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INTRODUCTION

Knitting is an old skill that has found a new following. Where once people would have knitted out of the necessity to clothe their families, a new generation of knitters have now picked up their needles to knit for pleasure and for the joy of creating something personal and handmade.

No longer created mainly for function, many modern knits have a new excitement, almost a frivolity, with fresh shapes and innovative materials making the act of knitting a pleasurable past time as well as a link back to a past heritage where such skills were an essential part of life.

From chunky, sculptural knitwear to the cobweb-weight lace knit in the most delicate and intricate patterns and yarn, there has never been so much variety in knitting as there is today. The range of innovative yarns now on the market can transform even the simplest garter stitch scarf into a work of art.

Knitters have thrown out the image of knitting as being the preserve of little, grey-haired old ladies, slowly churning out a production line of baby bootees for their brood of grandchildren. Nowadays you may find teenage granddaughters knitting alongside their grandmothers, and proud fathers knitting for their families.

The Knitting Pocket Bible is intended as a trusty companion for knitters of all generations. As well as a handy knitting guide it is packed full of fun facts and trivia, advice and ideas. We’ve even included some knitting patterns to keep your needles entertained.
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ESSENTIAL EQUIPMENT

As with most hobbies, the further enthralled an enthusiast becomes with their topic, the more equipment and gadgetry they seem to acquire. Knitting is not particularly different in this regard, but it requires little equipment – just some yarn and needles – to begin with. Having said that, the acquisition of new tools and gadgets to make knitting easier and more pleasurable is part and parcel of the transition from ‘someone who can knit’ into ‘a knitter’. This chapter will guide you through all of the essential equipment you need to get started, as well as describing a few of the more exotic pieces of kit.

KNITTING NEEDLES

Knitting needles come in a great variety of forms and materials – the traditional long, pointy stick with a bead-like finial on the end being the most instantly recognisable type. Other types of knitting needles include:

• Circular needles. These are two short needle points connected by a flexible cable, and are used for knitting ‘in the round’: a technique which allows the knitter to create seamless cylindrical tubes of knitted fabric for items such as hats or sleeves.

• Double pointed needles. Also called ‘DPNs’, these are short needles with a point on each end, sold in sets of four or five. They are used for knitting small-diameter objects in the round, and are particularly useful for socks and small soft toys.

KNITTING NEEDLE MATERIALS

There is even greater variety in the materials that knitting needles might be manufactured from. Many knitting needles manufactured in the 1970s and 1980s were of two types – grey powdered-steel needles, and needles made from brightly coloured plastic. Both of these types are still manufactured and available to buy, but have fallen from popularity with the recent resurgence of knitting as a hobby, as a new generation of knitters seek to improve both the comfort and functionality of the tools they choose.

Materials used for modern knitting needles include the following:

Powder-coated steel

Inexpensive, relatively heavy needles with a high amount of ‘grip’. Some knitters find that the amount of drag caused by the needles slows down their knitting, as stitches waiting to be knitted do not work their way down the needle so readily. Conversely, some knitters may find this beneficial when working with very slippery fibres such as silk.

Nickel-plated

Smooth, shiny metal needles, which allow the stitches to glide over them for the ultimate experience in speed knitting. Some knitters find the ‘slipperiness’ of these needles to be too much, with stitches accidentally slipping off the needles when using yarns such as silk or bamboo.

Acrylic

Smooth, slightly flexible needles with a medium amount of grip. Acrylic needles are often very light in comparison to metal needles, making them easy to take on the move.

Bamboo

Lightweight and slightly flexible, with a relatively high amount of grip. The bamboo absorbs oil from the knitter’s hands over time and many people find that the needles ‘improve’ with continued use.


Pocket Tip

Some knitters with arthritic conditions report that the warmth of the bamboo makes knitting less painful, allowing them to knit for greater lengths of time.



Wood

Wooden needles are manufactured from many different varieties of wood and are often very beautiful. Most types of wooden needles have a medium amount of grip and similar warmth properties to bamboo needles, but with less flexibility.

Glass

The beauty of glass needles is under no debate, but the practicality of knitting with two glass sticks definitely is. Wonderful to look at as a display piece, glass needles are cold in the hands, heavy, inflexible, noisy, and often ‘catch’ as the two needles meet.

Casein

Made from milk protein, casein needles are smooth, flexible and will absorb warmth from the hands with use. As with bamboo needles, these properties may be beneficial to knitters with arthritic or rheumatic conditions.

NEEDLE SIZES

Knitting needles come in a wide variety of sizes, from the almost wire-thin to giant needles with the circumference of a broomstick. The size of the knitting needles used to create a piece of fabric is one of the most important determining factors in the nature and properties of the finished item. As a general rule, the thicker the yarn, the larger the needles, but designers will often go against this convention to lend new properties to their designs. Super-fine lace weight yarns knitted on large needles will create very airy fabric with a fantastic amount of drape. Bulky yarn knitted on small needles will, conversely, create a very dense, stiff fabric.


Pocket Fact

In 2006, a knitter from Cornwall broke the world record for knitting with the world’s largest needles, creating a 10-stitch-wide tension square using needles 6.5cm in diameter and 3.5m long.



FINDING THE RIGHT SIZE NEEDLES

Knitting patterns will almost always specify a needle size intended to work with the pattern, given in one of three formats:

• Metric measurements (given as the diameter of the needle in millimetres)

• US needle sizes

• UK needle sizes

Unfortunately, needle sizing varies greatly on either side of the Atlantic. The UK system uses higher numbers to denote finer needles, while the American knitting needle manufacturers use a system that assigns incrementally larger numbers to larger-sized needles, meaning UK knitters have ended up with a system that is almost the exact reverse of the American way of doing things.

Adding to this already confusing dual-system is a lack of distinct industry standardisation on what measurement a particular size needle should actually be. Some American needle manufacturers produce their size 2 needles at a measurement of 2.75mm, whereas others make them to measure 3mm.


Pocket Tip

One way to avoid some of the transatlantic confusion over needle sizing is to use the metric system of measurements. Whereas manufacturers have some flexibility in what they class as a ‘size 7’, metric measurements are a scientifically defined standard and 5mm is and will always be the same measurement, no matter where you are in the world.



A useful tool to help ensure you select the right sized needle for your project, in cases where the numbering system on your knitting needles does not match that of the pattern you are referring to, is a needle gauge (see here), along with a handy needle size conversation chart.

NEEDLE SIZE CONVERSION CHART




	Metric (mm)

	US needle size

	UK needle size




	1.75

	00

	15




	2

	0

	14




	2.25

	1

	13




	2.5

	1½

	—




	2.75

	2

	12




	3

	2½

	11




	3.25

	3

	10




	3.5

	4

	—




	3.75

	5

	9




	4

	6

	8




	4.25

	6

	—




	4.5

	7

	7




	5

	8

	6




	5.5

	9

	5




	6

	10

	4




	6.5

	10½

	3




	7

	—

	2




	7.5

	—

	1




	8

	11

	0




	9

	13

	00




	10

	15

	000







A good selection of needles

One of the questions most often posed by relatively new knitters is what size and type of needles to invest in. Many knitters start by learning to knit using traditional straight needles, as these are most familiar to them. The first pair of knitting needles should suit the weight of the yarn. The ball band will give a good indication of the needle size most often required to give a good smooth fabric which is neither too loose nor too dense (see here for a sample ball band).

Beginners should start with a cheap and durable, fairly thin yarn such as DK weight acrylic or wool/acrylic blend, with 4mm or 5mm needles, so you can practise with something easy to unpick and re-knit while you’re still learning, and not damage a more expensive yarn. By using mid-size needles you will also be able to see the stitches more easily as your knitting will be quite compact and neat.

After this, a compulsion to buy new needles for every project will start to make itself apparent. When you calculate how many different types of needles there are available (at least 21 sizes in each form of needle – straights, DPNs and then circulars, which come with a wide range of different cord lengths) the range of possible tools can seem expensive and daunting.

One relatively recent innovation in knitting-needle technology is the development of interchangeable circular needles. These needle sets are particularly handy as they comprise the most popular sizes of needle tips as well as flexible cables of various lengths, which either screw or clip on to the needle tips to give the knitter a wide range of circular needle sizes and lengths. Circular needles can also be used for ‘flat’ knitting (knitting back and forth in rows, rather than in the round), and a technique known as Magic Looping also allows circular needles to be used in lieu of DPNs for small-diameter knitting. Though an interchangeable needle set can sometimes seem like a large outlay to begin with, many knitters will never need to buy another knitting needle, so they often prove to be a great money-saver in the long run and are very easy to use.



YARN

Yarn is the stuff that many knitters live for. Far from the traditional view of yarn (often indiscriminately and incorrectly called ‘wool’), yarn is now produced from materials as varied and diverse as seashells, milk protein and plastic bags. In fact, anything that can be manipulated into a long, thin, flexible strand can be knitted.

With such a vast choice of materials to knit with it can be daunting trying to decide which yarn is suitable for which project. Many knitters enjoy experimenting with various yarns and small projects, where if the match is not particularly suitable neither yarn nor time is wasted in too great measure. However, each material has particular qualities that may make it particularly suitable for certain projects, and a terrible choice for others (though some recipients may cherish a pair of itchy Icelandic wool underpants).

TYPES OF YARN AND THEIR QUALITIES

Understanding the characteristics of different fibres can help the knitter make informed yarn choices and successfully match a yarn type to a project.

Wool

Probably the best-known knitting material, ‘wool’ can be obtained from a number of different animals, but in a knitting context it is a term most often used to refer specifically to the wool of a sheep.

Not all wool is equal. In fact, this is far from the case. Wool is graded according to its length, softness and sheen. The finest wool comes from the merino sheep (see here for further information on this particular fibre), and can range from the almost buttery softness of this breed, to the coarse, almost ‘crunchy’ textured wool of sheep with hardier coats – mostly used for mattress filling and carpeting.


Pocket Fact

Many sheep bred for meat stock do not produce wool suitable for any form of textile use.



Wool is distinguishable from fur or hair as found on other mammals due to several characteristics of its construction. It is very elastic along the length of each strand and is ‘crimped’. Wool’s natural characteristics also allow for an almost magical transformation to take place when heat, water and agitation are applied to the knitted fabric. The strands of fibre contract and the microscopic scales along the shaft of each strand interlock and bond together, producing a wonderfully thick felt through the process of ‘fulling’ (a term specifically used for the act of felting pre-knitted fabrics). This property can be utilised to create some absolutely wonderful items, such as thick, hardwearing slippers. It can also prompt the onset of tears, heartache and a string of expletives if the process is inadvertently applied to a favourite pure wool jumper, accidentally caught up in a machine wash.

Wool in both its knitted and felted forms is a fabulous insulator, trapping warm air between the individual fibres and keeping the body’s own generated heat close to the skin – making it the perfect material for winter-weather wear.


Wool allergies

Though wool has been used to clothe humans for many centuries, many people find they are allergic to wool. Some people have an allergy to lanolin– from the Latin lana (wool), and oleum (oil) – a waxy substance secreted by the sebaceous glands of sheep. Many more people, though not actually allergic to either wool or lanolin, find that they are sensitive to wool – perhaps a hangover from itchy school jumpers and uncomfortable winter hats.

When knitting for people with wool allergies or sensitivities it is advisable to enquire what fibres the intended recipient chooses when they shop for clothes and to look for projects suited to those fibres. Alpaca (see here) is a good alternative to wool for many people as it does not contain the lanolin which cause allergies in some wearers.



Superwash wool

Wool which has undergone the Superwash treatment is easier to care for than un-treated wool, as the microscopic outside scales of the fibres are removed in a chemical process, meaning that the fibres are smoother and so do not ‘lock’ together so readily. This means there is less likelihood of accidental felting during washing, or from agitation and wear. Superwash wool is a good choice for knitters who want an easy-care garment without resorting to man-made fibres.

Merino

Merino wool comes from a breed of sheep bred primarily for the fineness of its wool and the high value of its much sought-after fibre. Selective breeding of fine-coated sheep from foundation flocks bred in the 12th and 13th centuries has resulted in modern merino sheep being prized for their wonderful fleeces. Prior to the 18th century, merino wool was so highly valued in Spain that it was a crime punishable by death to be found exporting merino sheep to foreign lands. Today most merino wool originates from Australia and New Zealand (where sheep outnumber human inhabitants 12:1 – a knitter’s paradise) but the production of merino wool is not without its opponents.


Mulesing

Mulesing is a controversial practice that helps to protect the merino sheep from parasitic flystrike, a painful condition in which the burrowing larvae of certain flies find a host in the skin and tissue of living sheep. Merino sheep are particularly susceptible due to folds of wool-laden skin, which have been developed through selective breeding to produce as high a yield


per head of sheep as possible for the farmers. Mulesing is a preventative measure involving the removal of the folds of skin from around the breeches (the bottom) of the sheep. Though many sheep farmers deem this surgical procedure necessary to prevent a particularly nasty and painful condition, it is itself a very painful experience for the sheep, and as such has come under scrutiny from many animal welfare groups.


The properties of merino wool are mostly the same as those of wool, but with the added luxury of an extremely soft, non-itchy fibre which, though extremely warm, has an almost ‘cool’ feel against the skin due to the smoothness of its fine fibres.

Acrylic

One of a range of man-made fibres, acrylic is inexpensive, readily available and easy to care for. Invented by DuPont in 1941 and rising to prominence in the 1960s and 1970s, spun acrylic soon became known as a wonder fibre: easy to care for, hard-wearing and (unlike wool) suitable to be thrown in the washing machine. Acrylic does not shrink, can be tumble-dried and, as the colour is added to the polymer before it is turned into fibre (rather than being dyed afterwards), it does not run. Despite these qualities it is no longer a universally admired fibre however, and instead polarises opinion quite drastically.

Many people now see acrylic as a cheap, undesirable material. Complaints about the yarn actually ‘squeaking’ whilst being knitted are a common grievance, along with the complaint that once wet it refuses to be blocked (see here) or otherwise manipulated into shape, and that heat does not escape from the knitted fabric at all, causing sweating and discomfort. Chief among its negative points, though, seems to be the simple fact that it is plastic. In an age where knitters practise their craft not because they have to knit to clothe their family, but for enjoyment and to look to the traditions of a natural and homemade way of life, there seems to be no room for this once ‘wonder fibre’ in many knitters’ yarn stash.

Nylon

Another of DuPont’s man-made fibre innovations, nylon is a silky, lustrous fibre, well known for its uses in the production of women’s hosiery. There are only a few 100% nylon knitting yarns on the market, as nylon is mostly found blended with other fibres to give strength and longevity to natural yarns. It is most commonly found in sock yarns, where a small amount (20% or so) is added to provide strength and resistance to wear in areas such as sock heels and toes, which are often ‘rubbed’ due to the friction of walking in shoes.

Cotton

The fluffy fibres of the cotton plant have been harvested for centuries for use in textile manufacture. Cotton produces a cool, breathable fabric, perfect for summer use. Cotton has very little ‘give’ and as such may be unsuitable for items designed to hug the limbs, or stay up (such as socks) unless a proportion of elastane is added to the blend when spinning. It is this same lack of give that presents a challenge to some knitters, as the inelasticity of the yarn can make tight stitches difficult to knit.

Relatively easy to care for, cotton can be blocked into shape but tends to suffer from sagging after extended wear due to the weight and inelasticity of the fibres.


Pocket Fact

During medieval times people were surprised to find that the cotton fibres that were being imported from Asia were plant-based. The fibres were so similar to the fluffy white fibre of sheep it was decided that the fibres must be sheared from plant-borne sheep. This belief is summed up by John Mandeville, writing in 1350: ‘There grew in India a wonderful tree which bore tiny lambs on the endes of its branches. These branches were so pliable that they bent down to allow the lambs to feed when they are hungrie.’



Silk (mulberry or cultivated)

Obtained from the cocoons of the larvae of the mulberry silkworm Bombyx mori, silk is a protein fibre with a lustrous sheen and extremely high tensile strength. Its smooth but non-slippery surface gives a very lightweight drape to fabrics and has been highly prized as a fabric for many hundreds of years. Silk is a poor conductor of electricity and as such can be subject to electrostatic clinginess, though it is this same property that allows it to trap warm air in cool climates. Its absorbency also means that silk is a comfortable fabric to wear in warmer temperatures, so the old adage of silk keeping you cool in the summer and warm in the winter is partly true. Pure silk yarns can be relatively pricey, but affordable silk blend yarns allow for the luxury of a touch of silk without the added price tag. Animal lovers may want to consider ‘wild silk’ instead though, given the manufacturing process used to create cultivated silk (see below).

Silk (tussah or wild)

Tussah and other types of ‘wild’ silk are sometimes known as ‘peace silk’ due to their cruelty-free methods of production. Wild silk cocoons from caterpillars (other than the mulberry silk moths used in cultivated silk production) are gathered after the newly formed moths have hatched and left their silken temporary home. Unlike in cultivated silk manufacture, the process is organic and moths are not killed in the process. As the moth is allowed to hatch, the cocoon is broken and split open, breaking the silk filament into much shorter lengths than the 1,500m that can be obtained from an unbroken mulberry silk cocoon. Tussah silk is not believed to be as fine or luxurious as cultivated silk, but for some people the organic manufacturing process makes up for the tiny amount of lustre lost from the silk.

Alpaca

The long, lustrous fibres of the camelid alpaca are valued for their sheen, softness and warmth. Unlike sheep’s wool, alpaca fibre contains no lanolin, making it hypoallergenic and a possible alternative fibre choice for those who find that they are sensitive to wool.

Cashmere

Fibre obtained from the cashmere goat is highly prized and can be rather expensive. Cashmere goats grow a coat that is ‘double-haired’, meaning that it has two layers of fibre: coarser guard hairs and the softer, luxurious fibres that are so coveted by knitters and clothing manufacturers.


Pocket Fact

There are a number of stringent rules that cashmere producers must abide by to be able to call their fibre ‘cashmere’. The fibre must be free from any guard hairs, which are not considered to be cashmere, even though they originate from the fleece of the cashmere goat. No more than 3% of the fibres may exceed 30 microns in diameter, and the whole sample must be 19 microns or less on average. These strict guidelines ensure that properly assessed cashmere is always a luxury purchase, and usually quite a pricey one.



Mohair

Fibre sourced from the Angora goat is known as mohair (confusingly, angora fibre comes from Angora rabbits). A luxury fibre, mohair is lustrous and has a good amount of sheen to it. Often found blended with other fibres to add luxury and a lofty halo to a yarn blend, mohair is warm and can be quite ‘fuzzy’ in appearance.
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