
 
 

 
 

 

 

Women of Wool: Take the day off to discover ‘little luxuries’ 
 

 

The Australian Sheep Breeders’ Association is delighted to launch their Women of Wool series, a 

celebration of the women who grow and work with one of the world’s most beautiful natural fibres.  

The Women of Wool series is a feature of the 132nd Australian Sheep & Wool Show in Bendigo on July 

17 to 19.  

The Women of Wool are inviting women to take Friday July 17 off to attend The Sheep Show’s Laugh @ 

Lunch with famed comedian Denise Scott, view high fashion and ‘wearable art’ fashion parades and see 

Australia’s top Woolcraft competitors at their best.   

Six Women of Wool from across the wool industry are sharing their love of the fibre in the lead up to the 
show, they include: 
 
 

 
 

Australian Wool Innovation CEO, Brenda McGahan 
 
Brenda directs AWI’s investment in research, development, innovation and marketing along the 

global supply chain for Australian wool - from fibre to fashion, from woolgrowers through to 

retailers. 

Before joining AWI in March this year, Brenda was a Director of Elders Rural Services and until 

its merger with Australian Wool Innovation in 2007, Executive Director of The Woolmark 

Company. 

At the Woolmark Company, Brenda lead the re-commencement of marketing in the wool 

industry after a 5 year halt and oversaw re-entry into markets exited in the 1990’s including the 

USA. 

She is an acknowledged leader in retail and consumer marketing with more than 20 years 
retailing experience. Brenda is passionate about helping the wool industry sell more wool.



 
 

 
 

 

Champion woolgrower Jan Lowing, of Karmala at Nobby in Queensland 

Jan Lowing has had many firsts in her career. As one of the few professional female wool 
classers in the 1960s she was paid like a man - there was no award especially for women in wool 
classing as there were in other industries. She was also the first women to be elected to the 
Victorian Stud Breeders Association.  

Jan has collected notable firsts for excellence in breeding big, productive sheep with high quality 
fine wool at her stud Karmala, established at Skipton in the Western District of Victoria, but now 
based in Queensland. 

In the 1970s, when sheepskin prices were so low they were being thrown away, Jan started her 
own sheepskin manufacturing company, employing six local women to make covetable 
sheepskin garments – a pair of slippers for former Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser was once on 
the order list. 

Recently, Karmala was successful at the Queensland State Sheep Show at Longreach in May – 
Jan took out the Queensland Pair and Queensland Ewe of the Year. Her ram was Champion Fine 
Wool ram and Reserve Grand Champion Ram of the show.  
 
Now Jan’s champion pair will travel to the Australian Sheep & Wool Show for the National Pairs 
Competition. 
 
“My Victorian friends thought I’d taken leave of my senses when I moved to Queensland. It’s 
been a case of swapping lame sheep, dags and barley grass for dingoes, dust and drought but 
Queensland has definitely come out on top. It will be great to return to Bendigo and represent 
my state,” Jan says. 



 
 

 
  

 

 

Designer Jo Nathan, of WooliiWoolii, Deniliquin, NSW 
 

Designer Jo Nathan has spent more than a decade working in the textile industry, establishing a 

reputation as a creator of unique and original fashion. She has an eye for colour, a passion for 

natural fibres and a belief that true beauty is found in the hand crafted.  

After moving to a farming property west of Deniliquin in Southern NSW she became passionate 

about the Australian wool industry and independent hand crafted design. In 2001, she started 

her own knitwear label “woolliwoolli”  to design and produce machine knitted collections using 

100% Australian Merino Wool.  

 

The label has gained international recognition and has been exhibited in the world’s fashion 

capitals. 

 

“I really enjoy the space and time to create – out here you are not going to get caught up with 

what everybody else is doing in the fashion industry. I’m surrounded by nature and my 

inspiration comes from that,” Jo says. 

 

Representing Australia at Hong Kong Fashion Week has been a highlight of her career however 

it’s the encouragement she gets from woolgrowers that delights her. 

 

“It is so great to have a woolgrower ring up and say they’re proud of me and congratulate me 

on promoting wool with my designs. I love it when that happens, people really encourage each 

other in this industry,” Jo says. 

 

 



 
 

 

 
 

Wool industry advocate Wendy Dennis, of Tarndwarncoort Polwarth 
Wool, Birregurra, Victoria 

 
Wendy Dennis is busy. Very busy. The dynamic owner of a Polwarth stud and yarn enterprise is a 
well-loved identity of the wool industry. She’s the main instigator of the Wool Pages, an annual 
directory of the Australian Wool Industry, the 'where to find it' in wool. 
 
“I’m just a person in love with wool”, Wendy says.  
 
Wendy & her husband David run a Polwarth sheep and wool growing enterprise on their historic 
property 'Tarndwarncoort', established 1840, in Western Victoria. 
 
Many years ago Wendy helped organise the first meetings of breeders of coloured sheep - now 
she’s off to Brazil for the 7th World Congress on Coloured Sheep.  
 
It was during the 4th World Congress on Coloured Sheep at York University, UK, when Wendy 
happened to hear about a ‘Back (sheep) to Back (spinners)’ competition at the Scottish Wool 
Centre.  It sparked an idea that started a something big.  
 
The notion of Australia, the woolgrowing country and Scotland of textile fame competing head 

to head in a ‘Back to Back’ triggered the first international challenge with nine teams in 1995. 

Now teams of seven handspinners and knitters plus a blade shearer and a sheep gather around 

the globe annually in June to race against the clock to create the International Back to Back 

jumper. 

Fourteen years since Wendy took up the Scots’ challenge, 2,128 spinners & knitters plus 304 

blade shearers have endured the 5 to 17 hours it takes to make the jumper.   

From Scotland to South Australia, The Czech Republic, Nova Scotia, Japan and New Zealand 

blades have clicked & wheels hummed to promote wool. 

“This is a fabulous industry with terrific people and a beautiful product – why wouldn’t you love 

wool?” Wendy says. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Yarn maker & designer Patricia Cantos, of The Thread Room, East 
Malvern, Victoria 

Former government lawyer turned owner of a well-known Melbourne hot spot for beautiful 
yarns, The Thread Room, Patricia Cantos has become a pied piper for the next generation of 
wool lovers.  

“We have many younger women come in who don’t have family close by to teach them how to 
knit, they’re more likely to buy a book or come to our workshops and they like to take old 
designs and make them modern,” Patricia says.  

Her aim is to encourage people to get away from the intricate, daunting aspect of knitting and 
enjoy the creation of a new aesthetic.  

The Thread Room is a family business dating back to the 1980s when Patricia’s Chilean born 
mother Marta - the creator of the Marta's Yarns hand-dyed collection of yarns - began 
experimenting with colour and fibre. 

“My mother believed that working with beautiful colours and beautiful textured fibres brings joy 
to the soul. To be able to create unique and exciting works of art one needs the whole spectrum 
of colour and a great range of textures. That is what we help our customers with," Patricia says. 

 



 
 

 
 

 
 

Top Woolcraft competitor Dot Vallence, of Wheeler’s Hill, Victoria 
 

If Woolcraft had a chief executive officer or global head of communications, Dot would be a prime 
candidate. The 32 year veteran of all things Woolcraft is a passionate advocate of the soul-
soothing qualities of taking the time to work with wool. 
  
The Australian Sheep & Wool Show’s ‘day off to discover wool’ is a perfect antidote the frenetic 
pace of life, according to Dot. 
 
“We are all so ‘busy, busy’ these days. I believe the resurgence in women working with and also 
wearing wool is about seeking a little bit more luxury – the luxury of time to knit, or weave, or 
spin and the luxury of wearing a beautiful natural fibre,” Dot says. 
 
“Working with wool has all the elements of what we may need right now – taking time to slow 
down a little and focus on something else than daily life, it can be very social, it can bridge 
generations and it’s highly creative,” Dot says. 
 

Social is the word. Dot helps to organise Woolcraft’s biggest national competition, is part of the 

370,000 strong online community for knitters, Ravelry, and regularly attends the affectionately 

named ‘Stitch & Bitch’ groups and Knitting in Public Days.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

    www.womenofwool.com.au   
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