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				Disclaimer: Neither the author or publisher can be held responsible for any injury, loss or claim arising out of the use, or misuse, of the suggestions made or facts stated herein. Speak to a GP first if you have any health concerns about starting a training plan or joining in a parkrun. All statistics are correct at the time of publication. This is an unofficial guide to parkrun and is not affiliated with the parkrun organisation.

				If you like this book, please review it,

				so that others may enjoy it too. Thank you!
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				Going for a morning run, at York racecourse
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				Introduction

				Once upon a time, eight men and five women took part in a 5k time trial organised by a friend in a local park. Little did they know that they had set in motion a worldwide health phenomenon which would go on to span five continents and benefit millions of people. Now every week on Saturday mornings around the globe, hundreds of thousands of people gather for a 3.1 mile timed event, supported by enthusiastic volunteers. It’s free to take part in and open to all backgrounds and abilities. This is parkrun (always with a lower case ‘p’) and it has changed many people’s lives for the better.
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				Despite the name, parkrun doesn’t have to be a run. And you don’t have to be fast. The average finishing time in the UK is 29 minutes 18 seconds. You can walk the whole way if you like. You can join in every week or just occasionally. You can take part with your dog, with your children, with a buggy or a wheelchair, or with a guide runner. You can join in on Christmas Day, in fancy dress, or while on holiday. You can try and finish as fast as you can, or run as many different events as you can. You can even run backwards all the way if you like (yes, there is a parkrunner who does this regularly!). 

				For some parkrun is just a run, for others it is a way of life, a means of feeling connected to their local community, and an opportunity to spend time with friends and family in the great outdoors. If you’re reading this you may already have taken part in at least one parkrun – or intend to. So, if you are looking for some advice on how to lower your time or raise your age grading, get some inspiration to walk, run or volunteer, or find out how you can complete a parkrun challenge – or simply want to know about parkrun’s extraordinary story – you are in the right place. This unofficial guide to parkrun is all about celebrating the ‘feel-good movement’ and the people who have made parkrun what it is today. Enjoy reading and when you put the book down to go for a parkrun, DFYB (Don’t Forget Your Barcode!)

			

		

		
			
				In the pink at parkrun
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				parkrun jargon buster

				Here are some common phrases you will come across in the Guide, and at a parkrun, and what they mean...

				A-Z/Alphabet challenge: Completing a parkrun that begins with every letter of the alphabet, eg taking part in Bushy parkrun would tick off a ‘B’

				Event: Every parkrun held each week is known as an ‘event’

				First Timer: Someone who takes part in a parkrun for the first time ever, or the first time at a new venue

				Home parkrun: The closest parkrun to where you live 

				junior parkrun: Separate events 2k in distance held on Sunday mornings for 4-14-year-olds  

				Milestones: A target number of parkruns to work towards to gain official parkrun reward merchandise

				parkrun Tourist: Someone who attends a parkrun that isn’t their home event

				parkwalker: A volunteer who walks the course but doesn’t need to be at the very back of the field

				PB: Personal Best, the fastest time you have run for a parkrun

				RD: Race Director. A volunteer in overall charge of each parkrun event

				Tail Walker: A volunteer who walks at the back of the field so nobody ever finishes last

				Volunteers: People who undertake unpaid roles to ensure the smooth-running of a parkrun event eg by marshalling
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				Good way to start the day: running through dappled sunlight
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				Chapter One

				How it started… and how it is going

				Small beginnings 

				The very first event on Saturday, 2 October, 2004 in London’s Bushy Park wasn’t that much different to how the events are staged today, albeit on a much smaller scale and with less equipment. It was organised by a talented marathoner, Paul Sinton-Hewitt, when he was aged 44 and at a very low point in his life. Or as he once put it: ‘My life was in the toilet.’ He had been fired from his job as the marketing director of a software company, was divorced, and had picked up an injury which meant he couldn’t run. He found this particularly difficult as running had always been a big part of his life. He had grown up doing the sport in South Africa where he ran competitively, and then joined Stragglers Running Club and Ranelagh Harriers when he moved to West London in the 90s. So, not only did he miss the physical and mental health benefits he gained from running, he missed the social side of meeting friends for a run and going for a coffee afterwards. So he decided to do something about it. He invited runners from his local clubs to attend a weekly 5-kilometre run he had plotted through Bushy Park, a royal deer park in the South-West London suburbs. ‘This weekly event is for all runners of every discipline who want to measure their performance improvements over a period of 

			

		

		
			
				time. A fun event open to all runners,’ the orig-inal invitation declared. Thirteen runners took part in the inaugural ‘Bushy Park Time Trial’ (as it was called then). Paul’s now wife, Joanne, and three others agreed to help him out to ensure the smooth running of the event, a precursor to how important willing volunteers would become to parkrun’s success. 

			

		

		
			
				Founder Paul Sinton-Hewitt
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				Paul timed the runners, then at the finish, he gave each participant a token with their position. Paul had sourced these from a local hardware store and bashed the finishing numbers on to them using a stamp. The runners then had to handwrite their name and finishing position on a piece of paper on a clipboard in the boot of Paul’s car. They left their email addresses so he could send them the full results later.  

				As the original invitation stated, Paul never intended for this to be a one-off event. His grand plan was to repeat it every Saturday morning, whatever the weather, as a means for runners to unite and track their progress over the distance. It wasn’t a race, but a ‘timed fun run in a pleasant surrounding’. He was so committed to keeping it going, he didn’t go on holiday for three years. As he was unemployed at the time, it gave him a purpose and a focus and a way to ‘give something back’ to the running community. Word spread – slowly at first – so for the first year the time trial still only averaged about 30 participants each week, some were elite athletes such as Olympic medallist Sonia O’Sul-livan. The number of participants steadily increased so by the second anniversary 378 took part. After that, the average attendance continued to be in the hundreds each week. Paul’s persistence had paid off but now the numbers were becoming harder to manage. So in January 2007, it was suggested a second event should be set up in another large park nearby, Wimbledon Common. Jim Desmond, another Straggler and a friend of Paul’s, took the reins on this one. Part of the idea of this 
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				parkrun Pioneers: The very first parkrun in 2004, in Bushy Park, west London 
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				it doubled again. The events just kept growing and growing, attracting the support and sponsorship of major sports companies and individuals, and expanding into all parts of the UK with events in Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, and even in the Falkland Islands, a British territory in the South Atlantic.   

				From Time Trial to parkrun 

				In 2008, the ‘time trial’ was rebranded as ‘parkrun’ to make the events sound less competitive and more accessible. It worked. While the time trials had tended to attract people who already identified themselves as runners or were members of athletics clubs, the new parkrun format began to attract people who previously never consid-ered themselves sporty. The culture of inclusivity and the fact it was free spurred 

			

		

		
			
				Did You Know?

				Before he became a global running superstar, Mo Farah was the first finisher at the Bushy Park Time Trial on 19th November 2005, with a time of 15.06, out of a field of 66. 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				The flyer for that first ‘time trial’ in 2004

			

		

		
			
				was to help alleviate the large numbers now flocking to Bushy for the time trial. Wimbledon was another resounding success, and when Paul and the inau-gural runners realised that this was something that could grow and grow. When others in the running community around England heard about it, they sought Paul’s advice on how they could set up similar time trials in their areas. By the end of 2007 there were seven events. A year later this number doubled and the following year 
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				people who might not normally be able to exercise with others into taking part. The inclusivity didn’t just extend to participants, but to venues too. So a parkrun didn’t – and doesn’t – actually have to be run in a park. Some parkruns are in forests, others around lakes and reservoirs, many are on beaches, and a few on mountains and even volcanoes. Some are held within the grounds of stately homes, in nature reserves, golf courses and in vineyards. In 2017, the first parkrun was launched in a prison in Cumbria, and more prison parkruns have since followed (these are closed events not open to the public).  In 2008, parkrun went global and non-UK parkruns started springing up around the world spreading to Africa, Australia and America. parkrun now operates in 21 countries (and counting) span-ning five continents. 

				Two decades on from that first Time Trial, attendance figures have rocketed along with the number of locations. There are more than 2,200 events, with more than 250,000 people taking part every week. By 2023, there had been over nine million registra-tions, six million unique participants and 800,000 different people volunteering worldwide. Back at Bushy Park where it all started with just 13 runners, 1,381 people finish each week on average, with the highest attendance (yet) in 2019 of 2,545. 

				‘We were there from the start!’

				Could Paul and his running friends ever have imagined how big the Time Trial would become? Andrew Lane, 67, a retired accoun-tant who now lives in Norfolk, was one of the 13 runners who took part in the very first event.

				He recalled: ‘I used to live in Teddington, a mile from Bushy Park, and Paul and I became good friends after we met at the Stragglers 

			

		

		
			
				Did You Know?

				To the chagrin of grammatical purists, the ‘p’ of parkrun is lowercase in their branding despite it being a title, and it is always one word, not two. 
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				Running Club. We used to run together regularly and he often told me how he’d love to set up a Time Trial as these had been popular in South Africa where he grew up. He missed doing them, and then when he became injured, he missed his running friends. His time out on the injury bench gave him the time to finally organise it. He spent several months planning and had originally intended to do it in London’s Richmond Park. So he did a lot of reconnaissance for a route there. I can’t remember the reason why he changed his mind (later a successful parkrun was set up there) but he settled on Bushy Park for the first one. It was all very unofficial, there was no need to get the permission of the landowner as it was just a group of friends meeting for a run. Another comic bit of the early days is that the start of the route was actually in a car park and we ran across the entrance waving at any drivers coming in to wait for us. That has obviously now changed!’ 

				Andrew revealed: ‘I can actually lay claim to helping determine the start time as I remember talking to Paul about it and he said, “I think we’ll start at 8am as that’s what we did in South Africa”. I told him: “Paul, you are starting in English Autumn. People won’t come if it is 8am!” A 9am start also felt better than 10am or 11am 
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				Volunteers using laptops to log finishers in the early days of the Bushy Park Time Trial
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				as then everyone is done and dusted in plenty of time for the rest of their weekend. Some members of Ranelagh Harriers suggested Paul just make it once a month rather than once a week but Paul was adamant it should be weekly. He didn’t think it would catch on if it was monthly, as if for example you said it was the first Saturday in the month, people would keep scratching their heads over whether it was the right Saturday to go along, and then it would never get the momentum that it needed. He also had in mind the memory from South Africa where the time trials were weekly. It turned out to be a really good decision.’  

				Thinking back to that first event which has gone down in parkrun history, Andrew admitted: ‘It was all a bit of an anti-climax. I was chairman of the Stragglers Running Club at the time and had done quite a lot of publicity to promote it. But then on the day, only 13 of us turned up which I thought was a bit pathetic. I thought, “poor Paul, he has been telling us about this for months”.’  

				Mike Tivnen, 69, who lives in Teddington and is another member of Stragglers Running Club, was one of the invitees. But the wet weather on that October morning put him off attending the inaugural event.

				‘I only live a mile away from the park so I was planning to do it,’ he says. ‘But I looked out the window that morning and it was raining. I thought: “I can’t be bothered to go. It’s no big deal, it’s just Paul organising a run.” It is now one of my biggest regrets in life that I missed the opportunity to be one of the original parkrunners!’ 

				Andrew admits he can’t recall that much about the actual run: ‘I can’t really remember anything specific about it as I ran around that park every week. I do remember running 19.48 and I was in fourth place. There was a big gap of about 30 seconds to the person ahead of me and another gap of 30 seconds to the person behind me, so it was very spread out, not at all like today. The slowest time was just under 30 minutes. Paul timed us, gave out his hand-stamped washers and then we went and wrote our details on the clipboard in his car boot and he emailed us all with the results later.’  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				Speaking of the low turnout, Andrew said: ‘Paul was completely unfazed about it. He just shrugged his shoulders and said “that’s fine. I’ll keep publicising it and see you next week”. I admire him so much for his persistence. The following week 14 people went and the week after that only 11 – the lowest turnout in the event’s history. This was before the days of social media so Paul kept adver-tising it via the running clubs and the email mailing list he was able to create from those who took part and left their addresses. Another clever thing he did in the early days was to write a press release that he sent to the local papers. This definitely helped spread the word. It was so beautifully informal because of Paul’s simple but genius idea that allowed people to just turn up without having to register first and get a number to pin on your top like you have to do in most races. Paul registered the runners after they had run by taking down their details and finishing position.’  

				Mike attended his first time trial in mid November (the eighth event) after some encouragement from his club mates. ‘They told 

			

		

		
			
				Many parkruns have attractive scenery

			

		

		
			
				parkrun has gone from a single run in London to worldwide success 
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				me “it’s really good, you should come along, we all do the run and go for a coffee afterwards,’’’ Mike recalled. ‘The first time I went, there were 17 finishers. I was 13th in a time of 21.35, which shows that at that time we were all decent runners. None of us had any idea how big it would become. It started off so slowly – mostly 30-50 people in the first year – and then just mushroomed.’  

				Andrew chuckles. ‘I never expected it to become as big as it did. I remember saying to people in the early days, “it is going well but it will never get more than 200 runners as people will find it too crowded and won’t want to run on a congested, narrow path”. I couldn’t have been more wrong! I started noticing how successful it could be when I saw how many families were coming along and running together. That’s when I started to think “this appeals to more than just club runners. This is something special”.’  

				Andrew recalls that on the day of the first anniversary more than one hundred took part for the first time. ‘Paul had decided to make a big celebration of it – which has continued on anniversaries both of parkrun events and for individual milestones – to today. He got T-shirts and encouraged people to come and bring a picnic. The numbers dropped again after that but not to as low a level as before. Then from 2006 onwards, there were regularly more than a hundred and it just kept growing. In the early days, some running clubs were a bit worried that it would draw people away from club events and stop people doing things like cross country league races 
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				LEFT: Andrew Lane (left), one of the original parkrunners, and Mike Tivnen (right), who started soon after, with friends after completing a parkrun 
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				on a Saturday. But that never materialised. As we have seen over the years, it actually brings people into running and exercise who go on to join clubs and compete in various races for them. It complements, rather than competes with running club events.’  

				Mike spent a few years away from the running scene from 2009 while he had surgery on his knees, and when he returned, he was stunned by the transformation in the time trials.  

				‘When I could run again in 2011, I went along one Saturday and it had totally changed. Now it was called parkrun and there were all these people there – kids, people of all sizes, people just joining in with their mates. I thought, “wow, this is amazing!” That was the point I fell in love with it. I stopped thinking of it as “just another run” – although I was still keen to challenge myself and go as fast as I could. I then got my son, Harry, involved and he did his first one with me aged 11 – and he beat me! Years later, he went on to be the first finisher at Bushy a couple of times after getting his PB down to under 16 minutes, and he’s run a 2.32 marathon. parkrun is a lot of the reason why he became such a great runner.’ 

				Andrew then witnessed the way the events were managed had to evolve with the increasing numbers, and this was made possible thanks to Paul being so tech-savvy. ‘With the numbers increasing, Paul was finding it difficult to register people after running, espe-cially after the Wimbledon event started too and he was then trying to merge his two databases,’ he said. ‘He had swapped his clipboard for a laptop early on but then started needing more than one laptop. I remember volunteering one week when numbers had reached the hundreds and there were five long queues of people waiting to register their names and finishing times with five of us who had laptops perched on logs. Paul looked around for answers to this and somehow latched onto barcodes which people could sign up for once, and then use for every run. This came to all of us as a brilliant surprise – something like a supermarket barcode could be used for this.’ 

				Mike, who has now done nearly 400 parkruns and volunteered almost 100 times, agrees it was a genius idea. ‘Once you had your 
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				barcode, you knew what to do. You can go whenever you want and then get your results soon after running. I love how it made all the events accessible as it grew too. Nowadays I’ll often do a parkrun when travelling to different places in the UK to see friends or on holiday, and I did some in Australia when my son, Ben, lived there’. Speaking of the growth across the UK and overseas, Andrew said Paul started getting requests from people to start time trials where they lived so he would send them the software they needed. ‘The events then spread like an infectious disease out of London with people who started setting up their own,’ he recalled. There was a real pioneering spirit to parkrun in the early days and it was much more low key than it is now. While he had vital help running the events from his friends including Duncan Gaskell, Jim Desmond, Darren Wood and his now wife, Jo Sinton-Hewitt, Paul Sinton-Hewitt still was orchestrating it all from the shed in his garden and financing it himself. As the events increased, soon the cost of running it outstripped the income, especially when he realised he had to start paying people because some of the work setting up new events was getting too much for anyone to do in their spare time. Andrew said: ‘A lot of the early people on the payroll, some of whom have stayed on as paid employees to this day, were the ones who went along and loved parkrun and started helping out 

			

		

		
			
				Many parkrunners do different runs wherever they travel at home or abroad
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				just for the love of it. The growth wouldn’t have happened without Paul’s persistence and tenacity, and it wouldn’t have been sustain-able without a few other key people who supported it.’  

				Reflecting on how big parkrun has become, Andrew thinks the distance has been a big factor in its success. ‘If it was shorter, a mile long, people might have thought it is not worth turning up for regularly, and if it was longer, it could have put off those who aren’t that fit. Volunteering is easy too which makes it accessible to more people,’ he said. ‘Then the friendship and community part is special. You see this every Saturday: real genuine friendships among the volunteers and participants.’ 

				Having quick results has also helped the event. When Andrew and Mike were road racing 30 years ago, they’d often only get their results a fortnight later by leaving a stamped self addressed envelope on the day. At a parkrun, you usually get your time by midday on the day. Social media played a big part in the growth too, particularly Facebook, which made it easier to spread the word about events and recruit volunteers. 

				Andrew, who along with others set up Eaton junior parkrun in Norwich in 2015, says this has been another huge success and an excellent way to get children active. ‘Through junior parkrun, we are seeing children growing up as parkrunners. There are a couple I used to see as little boys every week in Norwich who have gone on as adults to run 2.30 marathons and 33 minute 10ks. Their achieve-ments wouldn’t have happened if they hadn’t had the fun and regularity of parkrun every Saturday.’

				Andrew now has 530 parkruns and nearly 200 volunteer credits to his name and is thrilled with the 20th anniversary. Previously, all 13 of the ‘parkrun pioneers’ were reunited at the 10th anniversary celebrations, where they were presented with gold personal barcodes.   

			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
				Did You Know?

				Paul Sinton-Hewitt was awarded a CBE ‘for services to Grassroots Sport Participation’ in 2014 and he’s now the Executive Director of parkrun. 
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				And where do they think parkrun will be in another 20 years time?

				‘I think it will keep growing,’ Andrew enthuses. ‘There are more countries around the world where there is an appetite for it and there are no signs of people getting tired of it. It has become a national treasure.’ 

				The All Important Barcode

				Whilst parkrun has tried to move away from the time trial element so people don’t feel they have to run fast to attend, the runs are all still timed and the results recorded and published. Gone are the days of pen and paper to keep track. Now all participants are encouraged to register on the parkrun website for an account before taking part. They are then assigned their own personal barcode. This can be printed out, saved on a mobile phone, or you can pay to have it printed on a wristband or shoe tag. You only have to register once, and then you have a free ticket to turn up at any parkrun in the world whenever you like. 

				Experienced parkrunners will be familiar with the acronym DFYB (Don’t Forget Your Barcode) as no barcode means no result – and there are ‘no exceptions’ to this rule. Anyone taking part who doesn’t have a personal barcode scanned will appear in the results as an ‘unknown runner’. Their position will be shown but with no further details and no time. This allows people to still take part prior to officially registering (although this isn’t encouraged), or if they don’t want that particular run to be added to their personal parkrun stats.  

				However, the barcode is more than just a means of recording times and achievements so every participant is also urged to carry one as a means of keeping safe. If someone gets into trouble when taking part and needs medical assistance, their barcode will enable the emergency services to know who they are and their next of kin via a contact number added to their account when registering. 
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				Just like in the early days, tokens are handed out with finishing positions but these are now small cards with parkrun branding and another barcode on. Finishers take their token to be scanned by a volunteer at the end of the finishing funnel, and then have their personal barcode scanned. All tokens must be returned so they can be used again the following week. Like magic just a short time later, the participant will receive an email with their finishing time and position in the event, and a link to view the full set of results online. 

				Thanks to the data collected via barcodes, participants can keep track of every parkrun they have ever run and the progress they have made, including their best and average finishing times and positions.

				The Results Decoded 

				On the ‘latest results’ page of every parkrun you can find the full set of finishers for the most recently held event, in finishing order. In the ‘compact’ view, names, finishing positions and times are all listed, along with the participants’ gender and age category. The age groups tend to be shown in four year bands, 30-34, 35-39 etc. If the finisher is a member of a recognised running club, that will be listed here too. If the time was a PB (Personal Best, ie, 

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				You definitely need your barcode, downloadable for free
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				the fastest they have ever run) for the runner on that particular course, a ‘new PB’ tag will be shown in red. If it is the runner’s debut at that particular parkrun, then a green leaf will be added which represents ‘first timer’. By clicking into the ‘detailed’ results view, you can see more information on each runner. This includes how many parkruns they have ever run, whether they are in a ‘milestone club’, what gender position they finished, and what their PB is for that course (if their most recent run wasn’t their best ever). The ‘age grading’ is also shown here – and in the results email sent to finishers – as a percentage.   

				What is Age Grading? 

				It is a score comparing your time to those of your age and gender worldwide. Each year statisticians at World Masters Athletics use a formula based on global running records to find out the best possible time an athlete can run according to their gender and age. The formula is then used to calculate the percentage, with the higher the score, the better the performance. So to have an age grading of 100 percent or above, you would be the world record holder for your age and gender. At 100 percent, you could also be – or be extremely 
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				Each finisher receives a token which is matched to their barcode
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				close to – world record level. A percentage above 90 denotes ‘world class level’, above 80 percent ‘national class level’, and 70 percent ‘regional class level’. Above 60 percent is ‘local class level’. Having age grading means you can level the playing field against others of different genders and generations. So a 40-year-old woman may finish behind a 20-year-old man in a parkrun with a slower time, but her age grading might be higher, showing she performed better than him relative to their gender and age. Every parkrun venue used to display age graded records on its website, showing the best age graded runs in the event’s history to whet the appetite of those who want to be competitive about this, or be amazed/inspired by other people’s scores/times. However, they stopped displaying this information at the start of 2024. Participants can still see who had the best age grading in each weekly event though by using a tab on the results to change the display from finishing position to age grading. 
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Ranelagh Harriers

Inaugural Event—2nd October 2004

BUSHY PARK TIME TRIAL

Raneclagh introduce a new regular event for all runners in the Richmond & Kingston area. This weekly event

i for all runners of every discipline who want to measure their performance improvements over a period of

time. A fun event open to all runmers.

Why not conse s a1 4 el ot of your Sty riingssson Tack i n t he s, midle ox
\g run, Run it hard., oreven use it o progress over 1

permdn(mm
The course is designed to be fast and flat. Plenty of parking is available and there is no waiting around as you
should be able to arrive just before the start and leave as soon as you are finished.

Course Details:

Start from the car park closst to
n Court entrance
Leaving the car park we make a left
tm onthe g, sying ongsce

On approachi
cnpﬁhmhnwn\‘kxh

Bushy Park Time Trial Bushy Park Titme Trial Details
iy Busy Pk, ca ok st t Rampon Court
09:00

Phone: +44 (20) 88914216
Mobile: +44 (7785) 393054
Emai:psintonhewitt@btinternet com

Cost Nocharge
Ranclagh Websie: b aolagh harirs cony
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