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INTRODUCTION

So you think you want to spin your own yarns? I just have to ask you, why? I am always intrigued by the answers I get from my students when I ask them that question. The answers are fascinating and all over the spectrum. You know you are going to be asked the same question by your family and friends. “Why would you want to spin yarn?” they’ll ask. “I’m sure you can buy it a whole lot cheaper than making your own.” These well-meaning folks clearly don’t understand the draw or passion you’re experiencing in connection with the idea of taking a sheep’s fleece and spinning it into yarn and then knitting or weaving it into something useful and beautiful. I get your nagging desire to spin, and I am only too happy to help you along the way with your spinning journey. Let me start by telling you my story and how I came to spin and weave, and how that led up to a forty-plus-year career of teaching others how to do the same.

As a child, I was taught by my parents to have an interest in history and antiques. When I was fourteen years old, I bought an antique spinning wheel and immediately became interested in the working mechanics of the wheel and how it twisted fibers into yarn. I bought some fleece and other fibers, as well as a book titled Your Handspinning, by Elsie Davenport. This was the 1970s, and there weren’t self-help sites like YouTube on the Internet to go to. There wasn’t even the Internet, for that matter. So I read and practiced until I was able to make a yarn on that old antique wheel. I was totally hooked! I spun and spun, making yards of yarn without a clue as to what I was going to do with it. It didn’t matter, because I was having the time of my life spinning yarn and challenging myself to make yarns of different sizes and weights and also to spin different types of fibers. I looked for flax and cotton fibers to spin, and that satisfied my desire to spin the threads of early America. When I sat and spun on that old wheel, I felt a connection to history like I had never experienced in a classroom lecture. I find it hard to put words on this page to accurately describe what those moments meant to me. I was spinning yarn on a wheel that someone else had spun on before me—someone who spun to make yarn for their clothing and household textiles two hundred years ago. I was awestruck, to say the least.
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Spinning could mean something totally different to another individual. For some, the idea of creating a work of art, starting from the raw material and working through the whole spinning process, and then knitting a “one of a kind” garment, would be over the top in their mind. This scenario reminds me of my friend Fran. She and her husband sold their home in suburbia and moved to a farm in the country. Fran now had the farm and needed a couple of sheep. Along came two Romney ewes. One was named Knit; the other was named Purl. In the spring, when the girls were shorn, Fran dyed their fleece and spun the wool into a bulky weight yarn to knit into a sweater. One day I ran into Fran and asked, “How is it going down on the farm?” Fran gave me a big hug and told me she was living her dream. She realized it when she went to the barn one frosty fall morning to feed Knit and Purl. Before leaving the house, Fran slipped on the sweater she had spun and knitted from her beautiful sheep. When she was finished doing her barn chores, she thanked Knit and Purl for their contribution to her lovely warm sweater. Fran loved not only her sweater but also the symbiotic relationship she had with her sheep. She said, “It’s hard to explain to someone. How many people can say they know the source of their sweater’s yarn? You don’t get that from a store rack.” I totally understood what Fran was saying, and it made my heart happy to know she got it as well.

Whatever your reason for wanting to spin, I can tell you right now that you are going to










CONCLUSION

It is my wish that you come to find spinning as much fun and as enjoyable as I do. I hope you find the information that I have given you here helpful and that it will get you on your way to experiencing many hours of spinning pleasure. As you try new and different fibers, embrace the experience as a new adventure. Some you will like, and some you won’t. That’s exactly how we find out and decide how we want to spend our precious hours. There is no sense in spending many hundreds of hours spinning a fiber you don’t enjoy. Chances are you won’t enjoy the hours spent knitting the sweater from that yarn, either. Life is too short!


I have learned to keep an open mind regarding what I think I am going to like and not like. For instance, I told myself that spinning cotton would be a challenge and I most likely wouldn’t enjoy it. But I set a goal, telling myself that I only had to spin enough cotton to weave a dish towel. I sometimes set a goal for myself, and once I meet that goal, I move on. I can then say I did it and can put that fiber experience away and forget it. Well, to my amazement, I love spinning cotton. Now I want to try spinning every variety and color. I have even tried growing my own cotton. I totally surprised myself.


In the introduction I asked you, “Why do you want to spin?” I always ask this question of my students. The answers are always interesting and sometimes surprising, though I have never heard someone say, “To save money by spinning my own yarn.”


Some students are already raising animals for their fiber. These folks want to have a better understanding of how their fiber contributes to yarn making. Other people are interested in the history of spinning thread. These folks want to demonstrate spinning to the public. It’s their mission to show the uninformed just where their clothes and textiles come from. I totally applaud these folks. Some are required to wear period clothing to properly represent a certain time period. Other spinners will go out into the public wearing their modern, comfortable clothes and show that spinning is timeless and happening now. These folks are showing that spinning is not “old timey.”


Whatever your reason, and you certainly don’t even need a reason, enjoy your spinning. Spinning is relaxing and calming. It’s fun to spin by yourself or with a group of friends. A gathering of friends who are like-minded and understand your passion is a good thing. Spouses and family are required to say, “That’s nice.” Spinners’ groups are also a great way to ask questions and get answers from experienced spinners.


Spinning is just like any other skill: it gets better and easier with practice. In the beginning, there is always a sense of frustration and the feeling that this is more difficult than you thought. Hang in there. You’re going to get it and then have the time of your life. You might even hear yourself saying, “It can wait—I have another bobbin to spin before I stop.”


Happy spinning!
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