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Flax – a plant of many uses
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Why should you grow flax?

Flax is a versatile material, that can be grown in your local area with little maintenance.

You can make 1500 shirts from one acre of flax.

There is very little waste produced from growing flax.

It can be grown organically, thus is better for local bio-diversity than most 'crops' in the UK.

It is a self-fertilising and self sufficient plant.

Flax is low maintenance and grows better with no irrigation.

As with localising any material production, you will decrease CO2 emissions by reducing the amount of transport needed.

Flax is stronger than cotton, but not as elastic.

It is a beautiful crop, that produces tiny blue flowers, making it lovely to look at in July/August.

You cannot grow flax effectively on the same patch of soil for more than two consecutive years meaning it encourages crop rotation.

Brief History of Flax
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Flax has been grown since ancient Egyptian times. You can see a picture of it being harvested from this tomb in Thebes:

Flax, once it has been processed, has a soft lustrous texture and is usually gold or silver. Thus in fairy stories, princesses always had 'flaxen' hair!

Historically, flax was grown very successfully throughout England and Ireland. During the industrial revolution there was a gradual drift towards cotton cloth. The industrial revolution was stimulated by the textile trade in Manchester, of which flax was a part (alongside cotton). Nonetheless, the Industrial Revolution effectively caused the demise of the linen cottage industry as the weavers and spinners were forced out of the industry as they were replaced by machinery. Concurrently, the British produced flax was priced out of the market by imported cheaper flax from abroad.


By the 1900’s most of the flax spun in England was imported. The need for self-sufficiency and the superior strength of flax fibres saw a resurgence in 'flax growing' throughout both world wars. But, the last commercial flax growing for spinning into yarn was on the Sandringham Estate in the mid 1950’s. Currently no flax growing industry exists in Britain for the production of linen, however, it is grown for the seeds in some areas.

Flax's Latin name is Linum usitatissimum. It is a member of the genus Linum in the family Linaceae.

What can you do with flax?

From the fibres you can make:

[Flax fibres are stripped from the skin of the flax plant]

· Clothing – Flax, when woven creates the material we call linen. So you can make anything from linen suits and shirts to your undies!

· Lace

· Outdoor fabrics – such as tents, when combined with other materials

· Household goods – curtains, bed linen etc

· Leisure goods – flax fibres are used to strengthen items such as tennis rackets and bike frames

· Paper – flax has been used to make rolling papers and bank notes

· Eco-building – in a similar way to the use of hemp or horse hair in building materials, flax can be used to strengthen materials and improve insulation

· Rope and string – not all harvests are going to be good enough quality to make fine linen from, if the fibres are short or break easily, they are ideal to make rope or string from

· Boats

· Fishing nets

This list is not exclusive, there are many more ways it can be used!

From the shive you can make:

[The shive is also sometimes called the 'Straw'. The shive is the inner woody part of the flax that falls on the floor as you 'break' the flax. Please see 'Dressing the flax on p. 12 for more details about breaking the flax]

· Mulch – to put on your garden

· Organic cat litter

· Eco-building material

From the dust you can:

· Add it to horticultural compost

From the seeds:

· You have the seeds to grow your next harvest

· They are edible (although you should officially have a license to grow them to eat). They are often recommended as a nutritional supplement as they are rich in Omega 3

· You can make oil out of the seeds. For instance, oil from flax seeds can be used to oil cricket bats or wooden floors. (Flax is of the same family as linseed).

Time-line for flax production in the UK

1) Planting: Between mid-March and the end of April

2) Flowering: Roughly Mid-July. The flax will flower for around two weeks.

3) Pulling: When you pull your flax will depend on the climate in which you are growing it, as well as what you are using it for.

If you are growing the flax for its fibres you will want to pull the flax between two and four weeks after it has finished flowering for a fine fibre when the plants begin to yellow. 

If you are growing flax for its seeds then you should pull the flax when 90 per cent of the seeds pods have turned brown.

As you pull the flax it is useful to be tidy and lay the flax in lines where you have just pulled the flax from. This makes it easier to deal with when retting. 

4)  Dew Retting: This process involves getting the flax to rot, to free the fibres from their pectin. This allows the flax fibre to be released from the rest of the plant more easily.

You cannot accurately predict the length of time to rett the flax, as it is dependent on moisture levels.

5) Drying: The drying should take place over a period of a minimum of three months. As a rule of thumb the flax is of a better quality the longer it is dried. Some advocate drying the flax for over a year.

Planting
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Amount of seeds needed: You need 10-12 grams of seeds per m2. Alternatively you need roughly 50 Kilos of seeds per acre (4046m2). An acres worth of seeds would cost around £340.

A good rule of thumb here is that one stride is a metre and if you sow the seeds by hand either side of you the bearing is roughly a metre. So if you walk ten strides sprinkling the seeds as you go, that will be a 10m2 strip.

Soil Conditions: Flax doesn't like overly fertile soil. In fact it won't grow if there is too much compost on it. So it is a perfect plant for areas of land not yet fit for vegetable growing.

We used one part compost to two parts top soil ratio (this was roughly 4 inches of compost) and thoroughly rotovated the site. In my opinion, this was too much compost and you could reduce this. As there are patches where the soil was too fertile for the flax to grow. This was also newly bought top soil, as we were growing on a building site. You may need no compost at all.

If you are growing the flax for its fibres – stay away from linseed varieties of seed, as they do not grow as tall and you want tall plants (meaning long fibres) to make material out of.

If the soil has a high clay content, this will encourage the flax to become very course and make it more likely to be useful for rope making than linen.

Sowing the seeds:

· Once the compost and soil has been thoroughly mixed, you should walk the plot on to compress the soil

· Then sow your seeds – 10-12 grams per m2, or a cups worth of seeds for 10m2

· Rake in the seeds. You should be aiming for the seeds to be roughly 1 inch under the soil

· Check the seed germination after a week or so, they should be beginning to sprout, if not you should water the plants.

NB If at all possible, you should avoid watering the flax at any point, as this encourages the roots to grow close to the surface and your flax may therefore get blown over. But, if the flax isn't sprouting and there is no rain forecast, do water the plants. Ensure its a thorough watering and that it sinks deep into the ground.

Flowering
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The flowering of the flax is worth noting for two reasons. Firstly, it is a beautiful sight. Secondly, it's notifying you that you will need to pull the flax soon! You need to keep an eye on your flax from now on. Different sources recommend pulling the flax at either two, or four weeks. However, there is a consensus that you should pull the flax when it begins to yellow if you would like a fine fibre. If you would like a courser fibre you'll want to leave the flax in the ground a little longer (another few weeks). If you'd like to specifically use the flax seeds, pull the flax when the seeds are 90 per cent brown.

Retting

Retting is essential to free the flax fibres to allow you to work with them. The aim of retting is to rot flax slightly, to allow the fibres to be freed from the woody section inside the stem. [You will get rid of the woody inner core (the shive) at a later stage]

There are several methods that can be used to rett the flax. It can be retted in a pond, stream, field (Dew Retting) or a tank.

When the retting is complete the bundles of flax feel soft and slimy, and quite a few fibres are standing out from the casing. When wrapped around a finger the inner woody part  of the flax springs away from the fibres.

Pond and Stream retting are not recommended as they pollute the waters used for the process. A better process is Dew retting. 

Here the flax is laid out in a field, and dew  collects on it. This process normally takes a month or more, but is generally considered to provide the highest quality flax fibres,and produces the least pollution. You must turn the flax every three days or so to ensure the fibres are freed evenly.

If when you pull the flax you leave it in long lines, where you've pulled it from, it will make it easier to turn the flax and gather it into bundles (traditionally called stricks). 

Drying the flax

If the weather is fine, once you have bundled your flax, stand the bundles upright on your land to allow it to initially dry. If you store the flax when it is damp it will continue to rett which could ruin your crop. If the weather is damp, then find a warm fry place to dry out your flax before you store it.

The flax should be stored after the retting in a cool dark dry room, or container for a minimum of three months before you begin the next stage. Some say you should dry the flax for a year for the best results.

Dressing the flax

There are three stages to dressing the flax: breaking the flax, scutching and heckling.

1) Breaking the flax
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The process of 'breaking' breaks up the straw into short segments. In small handfuls, put the flax between the beater of the breaking machine (a set of wooden blades that mesh together when the upper jaw is lowered, which look like a paper cutter but instead of having a big knife it has a blunt arm), and beat it until the three or four inches that have been beaten appear to be soft. Move the flax a little higher and continue to beat it until all is soft, and the wood is separated from the fibre.


2) Scutching the flax
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In order to remove some of the straw from the fibre, it helps to swing a wooden scutching knife down the fibres while they hang vertically, thus scraping the edge of the knife along the fibres and pull away pieces of the straw from the fibres. Some of the fibre will also be scutched away, this cannot be helped and is a normal part of the process.

3) Heckling the flax
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Heckling the flax involves drawing the flax fibres through a series of gradually smaller combs.

A heckle is a bed of 'nails' – sharp, long-tapered, tempered, polished steel pins – driven through wooden blocks at regular spacing. A good progression of spacing is  from four pins per square inch, to 12, to 25, to 48, to 80. The first three will remove the straw. The  last two will split and polish the fibres.

Some of the finer stuff that comes off the heckles is called 'tow' and can be carded like wool and spun. This will produce a coarser yarn, as it will still contain some straw.

An added benefit is all of these tools are easy to make!

Further Resources

www.flaxland.co.uk

www.europeanlinenandhempcommunity.eu/

www.swicofil.com/products/003flax.html

www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flax

www.wildfibres.co.uk/html/grow_flax.html

www.irishlinen.co.uk/

A wonderful French documentary about producing linen:

http://vimeo.com/16474921

Sow Sew, MERCi

The Sow Sew project has used a brownfield site in Manchester to grow flax, to create an organic local sustainable material and from this learning we aim to develop flax growing in the North West. 

Now that we have safely stored our 2011 flax harvest, for use in early 2012 Sow Sew is currently looking for more more 'Meanwhile' plots of land around Manchester. We would like to make more use of redundant space, making Manchester greener and more bio-diverse whilst allowing the local community to experience more nature in the city.

Sow Sew continues to spread our enthusiasm for all things flax by holding workshops on the practicalities of growing flax, its uses and benefits. So far we've worked with  local school children,  growers, fabric enthusiasts and even run a workshop at the Permaculture Association's AGM.

If you are interested in working with a portion of the flax harvest please fill in our expression of interest form (www.merci.org.uk/sow_sew_expression_of_interest). The flax will be available in both its raw format and also made into thread or material. We aim to exhibit the best pieces in 2012. With all the multitude of uses of flax the only limit is your imagination. 
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