
Someone asked me the other 
day, “What are you doing?” “Oh, 

I’m cooking food,” I explained, “from 
raw ingredients. See, these materials 
here, if I use the right steps, turn into 
my lunch.” He wanted to know why 
I’d do that; I explained that I like eat-
ing. “But,” he said, “why don’t you 
just buy food? You know they have 
restaurants, right?”

“This way I get what I really want 
and really need,” I told him. He 
relayed to me that he’d been told 
his grandmother used to cook, 
but now that everyone can 
just go out for fast-food burg-
ers, nobody he knows has 
bothered for a long time. “I 
wouldn’t even know where 
to begin,” he said. “You must 
have a lot of patience.”

This conversation sounds 
funny about cooking and food—
but we’ve all had this conversation 
about spinning our own yarn. It’s rare 
for people to wonder why someone 
might cook her own food—the ben-
efits are obvious, cooking is a fair-
ly everyday activity most people take 
for granted, eating out saves time but 
costs money, and almost everyone 
has some special recipe for something 
that they like just a certain way and 
nothing else quite compares. Those 
same things are all true of spinning 
yarn, but for me, there’s still more. 
One time, having such a conversa-
tion, something in me snapped and I 
exploded,

“Look,” I said, “do you want to 
live in a cave, wearing skins, 
without fire, knapping flint to 

enable you to hunt and gather, and 
be dead by age twenty-five? Because 
this—this right here in my hands—
this is why you don’t. Without this, 
that is all you can do. Without this, 
there is no civilization, no technol-
ogy, no history, no agriculture, no 
animal husbandry, no permanent set-
tlements, and the whole of human 
history just did not happen. With-

out what I’m doing right now, making 
yarn, there is no life as we know it.”

Textiles are at the root of many 
essential advances in civilization, 
both in terms of the textiles them-
selves and the technologies needed to 
create them. Cultures lacking in tex-
tile production capability don’t gen-
erally advance beyond hunting and 
gathering. Which is fine, but given a 
choice, few of us today would opt to 
live such a life.

When we give up our textile heri-
tage, we’re making exactly that choice 
for the future. We’re saying that now 

that we have bootstrapped ourselves 
to a certain point, we no longer need 
to know what’s at the base of it all. 
It’s like saying that now that we can 
buy canned chicken broth, nobody 
needs to be able to make it; now that 
we have automatic transmissions, 
nobody needs to know how gears 
work. Now that we have audiobooks, 
why read? Industrial farms mean 
nobody needs to grow food.

The trouble is, particularly in the 
case of producing textiles, much of 
the lore really can only be passed 
hand to hand. It can’t be simply read 
from a book or mastered by watching 
videos. What’s more, it requires prac-
tice. If nobody did it, the real how-to 
and the whys could be lost.

Any lore is at risk in this way, but 
the lore of hands, of physical knowl-
edge, of assumed skills and needs that 
pushed us to develop civilization to 

better meet those needs—that lore 
is the most at risk of all. Why? 
Because we now accept, for 
the most part, that everyone 
should read, everyone should 
be computer literate, everyone 
should know math, and we 
expect that, no matter what, 

the ubiquity of those skills will 
see us through pretty much any-

thing. If civilization fell today, we 
probably wouldn’t lose all the readers.

But we could lose all the spin-
ners, and it’s the spinners who hold 
the lore in their hands (not just their 
minds) of how and even, at a subcon-
scious level in many cases, why. And 
if we lost all the spinners, or even 
most of them, we’d lose the root of all 
textiles, and that’s the root of life as 
we know it. It’s too sacred a trust, too 
big a deal; I don’t dare stop spinning, 
and neither should you! Besides, I 
love to spin. z

Abby Franquemont’s son once said, “That’s just 
my mom; don’t talk to her unless you like boring 
yarn and stuff.” Abby had no comeback; the kid 
was probably right. She lives in southern Ohio 
where she runs www.abbysyarns.com and writes 
and teaches about—what else?—yarn.
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