
ONCE UPON A VISIT to my com-
munity library, I discovered a
lovely old book of fairy tales. The

cover illustration was a painting of a
barefoot woman pensively spinning at a
wheel. Her hair, like gold ringlets of spun
straw, cascaded over her shoulders. She
could have been Sleeping Beauty before
she pricked her finger on the spindle.
Perhaps she was the miller’s daughter
considering Rumplestiltskin’s proposi-
tion. But I felt too weighted down by my
own hair to ponder her identity further.
At the time, I was wearing my hair in a
large bun on top of my head like a
McDonald’s Quarter Pounder. “If I could
let my hair down and learn to spin,” I
thought, “maybe I could create some en-
chantment of my own!”

My quest to learn about spinning
began as a fairy tale but soon revealed
the spinning wheel as a vehicle for
personal discovery and change. In learn-
ing the craft I was inspired by pictures
of Tibetans spinning prayers to heaven,
Gandhi spinning a revolution to liberate
India, and even Saint Catherine in a
tortured spin to martyrdom. By the time
I had practiced spinning a variety of
fibers and bought a wheel, the process 
of spinning had taken on a spiritual
dimension for me.

One crisp October afternoon sunshine
through the living room window spot-
lighted my wheel. I saw the scene as a
sign to begin spinning for my first
project. I burned patchouli incense, put
on my blue batik dress, and loosened my
near-waist-length hair to fall freely. Rev-
erently, I placed my bare soles on the
wide single treadle and began a baby-
rocking rhythm. My hair stirred in the
soft breath created by the wheel’s motion.

However, learning to spin in coordi-
nation with the treadling presented a

challenge to my spiritual state. Trying to
draft the roving onto the leader thread
forced me to focus on purely practical
technique. Timid at first, I let the yarn
slip through the orifice so the loose end
flicked around the rotating bobbin. I had
to learn to keep a tight hold on the yarn’s
tail until the new fibers became yarn and
were pulled through the orifice and
coiled around the bobbin.

Soon the hypnotic treadling rhythm
and the blur of the wheel’s turning
relaxed me, and I felt the lengthening
yarn become the umbilical connection
between the wheel and myself. Absorbed
by the process, I fed the wheel the fibers
of my being.

Suddenly a lock of hair slipped past
my shoulder and became ensnarled in
the twisting yarn. The hair was long
enough to stretch through the orifice
and around the bobbin for several
revolutions before it jerked me to
prostration.

“Oh, Saint Catherine,” I cried. “Have
mercy!”

Through tears of humiliation, I
glimpsed the scissors on the desk just
beyond my reach. I tried lifting the wheel
to get to the scissors, but with my head

bent to the orifice, I had no leverage. So
I began the laborious process of un-
spinning my hair. With my hands above
my head, I slowly reversed the bobbin’s
rotation. Time slowed as I freed each
strand of hair and I found myself think-
ing of the spinning I had done in child-
hood—not with a spinning wheel, not
making yarn, but roller-skating, bicycl-
ing, or just spinning myself dizzy. I spun
for the simple joy of motion. Later, danc-
ing to the music of spinning records, 
I began to spiral into adulthood. Along
the way, I learned to sublimate my cre-
ative spirit and had lost the optimism of
fairy-tale endings.

True to my adult experiences, no
benevolent godmother intervened to 
free my spun hair. I found I was relating
more to Marion Zimmer Bradley’s hero-
ine Morgan le Fay in Mists of Avalon,
than to Sleeping Beauty. Not that I start-
ed having visions of the future, as Mor-
gan did when she spun, but like her,
experience taught me to approach spin-
ning with a healthy respect and even 
a little fear of self-inflicted injury.

I finally freed my head from the
orifice, tied back my hair, and continued
to spin enough yarn for a woven shawl
that captures the tangled-vine beauty 
of the swamp woods where I live.

While you may think that the life’s
lesson learned that day was to always
keep my hair tied back while I spin, my
most vivid memory was the moment my
spinning wheel transported me back to
my spinning childhood to reclaim my
creativity. c

Recently the demands of parenthood have
prompted DEBORAH FREE of North Carolina to
cut her hair short. But she’s saved her hair in a
long braid as a talisman and reminder to avoid

taking herself too seriously.
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Spinning a Cautionary Tale
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