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Goal: To review strategies people may employ when helping new members find the historic clothing they need to participate.  

Description:  How we help a newcomer should reflect what assistance a newcomer needs. Not everyone who comes to us is 

on the same path or is starting in the same place. This class suggests a way to organize the conversation when helping a new 

member find their path to historic clothing.  

Introduction: 
Since every person who comes to us brings different experiences and knowledge, then the way we treat them should not be 

monolithic. This isn’t really about giving you a list of directions to follow for putting clothing on a new or potential member 

before their first event.  It is a reminder of the different directions that journey may take.     

A good guide on this journey to historic clothing finds out where someone is coming from as well as where they want to go.  

Over the years I have found a patterns in the discussion when I try to figure out the path our new members are on.  If I 

understand where someone is at on all or even some of these points, then I am better prepared to match my advice to the 

person. 

The Paths Others Take 
Perhaps one of the more challenging tasks in the process of helping other people discover the path they are taking to historic 

clothing is to separate the path they are on from the path that we traveled. It's very easy to direct people down the well-

trodden path that we are familiar with giving them the same advice on making the same clothing that we made, suggesting 

the same choices that we made, suggesting the same cultures that we explored or the time period that we enjoyed. But it is 

best to recognize that these new members will get the most enjoyment out of their journey if they get to choose the direction 

they travel in. 

That is not to say that we completely abandon some of the tried and true mechanisms, such as a basic tunic or Roman 

clothing, because they really are easy starter garments and they serve their purposes. They serve their purposes because they 

can be inexpensive to create, they are good beginning points when people need to learn basic sewing skills, they work with 

easily available materials, they are easy to teach people on, and probably most importantly they get our newer members 

actively participating as quickly as possible.  

It is in participating, when the new members are present at activities and events, when we are able to find the opportunities to 

make them feel like they belong with us. These experiences are what lock them in to participating in the SCA and cut down 

on our attrition during the recruitment process. Delaying their participation can often lean to more chances of us losing those 

recruitment opportunities. Raising the price tag as the cost of entry to events or by suggesting more expensive solutions than 

are needed can skew the cost benefit analysis that many of them are going through. 

On the other hand helping newer members to explore paths that we are not familiar with can challenge us to learn new skills 

and information in order to help these members. In the end that will have its benefits as well, for us and for them. 
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The Path towards Membership 
In recent years we have been utilizing a model to help us shape and inform our recruitment efforts. In this model we break 

down the path towards full participation in the SCA into 5 stages based upon how the potential member views the 

relationship to the SCA. 

 In the case of this topic of helping new members discover their path towards historic clothing, this other path towards 

membership can inform us about a couple key points.  

 The first stage in this model is one of first contact which is what we're doing at demos and again at this stage providing basic 

information about the SCA to people who don't even know what the SCA is, so providing clothing for them isn't really an 

issue. At this early stage it is often enough show these members of the public some of the different paths people take and 

some of the different things that they could explore if they chose to look further in to our hobby. (i.e. Show them pictures of 

cool people in cool clothes doing fun things.) 

 Second stage we talk about in this model is one of information gathering where these potential members often lurk and 

watch from a distance, or in the best of cases ask questions about what the SCA is all about. Again at the stage they don't 

need historic clothing but they need information about where people get their beginner clothing from and what the 

requirements are.   This helps to answer basic questions like what do we expect from them, what are the requirements to 

participate and what it may cost. All of this pushes towards the third stage of first participation where we get them to choose 

to walk in the door for the first time.  

 One thing that we can do during these early stages is to emphasize the idea of learning and personal growth over time and at 

a pace that is right for the individual. I really feel that we do not state this enough or state it clearly enough. That the new 

members that we get joining our hobby determine the direction that they want to go in and can set their goals and their 

timeline to work towards.  This includes their goals for their historic clothing. We emphasize that there is a requirement of 

the attempted historic clothing that is the key that gets them in the door.  After that point they can explore and even abandon 

this early style once they discover what direction they want to head in. Or if they so choose, if their passions do not lie with 

historic clothing they can get basic garments that work and end their wardrobe at that.   

 These early experiences of participating in the SCA definitely set the tone for new members and often determine if we lose 

them or if we gain them as members. If we are very upfront with them during the stage explaining the idea of your first set of 

historic clothing as well as the idea of building and improving a wardrobe over time it should lower the level of stress they 

feel about not fitting in (at least as far as their clothing) when they are walking in the door for the first time as well as their 

first few events. 

 If we have successfully set the tone in these first three stages then the final stages that involve refinement and participation 

should be a smoother and a more enjoyable experience. 

The Variables 
We have successfully identified barrier to participation that the attempt and historic clothing represents. We have 

communicated the fact that the potential member has many choices open in front of them and many paths that they could take 

as well as communicating that they alone determine how fast they travel down this path. But now we can talk about several 

of the variables that we regularly see affecting the choices that the new members need to make along their journey towards 

historic clothing.  

Sewing Experience 
Some people do come to us with sewing experience.  Many times the only thing someone with modern sewing experience is 

lacking is the patterns to follow and knowledge of good fabric choices.  The people with no sewing experience can be taught, 

but the teaching may take a time commitment that should be factored in. 

 



Skills 
Skills can go beyond sewing skills, and sewing skills go beyond just experience using a sewing machine. They may have 

sewing skills, but some garments are more of a challenge than others.  Some people are more skilled at visualizing the fit of 

garments and deconstructing projects into their elements.  Their skill set may also extend to garment components beyond the 

fabric.  Skills like weaving, leather working and metal working can turn a simple clothing item into a complete project.  

 

Historic Knowledge 
People come to us with wide ranges of knowledge.  We have people whose extensive knowledge is based on old or new 

Hollywood movies and TV shows as well as those who have a more academic background. These costumes from the world 

of entertainment also provide a common touchstone for communication as well.  Someone who wants a bliaut, cotehardie or 

surcote may not have the vocabulary to communicate what they want. 

 

One caveat on this should be not to push our preferences on a new person.  If they really like X, but you don’t like X and you 

don’t want to help them sew X, is it worth losing them?  Depending on what they want, it is possible to guide someone 

towards the inspirations for certain movie costumes (Buttercup’s Bliaut inspired dress).   

 

Money 
Any problem can go away quickly if you throw enough money at it.  The more money you have, the more possible paths 

open up to solutions, but our advice about what people spend their money on should be tempered with understanding.  One 

long standing battle we have fought is the perception that the SCA costs too much to participate in.  Since clothing is the first 

hurtle people must cross, we can fight the cost perception by encouraging people to go for a more frugal option first.  Then 

once they are sure, they can go for the more expensive options.  When possible we can also encourage them to try before they 

buy (i.e. borrow).   

 

Money also has influence on the choices in the materials we use.  With fewer options open to us for buying fabric locally and 

the challenges of buying fabric sight unseen online, we sometimes have to make concessions.  Just as when we directed 

people away from the polyester badness of long ago, we can also suggest quality choices for first clothing items that yield 

clothing usable for a long time.  Frugality can also include buying the better value when looking at a purchase with longevity 

factored in. 

 

The flip side to this is buying cheaper fabric knowing that they will likely be less happy with the results but that the 

experience in sewing these early garments will still bare the fruit of knowledge gained.  When they move on to the more 

expensive fabrics they will be better suited for their next project 

 

Time 
One aspect of time is the amount of time they have to dedicate to hobbies and projects.  People working multiple jobs are 

going to have far less free time that can be dedicated to less ‘productive’ pursuits.  A retired member may enjoy dedicating a 

lot of time to a project and that can drastically affect the choices that go into it.  

 

Another aspect of time is how long we have to help them.  Is their first event next year? Next month? Next week?  In the 

morning?  It is better to be there, relaxed, awake and in clothing that is not as nice then to stay up all night stressing about the 

project and then sleeping through the event.  For most (not all) of our new people, the key point for their first events is getting 

them in the door and helping them to see that they belong here.  Enough of the right clothing so they feel they belong and so 

it does not distract from the fun that is key to getting them back to the next event.  Some are here for the clothing, but for 

most, the clothing is ancillary to them experiencing the learning, the socializing, the belonging.    

 

Resources 
Among the resources we need to proceed down the path are the things we think about like a sewing machine, a place to sew, 

but also the access to the raw materials.  With the closing of many of the better fabric stores, your access to resources is 

dependent on where you live and your comfort (and key points of knowledge) with ordering online.   



 

Resources also include the access to people with knowledge.  Rural groups that have members that must drive hundreds of 

miles to get assistance don’t measure up to the larger cities that have weekly sewing circles across town featuring multiple 

experts. For groups that lack the local access to people-resources we can supplement a little with online and printed resources 

as well as the many blogs, vlogs and video tutorials that were not available ten or even five years ago.  – but don’t forget that 

a key point of the SCA is the social part.  A handout or e mail can never equal a friend by your side helping you.  

 

Learning on their own 
This is for the most recent addition to this list that definitely was highlighted during recent years. How comfortable people 

are at finding resources for themselves and/or using these resources to supplement their skills and knowledge. The explosion 

in supplemental education material online in the last few years is a drastic change from where many of us started out in the 

SCA. For previous generations of SCA members they may have had to wait months for an event that was going to have a 

class on how to make a certain object. Now, with the proliferation of costuming resources online, a new member can find a 

video on YouTube explaining exactly how to do a specific task anytime of the night or day wherever they are at. Some of the 

people we have joining us now are going to be more comfortable learning this way and some of them are not going to be 

comfortable using these resources. 

The First Crossroads 
We can view much of our job of helping new members as being a guide on their path.  In the best of cases we find out where 

they are now and where they want to end up, but they may find many twists and turns on their journey.  It is their path, their 

journey.  It’s not an instant destination, they will have many years of fun to get to the wardrobe they eventually want to have.  

We also don’t get to decide what is right or wrong for them on their adventure.  We can try to advise them to make their 

progress easier, especially in the early stages. 

 

Just looking at these variables, knowing more about our new friend, we can help them make a plan.  The plan is still likely to 

rely on the same old commonly warn paths.  The common ways new members get their first starter clothes.  After we talk 

with the potential new members we can hopefully direct them towards a solution that will be best for them, but really there 

are only so many different directions this will take.   

 

Have It 
In some areas we commonly gain new and potential members who are already participating in other activities closely related 

to the SCA. There are many of these participants who already have clothing in their closets they have used at Ren fairs or 

LARP activities, and that will meet our requirements or an attempt at historic clothing. Our role then can be to explain the 

fantasy elements of what they have and possible paths forward if they choose to keep participating with us and improve their 

historic clothing. 

 

Borrow It 
One direction our assistance takes is gold key/loaner clothing, loaning them something that is already made.  It might fit ok, it 

might not.  It might look ok or the gold key tote might be full of the dregs of the dregs.  Maybe it was stored in a clean safe 

place or you might pull it out coated in dog fur and smelling of cigarette smoke and mildew.  Is it in a condition they will be 

comfortable with? 

 

Loaning personal garments happens a lot too.  We know that often the people we bring in are connected to us through 

friendships, so the personal loans may be safe.  Or, the things we loan may leave, never to be seen again.  

 

Have It Made 
Another direction the help might take is for us to make them something.  This is an investment on our part, the cost of the 

fabric and the time to do it.  We should have the knowledge and skills to do it quickly and in an acceptable manor.  



Sometimes this can be the easiest path to make sure that new person has a garment that makes them feel comfortable enough 

to forget that they are wearing it.   

 

They Sew It 
Even better than us making it is helping them to sew it.  They learn, they take ownership, they take on the burden of cost and 

the pride of completing it.  All of this can help them to make progress towards their ownership of their adventure, finding 

their path in their game.  But this is assuming there is enough time before the event they want to attend and they have enough 

money to cover the materials. 

 

They may only need a little bit of help if they are coming to us with historical knowledge and sewing skills. Some of our 

potential members do have these to some degree.  

 

If we are providing informational support we may find ourselves stepping in along a path starting with identifying what kind 

of general style/time/culture the new person in interested in.  Hopefully this is information you learned about the person when 

you first got to know them.  Next would likely be patterns for the garments themselves.  Someone skilled in patterning 

garments can be very useful to have in your local resources, but there are tricks to pattern remotely as well.   

 

Following the construction of their first garments I strongly suggest stepping away from the idea of adding plastic trim and 

move towards accessories.  The SCA has a long tradition of our newer members receiving advice about spiffing up the new 

tunics and dresses with modern, commercially made and often very not historically accurate trim.  But if I may suggest that 

investing either time or money in the accessories that go along with the tunic and dress have dividends that pay off far better.  

Many of these items (hats, coifs, belts, pouches, hoods, leg wraps, and even simple jewelry) can be doorways to other arts 

and science interests.  Many of them can be made for little money but can be used with other tunics and dresses, where the 

trim cannot.  Many of them can be purchased very reasonably.  And many of them are far better at helping people achieve the 

‘stepped out of a painting’ feeling. 

 

Buy It 
Another clothing solution some people may be tempted with is to buy their first garments.  In recent years there has been an 

increase in some high end on-line merchants that cater to the hard core reenactors.  They carry historically based (sort of) 

merchandise sometimes constructed from (sort of) quality materials.  But, there are also people selling Ren fair fantasy 

clothing and passing it off as historical clothing as well as super-cheap Chinese made clothing.  It seems like they many of 

them use the marketing tool of labeling their products with SCA, LARP, reenactor and Ren Fair to boost their sales.   

 

Buying online wisely often means having more information.  There are retailers we have as known quantities but vendors like 

Amazon bring many options quickly to our fingertips.  In another recent class (12/2021) We did a comparison and found that 

we could make an extra-large linen blend tunic for between $15-20, buy a linen tunic of the same size from an SCA vendor 

for $90 and buy a cotton reenactment tunic of a very passible quality from Amazon for $60.  To many new members the 

effort and frustration of making a garment might be worth the money this difference represents. 

Pitfalls Along the Path 
Perhaps one of the other things we can do to aid our potential new members along their journey towards historic clothing is to 

advise them against common pitfalls then others have experienced along the journey. 

 

Buyer’s Remorse 
As has been stated earlier there are many people selling things online advertised as being something that they just are not. We 

can hopefully aid in preventing buyer’s remorse by encouraging new members to talk about potential purchases with 

experienced members. It may not be our place to tell them to not buy these items, but to suggest more trust in vendors or 

other cost effective alternatives such as making the item themselves. 

 



Unrealistic Timeline 
We can also aid our new friends by discouraging them from setting unrealistic timelines. If I am teaching someone how to 

make a garment like a coat I try to avoid telling them how long it takes me to do it because I have done it before. If we talk to 

them about setting realistic timelines and working towards goals and easily manage stages then hopefully they can make the 

clothing they need by the time they need it without experiencing unnecessarily self-imposed stress.  

 

Goals Out of Reach 
 Another common pitfall that we see is people setting goals that are unrealistic for their skill level. If we are properly 

encouraging them to look at the process of joining the SCA as a chance to learn and grow over time, we can talk about the 

idea of easier early goals that can add to the learning knowledge and skills and become stepping stones towards later more 

complex goals. 

 

Comparing Ourselves to Others 
 There is that very discouraging pitfall of comparing the progress that you have made towards your goals to the progress that 

other people have made towards the goals they pursue. There is always someone who has more time, more money, more skill 

than we do.  It is disheartening and funfair to ourselves to expect the same outcomes as someone else when the situations are 

different.  If we encourage our newer members to focus on how far they have gone down their path towards historic clothing 

and celebrate their accomplishments, then hopefully we are preventing them from being discouraged by the successes of 

other people. By talking about these variables that affect the choices people make as well as their rate of progress and 

pointing out that we determine how fast we travel down our paths, we can also emphasize that we should not be discouraged 

if other people have different skills or access to resources that we do not. If they become trapped in the loop of comparing 

their progress to the progress of others then they will always find someone else who has traveled further and done more than 

they have. 

Forming a Plan 
If we instill in our new members the ideas of learning and growing over time then their progress towards the wardrobe they 

want can start with the items to get them in the door, and then flow into making a plan for what is next on their journey.  We 

can encourage them to make a scrap book (real or virtual) of ideas, goals, and wishes.  Plans for classes they need to take and 

sketches of garments they want to make.  Measurements of themselves and their family that can translate into yardage of 

fabric if they stumble on that good sale or the deal at the event.   

There are any number of the high end, hard core reenactment groups out of Europe that post the well-staged images of a 

reenactor that can be very inspiring.  These or other images can help them to envision where they would want to end up and 

we can assist them with breaking the ensemble down into bite sized projects to work on over time. If it is so desired, it can 

also aid them if they wish to do fact checking along the way and find additional supporting documentation.   All of those can 

serve to create the map of their journey towards historic clothing.  

Conclusion  
Regardless of what our new members wear to their first event, I encourage them to look and talk to people about the historic 

clothing they see at the event so that they can get ideas for moving forward.  We, as those who help the new members along 

their way, can learn to talk to people about their interests, their needs and where they want to go.  We can get better at 

helping them find their path and to help them just enough so that we don’t live their adventure for them, but support the new 

members until they find their footing and they can travel on their own path towards authentic historical clothing.     

 


