
The Herald News - 05/30/2021 Page : A01

May 30, 2021 9:48 am (GMT -4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

www.HeraldNews.com	                      	                Newsstand $3.00SUNDAY, MAY 30, 2021

Serving the SouthCoast since 1872   I   149th year  No. 150

S U N D A Y

Lotteries............................ A7
Lifestyle............................. B1
Obituaries.......................... A2

Region............................... A3
Public Notices.................... B6
Puzzles............................... B4

Nation................................ A7
TV Listings......................... B2
Weather............................. A7

SUNDAY
Breezy with rain.

60° / 51°

MONDAY
A little rain.

70° / 47°

TUESDAY
Periods of sun.

76° / 50°

Charles Winokoor
Herald News Staff Reporter

FALL RIVER — The 
fifth floor of Tower Mill on 
Quarry Street is populated 
by alligators, pythons and 
French bulls, or, more spe-
cifically, their hides.

Fall River native Frank 
Clegg — with the assistance 
of sons Andrew and Ian 
and a full-time staff of 15 
employees — utilizes the 
animal skins to create a 
high-end line of duffle bags, 
briefcases, handbags, back-
packs and accessories such as 
belts and wallets.

Prices at Frank Clegg 
Leatherworks start at $40 
for a bullhide fountain pen 
sheath. An American alli-
gator holdall bag, on the 
other hand, sells for a cool 
$16,000.

Most of the stitched, 
cut and finished products, 
however, are fashioned from 
bullhide.

And although the com-
pany has a women’s line 
consisting of close to 30 
products, as much as 90% 
of revenue in recent years 
has been generated by sales 
of men’s leather goods, 

according to Frank Clegg.
He and the rest of the 

Clegg clan are now intent on 
altering that equation.

Ian Clegg, who handles 
business operations for his 

father, said they intend to 
launch an entirely separate 
brand for women that will 
replace the current women’s 
line.

“It will feature new 

designer colors and be more 
fashion-focused,” he said.

Ian, 27, said he hopes the 
as yet unnamed brand will 
be rolled out before the end 
of the year.

His brother Andrew, 
30, will continue duties as 
production manager and 
overseer of the company’s 
website and various social 
media platforms.

Frank Clegg, who began 
designing, making and 
selling his own brand of 
functional, leather goods in 
the 1970s, says he recently 
took delivery of an Italian-
made $150,000 computer 

Jo C. Goode
Herald News Staff Reporter

FALL RIVER — What do 
you do when you get a frantic 
text from your wife that the 
FBI has just come knocking 
on your door? 

For Nick Bernier, it meant 
waiting four years to become 
one of the federal govern-
ment’s top witnesses in the 
high-profile fraud and cor-
ruption trial of former Fall 
River mayor Jasiel Correia II. 

“As an attorney I’ve been 
on the other side. It’s not 

so fun on the witness side,” 
said Bernier, who testified 
on April 28, the third day of 
what would be two weeks of 
witness testimony.  

Bernier’s involvement 
in SnoOwl 

Bernier’s testimony was 
critical to Assistant U.S. 
Attorneys Zachary Hafer’s 
and David Tobin’s case 

against Correia, who was con-
victed of 21 out of 24 counts 
of tax fraud, wire fraud and 
extortion. 

A tax attorney who 
recently opened a new firm, 
Rampart Law Group, in the 
city, was Correia’s former 
business partner and chief 

Local attorney Nick Bernier, prime witness in 
trial of ex-mayor Jasiel Correia, speaks out

Herald News photos by Charles Winokoor

Above: Frank Clegg, founder and president of Frank Clegg Leatherworks 
in Fall River, is seen here with sons Andrew, left, and Ian along with 
Tanner the Australian Shepherd. Top: Frank Clegg Leatherworks in Fall 
River makes handmade bags in a variety of leathers and colors. 

Herald News Photo | Colin Furze

Attorney Nicholas D. Bernier, one of the federal government’s top wit-
nesses in the high-profile fraud and corruption trial of former Fall River 

mayor Jasiel Correia II. 

‘The lie was easier to believe at the time’

Fall River leather manufacturer adding a new women’s brand
“They’re taking 
their hard-earned 
money and 
spending it on 
something they 
know is quality.”

— Ian Clegg, who handles 
business operations for his 

father, Frank Clegg
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BOSTON (AP) — Coronavirus develop-
ments around New England:

MASSACHUSETTS
It’s back to nearly normal in 

Massachusetts.
Gov. Charlie Baker lifted almost all 

COVID-19 restrictions on Saturday, 
including a statewide face covering man-
date that has been in place during much of 
the pandemic.

The mandate is being replaced with 
a mask advisory that echoes recom-
mendations from federal health officials. 
Unvaccinated individuals are still encour-
aged to wear masks in public areas, espe-
cially indoors.

There are still locations where masks will 
be required, including on public transpor-
tation.

Baker has also said that some businesses 
may still require customers and visitors to 
continue wearing masks inside. Customers 
should respect those businesses and don a 
mask while inside, he said Friday.

Some of the hardest hit businesses have 
been restaurants, which can now welcome 
back visitors for indoor dining without 
restrictions.

About half the state’s population is fully 
vaccinated.

Baker will officially lift Massachusetts’ 
pandemic state of emergency on June 15.

MAINE
Maine reported 108 new COVID-19 

cases and no new deaths Saturday.
The state’s cumulative COVID-19 cases 

rose to more than 67,600 on Saturday, 
according to the state’s Center for Disease 
Control and Prevention. Since the pan-
demic began, 825 people have died from 
COVID-19 in Maine.

The state also lifted most mask restric-
tions this week. Unvaccinated people are 
still encouraged to wear face coverings in 
indoor public spaces.

VERMONT
The Vermont Education Agency will 

strongly recommend that schools continue 
to follow the agency’s COVID-19 preven-
tion measures for the rest of the school 
year when Vermont’s emergency order is 
rescinded, said Education Secretary Dan 
French.

“The majority of our students in the 
K-12 system will not be fully vaccinated 
before the end of the school year,” he said 

Mass. lifts 
mask rule
Unvaccinated people 
still encouraged to 
wear masks in public, 
especially indoors

Turn to VIRUS, Page A2
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Fall River  •  Home of the 
Battleship Massachusetts

operating officer in the app 
company SnoOwl. 

The app company, 
founded by Correia after he 
left college, was the source 
of 14 of the counts against 
Correia, who was accused and 
convicted of bilking investors 
out of more than $231,000 
of the $358,000 they sunk 
into the company. Instead of 
using the money to develop 
SnoOwl's technology, Correia 
funded his own “lavish life-
style.”  

Like other SnoOwl busi-
ness partners and investors, 
Bernier said he believed 
Correia's big lie: that he’d 
sold another app for any-
where from hundreds of 
thousands of dollars to a 
million dollars when he 
was a student at Providence 
College. That lie made it plau-
sible that Correia could afford 
a Mercedes, helicopter tours, 
pricey trips and more.

Bernier said he met 
Correia in 2013 at a campaign 
fundraiser when both were 
running for City Council. 
Due to a family issue, Bernier 
withdrew from the race but 
stayed friends with Correia 
and joined SnoOwl in April 
2015 as the company’s chief 

operating officer. 
Bernier referenced the old 

fable that if you place a frog 
in a pot of boiling water, he’ll 
jump out. But if you place 
it in a pot of cold water and 
slowly bring it to a boil, it will 
perish. 

“I was the frog. The lie was 
easier to believe at the time,” 
said Bernier. 

Bernier testified things 
started falling apart for 
SnoOwl when Correia made 
a bid for mayor, beating out 
former District Attorney Sam 
Sutter. 

The money ran out and 
investor Dr. David Cabeceiras 
brought in his nephew, 
Stafford Sheehan, an electro-
chemist with a Ph.D. from 
Yale and start-up experience, 
to try to save the company 
in order to sell the app and 
recoup some of the invest-
ment money. 

Sheehan, with whom 
Bernier became friends, also 
testified at the trial for pros-
ecutors. 

“Staff Sheehan in my 
opinion is everything that 
Jasiel pretended to be. 
He’s the real deal and he’s 
extremely honest,” said 
Bernier. 

When the FBI started 
asking questions

When the FBI came calling 
around March 2017, Bernier 
was working for the law 
firm DarrowEverett, which 

assigned staff attorney and 
city-based lawyer, David 
Sullivan, to represent Berier 
during the inquiry into the 
SnoOwl fraud case. 

Bernier cooperated and 
met in person with the 
Lakeville FBI agent Ken 
Benton, who is now retired 
and a HUD investigator.  

“They're not scary, they’re 
just intense. It’s like the show 
'Dragnet' — ‘just the facts,’” 
said Bernier. 

Sometime later the federal 
government served Bernier a 
subpoena for SnoOwl records 
and documents — and much 
of what he produced was used 
against Correia at trial. 

“Subpoenas are not invita-
tions,” joked Bernier. 

Unlike some of the pros-
ecution witnesses, Bernier 
decided he didn’t want 
immunity. 

“We discussed immunity 
and I decided I didn’t need it. 
I put money into SnoOwl, I 
didn’t take it out. Once I was 
able to establish that with the 
FBI, I was fine,” said Bernier. 

On the witness stand 
Bernier took the stand 

for a grueling four hours 
— much of that time under 
aggressive cross-examination 
by defense attorney Kevin 
Reddington. 

 A well-respected lawyer, 
known to take on other high-
profile and often challenging 
cases, Reddington pulled no 

punches with Bernier, trying 
to paint him as the reason 
that SnoOwl eventually failed. 

Despite the fact that at 
times Reddington and Bernier 
sparred over certain facts, he 
holds no ill will against the 
defense lawyer. 

“I think he’s a nice person 
and I think he’s very good at 
his job,” Bernier said. “But 
if there was a way to try to 
discredit me to get his client 
off, he absolutely will and I 
respect him for that fact.” 

Bernier said he was not 
given a lot of pre-trial prepa-
ration by the prosecution 
team, instead preparing on 
his own for what was to come 
on the witness stand. 

“You know you're going 
to get beat up. I tried to listen 
carefully and I tried to be 
as accurate as I could,” said 
Bernier. “The prosecutors 
really don’t do a lot. It's just 
like show up and tell the truth 
and don’t get over-compli-
cated.” 

But he made a mistake that 
affected his performance on 
the stand as cross-examina-
tion continued on into the 
afternoon. 

Judge Douglas Woodlock 
ran a tight trial and breaks, 
including lunchtime, were 
short. 

Bernier said throughout 
the trial witnesses were 
sequestered, meaning they 
weren’t allowed to speak to 

one another and were warned 
not to speak to any media 
covering the trial. 

Bernier said he tried to 
grab lunch at a café near the 
federal courthouse, but one 
of the pool reporters was 
there and he didn’t dare go 
in. Time ran out he said, and 
he rushed back to court to 
take the stand again without 
having eaten. 

“On the stand, I was pic-
turing food at one point,” 
said Bernier. 

The worst part of the trial 
experience for Bernier wasn’t 
being famished while on the 
stand or the hours of grilling 
by the defense attorney, but 
rather the wait in a room next 
door to the courtroom. 

“It’s the worst part. When 
you’re on the stand, it's not 
that bad. It’s the waiting and 
anticipation and not really 
knowing,” said Bernier. 

The case of marijuana 
extortion 

In the case of the mari-
juana extortion, Bernier said 
he had no clue about the 
extensive federal investigation 
into Correia’s pay-to-play 
scheme, collecting $600,000 
in bribes from marijuana ven-
dors in exchange for letters of 
non-opposition needed to set 
up shop in Fall River. 

“I was just stunned by the 
second superseding indict-
ment,” said Bernier. 

Correia was convicted of 

all eight counts of the mari-
juana extortion and extortion 
conspiracy associated with 
the scheme. He was cleared, 
however, of extortion related 
to an alleged kickback for 
work done at the property of 
co-conspirator Tony Costa on 
Kilburn Street and a bribery 
charge related to a salary kick-
back of his former chief of 
staff Gen Andrade. 

Correia’s conviction
Bernier said he wasn’t 

surprised by the jury's verdict 
against Correia given the testi-
monies and evidence that was 
produced. 

“I think it was a combina-
tion of everyone telling the 
truth except for one person 
who didn’t take the stand and 
that’s Jasiel,” said Bernier. 

Personally, Bernier said 
he does believe his unwitting 
involvement with SnoOwl and 
the subsequent investigation 
have taken a professional toll 
and acknowledged he likely 
missed out on employment 
opportunities — although he’s 
excited about being back in 
Fall River with a new law firm. 

More importantly, he said, 
his family is proud of him 
over these four long years. 

“I got a call from my dad 
who told me he was proud 
of me and he’s not one for 
showing his emotions. He 
said it looked like I was put 
in a tough position and I said 
I was. It was a nice feeling,” 
said Bernier. 

BERNIER
Continued from Page A1

numerical control, or CNC, 
cutting machine.

What is now the compa-
ny’s second of two CNC cut-
ters, he said, was specifically 
purchased in anticipation of 
the new line of products.

Clegg, 69, said he’s confi-
dent he can compete with such 
high-end, French heavyweights 
as Hermès and Moynat.

“Women want something 
that looks and feels expensive at 
a reasonable price,” he said.

Ian Clegg said if all goes 
according to plan they’ll even-
tually hire another five workers.

Frank Clegg Leatherworks 
moved into Tower Mill — 
formerly called Tower Place 
and initially known as Barnard 
Mills when built in the late 
1800s — in 2016, when it 
relocated from a former mill 
building on Ace Street in the 
city’s North End.

The high-end leather manu-
facturer occupies all 33,000 
square feet of the converted 
mill building's fifth floor, with 
18,000 square feet now being 
used for production.

Another 10,000 square feet 
recently became available when 
a martial arts school vacated 
the premises. The Cleggs say 
they’ll utilize the space as a 
combination showroom, photo 
studio, shipping area and 
offices.

Frank Clegg said one of the 
more interesting tenants that 
preceded him was a company 

that manufactured parachutes.
Since moving in five years 

ago, he says he’s installed an 
air conditioning system for the 
benefit of his employees.

Other independent clothing 
manufacturers in the five-story 
building include Hertling, a 
trouser manufacturer that 
recently relocated from 
Brooklyn, and New England 
Shirt Company.

Tower Mill also has a mix-
ture of retail businesses and at 
least one non-profit in the form 
of South Coast Autism Center.

Online revenue
Ian Clegg says 90% of Frank 

Clegg Leatherworks’ revenue is 
generated online, with 10% of 
those sales going to high-end 
retail stores.

The company now has a 
roster of more than 30 retailers 
in locations ranging from 
Manhattan, Hong Kong and 
Beijing to Stockholm, Helsinki 
and London. The closest 
is LoRossa Shoe in South 
Weymouth.

Ian Clegg says the 
remaining 10% of revenue 
comes from private label 
clothing companies.

“There are people with 
good taste all over the world,” 
Frank Clegg said.

Clegg said when he began 
his career in the 1970s, while 
earning an MBA degree 
from Babson College, he was 
designing, making and selling 
mostly women’s handbags to 
independent shops in New 
England and beyond.

“But my competition wasn’t 
making men’s (products),” he 
said. “I always liked briefcases. 
There were a lot of companies 

that just made briefcases, but I 
could make both.”

Clegg at one time had as 
many as eight salesmen across 
the country. He says he did 
particularly well in Texas.

By the late 1980s, however, 
he said the retail landscape 
was changing. Independent 
leather stores, Clegg said, were 
“closing up like crazy.”

He says he shifted his busi-
ness model around that time 
to include more private label 
sales after meeting one of the 
owners of Cole Haan, the 
American footwear and acces-
sories company.

“He was very professional 
and knowledgeable,” Clegg 
said of the late George Denney. 
“We did very well with them.”

But he says he eventually 
severed relations with Cole 
Haan shortly after Nike Inc. 
stepped in and acquired the 
company.

French bull
Clegg says he’s always 

favored French bullhide 
because of its durability and 
quality.

“The French don’t use 
barbed wire or branding, and 
there are no ticks,” he said, 
adding that “the hide is a little 

heavier.”
Clegg said bullhide from 

Brazil, in contrast, is known 
for visual tick marks and 
thicker hair.

French bullhide, Ian Clegg 
said, is “very clean — even 
the hair follicles are smaller 
because of the cold weather.”

The tanning process, he 
said, is done in tanneries in 
European countries including 
Germany, Italy and France.

Clegg said those facilities 
adhere to what’s come to be 
known in the industry as an 
“ethical” tanning process that 
avoids the exclusive use of 

toxic chemicals.
The hides are then shipped 

to Fall River, he said, in the 
form of rolls.
A customer named Obama

Frank Clegg says not all his 
customers are middle-aged 
business men and women: “I 
think a lot of kids want what 
their grandparents had,” he 
said of his younger clientele.

“They’re taking their hard-
earned money and spending 
it on something they know is 
quality,” Ian added.

Frank Clegg says he's not in 
the habit of dropping names, 
but he doesn't mind revealing 
that former President Barack 
Obama, after taking office, not 
only purchased an $1,100 black 
briefcase for himself, but sub-
sequently bought another one 
as a gift.

Clegg said his father was 
once a supervisor for the 
former Globe Manufacturing 
in Fall River. His mother, he 
said, used to work as a seam-
stress and sample maker for 
local businesses.

And he says one of his 
grandmothers worked for Fall 
River’s Korber Hats company.

Clegg always enjoyed 
working and creating with his 
hands but says he got inter-
ested specifically in leather 
goods back in 1970, when 
his girlfriend and future wife 
gave him a leather tool set for 
Christmas.

As a young man Clegg ini-
tially ran his business out of his 
parents’ multi-family house, 
not only with their approval 
but with their assistance.

“I employed them for 25 
years,” he said.

BAG
Continued from Page A1
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An employee of Frank Clegg Leatherworks in Fall River uses a sewing machine to stitch a piece of material for a 
leather bag.


