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You probably haven’t had to reach for your iron much lately but as we begin to shed the pandemic 

dress code of sweat pants and t-shirts, we may find it necessary to pull some proper clothing out 

of the closet and when we do, we might find a few wrinkles.  In which case we might head to the 

laundry cabinet, blow off the dust accumulated on the electric iron, fold out the squeaky ironing 

board and set to a task that women (mostly) have dreaded (mostly) for centuries.  Thankfully 

though, the irons we use today are a significant advancement from some of the earliest cloth 

pressing tools. 

Putting heat to cloth has been dated back to about 2500 years ago in China and was primarily a 

way to clean the cloth of parasites and bacteria.  The pressing tool consisted of a long handled, flat 

metal pan which was filled with hot coals and rubbed against the fabric.  The cloth was held taut 

between one person’s hands while the other person rubbed the heated pan back and forth across it. 

There was always the potential to burn both the operator and the cloth so there has been a long 

search for a better tool for this job.   

Some of the earliest European tools for flattening cloth date 

back to the 15th and 16th centuries. Referred to as linen 

smoothers, these were flat, rounded stones or later, glass 

inverted-mushroom-shaped irons also known as calenders. 

While held in the hand, they were used to rub the cloth smooth. 

It is not known if these tools were heated prior to use or 

applied to dampen cloth but they appear to have been a 

common household item in medieval Europe.  Many have 

been found in the graves of Viking women along with the 

whalebone smoothing board that they were used with. The 

Vikings were known to bury their dead with items that would 

be useful in the afterlife, which indicates the importance of this 

task. Imagine, an afterlife of ironing. 

Heated irons appeared in the West starting in the 17th century, with the sadiron, a word derived 

from the Old English word sald which means solid.  The sadiron was made of cast metal, usually 

iron, and was heavy, weighing from 5-9 pounds, the weight adding to its effectiveness in flattening 

the cloth.  Most were the classic iron shape 

that we see today with a pointed end for 

reaching around buttons, into pleats and 

small corners of the garment and flat on the 

butt end so they can be set upright when not 

in use.  The irons were heated in front of a 

fire or on a stove and the handles became 

quite hot as well requiring the laundress to 

use gloves or a mitt of some kind. They 

would often work with 3 irons at a time so 

as one cooled from use, there would be 

another ready to go.  

This classic late 19th century sadiron is part 

of the Boylston Historical Museum 

collection. It is solidly cast from iron 

including the handle so this would have been 

used with a mitt and likely another iron or 

two would have been in the fire heating. There are the letters B & Co and the number 8 in raised 

print on the top.  The iron measures 7 inches wide and 5 inches tall and weighs approximately 8 

pounds.  

 

A significant improvement to the sadiron came in 1871 when 19-year-old Mary Florence Potts of 

Ottumwa, Iowa, began her redesign of the classic sadiron.  Her first patent was for the detachable 

iron handle allowing the body 

of the iron to be heated while 

the handle remained cool 

enough to hold without gloves. 

Two other design 

improvements are credited to 

Ms. Potts. She created a lighter 

iron by filling the main cavity 

with a non-conductive and a 

somewhat lighter-weight 

material such as plaster or 

cement.  She also eliminated 

the flat end of the iron and 

replaced it with another point 

so the iron could be used in 

either direction. This iron was 

so popular that it was still 

being manufactured into the 

early 20th century. 

Glass Calendar  

B & Co. Sadiron 

Mary Florence Potts designed Sadirons  

with interchangeable handle as manufactured by the  

A. C. Williams Co, Ravenna, Ohio and Enterprise Mfg. 

Co., Philadelphia, PA.  



 

 

 

The goffering iron is an interesting type of iron with a particular purpose.  Not seen very often 

today, this iron was a hollow tube with one closed, rounded end attached to a stand.  A heated rod 

was inserted into the tube and the heavily starch cloth was draped over it creating a deep rounded 

crease.  By repeating this and changing directions each time, a series of fold were made to create 

a ruffle.  Using this technique strikingly large ruffled collars and cuff could be fashioned and they 

became the style among the European and American elite throughout the 17th century.  Because 

it was such a time-consuming task and required the employment of household labor, the ruffles 

were seen as a sign of wealth and status. 

The effort to invent the first self-heating iron was in full swing by the mid-1800s. There was the 

coal burning iron in 1852, followed in 1860, by the gas burning iron attached to the household gas 

lighting system.  Each allowed for continuous heating but had other draw backs; the coal burning 

was smokey and the gas burning was dangerous.  So, when Henry W. Seely of New York received 

the first patent for the electric iron in 1882, it was a welcomed advancement but only for those 

who had electrical service in their home. 

In the collection of the Boylston Historical Society Museum there is this fine example of an early 

electric iron. Made by General Electric, this iron displays a patent date of December 12, 1911.  The 

accompanying cord is no longer with it but it has a two-pin connection that was common for 

electric irons in the early 1910s. There is a heavy wire housing to protect the cord from being 

dislodged and the handle is painted wood.  It measures approximately 4.5'' tall x 6.75'' long x 3.75'' 

wide, exclusive of the wire housing. 

Improvements in electrical service and iron design, including the thermostat that became available 

in the 1920s, slowly but surely moved the older style sadirons and the early self-heating irons into 

obsolescence at least in the developed world. You will still see sadirons and coal burning irons in 

countries without sufficient electricity. Today, most homes in the developed world do have an iron 

but fewer and fewer clothes require ironing and many household dryers have wrinkle remover 

settings. On top of that, wrinkled cotton and linen clothing is becoming fashionable so it may not 

be long before ironing is a thing of the past. Hold onto your iron though, it too will be an antique 

one day. 
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