Spinning with a Drop Spindle
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There are many types of hand spindles available around the world. They are basically simple devices used to twist fibers together to make the continuous strands we call yarn. Hand spindles are a simple and inexpensive way to learn to spin and can easily be carried with you. Basically, they look like a toy top with a long shaft.  In fact, in the colonial times, toy tops were used to teach children the motion of drop spindles, and children were often proficient spinners by the time they were 5 or 6 years old.

Hand spindles may have the whorl located at top or bottom of the shaft. The purpose of the whorl is to give the spindle weight, so that it maintains its spin for a longer time. Starting a drop spindle is done by twirling the top of the shaft between the thumb and first two or three fingers of the right hand. It is then released to rotate freely suspended from the yarn. The weight and motion keeps the spindle turning, leaving both hands free to draw apart the fibers. 
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Before you get started spinning however, its good to understand how the fibers are drawn apart and twisted together to make yarn. Start preferably with washed and carded fleece or roving. Hold the wool or fiber somewhat loosely in your left hand and with your right hand start to draw a few fibers gently from the mass. As you draw the fibers out, twist them a few turns toward you between your thumb and forefinger. Draw out a little farther and twist again. Observe how the twist travels up the yarn toward the unspun fiber. Don’t let go of the yarn or it will untwist. 

As you practice this notice how the fibers form a triangle between the unspun mass and the twisted yarn. In this “drawing out triangle” the fibers are slipping past each other and sliding into the spun yarn. If you hold your left hand as shown in the illustrations, a light pressure from your thumb will prevent too many fibers from escaping into the triangle. As you spin, keep your eye on the triangle since it is at this point the yarn is forming. If you apply too much twist, it will travel up the triangle too fast and catch too many fibers making a bulky yarn. If you don’t apply enough twist, the yarn will get thin and break.
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It is very easy to build your own drop spindle from a piece of dowel rod, and a large wooden wheel that you can obtain from the craft store. A small cup hook inserted into the top of the dowel or a notch carved into the dowel about a half-inch from the top will be useful to make your spindle more efficient. Choose a dowel that fits tightly into the center hole of the wheel, and then cut it down to 8-12 inches long (length depends on size of your wheel- a smaller wheel requires a shorter dowel- 10” is a good starting point). Put a touch of glue in the wheel center and push the wheel about an inch away from the bottom of the dowel. Cut a notch in the top as shown, or add a cup hook to the top. Let the glue dry, then stain or decorate as desired.

After your drop spindle is finished, tie a piece of yarn about 2 feet in length around the spindle shaft just above the whorl; this is your starter cord. Spiral this yarn clockwise up the shaft, like a candy cane, and loop it around the hook. To get it to stay you may have to do a half hitch around the shaft. 

Pick up the wool in your left hand and pull a thin tuft downward from it. Overlap the end of the starting cord with this tuft of wool and hold them together with the thumb and forefinger of the left hand. [image: image6.jpg]


Now give the spindle a clockwise twirl with your right hand (figure A) and let the turning spindle drop freely suspended from the yarn. When the twist runs up to your thumb, reach up with our right hand and pull the yarn down a few inches. The starting cord and wool will [image: image7.jpg]


be joined, as shown in figure B. Twirl your spindle again, then reach up and grasp the spun yarn just below the triangle and pull downward an inch or two. Do this several times, (figure C) until the spindle begins to slow down. After each quick downward pull, immediately let go with your right hand so that the twist can travel up the yarn to the triangle. Whenever the spindle begins to slow down, reach down and give it another brisk clockwise twirl. IF you let it stop the spindle will turn in reverse and UNTWIST your yarn.       

As you continue spinning, the spindle will be going [image: image8.jpg]


towards the floor. If you stand up while spinning you can produce a longer length of yarn before you have to stop to wind it up. When the spindle reaches the floor, pick it up in your right hand. Do NOT let go of the wool in your left hand. Turn the spindle so the yarn slips out of the hook and rotate the spindle to wind the yarn around the shaft just above the whorl.  Try to keep the yarn taut as you wind. Always wind the spindle clockwise. Leave about 15 inches of yarn unwound, spiral this up the shaft, catch it once or twice on the hook and start spinning again. When you have spun all the wool in your left hand, pick up another handful and join it to your yarn as shown in figure A. At all times while you spin, your left hand will be holding the unspun wool, and helping to control the amount of fiber that can be drawn downward. The right hand will be drawing down fibers and reaching down to twirl the spindle. 
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Don’t worry when your yarn breaks. It is easy to fix. However the ends will not join if spun into tapered ends like this.

You must separate and fan out the fibers at the ends so they look like this.
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Overlap the fanned out ends and hold them between your thumb and forefinger. Give the spindle a quick clockwise twirl. Wait several seconds and then let go of the joined portion of the yarn. 

To keep your yarn from untwisting when you have spun a spindle full it will be necessary to “set” it. First, wind your yarn off the spindle into a skein. You can use your arm, winding it around between your elbow and your thumb and forefinger, the back of a chair, or using a niddy-noddy. Tie the loops of yarn together in about 4 places, and remove. Soak your skein in very warm water, pressing it down gently to ensure the wool is wet throughout. Remove from water and squeeze gently to remove excess water. Then hang to drip-dry. A small weight attached to the bottom of the skein helps set the twist and straightens in the yarn. Many spinners use S hooks available from the hardware store. One hook suspends the skein, while the other hook hangs from the bottom where a weight is attached.

