Leather artefacts/restoration and protection

Question:

The Comox Air Force Museum has several WW1 and WW11 leather artefacts (flying jackets gloves and boots) in need of restoration and protection. There is a myriad of products available (Carr Mclean lists three). We are seeking feedback from anyone who has experience with this type of restoration.

Lorraine Angly, Comox Air Force Museum, March 23, 2006.

Responses:

1. We used to use Kneads Foot Oil for work on leather bridles, saddles and boots. I don't know if it is still available, but if it is it works in softening up the leather, which has hardened.

Larry A. Ewashen, Curator, March 23, 2006.

2. The Canadian Conservation Institute has a great web site with information on

the care of many types of items. Here is a link to their page on leather. 

http://www.preservation.gc.ca/howto/articles/leather_e.asp  

The Canada Aviation Museum, although focusing on the aircraft, has done

excellent restoration work and may have advice on caring for leather parts (e.g. cockpit padding) and possibly on flying gear. 

If you are dealing with artifacts associated with famous aviation personages, then I suggest that you contact CCI before undertaking any work, as they might take it on themselves if they feel it meets their mandate (e.g. nationally significant). 

One of your first steps might be to undo some of the damage done by your

predecessors where a leather WWI flying coat was hung on a wooden

hanger, and then screws were put through the hanger, through the old

leather coat, into the display wall. 

As the Grandson of a WWI Canadian aviator, and Grandnephew of another, I

care greatly about our aviation heritage.   

Colin MacGregor Stevens, New Westminster Museum and Archives, March 23, 2006.

3. The issue of leather artifacts came up at Barkerville several years ago and we investigate conservation issues associated with the care taking of leather.  Unfortunately, there are no great solutions. However, the Canadian Conservation Institute has investigated the issue in a much more thorough manner than I could devote to the subject and they have published a number of articles about the care and treatment of leather (and just about everything in museums). I would advise you to look at their web site at http://www.cci-icc.gc.ca/ where a lot of information is available on line.

W. (Bill) G. Quackenbush, Curator March 23, 2006.

4. That would be Neatsfoot Oil and it is listed in conservation catalogues. However, I have also found it in leather supply shops, tanning & taxidermy shops & catalogues & (best of all) most hardware stores carry it or will order for you.  It is a refined oil from pressed hides & hooves, clear & odourless. 

Bee Jackson, Sunshine Coast Museum & Archives, March 23, 2006.

5. Best to be sure that you are getting genuine Neatsfoot. There are several preparations available for the leather trade and for retail that are petroleum-based  and are also sold packaged as automatic transmission fluid(I'm not kidding)! While learning harness and saddlery repair, I was horrified to find that this is a common practice. Several of these were labelled "leather preservative" and at least one used a variation on the spelling "neatsfoot". Some less-than-ethical saddlers use it on cheap leathers to make them more pliable over the short term and give them the richer, lubricated feel of a quality tanned hide. The petroleum-based stuff actually hardens and rots the leather over the long term).

Claudia (ex-Saddlers Apprentice from Ontario), March 23, 2006.

6. Apparently some products sold as neatsfoot oil are diluted with petroleum oil, which is bad for leather. You would be wise to follow the advice of those members who have recommended consulting the website of the Canadian Conservation Institute for expert and accurate information. Better to be safe than sorry.

Jean Macdonald, Designer and Heritage Consultant, March 23, 2006.

7. As a conservator of artifacts, I can heartily agree with other people's suggestions that a conservator be consulted about these leather artifacts. While many leather artifacts were oiled or waxed while they were still in use, adding new materials to now aged objects can cause unnecessary problems.  I would suggest that the objects be stored in a stable environment (i.e. one that doesn't involve a lot

of relative humidity and temperature fluctuations) for the moment until they can be looked at by a conservator.

Sanchita Balachandran, Conservator of artefacts, March 24, 2006.

