The Costume & Textile Specialists
Points to Remember: Wet Cleaning

The basic principle behind wet cleaning is that water penetrates the fibers causing them to swell and release soils.  This action combined with surfactants (detergents) attracts the soil molecules away from the textiles.  The swelling of the fibers is very stressful on historic textiles, great damage can be done if you manipulate an historic textile while it is wet.  Consequently, like bathing an infant, the textile must be supported at all times.  An inexpensive, readily available support fabric is fiber glass window screening which you can buy at the hardware store.  Use the screening as a sling to support and handle the object while it is being cleaned.
Preliminary actions:

 Thoroughly vacuum the artifacts before cleaning.  Dust and dirt particles turn to sludge in a bath! Before proceeding with the bath, be sure to check for color fastness.   Moisten a Q-Tip or cotton swab with plain water, dab each differently colored area in an unobtrusive spot. Check for dye bleed by examining the surface of the swab for evidence of color transfer.  Repeat using a solution made with the cleaning agents. 
Watch the wetted areas as they dry, as some dyes do not run until they are almost dry.
Wet Cleaning Procedure:
 Use a container which will hold the object flat, in one layer if possible.  The container does not need to be deep.  Some suggestions are plastic photo developing trays, under the bed storage containers, or Pyrex baking dishes.  If you do not mind bending, the bottom of a bathtub also works.  I have used children’s inflatable swimming pools for larger objects.  For very large textiles, I make a frame out of pieces of 2” by 4” lumber that have been notched like ‘Lincoln Logs’.  I then drape a piece of heavy gauge plastic over this frame to create the tub.  Use clamps to hold the plastic in place.
If the container is too heavy to lift for emptying, I use a short piece of plastic tubing as a siphon: simply insert one end in the bath, suck on the other end and allow the water to drain out.  You can make a table made from a door placed on saw horses, or two ironing boards next to each other; place it next to a sink and attach a short length of garden hose to the end of the faucet to get water into a larger tub.
I recommend “Orvus WP paste” made by Proctor and Gamble as the surfactant to use.  It is available from farm supply stores (it was originally developed to bathe horses) as well as through the conservation supply houses.  It is an anionic surfactant and has no harmful additives.  You do not need much—only a 1% solution.  This is the equivalent to a tablespoon to 2 gallons water.  Mix the Orvus in a separate container before adding to the bath water.  Ideally, you should use de-ionized - or distilled-water.  A good substitute is filtered drinking water.  Failing that, you can use tap water provided it does not come from a well that might contain metals or other naturally occurring chemicals.  If the water is “hard”, add a commercial water softener such as Calgon.
The water should be warm, not hot.  First place the textile in the plain water; you will be amazed at how much soil will be released by the use of water alone. Repeat until no more grime appears in the bath.  Drain it out after about 15 minutes, and mix up the bath with the Orvus.  Allow the textile to soak for a few minutes and then agitate the water around the piece by slapping it gently or rocking the container from side to side.  The idea is to agitate the bath water so that the soils bond with the surfactants and do not redeposit on the textile.  If the object is quite grubby, you may need to mix up a second bath in order to effectively remove all the soils that are released.  You can safely leave a textile in the bath for up to 30 minutes.
Siphon off the bath water and rinse at least five times.  Great harm can come to the artifact if any residual cleaning agent is left behind in the fibers.  One low tech way to check the rinse water is to taste it. Your taste buds will let you know if there is any surfactant left in the water. If possible, use distilled or de-ionized water for the final rinse.

Drain out the water and gently blot the textile with soft towels.  Transfer it –using the screen as a support - to a surface lined with towels and cover with a clean cotton sheet.  Smooth the sheet over the whole piece while it is still wet.  Any soils left in the fibers will wick to the top layer (the sheet) rather than dry in the textile.  You want to expedite the drying process by running fans to encourage the air circulation.  You will be amazed at how much improved the appearance of the textile will be after using this simple procedure.
Most wrinkles and fold lines can be eliminated after the textile has dried a bit but is still damp.  Gently smooth the body of the textile and release any bunching in the trim, tucks, or ruffles.  If need be, you can transfer the textile to a smooth surface (a piece of glass, for instance) and smooth it out on this surface. Drying on a smooth flat surface will eliminate the need for ironing   I sometimes use soft rolls made from torn pieces of toweling to pad sleeves and other shaped elements so they don’t dry with creases or wrinkles.  Avoid ironing if possible.  But if needed, use a press cloth and a cool temperature setting.

Remember that all popular, advertised laundry products contain additives that are simply too harsh for historic textiles, do no use them.  Do not attempt any stain removal without consulting a textile conservator.
                         Richmond: Colleen Callahan (804-261-4998), & Alexandria: Newbie Richardson (703-684-0863)
