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FOREWORD BY LILY COLE

Life in the fashion industry takes you from the inspiring and fantastical to the hard sell, with craftsmanship, skill and all that’s woven in-between. We sought to bring our own flavour to the business. Something soulful and made with love.

We sought to connect the people who make, the producers, with the consumer. This has always been central to The North Circular’s vision. I helped found The North Circular and continue to believe in it as a demonstration of transparency and sustainability. We believe in finding ways to prove that this is possible. That consumption can be humanised and non harmful, and most importantly, we can make desirable, practical knits that we love.

I spend my life trying to avoid patterns . . . well, patterns of behaviour that is. When it comes to knits I am a big fan of patterns. They imply a lineage that can be passed along and adapted over time. Originally, knitting patterns were passed on by word of mouth, through the generations within a family. They contain the secret formulae that can empower anyone – you or me or our grandmothers – to make something unique. Offering a logic to magic. A bit like recipes. A bit like spells.

Growing up having a grandma who knitted us jumpers was a real blessing. One year I went to Disneyland and I fell in love with a beautiful turquoise silk Princess Jasmine dress, but the high price tag meant I was reluctantly dragged past it by my family. That Christmas my grandma gave me a handmade version of the dress. I love the way the story behind an object infuses it; this idea has stayed with me. The energy that goes into making something infuses and becomes part of the finished item.

I truly believe if we were able to know and connect with the people involved in the processes of making and creating – whether by artisan hands or high-tech machines, whether it be a beanie or a Bentley – empathy and gratitude can shift our understanding of their value. The anonymity of capitalism, the opacity of objects’ stories, arguably plays a large part in the social and environmental ills that production chains can so often be found to cause. So let’s celebrate ‘knit-ivism’ and remind people that there is always a person behind everything, and that objects contain time, effort and work – and sometimes love and magic too.

Through The North Circular, we try to connect generations and share stories. To pass down our knitters’ pearls and purls of wisdom, so that stories aren’t lost and secrets are kept alive. We also create new patterns – new stories – informed by contemporary design and high fashion – so that the dialogue runs both ways . . . and so that we will have patterns, knits, purls and pearls – new and old – to pass on to our children.



[image: image]


INTRODUCTION

Starting The North Circular knitwear line, we were inspired by the idea that everyone could be connected to what they wore; everyone could be clothed in something made with love, something they would value and look after – connected not only to the person who made it, but also to the knitting traditions that have been handed down through generations. We aim to celebrate the ‘grannies, girls and a few strong men’ that knit for us, introducing them by name on each knitted piece they make. These traditional skills of knitting and the passing on of knowledge from experienced knitter to beginner can continue even into our machine age. In the same way that we connect our customers to the knitters who made their pieces, we want to connect all aspiring knitters to learn and share with each other and pass on their skills and wisdom.

We first conceived the idea for The North Circular in 2009, and with it aimed to offer a key to a brighter, warmer future. We were looking to provoke thought and spread some warm fuzzy feelings with the simplest knits. Global markets were entering a recession, but we stayed true to our beliefs and said maybe we could make it – and make it here. Maybe our homespun talents are hiding in your knitting basket; maybe we can create beautiful yarns from our animals without shipping anything around the world. Maybe the customer on the shop floor would like to trace it all back, and think that someone’s hands made these pieces, that the animal whose fleece they were wearing lives on England’s green pastures, saw the same rain they saw . . . appreciate that local jobs – farming, spinning, dyeing, knitting, making – were supported.

Armed with our fashion background, lustrous yarns and a tight colour palette, we wanted to inspire people to think about where their clothes came from – not just the finished piece itself, but the elements that made it up – the fibre, the effort, the skill involved in making their knits, the person behind the talent, with the knitter’s name labelled on each individual piece. Educated with the alternatives, people can use their consumer power to choose, buying into a way to change the world, one purchase at a time.

We took the best pure natural yarns we could find locally – Wensleydale and Blue-faced Leicester wools, alpaca and British cashmere. Brimming with these ideas, we created a new model for how we wanted our manufacturing done. The cornerstone of the concept was handmade, which threw us into the deep end with the question: How can you individually hand make a luxury item and retail it to the biggest names in fashion on a mass scale?

It seemed impossible, and we are still learning, but with beginners’ enthusiasm and naivety, we loved the idea so much it had to have a chance at life. The first season we launched, international retail orders poured in, closely followed by full-page spreads in the September issue of Vogue and other key magazines. We were beside ourselves with joy, until the grand scale of the operation we were about to embark upon dawned on us. Dreams coming true are only the start of the story, with the highs and lows of running a fledgling business making the dream very real indeed.

We committed to the idea that not only would the person who bought our knits have something made with love, it would be natural, procured from the earth and able to go back into the earth at the end of its life cycle, and one day grow again. With these beliefs firmly guiding the production methods, all of our combined experiences absorbed from the fashion houses and photography studios of the world as models fed into the aesthetic we created. We wanted people to get a feel-good local product with a great philosophy, but with the style and feel that they desired from a great quality product.

But we know the customer will only buy such a product because they desire it, love the style and feel and recognise the quality. Although the seasons of fashion change and hemlines rise and fall, we aimed for our look to be style rather than fashion – luxury basics with a twist that you can work into every outfit, timeless classics that you can wear until the wheels fall off, someone pinches your lovely hat or one glove disappears!

It’s a big spiral upwards from cottage industry to industrial revolution and on again, but we were excited to accept the challenge. So, with a lot of good advice and managing to take some of it on board, we have established The North Circular as the place to buy luxury handmade goods and the best beanies in town, which are marketed globally and sold worldwide.

We are excited for you to get creating, learning, sharing and wearing our styles knitted in your own style. We do love a good yarn, but we’ll shut up now and let you get on with exploring our patterns . . .
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’I think we are all so increasingly obsessed and addicted to the new (myself included) that there’s a real danger of us forgetting to look back, appreciate, and hold on to the amazing things, values, skills and traditions that previous generations and the past offer us. I’m really interested in marrying the old and the new, allowing them to coexist, enhance and inform one another – whether it’s reading about sufism on my iPad, or wearing a modern, sleek, designed hat hand knitted, old-school style in real wool!’
LILY COLE
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