Hunt Williams and Cornwall
By Brenda Underwood
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 Huntington Williams was born in 1930, “technically in Hartford, because Glastonbury didn’t have a hospital,” and was raised in rural Glastonbury, a town of about 10,000 people where his family had lived for several generations. His father, Percy Williams, worked for the Aetna Life Insurance Company in Hartford, and his mother, Gertrude, was at home. Hunt had one older sister, Sarah. 
His great grandfather started a shaving soap business, the J.B. Williams Company, and although the company has been sold, the product names Aqua Velva and Lectric Shave, are still familiar to consumers.

Hunt attended Glastonbury public schools and when he was in high school developed an interest in farming. His paternal grandfather, James S. Williams, “had kind of a gentleman’s farm” which is, he thinks, perhaps where his interest in farming developed.

At the University of Massachusetts, Hunt pursued a course in agriculture and went on to receive a degree in animal husbandry and, “with few exceptions” has always pursued that interest. “It is something I’ve always enjoyed,” he said.  

The Korean War was still in progress when he was a senior at UMass but Hunt was granted an educational deferment, “about which I still have mixed feelings”; at the same time, he feels fortunate that he didn’t have to go into combat. He graduated from college in 1953, and the cease fire went into effect in July of that year.
Hunt was still eligible for the draft but, “I wanted to see a bit of the world first, so in June of 1953, I went to Wyoming with some classmates and spent the summer working in a saw mill.” From there it was on to California where he was drafted. 

After his military service ended in October 1955, Hunt returned to the United States and started working for a feed company in New York State. From there he went to IBM “when they were still in the punch card era.”

Hunt’s next position was with Cornell’s New York State’s Cooperative Extension Service which he regards “as a very rewarding and enlightening experience.” He spent seven years with them in Herkemer and Essex counties providing education in dairy farming. “Essex County in the Adirondacks was a beautiful place to live,” said Hunt. 

During this period, he married Nancy Lewis and they had three sons, Peter, David and Philip. 

His parents were still living in Glastonbury when his mother became terminally ill with cancer and Hunt transferred to Millbrook in Duchess County, to be closer to them.

He and his family remained in Duchess County and “as is so often the case when you have a young family and are not making the salary you would like to be making, I started looking again and went to work for Teneco, an outgrowth of Tennessee Gas Transmission Company. It was a large conglomerate with an agricultural chemical branch that manufactured pesticides in a less green era.” When he accepted this position, Hunt and family moved from Duchess County to Norwalk, CT and commuted into New York for several years.

He had two other career moves before coming to Litchfield County. One was going into business on his own as the owner of a country store and market, something he regards as “an egregious mistake.” The other involved some time with the Council on Environmental Quality for the State of Connecticut. “It was very interesting, and gave me a look at a lot of Connecticut I had never seen before.” 
Hunt and his family next moved to Lakeville to allow Hunt to take a position as an adult ed teacher in the vocational agricultural department at Housatonic Valley Regional High School, a position he held for ten years, and one he found enjoyable and rewarding. 

During this time, Hunt and Nancy divorced and Hunt rented Ruth Gannett’s former house on Cream Hill Road.
Meanwhile, on the other side of Cream Hill, Rebecca (Becky) Gold West, sister of Ralph and Charlie Gold, had returned from Denver where she had been living, to care for her mother, Elizabeth Beers Gold, who was terminally ill. 

“Becky heard that I was living in the Gannett house and invited me to dinner with my three sons to welcome us to Cream Hill. And that’s all it took.”

Hunt and Becky married and built a lovely house on a portion of Cream Hill Farm – a peaceful tract of land with beautiful views – where they lived with their combined families, Becky’s two sons and Hunt’s three sons. A little later Hunt went to work for Ralph Gold, his brother-in-law.
The five boys have long since flown the coop and started lives and families of their own. “My eldest, Peter, a very good cabinet maker, lives in Denver; David, my middle child, works in southern New Hampshire and lives in Massachusetts; and Philip, my youngest, lives in Colebrook. My eldest stepson, Phill West, lives in Cornwall with his family and his younger brother, Charlie, lives in Bozeman, Montana with his family. Hunt said, “Those five boys have always gotten along.” 

Becky contracted Parkinson’s Disease from which she suffered for several years and then, “all of a sudden she was diagnosed with cancer unrelated to the Parkinson’s disease. It was a bad year and a half,” he recalled, “and that has a bearing on things which I’ll get into.” 
“We had such support from the community when Becky was dying,” said Hunt with tears in his eyes, adding that he still has trouble talking about it. “We had so much done for us: people brought meals, people came to sit with her, they did everything they possibly could. When Becky died, I felt that I owed the community something.” 
Following up on that commitment, Hunt joined the fire department as an EMT a year or so later, something he regarded as an opportunity to give back a little to Cornwall. 

Following the death of John Welles, Cornwall would again come together to give great support to Hunt.
“John was a character,” he said. “He was 6’4” and between 250 and 300 hundred pounds – a big bear of a man – who never married and was as independent as the day is long. He admitted that he hadn’t been to a doctor in 40 years when he discovered that he had advanced prostate cancer which had been diagnosed as terminal.” 

As is so often the case in Cornwall when someone is in need, people come together to help. “Maggie Cooley was scheduling people to take food and go and sit with him,” said Hunt. As it happened, she had scheduled Hunt to sit with him that Friday morning in early June 2004. 

“John was at the point where he was afraid that he wouldn’t be able to have command of his own actions. He made no secret of the fact that he would take his own life when the time came and I don’t think anybody ever felt critical of him for that.” 

 “When I got to his house that Friday morning thinking I would be sitting with him from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. as my stint, Lynn Norton was with John. She had spent the night comforting him. John announced to me that the time had come.”

Lynn said goodbye to John and said she would go down to the Moose to wait.

 “John and I didn’t spend a lot of time chatting,” said Hunt. “I suggested that we have a last drink together. He said, ‘Yes, that’s a good idea’ but he became impatient, so never did have that drink, which is probably a good thing.”

“John brought out the gun. I told him of an acquaintance of mine in Salisbury who tried unsuccessfully to take his own life and ended up an invalid. Let’s look at this gun and that see it is alright,” Hunt said to John. “I made sure it was, cleaned it out and gave it back to him.”
“We went outside and John smoked his pipe one last time and then lay down in the garden while I walked a few hundred feet away. I said, ‘God Bless…’ but I didn’t get the ‘You’ out when I heard the shot and that was it. I called 911.” 

John Welles was only 66 when he died; he had lived in Cornwall most of his life and was a beloved member of the community.  “He was one handsome man,” said Hunt, “a big strapping, good-looking man. He was a very back-to-nature kind of person who built his house out of the old beams he had salvaged from other buildings and had solar heat.”

 “John was a unique and legendary figure in Cornwall,” said Gordon Ridgway, First Selectman of Cornwall. “He had great ability and energy and was ready to help people at a moment’s notice. People still talk about him.” 
“The police came and started questioning me,” continued Hunt. “I was very open with them and explained in great detail what happened. They got the major crime squad in to examine my hands and so forth. “I didn’t find any fault with this because they just had my word that I hadn’t shot and killed him myself. It took all day,” said Hunt, “from about 9:45 in the morning to 4:00 p.m. in the afternoon.” 

That was on June 11, 2004. 

“On January 15 the following year,” said Hunt, I had a call from the police detective in charge of the case at Canaan Police Barracks who said, ‘I have bad news for you Mr. Williams.’ I immediately thought something had happened to one of the boys. Bad news usually means a member of the family, an accident or something. He said, ‘You are being charged with manslaughter.’”  
More than seven months after John Welles took his own life, Hunt was charged with second-degree manslaughter by the state prosecutor in charge of the case on the grounds that Hunt had violated a state law governing assisted suicide. The charge, if prosecuted, carried a penalty of 10 years in jail.
Most people would probably understand how Hunt felt at that moment. “What do you want me to do?” he said. “Do you want me to come up there now?” The detective paused a moment and said, “Why don’t you come up in the morning.” So he went up the next morning and voluntarily surrendered himself. After he was charged, he was released on a written promise to appear in court. Soon after, he retained the services of criminal defense lawyer, Michael Sconyers.
We all fear those moments of real trial in our lives – and we all have them in varying degrees – moments where we wonder if we will have the strength to get through them. At such times, when we are most in need of fellowship and support, we hope we have inspired in our friends and neighbors sufficient goodwill for them to commiserate or come to our assistance. 

Such was certainly the case for Hunt when Cornwall rallied to his side with unbelievable fervor. “There was an instant response when people heard about it,” said Gordon Ridgway. “It was purely by chance that Hunt had been scheduled to sit with John on that Friday,” he added, “and there probably wouldn’t have been a better person to be there. From his work as an EMT, people know him to be calm and reassuring in an emergency and kind and gentle.”
In a comment to The New York Times, Barbara Barlett, John Welles’ sister said, “I don’t think it occurred to anybody that this was assisted suicide. John stood all by himself. I don’t see that as assisted suicide personally, and I don’t think anyone in Cornwall does.” 
“We were going to do whatever it took to make sure Hunt wasn’t hurt,” said Gordon.
Maggie Cooley immediately started a collection of funds to support Hunt’s defense. People wrote hundreds of letters in support of him for his attorney to present to the Court. “I still have those letters – 210 of them,” said Hunt.  
In those letters, the community poured out its sincere regard for Hunt and its desire to offer him every support. One letter in particular stands out:
“Lots of good words work when we think of Hunt: Thoughtful, Generous, Caring. So do Kind and Honest and Stalwart. Trustworthy is another.

“Hunt is our colleague on the Cornwall Volunteer Fire Department. Has been for many years, and every year he responds to a hundred or more fire and EMS calls, frequently the first of our members at the scene. He has been one of our leaders for many years, formerly our secretary and currently vice president of the department. Hunt is always a calming influence for our younger members in times of crisis. He performs under pressure with great skill, utilizing hundreds of hours of training.

“We support him and vouch for him as a cherished friend, colleague and neighbor.”

Signed by Gene Ingvertsen, Fire Chief and The men and women of the Cornwall Volunteer Fire Department.

In an article in The New York Times of March 4, 2005 William Yardley wrote, “In Cornwall, Mr. Welles and Mr. Williams were popular without seeking attention. People described each man as a kind of endangered Yankee ideal, self-reliant and self-effacing but also generous and warm.”

Hunt was arraigned in Bantam Court and his case was heard in Litchfield Superior Court. 
Cornwallians rallied on Hunt’s behalf and came out en masse for each of his appearances, filling the court rooms to overflowing, and out onto the street. People came from all corners of the population including a large contingent of the men and women from the Cornwall Volunteer Fire Department wearing their uniforms to indicate to the judge their standing in Cornwall.

“We had never seen anything like it,” said Gordon, speaking of those court appearances. “The place was packed, people couldn’t get in. When you think of a town of 1,400 people, 10 per cent of town went to Court.”
Andrew W. Roraback, Connecticut State Senator, also came to Hunt’s defense and urged legislation that would give judges the option of granting a special form of probation, and no prison term, in cases of assisted suicide. Judge Brunetti, the judge in Hunt’s case, in effect followed this suggestion when he sentenced Hunt to accelerated rehabilitation and one year’s probation. 
The story was carried on the front page of local newspapers as well as the front page of the The New York Times. Gordon was interviewed about the case on National Public Radio.
Hunt’s legal fees which amounted to over $8,000 were paid from the fund collected on his behalf.  And, half again as much was collected. The remaining portion was meticulously refunded to the donors by Maggie Cooley and Ralph Gold.
On the day Hunt was exonerated, Judge Brunetti said: “Mr. Williams, I can only say to you that I’m glad it wasn’t me put in your position that day.”

“A lot of things came together [to help Hunt] at the right time,” said Gordon. “People were very supportive, including our representatives in Hartford, and money and support came from all corners, even as far away as California.”
“The Judge made a very important common sense ruling that day,” said Ridgway, “that assisting in such a situation as John’s, did not necessarily mean you had to go to jail.”
This story and the outpouring of love and support are kind of heart-stopping aren’t they? “True,” said Hunt. It must have been an amazing experience and one that you’ll never forget? “Absolutely! People made jokes about it, saying I was able to walk on water, and those sorts of things. Someone even said, ‘Well you’ve heard all these things said about you. Most of those things aren’t said until someone is dead!’”

With tears in his eyes and great emotion in his voice, Hunt said: “This is the second time Cornwall has come to my support.  I have no desire to live anywhere but Cornwall.”
In Hunt’s 25 years in Cornwall, he has given back a lot to the community. He was on the Zoning Board of Appeals for 20 years and chairman for half that time. He is the Civil Preparedness Director of Cornwall, a position he has held for ten years. Not only is he an EMT with the Cornwall Volunteer Fire Department and Cornwall Conservation Trust director, he also drives for FISH from time to time “because I think we all dread the time when we won’t be able to drive ourselves.” And, for five years he was also a “friendly visitor” to a retired teacher of The Hotchkiss School.
“You couldn’t find a more special person than Hunt Williams,” said Gordon, “both in abilities, his ease of articulation and strong good looks. He is one of the pillars of strength when you need him – a real folk hero."

Commenting that he has a busy life, Hunt said, “I’m as busy as I want to be. This house needs painting and finishing but you slow down when you get into your 70s.”  He shares his house with Nora Horan, his significant other of many years, and Lulu, their Airedale. 
As he gazed out across the beautiful meadows of Cream Hill Farm, Hunt said his life is full and, “Life is good.” 


Meanwhile, Lulu is nudging a well-worn ball at his feet asking him to come and play.
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* Grateful thanks to Stephen Senzer for arranging the interview with Hunt Williams, Ann Schillinger for her exceptionally detailed account of the events surrounding Hunt Williams and John Welles, Gordon Ridgway for providing letters of support and newspaper articles as well as his unique perspective as First Selectman of Cornwall.
