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introduction


What better way to celebrate the birth of a new baby than by knitting something special? Hand-crafted items, made with love, will not only show how much you care but will also keep the new arrival snug and warm. They may even be handed down to future generations—and every knitter knows that making little clothes and accessories is a real pleasure.


The knitting revival is in full swing and there has never been such a wide array of yarns available. I was taught to knit by my mother and grandmothers, but if you are from a different generation you may well have slipped through the knitting net, not knowing how to cast on or make a stitch, let alone how to follow a pattern. The good news is that you’ll find a wealth of basic knitting know-how spread over the next few pages, and the projects in this book have been designed with the novice knitter in mind, so they should be easy enough for anyone to attempt.


Why not try one of the easiest and quickest patterns first, then move on to something a bit more challenging once you have gained some confidence? You could start with the Chunky Hat (see page 68) or, if you prefer something with slightly finer yarn and smaller needles, the Square-neck Sweater (see page 76). Then you could try making a pair of Soft Shoes (see page 70), as these are small and so quick to do, and will give you some practice in reading pattern instructions.


Of course, simple patterns like these are not just for the new knitter: many more experienced knitters will welcome a new batch of quick and easy patterns to create a whole layette—the traditional term for a set of clothing for a new baby—in next to no time.


Personal preferences


If you are new to knitting, you will soon find that you prefer certain methods, types of yarn, and sizes of needles to others. More seasoned knitters will also have their preferences.


For example, many of the projects for newborn babies—such as the Lacy Bootees, Lacy Mittens, and Traditional Bonnet (see pages 62–67), and the Wrapover Vest and Ribbed Vest (see pages 28–33)—are made with very fine yarn and thin needles. However, don’t be put off by this because these projects are as quick, if not quicker, to make than chunkier items. Personally, I tend to favor finer yarns and needles as I find them easier to work with.


I also like working with color, and you will find a few projects that feature colored borders or motifs, such as the Daisy Skirt (see page 56) and the little Heartwarmer top (see page 24). If you find the idea of using color too daunting, you can omit these details and work the appropriate number of rows in a plain color instead, or perhaps take an easier option of working a few colored stripes.


About the projects


Even before the baby arrives you can pick up needles and yarn to create a soft blanket or some bootees and mittens to fit the tiniest feet and hands, or maybe a huggable bear—the perfect baby gift.


I make no apologies for the fact that many of the items in this book, especially the ones for newborn babies, are very traditional. After all, these little garments are tried and tested and have been keeping small bodies warm for generations. I knitted classic vests, both pull-on and wrapover versions, for my own three babies and they are an excellent way to insulate against the cold. A new baby will spend most of the time asleep and simple items will keep your baby cozy and comfortable: a traditional vest in pure, soft wool (see page 28), a warm blanket (see page 104), or a snug all-in-one with a drawstring at the bottom (see page 108).


For outings, a bonnet or hat is a must to keep a baby’s head warm, and perhaps a little cardigan or sweater as an extra layer. A pair of leggings complete with feet (see page 52) are perfect for all-over coziness.


Whatever your baby’s birth weight, he or she will grow very rapidly and will quickly outgrow clothing—which is a good excuse to keep knitting. As your baby starts to crawl and explore his or her surroundings, different clothing is required, so projects include dungarees and a footless version of the leggings, as well as various tops. Then, when your baby becomes a toddler, there are sturdier items, including sweaters, cardigans, and a skirt and smock for girls, pretty enough for a party.


Yarns and needles


The essential equipment is a pair of knitting needles—though many people, including myself, prefer to use circular needles not only for knitting in the round but for knitting back and forth in rows. They can be less tiring on the hands and wrists, particularly if there are a large number of stitches, as the weight of the knitted fabric is distributed more evenly. And as the two ends are joined together, it is impossible for one of the needles to go missing.


Straight knitting needles are available in wood, plastic, aluminum, and bamboo, and you will discover through practice which suits you—and your knitting project—best. The key to choosing a good pair of knitting needles is that they should be smooth with well-shaped points. If you have the opportunity, try before you buy. Knitting departments in large stores may not offer this option but a specialist knitting shop will not only have sample needles for you to test but, usually, someone with knitting knowledge ready to offer advice. I like aluminum needles best, but many people swear by bamboo.


None of the projects in this book requires you to use sets of double-pointed needles to knit in the round, though the dress and skirt are both knitted in the round in one piece—using circular needles—which is really easy to do. However, you will need two double-pointed needles to knit cords for fastening the Candy-striped Cardigan (see page 34) and making the drawstring for the bottom of the Sleeping Robe (see page 108).


Other equipment needed includes stitch holders, which are like large safety pins, and a blunt tapestry needle for sewing garment pieces together and weaving in yarn ends. You will also need glass-headed pins for marking out gauge (tension) swatches and a ruler or tape measure for measuring gauge. Scissors will be necessary for snipping off yarn ends. Extras include stitch markers, which are small, open-ended plastic rings; you can improvise with a knotted loop of yarn. A row counter will help you keep track of how many rows you’ve knitted and rubber point protectors can be slipped on to needle points to prevent your work from falling off the needles.


The yarns used have been carefully selected. You will see that, for newborn babies, fine, pure wool yarns—both three-ply and four-ply—have been used because these are not only gentle on the skin but they also have good insulating properties. Where double-knitting weight yarns have been used, most contain blends with a high content of soft, natural fibers such as cashmere, wool, and silk. I do not hesitate to recommend what may seem to to be luxury yarns as I would want the best for my baby and these tiny garments take such a relatively small amount of yarn that the cost shouldn’t be prohibitive. Natural yarns are these days often machine-washable on a gentle cycle, making them practical as well as pretty.


However, if you are knitting on a budget, go ahead and make substitutions for the recommended yarns. Just make sure you knit a gauge (tension) swatch before you begin—so that you can make the necessary adjustments to needle sizes—and allow for the fact that you may need more or less yarn than the amounts given.


Now that I have passed on all the advice I can think of, it’s time to select a project and start knitting. I loved knitting little clothes for my babies and it gives me a very warm feeling when I consider that a new generation of babies will be wearing garments made from the patterns I have created for this book.


Susie Johns
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chapter 1


knitting know-how
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Learning to knit


The magic of knitting is the realization of just how simple it is to create a soft, supple fabric from a ball of yarn and some knitting needles. In this section you will find explanations and illustrations of the techniques used to make the knitted garments and accessories in this book.


Master the basics—casting on, forming knit and purl stitches, and binding (casting) off—and you are ready to get going on the simpler projects. Add to these basic skills by learning to shape pieces of knitting (by increasing and decreasing) and to work with texture and color (not as difficult as it may seem), then learn how to stitch pieces together and you can make any of the projects in this book.


Holding needles and yarn


If you are a knitting novice, you will need to discover which is the most comfortable way for you to hold your needles. This applies when using either a pair of knitting needles or a circular needle.
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Like a knife


Pick up the needles, one in each hand, as if you were holding a knife and fork—that is to say, with your hands lightly over the top of each needle. As you knit, you will tuck the blunt end of the right-hand needle under your arm, let go with your hand and use your hand to manipulate the yarn, returning your hand to the needle to move the stitches along.
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Like a pen


Now try changing the right hand so you are holding the needle as you would hold a pen, with your thumb and forefinger lightly gripping the needle close to its pointed tip and the shaft resting in the crook of your thumb. As you knit, you will not need to let go of the needle but simply slide your right hand forward to manipulate the yarn.


Holding the yarn


As you knit, you will be working stitches off the left needle and on to the right needle, and the yarn you are working with needs to be tensioned and manipulated to produce an even fabric. To hold and tension the yarn you can use either your right or left hand. Try both methods to discover which works best for you.
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Yarn in right hand


With the ball of yarn on the right, catch the yarn around your little finger then lace it over the third finger, under the middle finger and over the first finger of your right hand.
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Yarn in left hand


With the ball of yarn on your left, catch the yarn around your little finger then take it over the third and middle fingers. Most left-handed knitters will also find that, even if they reverse the direction of knitting (working stitches off the right needle onto the left needle), using the left hand to manipulate the yarn will be easier to manage.


Making a slip knot


Before you knit your first stitch, you will need to make a loop in the yarn. Follow these two simple steps.
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With the ball of yarn to your right and the yarn end to the left, wrap a loop of yarn loosely around the first two fingers of your left hand, crossing over once. Holding a knitting needle in your right hand, insert the tip under the lower strand, as shown in the diagram, and pull it through to form a loop at the front.
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Slip the yarn off your fingers, leaving the loop on the needle. Gently pull the yarn end on the left to tighten the knot and the length of yarn on the right, leading to the ball of yarn, to tighten the loop on the needle.
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Casting on


This technique, sometimes called the thumb method, is usually considered to be the easiest and most versatile way of casting on.
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1. Leave a long end, about ¾in (2cm) per stitch to be cast on, before making a slip knot; the slip knot counts as the first stitch. Holding the needle and the yarn leading to the ball in your right hand, use the free end of yarn to make a loop around your left thumb. As you do this, tension the yarn between the third and fourth fingers of your left hand. Insert the needle tip into the loop.
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