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Introduction
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Two years ago, I released a book about my own spiritual and creative experience as a knitter—Zen and the Art of Knitting—that allowed me to look into aspects of knitting I'd always been curious about and to express my own perspective on this graceful and venerable craft. When that book came out, I was amazed by the number of knitters who'd identified with my experience and then wanted to share their own. Knitters approached me in bookstores, over the Internet, at seminars, wanting to share with me the most precious gift they had: the tales of their own adventures, tribulations, coincidences, and anecdotes of knitting.

This collection represents some of those stories, as well as insights from other knitters and writers generous enough to offer what they, too, have to share.

It is my fervent hope that, whether or not you're a knitter, you will find some aspect of your own story reflected here. Pull up a chair, drape an afghan over your legs, and enter this world. It is a realm in which a pair of needles and a single strand of yarn ties the generations together, a place where the wounds of the human condition are salved, a source of warmth on days when our souls shiver, and a moment to remind ourselves of the importance of the small things in life.
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One: Knit with the Past

“Most people have an obsession: mine is knitting.”

—ELIZABETH ZIMMERMAN,Knitting Without Tears
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Hand-knit sweaters, booties, socks, shawls, afghans—these items, often delicate and painstakingly created, are not simply functional objects that serve a particular purpose. The things we hand-knit are greater than the sum of their parts; in many ways, they are so much more.

First, there's the wool from which hand-knit items are made bringing with them an ingrained story of sheep life, before this current incarnation as cloth. Then there's the person who carded and spun the wool, whose own relationship to the sheep we may know well, or just speculate about. Maybe the yarn was mass-produced; still, someone selected the dye colors, someone tested the machines, and someone threw the switch to set the spinning into motion. Then there's the person who made the item, knitter, who trails behind her the thread of a unique history. Her own experience of learning to knit—the relationship between knitting teacher and pupil—is a connection inherent in each stitch and every cast-off. Finally, there's the dance of give-and-take between the knitter and the intended wearer of the item: One provides warmth and love in the form of the knitted garment, while the other plays just as important a role by a willingness to receive the gift. Each of us must be both, givers and receivers, for the cycle to continue.

Hand-knit speaks to relationship. It's no coincidence that a family may be characterized as “close-knit.” From the sheep to the spinner, from the knitting-shop owner to the knitter, from the creator to the intended wearer, knitting is about strengthening ties, about acknowledging connectedness. Knitting is about family, yes, but also about embracing those not related by blood or law, but by love and choice, celebrating the people who have become friends-that-are-like-family, or “framily.”

Knitting makes manifest the love of a mother passed on to her child, or the concern of an older relative for her young cousin. It enables a daughter to show her larger-than-life father the devotion she feels but cannot name, except in knitted stitches. John McCann's “The Big Sweater” recounts how, in the Irish tradition, knitted designs were embedded in sweaters, like a coat of arms, to identify the family from which the pattern originated. This knitting also had the darker purpose of allowing easy identification of a fisherman drowned at sea.

All knitting, ultimately, speaks to that abiding truth: Mortality is a fact of life, and while we're here and moving and able, we'll knit all the love and joy, all the awe and wonder we feel into each and every sweater, hat, mitten, and sock we make. We are all linked by the stories we tell, by the myths we share, by the way we knit ourselves together.

my father's scarf
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[image: TheKnittersGift_common]My father sold tungsten carbide cutting tools—“strong enough to cut a diamond,” he would proudly report. As a sales engineer, he'd carry his products in and out of factories filled with machines larger than dinosaurs. Winters in Springfield, Ohio, often blew biting winds that drifted snow up the sides of buildings. I was a Girl Scout in fifth grade at Snowhill Elementary School, trying to earn more badges on my sash. I loved to finger the glossy embroidery inside each circle and imagine my sash ablaze with patches.

I decided that if I learned how to knit, I could knit my father a scarf to accompany him on his sales routes, especially those that took him away for nights at a time. Charcoal gray seemed serious enough to wear to work and would match his black tweed coat, bridging the gap between his collar and the felt-brimmed hat sporting a fan-shaped pheasant feather. After painstakingly knitting several rows, I saw that the scarf would be too wide. I feared if I started over I would lose heart and not begin again, so I lowered my head and knit into this scratchy gray expanse, trying to earn a new identity as “resourceful,” like my grandmothers.

My father was handsome in a Bing Crosby kind of way, able to dance and sing with grace. He would sing “I am I, Don Quixote, the Lord of La Mancha,” one moment and “Moon River” the next. Often, when he was worn out from work and hours of driving, we four children would prove overwhelming to him. His temper would flare and his irascibility would erupt—“I'll give you something to cry about!” Yet he was the sentimental one, the one who could receive a present with sincere appreciation. “He's charming,” my mom would concede begrudgingly, “but the man you enjoy at a party is usually the man you don't want to take home with you and certainly don't want to live with every day.” The house would sometimes shake with their anger. I nurtured the hope of making a present that could erase the wrongs and fill in the gaps. As their marriage unraveled, I imagined knitting the crinkled yarn into the scarf.

My father watched with close attention as the scarf grew row by painstaking row. He asked questions with interest and encouragement as it grew loop by loop, sometimes with a hole or knot and cut yarn—mounting evidence that I was not now and never would be handy. I would mutter Madame Defarge-like into my web of scarf that this was the first and last thing I would ever make. Yet in spite of these protests, the stitches diligently—though unevenly—kept accruing. Trying to make conversation, my father would tilt his head and finger the rows of knitting, asking, “How long do you think this will take you? You're working awfully hard,” as if I were running up a hill. In the summer he asked, “Will it be ready for the falling leaves?” At Christmas, past the goal, he asked, “How about Valentine's Day?”
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When I finished knitting the scarf, my father treated it as the wonder that it was, a handmade gift filled with loops intended for him. How clearly that first putting on of the scarf remains in my mind's eye! Securing one end of the scarf, he deliberately wound it with a staged presence, sustaining eye contact with me as he slowly lifted it. He examined each row of knitting, fingering the bumps and ridges, and shook his head admiringly, as if in my act of knitting I had created a world marvelous and new. He wound that too-wide gray scarf several circles around his neck, working some space with his finger between the high mound of scratchy wool and his stifled neck. Dad wore this hairshirt of his fathering more patiently than he endured my persistent questions and my intense stares of resistance to his barked commands. This wearing of the homemade scarf he could do with grace and élan, and although I flinched to see him buried beneath the broad coils of love, I felt in his cheerful endurance of this ungainly scarf a certain acceptance of me.

The scarf is still in my father's possession, enduring long after his marriage to my mother. He even wore it with his glamorous second wife, who once made a condescending remark about it. We knew silently that her beauty could not cover her lack of emotional warmth and delicacy. And now his third and enduring wife—his true love match—appreciates the scarf and the man who wears it.

My fifth-grade son, Isaac, asked me recently if a friend of ours could teach us how to knit. Isaac has red hair and freckles, and he likes to give presents. When my voice rises in frustration from everyone making demands at once, his eyes drop down and his lips tremble. He has also, like me, taken on the peace-making role. As our friend shows us how to knit, the muscles in my fingers, like someone playing the violin or piano, remember more quickly than the mind, and soon the silver knitting needle slides under the loop and behind the left needle, as the click and tap guide me. The rhythm of sounds drops me back in time even as I burrow into this present moment. I slide the loop up the pole, remembering these sounds of earlier years, imagining the knitting binding the generations together, odd and even, and in spite of missed stitches and often knotted yarn, adding on to the band of love.
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“Life is a thread that is never broken, never lost. Do you know why? Because each man makes a knot in the thread during his lifetime: it is the work he has done and that's what gives life to life in the long stretch of time: the usefulness of man on this earth.”

—JACQUES ROUMAIN







six and counting

[image: TheKnittersGift_common]In 1964, when I was nine, I had a favorite sweater. The thing I liked most about it was that it was blue. Not baby blue, but a grownup blue. Not navy blue, not royal blue—it was sky blue, but not the washed-out sky blue of a spring morning or even the light-and-bright sky blue of a July afternoon. It was the exact blue of an autumn day almost verging on winter, deep without being dark, that perfect color of blue that is not cobalt and not periwinkle, but contains elements of both. It was a substantial sweater, made of a twisted, heavy-gauge yarn, with a large, square collar like that on a child's sailor suit. The collar was fringed around the edges, and there were big blue buttons down the front. There was something about this sweater that made me feel special every time I put it on. It was stylish but practical, and flattering to my blonde hair. I wore the sweater for two years on every possible occasion, beginning with the sleeves rolled up into cuffs and letting go of it only when the ends of its sleeves crept above my wrist bones and it no longer closed down the front. At that point I reluctantly allowed my mother to wash and block it one last time before placing it in tissue paper in a footlocker in the attic, to wait. I was not the last person to wear the sweater, nor was I the first.
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In the summer of 1958, my cousin Carol Sue Walker was nineteen years old. She had just completed her first year at Boston University, and she was living at home in Salisbury, Massachusetts, with her mother and her younger brother and sister while commuting to college. It was a tough first year. In between classes and after 3 p.m., she worked as a secretary's helper in the registrar's office for sixty-five cents an hour. On Fridays she left early and spent Friday night, Saturday, and Sunday morning working as a waitress at Ye Cocke & Kettle. In this way she paid for her commuting expenses, books, clothes, and whatever college fees were not covered by her three scholarships.

Carol Sue's father was no longer in the picture, and her mother, Edith, was supporting her family by doing housecleaning. During the summer, Carol Sue had planned to waitress full-time, putting aside funds for the coming year, but one of her sorority sisters, Richardine Minnig, invited Carol Sue to spend the three-month break at her home in upstate New York. “Dean” lived in the Catskills, in a small town called Liberty, with her parents, two sisters, and two brothers. Dean had worked during previous summers at Smitty's, a soda shop just down the road from Grossinger's, a popular kosher golf and ski resort. She promised Carol Sue that they could both work at Smitty's and would earn a lot in tips. Carol Sue, who needed a break from the tense atmosphere created by her parents' divorce, agreed.

The hours at Smitty's were irregular. Sometimes the girls would pull the morning shift and have their afternoon and evening free, while other days they'd start work at 2:00 P.M. and work until midnight. The two didn't always get called for the same shift, leaving Carol Sue, a stranger in town, with some hours to fill. She decided to fill them by knitting a sweater for her sister, Anne, who was a petite eleven years old that summer.

Carol Sue had learned to knit at the age of nine. In her small town there were no Girl Scout troops, so the little girls joined the 4H Club as “Clover Buds.” Instead of raising calves and lambs, the typical pursuit of 4H-er boys, they learned the household skills so highly emphasized in those postwar years. Local mothers took a turn at teaching their particular talents, and Carol Sue and the other girls learned to knit, crochet, sew, and cook. Every summer the Clover Buds would take the nonperishable products of their industry to the Topsfield County Fair, where the crafts were displayed alongside the fat pigs and woolly sheep the boys had brought. During and after her 4H career, Carol Sue had knitted scarves, hats, gloves, and vests, but this was to be her first sweater.

The sweater was Style No. 5955 from Book 68 of the Bernat Handicrafter (Bulky Knits for Girls and Boys), and the yarn was called Bernat Cuddlespun. She picked the heavy yarn and the pattern with the ample collar hoping that it would keep her sister warmer than the average sweater would. Winters were cold in Salisbury, and the meager family budget didn't always stretch far enough for much coal, after $16 per week had been spent on rent. The sweater took Carol Sue about a month to knit, and she presented it to Anne in September after she returned home from the Catskills. Anne, whose favorite color was blue, was delighted with it. She wore it the first day of sixth grade and for a couple of years thereafter.
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In 1961, after graduating from a two-year program at Boston University, Carol Sue moved to northern California and enrolled at the University of California. She lived in Berkeley for three years. Her only relative on the West Coast was her mother's youngest sister, Bernice, who was fourteen years older than Carol Sue and who lived down south in Riverside with her husband, Joe, and their daughter—me. During those three years, Carol Sue often caught a commuter flight down to Riverside for a weekend visit with us. She always brought some little gift for me—bubble bath, cologne, a book, a doll—and every once in a while brought along a boyfriend as well, for a steak dinner on the patio and Aunt Bernie and Uncle Joe's stamp of approval. She was still knitting, but she had discovered a disturbing trend: Every time she knitted a sweater for a boyfriend, they broke up.
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In 1964, Carol Sue found herself at a crossroads: She had been dating a man who had moved to Los Angeles to work at Rocketdyne in the San Fernando Valley, and she was finding a long-distance relationship difficult to maintain. All her friends from Cal Berkeley had graduated and left, and she decided she must either return to Massachusetts—where she would have to find a job, a roommate, and a place to live—or go to Los Angeles to room with a friend there, and be near boyfriend Mike and her California family. She chose Los Angeles. That year, she visited her mother in Massachusetts, and she brought back Anne's outgrown blue sweater for me to wear, cautioning my mother not to give it away when I outgrew it in turn. She also knitted Mike a sweater, and the relationship ended.

Early in 1965, friends of Carol Sue's introduced her to Walter Kaufmann, a young widower with a two-year-old daughter named Karen. She refused to knit him a sweater, and they married in August of that year. Ten months later, their daughter Heidi was born, followed twenty-seven months after that by another daughter, Kirsten. In 1972, during one of the family's visits to Riverside, my mother mentioned to Carol Sue that she still had Anne's (and my) blue sweater stored away in the attic, and she thought it would now fit Karen. Out it came, and down it went: two years with Karen, two years with Heidi, two years with Kirsten. It had become a family rite of passage, the blue sweater one wore from ages nine to eleven and passed to the next candidate.

Back in Massachusetts, Anne had married John Manson and given birth to a daughter, Heather, in 1972, and a son, Corey, in 1975. In 1981, the blue sweater flew back across the country to keep nine-year-old Heather warm through two years of East Coast winters.

[image: TheKnittersGift_0011_001]
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Since the early 1980s, our family has had a shortage of nine-year-old, sweater-wearing girls. Heather is now thirty-one, and the sweater is lying in wait for her daughter, Emily, eighteen months old, to grow into the legacy that unspooled from the knitting needles of her great-aunt in 1958 to provide warmth for six little girls over five decades.

Carol Sue is still knitting, and she attributes her thirty-eight-year marriage to the fact that not once has she knitted anything for Walter—not a scarf, not a hat, not a sock, and certainly not a sweater.
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PATTERN

CHILD'S CHUNKY SWEATER

BY BERNAT

(reprinted by permission of Bernat Yarns)

For child's size 8. Changes for child's sizes 10 and 12 are in parentheses.

MATERIALS:

[image: TheKnittersGift_diamond] Bernat Softee Chunky (2-oz. skeins) 7 (8-8)

[image: TheKnittersGift_diamond] 1 pair each straight knitting needles Nos. 4 and 9 (or any size needles that will give the stitch gauge given below)

[image: TheKnittersGift_diamond] 1 steel crochet hook No. 00

[image: TheKnittersGift_diamond] 7 buttons

[image: TheKnittersGift_diamond] 1½ yds. 1½-inch grosgrain ribbon
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The pattern for the sweater pictured below was published in this 1958 Bernat pattern book.

GAUGE: 4 sts = 1 inch, 6 rows = 1 inch

PATTERN STITCH: Multiple of 5 sts plus 4

Row 1: K4 *P1, K4, repeat from * across row.

Row 2: Purl

Repeat these 2 rows for pattern stitch.

BACK: Using No. 4 needles, cast on 38 (44–48) sts. K1, P1 in ribbing for 2 inches, inc 1(0–1) st at end of last row—39 (44–49) sts. Change to No. 9 needles and work in pattern st, inc 1 st each end of needle every ½ inch 8 (7-7) times, forming new patterns as sts are increased. Work even on 55 (58–63) sts until piece measures 10 (10½–11) inches. SHAPE ARMHOLES: At the beg of each of the next 2 rows bind off 3 (3–4) sts. Dec 1 st at each end of the needle every other row 3 times. Work even on 43 (46–49) sts until armholes measure 5½ (6½-6½) inches. SHAPE SHOULDERS: At the beg of each of the next 2 rows bind off 7 sts. At the beg of each of the next 2 rows bind off 6 (7–8) sts. Bind off remaining 17 (18–19) sts.

LEFT FRONT: Using No. 4 needles, cast on 24 (26–29) sts. Row 1: K1, P1 in ribbing for 19 (19–24) sts, K5 (7-5) for front band. Row 2: K5 (7-5), work in ribbing on last 19 (19–24) sts. Repeat these 2 rows for 2 inches, ending with Row 2. Change to No. 9 needles. Work in pattern st on first 19 (19–24) sts, sl last 5 (7-5) sts onto a holder to be worked later for front band. Continue in pattern st, inc I st at arm edge every ½ inch 8 (7-7) times, forming new patterns as sts are increased. Work even on 27 (26–31) sts until piece measures 10 (10½-1 1) inches. SHAPE ARMHOLE: At arm edge bind off 3 (3–4) sts. Dec 1 st at same edge every other row 3 times. Work even on 21 (20–24) sts until armhole measures 4½ (4½–5½) inches. SHAPE NECK: At front edge bind off 5 (3–6) sts. Dec 1 st at neck edge every other row 3 times. Work even on 13 (14–15) sts until armhole measures 5½ (6½-6½) inches. SHAPE SHOULDER: At arm edge bind off 7 sts once and 6 (7–8) sts once. LEFT FRONT BAND: S1 5 (7-5) sts of front band onto No. 4 needle. Join yarn at inner edge and continue in garter st until piece is same length as front to start of neck shaping. Bind off.

RIGHT FRONT AND RIGHT FRONT BAND: Work to correspond to left front and left front band, reversing all shaping and forming first buttonhole when piece measures ½ inch. BUTTONHOLE: Starting at right front edge, K1 (3–1), bind off next 2 sts, work to end of row. On next row cast on 2 sts over those bound off on previous row. Make 6 more buttonholes, evenly spaced—the last one to be made ½ inch below start of neck shaping.

SLEEVES: Using No. 4 needles, cast on 28 (30–32) sts. K1, P1 in ribbing for 3 inches. P1 row, inc at even intervals to 34 sts. Change to No. 9 needles and work in pattern st, inc 1 st each end of needle every 1 ½ inches 4 (6–7) times, forming new pattern as sts are increased. Work even on 42 (46–48) sts until piece measures 12½ (13½–15) inches. SHAPE CAP: At the beg of each of the next 2 rows bind off 3 (3–4) sts. Dec 1 st each end of needle every other row 8 (11-11) times and every 4th row 1 (0–1) time. At the beg of each of the next 6 rows bind off 2 sts. Bind off remaining sts.


Needle Notes

Do you lose track of which row you're on? This may help: If the row you're about to start knitting has the tail (the bit of yam from where you began your cast-on) at the beginning of that side, you're on an even-numbered row. If the tail is at the end, it's odd-numbered.



COLLAR: Using No. 9 needles, cast on 49 (54–59) sts. Work even in pattern st for 3 inches. SHAPE NECK: Work 16 (18–20) sts, join another ball of yarn and bind off center 17 (18–19) sts, work last 16 (18–20) sts. Working on both sides at once, at each neck edge bind off 4 sts 3 times. At each neck edge bind off remaining 4 (6–8) sts of each side.

FINISHING: Sew underarm and sleeve seams. Set in sleeves. Sew front bands in place. Sew collar to within 3 sts of each front edge. With right side facing you, work 1 row single crochet on each front edge. Work 2 rows single crochet around outer edges of collar, inc in corners. FRINGE: Cut strands of yarn 5 inches long. Knot 1 strand in each of the single crochet stitches of collar. Steam. Face fronts with ribbon. Finish buttonholes. Sew on buttons. [image: TheKnittersGift_circle]







the big sweater

[image: TheKnittersGift_common] Cleaning out a closet one day, I found a massive sweater. This turtleneck was so heavy you could wear it as part of a set of full-body armor. I hadn't seen that knit sweater in almost twenty years—and for good reason. Big wool garments are about as practical in Southern California as iron surfboards. Still, it brought back memories of my mother and our unique family history, stretching back over a century.

My mother was a knitter from a long line of Irish knitters, learning the skill from her mother, Grandma Fielding. Grandma Fielding, in turn, learned from her mother, who was said to have been deported to Australia for knitting a lewd bonnet.

Youngest of six, my Mom was born in 1919 on a farm in County Kilkenny. The 1920s and '30s were tough times for the Fieldings and Ireland. Rebellion against Great Britain spun off a civil war that ended just in time for an economic downturn. Years of trouble spawned a wave of depressing ballads, and soon the entire Emerald Isle was singing about how awful things were. I still have the LPs.

Mom's three brothers were committed to working the farm and arguing. Her two older sisters emigrated to America. A Chicago relative took them in, making the girls swear an oath to vote Democratic as often as possible. Mom's traditional options were to follow her sisters to America, stay home and be an unpaid drudge, or get married. Instead, she chose World War II.

Mom was under more sustained aerial bombardment than most guys at the local VFW bar ever were. She'd gone to London in 1939 to train as a nurse. Arriving in time for war, she put her new medical skills to use treating casualties during the Battle of Britain. By 1944, Mom was a British Army nursing officer working under the threat of Nazi V-2 rockets. These faster-than-sound missiles would obliterate a city block before you even heard their whooshing approach. In later years, Mom would freeze at any sudden crashing sound, such as her fumble-fingered children breaking the dishes. It took me a long time to realize that I had the only mother on the block suffering from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.

Mom arrived in Chicago after the war. She reunited with her sisters, nursed at St. Francis Hospital, and, in 1950, married a stubborn Irishman named Ted McCann. Ted (or “Dad” as I liked to call him) worked for the post office and moonlighted at various times as a security guard, deliveryman, and plumber. In later years, he taught me the value of hard work—or would have if I hadn't been hiding somewhere, reading comic books.

During the Kennedy Administration, the family—Mom, Dad, brother Tim, sister Mary Pat, and I—moved from Chicago to a house in suburban Skokie. Dad took up supervisory duties at the post office, which back then was still an unarmed organization. Mom clocked in as an industrial nurse at a huge company that made Teletype business machines. It was feast or famine nursing: You were either reading the newspaper or else some guy had just got his arm crinkled in heavy machinery. Mom didn't fancy any more traumas than necessary, so she worked the quieter swing shifts and overnights. I think this was the first time in years Mom had time to knit, because she needled up a storm. Before long we were in The Golden Age of Hats.

[image: TheKnittersGift_0017_001]

Over the next few years, everyone got a Mom-knit hat. I was a paperboy then. In the winter, temperatures of fifteen below were common and my breath plumed as if I were a young, steam-powered lad. My first knit hat was blue wool and heavy. If I weren't careful, my head would drop into elliptical loops like the moon. But it was pretty darn warm and the looping head thing paid off around Christmas. People on my route thought I was a mental case and tipped me heavily to go away.

Even my third-grade teacher got a knit hat. It was a bribe due to my math troubles. Educational experts referred to my condition as “stinking” or “not being very good with numbers.” In any case, the knit hat did the trick: I made it to fourth grade. From there my educational progress soared, ending with graduation in the lowest third of my high school class.

In the meantime, Mom moved back to hospital duty on the North Side, becoming chief nurse in a Coronary Care Unit. This was very stressful work, but I think we needed the extra money. Mom slacked off on knitting and smoked more Kools as our family headed into Eighteen Months Without Luck.

In June of 1971, Tim was in college, Mary Pat in high school, and I was in limbo between high school and the rest of my life. Dad was contemplating taking a postmaster's job out in McHenry County. Then the McCann fortunes—never stellar—did a full gainer off Fate's high dive. Over the next year and a half:

[image: TheKnittersGift_diamond] Dad suffered a heart attack and had to retire from the post office.

[image: TheKnittersGift_diamond] Mary Pat broke her arm in a traffic accident, was hospitalized for mononucleosis, then, with Dad onboard, got in another car wreck.

[image: TheKnittersGift_diamond] Tim broke his wrist playing softball.

[image: TheKnittersGift_diamond] Now a Marine military policeman, I got shot chasing a crazed sentry on Okinawa.

[image: TheKnittersGift_diamond] Mom slipped in an icy parking lot and broke her hip. Her nursing days were finished.
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Had a plague of locusts shown up, it would have descended only on our house and devoured the zoysia grass and our ancestral lawn gnomes.

Each member of the family dealt with misfortune in his or her own way. (I spent lots of money chasing cute barmaids. Of course, I did that when things were good, so it clearly worked for different moods.) As our sundry injuries healed, Mom dove into knitting with a renewed will. Laid up for a long time, she branched out into intricate patterns. By the late '70s, Mom was at her knitting zenith, crafting the whole family cable-knit Aran fisherman's sweaters. They were truly magnificent.

Aran is a rocky island off the Irish coast. There men carve out a precarious existence, fishing a cold, unforgiving sea in small wooden boats. The women stay home, knit warm sweaters, and engage in currency speculation and offshore banking. (This odd social arrangement has never been adequately explained.)

The Aran sweaters tell stories, much like the tartans of the Scots or the bowling shirts of the Midwest. The sweater's stitches mean different things: The Trinity Stitch baubles, which stick out like little golf balls, represent floats on the nets. The interlaced cables stand for the cables and ropes of the boats. The fishnet filler panels, of course, represent the obvious—government fish subsidies.

Families or villages would have their own sweater pattern that might tell a story about a particular family or region. The McCanns and Fieldings had no pattern that I know of. We were an inland people, less concerned with cresting waves and more interested in sprinting over the peat away from Vikings. We could take or leave fish, but we prefened having a hedge nearby to hide our pigs from the taxman.


Needle Notes

Do the little plastic markers bother your fingers? If so, make your own soft markers with leftover yarn of a different color. They're easy to see and gentler on your hands.



All that aside, our family sorely needed warm sweaters. During the late '70s, the Midwest experienced several exceptionally cold winters. (Given local standards, that's really saying something.) Mary Pat was then at Western Illinois University, where there is nothing to block the wind but corn and good intentions. Tim and I worked outside for the Skokie Post Office. We would stagger off the clock to the nearest bar with rime-covered mufflers and weary eyes, looking like survivors of the Shackleton expedition. Thanks to Mom's acrylic cable knits, though, the McCann youth were cold but not frozen—a fine but critical distinction.
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