STORIES FROM PAST RUNNERS AND WINNERS UNTIL 1998 WERE WRITTEN FOR THE BOOK “CAMDEN CLASSIC – THE FIRST 20 YEARS”

STORIES FROM WINNERS FROM 1999 TO 2009 HAVE BEEN WRITTEN SINCE
PETER MOYLE

Well, the Camden meeting is now 20 years old and what started out as a “runners” meeting organized by the Camden Stable has gone on to be a very successful meeting which all the runners enjoy competing in.

The Camden Classic Carnival was basically an idea I passed by Frank McHugh at the start of the 1979/80 season. I suggested to Frank that as we didn’t have a lot of running meetings on the programme, then we could organize a “runners” meeting. Most of the stable thought we could organize it, but Frank was a bit sceptical and took a bit of convincing.

We thought it would be good to get the Camden Football Club involved, especially as we were using their facilities. As some of our stable were umpires, we aimed to get the SANFL umpires involved in a handicapped Umpires’ Race, so they could see the benefits of pro running.

Some of the other stable members, besides Frank and myself, who were involved in setting up the meeting 20 years ago were Mark Mackie, Steve McAvaney, Tony McAvaney, Mike Maguire, Peter Mehaffey, Loui Gomeriato and Graeme Schutz. There was a lot of work involved but at the end of the day all the guys felt proud of how well the meeting went.

The guys came well before the start of the meeting and we even went to the extent of bringing along extra toilet paper and soap to make sure there were enough supplies! Also we made sure the straight and circular tracks were well cut so there would be good hard fast running surfaces.

We wanted to make the carnival in late January or early February so runners could have a break after the Bay, but also aim for it before the umpires and players had to worry about football. The date in 1980 wasn’t even finalized until 8 to 10 weeks before the event – the season wasn’t as organized as well as it is these days.

Our aim was to make the meeting the second best South Australian pro-meeting behind the Bay Sheffield. Now that it’s been going twenty years, I think we can say that it has become that. There have been plenty of meetings that have come and gone but this one has been able to keep going from strength to strength.

I got involved some years later as a sponsor of the 800 metre Novice race. As this was my best event, I wanted to encourage more runners into this distance by putting up very realistic prizemoney.

Whilst I have seen some excellent and close races with brilliant runners at the Camden meeting over the years, the highlight in my eyes was to see a less gifted runner win a race. Even though he was the frontmarker and had been running for about 10 years, he chalked up his first win in the 800 metre Novice at Camden. The runner’s name is Loui Gomeriato.

Another point that I am sure not many would know is that the day after the first Camden meeting, Frank McHugh took over as coach of the Camden Athletic Club. Our former coach, John Redford, decided to give it away due to personal reasons. It is a huge credit that Frank McHugh is not only running himself these days, but also coaching a very successful and huge stable. It has been tremendous that the stable has been able to continue the Camden Classic Carnival to the success that it is today.

Congratulations to everyone who has been involved in any way in any of the Camden meetings. From a personal point of view, it gives me a great sense of satisfaction when looking back to see what started as a simple idea has developed into a very important part of the pro-running season.

PETER MEHAFFEY

Being a runner with the Camden Athletic Club meant contributing to the Camden Classic Carnival each year. My main role was to put together the programme, in the early days it was with an old typewriter. We would cut and paste ads of sponsors into the programme, usually we would use the ads from the year before. I remember going around to Mary Karutz’s home on the Friday before the meeting. She would have the League’s equipment at her place and we would use the photocopier to copy all the pages and then staple them together.

I guess I started as Secretary of the club in the mid-eighties and continued on until 1990. That job would involve a lot of letters to people involved in the Carnival. We wanted everything to be set in place so that the League could basically have the day off. The officials would just come along and worry about the running, while everything else was taken care of.

Another important part of the day would be cutting the track. We would borrow a ride-on mower and continue to cut the circle and the sprint tracks in the lead up to the day. I recall getting to the oval between 8 and 9 on the Sunday of the meeting to mow the grass, set up the track and all those sort of things. It took a lot of effort but it made sure everything was ready for when the runners arrived.

When 1990 came around, it was a case of the people who had been there for a while were starting to move on and do other things. Priorities were changing and most of us found that the enthusiasm and the time weren’t there to continue athletics. The only one that really maintained the enthusiasm was Frank – he’s always wanted to make running a big priority in his life. As a result, the stable became smaller and there wasn’t the manpower to keep the Camden Classic Carnival going. The League then chose to keep the Classic going at Henley Oval in 1991 before heading back to Camden when Frank took on some new runners.

I did athletics to get fit to play footy and I only ever won one race. I really enjoyed the involvement, the young guys that were single would often head out to have a few drinks on our nights off. Being involved in running the Carnival gave me a real sense of achievement and it is great to see it keep going.

MARK MACKIE

Like a lot of people that got involved in athletics through umpiring, it was Frank McHugh who approached me with the idea of doing running during summer. At the time Jack Redford was coach but he only lasted until the Bay Sheffield Carnival in my first season and then Frank took over. My first memory of training at Camden Oval was Jack telling us, “Look - the playground’s over there. If you want to muck around, then go and play on it!”

I was there for about four years and mixed with lots of top blokes, such as Tony McAvaney, Peter Mehaffey, Peter Moyle, Loui Gomeriato, Michael McGuire and Gary Thompson. I got Steve McAvaney involved as a masseur – I had known him at school – and he was great for the club. Of course, he’s gone on to bigger and better things, being a trainer now with the Crows.

Athletics was difficult for me, being a non-runner. I had previously enjoyed playing cricket but I knew I had to get fitter if I was to umpire League footy. The training and the competing had its ups and downs. One really good thing about the sport was the social side of things – our club would have “AGMs” at the Morphett Arms pretty regularly on a Friday night. They were a group of terrific people and we loved to knock around together. On the running side of things, the League was still strictly professional, the amateurs couldn’t be involved. That helped battlers like me but I could usually only run one good race in a day and not two. The highlights of my running career were making the 800 metre final at the Bay Sheffield and winning my two sashes at Adelaide Oval and Camden.

I’ll always remember the infamous Broken Hill meeting when I lined up in a heat of a sprint race, with winners only into the final. After all the scratchings, I found myself against only one other runner. He must have been a paraplegic or something because I won the heat. After finishing last (by a long way) in the final, we went up into the betting ring afterwards and found a ticket lying on the ground with my name on it. Whoever thought I would win a sprint race must have been a drunk with no idea.

When it came to the Camden Classic Carnival, Peter Moyle was the one to get the ball rolling. He was the organiser with all the contacts and he put a lot of time into it. Twenty years on and you’ve got to be forever thankful that he did it. In those days the League was really struggling to get running meetings and it was unique that a running club like ours would take one on. Once the ball was rolling, everyone pitched in and did a bit. Peter Mehaffey and Tony McAvaney took care of the programmes, Michael Maguire stitched up Ansett as a major sponsor, Jack and Dennis McAvaney came to the party with providing trophies and sponsoring races and lots of people would work on the track. When Peter Moyle moved on, it remained a real team effort and Graeme Schutz and I would follow up on sponsors that had already been set up. Finances were always the problem but with loyal sponsors and help from the League we survived. Frank negotiated for all the nomination money to come back to the club and that assisted us no end. So Peter started it all and everyone had a dip afterwards to keep it going. It is very pleasing to see the Classic get to its 20th birthday.

After 1984 I found that I had had enough and, with the birth of my third son, I needed the time during summer to spend with my family and rest my body. I try to pop in every year to the Classic meeting and it’s good to see the crowd they get. I enjoy seeing plenty of the old faces that come back for the day and I think plenty of those people who ran with Camden back then may wish to get back involved in some way these days. It’s become quite a family orientated club and people like Peter McAvaney and Tony McAvaney now have their kids running with Frank.

I would like to thank Frank for getting me out there in the first place and from there it wasn’t too hard to be involved with the type of people that were there. It was an enjoyable experience. For every night that you had to bust your gut running around that silly looking oval, there were other times that made up for it.

TRIBUTE TO JACK MCAVANEY BY MARK MACKIE

Jack McAvaney was heavily involved in supporting the Camden Classic Carnival throughout the years, with his company “McAvaney & Co” sponsoring a race every year since its inception. Jack passed away in mid 1995 and former Camden runner, Mark Mackie, wrote the following tribute at the time.

I first met Jack McAvaney some 25 years ago. At that time I was progressing through my teenage years and I can remember at that time Jack was a quiet man, had a simple life style and loved to talk to people regarding sport. It did not matter what sport – he had an affinity with all of them.

At this time it became very evident to myself and others of my era that Jack was very supportive to his wife, Roma, and sons, Stephen and Michael. Jack was a generous man in the sense that he always had time for you, your family and your friends. He was always interested in what you were doing and what you were up to. He was a great listener and he was not one for forcing his opinions upon you. His was not idle chatter, but rather he had that unique ability to have a genuine interest in everyone and everything whom he had the pleasure in meeting. Jack was warm and sincere and, whenever the McAvaneys had a party at West Beach road, you just had to get an invite. They had a strong sense of celebration and both Jack and Roma knew how to look after their guests – and boy, can Roma cook! You never went away saying “that was a waste of a night out”.

In the late 1970s the Camden Athletic Club, led by Frank McHugh, decided to have a go at running their own carnival. This carnival, held in early February of each year, has been very successful since its inception. It’s people in the background like Jack McAvaney that make things like the Camden Classic happen. Jack, along with his brother, Dennis, have always financially supported the Classic but Jack also assisted in setting the track up on race day, sold programmes and did all those other bits and pieces that make the day successful. Jack did these things because he had a genuine interest in sport and, in particular, athletics. He gained immense satisfaction from young people having a go and participating to their fullest. That was his sole reason for making the effort – his love for others.

Whilst Jack McAvaney loved all sports, he had a real passion for horse racing (he attended the Melbourne Cup Carnival every year for in excess of 40 years), athletics and football. I am sure the first person he will seek out in Heaven will be Jack Oatey and by now they will have devised a plan to have the Sturt Football Club return to its glory days of the 1960s.

Jack McAvaney is survived by his wife, Roma, and sons, Stephen and Michael.

May he rest in peace.

FRANK MCHUGH

The Camden Classic Carnival was the brainwave of Peter Moyle who used to run with the club. He thought that we should make the 400m distance the focus of the day and we got together as a group to discuss the idea. Like a lot of things you do, you don’t start with any money but that didn’t stop us. The League was very good to us in those days and all of the nomination money came to us which was a great help. When it came to going out and getting sponsors, we found a number of very helpful businesses. Our club sponsor, Steve Mabarrack’s Esso Service Station, was great at that time in putting in some money and stopping us from falling over. McAvaney and Co have been absolutely sensational – they have put on a race every year and in the early days helped to run quiz nights at the Plympton Football Club which raised money for the day. So a combination of those quiz nights, the League’s assistance and ourselves getting out and finding sponsors allowed the carnival to get underway. And as they say, the rest is history.

The carnival started in the years that the League began to grow. The Mort Daly Trust money was just coming into vogue then and assisted clubs like ours to boost prizemoney levels. The League went from the struggling days of the 1970s with only 3 to 4 carnivals per year to a season more like we know it now.

The search for a major sponsor was a priority. Michael Maguire was instrumental in getting Ansett involved so that a $1000 trip was the prize to the winner of the Classic. Then in 1985 Coca Cola came on board. For the next 14 years they stayed involved and we’re very grateful that we could have them with us during that time. It’s terribly disappointing that they won’t be with us in our 20th year but that happens in this day and age. But we certainly wouldn’t be where we are today without them.

I went to Port Pirie in 1986 and Tony McAvaney took over coaching the club. I would come back on weekends to compete. The stable wasn’t large then and it made it very difficult to get the sponsorships required. When we didn’t have the organizational power to run it, we went for two years to Henley Oval, which was the League’s headquarters. It was disappointing but fortunately the League and Coca Cola made sure the feature 400 metre events continued.

Whilst I was in Port Pirie, I had a dream to get an athletics and cycling carnival started up there and I caught up with John Malycha who had a huge cycling background. So we went to Ron Redford, the brother of John who started the Camden stable, and Ron got out his little book with his contacts. Ron was and still is a very famous name in Port Pirie through sport, the media and his own business. He was very helpful in pointing us in the right directions and we got that carnival up and running. Twelve years later that’s still going and so I’m heavily involved in organizing two meets throughout the season. It sure makes you appreciate the other meetings where you can just take along your spikes and worry about your own running.

When I came back from Port Pirie, I became involved in coaching the football umpires and we worked hard to build up the athletics stable again. In 1993 the time was right to start running the Classic meeting at Camden again. Since then, it’s gone on in leaps and bounds.

Probably the best run in the history of the Camden Classic was Steve Hutton’s effort in 1996. His great form that season continued on, of course, when he went on to win the Stawell Gift. Another outstanding feature of the Camden Classic’s history is seeing two Victorians come over and win. Let’s hope both Sam and Gerard can come back and be a part of our 20th year celebrations.

The Women’s Classic has a shorter history than the open race but it is very special in its own way. The great thing about women’s events is that their numbers have increased dramatically. Sometimes the consistency of the women’s racing has been questioned and that makes the handicapping most difficult. However, while the numbers increase so will the profile of their events.

I’ve run in a few Camden Classic finals. One of the most memorable was the year Trevor Roe won it back in 1984. It was a warm day – what’s new? – and Al Green was the hot favorite. As a coach and also as someone who runs in finals, I sometimes tend to switch off at the business part of the race and worry about what is happening around me instead of concentrating on my own race. That was what happened to me that day when I saw Trevor kick clear in the straight. I was about five wide with no gaps to the left of me and Al Green was certainly behind me. So Al was forced very wide and could have just about touched the fence which left him with little hope of winning. Many of the other finals have been memorable, even as late as a couple of years ago when, even though I was gone in the straight, it was fantastic to be involved in the final.

The Camden Athletic Club has certainly had some success over the years but I don’t think we’ve by any means dominated. We’ve had the Roe boys (Andrew and Trevor), David Adams, Kym Schwarz (“the little pony” who won both Whyalla and Camden in the same season) and this year Damian Obst. Jackie Lewis is our only winner of the women’s race. I suppose the disappointments are always there – Amin’s missed out twice. The one he really wanted in 1995 was taken off him and in all my years that was probably the harshest decision that I’ve seen in professional athletics in this state. But that’s life.

To reach 20 years is sensational. From very humble beginnings, we’ve come a long way. There is a very simple format which works well. What keeps the sport going is the frontmarkers and the backmarkers and the opportunity it gives all runners. If we get away from that and have an elitist type sport, I think we are in trouble. Having said that, there needs to be a handicap limit on big races and the Camden Classic deserves a limit.

The future of the Camden Classic carnival is pretty simple. Provided people are prepared to do the work, the event will continue. Those athletes that are not involved in running a carnival have no idea what is involved in behind the scenes. In this day and age it’s very difficult because people don’t want to do voluntary work. But our club currently has plenty of people who are willing to do a lot of work to put it on and that should mean it will keep on keeping on for the time being.

BRIAN HART

I’ve been a full time starter with the League since 1978, so I’ve started every Camden Classic final so far as I’ve never missed one. I treat it as the second best carnival outside of the Bay Sheffield. As years have gone by, it’s got better and better. It’s more professional and it’s now very up-market and well run.

There have been many memorable moments throughout the years. Sam Sullivan came over from Mildura and won an early Camden Classic. We ran at Broken Hill the year after and Sam ran at that meet, so we renewed acquaintances then – a nice chap. Another interstate bloke that came over was Gerard Harrison, who didn’t run very often and was a bit of a smokey but he ran like a damn greyhound. And who could forget John Turner who put up his hand in the air a metre or two before the line, thinking he had it won but got beat. The winners off the backmarks stand out to me, so I do remember in particular the wins of Steve Hutton and Tom Hassell. But they were all special in their own way – there is a story behind all of them.

I do remember the day Al Green was pretty upset with the officials and was talking about refusing to run in the Classic. Brian Tohl, father of Tony, was a marksman and he got particularly upset with the way Al was carrying on. He went into the trainers’ room and found Al Green on the massage table and told Al to get up off the table and get out and race. Brian was such a quiet man but he certainly fired up that day. Al went on to get beat by Trevor Roe in the final and he wasn’t too happy about that!

Starting the 400 races is much like starting the other races, including the 120s. You get caught up in the emotion of it on the day. The runners are ready for it, so I’ve got to be as well. Fortunately I can’t remember any breaks in Camden Classic finals so far.

In recent years, Brenda Pearl and myself have been involved in choosing Athlete of the Meet. We look for an outstanding performance and someone we can encourage as well. In 1996 we chose Ryan Cox who won the backmarkers’ mile in the red and has since been improving whilst running with us throughout the season. The year after was Paula Lehmann, who was only a young girl when she won the 120 metre Women’s final. The win was something special and we hoped the award gave her some more incentive. Paula has certainly gone on in leaps and bounds since. And in 1998 we chose Steve Gareffa for his 800 metre novice win. He’s been getting better and better and it looks like he’ll win many more.

Frank McHugh has obviously been a major organizer of the carnival throughout the years. We go back a long way and we’ve been real good mates. We’ve honored each other’s friendship and on race day he respects me whilst being able to meet for a chat and a drink afterwards. It’s a credit to him to see the Camden Classic Carnival progress like it has.

AMIN CHEHADE

In 1991 I got asked out to athletics after I had got involved in boundary umpiring SANFL football. I started out concentrating on 800s and above but it didn’t take too long before I realized I had a bit of speed. I won the 800 metres and 1600 metres at the 1993 Bay Sheffield carnival before going to Whyalla at the beginning of 1994. Daniel Kowal, another stablemate, was set for the Whyalla 400 and I wasn’t known as a 400 runner. I remember Gary Would, who won the race, saying how surprised he was that I got so close to him and it was from then on that I was seen to be competitive over that distance.

The Camden Classic of 1994 was again meant to be Daniel’s race. I don’t know whether I could have won it if I was running my own race but I remember seeing Daniel kicking hard in the straight and thinking he had it in the bag. But then Tom Hassell came sweeping down the outside. I filled a placing but was disqualified for interfering with Mark Faulkner on the turn. I had to squeeze between runners but the interference was minimal. I couldn’t believe that I was disqualified when no one had protested and I actually asked the officials to speak to Mark, who told them that there was no problem. I was a little annoyed but I hadn’t been set for the race so I wasn’t too upset.

My training in the 1994/95 season was still aimed at 800s and below. When I came to running the Port Pirie A grade mile in November of ‘94, I hadn’t planned to win it but I lined up on a pretty good mark and said to myself I could run pretty well. I went out hard and just kept going, winning in 3:53. That certainly surprised me and was a bonus. After the Bay Sheffield carnival, where I just missed out in the 800, I decided to set my sights on Camden. In the lead up, we knew that David Martin was the one that had a good handicap and was running well.

There was a bit of media focus that week and I went on KG’s show. On the day, the Advertiser journalist, Tanya Lewis, turned up and I knew it would be in the papers. But I didn’t feel any pressure because I am usually fairly relaxed. When it came to the final, Martin seemed like 50 metres in front of me (it was 20) and I felt like I had to go out hard to make sure I got him. He went out quickly and I had to go out “spastic” down the back straight. In hindsight that was my downfall because I actually got him with about 100 to go. When I went alongside him, I just panicked and was scared he would kick back. I probably started to fall with about 10 metres to go but it felt like 50 metres. The tape was up high and I reckon taller runners would have collected it on the way down. I definitely fell under it but I know I still crossed the line.

Terry McAuliffe called me as the winner and a few others from the club were stoked for me. Terry then made a big deal, calling it a “sensation”, before the officials came over to tell me that I had been disqualified. I remember Robbie Ziersch coming over to me and saying bad luck, which I appreciated. It was a joke that I didn’t at least get second and I remember Frank put in a protest over that fact. Nevertheless, to this day I haven’t really got upset over it, as I don’t want others to feel it got to me.

I went on to win the 1995 Port Pirie 400, even though some people thought I should have waited for Camden in ’96. I ran well in the Camden Classic of 1996, finishing third behind Steve Hutton and Nat Young, which was no disgrace. I had AFL boundary umpiring commitments in 1997 so I couldn’t compete. In 1998 I went into the final knowing deep down that I couldn’t start eight metres behind Damian Obst and win. I was sluggish down the back straight but came home well to finish sixth. Some people say that the Camden Classic is a jinx for me but I still believe that in the next two or three years I could win it.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1980 WINNER – BRIAN WITTY

The 1979/80 season was a successful one for me. I came to Camden on January 20 with good lead up form, having won the Geelong Gift on December 29, run 2nd on January 1 at Maryborough over 400m and 3rd also over 400m at Rye on January 3.

However in the time between Rye and Camden I was on holidays and my normal training programs were thrown about – I remember spending much of that time painting the outside of my parents’ house at Port Broughton. Consequently I struggled in my heat and was not at all confident about the final. Fortunately I was able to improve with my second run and win the race.

The backmarker in the final was Hal Thomas off 17m. Peter Young was the frontmarker on 39m. Also in the final were Frank McHugh, Peter Venables, Craig Marriot, Gary Thompson, John Nicholls, Tony McAvaney, Stephen Glazbrook and myself. Tony McAvaney gave me a 3m start but passed me early in the race. I remember coming up on his outside on the turn into the straight and we ran together to the line in a desperate finish.

My trainer at that time was Lindsay Caspers. The stable, based at Railways Oval, boasted some top 400m runners with Mike Sullivan (winner at Stawell in 1977), Caspers himself who won at Broadford in 1976, Bob Melhuish, John Nicholls and “Black Douglas” Moyle who ran 2nd in the 400m at the Bay Sheffield carnival of 1960. Another stable mate, Noel Smith, won the 120m at that first Camden Classic Carnival.

Lindsay Caspers’ departure at the end of that season marked the beginning of a long and successful association with Bob Gray. At the first carnival after Bob resumed as a trainer, he was successful with Noel Smith and me winning a 120m and 300m double at Football Park.

I have continued to run over the years and presently run in Over 35 and Veteran Athletic events whilst training with the Glenelg Athletic Club. I have had two trips to Scotland to compete and traveled to Finland in 1991 with Hal Thomas to take part in the World Veterans’ Games.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1981 WINNER – PETER TIPPET

Everybody enjoys success and, as I am no exception, I would like to tell you about my recollections of the build up and running of the 1981 400 metre Camden Classic.

Initially I was motivated to enter the event because the first prize was a double airline ticket to Perth, a city I hadn’t visited for 15 years. My training preparation, 6 weeks prior to the event, changed dramatically from typical middle distance training to short fast sprinting sessions. Unaccustomed to this training meant both my training mate, Peter Minney, and myself suffered with sore hamstrings and bums, being barely able to sit down after training. Fortunately the hard work paid off and it was definitely worth the pain and effort.

When it came to the final I was able to prove to the critics that I was a serious contender and won the race to their surprise and my expectation. I enjoyed the competition on that day and still do as a spectator, having watched many of the Camden Classics, which I regard as the second best South Australian event to the Bay Sheffield.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1982 WINNER – SAM SULLIVAN

Saturday January 23 was one of the hottest days recorded in Adelaide (45 degrees) and, with my masseur Lockie Thomas, we made the long trek from Mildura for the Camden Classic on the following day. I remember clearly the many thousands of people sitting around Glenelg beach until the early hours of Sunday morning.

Sunday January 24 was a similar day and it wasn’t until after the heats of the Classic that a cool change arrived and conditions became more favourable to running. The Classic had six heats of eight runners, with winners plus the two fastest seconds to complete the field for the final.

I won my heat in the fastest time of 48.5 seconds but was fully extended and the second placed runner (C. Marriott) also qualified for the final. The final field of eight included the well-credentialed runners Kym Steer, Al Green and Peter Kitto. Five of the eight finalists including myself were backmarkers, with only three metres separating the five of us.

The first 100 metres of the final was extremely fast, with all runners jockeying for a favourable position so as not to cover unnecessary ground. I was suited by the fast early pace and took up an early position near the line. At the 250 metre mark, I was still well placed but needed a run between runners as I felt the hard early pace was beginning to take its toll on some of the pacemakers. Tony McAvaney was in front of me and responded well to my shout to “move out”. I was fortunate enough to be full of running and shot clear at about the 80 metre mark and withstood a late challenge from Al Green (14m) to win the event in the time of 48.2 seconds. The event was sponsored by Ansett and, with their cooperation, the first prize enabled my wife and myself to travel to Brisbane to observe the Commonwealth Games.

The next two 400 metre events I competed in after Camden, namely the backmarkers at Melton and the backmarkers at the Bendigo 5000 meeting, I also won. I also went on to win a heat of the Stawell Gift that year and was narrowly beaten in the semi. In reflection I would say that the 1981/82 season was definitely one of my best.

Currently I still reside in Mildura and I am a partner in the largest accounting firm in the city (50 staff). I still have an involvement in running through a local football club. With my wife of 24 years, Megan, we have six children who are aged from 2 to 22 years and they all have involvements in sport. Nigel (21 years) recently stroked the Australian Rowing Eight to a gold medal in the World Under 23 championship held in Greece.

My masseur, Lockie Thomas, who also befriended many of the runners and trainers during these running days, is still with us but not in good health after suffering from a stroke.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1983 WINNER – FRANK MCHUGH

My memories of the lead up to the 1983 Classic are that we raced at the Strathalbyn Greyhounds on the Wednesday or Thursday night before the carnival. I was around the place there, running in the 300 metre final. Joe Logan, who won at the dogs that night, ran for Camden as well and I thought he was the one to beat. However, come Sunday, I went into the race thinking I was a chance.

I had 3 metres start on Joe and I wasn’t sure whether that was enough. Joe had run in a Stawell Gift final, won a Maryborough Gift and was a very good sprinter. Al Green was a class runner and was the backmarker off 11 metres but we thought the tight Camden track really didn’t suit him so we thought we had his measure. And you never knew with Peter Kitto – he was a great competitor and one of the best 400 metre runners in this state.

It was the year I wanted to win. I thought back in 1981 when Peter Tippett won that I had a great chance and that I had more leg speed than Peter. But I was totally wrong and he was too strong for me on the day. That was a bit of a disappointment and it was getting to the stage that I didn’t know whether the Camden Classic was going to elude me.

I can’t recall too much about the heats but I clearly remember the final. Geoff Hancock and Peter McAvaney were the frontmarkers and gave me plenty to chase. I think I was handy with about 150 metres to go next to the old scoreboard which Terry Cotton used to call the “Coca Cola stand”. We used to say at Camden that that was where all the races were won and lost mentally because it was there that the tough ones could win the race and the ones that weren’t travelling so well used to turn off at that point. So when I got there, I felt that really wanted the win and took off to go past the frontmarkers, who had run very well. I ran home quite strongly from there, thinking I had to hold off the likes of Joe Logan and Al Green.

Things worked out for me. Even back in those days it was a good race to win. I won a return trip for two to Coolangatta, which I gave to my mum and dad to see my brother in Queensland. And on a sentimental basis, I wanted to win the race because we trained at the oval and were so heavily involved in organising the meeting. With the other things that happened on the day, like the Umpires Race, it was always a highlight of the season.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1984 WINNER – TREVOR ROE

I was involved with Little Athletics from the age of 9 or 10 and started in the pros with Ron Knipe when I was about 15 years old. I was always around the place without doing anything decent until in 1981 I made the Bay Sheffield final. I had no great expectations that year but I knew I was running pretty well. I wasn’t one of the favourites in the race because I was only second in my semi. I guess I ran on emotion that day and the adrenaline was pretty high. The finish was very close and it was only until the judges put up the colour – and they took their time in making the decision – that I knew I hadn’t won and that I had come second. Tony Tohl and myself were actually given the same time and I’ve never seen a photo of the finish.

When I moved to Plympton I changed coaches to be with Frank McHugh. I had only ever really run the pure sprint distances but Frank’s stable was known as a group of 400 metre runners. Athletics was really secondary to me – playing footy with Central Districts was my main priority. So the 400 metre training seemed to suit my pre-season needs, even though most of the other players would be running longer miles around that time. However the coaches would always know I would be fit when I came around to full time training with Centrals. I played under Darryl Hicks and “Cowboy” Neale and there were never any hassles about my involvement with athletics.

After Christmas, the one you always trained for was the Camden Classic. As I got older, I started to place more importance on doing well at Camden. When it came around to 1984, I knew what times I was running and that I would be around the place. I remember going in fairly confident but you never know what to expect. I ended up the frontmaker of the final and stuck to the race plan that Jack McAvaney used to tell us. He would say to get out of the blocks quickly, sprint for about 30 or 40 yards, then settle down and wait until the Coke Stand at the old scoreboard before making your move. I was able to run to the plan perfectly without having to worry about any other runners around me. I went on to win the biggest race of my career.

I had heard stories about Al Green that day but I kept to myself and worried about my own running. Al had got rehandicapped and he wasn’t happy about that. As well as being stirred up, Frank told me that he had made it hard for Al to get past him, going five wide in the straight. I guess that made Al even more unhappy. Without looking at the photo, I wouldn’t have realised that Al hadn’t taken his spot on the dais. It was no big deal for me – I had won and I enjoyed the moment.

I kept running until the end of my footy career, where I played over 260 SANFL League games. Since finishing up in 1992, I spend most of my spare time with my family and don’t get to go to the footy or the running very often. I keep in touch with the Camden Athletic Club every now and then and sponsor the sash for the 120 metre Open Gift for the Carnival.

I would like to thank Ron and Frank for coaching me during my time in athletics. The people you run with also make it all worthwhile – it is impossible to do it all by yourself.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1985 WINNER - GRANT TURNER

The 1984/85 season was again going to be an attempt for me to win the Bay Sheffield. I had already had several attempts at it, making the final in 1981 and 1983 but not winning. Training that year therefore began in July to prepare for the December 28 race. Things seemed to be progressing well as I was successful in winning a 100 metre race at Football Park, a 70 metre and a 300 metre race at Camden and I felt quietly confident going into the Bay Sheffield Carnival. Unfortunately it was not to be as I was run out in my heat by the eventual 2nd and 3rd placegetters in the final. As some reward for my efforts, I went on to win the Consolation final later that day.

Following that disappointment, I decided to concentrate on 400 metre races. There was a good selection coming up over the next few months, especially the Camden Classic, which was the richest 400 metre race in the State at that time.

My training did not alter too much. I began doing quite a bit more 200 metre work. The fitness I had from preparing for the Bay Sheffield seemed to put me in good condition to run 400 metre races. The first race was a 400 metre race at Globe Derby Park Trotting Track. I managed to win this race from 24 metres and received $500. My next event was a 400 metre race at Adelaide Oval at lunchtime in the cricket. Again I was successful, this time running off 18 metres and winning $100. So by the time I came to run at Camden I was back to 17 metres. It certainly had me concerned that I had gone back so far in a short time, but my form and preparation had been perfect.

It was the 3rd of February in 1985, a fine warm day and I was feeling confident that I could win the race. In my heat I gathered the field in fairly quickly but Doug Hillman took quite a long time to catch. As winners only went into the final, I was a little concerned as he still led me into the straight. However a little extra effort took me past him and I was relieved to be in the final.

I remember being quite nervous before the final as it was a very prestigious race to win. I also knew it was going to be difficult, as I had to pass the majority of the field. When the gun went bang, I took off very quickly as I remembered my coach’s words of “get them early”. I managed to maintain the pace until the top of the straight when I finally hit the front.

The race had gone so quickly and now it was nearly over. Could I maintain that early speed? I knew now it was only a matter of lasting the final eighty metres. I drew in a large breath and put my head down. It seemed to take ages to reach the line but finally I got there. It was a great relief and a great thrill. I was quite surprised by the time, as it was quicker than I had done previously off better marks.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1986 WINNER – GERARD HARRISON

It was early in the 1985/86 running season when my trainer, Sandy Hurst, first formulated the idea of entering the Camden Classic. He had been told about a 400 metre race with an excellent first prize and, as I had been running well over that distance, we felt it was an opportunity we should take. It would be my first run outside of Victoria and the idea of running where I was unknown held an extra challenge for me.

My main recollection of the actual meeting was of two surprises. Firstly my thoughts of being the unknown runner were completely unfounded, as the race caller for the day seemed to know most of my Victorian performances. The second surprise was the welcome I received from the South Australian runners. The assistance that was offered by numerous runners not only made me feel most welcome, but also made my preparation for the Classic more relaxed.

I have no memory of the heats of the 400, but I do remember having a slight difference of opinion with the Chief Steward over the final of the 120 when he suggested something about not trying. After that small distraction, I could then concentrate on the 400. Sandy only had two instructions for the final. One was not to let the front-runners get too far in front of me. Secondly, because I was the backmarker, I was to be careful I wasn’t pushed too wide when I made my move. After the gun went, I remember the pace was on. Early in the race I just kept on the back of the man in front of me, Peter Kitto. As we reached the back straight, I could see the runners in front of me beginning to bunch up. It was further out than I normally would make a move but I certainly didn’t want to be caught wide. I recall reaching the home straight with only one or two in front of me, my momentum being enough to get me past them and take the tape.

I have now been retired from the running scene for many years but I still remember that run and have always counted it as one of my best. That was not because of the time or the margin or even the prizemoney, but because I felt as the backmarker and the Victorian runner I was expected to perform. Weeks after that run, one of the runners in our stable gave me a photo of me crossing the line. I had my arms raised as in triumph; the truth is it was in relief.

I am proud that I could be a part of the twenty-year history of the Classic and wish the Camden Athletic Club all the best for the twentieth running of the carnival and for the future.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1987 WINNER – DAVID WOODLEY

In the 1987 Camden Classic final, I started the race as the equal backmarker with Frank McHugh and Shane Martin off 18 metres. My pre-race strategy was to lead my fellow backmarkers and hope my middle distance strength would prevail. Well, my pre-race strategy was blown out of the water as Frank took off like a startled rabbit. I did my best to keep up with the “old man”, though Shane and I trailed him by 5 metres at the 200-metre mark.

As we came off the back straight, Frank seemed to slightly slow down around the bend and I went wide to pass him. At the top of the home straight, we came across a wall of runners. A few weeks earlier I had been in a similar situation and had tried to navigate my way down the inside, only to get “trapped”. Having learnt my lesson, I decided to go out and around the group. At this point, I believed I had a strong chance of winning as I thought I could easily overpower the other runners.

However, once I passed the main group any thoughts of winning quickly disappeared when I saw John Turner a clear 5 metres in front of me with only 50 metres to run. Over the next 40 metres I inched closer and closer to John but I knew I had not done enough. It was then that John made the cardinal sin of easing off. I quickly realized that a window of opportunity had presented itself. I flung myself at the tape and under John’s prematurely raised arms. The winner was not immediately announced due to the closeness of the finish. However I knew I had snatched an unlikely victory and added my name to the list of Camden Classic winners.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1988 WINNER – DAVID ADAMS

Having seen his runner, John Turner, win the 1987 Bay Sheffield, Camden Athletic Club Coach, Tony McAvaney, then focused on the Camden Classic. The club felt that as the organizer of this prestigious event, it would be fitting to have a strong representation for the race, with the ultimate result being a final made up of athletes from the Camden Athletic Club.

Leading up to the event, Tony McAvaney spoke to me and said it was about time for me to concentrate on my running and spend less time socializing. I reluctantly agreed and so we started a rigorous training schedule with the goal of making the final of the Classic, which I had achieved the previous year, the number one priority. The Camden Club had a strong team of 400 metre runners and I knew that I would receive a very good lead up to the event.

On the day of the event, I thought my main opposition would come from Michael Steer and it was unfortunate that we drew each other in the first heat. As the winner of each heat made the final I thought that whoever won that first heat would be hard to beat in the final. In a match race to the finish line I was fortunate to be in front at the end of that race, which was run in a time of 47.8 seconds. After the race I was sick and did not see any of the other heats. With the final to be run in just over one hour’s time, I was not well and thought that I had spent all my energy in my heat and that I would not be able to compete to a satisfactory level in the final.

Come race time and still feeling light in the legs, it was now or never. Thinking back to those cold training nights and I was not going to let this small setback stop me from achieving my goal. After the traditional parade we were given our orders by the starter and proceeded to our marks. Having drawn inside of Darryl Nettleton, I decided that as we were on a bend I would start a few metres out from the line. This upset Darryl and a slight delay was caused. When the gun went off, I had a good start and led the runners behind me to the frontmarkers. At about the 150 metre mark from home, I started to slip back in the field as Darryl Nettleton and Michael Kilmartin passed me. I tried to come off the line and had John Turner on my shoulder. As we entered the straight, I was struggling to keep up with the leaders as we passed the original frontmarkers. With about 60 metres to go I dug deep and found a spurt of energy from somewhere and gradually caught the field to take out the race.

This day will remain in my memories forever and I would like to thank the following people for making it all happen: Frank McHugh, who encouraged me out to the Camden Athletic Club, my parents, Tony McAvaney, John Turner and all my fellow training partners. Without these people’s help, I would not be in a position to write this article as the winner of the 9th 400 metre Camden Classic.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1989 WINNER – PETER CRISP

Although it was ten years ago, I remember the day and the race reasonably well. I had been competing in athletics for about 20 years but was only with the SA Athletic League for 2 or 3 seasons, so to win at Camden was an enjoyable and memorable occasion. The weekend was also the Athletic Association’s State Championships and I had competed in the 400 metres on the Saturday. Fortunately (for me) I decided to compete at Camden on the Sunday rather than in the 200 metre State title.

The Saturday had been very hot and the prediction for Sunday was 40ish, temperatures that I had tended to struggle in. When I arrived at the track, several members of my squad felt that I had a fair chance of winning which I laughed off with a “Yeah right! I wish.” I think I ran a 120 that day and was beaten in my heat - not the sort of thing one tends to remember too well.

The temperature was around 40 degrees Celsius when the heat was run and I made the final by about a tenth or maybe a hundredth of a second. Consequently I had very mixed feelings about having to run another 400 later in the day. I remember little of the heat other than really struggling near the line and feeling exhausted. My competitive side wanted to race and do as well as possible. My body wanted somewhere to lie down somewhere cool.

Fortunately, between the heat and final, a strong cool change came through with a very strong southwesterly sea breeze. The change must have dropped the temperature by at least ten degrees and it gave my legs a new lease of life. By the time the final was to start, I felt ready to give all I had.

My pre-race plan was to try to run conservatively for the first 200 metres with the wind and attempt to “run-over” the other athletes in the last 150 metres into the wind. In the short time I had been competing with the League, I had not got used to starting 400 metre races without blocks and racing without lanes. As a result, I found myself two or three metres behind the pack. At the halfway mark I had caught up to the pack but was starting to think that I may not be able to catch some of the runners in front of me. Fortunately some of the strongest runners were pushed three wide around the bend and the pack protected me from the worst of the head wind.

With about 120 metres to go, my main thought was to not come eighth but some of the frontmarkers seemed to tire and I realised that maybe I could get a placing. The thought of a first three finish gave me a burst of energy and I found enough fuel to get me near the front. As a person who enjoys winning, once I got close to the front the adrenaline kicked in and I managed to get to the line first.

I remember the goodwill of the other competitors and crowd, but the best memory was the ice cream that was given to me by the vendor at the track. Winning the Camden Classic is one of the best memories I have from athletics, even though much of my time in the sport was spent in the amateur side of the then divided sport.

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 1989 WINNER – MICHELLE BRUS

My athletic career began when I was 7 years of age, when I represented Hectorville Primary School and Morialta High School in the 200 metre, 400 metre, 800 metre running events, long jump and high jump.

My father, Robert, was associated with trainer Bill Neil and the South Australian Athletic League (SAAL), and they encouraged me to train as a professional athlete. I trained with Bill Neil during 1979 with a view to participate in the first professional foot race for women in Australia. 

Robert and Bill devoted a lot of time and energy toward developing and supporting professional foot running for women. The first race was held in 1981 at the Bay Sheffield Carnival in Adelaide, heralding a new era for the SAAL and all Australian female athletes.

Between 1981 and 1984 I participated in women’s events with as few as two competitors. In one 400 metre event my mother even ran in order to complete the field. I would like to thank all of the earlier women athletes who supported the League in its early years and secured the future for women’s professional running in Australia.

I won the Women’s Classic during my best ever season. I always enjoyed competing at the Camden events. There always seemed to be a sense of tradition and camaraderie about the club and the meeting.

Thank you to my trainers Robert Brus, Bill Neil, Gary Thompson and Paul Kalhill. Thanks also to my fellow training partners Dominic Scicchitano, Claudio Sboro, Dareska Brus, Paul Barnett, Neil Ballard, Adrienne Clarke, Mario Sboro, Mario Bianco, Drew Gillard, Peter Knowles and Michael Harvey.

The highlights of my association with the League include: Terry Cotton’s race calling, Klinton and Peter Kitto’s big pastie, my father winning his first veteran sprint event, Claudio Sboro’s training schedule, Brian Hart’s face when I won my first event, Brenton Wilson’s big hats, Gary Thompson’s warm up routine, the top turn at the Bay Sheffield, Kaniva, the Camden Classic, Frank McHugh’s legendary efforts in crossing the finish line first, Bill Neil and Robert Brus in the betting shed the Friday night before the Stawell Easter Carnival, the Maryborough Carnival on New Year’s Day, Rex Thompson’s face when there was a photo finish, the first professional footrace for women at the Stawell Easter Carnival in Victoria, the Broken Hill event, the Port Pirie track and there are too many more highlights to mention.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1990 WINNER – STEVE HUTTON

1990 was the year of my first Camden Classic and in the lead up to the race I was training with Greg Adams before he moved up to Darwin. My training partners at the time included Ruth Taylor and a very young Kelly Simpson. I was aged 22 and this was possibly my best season in athletics until 1996.

The week before Camden I won a 300 metre final at Henley, so I knew the longer sprint training was paying off, as I’d also run a 200 metre personal best of 21.76 seconds. However I knew there was going to be plenty of opposition, with the favourites including John Dawkins and Ercole “The Italian Stallion” Lattanzio.

I ran a tough heat and consequently I didn’t feel that fresh in the lead up to the final. The backmarkers for the race were the experienced Peter Kitto, who had made a number of Camden Classic finals, and the long-striding Brenton McGorman, who was a top 400 metre runner and had previously narrowly missed out on making the world junior team due to ankle injuries. I was amongst the backmarkers off 26 metres and had to give the others in front a bit of a start.

I remember catching the frontmarkers just after 200 metres and they started to spread four-wide. I was trapped for the next 100 metres and was holding back until Dawkins began to push the field out wider off the final bend. Luckily a gap appeared and I quickly seized it, whipping out into second place with about 80 metres to go. I could see Ercole well out in front but he was tiring rapidly. I got him with about 10 to 15 metres to go and the rest is history.

It was a very satisfying victory and I continued the good form for the rest of the season, including an appearance in my ever Stawell Gift final (the famous Capobianco win).

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 1990 WINNER – SONIA BLENKIRON

I was introduced to the Athletic League through Adrienne Clarke at the age of 13. She saw me out running at an Easter camp in the middle of the bush and she asked me to come out and train with her under Billy Neil. I found I really enjoyed it and it probably made me do better at school. The only reason I got through High School was because of sport - I did not like study at all. My running complemented my other sports, which were netball and touch football. I represented the state in touch during Year 10 but still managed to combine all three sports.

My first win was at Bordertown and it was a 200 metre race – you always remember your first. It took me another 3 years before I won again and I won five races that season. The win at Camden was one of those and I went on to win the Women’s Award and the Most Improved Athlete Award at the Presentation Dinner. I always thought the 400 metres was the best distance to do well in, although Billy would probably say the 120s. The thing I liked about the 400s was that you could go out hard but still pace yourself – it is a quick race but it also involves tactics.

The handicaps are a feature of the sport. It gives everyone an incentive to run well, the feeling of winning is great. A good handicap obviously helps but everyone still needs to work hard in order to win.

The women’s running during those days was still getting established and all the girls were pretty close. Everybody knew everybody else and it was both social and competitive. It is good to see that the numbers have increased so much in recent years. The prizemoney was low and it would be good to see prizemoney for Women’s races keep increasing. We did it for the love of the sport but women do deserve a fair go.

I was still fairly young when I won at Camden, being 17 years of age. I kept running after I left school because the first job I had was interior decorating and it finished at 3:30 in the afternoon, allowing me to train on a regular basis. When I started working at the bakery, it was too difficult to mix athletics with work. I own and manage the Duffy’s Bakery at the Unley Shopping Centre these days and I need to work long hours. Billy has been really keen to get me back in recent times but things haven’t allowed me to do so. I definitely do miss it however.

I would like to thank Adrienne for finding me in the first place, Billy for all of his encouragement and my Mum and Dad for always being there for me.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1991 WINNER – ANTON LEWIS

I began running professionally in 1987 with the Cooke/Young stable after having joined the SANFL umpires as a field umpire during the 1987 season. Randall Sheppard, who lived in Gawler like myself, was a League boundary umpire and he suggested that pro running would help my umpiring. So I decided to take the plunge.

The first year of running professionally was fairly rigorous and exhausting, as I certainly wasn’t used to running my body so hard for 5 nights a week. I remember cramping most times after training (mainly in the middle of the night) in the first few weeks, as I wasn’t used to the physical demands that were placed on my body.

I enjoyed the trips around the countryside and running in various events as a novice. The camaraderie and friendships that were developed with fellow runners and others helped with character building and useful for my umpiring. I certainly had no ambitions in those first few years of winning major events; I was doing this to help my umpiring career.

I won my first sash as a novice in Port Pirie in November 1989 over 800 metres. I remember running the final with most of my new stablemates from McKinnon Parade. You never forget the feeling of breasting the tape for the first time and drinks were on me that night. As a young twenty year old, I was in good drinking company with Redders, Barney, Shep and co – the town was in for a night to remember.

In February 1990 I was driving to work one morning when some IDIOT decided to crash into my car from behind, causing me some fairly serious lower back pain and making me miss the entire 1990 footy season. I saw many physios, doctors and other specialists, undergoing numerous surgical procedures to attempt to correct the problems that had been caused by the car accident. I eventually started to recover in September 1990 in time for pro running.

I had to strengthen my back and upper body, so I was doing a lot of gym work and decided with Tony Checker to concentrate on some shorter distance running over 400 and 550 metres. I had a fairly good handicap and had always had a bit of pace, so I was comfortable with this concept of being a sprinter in a middle distance stable.

I had placed in finals in 400s and 550s during November and December of 1990 and we decided that Whyalla would be the event to aim for in 1991. I made the final easily with the quickest heat time and was set for the cash and the sash. However, I was beaten by a whisker in one of the quickest 400s I had ever run. I was disappointed I hadn’t won but was reminded of the following week where the 400 metre Coca Cola Camden Classic would become the target.

During the week leading up to the Classic my grandmother passed away, so my full attention to racing and winning wasn’t as focused as it should have been – maybe this is why I did so well. I won my heat fairly easily in a quicker time than I ran in Whyalla and started to set myself for the final. I remember being in the rub down sheds and Ken Potts finding every sore spot in my body and magically healing them and making me feel a million dollars.

It was a hot day at Henley Grange and the final was the main race of the day. I was running off a pretty good mark (38m) and I wanted to ensure I got away quick and make the field catch me. This was my only chance of winning. I was pumped for the occasion. When the starter’s pistol went, I just flew. I was in front when I hit the straight and the last 50 metres was just a blur. All I can remember is trying to run as fast as I could and feeling like I was going up and down on the same spot. I breasted the tape first and fell over in huge relief on winning the biggest 400 metre pro running event in SA Athletics.

I recall having a few drinks that night and the relief I felt upon winning such a prestigious event as the 400 metre Camden Classic. There has only been one feeling which has surpassed this in pro running and that was winning at the Bay Sheffield Carnival.

Certainly the Classic is one of the premier running events on the SA pro running calendar and is an event that as a past winner I will always cherish. I wish all current and future runners well in their goals to win a Classic – it is something you never forget.

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 1991 WINNER – ADRIENNE CLARKE

I had a taste of athletics in my school days and I kept an interest in long distance running after I left school. Bill Neil knew of my involvement in running and asked me whether I would be keen to do some running with the SA Athletic League through his stable. It was really through Bill’s support and encouragement that I took up the sport. I had been involved in sports like volleyball and gymnastics, so the professional running scene was a complete change for me.

I’ve known Bill all my life, ever since I was a kid. His occasional comments about women and his other mannerisms never worried me. He was always a father figure to me and he played a big part in getting women first involved in professional ranks.

There weren’t a lot of competitors in the early days of women’s running and so I was always reasonably competitive. The racing did take a while to get used to and I was more used to the slower pace of the longer distances I had been running in previous years. Learning how to be pro runner took some getting used to and I only performed to my best after a few years.

I won a number of races, probably about 20 sashes. I ran in all the distances, from 70 to 800 metres. With my background, I got better as the distances got longer. I was never really quick out of the blocks but strength was my greatest asset. The 400 metre event was one that I could use my strength to my advantage and it helped the year I won at Camden. 

I really enjoyed my entire time with the League, there is a great group of people involved. The handicap system gives everybody a chance and there are different people winning each week. It allows people who aren’t necessarily the stars to stay keen about running. I’d recommend it to anyone – it is a good way of life and there is excellent social contact as well. There are plenty of people in the pros who love their sport and who love to stay involved.

I would have to say that David Grubb was a real inspiration to me. He is my uncle and has held official roles with the League for some time. He was an excellent runner and won a Bay Sheffield in his time. I’m very close to David and he still keeps me informed of what is happening, especially around Bay Sheffield time.

I became the first ever woman to become a fire fighter in South Australia. As with the Athletic League in my early days, the fire service has been a very male dominated area, so I just got used to it. It was a hard job to get into and the physical side of things was fairly intense. My running background definitely helped me with the physical side of the job. The speed and the strength necessary to first of all pass the initial entry tests and then to perform the job of fire fighting was made a lot easier through my running training. Being the first female was always going to be a challenge but, as was the case in my running, I am very competitive and therefore I always wanted to perform well. I’ve been there 11 years on my own and it was only just recently that the fire service has employed 2 more females. So it is an achievement that I am proud of.

As well as being involved in the fire service, I keep busy as a mother, as well as a helper in my partner’s business (Ambersum Alpacas Stud in Mount Compass). Alpacas have fur with really soft fibres which is used for clothes, carpets and a few other things.

I still compete in the world Police and Fire Games, having been overseas four times for it. I used to just do running but I’ve also taken up pistol shooting. The event’s in Stockholm next year so I might come back and do some athletics training to get ready for it. I have talked with Sonia Blenkiron, an old friend and running partner, about getting back into the running scene, so you never know.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1992 WINNER – ANDREW ROE

I got interested in athletics with my brother, Trevor, and we trained with Ron Knipe from a young age. When Trevor ran second in the Bay Sheffield, Frank McHugh showed interest in coaching him and Trevor went on to win the Camden Classic under Frank in 1984. As I got fitter, I decided I would be best served going to Frank as well and I would travel from Two Wells to Camden six days a week for training. My first win with the Camden stable was in an Under 18 race when Tony McAvaney coached the club, as Frank had gone to Port Pirie to work. Some of my best performances included a win in the 800 metre novice at Port Pirie and a second placing in the Bay Sheffield 550 metre final behind Ercole Lattanzio. I had a bit of pace but I never did win a senior 120 metre race. I found the 400 metres more to my liking, as I was a yard too slow for a 120 but I could maintain the speed that I had over the full 400 metres. You need to be born a 120 runner, whereas the 400 runners rely a lot more on how hard they train.

The Camden Classic that really sticks out in my mind was the year that Trevor won it. He knocked out Al Green in fairly controversial circumstances, with Al refusing to take his place on the dais. From then on, it was always a burning ambition to follow in his footsteps. Things didn’t go to plan because in 1989 I had a knee reconstruction from a football accident. Frank would come to hospital and tell me that I would get back but I didn’t even think I would compete again. I was struggling for a long time afterwards but then after the Christmas of 1991 it all clicked together. I couldn’t sprint as quickly as I had been able to, but I felt faster than ever over 400. I guess it was my determination to show others that I could come back.

The first aim was to win the 400 at Whyalla in January of 1992, a race that didn’t go at all to plan. I’ll never forget Frank’s words before the final: “What can I do to help you win?” I relied, “Stay out of my way.” In the end, I never got near him. The frontmarker of the race (David Martin) came back through the field and Frank got an inside run. Then on the turn Tony Moran broke down with a hamstring and caused some interference. I was second last on the turn, going nowhere, and had to push Gary Green out of the way, which later resulted in a protest. Meanwhile Frank had taken off after Warren Everett, who had gone around the field early. I came home well to get a placing but Frank, the cagey old bastard, took home the sash.

So the plan to win the double, the Whyalla 400 and the Classic, was out the window. I only trained once in the week after Whyalla because I was so disappointed. That may have helped to keep me fresh for the Classic. When it came around to the day, I was expected to win and I knew that, if I ran the right race, I would. I remember Terry McAuliffe talking over the microphone, saying how unlucky I was the week before. This time around I positioned myself a lot better and then kicked away in the straight. I knew I was running well enough to win a decent race but I felt like time was running out. Actually the next day I went into hospital for an ear operation, so I guess it was lucky timing.

My biggest regret was that I won it in the year the Classic was run at Henley. It certainly would have been more satisfying if it had been run at Camden. It went back the year after and has gone from strength to strength in recent years. I think it’s definitely the most prestigious 400 metre race in this state. It’s got a bit of tradition and it is a true test of whether a runner can run a good 400.

I always tried to combine athletics during summer with football during winter. I played junior football for Central Districts and have played senior football for Gepps Cross and Gawler Centrals. I even tried my hand at umpiring but it wasn’t for me. Ever since the amateur and professional athletes could compete against each other, it has become harder to combine two sports like that. Athletes these days really need a good winter running programme to bring the best out in themselves. I always loved running but I found I wanted to spend more time with the football. I stopped competing when I was 27 but have kept in touch pretty closely with the club since. They are a great bunch of guys and girls, even though a lot of them are umpires.

Obviously I would like to thank Frank for his years of coaching me. If I hadn’t been managed as well as I was, I would have struggled to win what I did. Frank has achieved just about everything there is to achieve in professional athletics and it was great to be able to train under him. He was like a second father to me and he is just a sensational bloke.

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 1992 WINNER – RUTH TAYLOR

Even though I was only in my early twenties, I had been running for a long time when I won the Women’s Classic. I started running at the age of 6 when my mother sent me out to Little Aths for “something to do”. Mum had only ever been a tennis player but Dad had done some running during his school days. I found I had some talent and it became my main sport.

My first race that was associated with the League was in the amateur women’s sprint at the Bay Sheffield carnival in 1981. I was only aged 12 and was encouraged to run in it by my coach, “Mr A” (Greg Adams). I managed to win the race and then went on later in the season to win the Under 12 400 metre final at the amateur nationals in Tasmania.

My biggest win in my professional career was the inaugural women’s 120 metre race at Stawell in 1989, with Kelly Simpson (a training partner and a future Stawell winner) coming second. The other main win was in the 1989 Bay Sheffield women’s 120 metres. While these wins were over 120 metres, my best efforts were over 400 metres, even though they were extremely hard work and I really didn’t enjoy them.

On the 2nd of February 1992, at 22 years of age and in my seventh season as a professional runner, I competed in the 400 metre Coca-Cola Women’s Classic run at the Henley Memorial Oval. It was considered one of the major meets of the season and I lined up in the final as the backmarker. Jackie Lewis had won the previous 400 metre race in Whyalla a week earlier and was the one to beat. In very hot conditions, I passed most of the main group throughout the first 300 metres and then battled it out with Jackie up the straight. The win ranks as one of the highlights of my career.

These days I am well and truly retired from athletics and the only running I do is after my 3 year old girl, Lauren. I am working part-time as a food and beverage attendant in Melbourne and only come back to Adelaide every now and then. I will always look back on my time in athletics with fond memories and I still take an interest, especially around Stawell and Bay Sheffield time.

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 1993 WINNER - MELINDA MCAINSH

Still suffering from hangovers after winning the women’s events at the Bay (120 metres) and at Whyalla (400 metres), I stood on the starting line for the Women’s Classic at Camden staring at the backs of my fellow competitors. I felt quite at home in this position, as I had never been anything but the backmarker in a 400 metre race with the Athletic League. Red is such a wonderful colour to wear, but handicappers please note that these days I don’t like it because it clashes with my hair colour.

Cynthia Kasehagen was 4 metres in front of me wearing another of my favourite colours (white) and she was my first target to catch. Whilst in good 400 metre running form, I always planned to catch at least 2 places in the first 100 metres. I would come out of the bend a little wide but I would be absolutely flying (a bit like the sling shot effect in motor racing - “wishful thinking!”). By maintaining this pace I would then take another place down the back straight, usually having to run wide again on the last bend before pulling into first place in the final straight. This race plan worked for me on this glorious February day and I was rewarded with a lovely red sash presented by Ian Reddaway. The most memorable thing about the race was the kiss from “Redders” when he presented me with the sash and B&C Sportswear tracksuit.

In the lead up for this race, my preparation was varied with plenty of cross training. It involved track work, stair running, kayak paddling, weights, swimming and a little cycling. This was definitely my secret to success. My track work consisted of plenty of 300 metre time trials and, even though I always hated them, they worked at the time. The idea was to run my 400 metre races at the same pace as my 300 metre time trials. This worked when I was in extremely good form at Whyalla (‘93), Camden (‘93) and Port Pirie (’94). These days my race plan is usually to “survive” and not to embarrass myself by falling over when the lactic kicks in down the final straight.

This cross training also enhanced my beach sprinting performance for the 92-93 season, contributing to my seventh State Beach Sprint Title. I believe a good 400 metre runner will usually make a very good soft sand beach sprinter. The Surf Lifesaving beach sprint distance is only 90 metres but in soft sand it feels the equivalent to running a lot further. You need more than just speed and strength to run a good beach race. You definitely need that speed endurance. It is not unusual to run heats, semis and finals after one another at a surf carnival, so your fitness is very important for quick recovery.

I was training with SASI for my kayak paddling at this time. The main event I was training for and competing in was the 500 metre sprint, which took me around 2 minutes. It was a very hard, yet very different type of race. Unlike a 400 metre track race, where you could collapse or fall down on the grass afterwards from exhaustion, you had to somehow maintain some composure and not fall out of the boat! If the boat tipped, you may have well drowned or created a very embarrassing scene (like Colin Ricketts at Waikerie in 1998).

With the kayak and weight training, my upper body strength improved drastically in a relatively short period. I was weighing in at 59kg and bench pressing 68kg. I could feel the extra drive and power in the upper body when running, which definitely improved my form. Some experts say that if you are a sprinter you should not do endurance work because it will slow you do. However, for me this did not happen when I won the Camden Women’s Classic. I won silver in the State Long Distance Kayak Titles in this particular year and, during the next season, I won the women’s K2 200km (yes, that is two hundred kilometres) Murray Marathon with fellow paddler, Tash Couzner. I proved that “pussy” sprinters can do endurance events reasonably well. At the same time, I was sprinting better than ever, both in the boat and on the track. One big advantage of the endurance work was that it helped me to get down to 11 percent body fat and it greatly assisted my power/weight ratio.

Since winning Camden in 93, I have had a very interesting and exciting sporting life. Very briefly I will give you a couple of things that I’ve been up to. I have competed in 11 Australian Championships for Surf Lifesaving where I have won Gold, Silver and Bronze. I have twice competed in Channel Nine’s Kellogs Nutri-Grain Surf League Series for the Adelaide Edge team. Unfortunately I never did win a beach sprint event during these series but I did win a Surf Ski race in Wollongong. This was caught on national television, so I have the proof on tape with Darrell Eastlake going wild (as he usually does) during his commentary. Luckily the cameramen did not catch me changing my togs after this petrifying event! I’ve also travelled to South Africa and New Zealand to compete in the World Lifesaving titles.

I found perving on Clint Robertson at interstate kayak regattas and the Australian Kayak Championships more thrilling than the competition itself. I couldn’t compare the competition buzz with foot racing. It was all a little too boring and slow for me, although team boat racing was quite fun.

Lisa Curry’s clothing company “Hot Curry” sponsored me for 4 years and whilst living in Queensland I got to know Lisa quite well. I ended up paddling for her crew in the Australian Outrigger Championships at Rockhampton. That experience was a real buzz and so was cramming 7 girls into one hotel room for 3 nights at Yeppoon. I also had a go at Pole Vault whilst Queensland and qualified for the nationals on my first and last ever jump.

One sport that I have been dabbling in and have not yet competed in is some martial arts and kick boxing. Always being such a competitive person, there is that temptation to jump in the ring and test my abilities. I’m not quite ready to do this at this stage and I am saving my competitive energy for yet another season of running with the SA Athletic League. My passion will always be with running.

I have gained so much satisfaction, thrills and fun from track running and surf lifesaving. What I have cherished the most from these sports are the people I have met and the wonderful friends I have made throughout Australia and the world.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1994 WINNER – TOM HASSELL

Warm weather, large crowds, media publicity, prizemoney and prestige all provide the ingredients for a successful annual Camden Carnival. For me each year it is one of the highlights of my athletic season. The Camden Carnival is especially appealing to me because the 400 metre race is the feature event. It is revolutionary in the professional athletics world to take the “blue ribbon” away from the 120 metre sprint race and place it on another event. And why not? The 400 metre race is undoubtedly one of the most exciting to watch – a true test of athletic endeavour. It involves speed, stamina, tactics, courage and, in professional ranks, the occasional bit of controversy. Each season I tailor my training so that I will peak for this event. If I perform well in the 400 metre Camden Classic in early February, it will provide the ideal “stepping stone” to go on and produce a good performance at our amateur National Championships.

The best indication of how much this race means to all athletes is the lightning fast heat times. Every 400 metre athlete is in top gear and wants to make the Camden Classic final. There are no easy heats. As each year passes, the race prestige rises. It is becoming increasingly difficult to make the final. If you have succeeded in making it through to the final, the task is made even more difficult by the fact that there is only approximately one-hour duration between the heat and the final. Backing up two 400 metre races at maximal effort in such a short time really separates the men from the boys. I have been lucky enough to make five out of the last six finals. In 1997, I was in ideal 400 metre shape but unfortunately I drew the eventual winner, Craig Fountain, in my heat and missed out on the final.

I won the Camden Classic in 1994. I was 20 years old and only in my second season of professional athletics. At that stage making any final was a huge thrill for me. However lining up to be paraded before a huge crowd in arguably the state’s most sought after 400 metre race was nothing short of exciting. The finalists received congratulations and a few words of wisdom from the starter, Brian Hart, in his customary style. Then we proceeded to be paraded and introduced to the crowd by our famous race caller, Terry McAuliffe.

On the starting line for each of my 400 metre races, I try to remain relaxed and focussed. I cut out any fears or hesitation, and concentrate on the technical aspects of the first 30 metres of the race – reacting to the gun, staying low, not popping up, and gradually getting into a relaxed, efficient, fluent rhythm. Running a 400 metre race, which is run in lanes, can be planned in detail. However the real challenge of running a professional 400 metre race is that there is uncertainty. This uncertainty can involve strong physical contact, as well as requiring an athlete to be alert and ready to make split second tactical decisions. I believe that it is a mistake to plan the whole race because, more often than not, the plan will not be executed in the way you want. Once I am up and running, particularly towards the end of the race, I try to ensure that I am holding my technique and therefore running efficiently. However, while focussing on this, I also try to be acutely aware of what the other runners in the race are doing, so that I can make the correct decisions on the best way for me to run the race.

In 1994 the race went smoothly for me. I had a clear run for the first 200 metres. Then, even though I had to go wide around the field at the last bend, I was able to maintain my momentum up the first straight to the finish. I ran the race in 45.99 seconds off a handicap of 30 metres.

I believe that the experience and confidence I gained from winning this race has undoubtedly assisted me in achieving what I have in athletics. Later in 1994 I went on to win the open amateur State Championships in the 400 metres and the Port Pirie 400 metre professional race. Then in 1997 I was lucky enough to win the Stawell 400 metre race in my best time to date, 44.68 seconds off 18 metres.

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 1994 WINNER – JACKIE LEWIS

I won this race in the black from a fairly bunched field. I had Sue Sheppard two metres in front of me, April Lawrie-Smith ten metres in front and Cynthia Kasehagen four metres behind. The other girls in the final were Emily Drew (40m), Yolanda Budich (38m), Kathryn Mutton (38m) and Belinda Laird (36m).

I knew I had to get a good start and run my own race. I had to pass Sue early and lead the pack down the back straight in pursuit of April who had a healthy start on the rest of the field. I knew I would have the pressure of Cynthia on my tail because she was a classy runner.

When the gun went off, I did pass Sue early and raced off after April. April took off very quickly (as she always did) but I gradually pegged her back down the back straight. All the time I knew that Cynthia was right on my heels and that Sue wouldn’t be too far away because she was one who never gave up. I caught April by the time I got to the goal posts at the northern end of the track. If you are a Camden runner, you know Frank McHugh always says, “Save something for when you get to the last point post”. I picked up the pace here and took off, still not being able to shake Cynthia. When I got to the top of the straight, I focused on the finish line and put everything into my run, hoping it would be enough. I just won the race from Cynthia and Sue was third.

When you are a Camden runner, it’s an honour to win a race at the Camden Classic meeting. The Women’s Classic is a race I set my goals on each year. I think we have the advantage of knowing the track, as I know every time I hit the top of the straight at training, I imagine the finishing stages of a 400 metre Camden event.

I was very fortunate in 1994 because this was actually the second race I had won that day, the first being the 120 metre women’s race. That was a bonus because I really had my heart set on the 400 metres.

I ended up having a great year. I won the Women’s Athlete of the Year for the SA Athletic League and also the national award. It’s been four years since I won that race and a 400 metre event of any kind. I think the handicapper thought I had my share of the prizemoney and sashes that day. However I would love to aim to win another 400 metre race, especially at Camden, because not much has topped the feeling as when I won in 1994.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1995 WINNER – DAVID MARTIN

Even though it was only a few years ago, my recollection of the 1995 Camden Classic is not all that clear. This is despite it being what could be best described as a memorable event.

The lead up to the race was in many ways ideal and occurred in the middle of a purple patch (the only one of my running career), with three wins in three races. It was only a week the Classic that I won my first Open handicapped race, the 300 metres at the Noarlunga Australia Day festival. Even though the field for this event was depleted due to a clash with amateur athletics, winning it gave me a lot of confidence for the upcoming Coca Cola Classic.

This confidence seemed to be amplified by my stablemates who, in the week leading up to the event, made sure that I didn’t forget about the upcoming race. The pressure was really put on me, with everyone from the coach Tony Checker to the rest of my stablemates, telling me I should win and how important this race was.

Perhaps it was these expectations, but on the morning of the event, my stomach was doing a few cartwheels. However once I arrived at Camden Oval and my pre-race preparations began, I felt much better. My heat for the event couldn’t have gone much better. I won it, feeling confident that I had the race under control at all times. I think my time for the heat had me as the fastest qualifier for the final and, in some people’s eyes, the favourite.

Whilst I was running well, there was no way I was going to take things for granted, especially when I looked around and saw the quality of other runners. Tom Hassell, David Smith, Amin Chehade and others had all proven themselves regularly to be top performers in athletics. Tony Checker was very experienced at preparing himself and his athletes for big races and seemed to know what to say to get me focussed and confident, without being constantly in my ear.

I ran the first half of the race as I intended, namely going out fairly hard to try and lose the backmarkers. With 150 metres to go I was still leading, although I could hear that Amin was getting close, perhaps too close. I tried to increase my pace to hold off Amin, but I tightened up and was unable to go any faster. It was now just a matter of gritting the teeth and trying to hold on as best I could. Amin caught me entering the final straight and got about a metre in front of me when he began to lose his form and stumbled towards the finishing line. He started to come back to me, but I couldn’t quite make up the gap. Amin fell, just as I lunged for the tape.

At the time, everything happened very quickly and I thought that I had missed out by about a foot. In the flurry for the finishing line, I could not remember what happened and who had broken the tape. The race officials seemed to know and their decision was that I had broken the tape, while Amin had fallen under the tape and was therefore disqualified. My time was 45.59 seconds off a 58 metre handicap. I could hear the howls of protest from Amin’s fellow stablemates and, knowing he missed out controversially the year before, I didn’t feel as happy about winning such a big race as I should have. That is until about a week later, when I got shown a picture taken on the line. It showed Amin sprawled on the ground and me lunging with the tape pushed against my chest. I felt much better about the legitimacy of the win.

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 1995 WINNER - VIVIAN TOMPSON

1995 was the first time that I had run at Camden and I was keen to do well after running poorly at Port Pirie in November of 1994. I generally found 400 metre races very fast at pros, so I was not unhappy to see that I was the frontmarker for my first time ever (and even happier to see that my sister, Lesley, was a long way behind me!). The day started well with Lesley dropping her lucky sock onto Anzac Highway as she was trying to dry it out the car window on the way to the race. Obviously it didn’t harm her luck too much because she still managed to win the Women’s 120!

I can’t remember the 400 metre heat very clearly, but I have the suspicion that the backmarkers were coming at me in a hurry and I was lucky to hold them off and sneak into the final. I was not too badly fatigued and I felt that I still had some reserves. I tried not to think about all the speedy backmarkers that would be lined up behind me in the final because I was already nervous enough.

The final was a strange race for me, having never been the frontmarker before. Lining up at the start and seeing no one else in front felt bizarre, but it was definitely a sight I wanted to see at the finish as well. The first 200 metres felt a little lonely because I didn’t see or hear anyone else (not that I minded) but that loneliness soon went away with the sound of backmarkers approaching. At the top of the home straight I knew that they were close, as I could feel them breathing down the back of my neck. I started to get worried that I would lose it in the last 100 metres with my burning legs and, what I am sure, was a disgusting looking style at that stage. However I managed to hold my opponents for what was, for me, my best win at pros. I still don’t really know to this day who was behind me because I concentrated so hard on my own race and I never actually saw anyone during the final. Nevertheless I must thank all those girls for making me run as hard as I ever have to win a race.

Overall the Camden experience in 1995 was a great one for me, being the only time I have ever raced there. Thanks to all organizers and sponsors for a great race and prizemoney. Hopefully one day I might run there again with equalling success.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1996 WINNER – STEVE HUTTON

In the years since my 1990 Camden Classic win, I had little success in 400 metre events with the pros as my handicap had been penalized and the form just didn’t come at the right time. Even though I didn’t crack another Camden Classic final, I did win the 400 metre State Championship in 1993 and 1994.

Early in the 1995/96 season, I made the switch from Stan Miller to Nik Hagicostas and during January I started serious 400 metre training with Shaun Walker, who had just won the 1995 Bay Sheffield. It was the hardest month of training I remember in over ten years of athletics. Nik was convinced I could run a 400 metre PB and be competitive again at Stawell over 120 metres that season.

In the lead up to the Camden Classic, past winner Tom Hassell was the favourite as he had run a 47.5 second PB on the day before the Classic. I was hoping he was tired but we all know how strong he is. I wouldn’t say my heat was comfortable but I knew I had a better run left in me for later that day. My heat time was nothing special but I thought I could find a few extra seconds by going out a little quicker.

The final was made up of Frank McHugh, 4 of his Camden boys, Peter Venables (frontmarker), Tom Hassell (backmarker) and myself. Tom had to give me around a 4 metre start so I knew he’d have to work hard to get to me. When the race started, Tom and I reeled in the rest of the field and tacked onto the back of the pack at the 200 metre mark.

I found myself in a similar situation to what I was in back in 1990. The pack spread wide with 150 metres left to go and Tom went with them, pushing him five wide and jumping eskies. There was no room for me but I felt great so I just sat and waited for an opening like in 1990. This time wasn’t going to be so easy and with 80 metres to go I was still blocked in with plenty left in the tank.

Frank was in front of me and he stepped out to tackle his young lads (who’d passed him). Hassell continued to make ground on the frontmarkers as he stormed down the outside. Hilary Flynn then started to drift out from the line and I was able to repeat my 1990 effort by grabbing a dream run along the inside. It was probably the quickest I’d run over 400 metres and it acted as a springboard for the remainder of the season. I was a part of the victorious South Australian 4 by 100 metre relay team at the national championships and then went on to win the 1996 Stawell Gift which will remain the highlight of my career.

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 1996 WINNER – MANDY HEATH

The Women’s Classic at the 1996 Camden Classic Carnival all seems a bit of a blur now but the result of it is one I am sure I will remember for quite some time. I was a 15 year old, inexperienced, unmotivated, javelin thrower. I was somehow persuaded into running the painful 400 metre race at Camden. The meeting was only my third professional meet ever and I did not have a clue how the system worked. All I knew was there was a bit of money at the end and this event was a prestigious one. Both of these things did not bother me because I thought there was no hope for me to even make the final.

After winning my heat, I was very surprised as I am sure a lot of other people were. My coach, John LeRay, kept telling me “You can win this one Mandy”, but all I kept thinking was “What are you talking about John? I’ll be lucky to make it the whole way round.” Very quickly the final came around – too quickly in fact, as I had not yet relieved my legs of the lactic acid.

I was running off 28 metres in the black. I was not really nervous because there was no pressure on me and I would have been ecstatic with the ten dollars for coming eighth. After passing a couple of people at the beginning, there was only one person, Vanessa Cowling, in front of me. I was a bit unsure as to what was happening since I wasn’t used to being in this position. For the final 200 metres I was waiting for everyone to pass me but also in the back of my mind I was thinking “First $240, Second $120”. It was not until the final one metre that I passed Vanessa. I can remember feeling a lot of pain in my legs and seeing John sprinting towards me. I suddenly became very popular with all these people I had never seen before, coming up and congratulating me. It took me so long before I could wipe the smile off my face.

Thinking back now, I wish I had realized how big the Camden Classic is. But I am still pretty happy to have won it as a 15 year old and have my name in the Camden record books.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1997 WINNER - CRAIG FOUNTAIN

Many people would say that winning a race at the Bay Sheffield Carnival would be their focus for the professional season. However, since the 400 metres aren’t on the Bay Sheffield programme and it being my main distance, the Camden Classic received my full attention as the striving point of my season. For me, the Camden meet was my Bay Sheffield Carnival.

Reading the list of past winners on the morning of the race, I thought how worthy it would be to be named amongst the likes of Tom Hassell, Steve Hutton and, of course, Frank McHugh, whom I have the utmost respect for. I also thought that it would take a sub 46 second race to win, which I certainly knew that I was capable of.

Running off a 30 metre handicap, I ran 45.81 seconds in the heat and it was the fastest time overall. However, I knew the eagerness to perform well also had the potential to be my downfall. The heat took more out of me than expected and, with only an hour to recover, I was concerned that I had already run my race and may not have been able to come up for the final.

Without having the energy physically to warm up again, I decided to warm up mentally and focus on what needed to be done. The only bit of running I did was the parade on the main straight beforehand, although I ran the final in my mind over and over again. I knew that I was the favourite but that was based on the heats and would count for nothing once the gun went.

Before I had a chance to realise what was about to happen, we were off and racing and the rest is a distant memory. It’s difficult to remember the specifics of the race but I guess I switched on the autopilot and everything fell into place. With all the training behind me, being on automatic felt so easy. I came home with a burst in a time of 45.73 seconds, running past a gallant John Dawkins, with David Smith coming in third.

Watching the video of the race afterwards, it wasn’t my best-ever technical performance but on the day determination was my best asset. For that, I will always remember my first win in open company and the fact that it was the Camden Classic made it even more special.

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 1997 WINNER – KIRSTY MEEKINS

It was February 2 1997 and I went into the Women’s Classic at Camden with my first win the week before at Henley in a 400 metre race. The Henley win had me feeling very confident about the race. In addition, I had a good mark and I really liked the track. When I made it through the heat I was beginning to feel nervous, as I knew the final would be a hard race. In fact most of the other girls in the final were more experienced over the 400 metre distance than I was.

Between my heat and final, I did a little bit of warm down from the heat and then went in for a light massage. When the final was ready to be run, my nerves eased and I began to feel confident about running well. I remember especially a few words from my dad, which helped a lot.

I had planned the final in my head over and over again. When we were on our marks before the gun went, I remember Christie McAvaney was close by and I thought to myself that I had to keep with her, as I knew she was running well. I was running second until the last bend when we turned up the home straight. There was a little bit of a head wind and I was still running second with about 70 metres to go. I heard my dad cheering for me and I found some strength from somewhere. Running as fast as I could, I went past Christie and went on to win. I had never run a race like that before and it was an unbelievable feeling. It gave me the confidence to go on to have my best season of racing so far.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1998 WINNER – DAMIAN OBST

I first thought about winning the Camden Classic when I saw Craig Fountain win it in 1997. There is a prestigious ring to it - the Camden Classic - and it timed in well with my football. 

I was initially attracted into athletics when I was playing League football with Sturt. The umpires came out to training one night and I happened to get teamed up with Colin Rowston in one of the drills. We talked about my running in a game and he suggested I should think about running in summer. I didn’t think much more of it but after training he mentioned it again. The week after he umpired one of our games at Prospect Oval and he rudely interrupted my match preparation to talk about it again. I told him to send some details through to the club and, blow me down, a couple of days later a big folder arrived. I put it to one side until the end of the season, when the time came for me to want to pursue it.

When I first had a word to Frank McHugh, the coach at Camden, he sort of gave me the cold shoulder. He thought I was just going to be another footballer who wanted to use him up to get fit for football. I was pretty keen to give it a fair dinkum go and see how I’d go. When Frank saw me on the training track he realised I was keen. As my times were improving, he saw I could win a nice race or two and he certainly changed his tune a bit.

The running scene was one that was exciting to be involved with and one that really suited me. The League is full of people who work so hard for the sport and it is amazing how professionally they run the meetings. The sport worked in really well with my family, as my wife, Kellie, joined the club shortly after I did. Kellie and I have enjoyed coming out to training with our boys, Ryan and Ben.

I spent my first year getting used to running and learning what the racing was all about. It was all new to me and it was just a big learning experience. The training itself took some getting used to. I didn’t really put down any good performances on race day until the end of the season when I ran pretty well at Lyndoch, just missing out on the 400 metre final.

I found the first year of athletics really helped my football and, with a change of clubs to Norwood at the start of 1997, I went on to play in a premiership side in the SANFL. Running then became a number one priority and I started training very soon after the Grand Final. Port Pirie was the first big meet of the season. I had enjoyed it the year before and wanted to do well in it. I ended up a very close fourth in the final of the 400, which gave me confidence that I could do well over that distance. I then turned my focus towards the novice 400 at Reynella in December and that became my first win. After that I was pretty keen to make the final of the 550 metre at the Bay Sheffield carnival, even though I thought that distance might be a bit far for me. All I wanted to do was to make the final, which probably was my downfall when it came to the final after winning my heat. I was just pleased to make the final but, looking back, I was a bit disappointed with my run in the final. After that race, I was fully concentrating on the Camden Classic.

I told my footy coach, Peter Rohde, that I was hoping to do well in the Classic and he was really good in allowing me to keep my training at football to a minimum. I was worried about the football training affecting my chance, as I do remember having run a couple of time trials before races, which really affected my performances. I was able to have a light week on the track before Camden and was pleased in the lead up to the day.

When it came to the day, I was very nervous but I knew that I had the ability to do it. I was focused on what I had set out to achieve and just went out there to run. The conditions were very warm which I thought wouldn’t help me but it was the same for everyone. In the end I pretty much creamed them! I surprised myself how I won but everything fell into place. The backmarkers dominated the heats, which left me as the frontmarker of the final. It meant that I set the pace and I didn’t need to go around anyone. When it came to the straight, I kicked away and it’s a win I won’t forget.

I’d like to now turn my attention to sprint training and have a real go at the 120s. I’d like to see if I can match it with the sprinters and my dream is to do well at the Bay Sheffield. Otherwise I’d like to win another Camden Classic and keep running as long as I can.

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 1998 WINNER – SARA CROMPTON

“Oh my gosh, I’m going to win this!” were the thoughts going through my mind as I pulled into the final straight of the 1996 Plympton Open Women’s 800 metre race. This was my first pro’s win, in my first pro’s race, in my first pro’s season, with my first pro’s stable (McKinnon Parade) and with my first pro’s coach (Tony Checker).

I still remember Sue Sheppard helping me to front up to the official’s table to get my colored singlet. It was something I never had to do, coming from an amateur background of some 10 years. I also remember Marty Webster approaching me after the race. I thought I was in trouble thinking I had done something wrong, but it was only to congratulate me. Thus, I was christened as a pro athlete.

At this stage, I had no idea that just over 12 months later I was to be on the prestigious list of Camden Classic winners.

Seeing the 1997/98 season was only my second time around, I did not know what to expect. I was still pretty naïve of the handicapping process and entered the race as everybody does. The first race was once again the Plympton Women’s 800 metres. I went into this race as “defending title holder” and, to the surprise of others and myself, that’s how I ended the race. Plympton was proving to be a very successful hunting ground. It was also good to win a race over this distance, as I had just come off some longer distance training whilst competing in the amateur cross-country season.

After winning the 800 metres in November 1997, I felt confident and strong and started thinking about the 1600 metres at Colley Reserve (yes, the one in February). As I went through the pro’s calendar with my amateur coach, Stan Miller, to try and balance my races, it looked as though I was in for a busy season.

I changed my training programme to try and get race fit. In other words, I wanted to get rid of the distance training in my legs and introduce some “zip”. This was when Greg Adams (the one with the successful pro’s career) entered the stage. He introduced some revolting sprint sessions which I really hated (Sorry Greg) but still did. As a result I eventually did get stronger and quicker. I kept racing pro’s and amateurs and, as all athletes do, had my ups and downs.

I went to Falls Creek for two weeks in January for a National Distance Runners’ Camp. I came back and ran a 72 second 400 metres on the track. Oh dear! That’s not what you call a great training session. Stan shook his head and I think Greg just went home. On the other hand, I blamed it on the hotdogs, hamburgers and chips we ate on the 13 hour drive home.

But, with Falls Creek out of my system, Greg and Stan started again. I noticed that my training programme didn’t include any long runs and my warm ups and warm downs were no more than 1 km. I recall that this was printed in BOLD letter son my programme!

I remember the day of the Camden Classic Carnival was hot and all I wanted to do was go for a swim. Greg and Stan watched me warm up and made sure I stretched in the shade. I got my colour and went to my mark. As I looked around me before the heat, I realized that this race was going to be tough. A class field in a class race. I started to think, “Why couldn’t I have taken up darts or chess?!” The gun went and I took off. As I got half way around in my heat I was thinking “Whoa baby, or you ain’t gonna make the line at this rate.” However I kept going and going and won the heat.

It was terrific that I had made the final but, going my past record, I was becoming a one-race wonder. I sat down and contemplated the situation I was in – this was the final of the Women’s Classic. As the final got closer, I started feeling a little stage fright and I wished I was at the beach. Once again, I stood on the start line and waited for the gun. It wasn’t until I lurched (literally) across the line that I realized I had won. I was absolutely buggered and elated at the same time. I couldn’t imagine being in the final, let alone winning. The rest is history. I went on to win the Living Health mile in February and thus wrapped up a great pro’s season.

As with all stories, there is always an acknowledgement page. So, thank you to Stan Miller, Tony Checker, Greg Adams, McKinnon Parade, Mum, Dad, all the sponsors (especially Boomerang Travel), officials and other competitors. It is great to be out there racing but without the behind the scene’s support and organizing, I would not be writing this story of survival today.

See you at the finish line.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 1999 WINNER – DAVID SMITH

When I was asked to write about my recollection of winning the Camden Classic, I was lucky enough to already have a copy of the book commemorating the 20th running of the race. This gave me the opportunity to gain an insight into what the race had meant to all the past winners and also to see who had performed well over the years. One of these runners whom I already had a great deal of respect for and was a teammate of mine is John Dawkins. Being a modest man, I had not realised how close John had come to winning in past years and he appeared in his 6th final of the 1999 Camden Classic, finishing third. The only positions he hasn’t finished in are 5th and 1st. The other two most regular finalists up to 1999 are the great Frank McHugh (8 times) and Tom Hassell (5 times), both of whom I have had the privilege of running against for most of my career. Frank has a magnificent record as a runner and a trainer, as well as an organiser of the Port Pirie and Camden meets, and he never is an easy man for me to beat under any circumstances. Tom is a class runner who is almost always the backmarker and he has become a good friend over the years. I am sure his 400m win at Stawell will remain the best 400m run I have seen for a long time to come yet. He won the Consolation 400m at Camden in 1999 and when asked who he thought would win the main race he picked me. It was a nice gesture and a great confidence boost for me while I was warming up. Had Tom been in the race, my win would have been more memorable for me, although knowing his talent he very well may have beaten me.

The 1999 Camden Classic was my fourth time competing in the final, having finished 2nd once and 3rd twice, and I actually thought that I had had a better chance of winning those finals than this year. From those losses and many others, the times that I had been the fastest heat winner only to be beaten in the final, I was starting to think that no matter how ready you thought you were, there was always someone that had prepared better. I had also had a very lazy Christmas and New Year period after once again being disappointed at the Bay Sheffield 550m final – a race I still hope to win one day. I was just happy to have made the final this year and that took a lot of the pressure off compared to previous years. I try to visualise all the big races but the way you plan things very rarely work the way you would like and you usually have to make decisions as you go.

At the start of the race, I only had Glenn Thomson and my two training partners Matthew Penhall and John Dawkins in front of me. I planned to try and follow Thompson and Penhall as I thought they would set a good pace for me to catch. I think I caught the 8-10 metre gap they had on me by half way down the back straight. This was earlier than I had expected and as I was feeling pretty good at this stage I decided to try and pass them. By half way around the second bend I was in the clear and only had John in front of me. I remember thinking at this stage that maybe I had gone out too hard and hoped that I had enough left to finish off the race. My thoughts quickly returned to catching John Dawkins and I knew this wouldn’t be easy, as he had finished in front of me in the 1997 Classic final. Still feeling strong in the straight, I tried to concentrate on keeping my knees up and using my arms as my legs began to tire. I caught John with about 20-30 metres to go and I still hadn’t seen or felt anyone coming up from behind me. I kept going as hard as I could and in the last 5-10 metres I felt someone closing in on me, but I still felt good and I wasn’t giving this one away, so I threw myself at the line. I knew I had won and my coach and teammates instantly surrounded me.

I was a fantastic feeling to win and be the 20th Camden Classic winner. It had been Damian Obst that I just held off from winning his 2nd Classic in a row and John Dawkins finished 3rd. When viewing the video later on, I realised Obst had been right on me the whole way and it was then that I knew I had run very well to be able to hold him off at the finish. After my win, my coach John LeRay and myself decided that I must have come up very fresh from a hard first half of the season. It was the only explanation we could think of for me winning.

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 1999 WINNER – ROBYN POHLNER

The 1998/99 season was my second competing with the South Australian Athletic League and I approached it with the same enthusiasm as my first season. But this time around, I had a year’s worth of athletics experience, solid pre-season training behind me and a few extra metres to my handicap.

At the first meet of the 98/99 season held at Henley, I ran second in the Open 70m and won the Women’s 120m. Although I was incredibly excited at my success, I was a little concerned that I had peaked too early! But sure enough, there was more to come.

Port Pirie was the next highlight of my season where I was placed third to Kylie Matheson and Jessica Mugford in a tight finish to the Women’s 120m. This was very pleasing because I had been focusing on running a strong 120m in preparation for “The Bay”. I was not really prepared to run the 400m, but to my surprise I made the final and finished a close second to Kylie Matheson. This is when it first dawned on me that with the right preparation, I could be a serious contender in the prestigious Camden Classic Women’s 400m later in the season.

I made a few placings in various finals and was thrilled to finish third in the Bay Sheffield women’s 120m (even if only by a whisker). The following week I was also honoured to make the final of the Rye 120m Women’s Gift in Victoria (the highest paying women’s race in Australia) in a very classy field of athletes. I walked away with $10 for finishing in sixth place, while the winner Kim Holloway received a handsome $2200. Ah, the highs and lows of running!

The Cousin Jack meet two weeks prior to the Camden Classic became the final boost of confidence I needed. Although I missed out on that “big pastie” in the 120m Women’s final, I even surprised myself when I won the 300m final off the backmark (admittedly the backmark was shared with a few others!).

Soon enough, the big “Camden Classic” day had arrived. My run in the Women’s 120m was nothing spectacular but I wasn’t concerned. My focus was the 400m Women’s Camden Classic and I had spent four weeks training hard for it, building strength and stamina to run well over 400 metres. I was feeling pretty damn good, although I never like to say that I am. It is most peculiar knowing that you can win a race and at the same time realising there is no certainty that you will. This is just one of the lessons I have learnt from my beloved coach Keith Aiston. However I did run an excellent heat with the fastest time and I was feeling quietly confident.

Final time. What had been a beautiful day had just turned cold and windy. My confidence faltered slightly as hyperventilation kicked in. I tried to stay relaxed and had to really concentrate on regulating my breathing. I knew my race plan, all I had to do was execute it.

All good plans went astray at the starting gun. I was one metre behind Jo Fenech who had started about four metres out from the line. As I have a quick start I had made the decision to get in front of her quickly on the inside, but at the starting gun she crossed right in front of me and after a little hussle and bustle I was forced to back off and go around her. I panicked, cursed to myself, and then quickly decided that I was still in this race, no matter how bad the start. From that point I ran with more determination than possibly ever before. At the 200 metre mark I had positioned myself nicely and knew that I had enough to carry me over the next 200 metres.

Coming up the final straight felt like an eternity. I knew I was in front, but I could actually see the shadows of the other runners right on my tail. I pushed to the line with everything I had in me. When I crossed the line and heard the race caller announce that I had won, I was so exhausted and exhilarated all at the same time. I had just been on the most amazing roller coaster ride over those 400 metres. I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry.

I was very proud to share the dais with Cynthia Kasehagen coming second, and the-afore mentioned Jo Fenech finishing third. This was fortunate because if I had to share the dais with her in any other race, I probably would have slapped her!

Winning the 1999 Women’s Classic at Camden is a huge highlight of my running career and has given me a lot of confidence as a runner, particularly in the longer sprints. Although my handicap has moved right back, I hope to be a future contender in this race. The Camden Classic is a fantastic event and I’m very honoured and proud to be a part of Camden Classic history!

CAMDEN CLASSIC 2000 WINNER – CRAIG HAMS

After winning the Athlete of the Year award the previous season, I felt that I would go straight into the next season and take off from where I left off. Unfortunately that didn't happen mainly due to the birth of Diana's and my first child Thomas. I only started to hit some form at the meeting before the 2000 Bay Sheffield Carnival, so my hopes were high to run well there. Unfortunately I became extremely sick the night before so the carnival was a write off for me.

After that, my focus changed to doing a bit longer work in training for stamina and to maybe run decent races up to 300 metres for the rest of the season. Only after running a good 300 metre race at the Cousin Jack meet the week before Camden did I even consider trying to win the Classic.

On the Monday night before the event, my coach Keith Aiston decided I should run a couple of trials with a similar length break in between as on Sunday. The times stacked up fairly well so the decision was made to run.

After running the quickest time in the heats, it was a case of whether I could do it a second time in the day. Before running the final, former finalist Ercole Lattanzio had a look at the track and suggested I aimed at the far point post before cutting in for the run. I also knew that with my limited preparation I had to sprint for as long as I could and just hope that the bunch couldn't catch me. At gun time I must admit that I was the least nervous I have ever been for a final but that may have been due to the lack of expectations. I sprinted for as long as I could and as I entered the home straight I could feel Hilary Flynn looming up on me but, as Keith always says, it's easy to catch a runner but not so easy to pass him. This proved to be so and I was able to hang on and win by inches.

I believe the fact that we decided to run the race the week prior took the pressure off me and enabled me to relax in the run. I must thank Keith, my wife Diana and masseur Mark Pearce, for if their belief and support was not there, I don't think this write up would be about me.

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 2000 WINNER – PAULA LEHMANN

I remember tennis lessons weren’t going so well. I was rather impatient and easily frustrated. I guess not being able to hit a tennis ball over the net wasn’t such a good start either! So Mum and Dad thought they would take me out to Little Athletics, where I could run around and be active like all seven-year-old children wanted to. After a couple of years competing for the Port Augusta Athletic Club and at the tender age of 11, I decided that I wanted to be a long jumper. In that same year I went to the under age Nationals and competed in the long jump, triple jump and high jump.

It wasn’t until my family moved to Adelaide that I started to enter and run more 100m and 200m events at amateurs. When I started training with Sharon Ward, who was my coach when I won at Camden, I could see improvements in these events and my then training partner Sharon Cummings suggested that I enter some professional running races. My first trip to the dais was in my first race at Mile End in a 200m, where I finished second to Sam Osborne. In that same year I won my first 120m race at the Camden Classic Carnival and was ecstatic. I later scratched from the 400m!!

My second season was a very successful one as I won a few races that year and managed to win my second sash at the Camden Classic Carnival – in the 120m. I can’t remember fronting up for the 400m that year either!! However I did manage to make a 400m final at Henley that year and finished 3rd, a great achievement for me and a step in the right direction for future races. I also won the female sprint award that year and was a member of the victorious South Australian Open relay team with Tania Van Heer, Tatiana Gregorieva and Rachel Rogers.

After a fairly quiet third season due to a foot injury, I bounced back in 1999/2000 with what was shaping up to be one of my most successful seasons. In the lead up to the Camden Classic I won the 120m and 300m double at the Cousin Jack meeting held at Camden. After the 300m final, I sat down with my Dad (who had always believed that I had it in me to win a 400m race) to catch my breath. Dad, having a wonderful way with words, said to me “If you could forget about the pain at the end and concentrate on running the race, you could win that 400m”. For a fleeting second I thought that he could be right and then the words stitch and lactic flew back into my mind.

At the beginning of the week I sat down with Sharon and we looked at whether to concentrate on the 400m or to do both the 120m and the 400m. It was decided to wait until the day and see how I felt.

After watching my training partners run their 120m races from the sidelines I started to warm up for the 400m. I was in the first heat, running off 32m in the black. My only aim was to run my own race and hope that it was good enough, I knew that I would need to save a little bit for the straight as that is where I tend to lactate and pull over into the left lane so others can pass!! I finished second in my heat behind Christy McAvaney and booked a spot in the final.

The hour wait in between the heat and final gave me some time to think about the race and also to get a massage from training partner Karen Paparella. Seeing as it was a warm day and there wasn’t much time between the races I went for a short jog and stretched for the final.

I lined up in the black again with Alex Burr in the pink right next to me. The other girls in the race were Mandy Heath (off 14m, she ran a sensational heat and I knew she would be right up there), Amanda Viney (22m), Chelsea Dwyer and Leah Newton (26m), Joanne Fenech (28m) and Christy McAvaney (38m). After being introduced to the crowd and receiving a few good luck wishes from my coach and training partners as I ran past, I realised that this was it. I went to my mark and waited for the gun.

BANG! I decided to make the most of my frontmark and went for it. I caught Christy in the back straight and tried to stay out front for as long as I could. I was almost to the goalposts and could feel the legs start to go. So many things go through your mind when this happens but the only thing I remember is thinking “Hold on, you can do it”. In that same instant I received a nifty clip on the heel from behind (thanks Jo) and heard Claire and Emma yelling out to keep going. Both of which were the turning point in the race as I found something extra, forgot about the pain and ran! It was enough, I narrowly beat Jo Fenech with Mandy Heath coming 3rd.

Crossing the line knowing that I had given it everything was great but actually winning was unbelievable. The Camden Classic meeting is one of the best each season and one that many athletes look forward to. I am glad to have had so much success at this meeting over the past four years.

To Mum, Dad and Brett, my coaches, my training partners, my partner Mark Thomson (who also ran well on the day and finished 4th in the Classic) and his family, thank you for believing that I had it in me to win this one, especially when I doubted myself. Thanks also to the officials, sponsors and the seven other females in the final for a great race.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 2001 WINNER – JEFF BATTISTA

Firstly, the secret of how to win the Camden Classic: Surprise the handicappers and surprise yourself.

I have always loved sprinting. I was state champion at 13, but stopped running after my father died. I played very little sport for the next 24 years. At 37 I exploded on to the veteran athletic scene, as 100m and 200m state champion in my first year, national Masters champion in my second year and National Veterans Champion in my third, Unfortunately tunnel vision for constant improvement and achievement caused me to slowly destroy my aging body and I am now in forced retirement, but hoping to someday return.

The slow deterioration of my body was one of the major factors in my win. I was unable to sprint at maximum effort so my training was altered to consist on longer runs, just under maximum effort… a good grounding for a 400m.

My first few months of 400 training were poor. I could not run under 55 seconds and my coach Dean Tonkin found this frustrating. I hated 400s. The first signs of change were during interclub 4 x 400m relays a few weeks prior to Camden. I was hand timed at around 51 seconds on two occasions. I finally understood how to run this painful race.  I was in 400m form for the first time in my life and the timing was perfect for the Camden Classic. My handicap of 47m was excellent for my newly acquired form. 

The Plan:

As a short distance sprinter I mentally tackle the race by breaking it into bite size chunks so it seemed shorter than it was.

Step one: Sprint it out at 95% and pass any runners in front of me.  I then had clean air to run unhampered. 

Step two: At 95% pace I was still able to feel fresh and ‘Kick’ into top gear.  So at the 250 mark (my first 100m) kick and sprint the next 200m at top speed.

Step three: This left only 50m to hold form and race for the line.

The weather was perfect for this strategy. The wind was very strong and a problem for back markers. A tail wind up the back straight for my sprint and a head wind to hamper the progress of any challengers.

Neil Fuller was in my heat and was a bit intimidated at being only 3m in front of me. At the start of the race I said to him I would pass him in the first 10m. And true to my race plan I did, winning the heat in a fast time and by 15 meters.

I heard Terry McAuliffe interviewing people as to whom they believed would win and after my first run I was the clear favourite. Of all people Dean Tonkin had an absolute belief that I could do it and I was now starting to believe him.

I lay on the grass behind the track and composed my mind and body, knowing full well being a favourite and winning do not always go hand in hand. I still had to win the race.

As I lined up for the race I repeated to my self, the race is not won until I cross the line first… and I was off. I was told that they made some ground on me in the first 100, but when I kicked and sprinted the next 200 the race was over. My last 50m were agony and ecstasy, but I could here my family screaming at me to win. 

I still believed the other runners would surge at me, but they never did. I won by over 15 metres in one of the Classics fastest winning times.

The desperation to win the big races can lift you beyond your normal limits and I believe that I will never again run a 400m as strongly as I did that day. 

It is a testament to the organisers that they have created a race that can come to mean so much to the sport. Just after the race I approached Keith Sheehy the back marker. He had been throwing up from the effort. It made me appreciate just how important this race is for all athletes and how we put our bodies on the line to win the big races. The Camden Classic is such a race.

The fame in the weeks following was an unexpected bonus. It is a reminder that the joy of victory remains long after the pain of battle.

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 2001 WINNER – KATE FENECH

At the time I won the Women’s Camden Classic I was in my third season of competing in professional athletics. I had been running ever since I was young but running pros gave me a new enthusiasm for the sport. I always looked forward to the Camden Classic carnivals for a number of reasons. Being a member of the Camden Athletic club, I have seen the effort by the club that is put in to organizing the carnival. To be there and see it all run smoothly is something I enjoy because I feel like I have contributed to the organization of the event. It is also run on a ground that I know so well and it is a fantastic track to run on so I always hope to do well on home soil. Also seeing my twin sister, Joanne on the dais after a Classic final gave me the motivation to run well because the previous times I had run in a Women’s Classic I had run quite poorly so I felt this year was my time to do well.

I was having a particularly good season in 2000/2001 so I always thought that I had a good chance of winning. I have always been a 400m runner since my younger days so I knew that I had the capability to perform well. The thing that worried me though was having some Victorian runners come down. I have always been one to worry about the opposition and knowing that the likes of Anne Fearnley were running also scared me because I really did want to win this race a lot.   

I was very relieved once I won my heat and made it through to the final because it just gives you an indication of how well you might do and you definitely feel a lot more relaxed once you have made it through. I was running in the blue so I had to catch up to a fair few people one of whom was Lee Myatt who is a top competitor and always hard to beat. Jackie Chehade, my training partner at the time was two metres in front of me and I know she goes out quick so I just thought that I should stay with her. The final never went as planned though. Jackie got out very slow so I passed her very quickly and I just tried to catch up to the front markers. I felt quite good going down the back straight and the advantage of being on your home ground is knowing when to kick. I just ran as hard as I could coming around the last bend and the home straight and I could hear Frank saying that I had it even when I hadn’t finished the race yet. Lee Myatt was surprisingly close behind me with Sue Sheppard finishing third.

Being a Camden runner and a 400m specialist it was always a goal of mine to win a Women’s classic. I know what an honour and privilege it is to have a Camden Classic Sash, as it is a very prestigious race to win. The competition is tough and everybody wants to win it. 

That year I ended up winning the Women’s sprint award, which I am quite proud of. I really enjoy running with the South Australian Athletic League and I do hope to be still running for many years to come. Being only 19 when I won this race I feel there is plenty of time for me yet to try and win another one.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 2002 WINNER – BEN MCLEAN

I hate running 400 metres events. I hadn’t intended to run them at all when I first joined the SA Athletic League in 2000. But a debut season spent getting knocked out in the heats of my 120m and 70m races convinced me it was worth taking a shot if only to pass the time during the rest of the race meets. I ran my first 400m at McKinnon Parade that season. I was very nervous anticipating the pain I was about to experience. Although I didn’t make the final, it turned out I could run a pretty handy quarter-mile.

The second-ever 400 I ran was the Camden Classic of that year. Overweight and lacking race hardness, I still believed I could win! The pace of the heat caught me by surprise. Halfway round the track, I had to bump Ashley Arkit out of the way because he was about to cut me off. As I hit the straight in third place, I felt someone gaining on me and, worried it was Arkit seeking revenge, I kicked as hard as I could. I finished third, beaten by Leon Burckhardt and Duncan Tippins in one of the quicker heats. I actually ran faster than some of the other heat winners. I was stoked by my performance, but my coach, Frank McHugh, was worried I’d blown my chances of ever winning the Camden Classic because the handicapper would now be reluctant to increase my mark.

In the off-season, I was contacted by Paul Young who wanted to know if I was interested in joining his stable. Despite not being entirely happy at Camden where I never felt I fitted in, I said no. I’m a loyal person and felt I owed it to Frank to stay. But the more I thought about Paul’s offer, the more I realised I needed to be selfish. I’m not sure Frank has ever forgiven me for leaving, but I know I did what was best for me.

After winning the 120 Metres Restricted at the 2001Adelaide Bay Sheffield, Paul set my sights on the 300 metres at Loxton. As it turned out, there was a race with my name on it before that. Yet two weeks before the 2002 Camden Classic, I’d more or less made up my mind I wasn’t going to run the main event. I’d just been beaten by one-hundredth of a second in the final of the Cousin Jack Gift and decided to concentrate on the Gift at the Camden Classic meet instead.

In between Cousin Jack and Camden, there was a series of invitational 400 metre races at Adelaide Oval during the cricket. The handicaps for the men were much tighter than normal because of the inclusion of women in the same races. Normally I would run off 28 metres, but for the purposes of this race I ran off 13 metres. Runners I was normally five or six metres ahead of at the start were only a metre behind me. I didn’t think I had a hope. I was amazed (and impressed) when I comfortably beat all the men home to finish second behind Katherine Dini. “Bloody hell,” I thought. “If I can beat these guys off this mark, imagine what I can do off my normal mark!” I realised I was a real shot at the Camden Classic.

On race day, I had my heat all planned in my head. I was going to get out hard and sit on Mark Thomson before kicking past him with about 200 to go. It didn’t work out that way. Victorian runner, Matthew Callard, shot past me after about 40 metres. Shocked, I immediately lifted a notch, bumping Mark in the process (Sorry Mark!!). I went with Callard then kicked past him with about 200 to go. I wasn’t challenged further, and tried to conserve as much energy as possible as I ran to the finish.

The next step was recovery. I was fortunate in that I’d managed to win my heat with a bit up my sleeve. My training partner, Leon Burckhardt, had been silly enough to false start in his heat and had to run flat-to-the-boards to win his way into the final. Perhaps things would have been different if he’d waited for the gun.

Leon and I both went to the showers and stood under the cool water for about 10 minutes. It made such a difference to our recovery. We then went and sat with our squad and waited for the final. Youngy knew we were a chance, but he didn’t say much. I told him I’d had a fair bit left in the tank in my heat. “Oh, good,” he replied cautiously. All the time, I kept reminding myself that I’d never get another chance like this. “Just don’t let yourself down. Remember: 45 seconds of pain, then it’s all over. Be strong.”

Another training partner of mine, Stuart Stevenson, also qualified for the final. We both ran off 28 metres. Before the final, we decided I’d let Stu take the front running and use him as a pacemaker early in the race. And so it panned out. With about 230 metres left in the final, I went for broke. I knew I couldn’t let the backmarkers catch me. I finally passed Andrew Camilleri and Steve Wilson to take the lead just as we entered the straight. It was an amazing sight. I looked up and there was the whole of the finishing straight – empty – opening up before me. The finish line was within reach. I just had to dig in and hold on.

I don’t recall much about the final part of the race, but I do remember the race-caller, Terry McAuliffe, announcing, “And Ben Mclean has won the 2002 Camden Classic” as I was about to cross the line. I think the first person to reach me was my then-girlfriend, Deborah Searle. She grabbed me and screamed, “You did it!! I LOVE YOOOUUU!!!”

Leon finished second. To this day I feel a bit guilty about that because he wanted to win this race so badly and I wasn’t even going to run it. But it was an opportunity I couldn’t pass by.

My final race that season saw me win the 200m at Stawell in imperious fashion (20.1 off 14 meters). Some may argue that carried greater prestige due to the venue, but the Camden Classic remains the race of which I’m proudest.
WOMEN’S CLASSIC 2002 WINNER – KYLIE ATKINS

After reading through the comments made by the previous Camden Classic winners, I feel very privileged to now be associated with such a prestigious event as well as a talented group of athletes.   

In 1998, my good friend Alex Burr first introduced me to pro-running. We played State League Reserves Netball together and I can remember her asking me one day at training if I was interested in professional running.  As I used to run quite a bit as a junior in Queensland, I was certainly interested in continuing on with the sport, despite the older legs. The first day I went out to Flagstaff Hill I immediately noticed that everybody was very friendly but also very focused and dedicated on his or her running.

At first I was a bit apprehensive about the handicap system and how it all worked. However after the first season, I knew that this was a very unique and challenging sport and one that I would have to work hard at if I was going to get anywhere.

The 2001/02 Season was my 4th year in the League and needless to say it turned out to be a great year for me. The lead up to the Camden Classic was quite bizarre really with most of my track work focused on the shorter distances. However, the results showed that I was probably better suited to the longer sprint races rather than the short and was fortunate to win a couple of 300’s which gave me a lot of confidence leading up to the Camden Classic.

After having made the Camden Classic final in my 2nd season with the League, I was familiar with all the hype and excitement associated with the 400m races. I tried to keep my emotions and nerves under control, which sometimes for me is not always easy to do. I really didn’t have any expectations on myself this time round and this was probably because my season so far consisted mainly of successes over the shorter distances. Also as a result of these wins I felt extremely satisfied with what I had accomplished and any further successes would only be icing on the cake.

The 2002 Camden Classic event again look set to continue its long-standing reputation of being one of the most popular and competitive meets of the season. This was evident by the number of Victorian runners that came across along with the quality of runners that nominated.

I knew all of the women’s heats were going to be tough and mine was no exception. However my game plan was to go out hard from the gun and come home with whatever was left. I believed that the main opposition in my heat was either Katherine Dini or Kim Holloway from Victoria.

In the heat I ran second to Katherine who passed me at the top of the home straight. Consequently I made the final and, although I was feeling pretty sore after the race, I was delighted to get through.

After the heat I had a fair bit of lactic in my legs and our champion rubdown man Gavin was quickly able to loosen me up. A couple of experienced teammates, John Dawkins and David Smith approached me individually and provided me with some words of wisdom.

Before the race commenced I was feeling quite relaxed despite the excitement that was building up to the final two feature races. The field for the final was red hot and consisted of Anne Fearnley, Kate Fenech, Lee Myatt, Katie Moore, Katherine Dini, Carolyn Fox, Amanda Viney and myself.

After the gun went, I remembered the game plan and the advice that John and David gave me earlier. I knew what had to be done and it now hinged on whether I had the leg strength to pull it off. Being the front marker was quite new to me and hard to gauge how to run the race. It was simple really I had to go flat out and hope that no one caught me. Luckily for me I did and I managed to hold off the rest of the field to take the win.

I simply cannot begin to explain the emotion that came over me after crossing the tape and all I can put it down to is the belief I had in myself, the support I had from my team mates, my friends and my family.

On that note I would like to thank my partner Brad who hardly ever misses a meet; my mum who was at the race and from whom I get great strength; and last but not by any means least my teammates and friends at Flagstaff Athletics.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 2003 WINNER – BEN MCLEAN

My plan for season 2002/2003 was to win the Bay Sheffield. After winning the Stawell 200 metres, I had two weeks off then got straight into Paul Young’s punishing pre-season gym program. By September I was in the best physical shape of my life, but just when things were looking promising, a series of hamstring problems robbed me of a month’s proper training.

I ran well at the Bay Sheffield but off a handicap three-quarters of a metre back from the previous year, I was never going to quite get there and was knocked out in the semi-finals.

The next target was the Burnie Gift in Tasmania, but a combination of steady rain and over-zealous groundsmen ensured the Gift would be washed out for the first time since the 1930’s.

Mark Faulkner, Youngy and I then set out a plan to target Ballarat, Keilor and Loxton. We decided to put in three to four weeks of hard training, and then start freshening up in time for the three big Gifts. After the disappointment of Christmas/New Year, it was hard to get motivated but we persevered and did some of the most intense, high quality sessions I’ve ever been involved with.

Two weeks before the Camden Classic, I ran a personal best in the 200 metres at Santos Stadium in the interclub challenge. Later that night, I ran the 400 metre leg of the medley relay and easily pulled away from the other runners. It felt like the best 400 I’d ever run. Up until then, the Camden Classic still wasn’t part of the plan. I was worried Trevor would take another huge chunk out of my Gift mark if I won and that would put me out of the running at 

Loxton.

But later that week I made an admission to Paul, “If the Camden Classic’s there to be won, I’ll try to win it.” He agreed. No one had ever won Camden back to back so we were eyeing off our own little piece of history. For the next two weeks, I could barely think of anything else but winning Camden again. I was excited about taking a shot at history but nervous because I knew it wouldn’t be easy. On paper it was a very even race with no standout favourite. But deep inside I believed I would do it.

On race day, I started work at 5:30 in the morning, which was unhelpful. They let me leave a little early and I managed to get an hour’s sleep before arriving at the ground. My heat wasn’t one of the stronger ones and I was able to win with a minimum of fuss. It was the slowest of all the heats but I only did what I had to do to win.

Fuzzy Faulkner was great. He came over, helped me take of my spikes and looked after me as I made my way to the change-room for my traditional post-race cold shower.

I was very nervous waiting for the final. Standing in the middle ten minutes before the race, fellow finalist Duncan Tippins asked me how I was feeling. “Sick,” I replied. “Me, too,” he said.

The race went pretty much as I planned it. I got out hard and closed the gap on front-markers Neale Gunning and Amin Chehade. Halfway down the back straight, Matthew Callard kicked past me but I let him go. It was far too early to go for home.

As I rounded the bend with about 200 to go, I just went for it. I was surprised how quickly I accelerated, passing Chehade, Gunning and Callard with ease. I hit the front with more than 100 to go. As I rounded the bend to enter the home straight, I could hear Youngy going berserk. I couldn’t really understand what he was saying, but his tone suggested I’d got a bit of a break on the field.

The increase in crowd noise was very noticeable. The whole way up the home straight I was waiting for one of the backmarkers to come up to my shoulder – but it never happened. I won by about 3 metres in a quicker time (46.89) than the previous year despite running off a tighter mark. Just like the previous year, I was absolutely exhausted and could barely stand up on the dais. When I went over to put my shoes back on, I gave the grass in the middle of the oval a bit of fertilising.

It wasn’t until about 20 minutes after the final, standing once again under a stream of cold water in the Camden showers, that I finally started to get excited. Up until then, I just felt sick.

A sub-text to my second half of the season story is that I’d booked a flight to Europe in April that year and wasn’t sure how long I’d be away. I was desperate to win something before I went because it might be the last time I ever raced in the SA Athletic League.

I’m glad it was Camden because this race means a lot to me. I’m not sure whether circumstances will ever allow me to compete in athletics to this degree again. But becoming the first person to win the Camden Classic back to back is a memory I’ll always cherish and hold with immense pride.

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 2003 WINNER – LEE MYATT

I started running with the League at the end of 1999. I had been training with Gary Thompson to improve my running for surf life saving and he suggested that I should come out to pro running. I didn’t know anything about it but having done athletics most of my life, I thought it would be good to get back into it again. To start off with I didn’t think it was that great, being at the back mark and finishing last most of the time. That was until my first meet at Camden. Well I probably ran last in the 120m but I ran in the 400m and won my first race with the League. The next meet was Port Pirie and I ran second to Kate Fenech in the 400m which was pretty exciting although I was also beginning to realise sprinting was not really my thing. I can sprint 90m in soft sand without a problem but on grass I’m such a Grandma!

I enjoy athletics a lot more now and look forward to each season. I love the competition and all the people involved with the League are great. Everyone is there to have fun and the officials do a fantastic job. This season I started training with John Le Ray out at Flagstaff, they’re a great bunch of people and have made me feel very welcome. We train hard but have a lot of fun at the same time.

In 2001 I was lucky enough to win the 550m at the first Bay Sheffield held at Adelaide Oval, so my next goal was to win a Camden Classic. I ran in my first one in 2001 and came second then in 2002 made the final again but had a disappointing run coming sixth or seventh. Then after an average Bay that year as well (running 6th in the 550m Final), I thought that’s it! I’m going to win Camden! I didn’t think it was going to that easy … but it sounded good.

So Camden 2003 came around and on the Thursday or Friday before the meet we had a personal trainer come to our surf club to show us some exercises and stretches etc to improve our speed. Well I ended up overstretching some muscle I obviously didn’t use very much and could hardly walk on the Saturday. I was so disappointed and annoyed with myself. On Sunday it was still sore and I wasn’t sure whether to scratch but I couldn’t bring myself to do it so I decided I would go and see how it felt when I warmed up. It wasn’t too bad so I ran in the 120m and it felt OK although I was still worried about it and I sat there rubbing and stretching my leg wondering what it will be like in the 400m. My biggest fear was that I would break down and not make it round.

I ran my heat and made it through to the final. I was feeling a bit more confident as my injury didn’t restrict me at all and I actually ended up with the fastest heat winning time. I was completely amazed. Dave, my husband, didn’t come down with me and I had told my sister, who usually comes along, not to come because I didn’t think I would do very well. I rang Dave and told him what happened in the heats and he was there in the next half an hour. I was feeling pretty nervous and remember thinking that Anne Fearnley could run faster than she did in her heat.

When the first whistle went in the final I said to myself in a nervous panic “Oh no I can’t do it!“ Not very inspiring words really! Then I remember just going for it from the start and somewhere down the back straight Anne started charging through past everyone and I thought – she’s done it, she’s going to win this. Then coming round the bend into the last straight I was pulling a few people back. Anne was in front of me and normally I don’t run with much aggression but I just gritted my teeth and thought “C’mon I wanted to win this!” My Mum was there watching and I remembered her crying when I ran sixth at the Bay and I had told her I’d win this. I could feel myself gaining on her, then as I got up along side the straight seemed to go forever as we battled it out to the line. I’ve never tried so hard in my life. It was my best race but a very painful one too! As we crossed the line I wasn’t sure which one of us had won. I knew I had touched the tape but wasn’t sure if Anne might have too. It was such an anxious wait as they went to the cameras and when they announced that I had won I was excited but felt more relief than anything after that nervous moment.

It didn’t really sink in at first, I was a bit overwhelmed but very happy! It was a race that I had wanted to win so much … and I had! Standing on the dais, I felt speechless. I couldn’t concentrate because I was too busy thinking to myself “Oh my god, did I just win?” I completely forgot to thank anyone but as I was training on my own last season, I thanked my dog, Sunny, for being such a good training partner which I couldn’t believe I’d said afterwards! But then who cares? She’s great and so is winning a Camden Classic.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 2004 WINNER – ANDREW WILCOX

Throughout my running career, injuries have always been a major hurdle. These include 3 Achilles operations, over 50 hamstring tears and numerous groin and calf strains. With discipline and hard work I have been able to improve, as I have grown older, and learnt how to overcome injuries.

Last season (2003/2004) marked my 19th year in track. Pre-season had gone well for me, with only a minor hamstring problem in October. This only kept me out for about 3 weeks and I opened the season with an easy 48.3 at Interclub competition.

I was pleasantly surprised with my form, and thought I was running mid 49's, given the recent injury and ease of the race. Things rapidly improved from there:

· Winning the VRTA 200m Gift by about 5m's 

· Running a 47.9 in Ballarat in shocking conditions.

Not long after running at Ballarat, I clocked a slightly wind assisted (+1.1) 10.6 100m, a personal best. Having just reached 35 years of age, I was extremely happy with my form, and I was beginning to think that I might be able to improve on my 1990 400m PB of 46.46. Unfortunately, injury once again became my major hurdle to overcome.

I was invited to run the Zatapek 400m Grand Prix in early December 2004. On the day of the race I became ill and could hardly walk. By mid afternoon I had improved, and decided to race. This proved to be a bad decision, as I was badly weakened from competing that day and a blood infection took hold. This took 1 month to cure. 

During this time I attempted to train. The blood infection was taking its toll on my body and I tore my calf. With extreme determination I came to form and competed at the Devonport / Burnie Gifts, however re-injured the calf in the Burnie Gift final. 

To reduce the risk of further injury or illness, I decided that I would not run until Camden. This meant competing with no prior track work. My lead up to Camden would be simple, to avoid any further aggravation to my injury and to reduce the risk of further injury. I trained at the gym and pool, with just one session of slow run throughs on the grass.

I left to compete at Camden unaware of my form, and not expecting to make it to the finals. I realised that my achievements in December were now long gone. However I would be competing at Camden, injury free and fully recovered from the blood infection.

The heat went fairly well and I had another Victorian to beat – this proved to be rather tough. Having to kick home in the last 50m took a lot out of me and I was feeling quite depleted after the heat. My time was not great and I felt I had given the heat just about everything I had. Safely in the final, I had already achieved better than last year, where I was run out in the heats, so decided there was only one way to run it – go out very hard and hit then early!! In the final I was on the same mark as Chris Burckhart and Tom Hassell right on my heals. The plan was to get out hard from the crouch and put Chris between Tom and myself. This went perfectly to plan. I got out ahead of Chris straight away and found myself chasing hard down the back. Once clear of the backmarkers, I had to go while things were looking good, so put the foot down and ripped into the main bunch. Coming off the final turn, I popped out in front and only had to hold on till the finish. Leon Burckhardt was the only challenger down the straight, but there was no way I was going to lose it from there. I found a bit more and secured my biggest Professional 400m win. I was totally spent after the final and it took me a long time to recover. My lack of racing was showing, but I had won and was over the moon!!

I have found Camden a fantastic meeting and one of the best-run events I have competed in. I am now training to try and defend my title this year, but as usual, have had major injury problems. It is now mid January and I am injury free and back on the track, as long as it stays this way, you will be seeing me in the 2005 Classic and two things are certain. I will be giving it 100% and enjoying every moment! You can be sure I want another Camden sash to hang beside last years on my wall. 

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 2004 WINNER – DAMARIS CHRISTINAT

Having won the 2004 Camden Women’s Classic, I feel privileged to have won such a prestigious event so early in my career. Before my win at Camden, I had been training for only nine months.

When I was a little girl, I always made sure that I could keep up with my older siblings. Walking was never good enough for me! Mum recalls that I always had to run, if she’d tell me to go and get something, I would have to run to get it. When I visited my local doctor, he was surprised at how strong my legs were. I started competing in athletic events for school when I was 12 years old. Unfortunately during this time I was never able to train because I lived in Keith and we had no contacts. 

At the beginning of 2003, I made a brief appearance at interclub with Athletics SA thinking that maybe I could give athletics a go, nothing serious though. This was when Kevin Lee spotted me. I looked very lost at the time. During May of that year, Kevin made the trip down to Keith to set up a training program for me at my local oval. It was then that I realised that Kevin was serious and that maybe athletics should take a part in my life. For seven months I committed myself to training at Keith with my dad while I completed my final year at school. My parents and I traveled often to Adelaide for extra training and competitions. After completing year twelve I shifted to Adelaide so that I could be training under the direction of my coach.

I started with the SA Athletic League during the 2003/04 season and my results with the League surprised me. My parents were excited about my results at a number of meets, especially my big win at Camden. Kevin would often mention how lucky I was to have won a race so big when some athletes had waited years to win a race with the League. Leading up to Camden, my best result was at Playford where I won the Women’s 400m.

Not knowing much about the League, I didn’t know what the Camden Classic was and it seemed like just another meet for me. Though as the Camden meet drew closer, I realised its importance to the league and I was honored to be a part of it.  

On the day, being in the final of this race was already a great achievement but to actually be able to push that little harder and win the race was overwhelming. I was so happy to have been able to win this and it is a real honor to be a part of Camden’s history. 

Looking back, winning the “400m Women’s Classic” at Camden last year was an excellent achievement for the start of my journey with athletics. 

I would especially like to thank Kevin Lee for seeing my potential. I would have never won this race if it weren’t for Kevin’s continuous dedication. I would also like to thank my family for the support they have all given me.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 2005 WINNER – MATTHEW COUSINS

The first Sunday in February is special for every Camden athlete. Not least of all because of the emphasis placed on the Carnival by Frank. Most training sessions before this time of year will invariably incorporate a private chat with the coach about how to apply what we have learnt that session on Classic day. Frank’s thirst for success on our club’s day in the sun is undeniable and infectious, none of us can help but get wrapped up in the excitement.

People like Frank McHugh, Colin Rowston and Richard Williams would never forget about the coming of a Classic day. They put so much effort into its preparation, I feel certain there is not a day that passes it doesn’t cross their collective minds. Actually, all athletes at the club pitch in to raise monies, and secure sponsors. All are happy to do so because of the pride we feel when another successful carnival is complete.

I have been with the club since 2001, competing for the first time in that 01/02 season. My reason for joining was the same as many – keeping fit for umpiring with the SANFL. I had always run at school sports days and run well, taking out most events in my age group. Then in about year ten, I split the cartilage in both my knees on sports day. I was young enough to have it fix itself, but, being the soft man I am, running was replaced by tennis for a couple of years. To complete the ‘Loser’ transformation, I picked up field umpiring in year twelve and continued to part my lovely red hair. As I progressed in umpiring circles, I was dismayed to acknowledge that what had once been my strength, was now my weakness, that being fitness.

Frank tried to remedy this in the first week, as is his way. My first impressions of Camden incorporated many swear words but also admiration for what these people could do. Particularly Frank. Here was a guy who looked about seventy five and was kicking my arse every rep. Honestly I did not think there were people in Adelaide’s suburbs capable of running as many reps as fast as they did. Unfortunately though, the awe deteriorated further into despair after every session. My legs were a pair of lead weights and my chest a prison two lungs and a little heart tried desperately to escape. For three weeks I labored, the bus running away from me effortlessly as I struggled in my own private piece of hell. That weekend I thought about quitting, the only thing that stopped me was the potential ridicule from fellow umpires, not any particular fire in the belly. I’m sure it was that fourth week which was pivotal. I know it was, as I tasted improvement for the first time. For the first time the pack didn’t disappear around the bend so easily, my legs had some kick and people were commenting on how much better my action looked. I have always been a sucker for praise, and one little word of encouragement would feed me for weeks, especially when it came from superstars like Amin Chehade and Mark Thomson. I was scared to talk to these blokes at first, I didn’t feel worthy of joining their club, that somehow they would resent an albino who did little but get in the way when they lapped him. Further could be from the truth, everyone did and always has made me feel most welcome. It is a relief these days to leave work and head to a place where everyone is so positive.

New recruits from umpiring get the same set of distances dictated to them for training and competition. The latter was 400m to 1000m. I learnt to hate 800 to 1000m that first season. They say you enjoy what you are good at and are good at what you enjoy. The reverse it true too. Thankfully the next season my pain was reduced to 550m and under. Probably for mental reasons alone, I showed a bit of improvement with the revised game plan and started to hear more and more about The Bay Sheff and Camden Classic. Season 2003/04 was to be the season I would finally stand atop the podium. I had been around the place in novice races, but never won. This was my season. As luck would have it, about the time I looked likely to win a novice race, a novice employee at work spun his machine up too fast and punched a chunk of grinding wheel into my left calf. The result was a partially detached calf muscle, dented shinbone and six months off running. I was tough about it and didn’t faint until in the doctor’s surgery. The body is a funny thing and finding the right mix of training and rest is different for each of us. I like rest, for after the lay off, I came back better than ever and won the first 400m novice for the year and a few other races in Season 2004/05.

The Camden Classic was one of those other races, and I must say it provided a very pretty sash. I often look at it after a tough day in the stone industry and instantly a heavy weight is lifted from my shoulders. I cannot think of a prouder moment in my short history, and its thought alone boosts my confidence whenever I’m down on myself.

This particular first Sunday in February started as the previous ones had, dragging boxes of lucky program prizes to the oval and pinning the list to a dodgy wall in the full force of the Camden Doctor. At this stage nerves were fairly low, but Frank fixed this with his earnest chats every ten minutes, pressing the importance of making the final and getting on the dais. Making the final. This was the goal I had set myself. In the weeks preceding my thoughts had dwelled on the race at length, and the voices in my head agreed that we were capable of an appearance in the final. Out of my head it also made sense. Two years prior (missed the previous year due to attempted leg amputation as afore mentioned), I had run second in my heat and just missed the cut. Now I had some form, a little more heart and a better handicap, that being two metres from the forty metre limit.

Before the heat I was nervous. I couldn’t decide if it was nervous enough to help, or nervous enough to hinder. Someone once told me about positive affirmation so I went about convincing myself that the crook guts and jelly legs were going to get me there. As happens in these situations, one warms up like a madman for two hours before the race and suddenly before you are ready your heat number it called. Standing on my mark I knew what I had to do. Not lose. Let no one past. Run scared. And I did. The nerves worked a treat, I was that jittery I got a reasonable start and the first fifty went without thinking. From there it was a case of running as hard as I could for as long as I could. Breasting the tape a wave of relief swept over me. My goal was achieved. However, not more than a minute later, the two voices in my head calmly told me about the second half of their plan – standing on the dais.

Did I mention I was stuffed? I was stuffed. The effort of running the heat and debilitating nerves over the impending final floored me. The wait for the big race was unbearable. Walking, jogging and pats on the back from club members did nothing to stop me from wishing the whole thing was over already. Out in the middle, most of us sat and played with out spikes or stretched, talking down our own chances, or looking to see who was still hurting from the heats. I was to start along side David Palmer with the same mark as I. The game plan was a simple one: Work off David. He was the fastest heat winner and a good chance to stand on the podium, if I was with him, I was a chance too. 

As we paraded I sucked in a bit of pride and fed off the Camden crew and umpires gathered to watch the race. We walked to our marks. As Brian Hart called ‘SET’, the two guys in my head screamed “THIS IS IT!” Bang! That shot killed the nervousness and tension instantly. I don’t know why it is but my mind is never so quiet or at peace as when I start a race. Meanwhile, back in the real world, David had taken the initiative and pushed round the bend and down the back. Feeling comfortable I sat in behind and waited for my moment. Entering the bend my legs surged and I maneuvered into first spot. Until this point the crowd noise was distant and unrecognizable, now it was loud and one voice was very distinct. Camped at his usual spot, Frank screamed like a banshee as we prepared to exit the bend and head for home. His was the only bark I made out in the crowd and if memory serves he was waving his program as if whipping a horse home. Twenty metres to go and somehow they hadn’t come past. The two voices in my head were at each other, one screaming ‘We’ve won!’ the other, ‘Shut up. We’re not home yet!’ 

Crossing the line I heard footsteps and had no doubt they were of that Hayden Cook character. Still very jealous of his classy 550m victory at “The Bay”, I wanted to make it look as if my victory was easy so I ran about ten metres past the line. Unfortunately the men in my head had lost control of my face and it screwed up into that thing Grandma stuck on her fridge. No matter, the pride it gave me, the tears it brought to my parents eyes and the yellow river it put down Franks leg, mean I will never forget the 2005 Camden Classic.

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 2005 WINNER – CARA WHITE

My name is Cara White and I am 21 years of age. I started my love for athletics at Little Aths and progressed to seniors at Ringwood Athletic Club in Victoria. After trying various events including 200m and hurdles, I decided my love was for the 400m. I have enjoyed success at amateur level and was introduced to professional athletics about four years ago. My coach Nick Fieldler has encouraged my athletics at an amateur level and has included professional athletics to my programme. I find Professional athletics very exciting and have also formed some great friendships. I am fortunate to train with an outstanding team at Ringwood and our group has achieved many successes.

Because of work commitments, I have been unable to attend the Camden meeting in Adelaide until 2005. Three of my training partners and I flew to SA to compete and it was one of the few times neither my coach nor my parents have travelled with me. My focus and preparation was set for the 400m but I had also entered the 120 metres. I was so pleased even to have made it to the final of the 120, as I don’t focus on the sprints. I was overwhelmed when I won the 120m and I remember calling my coach and parents straight away.

It was minutes after that I had to wake up and concentrate on the 400m Camden Women’s Classic as that was the race I had my mind set on. I thought to myself “Wow, I’ve made the 400 final and won the 120m.” I just was happy enough with my achievements, but it wasn’t hard to set my mind back on what I really wanted to win. Lining up in the red as the backmarker and with both my training partners in the same final, I knew it wasn’t going to be easy. As nervous as I was, I was so excited and I felt like the crowd were behind me. The race was run and the waiting was over – I had won. I couldn’t believe it. When I found out my two training partners had come 2nd and 3rd, I was over the moon. I couldn’t have asked for anything more.

As I was on the phone to everyone back home, I was told I had won "Athlete of the Meet". I did not stop smiling. I had never had such an exciting day until then. The officials at Camden were very professional and made me feel like I was at my home track along with an excited and supportive crowd.

The Camden meet is something I will never forget along with it being one of my most exciting wins and first time I had won the double.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 2006 WINNER – BEN KOSCHADE

Just running in the Camden Classic is always going to be a memorable moment, let alone to make the final and then win the thing. My first Camden Classic was in 2000 while I was still at school and I remember coming second in my heat to the famous Tom Hassell. It was after that race (when I couldn’t move due to the lactic acid), I realised how prestigious and tough the Camden Classic really is and how much I wanted to win it.

In the years to follow I concentrated on playing footy where I was still lucky enough to compete in two footballers’ races at Camden, but even then while watching the main race go by, I still had a burning desire to return and give it another crack.

Then, in 2005, a man called Brendan Golden came into my work at the time and mentioned he had a little squad training down at Sacred Heart and that I could call in and have a gallop whenever I wanted. So a few weeks later I drove down (hoping the invite was still valid) and from that moment on I realised how enjoyable running was again.

After a very solid winter and winning my first race for the season at Hallett Cove, I was pretty much injured for the rest of the lead up to the Bay Sheff. But with the New Year and under the guidance of Brendan, the entire squad had a very good January on the track and things were starting to look good for the rest of the season. Even with the good form we all had leading up to Camden, I never gave winning the Classic any thought until my final training session and Brendan handed me a copy of the handicaps. I can remember looking over with a small grin and saying “we might have a chance here”.

On the morning of the race, I remember being surprisingly calm right up until the warm up were I only had one focus, and that was to get through my heat, which was going to be no mean feat with the previous year’s winner Matthew Cousins running. Looking back on it, I am thankful I had no idea how much Brendan had bought my heat for in the Calcutta until after the race because that may have changed the state of my nerves (he later admitted his bidding may have got a little out of control).

Before getting to the final, I had been down to my aunty’s house around the corner from the track, sitting in the pool with some of my cousins and relaxing. I arrived at the track in time to see two of my training partners take out sashes, Kane Harrison in the Open 120m and Kate Fenech in the Women’s 120m. So some may say it was the ideal build up.

Warming up for the final, I was lucky enough to have the company of Steve Hutton and Benny Wright. They helped to calm my nerves and reminded me to enjoy the moment.

The final itself is a bit of a blur. Shane Moss has asked whether I could hear the “snap” of his sunnies when he broke them in his hands as I ran down the home straight, but all I can remember feeling was sheer relief once I crossed the finish line and everyone from “That Group” running over to congratulate me. It was one of those great moments in life that I will always treasure, and being able to share it with my friends and family who were there was a real honour. It was a great day for “That Group” with three sashes in total and the celebrations that were to follow reflected this.

A special thankyou must go out to the organisers of the Camden Classic for putting on such a great meet, Coopers (of course), a MASSIVE thankyou to Brendan, the rest of “That Group” at Sacred Heart, and especially my parents. 

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 2006 WINNER – PIRRENEE STEINERT

It’s been sometime now since I took out the 2006 Camden Women’s Classic but it is definitely one of the wins of 2006/2007 that I best remember. I have to admit I am one of those runners that do not look into races too much; almost every event and race is a complete mish mash of memories. I don’t remember what I have won and when I won and where I won it. But for some reason the win at Camden has definitely stuck in my head. At that time I had no idea what the Camden Classic really meant. To me it was just another race that I wanted to win, not to mention the nice prize money on the end of it. I was in Sydney prior to Camden competing at Nationals. I remember I had entered the 400m but not the 200m as it clashed with Camden. I remember deliberating on weather to compete in the 200m at nationals or miss it and fly home to compete in the Camden Classic. At that time I was loving competing with the League and really did not want to miss out on all the fun (and money) so decided to fly home in time to compete in the 400m Classic.

My memory of the heat and first half of the race is almost non-existent. I don’t remember ever looking at the handicaps or heats and thinking that I had a good chance. For me I rarely check out others competitors’ handicaps as I feel I may become pessimistic about the whole race. Instead I just start of the handicap that they call out, don’t look up or way out at the rest of the field, head down and go for it. I enter every race to win and that’s exactly what I did at 2006 Camden Classic. I remember coming around the second bend, having caught the majority of the field and was feeling good. I knew the home straight was going to require a lot of effort so decided to pocket myself comfortably behind the leader and wait to make my move. At this stage I remember thinking of Katherine Robb and that she was probably going to be strong in the last few metres. We were coming into the home straight when I decided to make my move, but Katherine decided to challenge me. I was hurting bad…but really wanted to win. Katherine was right up on my shoulder when she just managed to pass me. That was it, “It’s all over”, but then all of a sudden the hunger to win overpowered my negative thoughts, and believed I was going to win. I had worked to hard in the race to let Katherine take the victory. That’s when I really did feel as though I found a 6th gear, I dug deep. It was painful but I powered on and slowly made ground back on Katherine. Ever so slowly I was passing Katherine, it was like slow mo and I could hardly feel my legs. Finally I had passed her and with a few metres to go I held the lead and breasted the tape to take out the 2006 Classic at Camden. I felt like I had died but at the same time I was so excited for what I had just done. My butt and hammys were burning but I was so content in that moment, especially when it dawned on me of the money I had won. 

Only now as I am slowly learning about the history and importance of particular events in the League, it is occurring to me how honoured I should be feeling to win such an event at the Camden Classic. I think over the next few years that events I have taken out and hopefully many more to come will be so much more meaningful and hold so much more of a genuine importance to me. 

Well, we will soon be approaching the 2007 Camden Classic and I’ll again be lining up on my start line eager to take out another big race and make it a double.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 2007 WINNER – WALLACE LONG-SCAFIDI

In the weeks leading up to the 2007 Camden Classic, I was constantly told by my coach (Gary Thompson) that I was a chance. I really did not take any notice of him, thinking that he was just trying to make me feel good because I was running against such good athletes and, to top it off, 400’s are my least liked distance. 

In the days leading up to the race, it was so hot and the temperature was only going up. On the day the temperature was over 40 degrees, so the Hot Weather Policy came into effect. I was not really keen on running in such hot weather but I thought I would only have to do one run, so it would not be so bad.

When it came time for me to start warming up, I started to get nervous which happens every time I line up for a 400. During the warm up, I started to watch all of the other runners, which were in my heat, and I started to become really scared.

Once in the starter’s hands, I was so scared but at the same time I was still focused on what I had to do. The gun went and for the first time I went out hard and was not sure why I was doing it. Going up the back straight, I hit the front and I was so surprised. Once I got to the home straight I was so tired and I heard someone coming up behind me. I wanted him to pass me so much but somehow I held on and took out the race and got through to the final.

I felt so bad after the heat, I did not want to run again and, to make matters worse, Gary was trying to make me throw up because I was feeling so bad. I did not want to, so I went for a long walk to try and relax. After a while, I was starting to feel better and I thought I was a chance to take out this race, so I stared to focus on what I had to do.

While I was warming up, some Boost Juice girls came up to me and asked to get a picture, which I was more than happy to do. I also got a free Boost Juice out of it.

Lining up for the race, I was pretty confident that I had a chance to win so I was feeling pretty good. The race stared and I went out as hard as I could but it was not getting me anywhere. I could not catch Ben Wright but, with about 50 meters to go, Ben moved over and made room for me to move up the inside, which I did and just got him on the line. I thought I had won but they still went to the camera, which showed that I was the winner, and I was so stoked.

Up on the dais, I still could not believe it and, until this day, I don’t let anyone forget it.

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 2007 WINNER – JOANNE FENECH

Having started my professional running career with the Camden Athletic Club, the Camden Classic has always been an important race of the season for me. This race has also brought many highs and lows for me, I'd made the final 3 times, with a dais placing in 2, one which was a marginally close second, and falling down 50m before the finish line in another. In recent years, injuries have also hampered my lead up to the race. I knew this year was going to be my last season before I went overseas and I wasn't going to be satisfied if I did not have a Camden Classic sash before ending my running career.
 
My season started well over the longer distances. I'd made all the finals over 300m and 400m, with placings at Reynella and Mount Gambier. Then once the New Year clicked over, I started to prepare myself mentally and physically. The work was starting to pay off. I won the 100m at the Edwardstown meet, which was the first sprint race I'd won since the Bay Sheffield. All I had to do was get through the next few days of training and I was ready.
 
The day of the race was a hot one. I never nominate for the sprint race but it had turned out to be a good decision on that day. My 400m heat was not an easy one. I had Paige White who was in good form. Although I was nervous, I managed to stay relaxed throughout the race and won my heat comfortably, running the fastest time.
 
I felt relieved to have made the final. During the break, I received advice from my coach Paul Young, who basically said to repeat my heat performance, as well as my sister, a previous winner, who told me not to get caught on the inside.
 
The time came to parade for the final. No matter how many times you do it, it's always a buzz. Brenda gave us her speech and we went out to our marks. The gun went and I started quick to try and gain some ground on the front markers. I managed to do this by the 200m mark but I'd also found a spot on the inside which is exactly what I didn't want to do because I'd boxed myself in. I ran in this position for another 100m and as we were heading into the home straight, out of the corner of my eye I saw a small gap and knew that this was the opportunity to make my move. I weaved around the pack, passed the leaders and ran my hardest to the finish line hoping that no one was coming up behind me. When I touched that rope, I felt a combination of joy and relief. Kate, my sister was the first one to come up to me saying 'you did it'. 
 
I feel so proud to have won a race that has maintained so much tradition over the years. It takes hard work to prepare for a race like this and I couldn't have done it without the help of Paul Young, the girls at Westerns - Emma, Amanda, Yas and Tam, my family and my boyfriend Andrew. This will no doubt remain as one of the highlights of my running career.

CAMDEN CLASSIC 2008 WINNER – DUNCAN TIPPINS

It had been eight years since I first made the Camden Classic final and after four (2000 – 5th​, 2001 – 3rd, 2003 – 2nd, 2007 – 5th) appearances in the final, it was time to make an impression. 2003 was the last time I had a serious tilt at the Classic when I was runner up to Ben McLean.  But 2008 would possibly be my last chance to make a serious attempt as Deb (my wife) was four months pregnant and I was unlikely to be able to maintain a six day a week training schedule in the future.

My lead up form to the Camden Classic was probably the best it had ever been. Despite the bitter disappointment of breaking in the final at the Bay Sheffield, I bounced back quickly with a victory at Burnie on the 1st of January. The implication of this good lead up form was the tightest handicap I had ever run off over 400m – 9m. If it was going to be done, it wasn’t going to be easy…

My training preparation was as good as I could ask for. I had some Achilles tendonitis earlier in the season, but acupuncture had cleared it up and allowed me to train un-impeded. My coach Paul Young had us focussing on speed during the lead up to the Bay Sheffield and Burnie. January was the time to add some speed endurance. I was surprised how easy it was to transfer my form in the shorter sprints to the longer sprints. I ran in a 400m at Santos on my 33rd Birthday (January 18) and set a new personal best of 46.83 seconds. That was encouraging particularly since it was based on only two weeks of speed endurance training.

On the day, preparation for the Camden Classic was difficult. I had been invited to compete in the Australia Cup on the Saturday before hand in Brisbane, although only over 100m. The Sunday of the Camden Classic for me started with a 6:30am flight from Brisbane to Adelaide, which required me to be up at 4:30am for an airport transfer at 4:50am. Arriving back in Adelaide around 10:30am, I crashed for a couple of hours at home where I would be told by Deb to find my inner mongrel today before heading down to Camden Oval an hour before the heats. Deb and I never discussed our races at the carnival.

Being in the last heat I had a good opportunity to assess the opponents from the middle of the ground, although I still find it a nerve wracking experience waiting for a heat of a 400m. The pre-race favourite Brian Golden went around in a quick time and looked pretty comfortable but the surprise from the heats was the quick time posted by David Palmer. Three stable-mates had already made it through to the final with Leon Burckhardt, Hayden Cook and Clay Watkins all winning their heats. The pressure was on to make it through.

I had last years’ Camden Classic winner in my heat and a few other handy runners, so on paper it looked like a challenge. My thoughts were to tackle the first 200m aggressively as possible so as not to be caught wide over the last 150m. I was a little surprised how quickly I caught the field but it was a pleasant experience to be running on the inside of the track for the final bend and home straight. I had a couple of concerned looks over my shoulder to see where my opponents were, but I shouldn’t have bothered as I couldn’t see them!

Having made the final, it was time to try to relax and avoid too much energy being sapped by nervousness. My stable-mates and I retreated to the change rooms for a quick rub-down and then a brief discussion of race tactics. I thought if Clay and I were to catch the runners ahead of us, we would need to close the gap as quickly as possible. If we had found ourselves at the back of the pack coming into the main straight our race would be as good as over. So it was agreed to take it out hard and try to be as close as possible at the 200m mark. From there it was every man for himself! 

I find it hard to warm up for the final of a big race as my nervousness makes me quite lethargic. I have to force myself to break out of a jog in the warm ups. Every thought is on the race. After a laboured warm up I sat and watched the lead up races, but it was all a bit of a blur. After the finish of the women’s Classic I made my way to the main straight from where we would be paraded. I sat down and tried to conserve energy as much as possible.

As Brian Hart walked toward us for the Parade, the nervousness amplified exponentially. It was an effort just to pick myself up off the ground to stand before being paraded. To be honest, the athlete introductions were a bit of a blur too, all I wanted was the gun to fire and release the pent up energy.

Lining up off 9m with Clay Watkins and looking ahead to see the next closest runner 12m away would normally be a bit intimidating, but this time it seemed manageable. With the gun came the release of pent up energy I had been waiting for. I accelerated hard to get ahead of Clay and lead him round the first bend. When I looked up, I was gaining on Leon rapidly and this filled me with confidence. I passed him part way down the back straight and the next group weren’t far-off. The plan of being in touch with the other runners by the 200m mark was now becoming real. When I caught the next group of runners I was moving much faster so there was no opportunity to slip stream them for a while – I had to maintain my momentum and go straight past. This left two runners in front of me at the end of the back straight, both of whom had posted the quickest times from the heats, and I was looming fast. I had become increasingly confident and as I passed Brian and then David to hit the lead with 180m to go, I almost couldn’t believe it. Never before had I been able to run on the inside of the second bend at Camden. I knew this would be a huge advantage in holding off any late challenges. From here, I simply put the pedal down and exhausted every last drop of petrol I had. I was conscious Clay would be coming home fast at the end but, I hoped I had put a big enough gap between us to fend him off. 

As I reached the home straight my legs were already beginning to suffer the effects of lactic acid and I dug as deep as possible, grimaced and pushed on to the finish. A few metres from the line I knew I wasn’t going to be beaten.  The most enjoyable $50 I have ever spent was the fine I got from punching the air as I crossed the line!

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 2008 WINNER – COURTNEY EVANS

I first turned up to run with Flagstaff athletics with coach John Le Ray as a 14 year old back in 2004. After a few training sessions, John thought with a bit of time and a lot of hard work, that I could be his next 400m Camden success. John has a sharp eye when it comes to spotting potential Camden women’s 400m winners as he had already tasted victory at Camden with several female runners.

In 2004 I was the youngest female to ever make a Camden Classic 400m final. In 2005 and 2006 I also made the final. 

Half way through the season in 2006, Sophie my twin sister and I decided to shift camp to the Flinders Athletic club with new coach Toby Schreier, mainly due to the large number of girls training in the middle distance range. 

In 2006 I won the 1600m woman’s race at the Bay Sheffield which was the plan. In 2007, a few weeks later I failed to make the women’s 400m final at Camden. I was too confident and thought I had the race down pat. I didn’t make the final and I was absolutely shattered. I felt that I had let myself down because of the amount of training I was doing leading up to this.

During the next pre season Toby trained me up so I would peak after Xmas, as we all know this is hard to do. The plan worked well. In the new year of 2008 I won the women’s 550m at Glenelg oval and the next race meet I won the women’s 300m at Marion. I knew I was fit as anything and with preparation like this I was really excited. Two weeks later, it was Camden!

I came 1st and clocked the quickest time in the Women’s 400m heats. I had made the final and I felt great, my biggest moment had finally come. I was able to get to the front in the home straight to hold off the fast finishing Holly Noack who was having a cracker of a season herself. But I won!  To cross a line through a goal of mine felt amazing! And I have the sash above my bed to prove it!

I will always be able to run a meter or two quicker at Camden just because of the great atmosphere, the well prepared track and the prestige of the event itself.

I would like to mention a special thanks to both Toby Schreier and John Le Ray who made me believe in myself and achieve in what ever I put my mind too. And Toby truly got the best out of me!

CAMDEN CLASSIC 2009 WINNER – MATTHEW HARGREAVES
My first few years of running pro I was labelled a 400m runner, with a nice stride and good leg turnover, I performed well but never won. After finishing 3rd in the Bendigo Black Opal, 3rd in the Stawell 400m back markers, then the following year to come 2nd and 3rd again in the same finals and making just about every other major 400m final, my biggest goal was to step on top of the podium.

The next few years I concentrated on the shorter sprints, with the 70m and 120m, still competing over the 400m distance, but not with the same success. My first 400m win didn’t come until 2008 winning at Wangaratta. After 4 years in the sport, I had finally won my first 400m race!

I went down to Tasmania during the Christmas period of 2008/2009, where I competed well but the results were not what I had hoped for. Coming back to Victoria, I knew I had to train harder on the track as well as in the gym. My lead up races to Camden were promising, I ran 3rd in the Ringwood 400m gift, feeling much stronger than I ever have. The following week I went to Wangaratta, I decided to miss the 400m in order to concentrate on the 120m for some speed and ended up finishing 2nd in the gift final. 

I arrived in Camden and was confident that I would do well, even though my mark was the toughest I have had in my career. Camden has always been a major goal, but making the final twice and not being successful was disappointing. I have never headed into a race feeling as well as I did, confidence was high. I saw my heat line up and was not sure of the other runners in the heat or how well they were running. Running my own race, I went out hard for the first 100m and was onto the pack comfortably, coming from the red I knew I had a task to get around the runners who were in front of me. In the middle of the back straight I came up onto the pack and remembered what former runner Duncan Tippins had previously said “you didn’t want to get caught up on the final bend”, so I went hard down the second half of the back straight and hit the front with about 150m to go. I finished my race strong down the home straight and made my way into the final. I spent the next 30 minutes after the heat on my hand and knees throwing up.

After the heats, John Henry and I looked at the field for the final and believed that James Boden was the runner to beat. He was starting only a meter in front of me and I thought to myself that if I was near him coming into the straight that I would not be beaten. When the gun went off for the final I followed Boden all the way around and we worked our way around the pack heading for the home straight. Coming four wide off the bend, which is not unusual for me, I knew I was the fastest in the field and started to use my arms and sprint for home. 

Crossing the line in first place was such a relief for me. After two failed attempts in the Camden Classic final, I finally had a Camden Classic 400m sash. Being only a hand full of Victorians to win the Camden Classic and to win on the 30th anniversary of the race made it even more special. Looking over a list of previous winners I feel honoured to have my name on the same list. 

I would like to thank the Camden Athletic Club for always putting on a fantastic meet and preparing a great track. A big thank you to starter Brian Hart who came out of retirement to start the 30th running of the Camden Classic. Brian has always made me and the fellow Victorian runners feel very welcome over in South Australia. I had received the bullet in a trophy, which started the race, which Brian presented to me on the podium when I was receiving my sash. When I look at the trophy it will always act as further motivation for me to return to Camden and hopefully become a two time winner of the Classic!

WOMEN’S CLASSIC 2009 WINNER – CAITLIN STANLEY
How did I win the Camden Classic? I asked myself this question in the weeks following the race. I had competed in the 400m at the Camden Classic for three years before I took out the big one. Prior to my win I had never made a final so I was feeling determined coming into my fourth year. I knew I was in great form, having run some fast times out at Santos and training at the best I ever had. As I prepared for my heat I went through a race plan in my head. As a backmarker it was important that I caught the other girls as quickly as possible, which sounded a bit daunting considering I had a full circle journey to make. Stepping up to the line however, all my inhibitions disappeared. I just focused on the front marker and didn’t stop until I passed her and breasted the tape. I was so excited that I had finally made it through to the final. Even better, I’d made it with a quick time and I knew there was a lot left in reserve.

 

I was surprised at how relaxed and calm I was going into the final. All I had to do was make it from the start to the finish before anyone else – sounded do-able! The only hurdle was to catch a few others to achieve this and make sure that the super-fast Holly Noack didn’t come at me from behind. Being off the same mark as two others, my first thing on the “to-do list” was to pull away at the start. As I took off from my mark I mentally ticked this box and focussed on my next goal – catch the front markers by 200m. As I approached the bend the number of people in front of me was decreasing. I pushed myself off from the bend and focussed on the final checkpoint – the finishing line. I was in the lead with only the final straight to go. I would never have thought a smile was possible in a 400m, but sure enough I was beaming from ear to ear as I breasted the tape to a Camden win!

 

I have no doubt that the years of hard training, a brilliant coach (Wendy Abbott) and training partner (Holly Noack), endless sacrifices and my mental state contributed to the win that night. However, it was more than this. It was the sheer determination to excel beyond my expectations and to achieve a goal I had dreamt of for so long. I do not have a formula for winning the race, but I do have an insight, “everyone runs in her own way, or his own way. And where does the power come from, to see the race to its end? From within” (Chariots of Fire, 1981).

