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Preface


It’s very exciting to be designing and writing about crochet at this moment in time. Crochet has emerged from its relatively short history — at least from the time it’s been documented in the mid-nineteenth century — and appears to be in full blossom, with no signs of stopping. There is fabulous crochet on the runway every season, and amazing designs aimed at crafters too. No more is crochet confined to granny squares (although I still love them) and afghans. The great proliferation of yarns in thinner weights and fluid, silky fibers is also contributing to the crochet renaissance.


It seemed obvious to me, therefore, that the crochet community needed a book that would help crocheters move into these new areas, by providing knowledge and techniques that draw on the traditions of the past but go beyond them. If you yearn to do more sophisticated projects, or design your own, I believe you’ll find many tools in this book to assist you.


As a self-taught crocheter, I’ve learned many things from studying books and patterns, yet I’ve been puzzled by the lack of information about certain aspects of crochet. One of these is how to control tension: many crocheters seem to have difficulty meeting gauge or executing certain stitches where good control is required. Others feel they crochet too tightly or loosely but don’t know how to improve. Given my background as a singer and voice teacher, where training motor skills is routine, I have applied this knowledge to the topic of hand and tension control.


Another information gap seems to exist on the topic of shaping with complex stitch patterns. It’s a hard one to address, because there are so many variables. Nevertheless, I have discovered guiding principles that I share in these pages. They will help you understand how shaping is accomplished and vastly improve your understanding of patterns and how to create your own designs.


The purpose of the book is to cover a broad range of techniques commonly used in crochet. I aim to provide fundamental knowledge for crucial matters such as choosing yarns and fibers and working in the round, intermediate techniques like squares and miters, and more advanced skills such as shaping with complex stitch patterns. The term technique includes such things as hand-and-hook maneuvers, control of tension, how and where the hook is inserted — anything you may encounter about which there might be a question, or where some bit of special knowledge could be helpful.


As you explore this book, you may realize that while you are an expert in some areas, you might be a novice in others. Crocheters tend to have a high skill level in areas of crochet they’ve done many times. If you love to make hats, you probably already know quite a bit about working in the round. If you are a committed maker of afghans, you know your favorite seams for attaching blocks. When approaching a different area of crochet where you have less experience, some of your skill and knowledge will apply, but unresolved questions may come up, or puzzles you haven’t encountered before. This is quite common, and very few people, including me, are expert in every aspect of crochet. If you want to keep learning and growing your crochet skills, approach the less familiar areas not with trepidation, but rather with an inquisitive, open mind.


For example, if you have always done something a certain way, and you find a stitch or technique in this book that differs from your practice, try it — you may like it. There are very few things done only one way in crochet. You may find a particular technique that I describe works well for you, helps you adapt something you already do, suggests a new approach, or points out something you haven’t thought of.


Crochet has many traditional techniques and practices that have come down over time. Some of these practices have become quite entrenched, to the point where anyone suggesting an alternative is seen as unorthodox. I believe that crochet is too young and rapidly evolving a craft to be restrained by convention. Many strategies I discuss are time-honored, but just as many are more recent developments or things I’ve discovered on my own. I believe this eclectic approach fosters continuous growth and innovation, and respects the traditions of the past no less for it. For a craft to stay vital and alive, it must evolve, as its proponents use newly developed materials and strive to create items that suit contemporary needs and tastes. Today’s yarns and hooks are very different, and in some ways improved, from those of the past, and they allow us to do more with crochet than ever. We seek a different look and feel in our garments, which in turn affects the stitches and techniques used to make them. I believe our techniques change as our materials and aesthetics do.


Designers and artists around the globe are inventing fantastic new ways to do and use crochet, perhaps inspired by the amazing variety and sophistication of contemporary yarns. In the fashion world, crochet continues to be featured season after season. Fine artists are also discovering crochet’s amazing possibilities.


It’s impossible to cover everything in one book, so I have focused on areas that I believe appeal to most crocheters and where information is limited or hard to find in one place. My focus is on broad topics — shaping, construction, texture, and color — that apply to many different projects. My hope is that the book will be a resource to consult before tackling a pattern or developing your own designs.


You’ll find patterns for 77 swatches, each meant to be a quick and effective way to learn a particular technique. Think of each one of these swatches as a lesson. If you’ve never used swatches in this way before, you may be surprised at what an effective teaching tool a swatch can be. People learn best by doing. Imagine learning a complicated dance step without moving your feet! It’s the same in crochet. By actually working the swatches, you’ll have a more satisfying learning experience, and you’ll also have your swatch to refer to when the technique appears in a project.


The five projects in this book also employ many of the techniques discussed in the preceding chapters. It’s often easier to understand a concept when it’s put to use, so the projects here include working in the round, cable stitches, uncommon stitches, edgings, and seams.


My hope is that the material in this book will serve you for a long time to come by providing you with valuable tools and strategies for all the crochet challenges ahead.
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Techniques
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Chapter 1




Choosing Yarns


Enter a good yarn shop today and you’ll find a choice of yarns so lavish as to be daunting. One way of getting control of the situation is to arm yourself with knowledge about yarns, so that you know just what it is you are paying for.


Understanding the elements that combine and interact in any given yarn will help you make wise yarn choices. We’ll look at what weights and fibers are best suited for a chosen project, how to compare quality and prices, how to recognize tightly and loosely spun yarns, and much more. By the end, you’ll be an educated shopper.


Before going any further, let me say that there is no difference between yarn used for knitting and yarn used for crochet. Occasionally I hear stories from crocheters who are told that only certain yarns are suitable for crochet. Please don’t believe such statements! Each craft produces a different result with the same yarn, and you may prefer the look of a particular yarn in crochet and another in knitting. But truly, you can crochet with any yarn!


Many crocheters limit themselves to certain weights of yarn, such as worsted or bulky, and certain fibers, such as superwash wool or acrylic, because they feel unsure of how to work with unfamiliar yarns, for budgetary reasons, or because other yarns are not easily available to them. No one can deny these concerns, but the fact is that crocheting with a wider range of fibers and yarn weights dramatically expands the quality and variety of projects you can make.
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Yarn is the elemental component from which fabric receives its shape and character. The texture and appearance of fabric is created by the composition of the threads it is made from. The amount of twist in the fibers determines the balance and drape; the number of fibers and plies determines the thickness and weight of the fabric.


— Penny Walsh, The Yarn Book


Most of the stitch patterns crocheters know and love derive from the nineteenth century, when crochet as we know it came into being. Nineteenth-century needle hobbyists enjoyed not only crochet, but tatting, knitting, and embroidery. They generally used very fine threads, thinner than anything manufactured today. During this period, intricate laces were very much in fashion, and the crochet hook turned out to be an excellent vehicle for making lace. From the middle of that century to its end, the growing popularity of crochet demanded more designs and publishers of patterns, resulting in a gradual accumulation and dissemination of literally thousands of stitch patterns, techniques, motifs, edgings, and designs. This is the vocabulary of crochet handed down by our Victorian ancestors.






[image: ]

This Edwardian-style costume, featuring gown, parasol, purse, and straw hat with Irish crochet, was created in the 1940s for a theatrical production.






While technically it’s possible to crochet any stitch at any gauge, many of these intricate stitch patterns lose their charm when blown too far out of proportion. Yet so rich is the store of these patterns that it’s a shame to omit them from one’s repertoire. Finer yarns allow a great many more of these stitch patterns to be successfully wrought: lace stitches, motifs, and edgings look wonderful with finer yarns such as sport, fingering, or lace weight.


A range of fibers, too, is important to fully explore crochet’s possibilities. Working with quality fibers that make yarns softer, more colorful, lustrous, smooth, or textured enriches the crocheting experience immeasurably. Often crocheters think of themselves merely as hobbyists, but working with a wider range of fibers, colors, and textures can bring out the hidden artist you didn’t even know was there!


Following yarn from its sources through the manufacturing process shows how each step impacts the finished product and helps predict how the yarn will behave when crocheted. This knowledge helps us choose the best yarn for a particular project, match yarn with compatible stitches, select the most appropriate hook size, and substitute yarns in a pattern when necessary.


In this chapter, we will also take a look at crocheted fabric and examine how to choose yarns and stitches that create the most suitable fabric for a project. This is an important element in upgrading the quality of your crochet.





Yarn Sources


Yarns may be made of animal, plant, or synthetic fibers. Here are some of the common yarns you may encounter, organized by source.




Animal Fibers


All animal fibers have the advantage of being somewhat elastic and breathable, trapping air and thereby creating warmth. Except for silk, animal fibers begin as hair. Wool comes from the fleece of sheep, alpaca from the South American camelid, and mohair and cashmere from special breeds of goats. Just as human hair can be silky and straight or coarse and curly, so animal hairs differ markedly, not only from one species to another, but also depending on the animal’s age, location, and where the hair was on its body.


Wool has been used for textiles for many centuries, and humankind has learned to breed sheep to capitalize on those qualities that make the sheep best for this purpose. An example is the merino sheep, whose hair is very fine and soft. Merino yarns are more desirable and expensive than generic “wool” yarns, which mix hairs from a variety of different sheep and are coarser.


Wool fibers naturally have tiny scales that bind together. This is what causes wool, when subjected to hot water and agitation, to shrink and felt. To prevent this, some wool yarns are superwashed in a chlorine-­based acid bath that removes the scales, or else they are coated with a polymer that prevents the scales from commingling. Sometimes both processes are used. While being able to put a wool item in a washing machine is a nice convenience, the downside is that superwashed wool is heavily processed. If you want a more natural wool, try high-quality wools that are not superwashed. These should be hand-washed in warm or cool water and air-dried.


Alpacas have been bred in Peru since prehistoric times, not as pack animals, but for their highly prized hair. Compared to wool, alpaca fiber is warmer, more lustrous, and wonderfully soft against the skin. Baby alpaca is even softer. Alpaca is fuzzier than wool and more prone to stretching; it must be blocked and washed with great care (see Blocking). Because of its excellent drape, alpaca is great for making crochet garments.
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Mohair derives from the angora goat. (Note that an angora goat does not produce angora; for that, we turn to angora rabbits.) Like all animal fibers, mohair comes in a variety of grades and at its best can make a lustrous, very strong yarn. The finest quality — kid mohair — is taken from young animals and is not scratchy on the skin. Mohair can make a very light yet warm fabric, excellent for scarves and jackets. The finest-weight mohairs can also be used for indoor wearables.
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Mohair







Cashmere comes from another breed of goat originally from the Himalayas. This extraordinary fiber is 30 percent lighter than wool and yet eight times warmer. The animal produces a coarse outer coat not suitable for yarn and a downy undercoat. It is this remarkable downy undercoat, produced by each animal in very small quantities, that’s used in cashmere. That’s why cashmere is so expensive. If you can splurge on a skein or two, a cashmere scarf or hat can be quite divine!


Other animal sources include yak, buffalo, possum, qiviut, and camel, each with its own particular characteristics. If you enjoy working with new textures, keep an eye out for yarns featuring some of these less common animal fibers — they can be quite special!


Some animal fibers are more durable than others; for example, the softest cashmeres will not wear as well over time as a hardy wool. That’s another point to consider when selecting yarns for a project.


Silk, which has been traced back as far as 3000 bce, is the one animal fiber that does not begin as hair. When the silkworm forms its cocoon, it excretes a gummy liquid called sericin. By rotating its body some 200,000 times in three days, the insect coats itself in a continuous filament that, if laid out flat, would measure over a mile.
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Silk/mohair







Bundles of these long strands are spun into silk yarn. For high-quality silk, the insects are cultivated and fed in a controlled environment, a labor-intensive process that drives up silk’s cost. Yet such is the beauty of silk, and the power of its visual and tactile appeal, that it has commanded a high value for millennia. Silk yarns, or yarns that have a significant silk content, look and feel fantastic in crochet, and are recommended for crochet wearables of all kinds.




Plant Fibers


Plant fibers are composed of cellulose, a substance found in all plants in greater or lesser degrees.


Cotton fiber is 90 percent cellulose, wood 40 to 50 percent, and hemp 45 percent. Unlike animal fibers, which capture and hold heat, cellulose absorbs water at the plant’s root and conveys it to the top of the stem. On humans, the cellulose fibers absorb moisture and then allow it to evaporate, drawing heat away from the body. That’s why we wear plant fibers in warm weather.


While animal fibers are naturally elastic, meaning they bounce back after being stretched, plant fibers are not. Think of a cotton sweater that no longer holds its shape. Plant fibers are also denser than animal fibers, and this is significant for crochet. A worsted-weight cotton may be heavier in weight than a worsted-weight wool, and too much weight in a crochet project is something to be avoided.


Despite this, cotton, especially in finer-weight yarns, can be a great vehicle for crochet. Cotton thread has been used throughout crochet history to make lovely doilies, lace collars, Irish crochet motifs, and other refined examples of crochet. Cotton produces crisp, well-defined stitches, washes and dries easily, and does not pill. Higher quality cottons, such as pima and Egyptian, have longer fiber lengths, yielding a softer fiber. These softer cottons are excellent choices for crocheted wearables.
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Cotton







Linen comes from flax plants, one of the oldest sources of textiles. Linen was used in Egypt during the time of the pharaohs and dates to at least 5000 bce. Its advantages are great: strength, durability, and luster. The fiber is naturally stiff, which gives good definition to stitches but works against drape. On the other hand, linen softens considerably over time with wear and washing, so it can make excellent wearables, depending on the weight of the yarn and the stitches used in a project.






[image: ]

Linen







Hemp is another fiber sometimes seen in yarns that derives from the cannabis plant. It is quite stiff and therefore is best used for items like bags or belts. It can also be rough on the fingers and hands.


Rayon and viscose are fibers made by chemically treating a substance, usually wood pulp, to soften it into a liquid. The liquid is then forced through an extruding device, something like a showerhead, from which it emerges as very long thin strands, which are spun into yarns. These fibers can be lustrous and have excellent drape, but they do not breathe well. They are often used in blended yarns to soften other stiffer fibers and to make a yarn more durable. In recent years, bamboo, milk, and a variety of other substances have been turned into yarns using this process.




Synthetic Fibers


Synthetic fibers commonly used in yarns are acrylic and nylon. Acrylic is soft and warm, but unlike natural fibers, it is not resilient or strong, cannot retain its shape, and is prone to pilling. Acrylic yarns vary in quality, with the best having a soft hand and attractive luster. As for nylon, it is generally used in sock yarns to add durability.





Yarn Manufacturing


Most yarns you see, whether in a big-box store or a small independent yarn shop, are manufactured by one of a handful of mills located in China, South America, Turkey, and Italy, with a few in the United States and Canada. These large mills make yarn for use in the textile industry; yarns for knitting and crocheting by hand are just a tiny part of their operations. Yarn companies work with these mills to create the products they think will be most enticing to consumers, changing fibers, weights, types of spin, and colors each season. With the limited number of mills across the world, inevitably you will see very similar yarns crop up across different yarn companies. Each company selects colors and packaging materials that distinguish its brand from competitors.


Yarn manufacturing for hand crochet and ­knitting is a relatively small industry, highly subject to that precarious segment of the economy: the consumer market. The industry’s survival over the recent unstable economic period attests to the popularity of knitting and crochet.


Economy yarns are generally sold at large chain stores and represent by far the greatest segment of the yarn market. Smaller yarn manufacturers’ products are sold primarily in independent yarn shops and increasingly online.


Manufacturers must balance desirable qualities in a yarn against its cost, and the price of the yarn will reflect those decisions. Yarns made to appeal to the budget-conscious shopper will use less natural fiber, which is more costly than synthetics, or else natural fibers of a lesser quality. More economical manufacturing means that color, nuance, and texture of the yarn may be sacrificed. Such workhorse yarns are made for durability and washability, with less emphasis on softness, subtle color variation, and the individual characteristics of different fibers.


A yarn shop offers a much greater selection of fibers and much more variation in price and quality than a big-box store. You will probably find shelves organized according to yarn weights. If you haven’t explored many yarn shops, start by comparing yarns of the same weight and fiber from several manufacturers, choosing a popular type of yarn, such as 100 percent merino worsted or sock weight. Don’t look at the price tag until you’ve spent some time ogling and fondling. You’ll notice that color palettes vary, as does the twist and ply in the yarns, yielding many different surfaces and textures. Which ones appeal to your touch and eye? Armed with the knowledge in this chapter, choose a couple of skeins of some unfamiliar fiber and play with them!


If you enjoy buying from local artisanal producers, visit the fiber fairs and sheep festivals that happen all over the United States. There you’ll find handspinners and dyers who devote a great deal of labor to every step of their production process, thereby producing yarns of great character and individuality.






All Natural!


Some small yarn producers aim to produce more natural yarns and therefore specialize in minimally processed yarns, leaving natural substances, like lanolin, in the wool. You may also find tiny bits of foreign matter in the yarn, but this should not cause concern. Lanolin-rich wool has a characteristic feel and smell, which some people treasure and others dislike.








Spinning and Twisting


Humans have been spinning natural fibers for millennia, and the essential process has remained the same. Spinning is a process whereby millions of short lengths of fiber called staples are combined and subjected to simultaneous stretching and twisting, allowing them to adhere to one another, creating a single continuous strand of yarn.


In our modern manufacturing world, many steps turn the unprocessed animal, plant, or raw synthetic fiber into the product you buy as a ball or skein of yarn. Before being spun, natural fibers must be cleaned, then combed and carded. The carding machine separates the fibers and turns them into a thin web of fibers running more or less parallel. Other devices further elongate and tame the fibers into slivers (bundles) to make them ready for spinning.


Yarns derived from animal fibers are made by twisting these slivers. Some yarns are spun very tightly, others less so. This is largely dependent on the fibers. Shorter fibers such as merino and cashmere require more twist to hold them together; longer-staple fibers such as alpaca and silk require less. The degree of twist has a significant impact on the strength of the yarn, with more twist yielding a stronger and more compact yarn and low twist making a lighter, softer yarn. Fabric made with high-twist yarns will not wrinkle or pill as easily as those made with low twist. You can see how tightly spun a yarn is by observing the angle of twist: the closer to parallel with the strand of yarn, the looser; the more perpendicular, the tighter.








Understanding Twist


Get to know how your yarn was made: Look closely at the yarn end to determine if it has been plied with an S or Z twist. Then notice whether it’s been spun tightly or loosely by looking at the angle of the twist. Now unravel the end a little. How many plies are there?
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This drawing shows two-ply yarns, one with an S twist, the other, Z.










The Effect of Plying


Twisting fibers into a single continuous thread results in a single ply of yarn, often simply called a single. By convention, singles are spun with a Z twist, with the slant rising as it goes from left to right. When additional plies are added, they are twisted in the opposite direction, in an S twist, with the slant lowering as it goes from left to right.


Whether a yarn is spun with an S or Z twist can impact on a yarn’s utility for crochet; since yarnovers are made in the direction of the S, loosely plied yarns may unravel and cause stitches to look untidy.


All yarns begin as a single ply, but only some are practical in this form; most yarns have several plies. Adding more plies improves the regularity of texture and color. But long-staple fibers such as alpaca and silk can make beautiful singles on their own, and single-ply yarns are excellent in crochet. The unplied, single strand is a plain surface that allows a stitch pattern to show up very cleanly and clearly.
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Unplied single-strand yarn







Yarns can have two, three, four, or more plies, with each additional ply giving the yarn more strength. The additional plies do not necessarily make the yarn thick, though, since the strands being twisted together may be very thin. Sometimes the plies are very obvious on the yarn’s surface, and sometimes they are more smoothly integrated. Note this characteristic when matching a yarn with a stitch pattern. Pronounced plies add complexity that, when combined with intricate stitch patterns, can make the surface overly busy.




Why Some Yarns Pill


Spinning and plying yarns make them less subject to pilling, though some may still occur. The problem starts with tiny ends of fibers that protrude from the surface. When fabric is subjected to friction from wear — under the arm on sweaters or on the heels of socks, for example — these tiny ends pull free from the fabric and twist around one another to form pills. Fibers composed of shorter fibers — merino, cashmere, angora, and some acrylics — are more apt to pill because there are more tiny ends that can become pills. Longer-haired fibers, like mohair, alpaca, and silk, have fewer protruding ends and fewer pills. Pills on shorter fibers can often be pulled off easily, but when they occur in long-haired fibers they should be handled with more care: if you hear a ripping sound as you try to pull off a pill, it means the fiber is still connected to the main body of the fabric. Avoid pulling out such pills; rather, cut them off with scissors or a sweater shaver.






For Something Different


Some yarns are not plied at all, but rather formed out of a knitted tube, sometimes called chainette. They tend to be flatter and more tapelike than spun yarns and have the advantage of being light in weight compared to their thickness, since the center of the tube is hollow. This is good yarn for crochet, as yarn constructed this way is far less dense and heavy than its spun-and-twisted counterpart. On the other hand, the more a yarn departs from a tube shape and approaches a flat tape shape, the more distorted the crochet stitches appear.
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Tube yarn











Yarn Weights


Yarns come in a variety of weights, and the Craft Yarn Council (CYC), an industry body that aims to promote and standardize yarns, has come up with a numerical system indicating the weight of a yarn.
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The Craft Yarn Council’s numerical weight system







Bulky or super-bulky. Clearly, heavier-weight yarns yield larger stitches and a thicker fabric with more body and less flexibility than fabric made with thinner yarn. Bulky or super-bulky yarns are best for projects where thick fabric is desirable, such as a warm winter hat, a rug, or a sturdy, structured purse.


Worsted. Many crocheters consider worsted-weight yarn to be classic and use it almost exclusively for all their projects. Though worsted is more versatile than bulky yarn, it’s important to consider the size of stitches and quality of fabric. Solid fabric of worsted works well for outerwear garments such as jackets, hats, and mitts, but may be too stiff for other wearables. Worsted-weight yarns are also excellent for afghans, where they provide sufficient heft. Worsted looks great in a simple traditional granny square, but more delicate or complex open stitches are often more attractive in a thinner yarn.


Double-knitting, or DK, yarn is slightly thinner than worsted, and that difference allows this weight to be more suitable for indoor garments, such as sweaters, depending on the fiber. An afghan made of DK yarn can also make a more supple fabric than one made with worsted, since the stitches are smaller and the fabric not as thick.


Sport, fingering, and lace. These remaining categories are the most crochet-friendly of all. These thinner yarns can be used in solid fabric with no holes and still have good drape, and openwork lace will be more attractive, clean, and legible with smaller stitches. For garments such as sweaters, skirts, and shawls, thinner yarns are excellent choices. Most sock yarns qualify as sport or fingering, but take note of the nylon content in sock yarns, which can make a garment that doesn’t breathe well. If the nylon content is 10 percent or less it should be fine. Fingering- and lace-weight yarns are naturally the most appropriate for creating delicate, fluid fabric for shawls and will show off intricate lace patterns to best advantage.






Balls and Skeins!


Yarns are sold either in balls or skeins, and most of the high-end yarns are sold in skeins that need to be wound before using them. Yarn shops will wind the skeins into balls for you, but a swift and a winder are tools I highly recommend for those who are serious about their craft (see Other Tools).


If your yarn is already packaged in balls, start by drawing out the yarn from the center of the ball rather than the outside. It’s much more convenient, because the ball will not roll away when handled.







A Few Caveats


Certain fibers, such as mohair, alpaca, and some synthetics, have a halo of fuzz around the strand of yarn. This can impart an interesting and attractive quality to the work, softening the look of the stitches. But keep in mind that even though the strand of yarn itself may appear thin, the fuzz means the yarn should be treated as a heavier weight. It may look like lace or fingering, for example, but it will behave more like worsted. Don’t be tempted to work such yarns with small hooks!


While the CYC’s numerical system is a helpful indication of a yarn’s weight, the categories are not always strictly adhered to by yarn manufacturers. You will find yarns labeled “worsted” that are really more like bulky, and sport or DK yarns that are more like worsted! Even lace-weight yarns vary greatly in thickness. Do not despair, however; every yarn can be evaluated by making swatches and observing the results.




Total Yarn Weight


If you are making a project with many skeins of yarn, think about the total weight of that project when done. For an indoor wearable, more than a pound or two is not desirable. Fabric that is heavy in weight is likely to stretch out of shape, regardless of its fiber content.


When choosing yarn for a project, balance issues of drape, warmth, weight of yarn, and color selection. If you really want to use a particular stitch, then it’s important to make that your starting point, and search for the yarn that shows it off best. For intricate stitches, a smooth yarn is usually the best choice. If speed is your main consideration, go with the heaviest weight that project can bear, but choose a stitch or hook size that will not make the fabric too dense. For indoor wearables, choose a lightweight fiber and a thinner yarn that feels good on the skin.





Specialty Yarns


In addition to the standard plied yarns we’ve examined thus far, there are yarns with special characteristics that give us even more possibilities. These yarns are usually quite complex and therefore should be used with simple stitches where the attention is on the yarn itself.


Thick-and-thin yarns are usually singles where the thickness of the strand is intentionally varied. They create great surface texture, but complex patterns will be distorted because the stitches are not of uniform size. Choose the hook size based on the thickest part of the yarn.


Bouclé yarns are created during plying by introducing one ply more quickly than another, causing a doubling back of the strand that in turn yields the characteristic loopy look. Here again, this type of yarn will add great texture but will not show individual stitches well.


Ribbon and tape yarns have strands that are not spherical in shape, but flat. Crochet stitches will not look uniform, but they can still look great in a project where the emphasis is on color and texture.






Crocheting with Specialty Yarns


Specialty yarns can be put to great use in crochet, as long as stitches are kept simple and the gauge is sufficiently loose to keep the fabric from becoming bulky or heavy.
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Top: A single that varies from wide to thin, in 100% cotton. Center: Rayon bouclé. Bottom: Ribbon yarn made of polyamide and metal.











Hand-Dyed Yarns


The importance and appeal of color in yarn cannot be denied, and the past several years have seen a great flourishing of richly colored yarns made using a variety of processes. Among the yarn companies known for their beautiful hand-dyed yarns are the American companies Lorna’s Laces and Madelinetosh; Malabrigo from Uruguay; and the Japanese company Noro; but there are many more. There are also smaller producers who create one-of-a-kind yarns that can be purchased at fiber festivals across the country. New techniques are constantly surfacing to enable ever more subtle and varied use of color.
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A hand-dyed light merino








Fabric and Drape


One of the reasons crochet is not always given the respect it deserves has to do with the drape of its fabric. Drape refers to the suppleness and flexibility of fabric; it is the opposite of stiff. Fabric with good drape hangs well on the body, and even an afghan is more attractive if its fabric is fluid and not rigid.


As mentioned earlier, when crochet came into its own in the nineteenth century, people worked with very thin threads, and drape was not a problem. But by the mid-twentieth century, most yarn enthusiasts were accustomed to working with fairly thick yarns, like worsted weight. Compared to knitting, crochet is thicker and bulkier — it’s just the nature of the stitches, and no one is to blame! Still, if we want good drape in our crochet fabric, there are plenty of ways to get it. You just have to know how.


Projects will serve their purpose better, and look better, if the quality of drape is carefully considered when choosing yarn, hook size, and stitch pattern. Fabric of any kind, whether handmade or manufactured, can range from fluid and flexible to rigid and dense. Neither quality is good or bad, but it must suit the project you have in mind, both in terms of function and appearance.


Not every project needs drape. A more sturdy and structured fabric is well suited to amigurumi (usually small stuffed animals with a crocheted outer surface), bags, and often (but not always) outerwear such as hats and jackets. For amigurumi, though most of the structure is supplied by the filling, stiff fabric helps create a durable project that holds its shape over time. Similarly, a purse or tote with some rigidity to the fabric will maintain its shape and last with wear. Other kinds of bags, such as a market bag or backpack, can be less structured.


With outerwear, if the purpose is to provide warmth, a thicker fabric is desirable, and therefore the fabric may not be as drapey, nor need it be. Too rigid, however, and the item — whether a scarf, hat, or jacket — can be uncomfortable to wear, as it will feel heavy and can impede movement.


Projects that benefit from a fluid fabric include shawls and indoor garments such as sweaters, summer tops, and baby clothes. The fabric for these wearables should easily fold and mold around the body, making the item both more attractive and more comfortable.


Crocheters can achieve the amount of drape or structure appropriate for their project by carefully considering the factors discussed on the following pages.
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A continuum showing more structured items at one end and more fluid ones at the other might look like this: amigurumi, basket, bag, slippers, socks, scarf, indoor sweater, shawl.







The Effect of Yarn Weight and Fiber on Drape


Drape has a lot to do with the thickness of the fabric: the thinner it is, the more drape is likely. Working with lighter weight yarns — sport, fingering, or lace — is a simple way to achieve this quality. Yet a thin yarn composed of stiff fibers, whether cotton, linen, or certain acrylics, still may not yield sufficient drape. By contrast, a worsted or even bulky yarn consisting of alpaca, silk, or bamboo can yield a fluid fabric, especially if worked in a stitch pattern that is open and loose. The point to remember is that no one factor alone determines the quality of drape, but all of them contribute and interact with one another.




How Hook Size Affects Drape


You probably will not be surprised to learn that smaller hooks create denser fabric, and larger ones, looser and more fluid fabric. Most weights of yarn can be worked with a range of hooks, so one has considerable leeway here. If you tend to stick with the same yarn weight and hook size most of the time, you are missing out on one of the key ways to control the density or drape of your finished fabric.






Hook Size Experiment


Make this swatch with different yarn weights and a variety of hook sizes. It can be quite eye-opening! Compare the photos of swatches at below, and then try your own experiments.
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High-twist DK merino worked with a US F/5 (3.75 mm) hook
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High-twist DK merino worked with a US H/8 (5 mm) hook











[image: ]




High-twist DK merino worked with a US J/10 (6 mm) hook
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Note: If you are unfamiliar with an abbreviation, please see Abbreviations and Basic Stitches.




Ch a multiple of 2, plus 1 end st, plus 4 for tch. (ch 15 for swatch)


Row 1 2 dc in 5th ch from hook, *sk 1 ch, 2 dc in next ch, rep from * across, sk 1 ch, dc in last ch, turn.


Row 2 Ch 1, sc in first dc, sc between first and second dc, *ch 1, sk 2 dc, sc between next 2 dc, rep from * across to last 3 sts, ch 1, sk 2 dc, sc in tch, turn.


Row 3 Ch 1, sc in first sc, *sc in next ch-1 sp, ch 1, rep from * across to last 2 sc, sk next sc, sc in next sc, turn.


Row 4 Rep row 3.


Row 5 Ch 3 (counts as dc), 2 dc in first ch-1 sp, *sk next sc, 2 dc in next ch-1 sp, rep from * across to last 2 sc, sk next sc, dc in last sc, turn.


Rep rows 2–5 for pattern.









Stitch Density and Stitch Height


In addition to the size of the hook, density of fabric is determined by whether the stitch pattern is closed or open. Stitches that make a solid fabric with no holes are closed stitches, while lacy stitches leave gaps in the fabric and are called open. Crochet offers a wide range of stitch patterns in the open category, from those that are semisolid with just a bit of open space, to very open, with more air than fabric. The more open, the more drape. A throw made with worsted-weight yarn and a solid stitch pattern is likely to be warm and heavy, and may be just what you want; but if you’re after an airy effect, as in a decorative throw that can be casually tossed over a chair or couch in luxurious folds, then a more open stitch pattern is a better choice.


The heights of stitches also affect drape. Shorter stitches yield a denser fabric; taller ones lend more drape. Single crochet is a very dense stitch, which is why it is used for amigurumi. Slip stitch crochet, which is gaining popularity, is the densest of all, yet it’s possible to make drapey fabric with these stitches by using a very large hook. Plain rows of double or treble crochet stitches naturally lend more drape, because they create a fabric that is not really closed: the stitches are connected only at the bottom and top, and the posts of the stitches tend to separate from one another, leading to greater flexibility in the fabric. If you don’t find plain rows of tall stitches appealing, there are countless stitch patterns that employ taller stitches.


On the following two pages, you’ll find examples of two stitch patterns that are considered lace. Both are crocheted with a fairly stiff ­fingering-weight cotton, but they result in different degrees of drape.







Medium Open Lace


Work these two stitch patterns with the same yarn and hook to see how a much more open stitch affects drape.
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Ch a multiple of 10, plus 1 end st, plus 1 for tch. (ch 32 for swatch)


Row 1 Sc in 2nd ch from hook, *sc in next ch, sk 3 ch, (2 dc, ch 3, 2 dc) in next ch, sk 3 ch, sc in next ch**, ch 1, sk next ch, rep from * ending last rep at **, sc in last ch, turn.


Row 2 Ch 2, hdc in first sc, *ch 3, sc in next ch-3 sp, ch 3**, (hdc, ch 1, hdc) in next ch-1 sp, rep from * across, ending last rep at **, 2 hdc in last sc, turn.


Row 3 Ch 4 (counts as dc, ch 1), 2 dc in first hdc, *sc in next ch-3 sp, ch 1, sc in next ch-3 sp**, (2 dc, ch 3, 2 dc) in next ch-1 sp, rep from * across, ending last rep at **, (2 dc, ch 1, dc) in tch, turn.


Row 4 Ch 1, sc in first dc, *ch 3, (hdc, ch 1, hdc) in next ch-1 sp, ch 3**, sc in next ch-3 sp, rep from * across, ending last rep at **, sc in 3rd ch of tch, turn.


Row 5 Ch 1, sc in first sc, *sc in next ch-3 sp, (2 dc, ch 3, 2 dc) in next ch-1 sp, sc in next ch-3 sp**, ch 1, rep from * across, ending last rep at **, sc in last sc, turn.


Rep rows 2–5 for pattern.









Very Open Lace


This more open pattern would be a better choice than the previous one for any project requiring excellent drape.
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Ch multiple of 12, plus 3. (ch 27 for swatch)


Row 1 (Sc, ch 3, sc) in 3rd ch from hook, *ch 2, sk 5 ch, ([dc, ch 1] four times, dc) in next ch, ch 2, sk 5 ch, (sc, ch 3, sc) in next ch, rep from * across, turn.


Row 2 Ch 4 (counts as dc, ch 1 throughout), dc in ch-3 sp, *ch 2, [(sc, ch 3, sc) in next ch-1 sp] four times, ch 2, (dc, ch 1, dc) in next ch-3 sp, rep from * across, turn.


Row 3 Ch 1, (sc, ch 3, sc) in first ch-1 sp, *ch 3, sk next ch-3 sp, sc in next ch-3 sp, ch 3, sc in next ch-3 sp, ch 3, (sc, ch 3, sc) in next ch-1 sp, rep from * across, turn.


Row 4 Ch 4, dc in ch-3 sp, *ch 2, sk 1 sc, ([dc, ch 1] four times, dc) in next ch-3 sp, ch 2, sk 1 sc, (dc, ch 1, dc) in next ch-3 sp, rep from * across, turn.


Rep rows 2–4 for pattern.







Another Key to Drape: Working in One Loop Only


Working in the front loop or back loop only, rather than the default method of working both loops of the stitch, also adds drape. (See 13 Ways of Looking at Insertion Points for all the different ways to insert your hook.) You’ll notice that when working under one loop, the single loop stretches much more than when working under two, adding flexibility to the fabric. Since the unworked loop may be visible on the surface or right side of the fabric, it must be considered a design element as well. If it works with the visual surface you want to create, by all means use this to add drape to your project. If not, you can find other solutions.








Strategies That Lend Drape to a Project




	Thinner yarn


	Flexible fibers, such as alpaca, bamboo, silk, viscose


	Large hook


	Open stitch pattern


	Tall stitches


	Working only in front or back loop







Suppose you are seeking not drape, but more structure for your project. You can add thickness and rigidity by doing the opposite of the strategies recommended for drape: choose a heavier yarn, a smaller hook, shorter stitches, and a closed stitch pattern. Textured stitches like bobbles, puffs, and post stitches (see chapter 8) add bulk and create a denser fabric with more structure.







A Final Thought: Yarn Substitution


It should be clear from all this information that substituting a yarn in a pattern requires careful consideration. Use the same weight yarn, but remember that each category covers a range of yarns: not all worsteds, for example, are the same thickness.


One way to see whether your chosen yarn matches the yarn used in a pattern is to check the label and see if the weight as well as the yardage match. This is an indication that the fibers are similar, at least as far as heaviness. If your chosen yarn is the same weight, say 3.5 ounces, but has fewer yards, it is a heavier fiber; if it has more yardage for the same weight, it is a lighter fiber. In either case, the difference may detract from the finished project. The better matched these two variables are, the more likely you’ll succeed.


Other characteristics of fibers, such as shine and drape, are also important considerations. Silk lends yarn a particular sheen, as does alpaca, which also gives great drape (though it’s heavy). The fuzziness of alpaca resists stitch definition, and its slipperiness means bulky stitches don’t bulk. All these qualities can be assets in certain projects.


Light and dark colors affect the legibility of stitches. When you want strong stitch definition, single-ply yarns, or very high-twist soft merinos, are perfect. They’ll really make cables pop. Fuzzy yarns have the opposite effect, muting the definition of each individual stitch and creating a softer look.


The more you experiment and work with different fibers, weights, spins, and plies of yarn, the better your judgments about substitutions. In fact, all the material we have considered in this chapter is important for the crocheter to understand. You’ll find that as you gain experience working with a variety of yarns, you can do so much more with your crochet. Only with this kind of knowledge can you make quality wearables, create projects that perform their function well and last, and have success with any stitch or technique you try.





Chapter 2




The Crochet Toolbox


Just as it’s important to understand and work with a variety of yarns, the well-informed crocheter should be equipped with the proper tools. The right hook can make all the difference in working with a particular yarn or stitch. Blocking boards and swifts are additional tools that are well worth investing in if your goal is to achieve outstanding results in crochet.





Hooks


Today, more manufacturers are making hooks than ever before, and we have exceptional variety in our choice of crochet hooks. They come in a range of materials, including aluminum, plastic, steel, wood, and bamboo, and each company shapes the hook to its own specifications. The hook has several parts, and small variations in how these parts are shaped can make the hook easier to work with, or more suitable for certain yarns than others.


Preference for one type of hook over another is a very personal matter, but before you decide to stick with one kind of hook, try a variety of materials and shapes so you can compare their merits. Though I have my preference for certain hooks, I still find that having a variety of hook styles is important. Here are some criteria you’ll want to consider when picking a hook of one material or another:




	How light or heavy is it?


	Is it cool or warm to the touch?


	Does it slide in and out of stitches without any friction?


	Is the handle a comfortable size for you to hold?


	Is the thumb rest placed correctly for your hand?
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The shaft of the hook is what determines the hook size. Having hooks in a variety of sizes allows you to work at many gauges.


There are numerous small variations in how the head of the hook is shaped, with some being very pointed at the top and others more rounded and bulbous. Each manufacturer has its own variation, and you will find a range of shapes between these two extremes. Many crocheters find this to be an important factor when choosing the best hook for a project because it affects how well the hook slides into the work when inserting the hook into stitches. Pointy hooks are useful when maneuvering the hook into small or tight stitches, but they tend to split yarn more readily. More rounded hooks do not cause splitting and are a good choice with yarns that split easily.


Some hooks are shaped with a deep angle in the throat, and others taper more gradually. You may find this feature affects the ease of making stitches, including how well yarns stay on the hook, which can be a concern when working with slippery yarn.
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As you can see from this chart, the size of a hook may be indicated in several different ways. This can be confusing. Some manufacturers use letters to designate the size, some use numbers, but the crucial information is the metric measurement of the hook’s shaft (see the photo above). This should appear on any hook you want to use.






Try a smaller hook!


Learning to work with smaller hooks and thinner yarns is a definite advantage for crocheters. If you are interested in developing your skill with smaller hooks, begin by going down one hook size from what you normally use, and work with it for a while until you feel comfortable. Then proceed to the next size down. You may be amazed at how simple the adjustment is, and you will probably like the work that’s coming off your hooks very much. Of course, as you decrease the size of the hook, choose thinner yarns to work with as well. If you’ve never worked with anything thinner than a worsted, try a DK next, then move on to sport, sock, and fingering yarns.







Many hooks are designed with a thumb rest, which is meant to provide hand comfort. Whether the grip suits your hand has to do with the size of your hand in relation to the hook. A few hooks have no thumb rest, and these are particularly useful when working small pieces in Tunisian crochet, since stitches can be left on the hook without concern about distorting the loops.


With increased interest in hand health, hooks are now offered with special handles designed to promote ease and comfort. They are very useful for those with arthritis, tendonitis, or repetitive stress injuries. The hook handles are larger so that the grip can be held more loosely, and special materials are used so the tool is softer to the touch. They are very pleasant to work with. If you crochet for many hours at a time, I highly recommend these ergonomically shaped hooks to promote healthy hands over the long term, even if you have no health conditions.





Other Tools


An essential tool for finishing crochet work is a tapestry needle. It is used for weaving in ends and for sewing seams. Tapestry needles come in different styles, some straight and others curved. The latter can help you work into tight spots. They also come in different lengths and thicknesses, and with different-sized eyes. I tend to use the shortest lengths and smallest eye that will work with the yarn at hand, but this is a matter of preference.
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Tapestry needle







You will find patterns that require you to mark certain stitches as reference points, usually so you can count stitches on either side of that point. This can be done with a safety pin, but there are also plastic stitch markers sold at crafts stores that work well. Stitch markers for crochet are different than those used in knitting — make sure you have the kind that can be opened and attached to a stitch, rather than a closed ring. The marker can be placed anywhere on the stitch that’s convenient.


While many crocheters are reluctant to block their work, I hope the Finishing Techniques chapter will convince you to try. Blocking can improve the finished project immeasurably and is necessary for lace work. I highly recommend a commercial blocking board with a grid showing inches and/or centimeters. Blocking boards are firm surfaces with built-in padding, into which one can stick pins. Some fold up for convenient storage. The grid is important to enable blocking to precise measurements, and it can be used to get a truly accurate measurement for a blocked swatch as well.


Along with the board, you will need T-pins to hold the work in place. Find T-pins that are treated for rust resistance — most are nickel plated for this reason. If you can find some that are rustproof, even better. Most on the market are rust resistant, and over time, they may show signs of rust. To avoid stains on your work, discard them and get new ones if this happens. T-pins come in various sizes, and I find the 1-inch pins are perfect, because they are thin and slide easily into the blocking board.
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