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For my ancestors buried in the Connecticut ground.
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The Hairy Old Wild Man that Lives in the Woods.


(Winsted Evening Citizen.)


Poets have sung of the Old Oaken Bucket, 

	And the family Bible that lay on the stand,

But the naked old wild man with cheese in his pocket, 

	Is the latest sensation in this mighty land.

He seems much inclined to a vegetable diet,

	Potatoes and onions, berries and fruit,

He must have his feed, though unable to buy it.

	So he picks up whatever may happen to suit.

			The wonderful wild man,

			The terrible wild man,

			The hairy old wild man

			That lives in the woods.

He roams unmolested wherever he pleases, 

	He never is burdened with chattels or goods;

He makes the hills echo whenever he sneezes

	And then travels on to his home in the woods.

His habits are good and cold water his beverage, 

	He makes no distinction with neighbors, at all;

He minds his own business as well as the average;

	If you want his acquaintance, just give him a call.

			The wonderful wild man,

			The terrible wild man,

			The hairy old wild man

			That lives in the woods.

- Harry O’Hara.


(The Hartford Courant (Hartford, CT) – October 31, 1895)
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Introduction






In August 1895, an event occurred that dominated the headlines of newspapers in Connecticut and surrounding states. While picking berries in the farmlands between Winsted and Colebrook, a local councilman named Riley W. Smith spotted a wildman. Smith described him as a “large man, stark naked, and covered with hair all over his body 1.” In another article, Smith said “the man’s hair was black and hung down long on his shoulders," "his body was thickly covered with black hair,” he was “remarkably agile,” and he was a “muscular, brawny man, a man against whom any ordinary man would stand little chance2.” The news spread rapidly, and supposed appearances were the talk of the town. 

The late 19th century was the heyday of wildman sightings; this, combined with the popularity of traveling freak shows and menageries, meant any report of a strange creature in the woods induced panic and fascination among the public. Some remembered tales of a wildman spotted in years past. Others repeated misinformation in their excitement. A stage driver named Dodd had to dispel reports that he and his passengers had spotted the wildman. Hunting parties were organized, but nothing of substance was ever found. A cabin was discovered in the woods, but it was determined to be the home of local hermit, Mortimer Pond. A week later, a farmer from Colebrook named George Hotchkiss reported seeing the wildman stealing a chicken from his coop. Further sightings included the wildman eating a pig at an abandoned house, crossing the road in front of Hall’s stagecoach, and attacking farmhands who were harvesting beets.

At first, it was believed to be a hoax. As sightings piled up, other theories were developed, including a gorilla from a menagerie, an escapee from an asylum, and a psychotic murderer hiding in the woods. When the news cycle moved on, the town was left without answers. By the 1930’s, when the managing editor of the Winsted Citizen, Louis T. Stone, passed away, it was broadly believed that Stone had been the perpetrator of that hoax. More recent theories include a bear and a human suffering from hypertrichosis, but most sources still accept that Louis T. Stone created the story to sell newspapers.

Much of the best research done on the Winsted Wildman case was presented by Michael T. Shoemaker in an article titled “Back From Limbo: The Winsted Wildman Revisited,” published in 1993 Volume 11 of Strange Magazine. The initial research conducted by Shoemaker, Mark Chorvinsky, and Gary Mangiacopra was solid. That said, the mass digitization of historic newspapers and other library resources has enabled further progress. For example, Shoemaker was unable to verify whether Riley Smith was a real person, but today, we have access to the Find-A-Grave.com database of cemeteries and digitized versions of the Winsted City Directory from the Beardsley Library that prove he existed.

In that article, Shoemaker doubled down on his assertion from a previous article in Volume 5 of Strange Magazine that a bear was the most likely explanation, with a nod to the possibility that local hermit Mortimer Pond was responsible. However, the sources fail to support this conclusion, at least as far as Riley Smith’s testimony is concerned.

This case study aims to analyze all theories, including whether the wild man was, in fact, a relict hominoid. Though information is limited by the passage of time, some theories can be outright dismissed. Others must be weighed carefully. This analysis will focus primarily on the initial report by Selectman Smith because it is indeterminable whether any of the other witness accounts refer to the same being. Relevant newspaper articles have been reprinted for the reader in the Appendix3.






1.
      Winsted Herald (Winsted, CT) – Aug 21, 1895.
    

2.
      Winsted Herald (Winsted, CT) – Aug 28, 1895.
    

3.
      The archives of the Winsted Citizen newspaper are unavailable. Articles from its sister newspaper, the Winsted Herald, have been preserved through the publishing of The Winsted Wildman and Other Tales by Frank L. Wentworth, available through the Beardsley Library in Winsted, CT. It should be noted that, while the Winsted Citizen was a daily newspaper, the Winsted Herald was a weekly newspaper at this time, so there are gaps in the chronology of the Herald’s reporting that have been filled by other papers that published more frequently.
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Riley Smith: Reliable Witness?






Riley William Smith, the first and perhaps only witness to the Winsted Wildman, was born January 22, 1836 in Tolland Center, Massachusetts. He married Anne Kinne Cleveland in 1857, at the age of 21, but sadly, she passed away in 1859. The next year, Smith married Anne Eliza Deming, with whom he had two sons, Lauren A. Smith and Sebina “Bina” C. Smith. 

Smith had a disability that gave him an exemption from the 1863 draft into the Union army1, but the exact nature of the disability remains unknown. Whatever the issue, it did not prevent him from working, as he was a teamster2 for many years. Once his children were of age, they began working for him as teamsters, while he owned the wagons and horses they used. The transition to a less grueling, more managerial role may have been partially instigated by an incident in 1889 in which a rogue stallion kicked him with such force that it broke his leg3.

Sometime between the publishing of the city directories of 1885 and 1887, Riley Smith was elected to be a selectman of the Town of Winchester4. He held the position until 1894 or early 18955, then was elected as first selectman before the publishing of the 1897 city directory. He held this position until sometime after 19006.

In 1903, the Smith family endured another misfortune when a bridge collapsed under Riley’s son Lauren, as he was hauling a load of iron wire. Lauren and one horse were able to escape, injured but alive, but the second horse died from injuries sustained during the fall7.

In 1906, at the age of 70, Riley Smith retired to become a full-time farmer8. Though it may seem that his age was catching up to him, this retirement, like his step back from running loads himself, was also likely due to tragedy. That same year, Smith’s brother-in-law committed suicide by shotgun to the chest after being told there was no cure for the cancer that had disfigured his face9. 

Riley Smith died on November 7, 1924, at the ripe age of 88 in Winsted, Connecticut and was buried in his wife’s hometown, the neighboring community of Barkhamsted.

Though not often highlighted in the tale of the Winsted Wildman, Smith’s legacy is one of perseverance and respect. Throughout the various trials of his life, he continued to adapt and overcome, and the people of Winsted rewarded his efforts with his election as a selectman and later first selectman.

The truth is that the tale of the Winsted Wildman only became a phenomenon because of Riley Smith’s integrity and importance to the community. His wildman account could easily have ruined his reputation, but Smith maintained the respect of the townspeople enough to be elected as their chief officer in the local government. Though witness testimony is far from perfect, due to the malleable nature of the human memory, we can be assured that Riley Smith was as reliable a witness as we are likely to get in these historic cases.






1.
      Litchfield Enquirer (Litchfield, CT) - Sept 10, 1863.
    

2.
      Teamsters in the 1800s were men who drove teams of horses to haul goods from town to town. They were the truckers of the pre-combustion-engine era. The Teamsters Union we know today was founded by actual teamsters in 1903, but the union has understandably transformed to include other professions as technology has made horse-drawn wagons a relic of the past.
    

3.
      New Hartford Tribune (Hartford, CT) - Aug 16, 1908.
    

4.
      A town in Connecticut functions as a level of government between what we would think of as counties and municipalities in other states. Winsted is a community within the Town of Winchester, and is today much larger than the actual community of Winchester.
    

5.
      Winsted City Directory, 1895.
    

6.
      New Hartford Tribune (Hartford, CT) - Sept 7, 1900.
    

7.
      New Hartford Tribune (Hartford, CT) - June 19, 1903.
    

8.
      Winsted City Directory, 1907.
    

9.
      Connecticut Western News (Salisbury, CT) – Feb 1, 1906.
    











