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SEWING TOOLS AND THE MUSEUM OF PLASTICS 

WITH DR LOUISE DENNIS 

Louise is the curator of the Museum of Design in Plastics at 

Bournemouth University, which is the only accredited museum 

with a nationally important collection of plastic items.  They 

maintain the collections of The Plastic Historical Society and the 

Worshipful Company of Horners, and they are a useful resource 

for researchers. 

Materials which can be heated and put under pressure to 

change their form are classified as plastic.  Hence the 

association with the Horners.  There are good and bad designs, 

and the material lends itself to many uses.  The Panton chair is 

an example of good design.  It was designed in 1960s, but the 

technology to make it was not perfected until 1990s.  Made in 

polypropylene in a mould, it is made in one process and leaves 

the machinery as a perfectly formed seat. 

Natural plastics include horn, amber and tortoiseshell.  As 

collectors of needlework tools, we are familiar with thimbles 

and needle packet holders made with such materials.  

Semi-synthetics are natural materials which have been 

chemically altered.  Think Leah Stein brooches to appreciate the 

variety of shapes these materials can be made into with vibrant 
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colours used to such wonderful effect.  Casein which is derived 

from milk products, falls into this group of plastics and has been 

used to make sewing items such as thimbles and Stanhopes, 

which are found in a wide variety of designs, as can be seen in 

Jean Scott’s book “Stanhopes, A Collector’s Guide”.  The 

museum has a cantilever sewing box in a gorgeous, bright 

orange/yellow mix. 

Synthetics are produced 

entirely by laboratory 

methods.  When John Hyatt 

manufactured the first 

celluloid in the USA in 1869, he registered the name “Celluloid”.  

Sewing tools including tape measures in 

many forms, animals, discs etc. needle 

cases, wool holders, needle gauges, 

thimbles and mending kits were made 

of this material.  Charles Iles used a form 

of celluloid called “Ivorine” to make 

thimbles at the beginning of the 20th 

century.  Bakelite was developed in 

1907 and was very popular. 

Among the items made from this material were stair rod clips 

and spool holders.  Unfortunately, the wood filler used to make 

bakelite means that the colour palette is mostly limited to 

brown, dark green and dark red.  Thermoset plastics such as 

bakelite and melamine are difficult and expensive to reuse.  

They need to be broken down into chipped pieces, which are 

only suitable as fillers in other items.  
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The main processes to produce 

different items in plastic are; 

impressed moulding used to 

make bowls; injection moulding 

(chairs) and extrusion (knitting 

needles and drainpipes).  In 1994 

the living hinge was developed, 

paving the way for sheets of 

plastic to be folded to form objects. 

Students are working on new ideas, and one has recently 

created a reusable coffee cup out of chewing gum, as well as 

producing wellington boots.  These are sold in pink to reflect 

their origins.  Other modern ideas are bamboo sand toys in a 

smart modern design which will biodegrade.  

Louise is obviously very passionate about her subject and was 

keen to let us know that plastic is not always the “bad guy”.  

During the war a helmet made of plastic was particularly useful 

when workers were dealing with damaged property, where 

power lines were liable to fall on rescuers and repairmen.  A 

metal helmet could have resulted in death or injury by 

electrocution, whereas a plastic version was safer. 

Injection moulded sewing 

box made of plastic.  
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Louise’s table with the bubble-gum cup and the 

bamboo sand toys, and on the right a “Betterware 

freebie” thimble which was given away in 1930s. 

Below are a tatting shuttle and a seam ripper made 

from plastic. 

 

 

 

 

 

A Vulcanite vesta case featuring Queen 

Victoria, from the museum’s collection. 

The vesta case opens so that the matches 

can be stored inside and there is a striker 

on one edge. 

 

Chris Brett  
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BLANDFORD COSTUME MUSEUM 

Isn’t life strange.  I have known our neighbour Helen for many years.  

We usually meet up when we are dog walking.  This lovely lady 

fosters unloved Shih Tzu dogs and cares for them until a new home is 

found for them.  Our conversations usually involve the dogs or family 

members.  However, Helen was recently heading out and stopped to 

say “Hello”.  She was off to volunteer at the Costume Museum where 

she makes padded hangers and calico dust covers for the garments in 

the museum’s collection.  I cheekily mentioned that I thought our 

members would be interested in the work that goes on behind the 

scenes, and Helen arranged for me to go along with her.  On the 

Journey to the Museum I discovered that Helen is also a collector of 

needlework tools!! 

We entered the wonderful 

Lime Tree House, home of 

the collection, via the side 

door which opens into a cosy 

and friendly tea shop.  Blue 

and white tableware and 

table covers add to the 

charming atmosphere, where 

delicious cakes and drinks are 

served by the friendly and cheerful volunteers.  It is obvious that the 

ladies enjoy their time helping to keep the museum running 

smoothly.  The costs to enter the exhibition area is modest at £5.50 

per person/ £4.50 for the over 60s.  

The are 5000 items plus accessories, so not all are on display.  Two 

rooms are changed each year during the closed season, which is the 
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end of November to mid-

February and currently they 

have a collection of nightwear 

– Victorian to mid twentieth 

century in various fabrics from 

lawn to silk and more modern 

materials.  Another room 

contains the history of one 

child through his clothes. From 

the smallest baby items to a 

fabulous outfit with all the 

refinements necessary for a 

young child of the times. 

 

Nearby is a tableau of 1920’s dresses, one with superb embellishment 

featuring the latest Egyptian motifs associated with the discovery of 

King Tutankhamun’s tomb. 
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When an exhibition is prepared there is a very precise series of tasks 

to work through.  Before anyone touches any robe, they must be 

wearing cotton or vinyl gloves or wash their hands every 30 minutes.  

Each item will need to be removed from storage and a note made of 

where it will be located, wigs and accessories will need to be added 

to the presentation.  Notes about each article are typed up and set up 

before each tableau.  Before any new exhibition can be set up any 

previous display in the area will need to be removed.  This will 

require the garments to be carefully removed from the mannequins 

and checked.  The item is catalogued, padded out and wrapped in 

acid free tissue, it is then stored in an acid free box.  The boxes are 

made for the museum and are crafted in various sizes to 

accommodate large dresses, blouses etc.  

Should any article require attention then it must be dealt with by a 

qualified conservator.  A qualified historian is required to validate the 

age of the artifacts, and only accredited museums are allowed to 

have loan of the garments.  If it is necessary to use any pins, then 

only fine stainless steel pins are used. 

It seems unbelievable that Mrs Betty Penny used to take her 

“Cavalcade of Costume “on the road in a bus and raised in excess of 

half a million pounds for charity.  Betty was awarded an MBE and was 

the first “Blandford Citizen of the Year”.  With help from friends Betty 

was able to set up the Museum in 1996, and it has become the 

wonderful institution that it is today with help from the excellent 

volunteers who help the Curator with the day to day running of this 

charming establishment. 

The fire which raged through Blandford in 1731 destroyed over 90% 

of the buildings.  The Bastard Brothers set about designing and 
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rebuilding the town in brick 

and tile as decreed by an 

Act of Parliament. Among 

the buildings was Lime Tree 

House.  As the house was 

intended to be the home of 

the Bastard brothers’ 

sisters, it is said that it was 

built to a very high 

standard.  Later extensions 

have been added and all 

available space is used by 

the museum.  One area is used for education and youngsters can try 

on some period style costumes. 

If you are able to climb the narrow stairs this is a marvellous 

afternoon outing. 

Chris Brett 


