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About this activity:
Inspired by Fair Isle strawback chairs, make your 
own basket using the same knotting and binding 
technique – now a critically endangered craft. 
By learning this craft we are helping to save it 
from extinction!

Fair Isle strawback chairs

KNOTTED 
BASKETS
by    Eve Eunson 

This activity will 
take around three 
hours and is split 
into two sessions. Try 
it in rope or paper! 

Watch the 
film with Eve 
before you begin.

WATCH  
THE FILM

An Introduction

Fair Isle is a small island off the north coast of Scotland. It lies 
halfway between Orkney and mainland Shetland. Though people 
live there, it has a small population and only one primary school.
There has been a strong tradition of chair making in Fair Isle for 
at least 150 years. It is now a critically endangered traditional 
craft, with only one person left making the chairs professionally!

Fair Isle chairs have backs made of 
straw and use a unique technique of 
straw work created through knotting 
rather than stitching rows of straw. 
This knotting technique is unusual in 
straw work of the Northern Isles.

The straw used for Fair Isle chairs 
was historically the by-product of the 
oat crop and was used for all manner 
of day-to-day items including 
thatched roofs, ropes and baskets! 

Question!
Do you know of any other traditional crafts from Scotland?
Did you know that chairs could be made out of straw? What 
other natural materials might be good to use to make a chair?

www.makemanifesto.com/make-learn
http://www.makemanifesto.com/make-learn
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Part 1 — Preparing your basket

1   Make 16 marks with a pencil, 
evenly spaced around the 
cardboard circle about half a 
centimetre from the edge. You 
don’t need to measure these – 
just mark each quarter point, 
then again half way between 
each of these points, and then 
again halfway between these. 
Pierce holes through the base 
at these points with the needle.  

2   Measure and cut 16 pieces of string. To do this cut one piece 
of string 1.2m long. Use this piece to measure and cut the rest 
– all 16 should be the same length. 
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What you’ll need

 •  Thick cardboard circle (15cm diameter) 
 • Rope – 2.5m (1 length x 2m, 1 length x 0.5m)
 •  String – 20m (strong string, NOT wool, made 

of a natural material, 3mm/4mm thick)
 • Ruler or measuring tape
 • Scissors or craft knife
 •  Darning needle with a large eye – big enough  

to thread your string through easily
 • Sticky tape (wide masking tape is ideal) 

 
If you can’t access all of these materials, then have a go at making 
the same basket out of newspaper and cardboard! (See page 7  
for instructions).

Session 1
Rope Baskets 
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3    Attach the strings to the base. 
To do this, thread the darning 
needle with a piece of string 
and push it through one of the 
holes. Pull the string through, 
so that you have an equal 
length on each side of the base, 
and tie a single over-hand knot 
(see photos opposite).  Now 
repeat this to tie a string into 
each of the other holes.

Part 2 — Knotting your basket

4    When you have tied all the strings to the base, make sure that 
one end of every string is in the middle of the base and the 
other is hanging off the edge.

 
5   Measure and cut to length the rope for the sides of the basket. 

This will be 4x the circumference of the base: 4x (C = 2πr2). For 
a 15cm base you will need to measure 2m of rope.

6    Now you can tie the rope sides to the base. Begin at the end 
of the rope, just after the cut. Taking a string in each hand, 
tie the rope around the base, to each of the 16 strings using 
a surgeon’s knot (see photos opposite). A surgeon’s knot is 
like the overhand knot used to attach the string to the base, 
but with an extra twist. Cross one string over the other, pass 
the string on the right under the string on the left – do this 
TWICE and then pull tight. Keep tying the strings over the 
first row until you have gone all the way around the base.

7    Once you have gone around the full circumference of your base 
and tied all 16 strings to the rope (one full row), continue to 
knot the strings from the first row over the top of the next one. 
Your basket will coil upwards in one continuous spiral. 
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8    Continue coiling and knotting the rope until you have done 
four full rows – make sure you finish at the same point where 
you started, to keep the top of the basket level – count the 
number of knots/rows to help you see where to finish. A few 
knots before the end, cut away any excess rope.

Part 3 — Binding your basket

9   Take another, shorter piece of rope – you will use this to 
finish the basket. Shape the rope into a circle with the same 
circumference as the basket. Use tape to join the ends of the 
circle. This is called the ‘top row’.

10    Attach the top row to the basket. To do this, set the rope circle 
over your last row of knots and use surgeon’s knots to tie it 
down (see image 9). Do this all the way around the basket. 

11    Now use the ends of the string to completely wrap (or ‘bind’) 
the top row of the basket. First, notice how each knot has one 
string that hangs on the outside of the basket and one string 
that hangs on the inside of the basket. Thread the needle with 
a string on the outside of the basket. From the outside of the 
basket, pass the needle between the top row and the last row, 
and pull it through (see image 10). Bring the string over the 
top and back to the outside to repeat the move. 

12    Do this four or five times, 
until you are about half way 
between two knots. To finish 
the end, push the needle 
underneath the top row and 
through the binding you have 
just made. It is better to do 
this diagonally, from outside 
to inside, so that you bring the 
needle out near the knot. Take 
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the needle off the string and 
trim the string as short  
as possible.

13    Now, thread the needle, using 
the string on the inside of the 
next knot. From the inside 
of the basket, pass the needle 
between the top row and last 
row and pull through to the 
front. Bring the string over 
the top and back to the inside. 
Repeat the move, working 
back towards the binding you 
have just made. Finish the 
thread on the outside.

 
14   To finish, push the needle 

underneath the binding you 
have just made and pull 
through under the knot. Cut 
off the string leaving about a 
1cm tail (this will be covered 
by the next section of binding).

15   Repeat the previous processes until all of the top row is 
covered. Run the end of the last string under the binding  
and cut as short as possible. 

You should now have a finished basket!

Question!
What do you think baskets were traditionally used for? What 
did they carry or store? What will you use your basket for? 

A finished basket
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 1   Mark out a 15cm diameter circle on cardboard and cut it out.  

2    Make 16 marks with your pencil, evenly spaced around the 
circle about half a centimetre from the edge. You don’t need 
to measure these – just mark each quarter point, then again 
half way between each of these points, and then again halfway 
between these. Pierce holes through the base at these points 
with the needle.   

 3    Next, measure and cut 16 pieces of string. To do this cut one 
piece of string 70cm long. Use this piece to measure and cut 
the rest – all 16 should be the same length.

Session 2
Knotted baskets with paper

What you’ll need

 • Newspaper or large sheets of similar paper
 • Thick cardboard 
 • String, 10 metres long
 •  Scrap fabric torn into 1cm ribbons at least 70cm long
 • Ruler or measuring tape
 • Scissors or craft knife
 •  Darning needle with a large eye – big enough to thread 

your string through easily
 • Sticky tape (wide masking tape is ideal)

Tip
For a more durable base, you could now cover it with a thin 
layer of papier mâché (a mixture of paper and glue) and leave 
it to dry overnight.
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4   Attach the strings to the base. To do this thread the needle 
with a piece of string and push it through the cardboard at 
one of the points you have marked. Pull the string through so 
that you have an equal length on each side of the base. Take 
the ends and tie a simple overhand knot. Repeat this with one 
piece of string for each point on the base.  

5    When you have tied all the strings to the base, make sure that 
one end of every string is in the middle of the base and the 
other is hanging off the edge.

 
6    Prepare the material you are 

using for the sides. You will need 
an old newspaper or similar 
scrap material. Take a sheet of 
newspaper and roll/twist it into a 
snake down its longest direction. 
Roll the paper diagonally to 
give pointy ends – this helps it 
blend with the next piece. You 
will need to keep twisting and 
adding pieces as you go. The 
paper snake will be fatter in the 
middle and thinner at each end.

7   Now you can tie the twisted paper sides to the base. Start about 
one quarter of the way along the newspaper, where it is still 
quite thick. 

8    Because you are using paper or other material that isn’t one 
continuous piece, you will need to keep adding to the row.  
When you are about three quarters of the way along the paper 
snake it will begin to get thinner. Twist another snake of paper 
like the first one. Lightly twist the two thinner ends together and 
knot in place. This can be a bit fiddly – you might want to ask a 
friend, parent or carer to hold the new piece in place while you 
tie the knot, or you can tie it in the middle and work backwards.
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9   When you have gone around the full circumference of your 
base and tied all 16 strings to the twisted paper (one full row), 
continue to knot the strings from that row over the top of the 
next one. Your basket will coil upwards in one continuous spiral. 

10    Stop when you have done four or five full rows – make sure 
you finish at the same point where you started. A few knots 
before the end, cut away any excess paper. Make sure that the 
end of the paper snake is thinner – you can do this by cutting 
it at an angle. 

11    Finish off the end of the string by tying a simple overhand 
knot over the top of the last row of knots. Do this for every 
string and cut off the loose ends. 

12   To make the final row, form a paper circle the same size as 
the circumference of the basket. You can use tape to join the 
ends of the circle. Roll up two sheets of paper in its longest 
direction – you don’t need to twist it.

13   To bind the top row you will 
need some sort of string or 
fabric – the wider the better. If 
you are using fabric, first cut it 
into long ribbons, about 1cm 
wide and 60cm long (or longer). 
You can cut up old t-shirts, jeans 
or bed clothes – anything that 
you want to recycle! 

14   Attach the top row to the basket. 
Thread the needle with the string 
or fabric and push it between the last and second-last rows, do 
this next to a knot or half way between two knots. Pull through 
a few inches of string and remove the needle. Place the circle for 
the top row onto the last knotted row and tie an over hand knot 
using the binding string to secure it. Leave a short tail of about 
4cm and a much longer side. 
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15   Thread the needle with the 
longer side and pass the needle 
between the top row and the last 
knotted row. Keep doing this to 
completely cover the top circle 
with string/material. Every time 
you get to the next knot/midway 
between knots, pass the needle 
between the last and second last 
knotted rows. This will join the 
top row to the basket.

16   You will need to join more 
string or fabric every so often. 
To do this, stitch the material 
into the top row from the front. 
Push the needle in from below 
and out through the top, leaving 
a ‘tail’ of about 4cm. Take a new 
piece of string or fabric and 
stitch it in from the top and out 
through the bottom, to the back. 
Pull it through and leave a tail 
about 4cm long. Carry on the 
binding row and cover over the 
tails as you go.  

     
17   When you have completely 

covered the top binding row, run 
the end of the string or fabric in 
below the binding to secure it. 
Try to run the end in as far as 
possible – about 4cm.

You should now have a finished basket!
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About the Maker
Eve Eunson

Eve Eunson was raised on a small croft in Fair Isle, 
Shetland, and studied Art and Architecture in 
Aberdeen. In 2018, with no previous woodworking 
experience and very little knowledge of heritage 
furniture, she began an ambitious research project 
to trace, survey and recreate the traditional chairs 
of her native isle. Two years and hundreds of survey 
drawings later, The Fair Isle Chairs Project was 
completed. Eve continues to use her new skills in 
wood and straw to produce heritage inspired crafts 
and to pass on these skills to others. 

Website
eveeunson.com

Social Media
instagram.com/eveeunson
Fair Isle and Shetland Chairs Facebook group

Old Child’s chair

https://www.eveeunson.com/
https://www.instagram.com/eveeunson/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/2197179347173458


Appendix
Alternative options

Materials 

There are lots of materials that you can use to make a 
basket. People traditionally used whatever they could 
find, and you can do that too. 

Base 
This would normally be made of wood with strings 
nailed into it. You could use anything stiff - like 
plastic, cardboard or plywood. You could also try 
a flexible material like cloth or leather. To make 
cardboard more durable you can use a thin layer 
of paper, dipped in a mixture of glue and water, to 
cover the base and edges. When this is dry it can be 
painted, or you could use coloured paper.

Sides
These would normally be made of straw. You could 
use other plant stalks like long grasses, dockens, 
or reeds that are dry but still flexible. You can also 
use fibres like rope, baler twine, fishing net, bits of 
unravelled rope or string, paper, plastic bags, torn up 
fabric…

String
This was usually cotton, sisal or jute. Man-made 
string doesn’t work very well as it is too springy and 
the knots loosen easily. There are lots of natural 
strings that work well and are easy to buy. Plain 
parcel string is readily available in local shops and 
post offices – you could try dyeing it different colours 
before you use it.

Top row
The top row of a chair is bound with string. This 
could be the same string that you use for the sides or 
could be something different. The wider the material, 
the quicker it is to bind – for your basket you could 
try strips of material, ribbon or thicker string (man-
made or natural). 

Size & Shape

Basket bases can be any size or shape you like. The 
height of a basket can also be any size - the important 
thing is to measure out enough string. There are a lot 
of factors involved in deciding the length of string but 
a good rule of thumb for each piece of string would 
be 6x height of the basket + 60cm (60cm is for bind-
ing the top row).

Additional resources

— Artist Lois Walpole recycles rope and other 
materials found on the beaches of Shetland in  
her basket making. See more 
on her website 
loiswalpole.com

http://loiswalpole.com/


Traditional Fair Isle straw back chairs

MAKE | Learn is a partnership between MAKE and 
Craft Scotland, designed to strengthen Scotland’s 
craft sector through a review of craft education within 
Scotland’s primary and secondary schools and beyond. 

Funded by Creative Scotland as part of their targeted 
funding to strengthen the craft sector in Scotland. 

Published under a Creative Commons Licence / 
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 
International (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0)

Sign up to the MAKE Manifesto and join the mailing list. 
makemanifesto.com

Produced by Soizig Carey for MAKE
Graphic Design by Neil McGuire + Fiona Hunter (ATN)
Cover Illustrations by Alice Dansey-Wright

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://www.makemanifesto.com


Find out more:
makemanifesto.com

http://www.makemanifesto.com

