
Have you ever wondered how 
the knowledge of making 
Dorset Buttons was passed on? 
Who was instrumental in 
saving it? Where did many of 
the different patterns we use 
today to work our Dorset 
Buttons came from? It was 
whilst having tea with 
Elizabeth Gilbert that these 

questions were answered. 

Elizabeth is a weaver and 
expert Dorset Buttoner 
with connections with the 
English Lace School in 
Devon before it sadly 
closed. In 1979, one of 
the school‟s tutors was 
unable to take their 
scheduled workshop and 
the school turned to 
Elizabeth to ask her to 

step in. 

The subject of Elizabeth‟s 
workshop was to be 
Dorset Buttons. However, 
instructions on how to make 
these buttons was not readily 
available so, not to be 
deterred, she spent around six 
months closely examining 
original Dorset Buttons and 
how they were made. Her 
research even involved taking 
a High Top apart to see how it 
was constructed. Many of 

in a stream. The Grindle is 
worked in the same way as the 
Sea Urchin.  Another button, the 
Elizabethan, was named after 
her, on the insistence of the 

workshop participants. 

Her knowledge of Dorset 
Buttons brought Elizabeth to the 
attention of Jack Hargreaves, 
the English television presenter 

and writer. Jack was 
renowned for his 
hugely successful 
series, „Out of Town‟, 
from Southern 
Television that ran 
from 1963 for twenty
-five years and 
offered viewers a 
fascinating insight into 
the ways of rural life 
of years gone by. 
One of the episodes 
was dedicated to 

Dorset Buttons and 
Elizabeth can be seen 

making Blandford Crosswheels 

and a High Top. 

Elizabeth used her buttony skills 
to pass on her knowledge, not 
only those who joined her at 
her workshop in 1979, but also 
at later workshops, and was an 
inspiration to many Dorset 

Buttoners. 

Tea with Elizabeth Gilbert 
by Anna McDowell 
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Samples of your buttony 

Monique Durdux of Reims, 
France, is one of my new 
„friends‟ on 
Facebook. She sent 
me this lovely image 
of her first Dorset 
Button. Well done 
Monique, a good 
first attempt. Tthank 
you all for ticking 
the like box in 
acknowledgment, I 
hope this will 
encourage Monique 

to work more buttons. 
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Elizabeth‟s buttons use the 
contemporary equivalent of 
materials used by original 
buttoners – fine linen thread, 
handmade rings and round 
disks made from the horn of 
Dorset Sheep for her High 

Tops and Dorset Knobs. 

Elizabeth prepared 
worksheets and each week she 

gave her group a new 
challenge. Many of the 
designs we know today were 
from Elizabeth‟s workshop in 
1979, including the Yarrel, 
Daisy and Grindles named by 
Elizabeth‟s husband from an 
old Anglo Saxon word for a 
stream, he said they looked 
like something you would find 

Filming. Elizabeth Gilbert on the left with Jack Hargreaves. 



One of my passions is 
researching the Dorset Button 
industry and its subsequent 

demise as well as compiling a 
record of collections held in 
museums across the country. My 
eventual aim is to write a book 
about Dorset Buttons with my 

own interpretation of my 

researched material. 

I have at last started to work on 
my book and the areas I will 
cover include the start of the 

industry; development of the 
industry; social and economic 
climate of the time; decline of 
the industry; people involved in 
buttony; the resurrection of 

buttony in the 1900s; and what 
is happening now. I also hope to 
include a list of museums that 
hold collections of Dorset buttons 
and items of clothing that 

feature Dorset Buttons. 

I started writing with the 
introduction of the button 
machine. It was early in my 

research that I realised that 
after the first button machine 
was invented in 1812 most of 

designed for these 

buttons in 1990s. The 

silk ribbon and thread 

look amazing and the 

hand dyed blue thread 

comes from a shop next 

to her in Victoria, 

Australia.  

A childhood memory by Ida Heslop 

the cloth button machines 
seemed to concentrate on the 
shank or how the button was 

fixed to the garment. Protruding 
cloth through a hole gave way 
to the metal shank. This in turn 
opened up a minefield of 

further inventions.  

Patents, law cases and rivalry 
amongst the inventers reads like 
a modern day Dallas. I haven‟t 
yet found a Joan Collins 
character amongst these 

inventors of cloth buttons by 

machine, but I can always hope! 

My chapter on button machines 
is almost completed. But where 
to go is the next decision. The 

material I‟m gathering on all the 
areas I intend to cover is 
growing and my fortunate 
dilemma is what to concentrate 
on next. There is certainly no 

shortage of material. 

Bouquet Dorset Buttons by Susan Lendon 

me wondering when and 
where she came into 
possession of these little 
works of wonder.  I was 
excited to have finally 
found these buttons and 

its history.  

 
Editor’s note. The top five 
buttons in the image are 
not Dorset Buttons and 
similar in style to knot 
buttons. The buttons third for left in 
both the second and third rows are 
again not Dorset Buttons but similar 

in style to a Singleton.  

The rest are Dorset Buttons in the 

Blandford Crosswhell button design. 

What’s in a shank? by Anna McDowell 
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As a child I sat near my mother 
watching her sew on her black 
Singer for years, and always 
played with a tin of buttons she 
had on the floor. Buttons from old 
garments mostly and a few I know 
she purchased. I later confiscated 
her tin of buttons. Late in her life I 
reminded her over the phone of 
the confiscated tin of buttons ... she 
remembered. Then when I told her 
that I finally sorted them all out by 

colour she laughed heartily. 

It is so wonderful to have found 
your website and the buttons! 
Dorset ... reading its history has 

Linen Button making machine 1914. Inventor 
John Aston. Reproduced by permission of the  

Thinktank Birmingham Science Museum. 

These handmade 

buttons were sent to 

me by Susan who said 

these were the kind of 

buttons she was 

making in her early 

days of buttony. She 

also sent me a kit she  
 



Last year, I attended the World 
Shibori Symposium in Hangzhou, 
China and was asked to present a 

paper on my button research.  

Over 30 years ago, I admired a 
friends small “flower brooch”.  She 
allowed me to examine this but it 
was not until a year or two later I 
discovered the Nosegay Brooch 
was actually derived from a 
Dorset Button.  This was long 
before the internet was 
available, but with the help of a 
few friends, I managed to find 
the addresses of two “buttoners” 
in England and my journey 

began. 

I have visited Dorset in the south 
of England and also Macclesfield 
in the north of England and had 
lessons in Buttony from professional 

“Buttoners”, Thelma Johns and 
Marion Howitt.  Indeed the ISS4 in 
Harrogate gave me the opportunity 
to visit Museums in the south and 
north of England.  I stayed at the 
Old Button shop owned by Thelma 
Johns and had lessons from Marion 

Howitt. 

Since this time I have learned with 
the help of my network of friends, 
some of whom are associated with 
museums both in Australia and 
overseas, the manufacture of British 
textile buttons commenced even 

earlier in the 12th century.  Of 
course I am aware, as with so many 
inventions, buttons were in common 
use centuries earlier in China and 
hope to learn more of early Chinese 

buttons at 9ISS 

To make my „Nosegay‟ buttons I 
buttonhole around the ring first.  
Initially, it was difficult to find the 

rings as they are not sold in 
Australia so I hunted charity shops 
and my friends‟ old button boxes for 
the brass rings.  After slicking the 
buttonhole stitch  to the inside of the 
ring, I sew 6 to 8 vertical stitches 

into the ridge, depending on the 
thickness of the cotton.  I then stitch 
from side to side of the top half of 
the ring, stitching into the ridge 
and weaving across the vertical 
threads.  Next step is to 
embroider the flowers with a 
colonial or French knot.  Finally, I 
tie the stalks together very tightly, 
add the decoration and of course 

a back for the brooch.   

My passion is to pass on the 
results of my extensive research in 
the form of both articles and 
classes to try to keep this 

fascinating craft alive for future 
generations to come!  In my work 
and my classes, I produce buttons in 
bright colours and adapt them not 
only for use on clothing but as 
contemporary jewellery, wall 
hangings and features on book and 
box closures.  As with shibori, there 

is always so much to learn. 

As a family we grew up with 
sewing always going on in our 
house, our mother had a small 
business smocking and making 
children's dresses just after the 
2nd World War.  I took to 
making Dorset Button like a duck 
to water, and was hooked and 
soon had a collection of over 100 
so decided I needed to do 
something with them. Having sown 
them onto cushions, round neck of 
jumpers etc. it suddenly occurred 
to me to decorate wicker shapes, 

Three years 
ago I had 
replacement 
knees (too much 
horse riding) 
and was laid 
up.  My sister 
came to visit 
and brought 
with her a 
Dorset Button 

(she had been on a course in 

Buckinghamshire where she lives).   

(hearts, circles and stars as a 
means of decorating these 

hangings). 

I gave these as part of presents to 
family members which were well 
received.  I hope one day to 
attend one of Anna's courses, but 
as I live in Shropshire this may 
have to wait awhile as I am 
pleased to report I am back on 
my feet again walking, gardening 

and swimming. 

Dorset Buttons in Texas by Paula Perry  

Sue Harrison takes to Dorset Buttons like a duck to water 

I came home, found some pictures 
and tried making some for our 
Living History Days at Fort Inge in 
Uvalde, Texas.  They were a bit 
hit and miss but I am so glad to 
find your newsletter because mine 

were pretty rough. 

Note: Established in 1867 on the 
bank of the Concho River, Fort 
Concho was built to protect 
frontier settlements, patrol and 
map the vast West taxes region, 

and quell hostile threats in the 
area. Fort Inge was a frontier fort 
in Uvalde County, and established 
as Camp Leona on March 13, 
1849, it was garrisoned 
intermittently until March 19, 
1869. The fort served as a base 
for United States Army troops 
assigned to protect the southern 
overland mail route along the San 
Antonio-El Paso Road from Indian 

raids. 

I have just seen 
a Dorset Button 
in The School of 
the Victorian 
Lady at Fort 
Concho in San 
Angelo, Texas, 
which covered 
topics such as 
Victorian leisure, 
clothing, crafts 
and 
interpretations.   

The World Shibori Symposium in Hangzhou, China and 
Dorset ‘Nosegay’ Buttons by Barbara Schey 
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Share your news, views and projects  

I’m always interested to hear your news, views and especially any projects you may be involved in 

featuring Dorset Buttons. From the emails I have received in the past, I know there are many 

talented buttoners amongst you. If you would be willing to share your Dorset Button news with 

other like-minded people, I would welcome contributions to this eNewletter. Please email your 

Cost: Adults £5.00, Senior citizens 
£4.00, Children aged 6-16 
£2.00, Children under 6 free, 
Families (2 + 3) £10.00, Pre-
booked coach parties £3.50. Free 
for Members of the Association. 
Details: Dorset Arts and Crafts 
Association 
 

Saturday 3rd and Sunday 4th 
September 2016 
Dorset Artisans Craft 
Marquee 
Dorset County Show 
Dorset County show is launching a 
new Dorset Artisans Craft 
marquee at this year‟s show, 

featuring handmade 
quality arts and crafts 
from Dorset, including 
Henry‟s Buttons Dorset 
Buttons. 
Venue: Dorchester 
Showground, DT2 7SD 
Time: 
Cost: 
Details: for full details go 
you the Dorset County 
Show website. 
 

Monday 12th 
September 2016 

Workshop - Let your 

creativity flow at - Dorset 
Buttons for beginners 
Learn a traditional Dorset craft in 
the lovely woodland setting which 
inspired the writer Thomas Hardy. 
This workshop will be run by Anna 
McDowell (from Henrys Buttons) 
who will share her creative flare 
with attendees to create their 
own traditional Dorset Button, 
with a modern twist of colour and 
different threads.  
Venue: Hardy's Birthplace Visitor 
Centre, Higher Bockhampton, near 
Dorchester, Dorset, DT2 8QJ 
Time: 10.00am – 12.30pm 
Entry: £13.00 to include morning 
coffee plus £1:00 for materials 
direct to Anna 
Details: Tel: 07900 137882 or 
hardysbirthplace@dorsetcc.gov.uk  

Details: Sturminster Newton Mill 
Saturday 16th and Sunday 17th 
July 2016 
Larmer Tree Festival Adult 
Workshop 
Dorset Buttons – a new dimension 
Venue: Larmer Tree, Wiltshire 
Time: 10.00am – 1.00pm 
Details: Visit the Larmer Tree 
Festival website 
 

Friday 5th – Tuesday 9th 
August 2016 
Dorset Arts and Crafts 
Association Annual 
Exhibition 
The Dorset Arts and Crafts 

Association was founded in 
1907and is one of the oldest in 
the country. The Association is 
dedicated to the promotion of 
traditional and modern arts and 
crafts and organise an exhibition 
with twenty-four different craft 
sections including one for Dorset 
Buttons under the section for 
Traditional Dorset Crafts. This is 
an opportunity to help keep the 
heritage craft of Dorset Buttony 
alive by exhibiting your work. 
Click here for details on how to 
enter. 
Venue: The Purbeck School, 
Worgret Road, Wareham, BH20 
4PF 
Time: Friday to Monday 10.00am 
- 5.00pm. Tuesday 10am - 4.pm 

28th May to 12th June 2016 
Dorset Art Weeks 
Dorset Arts Weeks is one of the 
largest Open Studio Events in the 
country; it brings artists and 
visitors together in ways that are 
often remarkable and profoundly 
different from entering a public 
gallery. Visit Henry‟s Button at the 
Cygnet Gallery, Shaftesbury, a 
Co-operative style gallery 
featuring a collection of arts and 
crafts by local artists including my 
Dorset Buttons. 
Venue: The Cygnet, Swans Yard, 
High Street, Shaftesbury, Dorset, 
SP7 8JQ 
Time: 10.00am – 5.00pm daily 
Details: www.thecygnet.org.uk  
 

Monday 13th June 2016 
Workshop (advanced)- 
Dorset Button Workshop with 
Anna McDowell  
Learn a traditional Dorset craft in 
the lovely woodland setting which 
inspired the writer Thomas Hardy. 
Skill level: Advanced. Knowledge 
on how to make a Dorset 
‘cartwheel’ Button essential. 
Venue: Hardy's Birthplace Visitor 
Centre, Higher Bockhampton, near 
Dorchester, Dorset, DT2 8QJ 
Time: 10.00am – 12.30pm 
Entry: £13.00 to include morning 
coffee plus £1:00 for materials 
direct to Anna 
Details: Tel: 07900 137882 or 
Email: 
hardysbirthplace@dorsetcc.gov.uk 
 

Sunday 12th June 2016 
1000 Year Celebration of 
milling at Sturminster 
Newton Mill  
Great fun day for all the family. 
Come and enjoy a whole variety 
of activities and performances 
including demonstration of Dorset 
Buttons. 
Venue: Sturminster Newton Mill, 
Sturminster Newton, Dorset DT10 
2HW   
Time: Gates open at 11.00am 

Events for 2016 

For full details of all 

events please visit  the 

Events Page on my 

website  

Henry’s Buttons 
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