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Wool Gown

Dame Claire Tønnesdtr

Crown War 2004
The entry is a ladies gown of wool

With woolen tapestry banding
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This gown is one of my personal favorite pieces of clothing, I found a smallish length of pumpkin colored wool of a wonderfully fine weave at B & B Laces. For those of you who shop there, you know that it’s a “find” shop, Often they only have a single length of fabric, and no more. The piece was approximately 5 yards long, and it was my desire to “felt” or “full” it to increase it’s warmth, allow it to be hand washed, and enjoy the benefit of warm when wet. I machine-washed and dried it twice to help accomplish this, and the result was just what I hoped for; the fabric was lightly felted and extremely soft. However, it also shrank to about 4 ½ yards. After careful consideration, I determined that the gown would need to have a close fitted sleeve, all cut in one piece, as well as banding at the lower arm to get the sleeve length long enough. I choose for the purpose of banding a lovely woolen tapestry in a Middle Eastern pattern, and pre-washed this as well. It incorporated the pumpkin color, as well as others, I also choose to band the neck and hem with this same tapestry. Although I did not dye the wool, I believe it to be consistent with a color that would have been found in the time period. Banding at the hem is somewhat unusual, but I felt that it would add to the life of the gown by hiding soil and stains that often plague the hems of our garments. The construction was rather simple; the sides have two gores each (from the side cuts) and gussets under the arms, both of which are typical construction techniques. The cut itself was a very basic one, similar to a T-tunic. I had almost no waste in cutting the gown, literally 4 small pieces no bigger than my hand each. The seams needed no finishing as the felting of the wool inhibits fraying. The gown was machine made for the most part, using poly-cotton thread, with only some hand stitching of the trim where necessary. The banding was cut to follow the curves at the neck and hem, and topstitched, although happily it is very unnoticeable as the washing of the tapestry caused it to become a bit “hairy” which hides much of the topstitching. The picture below was the inspiration for this gown, although I believe that the cut itself is more consistent with the 12th to 13th century.



Clothing at Herjolfsnes

The graveyard at the Herjolfsnes church contained the remains of some of the original Norse inhabitants. A few were found in coffins, but most were buried simply, wrapped in shrouds. The shrouds were items of clothing, some torn into pieces, some almost intact, and generally assumed to be the personal clothing of that person. There were numerous hoods and hosen, but the best-known finds were the dresses. The dresses were both male and female, adult and child. Dr. Nörlund includes a great deal of research to date these dresses, concluding that most of the finds are consistent with very late 13th c. to very early 15th c. clothing as seen in numerous paintings, illuminations, statuary, and brasses from that period.

There were two basic types discovered; a slip-on dress and a style that buttoned down the front. None of the Herjolfsnes dresses apparently had more than a short neck-lacing, if any. There were even a few remnants showing the close pleating that became popular in 14th c. France, Scandinavia, and Italy. At least one of the button-front dresses (male costume) also had a narrow stand-up collar. Several had buttoned sleeves.

The dresses were all made of wool, either a three or four-shaft twill. The finds were all in black or brown threads, but Nörlund believes that there were colors in the fabrics that have been leeched by time and the soil of the burials. In many, there was no hem, leading to the conclusion that the dresses were lined with fur that did not survive. Details of finishing, including decorative edgings of plaited cords, are given in Nörlund's books.

Crowfoot, Elizabeth: Pritchard, Francis: and Staniland, Kay. 
Textiles and Clothing c. 1150-1450.
Evidence from York and later Saxon London have shown that the majority of wool used was of a 'hairy medium' type, meaning that the staple - the length of the individual fibres - was quite long allowing very fine yarn to be spun and, consequently, very fine fabrics to be produced, though they would not be exceptionally fine and it is quite possible that they would still have quite a rough, but smooth, feel to them. It does seem though that the people in the places settled by Scandinavians were using more hairy wools than those in the Anglo-Saxon settlements, so maybe here we are seeing an early north/south divide. 

From sites in York and elsewhere in Europe, particularly Scandinavia, very fine cloth has been recovered, typically with counts of between 14x11 and 24x12 threads per cm. (first number = warp, i.e. threads hanging down, second number = weft, i.e. threads passing through). More often than not though, the greater number of textiles recovered from sites are of medium fineness, typically with thread counts of 10x7 to 15x9 threads per cm. These are, nevertheless, still reasonably fine fabrics and much finer than some of the cloth some public expect us to be wearing.
These hairy wools found on Scandinavian sites seem to equate with the modern mountain breeds of sheep; so maybe we are seeing here the ancestors of these sheep, which would appear to have been brought to Britain by Scandinavian settlers. We do not know what sort of breed was native to the Anglo-Saxon areas of England in this period unfortunately, but we can assume that it would be reasonably similar to the breeds living there today. All of these wools would produce quite fine cloth though, and if the cloth were fulled then the cloth would be even finer and smoother. Fulling mills from the later Viking period have been found in Britain, particularly in Fair Isle and the north of Scotland so it is highly possible that the Vikings and the Anglo-Saxons were producing fine fulled cloth. Obviously they were able to import even finer cloth, and silks, from the Mediterranean and even further afield, but it is often difficult to distinguish these imported cloths from native cloths in the archaeological record.

Fulling 

After weaving a fabric would be fulled. Fulling was a process of washing the woven cloth where by it was cleaned of the sheep’s natural oils and thickened and shrunk through agitation (in period it was done by hand or foot). Napping or teaseling was a process where a pile was raised on the surface of the textile (using a teasel: a metal comb or brush like implement), making it soft and almost shaggy. Shearing gives the surface of the cloth a haircut, and makes the nap one uniform length. Many fine fabrics in this time were subjected to this process repeatedly being given “one, two or three shearings each, with four to seven ‘trecken’ or nappings per shearing” (Munro, in Cloth and Clothing, p. 33). Dying would take place after weaving and fulling (since lanolin, an oil from the sheep, can resist many dyes) and before napping and shearing. 
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