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Proofing or the 
Best of Both Worlds 
Soft or Waterproof? 
Felt is soft. You can comfortably wear a 
hat made from it all day. But you have to 
‘proof’ a hat before it will keep its shape. 
Proofing is stiffening. Until the nineteenth 
century, they used glue to proof their hats. 
But glue destroys the lovely soft feel of 
felt, and it was probably not very good in 
the rain. 

In the nineteenth century the Western 
world discovered shellac. 

Shellac 

Harvesting lac 

Shellac, or ‘lac’ as it is called before it is 
processed, had been imported to the West 
from India for centuries, because it makes 
a good scarlet dye. It wasn’t until the 
1880s that industry began to make use of 
its other properties. 

Shellac comes from the lac beetle, which 
lives mainly in India. The female beetle 
lays eggs on the young shoots of trees 
and secretes a redbrown sticky substance 
to protect them. Indian farmers cultivate 
lac by tying a twig infested with the beetles 
to an uninfested tree. 

Twigs covered in lac 

To harvest lac, the reddish brown crust of 
lac is crumbled off the twigs. Traditionally, 
it is then finely crushed, and any pieces of 
twig are winnowed out. Then the dye is 
soaked out, and the lac washed. When it 
is dry, it is put into sausageshaped 
hessian bags about 10 metres long. 
These bags are heated in front of a 
charcoal oven, and twisted. The melted lac 
oozes out, and is scraped off. 
The impurities are left inside. The molten 
lac is spread over a glazed ceramic jar 
filled with water to cool it. As it becomes 
pliable, it is lifted up and stretched into thin 
sheets. When cool, these brittle sheets are 
smashed, and the bits bagged, ready for 
export. The industrial process, developed 
over the 20th century, is essentially a 
largescale version of these traditional 
methods. continues 



Stretching shellac into thin sheets. Above images from Shellac (Angelo Bros. Ltd., Cossipore, 
Calcutta (Kolkata), 1956). 

Shellac in the Hat Factories 
For soft hats, like trilbies, hatters dissolved 
the shellac in water and rolled it into the 
part of the hood which would form the 
brim. 

For hard hats like toppers and bowlers, 
they dissolved the shellac in methylated 

spirit. They rolled this solution into the 
whole hood. They then heated the hoods 
in an oven and distilled off the spirit. The 
hoods became hard, and ready to be 
shaped by the blockers. But the shellac 
had disappeared into the fabric, forming a 
thin shell, leaving the surface soft. Soft 
and waterproof: the best of both worlds! 

Rolling shellac solution into soft hat brims 


