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  (Billy Smolinski vanished four years ago. The following remarks 
were given by Waterbury Observer publisher John Murray on 
August 23rd during a Missing Persons Rally on the Green in 
downtown Waterbury. More than a dozen people spoke to the 
gathering of two hundred people, including Waterbury Mayor 
Mike Jarjura, Police Chief Neil O’Leary, State Senator Sam 
Caligiuri, State Rep Selim Noujaim, State Rep Vicki Nardello, 
State Rep Larry Butler, Alderman Paul Vance, Alderman Mike 
Telesca, Sam Reiger, and the Smolinski Family)

   Two weeks ago the Smolinski family believed they 
were on the verge of finally bringing Billy home.
   Acting on an informant’s tip, the FBI facilitated a 
dig on a remote meadow in Shelton. For seven days 
town crews from Shelton clawed at the earth in an 
attempt to find Billy’s body.
   Specialized sonar equipment was brought in to try 
and detect Billy beneath the soil. It is believed that 
Billy may be buried beyond the 10 foot capacity of 
the sonar to pick up his remains. Efforts to bring in 
new equipment that can detect his body up to 20 feet 
is ongoing.
   After this incredible effort Jan, Bill and Paula were 
drained, but not empty. Throughout this four year 
nightmare the Smolinskis have never wavered from 
their total commitment to finding Billy.
   They have no intention of giving up now.

   The Smolinskis are sustained by their faith, and many 
times during these past few years Jan has expressed 
her belief that Billy disappeared for a reason, that this 
all must be part of God’s Plan. As they have sought 
meaning in their son’s disappearance, Jan and Bill 
Smolinski have set out to change the tangled and 
broken system used to find the missing.
   When Billy, a physically fit 31 year old man, 
disappeared, the Smolinskis had trouble gaining the 
attention of Waterbury police, and the state police. 
Eventually DNA samples were collected, but at the 
time nobody inside the Waterbury Police Department 
knew how to process the samples and enter them 
into CODIS, a national DNA data bank. Frustration 
led Jan to the internet where she communicated with 
the coroner in Las Vegas, police officers in Florida, 
and the families of other missing persons scattered 
through the United States. One mouse click led 
to another and Jan began to enter the world of the 
missing. She began to study DNA and learned about 
state, regional and national DNA data banks.
   Jan discovered that what she and Bill had 
encountered in Waterbury wasn’t an isolated 
incident. Similar stories were happening all across 
the country. The system for handling cases of adult 
missing person’s was a national disgrace. There are 
currently an estimated 140,000 missing persons in 

The BIG DIG

The FBI, State Police and Shelton Town Crews Probe
 Shelton Farm In Unsuccessful Effort To Find Billy Smolinski

The massive scope of the dig for Billy Smolinski 
is evident in this aerial shot taken by a 

Channel 8 helicopter and
 posted on its website.
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the United States. There are also an 
estimated 60,000 unidentified dead 
being stored with medical examiners 
and coroners across this country.
   National experts told the Observer 
that many of the missing were victims 
of murder and are now being stored 
as the unidentified dead. The key 
to connecting the missing to the 
unidentified dead is DNA, but samples 
from both groups are not being 
properly entered into the national data 
banks. Training has not yet caught up 
to science. There is a huge hole in the 
system, and Jan and Bill Smolinski have 
set out to try and help fix the system.
   The Smolinskis contacted their 
state representative, Vicki Nardello, 
who introduced model legislation 
in Hartford to mandate the way law 
enforcement officers handle the report 
of a missing person.
   Locally, Waterbury police chief Neil 
O’Leary recognized the shortcomings 
in how his department handled the 
investigation into Billy’s disappearance, 
and has changed the way his officers 
respond to a report of a missing person. 
Chief O’Leary told the Observer that 
the Waterbury Police Department will 
now handle every case of a missing 
person like a homicide until they know 
differently. Waterbury has been the first 
department in Connecticut to respond 
tot he Smolinski’s call for reform.
   This is tangible progress.
   Up in Hartford the bill calling for 
mandatory reform sailed through the 
legislature until it’s final stage. The 
bill was abruptly sent to Chief Willian 
Flaherty of POST, whose task it is to 
set training curriculum and procedure 
for all law enforcement officers in 
Connecticut. After four months of 
study, Chief Flaherty decided the new 
procedures should be suggestions to 
police departments, not law.
   This must change.
   Jan and Bill and a small army of 
volunteers have been collecting 
signatures on a petition calling for 
the changes to become mandatory, 
and they are returning to the state 
legislature next session to seek this 
change. It is important for every 
state politician in this crowd to help 
support the Smolinski’s efforts to make 
Connecticut a safer place to live.
   Despite the local and state changes, 
the Smolinskis aren’t going to stop 
there. This is a national crisis and Jan 
has been in touch with Senator Joe 
Lieberman and Congressman Chris 
Murphy to try and tackle this issue 
with a federal law.
   Change takes time, and power 
concedes nothing without a demand.
   Just days after the backhoes went 
silent on that vast meadow in Shelton, 
Jan met with Todd Stein inside the 
Smolinski’s Cheshire home. Mr. Stein 
is an aide to Senator Lieberman and he 
flew up from Washington to personally 
gauge this woman who was stirring up 
so many issues across the country.
   After a 90 minute meeting Mr. Stein 
agreed to return to Congress and begin 
crafting a bill that would mandate that 
all medical examiners and coroners 
upload DNA samples from the 
remains of the unidentified dead into 
a new national DNA data bank called 
NAMUS.
   This is tremendous progress.
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   Unexpectedly, as Jan has fought for 
change she has emerged as a national 
spokesperson for the missing and 
unidentified dead. She and Bill flew 
to Fort Worth Texas last month where 
she delivered the opening remarks 

to a three day training conference 
for medical examiners and law 
enforcement officers. Next week, Jan 
and Bill travel to Baltimore to address 
another conference, and at the end of 
September they are flying to Denver to 

address a conference of families of the 
missing.
   In addition Jan has launched a 
national project called The Quilt of 
Hope. The project is just getting off the 
ground, but it will become a collection 
of nine inch squares individualized by 
families of the missing and families of 
unsolved homicides. It stared with one 
panel and after a few short months Jan 
has received panels from as far away as 
Hawaii, and Seattle, and there are now 
three separate quilts. Jan is launching 
a website called thequiltofhope.com 
and she dreams one day of gathering 
hundreds of quilts from across the 
country onto the national mall in 
Washington D.C.. The project will 
give a face to the missing, and raise 
awareness to the staggering number 
of Americans who have vanished from 
their lives.
   There a has been a great change in 
the world of the missing since Billy 
Smolinski disappeared four years ago. 
There are efforts all across the country 
to reform the system, but few have had 
the success that Jan has, a quiet farm 
girl who is determined to find her son.
   If Billy had been found a week after 
he disappeared the case would have 
been a murder investigation and Jan 
and Bill would never have opened the 
Pandora’s Box into the world of the 
missing and unidentified dead. But life 
didn’t unfold that way, and because of 
the Smolinski’s efforts the citizens of 
the United States might have a more 
secure safety net beneath them.
   Jan and Bill have made something 
positive out of their son’s 
disappearance. They are driven by 
hope, and their hope is fueled by a 
faith that God has a master plan for all 
of us. If Billy’s disappearance is a part 
of God’s master plan, let’s all pray that 
somewhere in that plan, God allows 
Bill and Jan Smolinski the peace of 
bringing Billy home.
                                                         •
 

The Missing Persons Rally was organized by Dawn Breen, a co-worker of Billy Smolinskis at Durable Towing.
A choir from the Seventh Day Adventist Church helped close out the rally. Photographs By John Murray

Bill Smolinski listens intently as police Chief Neil O’Leary explains changes made in 
police procure since his department bungled its investigation.

A shy woman by nature, Janice Smolinski has turned into a tiger in the effort to find 
her missing son. She has become a national spokesperson for missing persons.


