Spinning with a drop spindle
A short history

The spinning of plant fibres into yarn dates back to the Neolithic, with the Catal Huyuk linens dating from about 6000BC. Woollen cloth emerges later, around 3000BC and the first woollen cloth from Britain dates from 2300BC. It is likely that textile production in Britain really took off in the late Bronze Age as there are very few finds of spindle whorls before that time. The first spinning wheel was not used until the 14th Century.
Primitive breeds of sheep such as the Soay and the Orkney have a dark brown top coat and a paler underbelly. Early farmers began selective breeding their flocks, therefore by the Iron Age a wide variety of fleece tones were available which led to the use of natural dyes to colour the wool. The fleece had also been selected for longer, softer fibres which enabled fine cloth to be produced.
The spindle

The Stick is called the Spindle, the Weight is called the Whorl.
You will also need:
· Carded fleece

· A piece of prepared yarn to start you off

· Patience - it isn’t called a drop spindle for nothing. 

.Fibres
Early fibres were prepared in two ways-

Manually sorting and teasing the fleece, which produces a woollen yarn.
Combing which separates out the longer fibres and produces a worsted yarn.

Carding the fleece was not used until the 14th Century; however it is easier to learn with prepared carded wool which drafts easily. Once you have got the hang of it you can spin any type of fibre from flax to dog hair. Some are harder to draft than others due to fibre length.
Getting started
To make things easier for yourself use a prepared piece of yarn as a leader. This saves you twisting a length of fibre by hand and gives you a strong starting thread which is less likely to snap at the crucial first twist.

Your leader needs to be about 30cm long. First wrap it around the spindle above the whorl several times. Then take it under the whorl and around the bottom of the spindle. Run it up to the notch at the top of the spindle and secure as in the photo.
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Direction

You can start spinning clockwise or anticlockwise it is just very important to twist the spindle the same way every time otherwise your yarn will unravel and snap. Most Northern European textiles are twisted clockwise which creates a Z spun yarn. Spinning anticlockwise creates an S spun yarn, see photo.
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Using different directions of twist can create great patterns when weaving because the fibres catch the light in different ways. 
Trial run

To get the feel of spinning, without worrying about the dropping part, hold the leader in one hand and the spindle in the other. Practise setting the spindle going just like a top and letting it spin while you hang onto the leader. The action is like trying to click your fingers. Try with both hands to see which feels most comfortable. You will notice that the leader will start to bunch up with all the twist (and that it will rapidly unwind if you leave it hanging free).
Now for the hard part

If you liked to twist with your left hand, hold about a handful of fleece in your right hand. Don’t grip too hard or your wool will be hard to draft. 

Gently pull a small amount of fibres out with your left hand and lay them overlapping the leader by about 2cm. Pinch the join between the drafted fibres and the fluffy mass of wool between the thumb and forefinger of your right hand. This stops the twist going too far and making your fluffy wool a tangled mess. 
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Set the spindle turning with your left hand a watch the twist run up the wool to where your right hand is pinching for dear life. At first you can rest the bottom of your spindle on your knee or a table top to stop it unwinding as you repeat the step above. 

When you are confident you can let the spindle hang and build up your rhythm- Pull out / pinch / twist. Pull out / pinch / twist.  

(Reverse the above instructions if you prefer to twist with your right hand )
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That is really all there is to it. As you practice you will learn the optimum amount of wool to draft to get a strong even thread. This will change depending on the weight of your whorl and the type of fibres you are using. 
Winding on

Once you have spun a drop you need to wind the yarn onto your spindle. Hold the yarn taut as you wrap it around your right hand. Then rotate the spindle and wind the yarn on above the whorl. Try to wind it evenly and remember to finish winding near the bottom of the spindle so you can reattach the yarn to start spinning.
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Troubleshooting
What if the wool snaps? 

If you draft too little wool out or let the spindle unwind or simply pull too hard the yarn will break. To fix it just untwist a small part of your spun yarn and overlap some drafted fibres and restart spinning. I find a bit of moisture on my fingers helps smooth the join.

 My wool is kinking up.
This happens when you over spin one section. Just let the spindle hang free until the kink unwinds but be careful not to overdo it as you will loose all the twist and the spindle will drop.

It’s difficult to draft my wool

Did you remember to pinch? If the twist runs up into the fluffy fibres it gets more and more difficult to draft evenly. Rest your spindle so it can’t un- spin and tease out the knots so the fibres slide over each other easily.
My spindle is wobbling and dropping.
This happens when the spindle is full, so wind off what you have spun and start again. If this happens on a near empty spindle the whorl might not be centred correctly, the wool might be wound on unevenly or you might have forgotten to take the leader around the bottom of the whorl.
What do I do when my spindle is full?
     Wind off the wool into a ball. When you have 2 balls you can make a plied yarn.
I use 2 bowls to keep the balls separate. Wind both yarns together around your spindle as a leader then separate the yarns and hang one over each shoulder with their respective balls in a bowl behind you. If you always spin singles clockwise you need to ply anticlockwise, this makes a very stable yarn and if you use balls of different coloured fleece you get a candy stripe pattern.
Have Fun
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Useful Links

www.vicus.org.uk -
www.handspinning.com – More detailed instruction for spinning with a top whorl spindle.
Suppliers

Fibrecrafts -  Old Portsmouth Rd, Peasmarsh, Guildford, Surrey GU3 1LZ
www.fibrecrafts.com
Jo Taylor / www.vicus.org.uk / 2008


