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Bowing
and Blowing 

Hand bowing in a garret. Illustration from Days at the Factories, George Dodd, 1843 

‘Bowing’ and ‘Blowing’ are technical hatting 
terms for what is essentially the same 
thing: getting fur into the right condition for 
felting into a hat. 

Bowing 
Bowing is the oldfashioned way of 
preparing fur. The fur has already been 
removed from the rabbit skins using a 
knife (see the information sheet From 
Bunnies to Factory Gates). But it is still 
dirty, perhaps with small bits of skin in it, 
and it is in clumps. 

It needs to be clean and fluffy to felt well: it 
needs bowing. 
The bowing took place in a workshop 
called a ‘bow garret’. These workshops 
were often small outbuildings. The last 
known surviving bow garret is in a private 
garden in Haughton Green in Denton, a 
well known hatting town near Stockport. 
It looks like a brickbuilt shed with a 
glass window. 
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The last hatter’s 
bow garret? 

Inside the bow garret was a wooden table. 
The fur was placed onto a willow hurdle 
(like a flat basket) on the table. Suspended 
a few inches above the table was the 
hatter’s bow. It looked like a large violin 
bow, about 2 metres long, made of wood 
and strung with catgut. The hatter struck 
the catgut with a wooden peg, and it 
vibrated. All the fur underneath vibrated 
too – it flew into the air, gradually settling 
back down. By passing the vibrating bow 
back and forth over the fur many times, 
the fur would be fluffed up. All the dirty bits 
would fall down through the slats of the 
hurdle, and the fluffy fur would be clean 
and soft and ready to felt. 

Machine blowing fur 

Blowing 
Blowing is the word for the way fur was 
prepared after the hatting industry 
mechanised (from about 1850). 
This description of the process is taken 
from a manual published by the hatters 
Dunn & Co.: 

‘The fur has already been cleaned of 
grease and dirt by the furrier, but now it 

has to be cleaned of kemps (coarse hairs 
which will not felt) and degs (small pieces 
of skin left by the cutting knives). This is 
done by passing the fur over a series of 
rotating pickers in a long, totally enclosed 
machine on a current of air. The cleaned 
fur is carried forward, whilst the kemps 
and degs, being heavier in weight, fall to 
compartments below.’ 


