
I am, like so many other spin-
ners, a professional. Oh, no—I’m 

not a professional spinner—that’s 
far too lofty a claim for my abili-
ties. Rather, I have a challenging, 
rewarding, and often stressful full-
time career. Of course you know 
that spinning is a fabulous way to 
take one’s mind off the drain of a 
day of hard work, but most of my 
coworkers view my leisurely pur-
suits in the world of fiber as some-
thing of a mystery—strange and 
diametrically opposed to life at the 
office. Yes, you could call me do-
mestic, but don’t you dare think 
that I’ll retreat in tears if you mess 
with me during a meeting. Thought 
that yarn meant I wasn’t tough, huh? 
Guess again!

This all changed—at least tem-
porarily—during a trip last fall to 
Poland. Some friends and I went 
on a long overnight bus ride for a 
Pottery Tour. The plan was to visit 
as many pottery factories as humanly 
possible during a sixteen-hour peri-
od, and the apparent intent of most 
people accompanying us was to pur-
chase and bring back as much pottery 
as would fit on the bus. The shop-
ping extravaganza began as soon as 
we arrived, at 4:30 a.m. By 2:30 that 
afternoon, absolutely exhausted and 
overwhelmed, I was fervently wishing 
that I never had to see another pot-
tery factory again so long as I lived. 
With yet another six hours to go and 
desperately seeking a change in scen-
ery, I stepped into the only shop in 
sight that did not contain vases or 
plates: an antique store that seemed 
to deal mainly in World War II mem-
orabilia. No matter. I was out of the 
rain and away from the pottery.

And then I saw her. My wheel. Sit-
ting dusty and neglected in a cor-
ner was a beautiful castle-style wheel 
painted with faded but still-viv-
id stripes of green, red, and black. 

Instantly, I knew that the wheel 

was mine—it was meant for me. See-
ing that I was truly serious, the own-
er decided that bargaining was in 
his favor, and after a few minutes we 
settled on 50 euros. The rest of the 
afternoon was a blur, and after care-
fully securing my new purchase to an 
empty seat on the bus, I fell sound 
asleep—dreaming, no doubt, of spin-
ning as soon as I got home.

Several hours later, one of my trav-
eling companions shook me awake. 
We were at the border, and the cus-
toms officials were boarding the bus 
to check passports. Nearing my seat, 
a uniformed man stopped and glared 

at my wheel. “This is not allowed,” 
he stated matter-of-factly. While the 
thousands of dollars’ worth of pottery 
carefully packed and stowed in the 
holds of the bus was not a problem, 
judging from the serious look on the 
man’s face, the wheel was definite-
ly an issue. So I did what any proud 
and obstinate career-minded person 
would do. I burst into tears.

“Come with me.” The customs 
official led me off the bus and es- 
corted me to a room in a concrete 
building, where I waited, miserably 
huddled on a folding chair, trying to 
make sense of the foreign voices in 
the adjacent room. Finally, two offi-
cials arrived to ask questions. “You 

cannot take this,” said the first. “It 
is an antique.” (I learned later 
that the export of things more 
than fifty years of age from 
Poland technically requires a 
permit.) A long, sniffling pause 

followed, then, “What are you 
going to do with it?” Over-

whelmed by the thought of losing the 
wheel, I sobbed hysterically: “Puh-
leasse!! I just want to make yarn!” 
Then, completely uncharacteristic to 
my don’t-mess-with-me persona, I 
kept on crying. Weeping. Mourning.

The officials, by that time number-
ing at half a dozen, gathered around 
me. Why was some half-crazed tour-
ist bawling over an old wheel? And 
what were they supposed to do about 
it? Perhaps I was just lucky—or may-
be there was another spinner there, 
wearing a uniform and attending to 
duties while dreaming of Merino and 
silk—but finally, I was told I could 
leave, wheel and all. Proud yet hum-
bled, I reboarded the bus, wheel in 
tow, to the applause of my fellow pas-
sengers who were gracious enough to 
forgive the delay I had caused.

Linnea Tippett, of Germany, spins with two Polish 
wheels, the most recent addition being a Krom-
ski Minstrel. See more on her occasional fiber 
blog, http://lackofalltrades.blogspot.com.
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