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Once you’ve learned how to spin, and you feel pretty comfortable spin-
ning wool, you might start looking around for other fibers to try. Silk 
is one of the luxury fibers that new spinners are likely to try first—it 

is so seductively beautiful with its incredible luster and ability to take color. 
But spinning silk is a little trickier than spinning wool, and it is really nice to 
have a couple (or three!) expert spinners by your side as you try it out.

If you’re really new to spinning, then you may not know that silk is a 
protein fiber (as is wool) produced by silkworms to make the cocoons that 
help them transform into silk moths. The art of cultivating silk or 
sericulture began in China and has been perfected over many thousands of 
years. Tussah silk comes from silkworms that may have a varied plant diet, 

whereas bombyx silk is cultivated from Bombyx mori silkworms who have been fed an 
exclusive diet of mulberry leaves. Tussah is naturally a golden or creamy color, while bombyx 
silk is a brilliant white. Silk comes in more preparations than you can imagine: reeled 
(unwound from the cocoon); combed top; laps, hankies, and caps; and delightful and 
undervalued waste products from industry. Understanding a little about silk can help a 
spinner appreciate why silk has been so valued and sought after by generations of spinners. 

Learning how to spin it up for a knitting, weaving, crochet, or embroidery project is a real 
treat—especially when guided by such experts as Nancy Morey, Mary Spanos, Carol 
Rhoades, and Dodie Rush. 

One of the oldest of Interweave’s publications, Spin.Off is a quarterly magazine that has 
been around since 1977 inspiring spinners new and old to make beautiful yarn and find 
enchanting ways to use it. We also host the spinning community spinningdaily.com, 
complete with blogs, forums, and free patterns; and our series of workshop videos where the 
living treasures of the spinning world share their knowledge with you. We’re devoted to 
bringing you the best spinning teachers, the newest spinning ideas, and most inspirational 
creativity right to your mailbox, computer, and ultimately fingertips.

We hope you enjoy your spinning journey—and come tell us about it at spinningdaily.com.

Happy spinning,

Anne Merrow 
amerrow@interweave.com
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Duet for a 
Silk Brick

Musing about the infinite possibilities  
within a single fiber, Carol and Mary  
decided to see what would  happen if they 
did different projects with the same fiber. 
They agreed that their projects would be 
simple, that Carol would knit her brick and 
Mary weave hers, and after that they 
worked separately.

One fiber inspires two 
spinners and two projects
b y  C a r o l  H .  R h o a d e s  
a n d  M a r y  S p a n o s
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W hen Mary Spanos and I were both teach-
ing at the Spin .Oƒƒ Autumn Retreat 
(SOAR) in 2002, we discussed how much 

we enjoy teaching students to explore the diverse 
yarns and projects one can get from a given fiber. 
We then thought it would be a fun project to choose 
a lovely fiber and each spin for a different textile 
technique.

As it happened, each of us was already experi-
menting with Bombyx mori silk brick. When we got 
color samples from Nancy Finn at Chasing Rain-
bows, we both had hyacinth as the first color choice, 
so we knew that our collaboration would be mutual-
ly  satisfying. After agreeing that Mary would spin 
for weaving and I for knitting, we also  decided we 
would create useful items that were easy and quick 
to make; no intimidating  masterpieces allowed. 
From that point, we worked separately until we  
finished our  projects and traded notes.

Originally planning to knit some mittens, I looked at 
silk mitten patterns in nineteenth-century booklets 
and found a pair with a design I liked. However, the 
pattern used very fine yarn and needles. After sam-
pling, I decided that a small cap would display the 
pattern nicely and make a fairly easy project.

To get an idea of how to spin the yarn, I first 
made a swatch with 30/2 commercially spun silk. 
The swatch showed that I needed to spin and ply 
with a firm twist. It also showed that I should aim 
for a yarn thicker than the millspun silk.

It is a bit daunting to take a beau tifully dyed 
brick and divide it up for spinning. I made several 
yarn samples before deciding that a three-plied 
yarn from very finely spun singles was the best 
choice. I rejected cutting the fiber and hand carding 
it or spinning from the fold because these methods 
produced yarns that were too soft for the lace  
pattern. I also chose not to Navajo-ply a single 
strand because the little bumps would show in the 
fine lace. A fine, well-twisted singles from an 
opened length of silk produced a smooth yarn when 

it was three-plied. The yarn softens up during knit-
ting, so sample to be sure you get the handle you 
want for the finished product.

Preparing and spinning the bombyx  
silk brick
One of the problems in spinning from the ends of 
a space-dyed brick is that, in order to have a long 
length of a color, one needs to start with a wide 
section of the brick. However, the wider the piece, 
the more difficult it is to  attenuate and spin.

I took my chances and split off three one-quar-
ter-ounce segments. Each  segment was three-quar-
ter inches wide and went the entire length of the 
brick. Dividing the strands was easiest to do by 
starting at the center, eyeballing the width of each 
piece, and, with a segment in each hand, folding 
the fiber as I worked my way down the length.

I then slowly opened these lengths to slightly 
attenuate the fibers and loosen matted areas. With 
my hands about 6 inches apart, I kept one hand 
firmly on the strand and opened the fibers with 
soft backwards tugs of the other hand. When you 
do so, you should see the fibers opening but not 
drifting so far apart that the strand disintegrates. 
Work with each strand from the same end so that 
your yarn will have the same sequence of  colors 
throughout.

Spinning fine silk is easier if you keep a contrast 
cloth either on your lap or on the floor. Use good 
lighting. Check every now and again to be sure that 
you are spinning a consistent yarn diameter.

After preparing the fibers, I spun from the end 
of a length with a short forward draw on my Lend-
rum with a 12:1 ratio. My hands were about 4 
inches apart as I kept the strand open with my left 
hand while the right hand drew out about 1 inch of 
fiber before admitting twist to the drafting trian-
gle. When you are spinning silk, it is important to 
get a balance between keeping the fibers under 
control and not disturbing the neat arrangement 
of fibers. When I need to move my left hand back 

Spinning Silk  
for Knitting
B y  C a r o l  H u e b s c h e r  R h o a d e s 
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Carol and Mary bought two silk 
bricks in the hyacinth colorway 
from Nancy Finn of Chasing  
Rainbows.
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to allow more fiber to move forward, I take my 
fingers off the fiber and quickly move my hand 
back about an inch (the hand floats just above the 
fibers); then I reposition my fingers on the fibers 
so that they are controlled but haven’t been 
rubbed as my hand moved back.

Plying
Plying a high-twist silk can be tricky. I wound the 
yarns onto three cones and plied from them. It was 
not the best idea. I recommend that you spin each 
third of yarn onto a separate bobbin and, if pos-
sible, ply from bobbins tensioned on a lazy kate. 
Keep the strands firmly separated as you ply and 
maintain an eagle eye for snarls. Since I did not 
want a distinct striping on my cap, I didn’t worry 
when the colors overlapped during plying. I plied 
on my Lendrum with a 15:1 ratio.

I set the twist by winding the yarn 
onto a niddy-noddy and steaming the 
yarn for about four minutes over a tea-
kettle. Be sure to protect yourself while 
working over steam. When you are 
ready to use the yarn, wind it over a 
 tennis ball or similar size yarn ball. 
Doing so prevents the yarn from 
 unwinding too much as you knit.

Knitting with silk
I have found that my handspun silk 
 usually softens when it’s knitted. Just 
as I try to add a little extra twist to 
both singles and ply when I’m spinning 
silk, I knit it more firmly by going down 
a needle size or two. Silk is slippery, so 
knitting with bamboo or wood needles 
(be sure they are absolutely smooth) is 
easier than with metal needles, espe-
cially double-pointed ones. It is essen-
tial to knit a good-sized gauge swatch, 

wash it, and block it. Based on a preliminary 
swatch knitted on small needles, I started a cap 
with 180  stitches and quickly realized that it was 
way too big, so I adjusted the pattern and cast on 
144 stitches. You can take advantage of silk’s 
natural drape with soft, lacy patterns and loose-
fitting garments or counteract it with ribbing,  
cables, or two-color designs.

Cap
Note: The lace pattern has been  translated into 
contemporary American knitting terms by  
Carol Huebscher Rhoades. It is taken from the 
pattern for Ladies’ Mitts in The Royal Victoria Knit-
ting Book, Containing an  Assortment of Useful Pat-
terns for Winter Articles. London: W. Carter, 
Wholesale Knitting Manufacturer, no date.

Lace Pattern
(rep of 18 sts and 8 rows)
Rnd 1: *Yo, sl1, k2tog, psso, yo, k3, k2tog, k2, yo, 

k1, yo, k2, ssk, k3; repeat from * around.
Rnd 2 and all even rnds:  Knit.
Rnd 3: *Yo, sl1, k2tog, psso, yo, k2, k2tog, k2, yo, 

k3, yo, k2, ssk, k2; repeat from * around.
Rnd 5: *Yo, sl1, k2tog, psso, yo, k1, k2tog, k2, yo, 

k5, yo, k2, ssk, k1; repeat from * around.
Rnd 7: *Yo, sl1, k2tog, psso, yo, k2tog, k2, yo, k7, 

yo, k2, ssk; repeat from * around.
With circular needle, cast on 144 sts; join, being 

Finished size: Women’s medium (22" circumference).

Fiber: 1 ounce Bombyx mori silk brick, hyacinth, dyed 
by Nancy Finn.

Yarn: 3-ply 100% Bombyx mori silk, 115 yards (0.65 
ounces), about 25 wraps per inch.

Needles: 16" circular and a set of double-pointed 
bamboo needles U.S. size 2 (2.75 mm) or size to 
obtain gauge; stitch marker.

Gauge: 1 lace pattern repeat = 23⁄4" wide and 3⁄4" long.

Project Notes

To knit her cap Carol spun a 
3-ply yarn at about 25 wraps 
per inch; she used a lace 
pattern whose terms she 
translated from The Royal 
Victoria Knitting Book. Skeins 
1 and 2 are some of the 
samples Carol spun before 
deciding on 3.
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The most daunting aspect of this project was 
also the most appealing aspect of the silk 
brick: those beautiful bright colors. When I 

looked at the shiny colorful silk, I hated the thought 
of tearing it up; I wanted to keep it just like it was. 
I was also worried about how the colors would in-
teract with each other when I wove them together. 
For example, purple and yellow are complementary 
colors, opposites on the color wheel, and depend-
ing how I wove them together they could end up 
losing their intensity and blending into a dull and 
muddy mix.

While I was worrying over this possibility, I hap-
pened to be weaving my first satin weave fabric with 
other fibers. As I sat at the loom, it occurred to me 
that satin weave fabric could be the perfect solution 
to the problem of how to handle painted silk when 
you want to preserve the color image that made you 
buy the silk in the first place.

The point of satin weave is to create a fabric 
that has a  lustrous smooth surface. Satin weave 
does so by creating a fabric with two sides or 
faces, one that shows the weft and one that shows 
the warp. If I used the  painted-brick silk as the 

weft and wove it on an inconspicuous warp, I 
thought I might be able to transform the brick, 
 visually intact, into fabric. So, my plan was to spin 
my brick into singles and weave it into satin.

careful not to twist sts; place marker at beginning 
of rnd. Work 5 rnds in garter st (alternate knit and 
purl rnds). Work the 8 rnds of Lace Pattern 4 
times.

After working the last knit rnd, purl 1 rnd, then 
knit 2 rnds. Begin top shaping and switch to dpns 
when sts no longer fit around circular needle:
Rnd 1: *K14, k2tog; repeat from * around.
Rnd 2 and all even rounds: Knit.
Rnd 3: *K13, k2tog; repeat from * around.

Continue decreasing on odd-numbered rounds, 
with 1 less st between decreases each time.

When 9 sts remain, cut yarn; draw tail through sts 
and weave it in on wrong side.

Finishing
Wash the cap gently in lukewarm water with mild 
soap or silk wash. Rinse in same temperature water; 
roll in towel to absorb excess moisture. Shape over a 
bowl to dry.  z

Carol Huebscher Rhoades dreams of Silk Road adventures 
while she spins and embroiders in Madison, Wisconsin.

Spinning Silk for Weaving
b y  M a r y  S p a n o s
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Spinning
Like many spinners, I have a couple of wheels to 
choose from when I start a project. For this proj-
ect I found that the most comfortable wheel for 
making this singles yarn was the one that could 
 provide the lightest amount of tension, a Jensen 
wheel. Silk is a very slippery fiber, and if your ten-
sion is too tight, you have to keep a firm hold on 
the fiber at all times or the wheel can pull it away 
from you.

Although Carol and I had initially decided to aim 
for a yarn about the size of 30/2 millspun yarn, as I 
began to spin I decided that I wanted the silk sin-
gles, my weft yarn, to be a little fatter than the 30/2 
commercial yarn that I was going to use as the 
warp. I wanted to make sure that the weft would 
completely cover the warp. Rather than sampling or 
calculating or doing any of the smart things I could 
have done, I just took a guess and spun a singles 
that looked a little fatter than the 30/2 millspun 
yarn. I was lucky because the technique worked 
well. Using an 11:1 ratio whorl, I spun the silk weft 
at about 4,800 yards per pound (the 30/2 millspun 
warp silk yarn was listed as 7,500 yards per pound). 

Carol and I talked about our experience after 
we both finished spinning our bricks. It was sur-
prising how similar our methods were. I split off 
long lengths of silk from the brick, splitting it into 
 quarters so the lengths of each color in the yarn 
would be long, which would make the woven 
stripes wide. I attenuated the strips just as  
Carol describes.

Like Carol, I used a contrasting cloth in my lap 
while I spun the silk. I imagined that Carol used a 
lovely Victorian embroidered cloth (she actually 
used a Mabel Ross lap cloth), while I used a non-
lovely but utilitarian piece of flannel-backed vinyl 
(sold as tablecloth material at fabric stores). The 
flannel backing keeps the cloth from sliding off 
my lap, and the vinyl is slippery enough so the silk 
doesn’t stick to it.

My hand movements while spinning were also 
similar to Carol’s short forward draw. I used a wor-
sted spinning style that includes the short forward 
draw that Carol describes. The difference is that 
after I drafted new fibers forward, I didn’t let go 
completely; I released my pinch only enough so I 
could slide my fingers along the fibers as the twist 
entered, sliding back toward the fiber supply where 

Finished size: The finished woven cloth measured 
about 16" wide and 40" long. The  pillow shown was 
made with half of this fabric.

Weft: 1,200 yards of singles of Bombyx mori silk spun 
at about 4,800 yards per pound.

Warp: 30/2 commercial silk dyed black, 420 ends, 
40" long plus loom waste.

Sett: 25 ends per inch, 45 picks per inch.

Weave structure: 5-shaft satin weave (a 4-shaft bro-
ken 3/1 twill could be substituted).
Note: There was very little shrinkage in the finished 
fabric. The width didn’t show any  measurable shrink-
age (perhaps because I used a temple while weaving) 
and the length shrank only 1 inch.

Project Notes

5-shaft satin weave
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I pinched tight on new fibers and drafted forward 
again. In worsted spinning this sliding motion is 
done to smooth in all the fiber ends. But I used it 
for this yarn to help hold on to the slippery silk, to 
make sure the new yarn didn’t drift apart and slip 
away from me.

Since I wanted to reproduce the color progres-
sions of the original brick when I wove the fabric,  
I had to keep a record of the sequential order the 
yarn was spun in. As I finished each skein, I labeled 
it with its order number and noted the color of the 
yarn at the beginning of the skein.

I steamed the singles just as Carol steamed her 
knitting yarn. Steaming relaxed the twist and made 
the singles lay neatly into the shed during weaving.

Weaving in spinning order
Weaving the satin fabric from this variegated  
singles was so much fun! Watching the colors 
change and seeing the brick come back to life on 
the fabric was mesmerizing. I couldn’t stop weav-
ing and, in fact, wove this cloth in one afternoon.

The only aspect of this project that required 
any thought (beyond the thought that is normally 
required to warp a loom) was keeping the skeins 
and the subsequent bobbins in order. Order was 
necessary because I wanted the yarn to be woven 
in the same sequence as it was spun so the color 
transitions would be smooth and gradual, just as 
they were in the original brick.

I started weaving with the last skein I spun and 
worked through the skeins to end with the one I 
spun first. When a skein was large enough that I 
had to wind multiple bobbins, I also had to keep 
them in order. For example, starting with the last 
skein, I began winding bobbins with the beginning 
of that skein, which was noted on its label. Doing 
so put the beginning of that skein, which is the 
 connecting point to the next skein, on the inside 
of the bobbin, which is the yarn that will be woven 
last and lay  beside the yarn from the next skein.

When a skein required more than one bobbin  
I kept them in order by  threading them onto a 
shoelace (round laces sold for work boots serve 
particularly well). Before you wind the bobbins 
from one skein, tie a shoelace at a convenient 
place near your weaving bench, wind a bobbin, 
thread it onto the lace, and  repeat. As you weave, 
use the bobbins from the lace in the order they 
present themselves. After you finish weaving all 
the bobbins for one skein, prepare the bobbins for 
the next skein.  z

Mary Spanos spins, weaves, 
and knits in Alabaster, Alabama.
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Mary wanted a slightly fatter 
yarn than the 30/2 commercial 
yarn (7,500 yards per pound) 
that she and Carol had used 
as a guide, so she spun a silk 
weft for her pillow that was 

4,800 yards per pound. The 
weaving was so mes-

merizing that she 
couldn’t stop, and 

she wove all the 
cloth in one 
afternoon.
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I was introduced to crocheted bead 
bracelets in a workshop taught by 
Carol Perrenoud. Soon afterward 

I read articles by Martha Forsyth and 
Pat Iverson in Beadwork magazine 
that showed the colorful and varied 
patterns possible with this technique. 
While I loved the results, I found that 
stringing individual beads onto the 
crochet thread in a precise order was 
slow and tedious! However, I real-
ized that I could spin a handpainted 
silk thread that would show through 
prestrung transparent beads. Putting 
the color in the thread enabled me to 
string the transparent beads quickly.

Spinners can place the order of 
 colors in a yarn. We can control the 
length of color sections and keep one 
color  distinct from another by Nava-
jo-plying (making a three-ply yarn by 
chaining a single strand of yarn from 
one bobbin).

The threads for these bracelets, 
cords, and samples are spun from 
dyed tops of tussah or bombyx silk. 
Tussah top  produces a fuzzy yarn 
while bombyx usually produces a thin 
lustrous yarn. The less expensive tus-
sah fibers are easier to spin because 
the fibers have more grab.

As for technique, there are two 
ways to crochet a bead rope. Single 
crochet produces a soft hollow tube 
through which a cord or wire may be 
passed. I used slip-stitch to create the 
solid-core rope in which thread fills 
the center and intensifies the colors.

The samples are made with size 
10° or 11° transparent Czech seed 
beads and three-ply silk that varies 
from 13 to 23 wraps per inch.

Preparing the top
Start with combed top that has  
fibers 5 to 6 inches long—this length 

Finished size: Three 16" strands of beads-strung onto 9 yards of silk will make a  
crochet bead bracelet about 7" long. An 18"-necklace uses about 27 yards of thread 
and nine 16"-strands of beads.

Fiber: 1⁄2 ounce handpainted tussah or bombyx silk top.

Beads: Size 10° or 11° transparent Czech seed beads.

Yarn: 3-ply yarn that measures 13 to 23 wraps per inch and feels soft. The softness 
seems to help when you’re wriggling beads over a particularly thick join in the  
Navajo ply.

Hook: U.S. Size 9 or 10 steel crochet hook.

Notions: A size 10 beading needle for stringing beads and sewing needle with a large 
eye for sewing in ends.

Project Notes

Spinning a Navajo Three-
Ply Yarn to Make Colorful 
Crochet Bead Ropes
b y  D o d i e  R u s h
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Dodie Rush was enthralled with making crochet bead ropes 
and bracelets, but she didn’t enjoy the tedious work of pick-
ing up  individual colors of beads to create a pattern. So, she 
spun a  colorful silk thread and used transparent beads that 
allow the color of the thread to show through.
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Dodie spun a fine silk 
yarn from handpainted 
silk top and made a 
strong 3-ply thread by 
Navajo-plying singles.

strengthens the thin threads needed 
for bead  crochet. To determine if the 
top will spin better from one end than 
the other, cup your fingers very light-
ly around the top and draw each end 
through the palm of your hand. Spin 
from the end that slides more easily 
and fuzzes less. As you prepare it, keep 
track of the number of color changes 
and plan the repeat  sequence. To break 
a piece of top so that you can change 
the color placement, fan out the fibers 
horizontally at the break point. Holding 
your hands less than the fiber length 
apart (3" to 4") on either side of the 
fluffed-up section, snap the top gently 
several times. The section will bloom as 
the fibers loosen. Next place your hands 
further apart than the fiber length (8" 
to 10") and tug gently. The fibers will 
slide past each other and the top  
will separate.

Now you can strip the top into 
 manageable widths. Keep in mind that 
the thinner the strips, the smaller the 
color bands in the beaded rope will be. 
The rounded top is formed from a flat 
sheet of silk fibers. As you turn the 
top, you will find two edges running 
vertically. Place the top down on a sur-
face and open it sideways into a flat 
sheet. Check that the silk is uniformly 
dyed through to the center, not just on 
the outside. I usually set aside undyed 
white areas because they stand out in 
the beaded rope. Now look for natural 
vertical separations, often 6 to 9 
groups, about 1⁄4 to 1⁄2 inch wide. 
Place your fingers in the middle of the 
length of top and separate each sec-
tion, working first toward one end and 
then the other.

To open the separated strips for 
 spin ning, take one section and, with 
your hands close together, snap gently 
down the entire length to make the 
fibers bloom. Next, with your hands 
farther apart than the fiber length and 
working from top to bottom, pull just 
enough for the fibers to move very 
slightly past each other to open up the 
fibers in preparation for spinning.
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Before I start spinning, I wrap the length of 
attenuated fibers gently around the fingers of one 
hand, forming a little nest and tucking the wispy 
end into the center to find it easily. The wrapping 
inserts just enough twist to allow the top to unwind 
smoothly while you spin. Until you start spinning, 
keep the wound top nests in a basket or large plas-
tic bag. Don’t crush out the airiness or rough up the 
outer edges by packing them  together.

Spinning the silk
For this project, I’m a relaxed spinner. As long as 
the thread passes through the beads, I don’t wor-
ry about evenness of twist or ply. The thread will 
be entirely encased in beads. Silk needs a lot of 
twist to keep the smooth fibers from sliding apart, 
but the singles yarn shouldn’t be hard or over-
twisted. Use the smallest whorl available for your 
wheel and set the drive band with as little tension 
as possible—just enough to keep the wheel turn-
ing. If you’re using scotch tension, you want just 
enough to draw the yarn in through the orifice 
and onto the bobbin.

I attach a yard-long leader thread to the bobbin 
so I can check the pull of the wheel before I spin or 
ply. Bring the leader through the orifice, double 
back the end to form a loop large enough to pass 
your fingers through (about 5"), and tie a knot. It’s 
easier to connect the fibers through a loop, and 
you’ll need the loop later for Navajo plying.

S-twist vs Z-twist
I find that the direction in which the thread is spun 
and plied affects the ease with which I can crochet 
a bead rope. Most spinners spin singles with a Z-
twist, turning the wheel to the right (clockwise), 
and ply with an S-twist, turning the wheel to the 
left (counterclockwise). Crocheting can insert or 

remove twist. I crochet with the hook in my right 
hand, which loosens and separates the plies of an  
S-plied thread and tightens a Z-plied thread; these 
results reduce the ply  separation and facilitate  
placing beads on the rope. For this project, I spun  
S-singles and Navajo-plied Z. Before you spin for 
the project, try samples of S- and Z-plied yarns to 
see which works best for you.

Start spinning
Unwrap a nest of prepared top, starting with the  
fibers tucked into the center. Hold the top gently 
in your back (or fiber) hand. With the fingers of 
your  forward (or orifice) hand pull a few fibers 
forward from the end of the top, pass them 
through the leader loop, and double them back on 
themselves. Gently pinch the doubled fibers with 
your thumb and forefinger. Turning the wheel to 
the left (for S-twist), begin treadling slowly, 
building up some twist in the doubled fibers.* 
Slightly relax your thumb and forefinger, slide 
them back, still maintaining some pressure, and 
guide the twist down the doubled fibers. Pinch 
again to keep the twist from entering the top. 
Now pull forward on the top, bringing 2 inches of 
new fibers into the drafting zone.* Repeat the 
sequence from * to *. I work with my hands about 
12 to 15  inches from the orifice to allow twist 
buildup without fast treadling. To  prevent the 
yarn from getting fuzzy, try to reduce the amount 
you  handle the thread while you spin.

Navajo-plying
If you are Navajo-plying for the first time, you 
may want to practice with a bobbin of waste sin-
gles yarn. First determine whether the yarn has 
been spun S or Z, then ply in the opposite direc-

Figure 1 Figure 2 Figure 3 Figure 4

Navajo-plying
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tion. Place the bobbin on a kate (preferably 
one with a tension device). The twist on the 
silk is lively, so I place the kate at my feet 
to reduce the distance to the orifice. Pass 
an 8-inch loop of silk thread through the 
leader loop; pull the thread 
loop toward your body. 
Pinch the juncture of the 
loops with the fingers 
of your forward hand. 
Use the fingers of your 
back hand to open the 
thread loop and pick 
up the bobbin thread 
(the third ply). Maintain 
equal tension on all three 
plies with your spread fingers. 
Begin to treadle slowly in the oppo-

site direction to which the  singles is spun. As twist builds 
up, slide the  fingers pinching the twist at the leader back 
along the three plies, smoothing in the twist. Pinch off the 
twist when 2 or 3 inches of loop remain. Stop treadling. 
With the back hand’s index finger, pull the singles com-
ing from the kate through the loop to form the next loop; 
pick up the third ply coming from the kate.  Resume trea-
dling and let the twist advance as you smooth the plies. 
To tighten the bumps formed at the juncture of loops, roll 
the join back and forth  between your thumb and index 
finger. Opening and closing the plies lets in extra twist 
and unifies the yarn.

I make small loops—about 6 to 8 inches long—and I 
watch for color changes. Adjust loop size to place colors as 
you would like them to appear: pull more thread from the 

kate to lengthen loops, or pull back on the singles to 
shorten loops.

Treadle slowly to give your hands time to form loops and 
adjust colors. As the yarn reaches your hands, you may see 
a thicker or thinner section of silk.  Compensate by altering 
loop length: place a thick section between two thin plies or 
let three thin plies meet at the bump of the join. If an 
action feels  awkward, reversing hands may help. To spin,  
I hold the fiber in my left hand and control the twist with 
my right hand. However, when I Navajo-ply, my right hand 
forms the new loop and my left hand is forward, pinching 
the twist and rolling the join of the plies.

After spinning and plying, I transfer the three-ply yarn 
to a cardboard bobbin without washing or steaming it. 
The yarn will form the core of the rope; it’ll be under  
tension and completely encased in beads, so making a  
balanced yarn isn’t important for this process. I make 
bobbins from mat board or firm cardboard, but several 
business cards or cardboard embroidery bobbins held 
together work well. Cut 1⁄2" indentations in the longer 
sides of a 2" × 3" piece of board and cut small slits in the 
corners to anchor the beginning and end of the thread.

Lightly tension the plied yarn as you wind from the 
bobbin to the cardboard. Anchor the yarn in the slot, wind 
from the bobbin onto the board, and tuck the other end in 
the second slot.

Beading
I buy size 10° and 11° transparent Czech seed beads pre-
strung on a thread, and I transfer them directly onto the 
silk thread. Thunderbird Supply Company sells transpar-
ent beads in sizes 10° to 13°, in hanks of twelve 16"-long 
strands. To select the correct size bead, test some over a 
doubled strand of your yarn.
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Figure 7

Figure 10 Figure 11

Figure 8

Figure 9

http://www.spinningdaily.com
http://www.spinningdaily.com


©F+W Media, Inc. ■ All rights reserved ■ F+W Media grants permission for any or all pages in this issue to be copied for personal use Spin.Off   ■   spinningdaily.com    15©F+W Media, Inc. ■ All rights reserved ■ F+W Media grants permission for any or all pages in this issue to be copied for personal use Spin.Off   ■   spinningdaily.com    15

To transfer prestrung beads to the silk thread, 
make a loop (the first half of an overhand knot) in 
the strand that holds the beads. Place the end of 
the silk thread through the loop and tighten. Push 
the beads from the holding strand over the join 
and onto the silk thread (see figs. 5 and 6). Always 
leave several beads near the transfer point to hold 
the three strands together. If your beads are not 
prestrung, then use a beading needle and a short 
length of beading thread to string them onto  
your yarn.

As you pass beads from the temporary strand 
onto the silk wound on the  cardboard bobbin, keep 
the silk from kinking by maintaining a solid line of 
beads rather than spacing them out. This is the time 
to cull misshapen beads or those with holes too small 
to pass over bumps in the three-ply thread. Crushing 
a bead with pliers may cut the thread, so it’s best to 
do so near the intersection of the bead strand and 
silk thread. If you cut the silk, you don’t lose much 
 handspun. Safer than crushing beads is exploding 
them by pushing a large  needle (such as a corsage 
pin) into the hole—but hold a tissue or paper towel 
over the bead to prevent slivers from  flying about. If 
a defective bead gets by, try to live with it rather 
than risk cutting the thread.

The mass of beads can be pushed back along 
the silk and wound onto the  cardboard bobbin.  
I keep 2 feet of silk  unwound, available for  
crocheting the rope—with about 20 beads ready 
to advance over my index finger.

I bring 3 or 4 beads over my finger into the 
working space just above the hook, and pull one 
forward with a finger on the hand holding the hook 
to push it into position to be beaded (see fig. 7).

To begin a rope, make six chain stitches, drop-
ping a bead in each stitch. Your stitches should be 
tight enough that the chain curls. Insert the hook 
under the bead of the first chain stitch to close the 
circle with a slip stitch. Working  counterclockwise 
from the inside of the tube, place the beads on the 
outside as the rope spirals (see fig. 8).

Insert the hook under the next bead of the circle 
and push the bead over the hook, to the back. To 
make a slip stitch, slide a new bead down to the 
hook, catch the thread behind the bead, draw it 
through under the thread, and through the loop on 
the hook. I often make this motion in two steps 
when I’m working in a tight space: I draw the new 
thread through with the hook, then through the 
loop, to complete the slip stitch (see  fig. 9).

Make a beaded slip stitch in each of the remain-
ing bead/chain stitches to complete the first 

round. The beads sit horizontally.
To begin the spiral rope, place the hook under 

the next bead in the circle, move the bead over the 
hook and to the back with the middle finger of the 
hand holding the thread. Using the forefinger of the 
hand holding the hook, draw a new bead up against 
the front of the hook. To make a slip stitch, catch 
the thread with the hook and draw through under 
the thread and through the loop on the hook. The 
bead of the previous round moves into a vertical 
position. I pull on the tail to tighten the circle so I 
can see the first two rows. Press down with the side 
of the hook horizontally across the circle—3 beads 
above and 3 beads below the hook. Doing so makes 
the beads pop up. Hold the tail below the rope 
against your palm with three  fingers. Use your 
thumb and forefinger to grasp the work.

It’s sometimes difficult to see which bead to  
crochet next. Work into a bead that is sitting hori-
zontally. A bead that has already been worked sits 
vertically in the row below. When I’m beading, I 
hold the rope parallel to the ground to work off 
the end. It’s easy to flip a bead to the back and 
hold it in position while I draw a loop through 
with the hook.

Crochet a rope just long enough for the ends to 
meet around your wrist at its narrowest point. To 
test the size, pull gently to stretch—just until you 
feel the silk give a little. You want the bracelet to 
be tight as it rolls gently over your hand onto your 
wrist. The silk stretches with repeated wearing, so 
make the bracelet snug. Ropes can be washed in 
warm water, but they shrink only slightly once 
stretched.

Connecting the ends of a bracelet
When the rope is the desired length,  secure the 
working end by making a chain stitch without a 
bead, then cut the thread, leaving a 7" tail to con-
nect the two ends. Draw the thread through the 
chain loop and tighten. At the beginning of the 
rope, thread the needle with the tail. Bury the 
thread in the center of the rope; sew back and 
forth, then cut the thread flush (see figs. 10 and 11).

Thread the needle with the tail at the working 
end. In order to interlace the ends, leave the 
thread slack at first and tighten it after several 
connecting  stitches are made. Move the ends of 
the rope around against each other until the beads 
interlock smoothly. Place the  needle under the 
bead thread of the  beginning end. Push the bead 
over to the back of the needle, draw the needle 
through under the thread, and leave it loose for 
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the moment. Working from the inside of the rope 
to the outside, come back to the other end and 
pull the  needle under the next bead thread.

At the beginning end, beads are  already posi-
tioned vertically because they have been crocheted. 
The beads at the working end need to flip from 
 horizontal to vertical as you lace them together. 
Lace loosely, then tighten after lacing back and 
forth several times between the two ends.

When the circle is complete, bury the end of 
the thread in the center of the rope, sew back and 
forth a few times, and cut flush. To hide a less-
than-desirable join or add a design element, cover 
the join with a narrow collar of beads.  z

Dodie Rush lives and designs in Philadelphia, Pennsylva-
nia, with her husband Cary. After two years of working 
with thread and beads, she looks forward to spinning on 
a larger scale.

Resources
Beads and Findings
Thunderbird Supply Company
1907 W. Historic Route 66
Gallup, NM 87301-6806
(800) 545-7968; www.thunderbirdsupply.com

Clasps and Beads
The Sojourner

26 Bridge St.
Lambertville, NJ 08530
(609) 397-8849; www.sojourner.biz

Silk Fiber
Nancy Finn 
Chasing Rainbows Dyeworks
chasingrainbowsdyeworks.weebly.com;  

www.crownmountainfarms.com

Treenway Silks
2060 Miller Ct.
Lakewood, CO 80215
(888) 383-7455
www.treenwaysilks.com; www.treetopscolours.

com.au 
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Silk embroidery brings to mind fanciful an-
tique textiles with intricate designs worked 
in tiny stitches by Eastern and Western 

cultures. However, silk embroidery needn’t be 
elaborate. A small motif stitched in silk can make 
a dress, shawl, or other wearables luxurious and 
special. Even if you haven’t spun silk previously, 
you can, with a little time and effort, produce a 
variety of threads for sampling stitches.

Although I have a number of 
 embroidery books, virtually none offers 
information about the qualities of 
silk embroidery threads, so I went 
to a needlework shop where I 
found several types of silk 
embroidery threads to use 
as models. Next, I con-
sulted A Silk Worker’s 
Notebook, by Cheryl 
Kolander for advice. 
Kolander divides silk 
embroidery threads into two 
categories: floss and cord. Her defi-
nitions help determine which silk to 
use and how to spin it. “Soft, loosely twist-
ed floss displays silk’s luster, especially in 
large areas of satin stitch. . . . It forms a flat sur-
face; it spreads out and covers well. Almost any 
loosely twisted two-ply or even a single can be used 
in this way.” Because tussah silk is coarser than 
bombyx, it tends to spread more and is a good 
choice for floss. “Tightly twisted and plied cord, 
also called  cordonnet and twist, is especially good 
for chain stitch, buttonhole stitch, and any looped 
or feathered stitch. The cabled texture of the cord 
is important to these.” Cord can be either fine or 

heavy,  depending on the effect 
desired in a design. Bombyx, finer 

and more lustrous than tussah, 
makes excellent cord.

Couching thread
If your design involves a grid or long lines of 

cord, you may also want to spin a fine couching 
thread the same color as the cord to stitch down 
the cord. On the other hand, you may want the 
couching thread to form its own design, in which 
case it should be heavier and of a color that con-
trasts with the cord. Kolander suggests a “fine,  
medium-twist two-ply” for couching. Bombyx  
is a good choice for a fine couching thread and  
either bombyx or tussah can serve for a heavy 
couching thread.

b y  C a r o l  H u e b s c h e r  R h o a d e s

Silk Embroidery
Threads 
Spinning small amounts of luxury

Millspun, silk Pearl Cord 20/3 
(spearmint green); millspun silk floss  
(Silk Mori pale green); millspun  
silk floss (blue).  
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Reeled silk, taken directly from the cocoons, is 
the longest and strongest form of silk. However, 
since it is rarely offered in fiber catalogs, you will 
have to reel and dye the silk yourself. Not being 
one for  either reeling or  dyeing, I take the easy 
route and spin space-dyed tussah and bombyx 
silk top for my embroidery threads. If you are 
going to do much silk spinning, I suggest that 
you buy silk fibers from several vendors and 
sample to determine which works best for you. 
The handle can vary depending on the quality of 
the silk cocoons, the degree of degumming, the 
form (handkerchiefs, also called mawata, caps, 
top, roving, or brick), and the effects of dyeing.

Preparing for spinning
Since, for most embroidery designs, smooth, even 
threads are desirable, it is best to spin silk in a 
well-lighted space. I place a square of cloth (black 
for light threads and white for dark threads) on my 
lap so that I can see the drafting zone clearly as I 
work.

To prepare the silk for fine spinning, I first 
check the fiber length by pulling out a few strands 
from the mass. Then, I “pop” the fiber open by 
holding the top or roving between my hands 
extended slightly more than the fiber length apart 
and pulling quickly. You will feel the fiber give a 
little, and it will open up. If the strand is very 
wide, I start by dividing it lengthwise into more 
manageable segments. I pop open one segment 
and then move my hands down to work the next 
segment until the entire strand is opened without 
being drafted apart. To spin the silk, I further 
divide the strands into very thin lengths. The 
width of the lengths should be proportionate to 
the yarn size desired. Test-spin a bit. If you have 
to manipulate the strand back and forth or draft 
in several steps to get to the desired yarn size, 
make the strips of fiber narrower. (On the other 
hand, if you aren’t drafting at all to get the yarn 
size, make the strands just a little wider.) Drafting 
adds loft to the yarn and overlaps the fibers for 
stronger, more even yarn. As you draft, keep your 
hands slightly more than the fiber length apart 
and work with a light touch to avoid ending up 
with fiber wadded up in your hand behind the 
drafting zone.

Adding enough twist
Silk can take a high amount of twist. Spinning 
silk is easier if you oil the wheel well and, if pos-

sible, have a high-ratio whorl and a lighter drive 
band on your wheel. Lower the tension until there 
is just enough to keep the yarn feeding onto the 
bobbin. Work slowly at first until you feel com-
fortable drafting the yarn size you want. Then ad-
just the wheel tension and your treadling speed. 
With a high-ratio whorl, your feet shouldn’t have 
to move too fast.

When you’ve determined the yarn size you 
want, keep an eye on the drafting zone as you 
spin. If you have about the same amount of fiber 
in each drafting zone, then your yarns will be 
even. Watch for little bunches or slubs of short 
fibers that can sometimes occur in silk processing. 
Eliminate these as you work so that your yarn 
doesn’t have weak, lumpy spots that will impede 
embroidery.

Take time to sample extensively before 
you start on a project. Sampling won’t 
take much time because most small proj-
ects require only short lengths of yarn, 
sometimes 1⁄2 yard is all that’s needed.
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By spinning sample lengths of floss, cord, and 
couching threads, you can learn how to control 
yarn size and density. By adjusting the amount of 
fiber in the drafting zone, you can change the size 
of the yarn. If you add more twist to the zone, you 
will make the yarn denser. I suggest that you spin 
some generic silk embroidery threads before you 
start spinning for a specific project.

For a two-ply floss, choose tussah silk that has 
been degummed well. If the fiber is short (3 inches 

or less), you may want to card the fiber into small-
diameter rolags and spin it long-draw style. For 
longer tussah, work from narrow strips of roving 
or top and spin short draw. The commercial floss  
I checked had six strands of two-ply threads. The 
singles were about the same diameter as cotton 
sewing thread. The two-ply threads were firmly 
but not tightly twisted (about 14 to 15 twists per 
inch) while the six-strand yarn had almost no 
twist. Unless you are determined to reproduce the 
commercial yarns exactly, aim for a two-ply hand-
spun silk that approximates the grist of two to 
three strands of commercial floss.

My experience with tussah has shown that it 
tends to lose the twist a bit and to spread out 
after it has been spun and plied. I usually realize 
that I could have spun the fiber a bit finer, with a 
little more twist, than I did. Experiment with 
lower and higher twists on yarns with more and 
then fewer fibers in the drafting zone.

Wind the singles onto a small piece of mat 
board or onto separate bobbins to ply. Keep the 
singles well tensioned and watch out for snarls. 
Ply the samples and steam-set the twist (be care-
ful not to burn either yourself or the yarns). Try 
each sample with a little satin stitch and then spin 
what you need for your project based on the sam-
ple that worked best. Just make sure that the 
floss is loosely spun and plied but is not so loose 
that it shreds during the stitching.

Spinning a silk cord
Silk cord needs a lot of twist in the  singles and 
the ply. Select a lustrous and fine bombyx fiber 
and spin it short draw from the ends of the fiber 
or  folded over your finger. Using a higher-speed 
whorl makes treadling easier. The commercial 
pearl cord I checked, consisting of three fine sin-
gles plied together, was about the same diameter 
as two strands of the two-ply for the floss but it 
had 28 twists per inch (about double the amount 
of twist in the floss).

Try both bombyx and tussah for couching 
threads. Depending on your design, you can spin a 
very fine singles for almost invisibly tacking down 
long cords or a two-ply with about 20 twists per 
inch for cross-stitching at the intersections of  
a grid.

One of the nice benefits of spinning your own 

Here we have two strips of blue 
tussah top ready for spinning—
(A) is unpopped fiber and  
(B) is popped and ready to spin.

A.

B.
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silk embroidery threads is that you can easily 
shade your strands for color nuances. Spinning a 
singles from space-dyed fibers can yield subtle or 
dramatic color shifts depending on the colors in 
the strand. You can also spin two strands from a 
space-dyed yarn with several shades of the same 
color but ply them so that the same shades don’t 
quite meet. Another choice is to select one color 
from the sequence, spin a singles of that color, 
and ply it with a strand with multiple shades or 
colors. Of course, working with three or more plies 
can give you even more color choices.

Another way to extend the color range for 
embroidery is to soften a strong color with white. 
I made the three shades of rose for a floral design 
by carding some dyed tussah top with varying per-
centages of Sea Island cotton. The cotton, about 
one inch long, was consider-
ably shorter than the tus-
sah. However, spinning 
the rolags long draw 
meant that the 
fibers remained 
more mixed 

during drafting than they would have been with a 
short draw. A similar blend with very short-sta-
pled brown cotton to deepen some green wasn’t 
quite as successful. Because the cotton was a bit 
nubbly, it was hard to spin smoothly. However, 
the finished yarn worked nicely for the cross-
stitch pattern. I even made a few stitches with 
two-ply 100 percent brown cotton and had no 
problem with abrasion.

Once you see that it isn’t difficult to spin a use-
able silk embroidery thread in several qualities, it 
is easy to produce exactly the threads you need for 
a given design. Think about the stitches and 
whether they need to cover the fabric well or to 
sharply define a motif. You may need a mixture 
with one, two, three, or more plies.

Spinning a singles yarn  
for embroidery
For a singles yarn, try different grists to see which 
works with your chosen stitches and fabric. If the 
singles tend to come apart, either try spinning them 
with more twist or spin in the opposite direction. 
For the way I embroider (right-handed and working 

from top to bottom), I’ve found that a medium Z-
twist singles works better than a highly twisted 
S singles. You may need to protect your fingers 
when you’re plying highly twisted singles—silk 

can be as strong as steel. I often put a bandage or 
some tape over my left index and middle fin-
gers so the strands don’t cut me as I ply.

The yardages you will need for silk 
embroidery will, of course, depend on how 
extensive your pattern is. I needed about 
half a yard each of six colors to cross-
stitch a 13⁄4-by-13⁄4 inch floral design on 
14-count Aida.

Handspun silk embroidery threads 
can be made without much invest-
ment in either time or money, but 
they will give you many hours of lux-
urious  embroidering. Perhaps your 

work will invite wonder and inspire a future 
embroiderer.  z

Carol Huebscher Rhoades dreams of Silk Road adventures 
while she spins and embroiders in Madison, Wisconsin.

Carol stores her handspun thread on small pieces  
of mat board to keep it organized for embroidery.  
Examples of (A) cord and (B) floss in curry yellow.

B.

A.
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Dress up a garment or small  
handmade item with a little bit  
of handspun silk embroidery.

When issue 5/2003 of the Swedish craft magazine Hemslöjden arrived, I found inspiration for a simple handspun 
 embroidery project. An article about Cecilia Löfström’s embroidered jewelry, including some pieces based on military 
medals, inspired me to think of a medal for spinning. It was the kind of project I had time to do: it would be easy, use 
small amounts of several types of embroidery thread, and be fun.

Embroidery with Silk 
Give Yourself a Medal!  
B y  C a r o l  H u e b s c h e r  R h o a d e s
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Instructions
I spun all the yarns (except for the 
pink singles) Z and plied S on my Len-
drum. I spun and plied the yarns for 
the stem and buttonhole stitches 
tighter than those for the satin and 
long and short stitches.

You may want to put tape around 
the edges of the fabric to prevent fray-
ing. Center and draw the design on the 
fabric. If you want to wash the fabric 
after embroidering, wash all silk threads 
before embroidering. To prevent bleed-
ing, be sure that all threads, especially 
the red, are rinsed in both hot and cold 
water (change the temperature grad-
ually) until the water is clear.

Work with short (12-inch) strands 
of thread and stitch over tails on the wrong side rather than knotting 

thread. You may find it easier to 
insert the needle into the fabric and 
then pull it through for each stitch 
rather than using a continuous sew-
ing motion. If you have to take out 
some stitches, use a new thread if the 
old thread has frayed.

Work the embroidery as indicated 
on the diagram. I suggest starting at 
the center by working the spindle 
and the yellow frame around it and 
then filling in around the spindle 
with satin stitch (light blue).

Finishing
Carefully turn under the edges 
around the medal and iron in place 
without burning the fabric. Miter the 
corners and secure them by hand-
stitching. Cut the backing to match 
the front and fold the edges under. 
Use a blind stitch to sew the facing to 
the medal by hand, making sure that 
none of the embroidery is caught in 
the seam. Sew the pin back to the 
back of the medal.  z

Carol Huebscher Rhoades dreams of Silk 
Road adventures while she spins and em-
broiders in Madison, Wisconsin.

Resources
100 Stitches: Embroidery. Greer, South 

Carolina: Coats & Clark, 1979.
A Stitcher’s Guide to Silk Threads.  

Baltimore, Maryland: Kreinik 
Manufacturing Co., Inc., 2001.  
See Kreinik’s website, www.
kreinik.com, for more on embroi-
dering with silk and caring for silk 
embroideries.

Kolander, Cheryl. A Silk Worker’s 
Notebook. Revised edition. Love-
land, Colorado: Interweave Press, 
Inc., 1985.

O’Donnell, Louise. “The Wonders of 
Wild Silk.” Spin.Oƒƒ, 24, 1 (Spring 
2000), 52–55.

Sherman, Jean. “Spinning Silk 
Threads for Embroidery.” Spin.

Oƒƒ, 18, 2 (Summer 1994), 78–80.

Satin stitch Buttonhole stitch Long and short stitchStem stitch Laced running stitch

Stem st

Stem st

Stem st

Satin st

Satin st

Long and Short st

Satin st

Buttonhole st

Laced running st

Spin silk thread to 
embroider a hand-
spinning medal.

Finished Size: 31⁄4" long and 21⁄4" 
wide.

Fiber: Treetops Colour Harmonies 
 Tussah (Spice Market and Southern 
Seas) and Bombyx (Sea Shells) silk  
tops available from Treenway Silks 
(www.treenwaysilks.com).

Thread: 1–2 yards each Spice Mar-
ket (tussah) red (14 twists per inch) 
and yellow (16 tpi); Sea Shells (bom-
byx) three shades of brown (14–16 
tpi), pale blue (14 tpi), and pink 
(spindle-spun Z single); 2–3 yards 
Southern Seas (tussah) light and 
medium blue mixed (10 tpi).

Fabric and notions: White Pearl 
Linen, 25-count, a square at least 5 x 
5"; a backing fabric (I used raw silk) 
same size as linen for medal; size 24 
tapestry needle (or size appropriate 
for your thread); sharp pointed 
embroidery scissors; embroidery 
hoop or stretcher; thimble, if 
desired; 1-inch pin back.

Project Notes

Stem st

Stem st

Stem st

Stem st

Laced running st

Satin st

Long and Short st

Satin st

Buttonhole st
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f you’re looking for 
some instant silk 
gratification, try 
knitting with silk 
mawata. Commonly 

available as silk hankies or 
silk caps, mawata is made 
by stretching silk over a 
frame one cocoon at a time 
to form a stack. Mawata 
can be used without adding 
extra twist; simply draft the 
silk out into the diameter 
of yarn for your project and 
knit away. 

The single fine layer on top of 
this stack of hankies contains 
one silk cocoon.  
Photos by Joe Coca.

Working with Mawata
Nancy Morey

I
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Mawata Step by Step
When drawing out hankies or mawata squares, the 
easiest method is to pull up one layer, grasp the corners 
diagonally across from each other, and pull the square 
into the diameter you would like, moving across the 
square from one corner to another. I find that if I do a 
“preliminary” drafting pass toward one corner, then go 
back the other way, it gives a more uniform diameter to 
work with. And if it breaks? Not to worry! Overlap the 
two ends by about 3 inches (7.5 cm), draw to the width 
of the rest of the preparation, and it will meld together.

Draft the broken ends together.

Overlap the broken ends of the silk by about 3” (7.5 cm).

Don’t worry if the silk breaks.

Continue drafting until the silk is the desired uniform thickness.

 Pull the square into the diameter you would like.

Grasp the corners diagonally from each other.

Pull up a single layer.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7
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Mawata Tips and Tricks
✧  When you work with any 

preparation of mawata (either 
squares or caps), the first thing 
you will notice is that it clings to 
everything! If you get up from your 
work area and forget to set aside 
what you are working on, it will 
follow you across the room (much 
to a cat’s delight). 

✧  You will also notice that it clings 
to any rough surface on your 
hands, even if you thought they 
were smooth. Before you start 
working, it helps to use a hand 
cream that will fill in all of the 
rough spots. Some people swear 

by “plumping” up the rough spots 
with water or even lemon juice 
and then using a hand cream; try 
a few methods until you find what 
works best for you. Keep using 
the cream throughout working 
with the mawata; you may find 
that you need to do this every 
hour or so.

✧  It’s important to remember that 
this preparation will never be 
smooth and even because there 
are whole cocoons in it. Some of 
the fibers are very short and form 
the noils that pop up during the 
drafting process. 

✧  If you are unable to draft the fibers 
to a finer diameter, try pulling them 
at an angle rather than straight. 
This loosens up the shorter fibers 
so they may be drafted out. 

✧  If the preparation is drawn to the 
size of about a U.S. size 7 or 8 (4.5 
or 5 mm) knitting needle or larger, 
you may need to use a binder 
thread to help hold it together. At 
that diameter, or using anything 
larger than a U.S. size 4 (3.5 mm) 
knitting needle, the abrasion and 
tugging of the fibers loosens them 
so that they do not stay together as 
they would with a smaller needle.
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Mawata Scarf
Nancy Morey

E ven without spinning or reeling, 
you can enjoy the process of 

making silk yarn. See “Working with 
Mawata” for information on working 
with this preparation, then practice 
pulling silk into unspun yarn. This 
simple pattern shows off the sheen 
and softness of silk; pull the mawata 
very thin for a lacier effect.

Photos by Joe Coca.
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Stitch Guide
Diamond: (43 sts)
Row 1: K6, yo, ssk, k9, k2tog, yo, 

k5, yo, ssk, k9, k2tog, yo, k6.
Row 2 and all even-numbered rows: 

K3, purl to last 3 sts, k3.
Row 3: K7, yo, ssk, k7, k2tog, yo, k7, 

yo, ssk, k7, k2tog, yo, k7.
Row 5: K8, yo, ssk, k5, k2tog, yo, 

k9, yo, ssk, k5, k2tog, yo, k8.
Row 7: K9, yo, ssk, k3, k2tog, yo, 

k11, yo, ssk, k3, k2tog, yo, k9.
Row 9: K10, yo, ssk, k1, k2tog, yo, 

k13, yo, ssk, k1, k2tog, yo, k10.
Row 11: K11, yo, sl 1, k2tog, psso, yo, 

k15, yo, sl 1, k2tog, psso, yo, k11.
Row 13: K9, k2tog, yo, k3, yo, ssk, 

k11, k2tog, yo, k3, yo, ssk, k9.
Row 15: K8, k2tog, yo, k5, yo, ssk, 

k9, k2tog, yo, k5, yo, ssk, k8.
Row 17: K7, k2tog, yo, k7, yo, ssk, 

k7, k2tog, yo, k7, yo, ssk, k7.
Row 19: K6, k2tog, yo, k9, yo, ssk, 

k5, k2tog, yo, k9, yo, ssk, k6.
Row 21: K5, k2tog, yo, k11, yo, ssk, 

k3, k2tog, yo, k11, yo, ssk, k5.
Row 22: Rep Row 2.
Rep Rows 1–22 for patt.

Scarf
CO 43 sts. Knit 5 rows. Work 
Rows 1–22 of Diamond chart or 
Diamond patt (see Stitch Guide) 
13 times, or until piece measures 
½" (1.3 cm) less than desired fin-
ished length, ending with a WS 
row. Knit 5 rows. With WS facing, 
BO all sts kwise.

Finishing
Weave in loose ends. With WS 
facing and using a pressing cloth, 
iron scarf.

Finished size: 7" (18 cm) 
wide and 40" (101.5 cm) 
long. 
Yarn: Sportweight (Fine 
#2) unspun silk fiber, 
about 1 oz (28 g). 
Fiber: Silk mawata 
(hankies) from Shadeyside 
Farm.  
Preparation: Silk is used 
unspun, separated and 
attenuated to desired 
diameter layer by layer. 

Yarn measurements: 
Varies. 
Suggested substitution: 
100% silk singles yarn 
such as Fiesta Yarns  
La Luz. 
Needles: U.S. size 4 (3.5 
mm). Adjust needle size 
if necessary to obtain the 
correct gauge. 
Notions: Tapestry needle. 
Gauge: 25 sts and 31 rows 
= 4" (10 cm) in patt. 

Notes 
•See "Working with 
Mawata" (Colorways Fall 
2011) for more information 
about silk hankies. 
•Because each layer of 
mawata is separated and 
pulled by hand, the gauge 
of the yarn will vary. 
•To make scarf wider, add 
stitches between the two 
diamonds. 
 

Project  Notes

21

19

17

15

13

11

9

7

5

3

1

Diamond
k on RS; p on WS

p on RS; k on WS

yo

k2tog

ssk

sl 1, k2tog, psso

The silk yarn used to knit this scarf is 
drawn from mawata, not spun or reeled.
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