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In 1974 I began attending Fitch Senior High 
School in Groton. Like most 13-year-olds 
struggling with adolescence and identity, 

the thought of attending a large high school was 
daunting. I had found many things that I was not 
particularly good at, and academics topped the list.  

I had heard of Mr. Kelley, the English teacher. Most of the 
community knew that he had won the 1957 Boston Marathon 
and represented the United States in two Olympics. Growing 
up in Noank, I caught glimpses of Mr. Kelley running along the 
roads around Mystic. 

A combination of curiosity and peer pressure made me sign 
up for the Fitch Cross Country team.  During the initial prac-
tice, we ran through Haley Farm with the group of harriers that 
surrounded John J. Kelley. It only took one run with Kelley for 
me to feel a sense of belonging. 

John Kelley 
To Continue 
To Inspire

John J. Kelley Winner of the 1957 Boston Marathon, Olympian, teacher and coach, 
John J. Kelley had a positive impact on the Mystic community. 
The foundation has raised funds to erect a statue of Kelley in Groton. 
Photo courtesy of Kelley family
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Kelley had the unique ability to make everyone feel good 
about themselves. His wit, boyish good looks and humble 
demeanor were attractive to most people that he crossed paths 
with. As a role model for a teenage boy, he epitomized every-
thing one could hope to achieve: he was fit, fast, handsome 
and smart. His short-legged dog, Nellie Kelley, followed him 
everywhere. This guy was beyond cool.  

Many of us would substitute an “unassigned period” to visit 
his English class and play the Kelley “word game”: a quiz 
designed to strengthen vocabulary. Mr. Kelley’s enthusiasm 
was infectious, and he encouraged learning in an informal and 
unconventional manner. 

As my friendship with John evolved, I visited his home 
regularly. The door was always open at the Kelley household, 
and by the time I was a senior I would go there most evenings. 
Running or hanging out at the house we discussed all manner 
of topics, from girlfriends to music. He never liked to talk about 
himself, though I often asked him to describe his glory days. 
John and his wife, Jesse, treated everyone like family. They 
were patient, loving and understanding. 

John lived each day to its fullest, and even into his 70s 
walked daily with his Golden Retriever along the Mystic River. 
A few years ago, a new neighbor (who knew John only as a 
friendly dog walker) asked me if I knew the old man with a 
spring in his step. “We ought to get that guy some running 
shoes,” he said. 

Except for a few years, I never lived more than a couple of 
miles away from the Kelley homestead. Every Christmas eve 
the tiny Kelley home filled with runners, neighbors, fellow 
teachers and friends of all ages who yearned to wish Johnny a 
happy Birthday! The house would fill again for the annual New 
Year’s Day jog and plunge which, until last year, always started 
right outside 415 Pequot Ave. Hundreds of runners gathered to 
run to Groton Long Point’s Main Beach, jump in the ocean, and 
(for the truly hearty) run back. The tradition of almost 50 years 
continues.

The night before Kelley’s funeral in August 2011, a small 
but diverse group of former students, close friends, neighbors 
and family reminisced about John’s life and accomplishments. 
It was striking to learn how John had positively influenced each 
person’s life. The idea of a statue to memorialize John occurred 
at this gathering. We all agreed that while Kelley would have 
been opposed to the idea, no one was more deserving. Besides, 
statues are for the living, and to inspire future generations.

The John Kelley Memorial Fund originated in September 
of 2011 and since its inception, the community has rallied to 
share our vision to create a life-size statue of Kelley and his 
canine running companion. Thanks to the Town of Groton for 
providing an ideal location in a newly created park on Baptist 
Hill, support from the Boston Athletic Association, Manchester 
Road Race Committee, Hartford Marathon Foundation as well 
as many businesses and more than 400 private donors, we are 
closing in on our $75,000 goal.

We have commissioned Brian Hanlon a respected master 
sculptor, to complete the project. Hanlon has created more than 
300 bronze statues, from Miss. America to Shaquille O’Neal. 
He has agreed to donate his time and create the statue for cost 
of materials only. Hanlon’s knowledge, involvement and gen-
erosity have contributed greatly to the success of our effort, and 

we anticipate an unveiling in Spring 2014. 
I would like to thank everyone for helping to keep the 

memory of our beloved friend, neighbor, teacher and coach 
John J. Kelley alive! There is still time to be part of this project. 
For details visit JohnKelley.org —Roy is chairman of the fund’s 
committee.

A rendition of the statue capturing John Kelley and his dog Brutus by 
sculptor Brian Hanlon. 
Photo courtesy of Hanlon Studios

John Kelley at his 2002 induction into the National Distance Running 
Hall of Fame. 
Photo courtesy of Kelley family
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