
Why ply?
Plying, as many spinning
teachers will tell you,
covers a multitude of
sins—at least of the textile
kind! It does this in a
number of ways: it makes
the finished yarn more
consistent, much stronger,
and certainly more stable.

The consistency comes
from averaging out the di-
ameters of the singles as
they are plied together.
When we ply, thin and
thick places will often
merge together, and, when
they don’t, there are good
plying tricks to help this
happen. Of course, the
more singles used to make a plied yarn,
the more opportunities available to make
an even yarn.

A plied yarn is stronger than the
singles it is made from, both in tensile
strength, (the ability to withstand weight
and stretching) and in its resistance to
abrasion (friction). One of the first prin-
ciples of textile design is that a yarn that
is many strands held together by twist
energy is stronger than the individual
fibers without twist, and that strength
increases exponentially when we ply. By
plying, we add another layer and direc-
tion of twist, binding many more fibers
together and redistributing the tensions
and pressures. Also, in the ply structure,
more of the individual fibers are covered
and protected from abrasive wear, light,
and chemical damage.

We use twist energy as a magic glue
to hold fiber together; the more twist, the
firmer and stronger the yarn will be. It

will often, however, have so much energy
that the yarn will contort and pull the
fabric out of its intended shape.1 While
the plying process itself releases some of
the twist (as much as 30 percent), plying
balances that energy. The two twists, one
right (S), one left (Z), push against one
another to create a stable, centered yarn
(see the box on page 32 to find your
yarn’s balance). Although you may not
always want a balanced yarn (perhaps for
embroidery or a warp yarn), when you
do, a centered or balanced yarn is a joy
to work with. A balanced yarn resists
tangling and lies smoothly in the fabric,
whether woven, crocheted, or knitted.

Plied yarns are also a very efficient
structure—a plied yarn occupies more
space than the singles that made it. This

has to do with the
pressure of the opposing
twists allowing the yarn
to open up without
losing its strength. That
means that when you
knit or weave with a
plied yarn, it will take
less yardage to make the
fabric.

What is a 
plied yarn?
In the textile world, both
for handspinners and
industry, a plied yarn is
defined as two or more
singles twisted together
with a reverse twist.
There are many yarns

on the market right now that are two
singles wound together with the same
twist as each singles; they are still
singles. It’s the reverse twist that changes
the yarn to a plied yarn. We use the word
singles to refer to a yarn with a single
twist; a plied yarn is a yarn with two di-
rections of twist, a cable is a yarn with
three directions of twist, and so on. Try
not to use the term “single-ply” when
describing a yarn; it is similar to saying
unthaw, or irregardless.

When a plied yarn is made, the twist
enters all the singles at once. For
instance, when a four-ply is made, all the
threads are drafted in together, at the
same time. A yarn made from two two-
plies twisted together would be a
completely different type of yarn and
would be called a four-strand cable (we’ll
cover cables in a later issue). A yarn made
from a two-ply yarn with a singles added
to it is a crepe or cord yarn. It has
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1 See Katherine Alexander’s work in the Spring
2002 issue of Spin.Oƒƒ for examples of how twist
energy can be used as a design tool.

Very few spinners make perfect singles, but fortunately, when we ply, thin and thick
places will often merge together.
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Place the singles on your leg—choose the side that feels natural to you.
I’m a right-handed spinner and I hold my singles in my left hand, the
same hand I would hold my fiber with. I use my right hand, the hand 
I draft with, to monitor the twist and correct the singles as I ply.

We’ll start with a simple two-ply. First, using the hand that would
normally hold the fiber, from above the singles, slip your first finger 
in between the two singles—your thumb will be on the outside of the
threads, toward the inside of your leg.

Rotate your hand toward the outside of your leg—your thumb will slip
under the first thread. Pick your hand up and tilt it back. If you are a
knitter, the position will be familiar; it’s the same as a long-tail Conti-
nental cast-on.

When I do multiple plies, I use this same method, adding in another
finger for each extra ply. Doing this, I can spin a comfortable five-ply.
For anything beyond this, I’ll need to use extra equipment to hold the
singles in order (see the box below).

Compared to learning to spin,
learning to ply is a snap—and a
very satisfying snap at that! The
first step is to find some method
of supporting your bobbins of
singles. Many wheels have stor-
age racks or rods for bobbins on
the wheel, and it is pretty tempt-
ing to use them to ply. With the
exception of the Louet wheels,
which really do have a vertical
plying frame, try to resist, as the
storage racks hold the bobbins
at a very awkward angle, making
it difficult to do a good job.

Kates come in a wide variety
of styles and price ranges, some

very basic and others examples
of a great woodworker’s art.
What I look for in a kate is sta-
bility; I want it to stay where I
put it and not tip over or drag
along the floor. I have a Bluster
Bay Kate that weighs 15 pounds,
and it does stay put! Schacht
makes one that can be clamped
in place to keep it steady, and
I’ve found that a C-clamp or a
furniture clamp will hold most
other kates in place as well.

If you don’t have a kate, they
are simple to make—poke holes
through both sides of a shoebox
with knitting needles and sus-

pend your bobbins on the nee-
dles. Making your own has one
huge advantage over most that
you buy; you can have as many
bobbins as you need. Most tradi-
tional kates limit you to three or
four plies. You can arrange your
basket or box kate to do wonder-
ful five-ply gansey yarns or ten-
ply cashmere.

When you put your bobbins
on the kate, make sure the sin-
gles are all pulling off in the
same direction. If you don’t, it
will create a dreadful tangle. I’m
sure it does make a difference if
you pull them off over the top or

underneath, because everything
we do in spinning has an effect
on the yarn, but I have not
noticed the difference—yet! 
To be on the safe side, just 
be consistent.

Kates
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wonderful characteristics but it is not a
three-ply yarn, nor will it do the job a
three-ply was created for.

How to ply
When we ply with a wheel, we take
whatever number of singles we wish to
ply together and we use a wheel to both
apply twist and to draft the yarn on to
the bobbin. This allows us to have a
wonderfully consistent twist throughout
the entire fabric, and it allows us to
create much greater lengths of yarn.
Plying takes only about a third of the
time it took to spin the original singles.

And, as discussed earlier, that plied yarn
will make much more fabric than the
singles will. Spin as much of the singles
as you can bear to before you start to ply,
and try to mix all the bobbins up to
improve the consistency of your plied
yarn. Find as many bobbins as you can,
or use cheaper storage bobbins and a
bobbin winder. If you have a bobbin on
which the singles yarn is off diameter or
has a slightly different twist, add a bit of
it into every skein. It will be spread
evenly throughout your whole project,
and you won’t notice it at all.

Hand holding
The way I hold my hands when I ply is
an old British style of plying. I like this
method because it gives me amazing
control over the singles, but there really
isn’t a right way or a wrong way to hold
your hands. If you have a method that
feels comfortable, allows you to keep
consistent tension on all the singles, and
keeps the twist entering all of them at
the same time, there is no need to
change.

To get ready to ply, you need to
organize your singles. Take your draft-
ing hand and place your middle finger
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The two sections of yarn will twist to-
gether to give you an idea of how the
balanced plied yarn will look and feel.

Draw out a length of your singles
yarn from the bobbin—place your
threading hook in the middle of the
yarn and let the two halves fold to-
gether, allowing the threading hook
to weigh down the yarn.

Use your threading hook to test what a
balanced yarn looks and feels like. If
this is what you want, spin the rest of
the yarn with a similar number of twists
per inch. If the yarn isn’t what you want,
either too much twist or too little twist
when it is plied, change the singles. You
can add or reduce twist by running it
back through the wheel—in the direction
it was spun to increase the twist or op-
posite to release twist. It’s the twist in
the singles that sets how a yarn will bal-
ance when it is plied, not the ply twist. 
If you’re not sure what is causing your
yarn to be unbalanced, take a look at
the direction of the twist in the skein—
that twist is trying to counteract the
extra twist in your yarn. It is twisting in
the opposite direction of the overtwist.
If it’s the ply twist that has caused the
problem, you can correct it just as you
corrected the twist in the singles by run-
ning it through the wheel to either tight-
en or release twist.

Balanced Yarn

balancedunbalanced

Choosing the proper pulley (or whorl) for plying depends on the type of singles you’ve spun
and the type of ply twist you want. In classic spinning, for a worsted yarn, use a bigger pulley
than the one used to spin the singles; for a woolen yarn, use a smaller pulley. This works be-
cause a worsted yarn’s structure is in the singles; it only needs the ply to balance the twist.
The bigger pulley puts in less twist. A classic woolen yarn, however, has next to no structure
in the singles; it depends on the ply twist to give it structure and stability, so we use a small-
er, high-twist pulley. If your yarn, as is most, is a variation on these two types of spinning,
then think of the fabric you want to produce. A sock yarn, even though it is spun worsted,
might need a higher twist, so use the same or a smaller pulley than the one you used to spin
the singles. A good blanket weft yarn will need a softer twist, even though you have likely
spun it woolen, so try a bigger pulley. If your wheel doesn’t have any choice in pulleys just
apply a bit more pressure on the drive band for worsted and a little less for woolen.

Pulley
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under the threads, pushing it through
the “V” that they form as they enter the
orifice, the palm of your hand facing you.
This finger will make sure that the twist
enters the threads at the same time. This
leaves your thumb and forefinger free to
pinch and draft as they would normally
do when you are spinning with a short
draw. If you need to let go, let go with
this hand, the drafting hand. The ten-
sioning hand is the one that keeps every-
thing in order and prevents chaos. Pre-
tend it is glued in place—don’t move it
back and forth. Not keeping tension
steady with this hand is the major cause
of tangles and will cause the bobbins to
lash back on themselves.

Start your wheel, and remember to
go in the direction opposite the one the
singles were spun. Place your fingers
back in the plying position and, using

your thumb and forefinger, grasp the
singles and pull forward toward the
wheel’s orifice. Keep that back hand
steady! When your fingers reach the
orifice, draw them smoothly back toward
the tensioning hand. The twist will
follow your fingers back like a puppy.
The faster you move your fingers, the
less ply twist you’ll have in your yarn.
The slower you move your hands, the
more ply twist you’ll have. When you
reach your back hand, clamp your
thumb and forefinger so that the twist
can’t go any farther and let all the plied
yarn feed forward, on to the wheel. In
traditional spinning, you feed it on to
the wheel in half the time that it took
you to draft it out. Keep that back hand
steady and the next length to be plied
will be drawn out evenly.

Counting
To count or not to count? When you
count, you pull the same length of
singles forward every time and add the
same amount of twist. What you are
counting are your foot beats; each time
you treadle the wheel you put in a given
number of twists over the same length
of yarn, depending on your wheel and
the pulley you are using (see the box on
page 32). Counting is really just a plying
aid, not a necessity. I’m not likely to
count every foot beat in two pounds of
yarn. But, counting helps me establish a
rhythm when I start a new type of yarn.
Also, it’s a good practice to check now
and then to see if I am still on track,
especially when I start a new bobbin.
Remember—one of the aims of plying is
to produce a consistent twist throughout
all the skeins in your project.
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Left: These samples are all spun from a springy Columbia fleece with European twist—a singles to the left (Z), plied to the right (S). This technique
makes a wonderful, traditional knitting yarn, but a poor weaving yarn. 1) Singles, 2) 2-ply, 3) 3-ply, 4) 4-ply, 5) 5-ply, and 6) 6-ply.

Right: Plying is a simple way to create a wide variety of textures: the first three samples use a commercially spun yarn and the Columbia singles
to give three very different surfaces. Again, these are all spun with a reverse (left [Z] in the singles, right [S] in the ply) twist. They’ll make great
knitting yarns. 7) Columbia singles and millspun mohair softly plied together; 8) Columbia singles and a cabled fine wool loop plied together; 
9) Columbia singles and rayon novelty yarn plied together; 10) Holding one of the Columbia singles at a right angle to the other while they are
being plied made this textured surface; 11) A Turkish knot based on a simple plying error—unequal tension on one of the Columbia singles allows
it to fold back on itself; 12) Encasement: silk chiffon has been caught between the Columbia singles as they were plied.
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Two-ply, three-ply,
four-ply, or five-ply?
What makes the difference between a two-
ply and a three-ply is the surface of the
yarn and how it reacts in different fabric
structures. In knitting, when you make
the loop to form a stitch, a two-ply yarn
moves away from the center of the stitch;
a three-ply, on the other hand, folds into
the center of the stitch, filling it up. In
knitting, this is called “blooming” in the
stitch. In weaving, a two-ply locks the fab-
ric in place, while a three-ply, having a
much rounder surface, will allow the warp
and weft yarns to slip by one another. The
basic rule for knitting yarns is: always use
a yarn with three or more plies unless you
have a good reason not to, such as in lace
knitting in which a two-ply yarn moves
away from the stitch to make a more pro-
nounced hole. In weaving, always use a
two-ply unless you have a good reason not

to, such as when a rounder multiple-ply
in a rug weft is needed to cover the warp
more easily.

All the tools we use—bobbin winders,
looms, ball winders, nøstepinnes, knit-
ting needles, and crochet hooks—add or
remove twist as we use them. Pay close
attention to how the yarn reacts to what
you do. Yarn in our hands is always
transformed. Our jobs as yarn and fabric
designers are to understand how this
happens and how to use it to our bene-
fit and our great pleasure. c

JUDITH MACKENZIE MCCUIN of Augusta,
Montana, has been a textile artist for over thirty

years. Her love of textiles has led to many
fascinating jobs including leading a National

Research Council grant to investigate industrial
silk dyes and the repair of the king of

Afghanistan’s carpet. A teacher in the United
States and Canada, her work appears in private

and public collections.
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Below: Two skeins made from the same four
singles spun from a lovely Merino/silk blend
from Chasing Rainbows Dyeworks. The first
sample is a 4-ply—the twist entered the sin-
gles at the same time. The second sample is
a 4-strand cable. Here the singles have been
made into two 2-plies, that have been twisted
together again to the right.

Above: Use plying to move light through your
yarn. A singles spun from a painted roving is
plied with black to give a shade, with gray to
give a cool tone, with brown to give a warm
tone, and with white to give a tint.

Create a color palette by plying. Here I’ve used four colors from Ashland Bay’s beautiful selec-
tion of dyed Merino top, and, by using a 3-ply yarn structure, I can produce ten yarns that allow
the colors to flow seamlessly from one hue to the next.
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