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6  DISCUSSION & SPECULATION 
 

 
Numbered photographs can be seen  

in larger colour versions on the 
accompanying CD-ROM 

 
In New Zealand’s relatively short history an 
astonishing variety of spinning wheels has 
been created. On first sight the catalogues 
may seem a formless jumble, but strands of 
development can be traced by considering 
several of the challenges a maker faces.  
 
 
DRIVE WHEEL 
 
Wooden rim and spokes 
 
Through the years, in New Zealand as 
elsewhere, the most familiar drive wheel has 
been a wooden rim with varying numbers of 
spokes.  This presents a challenge to the 
maker. David Bryant in his manual of wheel 
and loom construction writes, “In building 
any spinning wheel, it is always the wheel 
itself which is the most difficult part to 
construct.”1 He says parallel segmentation 
(which I am calling parallel slices) is 
probably easier than radial unless the maker 
has machining facilities to cut angles 
accurately. This would explain why the 
parallel construction is relatively common in 
very old wheels. In New Zealand we find it 
in the Roderick Fraser wheel and the others 
at Waipu, in the Schofield and the Hamilton 
wheels, as well as in a number of wheels in 
museums, probably brought here by settlers. 
 

 

Radial felloes    Parallel slices  Transverse felloes 

Three ways to build a drive wheel 
 

                                                
1 David Bryant, Wheels and Looms, Making 
equipment for spinning and weaving 37. 

Mike Keeves writes “The parallel slices 
require less preparation than felloes as their 
joints are square and parallel.”  However, 
he points out that if the two shorter sections 
have their grain running at right angles to 
the two longer sections (which is usual) 
“they will need dowelling or tongue and 
groove joints to overcome the lack of a 
good glue bond where the end grain meets 
the long grain.” 2  So even the “easier” 
method has its difficulties. 
 
In New Zealand as in other countries radial 
felloes have been the most usual way to 
tackle the making of a spoked wooden drive 
wheel. The felloes require care in 
machining to get a neat join, and because 
the joins are end grain they need more than 
glue to bond them. There are several ways 
to make a strong joint, involving dowels, 
tongue and groove, or an overlap with 
dowels through the faces. 
 
The number of spokes is often the same as 
the number of felloes, but sometimes there 
are two or even three spokes to each felloe. 
Napier used only two felloes, Johnson 
(Easycraft) used three and quite a few 
makers have used four or six. There are a 
few eights and the Colthart-Rudhall-Wing 
group used ten in their big double table 
wheels. The prize for most felloes (in New 
Zealand) goes to Rappard and his Mitzi, 
with twelve. “The more segments to a 
wheel the more time and effort was 
required to cut and prepare each joint.”3 
 
The third construction, which for lack of a 
better name I am calling transverse felloes, 
is rare: I have seen it only in wheels by 
Thompson, Sutherland, some late Pipys and 
a Sleeping Beauty by Ray Chisholm 
(including the “hybrid” in photograph 5-60) 
and Rappard’s Saxony wheels. It simplifies 
                                                
2 Personal communication June 2008. 
3 Mike Keeves again. 
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the machining of the pieces and would be 
more economical of wood, but like the 
slices it involves joining end grain to long 
grain.  
 
Over time wood can warp and change its 
shape and all of these constructions, unless 
very well made, can be unstable. This could 
be particularly so where end grain and long 
grain are joined. We must remember too 
that early glues (before about the 1950s) did 
not last as well as those in use today. 
 
A few makers have used a one-piece rim, 
usually veneered for appearance: these 
include McGreevy in his Jane, and Sleeping 
Beauty in the Thumbelina and Serena. This 
seems to have been an economy measure 
for the cheapest wheels in the range. 
Interestingly, Nagy used it in his very first 
wheels (chapter 5).  
 
Solid wheels (with and without cutouts) 
 
Some makers have avoided all the problems 
of joins, and the fitting of spokes, by 
making a solid disk for a wheel. If the 
wheel is made from one flat piece of wood 
(or ply or a composite) the maker has 
sacrificed one of the features of a spoked 
wheel: its superior ability to preserve its 
momentum. A drive wheel is a kind of 
flywheel, and the weight of its rim keeps it 
spinning smoothly without too much 
treadling effort, once it is set in motion.4 
The greater the diameter and weight at the 
rim (within reason) the greater the effect. A 
disc which is as thick in the centre as it is at 
the edge will be much less efficient in 
conserving momentum. Makers have been 
well aware of this. 
 
The earliest New Zealand wheel I have seen 
that uses a solid wheel, the Karure by John 
Moore (about 1940) with its wheel of 
marine plywood, has four trefoil-shaped 
cutouts reducing the weight near the centre. 

                                                
4 “The wheel rim must have sufficient momentum to 
smooth out the variable power input from the 
treadle...” (Corran, Understanding the Spinning 
Wheel 75). 

The cheaper Miro which followed it had a 
smaller and completely solid drive wheel, 
and Moore himself said in his notes that 
Miro was better suited to people who did 
not do so much spinning.5 
 
The trefoil cutout idea may have had an 
interesting source. Rex Chapman-Taylor, 
son of the well-known architect-craftsman 
James Walter Chapman-Taylor, told Judy 
Siers about his father’s spinning wheels 
made during World War One, and said that 
after the initial order of twelve, 
Chapman-Taylor redesigned the wheel so 
that the price could be reduced from six 
pounds to five, “and instead of using spokes 
he made three shamrock-shaped leaves to 
replace them. It saved a lot of time drilling 
holes for the spokes and fitting them.”6 
 
Unfortunately no Chapman-Taylor wheel 
from after the redesign has yet been found. 
The description is unclear, but I cannot help 
wondering whether the “shamrock-shaped 
leaves” were actually cutouts in a solid 
wheel. (If they were pieces of wood in a 
shamrock shape that were used instead of 
spokes, they would still have had to be fitted 
to the rim and the hub.) If they were cutouts, 
then it is entirely possible that John Moore 
either saw such a wheel or was told about 
the method by Chapman-Taylor himself. 
The two men knew each other; both lived 
for a time in Havelock North and both were 
involved with the Rudolph Steiner/ 
anthroposophy movement there.7 
 
In any case, the trefoil cutouts have a 
subsequent history in New Zealand 
wheel-making. In the early 1960s when 
McDonald developed his little wheel based 
on the Schofield, he substituted for 
Schofield’s eight spokes a drive wheel with 
trefoil cutouts exactly like John Moore’s 
and clearly derived from it.8  
 
                                                
5 Papers in the possession of the author. 
6 Judy Siers, The Life and Times of James Walter 
Chapman-Taylor, 187. See also chapter 5. 
7 Marie Büchler, personal communication 2007. 
8 See chapter 5.  
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Next came E.R. Cole who by 1971 was 
making a wheel almost identical to the 
Karure, as well as using the same drive 
wheel design in his upright wheels.9 And 
finally Philip Poore made the drive wheel of 
his Pipy Poly with six trefoil cutouts. 
 
A far as I know trefoil cutouts have not been 
used in other countries except for the 
Australian Vandyke wheel, which has five 
crisply cut out trefoils in the drive wheel. 
 
A few other makers have used cutouts of 
other shapes: Walter Morrison made upright 
wheels from the 1940s using mostly metal 
drive wheels, but one made about 1968 has 
round cutouts. This drive wheel also appears 
to have an extra wooden circle adding 
weight at the rim. The Eclipse by Nees and 
the Joy and Kiwi by Ashford have cutouts 
in their designs. In 1977 Mike Keeves 
developed cutouts as an artistic as well as 
practical feature in his Grace wheels, which 
also have extra thickness of wood at the rim. 
 
Solid wheels with no cutouts sometimes 
have extra weights inset near the rim: 
Peacock and Marion (the solid-wheel 
variant) for example. Sometimes, as with 
other types of drive wheel, there are extra 
weights in one part to 
keep the treadle at its 
highest point when 
stationary and make 
starting easier.10  
 
 

6-1 Peacock by Karl 
Fomotor, showing inset 

brass weights 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
9 See chapters 2 and 3. 
10 Eric Corran comments that “balance” weights 
“can result in very uneven running at quite moderate 
speeds” (Understanding the Spinning Wheel 78). 
Mike Keeves dislikes them for the same reason, and 
calls them “unbalance weights”. 

Weights can be hidden under a veneer so 
they may be more common than we know. 
 
Rim weight may be less needed in a 
double-treadle wheel, since the alternating 
treadles give a more controlled start. Of the 
Majacraft wheels for example, the Suzie 
Professional is turned to have slightly more 
weight at the rim, but most Majacraft 
wheels are not. Designer Owen Poad 
regards smooth precise control of the flyer 
as the most important consideration.11  
 
 
Metal Wheels 
 
A few very refined “boudoir” wheels made 
in the UK have had metal wheels, generally 
brass and/or lead. 12  The use of metal 
wheels in New Zealand has a completely 
different context: it began as an economy 
measure in times of great hardship. Some 
time before 1935, with New Zealand in the 
grip of the Great Depression, Harold Martin 
devised his modest but practical little 
spinning wheel, possibly at first using 
wheels from treadle sewing machines. 13

 
Aileen Stace wrote many years later “those 
Martin wheels that we called the Iron Horse 
are jolly good spinners tho ugly”.14 The 
“ugly” epithet is debatable – I see a kind of 
beauty in their simple functionality. 
 
His wheels continued to be sold until at 
least the end of the war in 1945 and they 
have stood up to the ravages of time better 
than many that are more elaborate. There 
are a few rather similar wheels about that do 
not conform exactly to Martin’s style, and 

                                                
11 Glynis Poad, personal communication June 08. 
12 Patricia Baines, Spinning Wheels, Spinners and 
Spinning 158-160. The John Planta wheel on her 
p.169 also has a brass drive wheel. 
13 Lyndsay Fenwick suggests that he would soon 
have needed to have drive wheels cast specially, as 
dressmaking was important and there would not have 
been many surplus sewing machine wheels (“Metal 
Spinning Wheels”, The Spinning Wheel Sleuth #63, 
(January 2009) 7). 
14 In a letter to Rene Orchiston dated 1964, 
Alexander Turnbull Library MSPAPERS 4198 R 
Orchiston. 
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these may have been “one-off” copies by 
someone whose family member wanted a 
wheel and who found the design practical 
and easily made. The 1933 photograph of 
children spinning at Tasman Downs in the 
Depression shows wheels that are probably 
not by Martin, as they are much cruder than 
those wheels we know are his and the 
maidens and flyer assembly are different.15 
 
During World War Two there was urgent 
need of quickly made, cheap wheels to 
make yarn to knit for the troops overseas. 
Three makers that we know of at this time 
took up the idea of a metal wheel, having 
wheels specially cast in a foundry (Fraser) 
or using sewing machine wheels (Jennings, 
Morrison). No doubt others made a wheel or 
two for wives and friends, using the readily 
available sewing machine wheels to bypass 
the whole drive wheel problem. 
 

 
6-2 Wheel by unknown maker, made from a 

sewing machine and a chair, in the 
collection of the Agrodome, Rotorua 

 
With the resurgence in spinning in the 
1960s, the metal wheel idea was taken up 
again. It must have been a godsend for a 
maker who was more skilled with metal 
than with wood, or who had limited 
equipment or time. However, the supply of 

                                                
15 Heather Nicholson, The Loving Stitch 111, 
reprinted from a 1933 NZ Herald. 

sewing machine wheels was dwindling: 
Dunnachie had to insist that purchasers 
provide their own. 
 
Again there are many examples of what was 
very likely a single wheel made for a family 
member. Most cannot be dated but probably 
they were made in the 1960s or 70s, when 
spinning was relatively popular. Many are 
very rough but some are cleverly designed 
and well put together. The most ingenious I 
have seen is the one in the Agrodome 
collection (photograph 6-2). It is made from 
several parts of a sewing machine and parts 
of a chair. Only the flyer assembly has been 
created anew. This wheel is reported to spin 
well.16

 
 
Axle and crank 
 
Mostly these are fairly standard: a metal 
axle with (usually) a straight crank. A few 
wheels have a graceful curved crank, often 
when the maker was sticking fairly closely 
to an imported model. These include 
Roderick Fraser, Hamilton, Nagy, Bartlett 
and Kerwood.  
 
6-3 Curved crank 

of Hamilton wheel 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It has sometimes been thought that the curve 
makes for smoother treadling but this is a 
myth, as mechanically the distance from the 
axle centre to the centre of the crankpin 
where the footman is attached is the only 
specification that matters.  
 
The curved crank would initially have been 
adopted because it was familiar in earlier 
treadle-driven machines such as knife 
grinders. As the grinding stone wore down 
with use, it changed so much in size and 
weight that the crank needed to be shorter. 

                                                
 
16 John McGowan, personal communication. 
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This was easily achieved by bending the 
curved crank, impossible if the crank had 
been straight. Spinners assumed that their 
wheels had the curve for a special reason 
“and the curvature... was conferred with 
mystical properties which somehow made 
treadling easier.”17 

 
 
 
 
6-4 Jennings 
wheel, side 
view showing 
U-shaped 
crank 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

An occasional find is a U-shaped crank, 
where the footman is in front of the back 
wheel post and the axle forms a crank by 
bending to pass through the footman. A 
clear example is the wheel in photograph 
6-2. Some at least of Jennings’ wartime 
wheels use this system. 

 
 

6-5 U-shaped 
crank 
attachment of a 
“Singer” 
treadle sewing 
machine 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
17 Corran, Understanding the Spinning Wheel 92. 
He remarks that though the curvature does not assist 
with treadling in either direction “no antique or 
reproduction spinning wheel should be without the 
esoteric mystique of the semi-circular crank...” 

U-shaped cranks are found on a few 
traditionally styled wheels overseas (one 
type of Husfliden wheel from Norway, for 
example) but the New Zealand makers are 
much more likely to have re-used parts from 
treadle sewing machines (including 
U-shaped cranks) as an economy measure.  
 
An extreme wartime measure was adopted 
by John Moore. His wheels were being 
made by A. Toop and Son, a 
furniture-making company who would 
naturally have been more at home with 
woodwork than with fabricating metal. So 
when he came to design the Miro, probably 
in 1942, he used a wooden oval instead of 

the usual metal 
crank, and even 
made the axle of 
wood.18 
 
6-6 Wooden 
crank of Miro 
 
Another idea is to 
omit the crank 

altogether, and simply connect the top of the 
footman to the drive wheel, but off-centre 
so that it turns the wheel as it moves up and 
down. As far as we know, Harold Martin 
was the first to do this.19 
 

 
6-7 Off-centre footman attachment of 

“Victory” treadle sewing machine 
 

                                                
18 See chapter 2. 
19 Chapter 2, photograph 2-31. 
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It may be that the idea came from treadle 
sewing machines, which sometimes use this 
system (photograph 6-7). Since Martin 
clearly had his wheels cast specially (they 
have a balance weight which sewing 
machine wheels do not) it is a deliberate 
choice, not simply the result of recycling 
parts. 
 
 
 
 
6-8 Mathieson, 

showing 
footman 

connection 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is interesting to find that the idea was 
taken up by several makers who used a 
wooden drive wheel: Mathieson, 
McGreevy, Albie Thomas in the Tom 
Thumb 20  and even Ashford in their 
single-treadle Bulky Spinner. 21  The 
Canadian Lendrum wheels use the same 
system. 

 
Double treadle wheels are 
different again. They have 
the tops of the two 
footmen attached at either 
end of a metal connector 
which then bends back to 
the central axle.  
 
6-9 Double treadle 
mechanism of 
Ashford Kiwi 
 

                                                
20 Photograph 3-18. 
21 Photograph 3-26. 

Majacraft’s fitting has more elegant curves 
but its operation is the same.22 

 
 
TABLE 
 
Quite a variety of table types has been 
made, from Norwegian-style double table to 
no table at all in some upright wheels. Most 
horizontal wheels have the usual sloping 
table, which allows the flyer to be at a 
comfortable height without the drive wheel 
standing awkwardly tall. Harold Martin, 
simplifying as usual, did not bother with the 
slope (which complicates the setting of the 
legs). Instead he set the drive wheel down 
behind the table, thus also avoiding the need 
for wheel support posts. 
 
The first Ashford wheels, made during 
World War Two, are quite traditional in 
style. Ironically, their Traditional produced 
from the 1960s is more innovative, with the 
table replaced by two sloping bars and the 
drive wheel dropped down between them. 
This makes the wheel remarkably compact 
for its size and type. Should it actually be 
classed as a frame wheel? European frame 
wheels23 have two rectangular horizontal 
frames, one at floor level. 
 

 
6-10 Large frame wheel by Reg Warr 

 
As far as I know, Reg Warr’s half dozen 
massive wheels and the Ashford Country 
                                                
22 Photographs 3-78, 3-90, 3-94. 
23 Patricia Baines, Spinning Wheels Spinners and 
Spinning 125-132, particularly figs 47, 48 & 49. 
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Spinner have been the only frame wheels 
made in New Zealand. 
 
Ashford’s design with its sloping bars looks 
far more like a clever development from the 
conventional sloping table used in their 
earlier wheels. The 4-part table of their 
upright Traveller (made from 1977) is a 
different matter. This is a regular feature of 
the wheels by several makers in New York 
State in the early 19th century24 and these 
(along with later setting the flyer assembly a 
little to one side) could have provided the 
solution to the problem of giving the 
Traveller a bigger drive wheel while 
keeping the orifice at a comfortable height.   
 
In the early 60s John Beauchamp made a 
Saxony wheel with a partially normal table 
but split it at the lower end to allow the 
wheel to be placed low.25 Charlie Tyler in 
his tiny “Trixy” (1968) did the same. 
Sleeping Beauty’s Jenny also has a split 
table. This is an old style, found particularly 
in some European Saxony wheels (often 
from Germany).26 Had these New Zealand 
makers seen examples, or did they re-invent 
the idea? We’ll probably never know. 
 
 
TENSION 
 
Drive bands and their adjustment 
 
Both Scotch tension and double drive seem 
to have been available in New Zealand 
wheels from the beginning – not surprising, 
as makers will have been inspired by a 
variety of wheels brought from different 
countries. Roderick Fraser’s wheels gave 
the women of Waipu a choice between the 
two systems, and we do not know which 
they preferred. Looking closely at the drive 
bands in the Spinning Frolic photograph27 
has not revealed any hint of a double band 

                                                
24 Pennington & Taylor, Spinning Wheels and 
Accessories 62-65, and there is a much earlier 
example in their fig.7-18. 
25 Photograph 5-6, the wheel on the right. 
26 For example Pennington & Taylor figs 3-1, 3-14. 
27 Chapter 5. 

so I tend to think that Scotch tension was 
favoured. 
 
Martin’s little wheels, starting in the 1930s, 
all use Scotch tension. The mother-of-all 
swivels to adjust the drive band tension. A 
little later the very first Ashford wheels 
were double drive. There is no screw handle 
on the end of the table, and the sliding 
mother-of-all assembly is secured in place 
by a wing nut underneath the table. Double 
drive was soon superseded by Scotch 
tension but Ashford persisted throughout 
World War Two with the same sliding 
adjustment for the drive band.  
 
Of the wartime makers of uprights, 
Morrison and Jennings provided no means 
of adjusting drive band tension. Lyndsay 
Fenwick speculates that the heavy leather 
thong used on treadle sewing machines at 
this time might have been transferred to 
spinning wheels. 28  Later, when stretch 
cords suitable for drive bands became 
readily available, this could be satisfactory. 
For example a Dunnachie wheel which has 
been in regular use since it was bought from 
the maker in 1971 or 72 is still working well 
with its original stretchy band. Before that, 
however, the lack of adjustment must have 
been trying though presumably accepted, 
like so many other trials, in wartime.  
 
The other World War Two maker of 
uprights we know of, Fraser, used the 
well-established system of a screw top on 
the back maiden, raising and lowering the 
spindle. This has traditionally been 
achieved, like sliding tension on horizontal 
wheels, with a wooden tension screw. 
Making the screw and the screw block into 
which it fits is not entirely simple: because 
of the fibrous nature of wood it cannot be 
done with a steel die as for a metal screw. A 
screwbox and a screw tap must be used.  
 
Bryant suggests that if a maker does not 
have these available, a metal screw and 
matching nut can be used for tensioning. 

                                                
28 Personal communication July 2009. 
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Some New Zealand makers have done this 
(in the earliest Sleeping Beauties, for 
instance). 29  Corran notes that the metal 
screw is preferable, since it has 12 threads 
per inch, allowing finer adjustment than a 
wooden screw’s four threads per inch.30

 
 

6-11 Back maiden of 
Camelot, showing metal 

screw  
 
Many makers have stuck 
with this system, though 
an easier and presumably 
cheaper method of 
tensioning the drive band 
has also become 
widespread: a hinged 
mother-of-all which is pushed up by turning 
a screw. This simple, effective arrangement 
is familiar to most spinners from Ashford's 
Traditional and Traveller. However, they 
were not the first in New Zealand to use it: 
that honour goes to J.W. Graham in 1944 or 
earlier. His simple but well-made wheels 
have the mother-of-all hinged to the table, 
adjusted by a bolt and two nuts.  

 

 
6-12 Graham hinge and bolt 

 
John Moore and Hal Atkinson hit upon yet 
another idea: the two uprights that support 
the spindle also clasp the narrowed end of 
the table and the flyer assembly tilts – a 
system found in some early French 
Canadian wheels, except that there it is the 
end of the table which clasps the 
mother-of-all support.31  
                                                
29 David Bryant, Wheels and Looms, Making 
equipment for spinning and weaving 40 & 47-52. 
30 Understanding the Spinning Wheel 101. 
31 Alvin Ramer, “A Comparison of Tilt-Tensioning 

 
6-13 Atkinson tilt tension 

 
 
FLYER ASSEMBLY 
 
Maidens, spindle, whorl 
 

It is likely that the very first wheels made in 
New Zealand followed the most familiar 
design of a flyer and a whorl between two 
maidens. Certainly Roderick Fraser closely 
adhered to the tradition brought by the 
Waipu settlers from Scotland via Nova 
Scotia. It is a pity we know so little of the 
wheels made between the late 1800s and the 
1930s, when Harold Martin produced 
something completely different.  
 

 
6-14 Harold Martin wheel 

 
Of conventional maidens there are none: 
just one upright which terminates at the 
spindle. The spindle holds the flyer and 
bobbin in front of the upright, and the 

                                                
Devices on Spinning Wheels”, The Spinning Wheel 
Sleuth #38 (October 2002) 2-5, especially Photo #5. 



 125 

spindle whorl behind it is held in place by a 
small metal bracket. 
 
Did Martin adapt this idea from the “great 
wheels” or spindle wheels of the past?  
These generally had just one post, often 
culminating in two small maidens with the 
whorl between them, and the spindle (no 
flyer or bobbin) projecting towards the 
spinner.32 Or did he look to the old Picardy 
wheels of Europe for his inspiration? 33  
These have a mother-of-all and maidens but 
only the whorl is between the maidens, with 
the flyer and bobbin in front of them.  
 
In any case, this idea of a single support 
post with the whorl behind and the flyer in 
front was to have a long and distinguished 
persistence in upright wheels in New 
Zealand. 
 
During World War Two John Moore and 
Hal Atkinson made horizontal wheels with 
only the whorl between the maidens, and 
the flyer in front, though their wheels were 
double drive, not usual in Picardy wheels. 
Walter Ashford also briefly made a wheel of 
this type with Scotch tension.34  The idea 
did not continue in Saxony-style wheels, 
with the exception of the Saxonie by 
Majacraft. Surprisingly, it was taken up by 
Beauchamp and Colthart in some of their 
double table wheels.  
 
In the 1940s Morrison and Jennings began 
to make Picardy-style upright wheels, 
generally making two posts with the drive 
wheel between them (or in the case of 
Jennings’ metal wheels, sometimes a 
support frame in front and a post behind, or 
vice versa). These posts continue up to hold 
the spindle, with the whorl between them 
and the flyer in front.35 

                                                
32 See for example Eliza Leadbeater, Spinning and 
Spinning Wheels 5. 
33 Patricia Baines, Spinning Wheels Spinners and 
Spinning 112-115. 
34 See chapter 2. 
35 This is not a first: Cummer illustrates a “very 
unusual” upright wheel with a Picardy flyer “thought 
to be mid nineteenth century, from Germany or 

During the spinning revival of the 60s and 
70s this idea persisted. Twin posts with the 
whorl between were used by Dunnachie and 
Shields. They are seen to this day in 
Majacraft’s Suzie and Rose. 
 
Even simpler, some makers of upright 
wheels have followed Martin in using just a 
single post, rising from some sort of frame 
which also contains the treadle. The post 
holds the wheel axle and then continues up 
to hold the whorl behind it and the flyer in 
front. Such wheels include Hegan, Smithies, 
and the Pipy Poly. The tradition continued 
with Majacraft’s Polly and Pollyanna and 
now their Little Gem and Pioneer. 36 
Ashford have used a single post in Scholar 
Mark 1 and Kiwi but topped it with a 
normal mother-of-all and maidens. 
 
Some makers retained the table, and the 
single post rises from that to hold the wheel 
and then the whorl and flyer. McGreevy’s 
Marion and Jane are good examples, as are 
the Peacock wheels but these have the whorl 
in front of the post, beside the bobbin. More 
recently the Majacraft Millie follows this 
pattern. 
 
Other makers have used the same basic idea 
– single post with flyer in front and whorl 
(usually) behind – but complicated it with 
extras, as for example in a wheel that can be 
folded such as the Fleur or Madigan. 
Kerwood, Shearman and others introduce 
extra features for adjusting drive band 
tension. The different Grace wheels 
interpret the idea with varying degrees of 
complexity, and Ashford also use it to 
advantage in the Joy. 
 

                                                
England” (A Book of Spinning Wheels 121), and Pat 
Bownas illustrates no less than four in “Picardy 
Spinning Wheels Revisited”, The Spinning Wheel 
Sleuth #37 (July 2002) 2-4. We can be fairly sure that 
Morrison and Jennings were not aware of this 
precedent and thought of the idea independently.  
36 John Arlott, designer of the Polly and Pollyanna 
as well as the other earlier Majacraft wheels, 
comments, “simplicity is the vital ingredient for 
spinners, for manufacturers and for cost” (personal 
communication, August 2009). 
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In all, going through my records, I find 28 
New Zealand makers who used or still use 
some variation on the Picardy flyer. This is 
an astonishingly large number. I am aware 
of only a few modern makers beyond these 
shores who use the style (Golding, Fricke, 
and Louet in their Victoria and Julia) though 
there may be others. In Australia during the 
war the Red Cross sold “The Strickland 
Silent Spinner”, a largely metal upright 
wheel. This, the Ettrick Windwheel and one 
or two other wheels from Australia use the 
Picardy system. But nowhere in recent years 
has it been as prevalent as in New Zealand. 
 
It says a good deal for the skill of the 
makers that most of these wheels spin 
steadily and without the flyer wobbling. 
This is not always easy to achieve with a 
Picardy-style wheel.37  
 
Flyer 
 
The earliest wheels all have one-piece 
flyers, from Roderick Fraser through to 
most of the World War Two wheels. This 
very traditional construction is simple and 
attractive, but as the shoulder of the flyer is 
across the grain it is not unknown for an 
arm to split off.  
 

 
6-15 Napier one-piece flyer with old repairs 

to both arms 

                                                
37 Eric Corran points out, “The poor mechanical 
principle of having the flyer, yarn package and 
spindle unsupported at the front left it susceptible to 
vibration and damage” (Understanding the Spinning 
Wheel 29). John Arlott, however, chose this system 
for Majacraft wheels because the forward end of the 
flyer shaft is “available for bobbin changing and all 
adjustments without removal” (personal 
communication August 2009).  

Soon makers began to make flyers of three 
pieces of wood, with the central shoulder 
part and the two arms each cut along the 
grain. As far as I can discover, Atkinson, 
Moore (in the Miro) and (sometimes) 
Morrison in the 1940s were the first to do 
this, followed later by Rudhall, Wing and 
Colthart. Rappard, Peacock, Keeves and 
others adopted the idea, and it is familiar 
now in Majacraft wheels though these go 
one step further and use metal for the arms 
(photograph 6-21). 
 
Entirely metal flyers have sometimes been 
used, perhaps because the maker had 
famliarity with metalworking and the 
materials and equipment were available. As 
so often, Martin was the innovator, with his 
aluminium flyers and whorls. Soon steel 
was being used, by Jennings and sometimes 
Morrison. The Pipy Poly has a steel flyer, as 
do Hegan’s wheels. 
 
Orifice 
 
Orifices vary widely. Again it was probably 
ease of construction and limitations of 
available materials that encouraged makers 
to experiment with different solutions. The 
wooden orifice of some of the wartime 
Ashfords is an extreme example; they 
cannot have been very durable.  
 

 
6-16 Wooden 
orifice of 
Ashford flyer, 
1943-45 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Martin used a normal orifice, but Jennings 
extended his well beyond the flyer. 
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6-17 Jennings 

 
Walter Morrison used an eyelet, at least 
sometimes, and Dunnachie followed him in 
this, as occasionally did Wing. 
 

 

6-18 Dunnachie  
 
By the early 1940s cousins Hal Atkinson 
and John Moore were using a 
corkscrew-twisted pigtail on their wooden 
flyers. Atkinson’s are neatly fashioned and 
rather long, while Moore typically used the 
simplest of materials: a twisted cuphook. 
 

 
6-19 Atkinson 

 
6-20 Moore (Miro) 

 
Walter Ashford briefly adopted the 
corkscrew idea in his wartime wheels, but 
soon reverted to an orifice, possibly in 
response to complaints from customers.38 

 
 
The corkscrew, provided it was solidly 
made, turned out to have several 
advantages: it accepted thicker yarn than a 
traditionally small orifice, and required no 
threader hook. In the 1960s Shields 
continued the corkscrew tradition, but 
Smithies turned to a simple hook. Soon 
Peacock adopted the hook with great 
success, as spinners found it made threading 
very easy. 
 

 
6-21 Flyer of Beulah by Peacock, showing 

hook (the flyer hooks are not original) 
 
Some top-quality wheels  (Grace, 
Shearman) now come with an attachment 
that offers the choice of hook or orifice.  

                                                
38 Perrine Moncrieff wrote to John Moore on 
August 15 1942, “I think that [Ashford’s] first model 
with an “eye” is better than their second with a 
corkscrew... this corkscrew unless properly made 
does not work well. It either catches the wool or in 
many cases buckles up and gets out of shape” (letter 
in the possession of the author). A few of Moore’s 
Karure wheels are still in use so presumably they 
were not subject to these problems. 
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6-22 Majacraft flyer, showing metal arms, 

delta orifice and sliding hook 
 
Majacraft devised a wire triangle (“delta 
orifice”) which offers comparable ease of 
threading to a hook but is a little more 
forgiving to a spinner who does not spin 
directly in front of the orifice. 
 
Flyer Hooks 
 
Most makers have used normal hooks along 
the flyer arms (or sometimes on one arm 
only, for instance Schofield, McGreevy, 
Canterbury) but as far back as the 1940s 
Jennings used a single sliding hook, a handy 
device also used for holding electrified tape 

or wire on electric fence 
standards. 39  A similar 
shaped spring clamp was 
used to fasten water, fuel 
and vacuum hoses in 
some car engines. 40  It 
has probably been 
invaluable over the years 
in other ways too.   
 
6-23 Sliding hook on  
an electric fence standard 
 
 

There is no telling which of these uses came 
first or whether the invention was made 
several times. In any case, Jennings seems 

                                                
39 I thank John Arlott for pointing this out (personal 
communication, August 2009). 
40 Mike Keeves (personal communication, 
September 2009). 

to have been the first to apply it to spinning 
wheels.41

 
 
The idea caught on and was used by 
Dunnachie and Field (sometimes) and by 
Alexander, Frizzell, Shearman, and (in the 
Poly) Philip Poore. It was a characteristic 
feature of Majacraft wheels from their 
beginning. Recently Ashford have begun 
making sliding hook flyers, marketed as an 
“update” for some of their models. This 
little New Zealand invention is also 
spreading further afield: it is now used by 
Louet in some of their wheels, which are 
made in the Netherlands but widely sold in 
North America.  
 
Some makers have added a weight or 
weights on the other side of the flyer to 
balance hooks or a single sliding hook 
(Dunnachie, Pipy Poly, McGreevy, Frizzell) 
while Alexander and Shearman put a sliding 
hook on each side.  
 
The flyer frame42

 
 
Another New Zealand invention is the flyer 
frame, which has not (so far) been used in 
other countries but has a distinguished 
history in New Zealand. 
 

 
6-24 Schofield flyer frame 

 

                                                
41 Cummer illustrates a wheel from Italy with a ring 
on a thumbscrew that can be slid along an arm of the 
metal flyer (A Book of Spinning Wheels 124-5) but it 
is most unlikely that Jennings knew of this. 
42 This section is based on my article first published 
in The Spinning Wheel Sleuth #60 (April 2008) 2-5. 
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It seems to have begun with Schofield in the 
1930s. Whether the idea originated with him 
we do not know but no earlier examples 
have come to light. A curved metal strip 
holds the spindle and pivots at the support 
posts. It is tilted by adjusting a little nut on a 
rod which is fastened to a bracket behind the 
front post. With some difficulty this can be 
used to adjust the wheel and bobbin 
tension.43

 
 
In the early 1960s William McDonald made 
wheels closely based on Schofield’s design.  
 

6-25 McDonald flyer frame 
 
Like Schofield he pivots the metal frame at 
the top of the posts. However, rather than 
string and a spring he uses just a metal rod 
with a screw knob at the top to tilt the 
frame, which adjusts only the drive wheel 
tension. There is a separate brake band from 
one end of the frame to the other across the 
bobbin groove, making this a regular Scotch 
tension wheel. The frame has a semicircular 
insert of wood at the right-hand end, to 
which are attached both the bobbin brake 
peg and the knob adjusting the rod for drive 
band tension.  
 
At about the same time, Philip Poore 
designed the Wendy, a much more 
sophisticated wheel with three ratios. The 
flyer frame idea is refined and improved. A 
band of metal bent into a near-oblong shape 
pivots on the post and holds the spindle at 
the left. On the right, where the ends of the 
metal strip meet, is attached a two-part rod 
secured at the bottom to the support post. 
                                                
43 See chapter 3. 

The two parts, one with a left-hand thread 
and one with a right-hand thread, meet in a 
wooden ball, so that by turning this ball the 
visible rod is lengthened or shortened to 
alter the angle of the flyer frame, thus 
adjusting the tension. 
 
 

 
6-26 Wendy flyer frame 

 
Nothing further is needed for double drive, 
though a Scotch tension attachment was 
available. The difficulty of balancing drive 
wheel and bobbin tension has been 
overcome. Wendy wheels spin reliably well 
and many were sold in New Zealand and 
overseas.  
 
Around 1990 the Keneila Imp was derived 
from the Wendy. It 
has a wooden 
frame that 
functions in the 
same way as the 
Wendy’s metal 
frame, with the rod 
and at its top end a 
ball for adjust- 
ment. 

6-27 Keneila tension rod 
 
In the 1980s Ray Chisholm redesigned the 
Wendy into the Cleopatra, substituting a 
mother-of-all and angled wooden maidens 
for the flyer frame. The angle is adjusted by 
a metal loop and a short metal rod, which 
alters the tension. This system can be less 
stable than the one-piece metal frame with 
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its longer rod; while one Cleopatra owner is 
very happy, another reports that hers is not 
pleasant to use. 
 

 
6-28 Madigan tension rod  

 
Madigan made good use of the principle, 
adapting it cleverly to his folding double 
drive wheels. He kept the screw-and-rod 
idea but instead of a metal frame there is a 
long strip of wood pivoting between the tops 
of the twin posts, attached on the left to the 
back part of the spindle. At the other end a 
long metal rod connects to the post, and the 
tension is adjusted by a wooden screw knob 
at the top of the rod, tilting the wooden strip. 
The wheel can be folded without disturbing 
the setting of the tension. Family members 
recall that Madigan talked about Wendy 
wheels. 
 

 
6-29 Fleur, showing metal rod adjusting 

drive band tension 
 

Ivan McGreevy had a similar idea when he 
designed the Fleur. Again a metal rod was 
used to tilt a wooden strip, but this time the 
top of the rod merely presses against the 
underside of the strip and adjustment is from 
below.  
 
 
BOBBIN 
 
Perhaps this section should have been at the 
beginning of the chapter, not the end. Mike 
Keeves suggests that the bobbin is the most 
important part of a wheel as it is the part 
that has to respond to the alteration of 
pressure of the brake band or drive band in 
order to give the desired twist to the yarn. 
He writes that when he began to design his 
first wheel, he had to put aside 
preconceptions of working from the ground 
up. Instead he started with the finished 
product of spun yarn on the bobbin and 
considered what was needed to get it there. 
The bobbin itself needed to be stable in its 
position, free to revolve, and responsive to 
restraint.44 
 
Many of the earlier makers simply turned 
their bobbins out of a single piece of wood. 
This means that the ends of the bobbin are 
probably entirely across the grain, not the 
best for strength.  
 

 
6-30 Atkinson one-piece bobbin 

 
Soon, however, most bobbins were in three 
parts, with each end turned from a disk 
parallel to the grain and then glued to the 
shaft (or core). Rappard bobbins for 
example were at first made out of one piece 
                                                
44 Personal communication, November 2008. 
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of wood, but later from three.45 The bobbin 
ends are stronger (though far from 
unbreakable) but one potential problem 
remains – the inherent instability of wood, 
which can in time lead to warping of the 
shaft so that the bobbin no longer revolves 
freely. It can be re-bored but bobbins often 
clatter in use after this has been done.46 
 
Many older bobbins have the shaft 
overbored so that it is very loose on the 
spindle, and then counterbored at the ends to 
take a leather bearing (rather like a washer) 
which fitted the spindle. Then if the shaft 
warped slightly, the bobbin would still run 
smoothly on the bearings. These days good 
wooden bobbins generally have bearings of 
a synthetic material such as Nylex, which 
runs smoothly on the spindle with little 
friction. 
 
Some makers have gone to different 
materials entirely. Philip Poore (Pipy), Mike 
Keeves (Grace) and E.R. Cole decided that 
a metal shaft would be best, with wooden 
ends glued to it. Standard Majacraft bobbins 
are boilable plastic with holes in the core, so 
that yarn can be dyed while still on the 
bobbin. Their wooden bobbins are still 
available but now have a core of black 
fibreglass, with ends of tawa.  
 
Making a bobbin 
 
Spinners are often surprised at the cost of 
having extra bobbins made for 
out-of-production wheels, but it is by no 
means a simple process, especially since 
dimensions have to be matched exactly. For 
their own wheels, makers have specialised 
machines permanently set up to do the job 
precisely. Ged Maybury, who worked in the 
Rappard factory in the 1970s, remembers 
“Bobbin-making never stopped and that was 
where the only two real wood-turners (aside 
from John, who could turn up and fix nearly 
anything) did most of their work”.47  

                                                
45 Maria Rappard, personal communication 
September 2009. 
46 Mike Keeves again. 
47 Personal communication. 

 
6-31 Cherub bobbins by Graham Collins 

 
Graham Collins makes his Cherub bobbins 
from three pieces of kauri wood: a shaft (of 
square stock) is drilled and turned to a 
round shape at the ends so that the 
end-pieces can be fitted and glued to it. 
Then the whole is turned on the lathe. After 
a coat of lacquer on the wood, Nylex 
bearings that fit snugly on the spindle are 
pressed in place at each end. 
 
Mike Keeves makes Grace bobbins on a 
special lathe he made himself (which took 
about a week). He begins by cutting disks 
out of rimu for the bobbin ends. These are 
then glued to the aluminium shaft. 

 

 
6-32 A bobbin blank, glued and ready for 

finishing in Mike Keeves’ workshop 
 

(continued over the page...) 
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6-33 Shaping the outside 

 

 
6-34 Shaping the inside 

 

 
6-35 Cutting the groove, with a tool rest 

slotted into position 

 

 
6-36 Final sanding 

 

 
6-37 One end completed  

 
Then the bobbin will be reversed on the 
machine and the other end finished in the 
same way. Lastly a bush made of a very 
slick type of nylon is set into each end of 
the aluminium core: this is the bearing 
surface on the spindle. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 


