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T aﬁing the Wheel:

The Antique Spinning Wheel Collectors’ Collaborative

BY MATHILDE FRANCES LIND

few years ago, when I was research-
A ing Estonian spinning wheels, I hap-
pened upon an old riddle that has haunted
me ever since: “The ghost in the corner, a
girl at its side” (Koern 1942, 172). The an-
swer is “spinning wheel,” but why is it a
ghost? I have often imagined that it comes
from the memory of women who used the
spinning wheel in the past (the girl’s grand-
mother?) or the eerie whirring and creaking
sounds when the gitl treadles it. As I have
become entangled in the community of an-
tique spinning wheel collectors over the past

seven years, that ghost has taken on greater

significance in my imagination as the old
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spinning wheel itself—a shade of past work
and art that occasionally hangs on, as long as
someone at its side anchors it to the world
of the living,

Of course, like so many ancient crafts,
handspinning is far from dead and gone,
and there’s a vibrant international commu-
nity of spinners with their own literature,
events, and makers of new tools. Still, the
old wheels are constantly at risk, as collec-
tors pass away, institutions shut down and
disperse their collections, and time and cit-
cumstances take their toll through water
damage, fires, woodworms, pet damage,

and lost parts. Collectors and users of old
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spinning wheels are a fraction of the larger
handspinning community, so there are only
so many homes for these grand old tools,
and each spinner can only take in so many
spinning wheels. However, research benefits
from engaging with larger collections so
that we can put individual wheels in context
and establish regional commonalities.

The closure of the American Textile His-
tory Museum in 2016 and the recent pass-
ing of major collectors like Carlton Stickney
have emphasized the need for the commu-
nity to take conservation into its own hands
and help private collectors to document

and make plans for their collections. With

Antique spinning wheels and loom at Lone Rock Farm, 2024, which has hosted several key gatherings of antique spinning wheel
collectors, leading to the establishment of the Collaborative. All photos by author.
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Spinners discuss the future of the study collection of equipment from the American
Textile History Museum at an open house at Lone Rock Farm, 2017. Kate Smith is in
the foreground.

digital technology offering new ways to con-
nect researchers with collections and find ob-
jects at risk, antique spinning wheel collectors
are coming together to safeguard these tools
and make them accessible online, even when

we lose track of the physical objects.

The Antique Spinning
Wheel Community

Ask around at a gathering of historical
textile people in the northeastern United
States, and you’ll meet textile artists, an-
tiques collectors and dealers, historians,
people who work in local museums, restor-
ers, and enthusiasts whose interest has come
from a powerful family memory, a signifi-
cant heirloom, or a connection to the his-
tory of the place where they live. People
who love old spinning wheels are part of
this larger community. Brought together
by our hunger for information about these
under-researched tools and the pleasure of
spending time with people who understand
our enthusiasm, we gather at symposia and
workshops, like the annual Coverlet College
at the National Museum of the American
Covetlet in Bedford, Pennsylvania (1); the
Antique Spinning Wheel Symposium (held

at the Landis Valley Museum in Lancaster,

Pennsylvania, in 2024, and the Somerset
Historical Center in Somerset, Pennsylvania
in 2025) (2); and the Textile History Forum
hosted by Rabbit Goody of Thistle Hill
Weavers, based in Cherry Valley, New York
3).

People from this wide range of back-
grounds do setious research on handmade
objects and the people who made and used
them. They present their findings to the
community at these in-person gatherings
and in virtual conferences and working
groups, like the annual Weaving History
Conference hosted by the Thousand Islands
Arts Center in Clayton, New York (4) and
the monthly Coverlet Study Group hosted
by Marty Schlabach of Seneca County,
New Yotk (5). The dedication and insight
of these individuals are impressive, and
together, they are creating an astonishing
body of scholarship on the textile history
of the United States. Some of their research
is available in publications like The Spinning
Wheel Steuth newsletter, published by Flor-
ence Feldman Wood (6), the proceedings
of the Textile History Forum, and exhibi-
tion catalogues at the National Museum of
the American Coverlet. However, the state

of much of this research is precatious: the

publications have limited circulation and
small print runs, many of the older books
are out of print, and collections of objects

have been broken up or lost.

A Land of Ghosts

There is an acute sense of precariousness
in the community. At each of the gatherings
that I have attended over the past few years,
many collectors and researchers voiced con-
cern about the need to back up data and
document objects to make them more ac-
cessible for research and save some impres-
sion of them, in case they disappear. To be
a researcher of antique textile tools is to live
in a land of ghosts and constantly scramble
to rescue what we can. We often have little
information about the tools and their previ-
ous owners when they fall into our hands,
and each death of a collector or closure of
an institution means the potential loss of a
wealth of historical information archived in
these tools and held in the minds or paper
notes of their keepers.

One such loss was Carlton Stickney of St.
Lawrence County, New York. Remembered
by his community as a gentle, intelligent,
and modest man who collected a wide va-
riety of antiques and enthusiastically shared
his findings, Stickney passed away suddenly
in January 2022 (Feldman-Wood 2022).
His collections were sold at auction. While
I was living in St. Lawrence County, I was
told that many of his historically significant
items were sold quickly and cheaply, and
the antique spinning wheel community was
unable to step in and try to keep the items
together so that they could continue to be
examined and researched. Portions of his
collection still show up at auction from time
to time, and I personally was able to take
only one of his spinning wheels due to lack
of space. The passing of Carlton Stickney
left community members mourning him as
a friend while also grieving the loss of his
knowledge and collections, and this was one
of the motivating factors for the formation
of an antique spinning wheel collectors’ col-
laborative.

My first interaction with this community

was in 2017, when I attended an open house
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Marshfield School of Weaving founder Norman Kennedy (seated at head of table) and then director Kate Smith (standing at head of
table) at Lone Rock Farm, Marshfield, Vermont, during the 2018 Textile History Forum.

at Lone Rock Farm and the Marshfield
School of Weaving in Washington County,
Vermont. The occasion was the arrival of
spinning wheels and other textile equip-
ment from the collections of the American
Textile History Museum (ATHM) in Low-
ell, Massachusetts, which had shut down
the previous year. The mood was bitter-
sweet because the loss of the ATHM had
been such a blow to the community, but at
least these objects had been placed in good
hands. Despite its closure due to budget is-
sues, the ATHM staff did their best to place
objects and archives with responsible insti-
tutions, where they would be valued. Nev-
ertheless, some were ultimately auctioned
off, and the whereabouts of many items are
unknown. In 2018, Kate Smith, the director
of the Marshfield School at the time, tasked
me with creating a digital collection of the
ATHM equipment as part of my research at
the school (7). The objects came only with
paper files and no digital records, so I recreat-

ed them from printouts and old, handwritten
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notes and made them accessible online us-
ing omeka.net, a platform that supports
digital collections and digital exhibitions (8).

Early in 2024, we had another scare when
the Marshfield School of Weaving, led by a
new director, Justin Squizzero, announced
that its lease would end in September.
Where would the collections go? Would
the ATHM wheels be lost? Thankfully, this
situation ended well for the school and the
objects. Now operating as the Newbury
School of Weaving, as of January 1, 2025,
the school has found a new location and has
the collections safely stored. Nevertheless,
this episode further emphasizes the need to
create an independent database of such col-
lections at a time when so many nonprofits
and educational institutions are reprioritiz-
ing and even collapsing under economic

pressure.

The Collaborative
At the 2023 Antique Spinning Wheel
Symposium, held at Kate Smith’s Lone

Rock Farm, just up the hill from the Marsh-
field School, Nora Rubinstein and Brenda
Bobb Page facilitated a discussion about
forming a kind of antique spinning wheel
guild. Craft guilds in the United States ate a
powerful factor in grassroots efforts to safe-
guard material culture, and sometimes these
guilds are associated with a particular site or
collection. For example, I started spinning
when I joined the Aurora Colony Hands-
pinners’ Guild in Oregon, which formed in
1982, in association with the textile equip-
ment collection of a 19th-century utopian
settlement. Setting up a guild to help docu-
ment and share knowledge about antique
spinning wheels is a big effort with plenty
of precedent, and soon we began to meet
online to discuss some of the issues brought
up at the symposium and articulated by
Nora Rubinstein in a follow-up article in The
Spinning Wheel Slenth. These issues include,
“bringing more (and younger) people into
our spinning work; addressing the future

of spinning-wheel collections (wheels and



associated tools) so that they are not lost to
the community of those who value them;
land] retaining and expanding the knowl-
edge we have about the craft, the objects,
the makers, and the spinners” (Rubinstein
2023).

Like all grassroots efforts, this one has
been passionate and complicated. We have
settled on accomplishing a few different
tasks, including making a draft mission
statement, working on a spinning wheel da-
tabase, and creating a list of print and digital
resources for researchers. Approaching our
work as a kind of triage, we are looking at
what we can accomplish quickly and with
enough flexibility to respond to new infor-
mation and needs as they arise. For example,
the database is most useful if it allows peo-
ple to quickly and easily enter objects with
minimal information, like an image and a
very brief description of a spinning wheel
seen at auction, which none of our collec-
tors could buy and transport. In such cases,
only the digital impression remains available
for researchers, but it can make the differ-
ence when trying to understand the range
of wheels with a particular feature or mak-
er’s mark. However, some studies require
granular detail, so the database should be
able to capture that when it is available, and
it should be searchable. This leads to a par-
ticular challenge when we expect data to be
submitted by users who are not tech-savvy
or who have very little information to of-
fer, and we are working on digital and paper
forms to strike the balance between detail
and simplicity.

Capacity and resources are focal points in
all our conversations. As a small, informal,
voluntary group, we must be careful about
committing to work that is beyond us. Al-
though some processing inevitably requires
human intervention to ensure that the data
going into our database is relevant and prop-
etly organized (that is, information is not
entered on the wrong lines on a form and
photos are appropriate), we recognize that
this could quickly become a full-time job if
the database project gets traction. Likewise,
any organized work to save at-risk collec-

tions would likely need to connect with the

existing Antique Spinning Wheel Railroad, a
very informal network of spinners who res-
cue, foster, and transport textile equipment
that cannot be easily shipped. We simply do
not have the numbers on our own.
However, capacity and resources are also
core issues in more organized institutions,
and our scrappy group of volunteers has
several advantages over them, when it comes
to conserving these objects and knowledge
about them. First, textile equipment is our
priority, while most institutions that collect
these items and associated information have
multiple competing priotities, which often
results in less attention to digitalization and
conservation of textile tools. Second, we
can be nimble because we are not part of a
rigid institution, so we are not beholden to a
board of directors (who may or may not un-
derstand the core mission), or constrained
by financial obligations (such as maintain-

ing a building or paying salaries). As people

with full lives, we may not get things done
as quickly as we might hope, but we are also
in a good position to respond to the needs
of the moment and incorporate the many
perspectives of textile equipment collectors
who might benefit from our work.

The knowledge contributed by our mem-
bers is both broad and deep, which gives us a
strong foundation for creating a useful data-
base. For example, one member of the steer-
ing committee collects yarn reels and would
like to include them in the database, and
this helps to keep our scope broad enough
to include textile tools other than spinning
wheels. It also means that our group has the
expertise to create useful categories of reels
and their features for our forms. Just as mu-
seum collections often develop through the
contributions of individual curators and do-
nors, our database will grow through and be
guided by the interests and expertise of the

individuals in the collaborative. Thanks to

ATHM 1991.178.95, one of the spinning wheels catalogued by the author in 2018, for the
Marshfield School of Weaving. See https://marshfieldschoolofweaving.omeka.net/items/
show/121
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digital technology, we can have the storage
capacity to account for a broad range of tex-
tile equipment collections, unlike a2 museum

with a physical collection and limited space.

Moving Forward

Another major conversation in this com-
munity is how much of our purported
knowledge is based on speculation rather
than evidence, particularly since the leveling
effect of the Internet often makes it difficult
to distinguish experts from overconfident
amateurs. In my own research, I frequently
run into very strong assertions about the
history of fiber arts that turn out to go no
further back than the 1960s, or even just
the past two decades. This sometimes hap-
pens in settings where one could reason-
ably expect to trust the information given.
For example, I once witnessed a worker at
a well-regarded museum tell a guest that
it is impossible to spin flax without a flax
wheel, which among other problems with
the answer, would eliminate the thousands
of years of bast fiber spinning before the
invention of the spinning wheel! (9)

Creating a reliable resource for textile
research will support more evidence-based
conclusions about antique textile tools and
their uses. We have already created a re-
source list that includes publications, impor-
tant websites, and videos. I recently began
the process to input the list into Zotero,
a free citation management app, to keep
it organized and make it more accessible
to researchers. Hopefully, this will reduce
misinformation and increase awareness of
available publications so that we can avoid
constantly reinventing the wheel when it
comes to textile tool research.

Another big task that we are just getting
into is deciding on commonly accepted ter-
minology for tools, their variations, design
features, and parts. Creating uniform no-
menclature will make items comparable, al-
lowing for analysis that can follow the actual
evidence in large bodies of data. Making a
glossary is an iterative process, so we are
working on a starter form for the database,
using a provisional set of terms. This pro-

totype will be tested by some collectors and

VOICES: The Journal of New York Folklore

revised, based on what is missing, and then
we plan to make visual keys for each ques-
tion that relies on specific terminology. Out
of this process, we should be able to derive
a glossary with visual examples. In addition
to deciding on specific terms to be used
in our database, it is important to include
vernacular terms and their variants in the
glossary, so we need to collect those from
our users, whenever possible. Having those
terms increases accessibility but also gives
us a larger trove of keywords when search-
ing for print and archival sources, looking at
old inventories, and interacting with a broad
base of collectors and researchers.

Once we have established our list of re-
sources, the framework for our database,
and an online presence to accompany them,
we hope that this will increase visibility, par-
ticipation, and funding for our efforts. Ide-
ally, we would like to be able to help collec-
tors, small museums, or historical societies
document their collections and plan for
their future. As we move forward, many of
us have expressed concerns about avoiding
the pitfalls of the organizations that have
not been able to provide a reliable home for
these objects and archives. The task at hand
is to remain flexible but also stable, to be
good and reliable stewards. There is no easy
answer for how to do that, but hopefully by
being responsive and committed, we can
stay ahead of some of the losses and pro-
vide useful information for the next genera-

tion of researchers and collectors.

Notes:

(1) Covetlet College at the National Museum
of the American Covetlet, Bedford, Penn-
sylvania. hitp:/ [ wwmw.coverletmmsenm.org/ events.
hitni#coveol

(2) Antique Spinning Wheel Symposium, June
22-23, 2024, Lancaster Valley, Museum,
Lancastet, Pennsylvania. h#ips:/ [ antigue-spin-
ning-wheel-symposinm-june-22-23-2024. square.
site

(3) Thistle Hill Weavers Textile History Fo-
rum. https:/ | thistlebillweavers.com/ rabbit-
goody/ texctile-history-forum/

(4) 30th Annual Weaving History Conference,
Thousand Islands Arts Center, Clayton,

New Yotk, October 22-25, 2025. hitps://
tartscenter.org/ weaving-history-conference/ #ace-
1fa4558-0

(5) See “Covetlet Study Group™: hitps:/ /inter-
lakenpubliclibrary.org/ event/ coverlet-study-gronp/

(6) The Spinning W heel Sleuth: https:/ [ spwhsl.com/

(7) This research was supported by a Craft
Research Fund grant from the Center for
Craft. See bttps:/ [ www.centerforcraft.org/ grants-
and-fellowships/ craft-research-find-grant.

(8) See “The Newbury School of Weaving
— Textile Equipment Collection”: h#ps://
marshfieldschoolofiveaving.omeka.net

(9) 2.3.3. Bast fibres. 2017. In Advanced High
Strength Natural Fibre Composites in Construe-
tion, edited by Mizi Fan and Feng Fu. Lon-
don: Woodhead Publishing. Astps:/ /wmm.

sciencedirect.com/ topics/ engineering/ bast-fibre
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on a 19th-century barn frame loom in
Marshfield, Vermont.



Join or Renew your New York Folklore
Membership to Receive Voices
and other Member Benefits

For the General Public

Voices is a peer-reviewed scholarly journal,
published twice annually. Join New York
Folklore and become part of a community
that will deepen your involvement with
folklore, folklife, the traditional arts, and
contemporary culture. As a member,

you'll have early notice of Gallery special
exhibits and NYF-sponsored key events.
Members receive a discount on NYF
Gallery items.

For Artists and Professionals

Become a member and learn about
technical assistance programs that will get
you the help you may need in your work:

Mentoring and Professional Development
Folk Artists Self-Management Project
Folk Archives Project

Consulting and Referral

Advocacy

A Public Voice

Membership Levels

$ 50.00
$100.00
$150.00

Individual

Basic Membership
Harold W. Thompson Circle

Edith Cutting Folklore in
Education

Organizations/Institutions

$ 75.00
$100.00
$150.00

Subscriber
Partner

Edith Cutting Folklore in
Education

Please add $20.00 for non-US addresses.

For payment, choose the option that works best for you:

Use our website, www.nyfolklore.org

or mail a check to us at 129 Jay St., Schenectady NY 12305;

or call the NYF business office, 518-346-7008, to pay with
a credit card over the phone.




