
The Circle Game

by Angie

Mary realized, somewhat belatedly, that it was definitely time to teach the children spool 
knitting again. Winterfest and Christmas/Yule were approaching quickly, and the children were
restless, excited (already!) ... and needed a distraction. She made the announcement, knowing
that she would have a full class, because every child (of every age), found the craft both 
engaging and relaxing – and it produced a lot of product.

So one Sunday morning, she sat in front of the small classroom, her tools laid out on her lap, a 
big box of assorted yarns beside her. The faces before her were expectant, even the ones who 
had been to this class several times before – and many were smiling.

She began by holding up a two pronged object, which looked most like a wooden tuning fork – 
except that it had a hole in its handle.

“Welcome everyone. We'll begin with a little history. This is a lucet. It is believed to originate 
with the Vikings. Both men and women used these to make flat braid, probably while they 
were sitting around the hearth or campfire at night. Archaeologists have found samples of 
braid in Viking graves, and even some lucets. They could be any size, depending on how thick 
they wanted the braid, or what yarn or cordage was used. Women and men both used thick 
braid as belts for their tunics. Braid could also be used to hang small tools or even weapons 
on.”

She used some yarn to show how it worked, did a few rounds, then put it on her lap. Cullen 
had offered to make a lucet for anyone who wanted one, but she knew it was likely no one 
would. They preferred the 'newer' device.

She paused and rummaged among the items on her lap.

“This is a spool knitter, which as you can see is made from an old wooden cotton reel. This is 
the one I learned to do corking with. I have also used a large wooden bead (she held up an 



example). We have many old wooden thread reels, which are best. Cullen has kindly sanded 
the centre tubes, so the hole is bigger and our yarn won't catch inside it.

“Corking is also called spool knitting, or French knitting. It is also a very old craft, at least as old
as these wooden spools, which were used for generations, athough these days they are made 
of plastic, so cannot be used for knitting.

“My father banged four nails in the top of this reel for mine, as you can see. 

“These days, there are both wooden and plastic spool knitters sold above. Catherine has found
a few, and this is what they look like (she held up two examples). Although they work quite 
well, some are not as robust as the wooden spools. They also have a longer centre channel, 
which means it takes longer to see the result of our spool knitting. I know you want to see 
quick results.”

She paused for the traditional chuckles and smiled at the sea of interested faces. I used a pin 
from an old knitter, but we have many nails here, which work very well also.”

“So, I've had Cullen adapt a few spools for us. I know some of you have them already, and 
brought them with you.”

Several children, and almost every teen, held up their spool knitters.

“I have here a box of yarn, gifts from many of our helpers. You can all choose one of the skeins 
or balls, and as you knit, if you wish to change colours, there are many more to choose from. 
You can even exchange with each other, if you wish.

“You will al so need another nail, of course, to use as a needle. I have some of those here too. 
Kanin ground the points down just a little and smoothed them so they don't catch.

“So what can you make with this long, thin knitting? You can make a belt, something like the 
Vikings did long ago, or a lanyard to hang around your neck, perhaps with a whistle or a 
favourite keepsake. You can make a flower, simply by looping the corking and stitching it in the 
middle, or a bracelet. If you wish to be more ambitious, and have the patience, you can make 
a lot of it and make a hat, a scarf, a bag, a mat, even a carpet. It's all up to you. Simply keep 
knitting until you have as much as you wish, and then whip stitch the knitting to make the item
you wish. 



“Who hasn't got a spool or nail?”

Several hands went up and Mary beckoned them to the front. She handed out the spools and 
nails and let each child choose a ball of yarn.

When everyone had what they needed, Mary clapped her hands and waited for attention. 

“Now here is how we start. It's very simple. First, we make a slip knot, so.” She did so and 
slipped it over one of the nails on her spool.

“Then we wind the yarn around each pin, moving clockwise, but winding counter-clockwise, 
until we return to the first pin. Then we hold the yarn above that first slip knot and use our nail
to lift the slip knot over the yarn and over the pin. That's one stitch made. Repeat around the 
spool and continue doing this until you want a rest ('never' sang out several voices), or you 
have as much corking as you want for your project. You don't need to decide on a project right 
away. Just keep knitting and enjoy yourselves.”

And so it was. Within minutes, everyone in the room was busily engaged in corking – Mary still
thought of it as that, as she had been told as a child. Satisfied, she smiled and continued with 
her own. It WAS relaxing, no question about it.
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