
What’s New?

New Listing Washington: Dramatic Pond
Views with 5 bedroom main house and 2
bedroom caretaker apartment. High ceilings
and huge windows let in the light! 23 +/- acres.
Large kitchen with center island and indoor
pool. $2,500,000

New Listing Norfolk: Renowned architect,
Alfredo Taylor, turn of the century bungalow
overlooking the Berkshire foothills. Soaring
great hall with balconies, 6 bedrooms, giant
solarium with glass ceiling. 44 +/- acres abutting
land trust. caretaker’s apt, artist’s studio and
barn. $2,250,000

New Listing Roxbury: Modern farmhouse
on 15 +/- private acres abutting land trust. 3
bedroom main house with guest house and large
heated barn for studio or cabana. All newly
renovated to perfection! $1,395,000

New Price Washington: Chance to own the
50 yard line in the center of town, clean site.
Development potential, approved septic. Call
for plans or bring your own ideas. Just Reduced
from $1,500,000 to $1,100,000

New Price Bridgewater: Renovated antique
with all its original charm. 4/5 bedrooms, 4 full
baths, 4 fireplaces. Large open chef’s kitchen
with top of the line appliances. 4 +/- acres,
large barn, abutting land trust. $1,695,000

New Summer Rental Bridgewater: Ultimate
Summer Getaway. Charming and Perfect in
every way. Light and bright with 4 bedrooms/4
baths, game room, high ceilings, luxury
open kitchen, covered deck and gunite pool
overlooking magnificent Western views.
$50,000 June, July and August.
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A Wild World of Smuggling
Written by KATHRYN BOUGHTON

It’s an automatic response. We see an 
exotic animal, bird or reptile and are 
attracted by its novelty. Their brilliant 

feathers, luxurious fur and sinuous grace are 
magnets for the human species. Virtually as 
long as man has lived in cities and towns, he 
has captured and kept wild trophies. 

As early as the 8th Century, 
Charlemagne had elephants in the 
Netherlands and Germany. Monkeys, 
lions, bears, camels and exotic birds were 
housed in his three menageries. William 
the Conqueror continued the fad, housing 
exotic animals at Woodstock, a collection 
enlarged by his son, Henry I, who brought 
in lions and leopards, among other crea-
tures. 

These ancient kings faced no laws against 
importation of exotic wildlife, but their 
depredations of the wild populations were, 
given the exigencies of early travel, not 
extensive. Unfortunately, today a sophis-
ticated subculture provides a continuous 
stream of captured creatures to a world-
wide pool of buyers, often leading to the 
death of the animals and to their retention 
under circumstances dangerous—and per-
haps fatal—to both captor and captive.

Attempting to curb this illegal trade is a 
small cadre of U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
secret agents, who attempt to infiltrate and 
disrupt the importation of exotic creatures 
or the products made from their bodies. It’s 
an uphill battle for the agents, said Jessica 
Speart of Easton, a freelance writer and 
author of 11 books about wildlife enforce-
ment issues. 

“There are under 200 agents for the 
whole U.S.,” she said. “They are under-
manned and underfunded. This is a $10 to 
$15 billion a year business and it is carried 
on by the same guys who do drug smug-
gling and gun running. These agents have 
a very dangerous job. Usually everyone is 
carrying a gun and they are out in the wil-
derness, disrupting something that brings in 
a lot of money.”

Ms. Speart will talk about her most 
recent book, “Winged Obsession,” Feb. 23 
at 6:30 p.m. in Founders Hall auditorium 
at Northwestern Connecticut Community 
College in Winsted. The book, which was 
published last April and comes out this 
April in soft cover, focuses on an illegal 
trade that most people would never give 
a thought to—the capture and sale of but-
terflies and bugs. It tells the tale of U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife secret agent Ed Newcomer’s 
capture of Yoshi Kojima, the world’s most 
notorious butterfly smuggler. 

From the late 1990s until 2006, Mr. 
Kojima ran a black market in some of the 
planet’s most beautiful and endangered 
creatures. Agent Newcomer worked under-
cover for three years, gaining the felon’s 
confidence so completely that the two 
nearly became business partners—and then 
he arrested the butterfly man. 

Ms. Speart became fascinated by the 
tale, but realized it would never work as a 
fictionalized addition to her Rachel Porter 
series of endangered wildlife thrillers or as a 
magazine article. “Kojima was the go-to guy 
for highly prized rare butterflies—for some 
people having an example of these butter-
flies is like having a Renoir,” she related. “I 

wanted to tell the story as narrative nonfic-
tion. I couldn’t turn it into fiction—no one 
would believe it.”

To that end, she began an investigation 
almost as extensive as Ed Newcomer’s. “I 
had access to all the tapes and dialogue 
and I wanted to bring it all to life as narra-
tive nonfiction. It is easy when you really 
immerse yourself in the material,” she said. 

“I knew about the case,” she continued. 
“I had spent lots of time with the case 
agent, had interviewed the prosecuting 
attorney, Kojima’s acquaintances and 
friends. It was just a matter of putting my 
head and mind into the characters, of get-
ting into their heads. I was an actress when 
I was younger and I approached it the same 
way I would a role. Ninety-nine percent of 
the dialogue in the book is verbatim from 
the tapes.”

She said her pursuit of Kojima’s reality 
became her “Moby Dick” as she researched 
the book. “The thing that gets you going is, 
‘What makes him tick?’ she said. “After I 
had done everything else I could, I became 
as obsessed with meeting him.”

But access to the butterfly smuggler, who 
went to jail for two years as a result of Mr. 
Newcomer’s work, was denied to her. “He 
refuses to speak to anyone,” she reported. 
“He’s hard to get a hold of and he was 
traveling the world catching amazing but-
terflies—he hasn’t stopped.”

To finally meet the man and to complete 
her own research, she went to Japan. “I 
didn’t know anyone in Japan and I don’t 
speak Japanese. It didn’t matter—I just had 
to try to find him, to put a period on the 
last sentence. I knew if I showed up on his 
doorstep, he would never speak. So I went 

undercover, as someone else. He had an 
antiques store on the ground floor of his 
home and I was looking at a few antiques in 
the window. Suddenly, he was behind me. I 
knew it was show time.”

And therein lies much of the tale she will 
tell when she appears in Winsted next week. 

While she did not wish to detail that por-
tion of the story for this article, she did say 
that her prolonged exposure to the smug-
gler left her with few moral qualms about 
what she was doing. “I didn’t feel bad about 
it because Yoshi was doing a lot of illegal 
things,” she said. 

Ms. Speart fell into the realm of writing 
about wildlife enforcement writing quite by 
chance. “I started acting in my teens,” she 
said. “I had majored in theater at Boston 
University College of Fine Arts and then 
went to the New School for Social Research 
and studied at the Lee Strasberg Institute.”

She enjoyed limited success in the enter-
tainment work, eventually landing a recur-
ring role in a daytime soap. “But then my 
boyfriend and I broke up and they killed 
me off in the soap opera. That’s when I had 
an epiphany,” she reported. “I had banged 

my head against doors for more than 10 
years. The recurring role was nice—but 
most of the time you go for an audition and 
you are too young, too old, have too many 
freckles or not enough freckles. When you 
are young, you have less to lose, but then 
you get tired. You start getting nervous 
about auditions. I wanted something dif-
ferent, but something that I had a passion 
about.

“I took my money and went to Africa,” 
she continued. “That was at the height 
of when elephants were being killed for 
their tusks and rhinos for their horns. I was 
always interested in wildlife and I didn’t 
want to go back to school. So I sat down 
and wrote an article, kind of a science 
piece, and sent it to Omni magazine—and 
they bought it! It was sheer, dumb luck. I 
thought, ‘Geez, this is better than acting.’”

What she discovered was a tiny niche 
in the writing market, looking at the big 
business of illegal trade in endangered spe-
cies. “It’s amazing what you can do when 
you are naive,” she said. “You don’t know 
the rules, so you just break them. I saw 
something about the first forensic lab for 

endangered species. So I called the lab 
and then wrote a query. And Omni said, 
‘Yeah.’”

Ken Goddard, director of the 
National Fish & Wildlife Forensics 
Laboratory in Ashland, Ore., and a nov-
elist in his own right, offered the sugges-
tion that she write crime thrillers about 
the trade in endangered species. It was 
an idea she took to heart—but first she 
had to develop a network of informants.

Wildlife agents are a tight network, 
she said. “They don’t let strangers in 
and they don’t talk a lot. But I got one 
agent to agree to let me do an article. 
Then one agent would tell another and 
doors started opening up,” she reported. 
“They started talking about cases—it’s 
a pretty rarified environment. I did a 
lot of articles. Then I decided to write 
an entertaining mystery series with fun 
characters to bring the issues to light.”

Among the issues is the danger that 
agents face daily. “It’s the same as doing 
undercover drug work,” she said. “Ed 

Newcomer went undercover once with the 
L.A. gangs. They were killing the hawks and 
falcons that were killing their roller pigeons. 
If he had been found out, it would have 
been really dangerous. I know other guys 
undercover out in wilderness—these gangs 
really look into who you are and you had 
better have your cover tight.”

While it is a dangerous world the agents 
inhabit, Ms. Speart said she has only occa-
sionally faced danger. “The fiction is not so 
dangerous,” she said, “but when it is nonfic-
tion, that is a whole different thing. People 
aren’t always happy with what you write. I 
had a threat once, but nothing happened.”

Ms. Speart, who is working on another 
narrative nonfiction book, says that when 
she is writing, “I get so caught up in it, it 
takes over my life. Every waking thought is 
about the book and these people.”

A reception will follow her NCCC appear-
ance Feb. 23. This event is sponsored by the 
Northwestern Connecticut Community 
College English Department and the NCCC 
Cultural Planning Committee and is free and 
open to the public.
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Jessica Speart, above, and her new book, 
“Winged Obsession,” right.


