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In Memoriam 

Raymond “Coach” Willis, of Charlemont passed away at 
age 92 on January 9, 2022. Coach was an active participant 
and a crowd pleaser of the Sugarloaf Mountain Athletic Club 
for over 20 years. He participated in numerous SMAC races 
and membership meetings/lunches. Running was his best 
medicine, his church; an escape from reality. In almost every 
race, everybody waited for him. They would all give him a 
rousing cheer when he crossed the finish line. He holds over 
ten age records at the Northampton Tuesday night 5K race 
location from ages 75–91. Even in his 80s he would average 
about 20 miles a week. As Coach would say, “Running, it’s a 
great feeling, it’s what I love to do.” 

Coach grew up in Greenfield, 
Massachusetts. After two years of 
college, he entered the United 
States Air Force as an instrument 
mechanic and was a Veteran of the 
Korean Conflict. It was London, Eng-
land where he met his wife, Doreen, 
whom he has now joined in Heaven.  

 Coach and his wife raised 4 
children of their own, and adopted 
3 of their grandchildren in their 
70s. Before, and even after this 
time, he accomplished so much in 
his life. He was the Director of the 
Special Olympics, worked at the 
New England Power Company for 
19 years, was a substitute teacher, 
a tax collector for Charlemont and 
volunteered at the Charlemont 
Fire Department. He then became 
the Athletic Director and coach of 
the cross-country and track & field 
teams at the Franklin County Tech-
nical School in Turners Falls from 
when it opened in 1973 to when 
he retired in 1993. He was known 

as “Coach” for his other qualifications, which included coach-
ing activities such as tennis, baseball, gymnastics, volleyball, 
golf, handball, and squash.  

Coach was always an athletic individual that surpassed 
many records. He completed the Boston Marathon for the 
first time at age 45 with a time of 3:11:40. He set records in 
the 400 and 440 meter dash hurdles at the University of Mas-
sachusetts, Amherst, where he went back to school to further 
his education where he completed his Masters Degree in Edu-
cation at age 49. He was an avid hiker and hiked Maine to 
Pennsylvania on the Appalachian Trail starting at age 65.  

 I miss Coach, my grandfather, 
the one who raised me every minute 
of every day. He is the one who got 
me into running from middle school 
up to now. Now I am a participant of 
the Sugarloaf Mountain Athletic Club 
and I try to keep up with as many 

Ray Willis 
by Allison Weeden 

“Running, it’s a great feeling; 
it’s what I love to do.” 

-Coach Ray Willis 
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[Ray Willis, continued from previous page] 

races as he had done. I am very fortunate to have had this 
bond of running that we shared together. The greatest gift 
that he had handed down to me were his two running bib 
shirts that he wore in the majority of all of his biggest accom-
plishments. And just like him I wear them in races and I run to 
escape reality. Like him, running is where I’m relaxed and can 
let go of all the stress in my life. Running really is the best 
medicine. I will keep his legacy alive and feel him with every 
step that hits the ground, and in the wind every time it hits 
my face. I truly believe that his spirit is out there and that he 
is still running.  

***** 

Allison Weeden, Ray’s granddaughter, is  
a SMAC member from Greenfield. 

All photos courtesy Allison Weeden unless otherwise noted. 
Allison and Ray finish the 2018 Greenfield Winter Carnival’s  

Sleigh Bell Run 4-miler. (photo by Ben Kimball) 
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When I ran my first road race in 2005, one of the things I 
noticed was that there were men and women who were sig-
nificantly older than me who were running in a race, and who 
seemed to be healthy and happy doing it. It was one of the 
reasons I became addicted to running and to social events 
like group runs and races. 

Among those, Ray Willis stood out not only because he 
was usually the oldest, but because he always had a large 
cheering section. Whether at the Bridge of Flowers 10K (he 
switched to the 3K later), the Don Maynard 5-Miler, the 
Greenfield Winter Carnival “Sleigh Bell Run” 4-Miler, or one 
of the Tuesday evening 5Ks in Northampton, Coach Ray al-
ways showed up with a group that included one of more of 
his nearly adult grandchildren. The biggest cheer of the day 
was reserved for Ray finishing the race, sometimes ahead of 
several other competitors. I made a point of chatting with 
Ray for a few minutes every time and often told him “when I 

grow up I want to be like you.” I loved that not only did he 
show up at these outdoor athletic events no matter if it was 
freezing cold and windy in February or blazing hot and humid 
in August, but he made it a joyous family event. 

When Ray moved out of his home in Charlemont and into 
the Buckley Nursing Home in Greenfield, I went to visit him 
and we went for a run. At age 92 he was frail but we did four 
loops around the building. He may have lost a step or two 
over the years but he never lost the joy in it. 

 So long, Coach. Thanks for the inspiration.  

***** 

The First Annual Coach Ray Willis 5K run / 2K walk will be 
held at the Northampton Community Gardens (site of the 
Tuesday 5K series) on Saturday April 9th at noon and will 
raise funds for youth track. Register at runreg.com/raywillis5k    

The Ray Willis Run 
by Patrick Pezzati 


