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In Praise of the Wooden Block 
Linen is by far the oldest fabric man has been making - subsequently 

techniques to finish it, improve its softness and beauty of appearance go 
back a long time - thousands of years to be correct. To make the woven 
cloth denser and soft, early textile-workers discovered river water as a 
helper. The web was laid over stones in a stream and beaten with sticks or 
blocks of wood. 

From the early 1700s this pounding could be performed by a simple but 
very efficient machine - the “beetling engine” marked the beginning of the 
industrial revolution. 

Blocks of beech wood are arranged in slings above a web of linen which 
has been rolled onto a large wooden beam (mostly made of beech as well, 
sometimes maple was used). They are then knocked out of their position 
by another roller which makes them drop onto the linen, lifts them again 
and so forth … 

Noisy, extremely time - consuming (the procedure lasts up to 36 hours) 
and - due to the weight of the blocks - almost rocking the operating shed, 
the first industrial technique of finishing linen soon became a feature in the 
manufacturing of “the aristocrat of textiles”. 

Bruce Clark and Richard Jolly produced a documentary film called “Back 
to the Future” in 2014 which gives an exceptional inside-look into this 
archaic but unsurpassed - by - quality - cloth - finishing. 

Almost 300 years after its invention beetling is still being done and we are 
singing its praises for good reasons: 

• It is a purely mechanical finish; no softeners or other chemicals are 
needed. 

• Compared to “modern” finishing techniques, the energy - input is not big. 

• The shine (often called “the polish”) is unique, so is the dense structure of 
the beetled fabric. 

Wm Clark & sons are now the only commercial beetle - finishers on the 
British Isles, to our knowledge even in Europe. The mill stands just 16 miles 

24th Flax Mill OPEN DAY
Saturday, September 9th, 2017
At Derrylane Flax Mill from 10am to 6pm
Programme 
The cream of crafters - unique demonstrations!
• Jackie Arrell (Magherafelt): Give him a good piece of wood and he’ll turn it 

into a beautiful item (turn in the true sense of the word!). One of the longest-
standing crafters at our Open Day is known to fulfil orders for our visitors 
from many countries. A great pleasure to have one of the country’s best 
wood-turners back!

• Deborah Toner: The Belfast-based embroiderer has been one of the most 
talked-about and show-cased textile workers in Ireland during last year. Her 
picture embroidery on linen woven by Flax-Mill is gaining a huge international 
reputation - for good reason: Her work is spectacular! 

• Ruth Walker isn’t just returning to take her amazing stall. The Welsh-born 
glass artist with a base in N.Ireland is designing and manufacturing a new 
range of jewellery to go with the new garments we are showing on the cat-
walk (see separate flyer)  

• An Open Day without Brendan Cosgrove is hard to imagine! The metal 
worker from Co.Antrim will certainly have a large selection of forged and 
welded one-offs at his stall. He is also demonstrating ring-making from 
recycled raw-materials such as silver cutlery. 

• Catrina Bell is returning! The felter who creates “little creatures” from her 
own raw material turned our visitors’ heads last year, had a great debut. With 
her mother - a knitter of distinction - joining her, an even more exciting stall 
should be expected! 

• Nigel Allison is one of the most reputed painters on these shores. At his 
third Open-Day he will have unique originals and prints - an artistic highlight, 
to have Nigel back!

• 3 spinners working on 3 spinning-wheels - where would you get it? One 
of the most exciting demonstrations in 2017! Eileen, Christine and Sarah 
will be producing both linen and woollen yarn. We asked them to bring plenty 
of their top-of-the-range-yarns, Eileen was sold out last year and we predict 
the same this time!

• Roe Valley Ancestral Researchers are “new kids on the block” and their 
stall promises to be one of the very interesting ones. The voluntary group 
with a base in Ballykelly, Co. Derry are aiming to “…research local genealogy 



from Flax - Mill, where we weave. We can safely call the beetling they do 
for us “carbon footprint free”. 

Marion Baur’s weaving is often praised (the world over) for beauty of 
design and very high quality. A finish like beetling lends itself to set off our 
linen, give it “the final touch”. 

During the Flax - Mill - Open - Day 2019 and indeed during the trend-
setting Fashion Show as part of it, beetled linen is going to play a special 
role: 

• 4 garments shown on the cat - walk will be made from it. 

• We will have a special stall in the mill showing and selling beetle-finished 
linen. 

• For the first time ever makers and designers will be able to purchase 
hand-woven linen (design and all weaving done by Marion Baur) - in 
limited quantities - which has been beetled. 

• We are expecting a number of tailors and dress-makers who work with 
the cloth (Liz Corrigan and Maria Cardenas being but two of them ….) 
well able to share their experience with the “pounded fabric” with other 
visitors. 

• Finally, the man who keeps beetling going in Upperlands, Sam Anderson, 
should be there to answer all the questions. 

In 2019 we praise the power of the wooden blocks not for nostalgia but 
for very up-to-date reasons: 

The result is healthy, caring for the environment, strong, dense and 
beautiful, a pure plant fabric, no animal -tested or animal-products used in 
the whole process - in short: It is “Irish Linen at its highest point”! 

This supplement on its own should interest you but it makes even more 
sense in connection with our full programme! 

Should you not have it, drop us a line and we will forward it to you. Hard 
copy -versions are available. 

Hermann Glaser-Baur


