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The Fat Tanning Method

1. INTRODUCTION

Hide tanning is one of the oldest human skills on Earth. To
our Ancestors, killing an animal meant honouring every part
of them: using the meat, the organs, the bones, the tendons,
the hoofs and, of course... the skin. It was a way of life in
which everything needed was provided by the community of
life around us,  our  extended family.  We all  descend from
Ancestors who lived this way, though most of us have been
stripped of that way of life a long time ago.

Our  relationship  with  domestic  sheep  is  old,  with  roots
extending all the way to the Neolithic. When sheep were
killed to feed the tribe, no skin would be wasted. They were
tanned by the community and used in daily life, to both meet
their needs and honour the life of the sheep. Remembering
and learning the art of tanning sheepskins can then be a
path to rekindle our relationship with these ancient ways as
well as with the sheep kin.

I  remember  the  struggle when  I  first  started  tanning
sheepskins,  to find information  to help me on my learning
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journey.  Whilst the process of trial and error  is an amazing
teacher – so much can be learned by simply experimenting
with what we have and know at a certain moment –  it can
be exhausting at times.  After years figuring out a process
that worked well for me, I felt inspired to write this book on
natural sheepskin tanning, in the hopes that it supports those
starting on their own tanning journey.

Though there are many different methods that can be used
to tan a hide, with myriad interpretations defined by who is
doing it and where,  this guidebook focuses on the way I
usually fat tan a hair-on sheepskin. Fat tanning is one of the
many traditional methods that exist, which uses only natural
fats, smoke and a lot of elbow grease to transform a raw
sheepskin into a beautiful pelt that can be used in various
projects.  No  industrial  chemicals  or  machinery  are  used,
making it a physical, yet rewarding job!

Tanning  a  hide  is  a  deeply sensory  activity.  Through
observing, touching, smelling, listening to, and even tasting
the skin, we  gather the  information that guides us through
the  process.  Just  like  each  individual  sheep,  every  skin
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behaves  differently  and  has  a  unique  personality. The
animals’  age,  sex,  breed,  species  and life  story  are  told
through their skin.

Tanning is also influenced by a number of variables, most of
them out of our control. An ecoregion's climate, the current
weather, the characteristics of the skin, how well/quickly it
was  preserved,  the tanner’s  mental  state  and experience,
and  many  other  elements,  will  highly  influence  how  the
tanning  process  goes.  This  guidebook  will  share  the key
things  to  pay  attention  to,  though  ultimately  there  is  no
substitute for direct experience and the developing of your
senses over time.

Last but not least, I give thanks. To the Sheep, the Land, the
Water  and  the  Ancestors.  To  Indigenous,  Tribal  and
Traditional Peoples for keeping this knowledge alive. To all
those who struggle with remembering what has been lost,
going through trial and error in their specific ecoregions and
then happily  sharing their findings with others, so we can
collectively  remember  the old  ways.  To my teachers  and
mentors  –  both  human  and  other-than-human  –  for  their
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lessons and guidance. To my friends, family and supporters
who keep encouraging me on  this  beautiful  and endless
journey of remembering. To Martin Carter (@rebornferal), Dr.
Theresa  Kamper  (@traditional_leather)  and  my  brother
Cláudio  Alexandre  Piedade  for  their  precious  corrections
and feedback on this book. To Pedro Cipriano, my husband,
for his dedication and love. To Maria and Fin-Kedinn for their
love. And of course, to you, dear reader, for acquiring this
book and supporting my work. Thank you. Grata.

My earnest hope is that this book draws you closer to the
Animal  Teachers  and  the  ancient  movements  of  our
Ancestors.
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2. THE STRUCTURE OF SKIN

All fabric is composed of woven fibers and skin is not different. What
is different is that you don’t have to do any weaving. It’s already

done... by the deer. And the deer is an excellent weaver. Our task is
simply to unlock that intricately woven fabric and preserve it in a

usable state.

- Matt Richards: Deerskins into Buckskins

This quote illustrates how a skin can be seen as just another
kind  of  fabric,  as  it  is  also  composed  of  fibres that  are
naturally woven together to create the structure of the skin.
Understanding how the skin of a mammal is structured helps
us  comprehend  how  tanning  works  and  why  we  follow
specific steps to tan it.

The  skin  is  composed  of three  main  layers:  epidermis,
dermis and  hypodermis (or membrane). The dermis can be
broken down into two main layers: the grain (papillary layer)
and the fibre network or  corium (reticular  layer).  The hair
follicles sit in the grain layer (Fig. 1).
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The  fibre  network  in  the  dermis  is  mainly  composed of
collagen fibres that weave together into a  robust kind of
fabric that is the basis of all kinds of leather, determining its
tear resistance and elasticity. It is the fibre network that is
primarily  transformed  during  the  tanning  process.  These
fibres  are  lubricated  by  a  mucus  known  as  the  ground
substance that must be removed or dissolved as much as
possible to allow the hide to be dressed and softened. 
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Fig.  1: Simplified  structure  of  the  skin  ||  1-  Epidermis;  2-  Dermis;
3-  Hypodermis  (membrane);  4-  Grain;  5-  Fibre  network  or  corium;
6- Hair in hair follicle
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Knowledge of the structure of the skin we are working with
aids us in understanding the steps we must follow to tan it.
For  instance,  when  making  buckskin  (a  very  soft  kind  of
leather that is also made with the fat tanning method), what
we want is a hairless, supple, breathable textile that can be
used for clothing. To attain that, we then remove all the hair
as well as the epidermis, grain and membrane layers, leaving
intact  the fibre network to be dressed and softened.  We
also aim to remove as much of the ground substance as
possible  to  allow  maximum  penetration  of  the  tanning
solution.  That is why we alkaline soak the skin, then wring
and dress it several times before proceeding with softening.

When tanning a sheepskin with the hair-on, our goal is to
keep the wool intact and make the skin as soft as possible.
So we skip the hair removal process, keep the epidermis
and dermis intact and remove as much of the membrane
and ground substance as possible. For the latter,  dressing
and softening the hide twice is usually enough to end up
with a soft sheepskin.
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Fig.  2:  A  variety  of  animal  skins  tanned  with  different  methods.
Understanding how skin is structured and how it differs from species to
species helps us comprehend how tanning works and why we follow
specific steps in each method to obtain a specific outcome.



End of Sample

If you enjoyed this sample and would like to read more,
you can buy your copy of this book at

https://wildanacrow.com/shop

Thank you kindly for your support!
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