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Dedication


To my mother, who taught me to knit
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Introduction




Knitted Rugs:
The Backstory
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I have been a knitter all my conscious life. I can’t remember not knowing how to knit. I recall a bulky sweater jacket I knit as a freshman in high school, and knee socks with clock designs knit sometime before graduation. There was an afghan in there, also — at least one or two. My mother knits (my father never wore store-bought winter socks), her mother knit, and her mother before that.


I discovered Kaffe Fassett in 1986 during grad school in western Massachusetts. A friend bought me his first popular book, Glorious Color, and I knitted her a sweater in return. Next there was a Fassett vest and an argyle sweater. I discovered the grab bags at WEBS yarn store in Northampton, Massachusetts, and I knit on the cheap. I knitted sweaters for everyone in my family, and none of them fit: something for Eric in green Lopi, which knit very quickly; something with cables for Paul. Eventually, I learned not to knit sweaters for men I wasn’t married to.


Then I moved to North Carolina, where it’s warm most of the time, and the sweater season is less than four months long. Still, I continued to knit. Tried cotton and didn’t like the way it hung. Tried Fair Isle in the wrong colors for me. I knit a completely complicated Aran in the round, followed by Fassett’s Tumbling Blocks sweater, and entered it in the state fair. The judge said the buttons were gaudy, and I never entered the state fair again. It wasn’t just the buttons: the gauge was all wrong, and the sweater never fit. It took two more Fassett intarsia sweaters to teach me, the hard way, that a swatch knit without intarsia doesn’t give the gauge you get when you knit the whole garment in an intarsia pattern.


I continued to knit, but because I lived in a warm state, I turned to projects other than garments. I made a knitted lace tablecloth for my brother and his wife as a wedding present (6 miles of thread) and finished it before the birth of their first child. When I went on a 28-day tour of Antarctica for the Y2K turn-of-the-millennium, I knitted socks on the way and bought lots of New Zealand wool. When I came back, however, I was so overwhelmed by Antarctica that I couldn’t bear to knit, and hung up my circulars for what turned out to be four years. Became a chainsaw carver and even edited a book titled Carve Smart: 100 Chainsaw Carvers from around the World Answer Questions about Chainsaw Carving. I sold my chainsaw art, but I also discovered how heavy chainsaw art is, how hard it is to sell, and how ephemeral wood art is in a state that has termites.


Then one day, four years after hanging up the needles, I thought about knitting again. There was a reason I hadn’t recycled my yarn stash, despite all the Feng Shui advice to the contrary. My best friend gave me The Knitting Sutra for Christmas. I read the book straight through over breakfast, cast on before lunch, and had the ribbing for the back of a sweater done by dinnertime.
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Why Knitted Rugs?


My extended family goes to the Outer Banks every summer. While we were in Manteo, North Carolina, on a gray and blustery beach afternoon, we stopped at the Endless Possibilities gallery mentioned in Niche magazine. Their promo said “Endless Possibilities is an innovative recycling project that utilizes castoff clothing items from Hotline’s fundraising thrift shops to weave new fabric that is transformed into rugs, totes, and other useful and attractive items.”


Having been a volunteer on a thrift-shop sorting crew in the past, I could identify the component clothing in the weavings in Endless Possibilities’ gallery. The weavers cut strips of clothing and used them as weft, selecting colors to coordinate. At the time, I had no interest in weaving but could see that the raw material could be knit or crocheted.


I needed a new bathroom rug, had access to T-shirts, and found a pattern for knitting a bathroom rug out of T-shirts in Leigh Radford’s Alterknits. That was the beginning. I knit one rug, then another. My art form was born. It met all criteria: climate independent, cheap, fast, colorful, challenging. I already had all the art-­business information needed from my stint as a chainsaw carver and knew that I could figure out how to sell rugs. And there was no end to the raw material.




The 100-Rug Challenge


Somewhere very early in the process, I decided to make 100 rugs, based on a suggestion found in David Bayles and Ted Orland’s Art & Fear: Observations on the Peril (and Rewards) of Artmaking, the best book about creativity that I have ever read. The book contends that the best artists make the most art. Committing to a series of 100 rugs eliminated any fear of failure. I wasn’t trying to make one good rug or the ultimate rug or a perfect rug; I was going to make 100 rugs and see what happened. Every time I made a rug, the rug itself would provide ideas for what could happen in the next rug. This concept is actually true for all creative endeavors. The most perfect idea becomes more interesting as it is committed to form. Test, and more options appear. The possibilities multiply.


The first rug was straight stripes knitted in four panels. For the second, I knitted six blocks, doing a pickup as I turned the corner and started back with the second color. (It took me at least twelve rugs to understand the garter-stitch color-change problem; see Changing Colors and Counting Garter-Stitch Rows.) The color selection became more interesting as I grew my stash. (We’ll talk about stash in chapter 1.) I discovered methods of knitting that I liked and methods that I didn’t. I’m old enough and cantankerous enough, and have read enough Elizabeth Zimmermann, to be ruthless about tossing stuff off the boat if I don’t like doing it. This is supposed to be fun. If it’s not feeling good, why do it? Some of my constraints are age-related and physical. My hands hurt. If I were going to do 100 rugs, I couldn’t afford to do anything that made my hands hurt more than they already did.




Constraints That Offer Possibility


The biggest constraint I faced when deciding to knit rugs was ergonomic. I solved it by making the decision to work in garter stitch rather than in stockinette, which requires alternating rows of knit and purl. Purling at 2 stitches to the inch hurts the extensor muscles (the ones that straighten your fingers) in my dominant hand. I can’t afford to lose hand dexterity, so garter stitch is a better option, because I can knit every row. Garter stitch offers more advantages than just ergonomics, however, including the fact that its structure results in a springy fabric that stretches fairly evenly in both directions. (For more about the characteristics of ­garter stitch, see Why Garter Stitch?.)


Another ergonomic consideration made me decide to limit the number of stitches on the needle to 12. I can go to 22 stitches in a pinch, but it starts to hurt. So the designs are planned as small units. Knitting is generally a stripy sort of art form. However, when the knitted units are a fixed width, you can move them around in the design to create color areas that are larger than the width of the stripes. You can also turn units so that the stripes move in different directions.


The design possibilities are endless, and those possibilities have led me to push the envelope when exploring what can be done with stripes, as well as quilt patterns like tessellations and log cabin, then move on to spirals and triple spirals, and finally to freeform designs. In the pages that follow, I offer patterns for each of these techniques, as well as explanations of the thinking that’s behind many of these designs.




But the Music Is Better in My Head!


All design starts with constraints. The universe of what is theoretically possible is infinite; the subset of what you can actually create with fiber is limited. Constraints are what bring the two sets together. The perfect work of art exists only in my imagination. The second I start making decisions about an actual, versus a theoretical, work of art, limitations and constraints enter the picture, along with compromises and dead ends (meaning, knitting that needs to be unpicked).


After many years of making and selling art and hanging out with people who make and sell art, I now know that real artists understand the limits and process. Not that we have a vision particularly, or that we see the world any differently. To me, an artist is a person who:




	Lives with constraints and moves forward anyway


	Can manage, at least for the time it takes to make something, the chatter of voices in his head


	Provides the time, opportunity, and physical structure to let ideas develop


	Gives herself permission to have inventory (to knitters, this is stash), so that ideas that need to be tested can be acted upon, in real time, not held in abeyance for a trip to the store







Isn’t Everyone Creative?


It’s very painful to hear people say, “I’m not creative.” Of course you’re creative! But muses are delicate; if you tell them you don’t want their company, they’ll believe you. Working artists know that the muses are always around us, but they tend to speak more when we’re already working, passing us an unexpected color, a sideways look at something, a whisper of, “Why not turn it upside down?” Muses simply don’t give good ideas to people who announce that they’re not willing to play. However, I’m able to give life to perhaps only one out of 50 ideas that cross my mind. Sometimes people suggest I try to focus and not do quite so many different kinds of art. This is an unfathomable concept. It would be easier to become short and blonde than to “focus on one thing.”


Ideas are cheap, easy, and abundant. The world can be divided into two groups of people: those who think ideas are valuable in and of themselves, and those who know the real value is in the development or execution, not the idea itself. I’m in the latter camp. Am I someone who knits rugs, or someone who merely collects old clothes and talks about the rugs I could knit? Someone who makes art, or someone who talks about all the art she could make if she didn’t have to work, shop, do the rest of her life?


I also believe that ideas have lives of their own. At last count, I had 52 notebooks filled with ideas that I had written down or somehow illustrated and documented. I have no good understanding of how to determine which ideas are going to take form; it simply happens. In general, I let ideas ripen in the notebooks rather than talk about them. At some point, a few ideas become a finished product.


I don’t know that I have ever had a completely original idea in my artistic life. I am an adapter. I look at something and get an idea of how I can do that myself — ­differently, my way, whatever — and I follow up, and it’s a different work of art. The idea for knitting rag rugs was triggered by discovering some women who were weaving rugs from clothing rejected by the local thrift shop. Should I not be knitting rugs because I did not come up with the pure idea in a vacuum? Should no one else work with recycled clothing as raw material because they got there first? But we didn’t get there first; women have been recycling textiles since the day after we invented textiles. I can only wonder what it would be like to have “pure” ideas. Don’t worry about it. If this book gives you an idea, go for it. Your rug will be your own creation, no matter where the idea came from.





Chapter 1




Materials


The Heart of a Fabric Rug
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To get started knitting fabric rugs, you don’t need a lot, and you probably have most of it already. Furthermore, it won’t cost very much at all to buy anything else you need. Here are the basics: a space to work in, raw material (old clothing), a way to cut clothing into fiber strips, processed fiber (so you can start knitting when inspiration strikes), a way to store your fiber/stash so you can find it easily, and needles that feel good in your hands.




A Space to Work In


Let’s start by talking about studios: art-­making spaces. You can’t make art unless you have the materials at hand to make it from. And you need a place to store those materials. You don’t get an idea, go to the store to buy parts, and come home and make your project — at least not when you’re 30 miles from the store and working in recycled material anyway. I have a business license to make and sell rugs in my home and am fortunate to be able to give over one small bedroom in my 1,400-square-foot house to textile stash. Having this studio matters a lot to me. I know that not everyone can afford to dedicate this much space to a craft, however, and fabric inventory can become a real challenge.


The solution to this challenge is to find some way to organize your growing stash. When I first started knitting rugs, I brought used clothing home, washed it, and stuffed it into pillowcases ready for processing. This worked well enough for a while, until I suddenly realized my house could be featured in a show about hoarding. It was not pretty. So I emptied all the pillowcases out, sorted the clothing into two huge piles (mostly tops and bottoms), and started processing each garment by cutting away the seams, button bands, and so on, until I had rough-shaped pieces that could be folded and stored more efficiently (what I call “flat fold”). I reduced the volume significantly by throwing away the parts that aren’t useful for knitting.






Organization Has Influence




In her book KnitKnit, Sabrina Gschwandtner quotes Debbie New as saying, “The way you choose to arrange your yarns exerts some influence on what you choose to make with them.” I completely agree! I need stash on hand and variety, and I need to be able to choose among a number of options and have the best one on hand. Raw material for these rugs is usually not found in a store, and living where I do, one plans trips to town carefully. Stash itself makes design decisions.







The Raw Materials


Most of my rugs are made from used clothes cut into long strips of woven or knitted fiber. I also sometimes use household linens (sheets and napkins), and sometimes purchased yard goods. You can find usable fabric in a lot of places.




Where to Find Fabric


Yard sales. Visit yard sales, especially multifamily events. Show up toward the end of the morning and make an offer on “everything left over.” Arrive with a great big truck to take everything. Note that you may be competing with local thrift shops, who may have made prior arrangements with the vendors. Craigslist or an equivalent is a similar source.


Thrift shops. Thrift shops in my part of the world have “bag days” or “dollar tables,” when you can buy a bag full of clothing for $1 or less. Learn when these are scheduled, and plan to arrive either early or late; some thrift shops allow you to take everything left at the end of the day for even less money. (Incidentally, much of the clothing rejected by thrift shops is sold by the truckload to aggregators who ship it to developing countries, where it is processed and woven into rag rugs, which are then sold back to us at discount stores.) Look for “rag bags,” and buy one to see what kinds of clothing get put into a rag bag. Some shops sort their rag bags by white or colored T-shirts. Pick the colored ones. These garments are likely to be stained and torn, but you may be able to cut around the ruined parts and still get a reasonable amount of fiber for the money.


Your friends. Tell your friends that you need old clothing, and that you don’t care what shape it’s in. I often come home to find bags of clothing on my doorstep.


Trash/garbage/dump. Where I live, we take our trash to a transfer station, and the county picks it up from there and takes it to the dump. Each transfer station has a swap shed, where people leave unwanted stuff that still has useful life. Much of this stuff is clothing. The swap sheds have provided me with more incoming fiber than I can knit.


Home sewers’ leftovers. A source I didn’t consider until well into this project was my own stash of leftover fabrics from years of making clothes. All of those bits that were too big to throw away but too small to use for anything significant can be sliced into usable strips for knitting. Consider putting a small notice up in any fabric store in your area.


Unfortunately, much of the fabric used for quilt making and most upholstery fabric is printed on one side only. If the backside has strong color (solids), you can use it. If the backside looks like the backside (that is, not as bright or colorful as the front), it’s best to leave those pieces for a quilter. It has taken me several years to refine my input stream so that I no longer bring home very many garments or fabrics that don’t work well. I used to actually iron yards of rayon strips so that the colorful side faced out, and the less-bright side was on the inside. I don’t do that anymore. Nothing comes into the stash unless it has good color on both sides of the fabric. It doesn’t have to be the same color on both sides, but it has to be useful.






Synthetics to Avoid




Although I do use polyesters and microfibers, there are some synthetics I won’t touch.




	
Spandex, Lycra, Mylar, and fabrics with glitter. I don’t use anything that rots, and this includes spandex, Lycra, and Mylar. You know what happens to elastic that goes bad? The same thing happens with spandex, Lycra, and other high-percentage synthetic fabrics. By the time they’re in the recycle stream, they may be just about to collapse. I’ve seen a few places in my rugs “go poppy,” and I could have predicted this from the fiber content in the first place.


	
Lingerie. Some nightwear nylons are similar to the stretchy fabrics. They tend to have great sheen, glimmer, and interesting colors, but they disintegrate over time. Stay away.


	
Acetate. I never use acetate, which is often used to line skirts and pants. Although it comes in good colors, acetate unfortunately dissolves completely in acetone (nail polish remover). My rugs might be used in a bathroom, where someone might spill nail polish remover, and I don’t like the idea of a great big hole opening up in a rug. If you’re not sure whether a lining fabric is acetate or polyester, put a drop of nail polish remover onto the fabric. If it’s acetate, you’ll be able to poke your finger through the wet place.










What to Collect


I apply several criteria to the garments that come into my house:




	Fiber source


	Garment construction and size


	Color







Fiber Sources


Natural fibers. I prefer natural fibers and blends, including cotton, wool, silk, and blends of all of these. I’m not a fiber purist. Many polo shirts and T-shirts are cotton-poly blends, and they work just fine. Although T-shirts are usually great, those with large plastic appliqués may not knit as smoothly as all-cotton shirts in solid colors. If you have an all-natural approach to life and art, feel free to restrict yourself to these kinds of fiber. You will be able to honor your values and still make knitted rugs.


Synthetics (polyester, micro­fibers, and so on). Inexpensive bridesmaids’ and prom dresses are often made of polyester fabric. These garments have oodles of fabric, especially if the skirt is full, and they come in great colors. Knit polyester fabrics don’t hold up as well as wovens, however. Also, the chiffonlike overlays used on some dresses have not turned out to be useful. Chiffon unravels, but cutting on the bias helps. The unraveled bits get all nasty and matted up when the rug gets washed a few years down the road, which is a pity, because I’d like to make use of their colors.




Burn Tests


If you’re not sure what something is made of, you can do a burn test on it. There are many kinds of burn tests, but here are the basics. Do this test over a sink, and take care that there is nothing in the area, such as a curtain or towel, that might catch fire accidentally.


Cut a small piece of fabric, long enough to hold safely without burning your fingers. Use a match to light the swatch on fire, then quickly blow it out.




	Cotton flares, burns cleanly, and smells like paper.


	Rayon flares, burns cleanly, and smells like paper.


	Silk and wool smell like hair.


	Polyester and other synthetics melt as fast as they burn, leave a little bead of plastic on the edge, and smell like chemistry.







Garment Construction


The garment that provides the perfect raw material for rug knitting is a seamless, extra-large T-shirt. You can cut a 50-yard strip of rug fiber from one shirt. Unfortunately, seamless extra-large T-shirts are only a small percentage of the recycle stream. You don’t have to limit yourself to them, but knowing they are the acme of the search helps you understand what you’re looking for. Here are some features to consider.


Big pieces. In general, the larger the garment, the longer the strip you’ll be able to cut from it. Look for men’s shirts, adult-size pants and trousers, full skirts (especially peasant skirts, once you cut out the gathered seams), and full-skirted dresses. Polo shirts are good, but be sure to cut out the extra button on the inside seam before slicing the garment into strips.


Few seams. Don’t cut across seams when you cut a garment into strips, as the seams are likely to pull apart after the rug is completed. I learned this the hard way! Women’s shirts are often made with lots of finicky bits, and by the time you cut out all the seams, there’s nothing left. Fancy women’s blouses, as well as dresses, are sometimes more trouble than they are worth. Jackets and suit coats have remarkably little useful material. Given that a decent used jacket, sports coat, or suit coat may help someone get a job, I don’t pick these up unless they are ruined by stains or moth holes. Then, the backs can be used and sometimes the lining. Baby clothes are too small to bother with. They are also highly valued by families with low incomes, so don’t hog the flow. Donate them back to a thrift shop.


Other considerations. I don’t use terry cloth or sweater knits. The fibers slub off, make a mess, and leave the remaining fabric thinner than you planned on.




The Search for Useful Colors


In chapter 2, you’ll find information about color theory and designing with color, but this section contains advice that I hope will help you think in terms of color as you begin to collect fabrics and organize your stash.
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Moses Harris illustrated the first chart of Newton’s color wheel.







Red. I can always work with anything on the red side of the color wheel: warm reds, cool reds, anything from maroon up to red-orange. Lighter than that goes to pink, which itself shades into peach. Peach is a very easy-to-live-with color. Usually it’s easy to find reds in many garments, especially women’s clothing and T-shirts. I’ve found that all reds run when wet, no matter what you do to them, so don’t use a red rug against a surface that can stain.
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Orange. Orange starts up at peachy and goes all the way down into the warmer browns. Frequently, you’ll find orange as a fluorescent, which is tricky to use in home décor. Plenty of T-shirts and polo shirts show up in orange, often with stains that have to be cut out.
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Yellow. Clear yellow is a hard color to work with, because it draws a lot of attention to itself. It also gets dirty and stains easily. If you want to use a lot of yellow in a rug, it might be better to consider it wall art. Mustards are magic and play well with everything else, but they are hard to find in the recycled stream, though sometimes you’ll find mustard-colored bed sheets.
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