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Sheep Rock, North Haven and Buness
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View from Meoness







HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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INTRODUCTION


In 2007, I moved from London, where I was working as an architect, to Fair Isle, one of the islands that make up the Shetland Isles. It was a journey into the unknown, from one of the world’s greatest cities to an agricultural community on the most remote inhabited island in the UK. Despite having no experience in either crofting or knitting, but determined to put my creative skills to work, I joined the Fair Isle Crafts Co-operative and spent four years learning about the complex traditional motifs from the very best in the business. I became intrigued by the stories of the women who spent their lives knitting masterpieces despite harsh living conditions and inclement weather. In 2011 the co-operative dissolved, but by this point I had so much love for the knits that I decided to launch my own business in an attempt to fulfil my dream of a ‘Made in Fair Isle’ label.


My first commission, in 2012, was a fisherman’s jumper for Ben Fogle, the design of which was based on the garments worn by the crew of the Bruce Antarctic Expedition of 1904; it was my first attempt at shaping and colour work, not a simple task. That same year I was invited to take part in the Great Campaign, a showcase of British design, for which I designed the ‘Oxford’ jumper that later featured in Chanel’s 2015 Métier d’Art pre-autumn collection. A year later, I designed a series of tea cosies for Fortnum & Mason’s Mad for Tea campaign, inspired by the company’s colours and their tea rooms. I also took part in two exhibitions in Somerset House in London as part of Crafted UK. It was the time when things started to happen.


Every Fair Isle knitter throughout history has imprinted his or her own identity in every piece created. My designs are inspired by traditional Fair Isle motifs from the 19th and early 20th centuries, as for me these are what make Fair Isle knitting unique. As a Fair Isle crofter, albeit in the 21st century, I continue in my own way hundreds of years of tradition. It took me several years and many mistakes to find my own identity, but I hope I can take you through that journey of pattern, shape, colour and self-discovery so that you, too, can find your very own Fair Isle style.





TRADITIONAL TOOLS AND MATERIALS
WOOL
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South Green towards Gunglesund





Shetland’s native sheep date back 5,000 years; they belong to the Northern European short-tailed breeds, which seem to have been spread by Norse Vikings to several countries stretching from Russia to Iceland. Shetland wool is characterised by its unique insulating properties, strength, springiness and softness. It exhibits upper hairs of several inches long and very fine lower hairs. The springiness is created by the distinct Shetland crimp. The wool shows an amazing variety of colours and patterns; there are 57 names in Norn (an extinct North Germanic language that was spoken in Orkney and Shetland), specific to colours and patterns in sheep. There are 11 main whole colours and 30 recognised markings in Shetland alone. Shetland sheep are an intrinsic part of island life.
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Wool and hand carders
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Carding wool





WIRES


In Fair Isle and Shetland, the hand-knitting industry continues to be practised as it has been since the 17th century. The knitting needles are called wires and resemble early knitting needles from medieval times, where knitters used homemade needles with pointed ends made out of materials such as wood, bone, copper wire, iron, ivory or briar. Today the needles are mostly made from aluminium or iron but remain thin at UK 16 (US 00). The metric equivalent is less than 1.75mm.
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Knitting needles





KNITTING BELT


In Shetland the knitting belt is called a ‘maakin belt’ and consists of a perforated leather pouch stuffed with horse hair to make it padded. The knitting belt is used with wires (double-pointed knitting needles) and is worn at the right side, about waist level. The right needle is pushed into one of the holes in the belt pad, keeping the needle anchored as the stitches are worked, making the job easier and faster.


Shetland knitters wore their belts at all times and were able to knit while carrying out daily chores and farming activities; when friends and family gathered around the fireplace, the belt would still be firmly in place because there was still knitting to be done. The fact that knitting was never industrialised allowed women to have control of all aspects of production and to develop a cottage industry that has supplied the world with Shetland knits to supplement the family’s income.
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Knitting belt and needles








WOOLLIE HORSE


Woollie Horse is the brand name of the jumper board manufactured by Tulloch of Shetland up until the 1960s. A firm called Paparwark has started producing them in the same shape and quality. Made out of wood, with gold print and brass pins, the Woollie Horse is not just a tool but a masterpiece of craftsmanship. Jumper boards have been used in Shetland for many years to dress (block) garments and were mainly home made out of wood. Although the designs differ slightly, they share common features: boards have ‘feet’, either fixed or swivelling, which allow the board to be free standing, and a narrow piece for the shoulders and tops of sleeves, from cuff to cuff. This can either be one long piece or two pieces that are joined when needed, which makes it easier to store. The jumper board is a common feature in Shetlanders’ homes.
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A Woollie Horse in Mati’s studio







MOTIFS


The motifs selected for the design of the garments are traditional Fair Isle motifs used by the island’s knitters since or before the 19th century. They represent the island’s tradition and give our knitwear its identity. I selected specifically the Muckle Flooers and the Fivey Flooers, as they are traditionally called in the island, as the main motifs for the designs. The Muckle Flooers are 17-row motifs and the Fivey Flooers are 11-row motifs. For the traditional Kep design I used the traditional motifs arrangement, combining Grunds or 5-row motifs with the Muckle Flooers; and in the design of the section ‘Inspired by Tradition’ I used an arrangement combining Muckle Flooers, Flooers and Grunds.




INSPIRED BY TRADITION


Learning about Fair Isle knitting meant learning about both colour combination and motif arrangement. As I struggled to create designs that were harmonious or looked ‘Fair Isle’, I turned to history and to museum pieces in an attempt to decipher the ‘secret’. While photocopying a text with a couple of samples of knitted caps in black and white from c.1850 something extraordinary happened: I realised that what made Fair Isle patterns so recognisable were the motifs, the Muckle Flooers (large motifs) that appear throughout the 19th century.


My first two-colour experiment was inspired by one of the knitted caps and from there followed a two-tone garment and a scarf with the traditional colours. In this group of projects I use the motif arrangements from that original cap to explore the scale on different garments, and the use of colour, while preserving Fair Isle’s identity.
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Gunglesund








MOCK FINGERLESS MITTS


Our hands are our tools for creation, the connection between our creative mind and the tangible world. This quick-to-knit project will keep your fingers free and your hands warm. Knitting fingers can be quite tricky and time consuming, so these fingerless mitts are ideal for beginners.
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Mitts knitted by Sara Levene
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YARN


Jamieson’s of Shetland, Shetland Spindrift 4ply weight, 100% Shetland wool, 105m (115yd) per 25g ball
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Bird watching at Gunglesund (Mitts knitted by Sara Levene)








MOCK FINGERLESS MITTS


TENSION


27 stitches and 30 rounds to 10cm (4in), measured over blocked, stranded colourwork, using 3.25mm (US 3, UK 10) needles.


If necessary, change your needle size to achieve the stated tension.


NEEDLES & NOTIONS


1 set 3.25mm (US 3, UK 10) double-pointed needles or long circular needle for magic loop method


Tapestry needle


1 stitch marker


NOTES


When working colourwork sections, strand colour not in use evenly across the back (wrong side) of your work.


All chart rounds should be read from right to left, apart from Rows 20–39, which are worked back and forth in rows, starting with a RS (knit) row.


These mock fingerless mitts are worked finger-end down, with the ribbed edging later sewn together at regular intervals to create the finger openings. The slightly unusual construction method is designed to give a stylish effect with minimal effort.


INSTRUCTIONS


With MC, make a slip knot and place on needle as the first st, leaving a long tail for casting on. Cast on 1 st using the long-tail cast-on method, then cast on 2 sts using the twisted German cast-on method. *Cast on 2 sts using the long-tail cast-on method, cast on 2 sts using the twisted German cast-on method; repeat from * until there are 48 sts on the needle.


Join to work in the round, being careful not to twist. Place marker for beginning of round.


Mock fingerless mitts can be worked entirely from chart, repeating the 48-stitch pattern once per round.


If this is your preferred method, read the section on Upper edging before working Rounds 81–82. Follow chart until you have completed Round 83, then cast off purlwise.


Alternatively, follow written pattern and refer to chart for colourwork section only.
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Lower edging


Rib Round: *K2, p2; rep from * to end of round.


Repeat Rib Round another 8 times.


Main section


Rounds 10–23: Knit, following chart.


Row 24 (RS): Knit, following chart, to last 2 sts, ssk using colour shown on chart. Turn. 47 sts.


Rows 25–35: Beginning with a WS (purl) row, continue working back and forth in rows, stranding colour not in use across WS of work.


Round 36: Knit to end, cast on 1 st over gap using backward loop method and pulling tightly to avoid making a loose stitch. Do not turn. 48 sts.


Rounds 37–80: Knit, following chart.


Upper edging


This edging is worked by using two separate strands of the same colour, alternating them across each round. In this way, you create a single-colour form of stranded colourwork, which will prevent the top edge of the gloves from rolling over, while remaining at the same tension as the colourwork section you will work next.


For the second strand, pull from the centre of the ball.


If you are following the chart, you will see a symbol indicating when to use the second strand, given here as kwss.


Round 81: *Kwss, k1; rep from * to end of round.


Round 82: *K1, kwss; rep from * to end of round.


Cut second strand of MC.


Round 83: Knit to end.


Cast off purlwise.


Thumb


Using MC, pick up and knit 24 sts around thumb opening (the white space on the far left of rows 24–35 on the charts).


Rib Round: *K2, p2; rep from * to end of round.


Repeat Rib Round another 9 times.


Cast off in rib.


Finishing


Turn your mitt the right way up, and from the inner top edge of the thumb opening, count 6 sts across the colourwork towards the opposite edge. Use a needle threaded with MC to sew the two sides of the mitt together vertically along the rib section only, using back stitch, to create a finger opening. Repeat this process twice more to create 4 finger openings along the ribbed top edge of the mitt.


Weave in ends and block to measurements given at the beginning of the pattern.


Repeat pattern for second mitt.
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Lang Kole








LONG HAT


This is my favourite style of hat – a simplified version of the traditional kep, lighter and slightly shorter, yet reminiscent of the fishermen’s attire of the 17th and 18th centuries.
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Hat knitted by Julia Ryder
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Climbing at Gunglesund (Hat knitted by Connie Boster)





TENSION


27 stitches and 30 rounds to 10cm (4in), measured over blocked stranded colourwork, using 3.25mm (US 3, UK 10) needles.


If necessary, change your needle size to achieve the stated tension.


NEEDLES & NOTIONS


1 set 2.75mm (US 2, UK 12) double-pointed needles or long circular needle for magic loop method


1 set 3.25mm (US 3, UK 10) double-pointed needles or long circular needle for magic loop method
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YARN

Jamieson’s of Shetland, Shetland Spindrift
4ply weight, 100% Shetland wool, 105m (115yd) per 25g ball
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