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As  a  spinner,  you wi l l  know 
that  f ibre  prep is  the 
foundat ion for  everything 
you create.  To help  you 
with th is ,  we have crafted 
an amazing range of  f ibre 
tools  that  can prepare 
everything from carded 
rolags  to  combed top.

Majacraft  offers  f ine hand 
combs and hackles  for  a l l 
your  combed top prepara-
t ion.  For  carded f ibre,  our 
hand cards  are  super  s l im 
and very  l ight  for  creat ing 
ro lags  or  mini  batts .  The 
amazing Fus ion Engine 
drum carder  i s  the tool  to 
use for  h igh volume 
product ion of  batts!  These 
tools  are  des igned with 
innovat ive features  that 
make them both a  p leasure 
to  use and very  effect ive.

You are sure to  be able  to 
f ind the f ibre  preparat ion 
tool  you need from the 
Majacraft  range.
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There are few things that excite spinners 
more than color. Whether your penchant is 
for ultra-saturated hues, dusty jewel tones, or 
sheepy shades, much of our work focuses on 
creating and using color. And not all of those 
colors come easily. In fact, I’d say that even 
the most experienced, color-obsessed spinners 
I know struggle at times with a dye recipe or 

how best to use a beautiful handpainted braid. Like any creative journey, 
it’s sometimes this struggle that leads our work off the beaten path and in 
exciting new directions.  

In this issue, we are celebrating the quest for color! Diné shepherd Nikyle 
Begay invites us to learn about natural color in Navajo-Churros—brown, 
blue, and beyond. Eileen Hallman shares her methods for expanding the 
palette of colors you can get from fresh-leaf indigo, and John Marshall 
puts indigo through its colorfastness paces. 

Loads of color explorations don’t require a dyepot, and Kim McKenna 
will show you her method of creating smooth slivers in complex colors 
using a blending board and diz. Swedish spinner Josefin Waltin pairs 
natural sheep colors with knitted tuck stitches to create a fantastic shawl 
known as a heartwarmer or bosom friend. And Linda M. Perry shares 
her passion for bargello 
needlework and a 
stitched tote project for 
your go-to travel spin-
dle; we hope you are as 
inspired by her work as 
we are! 

The best way to learn 
more about color is to 
use it. Join us as we hunt 
for hues this spring!

Wishing you peace and 
perfectly filled bobbins,

E D I T O R ’ S  L E T T E R
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Kim McKenna created two different 
colorways for her Ancient Earth 
Shawl. Find the pattern on page 52.
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Bargello Needlepoint: 
A Pattern Directory for Dramatic Creations
Laura Angell and Lynsey Angell
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“Wow!” My exclamation reverber-
ates across the living room, startling 
my husband and two cats.

It’s a quiet Monday night. Work is 
done. The toddler is asleep. Bargello 
Needlepoint: A Pattern Directory 
for Dramatic Creations is propped 
open on the couch, turned to one 
of the beginner designs: flame. I’ve 
done the first few rows in bright reds 
and oranges on a blank bookmark I 
picked up from the craft store.

Bargello Needlepoint is an ode to a 
centuries-old needle craft that uses 
color fades and relatively simple 
stitches to create eye-popping pat-
terns. After reading the brief intro-
duction and materials description, 
I was off to the races, looking over 
the stitches before jumping into my 
first design. If I approached craft in 
a more measured way, I would prob-
ably have done a sampler with the 
different stitches to get the hang of 
the counts and the general feel of 
each one, but what’s the fun in that? 
The bookmark would be my sam-

pler. If I messed up, I would just tuck 
the thing in the most boring novel on 
my shelf.

The flame pattern came together 
quickly, building into glorious shapes 
using vertical stitches. Feeling con-
fident, for my next segment on the 
bookmark, I went with a leaf pattern 
from the advanced section of the 
book. The leaf itself isn’t difficult to 
make—just diagonals at various an-
gles—but I really had to focus. Even 
one square off in my 14-count fab-
ric threw the whole leaf off, and I will 
readily admit that I unpicked dozens 
of stitches. Slightly cowed, I retreat-
ed to an intermediate pattern called 
Boxed Hungarian Point, loving the 
look so much I continued to the very 
bottom of the bookmark.

Through all three stitch variations, 
I appreciated that the authors used 
a variety of techniques to show off 
each pattern, including a chart, pho-
tographs of the steps toward the 
finished pattern, and a written de-
scription; I used them all to become 

more comfortable with each 
design. Moreover, their choice of 
colors and the variations shown 
helped me gauge which of my own 
thread hues would work best.

The authors state in the introduc-
tion that “bargello embroidery is 
suitable for both decorative panels 
and larger wall hangings, a number 
of domestic items such as cushions 
and chair seats, and accessories 
such as bags and belts.” My book-
mark sampler in hand, I definite-
ly plan to return to this pattern book 
over and over to bring bargello mo-
tifs to a variety of projects.

—Erika Zambello

Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 2020. 
Paperback, 160 pages, $22.95. ISBN 
9780486842912.

Erika stitched her sampler on a blank bookmark  
ground, so placing it in a hoop helped with tension.

A first bargello sampler stitched with commercial embroi-
dery yarns paves the way for handspun explorations!



k r o m s k i & s o n s

http://www.kromski.com
http://www.kromskina.com
https://www.facebook.com/groups/119861682040538/about/
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Merino, yak, and silk come togeth-
er in this luscious airy blend. Gently 
dyed, the fiber has short runs of mixed 
but unmuddied colors along with a few 
well-placed undyed portions that add 
to the character of this braid. The Into the 
Wishing Well colorway from Kim Dyes Yarn 
will have you throwing your coins for good 
luck! kimdyesyarn.com

Getting started with natural dyes is easy with this all- 
inclusive kit from The Love of Colour. The mordants, easy-
to-follow instructions, and dyestuffs—cochineal, madder, 
logwood, and osage—will produce a beautiful sunset of col-
or on either cellulose or animal fibers. theloveofcolour.com

Splashes of col-
or pop on a unique 
fiber blend from 
Woolfiend. This 
combed preparation of 
bouncy Merino, flax, and 
tussah silk can be spun into a 
soft, durable yarn—perfect for 
fingerless mitts or a fun hat. 
woolfiend.com

One of the joys of spinning 
is the portability. Grab some 
fiber and a spindle and away 
you go. A wrist distaff can help 
keep that fiber wrangled as you 
stroll through the park, along 
the beach, or booth to booth at 
a fiber event. A slide bead on the 
soft leather wristband allows 
you to adjust the fit to keep  
your fiber within reach.  
Shown in dyed apple wood. 
yarnspindles.etsy.com

EY E-C ATCHING 
COLOR!

If you have a new product you would like featured in Get 
This, please contact us at spinoff@longthreadmedia.com.

If you are looking for a way to store your 
handspun on smaller bobbins or get it ready 
for weaving, Sistermaide’s Winder Stick can 
help. This beautifully handmade tool fits 
into a standard drill the same way a bit does. 

The tapered end can accom-
modate either Leclerc or 
Schacht plastic bobbins.  
sistermaide.etsy.com

http://kimdyesyarn.com
http://theloveofcolour.com
http://woolfiend.com
http://yarnspindles.etsy.com
mailto:spinoff%40longthreadmedia.com?subject=
http://sistermaide.etsy.com
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Kiwi Super Flyer
Makes spinning and plying art 
yarn so convenient. Huge 1⅛" 
orifi ce and free-fl ow yarn guides 
for smooth non-stop spinning.
Includes 3 bobbins, lazy kate 
and drive band.

Traveller
A small and beautiful 
compact castle 
spinning wheel.

Choose single drive or 
double drive.

Includes 4 bobbins 
and built-in lazy kate. 

Wheel diameter 18"

www.ashford.co.nz

Traditional
The world’s most popular 
spinning wheel.

Choose single drive 
or double drive. 

Incudes 4 bobbins and 
lazy kate. 

Wheel diameter 22"

www.ashford.co.nzwww.ashford.co.nz

Kiwi 3
Our most popular wheel 
with folding treadles. 

Includes 3 large 
bobbins, built-in lazy 
kate and wooden 
threading hook.

Wheel diameter 17½"

NEW
Optional 

carry bag

Kiwi 3 Carry Bag
A great accessory 
for your Kiwi 3, this 
sturdy, padded 
carry bag has a 
shoulder strap and 
two front pockets.

https://www.ashford.co.nz


Ball Winder and e-Ball Winder
Wind yarn into balls quickly, smoothly 
and effortlessly. Perfect balls every time. 
Wind extra large balls up to 17½ozs. 
Lacquer fi nish. 
Choose manual or electronic.

e-Ball Winder
Infi nitely variable speed. Soft start 
motor and foot switch for better control 
of your yarn. Powerful 12v 2.0-amp DC 
motor drives a balanced cone assembly.
12v mains power cord and foot switch
included.

Joy 2
A very portable and light spinning wheel.

Includes 3 large bobbins, built-in lazy 
kate and carry bag. 

Wheel diameter 15¾"

Country 2
Have the freedom to spin 
and ply an even wider 
range of bulky yarns! 

Includes 1 large country 
spinner bobbin and 
built-in lazy kate.

Wheel diameter 18"

e-Spinner 3
The smallest, lightest and most 
versatile electronic spinner. 

Includes 3 jumbo bobbins, 
carry bag, foot switch 
and tensioned lazy kate.

Includes 3 jumbo bobbins, 
carry bag, foot switch 
and tensioned lazy kate.

e-Spinner Super Jumbo
The best features of the Country 2 
and the e-Spinner 3 in a 
super size, portable 
electronic spinner!

Includes one huge 
3lb capacity bobbin, 
carry bag, and 
foot switch.

and the e-Spinner 3 in a 
super size, portable 
electronic spinner!

Includes one huge 
3lb capacity bobbin, 

Visit www.ashford.co.nz/where-to-buy for your local Ashford dealer. Dealer enquiries welcome. sales@ashford.co.nz

A very portable and light spinning wheel.

Includes 3 large bobbins, built-in lazy 

https://www.ashford.co.nz/where-to-buy
mailto:sales%40ashford.co.nz?subject=
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Handspun  
Swirl Sweater
ANN PET TIT

Designer and pattern Sandra McIver, Plum Perfect from 
her book, Knit, Swirl!
Fiber I created three yarns for this project. The first 
yarn is a natural brown Merino purchased at the Mon-
terey County Wool Show. The first carding was with 
the wool only. I added turquoise silk noil and green 
mohair locks purchased from Eugene Textile Cen-
ter on a second carding. The second yarn is the same 
natural brown Merino carded once by itself. The third 

yarn is a commercially prepared mystery wool that I 
dyed with leftover dyes at the end of a guild dye day. 
Wheel system Majacraft Little Gem 21:1 for the sin-
gles; Ashford e-Spinner for plying.
Drafting method Woolen, long draw, occasionally  
pinching the twist near the orifice but most of the 
time not actually double-drafting.
Singles direction Z-spun.
Ply wraps per inch 3-ply, 12 wpi (Yarn 1); 2-ply, 14 wpi 
(Yarn 2); 2-ply, 14 wpi (Yarn 3).
Total yardage 980 yards (Yarn 1), 655 yards (Yarn 2), 
970 yards (Yarn 3).
Yarn classification/weight DK to worsted.
Needles Size 8 (5 mm).
Gauge 18 sts and 26 rows = 4".
Finished size Center back measures 30".

This sweater began in 1994 when I fell in love with a 
soft, smelly, lustrous, dark f leece under the oak trees 
on the last day of the Monterey County Fair Wool 
Show. It was a triumph to angle my way into the 
bidding fray and succeed in purchasing it at the auc-
tion. This beauty was from a natural-colored Merino 

Ph
ot

o 
by

 R
ic

k P
et

tit

sheep named Cat, raised by Janet Heppler in  
Covelo, California.

I waited many years to realize that my congesting 
mountains of beloved f leece had accumulated behind 
the roadblock of processing. I really did “need” or 
deserve or warrant that splendid drumcarder so long 

Ann models her swirling sweater at Point Lobos.
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Save the Date!
Workshops: June 9 and 10    Market: June 11 and 12

Estes Park Events Complex, Estes Park, Colorado  
estesparkeventscomplex.com/wool-market

30th Anniversary Celebration!

Spinoff half page 2022 Wool Market.indd   1Spinoff half page 2022 Wool Market.indd   1 10/21/2021   8:06:54 AM10/21/2021   8:06:54 AM
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YO U R  F I N I S H E D  O BJ E C T

in my slavering sights. After purchasing it, my spin-
ning life was full of lovely springy piles of delicious 
wool batts!

I finally found the perfect project for Cat’s f leece 
while traveling with three of my fiber friends. I saw a 
sweater from the book Knit, Swirl! on display at Island 
Wools, an LYS in Friday Harbor, Washington. The 
sweater swings around wonderfully when you twirl! 

I created three yarns for my sweater, which I call 
Chocolate Mint (my favorite ice cream). For Yarn 1, I 
processed Cat’s f leece by first washing 1-ounce lots in 
hot water (at least 160°F) and Dawn dish soap. Then 
I picked by hand and drumcarded it on my Strauch 
Finest. I carded a second time, adding a sprinkling of 
turquoise silk noil and a light dusting of teased mohair 
locks in multiple shades of green. The fiber was a plea-
sure to handle from start to finish.

For Yarn 2, I carded f leece from Cat without any 
add-ins. For Yarn 3, I used commercially prepared fine 
white wool roving from the stash of a retired spinner. 
I dyed it at the Carmel Crafts Guild summer dye day 
surrounded by fiber friends. I like serendipity, so I used 
my mystery roving to soak up dyes left over at the end 
of the day.

Natural-color Merino Dyed mystery roving Merino wool carded with silk noil
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While I spun the yarn, self-doubts came to the sur-
face: The colors are wrong. The yellow is too strong 
and doesn’t go well with the green f lecks. I should have 
been more intentional when I was dyeing that rov-
ing. Why am I so “seat of the pants”? If I am going to 
spend all this time dyeing and spinning and knitting, 
why do I use up others’ unused dyes? But the big color-
ful cakes of yarn are enough. And the stack of choco-
laty brown cakes of yarn are enough.

More questions crossed my mind as I knitted: How 
long are the sleeves? How long are my arms? Was that 
row 4 or row 5? I forgot that decrease! I reminded my-
self that things must be stitched together to be useful. 
My seams are not beautiful; I do not enjoy them. But I 
reminded myself again that things must be stitched to-
gether to be useful. Finally, I had my own sweater that 
swings and swirls.

The oak trees and the auctioneer, Sarah’s back-
yard full of dyepots and Allison’s laugh, the living 
sheep and the living grass all embrace me in my  
new sweater. ●

Have a finished object to share? Tell us about it! Contact 
spinoff@longthreadmedia.com to submit your project.

mailto:spinoff%40longthreadmedia.com?subject=


Weaving • Spinning • Dyeing • Felting

EUGENE
TEXTILE
CENTER

EUGENE
TEXTILE
CENTER

Great News!
We now stock 

Majacraft Wheels

www.EugeneTextileCenter.com  •  541-688-1565

WE CARRY ALL YOUR FAVORITES
Ashford • Schacht • Kromski • Louët  • Majacraft  
Jacquard • Knitter’s Pride • Glimåkra  • Angelina 
Ashland Bay • Fiber Trends • Nancy’s Knit Knacks

Unicorn Fibre • Natural Dyes psst... 

Always FREE 

shipping on orders 

over $100
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The Wonder  
of Lotus Fiber
Wisdom • Purity • Peace • Spirituality
LINDA LIGON
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The virtues ascribed to the lotus plant (Nelumbo nucifera) 
in Asian history and lore are boundless. Every part of 
the plant has utility and virtue, whether medicinal, nu-
tritional, spiritual, or all three. And it is beautiful, with 
pure, stately blossoms rising above large circular leaves, 
whole vast lakes of them. The f lowers are harvested 
daily for religious and decorative uses. But overlooked 
for centuries, at least in the Western world, is the cloth 
woven from its fibers.

Lotus blossoms cover Tonlé Sap Lake near Siem Reap, Cambodia.

Besides all the aforementioned virtues, fabric  
woven from lotus fiber is wrinkle resistant, water-
resistant, breathable, sturdy but sinuous, and com-
fortable in every way. It’s said that in villages across 
India, Myanmar, Cambodia, and Thailand, the fiber 
has been harvested and crafted into special ritual cloth 
since ancient times. 

And perhaps that’s true. The practice had a “revival” 
in the early 1900s, a brief time when workshops in Japan 
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and India began harvesting and processing and making 
this work known. It’s extremely labor intensive, though, 
as you’ll see, and these efforts languished until recently.

FROM STEM TO CLOTH
We’ll focus on Lake Kamping Poy near Battambat, 
Cambodia, where Samatoa Textiles has established  
a workshop to revive the craft. Around 15 hectares  
(37 acres) in area, the lake’s surface is a vast field of lo-
tus plants. Harvesters go out four times a day in nar-
row wooden boats to harvest the blossoms and slice off 
the stems for fiber. It takes 1 hectare, or 30 kilograms 
of stems, to supply a single spinner, who can produce 
250 meters of thread per day.

“Spinning” isn’t really an accurate description of 
how the thread is produced, though. Each stem is 
sliced through, and its 20 to 30 fine filaments are 
drawn out and hung to dry. They are then rolled by 
hand on a f lat surface, with new fibers spliced in to 
create a long thread, suitable for warp or weft.

Twenty-five thread makers are required to sup-
ply yarn for a single weaver. The fabric is woven on a 
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In a day’s work, a single spinner can twist 250 
meters of thread from 30 kilograms of stems.

G r o w  yo u r  o w n
Lotus fiber for spinning isn’t available from any com-
mercial source, but you can grow your own. A back-
yard koi pond or other body of fresh water is ideal, but 
even a large pot on a sunny windowsill can work. The 
care and feeding of lotus plants is the same as for wa-
ter lilies. Seeds and rhizomes and growing advice are 
available from many sites on the internet.

traditional Cambodian loom, 24 inches wide with two 
counterbalanced shafts and foot pedals. A typical warp 
is 100 yards long and takes about a month and a half 
to weave. A yard or so of fabric is estimated to require 
32,000 lotus stems. You can see why the fabric is con-
sidered rare and precious.

THE CLOTH ITSELF
Lotus fabric has been described as resembling a combi-
nation of silk and linen. In fact, it has a feel that’s dif-
ferent from either. It is cool to the touch yet highly in-
sulative, with a sleek hand and light weight that are at 
odds with its slightly rustic appearance. The individual 
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Twenty-five thread makers are required 
to supply yarn for a single weaver.

Left: Up to 50 filaments can be drawn from each lotus stem. Above: Lotus  
fiber blends well with other natural fibers and takes natural dyes beautifully.

fibers are similar in size to industrial microfibers, but 
instead of being solid extrusions, their structure is he-
lical: a twisting f lat ribbon of ladder-like spaces and 
cross-connectors (discernable only with the help of a 
scanning electron microscope). Its f lat, twisting shape 
is similar to that of cotton.

The scarf below is woven in plain weave at about 30 
warp ends per inch. Where the threads hang loose in 
the fringe, they have tended to bloom and soften and 
feel like fine cashmere. They ignite readily but self-ex-
tinguish. This scarf ’s color is natural, but lotus fiber 
takes well to vegetal dyes, which have been used tradi-
tionally, and to some chemical dyes.

The Lotus Sutra, whose symbol is the lotus blos-
som, is an ancient document incorporating the final 
teachings of the Buddha. The sutra is considered, ac-
cording to Western translators, “complete and suffi-
cient for salvation.” Like this sacred document, the lo-
tus plant itself is complete and sufficient. Consider its 

nourishing rhizomes that thrive in the mud of shallow 
lakes; the stem that provides precious fibers; the pads 
and seeds, for which extravagant medicinal and nu-
tritional claims are made; and the pristine and state-
ly f lowers, which have spiritual force across the globe. 
Use of its fiber for woven cloth is just one of the plant’s 
many virtues. ●

This article was previously published in The Long 
Thread, edited by Linda Ligon.

Resources
Ligon, Linda, ed. The Long Thread. Fort Collins, CO: 

Long Thread Media, 2020.
Patil, Kavita. “Lotus Fiber: A New Facet in Textile and 

Fashion.” International Journal of Humanities and 
Social Science Invention 7, 12 (December 2018), 71–75.

Samatoa Lotus Textiles has a robust website with 
information and products for sale. samatoa.lotus 
-flower-fabric.com. 

A scarf woven of pure, undyed lotus 
fiber feels both earthy and silky, 
both warm and cool.
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We have wheels 
in stock!

We carry spinning wheels from: 
Lendrum
Ashford
Schacht

Majacraft
Kromski

Louet
Suppliers are working hard to 

catch up with production.  We have 
many in stock or have them on 
order from these manufacturers.
Why wait?  Get yours ordered 

today and enjoy soon!

YARN BARN 
of Kansasyarnbarn-ks.com   800-468-0035

Lendrum Saxony
in Cherry or Walnut
(left or right flyer) 

2022
Saturday, May 7, 8:30 am - 6 pm Sunday, May 8, 8:30 am - 5 pm
Howard County Fairgrounds

Bring your friends and family to the 49th annual Maryland Sheep & Wool Festival!
Returning live and in-person!

You’ll see all facets of the sheep industry, featuring over 700 sheep, sheep shearing, 
sheep shows, working sheepdog demonstrations, sheep-to-shawl competition, 
fleece show and sale, skein & garment competition, workshops and seminars, 

gourmet lamb, over 250 vendors, and much more!

Admission Fee - $5.00 per person per day 18 and older. 
Under 18 admitted free!

For more information:  www.sheepandwool.org or office@sheepandwool.org 
Sponsored by the Maryland Sheep Breeders Association

West Friendship, Maryland
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Piece 
Dyeing 
It’s never over!
MARTHA OWEN
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Dye materials shown (clockwise from top): ground madder, black 
walnuts, alum, marigolds. Martha knitted a shawl using handspun 
leftovers and then piece-dyed it in madder and lichen.
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This story starts like an old one, a story of handspun 
garment design and rejuvenation that begins, “Joseph 
had a little overcoat. It was old and worn. So, he made 
a jacket out of it and went to the fair.” Through the 
story, Joseph’s jacket is remade again and again. He 
should have tried dyeing!

Piece dyeing is a way to refresh a garment, unify a tex-
tile created with many odd bits of yarn, or alter a palette 
of many shades in a previous over-dye experiment. It is 
also a way to recover from an “oops!” color combination. 

Samples are a nice thing in a well-planned life, but, 
of course, sampling doesn’t always happen. There is an 
enthusiasm that moves us from the wheel to the loom 
or needles! Piece dyeing offers us a way forward that 
does not involve starting over; it can create a fresh look 
by adding a uniting color to the entire textile. Close 
your eyes and imagine dyeing a multicolored sweat-
er: What will happen if I put the whole thing in a blue 
dyepot? What about yellow or walnut brown? Will the 
colors mix or layer? 

CREATING A SET OF SWATCHES 
I searched my baskets of handspun yarns with “no 
known destiny” and chose bottom-of-the-barrel 

combinations that were not so satisfying at the start. I 
chose those that were about the same gauge. These were 
forgotten odd bits of handspun, gifts of departed spin-
sters, and leftovers from long-ago projects. I started with 
colors of yarn that did not represent the thing I planned 
to make and wear. Like pieces from a potter who paints 
glaze designs that look very different when fresh from a 
hot kiln, my shawl—while on the needles—was shades 
and speckles of this and that. 

Jars of steeping dye. Martha gathered the late summer/early fall lichens and walnuts from the grounds of the John C. 
Campbell Folk School in North Carolina. The weld and marigolds were harvested at the Cory Brown Memorial Dye Garden 
located at the Folk School.

A basketful of Martha’s handspun gleanings
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I have done enough messing around and natural 
dyeing to know what to expect—kind of! As a start-
ing place, I look at notes and books and follow recipe 
guides for pure-color pots. Most of the time, a perfect-
ly delicious colorful textile results from my efforts. So 
then I go swinging down the road singing! The only 
true promise from garden and nature dyeing is this: 
Sometimes odd and curious effects occur. 

For the color-test samples, I made one big, long 
swatch instead of six small swatches. Effects occur in a 
long row of knitting that do not happen in small, short 
rows. The colors are stretched out and more blended at 
the start. My big idea was to combine my odd balls in 
a sample shawl, mark and sew sections, and then cut 
the shawl into pieces. I ended up with six swatches (al-
most the same size). This test would allow me to see 
the same textile with six different natural dye methods. 
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Martha modeling the second shawl before dyeing. The circular shape was inspired by traditional Faroese shawls. In this 
photo, Martha is wearing a piece-dyed sweater that started off black and white and then made a trip into an indigo vat.

Note: It is profoundly difficult to cut a straight line 
that marches across openwork and garter-stitch ar-
eas. I followed the advice of Elizabeth Zimmermann 
from long ago and ran a guide thread down the edge 
of each section. I went to the sewing machine and 
sewed two parallel lines of stitching on each side of my 

Madder piece-dyed sample
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I n t o  t h e  D ye p o t s

1 Natural: Sample before piece dyeing.

2 Walnut: I have always heard that walnuts don’t 
need to have a mordant, but I reread a few lines from 
Rita Buchanan in which she mentions that she gets 
a wider range of colors if there is mordant. I soaked 
about a gallon of walnuts, simmered them for a while, 
and then added alum at 8% weight of goods (WOG). 
Walnuts have a unique aroma!

3 Weld plus marigolds: I wanted to dye two swatches 
and a small skein of yarn totaling about 4 ounces  
(110 grams) of fiber (WOG). I weighed out about 8 
ounces (250 grams) of plant material and calculated 
8% alum and 7% cream of tartar based on the WOG. 
All of this went into the dyepot with my fiber for about 
an hour.

4 Weld and marigold with iron: One of the weld and 
marigold swatches went into an iron afterbath (no 
more than 2% WOG for iron). I call this the mood 
shifter because some say iron saddens.

5 Madder: In my box of dyestuffs, I found about  
1 ounce of madder root grown by my dye mentor, 
Jim Liles from Knoxville, Tennessee. I soaked and 
roughly chopped the roots, added water, simmered, 
and decanted the colorful liquid until I had enough 
liquid to float my fiber. One swatch and the sec-
ond shawl shown on the previous page weighed 180 
grams. I added alum at 8% WOG.

6 Lichen: Over the last months, I found the lichens 
on the ground after big rains in Brasstown, North 
Carolina. The rain simply peels the lichens off for 
me, and I stuff them in my pockets until I have a 
nice pile. Using the boiling water method, I made a 
cheesecloth bag full of lichens, estimating 200% 
WOG for the fibers being added. Lichens continue 
to give color and require no mordant, so I kept drop-
ping things in the pot. I couldn’t stop myself! The 
textiles keep a lovely nutty smell for many years.
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guides and then carefully sliced them apart with scis-
sors. Zimmermann says to then take two aspirin and 
lie down for 10 minutes, or maybe 15!

While doing all this, I pondered about mordant. 
Did I need to premordant these swatches? Since the 
yarns I used were mostly of natural sheep, alpaca, and 
Angora rabbit shades, I decided instead to put the mor-
dant in with the dye as I prepared each pot. Many re-
gions and cultures add the mordant right to the dyepot. 
I generally don’t, but in the interest of speed, I pro-
ceeded! I used the mordant calculations I found in Wild 
Colour by Jenny Dean based on percentage of mordant 
to the WOG.

THEORY INTO PRACTICE
After seeing the results of my samples, I decided to 
knit my true shawl, matching the first as closely as I 
could. Then I dyed it first in a madder bath but then 
cooked it awhile in a lichen pot. I checked the color 
while the shawl was in the dyepot and took it out when 
I thought it was just right. After rinsing the shawl, I 
pinned out the points, which opened the garter-stitch 
areas to look like netting. 

In the spirit of “it’s never over,” we can certainly 
dream up ideas where we full and shrink, cut and sew, 
raise the nap, shear the surface, appliqué, and deco-
rate with beads and bells. We can keep going! When 

my piece-dyed shawl, created with odd bits of leftovers, 
was finally dry, I gave the surface a stiff brushing to 
raise the nap and put it on. This brings us back to that 
old story where Joseph showed us that you can always 
make something out of nothing. ●
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Growing up, I was the type of child who would always 
stop to smell the roses. Taking in as much as I could 
and just appreciating the world as it was. Who knew 
that one day, while stopping to take it all in, I would 
find myself in the midst of renowned Diné shepherds 
and weavers and it would change my life forever?

Fourteen-year-old me drew in a big breath as I 
wiped the sweat off my forehead. It wasn’t roses I 

A blue ewe in Nikyle 
Begay’s flock of Navajo-
Churro sheep

could smell on this 
particular hot day in 
June—it was sheep 
poop with a hint of dust 
and juniper. I had just 

finished setting up a makeshift corral and was about 
to unload my sheep from the trailer. I was at the an-
nual Sheep Is Life Celebration in Tsaile, Arizona, a 
unique event hosted by Diné be’ iiná (Navajo Lifeway, 
Inc.) that celebrates the Diné pastoral and weaving 
lifeways. More specifically, I was there for the exclu-
sive Navajo-Churro sheep and wool show. I was ex-
cited to see more rigs pulling trailers full of sheep 

Blue Sheep  
(dibé dootłizh)
A Shepherd’s Search  
for Natural Color
NIK YLE BEGAY
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beginning to show up, and other attendees were set-
ting up camp for the weekend.  

It was when I took out my loom, which was fully 
warped with half of a project woven, that Ron Garnanez 
approached me. Ron is a respected Diné elder who tends 
his ancestral flock of Navajo-Churro, migrating with 
them seasonally. He has been spinning, weaving, and 
teaching for decades. At the time, he was president of 
Diné be’ iiná. He peeked into my trailer and comment-
ed on the colored sheep inside. He then turned toward 
my loom, inspecting it and looking closely at the pattern 
that was emerging within the warp.

“We [Diné] weavers, we weave for rain,” he said. 
“Everything we do, from carrying the f lock through 
winter, to shearing them in the spring, to carding and 
spinning the wool. It’s all woven in the hopes that it 
brings rain.” 

You see, in our culture it is said that the first loom 
and warp were created using elements from a rain-
storm. The bottom crosspiece was made from earth; 
the top crosspiece was made from the sky. The two up-
right beams were made from sunlight. The top tension 
beam was made of clouds. The tensioning rope was 
made of lightning. The two dowels that are bound to 
the warp were made of rainbows. 

But it’s the warp that Ron wanted to talk about. 
Traditionally, the warp is spun from a f leece that is 
harvested from a sheep we call dibé dootłizh, or the 
blue sheep. These sheep are born jet black, but by four 
months of age, their wool begins to fade into a silvery 
blue color. He continues his story: “When your project 
is warped and it is tensioned onto the loom for weav-
ing, it’s the warp that represents rainfall. The two 
sheds represent what we call male and female rain.” 

Male rain is torrential rainfall that digs gullies and 
that has spectacular shows of lightning and thunder. 
Female rain is a softer and gentler type of rainfall, one 
that soaks into the ground. 

“When the warp is up on the loom, take a step 
back,” he said. “You see those warp strings? When 
you spin it from a blue fleece, the color makes it look 
like a blue rainstorm because the first blue sheep were 
crafted by the deities using rainclouds.” He then be-
gan to chuckle and said, “Talking about the blue sheep 

reminds me of the time I caught my elderly grandmoth-
er chasing her ram around the corral.” He grinned from 
ear to ear and continued. “She had the end of the lari-
at in one hand and a badger pelt in the other. The loop 
was lassoed around the ram’s horns, and when she had 
the chance, she’d whack him with that badger pelt.” 

I looked at him in amazement and disbelief. I want-
ed to hear more because this seemed too wild to be 
true! I worked up the courage and asked him, “Why 
was your grandmother swinging that pelt at her ram?” 

His eyes began to well with tears. “My grandmoth-
er was a spiritual woman,” he said. “She believed that 
blessing the ram with a badger pelt, before releasing 
him into the f lock, would encourage the production of 
more colored lambs. She believed the lambs that were 
born in the spring would be multicolored like a badger. 
She always hoped to get at least one lamb that would 
grow into a blue sheep.” 

This was a traditional belief that Ron’s grandmother 
held dear, so much so that even in her elder years, she 
tried to carry on the tradition all on her own. I thought 
about the many shepherds and weavers before me and 
how they appreciated every color of wool. I mean, to 
chase a 200-pound ram around a corral, while smack-
ing it with a badger pelt is a profound way of asking 
the universe and this ram for the colors you’d need to 
warp and weave a beautiful rug. 

I held my eyes shut. I could smell the monsoon rain 
and wet dirt far off in the distance. I drew in another 
whiff, this time full of curiosity. I just needed my own 
badger pelt and a ram to whack with it! Jokes aside, I tru-
ly wanted to understand how color and its inheritance 
worked within our breed of sheep. Like the age-old ques-
tion, What came first, the chicken or the egg? Is a spot-
ted sheep white with black spots, or is it black with white 
spots? After talking to Ron, I needed to answer this.

When I opened my eyes, I could see that the other 
campers had settled in, and their sheep were unloaded 

In our culture it is said that 
the first loom and warp were 
created using elements from 
a rainstorm. 
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sheep and the breed association’s registrar; she talked 
about the significance of colored sheep and how their 
wool was used by Hispanic and Diné weavers. She used 
unfamiliar terms such as loci, agouti, and extension to ex-
plain how a sheep inherits and exhibits color. I was mes-
merized! I just had to learn more! 

Later that evening, I caught up with Connie. We 
spoke about colored sheep. She explained the different 
colors and color patterns that I had in my little exhibi-
tion f lock. She pointed me in the direction of various 
books, noteworthy people, and most importantly, an-
other breeder who exclusively studies color and color 
pattern inheritance within the Navajo-Churro breed, 
Ingrid Painter. 

I returned home from the Sheep Is Life Celebration 
full of new and exciting knowledge. As I unloaded the 
sheep into their home corral, I looked at them with 
new eyes. Who would have known that my curiosity 
would turn into a lifelong study? 

Before reaching out to Ingrid, I spoke to Diné shep-
herds to learn as much as I could about their experi-
ences with colored sheep. “To get brown, you must 
have already had brown in the f lock,” said one elder. 
“But don’t get too greedy! We [Diné] are not supposed 

into their own pens. Those sheep were unfazed, 
crunching on hay and chewing their cuds; little did 
they know they’d be competing for prize ribbons the 
next day. While the showman in me was analyzing 
what my little f lock was up against, I couldn’t help but 
notice that most of the sheep there were solid white, 
and mine were either solid black or brown. Did I miss 
the memo? Should I have brought the few white sheep 
I had left behind at home? No! I was just psyching my-
self out. What I needed to do was finish setting up and 
prepare the sheep for the shows the next day.

BROWN SHEEP
The next day came and I found myself showing against 
a wonderfully diverse colored class of beautiful Navajo-
Churro ewe lambs. The judges approached me and my 
brown ewe lamb Copper. She got her name from her 
long, silky, reddish-brown fleece. Founder of the Navajo 
Sheep Project, Dr. Lyle McNeal, who was one of the 
judges, told the tale of how in the olden days, he’d only 
ever seen brown sheep in Two Grey Hills, New Mexico, 
where the famed Two Grey Hills tapestries were woven 
with nothing but natural colors. He brought in Connie 
Taylor, who was a longtime breeder of Navajo-Churro 

A brown ewe is a gift from the rainbow beings.
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to have too many brown sheep. They are a blessing, so 
treat them as such!” 

I asked my grandfather, a Diné medicine man 
who holds a wealth of traditional knowledge, about 
the correlation between greed and the brown sheep. 
“The Rainbow Beings are who created the first brown 
sheep,” he responded. “They created the most coveted 
colored sheep of all.” He reminded me about the tra-
ditional story of the creation of sheep and how at one 
point, we Diné had sheep, but we became too greedy, 
and they were taken from us. “The Rainbow Beings 
put a little bit of their beauty into the first brown 
sheep,” he explained. “This was to test our humility. If 
the Rainbow Beings were pleased with us, they would 
bless us with brown sheep every so often.” 

After listening to my grandfather tell the traditional 
tale of the creation of sheep, I became eager to connect 
with like-minded shepherds—those who’ve dedicated 
their lives and f locks to studying just this. I wanted to 
learn how science explains the color possibilities with-
in different breeds of sheep and how I could apply the 
science to my own flock so that one day, I could have a 
“blue sheep” of my own. 

Since then, I’ve made new friends from all over the 
world—friends that I’ve gained a wealth of knowledge 
from. I learned that loci are locations on a strand of 

DNA controlling color, color pattern, and spotting dis-
plays. Agouti is a gene that controls the variations of 
“wild” color patterns. And extension refers to anoth-
er gene that, if lined up correctly, can inhibit a sheep’s 
ability to display color patterns.

At first, I didn’t exactly home in on creating a blue 
sheep; instead, I was focusing more on colors of wool as 
my spinning and weaving skills progressed. But I also 
focused on the quality of my wool. I found out over the 
years that sheep are either black or brown at the mo-
lecular level, and patterns are variations of symmetri-
cal white or tan markings on their bodies—sometimes 
lambs are patterned like badgers! 

MAE AND THE WHITE-BELLY SHEEP
I noticed that, when switching rams annually, some 
over-the-top, “wild” agouti-patterned lambs began to 
spring up in my f lock. Their color patterns were rem-
iniscent of their wild bighorn cousins. This reminds 

“The Rainbow Beings are 
who created the first brown 
sheep. They created the most 
coveted colored sheep of all. 
The Rainbow Beings put a 
little bit of their beauty into 
the first brown sheep. This 
was to test our humility. If 
the Rainbow Beings were 
pleased with us, they would 
bless us with brown sheep 
every so often.”

—Nikyle’s Grandfather

A gray (white-bellied) ewe—cousin of the bighorns



30 Spin Off   •   spinoffmagazine.com

me of a story told to me by an elder. She has since de-
parted, so out of respect for her living family, I’ll call 
her Mae. 

Mae came to my home one evening. She had noticed 
the wave of colored sheep grazing along the highway 
fence and asked if I had any colored wool available. I 
showed her what I had in my “wool stash,” and she was 
quite pleased as she carried three bags of gray f leece to 
her truck. I asked if she wanted to see the sheep who 
grew the wool, and her face lit up as she nodded her 
head yes. 

As we walked to the corral, she talked about going 
to the old trading post around the bend from my place. 
It was where she and her grandparents would trek each 
time her grandmother finished weaving a rug. The old 
Sunrise Trading Post was where local weavers took their 
rugs to either trade them for the goods they needed at 
home or sell them for cash. It was a place that my great-
grandmother often sold or traded her rugs as well.

When we made it to the f lock, I pointed out a ewe 
and her two daughters. “Those are the sheep that 
you have the wool from.” She interrupted me as I de-
scribed the sheep’s color pattern. “I know those sheep 
have white bellies,” she said. I nodded my head and 
she continued. “My grandmother wove large Klagetoh 
rugs, with gray backgrounds and a red diamond in 

the center.” She got emotional, wiping away tears and 
said, “Those white-belly sheep saved me from being 
taken away. My grandmother called them ‘cousins of 
the bighorn sheep,’ and she was right. They were wild 
like bighorns.”

Mae grew up in a time when Indigenous children 
were often taken from their families at a young age 
and then shipped hundreds of miles away to a residen-
tial school. When the children arrived at those schools, 
they were stripped of their indigeneity. Their hair was 
cut off, and they had to get used to a new wardrobe. 
They were punished if they spoke their native lan-
guage, and sadly, some children never returned home. 
Many untold horrors of the lives that were cut short are 
now being uncovered in unmarked graves at residential 
schools in North America.

“Those white-belly sheep 
saved me from being taken 
away. My grandmother called 
them ‘cousins of the bighorn 
sheep,’ and she was right. They 
were wild like bighorns.”

—Mae

Blue Navajo-Churro fleece used in a handwoven textile
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She said that one morning, when she was a young 
child, her grandfather burst into the home where 
she and her brother slept. He woke them and hur-
ried them about the house, collecting their clothes, 
shoes, and a bag full of bread and jerky. As they scur-
ried out of the house, making their way to the sheep 
corral, Mae turned back to look at the house and no-
ticed her grandmother using a juniper branch to sweep 
their footprints away. She looked at her grandmoth-
er in confusion, crying and wondering why she would 
erase their existence. When they got to the corral, their 
grandparents told them to head for the mesas in the 
distance and that they would send the f lock of sheep 
after them to hide their tracks. 

“Follow the cousins of the bighorn sheep,” Mae’s 
grandmother told her. “They will lead you to fresh-
water springs and hide you from danger. They know 
the land like their cousins do. They will keep you 
safe. Now go!” She remembers making it to the far-
off mesas and hiding in the brush with her brother, 
watching the sheep make their way toward them. 
When the sheep made it, it was the sheep with the 
wild color patterns that had the inclination to move 
onward and take them up the steep mesa’s edge. 
She remembers being on top of the mesa for three 
days and following those special sheep around to 
the freshwater springs and to safe places to sleep at 
night. On the fourth day, she heard her grandfa-
ther’s voice echoing in a nearby canyon. They peeked 
over the ledge and saw him on horseback, calling out 
for them to return home. 

Mae recalled how happy she was to return home, 
how happy she was to see her grandmother, and how 
happy the sheep looked to be in their corral. She never 
asked why they had to spend those days up in the me-
sas, but as she got older, she would make friends and 
meet her husband, who all were taken away and sent to 
residential schools. 

Mae made her journey a couple of years after our 
meeting, so I was never able to follow up on how she 
liked the wool. Her grandmother describing those pat-
terned ewes as cousins of the bighorn sheep and Mae’s 
use of natural colors in her weaving fueled my passion to 
continue my journey to produce consistent colored wool.

BLUE SHEEP
In 2019, it had been 16 years since my first meeting with 
Ron Garnanez and the beginning of my adventure with 
colored sheep. This also meant 16 seasons of breeding 
sheep and lambing. But as the lambs began to display 
more exciting color patterns, their wool was becoming 
coarser. How could I control the quality while trying 
to maintain all my studies? Perhaps introduce a solid-
colored or completely white ram? Well, I couldn’t bring 
myself to use either, so instead, I found a subtle-looking, 
ultra-recessive color-patterned ram.

This ram, whom I named Ucolo, came to our f lock 
from Spring Coyote Ranch in Marshall, California. 
He, at the time, was everything I was looking for. Tall, 
handsome, and most importantly, had a soft, drapey 
brown fleece. At the end of July in 2020, I introduced 
him to the ewes. Five months later came the winter 
snow and newborn lambs. I was ecstatic! All but two 
of his lambs were born brown, and each had fun color-
pattern expressions. I felt proud to watch the lambs 
develop into their own personalities, to see how their 
wool quality was like night and day compared to the 
quality I was getting before. It wasn’t until they were 
four months of age, frolicking around the range as 
their mothers grazed, that I noticed that one of the two 
black lambs was fading to a silvery blue color, just like 
the dibé dootłizh (blue sheep) does! 

Experimenting with colored sheep and wool qual-
ity all those years, I had inadvertently bred a color that 
I set out so long ago to breed. My research and the use 
of my f lock’s wool in my weaving continues today. I 
still find myself stopping to smell life’s roses. Whether 
it’s sheep poop or the wet dirt after a rainstorm that I 
smell, I hold closer the appreciation for the many sto-
ries of my elders, ancestors, and their (now our) journey 
with colored sheep. ●

Nikyle Begay (they/them) is a Diné shepherd, fiber art-
ist, and teacher based in Ganado, Arizona, on the Navajo 
Nation. Nikyle is the Director of Rainbow Fiber Co-Op and 
brings a wealth of knowledge and expertise to the proj-
ect. Nikyle has experience working in technology and the 
nonprofit sector, as well as an extensive background in 
sheep flock management, wool production, traditional wool 
processing, and the weaving arts. You can find them on 
Instagram @navajoshepherd.
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Cecilia’s Bosom Friend is a reversible shawl that wraps around the torso.
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beautiful. When I wear a shawl, I don’t want to have to 
bother looking for the right side—I just wrap it around 
me and go. Or I can choose the side that fits my mood 
that day. 

TUCK STITCHES AND SINGLES YARNS
A year ago, I came across Nancy Marchant’s book Tuck 
Stitches: Sophistication in Handknitting and was fascinat-
ed by the waffle-like structure and compact squishy-
spongy feeling of the tuck stitches. All the samples in 
the book were knitted in two fingering-weight yarns in 
contrasting colors that made the stitches pop. Inspired, I 
decided to incorporate tuck stitches into the design for 
my bosom friend using singles yarns. As a handspinner, 
I have the freedom to work with a variety of colors in 
a f leece, so I wanted to highlight the natural shades in 
the dark yarn.

Singles yarns can give an airy fabric structure but 
aren’t without challenges. To avoid bias in my shawl, I 
decided to spin the dark and the light yarns in different 
directions. To be on the safe side, I also decided to full 
my yarns. The tuck-stitch pattern I chose behaves like 
a broken rib pattern that will prevent rolled edges.

The double-tuck-stitch pattern in Cecilia’s Bosom 
Friend is pattern number 26 in Nancy Marchant’s book. 
All tuck-stitch terminology and abbreviations are devel-
oped by Nancy. You don’t need the book to knit a bo-
som friend, but I highly recommend it as a very well-
structured book with step-by-step stitch instructions 
and as a lovely dive into the world of tuck stitches.

FIBER NOTES
For this project, I had the perfect wool candidates—
a white Värmland f leece and a variegated gray 
Värmland. Värmland sheep are a Swedish heritage 
breed with a combination of soft undercoat and strong, 
shiny outercoat. These f leeces have slightly more un-
dercoat than outercoat. Blending it all together in a 

I have a bosom friend who is also my second cousin. 
Her name is Cecilia. A few years ago, we reconnected 
after nearly 40 years and have had daily contact ever 
since. Cecilia is also a spinner, and we see each oth-
er at wool events. At one such event, she was wearing 
a bosom friend, known in Swedish as hjärtevärmare, 
which translates to English as “heart-warmer.” I hadn’t 
thought much about this kind of shawl, but when she 
wore it, I instantly fell for it and wanted to design one. 
There is something comforting with a shawl securely 
wrapped around the bosom. It makes me feel safe and, 
at the same time, free to move.

As I worked out this pattern, I knitted a bosom 
friend for Cecilia in white and brown variegated yarn. 
Then I knitted the version shown here for myself in 
white and variegated gray yarn. The variegated grays 
almost appear as if I’ve used a palette of separate grays 
because of the stripe pattern in tuck stitches. Natural 
sheep colors are endlessly inspiring!

The tuck-stitch pattern I’ve used here has a “right 
side” and a “wrong side” for pattern-reading clarity, but 
I think of it as fully reversible. Both sides are equally 

Cecilia’s Bosom Friend
JOSEFIN WALTIN

Sportweight, lightly fulled singles yarn spun on floor-
supported Navajo-style spindles
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singles yarn creates a soft yet relatively strong yarn 
with some subtle shine.

You can use any reasonably soft dual-coated f leece 
or a combination of undercoat and outercoat fibers 
from different breeds. Just make sure that the differ-
ence in length isn’t too great between the undercoat 
and outercoat fibers. One approach is to create a slid-
ing scale of fiber lengths. For example, if the shortest 
undercoat fibers are 5 centimeters and the longest out-
ercoat fibers are 15 centimeters, make sure there are 
fibers in lengths in between as well. This will make 
the fibers marry each other better.

When it comes to color, there is so much you can 
play with in this pattern. You can choose a solid dark 
color or a variegated f leece, or mix colors from sev-
eral f leeces. You can, of course, also use dyed wool in 
one or more shades or colors. Find a combination that 
works for you. The important thing is that there is 
contrast between the two yarns—one light color (LC) 
and one dark color (DC). I chose four shades of gray 
from my variegated gray f leece and spun one rolag of 
each color at a time and in the same sequence through-
out the whole yarn.

W h a t  I s  a  Tu c k  S t i t c h?
Nancy Marchant explains, “Tuck stitches are creat-
ed using slipped stitches. When we slip a stitch in 
tuck knitting, instead of carrying the working yarn 
across the front or across the back of a slipped stitch, 
we carry the yarn over the stitch, giving that slipped 
stitch a shawl. This action is called a sl1yo. In the fol-
lowing row, we can work this slipped stitch and its ac-
companying yarn over together. If the stitch and yarn 
over are knitted together, this is called a brioche knit 
(brk) or if they are purled together, this is called a bri-
oche purl (brp). We are tucking that stitch. In brioche 
knitting, every stitch is tucked; the entire fabric sur-
face is covered with single tuck stitches.”

But it doesn’t end there! Nancy goes on, “Instead of brioche knitting or brioche purling the stitch in the following 
row, we can slip the stitches again and give it another yarn over. This is called sl11yo. After working a sl11yo, we 
will see a single stitch topped with two yarn overs.” In the stitch pattern I have chosen for this design, you work 
two rows of slipped stitches (two yarnover stitches on the original stitch) before the brioche-stitch tuck row.

To learn more about tuck stitches and Nancy’s notation system, check out Tuck Stitches: Sophistication in 
Handknitting (2017).

SPINNING NOTES
I spun my singles yarns with two f loor-supported 
Navajo-style spindles, but you can use other spinning 
tools as well. The advantages of the f loor-supported 
Navajo-style spindles are the slowness and the oppor-
tunity to make long draws that are really long.

I divided the gray wool into four shades of gray and 
processed them separately. Before carding the wool 
into rolags, I teased it with combs.

When I spin on any kind of spindle, I always spin 
clockwise with my right hand and counterclockwise 
with my left hand. This is for ergonomic reasons. By 
alternating the two yarns when spinning and by spin-
ning the yarns in different directions (and thereby with 
different hands), I kept my body in balance and avoid-
ed strained shoulders.

I chose to spin the white yarn clockwise. Since the 
yarn twists slightly clockwise in my continental knit-
ting style and the pattern uses twice as much light yarn 
compared to dark yarn, I figured this would give the 
most durable and balanced result.

I kept the yarn to a 30-degree twist angle and 12 
wraps per inch (sportweight). To set the twist and give 



35Spring 2022   •   Spin Off

the yarn a round shape and more solid texture, I fulled 
it by dipping it alternately into cold and hot water un-
til I could feel the yarn becoming just slightly tighter. I 
stopped the process when the strands started to want to 
cling to each other. The fulling only marginally shrank 
the yarn.

For the I-cord bind-off and tie, I used the gray 
Värmland wool to spin a two-ply sportweight yarn that 
also measured 12 wraps per inch. I wanted a solid col-
or, so I chose to blend the grays into a medium silver. 
I combed the wool (undercoat and outercoat together) 
and spun it with a short draw on a spinning wheel. For 
both the bind-off and tie, it is important that the yarn 
weight matches the rest of the project and that the yarn 
is durable. I recommend combing and short-draw spin-
ning for a sleek look and defined stitches.

MATERIALS
Fiber 19½ oz raw white Värmland f leece and 16 oz raw 
variegated gray Värmland f leece. The weight is based 
on an approximate yarn yield of 35% from raw fleece 
to finished yarn. Note that the yarn is lightly fulled, so 
the fiber must be able to felt.
Yarn Lightly fulled singles: 765 yd light color (LC) 
Z-spun, 385 yd dark color (DC) S-spun; 1,240 ypp; 12 
wpi; sportweight.
2-ply for I-cord ties and bind-off, worsted-spun: 66 yd 
light color (LC); 720 ypp; 12 wpi; sportweight.
Needles Size 6 (4 mm): 32" (80 cm) circular (cir). Size 
4 (3.5 mm): set of 2 double-pointed (dpn). Adjust nee-
dle size if necessary to obtain the correct gauge.
Notions Markers (m); tapestry needle.

Gauge 20 sts and 46 rows = 4" in Tuck charted patt 
with LC/DC yarn on larger needle; 22 sts and 30 rows 
= 4" in St st with LC/DC yarn on larger needle.
Finished Size 63" × 24". Modeled by Josefin, see Notes.

Visit spinoffmagazine.com/spin-off-abbreviations for terms 
you don’t know.

Notes
• This winged triangular two-color tuck-stitch shawl 

has I-cord ties and an I-cord bind-off, with tassels at 
the center point and the ends of the I-cord. The shawl 
is reversible. It begins at the center back neck with a 
garter-stitch tab and increases at each side of a single 
center stitch and at the beginning and end of rows.

• When changing colors, make sure to carry the new 
color to the front and the old to the back. It’s impor-
tant to carry the unused yarn loosely along the edge. 
If it is pulled too tightly, the left and right edges of 
the shawl will be uneven.

• Always work increase stitches into the tuck pattern.
• The upper edge is straight or slightly convex and 

doesn’t follow the shape of the neck. For a better 
fit, you can choose to fold the edge at the neck and 
show both sides of the fabric.

• The pattern is one size (shown on Josefin, a EU size 
38; US size 8). However, there are several ways you 
can alter the size to fit your needs. You can:

 – Tie the shawl in the front or in the back.
 – Increase or decrease the number of pattern re-
peats before and/or after you start the shaping.

 – Add or subtract length to the I-cord ties.

The tuck-stitch pattern Josefin chose is fully 
reversible. Here, the wrong side is facing.  
You can see the right side at the neck fold.

Wear the shawl with the upper edge folded  
as a collar to show both sides of the shawl.

http://www.spinoffmagazine.com/spin-off-abbreviations
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• Also, the shawl is quite elastic, and you can wear it 
tight or loose depending on your preferences.

• To determine your size, measure in a figure eight 
around your neck, crossed over your chest and around 
your back just underneath your bottom ribs. This 
measurement should approximately match the fin-
ished width measurement. You can wear the shawl 
with different degrees of wrapping. Josefin’s fits so the 
ends meet at the center back. You can also wear it so 
the ends double at the back. The ends don’t have to 
meet, but they should at least go around the side ribs.

SHAWL
Garter Tab
With larger needle and LC, CO 2 sts.

Work 5 rows in garter st.
Next row (WS) K2, working along selvedge edge, 

pick up and knit 3 sts (1 st in each garter ridge), then 
pick up and knit 1 st in each CO st—7 sts total.

Set-Up Rows
Row 1 (RS) With DC, k2, place marker (pm), yo, k1, 

yo, pm, k1 (center st), pm, yo, k1, yo, pm, k2—11 sts.
Row 2 (WS) With DC, k2, sl m, work Row 2 of 

Tuck chart to m, sl m, k1, sl m, work Tuck chart to m, 
sl m, k2.

Row 3 With LC (see Notes), k2, sl m, yo, work Row 
3 of Tuck chart over 3 sts, yo, sl m, k1, sl m, yo, work 
Tuck chart over 3 sts, yo, sl m, k2—15 sts.

Rows 4–6 With LC, k2, sl m, work Tuck chart to m 
(see Notes), sl m, k1, sl m, work Tuck chart to m, sl m, k2.

Pattern Repeat
Row 1 (RS) With DC, k2, sl m, yo, work in patt to 

m, yo, sl m, k1, sl m, yo, work in patt to m, yo, sl m, 
k2—4 sts inc’d.

Row 2 (WS) With DC, k2, sl m, work in patt to m, 
sl m, k1, sl m, work in patt to m, sl m, k2.

Row 3 With LC, k2, sl m, yo, work in patt to m,  
yo, sl m, k1, sl m, yo, work in patt to m, yo, sl m, 
k2—4 sts inc’d.

Rows 4–6 With LC, k2, sl m, work in patt to m, 
sl m, k1, sl m, work in patt to m, sl m, k2.
Rep last 6 rows 16 more times—151 sts; piece measures 
about 12" along center st.

Shaping Repeat
Row 1 (RS) With DC, k2, sl m, yo, M1R, work 

in patt to m, yo, sl m, k1, sl m, yo, work in patt to m, 
M1L, yo, sl m, k2—6 sts inc’d.

Row 2 (WS) With DC, k2, sl m, work in patt to m, 
sl m, k1, sl m, work in patt to m, sl m, k2.

Row 3 With LC, k2, sl m, yo, M1R, work in patt to 
m, yo, sl m, k1, sl m, yo, work in patt to m, M1L, yo, 
sl m, k2—6 sts inc’d.

2-st rep

5 LC RS

3 LC RS

1 DC RS

6 LC WS

4 LC WS

2 DC WS

Tuck

LC

DC

k on RS, p on WS

sl1yo: sl 1 pwise wyf, 
yarn over needle to back

sl11yo: sl st and yo pwise wyf, 
yarn over needle to back

brp12: purl st and 2 yo tog on RS, 
knit st and 2 yo tog on WS

pattern repeat

Key

LC

DC

k on RS, p on WS

sl1yo: sl 1 pwise wyf, 
yarn over needle to back

sl11yo: sl st and yo pwise wyf, 
yarn over needle to back

brp12: purl st and 2 yo tog on RS, 
knit st and 2 yo tog on WS

pattern repeat

Key

S h aw l  S i z i n g

Measure in a figure eight over your chest with ends 
meeting at center back to find the finished shawl 
width needed for a good fit.
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The ends meet at the back underneath the body of the shawl on Josefin.
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Rows 4–6 With LC, k2, sl m, work in patt to m, 
sl m, k1, sl m, work in patt to m, sl m, k2.

Rep last 6 rows 15 more times—343 sts; piece mea-
sures about 24" along center st.

Do not BO; set aside.

I-Cord Tie and Bind-Off
With 2-ply yarn, smaller dpn, and leaving a 20" tail, 
CO 3 sts. Work I-cord for 20".

Next row K2 I-cord sts, with RS of shawl facing, 
k2tog tbl (last I-cord st tog with first st of shawl), slide 
3 sts to other end of dpn.

Attached I-cord row K2 I-cord sts, k2tog tbl (last 
I-cord st tog with next st of shawl), slide 3 sts to other
end of dpn.

Rep last row once more.
Unattached I-cord row K3 I-cord sts, slide 3 sts to 

other end of dpn.
Cont in patt, working 3 rows of attached I-cord, 

then 1 row of unattached I-cord, to center st.
Work 1 row of unattached I-cord.
Work 1 row of attached I-cord (joining to center st).
Work 1 row of unattached I-cord.
Cont in patt, working 3 rows of attached I-cord, 

then 1 row of unattached I-cord, to end of shawl.

Work I-cord for 20".
BO all sts. Break yarn, leaving a 20" tail.

FINISHING
Tassels
Make two 3½" tassels with 2-ply yarn and one 3½" tas-
sel with LC and DC yarn tog. Use tails to attach 2-ply 
tassels onto I-cord ends. Attach LC/DC tassel to cen-
ter st point of shawl.

Weave in ends. Block to measurements. ●

Resources
Brioche Stitch, briochestitch.com.
Josefin Waltin Spinner. “A Coloured Fleece.” April 20, 

2021. waltin.se/josefin waltinspinner/a-coloured-
fleece.

Josefin Waltin Spinner. “Fulling Singles.” April 17, 2021. 
waltin.se/josefin waltin spinner/fulling-singles.

Marchant, Nancy. Tuck Stitches: Sophistication in 
Handknitting. Self-published, 2017.

Josefin Waltin started spinning in 2011. She is a spinning 
teacher, offering workshops both online and offline, mainly 
in spindle techniques and the process from raw fleece to fin-
ished yarn. Josefin publishes instructional and documentary- 
style videos, and she manages a spinning blog from her home 
in Sweden at waltin.se/josefinwaltinspinner.

An I-cord bind-off and tassel create an elegant finish.

Josefin (right) with her cousin Cecelia in handknitted 
hjärtevärmare. Read more about how these two spinners 
reconnected in Spin Off, Fall 2020.
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http://waltin.se/josefinwaltinspinner/a-coloured-fleece
http://waltin.se/josefinwaltinspinner/a-coloured-fleece
http://waltin.se/josefinwaltinspinner/fulling-singles
http://waltin.se/josefinwaltinspinner
http://briochestitch.com


Prairie CityPrairie City
FIBER FEST

in Beautiful Eastern Oregon

July 30 & 31, 2022
Fleeces, Natural Fibers & Equipment,
Demonstrations & Handcrafted Items

Workshops: July 29, 30 & 31

www.PrairieCityFiberFest.com

R I N G S P I N D L E S   •   S P I N N I N G  W H E E L S
F L O O R  L O O M S   &   A C C E S S O R I E SHeirloom Quality Spinning Tools, 

Designed and Hand-built by Master Woodworker 
Thomas Golding and son Seth Golding.

Lazy Kate I

Micro Kate 

Golding
Gossamer

“Fleur de Lys”

drum carders for ,iber  

preparation 

www.classiccarder.com 
Email ‐ paulbri3ain@mac.com 

Also at  

www.susansfiber.com 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http://www.PrairieCityFiberFest.com
http://TheDancingGoats.com
http://www.GoldingFiberTools.com
mailto:fibertools%40vermontel.net?subject=
http://www.susansfiber.com
mailto:paulbrittain%40mac.com?subject=
http://www.classiccarder.com
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The Edible  
Dye Garden 
Seneca Red Stalker
MEGHAN WE AVER SMITH
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Explore a range of colors from 
a new dyestuff: Seneca Red 
Stalker corn husks!
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In the chilly months of winter, I love to curl up with 
a hot beverage and my woolens, pore over my favor-
ite seed catalogs, and dream up a plan for next year’s 
garden. A few years ago, while looking at a catalog 
from Seed Savers Exchange, I was struck by a photo 
of a gorgeous, gnarly-looking f lint corn: Seneca Red 
Stalker. After reading the description, I knew I’d have 
to try it out in the coming spring. 

I’d fallen in love with heirloom and open- 
pollinated corns a couple years before. I am al-
ways blown away by the variety of shapes, sizes, 
colors, and uses for different types, and I’m star-
tled by how much taller they can seem to grow in 
just a couple days. When I planted my Red Stalker 
corn, the seedlings took on their own personalities 
right away: all of the plants’ leaves remained a vi-
brant green, but the other parts of each plant took 
on a signature color. The stalks ranged from red to 

red-violet to almost midnight black. A handful re-
mained plain-Jane green. 

As they grew taller and taller, up beyond my head, 
the midnight-black plants became my favorite orna-
mental. They were so striking with their violet-black 
stalks ringed with lively green at each leaf node. With 
my corn patch right by the house, the color and beauty 
of these plants cheered me up every time I walked by 
or looked out the window. 

Harvesting corn from this plant is always special. 
In 2019, I invited a handful of friends over for a Fall 
Equinox celebration, and as part of it, we picked and 
shucked the Seneca Red Stalker corn. Shucking an 
ear of this corn feels like opening a present; you never 
know what colors and patterns you will find. Some of-
fer vivid rows of red and black; others have a rainbow 
of blues, yellows, and purples; and many have special 
kernels striped in red and yellow or red and white. 

Gotland samples. Left: undyed locks and skein. Right from top: alum-mordanted skein dyed with 
husks in a pH 3.5 bath for 8 hours; same as above but dyed for 20 hours; alum-mordanted skein 
dyed with stalks and cobs for four days; copper-mordanted Gotland locks dyed with husks
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For fiber artists who also love to grow their own food, this 
plant has it all. It’s a lovely garden ornamental and a 
unique seasonal decoration; it makes great hominy, corn-
meal, or livestock feed; and it offers up rewarding color. 
Seed can be ordered from Seed Savers Exchange, a non-
profit in Iowa.

At our house, we dry and shell the corn and save it 
to make a traditional wood-ash hominy or mill it for 
cornbread. We’ve also found it makes a favorite snack 
for our ever-hungry horde of ducks. 

THE GIFT OF COLOR
After harvesting the corn one year, I saw that the 
morning dew had pooled on a leftover husk on the 
ground, creating a vibrant pool of red-violet liquid, and 
I had a lightbulb moment. I quickly fished the rest of 
the husks off the top of our compost pile and fetched 
the dyepot. With some experimentation, I was able to 
create dyepots yielding beautiful reds, pinks, and pur-
ples. The colors I got from these husks turned me into 
a Seneca Red Stalker devotee. 

I have been experimenting with the dye potential 
of Seneca Red Stalker for several years, and in 2020, 
I gifted some seed to my fiber friend and ally, Chloe 
Valentine of Torrey, Utah. Her different approach 
to dyeing, different water, and different growing 
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conditions have given me a fuller picture of this dye 
plant, which I’m thrilled to share here. There are still 
a lot of unknowns—we don’t yet know about the long-
term lightfastness and colorfastness, although both our 
samples have held up well so far!

I moved to a new home in December 2020 and was 
not able to grow corn in 2021. However, I had dried 
and saved the husks from my 2020 patch of about 50 
plants for later. Those old husks were about a year old 
when I used them to create the samples in this article. I 
also couldn’t bear to part with the colorful plant stalks 
in 2020. I stripped the most colorful of their leaves, 
dried the stalks, and bundled them for later use. I also 
saved some corncobs. The cob under the kernels is a 
lovely red or purple.

Dyebath #1: Stalks and Cobs
Until now, my focus had been on using husks for dye-
ing, but for this article, it was time to experiment with 
other parts of the plant. Because the color varies so 
much from plant to plant and because the color is con-
centrated in the outermost layer of the stalks, I didn’t 
worry about weighing dyestuff. Instead, I threw all the 
cobs I had in my dyepot and chose my most colorful 
stalks and threw them in, too, after breaking them into 
manageable 6-inch pieces. I packed the pot “chock-a-
block full,” as my mother would say, and poured hot 
water in to fill the nooks and crannies. At first, my 
dry dyestuff f loated up out of the pot. To wrangle it, 
I found a smaller stainless steel pot, filled it partway 
with water, and used it as a weight on top of the stalks 
until they’d absorbed enough water to stay submerged 
on their own.

Because I work outdoors with propane and like to 
conserve fuel, I simmered the dyestuff off and on, let-
ting the thermal mass of the pot help extract color 
when the heat was off. I planned to let color extract for 
24 hours or so, but life around Thanksgiving time was 
very full. The bath sat for about four days, with heat 
applied off and on. I filtered out the plant matter with 
a beer brewer’s strainer (an amazing tool for natural 
dyeing!) and was left with a dark red-brown dye liquid. 

My last home was on spring water, and I current-
ly work with well water. However, both water sources 
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Gulf-Coast Native samples using fleece from Solace Farm Homestead. Top row: 
undyed; alum mordanted and dyed with husks for 12 hours; alum mordanted and 
dyed with husks for 8 hours. Bottom row: alum mordanted and dyed with husks 
for 20 hours; alum mordanted and used to exhaust previous dyepot.

From top: undyed 
Border Leicester 
fleece; alum- 
mordanted Border 
Leicester fleece 
dyed with husks  
for 8 hours; alum-
mordanted Romney 
fleece dyed with 
stalks and cobs

Finnwool samples spun from Humbug Finn top from Paradise 
Fibers. From top: undyed; alum mordanted and dyed with 
stalks and cobs for four days; alum mordanted and dyed with 
husks for 8 hours; same as above but dyed for 20 hours
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yielded similar results. My current water source is soft 
water with an acidic pH of about 6. For this dyebath, I 
did not adjust the pH. I threw in wetted wool skeins of 
variegated Finnwool and gray Gotland, and raw fleece 
from a bright white Romney named Sugar; all were pre-
viously mordanted.* I heated my dyepot to 180 degrees 
and applied heat as needed to keep the temperature be-
tween 160 and 180 degrees. I dyed in the evening, let 
the pot cool overnight, heated it again in the morning 
for a while, and then let the fiber cool for another 12 
hours or so. 

The results were lackluster. Stalks and cobs certain-
ly have color to offer, and I do very much like how my 
Finnwool skein turned out, but the color is pale and 
unremarkable compared to what the husks give. I will 
never again painstakingly strip, dry, and bundle stalks. 
They will go into the compost heap! 

Dyebath #2: Husks
The husks are where the magic is. In a planting, they 
are abundant and pretty uniform in their red-violet col-
or. They also retain their color when dried and stored 
for later use. Open-pollinated varieties of corn such as 
this one usually have two or even three ears per stalk, 
meaning lots of husks for dyeing. 

To extract the color, I shred the husks along the grain 
to help the color leach out and fill the dye pot with an 
equal weight of dyestuff to the fiber that I plan to dye. 

(For example, I use 8 ounces of dried husks to dye 8 
ounces of mordanted wool.) I bring a full teakettle to the 
boiling point and pour the contents over the husks to 
make a tea-like infusion. After this sits for a bit, I heat 
the pot back up and simmer for a while. It’s interesting 
to note that I have tried heating the husks with a gentler 
heat as I would with madder, not letting the temperature 
exceed 170 degrees, but I did not notice a serious differ-
ence in color. After I have a dark, rich cherry-red bath, I 
filter the bath with my trusty brewer’s strainer.

Acid Modifier Based on previous experience, I expect-
ed that lowering the pH (making it more acidic) would 
shift a red-violet toward red. For this test batch, I used 
guidance from Joy Boutrop and Catharine Ellis’s fabu-
lous natural dye book (see Resources) to know how acid-
ic I should make the bath. My specific dyestuff was not 
listed, but I turned to their advice regarding another dye 
known for reds and purples: cochineal. For an intense 
red (rather than purple), they recommend adding citric 
acid to get a dyebath with a pH of 3.5 to 5. I followed 
their directions and added citric acid (from the can-
ning section of my grocery store) to get a bath of about 
pH 3.5. I put in my wetted, alum-mordanted wool* and 
heated my pot to the 160- to 180-degree range. 

This is not an instant gratification dye like mad-
der or marigolds. Color strike is slow, so don’t be dis-
appointed if only the palest pinks show up after a bit. I 

S e e i n g  Re d
The first time I dyed with these husks, I had a hunch that 
making the bath more acidic would give me red rather than 
purple. I used to work for a local body-care business as a 
handmade-soap maker and production manager. I’d found 
a simple trick for testing a soap’s pH using juice extract-
ed from red cabbage. The cabbage juice, which is a purple 
liquid, was dropped on the bar of soap in question, and if it 
stayed purple or shifted to red, the bar was safe. If the juice 
shifted to blue, the bar was basic. If the juice shifted to very 
dark blue, the bar could be dangerously alkaline, and the 
batch should perhaps be discarded. Knowing that acidity 
could shift some purple liquids to red, I tried this trick on my 
first dye venture and was met with great results.
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walked away for a while, worked on some sheep fenc-
ing, and checked the pot about eight hours later. I 
was thrilled with the colors: My Finnwool skein and 
Romney f leece were both a lovely mauve red, and my 
gray Gotland had turned a gentle plum-lavender col-
or. I took samples out of each, put the remainder back 
in the pot, reheated for a while, and then let the pot 
cool overnight. By the next day, my colors had turned 
a shade darker, and I removed my wool from the pot. I 
allowed the samples to dry fully before final rinsing. 

CHLOE’S RESULTS
Seneca Red Stalker does appear to be sensitive to pH 
and water hardness, so fibers dyed with this material 
should be washed only with a neutral detergent. Chloe 
Valentine, who grew the corn in Utah while I grew it 
in North Carolina, got different results in her area.

Living in Orem, Utah, at the time, Chloe worked 
with hard, municipal water. She tested her bath with 
pH strips and got readings of 4 or 5, but her wool 
skeins turned slate blue! After dyeing her skeins, she 
threw some silk noils in to exhaust the bath and let the 
bath ferment for a few days. The result was a purple 
that she has since spun up, and it has stayed lightfast 
and colorfast. This all leads me to believe that water 
hardness has a big impact on color. For a 10-minute 
discussion of Chloe’s experience growing this corn and 
working with the dye, check out her fiber arts craft-
cast, Vegetables Matter (see Resources).

THE WORK CONTINUES
Other colors can be pulled from this plant, too. 
Without shifting my dyebath pH, I’ve gotten a mut-
ed plum color on white wool, and by mordanting some 
of my Gotland with copper, I’ve even gotten a mossy 
green. There is a lot of room for experimentation with 
a range of pH, water hardness, dyeing with different 
mordants, and working with other fiber types. 

In the end, we’d love to see other fiber artists join 
in a “grow-along” and add to what we know about 
this plant. Several seed companies offer Seneca Red 
Stalker, and for folks who would prefer to grow a sweet 
corn, Double Red corn bred by Alan Kapuler appears 
to be a related variety with a similar red-violet husk. 

We would love to have you join us, and I hope your 
colors are delightful. ●

* Alum-mordanted samples were treated with alu-
minum potassium sulfate at 10% weight of goods 
(WOG) and cream of tartar at 5% WOG.

References
Boutard, Anthony. Beautiful Corn: America’s Original 

Grain from Seed to Plate. Gabriola Island, BC: New 
Society Publishers, 2012.

Boutrup, Joy, and Catharine Ellis. The Art and Science 
of Natural Dyes: Principles, Experiments, and 
Results. Atglen, PA: Schiffer Craft, 2019.

Seed Savers Exchange, seedsavers.org.
Valentine, Chloe. Vegetables Matter craftcast. “Fall 

Colors.” Episode VM (23) Oct/Nov 2020. youtu.be 
/t3P93TA4zvA.

Meghan Weaver Smith’s family has been raising sheep in 
Idaho for several generations, and her interest in sheep and 
wool was first sparked by her mother’s tales of misadventure 
with the family flock of Panama sheep. She loves to grow and 
forage for dye plants and is most intrigued with the plants 
that offer not just color, but food or medicine as well. 

Chloe raised Seneca Red Stalker in Utah, and the 
results from her dyepots were very different from 
Meghan’s in North Carolina, even with the same 
mordant, process, and pH range. From top: Ball 
of Corriedale that came out of the dyepot a 
slate blue; purple Corriedale; lavender 
(exhaust) skein spun from silk noil; and 
mitts knitted with Seneca Red Stalker 
colors and additional natural dyes

https://www.seedsavers.org/
http://youtu.be/t3P93TA4zvA
http://youtu.be/t3P93TA4zvA


46 Spin Off   •   spinoffmagazine.com

Diz Is How 
I Use the 
Blending 
Board
KIM MCKENNA
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Until we downsized in 2017, I was before all else a dyer. 
Mixing dyes for that one perfect color was a thrill like 
none other. After we downsized, I no longer had room 
for everything that used to fit into our home and my 
studio. To my surprise, my new limitations pushed my 
creativity rather than hampered it.

Create complex, variegated semisolid colors for the 
Ancient Earth Shawl. Shown in Kim’s Aphanite colorway

To help strike a balance between my yearning to cre-
ate color and my new situation, I turned to my blending 
board. Today, my jars of dyestock and auxiliary materials, 
dyepots, and measuring equipment have been replaced 
with single-color dyed rovings, handpainted braids, and 
a few natural-colored fibers. The color lessons I learned 
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Diz Is How 
I Use the 
Blending 
Board
KIM MCKENNA

blending is required and a two-step process when 
more blending is required.

One-Step Process
Load the fiber in four to five horizontal rows no wid-
er than the diameter of your diz. You can control how 
much fiber is laid down in one pass. Thinner lay-
ers increase color blending, while thicker layers allow 
colors to be more distinct (less blended) in the final 
yarn. To lay down the thinnest wisp of fiber possi-
ble, hold the end of the roving almost parallel to the 
board and gently drag it across the teeth. To lay down 
more than a thin veil of fiber in one pass, use your 
left hand to follow the roving across the surface of the 
board, helping the teeth grab more fiber as you work. 
To add even more fiber, use roving that has been split 
lengthwise into a tape (strip) of fiber about the width 
of your middle finger.

To facilitate dizzing, load the fiber in thin layers 
and don’t be tempted to overload or pack the blending 

There is less blending with the One-Step Process 
because fiber is applied to the blending board only once. 
The neat rows of fiber should be about as wide as your diz.
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over the years from the dyepot are now applied to the 
blending board. And the time I save in presoaking, dye-
ing, and drying fiber affords me more time for spinning 
and, more recently, designing my own patterns.

Most often, I use my blending board to create yarns 
that appear to be a single color. Closer inspection, 
however, reveals that they are composed of several col-
ors. Such is the beauty of blending rich, complex colors 
that will go well with so many other colors in a palette.

If you are not yet confident when it comes to col-
or, one way to start is to use handpainted braids; they 
are perfect because the dyer has already done the lion’s 
share of the color theory work for you. When you have 
learned more about your personal palette and some ba-
sic color theory, you can begin developing your own 
unique colors. I’ll show you how to do just that us-
ing a blending board and diz, solid-color roving, and 
handpainted braids.

SMOOTH FIBER PREPARATIONS
I use only my hands to load the fiber onto the board. I 
do not normally use a blending brush because it causes 
the fiber to mat ever so slightly, and I prefer to work 
with the smoothest fiber preparation possible. Why? 
Because when I spin using either a woolen or a worsted 
draft, I enjoy the feel of a smooth fiber prep running 
through my fingers and the smooth yarns that are cre-
ated. Further, when the fiber preparation is not matted, 
it does not strain my hands as I doff the fiber from the 
board. This is not to say I never use a blending brush. 
I find the blending brush indispensable when cleaning 
the blending board. It is also an extremely useful tool 
for very short or fine fiber, such as cashmere.

KIM’S COLOR-BLENDING PROCESS
My preference is to work with a blending board clamped 
directly to a table. After removing the keel, I clamp the 
board to the corner of a table. I am right-handed, so I 
load the board with the handle to my left and the toe to 
my right. Using 8- to 10-inch lengths, I pull the roving 
across the surface, left to right. (If you prefer working in 
the opposite direction, reverse the instructions below.)

This method of color blending using a blending 
board and diz is a one-step process when less color 
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Use a diz to remove fiber from a blending 
board to create a smooth prep.

board as full as you can. If the fiber does not load onto 
the board well, take a look at your grip. A light grip 
will help the teeth to pull the fiber from your hand. 
Sometimes after several passes, the end of the roving 
becomes fanned out and does not load onto the board 
as well as it did for the first few passes. To remedy this, 
adjust your grip; turn the fiber in your hand and load 
the board using another “side” of the roving. If that 
doesn’t help, switch ends.

When loading the board, you should not be able to 
see through to the carding cloth, and the fiber should 
be nicely embedded in the teeth. If there are a few 
spots here and there where the fiber sits above the 
teeth, don’t worry. Those areas will be pulled down 
and through the teeth as you work with the diz. Once 
the board is loaded, tidy the fringes by giving a slight 
tug on the fringe of each column.

When you are ready to diz, move the board so it is 
positioned with the toe edge closest to you. I still keep 
it clamped to a table. With the inward curve of the diz 
facing the board, thread the fringe through the diz. 
Working a little lower than the board, diz the fringe 

C h o o s i n g  a  D i z :  O r i f i c e  S i z e 

My choice of orifice size depends upon the grist 
of the singles I wish to spin. The smaller the ori-
fice, the finer the singles. Further, the smaller the 
orifice, the less fiber I load onto each row. You will 
know if you have loaded too much fiber if it proves 
difficult to diz. The diameter of the orifice also af-
fects the way the colors will blend. The smaller the 
orifice, the more the colors blend.

Kim selects a diz for a particular project based on the 
grist of the singles she wishes to spin. Smaller yarn, 
smaller orifice. Dizzes created by Bob Askew.
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fiber. As you deplete the fiber in the fringe, you will 
see the fiber just inside the toe edge begin to thin out. 
Once this area has thinned out, bring the diz in line 
with the top of the teeth, tilt the diz forward, and place 
it face down on the teeth. Continue to work toward the 
top of the board with the face of the diz placed on the 
teeth using the following motions:
• Step 1: The drafting hand will slide the diz for-

ward while the other hand cradles the dizzed fiber 
to keep the roving off the board. With the drafting 
hand, slide the diz forward a short distance with the 
thumb and index finger. Stop.

• Step 2: Using the thumb and index finger of the 
drafting hand, pinch the fiber at the orifice and 
then, with the help of the middle finger, apply a lit-
tle pressure to the diz while you slide the diz back 
toward you a short distance. As you pull back, you 
should see the fiber being pulled through the teeth. 
This is key to creating a smooth blend.

• Repeat from step 1. As you do so, gently guide 
the dizzed fiber up through the orifice with your 
fiber hand.



49Spring 2022   •   Spin Off

The aphanite colorway 
began with two 
handpainted braids 
from Crafty Jaks.

Kim pulled the color  
sections of two 
handpainted braids 
apart. Then she used 
these sections to create 
four separate blends. 

Color A is a two-step 
blend of sections 2 and 3. 

Color B is a two-step 
blend of section 1. 

Color C is a one-step 
blend of section 4. 

Color D is a one-step 
blend of sections 5 and 6.
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I created two versions of the Ancient Earth Shawl (see page 
52) so you could see how solid and handpainted fibers can be 
blended using this diz and blending board method. Each began 
with notes and a “blueprint” to keep track of the colors used 
and the order in which they were blended. Visit our website to 
see Kim’s shawl blueprint and planning notes. —Editor  

I wanted a greater degree of blending for Colors A and B,  
so I followed the Two-Step Process. I wanted less blending  
in Colors C and D, so I used the One-Step Process.

6

1
4

2 3

5

A

B

C

D

P r o j e c t  P l a n n i n g :  T h e  A p h a n i t e  C o l o r w ay
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Two-Step Process
Step 1 Load the fiber onto the board as in the One-
Step Process. This time, however, you will load the 
entire surface. Load thinner layers if you want well-
blended color and thicker layers if you want the colors 
to remain a little more distinct. Once loading is com-
plete, place a sheet of plastic over the surface and use 
two dowels to doff the batt from the board. Don’t try 
to pull the fiber through the teeth; simply roll the fiber 
from the board’s toe to top. When done, gently unroll 
the fiber so that the plastic is on the bottom and re-roll 
from side to side so that the fibers run parallel to the 
length. Repeat until all of the fiber you plan to blend 
into the same color has been prepared.

Step 2 Pull a lengthwise strip from each roll created 
in Step 1 and reload the blending board in rows (as in 
the One-Step Process). Before reloading a strip, use 
your hands to give it a few gentle tugs along its length. 
Tidying up the length of fiber in this way helps the 
fiber load onto the board. Now you can continue to 
load and doff the fiber as in the One-Step Process.

TIPS FOR COLOR BLENDING
When you pull out sections of color from a 
handpainted braid, a little of the color from either 
side ends up in the blend as well. This makes for lus-
cious color blends without having to add other colors. 
Although one braid alone holds several avenues to ex-
plore, you may wish to work with more than one braid 
in more than one colorway. Keep the following points 
in mind when blending.
• To lighten a color, add white or a lighter hue in the 

same family.

• To darken a color, add black, brown, or a darker hue 
in the same color family.

• It does not take much for a dark color to shift the 
direction of a lighter color.

• To desaturate a color, add gray or a touch of that 
color’s complement.

• When using complements in blends, avoid creat-
ing mud-like colors by allowing one color to lead 
and the other to follow. By this I mean avoid us-
ing complements of the same value and intensity 
in equal proportions. Know your complementary 
pairs. Joen Wolfrom’s 3-in-1 Color Tool is an ex-
cellent resource.

The best thing you can do with your blending board 
is play. Don’t let color theory intimidate you. Follow 
your intuition and listen to those gentle prompts that 
come to mind like “I wonder what would happen if I 
added this to the blend?” Work with colors that appeal 
to your senses, blend your own colors, and create your 
own palette. This is how you will find your chromatic 
voice and mix colors that make your heart sing. ●

Resources
Joen Wolfrom, joenwolfrom.com.
McKenna, Kim. Nuances to Spinning Better Yarn. Online 

course, 2022. schoolofsweetgeorgia.com.

Kim McKenna is constantly learning, researching, and ex-
perimenting. She enjoys sharing her discoveries and meth-
ods through writing and teaching. Kim teaches virtual work-
shops through Sanjo Silks, as well as in-person workshops 
through SweetGeorgia Yarns and the Coniagas Textiles’ 
Handspinning and Fleece School. Kim also instructs at the 
School of SweetGeorgia, an online membership-based fiber 
arts school. You can find her at claddaghfibrearts.com and 
on Instagram @claddaghfibrearts.

The Two-Step Process begins by creating batts that 
blend the various fibers you plan to mix into one semi-
solid color.

The diz makes short forward and backward movements as 
you work from one end of the board to the other. When 
sliding back a short distance, the fiber is drafted through 
the teeth. When moving the diz forward, the drafted fiber 
can be gently guided out of the diz orifice.
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http://joenwolfrom.com
http://schoolofsweetgeorgia.com
http://claddaghfibrearts.com
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Learn to create sophisticated, project-scale blends using a 
blending board. Get started with this elegant triangle shawl!
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MATERIALS
Fiber MC: 61/4 oz Chaotic Fibres 67% Merino/33%  
alpaca in Matterhorn blue.
CC1: 11/2 oz total in a blend of Foxglove Fiberarts 
100% Merino top in chartreuse, sea foam, and 
Dijon; Chaotic Fiberarts 67% Merino/33% alpaca in 
Matterhorn blue; 100% Merino in natural white; Sanjo 
Silk 100% red eri silk in natural; Sanjo Silk 100% yel-
low bombyx silk in natural.
CC2: 3/4 oz total in a blend of Foxglove Fiberarts 100% 
Merino top in jade, café au lait, and peacock; Chaotic 
Fibres 67% Merino/33% alpaca in Matterhorn blue; 
Sanjo Silk 100% tussah silk in natural.
CC3: 11/2 oz total in a blend of Foxglove Fiberarts 
100% Merino top in bitter chocolate, myrtle, peacock, 
and spice; Chaotic Fibres 67% Merino/33% alpaca in 
Matterhorn blue; Sanjo Silk 100% peduncle tasar silk 
in natural brown.
Yarn 3-ply; 470 yd MC (turquoise), 110 yd CC1 (light 
green), 55 yd CC2 (blue-green), 110 yd CC3 (brown); 
1,200 ypp MC, 975 ypp CC1–CC3; 14 wpi MC, 
12 wpi CC1–CC3; sportweight MC, DK-weight 
CC1–CC3.

Ancient Earth is a versatile pattern. This elegantly 
simple triangle shawl can be knitted using a wide va-
riety of handspun yarns, but its smooth stockinette-
stitch body is ideal for showing off complex variegated, 
semisolid blends. 

I created two different colorways using a blending 
board and diz to explore color-blending potential: the 
aphanite colorway is from handpainted fibers (see page 
46) and the glacial f lour colorway shown here is from 
undyed and dyed solid colors. 

SPINNING NOTES
Two fiber preparations were used for the glacial f lour 
colorway. The main color was a dyed Merino/alpaca 
blend with a 67%/33% ratio. I stripped the fiber into 
thinner lengths and attenuated (predrafted) before 
spinning. Then I blended the accent colors using the 
One-Step Process detailed on page 47 with dyed-in-
the-wool Merino fiber and a variety of silks. I spun the 
yarns for each shawl using a backward-worsted draft.

KNITTING NOTES
I knitted the aphanite version of this shawl using the 
continental knitting method, and I would say my gauge 
is more on the loose side. My good friend Aja Ramsey 
test-knitted this pattern in the glacial f lour colorway. 
Aja is a meticulous knitter who knits English-style 
on the tighter side. The different ply structure and 
knitting styles produced two fabrics of slightly dif-
ferent character. The two-ply yarn used in the apha-
nite colorway has more drape and a bit more textural 
surface interest, and the lace remains nice and open. 
The three-ply surface of the glacial f lour colorway is 
smoother, the stockinette stitches fill in nicely, and 
the lace has a fuller honeycomb look to it. Both create 
beautiful shawls, so see which you like best! The proj-
ect instructions included here are based on the glacial 
f lour version of the Ancient Earth Shawl.

Ancient Earth Shawl
KIM MCKENNA

Create complex color blends with a blending board.
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Needles Sizes 6 (4 mm) and 7 (4.5 mm): 40" (100 cm) 
circular (cir). Adjust needle size if necessary to obtain 
the correct gauge.
Notions Markers (m); tapestry needle.
Gauge 19 sts and 30 rows = 4" in St st with MC on 
smaller needle.
Finished Size 57" × 25".

Visit spinoffmagazine.com/spin-off-abbreviations  
for terms you don’t know.

Notes
• This triangular shawl is worked back and forth from 

the center neck down and outward to the points.

STITCH GUIDE
K1f&b: Knit into front of st with one strand, then knit 
into back of same st with the other strand.
Twined Knitting: Wind two equally weighted balls, 
one from each end of the skein. Designate one ball as 
strand A and the other ball as strand B. (If you leave 
the two balls connected and use the center of the yarn 
between the balls to knit the first stitch, you will have 
two fewer ends to weave in later.)

Alternate between strand A and strand B as you 
knit. After you knit a stitch with strand A, drop the 

working strand (strand A) behind the resting strand 
(strand B). Pick up strand B and knit the next stitch, 
then drop the working strand (strand B) behind the 
resting strand (strand A). The strands are always 
laid over one another in the same direction.

The strands will twist around each other as you 
twine knit. Take time every so often to remove the 
extra twist.

Knit on right side and wrong side rows (no purling).

The glacial flour colorway incorporates one main color and three contrasting colors. 
However, each of the three contrasting colors was created with many different fibers.

Mirrored increases create a crisp centerline. 

http://www.spinoffmagazine.com/spin-off-abbreviations
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Icelandic Bind-Off: K1, *transfer st from right needle to 
left needle, insert right needle pwise into first st on left 
needle, then kwise into front loop of 2nd st, pulling 2nd st 
through first st but leaving both sts on left needle. Wrap 
yarn around right needle and knit 2nd st, then drop both 
sts from left needle; rep from * until all sts have been BO. 

SHAWL
Garter Tab
With MC, smaller needle, and using the long-tail 
method, CO 3 sts.

Knit 6 rows.
Next row (RS) K3, working along selvedge edge, 

pick up and knit 3 sts (1 st in each garter ridge), then 
pick up and knit 1 st in each CO st—9 sts total.

Set-up Rows
Row 1 (WS) K3, place marker (pm), [p1, pm] 3 

times, k3.
Row 2 (RS; inc row) K3, sl m, M1R, k1, M1L, sl m, 

k1 (center st), sl m, M1R, k1, M1L, sl m, k3—13 sts.
Row 3 (WS) K3, purl to last 3 sts, k3.

Body Rows
Row 1 (RS; inc row) K3, sl m, M1R, knit to m, 

M1L, sl m, k1, sl m, M1R, knit to m, M1L, sl m, 
k3—4 sts inc’d.

Row 2 (WS) K3, purl to last 3 sts, k3.
Rep last 2 rows 57 more times—245 sts; 119 sts be-

tween m. 

Twined Knitting Section 1
Change to larger needle.

Row 1 (RS; inc row) With strand A (see Stitch 
Guide), k3, sl m, M1R, twine knit, alternating strand 
B and strand A, to 1 st before m, k1f&b (see Stitch 
Guide), sl m, k1, sl m, k1f&b, twine knit to m, M1L, 
drop working strand in front of work, pick up resting 
strand, sl m, k3—4 sts inc’d.

Row 2 (WS) K3 with working strand, pick up rest-
ing strand and twine knit to last m, drop working 
strand in front of work, pick up resting strand, k3.

Row 3 (RS; inc row) K3 with working strand, sl m, 
M1R, twine knit to 1 st before m, k1f&b, sl m, k1, 
sl m, k1f&b, twine knit to m, M1L, drop working 

Kim keeps detailed notes when creating her own blends so she can re-create them if needed.
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strand in front of work, pick up resting strand, sl m, 
k3—4 sts inc’d.

Row 4 (WS) Rep Row 2.
Rep last 2 rows once more—257 sts; 125 sts be-

tween m. Break strand which was not used for last k3.

Stockinette Section
Change to smaller needle.

Row 1 (RS; inc row) K3, sl m, M1R, knit to m, 
M1L, sl m, k1, sl m, M1R, knit to m, M1L, sl m, 
k3—4 sts inc’d.

Row 2 (WS) K3, purl to last 3 sts, k3.
Rep Rows 1 and 2 once more—265 sts; 129 sts be-

tween m. Break MC.

Eyelet Mesh Section
Change to CC1.

Row 1 (RS; inc row) K3, sl m, M1RP, purl to m, 
M1LP, sl m, p1, sl m, M1RP, purl to m, M1LP, sl m, 
k3—269 sts; 131 sts between m.

Row 2 (WS) K3, purl to last 3 sts, k3.
Row 3 (RS) K3, sl m, yo, k1, *yo, k2tog; rep from * 

to m, yo, sl m, k1, sl m, yo, **ssk, yo; rep from ** to 1 st 
before m, k1, yo, sl m, k3—4 sts inc’d.

Row 4 (WS) K3, purl to last 3 sts, k3.
Rep last 2 rows 4 more times—289 sts; 141 sts be-

tween m. Break CC1.

Transition Rows
Change to MC.

Row 1 (RS) K3, sl m, M1RP, purl to m, M1LP, 
sl m, p1, sl m, M1RP, purl to m, M1LP, sl m, k3—4 
sts inc’d.

Row 2 (WS) K3, purl to last 3 sts, k3.
Row 3 (RS) K3, sl m, M1R, knit to m, M1L, sl m, 

k1, sl m, M1R, knit to m, M1L, sl m, k3—4 sts inc’d.
Row 4 (WS) Rep Row 2.
Break MC.
Next row (RS) With CC2, rep Row 1—301 sts; 

147 sts between m.
Next row (WS) With CC2, knit.
Next row (RS) With CC2, rep Row 3—305 sts; 

149 sts between m.
Next row (WS) With CC2, knit.

Break CC2. Change to CC3.
Next row (RS) With CC3, rep Row 1—309 sts; 

151 sts between m.
Next row (WS) With CC3, rep Row 2.

Twined Knitting Section 2
Change to larger needle.

With CC3, rep first 4 rows of twined knitting sec-
tion 1—317 sts; 155 sts between m.

With larger needle, RS facing, and using the 
Icelandic method (see Stitch Guide), BO all sts.

FINISHING
Weave in ends. Wet-block to measurements. ●

Until her family downsized their home in 2017, Kim McKenna 
dyed all her own fleece, roving, and yarn. These days, she 
uses her blending board to create colors from handpainted 
indie-dyed braids. Kim teaches spinning and fleece work-
shops through Coniagas Handspinning and Fleece School, 
the School of SweetGeorgia, and the Silk Weaving Studio. 
Kim sends a huge thank-you to Aja Ramsey for her thoughtful 
suggestions that helped to refine the pattern, for generous-
ly sharing her knitting knowledge and skills, and for helping 
this shawl pattern come to life.

Well-placed garter ridges and a bit of lace finish the border.



10th Annual
Natural Fiber Expo

June 4th & 5th

Monroe, WA

www.fiberfusion.net

Fiber Fusion Northwest
2222020022000000022000 22222222222222222

GGrreeaatt  BBaassiinn  FFiibbeerr  AArrttss  FFaaiirr  
FFaarrmmiinnggttoonn,,  UUttaahh  

MMaayy  66  --77,,  22002222  
wwwwww..ggbbffaaff..oorrgg  

The  Spinning Wheel Sleuth 

A Newsletter About Spinning Wheels
and Related Tools

$28/ 4 issues 
($32 Canada)

Back Issues
on flash drives

www.spwhsl.com

Your Ad Could Be Here
Contact Julie Macdonald 
sales@longthreadmedia.com
888-480-5464, ext. 705
mediakit.longthreadmedia.com

Dakota Carding & Wool

dakotacardingandwool.com

Carded Wool, Yarn & Accessories

Greenwood Fiberworks
hand-dyed luxury fibers and more

                     GreenwoodFiberworks.com

americas

Visit www.hh-americas.com and learn more

Join your community
June 22 - 24, 2022

Rosemont, Il
EXHIBITOR SPACE AVAILABLE

Registration Now Open

In-Person & Virtual

Attendees
Specialty Retailers
Mass Merchants

eCommerce
Catalog Retailers

Craft Market Pros (ETSY, AMAZON Handmade, Craft Seller)

Designers
Education

Influencers/Press
Distributors/Suppliers

Exhibitors
• Handicraft Accessories

• Needlework
• Knitting, Embroidery, Rug and

Crochet Thread / Yarn / Wool - Fabrics
• Sewing / Knitting / Embroidery Machines

• Haberdashery
• Literature

• eCommerce
• Marketing Services

• Packaging

57Spring 2022   •   Spin Off

http://www.newworldtextiles.com
mailto:cotton%40newworldtextiles.com?subject=
http://www.fiberfusion.net
http://www.gbfaf.org
http://www.spindlewoodco.com
http://www.spwhsl.com
mailto:sales%40longthreadmedia.com?subject=
http://mediakit.longthreadmedia.com
http://dakotacardingandwool.com
http://GreenwoodFiberworks.com
http://www.hh-americas.com


58 Spin Off   •   spinoffmagazine.com

A Primary Palette
from Fresh-Leaf Japanese Indigo

EILEEN HALLMAN
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Two indigo-dyed scarves woven 
with handspun cotton singles. 
The khadi khanoo shuttle shown 
is designed to hold a standard 
book-charkha spindle.
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I n d i g o  P r i m a r i e s  To o l  K i t
• Fresh indigo leaves

• Cold water

• Blender

• pH paper

• Lime

• Bowl or vessel 

• Vinegar

• Ammonia

• Mordant

• Hot plate

If there is truly a magical dye plant, I think it is 
Japanese indigo, Persicaria tinctoria. Its former name 
was Polygonum tinctorium; it is also known as dyer’s 
knotweed, and although it is in the knotweed family, 
it is not invasive. These beloved dye plants grow bet-
ter than the Indigofera species in climates that have 
cooler temperatures. Used fresh, without creating a 
vat, the leaves can produce blue, pink, lavender, green, 
and yellow. Of the three primary colors, blue and yel-
low are easy to get, but the red—a gentle pink—is not 
easy to isolate. It often appears in combination with 
blue to produce lavenders to purples.

WHAT IS FRESH-LEAF INDIGO DYEING?
I tell my students that anyone whose mother will allow 
them to use a blender can do this. The basic technique 
for robin’s-egg blue on silk requires fresh leaves, cold 
water, a blender, and either a fine strainer or a strainer 
lined with a straining cloth, plus your fiber. I call this 
the blue bath. This is a very simple non-vat method re-
quiring fresh leaves. Indigo reduction vat recipes vary 
around the globe, using different alkalizing and reduc-
tion agents as well as fermentation processes with indi-
go extract, paste, or composted leaves to create color.

After taking a workshop on fresh-leaf indigo dye-
ing to create robin’s-egg blue on silk with Rowland 
Ricketts III in the fall of 2005 and hearing “it only 
works on silk,” I embarked on a quest to get it to work 
on cotton. During the workshop, Rowland showed us 
how to make a vat with the remaining fresh-leaf bath 
to create the usual indigo blue on cotton. However, I 
was interested in the simpler non-vat technique.

Rowland also told me about indirubin, a chemical 
found in indigo plants that can create reds, and he rec-
ommended a web article from Mukogawa Women’s 

University (see Resources). I continued my search for 
information and connected with textile artist and au-
thor John Marshall (see page 64), who told me I need-
ed to “ just push the pH” to get the blue on cotton when 
using a fresh-leaf bath.

I planted my first indigo plot in 2006 and was on 
my way. My experiments started with blue baths, and 
eventually, I was able to create lavenders and yellows—
and now you can, too. I hope you’ll plant your own plot 
of Japanese indigo and give these colors a try. 

THE BLUE BATH
When harvesting leaves, you’ll need to gather a quan-
tity that is at least twice the weight of your fiber. Fill a 
blender with leaves and cold water, blend, then strain 
the juice and allow it to rest for a half hour. (Many rec-
ipes call for ice water, but I don’t find that to be nec-
essary for small projects.) Add your fiber and swish it 
around for 5 to 10 minutes, then remove, rinse, and al-
low to air for about 5 minutes. Place the fiber back in 
the bath for a deeper color.

H o w  t o  H a r ve s t
Harvest your indigo leaves by cutting the stalk 
above the second node from the ground and strip-
ping the leaves from the cut stems. Cutting above 
the second node allows the plant to produce new 
leaves and gives you a second harvest. If it’s ear-
ly in the season, you can also put the cut stems in a 
jar of water to allow them to root. About a week af-
ter harvest, the roots will be long enough for you 
to plant.
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I find that 30 to 40 grams will dye a 16-gram 
silk charmeuse scarf a beautiful robin’s-egg blue. 
Depending on the season, that might require leaves 
from a dozen indigo stalks.

Blue on cotton: Make the blue bath as described above, 
wait 30 minutes, and add lime to bring the pH up to 
between 10 and 10.5. (Maybe you’ve made the 1-2-3 
organic vat and are familiar with lime and storing any 
excess on the bottom of the vat. You do not want to do 
that here; saturation will take the bath up to 11.6 and 
you will wreck the reaction.) Follow the rest of the in-
structions above for the blue bath.

INDIGO PINK AND LAVENDER
I could get the pink easily on silk with the informa-
tion Rowland gave me, but I was obsessed with getting 
it on cotton. Finally, in 2017, I got it by accident. I was 
scheduled to demonstrate during an open studio I be-
long to, and I figured I could work on improving the 
blue on cotton. I went to the studio and set up, think-
ing we had lime in our dye cupboard, but we did not—
we had soda ash. Thinking it wouldn’t make a differ-
ence, I used the soda ash instead of my typical lime to 
get the pH up to 10.

An hour into the process, I was getting a murky 
green. In frustration, I threw up my hands and 
went to the party across the hall, thinking I’d dis-
card it when I came back to clean up. An hour and 
a half later, the whole building could probably hear 
me shriek when I pulled the fabric out of the bath, 
rinsed it, and it turned to lavender! That was in 
early September; the next week, Melanie Wilder, 
who runs the Fiber Arts Crew at Warren Wilson 
College, called and said they were ready to do their 
final Japanese indigo harvest. Did I have any experi-
ments I wanted to run? Of course!

We harvested and made four baths, each with a dif-
ferent alkali. We used lye, lime, soda ash, and am-
monia. On that date, the lye and lime gave blue, and 
the soda ash and ammonia gave lavender. Since then, 
I have sometimes gotten lavender with lime and blue 
with soda ash. I prefer lime instead of lye for blue and 
ammonia for indirubin lavenders and pinks.

Strain the blended leaves, allowing 
the juice to accumulate in a bowl.

Nubby silk yarn in the blue bath
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Place fresh leaves and cold water in a blender.
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Lavender on cotton or silk: Make the blue bath as above, 
wait 30 minutes, and then add ammonia; this time, 
bring the pH up to between 10 and 10.5. This bath 
also works on silk; go for the lower pH and rinse in a 
vinegar solution.

INDIGO YELLOW
Now for yellow. As a dyer, I have often left goods in 
a dyebath overnight. The first time I tried it with the 
blue bath on silk, I was shocked in the morning to pull 
out a pale green piece. I thought maybe it was chloro-
phyll, so I went to the grocery store and bought some 
chlorophyll remover. I also looked up some remedies 
online. Nothing worked, so my pale-green cloth re-
mained a puzzlement for a few years.

In reading dye books, especially those on indigo, 
I saw “indigo yellow” mentioned. With further re-
search, I learned that it is the dyestuff kaempferol, 

which is also found in Canadian goldenrod, ginkgo 
leaves, and rabbitbrush. I figure cold water is used to 
suppress the activity of the yellow, but I don’t know 
that for certain. To get yellow, though, you do need 
a mordant. Some yellow is taken up on silk without a 
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The colors of Japanese indigo: yellow, greens, and blue 
from one bath and purples/lavenders from a different bath.

Fresh-leaf indigo can create a spectrum of colors on cotton and silk.
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mordant, but it will probably wash out in time. Also, 
kaempferol is not lightfast.

To get the yellow on either cotton or silk, you will 
need to mordant your fiber. I use either aluminum ac-
etate or Liles’s Alum #1 (see Resources) for cotton, 
which is a neutral aluminum sulfate mordant. Either 
of these mordants can be used on cotton and silk. 
Aluminum sulfate is easily located at a garden store, 
and my hardware store carries it. An easy alternative 
is to use Dye-Lishus cotton (see sidebar on the follow-
ing page), which has been treated to accept dye and be-
haves as if it’s been mordanted.

The recipe options for yellow are numerous, and you 
need heat but not any extra chemicals for the bath it-
self, only chemicals for mordanting the fiber. Here are 
two ways to create more than one color from a single 
blue bath.

Yellow on cotton and blue on silk: Mordant the cotton 
and put it in the blue bath immediately. The cotton 
will not interfere with the blue reaction or take up any 
blue. After the half-hour resting period, you can en-
ter your silk. You can leave the cotton in as long as you 
like. What you will get is yellow cotton and blue silk. 

To increase the intensity of the yellow, you can heat the 
bath after removing the silk.

Four colors from one bath on silk: Prepare four pieces of 
silk, three mordanted and one unmordanted. Label 
the unmordanted piece Blue, and the other three 
Teal, Green, and Yellow. Make the blue bath, wait 
30 minutes, then enter the Blue, Teal, and Green 
pieces. Swish them around for 5 to 10 minutes, re-
move the Blue silk, rinse, shake and air out, and 
hang to dry.

Next, put your bath in a pot and heat slowly. When 
the temperature reaches 80 degrees Fahrenheit (26.7 
degrees Celsius), remove the Teal. Turn the heat up; 
when the pot reaches anywhere between 120 and 140 
degrees Fahrenheit (49 to 60 degrees Celsius), remove 
Green. The green will change with increasing tem-
perature as more yellow is taken up in the fiber. Take it 
out when you like the color. Now take the temperature 
up to 180 degrees (82 degrees Celsius), turn the heat 
off, and allow the bath to settle; this may take an hour. 
When there is clear yellow liquid above sediment in 
the bath, add the last mordanted piece to get just yel-
low. (You can boil it to get gold, but I like the yellow.)

Indigo-dyed scarf on the loom
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Fresh-leaf indigo-dyed cotton sliver and yarns
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HOW DOES IT WORK?
The chemistry of color is complex, but a short sum-
mary of what is happening in these fresh-leaf indigo 
baths is useful. The indigo leaf that begins the pro-
cess contains a color precursor and an enzyme. When 
the leaf is crushed, the precursor indican and the en-
zyme combine to produce indoxyl. Indoxyl can become 

W h a t  i s  D ye - L i s h u s  C o t t o n?
Dye-Lishus, a registered trademark of New World 
Textiles, LLC, is undyed cotton that has been pre-
treated to attract and hold dyes without the use 
of extra chemicals. The cellulose structure of the 
fiber has been changed so that it behaves as if 
scoured and mordanted. Dye-Lishus slivers, yarns, 
and fabrics work with any type of dye—acid dyes, 
natural dyes, fiber-reactive dyes, and more.
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either indigo (the default) or indirubin (needs interven-
tion). Yellow kaempferol exists in the leaf and has little 
or no effect on the blue or pink production. Kaempferol 
strikes slowly at low temperature; blue production ceas-
es above 140 degrees Fahrenheit (60 degrees Celsius) 
and above pH 10.5.

THE SAMPLES
You can choose the point at which you dye the fiber: 
dye first; spin first and then dye; or spin, weave, or knit 
then dye. For the woven samples shown here, I chose 
to dye a commercially spun yarn for the warp and dyed 
fiber that I would then spin for the weft. As in most of 
my work, I spin cotton on the charkha and weave with 
my handspun singles as weft using a shuttle I devel-
oped for that express purpose. Because two of the col-
ors I wanted to dye required mordanting, I used Dye-
Lishus cotton sliver, simply washing it and dunking it 
in the dyebath.

My original plan was to weave handspun cotton 
on a silk warp, but I wove it on a cotton warp in-
stead. The colors on silk are so bright that I did an-
other smaller piece in silk. I mordanted and dyed the 
silk roving, thinking it would be as easy as the cot-
ton to spin, but it was not. My “note to self ” after 
the silk sample is to spin first, dye later. There’s al-
ways more to explore. ●

Resources
John Marshall: Works in Fabric, johnmarshall.to.
Liles, J. N. The Art and Craft of Natural Dyeing: 

Traditional Recipes for Modern Use. Knoxville: 
University of Tennessee Press, 1990.

Mukogawa Women’s University, “Dyeing Purple 
from Fresh Leaves of Polygonum tinctorium.” 
mukogawa-u.ac.jp/~ushida/e_purple.htm.

New World Textiles, newworldtextiles.com.
Ricketts Indigo, rickettsindigo.com.

Eileen Hallman has been spinning cotton on the charkha for 
over 35 years, weaving with her handspun singles for at least 
30, and dyeing cotton with natural dyes and teaching all of 
the above internationally for more than 20. As the owner of 
New World Textiles, she offers fiber and yarn to spinners,  
dyers, and weavers and introduces products and techniques 
that support sustainability.

http://www.mukogawa-u.ac.jp/~ushida/e_purple.htm
http://newworldtextiles.com
http://www.rickettsindigo.com
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Singing the Blues 
Indigo Colorfastness 

JOHN MARSHALL
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Noted dyer and weaver John Marshall kindly allowed 
us to share an excerpt with you from his book Singing the 
Blues (2018, Saint Titus Press). This self-published work 
is based on his translations of Japanese indigo recipes using 
Persicaria tinctoria and his experiences as an indigo dyer, 
researcher, and instructor. For more information about the 
book, see page 67. — Editor

From time-to-time the question of colorfastness comes 
up regarding natural dyes and fresh-leaf indigo, in par-
ticular. With the exception of mineral-based natural 
dyes, such as iron oxide and soymilk, all dyes, includ-
ing synthetic dyes, will fade with prolonged exposure 
to ultraviolet light. The question is always, “How much 
fading is acceptable?” 

I decided to conduct an experiment to find out just 

Indigo-dyed samples hang 
in the California sun.

how much the colors produced from the recipes in this 
book will fade. I contacted a number of friends around 
the country—some are experienced in natural dyes; oth-
ers have scientific backgrounds; others are artists. All of 
them had their own unique skills to bring to the group. 

We started by sharing the same seed stock from my 
garden to remove one variable. The same recipes were 
sent to each participant, along with the same woven 
samples prepared in the same manner—again this was 
done to remove the number of variables affecting our 
results. What I couldn’t control were the unique work-
ing conditions of each member of the group.

Once the participants finished dyeing the assigned 
dye samples, they mailed them back to me. I cut each 
piece into thirds. One portion, as a control in our exper-
iment, was tucked away in a dark place to protect it from 
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light. The second piece was given a coat of soymilk, and 
the third was left alone. Each piece was labeled with 
the dyer’s initials, the fiber content, the recipe used, and 
whether or not it received a coating of soymilk. 

Each sample was clipped to a rack and hung out-
doors with full exposure to our California sun for three 
months. They were exposed not only to sun, but sprin-
klers, birds, and insects. That is likely to be far more 
abuse than you would give any textiles you have spent 
so much precious time in creating—but I wanted to see 
what would happen.

As mentioned above, many variables came into play 
even though we all used the same seed stock and reci-
pes. In addition to the local water source and growing 
conditions, the actual pH achieved for the vat dyes was 
probably different for each participant, as well as how 
long each sample was allowed to soak in contact with 
the dye, whether the yardage was unbleached or natu-
ral, and probably other details I haven’t considered. 

Photographing the samples to present to you also 
posed a problem. I’ve made every effort to color correct 
the images you see here on my screen, but the inks used 
by the printer will introduce one more change. Consider 
all these details as you reach your own conclusions 

regarding the desirability of any given color achieved.
While the purpose of the experiment was to test for 

colorfastness in fresh-leaf indigo-dyed fibers, I thought 
it might also be interesting to see how these compare to 
fabrics prepared with other dyes, or indigo from other 
regions of the world. I tested fabrics dyed with natu-
ral indigo from India, Guatemala, and Japan—they all 
fared about the same. I also included synthetic dyes on 
synthetic fibers, and synthetic dyes on natural fibers. 
And as one more point of comparison, I included oth-
er natural dyes on natural fibers. These, too, faded at 
about the same rate as the fresh-leaf indigo-dyed piec-
es, and so I also decided not to show them in the chart.

BACK TO THE EARLIER QUESTION:  
“HOW MUCH FADING IS ACCEPTABLE?”
The answer is truly up to you. All dyes fade with pro-
longed exposure to direct sunlight. That’s a given. 
Intuition tells us that even a little protection from UV 
rays makes a big difference, as the experiment present-
ed here helps to prove. Keeping the finished textiles 
stored in a closet or box when not in use will certain-
ly prolong their life—this applies as much to natural 
fibers as it does to natural dyes.

This sample is a synthetic navy blue dye on silk chirimen. It was suspended on the rack by one corner, as shown on the previous 
page. You can see how dark the section under the clothespin remained. No soymilk was applied. Notice the gradations in color. 
The palest section had full exposure to the sun. The darkest section was curled into the center. This brings up the point that I 
found with all the samples, even the sheer ones: any protection at all greatly reduced the fading of the colors.
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Silk Organza Stripe Silk Jacquard

S i m p l y  R aw  L e ave s ,  Wa t e r,  F i b e r C o o ke d  R aw  L e a f  a n d  E n z y m e  Va t

M i s c e l l a n e o u s

Synthetic Dye on Silk Chirimen Synthetic Dye on Cotton

Editor’s note: More color swatches and results are included in the book.

Below are color swatches to show the results of  
our group’s efforts. If for some reason there was a 
range of results for the same fiber using the same 
recipe but from different regions, then I have includ-
ed a sample of only the extremes.

The squares are photos of the actual samples. The 
circles are an average of the shades found in each 
sample. The sample in the center of each grouping is 
the control—to the right is the sample treated with 
soymilk, and to the left is the untreated sample.
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I have advocated the use of soymilk since the early 
1970s. It’s cheap, easy to make, and totally nontoxic. It 
does have its limitations, though. As you can see from 
the tests on the previous page, it does make a signifi-
cant difference in how quickly and to what degree the 
dye will fade. It slows down the process; it doesn’t pre-
vent it. I should mention at this point that a layer of 
soymilk applied to your finished piece will help to pre-
vent wrinkling and cut down on soilage.

My feeling is that unless you’re producing uphol-
stered lawn furniture, it isn’t an issue. I produce high-
quality dyed textiles, and I want to give my customers 
the best I can produce. To maintain that high qual-
ity requires some effort by the new owners—caring 
for their investments. The clothing I produce is geared 
toward elegant day and evening wear. A few hours of 
standing in the sun during a summer wedding recep-
tion will do more harm to the mother-of-the-bride 
than it will harm the fresh-leaf indigo-dyed tunic 
she has chosen to show off. The colors offered by this 
unique process and the delight it brings my customers, 
as well as the joy I take in working with them, more 
than offset the somewhat limited lifespan of the colors 
achieved—just keep in mind, all colors fade. ●

D ye i n g  w i t h  D r y  I n d i g o  L e ave s

Ramie

Cannabis

Wool

S i n g i n g  t h e  B l u e s

John Marshall
2021, Saint Titus Press, johnmarshall.to
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Nature’s Colors
in the Hands of George 

Washington Carver
NANCY NEHRING
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George Washington Carver wearing one of his crocheted cravats. Carver  
dyed the yarn and crocheted the tie himself. He used the ties to test the  
colorfastness of his dyes. July 29, 1942, Dearborn, Michigan.  (P.188.70517). 
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George Washington Carver (about 1864–1943), the fa-
mous African American agronomist from Tuskegee 
Institute (now Tuskegee University), spent his career 
working to improve the lives of poor Southern farm-
ers. But as a young man, Carver envisioned himself be-
coming a professional fine art painter and enrolled in 
college as an art major in 1890. Although he went on 
to pursue a life in the sciences, Carver’s artistic talents 
rippled throughout his lifetime of work. 

One of his many avenues of research was in cre-
ating new and improved dyes from locally available 
plant materials. Carver had experience with natural 
dyes early in life and sought to develop methods that 
would allow poor farm families to increase the val-
ue of farm crafts. This facet of his work was part of 
a much larger rural outreach program at Tuskegee. 
Having begun his life on a successful Missouri farm, 
Carver understood the importance of integrating cre-
ative household economy, such as dyeing, crochet, and 
embroidery, with useful new crops and sustainable ag-
ricultural methods. 

BEGINNINGS
George Washington Carver was born near the end 
of the Civil War to Mary, an enslaved woman, on 
a farm near Diamond Grove, Missouri.1 The 240-
acre farm settled by Moses and Susan Carver is now 
the site of the George Washington Carver National 
Monument. George only lived on the Carver farm 
until he was eleven years old, but it was there that 
his lifelong interests in science, nature, art, and craft 
were born. As he stated in a 1931 letter to Isabelle 
Coleman, “If I had leisure time from roaming the 
woods and fields, I put it in knitting, crocheting, 
and other forms of fancy work.”2 

The Carvers lived a nearly self-sustaining and fru-
gal lifestyle. They lived in a basic one-room log cabin 
and produced all of their own food except sugar and 
coffee. Textiles were made from linen, hemp, and wool, 
all grown on the farm. (The Carvers lived outside of 
the cotton-growing region of Missouri.) Nothing was 
ever thrown away.

Color fascinated George from an early age. He be-
came aware of its artistic possibilities when he saw his 

first paintings: family portraits hanging in a neigh-
bor’s house. After having someone explain to him how 
a painting was made, “he made colors out of pokeber-
ries, roots, and bark and painted on cans, wooden pails, 
pieces of glass, anything.”3

He likely got ideas for creating his colors by helping 
Susan make dyebaths for textiles that were produced 
on the Carver farm. George, a keen collector of speci-
mens at an early age, must have delighted in gather-
ing dye plants and creating dyebaths. He loved nature, 
spending much of his free time outdoors. He even had 
his own secret garden in the woods where he collect-
ed some of his favorite plants. Searching out dye plants 
with Susan, preparing fibers and plants for extraction, 
and watching the multitude of colors created had a 
lasting impact on him.

Detail of a round burlap doily used as a model in Carver’s 
agricultural extension work.  
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of projects throughout his scientific career. These 
ranged from the simplest dye preparations that he 
had learned from Susan to ones involving sophisti-
cated chemistry.

RURAL OUTREACH
From the beginning of his career at Tuskegee, Carver 
conducted an agricultural outreach program designed to 
improve the crops and living conditions of poor Black 
sharecroppers and tenant farmers.7 Having a broad view 
of a successful farm from his childhood, he chose to in-
clude domestic topics such as vegetable gardening, nutri-
tion education, household sanitation, and sick care.

Remembering his frugal upbringing, he includ-
ed handicrafts that could be made from agricul-
tural waste and found plant materials. These use-
ful and beautiful objects could be sold to supplement 
the family income or used to brighten a family home. 
Examples of these handicrafts include coiled mats 
and embroidered burlap doilies.

To increase appeal, he dyed the humble materi-
als with natural dyes from local plants, just as he had 
learned from Susan. Carver dyed banana leaves and 
stalks from cotton, okra, and wisteria for coiled mats. 
For doilies, he created ground cloth for stitching and 
fancy edgings from worn-out burlap bags used for to-
bacco shipping. Often, usable material could be sal-
vaged between holes and rips. Sometimes he dyed the 
burlap, and at least one extant doily remains that ap-
pears to have been dyed with black walnuts before the 
embroidered embellishments were added. Burlap bags 
as well as feed and f lour sacks were stitched together 
with cotton string. The string could be saved and dyed 
in various colors for the embroidery and fancy edgings 
worked in crochet.

In his laboratory, Carver pursued multiple areas of 
research involving dyes. Apparently, Carver did not 
keep a laboratory notebook. It is reported that Robert 
Lee Vann of Pittsburgh once asked him if he had 
notes about his laboratory procedures and formulas. 
Carver responded with a smile that he had many for-
mulas but had not yet written them down. Apparently 
“yet” never came, as there are no known records of 
Carver’s dye formulas that have been found to date. 

George began his formal education at home. 
He recalls in a 1922 letter, “Mr. and Mrs. Carver 
taught me to read, spell and write just a little”4 us-
ing a Blue Back Speller,5 which was the only book in 
the Carver home. “From a child I had an inordi-
nate desire for knowledge, and especially for mu-
sic, painting, f lowers and the sciences. . . . Mr. and 
Mrs. Carver were very kind to me and I thank them 
so much for my home training. They encouraged me 
to secure knowledge helping me all they could, but 
this was quite limited. As we lived in the country no 
colored schools were available so I was permitted to 
go 8 miles to a school at town (Neosho).”6 By 1896, 
he had a master’s degree from Iowa Agricultural 
College (now Iowa State University) and had accept-
ed a position as head of the agronomy department at 
Tuskegee Institute.

Although not one of his primary research focus-
es, Carver worked with natural dyes on a number 

Coiled mat made from dyed cotton-stalk fiber. Label with 
Carver’s signature reads, “Cotton stalk fibers. G. W. Carver 
- 1929.” From the collection of George Washington Carver 
National Monument. 
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Even without notebooks, we can follow his work 
through other documents and the context of the so-
cial and political forces that guided his work.

PEANUTS, PURPLES, AND  
THE IMPORTANCE OF DYES
One of the primary focuses of Carver’s research 
was on crop rotation. He advocated for cotton/le-
gume rotation rather than continuous cotton grow-
ing. Cotton can severely deplete the soil, while le-
gumes can improve soil health in a number of ways. 
To support his efforts in promoting rotation to 
Southern farmers, Carver worked to find new com-
mercial uses for legumes that would make those 
crops more valuable. 

He became famous for his work with peanuts, 
claiming that over three hundred products could be 

made from this useful legume. In the course of his 
research, Carver produced 30 textile dyes from pea-
nut skins. (He produced another 30 or more from 
sweet potato skins.) But more interesting might be 
the discovery of quinine in roasted peanut skins, 
connecting peanuts to one of the most famous dyes 
in history.

Quinine was important for treating symptoms 
of malaria. It was also associated with the first ani-
line dyes. In 1856, William Perkin created the aniline 
dye that would later be known as mauve while trying 
to synthesize quinine using petrochemical feedstock. 
Additional research on Perkin’s part revealed sever-
al chemicals closely related to mauve and quinine that 
also produced useful dyes. By World War I, German 
manufacturers controlled an aniline dye market that 
produced 75 percent of the world’s dyes.

George Washington Carver holding 
Queen Anne’s lace flowers, Greenfield 
Village, Michigan, 1942. Image from the 
collections of The Henry Ford.

W h a t  D ye s t u f f s  
D i d  H e  U s e?

George Washington Carver did 
not leave detailed notes regard-
ing much of his dye research. In 
a 2014 article published in the 
Textile Society of America Sym-
posium Proceedings, Eulanda  
A. Sanders and Chanmi Hwang 
cite that Carver is known to have 
created dyes and pigments from 
28 different plants.10 The list in-
cludes familiar dye plants, such 
as dandelion, onion, pomegran-
ate, and osage orange. He also 
developed ways to produce 
grays, lavender, and deep or-
ange using sweet potato peels 
and vines. From peanut plants, 
he created intense brown, gray, 
lavender, slate, and pale canary.
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During the First World War, Germany ceased pro-
duction of aniline dyes. Imports of these increasingly 
important chemicals into the United States began de-
clining in 1914 and ceased altogether in 1916. Industries 
relying on dyes for printing, paint, papermaking, tex-
tiles, and leather were running short. Lacking capac-
ity and chemicals for making aniline dyes in the United 
States, industry had to rely on natural dyes to fill the 
gap. The US government asked for Carver’s help.

Carver searched the countryside for additional 
dye plants and located 28 plants from which he cre-
ated 536 colorfast textile dyes.8 But Carver knew that 
there were insufficient quantities of hedgerow plants 
for industrial use and that these natural dyes were of-
ten considered inferior to aniline dyes. We know from 
various sources that he was researching ways to make 
natural dyes more permanent. Although not specifi-
cally mentioned by Carver, it is interesting to note 
that creating aniline dyes using plants such as peanut 
skins as feedstock in the chemical process might be 
one way to improve colorfastness.

In addition, a source of ammonium nitrate was 
needed to make aniline dyes. Ammonium nitrate was 
critical to the war effort as a key component in the 
manufacture of munitions, fertilizers, and dyes. The 
United States had been importing nitrate minerals 
from South America, but Germany set up a blockade, 
so the US government constructed a nitrogen plant9 
to make ammonium nitrate from nitrogen in the air. 

This is the third and final article in a series on 
the life and textile work of George Washing-
ton Carver by Nancy Nehring. To learn more, visit 
pieceworkmagazine.com.

“George Washington Carver: A Lifetime of Cro-
chet” and instructions for four crochet swatches 
made by Carver in PieceWork, Spring 2021.

“Textiles in George Washington Carver’s Agri-
cultural Extension Program” and instructions for 
re-creating one of Carver’s embroidered burlap 
doilies in PieceWork, Winter 2021.

A test run produced the first ammonium nitrate on 
November 25, 1918. Because Carver was interested in 
ammonium nitrate for both fertilizer and dyes, he was 
sent samples to begin experimenting with. However, 
with the end of the war, the plant ceased operation in 
January 1919. With no materials forthcoming, Carver 
turned his attention to other projects.

George Washington Carver was filled with curios-
ity about the natural world. As he followed this curi-
osity where it led, he laid groundwork in many fields 
for generations of future scientists. We might not have 
Carver’s dye recipes today, but we can carry his curios-
ity forward and look to nature for color. ●

Notes
1.  For a discussion of slavery in southwest Missouri, 

see Diane L. Krahe and Theodore Catton, Walking 
in Credence: An Administrative History of George 
Washington Carver National Monument (National 
Park Service, 2014), 21–23.

2.  Rackham Holt, George Washington Carver: An 
American Biography (New York City: Doubleday, 
1950), 9–10.

3.  Holt, George Washington Carver: An American 
Biography, 14.

4.  Gary Kremer, ed., George Washington Carver: In His 
Own Words (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 
1987), 50.

5.  Also known as A Grammatical Institute of the English 
Language, Vol. 1 and later, The American Spelling 
Book by Noah Webster.

6.  Kremer, George Washington Carver: In His Own 
Words, 20.

7.  The program was a success and became a model 
for the land-grant colleges’ Agricultural Extension 
Programs.

8.  Holt, George Washington Carver: An American 
Biography, 236-237.

9.  United States Nitrate Plant No. 2 at Muscle Shoals, 
Alabama.

10. Eulanda A. Sanders and Chanmi Hwang, “George 
Washington Carver: Textile Artist,” Textile Society of 
America Symposium Proceedings (2014): 911.

Like Carver, Nancy Nehring is both a textile enthusiast and 
a scientist (she is a chemist; he was a botanist). Both attend-
ed Iowa State University. Nancy is known for her historical 
needlework and crochet research and is the author of several 
books covering a wide range of textile crafts.

http://pieceworkmagazine.com
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Bargello 
A Renaissance 
Art with a Twist
LINDA M. PERRY
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Hail to the handspinners and their power to create 
unique, formidable yarn. As a spinner, albeit a very 
novice one, I always coveted handspun yarns for their 
beauty and was amazed at the handspun I saw knit-
ted and crocheted into beautiful garments. But my un-
derstanding of handspun expanded when Spin Off edi-
tor Kate Larson suggested that I try handspun yarn 
in a form of needlepoint that I have practiced over the 
years—bargello. 

Fragment (09.50.2446), possibly Italian, 
seventeenth century. Wool on canvas.

Kate and I had been working on an article and 
project focusing on historic bargello for PieceWork 
using traditional Persian wool yarns. We hatched  
a plan to explore my beloved bargello with 
handspun, trying different stitches and gauges. I 
have always been a strong advocate and commit-
ted user of fine Persian wool yarns. These yarns are 
crisp and tightly twisted—what I refer to as “hard” 
yarns. Understanding the yarn and spinning the 
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yarn for this style of needlepoint opens up a whole 
new world of pattern.

In a whirl of ideas, I developed a series of pat-
terns and designs. I was ready to experiment to see 
what kind of creative results this new wave of think-
ing might offer. Fortunately, I own a shop, Harbor 
Yarns, across the hall from an eclectic shop that stocks 
a plethora of locally spun gems. The quest began as I 
grazed the inventory. I am pleased to share with you 
my results.

WHAT IS BARGELLO?
Bargello is a form of needlepoint embroidery. The sig-
nature of this technique is the upright, vertical stitch-
ing. Motifs are created through repeated sequences of 
stitches, creating geometric and symmetrical patterns. 
Typical pattern configurations are zigzags, ogees, 
waves, crescents, and other abstract designs. The art-
ful use of yarn colorations and shadings delineates the 
individual rows. Typically, analogous color schemes ar-
ranged from light to dark are the classic choices. 

A few years ago, I made it my mission to research 
and try to revive the technique. As an avid knitter, I 
found my hands and wrists were getting worse for the 

wear and needed a change in finger action. Bargello 
seemed like a good remedy. I could still play with color, 
experience the therapeutic effects of moving the needle, 
and shop for a yarn stash. This was a great antidote. 

I practiced many traditional needlepoint patterns 
and experimented with some contemporary, more 
modern styling. I was hooked and eventually published 
Back to Bargello (see page 83).

The beauty of bargello not only lies in visual satis-
faction of symmetry and color harmony, but it is also 
very easy to learn. There are abundant pattern possi-
bilities, and if you’re a lover of color, there are endless 
opportunities to experiment with design and palette 
whether you are a beginning or advanced stitcher.

A BIT OF BARGELLO HISTORY
Some of us are of age to remember the bargello needle-
work trend of the 1960s and 1970s. Think iconic flame 
stitch. It was fairly short-lived and remains somewhat of 
a lost art. As with many types of needlework, pinpoint-
ing historic origins is a challenge, including verifying 
specific dates, geographic locations, and makers. Often, 
this is due to translation and the unique technical styles 
of Indigenous embroiderers across various countries. 

Wallet (2009.300.5257), possibly British, third quarter of the nineteenth century. Wool and linen.
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The term bargello occurs in a number of languag-
es and time periods. “Florentine work” is also com-
monly associated with this technique, as the origins are 
thought to be from Florence, Italy. “Hungarian point” 
(punto unghero) is based on the belief that bargello be-
gan in Hungary, and “f lame stitch” (punto fiamma) is 
probably the best known of all the stitches, using zig-
zags that resemble f lames. In the United States, we 
commonly use the term bargello to encompass this 
needlework form. 

The popularity of needlework throughout Europe 
points to the origins of canvas embroidery in around 
the fourteenth to fifteenth centuries. This was high-
lighted by the Renaissance influence and ties to the 
Medici reign in Florence, Italy. It was an established 
needlework art form by the fifteenth century.   

Fabrics and yarns used in bargello have evolved 
throughout time. Early centuries saw coarse fabric back-
ings and wool yarn for stitching. The sixteenth cen-
tury ushered in a golden age of artistic flair in pattern 
variations. At that time, the refinement and availabil-
ity of steel needles was leaving its mark on needlework 
in Europe. Fine, colorful silk threads became popu-
lar. France promoted bargello, and French tapestries 
and fabric trends were copied in embroidery stitching. 
Such was the case with a taffeta material of the 1500s, 
also known as “Florentine.” The jagged “water-marked” 
edges of the silk taffeta were copied in the stitchery mo-
tifs, leading to the prevalence of shading gradations that 
were common in more modern times.

Furniture pieces have been hallmarks of bargello 
trends. Upholstery pieces have lasted throughout the 
centuries, worked in colorful, hardwearing wool yarns 
on a coarse woven background. The expansion of 
trade throughout Europe promoted demands for nee-
dlework everywhere. 

Around the eighteenth century, the British pur-
sued a liking for French textile inf luences, and thus 
the popularity of bargello continued. North America 
eventually caught on to the trend in the 1830s to 
1870s. Translations of bargello needlepoint went into 
such practical items as rugs, bed canopies (for warmth 
in the homestead), wallets, pocketbooks, needle cases, 
and samplers.

1. Flame Stitch (variegated handspun) Using a randomly 
variegated handspun yarn to cover the stitching area gives 
an allover visual explosion of color. This sample shows one 
randomly colored handspun used throughout.
2. Little Wavy Pattern (colorplay) This sample was an 
experiment in which I plied solid and variegated colors 
together, creating a marled effect. Three solid-colored 
yarn rows alternate between the handspun.
3. Flame Stitch (alternating with multiple solid rows)
To change up the flow of the flame-stitch pattern, there are 
two solid yarn rows to one handspun row. Various propor-
tions of solid to variegated can make for an interesting 
overall design effect.
4. Modified Flame Stitch (alternating rows) A handspun, 
randomly variegated yarn with alternating rows of light 
blue and purple contrasting solid yarns.

11

22

33

44
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MATERIALS AND TECHNIQUES
Mesh canvas is the foundation of the bargello stitch. 
The uniform squares for traditional needlepoint are 
categorized by the number of holes per inch. Mesh 
size can range from heavy (#3) to very fine (#40). For 
handspun yarns, expand your thinking to other op-
tions such as rug canvas or other stable fabrics with low 
thread count. Look for a base with a visible grid that is 
large enough for your yarn to pass through easily.

Tapestry needles with round, blunt ends and elongated 
eyes are used in bargello. Sizes range from small (#26) to 
large (#13). The important thing is for your yarn to glide 
easily through the eye and then smoothly through the 
mesh. For thicker handspun yarns (worsted weight and 
even chunky), a standard yarn needle works well. 

Modern millspun needlepoint yarns (often referred 
as Persian yarn—100% wool) are used for bargello be-
cause they provide good coverage, preventing the mesh 
canvas from showing through the work. These yarns 
have a firm twist so they are durable. Typically, several 
plied yarns are loosely twisted, with each plied yarn re-
ferred to as a “ply” by many needleworkers. Two “plies” 
are ideal for normal mesh ranges. 

5. Little Wavy Pattern (analogous)  
Variations of analogous colors are used in the solid rows.
6. Geometric Diamond Pattern (kiss of color) I enjoy 
trying color surprises, especially in the more graphic, con-
temporary bargello patterns. Often, I place a “kiss of col-
or” as an accent. Depending on the size of the project, it 
can be in a single spot or, on larger areas, intermittently 
dispersed for a visual story.
7. Little Wavy Pattern (contrasting colors) The 
handspun yarn in this sample (yellow) has very subtle color 
flecks. It is more of a heather yarn as opposed to the defined 
variegated yarn used in previous samples. This pattern has a 
more contemporary look, so I thought a nice color contrast 
of solid navy would create a funky visual stripe effect.
8. Flame Stitch (alternating solid rows) This sample 
shows the use of lighter or darker solid yarn between var-
iegated handspun. Both can delineate the pattern effec-
tively but differently. You can see how the lighter color 
makes the handspun pop, and the darker solid tends to 
give a blending effect.
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9. Flame Stitch (bulky yarn)
This two-ply handspun yarn was a challenge. The “almost rov-
ing” fibers with a lot of color excitement called for a rug hook-
ing mesh base. I spray-painted the mesh first because the 
beige mesh tended to show through the stitching. I alternated 
a double strand of a solid-color handspun yarn. The overall 
effect is quite kaleidoscopic. A sample like this could be used 
for a fantastic wall hanging near your spinning wheel to show 
off your beautiful yarns.
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For handspinners, the norms can go out the win-
dow. We can get creative with ply structure, gauge, 
and fiber choices. The project’s end use will deter-
mine what characteristics your yarn should have. Yarns 
with coarser fibers and firmer twist create a more du-
rable textile, while finer fibers and nontraditional yarn 
structures might feed your creative explorations.

Here are some yarn guidelines that will help you 
avoid disappointment and stressed hands as you explore:
• The yarn must flow through the holes in the mesh 

canvas easily, otherwise it will wear out your fingers 
and the yarn, not to mention your patience. There 
are different sizes of mesh, so you can adjust the 
yarn weight and surface texture accordingly.

• You must be able to thread the yarn into a tapestry 
or yarn needle. I’ve done some makeshift “needles” 
to accommodate thicker yarns—bobby pins and 
even a turkey lacing needle.

• Choose yarns that don’t kink or have a predispo-
sition for knotting. Yarns that fray easily when cut 
into short lengths can also be challenging. 

• Yarns with some variation in gauge (thick and thin) 

Bag (1962-23-6), Mexico, nineteenth century. Wool and beads.

C
ou

rt
es

y o
f C

oo
pe

r H
ew

itt
, S

m
ith

so
ni

an
 D

es
ig

n 
M

us
eu

m
 C

ol
le

ct
io

n

are fine, but extreme variations in gauge might lead 
to the canvas showing through the work. 

Basic Stitching and Finishing
Bargello stitching is vertically oriented—straight 
up and down stitches that cover two or more can-
vas threads. The difference between the top of one 
stitch and the top of another is called a step. A nota-
tion such as 4:2 means four mesh holes in height with 
a two-hole step. You can clearly see this arrangement 
on bargello charts. One main pattern line of stitch-
es is first established and then repeated sequentially 
throughout. Every row following the foundation row 
is the same stitch sequence. 

Once the canvas has been filled, it can be 
blocked to preserve its original shape. Either apply 
steam to the back side of the piece or roll it in a wet 
towel for a few hours, then lay it out on a blocking 
mat or somewhere you can secure pins around the 
perimeter for the desired shape.

LINDA’S BARGELLO SKETCHES 
These are just a few examples to guide you in some 
creative ways to work with handspun yarns. Most of 
these samples focus on exploring color. Variegated 
handspun yarns can be used in many ways. I explored 
the use of solid-colored rows organized to subdue or 
punctuate variegated handspun in my samples here. 
I hope this inspires you to grab some canvas and try 
stitching your own handspun! ●

Resources
Phelan, Dorothy. Florentine Canvaswork. London: B. T. 

Batsford, 1991.
Spencer, Eleanor. “History of Needlepoint.” McCall’s 

Needlepoint, Book 2, edited by Eleanor Spencer. 
New York: McCall Pattern Co., 1971.

Williams, Elsa S. Bargello: Florentine Canvas Work. New 
York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1967.

Linda M. Perry has degrees in textiles and apparel design and 
had a long career teaching in higher education. She currently 
lives on a small island in Midcoast Maine and owns and oper-
ates a yarn shop in Damariscotta, Maine. She sells her own line 
of hand-dyed yarns, specializing in indigo. Her book, Back to 
Bargello, was the result of her love for needlework and desire  
to revive bargello stitchery. Learn more at harbor yarns.com.

http://harboryarns.com
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Get stitching! This rigid spin-
dle bag is created with hand-
stitched bargello—perfect 
for a spinner on the go.
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weight; handspun by C. S. Peterson of Woolscapes; 
“Sailing, Sailing,” random color variations.
CC: Maine Line DK 3/8, 100% wool, worsted spun; 
120 yd; 1,490 ypp; Jagger Spun; Willow.
Notions Cotton mesh canvas #12, 19" × 12" rectan-
gle (includes 1½" margin of mesh around the bargello 
stitching area which is 16" × 9"); tapestry needle (blunt 
end, elongated eye), size 18; small scissors; soft, pli-
able thin leather, easy to stitch through: 8" × 8" square 
for the bottom, 1¼" × 17" for the handle, and 3/4" × 17" 
strip for the trim band. For the optional lining: stiff in-
terfacing (I used Peltex Firm, nonfusible), 16" × 9"; lin-
en fabric, 18" × 11"; needle and thread for handsewing.
Finished Size 9" high, 5" diameter, 16" circumference.

SPINDLE BAG
Needlework
Using masking tape, tape around all sides of the 19" × 12" 
rectangle of cotton mesh canvas, folding the tape in 
half over the raw edges.

Refer to the flame stitch chart, Figure 1. You will 
see that it is a 4:2 pattern (includes 4 holes with a 2-hole 
step). The first row is the foundation row. It is the most 
important and will take accuracy and patience! Once 
you have this row set, the rest will fall into place easily. 
Just in case, bargello stitches can be undone by picking 
out individual stitches with your needle.

Start about 1½" above the longer bottom edge and 
1½" in from the right edge (the bottom right corner of 
the stitching area). Cut an 18"–24" length of MC and 
thread your tapestry needle. To begin your first verti-
cal stitch (A on the chart), insert the needle from un-
der the canvas and bring the needle up toward you. 
Draw the yarn up, leaving a tail about 1" long. Press 
this tail against the back of the canvas toward the left 
while you take the next few stitches so that the tail will 
be caught and secured as you stitch. Pay close atten-
tion to the chart on this first row as you work from right 

There are many fun and practical end products one can 
make with bargello needlepoint—pillows, chair seats, 
purses, book covers, pincushions—but the perfect proj-
ect for the handspinner is a tote for a drop spindle. I 
also use it as a knitting bag; it stands upright and cor-
rals my ball of yarn as I knit.

This project gives you the opportunity to play with 
color and pattern using a small amount of precious 
handspun. Spin new yarns and carefully plan your pal-
ette or let loose using a pile of leftover yarns. Sampling 
can be great fun using small swatches of mesh canvas, 
and the stitching doesn’t take up much time or precious 
yarn. You can get quick results to judge the efficacy of 
your design and the appropriateness of the yarn.

For this project, the needlepoint area to be worked is a 
simple rectangle, approximately 9 by 16 inches. I have cho-
sen the flame stitch bargello pattern, but any pattern of 
your choice is fine. The flame stitch is easy and versatile, 
allowing for variations in the number of rows per color. 

SPINNING NOTES
I worked with handspun yarn created by C. S. 
Peterson for her Maine-based studio, Woolscapes. 
This beautiful two-ply worsted-spun yarn is a stur-
dy worsted weight. The moderate to high singles and 
ply twist spun from Targhee wool is a great fit for 
bargello. The color variations run randomly through-
out the skein, from light to dark with hues of aqua 
and gray. I chose a solid-color millspun yarn as my 
contrasting yarn. Experimenting with all handspun 
yarns or a combination of handspun and millspun 
can offer even more color and texture opportunities. 
Assembly is straightforward and is presented here as-
suming the sewing will be done with a machine.

MATERIALS 
Fiber Targhee wool, 3 oz (85 g).
Yarn MC: 2-ply; about 120 yd; 800 ypp; 10 wpi; worsted 

Bargello Spindle Bag
LINDA M. PERRY
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To form the cylinder, with right sides facing, ma-
chine stitch the shorter sides together, catching the end 
rows of bargello stitches. Continue assembly with the 
right sides to the inside.

From the 8" square of leather, cut a circle 7" in di-
ameter, about 1" wider all around than the bargello 
cylinder circumference.

Center the cylinder on the leather circle with the 
leather right side up. Clip small slits 1" apart into the 
mesh perpendicular to the bargello stitching but do not 
cut as far as the stitching. This will allow the cylin-
der edge to lie f lat. Fold the mesh tabs outward, so the 
bargello stitching is next to the leather.

With the mesh side up and the leather facing up un-
derneath, stitch the leather and cylinder together as 
close to the bargello stitching as possible. You may need 
to stitch around a couple of times so that your stitches 

to left, following the chart blocks (using 4 holes for the 
vertical stitch, then up or down 2 holes for the step as 
the chart indicates) working from A to B on Figure 1. 
Repeat across the canvas until you are 1½" from the left 
edge. Secure the yarn on the back by weaving it under a 
few stitches on the back. The next row (CC) begins in 
the top mesh hole of the first stitch where you began at 
A, then continues in the same pattern as the foundation 
row. Fill the entire canvas in this manner, alternating 
colors for each row. Stay in pattern as you stitch at the 
top and fill in at the bottom, keeping edges straight.

To block, steam lightly to maintain a rectangular 
shape. Dry thoroughly.

Tote Assembly
Trim the canvas mesh so there is a ¾" seam allowance 
around the bargello stitching.

Sampling is a blast with small pieces of canvas,  
a little time, and a bit of precious handspun.



83Spring 2022   •   Spin Off

are at the very edge of the bargello stitches.
For the leather handle, draw two straight lines equi-

distant along the length of the 1¼" × 17" leather piece. 
Cut along the lines to within 1" from one end. You will 
have three equal widths of leather attached at one end. 
Braid, then sew across at the end to secure.

Turn down the top mesh of the cylinder toward 
the wrong side so there is a smooth edge where the 
bargello stitching starts. Center the handle ends so 
they are directly across the rim from each other and 
pin 1" of leather handle end on top of the bargello 
stitching. Sew to secure.

Detail of the seam
Linda trimmed the top edge of the bag with leather and 
braided leather strips to form a handle.

Figure 1. Flame Stitch Chart

A

B

Position the 3/4" leather trim band close to the up-
per edge of the cylinder, covering the handle ends, and 
topstitch in place along the upper and lower edges. 

Turn right side out.

Optional Lining
Center the interfacing on the wrong side of the lining 
material. Press the two long edges of lining material 
over the interfacing so there is a crisp fold. Topstitch 
the long edges. With right sides together, sew the short 
edges together with a 1" seam. Press the seam open. 
Insert the lining into the bargello cylinder (wrong side 
of cylinder to wrong side of lining) so it fits snugly to 
the bottom and just barely reaches the top inside edge. 
Handstitch the lining to the inside edge of the top of 
the bargello cylinder. ●

Resources
Perry, Linda M. Back to Bargello: A Collection of 

Colorful Techniques and Patterns. Self-published, 
2014.

Woolscapes, woolscapesme.com.

A lifelong lover of all things fiber, Linda M. Perry now lives 
and creates on an island on the Maine coast. Several years 
ago, with the hope of reigniting the art and craft of bargello 
needlepoint, she wrote a primer book, Back to Bargello.

http://woolscapesme.com
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Beginner Basics

Fix Your 
Twist & 
Rescue 
Your 
Skein 
DEVIN HELMEN

Too much ply twist in your yarn?  
Ply it again in the opposite direction.
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No matter what our spinning skill level may be, we 
sometimes look at our yarn after it is wet-finished and 
feel disappointed. Sometimes it is just a small sample; 
at other times it is a full skein . . . or skeins.

The first thing I do when I am unsatisfied with 
yarn after wet-finishing is try to learn from the expe-
rience. Did I overspin it? Underspin? Was I not pay-
ing enough attention? Should I use a faster whorl or a 
slower one next time? Should I have used a different 
drafting method? 

After diagnosing the problem and deciding how to 
improve my work next time, I can look for ways to res-
cue my unsatisfactory skeins. It may be underspun or 
overspun, or just not suited to the purpose I envisioned. 
There are many scenarios, but one of the most impor-
tant lessons I learned early in my spinning life was that 
the last layer of twist can be easily fixed. You can sim-
ply send the yarn back through your wheel or onto your 
spindle to remove or add twist until you get the yarn 
you want.

Devin felt this Corriedale handspun needed more ply twist. From left: two-ply 
handspun yarn before re-plying and the yarn after re-plying and wet-finishing

A CORRIEDALE CASE STUDY
Recently, I worked through a beautiful Corriedale 
f leece. After my skeins were washed and dried, I end-
ed up with a f leece’s worth of yarn that I could not 
imagine using. It was pretty to look at and soft to 
touch, but I had no desire to make anything with it 
because I knew the completed object would pill al-
most as soon as it was made due to the low twist in 
the singles and the two-ply yarn. The amount of twist 
to put into yarn is very much up to personal taste, but 
I prefer to work with yarns that have more ply twist, 
even if the singles are low twist. This makes for a 
more durable yarn that will wear better in whatever 
use I put it to.

What Went Wrong? 
In this case, I was spinning batts I had drumcarded 
using underwashed f leece. After carding, the slight-
ly greasy batts sat for about six months, and the grease 
hardened a bit. When I spin this sort of f leece, I notice 
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it. But once I wet-finished the yarn, the grease washed 
out, the fibers bloomed, and I could see that both sin-
gles were underspun and there was not enough ply 
twist for my taste.

What Can I Learn?
It’s fine to spin batts that are not fully scoured, but 
wet-finishing a sample skein is the best way to make 
sure that the singles and ply both have enough twist.

How Do I Rescue My Handspun?
To rescue this yarn, all I need to do is ply it again,  
adding just enough more plying twist to get the yarn 
I want. Because I don’t want to add too much twist, I 
may use a larger whorl on my wheel than I did the first 
time, feed the yarn on faster, or treadle slower to insert 
the right amount of twist. A bit of sampling will an-
swer the question in just a few yards. 

Once I have added more twist, I will wet-finish the 
yarn again. Then I can use it, confident that the time I 
spent to make this yarn will not go to waste in a textile 
that wears out quickly.

that I am often fooled about the amount of twist in the 
singles and the plied yarn. The hardened grease can 
make the yarn feel more solid and twisted than it is. I 
had spun the singles and plied them, satisfied with the 
yarn and looking forward to making something with 

All four skeins are the same length. From left: underplied, overplied, 
plied in the wrong direction, balanced handspun knitting yarn

I t  A l l  C o m e s  O u t  i n  t h e  Wa s h
There are several things that can cause yarn to 
turn out differently than you planned. If this hap-
pens, the most important thing is to wait until af-
ter you wet-finish the yarn to evaluate it. There are 
many opinions about finishing: wash and snap, 
wash and weight, steam, and on and on. I go by 
the rule of thumb that if the textile I am planning to 
make will be washed, my handspun yarn should be, 
too. I wash handspun knitting yarns in hot water, 
rinse in hot water, snap, and hang to dry. For weav-
ing yarns, I wash and often size them.

Yarns tend to change when washed and dried. The 
changes might be subtle or dramatic and are large-
ly determined by the fiber you started with. Not until 
finishing is complete can you truly judge your yarns.
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TIPS FOR RESCUING YARN
First, it is important to note that the “right” amount 
of twist is largely a personal choice. High-twist yarns 
are typically more durable and long lasting. Low-twist 
yarns have more loft and a softer hand. Most spin-
ners spin yarn that is somewhere in the middle, and the 
choice is up to you. 

Here are some tips for rescuing your finished plied 
yarns, finished singles yarns, and bobbins of singles 
ready for plying if the twist isn’t what you’d hoped. All 
three methods send the yarn back through the wheel 
again, so if the yarn is in a skein, you will need to wind 
balls, place the skein on a swift, or keep the skein in a 
tidy loop over your lap. If you are working with bob-
bins of singles, place them on a lazy kate.

If Your Yarn Is Underspun or Underplied
To add twist to singles or a plied yarn, attach the end 
of your yarn to a leader as you usually do and begin 
spinning in the same direction the wheel was moving 
the last time the yarn was spun. For example, for an 
underspun two-ply that has two Z-twist (spun clock-
wise) singles that were plied with S-twist (counter-
clockwise), you will add more ply twist by spinning S 
(counterclockwise) again. You may find that you need 
to slow your treadling or slow the speed of the wheel 
by changing to a larger whorl size. You can also try 
feeding your yarn in faster than you did on your origi-
nal spinning or plying run to make sure that you do 
not add too much twist. I recommend adding twist to a 
small sample and wet-finishing it to see if you are satis-
fied with the final yarn.

Can you change the twist 
in singles once the yarn is 
plied? I have seen it done, 
and while possible, it is a 
great deal of trouble and 
at huge risk of producing 
tangles, frustration, and 
bad language.

You can also plan to add twist using this technique 
when spinning high-twist yarns from shorter staple fibers 
such as cotton. I know several spinners who spin cotton 
in two steps, first adding enough twist to hold the yarn 
together and then spinning it again to add more twist. 
This allows them to spin at a comfortable rhythm without 
waiting for sufficient twist to accumulate after drafting.

If Your Yarn Is Overspun or Overplied
You can remove twist from singles or plied yarn by 
running your yarn through the wheel and making sure 
the wheel is turning the opposite direction. For exam-
ple, an overspun two-ply has two Z-twist (spun clock-
wise) singles that were plied with S-twist (counter-
clockwise), so you will remove some of the excess ply 
twist by spinning Z (clockwise).

If You Plied in the “Wrong” Direction
In most cases, we spin singles in one direction and ply 
those singles in the opposite direction. Beginners (and 
even experienced spinners) occasionally accidently ply 
in the direction the singles were spun, creating a high-
ly energized yarn that might not work for the intended 
textile. These yarns coil up like a spring, as you can see 
in the image on the previous page.

To rescue your yarn if this happens, simply run it 
back through the wheel in the direction the yarn should 
have been plied. For example, if a two-ply yarn has two 
Z-twist (spun clockwise) singles that were also plied 
with Z-twist, you will add balance by spinning S (coun-
terclockwise). This can take time, so you might need to 
slow the speed at which you are feeding the yarn onto the 
bobbin or adjust your wheel to a smaller, faster whorl.

DID IT WORK?
Make sure to wet-finish the yarn before making any 
judgment. The moisture will reactivate twist and allow 
the fibers to bloom and nest together. Once this is done, 
you can decide if the yarn is right for your project. ●

Devin Helmen has been immersed in fiber since learning 
to spin at age eight. They spin, knit, and weave in beauti-
ful Minnesota. Devin enjoys writing and teaching about fiber 
arts and has a passion for spindles and everyday textiles. 
They blog, intermittently, at afewgreenfigs.blogspot.com.

http://afewgreenfigs.blogspot.com
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Conservation  
of Color

ISABELL A ROSSI

Have you ever spent hours dyeing, spinning, and knit-
ting the perfect sweater to then watch the bright colors 
fade with every wash? Or maybe you noticed that the 
handwoven blanket you keep on the back of your chair 
near the window has lost its vibrancy? Dye fading is a 
recurring problem that I’ve seen in textiles old and new 
due to a variety of environmental factors. 

In addition to being a spinner, I am a professional 
textile conservator trained to prevent and treat dam-
age to historical textiles. Dye fading is a common 
problem we see when working with textiles both an-
cient and modern, large and small. Tapestries, for ex-
ample, often have completely different colors on their 
reverse. Upholstery fabrics are vivid where the fabrics 

Tapestries in museum collections often show dye fading on one side, while the other shows  
colors closer to their original vibrancy. Tapestry (LC0744) depicting characters from the biblical 
parable of the wise and foolish virgins, Norway, early 1900s. Wool on linen. 76.5" wide × 28" high. C
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have been covered. Well-worn and washed dresses lose 
their intensity over time. Unfortunately, this dam-
age is irreversible, and nothing can be done to repair 
it. Understanding how dye fading happens can help us 
prevent it in our handspun yarns and projects.

WHAT ARE DYES?
To understand how dyes work, you first need to un-
derstand the origins of color. White light is a com-
bination of all of the colors of the visible spectrum. 
When light hits an object, the object absorbs some 
wavelengths of light and ref lects others. The ref lect-
ed light enters our eyes and is perceived as color. Each 
color corresponds to a specific ref lected wavelength. 
For example, the lovely indigo-dyed skein of yarn that 
you made absorbs all light except indigo and ref lects 
indigo-colored light to your eye. Dyes are a way to al-
ter which wavelengths of light are ref lected by tex-
tiles, changing their perceived colors.

Fibers have their own natural colors, a mix of 
whites, browns, and blacks, which are all lovely in their 
own right. These colors are inherent to the fibers, so 
they do not wash out and are resistant to, but not im-
mune from, light fading. But humans, as early as 
36,000 years ago, were not satisfied with these familiar 
shades and learned to use dyes to expand the colorful 
possibilities of their textiles.1 But what exactly are dyes 
and how do they work?

A dye is a colorful compound that can be attached 
to a fiber.2 Dyes appear as colors because their chemi-
cal structures ref lect certain wavelengths of light that 
we see as color. The elements of the dyeing process—
which might include heat, water, and salts or other ad-
ditives—all help the dye compounds bind to the fiber. 
Dyeing creates chemical bonds and molecular interac-
tions between the fiber and the dye. These bonds and 
interactions keep the dyes attached to fiber to make 
your textiles colorful. When a textile appears to be fad-
ed, the dye has been altered to lose its color or has be-
come detached from the fibers over time. 

Unfortunately dye fading occurs with natural and 
synthetic dyes. There are no easy rules about which 
dyes fade and which are resistant. Synthetic dyes are 
not always more fast than natural ones or vice versa. 

How each dye reacts to light and washing depends on 
the inherent properties of the dye, the material it is 
bonded to, and how an object is treated. For example, 
I conserved an embroidered piece of mid-nineteenth 
century Berlin wool work. Although all of the em-
broidery had been exposed to the same conditions, the 
stitches worked in purple silk faded considerably more 
than the ones in red wool. This was because the early 
purple dye used and the silk it was bonded to was more 
sensitive to light. To understand and prevent dye fad-
ing, conservators and fiber artists need to understand 
how this process occurs. 

HOW TO MINIMIZE DYE FADING
There are simple ways to prevent excessive fad-
ing when it comes to our personal textile collections. 
Understanding light fading, dye bleeding, and how to 
improve your dyeing technique can help you keep your 
textiles vibrant. 
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Figure 1. When light containing the full spectrum of color 
interacts with a skein of indigo yarn, all of the colors are 
absorbed except indigo, which is reflected to your eye. 
Dyes are a way to alter which wavelengths of light are 
reflected by textiles, changing their perceived color.
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but you can significantly extend the lifespan of your 
objects by avoiding unnecessary light.

Reduce Dye Bleeding
Washfastness is the ability of a dye to stay attached to a 
fiber during laundering. If a dye has poor washfastness, 
the dye will detach from the fiber. Have you ever put your 
new red shirt and your white socks together in the wash-
ing machine and your socks came out pink? The dyes 
have bled from the red shirt and reattached to your white 
socks. This is called dye bleeding, and the color of a dye 
that bleeds will fade with every cleaning. Most of the 
time, this fading is imperceptible, but over time, more dye 
will detach, leaving the fibers lighter than before.

The best way to prevent fading from washing is 
to launder something only when it is actually dirty. 
Reducing the number of times you wash a garment will 
extend the time that it’s brightly colored. But eventual-
ly, you will need to wash your handspun garments. To 
decrease dye loss, launder your garments as gently as 
possible. Cold water and detergents designed for deli-
cate clothes can reduce dye loss. Handwashing agitates 
garments less than machine washing and allows you to 

Avoid Light Fading
Lightfastness is the ability of a dye to resist changing 
color when exposed to light. Light, especially sunlight, 
contains a lot of energy. When a dye is exposed to this 
amount of energy, the structure of the compound we 
see as color can change. This results in the dye chang-
ing color, often making it appear lighter. Over time, 
repeated exposure to light can cause the dyes to change 
from vivid to dull. Unfortunately, this is a permanent 
change that cannot be reversed.

The most effective way to prevent light fading is to 
completely eliminate exposure to light. However, for 
makers, this defeats the purpose of crafting. Spinners 
don’t spend hours creating yarns that they can never 
use or see! Instead of the complete elimination of light, 
you can aim to reduce unnecessary light and there-
fore reduce fading. For example, don’t use open shelves 
to display your yarn and fiber, especially in areas of 
your home exposed to direct sunlight on a daily basis. 
Hang your textile wall hangings on shaded walls rather 
than bright ones. Dry your garments inside out on the 
clothesline, or even better, inside on a clothing rack. 
Unfortunately, light fading is inevitable for all textiles, 

Mitten with floral embroidery. Handknitted in Hallingdal, 
Norway, late 1800s. Wool on wool. 8.75" long × 3.75" wide.

Coverlet woven in geometric tapestry technique, 
Norway. Woven inscription reads, “Brita L D S 1889.” 
Wool on cotton. 72" long × 55" wide.
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watch for dye bleeding in the water.
Fiber fresh out of the dyepot will often have some 

dye on the surface that has not attached to the fiber 
during the dyeing process. This is one of the reasons 
why new garments bleed much more than old ones. 
When I wash freshly spun hanks of yarn or a new-
ly knitted cardigan for the first time, I always wash 
them alone so that I can monitor how much dye is 
bleeding into the water and prevent them from stain-
ing other garments. Every time you wash a dyed tex-
tile, you can lose more of its attached dye molecules. 
However, this can be reduced by gentle laundering 
only when necessary. 

Improve Your Dyeing Technique
If you’re a dyer as well as a spinner, paying attention to 
your dyeing technique and handling of materials can 
greatly increase a fiber’s resistance to fading. The best 
way to prevent the loss of color is to make sure that the 
dyes are well bonded to the fibers to begin with, mak-
ing steps such as scouring vital to long-lasting color. If 
you’re interested in dyeing your own fiber, yarn, or fab-
ric, do some research about the dye before heating up 
the dyepot. Certain dyes will only attach to particular 
fibers and will not yield colors on other materials.

Always check the dyeing instructions for neces-
sary additives. Since they’re an extra expense and 
step, it can be tempting to skip them. However, many 
dyes require additives to properly bind with fibers. 
For example, when working with natural dyestuffs, 
mordants are often necessary for successful dyeing. 
Additives vary depending on the type of dye and 
fiber, so it’s always best to know what is needed be-
fore starting a new project.

It is also important to follow the dye cycle when 
using your dye. The dye cycle is like a recipe, indi-
cating when to add each chemical, the appropriate 
temperatures, and how long your fiber needs to be 
exposed to the dye. For example, acid dyes require 
the dyepot to reach a certain pH and temperature to 
bond effectively. This information can be found on 
manufacturers’ websites for synthetic dyes and in a 
plethora of natural-dyeing resources. The pH of the 
dyebath can greatly alter the staying power of your 

dyes. Using pH monitoring strips to check the acid-
ity or alkalinity of the dye solution can help you im-
prove the effectiveness of your dyeing and provide 
long-lasting results.

When choosing a dye for a project, researching 
washfastness and lightfastness can be helpful. This in-
formation can be found online or in books dedicat-
ed to dyeing (especially those aimed at professionals). 
Some dyes, such as indigo, score well in both catego-
ries, while lichen dyes are notoriously short-lasting. Is 
your handmade textile going to be frequently washed 
and exposed to sunlight? Are you weaving stripes or 
knitting colorwork patterns? I would recommend find-
ing a long-lasting dye. Dyes with high fastness are usu-
ally more expensive, but the added cost may be worth it 
for making a textile that will last. Or maybe you want 
to make a woolly hat dyed with lichens that you don’t 
mind overdyeing again in a few seasons? Do your re-
search and then chart your own maker’s path.

CONCLUSION
Dye fading is inevitable and irreversible as we wear 
and wash the textiles we make. However, by reduc-
ing light exposure, laundering carefully, and improv-
ing your dyeing techniques and materials, you can ex-
tend the longevity of your colors. It can be difficult to 
watch the textiles that you spent so much energy in 
creating fade over time. However, one of the beautiful 
things about handmade textiles is that they are me-
mentos of the effort put into crafting them, and each 
item holds memories of its use and the care you have 
given it over time. ●

Notes
1. Michael Balter, “Clothes Make the (Hu) Man,” Science 

325, no. 5946 (September 11, 2009), 1329.
2. As opposed to a pigment, which is held onto the 

surface with a binding agent. Paint is a combination 
of a pigment and a binding agent.

Isabella Rossi is a textile conservator and an avid fiber 
crafter. She lives in Haddington, Scotland, and is the treasur-
er for the West of Scotland Guild of Weavers, Spinners, and 
Dyers. She also writes about how textile conservation can im-
prove your crafting on her blog, spinsterconservation.com.

http://spinsterconservation.com
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Retail Shop Directory

A R I ZO N A
Fiber Creek
Suite 123, 1046 Willow Creek Rd
Prescott, AZ 86301
(928) 717-1774
fibercreekprescott.com

Tempe Yarn & Fiber
1415 E University Dr
Tempe, AZ 85281
(480) 557-9166
tempeyarn.com

C A L I F O R N I A
Babetta’s Yarn & Gifts
4400 San Juan Ave #20
Fair Oaks, CA 95628
(916) 965-6043
babettasyarnandgifts.com

Dharma Trading Co
1604 4th Street
San Rafael, CA 94901
(434) 456–1211
dharmatrading.com

Fengari
415 Main St
Half Moon Bay, CA 94019
(650) 726-2550
fengari.net

Hands On Knitting Center
912 New York Street, Suite A
Redlands, CA 92374
(909) 793-8712
www.handsonknittingcenter.com/

The Altered Stitch
12443 W Magnolia Blvd
Valley Village, CA 91607
(818) 980-1234
thealteredstitch.com

CO LO R A D O
Blazing Star Ranch
3424 S Broadway
Englewood, CO 80113
(303) 514-8780
blazingstarranch.com

Knot Just Yarn, LLC
1250 S. Buckley Road
Unit H
Aurora, CO  80017
(303) 990-3310  
knotjustyarnllc.com

Lambspun of CO
1101 E Lincoln Ave
Fort Collins, CO 80524
(800) 558-5262
lambspun.com

Longmont Yarn Shop
454 Main St.
Longmont, CO 80501
(303) 678-8242
www.longmontyarn.com

Piney Creek Yarn
15422 E Orchard Rd
Centennial, CO 80016
(720) 596-4462
pineycreekyarn.com

Serendipity Yarn & Gifts
PO Box 5120
Buena Vista, CO 81211
(719) 395-3110
serendipityyarn.com

Shuttles Spindles & Skeins
760 S 43rd St
Boulder, CO 80305
(303) 494-1071
shuttlesspindlesandskeins.com

Yampa Valley Fiberworks LLC
41180 North Highway 13
Craig, CO 81625
 970-824-9568
www.yampavalleyfiberworks.com

CO N N E C T I C U T
Madison Wool
56 Wall St
Madison, CT 06443
(203) 245-5921
madwool.com

F LO R I DA
A Good Yarn
5736 Clark Rd
Sarasota FL 34233
www.agoodyarnsarasota.com

I DA H O
Yarn Underground
409 S Washington St
Moscow, ID 83843
(208) 882-7700
yarnunderground.com

I L L I N O I S
Esther’s Place
201 W. Galena St. (RT 30)
Big Rock, IL 60511
(630) 556-9665
esthersplacefibers.com

Fiber Universe
305 Southwest Water Street
Peoria, IL 61602
(309) 673-5659
thefiberuniverse.com

I N D I A N A
Spinnin Yarns
145 N Griffith Blvd
Griffith, IN 46319
(219) 924-7333
spinninyarns.com

K A N S A S
Yarn Barn of Kansas
930 Massachusetts
Lawrence, KS 66044
(785) 842-4333
yarnbarn-ks.com

K E N T U C KY
LSH Creations
1584 Wellesley Drive
Lexington, KY 40513
(859) 321-7831
lshcreations.com

The Woolery
Ste 1A, 859 E Main St
Frankfort, KY 40601
(800) 441-9665
woolery.com

M A I N E
Belfast Fiber Arts
171 High St
Belfast, ME 04915
(207) 323-5248
belfastfiberarts.com

Halcyon Yarn
12 School St
Bath, ME 04530
(800) 341-0282
halcyonyarn.com

One Lupine
170 Park St
Bangor, ME 04401
(207) 992-4140
maineyarnandfibersupply.com

M A RYL A N D
Black Sheep Yarn Shop
9602 Deereco Rd.
Timonium, MD 21093
(410) 628-9276
blacksheepyarnshop.com

Cloverhill Yarn Shop
77 Mellor Ave
Catonsville, MD 21228
(410) 788 7262
cloverhillyarn.com

Vulcan’s Rest Fibers
2728 Augustine Herman Hwy
Chesapeake City, MD 21915
(410) 885-2890
vulcansrest.com

M A S S AC H U S S E T TS

Sheepshed
456 Summer Street
North Andover, MA 01845
(603) 533-0664
www.sheepshed.net
Sheepshed specializes in all fibers for 
spinning and felting, Jacquard Dyes, 
our own exclusive line of sheep pottery, 
soaps, candles, knitting yarns, Unicorn 
fiber wash.

The Fiber Loft
9 Massachusetts Ave
Harvard, MA 01451
(978) 456-8669
thefiberloft.com

WEBS - America’s Yarn Store
75 Service Center Rd
Northhampton Rd., MA 01060
(800) 367-9327
yarn.com

M I C H I G A N
Gate House Fiber Arts
2400 Faussett Rd
Howell, MI 48855
(810) 923-1136
gatehousefiberarts.com

Heritage Spin & Weaving
47 E Flint
Lake Orion, MI 48360
(248) 693-3690
heritagespinning.com

Knit & Spin
8868 Water St., Suite B
Montague, Mi 49437
(937) 477–5531
www.knitandspin.biz

The Hen House Quilt Shop
211 S Cochran Ave
Charlotte, MI 48813
(517) 543-6454
thehenhousemi.com

M I N N E S OTA
Carole’s Country Knits at  
Rocking Horse Farm
25636 County Rd 74
St Cloud, MN 56301
(320) 252-2996

Weavers Guild of Minnesota
3000 University Ave SE #110
Minneapolis, MN 55414
(612) 436-0463
weaversguildmn.org

M I S S O U R I
Hillcreek Yarn Shoppe
4093 E. Ketterer Rd
Columbia, MO 65202
(573) 825-6130
hillcreekyarn.com

Yarn Social
1707 W 45th St
Kansas City, MO 64111
816-867-0522
yarnsocialkc.com

N E B R A S K A
Laughing Lamb Fibers
925 Illinois St
Sidney, NE 69162
(866) 582-0058
laughinglambfibers.com

Plum Nelly
743 W 2nd Street
Hastings, NE 68901
(402) 462-2490

N E W H A M P S H I R E
Hodgepodge Yarns & Fibers
59 Belknap Ave
Newport, NH 03773
(603) 863-1470

N E W J E R S E Y
The Spinnery
33 Race St
Frenchtown, NJ 08825
(908) 996-9004
spinnery.ajmmobilesolutions.com

Woolbearers Yarns
90 High St
Mount Holly, NJ 08060
(609) 914-0003
woolbearers.com

N E W YO R K
Fiber Kingdom
137 E Broadway
Salem, NY 12865
(518) 854-7225
fiberkingdom.com

Spinning Room of Altamont
190 Main St / PO Box 427
Altamont, NY 12009
(518) 861-0038
spinningroom.net

Yarn Shop at Foster Sheep 
Farm
460 W River Rd
Schuylerville, NY 12871
(518) 338-6679
fostersheepfarm.com

Contact Michaela Kimbrough for magazine 
standing order opportunities.

mkimbrough@longthreadmedia.com

http://fibercreekprescott.com
https://tempeyarnonline.com
http://babettasyarnandgifts.com
http://dharmatrading.com
http://fengari.net
http://www.handsonknittingcenter.com/
http://thealteredstitch.com
http://blazingstarranch.com
http://knotjustyarnllc.com
http://lambspun.com
https://www.longmontyarn.com
http://pineycreekyarn.com
http://serendipityyarn.com
http://shuttlesspindlesandskeins.com
http://www.yampavalleyfiberworks.com
http://madwool.com
https://www.agoodyarnsarasota.com
http://yarnunderground.com
http://esthersplacefibers.com
http://thefiberuniverse.com
http://spinninyarns.com
http://yarnbarn-ks.com
http://lshcreations.com
http://woolery.com
http://belfastfiberarts.com
http://halcyonyarn.com
http://maineyarnandfibersupply.com
http://blacksheepyarnshop.com
http://cloverhillyarn.com
http://vulcansrest.com
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http://yarn.com
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N O R T H C A RO L I N A
Earth Guild
33 Haywood St
Asheville, NC 28801
828-255-7818
earthguild.com

Silver Threads & Golden 
Needles
41 E Main St
Franklin, NC 28734
(828) 349-0515
silverthreadsyarn.com

Three Waters Farm
5330 Three Waters Lane
Grahm, NC 27253
(866) 376-0378
threewatersfarm.com

Yadkin Valley Fiber Center
321 East Main Street
Elkin, NC 28621
(919) 260-9725
yadkinvalleyfibercenter.org

O R E G O N
Eugene Textile Center
2750 Roosevelt Blvd
Eugene, OR 97402
(541) 688-1565
eugenetextilecenter.com

Teaselwick Wools
1313 Mill St SE
Salem, OR 97301
(971) 304-7050
teaselwickwools.blogspot.com

Web-sters
11 N Main St
Ashland, OR 97520
(541) 482-9801
yarnatwebsters.com

P E N N S YLVA N I A
Darn Yarn Needles & Thread
253 Mercer St
Harmony, PA 16037
(724) 473-0983
darnyarnneedlesandthread.com

The Ross Farm
102 Route 519
Eighty Four, PA 15330
(724) 222-2643
therossfarm.com

The Speckled Sheep
2707 Old Philadelphia Pike
Bird in Hand, PA 17505
(717) 435-8359
thespeckledsheep.com

Twist Knitting & Spinning
5743 Route 202
Lahaska, PA 18931
(215) 794-3020
twistknittingandspinning.com

S O U T H C A RO L I N A
LoftyFiber
101 NE Main St Suite M
Easley, SC 29640
(864) 810-4747
loftyfiber.com

S O U T H DA KOTA
South Dakota Natural Colored 
Wool Studio
109 N 2nd St
Groton, SD 57445
(605) 397-4504
sdnaturalcoloredwool.com

T E N N E S S E E
Smoky Mountain Spinnery
466 Brookside Village Way Ste 8
Gatlinburg, TN 37738
(865) 436-9080
smokymountainspinnery.com

Sunshine Weaving and Fiber 
Arts
327 W. Main Street
Lebanon,TN,37087
615-440-2558
sunshineweaving.com

Yarn Patch
68 N Main Street, 
Crossville TN 38555
(931) 707-1255
www.yarnpatch.com

T E XA S

Fancy Fibers
111 South Main St
Farmersville, TX 75442
(972) 616-3276
fancyfibers.com
Classes, tools, equipment, and yarn 
for weaving, spinning, dyeing, and 
rug hooking. Brassard cottons; Jag-
ger Brothers wools. Kromski, Schacht, 
Ashford, Louet, Leclerc, and Glimakra.

Hill Country Weavers
4102 Manchaca Rd
Austin, TX 78704
(512) 707-7396
hillcountryweavers.com

Yarnorama
130 Gonzalez St
Paige, TX 78659
(512) 253-0100
yarnorama.com

U TA H
Desert Thread
29 E Center St
Moab, UT 84532
(435) 259-8404
desertthread.com

Needlepoint Joint
241 25th St
Ogden, UT 84401
(801) 394-4355
needlepointjoint.com

V E R M O N T
Six Loose Ladies Yarn & Fiber 
Shop
287 Main Street
Chester, VT 05143
(802) 875-7373
sixlooseladies.com

V I RG I N I A
The Knittin’ Coop
7 S. College Ave
Salem, VA 24153
(540) 588-2447
www.theknittincoop.com

WA S H I N G TO N
Blizzard Yarn & Fiber
6924 NE Fourth Plain Blvd
Vancouver, WA 98661
(360) 991-5350
blizzardyarnandfiber.com

Cabled Fiber & Yarn Studio
125 W 1st St
Port Angeles, WA 98362
(360) 504 2233
cabledfiber.com

Northwest Yarns
1401 Commercial St.
Bellingham, WA 98225
(360) 738-0167
nwyarns.com

W I S CO N S I N
Icon Fiber Arts
1876 Dickinson Road
De Pere, WI 54114
(920) 351-4024
iconfiberarts.com

Fiber Garden
N5095 Old Hwy. 54
Black River Falls, WI 54615
(715) 284-4590
fibergarden.com

Rainbow Fleece Farm
W7181 Hustad Valley Rd
New Glarus, WI 53574
(608) 527-5311
rainbowfleecefarm.com

Sow’s Ear
125 S Main St
Verona, WI 53593
(608) 848-2755
knitandsip.com

Sutters Gold N Fleece
9094 Co Hwy O
St Germain, WI 54558
(708) 805-1650
suttersgoldnfleece.com

The Woolgatherers
Weaving studio and fiber shop. Makers 
of DutchMaster table looms, spinning 
stools; Weaving, spinning, fiber, knit-
ting, needlework—convenient down-
town location. Individual instruction. 
Books. Gallery. Fine Fabrics.
35 N. Main St.
Fond du Lac, WI 54935
920-907-0510
www.woolgatherers.com

W YO M I N G

The 
Fiber 
House

Sheridan, Wyoming
www.thefiberhouse.comThe Fiber House

146 Coffeen Ave
Sheridan, WY 82801
Vendors for Schacht, Ashford, and 
Kromski wheels and looms. Supplies 
for all fiber arts needs. Individual and 
group classes. See our website for more.
(877) 673-0383
thefiberhouse.com

C A N A DA
Where the Wildflowers Grow 
Gallery
1281 West Riverside Drive
Perth-Andover, NB E7H 5G9
Canada
(506)273-2217
wildflowergallery.net

J A PA N
Kakara Woolworks
580 Yagami
Akaiwa-shi, Okayama-ken
709-0734
Japan
+81-(0)86-995-9988
kakara-woolworks.com

Advertiser Index
Adopt-A-Native Elder ��������������������������������� 9

Akerworks ����������������������������������������������� 25

Ashford Handicrafts LTD ���������������������10–11

Bountiful ������������������������������������������������� 51

City of Estes Park - Estes Park Wool Festival ��� 13

Classic Carder ������������������������������������������� 39

Dakota Carding & Wool ���������������������������� 57

Eugene Textiles ���������������������������������������� 15

Fancy Fibers Fiber Art Center �������������������� 95

Fiber Fusion Northwest ���������������������������� 57

Golding Fiber Tools ���������������������������������� 39

Great Basin Fiber Arts Festival ������������������ 57

Greenwood Fiberworks ���������������������������� 57

H+H Americas ����������������������������������������� 57

HansenCrafts ������������������������������������������� 15

John C� Campbell Folk School ������������������� 25

Kromski North America ������������������������������ 7

Lendrum ���������������������������������������������������� 5

Louet ���������������������������������������������������C2–1 

Majacraft ������������������������������������������������� C3

Maryland Sheep & Wool Festival �������������� 19

New World Textiles ���������������������������������� 57

Prairie City Fiber Fest ������������������������������� 39

RH Lindsay ����������������������������������������������� 25

Schacht Spindle Co�, Inc� �������������������������� 13

Sheepshed ����������������������������������������������� 94

Spindlewood Co� �������������������������������������� 57

SpinOlution ��������������������������������������������� C4

Stewart Heritage Farm ����������������������������� 51

The Dancing Goats Folk Studio ����������������� 39

The Fiber House ��������������������������������������� 95

The Spinning Wheel Sleuth ���������������������� 57

The Woolery �������������������������������������������� 51

The Woolgatherers ����������������������������������� 95

Treenway Silks ����������������������������������������� 25

Yarn Barn of Kansas ��������������������������������� 19

U N I T E D K I N G D O M
George Weil & Sons
Old Portsmouth Rd
Peasmarsh, Guildford GU3 1LZ
United Kingdom
01483 565 800
www.georgeweil.com

The Handweavers Studio and 
Gallery
140 Seven Sisters Road,
London N7 7NS
020 7272 1891
handweavers.co.uk

Weft Blown Ltd
25-27 Ritchie St
West Kilbride North Ayrshire
Scotland, UK, KA23 9AL
+44 (0) 7930 657900
info@weftblown.com
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The Towline Hat
Tunis Wool for Bouncy Cables
KERRY BULLOCK- OZK AN

Cables aren’t necessarily the first thing that comes to 
mind when thinking of projects for woolen-spun yarns. 
Smooth, round worsted-spun yarns are usually recom-
mended for making cables pop. But after sampling this 
Tunis lambswool from Tarheelbilly Farm, I immedi-
ately thought of knitting a hat with squishy cables sim-
ilar to the Aran wool hats my mother and I once wore.

According to The Fleece and Fiber Sourcebook, 
American Tunis is a dual-purpose breed with an in-
teresting history. Tunis lambs have a reddish color to 
their wool when born, which fades to a creamy white 
over time. The fiber was soft and bouncy, with a warm 
cream color and medium staple length, and it f luffed 
up pleasantly when finished.

SPINNING NOTES
I spun the sample from roving with minimal prepara-
tion, only shaking the fiber out a bit to loosen it up. 
I chose to make a woolen-spun three-ply for sever-
al reasons. I think the bounce and crimp of the fiber 
paired with the loft resulting from the woolen spin-
ning helped to make up for the loss of stitch definition 
due to the slightly fuzzy surface of a woolen yarn. The 
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three-ply yarn structure also gives a nice roundness and 
height to the cables.

I spun the singles with a long draw on a spin-
ning wheel with a ratio of 9:1, aiming for a worsted-
weight finished yarn. I plied with a tighter twist an-
gle of approximately 45 degrees in order to maximize 
the roundness and bounce of the yarn. This tech-
nique works well when spinning such bouncy, squishy 
yarns. I finished the yarn by soaking it in hot water 
with a bit of Eucalan before thwacking it against a 
table. The final yarn came in at 9 wpi with a grist of 
about 650 yards per pound. Knit at the pattern gauge, 
it makes a very dense, warm hat perfect for the cold-
est winter days. ●

If you subscribe to this magazine, log in to get  
your bonus pattern at LT.Media/Towline.

Resources
Robson, Deborah, and Carol Ekarius. The Fleece & Fiber 

Sourcebook. North Adams, MA: Storey Publishing, 2011.
Tarheelbilly Farm, tarheelbillyfarm.com.

Kerry Bullock-Ozkan is a knitwear designer and textile artist. 
Follow her adventures in spinning all the breeds at bullock 
ozkan designs.com.

Our wish for you in 2022 is that you give yourself 
the gift of time to spin! As a thank you to our subscrib-
ers—and a nudge to pull 5 ounces of squishy indulgence 
from your stash—we have released a bonus pattern.

Kerry Bullock-Ozkan created this toasty hat using 
American Tunis roving purchased from Tarheelbilly 
Farm. Charis Walker and her family raise Tunis sheep, 
Galloway cows, bees, and more in Ohio. Learn more 
about Tarheelbilly Farm and get a free tutorial on ca-
bling without a cable needle at spinoffmagazine.com.

Best wishes to all of you from all of us!
—Kate Larson and the Spin Off team

http://LT.Media/Towline
http://tarheelbillyfarm.com
http://bullockozkandesigns.com
http://bullockozkandesigns.com
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