
[image: ]


[image: ]



Fleeced




Fleeced

Unraveling the History of Wool and War

Trish FitzSimons and Madelyn Shaw

ROWMAN & LITTLEFIELD

Lanham • Boulder • New York • London



Cover design concept by Matt Pfeffer. Sheep icon courtesy of Sandra McEwen.

Graphics by Cheryl Hill.

Published by Rowman & Littlefield

Bloomsbury Publishing Inc, 1385 Broadway, New York, NY 10018, USA

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 50 Bedford Square, London, WC1B 3DP, UK

Bloomsbury Publishing Ireland, 29 Earlsfort Terrace, Dublin 2, D02 AY28, Ireland

www.rowman.com

Copyright © 2025 by The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be: i) reproduced or transmitted in any form, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by means of any information storage or retrieval system without prior permission in writing from the publishers; or ii) used or reproduced in any way for the training, development or operation of artificial intelligence (AI) technologies, including generative AI technologies. The rights holders expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception as per Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive (EU) 2019/790.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Available

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025932164.

ISBN: 979-8-8818-0380-3 (cloth)

ISBN: 979-8-8818-0381-0 (electronic)

For product safety related questions contact productsafety@bloomsbury.com.

[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.



For Edith Hobbs, Merrie FitzSimons, Désirée Koslin, and Angela K. Shaw. Each in their own way encouraged this book into being.




Contents

Preface

Chapter 1  Wool: A Fabric of War

Chapter 2	 Golden Fleece/White Wealth.

Chapter 3  Agents of Empire

Chapter 4  Sheep in High Places

Chapter 5  Ersatz and All That

Chapter 6  Life on the Edge

Chapter 7  “Mary has two new dresses!”

Chapter 8  Wool Bubbles and Better Living

Epilogue: Wool and the War on Waste

Acknowledgments

Abbreviations

Notes

Bibliography

Index

About the Authors




Preface


This book is what happens when an American textile curator and an Australian documentary filmmaker get together to talk about wool for an hour. Ten years, innumerable research trips, a pandemic, and two moves to independent employment later, our collaboration has led us from Jason’s Golden Fleece to the Great Pacific Garbage patch, with myriad stops in between.

One of the questions that has informed this book, “Why Wool?,” is something each of us had asked ourselves well before we knew each other. At least six generations of the men in Trish FitzSimons’ mother’s family were wool buyers, wool brokers, and wool staplers, working predominantly among Yorkshire in the UK, Australia, and the United States. Wool had financed a comfortable life for one line of her family tree, but she wondered who all that wool had been for, and why the demand, and with it the family company, had fallen away. Madelyn Shaw’s family tree includes men and women across Germany, Scotland, and the United States who wove, knitted, sewed, and tailored textiles and clothing, including but not only with wool, and whose ability to provide for their families depended on those skills. While working on an exhibition and book on the American Civil War, she kept tripping over the outsize role access to wool played in that conflict—and wondering why nobody seemed to dwell on it much. So, wool claimed headspace in our lives—one personal, one professional—in a desultory way until those two lives happened to intersect.

The two of us met in 2014, when Trish, visiting the United States on an unrelated research project, saw that Civil War exhibition. She also happened to be reading letters written by her wool-buyer grandfather, Frederick Booth, to his family in Australia when, from 1905–1907, he was working in England and the United States, learning about the wool business. Trish looked Madelyn up, the two had lunch, and after that initial hour of discussion turned into four, they emerged with the kernel of an idea: for at least a century, from the Crimean War to the Korean War, wool was a vital strategic military commodity, like steel or gunpowder. Access to wool during wartime in that century of cold climate warfare by massed—and massive—armies was a kind of “behind the curtain” facet of the story of both Australia’s wool selling industry and the United States’s wool-buying and textile production industries.

Madelyn is a curator specializing in textiles and dress. Her occupation wields the power of objects to engage people in questioning and understanding complex and nuanced histories. Trish is a documentary filmmaker, steeped in oral history and the capacity of an individual’s story to encapsulate bigger histories. For both of us, learning and teaching are visual exercises as much as intellectual ones. We value “feet on the ground” visits to key sites, along with photographs, archival film, advertising and other ephemeral artifacts, as well as the evidence found in government archives and business records, letters, and diaries as pieces of the puzzle of historical understanding. Across Australia, New Zealand, the United States, the UK, and parts of Europe, we visited, separately and together, dozens of museums, historical societies, libraries, government archives, working farms, working and abandoned mills, and the sites of strikes, massacres, and discoveries. Our research partnership has thrived on the joy of understanding that knowledge is cumulative: sharing the stored-up bits and pieces of interesting information we’ve picked up individually from different sources has led us to many exciting AHA! moments.

We’ve learned a lot.

More than we had thought about when we started.

About a lot more things than we had realized were related.

This book is the outcome of a shared quest to understand wool as a strategic resource and how the military dimension of that trade was a catalyst for the close to complete transformation of the textiles that we wear from natural fibers to synthetics. This project started out just being about wool—we called it Fabric of War: A Hidden History of the Global Wool Trade. Because, if you survey a line-up of sample uniforms from every combatant nation in the first year or so of each cold climate war between about 1850 and 1950, they are all very likely to have as part of the mix, wool from Australian and/or New Zealand sheep. Would the same hold true for uniforms from later in those same wars? Not without a lot of back door smuggling and financial chicanery. Britain used its privileged access to its Empire’s supply of apparel wools to its own advantage, and secondarily for its allies. Britain’s enemies were out of luck: the world was divided by war into the wool haves and the wool have-nots: a very significant discrepancy.

Along the way, for reasons linked to this division, we discovered that we could neither understand nor explain the rise and fall of the military uses of wool without also understanding its eventual competitors—synthetic fibers—and that indeed we were also writing the history of how they came into being. Thus did our title change.

We have come to realize that the meanings of the terms natural, synthetic, and semi-synthetic fibers, relatively common knowledge 50 years ago, are no longer so widely understood. In a nutshell, natural fibers are those that are recoverable from plants or animals by mechanical processes. Common plant fibers are cotton, linen (from flax), jute, and hemp. Animal fibers include silk, extruded as a long fiber called a filament by silkworms and also by certain spiders; and the hair or fur or wool grown by a variety of animals, such as Angora and cashmere goats, camels, llamas, vicunas, alpacas, and sheep. Sheep’s wool is the most common, and in this book that’s what we mean by wool. (Not all sheep are woolly—some breeds are hairy, but the complexities of wool will be revealed in all their glory as you read on.) Natural fibers must be processed into usable thread first by twisting them together—called spinning. Wool can also be felted.

In contrast, synthetic fibers were developed by humans from chemicals derived from fossil fuels. Synthetic fibers are extruded—the process is much like a silkworm, but on a scale of thousands of individual fibers at a time. The most common synthetic fibers—polyester, nylon, acrylic, and their variants—are all synthetic polymers. In other words, plastics, a key part of a global economy based on carbon. In between the two categories, and thus known as a semi-synthetic, is rayon, derived from naturally occurring cellulose, primarily wood pulp but also other sources, including bamboo. The cellulose pulp is reduced chemically to form a liquid that is then extruded, again similar to the workings of the silkworm. Unsurprisingly, rayon was originally called artificial silk. All of these different fibers can be mixed in various combinations to make threads and textiles, and their history too is related to the way that resources get allocated and withheld during war and the build-up to war.

We were young adults before the fully synthetic “test-tube” fibers—nylon, acrylic, polyester—took over much of the textiles market from the most popular natural fibers—cotton, wool, linen, and silk. In adulthood we both had careers that involved adherence to certain dress codes, and while rayon and polyester crept in, we still chose to wear mostly natural fibers, widely available even in moderate-priced clothing. This was possible into the early 2000s, but the use of natural fibers on their own has steadily decreased since then, even in the holdout market of menswear. Natural fibers now must be sought out and are typically significantly more expensive. So, in many parts of the world young people have little or no understanding, nor even experience, of the natural fibers that have been so important to human history. We think it’s past time to change that.

The wool industry has been transnational for centuries, becoming even more so once the factory mechanization of creating woolen textiles met the newly productive southern hemisphere sheep markets in the first half of the nineteenth century. But it has tended to be understood partially, from the perspective of whichever nation is telling the story. In Australia this means that “wool industry” refers to sheep pastoralism—the primary production of woolen fiber. There are occasional nods to the global wool market based there, but little focus on who used all that wool—or why. In the United States, which had both substantial sheep pastoralism and a woolen textile manufacturing capacity rivaled only by the UK, wool’s story has essentially faded from view, overshadowed in American history by another textile fiber, cotton.

We found that many different kinds and degrees of warfare arose in relation to sheep and wool—not all confined to battlefields. Land wars between indigenous inhabitants and the colonist-invaders who wanted their land to raise sheep occurred in many parts of the world. The western United States saw range wars erupt between cattlemen and sheepmen who wanted to run their animals on the same open ranges, which couldn’t support both. Additional complications, sometimes involving physical violence, arose in decades of strife between labor and capital, while the business and economic warfare of industrial espionage, the metaphorically cut-throat business of buying and brokering wool, and the constantly changing tariff laws sparked discord not only between companies, but among countries, and even between manufacturers and primary producers within countries. Behind those fluffy fleecy mounds of wool fiber lies much that is not warm and fuzzy.

A transnational approach aids in understanding both wool and the synthetics that have largely replaced it. Our research has been wide ranging, necessary in a global story. New directions were sparked by conferences we’ve participated in, questions we’ve been asked, objects we’ve analyzed. But what we cover here is also idiosyncratic: how the topic looks from the perspective of two women, one residing in the Northeastern US and the other in Eastern Australia. While we’ve braided this history together from many different strands and national perspectives, we are aware that our account is by no means definitive, and that many players we mention in passing or not at all also have significant skin in the wool game. But we believe our framework can be applied across nations and help to understand the world we live in now: the world of fast fashion made of cheap synthetic fibers, junked after a few wearings, and the alarming, related problem of microplastic pollution, now understood as connected to textiles as well as more obvious plastics such as bags and bottles.

We’ve headed each chapter with an object that we hope will surprise and intrigue you, and also introduce you to why and how we see objects/artifacts as so central to our understanding of the topic. More objects will crop up along the way; links to various repositories are noted. You will also meet an incredibly broad range of interesting people whose lives were either briefly touched by or deeply entwined with wool. All in all, you’ll see how wool, which in 1938, according to the Royal Statistical Society, was the fourth most valuable international trade commodity, fueled textile industries in 46 countries, frames and molded the lives and economies and cultures of so many, in even unlikely places.1 And equally, how and why synthetic textiles have largely supplanted wool, becoming in the process one of the most ubiquitous pollutants in the world today.
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A pair of unfinished knitted woolen socks, still on the knitting needles, and an accompanying letter from John Angus McDonald to his mother, Fanny McDonald, dated October 14, 1917 (courtesy of the Zara Clark Museum, National Trust Queensland, Australia).




While wool socks and blankets do not win wars, they do contribute immensely to the health and efficiency essential to any military action. . . . wool remains the one proven fabric for insulation and resiliency under conditions of extreme cold, heat, or humidity.1

Donald M. Blinken, 1948



Wool was important enough to entice 23-year-old Harvard University Economics graduate Donald Blinken to write a book about its place in the post-World War II world economy. Blinken had served in the recent war, and no doubt had first-hand experience of wool’s utility. Perhaps not the same experiences that those in places suffering from a lack of wool had, however, or he may have added to his statement above the words “on their own” to his comment about socks and blankets. Until the late 1950s wool had high value as a strategic resource, sometimes requiring whole government entities, such as Australia’s Central Wool Committee, the UK’s Wool Textile Executive, and the US’sWar Production Board Wool Branch, to deal with its wartime logistics. Wool was a fabric of war for a whole host of reasons.

John McDonald’s unfinished socks represent both the practical and emotional side of wool’s place in war. Hand-knitted socks were a common request by servicemen writing home to mothers, wives, sisters, sweethearts—across many wars, and many countries. While army-issue machine-knitted socks were expected to last about a month amidst the rigors of war, thicker, denser woolen socks from skilled knitters were warmer, more comfortable, and more durable. They were also an important reminder of a service person’s connection to home. From Belgium, in October 1917, the 20-year-old John, called Jim by his family, wrote to his mother in outback Queensland, Australia: “The weather over here at present is very wet and the winter is coming on us again. You might knit me some socks and send me a pair of warm gloves.”2

Jim’s mother Fanny had been knitting socks for him even before he asked. She received his letter in December 1917—a month after she had learned of his death on October 22nd, one of many thousands who fell at the Third Battle of Ypres (Passchendaele).3 Fanny never finished the socks. She died in 1924. While we know little about the McDonalds’ lives and relationship, we absolutely understand that knitting socks for her son was a way for Fanny to express her love and do all practically possible to keep him warm and connected to home in the debilitating conditions of the Western Front’s trenches. For Jim, the socks would meet at least one everyday need while reinforcing his ties to home.

Wool, the soft, pliable fiber shorn annually from living sheep, is precisely the fiber that a soldier from a tropical climate—indeed, any climate—needed to survive a wartime winter. Historically, wool’s physical characteristics have given the textiles made from it a special, and especially multivalent, place in wartime. It is literally warm and fuzzy. Wool cloth holds warmth even when wet. Although wet wool has its own odor, it resists picking up human body odor, and it’s naturally flame resistant. Wool is tough, withstanding even a frontline soldier’s hard use and constant wear. It takes dyes easily, which is useful for differentiating between armies or among ranks or specialties. And, importantly, it is a renewable natural resource. Quartermasters who outfitted armies preferred it for these reasons, and also because good quality wool textiles can be repaired and re-issued until they are ready for the rag bin, when they can be recycled back into fiber either to be turned into compost or to start the manufacturing process all over again. While in wartime this can be a cost-cutting measure for nations that have access to new wool supplies, it can mean life or death in those that don’t. As the head of the Textiles Branch of the US government’s War Production Board during World War II wrote, “wool is considered a strategic fiber not only for the military front but for the health and morale of the home front.”4

* * *

The story of wool during wartime really begins with who has the wool and who wants it—and when. This has been understood in the wool business for centuries, and its risks
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