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As a new spinner, I found handcarding for 
large projects to be a tedious task. I began to 

purchase roving and top to avoid the carding 
process but was soon dissatisfied with both the 
spinning and knitting of those prepared items. Then 
in 1978, my sisters, my daughter, and I entered a 
sheep-to-shawl competition and won a Patrick 
Green drumcarder. This event changed my outlook 
forever. I now view the purchase of fiber and its 
preparation to be as much a part of the journey as 
the spinning and knitting.

Carding is a process of brushing clean fibers over 
opposing sets of short wire teeth (card clothing) to 
open and separate the fibers into a uniform mass. 
This can be accomplished with a set of handheld 
cards, a small tabletop drumcarder, or a very large 
industrial carding machine. The size of your carded 

mass will be determined by the size of the carding 
device you are using. Carded fibers produce woolen 
yarns that are soft, lofty, fuzzy, warm, bouncy, and 
lightweight. However, woolen items made from 
these yarns have a tendency to pill because of short 
fibers that are not secured in the spun yarn and so 
stick out of the woolen yarn. In worsted-spun yarns, 
the fibers are tucked inward as they are spun.

Understanding your drumcarder and what it is 
capable of is important. Here are a few things to 
look at.

CARD CLOTHING (WIRE TEETH)
Examine the wire teeth on the drum. Are they 

tall or short? Set close together or far apart? I have 
counted as few as 48 and as many as 240 wires per 
square inch of card clothing on the various devices I 
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own. Short wires, set close together are best for fine, 
shorter fibers. Wires set farther apart are best for 
longer, coarser fibers. The taller the wire, the more 
fiber the device can hold. Manufacturers generally 
say how much fiber a particular carding machine 
can hold, but it is easy enough to figure that out by 
trial and error. Once the drum is full, it will begin to 
put fiber onto the licker-in. The licker-in is the 
small cylinder on the drumcarder that draws the 
fiber onto the main (larger) cylinder. When that 
happens, stop carding. The licker-in should only 
have short noily fiber on it. You can also see when 
the drum has reached its capacity. The drum is  
full when the fibers uniformly blanket the teeth.  
If carding continues when the drum is too full, the 
fiber will transfer back onto the licker-in, which  
is counterproductive.

DRUM ADJUSTMENT

Are the drums adjusted properly? Do the teeth 
mesh together or do they just barely touch? The 
manufacturer may tell you what the adjustment 
should be on the equipment, but if not, you must 

make this determination yourself. Most carding 
machines have screws or wing nuts that can be  
used to adjust the drums. The teeth should not 
mesh, but should touch slightly. I refer to it as 
 “kissing.” Some manufacturers recommend slipping 
a piece of paper between the drums to determine 
the correct distance.

OILING

Oiling should be done according to the manufac-
turer’s specifications. If you do not have a guideline, 
look for oiling ports (small holes located near the 
metal rotating assemblies). Plastic and nylon sleeve 
bearings generally do not require lubrication. It is 
best to ask the manufacturer about oiling before you 
do so, just in case there are parts that can be dam-
aged by the oil. I use automotive motor oil because 
it has a thicker viscosity than 3-in-1 oils or sewing 
machine oils that have a tendency to run.

DRIVE BAND

On carding machines with a rubber or urethane 
drive band, I remove the drive band when it is not 
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1) Locks and teased fiber. 2) Teased locks being fed into carder. 3) Use the doffer to gently break the batt apart at the seam in the 
card clothing. 4) Roll the batt off the drum using a paper towel tube. PHOTOS BY ROBIN RUSSO
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in use to prevent it from “taking a set” (permanent 
stretching). Also, be sure drive bands are wrapped 
correctly before you card.

CARDING PROCESS

Following a few simple rules will help you pro-
duce beautiful, carded batts for spinning or felting 
with the least amount of effort.

Fiber: Make sure your fibers are clean. This 
means washed, dried, and reasonably free of chaff or 
other barnyard materials. If you have inadvertently 
felted your fleece during the washing process, do 
not expect your drumcarder to rectify the problem. 
Putting felted or very dirty fiber through your 
drumcarder only puts stress on the wires of the  
card clothing, making it difficult for the carder  
to produce a good batt. Bending the wires will 
adversely affect the look and quality of your batts  
in the future.

Picking: Pick or tease the fibers so that the locks 
are thoroughly opened up. You can do this by hand 
or with a picker. This is not as time consuming as 
you might think (unless you have felted the fiber in 
the washing process!). I put my wool in a box on 
the floor in front of my chair, and while I am watch-
ing the news, I pull the fibers apart without even 
looking at what I am doing. By the time the news is 
over, I have a very full box of fluffy fibers. This is 
especially important if you are blending two or more 
different types and/or colors of fiber. Mixing them 
up at this stage saves lots of time at the drumcarder. 
Remember to weigh out your amounts so that future 
batts will have the same proportions as the first.

Feeding: Place small amounts of fiber onto the 
tray that feeds the fiber under the licker-in, or small 
drum. Do not hold this fiber back by placing your 
hand on it. This will make the fiber wrap around the 
licker-in. The only fibers that should accumulate on 
the licker-in are the short, noily fibers that you do 
not want on the main drum. If you have overloaded 
your tray, stop turning the drum, pull back some of 
the fiber, and then begin carding again.

Removing the batt: When the drum is full, 
remove the batt. Look for the break in the card 
clothing on the large drum and move it to the top 
position. Place your doffer (the tool that looks like a 
thick ice pick) at an angle into the break and gently 
rock it up and down, breaking the batt apart as you 
head toward the far side of the drum. Once you 
have reached the far side and the batt is broken 
apart, use a paper towel tube or foam pipe insula-
tion (cut to the width of the drum) to wrap the 

carded batt around as you roll it off the drum. If  
I have very fine, catchy fibers in my batt, I also use  
a piece of tissue paper, winding it on the tube with 
the fiber to prevent the fibers from sticking onto one 
another as the batt is rolled off the drum. Hold the 
tube or insulation against the teeth as you roll, and 
this will do a great job of picking up the majority of 
fibers on the drum. If you don’t have a tube to roll 
the fibers onto, gather the “cut” edge of the batt and 
roll the drum forward so the batt is close to the 
wooden frame of the carder. If you pull the batt off 
against the frame, it will usually wind off smoothly.

ROUND TWO

Break down your batt into three or four length-
wise strips or layers and feed each piece back into 
the drumcarder. If you want to blend the fibers from 
several batts, feed three or four strips (each from a 
different batt) for the new batt.

FINISH

If your fibers are clean and well picked, your batt 
may be ready for spinning. Hold it up to the light 
and see how uniform and clean it is, making sure 
there are no noils or inconsistencies. If you are not 
satisfied, divide the batt into three or four pieces 
again and repeat the process. If your fibers are well 
teased, this third round should be sufficient to 
obtain a batt worth spinning.

When you sit down to spin, you will know if you 
did a complete enough job. Well-prepared fibers 
spin easily into beautiful, consistent yarns. If your 
batts become disorganized during the spinning pro-
cess, simply put them through your drumcarder 
again to freshen them for spinning.

BATTS FOR FELTING

I use the same techniques for creating felting 
batts as I do for spinning, although felting tends to 
be more forgiving of any inconsistencies that may 
occur. The drumcarder is an essential tool for orga-
nizing the bits and pieces of fiber you create to lay 
out for a felting project. z

Robin Russo lives in Bradford, Vermont, where she spins, knits, 
felts, and explores fibers and their many uses. She and her hus-
band, Pat, also manufacture a line of products for handspinners. 
Over the past twenty years, Robin has taught at numerous gath-
erings of spinners, knitters, weavers, felters, and historical societies. 
When she isn’t working as a paralegal, she enjoys spending time 
with her friends and family working out some new fiber-related 
idea. She has three sisters, a daughter, and numerous nieces who 
all spin, knit, felt, weave, and love to play with fiber.
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