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Olney mayor to be in Liberal for Pancake Day
Liberal, Kans.— The mayor of Olney, England, and his wife will be in Liberal to celebrate the 60th International Pancake Day Race Feb. 24.

Mayor John Smail and his wife, Peggy, will arrive in time for Saturday’s events kicking off the four-day celebration and plan to attend all Pancake Day activities.

Smail, a retired police officer, is in his second year as mayor of Olney and has served on the Town Council for 12 years. He has been involved with Olney’s Pancake Day celebration as a councilman and before that as a policeman, he said.

The Smails have visited the United States before, but this is their first trip to Liberal.

“We are both looking forward to our visit,” Smail said. “We have been told by numerous people [that] the people are so friendly. I hope to strengthen the relationship between our two towns more, if that is possible.”

The Smails have lived in Olney for 45 years. John is originally from Scotland and his wife Peggy is a native of South Africa. They have two adult sons who also live in Olney.

As part of his official duties on Pancake Day, Smail will have the honor of presenting the traditional prize, the “kiss of peace,” to Liberal’s International Race winner.

Liberal’s representative to Olney this year will be former resident the Rev. Canon J. Ashley Null. Null, who served as rector of St. Andrew’s Episcopal Church in Liberal from 1998-1990, teaches Anglican studies at Humboldt University in Berlin and is a Visiting Fellow of the Faculty of Divinity at Cambridge University in England.
This will not be Null’s first time to represent Liberal.

“During the 1990s, I was a frequent guest at the Olney Pancake Day celebrations, acting as Honorary Verger,” Null said.

The friendly little competition between Liberal, Kansas, and Olney, England, with women running down the streets of each town flipping pancakes, has been going on for 60 years now. It is still the only race of its kind on the planet.

On Shrove Tuesday, Feb. 24, 2009 at 11:55 a.m., the race goes on again, with the overall score standing at 33 wins for Liberal and 25 for Olney. In 1980 the score didn't count, because a media truck blocked the finish line in Olney.

It all started in 1950 from a magazine picture of the Olney women racing each other to the church. Liberal Jaycee President R.J. Leete contacted the Rev. Ronald Collins, Vicar of St. Peter and St. Paul's church in Olney, challenging their women to race against women of Liberal. 

In Olney, the Pancake Race tradition dates back more than 500 years to 1445. A woman engrossed in using up cooking fats (forbidden during Lent) was making pancakes. Hearing the church bells ring calling everyone to the shriving service, she grabbed her head scarf (required in church) and ran to the church, skillet and pancake in hand and still apron-clad. In following years, neighbors got into the act and it became a race to see who could reach the church first and collect a "Kiss of Peace" from the verger (bell-ringer.) The kiss is still the traditional prize in both races.

Racers must still wear a head scarf and apron and the runner must flip her pancake at the starting signal, and again after crossing the finish line, to prove she still has her pancake.

Winning scores have traded back and forth between the two towns. The record time was set in 2001 when three-time race winner Lisa Spillman of Liberal ran the 415-yard S-shaped course in 58.1 seconds. 

International Pancake Day in Liberal has expanded into a four-day event, beginning this year on Saturday, Feb. 21, 2009, with pancake eating and flipping contests, a cooking contest, and an authentic English High Tea. Other events include a talent show, the Miss Liberal Pageant, a pancake breakfast, the races, a shriving service, live web chat with Olney, England, and a parade.

For more information on any Pancake Day event, call 620-624-6423 or visit www.pancakeday.net.

