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The Barn Corner 

COBBLERS AND SHOEMAKERS WERE SKILLED WORKERS 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Although cobblers and shoemakers performed an important function in local society 
- making and repairing shoes - these trades did not always command the highest 
respect.  Hence one could "cobble something together," meaning make-do or repair 
in a hasty manner, or make a statement "for a blacksmith he's a pretty good 
shoemaker."  There is also the saying, "the shoemaker's children always go 
barefoot." 
 
The tools of the cobbler and shoemaker trades include awls (for making holes for 
stitching), a burnisher (which was heated and used to buff the leather), a marking 
wheel (to indicate where the needle should go), a size stick (to measure the foot), a 
sole knife (to cut the leather), and stretching pliers (to stretch the leather in the 
upper part of the shoe).   
 
Displayed in the Historical Society’s barn museum are several shoe lasts, both 
wooden and iron.  Lasts are shaped similar to a human foot and are used in the 
manufacture or repair of shoes.  The leather was formed against the last to make the 
shape of the shoe.                           
 

Soles were attached to the upper shoe by wooden pegs (wooden lasts) or metal nails  
 (iron lasts). The lasts were also used to replace worn out soles in order to spare the 
expense of buying new shoes. 

Continued on page 2 
 

Learning the cobbler’s trade 
1914 painting by Emile Adan 
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The Barn Corner, Continued from page 1 
 
New shoes were not always a joy to receive.  The shoe, although formed to the right 
length, was neither left nor right so that it was painfully shaped by the wearer over 
time.  Wealthy people could afford to have shoes custom made for each foot.  As late 
as the mid-20th century I remember my father using a metal last to resole his work 
shoes with rubber cut and shaped from old tires. 
 
Shoes today can be made more comfortable and cheaper 
than in ages past and the need to have them repaired has 
been reduced significantly. 
 
A QUESTION:  Cobblers have been working with shoes 
for centuries, and cobbling is one of the oldest 
professions in the world. Historically, people purchased 
shoes from this person, and used his or her services to  
repair the shoes as needed. A single pair of shoes could  
last for a decade or more with judicious resoling, refinishing, and minor repair work, 
giving the wearer a great deal of mileage.  So the question is: why are there are very 
few people with the surname Cobbler.  Why are there many more wheelers, coopers, 
sawyers and carters than there are people whose last name is cobbler? 
 
NOTE:  A recent donation by Howard Rood includes cobblers’ tools that were used in 
his family.  These will be on display whenever the barn is open.  

-  
- Barn Corner articles are contributed by David Ryan - 

 
 

*********************************************************************************************** 
Bit of Trivia 
Question: Where was the Catlin Inn located and who was its most famous visitor? 

Answer on page 3 
 

*********************************************************************************************** 
 
Membership in the Harwinton Historical Society is $15 per person per year.  Dues may be 
sent to P.O. Box 84, Harwinton, CT 06791.  
 
Individuals or groups wanting to tour the restored 1840’s First District Schoolhouse or 
barn museum located on the grounds of the Harwinton Consolidated School should contact 
President Bonnie Andrews at 860-482-7978 or by email to harwhistsoc@gmail.com 

SHOE LASTS 
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Harwinton  

Historical Society 
PO Box 84 

Harwinton, CT 06791 
860-482-7978 

Answer to A Bit of Trivia (from page 2):  

 
Answer: The Catlin Inn was at 1 Harmony Hill Road 
(on the Northwest corner of Harmony Hill and 

Burlington Road - Route 4) in a house that still 
stands and is a private residence.  The house’s most 

famous visitor is said to have been George 
Washington who stopped for lunch there in 1780. 
 
 

 

 
HELP NEEDED 

The Historical Society’s officers and directors have been 
discussing the desire to open the schoolhouse and barn 
museum to the public more often during the warm months.  
Please consider volunteering as a guide in one of the 
buildings on a Saturday or Sunday afternoon.  Background 
information is available in both buildings and orientation can 
be scheduled on request.  
 
Two specific dates were selected to start: 
 

¶ Saturday, May 20th in the late afternoon during the 
Westside Volunteer Fire Department's annual roast 
beef dinner.  The time would probably be 4 to 6 or 
6:30.  This would require about 6 people who could 
alternate times if wanting to attend the dinner.  

 

¶ Saturday, June 10th, Connecticut Open House Day 
from 1 to 5 p.m. for the annual Connecticut Open 
House Day.  This would require at least two people for 
the schoolhouse (one from 1-3 and another from 3-
5).  The barn would need 6 people (three from 1 to 3 
and another three from 3 to 5). 

 
If you are not available May 20 or June 10 but would be willing 
to serve as a guide on another Saturday or Sunday afternoon 
between June 1 and Oct. 1, please indicate when you are 
available.  The buildings will only be opened if there are 
adequate volunteers (one person or two  in the schoolhouse 
and two or three in the barn for each open day). 
 
If you have questions or are able to volunteer, please contact 
any member of the Board of Directors or call or email: 

Bonnie or Dennis Andrews 
860-482-7978 

harwhistsoc@gmail.com 
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MARK YOUR CALENDARS: PROGRAM OFFERED  
by the Harwinton Historical Society 

 

Spanish American War – Sunday April 30, 2 to 4 PM 
 
Although it lasted a mere 113 days, the Spanish-American War of 1898 has been the second most 
popular war in American history.  Although the United States declared that it was fighting Spain to 
help free the Cuban people from Spanish oppression, we soon wound up taking over Cuba 
ourselves-- along with Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines.  
 
Join Dr. Karl Valois for a lively discussion of the war that transformed our nation into a world 
power.  Among the topics to be explored are: the causes of the conflict; the power of the "Yellow 
Press," Teddy Roosevelt and the Rough Riders, and military highlights.  
 
The program will be offered on April 30, 2017 at the Harwinton Library. There will be no charge 
and all are invited.  Donations are always gratefully accepted. 
 
 
 

SCHOOLHOUSE CLEANING DAY 
SATURDAY, MAY 13 – 10 A.M. 

After winter the Historical Society’s one room 
schoolhouse on Route 118 needs a cleaning.  Tasks 
include wiping down the desks and washing the 
windows.  Books, stored in the Skinner House for 
winter, will be replaced on the book shelf.  These 
tasks will take less than 2 hours with enough help.  
Please volunteer and bring cleaning supplies.                        

 

2017 History Bites Lecture Series Begins This Month 
All lectures are at noon on Thursdays. Bring lunch.  

 Reservations requested, but not required 
 
Thursday, April 6 at the Old Bethlehem Historical Society 
Archaeology as a Public Service: Investigating Our Indigenous Peoples 
Speaker: Douglas J. Boucher, MA in Archaeology.  Lecture Site: Shellman Parish Center, Church of the Nativity  
48 East Street, Bethlehem, CT 203-266-5196/7628; www.ci.bethlehem.ct.us 
Archaeology of the 21st century has become a public service, a tool to connect descendent communities to their 
ancestors. A site in Bethlehem may be related to one of the six excavated Paleo-Indian encampments in the 
state, thus helping to paint a picture of the town’s indigenous past.  

 

See More History Bites, page 6 
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Looking Back in Harwinton History 

Lois Lenskiôs Books and Illustrations tell Harwintonôs Story 
Contributed by Joyce Peck 

 
She may not be as well-known today, but for decades in 
the mid-20th century Lois Lenski was a household name in 
Harwinton and around the country. 
 
She and her family were Harwinton residents for three of 
the five decades she wrote and illustrated children's books 
and more. Although she died more than 40 years ago, 
her books are still on the shelves at the Harwinton Public 
Library and many others and can be purchased through 
book sellers both in stores and on the internet. 
 
Lenski spoke to children as well as adults through her 
many children's picture books and illustrations which 
include chapter books, short stories, songbooks, poetry 
and even an autobiography. For one of them, "Strawberry 
Girl, “which is set in Florida’s growing fields, she won the 
prestigious Newberry Award in 1946. In all, she 
published 98 books. 
 
Lenski lived on Harmony Hill Road with her muralist husband, Arthur Covey, also a well- 
known artist and muralist. The had one son, Stephen.  
 
In 1928 the couple bought “Greenacres” including its 1790 farmhouse and 113 acres of land 
on Harmony Hill Road.  And there she worked and taught art to countless Harwinton area 
children who came to her studio on the property. 
 
Lenski was born in Springfield, Ohio, in 1893.  In 1960 she retired to Florida for health reasons 
and it is there that she died in 1974. 
 
Greenacres was the inspiration for Lenski's book, "Phebe Fairchild: Her Book," which 
describes life at the farm as it might have been in the 1830's. Among her other books were 
"Flood Friday" about the Flood of '55 in Connecticut. 
 

 

PLAYGROUND BUILD SEEKING VOLUNTEERS 

The Harwinton Consolidated School PTO has funds for a new playground and has scheduled a 

ñCommunity Build Dayò on April 14 and 15 from 8:30 to 5:00.  They will be providing breakfast and 

lunch both days.  A few volunteers are still needed.  If you can help or have questions, please contact 

Alyssa Prenoveau, the PTO President at 860-681-4659. 

 

Lois Lenski 

http://www.harwintonhistory.com/
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More History Bites Lecture Series, continued from page 4 
 
Thursday, April 13 - Flanders Nature Center & Land Trust 
The Flight of the Eastern Bluebird 
Speaker: Dr. Edward Boisits, Flanders Naturalist. Lecture Site: The Studio, 5 Church Hill Road, Woodbury, CT,  
201-263-3711; flandersnaturecenter.org 
Flanders naturalist, the popular “Dr. Ed,” will dig a little deeper to explain why the well-being of the Eastern 
Bluebird was back to sustainable numbers...including at Flanders.  
Travel with Dr. Ed as he uses a series of beautiful slides to tell this captivating story that will capture your 
imagination and attention. 
 
Thursday, April 20 - Torrington Historical Society 
Charlotte Hungerford Hospital: A Cornerstone Story 
Speaker: Tim LeBouthillier, Director, Community Relations & Development, Charlotte Hungerford Hospital  
Lecture Site: Torrington Historical Society Carriage House, 192 Main Street, Torrington, CT 860-482-8260; 
torringtonhistoricalsociety.org 
In 1929, Charlotte Hungerford Hospital sealed a copper box in the cornerstone during the dedication of one of 
its buildings.  At the hospital’s 100th anniversary in 2016, the box was finally opened, revealing a treasure trove 
of documents and artifacts that record an amazing story of the hospital’s early history. 
 
Thursday, April 27 - Glebe House Museum & Gertrude Jekyll Garden 
Preserved in Layers  Speaker: TBA 
Lecture Site: Woodbury Library  269 Main Street South, Woodbury, CT 203-263-2855; ghmgig@snet.net 

What do artifacts buried in the ground for 225 years tell us about the history of the Glebe House and its 
inhabitants? Was there really a tunnel dug from the Glebe to help the Reverend John  Rutgers Marshall escape 
the hostilities of the Woodbury townspeople? From Robbins “test trenches” in 1952, to the Yale University 

Thursday, May 4 - Southbury Historical Society 
Digging Deeper:  Confessions of an Urban Archaeologist 
Speaker: Greg Van Antwerp - Lecture Site: Southbury Library,  100 Poverty Road, Southbury, CT 
203-405-3124, southburyhistory.org 
 History is all around us, most often in the form of paper, artifacts  and unique gadgetry. These items tell a story 
about us, our lives, and our community. For over 35 years local urban archaeologist, Greg Van Antwerp, has 
been “digging up” the history around us at local estate, tag, and garage sales. Join us as he shares his stories, 
discoveries, and valuable finds. excavations in the 1980s and the student archaeology  projects that followed, 
join us as we “dig deeper” and discover what was found and the information that it has added to our 
understanding of Woodbury’s historic past. 
 
Thursday, May 11 - Mattatuck Museum 
Making the Past Present  
Speaker: Tracey O’Shaughnessy, Associate Features Editor Republican American - Lecture Site: Mattatuck 
Museum, 144 West Main Street, Waterbury, CT, 203-753-0381; mattmuseum.org 
Journalism has been called "the first draft of history." But it also reflects on the past, publishing stories about 
art, culture or corners of history that still merit attention. Whether that means an art exhibit about Giotto or 
revisiting the Flood of '55, journalism can make the past present. Tracey O'Shaughnessy, a senior editor at the 
Republican-American, will discuss how that is done and why she believes that newspapers may be the first 
chance to bring history to contemporary readers 

History Bites lectures will continue until June 8th 
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