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INTRODUCTION


In 1999, when I first got back into knitting, the world was a different place. In Manhattan, where I lived at the time, there were only two knitting stores that I knew of. When I took my knitting out in public, people would stare at me with the kind of curiosity usually reserved for sideshow performers. And although all the older women on my mom’s side of the family knit, I was aware of only two women in my age group who knew how to wield the needles. Desperate to learn as much about the craft as I could, I invited them, along with anyone else I could find who wanted to learn to knit, to come to a café in New York City’s East Village every Wednesday evening to stitch and, you know, bitch.


That early Stitch ’n Bitch group was but one outlet for my knitting evangelism. As the editor in chief of BUST, the magazine for young women that I’d started in 1993 with a few friends, I had the opportunity to publish knitting patterns (including one for a knit bikini), recommend my favorite knitting magazines, and, of course, write about my Stitch ’n Bitch group and invite any of BUST’s readers to join us. And it wasn’t just BUST that gave that early group coverage. The idea that young women were—of all things—getting into knitting was deemed newsworthy enough that we were visited by reporters from Fox News and The Early Show.


Nevertheless, it wasn’t easy keeping that first Stitch ’n Bitch group from unraveling. At the beginning, eager learners would show up with their yarn and their needles, the enthusiasm in their eyes slowly draining away as they struggled to make clumsy rows of knit stitches. A few stuck it out through making a garter stitch scarf, never to knit again. Fewer still continued showing up regularly. That summer, especially, saw our numbers drop, from about 15 knitters down to only 3 and sometimes as few as 2 members gathering to knit together. Still, we kept meeting, and in Los Angeles and Chicago, women who learned about us started up their own Stitch ’n Bitch gatherings. The next winter, our group picked up steam, and by 2001, we had to move to a larger café. The cat had been let out of the knitting bag, and there was no stuffing it back in.


All around us, a knitting trend was beginning to take shape, as people were drawn to the craft for a variety of reasons. Eager to opt out of what they perceived to be a global corporate culture that had little regard for the people making the products they produced and even less for the environmental impact those products had, more and more folks were getting interested in making things themselves. At the same time, a new generation of feminists were reclaiming women’s traditional crafts. Rumors were even circulating that certain celebrities had taken up knitting. And it certainly didn’t hurt that much of the fashion being paraded down the runways that season consisted of simple, hand-knit sweaters and scarves.


About that time, an editor at Workman Publishing who’d been following my knitting writing in BUST inquired whether I might be interested in writing a knitting book. My answer, of course, was yes—by that point I had taught so many people to knit, I felt that I had mastered what they felt were the biggest challenges. I also knew that there was a growing number of new knitters—both in my own Stitch ’n Bitch group and the ones I had become familiar with via a newfangled Internet phenomenon called “knitting blogs”—who were designing their own knitting patterns that were cuter and more youthful than anything commercially available at the time. I thought that if I wrote up the clearest instructions I could muster, explaining everything that I had struggled with when I was first starting, and asked my knitting friends and blogging contacts if they had any patterns they wanted to contribute, I could put together a book that would not only teach anyone to learn to knit, but also provide new knitters with the kinds of projects they were looking to make. I had originally called the book Take Back the Knit, in a nod to ’70s feminists’ “Take Back the Night” rallies and a reflection of my belief that feminists like me should embrace and respect handicrafts as an essential part of women’s history. My publisher convinced me that Stitch ’n Bitch would make a better title, and, aside from a few issues we’ve had with the B word over the years, they couldn’t have been more right.


As I spent weekend after summer weekend locked away writing, I noticed that other books were being published that were also aimed at the growing numbers of new, youthful knitters. Frustrated, at times I’d find myself wondering if I couldn’t just insert my shopping lists into the middle of the text to fill up the pages. After all, would anyone actually read it? But once it was published and my publicist was able to book me on The Today Show (where I was luckily able to correct a misguided anchorwoman, who turned to me, just before we went on air, to confirm, “So, you’re the ‘Stitchin’ Bitch,’ right?”), I realized that there just might be some interest in what I had done. Partway through my book tour, I found out that the book had sold out and was going back to print, and in each city that I visited, with every TV, radio, and newspaper interview, word was spreading about just how fun knitting could be and how easy it was to set up a Stitch ’n Bitch group. I felt like the Johnny Appleseed of Knitting, making my way across the country, with newly formed Stitch ’n Bitch groups springing up in my wake.


In those days, the media dubbed knitting “the new yoga,” comparing it to the Eastern exercise that had recently become a fad among young women nationwide. But soon they latched onto a new phrase: “Not your grandmother’s knitting” is how every article about the knitting craze referred to it, and my book and I, along with the growing number of Stitch ’n Bitch groups, were frequently used as prime examples of the phenomenon. I have to say I found the media’s phrase offensive. Not only did it seem to be an inherent dis to our grannies, but the fact was that what we were doing was, indeed, “your grandmother’s knitting.” It was all of our grandmothers’ knitting, especially mine, who’d knit for a full 90 years of her life, and whose knitting skills I could only hope to match someday. We weren’t necessarily making our grandmothers’ knitting patterns, but why would we? Having come of age in the ’80s, I adored patterns (I still do) that incorporated punk rock themes—such as a skull and crossbones—which my Dutch Oma wouldn’t have had any interest in (perhaps sweater patterns in the “flappers” style would have been on her must-make list, making them not her grandmother’s knitting).


But it wasn’t just the media that had it wrong. Some people who had been knitting for decades resented the attention being paid to these knitting upstarts, and saw the increasing numbers of new knitters traipsing through “their” yarn stores as some sort of invading army. Many of them mocked these young knitters for the miles of garter stitch scarves and acres of chunky sweaters they made, something I found equally infuriating. Who doesn’t begin their knitting life with projects that can be completed in a reasonable amount of time? As far as I was concerned, when it came to knitting, the more, the merrier. And I was sure that as they became more comfortable with the craft, these new knitters would begin to take on more advanced projects.


Luckily, I was right. It’s been 11 years since I picked up my needles, and I haven’t put them down since. In the intervening time, so many more people have gotten addicted to the craft that I never have a hard time finding someone to knit with anymore. Yarn stores have cropped up all over the country, from the largest cities to the smallest towns; in my Brooklyn neighborhood, there are three yarn shops within walking distance from my house, and there are scores more in Manhattan. There are currently 694 Stitch ’n Bitch groups registered on my website, www.stitchnbitch.org, located in every one of our 50 states and across 29 countries. You can’t swing a yarn ball on the subway without hitting a knitter fervently working away on her latest project, and there are extensive online communities where hundreds of thousands of Internet-savvy knitters can display their projects and share their knowledge. People no longer look at me sideways when they see me knitting in public; sometimes they can even identify the project I’m making (“Oh, I love that shawl pattern! I made the same one a few months ago!”).


I was lucky enough to have the opportunity to write a few more knitting books, and even had the chance to start my own yarn line. And indeed, just as anyone would have predicted, those early enthusiasts, folks who had first learned to knit by making garter stitch scarves and chunky sweaters, became eager to take on projects involving lace, cables, complex colorwork, and more.


That’s where this book comes in. As I watched these knitters boldly go where they had never gone before, I wanted to help them along. After all, even with all the available courses, online tutorials, and knowledgeable knitting-group attendees, many advanced knitting techniques can seem intimidating, overwhelming, or, at the very least, confusing. In fact, I’ve struggled to learn them myself. I got tangled in intarsia, was frustrated by Fair Isle, lost in lace, crippled by cables, and struck dumb by steeks. I collected bits and pieces from Web pages, magazine articles, online videos, knitting classes, and an abundant number of books, each focusing on only a single method. Designing my own sweaters proved particularly difficult, as it was almost impossible to find any references that explained it all. I paid dearly for rare, long-out-of-print books on the subject, scoured the Internet for information, and felt at times like I was trying to put together a variety of mismatched puzzle pieces, until I finally arrived at a sort of “best practices” method for pattern drafting.


In this book I’ve gathered together everything I’ve learned over the years in the hopes of encouraging you to become a knitting superstar—fearless when it comes to Fair Isle, unintimidated by intarsia, confident about cables, ready to lay down the law with lace, and able to stare down steeks. It is a manual of techniques that will help you take your work to the next level. In Part I, I’ll teach you color knitting in all its forms—from stripes, slip stitching, and double knitting to intarsia and stranded knitting. You’ll learn textured stitches—including cables, traveling stitches, twisted stitches, bobbles, and lace—as well as embellishments, such as how to incorporate beads and embroidery into your work.


Even if you already know some—or all—of these stitches, I believe you’ll still find this book helpful. That’s because I’ve also included all the tricks and tips I’ve found to be central to each method. Cabling without a cable needle? As far as I’m concerned, it’s the only way to fly if you’re going to be serious about cabling. Weaving in your yarn while working stranded knitting? As essential to the technique as knowing how to knit and purl. Understanding how yarnovers and decreases work together to form lace patterns? Crucial if you want to save yourself hours of heartache. Knowing how to make one yarn stand out more than the other when working with two yarns at the same time? Don’t leave home without it.


Just as in my other books, I’ve tried to make these instructions as clear as possible, paying special attention to anything that tripped me up when I was learning the techniques myself. That goes double for Part II of the book, where I explain how to design your own pattern. Now, I’ve taught a basic sweater-design class quite a few times, and I have to admit: People don’t find it that much fun. That’s because, at its heart, designing a knitting pattern is as much about figuring out a complicated math problem as it is about creative expression. In fact, drafting a knitting pattern is a bit like drawing up the plans for a house: It’s all about blueprints, calculating precise measurements, and doing the math so that everything will fit together perfectly.


Now, there are software programs out there that can help you calculate all the measurements you need to knit a sweater, and I have nothing against them. But I think that the only way to really and truly understand what goes into designing a knitting pattern—to really become a master of it—is for you to create a pattern, like your knitting project, completely by hand. After all, there are knitting machines, too, but you’ll never learn to knit by using one. The methods I explain are simple and straightforward, but take those DIY chapters a little bit at a time so you don’t get overwhelmed. Even if you never design your own pattern, understanding how they are created will blow your mind, and you’ll never look at knitting patterns the same way again.


Part III is the icing on the cake; there you’ll find 41 fantastic projects that will give you a chance to use your newfound skills (or inspire you to get on the stick and learn them!). For the patterns, I turned to the now vast community of knitters. Their projects reflect just how far our knitting culture has come over the years. Many of these designers—some with published patterns under their belt; some who are brand-new—only picked up knitting in the past decade but were able to take their recently acquired skills and turn them into amazingly fun and sophisticated original knitwear. But don’t let their brilliance scare you away: Some of these projects are easy enough for you to make with only a bit of new knowledge. It will take more practice to master the skills for other patterns. The main thing is to know, with 100% certainty, that when it comes to knitting, there is nothing that is out of your reach.


So get ready to take your knitting in all sorts of directions you didn’t believe were possible when you struggled your way through your very first row of stitches (remember that?). After all, with ten years and counting, knitting has made it past the “trend” stage and has graduated to becoming as much an important, and respected, part of our culture as any other skilled leisure activity, such as fishing, playing soccer, or cooking. New Stitch ’n Bitch groups seem to be popping up every week, and the community of knitters—both online and off—becomes stronger all the time. And it seems that the longer we stick with our knitting, the more we follow in the footsteps of those who came before us. After all, these knitting techniques were developed over a long period of time by women and men as a way to keep their knitting fun and lively. In other words, this is not just your grandmother’s knitting, it’s also your great- and great-great-grandmothers’ knitting. And now it’s yours, too.





PART I
THE STITCHES





1
ROWS ARE RED, ROWS ARE BLUE


COLOR KNITTING USING ONE COLOR AT A TIME


If knitting with one ball of yarn is still a bit of a struggle for you, then knitting with more than one color may seem intimidating. But in this chapter you’ll learn the many ways that you can add color to your knitting and still work each row with only one ball of yarn. Adding stripes is one of the most basic methods of making knit fabric in more than one color, and slip-stitching, which creates the look of knitting with two colors but is worked with only one color of yarn per row, is a fun technique that yields impressive results. Tubular knitting takes slip-stitching to a whole ’nother level: It lets you create two-sided fabric with one color on one side and another color on the other side, while still working with only one color at a time. And double knitting is tubular knitting on steroids, allowing you to make color patterns on both sides of the fabric at the same time.


Even if the idea of working with two yarns at once doesn’t faze you, this chapter still holds plenty of useful information. There are tips and tricks for making your striped knitting look better, and you may find the possibilities of the slip-stitching technique to be something of a revelation. Plus, having tubular and double knitting in your repertoire of techniques will truly broaden your knitting horizons.



STRIPES? CRIPES!


Stripes are the easiest way to add color to your knitting. In fact, you might think that stripes are so basic and straightforward that knitting them requires about as much thought as breathing. But there’s more to stripes than you might think.


Stripes are the color equivalent in knitting of a drumbeat in music. They create a rhythm that can be as regular and booming as a John Philip Sousa piece, as surprising and unpredictable as an improvisational jazz jam session, or as energizing and sexy as a hip-hop hit. You create these rhythms with different colors, which are like the different types of drums in a drum kit, including the cymbals. And if you add just a little bit of trickery to your striping work, you’ve got a slip-stitch pattern, which looks about as much like stripes as a piano sounds like a bongo. Of course you know how to knit stripes back and forth, but if you want to become a master knitter, you need to know your stripes backward and forward.


The first thing you need to know is how to add a new color of yarn. My favorite way is less than straightforward, but it’s worth learning. To do it, I borrow a trick from intarsia knitting (coming up later) to link my new yarn in with the old right from the start. Here’s how:


To start new yarn knitwise:


[image: image] With the old yarn in back, insert your needle into the first stitch knitwise.


[image: image] Drape your new color yarn across this needle from back to front, leaving about a 6" tail hanging in back and to the left, and the ball end in front and to the right.


[image: image]


[image: image] Twist the new yarn with the old yarn like so: Take the ball end of the new yarn and bring it in front of, then under, and up behind the old yarn. You are twisting it around the old yarn.


[image: image]


[image: image] Hold the old yarn down with any old finger you can find, and wrap the new yarn around the needle as you would to make a knit stitch.


[image: image] Carry the stitch on the left-hand needle and the new yarns tail over the new stitch, and off the needle. (This maneuver is somewhat more challenging to execute if you are a Continental knitter than it is if you are an English knitter, but it can be done.)


[image: image]


Now you have a stitch that is wrapped around the old yarn, as well as its own tail, and it’s pretty damn secure. You can go on knitting down the row, but hang on to the tail in your left hand for just a few stitches to make sure it doesn’t go anywhere.



To start new yarn purlwise:



[image: image] With your old yarn in front, insert your needle into the first stitch purlwise.


[image: image] Drape your new color yarn across this needle from front to back, leaving about a 6" tail hanging in front and to the left, and the ball end in back and to the right.


[image: image]


[image: image] Twist the new yarn with the old yarn like so: Take the ball end of the new yarn and bring it in front of, then under, and up behind the old yarn. You are twisting it around the old yarn.


[image: image]


[image: image] Hold the old yarn down with any old finger you can find, and wrap the new yarn around the needle as you would to make a purl stitch.


[image: image] Carry the stitch on the left-hand needle and the new yarns tail over the new stitch, and off the needle. (Again, this maneuver is somewhat more challenging to execute if you are a Continental knitter than it is if you are an English knitter, but it can be done. Sorry, haters.)


[image: image]


Go on purling down the line—just hang on to that tail for a few stitches to make sure it doesn’t slip away.


[image: image]


If you cut your yarn every time you finish knitting a stripe and then start a new length of yarn for each new stripe, you will end up with a whole helluva lot of yarn ends to weave into your work when you are done, and as every knitter knows, that is one sucky job. To save you from this nightmare scenario, stripes are often knit in even numbers of rows (two rows of color A, four rows of color B, two rows of color A), which allows you to “carry” the yarn you aren’t using up the side of your work until you are ready to use it again, instead of cutting it. Carrying your yarn will let you avoid leaving a big, ugly loop o’ yarn along the side of your work when you need to start a new row with a color you haven’t used for a while. All you do is wind the yarn you’re knitting with once around the yarn you leave hanging at the end of your rows, thereby “carrying” it along with you up the side of the work (so that the yarn is never farther than two rows below where it needs to be when you want to use it again). This is usually called “twisting” the yarn together. You simply twist the yarn you’re knitting with around the old yarn—catching it in a sort of yarn hammock—before you start knitting a row.


As I said, this technique works nicely if your stripes consist of even numbers of rows, because you’ll always be starting and ending your colors on the same side of your work. But what happens if you are working an uneven number of rows? You’ll be ready to stop knitting with red and start knitting with green and—uh-oh!—the green yarn won’t be at the beginning of your work, where you need it to be, but at the end. Sure, you can use the old cut ’n start again method, but you have a better option. Just work back and forth on circular needles instead of straight needles; then, when you need to use a yarn that’s on the far side of your work, just slide your stitches to the other end of your needles, where the yarn will be waiting for you, and start knitting from that side. Using this method, you can even knit single-row stripes without creating a giant hair-ball of hanging ends at the sides of your work. Just carry the yarn up the side as before, but work back and forth on circular needles and slide your work this way and that as you need to.




PRESTO CHANGO!
MAKING CLEAN COLOR CHANGES IN RIBBING


If you are knitting in stockinette stitch and change colors, the color change will be beautifully clean when seen from the knit side of your work. But on the purl side, things will look kind of ugly, with a jumble of new-color stitches visibly poking down into the old color, and old-color stitches poking up into the new-color stripe. Since the purl side will usually face where the sun don’t shine, that’s not much of a problem. But what do you do when you are knitting stripes in ribbing, and half of your stitches on the right side of the work are purls? Well, if your stripes are made of more than one or two rows, you can use my very favorite trick to keep the color change as clean as a kitten’s paws: Just knit the entire first row of the new color, instead of alternating knits and purls as you normally would for ribbing. After that, go back to your regular ribbing pattern. How can this work, you ask? Won’t it completely mess up your ribbing? Well, it will make your ribbing just a bit less stretchy. But that’s a small price to pay for a color change so clean you could eat off of it.


[image: image]


Striped ribbing worked normally


[image: image]


Striped ribbing worked by knitting (no purling) on color-change rows






GIVE YOUR KNITTING THE SLIP



KNITTING COLORFUL PATTERNS USING SLIP STITCH


You know that slipping a stitch simply means transferring a stitch from one needle to another without doing anything to it. But what you might not know is that by not doing anything to some stitches in some rows, and then doing something to them in later rows, but with a different color, you can create some amazing effects. I don’t see slip-stitch knitting used very often in patterns, and I think it’s a shame. It’s a way to make it look as if you used a much harder technique, but it’s done using only one color in a row at a time. I’d really love to meet the person who invented slip-stitch knitting and shake her hand, because this method is so incredibly simple yet can yield such gorgeous results, it’s truly nothing short of magic.




COLOR BY NUMBERS
DESIGNING STRIPES ACCORDING TO THE FIBONACCI SEQUENCE


There’s a method of planning stripes in knit fabric that’s been popular among knitters—and especially knitting math geeks—for quite a few years now. It’s called the Fibonacci progression, and although it may sound like a delicious pasta dish, it’s actually quite a nice way to get a stripe rhythm going in your work. To do it, you start your first stripe with a single row of color. The next stripe will be the number of rows in the previous two stripes added together. Your last stripe was only one row, and there was no stripe before that, so 1 and 0 makes 1. The next stripe will be, again, the number of rows in the previous two stripes added together. In this case, a 1 and a 1, that makes 2. And so on, so that each stripe is the number of rows in the previous two stripes added together. (Or, 1 and 2 makes 3.) You won’t want to do this for too long, however, or you’ll end up with some mighty wide stripes, so at a certain point, you can either start working this sequence all over again, or start working it in reverse, so that your stripes get narrower and narrower again, all the way back to 1. But whichever way you do it, following the Fibonacci series can lead to some nice-looking stripes, just like the 13th-century mathematician Leonardo of Pisa intended it to when he introduced this numerical sequence, which mimics patterns found in nature. Talk about old school!


[image: image]





The basic idea is simple: You work a number of stitches in a row and slip some others. Then in a later row, you slip the stitches you worked previously, and work the stitches you slipped, but using a different color. To “slip” a stitch means to just pass it from one needle to the other without doing anything to it—like passing the Olympic torch. One thing to pay attention to in slip-stitch knitting is making sure you slip your stitch purlwise, so it doesn’t change its orientation from one needle to the next. The “leg” on the right side of your stitch will be in front of the needle when the stitch is on the left-hand needle, and that leg will still be on the right and in front of the needle after the stitch is transferred. (This is what is meant by “stitch orientation”—it has nothing to do with whether your stitch prefers Adam or Eve.)


Another thing that really matters in slip-stitch patterns is where you hold the yarn while you are slipping the stitch. Slip-stitch patterns will usually say “sl 1 wyif” or “sl 1 wyib,” which refers to where you hold your yarn when you slip—in front (as you would if you were going to make a purl stitch) when it says “wyif” (with yarn in front), and in back (as you would if you were going to make a knit stitch) when it says “wyib” (with yarn in back). In general, you will be holding your yarn on the wrong side of the work while slipping stitches.


This also means that after you’ve slipped your stitches and go back to knitting or purling again, you’ll be leaving short lengths of yarn behind (or in front of) those stitches, also called “floats.” (I really love calling them floats. It’s such an airy, pretty way of referring to those ugly hanging strands!) Floats need to be loose enough not to pull your knitting together accordionlike, and just tight enough to float straight across behind your stitches instead of creating gross, dangling loops. (For more on this, see “Float Like a Butterfly,” page 25.)


A very simple slip-stitch pattern that illustrates the method better than anything I can tell you is the 2-stitch check pattern, shown above, right. It looks like it was created by alternating stitches in two different colors across a row, but the truth is, each row was knit using only one color—the checked pattern is completely the result of slipping certain stitches.


If you’ve never tried slip-stitching before, whip out some needles and two colors of yarn and take it for a test drive.


Begin with a multiple of 4 stitches.


ROW 1: Knit with color A.


ROW 2: Purl with A.


ROW 3: With B, k3, *sl 2 wyib, k2, rep from *, end k1.


ROW 4: With B, p3, *sl 2 wyif, p2; rep from *, end p1.


ROWS 5 AND 6: Repeat rows 1 and 2 with A.


ROW 7: With B, k1, *sl 2 wyib, k2; rep from *, end sl 2 wyib, k1.


ROW 8: With B, p1, *sl 2 wyif, p2; rep from *, end sl 2 wyif, p1.


[image: image]


Once you’ve done this for a bit, you’ll be scratching your head in bewilderment. How the hell does it work? Why do the color A stitches look like they are part of row B? The answer, my friends, is that knit stitches are stretchy and will adjust themselves as needed. The color A stitches are a bit stretched out, if you look at them carefully, but the stitches in the color B rows are more than happy to squash themselves down a bit, and that makes everything look a bit more even-steven. This bit of squashing does mean, however, that it will take more rows to knit, say, an inch of fabric using a slip-stitch pattern than it would using plain old stockinette stitch. And, even if you make the most perfect floats in town, your fabric will still be a bit less stretchy and more narrow than it would be if you weren’t carrying yarn along behind your work. So deal with it.


As impressive as the 2-stitch check pattern is, it’s just the tip of the slip-stitching iceberg. This little trickster can be used to create all sorts of complicated-looking color and texture patterns.



CIRCULAR LOGIC




SLIP-STITCHING IN THE ROUND



Slip-stitch patterns are almost always written in rows, not rounds, and they are so mysterious, you might be afraid to try using them on a project, like socks, that is knit in the round. But fear not! With a few adjustments to the stitch pattern, most slip-stitch patterns can work in the round as well as they do in back-and-forth knitting. The trick is to convert the wrong-side rows in the pattern to right-side rows. So, if the pattern says to knit on a wrong-side row, you purl; if the pattern says to hold your yarn in front, you hold it in back, and vice versa. Alternatively, you can simply knit from the chart, reading each row from right to left and skipping any edge stitches in the original chart so that your pattern will go round and round seamlessly. Also, leave out edge stitches in your count when you are casting on.


SLIP’N SLIDE



USING SLIP-STITCHING TO MAKE TWO-COLOR TUBULAR KNITTING


Earlier in this chapter, I talked about the fact that when you make color changes while knitting stripes in stockinette, one side of your fabric will look nice, and the other—not so much. And I’m sure that at some point in your life you’ve sought the beginning knitter’s holy grail: a stockinette-stitch scarf that won’t roll. While the latter is quite impossible, there is a stitch that creates fabric that lies completely flat, looks like stockinette on both sides, and will let you make stripes with beautifully clean color changes. What is this miracle stitch you ask? It’s tubular knitting, done using slip-stitching, and it’s just lovely. It creates fabric that’s basically a sort of tube, with a layer of stockinette fabric on both sides (so it’s twice as thick as regular stockinette-stitch fabric), and it’s just perfect for scarf knitting. Best of all, when done with two balls of yarn (in two different colors), you’ll get a piece of fabric that is one color on one side, another color on the other. And you’ll do it all using only one color per row.


To do it, cast on an even number of stitches that is twice the number you’d need if you were knitting the piece in plain stockinette stitch (so, if a 4" piece in stockinette stitch would require 16 stitches, cast on 32 stitches for a 4"-wide piece of tubular knitting).


ROW 1: *K1, sl 1 purlwise wyif; rep from * to end of row. Rep this row.


To add a stripe in a second color, you should begin on an odd-numbered row.


To create tubular knitting that is one color on one side and another color on the other side, the process is a bit different. You’ll need to use two double-pointed needles or one circular needle. With color A, cast on an even number of stitches that is twice the number you’d need if you were knitting in plain stockinette stitch. Continue as follows:


ROW 1: With A, *k1, sl 1 next stitch purlwise wyif; rep from * to end of row.


ROW 2: Slide all stitches to other end of the needle. With B, *sl 1 purlwise wyib, p1; rep from * to end of row.


ROW 3: With B, *k1, sl 1 purlwise wyif; rep from * to end of row.


ROW 4: Slide all stitches to the other end of the needle. With A, *sl 1 purlwise wyib, p1; rep from * to end of row.


Repeat rows 1–4.


[image: image]


To make sure that your work is closed at each end, twist yarns A and B at the beginning of rows 1 and 3.


Tubular knitting is a bit slow since you are making two passes to complete each individual row. But you will end up with an awesome piece of double-thick, two-colored fabric that looks good on both sides. And how often can you say that in knitting?



DOUBLE KNITTING


ADVANCED TUBULAR KNITTING WITH TWO COLORS


Now, how about mixing things up and knitting with both colors on one side and both colors on the other side? You can do this, and it’s called double knitting. It’s almost the same as tubular knitting, only it isn’t, because instead of slipping stitches you’ll be knitting or purling them, and instead of working with only one color on each side, you’ll be working with both colors at the same time. (I know I promised you’d only be using one color per row in this chapter, but at least double knitting doesn’t involve any of the challenging stranding and catching that regular two-color knitting requires.) The coolest thing about double knitting is that each side will be the exact color inverse of the other. A purple field with a white diamond on one side will automatically become a white field with a purple diamond on the other.


Here’s how: Cast on twice as many stitches as you need for the width of your piece. Holding both color yarns at the same time (see chapter 3, “Strand and Deliver,” for methods of doing this), knit the first stitch with A. Then bring both colors to the front of your work (between the needle points) and purl the second stitch with color B. Now bring both colors to the back of your work and knit the next stitch with color A. Continue alternating knit and purl stitches, always knitting with color A and always purling with color B and always bringing both yarns to the back before making a knit stitch, and both to the front before making a purl. As you continue to work, you will always alternate between knitting and purling, but you will not always alternate A and B in this same order. The color that you use to knit the first stitch of each knit/purl pair will be determined by your knitting color chart. The purl stitch, however, will always be made with the other color yarn.


Since double-knit fabric doesn’t have a right side and a wrong side (both are “right sides”), you can start working the color pattern whenever you like. Let’s say you are working with purple and white yarn; we’ll call one side the “purple” side and the other the “white” side.
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Double-knit swatch as seen from “purple” side


[image: image]


Double-knit swatch as seen from “white” side


The chart below shows a purple background and a white diamond. It shows how you will work when you are on the “purple” side. When you work your way back, the white side will be facing you, and you’ll do exactly the opposite of what’s in the chart.


[image: image]


Reading the first row of the chart, from right to left, we see ten purple stitches, followed by one white stitch, followed by ten more purple stitches. The chart is showing us what we need to do with the knit stitches only. The purl stitches will simply always be made in the opposite color. So, to work row one, you would knit one purple stitch, then purl a white stitch, and repeat that nine more times. This gives you the first ten purple boxes of the chart. The next box in the chart is a white one, and remember, the chart only shows us the knit stitch, so that means you will knit the next stitch with the white yarn, and purl the stitch after that with the purple. Then, you’ve got to knit one stitch with purple and purl the next stitch with white ten times.


The truly tricky part comes in the next row. Now not only are you keeping track of your knits and purls and purple and white, but, since you’re working on the other side of the fabric, you’ll need to knit the opposite color of what you see on the chart. Our chart says we are to knit nine purple, three white, and nine more purple stitches. But on this row, we are going to do the exact opposite of that: We’ll knit nine white, three purple, and nine more white. The purl stitches in between will all be done in the other yarn. So we knit white/purl purple nine times, then knit purple/purl white three times, and then knit white/purl purple nine times again.


Don’t forget to twist your yarns at the end of the row by bringing the new yarn up from under the old yarn at the beginning of each color change.





2
KNIT, IF YOU WILL, A PICTURE


CREATING IMAGES WITH INTARSIA


Say you want to knit a picture—like a bunny rabbit or some detailed flowers—on a project. You’ll need to use a technique called intarsia. The word intarsia comes from a method of woodwork that uses different-colored pieces of wood glued together like a puzzle to create an image, and intarsia knitting works in somewhat the same way: Individual blocks of color are knit to form an image or pattern. And, just as a woodworker needs to use some sort of glue to keep different blocks of color from falling apart, one of the tricks of intarsia is to link your various pieces of color together. Unlike a woodworker, however, you won’t do this after all the pieces are made, but instead, you’ll connect the different color areas to each other as you are knitting them.


With intarsia, the idea is to make it look like your yarn magically changed color from one stitch to the next. The way you work with different colors in intarsia is easy, but getting it to look perfect can be a bit harder. I like that challenge, however, and that’s why intarsia is one of my most favorite knitting methods.



THE RULES OF THE GAME


Intarsia is knit one row at a time, just like any other kind of knitting, but each area of color is knit with its own length of yarn—in intarsia, you do not carry your yarn across the back of your work. Instead, each time you change from one color to the next in a row of knitting, you drop the first color and continue working the row with the next color. This is sometimes hard for people to wrap their heads around, so let me clarify: If you are knitting a purple circle in the middle of a field of blue, you will need to use three separate lengths of yarn, two blue and one purple: one length of blue yarn to knit the stitches up to where the circle begins, then the purple yarn to knit the circle, and then the second piece of blue yarn to knit from the circle to the end of the row.
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Intarsia knitting as seen from the front


Lemme give you another example, because I see people doing this incorrectly all the time: If you are knitting a cream-colored sweater that has red-and-black poppies scattered across it, you will use lots and lots of different pieces of yarn. Think about it—you’ll need individual lengths of red and black for each individual poppy, and you’ll need separate lengths of cream-colored yarn for knitting the spaces in between the poppies. And, depending on how the poppies are designed, you may even need more than one length of red and black to knit ’em.


In other words, the die-hard rule of intarsia is this: You should not, you may not, and you will not carry any length of yarn behind any stitches in order to continue knitting with it on the other side. This means that, on the back of your work, you will never see any strands of yarn that lead from one area of color to another. You know how Joan Crawford felt about wire hangers, don’t you? Now picture her yelling this at you so you really get it through your wooly head: NO! MORE! YARN! STRANDS!
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Intarsia knitting as seen from the back


The only real trick to intarsia is understanding how to connect color areas by linking yarns at each color change. I’ve told you that intarsia is worked using individual lengths of yarn for each color area, almost as if you are knitting a jigsaw puzzle where each puzzle piece is knit with its own length of yarn. But you need to link your stitches together every time you change colors (where the edges of the puzzle pieces meet), because if you don’t, you will end up with something that is just like a real puzzle. With nothing holding them together, all the pieces fall apart. So, if you are knitting a purple circle in the middle of a blue field, without linking your stitches, the circle would be connected to the fabric at its top and bottom, but the sides would be flapping loose like a pair of fish gills. When I’m teaching intarsia, I usually ask three students to help me in a demonstration—two wearing similarly colored shirts, and the third wearing a different-colored shirt—and I line them up like this:
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Let’s call these volunteers Mary Ann, Gilligan, and Ginger. Now, pretend Mary Ann and Ginger are each an area of red stitches, and Gilligan is an area of white stitches. I then ask Gilligan to take a step forward while Mary Ann and Ginger stay in place. He does this, showing how these areas of stitches are not connected at all. Next I ask Gilligan to link arms with Mary Ann and Ginger, and ask him to take a step forward while Mary Ann and Ginger stay where they are. Obviously, he can’t do it. Now that they’ve linked their arms, these areas of colors are connected together as one piece. That’s just how it works in intarsia, where you link the “arms” of your stitches when you change from one color to the next. The way you do that is really simple, so don’t worry about the technique; I’ll show it to you in a second. What’s really important is that you remember that your stitches have to be linked at every color change, or you’ll have a disaster on your hands—like Gilligan all alone, without his Ginger or Mary Ann.
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THE RIGHT YARN FOR THE JOB


When you are working in color, whether you are working an intarsia design or stranded pattern, the yarn you choose for your project will make a big difference in how good it will look. Slippery, smooth yarns, such as 100% cotton—especially shiny, mercerized cotton—will never yield as nice a result as something that is even just a little bit fuzzy, such as a 100% wool or wool blend yarn. That’s because the fuzziness will sort of fill in the empty spots between the stitches, and whether you’re working in intarsia or stranding, changing from one color to another always makes the areas between your stitches a bit more janky than if you were just knitting with a single color. Cotton blended with wool—even a little bit—will give you a much better result than cotton alone. There are some wools that have been spun in such a way as to yield a yarn that has almost no fuzziness to speak of, and those should also be avoided for this type of colorwork.






GREAT LENGTHS



YARN LENGTHS IN INTARSIA


So, how do you go about dealing with all these lengths of yarn? Many books will recommend that you wind the different lengths of yarn onto bobbins. Others will tell you to put your yarn into different bowls.


I’ve tried all of that, and my bobbins would wind around each other and my yarn would get tangled in no time flat. It was a huge pain trying to free all my yarn from this mess every time I needed to make a different colored stitch, and I didn’t like knitting intarsia at all. But then I discovered a different, much simpler method. Instead of putting my yarn on bobbins, I just break off a nice, long piece of yarn—about a “wingspan” (the distance from hand to hand when your arms are spread out to your sides). I let that yarn dangle down behind my work, and no matter how much it twists around with the other yarns, it’s easy to pull it out from those strands and knit with it again.


You might think that you’d continuously run out of yarn with this method and have to start new pieces, which would mean having to work in a horrible number of ends later. In some instances that’s true. But here’s a trick to lengthen any piece of yarn that’s 100% wool. When you are getting to the end of your rope, so to speak, just spit-splice another wingspan’s length of yarn to it and keep knitting. To spit-splice yarn, first fluff out the last ½" of each piece of yarn a bit by pulling it apart, then wet those ends in your mouth. Yes, you can dip them in a glass of water, but your mouth is so much more convenient. When the ends are nice and moist, place them in your palm, overlapping the wet parts, and rub your hands together so hard that you feel warmth. The warmth is important: What you’re really doing is felting these two ends of yarn together, so you need all three ingredients—water, friction, and heat—to make the magic happen. Rub quickly while you count to ten slowly. When you are done, open your hands and voilà—your two pieces of yarn will have become one!
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One caveat: If you are knitting with relatively thick yarn—say, heavy worsted or thicker—you will end up with a really thick knob where you spliced. To avoid that, after you’ve fluffed out the ends of your yarn, rip off about half of the thickness of each of your ends. Continue as usual.
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There’s one exception to the above technique, however: If you’re working some sort of multicolored image in the middle of a large, solid-colored background—say, an adorable green, yellow, and black frog in a pale blue field—use these wingspan lengths for the frog colors, but use full balls for the background color. Plan ahead to have one ball of light blue for the knitting before you get to the motif, and another ball of light blue for the knitting that comes afterward. (If the pattern only calls for a single ball of light blue, wind off a nice-size second ball before you start.)
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GO FIGURE



MAKING A FIGURE EIGHT YARN BOBBIN


If you are working intarsia with only a few different colors, you can make a center-pull figure eight, or “butterfly,” bobbin out of the yarn like this: With your left hand in a “stick ’em up” position, hold the end of the yarn in your three closed fingers and start winding the yarn, in a figure eight, around your thumb and forefinger.
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When you have a nice amount of yarn—about 15 or so figure eights—break the yarn off from the ball, wrap it a few times around the center of the eight, and pull it through the last wrap to secure.
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To use it, start with the tail, and pull out a bit of yarn from the butterfly as you need it. Yarn butterflies are light and will hang nicely at the back of your work. Yarn wound onto bobbins, on the other hand, are heavier and have a tendency to get really naughty and start twisting around each other. It’s like knitting with yo-yos hanging at the back of your work. Hell to the no!


START ME UP



ADDING A NEW COLOR YARN


Up until now in your knitting life, you’ve been told to only start new yarn at the beginning of a row. But guess what? In Intarsialand, you’ll be adding new yarn in the middle of a row, because that’s where it will be needed.


You can always add new yarn in the middle of a row using the method described in chapter 1 (page 3), which incorporates the intarsia trick of twisting new yarn around the old yarn. But there’s a second method that works especially well for intarsia, and it’s sure to freak people out when they see it, which is a plus.


For this method, knit (or purl) up until you need to make a stitch in the new color. Then bring the new yarn between your needles, leaving about a 6" tail hanging at the front of your work, bring your old yarn up and to the left so that it crosses over the top of this new piece of yarn, then pick up the new yarn (it will now be coming from underneath the old yarn) and knit (or purl) the next stitch with this new color yarn.
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Leave the tail that’s weirdly hanging in front of your work so it doesn’t get confused with the umpteen other lengths of yarn at the back, the ones you are actually working with. I’ve had it happen more than once while doing intarsia that I thought I was knitting with a new piece of yarn only to find that I was accidentally knitting with someone else’s tail. Later on, you can put that tail behind you by simply pulling up the loop in the back of your work that he’s attached to, et voilà—the most beautiful, undetectable new yarn addition ever.
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CONNECTING THE DOTS



LINKING YOUR YARNS TOGETHER


When you first add a new color of yarn using either of the ways I just described, it will already be linked with the old yarn. On the following rows, when you are changing colors in the middle of a row, it’s quite simple to link the old and the new. For the last stitch of the old color, bring the old yarn up and to the left, and bring the new yarn up from underneath it to make the stitch.
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You are catching the old yarn in with the new yarn, making a little yarn “hammock,” just like you do when carrying yarn up the sides of your work. While people make all kinds of fuss about how to link yarns in intarsia, that’s really all there is to it. You use the same method whether you are making a color change on the knit or the purl side of your work.


Years ago, when I was first learning to knit intarsia, I would find that my yarn changes looked a bit crummy from the front. So, studious girl that I am, I began reading every book I could find on the subject of intarsia (um, there really aren’t that many) to see how I could perfect my technique. I tried every method suggested and could still never get the front of my work to look right, until I finally realized that the front side of intarsia never looks very good while you are knitting it and won’t reach true beauty until after it’s been blocked and the edge stitches have been adjusted (see “Nip/Tuck,” page 20). Sometimes, it won’t look perfect even after you’ve fixed it up. In fact, I can show you more than one knitting book about intarsia on which the edges of the projects displayed on the cover look crappy!


In the end, it turns out that there really is only one way to link your yarns together at the color change—and it’s the same whether the new yarn is coming from the stitch right below, or below and to the right or left—and that’s the way I explain above: Take your old yarn up and to the left, bring the new yarn up from underneath that yarn and make your stitch.



A TIGHT–KNIT GROUP


MAKING THE EDGES OF YOUR COLOR CHANGES AS NICE AS POSSIBLE


To keep the stitches at the edges of your color changes from being too loose, as they often are, tighten the last stitch before the color change by giving your yarn a good tug after completing the stitch. You also want to tighten the first stitch of your new color, but do it like so: Knit the first stitch in the normal way, linking it with the previous stitch of the old color. Then, on the next stitch in that color, insert your needle as if to knit (or purl) but don’t wrap the yarn yet. Instead, tug on the yarn to tighten up the previous stitch. Then wrap the yarn and complete this stitch. You’ll still need to touch up your edge stitches later on, but this trick will definitely help.
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Why do the stitches at intarsia color changes often look so distorted? Because what makes a knit stitch a perfectly shaped knit stitch is the direction that the yarn on either side “travels” into that stitch. Think of a knit stitch as the legs of a prima ballerina doing a plié in first position—which, if you’ve never taken ballet, means that the heels of her feet are together, her feet are pointing straight to each side, and her legs are slightly bent. Her weight is distributed nicely over her feet, and they are bent in exactly the same, graceful way. Now imagine that you take one of her feet and change its orientation—for example, you cut a hole in the ground under her foot and pull down on her toes, or you tie a rope to the toes of one foot and tie the other end to the ceiling, making her toes point up in the air, or you twist her foot so that it is pointing down and behind her. Can you see that this would make it very difficult for her to keep her legs in the same perfect plié shape as when her feet were both evenly sticking out to each side? When working intarsia, your knit stitches are like the legs of this poor tortured ballerina. Linking the stitches together is an attempt to get the yarn to seem like it’s coming into the stitch from the sides—like the feet of the ballerina before we started messing with her, and like normal knit stitches when you aren’t changing colors in the middle of a row. But in intarsia, the yarn leading up to a stitch at the edge of a colored area is coming from the row below, not the stitch next door—sometimes directly below, which isn’t so bad (the foot through the floor thing above), but often from below and a few stitches before or after the stitch you are making, which is like taking that foot and pointing it in every other crazy direction you can think of. The yarn “exiting” your edge stitches isn’t necessarily going on to create the next stitch, either—it may be going to make a stitch in the row above, possibly right overhead, or above and a few, or even quite a few, stitches to the right or left. That means our ballerina’s feet are going to get quite twisted and turned, and it also means that when you are knitting intarsia, the stitches on the edges of your color areas are naturally going to be somewhat wonky. All you can do is try your best not to pull your yarn too tight or leave it too loose while making your stitches, and concentrate on linking your colors together as you go. Later, when your work is done, you can fix up those gross edges with a bit of a knitting facelift. (See “Nip/Tuck,” page 20.)
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COMBINATION PLATTER



USING INTARSIA AND STRANDED KNITTING TOGETHER


Remember Joan Crawford earlier? And how she told you never to carry your yarn behind your stitches? Well, don’t tell her I said so, but sometimes you can do just that. If you’re working an intarsia pattern that has just a few stitches outside the main color area, or a few details inside of a larger design, you can go ahead and carry your yarn over there to knit those few stitches, as long as they aren’t too far away. Your intarsia may not be completely street-legal if you do this, but you will keep your head from exploding as a result of dealing with too many lengths of yarn, and that’s an important consideration. A long time ago, I was making a baby sweater that had many small flower sprigs sprinkled across it, with leaves and stems and flower buds. I was so committed to practicing perfect intarsia, I didn’t let a single length of yarn ever cross another length of yarn, so each flower sprig required many strands, plus I needed tons of pieces of yarn to create all the bits of background color between each flower sprig. As I worked, I found myself cursing the designer, and cursed her even more when I walked into my LYS to find a sample of this very sweater in which the background color yarn was carried behind each of the flower sprigs, as were some of the colors in the flower sprig itself. The sweater looked perfect, and whoever knit the sample went through a lot less hell than I did, with fewer ends to work away.


There are two instances in which you might want to combine some stranding with your intarsia. If you have a number of small color designs scattered over a single-color background (as in my torture sweater above), you should use separate lengths of yarn to make your small designs, but strand the background yarn behind them. Here you’d be working intarsia within a stranded piece. Alternatively, you might work some stranded knitting within an intarsia piece. For instance, in an American flag design worked in intarsia using separate lengths of red, white, and blue, you might work the stars by stranding the white yarn behind the blue.


Be careful, though, of other times when you might be tempted to strand—such as stranding your background color behind a narrow vertical stripe, or a larger, solid stripe. If you do that, not only will your fabric pucker and distort like nobody’s business, but your color changes will also be a mess.


If, however, your design includes vertical or diagonal lines that are only a single stitch wide, you’re best off not knitting them into your design at all, but instead adding them at the end of the work using duplicate stitch (see “All Stitched Up,” page 81) or crocheting them into your design, as explained next. Linking a single column of stitches using the intarsia technique is impossible. Duplicate stitch is your best bet for small details on your pieces as well, especially when they consist of only a few stitches in a different color.


ONE-STITCH PONY



MAKING SINGLE-STITCH VERTICAL COLOR COLUMNS WITH CROCHET


I encountered this method in a Dutch knitting pattern for a sweater that had vertical and horizontal stripes running across the sleeves in contrasting colors. The horizontal stripes were knit right in, but for the single-stitch-wide vertical stripes, the pattern directed me to knit purl stitches in the regular background color, then crochet the vertical stripes over these columns of purl stitches afterward. I’ve never seen this method show up in any American pattern (except for a pattern in one of my own books, where I put it in myself), but it’s quite brilliant. While you’re knitting, work the single-stitch vertical column in reverse stockinette stitch instead of stockinette stitch. That will leave a column of purl stitches running up your fabric. Then, holding your new color yarn at the back of your work, insert a crochet hook (one that’s the appropriate size for your yarn) from the front of your work through to the back, underneath the lowest purl rung. Pull a loop of the new color yarn through to the front of the work.
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Insert the hook under the next rung up, wrap your yarn around the hook, and pull it through to the front and through the loop on the hook, so you are left with a single loop on the hook. You’re really making a crocheted slip stitch. Work your way all the way up the column of purl stitches, securing your yarn and stitch at the end by whatever means necessary, and you’ll see that you’ve created a new column of stitches that, for all intents and purposes, look just like knit stitches. (In Nelson voice) HA-ha!
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NIP/TUCK


FINISHING YOUR INTARSIA WORK, FIXING IT UP, AND WORKING AWAY THE ENDS


Once you’ve completed knitting your intarsia piece, you still have a bit of work to do before it is truly finished. Start by stretching your work, top to bottom, side to side, and corner to corner, to sort of “settle” the stitches. Next, get out a knitting needle and prepare to fix up those ratty edges of your color changes. I’ve found the best way is to tighten each loose stitch by pulling up each arm of the V with a knitting needle and adjusting the stitch so that it’s neither too loose nor too tight, then distributing the resulting slack across a few stitches. Thus, I pull up the arms of the next V, but not completely, so that some of the slack stays in that stitch, then on to the next stitch and leave a bit of the slack there, and on for a few more stitches until the looseness that was in the first stitch has been spread out among four or five stitches and is thereby imperceptible. Do this to all of the stitches at the edges of your colors that look ratty.


Next, it’s time to work away your yarn ends. First, bring all the yarn ends that you’ve left hanging on the front of your work to the back by pulling up the loop on the back of your work where the yarn was started. (See “Start Me Up,” page 15.)


The trick to weaving away the ends of intarsia work neatly is twofold: (1) Work the ends into stitches of the same color, and (2) make sure the stitches where the ends are coming from are not distorted in the process. One easy way to accomplish this is to simply weave the ends into the loops where the two different color sections were joined. Another undetectable way to secure your yarn is to stab your needle through the back loops of similar color stitches, thereby splitting them, as you are weaving away your ends. This keeps any yarn from showing through on the front side of your work.
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