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Stephanie (SPM): So I was talking with 
all my friends who are intolerable at the 
moment because you and I have hardly 
spent any time together, and I’m sick to 
death of you, because all my friends 
have Judith-itis because they are first-
timers. So I’m staying with three women 
who are walking around saying, “Judith 
says that the best way to . . .” And I 
know this is common because I suffered 
dreadfully from Judith-itis when I first 
met you, although I’ve gone on to de-
velop some immunity. So what I want to 
know, as someone who is dreadfully 
tired of your prowess at the moment, 
what do you think you are yet to be-
come good at?

Judith (JMM): Oh, Stephanie. I have a 
list.

Good.

I have a lot of things. In spin-
ning? What would I like to be 

good at? I’d like to spin woolen a whole 
lot better. I’m not the best at woolen 
spinning in the whole world.

How come? What goes wrong?

I think different types of draws fit 
your body right. And it’s not that 

I’m a control freak. Really, truly, I’m not. 
But I love the precision of worsted. I 
like the movement of it; I like the way it 
works. So I have to really practice to let 
go. That’s what I have to do.

I was noticing that when I was in 
your class, I was watching you 

spin, you know, with this tiny little 
short forward draw and watching me 
spin with my whole arm sweeping back. 
And thinking, it’s a wonder we get along 
at all, really.

Yeah, it is. Well, it’s a good 
match.

Well, it says enormous things 
about people’s personalities. Do 

you ever watch people knit? . . .

I’m sort of fearful of that.

. . . And think you know some-

thing about them from they way they . . .

This is true

. . . Whether they are a picker or 
a thrower.

Tidy. Whether they are tidy, 
whether they’re not. Whether 

they just kind of wallow in the fiber.

I had this great idea once, that 
we should conduct a survey. 

Look at people’s knitting projects and 
look at their underwear drawer.

That would be interesting.

Isn’t that a gripping idea?

You’d have to find a dead pack 
rat in mine.

What’s that?
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But I love the precision of worsted.  
I like the movement of it; I like the way 
it works.



 summer 2008   ■   Spin.Off         33

I had a dead pack rat in mine. 
The underwear drawer. A dead 

pack rat.

You had a dead pack rat?

That’s what happens when you’re 
away from home too long. Pack 

rats move in to your underwear drawer. 
It wasn’t nice.

Like real pack rats? Like an alive, 
live pack rat? Was in your under-

pants?

It was. It was. Both cats sitting on 
the end of the bed looking like 

owls, saying we’re not going anywhere 
near that.

I have a cat named Millie who we 
got because we needed to restore 

the ecosystem in our old house. We 
have mice. And they said at the Hu-
mane Society, they said not all cats are 
mousers. And so we took her home and 
waited to see. And it turns out she’s the 
Hannibal Lector of mousers. She doesn’t 
just kill them, it’s art.

The circle of death.

Yes. And where she puts them. 
She kills the mice, she flays 

them, and she tacks them to the treadle 
of my Ashford Traditional. Splayed right 
open.

That’s pretty funny.

It really is. And the first time it 
happened we were looking for 

the smell forever because I was using 
my other wheel. Tacked right to the 
treadle like some sort of . . .

. . . an offering . . .

. . . gory horror scene . . . . Okay, 
so you’d like to spin woolen bet-

ter?

So what would I like to do? I’d 
like to be a better woolen spin-

ner. I’d like to see all the other things 
you can spin. Every time I look around. 

Jeannine Glaves had kapok from a ka-
pok tree, and it just made me a giddy 
fool. It was really interesting. She has a 
kapok tree in her backyard. It is very 
tall and has orchid-like flowers and has 
long seed pods that open up, and it has 
this incredible silky fiber in it.

How do you get it out? It’s like a 
milkweed?

 
It’s like a milkweed or fireweed. 
It just opens up. It’s beautiful.

Did you spin some?

No, but I have a big bag of it now 
that I’ve stuffed into my suitcase. 

I’m going to take it home like a secret 
squirrel and put it in my studio.

What have you tried and tried to 
do but can’t?

What have I tried and tried and 
tried to do and can’t?

And eludes you yet.

Oh, gosh. There you go. I can’t . . 
. hmmm.

I knew it. There’s nothing.

That’s not true, it is just an over-
whelming variety of things. Like 

if I had my wish, like what I would 
spin, what would I do? I’m not really fo-
cused on things in the future. I really 
like things that are right in my hand. 
You never know what is going to come 
next. I have a friend who is an anthro-
pologist who goes to Sweden. And she 
brought back this ratty fleece. It is a re-
ally ratty fleece. It is really badly shorn, 
full of vegetable material.

I thought this was like the pack 
rat again.

No actual rat in this fleece. And 
it is the most compelling thing 

I’ve spun in a long time. It is a fleece 
called a Gutefår. And it means Gute 
from Gotland, and får from outside—
lives outside—it was a sheep that lives 
outside. And I started to spin this fleece, 
and it was like having the mother lode 
of sheep in your hand. So here is this 
fleece that normally you wouldn’t look 
at twice because it has second cuts, 
there’s no consistency throughout it. It 
is nothing like the exquisite, beautiful 
Merinos.

This is the sheep that you said is 
the only Bronze Age sheep.

The only Bronze age sheep. And 
it did make me a giddy fool. It 

just did. It had the long silky fibers that 
made the Gotland fleece we have now. If 
you looked at another part, you could 
see the Icelandics, popping out of it. It 
was the mother of Icelandics, it is the 
mother of Shetlands. It is the mother of 
all those sheep in England—Herdwick 
and . . .

Is it double-coated?

At least. At least double-coated 
and in many places three and 

four coats. So it was just astonishing. I 
loved it. And it smells . . . heavenly. It 
smells like forest floor and moss. And it 
stays after you wash the fleece, and it is 
blue.

It’s blue?

It’s blue. It’s the most incredible 
blue.

And I started to spin this fleece, and it 
was like having the mother lode of sheep in 
your hand.
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It’s blue?

It’s a blue fleece. So there I am. I 
have this thing spread out on the 

studio table. I can’t resist it. I’ve got lots 
of work to do. I keep going back and 
patting it, and going back and patting it. 
Going back and patting it. And before 
you know it, I’ve got a clump of it, and 
I’ve sorted it out into seven different 
lock structures. And I’ve gone back and 
played with each lock structure.

But you’re not spinning it. You’ve 
got other things to do.

No, no! I’ve got so many other 
things to do that lightning will 

strike me if I don’t do. And I can’t leave 
it alone. I keep going back to it and 
back to it. And the next thing I know, 
I’m starting to spin it and trying out dif-
ferent things with it. And the next thing 
I know, I’m sitting, looking up this and 
looking up that. And I found so many 
things. I found from that fleece . . . You 
know how that fleece got there? That 
fleece got there by sea-going raiders 
from Gotland, that curious little island. 
They sailed up the Volga, just think 
about that, they sailed up the Volga, all 
through Russia, through the Baltic, 
through the Volga, portaged the long-
boats into the Black Sea, and snatched 
sheep from Iraq and Iran.

Nice! Nice move, don’t you 
think? They’re pilfered! That’s 

just excellent!

They were just raided!

That makes them even more 
compelling some how!

I know! They’re completely com-
pelling. There are no sheep in 

Europe before this, none, zero, nada. 
And they go up the Volga, against the 
current, sailing up there. And they have 
. . . And so while I’m looking up these 
fleece, I’m looking through all the re-
search books that I have. And what do I 
find? I’m looking up Gutefår, and that 

leads to looking up sails for the Vikings. 
And I find out that the Vikings didn’t 
weave their sails.

I was just going to ask you, did 
they really sail or were they oar 

boats? Because where would they get 
the handspun?

So look at this. You know what 
they did? I was married to a 

staunch Norwegian when I was a young 
woman.

The practice run?

The practice run. And I lived in 
Norway for a while. It was very 

interesting. I looked at the old Viking 
sites. I was very interested in the peo-
ple, what do they call them, the no-
mads? Transhumanic civilization—it 
just means people who move from one 
side of the world to the other. So, I 
looked at the Sami people and I looked 

at their clothes and the things that they 
made. They lived up there in northern 
Sweden, Norway, Finland, to Russia—
they made that trip back and forth. And 
then one day they made a slight devia-
tion and they became the Turkmen peo-
ple who lived in Afghanistan, and they 
made another deviation and they’re the 
source of Turkoman rugs in Anatolia, in 
the middle of Turkey. So it is always in-
teresting to me that when you look at a 
fleece, you end up seeing all that.

You can see how far it has been 
transported and what came . . .

You can see us way back there. 
That’s what’s in there.

Margaret Stove talked today 

about all of these origins of knitting pat-
terns and stitch patterns, knitting this 
way or that way, like horseshoe lace or 
vine lace, or a particular pattern that is 
passed on and on and on. And she said 
that there is this incredible genesis, that 
you can watch the patterns march 
across to place to place to place, and 
new patterns turn up all the time in the 
hands of different people, and then it 
stops when we start to write.

True.

And then all the sudden we’re 
working from patterns, because 

there is no need to reinvent the wheel. 
And up until then we all had the ability 
to learn from looking.

And then we’re afraid. There’s a 
wonderful book by Ida Riley 

Duncan who . . . that’s exactly what she 
says in the book. It’s called the Complete 
Book of Progressive Knitting. You should 

never look at the pictures because, you 
know, it has the knit garter-stitch bath-
ing suits.

Which I always think, every time 
I see a knitted bathing suit, I’m a 

horrible person because I must lack 
faith, but every time I look at them I 
think, there’s an episode! Isn’t it?

That’s right. Yes, that’s true.

Like the minute one big wave 
hits this chick, she’s just standing 

there, raving starkers on the beach with 
a soggy pile of cotton garter stitch at her 
ankles.

Oh, and these ones are even 
worse, because they are wool. 

I’d like to actually be able to follow a 
 knitting pattern from point A to point B 
without deviating.
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Wool. Way back in the twenties. Wool 
bathing suits.

At least then you might stand a 
chance of felting it to your bare 

body. Maybe. Maybe!

Maybe not. That’s what she . . . 
exactly what she said. She said, 

beware. Beware, she said, what would 
happen is that if companies that made 
yarn . . . I mean, there’s the rub. All the 
sudden we had companies making yarn 
for knitters, instead of spinners making 
yarn that they are going to use. So we 
had this business come in between. And 
we have a business that then wants to 
make sure you use their yarns. So they 
make patterns and they gear it toward 
their yarn. She said that that would be 
the end of knitting as we know it. And 
she was at that end (Margaret is at this 
end) of that conversation. And she’s 
right. It’s true.

It is interesting to watch what 
happens when you have got a 

sort of market-led consumer product. 
This was one of the reasons I learned to 
spin, because I was tired of people tell-
ing me what I was going to knit. Decid-
ing what my yarn would be like, 
deciding what my fiber should be, being 
a victim of whatever happened to come 
in vogue. The summer that I learned to 
spin was the summer that I went into 
the local yarn shop and found like my 
magic number, the one-too-many skein 
of eyelash fun fur that just put me over 
the edge. Apparently I could look at 
seven hundred and sixty-two of them, 
but the seven hundred and sixty-third, I 
thought, there has got to be a way out!

Well, I think that’s why I learned 
to spin, too. I learned to knit 

when I was a kid. And I knit diligently 
and with great courage, but no skill 
hardly at all.

How old were you?

Oh, I was about six or seven. 
And I knit without a pattern. I 

still knit without a pattern. That’s what 
I’d like to say— okay, there you are 
Stephanie—that’s what I’d like to learn. 
I’d like to actually be able to follow a 
knitting pattern from point A to point B 
without deviating.

That’s what I can’t do.

It’s not going to happen.

I learned to knit when I was four. 
And I learned to knit the way 

that my children learned to knit, which 
was I was simply immersed and came 
up a knitter. Have you heard of the 
whole-language approach to reading, 
where you just immerse a kid, right? 
And they come up readers and writers? 
Terrible spellers, but readers and writ-
ers.

In the full force of the language.

That’s right. My nana was a pro-
fessional knitter, and so I was 

simply immersed and then that’s what I 
did with my kids. And it turns—that 
kind of intuitive, thoughtful learning—
turns you into this kind of a knitter. 
The kind of a knitter who either doesn’t 
read to the end of the pattern, because 
you already know how this story ends, 
because you’ve already worked it out . . 
.

That’s true!

. . . and because by then the nov-
elty of figuring things out on 

your own, you’re so addicted to it. My 
middle daughter when she was fourteen 
years old came running downstairs with 
her knitting, and she said, “Mom, 
Mom!” “What Megan?” “Look at this. If 
you knit two together, you get one less. 
And this would be a great way to make 
knitting smaller!”

That’s perfect!

And that’s exactly what learning 
this way does to us. And it’s in-

teresting because that’s the kind of spin-

ner I am. Which means that I have 
these monumental shocks where I find 
out about common-sense things that I 
never got to because I was learning my 
way around to it through the back door. 
So when I say things to you like, “This 
keeps sliding out of my hand,” and you 
say, “Why don’t you hold on to it?” and 
I think, “Oh, that Judith, she’s a sharp 
one,” it’s because you’ve learned to 
come around through the back door.

Yeah.

And you’re never going to follow 
a pattern?

No, no. And like what you said, 
you know, because you can’t real-

ly follow it to the end, lots of time it’s 
because you don’t like the ending.

That’s right.

I have a terrible habit. Do you 
want to know what my worst 

habit is in class? My really bad habit in 
class?

I want desperately to know. And 
have it written down in a maga-

zine.

My worst habit, and thousands of 
people will attest that I do this, I 

get all excited. I get these books, you 
know, interesting books, and I hold 
them up, you know, modern weavers 
and interesting fabric artists. Look what 
they’ve done—they did this, this, and 
this. And then someone says, “No they 
didn’t! Did you see what is written un-
derneath the picture, Judith? Did you 
ever read it?” And the truth is, “No!”

And that’s because . . . We’ve just 
come full circle back to what we 

were talking about in the first place, 
which is starting to write things down 
and losing your ability to learn from 
looking. And you and I are still learning 
from looking, which means we’re saved 
the tremendous inconvenience of read-
ing what is written under the picture.
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It’s not like I don’t respect what 
people are writing under the pic-

ture, but the truth is that I never am go-
ing to look at it. What happens is when 
I look at the picture, or come into the 
presence of the object, I get all excited, 
and I can think of fifty different ways to 
do it. And they may not be (any of 
them) the way that was under the pic-
ture which is ever so mortifying.

It is. And what I love is when 
you see the object, you think you 

know how it was made, so you set 
about it the way you were certain it was 
done, and then not only do you not do 
it the way that they did it, you don’t end 
up with what they had, either. Halfway 
through your sleeve, you’re like, this 
would make fabulous pants.

That’s true!

Another grand deviation happens 
and then another and another 

and another.

And that’s why here I am, all 
these years later, still doing what 

I like.

Still entertained by the exact 
same thing.

Yeah, pretty much.

People say that to me all the 
time, “How can you stay interest-

ed in one topic?”

I’m vaguely startled by that. The 
other thing I’m also vaguely star-

tled about, is when people say, “You 
must be exhausted, dear, I don’t know 
how you do it.” I think, “What? What? 
Do I look exhausted? Is there some-

thing wrong? Should I have slept 
more?”

If you whack me on a couple of 
planes and then get me to do 

this, then I’m exhausted.

Yeah!

But the part in between is fine.

But I love what I do. And I can’t 
imagine anything more fun than 

my life.

But what a scam.

Yeah, what a scam!

What you and I have managed to 
do, turn our entire lives into pay-

ing jobs!

Out of too much fun.

People are paying us to play with 
all of this and—my favorite 

thing—tell other people how it should 
be done. It is type A creative person 
heaven.

It is, it is too much fun.

Okay I have another question. 
These are all the questions my 

friends scribbled down. And here we’ve 
already answered two of them by acci-
dent. What is the first thing, if you had 
ten seconds, and a new spinner was go-
ing into a room with a wheel. You were 
only allowed to give her ten seconds of 
instruction before she was sent in there 
to figure the thing out. What would you 
say to her?

I’d only have ten seconds to 
speak to her?

Yes.

As she left with her wheel?

She has to go into a room with a 
wheel and come back out with 

yarn at some time in her future. And 
you’re going to make this as easy for her 
as possible. She and the wheel have just 
met.

She and the wheel have just met?

They are hooking up.

They are hooking up. In ten sec-
onds?

In ten seconds, well, twelve.

I would say that the wheel is a 
magic extension of your body 

and to treat it like a violin. And it will 
mesh to you and do what you can’t do 
and you can do what it can’t do. And to 
pay attention to that.

That’s pretty deep.

Isn’t it?

It was really good. What was 
your first wheel?

My first wheel? My first real 
wheel? That I didn’t borrow, beg, 

or steal from people?

Yes, it is like your first furniture. 
You know how you have your 

first apartment that is all furniture that 
other people owned?

My first wheel was a wheel by a 
man called Istvan Nagy who 

made the Rolls-Royce of spinning 
wheels back in the fifties and sixties, 
lived in New Zealand. I never got to ac-
tually meet him. He didn’t travel in 
those days. I didn’t have a lot of money. 
I was a mum with two little kids and 
supported them by making yarn. And I 
made handspun silk embroidery thread, 

But I love what I do. And I can’t 
imagine anything more fun than my life.



 summer 2008   ■   Spin.Off         37

nature dyed—Stephanie, you’ll like this 
particularly well—wrapped around the 
dictionary.

You’re awful.

It’s true.

I personally have an affinity for 
photo albums.

The dictionary is really good.

I suppose. I urge you to try photo 
albums.

I’ll try photo albums.

You can really get your finger un-
der the skein to pull it off.

I never thought of that. It was a 
lot of trouble to get them off. But 

you know those little indented things 
where they put the . . .

The finger tabs?

They work really well.

Oh, they would.

They give you leverage. So that’s 
what I did. I paid for this wheel. 

And he was really good. And this wom-
an, Peg, in Victoria, fronted me the 
money in exchange for silk embroidery 

thread. Do you know how many 10-
yard skeins at 50 cents a skein you have 
to make to pay for a $500 wheel? Quite 
a few.

You’d be just sick with it, 
wouldn’t you!

You know, I learned a lot! I can 
spin silk backwards, forwards, 

and in my sleep. And I learned a lot 
about vegetable dyes, nature dyes. I 
dyed with all sorts of interesting plants. 
I lived on Salt Spring Island, collected 
things. And it was wonderful fun. Won-
derful fun. That was my first wheel and 
I still have that wheel.

Do you?

I’ve gone through almost as many 
moves as you. I’ve gone through 

millions and millions of moves. I’m re-
ally nomadic. I’ve lived in a lot of plac-
es, and I still have that wheel.

The wheel I have now is my first 
wheel. And when I bought it, I 

bought it with my own money, which 
was quite a thing. And I sat down and I 
read . . . you know, books can solve any-
thing. I always think I can put new 
brake pads on a pickup truck if only I 
have a book good enough.

It better have pictures.

I actually did put new brake pads 
on a pickup truck with a book. I 

had someone check it before I got in 
and drove off to make sure I read the 
descriptions under the pictures proper-
ly.

Or at all.

Exactly. Or at all. And I got this 
wheel and I took it home. And I 

read two books on spinning, and I was 
absolutely certain it was going to go 
well. And I did everything perfectly, ab-
solutely perfectly. And yet the wheel did 
not make yarn. So I took it to be re-
paired. And it was one of those traumat-
ic moments of my life when the man 
looked at me and told me that he 
thought the problem might be the other 
side of the orifice, if you catch my 
meaning. As Fiona Ellis always says, she 
took her car in to get repaired because 
something wasn’t working (it was a 
standard), and the mechanic thought it 
was a nut behind the wheel rather than 
the nut on the carburetor. I still remem-
ber what a devastating moment it was 
because I really had done everything ex-
actly right, I felt—for sure, I had read 
the books.

You know what Mr. Nagy sent 
me when I bought the wheel. He 

sent me this beautiful letter, and he said 
that if I operated the wheel under the 
same tension I wanted to live under, 
both the wheel and myself would live a 
long and happy life. And here we are, 
pretty well fifty years later.

That’s one of my favorite Judith-
isms. I’m always going around 

saying it. Except for of course you say it 
gracefully. And I walk up to people and 
say, “Hey . . .”

“Let go!”

“Hold that fiber with as much 
pressure as you want in your life. 

That’s what Judith says . . . ” and I 
think, “It sounded much better when 
Judith said it.”

And I got this wheel and I took it 
home. And I read two books on spinning, and I 
was absolutely certain it was going to 
go well. And I did everything perfectly, 
absolutely perfectly. And yet the wheel did 
not make yarn. 
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But he was right. It worked. I still 
have that wheel. Still have it.

It does work. It is funny how of-
ten in spinning, how often the 

answer is “Let go.” It’s a real metaphor, 
actually, for . . . I say this for knitting all 
the time. It’s a metaphor for so much of 
life. That absolutely everything that isn’t 
working in your life can be improved by 
either backing up, slowing down, or let-
ting go. Over and over and over again. 
Not getting along with your teenager. . . 
.

Well, I’ve found, too, that in 
spinning, what I watch people 

do, it’s just like life. They try to fix mis-
takes that have already happened. Real-
ly bad idea. You know that letting go 
thing, it just is pointless to try to fix it. 
You know you stare at the wheel and 
they see that lump go through and they 
try to grab it and something goes terri-
bly wrong behind it.

And then you’ve let go and the 
twist gets into the fiber.

And it is just a wreck, just a 
wreck.

That happened to Rachel today. 
She’s spinning on a wheel for the 

first time. Have you ever watched a 
brand-new spinner implode?

Oh, no, never!

Like, when too many things go 
wrong at once and there’s just ab-

solutely no recovering. And they keep 
trying to pull the fiber out of the orifice.

Or smooth it down and pretend 
that they haven’t made this mess 

and they’re sorting it out.

Unwind it. And lift out the rov-
ing and let it unravel.

While they’re treadling like mad 
fiends.

Just because they’ve forgotten 
their foot is going, so more and 

more and more twist is . . .

Exactly, let go.

Back up, slow down.

It is pretty funny.

It is pretty compelling. I still re-
member having that epiphany 

about two years ago that there was this 
enormous parallel between the self-es-
teem that we see in people and the self-
esteem we see in the fiber arts, that if 
you could improve one, somehow it 
leaks into the other one. And I remem-

ber sitting down and telling you this, 
that I had figured this out, you and Su-
zanne Peterson. And I revealed this great 
idea in depth that I’d been working on 
for some days to you. And you and Su-
zanne Peterson just sat there nodding at 
me like I was some child who had was 
just. . . . “Oh, that’s lovely dear. Good for 
you. Look what she’s worked out.”

“She’s got it.”

I was really so proud that I had 
found this incredible parallel.

But you were right, it really is 
true. There is.

It turns out I should have picked 
that up a little sooner.

It is very medieval. What hap-
pens above, it happens below 

kind of thing.

Oh, that is medieval.

What you do in the physical 
world and . . .

Should I ask you another one?

Yeah.

Oh, wait, I only have one more 
question. It was a good one.

Oh.

Do not mock me. You didn’t have 
to come up with any questions. 

Don’t mock me!

It’s true I didn’t. I would have 
had I thought of it.

I know, it’s all right. Why spin?

I could say, “Why not? What else 
do you have to do that is more 

important?”

And we’re done!

Why not? Why not spin? Do you 
have something better to do?

That’s a wonderful answer. I 
think that’s pretty good. Should 

we talk about placenta again? She’s 
[Amanda Berka] going to let us go for-
ever with the little box, it just won’t get 
turned off.

Amanda Berka (AB): Well, I was in-
trigued with some of the things you said 
tonight. Why do you spin? Why spin 
would be when someone sees you at the 
store and sees you’re wearing handspun 

Because when you work with  
your hands, your hands have more  
sensory perception that the rest of  
your body combined. 
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socks and says you can get those at 
Wal-Mart, and they follow it up with 
“Why spin?” So of course you say, 
“Why not?”

No, no, no, no. No, I’d say, “Why 
not, because what do you have 

do to that is more important?”

But wh . . .

Don’t you love it when people 
say to you—I get this all the 

time, all the time. People will walk up 
to me, they look at something I have 
knit, and they will say, “I would love to 
do that.” And I say, “You can. All it 
takes is practice. This is something that 
anyone can be good at if they want to. 
You don’t even have to be good at it to 
really enjoy it.” And they say, “No, no. I 
don’t have time.” And then they go sit 
in front of the TV.

They don’t have time not to. 
That’s what I think. I get that a 

lot of times. When people come into my 
classroom. I . . . I’m going to make a 
sign. It may have to be a virtual sign for 
a while, but pretend . . .

It’s a sign in Judith’s head . . .

It is going to say when you come 
into my classroom, in Latin, “un-

der eternity.” Because I remember in the 
Catholic Church where I grew up, they 
had that expression. It meant to live as 
if time didn’t exist. I think that’s what 
textiles do.

That’s a gift of time.

Yes it is. But it will give that to 
you. Because when you work 

with your hands, your hands have more 
sensory perception that the rest of your 
body combined. Seventy per cent of the 
connection with your brain comes from 
these two hands.

Do you know anything about 
cognitive psychology?

I don’t know. Do I? Let me think.

You do. You’re an expert.

Tell me.

Cognitive psychology is a branch 
of psychology that concerns itself 

with the way human beings choose in-
formation. So out of the thousands of 
impulses and things around you, what 
is it about you that is going to make you 
remember this conversation instead of 
the color of the lamp? Right. Like how 
you select and focus on information. 
How you store that information. How 
you retrieve and reuse that information. 
So it is interested in those things. The 
things that your brain uses to do those 
are pattern recognition—oh, wait, wait. 
I’m probably not going to get them all 
because I’m not as smart as I look—pat-
tern recognition, object recognition. 
Pattern recognition is that’s garter stitch 
even though this time you’re seeing it, 
it’s blue and big and the last time you 
saw it, it was red and a hat. Or the actu-
al repeated movement of drafting. Or 
the things you do over and over. Object 
recognition. Which we’ve all got, right? 
Those are my car keys, that is an orifice. 
This is a knit stitch. This is a purl stitch. 
This is how I function. One that I can’t 
recall but is very meaningful. And the 
human perception of time. The sensa-
tion of time. Whether we perceive time 
to be moving quickly or slowly depend-
ing on the things that surround us. It is 
the genesis of the phrase “time flies 
when you’re having fun.” That’s one of 
the elements of cognitive psychology. 
And one of the interesting things about 
knitting and spinning is that when you 
knit or spin, you’re deliberately altering 
the way your brain processes, retrieves, 
stores, and reuses information. You’re 
deliberately manipulating your sensa-
tion of time. You’re deliberately chang-
ing object recognition and making new 
patterns. You’re altering the whole way 
that your brain stores information. You 
can’t do that only about knitting and 
spinning.

That’s exactly true. So what you 
see is the whole concept of time 

shifting.

That’s right, it changes people so 
that you do become someone 

who can sit and do this. That was a long 
way of saying, “Yes, Judith, you’re 
right!”

But it is a curious thing, isn’t it—
what is the first thing a person 

asks you when they see you knitting? If 
they are not overly interested or in-
formed, they’ll say, “How long did that 
take you?” As if that was the main val-
ue.

Well, that’s how we value things.

Right, now that’s what we do, 
don’t we?

Right now we pay people by the 
hour. We pay people by the hour 

largely in this culture. It’s not like the 
way it used to be where we paid people 
for the worth . . . a barter system doesn’t 
pay people by the hour. It pays people 
by the object and achievement.

Yeah, yeah. So that’s what I look 
at, too. I’m really intrigued by the 

survival of objects. Things that are . . . I 
carry in my pocket a little black stone 
that I picked up on a beach. And I al-
ways think of that, you know. I’ve had it 
with me on some really significant 
climbs, on tops of mountains. I’ve had it 
in Turkey. I’ve had it all over the world. 
Just a little black stone. I don’t think 
about it much, sometimes I don’t see it 
for a year or two. It’s in a lining of a coat 
pocket or on my desk, and sometimes I 
pick it up and put it back in my pocket, 
and sometimes I don’t.

But you still have it.

Yes. And I’ve had it forever. And 
that object has strange signifi-

cance for me, but it won’t for anyone 
else. You know how we imbue things.
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It’s become part of your pattern 
recognition.

Yeah, it is. And when I pick it up 
and when I touch it, it’s like a lit-

tle memory stone. It has all those other 
parts . . . it brings all those other parts 
with it. But it will survive me. It is a 
stone that has survived me for 60 bil-
lion years. It is still going to be here 60 
billion years later. It’s a stone, for heav-
en’s sake.

The incredible thing is that the 
odds are exceptionally good that 

it will never mean anything to anyone 
else again. It’s going to get lost in the 
ocean with a billion other stones.

And it will disperse and . . . But 
what’s curious . . . I think is so 

curious is that I deal a lot with people 
who aren’t sure why they are making 
objects. They’re not sure what they’re 
doing. Do you see my bag? I mean look 
at that. You don’t have any question 
about why that woman made that bag 
or that she made it for herself. And that 
she treasured it. It has hundreds and 
hundreds and hundreds of hours in it. 
It’s Hmong embroidery before it became 
decadent and disintegrated into the 
patchwork that they do now.

Look at the tiny little stitches 
holding down the appliqué that 

then has another appliqué on top of it 
that then has embroidery on top of it.

It is like the little black stone; 
I’ve carried it with me forever. 

There are stitches in there that you ac-
tually can’t see unless you look at it 
with a magnifying glass. But they are 
there. And the pleasure that she had in 
making this little bag is . . . She would 
have carried her necessary little things 
with her when she traveled to the fields 
or went home, went to the market, 
those kinds of things. So it would have 
been with her all of her life. I have that 
little object now. And I’ve carried it with 
me for nearly thirty years now.

Can you imagine?

Can you imagine? And I love the 
work that is in it. And it is mine 

now. But it is certainly going to survive 
me. So what I wonder is when people 
make an object and they are making 
something, sometimes I don’t think they 
see the intent of making an object that 
will go . . . it’s like a little time capsule 
that goes into the future. Most of our 
work will survive us.

I was thinking I just wrote about 
this.

Did you really?

I did. I just wrote a whole big 
thing about this. About how I 

have in the linen closet in the back . . . 
when each of my children was born, I 
knit them a little white blanket. The 
first one is dreadful. It’s awful. I’ve writ-
ten a lot about this, too. I made it a lot 
the way I made that first kit. It’s imper-
fect. I didn’t know what I was doing. All 
of it was dreadfully hard.

One long practice.

It came out longer than it was 
wide. It was shaped more like a 

stole than a blanket. It was so long that it 
was forever falling off of things and go-
ing onto the floor and getting dirty. It’s 
clearly the beginning of a learning curve. 
It’s an incompetent thing. The second 
one for my second daughter is quite a bit 
better, quite a bit better. And the third 
one is, if I do say so myself, quite excel-
lent. It is fine workmanship. I used to 
think two things about this. I used to 
feel quite guilty that my first child had 
such a crappy blanket. I had made each 

of them an heirloom and now in reflec-
tion, I had made this. Sam, my youngest, 
“Oh, that’s good, eh, I can really pass this 
on.” And I can see Amanda the eldest sit-
ting there with her first baby thinking, 
“Oh, things are bad enough and now I 
have this crappy blanket.” So because I 
have these conflicting feelings about 
these things, they’re in the back of the 
linen closet where even I don’t see them 
much. And I was thinking about objects 
and the way they last. And I was think-
ing in particular about finding a person’s 
things after they are gone.

Oh, yes!

And attempting to reinterpret 
things . . . what their life must 

have been from the textiles and things. 
And particularly the things that they 
made while they were here. And my 
first thought was immature as all get 
out—I must immediately burn that first 
blanket. We all want to be remembered 
by our best works.

But we can’t choose the objects 
that survive us.

That’s right.

Do you know Lawrence Durrell?

I probably do, I’m not great with 
names.

He’s a really great writer. He was 
a great writer.

What books?

He wrote Clea and Mountolive.

Yes, yes.

And that’s when I realized  
that we have no control over the objects 
that survive us.
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So he wrote this wonderful sweet 
little book, it’s called Bitter Lem-

ons. He was married to a famous actress 
who became a politician. And they had 
this affair, and they lived in this hotel 
room while he was writing these won-
derful, wonderful books. He was a very 
interesting man. He was right on the 
edge of writing at that time. What hap-
pened, when she died, she died young 
after the revolution in Greece, he came 
back. They had been separate for ten 
years. And he goes back to the hotel 
room they used to live and love in. And 
her little wooden clogs were still in the 
window where he had used them as a 
bookend, to keep his books up. And 
there they were—the 25-cent clogs that 
had survived this woman. And that’s 
when I realized that we have no control 
over the objects that survive us.

No, though have you ever no-
ticed that if you go into the tex-

tile museums—there’s a fantastic one in 
Toronto—and poke around, there are 
no bad things.

They don’t show you those 
things.

That’s not the way museums are 
meant to work. When you go to 

an art museum, not everything is there 
because it is good.

Or beautiful.

It is there because it is signifi-
cant. Because maybe this is the 

first time someone really pinned down 
perspective or this is the first time . . . 
People go into museums and they are 
confused by the presence of some ob-
jects because they are mistaking them 
for galleries. But really we keep things 
because—like your rock or my blan-
kets—not for any other reason than 
they are significant. So you go into the 
textile museum, but it should be that if 
you’re looking for some serious badass 
textiles, that you are not going to have 
much choice. Right? There are only go-
ing to be a few things left, so why are 

none of them ass? Like they are all ex-
ceptional. The standard was in a differ-
ent place or something. And I wonder 
how many of those people if they could 
look forward would look into the muse-
um of textiles in Toronto and look 
down from whatever beyond there may 
be and say “Oh, mercy, they have got 
those stockings. I can’t believe it. Have 
they seen the toes? I should have 
burned them before the earthquake 
came. What was I thinking keeping 
those in the back of the linen closet? 
Now they are in a museum? I shall have 
to die. Oh, wait . . . I am.” What if this 
woman who made this bag, it is the 
worst one she ever made?

That’s it! You put them out there. 
They are like those little boats.

You don’t get to choose.

You don’t get to choose. I have a 
wonderful object that was cho-

sen. And I’ve always been curious about 
it. I used to have a really wonderful 
friend, and we used to rebuild old 
buildings in Victoria, and the deal was, 
if it was textiles, I got it, and if it was 
old wine, he got it.

Nice!

We were ripping apart these old 
buildings and houses. We did a 

lot of that. And so we were working on 
this very posh, you know, more English-
than-the-English place down in Victoria 
on the Bay. So we had to rip out this 
horrific, big furnace. It was one of those 
bad nightmare furnaces, with arms like 
an octopus.

We’ve got one.

It was just a nightmare.

We call it the octopus. Ours is 
about the size of this room. And 

it has ducts that come out of it. All this 
big, all around. It doesn’t have a fan. It’s 
gravity fed. Cold air sinks, warm air ris-
es. This is what heats my home! This is 

the only thing in my basement. That 
and a knitting machine from 1972 that I 
never quite worked out.

Hey, watch out. It could be the 
object that survives you.

I know! It will cast suspicion on 
all I have achieved. All these 

beautiful things that I’ve knit. I’m going 
to die and they’ll find this and they’ll 
say, “Aha!”

They’ll find the knitting machine. 
There she was.

That’s right, that’s where the Bo-
hus came from. Heaven help us 

all.

So we ripped this thing out. It 
would be a feat to get in behind 

it. But someone had. And not only got 
behind it, but they had climbed up and 
on these big, old oak beams, they had 
pushed this object, wrapped up in an 
old piece of silk. And it had been there I 
don’t know how long. And it was mine 
because it was textile. And he brought it 
out and unwrapped it and there was this 
exquisite little evening bag. And it was 
silk, black silk with forbidden stitch.

What was in there?

All forbidden-stitch roses. And it 
was just exquisite. And I opened 

it up and it had pink, watered silk taffe-
ta lining. And inside were letters, all in 
order, one after the other. And they told 
the story of a young girl who had a for-
bidden relationship during the war.

I knew it would all end up being, 
as we say at home, some regretta-

ble business involving a man.

It was a regrettable business in-
volving a man! And what had 

happened was she had met him, actual-
ly towards here at some sort of summer 
lodge place like this, and she wrote—
they are all the letters to her, but you 
can tell the story as it goes along. He 
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was the Norwegian attaché to Washing-
ton DC; he was a Norwegian count. He 
had come from Norway, left his wife 
and two children, to survive the Nazi 
occupation in Norway.

Fantastic!

I tell you! So when he was here, 
he falls in love with this young 

girl. And she writes back to him, and 
she writes letters.

Are we killing you? This is a real-
ly long answer to your question.

Yeah—this is a long answer. So 
what’s happening, this goes 

through three or four years. And it’s 
nothing terribly . . . you know, it is not 
like you have earthshaking secrets but 
you’re immersed in this girl’s life. 
There’s about twenty letters. Like he 
talks about, “Are you still feeding those 
chickens? Are you having fun? Are you 
doing this? I’ve been to this party with 
the president, and we have this,” and all 
these things that are going on in Wash-

ington DC about the war that he can 
talk about that aren’t censored. And 
they talk a little bit about politics; they 
are obviously really kindred spirits 
about this, but she’s obviously very 
young. And the end, the last two letters, 
the letter says he’s home. I’ve come back 
to Norway. He is going back to Norway 
to tell his wife that he’s going to divorce 
her to marry this young girl. And he 
writes her the second the last letter: 
“I’ve come home. My wife has lived a 

horrific life, survived the Nazi occupa-
tion, the children, they lived on roots. 
They fled. They’ve had this terrible trau-
ma. I can’t leave them.” The next letter 
is: “I wait daily. I walk to the mailbox 
down by the sea and I look for your let-
ter. I know it will never come. I’m being 
sent to Stalingrad.” And that’s it.

Well, you know from the begin-
ning he didn’t come back.

We know that he didn’t come 
back.

Because if he did come back, the 
letters wouldn’t have been put 

away. You know, not like that. She 
would have taken them out and put 
them in her vanity.

Or they would have been laugh-
ing over them together.

Something. They wouldn’t have 
been put away. You know from 

the beginning that this ends in . . .

. . . sadness and sorrow.

This regrettable business involv-
ing men.

And you don’t know. You know, 
Stalingrad in the 1950s. And he 

had a leftist leaning, so it wasn’t going 
to be pretty there either.

What a fantastic story.

And what I liked about it was 
that it was in this exquisite, frag-

ile, rare piece of textile—that she 
couldn’t bear to part with it or the let-
ters. And there they sit, wrapped in this 
silk cloth. Not thrown into the furnace. 
Not destroyed, but put away.

This is the difference between 
your life and mine. You find let-

ters detailing an exquisite romance with 
a count and when I knocked out my 
casement window, I found two army 
men, a marble, and a Sears catalog. A 
very old Sears catalog.

Sears catalog!

Oh, not Sears, it was a Bay cata-
log.

Oh, Bay catalog, of course!

So you could write away and get 
your hockey sweaters, like right 

away, right? That’s what I found. That’s 
the difference between my life and Ju-
dith’s life. Judith and I could knock 
down the same house, and I would find 
two army men. I’m a pacifist. Two army 
men.

Don’t forget that I had the pack 
rat in my underwear drawer.

Oh, that’s right, that does mean a 
great deal.

It is an equalizing thing.

Yes, it is an equalizing thing. 
That’s true.

It’s hard to overcome a pack rat 
in your underwear drawer.

There’s no coming back from that 
with elegance. At least not kind 

of elegance . . . don’t tell me more. 
There’s a way I like to think about you 
when you’re not with me.

That’s not beating some poor 
pack rat to death.

And what I liked about it was that it was in 
this exquisite, fragile, rare piece 
of textile—that she couldn’t bear to part 
with it or the letters. And there they sit, 
wrapped in this silk cloth. 
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It’s not half naked, defending 
your panties from a rodent. Be-

cause when does one check one’s panty 
drawer—it’s when you’re not fully clad. 
I know exactly how this goes down. It’s 
in some damp, horrendous panty fight.

Don’t forget the horrifying 
shrieks!

The sound track. Yes, the sound 
track. Yes—that’s quite excellent.

There’s a good chance that won’t 
end up in the magazine.

Oh, that’s really good.

Oh, that’s reassuring. Did you 
have any more questions, other 

than . . . Judy and her panties?

The why spin question that you 
kind of danced away from in a 

way . . .

[JMM and SPM burst out laughing]

Wait, but just a second!

Yes—it was existential.

What I wonder, which isn’t as ex-
istential, when you have an after-

noon that you should be doing all these 
things that you need to be doing and 
that fleece is calling to you that you 
pulled the seven locks from . . .

It makes me quiver.

When you allow yourself to steal 
away a moment to do something. 

What makes you chose to spin or weave 

or knit.

Do you really want to know what 
it is?

One instead of the other.

It’s really simple.

Does it matter the mood of the 
day?

It is really simple. It is a vibration 
in my hands, in my wrist. I know 

that sounds really flaky, you might not 
want to put that in the magazine. But I 
can feel when I’m in the presence of 
something really interesting and good. I 
knew when I opened that fleece that it 
had it. It is like my attention is gone for 
the rest of the world. It is compelling 
and intriguing and it leads to many, 
many adventures.

Have you ever seen that thing in 
movies where he sees it or she 

sees it and they do that thing where 
they change the perspective and the 
background zooms out while the person 
zooms in. Zsmmmmmm.

That’s right, that’s how you feel.

It’s exactly like that.

It’s exactly like that.

It’s exactly like that.

Why, why does something get 
your attention when something 

else doesn’t.

Some people think acorn squash 
are good.

Do you know that I have five 
thousand pounds of fleece at my 

house? I have that many pounds of 
fleece. Why does one somewhat ratty 
Gutefår fleece make me a giddy fool? I 
don’t know why that is, but I know it is 
true. And I have the bright, good sense 
to follow it, because I know that is the 
direction that I should go in. I know 
that when I’m working. I knew that 
when I found the bison. When I found 
that little clump of bison, I felt the same 
way. I couldn’t think about anything 
else. It is like when you’re a teenager 
and you’re smitten by someone. You 
know there’s that compelling thing. . . .

Or even when you’re an adult. You 
know, when you meet someone 

and there is that kind of tightness across 
here. Like they are the most interesting 
thing or . . . and your attention wanders 
and you keep coming back to that.

Or you hear their voice in your 
head.

Or you catch yourself thinking 
about the thing or the person, 

and you kind of have a little hitching 
because it is that interesting or compel-
ling. I once tried to describe it to some-
one without using the word heartbreak 
and couldn’t get there.

Yeah, it’s true.

It’s an aching.

And it is a strange thing. It ap-
plies to objects and people and 

processes.

So you’re both process-driven in 
your fiber arts. Do you guys ever 

see an object that makes you just be-
come goal-driven in your process? You 
know, like I need that hat or I need that 
rug.

No, no, no.

No, oh, sometimes I think I need 
something. I’ll think, “Oh, look 

Do you know that I have five thousand 
pounds of fleece at my house? I have that 
many pounds of fleece. 
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at that. Look at that thing. Oh, look at 
that!” I think this whole thing comes 
down to being a curious sort of person.

So when you choose a project, it 
is out of your curiosity and not 

out of your desire to have that . . .

It’s out of vast curiosity.

It’s out of my curiosity to want to 
understand. Do you remember 

the word grok?

Yes.

It’s out of my deep need to un-
derstand the way things or peo-

ple or objects are.

Yeah, I don’t want to own them.

I don’t want to necessarily make 
something like them. I don’t nec-

essarily even want to have that thing. I 
just want to have a grand and thorough 
understanding of just what it is.

Inside, out, and backwards.

Haven’t you ever been walking 
down the street and all of the 

sudden you see something and you 
think, “What is that?” Judith and I are 
just the sort of people, and there are lots 
of people like us, who spend a little 
more time than the average working out 
the answer to the question.

That’s true.

It is rooted in a curiosity that 
isn’t intellectual. It is an emotion-

al curiosity.

And visceral. A body visceral. I 
follow my body instinct.

Me, too.

I know it.

Me, too. I’m actually not very 
clever.

Is this really true?

I think so.

I can’t believe that.

No, no, you’re probably not ei-
ther. It’s dreadful news for both 

of us.

You’re right, it is dreadful news 
for both of us! That’s right.

I have bad news. We’re not clev-
er, we’re curious and thorough.

And compulsive.

And compulsive and determined.

And determined.

And persistent.

And single-minded about many 
things—if you could think of it 

as single-minded on many tracks.

Yes. But I’ve never seen some-
thing and thought . . . occasion-

ally the urge is perverted and you think 
you want to make it. But it never . . . 
but I’ve never ended up with that thing.

Yeah. You’d never do that. Like I 
can remember, I went to Turkey 

once. You know I have a modest life. So 
for me to be able say, “I’ll just have that 
$52,000 rug on the wall and I’ll take it 
home with me,” you know it is never 
going to happen. Even if I had the mon-
ey, I’d probably be so humiliated that I 
had actually bought an object. . . .

You moron!

Moron, what were you thinking?

Do you know what the rug cost?

What could you have done for 
world peace?

Were you out of your mind? 

Have you even seen your roof?

That’s right!

How stupid is it going to be 
when the snow lands on your ba-

dass rug because you can’t pay for your 
roof?

Or I can’t get it home from the 
post office because the car gear 

will only go in reverse.

Currently operating a pickup 
truck only in first gear.

Then you know that you’re really 
not going to nip out and buy that 

carpet

But would you go home and try 
to weave it?

No, no. I would not. But that’s 
the curious thing. I wouldn’t go 

home and try to weave it, but I want to 
see it again. I want to see it so badly 
some days, I’m almost down in the tick-
et office with the ticket to Istanbul in 
my hand. I want to see it again.

But that curiosity and longing for 
that object influences your work 

in other ways.

Oh, for sure it did! I’m never go-
ing to forget. It’s like meeting . . . 

you know when you see an object that 
is really seminal to the rest of your 
work, it doesn’t mean that you’re going 
to imitate it, it means that it triggered 
that longing in yourself for some kind 
of beauty that’s going to turn up some-
place else. It’s an opening.

And you can see it in people. I 
see it all the time in words. All 

the time in words. I have got a Post-it 
note on my desk. It’s one sentence that I 
read long ago in a book, and I can’t let 
go of it. I keep coming back and reading 
it over and over and over again. And 
thinking about it and thinking my way 
around it and where can it go. And it is 
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one sentence. It is a boy describing why 
his grandfather owns a dog. “A dog is,” 
in the sentence I wrote down, “for those 
who desire the opposite of loneliness.” 
And this one sentence, it is like the rug. 
Like I spend all this time thinking about 
it, and I don’t even know why I am so 
interested in this sentence. Like I don’t 
think, “I’d like to write like that.” I 
think, “Why are those words in that or-
der? Why does it mean something to 
me?”

Why did it catch you out of the 
thousands of words that you 

read?

That’s right, that’s right! There 
are not fifty-seven million Post-it 

notes on my . . . Why did this one sen-
tence . . . and I spent so much time 
thinking about it. I’ll think that way 
about a beautiful knitted thing at the 
textile museum (it’s my current obses-
sion).

A good, good obsession.

At the textile museum, they had 
this woman who had—you’re go-

ing to love this—Indian textiles with 
the rosettes and all those wonderful In-
dian shapes. And she had remade these 
patterns exactly out of insects.

My goodness.

So she had bought all of these 
dead bugs which were preserved 

for her for the purpose of this. Other 
people saw it and we can talk about it 
more. But she took like blue moths with 
huge wings and arranged them wing to 
wing to wing to make the . . . So you 

walk in and there are Indian textile pat-
terns on the walls and you go, oh, those 
are . . .

Oh, we’ve seen those before. Yes.

Oh, my god! They are little bugs! 
Look at that one! This one makes 

a line. How many are there? I just re-
member standing there in the room. 
You know, when something drives you 
almost to distraction with the cleverness 
with it and you want to do stupid 
things.

Yes, it makes you want to do stu-
pid things.

It makes you want to eat it!

Pull your self up on it.

Or rub it in your hair. Or flail. It 
makes you almost unreasonable.

Unreasonable. It’s a very visceral 
reaction.

And then you take it out on oth-
er people.

You have to deal with it. And 
that’s the source of our work. The 

exact the source of your work.

The source of your work is that 
there are two ways to relieve this 

feeling. One is that you can force every-
one with you to come look at the bugs 
and demand of them that they react 
properly. So they walk in and you say, 
“Look, look,” and they say, “Oh, that’s 
very interesting.” And you say, “No! 

Look at the moths. Look at the bugs, 
look at the way it is.” And they say, 
“That is very interesting.” And you say, 
“No! Look!” And if you can’t get your 
satisfaction that way . . .

And you can’t.

And you can’t.

Yes, this is a given.

So you either find a like-minded 
person, which helps enormously, 

or you end up on this weird little com-
pulsive bent that ends up six months 
later with a sweater with a blue hem on 
the inside that nobody can even see that 
is the color blue of one of the moths. 
And it is unrelated. It is not an Indian 
textile, it is none of the patterns, it’s 
nothing about bugs. You’ve worked 
through your experience about that 
enough and found something that reso-
nated and dragged that off into your 
whole own . . . and then the cycle be-
gins again and you take the sweater off 
to all of your friends and say, “Look, 
look!” and then they say . . .

And there you are.

You know, when something drives you 
 almost to distraction with the  
cleverness with it and you want to  
do stupid things.


