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The complicated process of how linen 
was made by the Alden family. 
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What is linen?
- Linen is a cloth woven from fibers 

that come from the inside of the flax 
plant.

- Linen was used for household items 
such as bed sheets, tablecloths, 
napkins, and towels. It was also a 
common material used in clothing. 

- One Alden record lists a dozen linen 
table cloths, 15 towels, and 25 
napkins.



The Flax Plant
- Flax (linum usitatissimum) has 

been grown for thousands of 
years for the seeds and fibers the 
plant produces.

- The cellulose fibers are then 
processed and spun into linen.

- The seeds are ground in a mill to 
produce linseed oil.



Growing
- Flax grows in moderately rich 

soil that is weed free.
- Seeds are sown very densely 

in the field (not in rows).
- Tall thin stalks will produce 

small blue flowers that turn 
into seed heads.



Pulling 
and Drying  

- Flax plants mature in 90-110 
days and are harvested when 
seeds are just slightly unripe.

- It has very shallow roots and 
is pulled by hand, bundled and 
left to dry in the sun.



Seeds
- Seeds are removed with 

tool called a ripple, then 
lightly crushed and 
winnowed. 

- Seeds were saved for 
next year’s planting or 
sent to a mill for 
processing into linseed 
oil. 



Retting
- Retting is the process of 

rotting the stalks to start to 
break down the fibers.

- Stalks are submerged under 
water or spread on the ground.

- This process can take 1-2 
weeks (under water) or up to 
one month (on the ground). 



Breaking
- Flax bundles are crushed 

on a flax brake to start 
separation of the hair-like 
fibers from the woody 
parts. 

- Fibers must be kept 
parallel and orderly
(or it gets jumbled and 
becomes waste).



Scutching
- Scutching uses a simple wooden 

knife to further clean the fiber by 
knocking out remaining bits of 
stalk.

- This process is called swingling (in 
New England) or scutching (in 
Pennsylvania and mid-Atlantic).



Hackling
- Hackling is the final step of 

combing the flax through a bed 
of sharp iron nails to remove 
any remaining debris and 
separate out the shorter, 
coarser fibers. 

- These shorter fibers (called 
tow) can be spun coarse for  
burlap and grain sacks, while 
the longer fibers (called line) are 
spun into finer linen thread.



Spinning
- Spinning is the process of 

twisting fibers into long, even 
thread. 

- Thousands of yards of thread 
are needed to weave into fabric. 

- Pictured to the right is the flax 
spinning wheel that was used by 
the Alden family.



Weaving
- Weaving linen is the process of 

turning the threads into 
clothing/utility items

- 100% pure linen is on the higher 
end of pricing because it is hard 
to weave, the threads are 
inelastic and easy to break in the 
production process, which is 
why the cost of production is 
more expensive than most 
fabrics.



Weaving cont. 
- After the flax fibers are 

processed and spun into thread, 
linen cloth is woven on a loom. 
The warp threads are measured 
out and secured parallel to each 
other on the loom. Then the 
weaver uses a shuttle to place 
weft thread in an over-under 
pattern perpendicular to the 
warp threads, creating linen 
fabric. 



Weaving cont. 
- In Colonial New England, it was 

common to take homespun yarn 
to a professional weaver to have it 
woven into cloth. The professional 
was usually, but not always, a man. 

- Probate records indicate that large 
looms were generally found in 
professional workshops, and not 
as much in private homes. 

- To make 6 yards of linen cloth for a 
woman’s undergarment, it would 
take upwards of 7,200 yards of 
linen thread (over 4 miles!)



The Final Product
- The entire process of 

growing, processing and 
spinning flax into linen takes 
several months, and is 
considered very labor 
intensive. 

- Pictured are linen fabrics – 
coarse (on left) to fine 
bleached fabric (on right).
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