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                                     A tale of two marathons and other stuff.
Our president John Mackenzie, a Mancunian by birth, joined the club in December 1976 and soon established himself at the forefront of the club teams on road, country and track.

Before we go into detail let’s describe the first of two marathon races which exemplify John’s determination and ability to get the best out of himself – the outcomes of the two races could not be more different. 

Bolton – a terrible time.

In August 1983 John entered the Bolton Addidas Marathon, this following a fast London marathon (2 29.47) in April where John with the likes of Steere, Clifford, Coates, Webb and Catton all finished amongst the very best of British marathon runners, with every expectation that significant improvement was possible and a further step towards an elite time near to two hours twenty eminently possible.    

On the day, with the early morning temperature and humidity well into the eighties, hope of a fast time receded although a top ten finish around 2hrs 25mins was still remotely possible.

For the first seven miles the times were on but upon reaching ten miles on schedule in 54mins he felt his pace slowing and although sweating profusely he tries to keep the tempo going. By 15miles he had markedly slowed and although he knew that his body was breaking down he could not understand why. Stumbling into a first aid tent he is plied with salt drinks to ease the heat exhaustion and dehydration and a massage to ease the cramps and in this sorry state he is allowed to continue - in hindsight a massive mistake.

 At 18 miles, now utterly miserable, he was walking, jogging and ominously vomiting, yet still, stubbornly, with his body now dangerously losing vital fluids he continued perversely on. Finally at 22mile came the infamous ‘Heartbreak Hill’ which would continue on to the finish, running now with just one thought ‘I’ve got to finish’ why anybody might ask is it so important to continue, surely animal instinct should lead you to the kerbside to lay down and end the torture - no not so, for John he simple just had to continue on. 

At last with the end in sight he is joined by his brother Donald, running in his second marathon and together they walk the last hundred yards, a quiet ending to a torrid race, well not quite - approaching the finish Donald decides to gun to the line with arms aloft in celebration recording 4hrs 27mins, a great time for him but an utter disaster for John.

Physical cost was serious, starting the race at 10stone 12lbs, his weight, some time later after even partial rehydration was a full stone lighter. Complete recovery took over eighteen months, to his friends he looked a shadow of his former physical self. 

Only recently John’s mother, after a clear out of some of her possessions, not giving it a second thought, gave him his finishing medal, something he never wanted to see ever again. John is sure that his brother has a framed finishing picture on his mantle shelf showing a beaming Donald with a despondent utterly shattered John following in behind.  Thankfully another subsequent marathon went more than someway to redressing the balance in the matter of ambition, but more of that later.
Early days

John the second of three brothers and a sister was born September 1954 in Prestwich Manchester.

Early education was at St Pauls primary Salford where he quickly showed himself to be a bright pupil as well as an all round sportsman at football, cricket and athletics, it did not take the deputy head long to take John under his wing and although not endowed with sprinting ability nevertheless he became proficient at 80yd hurdles, long jump and member of the 4x100yd relay. Dubious competitive activities on the neighbouring moors and golf course in after school hours certainly had a lot to do with his proficiency at these events. Daily fighting competitions involving pushing people down steep shale pits, golf-ball finding comps, running and catapulting blindly off cliff edges into sixty foot drop sand landfills – running, laughing all just for the fun and excitement. Such early behaviour seems far removed from the ‘Mr Perfect’ and  ‘Gentleman John’ images bestowed on him when he joined the Club back in 1977. Elder sister Jeanette also attended the same school and no surprise was also a good athlete.

In 1964 TV music of the Tokyo Olympics and the exploits of Lyn Davies sparked in the 10 year-old a massive interest in athletics. Sometimes as a break from football or cricket John would do twenty or so times 80m shuttle runs across school playground, a simple expression of his joy for running. Also at this time, together with a best friend, he joined Salford Swimming Club and quickly showed ability in the 50metre age handicap races and later the longer distances of 100 and 200metre. At the age of 15 John was awarded the Club trophy for his performances and again a year later. Further rewards came with the Salford Water Polo team gaining gold medals in the Northern Counties Water Polo Championships.

Senior school
Senior school now beckoned and entry into Stand Grammar School for Boys, a school renowned both for academia and sport. Football was the main sport with cross country running on a Wednesday afternoon when ever weather became too inclement these occasions invariably saw John in the first three of any impromptu races.

The sports teacher was a certain Dennis Weir, a top fell runner, record holder of the Pennine Way of some 5 days and a member of the famous Bob Graham Round (1973) a course of 42 named summits conquered in 24 hours. Dennis quickly noticed John and took him under his wing introducing him to Manchester AC (later Manchester & District Harriers AC), training being some 3miles or so twice a week with regular outings to fell races. About this time John also teamed up with an old time coach called Wilf Richards (of Fred Plumb mould), who exposed him to track training. With the help of these two coaches as a 16/17 year old junior he put in a memorable performance in the Enerdale Crag Fell Race, finishing in forth position after reaching the summit in second place. Around that time he won another well regarded event notably the annual Manchester 25k YMCA race. John also took to another sport namely Basketball where his stature stood him in good stead.

Aside from sport John loved school homework, invariably in the top three for most subjects but it was a language teacher, a former army soldier who spoke Russian who  recognised in John serious Oxford University material with Russian, Latin and French on the agenda joining a small group felt able to advance to 5th year level a year early for special Oxford/Cambridge tutoring. Thankfully at this stage there was no build up of pressure, nor any need to feel you were someone special, it all was a natural progression.

Head of School
Now was decision time, with sport taking a lot of time it was necessary to cut back and concentrate on his studies. Being well organised and deadline focussed homework was never a problem and in 1972 John became Head of School. In the first term of ‘73 John was accorded the honour of giving a speech at the Manchester Free Trade Hall, a grand occasion in the presence of the Mayor and other dignitaries.

It was now 10 months to university with summer holidays and exams results to come.

For a while he worked for Imperial Leather, part of the Cussons group as a talculm powder mixer, working on the top floor his job was to mix the raw material and perfume ready for sending down to the next floor for canning and wrapping by the girls.

By April/May he had enough money to do other things, teeming up with a friend he went hiking for a month in the Massif Central, the destination being Tulle, the twined town with Prestwich, where for two months he worked in a restaurant and kitchen in return for board and lodging, rapidly gaining much needed fluency in the French language. 

Russia beckons

Come August and it was time for a much longer journey – a three week coach tour to the Black Sea city of Odessa in the Soviet Union, passing through Germany, Austria, Hungary and Czech Republic, staying there for three days before moving on to Kiev. John greatly benefited from this exposure to the greyness and horror of life under the communist regime giving substance and meaning to the Russian language and literature that he was attempting to learn and make sense of.

Compared to the poor existence of the peasants, camp site living was by comparison light hearted with Manchester United tales and Bobby Charlton badges together with the bartering of jeans going down very well the locals. All this including learning of swear words contributed to gaining a feel for the culture of the Soviet Union. Both these trips providing yet another building block in the understanding of life.  

University life
With a double honours degree in Russian and French as the target university life at St Catherines College Oxford presented itself as a vastly different scene to that of school life. Left to his own devises he realised he had a frightening amount of work to organise and attend to. John’s attitude of wanting to get the best out of himself meant that by the second year he was very well prepared. Translation of literary works proved both fascinating and challenging as well as increasing his knowledge of both languages. A typical short term of eight weeks would see him engrossed in three books in each language a punishing schedule made possible by his continued good health, a state he had always enjoyed since his younger days when he had avoided so many of the usual common childhood diseases.  

Freshmens Day 
John had always wanted to run for the university but with his cautious nature he obviously became careful with his management of free time. Nevertheless the opportunity towards this goal presented itself in the form of the Freshmens Qualifying Day – an open trial race. Amongst this group was a certain Andy Etchells, a Northern Schools champion and representative studying English at St. Johns College who later was to be become a prominent member of Ilford AC in it’s golden era of the 70’s and eighties.

Andy and John had previously run against each other in the Manchester school races so it was no surprise that they quickly gelled and became good friends. John has a particular memory of which neither has forgotten, one of John’s first university cross country races included Andy and on a decidedly muddy course John elected to try out his new Lawrence Ripple soled shoes fairly flying past Andy early on in the race, who was running in flats, with a passing comment the gist of which was – ‘try getting yourself a decent pair of shoes Etchells’. Andy also arranged training camp stays at Methyr Mawr, in South Wales where spartan facilities in dormitory style shacks with no electricity combined perfectly with the challenging training conditions amongst the sand dunes made famous by the Harry Wilson training sessions for Steve Ovett in his hey day.      

Oxford v Cambridge
For John his second-year athletic scene comprised of a series of year round matches and events which included a selection programme leading up to the Blues cross country event against Cambridge. Andy was captain of the Blues team and John captain of the 2nd team called the Tortoises. John’s chance of selection was a slim one at best due to the fact that also available for selection were post graduate students of proven ability who did not necessarily need to participate fully in the years events. With six for the team John missed out by just one place – like being forth in an Olympic final!. Nevertheless on the track compensation of sorts was running for the Centipedes in the track and field match against Cambridge performing well in the Steeplechase.  

Another good friendship was formed with Julian Goater (of later international fame),an RAF sponsored student at St Edmunds college who partnered John on very early morning runs and also introduced John into the ways and benefits of social drinking – nice phrase!

John came to realise that running, the perfect release valve, was the ideal partner for hard intense academic study, he could not have studied so successfully without it, there was nothing better for freeing up the mind or solving problems than going out on a long run - a pastime time that in his mind has it’s place in the making of a more stable and well rounded person. 

The best of times
Although John’s ambition at University was to get a Blue and a First he was certainly not disappointed with a double 2/1 honours degree nor his running successes. Whilst fulfilling his need to do as well as he could he still found time to socialise and enjoyed the best of times. All in all a great time at Oxford an experience he would not have traded for all the world.

The real world
Having graduated from Oxford University in August 1976  John was still very new to this part of outer East London/ Essex. The first step was employment and in December he joined National Westminster Bank with potential management possibilities. He had a choice of area – London central, suburbs or the south east, having earlier sampled farm life in the Chelmsford Essex area he settled for the Epping branch.

His first abode in December was a very small Wanstead bedsit – where a lonely winter ensued spent mainly reading the Athletics Weekly and occasional flirtations with Woodford Green AC. Thankfully this situation was not to last long, a chance meeting with his old university colleague, Andy Etchells, at a race where he was representing his Nat West employers and he racing for the Thames Hare & Hounds Club, (made up of former Oxford & Cambridge athletes) resulted in him joining up with Andy’s training group at Cricklefields, where he survived the unyielding attentions of Bob The Groundsman, who tried to charge him for being in the dressing room despite John’s meek protestation that he had run to the track ready changed, had no money on him, would not be using the showering faclities and would be returning samely clad - fortunately to the rescue came Frank Heaney who dug deep and Bob was appeased.  

Ilford AC family  
Thankfully due to Alec Tiffen’s gentle persuasion and the more direct encouragement of Frank Heaney putting Bob’s treatment into perspective the decision to join Ilford AC was made - a move he has never regretted acknowledging that he had joined not just an athletic club but a family whose approachability in those difficult days transformed his social life. In the years since it is apparent that John will never forget how important it was for him in those bad old days to feel valued. When John married Karen in 1989 more than ten per cent of the reception guests were from the Club their attendance measuring the gratitude he felt for his friends.   

A ringer

One of this first competitive runs for the club was the renowned Cambridge 10 miles a race where he was not even on the programme. So how come he ran? Missing the closing date for entry a solution came by way of Frank Heaney who had a number but who for some reason could not attend, a minor concern was that Frank was a veteran and was entered as such - still no real problem. John ran a respectable race under Frank’s name and was quite pleased, Frank on the other hand noting the time of 58mins was ecstatic, typically never letting on instead basking in the reflected glory for the rest of the season many, a comment was – ‘well run Frank what an amazing time’. Ever the gentleman John let Frank have his day.

In later years John recalls a 9th finish in the same race with a time of 53mins20s with most of those in front being fellow club runners. For many years the Cambridge 10miles was considered by many to be the Ilford 10 mile club championship - halcyon days indeed.

Tomswood burn-ups

John was encouraged to race every week and as such over a period of time gradually started to improve his times and performances although he still had some way to go before he became a regular scorer for the club’s teams. To do this would take time - steady progression was the aim. To this end he had a target list of club runners he aimed to eventually beat. The established regime was early week training with the likes of Andy Catton, Derek Coates, Andy Nicholl and Martin Etchells (all these high up on his list) and a fierce nine mile no quarter given burn-up on Thursday evenings over the Tomswood circuit, hard from the off left John trailing for the first few weeks but gradually gaining fitness he started to show his obvious talent.  Friday was an easy individual letdown run ready for a race on the Saturday, finally come Sunday the necessary long run.

These long Sunday runs were ideal preparation for marathons and John along with the above mentioned club mates would invariably run 15miles and quite often longer, one occasion being an extended 20 miler becoming 30 miles by mistake namely Chigwell to Basildon and back!

And so he steadily moved up in the team rankings, at last becoming a regular scorer and able to realise one of his earliest ambitions – to run in the National. 

National cross country ambitions
Right from the early junior days with Manchester AC John’s main ambition had always been to run in the National Cross Country Championships. In 1971 he just missed out on selection for the junior race, but he went to the meeting anyway as a spectator never forgetting the great New Zealander Rod Dixon and his team running in the senior race as preparation for the Commonwealth Games. His Oxford years also saw him just missing out on his ambition. 

Ambition fulfilled and Ron Hill beaten
John ultimately ran in Ilford’s scoring team for 13 successive years with several standing out in the memory. The best year was at Leicester a day that went so well, coming 252nd from 1200 starters unbelievably beating his local Bolton hero Ron Hill in the process -  an occasion made even more special with his mother and family in attendance. Milton Keynes is remembered firstly for the most appalling muddy conditions where the nine miles felt like twenty and also seeing the Northern teams washing themselves down in puddles of freezing water before boarding their coach home -  definitely hard. Newark was surreal where they changed in the market cattle pens and washed in huge baths made out of hay bales and plastic sheeting filled up with hot water supplied by the local fire brigade – absolutely weird. 

Others venues were Luton twice, Leeds, Newcastle Town Moor and Blackpool in all these thirteen runs apart from his best at Leicester (252) he positioned no less than nine times in the bracket 270/350 – a rightly proud achievement.

In 1981 John was a member of the team that came 16th, this a pinnacle in the Club’s history - a massive performance for a small club, in most years there were well over a hundred teams competing.

Esssex County gold medals
There were also numerous Essex cross country championship to recall, the most satisfying being the times the club took the gold in 1983 with Catton, Coates, Webb, Ingovorsen, Meadows, Mackenzie and again in 1988 with virtually the same team.

Cross Country Met League races were always really enjoyable being for John something of a hard training run finding them ideal in gradually building up a runners confidence and bringing one on as a racer. In the years 1979, 1980 and 1981 John and the team finished third each year, no small achievement for arguably in one of the strongest leagues in the country.  

Orion 15mile team gold
Cross Country of a different kind and far more strenuous, were the Epping Forest Orion 15’s runs at Chingford. Conditions for this race ranged from horrendous to just downright hard. Contesting six of these in a row John best effort was a third placing in 91minutes just behind club-mate Gary Webb with Roger Mills completing the team - a combined effort that resulting in Ilford winning the team event. 

Offa’s Dyke 15mile fell
Another favourite event for John was the renowned Offa’s Dyke 15 mile Fell race held every year in mid-summers week, consistently in temperatures topping 80’s – fatalities were never ruled out. The race from Hay-on-Wye to Kington over the Beacon Beacons and Black Mountains considered by some to be harder than a marathon due to the huge total assent and of course the heat. A weekend of hard effort and always memberable socializing.  Although John was always hindered in any summer by Hay Fever problems he nevertheless posted some commendable times and positions.

Essex 20miles & Inter- Counties 

John’s best runs always came in the longer distances. Coming third in the 1982 Essex 20 miles in 1hr.48m it was no surprise that he represented Essex three times in the Inter-Counties 20 miles – his best effort being at Stafford where along with Gary Webb, Brian Meadows and Paul Bryan (Havering) they secured fourth team spot. 

Windermere – the special one

There now came his best ever race, the 1986 Winderemere Marathon, this as distinctly good as the Bolton Marathon was so terribly bad. Having attempted the Windermere the year before resulting in a tough experience he had just reason to respect the course terrain which undulates all the way, twisting and turning and switching continuously from lake level up to 200 feet or more and then back again, as only the Lake District Cumbrian landscape can do. 

John was well prepared and on a mild damp day he knew this could be it. He remembers his 1983 London Marathon passing through 20 miles on the cobbles at Tower Bridge and hearing the excited shouts of Howard Williams urging him on and his immediate lifting of pace and hard effort but this race was to be different and would even improve that London’s reward.

Settling into a level pace, even through the toughest miles with their jarring downhill sections his times hardly varied, running with a group which ideally suited his tempo the miles rolled by. By 15 miles he was experiencing a “running high”, even though he had the usual sensations of marathon background pain levels he knew through his intermediate times that he was onto something special. From that point on he got better and better, dropping his group he began to pull runners in as they came into view - his early respect for the course was paying off. By nineteen miles at Newby Bridge at the southern bottom of the lake even though he knew the toughest part of the race was yet to come he still felt that he had more left in the tank and fairly floated through the last six miles to record 2hr 34m easily equatable to 2hr 25m on a flat course.

The awards presentation was special for John, working down South he had not seen his family for some time, his mother, sister and children and for them to have made the journey to see him race was something special. Comically John’s finishing position of 13th resulted in him receiving an unexpected prize that of “First Southern Athlete” - not bad for an ”Ilford AC Northern Git” as he puts it  The award was made by a certain  “Miss Cockermouth” who having shook hands with the previous award recipients was accorded a big kiss from our John resulting in much raucous reception from his colleagues - The Windermere Marathon a special race in all respects!

Shorter distances
Despite he ability over the longer distances he was no slouch over the shorter distances as his efforts in the Essex County and Southern Counties six stage relays testify. The Club winning Essex team gold in 1979,1980 and 1981, a silver in the Southern and a good 7th place in the Southern twelve stage.  

Summer track event times invariably suffered because of his perennial hay fever problem but in spite of this handicap he posted useful times over a range of distances from 800m through to 5,000m including the steeplechase as witnessed by his personal bests shown below – very good times for an athlete whose ability undoubtedly lay in the longer distances.

Heroes

John of course had his heroes and naturally Dr Ron Hill was one but pride of place was to be Dave Bedford. Both these two fine runners demonstrated what dedication applied to ability could achieve. Bedford’s memorable efforts over cross country and track world best times would always have an emotional effect upon John, finding his hero’s powerful demolition of many a 10,000m field simply quite moving. So it’s no surprise to learn that John always wore red socks when racing at University and also cultivated a long curly locks hairstyle in homage to his hero. 

Club duties
Turning aside from running John has also made time to assist in the administration of the club and although he has never enjoyed committee meetings he nevetheless has tried to cover official duties which did not require his attendance at monthly meetings, namely Club Auditor, Press Secretary, Cross-Country Captain and Team Manager. His election to Life Member in 1997 at the AGM in recognition of his efforts both on and off the running scene gave him so much satisfaction.  

On the ever present problem of drugs in all sport he contends that only by hard work and dedication can any athlete obtain lasting deep satisfaction from their efforts - you can cheat and deceive others but not yourself. 

Banking 

His achievements at University led John into a banking career, joining Nat West Bank in in 1976 starting his career in the Epping branch. In 1985 he helped set up a new branch at Beckton, their first for twenty years. As sub manager his job was to set up the administration side of the bank which involved attending to matters regarding building and staff. Next in seniority to John was a bubbly young lady called Karen who quickly got John’s attention, the rest as they say is history, living in mid Essex these last seventeen years they have two delightful young daughters who if anything like their parents will do well in life. John continued his banking career in management up until 2004 when a change in career became inevitable through his employers company restructuring.

John continues his running and racing to this day with his elegant and economical style he can be seen at many of the clubs races around the county and country.  
John, Karen and all your family here tonight truly have a great and well deserved evening amongst your many friends and colleagues.










Gerry Pells

Best Performances.

 800m                           2m 00.1s Crystal Palace

1500m                          4m 05.0s

3000m steeplechase   9m 48.0s

5000m                        15m 08.0s

Club 4 1/2m road       22m 48.0s Chigwell

10 miles                      52m06.0s Woking

1/2 marathon
69m 10.0s Roding Valley

20 miles               1hr 47m 48.0s Chelmsford     

Marathon             2hr 29m 47.0s London
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