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Northern Lace 
by Elizabeth Lovick 

 
 

NIFA in March 
 

The story of one Northern Isles Fibre Adventure 
 
This was a traditional knitting week, with one day on ganseys, two on lace and two days on Fair Isle.  
Three knitters worked hard all week, one from Sicily, one from Yorkshire and one from Burray, the 
next island along from The 'Hope. 
 
We all got together on the Saturday evening for fish suppers, along with Andre and Alan, husbands of 
Anne and Margaret respectively.  The men were very tolerant of the fibre chat as we worked out the 
form of the week.  Andre used to be a guide at Skara Brae and he offered to take people on a sight 
seeing tour on the Wednesday, leaving Sunday for ganseys, Monday and Tuesday for lace and 
Thursday and Friday for Fair Isle.  We also arranged to go to The Creel on the Friday evening, the 
first day of their summer season! 

 
Before the week started, I had asked 
each knitter if there was anything they 
particularly wanted to do, or if there were 
any issues they wanted covered.  But 
within that framework there was plenty of 
options.  In particular, each person had 
the option of working on a small project 
they would finish in the workshop, or 
something a bit larger they would finish 
later. 
 
Sunday was ganseys!  After some chat 
and history we looked at the 5 ply gansey 

yarn from Frangipani and at a few possible 
things to make.  Everyone settled on a 
cushions or a hat, and on the colour they 
wanted to use, so the next phase was 
design.  Both computers and graph paper 
were available and everyone got down to 
work. 
 
One recurrent feature of the week was the 
kettle, shortbread and chocolate.  The latter 
two spent most of the time on the work table 
to help with knitter's block or flagging energy 
levels.  By lunch, all three knitters were well 
on their way, using thin needles to go with 
the 5 ply yarn. 
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As we were not making garments, the 
exact tension did not matter.  But as the 
afternoon progressed it became apparent 
that all three were working with different 
tensions.  This lead to some discussion – 
and also lead me to be able to guess what 
needles they would use later!  By the end 
of the afternoon all three had completed 
motifs, if not completed items, to show 
each other. 
 
After tea we got together again to continue 
knitting and to catch up on emails etc.  I 
have several networked and wifi-ed 
computers in the house in different rooms 
so all could do their own thing without 
bothering others. 

 
Monday and Tuesday were down for lace.  I 
started, as I always do, with charts, making folk 
chart out written instructions so that they could see 
how charts worked and to use them, along with 
line-by-line instructions, to help their knitting.  
Understanding how lace patterns 'work' is vital for 
sanity when things go wrong!!  Once more high 
and low tech options were available and some 
worked on the computers while others used pencil 
and paper. 
 

Once more people then had the choice of what 
they wanted to make.  Ann went for a sampler 
scarf in ColourMart's merino DK, Hilary went for 
a mini shawl in ColourMart's 2/28 cashmere, 
and Margaret went for a lace beret in Jamieson 
and Smith's 2 ply jumper weight Supreme, their 
undyed wool, to replace one lost last summer.  
Sharon Miller's book was brought in to use as 
Hilary chose a pattern for the centre of here 
centre-out hap, and Anne decided on stitch 
numbers and the starting patterns for her scarf.   
 
Patterns were chosen, so needles came next.  I 
had several types available for use, from metal 

Addi, Inox and Pony, to bamboo and plastics, to my full set of Signature Arts Stilettos and the 
occasional Holz and Stein.  We spent some time during the week talking about the right tools for the 
job, and people tried out different types of needle, both straight and circular.  Anne learnt the magic 
loop technique and has Stilettos on her wish list! 
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By evening folk were pretty tired – they had been working very hard all day.  So the evening was 
spent largely in looking at books and talking, while carrying on with the lace. 

 
On Tuesday, it was more lace.  The day 
started with us all looking at what we had 
been knitting since the previous 
afternoon, and congratulating each other 
on what had been achieved.  We then 
looked at picking up stitches, and knitting 
on a sideways lace edging.  More knitting, 
coffee and chocolate followed, as did 
lunch.  By then I had finished knitting the 
sample I was doing – so we had a lesson 
on dressing lace!! 
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We had arranged for the 
evening to be spent 
drinking whisky.  I had a 
selection of whiskies from 
each of the six main 
regions and we tried each, 
with different Orkney 
oatcakes and cheeses 
between the examples 
from the different regions 
to cleanse the palate. We 
were joined by the men for 
this exercise, so the table 
was turned round into the 
centre of the room to 
make plenty of room for us 
all. 
 
Wednesday was a different day!  I spent the time sorting and getting ready for Thursday, and the 
others went off on their personal tour!  They went to what are known locally as the major attractions – 
Maes Howe, the rings of Brodgar and Stenness, and Skara Brae.  These are all Stone Age 
monuments in the World Heritage Site of the West Mainland.  They also went up to the Brough of 
Bursay, and to the Broch of Gurness.  But as I didn't go too I don't have pix…! 
 
On Wednesday evening, we felted stones.  This is a nice 
counter point to the brain work of the traditional knitting, as 
very little brain is needed, but rather a bit if brawn!  I had 
asked folk to find a nice smooth stone that fitted in the 
palm of their hands, and these we covered in Shetland 
'felting wool' from Jamieson's.  When I had first seen this a 
few years back I (and others) thought it would be spin-
able.  But it isn't!  Fabulous to felt but it gives a nasty yarn.  
It is, in fact, the bits that come off the carding machines 
over at Sandness, and it only available there, and 
sometimes in their Lerwick shop.  I used greens, and so 
did Hilary, while Margaret went for purples.  The wet 
'containers' were then put in the boiler cupboard overnight 
to dry. 
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By Thursday morning, the lace examples and materials were put away and those for Fair Isle were 
out.  I gave them the option of starting knitting at once with my designs, or working on design and 
colour first and making up their own designs.  They (sensibly!!) chose the latter, so once more it was 
straight in at the deep end – I got them to find a small pattern and play with some colours, either with 
crayons or with the computers.   

 
It was then time to empty out three boxes of yarn on to the table and start to select colours – not for 
any item, but just to look at what people were drawn to etc etc.  After a while we moved on to 
selecting colours for the pouches, and took pix of various combinations in colour and black and white 
to see how they looked.  More fine 
tuning, then clear away the other 
yarns ready to start the final designing 
and knitting. 
 
That evening Margaret wanted to 
finish her beret while Hilary wanted to 
try spinning on a wheel.  She had 
spun on spindles before, so was soon 
working away on the Ashford.  Later 
she also tried one or two of my 
spindles, and was surprised to find 
how easy Mike Williams' spindles 
were to use compared to what she 
was used to!! 
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Friday morning saw Margaret some in with a 
completed beret. She spent the first part of the 
morning sewing it up, and trying it on!  She wanted to 
sew the band double, so we were not able to dress it, 
but that didn't stop her wearing it for the washing up!! 

 
As well as knitting, we spent part of the 
morning looking at samples of Fair Isle 
from Jamieson's.  These are rejects 
which they sell from their factory for 
felting.  We happily pulled the design 
apart, working out what we did and did 
not like and why, before taking scissors 
to pieces, to practise steeking on work 
not our own.  The square we cut was 
then used for picking up stitches and 
knitting a piece on.  Later in the day 
Hilary got as far as doing the real thing 
with her pouch!  During the afternoon we 
were joined by Simone, a spinner from 
one of the other Orkney islands who was 
down for a weekend of spinning. 
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The week finished with a trip to The Creel.  This is a local restaurant, specialising in fish and local 
produce.  Coincidently, it was their first night open this year.  I had been talking about North 
Ronaldsay mutton, and it was on the menu!  So most people had this, while Simone and I went for 
scallops, hand-dived in the waters of the bay.  When it came to desert, everyone joined me in lemon 
tart and marmalade ice cream…. 

 
 
 
A fitting end to a good week!  
Good food, good company – 
and hopefully a lot learnt!! 
 
 
 
 
left to right: 
Liz, Hilary, Anne, Margaret 
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