Spinners and Weavers Guild Presents Traditional Fine Art

by Jesse Collins

Regular readers of the “At The Village” column in The Tyler County Booster are aware that Tyler County Heritage Society recently purchased some 20 acres along US 190 and immediately west of our present property (Heritage Village). In October, the Spinners and Weavers Guild members went to work clearing the brush off a part of the land for an expanded facility.


One of the oldest organizations operating under the Village’s umbrella, the Spinners and Weavers Guild has been operating for over 10 years, teaching, learning and sharing our knowledge and time with thousands of visitors to the Village and at fairs, festivals, shows and schools across southeast Texas and southwest Louisiana.


The Guild has four large floor looms at various locations in the Village. When our new building is ready, we will have them in one place and will be able to fulfill our mission of passing along one of the techniques of the fiber arts in a proper setting.


Weaving is one of the older expressions of utilitarian and artistic accomplishments of mankind. Baskets have been woven longer than history has been recorded. One of the oldest examples of woven cloth dates back over 9000 years to a scrap of linen found in Egypt.


The earliest looms were probably simply a horizontal bar or tree limb with bundles of fibers tied on and the other end of the fiber weighted with a rock or fired clay weight. These fibers constituted the “warp.” The weaver manipulated the warp by inserting the “weft” with their fingers. Over the centuries, many variations and improvements were developed to improve the production rate and the artistic value of the fabric. There is no “inventor” of the loom.


Three of the big looms at the Village are known as counter balanced looms. On a counterbalanced loom the warp is manipulated by sets of warp threads being moved in opposite directions to form a shed to allow the insertion of the weft carried on a shuttle. The concept was used by the Chinese in the third century B.C. The idea is carried out modern with looms available today. Our looms are not modern. All three are hand built originally from native woods. The one presently in the Village gift shop is about 150 years old. We are pretty sure it was built somewhere around Peach Tree Village in the mid 1800’s. It seems to have been used in several venues in Tyler County before going into storage. The loom was recovered from the Big House and restored by long time friends of the Village, the Wagners of El Campo.


The counter balanced loom in the Parlor is about the same age and was built in Pigeon River Valley in Tennessee. It was used by its former owner for over 50 years. The lady retired about 15 years ago at the age of 90. Unfortunately, we were asked not to bother the lady from whom we purchased the loom. There must be hundreds of hours of stories in that old loom if we had a way to recover them. This is the loom we carried for a show to the State Fair in Dallas and precipitated a bomb scare.


The most unusual of our looms is not on display at this time. It is stored in the Hamm House for lack of room. Its history goes back to about 1947 and a project at the University of New Mexico. The loom, a counterbalance loom, was a gift to the Guild from the Esparsa family of Bandera.


A professor at UNM was working with the native population in a very poor area in the interior of Mexico. He found that the people there were raising sheep and cotton and were trading the wood and raw cotton at very low prices for needed finished products. The people were unable to utilize these raw materials because they had lost the arts of spinning and weaving.


The instructor and some of his students undertook to teach the people the arts. It was necessary to build the loom from local materials at the lowest price and our Walking Loom is an example of that effort.


The Walking Loom is made of rough sawn hardwood lumber and is about 6’x6’x5’ and operated by standing on the treadles in sequence. A heavy loom such as this one is ideal for weaving heavy items as horse blankets from the low grade wool available to the villagers. Some years ago, one of our teenage Guild members operated the loom during Harvest Festival. She was literally dancing on the treadles.


The second floor loom in the Parlor is a gift from the Wagners mentioned above. It is a beautiful example of cabinet work by Mr. Larry Wagner. This loom is an example of a Jack loom. In a jack loom, the harnesses that control the movement of the warp threads operate independently and can be linked in combinations to produce an almost unlimited number of patterns and textures in the finished fabric.


The Guild meets at 10 a.m. every second Saturday at the Village. Visitors are welcome. Our dream is to build a building and start programs involving all aspects of the fiber arts, and we invite input from  all fiber artisans. Their help is essential to our goal of a Pioneer Arts teaching facility in Heritage Village.
