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Basket-Making History
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Many historians think that the art of basket-making is as old as civilization. There is no way of knowing, as baskets are made from materials that decompose, so archeological evidence of their origin is absent. Much of the evidence archeologists do have is from the impressions on clay shards from clay pots, indicating that potters used baskets as molds for their pots and as liners. These baskets left imprints on the pots after firing. The oldest evidence we have of baskets dates back 10,000 to 12,000 years. People used the art of basket making for many things. Warriors used wickerwork shields in ancient times, babies slept in wickerwork cribs and people lined baskets with clay to make them waterproof. Since merchants used baskets to transport trade goods from region to region, people in far regions would study the basket's construction, and then adapt the techniques learned to their own baskets. Thus, basket making technology spread from region to region, making identification of differing construction methods difficult. 

Parts

Not all baskets have every part listed here, however these terms are common to the craft of basket making. 

Base

Spokes 

Weavers

Sides

Border 

Handle 

Materials Used

Basket making is practiced all over the world, in every climate and environment. Basket makers use a wide variety of materials to make their baskets. These include:

Willow

Roots

Brambles

Vines

Oak

Ash

Hazel

Bamboo

Leaves

Straw

Rush

Bark

Grass

General Process of Basket Making

Baskets come in a wide variety of types, shapes, sizes and materials. Construction methods vary according to any of these parameters, however most baskets follow similar construction methods. Before construction begins the basket maker does any painting, dying or soaking of materials to make them flexible as necessary. The artisan begins with the base, as it will determine the size of the basket. If the finished basket has a wood bottom, the basket maker cuts it to size and drills any necessary holes. For a wicker bottom, the artisan lays out the spokes. The spokes can serve as the sides. In this case, the basket maker cuts the spokes long enough so they can be bent up. Once the spokes have been laid out, the weavers are woven between them. If the bottom spokes have not been used to make the sides, the artisan cuts the side spokes and weaves them into the base perimeter.  The side weavers are then woven between the spokes. At the top, a wider strip that serves as the border is assembled and the handle attached. 

Please note, this is only a general description of the basket making process and not intended to be instructions on basket making. 

Types

Basket makers categorize baskets into four main types:

Coiled 

Baskets made using grasses and rushes by coiling the fibers around in a spiral pattern and stitching the fibers together. The resulting basket resembles a coiled snake. 

Plaited

Basket makers use materials that are wide and braid like palm, yucca or New Zealand flax leaves. They weave these materials together in a distinctive pattern. 

Twined

Using materials from roots and tree bark, twining is a weaving technique where two or more flexible weaving elements cross each other as they weave through the stiffer radial spokes.

Wicker and Splint 

Using reed, cane, willow, oak, and ash branches, the basket maker weaves the flexible material over and under a stiff foundation of rods or bundles of fiber.
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Candle Making
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Flip a switch and turn on a light! If there is one thing about modern life we really take for granted, it is indoor electric lighting. Imagine a home in the Middle Ages. It is night, and the family gathers about the table. A single candle lights the interior of the room. This candle provides light for the family’s night time activities. It occupies a  distinguished position in human history. The candle is one of mankind’s earliest inventions. The history of candle making is a long and interesting story.

Ruled the Night

The candle uses wax as fuel to produce light. Once the wick ignites, heat from the flame burns the wax, which flows into the wick by capillary action. It’s a simple device, and it ruled the night for thousands of years.

Ancient Origins

Archeological digs have unearthed candlesticks in Egyptian and Cretan sites dating to about 3000 BC. Before this the Egyptians used a device called a rush light which consisted of the pithy core of the rush plant, soaked in tallow and burned to create light. Technically rush lights are not candles because they do not use a wick.

Chinese Candles

By 200 BC the Chinese used candles made from whale oil. The Chinese also made, and still make, candles from wax secreted by certain scale insects on trees as they feed. They molded these candles in paper tubes and used rolled rice paper as a wick. 

Cinnamon bark contains oils that early Indian civilizations processed into a wax that they used for candles. The Japanese used the fruit of the Japanese wax tree (Rhus succedanea) to produce a wax that they used to make candles. In the American northwest native tribes used a fish called the candlefish, which is a type of smelt with a high oil content. They made simple candles by just sticking a dead fish on a forked stick and lighting it.  In southern Europe, which had access to olive oil to burn in lamps, candles were unknown until the early Middle Ages. Northern areas of Europe developed the tallow candle.

Tallow Candles

Tallow is a form of animal fat processed from suet, which is raw animal fat. Suet undergoes a process called rendering during which the raw suet melts. They simmered the melted fat, then strained and cooled it in various steps. Once finished it is possible to store tallow without refrigeration for extended periods of time. Tallow is solid at room temperature and will keep indefinitely as long as it is in a sealed container that prevents the tallow from oxidizing. Tallow is derived from just about any animal but the most common sources in historic times were mutton, beef or pigs. 

The first use of tallow for lighting, a "tallow dip,"  simply a saucer or bowl filled with tallow with a strip of burning cloth suspended in it. 

Used mostly in Europe, the Romans and earlier the Egyptians developed the first true tallow candles. The Egyptians dipped rolled parchment in tallow repeatedly. The parchment served as a  wick as the candle burned. 

The Romans developed wicks using fibers of cotton, flax or hemp. They melted the tallow and poured it over these wicks in bronze molds and allowed the candles to dry. A trough placed under the mold caught excess tallow for reuse. This procedure remained basically unchanged for several hundred years. 

Tallow candles burned  emitting a foul odor and acrid smoke because they contain a substance called glycerin. Tallow candles continued in use until the middle 1800's in the lower classes. Upper classes and the Church started using the newly developed beeswax candles. 

Stearic Acid and Stearic Candles

In 1823, a French chemist Michel Eugene Chevreul discovered how to extract a substance called stearic acid from animal fatty acids. The word stearic comes from the Greek word "steer," which translates as tallow, the source for stearic acid. Stearic acid in solid form is a waxy substance which makes excellent candles because it is hard, durable and burns with little smoke or odor. Candles made from the substance were superior to tallow candles. Stearic acid became an essential ingredient for the later beeswax and paraffin candles and stearin candles are still popular candles in Europe today.

Bees Wax Candles

The Middle Ages historians place between the fall of the Western Roman Empire in 475 AD and approximately 1500 AD, a one thousand-year period. It was during this period that a major improvement in candle production emerged - the beeswax candle. Honey bees of the genus Apis produce this wax. Humans have practiced beekeeping since ancient times. Monasteries In Europe during the Middle Ages were the primary beekeeping practitioners. The monks kept the bees for the honey which they used for sweetening and to produce a fermented honey, called mead. At some point during this period someone discovered that beeswax made excellent candle wax. Beeswax has a low melting point, around 140 degrees Fahrenheit. It is hard, durable and produces an excellent candle that burns clean, producing little odor. Candles of beeswax are superior to tallow candles. Unfortunately bees are limited in their wax production. A bee must consume about eight pounds of honey and fly about 150,000 miles to produce one pound of wax. Limited production of beeswax kept the cost of the candles high, making them available mostly for religious ceremonies and to the upper classes. Tallow candles would continue to see use among the lower classes until the mid 1800's when paraffin was invented. 

Spermaceti Candles

Whaling is an ancient practice which humans have engaged in since antiquity. It was during the eighteenth century that commercial whaling reached its peak. Many products originated from the bodies of these huge mammals and many considered them "swimming oil wells." The enormous amount of blubber their bodies contained was a huge economic asset in that age. Blubber is a specialized fat that covers the bodies of many marine mammals. It is rich in oils that have many uses. The oil that the blubber produces was especially valuable as a lubricating medium. The oil was flammable and used in lamps for illumination. Whale bones provided many products also, such as corsets for ladies, collar stays and buggy whip handles. The sperm whale was especially valued because of the spermaceti it produced. This substance is found in the head of the whale and produces and especially fine oil which processes into a high quality wax suitable for candles. 

After killing the animal the whalers would pull it along side the ship, cut a hole in its head and, using buckets, dip the spermaceti out into barrels. A large whale might produce 500 gallons of spermaceti. The spermaceti was then strained to prevent it from turning rancid and stored on land. During the winter months it congealed into a spongy mass. The crew pressed the mass in a wool sack removing the oil, and sold as  "winter-strained sperm oil," a valuable commodity. They partly melted the remaining mass and strained off the remaining liquid. The leftover wax was then processed into wax which was light brown until bleaching, which turned it white. This was the highly desired spermaceti wax which chandlers further processed into a high quality candle that burned clean, producing little odor. The wax was harder than beeswax and wouldn't bend or warp in the summer heat and the flame the candles produced was brighter than beeswax or tallow and it became the first "standard candle."

Spermaceti wax provided a steady supply of candles until around 1800 when Colza oil became available and provided a cheaper wax and later by the stearin candle.

Colza Oil 

Late in the 18th Century an oil pressed from rape seed became available. They processed this oil into wax or simply burned it in lamps. It provided a cheaper alternative to both beeswax and spermaceti until the next advance, paraffin.

Bayberry Candles

Early American colonists in New England discovered that the wax covered fruit of the Bayberry, also known as Bay-rum tree, Candleberry, Sweet Gale, and Wax-myrtle, could also provide wax for candles. Belonging to the genus Myrica, the plant grows in boggy areas throughout New England. Few birds are able to digest the waxy coated grayish-green berries, the Yellow-Rumped Warbler being the exception. The energy rich wax provides this bird with enough nutrients to winter well north of other birds. Candles made from this wax burn clean with a sweet smell. The yield of the berries for candle making is poor, though, as it takes fifteen pounds of berries to make one pound of wax. 

Paraffin Candles

The best material for making candles came into being near the end of the candles long reign. The leftover residues of petroleum production produced paraffin. It was an ideal ingredient for candles, as it was economical, clean burning, and odorless. Its chief drawback was its low melting point, which would have caused problems in warm weather. The independent discovery of stearic acid solved this problem. Added to paraffin, it hardened the candle, and slowed its burn rate. Paraffin/stearin candles soon became standard, totally replacing the tallow candle.
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