Preparing Wool Yarn for Natural Dyeing©
By Barbara Hitzemann

The goal of every natural dyer is to get the color you want and to have
that color be even throughout your skein.

In order to get that beautiful even color, the yarn needs to be prepared
by skeining, cleaning, drying, and mordanting, before it enters the dye
bath.

Sizes and Shapes of Wool Yarn

Yarn comes in a variety of shapes. You can buy it in a cone, a hank, a
skein, or you can spin your own.

In addition, wool comes in different sizes. A yarn’s weight is determined
by measuring the diameter of the strand. An easy way to do this is to
wrap your strand around a ruler until you reach 1 inch. This is called WPI
or wraps per inch. Dividing the WPI by 2 will give you a rough idea of the
sett you will need for weaving. There are charts available that convert
WPI into yards, to help you figure out how much yarn you will need for
your project.

Yarn comes in seven size categories:
Lace weight is the finest.

Super fine, known as fingerling. Barbara Hitzemann, ready to dye some wool.
Fine or sports weight.

Light, known as DK or double knit, which is twice the thickness of sock yarn.

Medium, known as worsted weight.

Bulky or chunky.

Super Bulky.

Jumbo.

Obviously, a pound of lace weight yarn has more yards than bulky. That is why yarn is sold by weight.

If you purchased your yarn, information about it can be found on the sleeve or label that covers it. For example, this
skein weighs 3.4 0z/96 gm, is 128 yds (or meters) long, is 2 ply, is worsted weight, and has 11 WPI.

You will also often see a set of numbers like 12/2, used to indicate size. The top number means the size of the strand of
yarn, with 1 being the thickest and higher numbers being thinner. The number on the bottom designates the ply of the
yarn. Ply means the number of strands of yarn that are twisted together to make a new strand. There are many charts
that are available that will convert this information into yards/pound, giving you a ballpark of the amount of yarn you
will need. Here is one example, from The Woolery: https://woolery.com/yarn-weights-helpful-explanation/

Another way to calculate how much yarn you will need is to make a sampler that will allow you to calculate how many
yards of yarn you will need for your project.

Determine how many yards you will need, and then add 25% more to ensure that you will not run out of your color, to
allow for shrinkage, and to account for the extra yarn needed for the over/under process of weaving.


https://woolery.com/yarn-weights-helpful-explanation/

Skeining the Yarn

Using a niddy noddy, wind your yarn into skeins. Most niddy noddys are 18 inches tall, which means that when the
yarn travels around it once, in all four directions, the length is 2 yards, so count in twos to get the yards needed.
(Measure your own niddy noddy.)

If your yarn comes in skeins or hanks, put it on a swift and wind off the amount of yarn needed, using the niddy noddy.
Once you have wound off the amount of yarn you need, tie the two ends together and loop around the skein and tie
the two ends together again leaving enough space to put three fingers to fit into the space. These photos describe

the process more clearly than words.

Lastly, using non-colored yarn or saved warp ends, put three figure eight ties on the skein to keep the threads from
getting tangled during the preparation and dye process.

Just a note: some people put ties around their thread bundles without making a figure 8. | use this method and it
works fine. Just remember to leave three fingers of space to make sure the dye will be able to penetrate that area.
Keep the tie ends short to prevent them from getting tangled with one another.

Cleaning the Yarn

Wash the skeins of yarn. Many commercial yarns are sized with corn-
starch, are stiff like Harrisville, or have spinning oils in the fiber. Hand-
spun yarns can be greasy. Washing the yarn helps keep the preparation
conditions the same, ensuring the dye will act the same on all of the
skeins.

Fill a pot with water that is as hot as your hand can stand and add some
Dawn detergent or Synthrapol to clean or scour your yarn. Add the yarn
to the pot with enough hot soapy water to allow the yarn to freely move
around. Do not agitate or the yarn becomes felted. If you don’t have
time to let the soapy water cool, move the yarn to rinse water that is the
same temperature as the soapy water, to avoid felting. Remember, yarn
can go from dry yarn or yarn in cold water to hot water, but never from
hot water to cold. Follow this rule to avoid felting. Air dry your skeins.




Weigh the Yarn

Get a digital scale that weighs in grams. These are readily available on Ama-
zon and other sources. The scale should be able to calculate weight down
to .01 grams, or at the very least to .1 grams. It is useful to have a big, flat
surface for the yarn. Weigh the yarn when it is totally dry. Make a tag with
the weight listed and attach it to the skein.

GENERAL  owrorr TS

Premordant the Yarn

Most wool needs to be treated with a color-enhancing mordant to take up

the natural dyes. Indigo, lichen, and walnut are exceptions. There are many mor-
dants available to enhance or alter colors but the most commonly used mordant is
Aluminum Sulfate (also known as alum). In very simple terms, the metal ions in the
aluminum create a bridge to the fiber, creating a strong bond between the dye and
the aluminum in the fiber.

This mordant is commonly used as a pickling agent and can be found in the spice sec-
tion in the grocery store or on Amazon. Dyers often use different concentrations of
Aluminum Sulfate for their mordant, but | found that | get a nice strong color using a
20% solution. , Ideal or Pickling & CoM""%

To determine the amount of Alum that you need, weigh the clean dry yarn that you

want to use and multiply that number by 0.20. As an example, if your wool weighs

100 grams multiply that number by 0.20, giving you the 20 grams or 20 % that you need for mordanting your wool.
Dissolve the alum in enough water to allow the yarn to freely move about.

Simmer for one hour and then turn off the heat and steep overnight.

Ready to Dye:

In the morning remove the yarn from the pot and either dry or use immediately for dyeing.



