The Tanner’s Story

I’ve always loved the feel of the bark of different trees. When I was very young, my father used to tell me that every tree in the forest can tell its own story. All I had to do was close my eyes and listen with my fingers. I think that I knew then that I wanted to become a tanner and work in the forest. The best tanbark comes from young oaks because the bark from these trees is very rich in tannic acid

To make the tanning liquid you have to soak the bark for several days. When it is ready the liquid is used to soften the hides of animals and turn them into good quality leather. We have been very busy this year because of the war. The Duke of Wellington’s soldiers seem to need an awful lot of boots and leather capes. Not that I am complaining – it’s good to have an extra bit of money.

Stripping the bark is a delicate job that is best done in the spring when the sap is rising in the trees. I ring bark the tree and fell it, and must remember to treat the stump so it doesn’t rot.  My wife and the older children then get to work peeling – first beating the bark to make it easier to remove. The skill lies in removing the bark in as large a piece as possible. The younger children follow behind us, gathering up the brushwood to use on our fire.

We stack the bark neatly and leave it for 2-3 weeks by which time it can be cut into squares and used to make the tanning liquid. If this sounds easy, I can tell you it’s not! Managing the forest to make sure that you always have the right sort of bark is quite a task. Fences and walls have to be kept in good repair. Last year some cattle got in and damaged many trees in just a few hours. The forest is a wonderful place. I would be sad if it disappeared forever.







