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Endnotes

I’ve been in a quandary for years. How does one live lightly 
on the land and be a weaver? Weavers have yarn stashes 

and we have looms, both requiring space. Having owned a 
yarn store for some seventeen years, I have bought a lot of 
yarn and sold a lot of yarn. With every personal home move, 
I spend days going through tubs of yarns, debating what 
can go and what can stay. Almost every yarn I have holds 
a memory for me, and parting with it means letting go of a 
friend or life moment. 

I just opened up one of 
those tubs, and here’s the 
memory it brought back—
the almost euphoric expe-
rience of diving for yarn. 
Let me explain. Shortly 
after buying the Weaving 
Workshop in Chicago in 
the late 1970s, a friend 
and I went on a mill-end 
buying trip to the north-
east. The diving occurred 
at a warehouse in Rhode 
Island. The warehouse was 
one of those old three- 
story, musty smelling, 
creaky-wooden-floor 
types. The lighting was 
minimal—some fluores-
cent fixtures mixed with 
lone hanging light bulbs. The yarns were all in big cardboard 
boxes, about five feet deep and four feet wide, and were some-
what divided by type—metallics, wool blends, cottons, linens, etc. 
But the only way to see what was in each box was literally to dive 
in and pull out the cones. And digging deep was required because 
there just might be a hidden gem near the bottom. You can 
imagine how giddy we became after days of this type of buying, 
moving from one mill-end place to the next, each warehouse  
having a bit of a specialty. 

When those boxes arrived at the store, it was giddiness all 
over again, because this time I could actually see the yarns. 
Decisions had to be made on what to sell and what to stash. 
Some I never did part with even though I don’t know if I ever 
will weave with them. I keep them because they remind me 
of that very special time in my life, of my friend who passed 
away years ago, and because I know I will never find weaving 
yarns of such unique texture and construction again. I’m 
saddened when I think of the demise of industrial weaving in 

the United States. Not just for us, the hobbyist weavers who 
can no longer get those fabulous mill ends, but also for larger 
economic reasons. 

But back to my stash, and the memories it holds. As my 
weaving store inventory shifted with the  knitting boom in 
the 1980s, we took on a whole new approach to yarn buying. 
Sweaters required many skeins of a yarn and dyelots mattered. 
I fell in love with yarn in a whole new way—balls and skeins 

of yarn are enticing in a 
very different way from 
weaving yarns on cones. 
These yarns are processed 
and constructed differ-
ently. And, at that time, 
imported yarns were also 
beginning to enter the 
marketplace. 

A customer, just back 
from a trip to France, 
brought me the softest 
wool tweed yarn wound 
into a perfect ball with a 
little top knot. She asked 
me if there was any way I 
could start importing this 
yarn line for the store. I 
was immediately on the 
hunt. Remember, we’re 
talking the mid-1980s 

here, pre-Internet, pre-faxing. Perhaps my desire was strong 
enough to send a message to the ethers, as a few days later, a 
petite, sophisticated woman walked in to the store carrying a few 
suitcases and asked if I would like to buy a yarn line from France 
that she was starting to distribute. So I keep this ball of yarn to re-
mind me of her and also of another friend the same yarn brought 
me—her nephew, who gradually took over his aunt’s business. 

Ah, but it’s 2010 now, and I’ve looked at and bought more 
yarn than most people. And what I’ve come to realize after 
attending about fifty yarn-related trade shows over the years 
and visiting other countries with rich spinning, weaving, 
or knitting traditions, is that I really love finding that very 
special yarn or woven cloth and then figuring out a way to 
get it into the hands of a maker and inspiring them to create 
something unique. And I can answer part of my quandary of 
living lightly by retaining the memories of the people I met 
along the way or the place I found it, and maybe keep a bit of 
yarn for myself.  

Marilyn Murphy: lost in yarn memories
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this perfect ball of yarn from France is an art object in itself.


