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First Fibers 
In the Country of Georgia, a country in 
the Caucasus region at the intersection 
of Eastern Europe and Western Asia, 
archaeologists found spun flax fiber 
dating to 30,000 years ago. This fiber 
may have been part of a net, rope, or 
blanket; clothing; or a basket or other 
spun and woven item. 

A small carved ivory figurine – the Venus 
of Lespugue – dated to 25,000 years 
ago found in France, shows a woman 
wearing a skirt. This skirt appears to be 
made of twisted fibers, frayed at the 
end. This is among the earliest evidence 
of clothing.

A WORD ABOUT SPINNING
For tens of thousands of years, humans have spun plant or animal fibers into yarn or 
thread to make textiles. Textiles are any flexible material made of interlocked bundles of 
yarns or threads, like weaving, knitting, crocheting, or knotting, for example.

Scanning electron microscope image of a more than 30,000-year-old 
dyed flax fiber found in the Country of Georgia. It is likely that early 
humans used plants in the area to color the fibers. 

Photograph by Eliso Kvavadze. 
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=112726804

Thigh spinning. Photograph courtesy of Christina 
Pappas.

Long wooden spindle with whorl attached - Egypt, 1295-1070 BCE.

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/551919

C O L O N I A L  T E C H N O L O G I E S

Early Spinning 
Initially, people made yarn or thread by rolling fibers 
together on their thigh or between their fingers.

Later, they used a hand spindle (a slender stick), with 
or without a whorl (weight) (see below) to make yarn. 
A hand spindle looks like a top. It has a long shaft with 
a weight attached to it to give it added momentum. 
Twirling or rotating the spindle by hand spins the 
yarn. A hand spindle is one of the oldest and most 
widely used tools in the world.
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Spinning wheels would eventually overtake 
hand-spindles in popularity, but they never 
completely replaced hand-spindles. Hand-
spindles were more portable. Weavers could 
spin a wider range of yarn types on one 
handle-spindle than most early spinning 
wheels. 

More than likely, the delay in adopting the 
spinning wheel may have been due the 
way spinning was traditionally done – as 
a portable task while walking, tending 
animals, watching children, or traveling. This 
is why, once the wheel did arrive, spindles 
were never completely replaced. A weaver 
had a wheel at home, but always carried a 
spindle. Another consideration is that early 
spinning wheels did not spin wool or linen 
very well. Charkhas were designed for cotton 
with very short fibers — wool, linen and 
other bast fibers were too long.

Spinning Wheels
Weavers used the drop spindle as their 
primary spinning tool until approximately 
1,500 to 1,000 years ago. That is when 
experts believe people living in India 
invented the spinning wheel or charkha. 

As the spinning wheel spread from India, it 
changed. Different spinners sought to spin 
different fibers and yarns for different uses. 

A woman stands at a walking wheel, spinning as she watches 
a child on a Boyle County, Kentucky, farm in 1885. Is the child 
playing with the fiber? Preparing it for spinning?

Kentucky Historical Society, Photo 6011.
https://kyhistory.com/digital/collection/PH/id/6011/rec/14

Right: Woman using a spinning wheel or charkha.

http://thequestionconcerningtechnology.blogspot.com/2015/02/on-
gandhis-spinning-wheel-and-digital.html

The earliest spinning wheel (see image of charkha, above) is a surprisingly simple 
invention. It consists of a cord encircling a hand-driven wheel that attaches to the 
spindle, which is oriented horizontally. The spinner holds the fiber with one hand at an 
angle to the spindle, and slowly turns the wheel with the other hand.

By the 16th century, a foot pedal or treadle had been added to help turn the wheel. This 
allowed the spinner to use both hands to work the fiber. The treadle spinning wheels 
Kentucky settlers brought to the frontier utilized this advance and allowed spinners to 
produce yarn for their families.
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Industrial and Traditional Spinning
Over time, the labor-intensive and time-consuming 
process of spinning fibers into yarn or thread became 
increasingly mechanized. By the end of the 18th 
century, thread could be made on an industrial scale 
in factories. Today, factories produce most of the yarn 
used to make cloth.

As spinning became industrialized, spinners working 
at home and in cottage industries remained constant. 
These spinners produced yarn for their families 
and neighbors and were important in areas far 
from the industrialized spinning centers in large 
cities and towns. This was especially true in frontier 
communities in the United States.

People living in the Red River Gorge were spinning 
yarn in their homes well into the early 20th century. 
They wove cloth from the yarn they spun, and made 
clothing from from that cloth. 

Today, spinning and weaving continue in the area. 
And while the frequency and reasons for doing these 
activities have changed, the craft has not.

Vocabulary terms are italicized.

Above: Spinning wheel with a distaff covered in 
flax fiber.

https://www.dar.org/museum/featured-object/
taking-dar-spin

Left: Children on the steps at the Big Log 
House, Pine Mountain Settlement School, 
Harlan County, Kentucky, ca. 1919-1920. This 
shows children helping with textile production 
at an early age. One child in the  background 
is spinning on a great wheel, while two of the 
children in the foreground are knitting.

Kentucky Historical Society, PH1763.
https://kyhistory.com/digital/collection/PH/
id/1763/rec/13
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