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Fur, generically, is the tanned pelt of an animal with the hair still on. Humans have used the fur from many different kinds of animals through the centuries, mostly for warmth but also for fashion.
Types of fur

The animals used in SCA period for fur include weasels, otters, martens, squirrels, beavers, rabbits and hares, sheep and goats, foxes and wolves, several different kinds of cats, and civets.

Family Leporidae


European hares


Grey to greyish brown


European rabbits (the ancestor of the domestic rabbit)



Native to Europe, primarily France and the Iberian peninsula



Introduced into the British Isles by the Romans but died out



Re-introduced into England in 12th-13th centuries



Many colors including black

Order Rodentia


European squirrel



Primarily imported from the continent, especially Russia



Four styles of fur—vair, gris, miniver, and pured miniver


European beaver



Nearly extinct in the UK by the 10th century

Family Mustelidae


otter

wolverine

martens



sable



beech or stone marten (foynes)



European pine marten


weasels



ermine

in later period “powdered” ermine was fashionable—this was the practice of inserting diamonds of black lambskin, usually from the legs, into the ermine in an all-over pattern



polecats (fitch)




ancestor of domestic ferret




could be brown or white



European mink



“snow weasel” (lettice)

weasels other than ermines turn white in the winter, but without the black tail tips
Family Bovidae


Sheep



Lamb and adult sheep both



Budge—black lambskin—very popular

Frequently used for outer garments—the pilches mentioned by Chaucer, a garment made of skin with the hair side out and sometimes lined with other furs

Goat



Kid and adult goats both

Canids, felids, etc.


Fox



Arctic and red, sometimes black

Wolf


Forest cats


Domestic cats


Lynx


Leopard


Civet cat (genette)


Dormouse

Furs were used to line garments, as garments themselves, as bed furnishings (both coverings and hangings), and as decorative trims. A skinner (furrier, in modern terms) trimmed and sewed multiple skins into rows (tiers) and then sewed the tiers into a rectangular plate. These plates were referred to as furs. A standard fur of squirrel contained anywhere from six to eleven tiers of skins. A hood lining might take three or four tiers, while a bed coverlet could take anywhere from sixteen to twenty tiers. The lining for a gown could take as many as five complete furs—a cote for King John of France used a total of 366 squirrel skins. Other garments lined with fur could include hose, boots, slippers, gloves, cloaks, hats, dressing gowns, and nightcaps. It was common to use a cheaper fur for the lining that would not show, and save the more expensive furs for the facings and visible edges (the purfell)—pured miniver for the lining and ermine for the purfell, for instance. Hoods were more often then not lined with expensive furs, as the entire lining of a hood would show during normal wear.
A new single skin of ermine cost 1 s., while a used one only cost 1 d. Thus, there was a brisk trade in second-hand furs, as well as new lower quality furs made up of the scraps and less desirable parts of the skin such as feet and ears.

Early 13th c. ermine lining £5, single sable skin £2, rabbit lining 9s

Daily wage for a carpenter 2 1/2d

1287 squirrel fur lining for a garment 10s

1297 linen 4 1/2d per yard
1310 10 rabbit skins 1s

Daily wage for a carpenter 3d plus 1 1/2d for food
1325 200 lambskins 28s.6d

1342 hood with 20 miniver skins 12s.4d
1365 fur lining 26s6d (warden of Merton College)

1383 fur lining 53s (same warden)

Henry IV outfit incl. 2 mantles, 1 tabard, 2 supertunics, 1 long kirtle, 1 short kirtle, 1 large cap, and 1 small cap ~12,000 squirrel skins and 80 ermine skins 
1426 gown furred with 618 sable skins

1443 gown and cap furred with marten skins, £13.0s.4d

1448 marten fur lining 53s.4d

1450 dozen rabbit skins 4d

1486 marten fur lining £17
Henry VI body of a gown lined with 250 backs of marten

1531 powdered ermine lining for a gown £34 for 1046 skins

Henry VIII gown lined with 350 sable skins

Fur through history--changes in fashion, changes in climate
Tacitus tells us in the Germania that the Teutonic tribes whom he writes about “also wear the skins of wild beasts” but he does not tell us which beasts or how. Charlemagne liked to wear cloaks of sheepskins, but there isn’t a lot of archeological or written evidence for the wearing of furs by either the Viking-Age Norse or the Anglo-Saxons. We know they traded them, but little is said about wearing them. The 11th century Bishop Wulfstan supposedly wore lambskins rather than the sable, beaver, or fox as his admirers insisted he wear,  
In the late 12th and early 13th centuries, sable and ermine were the favored furs. In the later 13th century and into the 14th, the furs of choice were miniver and gris, miniver especially for lining the tippets of the courtrepy. In the 15th and 16th centuries, the trend was both towards heavier fabrics and darker colors, and the popular furs were sable, pine marten, and budge. Squirrel seems to have been generally popular throughout the middle ages through the Renaissance.

At about the end of the thirteenth century, there were the beginnings of global climate changes that scientists refer to as the Little Ice Age, these changes lasted well past the end of SCA period. England first, then later the rest of Europe, got generally colder. The rise in popularity of heavier furs (primarily sable and marten) along with heavier fabrics in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries was quite possibly tied to this change in the weather. In the sixteenth century fur linings became less common, possibly due to advances in heating technology, the prevalence of window glass, and/or the fashion for garments made of heavier fabrics, but many portraits and wardrobe accounts still record their use in the higher eschelons of society.
Mentions of fur in the historical and archeological records:

Beaver fur in Sutton Hoo burial associated with lyre

A strip of beaver fur in one of the graves at Birka

Charlemagne’s sumptuary laws (808) mention fur linings of sable, marten, otter, or catskin.

13th c. Castile: no ermine allowed, marten restricted to king and aristocracy

14th c. Seville: “honest women” only allowed fur

14th c. England: fur allowed only at the rank of knight/lady and above

14th c. Paris: prostitutes forbidden fur linings and trim

14th c. England: wives and daughters of artisans and laborers allowed lamb, rabbit, cat, and fox fur

14th c. Bologna: No fur linings or fur edges on sleeves (with social class exceptions)

14th c. Nürnberg: no ermine and no fur coats

15th c. Nürnberg: restrictions on sable, marten, ermine, weasel, genette. Fur linings, fur as material, fur borders and collars, fur trimmed and/or lined hats.

15th c. Paris: prostitutes forbidden “respectable” furs such as miniver and vair

15th c. Scotland: merchants not to wear marten fur

15th c. England: ermine restricted to knightly rank and higher

15th c. Zurich: “ordinary” women forbidden the use of ermine or marten fur
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Working with fur
1) Where do I get fur?

a) new furs

i) A non-exhaustive list of sources for pelts and plates. I have done business with every merchant on the list. There are many others out there, these are the ones I have personal experience with.

(1) Moscow Hide and Fur http://www.hideandfur.com for pelts, plates, random pieces of scrap fur, the occasional used fur garment

(2) De Clifford Furs http://houseofdeclifford.co.uk/ vair plates

(3) Chichester, Inc. http://www.chichesterinc.com/index.htm (http://www.naturalexotics.com/ is their new site) for plates, pelts, scrap fur

(4) Furtail http://furtail.com for plates

ii) pelts or plates?

b) used furs

i) eBay and Etsy--look for “craft cutters”

ii) Thrift shops

iii) Moscow Hide and Fur

iv) some SCA events

v) reenactor suppliers, other reenactment events

2) Tools and Supplies

a) Suppliers

i) Tandy Leather http://www.tandyleather.com/en/
ii) Chichester, Inc.

iii) Schwebke, Phyllis W. and Margaret B. Krohn, How to Sew Leather, Suede, Fur. Touchstone, 1974.

b) Stuff you’ll need

i) leather needles or glover’s needles

ii) glover’s palm or thimble

iii) razor blade or craft knife or fur knife

iv) leather conditioner

v) sponge or cloth to apply aforementioned leather conditioner

vi) marking implement (ball-point pen, Sharpie marker, other marker)

vii) measuring implement

viii) straight-edge

ix) clips or clamps (those document binders are awesome)

x) patterning paper or fabric

xi) interlining/underlining fabric -- sturdy, tabby-woven, match the weight to your fur

xii) seam binding/seam tape

xiii) thread appropriate to the weight of the fur

3) Working with fur

a) Before you cut--the state of your fur

i) If you can, evaluate your fur before you buy it. If the hairs come out easily when you tug on them, or the leather is stiff and dry or brittle and cracked, leave it there. Once a skin has reached that stage there is no way to rehabilitate it.

ii) Poorly tanned fur will shed, but instead of the hairs coming out in clumps it will randomly pull out in your hand.

iii) Rabbit can shed. I’ve read differing reasons on *why*, but personal experience says yes, some rabbit sheds.

iv) Reindeer/caribou sheds, even if it’s well-tanned, because the hairs are not attached to the skin very firmly.

b) Condition your fur

i) Use leather conditioner, mink oil, neatsfoot oil, etc.

ii) Apply VERY lightly with a sponge or clean cloth to the LEATHER side

iii) Don’t get it on the fur!!

iv) Give the hide at least 24 hours to rest and absorb the conditioner

c) Plan your fur

i) patterning - minimize tailoring

ii) model your pattern pieces in paper if you can

iii) fur is directional!

d) Mark and cut

i) Always use a straight blade--box cutter, craft knife, leather knife, scalpel--instead of scissors. The goal is to not cut the fur.

ii) Accept that you’re going to accidentally cut some fur. Skip the chapstick.

iii) Cut outside if at all possible.

iv) Mark on the back.

v) When cutting, you want to barely cut through the leather. Be gentle.

e) Sewing your fur

i) Fur is hair on leather. Leather stretches and stays stretched. Your interlining/underlining is what is going to be carrying the weight of the fur to help prevent this from happening. It doesn’t have to be pretty, but it has to be sturdy and not stretchy. Knits are not a good choice for this.

ii) The fur gets pad-stitched to the interlining, with seam tape at the edges where there will be weight and along where the seams of the garment will be. This is what gets sewn to the outer fabric of the garment. Sew this with sturdy thread but remember that you might need to remove the fur at some point.

iii) When pad-stitching the interlining to the fur, make sure the point of the needle stays as close to the surface of the leather on the fur side as possible. Use a blunt tapestry needle to pull out any hairs stuck under the thread.

iv) Sew pieces of fur together using a whip stitch, overcast stitch, or a blanket stitch. Use a mallet to lightly pound out the seam flat. Use a blunt tapestry needle to pull hairs out from under the stitches and from between the edges of the leather.

v) For fur trim, sew seam tape or a full fabric lining to the leather side of the fur and sew *that* to the garment. Seam tape/ribbon is a lot easier for small pieces. 

vi) Pad stitching to a lining and then pad stitching to the garment will make it lie flatter. Padding with flannel or wool to a slight rise will make the fur stand up a little and thus look fuller.

4) Storing and cleaning your fur

a) Professional furriers clean furs by tumbling them in a drum full of sawdust, ground walnut shells, or something similar that has been saturated with cleaning solvents. The best way to clean your fur depends on what you’ve done with it--either remove the fur from the garment and have IT cleaned, or take the garment into a professional and have it treated as if it were a coat. To clean the fabric of a garment that has fur trim or lining, you’re going to have to take the fur off.

b) DON’T LEAVE FUR-TRIMMED OR FUR-LINED GARMENTS IN HOT CARS. DON’T LEAVE FUR-TRIMMED OR FUR-LINED GARMENTS IN EXTREMELY COLD CARS. It’s hard on the leather and causes it to dry out at an accelerated rate. Actually, don’t leave fur in the car, in general--the temperature swings are not good for it at all.

c) Fur attracts moths, as will much of what you’ll be attaching it to (wool, silk) so you’ll want to store your fur garments carefully. If it’s a really fancy piece you may want to consider professional storage where the temperature and humidity are strictly regulated.

d) Sometimes furs can be spot-cleaned. Don’t use harsh solvents, and let them air dry completely afterwards, then brush lightly.

e) Fur is hair on leather. Leather, especially, does not like to get wet. Fur is also not keen on getting wet--it gets matted and loses its loft.

f) Fur likes air but not light, cooler temperatures, and medium humidity (the professional fur storage vaults advertise 50F and 50% humidity).

g) You can dye fur--supposedly. There are various sets of instructions out there. This is not something I have ever bothered with--furs are usually dyed as part of the tanning process, and once the leather is completely tanned, you’re really dealing with two different materials with two different sets of requirements. It is something they did--at least it’s something we think they did--in the SCA period, but I have no information on it.

h) Don’t hang a fur-lined garment on thin hangers, it puts undue stress on the fur.

