Covering a Riding Helmet for Use in Medieval Recreation
by Elisabetta Annisa Gabrielli; Apprentice to Maitresse Anne-Marie d’Ailleurs, Arts & Sciences Champion of Madrone, Award of Arms, Jambe de Lion
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In this article I will discuss a few methods for covering a riding helmet in order to give it the appearance of appropriate headwear for your civilian medieval outfit.  
Goals:
- Maintain the structural integrity of the helmet.  

- Cover the helmet as completely as possible.  

- Make the finished product look as much as possible like the medieval headdress it imitates.  

There is little point in putting a lot of work into making a cover which damages the protectiveness of the helmet, and there is little point in simply “dressing up” an obviously modern helmet (for example, attaching trim or painting a design onto it).  The helmet should disappear.  
Caveat: 
Our medieval counterparts did not use plastic and foam helmets with nylon webbing chinstraps when riding their horses.  The only helmets I know of which were used for riding were military or tournament helmets, used in military or tournament settings.  A riding helmet covered to look like a civilian hat does not become “authentic” or “period”.  It is still a modern item.  Covering your helmet can, however, make this very useful and sometimes required safety device nearly invisible.  This is important, because horses can add a tremendous amount of historical flavor to a medieval setting, and obviously modern elements can spoil the effect for many participants and spectators.  
General: 

Start with your riding helmet- the easiest style to cover is low profile, without a visor.  “Jockey skull” type helmets usually have a rough-textured surface which helps to keep covers on.  

Design: 

Some hat and headdress shapes lend themselves better to covering a helmet than others.  Some questions to ask yourself: 

What would a person of your time, place, social status and gender wear on their head?  

What would that person wear for the type of activity you will be doing while wearing your helmet?  Even for the military and tournament training games such as we often play, illustrations usually show our historical counterparts wearing civilian headwear rather than helmets.  
Are any of the suitable types of headdress bulky or wide enough to accommodate a helmet without looking strange?  If not, is there a variation which would be more suitable?  A close-fitting, thin headcovering simply does not lend itself to being used as a helmet cover.  

Some ideal hat types- 

Padded fabric roll with drape or veil- chaperon, women’s padded rolls
Fabric panelled cap- by itself with bulky band, such as fur, or as a foundation for a veil or turban
Felt formed over a block, with brim and decorations- as a felt hat or as a foundation for stiff hats

Knitted, fulled and formed, with rolled brim for 15th century men’s hats
Covering the harness: 

Perhaps the most difficult part of a helmet to disguise is the harness, or chinstrap.  

The simplest harness cover, which will work for a variety of time periods, is a coif.  This plain linen cap was worn, often in combination with other hats, during much of the middle ages, and even where it is not strictly appropriate, is generally accepted as medieval-looking.  It covers the same space as the helmet’s harness, and a partial version may be stitched into the lower edge of the hat part of the helmet cover, where it may be used to help pull the cover onto the helmet and secure it in place.  The coif also helps to blend the line visually from the inevitably rather oversized hat to the wearer’s head.  The pattern looks roughly like this: 

Whole coif: [image: image3.jpg]
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It may be necessary to attach the coif to the hat, then shape it with darts at the back for a close fit.  

Other methods for covering the harness include: 

- Fabric draped under the chin, such as may be found on a chaperon, wimple or turban 

- Garments which cover the head and throat, such as the close-fitting hoods popular in the 14th century.  These hoods are sometimes depicted with felt hats worn over them, especially for travelling.  This arrangement would make a nice helmet cover.  

Hats based on a padded fabric roll: 
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Livre des Tournois, René d'Anjou, circa 1460
The judges and spectators of the tournament wear large, bulky turban-shaped chaperon hats, which adapt well to helmet covering.  These consist of a padded tube, a circular drape, and a long strip of fabric.  When the tube is padded very lightly, the bulk of the helmet gives the illusion of a more fully-stuffed roll, and the long strip may be draped under the chin to mask the helmet’s harness.  
To make this type of hat, you will need: 

- 2-3 yards wool flannel or other fulled wool fabric

- Stuffing
- Thread

The pattern looks like this: 
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The 14” wide bias strip becomes the tube for the roll.  Cut it as long as you need to fit your helmet.  The large “donut” shape is for the top drape, which is stitched into the seam of the tube.  The edge may be dagged, or cut into a decorative pattern.  The long, narrower strip is the liripipe, one end of which is folded lengthwise and stitched into the tube seam as well.  Stitch the pieces together and stuff the roll lightly, then pull it onto your helmet.  The liripipe may be draped under the chin to cover the helmet’s harness.  You may wish to tack the drape and liripipe in a few places to keep them from shifting.  
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Felt Hats: 
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Livre des Tournois, René d'Anjou, circa 1460
Consider the hats in this image.  The small, narrow-brimmed hat perched on the head of the boy at the left would not hide a helmet very well, but the round-crowned, broad-brimmed hats on the trumpeters could adapt quite well to covering a helmet.  From this period onward, felt hats with brims are quite common, especially for men.  Any of these styles may be made using a felt “cartwheel” or “capeline”, and forming it over a block the size of your helmet.  Felt bodies may be purchased at: http://www.hatsupply.com/ 
Alternately, if you are a knitter, or have access to the services of a knitter, the base for this type of hat may also be knitted in wool to a rough, oversize shape, then fulled (washed to shrink and ‘felt’ the fibers), and shaped on the same type of block as the felt version.  
Shaping a felt hat: 
You will need: 

An appropriately shaped hat block which can endure heat, steam, and pressure.  Consider the shape of the top of the crown as well as the height and unusually large circumference of a helmet.  

A steam source- a commercial garment steamer is nice, but a good steam iron or portable steamer will work, and even a teakettle will do in a pinch.  

A long piece of cotton twill tape

Several push-pins, preferably metal

Hat stiffener- either the real stuff, which may be purchased from a millinery supplier, or a watered-down white glue.  
For the hat block: 

Measure the circumference of your helmet, at the bottom edge.  

There are two main reasons that you should not use your helmet as the hat block:  

- The heat and pressure of steaming a hat will damage your helmet.  

- The hat will look like a felt-covered modern riding helmet, rather than the historical 

silhouette you actually want.  

There are a few options for a suitable hat form:  

- Buy a hat block.  

Some knitting shops carry plastic or foam hat blocks, and wooden hat blocks may be found on ebay and in thrift shops from time to time.  However, the very largest of hat sizes are still only about 25” around, while a riding helmet is usually in the 29-32” range.  

- Make a wooden hat block.  

If you have access to a wood shop, this is not as difficult as it might sound.  Use a band saw to cut several pieces of 1” thick boards in graduated oval discs, then glue them together to make up the height you need for your block.  Finish the shaping on a belt sander or grinder.  
- Find an item of the right shape.  

Take a tape measure with you, and as you browse a likely shop, measure the circumference of possible items until you find something which will work.  Be creative, and be patient- flowerpots, buckets, mixing bowls, storage bins- anything domed, conical or cylindrical may be a candidate.  
Forming the hat: 
For the Tudor hat-shaped helmet cover pictured below, I used a plastic halloween cauldron with the feet cut off to stretch the felt.  Starting with the dampened felt body, I placed it over the form.  I tied a small loop in one end of the twill tape to make a sort of lasso, so that I could wrap it around the base and tack it in place.  This helps to keep the angle at the base of the brim and prevents the stretched felt from shrinking back up as it cools.  I applied steam to the hat, then pulled the edges down, smoothing the top over the form and re-adjusting the twill tape until the hat was the size and rough shape I wanted.  

For the final shaping of the top of the crown, I purchased an inexpensive, normal-sized foam hat block at a knitting shop.  I placed this on a base to achieve the right height and re-steamed just the top to shape the round, bucket-shaped hat into a more appropriate oval with a rounded top.  The brim was pressed directly on a flat board with an iron.  
Finally, I stiffened the hat by ‘painting’ a non-toxic, alcohol-based stiffener (purchased from the felt supplier) onto the inside of the hat, then added a band and coif-shaped harness cover.  A grosgrain ribbon brim binding will be a nice finishing touch, along with the coque feather donated by a friend’s rooster.  
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Be safe, be creative, and have fun.  The better we as equestrians look, the more we add to the historical ambience of an event.  
Glossary:

Fulled- fulling is a process for finishing woven or knitted woolen fabrics which involves wetting and agitating the material to cause the scales of the fibers to fasten together, similar to felting.  This creates a more dense, weatherproof material which resists fraying.  
Grain- the direction of threads in the weave of the fabric.  The direction of threads which run along the length of the fabric is called the grain, while the ones which cross the width of the fabric are called cross-grain.  

Bias- a line diagonal to the grain of the fabric.  A 45-degree angle to the grain is referred to as true bias.  

Stuffing- a period material is horsehair, curled and chopped into 1-2” lengths.  This material can still be found from some upholstery suppliers.  Ask your local upholsterer if they can sell or order you some.  If used, you will also need “down-proof ticking”, which will prevent the fine, stiff hairs from working through your fabric and poking you.  Make a casing for the stuffing, which will go inside your outer fabric.  Other materials are fiberfill, found at fabric and craft stores.  If a fabric store is not convenient, pillows may often be found at a larger variety of shops and taken apart.  One standard pillow has enough stuffing for several hats.  Avoid batting, as it tends to become lumpy.  
Baste- temporary stitching for the purpose of test-fitting the garment.  This should be loose enough to remove easily.  Contrasting thread is often used.  

Dart- a short, angled seam made to pinch out a triangular piece of excess fabric. 

Resources: 

Madrone Equestrian Guild site- http://madrone.equestrianguild.org/  Many articles and resources.  
Linen- http://fabrics-store.com/ 
Archaeological Sewing- http://heatherrosejones.com/archaeologicalsewing/index.html Glossary and diagrams of medieval seam types, including flat-felled seams.  

http://www.hatsupply.com/ A great source for felt hat bodies and hat stiffener. 

Manesse Codex, 1305-1340- http://digi.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/diglit/cpg848/ This manuscript has many images, with a variety of garments and headcoverings.  
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