THE HAUSA TANNERS OF NORTHERN NIGERIA
and the production of Sokoto tanned goatskins
By Malcolm J. Lamb

Basic History of Nigeria
Nigeria has a population of approximately 85 million and two distinct regions, North and South, both of which have
fascinating histories. The Southern Coastal Strip became commercially significant in the wake of the early 15th and
16th century explorers. Following the British move to abolish the slave trade in 1807 the next hundred years saw a
gradual increase in British influence and this led to the creation of the Protectorate in 1912. The country achieved
independence in l960. However, in this study we will concentrate on the North where the tanning industry is
situated. More is known of the history of the Northern States, but the area we are studying has not always been
known as Nigeria nor has the region in question always been confined by today's political boundaries. Hausaland
forms part of the belt of Savannah which stretches across from the Atlantic to the Red Sea. This belt lies between
the desert in the North and the coastal equatorial forests to the South. Generically, it is named the Sudan, from the
Arabic Beled as-Sudan - Blackman's Land.

The gently undulating countryside is only sparsely forested and the higher areas without mountains remain as
uncultivated bush. By European standards the population is sparse and is scattered into small-holdings of mainly
self-supporting Hausas.
Geographically, Hausaland is significantly situated at the joining point of different ethnic groups - the Southern
indigenous people and the Hamitic strain from North Africa. Rainfall occurs between June and September, leaving
the mainly farming population with ample time to develop crafts and, until comparatively recent times, to conduct
war. In the rainy season farming demands the full attention of the whole family. Travelling at this time used to be
especially difficult, whereas in the dry season the rivers dried up and communication became easy. Until
comparatively recent times the roads were poor, so donkeys and camels were widely used.
The language of the region is Hausa, probably the most widely used language in Africa. The cherished legend of
Hausa origins is based on the marriage of Bagdad Prince Abuyazidu to the Queen of Daura after slaying a giant
snake which occupied the town's only well and terrorized the townspeople. The seven children of this marriage are
said to have been the founders of the Hausa states. This fable most likely symbolizes the merger of Arabic/Berber
migrations between 500 AD and 1400 AD. Most of the main towns and cities were walled and inter-city warfare was
common. Around l350-80 AD the Islamic faith was introduced into the region of Sokoto via what is now known as
Mali, and Sokoto is still regarded as the spiritual and cultural centre of Northern Nigeria. Whilst this establishment
of Islam encouraged commercial development in the region, new camel train routes were developed and Kano
became the main commercial city.

It is difficult to determine exactly when crafts were established because of the dearth of records; due to the tropical
climate paper deteriorates very quickly - often within 50 years. White ants will also rapidly destroy paper and even
as late as the 1950s it was difficult to persuade a native from outlying areas to accept paper currency. The oldest
written records are the Kano Chronicle, said to give the history of Kano from l000 AD until the early I900s.
Whilst the Egyptians and the Romans were the first to develop trade with the area, it was the work of Leo
Africanus, a Moor, whose Arabic work, The History and Description of West Africa (translated by John Pory in l600)
which made Europe aware of this region's trade and culture. Although some of this initial work was later discounted
(for example, he got the flow of the River Niger wrong), he did achieve much and conveyed accurate descriptions
of the land and its people, herds of' cattle and the wealth of activities of the already prospering Hausa merchants
and craftsmen, and there can be no doubt that a relatively high standard of living and culture existed. This was later
confirmed by the brilliant work of the British-sponsored German explorer Heinrich Barth. Whilst most of his brave
contemporaries could only confirm the 'white man's grave' myth he travelled throughout the region during 1851-4
accurately describing much that remains unchanged today such as mud-walled towns containing flat-roofed
Nubian, North-African styled houses and the use of shadoofs in the dry season, etc.
The main crops were guinea corn, millet and rice supplemented by groundnuts, onions, beans, yams and sugar
cane. The cash crop was cotton and indigo. Crafts observed by Barth and still practised in almost every village are
pottery, spinning, weaving and dyeing. Smiths worked in gold, silver, copper and iron, the last being most important
for the manufacture of implements and weapons. In Bida, a small town situated 250 miles to the south of Sokoto,
there is a group of glass workers. The sand is probably responsible for this craft's establishment, but its workers
treasure the belief that their methods originated in Egypt.
Tanners and leather workers existed in every main community, the principal areas being Kano and Sokoto. The
quality of raw goatskin in Nigeria has always been best in Sokoto, slowly decreasing in standard as one moves
eastward. The skins are dark red-haired in Sokoto, lighter red in Kano, white and black and white in Maidugari.
Sokoto has always produced the best ironware as well as the finest leather, used in Europe since mediaeval times.
It is probably very difficult to prove links between ancient Egypt and today's Kano and Sokoto tanners due, again,
to the lack of written records. However, this may be possible to some extent if cave paintings at Birnin Kudu (near
Kano) can be linked with other ancient markings found in a central Saharan mountain range. In trying to outline the
origin of the production of Sokoto native-tanned goatskins I have ventured a little out of my depth in an effort to
confirm my belief that the basic tanning method could have been conveyed direct to Hausaland by the Egyptians,
or that it reached them later by way of North Africa or Arabia. The original trans-Saharan camel train trade was
developed with exchanges for fezzes and prayer mats when Islam was founded, but tanning must have been
practised prior to this event. The trade further increased with the change of trading direction when the Atlantic sea
routes opened about 1900. Today, the situation has been reversed yet again with trans Saharan air transportation.
The time lag was shortened from six months to three, and now to six hours, Kano to Gatwick.
Throughout this period the whole process has probably changed very little and has been handed down family to
family. Basically small-scale farmers, the tanners raise the goats themselves and butcher them. Although in Sokoto
City some of the larger tanners have formed themselves into cooperatives their leather lacks the finesse achieved
by the smaller tanners from the surrounding villages. Kano tanners have never been able to produce a tannage as
good as that of the Sokoto tanners, even on skins brought in from Sokoto. I have attempted to produce a
commercial version of the Sokoto grain, but despite the application of modern technology I was unsuccessful. 'The
natives' basic processes, which involve no machinery or manmade chemicals, will now be described.

Soaking and Liming (for heavy goatskins)
The carefully flayed skin is washed in well-water to remove blood and dung and is then immersed, in a very large
earthenware pot, in a solution called toka - a strong alkali solution produced from the ash of' certain types of wood.
This is equivalent to the European liming process and the skin is quite quickly hydrolysed and becomes very
plump. Simultaneously, the hair and other keratinous and non-leather-making proteins arc broken down by this
solution which contains, from previous lots, a small amount of old liquor which the tanner adds to sharpen the new
solution. No set amount of old liquor is used and the length of immersion can vary. The skilful tanners, depending
on the time of year (i.e. hot or cold season), will give the skins just the right amount of time so that the hair can be
loosened and removed without causing any loss of fibre strength or damage to the grain. The time varies between
a day and a half and five days. At the appropriate moment the skins are removed, washed off and, using the
outside of an old wooden corn grinding mortar, the skin is unhaired while held with the knee. A two-handled curved
knife with a very blunt edge is used to press out the loosened hair and roots.

De-Liming
The unhaired skin is again carefully washed and then using the same method, but with a sharp knife, the flesh side
is scraped clean of meat and fat left after butchering. Once more the skin is washed and then introduced to a
solution made from a plant, which grows in swampy areas, called koloko. This produces a very mild acidic solution
and also contains small quantities of a proteolytic enzyme, papain. As soon as the alkaline skin comes into contact
with this mildly acidic solution it begins to lose its rubber-like plumpness. When the skin is completely neutralized
and flaccid it is immersed in a solution containing an infusion of pigeon dung to produce the effect known as
bateing (bateing is the process whereby non-leather-making proteins such as elastin are removed by the action of
proteolytic enzymes. It left in the leather they will make it very hard and less flexible). The tanners have to watch
the process very carefully, particularly in warm weather, because the bacteria in this foul solution can very quickly
get out of hand and totally ruin the skin. At the appropriate moment the tanners wash off the skin which they test by
squeezing; if the skin is properly bated residual water can be squeezed through the grain from the flesh side. The
bate is then sterilized by immersing it in an old tan liquor. The clean, pure white skin is now ready for tanning.

Tanning Process
The local name of the tanning material is bagaruwa; botanical name acacia arabica or acacia nilotica. Other names
are garad (India), gabda and sunt (Sudan). The material used is the pod of the tree, which grows prolifically locally.
The tree, typical African acacia, with seasonal small yellow blossom, matures in two years and can yield pods for
up to ten or twelve years. These are gathered when dry (October to January) and look similar to dried lupin pods,
although much bigger, about six inches long. The dried pods are beaten in a corn pestle and mortar (usually by
women) and the hard black seeds are separated by winnowing. The remaining powder is then used to make a
tanning solution. This solution is very mild and gentle and the leather is more light-fast than that produced from say,
mimosa, quebracho, chestnut, etc. The pod is also used by native herbalists as a cure for dysentery.

Tanning
Using earthenware pots set into the ground, like those used in wash-tub days, the skins are worked in the liquor
and from time to time gradual additions of' bagaruwa powder are made. The skins are worked (chuda) for ten
minutes each hour and left to lie in the solution overnight. It will be observed that after Iying overnight in the
strengthened tanning solution the grain of the leather has drawn into the well known pattern. The skins are
continually worked and further additions of powder are made throughout the next day, after which they are again
left overnight. On the third day a new solution of tan liquor is made and the skins are constantly worked again,
when a much lighter and cleaner appearance can be observed. The skins, if cut one or two inches in across the
shank or the thickest part (i.e. the neck) would then reveal that the tan had fully penetrated. If not, the process
would be continued until this had been achieved. This test does not involve wastage of the skin.
Towards evening, when the main heat of the day has subsided, the leather is removed from the pots, carefully
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washed off in clean water and all excess water is squeezed out. The skins are then oiled by hand on the grain
side, using groundnut oil. This has been prepared by the village women using the farmers' locally grown product
which is crushed into a paste with a stone, the clear oil being drained into a pot. After the oiling the skins are piled
grain to grain on rush mats in the shade of a tree and after lying in this manner for two to three hours to allow
partial absorption of the oil, the leather is then hung to dry on lines, clothes-line fashion. The slower the drying the
better the oil penetration. Next day, the skins are retanned in a fresh bagaruwa solution, carefully washed, and
after straining off excess water, hung to dry. In retanning, all the tan and oil stains are cleaned up and the leather
then assumes its creamy light-coloured tan shade. During oiling the skins are often adulterated with weight-giving
additives by the more unscrupulous tanners. The skins are turned constantly during drying to ensure that this
proceeds at an even rate and also to eliminate rope-marks, and so on

Softening Process
When almost dry and of even colour the skins are hand and barefoot staked in at least six directions. The skin is
held across a wooden stake and pulled across the heel to soften the leather - it is a mild stretching and flexing
which releases the fibres which have stuck together during drying. Staking and beating then spreads the oil evenly
throughout the skin and on to the fibres so that the leather becomes soft. The skins are then folded in sixes and
beaten over a special stone. The folding is changed from time to time so that all areas of the skins are carefully
worked. After being trimmed they are ready for marketing. Most of the skins are sold off in this state, but the very
finest are selected for dyeing. Also, the very poor quality skins, which are unsuitable for export, are dyed into reds,
greens, yellows and blues for sale to the desert nomads (i.e. Buzu or Absinawa tribes) who use leather for covering
Koranic charms. Non-exportable skins are also sold in the natural state to Fulani herdsmen for clothing.
Most dyeing is still done in the traditional manner, using red dye produced from dawa corn stalks, and blue-black
from the baba (indigo) plant which grows in this area, but some tanners use aniline dyes which are cheap and
simpler to use.

The goats are allowed to roam freely during non crop times, i.e. from November or December until early June.
During the life of the animal, which is one and a half to two years at the time of slaughter (slaughtering increases
during various Islamic festivals and marriage and naming ceremonies), it could have become scratched by the
many thorn bushes abounding in the area. During the rainy season, in order to avoid crop damage, the goats are
kept herded in the farm compounds, at which time they are severely affected by rainy season dermatitis. Many
other diseases affect the physical appearance and quality of the skin, making it useless for bookbinding purposes,
so the best skins come from the younger, smaller animals. For these reasons leather suitable for bookbinding is
probably less than three or four per cent of the total production. Surplus male goats are slaughtered in preference
to females. The latter provide many of the large skins which binders often need, but due to regular breeding the
skins become over-stretched and loose, which renders them unsuitable. Even a good skin can be ruined by the
butcher's knife, or, if badly dried when new, putrefaction and grain crack can occur. It will be appreciated that it is
extremely difficult for even a faultless skin to survive the many hazards to which it is exposed before being wrapped
around the binder's raw material!

Notes
1. Chemical Composition
Gunther: mixture of di-teri gallic acid.
Wilbusszewitcz: consists of five tanins.
•
•
•
•
•

C20 H19 O10
C20 H20 O10
C21 H18 O10
C21 H19 O10
C22 H19 O10

which on hydrolysis yeild gallic acid, ellagic acid and phlobaphene C14 H18 O4. It is a mixed tannin,
pyrogallic and cataholic.
Typical analysis of ground pods with seeds removed:
•
•
•
•
•
•

34.2% Tans
18.8% Non Tans
40.7% Insolubles
6.3% Water
pH of analytical solution: 4.7
Baguruwa produces a very soft plump leather of very light colour which remains fairly fast to light.

Typical analysis of leather:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

34.9% Hide Substance
14.0% Moisture
11.4% Grease
4.9% Sulphated Ash
34.8% Tanning Matter
7.0% Water Solubles at 25°C
28.4% Fixed Tan
81.4% Degree of Tannage 81.4%
4.3% Insoluble Ash
7.3% Moisture
0.6% Sulphated ash of water solubles
pH of water solubles: 3.14
Shrinkage temperature of leather: 72-75°C

2. The water in Sokoto is generally soft but can have iron contamination which id aerated precipitates as ferric
hydroxide. Most of the tanners use well-water, the limited tap water supplies only being available in Sokoto.
City.

