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INTRODUCTION



H andspinning was a necessity for many thousands of years. It has been suggested that after providing food for the family, fibre preparation and spinning took up the next largest portion of the household’s time and, until around the thirteenth century when the first spinning wheels started to appear in Europe, every inch of thread that went into making all textiles was made on the humble spindle. It wasn’t just yarn for clothes and household textiles that had to be laboriously made by hand but everything, from the finest threads for creating linen mummy wrappings to coarse woollen sails on Viking ships in later centuries. In some cultures around the world spinning wheels never took over from the spindle and it still continues in daily use today.
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Ancient spindles from pre-Columbian Peru. As far as I’m aware, they came from the coastal region, from the Chancay and Paracas cultures. I have not used them; any remnants of thread are the original spun by these ancient cultures. The thread is exquisite and very finely spun. It is thought that these spindles, once full, would be passed straight to the weaver and used as a shuttle too. It is more normal these days to wind the thread either above (in a supported spindle) or below (in a suspended spindle) the whorl. In at least two of the spindles here, which I would say are most likely support spindles, the whorl is positioned in the centre of the shaft and they show winding above and below the whorl. I think this supports the theory of them being used as shuttles, as does the fact that many spindles are found together in work baskets. The fragments of yarn are spun from either cotton or camelid fibres. The whorls are mainly clay with incised and painted decoration, the exceptions being the second from the top and the third from the bottom, which are probably both bronze.








Spinning wheels, in comparison, had a very short window of usefulness. They started to become popular in the early fourteenth century (judging from their depiction in the illustrated manuscripts of the time) and then gradually went out of use in all but the most rural communities after the Industrial Revolution. This started in the late 1770s with the invention of the first automated spinning machine by James Hargreaves, closely followed by James Watt’s improvements to steam power, used to run the first mills.


As you can imagine, when a daily chore that took up so much of your time was no longer a necessity, especially if you lived in an urban area with easy access to shops to buy yarns and fabrics ready made, spinning quickly faded from people’s lives – so much so, that within just a few generations, an awful lot of knowledge had been lost.


The return to valuing handmade over machine-made mass production came about a hundred years after the start of the Industrial Revolution, with the birth of the Arts and Crafts movement. William Morris’s emphasis on handmade textiles seems to have encouraged young designers of the time to look again at creating handwoven textiles. Between the wars there were several hand-loom studios and workshops set up, the most notable being Ethel Mairet’s studio as part of the craft community at Ditchling, in East Sussex. She wanted to go back to totally handmade textiles and trained girls both in handspinning and natural dyeing, as well as weaving. There were also Guilds of Weavers, Spinners and Dyers (based loosely on the medieval craft guild system) set up in London and the South West of England at around the same time. These of course were dormant during the Second World War but were revived in the late 1940s and early 1950s and have gone on to flourish all over the UK, encouraging the spread of knowledge and ideas to anyone wishing to take up these ancient crafts.


In our current very uncertain times, where we are facing climate change and an ever-increasing world population, there is renewed enthusiasm for knowing exactly where your food and clothing is coming from. I have watched with interest as many community-based projects have sprung up worldwide, aiming to produce fibre for clothing on a local and much smaller, more sustainable scale. So it has come full circle: those ancient skills of growing, preparing, spinning and weaving your own cloth are in big demand again! Thanks to the wonderful work of all those Guilds around the UK and the rest of the world, those skills have been preserved and are there waiting to be tapped into.


So, apart from handspinning gaining in popularity in recent years, for the above reasons, I can thoroughly recommend it as an amazingly therapeutic and productive hobby.
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Whilst being perfect for a beautifully smooth, combed, worsted yarn, some of the longwools also have delicious curly ringlets that just beg to be the centre of attention in a tail-spun yarn. I had a Wensleydale fleece with lustrous ringlets that I dyed in shades from peach to burgundy. I put aside some of the best locks, then combed the rest and made a gradient worsted yarn to knit a shawl. The saved curls I split into colour groups and made three small skeins, letting the locks hang out of the yarn as tassels. I knitted the tail-spun yarns (they only amounted to a row or two each) when I came to where they matched the gradient and was very pleased with my Wensleytail shawl.








I myself have been a handspinner now for most of my adult life (probably around 40 years) and have bought very little yarn for over 30 of those years, preferring the freedom of making exactly the yarn I want for any project I care to make and in exactly the colour and thickness I would like, too. Added to that, as a hobby you get double the pleasure from any outlay on materials, as you need to make the yarn before you can knit or crochet it. Maybe this is a good time to point out that you may notice a slight bias in my instructions towards yarn for knitting and crochet but that is what I know best, as that is usually how I use my yarns. Don’t let this put you off if you aren’t keen on knitting and crochet, as once you have learnt to make yarn, you really can design it to be fit for any purpose.


The instructions and step-by-step sequences in the following chapters are based on my intensive six-hour beginners’ class that I have been running very successfully now for around twenty years. My hope is that, with no previous knowledge of fibre preparation or handspinning, you’ll be able to pick up the book and work along with me and by the time you put it down again you will be a fledgling spinner, with many happy hours of crafting ahead of you. In later chapters there is more information to show you how to advance your skills, so that you can create a wide range of useful and beautiful yarns.


Note: The measurements given in this book are approximate, with a basic conversion of 1 inch equalling 2.5cm used throughout.
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I really love the variety of fleece types and colour we have in British sheep breeds. Here are a few examples of what I mean. The Leicester Longwool is strong and lustrous, and the coloured fleeces range from dark brown to silver grey. The Portland is a rare breed with a good all-purpose fleece that works well either carded or combed. Southdown is very short and springy, and more unusual in a dark colour. Romney, on the other hand, is more often coloured than white and has a nice crimp. The Dorset Down is very hard-wearing and springy, and Soay is an ancient unimproved breed and well worth a challenge for the resulting squishy yarn, in shades of honey to chocolate brown.










CHAPTER 1


CHOICE OF FIBRES


CHOOSING FIBRE TO SPIN


The UK has over sixty individual sheep breeds, more than any other country. When you add to that number of breeds from Europe that have become popular here for cross-breeding on large commercial farms, and all those crosses too, we could be talking of hundreds of sheep types, with many different characteristics. Most breeds fall into broad categories like mountain and hill, longwool and lustre, or downland. These different categories can cover either wool characteristics or the areas where these types of sheep thrive. For instance, sheep in the longwool and lustre category (which we will look at in more depth in Chapter 8) have just that: long, lustrous and often wavy wool. This type of fleece is perfect for creating worsted yarns, which are smooth, hardwearing and dense. At the coarser end of the scale, they make good furnishing fabric; at the finer end, high-class worsted suiting. Mountain and hill breeds will often have long, tapered, hairy wool that will shed rain. Some have shorter, softer fibres underneath to insulate them from the cold – fleece in this category is often classed as carpet wool. The downland breeds have shorter wool and the fibres have a crisp texture and a lovely elasticity, perfect for woollen spinning, which we will explore later. There are of course dozens more in between that are classed as either fine or medium, which will be perfect for all manner of knitwear.
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I’m unsure of the breed here, but what I would like to comment on is the sheep’s role in shaping our countryside. For many hundreds of years we have been a nation of sheep farmers, and the wealth of many English counties was built on the revenue from selling fleece or finished cloth to Europe. It is said that funds to build many of the large stone churches, cathedrals and monasteries came directly from sheep farming, and in fact monastic communities were major landowners with some of the largest flocks. Woods and forests were gradually cleared to make way for more grazing and the quintessential pattern of small villages with a gently rolling patchwork of fields was the result. Just think, chocolate box England wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for sheep!
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The Greyface Dartmoor is a very rare breed, but there is a small flock in our local area. Being generally thought of as a carpet breed, I think they were originally part of the pool of fibre that went into West Country carpet making. Now that the industry is in decline there isn’t so much demand for the wool, so the breed is in decline too. Maybe not for the beginner, but if you want to make furnishing fabric, rugs or bags, then why not try a fleece. As with some of the other coarser breeds, a shearling fleece might just be soft enough for a hardwearing jacket or boot socks.








As you can see, we are extremely lucky to have all this variety to choose from in British sheep breeds. The range of breeds you can get hold of will vary from area to area but I really do encourage you to go out and hunt down a fleece to learn to spin. If you are outside the UK, then investigate what your country has to offer. They will be different from our breeds here, but they will be just as good and probably very varied.






DESCRIBING WOOL


There are several terms used in describing wool that you might not have come across before. I’m going to explain a few here, so that you can follow along with me. Firstly, a sheep grows wool continuously throughout its life, from anything between about 1.5 and 12in per year (3–30cm). For the animal’s welfare, if nothing else, it needs to get a haircut at least once a year. The wool is shorn off by a trained shearer, usually with electric clippers these days. A well-trained shearer will handle the animal firmly but gently so it doesn’t get stressed or hurt in any way. The wool of most breeds will come off as one cohesive mat of fibre called a fleece. If the shearing is being done on a large commercial farm, the bundle of fleece will be tossed, together with many others, into a giant sack and sent to British Wool (formerly the British Wool Marketing Board), to be sold to a mill. If, instead, it is being done on a small farm that specialises in rare or minority breeds and sells some of their wool to handspinners, a little more care is taken and each individual fleece will be carefully rolled, tied and bagged. (We hope, although that doesn’t always happen!)


So now we have a fleece, let’s look a little more closely. You will find that a fleece is made up of many individual tufts of wool packed tightly together. These are known as staples or locks. The word lock is used most often, but the word staple is used when we are measuring the length of the tuft. We refer to the fleece as a whole as having, say, a 6in (15cm) staple length. Each of those locks will have two ends: the tip, which was the outside of the fleece and the butt end, which is the end that was just cut to take the fleece off. If it comes from a young sheep having its first haircut, then those tips will be pointed, and possibly have a slight curl; they will be the fibre that the lamb was born with and which has grown out. If it is an adult sheep in its second year, then the tip will be quite blunt, as it has been shorn once already. If a lamb is shorn at a few months old it will have a very short fleece, which will be much shorter than the average for its breed and is known as lambswool. If, on the other hand, the lamb is being kept for breeding, it might not be shorn until it is a year old or just over; in this case it is referred to as a shearling and its fleece will be longer than normal for that breed.
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These days, hill sheep tend to be part of large commercial flocks and will be farmed mainly for meat rather than fibre. Most of the wool goes straight to British Wool, probably to be sold on as part of a carpet wool blend. If you do get chance to try a hill fleece, then I can recommend a shearling Black Welsh Mountain. I had one once. It wasn’t harsh at all and must be about the darkest fleece available in the UK. Of course there is a whole knitting yarn industry built around Shetland fleece, which is a hill breed too!








If we look closer still, we will see that each tuft is made up of many individual wool fibres, which run along the length from butt to tip. These fibres can be just slightly wavy or gently curled, or a mass of tiny zig-zag waves that we call crimp. The wavy or curled locks will hang limply and create yarn that hangs and drapes well. The zig-zag crimped locks will stand up on their own and create yarn with bounce and elasticity. There are, of course, lots of other crimp styles between these two extremes. This is part of the reason wool is so versatile and has so many different uses.






CHOOSING A FLEECE AND WHAT TO LOOK FOR


The following is a checklist of problems to look out for when inspecting a fleece that is for sale. If the seller won’t allow you to unroll the fleece and inspect it, then don’t buy from them. If you are forced to buy on the Internet, then try to get recommendations from people you know who have used the seller’s fleece before, and ask the seller for several photographs.


When buying in person, to get an overall view of the quality, you need to test the fleece in three or four places and watch out for the following problems. Please be very careful as you take your samples. Hold the tip of a lock in one hand, and with the other hand hold the rest of the surrounding locks down firmly to the ground or table, then pull sharply on the lock so that it comes away cleanly and disturbs the surrounding fibres as little as possible. If we want to persuade sellers that we need to be allowed to investigate the quality of the fleece before buying, then we in turn need to take care that, if we decide not to buy, we haven’t spoilt the fleece for future customers.


Lock waisting/narrowing


If you hold an individual lock up to the light and see a thinning of the fibres anywhere in the length of the lock, then that shows up a problem. The likely cause is that the sheep that provided the fleece has been ill at some point since the last shearing. When the sheep is ill it can take away some of the nutrients that go into producing healthy fleece, a little like us getting brittle hair or nails if we have had a serious illness. Sometimes this can occur in just a small part of the fleece, but if it is widespread then maybe you should bypass that fleece.







HEALTHY AND WAISTED LOCKS


Left: a sound, healthy lock with a gradual taper towards the tip. Right: a waisted lock. This lock narrows drastically about half way along the lock, denoting an illness of some kind during the year’s growth. When tested, this lock will most likely be weak and break apart at the narrow point. Both halves of the lock may still be useable if otherwise sound, but you have to decide if it will be worth the extra effort involved to pull every lock apart before processing.
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Soundness


This is related to the above problem. Take a lock of the fleece, hold it firmly at both ends and holding it near your ear, pull sharply and listen for the sound the lock makes. If it is a musical twang, then you have a healthy lock; if there are any crackling sounds (fibres snapping) and/or the fleece comes apart between your hands, then it is probably suffering from a weakness as already mentioned. If you get the same result in three or four areas of the fleece, there is a problem and it will affect what you can do with the fleece. If the break is near the butt or tip, and you have a nice useable portion left, then it might be worth your while, but it will be extra work to prepare. If you don’t remove the smaller portion of the lock at the break, it will cause noils (short tangled fibres) as you card or comb it, and it will be prone to pilling (the short fibres gather on the surface of your garment as unsightly fuzzy balls) after it is spun.


Rise (primitives only)


Again, this is related to the above problem, but in this case it is not that the sheep has been ill, but that it is an unimproved primitive breed that still holds on to the ancient trait of shedding its fleece naturally as the weather warms up in the spring/summer. These sheep, if left to fend for themselves, can cast their fleece without any human intervention. In most cases though, it is much easier for the farmer to shear the sheep, as with other breeds, instead of trying to collect the fleece in clumps from the fields and bushes. It is extremely difficult to guess exactly when the rise of the new fleece will occur and the sheep will naturally shed, so the shearing very rarely coincides with the natural break in the fleece. As before, you will get a break if you pull sharply on either end of a lock. In these breeds this shouldn’t really be looked on as a fault, as nearly all of them will have it; you just need to be aware of it and work with it while preparing the fleece. Most primitives are much better combed than carded to remove the shorter fibres. If the rise gives you two lengths of fibre – say the main part of the lock is 4–5in (10–12.5cm) and has a 1–2in (2.5–5cm) rise, then you could separate the two by hand before processing. You could then comb the longer part, and card the shorter fibres for woollen spinning (see Chapter 9).


Cotting


This is a term for fleece that has felted on the sheep. This is usually due to the weather conditions over the sheep’s year; nothing can be done about it, and it is much worse in some years than others. There is a related term that some spinners use, which is the exact opposite of cotting: we refer to the lace curtain effect. If, as you unroll the fleece, it falls apart as you touch it and spreads out into a very lacy mass with large holes in it, then you have in your hands a beautifully open fleece that will be a delight to work with. If, on the other hand, the fleece stubbornly clings together in one dense mat, then you need to investigate further. Grab a clump of fleece in both hands and gently tug in opposite directions to see if it will come apart. Sometimes the fleece can look good on the outside of the sheep at the tips of the locks, but it will be matted down at the cut end that was attached to the sheep. If it is just cotted in a small area, you will need to decide whether, at the price you are paying, you are happy to discard that part. Sometimes you can get what is basically a nice open fleece, but there will be one area of about 1ft (30cm) across, which came off the rump of the sheep, that is cotted. This is because in bad weather sheep usually try to keep their heads dry by turning their rump to the weather. This area gets the worst of the weather, and then if the sheep has a good scratch on a tree or handy gate while the fleece is wet this encourages felting.


VM (vegetable matter)


Some people will not look at a fleece that has VM. I take the view that as the sheep are out in fields most of the year, and when kept in (for lambing, for example) they get fed hay, there is bound to be some VM in most fleece; it is natural. If it is just the odd bramble, burr or larger pieces of straw, that isn’t a problem and these can be easily picked out before washing and processing. If a fleece is full of small seeds and chaff, however, then it is going to take more work to prepare. If you intend to comb the fleece, there is very little but the tiniest specks that combing won’t remove. If you are aiming to card the fleece, then you need to realise that carding doesn’t dislodge all of the smaller bits of VM. It will depend how much there is and how much time you want to spend getting it out, as to whether you class it as worth your while.


Second cuts


Second cuts can be a major problem, or an insignificant minor nuisance. Second cuts happen when shearers make a stroke with the shears and realise that they haven’t got close enough to the skin in the first pass and go over it again, shaving off the stubble they left behind. It is these small tufts of wool that are called the second cuts; if there are just a few they can be mostly shaken out before you put your fleece to soak. If, on the other hand, the fleece was badly shorn and in some places the locks have been cut in half, there might be an unacceptable amount of waste.
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A prime example of a fleece covered in marker paint. The blue splodge on the right shoulder of this Herdwick ewe is probably the owner’s mark. The multicoloured splodges on the rump will be tupping marks made by the ram. Farmers usually change the colour in the ram’s harness marker every few days, so they get an idea when the ewe will be due to lamb.








Marker paint/stains


Sheep are usually marked for three reasons. Firstly the owner’s mark, a streak or splodge of most commonly blue or red dye, in a particular place on each sheep, to act as a code to show who the sheep belong to when they are rounded up. This is most common where the sheep graze on open moorland or hills. Sheep and lambs kept in enclosed fields are more likely to be marked with a number to show which lamb belongs with which ewe. Also, at breeding time, the rams can have a raddle marker in a harness on their chest so that they leave a splodge of colour on each ewe they have mated with. Apparently, these days, all these markings are supposed to be washable and come out with scouring. That may be true with the harsh chemical scours used in wool washing plants, but I have never successfully removed it with home washing. In fact, some of them are so waxy that if you try, they just melt slightly in the hot water and then get smeared over everything.


Fungal infections/canary stains/yolk


Let’s take yolk first. This is harmless and usually washes straight out. It is a combination of the suint (sheep’s sweat) and lanolin in the fleece, and depending on the breed, can be cream, buttery yellow or golden. If the colour is quite strong, and you leave the fleece in the grease for an extended period, there is a slight chance that the fleece may be stained when you do get around to washing it. A fleece with yolk colouring that is scoured soon after shearing should come up very clean.


Canary stain, on the other hand, is a really bright lemon or acid yellow that is caused by bacterial infection, which sets in when the fleece has been damp for extended periods. This most likely won’t wash out, but in mild cases it can be over-dyed.


Fleece with orange, pink or reddish stains should be avoided as these are caused by fungal infections that could have started to rot the fleece.


As with most other problems, if the problem only occurs in a small area of the fleece, you could decide to discard that part and use the rest.
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Kerry Hill is a striking breed with unmistakable face markings. At the finer/softer end of the hill breeds, again kept at my local farm park. A bright creamy white fleece with a staple length of around 2.5 to 5in (6–12cm), which has a micron count in the low 30s, so will be hardwearing but probably good for general knitwear and socks.











WHICH FIBRE SHOULD YOU CHOOSE TO LEARN WITH?


For your first foray into spinning a sheep’s fleece, I would recommend choosing something that was about 3–5in (7.5–12.5cm) long. If you don’t want to tackle a whole fleece, or just don’t have the facilities or space to sort and wash one, then ready-prepared fibre from most sheep breeds is available from several suppliers now.


Some suppliers sell scoured wool (the industry term for a very thorough washing process); I advise against buying this, as it is really meant to go straight on to industrial carding and is usually too tangled for hand-processing.


The raw fleece, when it leaves the farm and gets sold to an industrial mill, is sent first to the scouring plant, and then goes back to the mill where it is mechanically teased apart and blended. Next it is fed through giant carding machines (giant rollers with thousands of tiny wire teeth, for brushing out knots and tangles), which turn it into a huge, smooth web of fibres. You can sometimes find this carded web for sale, either in large sheets or separated into long strips, called sliver or roving. This process is usually used for the shorter-fibred fleeces, which will then be sent for woollen spinning, which produces warm, bouncy, elastic yarns. Longer fibres go through the same process, but then go on to a further stage called combing, where they are sent through a machine with many metal combs, which combs out all the shorter fibres and aligns all the longer fibres parallel lengthwise. This fibre is called combed top, is intended for a worsted spinning mill and is what is most readily available to handspinners. With just a few minutes’ research, on one of the current UK fibre supplier’s websites, I found the following ready-made wool tops that would all be suitable for a beginner: Cheviot, Dorset Horn, English 56s, Jacob, Romney, Shetland and Zwartbles (the last two having the advantage of being available in a range of natural colours).


So whether you have bought a raw fleece, or a couple of 100g of mill-prepared fibre, read on to start your handspinning journey.
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The Jacob is possibly the breed responsible for bringing the most people in to handspinning. It is an ancient breed, thought to have been introduced into the country in the seventeenth century and very popular as a parkland sheep on country estates. Both rams and ewes can grow either two or four horns, sometimes of a spectacular size. It has multicoloured wool, most often cream with darker spots of brown to black, which is very tempting for handspinning, and its fleece has a staple length of 3–6in (8–15cm), which is ideal for a beginner too.










CHAPTER 2


PREPARING THE FIBRES


I f you have decided to work with a raw sheep’s fleece, then you will need to go through all the following steps carefully, so that you end up with clean, unfelted and nicely prepared fibres to work from. Choosing the right fibres, and preparing them correctly, goes a long way to making the learning experience smooth and easy.




[image: image]




Samples of fleece that I have been working with. At the top is raw fleece awaiting washing, it is an Exmoorino crossbreed and is beautifully fine with a very good crimp structure. Below is a Black Leicester Longwool that has already been washed. Note that you can still see the lock structure and this fleece will be easy to pull apart and comb.











SORTING AND WASHING A FLEECE


When you have bought a fleece, what’s next? This depends on how much time you have to spare when you get it home. If you’ve been given the fleece, and not had a chance to unroll it yet, then put down an old sheet or tablecloth, and unroll it to check it. Before you store it you need to know that it has been properly skirted (all badly soiled areas removed) and isn’t damp; in either case these would cause the fleece to go mouldy. If a fleece has been shorn while damp (this is not common, but it can happen), then you need to lay it out on a dry, warm or breezy day and let it air off before storing. If it is quite wet, then it might take several days to dry thoroughly and could need turning over. If you brought your fleece home in a plastic sack, then transfer it to a paper or hessian sack, a cardboard box or an old pillowcase. The dirty fleece can’t breathe if wrapped in plastic and changes in temperature will cause it to sweat. The moisture then re-condenses on the plastic and the part of the fleece that is in contact with the plastic will start to felt.


If at all possible, wash the fleece straight away and store it clean. Once clean and thoroughly dry, all of the above storage options are fine, but it can now also be stored in vacuum storage bags, providing it is kept at a constant temperature and out of direct sunlight.








HOW TO ROLL A FLEECE


Let’s suppose that you have decided to wash your fleece straight away. Armed with the accompanying diagrams, you will first need to sort your fleece. A fleece is easiest to sort if you can lay it out in the original orientation as it came off the sheep. If you are really lucky, it will have been rolled properly, which means that it was laid out shorn side down and tips up. One side of the fleece will have been folded in on itself, then the other side folded on top; it is now rolled tightly starting from the rear end of the sheep. Finally the head and neck area of the fleece will be stretched out and twisted to form a cord to wrap around the bundle. If you can reverse these steps you should have the fleece laid out to match the diagram, and sorting can begin.
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HOW TO SORT A FLEECE


1. Extra diamond


2. Diamond


3. Prime


4. Head and neck


5. Daggings
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As noted on the diagram, the fleece can vary according to which part of the animal it came from. It is generally thought that the best fleece (1 – extra diamond) comes from the shoulder area and down the flanks of most animals. The fibre that was across the back (2 – diamond) could still be quite nice, but will usually be a bit more weathered. That which is taken from the rump area and around the legs (3 – prime) is usually a bit coarser. A fleece that has been properly skirted should have had all the daggings (5) removed. These are the locks from around the outside of the fleece that have been either trailing in mud or are coated in sheep’s poo.
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With a small fleece (1–2kg) you can probably split it into those three categories and wash each separately. With an average fleece (3–4kg) there may be more scope to have enough usable wool from the head and neck (category 4) area. The wool from the forelegs might be slightly less coarse than that from the back legs and could possibly be split further. Wool is also best washed in large armfuls at a time (any more and it gets very heavy to handle when wet), so on a larger fleece you might need to split each category down into two or three batches before washing.





Before you start the hot washing process, give the fleece a cold soak first. Fill a large bucket with cold water, gather up a large armful of fleece (about 500g) and stuff it into a net lingerie bag (pillowcase-sized), put it in the bucket and press it down under the water. Leave to soak for at least 30–60 minutes; overnight is even better. When you’re ready for the next stage, squeeze out as much of the cold water as possible, or leave to drain for a while. If you add the fleece dripping in cold water, you will cool your hot wash too quickly. For this, fill another bucket, or the basin, with very hot water (uncomfortable to keep your hands in) and a generous squirt of washing-up liquid. Wool will tolerate plunging into hot water well and this opens up the scales on the wool’s surface. The problem comes when you agitate the fibres against each other, causing the scales to interlock, then shock it with cold water. The scales close up again, permanently locking in their new position and forming a felted mass.


Put the net of damp wool into the water gently and push it under the surface with as little agitation as possible. This time, leave to soak until the water cools to a comfortable temperature to handle. If you leave it too long the fats and oils that have melted with the heat will set back on to the wool. Occasionally a fleece that is extra dirty, or has lots of lanolin, will need a second hot wash.


Now gently tip off the water, or hold the wool back and pull the plug out. Refill the sink or bucket with plain water of the same temperature as that which you just drained off, making sure not to let it run over the wool. Very carefully push the wool under the surface and squeeze gently for a minute or so. Repeat this change of water a couple more times until it is fairly clear, making sure that each time the temperature of the water is only slightly cooler than the previous rinse.


Lift the net of wet wool out of the rinse water and either hang it out to drip-dry, or, if you’re feeling energetic, whizz the bag around outside. You can also run it through the spin cycle of a washing machine, provided it is either a top-loader, or the spin cycle stops immediately after you hit the off button. Some machines have a slowing-down period that keeps the drum revolving slowly; this agitates the wool, causing felting.


Spread the damp wool out in a thin layer to finish drying.


If you remember the two golden rules – don’t agitate the wool whilst it is wet, and never shock it by suddenly changing the temperature of the water from hot to cold – you should always end up with clean, unfelted fibres.








FLEECE SORTING AND WASHING
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If you can, take your fleece outside to sort. It can be done indoors, but it is a messy job. Whether indoors or out, lay out an old sheet or a wipe-clean tablecloth. If outdoors, you are protecting the fleece from picking up more VM than it already has, and indoors you are protecting your floor covering from the oils and dirt on the fleece.
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Tip your fleece out on to the cloth, trying to disturb it as little as possible. If it is very tightly packed it might be easier to cut or tear the bag away.


Your aim is to spread the fleece out in a single layer and as close as you can get to the shape as it came off the sheep.
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Look at it carefully. If it has been rolled correctly, you might be able to find a long, slightly twisted strand holding everything together; that will be the neck. If so, you can tell which end is the head and which is the tail, and you will easily be able to find all the coarse and dirty fibre from around the edges.
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Once unrolled, you will probably find the fleece has been folded either in half or, more usually, sides to middle. Spread it out as flat as possible, with the cut side down and the surface of the fleece (which was on the outside of the sheep and exposed to the weather) facing you.
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With it all laid out in a single layer, start to run your hands across the surface and see if you can feel differences in texture and softness. It is sometimes easier to pick up on these differences if you close your eyes and rely instead on your sense of touch.
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When you feel a difference in qualities, you need to push your hands into the fleece and pull them apart to separate the two different areas. At first you may only be able to differentiate between the short dirty wool on the belly and some that feels coarser around the back legs. That is a start, so separate those areas out.
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Try to part the fleece cleanly without breaking up the individual locks and causing thin wisps. As you gain knowledge and confidence, you will probably find that you can see and/or feel areas of dryer, more open locks with slightly brittle tips. This will be the area covering the rump of the sheep and the fibre should get thicker and greasier over what were the shoulders (the best part of most fleece).
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Discard anything that is really filthy or badly matted. On a fleece from a young animal of a really nice breed you may just have two piles, the very best from the shoulders and sides, and then the rest that wasn’t quite as good. For most fleeces, you are likely to end up with four or five piles; if you are sorting for colour too, then maybe more.










[image: image]




You definitely want to put the coarser fibre from around the rump and back legs into their own pile, if indeed you are keeping it.


Next you need to put each individual pile in its own mesh bag. I like to use the pillowcase-sized ones that are used to sort delicate lingerie in the washing machine. The bags have a zip across the top to keep everything in place.
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The next stage is to soak the fleece in cold water before washing. You can soak each bag in turn in a large bucket, or if you have a tub large enough you can do three or four at once. It needs to stay in the water for a few hours or even overnight. It won’t hurt outside for a day or two, if the temperature isn’t too hot.
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As you push each bag under the surface, watch as the water turns orange/brown immediately. This is all the water-soluble salts and sheep sweat (or suint), which can start to ferment if left too long at a warm temperature. The soaking also loosens the dirt and makes it easier to wash out at the next stage.
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When you are ready to start the hot wash, take the bag(s) out of the soaking water and leave them to drain for a while, while you get the hot tubs ready. The main reason for this is that you do not want to introduce too much cold water into your hot wash and cool it too quickly.
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