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The one thing a narrow worker absolutely cannot do without is 
string–lots of it, in quantities that usually require us purchase 
rather than produce it ourselves.  But the world of commercial 
string can be confusing–a welter of delicious color names 
(primrose, latté, old rose, lettuce, desert sunset?) all tangled up 
with arcane treatment designations (woollen, worsted, wet-
spun, reeled, thrown, plied, degummed, mercerized, gassed?) 
and numeric equivalents (Tex, denier, Metric Number, 
worsted count, cotton count?).  How to sort it out?  Read on! 

 
The first thing you need to notice is fiber type.  Different 
fibers not only have different chemical and physical 
properties, but they are also described using different sets of 
nomenclature.  The most common period string types are 
wool, silk, linen, cotton, and hemp.  While other types existed 
(e.g., ramie), they were not typical in the time and place of 
SCA focus.  Accordingly, this article will help you begin to 
figure out the label on an enticing packet of wool, silk, linen, 
cotton, or hemp string so you know what you’re getting. 

 
 
Fiber Types 
 

Wool string comes in two basic types, “worsted” and 
“woollen.”  The basic rule here is, it’s a woollen unless it says 
“worsted” on the label.  Worsted yarns have parallel fibers, 
while the fibers in a woollen yarn spiral around it like little 
coiled springs.  Worsted yarns are preferable to woollen ones 
for most narrow wares purposes, since they are closer to the 
type of wool yarns that were typically used for period narrow 
wares such as braiding, band weaving, and tablet weaving.  

Woollen yarns were often used in the production of cloth, but 
only very rarely for narrow wares.  They’re also fuzzier and  
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Greetings Fellow Narrowworkers.  My name is 
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Angharad 
(518) 273-6856 
angharad@capital net



 2

 
 

stickier than worsted yarns, requiring a great deal more 
patience to work with than the smoother worsted types.  
Worsted yarns shrink less than woollen ones and are less 
prone to felting. 

 
Silk string also comes in two basic types, reeled and spun.  
The basic rule for silk is that it’s usually a spun silk unless the 
label includes one of the special terms for a type of reeled silk 
(see below).  Reeled silk is peeled off the silk cocoon in a long 
continuous paired filament; several such paired filaments are 
grouped together during the reeling, and the resulting string is 
very fine, extremely strong, and (once degummed) very 
lustrous.  These strings can be bunched (“thrown”) and/or 
plied together to make string going by various names (poil, 
organzine, grenadine, plat[te], tram, crepe) depending on how 
thick and tightly they are twisted.  Spun silk of various 
qualities (floss, schappe, bourette) is produced by spinning up 
the short fibers left over from the production of reeled silk; it 
is less lustrous and even than reeled silk, but it is also much 
easier to locate and purchase.  Noil is a type of spun silk that 
has small bits (“slubs”) of silk fluff in it; it is the least lustrous 
and strong of the silk strings. Noil and, sometimes, spun silks 
often also have a characteristic “silky” odor that is not present 
in the higher quality silks.  Most of the silk used in period for 
narrow wares was of the various reeled types, of which the 
most commonly used type was organzine.  Spun silk may tend 
to shrink, depending on the quality of that particular string, 
while reeled silk doesn’t tend to shrink. 

 
Linen or hemp string comes in two basic fiber lengths: “line,” 
for the traditional long fibers for which these string types 
known, and “tow,” for the short fuzzy fibers that are actually a 
waste product from the refinement process.  The fibers can be 
spun either wet, as is common practice for line fibers, or dry, 
which is more typical for tow.  Linen and hemp tend not to 
shrink much, no matter how they’re processed. 

 
Cotton string comes either combed or not, mercerized or not.  
The basic rule is that unless it says “combed” or “mercerized,” 
it’s not.  Unmercerized cotton will shrink much more than 
mercerized cotton, and regular cotton will shrink more than 
combed cotton. 

 
 

Yarn Sizes 
 

The numbers on the label are there to help you figure out how 
many yards long a pound of your string is.  These numbers are 
particularly important to weavers and other people who need 
to buy string in extremely large quantities, but they can also be 
useful to a narrow worker.  The size and approximate yardage 
of a particular yarn (wool, linen, cotton, hemp, and often spun 
silk as well) is expressed by a number in the case of singles 
yarns (e.g., a size 10 yarn), or two numbers, separated by a 
slash, in the case of plied yarns (e.g., a 20/2 yarn).   

 
We’ll take the second number first, the one that comes after 
the slash.  If you try to untwist most types of string, you’ll find 
that they’re made up of more than one distinct strand.  A plied 
yarn is one where two or more strands have been twisted 
together.  The second number in the numeric designation of 
most yarns denotes the number of strands that make up the 
final yarn.  In the case of that 20/2 yarn I mentioned, two 
strands are plied together to make up one two-ply yarn. 
 
Now the first number in a yarn designation (e.g., that 20 in the 
20/2 yarn) refers to the number of skeins of that yarn it would 
take to weigh one pound.  But here’s the tricky part: the skeins 
are considered to be a traditional length, which varies 
depending on what type of yarn is being spun.  Confused yet?  
It works like this. 
 
Worsted wool yardage is calculated by the number of 560-
yard skeins it would take of that specific yarn to make one 
pound.  Thus a pound of size 1 worsted wool yarn would be 
560 yards long; a pound of size 2 yarn would be 1,120 yards 
long.  Woollen yardage is calculated in the same way, save 
that the skein size is assumed to be 256 yards rather than 560.  
Thus a pound of size 1 woollen yard would be 256 yards long, 
and a pound of size 2 would be 512 yards long. 
 
Cotton yardage is calculated in the same way as worsted wool, 
save that the skein size is assumed to be 840 yards rather than 
560.  Thus a pound of size 1 cotton yarn would be 840 yards 
long; a pound of size 2 yarn would be 1,680 yards long.   
 
Linen yardage is calculated in the same way as worsted wool, 
save that the skein size (wet spun) is assumed to be 300 yards 
rather than 560.  See, this is starting to make sense, isn’t it? 
 
Silk, ever the most mysterious of the fibers, is calculated by a 
number of different systems.  Spun silk is usually expressed in 
the same way as cotton, assuming a standardized hank of 840 
yards.  Reeled silk (like other filament yarns such as rayon) is 
most often expressed in deniers (see below). 
 
When the yarn has more than one ply, you divide the first 
number by the second to find out how many skeins of that 
yarn type make up one pound.  For example, that 20/2 yarn 
designation means that 10 skeins (20 divided by 2) of that 
particular yarn would weigh one pound; size-wise, it’s a 
number 10 yarn even though it’s made up of strands of 
number 20 yarn.  This formula is true regardless of whether 
the 20/2 designation refers to woollen, worsted, cotton, linen, 
or even spun silk.  I know this is complicated; just take it on 
faith for now! 
 

 
Since the entire subject is so confusing, international attempts 
have been made to systematically organize a standard 
reference vocabulary for yarn.  These standards are metric due 
to their international origin.  Some metric systems for 
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The Chief Defect of Henry King 
Was chewing little bits of String. 
At last he swallowed some which tied 
Itself in ugly Knots inside. 

 
Hilaire Belloc 

expressing yarn size and length are the Tex, Metric Number 
(sometimes called NM), Denier (sometimes abbreviated 
“den”), and Decitex systems.  The United States adopted a 
plan for implementation of the international Tex standard 
(ASTM Standard D 861-64) in 1964, but implementation was 
expected to take several decades.  The plan is still being 
phased in, which accounts for the confusing and conflicting 
vocabularies.  Here are brief definitions of a few of the metric 
systems. 

 
Tex–the number of grams a kilometer of the string weighs; the 
lower the number, the finer the string 
  
Decitex–the number of grams 10 kilometers of the string 
weigh; the lower the number, the finer the string 
  
Metric Number–how many kilometers long a kilogram of the 
string is; the higher the number, the finer the string 
  
Denier–the number of grams that 9,000 meters of the string 
weigh; the lower the number, the finer the string 

 
 

Additional Qualifiers 
 

Combed – A designation on high-quality cotton, meaning that 
the fibers have been combed in order to run parallel like those 
of worsted wool.  Combed cotton string is more lustrous than 
any of the types of cotton string whose fibers have not been 
combed before spinning. 

 
Degummed – Silk yarn that has been cooked in soapy water to 
remove the sericin, a gluey protein that coats the individual 
filaments of natural silk.  Degummed silk is shiny but not 
waxy in appearance, while undegummed silk varies from 
matte and waxy to moderately shiny depending on how much 
of the sericin is left on the fiber.  The dyeing process requires 
that silk be degummed, so any dyed silk by necessity has been 
degummed. 
 
Gassed – Cotton yarn that is run through a high heat 
environment in order to singe off any fibers that protrude from 
the yarn surface.  It is a high-end treatment for good quality 
mercerized yarns; gassed yarns are extremely lustrous. 

 
Mercerized – Mercerizing is a treatment for cotton or other 
vegetable fibers that was invented in the 19th century.  It 
involves running the yarn through a strong alkaline bath, 
preferably while under tension.  The yarn so treated shrinks, 
becoming more dense and glossy.  It also gains a greater 
affinity for chemical dyes.  Accordingly, you often find that 
mercerized cotton yarns are available in a large number of 
colors. 
 
Raw – In the silk industry, it usually refers to undegummed 
silk. 

 

I hope this helps clear up a little of the confusion surrounding 
the purchase of string.  In the next article I’ll make some 
suggestions for narrowing down the range of string choices 
that are appropriate for a medieval narrow worker. 
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Teaching 
Fingerloop 
Braiding 

 
By John Elys (Stephen Bloch) 

 
 
What follows are my thoughts on how to teach 
fingerloop braiding. In many places I assume that 
the reader has done, or at least watched, fingerloop 
braiding him/herself. 
 
About five years ago, skimming through The 
Chaucerian Handbook (1) for clothing ideas, I 
found mention of "an early fifteenth century 
manual on how to make [plaited cords]." I looked 
up the reference, a paper by E.G. Stanley in an 
obscure 25-year-old conference proceedings (2), 
and was pleasantly surprised to find that my own 
rather small college library happened to have it. So 
I made a copy and started working through it. The 
manual is in early 15th-century English, but no 
harder than the well-known Two Fifteenth Century 
Cookery Books (ask your local medieval cook), 
and it's an impressively clear piece of early 
technical writing. After a few paragraphs defining 
the terminology, it gives directions for over forty 
different kinds of laces, although a few of the 
recipes are missing so many words in the ms. that 
they cannot be reconstructed. Soon I was teaching 
the simplest of these recipes at SCA events. 
Several years later, the Compleat Anachronist on 
fingerloop braiding (3) came out, based largely on 
more obscurely written sources from the 16th and 
17th centuries. 
 
But between my c.1400 persona, my belief in 
encouraging primary-source research, the relative 
clarity of the 15th-century manual, and my innate 
stubbornness, I've always preferred to teach 
fingerloop braid the way I learned it: directly from 
the 15th-century manual. I hand out photocopies (I 
haven't found Stanley, but I've written to Beryl 
Rowland, the editor of the conference proceedings 
-- who was enormously tickled that a bunch of 
amateur medievalists were actually making these 
things -- for copying permission) and read through 
the introductory paragraphs aloud, to demonstrate 
that yes, ordinary mortals CAN read 15th-century 
English, if they read it aloud phonetically and listen 

to what they just said. 
 
After getting people used to the English, and 
showing around a few examples of different kinds 
of braids made from the manual, I hand out pre-cut, 
pre-knotted bunches of string. IMPORTANT: if 
you haven't prepared these bunches of string, you'll 
spend at least half an hour of your class time 
having people measure, untangle, cut, untangle, 
knot, and untangle again before they get to start 
braiding. And after much experimentation, I've 
concluded that it's a lot easier and more secure to 
tie all the loops together in one big overhand knot, 
rather than tying each loop individually (among 
other things, the individual knots tend to give way 
during braiding). I recommend silk beading thread 
(weight FF or FFF), which is available in a variety 
of colors from a beading store for reasonable 
prices. Perle cotton is cheaper, but somewhat 
stickier and it'll dry out your hands, while wool is 
even stickier. And there are all those late-medieval 
textual references to "silk-women" making 
narrowwares; I have to think there's a good reason 
for using silk. I've also tried fingerlooping with 
hemp twine, embroidery floss, and sewing thread; I 
haven't tried linen, but suspect it would separate 
under the tension of braiding. 
 
I generally arrange to teach fingerloop braiding in a 
classroom with a lot of chairs and desks, so people 
can use various furniture parts as anchors; I also 
use a separate, short loop (3-6") of heavy twine to 
connect the braid to the anchor, so when the work 
is finished, the twine can be cut off, pulled out of 
the braid, and discarded. You'll need to restrain 
your students (and perhaps yourself) from trying to 
untangle all the loops after anchoring and before 
beginning to braid: in my experience, this takes a 
lot of time and serves little purpose. As long as the 
braider has the requisite number of loops on the 
requisite number of fingers, and they're separate 
from one another for MOST of their length, the 
braid will come out fine, with at most a few 
inconspicuous irregularities in the first half inch 
(which may end up hidden in a knot or an aiglet 
anyway). 
 
In a typical one-hour class for beginners, I usually 
get through two to five of the early braiding 
patterns in Stanley, in the following order: "brode 
lace of v bowes," "round lace of v bowys", "open 
lace of v bowys", "lace endented", and "lace 
baston". This selection of recipes all involve the 
same number of strings, and indeed one can easily 
switch among the first three in mid-braid, creating 
a sort of sampler. They're also extremely similar to 
one another: the broad and round laces differ only 
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in whether a loop is brought through one other loop 
or two, the open lace is the same as the round lace 
except that the loops are transferred "unreversed" 
rather than "reversed", and the baston and endented 
laces are merely round laces with two different 
colors of string rather than all one color. So a 
student who's done (or at least seen) all five of 
these has a good idea of the most common 
variables that affect a braid, and can produce 
several useful kinds of laces (the most useful, in 
my opinion, being the round lace and its color 
variants). 
 
Another easy and attractive beginner braid is the 
"lace bend round of viij bowys", but it uses 
different techniques and a different number of 
loops from the broad/round/open family above, so I 
do it only after the above family, if there's time. If 
there's even more time, and the students are 
enthusiastic, you can try some more complicated 
braids like the "thynne lace of v bowys" or "lace 
dawns", which sometimes require holding two 
loops on the same finger, or some of the two-
person braids like the "thyn lace bordred on bothe 
sydes", the "lace bordred yn o syde", the "thykke 
lace bordred", or the "holow lace of x bowys". 
 
For not-quite-beginning students, there's a 
somewhat more complicated family of 7-loop 
braids analogous to the  
“brode/round/open/endented/baston" family above: 
the "lace holow of vij bowys," "brode lace of vij 
bowes," "open lace of 7 bowes," "lace round 
party," and "brode lace party". Note that there's a 
scribal error in the "lace holow" directions (both 
transfers from "the forme bow of B" should be 
reversed), as is clear from the later recipes, which 
refer to it. And the multi-colored ("party") laces in 
the family are NOT merely the previous braid 
patterns made with two colors of string, as I 
discovered to my embarrassment in the middle of 
teaching such a class. The (seemingly obvious, in 
retrospect) moral of the story is, if you're going to 
teach a particular family of braids, read and 
actually do ALL the members of the family before 
you start teaching! 
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John Elys makes his living as waite, waferer, fewterer, 
and general household help in England, around the 
year of Grace 1400. Stephen Bloch 
makes his living as a college computer science 
professor near New York City, around the year 2000. 
 
 

Book Reviews 
 
Ecclesiastical Pomp and Aristocratic Circumstance:  
A Thousand Years of Brocaded Tabletwoven Bands 
By Nancy Spies 
Arelate Studio. 315p. $40 
ISBN 0-615-11681-7 
 
In the first third of Ecclesiastical Pomp and Aristocratic 
Circumstance, Nancy Spies (Mistress Ingvild Josufsdottir) 
lays out a history of brocaded tablet-woven bands. This 
history goes beyond the simple chronology of brocaded bands 
to explain by whom they were woven, where they were 
created, how they were patterned, of what materials they were 
constructed, and for what purposes they were used.  In the 
second part of her book, Spies dissects specific examples from 
the Ninth- through the Sixteenth-Centuries, and, with them, 
provides instructions on general brocading, technical 
breakdowns of the extant historical bands, and directions for 
recreating them. To this end, she provides a full 73 pages of 
patterns to weave. The last third of the book is made up of a 
variety of appendices, which include a list of uses for tablet-
woven brocade, an extensive listing of bands that can be found 
in museums throughout the world, and fourteen pages of 
descriptive bibliography. 
 
Spies has clearly and comprehensively detailed not only the 
process of tablet-woven brocade, but the richness of its 
history. Clearly a scholarly work, the book is arranged more as 
an academic history and collection of finds, than strictly as an 
instruction manual. This creates the only difficulty a weaver 
might encounter: to find a particular band, one must look not 
to the time-period of its origin, but to the country where it is 
currently housed. This makes practical navigation a bit 
cumbersome. Nevertheless, it is easy to overlook this small 
challenge when faced with so many excellent period sources, 
quotations, and references. Thus, with very excessible 
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narratives and explanations, and aided by a plentitude of both 
photographic and sketched illustrations, Spies provides an 
invaluable resource that is a must for any brocader, from 
beginner to expert. 
 
Review by Lord Gauen Wydefare (Mark Rosenthal) 
 
 

 
Dummy Reviews a 

Book: 
Thorkatla Learns to 

Kumihimo 
 

Beginner’s Guide to Braiding: The Craft of Kumihimo  
by Jacqui Carey (ISBN 085532828-2, Search Press, 
1997) 
 

As a child, I grew up with the saying “We have a book, we 
can do anything!” My parents taught themselves an insane 
amount of house repair and refurbishing from a book, and I 
learned this lesson well. Now armed with a book, I’m going to 
kumihimo.  

 
This is exactly the kind of book that makes it easy to learn a 
craft or any step-by-step project from - short, clear 
instructions, pictures taken from consistent angles, and 
references back to intermediary steps described earlier in the 
book, and an index for easy referring. There is also enough 
description of the historical development and use of kumihimo 
that I know something about its context. While it describes 
what is traditionally used to create the braids, the author is 
quick to suggest a budding kumihimo-er use whatever 
materials are available to her (including a lampshade, 
cardboard, tape, film canisters, and rubber bands, which is 
what I‘m going to do).  

 
I am not one for following written directions when it comes to 
playing with string, but the instructions and pictures are so 
clear with this book, that even I was sure I could do this 
correctly, maybe even the first time out. The hardest part, from 
the looks of it, is winding the warp onto the bobbins. Carey 

actually says the knot used takes some practice (although she 
does give an alternative knot for the less apt amongst us, but 
I’m a sucker for punishment). 

 
Following the suggestions in the book, I built a marudai, 
collected bobbins and weights, wound the bobbins, and set up 
the whole contraption. It’s not pretty,  but I figured it would 
work for my purposes. Winding the bobbins was the worst 
part - it worked the third time, and let’s just not talk about the 
first two attempts!  

 
The braiding itself went very well. I started with the square 
braid for a few inches, then the round, the flat, and then the 
hollow braid, and ended up with several more inches of square 
braid. The flat braid didn’t end up exactly flat, but I was 
getting distracted while I worked on that one. (I was hitting 
mental overload, so I didn’t try the other braids in the book.) I 
think the rest were pretty impressive.  
 
From the pictures of ending the braid, it is clear, however, that 
I didn’t attach the warp to the bobbin the right way. I don’t 
know what went wrong, but if that’s the biggest problem I had 
with using the book, that’s pretty darned good - I’m much 
better at learning from a person than from a book. 
 
I have these suggestions for anyone using this book: 
 
1. If you make your own marudai, make sure it’s firmly 
attached to whatever it’s sitting on, or that the base is as big as 
the mirror. Mine kept trying to fall over, despite liberal 
applications of duct tape. 
 
2. Figure out how to attach the leaders to the bobbins from the 
pictures of the end of the braid, rather than the pictures of 
winding the bobbins.  The directions there aren’t as clear as 
they are in the rest of the book.  
 
3. If you just want to see if you can kumihimo, consider 
Angharad’s suggestion - use fewer strands for each bobbin, 
which makes the warping and winding process faster. It 
worked fine, but made each braid thinner all around. 
 
The End Result: Thorkatla learned to kumihimo from a book, 
and is confident she could make each of the six braids in the 
book. 
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A Simple Loom for 
Tablet Weaving 
 

By Gauen Wydefare (Mark Rosenthal) 
 
For anyone interested in trying Tablet Weaving, but who are 
just dying to have a loom to do it on, here are instructions for 
putting together an inexpensive, and very portable, loom. 
 
Start with a 1" x 3" x 4ft. hardwood board. You'll want a 
hardwood, as it doesn't warp as badly as soft wood (pine) 
does. At the lumber yard, a 1x3 will actually be roughly 3/4" x 
2 1/2", which is just fine. Drill 1/2" holes every 3" or so along 
the entire length of the board. Cut a 1/2" x 12" hardwood 
dowel in half, to make two 6" pieces. 
 

 
To warp the loom, put your two dowel pieces (uprights) in two 
of the holes in the board. These will be your fixed points for 
tensioning and weaving. (As tension is put on the uprights, 
they will stay put, and not fall through the holes in the board). 
For short pieces, wind your warp directly on the loom. Longer 
pieces can be warped, and then each end tied to the uprights 
with a bit of stout string. (String? Does anyone have any 
string?) The string will help finesse the tension, as you can let 
it out in smaller increments. As your warp becomes smaller 
with weaving, adjust your tension by simply moving the 
uprights in a peg at a time.  
 

 
 
Gauen Wydefare is a 9th century Breton exile, who wanders 
the world, trading woven goods and reading skills for his daily 
bread.  Mark Rosenthal is a pediatrician who spends as much 
of his free time as possible playing with string, cooking, and 
reading about playing with string and cooking. He also enjoys 
archery and other martial arts. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Last Page Poll 
 

What was your 
Gateway Drug? 
Which form of Narrowwork did you learn first? 
 
Did some other string art form lead you to Narrowwork? 
 
Or, if it wasn’t another string art, did some other interest 
lead you to Narrowwork? 
 
Send your stories to Thorkatla Ulfsdottir at: 
Kdixon@capital.net 
 
Funny stories especially appreciated.  Results will be 
included on the Next Last Page. 

Special Thanks to 
all those who 

assisted in the 
production of this 
newsletter, both 

For Information about how to get future Issues of Knot 
Now!, please contact the Guildmistress. 
 
Lady Angharad y Rhosyn ferch Rhain 
Allison Sarnoff 
111 Country Garden Apts. #9 
Troy, NY 12180 
(518) 273-6856, angharad@capital.net 


