
CHAPTER 15 

From my book Can You Survive?  

By Benjamin ‘Raven Pressley 

HIDE TANNING 
 

 
 

    Mostly what I am going to discuss in this chapter is how to tan a buckskin with 

the brains of the animal. The Braintan method of tanning buckskin produces a 

beautiful, supple, garment quality hide. Done properly it produces a hide with the 

feel of flannel that seems to be sturdier and more flexible than many of the 

chemical methods. It is also the most economical method of producing a tanned 

hide. Braintan was probably the method used most by the Native Americans, 

although other methods were used by them, such as burying the hide with oak bark 

and letting the tannic acids tan the hide or letting it soak in an old stump full of 

rainwater rich in tannic acids. Bark tanning can take as long as six months. A 

mammal hide can be braintanned in one day, depending on climatological 

conditions and experience. There are also accounts of hides being soaked from one 

container of clean water to another until the glues or ground matter in the hide was 

released. This is called ‘washing’ a hide. Basically, I think it is correct to say that is 

basically what you are doing when you tan a hide. You are preserving it from 

decay by removing the ‘glues’ from the hide that would cause it to rot if not 

removed. Then, you further treat it to be a soft, durable, useful material that will 

stand up to whatever elements it may be exposed to. 

    This text describes, in brief, step by step, how to tan a mammal hide, using the 

braintan method, with emphasis on dry scrape and tanning a deer hide, hair-off, in 

a square frame or rack. Also discussed in the text are the wet scrape method, 

tanning a hide with hair on (large and small mammals), and the smoking before 

braining method used by Northwestern North American Coastal primitive people. I 

will also deal briefly with tanning a reptile hide, like a snake. This text will discuss 

the use of modern and primitive (survival) tools. I recommend that you try dry 

scrape with modern tools first for the simple reason, I believe, that it will give you 

a chance to learn more about a hide. It gives you a chance to study it thoroughly 

and will help your understanding more when you attempt other methods of 



braintan. The rack or frame may be used for fleshing, scraping, drying and 

breaking. There are other methods, such as, using a fleshing beam or staking it to 

the ground. You may wish to try other methods. Find the one that works best for 

you. I also recommend if one is serious about learning the braintan method it 

would be wise to be shown by someone, like myself, who can teach it to you.  

There are three books I would recommend though:  Braintan Buckskin by John 

McPherson, Wet Scrape Braintanned Buckskin—A Practical Guide to Home 

Tanning and Use by Steve Edholm and Tamara Wilder and Blue Mountain 

Buckskin by Jim Riggs.  
 

DRY SCRAPE  

Hair Off, Braintanning A Deer Hide 

PREPARING THE HIDE:  

    You will need the following items to get started braintanning a deer hide (See 

Figure 1 illustration): paring knife or small sheath knife, a frame large enough to 

hold the hide you wish to tan, a fleshing tool (or you may use the scraping tool for 

fleshing and scraping), a scraping tool (See Fig. 2 for constructing a scraping 

tool.), 200 feet of 1/8 inch cotton covered nylon cord, a medium to coarse 

whetstone, a pound of brains (deer brains work fine if you have them, but frozen 

pork brains work just as well and are very inexpensive) and a smoker (see Fig. 4 

and text for ideas on constructing a smoker or use a smokehouse of some type.). 

    The best hides for tanning are hides that have been pulled off a deer rather than a 

knife used. The reason being that knives can leave score marks in the hide. These 

score marks will be a problem as they can weaken the hide and tear out during the 

stretching process. So, if you get your hides from a source other than your own kill 

(other hunters or meat processors) choose hides that have a minimum of score 

marks or have been pulled. 



 
 

    Be sure and store your hides properly also if you don’t have time to get to them 

right away. The best option is freezing it. Be sure to roll up the hide hair to hair or 

flesh to flesh in case you want to do one with hair on later. If you don’t have a 

freezer you will need to at least flesh it and let it dry (rawhide it). See instructions 

on fleshing below. Some meat processors that save hides also pile them in a barn 

layered with a mixture of saw dust and salt. This mixture will preserve a hide for 

short periods of time but freezing or rawhiding them is best. 



    Let hide soak at least overnight or longer. This will help the hair slip faster. It 

can be done without soaking if you are using the dry scrape method but it is easier 

if you let it soak. It also helps to mix some wood ash in the water.  Indians would 

weigh hides down in icy creeks with rocks until all hair slipped. I have used creeks 

before. It works pretty well. Little crayfish come along and dine on the flesh and 

help you get some of the flesh off too. Keeping it completely submerged in a creek 

helps keep larger animals from smelling the hide and dragging it off. Beware. This 

can happen. Even if you have it in a barrel at home, make sure you put a lid on 

your barrel. Dogs will turn over your barrel and drag your hide away. Also change 

the water in your barrel everyday (twice a day if it is hot) if you are going to let it 

soak 2-3 days so bacteria doesn’t build up and decay your hide, plus it will keep 

down on the smell. Believe me, I didn’t change the water once and after a couple 

of days that hide looked like swiss cheese! 

    Now, assuming you have the hide off the deer and you have split it down its 

belly and have the hide layed out flat, flesh side up, use a sharp paring knife or 

small sheath knife (Folding knives are not recommended for this operation they 

may fold on you and cut you) punch holes about 3” apart and ¾” from edge of hide 

all around perimeter of hide (see Fig. 3). Holes should be cut parallel to edge of 

hide not perpendicular. This lessens the chances of holes tearing out when strung 

up in the rack. You can cut the tail off or carefully split the tail section and take 

your time removing the bone from the tail otherwise you will pull tip of tail right 

off. 

    Now, get plenty of sturdy rope, 1/8 inch cotton covered nylon works well. Lay 

your boards that you will construct your rack from around the hide with the hide 

laying spread out on ground and about one and a half feet from the hide all the way 

around. 

 



 
Lacing the hide up in the rack. 

 

Nail or lash your rack together. With the rack start at top of hide with rope, go 

through hole in hide with end of rope and around rack and continue this all the way 

around, adjusting as needed until hide is suspended and centered snugly in rack 

(Fig. 3). A little tip to make it a little easier is to take some string and make 4 short 

lengths and tie hide in corners of rack centering hide in rack. This is just temporary 

till you get the hide strung up tight. Also you may want to cut your rope into 15 

feet lengths so you don’t have to pull so much rope through each hole at a time. 

Once you get the hide strung up in the rack make sure you have the hide centered 

and stretched as tight as you can get it. Basically, this will require you going all the 

way around the hide several times tugging and retying until you get it right. You 

also may want to consider setting up your rack and just using S-hooks or hog rings 

in the holes. This also conserves rope and makes the hide easier to take down and 

put back up. Paul Dinsmore from Pony, Montana showed this to me (see drawing). 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

FLESHING: 



    While the hide is still wet and hanging in the rack, you must scrape off all fat 

and viscera known as the scarf skin from the flesh side of the hide. For this 

operation you may use a fleshing tool such as shown in Figure 1. You can get one 

of these from a hardware store, it looks like a flattened out hoe.  It is used for 

edging lawns. Saw the handle to length you need and round the corners, then, 

sharpen the blade as sharp as you can get it.  Keep that whetstone handy for you 

will need to re-sharpen frequently.  The sharper you keep it the better.  Some 

people just use the scraping tool for fleshing and scraping.  All fat must be 

removed otherwise the hide will not absorb the brains and you will have hard 

places that will rip out on you in the breaking process.  These are called grease 

burns. A good enough job fleshing will often remove the scarf skin, leaving only 

the hair side to scrape. You can tell if you have done a good enough job when the 

flesh side is all white and clean looking. Look for remaining scarf skin. It will have 

a glossy, yellowish appearance. Now tighten the hide up again and let it dry. Once 

the hide is dry it is preserved in a rawhide state. You can do several hides this way 

and just roll them up to be worked on later. That way they don’t take up space in 

your freezer. 

    Once the hide is completely dry it is ‘preserved’ in a state of rawhide, which has 

many uses in itself. You may store the hide in this state indefinitely, provided the 

bugs don’t get to it. Tiny white bugs get on the hide sometimes and mostly eat 

around the edges of the hide. You may now store the hide or put it up till you have 

more time to continue on. 

 

SCRAPING: 

    Now, about the scraping tool.  You will need 

some good steel. An old file works fine. Grind a 

blade to the shape shown in Figure 2. The 

illustration shows both screw holes and a notch for 

lashing the blade to the handle. You may wish to 

do both, but it isn’t necessary. It is important that 

you have no corners on the blade, as these can cut 

right through a hide and securing the blade to the 

bottom of a surface works well to keep down the 

accumulation of hair and hide on the tool. You may 

find a branch that works well for the handle or cut 

one out of some lumber. You may even wish to 

mount the blade at a 45 degree angle instead of the 90 degree angle shown. Of 

course you may use all stone tools in the entire process, if you wish to keep 

everything completely primitive or as in a survival situation where you have no 

choice. More on primitive tools later. 



 
Now, all hair and epidermis must be scraped from the hair side of the hide. 

Epidermis is that first layer of skin that contains the hair follicles.  All epidermis 

must be removed to produce a hide that is ‘suede’ on both sides, which is the 

Native American way of doing it. Otherwise you will be left with shiny spots that 

may not absorb the brains properly. Keep the blade sharp and move in same 

direction so you don’t get a washboard effect which will show up on smoking the 

hide. All hair follicles can usually be removed by taking a 12 inch x 12 inch square 

and scraping about 35 times and moving to another square until you have 

completed scraping the entire hair side of the hide provided the tool is very sharp, 

however, check anyway for any hair follicles, even when it seems you’ve removed 

all that shiny epidermis. If you have very good light you may cast a shadow with 

your hand and look very closely for tiny black spots indicating hair. Keep scraping 

until it’s all gone.  If you don’t get it all you will be able to tell when you brain it. 

It will look dirty or like pepper is on the hide. You will have to get it all or it will 

basically look dirty after you smoke it. If after braining you see that you’ve missed 

some spots get it on a beam and scrape it with a dull draw knife, fleshing bar or 

even a pocket knife or whatever works till you get it all. You must get it all before 

you smoke it.  If you see a ‘washboard’ effect developing try lightly scraping the 

area horizontally with a very sharp blade until it is gone. You may or may not 

remove all of it depending on how bad it is. Taking your time and not letting it 

happen in the first place is the best thing to do. 

    The flesh side must also be scraped. You must remove all that shiny scarf skin, 

otherwise it will resist absorption of the brains. Even when you think you’ve got it 

all, look again and scrape thoroughly, it can be deceptive. As you get more 

advanced you may even want to thin the hide down in areas where it is thicker so 

you have a consistent thickness throughout. 

 



BRAINING: 

We will now move on to producing a garment quality buckskin.  Acquire some 

brains.   Deer brains are fine if you have them but any kind will do.  The frozen 

variety of pork brains available at your grocer for 99 cents a pound are very 

suitable. The fresh or frozen variety are preferable but believe it or not a friend and 

I once used the kind canned with gravy and they worked fine. More expensive 

though.   

 



 
 

The joke among hidetanners is that all mammals have enough brains to tan their 

own hide, except humans! 

   Now make sure the brains are thawed out and using a blender or bucket combine 

a pound of brains with warm to hot water and mash and mix thoroughly.  They do 

not have to be boiled as I have read some texts say. In fact it could cook and ruin 

the brains if you boil them. Add enough water that it will sufficiently cover the 



hide when it is in the bucket.  One pound of brains in 2-1/2 gallons water will do 2 

or 3 deer hides, sometimes more.  Now, cut the hide that is still strung up in the 

rack carefully as close to the edge as possible basically leaving the rope and holes 

behind. Take the dried rawhide, roll it into a tube and place one end in the bucket.  

As it absorbs the brain mixture you will feel it giving and softening.  Keep 

allowing the hide to absorb the mixture until it is back to a pliable state and totally 

submerged into the bucket.  Now, work those brains into that hide mixing and 

squeezing it.  Now, take it out of the bucket, roll it up and using a stick or fence 

rail and a stick or your breaking tool, twist that hide like a tourniquet squeezing the 

brain slurry out.  Catch it in the bucket as it squeezes out again mixing and 

working the solution into the hide and allowing it to soak in (See drawing on 

wringing out the hide for a special way to roll it up.).  The idea is to work as much 

of the brains into the hide as possible.  Now, squeeze it out and soak it again.  Do 

this 5 or 6 times or more over at least a 30 minute period, occasionally just letting 

it soak in the bucket. The more you do it the better.  Now, if you don’t have time to 

continue, put it in a plastic bag and freeze the hide until you do after you’ve 

thoroughly squeezed it out. So how do you know if you have good enough brain 

penetration? For one thing the hide will be bleached white as can be but the main 

way to tell is to stretch the hide. It should significantly stretch on any part of the 

hide you test it on. If it doesn’t then brain it some more. Try this technique: In a 

sitting position lay the hide across your legs while your legs are together. Now 

hold it tightly and spread your legs stretching the hide as you do. Your legs are 

stronger than your arms so this will help. This is a good technique to remember 

when you get to breaking the hide. 

 

BREAKING: 

    This is the stage that will determine how soft a hide you end up with.  Some 

people use a rope or wire hoop hanging from a tree working the hide through it and 

some use the fleshing beam or stretching it continually with a friend or you can put 

it back in the rack.  Putting it back in the rack is a real pain though and I don’t 

recommend it. You would have to cut more holes and you would lose more hide 

around the edges. If you do put it back in the rack, stretch it as much as you can by 

hand then string it back up in the rack as before.  Get it good and tight.  Now, you 

will need the breaking tool (see Fig. 1).  This can be a broken canoe paddle or a 

wide flaring axe handle sanded smooth on all corners. You may wish to have both. 

I like having the smaller flaring axe handle, for it gets into small places well and 

the wider canoe paddle, of course covers large areas faster. Most importantly is 

that there are no corners and no splinters to snag and tear the hide. 



    From here on out it is best not to stop, you might want to have a friend help you 

or spell you now and then. But, if it starts to rain or you have to quit then unstring 

the hide and bag it up good and freeze it, till you can get back to it. 

    Now, you must work that hide all over pressing into it and working all that 

liquid in that hide out while it is drying and break those fibers in the process. If the 

hide dries in an area you’re not working it will turn into hard spots that you can’t 

get out unless you re-brain it and start over. In some cases, you can work that area 

through a wire loop to get that hard spot out.  You must work the hide all over and 

move about as quickly and pressing into it as much as possible.  This is a critical 

phase.  All is not lost if it does dry out on you but it is best to work the hide until 

the hide is dry all over.  Make sure its dry before you quit.  Feel it front and back 

for coolness or dark spots indicating it is still wet.  The harder you press and the 

faster you break it the softer a hide you will have.  If a bullet hole or any hole 

seems to be getting larger or any bad tear, take time to stop and sew it up, knotting 

the thread on the back of the hide. Waxed nylon (artificial sinew) works well for 

this. Once this is complete you should now have a white, milky soft hide you can 

be proud of.  It is not waterproof though so protect it from getting wet if you don’t 

have time to smoke it right away, otherwise, it will turn back to rawhide. If you 

must quit at any point during the breaking process, unstring the hide, fold it up and 

place it in a paper bag and then into a plastic bag and freeze it again. Depending on 

the moisture left in it, when you get back to it, the ice crystals should easily shake 

out and stretching it a little by hand should thaw it right out. Then, you can put it 

back in the rack and continue. Shaking out that ice speeds up the process of drying 

actually, for frozen water is falling away, freeze drying it, if you will. 

    Now, for an easier way to do it. Take the brained hide and lay it across your legs 

in a sitting position and spread your legs. Remember this technique? Keep moving 

the hide to different areas and keep that hide moving in all directions until it is 

broken dry and soft. At this point it should feel like thick, softened flannel to your 

cheek. The advantages to doing it this way is you don’t have to go through the 

hassle of stringing the hide up and taking it down. And should it rain you can bag 

that hide up easier and put it back in the freezer.    

    Also check out Paul Dinsmore’s tools in the drawing in this book. He uses a 

steel band to break the hide and it will also remove any missed scarf skin. Be 

careful though. The steel band can cut right into a hide.    

    Anyway, you now have a braintanned hide and you can use it like it is if you 

have a project you want a white hide for. However, keep in mind that the hide is 

tanned but not waterproofed yet. If it gets wet it will turn stiff again and you will 

have to re-brain it. To waterproof it you have to smoke it as described below. 
 

SMOKING 



    Smoking the hide waterproofs it by coating the individual fibers, waterproof in 

the sense that it will not turn back to rawhide, not as in water repellent. It can even 

be washed, once smoked. Not as in a washing machine but cleaned with a wet rag. 

Smoking also gives it color and bug proofs and bacteria proofs the hide. In fact, a 

garment made of smoked braintan can absorb sweat and never retain or give off a 

body odor. 

    Now, trim off any hard edge that remains.  Now, you will need a smoker.  There 

are many ways of building one. You may modify an old charcoal grill by cutting a 

hole in the top big enough to fit a piece of stove pipe or you may use a tripod that 

you just wrap the hide around over the fire pit. The disadvantage to the tripod is 

that it is difficult to seal up tight, which is very important, for the hide must be 

smoked and open flame must be avoided. The smoker I use (and I know there are 

better designs) is illustrated in Fig. 4. It is constructed of a trash can and a stove 

pipe, basically.  Just cut a hole out in the bottom of the can the size of the stove 

pipe. Then, put the stove pipe into the hole making sure you have a good snug, air 

tight fit.  You will also need a tripod or a large tree branch that you can throw a 

rope over to support the ‘chimney’. Get a piece of canvas or heavy cotton.  Sew 

this into a tube and secure it to the stove pipe as part of the ‘chimney’.  I have even 

used an old pants leg. Then either sew, staple or clothespin your deer hide into a 

tube as the next stage of the chimney, canvas over the hide so you don’t mask out a 

place on the hide that smoke can’t get to as it travels upward. The consideration 

here is that the deer hide be held together in a manner that will hold but at the same 

time is easy to undo so you may look inside to check for darkness as it is smoking 

and to turn the hide inside out to smoke the other side easily. This is all held up 

with the rope you threw over that branch (see Figure 4). Then, it is all placed over 

a hot bed of coals in a shallow pit. A good bed of coals that will last is very 

important for they must last the duration of smoking both sides of the hide. You 

may even want to use charcoal. On top of the coals a covering of rotten, dry wood 

is placed. The rotten wood may be a little damp but you definitely don’t want it 

any wetter than you can avoid. You don’t want to steam the hide back into 

rawhide. What kind of wood? Some people say, that depends on what color hide 

you want. They say pine will give it a golden color, while oak will give it a dark 

brown color. But, honestly, from my experience I don’t really think it makes much 

difference. The longer you smoke it the darker it gets. So, smoke it as dark as you 

want or as light as you want but do smoke it. Also it is a good idea to smoke all the 

hides at the same time that you are going to use on a single project. For example, a 

shirt and leggings may take several hides by the time you apply fringe and all. You 

want to smoke them at the same time, if possible, so they all are the same ‘color’ 

and darkness. 



    Don’t let the coals cause the wood to flame up.  Cover them with your smoker 

and pack dirt around the bottom so they don’t flame up, just smoke.  Keep an eye 

on it, a flare up could cook and burn that hide with its heat and ruin it.  The idea is 

for the smoke to travel up the “chimney” smoking the hide as it goes through it. 

You may even need to pack dirt around where the stovepipe and trashcan meet, if 

the seal is not airtight enough.  As I said already, also staple, sew or clothespin the 

hide, anything that you can undo fairly easily because once you get the hide the 

darkness you want, (look at it by removing a pin or staple) then, you want to turn it 

inside out and smoke the other side. If there doesn’t seem to be enough smoke 

traveling up the chimney you may need to kick enough dirt out of the way to allow 

some air or you may need to add more rotten wood, but watch it carefully, you 

don’t want any flare ups. You also want to make sure there aren’t any folds in the 

hide that will keep smoke from getting into all areas of the hide. You may have to 

hold these out or reach inside and prop tiny twigs inside to hold it open better.  

Once that’s complete you have a finished, waterproof hide.  It is a good idea to bag 

it up overnight, in a paper bag not a plastic one, this will help even out the color.  

Some people then, wash it with a small amount of gentle detergent dissolved in 

water and stretch it while it’s drying by hand.  This will help soften it a little more 

sometime and take out  

some of the smoky smell (who wants to remove that great wood smoke smell 

though?)   

 



 

 

    Now, it is ready to make into the item of your choice.  If you make garments 

then wear it like the deer did, flesh side in, hair side out. Ultimately though it 

doesn’t really matter. The Mandan wore it hair side in. The hair side is definitely 

the smoother side. Buckskin clothing is great for the woods. It is durable and 

stands up well to the briars and such. Plus the woodsmoke smell is a smell animals 

are used to so it helps cover your human smell when hunting. When cutting out 

moccasins make sure you lay them out and cut with the grain of the hide. Toe and 

heel pointing to head and tail. Otherwise the completed moccasins will twist on 

your feet and be uncomfortable. 

    Don’t be discouraged if your first attempt doesn’t produce a great hide. Learn 

from your mistakes. Hard spots may indicate flesh or epidermis not removed or 

maybe from not breaking it fast enough, allowing it to dry in some spots. Holes 

that broke through easily during scraping or breaking may indicate fat and viscera 



not removed (grease burns). Uneven coloring during smoking may indicate a fold 

in the hide that smoke didn’t get to. Also, be sure and treat any cuts you get, 

particularly during fleshing, seriously, as there are a lot of bacteria in the deer flesh 

and certain diseases that can cause some serious infection if not treated and avoid 

rubbing your eyes. If you do get an infection be sure to go to the doctor and tell 

them what you were doing. It takes special antibiotics to treat this type of infection. 

You may even wish to wear rubber gloves, especially during fleshing to avoid this 

and the smell that will linger on your hands for days. The smell is caused by 

bacteria so you may wish to wash your hands with Betadine or peroxide.  I have 

found that washing my hands in vinegar before and after washing them with soap 

and water gets that awful smell off my hands, although I have met some people 

that say this doesn’t work for them. The hide smells less the fresher it is. 

    As I said, don’t be discouraged, even a substandard hide has its uses, even if it is 

for nothing but thongs or a bowstring for a bow drill. I made a great pack basket 

from a whole hide that I spiral cut into one long thong and used it interwoven with 

some willow branches. At any rate you’re producing a hide that sells for $80-

$100+ probably for no more cost than the brains used to tan the hide with (of 

course, who can put a price on the all the labor that went into it). At any rate, it is a 

skill well worth mastering for it will save you a ton from having to buy the 

commercial grade stuff, that sometimes is not half the quality. Not to mention the 

pride you’ll have in an item you made from a hide you tanned yourself. 

    What follows are some notes on tanning hide with hair-on, wetscrape, smoking 

before braining, using primitive tools, tanning reptile hides and some 

miscellaneous. The following is based on the assumption of your understanding of 

what has already been covered. 

 

HAIR-ON 

    It is generally agreed that any mammal hide may be tanned using the braintan 

method except for a cow. Even Buffalo may be tanned  by braintan methods. Jim 

Miller is the only one I know who is braintanning Buffalo hides today. I’m sure 

there must be others though. He has told me that he breaks the Buffalo hide by 

getting the neighborhood kids to either jump and walk on a ‘trampoline’ made of 

brained Buffalo hide or tossing them up in the air like they are on a blanket. With 

Buffalo and any thick hide like Caribou you may even have to thin certain areas on 

the hide to get a consistent thickness throughout the hide.  

    That being said, if you wish to braintan a hide and preserve that hair side you 

will have to avoid hair slippage. So, you don’t want to soak the hide in water. Flesh 

and dry or wet scrape the flesh side only either in a rack or on a fleshing beam. 

You will generally need more brains to tan a hide hair on depending on size of 

hide. It will generally take 5-6 pounds of brains to tan the average deer hide. (4-6 



square feet). The slurry you make is made from all brains, no water. It is probably 

a good idea to rub cornmeal in the hair side of the hide to keep it from getting too 

wet or messy. Now you have to work this paste of brains into the flesh side only. 

Work it into the hide and then let it dry. Then work it again with more brains. A 

smooth stone you can hold in your palm works well for this. Then work the hide 

till broke and dry. Then you smoke the flesh side of the hide. 

    Some smaller mammals require degreasing after fleshing them. Native 

Americans staked the hide out in the sun and covered it with cornmeal over and 

over till the grease was leached from the hide. If you do a good job of fleshing and 

scraping a good dishwashing detergent may work for you to degrease the hide. Just 

don’t let it soak and risk hair slippage. Be sure and get the hide good and dry 

before braining it. On some smaller mammals it may be desirable to leave some of 

the bones like in the paws and such to retain a certain look, depending on what you 

are using it for. For example, some people cut the legs off of a raccoon to make a 

cap. I always liked that western look of leaving the legs dangling. I have even sewn 

two small skunk hides together before to get the size I needed for a hat. 

 

WET SCRAPE 

    Wet scrape is done on a fleshing beam. A fleshing beam can be a half log leaned 

against a tree locking hide in at the top or you may use a little more modern design. 

A very effective fleshing beam that Paul Dinsmore came up with and that Mike 

Geno improved upon is described in the drawings in this chapter. It is basically 

made from a slotted board with legs on it with short lengths of various diameters of 

PVC pipe that can be interchanged. This is a great design because different 

diameters varies your surface area you are scraping on and you can use a dull tool 

to scrape and flesh with. 

    If you wet scrape you will probably want to let the hide soak longer. This swells 

the hide and ‘floats’ the layers making them more visible. You will know you have 

soaked the hide long enough when you can pull hair from the hindquarters easily 

by hand. 

    You then lay the hide up on the beam. You hold the hide down by pressure from 

your body against the hide as it hangs over the beam toward you (It is a good idea 

to wear a waterproof apron for this.). The hide is then fleshed and scraped while 

wet on both sides with a fleshing bar or dull draw knife. The layer that needs to be 

removed will generally appear yellowish in contrast to the white layer underneath. 

Be systematic, move around all over the hide little by little until hide is well 

scraped. If it becomes dry during the process let it soak a little while. It is much 

easier if you keep the hide wet during the entire process. Then while it is still 

damp, not soaked, but damp, brain, break and smoke it as described previously. 

This is a brief explanation but fairly adequate. It is trial and error after all. You 



may like wet scrape better because you don’t have to have a rack and rope and 

string the hide up, etc. This is probably the method you would use in a survival 

situation so it is well worth learning. There are accounts of primitive people 

staking the hide out on a mound of dirt. That is a very uncomfortable position to 

work a hide in though. 

 

SMOKING BEFORE BRAINING 

    The pre-smoke style of tanning was practiced and is still done by people of 

Northwestern North America. These people are the Colville, Kootenai, Blackfoot 

and Cree. Basically it involves breaking the fleshed, scraped hide while damp, 

smoking it then braining and breaking it. Paul Dinsmore taught me this method. 

According to Paul’s research and experience he believes that by smoking the hide 

before braining it neutralizes more of the ground matter (glues) allowing more 

efficient penetration of the brains. He believes there is an enzyme action taking 

place in the smoking and braining process that breaks down the hide’s glues and 

ground matter. There may be some truth in this for if you leave a hide in the brain 

slurry long enough it will almost completely dissolve. Further advantages are that 

the smoke preserves the brain slurry also and allows you to reuse it, up to 2 weeks 

sometimes.  He does recommend checking the Ph of the smoky water though and 

keeping it between 5 ½-6. After the hide is broken then you may smoke it again for 

color. One consideration of learning this method it does tell us that even if a hide 

has been completed and smoked and for some reason becomes stiff again it is good 

to know you can still brain it after it has been smoked. 

 

 
 

 



 
 
 

 

 

USING PRIMITIVE TOOLS 

    I have used primitive tools on many occasions. The drawing in this chapter and 

photos show you some of the tools I have used. These are tools that can be 



produced in the survival situation. One of my favorite scrapers is the deer canon 

bone. It is serrated along the end to grab flesh and pull it away from the hide. The 

thong around the wrist helps to lock the tool straight while using it and gives you 

some leverage. I also like using a sharpened radius ulna on a fleshing beam, a half 

log against a tree in a survival situation. A large rib bone also works pretty well. 

And certainly stone blades, even simple flake tools will do the job for dry scrape. It 

is the same process as with modern tools just in some cases is a little slower. I do 

recommend getting some experience with modern tools in advance so you will 

understand the process before using primitive/survival tools. You definitely, like 

any other survival skill want to practice these skills in advance before you have to 

use them. 

 
Radius Ulna Bone Scraper. One of my favorites. 

 

 



 
Author wearing braintan clothing he made. 

 

 



 



 
BARK TANNING 

    Bark tanning is achieved by the tannic acid present in tree barks and acorns. 

Basically you flesh and scrape the hide on the flesh side. On the hair side you have 

the option to just dehair it and leave the epidermis. The reason being is tannic acid 

will penetrate the shiny epidermis unlike braintan. You make a solution by soaking 

crushed dried bark (oak, spruce, cypress, etc.) and even acorns in water until when 

you taste it causes you to pucker up. Start weak and work your way up. You then 

soak the hide for a couple of weeks, sometimes it takes a couple of months until 

the tannic acids do their job. You can tell when it is complete by cutting a small 

sliver from the edge of the hide. You should see color all the way through. Some 

people do leave a little core that is still not colored for using on projects when you 

want a little stiff rawhide like knife sheaths. 

 



A SHORT WORD ABOUT TANNING REPTILE HIDES 

    The main consideration when tanning a reptile hide is to get it good and 

thoroughly fleshed and scraped. Generally though reptiles don’t have a lot of fat to 

scrape off. I have tried various store bought solutions and I have found the best 

solution to be antifreeze with silicon silicate in it. The silicon silicate is important. 

Not all anti freezes have it. Prestone makes one that has it, there may be others. 

Once you get, say, a snake hide, good and clean tack it out to a board and let it dry. 

Now start with the flesh side up and use a cloth or cotton ball and rub the hide 

down good with the antifreeze. Let it dry. Do this several times over the period of a 

week, then flip the hide over and do the same to the other side. Scales may fall off 

but that is OK it will not affect the look of the hide. Then take it down from the 

board and you will have a nice rubbery feeling hide that will conform itself to 

whatever you want to use it for. 

 

ONE FINAL WORD 

    I know I have covered a lot in this chapter and there certainly are many intricate 

details that could yet be covered. I firmly believe though that there is no 

replacement for experience and hands-on instruction from a qualified instructor. 

However, I certainly have given you, the reader, enough information to give it a 

try. You may be surprised how easy it is to tan your own hide. It is very labor 

intensive and you will probably want to allow yourself an entire weekend for your 

first attempt. With enough experience though you could easily complete a deer 

hide in a day. Experienced hide tanners like Paul turn out 44 hides a month. So, 

give it a try. It is worth the experience and there is nothing like wearing a buckskin 

shirt that you have made from hides you have tanned for yourself. 
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