
Fiber art has been a part of my 
life since my earliest memories. 
While I was still a preschooler, 
my mother and grandmother 
taught me to “mend” (also 
called darn) socks by hand. My 
efforts were not pretty. 

The time was World War II. 
People fixed, repaired, and 
reused everything. Mending 
and sewing were a part of life. 

Families bought men’s work 
clothes through a catalog and 
the men wore them until they 
fell apart. Material for clothing, aprons, dresses, and undergarments was rationed. We 
could buy these things at a dry goods store – if we were not particularly concerned 
about color.  Thus, we made many of these items at home.  

After high school, I set aside sewing and fiber arts. I became a nurse. I raised a family, 
continued with further degrees, worked, and eventually retired.  

How I Learned
After I retired, I revived my interest in sewing. I began making Revolutionary War and 
Civil War clothing for reenactors. Then, I decided I wanted to learn to spin. I figured if 
women in the Dark Ages could spin, I could, too! 

I began by watching programs on YouTube. My sister knew how to spin. She is the 
closest person I would consider a mentor, so when I got disgusted and frustrated, I 
called her and she got me back on track. In the end, I learned that spinning is all about 
hand-eye coordination. On newer spinning wheels, your feet are also thrown into the 
mix. 

My interest in weaving began when my sister gave me a floor loom. This time, I took 
beginner lessons at a local weaving shop – something I strongly recommend. 
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JoAnn Oborski surrounded by the tools of her trade. Left to right: “walking” 
spinning wheel, vertical spinning wheel, and barn loom. Image by Tom Law.



Becoming a Living Archaeology Weekend Demonstrator
For two years, I demonstrated weaving and spinning at Fort Boonesboro, and I 
attended some festivals. Then, one day, a Daniel Boone National Forest Ranger asked 
me if I would come to the Gladie Center to demonstrate weaving for school kids on the 
loom set up in the Center. I agreed to give it a try, and I wove for the children. 

That started my involvement with 
Living Archaeology Weekend (LAW). I 
think I have been a LAW demonstrator 
now for almost 20 years. Initially, my 
program was simply me, spinning 
using a walking wheel. Now it has 
expanded to four demonstrators, 
including myself, and we demonstrate 
spinning and weaving. 

I want LAW visitors to understand what 
our ancestors had to do to put clothes 
on their backs. Today, with highspeed 
looms and sewing systems, we can go 
to a store and purchase anything we 
need or want. But our ancestors could 
not do that! 

I enjoy having the same LAW 
volunteers help at my booth year after 

year, watching them as they learn together with the students. It is extremely rewarding 
to have a child come to LAW with their school on Friday, then return on Saturday with 
their parents.  

If You Want to Become a Spinner/Weaver
The best way to learn either skill is by joining a local guild, attending meetings, and 
talking to members. Today, online classes are offered, too. Some are short clips and 
free; others are much more structured and can be expensive. Taking formal classes 
works, too. Most guild members are willing to teach you, but there is a lot to learn with 
weaving. One class will get you going or will tell you that weaving is not for you. 

A good place to start is to buy a new or used spinning wheel and/or loom. Looms can 
be anything: from table-top examples to floor-standing models. Search online or in the 
events column of newspapers to find these items; guild members can help, too. Ask an 
experienced spinner/weaver to go with you to be sure what you buy is in good working 
condition. 
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Joann Oborski demonstrates how to spin at LAW 2013 using 
a walking wheel. Image by Kim Brookshire.


