
 
Caring For Your Fine Linens & 

Household Textiles  
 

Old and new household linens can be made 
from many different natural fibers like linen, 
cotton, rayon and silk.  Today, we refer to these 
everyday household items as “linens” in general.  
For the most part, they are treated similarly but, 
be sure to read labels on any modern cleaning 
products before you use them.  The current 
trend in cleaning, caring and storing these 
beautiful things is NOT to use old methods like 
placing them in the sun, using lemon juice or 
bleach.  I have heard an endless variety of 
cleaning concoctions. Keep in mind that in the 
“olden days” these were the best methods and 
the linens were new or in current use.  Today, 
many of these linens are approaching 100 years 
old and the old methods will cause further 
deterioration and damage to the fibers.  Our 
modern methods are better choice and besides- 
much easier! 

 Always hand wash in lukewarm water 
with mild soap like Orvis, Castile or soak 
in OXI CLEAN for discoloration or tough 
stains.  Rinse well with cool water- do 
not wring. 

 Press linen when wet- linen wrinkles are 
nearly impossible to get smooth once 
the fabric is dry. Use a hot iron with lots 
of steam but DO NOT press creases or 
folds into the fabric.  Mary Ellen’s Best 
Press, spray starch or fabric finish will 
give linen a smooth finish and minimize 
wrinkles. Starching also helps resist 
staining.  If you cannot press right away, 
roll article in a clean, damp kitchen 
towel and store in the refrigerator until 
you are ready to press.  If the article 
dries, spray with water and press. 

 Sometimes though, it is OK to put 
embroidered linens in the dryer just to 
“fluff them up”.  Remove them while 
still damp and hang or lay flat to dry the 
rest of the way. Never put any linens 
with fine stitching in the dryer as they 
will fray. 

 If you are going to store your textiles, 
always launder first! Never use starch 
on an item to be stored long term as 
insects will attack it.  It is not necessary 
to iron an article prior to storage. 

 Linens that are not used regularly need 
to be removed from storage 
occasionally, checked for insect damage 
and laundered to avoid permanent 
staining or yellowing.  

 Gently fold or roll clean linens into pre-
washed cotton fabric or acid-neutral 
tissue paper- 100% cotton fabric storage 
bags* are ideal. Store out of moist areas 
and do not let linens touch wood as 
acids will cause them to turn yellow.   

 Avoid storing household textiles long 
term in plastic containers or cedar 
chests.  Fumes from plastic and wood 
cause irreparable damage. 

 
I give this advice for general household “linens” 
in good condition. Sometimes, unexpected 
results occur so, with this in mind, you must 
expect the possibility of damage in cleaning or 
storage.   If the item has emotional, heirloom or 
historical value and you are not willing to “take a 
chance” with the results, I highly recommend 
that you contact a professional for repair and 
cleaning.   

 
For more information, visit 
these excellent websites: 
 
Smithsonian Museum 
Conservation Institute: 
www.si.edu/mci/english/learn_more/ta

king_care/handletex.html 
 
American Institute for 
Conservation of Historic and 
Artistic Works: 
https://learning.culturalheritage.org/p

ublic 
 
University Products – a 
conservators supply source 
www.UniversityProducts.com 
 

*Linen Cottage offers  
Archival Quality Storage 

Sleeves for linens and quilts.  
 

Linen Cottage 
Pretty Things       Vintage       Repair     

Repurpose 

LinenCottage@gmail.com                  

www.LinenCottage.com 
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Exactly How Do I Clean Old Linens? 
 

**NOTE** This advice assumes that you 

are willing to run the risk of damaging your 

item. You must decide whether it is in a 

condition to safely undergo handling and 

cleaning process.  If the piece appears 

structurally sound and/or you are willing to 

do minor repairs when the process is 

complete, then you may wish to proceed. 

 

Generally, old household linens are quite 

resilient.  They have most likely been 

discolored by storage for many years.  What 

can cause this discoloration? 

 Detergent residue 

 Starch application before putting into 

storage OR general buildup 

 Hard water 

 Mildew and mold 

 Stains not apparent upon storing 

 Temperature fluctuations 

 Wood acids 

 Plastics off-gassing 

 Insects 

 Fabric softener 

Follow these steps for plant based fibers: 

 Soak in OXI CLEAN or BIZ*, 

follow the instructions on the 

package, use enough hot water to 

cover the item completely.  

Overnight- 6 to 8- hours is usually 

enough time.  Repeat if necessary. 

 Hand rinse in warm or cool water. 

 Wash by hand if you think best, your 

choice of detergent, warm or cool 

water. 

 Wash by modern machine is ok, your 

choice of detergent, on gentle or 

hand wash cycle UNLESS the 

machine has an old fashioned 

agitator (not recommended for 

vintage linens), warm or cool water. 

 Do NOT use chlorine bleach unless 

it’s a last resort and you’re willing to 

ruin the item by weakening the 

fibers. However, poly/cotton bedding 

that is discolored sometimes 

responds to bleach. 

 Several rinses until all traces of 

detergent scent are gone. 

 In the dryer to “fluff” is usually OK, 

just remove before completely dry.  

Avoid over-drying. 

 Hang to dry if you like but NEVER 

leave in the sun for hours.  Linen 

fibers that are left to air dry are very 

hard to iron- they become “board” 

stiff and must be dampened again to 

get the wrinkles out! 

 Linen and any item with embroidery 

is best pressed when damp.  For 

embroidered items, place a towel on 

the ironing board, cover with a 

pressing cloth and press the 

embroidery on the back side- this 

really makes the embroidery “pop”! 

You may need to spray the article 

lightly with clear water, starch or 

starch alternative. 

*Many quality vintage wash products are on 

the market.  They are usually Sodium 

Perborate or Sodium Percarbonate based and 

are sold in small quantities. I have had good 

results with them in general but, they are 

quite expensive all things considered. There 

are also a multitude of “home-made” 

concoctions floating around on the internet.  

I have tried several and they don’t seem to 

work as well but, may be worth a try.   

 

CAUTION- Silk and Wool (any animal 

fiber) requires special care.  Most old linens 

are NOT made from animal based fibers.  If 

you’re not sure, don’t do it. 

 

All this said, these are the top level 

instructions.  Many variations exist based on 

factors and condition of the article.  Always 

expect trouble with anything red or colors 

that are intense.  If you are working with an 

item that is a treasured heirloom or possibly 

museum quality, I do not recommend any of 

these processes. 

 

So, this is how it’s done.  I have cleaned and 

restored thousands of vintage linens and 

rarely damage anything. I also rarely spot 

treat- just let the soaking do the job. There is 

always the exception, of course.   

 

I offer cleaning and repair service for 

vintage and antique linens and treasured 

baby clothes. Advice is FREE! 

Patty McCoy 

 

www.LinenCottage.com 
Since 2003 

 


