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Night of rest becomes night of terror
Homeless men beaten by bat-wielding teens 

   

By LOUISA OWEN SONSTROEM
Chronicle Staff Writer

WILLIMANTIC - When he went to sleep on a park bench last Friday night, a man who only 
wants to be called "James," homeless since last winter, was beginning to pull his life together.

He and a friend were expecting to start house-painting work Monday, with hopes of earning 
enough money to get their own apartments.

They settled in to sleep shortly after midnight on benches at the Garden on the Bridge.

But they were awoken abruptly when a group of teenagers, who had walked past earlier, returned 
with baseball bats and began to assault them.

The attack

"We were sleeping and we got woken up to a blow to the head," James recalled Tuesday, propped 
up in a bed at Windham Community Memorial Hospital.

He now has five staples to the scalp, several stitches to the chin and a set of pins, a steel rod and 
plate in his purple-bruised left arm."We didn't even hear them. They never said a word during the 
whole ordeal," James said.

James, a Virginia native with a gentle Southern drawl, spoke of the fear and pain that have yet to 
retreat.

"Today is the first time I've cried since it happened," he said. "I cried so much in pain that night, 
that I felt I couldn't cry no more."

At the time of the attack, James was already suffering from shoulder injuries and thus was able to 
defend himself with only one arm.



His companion fared better, escaping with only a black eye, although at one point the teenagers 
attempted to throw him over the side of the bridge and into the tumbling Willimantic River 
below.

"He was holding on to them for dear life," James said. "They finally gave up and they ran up the 
path toward Route 32. He took off after them."

One of the attackers returned to James, hitting him still more.

" He just kept swinging and swinging and swinging, like he was in the Major Leagues, trying for 
a home run," he said.

When James' companion returned, the last attacker began to leave, and the companion reportedly 
told the boy, "I will never forget your (expletive) face. Never."

James, whose left arm bone was then sticking out, managed to stumble up to Main Street, and 
emergency personnel met him at the Thread City Crossing nearby.

The investigation

Since Saturday, Willimantic police have been seeking information on the suspects, who were 
described as more than one, and perhaps four, teenagers between the ages of 15 and 17.

"We're working hard at this," said Willimantic Police Department Cpl. John Trotter. "This is a 
priority for us."

Trotter requested anyone with information, however seemingly insignificant, call the department 
and share it.

He said the assault was believed to have taken place sometime before 2:30 a.m. Saturday.

Trotter explained that, although homeless individuals sleeping outdoors at night are at risk, such 
attacks are not common in Willimantic.



The sister's message

Malinda Brown, one of James' sisters, lives in Daytona Beach, Fla.

"My brother's a good person, he really is. He's just had a lot of hard hills to climb in his lifetime, 
and just when he's ready to get his life together, this happens. For no reason - just because they 
were there," she said Tuesday.

Brown said she hoped the community would cooperate with police, but would also think deeply 
about the situation of the local homeless.

"They need to do something more to protect the homeless people there," she said. "I want them 
to know that just because they're homeless doesn't mean they're not human. You're still a person. 
You still have a heart."

The shelter reopens

In response to the incident, the Windham Region No Freeze Hospitality Center, headed by 
Executive Director Leigh Duffy, has reopened for a week or so.

The shelter is open from mid-November through April and offers many supportive services 
throughout the year.

But, during the summer months, local homeless must find their own places to sleep.

James, for one, had previously been sleeping in an encampment by the Natchaug River, where he 
spoke with the Chronicle in late spring about his experiences, but left because of mosquitoes and 
oppressive heat.

The shelter, now open for a brief time, is hot and stuffy because the space is not equipped for 
summer weather, but, given the attack on James and his companion, Duffy said "we feel like it's 
a safety issue right now."

Duffy said many would jump to say the shelter should simply be open year- round, but many 
regional and state-wide initiatives are instead placing increasing focus on placing individuals in 
more stable housing.



" We as an agency and a program are very upset at this random act of violence to these two 
men," Duffy said. "I hope people will respond to this."

The victim's message

James expected to be transferred to a rehabilitation center today.

"Once I get out of the nursing home for rehab, where am I going to be?" he asked. "Back on the 
streets."

James said the night of the attack, he had been feeling safe.

"We felt comfortable. We felt safe. We were together," he said. "I had his back, he had mine."

Now, though, James said he feels uneasy.

"I hate people behind me," he said. "I don't like having people behind me. What am I going to 
do? Hook a mirror to my face?

"What's got to happen to have them have a year-long shelter to keep this from happening?" he 
demanded. "What's got to happen? Somebody got to get murdered? Somebody got to die?"

James, who will turn 47 years old in September, said he is ready for his life to get better.

"I'm sick and tired of being sick and tired," he said. "The more I try to get ahead, the more 
someone pushes me down and kicks me backward."

Those with any information should contact Willimantic Police Officer Robert Tatro at (860) 
465-3135 or, with anonymous tips, at (860) 465-8477.


