Making Natural Rawhide
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Making Natural Rawhide

The plastic of the Natives’ world is the all important animal skin. Skin can be transformed into many valuable items such as drums, lacing, containers, shelters, rattles, shields and ornamentation. It is extremely pliable yet strong, and durable. Most importantly , hides are easy to obtain since every year hunters in the United States kill millions of deer. Cars hit even more deer since their “hunting season” never ends.

Working with rawhide connects one much closer to the natural world and our own bodies. Make some rawhide and you will see.
Making rawhide is very simple. It requires a little muscle and an hour or two. First, take the hide off the animal. Make a deep cut around each leg somewhere near the bottom of the femur. Then place your sharp knife under the skin, blade facing away from the bone on the inside of the leg. 
Next, cut up the legs until you reach an imaginary line running along the center of the belly, chest and neck. Then cut this imaginary line and you will have connected all the leg cuts you made. Make a deep cut around the neck and now you only need to peel the skin off similar to peeling a banana. Grab the skin around a femur cut and pull. Any time you have trouble pulling the skin off, gently cut the tissue connecting the skin to the meat or bone while you are pulling. Keep at it, because with practice you will understand how it all works.
 Fleshing is the next step in Rawhide making. It involves pulling all meat and fat that is on the skin. Estimated time of this process is thirty minutes or less. Don’t get frustrated if it takes you longer because there are always exceptions and experience makes you better. With practice, you can deflesh a hide in 5-10 minutes. Lay the hide on the ground hair side down. Have a few cups of sand available because this is my secret to fast fleshing. Begin by throwing a little sand on the edge of some meat or fat and begin pulling. In some cases you can gently pull off half the meat by slowly working along the edge of a meat chunk. A dull knife held at a 90 degree angle will help you remove the tuff deposits. Be careful not to cut the skin. Eventually you will learn the secret to fleshing and in the process learn about your own hide.
 Dehairing is the next step and easier then fleshing thanks to the process of decay. The little microbes that are found every where will do almost all your work. The best method I found is to place the defleshed hide in a plastic bag and seal it You could also substitute the plastic bag with a bucket of water but this is more smelly. The hide should be dipped in water first to aid the process. Then you wait anywhere from a couple days to months if the hide freezes. 
The warmer the climate the faster the process. Check the hide every day or so, depending on the temperature, until the hair easily pulls out. Don’t wait any longer because the hide will soon be destroyed. Lay the hide flesh side down and pull the hair out or get the edge of a flat object and push the hair out. Many Native Americans used the scapula or shoulder bone and work off the hair while the hide is laid on a smooth log. Once all the hair is gone you will have wet rawhide. It is best to dry this hide so it will not decay.
 Drying can be done several ways. Basically, the hide is stretched out flat and nailed or streaked to a flat surface or stretched on a hide rack. This is done because the hide will shrink as it dries. The rack is an upright wood frame where the hide is suspended by using string. Once the hide is dried, you can store it for years until you need it. 
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