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			Entanglement

			‘In Entanglement Tarlo opens up a whole secret world of human hair, its diverse social meanings across cultures and the robust trade of it that has carried on for centuries across the world. She weaves in historical details that address issues of religion, symbolism, fashion and economy, and presents ethnographic encounters with a range of characters from Dakar to Wenzhou, Chennai to New York – millionaire wig dealers, impoverished villagers sorting comb waste, temple officials and fashionable women – who all perform an important role in this ubiquitous but unseen trade. This book is for everybody who is curious about how a single object can become a sought after commodity around the globe. Entanglement is beautifully written and while based on rigorous academic research it eschews jargon and makes the fascinating story of hair the centrepiece of the narrative. A most rewarding and edifying read.’

			 

			Mukulika Banerjee, anthropologist, London School of Economics and Political Science

			‘A timely book that takes a fascinating journey through the business practices and politics of hair, and the questionable relationship between hair dealers, middle-men and the consumer.’

			Professor Caroline Cox, author of How to be Adored

			‘This is a book about the only crop we routinely harvest from our own bodies – hair. From that disconnection come amazing tales: histories of paupers and pedlars in Europe, vast global trades in wigs, poignant stories of chemotherapy and memorialisation. Also problematic reconnections – Orthodox Jews discover their wigs are made from hair presented to Hindu temples. As ethnographer and traveller, Emma Tarlo observes much of this first-hand. Ultimately, she has done an extraordinary job of reattaching hair to humanity.’ 

			Daniel Miller, professor of anthropology, University College London, and author of Stuff and The Comfort of Things
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			The Secret Lives of Hair
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			For my parents, Helen and Len

			who taught me the art of listening 

			and for the anonymous untanglers of comb 

			waste whose voices are rarely heard

			 

		

	
		
			Strange Gifts

			Eeva hands over her hair quite matter-of-factly in a transparent plastic bag. A flaxen plait, irresistibly silky and elegantly coiled, reminiscent of a Victorian love token. I feel it should be tied in lace ribbon, swinging down the back of a young girl in a full-length, high-collared tartan dress, or at least mounted respectfully on a puffed cushion of crimson velvet set off by a gilded frame. Instead it lies stark naked, gazing coldly at me through the plastic, like one of those goldfish you win at fairs. I find myself stuffing it quickly into the depths of my shoulder bag as if hiding something indecent. Later, when we sit down for lunch in the café of the British Library, I feel it nagging to be released. I let it out of the bag and stroke it with the reverence it deserves, but something feels wrong. I am caressing the disembodied hair of my friend and she is sitting opposite me, full bodied, tucking into chicken and vegetable soup. Eeva arrived from Helsinki two days earlier with the hair tucked neatly in her suitcase. She seems reconciled to the idea that it is no longer part of her. I am looking at the remaining crop that stops too abruptly at her chin, aware that in my hand I hold what was once its continuation. I can’t help mentally reattaching the plait. It snakes over her shoulder and clings possessively to her left breast.

			When we part I ask her if she’d like to say goodbye to her hair. ‘No,’ she replies. ‘I’ve photographed it on my mobile – but I would like to know what they end up doing with it in China.’ I tell her that at the Hair Embroidery Institute in Wenzhou it will probably end up in the portrait of a world leader. ‘Fine,’ she replies, ‘but just tell them, not Putin!’ Then she disappears through the double doors of the reading room.

			I too was planning to work in one of the reading rooms of the British Library this afternoon but I am stalled by the cloakroom attendant, who asks me if I have anything valuable in my bag just as I’m about to hand it over.

			I hesitate. 

			‘Black gold’ is what traders call hair in India, but this is gold gold, which is far more difficult to procure and fetches top prices in today’s thriving global market for human hair. ‘Virgin gold’ is what Russian and Ukrainian dealers would call it, referring not to the purity and lifestyle of the grower but to the claim that the hair has not been chemically treated. In this case, the claim is true. Furthermore this is remy hair, meaning that it has been cut in such a way that the cuticles remain slanted in the same direction ‘from root to point’, as they say in the wig trade. Cuticles are flat cells which are arranged along the hair shaft like the overlapping scales on a fish. When they are aligned the hair is less prone to tangling, making it suitable for use in top-quality wigs and hair extensions. 

			I like to think I am valuing my flaxen charge in purely human terms. It is, after all, imbued with the aura and presence of Eeva. We met in 1998 when we joined the same university department and have shared many experiences since. I have seen her silken mane gracefully swept back and bedecked with flowers on her wedding day, when she exuded an icy beauty in a peppermint green silk dress. I don’t want to risk handing over my treasure to a cloakroom attendant. Neither do I want to be found with it in my bag. I am too aware of the strangeness of its presence. Right now I have a burning desire to get it home, where I can take it out and examine it in peace and quiet without feeling like a shady dealer or a hair fetishist caught out in public.

			Soon I am cycling through London, my bag safely nestled in a sturdy bicycle basket, the straps wound around the handlebars just in case. But despite my sense of purpose I am easily distracted. How useful it would be if I could just pick up a few things on the way home – some steak, a box of cat food, fruit, bagels, flowers. Out of habit I refuse the cashier’s offer of a plastic carrier bag. Instead I take my shoulder bag, which already contains books, and load it up to bursting point. It is only then that I realise my purchases are crushing down on Eeva’s plait. 

			At home I unpack my wares with trepidation. The plait weighs heavily in its plastic bag and has a fleshy pliancy. It is a little ruffled but unharmed. Ironically, it has been protected by the pack of bagels. Bagels get their elasticity from a protein derivative called L-cysteine which until recently was commonly extracted from human hair – much of it collected in Asia and exported to major manufacturing plants in Germany, Japan and China. The hair most commonly used was men’s short clippings gathered from barber shops in China and temples in India. Such hair is not long enough for the more lucrative wig and extension industry. Today the European Commission prohibits the use of L-cysteine derived from human hair in foodstuffs, restricting its permitted use to cosmetics and hair products. A YouTube video that flicks from a hair-sorting factory in India to a shock of red hair sprouting from a slice of white bread conveys how vividly this topic captures the public imagination. In China some manufacturers continue to advertise L-cysteine derived from human hair and duck feathers for use in foodstuffs even if the country banned its use in soy sauce in 2004, following exposure of the practice on China Central Television.

			The story of L-cysteine takes us into the murky area of the relationship between legislation and practice and the problems of traceability in the global economy. What is certain, however, is that Indian dealers are finding it increasingly difficult to shift their swelling stocks of waste hair clippings. Eeva’s flaxen plait occupies the other end of the hair hierarchy. It is more likely to find its way onto the heads of New York socialites than into their bagels or face creams. 

			I notice that the cats are beginning to show an unhealthy interest in the packet of hair that is sitting on the kitchen table. I feed them before heading to my study. There I take down two bunches of thick brown wavy hair from the noticeboard above my desk. They have been expertly twined around a cord and looped at the top. This hair until recently belonged to a friend of my mother’s, whom we have always called Ann P. Ann P. is now in her eighties but she had kept these bunches since 1949. She handed them over to me in a Marks & Spencer cool bag, which at least offered privacy and comfort.

			‘Are you sure you don’t want to keep it,’ I asked, ‘given that you’ve kept it all these years?’ But Ann P. seemed almost keen to be rid of her teenage bunches. 

			‘I don’t really know why I’ve kept it all this time,’ she mused. ‘I suppose it was because we’d always kept my mother’s hair. It was just something you did in those days. Of course we sometimes used it for dressing up and acting and things like that. My nephew did once try to find one of those cancer charities to give it to but he didn’t have any luck.’

			We sat on that quiet February morning in the warmth of her sitting room in the small Worcestershire town where she had spent most of her life. She reminisced about how as a child at boarding school she had hated having long thick hair, which was unfashionable and cumbersome and weighed her down. She remembered the discomfort of leaning over the gas fire, waiting for ever for it to dry, and getting told off for being late for breakfast, delayed by the arduous task of brushing it out and tying it into neat plaits. She had longed for the trendy page-boy style which symbolised sophistication and freedom to young women in wartime Britain. But her father was a traditionalist and insisted on her retaining her plaits. Leafing through a photograph album of her childhood years we see her face persistently framed by two thick ropes of hair. Eventually we arrive at a picture of her aged seventeen, playing tennis with her closest friends. All four girls sport an identical page-boy hairstyle. She had been the last of the four to make the transition. 

			‘I remember getting it cut. As I walked out of the shop I thought I was flying!’

			Ann P. was not alone in the opposition she had faced. Two decades earlier the arrival of the bob had caused domestic havoc in 1920s America. Many fathers, unhealthily caught up in their daughters’ tresses, were traumatised by their loss. In Illinois one man was so furious about his daughters’ bobs that he locked the two girls in their bedroom, saying they couldn’t come out until their hair had grown back. When his wife tried to intervene he threw them out of the house. That was in 1922. Three years later there were reports of a certain Dr H. R. McCarty offering girls $5 each if they swore not to get their hair cut for a period of twelve successive months. But male authority was slipping. Twenty-two girls promised the doctor they would keep their hair long but by the end of the year only five had kept their pledges. 

			In Britain and France too, every ploy was used to persuade young women of the dangers and iniquity of parting with long hair. There was the cautionary tale of Isabel Marginson, a 22-year-old weaver from Preston who drowned herself in the local canal because she could not bear the sight of her new bob. Meanwhile doctors, hygienists and priests produced all manner of well-honed arguments, from the idea that the bob was a symbol of paganism to the suggestion that it stimulated baldness and the excess growth of facial hair. The cutting of women’s hair ate away at the very boundaries that distinguished men from women and women from men. Samson’s strength had dissipated through the loss of his own hair; these men were castrated by the loss of the hair of their wives and daughters.

			For members of the hairdressing profession there were more practical concerns. Would the popularity of short hair put an end to the art of hairdressing, which involved not only brushing, curling and frizzing a woman’s long hair but also mounting it on frames and boosting and embellishing it with hair additions known by the French term ‘postiche’? 

			 

			The preparation, blending and incorporation of additional hair were the mainstays of the industry. It wasn’t long, however, before hairdressers found a pragmatic solution. They created new, lighter forms of postiche such as false chignons designed especially for bobbed hair. E. Long of the Institut des Coiffeurs de Dames de France, who reported regularly on the latest Parisian trends for London’s leading trade publication, the Hairdressers’ Weekly Journal, classified these into four main types: the flatly plaited, the torsaded, the knotted and the curled. All were designed to be placed horizontally along the neck so as to hide the line where the hair had been cut. Additional clip-on puffs and curls were designed for attachment at the front. Such devices were recommended to women for the flexibility they offered. A woman could enjoy the freedom of short hair during the day and the elegance of an ornately constructed hairstyle for evening wear. To hairdressers the new chignons were recommended as a profitable source of income. 

			The systematic hacking of the hair of large proportions of the female population raised another interesting question. To whom did a woman’s hair belong once it had fallen down her back and onto the barber shop floor? Some barbers considered it was now their property and sold it to dealers and makers of postiches. But there is evidence to suggest that some women had difficulty detaching themselves from what had previously been their crowning glory. They wanted to keep their cut hair and asked hairdressers to make it up into chignons that they could reattach when desired. This annoyed hairdressers, who preferred to sell what they called ‘false chignons’ prepared from other people’s hair than to go through the arduous task of frizzing, curling and baking the fallen locks of their customers, which were not always in a suitable condition. Many women were duped into thinking their chignons were made from their own hair when they were not. E. Long chastises hairdressers for such malpractice and suggests that instead they should charge double to customers wanting chignons made from their own hair. 

			It was a time of confusion. Husbands, who had difficulty understanding why their wives wanted to cut their hair in the first place, had even more difficulty comprehending why they wanted to buy it back.

			What husbands failed to grasp is the capacity of hair to retain connection to the person from whom it has been detached. It is fear of this enduring and contagious link that has for centuries led people in different times and places to bury or burn their hair rather than risk it being used for malevolent purposes. Knowledge of the sympathetic power of cut hair is shared not only by witches but also by lovers and parents, as the earlier popularity of love lockets and mourning jewellery attests. A lock of a baby’s hair preserved in a fancy box, the curl from a departed husband encased in a ring, an album containing snips of hair from potential suitors – they all have the capacity to dissolve distance and transgress time. Hair keeps intimacy alive. It exudes from the living body but endures beyond death.

			If parting with hair is a risk then retaining hair is lived by some as an imperative, a means of preventing self-disintegration. In London I met a ninety-year-old lady from the Caribbean who had been saving every hair from her brush since early childhood. When she had migrated from Guyana to London and eventually Canada, she had carried several bags of hair with her. Even now, whilst visiting her daughter for just a few weeks, she was careful to gather up every fallen strand, which she stored in her purse for safekeeping. Perhaps she had heard the claim that if birds caught hold of it they might weave it into their nests, thereby causing her a perpetual headache. Or perhaps she was simply using her own fibre to hold herself together? In China I was told of the practice of one minority group whereby hair cut off in the prime of youth is kept in the most important part of the house to be brought out only when a person is dying. This is considered especially important for those hovering between life and death, unable to make the transition. Reconnection with the hair of their youth brings people wholeness. It gives them permission to die in peace. In rural Romania there was an ancient custom of burying the dead on pillows stuffed with their own hair.

			Ann P., however, was ready to part with her hair. Her relationship to it had always been problematic and the sixty-five years that had passed since its cutting had neutralised its status to that of a fibre that might prove useful to someone else. By giving it to me she was at the same time increasing the possibility of its longevity. After all, her mother’s much-loved hair had ended up being chucked in the bin by her sister. 

			I was touched by Ann P.’s offering and accepted it with pleasure. These boisterous bunches – uncannily youthful even now – represented a young woman’s struggle for autonomy, her coming of age in post-war Britain, her eager embrace of fashion, modernity and adventure. Nonetheless I was a little confused about what to do with them. To return them to the restraints of a Marks & Spencer cool bag seemed inappropriate. The noticeboard in my study seemed a better alternative, so I pinned them up alongside other bits and pieces I had accumulated: a frothy cluster of synthetic curls that I’d picked up for two euros in an Afro hair shop in Brussels; a small slither of hair weft collected off the floor during a wig course in Brighton; a one-metre length of human-hair rope that I couldn’t resist bringing back from Chennai; a shock of Manic Panik fuchsia pink hair labelled ‘100% sin-thetic’ from a punk shop in Camden Town; and a single strand of Chinese hair that had quite literally fallen into my lap. 

			I had been on a flight from Wenzhou to Beijing when I’d found this hair attached to my airline blanket. I had picked it off and was about to chuck it on the floor, assuming it to be my own, when I realised it was far longer and blacker than anything I could produce. Running my fingers down the shaft I could feel the tightly packed, overlapping cuticles that set Chinese hair apart from European varieties. I had long been informed of these differences but had never previously been able to feel them. This single hair was teaching me more than all the bunches I had stroked in China. From Beijing I was heading straight back to London. This was China’s gift and like all gifts it harboured the expectation of something in return. It would serve to remind me of promises made. I rolled the strand carefully around my finger and stuffed it into the folded cover of my pocket notebook, only to find it peeping out at intervals like an unwanted pubic hair. Had I become a hair fetishist?

			In 1883 German newspapers filled with accounts of a man possessed with the impulse to cut and store women’s plaits. Sixteen plaits had been found in his Berlin apartment, all of them blond. The hair had been sneakily cut from the heads of girls at crowded fairgrounds and kept in a box on the man’s writing table. On the box he had written ‘mementoes’. Many of the plaits were adorned with ribbons and labelled with the date of their cutting. It was said that he used to kiss them and lay them on his pillow at night. Referring to this and equivalent cases some years later with the questionable detachment of a learned scientist, the physician Iwan Bloch wrote in his book The Sexual Life of Our Times: ‘The odour of the hair has a sexually stimulating influence that remains persistent in the imagination.’ He went on to add authoritatively: ‘BLONDE or reddish-blonde hair unquestionably takes first rank as a sexual fetish.’

			I lay out my samples on a cloth on the kitchen table. I want to measure and weigh them. I am not sure why. Perhaps I am simply conditioned by rituals of the hair trade I have witnessed on my travels. To send them all the way to Wenzhou, on the eastern coast of southern China, without their details carefully recorded seems disrespectful. I slip off one of the rubber bands that hold the slinky fibres of Eeva’s plait in place and give the hair a gentle brush. The three intertwining tresses are reluctant to unravel. They retain the memory of the plait even after being pulled straight for measuring. The individual hairs are impossibly fine and shine a variety of colours for which I can think of no names. The longest hairs are forty centimetres. To my surprise Ann P.’s hair is almost identical in length, but its natural wave, thicker denier and coarser texture make it bush out to twice the bulk. It is five grams lighter than the plait, which weighs in at 110 grams.

			I look up the price of one hundred grams of human hair on the Virgin Hair and Beauty website. Sixteen-inch (forty-centimetre) wefts of European and Eurasian hair retail online at £205 a packet. Each packet contains one hundred grams of hair. For a full head of extensions two or three packets are recommended. The blond hair advertised has been bleached and dyed, thereby lacking virgin status. If well treated and reinstalled every six to eight weeks it is said to last four to six months. Also available is dark brown hair that has not been coloured. This hair, described as ‘virgin by name and virgin by nature’, is said to be very low maintenance. Reinstalled every eight weeks it can last up to a year.

			I carefully wrap Eeva’s plait and Ann P.’s bunches in tissue before slipping them into a white calico bag with two small buttons. I am pleased to have found such a suitable encasement. I prepare a short note giving a brief history of the hair and its donors, knowing how pleased the embroidery artists will be at receiving non-black hair to work with. I picture a strand of Eeva’s hair mingling with Chinese hair in a portrait, offering new possibilities of light and shade. 

			Tomorrow I shall buy one of those large brown envelopes lined with bubble wrap. I am anxious for the hair. My recipients in Wenzhou have suggested I avoid writing ‘human hair’ on the envelope. I’m not sure if they are worried about the legal implications of sending human hair through customs or the possibility of the package going astray. We have agreed that ‘textiles’ is a suitable alternative.

			The next day I put my package in the post. I resist the temptation to wave it goodbye.
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			Eeva and Ann P’s hair.
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			Postiche elegance from Paris, 1883.
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			Chignons for supplementing bobbed hair, 1925.

			 

		

	
		
			Invisibility

			I am sitting in the back of a car crawling through the dense hot smog of Qingdao, a coastal city in the Shandong province of eastern China. Surfing online for possible hotels from my desk in London I had the impression of a charming old port city – an ex-German concession replete with colonial architecture and beaches. From the car I see neither. Instead tower blocks loom, de-contextualised by the fog which has reduced vision to a few metres. It is mid-July, just a few days away from Chinese midsummer. 

			It is hot and humid. I am exhausted and so too is my host, Raymond Tse, owner of a major hair-manufacturing company that specialises in wigs and toupees for the world market. Raymond is approaching seventy and has flown especially from Hong Kong to take me around his factories and talk about his life in hair. The oppressive climate, the language difficulties and the evening rush-hour traffic all conspire to reduce our conversation to a few basic exchanges. I ask about the population of Qingdao and learn that it is nine million. I ask about how it has changed and learn that it has changed ‘a lot’. Then suddenly Raymond makes the effort to turn his head right round, leaning his elbow on the back of his seat and fixing his small dark eyes on mine so intensely that I know he has something really significant to say. He inhales as if charging himself with the energy required to speak an unfamiliar tongue at the end of the day and I too take a deep breath, knowing that unpacking the meaning of his words may require energy levels that neither of us have left. But Raymond is lucid. His words come out in short, sharp sentences.

			‘We are invisible. That is our job. We are like a company that is asleep.’

			I think of the intense activity I have seen in his factories – the workers sorting, selecting, combing, curling, bunching, blending, bleaching, dyeing, drying, knotting, sticking, stitching, checking and packing hair. I have difficulty reconciling this image with the idea of sleep. Raymond continues.

			‘You look for us on the internet, you will not find us. Nothing! We never make advertisement. We never make direct sale. We never attend the big trade fairs in Italy, France, America. Never! You will see Chinese traders from new companies selling cheap goods there. They undercut the prices and give a bad name to the hair trade. But I will never go. I have been in this business fifty years. We have many old clients from big companies. They trust us. How can I stand next to them at a trade fair selling the same goods at a lower price? We must stay in the background. That is our job. We must respect our clients. I am just a window, understand? A window onto the industry. Wholesalers come to me from all over the world. I disperse out the work to the appropriate place. I am a provider of labour. Nothing more. We are not visible to the outside world.’

			My mind flashes back to the day before my departure from London. I am sitting anxiously at my computer, trying desperately to find out something – anything – about Raymond’s company. I find nothing. All I know is that his son, Tom, is willing to meet me at the airport and will show me around. I have no idea that the company has seven factories in Qingdao, is part of a joint venture with the Jifa Group, one of the leading global manufacturing companies in the city, and employs some eight thousand workers, some in Qingdao, others scattered in workshops in rural areas. All I have is a single address passed on to me by a wig specialist in Brighton.

			Trust, invisibility, discretion. These are the cornerstones of Raymond’s business, Evento Hair Products. His speciality is the custom-made men’s hairpiece – itself a material embodiment of discretion. Toupees are all about hiding perceived deficiencies, blending added hair with existing hair, concealing signs of baldness to the point that they go undetected. A good hairpiece, like the Chinese worker, is invisible.

			To look through Raymond’s window is to see how the appearances of vast numbers of men and women in Europe, the United States and Asia are discreetly maintained by a massive labour force of Chinese workers. History reminds us that this is nothing new.

			In the early 1920s America saw what can only be described as a craze for hairnets made from human hair. The advantage of the human-hair net over its silk predecessor was that it could go entirely unnoticed, blending with a woman’s hairstyle yet magically holding it in place. These invisible hairnets became so popular in the United States that they were available in every department store in every town for just a few dimes. Nets which matched a woman’s hair colour exactly literally disappeared from view when put in place. Those of a different shade offered discreet highlights which gave the illusion of a natural glow. An article in the New York Times in 1921 warned men against being seduced by the trickery of such nets, claiming that nine out of ten American women were addicted to them and wore them on a daily basis. Department of Commerce trade figures for 1921/2 suggest that American girls used over 180 million human-hair nets from China that year.

			The idea of making hairnets from human hair has been attributed to a Parisian beauty specialist who in 1879 was searching for a material less visible than the silk traditionally used to hold women’s hairstyles in place. The fineness and durability of human hair made it the ideal fibre. However, it was soon discovered that only Chinese hair was sufficiently strong and flexible for the task. ‘No other hair possesses the right degree of coarseness and resilience to give that peculiar elastic spring to the mesh that a good hair net requires,’ reported the Textile Mercury in 1912. ‘The hair of the northern blonde races is too fine and soft, and consequently utterly useless for the purpose. The black hair of the southern races, Italian and Spanish, is a little coarse and more suitable. Japanese hair is too stiff and coarse. The hair of the yak has been tried without much success.’

			At first human-hair net production was centred in Europe, mainly in poor rural regions of Bohemia and Alsace. Czech and German businessmen, many of them from Jewish backgrounds, were key to the development of the industry. Long Chinese hair, most of it collected from combings, was shipped in bales to Trieste, Hamburg and Paris where it was first bleached and dyed to obtain a range of colours suitable to the European palette before being distributed to rural workers for the arduous task of hand knotting. In Bohemia hairnet-making was centred in Vysočina, a barren hilly region with a local economy based on potatoes, cabbage and beets. Most of the workers were women and children badly in need of additional funds. Making hairnets was a fiddly business. It required the same knotting techniques as were used for hammocks and fishing nets but the fineness of hair made it a painfully delicate and time-consuming task. A woman earned the equivalent of nineteen US cents for a dozen nets but this required tying twelve thousand knots, which took an average of between ten and twelve hours. Even so making hairnets was more lucrative than agricultural work.

			In Germany production was centred in Alsace. It was said that the secret of German success lay in the industriousness of peasant workers until a different secret was uncovered. In 1914 an American businessman noticed a scrap of Chinese newspaper in one of the packages of hairnets he had imported from Strasbourg. In it he saw a reference to hair workers in China and decided to investigate. What he discovered was that for a number of years German firms had secretly shifted the bulk of their hairnet production to the Shandong province of China. To conceal this fact they were sending the completed nets by parcel post back to small towns in Germany, thereby giving the impression that they were produced locally and dodging Chinese customs in the process. For years they had kept the labour of thousands of Chinese women and children invisible. 

			Once the secret of cheap Chinese labour and skill was out of the bag, British, Greek, Russian, Japanese and American manufacturers rushed to set up their own manufacturing units in Shandong, some competing, others collaborating with Chinese firms. So cheap was the labour of women and girls in China that it made commercial sense for American firms to export the raw hair from China to the United States for bleaching and dyeing, import it back to China for knotting and then re-export it to the United States in the form of finished hairnets. As one commentator observed, this meant that the hair was effectively in transit for about a year, crossing the ocean three times before finally gracing American heads.

			At the height of the industry half a million Chinese women and children were employed making invisible human-hair nets for the Western market. Most worked in their homes, although some later gained employment in hairnet inspection factories. The work was long and monotonous, but it paid better than the few alternatives. There were even reports of a nursing shortage in the hospital in Chefoo (now Yantai) owing to the fact that most of its female staff preferred to work in hairnet factories. 

			But if Western women’s hairstyles relied on supplies of invisible labour and hair from China, Chinese workers were dependent on something far more fickle: Western fashions. When the bob became fashionable in Europe and America, the world’s demand for hairnets took a dramatic downturn. By the late 1920s there were reports of thousands of women suffering from unemployment in Shandong province owing to the new fashion for bobbed hair. A period ensued during which workers made new styles of double-mesh nets designed especially to hold bobs in place but the human-hair net never regained the mass popularity it had attained in the early 1920s. Its death knell came with the advent of nylon.

			Raymond’s business partner is Madame Chen, an energetic older woman who exudes a mixture of dignity, charm and discretion. Her cropped dark-grey hair, neat navy trousers and shirt buttoned up to the neck lend her an air of communist chic. Behind this modest appearance is one of the most important business leaders in Qingdao. Introduced to me as ‘the Power Woman’, she is head of the Jifa Group. It was Madame Chen who had shown Raymond the ropes when he first moved to Qingdao to set up his own hair factory in the early 1980s, following Deng Xiaoping’s open-door economic policy. Until then he had been doing menial jobs in a hair factory in Hong Kong where he met his wife, then a knotting girl in the wig section.

			Madame Chen has invited me to lunch and is quizzing me about my interest in hair via Raymond’s son Tom, who acts as interpreter. We talk hair and politics over a rotating spread of fish and vegetables grown organically on Madame Chen’s land. Conversation flows freely. Soon she is inviting me to visit the private hair museum she has created outside Qingdao. We travel in a personalised minibus complete with microwave, music system and computer. This luxury stands in sharp contrast to the bleak conditions represented in a black-and-white photograph of Madame Chen and fellow workers taken in the early 1980s and on display in the museum. All are dressed in standard Maoist attire with uniform haircuts, ignoring the heavy downpour of snow which outlines their heads and shoulders. 

			It is here that I see hairnets made of human hair for the first time, glistening like spiders’ webs of pale gold. So cheap and ephemeral was the human-hair net that it has generally escaped the attention of museum curators, retaining its invisibility even in the material archive of the past.

			The museum charts the history of hair manufacture in Shandong province. What strikes me most is how little things have changed. People may not be making hairnets anymore and the fabrics used for wig caps may have become more sophisticated, but this is still an industry that relies very heavily on hand labour. Much of what I see in the museum echoes what I have seen in Raymond’s factories earlier in the day.

			‘There are 120 stages to making a hairpiece,’ Raymond announces as he walks me around his factory for high-end custom-made wigs and toupees for the American market. We are in a room where men sit around tables marking out hairlines and partings on dummy heads. Some heads are scattered in casual groups on the tables; others are piled up in crates. Each head replicates the exact measurements and skull structure of a specific individual somewhere in the United States.

			I feel a little indiscreet as I peer into the crates and read the names attached to the heads: Dave, Mitch, Stephen, Wayne. I take comfort in knowing that I have no knowledge of the individuals concerned. Nonetheless I can’t help imagining their lives. I picture Dave in his garden in Indiana – a young man in his late twenties or early thirties with a pronounced receding hairline. I see Mitch from Texas, a divorced businessman in search of a companion but reluctant to join a dating agency until he can conceal his bald patch. I wonder how both men would feel if they could see their doubles banging heads together with others in a crate on the factory floor.

			Each head is accompanied by a piece of paper specifying the exact length, density, curl pattern and colour combination required for the hairpiece in question. Though originally written in English, the specifications have been translated into Chinese. This piece of paper accompanies each hairpiece as it moves around the factory floor at different stages of production. Behind these technical instructions lie the intimate details of a person’s secret struggle with hair loss somewhere on the other side of the world.

			 

			‘The secrecy is really important,’ Keith Forshaw tells me as we sit drinking coffee in the comfort of his verandah, overlooking an impressive garden at his palatial residence in the genteel English seaside town of Worthing. Keith is the retired founder of Trendco, a British hair-manufacturing company based in Brighton and now owned by the Japanese company Aderans. Keith and Raymond go back a long way. Their lives are bound together by hair. Both remember Keith arriving in Hong Kong for the first time in 1974. That was before they had made their fortune in wigs. Both were so poor at the time that neither could afford to pay Keith’s hotel bill and Keith ended up having to wire his father back in England to bail him out, much to everyone’s embarrassment. 

			‘As a wig maker you have to be complicit in the secrecy,’ Keith continues. It was Keith’s complicity with a client’s demand for discretion that led to the birth of one of the most ingenious methods of making wig and toupee templates, a method still used today. Embarrassed at the idea of wearing a toupee, one of Keith’s clients had refused to come to the company headquarters for a consultation. To walk into the Trendco building implied having a problem with hair loss, and this man wanted to keep both his problem and his search for a solution secret. So Keith ended up agreeing to go to the client’s house to take his measurements in private. However, he didn’t have the proper measuring equipment with him. The client, who was an engineer, said he would come up with a solution. He went to the kitchen drawer and pulled out a box of cling film. ‘We use this material a lot in engineering,’ he explained. ‘It is flexible, transparent and forms a rigid mould if you layer it enough.’ Accordingly Keith wrapped the man’s head in cling film, encircling it several times until it formed a transparent cap. He then used a marker to draw on the man’s parting, hairline and other toupee specifications. 

			It is to Keith’s credit that he had the entrepreneurial imagination to recognise a good thing when he saw it. Until then he had been sending lists of head measurements to Raymond in China. Now he could send perfect imprints of clients’ heads, capturing the specifics of each person’s individual skull formation. The transparency of the cling film meant that it acted like a window onto the client’s head, whilst its lightness made it ideal for posting. Soon thousands of cling-film templates were making the long journey from Britain to China, where they were used for making individualised dummy heads. Today Raymond’s head office in Qingdao World Trade Centre receives an average of five hundred templates for hairpieces every day from companies dotted all over the world. Once these have been checked, along with their accompanying forms, most of them are sent to rural workshops for the long and painstaking business of knotting. The average hand-tied human-hair wig contains between 100,000 and 150,000 knots. They are hand tied using only a simple bobbin to facilitate the process.

			 

			At the Trendco headquarters in Brighton I sit around a table with a group of women, most of whom are hairdressers. We are on a training course about how to order custom-made human-hair wigs and hairpieces. Our instructor is Jane Kelly, a woman whose life is so steeped in wigs that she keeps a pen and paper by the bed just in case she gets an idea for improving wig foundation designs in the night. Jane has a natural rapport with hair. As she talks she caresses mannequin heads and runs her fingers through their hair without realising she is doing it. She has been working in hair since the age of fifteen and has been with Trendco for twenty years. There is not much she doesn’t know about wigs and hair loss.

			Sitting at the table is an attractive young woman called Jess with long blond hair which, she confesses, is one of Trendco’s off-the-shelf human-hair wigs. Jane nods knowingly. ‘Yes, that’s Amber from our Gem collection. I noticed that when you came in!’ I realise I am not yet attuned to the subtleties of wigs or their personal names. I had just assumed that Jess’s tresses were home grown. I flick through the catalogues in front of me; Coco, Shannon, Kourtney and Stacey smile back. Later, when Jane wants to demonstrate a new high-tech method of making templates, Jess agrees to be the model. She whips off her wig in a casual gesture and instantly transforms into someone else – beautiful but alien. Every detail of her head is exposed, the light shining on its perfect smoothness. 

			Jane has already shown us the cling-film method, first dusting a head with talcum powder, then encircling it with cling film from right to left and left to right until several layers are built up. Now she is demonstrating how to use dermalite, a Japanese material invented in 1992 which can only be used on people with total hair loss. 

			Dermalite comes in the form of a large white disc reminiscent of those polystyrene plaques used for delivering takeaway pizzas. The disc is rigid but becomes flexible when placed in boiling water. Jane recommends using a gardening trough. But first she must use a pen to mark out where the hairline should be. Jess’s head is a blank slate. It offers no pointers. We are all clustered around, trying to imagine where the hair should begin and end. The absence of indicators is curiously disconcerting. Where does a head end and a face begin? Jane uses her fingers to navigate her way around Jess’s head. She uses a pen to mark out the cardinal points at the front and back and above the earline. She then joins the dots, remembering to inform us that for men you need to go a little lower to incorporate sideburns. Jess’s head is then sprinkled and patted with Johnson’s baby powder before Jane goes off to warm the dermalite. When she returns a moment later the disc has turned transparent and is steaming. There is tension as Jane plunges it down onto Jess’s bare head. An adjustable ring is fixed over the dermalite to hold it in place.

			‘OK, so now you have three minutes to draw on the details. You can’t leave it on for more as it will go too hard and you won’t be able to get it off.’ We all laugh nervously as Jane rapidly marks out the hairline, the desired parting, the direction of hair flow. There are two minutes left. Jess is chatty, keeping the atmosphere light hearted, but there are discreet signs of anxiety on her face. Having been transformed from glamorous blond to otherworldly being, she now looks like a 1930s film star in a wide-brimmed hat. An alarm signals that the three minutes is up and Jane begins the delicate work of trying to prise the dermalite off Jess’s head. At first it is stuck but eventually it pops off, leaving a perfect indent of Jess’s skull. Relieved, she returns to the shelter of her wig. We thank her for her willingness to be the guinea pig and undergo such exposure.

			Later Jane admits that she had hesitated to use the dermalite when she’d seen the prominence of Jess’s occipital bone, at the base of the skull. If the bone sticks out, it is safer to use film. Everyone agrees that although cling film has its frustrations in the kitchen, it seems friendly and familiar by comparison to this high-tech, high-risk substance.

			Once a template is completed it is time to select the elements of the wig: the hair type, hair colour, hair density, levels of curliness, the different colours and textures of materials for foundations. We have entered the intoxicating world of DIY. I feel the same combination of paralysis, excitement and confusion I experience when confronted with a paint catalogue or samples of stair carpet. Fortunately Jane, like an interior decorator, guides us through the choices.

			The table fills with swatches. There are rings containing samples of different hair types. We try to feel the differences between Indian, Chinese and European, remy and non-remy hair. Also on offer is ‘monohair’, apparently cut at the root and sourced from Afghanistan and Mongolia; ‘matrix hair’, a mixture of human and heat-resistant synthetic hair; ‘eurofibre’, a synthetic fibre popular for making grey wigs; and even ‘cyberhair’, the latest and most sophisticated type of synthetic fibre, which is almost as costly as human hair. Yak hair is another alternative – good, we are told, for white hairpieces. In Qingdao I see samples of white and grey yak hair on the colour rings. White hair has always been valuable and difficult to obtain. It also tends to oxidise over time, resulting in it turning yellow.

			Alongside these samples is a ring offering a choice of ten curl patterns and another with a myriad of hair colours, each one coded by number. Jane reminds us that if we want a wig to look natural we need to blend different colours for variation. We can plot these onto the head either in spots, checks or zigzags. We also need to recognise that there are variations in hair density at different areas of the head. She passes around some cling-film samples that have already been made up with a bewildering array of indicators marked out in coloured pens. We are made aware that whatever we decide has to be made explicit both on the template and on the form so that the workers in China, who may never have met a European, can decode the instructions.

			As the hairdressers around the table feel their way through the different possibilities, they discuss the challenges posed by the hair problems of their individual clients. One has a nine-year-old client with a passion for country dancing, which involves a lot of bouncing up and down. She needs to find a wig that won’t slip when she jigs around. Another mentions a middle-aged client whose hair is rapidly thinning. She is keen to find a way of giving it ballast. Jane suggests a hair integration system, in which hair matched to the client’s own is attached on an open-weave cap resembling a fine fishing net and the client’s own hair hooked through the spaces. The receptionist on the desk at Trendco is, we are told, wearing this system. It suits people who want to make the most of their own hair. Hair extensions would be inappropriate, as they pull on the hair follicles, encouraging traction alopecia, but this method allows a subtle intermingling with the client’s own hair.

			Most of us are impressed and to some extent intimidated by the levels of complexity involved in ordering a custom-made wig. Not so Jess, who suffers from alopecia. She began losing hair at the age of five and had lost the lot by eighteen, including her eyebrows and lashes. She is all too familiar with the complexities of organising a natural-looking head of hair. Jane tells us that if we are ordering human-hair wigs we really should ask for samples of the chosen hair to be sent from China so that everything can be checked and agreed in advance. This adds a month onto production times but saves many a mishap in the long run.

			Back in Qingdao I learn all about such mishaps. The room for slippage between ordering and receiving a custom-made hairpiece is considerable. No one understands these difficulties more than Raymond’s son, Tom. Tom has a BA in physics and an MA in mechanical engineering. His English is far more fluent than his father’s and it is no doubt for this reason that he has been put in charge of dealing with foreign clients regarding issues of production.

			‘My job has three aspects to it,’ Tom says good-humouredly as we are stuck once again in Qingdao traffic. ‘Dealing with complaints, dealing with complaints and dealing with complaints!’ The number of complaints is linked in part to the sheer volume of hairpieces involved. The company dispatches around ten thousand wigs and toupees a month. But it is also linked to the 120 stages Raymond mentioned and the number of hands each hairpiece passes through during the production process. Then there is the fickle nature of the raw material itself. Human hair, like humans, is unpredictable. 

			‘It is impossible to control and standardise human hair,’ Tom explains. ‘Customers may order ten identical wigs but they will never be identical because the hair in them behaves differently. You can use the exact same hair dye for exactly the same amount of time but the hair will not react the same way. Some might be more porous. Some might dry out quicker. Some might turn out coarser. We often get clients who want an exact replica of their own hair but that is almost impossible to achieve.’

			Other difficulties relate to language. ‘All the communications are done in English but not all the clients speak good English and it is not our first language either.’ Then there is the question of how much detail clients specify on the order form. They might want different proportions of white hair for the temple, back and sides but unless this is very clearly specified there is room for mistakes. This is less of a problem with longstanding clients with whom they have built up mutual understanding over time, but it is a major problem with new clients. ‘Nothing can replace experience,’ Tom muses. ‘Trust is the main thing.’ 

			Tom may spend his whole life receiving emailed complaints and irate telephone calls from foreign clients but he himself is the epitome of patience and understanding. He talks about the importance of calming the client down and working out possible solutions. When a complaint is ‘reasonable’, he tells clients to send the hairpieces back for alterations. At the Qingdao World Trade Centre I had visited the correction room, where I’d seen women workers removing some of the white hairs one by one from the temple of an Afro toupee and blending a few extra highlights into a woman’s honey-blond hairpiece. This is delicate work, not just in its execution but also for what it represents. Everyone remembers the incident when an important client got upset on receiving a toupee that was ninety percent white instead of being ninety percent black. A small speck of fibre on the form had caused confusion and prematurely aged the client in ways he did not appreciate!

			Often it is a communication gap that causes difficulties. ‘The problem is some clients think they are being clear when they are not. For example, I had one client from Pakistan who made a big order for black hairpieces. I contacted him to ask what sort of black he wanted and he started yelling at me, “Black! Black! Don’t you know what black is?” I tried to explain that we have six different shades of black but he wouldn’t listen. When he got the hairpieces he complained that they weren’t the right colour. What he had wanted was brown-black but he didn’t know it.’

			I am impressed by how Tom takes such incidents as an opportunity for personal reflection: ‘I have to try to do the thinking for the clients since they don’t always know what is possible or not. I try to enter into their heads and imagine what they are looking for. Then I try to discourage them from making bad choices in advance and make suggestions about what might work.’ He also points out that customers rarely bother to communicate satisfaction since this is simply what they expect. ‘Most customers are silent. For us, silence is good! A silent customer is a satisfied customer!’ 

			As we plough on through the interminable smog of Qingdao, I ask Raymond if he will ever retire. ‘No! What would I do? I have spent my life in hair. Hair is what I know.’ He pauses before adding, ‘And I like to work.’ Tom, who hasn’t taken a holiday since joining the company ten years ago, also expresses some sort of contentment: ‘I look at a friend of mine who became a banker. He can make a million in a single deal. But I prefer to be doing what I am doing. A hairpiece is a small thing but at least I can look at it and say that I am contributing something to this world.’

			I imagine individual clients trying on their hairpieces back in the salons and bedrooms of Europe, America and Japan, unaware of all the labour – mental and physical – that has gone into their making. I think of how Chinese workers have for decades been discreetly propping up Western appearances, trying to bridge the gap between desire, expectation and reality. 

			I wonder, can a hairpiece ever entirely satisfy?

			 

		

	
		
			[image: 07_The_Sarbon_edit.tif] 

			Sarbon hairnet made in China from human hair c. 1920.
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			Early advertisement extolling the invisibility of fringe nets made from ‘real human hair’, 1906.
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			Head moulds of individual Americans. The markings indicate where different shades of hair should be added to create a natural look. Evento hair factory, Qingdoa, 2014.
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			Knotting hair, strand by strand.
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			A choice of curls.
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			Dyeing hair ends to create the impression of undyed roots.

			 

		

	
		
			Harvest

			Very long thick golden blonde virgin hair for sale. $1,500 – Negotiable

			I have very long luxurious golden blonde hair. It has never been chemically treated and is never exposed to heat like blow dryers or straighteners. It is 4 inches thick and I am selling about 25 inches. If the price is right I will cut more. I wash it 3–4 times a week. I don’t smoke, do drugs or drink. I brush it as little as possible and use caution when doing so, and never brush it when it is wet. I trim my hair about every year but have never really cut it. I have had long hair all my life and frankly am getting very bored and irritated by it and would love to get it off me!!

			 

			BuyandSellHair.com is a website where people advertise their own hair directly for sale. Hair is classified by length, the categories ranging from ‘10–15 inches [25–38 centimetres]’ to ‘over 35 inches [89 centimetres]’. Click on a category and you can scroll down a series of images of hair still attached to the heads of its growers, who are usually photographed from behind. The freshly brushed blond hair pictured with this advert dangles enticingly below a woman’s bottom. Its classification as ‘virgin’ adds a certain frisson, as does her desire to ‘get it off’. Even the absence of a face acquires a certain suggestive quality. 

			‘I am constantly getting stopped by people commenting on my hair,’ the advert continues, ‘and have gotten stopped before and asked to sell it, but it was not the time, nor the right price!! My price is totally negotiable. Make me an offer and we will go from there! Will not cut until I am paid. I will be using PayPal. If money order, I must receive it and cash it before I will cut my hair.’

			On BuyandSellHair.com women and girls know how to make their hair irresistible. Typically they emphasise their healthy diet and lifestyle, stressing the ‘natural’, ‘organic’ and ‘virginal’ qualities of the hair and highlighting the special loving treatment it has received. They talk about how the hair behaves in different climates and show pictures of it in different lights. In this market for snippings from the human body, the more hair is invested with live and personal qualities, the more its commercial potential is enhanced.

			Set up in 2010, the website boasts of being the largest online market place for human hair in terms of both the traffic it attracts and the profits generated. It was established by Sandip Sekhon, a young entrepreneur from west London, who noticed the number of people trying to buy and sell hair on eBay and in other online contexts and decided there was room for a site dedicated to facilitating the task. To register, sellers pay a fee of $14.50, which gives them three months of advertising space. The website provides guidance pages for hair buyers and sellers and a scam page warning how to spot timewasters, including hair fetishists, who, according to a survey published on the site, constitute twelve percent of the buyers. Although this is a global market place, most of the transactions take place in the United States.

			Reading through the ‘experience page’ it is clear that selling your own hair online can be a complex business. Sellers find themselves sifting through numerous emails and phone calls from strangers, siphoning off or ignoring those which appear bogus. It is considered acceptable for potential buyers to ask personal questions and request multiple photographs of the hair taken at different angles and in different lights. If they start getting too obsessed with obtaining videos or dictating how the hair should be cut, this is often treated as suspicious. On the other hand, videos of the act of cutting can be used as a tool in negotiations. They act as proof that the hair purchased corresponds to that advertised and can also become an extra item for sale.

			When Shelly-Rapunzel from Ohio sold ninety-seven centimetres of her ankle-length brown hair for $1,800, she made extra money by charging $40 for packs containing photos and a video of the event. ‘All money is going to doctor appointments that have to be paid upfront . . . So thank you,’ writes Shelly in an upbeat tone which nonetheless provides a fleeting glimpse of her life and circumstances. Growing hair has always been a hobby, she says, and she intends to regrow it, so she might reappear on the site in the future. Sales of hair on BuyandSellHair.com do not necessarily imply tales of hardship: some women claim they simply want a change of hairstyle; others are raising money for specific purposes such as education, charities or caring for a pet horse; some are mothers selling their daughters’ hair; others are regulars who see hair-selling as a way of raising some extra cash every few years. 

			If there is something shocking about women’s willingness to advertise their own body parts to strangers over the web, it is reassuring that they do at least appear to be in charge of the negotiations. These are savvy women who have checked out the going rate for hair, have read the guidance pages, are literate with computer technology and know how to publicise their assets to their best advantage. Individual transactions of this sort, however, make up only a tiny fragment of the billion-dollar trade in human hair. Much of the hair procured for wigs and extensions on the global market today is collected in bulk by chains of intermediaries in contexts where hair sellers and buyers occupy different social and economic worlds. By the time the hair reaches the market place it is usually anonymous and the processes by which it has been collected have become effaced. This is nothing new.

			As long ago as 1874, the New York Times declared:

			 

			A man need not methinks be charged with undue inquisitiveness if, in catching sight of a hairdresser’s window as he hurries through the streets, he should ask himself two questions – ‘What becomes of all those luxuriant braids and bands, coils and curls in every shade of colour from gold to jet?’ and ‘Where have they come from?’

			 

			The author of this article points out that whilst the first question is easily answered by ‘the redolent excess of ruddy flaxen, golden red, Titian auburn, bonnie brown, gold-threaded chestnut and lustrous black hair’ seen adorning the heads of ladies of fashion at social gatherings, the second is much more troublesome: ‘Where is the answer to be found?’

			This question is as pertinent today as it was in 1874. The mass gathering of human hair has always been a backstage business about which little is known to those outside the trade. Even many of the shopkeepers and traders who sell hair extensions and wigs today know very little about the sources of hair and how it has been gathered unless they go to the considerable trouble of collecting it themselves or work for a major hair-manufacturing company with a department dedicated to hair procurement. Labels such as ‘Brazilian’, ‘Peruvian’, ‘Indian’, ‘European’, ‘Euro-Asian’ and ‘Mongolian’ that adorn packets of hair often operate more as exotic promises of variety than indicators of hair origin. Another question that intrigued the writer in the New York Times was how a regular supply of human hair could be procured and how a balance between supply and demand could possibly be achieved given the nature of the product.

			Descriptions of the harvesting of human hair, whether historic or contemporary, are always recounted as unexpected discoveries. ‘What surprised me more than all,’ wrote Thomas Adolphus Trollope about his visit to a country fair in Brittany in 1840, ‘were the operations of the dealers in hair. In various parts of the motley crowd there were three or four different purchasers of this commodity, who travel the country for the purpose of attending the fairs, and buying the tresses of the peasant girls . . . I should have thought that female vanity would have eventually prevented such a traffic as this being carried on to any extent. But there seemed to be no difficulty in finding possessors of beautiful heads of hair perfectly willing to sell. We saw several girls sheared one after the other like sheep, and as many more standing ready for the shears, with their caps in their hands, and their long hair combed out and hanging down to their waists. Some of the operators were men and some women.’ 

			Such sights were disconcerting. ‘This terrible mutilation of one woman’s beautiful gifts distressed me considerably at first,’ one Englishman records, ‘but when I beheld the indifference of the girls to the loss of their hair, and remembered how studiously they concealed their tresses [under bonnets], my feelings underwent a change, and I looked upon the wholesale croppings as rather amusing than otherwise.’

			Hair sales in French towns and villages sometimes took the form of public auctions, as graphically illustrated and described in Harper’s Bazaar in 1873.

			 

			A platform is erected in the middle of the market-place, which the young girls mount in turn, and the auctioneer extolls his merchandise, and calls for bids. One offers a couple of silk handkerchiefs, another a dozen yards of calico, a third a magnificent pair of high-heeled boots and so on. At last the hair is knocked down to the highest bidder, and the girl seats herself in a chair, and is shorn on the spot. Sometimes the parents themselves make the bargain over a bottle of wine or a mug of cider. The girls console themselves for their lost tresses with a jute chignon which pleases them better than their own hair, seeing that it is the fashion.

			 

			In Brittany, to discourage hair-cutting from becoming a form of public amusement, the local authorities later introduced hair-cutting tents at fairs. To the surprise of observers women whose hair was rejected by ‘coupeurs’ on the grounds that it was not good enough often seemed sorely disappointed.

			The scale of hair-collecting in late nineteenth-century Europe was considerable even if descriptions sometimes sound exaggerated. ‘There is a human-hair market in the department of the lower Pyrenees, held every Friday,’ reports the San Francisco Call in 1898. ‘Hundreds of hair traders walk up and down the one street of the village, their shears dangling from their belts, and inspect the braids of the peasant girls, standing on the steps of the houses, let down for inspection.’ Such a regular harvest was required to supply the 5,500 kilos of human hair used annually ‘in the civilised world’. The bulk of it was from Switzerland, Germany and France, with lesser supplies coming in from Italy, Sweden and Russia. Elsewhere we learn of ‘Dutch farmers’ collecting hair orders from Germany once a year, of peasant women in eastern Europe cultivating hair with the thrifty purpose with which ‘one sows wheat or potatoes’, of hair pedlars in Auvergne offering women advance payments on future crops and Italian dealers parading the streets of Sicily in search of a good yield.

			Such accounts give an impression of abundance, suggesting that hair could be gathered like any other crop at the appropriate season. In reality human hair has always been tricky to harvest. It may grow easily in every part of the world and in every climate; it may not require a complex balance of sun, water and fertiliser to help it on its way; but it is slow-growing compared to other crops and has a complex life-cycle. The average number of hairs on a human scalp ranges from 90,000 to 150,000. Of these ninety percent will at any given time be in the growing phase known as anagen, which generally lasts between two and six years. The remaining ten percent will be in the transitional (catagen) or resting (telogen) phases, after which the hair generally falls out. To obtain really long hair, it needs to be caught towards the end of its growing phase but before it slips into a period of rest and drops out. Hair grows at a rate of between twelve and fifteen centimetres a year – a length which is inadequate for making wigs and hair extensions. A decent crop requires a minimum of two years to grow, whilst the cultivation of the really valuable lengths of over fifty centimetres requires at least four years. Even then, much of the hair harvested will be shorter than fifty centimetres since it will be at a different phase of its growth cycle. Long hair requires patience on the part of both the grower and the collector. It is no doubt for this reason that some hair collectors would offer women advances for hair to be collected three or four years later. 

			The main difficulty with gathering human hair is that individual cultivators have to be willing or persuaded to part with it. One of the most persuasive forces is poverty. ‘An odious traffic is carried on in women’s hair,’ writes a reporter on famine and starvation amongst the Russian peasantry in 1891. Similarly images of necessity are conjured up in the description of a hair dealer canvassing for trade by distributing the business cards of New York hair merchants on the docks at European ports as migrants boarded steam ships for America. Such canvassing was strictly forbidden at Ellis Island and the Battery, where new migrants arrived and where guards were placed to prevent such activity from taking place. Nonetheless in the early 1900s some fifteen thousand pieces of hair were said to be cut each year directly from the heads of recently arrived immigrants who were already informed of where to go to sell their hair prior to arrival.

			Long hair is a useful resource on which women in different times and places have relied, but if their living conditions improve most women tend to lose their impetus to sell it. This is as true of the many Asian women who sell their hair today as it is of the European peasant women of earlier times. When the Beijing Olympics of 2008 generated new opportunities for investment, labour and income in China, the number of Chinese women willing to sell their hair rapidly decreased. This pushed hair collectors into increasingly remote areas in search of their crop.

			 

			‘The Hair-Pedlar in Devon’ by William Clarke is an essay which gives a rare glimpse into hair-collecting activities in mid-nineteenth-century Britain. Published in 1850, it documents the wheelings and dealings of one Jock Macleod, who came to the West Country in search of hair each year between spring and autumn. The account opens with Jock flirting shamelessly with a young maiden at a country fair, entreating her to let down her lovely tresses which are too beautiful to be kept bound up. When she releases her hair from its pink silken fetters, he marvels at its beauty and rarity and offers her ‘sax [sic] shillings for the fleece’. The girl is horrified and runs away, chiding herself for having been deceived by the advances of a hair pedlar. He meanwhile comforts himself that in a few years’ time, when she will be pregnant with her second child, she’ll be willing to sell the whole lot for half the price. He then goes in pursuit of a younger girl who is longingly eying up ‘a glittering bauble on a Jew’s store of trinkets’. He offers her a shilling as an advance. When she accepts he quickly shears off ‘a full third of the bright curly tresses’ as a ‘wee token’. Bemused and disconsolate, the girl drops the coin and moves away.

			The hair pedlar in this account is a wily and heartless figure, relying not just on country fairs but on moments of misfortune for his best deals. ‘The hour of bitter distress was the time of his harvest, and whenever penury knocked at the door, Jock was sure to follow, if there were any fair females within. He generally went in with the catch pole or rent-bailiff, and came out with the corse [corpse].’ He would buy the hair of the dead at cheap rates, claiming it ‘did not hold the curl of the frizzeur’ but that he was glad to lend a helping hand to the distressed. The bitter tales of tearful girls sacrificing their hair to feed sick children or bedridden parents are reminiscent of Thomas Hardy’s account in The Woodlanders of Marty parting with her beautiful long auburn tresses in order to prevent her sick father from being evicted from their home. In Hardy’s tale it is the wealthy lady of the manor who covets Marty’s hair whilst sitting behind her in church and commands the local barber to obtain it, in order to boost the voluptuousness of her own hair arrangement and help her attract the attentions of a suitor. Whilst the contemporary market for hair extensions generally relies on wider geographic distances between hair givers and hair receivers, the structural inequalities are similar.

			Jock, when accused of callousness, speaks of professionalism. A doctor does not hesitate to eat a good meal when he has just hacked off the leg of a client, he says. His capacity for detachment is, however, tested beyond limit when he returns to Devon one spring to find that his own daughter has sold her much prised ‘woof of jet-black hair’ to a rival hair pedlar in exchange for a bottle of sweet scented waters, a peach-blossom kerchief, two pieces of crooked money and a worsted purse to put them in. Jock is so irate that he pours the perfume down the drain, burns the purse, takes the coins and threatens to hang his daughter with the kerchief. Rumour has it that he was later tricked into buying back his daughter’s hair at a high price from the other pedlar, but it is possible that he knew exactly what he was buying and simply could not bear not having it in his possession. His violent behaviour leaves local women unwilling to sell hair to him, resulting in him quitting the area for good. Ultimately he loses his daughter but gains her hair. 

			Laced with pathos as this account may be, it gives insight into the bartering system that played an essential role in the hair harvest throughout Europe in the nineteenth century and persists in parts of Asia, where comb waste is still sometimes exchanged for petty merchandise. Hair collectors made their best profits through enticing rural women with the offer of exotic city goods to which they did not normally have access. A good description of how this worked is provided by an American hair merchant interviewed in 1886:

			 

			There are dry goods merchants in the large villages who have from two to three hundred pedlars in their employ, packing goods among the country people. These merchants furnish the pedlars with all sorts of goods, such as stockings, handkerchiefs, pins, needles, bogus jewellery, and everything that will tickle the vanity of the peasants.

			 

			The pedlars went door to door displaying their enticing city wares. The peasants would lament that they were too poor to buy them, whereupon it was suggested that they could sell their hair. Because the peasants were unfamiliar with the value of the goods and unaware of the price their hair might fetch in the international market, they generally parted with it for just a few trinkets, leaving the pedlar in profit. Cunning pedlars would apparently sometimes claim that a cheap bit of jewellery was worth more than the value of the hair and so get women to add some coins into the bargain. Women were reassured that their hair would grow back and even told that it would grow quicker for being cut. 

			In 1900 the French journalist Charles Géniaux ventured to photograph some of these negotiations in Brittany, much to wrath of local women, some of whom pelted him with stones and hurled streams of abuse in their ‘weird vocabulary’. His images show the wives of pedlars playing an essential role in assessing women’s hair and negotiating exchanges for cloth whilst the pedlars themselves, dressed in long smocks, performed the cutting. Géniaux suggests that even comfortably-off peasant women were sometimes willing to sell their hair when enticed with fancy goods. One woman, whom he cruelly describes as ‘an avaricious mother’, tried hard to prevent him from photographing her young children whose blond hair she was selling. Géniaux took the photograph anyway and comments unsympathetically, ‘So long as country folk remain in their present condition of ignorance, this strange traffic will continue.’

			The trade in human hair generally relied, and still relies, on a gap in wealth, opportunities or values between those willing to part with their hair and those who end up acquiring it at its final destination. It is no coincidence that the vast majority of hair that enters the global market today is black at the time of entry. It flows most freely from the places where economic opportunities are few. When South Korea became a centre of wig manufacture in the 1960s it relied partly on its own population for supplies of hair, but as its wealth increased in the 1970s and 1980s, it relied increasingly on China. Then when China’s wealth increased, the trade pushed its way into Indonesia. As Indonesia in turn has grown wealthier, hair collectors have become active in Cambodia, Vietnam, Laos, Mongolia and Myanmar (Burma). Rumour has it that hair is also making its way across the borders from North Korea despite the risks involved in selling it. In India and China most of the hair collectors are men who circulate by bicycle or motorbike, announcing their presence sometimes with the aid of loudspeakers. Chinese hair procurers are also known to travel widely outside China in their quest for hair.

			In Yangon (Rangoon) there is a street where hair traders sit under the shelter of umbrellas awaiting custom. A bunch of hair hung from an umbrella or strewn over a chair announces their trade. Here women come directly to the market to sell their hair. The trade has seasonal cycles, peaking in April at the time of the Water Festival. All the street traders I see are women but the dealers with established shops are men. The hair dealer’s office where I spend an afternoon is a humble place, his equipment a large set of scales, some weights, a pair of scissors, a plastic washing tub, a washing line and some sacks for hair. His manner with clients is gentle and polite. He asks them to unleash their hair, enquires how much they wish to sell and tells them what he is prepared to offer. Two women enter the shop together whilst I am there. Like many Myanma women their hair falls well below the waist when unbound. One instructs him to cut her hair to shoulder length, watching the procedure with fascination in a small pink plastic mirror on the wall. When he has finished she giggles shyly at the result. He keeps the cuttings in order and slips elastic bands around one end to hold them in place. He then weighs the hair and gives her 12,000 kyats (£7). The other, who has longer, thicker and hence ‘more valuable’ hair, decides not to sell it but seems pleased with the assessment of its worth, perhaps considering it a good potential investment for the future. The merchant does not try to persuade her to change her mind. When I talk to him afterwards about women’s motivations for selling hair, he says he never likes to ask but comments that most women who sell their hair are poor. The woman whose hair now lies on his shop floor had mentioned suffering from bad neck pain. He was unclear as to whether this meant she wanted lighter hair to reduce the pressure on her neck or was cutting it to pay for medical treatment. I too had not liked to push her on the details.
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