Resources Page 1 of 8
(2004 supplement)
a NHDHR INVENTORY #CON0254

0 supplement the inventory form previously submitted for the Penacook Mill. On

1s determined eligible for the New Hampshire State and National Registers of

sociations with the textile industry in New Hampshire and for its architectural and

'ed at that time was the issue of whether the property also has significance for its

1ation provides a context for the Brezner Tannery within the area of early to mid

Hampshire, specifically the practice of chrome tannage as distinct from the practice
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

In addition to its previously stated historical associations with the textile industry in New Hampshire and its architectural
and engineering significance, the Penacook Mill (Brezner-Allied Tannery) is eligible for the National Register of Historic
Places under Criterion A in the area of industry for its associations with the Brezner Tanning Corporation, a major
producer of upper shoe leather from cattle hides. The Brezner Tannery was an important local industry and the Penacook
Mill/Brezner Tannery is significant as one of only three surviving historic industrial complexes in Concord, known for its
industrial diversity in the 19 and early 20® century (Hengen 2002). In addition, the Brezner Tannery was the state’s
largest and most successful tannery from its establishment in 1942 until 1987 when production ended at the facility.
Established to insure a supply of quality leather for a Boston wholesaler, the company initially retrofitted the former NH
Spinning Mills building and utilized that building from 1942 until 1951 when the older building was supplemented by a
state-of-the-art addition featuring the latest developments in tannery structure, equipment and machinery. In 1951 (prior
to the completion of the addition), the Brezner Tannery tanned 3.5% of the upper leather made in the United States;
undoubtedly this figure was even higher after the benefits of the new addition were fully realized. The period of
significance under this category is 1942-1954; the earlier date reflects the initial use of the complex as a tannery and the
latter date reflects the National Register’s fifty-year cut-off. The Brezner Tannery is of interest as one of the few tannery
complexes to survive in the state. Despite its somewhat deteriorated condition, the property is still able to illustrate the
history of the company and the important role it played in the village of Penacook and in the tanning industry.

History and Evolution of Tanning after the Introduction of the Chrome Process

Tanning is the process of making leather from skins and hides, usually with an acidic compound (tannin) that prevents
normal decomposition and often imparts color. The practice of chrome tannage, utilizing chromium salts, was originally
developed by the American chemist Augustus Schultz in 1884. Prior to the development of this process barks, wood, nuts
and leaves were the source of the tannins for processing leather and new tanneries were generally established near the
sources of these materials to avoid paying heavy transportation charges. By the end of the 19 century, more than 75
percent of all upper leather manufactured in the United States was manufactured by the chrome tanning process (US Dept
of Commerce 1939: 6). Upper leather made from cattle hides is called “side upper” leather because the whole hides are
cut into two halves or sides before or during the tanning process. When the sides are split two layers of leather are
produced. The grain side (top or hair side) is used to make the finest cattlehide upper leather, such as was produced by the
Penacook Tannery. The split is sometimes used for other grades and may be finished into leather for gloves, innersoles,
shoe tongues or medium quality luggage leather (Romance of Leather: 26).

The major benefit of chrome tanning is that the process occurs more rapidly than when utilizing vegetable tannins. In
addition, chrome tanning shrinks the stock and produces longer-wearing leather that stretches more with more heat
resistance. The advantages of vegetable tanning are that it produces firmer leather with more water resistance. In the mid
20™ century most shoe soles, hamnesses, industrial beltings, luggage and upholstery were made from vegetable-tanned
heavy hides while most shoe uppers, gloves, and garments were made from chrome-tanned light hides and skins although
any hide or skin could be tanned by either process and used for virtually any purpose. In order to make machine belting,
rough leather is treated with quantities of grease (curried). Other lesser-utilized tanning methods involved alum (pure
white leather and furs) and oil (chamois leather) (Hague 1949: 2).
























