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LEATHER IS AMONG DUR MOST ANCIENT FABRICS, OME THAT HAS BEEN USED

RPGHT: NEWVER DUT

0OF FASHION

FROM JACKETS

TO ACCEBSORIES

ARND UNDERCGARMENTS
LEATHER IS NOW
IMCREASIMGLY POPLLAR

AE o FLOOR COVERING

FOR CENTURIES TO MAKE CLOTHES, FURNITURE AND FASHION ACCESSORIES, IT

IS A CURIOUS MATERIAL BECAUSE |T HAS A REPUTATION FOR BEING BOTH EXGUI-

SITE, AND CHEAP AND MASTY - THINK OF SHINY BLACK BARGAIN-BASEMENT

LEATHER SOFAS.

ut when leather is the best money can buy, nathing can beat
it. S0 howr is it made and what distinguishes the good from
bad? Abby Trow Investigates with the help of Arthur
Edelman from Edelman Leather, a family tanning business
in thee US set up 5o years age to provide luxury leathers. As
with 50 much in medern life, we don’t question how it got
into our shops, but merely complain about the cost. Vet
when things become mass market, prices may fall, but so,
inwariably, does quality. And this is most definitely true with
leather. So when you're next Buying a leather sofa, or flaar
tiles — or a coat or shoas or handbags for that matter - do
a little research into wiat sort of laather it is and ask a few
guestions of your sales assistant.

Vegans and vegetarians may not approve of [eather, butit's
probably Fair to say that the majarity of people around the
world consider it & goed product because It Is namwral.
Leather is, in most cases, a by-product of the meat industry
except for crocodiles and lizards and snakes — few cows,
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sheep or pigs are killed only for their skins, But (o achieve
a great product, you need (o start with good raw material,
wihich is why firms such as Edelman buy hides from south-
ern Europe — nolably laly, Switzerland and southern
Germany. The animals live on small farms where they are
fod, cleaned, broughtin at nlght and are protected by wood-
en fences. This sort of farming means the animals® hides
remain in good condilion, since they aren't branded and
don't get scratched by barbed wire as whan there ar huge
herds without indoor Facilitiss. So when exparts. talk about
hide quality, they mean the extent ta which it is unblem-
ished from outdoor living. Mot surprisingly, the best guali-
ty Eurapean hides cost around four tirees the price of lower
quality anes. But when treated and ready for sale, the sur-
face will have been uniouched and the hide will e known
as “full grain” - a leather that will become more beautiful
over time, developing a rich patina particular 1o leather,
Cheap hides are known in the trade as “top grain™ e
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LEFT: LEATHER FLOORING BEING METICULDUSLY LAl BY HAND LIKE A WORK OF ART

ar“corrected” [eather. Bacause the hide iz blemished at the
outset and the natural surface must be sanded off, leaving
a surface (without the original layer and grain of the hide),
wihich is then painted with pigments and embossed with
graln resembling that of the skin which was rermoved or
other grains. These leathers have a tendency to crack and
look artificlal because the surface is filled with pigment and
over the years they will be more ugly, rather than more char-
acterful, It has no leather patina and most importanthy, the
akility of the hide to absorb is lost. Good leather keeps you
conl in the summer and warm in the winder.

Curing and tanning praserves the hide for prosperity. The
skill of a tanner is bis huge ageless knowledge of recipes
for tanning. These skills vary from tannery to tannery. Hides
have to fist oo through 3 curing process before they can
become useable leather, processes vary greatly depending
on the type of skin used and the desired end praduct. But
basically, once a skin is remowved from the animal i must be
tured immediately, a process that can involve salting, dry-
ing or refrigerating, and is then treated to smaath the grain
and make the leather soft and Rexible.

At this point the tanning process proper begins, which pre-
serves Lhe hides to make themn grow more beautiful with age.
Treere are several general tanning methods used for any type
of animal skin, The mest ancient of these is wegetable tan-
ning and is a process that in different forms has been around
feor hundreds of years. it involves stringing hides on large
frames inside huge vats and exposing them te tannin, a nat-
uralproduct foundin the bark, wood, leaves and fruit of chest-
nut, oak and hemlack trees. Hides move fo different bins dur-
ing this lang slow process, each containing a stronger solu-
tion of tanmin. Vegetable tanning produsces one of the most

spacial types of leather, one which is a little heavies and mare
‘grabable’ than others, sspecially good for belts, sole leather
and machinery straps. It is also an environmentally-friendly
process singe doesn'l involve nowous substances (fe.
Chramium). Softer, stretchy leathers, such as those used for
Jeckets, gloves and handbags, ane put intea chrome tanneny
« the hides are first pickled in an acid and salt misture, before
being scaked in a chromium-sulphate solution. Chrome tan-
ning Is fast - it usually takes around ane day - and 15 widely
used. A third method is a combination tannage, which com-
bines features of vegetable and chrome fanning.

Once tanned the hides enter the finishing process. Hides
can be dyed pretty much any color thatis required, although
five natural shades —tans and black — remain the most pop-
ular, becausa of style. Leather takes color beautifully, but
the hides must be glven enaugh time Lo absorb dye through
and though the hide - translucent dyes are comparable to
staing, Plgmented colors, opaque, are used whan hides
require harder wear or are damaged, Pigments fill in dam-
Ages, are Gpaque rather than transtucent. The formulas are
particular to each manufacturer and the dyes are expensive
and temperamental. Aniline dyes, pure dye, need clean
beautiful hides as aniline dye does not cover-up amy
defects, but they are ral the most hardwearing and soare
not suitable for preducts that will be subjected to heawy,
heavy use. Howewes, a5 they arg $o beautiful, people often
do use this type of leather but exercise just a little care.
Other hide products are suede and *hair-an' hides, such as
pony skins. They are preduced using different techniques.
Edelman suede, for example is made from the center cut of
2 hide where the fibars are equal and strong.

Okay, that's probably enough technical infarmation, e
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But you will =ee that within the term “leather’ lies many dif-
frerent sorts of product = good, bad and indifferent. In other
words, in paying your money, you take your choice, The
thing to avoid, if possible, is corrected leather, which does-
n't have the original grain, That said, companies like
Edelman do give different logks to their leathers. Far exarn-
ple, it offers jumbo crocodile ar ostrich fAinishes, These are
schieved by taking the impression of & real crocodile or
ostrich hide, making an engraving of the pattern and apply-
ing it to & vegetable-tanned full-grain calfskin or cowhide.
You can also buy antique finish and even a metallic fnish
leathers, Emiossing on splendid full grain hides tanned o
acceplengravings, givena firm tannage, enhances the hide,
S0 why choose leather, when there are so many wonderful
testiles on the market, not to mention faux suedes and
lzather which look amazingly close to the real thing, claim
te be easier to maintain, and are cheaper? Well, the real
thing is always best. Leather suits both modemn and con-
temporary interiors if you use the best quality as It always
looks sophisticated, never tacky, It is. contrary tawhat many
people think, very easy to look after (wipe it over with a
damgp cloth); it absorbs sound; it will last for hundreds of
years. Itis, in shart, an inherently practical material, as well
as a beautiful one. And it is comfartable, cool and tactile.
Its uses in interiors are manifold, Use it to cover sofas and
chairs, tables and doors, desks, chests of drawers. LUse it
for flooring and to cover walls, Designers teday use leather
and suede for an increasingly wide range of products,
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including lampshades, cushions, bedspreads, blinds and
leather floors. And things can get quite funky when you get
into the realm on hair-gn hides, such as cow skins and pory
skins. Edeiman dyes cow skins in vivid shades of blue, yeal-
low, red and grange (called Pop Cow?), while it’s decked out
the elevators ofa company In Houston with whole black and
white cowhides For maxlmum impact, These hides are fun,
but certainly not for the falnt-hearied.

You may think leather flooring sounds a little risky — not 1o
say risqui—butit's a growth arezin the Interlor deslgn mar-
ket, as more people realize what a good long-term option it
is. An Edelman leather floor tile is made from the best part
of & hide and is treated with a special tannage so It |5 ever
lasting {while remaining smooth underfoot, of course),
Leather tiles can be laid in most rooms and are installed in
a manner similar to ceramic tiles, Carnuba wax is used to
fill thee gaps between the tiles and, once down, the entire
Maor is waxed and buffed sewveral times before use, Once in
use any spillages can be mopped up with & cloth and nor-
mal maintenance cansists of buffing once @ month and an
annual wasing. Mo other floor ages soowell as leather -
scratches merely contribute to a weathered look. As far as
investments g0, a leather foor will give you a good return
For your maney. And the patina after 30 years unbelievabie!
A final thought - although the world went metric decades
g0, leather is measured in sguare feet. Because hides are
Irregular sires, each yard of 36 ft fabric Is 12 sq ft of leathes,
while each yard of soly fabric is 16 sg ft of leather,



