














Niantic News Sports article By Staff Correspondent Nick Checker

When lining up for the start of a race, local runners know they can often count on an added boost when
their spirits are most in need. Whether grinding up the hills of a grueling course, sprinting gamely to the
finish, or reflecting back on their efforts afterward, they can all expect the jolly, encouraging voice of
Way Hedding. Runner, race official, race director, reveler... in one form or another, running buffs
throughout Southeastern Connecticut all feel the omnipresence of this colorful character known widely
as “Way Way”. Who else in the heat and humidity of a summer race will don something as outrageous
as a Blues Brothers outfit or a gorilla costume, then bound off into the pack for the sole purpose of
perking up the morale of his fellow runners? Who else while directing and officiating a race, can make
each participant feel like an Olympic Champion upon crossing the finish line? And, who but Way Way
Hedding can invoke in others such an infectious desire to slip on running shoes and take to the roads and
trails in the first place? “I preach running” Hedding says with a proud smile. “I’ve never met a person |
couldn’t talk into trying it at least once”. A lanky 6’4” Hedding is regarded as a tremendously gifted
athlete, but his more conspicuous activities within the running community tend to eclipse his natural
racing talents. As fellow Mohegan Strider Dean Festa explains, “Way Hedding is the main gear to running
in this area. He is the cog in the wheel. Way gives the same support to the people at the back of the
pack as he does to those in front. They’re all equal in my eyes”. Elaborating, Hedding explains,
“Regardless of the athletic level, profession, or social status, there is a common ground amongst runners.
It tends to equalize all of us, because ultimately we all achieve the ends we sought. Everyone suffers
mutually, everyone achieves mutually. We all share in the conquest. We cheer each other on, and then
we all celebrate together”. A runner since the age of seven, Hedding reflects jokingly, “I figured if you
can’t beat ‘em then you better out run ‘em. Therefore, | became a very good runner”. “My first
competition was at the age of ten in a race sponsored by the New London Rec. Department. | was
encouraged by that and continued right through junior high and into high school”. Receiving a partial
athletic scholarship to the University of Miami, Hedding continued running in college. After college,
Hedding became a frequent participant in local road races. Often he took notice of a small group of
retired men who officiated the races. “l became intrigued by these people who showed up well in
advance to set up the timing equipment, worked hard all day making sure the race went smoothly, and
then remained long after to take everything down”. “When in 1986, they decided it was time to finally
disband, my wife and | took over their organization — SNERRO (Southern New England Road Race
Officials), with the intention of continuing to give runners accurate times for their races”. “We retained
the services of former SNERRO official Jack Dempsey, made a few adjustments of our own, and now we
time nearly every major race in the area”. “Our primary function is to make every runner feel that
finishing the race is a personal victory and that we respect them all by providing them with timing that is
professional and exact”. One race in particular that SNERRO will time again in 1990 was the East Lyme
Marathon. An event Hedding made a personal crusade of rescuing from oblivion. “Basically we had to
bring it back from the dead”. The East Lyme Marathon had originated in 1980 and for some time was
strongly supported. But dwindling participation threatened to eliminate it altogether. In 1988 Hedding
took over as race director in an attempt to keep the race from fading altogether from existence. “The
marathon is a proud tradition in running and considering all of the people who had previously run the
East Lyme Marathon and still cared about it, we felt compelled to keep it going”. Given that Way
Hedding was also race director for the EBAC Fall Challenge which he originated, co-director for the New
London Sail Festival, and currently directs the Annual Ocean Beach/John & Jessie Kelley Half Marathon.
How does one so dedicated and active as he wishes to be perceived? “There’s a point where racing and



the competition becomes secondary, and making people smile comes first. I'll be happy with people
thinking of me as the guy who helped encourage them to keep participating and to keep enjoying their
own efforts”.
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