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WHY WEAR HOMEGROWN, HANDSPUN CLOTHES?

The biggest reason you should want to wear homegrown, handspun clothes is that it is such a fantastic thing to do! If you are someone who is curious about where things come from and likes to go back to the source, this project is for you. Along the way you will learn so much, acquire so many skills, and gain appreciation for each step that goes into producing the clothes you wear, whether you grow the fiber and spin it yourself or buy your clothes off the rack.

You have probably heard something about the harm the textile industry has done around the world since the Industrial Revolution. That is when textile production started to leave the home and factories took over the work. Rather than focus on what was best for the wearer, emphasis was put on making a monetary profit, often to the detriment of the workers and the environment. Unfortunately, that is still the case in many places. In the 1990s, there was a major shift of textile production from this country to countries where the labor and environmental laws (if there even were any) were not enforced as much as they are in the United States. Things came to light in April 2013 when over 1,100 people were killed in a fire at the Rana Plaza in Bangladesh.1 The building housed several garment factories that produced clothes destined for the Western market.

I would like to say that things have changed since then, but on December 9, 2019, my local newspaper carried a story about a factory fire in New Delhi, India, that killed at least 43 workers.2 Among other items, handbags were produced there. The article mentioned how common fires were because of lax enforcement of safety laws. Although slavery has long been abolished in the United States, one has to wonder about the conditions of the workers in impoverished nations who produce clothing so that others can have their clothes for the lowest possible price. Besides the suffering the workers endure for the sake of cheap clothing, the environment is also suffering while the laws regarding pollution and water management are flaunted.

It is enough to make one cry and possibly consider going naked. However, going naked is not very practical. We wear clothes out of a sense of modesty and to keep us warm. We also wear clothes to show that we belong to a team, business, or some other group, and often that is helpful and necessary. We might wear clothes to show our individuality; that is where homegrown, handspun clothes will shine. Meanwhile, until your homegrown slow fashion garments come to fruition, you may want to find something that is produced in a way that properly compensates the people and the environment responsible for creating those clothes. Not to worry—the fibershed movement is working on that. You will find information about fibershed in chapter 14.


AGAINST YOUR SKIN

Our skin is considered our third lung in Chinese medicine. It absorbs and eliminates. It is no wonder that we can get medication through a skin patch and that it is healthy to sweat. Skin helps to regulate your body temperature and gives you a sense of touch. Melanin produced in the skin protects you from UV radiation, and a bit of time in the sun assists your skin in producing vitamin D. Skin is a communicator, letting your mind, your body, and even your spirit know what is affecting you from outside your body. It is your first layer of protection from these forces. “A piece of skin the size of a quarter contains more than 3 million cells, 12 feet of nerves, 100 sweat glands, 50 nerve endings, and 3 feet of blood vessels.”3 Skin is amazing and self-healing. I have watched in awe as a flesh wound healed over a period of days. With all those responsibilities resting on your skin, you need to do your best to take care of it. There are many things you need to do to maintain your body to ensure you have an active immune system so that your skin can heal itself, and not encasing your skin in irritating fabric is one of those things. (I assume you are already eating a healthy diet and exercising regularly.)

Textiles that have gone through the commercial process to become clothes for you to buy have been subjected to machine harvesting and milling and long-distance transport, often across oceans and back. Chemicals to give the desired characteristics to the fabric are added, as are dyes for the desired color, all adding to growing health and environmental problems for the area where the treatment was done. When you wear these garments, those treatments can be absorbed by your skin, causing harm, even if you don’t consider yourself allergic to them. I hope you know that you should wash all new clothes before wearing. Skin is our biggest organ, and we should be careful what we wrap it in. When you wear homegrown, handspun clothes, you have absolute control over what is touching your skin.




WEARING HANDSPUN IS A REVOLUTIONARY ACT

You can show your support for how you want the world to be by what you wear. If you do not want to support the system that provides the clothes currently available, you can opt out; however, most often when going out in public, you need to wear something. In our current culture, there are plenty of conventionally produced clothes to choose from. It is hard to imagine a shortage of clothing. People are constantly getting rid of some and buying more. Besides the clothes you no longer want to wear, duplicates are produced of some items, with the knowledge that half of them will not be sold. So that athletic teams can have shirts and hats with the winning team’s name emblazoned on them for sale as people leave the stadium after the big game, two sets of shirts and hats are made.4 The unused set is sent to impoverished areas around the world, along with other surplus clothing. Do those people really want your castoffs or shirts with the name of the football team that didn’t win the championship? Probably not. An influx of surplus clothes undercuts their own textile systems, and some countries are pushing back and refusing to take them.5

In managing your own clothes, first you should be careful about what you bring home. Then wear it until you no longer can. After that, it is still good for using as rags, rather than using paper towels. It is possible to have a nice life in the twenty-first century and not use paper towels. I know because that is how we run our household. You could also make your old clothes into rag rugs. If you source your clothing from thrift stores to avoid buying new, you are supporting the system that allows people who buy too much to easily rid themselves of it by sending it to those places. Instead, if you don’t produce your own, you could buy new clothes from companies that offer sustainably produced textiles. It will cost more, meaning you will be able to afford fewer articles of clothing, but you will be using your money to support a system better for you and for the planet. With no market for surplus clothing, other means will be developed to manage it, or clothing will stop being produced in such abundance. You can be part of that change.

Americans have been taking a stand on textiles since they were colonists. When they first arrived on the shores of what eventually became the United States, the colonists wore clothes from their home-land and depended on imports to replenish their wardrobe while they went to work building their homes, establishing communities, and growing and gathering resources to send back to Britain. Eventually, they began to make their own linen and woolen clothing to supplement what they could get abroad. Still, clothing was in short supply. As the years went on, Britain imposed a series of taxes and laws that took their toll on the colonists. Britain wanted control over many things, particularly textiles. The Wool Act was passed in England in 1699, forbidding wool and woolen products to be traded between one colony and another. If it wasn’t used for home consumption, wool had to be sent to Britain. The Wool Act covered Ireland as well, destroying the woolen industry there. Although the textile industry was not yet fully developed in the colonies, it still existed through home manufacture, even though they were supposed to supply raw materials to Britain and buy back manufactured items. I am sure the colonists did whatever they had to do. Nevertheless, the Wool Act kept the fledgling textile industry suppressed.6

Home production of textiles, as well as boycotts of English goods, increased as more restrictions were put on the colonists. By the time the Stamp Act was passed in 1766, women took to their spinning wheels in protest, gathering in public places to spin.7 In 1768, the graduating class at Harvard wore homespun to commencement, as did Yale the next year.8 Making and wearing homegrown, handspun clothing was definitely a revolutionary act.

Britain was doing its best to control wool production in both the American colonies and Ireland. To feed its textile mills, it wanted control of cotton production as well, which led to colonizing India. Indian cotton was to be sent to England to be made into cloth that would be sold back to the Indian people. Common lore has it that, to discourage spinning and weaving in India, the thumbs and index fingers of the best spinners and weavers were chopped off by order of the British colonial governors.9 Yikes! You will learn in chapter 9 about how the Indian people, with guidance from Mohandas Gandhi, helped their cause for independence through spinning, weaving, and wearing their own cotton.




BE YOURSELF

One of the best ways to express yourself is to wear homegrown, handspun clothes. You will be wearing something so unique that others cannot help but notice. When working with handspun, handwoven fabric, one of the hardest things to do is cut it. With that in mind, you could weave panels the exact width you need and sew with lengths of those panels. That’s what I do, and the shirt I designed is one of the most comfortable styles I have ever worn. The only fabric cut away was to shape the neckline and cut the sleeve gussets (more about that in chapter 13). It is such a simple style, and yet people ask me about it often. Rather than me being the odd one out, they want to know how to make their own. I would have never guessed anyone would look to me for style.

You will be weaving, knitting, or crocheting with your homegrown fiber, and that will give your garments a different look. If you want to fit in with the crowd, this project is probably not for you, unless the crowd is the one you find at fiber festivals. The colors of your clothes will most likely not be the same as what is available off the rack in the stores. You can go with the natural colors of the fiber, or you can dye your homegrown fiber with local flora. Dyeing your own can be unpredictable, but that is part of the adventure. I started this journey growing naturally colored cotton, so I had color to begin with and only learned about dyeing because I had friends who were passionate about it. Choose your friends carefully. They might lead you into unanticipated projects. Along that same thought, if none of your current friends are into learning to grow their own clothes and all it entails, you may want to add new friends to your life. Chapter 14 will help you locate some.

This book deals with flax/linen and cotton, which are cellulose fibers, as opposed to wool and silk, which are protein fibers. Cellulose fibers take up dye differently than wool and silk. You will not get as bright a color with cellulose fibers that are in the same dyebath as protein fibers, which makes dyeing them an interesting challenge. If you grow colored cotton, you can have great color with no dyeing at all. That fact alone cuts out the extra time it takes to dye something, in addition to removing you from the considerations of water use and dye ingredients. Dyes are a major source of environmental problems with commercial fabrics. If you choose to dye your fiber, you can use ingredients from your garden and dump the dyebath into your compost pile. It still takes time, however, and a lot of water. You will have to look to sources other than this book for directions on natural dyeing.

Many skills are involved to go from seed to something to wear. I will lead you through the steps of growing flax and cotton and producing clothes. As mentioned earlier, once flax is spun into yarn or thread, it is called linen. Before I ever picked up a spindle, I could grow things and I could develop patterns and sew. The rest I learned as I went along. It will take much patience and practice, but it will be worth it. Since almost everyone can grow flax in their climate, we’ll start with that.
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Retted flax and hackled line flax ready to spin. SC
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GROWING FLAX FOR LINEN

Growing flax in your garden and making it into linen is a great experience. As I mentioned in chapter 1, linen is the name for flax fiber once it is made into thread or yarn. No matter how thin or thick it is, I will be referring to all of your spun fiber as yarn in this book. It is hard to believe that what you harvest in the summer—something that, once dried, looks less vibrant than the straw that results from growing wheat and rye—can produce fiber that can be made into fabric. Although western Europe has the ideal climate for growing flax, it has a much broader reach than that. Once you are aware of the growing conditions needed, you can adapt it to your location.

  Look for textile varieties of Linum usitatissimum. They have longer stems (thus more fiber) than the varieties grown for oilseeds. For linen, you will want to plant the seeds closer together to get a thick stand in order to have straight stalks with no branching. A less dense planting harvested later will produce more seed to save. Varieties I have used with good results are Marilyn, Lisette, and Nathalie, but there are others. The Heirloom Seed Project1 at the Landis Valley Village and Farm Museum in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, sells flax seed, as does the Hermitage2 in Pitman, Pennsylvania, and Woolgatherers3 in Fond du Lac, Wisconsin. These places source their seeds from the Netherlands and resell them to you. Fibrevolution4 in Oregon sells flax seeds grown in partnership with Cold Springs Organics in Montana. Currently it is the only fiber flax seed grown commercially in the United States.

I buy untreated seeds and have not had a problem with germination. The seeds I have found available are most likely modern varieties. With the growing interest in flax-to-linen, maybe some heritage varieties will be put back into production. Heritage vegetable varieties have reappeared with the advent of the local food movement. One pound of flax seed will plant about 200 square feet. You might find it for sale in some places by the packet, rather than by the pound. I broadcast the seed and then chop it into the soil with a cultivator.
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Broadcasting flax seed in March. WC




PREPARE THE SOIL

I prepare the soil in the fall for early spring flax planting. Flax needs soil that is moderately fertile. I remove the previous crop and any weeds and add compost. If your soil has been identified as deficient in certain nutrients through a soil test, add amendments at soil prep in the fall or before planting in the spring. Instead of planting a fall cover crop, I cover the intended flax beds with leaves from the oak and maple trees in our yard. Here in Virginia in Zone 7, I can never be too sure what the weather will be in early spring, and I want the beds ready early. If I could depend on having the cover crop winter-kill, dying in midwinter and leaving a clear bed to plant in, I would plant for that. However, sometimes our winters are too mild for a sure winterkill. I pull off the leaves a week or two before planting to let the soil warm and, when the time is right, put in the flax seeds. Earthworms love the leaves and, in the process of working on them through the winter, leave the soil aerated and fertile.

Alternatively, you could mulch with hay or straw in the fall. I am an organic gardener and use biointensive5 methods of gardening. The straw I would use is from rye I have grown in my garden as a cover crop. Be careful if you bring leaves, hay, straw, or other mulch materials into your garden from elsewhere. Know the source! There are herbicides used to produce weed-free lawns, hayfields, and grain crops in the horticulture and agriculture industries. The resulting grass clippings, hay, and straw can contain residues of those chemicals that can last for years after the materials have decomposed in a compost pile or as mulch in your garden.6 It may not harm your flax, since flax is not a broadleaf crop, but it could persist in the soil and harm your subsequent crops. I have been working with my soil for many years, and it is soft. If your soil is compacted, loosen it by digging, possibly even double digging,7 or tilling before planting the cover crop or mulching. Although an opaque plastic covering over the bed would keep weeds from growing, I don’t recommend it. I want my winter cover to be feeding the soil during those months, and I want the rain to enter freely.

If you live in an area with winters harsher than mine, two options for cover crops that will winter-kill are oats and forage radish. These crops should be planted at least six weeks or more before your expected first fall frost in order to put on enough growth to provide as much biomass as possible before winter sets it back. Sometime in January the crops will succumb to the weather—at least that’s the plan. The biomass from the plants decomposes on the spot and provides nutrients to the soil. Ideally, when it is time to plant the flax, the soil will be clear, friable, and ready for the seeds. If there is any dried residue from the oats, it is easily raked away. If the cover crop is sparse, or if you wait too long to get the early spring crop planted, weeds will grow as soon as the soil begins to warm, so the goal is to have a dense cover crop and plant early.

Radishes grown for a cover crop are called forage or tillage radishes. One variety of radish suitable for a cover crop is daikon, which can be harvested for food for your table until the weather gets cold enough to kill it. Tillage radishes have a large taproot that leaves holes in the soil when the plant material dies, allowing air and water in. I have heard that these radishes can punch through hardpan—hence the name tillage. Nice to know if you are managing your garden with only hand tools, like I do. The drawback to planting radishes is that voles are attracted to them. Of course, voles are attracted to mulched beds as well. So far, they have not interfered with my flax. If voles are not a problem for you, radish would be a good winterkill crop (if you can get it planted in time in late summer). The key to winterkill crops is to get them planted early enough. If this year’s crops are not out of the future flax beds until late fall, mulch the beds to prepare for next year’s flax.

My recommendations are for managing your garden using only hand tools—no tiller. I don’t want to disturb the life in the soil any more than I have to, and I find that I can manage quite well if I plan my crop rotations carefully. When I plant a crop, I have already planned what the next crop will be and know how this planting will affect it. If you use a tiller, you could prep your beds by tilling whenever you desire in early spring, providing the soil is not too wet. In that case, winter rye would be a good choice for a cover crop, and it could be planted up





PLANTING
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HARVESTING
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RIPPLING
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APPENDIX A:
QUICK REFERENCE


	* Seed and Space Needed:

	∘ 1 pound of flax seed to plant about 200 square feet

	∘ For cotton, allow a minimum of 1 square foot per plant. Experiment with different spacings to find what is best for you.




	* Soil Temperature at Planting:

	∘ Flax: 43∘ to 46∘F (6∘ to 8∘C)

	∘ Cotton: at least 60∘F (16∘C)




	* Fiber Yield—Flax:

	∘ 1 pound of retted flax yields about 1 ounce of line flax to spin; more or less depending on retting conditions and processing

	∘ My flax has yielded 5–10 ounces of line flax to spin per 100 square feet planted (sometimes less).




	* Fiber Yield—Cotton:

	∘ Fiber is about 25 percent and seeds are about 75 percent of the cotton harvest

	∘ My yield of fiber only (no seeds) varies from 0.5 to 1 pound per 100 square feet planted.




	* Scour Recipe:

	∘ 2 gallons water

	∘ 2 tablespoons washing soda

	∘ 1 tablespoon detergent or squirt of dish soap

	∘ Simmer skeins in this solution for 40 minutes. Rinse thoroughly.









APPENDIX B:
TABLETOP FLAX BRAKE
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Tabletop flax brake. CC
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Inside tabletop flax brake. CC



MATERIALS LIST




	Item
	Qty





	Pine (select grade), 1" × 4"
	8 feet



	Oak, ½" × 4" × 3'
	3



	Poplar, ¼" × 2" × 3'
	1



	Bolt, ⅜" × 2½"
	1



	Bolt, ⅜" × 4½"
	2



	Lock nuts (nylon insert), ⅜"
	3



	Washers, ⅜"
	14



	Screws, #6 × 1½"
	10







PARTS DIAGRAMS
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CUTTING LIST




	Key
	Qty
	Dimensions
	Part





	A
	2
	¾" × 3½" × 23½"
	Sides, pine



	B
	1
	½" × 3½" × 23½"
	Inner blade, oak



	C
	2
	½" × 3½" × 23½"
	Upper blade, oak



	D
	2
	¾" × 3½" × 7"
	Base, pine



	E1
	1
	¾" × 1⅛" × 15¾"
	Inner handle, pine



	E2
	2
	¼" × 1⅛" × 7⅝"
	Outer handle, poplar



	F
	2
	¾" × 1" × 1"
	Spacer, pine







INSTRUCTIONS


	Note that the type of wood you use is up to you. I chose wood that was readily available at my local Home Depot in the thicknesses that I needed (i.e., ¾" pine, ½" oak, and ¼" poplar).

	Cut all pieces to length. This includes the two sides (Part A), the three blades (Parts B and C), the two bases (Part D), the three parts of the handle (Parts E1 and E2) and the spacers (Part F).

	Drill all the holes in the two sides, the three blades, the two spacers, and the inner handle. They will all be ⅜". I used a drill press with a Forstner bit for clean holes.

	Cut the three blades (Parts B and C) so that they resemble a wedge (see the profile in the parts diagram). Leave the angled end with a slightly rounded edge. I cut these angles with my band saw, but you could do the same with a plane or a heavy rasp.

	Shape the top blades (Parts C) as shown in the diagram, curving the bottom corners. This is important to do for the back part of the blades to allow the blades to open and close. The curve on the front of the blades is not necessary but looks great. If you don’t have a band saw to do this, you can use a coping saw.

	Glue one of the ¼" outer handles (Part E2) to each side of the ¾" inner handle (Part E1). After the glue dries, use a rasp and/or sandpaper to round the edges of the handle.

	Assemble the brake following the front/back profiles in the parts diagram. Place two washers between every spot that two pieces of wood meet (see the back profile). The front profile shows the use of the wood spacers rather than washers. The two 4½" bolts with lock nuts are used in the holes drilled through the lower assembly. The 2½" bolt with lock nut is used in the hole drilled through the upper blades and handle. Insert a washer where each bolt enters and exits the wood.

	The handle is sandwiched between the two upper blades. Insert a screw through a predrilled, countersunk hole in each of the upper blades into the handle. On one blade, the screw will be 2½" from the bolt. On the other blade, the screw will be 3½" from the bolt.

	Predrill and countersink four holes in the bottom of each of the bases (Part D) at the locations shown in the parts diagram. Place the bases at both the front and the back of the brake, predrill into the two sides, and attach with screws.
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These instructions will produce a straight handle like the one in the foreground of this photo. To achieve a contoured handle like the one in the background of this photo, you need to add ⅜" to the depth of the handle end on the bottom side of E1. The poplar pieces (E2) will be that wide on the piece you buy. Contour it so the narrow part of the middle is 1⅛", the same as for the straight handle. CC






APPENDIX C:
1-YARD SWIFT


[image: bck_fig_010.jpg]


MATERIALS LIST




	Item
	Qty





	Poplar, ¼" × 2" × 3'
	2



	Poplar, ½" × 2" × 3'
	2



	Dowel, ⅜"
	4 feet



	Dowel, ½"
	2 feet



	Dowel, ⅛" (optional, used for pegs at each glue location)
	2 feet



	Pine, 1" × 6"
	1 foot



	Glue
	



	Assorted hardware for dowel tops (e.g., washers, cup hooks, or small wood blocks)
	







PARTS DIAGRAMS
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CUTTING LIST





	Key
	Qty
	Dimensions
	Part





	A
	1
	¼" × 1½" × 3"
	Top cap, poplar



	B
	2
	¼" × 1½" × 14"
	Top crosspiece, poplar



	C
	2
	¼" × 1½" × 14"
	Bottomcrosspiece, poplar



	D
	4
	½" × 1½" × 10¼"
	Supports, poplar



	E
	4
	⅜" × 11⅞"
	Dowel



	F
	1
	½" × 13¾"
	Center dowel



	G
	2
	¾" × 5½" × 5½"
	Base







INSTRUCTIONS

These plans show you the steps to build a small tabletop swift using readily available material. In our case, we bought all our materials at Home Depot. The swift can be used to wind a skein in which each rotation of the swift will wind 1 yard of yarn.


	Cut the four pieces for the top and bottom crosspieces (Parts B and C) from¼" poplar.

	Cut a⅛" deep x 1½" notch in the center of each of the four pieces. This will allow two of the pieces to be overlapped to produce the crosspiece. Test these for a good overlap, but DO NOT glue yet.

	Select the two pieces for the top crosspiece (Part B). Drill two 7⁄16" diameter holes in both ends of each piece as indicated on the parts diagram. Assemble and glue the top crosspiece. This crosspiece will have a total of eight 7⁄16" holes.

	The remaining two pieces are for the bottom crosspiece (Part C). Drill one 7⁄16" diameter hole in both ends of each piece as indicated on the parts diagram. These line up with the outer holes of the top crosspiece. Assemble and glue the bottom crosspiece.

	Drill the 9⁄16" diameter hole in the center of each of the two crosspieces.

	Cut the four support pieces (Part D) from½" poplar. Glue the four support pieces to the crosspieces at 3" from the center.

	Cut the top cap (Part A) from¼" poplar. Bevel the ends by sanding and then glue it centered to the top crosspiece.

	Cut the four outside dowels (Part E) to length. Each dowel should have something attached to the top to prevent the dowel from falling through the 7⁄16" holes. In our case, we used a 1" fender washer (these have smaller holes in the middle) and a small cup hook. Three of the hooks were closed and one left open. The image of the swift shows small wood blocks glued to the top of each dowel.

	Cut the center dowel (Part F) to length and round the top. This allows the swift to spin easier on the center dowel.

	Cut the two pieces for the base (Part G) from the ¾" pine. Drill a½" diameter hole through the center of only one of the pieces. Glue the two pieces together. Insert the center dowel in the hole in the base with the rounded tip on top.

	Optionally, we chose to use⅛" pegs to strengthen each of the glue locations (i.e., top cap attached to top crosspiece and each support attached to both crosspieces).



A few notes:


	To count the revolutions of the swift, you will need to mark one of the outside dowels in some way to easily distinguish it from the other three outside dowels. In the 3-D picture of the swift on page 129, you can see that three of the dowels are topped with a circular top while the fourth is topped with a square top. Staining that dowel makes it easily recognizable.

	You can see that the top crosspiece has two7⁄16" holes in each arm of the crosspiece. Placing the dowel in the outer hole when you initially wind the raw material will yield a 1-yard skein. After the skein has been washed, it may have shrunk, so you will need to have the dowel go through the inner hole of the top crosspiece. This will cause the dowels to be at an angle and allow your skein to settle where it will best fit.
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