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			AUTHOR’S NOTE
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			When personal catastrophe struck, I turned to the disciplines of my profession—economics, politics, the social sciences—to help me piece my life back together. I soon realized that these fields of knowledge and wisdom were not enough for such a challenging task. I needed something stronger, something universal, something that would keep me anchored to the beauty of life, a powerful, positive instrument to give me courage and hope. As I looked back at my life, at the many lessons I received when I was a child to prepare me to navigate it, I realized that knitting had been my constant companion, a craft I shared with those I love and who love me, a tangible activity that has kept me connected to the universal, positive attributes of humanity.

			In the virtual world, images, texts, and voices reach us in real time through the screens of our smartphones, tablets, and computers. Yet these are little more than mere exchanges among machines and microchips. In the sterile, cold, cyber universe we inhabit, people touch, smell, kiss, and hug each other less and less; our connections are sense-deprived.

			We are physically detached. I am physically detached. I can Skype with my children across the world every day, but I do not hug them for months on end. And I miss them deeply.

			

			•   •   •

			In the early 1990s, a major political event reshaped my life. The Red Brigades, the Italian Marxist group, declared an end to their armed struggle and began talking to a few select people about their experience. I was one of those people. To conduct my investigation, I left my job as an economist with the City of London and spent years interviewing members of armed organizations. When I realized it is economics more than politics that influences their behavior, I focused my work on their financing. Then 9/11 happened, and my research, knowledge, and insight into the funding of armed groups became very valuable to those who wanted to understand and fight modern terrorism.

			As the war on terror took shape, coupled with the advent of “virtual life” and globalization, the world was forced into a major transformation. Fear and isolation became the demons of the new millennium. I wrote several books to bear witness to these extraordinary and painful changes of the last twenty years. Rereading some of them made me realize that society is not coping with the current transition we are undergoing. To rebalance our personal and public lives, we must heal the hurts we have suffered and shield ourselves from future damage. The challenge we face is so unconventional that psychology, politics, and economics, the traditional tools used to cure societies’ malaise, are useless. Because we are sailing in uncharted waters, we must find alternative skills with which to navigate our present journey; we need to experiment with unexpected forms of healing. In other words, we must think outside the box.

			Even in our private lives, physical isolation and virtual communication impair traditional social behavior. Because we do not know how to behave during this transformational time, society has become increasingly dysfunctional and people have become delusional. I realized this for myself when my husband brought me and our family to the brink of financial ruin at the end of the 2010s and I had to reinvent my life one more time.

			
				I feel like an old but strong yarn in the hands of a mediocre and insecure knitter who keeps making big mistakes and changing her mind about what to knit. I have been knitted, undone, and reknitted several times over. I have been washed, stretched, and dried before being restitched and re-purled so often I have lost count. Each time, the pattern of life I must follow becomes more challenging, more demanding, and yet I have managed to perform almost as well as a brand-new yarn. But this time is different, this is the last attempt, I have reached my limit, I must get the pattern right.

			

			

			•   •   •

			
			The world we inhabit, including my own personal and professional worlds, is voyeuristic, antisocial, and highly technological. It is lonely and full of existential cracks, fractured, and it takes less than a second to fall into one of its crevasses. Could this be the root cause of the existential malaise that plagues us all?

			I long for the warm coziness of intimacy and safety, the sole antidotes for the chronic cybersolitude we suffer from. It was knitting that gave me a way out of the abyss, helping me to climb back up. Teaching a close friend’s child how to knit one day brought back the memory of when my own grandmother first put a knitting needle in my hands. The wool, the pattern, the excitement of the long and skinny metal rod in my goddaughter’s little hands, my fingers over hers: Everything was the same. I was performing an ancient ritual of initiation, a ceremony immune to time and technology. I am not alone, I am the stitch between two beautiful purls, between my grandmother and my goddaughter, and together we are a knit stitch in the great pattern of social history.

			Alessandra Olanow, the illustrator of this book, shares my views. She accepted the invitation to participate in this project because knitting had created a special bond for her between her dying mother and the daughter in Alessandra’s own womb. For months, she had knit for her baby at her mother’s bedside, and the yarn became the link, the connection between the two women she most loves.

			I reknit my life from ground zero while researching and writing this book. But this is neither a book about me nor just a book of knitting patterns. Each chapter will have just one pattern, which symbolizes its message; all the other images refer to knitted items I cared about and have lost during my lifetime.

			This is the story of a remarkable craft, a much-needed social healer that reminds us that to exist, we need each other. Knitting is a good metaphor for our life; it can be related to everything we care about, from politics to economics to personal relationships. My aim is to address complex and often painful issues, both public and private, using knitting as a means to unravel and understand them. All we need to do to break free of our existential malaise is to keep purling and stitching, knitting our lives together.

			

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			Knitting the Patterns of Love, Politics, and Economics
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			A headband, a light blue headband, was the first thing I knitted. I must have been six or seven years old when I picked up my first needles, under the supervision of my grandmother. If I close my eyes, I can still see, in the golden patina of my most precious memories, the two of us. We are sitting so close; her elbow is underneath mine, her large body warming my left side. I am excited. Somehow, I understand that this is a rite of passage, a tiny little step on my journey to becoming an adult, a woman, and I am eager to perform it. I am also nervous. I am pressing the yarn between my fingers with all my strength, as if in fear it will escape. My grandmother looks at me, smiles, and removes the yarn from my hand. Then she gently tucks one needle under my right arm, wraps my left hand around the other one, puts the yarn back in my right hand, and begins guiding me. Relax, she whispers, do not pull the yarn too much or too little, let it be your friend, let it dance around the needles.

			And so my love story with knitting began.

			I learned the times tables, memorized poems, and recited the rosary while knitting with my grandmother. Purls and stitches became numbers, words of beautiful sentences, Holy Marys and Our Fathers, all intertwined inside the magic fabric of our love. They connected her life to mine so that she could transmit her wisdom, so that her teachings could carry on guiding me forever in between stitches. Later on, in my twenties, as a passionate member of the feminist movement, I shared that insight with the traumatized women who sought help from our organization. Holding my needles and yarn, knitting the clothes I wore, I welcomed them to our consciousness-raising meetings.

			

			•   •   •

			My grandmother was born in 1900. She was fourteen when World War I broke out, eighteen when she met my grandfather, thirty-nine when World War II started, fifty-five when I was born, and fifty-nine when her husband died. She had witnessed the devastation of war not once but twice, endured Fascism, joined the Italian resistance, and seen the birth of the Italian democracy. She was a living history book I never grew tired of reading.

			Her stories were amazing—scary, sad, and happy at the same time—but above all, they were real. She shared them with me while we knitted together. I was fascinated to hear about how the world had plunged into a global conflict and how her brothers and future husband had marched to the front to fight an evil enemy. There was such pride in her voice, a pride that blurred the horrors of the trenches, the cold, the mud, the hunger, the rats. She never tried to hide from me the terror of war, the inhumanity of the war front, but she put them in the context of the unpredictable patterns of life and politics. War was like a very, very difficult sequence of stitches. You could not skip one move; you had to tackle each one with courage and determination. I am thankful for her realism because it made me understand that peace is not a given and that if you want to protect it, you have to be an active member of society.

			So in between purling and stitching, I fell in love with politics.

			Naturally, in her stories my grandfather was the biggest hero. He fought in the Alps, in the Carso near the Austrian border, one of the toughest fronts of World War I. There, in the trenches, he met one of my grandmother’s brothers, and they became good friends, so close that they shared the garments she had knit for her brother to wear at the front: the vests, socks, caps, scarves, and even long johns and sweaters that they wore under their uniforms in the freezing winter in the Dolomites.

			In 1917, during an enemy attack, my grandmother’s brother was killed and my grandfather was seriously injured. When he finally recovered, the war was over. He decided to go to Rome to visit the family of his dead friend and to thank the mysterious woman who had kept him warm in the trenches. He brought her back the pair of thick, colorful striped socks he was wearing when a German grenade hit him, the only item remaining of those she had sent. He apologized to her for the bloodstains on them, which would not come out in the wash. She knew who he was from her brother’s letters, but what she did not know is that while she had fallen in love with him while knitting warm garments, he had fallen in love with her while wearing them.
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			Knitting is an act of love, my grandmother used to say, perhaps to downplay in my eyes the uniqueness of her love story. She did not like to feel exceptional, to stand out. She was a woman born at the beginning of the twentieth century; she had a specific place in society that demanded modesty, one she accepted without question. But with me, she could escape the female cage of her social status and open up her brilliant mind. On the wings of our needles, we flew high above the world to a special place that nobody knew. I imagined it as a cozy knitted igloo in the middle of the North Pole.

			There, in the emptiness of a sea of ice, we were free and warm and we could reinvent the world.

			
				
					KNITTING IS AN ACT OF LOVE, MY GRANDMOTHER USED TO SAY

				

			

			“Have I told you the true version of Sleeping Beauty?” she asked me one day as we were knitting a baby blanket for my cousin together. I looked at her with wide eyes, full of excitement, and shook my head. “If you remember,” she began, “when Aurora was born, seven fairies were chosen to be her godmothers, but the king and queen forgot one, the oldest, because they thought she was dead.

			“At Aurora’s christening, to everyone’s horror, the old fairy suddenly appeared. She was very, very angry. Instead of bringing a gift, she cursed the baby: at the age of sixteen, she foretold, Aurora would prick her finger on the spindle of a spinning wheel and die. Fortunately, the seventh fairy had still to offer her gift. She could not reverse the evil spell. However, she could mitigate it: Aurora would not die, but fall asleep for one hundred years until awakened by the kiss of a prince.”

			We both stopped knitting. I was so excited about what was coming next and my grandmother was so engaged in the rewriting of one of the most popular fairy tales that we had to rest our hands from directing the dance of the yarn around the needles.

			“So?” I said.

			“So,” she continued, resuming her knitting, “to try to save his daughter from the terrible curse, the king ordered the people to destroy every spindle and spinning wheel in the kingdom in a gigantic bonfire. This was a huge mistake. The kingdom where Aurora was born was well known everywhere for its fine wool, silk, and beautiful knitted garments. People came from everywhere to purchase them and to trade with the kingdom. This was such a good and profitable business that most of the population earned their living in the wool and silk industries. The prohibition on spinning destroyed both, with terrible consequences for the kingdom’s economy: Shepherds could not sell their wool and had to stop keeping their herds; silkworms were left unattended and died; knitters did not have access to yarns and stopped knitting. People grew cold and poor. As the years passed, a sense of bitterness plagued the kingdom; people began to resent the king for banning spinning. They lost trust in the community and took to stealing from each other what little they had left. The kingdom that at Aurora’s birth was happy, rich, and friendly was, at her sixteenth birthday, a resentful, miserable, and freezing-cold place.

			“Kept locked inside the castle to protect her from her destiny, Aurora did not know what was happening in the kingdom. She also had no idea she was the cause of such a transformation, as the king and the queen had prohibited everyone from telling her about the curse. The day of her sixteenth birthday, when she came upon an old lady in a little-used room in the castle, spinning wool and transforming it into yarn, she was immediately fascinated by such a metamorphosis and asked to try it herself.

			“As she accidentally pricked her finger and the first drop of her blood spilled, staining the yarn, Aurora fell asleep. Distraught, the king and the queen placed their daughter on her bed in her chamber, covered her with their most precious knitted blanket, put a pink hat on her head to keep her warm, kissed her goodbye, and left the kingdom with heavy hearts. By the time Aurora woke up, they would be dead, and what would happen to their daughter then? The fairy godmother who had mitigated the curse had an idea: the kingdom had become a cold, broken-down village populated by desperate, unfriendly people; the countryside was bare because farmers had stopped farming; the woods were thick because nobody had been cutting trees; and soon whatever good was left in people would disappear. She could not leave Aurora in such a place for a hundred years. And so the fairy godmother cast a new spell. She put everyone to sleep, froze the kingdom, and made the forest trees grow so high that they hid the castle, leaving Aurora and the people to their long sleep.

			“A hundred years passed without anyone approaching the kingdom, until a young prince, fascinated by the legends about a vanished kingdom that had produced the finest wool and silk garments in the world, decided to search for it. He traveled for years, all over the continent, until he met a very, very old man who guided him to the kingdom. That old man told him the legend of the sleeping princess.

			“When the prince finally reached the castle, he looked for the room where Aurora was sleeping. As soon as he saw her, he fell in love. Overcome, he kissed her and broke the curse. Aurora and the prince soon married, and together they revived the wool and silk business of the kingdom, making it once more the finest producer in the world. The pink hat, in particular, was such a big hit that they decided to use it as the logo of their products. People prospered and were happy again,” concluded my smiling grandmother.

			And this is how I fell in love with economics while knitting.

			

			•   •   •
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			￼Purl and stitch, stitch and purl, was also my laboratory for life. Each time I made a mistake, my grandmother told me to evaluate it: Can it be fixed without undoing some of the knitting, or does it require drastic action? Mistakes must be addressed and solved, she repeated, because they will grow bigger and bigger as the knitting progresses. They will not disappear; on the contrary, they will stand out against the perfection of the rest of the work, and to fix them, you will need to undo so much more.

			I wish I had followed her teaching when I saw the first signs of my husband’s erratic behavior, small omens of his personal problems. A hole had appeared in the pattern of my marriage. I could not close it by picking up the missing stitches; to fix it, I had to undo my knitting. I knew this, but I chose to ignore it and kept purling and stitching in the hope that it would vanish—until the hole became so visible, so upsetting, that it overshadowed the beauty of my work.

			A good knitter always has the courage to undo her work to fix a big mistake. A good knitter knows that everything can be mended as long as there is yarn and needles in her hands and courage in her heart to go back and start all over. A good knitter has wisdom.

			I am not a good knitter. I am an okay knitter striving to get better and failing to do so rather often. But I am not a quitter. Having finally unraveled my marriage, I know that if I keep purling and stitching, remembering the teaching of my grandmother and of all the women before her who passed on their wisdom through the knitting needles, the pattern of my life will eventually improve.

			I also know that I am not alone, not even in my personal difficulties. A magic yarn links all of us through time and space—all we need to do is pick it up and start knitting.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Why Do We Knit?
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			The genesis of knitting is as unclear as the birth of the universe and the origins of the human race. We have no proof of when and how we began knitting; all we know for sure is that once it happened, it eventually became an integral part of human life. Just like the history of humanity, the history of knitting starts from chapter two, so chapter one is open to interpretations. This uncertainty can be comforting, as it allows most of us to write, or rewrite, the beginning of the story.

			My grandmother, for example, believed in the “story of creation.” God was so busy organizing everything for six whole days that on the seventh day, he had to rest, she used to say. But she could not resist altering some details of Genesis: Eve, who my grandmother never questioned had emerged from a rib of Adam, was too curious to keep from touching the apple tree. Eve took the apple because she wanted to taste it, not because someone convinced her to do so. The story of the snake, she told me, is a trick to make women look weak. (Naturally, she revealed this secret after my First Communion, to avoid confusing me during the lengthy preparation for it.) In other words, Eve was strong enough to exercise her free will. Adam, on the other hand, had none. As I grew older, her interpretation of Eve’s disobedience offered me comfort and strength in a world still ruled by men; it made me believe in myself, follow my instincts, and conquer fear.

			When investigating the genesis of knitting, one needs even more imagination. There is no mention of the craft in ancient books and chronicles, and the verb “to knit” is absent from pre-modern languages. We have to wait until the fifteenth century to find it in the Oxford Unabridged English Dictionary and until the Renaissance for it to become part of European languages. Spinning and weaving emerge much earlier, for they are regarded as noble crafts and have been celebrated in ancient poetry and literature.

			Why is that?

			Several decades ago, while traveling by bus in the Peruvian Andes, a French archaeology student offered what I still consider the best explanation: knitting is the proletariat craft.

			His name was Philippe, and he was en route to Cuzco to meet a professor of archaeology with whom he had been in touch while researching his thesis on pre-Columbian crafts. I must confess that when he boarded the bus and sat next to me, the only Caucasian woman on board, I thought he looked like the typical French nerd: small glasses, brown suede shoes with laces, clean jeans, a white shirt, a dark green V-neck sweater, and a tight brown jacket. So I did not pay much attention when he introduced himself and began talking about the topic of his dissertation. It was only when he mentioned knitting that I joined him in what soon became a fascinating conversation.

			According to
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