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Laurel Jamieson, an experienced spinner who also has a strong interest in 

prehistoric times and cultures, had a question rolling around in her mind for a while. 

She knew the process and tools for spinning wool have not changed substantially 

over thousands of years. She also knew ancient breeds of sheep exist that are 

virtually as they were in prehistoric times. So she wondered: If she obtained fleece 

from primitive breeds and spun it, what would the wool be like? Would it be soft 

and touchable? Could she imagine our human ancestors in what is now Scotland 

and England wearing clothing hand-spun and woven from such wool?

Jamieson, who lives in New Hampshire, wanted to explore this question hands-

on, from start to finish. She believed she had the necessary spinning skills, but 

also realized it would be helpful to receive feedback and guidance on the project 

as she went along. So she contacted Handweavers Guild of America, Inc., which 

offers a year-long independent study program called Teaching and Learning 

through Correspondence, or TLC. Through this program, established in 1993, HGA 

administrators will match an intermediate-level HGA member with an appropriate, 

experienced HGA member willing to volunteer as a one-on-one mentor in weaving, 

spinning, dyeing, or basketry.

HGA members may request a mentor by applying at any time of the year. The 

match-up fee is $150 and it can take a few weeks for the organization to find a 

suitable match. Once the two parties have agreed to work together, the TLC 

mentorship program lasts one year. As such, the independent study should focus 

on a very specific area of inquiry or skill advancement that can be comfortably 

completed within a year. HGA does not require any documentation of the process 

or the student’s progress once the mentor relationship has begun. 

Scoured Hebridean lamb fleece hung out 
to dry on Waternish Penninsula on Skye.

by Gussie Fauntleroy

Try a Little TLC: 
HGA’s Teaching and Learning through Correspondence Program
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Jamieson’s idea of spinning fleece from heritage sheep 

emerged after seeing such breeds during the many visits 

she and her husband (often with their children) made to 

Scotland over the years. Both she and her husband have 

Scottish ancestry and a strong interest in history. They have 

participated in numerous archeological digs and volunteered 

to monitor archeological sites as “citizen scientists” in 

Scotland and England. During a dig on the Black Isle off 

the Scottish coast in the summer of 2015, several medieval 

spindle whorls were unearthed. Some were carved from 

limestone, while others had been “repurposed” from ancient 

pottery shards. Jamieson knew these whorls would look 

familiar to any hand-spinner today. From her research she 

knew they would also be recognizable to spinners in Western 

Europe’s Bronze Age, 3,500 years ago. Hand-spinning tools 

and technology are so well suited for the job that they have 

not needed to change over the years. “I love the continuity 

and connection that learning about textile production over 

the millennia gives,” Jamieson says.

In isolated parts of the British Isles, certain sheep 

breeds have also not changed. Without having interbred, 

they have retained distinctive characteristics, including 

beautiful colors and a more goat-like look, frequently with horns. Most ancient 

breeds are double-coated, and some are self-shedding, meaning the top layer of 

fleece separates and can be pulled off by hand, rather than needing shearing, 

Jamieson says. In preparation for her project, she brought back wool roving (fleece 

that has been scoured and processed) from breeds in Scotland and England, and 

also obtained fleece from genetically verified heritage sheep bred in this country. 

Her project involved Shetland, Soay, Hebridean, Icelandic, North Ronaldsay, and 

Navajo-Churro breeds.

In seeking a mentor through the TLC program, Jamieson did not request a 

specific skill set. Instead, she told HGA administrators what she was hoping to 

achieve, and they sought out a suitable volunteer to help her meet those goals. 

“I wanted the perspective of someone who could give me technical and aesthetic 

feedback,” she says. She also wanted to make sure that if she decided to write 

about the project and her conclusions, she would have the correct technical 

vocabulary. She was matched with Barbara Seeler of Monroe, Washington. “They 

did an outstanding job,” Jamieson says of the HGA staff. “She was perfect, a very 

good match for me.” Seeler is a longtime spinner and weaver and a retired research 

scientist whose career took place primarily at the University of California in Los 

Angeles. 

As she worked with Jamieson to establish a process and schedule for the project, 

Seeler initially thought in terms of structuring it as a standard scientific inquiry. 

That would have meant treating each fleece in the same way, with the same tools, 

and then identifying the differences in spun wool. At first Jamieson also thought 

she would use the same tools on each fleece, but it quickly became apparent that 

to spin them successfully, different tools would be needed for the fleeces’ different 

qualities. She realized that prehistoric spinners would have learned through 

experience and then passed down through generations the best tools for the fleece 

they had. “Laurel was looking at it from a historic point of view, so she wanted to 

do what was optimal for each breed,” Seeler says. “For me it was a new slant to 

Inspired by historical artifacts, 
a removable whorl with 

matching bowl, made by Laurel 
Jamieson and her husband.
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consider a historic versus scientific perspective. It opened my eyes to another way 

of looking at things.” 

From a scientific background, Seeler provided critical information on the 

difference between phenotype, or the way an animal looks, and genotype, the 

genetic factors underlying various traits. With Jamieson’s project it was important 

to be sure of obtaining fleece from genetically ancient breeds. This was an issue 

in particular because most Churro sheep in the American Southwest have been 

interbred over the centuries, but Jamieson located a breeder with documentation 

ensuring the genetic purity of the Churro sheep whose fleece she used.

Another of Seeler’s essential contributions was to help pare down the inquiry 

into a manageable one-year project. “I’m a very organized person, but I tend to 

take on more than I can handle,” says Jamieson, who works full-time as an inner-

city fifth-grade teacher and also has a business, the Stone Whorl, creating and 

selling ceramic whorls and other handcrafted tools for spinners. “Barbara helped 

me set reasonable parameters with the number of breeds and samples. We set up 

a comfortable timeline and production schedule.” Once that was determined, the 

two women communicated, mostly by email, generally every two to four weeks, 

depending on the feedback or guidance Jamieson needed as she went along. 

They worked together from January through December 2015. “Laurel kept to her 

schedule, and at the end of the year she had completed what she had hoped to 

accomplish,” Seeler says.

As to Jamieson’s original question about prehistoric sheep living on what are 

now the British Isles, her exploration led to the conclusion that yes, ancestral 

spinners would have produced very soft, touchable wool from most of these 

primitive breeds. “The North Ronaldsay fleece was so soft you could put a baby on 

Shetland fleece processed into sample 
skeins, and woven and knitted swatches.
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it,” she says, adding that the diet of this particular breed, from the 

Orkney Islands off Scotland, is almost exclusively seaweed. Fleeces 

from a couple of the ancient breeds required more time than she 

expected, while others “almost spun themselves,” she says.

Seeler encouraged Jamieson to carefully document and later 

write about her project and its results. Jamieson has begun that 

process through a blog, arttravelhistory.blogspot.com. She also 

plans to continue spinning wool from other rare and heritage 

sheep, including the Leicester Longwool, a breed owned by George 

Washington. She believes the key to getting the project off the ground 

and successfully completing her goals was having a TLC mentor. “I 

was pleasantly surprised with how comfortable the process was,” 

she says. “Barbara had a very collaborative and professional style 

that allowed for exploration. It was the perfect balance of guidance and feedback.”

Seeler adds that while fiber artists can seek feedback at guild meetings, guild 

members often tend to offer enthusiastic, non-critical responses to a fellow 

member’s work. A TLC mentor, on the other hand, provides non-judgmental yet 

critical feedback, as well as knowledge and experience to guide and enhance a self-

study project. “That’s the beauty of the mentorship program,” she says. She also 

notes that volunteering as a mentor does not need to involve a burdensome amount 

of time. Like every aspect of TLC, the time requirement depends on the nature of 

the self-study project and the needs, skills, and organizational level of the student.

For HGA members considering designing and committing to a TLC project or 

area of study, Jamieson has this advice: Put thoughtful time into focusing on very 

specific goals. Also, carefully consider how much time you can realistically commit 

to the effort over a year’s course. Contact HGA and articulate those ideas and goals, 

and what you think you require in a mentor. “Then you need to trust HGA to find a 

good match. They did a fantastic job of matching me with Barbara,” Jamieson says, 

adding: “It was wonderful not to be working in a vacuum. I hope more people try 

the TLC. I’m just so pleased with it.”

For more information go to www.weavespindye.org/teaching-learning-through-

correspondence, or call HGA at (678) 730-0010.

Top, left: Three skeins from  
Shetland fleece, spun with  

different spindles, as labeled.

Top, right: Navajo-Churro fleece spun 
at nine and sixteen wraps per inch.

Above: Icelandic “Thel” coat single 
skein in a curl, spun for sport weight 

at fourteen wraps per inch.
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Gussie Fauntleroy is a southern Colorado-based writer who contributes 

to national and regional publications, primarily on the topics of art, 

architecture, and design.
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Left: Two skeins of Icelandic wool, 
spun from the same fleece. The top 
example was spun from the finer 
undercoat at fourteen wraps per inch. 
The heavier sample combines both the 
outer and undercoat carded together 
and spun at nine wraps per inch.

Right: Two skeins of Hebridean fleece 
from the Isle of Skye, spun at ten and 
fourteen wraps per inch.


