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INTRODUCTION

Military knitting has existed for as long as there have been servicemen and women serving in wars. It began with knitted stockings and a hat called the Monmouth cap, an item of woollen headgear fashionable between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries. It moved on to regimental hats and caps, notably in the 33rd Regiment of Foot (an infantry unit formed in 1702 and nicknamed ‘the Havercake Lads’), along with gloves and mitts. Book authors and wool companies realised that there was money to be made from publishing pattern books, and this would have the added advantage that all the items would look the same, i.e. ‘uniform’ (although no two people knit in the same way and therefore the sizes and shapes of garments can vary considerably).
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The front of a pattern booklet for the war in South Africa.
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An advertisement for knitting yarn to be used during the Boer War.



The first published book of ‘recipes’, or patterns, came from the Crimean War (1852–1854) and was produced by a woman, to make items for the men on the front line. Women have always played a part in war in roles such as cooks, nurses, and general help after battles and in military columns. This booklet was aimed at ladies and officers’ wives, as you needed to be able to read to use the patterns. Early knitting and crochet patterns were called ‘recipes’, as they were a list of ingredients, equipment and yarn, along with instructions on how to use them. Often, frivolous items such as polo caps and plaid blankets were produced, along with the first pattern for a balaclava helmet. The balaclava kept this name until World War I and then it was called a ‘helmet’ or ‘balaclava helmet’. It wasn’t referred to as just the balaclava until World War II, and that name continues today. Because transport to the seat of war was slow, the items were not sent in large numbers; garments would be taken with the regiments as they were sent to the war zone.

Pattern and wool companies were emerging at this time and they realised that there was a lucrative business opportunity in producing pattern books and the specific yarn needed to knit the garments. By the time of the Boer War (1899–1902), the making of ‘comforts’ from these booklets was becoming more common. With the improvement in education, more people were able to read and so pattern books became more popular. As the wool companies were making cloth for uniforms, they also saw the opportunity to produce yarns for home use. It was only a small step from winding large amounts of yarn onto cones to making skeins and balls for home use.


[image: image]

Weldon’s Boer War pattern booklet.
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The Scotch Wool & Hosiery Stores gave this pattern away for free when you bought the wool.



There are items in the pattern books that are interesting and can still be worn today – for example, socks, gloves, mittens and mufflers. Then there are polo caps, cholera belts (a belt designed to keep your kidneys and body core warm), trench hose and surgical bandages (see pages 29, 75–77 and 81) that are only of interest to re-enactors and museums.

The start of knitted comforts came from women who wanted to do their bit for the men at war, the ‘do-gooders’, as they were called. The Red Cross also asked for garments and gifts for the men, but the number of items produced before 1914 was small in comparison to during the Great War.

World War I prompted the knitters of Great Britain and the Empire to go above and beyond the call of duty in the home production of garments and comforts.
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J&J Baldwin pattern booklet for World War I.
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This Baldwin pattern booklet contained different patterns. Some were for crochet. One was for a ‘wither pad’, which was used to prevent saddle sores on horses.
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Leach’s first pattern booklet for World War I comforts.




CHAPTER 1

EQUIPMENT AND EXTRAS

‘Where are my needles?’

Every woman – rich, middle class or poor – had a sewing box or basket. This would contain all the required items to repair the family’s clothing and home linen. She would also keep her knitting, along with patterns and needles, in this basket. In some instances, she might even have a separate bag to store her knitting supplies. I still have a sewing box of my own, and I use it to this day. In the early part of the twentieth century, a sewing box would always contain crochet hooks and knitting needles. What we call handicrafts today – skills we mainly use for hobbies and pastimes – were then essential skills for housewives and girls of all ages.

Sewing and knitting were taught in schools, alongside all the domestic sciences. Literacy had improved amongst all ages, and girls were allowed to go to school for the same number of years as boys. The use of printed knitting patterns increased, and women could transcribe family ‘recipes’ into books, which were then used for reference when looking for a pattern.

NEEDLE GAUGE

The sewing box would also contain a needle gauge. At this time knitting needles were mainly double pointed. Pairs of needles were used, and circular needles were not used until the end of World War I. Often, the pairs of needles would not have a size inscribed on them and this was the case with double-pointed ones – it was rare to find any needles with size information on them.
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Needle gauges from H Walker and Abel Morrall’s. The RINSO gauge was given away free with their cleaning products.



Sometimes needle gauges were given away with company advertising printed on them. Gauges were generally bell-shaped and could measure knitting needle sizes from 000 UK to 28 UK. When knitting socks, having four needles of the same size gives a better tension and shape to the garment.

To check the size, you pass the needle or wire through the holes in the gauge, and when you find a hole that fits snugly, you have the correct size for your knitting.


KNITTING WIRES

Knitting needles and crochet hooks are interesting in that they are the same gauge as industrial wire used to join two pieces of metal, which melts when heat is applied and forms a bond when cold. Knitting needles were therefore often often called ‘knitting wires’, the rationale being: why create another size range if there is one in common use already? My father knitted and always used 16th welding rod. This is the same as UK size 16 needles (1.75mm). The gauge used was from the Whitworth scale, named after Joseph Whitworth who standardised the sizes of screws and nuts for use in the building industry. Screws were made from wire, and up to 1841 were made by hand and could come in all shapes and sizes. The steel wire used to make screws was also made to a standard size as developed by Whitworth.



KNITTING NEEDLES

Haberdashery shops would also sell sets of knitting needles. These were often made by needle or yarn companies to promote their own products. In order to sell sets of needles, the shop assistant would advise the knitter that their tension could be different to the pattern and that they might need to change the size of the needles to make their garment the correct size. Having a full set of needles of each size was better than having to wait until you went shopping again for a new set of needles! Women who did not have a large amount of disposable income could buy one or two needles at a time. The needle companies would sell large packets of the same size needle to the shopkeeper, who would then sell them on as individual pairs to make a profit.
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Knitting needle sets containing double-pointed steel pins and sewing needles.
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Abel Morrall’s bulk packet of knitting pins, size 16 UK, paper packet. Sets in metal tubes from UK companies and Mitrailleuse knitting pin tubes. The Baldwin and Walker container is made from paper, but looks like leather.
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A needle set opened to show the needles and a paper needle gauge.



Needle holders for double-pointed needles were tubes made of metal or wood. If you were wealthy, you could buy silver ones. They would normally have the manufacturer’s name on them or, if a gift, they might also have a nice view of a town printed on them. Sometimes girls would be given homemade needle holders by their father or a boyfriend, as a gift or love token.

SIZING

To help with the knitting of socks, a wonderful box called the MIK (Man in Khaki) could be purchased for 6d (2½ pence), and this contained a set of printed instructions and a tape measure. The Man in Khaki box had a sketch of a soldier on it, either a lifeguard or front line serviceman. The instructions had a pattern printed on them, along with useful information on using the tape measure. The tape measure informed the knitter how long to knit the leg before working the heel, and how long to knit the foot before starting on the toe. It would also tell you what size boot the sock would fit!
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The Man in Khaki (MIK) box; used to help the knitter obtain the correct leg and foot length when knitting socks. 



DARNING

The fact that socks were made from 100 per cent wool, a natural fibre, meant that they wore out very quickly, and darning was a skill that became useful at the front line. Some soldiers did not have this skill and would pay friends to mend their socks, with cigarettes and food from home often being used as currency.


[image: image]

Darning equipment: a simple darning mushroom, a combined foot and heel darner, along with a gavel-shaped darner.
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Darning instructions taken from a World War II pamphlet issued by the Board of Trade.
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A page from The Ladies’ World.



Men used darning mushrooms and eggs to mend their socks, and if they did not own one of these, a round stone could be used. Darning skills were also put to good use on gloves and mitts, with a stick or a bullet casing often being used to stabilise the hole for the darning of glove fingers.


CHAPTER 2

YARN AND PATTERN COMPANIES

‘Let’s go to the haberdashers’

After the success of ‘recipe’ or pattern booklets in the Boer War, wool producers saw a large potential for profits when World War I came along. The women at home were missing their men, who were on the front line or at sea, and flocked to the shops looking for wool in the correct colours (khaki, navy, blue, grey and off-white), along with the recommended patterns from the War Office.

As previously mentioned, wool producers were spinning wool for weaving companies and these threads were being used to produce cloth for making uniforms. It was only a small step to make balls or skeins with this wool and label it for sale to home knitters. The wool producers then produced their own patterns to go with their yarns.

At the beginning of World War I, patterns from the Boer War were reprinted, along with a small number of new ones. The mass production of new patterns soon followed, along with books of patterns for use in World War I. Patterns were not only out there, but were being bought in their thousands.

MAGAZINES

Women’s magazines also published patterns, and these were often different from those printed in the wool company booklets. Although the quarterly and monthly magazines continued to be published throughout the war years, most of the military patterns were not published after the end of 1916. It was thought that there were enough copies of the patterns in general circulation. Women would lend these patterns to friends, and comfort committees would have copies to give away. As women now had to replace men on the home front, access to a typewriter became much easier. The military items were replaced by patterns to make patriotic lace edgings, and embroidery patterns of ships, flags and medals, for decorating bags, cushions and tea cosies. 
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The Lady’s World magazine was published quarterly on the first of the month. It contained patterns for the home front, along with military ones.



Magazines were purchased from newsagents or by subscription, the two most popular being Needlework for All and The Lady’s World. Needlework for All could be purchased at a cost of 2d, with an additional charge of 1d if sent for by post. The Lady’s World was a shilling extra, added onto the magazine price, when it was bought by post.
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An advertisement for a yarn company telling the reader where they could purchase their products.



The patterns gave you the weight of wool needed to make the garment. Those on a limited budget could buy some of the yarn and the shop would ‘lay-by’ or keep the rest of the yarn until the knitter in question could afford it.

Some wool companies gave the knitter the pattern for free if they purchased enough yarn to make a garment. The Scotch Wool & Hosiery Stores were one such company and continued this practice until 1945 (the end of the World War II).
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An advertisement telling the knitter that yarn could be bought in bulk from the spinning mill.



There were also helpful hints on recycling items from the home and garments which had been gathered by the comfort committees. The comfort committees would recycle clothes of all types, along with everything on them. Fur collars were removed and kept to make garments for the men at the front. They were often stitched together to make waistcoats. Everything had a second or third use and was collected by children or boy scouts. Recycling is not a new initiative; we have just changed the type of items we collect and recycle. 
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A pattern book from Scotch Wool & Hosiery Stores. This edition contained useful patterns for socks, balaclavas and hospital items.



The Lady’s World was an independent magazine published quarterly on the first of the month. If you ordered it via your newsagent, he would have to buy it direct from the London head office in the Strand. It was also available to order from London by sending 1s 6d in advance. It could be paid for in unused British stamps or by postal order. This form of payment was well established and continued until well after the end of World War I.

The page shown overleaf from the Lady’s World Magazine, No.36, explains in detail how items were recycled. I have included this page because it is just so interesting and shows what materials could be used for recycling. 
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The price list for yarn from Hammond’s. You can see how the price increased during the War, where they have pencilled in new prices.
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The front cover of The Needle-Worker magazine showing an Admiralty-recommended pattern.
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The Expert’s request page. In answer to a letter, the ‘Expert’ says that patterns can be sent in Braille for blind knitters.
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Pick up the alternate
strands of mending in first
row.

REINFORCING

KNITTED FABRICS

The first stage in
darning on knitted
fabrics is the same
as an ordinary darn,
but the direction of
the second set of
stitches is diagonal.

WOOLLIES

For reinforcing
heavy woollies such
as knitted jumpers,
etc., work on the
wrong side and

b Sopeydrsrogh sl g Dl taie weave in and out

passed over in the previous '(\'X%?;?;’Jf‘g : following the |°°Ps
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The Wilkinson Manufacturing Co.,
Accrington Road Mills, Burnley, are

supplying ladies direct from their Mills
with special Knitting Wools that will

passall the regulations of the WarOffice.
Wool forknitting Army Socks, either in
Khaki, Army Grey, Heather Mixtureor
Natural colour, at 3/- per Ib., post free.

FOR OUR

For knitting Mufflers, either in Khaki
or Navy, at 3/. per lb., post free.
For knitting Helmets either in Khaki
or Navy, at 4/- per lb., post free.

SOLDIERS ?

It is best to buy direct from the Mills
so that you get the lowest price and
make sure of obtaining Wools that will
pass the regulations of the War Office.

WILKINSON MANUFACTURING CO,,
ACCRINGTON ROAD MILLS, BURNLEY.
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TRADE MARK.

Any Garment bearing above Trade Mark replaced frec if fourd to shrink in washing.

|

i

L e
Are British made by British labour from fine long staple wools,
giving durability to the garment, and comfort to the wearer.
Are made in every variety of garment for Children, Ladies and 3
Gentlemen. Beautifully shaped, soft and elastic, conforming
to the figure.

\ Are porous, absorbent and kindly to the touch, and specially
. 1 r ded by the medical pr

GUARANTEED PURE WOOL AND UNSHRINKABLE.

LIST OF BRANCHES yww%

" will be found on Cover.

e e e S






OEBPS/images/pg_19_02.jpg
AND HOW
TO MAKE
THEM

Being Part II. of No. L.
of |« “ifhe  Needle-
Worker” a Monthly
Magazine for everyone
interested in the Art
and Craft of the Needle

PRICE ONE PENNY

The Xmas No. of the  Needle-
Worker,” containing Novel
and Useful Gifts, will be
published on November 23

Pronounced by the ADMII
be “AN EXCELLENT PATTE!

v
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A
KNITTER'S

GUIDE TO
WORLD WAR I

Featuring thirty war-time
knitting patterns

3| THE CROWOOD PRESS
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There will also be a novel competition.
1f either of my readers has a blind friend,
tell her that our last number °Comforts
for Soldiers,” is published in Braille type
(she can get it from 206, Great Portland
Street). I shall be glad at any time to give
her advice in Braille if she writes to me.

It ip my wish to help all of our readers
and to always be their very good friend,

g ExPERT.”





