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Team GB’s Jo Pavey backing Women Can marathon
29 November 2016

Britain’s 5-times Olympian and 2014 European 10,000-metre champion Jo Pavey has voiced her
support for a new women-only marathon in Devon which is being held for the first time in 2017.
Jo met the organisers of Women Can, which starts and finishes in the East Devon village of Tipton St
John, at a media event to mark the six-month countdown to the May 28 marathon. And Jo, who lives
locally, says she hopes to take part if her running commitments allow.
The Women Can marathon has been organised by local runners Jo Earlam, Pauline Beare and Peg
Wiseman to mark two landmark events which happened 50 years ago. In was in 1967 that American
runner Kathrine Switzer famously defied the ‘men only’ rules of the Boston Marathon, carrying on to
finish the event despite attempts by organisers to physically drag her off the course. It was a defining
moment in women’s athletics; up until then, women were routinely barred from officially entering
marathons because they were deemed literally unfit to run 26.2 miles.
The year also saw the opening of the Tipton St John playing field – the start and end point of the
Women Can marathon and often, too, the start line for Jo Pavey’s training runs: “I know this field
very well and I know the area well too,” she said. “The marathon course is a beautiful, scenic route
through the Sid and Otter valleys and along the Jurassic Coast. It’s stunning.”
Honiton-born Jo joined Exeter Harriers as a girl in 1987 so next year will be her 30th year in athletics.
That same year, the women’s marathon finally became an event at the World Championships:
“Women’s running is going from strength to strength at the moment. But it was only 50 years ago
that women were being told they couldn’t run a marathon and it wasn’t until 30 years ago that it
was made a World Championship event.

“That’s what’s so great about this event, it’s a celebration that ‘women can’ and I’m thrilled to be
involved,” added Jo. “Any event that encourages women to get active is brilliant. To anyone out
there thinking ‘can I do it?’ I’d say ‘go for it, be part of it, challenge yourself. You’ve got six months to
build up for it and you don’t have to do the whole course, you can be part of a relay or the Nordic
Walking element of the event. And just take your time. It’s not about running a fast time; it’s about
taking part’.”
It wasn’t so long ago that taking part in a marathon wasn’t even an option for women. Then along
came Kathrine Switzer to change all that. Kathrine was able to take part as runner number 261 in the
1967 Boston Marathon simply because she signed her entry form KV Switzer, not Kathrine. The
photos of her being manhandled by race organisers went global and it’s seen as the kick-start in
bringing down the barriers for women in distance running.
Kathrine now runs her worldwide 261® Fearless non-profit organisation, which works to empower
women to take control of their lives through the freedom gained by running. The Women Can team
has just received confirmation from Kathrine that the marathon has been invited to be the first UK
official partner event of 261® Fearless – and Kathrine sent a specially recorded video in time for the
media event.
“It was only 50 years ago that an angry race director attacked me in the Boston Marathon and tried
to rip off my bib numbers and throw me out of the race, simply because I was a girl,” said Kathrine.
“As awful as that incident was at the time, it has created inspiration for change. We created
opportunities that got women running and now millions of women are experiencing fitness, health
and fearlessness. It’s all about opportunity. Events such as the Women Can Marathon and 261®
Fearless are changing women’s lives.”
Jo Pavey recognises the role Kathrine played in easing the way for athletes like her to be able to
compete at the highest level: “It’s a real honour that Kathrine Switzer has sent that video,” she said.
“She has always been an icon of mine, someone who I’ve always looked up to, it’s a real ‘wow’
moment to see her express her support for this event.”
Jo herself is now seen as a huge inspiration for women athletes and for girls looking to get into the
sport. She has competed at five Olympic Games and she won her European gold in Zurich in 2014 at
the age of 40. Jo will be in training when the Women Can marathon takes place – her main target for
2017 is to qualify for the World Championships in London in August – but she said: “It’s going to be a
fabulous day and I’d love to be there.”
One of the aims of Women Can is to create a legacy of improved access to running and coaching for
girls and women in sport locally, nationally and internationally, through charity link-ups which are
expected to be announced soon. This is now a reality thanks to Exeter-based business
communications firm IP Office Ltd coming on board as main sponsors. The family-owned firm is
headed by Mark and Diane Collett and their son Craig. Diane, who has run several half marathons
and the London Marathon, explained why they were so keen to back the event: “The story of
women’s running is pretty amazing and next year is a massive milestone. Running a marathon is a
huge achievement and the thought of inspiring women through this unique event is tremendous.”

There’s still plenty of time to enter and join the 125 women who have already signed up – visit
www.womencan.co.uk to get involved. Race administrator Jo Earlam said: “We’ve been blown away
with the number of sign-ups and the support from Jo and Kathrine is wonderful. We’re also
extremely grateful to IP Office Ltd for their generosity in becoming main sponsors for Women Can. It
means that there will be a legacy after the event, which is what we’d always hoped for.”
Links:
www.womencan.co.uk
www.kathrineswitzer.com
www.261fearless.org
www.ipofficegroup.co.uk
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