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Foreword


We humans have been spinning for thousands of years. Many thousands, actually. More than twenty thousand by the last count. We spun to get out of the cave, to feed ourselves, to clothe ourselves, and to make the wide, wide world our home.


Making thread is primal; we did it before we formed clay, before we worked metal — long, long before we made glass. You would think, in all these thousands upon thousands of years, that everything that could be done to create beautiful, useful thread would have been done, that there could not be one new thing. After all, how many ways can there possibly be to shape fiber into yarn?


But if there is one thing I do know after a lifetime of loving thread and fiber, it is that the field of textiles is constantly expanding. And, it is in our century, the last hundred years or so, that an explosion of new spinning techniques has occurred, creating hundreds of yarn types that have never existed before. Designers have grouped these new yarns together and called them novelty yarns. They reflect a major change in how we create yarns; they are our century’s gift to the world of textiles.


Sarah brings to this new world of yarn design two important things: a bright curiosity and an innate love of beauty and order. Sarah is the consummate spinner. What she does best is to always ask, “what will happen if?” Then, she pays attention.


Her wonderful collection of yarn samples and what they do is, as she says, a yarn library. But it is also a road map to a new textile territory and a traveler’s companion that points out many interesting spots to visit. Best yet, it is a lexicon so that we can share a common language as we meet along the way.


Enjoy the journey!


—Judith MacKenzie





INTRODUCTION


Endlessly Fascinating Fiber


Fiber and the arts that use fiber have held a lifelong fascination for me. My favorite things about yarn and the making of yarn are the endless variations and possibilities. For the past few years, I’ve been collecting ideas for different yarn constructions and spinning skeins that represent some of these variations. These skeins have become my personal yarn library. This collection goes with me to workshops and classes to be used as examples not only of what we are learning in the class but also as examples of what can be done beyond plying two strands together.


Because my focus is on the construction of the yarn, I made the samples all in white (or mostly white). Color is a whole separate, fantastic subject, but because here I’m focusing on construction, I feel color can be a distraction. As the library grew (there are now more than 70 examples), I was pleased to see spinners’ reactions to the white smorgasbord of skeins. One comment that stands out in my mind is from a spinner who said, “When I see all of these yarns you’ve made, it makes me believe that I can do it, too.” That, my friends, is what this book is all about. It’s meant to give spinners inspiration and a sense of what is possible with wool and wheel. It is my contribution to the growing pool of spinning books and videos now available. We are in an age rich with information, and because creativity breeds more creativity, I look forward to the coming years.
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From bread-and-butter yarns to exotic designer “dessert” yarns, learning new spinning techniques will not only challenge you and make you a better spinner, but it will be lots of fun as well.






From Bread and Butter to Cake


Most of the yarns I use every day in projects are simple 1-, 2-, or 3-ply constructions. These are bread-and-butter yarns. I would never be without them, but sometimes it’s fun to make something different or unusual. Designer yarns are like dessert, and as you take the time to learn the new techniques required to make them, your skill levels grow, improving every yarn you create thereafter, from the simple singles to the most ambitious novelty.


This book isn’t meant to teach you how to spin. It is for spinners who want to learn more about spinning and try something different. It is not the definitive word on the subjects it covers, but it’s my experience and opinion in book form. It is meant to be a resource for you to draw from as you grow in proficiency. The methods I use aren’t the “only” or “right” way. As a mostly self-taught spinner, I didn’t have teachers to show me the right way to do things. That said, you may find that I do some things differently from how you previously have been taught. Just look at any technique as a choice. Consider why you do things the way you do and then find the way that works for you and produces the result you want.


No one is, of course, truly self-taught. Every time I am exposed to what other spinners are doing I learn from them. Just watching how someone uses their hands as they draft out the fiber or seeing an exciting new project inspires and primes my creative pump. In actuality, I have had hundreds of teachers and continue learning every time I teach a class, gather with spinners, read a spinning book, or see other spinners’ work. The community of spinners has to be one of the warmest and most generous groups of people I have ever been involved with. The art-yarn movement is pretty exciting, too. Many of the techniques are challenging and stretch the spinner’s coordination while also stretching his or her imagination. Even if you never plan to use these yarns, I encourage you to be open to trying to make them. It is great mental and creative exercise and most certainly makes you a better spinner. Even the most conservative spinner may have dreams infiltrated with beehives, coils, and knots. A few of these little elements can be used to make your project uniquely yours — they don’t have to dominate a finished piece. They can be that one sassy little detail that turns your project from plain to unforgettable (in a good way).
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I did not invent all of these yarn constructions and techniques. What I’ve tried to do is catalog both what I have personally discovered and also what other people have developed over many years of spinning history. I’ve offered credit whenever possible. There is always the chance of more than one person discovering the same thing independently. In fact, this happens all of the time because of the many combinations and permutations possible with handspun yarns. My goal has been to put together a collection that will inspire and encourage spinners. Because yarn is the foundation of almost all of the fiber crafts, any innovation we spinners make will most certainly have a ripple effect that will spread throughout the fiber arts world.



Handspun Needlework


The majority of the handspinners I am acquainted with use their yarns for knitting, crocheting, or weaving, but the uses for handspun don’t have to stop there. Other needlework, such as rug hooking, needlepoint, crewel embroidery, bobbin lace, tatting, and other embroidery techniques, are wide open for handspun yarns. Some of the novelty techniques in this book create unique textures and effects that translate well, especially into embroidery. It is an area that I would like to explore further, and I encourage you to also.


I remember as a girl, going to a small museum that had some of Grandma Moses’s works of crewel embroidery. I was awestruck at the sheep depicted with French knots and the richness of texture in the pictures. This amazing woman didn’t start painting until she was almost 80 years old. Before that her creative outlet was “fancy work” or crewel. She only stopped doing needlework because rheumatism stiffened her hands, making it painful to use a needle. I can’t help but think that if Grandma Moses had white bouclé yarn she would couch it into a flock of sheep. Or green “pigtails” would morph into grass near a fence post (for the spinner’s version of pigtails, see pages 216–222).
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This Mountain Gold necklace, designed by Fatima Lasay and available on Ravelry, is crocheted with 2-ply fingering yarn by my friend Bonnie Rose.
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Embroidery by my mother, Karen Johnson, and me, done in 2-ply Merino, except for the orange and green French knots, which are 2-ply tussah silk.
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Crochet by my sister 

Heidi Malone, done in 2-ply tussah silk
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Hardanger embroidery by my sister Susan Jacobson, done in 2- and 4-ply cultivated silk









[image: Image]

Tatting by my sister Peggy Gallagher, done in (top) 2-ply tussah silk, (middle) sized cotton singles, (bottom) fine 2-ply 50 Merino/50 cultivated silk










CHAPTER 1


Spinning Basics


You wouldn’t build a house without first putting in a foundation, or it could fall down upon your head. Fortunately, spinning is risk-free, and even if you don’t know the foundational basics, nothing will collapse, and you may even spin a usable and quite beautiful yarn. However, your chances of spinning the yarn you envision are much greater when you understand and practice the basics. This chapter covers several different ways to prepare fleece and draft fiber while spinning, all of which affects the final product.
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The Beauty of Customized Yarns


People who make yarn are not only spinners, they are also yarn designers. Most yarn users who don’t spin have no idea what they’re missing. As spinners, we can customize our yarn to the project at hand, and this process starts out right at the beginning before we even get near the wheel or spindle. What do you plan to make with this yarn? Will it be a next-to-the-skin garment or will it make a rug? These are the considerations that help determine which fiber or blend of fibers you could choose to go into your yarn. Fiber choice is one of the things that determine the way your yarn feels next to your skin, or its hand. The amount of twist in yarn also can affect its hand. Too much might make it stiffer than you planned, while not enough will produce a yarn without integrity and strength. Cabling a yarn tends to harden the hand, so if you’re making a cabled soft yarn, you must start out with very soft fiber.


Some fibers such as silk, bamboo, and suri alpaca have little or no crimp, so they tend to make a yarn that is more dense. They will give you drape, weight, and luster, which is perfect for knitted lace but not so great for a project that requires stitch definition, such as cables or knit/purl designs. For those purposes, you may prefer a crimpy wool fiber and a round 3-ply or cable yarn that will give you clear stitches that hold their shape.




[image: Image]

You may be a product-oriented spinner, with a project in mind for every yarn you spin, or you may enjoy simply arranging your handspun in a bowl to consider and admire as is. These are energized singles, sized and ready to use for weaving.





If fuzz is what you want, kid mohair, angora, or even Samoyed dog hair will develop a beautiful aura in the finished garment. Adult mohair is extremely strong and works well for hard-wearing projects like woven bags or rugs. Whatever the purpose, there is a fiber or fiber blend for it, and you can make yarn with it! Best of all, your project will be one of a kind — yours alone.


When it comes time to use the yarn you’ve made, the fabric is affected by how densely the fibers are spaced. In knitting, for instance, needle size determines the hand: too small and the fabric is “hard” — too large and it is sloppy. In weaving, the same principle is at work when you decide how close to set the warp threads.


What if I just want to spin and not worry about the end use of the yarn? Well, that’s the best part of all! Spinning is so much fun that it can be an end in itself. There are no fiber police and no law that says you have to use your yarn. You can gift or sell it to someone who will. Or, of course, you can artfully arrange it in a bowl and admire it as is.



Yarn Is All About Twist


Many elements make up this thing we call yarn. It could be called a continuous strand of fibers twisted together, but I usually call it that stuff that has taken over my home. As my children fledged, their space was quickly taken up, filled with fiber and skeins that seemed to multiply on their own. I define yarn as an obsession. If you’re obsessed too, and want to read about wraps per inch, twist, and types of ply, read on.


Twist is what spinning is all about: without it, you won’t have yarn. It’s what holds fiber together — like glue. Author and teacher Judith MacKenzie is the first person I heard compare twist to glue, and I think it’s the best way to understand the function of twist in fiber. If you’re making yarn, you’ll certainly want to understand twist, as well as balance. Think of the amount of twist in a yarn as its energy. If you put a given amount of energy into a singles, you must match it with a similar amount of energy when you ply in order for the yarn to be balanced.


The Control Sample


When your singles are freshly spun, allow a length to ply back on itself, and it will instantly pop into balance. If a singles has been on a bobbin even for a short while, some of the twist will have set, making it a little harder to tell if you are adding enough twist when you ply. A simple way to avoid this problem is to make a control sample while you are spinning your singles and save it so that you can refer to it when you start plying. It’s especially good to do this if you’re coming back to the project after not working on it for a time.












Step 1. Pull 11⁄2 to 2 feet of freshly spun singles off your bobbin, and allow it to ply back on itself.
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Step 2. Tie a knot in it, then untwist the spun yarn above the knot and pull it apart.
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Step 3. Tie your control sample onto your wheel and refer back to it as you spin and again when you ply. Every so often, pull a length of singles off the bobbin and let it ply back on itself. Compare to your sample to maintain the same diameter and twist you began with.
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S- and Z-Twisted Yarns


Depending on which way you spin the wheel (or the handspindle), yarn twists in one of two directions: counterclockwise or clockwise. The twists in the resulting yarn are called S or Z.


S-twist yarn. You produce an S twist when you turn your spinning wheel to the left (counterclockwise): the twist angle in this yarn leans to the left just as the center of the letter S does. (Coincidentally, as you begin to print the letter S, your pen travels left.)


Z-twist yarn. You produce a Z twist when you turn your wheel to the right (clockwise): the twist angle of this yarn leans to the right as in the letter Z. (And when you print the letter Z, your pen travels to the right.) Another way to remember which twist is which is to say to yourself, “Zee right way to spin is to Zee right!”
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I wove this plain-weave shawl with natural-color Merino singles, but I twisted the two colors in opposite directions: the dark brown is twisted S; the light brown is Z. Notice that this causes the twisted fringe to also twist in opposite directions.





Most spinners I know spin their singles with a Z twist and ply them S, although some do it the opposite way: both ways are correct. You should consider the end use of your yarn when deciding which direction to spin it. When I am going to knit with my yarn, I like the last plying step to have an S twist because I tend to add a little more S twist to the yarn as I knit. I would rather add a little ply twist than subtract ply twist, which may cause the yarn to appear underplied. When the yarn’s end use is crochet, some spinners choose to spin with an S and ply Z. It’s best to sample and swatch your yarn to see how it responds in your intended use. This is just one of the ways we spinners have an advantage: we can custom design our yarn to fit the project.


Twist is more than just the direction your wheel spins — it can be a major design element when weaving or knitting with energized yarns. (For a description of energized yarns, see page 107.) It animates the finished fabric in fascinating ways. S- and Z-twisted yarns interact with each other and make the piece come alive.







Measuring BALANCE


A simple way to understand and demonstrate twist and balance is to felt a length of roving or top to use as a jumbo example of a single ply.


Step 1. With dark thread, stitch or couch a thick, dark-colored yarn onto the length of the roving to create a line that will show the direction the individual fibers twist in a singles.
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Step 2. Stand and place one end of the roving under your foot to anchor it and start twisting at the other end. As you twist the roving, watch the dark line of stitching and notice the angle of twist emerging. The more twist you add, the more acute the angle becomes. You can measure this with a yarn angle card. It’s pretty hard to tell exactly what the angle is, but you can get close.
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Step 3. Now take the twisted roving and fold it back on itself to create a 2-ply yarn. Add just enough twist to straighten the dark line, thus discharging all the twist energy into the ply. When the individual fiber in the yarn is straight, your yarn is balanced. Notice that the unplied singles in this example has an S twist, and the plied yarn has a Z twist.
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KEEP YOUR BALANCE


Many spinners think that if a freshly plied skein of yarn hangs straight, it is balanced. Not so. It is most likely underplied (which will become apparent when your yarn is washed). In the time it takes to spin enough singles for a skein, some of the twist will set, and you have to compensate for this. A handy tool to have is a magnifying glass or jeweler’s loupe. You can use this to get a really close look at the individual fibers in your yarn and see if they really are straight up and down or if there is still some energy there. Once the yarn is plied, you can measure the angle of twist in the plied yarn. It’s easier to see the angle on a plied yarn than it is in a single ply, and this information, along with wraps per inch (wpi) (see page 18) can help you produce the yarn you want.
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Wraps per Inch


Wraps per inch (wpi) is the way we measure the diameter of yarn. If you roll a piece of yarn around a dowel and it takes 14 times around to fill in one inch, then your wpi for that yarn is 14 (a). Notice that I said roll the yarn onto the dowel. If you wrap the yarn around it, you will add or subtract twist. Master handspinner and teacher Patsy Zawistoski illustrates this by using a flat piece of ribbon instead of round yarn. The ribbon makes it easy to see the twist that is added when you wrap it on (b) instead of rolling it on (c). The wraps should touch but not be smashed together. Just how close you put the wraps on your measuring tool is a matter of judgment, so this measure can vary greatly from one person to the next. Even though this isn’t a perfect measurement, the procedure can give you an idea of the thickness of a yarn or a singles and therefore help you make compatible yarns. This, like many other evaluations in spinning, means judging for yourself according to what you see and feel. If you are consistent in the way you personally measure wpi, you can use this measurement for your own comparisons. Another person’s numbers on the same yarn could be quite different from yours. Along with the angle of twist measurement, wpi should enable you to duplicate a yarn if you have some of its original fiber. At least you could spin a yarn that would be compatible in the same project.




Getting it right. Roll yarn around a dowel to determine wraps per inch.
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Wrapping. Wrapping a ribbon on a dowel exposes the unwanted result: twisted ribbon.
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Rolling. By rolling the ribbon on the dowel you ensure that there’s no twist.
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For Sale: Tempting Fleece


Many a new spinner finds that she or he has not only gained a great new skill and pastime but has also acquired a nose for wool. You suddenly realize that the pasture you have blindly driven past for years has sheep in it! Enthusiasm can lead you to take the first fleece you stumble upon, and that’s okay for experience, but be aware that it may not be the best suited for your dream project. Successful yarn starts with your choice of wool. How it is then washed and prepared can make the spinning experience either tedious or pure pleasure.


Many spinners purchase all of their fiber prepared and ready to spin. We are fortunate to live in a time when this is possible. In the 1970s when I started spinning, I never even imagined the choices we now have, from raw fleece to painted merino top, silk, yak down, bamboo, and everything in between. That said, there is something extremely satisfying about processing your fiber from its raw state. Some of us actually get a little dizzy with fiber lust when exposed to the smell of freshly shorn wool. For whatever reason, its draw is powerful enough to cause an otherwise thrifty person at a fleece sale to mysteriously find herself before the cashier’s desk surrounded by more sheep-size bags of wool than she can carry, as she forks over this month’s grocery budget.
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With the popularity of spinning, businesses that cater to the spinner have sprung up, and the industry has grown. You can purchase fiber that is ready to spin in the form of roving (carded preparations), top (combed preparations), pencil rovings (thinner, predrafted-type top or rovings), carded batts, and more. You can buy fiber blends in all these preparations both dyed and undyed. With processed fiber so readily available, you could spin your whole life and never buy a raw fleece. You could, but you’d be missing out on a lot of fiber fun, because you can also wash and process your own batts, top, and rolags.


Buying a fleece is a heady experience, so don’t get carried away and purchase just any old fleece. There are many breeds of sheep, and their fleeces all have different characteristics. Some, such as Merino, Targhee, and Rambouillet, have fleece with fibers that are fine and soft, with many crimps per inch. Yarn from these fleeces is nice for next-to-the-skin garments. Then there are breeds like Corriedale, Montadale, and Columbia, which have fibers that are a little less fine but still quite soft and crimpy. Fleece from the longwools, such as the Leicester family, Cotswold, and Lincoln, has a larger wavy crimp and more luster. These can be soft and silky, like Bluefaced Leicester fibers, but the fibers are mostly more on the coarse end of the spectrum. Romney falls in the long-wool category, but often leans toward a smaller crimp than other longwools. They are all lovely to spin.


Evaluating cleanliness. Even within breeds, each sheep’s wool can vary quite a lot among individuals, so look closely at a fleece you are considering buying. Cleanliness is a very important factor. Because wool is greasy, it attracts dirt. Most dirt will wash out, but not the dreaded vegetable matter (or VM). If the sheep has worn a coat (yes, there are coats for sheep), there won’t be much VM, but you can expect to pay a premium price. A lot of VM can be picked or flicked out, but if the debris is tiny and abundant, it may be wise to pass on the fleece.
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Compare the fine Cormo (left), with its multiple, small crimps evenly dispersed along every fiber, with Cotswold-Longwool Leicester crossbreed (right), with its coarser, more wavy crimp.





When a fleece is prepared for sale, it is usually unrolled and skirted. This means that the less desirable wool (usually around the edges) is removed. If a fleece is heavily skirted, the person doing the skirting took out everything that was questionable, such as tags (heavy, dangly bits of wool packed full of manure). If the tags and other debris are just rolled up into the bundle of wool, they can add quite a bit of weight, not to mention “ish,” as my grandma would say, to the fleece. Because fleeces are generally sold by the pound, ask how heavily a fleece has been skirted before purchasing. If possible, roll it out and see for yourself.


Evaluating fleece type. The length of a lock of wool is called the staple, and it partially determines the way you spin a fleece. Anything shorter than 3 inches, such as some very fine wools or lamb’s wool, may require handcarding instead of drumcarding or flicking. Some longwools can be very long (7 or more inches), too long for drum- or handcarding, but they could be flicked or combed.


When you look at a fleece, take an individual lock and look closely at the crimp. Any inconsistencies could indicate an area of weakness. When a sheep is stressed or ill, the animal’s energy and nutrients are drawn away from the wool to more imminent needs, and this can cause what is called a broken fleece. Even if you can’t see a weak area on a lock, you can usually hear it. Take a small lock, hold it near your ear, and pull firmly to test the strength. When the wool is tender or broken, you can hear it snap — it sort of crackles. A little bit of tenderness in a fine fleece is probably okay if you gently hand process the wool, but you shouldn’t send it off to be commercially processed, or you could end up with little noils (broken bits) in the roving.


Finding sources. If you can’t or don’t want to wash and process a raw fleece but still want to buy one to spin, there are many businesses, from very large organizations to very small cottage industries, that will wash and card the fiber for you. Some process as little as one fleece, while others require minimums. Ask at your guild for any in your area, or check on Ravelry (the online fiber forum).
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Raw fleece for sale at the New York Sheep and Wool Festival





More and more farmers are raising sheep with spinners in mind, and fiber festivals are a great place to find these farmers and their fleece, sometimes washed and carded. Festivals are often listed on guild websites and SpinOff magazine. If there is a spinning guild in your area, join! Other spinners can help you connect with local farmers, dyers, and wool vendors. Many wool breeders who sell online will send a small fleece sample so you can get an idea of what you’re buying if you are too far away to see it in person. Once you develop a relationship with a seller, you can be more confident of their products. Seek out that perfect fleece, ask an experienced friend for a second opinion, and try your hand at processing from the beginning.





The Prickle Factor


Ah, the prickle factor. Why is it that sometimes the seemingly softest fiber isn’t quite as comfortable as you expect it to be? I knitted a beautiful scarf out of a fine Merino blended with cashmere (90/10), thinking it would be heavenly to wear. It was … for about three minutes. That’s when the prickle factor kicked in. Many of the softest fibers are from animals with multiple coats that contain not only desirably soft fibers but also scratchy hairs, which must be separated out and removed. Cashmere is one of these fibers, and for someone with really sensitive skin, it takes only a couple of overlooked hairs to irritate. Even some French angora with its spiky guard hairs can be itchy.
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This entrelac scarf knitted with a handspun Merino/cashmere blend (90/10) turned out not to be as soft and comfortable as I anticipated.





Test questionable fiber by placing a little piece of it on a sensitive area like your neck or inside your sock against your ankle. Wear it around. If you forget it’s there, it will probably be fine for you. Be sure to spin the sample of fiber and test again, however, because twisting the fiber into yarn is often what makes the spiky bits stick out. If you discover your luxury fiber has too much prickle to use next to your skin, don’t despair! Use it for a garment to be worn in a less sensitive area. Most people can wear on their hands or head the same fiber that drives them up a wall on their necks. Consider, too, that just because something itches you doesn’t mean it will itch your friend or spouse. Itch tolerance varies from person to person. Find that person with skin of steel and shower them with woolly gifts. They’ll love you for it!






Washing Fleece


One of my favorite steps in the spinning process is washing the wool. It can be almost magical, like unwrapping a special present, when this beautiful, fluffy wool that was hidden underneath all of that grease and dirt is revealed.


Everyone, including me, seems to have his or her preferred way to wash wool, but your way will depend on your equipment and your space, as well as the specific fleece. It’s very important to learn what conditions cause wool to felt. Avoid disaster by remembering these points:




	Heat + agitation = felt


	Warm wool shocked with cold water or air = felt





Keep each of these factors in mind and use a very gentle hand when the wool is wet, and you’ll prevent felting and come out with a great result.


Skirting. Spread out an old sheet or shower curtain and roll the whole fleece out on it, cut side down. Remove any straw, debris, and dirty tags or bad wool from the outside edges. Flip the whole thing over, cut side up. Pick off any short bits or second cuts the shearer may have made on the wool.


Sorting. Look over the wool and feel different areas of the fleece. If the color, texture, or quality varies from one area to the next, you may want to sort the fleece into different piles. I like to separate the wool into fist-size locks, using the tips as the key to separating them. I grasp the tip area with the fingers of both hands and gently pull the lock apart from tip to cut end. It’s important to keep the lock intact. With clearly defined locks, you’ll have more options later when you prepare and spin it. If you just randomly pull the wool apart, you mess up the locks, making it difficult if you choose later to flick them. Next, I put the separated locks into mesh lingerie bags, which keep the fibers from floating apart when they’re in the water and give you something to hold on to when you move the wet wool.




[image: Image]

Sort. Place separated locks in laundry bag.





Testing. To test your fleece for feltability, wash one lock and then rinse it in hot water. Usually the cut ends are the first thing to felt, so look to see if they tend to stick together. Rough up the test lock in soapy hot water to see how much agitation it can take before it felts. Rinse the lock in hot water and then shock it with cold — the ultimate test! If that doesn’t felt it, you have some very felt-resistant wool. This series of tests will give you an idea of just what type of handling your fleece requires. If the cut ends felt right at the beginning of your testing with little agitation or temperature change, you will know that you must be especially gentle while washing it.


Presoak. I like to start the washing process with an overnight soak in cool water to get out a lot of the dirt. (The resulting “wool tea” is great for watering plants.) Fill 5-gallon buckets with water and lower the mesh bags of dry wool locks into them. The next day give them a gentle up-and-down swish and raise to drain. Hang the bags for a while. Don’t do a lot of squeezing as this can cause sensitive wool to felt.
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Wash and rinse. Remove washed and rinsed locks from bag.





Washing. Use a large container, such as a bucket, basin, or your toploading washer (don’t let washer agitate). In a dishpan, I wash 8 to 10 ounces at a time; in the washing machine, 2 to 3 pounds. I use my hottest tap water and plenty of grease-cutting detergent, such as Dawn. Avoid laundry detergents, which have a lot of enzymes that dissolve the protein in wool. The amount to wash at a time and the amount of detergent to use both depend on how concentrated the detergent is and how greasy and dirty your wool is. Targhee, for instance, is practically dripping with grease, so use more detergent for it. In a full washer, I use about 1⁄2 to 1 cup for a washer full of really greasy wool.


Fill your receptacle with hot water, mix in detergent, and then gently lower the wool into the water; leave it for 15 to 30 minutes. If the wool has seriously crusted-in dirt, usually on the tips, let it soak longer. If the wool isn’t likely to felt, gently swish the bags up and down a bit to release dirt and grease before draining out water. Either lift out bags and let them drain or use the toploading washer to spin out excess water using the spin-only setting, or turn off water to washer while it spins. I usually have to repeat this step at least one more time.
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Dry. When locks are thoroughly dry, they’re ready for processing.





Rinsing. Remove wool, fill container with hot water to rinse, then lower bags into rinse water; let them sit for 5 to 10 minutes. Gently swish up and down (if your fleece won’t easily felt), then drain and spin as before. It may take two or more rinses for the water to clear. For extremely feltable fleece, you may want to spin out only on the last rinse; on all other washes and rinses, let the bag hang a while to drain water.


Drying. Remove your clean, damp wool from the mesh bags and spread it out on a sheet on the deck or the floor to dry. A sweater dryer or a window screen hung from the ceiling is nice if you wash a lot of wool. As the wool dries it will fluff up and transform into what wool is supposed to look like. Watch out for small children and pets who may be tempted to roll around in it. Remember, when drying wool, wool fiber can hold a lot of water. Just because it feels dry, it probably isn’t, so give it extra time to dry thoroughly before processing or storing. Wool fiber is weaker when wet, and carding damp wool could break the fibers.





An Introduction to Woolen versus Worsted Yarn




	
Woolen yarn is airy and lofty with a lot of fuzz, because the fibers are not aligned. Rolags prepared on handcards and spun with a long backward draw allow you to spin this type yarn.


	
Worsted describes yarns with fibers that lie parallel, usually prepared by combing (see page 36). The yarn is smooth, and items woven with it tend to have a lovely drape.





For more about these yarns and how to handle them, see Drafting Techniques, pages 50–51.




[image: Image]








Mastering Handcarding


Processing fleece by hand is rewarding, and we are helped along in the journey with the right tools. This section covers using wool and cotton handcards, a flicker (or flick carder), wool combs, and a drumcarder. You have several choices, because every tool doesn’t work for every fiber, but learning how and when to use the right tool makes the work pleasant. We’ll start with one of the most basic: handcarding.


Every year, I demonstrate at our state fair, and a number of elderly men often stop to watch and confide that as children they used to handcard wool for their mothers. It was considered a chore for boys, as the spinning was a chore for girls and mothers. Today, even though they might have chosen handspinning as a relaxing and pleasant pastime, there are people who still think of handcarding as a chore. Yes, it is repetitive, but so is spinning. When it comes down to it, carding, flicking, and combing can also be relaxing and quite rewarding as the perfect rolags, flicked locks, or round little nests of combed fiber pile up.
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