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INTRODUCTION


My name is Alison Rendall. I am a Shetlander born and bred.


Likewise, both sides of my family are rooted in the Shetland Islands—an archipelago belonging to Scotland, located between Scotland and Norway—for many generations. As a child in the early 1970s, I watched my mother, grandmother, and others around me knitting constantly. Therefore, knitting was an intrinsic part of the fabric of everyday Shetland life to the point that learning to knit was classed as an essential skill and formed part of the school curriculum. Although I was taught to knit Fair Isle by my grandmother, I was lucky enough to also receive knitting lessons at school. I looked forward to these weekly lessons—a welcome break from math and spelling. My mother knitted new ganseys for me and my sister each year as we grew. “Gansey” is the Shetland word for a woolen sweater. (For authenticity, I will continue to refer to Shetland words throughout the text. A glossary is provided on here.)


Shetland has a long, rich history of textiles, and knitting has played an important part in the livelihood of Shetland families like my own. At the very least, it enabled folk to make warm clothes for their families, but for many, it offered a trade for the rest of their lives. Additionally, knitting provided essential supplementary income in a pre–oil industry era when there was much less affluence.


After the oil boom of the 1970s, folk were drawn into the far more lucrative salaries of the oil industry. Traditional croft houses gave way to larger houses and increasing lack of interest in Shetland knitwear meant that cottage industry knitters reduced significantly.


Despite these changes, the traditional craft of knitting in Shetland persisted and has since revived itself. The Shetland schools continued to teach Fair Isle knitting until very recently, and even now there are volunteers ensuring that youngsters still have the chance to learn the craft. Slowly but surely, interest in Shetland history and culture and its associated knitting began to gain interest. The Shetland Textile Museum was established in 1996 by the Shetland Guild of Spinners, Knitters, Weavers, and Dyers. The museum is active in conserving examples of Shetland textiles from 19th century to present day and displaying various tools and equipment used in knitting. People from all over the world visit both the Shetland Museum & Archives and the Textile Museum to witness the impressive knitwear collections they house.
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My great-great-grandmother is pictured here in a traditional Shetland “butt and ben” croft house of the late 19th century.
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This photo shows the “ganseys” (sweaters) my mother knitted for my sister and me in the 1970s.











In 2010, Shetland Wool Week was established to help with the revival of the Shetland textile industry, which produced some of the finest lace and Fair Isle knitwear in the world. In promoting and celebrating Shetland wool from the United Kingdom’s most northerly native sheep, the festival attracted folk who were interested in learning from generations of skilled, hardworking knitters and crofters (farmers) in Shetland. Shetland Wool Week has flourished into an internationally renowned event and continues to grow each year. Today, thousands of knitting fans from all over the world participate in classes and workshops, visit exhibitions, and generally immerse themselves in the Shetland way of life.


It is wonderful to see Shetland knitting, once borne of necessity, get the respect it deserves. Shetland makkers (knitters) now have the chance to share their skills and knowledge on a global scale.


This book features a how-to-knit Fair Isle section (here), followed by a collection of 14 Fair Isle designs based on some of the traditional and heritage patterns of Shetland. I’d like to mention that the techniques used in this book are my own, many of them passed down to me through my family. Other makkers in Shetland will have variations on how it is done. This is my first collection of patterns to be made available. The range starts with a simple purse in three colors and progresses up in technical difficulty, ending in a traditional Shetland gansey.
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I was proud to be Patron of Shetland Wool Week in 2023 and had the opportunity to share my island’s heritage, culture, and artistry with the rest of the world.












LANGUAGE


Shetland was colonized by Viking settlers in the nineth century, establishing Norn as the predominant language within the isles. (This language was exclusively spoken by people in northern Scotland and the islands off the northern coast. It is now extinct.) In 1469, Shetland was pledged to Scotland by Christian I of Denmark as part of a dowry when his daughter, Margaret, became engaged to James III of Scotland. Over time, Shetlanders switched to speaking Scots, although many remained bilingual and continued to speak Norn among themselves. Today, Shetland’s language is a melting pot of Norn, Scots, and English words. However, much of its grammar is entirely unrelated to Scots or English. Shetlanders are immensely proud of their Norse roots; therefore, Norn still survives in many of the words we use. This can be seen particularly in place, animal, and bird names as well as crofting and fishing words.
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Signs displaying place names in Shetland include each name’s origins.











Additionally, many of our makkin words stem from old Norn. As Shetland native industry skills and knitting techniques are passed down from generation to generation, the words themselves are simultaneously, incidentally preserved.


Use of the Shetland language has become diluted over time, with many of our words becoming less used to the point of extinction. To help reverse this trend, I like to use Shetland words in my designs to support Shetland’s language and culture. I believe that the practice of integrating these words helps keep them alive both in usage and understanding, bringing them back into the forefront of people’s minds.




GLOSSARY OF SHETLAND TERMS


Brak an eke—Knit to the end of the row. At the end of each row, the yarns are broken and rejoined at the start to work another right-side row (see here).


Butt and Ben—A traditional croft house, consisting of two rooms.


Cloo—A ball of wool.


Dressing—The finishing process of washing and stretching (blocking) a garment (see here).


Kishie—A traditional, handmade straw basket that is worn on the back. It is used for carrying goods, especially peats from the peat hill to the home.


Gansey—A sweater.


Graft—Using Kitchener stitch to join two pieces of knitting together (see here).


Hentilaget—A small bit of wool left by a sheep on a fence or on the ground.


Laying on—Casting on (see here).


Lightsome—Light-hearted or cheery. Can refer to a person or a good time.


Loop—Stitch.


Makkin—Knitting.


Makkers—Knitters.


Makkin belt—Knitting belt (see here).


Oo—Wool.


Peerie—Small.


Roo—To pluck the wool off a sheep.


Spret—To pull back knitting by several rows or more.


Sweerie geng—The first row knitted.


Wastside—West side.


Wires—Double-pointed knitting needles.


Wirset—Yarn that has been spun and is ready to use.









ORIGINS OF FAIR ISLE KNITTING
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Fair Isle is a small island with a large history.











Due to the geographical location of Shetland, the islands have always been busy with visitors. Their location places them on a historic Viking sea route stretching from Scandinavia to Greenland. The isles remained active as harbors during the days when ships were the dominant form of transport.


Fair Isle is one of Shetland’s islands and lies 24 miles (39km) to the southwest of the Shetland mainland. Fair Isle knitting started on this small island around the 1850s. It is unclear where the influence for patterned knitting came from, but local knowledge suggests that textiles brought back from foreign places inspired women to create and develop their own designs, perhaps because of the established trade routes. Among the original Fair Isle patterns were 17 row motifs with six-sided, lozenge-shaped designs linked together with crosses, called the OXO patterns. Shetland mainland knitters were already experts in fine lace shawls and veils. Around 1910, stranded colorwork (also called Fair Isle knitting) became popular all over Shetland mainland, not solely Fair Isle itself. It is said that the original patterns were copied on scraps of paper and passed from croft to croft and family to family. This led to experimentation with pattern and color. New motifs were added in great number, with different communities in Shetland developing their own unique style. Influence on Shetland knitting has come from far and wide. For example, World War II saw large influxes of Norwegian refugees to Shetland that resulted in the incorporation of large Norwegian star motifs into Shetland knitwear. This influence also saw the start of designs with vertical panels instead of horizontal bands.
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Maritime trade was important for bringing new skills and techniques to Shetland.











Although Fair Isle knitting started in Fair Isle, these days there is little or no distinction between the knitting of Fair Isle and the rest of the Shetland Islands. After 1910, Shetlanders developed our own current range of classic heritage motifs, some based on the old Fair Isle designs, but with the addition of many more. The term “Fair Isle” should be reserved for all the traditional and characteristic patterns of Shetland.
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Here is an example of an OXO pattern, used in Hentilagets Hat (here).















HAND KNITTING TO MACHINE KNITTING
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Sheep are an important part of Fair Isle, providing the wool that locals use for makkin.











Knitting in Shetland was traditionally done by hand and considered very labor intensive. In the past, in rural communities, most people had their own sheep and would therefore produce their own wool. However, it had to be cleaned, teased, hand carded, spun, and plied before they could start knitting with it, not to mention dyeing as part of the process as well. This job was often done by groups of women in the evening after the day’s work was done. The gatherings of several generations of women along with friends from neighboring crofts were often sociable and lightsome times.


In the 19th century, the barter system (known as the truck system) meant that Shetland knitters could only trade their knitting in a local shop for goods, not receiving payment. However, this system was unfair and always weighted in favor of the merchant, with the knitter often receiving very little for their hard work. The goods given by the merchant were not necessarily the ones needed, so folk then would have to trade those goods with others to get the items they did need. Cash was usually not an option, but if the knitter was given money, they would be given considerably less in value than if paid in goods.


Investigations into the truck system by a Royal Commission started in 1871, but unbelievably, it took another 70 years before it was finally eradicated. After World War II, Shetlanders were finally freed from the truck system thanks to organizations like the Shetland Hand Knitting Organization. This scheme was set up to protect the interests of Shetland hand knitters and included setting standards and correct marketing for Shetland wool products. This meant that knitters were finally able to obtain more realistic payments for their hand knitting.


Wool continued to be spun by hand at home, but it was recognized that the amounts of wool produced did not match the demand. After World War II, Shetlanders had the option to send their fleeces directly to mainland Scotland for spinning and dyeing, having limited choice in the colors that were sent back to them. Machine processing of the wool increased production of the finished knitted goods by cutting out the need for hand carding and spinning, allowing much more time to be spent on knitting.


It is ironic that, after years of knitting poverty, the period where hand knitting became more valued and better priced was short. By the 1950s and 1960s, hand knitting gave way to machine knitting, which was clearly faster and cheaper to produce. Many women were employed in this knitwear industry, either in a factory making garments or at home finishing them. There were several knitting factories in Shetland where women worked on machines to export plain sweaters in a single color of Shetland wool. Sometimes the factories made sweater bodies on the machines and women at home added in bands of Fair Isle at the cuffs or in the yoke.


A local woman who worked in a knitwear factory in Lerwick in the 1960s described to me how hard she worked. The factory operated in piecework, meaning that she was paid according to the amount she produced rather than by the hour. Being a motivated and capable machinist, she sometimes produced four times the number of items than others. After she left work to get married and have children, her employer felt the loss of his top employee so much that they sent one of the knitting machines to her rural home many miles away to keep up production. Others were able to buy machines and worked from home.


It was also common for fishermen to contribute in the winter months when the weather was poor and there was less time at sea. For example, to make a Fair Isle yoke, it was sometimes the men who would work the main body by machine and then the women would add in the Fair Isle yoke by hand to complete the garment. I think many Shetland children of this era will remember their parents being engrossed in the strenuous effort of pushing the knitting machine carriage endlessly back and forth, along with the unmistakable sound and the wool fluff that goes with it!


My grandmother received a bag of plain sweater sections each week. Her job was to finish the garments by grafting on the neckband and cuffs. It had to be done precisely and carefully so that the seams were invisible. She complained greatly every time the manufacturer sent her a bag of dark colors, as it was much more tiring on the eyes!


After the oil boom, knitting was no longer a necessity, and some were glad to be free of it. However, Shetland women carried on knitting through choice rather than necessity, most often knitting for family members. Some continued in the knitwear industry, setting up small businesses at home and opting to knit Fair Isle with the newly introduced two-color knitting machines. Machine-knitted Fair Isle is made in flat pieces then sewn together, so it is usually straightforward to tell the difference between a hand knit and a machine knit garment. This changed the way many Fair Isle textiles were made and led to machine knitting becoming part of Shetland’s rich textile history.
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My mom made sweaters with bands of Fair Isle at the yoke and cuff for me and my sister.
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SHETLAND WOOL


Shetland has been home to a unique breed of native sheep for centuries. There is evidence that primitive sheep have been in Shetland since Neolithic times. Later, the Vikings who settled and farmed here also brought sheep, adding to the number. These age-old sheep breeds have evolved into the native Shetland sheep we have today. Pure Shetland sheep are small animals, with characteristics that include short tails and soft, fine fleeces of many colors. The fleeces can be plucked or rooed (as it is said in Shetland).
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