














 


Praise for Sweater Quest


“I could NOT put Sweater Quest down! I felt as though I was knitting the sweater along with Adrienne, felt her pain and her joy. Once I even thought, as I was packing the car, ‘Now WHERE is that Alice Starmore sweater I was working on?’ The book became that insinuated into my psyche. I love this book.”


—Annie Modesitt, author of
Confessions of a Knitting Heretic


“This is a delicious, delicious book. Sweater Quest is an epic, funny travelogue—a sort of Borat, except with yarn. (And no Kazakh accent.) This is the story of a sweater, but at its heart this is the story of a knitter who may have bitten off more than she can chew—and therein lies the tale. Adrienne’s travels down the rabbit hole of the knitting world make this story absolutely perfect for everyone who understands that there is no such thing as too much knitting. Every knitter will identify with Adrienne Martini’s all-in obsession. Put down your needles for a few minutes and come along for a wild, wild ride.”


—Ann Shayne, coauthor with Kay Gardiner of
Mason-Dixon Knitting


“What a delightful book! Adrienne Martini’s witty, breezy account of her beyond-admirable knitting project is sure to please.”


—Maggie Sefton, New York Times bestselling author of the
Kelly Flynn Knitting Mysteries


“I love this odyssey, and Adrienne’s writing. I am so glad she is willing to share it with any reader (knitter or not) who is attracted to an improbable, obsessive journey.”


—Linda Roghaar, coeditor with Molly Wolf of
KnitLit, KnitLit (too), and KnitLit the Third
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INTRODUCTION



I knit so I don’t kill people.


—bumper sticker spotted at Rhinebeck Sheep and Wool Festival


 


Had I not discovered knitting, I would not be the paragon of sanity that I am today.


No, really.


When I had my first baby in 2002, I lost my mind. And by “lost my mind,” I don’t intend to imply minor weepiness or fleeting unhappiness. Two weeks into my maternity leave, I checked myself into my local psych ward because I’d become a danger to myself. At the time, it seemed that reclaiming even a shred of my former aplomb would be impossible. Now the whole event feels like it happened to someone else.


Time is a great balm, of course. So are high-grade pharmaceuticals. But what really helped turn the tide was knitting. Now most of the drugs are a distant memory. The yarn, however, is still with me. So are baskets of knitted hats, scarves, sweaters, and socks.


With some input from my husband, I also made a second kid. That, however, is a story that differs little from what we were all taught in health class. My body used the pattern it is encoded with and knitted up a boy baby this time.


After my son’s birth, nothing unexpected happened. My husband and I lost sleep. We wondered when we’d ever stop doing six loads of laundry every day. My older child did her best to adjust to the new blob who, she believed, supplanted her in her parents’ affections. We did our best to assure her that she was loved.


Occasionally I did burst into tears, but I was able to stop again relatively quickly, which was a big change from the first time around. I also spent some of the mothering downtime, those moments when the wee one only wants to sleep in your lap, knitting a sweater for my very tall husband. It wasn’t anything fancy, just miles and miles of garter stitch, which is an amazing tonic to frayed and exhausted nerves.


Had you asked me a decade ago what I’d see myself doing in the future, “obsessively knitting” would not have been in the Top Ten possible answers. Like so many women who were girls in the seventies, at some point I was taught to knit, which I promptly forgot in favor of swooning over Leif Garrett and perfecting my eye roll. I learned again shortly before getting pregnant the first time, when the most recent round of knitting mania swept through the United States. After all, if Julia Roberts can knit, so can I. That and a fondness for Lyle Lovett can be what we have in common.


I knitted a lot of hats during my first baby’s first year, simply because hats are criminally easy to knit. Once you get the basics down, even if you are sleep deprived and leaking bodily fluids, a hat requires minimal mental gymnastics.


I could finish a hat in about a week, working on it when the baby was on my lap, which seemed like every waking moment of every endless day. Each finished hat made me feel that I had at least accomplished something short-term and tangible. From sticks and some string, I’d crafted a useful item. Given that the other project, who was cooing in my lap, was definitely a long-term action item, these little hats made me feel as if I could still finish what I’d started as long as I kept my projects small.


Like a baby, knitting is a gift that keeps surprising you. Baby surprises tend to be immediate and bipolar—either “that’s cool!” or “that’s disgusting!”—but knitting surprises are subtle and enduring. Making stuff with my very own hands has enriched my life in innumerable ways. Both kids and craft have taught me how to deal with frustration so acute that I’d want to bite the head off a kitten. Both are great courses in expectation management. Both have given more than they’ve taken—and introduced me to a community that I otherwise never would have known.


Moms are different from nonmoms, which isn’t to say that we can’t understand women without children; it’s just that women with kids (no matter how they wound up with them) can identify with other moms in a stronger way. That’s not to say that we all endorse each other’s choices (and if you ever want to start a hair-pulling fight, state an opinion on breastfeeding to a room full of moms) but that we bond with each other in an innate way.


Knitters immediately bond with other knitters too. Amy R. Singer states it best in her 2002 manifesto for Knitty.com: “We are different, aren’t we? Knitters. We take strands of fiber and from them we create wonders. We share what we know. We’re anxious to do it. We want there to be more of us. People who look at the world a little differently. A little less gimme and a little more let me try that. We enjoy process as much as product. We knit.”


Which isn’t to say that the knitting community is a monolithic entity in which all the members hold hands and sing “Kumbaya” on a regular basis. You can easily start another hair-pulling fight by stating an opinion on buttonholes. And if you want a real melee—seriously, the authorities would have to be called—mention your feelings about buttonholes having to be on the left side of a woman’s garment while a knitter-mom is breastfeeding a six-year-old.


But these are superficial differences, no matter how heated the debate. Knitters bond together because we think about things that no one else cares about. We make stuff to show how much we love someone or how much we love the yarn or, like swimming the English Channel, just to see if we can.


For me, knitting wouldn’t be as satisfying without this community of like-minded people, most of whom I know only in electronic form by reading their blogs or their comments in online communities like Ravelry or Knitter’s Review. My life is richer because they have no qualms about copping to their needle habits. Their work frequently carries me through mine.


My husband and I joke that we are a “planning people.” We like goals and lists. Few things give me quite the same satisfaction as crossing something off a list or meeting a goal. If I meet a goal and then get to cross it off a list, the thrill is so great that I have to lie down until it passes. And I wonder why I’m not a big hit at parties.


To shorten this examination of my odd psyche, I am not a woman who enjoys process. I am a writer who does not enjoy writing. I can find innumerable ways to avoid it. But, to rip off Dorothy Parker, nothing else—nothing—gives me the same thrill as having written.


I’m the same way with knitting. The process is fine, mind you, and keeps my hands busy. But nothing else—nothing—gives me the rush that I get from finishing something.


The parallels between writing and knitting go even further. Like writing, knitting has a finite number of raw ingredients. There are twenty-six letters in the alphabet. Those letters can combine to give you David Foster Wallace or freshman composition papers. There are only two basic stitches: the knit and the purl. Those stitches can add up to a gorgeously complicated sweater or a pastel pink toilet paper cozy. The difference is in the mind that shapes them.


Which brings me to Alice Starmore, a knitwear designer whose garments are mind-numbingly gorgeous in both their beauty and complexity. To abuse my writing/knitting metaphor so much that it sulks off to the corner and begs for sweet mercy, Starmore is the Shakespeare of the knit and the purl.


To say that Starmore’s designs are difficult oversimplifies them. The tricky language in a sonnet or a soliloquy hides a simplicity of emotion and theme that, once you can unlock it, blows you away with its genius. The same is true of most of Starmore’s designs. Yes, the language is difficult to learn and speak, but the rewards are great, if you can manage to not set your entire project on fire because it drives you mad. Franklin Habit, author of It Itches, a book of knitting cartoons, and the Panopticon, a wildly popular knitting blog, says it best.




I sat down with [Starmore’s] The Book of Fair Isle Knitting and almost wet myself . . . So this is what makes people gaga over Fair Isle. The tension, the incredible chill-giving tension, of vibrant colors rippling in counterpoint to vigorous patterning, the two constantly pushing and pulling like opposing voices in a Baroque orchestral suite without ever tipping the balance.


I kept on poring through [Starmore’s] books, with their solid writing and their wildly creative variations on a theme, and I realized that for maybe the third time in my life I’d encountered an artist who was actually worthy of the hype. It’s tough to design one good sweater, let alone a book full of them. It’s damned near impossible to crank out a whole string of terrific books without going stale. And it’s rare to find a scholar, a writer, and a designer all sharing the same body.





Beyond her jaw-droppingly impressive designs, Starmore herself is a source of controversy. She is the Edward Albee of the knitting world and appears to get her knickers in a bunch when knitters suggest modifications to her designs. Despite living on a relatively isolated Scottish island, she so vigorously protects her brand that many knitters avoid referring to her, lest she swoop in and sue when her name is invoked.


Given the names of some of her patterns—like St. Brigid, Anne of Cleves, Elizabeth I, and Henry VIII—you might expect Starmore to be a blousy, Miss Marple-ish, chintz-covered Briton of a certain age, but her legal fights show her to be tough.


If Starmore’s feisty defense of her intellectual property weren’t enough reason to turn away from her work, the patterns themselves might be. Starmore’s Mary Tudor is a fiendishly difficult Fair Isle sweater whose mere mention can make a roomful of chatty women hush. Mary Tudor’s intricate colorwork alternates bands of dusky purple and cobalt blue woven around heraldic symbols. The Mary Tudor is my Mount Everest. It is my Grail, my curse, and my compulsion. The quest to complete Mary Tudor—given that the pattern is out of print, the yarn has been discontinued, and the knitting is vast—can be the work of a lifetime. For a knitter who has only been knitting for a thimbleful of years, one who has been known to lose focus and knit two left mittens or count to twenty by skipping seventeen, Mary Tudor would be a foolish, humbling choice to attempt.


I want one.


I am not without common sense. I know how to make good choices. I floss. Taking on Mary Tudor right now would be silly. I have two children under the age of seven. I have a husband and a house and cats. I have two jobs at two separate colleges, plus whatever writing I can squeeze in around the fringes. My life is very full. Yet I feel like my very full life isn’t progressing anywhere. I’m just running around in circles trying to keep all of life’s balls in the air. I derive a certain amount of contentment from successfully doing that, but fighting a holding action against the slings and arrows of entropy doesn’t bathe one in glory. Frankly, it leaves one only in need of a nap.


Crossing “kept wolves at bay” off a list gives me little joy. It’s not what I would want as my epitaph. Other phrases that I hope don’t appear in my obit include “kept a tidy house,” “made a lovely roast chicken,” “always returned student assignments in a timely fashion,” and “ensured everyone had clean underpants.” Those things are important—nothing harshes your day’s mellow faster than dirty underpants—but I don’t want them mentioned in a summary of my life.


Every New Year’s Eve, rather than make resolutions that I have no intention of keeping, I pick one word on which to focus in the coming year. I write it on slips of paper, which invariably end up buried in piles on my desk, though they float to the surface periodically as I churn those piles during the year. Reminders like “Listen” or “Create” or “Patience” serve up a moment of silent contemplation as I reflect on how I’m doing. Our rituals help make us who we are.


One recent year I completely forgot to choose my word. I spent all of 2007 in a directionless haze but didn’t notice its directionlessness until 2008 was hours away. I couldn’t find any hints about what my word had been for 2007. Surely I had picked a word to focus on. It is what I do.


I cleaned my desk and found no hints. I did find the passbooks for the kids’ savings accounts, however, so it wasn’t a total waste of time.


I flipped though my calendar in order to find out just what I’d been doing for the last 365 days. I had spent a lot of time taking small people to various appointments. I had sent birthday cards. I had gone to work. The whole year had been a holding action. Nothing very bad or very good happened, which is nice in its own way. But I didn’t accomplish anything that I could point to and say, “This is 2007.” I didn’t even have a word of the year written on my list.


Like I said, I am a planning person. Even though my life brings me contentment, I also need a challenge, one whose execution I can control. While my kids and my students and my spouse provide plenty of moments that test my patience and make me gird my loins, I am helpless before them. All I can control is my response. But with a sweater—say a fantastically complicated Fair Isle that will be stunning when it is done—I am in charge. The shots are mine to call as I climb the mountain with the wind blowing back my hair. My sherpas will be the knitters I know, whether in the virtual world or in real life.


Movement would be 2008’s word. It was time for progress.




1
FEBRUARY
Knitting a Hat for No One


Cost of a cardigan sweater at Walmart: $13

I started my big complicated sweater by knitting a hat.

In order to explain fully why this makes complete sense, I’m going to make a quick left turn to give a quick and dirty overview of the mechanics of knitting. If you already know how to manipulate stick and string without putting out your own eye, this detour might be of limited value. It might not, though. One never knows.

In these halcyon Internet days, any method that produces a workable knit stitch is a keeper. Before knit blogs opened the conversation about the many ways there are to hold both sticks and string, there were two rigid schools for technique. A Continental knitter held her working yarn in her left hand and delicately picked it to create the next stitch. An English knitter held the working yarn in her right hand and brutally threw it to create the same.

Yes, the old squabbles between mainland Europe and the British Isles raise their ugly heads everywhere, even in the humble craft world. Adding to the international tensions is “combination knitting,” which American designer Annie Modesitt codified during the last decade. Hard-core Continental and English knitters used to agree on only one thing: their way is the best. Now that the upstart combo knitting is gaining ground, however, the two have united against it, believing that the “enemy of my enemy is my friend.” I offer this history merely as proof that no matter what you are doing, someone will be certain that you are doing it wrong.

I am an English knitter. I’d like to say that I learned to hold the working yarn in my right hand because that is inherently the right way to do it. In fact, I have no good reason for doing it that way, other than that was how the knitter in the pictures online held her yarn. I am living proof that it is possible to learn the basics of the craft online, skimming from site to site whenever something tricky comes along. No, the Internet isn’t the best place to learn everything—I wouldn’t turn there for an education in brain surgery or sex—but for a fairly simple craft, it’s ideal.

Despite its appearance to nonknitters, knitting is fairly simple. You have two needles, one in each hand. When working with just one color, the working yarn is the strand that goes from your hand directly to the ball. You can drape that yarn over a finger (or fingers, if you wish) on your left or right hand.

Regardless of your knitting handedness, which frequently doesn’t correspond with your writing handedness, a knit stitch is made when the right needle is inserted into a stitch on the left needle from front to back. The working yarn is wrapped over the right needle, then pulled from back to front of the left-hand stitch. For a purl, the working yarn is moved toward the knitter, the right needle goes through the front of the left-hand stitch, and the working yarn is wrapped around the right needle and pulled through. It sounds much more complicated than it is. Like, say, walking, which also sounds more involved than it is—lift heel of left foot, push off a wee bit with toes, shift balance, swing leg, etc.—knitting takes longer to explain than to show.

The short version is that, regardless of whether you drape your working yarn over your left hand or your right hand, the working yarn is either pulled from behind the first stitch on your left needle, which makes a knit stitch, or through the front of the first stitch, which makes a purl. That stitch is moved to the right needle and you now knit or purl the stitch that is in the first position on the left needle. That’s it. As far as mysteries of the universe go, it’s an easy one to unravel.

The above explanation doesn’t hold true for the combination knitters. Since they are used to marginalization, I will continue mostly to ignore them here, not because their method is inferior but because it is not as easy to explain.

Even as an individual knitter follows one of the major schools of technique, she (or he) evolves her own interpretation of the style. Again, it’s like walking. While we take similar steps—move right foot, move left foot, repeat—we each walk with our own gait. In knitting gait, I am an English knitter who picks rather than throws. Again, this is not because my method is superior. I just have very long index fingers.

At first, knitting feels like the most awkward thing you could be doing with your hands. The needles jump out of your hands. The yarn ties itself in knots. Your fingers act like an infant’s when he tries to pick up a Cheerio. Knitting feels like the hardest easiest craft in the world. Practice, coupled with a willingness to look foolish, is what separates knitters from nonknitters.

To quote the great knitting sage Elizabeth Zimmerman, “Really, all you need to become a good knitter is wool, needles, hands and slightly below average intelligence. Of course, superior intelligence such as yours and mine is an advantage.” Zimmerman, for what it’s worth, was a Continental knitter, despite being British born.

Zimmerman is a legend in knitting circles, which you already know if you’re a knitter. She moved to Wisconsin in the 1950s and fomented a quiet knitting renaissance with her PBS series, annual knitting camp, newsletter, and books. Zimmerman’s fingers were in countless yarns. Able to knit on the back of her husband’s motorcycle, Zimmerman, who died in 1999, approached the craft without fear and with a sense of adventure.

Which is also my approach to Mary Tudor—the sweater, not the princess. How hard can it be? I asked myself. I have superior intelligence. I have the entire Internet at my disposal. I can knit and purl. The worst that ever happens is that I start with a box of yarn and end with a box of yarn because I’ve unraveled all my work and given it up as bad juju.

My day-to-day life is full of actions that have larger potential consequences. I drive a minivan that could easily become a weapon if I flaked out for a millisecond. I teach young adults how to write, speak, and act responsibly in the larger world. I also teach my own small children how to become responsible young adults or, most days, how not to be the kid that all the other parents talk about in hushed, anxious tones. The consequences of screwing up a sweater are nil, which is a refreshing change. Of course, I had to up the stakes by giving myself a time limit—one year from a March 2008 start. Still, if I fail, no one dies.

All that only halfway explains why I started my sweater by knitting a hat. The other half of the story is a more romantic yarn that also involves fish guts, windswept islands, and chapped hands.

Knitting is a linear process. There are two primary ways to work a second (or third or fourth, depending on your stamina) color into a knitted item. Each row of stitches builds on the previous row of stitches, sort of like an old-school dot matrix printer. If you can’t remember a time before cable TV and cell phones, go talk to an older person who can describe the dark days of monochromatic computer monitors and green-and-white printer paper. Then ask him how far he walked to school each morning.

Imagine that you are sitting on the ink cartridge of your printer. You are zipping along with your black ink when you come to several dozen dots that need to be hot pink. You hit the big brake pedal on the carriage. When you come to a complete stop, you pop out the black ink and kick it overboard. You pop in the pink ink and continue on your way to the end of the row. Remember that printers aren’t like typewriters; at the end of the row the carriage doesn’t return to the beginning of the next line. Instead, it prints the next row in reverse order on top of the previous row. The carriage that you’re sitting on moves up one line and, since you have not changed ink, prints out hot pink. When you get to the end of that color, you hit the brake and ditch the pink. Usually the black ink, which you left behind in the last row, is close to where you need it. You can just haul it onboard and go.

That technique is called intarsia. It’s primarily used for blocks of color. Think of those Christmas sweaters with trees or stars or Scottie dogs all over them. The trees, etc., will be knitted intarsia-style. As with any technique, intarsia can be significantly more complicated than I’ve described. You can add more colors. You can add complicated patterns. Regardless, the key to intarsia is the dropping of one yarn and the picking up of another.

Mary Tudor is not an intarsia sweater. Instead, the colorwork is stranded. Rather than drop each yarn each time a new color is needed, you hold two colors simultaneously. If you are spatially oriented, you have already seen the problem with this method, especially if you go back to our dot matrix printer example. If each row is built upon the next, with one row always printing in reverse, it’s silly to carry the black yarn through the pink bits when you won’t need it until the middle of the next row, which is where it was waiting for you. And if you were knitting Fair Isle sweaters as flat sheets, that impulse to abandon the black yarn would get you a gold star.

Fair Isle, however, is knitted in the round, so the dot matrix printer analogy starts to fall apart. (Some would argue that it fell apart long ago. To you I say, “Shush.”) Imagine taking your piece of printer paper and rolling it into a tube. The long sides should be flush. Now take an imaginary pencil—or an actual paper and pencil if, like me, manipulating shapes in your head makes you break out in a sweat—and draw a continuous line around the outside of your tube. When you come back to where you started, move the tip of your pencil so that it just brushes the top of what you’ve already drawn. Do this until you run out of paper.

That is how you knit an item in the round, which is how Fair Isle objects are worked. You are essentially knitting in a spiral, rather than rows. Leaving one yarn behind when you want to change colors makes little sense because it’ll be in the wrong place when you need it again. Therefore, you have to carry all the colors you need with you as you go around and strand the unused yarn across the back of the stitches.

Traditional Fair Isle colorwork is also clever because it never uses more than two colors in any row. No matter how complex any pattern may look, any given row is a binary function. Either the stitch is color A or color B. The magic is how you stack these simple blocks.

The technique for speedy Fair Isle is simple as well. The knitter becomes both a British and a Continental knitter because she carries just one color in each hand. When she needs a black stitch, she plucks the black yarn. Ditto the hot pink. Simple is not the same as easy, mind you.

If you turn a piece of Fair Isle knitting inside out, you’ll see all of those strands, which are also called floats. The floats make the finished garment extra warm because the knitter has essentially created two layers of insulation with each pass: the outside pattern and all the floats behind it. Since the yarn usually used for stranded knitting is thin and light, the finished product is down-jacket warm without all the down-jacket bulk.

Fair Isle sweaters have another unique feature: steeks. To understand steeks, imagine your cylinder of paper or wool again. As a cylinder, it will only fit a person without arms or one who doesn’t mind having her arms pinned to her sides. In order to make armholes, Fair Isle knitters cut through the knitted tube, pick up stitches around the edges of the hole (now called a steek, because calling it a “big hole that I just cut in my knitting” lacks glamour), then knit merrily on to make sleeves.

It’s a crazy idea, this steeking. Scissors and knitting go together like mashed potatoes and chocolate syrup. But the grippiness of Shetland wool makes possible steeking without unraveling, in all connotations of the word. Plus, the tradition of the steek allowed the Fair Isle knitters to churn out a sweater per week, which had an enormous impact on the economy in that corner of the cold ocean.

There is an actual Fair Isle. It is one of the islands in the Shetlands, which lurk above the Orkneys off Scotland’s northeastern coast. Fair Isle shares its latitude with Homer, Alaska, and Bergen, Norway, which puts it almost on the Arctic Circle. Only fifteen of the hundred Shetland islands in the chain are inhabited. Despite their sparse population, the Shetlands are home to the most northernmost phone box in the UK; at press time, the number was 01957 711383 and international charges may apply. It’s also home to Atlantic puffins and whooper swans, many of whom hang out in some of the more ebulliently named parts of the country. How could one resist a visit to Mavis Grind, Old Scatness, Mousa Broch, or Skaw?

In terms of hand knitting, however, there really is no distinction between Fair Isle and the rest of the islands. “It is possible but not very relevant to distinguish between the Fair Isle knitting of Fair Isle and the Fair Isle knitting of the rest of Shetland,” writes Sheila McGregor in Traditional Fair Isle Knitting. “The purely ‘Fair Isle’ period lasted from about 1850 to 1910 or so; thereafter most other parts of Shetland began to produce very similar stranded knitting, using the old patterns of Fair Isle.”

While currently part of the UK, the Shetlands could just as easily belong to Norway—and have at various points in history. Shetland Norn, the traditional tongue of the islands, now extinct, derived from Norwegian. Living that close to the Arctic Circle has taught the Shetlanders how to deal with the elements; those who didn’t learn froze to death. (It’s worth noting that there are few knitting traditions that spring from tropical climates. However, the Shetlands aren’t known for their contributions to the world of fruity mixed drinks, sunscreen, or formal shorts. We all have our strengths.)

On those “Calgon, take me away” days, I dream of escaping to such an isolated Scottish island. Swathed in handknits, I stare stonily into a brisk breeze, my long auburn locks streaming behind me. My flock of sheep grazes picturesquely in the background. Waves and the rough tearing of the grass that the sheep crop are the only sounds.

As with so many dreams, the reality of island life in the Shetlands is less romantic. While the Shetlands see their share of blustery days, they aren’t as bitter or blizzardy as they could be because of the warming effects of the Gulf Stream. The islands do corner the market in all forms of cold damp. The islands receive, on average, 60 days of snowfall and 285 days of other precipitation per year. On those 20 days when something isn’t falling out of the sky, I might be tempted to hide inside all day, because the sight of clear skies would be so unusual.

They lack sun, but the islands have a surfeit of natural wonders. Even so, the Reverend James Kay, the minister of an island parish in the 1600s, noted that “there are no Forrests, Woods, nor Parks here . . . no Lochs, no Rivers, no Trees, no Broom, no Whins.” For those not conversant with seventeenth-century Scotts, broom and whins are brambly plants. If that weren’t enough to keep you from a visit, the islands also have boat-eating tides and, until recently, a distinct lack of hospitals. In the 1880s, a visitor to the islands warned his countrymen to pack “a pocket enema, as alteration in diet, and what not, are apt to bring on violent constipation.”

The above quotes are from Valerie M. Thom’s Fair Isle: An Island Saga, which is great reading and gives real dirt on the practical side of living on a small, subarctic island. Like this bit: “Infrequent contact with the outside world meant that the islanders had little resistance to infection, so that any common school-age complaint, once introduced, was likely to become an epidemic, affecting all age groups.” Way to be a buzzkill, Thom. I doubt that Fair Isle’s tourist brochures frequently cite her.

Currently, the Shetland Islands’ biggest moneymaker is the oil industry, and many folks will put up with all manner of hardships in order to get their hands on sweet crude. The North Sea covers some rich deposits of the black gold, and Lerwick, capital of the Shetland Islands, is a convenient port. But the global oil market is a relatively recent economic incentive and, before oil, the biggest sources of income for the islanders were fish and handknits.

The islands have a lot of sheep, most of which are a breed now known as the Shetland. Not coincidentally, the Shetland Islands are also home to the Shetland sheepdog, which looks like a miniature collie. Like a stranded Fair Isle sweater, Shetland sheepdogs have two layers of warmth: a rough outer coat and a fluffy inner layer. On these compact, rocky islands, nature and human hands have selected animals for their hardiness and stature. In many ways, the adjective Shetland is code for “low to the ground and hard to knock over.” The appellation also nicely describes the Shetland pony and the Shetland goose.
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