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Foreword

BY MELANIE FALICK

I learned to knit as a child, but I became a knitter at twenty-five—that is, at twenty-five, I did more than cast on and knit a few rows before becoming distracted by something else. It was the late 1980s, and as I was to come to find out, the end of a mini knitting boom. Apparently, Perry Ellis had introduced oversized, bulky-knit sweaters in the early 1980s, and swarms of women bought yarn in order to reproduce them. Gradually those sweaters went out of fashion, many of those women lost interest, and, concurrently, the economics of the yarn business declined. Both yarn mills and knitting shops were closing at a record pace. But I didn’t know any of that. I had simply met a new boyfriend in 1988 and decided to knit him a scarf for our first Valentine’s Day together. I wanted to surprise him with something made with great care and love (though I dared not use that word too soon). Immediately, in fact within moments of walking into the yarn shop I had found in the yellow pages when I conceived of the gift, I realized that this scarf would be significant to me in a different way; even if my boyfriend and I didn’t stay together (though we did and are now married), I knew I would continue to knit. Instantly I was drawn to the colors and textures of the yarn and soon after became intrigued by the culture of knitting, that is, the people around the world who knit and the role knitting plays in their lives.

I started to talk about my knitting with my friends and got a mixed response: Some recalled knitting in their past and pulled out old projects and joined me, some asked me to teach them how to knit, and some laughed and made comments about grandmothers or spinsters. My mother, a lapsed knitter, started knitting again. My father, a passionate appreciator of the work of the hand, bought me hand-spun yarn from a sheep farm he visited. Though I knew that knitting wasn’t considered “cool,” I didn’t care at all. They’re losers, I thought when people I met judged my new hobby as out of date or suitable only for those who had uninteresting lives. For me, the coolest thing to do was to follow my own creative path.

Today the situation has changed significantly. According to the mainstream media, knitting is “hot.” Movie stars are knitting; high-powered financiers are knitting; college students are knitting; even men are knitting. While that is, in most ways, a positive development, it does make me slightly sad. Before, I felt as though I was part of a quiet underground movement, that I was the lucky member of a unique group of mostly women who had discovered the secret power of an age-old craft. By simply manipulating yarn on needles, we could explore our creativity, achieve a meditative-like calm, and express our love for others. We could bond with one another and, most important, with our female ancestors. As knitters of the late twentieth century, we could celebrate the stitches of the women who had come before us, and we could honor their work, most of which has gone unrecorded by history. By appreciating their knitting, we could acknowledge their artistry and the power they held in their hands when they knitted the sweaters, socks, hats, and scarves that kept the people in their lives protected, that let the recipients of their work know that they were cared for.

As we enter the twenty-first century, I am not at all surprised by the upswing in interest in knitting. With so much of our lives driven by high-tech influences, we are in need of “soft-tech,” of the work of the hand rather than the work of machinery, of the one-of-a-kind rather than the mass-produced. We are in need of reasons to join others with similar interests and to share our passions. We are in need of the soothing rhythms of knit and purl, which can slow us down and ground us and remind us that what we most need is not always the newest, latest, and greatest.

Knitting’s current vogue also reflects the evolution of the women’s movement. Now that most women no longer feel compelled to reject that which is traditionally feminine in order to succeed in the professional world, they can safely re-evaluate the domestic and proudly reclaim that which they miss, be it frilly fashion, child care, cooking, or needlework. And this time they can get more respect for their endeavors. Though knitting still suffers from some sexist and ageist stereotyping, its image is, indeed, improving. Even in the famously snobbish art world, knitting is being reconsidered and the work of artists whose medium is knitting is being pursued. Most media coverage does still somewhat annoyingly begin with a headline like KNITTING ISN’T JUST FOR GRANDMA ANYMORE, but knitting is moving to the forefront—at least for a while—and that is drawing new knitters into the community, which I have to admit is a good thing on both an individual and societal level. I suspect I’ll get my “underground movement” back again. But, for now, to the people who can’t resist the stereotype of grandmothers knitting in rocking chairs, I always point out: Grandma may be knitting and she may be rocking, but it’s not because she’s old and has nothing better to do. It is because she is wise and knows what’s important.

MELANIE FALICK is the editor in chief of Interweave Knits magazine, the coauthor of Knitting for Baby (Stewart, Tabori & Chang, 2002), and the author of Kids Knitting (Artisan, 1988) and Knitting in America (Artisan, 1985).


Introduction

This book is an introduction to both the craft and the world of knitting. Knitting embodies warmth, color, texture, companionship, relaxation, joy, and accomplishment. Knitters find that the activity builds self-confidence and provides opportunity for creative expression, for healing, and for giving. The basics of knitting are so easy that children as young as seven or eight can learn to knit in a half-hour. Once basic stitches are learned, the creative possibilities of needles and yarn are infinite.

In Part I: The Craft of Knitting we offer carefully illustrated, clear instructions so that anyone can learn to knit from this book, simply from the words and illustrations on the page. While everyone has his or her own way of learning, and some may prefer to be shown how in person, we have developed what we believe are simple, concise instructions for learning to knit without a teacher. Time and again, we have handed these instructions to people of all ages and sexes and they have succeeded without help. Once, at a photo-shoot for this book, the photographer asked whether he could borrow the instructions and a beginner’s pattern for a hat on page 37. The next day he appeared with a nearly finished hat on his needles, the work of his own hands.

Once you know how to put stitches onto a needle (cast on) and how to make the knit stitch, the purl stitch, and to bind off, you have the basic apparatus for knitting. Beyond this, everything is a variation of the knit and purl stitches. You can create cables and intricate designs by changing the way you form those two basic stitches. Combine the basic stitch formula with the variety of existing yarns, and a world of unlimited design and creative possibilities is at your fingertips.

Because it is so easy to learn to knit, many people learn when they are children. Knitting teaches them the value of sitting quietly, paying attention, and maintaining focus. It teaches them that not everything in the world springs forth completely finished on a store shelf. They learn that it is possible to create something with their own two hands. And they enjoy a sense of accomplishment in creating something both practical and beautiful. With time, knitting may teach deeper lessons of patience, persistence, and the ability to deal with mistakes and move on. People who knit often use that time to think, sometimes without being totally aware they are thinking, reaping the joys and benefits of contemplation.

No matter when you learn to knit, if you have a teacher, you will have a special connection to that person. Often, the teacher is a family member, and the act of teaching becomes a thread that links the generations. One knitter, Diana, remembers teaching her brother how to knit when he was 21. He described such a sense of accomplishment after completing the first few rows that he told her he felt as if she had revealed a great treasure to him. “It was a defining moment for me as well—as bonding a moment as had ever taken place in the twenty years the two of us had coexisted on the planet,” she said. “I was thrilled to be passing on a skill to my brother that had been taught to me by my sister, who had been taught by our mother, who had been taught by our grandmother, who had probably been taught by her mother. I began to see the yarn as a metaphor for the continuous thread that binds each of us to the members of our own family, as well as to our ancestors.”

In Chapter 1 we introduce the basic tools of knitting—needles, and yarn—as well as additional accessories you may either need or want as your interest and abilities grow Needles are available in a range of materials from metal to wood, in different colors and three types: straight, circular, and double-pointed. The different types of yarns on the market are even more varied, consisting of a virtually unlimited number of colors and combinations of natural and synthetic fibers. The same amount of yarn can sell for anywhere from a few to as much as hundreds of dollars, depending on the material. Whenever knitters congregate, they tend to debate and discuss their favorite needles—which type are the easiest and most comfortable to use—and their favorite yarns. Which ones make the best baby clothes, which make the fastest throws or the warmest sweaters. The tools you start out with, especially the yarn you choose, help determine what your knitting experience will be like and what the finished product will look like. Other elements that go into your project are less tangible, including everything from your skill level to your talent to your mood at the time. The beauty of knitting is how your inner world spills out into the knitted finished product through the stitched yarn.

From the time you learn to cast on, knit, and purl, you are not far from being able to complete an easy sweater pattern, a scarf, or a throw Learning to read a pattern—the language of knitting—is the next step in exploring the realm of possibilities that knitting offers. There are knitters who are perfectly happy making unshaped scarves and throws year after year, and knitters who will not venture on to the next project unless it includes a new technique or a new approach. Both of these styles are valid. Both can be extremely rewarding. Where you go with knitting is a highly individual choice.

In Part II, we introduce you to the world—the culture—of knitting. Its many facets invite sustaining and meaningful participation. One powerful aspect of this world immediately connects knitters with others: knitting for charity. Perhaps since knitting for loved ones is already such a generous gift of time and self, it is a small step to move to knitting for those in need. Knitting charities (Chapter 13) abound on websites, in magazines, among knitting guilds and clubs, and wherever knitters gather.

Serious knitters often enjoy collecting yarn, knitting memorabilia, and knitting accessories. Knitters tend to have a love of fiber, texture, and color that compels them to collect yarn for its own sake—to look at it, to touch it, and, some say, even to smell it. In Chapter 14, you will meet people who collect not only yarn but every imaginable knitting-related item—messages from online knitting conversations, patterns (even of out-of-date styles designed with long-discontinued yarns), photos of cats playing with a ball of yarn, bags designed to carry yarn, and stuffed toys of animals whose wool is used for yarn, like sheep and alpacas. All of this collecting calls for organizing, storing, and sometimes (when a spouse is in the picture) hiding the fruits of this collection. This Chapter, “Collecting and Storing Yarn,” lets you peek into the homes of some of these avid savers of the regalia of knitting, and, perhaps, provides a glimpse of your own future.

It is also true of devoted knitters that they immediately feel a connection and camaraderie when meeting a fellow knitter. There is a sense of trust that opens a door into conversation and often leads to deep, long-lasting friendships. But knitters don’t wait for the serendipity of finding one another on the street. They meet through the knitting guilds, college clubs, corporate office groups, knitting conventions, travel, and camps that cater to the need to commune with others who knit. In Chapter 22, we describe how the fellowship of knitters is like an extended family It is one of the great benefits of knitting—and one of the more gratifying experiences of life.

In Chapter 18, we’ll see how the Internet has forever changed the craft and influenced knitters in ways not previously possible. Knitters who were once isolated or had contact with no more than a handful of other knitters can now communicate with thousands of like-minded individuals every day Through the Internet, we can immediately know how people are reacting to issues that affect the knitting community We can all commiserate about the reactions we have gotten to knitting in public; we can become part of a fad to knit socks; we can create and donate a section of a memorial quilt to respond to a crisis. What we receive from being in instant touch with other knitters can be as practical as a solution to a knitting problem or an offer of a skein of yarn needed to complete a project, or as central to our well-being as support, validation, and comfort.

There are powerful emotional benefits available to those who become part of the universe of knitting. In Chapter 19 we share inspiring stories of how knitting has been a healing force in people’s lives, providing a source of relaxation and solace in difficult times. Beyond the positive feelings of fellowship with others is the intrinsic quality of knitting to quiet a troubled mind and slow a racing heart during times of stress. Not everyone finds comfort in the same activities, but avid knitters receive a healing benefit that others describe getting from yoga, running, listening to beautiful music, or gardening. There’s a sense of fulfillment that comes from completing a difficult project, improving one’s self-esteem, and giving vent to creative expression that can provide a much-needed lift in challenging times.

Fashion and design (Chapter 16) are an exciting part of the world of knitting. Knitters eagerly anticipate the next issue of their favorite knitting magazine to see new designs that they might try for their own projects. They scan the pages of the fashion magazines looking for inspiration and ideas for unique sweaters. Anyone who has had to roll up the too-long sleeves of store-bought sweaters or who can’t find a beautiful sweater in a size 2X can appreciate the ability to make one’s own perfectly fitting sweater. Because design is such an important part of knitting, the top designers, authors, and teachers in the knitting world have become celebrities in their own right. People like Nicki Epstein, Lily Chin, Kaffe Fassett, Debbie Bliss, and Meg Swansen are invited to speak across the country about their approach to designing and knitting and to teach eager participants at guild meetings, knitting cruises, and knitting conventions.

This book will provide a door, a portal, into the exciting world of knitting. We believe that if you enter this world, at the very least you will learn a craft that you can enjoy for a lifetime and perhaps pass on to a child, a grandchild, a relative, or a friend. You may also discover things about yourself, both in the act of knitting and in the ruminative moments during which you build stitch upon stitch. Once you have started to knit, you may be motivated to journey further into this world—to talk to other knitters on the Internet, pick up a knitting magazine, start a knitting club at work, or attend a Knit-Out event in a nearby city. If it turns out that knitting entices you—that you have a passion for knitting—you will discover the deeper benefits of this ancient, continually evolving craft.


PART I
The Craft of Knitting



1
Tools


The most wonderful aspect of knitting is that your actual “needs” to begin knitting are minimal. Getting down to the bare bones, the only “must have’s” are yarn and needles. All the other elements are designed to make your knitting more fun and enjoyable. As you become a more practiced knitter, your desire to refine your implements and add to your collection of gadgets and helpful tools will grow. No longer will just any needle do—you’ll get fussy about your tools. A collection of knitting paraphernalia adds to your enjoyment of the knitting process. Eventually you will want to have a complete set of needles—and in some cases, more than one set.

Needles

When it comes to selecting needles, there is no right or wrong type to use. Beginners sometimes find that working with plastic or wooden needles is slightly easier than starting out with aluminum needles. Stitches tend to slip less on plastic or wooden needles. However, if your first knitting experience is with aluminum needles, you can still have the same results as someone who begins with other needles.

There are three common knitting-needle categories: straight, circular, and double-pointed. While some needles have specific uses, others can be used interchangeably. For example, you can make straight pieces on both straight and circular needles, and you can make circular pieces on both circular and double-pointed needles. The subtleties of when and how to use specific needles will be discussed within each section.

All three needle categories come in the same range of sizes. There are about 20 needle sizes based on the diameter of the needle. Some of these sizes may not be appropriate for your knitting needs, but it is good to be aware of the sizing difference. Note in our needle table that knitting needles have both an American size number and a metric measurement. Where there is no American size, it simply means that there is no equivalent number. You may find one or both numbers used on your needles. In future years, the metric system may become more widely used, as the millimeter size is the actual diameter of the needle shaft.

KNITTING NEEDLE CHART



	U.S.
	Metric



	0
	2 mm



	1
	2.25 mm



	 
	2.5 mm



	2
	2.75 mm



	3
	3.25 mm



	4
	3.5 mm



	5
	3.75 mm



	6
	4 mm



	7
	4.5 mm



	8
	5 mm



	9
	5.5 mm



	10
	6 mm



	10½
	6.5 mm



	 
	7 mm



	 
	7.5 mm



	11
	8 mm



	13
	9 mm



	15
	10 mm



	17
	12.75 mm



	19
	16 mm



	35
	19 mm



	50
	25.5 mm




STRAIGHT NEEDLES

Straight needles are the most common and widely available. Almost any store or shop that sells yarn has some selection of straight needles. They are generally used for the learning-to-knit process. While they come in a variety of sizes, straight needles primarily come in two lengths: 10″ (25 cm) and 14″ (36 cm).

It’s important to understand the correlation between the needle size and your knitting yarn. In photo at right, there is one larger pair of needles in a 14″ length and one smaller pair in a 10″ length. The larger pair would be used with a thick yarn and the smaller pair would be used with a thinner yarn. The longer needles can fit more stitches than the shorter needles. For example, you could make a scarf on shorter needles, but longer needles are more appropriate to make a sweater back.

Needles are made from aluminum (often shiny pearlized metallic colors), coated aluminum, plastic, hardwoods, and bamboo. The prices of the needles range from about $4 to $9 per pair depending on the material. Once you are an avid knitter, you might want to treat yourself to some very special luxury needles in ebony or ones with fancy tops. Needles are also available in a variety of sets. If you want a good starter set, buy sizes 6 through 13 and fill in as the need arises.

[image: Image]

Needle size is an important consideration and should be paired with an appropriate-sized yarn.

When selecting knitting needles, other than the size, length and material, you’ll want to look at the needle tip. Some needles have a very pointy tip, and others are more rounded. If you are a novice, this may not seem important, but as you become a more practiced knitter, you’ll notice that you enjoy knitting with some needles more than with other needles. The way the tip is formed may be one of the reasons that you do or don’t enjoy the process.

[image: Image]

From top to bottom, pearlized aluminum needles, flexible plastic needles, plastic needles, cellulose acetate needles in hip pastel shades, bamboo needles, birch wooden needles.

CIRCULAR NEEDLES

A circular needle looks like two half needles united by a thin plastic cable. The main purpose of a circular needle is to work a joined, tubular piece that doesn’t need seaming. The neckband of a sweater is a perfect example. In recent years, circular needles have risen in popularity, and some knitters use them exclusively for both straight and joined knitting projects. These circular advocates love the portability of circulars, as they fold up and store more easily. They are great for traveling, as the needle ends won’t jab a neighbor even in the closest proximity. Circular needles also distribute the weight of the piece more evenly, and that fact is especially important when working on large garments and afghans. Circular needles come in the same sizes as straight needles and also in a variety of lengths. The need for different lengths correlates to the use. The most common lengths are 16″, 24″, 29″ and 36″. The shorter the length, the fewer the stitches that can fit on the needle. For example, you might choose a 16″ needle for a neckband and a 29″ to make the body of a sweater.

Circular needles come in almost as many materials as straight needles. The big difference is that metal- or wooden-tipped needles have plastic cables. They are sold singly or in interchangeable sets of needle points that can be screwed onto cables of different lengths.

[image: Image]

Large- and small-sized circular needles come in several lengths and materials.

DOUBLE-POINTED NEEDLES

Double-pointed needles are, as the name suggests, needles with points on both ends. They are sold in sets of four or five. When working with a set of four, you have stitches on three needles and knit with the last needle; with a set of five, you have stitches on four needles. The abbreviation for double-pointed needles is “dpn.”

Double-pointed needles also come in aluminum, coated aluminum, plastic, bamboo, and hardwood. The most common lengths are 7″, but you’ll also find them in 6″, 8″, and 10″ lengths. There are longer needles, but they are not as commonly used.

These needles are used to make circular items such as socks, mittens, and hats. You can also use them in conjunction with a circular needle. For example, if making a tubular hat, you may begin with a circular needle and decrease stitches as you work until you have too few stitches to fit comfortably around the circular needle. Transferring the stitches to double-pointed needles allows you to easily finish your hat.

[image: Image]

Doubled-pointed needles in aluminum and plastic in several lengths in sets of four and five needles.



ORGANIZING YOUR NEEDLES

Once you begin to collect needles, having a convenient way to store them becomes essential. There is a variety of options. A flat needle case that zips closed is one way to organize. There are different types of cases—some tie, roll, or snap closed. Some cases give space or compartments for storing other accessories. There are specific cases just for circular needles. You can also store your needles in devices not specifically for needles, such as a jar or box.

[image: Image]

To keep your needles organized, finding a convenient storage method such as this flat, zippered case is essential.

Gadgets

With a clear understanding of knitting needles, the next logical step is to add accessories and gadgets that make your knitting easier. Some you will use frequently and others are simply nice to have. Our discussion will begin with the most essential and then cover items that are considered “frills.” While you can purchase specific knitting gadgets, there are a number of everyday items that can be used.

STITCH GAUGE AND NEEDLE/HOOK SIZE TOOL

This handy device should be at the top of your must-have list. The L-shaped opening makes it easy to take a stitch and row gauge over 2″ by laying the tool onto the knitted fabric. Usually, along the top and bottom edge is a metric and inch measurement (5″, 14 cm). The circular holes are used to measure the size of knitting needles and crochet hooks (measure shaft to determine size for crochet hooks). While the sizes of straight needles are almost always clearly marked, circular and double-pointed needles rarely indicate their size. The needle-size area gives American, metric, and crochet-hook sizes. Some of these devices are metal, and others are plastic and all are relatively inexpensive.

MEASURING TAPE

Measuring tapes are endlessly useful for measuring widths and lengths of pieces and for taking your own measurements. You can also measure existing sweaters to guide you in size selection. Retractable tapes are easy to use and carry. Most tapes have both inches and metrics.

STITCH MARKERS

Stitch markers are used in several ways. Most often, they are used to set off a group of stitches currently in work on the needle. They can also be used to mark the placement of a particular area such as the beginning of an armhole. There are two basic types of markers—one that is a continuous ring (best used to set off stitches on a needle) and one that can be opened and closed in some manner (used to insert into pieces or to mark pieces on a needle). There is a variety of both kinds. They are inexpensive—try out a few different kinds to see which you like best. When you come to a stitch marker on your knitting needle as you are knitting, slip it from the left needle onto the right needle on every row. You can also use coilless pins, orthodontic rubber bands, contrasting yarn loops, paper clips, or rubber rings found at the hardware store.

STITCH HOLDERS

Stitch holders come in a wide variety of sizes and are used to keep stitches waiting for further action. They generally look like giant safety pins. The size of the holder has direct correlation to the number of stitches to be placed on hold. A large holder can hold all the stitches for the back of a sweater, while smaller ones are used to hold a few stitches such as for a front or back neck. In a pinch, a few safety pins or contrasting yarn looped through the stitches can be used for the same task.

SCISSORS OR SNIPS

A good small pair of scissors is an invaluable tool for a knitter. You may want several pairs so that you can include one in your traveling project. A pair of snips with a cover is even better for traveling, as it doesn’t poke its way out through your knitting bag. Keep your knitting scissors for exclusive yarn-cutting use to avoid having them become dull.

TAPESTRY OR LARGE-EYED YARN NEEDLES

Once you complete a project, the next step is to sew it together. Although finishing is covered in Chapter 10, you may want to be prepared with a few vital elements. Tapestry needles come in various sizes, are made from metal and plastic, have a large eye and a blunt, not sharp, point. The needle shown in the photo on page 10 here has a slight bend for easier insertion into the knitted fabric. A little needle case is very handy Small plastic cases with a circular opening on the top can be threaded with string or yarn and attached to your needle case. Having needles ready and available when you need them is made easier when you keep them organized in a case.

PINS

Metal or plastic straight pins are used to tack pieces in place for easier seaming and for pinning pieces in place to block. It’s best to use T-pins specially designed for this purpose rather than the shorter pins used by sewers. When using metal pins, make sure that they are rustproof.

CABLE NEEDLES

Learning to make cables is a natural progression in knitting basics. Cable needles are fundamental to the cabling process. They hold stitches in place as you complete your cable. They are short needles that are available in metal, plastic, and wood. Cable needles come in different thicknesses and, just as with your knitting needles, should be paired with the appropriate-sized yarn. Some cable needles have a slight curve in the center to keep the stitches on hold in place. Other cable needles are slightly thicker on each end, which also keeps the stitches from slipping off. They often come in sets of two or three in different sizes. If you get stuck without a cable needle, a double-pointed needle works nicely. You can actually use anything thin and straight such as toothpicks, curler sticks, or bobby pins.

ROW COUNTERS

Counting rows isn’t always essential, but when you do need to keep track of rows, some sort of device is helpful. Basically all counters should click off rows as they are completed. Some are handheld, and others slip onto a knitting needle. There’s even one that has a ring to fit onto a circular needle. If you don’t have a counter, paper or Post-it notes and a pencil work equally well.

CROCHET HOOKS

While not absolutely necessary, crochet hooks often come in handy. They can be used for seaming or for hooking up a dropped stitch. Simple crocheted edges work very well on knitted pieces.

POINT PROTECTORS

To keep the stitches on your needles in place when not knitting, place a point protector on the needle tip. This will also keep the needle tip from injuring you or others. These protectors come in several sizes and are paired to the size knitting needle being used. Rubber bands wrapped around a needle will do if you find yourself without a protector.

TOTES

Carrying a knitting project or just having a place to keep it is made easier with a tote bag or bag stand specially designed for needlecrafts. They often have inner and outer pockets to keep your tools and pattern from straying. Once you become a multi-project knitter, you’ll find having several totes or storage carriers very valuable. Totes vary in price and material. You can find very lovely, luxury totes with exquisite details and quality fabrics, but simple bags work just as well.
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Clockwise from upper left: crochet hook, row counter, tape measure, wooden cable needles, two plastic cable needles, tapestry needles and case, two types of stitch markers, stitch gauge and needle/hook tool, and three stitch holders.

You can also store needles, gadgets, and projects in ziplock bags (available in sandwich, quart, one gallon, two gallon), pencil cases, or tackle boxes. As you acquire more knitting-related items, you’ll want to find ways to organize them.

Reading a Yarn Label

The yarn label, also called a ball band, includes a great deal of valuable information. Yarn companies include these details in different formats and in different places on the band, but once you are familiar with how to decipher the material, you will easily be able to find the important information.

Note that the design of the labeling varies as does the way the yarn is packaged. You may find yarn in wound pull-skeins, balls, or hanks. The size of each of these also differs widely.

COMPANY NAME AND YARN NAME

If you are looking for a specific yarn, this will be valuable information. Keep in mind that occasionally you may find a pattern that gives two company names and only find one of those names on the yarn label. This generally means that the second company is the distributor of the yarn named on the band.

YARN WEIGHT

Yarn weight doesn’t relate to physical weight, but rather to the thickness of the yarn strand. It is a key element in the process of selecting the proper yarn for your project, especially if you are trying to make a yarn substitution. If you are not familiar with yarn weights, turn to the next page to review the weights.
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PATTERN ON THE LABEL

A few manufacturers offer a pattern on the reverse side of their yarn label. The label gives the actual number of yarn skeins or balls needed and the appropriate-sized knitting needles required for the pattern. Even if you aren’t interested in making that project, you can use the photo to get an idea of how an actual completed garment or project looks in the yarn.

CARE INSTRUCTIONS

This information may be found either in words or symbols. Generally yarn companies give the most conservative information to keep it foolproof for the consumer. If you have any doubts, wash and dry a swatch before you actually launder your finished garment. Look carefully at instructions to machine- or hand-wash. Some yarns can be washed by machine, but not dried by machine. Occasionally the yarn company will include more specific care instructions on the front or back of the label.
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FIBER CONTENT

This is the place to find out the exact fiber content. Fibers such as wool and cotton are fairly easy to identify, but you’ll find a variety of synthetic fibers. Acrylic, polyester, nylon, or microfiber are the most common synthetics. Blends combine two or more fibers and often enhance the properties of both yarns. For the consumer, the fiber-content data often relate to care of the finished project.

WEIGHT AND YARDAGE

Weights and yardages are often given in both the American standards of inches and yards as well as metrics in grams and meters. In some cases you may find only metrics. For easy conversion, remember that 28 grams equals approximately one ounce and meters are about 10 percent less than yards. While the ounce weight is somewhat important, for substitution from one yarn to another, the yardage is essential.

GAUGES

This information isn’t always available on the yarn label, but when it is, it is a very helpful guideline. The label may include a gauge for knitters and crocheters. For knitters, the format is most likely given with a number of stitches and rows over a certain stitch pattern (usually stockinette stitch—knit on right side and purl on wrong side) on a suggested needle size. This doesn’t mean that you necessarily will use that specific needle size or even get this gauge. Your particular knitting pattern may give another suggestion. The manufacturer has added this detail to give the consumer guidance.

COLOR NAME AND NUMBER

This gives the manufacturer’s item number and its name for the color. Magazines and books may use a generic color name rather than using the yarn company’s specific color name. This information is especially helpful when you need several balls of a color. Always check the name and number to make sure that you have picked up the correct color.

LOT, OR DYE-LOT, NUMBER

This piece of data is very important when buying more than one ball of yarn for a project. Yarns are dyed in batches that are given dye-lot numbers. Even though the same formulas are used for each batch, there may be a slight difference from one lot to the next. This affects your project if you mix yarn from more than one dye lot—you might get one section where the color is obviously different from that of the rest of your project.

It’s always best to purchase all the required yarn at one time to enable you to find the same lot number. When in doubt, get an additional ball of yarn just to make sure. If you need to buy two different lots, stagger the yarn by working a few rows from one lot and then a few from the second lot through the piece. You are then assured of a more consistent look to the piece.

YARN SUBSTITUTION

If you can use the exact yarn called for in a pattern, the results you achieve are optimum, but this is not always possible or desirable. For many reasons, you may prefer a different fiber and thus choose a different yarn. Being able to read and understand a yarn label will help you make a more informed selection.

Choose a yarn weight closest to the original weight. See page 15 for more on yarn-weight classifications.

Select a fiber type that closely matches the original yarn. For example, if the model sweater is designed with a hairy, thick mohair, your sweater in a flat cotton/acrylic blend won’t resemble the original.

If you have doubts concerning your selection, purchase one ball of yarn and make a swatch. Be sure the gauge of your new yarn matches that of the pattern. More information on the gauging process is on page 25.

When choosing colors, keep in mind that dark and highly variegated shades tend not to show off detailed patterning. A sweater with a great deal of stitch pattern is best worked in a lighter shade.

To calculate the amount of yarn you’ll need, multiply the yardage of the original yarn by the number of required balls. This will give you a good idea of the total yardage. Compare this to the yarn you plan to use. For example, if the pattern’s yarn has 200 yards per ball and you need 6 balls, that is 1200 yards in total. If the yarn you plan to use has 300 yards per ball, you can purchase 4 balls and still have the needed 1200 yards.

Yarns

Yarn makes knitting exciting, enticing, and ultimately, enjoyable. Understanding yarn and yarn types will make you a more skilled and knowledgeable knitter and guide you into making the correct yarn choices. While whole books have been written on yarns and their properties, the following is designed to give you a general overview and introduction to a variety of yarns.

YARN WEIGHTS

In standard flat yarns, there are five or six different weight categories. Novelty yarns and yarns that aren’t considered plain yarns also fall into these categories, but are best described in relationship to the gauges that they achieve. Here we will discuss weights in terms of the thickness of the yarn and not a specific fiber or weight (as in ounces). Keep in mind that a jumbo yarn in a lofty, lightweight fiber can make a garment that isn’t “heavy”; it simply has larger stitches and uses a larger needle to knit.

1. Super Bulky or Jumbo

This category contains the thickest yarns and is good for beginners, as it is worked on large needles and creates big stitches that are easy to see. Although they are used for sweaters, jumbo yarns are generally best used for outerwear, hats, and accessories such as scarves and thick boot socks.

Gauge: 2-3 stitches per inch.

2. Chunky or Bulky

A chunky yarn is also easy to use and is a versatile weight that can be used for a number of projects including garments, accessories, and home décor.

Gauge: 3½-4½ stitches per inch.

3. Worsted Weight or Standard Weight

Worsted weight is the most widely available weight of yarn in both acrylic and wool. For many years, the terms yarn or wool referred to worsted-weight yarn. This weight is used exclusively by many knitters and is extremely versatile. It can be used for many types of projects. It is sometimes used with two strands together to create a thicker, chunky-weight yarn.

Gauge: 5 stitches per inch.
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Yarn Weights

4. Double Knitting and Sportweight

The term double knitting (DK) came to the United States from Britain and refers to a weight of yarn that is between a worsted and a sportweight. Its finer weight makes it good for lighter sweaters, and it is ideal for children’s wear. The same is true of sportweight. These yarns are especially suited to accessories such as socks and hats. Yarns in this category are not ideal for home-decor items such as afghans, partly because of the time required to make such a large piece on a fine yarn and smaller needles.

Gauge: 5½-6 stitches per inch.

5. Baby, Fingering, or Sock Weight

This fine weight is wonderful for infant wear. It also makes lovely shawls. Fingering weight is an older term that is less commonly used. You may find this weight of yarn also referred to as sock yarn.

Gauge: 7-8 stitches per inch.

[image: Image]

Twenty-eight of the numerous varieties of available yarns

1 Worsted-Weight Wool

2 Wool/Angora-Blend Tweed

3 Cotton/Acrylic Blend

4 Mercerized Cotton

5 Matte Cotton

6 Microfiber Acrylic

7 Wool/Acrylic Blend

8 Variegated Mohair/Wool Blend

9 Silk/Wool-Blend Tweed

10 Multicolor Textured Acrylic

11 Variegated Brushed Acrylic

12 Wool Tweed

13 Slubbed Cotton

14 Wool/Mohair Bouclé

15 Extra Chunky Acrylic Chenille

16 Rayon Novelty Chenille

17 Cotton Ribbon

18 Variegated Cotton Ribbon

19 Rayon Ribbon

20 Novelty Yarn with Multi-Fibers

21 Variegated Novelty Ribbon

22 Variegated Thick-and-Thin Wool

23 Variegated Thick-and-Thin Roving Wool

24 Thick-and-Thin Wool

25 Wool with Ragg Treatment

26 Metallic

27 Eyelash Yarn with Metallic

28 Thin, Variegated, Slubbed Cotton-Blend Yarn



ANIMAL FIBERS

Although there are a number of other animal fibers used for yarn, wool is the best known. What they all have in common is their warmth and durability. Care should be taken in cleaning, as most animal fibers will felt when they are agitated in hot water or placed in a dryer. The exception is yarns that are specifically treated, such as superwash wools or yarns blended with acrylic fibers.

Wool

Sheep’s wool comes in many yarn forms and is the chameleon of the yarn world. It can be twisted, brushed, blended, and spun so that there are a multitude of end results. Some people consider wool the ultimate knitting fiber. It is warm, but wicks moisture; garments from wool will last for years. The quality of wool varies and is mainly determined by the breed of sheep from which the fiber comes. Merino sheep are noted for their fine-grade wool. Lamb’s wool comes from the first shearing of a lamb. Shetland wool refers to fiber from the sheep that come from the Shetland Islands in the North Sea off Scotland. They have durable coats formed by an extreme climate. By touching the ball or skein of yarn, you can get some idea of the softness of the yarn. Virgin wool means wool that is being used for the first time and has not been recycled.

Wool is often relatively easy to work, especially for beginners, as unevenness in gauge can be blocked out in the finishing process.

Mohair

Mohair fiber is derived from the Angora goat, which is known for its long, lustrous, lightweight hair. This is one of the warmest available fibers and dyes easily. Mohair is most often found blended with wool or spun with a nylon binder. Kid mohair is the finest quality of mohair.

Angora

The hair of the Angora rabbit is remarkably soft. Angora is best blended with wool and other fibers, as on its own it is extremely dense. The short fibers of the Angora rabbit cause it to shed. The best-quality angora comes from rabbit hair that is plucked rather than shorn. As these rabbits are small and produce little fiber, angora tends to be expensive. Yarn blends that include angora have its soft quality but are less costly.

Alpaca

The alpaca is a small animal from the camel family with a soft, lush coat. While South America is the main exporter of alpaca fiber, the animals are now being raised in the United States. The fiber produced by these animals is extremely soft and warm. It doesn’t have the resiliency of wool, so it tends to be drapy. Natural alpaca also comes in more shades than any other fiber-producing animal, including gray, black, brown, and dark brown shades. Overdyed non-white shades produce beautiful muted tones. The combination of wool with alpaca creates a yarn that has the advantages of both fibers.

Llama and Vicuna

Similar to an alpaca, the llama is better known than the almost-extinct vicuna. Neither animal produces fiber imported to the United States. Yarn that is labeled “llama” is actually a lower-grade alpaca.

Cashmere

Cashmere is most well known as an expensive yarn, and with good reason. The breed of goats that produce this fiber live in high, mountainous areas. The soft, luxuriant underhair of these goats is not shorn but combed, giving only a small amount of fiber each year. To keep the costs lower but retain the extremely soft nature of cashmere, the fiber is often mixed with wool to create yarn.

Camel

This fiber, from the undercoat of camels, is not widely available and is almost always found mixed with wool. It doesn’t take dyes well, so it is usually available only in natural shades.

Silk

Silk fibers come from a filament produced by the silkworm. While 100 percent silk is costly and lacks resiliency, the fibers are lustrous and soft. They are best used in combination with cotton, wool, and other fibers.

Other Animal Fibers

In your search for yarn you are likely to encounter exotic fibers such as qiviut (the underbelly of the muskox), yak, and possum. There are knitters and hand spinners that turn dog hair into yarn. These are often expensive and not as readily available.

PLANT FIBERS

Next to wool and acrylics, cotton is the most recognized and widely available fiber used to make yarn. Other plant fibers are much less used and accessible, but are worth mentioning.

Cotton

Americans love cotton clothing and household items, so knitting with cotton yarn is a natural. The plus side of cotton is that it is easy to wash and wear and can be used to make garments for the whole family as well as for home accessories. The downside of this fiber is that it lacks the resiliency of wool and can become quite heavy if not mixed with wool or acrylic. Nevertheless, it continues to be a very popular yarn and has improved greatly.
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