Leather: Still A Way
of Life in Acton,
Ontario

In this day and age. when both
tanneries and shoe manulfactur-
ers are closlng at an alarming
eate. it is dilflcult to remember
how significant they have besn in
the past. Tanning rivals the
oldest profession as one of the
eartiest Interests of mankind,

In North America the [esther
Industry has a history dating
"from the [Mrst colonlats. Tor
examDle, the pligrims establish-
ed Piymouth colony In 1820,
tosing over hall thelr number In
the first year, but by 1823 thelr
flrst Lannety was In operatlon.
Simllariy. the Prench. and Dutch
established tannestes very carly
in thelr colonist periods. The (st
Canadlan tannery was gatablish-
ed In Levls, Quebec in 1651, Thia
pattern of growth was repeated
as the colonies apread.

The revolutlonary war was a
tremendous boon to the North
Ametican Industry. As supplles of
English leather were cut off the
need for locally tanned leather
Increased. Furthermeore the Con-
tinental Congress required each
American soldler to be provided
wilh two pairs of shoes, a leather
or woollen coat and aleather cap.

Armies alxo required saddlery
and accoutrements in leather.

As a result, existing Amerlcan
tannerlies flourished and Massa-
chussets [n particular saw the
early beginnings of what were lo
become enormous leather and
footwear Industries. Salem and
Peabody together were to house
over 300 tanneries while Lynn
and Brocklon were to become
alive and dominated by shoe
manulacturers,

Naturally the War of independ-
ence had many other Implica-
tions and produced numerous
ather changes. not the least of
which was the colonization of
Upper Canada by awarms of
United Emplre Loyalists. Like
many other communities lound-
ed In this era. Acton was Initlaily
an agricultursl site, developed by
the Adams famlly. Tanning I3 the
second oldest Industry in Acton.
The Mrst was the traditional mill
which was started by the Adams
family in 1818. By 1874 when the
village was Incorporated. Acton

~ had already had several tanner-

ies including one which was
farced out of business. a pheno-

menon with which we are all too

famillar today. At the time the
maln products were harness and
sole leather and the process
required six months to a year In
arder to tan and finish the
leather.

The tanners used to stoch tre-
mendous quantities and manu-
facturers uszed o place thelr
entire yearly requirements well

In advance. making production -

scheduling a somewhat different
problem than It i3 today. Hem-
lockh bark was used In great
quantitics and thia was pleatiiul
at first as farmers In the area
teamed It In all winter long.
Eventually bark was brought In
by train at much gjreater expense
and for a whlle the local tanner-
les appeared to be destined for
doom as new companles opencd
further north (o accommodate
the need for bark, The develop-
ment of extracts and later
chrome tanning eliminated this
tendency and eventually resulted
In the closure of these northern
tanners.

in any case the economic his-
tory of Acton has been thorough-
ly intertwlned with that of leather
Il this country. The slie now
occupled by Beardmore and
Company has housed a Lannery
since 1844, Including two which
burnt down between that year
and 1872, The company was
acquired by George L. Beardmore
in 1865 and has retained the
famlly name ever since. o' 1868
the W.H. Storey COlove Works
opened as Acton's third Industry.
manufacturing a varlety of
leather gloves lor domestle con-
sumption a2nd shipping products
all acrosa the country. The Storey

_ family alsc opecrated a tannery In

town for a number of years. Over
the last one hundred years the
towi has seen a number of glave

and shoe companies operate,
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" successfully at frst, providing

much needed cmployment only
to ultimately fail or wind up
operations.

Hewelson Shoe once operated a
plant there and smaller compan-
les such as Coronna Shoe and
Hamilton . Shoe enjoyed briefl
periads of success. The glove
Induatry continues to provide
employment today. 3Supetior
Clove offers an excellent example
of a vertlcally integrated com-
pany retanning its own Jeather
and speclallzing In the manulac-
ture of industrial gloves. The
company has shown ateady
growth In the past In a very
competitive market, :

On the other hand, (no pun
Intended}, the Marzo Qlove Co.
speclalires quite auccessfully in
the manufacture of lne quality
leather gloves and skl mitts, with
emphasis on deerskin items. The
White Tanning Co.. locaied a
stiort distance outslde of town,
primarlly produces glove bellies
and continues to find markets for
Its products. Frank Heller and

Company has speciallzed quite
elfectively in the production of
split leather and hoaa shown
steady growth over its hlstory.
Finatly, of course, there {s Beard-
more and Company. Ltd., a
division of Canada FPackers,
which local resldents used Lo
proudly proclaim the largest
tannery under ane roof In the
British Empire, Of course. the
British ®mplre, as such. no
longer ex[sts but Beardmore con-
tinues to play a very significant
role both as a leader fn Canadian
icather Industry and &8s an
employer in the town. :

Over the [ast several years, the
leather heritage of Acton haa
becaome the basls of an attempt
to develop a tourlam [acet to the
local economy. The adoptlon of
the “leathertown’™ pseudonym
and logo and varlous special
events, and the development of
the olde Hlde House operation
scerm certafn to serve as the basis
flar the continued development
ol tourlsm opcrations and

atiractions In the future,

the olde Hide House

The Town of Acton’s Leather Heritage dates back to 1865

with the opening of the Beardmore Tannery which by the
turn of the century had become the largest (n the British -

Cmplre. Today several 1ocal companles aperating In various
aspects of the Leather Industry maintaln ‘Acton’s role =»

“Leathertown",

Bulit in 1808 witn half a million bricks and massive wood
beams, aur 30,000 square foot bullding served Initlally as s
warchouse for hides. Today, restored and renovated it now
provides the atmosphere which, combined with the leather

Reglonat Municipality of Halton into
two distinct sections. The North Hatl-
ton arca 13 one of Ontarlo’s maost
naturally beautiful arcas, boasting
the NMiagara Cacpepment Blufls,
nurmerous lakes and streams, relling
hills, and beautiful forests. The
towns and viliages in the arca - Mil-
ton, Campbellville. Eden Mills. Roch-
wood, Acton. Limehouse, Qlen Wil-
- flams. Morval and Georgelown, -
compliment this natural beauty with
# common Herltage theme. The Ont-
arlo  Agricultural Museum. the
Radlal Museum, an evolving leather
theme Lown. Apple farms. ¢cralls and
boutique villages, and Counltry Inns
collectively constitute a Heritage
microcosm of Central Ontario.

More than ever befare, tourisls
and residents of the neatby urban
centres of the Gotden Horseshoe are
discovering Morth-Halton as the per-
fect place Jor a week-end retreat, or
Just an alerncons drive through the
country. As more and more people
begin to aech tempotary rellef from
the fast pace and pressure of city
life. the wanmth, theme, beauty and
excitement of the North-Halton Hert-
tagye Area will continue to pravide a
relaxing sanctuary. -

expertise and extensive Industry contacta acquired over
four generations, has enabled us to develop and present
Canada’s largest icather goods store.

Some of our poticies are also quite unique. Our relatively
low overhead situntion snd abllity to buy and seill In volume
allows us to price our merchandise 20-30% below tradition-
&) Tetall icvels. In addition, during the summer months we
siash prices ap to a further 23%( We belfeve In natursl pro-
ducts and have avdided man-made Imitations such as viny)

.lmLullu suede. Over B3% of our merchand|se i3 Canadian
made. .

~ In December of 1981, a new stage of our evolution began
with the opening of Jack Terner's Table, a full service rest-
aurant equally dedicated Lo providing good value and cus-
tomer satisfaction. ' :

The final step in the development of the olde Hide House
praject occurred with the opening of the Artisan Villsge,
This sdditlon lirmly establishes the olde Hide House &8 one
of Canads’s most unique and eaciting tourist attractions.




