
The Fascinating History Of Knitting And
Spinning In New Zealand
New Zealand may be known for its breathtaking landscapes, rugby, and friendly
Kiwi culture, but did you know that the intricate art of knitting and spinning also
holds a special place in the country's history? Join us on a journey back in time
as we explore the captivating story of how knitting and spinning became deeply
ingrained in the fabric of New Zealand's heritage.

The Early Beginnings: Māori Traditions

Knitting and spinning in New Zealand predates the arrival of European settlers.
The Māori, the indigenous people of New Zealand, possess a rich tradition of
fiber arts that have been passed down through generations. Known as 'whakairo
raranga,' this intricate weaving style involves working with natural materials like
harakeke (flax) and muka (fiber), using traditional techniques that have been
preserved to this day.

For the Māori, knitting and spinning was not only a means of creating practical
garments but also a way to pass down cultural stories and to express personal
identity. Each pattern, color, and stitch often held special meanings and
symbolism, offering a glimpse into the Māori way of life and their deep connection
to nature.
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The Arrival of European Techniques

With the arrival of European settlers in the late 18th century, knitting and spinning
in New Zealand saw the of new techniques and materials. European practices
began to influence the local fiber arts scene, leading to a fusion of traditional
Māori techniques with those of the settlers.

As colonization spread across the islands, sheep farming became a vital industry
in New Zealand. The abundance of wool soon made it the dominant fiber for
knitting and spinning. Knitting techniques popular in Europe, such as lacework,
Fair Isle knitting, and cable knitting, were quickly adopted and adapted by the
skilled knitters of New Zealand.

During this period, knitting also became a way for women to express their
creativity and resourcefulness. It provided an opportunity for them to showcase
their skills and create intricately designed garments that would keep their families
warm during the harsh New Zealand winters.

The Rise of Knitting and Spinning in Society

By the late 19th century, knitting and spinning had firmly established themselves
in New Zealand's society. Knitting clubs and societies sprouted across the
country, bringing communities together and promoting the exchange of skills and
patterns. These clubs often played a vital role in supporting various community
causes, such as providing warm clothing for the needy during winter.
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The popularity of knitting and spinning continued to soar in the early 20th century,
with women's magazines featuring patterns, tips, and stories from both local and
international sources. These publications served as a source of inspiration for
knitters, contributing to the growth of the craft as a popular pastime.

Knitting and spinning also played a role on the home front during times of conflict.
Both World War I and World War II saw women across New Zealand knitting
socks, scarves, and other warm items for soldiers fighting overseas. The act of
knitting became a way to show support and to provide comfort during challenging
times.

The Modern Era: A Knitting Renaissance

In recent decades, knitting and spinning in New Zealand have experienced a
resurgence in popularity. The craft has evolved beyond traditional techniques,
embracing contemporary styles and technologies. Knitting and spinning
communities have flourished online, allowing enthusiasts to connect, learn, and
share their passion with fellow fiber artists from all over the world.

New Zealand is home to numerous talented artists, designers, and creators who
have pushed the boundaries of knitting and spinning. From unique hand-dyed
yarns inspired by the country's natural landscapes to innovative knitting patterns
that blend tradition with modern aesthetics, New Zealand continues to make its
mark on the global knitting stage.

Celebrating New Zealand's Rich Knitting Heritage

In recognition of the profound role knitting and spinning have played in New
Zealand's history, there are several museums and exhibitions scattered across
the country dedicated to preserving and showcasing the heritage of fiber arts.



Here, visitors can explore the evolution of knitting techniques, view stunning
examples of intricate garments, and learn about the inspiring stories behind them.

From the early Māori traditions to the blending of cultures, knitting and spinning in
New Zealand have truly become part of the nation's identity. Today, they continue
to thrive, weaving together past and present, and ensuring that this beloved craft
remains an integral part of New Zealand's cultural fabric.
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The Loving Stitch is an engaging history of a subject never before explored but
familiar to many New Zealanders. Heather Nicholson's knowledge of knitting and
spinning is formidable but she also knows how to tell a good story and has a keen
sense of humor. The Loving Stitch presents a chronological account of
antipodean knitting, which is also a history of the domestic lives of women, of
their resourcefulness, their talent and sociability. She follows the growth of pattern
books, the role of knitting for troops in the two world wars, knitting in the
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Depression and the recent interest in art knitting. She also explores the different
items produced by the skilled knitter, from jerseys and guernseys to
counterpanes, socks and stockings, and a scarf that stretched right round
Parliament Buildings. The book also includes material on spinning and on local
wool mills, as well as general good advice drawn from the personal experience of
hundreds of knitters and spinners. The Loving Stitch is impeccably researched, it
is full of characters, memories and advice, and it is superbly illustrated.
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