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Tow Dresser

Hemp was a popular crop and could be grown in small plots. The hemp stalks were harvested and then

laid out, exposed to the elements. After about a month or so, the outer husk of the stalks was removed

and the interior fibres prepared for spinning. This was the job of the tow dresser.

The dressing was usually done in long covered sheds, where the fibres were passed over a series of

"heckle boards", analogous to carding wool. Heckle boards are planks studded with pointed steel

prongs. The tow dresser passed a bundle of hemp fibers through the prongs, combing and straightening

the fibers and removing dirt and unwanted vegetable material. Typically the dresser then passed his

bundle to the next dresser who repeated this with a finer board. The final product, the "tow", consisted

of light coloured, almost white fibers suitable for spinning and weaving.
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