MURRAY TAKES THE STRAIN BUT IT’S JOY FOR MORAY’S JUNIORS

Culbin Forest was tingling with excitement last Sunday when 120 junior runners from across Moray and the Highlands rubbed shoulders with the best in the UK at Moravian orienteering Club’s showpiece event of the year.

Dozens of the area’s young athletes, most of them aged between 8 and 16, lined up alongside some of the superstars of British orienteering when they gathered to compete in the Moray and Highland Junior Championships. The event was the culmination of four years of work in local schools by the Moravian junior development team, providing a link between schools championships and major club events. Moravian had decided to combine this junior championship with a regular fixture, a decision which proved to be inspired. Backed by a £330 grant from the Communities 2014 fund, Moravian’s Junior Development Officer Mike Rodgers had teamed up with course planner Nick Barr and put together a team of around 40 experts and novices to stage the event; the reward was a turnout of 280 – an figure rarely matched at this level of event so far north.

Any event in Culbin attracts orienteers from far and wide, but the UK ranking status of Sunday’s event was an added bonus that helped attract competitors from south of the border, including the entire Great Britain Under 21 squad who were in final training for next month’s world Championships in Denmark. By the time entries closed, six of the UK’s top-20 ranked men, and 4 of the top-20 women featured on the start list.   

Also on the start line was Forres runner Ben Livesey, two minutes behind Edinburgh ace Murray Strain who shares almost exactly the same personal best over 10K on the road – 31:08. Strain managed to catch Livesey after about three controls, but the pair were then neck-and-neck for the next 20 minutes until Strain’s superior strength across the terrain began to tell. Livesey, feeling the onset of a recent muscle injury, had to let go, and the Edinburgh athlete powered through the field to finish 18 minutes clear of Livesey, and 3 minutes ahead of the nearest world-class challenger to walk away with the prize of a 15-year old bottle of Glen Moray malt whisky .

But the elite race was only the supporting act to the day’s real excitement. The junior classes were split in to four age groups – the under 11s, 13s, 15s and 17s, with separate races for boys and girls. There was also a junior elite class for the top under-17 orienteers in Moray and Highland.

The boys Under 11 race over a 2.2 Km course was one of the most exciting of all. With 4 controls to go, 10-year-old Cameron Lennon held a 3-second lead over namesake Cameron Main, but a scintillating burst of pace over the final few hundred metres opened up a 19-second gap for Main, an Elgin West End Primary pupil, while Mosstowie’s Murray Robinson managed to sneak up in to 2nd place. The girls Under 11 was more clear cut, with 25 seconds separating champion Heather Welsh (Kinloss) from club mate Mairi Weir of Aberlour. Cara Robinson almost matched her brother’s second place in the boys under 11, but a tiny 2-second margin meant she had to settle for third to record another Moray 1-2-3.

But Highland runners were not short of success either. There was no question of who was in charge of the boys under 13 race, when yet another Cameron, this time Fortrose’s Cameron Young, led right from the start to beat Dyke’s Nathan Evans in to second by 2 clear minutes. This was only Nathan’s second serious race, and he beat fellow Forres scout Callum Watt into 3rd by a minute. The girls under 13s went tragically wrong right at the death for Findhorn youngster Vaila Hornsby. Holding a 14-second lead over Bishopmill Primary pupil Lauryn McWilliam at the penultimate control, it was just a simple track run to the final marker and then the finish. However, the pressure of running and navigating at speed was to have disastrous consequences, as Vaila inadvertently misidentified the final control, instead punching at a marker on a different course. Under the rules, a disqualification was the inevitable outcome, to let in the much more experienced Elgin youngster who finished a minute clear of Lossiemouth’s Jenny McFarlane in 2nd with Inverness’s Lucy Faulkner a very good 3rd.

It was a Highland treble in the boys under 15 event, but it was a totally different story for the Moray under 15 girls. Perhaps the most remarkable performance of the day was from another Dyke runner, 10-year-old Kathryn Barr who was ‘running up’ two classes. Kathryn has watched her brother Andrew’s rapid rise to the Scotland Under-15 team, but with Andrew away training with the Scottish Junior Squad, it was her turn to steal the limelight. Running against girls up to 4 years older, she coped valiantly with the 3.3 Km course which was set at a technical difficulty beyond the ability of most children of her age. Capitalising on a big mistake at the 5th control by Elgin’s Alana Young, she took the lead and never looked back as she came in to win by over 2 minutes, with Alana coming a great second, relegating experienced Highland junior Molly Todd in to third place.

But in terms of sheer class, there was no matching Forres Academy pupil Johnstone MacPherson-Stewart. In the highly technical junior elite class, Johnstone, after his trademark steady start, took the lead by control 2, and then powered relentlessly through the forest terrain to beat Inverness’s Scott Mclean by a comfortable margin of 3 minutes, with Highland runner Sam Gebicke-Kerr close behind in 3rd. Johnstone, fresh from a brilliant run the previous week to get a 3rd place against the best under 15s in Scotland, is not far from becoming a major force in Scotland, despite swimming being his specialist sport.

The event culminated in a star-studded awards ceremony. The majority of the GB Under-21 squad had stayed behind after their race to mix with the junior competitors, and you could almost touch pride and excitement at the winners stepped up to the podium to receive their awards from young men and women who were competing at this level only a few years ago and have now gone on to represent their country on the world stage.

Junior orienteering has come a long way in Moray is a very short time, and it is thanks in many ways to the efforts of the local Active Schools team that so many local youngsters have done so well with limited big-event experience. The team, led by manager John McMulkin, are now delivering orienteering in many schools right across the county using maps of school grounds drawn by specialist orienteering cartographers. With Moray gearing up to stage the UK’s biggest event of 2013 the future looks very bright. In three years time, during early August, 4000 competitors will descend on Moray from across the world for a major week-long international festival. The last time this 2-yearly event was held was in 2009 in Perth, where £2 million was brought in to the local economy as a result.

Moravian will now be concentrating their efforts on providing opportunities for local juniors to learn and practice the often difficult skills of the game, so that in three years time they can try to match some of the world’s best on home ground. The process starts tomorrow (Saturday) when Roseisle Forest is the venue for the next event, which features two races that will cater for both beginners and those with higher aspirations. Full details, as always, are on www.moravianorienteering.org  

