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It’s our heritage: A little bit of leather lore

BY FRANCES NIBLOCK
The Acton Tanner

Acton’s 150-year-old leather
making history — and its cur-
rent status as home to Canada’s
largest leather retailer — can be
traced to the Tsuga Canadensis,
the hemlock spruce.

Without the vast stands of
hemlock forests in this region
it’s unlikely that atannery would
have ever been built in Acton.

The first Canadian tanner was
the native Indian, who used the
brains of deer, antelope or cari-
bou, in combination with smoke
from an open fire, to make sup-
ple leathers for clothing and
housing.

The origin of leather-making
using vegetables as tanning ma-
terials are prehistoric and leather
manufacturing was probably one
of the earliest arts practiced in
ancient times.

More modern tanning In
Canada developed in the early
1800s, with an influx of settlers,
a steady supply of hides and tan-
nin, found in the bark of hem-
lock trees. Its bark contains eight
to-10 per cent tannin and when
made into a tanning solution it
produces a firm, solid piece of
leather with a reddish colour.

Development of the Canadian
tanning industry was tied to
sources of hemlock bark, and a
ready supply of the bark is what
convinced Abraham Nelles to
build the Acton tannery in 1837
or 1842.
~ In 1852 the tannery was sold

to Messrs. Coleman and
Mglntyre of Dundas, Ontario.

That same year the tannery
burned down and wasrebuiltand
later purchased by the firm of
McCloshen and Atcheson, who
in turn sold it to Sessions, Toby
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and Co.

George Lissant Beardmore
purchased the business in 1865
and his family ran it until the
company was sold to Canada
Packers in 1944.

Canada Packers finally closed
the Acton tannery in 1986.

Asthe supply ofhemlock bark
was depleted in this area,
Beardmore collaborated with
tanneries in the Muskoka area
for timber rights and set up an
early cartel to ensure members
oot the peeled bark they needed
without competitive pricing.

In the beginning Beardmore

- tanned hides for sole leather, al-

though George Beardmore also
dealt in hides and oil and had
several stores in Hamilton and
Toronto.

Despite the fact that the Acton
tannery was rebuilt in 1872-73
and production had increased
dramatically, the supply of hem-
lock bark became critical and in
1876 Beardmore was proposing
to move their operations to
Bracebridge.

“What is good for the enviro

%
“

A tannery was built at
Bracebridge and in 1877 George
Beardmore offered a bonus to
anyone who could find a tenant
for the Acton building.

Later that year operations in
Acton were phased out, however
Charles Knees was employed by
a Toronto leather dealer to tan
horsehide for shoe leather in the
Acton facility.

The Beardmores were back in
business in Acton within a dec-
ade, making leather harness and
belting.

Early in the 1800s, the
Muskoka supply ofhemlock bark
was also exhausted and other
sources of tannin were discov-
ered, including chestnuttrees and

an extract imported from South
America.

In 1922-23 Beardmore closed
its plant at Bracebridge and con-
centrated production n Acton
with the Acton Tanning Com-
pany producing harness and sad-
dle leather, bag and waistbelt
leather, belting butts and lace
leathers.

Beardmore and Co. produced
sole leather and cutsoles.

At this time Beardmore pro-
duced over one million sides of
leather per year and the build-
ings, employee housingand com-
pany farm covered over 500
acres.

In the next decade Canada
Packers enhanced leather qual-
ity by providing capital to im-
prove the tanning process and
developed anew leather for shoe
soles.

A decline in the use of sole
leather caused shrinking mar-
kets and by 1959 there was a
speculative rise in hide prices,
which reduced the use of sole
leather in Canada by 26 per cent

in just eight months.
At this point Canada Packers

closed a smaller tannery in
Hunstville and concentrated op-
erations in Acton.

“WHERE FRIENDS MEET"

MON - WED 8AM TO 10PM
THURS, FRI & SAT 8AM TO 1AM
SUN 1I0AM TO 7PM

SPECIALIZING IN ENGLISH
STYLE FISH & CHIPS &
BARBECUE CHICKEN

Breakfast Special $2.99
After 7pm Daily Chicken Wings

LICENSED UNDER LLBO

nment, is great for our customers”
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IT JusT FEELS RIGHT.”

A FAMILY TRADITION
SINCE 1977

357 Queen Street East, Halton Hills, (Acton) Ontario L7J 1R1 %

11 AM-5PM .

Cok &
Listen up!

All day, M.C. Gerald Rennie
will be announcing the lucky
winners of specials deals of-
fered by Acton merchants.
Listen for yourname while
you’re having fun at the

Take-out or Eat-in
ACTON RESTAURANT

853-4005

\Leathertﬂwn Festival!
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THE LEATHERTOWN FESTIVAL
PRESENTED

FOR YOUR ENJOYMENT BY

HALTON HILLS TOURISM

COMMITTEE

20¢

14 MAIN ST. S.

(519)853-0200 (905)453-8965 FAX: (519)853-4100

ACHILLES mazna WELCOMES ALL VISITORS TO THE LEATHERTOWN FESTIVAL!




