
PEOPLE OF PRO RUNNING - By David Griffin 

The Pain of the Stawell Gift 

It’s Good Friday and an empty Easter beckons for Pro Runners. Until something is gone, you don’t 
miss it. 
We all grieve for the Stawell Gift. 
In normal times the pro running fraternity gather this holiday weekend to compete ferociously, 
embrace and celebrate with the good people of Stawell. 
These are not normal times and a hollow, sinking feeling exists. It’s a feeling you can’t put your finger 
on. As a community we hurt. 
The Stawell Gift doesn’t discriminate, and everyone is welcome. There is no racism, ageism or sexism 
in a pro running race. It matters little how much money you have, where you live, or where you 
come from. 
At the starting line, blue collar tradies line up next to white-collar corporates. Mates become enemies 
for as long as it takes to race, and family members do battle in public. 
We are all equal at Central Park and there is nowhere to hide. Its why I love it. 
If you do the work, you have a chance they say. Doing the work is agony but it’s that same pain that 
brings us together every year. 
There is no secret, the road to Stawell on Easter Monday is well worn and it hurts like hell, but for 
some reason it aches a whole lot worse not being there. 
* 
Craig Rollinson is hurting. He won this year’s Parkdale Open 400 metres and Maryborough Master’s 
300 metres. 
He is a very good athlete, the type you stop to watch. 
The 2011 Rye Gift winner was feeling good after having a great season. Like 1000s before him, the 
Stawell Gift hasn’t been kind. Maybe this Easter things were going to be different. He’ll never know. 
He trains alone. In Warragul there is nobody else around. His dad, a former pro runner, paces him on 
the bike sometimes. 
Rollinson read the story about Rupert Lugo a few days ago. He was surprised to learn Lugo 
sometimes trained late at night under streetlights. He does the same thing. 
Rollinson wrote because simply he wanted to get his thoughts out of his head and onto paper. He 
writes well. 
He doesn’t belong to a stable, he does what he does solo, but this is his community and he belongs. 

EPISODE 7: CRAIG ROLLINSON 

“I wasn’t always a pro runner, but then again, maybe I was and I just didn’t know it. 
Dad was a footballer in the 70’s. When he retired from footy he started running. He couldn’t run 
amateurs due to the divide of professional and amateur sport at the time, so pros it was. 
As kids we had three family holidays every year, Wangaratta, Bendigo and Stawell. Each long 
weekend we’d load up the station wagon and up the highway we went. We were never dragged 
along, we wanted to be there and had a genuine interest in it. 
When I was 16 we moved from Hastings to a farming area near Warragul. Dad started cycling and I 
played local footy, athletics was no longer a priority in our house. 
After a while I started running again at a Gippsland club with varying results. One day a friend 
thought it was a good idea to go to Stawell on Easter Monday, so off we went. 
We parked at the train station (where we did when I was a kid). As I locked the car, I heard the 
starters pistol, my eyes widened. We walked towards the gate as I listened to the race caller. 
As I looked through the fence I saw the track and the crowd, I instantly got goosebumps as all those 
childhood memories came flooding back. 
I don’t know how long I stood at the fence that day, but for me, time stopped. I registered with the 
VAL later that year for the new season, inevitably, I was now a pro runner. 
In 39 years, I have missed maybe nine or 10 Easters at Stawell, even when not running due to injury 
it was always a priority to be there. It was never a question of are we going? It was always what time 
are we leaving? 
This year will leave an empty feeling in me and will lack a sense of closure on the season, but an 
Easter egg hunt on home turf could be a strange novelty”. 
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