
Basically, “sheep to shawl” describes
an event in which a fleece is pre-
pared for spinning, the yarn is spun

and plied, and a shawl is woven and fin-
ished—usually within a single day!

Sometimes the event is held to show
how the pioneers or other early settlers
made their garments and household
goods. Most often, a group of weavers and
spinners gathers together at a fair or other
festival to demonstrate some or all of the
processes from “sheep,” including sheer-
ing, carding, and spinning, to “shawl,” in-
cluding weaving and finishing.

People ask lots of questions and make
lots of comments, like: “What do you do
when it breaks?” and “Are you taking it
on or off that thing?” and “Oh, look, that
lady’s looming!” One year, someone in
our group dyed a sheep in rainbow colors
with Kool-aid and kept it by us as we spun
and wove. That sheep got lots of interest-
ing comments! 

If you are demonstrating with a color-
fully dyed fleece, it is fun to tell little kids
that its color is from the sheep’s being fed
blueberries or strawberries or such. Their

eyes go wide with, “Really?” (Then, of
course, you tell them the truth.)

Sheep-to-shawl timed contests

Sometimes sheep to shawl involves a
timed contest between two or more
teams. One such contest is a regular event
at our San Juan County Fair each August
(in the San Juan Islands near Seattle,
Washington). 

In this contest, the judge first exam-
ines the fleece brought by each team and
then the clock starts. Each team has also
brought a loom warped and ready for

weaving (the yarn for the warp is hand-
spun) and other equipment that will be
needed such as a drum carder, perhaps a
fleece picker, and several spinning wheels.
The fleece is carded, spun, plied, and
wound onto shuttles for the weaver(s).
So grows the shawl on the loom! 

When the shawl is deemed long
enough, the team removes it, spreads it
out on a table, makes any repairs neces-
sary, and twists the fringes. The moment
of anticipation arrives as the judge exam-
ines each shawl in turn, dictates points
to a scribe, and proclaims the winner!

Mimi Anderson of
Tacoma, Washington,
has been weaving for
twenty-five years. She
dyes the yarns for her
one-of-a-kind garments.

Sheep-to-Shawl Events
inspiration for guilds and study groups

M I M I  A N D E R S O N

The words “sheep to shawl” generate all sorts of images for me and bring back many memories! A sheep-to-shawl
event or demonstration is a wonderful way to share our craft with those who don’t have “a grandmother who did
that.” It is so satisfying to explain, “The sheep is still okay—it only got a haircut!” And, “This is a little bit like the
way your jeans are made; aren’t you glad someone in the old days figured it out?”

Happy sheep-to-shawl team members from both the Seattle and Olympia Weavers Guilds
show their completed shawl at the San Juan County Fair in August 2003.
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Weave structure for shawl
Plain weave and canvas weave.

Equipment
4-shaft loom, 22" weaving width; 10-dent
reed; 1 shuttle.

Yarns
Warp: 2-ply handspun wool, about

750–800 yd/lb, 660 yd. 

Weft: 2-ply handspun wool, about
750–800 yd/lb, about 450 yd.

Yarn sources
Romney fleece!

Warp order and length
220 ends 3 yd long (allows 6" for take-up
and 37" for loom waste; loom waste in-
cludes fringe). 

Warp and weft spacing
Warp: 10 epi (1/dent in a 10-dent reed).

Width in the reed: 22". 
Weft: 10 ppi. Woven length (measured

under tension on the loom): 65".

Finished dimensions
After washing, amounts produce one shawl
17" × 60" plus 5" fringe at each end.

PROJECT AT-A-GLANCE

1. Draft for Tacoma Weavers Guild shawl
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Canvas weave draft adapted from a draft in Malin Selander’s Swedish
Handweaving. Göteborg, Sweden: Wezäta förlag,1959, page10.

Sheep-to-shawl demonstrations

Each September, the Tacoma Weavers
Guild participates in a sheep-to-shawl
demonstration at the Western Washington
Fair —The Fair—in Puyallup, Washington;
www.thefair.com. This is a competition, but
it is not timed. Several area guilds partici-
pate, each on a different day of the fair,
working from 10 a.m. to 10 p.m. The pur-
pose is to demonstrate all steps of the
process—from fleece to shawl.

The teams are permitted to dye all fiber
ahead of time, and the warp yarn is spun
and ready for warping the loom when we
start. At the fair, the team warps the loom;
picks, cards, spins, and plies the weft; and
weaves a shawl or similar item—all while
explaining what they are doing and enter-
taining the watching fairgoers.

At this event, we are allowed five mem-
bers at a time on our team, and because
the day is long, we each usually take a four-
to six-hour shift—after which a break for
a fair scone or onion burger is a must! 

We bring a drumcarder and while the
weaver is threading the loom, the rest of
the hands tease and card the fleece for the
weft. Next, two or three of us begin to
spin, while one continues carding. It some-
times takes a concerted effort for the carder
to keep up with the spinners. Whenever two
bobbins are filled, one spinner plies the
yarn to ready it for weaving. 

When the weaving is complete, the
shawl is taken from the loom and the
team members finish the fringes. Unlike
with timed contests, in demonstrations
we try to stretch the activities to last the
day! If we finish too early, we usually keep
spinning to show off the craft.

The final judging for this event is done
at a later date, after the shawl is washed.
It is then compared with the others.

Finding inspiration for shawl designs

Several members of the Tacoma Weavers
Guild are dyers. Traditionally, our guild
chooses a visual inspiration and dyes fiber
for our sheep-to-shawl entries. Our fleece
last year was a beautiful Romney with
many gradations of color. Our chairper-
son, Pam Cox, chose a photo of an ocean
beach under a towering cliff as inspira-
tion for designing the shawl (see page 2).

We decided that the main color of the
fleece, a gray tan, would represent the
beach. Pam then dyed some of the fleece

in various shades of blue and green to rep-
resent the water and distant hills. A white
mohair singles and a dyed blue singles
were plied together to represent the surf
as a warp stripe. The photo was used to
design irregular warp stripes across the
shawl. The weave structure was plain
weave with stripes of canvas lace using
two-ply gray tan fleece as the weft. The
guild had been studying lace weaves, so
we had samples to show as we demon-
strated. The shawl was hemstitched and
finished with twisted fringes.

The finished shawl always combines
fellowship and skill and is greatly covet-
ed by all the guild’s members. Our guild
holds a raffle to determine who receives
it. Some year I’ll win!

Spinning and Weaving Week:
October 1–7, 2007 

If your guild has not participated in a sheep-
to-shawl event, you’ll find the returns in
fun, learning, and deepening friendships
far outweigh the time and effort expend-
ed. Consider organizing a sheep-to-shawl
demonstration for Spinning and Weaving
Week. Contact your local parks depart-
ment, public school administration, civic
arts council, or yarn shop to find a venue.
It is a joy to share our love of fibers with
others—and from these events, new
weavers and spinners are born.
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“The returns in fun,
learning, and deepening
friendships far outweigh

the time and effort!”



Get Weaving!
Here’s a handy brochure to help
beginners get started on their
weaving journey. A joint ven-
ture by Interweave Press and
the Spinning and Weaving As-
sociation, it is a perfect hand-
out for your guild’s next public
weaving demonstration. In it,
beginners will find all the re-
sources they need, including
how to find a guild, shop, or
class in their area. Printed
copies are limited. Contact us at
handwoven@interweave.com,
and we will send you a packet of twenty-five brochures; it is
also available online at handwovenmagazine.com.
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Photos clockwise from 
bottom left: author Mimi 
Anderson weaving at The Fair
in Puyallup, Washington;
members of the Tacoma
Weavers Guild showing a 
finished shawl at The Fair;
Linda Wells spinning at The
Fair; shearers demonstrating
in the Textile Building at the
San Juan County Fair in the
San Juan Islands; Joyce
Chandler carding at the San
Juan County Fair; many
hands repairing loose ends
and twisting the fringe at the
San Juan County Fair. PH
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