Thursday, October 14, 2010
Kjaere Venner,

On our recent vacation to L’Anse aux Meadows in Newfoundland, presently interpreted as the Viking settlement at the entrance to the region of known as Vinland from the sagas, we saw the ruins and recreations of the Viking long houses.  Within the houses, re-enactors showed and demonstrated items from Viking everyday life, including warp weighted looms and spinning whorls.  Elspeth asked for a spindle using a spinning whorl turned out of soapstone.  Never having turned soapstone before, this opened a series of projects using turned soapstone beginning with spinning whorls.
Spinning Whorls

The spinning whorl found at L’Anse aux Meadows indicates that the settlement was Viking because of the similarity with spinning whorls used in Greenland about 1000 AD.
,
  (The making of iron, an iron boat nail, the long house shape, a glass bead, lamp or door pivot stone, and the bronze ringed pin also indicated that the settlement was Viking.
)
The spinning whorl is placed on a spindle, either toward the top or toward the bottom.  The top-whorl spindle is set in motion by rolling down one’s hip or leg, and the bottom whorl spindle is set in motion by a flick of the fingers.
  Depending on the direction you spin you produce a Z-spun or an S-spun thread.  
The spinning whorls are typically conical, hemispherical, or spherical.  The spindle whorl found at L’Anse aux Meadows resembles those used in Greenland, a slightly flattened spherical shape 33 mm in diameter.
,
  Spindle whorls ranged from 25 to 85 mm in diameter, and weighed 12 to 90 grams.  The spindles or shafts ranged from about 170 to 400 mm long, 7 to 16” long, with a thickening towards one end.
,

The spindle and the spinning whorl can both be turned, with about a quarter of the Viking spinning whorls from York being turned,
 so I have another Viking turning project.  The following pictures show my first attempts.  I made the spindles out of oak and maple, and the spinning whorls out of soapstone.  The third whorl counting from the left for the spinning whorls arranged in a row is a replica of the L’Anse aux Meadow and Greenland spinning whorl.
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The whorl on the left is hemispherical with the flat side placed upwards for a bottom-whorl spindle.  The second whorl from the left is hemispherical with a slightly convex surface that forms the top, hemispherical-convex.  (A more accurate description is plano-convex for the first whorl since the curved surface ranges from bun shaped to hemispherical.  But then the second whorl would then be convex-convex which I don’t think is as descriptive as hemispherical-convex, although probably more accurate.)  The 3rd whorl from the left is the L’Anse aux Meadow/Greenland whorl, a slightly flattened spherical whorl.  The whorl on the right is spherical.  
For my first attempts at replicating the spindle, I made the bottom end larger t so the whorl would slide down the spindle toward the bottom and could not fall off.  However, the Viking spindles were asymmetrical with a thickening toward one end, so my shape was off.  Elspeth tried my spindles and spinning whorls, and they work, but she noted that if I had made the spindle with a thickening toward one end, but above the spinning whorl, she could tie off the thread and then the thread could not slip upwards.  (I might add that some spindles had a notch at one or both ends called a heck for fastening the thread to.
)  That would mean that the spinning whorl would have to be a friction fit, so that it would not fall off.  So I went back to the shop to make more spindles.
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The spindle or shaft shape now resembles those in Ostergard’s book, but at 16” long it seems slightly unwieldy and the spinning whorl seems slightly small.  However, the spindle has Ostergard’s dimensions for the shaft, both length and diameters along the length, so I guess we will have to try spinning to see how well it works.  
I made all the spinning whorls with a diameter of 33 mm to resemble the Vinland/Greenland whorl.  However, each has a different shape which results in a different weight.  Here are two tables listing the weights of the whorls and shafts.

Whorls:

	Position in pictures
	Shape
	mass

	1, on left
	Hemisphere
	19 g

	2, second from left
	Hemispheric-convex
	14 g

	3, 3rd from the left, Greenland/Vinland
	slightly flattened spherical
	36 g

	4, on right
	Spherical
	47 g


Spindles:

	Number, arbitrary
	Wood
	Length (inches)
	Mass
	Total mass of spindle and whorl

	1, with hook at end
	Oak
	12”
	19 g
	33 g, 
with whorl #2

	2
	Maple
	10”
	12 g
	48 g, 

with whorl #3 the Vinland/Greenland whorl

	#3
	Maple
	16”
	24g
	44 g, 

with whorl #1


My spindles, with their spinning whorls, span the range of dimensions, both diameter and length, and mass.  Spindles #1 and #2 do not have the correct shape, but spindle #3 follows the shape of one of the spindles in Ostergard’s book.
Gaming piece

I had a piece of soapstone left over, so I made a gaming piece.  It is essentially a flat disk with a hole in the center.  (Disks have been used for gaming pieces from antiquity.  I had already drilled a hole for the shaft of the spindle so my gaming piece ended up with a hole.)  The Vikings played hneftafl, nine men morris (identical with a game called mill in Scandinavia today), dice, chess, backgammon, and daughts (pronounced drafts) or checkers.
.  
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Pump drill

Still on the topic of soapstone, another project is a pump drill made of turned spindles and a disk of soapstone.  On our trip to Jarlshof in the Shetlands last year, we saw a pump drill at the Scatness broch.  A pump drill is ancient going back to Egyptian and Roman times.  Although most books about Vikings do not mention the pump drill, there is a reference to soapstone disks used with drills in Viking tool chests,
 and Ostergard notes 
“Large whorls, especially the disc-shaped ones which weigh more than 400 g are interpreted as kaellingerokke (literally ‘hags’ spinning wheels’), a Norwegian word used for weights for flywheels in drills.”
  
My pump drill is shown in the next picture.
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The wood is oak, the spinning disk is soapstone, and the drill bit is forged from square iron stock.  A cord, not shown, runs from the ends of the cross piece through a hole at the top of the spindle.  The drill cuts with a reciprocal motion.  The spinning disk provides angular momentum that winds the cord on the spindle, thus raising the cross piece to the top of the spindle.  One then pushes down to turn the spindle and the drill bit, and the spinning disk winds the cord in the other direction in preparation for the next down stroke or pump.  I have drilled a hole in pine with the drill, but my bit is not sharp yet, so it was quite slow.
Let’s see, are there any other items I can make out of soapstone?  Oh yes, soapstone lamps.  Now I have to find a supply of large pieces of soapstone.  Does it never end?  

Hilsen, Owen

Views from the Flowage:  From time to time I send emails to family and friends chronicling events on the flowage.  Sometimes I relate the latest news, other times I include information (mainly for my education since I have to look up what I include), but my favorite topics are humorous in nature (well, I try to make them humorous).  Recently I have been turning replicas of medieval and Viking wood items.  Please reply if there is something you find interesting, or if I make a mistake, but do not feel obligated to reply.  Thanks, Owen.
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