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HIRAM LEONARD AT WORK HAND TOOLING ONE OF HIS FIRST SPLIT-BAMBOO RODS WHICH SET THE
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FATHER
ol the
FLY ROD

by SPARSE GREY HACKLE

rmHE TRUE PURPOSE of a fly rod is to prevent its bearer

| from being arrested for vagrancy, for the delight of

trout fishing is not the full creel but things seen and people

" met. A roughly dressed man idling with a rod in his hand
is an angler; without it he is a vagabond.

And yet a fine fly rod is a magnificent thing, a strain of

music made visible, a living part of the hand that holds it.

Many an angler becomes so enchanted with the casting of
" a perfect rod that he resents interruption by trout.

The fly rod is, in fact, a sort of miracie. A typical 8-footer

eonfains only two-and-a-fraction ounces of bamboo, but
Sitean throw a fly 100 feet or kill a 20-pound salmon and

aiter a quarter of a million casts still be a good rod.

The miracle is 2 modern one, for although fly rods of a
- sortare older than recorded history, the first that was any-

thing more than a limber stick was made only about 75
- Years ago. Many men contributed to the development of
- the fly rod, but the man who took the last great steps in
- creating the fly rod that we know today was an American.
He made the American fly rod the world’s standard. And
A from the remote community of Bangor, Maine this Ameri-
- €an’s name went round the world until it was recognized
"‘Whe{ever flies were cast for trout. But only his name; even
;\_‘hlﬁ OWn country the man himself is almost unknown.
he man was Hiram L. Leonard, who not only achieved
Us in several fields but was one of the most colorful
_ndividualistic characters in the history of American
ng.

Was born in Maine but grew up near Honesdale, Pa.
the time he was 20 he was “in charge of the machinery”
| mining company. Then he went to Bangor, Me.,
Successively, a taxidermist, a gunsmith, a pro-
4 market hunter and fur trader, and a taxidermist
efore he took up rodmaking.

Y David Thoreau met him in 1857, when he was a
described him in Canoeing in the Wilderness
ne man of good height but not apparently
nanly address and faultless grooming (see

above). He was a spiritualist, a vegetarian who abhorred
liquor and detested tobacco. He was a good musician, play-
ing the flute and bass viol, and held the entertaining belief
that a man could not make a good fishing rod unless he
loved music and could play at least one instrument.

Leonard set foot on the path to fame when a Boston
sporting-goods house, Bradford & Anthony, was so im-
pressed with the workmanship of a wooden rod that he had
made for his own use that they started him making split
bamboo rods for them. This type was becoming popular
and the firm was having trouble getting well-made rods.

That was in 1871, when Leonard was 40 years old. From
the start, he had more work than he could handle, even
though he soon hired Fred Thomas to help him and, sub-
sequently, Ed Payne, Billy Edwards and two of his cous-
ins, Hiram and Loman Hawes, whom he brought up from
Honesdale. Incidentally, all of those names— Thomas,
Payne, Edwards and Hawes—were given to famous brands
of fine fly rods in after years.

Fly rods had been made of strips split from a stalk of
bamboo, planed to a fit and glued.together to form a rod
joint, well over 100 years before Leonard ever saw one. But
they were so badly designed and made that none of them
could cast 70 feet, a distance to which a man can throw a
line with his bare hand if he knows how. It was the na-
ture of Leonard’s art that he converted those old switches
into the modern miracle through three subsidiary miracles
of his own—engineering design, craftsmanship and a new
secret material. ,

He was the first man to make, in 1871 or 1872, a six-stri|
rod instead of the four-strip construction previously i
Anyone who can calculate things like longitudinal ;
and bent-beam stresses can prove by immutable
matical principles that the six-strip rod of na
section is inherently the best. I -
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 stroke and straightening at the
1 Shaping the shaft with varying
tapers at different points permits the
force of the stroke to be controlled,
timed and directed. :

Leonard’s second contribution was
a perfection of workmanship never pre-

viously approached. He was a superb -

craftsman, with genius in his hands,
and could make the good rods that he
did, at the start, with simple hand
tools. But he never could have kept up
with his orders by such methods, even
though he had hired and trained help.
So he designed some tools of his own.

SECRET OF THE BEVELER

Chief of the several machines which
he invented was the “beveler,” which
Leonard had in use certainly in 1877
and probably in 1876. It cut the tri-
angular, tapered strips, six of which
go into each section of a rod. It cut—
and still cuts, for makers of Leonard,
Thomas and Payne rods, and maybe
others, still use the beveler unchanged
today—the strip complete with all the
varying compound tapers on its outer
surface. The beveler produced glue-
joints so closely fitted as to be invisible
under a 20-power microscope and di-
mensions accurate to within a few
thousandths of an inch at any point
on the rod.

In an age of industrial secrecy Leon-
ard was notable for his secretiveness.
He realized that he had the rodmaking
world by the tail and took steps to
maintain his hold. The beveler was al-
ways kept in 2 locked room and only
he and his nephew, Reub Leonard, op-
erated it. If Fred Thomas had not hung
around and peeked until he found out

how it worked, he and Payne and Ed-
wards and Hawes would not have been
able to make the rods they did when
they quit the Leonard plant. To this

. ‘day, according to my information, the

- beveler at the Leonard plant is kept

~in a locked room, and only one man
‘how to run it.

rd was, if possible, even more

ut his third contribution

! “period
he '80s that he had made
““Chinese cane” in 1869, but apparent-
ly it made no impression on him.

But Mrs. Hiram Hawes, H. L. Leon-
ard’s daughter, recalls that in 1877 Lo-
man Hawes got hold of an umbrella,
down in Bangor, that had bamboo ribs
and knew that it must be something
other than Calcutta, the Indian cane
which up until that time was used for
fly rods. Calcutta would not have stood
such treatment. He and Leonard—or
maybe just Leonard—found out that
the stuff was Tonkin and located a
source of supply (it has always been
the monopoly of a few British dealers
in Hong Kong).

With it Leonard’s nephew Reub
increased the title-winning distance
cast from 80 feet in 1882 to 102 feet
in 1888. (Today’s record: 194 feet.)

In 1877 Leonard lost control of his
name and business by going into part-

a 10 of

recently become
Leonard rod. e
The Mills firm wanted |
er to New York, so in 18
his plant to Central 1

where it still is. About 1896
a big all-round row of some sor

the result that Leonard sold his

est in the H. L. Leonard Rod C
the Mills firm, and all his key wo:

men—Thomas, Payne, Edwards
the Hawes brothers—quit and sta

rod businesses of their own. Thereaf

Leonard had little to do with the fi

He died in 1907 at the age of 76.
There is only one more thing to n
about Leonard. He never taught

one, even his own nephews, anyt

about the calculation of rod tapers
After his death there was no one in
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design of a fly rod as
“on an engineering basis.
q of fumbling experiment,
ons from customers and the
ve thinking of a few ad-
o amateurs like the late Robert
arompton of Minneapolis before
. custom industry began making
rods again.
» —~om ROD COSTS $150

1t is probable that the total output

strictly frst-class custom fly rods
of Hiram L. Leonard made the first
g{nce.s today not greatly in excess of
png ‘;00 and that the current output is
‘:10 'er 2,500 rods a year than 5,000. As
near,ice Leonard’s first rods sold for
ft;:in a ,time when workmen supported
ﬂ;eir families on $1 a day. The price
>of o first-class custom trout rod today
is from $100 to $150, depending on the

>makel'.

And what of the future? Glass rods
are the thing today, and they are mar-
velously practical although even the
pest falls far short of perfection. As
a man who is considered a judge of
rods told me recently:

“You can get from any sports shop
for about $7.50 a glass rod that is just
as good as any of them except that it
needs a few more guides. You can fish
with it all day, lick the cows out of the
way and knock down a few apples and
when you are through give it to th¢
farm boy whose father let you fish and
he will be in ecstasies. It wouldn’t suit |
you or me, but it is a perfectiy go«
rod for an awful lot of fishermen who |
don’t know any better and don't |
want to.”

It seems more likely that progress
toward that exquisite, marvelous non- |
existent treasure, the perfect fly rod,
will come from the experimentation
of one or two present custom-rod mak-
ers like Garrison and Stoner, who car-
Iy on the Leonard tradition.

Is it worth the agony? Yes, if there
continue to be others like me. Logi-
cally, I should stick to a glass rod, since
L'am convinced that the intangibles
Which surround fishing are so much
more important than the fishing itself.
Lcan't cagt well, and I can’t tell a good
rqd from a bad one. Still and all, my
Effl: a:md I have eight or 10 custom

298 Including a Payne and four Gar-
T80ns that we would not part with.

ﬁ.;d I'would cheerfully go to the loan
rks for money to pay $300 apiece,

Yeén more, for three Garrisons that

‘8 any Jonger) would change their
nd sell them, (END)
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Created for REIS alone by

Cilla, Italy’s gifted stylist

You’ll have to wear your first
BRAVO knit shirt by REIS
to fully appreciate the com-
fort it gives you, the ad-
miration it wins . . . the
superb Continental styling.

o Fine, lightweight, two-ply lisle.

* “Tailored’’ side vents permit
wearing tucked in, or outside of
trousers.

¢ [talian open collar.

* Solid tones: light blue, mint
green, maize, navy, black, white.

¢ Roman-striped combinations:

er;y/while, black /white, navy;
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At fine stores everywhere. .. or write;
Robert Reis & Co. -
350 Fifth Avenue, New York 1, N.Y.
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Here are 3 ways to enjoy
cool 'round-the-clock comfort!

1-Slacks
2-Knock-A-Bouts

3-Bermuda Shoris

Known as the JAYMERO 3, this
handsome collection is elegantly
tailored of cool washable lin-weave
— in preferred masculine colors
and patterns. They’ll do
wonders for your wardrobe.
Popularly priced.

o

Now at your
favorite men’s store
—or write!

HOOSIER FACTORIES, INC, .
Michigan City, Indiana




