Introduction to Inkle Weaving
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What is Inkle Weaving?

Inkle weaving is a method of producing a narrow woven warp-faced band. The bands thus produced are ideal for ties, straps, belts and decorative trim. If your intention is to use it as trim, please remember to pre-wash your band before applying it to your garment as it will shrink just like any other fabric. How much it will shrink is dependent on the type of fiber used.
History

I’ve been told that these looms were invented some time in the 18th Century. The looms themselves are thus not accurate to any time or place portrayed in the SCA. However, the finished product produced by these looms could be easily produced on any number of looms which were in use in period including rigid heddle and tablet weaving with only 2 holes threaded. Due to their easy portability and the speed at which you can warp them, they make a good tool for a modern re-enactor.

Types of looms

There are a wide variety of loom designs available. The looms may be large and free-standing, small and intended for use on a table, or very small and intended to be held between your knees. The length of the band produced can vary from 12-15 feet on the larger looms to 2-3 feet on smaller looms designed for teaching, use during travel and producing samples. Looms may have one side or two, and the second side may or may not be removable. Looms with two sides can handle more tension, but if the second side is not removable it may make warping more difficult. The common elements in all inkle looms are pegs around which the project is warped and a device for adjusting the tension as you weave. On some looms the pegs are removable.
Which loom you select is a matter of personal preference. Generally speaking, larger looms can produce longer bands but may cost more and be less portable, while smaller looms are less expensive but produce shorter bands. The quality of workmanship and materials used can also have an effect on the cost of your loom. There are also several different styles of tension adjusters, and you may find you prefer one method over the others. Feel free to ask any weavers or builders about their looms, we are always happy to share what we have learned.
Selecting your fibers

To start, you want to select something inexpensive and smooth and large enough to see and handle easily (sewing thread is a poor choice). Something wound on a ball and that is not easily separated into smaller threads is best (embroidery floss is a bad choice). Crochet cotton is a good choice that is widely available. When you are comfortable with the technique you may wish to try more period-appropriate materials like silk, linen or wool. Select a few colors you like and get a nice variety of light and dark colors for contrast. You may wish to test for color fastness.
Designing your pattern
Before you jump in, you’ll need to design your pattern. Most patterns are written using standard grid like you’d get on graph paper. This is great when you need to find paper to plan patterns on, but harder to wrap your head around. You can also use a staggered brick grid and this will look more like the final weaving, but it’s harder to find in a pinch. I’ll show both and provide staggered brick grids at the end of the handout to play with including a multi-row grid that is nice for getting an idea what it will look like woven up.
Step 1: Determine your width. Wrap your thread around a ruler until you achieve the width you desire. Count how many wraps it took to achieve this width. This will approximately determine the number of warp threads you should have. Even numbers and odd numbers of warp threads work equally well.
Step 2: Decide what design elements you would like in your band. Common design elements in inkle weaving include:

	Horizontal lines
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	Vertical lines
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	Open ladders
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	Closed ladders
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	Chains
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	Spots
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*Please note that the sample weavings on the right of the chart are just to give you an idea what the pattern looks like woven up. They may not be exact renditions of the pattern (for an obvious example, the chain weaving is only 1 chain wide, while there are 2 in the pattern).
Step 3: Draft your pattern. Colored pencils and graph paper are handy for this step. You may draw only the two rows you need for a final pattern or you may repeat those rows to give yourself an idea of what the final pattern will look like. 
On pattern drafting:

I draft such that I thread the top row first. I read top to bottom, left to right, just like any other type of reading, this helps me keep it straight in my head. I prefer to draft my patterns with the top row being “open” and the bottom row being “heddle”. This way if I have an uneven number of warp threads in my design I have to make one less heddle and thread one fewer heddle row. I believe I am working opposite to the convention, so keep this in mind when visiting other sites or reading other instructions. Your drafting method will not make a difference to the final product, but you do have to know how to read someone’s draft to follow it correctly.

Warping the Loom

Step 1: Make heddles
Heddles can be made out of the same fiber you are weaving with, or out of something stronger and smoother. If you are weaving with a very wide fiber you may wish for them to be thinner too. Crochet cotton is acceptable. Dental floss can work, but you will probably want the unwaxed and non-flavored variety. Medical suture thread from a doctor or vet is also nice as it is very strong. Avoid anything fat, fuzzy or with any sort of “grip” (leather cord would be terrible).

You have two options for heddle length. You can design it to be a single loop or a folded loop. 

Single loops have to be threaded on to the warp string, and you have a few options for doing this. 

a) thread all your needed heddles on to the string before you start and drop them off as needed while you warp

b) thread them on as you go if your ball of thread is small enough to pass through your heddles (it usually is not)

c) tie each heddle on as needed

The advantage of single loop heddles is that they are less bulky. The disadvantage is that the set-up requires more planning, or tying on as you go, which is more time consuming.

Folded loops are made double the length of a single loop and are folded over the warp thread as needed during warping. The advantage of folded loop heddles is that you can tie them all in advance and re-use them easily with less planning. The disadvantage is that they are somewhat bulky.

Either type of heddle is equally easy to replace if one should break during weaving, which is a rare occurrence. You want the length of your heddles uniform and such that the warp thread is held approximately centered between the top-center warp peg and the heddle peg. This is best accomplished by tying your heddles around two fixed points that are the appropriate distance apart, often you can find two pegs on your loom that will work well. If you are doing folded heddles, tying around the top-center warp peg and the heddle peg usually works best.
Step 2: Determine the path of your warp

Different looms have different paths. Generally you will want to use the path that produces the longest warp, however you may want to skip pegs if you want a shorter project.

Step 3: Warp the loom according to your design

Tie the first thread off at the start peg (the peg that will be closest to you when you weave). Use a knot that can be easily undone as you will be tying this thread to the last warp thread to make a continuous loop. Other than at the heddle/open decision point, all threads must follow the same path around the pegs in order for the work to be moved as you weave.

Warping open rows:

From start peg directly to top back peg, then follow the rest of the path normally.

Warping heddle rows:

From start peg, through a heddle, up and over the top-center warp peg then to the top back peg. Then follow the rest of the path normally.

There are two options for dealing with color changes:

a) tie the new color to the old color (and cut it off at this point) so your warp is one continuous thread when you are done

b) introduce new colors by holding old colors aside and tying the new colors to the start peg, when finished with that color, tie the last warp thread to the first warp thread of this color. Your warp will be several continuous threads.

The end result is the same. I find the second method easier, assuming you have the means to hold all “idling” threads out of the way and not mess up your tension (I put them under my foot). If the first method makes more sense to you or helps you keep everything straight, go for it. If you don’t mind multiple continuous threads, horizontal stripes are the fastest to warp as you can warp two rows at a time.
Weaving

Wind your weft on to a shuttle. If you don’t wind enough you can always add more later, but it’s generally better to have too much than too little. There are many different shapes of shuttles available, pick one that is comfortable for you. Be aware that the weft will show in the pattern, though it will be less prominent than the warp threads. It will be most visible at the edge. Choose your weft thread color accordingly.

On your first pass you will only do steps 1 and 4 (leaving a tail instead of a loop).

Step 1: Open the shed

Push your “open” threads either up or down from behind the heddles (opposite of what you did on the last pass). Make sure you get them all.

Step 2: Beat the previous line

Use your shuttle or a beater to beat the previous line straight

Step 3: Tighten the weft

Pull the excess weft through until you have taken up any excess

Step 4: Pass the shuttle

Leave a small loop of excess to take up in the next pass

Repeat until you do not have enough space to pass the shuttle. When there is no more space to weave, advance the warp around the loom (you may need to release some tension in order to be able to do this, make sure you re-tighten when you are done advancing). Advance until you cannot advance any further. There will probably be a few inches you cannot weave when you are done.

Help! Something’s not right!

Problem: Uneven width

Solution: Practice. Beat with a ruler and check your width every time you tighten your weft. 

Problem: Missed thread in the pattern

Solution: Be more careful when you open the shed. If it bothers you, unweave and fix it, it not, move on, you’re probably the only one who will ever see it. If anyone else notices say it was intentional as perfection is an affront to God (this is a perfectly period excuse for the introduction of flaws and some people need to learn to MYOB).

Problem: The band looks “lumpy” as some warp threads are not sitting flat.

Solution: Practice your tension when warping. You didn’t get all the warp threads the same. Not much you can do to fix it at this point.

Problem: I can’t advance the warp

Solution: Try loosening your tension a bit as it just might be too taut to move. If the problem is a warp thread taking an “alternative” route, you may be able to fix it by cutting it, re-threading and tying it off, or it may be a lost cause. Pay more attention to the path when you warp and realize that mistakes happen to even the most experienced of us.
Problem: The pattern doesn’t look right

Solution: Determine whether you didn’t draft it correctly or if you followed your draft improperly. You may want to try to re-thread or fix it, or you may just go with what you’ve got now.

Finishing your piece

To get the project off the loom, cut the warp threads in the un-woven space (and cut the weft to the same length). 

For trim, treat the trim like you would any other fabric. Pre-wash the trim in a delicate bag (be careful about washing wool as it may felt). When sewing it on, cut to the required length and turn the ends under or catch the ends in a seam when you sew it on so it will not unravel.

If you are intending this as a belt you can finish the ends by braiding, twisting, or simply knotting a few warp threads together and leaving the rest as fringe. Make sure you incorporate multiple warp threads in each braid/twist/knot and that the weft thread gets included in one of them. Tie beads on if you want some extra weight.
Pattern Drafting Grids
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