Washing Wool
Raw fleece that is fairly fresh and clean can be spun “in the grease” But the longer a fleece sets, the tackier the natural oil called lanolin will become. Most people will find washed wool easier to work with. If you wish to dye the fiber or felt with it- washing is also important, as the natural oils will keep dye from penetrating, and make felt harder to make. When you wash fleece keep in mind two things must be avoided- undue agitation of the fiber and sudden temperature changes. Both of these will cause you to end up with a giant lump of felt rather than nice clean fluffy wool. 

Soap to use varies with how dirty the fleece is below are my “recipes” for what to add to about 10 gallons of water (which will do an average size fleece)
Recipe 1: Dirty jobs- Mohair, Ram fleeces, heavily soiled : add enough Calgon water softener to water as hot as your hands can stand to make the water feel “slick” the amount will depend on how hard your water is. When this is dissolved add ½ cup washing soda (or arm and hammer laundry detergent), and about ¼ cup of Dawn dishwashing liquid(It does really cut grease!)

Recipe 2: average jobs: 2 tablespoons of Dawn dishwashing liquid to water as hot as hands can stand- you may add ¼ washing soda to do a bit better job.

Recipe 3: Shampoo- (cheep kind is fine) about ¼ cup to comfortably warm water.
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1. Shake your fleece to open locks slightly and remove excess dirt and hay. Place into prepared washing solution. Do NOT run water directly on top of fleece. Press down gently into the water making sure it is submerged and let soak from 15 minutes to a couple of hours depending on how dirty the fleece is. If it is very dirty a black garbage bag placed on top of the wet fleece will help it retain heat. Do NOT agitate the wool!! This means do not swish it around, scrub it up and down, etc. just simply let it soak.
2. When it has completed its soaking time reach down into the bottom of the tub to see how hot the water remains. You will now prepare a tub of water that is about the same temperature as the cooled down wash water for the rinse water. This doesn’t have to be exact, but do reach in to the bottom of the tub, because the top may be cooler. A little bit of water softener added to the rinse water can help it to rinse cleaner. If you don’t have water softener- a Tablespoon of vinegar is good.
3. Pick up a double handful at a time of the wool and gently squeeze as much water as you can from it while holding it over the wash water. If you happen to have an old clothes wringer this works well because it squeezes without rubbing. Then place it into the rinse tub and “fluff out” gently in the water with your fingers. Do this for several handfuls. Then pick the wool up from the rinse tub and squeeze the rinse water gently from the wool. If it is very dirty you may have to put it through a second rinse or even a second wash. Then place the wool on a screen to dry. For a small amount of wool a sweater drying rack will work well. Some other drying screens I have used are bread racks, old window screens, hardware cloth across a wood frame. When the wool stops dripping you can pull it apart and speed up drying time. Something I have done to speed drying time is to put the wool in an old pillowcase and run it through the spin cycle ONLY on the washing machine. (do NOT let it go through  an agitation cycle)
Once the wool is dry it is ready to be carded and used. To prevent moths I often add a small sachet with clove, cinnamon, lavender or citronella oil and seal it up in a plastic bag or container.

