
Spinning a yarn for weaving
by Sarah anderSon (Spinner) and karen chabinSky (weaver) 

Some tips from a spinner and a weaver
Most handspun yarns can be used for weft, but extra care is required to 

spin warp yarns. every inch of a warp yarn must be uniformly strong, 
and joins must be indistinguishable from the rest of the yarn. plied yarns 

work well—they are strong and less likely to be energized.

Tricks of the Trade
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—from spinner Sarah 
Spin with a worsted, forward draft
For a strong, consistent yarn, spin with a worsted, forward draft 
with plenty of twist. Twist, like water always flows to the point of 
least resistance (thin spots), so the yarn will be strongest if the di-
ameter is consistent. Too much or too little twist in any area of the 
warp will create a weak spot. plying can strengthen and even out a 
yarn, but i like to spin a singles as if i were going to use it alone.

Fiber choices
Use fibers that have a long enough staple to give strength to 
the yarn. Silk is a great choice as the main fiber or as one of a 
blend of fibers because of its fineness and its strength—and 
silk’s beautiful drape and sheen don’t hurt! That said,  
however, even very short fibers like cotton can be spun for a 

warp yarn (even as singles) if  
you obtain a consistent diameter 
and enough twist.

The yarns shown here have 
silk in their blend (one with  
merino, alpaca, and cashmere, 
one with merino alone).The  
merino and/or the alpaca would 
have been strong enough to be 
used alone. (cashmere adds  
softness, and even though i’m 
sure it would be possible to spin 
a 100% cashmere warp—never 
say never!— it would be risky 
with such a delicate fiber.)

Tips for blending
when blending fibers for warp, 
use fibers with similar staple 
length. They will blend more 
completely for a more consistent 
and therefore stronger yarn. 

—from weaver Karen  
Warp with extra care
don’t wash skeins of handspun 
yarns before you start warping 
and weaving with them; un-
washed yarn is stiffer, more sta-
ble, and less fuzzy. it is also easi-
er to space the weft of an un-
washed (unfulled) yarn.  warp-
ing back to front with two  
crosses prevents wear and tear 
(though for the relatively loose 
setts of lace weaves, any  
method can be used with  
appropriate care). 

Sampling is important
Lace weaves need to look lacy. i 
experimented by sampling to 
determine the setts for this yarn 
(15 ends and picks per inch). 
washing the samples was also 
an important step. an advan-
tage to blending silk with animal 
fibers is that the silk prevents the 
degree of fulling that might 
tend to close the lacy holes.

Controlling weft sett
The relatively open sett required by lace weaves is easy to  
obtain in the warp (just sley the reed!) but trickier in the weft. 
i found the beat needed to be different, also, to achieve the 
same picks per inch in a wide piece that i produced in my nar-
row samples. To be sure i achieved a consistent 15 picks per 
inch for this yarn, i took a 3" x 5" card and marked the picks and 
matched the marks as i went.  The shawls were washed by 
hand, warm water, no agitation, and dried flat.   
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Sarah and karen collaborated to 
produce two shawls: one in alpaca, 
merino, silk, and cashmere (detail 
photos, upper right), the other in 
merino and silk (remaining photos).
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