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About the Author

I first became involved in historic reenactments at the Clayville Rural Life Center near Pleasant Plaines IL m 1973,
and spent many years on its Folk Arts Board when the university owned it. T was able to take many historic craft
and clothing classes that were offered in the 1970s.

I have been volunteering at New Salem State Historic Site since 1980. During that time I have spent many days in
the village, meeting people from every continent and many countries, as well as from every state. I was able to take
several classes offered to site volunteers and staff. I have also enjoyed researching clothing styles and several fiber-
related activities.

I am a “seminar junkie” and have taken many classes and workshops, traveling throughout the country (32 states) to
learn more about many textile-related topics. I particularly enjoy those that have a significant amount of time
focused on the historic aspects of the craft.

I made my first wet felt project in 1995 and my first felt hat in 1997. T haven’t made many hats, but I have studied
and researched, on a regular basis, historic and modern felting and hat-making. Although new information may
always come to light, this information is being written so others don’t have to spend time to search out knowledge
sufficient to interpret in the Village (you don’t have to memorize this to interpret, but use it as a reference and
guide).

I have learned felting and hat making in many classes and from many people and books (see the references):
e Several instructors taught various aspects of making flat felt and 3D objects such as balls, animals and dolls.
e  One instructor taught how to make felt over a resist and how to block a top hat.

e A 82-year-old third-generation hat-maker [from whom I purchased, in 1997, a complete set of hat blocks
originally owned by his grandfather] shared his knowledge of traditional hat blocking.

e  Others too numerous to mention shared little tidbits about historic and modern felting and hat-making.
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Interpreting Felting and Hat-making
at Lincoln’s New Salem State Historic Site

Guide for Staff

By Hope Wright, 2015

Part 1-- FAQS (All of these have been asked of me at some time, and some I had to research
to be able to answer. This 1s more than you will need to answer most people’s questions, but I
am including it because I think it 1s good to know even if no one asks such detailed questions.)

Allergies? Caution should be taken when working with wool in groups. Few people are allergic
to clean undyed wool as it 1s similar to human hair, so this is what I prefer to use for the make-it-
take-it projects in the next section. Raw wool can be assumed to have much dirt, grasses and
pollen in it, so some people will be allergic. Some people are allergic to the lanolin in unwashed
wool. Washed wool may accumulate dust mites and other critters that cause asthma and other
allergic reactions, so should be stored in muslin bags; completed items should be vacuumed or
cleaned at intervals. People may be allergic to the chemicals used to bleach or dye wools, which
are different than used on cottons and synthetics — and which may require several washings or
dry cleanings to totally eliminate. Coarser (generally cheaper) wools are usually scratchy and
may cause redness and other skin reactions -- this 1s usually due to the prickle-bristle factor (like
rubbing your skin with coarse sandpaper or thistles) -- while a better grade of wool may cause no
reaction. The cut edges of wool fabric may be particularly abrasive.

What is felt? Felt is a cloth made of animal fur removed from the skin (and often today mixed
with other natural or synthetic fibers) through the action of heat, moisture, chemicals, and
pressure and/or agitation. True felt 1s not spun or woven, and has no warp or weft, no right or
wrong side, and can be cut without fraying. It can be soft enough to drape in folds or be thick
and worked until dense enough to make tents, rugs, or boots. It can be formed into three-
dimensional shapes without cutting or seaming; any shape that can be sculpted in clay or sewn
from cloth can be achieved with felt. It protects against cold and insulates against heat (just like
fur on animals).

Felt made of animal fibers (not modern synthetic felt) can be shaped and molded under pressure,
heat, and moisture, so is ideal for making hats. At the time of New Salem (1830s) there were 3
distinct types of felt made and used for hats:
beaver felt (only from beaver fur) was considered the top grade, and cost about 3 times
what a wool felt hat cost. By the 1830s the beaver was near extinction, so beaver hats
became even more expensive.
fur felt was the middle grade and usually rabbit (hare) was used although other animal
furs were possible, including the ‘coon Waddell used at least some of the time
wool felt was the low grade, for country hats or inexpensive top hats; wool from sheep
was used in the 19" century, but today other animal hair/fur are also felted and called
wool felt
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One invention of the 1830s was to felt the more expensive beaver onto the surface of a rabbit or
wool hat body, bringing the cost down some. Inthe mid 1830s, the silk (aka silk plush) top hat
was introduced, so that by the late 1830s beaver trapping was no longer profitable. After 1840
the majority of the better top hats were made of woven silk, which has to be sewn, although it 1s
still often called beaver. Note that hat hoods are available today called beaver fur, but they are
rabbit fur brushed to simulate beaver, so it would be more proper to call them long-hair.

What is the difference between wool and hair and fur? There 1s no biological or chemical
difference, all are keratin. Wool is usually only used for the fur from sheep. Some differences
that usually (but not always) apply are that hair continues to grow and 1s not shed, while fur
grows to a pre-set limit and is shed annually, as weather conditions change. Some people make
the distinction that hair refers to humans, while fur refers to the hair on non-human mammals.
Any actual distinctions are lost to history and are used by custom, not with any logic.

How is felt made? Felt is made in essentially the same way in every age and culture, and the
only essentials are fiber, water, soap or an alkaline environment, and two hands. The scales of
the fibers are opened with moisture and then interlock.

There are two steps to create felt (a noun). The first step 1s called felting (a verb), and in this the
scales of the fibers open and interlock with adjacent fibers, they lock sufficiently to be
difficult/impossible to separate back to the fiber stage. 7o felt is to cause to adhere and mat
together. Soap (or any alkaline environment) 1s used to open the scales. This stage is also called
hardening, as the felt becomes hard enough to hold together.

In the process known as fulling, the amount of air trapped between the fibers of the felt 1s
decreased, causing it to shrink. It is not the individual hairs that shrink, but the reduction 1s in the
size and number of air spaces so the fibers are closer together. 7o full (or make fully felt) is to
shrink and thicken by moistening, heating, and pressing, beating, rolling, kneading, stomping, or
patting. The fulling process can be stopped when desired thickness and texture is reached. A
completely fulled piece 1s machine washable, as no further shrinkage will occur. To make
something a specific size, like garments, take into account the amount of shrinkage of the
specific wool/fur being used (make a test piece!), or it may fit Paul Bunyan or a doll instead.

Felt can be hard or soft, to create different styles, but 1s always porous and flexible. There 1s no
perfect breed, each have different characteristics and different uses.

In the 1830s, men’s top hats would be given an inside coat of shellac to help keep its shape in the
rain. Today a hat stiffener, shellac (use half thinner), glue-water mixture, milliner's lacquer,
polyurethane, and other compounds may be used for the same effect. However, the appearance
may change so many prefer to make thicker felt or complete the fulling process instead.

Why doesn’t the wool felt while on the sheep or other animal? The wool/fur/hair 1s laying
mostly in one direction, and the lanolin or other oil helps to keep the wool from matting. A very
greasy wool will probably felt quite well once washed, this 1s nature’s way of preventing the
wool from felting on the animal.
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Will any fiber felt? Silk and plant fibers (cotton, linen, hemp, bamboo) can be spun but do not
felt by themselves. However, it is possible to card different fibers together, for example, a blend
of mermo and silk will usually felt quite well.

The guard hairs of many animals have to be removed as they won’t felt. Nearly all other animal
hair or fur can be felted to different degrees and difficulty; in fact I have successfully felted my
own hair (from combings I saved from my brush).

Wool from different breeds of sheep (there are in excess of 100 breeds) have varying
characteristics (length of fiber, sheen, softness) so will felt at different rates (speed and
difficulty) and will create quite different felts (appearance, sturdiness, feel). Meat-producing
sheep are less apt to spin or felt well. Even differences in animals of the same breed (health, age,
nutrition, etc) can affect the fleece and thus the ability to felt.

Also, some dyes affect the fibers and wools so they do not felt well, test each color before
investing in large amounts or you may need to give to a spinner.

Some of the better felting wools are merino, blue-faced Leicester, and polwarth. [On the other
hand, merino does not needle felt as well.] A good felting wool is considered one that will
shrink at least 20% but many will shrink up to 50-60% and be quite sturdy, while a poor felting
wool may shrink only 5% and practically fall apart in use.

Especially before making a hat hood or any other felt that needs to be a specific size, it is

recommended to test each sample, and each fleece, to determine how well it felts and how much
shrinkage there is.

Specialty hair fibers (cashmere goat, mohair goat, camel, angora rabbit, cow, horse, long-hair cat
or dog, etc.) have less prominent and more widely spaced scales so are less apt to felt and full as
well as wool. They are also less durable and more sensitive than wool to chemicals used for
bleaching and dyeing.

Wool that is too coarse, short, dry due to improper storage, damaged from dyes, etc to felt can be
used for ball cores (see next section) even 1f it won’t felt. Remember that the quality of the felt
can be no better than the quality of the wool.

How old is felt? Felt is believed to be the first man-made textile, pre-dating spinning and
weaving. It probably originated independently among the nomadic tribes of Asia and in what are
now the Scandinavian countries, but because it 1s so old there is nothing known about whom and
how it was discovered (although many cultures have legends). It has been discovered in wall
paintings i Turkey dating as far back as 6500 BCE. Felt caps have been found in the bogs of
Denmark dating to the Bronze Age, about 3500 BCE. There are felted items found in frozen
nomadic tombs in Asia that have been carbon dated to the 4th and 5th centuries BCE. Skilled
techniques (3 dimensional, inlays, appliques, etc.) are seen in these artifacts. The Chinese called
the areas inhabited by the nomadic tribes as “the land of felt” and felt rugs used as mattresses did
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