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When I met Albiero Camargo, a Colombian
weaver, farmer, and craftsman, he was
wearing his own handspun, handwoven,
and handsewn cotton shirt and trousers,
with inlaid bands of patterned braid, and
a fique-fibre bag woven in an unusual way.
I recognised it as sprang, an ancient textile
technique I had tried my hand at.

Demonstrating on a warp, made by winding
a single thread up and down between the
adjustable top and bottom bars of a simple
frame, Camargo worked his way across, using
both hands, passing threads between his
fingers from right to left to manipulate them
into a net-like fabric. Each thread crossed
over or under the next, in a pattern without
the need for weft elements.

Sprang, in its three forms — interlinking,
interlacing and intertwining — has appeared
independently in different times and places. A
sprang hairnet was found in an early bronze-
age burial site at Borum-Eshoj, in Denmark,
and examples of bags and hats, in complex
versions, incorporating layers with added
colours, were found in Coptic graves in Egypt.

Images: Albiero Camargo processing fique and cotton fibre.

It was practiced in Central and South America
in Mexico, Guyana, Colombia and Peru, as
well as Pakistan, Afghanistan and scattered
places in Central and Eastern Europe and
Scandinavia. Ceremonial silk sashes, with
patterns created with spaced holes, were worn
by army officers and members of town guilds
in Europe in the 1700s. Sprang’s flexible
stretchy structure limits itself to specific
articles such as bags, belts, hammocks,
hairnets, hats, stockings, and gloves. Weavers
and artists who discovered its potential to
make complex linear patterns include Peter
Collingwood and Noemi Spicer. Collingwood
spent many years researching and published
his comprehensive The Techniques of Sprang,
Plaiting on Stretched Threads’in 1974. This niche
textile practice lingered on in remote places
and 1s still of interest today, especially amongst
those keeping old skills alive.

Sprang is worked in the centre of the
warp. The pattern appears both above
and below the hands, creating two identical
but mirrored fabrics simultaneously — even
mistakes are duplicated. A retaining cord
is moved to each new row. As the warp is

taken up, and the fabric shrinks lengthways,
adjustable bars at the top and bottom
securing the warp loops are moved towards
cach other. Sprang is essentially a braided
fabric that will unravel unless the warp 1s
secured at the finish. A diagnostic feature
is this securing line, worked at the meeting
point of the two halves, generally in the
centre of the warp, once space to weave
runs out. Here, an obvious line exists:
either the warp threads have been chain
stitched across the width, or separate weft
threads are put in to prevent the fabric from
disintegrating. This feature is often turned
into a decorative band or used for strength
where the fabric is folded in half into a
bag and the sides are sewn together. The
loops, created by winding the warp thread
over the top and bottom bars, are often
used as design devices to make handles,
or threaded with a drawstring, used to
close the bag or hairnet, pulling it tight
at one end. Because sprang produces two
identical mirror fabrics, it was used to make
pairs, such as gloves or paired Peruvian
tassels. It is difficult to determine the
technique once the two halves have been »
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separated, and museum examples have
sometimes been misidentified. This may
have added to the confusion in the recording
of sprang in old pieces

Camargo grew up in the countryside taking
care of sheep and the farm. He lives now
in Barichara, Santander, in the northeast of
Colombia, where he is known for his lifestyle
and sustainable approach, the way he brings
up his children, and as a leader in the care of
land and traditional methods: growing food,
exchanging seeds and knowledge within the
local community, harvesting and processing
materials that include wool, fique, and cotton.
This mountainous area, with its warm, damp
climate, was home to and part of the territory
of the indigenous Guane people who, although
their culture was destroyed by colonisation, left
a craft legacy of pottery and woven textiles.
It is these textiles that Camargo has learned
from, carefully following the fibre and taking
examples apart to rediscover the methods
of making for himself, especially the time-
consuming endangered Guane sprang tradition
of making bags from fique. His inspiration
comes from his childhood, from things seen in

the market. As a child, he was curious about
knots and spent hours working out how they
were tied. This interest later turned into a life
dedicated to perfecting his craft.

Fique, Furcraea andina, also known as maguey;,
is a perennial that grows fast, up to two
and a half metres high, with a rosette of
up to 100 water-retaining leaves with sharp
points at the tips. It is well suited to the area,
where temperatures rarely fall below 16°C
or rise above 27°C, and can grow in sandy
and nutritionally poor soil. Unlike cotton,
it doesn’t suffer from pests or diseases, so
chemicals are unnecessary, making it a
sustainable crop. The extremely strong and
hard wearing fibre was used historically
mainly to make rope and woven coffee sacks.
Now, in a revival of fortune in this area, it has
the potential to provide an alternative income
for people who have previously grown illicit
crops. Fique is used locally to make hand-
woven, contemporary rugs.

The processing of the fibre is usually done
these days in quantity by machine. Camargo
has researched and revived the old practice

of extracting it by hand. A layer of fibres
grows the entire length of each leaf and
needs to be separated from the softer green
parts. He strips the fibres from the leaves one
by one, pulling them hard, under tension,
through aloop of the same leaf fibre. Once
cleaned and combed, he spins them into
yarn, liking the sheen and effect of the
natural colour, only occasionally using plant
dyes from flowers or tree bark he finds locally.

Camargo weaves ponchos and hammocks,
espadrilles and belts, but the fique bags and
backpacks are special and incredibly time-
consuming to make by the original methods.
The cross-body bags were used initially by
the Guane people to carry their belongings
while working in the fields. Unsurprisingly,
they have been discovered and turned with
almost no adaptation into soft lamps for
sale as contemporary European pieces.
Here, both fibre and pattern, including
the central securing line that creates
texture, are beautifully illuminated,
allowing them to be appreciated.e**
Hilary Burns @letspause.es @
albierocamargocamargo
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This issue we asked our contributors to tell us about the
importance of holidays
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On Christmas Day, I found myself on the
British Airways website; 2025 would be the
year I go to India. I try to take one holiday
ayear alone, even if itis just a long weekend.
A solo trip can be transformative, offering
time for reflection and growth. Dining alone,
walking the streets alone, and just floating in
a new place unaccompanied. Escaping the
heat and bustling Mumbai traffic, I scribbled
notes and sketched new ideas over chai in
cooling cafés. Returning home, my mind was
brimming with renewed inspiration.

My favourite little island is in the middle of
the Cyclades. To get there you need to hop
from one island to the other. The islands
become stepping stones, a constellation
of little worlds each with its own stories
surrounded by sky and sea. The sea feels
like a different way of connecting; its smell,
sound, and rhythm tuning in with the
heartbeat and breath. If you sit with this
feeling, a new way of thinking and sensing
appears, giving all sorts of possibilities to
the everyday.

I hesitate to travel without a mission, even
to escape, reluctant to leave my routine;
however, for a place to dream, with green/
blue rather than the blue/white vista of
other Mediterranean islands, I love the
volcanic Azores. Here, verdant land drops
dramatically to deep blue sea, and whales
shelter between underwater mountains
where new islands are being born. Settled
by the Portuguese, who grew woad, oranges,
and tobacco, the Azores may have also been
visited by the Vikings.



