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Your hobby may be pie-baking, playing the piano, or potbelly-stove collecting, and you can sympathize with my enthusiasm, having an obsession of your own. Will you forgive my single-mindedness and my tendency to see knitting in everything?

—Elizabeth Zimmerman, Knitting without Tears
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introduction



WALK INTO ANY KNITTING SHOP, AND CHANCES ARE THE first thing you’ll notice is all the different types of yarn. Suddenly you find yourself immersed in a vast sea of color. and texture and endless possibilities, with each needle and skein ready to abet you on whatever journey you may dream up. When I first started knitting, I was ecstatic to learn how to create something wearable, armed only with two sticks and some string. Watching yarn slowly turn into a scarf, hat, or sweater awed me. And this was the first thing that really struck me about knitting—I could make whatever I wanted in any color of my choosing. It was a possibility as ultimately liberating as it was initially daunting.

While my mind envisioned a wardrobe full of cabled sweaters and hand-knit hoodies, as a new knitter, I was a bit concerned about the seemingly incredibly repetitive nature of the craft. Only two stitches (knit and purl) manipulated in various ways continuously? For long periods of time? For fun? By far there was a definite time when the end product seemed much more desirable than the act of creativity that preceded it. How could repetitive motions that created something at a snail’s pace really capture my heart and mind for long enough to finish a scarf (much less anything bigger) in today’s world of instant everything?

Thankfully, this concern, while understandable, was fleeting. When I was finally comfortable enough with knitting that I no longer had to concentrate on every movement my fingers made, I discovered that after completing a few rows, the chatter in my mind dulled to a whisper. As I was used to a mind filled with lengthy to-do lists and things to remember, this newfound respite took some getting used to. While I had been a fledgling practitioner of yoga and meditation for years, I was gob-smacked by the way knitting—even more than meditation—connected me to that inner rhythm I had been trying so hard to find. There was something about the way they both allowed me to bring myself into the present, to just hang out and get comfortable (instead of trying to relive the past or jump ahead to the future) that was absolutely brilliant. Not surprisingly, soon after knitting helped me get acquainted with an inner stillness, I found myself better able to practice meditation, and once I found that rhythm, I was golden.

In time, knitting became more than just a simple way to pass the time or create my own garments. It calmed me, it connected me, it inspired me. It soothed me with the repetitive movements that also symbolized the growth of a garment or an accessory, each stitch simultaneously a push forward and a mark of time. Eventually, as I sought out knitting groups and took to knitting in public, this activity allowed me to talk to a whole host of people I never would have met otherwise. Thanks to the common denominator of knitting, I was able to connect with individuals who were older, younger, richer, not-so-rich, foreign, and local—all of us coming together through our love of craft.

As I became more proficient—and when I had given practically everyone I knew some sort of hand-knit item—I began looking for others, both near and far, who might benefit from my craft skills. During this quest, I realized that as I walked around town and watched the news, I was constantly bombarded by images of both humans and animals in need all over the planet, and it began to sink in that there were things I could do to help others just by knitting. I started with knitting scarves and hats for local homeless and domestic abuse shelters; the thought of bringing warmth and comfort to people with something soft and tangible seemed natural. The idea that my scarves were keeping people in my own community cozy allowed me to start processing how charity and compassion truly start in the smallest of actions. For far too many years, I got lost in the notion that to help the common good, you had to do big things or write big checks, but then again, that’s what happens when you don’t take the time to see how you as an individual are best equipped to aid others. While some people are meant to donate large sums of money, others are meant to donate their time, knowledge, or skills.

As time progressed, I kept expanding my focus toward the global scale, which for the most part is incredibly daunting and terrifyingly large. Every night on the news the world’s problems seemed so vast that the thought of making a couple of hats for someone in need seemed laughable at best. But then I began to think about the traits that make handmade items unique—for example, how scarves knitted with hope and love always seem cozier on cold, lonely nights. While I wasn’t volunteering to go live in a sub-Saharan refugee camp, I was doing something. Small? Yes. But desperately needed and treasured by the people receiving the scarves or hats or blankets. It was for those people, the ones who truly needed something that my hands could create in a few spare hours, that I started donating handmade items on an international level as well as a local one.

I think each of us is drawn to different ways to help; whether it’s a charity across the world or down the street, the causes themselves often have an uncanny way of finding us. The first cause I chose to knit for was one that drew me in on a personal level, even though there is an endless list of organizations and charities and agencies that need help. Being something of a news junkie, I closely follow the whys and wheres and whens of the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan. When I started learning about the economic conditions in Afghanistan several years ago, I realized I couldn’t not do something for the children there. After hearing about the war-torn history of the country, how few resources many of the people had, and how many Afghans had never experienced life without violent conflict, I felt especially inspired to help. This was a few years after the start of a well-known organization called Afghans for Afghans, a humanitarian project I had read about on various craft websites and message boards. When I learned about the societal conditions and the harsh winters in Afghanistan, I went through my yarn stash and quickly whipped up a few children’s hats. It took little more than a couple of hours, and I made sure to use bright colors in the hope that they might bring a little bit of light to those who had endured a lifetime of strife.

Some people donate money to causes. Some help raise awareness for them via campaigning. I choose to knit. I know that what I create with my own hands will directly help someone in need by providing warmth. I can watch the garments grow on the needles in my hands, then send them off to an organization in the knowledge that they’ll be distributed to people who can use them immediately. I like that.

There is always something incredibly humbling about packing up several teeny-tiny vests and a handful of hats in an equally tiny box and knowing that there are teeny-tiny children out there who would go cold without them.

About This Book

This is a book about expanding your relationship with craft so that it can become more a part of your everyday life, your personality, and your beliefs. Since my love of knitting grew from personal changes to later encompass community and global perspectives, that is how this book is organized. It is also my belief that when we make a change within ourselves and then apply it to our world, we can become better examples for others via our actions. Although this book is ultimately best read in chronological order, it is also written as a guide to help you jump-start your relationship with knitting (or sewing or basketball or what have you) however you need it, whether that is on a personal or global scale or somewhere in between.

Part 1 is about the personal effects of knitting and how you can benefit from just the simple act of knitting. One of the things I most often hear from new knitters (despite age or location) is, “I can’t believe how relaxing knitting is!” This fortunate revelation is perhaps the first step toward making a more personal connection to your creativity. Through additional practice and a bit more concentration, there are many ways to benefit personally from knitting. This first section takes you from creating a view of craft that best suits you personally through to embracing the positive benefits that the process of knitting can provide.

Part 2 deals with ways you can aid your immediate community through craft and creativity. While knitting gifts for people you love is wonderful, knitting for others in your community can be just as, if not more, rewarding. Different communities have different needs, depending on location, culture, and economics, but every community has a want or need that can be met via creativity—you just may need to do a bit of brainstorming to see how your skills can be of use. This section is a starting point for connecting with family, friends, and others in your community.

The last part opens the view up to a global perspective and how our individual actions can affect the lives of others thousands of miles away. One of the remarkable things about knitting and handcrafts is their ability to transcend societal differences, as every culture has its own craft history based on its own idiosyncrasies. The widespread use of creative craft highlights the fact that although it is of great use when your community is without strife, you can still let your stitches do the talking even when people can’t speak up or reach others. This section explores using craft to express emotion, make statements, and engage in activism.

This book is about taking your craft and creativity in hand and running with the possibilities. You will find sidebars throughout the chapters that have been written by some of my favorite people, those who inspire me to no end. Their kind words of wisdom and willingness to share their stories of creativity are what push me to dream bigger and expand my own definition of what it truly means to “be creative.” At the end of each chapter, there is a knitting pattern contributed by a different talented knitter. All of the items within have either been donated to a charity of the knitter’s choice or the proceeds from the sale of the pattern are going to charity. Each item and pattern represents part of the range of articles that can be donated to various charitable organizations. Each chapter also ends with an action, in case you would like to push your craft further and engage your creativity in new directions.

Finally, although this book centers on knitting, it speaks to all things handmade and creatively driven. Even though I identify most strongly with knitting, it is just one of the many crafts you can practice to make a difference personally, locally, and globally. The key is to find and explore a creative outlet—and to find a way to use the skills and knowledge you learn and hone to create positive change in the world. Don’t worry about how big an improvement your action brings about; just create what you desire and set it free.

And while there are hundreds, if not thousands, of choices and paths before you, there are just as many personal stories and insights on how to use knitting for the good of ourselves and others. Just as the projects I may dream of as I step into a shop full of yarn may be worlds away from the creations you concoct, my experiences with knitting may be very different from yours.

My story is just one of many that could have been told, and I hope you keep that in mind as you read these pages and mold the ideas in them to fit your own life. Even though the specifics of our lives may be different, I believe that at our core, our experiences are more alike than we sometimes think. This book is written with those core similarities in mind; as no matter how we differ, we can all hold creativity in high esteem and value the lessons that knitting has to teach. This book is based on the belief that every time you pick up your knitting needles you have the opportunity to create positive change in the world.

It is my hope that what you read will make you think, create, and remember to take time to knit. I believe that if we take good care of ourselves, we can give more to others. Thank you for sharing this time with me. True magic happens when we create with our hands and dream from our hearts.
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chapter one



reclaiming craft



I USED TO THINK THAT I DIDN’T FIND KNITTING; IT found me. How else could I explain how this grandmotherly craft made its way into my feminist, activist lifestyle? When I first picked up the needles in 2000, knitters were still very much in the closet. I was embarrassed by my secret hobby, yet there was something about it that was irresistible. I found it relaxing, creative, and empowering, just as I find activism empowering. When I stop and think about how this craft came to me, I realize that there was a clear path that brought me to this point in my life—now a knitter of eight years. Understanding how I became a knitter let me relax deeper into my craft and reclaim the stereotypes so that I could truly be empowered by my choice to knit.

When you think of knitting, perhaps you also think of how it allows you to relax, create, and clothe. But how exactly did you find craft? Or did it find you, perhaps by chance? What led you to knit despite all the other crafty options? When we explore our craft roots, we can connect more deeply with what drives our creativity and compels us to make something. We can empower ourselves and our crafts by both embracing the domestic heritage of our work and becoming more fully aware of how we personally benefit from knitting. This chapter is about how finding and embracing the handmade can be an extremely personal and rewarding journey.

Letting Craft In

Like many people, I spent a somewhat extended part of my life trying to figure out just where I belonged. I tried things like skateboarding, playing music, starting a zine, hiking, and many other pursuits that resulted in either a bruised ego or bruised knees. For a long time, I honestly had no real idea where I fit in. I jostled between cliques and activities in the hope that one of them would fit me like a glove, allowing me the security and comfort to fully express myself.

When I discovered Riot Grrrl at the onset of the 1990s, it felt like what I had been waiting for my entire life. Here was a movement made up of women around the country (and later the world) who were unapologetic and unafraid to talk loudly and openly about their life experiences; this movement gave many of us the confidence and strength to speak out instead of staying silent. By using music and zines as modes of connection, Riot Grrrl managed to channel angst, energy, and modern politics in such a way that I felt for the first time that I could truly breathe deep—at last I knew I wasn’t alone in wanting to fight instead of withering against injustice.

Listening to 7" records up in my room, I realized that many of the bands didn’t have perfect production, pitch, or even timing. I would crank up my record player and dance and sing along to the lyrics, completely exhilarated to discover that there were people like me. I was beginning to understand that it was okay to be angry and unsure and politically and socially aware, and I was finally discovering that I didn’t have to be perfect in order to do something. It was acceptable to not be good, because after all, I was learning, right? The notion that I could do something and screw it up without apology was novel and liberating. Being given the okay to get messy and dive into the learning process was what I needed to hear all those years ago, and it has stuck with me fiercely ever since.

This new way of thinking gave me the go-ahead to try a host of different things that I actually wanted to do instead of just doing the things my friends wanted me to do. It was my indoctrination into the world of the do-it-yourself (DIY) ideology and activism. By using my own creative drive as a positive force instead of allowing the wheels of consumerism to direct me, everything I did became part of my activism. Instead of pitting myself against others, I began to comprehend that if I wanted to make a magazine, I could write it and publish it myself; if I wanted to start a record company, I could start one in my bedroom. I finally felt completely free to explore my own creativity and identity.

I wish I could say my first yarn store experience was soon after I started knitting, but it took me months to finish my first project (a scarf made with yarn and needles that were given to me), and it was ages before I actually ventured into a shop that had more than just acrylic yarn. It was a small local store in Durham, North Carolina, that sold handmade jewelry and bags in the front and yarn in the back. I had decided to make scarves for my friends that I would call “Lucky Thirteens” as they were thirteen stitches across on size 13 needles. I wanted to make them out of mohair, so a yarn-buying trip was necessary.

I had little idea what I wanted; I simply needed mohair in the most vibrant colors I could find. Once I had made it past all the adorable handmade items in the front half of the shop, I found a whole wall of yarn in more colors than I had ever imagined. In minutes, I had felt dozens of skeins, not sure whether to take in the colors or the softness first. Having all those choices left me a bit shocked that I truly had free range to make whatever I wanted.

It was clear then, as I stood grinning at all those yarns, that knitting was for me. There was something incredibly enticing and intensely personal about the skeins upon skeins hung, stuffed, and stacked all over the back wall. There was something alluring about the needles and the projects that the women sitting at the round wooden table in the center of the store were working on and wearing. I found myself simultaneously intrigued and confused by the busyness of it all. There were colors from the entire rainbow surrounding me, from the perkiest of pinks to the boldest of blues, all filling cubbies built into the wall. Hung throughout the back of the store were various premade examples illustrating myriad ways to manipulate yarn. There were scarves, sweaters, and shawls, created with yarn available in the store, and hung up for inspiration. I won’t go so far as to say that I underwent some sort of inner transformation that day, but I will say that I was completely shocked to see the vast range of possibilities—from the different textures and widths of yarn to the different items I could produce.

After touching and pawing a fraction of the various yarns before me, I was hit with the reality that it was tactile stimulation I had been missing. So often we are told not to touch, that when I was given this freedom, it felt a bit strange. Something in my heart warmed instantly and was inspired by the idea that I could turn something so seemingly simple as yarn into a creation of my own design. While I had always been fine creating with paper and pen or on a piano, neither of these activities felt so lovely and soft beneath my fingertips. As I circled the store touching one skein after another, it felt almost sinful to get my hands on so many different items that weren’t made of metal or plastic.

When I look back on how I became a knitter, I see that the lessons I learned from Riot Grrrl have allowed me to fully embrace craft now. Theorist and writer Amy Lou Spencer echoed my thoughts in an e-mail: “The renewed interest in craft does stem from Riot Grrrl. Many of the people involved are those same people involved in the Riot Grrrl movement of the nineties. It is exciting that as we have grown older we are carrying the same ideals, a sense of independence and optimism, and are reinventing these to suit our lives.” In other words, I’m not alone in wanting to be able to literally “craft my life,” instead of letting it craft me.

While Riot Grrrl opened my eyes enough to try new things and explore my creativity, it also rooted me even deeper in my feminist views. For a time I considered anything even vaguely resembling the domestic arts to be completely disconnected from my creative path. But I found that in learning to knit, I would be discovering not only a way to create something I desired, but I would also have the opportunity to learn more about the daily experience of the millions of women who had taken up their needles before me. Knitting didn’t make me a traitor to feminism; instead, I found myself able to connect with women of previous generations in a whole new way and celebrate their accomplishments. Although I wasn’t in a club doing a microphone check or chaining myself to a building in protest, I was on the cusp of understanding what the power of positive activism could do, as well as the personal and communal benefits that came with it.
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CATHY DE LA CRUZ IS A FILMMAKER CURRENTLY LIVING IN SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA. ALONG WITH ERIN DONOVAN, SHE HOSTS A WEEKLY PODCAST ABOUT FILM AT SHOWMEYOURTITLES.BLOGSPOT.COM.

It’s amazing that a political movement I believed in with all my heart when I was fourteen years old is still informing my life today at age twenty-seven. The Riot Grrrl movement of the 1990s helped me approach life with a DIY attitude and aesthetic. I believed I could make things and try things, from writing a fanzine to playing music in a band to all sorts of other things that girls weren’t typically encouraged to do. I used to make zines in which I collaged and juxtaposed images and text together, and today I find myself using the same kinds of methods to create meaning and messages through my filmmaking, working as a DJ, and podcasting. I cohost a feminist film review podcast on the weekends and really believe a podcast today is what a zine was in the nineties—it’s the kind of DIY communication that has been a big part of my life since Riot Grrrl, which deeply informed my views on art and politics.

Today, I stitch together my films, my DJ sets, and my podcast film critiques very much the way I stitched together fanzines and mix tapes when Riot Grrrl was in full bloom. Without Riot Grrrl, I might not have believed in myself enough to make art or be the feminist artist/filmmaker/DJ/teacher/writer/critic I am today. Even my career is stitched together like a zine, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. Riot Grrrl provided so many women with the empowerment to make their own destinies.

I am so glad that as the Riot Grrrl movement floated away from mainstream press, the feminist-craft movement came to the fore. Anything that women enjoy always has to be designated a hobby and not a real form of art or political movement. Craft is just as important as any other art form, and I am so glad feminists have helped reclaim it. Just because we enjoy doing something, it doesn’t mean we don’t take it seriously or aren’t really good at it.



Reclaiming Craft from Domesticity

I had to rethink my feminist views when I became attracted to knitting, and many others in the indie craft movement have had to do the same. Given the pervading stereotypes associated with knitting, it’s no wonder that some of us were surprised to find we actually liked it—even loved it. Before 2000, the mere mention of the term knitting evoked many thoughts of grandmothers, domesticity, and other pastoral and seemingly nonradical things. Now, thanks to the recent craft resurgence, crafts such as knitting are being embraced and reclaimed by a new generation; we have the power to redefine handmade and all the baggage that may come with it. Crafts have been culturally redefined in a way that better reflects current views of feminism and domesticity.

But how did knitting get such an old-fashioned image? Although it has a long history dating back thousands of years, our most recent cultural perception of the craft was formed in the seventies, when women largely rejected traditional domestic arts in an attempt to gain social and economic equality. While some artists and crafters still created bodies of work from the late sixties through the early eighties, greater numbers of women started to move from the kitchen to the cubicle in order to prove that they were valuable entities in the corporate world as well as in the home. Starting with World War II, there had been a gradual increase in the number of women in the workforce; as men went to fight, women were recruited to work in the factories. According to data from the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics, one in three women worked outside the home in 1950. By 1990, three out of every five women had joined the workforce. And although the increase was relatively steady over the forty intervening years, the biggest surge came in the 1970s with the powerful force of second-wave feminism and protests fighting for equal pay and equal treatment.

At that time, radical changes were being made in what had previously been culturally defined as “woman’s work.” Traditionally, many women had devoted serious effort to careers as homemakers and required a knowledge of crafts such as knitting, crochet, embroidery, needlepoint, and sewing to get the job done right. These domestic skills were passed along from generation to generation so, like their predecessors, young girls would be equipped to care for families when they married or, if necessary, to help their mothers while still at home. In the latter part of the century, however, the passing of such skills declined due to both improving technology and the equality movement. For feminists in the seventies, separating themselves from the home as a place of work was part of moving forward. This also meant that long-held traditions became seen as passive and retrogressive, and they needed to take a backseat in the name of progress.

As more and more women moved out of the home and into the office, crafts normally done in the domestic sphere were left behind; skills like knitting and needlework were perceived as the activities of mild-mannered women of previous eras. As the struggle for gender equality continued, the term homemaker gained a more negative connotation. Even though women were still responsible for all the same household tasks as before after their official workday ended, working outside the home was seen as progressive. As women’s roles began to shift from two (mother and homemaker) to three (working woman, mother, homemaker), there simply wasn’t enough time—or, given modern conveniences, the need—to do everything.

When I discovered how long it takes to knit an adult-sized sweater, I was stunned that such work was commonly (and errantly) portrayed as easy. And I bet when it was getting cold and a family only had threadbare sweaters from the previous year, knitting seemed like anything but pastoral and relaxing. We can view our current continuance of knitting as something that keeps the creativity of our crafty relatives alive and thriving, because it not only allows us to better understand their lives (and society before machines ruled the earth), but also to honor “woman’s work.” Our reclamation of the handmade is proof that these craft skills are valuable, worthwhile, and something to be proud of.
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CINNAMON COOPER IS A CRAFTER WHO LIVES IN CHICAGO, ILLINOIS. WHEN NOT MAKING AND SELLING PURSES ON HER WEBSITE, POISE.CC, SHE’S PLANNING THE NEXT DIY TRUNK SHOW (DIYTRUNKSHOW.COM).

When I was a child, my mother’s most prized possession was the antique Singer sewing machine that had belonged to her grandmother. The leather belt attached to the treadle slipped a little, but I remember her showing me how it worked. I was enthralled by the gold paint and the moving pieces and the magic that happened with two pieces of thread and a needle.

Ten years later I was riding my skateboard, listening to heavy metal, and trying desperately to find my niche in a social circle. I told my mother I wanted some wildly patterned, knee-length shorts that I thought would look awesome with my canvas high-top tennis shoes covered in marker drawings. Her reply: “Those shorts are so simple, you could make them.” So we headed to the fabric store and thus began our lessons on my mother’s more modern Singer sewing machine.

As I sat threading the needle, I had a revelation. “My great-grandmother did this. My grandmother did this. My mother does this. I’m doing this. I’m a link. It’s my responsibility to learn these ‘women’s things’ and pass them on.” I pulled out my mother’s book on needlecrafts and decided to teach myself as many of them as I could. I would intersperse rocking out with knitting, and popping ollies with learning embroidery stitches. I slowly got better at everything I tried, and the more I learned, the easier it was to learn.

I don’t skate anymore, I’m embarrassed by those shorts I once thought were cool, and I’ve graduated to teaching others to craft. But I still have the same desire to be the link between my ancestors and my successors. And thanks to the Internet, I’ve had the chance to not only create a small business selling handcrafted bags (where a portion of the purchase price is donated to a non-profit organization I want to support), but to meet other women (and a few men) who skateboarded by day and crafted quietly alone at night. Because of the online social networking possibilities, we no longer have to be alone.

I’m able to create a bag that supports organizations fighting for the reproductive rights of women and to meet other women who want to do something creative and encourage them to make their world a better place through their creativity and skills. And it’s worked. My friend Amy Carlton and I decided to create a craft show in 2003. We’d never been in a show before, nor did we have people we could ask about running one, but we decided to go for it. There have been five shows now, and each one gets bigger and better, with more customers wanting to buy handmade goods, more crafters wanting to show their wares, and more people asking how they can get involved “next year. While we’ve learned a great deal in the last five years and each show runs more smoothly than the one before it, I think it’s important to stress that we didn’t know what we were doing. We had an idea, we had a desire, we got enough feedback from friends to be hopeful, and we just forged ahead.

I hear so many aspiring crafters say, “I could never (fill in the blank) like you can.” But they haven’t tried. It is possible to teach yourself to sew, knit, fuse glass, throw pottery, quilt, make jewelry, and much more. Sure it’s easier if a skilled and patient expert sits down and tells you how to do every single step, but then you become a practicer of steps—not a creator or a crafter, just a producer. Everyone’s so worried about making mistakes, but I think we need to be worried about not trying things instead. Mistakes can frequently be righted, or at least we can realize that they aren’t going to end a life. Surgeons need to be confident the first time they walk into an operating room; the rest of us can learn as we go. After all, I’m sure my great-grandmother didn’t know any experts to explain seaming techniques when she was living on an isolated farm in the back country of Oklahoma, nor did she have the Internet with pictures and animated tutorials. What she did have were a few yards of scratchy fabric and a picture from a Sears and Roebuck catalog. But she took the tools and skills she had access to and made the best items she could. I have more tools, I’m surrounded by people with skills, and I feel like I’d be letting down the woman who polished her gilded Singer sewing machine if I didn’t make the best use of what I have. So far, I don’t feel that I have.



Embracing a New Feminism

For the majority of us who learned to knit within the past few decades, our only previous exposure to handcrafts was through our grandmothers or great-grandmothers. While some lucky individuals were taught the love of craft by their mothers, given the politics of the time, those of us who grew up in the seventies and eighties are more likely to have learned how to shoot hoops than how to knit hats. Now that I know how to knit, I fully appreciate those who came before me and clothed their whole families each winter without fail.

This domestic reclamation can be celebrated with pride and heads held high. We now have the opportunity to do so much more with our knitting. We don’t have to knit those sweaters for the winter with all of our essentials just a shopping mall away. As a direct result of years of hardworking women who proved themselves just as capable as men of earning wages, we now have the freedom to make money for ourselves and then knit a sweater out of expensive cashmere bought with our own paycheck. Thanks to the early feminists, we can now do it all ourselves if we so choose. Talk about DIY! When we don an apron and start to cook or take measurements for a garment, we can be empowered by the notion that we are self-sufficient and choosing this path instead of following society’s expectations. That’s the real crux of all of this—we have the choice to knit or not knit, to bake or not bake. And while that may seem oversimplified and a bit trite, it is thanks to all the hard work of the women who labored to obtain equal rights that we can choose to reenter our kitchens without feeling like we’re bending to cultural stereotypes. Feminism has given us the strength to explore our options instead of being concerned about regressing or kowtowing to cultural standards.

I am proud to be part of the demographic that is honoring and taking back the domestic, instead of viewing it as an obsolete construct. I truly believe that a sizable part of the craft resurgence’s swift rise can be attributed to the increase of interest in the handmade, which was set afire by so many women’s hunger for the domestic. Now that we realize we have the freedom to do as we wish, and after (given our endless options) we decide what life path we want to take, we can feel free to openly embrace the domestic for the first time in decades. Now that it’s “okay” to like spending time in the kitchen or learning how to knit, we can be increasingly proud of ourselves for knowing how to wield a drill and a pair of knitting needles.

The role knitting plays in our lives is now largely up to us, since we can allow feminism to mesh with needlework. By making the domestic a source of pride and strength, we have the opportunity to culturally redefine “woman’s work” as an act of progress instead of regression. It’s almost the reverse situation of when I was younger and started playing sports with the boys; I wore my bruises and skinned knees as badges of honor because I knew that sports weren’t always coed. My reclamation of the domestic was earned, just as all the time I spent running bases with boys helped me know that I could steal home and that being female didn’t mean being demure. I’m excited to think that if one day I have a daughter of my own, I can teach her how to shoot a free throw and make a skirt. I am freer with my creativity because I have the opportunity to look to both the past and the present for inspiration.

Keeping Tradition Alive

As we continue to take our craft into the twenty-first century and give it new meaning, perhaps our greatest contribution to knitting is perpetuating it as a craft tradition. Now we can pass this skill on to others, as we dovetail history with the future.

When we view knitting as a long tradition of woman’s work, we can start to appreciate the wisdom it leaves behind. The influence of the women before us is probably most noticeable when we see the end of a legacy. In an essay from the amazingly radical anthology Women and Craft, Sue Scott writes of how, after her grandmother died, she began to realize what she had lost besides a loved one: “When I wanted to produce a particular effect in a piece of work, I knew that she would have understood what I wanted and known the answer, but I lost the opportunity to ask her. Slowly, as I began to pick up the threads of my knowledge, I began to realize the value of the craft traditions practiced by the women of my family.” Even though our crafts may live longer than we do, we shouldn’t underestimate what we have to pass down to others. Once we’re no longer here, our crafts will live, connecting generations, but we need to make sure we leave our words behind as well.

I’m lucky to still have both my grandmothers around, and when I’m with the one who knits, I’m always surprised by her vast knowledge of the crafty techniques she learned more than fifty years ago. She still remembers the argyle sock pattern she learned in college, although she does have notes on the measurements of my grandfather’s feet written in shorthand on a piece of stationery. She remembers knitting in line for college classes without patterns at the ready, whereas today it’s rare to see anyone knitting much of anything without a pattern stashed nearby. Sometimes she’ll talk about knitting entire vests and sweaters from memory, and I can’t help but wonder what knowledge could have been kept in existence if I had asked her earlier about her craft skills instead of decades later. Then again, at least I have the opportunity to ask her now.

What happens when older generations pass quietly on? Will they take their crafty tips and tricks with them? It is our job to keep the skills they have taught us alive—and we can only do that when we actively engage with knitters of past generations.

Thanks to the current interest in all things craft-related, the knowledge is being kept alive instead of disappearing like so many things formerly passed on by oral tradition. The Internet has helped this practice thrive with a plethora of online craft groups, blogs, and shops. The online craft community is vibrant, and now questions posed to online forums and groups can be answered in minutes, allowing for the creation of dialogues and multiple suggestions of solutions. All of a sudden, instead of doing the castoff you always do, you can gain knowledge from other eras, as well as other continents. Instead of not being able to solve a problem, the Internet fosters the predicament of deciding which of numerous solutions we should try first.




Knitting for Good Actions

PERHAPS YOUR RETURN TO CRAFTS AND THE DOMESTIC HAPPENED MUCH LIKE MINE, INSPIRING YOUR THOUGHTS ABOUT WHAT FEMINISM REALLY MEANS AND HOW CREATIVITY IS VIEWED BY SOCIETY. PERHAPS IT HAPPENED IN SOME OTHER WAY. IF YOU’RE READING THIS BOOK, I’M SURE YOU’VE HAD YOUR OWN PERSONAL REALIZATION THAT LED YOU TO KNITTING OR MAYBE ANOTHER CRAFT. I CHALLENGE YOU TO TAKE A LOOK BACK AT YOUR OWN EXPERIENCES AND SEE WHERE, WHEN, WHY, AND HOW THINGS STARTED TO CLICK FOR YOU. WHILE IT MAY BE TOTALLY DIFFERENT FROM MY STORY, I HAVE NO DOUBT THAT IT WAS JUST AS WELCOME, JUST AS HEARTENING, AND JUST AS NEEDED.

| Retrace Your Steps |

How did you come (or return) to craft? What paths crossed in your life to bring you toward knitting and/or the handmade? Take a minute to see where those paths started, ended, and met—how life led you to pick up the needles. What would the you of ten years ago think about your interest in the handmade now?

| Family History |

How many people in your family or social circle learned to knit from a family member? How many learned to knit from someone else or a book? How old were they? Do any of their stories sound like your own? Were they completely different? Were they unexpected? Discovering how people you care for fell in love with activities that grabbed their interest and fueled their creativity can give you a great deal of insight into your own metamorphosis.








Li’s Reversible Herringbone Rib Scarf



Designed by Li Boesen

[image: ]

When I first started knitting, I learned how to make scarves, so it only seemed appropriate to place a scarf pattern in the first chapter. Scarves are not only easy projects to make for charity, but they are also items that individuals of all ages and both genders can wear. They keep you cozy against the winter wind and wrapped up tight when you need a little extra comfort.

This project comes from Li Boesen. It’s a nice reversible pattern; one side features diagonal ribs, and the other has a plain, wide-ribbed look.

| FINISHED MEASUREMENTS |

7" x 65" after blocking

| YARN |

Manos del Uruguay Wool Clàsica (100% wool; 138 yards/100 grams): 2 skeins #113 Wildflowers

| NEEDLES |

One pair straight needles size US 9 (5.5 mm)

Change needle size if necessary to obtain correct gauge.

| GAUGE |

20 sts and 24 rows = 4" (10 cm) in pattern stitch

| NOTES |

RT: K2tog but don’t slip sts from needle; insert right needle between the sts just knitted tog, and knit the first st again, then slip both sts from needle together.

Always slip (sl) as to knit.

| SCARF |

CO 34 sts.

Row 1: Sl 1, k rem sts.

Row 2: Sl 1, p1, *[RT] 3 times, p2; rep from *.

Rows 3 and 5: Sl 1, k1, *p6, k2; rep from *.

Row 4: Sl 1, p1, *k1, [RT] twice, k1, p2; rep from *.

Rep rows 2–5 for desired length.

K 1 row. Bind off knitwise.

Blocking is required to get the proper effect of the herringbone rib. To block, soak in warm water for 15 minutes. Wrap in towel to remove most of the water. Lay flat to dry and pin to the appropriate size.

© Li Boesen. Reprinted by permission.
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