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A Love Affair with Wool


We love wool. We love sheep. That’s why we wrote The Fleece & Fiber Sourcebook. Many readers have asked for a smaller book that they could carry with them or give to friends who are new to fiber arts. We listened!


Why are we so fond of wool? Well, first, it is all natural. It’s also surprisingly diverse and exceptionally practical. It provides warmth in cold climates, while it also makes a great cool fabric for warm weather. Desert-living people — from Navajos to Bedouins — have long histories with sheep and wool.






About the Breed Notes


All of the locks shown in the photographs in the pages that follow have been washed but not otherwise manipulated. Quite a few do not match the length ranges specified for a year’s growth. Wool is a natural material, and you will sometimes encounter out-of-spec measurements, as we did. The shearing may have been done a little early. The shearer may have left a little wool in place because of the weather or to avoid nicking the sheep. Or the animal just may naturally grow a little less wool than the “standard.”


Conservation Breed. A breed whose population may be at risk for any of a number of reasons. Breeds noted as critical in this regard have very low numbers.


Field notes. Use this section to track wools you’ve bought, shepherds you want to contact, and similar details.







Not all wools are created equal! There are more than a thousand breeds of sheep, each with its own intrinsic wool characteristics. Some grow negligible wool, while others have superlong fleeces. Some fine wools can be worn comfortably by babies, while strong wools can last for centuries in heavily used rugs. Some wools felt readily, while others won’t felt at all. Some are springy, while others are dense and supple. For us, learning about these diversities of sheep and experimenting with their wools is a great adventure.


Fiber characteristics vary widely not only between breeds but also within breeds, and sometimes even throughout an individual fleece. Wool changes with an animal’s age, health, and environmental circumstances. A lamb’s first fleece will be its finest and softest. A sheep that was sick or subjected to other stress may grow a fleece with weak spots. The next year that same animal could grow strong and beautiful fiber. Every fleece has distinct, individual qualities.


Wool comes in many natural colors, but it can also be dyed. White wool is the usual choice for dyeing, while overdyeing naturally colored wools can create lovely, nuanced colors. Wools from different breeds take up dyes differently. Dyeing offers infinite possibilities!




Learning What a Fiber Can Tell You


When you are learning to tell one wool from another, consider its crimp, fiber length, and fiber diameter, and look at the types and mix of fibers in the fleece.


Crimp. Crimp, which consists of the natural kinks or waves in individual fibers, forms as those fibers grow; it is permanent. Crimp can be tight and well organized, or loose and disorganized. The crimpier the wool, the more elasticity it has, so crimpy wools make great socks or other items that need to stretch and rebound. Wools with less crimp drape elegantly.
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High crimp (left), Montadale; low crimp (right), Llanwenog







Fiber length. Our estimates of fiber lengths represent common annual growth. Many fleeces (even in our sample photos!) fall outside those ranges.
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Different fiber lengths (left to right): Santa Cruz, Norfolk Horn, American Karakul







Fiber diameter. Historic grading approaches, like the Bradford Count and Blood Count, were based on the educated fingers and eyes of trained evaluators. Technology has allowed us to report fiber diameters based on micron counts. A micron is a measurement equal to one-millionth of one meter. An interesting thing about micron counts is that two fibers can report the same micron count, yet feel different in your hand. Think of it as two pieces of paper that weigh the same, but one is slick magazine-type paper and the other a natural rice paper: you know the difference as soon as you feel them, even if they weigh the same. And trained or not, our sense of touch is still one of our best guides to fiber quality.


Single-coated; double-coated. A fleece can be single-coated (containing only wool); double-coated (containing two coats, a coarse outercoat and a fine undercoat); or composed of three types of fibers (add in kemp).
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Single-coated fleece (left), Hill Radnor; double-coated fleece (right), Navajo Churro







Wool; hair; kemp. The term wool can apply to an entire fleece, but it also refers to a specific type of fiber within a fleece. Wool fibers are relatively fine, and have crimp and elasticity; even coarse wool fibers are much finer than hair fibers. Hair fibers are straighter, smooth, strong, and inelastic. Kemp fibers are coarse, brittle, and almost always shorter than the other fibers. Dye “hides” in the hollow centers of kemp, a trait that is used in producing true tweeds.


So, with this brief intro, we wish you well as you explore the wonderful world of wool and sheep!
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A fleece that contains hair (the longest fibers), wool (most of the fibers), and kemp (short, brittle fibers), Swaledale









Wool Allergies?


Recently I overheard a woman at a fiber event saying to a friend, “Oh, I can’t wear wool. I have a wool allergy.”


I swung around and asked, “Are you allergic to your hair?”


She hesitated a second, then said that no, she wasn’t. I started to explain that wool is chemically the same as hair: The proteins and amino acids that form our hair, skin, and fingernails are the same as those in wool. I then elaborated: People may truly be allergic to the lanolin naturally found in wool (though wool can be cleaned to where lanolin is practically nonexistent); some are allergic to plant material on raw fleece; and some are allergic to chemicals used in growing or processing wool. However, almost all people who say they are allergic to wool are not.


They do experience real discomfort! Yet the cause is stiff fiber ends that stick out from the yarn and irritate the skin. Yes, it causes redness and feels bad. This occurs mostly with fibers that have diameters greater than about 30 microns. Most fibers below 30 microns, such as those produced by Merinos, Rambouillets, or other fine-wool sheep, don’t scratch. Every individual human has a different level of sensitivity, and some fine fibers are more flexible than others, but almost anyone can find wools to wear comfortably. Wool is too wonderful to miss out on because of a misconception. If you’re seriously doubtful, check out wools with fiber diameters between 18 and 23 microns. I pointed the woman to a breeder who was selling Rambouillet yarn a couple of stalls down, and she promised to buy a skein and try it.


Once she discovers the right wool for her purposes, she’ll be in love, too.


 — Carol











American Miniature Cheviot


These small sheep were originally given a name that may or may not be an appropriate reflection of their origins, and results in confusion with the Brecknock Hill Cheviots of Wales, which are about twice their size. For miniature sheep, they produce an exceptional weight of good-quality wool. Like the fiber grown by the other Cheviots, it is high-bulk and resilient. While most Cheviot wool is white, American Miniature Cheviot fleeces come in a variety of natural colors. The breed standards and some of the genetics (by way of transferred semen) are being used to develop a miniature Cheviot line in Australia. See Cheviot for dyeing and use information.
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Origin: North America


	
Fleece weights: 31⁄2–8 pounds (1.5–3.75 kg)


	
Staple lengths: 3"–7" (8–18 cm)



	
Fiber diameters: 25–32 microns


	
Natural colors: White, black, brown, and multicolored









[image: JPolak-121219-7462_LOcopy2.jpg]










Docile, hardy, cute, and raised primarily as pets, this breed also grows sizeable fleeces that yield high-bulk, resilient wool.











Arcotts: Canadian, Outaouais, and Rideau


Because the Arcotts were intended for meat production, there are no wool specifications in the breed standards and fleeces are called “variable.” That doesn’t mean they don’t make pleasant and rewarding spinning!


All three breeds represent very mixed ancestry. The Canadian Arcott was bred primarily from Suffolk (37%), Île-de-France, Leicester, North Country Cheviot, and Romnelet. The Outaouais Arcott came mostly from Finnsheep (49%), Shropshire, and Suffolk. The Rideau Arcott was produced with Finnsheep (40%), Suffolk, East Friesian, Shropshire, and Dorset Horn. Other breeds that contributed small percentages to one or more of the Arcotts include Border Leicester, Corriedale, Dorset, East Friesian, Finnsheep, Île-de-France, Lincoln, North Country Cheviot, Romnelet, Shropshire, and Southdown.


Effect of dyes. Luster, and therefore dye brilliance, varies although they all dye well.


Best uses. Expect midgrade white wools from them all, with specific qualities depending on which pieces of the fiber genetics are expressed in the individual sheep. The yarns are suitable for making items like sweaters, hats, mittens, and blankets.




	
Origin: Canada (Ontario)


	
Fleece weights: About 41⁄2–51⁄2 pounds (2–2.4 kg) for 8 months’ growth


	
Staple lengths: Estimated 21⁄2"–31⁄2" (6–9 cm)


	
Fiber diameters: Estimated mid 20s to low 30s in microns


	
Natural colors: White
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Arcott is a name coined by Agriculture Canada to describe the Agricultural Research Centre of Ottawa, in Ontario, which developed three sheep breeds — the Canadian Arcott, the Outaouais Arcott, and the Rideau Arcott — between the 1960s and the 1980s. Agriculture Canada developed a fourth breed, the DLS, at the same time at Lennoxville, Quebec.











Conservation Breed


Badger Face Welsh Mountain


Bred primarily for meat, this breed produces sturdy, firm-textured fleece. Locks are rectangular, with short, tapering tips and a definite crimp.
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Effect of dyes. Light-colored fleece from this sheep is interesting to dye, and yields tweedy results.


Best uses. While too rough for next-to-the-skin wear, Badger Face Welsh Mountain is a good choice for tweeds and other outerwear, rugs, baskets, upholstery, and other durable items.








The “badger face” description refers to the color patterning on the face and body of the sheep. There are two types of Badger Face Welsh Mountain sheep, each the reverse of the other: Torddu means “black belly” and Torwen means “white belly” in Welsh. As wool is taken from the animals’ backs and sides rather than their bellies, Torddu sheep have light-colored wool; Torwen wool is dark colored.











Conservation Breed


Balwen Welsh Mountain


The coarse, short fibers of this primarily meat breed have striking coloration and produce a dark, robust, almost tough wool. Locks are blocky, with short, curly tips. Whether you flick or card it, this wool requires a delicate balance between grist and twist.
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Effect of dyes. Only dark gray fibers will take dye at all.


Best uses. Balwen wool is best used for outerwear, tweeds, and sturdy fabrics, and will yield relatively lightweight items that can take a lot of abuse.




	
Origin: Wales


	
Fleece weights: 21⁄4–41⁄2 pounds (1–2 kg)


	
Staple lengths: 2"–31⁄2" (5–9 cm)


	
Fiber diameters: 32–50 microns


	
Natural colors: Black, brown, dark gray









[image: JPolak-121218-6971_LOcopy2.jpg]










Balwen Welsh Mountain sheep almost died out in 1947, during one of the United Kingdom’s coldest and snowiest winters in recent centuries. Only one ram survived, along with a small number of ewes.











Beulah Speckled Face


Although little known outside the Welsh countryside, this breed grows fleece that is easy to prepare, with locks that open nicely, and textures ranging from medium to quite coarse.
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Effect of dyes. The fleece is so consistently white that dyeing it produces clean colors.


Best uses. The resulting yarn is crisp enough for good stitch definition. At the finer end, these fleeces can make a springy, multipurpose yarn suitable for everyday garments and textiles. The coarser fleeces are suitable for rugs, pillows, and other household items that need to be hard-wearing.




	
Origin: Wales


	
Fleece weights: 3–5 pounds (1.25–2.25 kg)


	
Staple lengths: 3"–5" (8–13 cm)


	
Fiber diameters: 25–36 microns


	
Natural colors: White
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Beulah sheep take the longer version of their name — Eppynt Hill and Beulah Speckled Face Sheep — in part from a hilly area of south-central Wales. The breed’s origins remain a complete mystery. It may be a truly native breed, the result of natural and human selection in a small geographic area, as there is no mention of crossings with other breeds in any literature.











Conservation Breed


Black Welsh Mountain


The relatively uniform fleece of this breed is uniquely solid black, dense, and firm, with almost no kemp. Locks are easily separated, and spinning from the lock is an option.
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Best uses. The resulting yarn has good loft, and is relatively soft, lightweight, and extremely durable, making it appropriate for use in many garments and household textiles, including sweaters, hats, mittens, and blankets. You can blend Black Welsh Mountain wool with similar length/diameter white wools to produce a spectrum of grays.




	
Origin: Wales


	
Fleece weights: 21⁄4–51⁄2 pounds (1–2.25 kg)


	
Staple lengths: 2"–4" (5–10 cm)


	
Fiber diameters: 26–36 microns


	
Natural colors: Deep black
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The only breed of Welsh Mountain sheep found in North America, the Black Welsh Mountain was developed strictly for the color of its fleece, which is a true black, not just a very deep brown, although the tips may become reddish from sun exposure.











Bleu du Maine


Although not well known as a breed-specific fiber for textile work, Bleu du Maine offers easy-to-process fleece with good fiber length. Its long staples have short, pointed tips and a well-developed, wavy crimp pattern. You can flick or tease and spin from the locks, card, or comb. The wool is pleasant to spin with either woolen or worsted techniques. A woolen approach will emphasize the fiber’s loft; a worsted approach will still have a light quality.
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