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INTRODUCTION.
Wantage has a history of leather tanning stretching back over 300 years until the early 1800s when the 
tanners disappeared from the town almost without trace. The Tannery Trail will pass through the areas once 
occupied by these busy tanyards and where some of the houses once owned by the important and wealthy 
tanners can still be seen. Names of the tanners and dates have been included in the notes about each place to 
help bring to life this aspect of the history of our town. 
.
Our walk will take us past the 16th century tanyards in Tanner Street and on into the area of the later, much 
bigger Morris’ Lane yards. Both those street names have now changed, Tanner Street becoming Priory 
Road and Morris’ Lane becoming Stirlings Road, changes that effectively wiped out the last traces of the 
tanning industry. However we may be sure those early tanners would still recognise the sites of their 
tanyards and many of their buildings that have survived through the years.

TANNING IN WANTAGE.
The earliest identified tanners worked on the south-west perimeter of the Anglo-Saxon settlement, in 
Tanner Street, (now Priory Road); perhaps it was that the Anglo-Saxon tanners had found the site provided 
the right environment for their needs and set up their tanyard there. It may also be that tanners had worked 
there long before the arrival of the Anglo-Saxons.

Later, in 1218, the Manor of Priorshold in Wantage was required to provide 33 leather garments annually as 
dues to the Prior of the Abbey of Bec, in Normandy. Could it be that those garments were produced by the 
descendents of the Anglo-Saxon tanners, working from the same site? 

Next, consider that in 1376 an area of land called Tannheye ‘to the west of the church’ was given to the 
vicar. Could the name ‘Tanner Street’ be a corruption of the name ‘Tannheye’, a word which itself may be 
of Anglo-Saxon origin?

These historical dates may suggest a romantic story of links between the generations but it is the maps, such 
as the 1806 Enclosure map, that have identified the locations of the tanneries and the wills and Parish 
records that have produced the names of the major tanning families.

Tanning was a dirty, smelly and thoroughly unpleasant business. It involved scraping raw flesh from fresh 
hides, then soaking the scraped hides in a solution of lime to loosen the hair and any remaining flesh. Next 
the hides were soaked in a succession of ‘liquors’ made up of dog excrement, pigeon or chicken droppings 
to loosen the fibres ready for tanning. Finally after some six months or so of this treatment the hides were 
placed in tan pits containing a solution of oak bark and water where they remained for up to a year, or even 
longer, until the tanner decided that the hides were properly ‘tanned’ and could be called leather. Hides 
were then hung up to dry before being turned into leather goods.

A Public Health report published in 1876 noted that badly maintained tanyards could be ‘a considerable 
nuisance and offensive to passers by’, a considerable understatement! Fortunately for the residents of 
Wantage today the tanning industry became centred in the Midlands in the early 1800s and the activity –
and the smell - has been consigned to the history books. 

Our first stop is at the church of St. Peter & St. Paul. A church has stood on this site since the 10th century, 
although the present building dates mainly to the 14th and 15th century with a Victorian rebuilding of the 
west end. The town developed around the church  and no doubt it was this development which caused the 
earliest tanyards to move further away to the north east. 

Here we find the memorial brasses to William Willmott who died      
in 1618, the grave of Thomas King who died over 150 years later in 
1788 and the tomb of Lancelot Whitfield, the last practising tanner 
in Wantage who died in 1825. 

Members of the Aldworth family, the earliest recorded Wantage 
tanners, are believed to have been buried inside the church but no 
memorials have survived. 






