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By Frank Manfredi, Lottie B. Scott and Shiela
Hayes

For The Bulletin

Last week, the City of Norwich proudly celebrated the
addition of the Ellis Walter Ruley Memorial Park
located at 28 Hammond Ave. to the Connecticut
Freedom Trail in honor of Connecticut Freedom Trail
Month. For safe socialdistancing, this small, in-person
ceremony was to be recorded and posted to social
media.

Ellis Walter Ruley was an African American self-
taught artist. He worked as a rock mason and after a
settlement from a truck accident, he purchased a 1932
green Chevrolet convertible coupe he called the “Green
Hornet.” He married Wilhelmina Fox, a white woman,
and as an interracial couple they faced many injustices
from people in their community.

Ellis Ruley also bought the property on Foxhill that
today is 28 Hammond Ave. This farmhouse became the
family homestead and artist’s studio where Ruley
painted. He began painting around 1939 and he worked
with oil-based house paint, paneling, poster board and
other materials available to him. Many of his paintings
depicted animals, forests, parks, rivers, Native
Americans, females, and people found in magazines.

Unfortunately, in 1948, the body of Douglas Harris,
Ruley’s son-in-law, was found lying head-first in the
well on the family homestead, and his death was ruled
accidental. Then, in 1959, Ellis Ruley’s body was
found frozen at the end of his driveway and his death
was classified as accidental due to hypothermia. Two
years later, a fire damaged the home and many of
Ruley’s paintings disappeared.

It wasn’t until the publication of “Discovering Ellis
Ruley” by Glenn Palmedo Smith in 1992 and the airing
of the Ellis Ruley’s Story on “CBS Sunday Morning”
that Ruley’s artistic talent received national and
international accolades.

In October 2014, the remains of Douglas Harris and
Ellis Walter Ruley were re-examined, and in July of
2015, famed forensic pathologist Dr. Michael Baden
ruled Harris’ death a homicide but ruled Ruley’s death

responsible for developing informational narratives for
onsite viewing and for the express purpose of making
28 Hammond Ave. a place for tourists, residents and
aspiring artists to visit and learn about Ellis Walter
Ruley. The committee completed its work in 2019.

In addition to the committee members, countless
volunteers worked to create the Ellis Walter Ruley
Memorial Park, including Robert Groner, who
designed and laid out the park. The Ellis Walter Ruley
Memorial Park was dedicated on July 27, 2018, and it
is set on 3.5 acres, has a paved courtyard with a
fountain and gardens, a rebuilt well and narrative text
panels detailing Ellis Walter Ruley’s life and art,
history of the property, and the murder of Douglas
Harris in the well.

As part of the Last Green Valley’s Walktober
celebration, a virtual tour of the Ellis Ruley Memorial
Park is accessible on the Last Green Valley’s website.
Information about the walk can be found at www.
thelastgreenvalley.org. Historically Speaking, which
appears on Mondays, presents short historical stories.
Frank Manfredi, Lottie B. Scott and Shiela Hayes were
members of the City of Norwich Ellis Walter Ruley
Committee.

The Ellis Walter Ruley Memorial Park at 28
Hammond Ave. in Norwich has been added to the
Connecticut Freedom Trail. [COURTESY OF
SHIELA HAYES]

Norwich park becomes part of Connecticut Freedom Trail

HISTORICALLY SPEAKING
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undetermined. Dr. Michael Baden’s autopsy report
concluded Ellis Ruley died of hypothermia and
exposure to cold as reported in 1959, but could not
determine what triggered Ruley’s fall in the driveway
of his home.

Also, in 2015, the Norwich City Council authorized the
creation of the “Ellis Walter Ruley Committee,” and
appointed Lottie B. Scott, Shiela Hayes and Frank
Manfredi to the committee, which was

Copyright © 2020 Norwich Bulletin 9/28/2020

Copyright © 2020 Norwich Bulletin 9/28/2020
Powered by TECNAVIA

Monday, 09/28/2020   Page .A03

javascript:pl_openIFrame("http://www.newsmemory.com");

