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Unmasking the Beaver Meadow Gang

JoSCELyn GoDWIn

Everyone has heard of the Loomis Gang, but how many know of the 
Beaver Meadow Gang, which plagued Chenango County in the 1880s 

and ’90s? I wouldn’t, if I had not been curious about the previous owner of 
my “ruin” (see “A Ruin Revived” in this issue of the JCCHS). The latter lies 
just over the border of Chenango and Madison counties, on Campbell 
Road, the continuation of Foster Road which begins at Bonney, in Smyrna 
Township. The Madison County map of 1859 (see Illustration 1) shows a 
dot at the approximate place and ascribes it to “B. Wyn.”1

A previous project, researching the so- called Spirit House in George-
town, had introduced me to the Madison County property records in 
Wampsville, and to online census records. These revealed that when Bry-
ant B. Wynn paid $120 for the Campbell Road property in 1859, it con-
sisted of a single acre:2 a surprisingly small plot for being outside any of the 
villages. The 1860 Census finds him occupying it with his wife Nancy, his 
two sons Irvin (2) and George (5 months), and his mother- in- law Esther 
Richardson (60). They were not poor, for together they owned real estate 
worth $3200 and personal estate worth $643, but most of this probably 
belonged to Mrs. Richardson, who was the widow of a large landowner in 
the area.3 

My attention turned from Madison to Chenango County when I dis-
covered that Bryant was a native of Smyrna, and had owned other proper-
ties in Otselic and Smyrna Townships. One was a large tract shown as 
owned by “B. B. Winn” on the 1875 Chenango County map (Illustration 
2).4 It is in Smyrna’s Lot 78, on “Road 17,” now partly on private property 
and partly in Beaver Meadow State Forest. It contained two parcels, one of 
80 and the other of 40 acres, and had first been bought by Bryant’s father 
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Joseph in 1846.5 The next property, bought in 1891, was a quarter- acre in 
the hamlet of Beaver Meadow;6 the last, bought in 1893, was three acres 
on what is now Gray Road, formerly Road 29 of the Town of Otselic. Bry-
ant paid $125 for it, and a few months later sold it for $150 to his son 
Irvin(g).7 

These discoveries made Bryant somewhat more real to me, as a man 
with a family and properties in two counties, so I continued my research. 
He must have married his first wife, Nancy Richardson, when she was just 
sixteen; their first son Eugene lived only six months, dying in 1857. After 
giving birth to three more children, Nancy died in 1865 at the age of 25.8 
In her will, drawn up five weeks before her death, she left her husband the 
sum of One Dollar, and entrusted the children to a Special Guardian. By 
1870 Bryant had found another wife, Emily Stevens. The Census of that 
year shows them still living in the Campbell Road cottage with George and 
Irvin “at school.”9 When Emily died in childbirth in 1876, she too left an 
infant son, Arthur, who was adopted by an aunt.10

So far, this was the commonplace story of a rural farming family, suffer-
ing the typical tragedies of the times. But it took another turn when I 

Gillette’s Map of Madison County, New York, 1859
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Map of Chenango County, New York, 1875
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started searching the rare newspaper records that are now accessible on-
line.11 Bryant’s first appearance here was in 1875, on a charge of assault and 
battery (victim unnamed), for which he was fined $50.12 Two years later, 
things started disappearing from barns and stores: the reports mention 
harnesses, lap robes, whips, and dry goods from J. P. Davenport’s store in 
Otselic. On August 22, 1877, Bryant’s hop house on the West Smyrna 
property burned, together with his whole harvest of hops.13 That might 
have been sheer bad luck, but two weeks later the missing articles were 
discovered in his barn, and there were surely murmurs of Divine Retribu-
tion. Winn was arrested, confessed to the theft, and named a young man, 
Jay Holcomb, as his accomplice. He returned the goods plus $200, two 
Smyrna friends went bail for him, and there the matter rested—for now.14 

Evidence of local feelings came in July 1880, when his neighbor Sher-
man Bonney took his gun to deal with Bryant’s turkeys that were trespass-
ing on Bonney’s hill farm. Bryant confronted him, “some words were 
passed and threats were made,” and Bonney shot him in the leg and foot. 
Yet when they both went for warrants, it was Bryant who was arrested, for 
threatening to kill Bonney.15 The incident may have reminded the author-
ities of Bryant’s unpunished thefts and motivated the District Attorney to 
bring him to a belated trial. On March 21, 1881 Bryant was indicted for 
burglary and larceny, and sentenced to Auburn Prison.16 Being, as the pa-
pers said, “an old man of 60,” he only got two years. 

Bryant arrived at Auburn under escort on March 29, 1881.17 The gigan-
tic books preserved in Albany record punctilious details of all the inmates 
as they entered and left this model prison.18 Here Bryant’s name is spelled 
“Winne,” his age given as 58, his height 5'10", his health good, his habit 
of life temperate, his religion Protestant, of “common” education, with 
neither parents nor children. His occupation had been farmer and mason. 
He was assigned for work to “Axle 1,” probably referring to the manufac-
turing of wagon and carriage axles which was a major prison industry.19 He 
served twenty months of his two- year sentence and was discharged, still in 
good health, on November 28, 1882.

The strict and silent regime of Auburn seems to have “corrected” Bryant 
for a decade. Then in April 1892 he became intemperate and stole a keg of 
cider from his Beaver Meadow neighbor Gilbert Robbins.20 In July his 
house there burned down in his absence, and the neighbors, while trying 
to save it, found goods stolen in the previous winter from R. H. Webb’s 
store.21 Bryant was luckier this time: when he came to trial in February 
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1893, a clever lawyer got him acquitted, to the manifest annoyance of the 
judge and the district attorney.22 

After a few more quiet years, Bryant was at it again, and this time as part 
of an “organized gang.” Here is a choice specimen from a score of news-
paper reports, which give a vivid picture of life and attitudes in those  
times:

Chenango Semi- Weekly Telegraph, Saturday, December 12, 1896
A Den of Thieves.
Criminals Galore at Beaver Meadow—An Organized Gang Suspected.
Our West Smyrna correspondent writes us as follows
“A nest of thieves, equaling almost in extent the famous Loomis gang which 
operated so extensively a score or more years since, in Madison county, has 
been unearthed near Beaver Meadow. It has been well known that thieving 
had been carried on to a large extent in this section of the county, but not 
that an organized company of thieves which was operating in our midst, 
covering the distance from Morrisville to Norwich, has been discovered in 
Beaver Meadow the past week. It seems that one D F Coy, who is operating 
the Bliven farm, had quite a quantity of butter stolen some time since. By 
careful inquiry with the help of neighbors, they found sufficient evidence to 
issue a search warrant, made out last Monday by Warren Webb, justice. Par-
ties went to the home of one Bryant Wynn and not only found some of the 
packages which contained the butter, but several other articles, which peo-
ple in this section had lost. 

From the fact of certain suspicious characters frequenting this place and 
from admissions by Wynn, a court of inquiry was called by Justice Webb, 
assisted by Lawyer Ez Webb, which has been in session the entire week and 
is to be continued next week. 

Said inquiry has evolved the fact that not only Wynn but doubtless a 
score of others are engaged in organized thieving. The court of inquiry, we 
understand, brought out in attendance one of the worst and hardest looking 
crowds ever seen in civilized communities, and some of the most crooked 
evidence imaginable was drawn from it. On Friday, sufficient evidence had 
been found to warrant the arrest of Purly Bills, of Lebanon fame, and a 
Burdick fellow from the vicinity of De Ruyter. Other warrants for the arrest 
of Bryant Wynn, and a Brownell, living near Beaver Meadow, were sworn 
out.

Officers are scouring the country trying to find Bills. The others, we un-
derstand, are in custody. It is earnestly desired that the entire gang will be 
brought to light before the investigation closes.
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Willard Brownell, Frank Burdick, Purley Bills, and Bryant were all held 
in the county jail until the Grand Jury convened in January 1897. Bryant, 
who had at first pleaded not guilty, changed his plea to guilty on his at-
torney’s advice, and was sentenced on January 28 to one year, ten months 
in Auburn Prison.23 The others languished in jail until the end of June, 
when Bryant was subpoenaed and brought back for a week as witness for 
their jury trial.24 Unfortunately there is no account of the proceedings, but 
I imagine that he enjoyed the break. 

Of the rest of the Beaver Meadow Gang, Brownell and Burdick were 
acquitted of stealing a robe and a bag of oats. Bills, alias “Slabwood” Cook, 
“who is a rascal of the first water and has caused more trouble than a dozen 
ordinary criminals,”25 got three more months in jail for robbery, second 
degree.26 I do not know what happened to John Clark and Lewis Burdick, 
who were charged with complicity in the burglaries. The reputed boss of 
the operation, William Rogers (alias “Vinegar Bill”) got two years and four 
months in Auburn.27 Later the inscrutable Fates dropped $50,000 on him, 
as a surprise legacy from an uncle in Germany.28

The Auburn discharge ledgers record in red ink any infractions of prison 
discipline, ranging from “assaulting a warder” to “talking,” that were pun-
ished by losing portions of the standard commutation. Unlike many pris-
oners, Bryant earned none of these penalties. He received the maximum 
commutation and was discharged on August 10, 1898, after serving one 
year, three months, and ten days.29 After that he seems to have melted back 
into the community. The 1900 Census found him living on the Gray Road 
property, the three- acre lot that he had sold to his son in 1894.30 The 1902 
Chenango County Directory, calling him no longer a farmer but a laborer, 
also puts him there on “r[oad]29” with a “h[ouse] and lot.”31 Its remains 
are visible over a stone fence as a piece of broken wall among the trees: 
another ruin awaiting revival?

The newspapers have no more to say about Bryant until his brief obitu-
ary: “Bryant Winn, who has been a great sufferer from a cancer, died on 
Friday. The funeral was held on Monday in the Free Baptist church [Bon-
ney], Rev Baker officiating.”32 He was buried with the Winns in Lebanon 
cemetery, but no stone is to be found there. 

Each era has its typical crimes, and Bryant’s, while they seem petty in 
our age of material abundance, were serious when much could depend on 
having a harness to hand and a supply of oats for the winter. But I leave it 
to others to moralize or psychologize over his case. This dual excavation, in 
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soil and archives, has brought the region to life for me, and shown me that 
when you lift one stone, the consequences and ramifications are endless.

Endnotes

1. His name is spelled variously Winn, Wynn, Win, and Wynne. I thank De-
nise Roe, Madison County Clerk (retd.), and Matthew Urtz, Madison County 
Historian, Wampsville, NY; Joan Lieb, Historical Research Assistant at the 
Chenango County Historian’s Office, Norwich, NY; Andrew Arpey, Senior Archi-
vist at the New York State Archives, Albany, NY; the staff of the Madison County 
Historical Society, Oneida, NY. Special thanks to Mrs. Leslie L. Edwards, a de-
scendant of Bryant Winn, for sharing her previous investigations.

2. Madison County Records, Book CK, p. 318. Previous conveyances of the 
acre plot are in Book AM, p. 140 and Book CB, p. 341.

3. Esther Ingles’ (or Ingalls) second husband Daniel Richardson appears on the 
Madison County map of 1853 as the sole name in this area. She was previously 
married to John Lamb.

4. Road numbers, which varied over time, are taken from the folding map in-
cluded in Chenango County Directory, 1902. The road still appears as a broken line 
on the U.S. Geological Survey’s Topographical map, 7.5 minute series, Otselic 
Quadrangle, 1943, photoinspected 1976. It is not shown on the satellite map of 
2010 that replaced the old series. All four of Bryant Winn’s properties fall within 
this quadrangle. A reconnoiter with Donald Windsor on October 18, 2017, failed 
to discover any structural remains.

5. Chenango County Surrogate Court, Will 1529A: Will of Joseph Winn of 
Smyrna, made June 11, 1872, filed Jan. 19, 1874, Book R, pp. 395- 6- 7.

6. Part of Lot 58 in the 4th division, Town of Otselic. Chenango County Re-
cords, Book 135, p. 40 (James N. and Sally M. Cox to Bryant B. Winn, Jan. 5, 
1891).

7. Part of Lot 7 in the 3rd division, Town of Otselic. Chenango County Records, 
Book 196, p. 447 (Sidney and Abba Calkins to Bryant Winn, Dec. 8, 1893). Sale: 
ibid., Book 225, p. 108 (Bryant Winn to Irving B. Winn, Sep. 24, 1894). 

8. The Cemetery Records of Lebanon Village Cemetery (in Madison County 
Historical Society) record Nancy, wife of Brant [sic] Win, died April 24, 1865, 
aged 25 years 3 months [hence born Jan. 1840]; D. Eugene, son of B. B. and 
Nancy R. Winn, died May 6, 1857, aged 6 months 7 days [hence born Oct. 30, 
1856]. Also buried there: Emily Stevens, wife of Bryant, 1843–1876.

9. Nancy Bryant’s third son, Freddie C., was not yet named when she died. He 
had probably been adopted.
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10. Arthur was adopted by Ziba and Eunice Wood, Eunice being one of Bry-
ant’s sisters. He lived from 1876–1933. Information kindly provided by Leslie 
Edwards, and records of Sherburne West Hill Cemetery, for the Wood family. 

11. Online sources used: Old Fulton NY Postcards (http://www.fultonhistory 
.com/Fulton.html) and Guernsey Memorial Library (http://norwich.advantage 
- preservation.com/), last accessed Oct. 22, 2017. The longer version of this article, 
filed in the Chenango County Historical Society’s Library, contains transcriptions 
of 24 newspaper reports and further details of Bryant Winn’s property transac-
tions.

12. Chenango Telegraph, Thursday, April 1, 1875.
13. Chenango Union, Thursday, August 30, 1877.
14. Chenango Semi- Weekly Telegraph, Wednesday, September 12, 1877.
15. Chenango Union, Thursday, August 12, 1880.
16. Utica Morning Herald, Wednesday, March 23, 1881.
17. De Ruyter New Era, Thursday, April 7, 1881, reports that Bryant and two 

other prisoners were taken to Albany by Sheriff Hazard.
18. New York State Archives, Albany, Auburn Prison Convicts Received, p. 244, 

entry no. 177, register no. 8240. Ibid., Discharge Records, unpaginated, no. 46.
19. On the axle factory in Auburn Prison, see Annual Report of the Bureau of 

Labor Statistics of the State of New York, vol. 1 (Albany, 1884), p. 50.
20. Morning Sun, Norwich, February 10, 1893.
21. Chenango Union, Thursday, July 14, 1892.
22. Morning Sun, Norwich, Saturday, February 11, 1893.
23. Chenango Union, Tuesday, January 28, 1897.
24. Auburn Argus, Friday, June 25, 1897.
25. Morning Sun, Norwich, Wednesday, June 9, 1897.
26. Chenango Semi- Weekly Telegraph, Wednesday, June 30, 1897.
27. Syracuse Daily Journal, Thursday, July 1, 1897.
28. “Vinegar Bill Becomes Rich Overnight,” Binghamton Press, Friday, Decem-

ber 11, 1909; also Owego Daily Record, Saturday, December 12, 1909.
29. The State Archives never received Auburn Prison records covering male in-

mates during the period of Bryant’s second incarceration. However, the Gover-
nor’s Records of Commitments for that period contain summary information, as 
well as tallies of infractions. The Governor’s Records are unpaginated. Bryant’s 
commitment is recorded in February 1897, his discharge on the page of July 18, 
1898.

30. The Chenango County Census of 1890 is lost. 
31. Chenango County Directory, 1902: Otselic Town Directory, p. 387. 
32. Norwich Telegraph, Saturday, December 6, 1902. Bryant’s death certificate 

(courtesy of Leslie Edwards) allows calculation of his birthdate as January 15, 
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1829. The Town of Madison Census of 1855 gives his age as 26, which accords 
with this. In between, his birthdate vacillated widely. The 1880 Census gives him 
as aged 47, born 1833; that of 1900, as aged 69, born March 1831. When he was 
first convicted, in 1881, the newspaper called him an “old man of 60,” implying 
birth in 1821. The prison record gives his age at admission as 58, implying birth 
in 1823, and at release in November 1882 as 57! (The Governor’s Record—see 
note 25—does not give ages.)




