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ART. VI I I .—Knitting-Sheaths or Knitting-Sticks. 
By R. S. FERGUSON, F.S.A.* I HAVE the honour to exhibit to the Society twenty-eight 
specimens of knitting-sheaths or knitting-sticks col-

lected mainly from the Wigton district in Cumberland. 
These implements are stuck into the girdle or apron-string, 
at the right hand side, for the purpose of supporting the end 
of one of the knitting-needles (either three or four in number) 
during knitting, while the clue, or ball of thread, is sup-
ported by the clue-holder,—a metal hook, of which I exhibit 
three specimens, one dated 1769. 

I do not claim for these objects any great antiquity. 
They are of the class of antiquities which Prof. Mitchell, 
in his admirable work, The Past in the Present, calls "Neo-
Archaic"; objects whose use has either just ceased, or only 
lingers in out-of-the-way places. But I claim for these 
objects that they are, in most cases, reproductions of very 
archaic types. 

The knitting-sheaths on the table divide themselves into 
four classes. The most modern in type are those produced 
by the turner's lathe, of which I have here several speci-
mens. Nothing more can be said of them than that they 
are very nicely turned. From inquiries I have made, this 
class does not date back earlier than about the beginning 
of this century. I have not thought it worth while to give 
an illustration of any of this class. 

A second class is heart-shaped. Now-a-days people are 
content to stick the needle into a quill stitched to a tri- 

' Reprinted, by permission, from the "Journal British Archæological Associa-
tion," vol. 37, where, by an error, it is stated the knitting-stick is used on the " left 
hand side." A lady writes :—" The sheath was always worn at the right hand 
side (not the left), the needle placed in the sheath being the free (empty) needle 
on which the row was to be knitted ; and it would have been quite impossible 
to place this needle on the left hand side, and there to use it." 
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angular bit of cloth, or to use a tin heart with a tube behind 
it; but I exhibit a beautiful specimen carved in wood (No. 
7 on the Plate), which is of an archaic type. 

The third and fourth classes are archaic in type, and 
have neither been bought in a tin-shop, nor turned in a 
lathe. They are the work of the peasants and farm servants. 
Though they follow, in the main, two distinct patterns, yet 
they have an individuality about them, and were, no doubt, 
made by the country lads for their sweethearts. That 
was the case with this one (No. 5 in the drawing), which 
was made by a farm-servant, and is inscribed ESTER 
GRAVES, 1722. 

One of these two classes (the third and fourth classes) 
resembles a knife or dagger (see Nos. r, 2, 3, and 4, in the 
drawing). They are curved to fit the waist. The other 
class (see Nos. 6, 8, g, io, and ii), are straight, and are of 
the type of the one engraved in the Archæologia, vol. xxxiv, 
p. 95.  The instance there engraved is from the Links of 
Skaill, in Orkney, and is supposed to be of the last cen-
tury. No. 9 in the drawing has been in the family of the 
late Mr. George Moore for over a century, and No. io is 
dated 1755. 

The ornamentation of classes 3 and 4 seems to have a 
decidedly northern look. To my mind they are silent evi-
dences of that colonisation of Cumberland and Westmor-
land unrecorded in history, but proved by my relative, Mr. 
R. Ferguson, M.P., in his Nortlamen in Cumberland and 
Westmorland. 

Since writing the above, a fifth class of knitting-sticks 
has been brought to my notice,—a class whose prototype 
has been the head of a fiddle. This class has a very Italian 
type about it, but comes clearly from the fiddle. 

I also exhibit two " broaches." Halliwell, in his Dic-
tionary of Archaic and Provincial Words, says, " in York-
shire they call a skewer, or any sharp pointed stick, a 
broche, as also the spindle-stick whereon the thread or 
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yarn is wound." The ball of yarn was stuck on one end 
of the broche, and the other end into the knitter's shoe, 
who, of course, is sedentary. 

I am indebted to Mr. F. Simpson, architect, for the 
beautiful drawing of eleven of the specimens exhibited by 
me. 

In the discussion which arose, the Rev. Mr. Mayhew 
said that the dagger-shaped type reminded him of knives 
and daggers depicted on Mithraic stones found in the 
vicinity of the Roman Wall. In all probability the type 
originated thus ; and thus their Eastern aspect was ac-
counted for. 
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