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SAXONY WHEELS

Numbered photographs can be seen
in larger colour versions on the
accompanying CD-ROM
Alexander
Tom Alexander of Christchurch made more
than 50 wheels in the late 1970s and the
1980s. Initially his wheels were sent to the
US to be sold by furniture companies, but
later some were sold in New Zealand. He
also made an upright model (chapter 3).
Alexander wheels are generally of oak, quite
heavy and beautifully finished with carving
around the edge of the table.
Finials, extra turned projections inside the
rim of the wheel between the spokes, are
uncommon in New Zealand wheels. The
only other makers I know of who have used
them are Shearman and Warr (chapter 3).
They are functional, adding weight at the
rim to help preserve the momentum of the
drive wheel. Alexander carried the idea
further, hiding a lead weight in each finial.

2-1 Alexander wheel

2-2 Alexander kate, with carving and brass
bindings matching the wheel in
photograph 2-3

2-3 Alexander, end view
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Ashford
The earliest Ashfords (first advertised in
February and March 1942) were double
drive wheels like that in figure 2-4, which
still spins remarkably well. About 150 of
these may have been made. The one shown
has the usual metal orifice but at least one is
known with an orifice of wood, a wartime
economy measure.
From April of that year the design changed
to a single drive, Picardy style wheel, which
has the whorl between the maidens and the
flyer in front of them projecting out towards
the spinner, as in the second photograph.
There is now a corkscrew-shaped “pigtail”
instead of an orifice.

2-4 Double drive Ashford wheel (early
1942)

From the beginning of 1943 the whorl
appears combined with the flyer, a new
invention which has become characteristic
of most Ashford wheels. The few that I have
seen have their orifice made of wood.
Spikes to hold bobbins may be a later
addition. These wheels sold well till the end
of World War Two in 1945, after which
demand fell off and Ashford produced no
more wheels till the advent of the first
Traditional in 1965 (see below).

2-5 Picardy style Ashford (later 1942)

Ashford label on an early wheel
Some of these wartime Ashfords bear an
Ashford Handicraft label, but others were
advertised as “Homecraft” wheels and have
no label. They were sold in kitset form.

2-6 “Ashford flyer” 1943-5, with wooden
orifice

See chapter 5 on Ashford.
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Atkinson
Hal Atkinson of York Bay, Eastbourne –
like his cousin John L. Moore – made
spinning wheels during World War Two.
Family members recall that his wheels all
had carved concentric circles on the treadle
They are double drive Picardy style wheels
made of kauri (a beautiful New Zealand
native wood) with tilt tension secured by a
large wingnut and an unusual fine corkscrew
pigtail instead of an orifice. Grooves are
scored under the feet to help prevent the
wheel sliding on the floor. Stamps under the
table of this one indicate that it was made in
1942.
See chapter 5 on Hal Atkinson.
2-7 Hal Atkinson wheel
Cole
E.R. Cole of Glendowie, Auckland was the
maker of a group of Karure lookalikes in the
mid 1970s. They are slightly larger in most
of their dimensions, and have a straight back
edge to the table whereas Moore’s Karure
(below) has a curve almost matching the
front. The Cole has 4 grooves on the whorl
instead of Karure’s 2 and a more squared-off
treadle, and the bobbins have a metal shaft.
Like Cole’s upright wheel (chapter 3) this
one has a drive wheel very similar to the
Karure’s, and provision for a skeiner to
attach to the front end of the axle. The flyer
assembly is on the right.

2-8 E.R. Cole wheel

2-9 & 2-10 Back views of Karure (left) and
Cole (right)
2-11 Bobbins and flyer of Cole wheel

Photographs of Cole wheel courtesy of
Auckland War Memorial Museum.
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Easycraft
These wheels were made by M.D. Johnson
of Christchurch in the 1970s, and probably
earlier. The one in photograph 2-12 has 9
spokes in the wheel, a very unusual number,
but some have 12. One was bought for $90
in 1976.
2-12 Easycraft wheel
Johnson also made a smaller sturdier
Easycraft Saxony (photograph 2-13) and
two models of upright wheels including the
A-line (chapter 3).

Easycraft mark
2-13 Small Easycraft

Elizabeth
Ashford’s Elizabeth is a more elaborate
wheel with a larger drive wheel than their
Traditional. It has double drive, with a
tension screw to slide the mother-of-all.
There is a Scotch tension option.
See chapter 5 on Ashford wheels.
2-14 Ashford Elizabeth wheel
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Roderick Fraser
Also called "Roderick the Miller", he made
spinning wheels for the spinners of Waipu
(north of Auckland) in the 19th century.
See chapter 5 on Roderick Fraser and early
spinning in Waipu.

2-15 Rewarewa drive wheel
by Roderick Fraser

Gibson
Like so many other makers, Joe Gibson of
Seatoun, Wellington, made his very first
wheel (about 1970) for his wife. It appears
to lack the turned thistle which soon became
his trademark (the thistle can be seen at the
top of the swift in the foreground). He went
on to make upright and double table wheels
as well (see chapters 3 and 4).
Just once, for
fun, he made an
Irish
castle
wheel. He used
many different
types of wood
for his wheels;
the Irish castle
wheel is of
kauri.

2-16 Early Joe Gibson wheel

2-17 Irish
castle wheel by
Joe Gibson
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Graham
Mr J.W. Graham of Okaihau, near Kaikohe
in Northland, made this wheel and at least
65 like it throughout World War Two. It is
made of kauri, has no stamp or markings
and cost 4 pounds 11 shillings in 1944
(including freight to the South Island). This
was his 65th wheel. It is thought that some
were sent to the Pacific Islands or India.
Graham wheels have some interesting
features. The photographs show how the
bobbin is changed. The spindle bearings are
hardwood projections, and the front one is
removable when an oval of hardwood is
swivelled to release it. The flyer and bobbin
can then be taken off the spindle. The
spindle and whorl remain in place, fixed
together. The spindle is held by a split pin
preventing it from being drawn out of the
back bearing.
Photograph 2-19 also shows the drive band
tension adjustment: the mother-of-all is
hinged to the table, and has a slotted wooden
projection. Into it fits a threaded bolt fixed
in the table. The mother-of-all is tilted by
turning a nut with a washer, above and
below the projection.

2-18 Graham wheel

2-20 Graham flyer with front bearing
removed

2-19 Graham flyer and tension
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Hamilton
“Hamilton” wheels are mysterious. They are
so called because of a tradition that they
were made in Hamilton. We now know that
during World War Two they could be
obtained through the secretary of the
Returned Services Association in Hamilton.
The chief maker was said to be a Mr
Ewison, but efforts to find records of him or
of a spinning wheel workshop existing at
this time in Hamilton have failed.
Research by Lyndsay Fenwick suggests that
the maker could have been Edward
Hewison, listed as a cabinetmaker/carpenter,
who worked in Hamilton from the mid
1930s to the mid 1950s. We have also heard
of a Mr Eunson from Shetland who made
spinning wheels in Hamilton (dates
unknown) and he is another possibility. To
add to the mystery, one spinner has heard
tell of a Hamilton wheel being used by her
mother’s much older sisters during the First
World War.

2-21 Hamilton wheel

Work on the history of these lovely wheels
is ongoing. They have similarities to wheels
from Western Scotland and the Scottish
islands, indicating that a wheel from those
parts may have been the model for Hamilton
wheels.
Unlike most older wheels they are designed
to run equally well with either double drive
or Scotch tension – this one is set up for
Scotch tension, using the original guide and
peg. These are a feature of every Hamilton
wheel I have seen, and I am sure they are an
original part of the wheel, not a later
adaptation as is occasionally suggested.

2-22 Hamilton Scotch tension

Hamilton wheels are made of kauri, and
held together with wooden pegs. They are
particularly well crafted and are usually
greatly treasured by those lucky enough to
own one.
At least four New Zealand museums,
including Te Papa in Wellington, have a
Hamilton wheel in their collections.
2-23 Hamilton kate and niddynoddy
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Homespinner
These were made by “Nees, The Furniture
People” at a factory in Hanover St, Dunedin,
in the 1970s. This may have been a very old
family firm, as cabinetmakers and furniture
retailers called Nees are listed in St Andrew
St and George St, Dunedin from 1865 to
1896. The Homespinner is made from rimu,
and was sold as a kitset. It is instantly
recognisable by the scalloped edge of the
wheel posts.
Nees also made the upright Eclipse wheel
(chapter 3).

2-24 Homespinner wheel by Nees

Jenny
Sleeping Beauty’s Jenny was developed by
Ray Chisholm after he took over the
company, apparently in the hope of
competing with the Ashford Traditional.
Most of the production was exported. Like
the Traditional, Jenny has the wheel sunk
between the bars of a divided table. Its wood
(like that of other Sleeping Beauty wheels)
is tawa, though the drive wheel is made of
veneered fibre board.
See chapter 5 on Sleeping Beauty.

2-25 Jenny wheel by Sleeping Beauty
Karena
See Baynes, chapter 5.
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Karure
Karure wheels were made by John L. Moore
in the early 1940s (and possibly earlier)
when he was living in Havelock North.
After he became overwhelmed by the
volume of orders he commissioned A. Toop
and Son, local furniture manufacturers, to
make the wheels, but still tested each one.
Karure are double drive, tilt tension wheels,
with the Picardy-style flyer assembly on the
right. They are economically made,
reflecting wartime shortages, with the drive
wheel cut from marine plywood. The
corkscrew orifice may have been made from
a cuphook and the legs from broomsticks.
They were priced at 4 pounds 10 shillings.
The wheel shown was John Moore’s own.

2-26 Karure wheel

E.R. Cole (above) made a close copy of the
Karure in the 1970s and also adopted the
Karure style of drive wheel for his uprights
(chapter 3). Other, usually cruder, Karure
copies are occasionally seen, sometimes
with the flyer on the left.
A number of Karure wheels are known to
have been used by the Eastbourne spinners
in Miss Stace's studio. John Moore’s own
notes say it was “More silent [than his Miro,
below] suitable for use in sitting room with
others in the room. Recommended for those
who mean to do a good deal of work.” The
price was 4 pounds 10 shillings.

2-27 Karure flyer

See chapter 5 on John Moore.
Kintyre
These wheels were made as kitsets in the
1970s, by Rotorua Woodcraft Ltd. They
were designed for people who wanted a
lighter wheel than the company's upright
Bressay (chapter 3). The wood is kiln-dried
radiata pine, and the mother-of-all is hinged
to adjust the drive wheel. Not all Kintyre
wheels have spikes to hold bobbins at the
end of the table.
2-28 Kintyre wheel by
Rotorua Woodcraft
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Martin
Harold S. Martin of Fendalton, Christchurch
made these little wheels from 1935 or even
earlier. The first one shown here belonged to
Dorothea Turner.
The iron drive wheels are similar to those of
old treadle sewing machines but must have
been cast specially, as they have a weight to
bring the treadle to the top. The flyer and 3speed whorl are cast from aluminium.
A few have a wooden footman; most, like
this one, have a footman of thick wire. It is
connected to the drive wheel off-centre,
avoiding the need for a fabricated axle
crank.
The construction of Martin’s wheels is
simple but effective and they still spin well
though they are best suited to fine yarn.
Fixing the axle to the back of the table has
removed the need for wheel support posts;
there are no maidens and the spindle and
flyer project from a single upright towards
the spinner – a simplification of the Picardy
style. The mother-of-all swivels to adjust the
drive band tension.

2-29 Harold Martin wheel

Less well made versions of this design are
sometimes seen – they are probably one-off
copies. A genuine Martin wheel has three
scallops of “pie-crust” decoration at the
back edge of the treadle.

2-30 Martin flyer and mother-of-all
5

See chapter 5 on Harold Martin.

2-31 Martin drive wheel showing off-centre
wheel/footman connection and scallops at
the back of the treadle

Maxwell
See Sleeping Beauty, below and
chapter 5.
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Mecchia
Small Mecchia is the name surprisingly
given to these rather substantial Saxony
wheels. Presumably they are small in
comparison with the double table Mecchia
(chapter 4). Both styles have the distinctive
round cutouts in the left leg, and the bobbinholder (rod missing in this example)
suspended below the table. The tips of the
maidens are also handles of orifice hooks.
The extra knobs in the end of the table, on
either side of the driveband tension screw
handle, are for adjusting the alignment of
the mother-of-all with the drive wheel.
Aldo Mecchia and his son Jim made
spinning wheels like this to order from 1960
to 1967. In 1967 they cost $58.20. After that
they made small production runs in their
workshop, Waikato Turnery in Hamilton. In
1975 production became more automated
but until his death in 1981 Aldo still
assembled every wheel himself. Up to 1995
hundreds of wheels were produced, mostly
in sapele mahogany and Southland beech.
Currently (2009) Jim Mecchia still makes a
few wheels in his home workshop.

2-32 Mecchia Saxony wheel (Small
Mecchia)

Miro
John L. Moore developed the Miro about
1942 as a smaller, lighter, cheaper wheel
than the Karure (above), priced at 3 pounds.
They are built even more economically than
the Karure, with a wooden oval taking the
place of the usual metal axle crank. Even the
axle is wood, and Moore’s instruction sheet
says “Put lead pencil scrapings (graphite)
where wooden axle runs in wooden
bearings, turning machine on its side to do
it. To remove wheel, knock out axle.”
A former owner of a Miro remembers that
she was given it by her father in 1942-3
when she was 12 or 13, so that she could
spin for the war effort.
See chapter 5 on John L. Moore.
2-33 Miro wheel by John L. Moore
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Moore
See Karure and Miro (above), and chapter 5.

Nagy
This wheel by Istvan Nagy has a metal plate
that reads “1976 BY I. NAGY
WELLINGTON NEW ZEALAND”. It has
two interchangeable whorls of different
sizes, each with a single groove, but other
Nagy wheels have up to four. Like almost
all his wheels it is made from New Zealand
native kauri.
See chapter 5 on Istvan Nagy, and chapter 3
on Nagy upright wheels.

2-34 Nagy Saxony wheel
Napier
H.H. Napier, apparently a self-taught
woodworker, made these wheels in his
business, Glenfield Industries, in Takapuna
on Auckland’s North Shore from 1965 until
at least 1977. In 1967 he told a newspaper
reporter that he had made over 400 wheels
and was beginning to export to the United
States. At that time this wheel would have
cost £25.10s. He also made upright wheels
(chapter 3).
As well as “Glenfield Industries” the names
“Airest” and “Mayflower” may be found on
paper labels under his wheels.
See chapter 5 on Napier.

2-35 Napier Saxony wheel

Nees
See Homespinner, above.
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Nicolson
Mr E. Nicolson made these wheels including
a number for Miss Stace of Eastbourne. In
her booklet Twists to Treasures she
describes how her group of the Women’s
War Service Auxiliary wanted to knit for the
troops early in World War 2, but found it
impossible to obtain yarn so decided to spin
their own. Spinning wheels were rare, but
she borrowed one and persuaded Mr
Nicolson (“a very fine craftsman of [her]
acquaintance”) to make four like it. It is not
known what these first Nicolsons were like
or what happened to them. Miss Stace goes
on to say “Later he got hold of a beautiful
old Scottish wheel of Saxony type and made
many
scores
of
superb
wheels,
unsurpassed.” These are the Nicolsons we
see today.
2-36 Nicolson wheel (1)

He used quite a variety of New Zealand and
introduced species of wood, possibly mostly
recycled.
The wheel in photograph 2-37 illustrates the
range of variation that can be found – the
maiden tips are much more tapered, 3 planks
instead of 2 form the treadle and there are
slight differences in the shaping of the
mother-of-all and the wheel rim. The third
wheel shown is different again.
Another wheel was
bought new in 1942
for
5
pounds.
Uniquely, it is
inscribed
“E.
Nicolson” which is
the only clue to his
first name. It is
possible that he was
the Edwin Nicolson
listed in Stones’
Directory for 1942
as
a
technical
instructor
in
Miramar, but it has
also been said that
he lived in Hataitai.
Both are suburbs of
Wellington.

2-37 Nicolson wheel (2)

2-38 (left) Nicolson wheel (3)
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Northern European
Rappard and Company made these in a
Dunedin factory from 1970.
By the early 1980s, the two styles shown
were available. The wheel in photograph 239 was bought for $200 in 1980.
The wheel in the photograph 2-40, with its
much more elaborate turning and 16 spokes,
was bought for $400 in 1981. The only other
New Zealand-made wheel I know of with 16
spokes is Rappard’s double table Mitzi
(chapter 4). The unusual construction of the
drive wheel is discussed in chapter 6.

2-39 Northern European by Rappard (1)

See chapter 5 on Rappard.
Pipy
These little rimu wheels were one of several
types of wheel made in Auckland by Philip
Poore from 1962, and by Ray Chisholm
from 1982 when he took over Pipy Craft
Ltd. They were designed for double drive
but can be adapted for Scotch tension or
even bobbin lead. In a 1980 price list they
are listed at $239.16¢.
The bobbins have a metal shaft, and the
spindle runs in metal bearings. A hook flips
over to secure the orifice. A cord is used
instead of the usual rigid footman. Philip
Poore writes “Queen Victoria had a spinning
wheel with a cord footman, which is all that
is needed for a downward foot movement
and is very light” (personal communication).

2-40 Northern European by Rappard (2)

2-41 Pipy wheel

2-42 Detail of
another Pipy
with different
turnings
See chapter 5 on
Pipy.
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Rappard
See Northern European, above.
Saxonie
Majacraft have as far as we know only made
one Saxony-style wheel, the Saxonie,
discontinued about 2005. Like their upright
wheels, it has a Picardy-style flyer, in front
of the front maiden.
See chapter 5 on Majacraft wheels.
2-43 Saxonie wheel by Majacraft
Sleeping Beauty
R.D. Maxwell was the maker of the wheel in
photograph 2-44, according to the paper
label glued to the drive wheel: it reads
“Manufactured
by
R.D.
Maxwell
Cabinetmaker. Manufacturer of all types of
high-class furniture” with an address in
Penrose, Auckland. In the Post Office
Directory, Maxwell is listed as a
cabinetmaker at that address from 1966 to
1971 and it is during this period that he was
assembling Sleeping Beauty wheels for
Baillie and Watts. The wheel closely
resembles the later Sleeping Beauty Saxony
in turning and general appearance, but it has
a screw handle and sliding tension. Soon
this was replaced by a hinged mother-of-all
and the maidens and
wheel posts were
now entirely round
in cross-section.

2-44 Early Sleeping Beauty by Maxwell

2-45 Sleeping
Beauty, second type
Later
still,
the
turning of the legs
became
more
elaborate. By 1982 the company was taken
over by Fisher and Paykel Finance and
renamed Omana Industries. In 1983 it
changed hands again, being bought by Ray
Chisholm who continued making the wheels
till 1987.
See chapter 5 on Sleeping Beauty and their
complex history.

2-46 Sleeping Beauty by Omana Industries
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Traditional
The Ashford Traditional must be the most
widely
distributed
spinning wheel in the
world, with many
thousands in use.
The one pictured in
photograph 2-48 was
bought
in
the
Falkland Islands in
2000, and the owner
has decorated it with
Falklands wildlife.
The Traditional was
born in 1965, when
Walter Ashford was
finally
persuaded
that it would be
worthwhile to begin
making
spinning
wheels again. The
patterns and jigs for the early Ashfords (see
above) had not been kept so the Traditional
was largely designed from scratch, though
the principle of the flyer-and-whorl-in-one
was kept and has become characteristic of
Ashford wheels.

2-47 Early Ashford Traditional wheel (mid
1960s)
(right) Owner’s embellishment
of Traditional bought
in the Falklands

The Traditional has gone through a number
of changes since its beginnings in 1965.
These are detailed on the Ashford website
ashford.co.nz. The different models all share
the curved legs, the hinged mother-of-all
and the two-piece table with the wheel
dropped into it: an effective and economical
design that has stood the test of time.
Modern “Traddys” can be set up with
double drive, as the one in photograph 2-48
is, but more commonly they are seen with
the standard Ashford flyer-and-whorl-inone. Over the years many enhancements
have become available: jumbo flyer, highspeed kit and so on.

2-48 Ashford Traditional (2000)

See chapter 5 on Ashford wheels.
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Tyler
Charlie Tyler of Korokoro near Wellington
hardly ever made two wheels the same,
though he had eight basic designs. He
named and dated each wheel by hand under
the table. The one below is signed “CA
Tyler “Jeannie” Feb 1966”. It is made
mostly of kauri. A similar wheel, “Priscilla”
is made of oak and very heavy. This design,
whose overall height is 90-91cm (35½
inches) was probably inspired by Nicolson’s
wartime wheels (above).
“Linda” is rather an unusual design for New
Zealand, with the bar across the maiden tips
serving as an anchor for the Scotch tension
peg. The bar is a feature found sometimes in
old wheels from the British Isles. This wheel
is 101cm (nearly 40 inches) tall.
A third design is represented here by a
wheel whose name may be “Rosalind”. The
table is a similar shape to that of “Linda”
and there is the same suspended bobbinholder, but the wheels are smaller and
lighter at around 93cm (36½ inches) tall.
(continued over the page...)

2-50 Tyler “Linda” 1973

2-49 Tyler wheel “Jeannie” 1966

2-51 Tyler in the Waipawa Museum,
possibly “Rosalind”1969
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(Tyler, continued)
Tyler also made some very small wheels as
well as the large saxonies and double-table
wheels he is best known for. The one in
photograph 2-52 has written under the table
“Made by C.A. Tyler Korokoro NZ Sept 68
‘Trixy’.” It is only 76cm (30 inches) high,
and surprisingly heavy as it is partly made
of oak. I have had difficulty deciding
whether to class it as upright or Saxony.
See chapter 5 on Charlie Tyler.

Wagg
Guy Wagg came from a family who had
been wheelwrights and coachbuilders in
Masterton for generations. The end section
of the table tilts downwards to adjust the
tension, and is secured by a screw with a
wooden handle. The handle can be seen in
photograph 2-54 which is a back view of a
different wheel. This wheel dates from the
early 1960s.

2-52 Tyler “Trixy” 1968

2-53 Wagg wheel
2-54 Another Wagg
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