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tIPS & trIckS
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Caring for Handwoven Textiles
tLc for your Woven Washables 

L a u r a  F r y

Now that you’ve finished your textile, 
including appropriate dry- and 

wet-finishing* what happens next? Well, 
hopefully you will actually use it!  And 
then, inevitably, it will need to be cleaned. 
Handwovens require the same cleaning 
care as any other quality textile. Your piece 
will have to be washed, dried, and possibly 
ironed to keep it looking fresh and 
attractive.

Dishing about soap
According to Penny Le Couteur and Jay 

Burreson, authors of Napoleon’s Buttons: 
How 17 Molecules Changed History, 
soap has been made for thousands of years 
from plants that have saponin extracts. 
They speculate that the first soaps were 
discovered by accident as cooking oils and 
fats dripped from food into the ashes, 
producing a substance that formed foamy 
lather in water. Saponification is the 
reaction that happens when the triglycer-
ides of fats or oils react with alkali from 
wood ashes. Soap made from olive oil is 
called castile, a fine soap highly regarded 
for personal cleansing. Lower-quality 
soaps based on animal fats were generally 
used for washing cloth.

Soap is a long-chain molecule with a 
mild positive charge at one end and a 
mild negative charge at the other. When 
soap is added to a wash, the positively 
charged ends dive into a grease particle 
floating in the water, forming a micelle 
that looks a bit like a microscopic orange 
(the grease) studded with cloves (the 
soap molecules). Once bound up with 

soap, the grease globule can be rinsed away. 
If the wash water contains a high amount of 

naturally occurring minerals, the soap will 
tend to bind with those minerals instead of the 
dirt or grease. If you have this so-called hard 
water, you’ll need to use a detergent rather than 
soap. For your handwovens, choose a detergent 
without whiteners or brighteners (bleaching 
agents). Look for the one with the fewest 
additives because bleaching agents and 
perfumes can all adversely affect fabrics. For 
handwovens, I suggest Dawn Original Scent 
dishwashing liquid (not dishwasher detergent), 
Synthrapol, or Orvus Paste. I use Costco’s 
laundry detergent, which is advertised as 
having no additives.

hot or CoLD?
The correct temperature of your wash water 

depends on the fiber to be washed. For 
cellulose yarns, I usually use warm water for 
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washing, then a warm rinse for rayons 
and a cold rinse for cotton and linen. For 
protein fibers, I use warm water to wash 
and rinse. In order to get the best results 
from your soap or detergent, dissolve it in 
warm water (70°–72°F, 20°C). 

pressing Matters
If you decide to iron your cloth, use the 

temperature setting for the fibers in the 
cloth. I generally err on the side of 
caution, using a lower rather than a hotter 
setting. For example, I never use the hot 
setting for linen. I prefer to iron still-
damp linen on a warm setting, unless I am 
cold mangling, which uses no heat at all.

“out, DaMn’D spot!”
Despite our best efforts, handwovens 

sometimes pick up stains, especially if 
they are used on or around the table. 
Rather than using a lot of stain-removing 
products (or wringing my hands like Lady 
Macbeth), I prefer to use the same sort of 
products used by my mother and her 
mother before her.  Lemon juice still 
works to remove stains from linen and 
cotton. Hydrogen peroxide can be used 
on wool and silk. You can also use 
enzyme-based stain removers such as 
OxyPro, which I  buy from my local 

grocery store. Before using any stain 
remover, always test the solution on an 
inconspicuous place. For blood stains, 
use a quilter’s trick: your own saliva 
contains enzymes that will break down 
and remove blood stains from cloth.

proteCt anD enjoy
To preserve heirloom-quality textiles, 

wrap them in acid-free paper and store 
them away from light and air. It is best to 
roll the cloth rather than fold it, espe-
cially with stiff fibers such as linen. Acid-
free papers and boxes can be found 
online from various suppliers.

Above all, use your handwoven 
textiles. They are an expression of your 
personal creativity and vision. Every day 
deserves lovely textiles, so don’t just keep 
them “for best.” Enjoy them!
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*Dry-finishing refers to the repair of any faults 
in the cloth such as broken ends or floats, 
fringe twisting, and other treatments that 
are best done before wet-finishing, the 
process that transforms the woven web into 
stable cloth as it first encounters water.


