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ABBREVIATIONS


Abbreviations in Patterns






	alt


	alternate







	approx


	approximately







	beg


	begin(ing)







	c3f


	slip 2 stitches onto a cable needle and hold in front, k1, k2 from cable needle







	cm


	centimetres







	cont


	continue







	dec


	decrease







	foll


	following







	g


	grams







	inc


	increase







	incto5


	(k1, p1, k1, p1, k1) into the same stitch to make 5 stitches from 1







	k


	knit







	k2tog


	knit 2 together







	kfb


	knit into front and back of same stitch







	m1


	make 1 stitch by knitting into the horizontal bar between stitches







	M1L


	make 1 stitch in the left leg of the stitch below







	M1R


	make 1 stitch in the right leg of the stitch below







	m


	metres







	mb


	make bobble: k1, yo, k1, yo, k1 all into the next stitch. Turn, purl these 5 stitches, turn and knit them, turn and purl them again, then, with the right side facing, decrease back to one stitch (other ways of making bobbles are given in Chapter 6)







	mm


	millimetres







	p


	purl







	p2tog


	purl 2 together







	p3tog


	purl 3 together







	patt


	(work in pattern)







	pfbf


	purl into front, back and front of stitch







	rem


	remaining







	rep


	repeat







	rev st st


	reverse stocking stitch







	RS


	right side







	sl


	slip







	sk2p


	slip 1, knit 2 together and pass slipped stitch over the knitted stitches







	ssk


	slip each of the next 2 stitches independently, return them to the left needle and knit together through back loop







	st st


	stocking stitch







	st(s)


	stitch(es)







	tbl


	through back loops 







	tog


	together







	tw2l


	Insert the right needle behind the first stitch on the left needle into the back of the 2nd stitch and knit it without dropping the stitches off the needle. Knit into the front of the first stitch and drop both stitches off the needle







	tw2r


	twist 2 right: knit into the back of the 2nd stitch on the left needle, take the right needle in front of the 1st stitch, then knit into the back of the 1st stitch on the left needle before slipping both stitches off the needle







	WS


	wrong side







	yo


	yarn over needle








Abbreviations in Charts






	1/1LC


	slip next stitch onto cable needle and place at back, k1, then k1 from cable needle







	1/1RC


	 slip next stitch onto cable needle and place at front, k1, then k1 from cable needle







	1.1/LPC


	slip next stitch onto cable needle and place at back, k1, then p1 from cable needle







	1/1LPT


	slip next stitch onto cable needle and place at back, k1tbl, then p1 from cable needle







	1/1RPC


	slip next stitch onto cable needle and place at front, p1, then k1 from cable needle







	1/2RPC


	slip next 2 stitches onto cable needle and place at back of work, k1, then p2 from cable needle







	1/2LPC


	slip next stitch onto cable needle and place at front of work, p2, then k1 from cable needle







	1/2RC


	slip next stitch onto cable needle and place at front of work, p2, then k1 from cable needle







	1/2LC


	slip next stitch onto cable needle and place at front of work, k2, then k1 from cable needle







	1/3LC


	slip next 3 stitches onto cable needle and place at back, k1, then k3 from cable needle







	1/3RC


	slip next stitch onto cable needle and place at front, k3, then k1 from cable needle







	1/3RPC


	slip next 3 stitches onto cable needle and place at back of work, k1, then p3 from cable needle







	1/3LPC


	slip next 3 stitches onto cable needle and place at back of work, k1, then p3 from cable needle







	2/1RC


	slip next stitch onto cable needle and place at back of work, k2, then k1 from cable needle







	2/1LC


	slip next 2 stitches onto cable needle and place at front of work, k1, then k2 from cable needle







	2/1LPC


	slip next 2 stitches onto cable needle and place at back, k1, then p2 from cable needle







	2/1RPC


	slip next 2 stitches onto cable needle and place at front, p1, then k2 from cable needle







	2/1/2RPC


	slip next 3 stitches onto cable needle and place at back of work, k2, slip left-most stitch from cable needle to left needle, move cable needle with remaining stitches to front of work, p1 from left needle, then k2 from cable needle







	2/2LC


	slip next 2 stitches onto cable needle and place at back, k2, then k2 from cable needle







	2/2RC


	slip next 2 stitches onto cable needle and place at front, k2, then k2 from cable needle







	2/2LPC


	slip next 2 stitches onto cable needle and place at front, p2, then k2 from cable needle







	2/2RPC


	slip next 2 stitches onto cable needle and place at back, k2, then p2 from cable needle







	2/3LPC


	slip next 2 stitches onto cable needle and place at front, k3, then p2 from cable needle







	3/1LC


	slip next 3 stitches onto cable needle and place at front of work, k1, then k3 from cable needle 







	3/1RC


	slip next stitch onto cable needle and place at back of work, k3, then k1 from cable needle







	3/1LPC


	slip next 3 stitches onto cable needle and place at front, p1, then k3 from cable needle







	3/1RPC


	slip next 3 stitches onto cable needle and place at back, k3, then p1 from cable needle







	3/2RPC


	slip next 2 stitches onto cable needle and place at back of work, k3, then p2 from cable needle







	3/2LPC


	slip next 3 stitches onto cable needle and place at front of work, p2, then k3 from cable needle.







	3/3LC


	slip next 3 stitches onto cable needle and place at front, k3, then p3 from cable needle







	3/3RC


	slip next 3 stitches onto cable needle and place at back, k3, then p3 from cable needle







	4/1LPC


	slip next 4 stitches onto cable needle and place at front, k1, then p4 from cable needle







	4/1RPC


	slip next 4 stitches onto cable needle and place at back, p1, then k4 from cable needle







	4/2RPC


	slip next 4 stitches onto cable needle and place at back of work, p2, then k4 from cable needle







	4/2LPC


	slip next 4 stitches onto cable needle and place at front of work, p2, then k4 from cable needle







	4/4LC


	slip next 4 stitches onto cable needle and place at front, k4, then k4 from cable needle







	4/4RC


	slip next 4 stitches onto cable needle and place at back, k4, then k4 from cable needle







	6/6RC


	slip next 6 stitches onto cable needle and place at back of work, k6, then k6 from cable needle.







	6/6LC


	slip next 6 stitches onto cable needle and place at front of work, k6, then k6 from cable needle.
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INTRODUCTION


There are many opinions on what are the origins of Aran knitting, but the truth is that it is a reasonably young tradition. However, a tradition it is, and people do have an idea of what constitutes a typical Aran sweater. It has a comfortable fit, is usually made from a fairly thick, undyed cream wool and features vertical patterns of crossing stitches, some of which look like ropes, some diamond shapes and some criss-crossed like ribbons. Traditionally there is a wide central panel flanked by bands of cables (the rope-like patterns). Some garments are decorated with bobbles. It is a unisex garment and can be made as a sweater or cardigan in all sizes to fit babies to adults.


Of late some of the central panels have become very intricate, inspired by the Celtic and Viking designs found on stones and crosses. The originators of these motifs appear to be Elsebeth Lavold in her Viking knitting books and Alice Starmore in Fishermen’s Sweaters. There are also a number of inventive knitters who have created new cables through experimentation. While these are not ‘traditional’ Aran motifs, they look pleasing and beautiful and are another option for the designing of Arans, so I have included one or two here. These intertwining patterns now appear to be accepted as traditional elements in Aran design. While some may disagree about their authenticity, I see no problem with it. Artists of all kinds like to push the boundaries of their crafts, continuing to experiment in order to keep the craft alive.
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An curragh from the Collection of the Knitting and Crochet Guild.




What this book aims to do is help you to design an Aran sweater yourself; to become comfortable with working a variety of cable stitches and to understand how they work. The more that you experiment, the more you will discover the potential for ‘inventing’ new cables. This book is not so much an instruction manual, but more a guidebook to help you develop your own ideas. While there are already many existing patterns that you can follow to the letter, my aim is to get you to follow the example of the knitters of the Aran Islands and see how satisfying it is to create something that you have planned and designed for yourself.


While the book does contain a few patterns for you to work as they are, it also gives ideas for ways to change these patterns into a different design, either by changing the shape or inserting different cable motifs. It does not contain basic knitting instructions, but is aimed at the knitter who is already competent in working the commonly used stitches.


The intricacy of all the different crossovers and interlocking of stitches may at first appear too complex to work into a fresh Aran design for all but the most experienced of knitters; I hope that this book will allay some of those fears and will enable you to produce Aran knits that you will be proud of and happy to wear for many years. I hope that it will also give you some ideas of how to use Aran stitches to develop new motifs of your own.




 CHAPTER 1


HISTORY


In through the front door 


Once around the Back 


Out through the Window 


And off jumps Jack 


Anon, an old rhyme used for teaching children to knit


The Origins of Knitting


It is impossible to know the exact history of knitting. Early pieces of knitting were usually made for practical reasons; as they wore out, they would be discarded. They were made from perishable fibres which disintegrate so easily that there are only fragments of fabric to study – no whole pieces. This makes it difficult to discern exactly how they were constructed, or for what purpose. Those items reliably dated as coming from before the eleventh century were most likely made using a technique known as naalbinding, where the yarn was passed in and out of loops made with fingers or a threaded needle. The earliest knitted example of this dates from AD 256 and was found in Syria. It is just a fragment approximately five inches square and there is no clue as to what it was part of. The successor to this technique was the peg loom – a series of sticks held in the hand or mounted on a rectangular block. It was worked as in loop knitting, with the yarn being wrapped around the peg before being lifted over a new strand above it.
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From Fisherman’s gansey to cable aran.




There is some speculation that knitting with two needles, in the form that we know it now, dates from well before the  eleventh century. This theory arose from paintings of the Virgin Mary apparently knitting a sock. However, these are paintings created in Europe in the fourteenth century and simply prove that knitting was known there at that time, not that is was being created much earlier. The earliest piece of knitting that can be dated and which appears to have been made with two hand-held needles was found in Egypt. It is a pair of socks, elaborately patterned and worked in fine cotton yarn. Some pieces of knitting, silk cushion covers and gloves were also found in 1994 in the tomb of Prince Fernando de la Cerda in northern Spain. Because he died in 1275 and these items were buried with him, their dates are accurate. The pieces are so neat and detailed that it is presumed that knitting had been practised in Europe for a long time before this.


Pieces like these that have been reliably authenticated were usually made for special occasions, especially religious ceremony, and they are fine examples of the craft. Other pieces still in existence were made by craftsmen belonging to the guilds of the Middle Ages. An apprentice would not receive the designation of Master Craftsmen until he had knitted a number of specified pieces. The main piece to be knitted before an apprentice could become a Master was a knitted carpet containing at least a dozen colours, and which was probably intended to be a wall hanging. Other items had to be made following a set of general instructions but not a precise pattern; for example, stockings were to be decorated with ‘clocks’, a form of fine cabling made by crossing or twisting two stitches. These twisted stitches would often form a small rope or diamond shape, demonstrating that crossed stitches were known in Europe in the fourteenth century at least.


Knitted socks and gloves were fairly common throughout Europe and the Middle East at this time. It was easier to use knitted rather than cut fabric because of the complex shaping required to accommodate the fingers and thumb in gloves and the heel shaping in socks, but it took until the fifteenth century for the craft to come to Britain. It was probably spread via the trade routes and was mainly used to make caps and bonnets, particularly in Coventry, Monmouth and Kilmarnock. A guild of hat knitters was established in England, with the aim of standardizing the construction of the various types of hats. The hats were made from wool rather than the silk or cotton used for gloves and stockings, as these hats were not for special occasions but for everyday wear. They were not left in their original knitted state, but were felted to make them more hard-wearing and waterproof.


The changes in fashion from long robes to doublet and hose in the sixteenth century brought about a growth in the sock knitting industry. Long stockings were now favoured rather than short or mid-calf socks. These long knitted stockings had to be tied at the tops because purl stitch, needed to make an elastic rib, had not yet been discovered.


The first pair of knitted stockings to be seen in England came from Spain and were worn by Henry VIII. He favoured them over cloth stockings because they emphasized his ‘well-shaped calf’. They were also much more comfortable than the coarse cloth stockings previously worn. Queen Elizabeth I loved the texture of the silk lace stockings originally sent to her as a gift from France; she had the ladies at court taught how to knit so that they could keep her well supplied. Once royalty was seen to be wearing something, that fashion spread, and eventually the stocking industry became a vital part of the British economy. But stockings were not cheap: the Earl of Leicester paid 53 shillings and 4 pence for a pair of hose, which is more than £500 in today’s currency! However, in 1589 the invention of the stocking frame by William Lee dealt a death blow to this hand knitting industry and many of the great knitting centres of Britain gradually faded away.


The Continuing Tradition of Hand Knitting


Despite the impact of the stocking frame on the British knitting industry, in parts of Britain more distant from the manufacturing towns the practice of hand knitting continued, and it is from here that we get many of our well-known traditions. Handknitted stockings continued to be an important source of income for many people – men, women and children – in the Yorkshire Dales, Scotland and Ireland. In 1588 a knitting school was created in the town of York to teach girls and young women how to make those items that were now turning out to be in great demand. Schools in other parts of the country followed soon afterward. To speed up the knitting process, many of the knitters would work with a knitting stick or sheath attached to their waist. The non-working end of the working needle would be held in place by the sheath so that the hand was free to throw the yarn more quickly. Sometimes a clew holder was also attached to the waist to hold the ball of wool while the knitter walked around.


The fashion for these comfortable handknitted stockings continued, and there was such a demand for wool that villages were destroyed in order to give the land over to sheep pasture. As late as 1805 the export of stockings from Aberdeen alone was valued at £100,000. But as a result of the mechanization of stocking manufacture with the introduction of William Lee’s stocking frame, and also as fashions changed, the boom time came to an end and people began to look for other commercially viable items to knit.


In the more remote parts of Britain men and women continued to knit for themselves and their families the items that were suited to their way of life, the local conditions and the qualities of the wool produced by the local sheep. The sheep of the Shetland Islands, for example, produce wool that is capable of being spun very finely, which led to the production of the famous ‘wedding ring shawls’. The native sheep of Aran and the west of Ireland, similar to the modern Galway breed, produced coarser fleece with hair and kemp that can withstand high rainfall and the Atlantic gales. The wool from these sheep was used to make hard-wearing clothing that was suited to the way of life of the fishermen and farmers.


Typical of these garments was that made famous on Guernsey. Like most areas of Britain, the island originally produced stockings for export, but the French Revolution disrupted this trade and the industry declined. However, the islanders continued to knit sweaters for the local fishermen, as they had done since the sixteenth century when they were first granted a licence to import wool. These sweaters – what we now know as ganseys – were knitted in the round, in the traditional square shape with a straight neck so that they could be reversed as they became worn. They were usually made of heavy, tightly spun worsted wool imported from England and were knitted using fine needles known as ‘wires’, giving a firm finish to the fabric that was said to ‘turn water’. The type of yarn used and the technique of mixing knit and purl stitches also made them warm (combinations of knit and purl stitches side by side trap more air as the loops lie in different directions). This simply shaped garment, possibly based on the traditional linen smock with its patterned yoke, square sleeves and simple shape, was the favourite workwear of many of the coastal communities around Britain and Ireland. They were, and still are, traditionally knitted in the round with dyed navy blue wool. Like the smock, they were usually plain up to the yoke, where they would frequently have a pattern of cables alternated with knit and purl stitches, sometimes with a simple rib and garter stitch pattern at the armhole edge and above the welt.
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