THe WoOllen BLANKET FACTORY 

From crude wool to blanket
The exhibition ‘The woollen blanket factory’ recreates the lay-out and atmosphere of a textile factory as it existed in the Netherlands during the period from 1900 till 1940. The machines show how from crude wool a blanket was made. Just like in former days the machines are powered by a steam engine. The machines are demonstrated, the thumping and repetitive sound and the smell of wool and oil pervade the atmosphere. The many materials, ranging from bales of crude wool to racks full of blankets, show a factory in full production. It looks as if the labourers of those days have only left the factory for a couple of minutes. Historical photographs and film fragments are ‘hidden’ in the exhibition, portraying labourers who worked in the factories. 
Carding, spinning, spooling …..

Immediately one is made to realise that one is entering a woollen blankets factory. Large bales of crude wool are lying ready to be weighed. The visitor notices the smell of the oil that was poured on the wool to protect the fibres during the production process. Oiling, disentangling and mixing the wool required considerable strength and was typically men’s work. It was heavy and dirty work. The wool constantly touched the labourers’ clothing. Not surprising, therefore, that they always looked dirty and greasy, giving them their nickname vethol (grease-ass). 

After the disentangling and carding (combing) the wool was spun into yarn with a spinning machine. There are also spooling machines, on which the spun yarn was wound on spindles and bobbins. The spooling section was often reserved to women, who were paid at piece rate. Per spooled kilogram a fixed sum was paid, causing uncertainty about what they could earn per day. 
Nopsters, darners and ‘jar pissers’ 
Buckskin weaving looms were used for weaving the coarse cloth which was to become a blanket. Women called nopsters checked this fabric for flaws, which were then mended by other women, called stopsters (darners). After all these treatments the cloth was still not a soft, warm blanket. The cloth had an ‘open’ texture, in which the threads were clearly visible. In order to make the cloth denser and warmer, it had to be fulled. During fulling the scales of the wool fibres are opened through the addition of chemicals. By heat and rubbing the cloth is felted, turning it into a solid, dense material. This felting (fulling) was done by means of a fulling basin. 
In factories at the beginning of the 20th century fulling took place with soda and ammonia. However, fulling had long been practised and before chemicals were available, use was made of (human) urine. Until today the inhabitants of Tilburg owe their nickname kruikenzeikers (jar pissers) to this practice. 
The fulled cloth was next fluffed. This was done by means of a fluffing mill, consisting of a cylinder covered with natural thistles. The hooks of the thistles pulled the wool fibres loose into a woolly layer. Now the blankets could be cut to size, finished and stored. The exhibition ‘The woollen blanket factory’ fittingly ends with a bulging store rack full of soft, multi-coloured blankets.  
The presentation was made possible by a grant from the province of Noord Brabant. 
