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SUMMARY

Braiding is a common method to create a strong cord from s¢lighter threads. However, it can be difficult to braid kvinly one's fingers to
control the cords, and the difficulty increases as the lefthe threads increases. This problem led to the developafi®obbins, which could be
used to wrap the length of the thread into a neat package #mewasier to manipulate. When more thread was needed, @ lsewinwound from the
bobbin in a controlled fashion. My research into Anglo-Noveoodworking led me to conclude that a lathe would be an ig&hbn which to create
such bobbins, as there is a great deal of evidence for lathed cups, bowls, and other wood objects. In the processefrching and making these
bobbins, I learned a lot about period lathes, lathe toolstackthiques, and period wood finishing. The result was gti®tbobbins my lady can use.

Historical Documentation

Bobbins

While we were visiting the Lehre Research Center in Dennmmaygkady
and | saw these braiding bobbins in the Weaver's Hut of the Age
Village. This set of 4 bobbins was being used to braid woolivhgcord
pattern. Each bobbin was approximately 10 inches long andt&s in
diameter. While their construction is crude, they were néataly effective.
Their faceted sides prevented the bobbins from moving wheypwere left
to hang unattended, and the lip at the top of each bobbin ptede¢he cord
from unwinding. At that time, | decided that | would make sadhieg
similar for my lady's use. However, making the bobbins ortlaavould
give a better end result than these rough-hewn examplespifltl show
that it was done in period.

I was not able to find any artifacts that could be identifistaaiding bobbins from the Viking Age. Wood does not presevell except under
certain moisture or chemical conditions. Moreover, a wooalgect that was no longer useful was most likely to beconeéffar the evening fire.
While | found archeological artifacts identified as bolb{Morris, 2335), these were narrow and pointed on the bt form more appropriate
to tapestry weaving.
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In Margrethe Hald's booldncient Danish Textiles From Bogs and
Burials, she discussed the use of braiding bobbins in much detagly Th
were used in sets of four to create the braid pattern most @mym
known as whipcord. The bobbins she illustrated (page 237¢ weich
more finely made than the reconstructions we had seen, andidimot
describe the origin or time period of these artifacts. Thetdims Hald
showed were clearly made on a lathe, resulting in bobbirtddbk
better, are more comfortable to the hands, and pose les®is& yarn
through snags. They also have larger diameter to theirfsttaround 8
cm, resulting in much more weight.

Hald stated that the art of whipcord braiding using bobbasieen a traditional one in Denmark back to prehistorici¢@é0). While whipcord
braid can be done by hand, the use of bobbins allows very lordscLong cords braided in the whipcord pattern were fodhti@ way back to the
Iron Age, so it is reasonable to conclude that braiding bablike this were used in Scandinavia in the Viking Age.

Woodturning

Morris' book,Wood and Woodworking in Anglo-Scandinavian and Medieval York, describes the excavation, preservation, and classdicat
thousands of wood artifacts from the Viking and Medievaig@érfound at the Coppergate site in York. A majority of thaséfacts were tools,
waste, and products from the art of woodturning. The evidesuggests that the lathe was most commonly used for platests,kand cups (2165),
from a dozen species of trees. There were also a variety Isf &mal tool handles made on these lathes. No objects fromasthivation could be
positively identified as braiding bobbins.

The lathe itself is an expansion of the concept of bringirguiork to the tool, by spinning the wood while the tool remaigiatively stationary. An
offcut of wood can be clamped between the centers in a wathats it to spin between two sharp metal points called "eent one fixed and one
movable to allow the clamping action. Then, a leather ssaprapped around a narrow portion of the wood to cause it to Jhiis strap is
tensioned and powered either by a foot pedal and a springngrele, or a bow-like apparatus. Finally, the craftsmandieppis tools to the
spinning wood to gradually cut it to the desired shape.

The illustration shows a schematic of the pole-lathe buitt tested by Morris (fig 986). Her reconstruction is base@xperimentation and the one
surviving artifact, a tool-rest support identical to thee@hown in the drawing. What is not shown is the pole, whiclRigekt long and rests on a
bipod. The period lathe is less efficient than its modermterpart for two reasons. First, the reciprocating actictates that the tool can be
applied only on the downstroke. Second, a portion of the weaded to engage the belt, and becomes waste product whearthis cut from the
finished item.

http:/lwww.willadsenfamily.org/sca/danr_as/bobbimdibins.htm 06/04/2006 02:30:27 PV



Whipcord Braiding Bobbins Page 3

urdinishad vassal

mowvaable slock .

aalnas!

maal conba

ﬂa‘ﬂ' Clwr et of 3 e i

The lathe is worked by using a series of gouges and chiseiasbmbut larger than those used in woodcarving. Becausevthrk is mechanically
moved and the tool is relatively stationary, there is a gneask of error and greater care is required. Depending @nthe tools are used, the
craftsman can either shave or scrape the work piece.

Shaving refers to using the cutting edge of the tool to DIRECTION

cut away thin shavings of wood. It is relatively difficultOF SPIN SHAVING
and risky, but produces a fine smooth finish. The

cutting edge is held at a very slight angle to the angle

s —
=

of the wood at the point of contact. Too deepofan  / %// = TOOL
angle cuts too quickly, and either tears away the woo f’?f _,a" —

or pulls the tool from the artisan's hand. Too shallow '(”ﬂ '[F ' \\ 1

an angle causes to tool not to cut at all. In addition to h. LI‘E’ NeNS=r il

producing a smoother finish, shaving can remove Q&‘ N /)

material very quickly if done properly. Shaving is \t\ ;

shown in my drawing to the right. R ;gg_llj

Scraping refers to placing the cutting edge DIRECTION
perpendicular to the wood surface to scrape away wcOF SPIN SCRAPING
powder, with the opposite advantages and )

i.e. on a lathe, should not be confused with using a
scraper as part of the finishing process, which is
discussed below. Scraping on a lathe, while
functionally similar, happens so quickly that it does nc
generally result in a smooth surface because the cutt
action is more blunt and tends to tear the wood fibers
as much as it cuts them. Scraping removes material
relatively slowly and is less prone to error or injury
than shaving. Scraping is shown in my drawing to the
right.
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Calipers are capable of reaching around an object to makecisprmeasurement between two points. They were the ladioc#ae of tool to
measure the wood during the turning process, in order tegeld desired size, for example to create a matched set atebjeaw several calipers
of forged iron among a set of carpentry tools from the VikingeAduring my visit to the Danish National Museum in Copenhage

The majority of turned wood artifacts bear little decoratiosually just a pattern of incised lines done while the iteas still on the lathe. Some had
additional decoration carved into them after the turning dane.

Given the wide variety of turned wood items found at VikingeA@oppergate, which was settled by the Norse at the timerégisonable to assume
that braiding bobbins could also have been produced on a ilatiking Age Scandinavia.

Finishing

Finishing the bobbins would require smoothing the surfadéciently that it would not damage the thread or yarn. Bérbrasives include many
different materials and techniques. Theophilus descsbesothing with fine sand and cloth (152). He describes fiatishing with a cloth covered
in chalk (102), powdered clay tiles and water (128), or safiwistened shale (115). Biringuccio describes smoothittgcane dipped in powdered
pumice, and polishing using tripoli powder (366). Cleathere were many abrasives available in period, chosen lryabhailability and relative
effectiveness. Since some of these materials mentiondudsge tauthors can stain wood, the likely method would be pdaihisaw many wood
planes in the Danish National Museum, whose form was notantially different from the modern plane in my workshopafthg would be
followed by the sand and cloth, or by scraping with the edge sifarp knife or a tool called a scraper, which is similar mfeo a razor blade.

Materials and Tools

These bobbins were intended to be small and light for usefimighyarn. Therefore, | used some scrap poplar that | had isvorkshop. Poplar was
available in period, though relatively rare in wood turn{iMprris 2154). Its grain is smooth and even, but it has a teogdé¢o splinter, so it has the
potential to make a good turned piece while retaining a measfichallenge.

My tools consisted of a bandsaw, power lathe, block planisetd) sand paper, and hand files.

Method of Construction

I rough cut the poplar wood into an octagonal shape on the sawdand smoothed them with the block plane. The octagon nth&esitial stages
of wood turning easier, and still provides a faceted surfatéhe finished product. This faceted surface helps prethenbobbins from shifting
when the person doing the braiding stops and lets the bobbimg. As a side effect, the resulting octagons made it etmsfard the centers of the
wood for mounting in the lathe. At this stage, | was not vemeéal about making the octagons uniform, since the plarétgriwould fix any
irregularities. This step took about one half hour for allebbins.

Then, | put each bobbin blank on the lathe and turned therpatito it. A braiding bobbin requires a thin neck, around efhio secure the thread,
and a well-defined "spool" area to wrap the thread onto wheparing to braid. This was my first woodturning project] shose a pattern that met
these requirements and encompassed the basic two typesoohtien found in woodturning. Each bobbin got a pattern gf®ves, two of which
are spaced together to form a bead.

The pattern of cuts to achieve this is shown below. For the skimplicity, the drawing of the pattern does not show this necessary to round
the stock down. That is the initial step, and consists of stggeff the corners with a series of small cuts with a gougel lpelrpendicular to the wood
and canted 45 degrees toward the direction of movementelnake of the bobbins, it was only necessary to round the emaaciwhich the thread
would be wound.

The keys to good results with the lathe are care, patienceadvanced planning. A series of small cuts is less pronedo #ran a large cut. Cutting
too deeply risks a "catch,” where the tool digs too deeplysaads the wood. | experimented with both the shaving anghsaggaechnique, and found
that the extra care required by the shaving technique wdswweth the finer finish it created. A carefully shaved sudarequired little or no
sanding later.

The order in which cuts are done is generally from the dart@sts to the lighter colors in the diagram, i.e. black, blgeen, red, then gray.

Having explained how to read the pattern, | will now detad #ttual procedure. The initial cuts are done with a skewethild perpendicular to
the wood with no cant at all, gouging a shallow triangular(@le.ck). Then, using the same skew chisel, shave down oeelsih the other to
gradually widen and deepen this initial cut (blue, greed).rEinally, shave off the corners a little at a time to roulne shoulders. This consists of
rolling the skew chisel over and back at the same time. Thangiedge must remain at the same attack angle to the wootltames, while

recognizing that you are cutting in a circular path that &dlows a curve of dimishing diameter, so this attack angiarges throughout the depth
of the cut.
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| attempted to match the pattern from one bobbin to the nexiabgfully measuring the center of each groove, though thtehrfeom one to the next
is by no means perfect. The use of calipers would have imprtvie, and | will eventually buy or build some calipers foistburpose. Turning the
wood took about 2 hours to turn all 4 bobbins.

I finished the bobbins by planing, sanding and scraping amaining rough spots, cutting the ends off to get rid of thiedandex marks from the
centers, chiseling the ends to take off the corners, andingattiem with the files. On the bottom of each bobbin is my aigre rune, and on the
top of each is a different number of lines, from zero to thtedelp the person using them keep track of the threads. Tdystsok about 2 hours for
all four bobbins. The total time for the project was 4 1/2 rsofiuom start to finish.

L essons L ear ned

The bobbins work fairly well, but they are too light for anythiie finest threads. The next set that | make will be made frdreavier wood and have
a more substantial base, and | will include a button on thtobmtsuch as those illustrated by Hald, to tie on extra weight

This was my first wood turning project, and there were onevimtimes when | failed to exercise proper care and allowedacte that nearly
ruined the work. Despite this, | found that | prefer shavingresscraping, because little or no sanding was needed onithed areas of the wood.

While the power lathe is a good way to learn basic lathe teghas, | plan to develop my lathe skills to the point where | feiel comfortable
building and using a pole lathe for greater authenticity tanrdemonstrate at events.
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