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  CHAPTER 1


  The Darn Man and the Leather Man


  Bizarre clothing, obsessive behavior, and impenetrable secrecy characterized two vagabonds who trod the back roads of nineteenth-century Connecticut for decades, on missions whose purpose was known only to them. One was clad in what had begun life as a formal coat but ultimately was mended by him so many times that it became more a tangle of motley filaments than agarment. The other wore an outfit he had fashioned from scavenged scraps of leather crudely sewn together.


  More than a century after these two men passed from the scene, questions about who they were, why they dressed in such peculiar and unique fashion, and what motivated each to walk his own set circuit over and over remain among Connecticut’s most puzzling mysteries. The tales that sprang up to explain their curious conduct are some of the state’s most enduring legends.


  The first of these enigmatic strangers took up his self-appointed rounds in eastern Connecticut sometime during the first half of the nineteenth century. By 1860 he had been a regular visitor for some thirty years—always wearing the same coat. When he appeared at a residence along his route, he requested sewing equipment and then set about darning any tears, holes, rips, or rents in the coat. If the woman of the house offered to make the repairs for him, he politely declined. Ultimately, the coat became “simply a mass of twine, yarn and thread,” recalled a man who was a boy when he saw the stranger at his family’s home in the town of Hampton in 1859. And its wearer had become known simply as the Darn Man, or some variation of that nickname, such as Darn Coat.


  The Darn Man appeared in rural northeastern Connecticut every April. He repeatedly walked a rough circuit of at least fifty miles that took him through small towns and hamlets such as Pomfret, Hampton, Sterling, and Woodstock. In January he vanished—where to, no one knew. He returned three months later, like some bizarre migratory bird, to resume his wanderings.


  This gentleman—for he displayed the manners of one well bred—typically spent the night at one of the homes along his route. He enjoyed reading the newspapers and magazines to which his hosts subscribed. He knew history and was well informed on recent news.


  But to questions about his own identity and origins, the Darn Man gave cryptic, evasive, and sometimes conflicting answers. “If you knew what I know about myself, you would know what I know,” he told one inquirer. He once said that his name was George Thompson, originally of Taunton, Massachusetts. Another time he claimed to be George Johnson, with family in Rhode Island.


  However, in conversation the Darn Man did let slip clues about what had launched him on his endless trek clad in the much-mended coat. “Boy, as you grow up, beware of the girls. Don’t spend your money on them,” the stranger cautioned a youth in the town of Hampton around 1860.


  
    Don’t pay out for a nice wedding suit, especially a coat, for you may be left as I was, to wander about with my wedding coat I avowed to wear until I learned what became of the one whom I had adored, who I am not willing to say went back on me; I am charitable enough to think she was spirited away or lost her mind or perhaps was killed.

  


  Such scarce nuggets of information, combined with observations of the Darn Man’s appearance and behavior, formed the nucleus of a romantic legend about who he really was and what had set him on his strange wanderings. While some of the details varied depending on who was doing the telling, the tale was consistent in its fundamentals.


  According to the story, the Darn Man was actually Frank Howland, a descendant of Mayflower Pilgrims. As a young man living along the eastern Connecticut shoreline, where some versions of the legend say he was employed as a teacher, Howland fell in love with the daughter of a sea captain.


  The couple became engaged, so the story goes, and Howland’s fiancée sailed to New York to buy her trousseau. But the ship bringing her back to Connecticut and her waiting lover sank, carrying her to a watery grave instead of a wedding ceremony.


  Being left standing—perhaps literally—at the altar by such a tragedy reportedly so devastated Howland that he became deranged. He took to wandering the roads of eastern Connecticut, wearing the coat he had donned for the nuptials that now would never happen.


  By 1860 the Darn Man’s decades of travel had taken a grave toll on the man’s body and spirit. He was “tall and gaunt, slightly bent,” an observer wrote of him in 1860. “The frosts of sixty winters have changed the once glossy black hair to snowy whiteness,” and his face was “pale and emaciated, with lines of sorrow and hardship, with dull meaningless eyes, which always seem fixed on vacancy.”


  The Darn Man’s mysterious, quixotic quest ended three years later. He was discovered, conscious but in critical condition, on Snake Meadow Hill Road in the town of Sterling, just about five hundred feet from the Rhode Island line. Whether he had fallen ill or had been injured in an accident was not reported. By the time he was carried to a nearby home, the Darn Man was dead. Legend says he was buried in Sterling, still clad in the same coat he had worn faithfully for thirty years.


  After the Darn Man’s death, the legends about him grew to include the circumstances of his passing. On a moonlit June night, according to the tale, the Darn Man was sitting beneath an elm tree in front of one of the houses at which he customarily stopped. When he heard a carriage coming down the road, and the sounds of voices and feminine laughter, he mistook them for the return of the bride he had lost half a lifetime ago. The elderly vagabond raced into the road, calling out, begging his beloved to stop. The horse drawing the carriage, spooked by the man’s unexpected appearance, bolted, knocking down the Darn Man and pulling the carriage over him, killing him almost instantly.


  Just around the time death ended the Darn Man’s decades of wanderings, another mysterious stranger displaying eerily similar behavior appeared on the opposite side of the state. This new character took eccentricity to a whole new level. He wore an entire suit—coat, pants, hat, shoes—made completely of leather. And not the supple leather that one finds in modern garments, but large scraps of leather crudely laced together.


  The leather-clad figure walked a 365-mile circuit through western Connecticut and eastern New York State on a strict schedule that took precisely thirty-four days to complete. Unlike the Darn Man, he never took a hiatus from his hike. He tramped his route twelve months of the year, in sizzling heat and bone-chilling cold. By most accounts, he spoke not at all, communicating only in grunts and gestures. Like his predecessor, he came to be known for his odd attire, as the Leather Man.


  This stranger who covered an average of ten miles a day on foot, laden with sixty pounds of leather, was not physically imposing: He stood about five feet eight inches tall and weighed approximately 170 pounds. In a small satchel he carried a few meager tools and possessions: an axe, a hatchet, a jackknife, an awl, a frying pan, a handmade tin pipe, some tobacco, and, most intriguingly to those curious about his identity, a French prayer book. He also wore a small crucifix around his neck.


  The Leather Man made regular stops at specific homes along his route. He accepted food, drink, and tobacco from the occupants but never slept in any of the houses he visited. His blue eyes regarded everything warily. He preferred to spend the nights in caves or in crude huts or shelters he built out of logs and rocks in the forest.


  Residents of the villages and countryside of western Connecticut and eastern New York were likely suspicious of or even frightened by this stranger when he first showed up on their roads. But any such concerns gradually faded with the passage of time.


  [image: image]
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  Copies of photographs of the Leather Man were sold as a kind of postcard souvenir. Middletown, Connecticut, photographer Frederick Moore charged the equivalent of $10 in modern money for a copy of this image he took of the Leather Man a few months before the old wanderer’s death in March 1889.


  “Although there is in this State a severe law against tramps, making tramping a State prison offense, no one has ever attempted to put it in force against him,” an article in the New York Times on August 15, 1884, reported. “The reason is that no one, woman or child, fears him, for all know
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