H. L. Leonard
A Short Biography

The Early Years:

Hiram Leonard was one of America's most fascinating pioneers, although today,
virtually unknown outside of the state of Maine and the angling world. According to
legend, a great grandfather along with two brothers, came from England, reportedly on
the “Mayflower” and settled in the Plymouth Colony. Research into the descendants of
the Mayflower did not find this to be true. His father, Lewis, was born in Roxbury, near
Boston and after receiving his education, moved to Maine to raise sheep. After the War
of 1812, Lewis in Bangor, ME turned to the more profitable lumbering industry and
manufacturing of oars. Their quality was recognized and oars were shipped throughout
America, to England and other countries. Lewis married Hannah Blood from Knox, ME
and Hiram Lewis Leonard was born in Sebec, Piscatquis County, ME on June 23, 1831.
In 1835, the family moved to Ellenville, Nywhen was 4 years old. The reasons for this
initial move out of Maine are unclear. In 1838 the family moved to the Honesdale, PA
area (Cherry Ridge Township) which had great forests allowing Lewis to continue his
lumbering and oar making businesses. The Leonard family was involved in the “taming
of the wilderness” thiere, building roads for one example. Here Hiram began his
education and according to legend ,at 15 years old began to study civil engineering and
was somewhat self taught. He was employed at the Pennsylvania Coal Company in
Honesdale(1) and said to have charge of the machine department, maintaining and
designing new machinery while surveying the area for new mine shafts.(2) As a result,
his health deteriorated, possibly with respiratory problems and by 1850 or 51 was back
in Maine, to “fiesh air” which was considered a treatment for health problems. Hiram
was by estimation a genius. He demonstrated his talents, skills and innovations
throughout his life. His education, whether formal or not, may have included classes and
apprenticeships in wood and metal working, with his father making oars and with his
uncle as a machinist and gunsmith, which could explain his supervisory position at age
16 in the coal company's machine shop.(3) Uncle Dwight H. Hawes, living in Honesdale
with his family which included Hiram's cousins (the four Hawes brothers who later
joined Hiram in his rod making businness.), was known as a machinist and registered
gunsmith during the Civil War. Although his name doesn't appear in American
Gunsmiths by Frank Sellers (4), machinists were often advertised as gunsmiths and
repaired firearms although they may have not made any.

The legendary stories of Hiram as a “Great Hunter”, woodsman & hero(5), having saved
the driver and his fellow passengers from drowning after a coach accident in 1857, are
extensively documented as well as his involvement with the fish hatcheries in Maine.(6)
He was quite the musician who could play the violin and flute. His lifelong friend and
hunting companion, Manly Hardy wrote in his travel journals that Leonard brought his



flute with him on hunting trips and often one could hear the “sound of music” in the
wilderness darkness(7). The American Museum of Fly Fishing has in their Leonard files
a drawing of a flute Hiram invented. Nothing further is known about it.

Manly Hardy was the first of Maine's naturalists. His father Jonathan T. owned and
operated a fur and hide business in Brewer, Maine, across the Penobscot River from
Bangor. When Manly was twelve years old, Jonathan Hardy guided Prussian Count Karl
Luther, a descendant of Martin Luther, in Moose hunts around Brewer. The Count was in
North America to hunt big game and fish for trout and salmon in 1844. He ran out of
money and he borrowed about $200, a considerable sum in that time, from the Hardy
family, who extended their hospitality to the Count knowing he “was good for the debt”.
The count gave them his family jewels for collateral which were worth greater value.
The debt was repaid and the jewels returned.

Count Karl was fond of young Manly and left him a rod, reel and its travel case. The rod
was described by Manly's daughter, Fanny Eckstorm in her book about Maine
woodsmen,(8) as a salmon rod. While there is nothing known about Hiram's early
fishing days, it is likely that Count Karl's rod was the first quality fishing rod that he
saw. Many years later Hiram Leonard gave his friend Manly a pistol with his two shot
mechanism on it and this pistol and the rod, reel and case was later in the Littlefield
family, close friends of the Hardys. The Littlefield family transferred ownership of
Manly Hardy's Leonard pistol and Count Karl's fishing outfit to another Mainer where
they reside today.(9) Although Manly's rod and reel were thought to have been used to
catch salmon, it was not. A. J. Campbell and & I examined the rod and were surprised
with not only the quality, but it's delicate nature, clearly a dainty valise rod, each section
approximately 25 inches in length, not having been measured. It was made of hickory in
the early 19" century British style with brass ferrules and flip ring guides with a brass
escutcheon for a spike reel and the butt section fitted for a spike. The diminutive reel is
the Irish spike reel style. The rod has five joints and the butt cap engraved “Craig,
Dublin”. Examples of this type of rod are described in the 1839 John Cheek fishing
tackle catalog. Hiram Leonard had written in a letter before his death that his first rods
were of wood and perhaps based on Manly's gifted rod.

H. L. Leonard, Gunsmith:

When Hiram came back to Maine, sometime between 1851 and 1852, mostly likely
Bangor, he already possessed the skills necessary to be a fine craftsman and wasted no
time in establishing himself with the woodsmen of the area. Penobscot, aka David
Libbey, who befriended Leonard, published an article in Forest & Stream with an
illustration of an improved “Nessmuk” ax that Hiram invented in the 1850's.(1 1) Hiram
worked for and trained under gunsmith Charles V. Ramsdell of Bangor starting shortly
after arriving in Maine. Here he developed his unique two shot mechanism for a single



barrel with superimposed loads, that is one charge on top of another in the same barrel,
although we do not know the exact date. Gunsmiths invented various methods to fire
multiple shots from a single barrel since the middle 1600's. In these mechanisms, the
front charge is fired first, then the next charge fired, all be means of the hammer on a
movable lever either flintlock or percussion positioned at the appropriate charge. A
sliding bar mechanism was made in Pennsylvania in the mid 1800's, but not patented
while Daniel Neal, born in Maine, but removed to Ohio patented a two shot system in
1855. It is possible that Leonard improved this design or that Neal had seen the Leonard
design.(12) Francis Philbrook told his son that he learned the gunsmithing trade in the C.
V. Ramsdell shop at the time that Leonard was working there on his multishot guns and
that “Hiram Leonard was one of the greatest hunters that ever lived.”(13)

Manly Hardy recorded the popularity of the Leonard designed multishot rifles in his
journals and also how dangerous they could be. On one of Manly's hunting trips with
Leonard, he recorded that Hiram arrived at camp after dark and while beaching his
canoe, his rifle discharged , the bullet narrowly missing Leonard. Accidental discharges
occurred twice on that trip. On other trips, Manly recorded other incidences of “ 2
shooters” accidentally discharging one or both loads. Although there was the danger of
both loads firing at the same time, Leonard's guns were popular. Rufus Philbrook,
another hunting and trapping companion, bought one of Hiram’s “4 shooters”, that is a
two barreled gun loaded with two charges in each barrel.(14) Many of those “2 shooters”
were later converted to single load firearms with the removal of the front part of the
mechanism and plugging the front percussion nipple. Twenty firearms with the Leonard
two shot lock mechanism have been recorded.(15) At least four that were described in
print are lost to history; Manly Hardy's pistol is in the Maine State Museum and the rest
are in private collections with at least four converted to single shot for safety. Some of
these guns had just the lock converted to the Leonard mechanism, while others were
completely made by Hiram Leonard with those having two or three barrels unique to
him. In addition, Leonard made a revolving rifle and a Bangor style underhammer boot
pistol.(16)

On September 25, 1859, Hiram married Elizabeth S. Head of Bangor and in a letter to
his son Manly, Jonathan T. Hardy wrote from Brewer: “Mr. Leonard was married about
about two weeks ago and immediately started with his wife on a hunting excursion up
Pleasant River, camping out. He has returned and boards at the 'exchange' (Bangor)”.
(17) Leonard's activities during the years from 1860 to 1868 are unclear. Hiram's
whereabouts during the Civil War are unknown, but a trip was reported as having
occurred during those years to New Brunswick, Canada and remaining there for several
years.(18) Since he was newly married, it is unlikely that Hiram left his bride home
while he was out and about in Canada. They were at least in Bangor in 1863 when
Elizabeth was on her own hunt in April, 1863 and reported in some news accounts:
“They have spunky women in Bangor. One of them, Mrs. Hiram L. Leonard, ...on a



hunting excursion, traveling fourteen miles on snow shoes, with the mercury nearly
thirty degrees below zero. ”’(19) Charles Ramsdell made target rifles for that popular
sport in the 1850's and was known to have produced sharpshooter's rifles for the Maine
sharpshooter's units during the Civil War.(20) It is possible that Hiram worked at the
Ramsdell shop producing them as well. One sharpshooter's rifle with a Leonard two shot
mechanism was sold at auction in 2009.(21)

H. L. Leonard, Fishing Rod Maker and Early Employees:

Hiram Leonard was listed in the Bangor Business Directory in 1869-1870 as a gunsmith,
no business address, then in 1871 -1872 as guns & fishing tackle, 2&1/2 Kenduskeag
Bridge, and under Fishing Tackle: manufacturer and for years to 1880, only Fishing
Tackle: manufacturer.(22) Thus began his rod making career. In the 1870 Industrial
Census, Hiram L. Leonard is listed as a manufacturer of fishing tackle with a hand lathe
using bamboo and wood as materials with one employee, male over 16 years of age. The
business in operation for 12 months and the value of goods produced or repaired $700.

Who was this lone first employee? We may never know, but in interviews with Cora
Hawes, Hiram's daughter and with Irma Littlefield, Fred's daughter, each placed Fred
Thomas as Leonard's first hire about 1871. Early newspaper and sporting magazine
articles also mention his employment with Leonard during the Bangor days. Cornelia
“Fly Rod” Crosby described meeting Fred Thomas: “We had the pleasure of visiting the
factory where the rods are manufactured where we met Mr. Fred Thomas who has
charge and for eleven years has worked in the Leonard factory.” This places Fred to
1878 with Leonard in Bangor.(23) His years with the Leonard Rod Company have often
been reported as starting in Central Valley, New York in 1884. Even Leon believed his
father started with the company in either 1882, 1884 or 1886.(24) However, Hiram
Leonard's obituary also stated that “Fred L. (sic) Thomas, the rod maker of this city,
learned his trade with Mr. Leonard and was with him up to a short time before Mr.
Leonard left Bangor.”( 24) In the 1870 Federal Census, Fred is listed as living in
Newburgh, 15 years old and a farm laborer. His father James is 58 years old and a
farmer in Newburgh, but also listed in the Bangor Business Directory from 1868 to 1870
as a carpenter on Broadway and Bridge Streets in Bangor. James died on May7, 1873. In
1871-1872, Mrs. James Thomas is in the directory living on Broadway and from 1873 to
1876 she is still listed, but as a widow. Fred and his siblings are in Bangor with her. The
1880 Federal Census reports that Fred, his mother, Mary and older brother Charles live
in Brewer with his sister, Etta and her husband, James A. Snow and cousin Walter. In
1881, Fred, now 26 years old, follows Hiram Leonard to Central Valley, New York.

By the mid-1870's the United States was in a depression, but the savings and loan
associations felt relatively safe with increasing total deposits. The trustees of the Bangor
Savings Bank felt secure with their increasing deposits and continued to offer at high



interest rate of 6 percent on savings, however its asset quality was eroding. A decrease in
deposits began in 1875, coupled with the bank's investment railroad bonds defaulting.
While in 1876, four Maine banks went into receivership, the Bangor Savings Bank
remained afloat, but was hemorrhaging both money and customers. Unemployment was
up to 25 percent. The banks began to recover in the 1880's. Not all merchants and
business suffered bankruptcy, many weathered the storm.(25)

The H. L. Leonard Rod Company had just begun in 1870, was growing and needed
capital to expand, buy the necessary tools and hire more help to meet the demand for
their fishing rods. An article under Maine Manufacturing News in the Bangor Whig &
Courier, February 22, 1875 stated “Mr. H. L. Leonard has a fish rod factory in Bangor:
The machinery employed is worth about $2000, while he has expended some $4000 for
the necessary tools.” The article stated that he employed nine men and two women with
one man making “flies”.(26) On February 2, 1876, H. L. Leonard signed a mortgage
agreement with his business neighbor, David Bugbee, “the receipt of which is hereby
acknowledged, do hereby grant, sell, transfer and deliver unto the said Bugbee the
following goods and chattels, namely: all and singular the goods, wares and
merchandise tools stock and fixtures now belonging to me and now in my Fishing Rod
Manufactory in Dorris Block, corner of Hammond St”.(27) This is a chattel mortgage
with David Bugbee for the sum of $500. Although this agreement is recorded in the
Records of Mortgages for the City of Bangor, it is a bill of sale to David Bugbee of all of
the equipment and personal property belonging to Leonard which is held as security and
would have had.a repayment note with the terms attached to it.

On May 1, 1877, Hiram again sold all of his machinery, tools and personal property to
Adrianna W. Kidder for $2000 with the bill of sale subject to “a mortgage heretofore
made by me for the sum of Five Hundred Dollars to have and to hold her, her heirs and
assigned subject to said mortgage.” signed by H. L. Leonard and notarized. There were
no terms of repayment, nor mention of a partnership agreement. In addition, a
“Memoranda of agreements made and concluded this May 1, 1877 between Hiram L.
Leonard of Bangor, Maine and James H. Kidder of the City of Boston, Massachusetts.”
which hired James Kidder to travel advertise and sell Leonard products for a period of
three years and “ the said Kidder shall receive for his said service in lieu of a stated
salary one half of all the net profits of the said business and no more or less: but this
shall not constitute him a partner, as he is to be no sharer in losses and is to be under no
liability or obligation.... ”(28) James Kidder introduced the Leonard rods and reels
(made by Philbrook & Paine) to Thomas Bate Mills and William Mills. He established a
New York office at 19 Beaver Street (up stairs) to which advertisements advised orders
for Leonard products to be sent to that office after October 15, 1877(28).

On February 4, 1879, Hiram gave Adrianna Kidder a notarized “second bill of sale” and
an “improvement of B” which was the total list of machinery, tools and stock including



everything added since May 1, 1877. This “second bill of sale” was still subject to the
$500 mortgage.(29) David Bugbee personally delivered a foreclosure notice to Hiram
Leonard on February 10, 1879 for failing to make any payment on his February 1876
repayment note of “payment of $500 in six months at the rate of eight percent interest”.
This note was recorded as “satisfied, December 18, 1880”.(27)

William Mills & Son purchased all of the property used by H. L. Leonard from Adrianna
Kidder. In a notarized document she stated that all of her interests were free and clear
from any claims upon it. The sale agreement was for $2000 and included “Schedule A”,
all of the previous agreements and bills of sale with Hiram Leonard including James
Kidder's contract and “Schedule B”, the complete inventory list of tools, machines and
property. These agreements were executed in the city and county of New York. Hiram
Leonard is then hired by William Mills and Son, the owners of all of the equipment and
materials, on December 12, 1879 to “superintend and manage the manufacture of said
Leonard Bamboo Rods at the town of Bangor, or at any other place agreed upon by the
parties”. The employment agreement was for two years ending in December, 1881 and
Hiram's salary was one half the net profits.(30) Notices of Leonard's move to Central
Valley, Orange County, New York were published in November of 1880 (31). The
journey was sometime in 1881.

During those Bangor years of 1870 to 1880 with the Leonard manufactory, Fred Thomas
learned rod making skills, one of them as a wood turner making the wood rod sections
needed.(32) In the Hawes family scrapbook is an unidentified article describing a
“dramatic entertainment in the Institute Hall in Bangor with music, the orchestra
composed of H. W. Hawes, E. W. Edwards, H. L. Leonard, F. E. Thomas and Miss Bertie
Noxen.” Fred's daughter Irma reported that he played clarinet.(33) By 1880, Fred
Thomas bought property in Brewer from his brother-in -law Walter Snow and was
taking the legal responsibility for his mother Mary. Fred acquired interests in other
properties as well and in 1881, sold or transferred some properties indicating that he
would be leaving Maine.(34)

Little is known about Fred's New York years before he left the Leonard Rod Company to
produce the Kosmic rod for A. G. Spalding. Fred's daughter related this story: ”F E

( Fred's nickname) met Mrs. T. (Sara (Sadie) Earl) of Central valley while attending the
local church. She had very heavy hair and wore a wreath of Black Eyed Susans. When
standing, she loosened her hat and it fell into the seat in front of her. F E heard
something behind him, turned to see Mrs. T. and thought “Prettiest Girl Ever Saw .

The hat was where he was to sit down.” They went to the county fair together and one
day on a ride with Sara's cousin Lizzy and two friends Fred said “Let's get married.” and
then, true to his thrifty Maine Welsh background, asked “Do you want a new house or
an engagement ring?” They were married in the Presbyterian Church in Monroe, NY by
Reverend F. B. Thomas on July 18, 1886. Sara, born in Turners, NY in 1869, was about



18 years old. They moved into an unfinished house without stairs and completed it
working at night.(35) Fred continued to work at the Leonard Rod Company until he,
Loman Hawes, Eustis Edwards and Edward Payne in 1888 or 1889 formed their “dream
team” partnerships that launched them into fame.
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