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The AJC Peachtree Road Race draws 60,000 participants, 3,500 volunteers and more 
than 200,000 spectators each year, and every person has their own reasons for taking 
part in this Atlanta tradition. Here are the stories behind six faces you might see on July 
4th. 

2015’s Oldest Participant: Peggy Smith 

At 95 years old, Peggy Smith is returning to the AJC Peachtree Road Race for the third 
time. She’ll have quite an entourage with her:  Children, grandchildren and great-
grandchildren. Some will walk the course with Smith, others will cheer her on from the 
sidewalks. Along with her family, some of Smith’s fellow residents and staff members of 

the Canterbury Court retirement community 
in Buckhead, Georgia, will make the trek 
down Peachtree Road. 

“It’s a good thing for me to have something 
to work towards,” Smith says of this year’s 
event. She’s been active her entire life – 
swimming, cycling and playing basketball, 
tennis and golf. Once she moved to 
Canterbury Court, Smith joined the “Walkie 
Talkies” – a group of seniors who would 
walk the gardens and chat about anything 
and everything. It was because of this 

group, and the encouragement of staff members, that Smith participated in the 
Peachtree in 2008 and 2010. 

Family members showed up for Smith’s walk down Peachtree in 2010, when she was 
90 years old. After she received her T-shirt at the finish line, one of her great-grandsons 
beamed up at her and said, “I knew you’d win!” “That was worth the whole thing,” Smith 
recalls. 

To prepare for this year’s race, Smith is following what she describes as a “pretty strict” 
training schedule designed by her son. She’s been keeping track of her mileage on a 
calendar and hitting the treadmill on rainy days. 

“This year may be my swan song,” Smith admits. But she’s been looking forward to the 
excitement race day provides. “Everybody is so friendly. There are all different shapes 
and sizes – it’s just a nice time.” 



A Front Runner: Janel Blancett 

Atlanta native Janel Blancett has a long 
history with both the AJC Peachtree Road 
Race and competitive racing. For the past 
year, the 27 year old has run for Atlanta 
Track Club Elite, a group comprised of the 
Club’s top athletes who train together and 
represent the Club at local, regional and 
national races. Blancett also ran cross 
country and track in high school and at 
Georgia State University. 

This year will be Blancett’s fifth Peachtree; she ran every year from 2007 to 2010 and is 
excited to return once again. “To be able to take part in this Fourth of July tradition 
wearing an Atlanta Track Club Elite jersey with my teammates makes the experience 
even sweeter!” 

You can expect Blancett to be among the first across the finish line in the women’s open 
race. With a 36:39 10K personal best, she wants to finish in less than 37 minutes. 
Blancett feels like she has a good shot. She’s been training with Atlanta Track Club Elite 
and mixing in strength training at least three days a week, and that’s paying off, 
according to Assistant Head Coach Andrew Begley. “She is a very talented runner who 
is rediscovering her talent,” says Begley. “She has been training hard, and I think she is 
going to break out in the elite racing scene.” 

“Running enriches my life immeasurably,” says Blancett. “I’m seeing a noticeable 
progression in my performance. I’m feeling increasingly more confident, motivated and 
excited for the big day!” 

A Rookie Runner: Samantha Carson 

By the time Samantha Carson hit her early 20s, she was 
overweight and unhealthy. Her weight reached 280 lbs., and her 
family was worried about her health. In 2013, Carson decided to 
make a change. The Decatur, Georgia, resident joined a weight 
loss center and started walking. “I was skeptical,” she says. “But 
as weeks turned into months, the weight did come off.” 

Once she started seeing results, Carson was even more 
motivated to stick with her new eating and exercising habits. By 
her 25th birthday, Carson had lost more than 100 lbs. and 
decided to set even bigger goals for herself. “One of the 
accomplishments I wanted to achieve was to not only walk off 
my weight, but learn to jog and eventually run again.” She has 



already completed a few 5Ks and 10Ks, but the AJC Peachtree Road Race will be a 
special achievement for her. 

“Completing my first AJC Peachtree Road Race will be an honor and a dream fulfilled,” 
says Carson. “I am looking forward to running alongside thousands of runners.” For the 
first time, Carson’s family will be there to celebrate as she crosses the finish line. “I 
wouldn’t have taken that first step to lose weight if it wasn’t for my family’s confidence in 
my abilities to do whatever it took to attain a better way of living.” 

The Three Musketeers: Sean Penn, Rob Welch and Wes Brawner 

For most people, the AJC Peachtree Road Race is a fun way to start Independence 
Day. But for the thousands of dedicated volunteers, Peachtree isn’t just a one-day affair; 
it is the culmination of days of hard work to make the race go smoothly. 

When you get to the finish area, you’ll see the 
work of The Three Musketeers, Sean Penn, Rob 
Welch and Wes Brawner, who are the finish 
construction crew chiefs. They’ve become a trio 
over the past 10 years to help make the finish 
area come to life, but Penn has been volunteering 
for 20 years and Brawner since he was a child. 

But those three aren’t alone – the trio is quick to 
credit their fellow volunteers in the finish area. 
“The people that volunteer year after year in the 

efforts to prepare the park are one reason I so enjoy this work,” says Penn. 

While all three men have their own motivations for spending dozens of hours creating 
the place where Peachtree participants celebrate, they have bonded over the desire to 
give back. “I have always enjoyed the opportunity to give something back to the Atlanta 
running community,” says Penn. “So many of the runners we see on race day are so 
appreciative.” 

“I like showing up at Piedmont Park at 7 a.m. on July 1 and watching the park evolve 
over the next three days into essentially a village, ready to welcome more than 60,000 
runners,” says Welch. Adds Brawner, “I love the camaraderie between all of us, 
including all of the other volunteers. It’s like a family reunion every July 1-3.”  



  

 


