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Introduction by Gyles Brandreth

Welcome to the Brandreth family knitting book. This is a collection of our favourite knitting patterns for jumpers, chosen by me and by my daughter, Saethryd, and modelled by us and some of our friends. We hope the book will help raise funds for an important charity – Women for Women International – and we hope it will raise a smile, too. It is a book for people who enjoy knitting in general, and colourful, fun knitwear in particular.

The craft of knitting has been part of civilised life for at least a thousand years. The verb ‘to knit’ comes from the Old English cnyttan, to knot. From fragments of material unearthed by archaeologists, we know they were knitting socks in Egypt in the eleventh century. We know, too, they were knitting caps for babies in Spain in the twelfth century. From the fourteenth century, there are several celebrated paintings of the Virgin Mary holding knitting needles: my favourite is Our Lady Knitting by Tommaso da Modena, 1325–75. For hundreds of years, all the best people have been knitting enthusiasts, it seems.

That said, it was not until the nineteenth century that knitting really took hold as a creative pastime. Jane Austen, Charles Dickens and Leo Tolstoy have characters who knit in their novels. The celebrated French romantic artist, William-Adolphe Bouguereau, painted his masterpiece, The Knitting Girl, in 1869. Early in the twentieth century, both Virginia Woolf and Agatha Christie created knitting heroines of note. (It is clear that Miss Marple does much of her best thinking while knitting.)

In Europe and America, during both the First and the Second World Wars, people at home were encouraged to ‘knit for victory’. ‘Our boys need sox,’ was the line, ‘so knit your bit.’ In the 1930s, between the wars, people knitted for economy as much as style, to help keep themselves warm during the privations of the Depression.

What has been fashionable in knitwear has varied down the years. Once upon a time, the principle items that people knitted were stockings and socks, shawls and scarves, pretty clothes for babies and hardy sweaters for sailors. In the 1920s the future King Edward VIII, then Prince of Wales, made Fair Isle fashionable wearing knitted jumpers to play golf. His Royal Highness also wore knitted ties. In the 1950s Hollywood royalty – including Marilyn Monroe, Audrey Hepburn and Grace Kelly (who went on to become European royalty as Princess Grace of Monaco) – wore knitted ‘twin sets’, a matching cardigan and pullover made of wool or cashmere.

It was in the 1950s that I first started knitting. As a cub scout of six or seven I was taught to knit and awarded a knitting badge as proof of my skill. In the 1960s, at school and university, I wore outsize pullovers and cardigans – a student uniform of sorts. In the early 1970s I founded the National Scrabble Championships and, on the day of the finals, a friend brought me a hand-knitted Scrabble jumper to wear. It was a bright yellow jersey that featured a full-colour life-sized Scrabble board emblazoned on the chest. The garment caused quite a sensation on the day and, in a way, changed my life.

From that day on, colourful jumpers became my professional trademark. Through the 1980s I appeared regularly on British television and when I did I always wore colourful knitwear. Others did, too, of course, but no one else on TV had jumpers quite like mine – or quite so many of them. I had hundreds. For the most part, I designed them myself and made sure that I had them for all occasions – featuring hearts for Valentine’s Day, bunnies for Easter, daffodils for St David’s Day, Shakespeare on his birthday, Winnie the Pooh on mine, the Stars and Stripes on 4 July, ghosts and witches for Halloween... I had at least one different jumper for every day of the year. And I had them for different times of the day, too: ones featuring boiled eggs (and fried eggs) to wear at breakfast and an assortment of trompe l’oeil evening jackets for nights out on the town.
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In 1990 I gave up television for politics. After a dozen years popping up on game shows like All Star Secrets, The Railway Carriage Game, Give Us A Clue, Babble and Blankety-Blank, and seven years as a regular in Dictionary Corner on Countdown and three mornings a week on the sofa at Britain’s first commercial breakfast station, TV-am, I put away my bright knitwear and put on sober grey business suits instead. I became the Member of Parliament for the city of Chester. John Major was the prime minister then. Grey was the order of the day.

Once I had become a politician I assumed I could leave the jolly jumpers behind. Wrong. In my constituency, whenever I did my best to seem statesman-like, the local newspaper would manage to come up with another old photograph of me in a fun knit with which to adorn its front page. At Westminster, I was appointed to the standing committee overseeing the legislation to privatise Britain’s railways. Leading for the opposition on the committee was John Prescott, MP. Whenever I got up to speak, he muttered in my direction: ‘Woolly jumper! Woolly jumper!’ Eventually I had to point out to him that the joy of a woolly jumper is that you can take it off at will, whereas the blight of a woolly mind is that you are lumbered with it for life.

Of course, Mr Prescott got the last laugh because, in time, he became deputy prime minister and is now wrapped in ermine and seated in the House of Lords. But my jumpers had their political advantages, too. Because I was the jumper man I was recognisable. In the constituency people knew who I was – and not every MP is known to his or her constituents. I was visible and accountable. And I could put my jumpers to work in aid of good causes. I gave them away by the drawer-full to raise money for charity. I remember that the novelist Jeffrey Archer auctioned one off for £1,000. And the Duchess of Westminster, married to one of the richest men in the land, generously bought another for £2,000.

Some of my jumpers sold rather well at auction because the best of them were pretty classy. These were the ones specially made for me by George Hostler, who was both a wonderful teacher (the head of design at Leicester Polytechnic, now De Montfort University) and a knitwear designer of note. His other clients included Elton John and Diana, Princess of Wales. I first saw one of George’s jumpers on display in a boutique in Kensington. I bought the jumper and got hold of George’s number and so our partnership was born. It was not an equal partnership: George had genius, I just had fun ideas. I would conjure up a notion for a novelty knit, doodle it on a piece of paper, with colour suggestions, and pop it in the post to George in Leicester. Within forty-eight hours, he would call me to tell me he was putting the finished garment on the train and I could pick it up from the parcel office at St Pancras Station in the morning. The jumpers in this collection are almost all ones I created either with George or with my alternate partner-in-wool, the brilliant Linda O’Brien.
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For a decade I wore novelty knitwear by day and night. (I even had a red-and-white-striped knitted nightgown – with knitted nightcap to match.) My wife wore the knitwear, too, and so did our children. The jumpers we wore at home were a little less loud than the outrageous ones I wore on stage when I appeared in pantomime, but they were still distinctive. I published knitting books and magazines. I judged knitting competitions. I opened knitting shows. For a few years I was director of a chain of hand-knitting wool shops. I was ‘the jumping Jack Flash of jolly jumpers’ (The Sun) and happy to be so.

And then it stopped. From the day I went into politics in 1990 until the day I came to the first photoshoot for the book you are holding in your hands now, I wore not one of my colourful wit-knits. Even after I had lost my parliamentary seat and returned to television, I kept away from the novelty knitwear and stuck to shirts, ties and suits. Even so, my jumper-wearing days were not forgotten – and, perhaps, not surprisingly. The research shows that when people watch TV, they recall 83 per cent of what they see, but only seventeen per cent of what they hear. Everyone has long since forgotten anything I ever said, but quite a few still have a distant memory of what I once wore. Indeed, even today, three decades on from my jumper-wearing heyday, I can’t walk down the street without someone asking me, ‘Where’s your jumper?’
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Gyles and Michele Brandreth letting the train take the strain and Joanna Lumley, looking delightfully dotty in the original Wit Knits collection.



And, happily, thanks to this book, I now have an answer to give them. ‘Here are my jumpers’, I can say – or at least here are my favourites. The book has come about because, suddenly, it seems my kind of fun jumper is back in vogue. In 2013, the BBC beat a path to my door. They were making a documentary on The Golden Age of Knitting and needed my input.

‘Yey!’ I cried, ‘I’m a style icon.’

‘I wouldn’t go that far, dad,’ said my daughter, Saethryd. ‘Let’s just say that some folk think some of your jumpers are fun.’

‘And knitting’s cool again?’

‘Well, dad, Julia Roberts is knitting. Cameron Diaz is knitting. Winona Ryder is knitting.’

So knitting is cool. And good for the soul, too, apparently. Saethryd can tell you more about that in her introduction. All I want you to know is that these jumpers were fun to create, are fun to knit, and fun to wear. Best of all, they will look even better on you than they ever did on me.
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