Felting Fun
Have you ever noticed a matt forming on your pet? Usually its around the neck or leg area? Some natural hair fibers have the ability to felt- or to form a type of interlocked material without having to first spin, weave, or knit the fibers. This is because if you looked at wool, alpaca, llama, angora or mohair under a microscope you would notice small scales on the fibers that overlap each other and move against each other. When heat change and agitation (like rubbing) is applied to the fibers- the scales can actually lock in place permanently- giving us the basis for felt. When we are felting we are intentionally causing these scales to lock into the area we desire. Some fibers will felt much easier than others, in fact some breeds of sheep will felt better than others. In general if the fiber is VERY springy it will not be as easy to felt. When felting many of the black face breeds of sheep, you may need to add some fine wool or other fibers to aid in the felting process.
Felting requires Hot water, soap(dishwashing liquid, or shampoo works well) and fiber. Other items that may be useful are a textured mat of some sort- I often use clear plastic floor runners, or bamboo mats.
The most important things to remember to aid your felting process are: To make a stronger fabric the fibers must cross over each other. Use temperature to your advantage- a change from hot to cold will make the fibers shrink and lock more quickly.
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Felt Ball- Carded wool or wool roving is wrapped around itself or a large jingle bell to form a ball. This is done in much the same way as you would wind a ball of yarn. If you wish to make a geode then wrap around a crumpled up piece of  saran wrap and it will leave an open space in the center. An egg shape can be formed by wrapping one end a bit thicker than the other. Dip in hot soapy water and start squishing and rolling like making a ball of dough. Rinse in cool water and dip again in hot soapy water and repeat until when you try to pinch up a bit of the fiber from the outside it is clinging together well. To make a really indestructible ball finish it off by sticking it in an old piece of panty hose and knotting the hose close to the ball on each side. Then throw it in the washing machine with your clothes. Toss it in the dryer- and presto! You are finished.
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Flat felt is formed by laying the wool at 90 degree angles in layers. You should use at least 3 layers, and then a design layer on top is often used. When you wish to make flat formed felt- a non felting divider is put between two stacks of layers. Some people use plastic- I prefer a tightly woven cotton fabric as I feel there is less slippage. The bottom layer is wrapped around the edges of your divider and then the center is filled in and wrapped back around to the opposite side, before it is even wet down.  Once the basic shape is laid out in dry fiber, then a fancy shape can be applied. I prefer to use wet soapy wool to place my shape onto the dry fiber, pressing down gently as I continue making the design. After the design is completed the whole piece is sprinkled with wet soapy water. Some people like to use ivory soap shavings- I prefer dishwashing liquid/water mixtures. Press down gently until the whole piece is wet and soapy. It may want to “grow” at this time- just try to use your hand to keep it contained. At this point a piece of plastic over the top of the design can help you begin the felting process without shifting your image. Use clear plastic and sprinkle the top with soapy water as well. Begin rubbing the plastic in small circles with a light to medium pressure at first- as it begins to felt you may use a heavier pressure. I like to do my felting on a slightly textured surface such as a plastic rug runner, or bamboo placemat, as it helps it to felt faster. To test your felting process pinch up a bit of the fiber as shown at right.
If the fibers will do that it still needs more rubbing. When the fiber clings together in a sheet of fabric, a good scrubbing on a washboard or fulling will finish the piece. Rinse well until all soap is gone, and in the final rinse a cap of vinegar will help neutralize the fibers again.
