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  With Heartfelt Dedication




  Iwould like to dedicate this book to all those weavers of rag rugs who left behind so many wonderful examples of their work for me to discover and to study.




  I’m sure they never considered their rag rugs to be works of art. Their resourcefulness, frugality, and creative ways are evident in each one of these old rag rugs. I am positive that their intent was to make a meager living at weaving or at least contribute to the family’s income. I wonder if they thought about the little bits of torn fabric as they wove them into the rug. Did they think about these thin little contributions and remember where the fabric originally started out? Maybe they remembered that strip from the children’s play clothes and this piece from Grandma’s old apron—but most likely they simply had a rug to weave, and dozens more after that. There was a job to do and they did it. I can promise you that they didn’t think about me a hundred years in the future looking closely at their rugs and studying them and romantically making up stories in my mind about those little thin strips of fabric.




  I am indebted to all these old weavers who have taught me through their work to have pride in what you weave and to make a quality product that will last for years—just as their rugs have. I hope that someday, someone will look at my work and wonder, if only for a moment, about the weaver who created the piece. I would like to think we all hope for this.




  There is a wonderful saying that you sometimes find cross-stitched on old samplers and show towels that goes like this: “When I am dead and in my grave and all my bones are rotten, when this you see, remember me, lest I be forgotten.” A little morbid, don’t you think? But just the same, a valuable quote to remember as you weave your own rag rug. Weave it with pride and weave it to last.




  Happy weaving!
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  Introduction




  Ibought my first loom in 1976. It was a massive loom with two harness frames. Although my patterning possibilities were limited, it still allowed me to weave plain weave and I spent the next few months thinking about all the different ways that I could weave and make patterns with just two harness. Of course, 1976 was the bicentennial of our country and this united with my natural interest in history to raise my interest in anything remotely related to things “Old Timey.” Perhaps that is why I bought that huge antique barn frame loom rather than something of a more reasonable size for my home. In any event, it proved to be the right choice. When I discovered rag rugs, I had just the right loom to start weaving them on.




  When you weave a rag rug, you join in a tradition that dates back over a hundred years. When exactly rag weaving began is unknown, but many believe it started in several places around the world, most likely during the late eighteenth or early nineteenth century. The practice began in part because of the industrial revolution and the introduction of machine-woven cotton fabric. Prior to this period, hand-woven fabric was a precious commodity, and people didn’t have extra rags to tear up and weave into rugs. Even old, threadbare fabric would find a use somewhere else in the home: A large bed sheet with a hole would become a pillow case; worn-out pillow cases would be used as cleaning rags or to patch other fabrics. But with the invention of mechanical looms, fabric became much cheaper and quicker to make, and common people, for the first time, had fabric to spare for weaving into floor coverings.
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    Typical hit-and-miss rag rug from the early twentieth century


  




  Fairly early on, merchants in the Americas were offering strips of brightly colored warp-face carpeting with bold stripes and some simple color and weave effects such as log cabin patterns. They were woven as plain weave on just two shafts and went by the name “Venetian Carpets.” (The carpeting was imported from England and had nothing to do with the city of Venice, Italy.) It didn’t take long for American weavers to see the popularity of this type of carpeting, so they started weaving variations of this Venetian carpet. Weavers would take out advertisements in local newspapers offering their services to weave “fancy coverlets” or carpets.




  In the later part of the nineteenth century, when the popularity of the coverlet started to decrease, weavers continued to weave rag carpets to keep their doors open. The weaver would provide the warp, and the customer would bring the weft for the rug, with the rags already cut into strips and sewn together. The weaver would have designed his or her own patterns for the rug’s warp. These might be a simple plain colored cotton warp or an alternating light and dark colored warp. The later arrangement is known as log cabin and produces short horizontal dashes of dark and light colors.




  When homeowners were ready to have new carpeting made, they would invite their community to come to their home for a carpet party. Rags and clothing that had been saved for years would be brought out and the guests attending the party would cut them into strips, sew the strips together, and wind them into balls. Those sewing the strips together were careful to mix up the colors of the fabric, avoiding having too many strips of the same color sewn together, which would result in large pools of a single color in the rug. This attractive style of alternating the colors randomly, mixing darks with lights, is now refered to as a “hitand- miss” rag rug.




  

    [image: ]




    Late-nineteenth-century Venetian carpet
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    Early-twentieth-century Japanese obis made using the sakiori technique


  




  Rag rugs were also very popular throughout Scandinavia in the mid-nineteenth century—and in such a cold climate it’s not hard to imagine why. I have seen photographs of nineteenth-century Scandinavian homes where rag rugs were laid close together and on top of each other to keep the drafts from coming up between the floorboards. A popular style of rag rugs from this period was ripsmatta; these rugs used bold geometric patterns with diamond and circle motifs, resembling coverlet patterns. These rugs were most likely woven by professional weavers, not by rural home weavers.




  Around the same time in Japan, weavers were recycling cotton rags in a slightly different way. For many years, peasant farmers and coastal fisherman and their families wore clothing woven from bast fiber such as hemp, nettle, and the processed inner bark of trees. Around the mid- to late nineteenth century, rag merchants began to sell worn-out pieces of cotton fabric in the countryside. Rural weavers began to use strips of cotton fabric ¼ to ⅓ inch wide as weft in hemp or other bast fiber warp. Using only two-shaft looms and weaving in plain weave, they produced a fabric that was not only much softer to the touch than the bast fabric they had been wearing, but also quite durable. This technique, known as sakiori, immediately became a popular way of weaving fabric for clothing. Sakiori was woven on narrow warps sometimes only twelve inches wide. In later years and even today, weavers have taken sakiori to a whole new level, weaving narrow strips of fabric that can only be described as works of art. Today, sakiori is highly sought after by textile collectors and decorators to use as art fabrics for wall hangings and pillows.




  I will warn you right now that weaving rag rugs is addictive. When I started out, I learned something new with each rug I wove. I learned that by changing the colors of the warp threads and arranging the colors in stripes I could add beauty and variations to this humble textile and push it forward in a new direction. I was having the time of my life discovering all the possibilities of weaving these simple rag rugs—and I have spent decades now enjoying weaving them. My hope is that you will have as much fun as I do in this craft—and in your connection to the hundreds of weavers in the past who supplemented their income by weaving rag rugs in their community.
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  When weaving rag rugs—or any other heavy textile—you need to be mindful of the fact that you are asking oversized materials to be tightly interwoven together to make a solid, hard-wearing item. Rag rugs need to be woven on sturdy looms that will withstand heavy beating; much of the other equipment that you use also needs to be extra strong to handle the challenge of a rag rug. Let’s take a look at all the things you will need to make a great rag rug.




  Loom




  It’s easy to get excited about weaving a rag rug and forget to make sure you have a suitable loom to weave it on. Your loom needs to be heavy, sturdy, and very strong. When looking over a loom, make sure that the frame is made of thick and heavy timbers, with tight joints where the pieces come together. This will add to the overall strength.




  Most floor looms are fine to weave a rag rug on; the heavier the loom, the better the final results. A portable floor loom that can fold up for easier moving is not a good choice for weaving rugs. Each spot on the loom that folds is a weak spot, and every weak spot compromises the overall sturdiness of the loom. Smaller portable looms and table top looms will work for other types of rag weaving (such as rag placemats, table runners, and and lightweight textiles such as Japanese sakiori fabric), but for a rug you really want a solidly built floor loom.




  

    [image: ]




    High-castle jack loom


  




  Before you start your rug, go over the loom and tighten the nuts and bolts or tap in the wedges that hold the frame together.




  Weighting the beater of your loom is great trick to help you beat the rags into the web of your rug. There are numerous ways to do this, but the one that I think works the best is to simply attach a heavy steel bar to the underside of the beater. I went to a local welding shop and told the owner what my intentions were and they fixed me up with a piece of steel that was about ⅜ of an inch thick and 2½ inches wide. They cut this piece to a length that just fit between the uprights of the beater and drilled holes several inches apart down the length of the bar. All I had to do was screw the bar to the beater. The steel bar added about 10 pounds to the beater. At first I was concerned that the added weight would have to be removed when I wasn’t weaving rugs, but I got used to the weight of the beater and for textiles and fabrics that require a lighter beat I simply pull my punches and don’t beat as hard.
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    A steel bar for weighting the beater
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    Brace your loom with wood blocks


  




  You may want to ask your loom manufacturer if they offer a weighted beater for the loom. If you can order the weights directly from the manufacturer, it could save you a lot of time.




  Another good way to prep your loom for the heavy work of rug making is to brace the front uprights to prevent the loom from sliding forward as you beat. To do this, simply cut two pieces of heavy wood to a length that allows you to place them between the front uprights and an outside wall of your weaving studio. They should be about 27 to 30 inches long so as to give you enough space to place your bench between the wall and the loom. Make sure there is a thick and tall baseboard on the outside wall—or even better, brace your loom against a concrete block wall. You don’t want to drive the supports through the wall!




  When selecting a loom to weave rag rugs, you also want to think about the shedding action. There are three types of looms to consider. Jack looms have a shedding system that raises the shafts. There are also counterbalance looms and countermarch looms, in which the shafts move in opposite directions. The two latter types of looms are generally preferred by rug weavers the world over because of the increased shed opening. This makes it easier to work with large shuttles wound with bulky materials. With the jack loom, the warp threads lie on the shuttle race of the beater and are at their lowest position when the shed is being opened. The warp needs to be kept tight for rag rug weaving, but if it is too tight, it can be difficult to achieve a shed that allows for easy weaving. If you are weaving on a jack loom you might need to decrease the tension on the warp slightly to get a great shed. With the counterbalance or countermarch loom the tight warp threads pass through the loom’s reed above the shuttle race at a distance about a third the height of the reed. The warp moves both up and down, creating a larger shed than can be achieved on a jack loom, where the warp only goes up.




  The counterbalance loom works well as a two- or four-shaft loom, but the countermarch loom, with its more complex tie-up, can easily weave as an eight-, ten-, sixteen-, or twenty-shaft loom. However, there are very few instances in weaving rag rugs where an eight-shaft loom is required. Warp-face rep weave is an exception, as with this type of weaving, the designs become crisper and more complex the more shafts you use. The majority of rag rugs can be woven on four or fewer shafts; many are woven as a simple plain weave.




  Another important consideration is the type of heddle on your loom. Heddles with small eyes are more difficult to thread and also present a chaffing problem for thicker warp threads. Inserted eye heddles and nylon heddles are good choices for rug weaving as they allow the warp threads to pass through more easily. The nylon heddles are very flexible and may be slightly slower to thread than the wire heddles with the inserted eye. I prefer the inserted eye heddles on a shaft with a solid frame and the nylon heddles on Scandinavianstyle looms that have wooden heddle bars only on the top and bottom of the shaft.
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    Jack loom
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    Countermarch loom


  




  The loom will have either a flat warp beam or a sectional warp beam (easily recognized by the wooden or metal pins that extend outward from the beam and divide the beam into one- or two-inch sections). The flat warp beam is more common. When you wind the warp onto this beam you will need to separate the layers with heavy paper, single-face corrugated paper, or the tried-and-true method used for centuries, wooden slats. The wooden slats are inserted into the warp with each turn of the beam. Several slats per turn is not excessive as this helps to keep the warp under even tension. If you are using heavy paper or corrugated paper, feed it into the warp as you wind the warp onto the warp beam to separate the layers. Without the wooden slats or paper, the warp will collapse under the tension put on it when weaving.
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    Heddles
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    Counterbalance loom with sectional beam
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    Corrugated paper wound between the layers of warp


  




  The sectional warp beam, with its dividers, doesn’t require paper or slats because the pegs extending out from the warp beam support the warp threads, preventing them from spreading and collapsing under the warp’s tension. With this kind of warp beam, the warp is wound one section at a time. See chapter 4 for more on warping this kind of warp beam.




  Shuttles




  The rag rug weaver’s shuttles are larger than the boat shuttles used for fabric weaving. They need to be able to hold large amounts of rags so that the weaver can weave several inches of the rug before having to join a new end. Rag shuttles remind me of a catamaran boat: They have two smoothly finished side boards turned on end and held together with two or three crosspieces. The space between the side boards measures between 1½ and 2 inches. This allows you to wind several yards of rags flatly, without folding or twisting, around the middle of the shuttle.
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    A sectional warp beam
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    Rag shuttle
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    Ski shuttle
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    Rug shuttle


  




  Ski shuttles resemble a ski with two turned up ends. A board attached perpendicularly to the flat side of the ski holds the rags. With each of these shuttles you need to wind the rags onto the shuttle by hand and then unwind the rags by a few turns before you throw the shuttle. The process may seem very awkward at first, but remember that rag rugs weave up very quickly.
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