ERRA Men’s 12 and women’s 6-stage road relay championship, Incorporating the British Championship, April 9
Martin Duff reports from Sutton Park on a day of sun, wind and the occasional flurry of snow. 
Sutton Park was the scene of the fourth running of the men’s 12-stage road relay championship, back in 1970, after it superseded the defunct News of the World London to Brighton national event at Whetstone in 1967. Now, after a two-year absence, along with the women’s six stage race, returned for the first time since the pandemic hiatus caused cancellations in both 2020 and 2021.
Entries were down from 2019, especially from women’s clubs and it was disappointing that none of the area women’s six stage champions even bothered to enter and the most successful outfits of the past decade, Leeds and Aldershot could not find six runners on the day.
Some team managers noted that coaches were reluctant to let their runners compete while others though that some runners preferred to race over standard distances. 

On the men’s side, times were generally quicker than in the recent past. The present course has been used since 2016 and only Leeds 2019 winning time of 4:12:21 was quicker than the top three finishers this time. Many runners cited the new shoe technology as one reason.
The men got away at noon with a 5.38-mile-long leg, as the women followed over the same distance at 12:20. Thereafter the men ran alternate long and short stages whilst the women had jus one other long stage, on leg 4.
It was Highgate who took the men’s event for the second time, while Salford posted their first women’s six-stage title.

Men

Tonbridge came out on top with a team that included no really fast runners and, after a steady start, back in 23rd position after the first stage, gradually clawed their way back and snatched victory from Highgate in the last half-mile. One team manager said that Highgate could have won with a revised running order.
Tonbridge won this race for the first time back in 2018 in 4:17:24 and, after their victory in the South of England championships, came good again with a much faster time of 4:11:13, the second quickest time since this revised course began to be used in 2016.

They may have been many places down, on the opener, but were only just over a minute adrift of ‘winner’ Highgate’s Jacob Allen. 
It had been Bedford & County’s Jack Goodwin who led from the downhill start and a sizeable group stayed together for much of the trip down through the opening loop, up the hill then out past the Jubilee Stone to Streetley Gate, before turning around the marker cone, on what was a slightly slippery gravelly patch. The return back up the dog-leg, then enabled the runners to gauge who their opponents were before the run down to Keepers Pool then up to the hand over, where
Goodwin was a close second, “Jack led all of the way until the final corner,” said Allen, who pounced very late to take the honours in 25:42. Explaining the plethora of fast times, he added: “we haven’t been here in the age of the shoes.”
Cambridge & Coleridge’s Jack Gray won the battle for the third spot ahead of Derby’s David Devine and top veteran Alastair Watson for Notts AC.
Northern champions Leeds lost about four minutes when Joshua Mitchell suffered an asthma attack at the start of the dog-leg down to Streetley Gate. Their race could have been much different in other circumstances. 

The fastest short stage of the day (15:10) was then posted by Tom Keen, who took Cambridge up to a narrow lead over Highgate’s James Ross by the end of the 3.165-mile second stage, but he admitted that his club would fall back later in the race. 
“I think he (Ross) went off too easy, but my first half was too quick, then I sat on him,” said Keen. The tactics worked with that fastest overall time.
Bedford sat third but Herne Hill’s Arlo Ludewick, gained 14 slots to 5th, with a race second best 15:19.

Then it was Bedford’s turn in front, as Dan Jarvis knocked out a 26:07 split, before saying: “it’s tough out there and windy out to the gate.” However, there were faster times were behind
 led by Nick Goolab who gained 15 places to third for Belgrave, with the day’s best long leg time of 25:23. He said: “I am only three-quarters fit,” but it was enough on a blustery day to be the best on show.

Birchfield’s Kadar Omar and Guildford’s Andy Coley-Maud, with 25:48 and 25:48 respectively.
followed.

Stage five saw Alexander Lepretre take Highgate to the front with a minute in hand, with the day’s second-best long leg time of 25:25 and he also put better times down to the shoes and added: “I think standards are increasing generally.”
Dewi Griffiths was again part of a Swansea squad. He was fastest here in 2015 and 2016 but was not quite at his best but still improved his club ten places to ninth with 26:03. The leg also saw Ben Cole put eventual winners Tonbridge into the podium places for the first time with 26:29.
Highgate increased their lead by the half-way point as Robert Wilson was now more than 90 seconds ahead, as Bedford and Tonbridge kept within the top three. 
After their unfortunate start Leeds had been moving up and finally made the top ten, as Gavyn Chalmers ran a stage best 15:21, the third best of the race.
Bedford’s Ben Alcock ate into Alex Bampton’s Highgate’s lead on the long stage seven, with a 26:05 split as Bampton said: “I thought he might have been closer, as I had a terrible injury in 2020.” Behind, Bristol displaced Tonbridge in the top three, but Alex Teuten ginned six places for Southampton, with a stage best 25:58.
It began to look like Highgate’s race at the end of stage eight, as they led by a minute. They had won overall in 2016 with a 4:16:30 total time and were well inside that at this point of the race.  Jamie Bryant moved Tonbridge back up to third here and the positions stayed the same on leg nine but Tonbridge moved ever closer to the front thanks to Kieran Reilly’s 26:10.
A supposedly new name appeared on the time sheets deep in the field. It was Barclay Izzard who posted the third best long stage of the day, for Derby, with 25:33. This was only the Triathlete’s fourth recognised run-only performance and came just a week after a second spot in the Europe Triathlon Cup in Melilla, Spain’s outpost in Africa.

There was a sense of deja-vu at the front on the tenth leg as Peter Chambers kept Highgate ahead but then James Kingston took Tonbridge to within a minute of the race lead with a 25:53 stage 11 best before handing over to Ben Murphy for the glory leg.
He duly delivered with 15:39, another stage best, for a 13 second win four minutes or so quicker than their previous winning effort. Highgate and Bedford took the minor medals ahead of Bristol and Leeds, who calculated that they may well have been third without their earlier misfortune.

Women

Unlike the men, where the top 25 teams from each of the areas are invited to compete here, there is no such restriction of entry for the women. It was therefore surprising that just 36 teams started but even more so when only 25 completed the distance, compared to 48 in 2019.
Salford’s victory was set up from the gun, as Eleanor Bolton led for most of the 5.38-mile trip and initially had Birchfield’s Bryony Gunn for company, but then said: “I sat in, then got a bit of a gap.” Before going away to ‘win’ in 29:20. 
Having turned out for Ribble Valley in the Podium 5km four weeks earlier and still showing as such on her Power of Ten profile, some questioned her eligibility to run for Salford. She said: “it was a quick turn-around and I got a clearance letter.” 
Despite being well behind, Kate Estlea led the rest home for Basingstoke & Mid Hants in a time, of 30:19 that would stand as the afternoon’s third best effort. All but two of the top 15 long stage times were set on this opening leg.
Bolton’s time was faster that the quickest efforts of Emelia Gorecka in 2015 and Verity Ockenden’s of 2017 and is the third best top lap 2015.
Basingstoke’s Charlotte Chalwin closed to win a few yards of Amelia Bratt on the short stage two, but Ellen Donald was quickest on the leg with 18:26 in moving Highgate up to fourth behind Thames Valley’s Alexandra Mundell.

Samantha Mason was faster with 18:18 whilst taking Salford’s well clear again but, further back, Gemma Steel was more than a minute quicker with a 17:17 split for Charnwood, who were now sixth. “I ran the same time in the Midland relay,” said the 36-year-old and it was, again, easily the best 3.165-mile effort of the day. She added: “I think I went off too quickly,”
Salford then stretched out a winning lead on the fourth and only other long women’s stage, as Anna Bracegirdle, with 29:49, took the lead out to nearly two minutes, with the second quickest 5.48-mile leg. It was a surprise that she was here, as she said: “I ran the Manchester marathon last week, in a pb 2;34:21 and that is a Welsh Commonwealth Games qualification time.”

She added: “I had two days off then ran 6, 8 and then 10 miles before today.”

Highgate and Basingstoke swapped places on leg five, thanks to Kate Towerton’s stage best 18:52 for the latter. 
Salford had enough in hand for a comfortable victory but Sinead Bent posted an anchor leg stage best of 18:00 the second quickest of the day for a near four-minute victory. She said: “I didn’t know how close they were but didn’t go off too hard in case I had nothing left at the end.”
Highgate took second while Basingstoke, posted their first ever medal at this level, in third.
For full results see Graham Fessett’s Sportsoft results website 

