
COLLECTIONS CORNER 
CONSERVATION OF A PHOENIX RAINCAPE FROM THE PHILIPPINES 

As any collector knows, acquisition is just the 
first part of any collection's journey through 
place and time. Anything thereafter, from poor 
storage to the attacks of insects, and wear and 
tear from the hands of researchers, can affect its 
future and how long it remains recognisable, sci- 
entifically useful and a fitting tribute to its prov- 
enance. Good subsequent curation, therefore, re- 
quires active (and well recorded) intervention, 
not merely stasis. 

In a book on the products of Philippine for- 
ests, Brown and Merill (1920) noted for the 
palm Phoenix hanceana Naudin var. philippi- 
nensis Becc. (a synonym for P. loureiri Kunth 
var. loureiri; Barrow 1998) that "Locally its 
leaves are utilized in making a peculiar thatched 
raincoat, extensively used in the Batanes Islands. 
The leaflets are split into shreds and woven into 
an oblong mat, which is hood-like at one end. 
The long free ends of the shreds are arranged 
like thatch and very effectively shed even heavy 
rain." 

A thatched raincoat, or more appropriately 
raincape, fitting this description from the Bata- 
nes Islands (north of Luzon) was donated to the 
Economic Botany Collections at Kew nearly 
seventy years later (Fig. 1). Long narrow bun- 
dles of the sundried leaves of P. loureiri, bound 
together with a white plastic 2-ply cord, are wo- 
ven into a cape 79 cm in height, 41 cm in width, 
with a cap at the top, opening out to form a flat 
mat which covers the wearer's shoulders and 
back. A foundation rod of leafstalks of Musa 
textilis Nte supports the edges and top of the 
cape, leaving the bottom fringed with the thatch. 
Gruezo and Fernando (1985) illustrated such a 
cape, and ascribed two local Ivatan names for it, 
suot and vakol. According to Hicks (2000, and 
pers. comm.) suot (which he transliterated as 
soot) refers to the characteristically hooded 
capes worn by women only (Fig. 2); men's capes 
are not hooded. Chavayan on Sabtang Island is 
the main place where raincapes are still made 
for daily usage (Hicks pers. comm.). 

While Brown and Merill (1920) may have 
found the raincape 'peculiar', they mentioned 
that leaves of Livistona spp. and Nipa fruticans 

Wurmb were also used in Philippines to make 
raincoats. Furthermore, thatched coats (and hats) 
are known in British museum collections from 
Africa, South America and elsewhere in Asia as 
well (Hook et al. 2000). They differ in material 
and method of construction but share a common 
function and working principle, tending to be 
light, easy to put on and made from readily 
available materials. However, efficient as protec- 
tion though they may be, coats made from plant 
material do have intrinsic conservation prob- 
lems. As the plant fibres lose moisture, the ar- 
tefact becomes overly dry, embrittled and vul- 
nerable to physical damage. 

However, when Kew's cape was examined, it 
was obvious that it had suffered from a different 
sort of damage: of the ten parallel rows of plastic 

Fig. 1. Hooded raincape worn by women, Batanes 
Islands, Philippines, 1985, collected by W. S. Gruezo 
and S. Fernando, and donated by J. Dransfield (Kew 
EBC 75783). Prior to conservation. (A. McRobb, RBG 
Kew.) 
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