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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 and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





A dream comes true


One quiet evening in August 2015, the two of us, mother and daughter, were sitting around the kitchen table with cups of coffee and our knitting needles. Caroline’s children had been put to bed, and calm had descended on our little home in Copenhagen. We had long been discussing the idea that it might be fun to publish one of the patterns that Pernille had designed and knitted countless times for her grandchildren. The only problem was that Pernille had never written down the instructions and had no idea how to write a ‘proper’ knitting pattern.


However, we were convinced that there was a growing interest in knitting for babies and children. We wanted to reflect the style of childrenswear that was in vogue by using traditional Danish knitting techniques to create detailed garments with an elegant, timeless quality. And so we decided to go for it.


In that instant, we decided we would try to establish our own knitting brand. Caroline set up a profile on Instagram and started to research how to create a webshop, an area that was new to both of us, while Pernille learned how to refine her designs, size up garments and draft knitting patterns. From the outset, the division of labour was clear: Pernille would create the knitting patterns and Caroline would market and sell them.


We had made a start. This is when our journey began.



Knitting for who?


One of the first things we needed to do was agree on a name for our knitting brand. We had to have that in order to set up a profile on Instagram and register a domain name for our planned webshop. To establish ourselves as a company, we needed to have the formalities under control.


We considered a number of options. First and foremost, we wanted a name that could be used internationally, as we had grand dreams and lofty ambitions. We also wanted to make it clear that we were selling knitting patterns rather than knitted garments. That’s how we settled on ‘Knitting for’. We like the idea that our name suggests that you are knitting for someone, as making garments and gifts for loved ones brings knitters so much joy.


At that point, we still only had patterns for children’s garments in mind and so it was obvious that the child would need someone to knit for them. The knitter would be knitting for someone in particular. But who should they knit for? We would knit for the two children in our family, but how could we choose one of their names for our brand over the other’s? And what if further children were added to the family one day? It was also possible that the existing child — or children, if we named the brand after both of them — would grow up objecting to having their name associated with knitting. There was something overly personal about using the names of our own children and grandchildren, which we weren’t sure we were entirely comfortable with.


We briefly considered whether we should name our brand ‘Knitting for Someone’ precisely because that ‘someone’ could be anyone at all. But ‘Knitting for Someone’ felt more impersonal than we wanted it to be. And then Olive popped up...


Olive doesn’t exist. Olive is a name that has cropped up each time Caroline has been expecting a baby. Okay, it has only happened twice, but Olive was under consideration on both occasions, so that does mean ‘each time’. It was Pernille’s idea, because she really likes the name Olive. Caroline likes it, too, but all the same, neither of her children ended up being called Olive. At last granny Pernille could have her Olive, and so she did. Knitting for Olive was born.
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Inspiration


Our decision to start a knitting brand marked the start of a long journey. It has been hard work, but above all it has been fun. Pernille began writing down her first patterns, while new designs were already forming in her insatiable knitter’s brain. Meanwhile, Caroline posted the first photos on Instagram and worked on setting up the webshop. The photos for both Instagram and the website were taken using the camera on a smartphone on our balcony, as that was all we had available. It was all a bit homemade, but it was a start.


We began to gain some followers on Instagram. Our family and friends had kindly supported us throughout the project, but it was when we received notification of our first follower who we didn’t already know that the whole enterprise suddenly became a reality. Just think: a stranger wanted to join us in our new knitting venture. Words of encouragement on Instagram, which was our only window on the knitting world at the time, were incredibly motivating. We couldn’t wait to get going. The number of knitters who became part of our tiny craft community gradually grew. At one point, we looked at one another and said, ‘Just imagine if we reach over a hundred followers one day. Imagine if a hundred strangers want to keep up with what we’re doing. How amazing would that be?’


We did reach a hundred followers and quickly felt that we were welcomed into the online knitting community that was springing up on Instagram. It was inspiring to participate in a forum where knitters shared their projects and progress, celebrated each other’s achievements and offered mutual support. It was a space where knitters could be creative both individually and collectively.


There was high demand for the first children’s patterns we posted on Instagram: a pair of footed leggings that the babies in our family had worn, a tunic top with a garland of leaves around the hem and a knitted lace dress that comprised of a babygrow with a skirt attached.


Pernille knitted so furiously that her needles grew red hot. She wanted to create highly wearable children’s garments that were as pretty as they were practical. Caroline’s youngest child — and Pernille’s latest knitwear model — was a girl. After having knitted boy’s garments for her grandson during the years before her grandaughter arrived, Pernille could now start knitting dresses. Knitted lace dresses with ruffles were inevitable once Pernille got going on these new designs. That’s how our smart lace baby’s dress came into being — an all-in-one babygrow with a skirt attatched, so that the dress doesn’t ride up when the baby is lying down or crawling. The babygrow hides the baby’s nappy, which means that the skirt can be highly decorative. Pernille added a pin tuck and l-cord edging, finishing touches that helped to elevate an otherwise simple and modern knitted dress.


Time passed. Pernille continued to find inspiration while watching her grandchildren grow and their needs change. It became her mission to produce garments that were practical for both the child and their carer as well as to incorporate small design details for a particular look or an improved fit. If she was inspired by a sewn garment, Pernille saw it as a challenge to devise a technique that made it possible to create a similar design using yarn and knitting needles. She used special techniques to allow for a nappy-clad bottom, although that is only needed in the smallest sizes. To achieve the desired result, it was sometimes necessary to knit from side to side or from the top down instead of from the bottom up.


The designs weren’t all equally simple. We soon realized that there was a whole host of knitters out there who loved the challenges that were occasionally contained in some of Pernille’s patterns and who wanted to join us on our journey of discovery through the knitting world. We were simultaneously delighted and a little overwhelmed by this.
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So, what next?


While Pernille continued knitting for dear life, Caroline had, to the best of her ability, set up a webshop for Knitting for Olive. The system was a bit clunky, but it was all we could afford at the time. Whenever we sold a pattern, we sent it manually by email. This meant that we continually had to keep an eye on the webshop, so that customers didn’t have to wait too long to receive their patterns. However, at this point the number of orders was still modest and the task was manageable.


We both had other full-time jobs and Knitting for Olive was still just a side project. Pernille had always worked in the restaurant business in one way or another and was the Head of HR for a restaurant chain in Copenhagen, Caroline was studying to become a midwife. It was during the late evenings, after the children had been put to bed, that we worked together on Knitting for Olive, answering emails, taking photos and exchanging ideas. One evening, one of those ideas we discussed was whether we should produce our own yarn. Of course, we knew that we had to do it.


Knitting for Olive Merino


The decision to go ahead with our own yarn was taken almost as quickly as the idea had popped up. But exactly how does one go about it?


Every time we introduced a new design, the choice of yarn was a subject of debate. There were many things to think about. For us, it had to be a lightweight yarn suited to knitting fine baby clothes on 3 mm needles. It had to be pure wool or another natural fibre. And it had to be soft enough that even the tiniest baby could wear the knitted fabric directly against their skin. For a while, we were fairly satisfied with wool from the Scottish Highlands. It is a natural fibre, but the pure wool wasn’t quite as soft as we wanted for our baby garments. We used alpaca yarn for a brief period, but the long, loose alpaca fibres can be a bit scratchy and irritate a baby’s sensitive skin. So that wasn’t the best option either. Then we settled on merino wool. Pure merino wool is beautifully soft and suitable for knitted garments for babies and children. However, we didn’t want our merino wool to be superwash treated (see here for more on this), but we did want it to be a specific weight and in the exact colours that we had in mind. After all, brown isn’t simply brown, just as pink isn’t simply pink. As we couldn’t find precisely what we were looking for, we decided to produce our own merino wool yarn in the specifc shades and with the exact qualities that we were after.


We contacted a few different yarn producers, who miraculously agreed to work with us. This resulted in our first yarn, Knitting for Olive Merino. We had the yarn spun to the weight we specified and dyed in eight different colours: six natural shades plus a pink and a blue. Initially, we didn’t need any more than that. It was a great day when the first batch of yarn arrived on large cones, 2 kg of each colour. We were anxious to see whether the quality and colours would live up to our expectations. Fortunately, everything was just as it should be.


At home in our kitchen, we wound the yarn off the cones into individual balls using a manual winder. We wrote all the information about the yarn on manila labels that we tied around the balls with string, secured with a pretty bow. It was time consuming, but it was fun. The yarn was well received and orders trickled in. We wound balls, wrote labels, tied them on and tucked the yarn into envelopes. We wrote on the addresses with a permanent marker, put on a stamp, chucked the packages into the stroller and trundled down to the nearest post office with the day’s parcels. And that was how the days passed: winding, writing, tying, packing and posting. As the number of orders grew, we had to streamline our production methods. Fortunately, Pernille had a birthday coming up and her wish list included an electric yarn winder…


Suddenly the whole process sped up. The individual balls were wound on the new electric winder, we gave up writing labels and tying bows by hand and began attaching printed stickers to a paper band that were placed around the balls of yarn. That meant we could more or less keep up with demand, at least until demand increased and once again we were faced with more orders than we could handle and had to come up with new ways to make the process run even more smoothly.
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Eventually, we switched to having our yarn balled by the spinners. This made the yarn quite a lot more expensive, but we could afford to absorb that extra cost now the brand was established. We had the paper ball bands made by a printing firm, so we only needed to put them on the balls, which wasn’t a problem. That was until it became a problem. We simply couldn’t keep up with the cycle of writing the patterns, developing the webshop, answering emails and updating Instagram alongside holding down two full-time jobs, and not to mention caring for a couple of young children.



More yarn


Nowadays we get all our yarn delivered in balls with ball bands and ready to pack when an order lands in our webshop. We have also extended our range and introduced more types of yarn: our Pure Silk, which is soft, hypoallergenic and perfect for summer knits, and our Cotton Merino, which is also perfect for summer knits, but softer than pure cotton because it’s mixed with merino wool. These three yarns all knit up to the same tension and have the same yardage, so, for example, you can knit a dress with long sleeves in our Merino for winter and the same dress without sleeves in our Pure Silk or Cotton Merino for summer.


At the same time, we added our Heavy Merino. It is also a 100% pure merino wool yarn, but it is a slightly heavier weight than the lightweight Merino, so it is better suited to chunky sweaters. Our Heavy Merino is exactly twice the weight of the Merino, so if you want to knit one of our patterns that calls for Heavy Merino, you can simply work with two strands of the lighter Merino held together. Later, we introduced Soft Silk Mohair to the range. It creates an ultra-light, lofty fabric when knitted on its own or adds a soft fluffiness when knitted together with a strand of Merino.


Creating our own yarn range has given us free rein to choose the best fibres for each yarn, but also to have the fibres spun into weights that are compatible across the different yarn types. This flexibility – and the fact that we can combine our yarns in the same garment – gives us a great advantage when it comes to creating new designs.


We became aware that not everyone likes mohair as the long, loose fibres can irritate some people’s skin, especially babies and small children. We wanted to develop a yarn that could be used as a substitute for mohair. It had to be a lightweight, ultra-soft yarn that could be used as a complementary yarn together with the others in our range and could also be knitted on its own using two strands held together. This led to our Compatible Cashmere: a lightweight, soft, pure cashmere yarn that is a perfect alternative to our Soft Silk Mohair and suitable supplement to our other yarn types too.


We have tested a number of different yarns and yarn blends over the years, but only the best have been allowed to remain in the range. It took us some time to work out that 30% merino is just the right amount of wool in a cotton blend. We thought that 10% was too little and 50% was too much, so both Cotton Hint of Cashmere and Cotton Meets Merino had to give way to our preferred Cotton Merino. It takes time to alight upon the right blends of fibres, and for that reason a good deal of time passed between the initial idea of launching our own yarn and the delivery of the finished balls. It was a lengthy yet exciting process, during which the sample yarns were knitted, tested and evaluated before we could finesse the chosen yarn to ensure it was the exact quality that we were looking for. We soon came to realize that we will never master the art of restraint when it comes to yarns and colours…
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On yarn and sustainability


Nowadays, all our yarns are sustainable. This hasn’t always been the case. It has come about gradually as we have become more knowledgeable. We knew nothing about yarn and sustainability when we began. In fact, we had never heard of sustainability in the field of yarn production and, to tell the truth, we didn’t even know that there is anything to have a position on. But there is, as we soon found out.


One day we received an email from a customer asking if our merino yarn was mulesing free. Mulesing free? What on earth was that? We started to investigate and discovered what mulesing means in terms of yarn production and, to our horror, that our own yarn was not mulesing free. Finding this out really appalled us, because the procedure involved in mulesing is harsh. In Australia, where the majority of the world’s merino wool comes from, there is a parasitic insect, the Australian sheep blowfly (Lucilia cuprina). This fly gets into the folds of the sheep’s skin, especially around the rectum and genitals, and lays its eggs there. The larvae from these eggs can bore into the sheep’s skin and then eat the animal from the inside. This can lead to serious conditions in the sheep, causing infections and, in the worst case, death. To prevent these blowfly attacks, there is a practice called mulesing. Without administering any form of anaesthetic beforehand, the skin around the sheep’s breech and tail is cut away with either a sharp knife or scissors, leaving the sheep with large wounds. Once these wounds have eventually healed and scar tissue has formed, the blowfly can no longer bore into the folds of the sheep’s skin, because the scarred area appears dead and smooth.


Neither blowfly attacks nor the practice of mulesing are beneficial for a sheep’s welfare. Fortunately, this parasiste is found only in Australia and so it is only merino sheep reared in that region that are exposed to blowfly attacks and subjected to mulesing. For us, therefore, the solution was to use merino wool solely from South America, where this blowfly does not exist.


We love wool. And we love sweaters, cardigans, dresses and accessories made of wool. We are eternally grateful for being able to use animal fleeces, but we want to do it in a sustainable manner. Animal wool is worth its weight in gold to us, so the least we can do when we work with animals is to show respect for their well-being. Since we discovered that the practice of mulesing existed, all our merino wool has been sourced from Patagonia, where there is no blowfly. And that was thanks to a knitter who was aware of mulesing, made us aware of the practice and prompted us to insist on higher welfare standards on behalf of the sheep that produce our yarn.


After we became aware of mulesing, other questions about animal welfare began to force their way into our consciousness. And while we’re talking about animal welfare, it’s pertinent to talk about social responsibility. And while we’re talking about social responsibility, it’s also pertinent to talk about the environment.



Animal welfare


What exactly is animal welfare? There are many answers. A dictionary definition of animal welfare would be ‘the health and well-being of animals as the result of good living conditions’. We have spoken to a number of large animal welfare organizations in Denmark who consider it to be not just a question of the animal’s physical well-being, but that good animal welfare is also about recognizing animals as sentient beings that feel pain and understand suffering and so must therefore be handled with an eye to their mental health.


We strongly feel it’s our moral duty to ensure that the animals involved in the production of our yarn are treated with respect and do not suffer either physical or mental distress. In order to be sure that we can live up to this principle, we have taken some crucial decisions concerning the animal fibres we use.


We only use fully traceable animal fibres, meaning that we always know where fibres have come from. Generally speaking, wool is bought by the world’s spinning mills at large auctions and the great majority of the wool sold is untraceable. It is not always known whether the merino wool in any lot, for example, has come from Australia, where mulesing is practised, or whether any animal fibre has come from farms that do not meet the animal welfare standards that we yarn producers should set. The problem can be solved by demanding any yarn made from animal fibres is fully traceable, thus ensuring that it is sourced exclusively from farms where the animals are kept in decent conditions and are treated with respect.


Happily, in recent years, several certification systems have been set up, guaranteeing that the yarn has been produced under decent conditions with regard to both animals and humans, all the way from the farm fields to the shop floor. On the wool front, there is the Responsible Wool Standard (RWS) certification. The farms — and therefore the wool too — and the spinning mill we collaborate with are already RWS certified. We are now in the process of getting the same certification ourselves. It’s a lengthy process, but it’s important to us.
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Our mohair comes from goats reared in South Africa. The mohair industry was in the media a few years ago after People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA), an American organization, released distressing footage of goats being mistreated. The videos were shot at farms in South Africa. Large sectors of the fashion industry instantly distanced themselves from the use of mohair by excluding it from their collections. While it is wonderful to see the big fashion houses taking responsibility and adopting a stance on the raw materials they use in their production, in our eyes simply dropping the use of mohair is not the solution to the problem.


The mohair industry is sizeable and thousands of people rely on it for their income, from farmers to production workers. For us, a better solution is to continue to use mohair, but to insist that the highest welfare standards are met in its production. In our Soft Silk Mohair, we use only mohair that is fully traceable, sustainable and certified so we can be sure that it has been produced under decent conditions. This means that the animals are protected by a large number of rights and requirements to ensure their physical and mental well-being. When you use certified mohair from goats that are treated properly, you are supporting good animal welfare. We regard this as a more sustainable solution.


That was a bit about the merino wool and mohair we source from sheep and goats. However, there is one more little creature that contributes fibres so that we can knit lovely soft sweaters and summer tops. And it is one that also needs our protection when it comes to welfare standards.


The moth


The moth, or more precisely the silk moth, is a small insect that is very important to our yarn production. We have two yarns that contain silk: our Pure Silk is 100% silk while our Soft Silk Mohair blends silk with mohair.


Silk is produced by the larvae of the silk moth, commonly known as silkworms. These larvae spin long silken threads — they can be up to around 1 km long — to make their cocoons. Each larva remains in its cocoon until it is ready to transform into a silk moth. Conventionally, silk producers aim to use strands of spun silk that are as long as possible, because the longest strands result in the finest threads with a shiny surface. In order to obtain the longest strand of silk, you have to take it from the cocoon before the moth breaks out and splits the thread. To ensure this doesn’t happen, the larva must be killed before it transforms into a moth and so never breaks the cocoon. This is done by either boiling or steaming the cocoons. After that, the long strand of silk can be harvested and the larva discarded.


If the larvae are allowed to turn into moths, it is still possible to produce silk from the shorter strands that can be taken from the split cocoons. This process is more laborious and expensive, and the resulting silk threads are not as fine, smooth and shiny as those made from the longer strands. However, it is undeniably a more ethical means of production.


Opinions differ on whether the larvae should be killed in order to keep the price of the silk thread down, rather than being allowed to live. No matter how we produce our yarn, whether it’s made of merino, mohair or silk fibres, it’s important to us to care for nature and respect the animals and people who are integral to the production process. That’s why we insist that the larvae that produce our silk are never boiled or steamed; we prefer to allow them to complete their metamorphosis into silk moths. All the silk we use is cruelty free.



Social responsibility


Just as animal welfare is important to us in the production of our yarns, so is social responsibility towards workers. We feel that our production processes should be fair to all. We value the fact that farmers on the other side of the world look after the animals that produce the necessary raw materials for us. And just as we want the farmers to treat animals properly, we want to treat the farmers properly, too. They should have decent working conditions, receive appropriate wages and be respected for who they are and the work they do.


We ensure this is achieved through a large number of requirements that must be observed when the fully traceable raw materials are certified as sustainable. Among other things, this means that we never use forced labour or child labour. It means that discrimination is not tolerated and that all employees have reasonable working conditions in respect of the number of working hours and the nature of the work.


We believe that the entire fashion industry, including the yarn industry, can and must insist upon higher levels of sustainability and social responsibility than has hitherto been typical of the sector. We feel that we have a responsibility to highlight these issues and set an example that others may follow.
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Environment


Orange trees that produce harvestable fruit do not grow in Denmark, because the Danish climate isn’t suitable. If we want to eat oranges and drink orange juice, we have to import the fruit from other countries. The same applies to merino wool and mohair. If we want to knit with these fibres, we have to transport animal fleeces from distant lands, as merino sheep and mohair goats are not native to Denmark. This means that we cannot avoid harming the environment through shipping when we import wool, just as we cannot avoid harming the environment when we import oranges from warmer climates.


As yarn producers, we have been forced to accept the reverse sides of the merino and mohair coins — the environmental impact of shipping cargo many miles across the globe. However, we have thought a great deal about this downside and worked creatively to minimize it as much as possible. Our thinking was as follows: we needed to have balls of yarn transported from distant countries in boxes that are loaded onto a cargo ship or lorry. How could we move the largest possible quantity of yarn in the fewest possible journeys?


The answer was actually quite simple. If we made our balls half the size while still containing the same amount of yarn by winding them more tightly, we could pack twice as many balls of yarn in the same size boxes. That meant we could make do with half as many lorries on the roads and half as many cargo ships on the sea. Likewise, we could reduce the number of lorries needed to send the yarn on to our customers. This has meant that we have been able at least to reduce our carbon emissions, even if we cannot cut them out completely.


We contacted our spinners, who immediately saw the advantages of this idea. Shortly afterwards we received a sample ball of yarn that was wound to about half the size of the original. Our idea had become a reality and the spinning mill immediately implemented this change.
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