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Knitwear

Dropped stitches

Imitation and demography threaten a traditional Scottish brand
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MARY WILLIAMSON, an 85-year-old resident of Whalsay in the remote Shetland Islands, knows
all about globalisation. She makes hand-knitted Fair Isle woollen jumpers, and has orders from
“a gentleman in Sweden”, “a gentleman in China”, and Hollywood producers.

Fair Isle knitwear is in vogue. Fashionistas say the recession created a taste for garments that
look chunkily lasting and homemade. Customers “are looking for things which will last for a
couple of years, rather than get thrown away after a season,” says Nick Fiddes of Scotweb, an
internet retailer. Alas, Fair Isle jerseys are the subject of bitter wrangling—and imperilled by
demography.

The knitwear and its horizontal bands of dense non-repeating I ; g/g & o
patterns evolved on Fair Isle, a tiny rocky island between the RER0S éi/g ,‘fg%an R
Orkneys and Shetlands (see map). The style is said to have been / Tormre ™~~~
devised by stranded survivors of a ship wrecked in the Spanish ATLAATTIC S\
Armada of 1588. But only 70 people live on Fair Isle itself and ————D‘C/E AN Sz'.’s%ﬁ's”-w"ﬁkﬂy
only four of them knit. Each sweater takes about 100 hours; the s g .
island’s annual production is about 30 sweaters, 200 hats and 30 IStANDS Qo> N
scarves. These are sold only in the island shop, which is cleared &7 .
out when the summer’s first cruise ship calls, says Mati Ventrillon, ‘3,‘*\ 7 S Sea

a French-Venezuelan who runs the craft co-operative. g c oS

So clothes sold elsewhere but branded as “Fair Isle” are actually S X 4 ~ SCOTLAND Shperdeen
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not from there—not even, in the strictest nit-picking sense, Mrs [Gaspipetines: S Existing " Under construction
Williamson’s. Ms Ventrillon is indignant that knitters in the '

Shetland archipelago, 25 miles (40 km) away, pass off their jumpers as Fair Isle jerseys. “"They
are Shetland garments, not Fair Isle,” she says. Others disagree: Fair Isle is part of the Shetland
chain, they argue, so Shetlanders have a claim to the name.
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