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Happy Birthday Everyone!  We're 30 years old this month.

Yippee!
Any excuse for tea and cakes. I've already done a '2' on several cakes since receiving 
Audrey Toon's email, -  (anyone who has seen the brilliant BBC2 50th Birthday 'adverts' 
that have been on TV recently will understand)............

I for one am very grateful to Audrey for starting up our Guild as it's given me the 
opportunity to peek into a truly amazing world of colour and texture, brimming with different 
techniques for creating wonderful textiles.
As a member, (and still very much a novice), I have been able to spend time with other 
people who share my desire to be creative with fibres, and since most of the people I know 
outside of the Guild don't quite 'get it', it's been great for me to be able to enthuse over bits 
of fluff without feeling as though I'm a little strange.
So, thank you, fellow members, for being there!
Long may 'we' continue.

We're having a 'Birthday crafting together' evening on Thursday 19 th June at our usual 
Settlement venue, so grab a few 'munchies' and bring along a crafting project to work on, 
and we'll have a celebration!
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The bountiful month of June.

June is the month when we Guild Folks can often be found eyeing up sheep even more 
admiringly than usual......?

Yup, It's sheep-shearing time!

According to Tusser's 'Five points of Good Husbandry' 1573,

'Wash sheep (for the better) where water doth run
And let him go cleanly and dry in the sun.
Then shear him and spare not, at two days an end
The sooner, the better his corps will amend.

Reward not thy sheep (when ye take off his coat)
With twitches and patches as broad as a groat.
Let not such ungentleness happen to thine
Lest fly with her gentles do make it to pine.'

Hopefully, such good advice is still being followed at shearing time these days, despite the 
fact that the fleeces themselves are really only valued by people like us.

But back in Medieval times, sheep's wool was the main source for much of England's 
wealth at every level of society and shearing time used to be one of the most important 
events of the year.

Back then it was the quality of the fleece rather than the meat that a breed of sheep 
produced which was most highly prized, and English wool was recognised as being the 
finest available for cloth manufacturers across Europe.
Top-quality fleece commanded top-quality prices and many grew very rich indeed from the 
proceeds.
Medieval monasteries became large and powerful from their vast flocks of sheep and there 
are many beautiful 'wool churches' still standing proudly today that rose from the ground 
on woollen foundations.
When England's kings found themselves taken prisoner, like Richard I, the ransom was 
paid out of wool. When our kings took us into wars with our neighbours, like the three 



Edwards did, the wars were financed and allies were bought with wool. Merchants from 
humble beginnings and entrepreneurial landowners climbed upon their sacks of English 
wool to reach the ranks of nobility. Even today, our Lord Chancellor sits comfortably upon a 
nice, plump red sack of wool on formal occasions!
Many of Britain's political institutions have wool woven deep into their history, - in short, 
wool is part of the very fabric of this country.

Sadly, the same can't be said for some of the old breeds of sheep which were specifically 
bred for the quality of their fleece during the middle ages. Nowadays we breed sheep 
mostly for their meat with the result being that some of our fleecy rather than meaty 
varieties are no longer economically viable for commercial farming. Some of the old 
breeds are still hanging on because of the dedication of a relatively small number of rare 
breed enthusiasts, but there are several old varieties that have disappeared altogether.

Almost as sad is the complete loss of the traditional sheep-shearing feast from Britain's 
round of festivals. This is quite surprising really, since for hundreds of years it was just as 
important as Christmas, Easter and Harvest Festival, possibly even more so if you 
consider the economic importance.

Communities across the land would come together, usually at the beginning of the month, 
in order to deal with the tricky task of gathering their flocks of often unwilling and unruly 
sheep so that they could be washed and sheared. The fleeces would then be prepared 
and sacked in readiness for when the touring wool merchants and their agents would 
arrive, purchasing for lucrative cloth manufacturing industries both at home and abroad. 
Afterwards, the Husbandman or Lord was expected to give a dinner for those that had 
helped with his flock and nothing less than a real feast would have been acceptable after 
all the hard work had been completed, especially since many of the flocks ran to several 
thousand sheep. It was also an excellent excuse for people to come together and have a 
really good knees-up!

In Shakespeare's play 'The Winter's Tale', a sheep-shearing feast provides the setting for 
part of Act IV, and gives a vivid illustration of what these occasions may have been like.
The shearing has been done and preparations are under way for the feast which is due to 
be held at a shepherd's house. The shepherd's son is muttering away and talking to 
himself as he is trying to work out how much money their fleeces are likely to bring in, but 
he is unable to do the calculations so he moves swiftly on to 'ingredients' for the feast 
itself........

'Let me see: - every 'leven wether tods ; every tod yields – pound and odd shilling : fifteen  
hundred shorn, what comes the wool to?

I cannot do't without counters. - Let me see; what am I to buy for our sheep-shearing  
feast? Three pound of sugar; five pound of currants; rice -    What will this sister of mine  
do with rice? But my father hath made her mistress of the feast, and she lays it on. She  
hath made me four-and-twenty nosegays for the shearers, - three-man song men all, and  
very good ones; but they are most of them means and bases; but one Puritan amongst  
them, and he sings psalms to hornpipes. I must have saffron, to colour the warden pies;  
mace, - dates, - none, that's out of my note; nutmegs, seven; a race or two of ginger; but  
that I may beg; -four pounds of prunes, and as of raisins o' the sun...........'

-every 'leven wether tods means every eleven wethers yields a tod, i.e. 28 pounds of wool.
-three-man song men means Singers of songs in three parts.

-warden pies  mean pies made from a species of pear.
-means and bases are both musical terms in this context.



There is more in Act IV in a later scene where the festivities are in full swing, and though 
it's very atmospheric and well worth reading, I shan't go into that here.
However, the reference to 'wardens' is interesting, because I have found a recipe that you 
might like to have a go at making for yourself, so that you can have your own sheep-
shearing feast!

Warden Pie

12oz buttery shortcrust pastry

4 firm pears peeled
2 oz caster sugar

Good pinch saffron threads
Squeeze of lemon juice

1⁄2 tsp ginger
1/2 tsp nutmeg
Handful raisins

2 tablespoons of brown sugar
1 oz butter

Line a pie dish with half the pastry. Core and halve the pears lengthways. Put 
the saffron into about half a pint of hot water and add 2 oz sugar and the 
lemon juice. Simmer until the saffron has coloured the syrup and the sugar 
has dissolved. Simmer the pears long enough to soften them up a bit - how 
long depends on how large and ripe the pears are. Let the pears cool in the 
syrup then take them out (keep the syrup) and set the pears into the pie dish. 
Scatter the brown sugar over the pears, and sprinkle spices and raisins on 
top (and a few slivers of unsalted butter). Lay the top crust over, cut to size, 
and crimp the edges. Brush with egg and bake at 170c until the crust is 
golden - 45 minutes or so. Strain out the saffron from the syrup and boil it 
down until is is really syrupy and serve with the pie and lots of cream.

'Our sheep-shear is over and supper is past
Here's an health to our mistresse all in a full glasse
For she is a goode 'ooman and provides us with cheere
Here's an health to our mistress, so drink up your beere!'

Anonymous 16c Ballad
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A little woolly wonder.

Anyone fascinated by bees will love this time of the year, as for the next few months these 
busy little souls can be seen working flat out visiting flowers everywhere they can. But it's 
worth taking a few moments to have a close look at which variety of bee may be hovering 
around before you, especially if you have a garden in which you are growing Stachys 
byzantina, (more commonly known as lambs ears), as you may be  fortunate enough to 
observe the extraordinary behaviour of Anthidium manicatum, or the European Wool 
Carder bee.
These excellent little pollinators can be seen during the months of June, July and August 
throughout much of England and Wales, more often than not simply visiting flowers, 
favouring those which have a tubular shape, (such as the Mint family), or those which have 
restricted access to pollen and nectar, (such as the Toadflax family and Pea family).
They can be mistaken for extra-large hover-flies, particularly because of their colouring, 
but also because they have a habit of hovering in front of flowers.

A female wool carder bee visiting a  toadflax flower.

But if you should notice a bee that appears to be behaving more like a fighter jet than an 
insect, you could be in for a bit of a treat.

Unusually among British bees, the male wool carder bee is noticeably larger than the 
female and is aggressively territorial, flying directly and rapidly at not only other male wool 
carder bees, but also at any other species of bee that might be foolish enough to bumble 
into his patch. And if the 'direct fly-at' approach isn't successful in repelling the intruder, the 
male will back up his attack by stabbing, using sharp, spear-like spines on his abdomen.
In fact, the males are real thugs when it comes down to it because although they will 
defend female wool carder bees, they also harass them by holding them immobile as they 
repeatedly attempt to mate!

Don't let the male bee's attitude put you off however, because if you manage to spot the 
rather more obvious male, chances are you will get a glimpse of at least one female and it 
is the female's activities that give the species the name' wool carder'.



The females construct nests in existing aerial cavities, such as old, disused beetle holes in 
dead wood, or sometimes in the holes found in the middle of cut bamboo canes, and in 
order to make the nest nice and soft and comfy for their brood, they line it with fine hairs 
shaved from hairy-leaved or hairy-stemmed plants such as lamb's ears, carrying their 
harvested fluff beneath their bodies as they fly back to the nest.

The Latin word 'manicatus' means 'furnished with long sleeves' and botanically 'manicate' 
means 'covered with hairs interwoven into a mass that can easily be separated from the  
surface'.  (I shall have to try and remember the word 'manicate', - I can use it to describe 
our carpet after I've had a session on my drum-carder!..........)

So next time you have the opportunity, keep an eye out and you might just get lucky!
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Confessions of a Newbie in Norwich.

It never ceases to amaze me how you can grab people's attention by using the word 
confessions, and now that I have yours, I'm going to 'tell all' about my recent visit to the 
Association's 'Yarns in the Cathedral Exhibition' held in Norwich.- 

Confession no. 1.   Warning. Anyone of a sensitive disposition need not look away now. 
This article contains no material of a sexual nature whatsoever, so I can only apologise in 
advance to those of you who may be expecting juicy titbits of a more 'racy' kind, especially 
after having read the previous article about male wool carder bees, but I really did have a 
'good time' at the exhibition. It was also my first time as a visitor to Norwich and the first 
time I've been to a Guild exhibition, so I really am a Newbie!

Confession no.2.   I'm no expert on the technicalities and particular skills that all of the 
exhibitors needed to possess in order to create their items that were on display and so this 
'critique', for want of a better word, is based very much on a series of personal impressions 
and feelings that I had on the day and upon my thoughts about it all afterwards. Hopefully, 
I'll be able to convey a bit of the atmosphere.
Also, there was quite a lot to take in and so, in order to condense things here, I've included 
only a fairly small collection of photos and relatively brief descriptions of the main things 
that caught my eye.

First off, I have to say that the choice of venue for the exhibition was an excellent one, - 
the Cathedral is such a great landmark that it was almost impossible for us (me, hubby 
and dog) not to have been able to find it, despite the fact that we parked some distance 
away. Of course, the Cathedral and its associated buildings are fascinating, as is the old 
central part of Norwich itself, and there are several museums containing what I'm led to 
believe are interesting textile collections. Norwich has a long history of textile production 
and there are a number of old buildings, such as former merchants' houses, guildhalls and 
marketplaces that can be explored by following a fairly short walk around the city, but 
because we didn't have a lot of time left at the end of our day trip to have a proper look 
around we weren't able to see much of those on this occasion. Definitely worth another 
visit though!
Sadly, we weren't able to partake of the 'Behind the Scenes Tours' of The Costume and 
Textile Study Centre either, as they only held those on just four weekdays in May whilst the 
exhibition was running, and none of the dates or times would have been convenient for us 
to get to even if we had realised that tours were an option! 
All in all, our visit was not very well researched by me beforehand, so one of my personal 



memos for any future excursions of this nature is to make sure that I check out thoroughly 
exactly what there may be on offer before we go.

Anyway, getting back to the main reason for our trip to Norwich, - the Yarns in the 
Cathedral Exhibition.
The exhibition itself was not large in that it didn't seem to occupy a lot of space, and being 
absolutely honest, our initial impression was one of slight disappointment because on first 
inspection there didn't seem to be all that much to see. However, any feelings of negativity 
were soon dispelled once we started to focus in on what was actually there, and we 
managed to spend a total of four and a half hours pootling around all the items on display, 
taking it in turns to dog-sit while the other went in and explored. In fact, I managed to have 
two thorough circuits, the second one becoming necessary after I'd had the chance to sit 
outside and ruminate over some of what I'd seen the first time round (along with my lunch). 
I realised I needed a much closer look, and feel, of some of my favourites, - (there were 
quite a few!).
Fortunately, my poor hubby displayed the patience of a saint and raised no protests or 
complaints about having to wait such a long time for me to come out, or about the fact that 
I left him so little time to have a look around before the exhibition closed down for the day: 
but he assures me that he did manage to see everything.he wanted to see,.........just!

The exhibits were split between two parts of the Cathedral precinct,- the School Crypt and 
the Hostry.

The School Crypt housed all the non-juried 8” bags that had been sent in by Guild 
members, the 'Wall of Wool' and a small selection of other items, and as this was the only 
part of the exhibition to have any form of obvious 'advertising' externally, it was this 
collection that I bravely tackled on arrival, having first descended down a set of steps to 
enter the comparative gloom of the ancient former charnel house. say 'bravely' because I 
was fully aware of the purpose to which a charnel house would have originally been put in 
medieval times, though since I was also fairly certain that none of the former occupants 
were still going to be in residence, the only thing I had to fear was my sometimes over-
active imagination. 
Somewhat appropriately, one of the stained glass windows to the Crypt has the coat of 
arms of the Worshipful Company of Dyers. And no, I didn't actually see that either!

The first exhibit to catch my attention was a slightly rough-looking woven woollen jacket in 
natural grey, black and cream colours displayed on a stand.
'Goodness', I thought to myself, 'If this is an example of the standard of work to expect 
from the rest of the exhibition, I'm not doing too badly with my efforts so far'.
And then I read the notes that accompanied the jacket........and I became seriously 
impressed! Basically, the jacket had been made during the hours of daylight in one single 
day, and at dawn the wool used to weave the cloth that was then cut up and stitched 
together into a wearable jacket, complete with long sleeves, collar, pockets and buttons, 
was still attached to the sheep!
One of the Guilds, (I can't remember which one unfortunately), had set themselves the 
challenge of making 'a complete jacket from start to finish', going through all the processes 
of shearing, sorting, carding, spinning, plying, weaving, cutting out and stitching together to 
form the final article.
It took over 20 people of varying skill levels, (including some who'd only gone along to 
drop their partners off for the day, but ended up staying for the duration to provide 
assistance where they could), to complete the task with just minutes to spare. Wow!
The only thing they hadn't managed to do was to wash it and so it still smelled and felt like 
a sheep. Wouldn't stop you wearing it, I suppose, though wearing a decorative peg on your 
nose would be a definite improvement. Could even catch on.....



The next items to catch my attention were a small group of 'Green Men'.
Produced as a set of wall hangings of similar dimensions, these non-martian characters of 
ancient folklore were another Guild collaboration and each one of them was a real work of 
art.
Virtually every technique I could think of that could be 'done' to wool had been employed to 
make them, - including sections of felting, knitting, weaving, crochet, embroidery, pom-
poms - you name it, it was there somewhere in some shape or form.
There were clearly some parts of a couple of them which incorporated work produced by 
people still improving their skill levels, but even then it was obvious that they had derived a 
lot of enjoyment whilst they worked, - it just shone through.

My personal favourite was this chap, but they were all really good fun.

Next were the bags.
There were loads of them! And each and every one of them was completely different from 
the next. 
It was quite mind-boggling, as there was so much detailed work to focus in on. This is one 
of the reasons why I had to do a second circuit of everything.
It is often said that the best things come in small packages and this can certainly be said 
about the bags.
Again, as with the 'Green Men', there was a huge range of different techniques and skill 
levels on display, and it was obvious that their owner/creators had enjoyed making them, 
but the amount of care and attention that had gone into some of them was truly 
exceptional, -just exquisite!

Confession time again....It was while I was looking more closely at the bags that the urge 
to become 'touchy-feely' with them became irresistible, and although I was a little afraid to 



over-indulge, -(I think more than a gentle squeeze would have been frowned upon), -it was 
quite clear that to touch the exhibits was OK. 
Fortunately I don't suffer from kleptomania, but I would have loved to have taken more 
than one of them home with me!. I had to content myself with just taking photos and 
drawing inspiration.

Some bags.

                                                             A couple more bags.



Just a few more.

Moving on, the 'Wall of Wool' was next up.
This was interesting to see, but even more interesting to feel since it became apparent 
quite early on that the look and texture of the wool that comes from any particular breed 
can vary considerably between individual animals and this was demonstrated by the fact 
that there were skeins labelled as being from the same breed which both looked and felt 
completely different from each other, especially those produced from the 'coloured' breeds 
of sheep.
None of the wool had been dyed, -they were all natural colours, - and none of the samples 
had been blended with differing fibres. Good job too, otherwise they could have ended up 
with enough samples to cover the whole Cathedral precinct, not just a single 'wall' as they 
described it. (The 'Wall' actually consisted of a couple of 6ft screens, - not a brick in sight).
There were samples from some quite unexpected sources, such as Suffolk Punch, (which 
I know is a horse), and from donkey, but my favourite unexpected fibre came from 'baby 
camel' and as well as a small skein of it, there was a tiny little jacket that would have fitted 
a pixie. Lucky pixie, - that jacket was soooo soft and cute!

Next was the 'main' exhibition of jury selected items which were housed in the modern, 
light-filled Hostry building.

As expected, the quality of craftsmanship on display was of a consistently high standard 
throughout and there were many items that I found aspirational.

There were beautiful examples of hand-woven fabrics in various guises, ranging from 
scarves to blankets to braiding, some of which were made solely using commercially spun 
threads, others which had all home-spun, home-dyed threads, and others which seemed 



to incorporate every conceivable combination in between.
There were plain weaves, 16 shafts, double-cloth on 36 shafts, a 3-shaft krobragd weave 
on 4-shaft floor loom, a 6-shaft reversing twill and even a bit of waffle!  All terms that are 
presently complete gobbled y-gook to me..............

This is one of the scarves that I found completely mesmerising, but don't ask me how it 
was made, I haven't a clue!



Another example of weaving which probably impressed me most of all out of the purely 
woven items was the piece that won the prize for 'New Weaver'.

New weaver? Wow.

I had a much better, though still very limited, understanding of the hand-spun exhibits 
generally.
There were some really scrumptious balls and skeins of yarn, again, some of which were 



au naturel, and others which had been dyed beautifully, -all were excellently spun and 
plied and have given me something to aim for with my own spinning and dyeing.

Yummy yarn.

There were several more bags, some jewellery, some lace work, several woven tapestries, 
a couple of lampshades and a variety of articles of clothing.
There were beautiful examples of crochet and knitting,.........

I could go on, but I think it's better to stop here and reflect a little on what I feel I've gained 
on a personal level from visiting this exhibition.

Before I joined our guild, I can honestly say that I could not think of much that could be 
'made' by going through all the effort of learning techniques which would allow you to 
create 'things' with fibres.
Using spinning as an example, I distinctly remember thinking, 'What on earth could I do 
with the 'stuff' that I've spun up, even if I do manage to learn how to spin? What would be 
the point?' 
That was less than a year ago and because of my point of view at that time, I almost didn't 
bother to join a guild. But then I decided that I might as well 'give it a spin' and see where it 
took me, and now I feel as though there is a whole new world which has opened up before 
me that I'm very keen to explore!
Fibres really can be fun.

Now, my brain is doing somersaults wrestling with some of the things I'd like to try out as a 
direct result of having seen the exhibition and that's without taking into consideration the 
long list of projects I had lined up before we went.
I have a much, much longer list now!



Finally, I had a very interesting chat with one of the organisers of the exhibition who'd been 
involved with the Association of Guilds for many years.
Unfortunately I can't remember her name, (I am truly awful at remembering people's 
names), but she explained that weaving was her particular passion, and showed me a 
couple of examples of her work, - a hand-bag made from sewn together strips of fabric 
she'd woven on an inkle loom, (it was brilliant), and several cds that she'd woven 
wonderful swirling patterns onto using a needle and bought embroidery cottons, (also 
brilliant). She then went on to explain that although she had done spinning for a number of 
years, she was not a confident spinner. In fact, it had taken her pretty much a whole year 
to learn how to keep the wheel spinning in the same direction and that was before she'd 
even attempted to spin any yarn. 
I was impressed by her perseverance and also very encouraged to hear that her main 
reason for continuing with spinning, despite her dificulties, was because she enjoyed it!
What more could anyone really wish for?, - apart from knowing how to do 'The Weaver's 
Handshake' perhaps? 
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Dates for your Diary

North Herts Guild of Spinners, Weavers and Dyers. 
Thursday 19th June '14    7.45 – 9.45pm.  
Our 30th Birthday Party and crafting together.
Bring a few nibblies along with your equipment!

North Herts Guild of Spinners, Weavers and Dyers. 
Thursday 3rd July '14    7.45 – 9.45pm.  
Our last crafting together evening for this season.

Fibre East. July 2014. Saturday 26th 10.00 – 5.00pm. and Sunday 27th 10.00 – 4.30pm. 
Redborne School and Community College, Ampthill, Bedfordshire
There will be loads and loads to see including our guild stall with some of us 
demonstrating our skills. (Or in my case, trying to).
See www.fibre-east.co.uk. for more details.

Ashwell Show. Bank Holiday Monday August 25th '14   8.30 – 5.00pm.
Again, we'll be there demonstrating!........

            See http://www.ashwellshow.co.uk for more details.

North Herts Guild of Spinners, Weavers and Dyers. 
Thursday 4th September '14    7.45 – 9.45pm.  
That's us.   We start off the new season with our usual Welcome evening. 
Bring along your crafty bits and we'll renew acquaintances!

http://www.fibre-east.co.uk/
http://www.ashwellshow.co.uk/

