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PART I
I Know What Boys Like
Knitting for Men



Question any group of stitchers on their experiences knitting or crocheting for men and you’re likely to hear a variety of horror stories—about projects that took months to make but were never worn, about the sense of futility and rejection felt by the knitter in question, about how men just don’t appreciate handmade items, or about the man who refused to wear a hat that was made with “heathered” yarn because Heather is a girl’s name. You might also hear tell of the dreaded “sweater curse,” the one that holds that if you knit your boyfriend a sweater, it pretty much guarantees the end of the relationship.


Whether it’s made for a (possibly soon-to-be-ex) boyfriend, or a husband, father, son, or nephew, projects made for men appear to be rejected at a higher rate than those made for women. And yet, for much of knitting’s history, the majority of knit goods, whether produced by men’s or women’s hands, were made for—and definitely worn by—men. Caps, mittens, socks, and sweaters—all have their origins as menswear, and sweaters in particular are a relatively recent addition to women’s wardrobes, while they have been a mainstay of men’s for centuries (see page  8).


So what gives? Why are today’s men so difficult to knit for? Why won’t they wear what we knit for them? And most important, how can we get them to start wearing the things we make? The answer is simple: If you want a man to wear what you’ve made, make him something that he likes. Because no matter how much he likes (even loves) you, that feeling will not transfer to a project that you slaved over if he thinks that it is too big, too small, too itchy, not his color, not his style, too feminine, too conservative, too nerdy, too wild, too youthful, too baggy, not baggy enough, or whatever else he—just like you—considers before choosing an item of clothing for his wardrobe.


Yet, this obvious answer can be quite challenging in practice. For one thing, many women don’t realize that the men in their lives, no matter how slovenly, actually think of themselves as having a style. But the fact is that even that guy who is never seen in anything other than a T-shirt, jeans, and zip-up jacket has a definite sense of things that he will and won’t wear. He has certain colors that he likes and others that he dislikes. He is particular about how loose or snug he likes to wear his T-shirts, and whether his hoodies should come to his hips or stop at his waist. He knows whether he wants to emphasize his well-developed chest or hide his lack of one, and makes sure that none of his clothes call attention to his beer belly or to the fact that he is no taller than Tom Cruise.
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A NOTE TO THOSE READERS WHO ARE MAN ENOUGH TO KNIT:


Few developments in the knitting community have been more exciting and gratifying to me than seeing so many men take up the needles lately— I love that knitting is finally beginning to shake the stigma of being too girly for guys. But if you’re one of the few, the proud, the men with balls (of yarn), you should probably step along—there’s not much for you to see here. This intro was written to help the womenfolk understand how to knit for you, since that is a task that can be fraught with so many pitfalls for them. But seeing as you are a bona fide male of the species, you of course already know what you like in a project, you know what colors you like, and you know what size you like to wear. You might want to check out the section titled “Precautionary Measures” (page 14) to find out how to alter a pattern so that it matches one of your favorite sweaters in fit, but otherwise, please proceed directly to the pattern section. I’ll see you there!





Of course, male knitters know all this already. They also know something else that confronts knitters of both genders who are looking to make men’s projects: There just aren’t that many patterns to choose from, and, of the patterns that are available, many are overwrought with bobbles and cables or too many color panels or are just plain wrong in some way. That’s often because these projects have been designed from the perspective of the knitter or crocheter rather than that of the wearer: They may be satisfying and fun to make because of their intricate cabling or challenging color work, but, unfortunately, they are not necessarily what most men are willing to wear.


In fact, if you look for a moment at the men around you—at work, in the mall, on the street—you’ll see that, for the most part, men like to dress simply. They like navy blue, gray, khaki, olive, and black; and sweaters, if they wear them, are done up in plain stitches such as stockinette or ribbing. In fact, as I write this at a café in Brooklyn, the men around me are exclusively dressed in these colors and styles: Two are sporting navy blue hoodies, two are wearing zip-up, ribbed, charcoal gray cardigans, one is wearing a black V-neck sweater, and another is wearing a ribbed black turtleneck. Yet, how boring would it be to knit such a sweater, especially given the fact that men’s sweaters usually take so much time to make? Spending evening after evening, weekend upon weekend, relegated to knitting nothin’ but stockinette in gray wool might seem like punishment to most experienced knitters, the equivalent of sitting in a dark room with the windows closed and the shades drawn on a gorgeous spring day.




[image: image] Grounds for Divorce? I made a beautiful Aran pullover as a surprise for my first husband’s birthday just after we were married. It sat in his drawer and I could never get him to let me see how it looked on him. We separated a year later and one day at my lawyer’s I was given a note from my ex saying that, among other things, he hated the fact that I made him a sweater and never even bothered to measure him for it. Turns out the neck was too tight and he couldn’t pull it over his head. I hate to think that’s why he wanted a divorce, but you never know. By the way, he gave me back the sweater as part of the divorce settlement, so I frogged it and made a dog sweater for our poodle. Sandi S, Colme, SD





With so much beautiful yarn to work with, and so many fun stitches to make, why limit yourself to making miles and miles of knit 2, purl 2 in drab olive worsted? Well, I’ll tell you why: Because that’s what he wants. Because that’s what he likes to wear. He’s not a dog you can dress in whatever you think will make him look cute; he’s not a child who isn’t able to make decisions for himself; and he certainly isn’t a lump of clay, waiting to be transformed, by your deft stitcher’s hands, into a sturdy, strong-but-sensitive type who will sport a heavily cabled off-white fisherman sweater, or a hipster who will ironically wear a turquoise-and-green argyle mohair vest, even if it does flatter his skin tone and make his eyes seem to sparkle. My point is, choosing a project to stitch for a guy is no time to make like Henry Higgins and try to My-Fair-Lady his ass. A man (like a woman) likes what he likes. Your job is simply to find out what that is.


That’s where this book comes in. Each of the projects here was either designed by a man or designed in collaboration with a man. Nonknitting men were consulted throughout the design selection process to determine which projects most appealed to them (and, more important, which ones they’d actually wear), and contributors were directed to check their design ideas with the men in their lives. Only projects that were given the thumbs-up by a variety of men made the cut; and as you will see, that includes a great assortment of styles. Yet not only are these patterns 100 percent boy-approved, but they are also fun enough to maintain a knitter or crocheter’s interest for the long haul—which, if you’re working on an oversized sweater for a dude, can be quite a long haul indeed. Some of the projects are rather conservative in design; others are high-concept pieces or incorporate a sense of humor; and still others are somewhat sporty—and each can be worn by a great number of different kinds of menfolk.




[image: image] Tea for Two I believed in the curse, and knew I couldn’t risk making my boyfriend a sweater, so I went instead for a hat. It was beautiful, knit in a pricey yarn, soft and stripey and funky and warm. I even went wool wild, and made a pom-pom the size of an orange for the top of the hat. I wrapped it and mailed it off to him, and he called to thank me, somewhat generically. The next time I went to his house, he offered to make tea while I sat down and relaxed. When he arrived with the laden tray, there, in the center, misshapen and drenched with hot steam, was my stylish hat—serving as a freaking teapot cozy! Anonymous





As you review these patterns with the men in your life in mind, try to look beyond the pictured project and think how you might tailor it to suit your recipient. First and foremost, look at the style and fit (meaning, the overall shape of the piece), and think of the given color choices as mere suggestions. An orange, brown, and tan hoodie could just as easily be done in all-over gray or red, white, and blue; a grass green hat could be worked up in navy blue. Try to look past the models, too: The sweater worn here by a cute hipster dude, who looks like he’d be most comfortable on a motorcycle, might be just the thing for your dad, who’d be most comfortable on a golf course (or, for that matter, in a La-Z-Boy). And unless the project is intended to be a surprise, get your man involved in the process. Ask him which project appeals to him, what color he’d like it to be, and measure his favorite sweater to guarantee a great fit (more on this later). And if you do want to keep what you’re making a surprise, launch a covert fact-finding mission to gather this information—or the surprise just might be on you.


I Knit It My Way


A Cautionary Tale


The first project I ever made for a man was shortly after I’d become obsessed with knitting and crocheting. Using some leftover chunky maroon yarn, with a nice sheen and just a touch of mohair, I hooked up a plain, double-crochet-stitch scarf for my boo. While the scarf would be easy for me to make today, at the time it took all of my concentration to keep from increasing or decreasing my stitches on every row, and I presented it to him with a great sense of pride. Certain that he’d be excited to receive something that I’d made with my very own hands, and secure in the knowledge that the color was a becoming choice for his deep olive skin, it was with quite a bit of disappointment that I realized, after a number of weeks, that the thing had never been worn. “Oh, I’d never wear purple,” the man said matter-of-factly when asked why he had chosen to ignore the little bit o’ love I’d whipped up for him. “It’s not purple, it’s maroon!” I countered. “Whatever,” he replied, “I’d never wear that color.” Until he’d said it, it had never occurred to me that this man had colors—most of his wardrobe consisted of items that were black, gray, or blue, and I’d assumed that was the result of his being too lazy to take a wilder ride around the color wheel when choosing his clothing.


So on my next attempt, I decided to be more careful. I found a pattern for a simple, loose-fitting pullover with an interesting knit-and-purl pattern. It was a modern gansey, the kind of thing I thought my man would like, and I got his approval on the design before I started. Burned by my previous negative experience, this time around I knew enough to make the thing in gray, and followed the directions for the extra-large size, since that’s the size of his clothing. I worked on it diligently for months, again imagining how happy I’d be to see him wearing something I’d made. But alas, as soon as he tried on the completed garment, it was clear that something had gone terribly wrong. The thing stretched tight across his belly, the absolutely last part of his body he wanted to emphasize, and it wasn’t long enough either, landing awkwardly at his waist. Desperate to salvage at least some of the work I’d done, I knit four extra pieces, in exactly the same knit-and-purl stitch pattern as the sweater, and sewed them to each side of the front and back to make the sweater wider. To make the sweater longer, I unraveled the bottom edge, then spent many a frustrating weekend trying to get the knit-and-purl pattern I was knitting downward to match the one above it.




[image: image] Deal-Breaker I knit the Skully sweater for my boyfriend at the time. We broke up in late May. (I do not blame the Sweater Curse at all. Seriously, I don’t.) Apparently for the next two weeks he wore the sweater almost constantly, despite the warm weather, and when girls commented on how great it was, he told them that he had knitted it himself. I told him that if any boy told me he’d knitted a sweater and then I found out it was actually his ex-girlfriend who made it, that would be a total deal-breaker. Monstrosity, Ontario, CAN







[image: image] My Heart Belongs to Daddy Last year, when I was a madly in love 16-year-old, I began knitting my very first real scarf for my boyfriend. They should change the sweater curse to the sweater/scarf curse because days after I completed it, we broke up. I gave it to him anyway, complete with a little duplicate-stitched heart, but since he’s away at college, I don’t see him anymore, so there’s no way to tell whether or not he wears it. From now on, the only man I’ll knit for is my daddy because no curse could take him away from me. Jessica Siciliano, Hickory, NC





It was a long time before I learned that, when knitting downward, your stitches are offset by half a stitch from the stitches in the rows above them, and you’ll never be able to match them to the stitches above. So, instead, I cast on stitches and knit up, then attached this new “bottom” to the old bottom edge of the sweater. Finally, it was done. And it fit—it was both wide enough and long enough for my man. He even wore it a few times, but it was obvious he was only doing it to spare my feelings, and after a short time it took up residence at the bottom of his closet, never to be worn again. Truth be told, I couldn’t really blame him. With seams running every which way but loose, and stitch patterns that only kinda-sorta matched up on the many pieces that I’d sewn together, it looked more like a quilt than a sweater. Not a good look for a guy—or for anyone, really.


But this story does have a happy ending. The next time I attempted a project for the boy, I tried something on a smaller scale: I chose gray again, this time springing for a gorgeous, tweedy cashmere-blend yarn. I worked up a simple mistake-rib scarf and a pair of matching fingerless gloves. This practical project, rugged-looking but with a secret hint of luxury, and made in his favorite clothing color, was a hit. He still wears them to this day, more than making up for the many lost hours I’d spent on his Frankensweater and allowing me to finally experience the pride and pleasure of seeing my man in something I’d knit especially for him. Not only that, but I’d also learned some valuable lessons about knitting for men.


Or so you’d think. When it came time to knit something for my father, I found a nice, affordable, tweedy forest-green yarn with flecks of black that looked a bit like the flannel shirts he liked to wear, and located a pattern for a zip-up bomber-jacket–style sweater that seemed dad-ish. And although this man would never be accused of having anything even approximating a “fashion sense,” I knew that he had specific requirements, most notably the need for a breast pocket to accommodate the huge number of pens and pencils, along with assorted eyeglass cases, that he carried with him at all times, and so I added one to the pattern. Since I’d so carefully taken his tastes and needs into consideration, the sweater was a success—so much so that he wore it to death, which was more than the acrylic/wool blend yarn I’d bought (on sale) could really stand up to. It pilled like a mofo and looked ragged in no time.





Men In Knits



The First 800 Years


These days it can be a challenge to find something to knit that a man will wear, but for most of knitting’s history, that was not a problem. Hand-knit caps, stockings, gloves, and sweaters were all worn by men long before they were ever put onto the bodies of women. It was only after machine knitting was well-established, and knitting became a leisure-time activity for the upper classes, that women had the opportunity to knit mostly fashionable items for themselves, with an occasional item made for their men. But even during this time, working-class women were still knitting their hands off to clothe their men or to bring in a bit of household money. And not only were most items knit for men, but much early knitting was done by men themselves.


Some of the oldest items that were made by the technique we now know as knitting date back to A.D. 1200. These were socks, knit in the round, although for whose feet they were intended is anybody’s guess. But by the early 1400s, the first caps were being knit, and we know they were definitely intended for men, as they were designed to be worn under steel military helmets. Resembling contemporary men’s earflap caps, they were most likely made by other men, as knitting in those days was done in organized guilds by men who were considered artisans (the first “Stitch ’n Britches”). These guilds also produced wonderfully ornate purses and gloves that were, you guessed it, carried and worn by other men. The gloves were known as “liturgical gloves” and were mostly worn by the clergy. As long as oven mitts, they came complete with their own bling—ornamental rings knit right onto the fingers.


By the 1500s, men were all about knit silk stockings—thigh high, no less—and they continued to wear these until trousers came into fashion sometime after the French Revolution. Imelda Marcos’s footwear fetish had little on King Erik of Sweden, who is said to have possessed twenty-seven pairs of hand-knit stockings. Knee socks were being knit as well, but they were reportedly worn only by children and artisans. “I think my leg would show well in silk hose,” a male character says in a play of the time, and I’m certain the women of the time would have agreed. In fact, by the 1600s, silk stockings had become all the rage among upper-class men, and at least fifty shades of stockings were being produced in France for their lovely legs—including such colors as “dying monkey,” “merry widow,” “resuscitated corpse,” and “kiss me darling.” Apparently, however, there were no “nude” stockings to be had.


During the same period, men’s undergarments were also hand knit, including a bizarre item called “trunk hose”—tight, short pants the length of swim trunks, with numerous vertical slits knit into them, perhaps for greater ease of movement, or perhaps for ventilation. Either way, they were pretty dang sexy. Knit undershirts, the precursors of sweaters, were also worn, and a gorgeous sky blue one in a fine knit-and-purl pattern was donned by King Charles for his execution in 1649.


Shortly thereafter, fishermen living on the Shetland Isles began wearing their underwear as outerwear (take that, Madonna!), and it was a good idea, too, since these early sweaters gave them the ease of movement that their work required. Until they figured this out, they’d been wearing woven shirts that were made larger than necessary, then carefully gathered around the top with an embroidery stitch that allowed it to stretch. This garment was known as a “smock” and the stitch is still known as smocking, although today it is used almost exclusively on tube-top dresses. Dutch whalers, who traded with the Shetlanders, continued to wear smocks, but eventually realized the islanders were onto something. Although it took them a couple hundred years to catch on, by the early 1800s they, too, were wearing sweaters.


By the mid-1800s, fishermen’s sweaters were well established among the Dutch, and they had developed their own style and traditions. Mostly knit in a readily available dark blue yarn (which may be the origin of “navy blue”), they were worked in simple knit-and-purl patterns, and every seafaring town had its own motifs. More than just a matter of local pride, the specific motif could help identify the seaman’s homeport or family if he were to be lost at sea. This tradition was carried on for many years. Even as late as 1939, it was reported that a Dutch sailor had drowned and had washed ashore, and although his body was totally unidentifiable, his wife recognized her work in her husband’s sweater. Another story tells of a number of sailors lost at sea whose sweaters were recovered and returned to their wives, who buried the garments.


[image: image]


Dutch fishermen from the towns of Scheveningen and Urk in their sweaters, circa 1910.


In nineteenth-century Ireland, knitted motifs in sailors’ sweaters carried other messages as well, such as the number of sons in the man’s family or his religious beliefs. In fact, the “God’s Eye,” a sort of cross motif that was very popular at the time, was put there as much to bring good luck to the men who wore them, as it was to remind them to behave themselves when they were off in foreign ports. Naughty boys!


Not all men’s sweaters were utilitarian, though. In some Dutch towns, men had two sweaters: a thick one for work, which was often felted, and a thinner one for Sunday wear. The Sunday sweater was frequently a wedding gift from his bride. In fact, in Holland it was traditional for a bride to begin knitting this sweater for her betrothed on the day the wedding date was set. Similarly, in Britain, the future bride of a fisherman began knitting this special sweater as soon as she was engaged—and not a moment before. Could this be the origin of the sweater curse?


While women were wearing knit stockings, gloves, and shawls, as well as other knit goods, by the mid-nineteenth century, sweaters remained pretty much exclusively menswear. The popularity of certain styles can even be traced to specific menfolk: Cardigans were named for the Earl of Cardigan, and raglan sleeves were named for Lord Raglan. For a brief period, however, fisherman’s sweaters became a fashion statement beyond the dockside, and in the 1880s women were wearing something called a “fisherman jersey,” which had puffy sleeves, a tight waist, and a high neckline to resemble a woman’s blouse. While it was certainly more comfortable than a blouse for those daring women who were taking up the modern sport of bicycling, it was not a good look and the fad quickly passed.
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