
AS A SPINNING TEACHER I hear
many wonderful stories: about
children and animals, strangers

and friends, travels and homecomings. I
love to hear them all. But the stories that
are truly dear to my heart tell how people
first learned to spin. No matter the
circumstances, or how long ago, when
spinners tell me about their first teacher,
I see their faces change and their eyes fill
with fondness.

I remember Ed Franquemont telling
me about living in a remote village in
Peru. As the only adult in the village who
couldn’t spin, he was a great source of
amusement for all the children watching
him wrestle with the subtle intricacies
of the spindle. Ed subsequently taught
many of us to use the Peruvian low-
whorl spindle and how to Andean ply,
and I remember the warmth and plea-
sure he took in passing on what he
learned from those skillful hands in Peru
to our beginner’s hands in America.

Recently, I met a man, a helicopter
pilot who learned to spin from a Navajo
woman on the side of a runway on the
Navajo reservation. When this big ex-
marine admired her sheep and said
he’d always wanted to spin, she
made him a spindle with a rock
and a ballpoint pen. In the
shade of the helicopter, he
had his first spinning lesson.
Nearly ten years later, he’s
still spinning. He and his
wife are planning to buy fiber
animals soon. When Steve tells
his story, the joy of that first
spinning encounter is still with
him for all of us to share. 

I was eight years old when I first
saw my spinning teacher. My parents had
made a hard decision to leave the big,
very multicultural city where I had
grown up. Our new home would be a
remote village in British Columbia, ac-
cessible only by a weekly mailboat. When
I stepped off that boat, filled with some
trepidation, the first person I saw was
Mrs. Axen. She was wearing a beautiful
handwoven wool dress, and her braided

hair was arranged across her head like a
crown. She was carrying a basket filled
with handspun socks and mittens, as well
as jars of honey from her own bees, to
sell to the local fishermen. But what I
remember the most were the handspun
lace stockings she wore, made from the

belly wool of her lamb fleeces. I
was smitten—life was never the same for
me again.

I followed Mrs. Axen around like a
puppy. We got our milk from her, and
every evening when I went to fetch it, I
would stand in the kitchen by the
woodstove and stare hopefully at her
spinning wheel, too shy to ask. That
spring, she offered to teach me to spin.

We started out washing the fleece out-
side in big laundry tubs, rinsing it in the
creek, and spreading it to dry on her lilac
hedge. When, after learning to tease and
card, I finally got to spin, I said the same
thing every new spinner says, “But you
made it look so easy!” It was the start of
a great adventure—one that gives me as
much joy today as it did more than fifty
years ago.

I’m a much better spinner than Mrs.
Axen. I can spin many more types of
fiber. Cotton, silk, cashmere fibers—
these were not even heard of in that
remote Canadian village. I can spin many
more types of yarn. (Mrs. Axen believed
there was worsted spinning and wrong
spinning!) But I’m a much better spin-
ner for a very simple reason. Remember
what Dr. Carl Jung said? He said even a
midget can see a long, long way on the
shoulders of a giant. That’s what I 
am; a small person who sits, very
comfortably, on the shoulders of some-
one quite tall.

In five years, Mrs. Axen gave me
her sixty years of experience and

observation, coupled with the
textile tradition that was her
lineage. And that’s the kind of
heritage that all our teachers
pass on. They give us a van-
tage point so that we can see
all around us, so we can see
our lineage stretching back
thousands of years behind
us and moving forward into
the future, one pair of
hands at a time. c

JUDITH MACKENZIE MCCUIN

has been a working textile
artist since 1967. Her love of

textiles, both ancient and modern, has
led her to explore many fascinating areas from

a National Research Council grant to
investigate industrial silk dyes to the repair 
of the king of Afghanistan’s carpets. She has

taught in Canada, the United States, and
Europe and she’s a regular contributor

to various textile publications. She lives with
her husband in Augusta, Montana, on the 

edge of Glacier Park where they run a small
dye and yarn company.

120 I S P I N . O F F I W W W . I N T E R W E A V E . C O M

Standing 
on the

Shoulders
of Giants

B Y J U D I T H

M A C K E N Z I E M C C U I N

I L L U S T R A T I O
N

B
Y

A
N

N
S

W
A

N
S

O
N

Copyright Spin.Off ® magazine, Interweave Press, Inc. Not to be reprinted. All rights reserved.

 


