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a knitter’s  world

I first encountered Granted Clothing in 
2008 at a holiday craft show. The company’s 
display booth was full of chunky knits that 
resembled the iconic style of traditional 
First Nations Canadian knitwear but with a 
modern twist. What drew my eye first were 
the colors. Against a traditional light-brown 
background, twin turquoise deer motifs 
pranced on either side of a bulky zipper; 
they grabbed my attention and wouldn’t let 
go. Around the yoke and above the hem of 
the cardigan, a curlicue design replaced the 
expected geometric stranded colorwork. 
Raglan sleeves provided a slimmer fit than 
the traditional drop sleeves. Granted sweat-
ers are intended to protect the wearer from 
the elements—but with a decidedly urban, 
fashion-conscious flair.

Credited to the Coast Salish people of the 
Cowichan Valley on Vancouver Island, tradi-
tional Cowichan sweaters are handknitted 
in mildly processed, undyed, loosely spun, 
bulky wool. The sweaters’ creams, grays, 
browns, and blacks are emblazoned with tra-
ditional motifs, often depicting animals. The 
sweaters are distinctly Canadian, bearing 

symbols significant to First Nations peoples 
and protecting the wearer against the cold, 
wet winter weather. Locals and tourists of 
all backgrounds appreciate these garments. 
(For more on the Cowichan sweater, see In-
terweave Knits, Winter 2008.)

Something old
The Granted story begins far from the 

Pacific Northwest, in Tokyo, Japan, where 
Noriko Hirano studied fashion design and 
worked in a clothing factory designing ki-
monos and blouses for mass-market sale. 
She learned how to knit from her mother 
and in school, and she made sweaters for 
her boyfriend, Toyojiro Hirano, who became 
her husband.

Toyojiro Hirano worked for a Tokyo 
bicycle-manufacturing company. In the 
mid-1970s he was transferred to Winnipeg, 
Manitoba, to manage a factory there. Dur-
ing lunch breaks and after hours, he watched 
some of the First Nations workers knit. By 
the time the factory closed, he had fallen 
in love with Canada. Choosing to stay, he 
moved to Vancouver and worked as a tour 
guide serving the rapidly increasing num-

Common Language
On the hottest day ever recorded 
in Vancouver, British Columbia, I 
sat with Ai and Minoru Hirano 
and their mother, Noriko, and 
talked about wool. As an oscillat-
ing fan delivered occasional 
reprieve from the stifling heat in 
their second-story office in 
Richmond, a southern suburb, I 
heard the story of cultures 
intersecting through generations 
and across borders—of a family 
knitwear company in transition.
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ber of Japanese tourists. Day after day, he 
watched tourists buy traditional, Cowichan-
style sweaters, enamoured with the bulky 
knits and iconic motifs. Even thirty years 
later, Minoru comments, “Japan is the only 
country where, every year, Cowichan-style 
sweaters appear in fashion magazines.”

Relying on his business background, 
Toyojiro saw an opportunity and decided 
to oversee the manufacture of sweaters for 
export, under the company name Thunder-
bird. He worked directly with First Nations 
knitters in the Vancouver area to produce 
heritage-style sweaters, but, because they 
weren’t produced in the Cowichan Valley, 
he was careful not to call them “Cowichan” 
sweaters.

As Japanese tourism continued to boom, 
the demand for sweaters began to exceed 
his knitting team’s ability to produce them. 
Today, thirty years later, most Thunderbird 
knitters are Chinese immigrants; they knit 
from their homes throughout the Vancouver 
metropolitan area, compensated per sweater 
or accessory at a fair wage. Depending on 
demand, the company employs between 
twenty and forty knitters.

Something new
Ai and Minoru grew up in the family 

business, watching their parents spin yarn 
in their living room on a motorized spin-
ning wheel. As soon as they were able, the 
kids would help skein the yarn. Eventually, 
Ai went to school in graphic design, and Mi-
noru spent several years living in Japan.

Over the last few years, as Toyojiro ap-
proached retirement, Ai and Minoru be-
came increasingly involved in the business. 
As world economies changed, they began 
to explore opportunities to target the lo-
cal market instead of relying so heavily on 
tourists and exports to Japan. They found 
that local purchasers weren’t as interested 
in traditional sweaters. In 2008, when they 
launched their new Granted Clothing brand, 
they focused on a younger, more fashion-
conscious consumer, highlighting the hand-
made nature of their knitwear but offering a 
modern take on traditional styles.

Minoru explains that he has great respect 
for the tradition of the sweater, but, for him, 
modernizing the family business is personal. 
“I want to show the younger generation that 
Canada does have traditional yet cool de-
signs. When young people wear store-bought 
colorwork sweaters, they don’t realize the 

Above: Twin turquoise deer flank the 
zipper of this cardigan, and applied 

curlicues adorn the yoke and section 
above the hem. Right top: In their 

2009 collection, Granted Clothing 
expands beyond the borders of 

Canada to explore motif styles from 
around the world. Right: Modern 

colors and motifs that deviate from 
traditional styles to include those 

more cute or elegant emblazon the 
back of Granted Clothing sweaters. 
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rich story behind them. We want people to 
appreciate a real Canadian brand.” 

At first, Minoru and Ai had to convince 
Noriko that their new design ideas would 
sell. “I showed her the graphic deer-head 
sweater,” Ai explained. “She thought its 
loop-de-loops were insane. She said it could 
only be a one-off because they took forever. 
But then we kept getting orders. Slowly, she 
began to understand that we might know 
what we were doing.”

In one of their first lines, called Cairo to 
Kokomo, cardigans and vests featured intar-
sia motifs associated with warm-weather ad-
ventures and casino holidays. Working with 
camels and flamingos but in bulky wool in a 
traditional sweater style makes the sweaters 
undeniably modern. Having had a successful 
first year, including media attention and en-
thusiasm from Canadian environmentalist 
David Suzuki and on Canadian Broadcasting 
Centre (CBC) radio, Granted is expanding its 
line to include its new take on classic cabled 
sweaters and imagery from a diverse array 
of cultures.

granted today
Noriko’s designs, templates used over the 

last thirty years, continue to be used for the 
Thunderbird line but have been updated for 
the Granted line. Granted silhouettes are 
slimmer, sleeves are less bulky, and hems 
are longer. Ai and Minoru each design motifs 
and colorwork, though neither knits. They 
work in a digital grid until they’re happy 
with a design. They discuss it with Noriko 
and revise the design until she is convinced. 
Then, either Noriko or lead technical knit-
ter Yuen knits up a full-size sample, while 

Ai grades motif charts so the motif remains 
proportional in different sweater sizes.

Thunderbird/Granted warehouses the 
yarn—mostly New Zealand merino, with 
some possum, and some Canadian wool. 
Knitters go to the warehouse to pick up yarn 
and drop off finished items. When a new de-
sign is ready for production, Yuen walks each 
knitter through it, pointing out any areas that 
may require special attention and specifying 
where the motifs should be placed, which 
differs by garment size. The knitter then 
works up a full-size sample that must pass 
inspection before he or she knits that sweater 
design. Most knitters work on only one type 
of garment or accessory, so they are familiar 
with, for example, the raglan-sleeve cardigan 
design template. New patterns are commu-
nicated simply by giving knitters a chart for 
the new motifs and colorwork areas, along 
with any special instructions about how the 
design or template works for different sizes. 
It takes the average knitter about a week to 
complete a sweater; zippers (made in Cana-
da), zipper pulls (made from 
salvaged wood on an island off 
the coast), and tags are applied 
at the warehouse.

Ai draws on her graphic-
 design background to create the 
motif charts and for inspiration 
in her designs. Interested in ex-
ploring Canadiana, she started 
out sketching motifs for all 
the animals she could think 
of that live in Canada. Some 
animal designs worked when 
knitted up and some didn’t. For 

designs to work well, the creatures had to be 
solid and substantial, and they had to have 
features that could be easily recognized in the 
knitted design. Recently, Ai has been inspired 
by Scandinavian designs.

Minoru is inspired by more urban sensi-
bilities and his extensive travels; he enjoys 
experimenting with color and theme. He 
has also been exploring elements from other 
regions and cultures, such as a new design 
based on Balinese masks.

Noriko’s job is to take new motif ideas and 
translate them into workable knits. One new 
design for the 2009 collection involves a re-
peating graphic motif that Noriko initially re-
belled against because it was difficult to keep 
the design symmetrical in every sweater size. 
But she found a way to adjust the pattern in 
the place where side seams would be, though 
the design was seamless. Her approach of-
fered a relatively straightforward fix so the 
knitters could adjust the pattern as needed.

Noriko also designs some of her own gar-
ments. The new cabled sweaters are based on 
her designs from the 1980s. Although the 
classic cable designs remain, the sweaters 
have been updated for a slimmer, more ele-
gant silhouette. The three principal operators 
of the company share a desire to express their 
distinct Canadian identity and their Japanese 
heritage in their products. Even in the heat, 
surrounded by wool, and with two languages 
and hand gestures involved, I felt witness to 
one small slice of our ever-growing, ever-
shrinking world.

For more infor mat ion, go to w w w 
.grantedclothing.com.  

Kim Werker is a writer, blogger, and crafter 
living in Vancouver, British Columbia, with 
her partner and their dog. You can find her at  

www.kimwerker.com. 

Sketches illustrate motif and colorwork 
placement; charts worked onto a 
computerized grid are given to 
handknitters in place of text patterns.

granted Clothing’s modern take on traditional-style 
motifs often involves a very nontraditional use of color.




