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    To Rob and Jesse
For more than can be said
. . . again





INTRODUCTION TO THE SECOND EDITION



In rereading the original introduction to this book, written more than twenty years ago, I was pleased to find that it has withstood the test of time. The sentiments and thoughts expressed there have stayed with me and seem to still be relevant.


However, two things have profoundly changed. The emergence of knitting events held nationally throughout the year and the pervasive influence of the Internet have bound knitters together in a community without boundaries; these developments sustain them in this craft to an extent that was unimaginable before.


After The Principles of Knitting went out of print in the mid-1990s, it was this community that soon began asking, emphatically, for it to be put back into their hands. It was deeply gratifying to learn how much the first edition had come to mean to so many knitters, and a deep sense of responsibility to them persuaded me to find a way to republish it.


And so ten years ago I took the first, tentative steps toward deciding what to do about this book. The physical materials necessary to reprint it had been lost, and scanning it for a facsimile was simply not an option I would consider. Therefore, the first task was to type the text back into the computer. While this might seem daunting, I type fast, and the process of doing this had the benefit of requiring careful reading of a text I had not revisited in a long time. As I worked my way through it, I gained ideas about how it might be improved for a second edition.


Initially, I thought I would rewrite about seven chapters, and then do no more than a good edit of the remaining material to polish things up a bit. That plan did not survive long. As any of you who have remodeled an old house will understand, a new kitchen can make the living and dining rooms look shabby, and then the bedrooms and bathrooms are no longer satisfying, and over time the whole house is made over and extensions added on.


So it was with the second edition of The Principles of Knitting. Techniques and concepts have been clarified and presented in ways that should make them more accessible, explanations have been rethought and instructions refined, sentences polished up and repetition rooted out, and new material added.


The book has grown to roughly 450,000 words from the previous 350,000, there are an additional 100 pages and more than 900 illustrations (still too few in this highly visual age, but as many as could be managed). The heft of this book proves that while knitting may seem to be a simple craft, there is indeed quite a lot to say about it.


Still, I must apologize for how long this has taken me. Perhaps the scale and detail justify the delay to some extent, and I can only hope that you will find it has been worth the wait. I think it is a better book: better written and better organized, and with a wonderful new design that should help you navigate through it more easily.


Those of you who are new to The Principles of Knitting will find that it is not quite like other books on techniques, and so there are suggestions here for how to best make use of it. I also want to reassure beginning knitters that the book was written with you in mind, and there is information below that should help you get started in this wonderful craft.


How to Use This Book


Most knitting books are the equivalent of cookbooks: a variety of techniques are presented with a brief description, followed by instructions and a drawing or two. In a book of that kind, you can dip in anywhere and extract something of interest without regard to what goes before or after it; each recipe, each knitting technique, stands on its own. The Principles of Knitting, both the original and this new edition, is an entirely different type of book in several respects.


It does not simply provide instructions for how to do a technique, with the expectation that you would learn in a rote fashion, but instead it provides the knowledge you need to truly master the craft. Therefore, each technique is explained; how it works, what its characteristics are, how it can be expected to behave in the fabric, and how it compares to other, similar techniques.


Developing this material required me to test every technique, and for all similar ones, to test them in the same way so they could be compared. If it was a cast-on, for instance, I used the same yarn, the same needles, the same number of stitches. I tried each edge with a ribbing, with Stockinette, with a pattern that drew in and one that opened out, like lace. In each case, I noted its appearance and measured how far it would stretch and how well it recovered. This general approach was used throughout the book.


My goal was to let the knitting itself teach me what it was capable of doing. In some cases, this process overturned my assumptions, or that of received opinion about a technique; at times it revealed new insights into how a technique could best be used, suggested a variation on the theme, or even an entirely new technique.


In writing up the information, related techniques were grouped together and their pros and cons discussed. Therefore, you will miss some of what is most useful in the book if you simply lift one technique out of context, as if selecting a recipe from a cookbook. Instead, I suggest that you read the introduction to each chapter, as well as those under the main headings, and then glance at the first few paragraphs describing each related technique to get a sense of what they are all about.


This will not only help you select whichever technique is particularly suitable for the purpose you have in mind at the moment, but it will also give you a sense of what might be in the book that you would like to learn about at another time and for a different purpose. I think you will find that while some techniques are generalists, suitable for many purposes and used often, many others are specialists, just right for only certain applications—but it is good to know they are there for when you need them.


Looking through the material in this way before starting any new project will deepen your understanding of techniques that may already be familiar to you. In some cases, you may decide to substitute a technique discussed in this book for one recommended in a published pattern. If you are planning to design something of your own, it could suggest approaches you would otherwise not have considered, but that will improve the results.


You may never have reason to explore some of the chapters in this book, and that is fine. Should you decide to learn how to do Twined Knit or Inlay, or work a Double-Fabric, that material will be there waiting for you. However, there are several chapters that I strongly recommend everyone read, regardless of their skill level, because they are relevant to whatever you might want to make.


If I had to select just one chapter that I thought was the most important in the book, it would be Stitch Gauge. I know this subject is a frustrating one for many knitters. But the method recommended here is new, and I think you will find that it not only provides you with an easier way to find gauge, but also gives you results that are far more accurate and reliable.


You will also find suggestions for what to do if you cannot match the gauge recommended in a pattern, which is common. And if you tend to dismiss the whole idea of doing a gauge, I hope to persuade you to reconsider. In addition to finding the gauge itself, which is important enough, there are other significant benefits that come from making a swatch that more than outweigh the relatively small amount of time it takes.


I also encourage you to read the chapters on Fibers and Yarns, which will help deepen your understanding of the basic materials of the craft. While the information contained there is relatively brief in light of the vast amount written on the subject, it is intended specifically for knitters and will help give you a better sense of what to expect from yarn as you work with it, and from the garment that you will wear.


Also important is the chapter on Cleaning and Dressing a Knit, which has information about how to dress a swatch before you find the gauge, as well as how to dress a garment the very first time and care for it thereafter.


Finally, I suggest you read the first chapter in the book, which discusses Knitting Methods. If you are an experienced knitter you may find tips for how to improve some aspect of the method you already use, as well as suggestions for how to teach someone else to knit. But I also strongly recommend that every knitter learn more than one method; it really does not matter which one.


All methods have pros and cons—tasks they excel at and those they are less well suited for—and being able to switch to a different method that better suits a particular project is a great advantage for any knitter. Furthermore, there is always the possibility that an injury will prevent you from knitting in your customary way, and it is nice to have an alternative that will allow you to keep working.


In trying a different method, you may even discover that the one you learned first and grew accustomed to is not ideal for your hands, or perhaps for the kind of knitting you like to do best, and that your enjoyment of the craft could be enhanced by using a different method for most of what you make.



Terminology



As you go through this book, you may encounter terms that are unfamiliar to you, or which differ from those you have seen in use elsewhere. This can be confusing; therefore, I want to repeat here some information from the Introduction to the First Edition that explains something about how I settled on a few of the more important terms that are used throughout the text:


In doing the research, I found that identical techniques were often referred to by different names or symbols in different books. In trying to decide which name was most appropriate, I found there was often no way to choose among the alternatives. In some cases I have simply abandoned all of them and settled on a term that conveys a sense of the operation performed or the resulting appearance. I hope I have not added to the confusion.


    There is also a difficulty with certain relative terms commonly used in knitting, particularly “right side” and “wrong side,” or “front” and “back.” Both “right side” and “front” are generally used to refer to that side of the fabric which will show when the garment is worn. But “front,” for example, could also mean the part of the garment worn on the front of the body, or it could be used to refer to the side of the work that happens to be facing the knitter.


    For the sake of consistency and clarity, I will use “inside” and “outside” to refer only to the faces of the fabric as it is intended to be worn or used. “Front” and “back” will be used only to refer to particular pieces of the garment, as in the front part of a sweater. “Right” will be used only with “left,” as in the right or left side of a stitch or the right or left side of the fabric as you are looking at it.


    When we are discussing the position of the work in relation to the knitter, the position of the knitter’s hands, or the placement of yarn or needles, I will use the terms “nearside” and “farside,” meaning that side closest to the knitter or farthest away at that particular moment.


If You Are a Beginner


This is a big book and looks daunting, but I want to assure you that beginners were very much on my mind as I wrote; in fact, every instruction is written for someone learning the technique for the first time.


A good foundation in technique is the best way to start a new craft, because it will allow you to take pride in your first efforts; this builds your confidence and encourages you to continue. You can get started with a limited number of very basic techniques, and I think you will be surprised to find how many wonderful things you can make with so few of them. Then for each new project you take on, learn one or two more; this will give you a sense of how easy it is to develop new skills, and as your knowledge grows, you will soon be capable of taking on even the most challenging projects.


But first things first: you must start by learning how to put some stitches on a needle, which is called casting on. The simplest way to do this is to begin by attaching the yarn to the needle with a Twist Start or a Slip Knot, either of which will serve as the first stitch; then use Knit Half-Hitch Cast-on to add 20 or 30 more. This cast-on technique is fun to do and there is a good set of drawings accompanying the instructions that will help make it easy to learn.


Next, turn to the chapter on Knitting Methods, read the introductory material, and then start with the Right-Hand Method, which is described first. It is the easiest one to learn: the material is written with beginners in mind, and so includes instructions for how to hold the yarn and needles, and how to work the two most basic stitch techniques, Knit and Purl (which are actually just two sides of the same stitch). Practice just those two stitches until your hands have learned to do them well enough that you no longer have to think about every step.


Then turn to the more detailed information about Knit and Purl in the chapter The Stitches; this material will enrich your understanding of the structure and characteristics of the basic stitch. While you are there, also read about Turned Stitches, Slip Stitches, and Twist Stitches. These are simple variations of the basic stitch, and they appear alone or in combination with other types of stitches in many patterns; familiarity with them will give you a good foundation of knowledge to build on later.


Following this, you will want to learn a few techniques that allow you to shape a fabric. This is done with what are called increases and decreases; the former add stitches to the number on the needle so the fabric will get wider; the latter remove stitches so the fabric will get narrower. Unless you want to knit scarves forever, you will want to learn how to do this. For general information, first read through the relatively short chapter on Shaping, and then learn a small assortment of specific techniques that you can use for most everything.


Decreases are quite simple and all you need to know to begin with are how to do a Knit Right Decrease and a Knit Left Decrease (the latter has two variations, but they both do the same thing).


There are far more increases to choose from, but you will manage just fine if you learn about the Yarnover and the Turned Yarnover, the Running Thread Increase, and perhaps the Rib Increase, all of which are very easy to do. Eventually you will want to learn the Raised Increase because it is so good at what it does, but save that for later because it is slightly more challenging.


Then, when you are done with whatever you have made, you will need to know how to cast off, which is the technique used to remove the stitches from the needle in a way that gives the fabric a finished edge and prevents the stitches from running down and spoiling everything. The basic Chained Cast-Off is easy to do and serves nicely for almost every purpose.


Before you embark on your first pattern, also read the chapters on Written Stitch Patterns and Written Garment Patterns. These will explain how to read pattern instructions, which use a specialized set of terms and abbreviations that make it possible to write the material in a very concise way. Patterns can look quite mysterious and complicated at first glance, but they are actually fairly simple to read once you get the idea of how they are done, and they will quickly seem familiar to you.


Finally, whenever you do not understand a term used in the discussion or instructions, please turn to the Glossary in the back of the book for definitions.


So take up needles and yarn and join us in this creative and satisfying craft.




    
INTRODUCTION TO THE FIRST EDITION



Even the simplest hand-knit garment in this day and age is a luxury. In an era when ordinary men and women measure their lives and activities by tenths of seconds on digital watches, taking the time to knit a sweater, hat, or scarf must be justified by more than utility. If we simply wanted to keep warm, machine-knit garments would do the job. Why, then, do hand knits remain popular?


From the beginning of the machine age, people have expressed concern for the loss of individuality that mass-produced objects imply. The inherent uniqueness of anything handmade is a reassuring reflection of the individuality of each human being; it is a gesture of defiance against anonymity and monotony. Against a background of mass-produced objects, things handcrafted have taken on the luster of art. What had once been simply a fisherman’s sweater or a peasant’s warm mittens have come to be seen as desirable luxuries far from the small world in which they originated. As a result, the craft of knitting has been taken up by people who have no need to make their own clothing.


I don’t think we can deny that the same motives are at work in knitting that operate when we acquire any other luxury object. In addition to aesthetic appreciation, there is both the awareness of the work and skill that went into its creation and the aura of status we assume in owning or wearing it. However, these are probably insufficient in themselves to impel most people to spend the long, long hours necessary to knit a garment. Fortunately, there is something about knitting that makes it an intrinsically pleasant activity.


Central to the appeal of knitting is that it works like meditation. Everything becomes quiet, still, and peaceful, and all the turmoil of life seems to succumb to the silent rhythm of the needles and the orderly progression of the stitches. There is a simple, sensual pleasure in the colors and textures of the yarns, and for me, inveterate adherent of the work ethic that I am, it provides an excuse to sit still, for after all I am accomplishing something worthwhile. I also find I do my best thinking when I knit, and I often keep a pad of paper nearby to jot things down as they come to mind.


In addition, knitting offers a creative outlet that accommodates itself nicely to busy lives. The tools and materials represent a modest investment, and the basic techniques are easily learned. The work is eminently portable, accompanying the knitter on vacations or to committee meetings, or helping to fill the empty hours on an airplane. Best of all, the result of the knitter’s efforts is something attractive, practical, and unique. A hand-knit garment is also a special way of giving to the ones you love. When I see my husband or child wearing a sweater I have knit, I often think how every inch of the yarn has passed through my hands—it is almost as if I have my arms around them. The sweater is like a cozy talisman I have given them to wear out into the world.


However much we enjoy knitting, and hand-knit garments, there is no knitter who is not aware of the amount of time it takes to knit something. For some time now, in response to knitters wanting “quick knits,” bulky yarns and large needles have become a major part of a yarn store’s stock in trade, with patterns showing simplified styling and gauges of three or four stitches to an inch. Creativity has been expressed with color and texture rather than with detail or styling, and yarn manufacturers have responded with blended, fluffy yarns.


There is no doubt that this cheerful experimentation enlarged the domain of knitting to its benefit, but it did so to some extent at the expense of quality. Garments knit up with the idea of doing something quick and fun seem to have a short lifespan; they look dated, like last year’s fad, all too soon. Certainly there is a place in our lives for things that are fun and ephemeral, but they should not be the sum of our efforts. There is a reawakened interest in classic style and the durable object, and I think the time is right for knitting to rediscover its more serious side as well. Instead of two quick knits you could as easily create one really choice sweater that will be treasured for a lifetime.


If you are going to knit something with more complex styling, a more difficult stitch, and finer yarn and needles, you will also want a mastery of technique that does justice to the effort. This book is intended to help you achieve just that. Of course, it will also help you make that next quick knit a better garment and one that is more satisfying to wear. Technique is the dry side of any art or craft, but it allows you to realize your ideas. How many of us have invested long hours in a knitting project only to have the result a disappointment because our skills were not adequate to the task?


Do not think, however, that you must master every esoteric element of knitting before you can turn out a quality garment. Far from it! Truly special knits that you would be proud to wear or give as a gift are possible using only a handful of the most elementary skills. And for all its emphasis on technique, this book was not meant to encourage technicians.


Those who knit up someone else’s designs, however perfectly they do it, are good technicians and not masters of the craft. This is not to say that patterns and kits don’t have a place in knitting—they most certainly do. You may not always have time to design your own garment—it can be twice as time consuming as simply knitting one—and there will always be occasions when even the most expert knitter will find that a kit or a commercial pattern is exactly what is needed. I think, however, that if you limit yourself to these you are missing half the fun and all the rewards of knowing that the finished product is uniquely yours.


Besides, what knitter has not been in the situation of discovering, in the back of the closet during spring cleaning, some yarn purchased three years ago? Perhaps you still like the yarn but wouldn’t dream of making it up in the pattern you originally bought it for. Then, there is always that time when what you want to do more than anything else is to knit, but you’ve run into problems and the yarn store is closed—or you’re on vacation and a store is miles away. Or perhaps you saw a gorgeous sweater in a store and you can’t find a knitting pattern like it, or the pattern is close but the neckline or the sleeve is wrong.


My hope is that the information in this book will give you the confidence in your skills that will liberate you from dependence on instructors and patterns so you can create a garment that is exactly what you wish it to be. Knowing how a knitting pattern is put together, and how the stitches and techniques work, will help you to recognize errors when they occur in a commercial pattern (and they do), or to make any changes required to make a garment fit properly. You will be able to add elements to a pattern that the designer did not suggest, and as your confidence grows, you will want to begin to design your own patterns.


I do not believe in rote learning, nor in faithful adherence to recipes, so you will find few formulas here. I did not want to simply tell you how to do something; rather my goal was to explain the techniques so that instead of just going through the motions you would truly understand what you were doing. With this in mind, I have tried to be sensitive to the problems of description. Too often knitting books contain instructions that are incomplete, convoluted, or impossible to follow. Instead, the instructions here are given in a detailed, often lengthy, step-by-step manner. Please do not confuse length with difficulty. I think you will find these full descriptions easier to follow than the often brief and cryptic ones found in other books. I have also been most detailed in those descriptions likely to be of importance to a beginning knitter. As the techniques become more esoteric I become more brief, assuming that the knitter who would be interested in these needs less in the way of description.


In doing the research, I found that identical techniques were often referred to by different names or symbols in different books. In trying to decide which name was most appropriate, I found there was often no way to choose among the alternatives. In some cases I have simply abandoned all of them and settled on a term that conveys a sense of the operation performed or the resulting appearance. I hope I have not added to the confusion.


There is also a difficulty with certain relative terms commonly used in knitting, particularly “right side” and “wrong side,” or “front” and “back.” Both “right side” and “front” are generally used to refer to that side of the fabric which will show when the garment is worn. But “front,” for example, could also mean the part of the garment worn on the front of the body, or it could be used to refer to the side of the work that happens to be facing the knitter.


For the sake of consistency and clarity, I will use “inside” and “outside” to refer only to the faces of the fabric as it is intended to be worn or used. “Front” and “back” will be used only to refer to particular pieces of the garment, as in the front part of a sweater. “Right” will be used only with “left,” as in the right or left side of a stitch or the right or left side of the fabric as you are looking at it.


When we are discussing the position of the work in relation to the knitter, the position of the knitter’s hands, or the placement of yarn or needles, I will use the terms “nearside” and “farside,” meaning that side closest to the knitter or farthest away at that particular moment.


If you have read this far, you will have become aware that this is an affectionate but critical look at this fine old craft. Few knitters stop to really think about the techniques they use, but work the way they do because that’s the way they were taught, and the well-worn path is the most comfortable one. Therefore, even the most advanced knitter will have a legacy of methods that may not really be the best in a given situation. I have gone back to the beginning and have questioned, examined, and tested even the most fundamental aspects of knitting, trying to look at each with new eyes. I wanted to know why a technique behaved the way it did, under what circumstances it worked best, and whether or not it could be improved or if there was an alternate method that worked better. In some cases, I found that what many believe to be separate techniques are simply different ways of doing exactly the same thing. I have tried to be exhaustively thorough, even including techniques that you should know about just so you can avoid them. In addition, there are countless regional variations and little oddments of knowledge that are not generally known. I have sought out and tested any obscure technique that I could find, rejecting some and delighting in others that I hope will find wider use.


This is meant to be a reference book, dipped into from time to time as the need arises, and is intended for every knitter, beginning, intermediate, or advanced. The beginning knitter should concentrate on the most basic techniques until they are mastered, and only then go on to something more complicated. If you are an intermediate knitter, it would be a good idea to review familiar techniques before delving into new material to make sure you are using the best methods of working, and then use the book as a reference when you want to try something new. As you keep knitting and solving problems associated with realizing your ideas, you will soon join the ranks of the expert knitters.


When I began this book, I already considered myself something of an expert knitter. Well, pride goes before the fall, and needless to say I completely underestimated the amount of time such an inquiry would take and how much there was to learn. Speaking from experience, I can unhesitatingly recommend to the most self-confident knitter that even the first chapters on fundamentals be read carefully. Just as I did, I think you may find some of your most cherished and dependable techniques called into question. On the whole, I hope the book will deepen your understanding, hone your skills, and provide you with new ideas and challenges.
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Part One
LEARNING AND METHODS






CHAPTER 1
Knitting Methods



All knitting methods produce the same stitches and the same fabric, but they differ in how the yarn and needles are held. With one method, the yarn is in the left hand; with several others it is held in the right hand, and with another it is passed around the back of the neck or pinned to the front of the clothing. The method used to hold the yarn determines how it is wrapped around the needle and what movements are used to form the stitches.


While the various methods are often associated with certain regional knitting traditions, the craft now belongs to the world; therefore, in this book they are primarily identified by the way they are done rather than by geographic association. Indeed most people today knit the way they do not because they belong to a particular knitting culture, but more or less by chance; they use whatever method was first taught to them by a relative, a friend, a neighbor, someone at the local yarn store, or an instruction book.


Furthermore, we are no longer bound by either custom or chance and are free to choose the way we knit based on an analysis of the merits of each method. Each offers certain advantages and disadvantages in terms of speed, fatigue, ease in working different techniques, or control of tension with particular yarns. Every knitter’s hands are unique, and we all differ in our dexterity and ability to tolerate the repeated motions required to make the stitches; anyone can be faced with injury or fatigue, which can make it difficult or impossible to continue with a project. In short, it is nice to have options.


For all of these reasons and more, I strongly recommend that every knitter consider learning at least two methods; three is even better. No doubt you will settle on one as your favorite, but when you realize the advantages that knowing the others can provide, you may wonder why you did not acquire these skills earlier. For instance, you might choose one method when working in the round and another when working flat; prefer one for textured yarns but a different one for smooth yarns; or find one works best with stitch patterns and another for color patterns.


It must be said that while learning to knit initially is relatively painless, learning another method when you already know how is more of a struggle—it is all too easy to give up and return to the comfort of the familiar. Aside from counseling patience, the best suggestion I can offer is one often recommended to beginners: practice on a swatch and then throw it away. Next, make a scarf in a fuzzy colorful yarn that will hide any irregularities, and promise yourself that you will be uncritical about the results. Once you have learned a second method, I think you will find learning a third or even a fourth is considerably easier.


The first method discussed here is the easiest one for a novice to learn, and therefore that material includes the basics of making Knit and Purl stitches so someone new to knitting can follow the instructions. The instructions for the other methods are less detailed, not because they are less important, but because I assume they will be of interest to those who already know how to knit but would like to learn another method and need no instruction in how to Knit and Purl.


Overall, the material is organized on the basis of how the methods relate to one another; simply because the method for beginners happens to be one where the yarn is held on the right, those that are similar to it are discussed next. The methods that hold the yarn on the left follow, and then the one where the yarn is wrapped around the neck or pinned to the bodice.


With the exception of the method for beginners, the variations in each of these categories are discussed in the order of which ones are more common. Those that have been widely taken up around the world because they are so very good at what they do get most of the attention, while others that are less common but interesting or useful for one reason or another get briefer mention.


In addition to the descriptions of each method, you will find tips for how to improve efficiency and speed, reduce stress and fatigue, and make a smooth, even fabric; even if you regularly work with a particular method, you might find something of interest there. Also included is information on the pros and cons of each method: none of them is perfect nor is any ideal for all circumstances, and this will give you a sense of why you might want to work with one or another method, depending upon circumstances.


 




Origins of Names for Knitting Methods


Here in the United States, the names we use for the different knitting methods reflect our historical ties to England, where they carried the yarn in the right hand. To distinguish this method from others, we began to refer to it as “English knitting.” However, the same method had long been used in many parts of Europe (fourteenth-century paintings of the Madonna from northern Italy and Germany show her knitting in the round and carrying the yarn on her right finger). It is fair to say that knitters from France or Spain who also knit that way do not think of themselves as knitting “English-style.”


The English originally called the Left-Hand Method “German knitting,” but after two world wars this name had negative associations for many knitters, and, as the method came into more common use elsewhere in Europe, the name gradually changed to “Continental knitting.” However, left-hand methods were known quite a bit earlier in Central Europe and Russia, where knitters are unlikely to think of themselves as working in “Continental style.”


Unfortunately, these regional names give the impression that knitting originated in Europe, when in fact the oldest examples of the craft have been found in the Middle East; it seems to have spread from there throughout the world by means of trade and exploration.


Yet another method that is common in the Middle East and around the Mediterranean area spread to South America several hundred years ago with the Spanish explorers, but it is only now becoming better known in Europe and North America. With it, the yarn is carried around the neck or pinned to the bodice.


The history of knitting is incomplete, much has yet to be learned, and this is not a history book. But it does seem safe to say that the regional names long in use in the United States are somewhat inappropriate and, therefore, I have decided instead to use terms that reflect something of how each method is done.





General Information


Before going on to a discussion of the particular knitting methods, I want to provide you with some information that is useful for all of them.


If you are new to knitting, you might want to just skim through this now for what you need to know to get started, and then reread it after you have learned the fundamentals. Also, you might find it helpful to look at the material in the Introduction to the Second Edition about Terminology, which includes some definitions of terms you will encounter here.


If you are already a knitter, you might want to read through this just to see if something is new to you or provides insight into some aspect of a method that you were not familiar with before.


Basically, this information tries to make explicit many of the things we take for granted once we already know how to knit; it should be of use to any knitter, beginning or experienced, and may be particularly helpful to the latter when teaching someone else.



[image: images] Position of Hands



For every method but one, the hands are on top of the needles, palms down, with the forefingers and thumbs close to the tips. The forefinger and perhaps the thumb of one hand is used to manipulate the yarn and maintain tension. The other thumb and forefinger are also busy; they are used to stabilize the needles where they meet, to encourage a needle to enter or exit a stitch, to put downward tension on the fabric to make it easier to work a stitch, or to hold a stitch out of the way in order to make it easier to insert the needle tip into the stitch next to it.


As you work, the growing weight of the fabric can contribute to fatigue. It helps to tuck your elbows firmly into your waist (and keep them there), and lower your hands so the growing weight of the fabric can rest in your lap. This position also prevents you from tensing your upper arms and shoulders, which can cause aches and pains later.


When learning any new method I recommend you use a smooth knitting yarn of medium thickness in a light, neutral color and a pair of 8- to 10-inch-long needles in size 4 or 5. I do not recommend long straight needles for any purpose. The problem is that a very small motion of just an inch or so at the tip of the needle will cause a very large motion of several inches at the other end. Even if you support the fabric in your lap, the needle must still move, and you will be doing a minor version of weight lifting with every stitch; this not only adds to fatigue but can contribute to repetitive motion injuries. If you cannot accommodate all the stitches you need for a particular project on needles no more than 10 to 12 inches long, change to circular ones (see Circular Needles).



[image: images] Tensioning the Yarn



A certain amount of tension is applied to the yarn at all times. This does several things: it maintains the yarn in position in your hand or on your finger ready to form the next stitch, and also keeps it wrapped on the needle as the next stitch is formed. In addition, the combination of the size of the needle and the tension you apply to the yarn determines the size of each stitch.


However, the tension on the yarn must vary slightly as you work. The yarn needs to slip through your hand as it is wrapped around the needle, and then it must be stayed as the new stitch is made. This alternation in tension is quite subtle and with practice becomes automatic; it is the primary skill required to produce a fabric with even stitches (and should you need them, there are additional tips below in Problems with Tension or Yarn Twist).


It is fair to say that there is no ideal way to tension the yarn; it is partly a matter of anatomy (everyone’s hands are different), partly what kind of yarn you are using, and perhaps what kind of stitch or color technique you are working with. It is quite common to change how the yarn is held, depending upon circumstances.


With one of the knitting methods discussed below, the function of manipulating the yarn and tensioning it is combined; it is held by the same thumb and forefinger that are used to wrap the yarn. With others, the yarn is often wrapped several times around the forefinger that does so. However, with most methods, these two functions are separated; the yarn is carried on one finger near the needle tip and the tension is provided either by wrapping the yarn around one or more other fingers of the hand, or simply by holding it in the palm.


Here are the most common ways to tension the yarn separately, regardless of the method used (although there are endless variations on this theme):


 


• The yarn is passed from the ball to the palm of the hand, up between the fourth and fifth fingers, and then completely around the fifth finger at its base; from there it passes under the two middle fingers, then over the top of the forefinger to the needle.


• The yarn is passed under the fifth finger, over the fourth finger, under the middle finger, and then over the back of the forefinger.


[image: images]


Yarn Tension: Common method of tensioning yarn.


• The yarn passes across the palm, up between the forefinger and middle finger, across the back of the last three fingers and across the palm again to the forefinger.


• The yarn simply lies in the crease between the palm of the hand and the fingers, and is held in place there when the fingers grip the needle.



[image: images] Knitting Direction



All but two of the methods are described for working the stitches in the most common way, by starting with the needle bearing the stitches held in the left hand, and with the empty needle in the right hand. As the stitches on the left needle are worked and discarded into the fabric, new stitches accumulate on the right needle.


Some people prefer the Reversed Method, working in the opposite way with the needle bearing the stitches in the right hand, the empty needle in the left, and the new stitches passing from the right needle to the left; people who are left-handed often favor this method. It is also possible to combine these two approaches in a method called Bi-Directional. These are discussed in Optional Methods, below, where you will also find a brief discussion about being left-handed and whether this affects the choice of knitting method.
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The instructions describe how to wrap the yarn and form stitches that sit on the needle in what is considered standard position for most methods, with the right side of the stitch on the nearside of the needle.


However, with two of the Left-Hand Methods, all or some of the stitches are placed on the needle in the “turned” position, with the left side of the stitch on the nearside of the needle instead. The yarn and needles are held in the same way, but different motions are required to form the stitches.


Methods with Yarn to Right


There are two primary ways to knit with the yarn carried in the right hand. With one, the yarn is held between thumb and forefinger, with the other it is held on the right forefinger. There are also two variations of the latter method; with each of them the needle is held in a unique way, but in other respects they are much the same.


For all of these, the yarn supply is placed on the right side, so more can be drawn off without getting caught in the work at hand.


The first method is the one I recommend if you are learning how to knit. Once you are comfortable with working this way, then you can explore the other methods; as mentioned above, it is a good idea to know how to do at least two of them.



[image: images] Right-Hand Method



I think of this method as the Cinderella of knitting because it is all too often dismissed as slow and awkward. I am impressed by what it offers to many people as a primary method to use for everything they make, and to others as an option for certain projects.


The great value of the method is that the yarn is both held and tensioned by the right thumb and forefinger. There is no need to acquire the skill of using these definitively human tools since we have all practiced doing so since infancy; they allow the most refined and precise control for any task.


For this reason I recommend the Right-Hand Method to beginning knitters as the best one to learn first. Because everyone already knows how to use their thumb and forefinger, the focus can be on learning stitch formation instead of how to hold and tension the yarn. This means there is considerably less initial frustration and even the first thing made is likely to be of good quality, which is an encouragement to continue.


The Right-Hand Method is also a very good option if you lack dexterity, whether because of youth or age, injury, or disability; if you have found that the method you previously used has become difficult to manage, this one is worth trying.


However, lest you be tempted to think it is a method only for beginners or for those whose hands are not cooperative, I want to recommend that those of you who primarily use some other method consider learning the Right-Hand Method as an option. There is no aspect of knitting that cannot be accomplished with it, and it provides exceptional control when working even the most difficult stitch techniques.


Furthermore, the exact control of tension it provides is a great asset when a smooth, even fabric is needed or when a highly textured or slippery yarn proves hard to manage; it is ideal for working with ribbon yarns, for instance. In short, it could well become the method you turn to when faced with some of the most challenging tasks in knitting.1


While this is not the fastest method, it is more than acceptable in that regard (most knitters work at a nice steady pace, no matter what method they use), and there are tips included below that help make the motions smooth and efficient. It is not the best method to use for a Stranded Color pattern; the Right-Finger Method and the Left-Hand Method are much better choices, especially when combined.


Learning to Knit


If you have never knit before, the first step is to put about 20 to 30 stitches on the needle. This is called casting on, and I recommend you use a technique called Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On. It is fun to learn and easy to do, and you do not need to know how to knit in order to use it and get started.


Once you gain some facility with holding the yarn and needles and making basic Knit and Purl stitches (these terms actually refer to the two sides of the same stitch), you will want to read more about them in the chapter The Stitches. Also included there are definitions of the component parts of a stitch and an explanation of the structure of a knitted fabric and how it is made.


When learning how to knit, you will be making a small square of flat fabric; later you can learn how to do circular knitting, which allows you to make something in the round like a tube (or, of greater interest, a sweater with no seams, or a hat, or a sock). To find out more about the characteristics of both approaches, see Circular and Flat Knitting.


Holding the Yarn and Needles


Place the ball of yarn to your right; take up the needle holding the cast-on stitches in your left hand, and the empty needle in your right hand. Sit in a comfortable position, with your elbows at your sides, and your hands holding the needles no higher than your waist. The most important thing is to relax; tension causes fatigue and stitches that are too tight.


 


1. Hold needle with stitches on it in left hand, palm down, with thumb and forefinger about one inch back from tip and other three fingers curled under needle to brace it against hand; yarn will be hanging from first stitch on needle.


2. Hold empty needle in right hand in same way. Reach last three fingers of right hand under yarn and scoop it up; let it settle in gap between middle finger and forefinger and trail loosely over back of hand.


3. Bring two needle tips close together, with about a one-inch gap between them. Yarn should pass on farside of right needle tip, from first stitch on left needle to right hand.


4. Grasp yarn lightly with right thumb and forefinger and rest these fingers on top of needle until it is time to wrap yarn; return to this default position after forming each stitch.


5. Hold needles with tips up at a slight angle—imagine a clock face and point one tip toward number ten, and other toward number two.



Forming the Knit Stitch



As mentioned above, Knit and Purl refer to the appearance of the two sides of the basic stitch in the fabric. When you make a Knit stitch, that side of the stitch will appear on the nearside of the fabric as you work; Purl will be on the other side. When you make a Purl stitch, that side of the stitch appears on the nearside, and Knit will be on the other side.


 


1. Move tip of right needle to nearside of left needle and insert it into center of first stitch from left to right, sliding it under other needle and out on farside. Both needles are now in stitch, with left needle pointing up to right on nearside, and right needle pointing up to left on farside.
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Right-Hand Method for Knit: Step 1. Hold yarn and needles as shown and insert right needle into first stitch on left needle.


2. Pinch left thumb and forefinger together to support two needles just below where they cross. Hold on to yarn with right thumb and forefinger and then release right needle (if supported correctly, it will not slide out of stitch), and lift right hand an inch or two.


3. Drop left hand down slightly to right, moving crossed needle tips below right hand, and then wrap yarn: under right needle tip, up between two needle tips and then over top of right needle to farside again. Allow enough yarn to slide through fingers to wrap yarn firmly but not too tightly around needle.
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Forming the Knit Stitch: Step 3. Wrap yarn under right needle.
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Forming the Knit Stitch: Step 3. Drop left hand under right hand to wrap yarn for stitch.


4. Move left hand back up into position, and move right hand down to pick up right needle again; maintain some tension on yarn at all times.


5. With right hand back in starting position, use right needle tip to pull yarn wrapped around it under left needle and through stitch to nearside; at same time use left needle to lift original stitch over yarn.
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    Forming the Knit Stitch: Step 5. Pull yarn through stitch to nearside.


6. Discard (drop) original stitch from left needle by simultaneously sliding left needle out of stitch and using right needle tip to push it off.


7. Repeat Steps 1–6 with each stitch on left needle. When all original stitches have been Knit and dropped off left needle, and same number of new stitches are on right needle, this completes one row of knitting.
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Forming the Knit Stitch: Step 6. Discard original stitch.


8. Transfer needle with new stitches from right hand to left, and empty needle from left hand to right, turning tips so they face one another again at center, and work next row in same way.


 


After discarding the first stitch in Step 6, notice that it encircles the base of the new stitch on the right needle. The yarn is now attached to the new stitch, and as you Knit it should always be in position on the farside of the right needle.


Also notice that after working the first stitch, the two needles are then tied together by a strand of yarn that passes from the discarded stitch below the right needle to the next stitch on the left needle; this strand is called the running thread. Keep the needle tips close together because, if the running thread is stretched too tight, it will be difficult to insert the needle into the next stitch.


Knit another row and watch the process carefully as you make each stitch. When you discard a stitch from the left needle, the head of the stitch will be dropped on the farside of the right needle, out of sight. On the nearside, the lower portion of the stitch will be visible below the right needle, and it will look like a little V; this is the Knit side of the stitch.


After you have done one row and turn to begin a new one, you will see a double row of little horizontal nubs below the left needle. The nubs in the top of the row are the heads of the discarded stitches; those in the bottom are the running threads that pass between the new stitches on the needle above.


Each time you Knit a row, you will put Vs above nubs, and on the farside nubs will appear above Vs. After completing several rows of knitting, examine the fabric. It will have a corrugated appearance made up of horizontal rows of little nubs separated by rows of little Vs. This is called the Garter Stitch pattern; it lies very flat, looks the same on both sides, and is vertically resilient (in fact, you may have to stretch it out to see the Knit stitches because the Purl stitches close around them).


The Subtleties


After you have practiced doing a few rows and start to gain confidence, here are a few things to pay attention to that will help you work more quickly and smoothly.


 


• Your left thumb and forefinger should always be positioned on either side of the fabric between the crossed needle tips; pinch the fabric right below the first few stitches so the needles just rest on top of your fingers.


• The slight movement of the left hand to bring the needle tip below the right hand is important; it makes the motion of wrapping the yarn more efficient and increases speed. This is done not by moving your hand from the wrist, but by dropping your left forearm from the elbow; your hand and wrist should remain in a straight line.


• Always keep your elbows at your sides. There is never any reason to move your entire right arm when wrapping the yarn around the needle. Simply lift your right hand from the needle and drop the crossed needle tips under it; your hand should move only an inch or two in order to wrap the yarn.


• Keep your hands down low over your lap. This supports the weight of the fabric as it grows from the needles, frees your hands to manipulate the stitches, and reduces strain on elbows and shoulders. Relax. Maintain the tension on the yarn with your hand; tensing your body will not help.


• While it is easiest to describe inserting the right needle into the center of the stitch, in fact, the left needle is equally engaged in putting the stitch on the right needle.


Once you have moved the tip of the right needle to the left of the next stitch at its base, slide the stitch down onto it with the left needle; the right needle will automatically pass through the stitch and come out on the farside.


• The circumference of the needle acts as a gauge that determines the amount of yarn allotted to each stitch. Wrap the yarn around the shaft of the needle; if the yarn is wrapped around the tip of the needle instead, your stitches will tend to be too tight.


• Maintain tension on the yarn as you draw the new stitch through the original one; if this is not done, the stitches will be too loose, or a stitch may even slip off the needle before you can pull it through.


• Fussing with the yarn slows you down. Having the ball of yarn on your right side helps to maintain it in position between your fingers so it will not get caught between hand and needle. Also, you can simply raise your right arm to draw more yarn out of the ball, which allows for a quick return to the knitting.


• As you work, pause from time to time to push a group of stitches up closer to the left needle tip, and smooth some of the new stitches down along the right needle.


Forming the Purl Stitch


The second step in becoming a knitter is to learn how to Purl. When working as described above, the Knit side of the stitch was on the nearside of the right needle; to make a Purl stitch, the head of the stitch is discarded on the nearside instead. To do this, the needle is inserted into the stitch and the yarn is wrapped in slightly different ways, as follows:


 


1. Hold yarn and needles as before, with one bearing stitches in left hand, and empty needle in right hand, but always keep yarn on nearside of right needle.


2. Move tip of right needle to nearside of left needle tip and insert it directly into first stitch from right to left; tips of needles will cross, with right needle pointing to left on nearside, and left needle pointing to right on farside.
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Forming the Purl Stitch: Step 2. Insert right needle into stitch on nearside.


3. Support cross of needles with left thumb and forefinger and release right needle. Drop left hand under right hand, as before, and wrap yarn down between crossed needle tips and under right needle tip to nearside. Move hands back into position, and pick up right needle again.
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Forming the Purl Stitch: Step 3. Wrap yarn over needle.


4. Maintain tension on yarn and use tip of right needle to draw yarn under left needle and through original stitch toward farside.
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    Forming the Purl Stitch: Step 4. Draw new stitch through to farside.


5. With new stitch on right needle, simultaneously pull left needle back slightly, and then slide right needle against original stitch so it drops off toward nearside.
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    Forming the Purl Stitch: Step 5. Discard stitch.


6. Repeat these steps across row; with all stitches now on right needle, turn needles and exchange them from right to left hand and work next row in same way.


 


As you Purl, notice that the little nubs now appear below the right needle where you can see them. If you look on the other side of the fabric, you will see the little V shapes of the lower half of the stitches.


Practice Purl, just as you did Knit, until it feels almost automatic. Do not be surprised if you discover that you are still making Garter Stitch. Of course you are! If you Purl every stitch and every row, you will be stacking nubs on top of Vs with results no different than if you Knit every row, stacking Vs on top of nubs.


However, where you changed from working one way to the other, you will see two rows of Knit, on one side of the fabric, and two rows of Purl on the other. If you always work a row of Knit when there are Knit stitches below the left needle, and then work a row of Purl above Purl stitches, you will make Stockinette, which is the most common pattern in all of knitting; try that next. And then, to learn to make patterns that combine Knit and Purl on the same row, see the chapter on The Stitches.


Common Knitting Errors


When first learning to knit, it is difficult to absorb so many little details all at once, and you need to be patient and give your hands time to learn; trust that they will find their way. It is a bit like learning to ride a bicycle—very awkward at first, and then so easy you will no longer have to think about it.


When you make a mistake, just go on as best you can, and promise you will not be hard on yourself; even expert knitters make mistakes. With practice you will make fewer of them, and learn how to fix the ones you do make. What is important as you work on this first practice swatch is simply to pay attention to your errors and analyze how they happened; this feedback will help you learn not to repeat them. The ones that are most common to beginners are fairly easy to watch for.


Location of Yarn


Make sure the yarn is always on the farside of the needles when you Knit, and on the nearside when you Purl. If the yarn is not in the correct position when you Knit or Purl a stitch, it will pass over the needle; you may not be aware of this when it happens, but on the next row you will encounter a strand on the needle that does not look like a normal stitch.


This is called a Yarnover, and it is a very important stitch technique when used appropriately, but it should not be used by accident; it adds an extra stitch to the fabric with a hole under it (this is called an Eyelet, and is the basis of all lace knitting).


Since this is merely a practice swatch, if you find a strand like that on the needle, just drop it off; in time, you will make this mistake less frequently and later you can learn how to fix it so you have no holes in your fabric where you do not want them.


To prevent this from happening in the future, always check the position of the yarn before you begin to work; if necessary, move it between the two needle tips to the farside for Knit or nearside for Purl before making the next stitch.


Dropped Stitches


If a stitch drops off the needle, just pick it up as best you can and go on; make sure the right side of the stitch is on the nearside of the needle. If a stitch drops off and you do not catch it right away, it will unravel a few rows down, leaving an open “ladder” in the fabric, and you will have one fewer stitch on the needle.


To prevent this from happening, keep your stitches away from the tips of the needles; the first stitch should sit on the shaft of the needle just back from where it starts to taper down to the tip.


Once you are comfortable making the stitches, you will want to read the information on how to pick up dropped stitches and put them back on the needle in the correct position (see Repairing a Dropped Stitch).


Split Stitches


Another common error made when you are first learning is to insert the needle through the yarn instead of into the center of the stitch. This causes what is known as a split stitch, which will look like a thin loop of yarn on the surface of the fabric.


Here again, the important thing is simply to notice the stray yarn and understand how this happened; later, you can learn how to undo the stitches back to the one that is split and correct it (see Unraveling Stitches). For now, concentrate on preventing this from happening. The trick is to slide the tip of the right needle against the shaft of the left needle as you insert it into the stitch; maintain contact between the two needles because a stitch can be split only when the tip is exposed.



[image: images] Right-Finger Methods



The Right-Finger Method has become one of the most common ways to knit, and for good reason: it is not only very fast, but it can also be used successfully for any kind of knitting project. In addition, it is an excellent choice to pair with the Left-Hand Method for working color patterns (see Two-Hand Stranding).


For all its speed and versatility, however, it is more difficult to learn how to manage the yarn with this method, and it will take some practice before you feel comfortable and can achieve a smooth, even fabric.


Right-Finger Knit and Purl


I am going to assume that you already know how to Knit and Purl and all that is needed here is a description of how to hold the needles and yarn and form the stitches.


 


1. Use an option discussed above for wrapping yarn around fingers of right hand for tension. Hold needles with palms down and fingers close to tips.


2. Hold right forefinger up at an angle on farside, an inch or so above needle tip and nearly parallel to it. Rest finger against yarn, to maintain tension on it at all times.


3. Simultaneously insert right needle into stitch and use left needle to put stitch on right needle.


4. Wrap yarn around needle tip with a slight flick of the finger, returning it immediately to default position. Back of hand will rotate slightly toward nearside, however, wrist and forearm should remain in a straight line.


 


The finger movement used for both Knit and Purl, and the motion used to bring the yarn between the needles to the nearside or farside when shifting from one to the other, are basically the same. However, for Purl, the back of the hand is rotated slightly farther toward the nearside to position the forefinger at a better angle in relation to the right needle tip.
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Right-Finger Method.


This similarity between Knit and Purl is one of the great advantages of the method, because it means you can do both of these primary stitches with equal facility, speed, and tension. Forming the stitches requires little movement of the hands and no movement of the wrists, which means you can knit for long stretches without fatigue or risk of injury.


Furthermore, because the yarn is drawn firmly to the right, the area between the needle tips remains fully visible, which can be a great advantage when executing complex stitch techniques. The direction in which the yarn is pulled also helps to maintain the wrapped yarn on the needle, and draws the new stitch to the right.


The Right-Finger Method is a direct descendent of a much older one that is now little used; see the Knitting Belt or Sheath Method, below; while the latter has some limitations, it is worth learning because it is perhaps the fastest and least tiring of all, and allows precise control of tension.


Common Problems


 


• If the yarn is too long between the last stitch made and the forefinger, the distance your finger needs to move in order to wrap the yarn will increase, which reduces speed. Adjust the length of the yarn so your finger just clears the needle tip when wrapping it.


• If you have trouble clearing the needle tip with your right forefinger, move your hand closer to the tip. As you move your finger to wrap the yarn, relax your grip on the right needle so the opposite end drops down in your hand slightly; the tip will move up to meet the yarn.


• Alternatively, use your right thumb somewhat like a fulcrum; as you reach your forefinger toward the needle tip, bend your thumb and slide your palm along the needle without dropping it.


• Some knitters find it works to slide their hand forward along the needle shaft to wrap the yarn; if this helps, you might also want to try the technique described for the Right-Hand Method: drop the left hand down slightly to the right to bring the crossed needle tips to meet the yarn.


Supported-Needle Methods


The Right-Finger Method evolved out of a much older one that was common in many places in Europe until the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (and no doubt elsewhere).


The Knitting Belt or Sheath Method is still used, most famously in the Shetland Islands, and its great advantage is that the right needle is supported, which frees the right hand to manage stitch formation and tension control. A closely related technique is the Underarm Method.


Knitting Belt or Sheath Method


In nineteenth-century Great Britain, this method was used by knitters who helped feed and clothe their families by making socks, sweaters, and shawls for personal use and for sale. They were paid not for their time, but for what they produced, so there was an incentive to make high-quality goods as quickly as possible, and the knitting method they used is fast and extremely efficient.


One of the devices used to hold the needle is an oval leather pouch stuffed with horsehair; it is attached to a belt that is fastened around the waist or hips. The leather has holes punched in it, and one end of a double-point needle is inserted into whichever hole will position it at the most convenient angle. With the needle supported in this way, the right hand is free to work more swiftly as a shuttle and keep the stitches flowing.


Another device that serves the same purpose is a wood or bone sheath about 8 to 10 inches long with a hole drilled in one end to receive the needle; it is tucked into the waistband or belt. Some are contoured to fit the body comfortably and many were beautifully carved; knitting sheaths are frequently seen in museum collections of craft tools.


Absent a belt or a sheath, knitters might tie some goose feathers together, stick the bundled quills into their waistband or apron tie, and insert the knitting needle into the vanes. If there were no geese in the yard and nothing else was at hand, the needle could be tucked under the right arm, which eventually became a knitting method as well (see Underarm Method, below).


The fixed needle also frees the knitter from a seated position; drawings often show nineteenth-century British women knitting as they walked to market or went about their chores. The yarn was carried in a bag or on a hook that hung from the waist or was pinned to the bodice. Traditionally, one end of the knitted fabric was also pinned to the skirt so the work could be dropped to attend to a task or pick up a child (or catch a goose).


The yarn is held in the same way as for the Right-Finger Method, and wrapped on the needle with a swift flick of the forefinger. Hand, wrist, and forearm are kept level and the elbows are down at the sides.


Knit and Purl are done with nearly identical motions and facility, and there is no difficulty in working any stitch technique. The motion required is so small that it is possible to work very quickly and for long periods of time with little fatigue; an expert knitter using a belt or sheath can achieve phenomenal speed.


Furthermore, the method is ideal for working color patterns, and this is the technique used in the Shetlands to make those glorious Fair Isle sweaters. Both yarns can be held on the right, or the second yarn can be held as for the Left-Hand Method, discussed below.


Working with the needle supported in this way is also particularly suited to making small items in the round on double-point needles because the right hand is held above, out of the small circle formed by the fabric and away from all those needle tips; you might want to learn this method just to use it for socks.


Perhaps the reason this style of knitting is not more widespread is that it is somewhat difficult to find the knitting belts and sheaths. Also, the technique is traditionally done with long steel double-point needles in sizes smaller than 3 mm (typically no larger than American size 0 to 2). Although double-point needles of any length can be used, if you wanted to use anything larger than a size 3 or 4 you would need a sheath with a bigger hole, or you could use an awl to enlarge a hole in the stuffed pouch.


Working with a Belt or Sheath


To use a knitting belt, fasten it around your waist or hips with the pouch positioned just forward of the right side of the body. It is traditional to have it at the waist, but you can wear it lower on the hips if that helps to position the needles at a comfortable angle. An advantage of the belt is that it will work with needles in a range of sizes.


A knitting sheath is tucked into the waistband, or into a belt worn at the waist. There is a hole in the end of the sheath that is correct for just one needle size, so you would need a sheath for each size. If you are working with long needles, the sheath is positioned farther around to the side; for shorter needles, it is worn forward, on the right front of the waist.


To try this, work with a relatively thin yarn and use a pair of solid steel or aluminum double-point needles in a size no larger than about 2.5 mm (American size 3). The needles are under some stress with this method and need to be relatively strong; wood and bamboo are likely to break, a hollow needle may crumple, and plastics are not stiff enough. It is traditional to use needles as long as 14 to 18 inches, but the technique can be done with needles of any length.


 


1. Fasten sheath at waist or hip and insert right needle into whichever hole in pouch will position it so tips of needles can be centered, roughly at or just below waist level when working.
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Knitting Belt in use.


2. Perch hand above right needle, with just tips of thumb and middle finger on top of needle; or, rest pad of thumb on top of needle. Relax hand; there is no need to grip needle. Left needle is held in usual way, palm down.


[image: image]


Knitting Belt: Position of hands on needles.


3. Tension and hold yarn as for Right-Finger Method, with forefinger extended up, about an inch to farside and slightly to right of needle tip; lean finger against yarn held at tension, ready to form a stitch.


4. Use left needle to put stitch on fixed right needle, as to Knit or Purl.


5. Pass yarn around needle tip with a quick flick of forefinger. The hand, wrist, and forearm should remain straight and level at all times.


6. Use left needle to lift original stitch over yarn for discard.


Tips for Using a Belt or Sheath


• You will notice that because the right needle is fixed, the left needle does most of the work. Instead of inserting the right needle tip into the stitch, use the left needle to put the stitch on the right needle tip. Instead of using the right needle to pull the yarn through the original stitch, use the left needle to lift that stitch over the new stitch and off the right needle tip.


• In addition to the movements used to make the stitches, there are several others that help to keep the stitches flowing up to and away from the needle tips. While the pause taken to do this each time is relatively brief, it adds up, and it is worth learning how to minimize the time this takes because it will improve the speed at which you can work.


As necessary, stop and push a fairly large group of stitches up toward the left needle tip. Bunch them tightly together; use your thumb and forefinger to hold the first few safely on the needle and your little finger to keep the group of stitches collected in the palm of your hand. Then, as the new stitches are made, use your right thumb and middle finger to “walk” them down the right needle away from that tip.


• Somewhat different hand positions can be used, depending upon the position of the needle and its length (and to some extent, on the material of which it is made).


If the needle is positioned relatively low, you can perch your hand above the needle and use the thumb and middle finger as a fulcrum. As you wrap the yarn, tilt the back of the hand very slightly toward the nearside. This hand position is also advantageous when working with short needles.


A sheath offers few options for positioning the needle, and it is more likely to be up relatively high. As a result, you may prefer to rest the pad of the thumb on the needle (and with a longer needle, even the forearm), and allow the weight of your hand to push the needle down slightly.


• As mentioned above, the technique puts stress on the needles and some materials are not strong enough. The length of the needle is unimportant, although it is traditional to work with 14- to 18-inch-long spring steel needles, which are inherently flexible, a characteristic that can be used to increase efficiency and speed. The needle is flexed down slightly when inserted into a Knit stitch, and then allowed to flex back up to assist pulling the new stitch through; it is allowed to flex up when inserted into a Purl stitch, and flexed down to draw the new stitch through.


When using needles made of other materials, somewhat the same thing can be done by simply bending an ordinary, stiff needle down using the pouch or sheath as a fulcrum; the resistance set up will cause the needle to rise again when released.


Also keep in mind that there is considerable motion required of the left needle, and the longer it is, the more movement there will be at the end opposite the active tip, which causes fatigue; a needle about 12 inches long is a satisfactory compromise. If you prefer to work with longer needles, try to minimize “wagging” the end of the left needle; work low in your lap to support the weight of the fabric. Also, use an up and down motion to put the stitches on the right needle instead of a twisting one to reduce the stress on your wrists.


• To make a circular garment of any size, simply use as many double-point needles as you need for the number of stitches. When working flat with a large number of stitches, use three needles, one active and two for the stitches; keep one folded out of the way on your lap until needed.


• And an important warning: when switching from one needle to the next, grasp the tip of the needle to remove it from the sheath or belt. If you grab the needle down close to the belt or sheath and it resists coming free, you may find yourself with a handful of stitches and an empty needle. Trust me on this—I speak from experience.



Underarm Method



This is no doubt a descendent of the Knitting Belt or Sheath Method. The right needle is tucked up under the arm, which would be a quite natural solution for anyone who normally worked with a belt or sheath but found themselves without one at hand. In time, this evolved as a method of its own; perhaps the belts or sheaths came to be seen as inconvenient, or had been left behind a generation or two ago and were eventually forgotten.


The method requires working with long needles and holding the right arm firmly at the side to keep the needle in position, and as a result the work is held quite high. While this might be an advantage for those whose vision is not good, it can force the arm, hand, and sometimes even the shoulder into a somewhat awkward position.


The position of the hand is like that described for using long needles when working with a Knitting Sheath, above, with the pad of the thumb and perhaps the entire forearm resting on the top of the needle.


If the needle is up high enough, it begins to make sense to put the back of the hand under the right needle, allowing it to rest in the crook between thumb and forefinger, which is probably the origin of the following method, Parlor Knitting.


Regardless of the position of the hand, the method is otherwise the same as the Knitting Belt or Sheath Method, above.


Parlor Method


This method is a descendent of the Supported-Needle family; I called it “pencil knitting” in the first edition of this book because the right needle is held somewhat as you would a pencil. I later came across the name “parlor knitting” in Richard Rutt’s fine book A History of Hand Knitting, and find it delightfully apt.2


When middle-class Victorian women took up knitting as an activity to occupy quiet hours in the parlor after dinner (along with many other needle arts), this was the method they adopted. Perhaps they knew about the knitting belts and sheaths but did not want things of that sort to compromise the beauty of their dinner clothes; they apparently thought that propping a needle under the arm lacked a certain refinement and wanted to distance themselves from the working-class origins of the craft.


However, they apparently did like the idea of holding the needle from underneath because the hand took on such an elegant position, quite like daintily raising a cup when sipping tea.


 


1. Tension and hold yarn as for Right-Finger Method, above. Hold left needle in usual way, palm down.


2. Place right hand under other needle so it rests in hollow between thumb and forefinger and grasp it between thumb and forefinger, as for holding a pencil. Place hand far enough forward on needle that forefinger can clear needle tip to wrap yarn.


3. To move finger forward in order to wrap yarn, spread thumb and forefinger apart (with thumb acting somewhat like a lever), and/or slide hand along shaft of needle slightly.


For Purl, rotate back of hand toward nearside to bring forefinger in better alignment with right needle tip.


 


I have also seen knitters carry the yarn on the middle finger and, after it is wrapped around the needle, use their forefinger to hook the yarn and draw it firmly to the right. While this works reasonably well, it does mean that the shuttle finger is even farther from the needle tip, especially for Purl.


The elegance of the hand position comes at some cost, because without the support of belt, sheath, or underarm, the weight of the needles and growing fabric rest primarily on the thumb. Furthermore, some of the fabric is bunched up between thumb and needle and the hand is trapped under the needle, which both restricts its motion and inhibits the flow of stitches down along the needles.


The stability of the needle depends upon pinching it slightly between the thumb and joint of the forefinger, and it can be difficult to apply the force needed for some of the more complex stitch techniques.


It is unfortunate to list so many negatives about a method that many knitters use quite happily (although these are not new criticisms; it was also made fun of in print during Victorian times). I know that those who work this way find it comfortable, achieve impressive speed, and make beautiful fabrics; nevertheless, it must be said that other methods present fewer problems than this one does, and offer many advantages that it does not in terms of efficiency and comfort.
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Parlor Method.



Methods with Yarn to Left



While much is unknown about the history of knitting, there is good reason to believe that the Left-Hand Methods arose out of a very old technique that was done with hooked needles (which are still used in some parts of the world), and these, in turn, developed out of an even earlier knowledge of crochet.


Several variations of the Left-Hand Method exist, and all of them carry the yarn on the left forefinger, just as for crochet. They differ only in how the yarn is wrapped for the stitches, and in the position of the stitch on the needle.


With the Left-Hand Method that is used primarily in Europe and North America, the stitches are on the needle in what we think of as the standard position, with the right side of the stitch on the nearside of the needle. For the Turned Method, which is more common in Central Europe, Russia, and the Middle East, the stitches are turned on the needle, with the left side of the stitch on the nearside of the needle. The Combined Method (sometimes called Eastern Combined), borrows from both of these, and has proved increasingly popular of late.3



[image: images] Standard Left-Hand Method



This is an extremely fast and efficient method and can be successfully used for any purpose, but it is particularly effective for working circular fabrics, primarily in Knit. It is also ideal for doing Stranded Color patterns, especially when carrying one yarn in each hand. The motions used for working this way are quite different than those used for the methods where the yarn is carried on the right.


Left-Hand Knit


1. Place yarn at left side and hold needles, palms down, in usual way; tension yarn with one of methods described above, either on little finger, in palm, or wrapped more than once on forefinger; yarn should come off nearside of finger and pass to stitch.


2. Hold left finger on farside of needle tip, parallel to it, no more than about ¼ to ½ inch away; strand of yarn should pass on farside of needle from last stitch formed to forefinger and will be directly behind next stitch to be worked.
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    Left-Hand Knit: Wrapping yarn for Knit stitch.


3. On nearside, insert tip of right needle into stitch as to Knit and then move it over and down on farside of strand of yarn passing to forefinger.
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    Left-Hand Knit: Step 3.


4. Use right needle to draw yarn through original stitch to nearside and simultaneously use left needle tip to lift stitch over yarn. Withdraw left needle from stitch to discard it, and also use right needle tip to push stitch off.


Left-Hand Purl


1. With yarn on nearside of needle, insert right needle into stitch from right to left as for Purl; move needle up nearside of strand of yarn, over top, and down on farside.


2. Make a quick downward motion of needle tip, which will cause yarn to slide to right, past point where two needles cross.


3. Maintain this contact between two needles to keep yarn in place and then slide right needle tip against shaft of left needle to draw yarn under it and out farside.
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Left-Hand Purl: Wrapping yarn for Purl stitch.


The Details


Most Left-Hand knitters hold the forefinger very close to the needle tip and parallel to it with the yarn between stitch and finger kept short. Others hold their finger up away from the needle tip as for crochet; when in this position, it is helpful to position the middle finger of the left hand behind the yarn and the stitch being worked to guide the needle tip.


The forefinger is normally held still and the needle is used to catch, or hook the yarn to draw it through the stitch; for this reason the method is often referred to as picking, in contrast to the Right-Hand Methods, which are called throwing because the yarn is wrapped by moving the forefinger or hand.


Holding the finger still is not universal, however; many Left-Hand knitters move the forefinger to pass the yarn around the needle tip, more or less as for the Right-Finger Method; some do this for Purl, others for both Knit and Purl. Some hold the yarn still with the forefinger and use the middle finger to push it over or under the needle; others actually work as for the Right-Hand Method and hold the yarn between thumb and forefinger.


The Left-Hand Method is extremely fast and efficient when working in Knit, but even knitters who love using the method complain of problems with Purl, to the extent that they begin to avoid it whenever possible. They have difficulty in forming the stitch, and with maintaining the same tension for both Knit and Purl.


These problems arise because the motions used for Knit and Purl are very different, and also because the path of the yarn around the needle for Knit is much shorter than the one used for Purl. The combination of these two things can enlarge the Purl stitches. While this difference is not particularly noticeable in a pattern of mixed Knit and Purl, it can be quite obvious in Stockinette when it is worked flat, with alternating Knit and Purl rows.


The direction in which the yarn is held is the primary factor in the problem because it determines the motions needed to wrap the yarn and form the stitches. The new stitches need to be drawn through to the right but the yarn is pulled to the left, as it is for crochet; in the absence of a hooked tip, this can make it difficult to keep the wrapped yarn on the needle.


When doing crochet, the yarn is attached to the last stitch in the fabric and lies directly below the hook, closer to the vertical and perfectly aligned to make the next stitch. However, when the yarn is held in the same way for knitting, it is connected to a stitch on the right needle and is therefore drawn closer to the horizontal.


When working Knit, the yarn is perfectly positioned for the next stitch, and it can be drawn through without difficulty; actually, it is far easier to make a Knit stitch with this method than it is with any other (although it may present problems with techniques that involve more than one stitch).


But in order to make a Purl stitch with the yarn held as for crochet, a considerable amount of motion is required on the part of both needles and wrists to capture the yarn and bring it through the stitch, which can lead to fatigue and repetitive motion injuries.


As an alternative, some people wrap the yarn by moving the forefinger sharply down on the nearside, below the left needle tip (some knitters use the middle finger), and then hold it there in order to keep the yarn on the needle while pushing it through the stitch.


In addition, because the yarn passes across the gap between the needles, it is difficult to see the first stitch on the left needle. For a plain Purl stitch, you hardly need to look where to go and this is not really an issue. However, when working complicated techniques, many knitters find it necessary to hold the yarn out of the way so they can see to insert the needle, and it can be difficult to draw the yarn through if more than one stitch is involved.


As a result of these difficulties with Purl, many knitters use the Combined Left-Hand Method, below, which makes use of a different method for doing Purl. However, before turning to that method, first let us look at the Turned Left-Hand Method; it is like a mirror-image of the Standard version, and, as you will see, instead of difficulties with Purl, it presents some minor problems with Knit.



[image: images] Turned Left-Hand Method



This method is probably older than the version described above and is apparently more common in Central Europe and Russia; it has some interesting similarities with the Thumb Method, which is common in the Middle East and around the Mediterranean, where knitting seems to have originated.


With this approach, the left side of the stitch is on the nearside of the needle; for more information, see Turned Stitches.


If you want to try this, use Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On to put the first stitches on the needle, but take the yarn off the forefinger by passing the needle under the yarn, instead of over it so the stitches will be turned.


There are two versions, and they differ in how Purl is made.


Turned Left-Hand, Version One


• To make a Purl stitch, hold yarn on nearside; move right needle to farside and insert into turned stitch from left to right and then under left needle tip to nearside (tip of right needle will point left). Move needle tip over yarn and down on nearside so yarn wraps under needle; pull stitch through to farside. New stitches will be in turned position on right needle.
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Turned Left-Hand Purl, Version One. Yarn is wrapped under needle.


• To make a Knit stitch, move right needle to farside of left needle and insert into turned stitch directly from right to left; move needle tip under yarn to farside; lift tip up to catch yarn and draw through to nearside. New stitches will be in turned position on right needle.
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Turned Left-Hand Knit, Version One. Yarn is wrapped over needle.


In this version, it is Knit that presents something of a problem. Because the yarn is close to the horizontal, it tends to pop off the needle before it can be drawn through the stitch; pressing the right forefinger against the needle tip helps keep it in position.


Actually, that is a movement you might want to try when working a Purl stitch with the Standard Left-Hand Method, but use your right thumb instead; it works quite well.


Turned Left-Hand, Version Two


• Work Knit as described above for Version One.


• To work Purl, retain yarn on farside of fabric. Move right needle tip around on farside of yarn, insert into stitch from left to right, and then tip it up on farside of left needle tip (do not allow right needle to pass under left needle) and rotate into position so it points left.


Move needle over yarn and retrace path of needle to draw yarn back through stitch from nearside to farside.
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Turned Left-Hand Purl, Version Two. Retain yarn on farside.


In spite of how complicated the motion used for Purl may seem at first, it is actually quite easy to do. It is the same motion used for Knit when working with the Thumb Method, described below.



[image: images] Combined Method



This method is, as its name suggests, a combination of the two methods; Knit is worked as for the Standard Left-Hand Method, above, and Purl is formed as for Version One of the Turned Left-Hand Method.


This is a much faster and easier way to make a Purl stitch, and Knit and Purl can then be worked with equal speed and facility. Furthermore, the simpler motions used make it easier to maintain consistent tension on the yarn, and the distance the yarn travels between one stitch and the next is the same for Knit and Purl. When these factors are combined, the result is a much more even fabric. However, it presents challenges of a different kind.


The instructions are for working Stockinette flat, with alternating Knit and Purl rows. Start with a Purl row, and work as follows:


 


• For all Purl rows, work as described for Turned Purl, above: Move needle over yarn and down on nearside so yarn wraps under needle; new stitches on right needle will be in turned position.


• For all Knit rows, work as for Standard Left-Hand Method, above: Move right needle to farside of left needle and insert into turned stitch from right to left; move needle over yarn and down on farside so yarn wraps under needle; new stitches will be in standard position on right needle, with right side of stitch on nearside of needle.
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Combined Method: Knit a turned stitch farside; wrap yarn under needle.


Having the stitches in standard position after Knit rows, and in turned position after Purl rows, works very well for Stockinette. It even works well for ribbing because it becomes quite natural to work into the nearside of a standard stitch for Purl, and into the farside of a turned stitch for Knit.


However, the method is problematic when used for patterns of mixed Knit and Purl, because some of the stitches will be in one position, some in the other, and which ones are turned can change row by row. As a result, it is necessary to check each stitch to see how to work it and, when necessary, a Purl farside is more awkward to do.


Having stitches in different positions on the needle can also present difficulties when working some of the more complex stitch techniques, because instructions are written on the assumption that the stitches will all be on the needles in the standard position.


Nevertheless, if you find that this method suits you, it is certainly possible to translate the instructions for any stitch technique and then adjust the position of the stitches as necessary to produce the correct result in the fabric; those techniques you use most often will become familiar and then present no problems.


Optional Methods


Regardless of whether you prefer to hold the yarn to the left or right, there are two other methods that are worth consideration.


With one of them the work begins with the needle bearing the stitches in the right hand and the new stitches accumulate on the left needle.


The other method combines this with the standard way of working; on one row the stitches flow from the left needle to the right; on the next, from the right needle to the left.



[image: images] Reversed Method



This method is relatively rare, but seems to be favored by knitters who are left-handed (for a discussion of handedness and knitting, see below). You will also want to learn how to do this if you are interested in the Bi-Directional Method, below.


The yarn may be held on the right forefinger, in which case it is the equivalent of working as for a Left-Hand Method (the yarn is held in a direction opposite to the flow of the stitches). And as with that method, the most common way to work is to use the needle to catch the yarn, although some knitters wrap the yarn by moving their finger instead. If the yarn is held on the left forefinger, the method is the equivalent of working as for the Right-Finger Method (the yarn is held in the same direction as the flow of the stitches). And, of course, regardless of whether the yarn is to left or right, you could also hold it with thumb and forefinger as for the Right-Hand Method.


The motions used to work the stitches and wrap the yarn are discussed at some length in Reversed Knit and Purl, and they can take some getting used to, but no more so than when learning any new method.


It is a good idea to practice by doing a swatch of Garter Stitch, first working several rows in Knit, and then, when you are reasonably comfortable with that, switch to working every row in Purl. Once you have developed some facility with both, next try something like a Double Rib, to gain practice switching from Knit to Purl and back again.



[image: images] Bi-Directional Method



This method is used only when making a flat fabric. It is done by working one row in the standard way, with the new stitches flowing from the left needle to the right needle; and the next row with the Reversed Method, described above.


The great advantage of the method is that there is no need to turn the needles and exchange them from one hand to the other. This makes it an especially nice approach to use for small things like heel flaps for socks, when doing Short Rows, or for even smaller things like Bobbles.


If you enjoy working this way, it is important to take tension into account because, in effect, you will be working the Right-Hand Method on one row and the Left-Hand Method on the next unless you switch the yarn from one hand to the other at the end of every row. See the discussion in Problems with Tension or Yarn Twist, below, for suggestions about what to look for, and how to even out your tension if you find you are having a problem.



[image: images] Knitting for the Left-Handed



The material world we live in is designed for the right-handed, but knitting requires us to be ambidextrous. There is no necessity for a left-handed person to learn a special way to knit because both hands have critical roles to play.


Nevertheless, left-handed knitters often take up the Left-Hand Method of working, apparently with the idea that holding the yarn that way ought to be more comfortable for them. However, with that method, the left hand is usually relatively motionless, while the right hand does most of the work.


Some take up the Reversed Method, perhaps with the intuitive sense that if their handedness is opposite that of most people in society, then working in the other direction should suit them better, although with that method, the yarn could be held in either the left or right hand.


I live with someone who is left-handed and have talked to many left-handed people about how they cope in a world designed for right-handed people—door knobs, tools, writing methods—so many things we righties take for granted pose a daily challenge for lefties. My impression is that even lefties who were blessed with parents and teachers who never tried to turn them into righties become quite ambidextrous out of necessity. Therefore, it seems to me that left-handed knitters should have fewer problems using any method. In short, all of the methods are yours to learn, if you choose. Just as there are many right-handed people who knit holding the yarn on the left, someone who is left-handed should have no difficulty holding the yarn on the right.


Should you follow my recommendation to add at least one other method to your set of knitting skills, please do not attribute the natural awkwardness that overcomes everyone when learning a new way of working to the fact that you are left-handed; I can assure you that we all feel the same way.


Methods with Yarn in Center


The two knitting methods described here are undoubtedly among the oldest known, and they remain in use in countries around the Mediterranean, as well as in South America. Mary Thomas, writing in 1938, mentions French shepherds working this way while on stilts, all the better to keep watch over their flocks.4


The yarn is not carried on either the right or left side, but is instead wrapped around the neck or pinned to the front of the clothing; the left thumb is used to wrap the yarn on the needle tip.
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Because the yarn travels directly toward the knitter, and is therefore on the nearside of the needles, this is a method that favors the Purl stitch; the Knit stitch requires somewhat more motion but is not difficult to do. It is also very easy to maintain even tension when working this way, because that function is entirely separate from stitch formation and requires no special skill.


The method is fun to do and offers many advantages; I recommend you try it.


Cast on in the usual way, hold the needle bearing the set of stitches in your left hand and the empty needle in your right hand, palms down. Set the yarn down on the right and pass the strand behind your neck.
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Thumb Method: Working in Purl. Yarn is tensioned with right hand.


Hold the yarn to the ball in your right hand; a common method is to pass it under the fourth and fifth fingers, over the middle finger, and under the forefinger. Position hands at about waist level, with the yarn held at tension between the left needle, your neck, and your right hand.


Thumb Method: Purl


1. Insert needle into stitch on nearside from right to left. Move left thumb under yarn to catch it; with a quick motion, flip it over needle and drop it down between crossed needle tips.


2. Use right needle to draw new stitch through to farside; simultaneously use left needle to lift original stitch over yarn and discard it on nearside.
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Thumb Method: Purl. Pass yarn over needle.


Thumb Method: Knit


1. Move yarn to farside of right needle tip; it will pass over needle toward neck.


2. Insert needle into stitch from left to right, and then slide tip up on nearside of left needle and point it to left (it will be in same position as for Purl).


3. Wrap yarn over needle tip with thumb as described in Step 1 for Purl. Rotate right needle tip back to right, around needle tip to farside, and then down through stitch to nearside; use left needle to lift original stitch over yarn and discard it on farside.
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Thumb Method: Knit. Bring yarn over right needle to nearside.


The movement of the needle tip within the Knit stitch is complicated to describe but quick enough to do and easily learned (and is a mirror image of the method used for Purl in the Turned Left-Hand Method, above).


After inserting the needle into the stitch, instead of allowing it to slide under the left needle tip, rotate it up and around to the left on the nearside so it looks just as it does when you Purl; after wrapping the yarn, just repeat the motion in reverse to draw the yarn through the original stitch.


As you will see when you try this method, the thumb operates quite independently and the motion used is minimal, which means this is not a tiring way to work. Also, it is easy to maintain a constant tension on the yarn because that function is completely separate from the movements used to manipulate the needles and wrap the yarn for a stitch.


Because Purl is the simpler motion, that stitch is preferred in most situations where Knit would be used by knitters who work with the Standard Left-Hand Method or with any Right-Hand Method. Garter Stitch, for instance, is done entirely in Purl. And Purl is also used for working a circular fabric; the Knit side of the fabric faces into the circle, instead of being on the outside.


For color patterns, both yarns are passed around the neck; one is passed around to the left and tensioned in the left hand, the other is passed around to the right and tensioned in the right hand. Simply reach your left thumb either over or under the other yarn to pick up the one needed next.


Actually, patterns using more than two colors in a row are common in the knitting traditions where this method is used because managing multiple colors is so easy. Two yarns are passed around the neck from the left and held in the right hand; one or two other yarns are passed around the neck from the right and held in the left hand; the arrangement keeps them well-separated at the needle.


Aside from the fact that you might feel a bit trussed up in yarn, the only difficulty with this method is that the developing pattern is not visible because the outside of the fabric is on the farside of the needle.


However, you can still check your progress by looking at the arrangement of the stitches on the needles, and that of the stranded yarns on the inside of the fabric, which are visible. The inside of the fabric will show a reverse of the pattern, with dark strands covering a light motif, and vice versa. Those who have always worked this way find this perfectly normal and have no problem with it, and with practice, so might you.


This is actually a marvelous way to work a color pattern because the motions are so simple and it is so easy to maintain an even tension on the yarns and, therefore, make a beautiful fabric. The only difficulty with the method is that having the yarn around your neck can be irritating, or can leave lint on your clothing. While it is customary to pin the yarn to your bodice, some garments are too loose or not strong enough to sustain the pull of the yarn tension. I have tried attaching a hook to my waistband instead, and it works quite well; as long as the yarn is directed straight toward you from the needles, and is angled high enough to allow the thumb easy access under it, the system will work fine.



[image: images] Hook Method



A very old version of the Thumb Method makes use of a set of four or five needles that are hooked at one end and pointed at the other. When used for working in the round, the hook in the right hand will be facing the tip of the needle held in the left hand.


These needles are also ideal for use with any of the Left-Hand Methods, where the yarn is held as it would be for crochet; because the hook catches the yarn so effectively, it is just as easy to do Purl as it is to do Knit. This makes it possible to maintain an even tension and work very quickly.


While it is possible to work flat, the two hooks will be facing each other, which is considerably more awkward. The left hook has to be kept positioned so it does not interfere with discarding the stitch, or, at the very least, the stitch must be lifted well off the needle so it does not get caught.


Problems with Tension or Yarn Twist


Regardless of how you choose to knit, it is important to develop a consistent tension so that all the stitches are a similar size and your fabric looks nice and even. To some extent this is simply the result of practice, and your hands will find their way. However, if you remain unsatisfied with the results you are getting, there are some tips below that you can try.


Also, it is common for yarn to gain twist as you knit, causing it to kink up on itself and tangle; not only can this be annoying, but also it can cause bias in the fabric that is impossible to remove. You will find suggestions below for how to prevent and correct for this problem.
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To see if your tension is uneven, make a swatch in Stockinette, 4 to 6 inches square, and dress it to relax the fabric (see Dressing a Swatch).


Then examine the swatch to analyze what kind of a problem you might be having. There are four possibilities: uneven tension across rows, a gradual change in tension over the length of the fabric, an abrupt change of tension somewhere within the fabric, and uneven tension on Knit and Purl rows.


Uneven Tension Across a Row


Examine the Knit face of the fabric, looking for any irregularities in the appearance of the stitches. If you notice that some stitches in each row are larger than the others, this usually indicates you are having a problem with how you are tensioning the yarn. Another clue that this is the case is if you frequently have to stop and rewrap the yarn.


Experiment with different ways to wrap the yarn on your fingers; see Tensioning the Yarn. Cast on about 20 stitches and try each method, working as many rows as needed until you begin to feel comfortable with it. Then dress the swatch to see which method made the most difference. Select the one you felt the most comfortable with, and before going on to make something you care about, make another, larger swatch to give your hands time to learn the new method.


Change in Tension over Length


If what you see in the fabric is a gradual change in tension over the length of the swatch, this could be because you were tense when you started to knit, and then began to relax because of its calming effect. If you have troubles on your mind, or are just wound up after a day at work, it can take 10 or 15 minutes before you fall into a comfortable rhythm with your knitting. If you are aware that this happens to you often, you can take steps to work around it.


Put on your favorite music, have a cup of tea nearby, make sure your chair is comfortable, prop up your feet—you get the idea; do what it takes to get yourself in a frame of mind where you can relax and enjoy your knitting. Before you pick up the needles, roll your shoulders forward and back, and shake out both hands to loosen them up. Let your arms hang down limp for a minute or two; take a deep breath and just stare out the window for a while doing nothing.


Consider keeping an ongoing warm-up project of some kind in your workbasket. Make scarves for your friends and family in colorful, textured yarns that will hide any inconsistencies in your tension. Or use that time to try out a new yarn or some stitch or color patterns you are curious about; once you have loosened up a bit, then pick up your more important project.


It is also common to have a change in tension over the length of a gauge swatch, or after working the first few inches of a new project. In many cases, this is simply the result of being unfamiliar with a stitch or color pattern when you first begin; once you have learned a pattern, your gauge will become more even. The solution is to practice the pattern on a Test Swatch before you make the larger Gauge Swatch.


Abrupt Change in Tension


If you see a line across the fabric, this usually indicates that the stitches below it are a different size than those above it. Something like this might not be apparent in a small swatch; it is more often seen when changing from working circular to working flat, such as after dividing a circular fabric at the armholes. However, it can also be the result of any change in the way you are knitting. If you change the type of needle, or the manner of tensioning the yarn, your gauge can change; for more information about this, see The Five Variables in the chapter Stitch Gauge.



Change in Tension on Knit and Purl Rows



Next, turn the fabric over and look at the Purl side. If what you see are pairs of Purl rows with a deeper “gutter” in between, this indicates that the tension when you Knit is different than it is when you Purl (see the illustration in The Knit and Purl Stitches in the chapter The Stitches). The gutter is evidence of a row of stitches that is larger than those on either side.


This can happen with any knitting method, but it is particularly common when working Purl with the Left-Hand Method because such very different motions are used to make the Knit and Purl stitches. The problem can often be solved by working with the Combined Method described above, which makes it much easier to maintain a consistent tension as you work; unfortunately, it is only really practical for working Stockinette or ribbing.


If you prefer to use the Standard Left-Hand Method, there are a few things you can do to even out your tension.


 


• First, try different methods of wrapping the yarn on your fingers until you find a way to put more tension on the yarn for the Purl rows.


• Second, get in the habit of tightening the yarn after forming a Purl stitch; move your finger up sharply before making the next stitch. This will draw some of the extra yarn out of the new stitch, and with a little practice the motion should become automatic and feel quite natural.


• Third, try the suggestion above of “trapping” the yarn on the needle with your right thumb; this helps keep it from loosening as you draw the new stitch through.


 


When using one of the Right-Hand Methods, the movements used for Knit and Purl are so similar that it is a little more difficult to discover what is causing uneven tension. However, usually it is simply a matter of developing a new habit. Knit a long Test Swatch in Stockinette while paying close attention to your tension on the Purl rows; if necessary, find another way to wrap the yarn on your fingers.


Enlarged Stitches in Left Knit Columns


Another common problem with tension shows up primarily in Double Ribbing, or with any decorative stitch pattern that has several columns of Knit next to columns of Purl. This has to do with the distance the yarn must travel for a Purl stitch, and you will find an explanation for it in The Knit and Purl Stitches.
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A well-made knitting yarn is “balanced,” which means that when it is spun and plied, the amount of twist added to a single ply will be offset by the amount of twist used to ply several single plies together (see Yarns). A yarn that is balanced will be relaxed when it hangs free. As a yarn is given additional twist, it will become thinner and tighter, and will begin to kink up on itself; if a yarn is untwisted, it will get softer and looser and the plies will begin to separate.


If you want to see twist in action, take the end of the yarn in your right hand, and hold it tight with your left hand about 3 to 4 inches away; twist the end with your fingers several times to the right; if you then move your hands together, it will kink up on itself. Let the end drop and it will spontaneously unspin and hang relaxed again. Take the end in your hand again and twist it to the left and you will see the plies begin to separate.


Most knitting yarns are what is called “S ply,” which means the singles were spun by twisting them to the left and several singles were then plied together by twisting them to the right.


The conventional way to wrap the yarn around the needle for both Knit and Purl (under the needle to the nearside and over it to the farside), adds twist to an S-ply yarn with every stitch. You will also see twist accumulate in the tail of yarn when using one of the Compound Half-Hitch Cast-On techniques. In addition, a certain amount of twist will also be added to the yarn when it is drawn out of the ball, as well as when you turn the fabric as you work.


If the twist is allowed to accumulate in the yarn, the fabric will start to go on the bias; this is permanent and cannot be corrected by blocking or steaming (see Dressing a Fabric). Therefore, it is important to take steps as you work to maintain the yarn in as close to a balanced state as possible; there are several easy things you can do.


 


• Twist will be added to a yarn when it is drawn off the top of a center-pull ball or a cone. If possible, place the cone or ball on a reel arrangement of some kind so you can draw the yarn off the side instead. If nothing else, put the ball on your finger and let it spin as you unreel some yarn from the outside. Alternatively, just leave the ball on the ball-winder, and draw it back out through the eye of the metal guide arm. For an even simpler solution, put a skein on an umbrella swift and draw the yarn off of it (and save the bother of winding a ball).


• When working flat, turn the tip of the needle toward you at the end of an outside row, and away from you at the end of an inside row (or vice versa, but be systematic). When working circular, “undo” the round at the join—spin the needles and fabric back in the other direction before starting the next round.


• The Combined Method of knitting provides a means of balancing the twist on the yarn stitch-by-stitch; with that method, the yarn is wrapped in one direction for a Knit stitch and in the other direction for a Purl stitch, and one offsets the other. As discussed above, this works very well for a flat fabric made entirely in Stockinette, and works reasonably well for ribbings, but presents challenges when used for other kinds of stitch patterns and, of course, does not help for circular knitting if no Purl is being used.


However, if you are knitting in the round on double-point needles, here is a little trick you can try: Work all stitches on first needle Knit Under (wrap in the usual way); the new stitches will be in standard position. Work all stitches on next needle Knit Over so the new stitches will be in turned position (see Turned Stitches). Continue to alternate in this way needle-by-needle; on subsequent rounds, Knit all stitches in standard position nearside, and those in turned position farside. You could do the same thing on a circular needle by setting Ring Markers to divide the stitches into four equal groups.


• If twist has accumulated in the yarn, it is easy enough to rebalance by letting either the needles and fabric, or the ball, hang free and unspin. Stop working when you have about a yard of yarn between the needles and the ball and use one of the following approaches:


To let the needles untwist, hold the yarn against the ball so no more will pull free, raise it up, and drop the needles and fabric (the stitches will tighten on the needle from the hanging weight of the fabric and will not slip off); let everything spin until it slows to a stop. If there was a lot of twist in the yarn, it might spin too far and have to unspin again in the other direction before it rebalances.


Or, attach the yarn to the ball by making a big half-hitch in the yarn and tightening it around the ball, or stick a short double-point needle, a cable needle, or a tapestry needle into the side of the ball and wrap the yarn around it a few times, or use a convenient Bead Stopper (see Tools). Take hold of the yarn near the needles and raise it up to let the ball hang free and unspin the extra twist.


To see if the yarn has rebalanced, let it hang down in a U-shape and bring the two sides close together; if the yarn has too much twist, the two strands will actively ply together; if the yarn is balanced, they will hang relaxed, or only twist a few times around each other.


• When casting on, periodically drop the tail of yarn from your thumb and let it hang free to untwist.


1 I also gave the Right-Hand Method considerable attention in the first edition of Principles of Knitting, and for the same reasons mentioned here. This gave many people the erroneous impression that it was my favorite, when it is simply one of the four methods I rely upon. My mother taught me to knit this way when I was very young; I remain fond of it and use it often, but by the 1980s when I originally wrote this book, it was no longer my primary method.


2 Richard Rutt, A History of Hand Knitting (London: B. T. Batsford, 1987; Loveland, Colo.: Interweave Press, 2003), pp. 17–20; citations are to the Interweave Press edition.


3 Mary Thomas discusses the “Eastern Combined” method in Mary Thomas’s Knitting Book (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1938; New York: Dover Publications, 1972).


4 Mary Thomas, Mary Thomas’s Knitting Book (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1938; New York: Dover Publications, 1972), p. 16.





CHAPTER 2
Circular and Flat Knitting



Conventionally, a garment is worked from the bottom edge to the top, but it is also possible to work from the top down, from side to side, or at an angle. Sections of the garment can be constructed separately as flat pieces and then sewn together; this is called “flat knitting” or “working flat.” Or the entire garment can be worked “in the round,” also called “circular knitting,” to form an interconnected set of tubes that requires no assembly of any kind.


The two approaches are often interchangeable, but in some situations one or the other is clearly required or makes the most sense for the type of item that will be made. The only shape that cannot be made flat is a Medallion, although oddly enough, it is a flat fabric (see Uncommon Shapes). There are, however, several types of garments, such as socks and mittens, that could be made flat, but this is almost never done because they are so much the better for being seamless. Working in the round is only slightly more limiting; only a few types of Intarsia color patterns can be done in the round, the shaping of some garment styles can be more challenging, and of course things like scarves and shawls are flat fabrics.


For all of these things, the decision about whether to work flat or in the round is more or less made for you, but when there is a choice, you might want to weigh the pros and cons of using one approach or the other; some of the factors to take into consideration are discussed below.


Working flat is quite straightforward and is described along with the instructions for learning how to knit in the chapter Knitting Methods; most of the other things you need to know to work that way are found elsewhere in this book, except for how to use circular needles to make something flat, which is discussed here.


In order to work circular, however, you will need the additional information below, which begins with a discussion of the different kinds of needles that can be used, how to cast on, and how to draw the edge into a round to begin. Also included is information on which kinds of needles are suitable for different projects, and why you might choose to work with one type rather than another.


These instructions are followed by a discussion of various methods used to make openings in the fabric to accommodate armholes and sleeves, and about working a garment from the top down.


Circular Knitting


Circular knitting is done with two different types of needles. The traditional double-point needles have tips at both ends, and come in lengths from 4 to 18 inches; these can be used to make a circular fabric of any circumference.


Circular needles were introduced relatively recently and consist of two short tips, 4 to 6 inches in length, attached to each end of a flexible cable. These are very convenient to work with and have largely supplanted double-point needles, except for making small items.


Regardless of what kind of a needle you work with, the process is the same: instead of working back and forth in rows as for a flat fabric, you work around and around.


However, because the yarn passes from the last stitch at the end of one round to the first stitch at the beginning of the next, instead of the horizontal rows of a flat fabric, a circular fabric is a spiral, which can have an effect on its appearance; for more information, see Rows or Spirals.
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Double-point needles come in all sizes and in various lengths, usually in sets of four or five; the minimum that can be used is three. One needle is reserved for use in the right hand, and the stitches are distributed to the others. Whether to work with a set of four or five needles is basically a matter of preference or what the stitch multiple is, but a stitch or color pattern may determine a particular distribution, or the demands of a garment pattern may dictate a certain arrangement.


For instance, when decreasing the crown of a hat in four sections, it would be easier to work with the stitches of each section on a separate needle; in other situations, there may be more stitches on some of the needles than others.


You can cast on directly to the double-point needles and divide the stitches among them as you do so, or cast on to a single needle first, and then transfer and distribute the stitches to multiple needles.


Three-Needle Cast-On for Double-Points


These instructions are written for working with the stitches distributed on three needles, one-third on each.


 


1. Take up first double-point needle and cast on one-third total number of stitches. Push stitches about an inch back from tip of needle.


2. Take up second double-point needle and line up on nearside of cast-on edge below first needle, extend tip about ½ inch to left of other needle, and have both yarns on farside.


3. Cast on next stitch; slide it down second needle until it is adjacent to last stitch cast on to other needle; tighten yarn firmly between two needles. Continue to cast on second third of stitches; push both sets of stitches down along needles together, as necessary to make room for new ones.


4. Rotate first needle on running thread between two sets of stitches, down on right, up on left, and reposition parallel to second needle; align needle tips. Two sets of stitches will then be side by side, with first stitch cast on at left side.
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Three-Needle Cast-On for Double-Points: Step 4. Rotate first needle so stitch cast on first is at left.


5. Take up third double-point needle and hold with other two as described in Step 2; cast on remaining third of stitches.


6. Turn three needles around together so yarn is at right on farside.
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Three-Needle Cast-On for Double-Points: Step 6. Turn all needles around so yarn is at right.


7. Take right tip of needle on nearside (with first stitch cast on), and swing across to left, so opposite tip passes over center needle. Take right tip of needle on farside (with yarn to last stitch cast on), and swing to left over center needle. Bring two tips together in center.
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Three-Needle Cast-On for Double-Points: Step 7. Swing right tips of first and third needles toward you.


8. To join round and begin to work, see Circular Knitting on Double-Points, and also Tips for Joining the Round, below.
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Three-Needle Cast-On for Double-Points: Needles in position to join the round.


Four-Needle Cast-On for Double-Points


Either by preference, or when necessary to cast on more stitches, you can work in a similar way with four needles; it is slightly more complicated because extra steps are required.


 


1. Work Steps 1–5 of Three-Needle Cast-On for Double-Points, above.


2. Rotate first and second needles together on running thread that passes to third needle; with needles parallel again, align tips.
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Four-Needle Cast-On for Double-Points: Step 2. Rotate first and second needles together.


3. Pick up fourth needle, position on nearside of other three, and cast on next set of stitches.


4. Rotate needle on farside (bearing first cast-on stitch) up on right, down on left, and position parallel with other needles again. First and fourth sets of stitches are at left; second and third sets of stitches are at right.
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Four-Needle Cast-On for Double-Points: Step 4. Rotate needle on farside, up on right, down on left.


5. Turn all four needles so first and last stitch cast on are pointing toward you.
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Four-Needle Cast-On for Double-Points: Step 5. With needles pointing toward you, open them out into a diamond shape as shown by arrows in middle.


6. Open needles, moving tip with yarn from right into center, and tip with first stitch from left into center, until four needles form a square.
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Four-Needle Cast-On for Double-Points: Step 6. Needles in position to join the round.


7. To join round and begin to work, see Circular Knitting on Double-Points, and also Tips for Joining the Round, below.


Preliminary Cast-On with Single Needle


Here is an alternative method that is a good choice when you will be casting on a large number of stitches. Put them all on a straight needle first, and then transfer them to a set of double-point needles.


 


1. Use one double-point needle (longer than others, if necessary), and cast on full number of stitches.


2. Starting at end where yarn is attached, slip one-third of stitches to second double-point needle.


3. Pick up third double-point needle in right hand and hold on nearside of cast-on edge; slip next third of stitches. Third set of stitches is now alone on first needle used for casting on.


4. Check that cast-on edge is lined up below all needles; draw right tip of second needle, and left tip of first needle toward center on nearside to form triangle with third needle in between.
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Preliminary Step for Single Needle: Slip stitches to two double-point needles.


Alternatively, cast on to a single needle, and transfer half of stitches to second double-point needle; begin working as described for the Shetland Three-Needle Method, below. If you prefer, instead of continuing with that method, you can distribute the stitches to four double-point needles as you do the first row.


Circular Knitting on Double-Points


There are three challenges when learning how to work with a set of double-point needles—how to join the round to begin, where to put your hands to avoid getting stabbed by all those points, and how to manage the intersection between needles.


Here are the most basic instructions for how to begin, along with some tips for how to hold the needles. You will find several suggestions for how to neatly join the first and last stitches cast on so the edge stays smooth in Tips for Joining the Round, below; add whichever of those options you prefer in the future.


 


1. Pick up needle bearing first stitch cast on in left hand.


2. Pick up empty needle in right hand, pick up yarn (which is attached to last stitch), and move it to nearside or farside of empty needle as necessary to Knit or Purl first stitch, and then tension yarn to draw needle to right with last stitch cast on as close to tip of left needle as possible.


3. Place tip of empty needle over needle to right and insert into first stitch on left needle, wrap yarn, drawing it up very firmly, and Knit.
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    Circular Knitting on Double-Points: Step 3. Yarn wrapped on empty right needle for first Knit stitch.


4. After stitch is formed, tighten it again on right needle; work next stitch with firm tension as well. Resume normal tension and work remaining stitches.


5. Immediately after discarding last stitch, tuck tip of right needle under tip of needle bearing next set of stitches to left; slide stitches back from right needle tip about 1 inch, drop it, and let it hang from fabric.


6. Transfer empty needle from left to right hand. Pick up next needle in left hand; arrange opposite tip of that needle so it is on top of one to its left; slide stitches to right tip to begin.


7. Repeat Steps 3–6.


 


Always arrange the two needles you are holding in your hands so the opposite tips are on top of the needles to either side; this leaves your grip unimpaired.


When you get to the last few stitches on the left needle in Step 4, you might find it easier to hold if you place your left thumb under the adjacent needle and your forefinger over it; the tip will stick up within the circle formed by your fingers.
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Circular Knitting on Double-Points: Working with a set of four needles.


It is important to control the tension on the stitches at the intersection of two needles so the running thread passing between them will not stretch out, which causes a distinctive, unsightly vertical line in the fabric, often referred to as a “ladder.”


As described in Step 1, when working the first stitch on a needle, always position the empty needle tip over the needle tip to the right; this brings the three needle tips as close together as possible and places the least stress on the running thread. If the empty needle is inserted into the stitch from below the needle to the right, it will lie within the intersection and make it impossible to draw the two stitches close together. Tightening the yarn firmly as you work the first two stitches as described in Steps 2 and 3 is also very important.


You may see it recommended to shift the intersection between needles on every round to avoid creating a ladder. In other words, after working a group of stitches on one needle, you would knit one or two stitches off the next needle before picking up the empty needle. The number of stitches on each needle remains constant; the individual stitches are simply redistributed, from one needle to the next. The idea is that if the problem is staggered it will not be as obvious, but instead of solving the problem, this approach can simply leave a spiral of irregular stitches in the fabric.


Redistributing Stitches


From time to time when working a pattern, you may find it necessary to redistribute the number of stitches on the respective needles (perhaps with more on one than the others), or change from working with three to four needles, or vice versa.


Use one of the following methods:


 


• To move the stitches to the needle at the left of the one you are working on, work all the stitches on that needle until only those to be moved remain. Transfer the needle to your right hand, slide the remaining stitches to the left tip, and then slip them to the next needle. With the needle in your right hand now empty, begin to work the next set of stitches. Transfer the stitches at the end of each set to the following needle in the same way, until all stitches are redistributed.


• To move stitches to the needle in your right hand, after completing one set, put the empty needle down, pick up the next needle to the left, and work the number of stitches to be transferred, adding them to the right needle. Then set the right needle down and pick up the empty needle again and work the remaining stitches on the left needle. This can be awkward to do with three needles, but works well with four.


• Or, pick up an empty needle in your right hand, a needle with stitches in your left hand; slip as many stitches as needed for a new set to the right needle. If you were working with three needles, there will now be four needles in the stitches. Transfer the partial set from your left to right hand, pick up the next needle, and slip as many as needed to complete that set. Repeat to complete the redistribution and then begin to work again.


Shetland Three-Needle Method


Shetland knitters often work with just three double-point needles instead of the usual four or five as described above; they arrange the stitches on two needles and work with the third. The technique is primarily used when working with long double-point needles and a Knitting Belt or Sheath, but will work with needles of any size and with any knitting method.


It can be challenging to manage all the needle tips and make a smooth transition between one needle and the next when working with double-point needles, but with this approach, there is one less intersection between the needles and two fewer tips to deal with.


 


1. Cast on to a single double-point needle.


2. Slip half of stitches to second double-point needle.


3. Fold needle bearing first stitch around to farside of second and hold both needles as one in left hand. Running thread connecting two sets of stitches will be at left; last stitch cast on (with yarn attached) is on farside at right. Slide both sets of stitches to right needle tips.


4. With third, empty needle in right hand, begin to work stitches on near needle. For Knit, bring yarn between two needle tips; for Purl, bring it to nearside of both. Work first stitch with firm tension, as usual. For a Knit stitch, right needle tip will emerge between two needles.
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Shetland Three-Needle Method: Step 4. Insert needle into first stitch and up between two left needles.


5. After working several stitches, two needles in left hand will begin to separate; insert left forefinger down between them.


6. After a few more stitches, three needles will form a triangle; release needle on farside and continue with one on nearside.


7. At about midpoint of row, place needle on farside between forefinger and middle finger of right hand. For last few stitches, needles in right hand will be nearly parallel.


8. With all stitches worked on one needle, turn needles as for flat knitting, slide stitches to tip of second needle, and begin next row in same way.


 


It is a bit awkward to work the first and last few stitches on the needle, but your hands will find their way, and I think you will discover that it all goes rather smoothly.


However, working this way is really only worth it when making something wide, because the difficulty at each end is offset by a greater number of stitches that can be done in the usual way in the middle. For a similar approach that is in many respects easier, see either the Two Circular Needles Method or the Three Circular Needles Method, below.


Also see Tips for Joining the Round, below, for information that applies to all methods used for circular knitting.



[image: images] Circular Needles



A circular needle has two pointed needle shafts connected by a length of fine-diameter, flexible nylon cord. At most, the needle tips are roughly the length of your hand and some have a slight bend built into the shaft to make them more comfortable to hold and to work with; the smallest can only be grasped with a few fingers.
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Flat Knitting on a Circular Needle: Working first stitch in Purl.


The needles come in all the standard sizes and the nylon cord comes in various lengths. The needle measurement is tip-to-tip and the shorter the length, the smaller the needle shafts; the shortest length that is comfortable to hold when drawn into a circle is generally twelve inches.


A circular needle of any length can be used for flat knitting, but when working an item in the round, the length of the needle must be less than the circumference of the fabric or you will not be able to join the stitches into a circle. For smaller items, the alternative is to use the Two Circular Needles Method, the Looped Needle Method, described below, or the Singular Double-Fabric technique.
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Flat Knitting on a Circular Needle: A sweater with center front opening.


Flat Knitting on a Circular Needle


Using a circular needle to make a flat fabric is little different from working with straight needles. Simply treat the two needle tips as if they were separate; to begin, work as follows:


 


• Last stitch cast on will have yarn to ball attached. Slide this stitch up close to one needle tip, and hold in left hand. Take up empty needle tip in right hand; hold yarn in left or right hand according to preferred method. Knit one row; at end of row, needle tip in left hand will be empty. Turn work, transferring empty needle tip to right hand and needle tip bearing stitches to left hand. Work next row, and repeat, row by row.


Circular Knitting on a Circular Needle


1. Cast on number of stitches required for full circumference of fabric. Push stitches close to both needle tips and draw them into a circle with yarn coming off first stitch on right needle tip.
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Circular Knitting on a Circular Needle: Working first stitch; notice Ring Marker on right needle.


2. Examine cast-on edge carefully to make sure it lies flat below needle and at no point passes over it. If edge circles needle, spin it around and back into place.


3. Knit first stitch on left needle; running thread will then span gap between two stitches and join cast-on edge into a circle.
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Circular Knitting on a Circular Needle: A Circular garment.


Casting on to a circular needle can often feel like working with a live snake; it does wiggle about without the weight of a fabric to stabilize it. This makes it more likely that the edge will spiral around the cable; it may be impossible to fix this if you have used Stranded Cast-On or Alternating Cast-On because they have less initial structure than most other edges.


To help keep the edge aligned properly, see Cast-On Edge Markers. This technique is used to insert a contrast-color yarn into the edge as you cast on; it is used as a way to keep count of stitches while casting on, but is equally useful in making sure they are not twisted over the needle.


Another way to keep the edge under control is to cast on as for the Shetland Three-Needle Method, above, and then begin working with the circular needle on the first row. If you are dealing with a lot of stitches, you may not have double-point needles long enough to do this, but if you can crowd them together enough to fit, it works quite well.


Also see Tips for Joining the Round, below, for information that applies to all methods used for circular knitting.


Two Circular Needles Method


If you like making small things like mittens and socks but are not comfortable with double-point needles, use two circular needles instead—one for each half of the stitches.1


The length of the needle does not matter, but it is usually easiest to work with the shortest one that has a tip comfortable in your hands.


 


1. Cast on required number of stitches for circumference of garment and distribute stitches, half to each needle.


2. Slide set of stitches cast on last onto cable of needle with yarn to right; running thread that joins two sets of stitches is at left.


3. Pick up needle bearing other set of stitches in left hand and bring to nearside; slide right tip of needle into stitches. Reach across to left on nearside to pick up other tip of same needle and bring tips together as when working flat.


4. Draw yarn firmly across gap between two circular needles and work across that set of stitches. With all stitches now on needle tip held in right hand, draw tip out to left so stitches are on cable.


5. Turn, as for working flat; drop needle from right hand, pick up other needle, and bring to nearside to work other set of stitches.


6. Repeat Steps 3 and 4, always turning as when working flat, and always working each set of stitches with tips of same needle.
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Two Circular Needles Method.


As you will see, the tips of the needle not in use will hang down from the work on the farside, out of your way. You will find it easy to start each set of stitches with the other set relaxed on the thin cable. Also, the running threads that pass between the two are less likely to stretch out, which keeps the intersection neat, and there is less need to draw the yarn up tightly when starting the first stitch.


Another way to reduce strain at the intersection is to hold the cable of the needle not in use in your left hand along with the needle you are working on. This also helps keep the dangling needle tip from bouncing around, which is one of the complaints knitters have about working this way. It also helps to work as low in your lap as possible, or even tuck one or both tips of the needle not in use into the fabric once there is enough of it to provide an anchor.


Three Circular Needles Method


You can also work with three circular needles in a variation of the Shetland Three-Needle Method, above, and it is easier to manage doing so with circulars than it is with straight needles, except for how lively they can be. Work as follows:


 


• Hold third, empty needle in right hand, and first set of stitches on its needle in left hand. Work across those stitches; when that needle is empty, use it to work next set of stitches.


Looped Needle Method


One of the limits of working on a circular needle is that the length of the needle must be smaller than the circumference of the fabric. If you do not have the right length needle on hand, here is a clever way to work small items in the round using just one circular needle of any length; in fact, it is better if the cable is relatively long.2


Cast on and then work as follows:


 


1. Pull needle tips out of stitches so all of them are on cable.


2. Fold cables together so yarn attached to last stitch cast on is at right on farside. Find midpoint of stitches and use one needle tip or fingers to draw bend in cable out between two stitches to form loop at left; needle tips are hanging to right.


3. Push set of stitches on nearside onto needle tip and hold in left hand. Pick up other needle tip in right hand; if necessary, draw some cable out of other set of stitches to right until it is long enough to loop around and bring needle tips together. There are now two cable loops, one on each side.


4. Draw yarn across intersection between two sets of stitches and begin to work. When last stitch of set is worked, loop in cable at left will release.
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Looped Needle Method.


5. Turn as for working flat; remaining loop in cable will then be at left side; set of stitches just completed is now on farside; next set on nearside. Repeat Steps 3 and 4.


6. Repeat Steps 3–5.


 


This works well enough if you do not have the kind of needles you would ordinarily use for the number of stitches. However, there will be two big loops jutting out to each side and bouncing around, and there is considerable tension on the running threads between the two sets of stitches, which can leave visible evidence in the fabric.


If you have the option, it seems the Two Circular Needles Method is less trouble and is easier on the fabric. Or try the method discussed below.



[image: images] Circular Knitting on Straight Needles



And finally, for working very small things in the round such as thumbs for a mitten or fingers for a glove, for which any number of double-point needles is a nuisance, there is a way to knit in the round on two single-point needles using the Singular Double-Fabric technique.


As you will see, the method is not restricted to small things—you could make an entire sweater using it, or two sleeves, or two socks at the same time—and it is very easy to do.



[image: images] Tips for Joining the Round



As mentioned above, there are two aspects of joining the round that are important to deal with; lining all the stitches up under the needles, and smoothing out the jog in the edge. The following suggestions apply to working in the round with any of the needles described above.


Line Up the Edge


Before joining the round, make sure the cast-on edge lies entirely below the needle and has not twisted around it.


One very easy way to manage this is to insert a contrast-color yarn into the edge as you cast on; see Cast-On Edge Markers. This not only makes it obvious if the edge has twisted over the needle, and makes it clear when you have fixed it, but it also allows you to do a very quick count of the number of stitches cast on before you begin.


If you began to work without realizing the edge was twisted, it will become obvious as you work the first round; fortunately, you will have one last chance to correct it.
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Line Up the Edge: This edge is twisted over the needle.


• Work to end of first round. Pass left needle tip under running thread; rotate entire edge over left needle until twist in edge disappears. The twist will be absorbed by the running thread that joins the round and will not be noticeable.


Irregularity at Lower Edge


Here are several suggestions for how to smooth out or hide the jog at the lower edge. The first one gives the best result but is more complicated to do and requires planning ahead; the others are adequate and simpler to manage.


Pullover Join


This may seem a bit complicated the first time you try it, but it is easy enough once you get the idea, and it is quite effective at smoothing out the edge.


 


1. Begin with a Twist Start and cast on all stitches with preferred method; place one more stitch than needed on first needle; use Simple Left Half-Hitch Cast-On for last stitch on third or fourth needle (this positions tail of yarn on farside).


2. To join round, hold needle bearing first stitch cast on in left hand and needle bearing last, Simple Cast-On stitch in right hand.


3. With yarn farside, slip first stitch from left to right needle, pull Simple Cast-On stitch over and off. Begin to work remaining stitches on needle.


 


There are several things to notice here. The first stitch is a Twist Start, and therefore has no knot or half-hitch at its base; the last Simple Cast-On stitch is a half-hitch. After the half-hitch is pulled over the Twist Start, the two will look just like all the other stitches in the edge. It is important to use the Left Half-Hitch version when casting on, so it will lie in the same direction as the others in the edge; an additional advantage is that then the tail is on the inside of the fabric, which is convenient when hiding it later.


The pullover functions as a decrease, which eliminates the extra stitch cast on in Step 1. And because the first stitch is slipped and not worked as you begin the round, it pulls the left corner of the edge up into alignment with the one on the right side of the join. However, because you Slip the first stitch, you will need to Knit the next stitch, regardless of what the stitch pattern might otherwise require, so the strand will be on the inside of the fabric.


Decrease Join


• Begin as described in Step 1 above, but cast on last stitch in same way as other stitches (do not use Simple Cast-On). To join round, Slip first stitch cast on to left needle and join it to last stitch cast on with Right Decrease. Retain new stitch on right needle to equalize stitch count.


Threaded Stitch Join


For this version, do not cast on an extra stitch (as is done for the versions above).


 


1. Hold needle bearing last stitch cast on in right hand and needle bearing first stitch cast on in left hand. Slip last stitch to left needle.


2. Insert right needle tip into first stitch as to Purl and into second stitch as to Knit and draw second stitch through first (see Threaded Stitch); retain this stitch on right needle and other stitch on left needle. This joins the round.


3. Pick up empty needle and yarn in right hand, work stitch now first on left needle, and then work remaining stitches on left needle.


The two stitches at the intersection are exchanged by drawing one through the other to join the round. The one drawn through to the right needle is the first stitch cast on; because it is slipped, and not worked, it helps draw the edge into alignment.


Double-Yarn Join


If you have used a Knitted Cast-On, and have a tail of yarn at one needle tip and the yarn to the ball at the other needle tip, try this:


 


• Knit first stitch of first round with main yarn and tail of yarn held as one; drop tail of yarn and continue.


Sewn Method


Fortunately, if you forget to deal with the jog at the edge on the first round, you can usually tidy things up later, and, in fact, this works well enough that you may prefer to use it in any case.


 


• Thread the tail of yarn into a tapestry needle and sew a stitch that closes the gap and duplicates the appearance of the edge; see Edges and Seam Corners. As you hide the end, pull the left side of the jog up firmly to draw it into alignment as best you can.


 



[image: images] Constructing Circular Garments



The great challenge of making any circular garment is how to make the necessary openings for the armholes and neckline. The simplest and most direct way to do so is to divide the stitches at the underarm and change from working in the round to working flat. However, there are several reasons to avoid having to do this.


First, in many cases this would require the use of Purl on inside rows, and many knitters find that stitch slower to do, and/or they have trouble maintaining even tension on Knit and Purl rows; this can cause a change in the gauge and leave visible evidence in the fabric; see The Five Variables in the chapter on Stitch Gauge. Also, many people find that it is more difficult to work a color pattern in Purl.


Two approaches solve these problems by making it possible to work the entire garment in the round. One is traditional, and involves cutting the fabric open; the other is a newer concept, and involves working the garment from the top down, making the upper bodice and upper sleeves simultaneously.


Openings in a Circular Fabric


Two traditional methods can be used to construct the body of a sweater as a tube, working from waist to shoulders, and later open it to allow for armholes, or to divide the front for a cardigan.


The Steek


A Steek is basically an internal selvedge that makes it possible to cut the fabric open for armholes, neckline, and center front opening in a way that keeps it from unraveling; for more information, see Steeks: Selvedges for Cut Openings.


The technique is a very old one. There are examples of fashionable garments in European museum collections from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that were made of fine silk, and the fabric was cut and assembled as for a garment made of woven fabric. Traditional Scandinavian garments often had little or no shaping; the fabric was cut as needed and the raw edges were often bound with decorative woven fabric (see Sewing Wovens to Knits), and Fair Isle sweaters are typically cut open to make armholes. There are even situations where it is advantageous to cut out the armholes and neckline in a flat fabric, just as you would for a woven.


In most designs of this kind, stitches are picked up along the cut edges to add knitted borders at center front openings, and around the armholes to add sleeves worked from the top down; see Picking Up Stitches. Unfortunately, the only sleeve style that can be worked in the round in this way is a straight, unshaped tube (see Bodice and Sleeve Design); a shaped sleeve cap requires the use of Short Rows, which are done as for flat knitting. For an alternative, see Working from the Top Down, below.


If this is the approach you want to use, keep in mind that many stitch and color patterns do not look the same upside down, which means the sleeve and the bodice may have a slightly different appearance. Before deciding how to work, you might want to make two Test Swatches, dress them so you can really see the pattern, and then turn one with the cast-on edge up and set them side by side.


Cutting a circular fabric open does avoid the necessity of seaming the sides of the bodice and the lower sleeves, and sewing sleeves into armholes. However, it must be said that seams of this kind are quick and easy to do (see Finishing Techniques), while Steeks are rather complicated, requiring several steps and special skills that take considerably more time and effort.


Furthermore, instead of a tidy pair of selvedges on the inside of the seam, there will be a rather bulky and somewhat ragged machine- or hand-sewn edge. However, a cut edge can be bound or faced for a nicer finish (see Sewing Wovens to Knits), and the little fringe left by the following method (or the Knotted Steek method) is not only softer, but quite charming.


Knitting Flat on Outside Only


As an alternative to a Steek, you can divide the fabric at the underarm but continue to work only on the outside of the fabric, as follows:


 


1. Divide the work at the armholes, placing half of stitches on a holder. Continue to work on a circular or long double-point needle, but on just one section.


2. At the end of every row, break yarn, slide stitches to tip of needle on right side, and reattach yarn. Work every row as an outside row.


3. Every other row, tie two ends together with Square Knot and cut ends short.


4. At top of armhole, shape shoulder with Short Rows.


5. Work other set of stitches in same way; bring two sets of shoulder stitches together and use Joinery Cast-Off; repeat on other shoulder.


 


The result will be a charming little fringe all around the armholes (and see the Knotted Steek, which is another way to do the same thing). This avoids the more complicated steps required to secure the fabric prior to cutting the opening, and the fringe forms a much less bulky join when the sleeve is added.


Working from the Top Down


Another popular way to avoid Purl and sewing up seams is to work an entire garment from the top down, making the upper sleeve and upper bodice as one.3


Many knitters also like this approach because they want to try a garment on while it is being made to check for fit and length (this is done with socks and mittens, as well). However, the dimensions of a fabric change when it is dressed the first time, so trying on a garment as it emerges from the needles does not usually provide a very accurate sense of how it will really fit later. Please see the discussion in Stitch Gauge about the kinds of changes a fabric undergoes when it is washed and blocked; you will also find information there about how to check the gauge and dimensions of a work in progress.


Another aspect of working this way is more problematic. In designs of this kind, it is common for the armhole and sleeve cap shaping to be done with paired increases set along four lines, two front and two back. This seems at first glance to make sense because the slope of the sleeve cap and that of the armhole must be the same length so they will fit together.


However, as explained in Armhole and Sleeve Cap Design, correct shaping of the cap and armhole of a set-in sleeve requires two entirely different patterns because the widths and lengths of the two areas are not the same. A raglan sleeve actually requires four patterns, since the front and back armholes are different as well. In other words, working entirely in the round from the top down imposes a compromise in terms of how well the garment will fit, although the results can be reasonably successful in a loose garment because a knitted fabric is forgiving.
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Working from the Top Down: Sleeve at left on double-point needles; sleeve at right on holder; bottom of garment on circular needle.


Also, many designs of this type require the extensive use of Short Rows, such as for the shoulder and neckline area and some sleeve cap designs. But of course, this is also done flat and so requires working inside and outside rows; if you have difficulty with different tensions on Knit and Purl rows, this could be problematic.


Working from the top down does make it easier to alter the length of the bodice or sleeves later, should you need to do so. All that is necessary is to pull out the cast-off edge and make whatever adjustment is needed. Do keep in mind that the characteristics of the yarn may have changed with wear and cleaning, and using the same yarn to make something longer may not be entirely successful. Consider adding a stripe between the old and new yarn, or do the entire change in a different color.


Finally, while there are a wealth of cast-on techniques to choose from, there are very few options for casting off. Most conventional garments start with a ribbing, and Alternating Cast-On is ideal for this purpose because it is very resilient; to accomplish the same thing when working in the other direction requires Grafted Cast-Off, which is a sewn technique, and a lot more trouble to do.


Flat Pieces, or a Whole Garment?


When there is a choice about whether to work flat or in the round, you might want to give some thought to several other pros and cons.



[image: images] Wear and Tear



When working flat, only one small section of the entire garment occupies your lap or your knitting bag at any time; the project remains relatively small and portable from beginning to end.


It is far less effort to turn a single section of a garment at the end of each row than it is to spin a full garment in your lap, and it takes less time overall. Indeed, there is often no need to move the fabric in your lap; you can simply twist it on itself at the end of one row, and then untwist it for the next.


This means the fabric is subjected to less handling as it is made, which is especially important for fragile yarns or those with a tendency to pill. And since each section is put away until it is time to assemble the garment, everything stays cleaner, a particularly important consideration for light colors.
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Should you make a mistake that requires ripping out rows in a flat fabric, you will lose, at most, half as much work as you would with a fabric made in the round. Indeed, if you find an error when working from the top down on both bodice and sleeves simultaneously, the loss is even greater. Of course, this will matter less if the item is small or the stitches are large and there are fewer of them.


It is also possible to drop one stitch, or even a narrow section of stitches, and unravel down to the error to fix it (see Correcting Mistakes in the chapter Working a Project). When I first tried this, I thought it very clever indeed. However, it soon became clear that it was a tedious and time-consuming task, and difficult to do well enough to leave no evidence in the fabric of what happened. In the end, it took far more time than if I had ripped out and reknit everything, and I would have enjoyed it more.



[image: images] Rows or Spirals



A flat fabric consists of rows stacked one on top of the other and, when the garment is sewn together, they will be perfectly aligned on either side of the seam.


A circular fabric consists of a spiral; the running thread passes from the last stitch at the end of one round to the first stitch at the beginning of the next. This creates a step, or jog at the intersection, which makes its first appearance at the cast-on edge and continues the entire length of the fabric.
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Rows on either side of a seam.
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The spiral structure of a circular garment.


If the fabric is made in plain Stockinette or in a decorative pattern that has a vertical orientation, the jog may be scarcely noticeable. However, with patterns that create horizontal stripes (of which there are many), the jog at the end of each round is quite visible at every color change; it is less so if the stitches are small or the pattern is complex enough to distract the eye.
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Jog in a color pattern at the join between rounds.


Short of working flat and seaming, there is no way to avoid this entirely, but here are several suggestions for how to mitigate the problem.


Stripe Insertion


One very easy way to deal with the jog is to place several columns of plain stitches at either side of the garment (where seams would be). This creates a vertical stripe in the fabric that interrupts the horizontal pattern and makes the jog at the join between rounds considerably less noticeable. Planned well, the stripe simply looks like an integral, intentional part of the design.


Decorative Pattern Placement


Many patterns have solid stripes set above and below sections that contain discontinuous decorative motifs. You may be able to locate the pattern so that the plain stitches between motifs fall at the intersection between rounds, instead of the motif itself, which will eliminate some of the problem caused by the jog; for more information, see the suggestions in Coordinating Stitch and Garment Patterns.


Slip Stitch Method


The jog is most visible on a row where a color change takes place. This could be the first row of a stripe, or when changing from a stripe to a section of plain background. Here is a way to make the jog at this transition point somewhat less noticeable.


 


1. Begin working with new color at start of round.


2. At beginning of second round, Slip first stitch purlwise; complete round.


 


This pulls the first stitch of the new color up into the second round and eases the appearance of the jog.


Of course, if done in the same place every time there is a color change, there will be fewer stitches in that column. Therefore, the technique works best with stripes that are fairly deep so fewer Slip stitches are needed; with narrower stripes, it may eventually cause some distortion in the fabric.


As an alternative, you can shift the start of the round one stitch to the left at every color change. In other words, when working the next stripe, start the new color on the second stitch instead of the first, and Slip it on the next round. For the stripe above that, start the new color on the third stitch, etc.


Either variation will ease the jog in a plain stripe (especially if you are working with a thin yarn and the stitches are small), but it does not entirely disappear. Also, this only works well with plain stripes; for more complex color patterns that do not have several rows of solid color, it is not of much help.



Raised Increase Method



Another solution that helps to pull the jog on the first row of a color change into alignment is to use a variation of the Raised Increase.


 


1. Introduce new color and work one round.


2. On second round, lift stitch below first stitch onto left needle; Knit the two stitches together.


 


This raises the first stitch with the new color up into the second round and eases the jog, and it is reasonably effective if the stitches are small.


However, it does thicken the fabric, and as with the Slip Stitch solution described above, it is most successful if used infrequently. This depends on the pattern having multi-row stripes or plain background areas near other pattern elements; it is less successful when motifs straddle the join.
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Certain kinds of designs and some fabrics benefit from having a seam, while others are best without any. For these things, the decision about whether to work flat or in the round is easy to make.


For close-fitted items like socks, mittens, hats, or camisoles, a seam is normally thought of as an unwelcome and unnecessary intrusion. While seams are not necessarily uncomfortable in wear (argyle socks have always had them), they are likely to stretch open, which makes them unsightly.


When a fabric is airy and open or the garment style loose and fluid, a seam could impair the intended effect. A seam can also be difficult to manage in a fulled fabric and tends to be very bulky; for more information see Designing a Fulled Project, as well as Sewing Fulled Knits.


On the other hand, seams can add support to a heavy garment or one made with fibers that lack resilience, and they contribute important definition to certain garment styles. Also, it is considerably easier to manage relatively complex shaping patterns by working flat pieces and seaming them together; in some cases it is only possible to accomplish what is needed by doing so.


Even relatively simple styles often benefit from the definition or support of a seam. For instance, many knitters feel that a circular bodice set over a ribbed edge tends to take on the shape of a barrel because it lacks the structure a seam provides. Perhaps this criticism has some validity, but my sense of the matter is that too much is made of it because the garment style is inherently shaped that way, but if you want to make it look slimmer and straighter, a seam will help.


For those who prefer to work in the round, one solution proposed for the barrel effect is something called a Seam Stitch. This is no more than a Slip Stitch worked every other row where a seam would be if the garment were worked flat. The idea is to tighten the stitch column so it will provide the structure and definition of a seam.


However, a Slip Stitch column will have only half as many stitches as there are in the surrounding fabric, and this can constrict the fabric somewhat. A little steam and stretching will often help, but much depends on the nature of the stitch pattern used for the main fabric; if the garment is heavy or the fabric is loosely knit it might simply stretch out on either side of the Seam Stitch.


Before deciding whether to use this method, therefore, test the effect on your Gauge Swatch first (and make it a little longer than usual to get a real sense of what will happen). Also, a Slip Stitch column is the equivalent of a Vertical Foldline, and it tends to fold out, not in, which somewhat defeats the purpose. Whenever it would suit the surrounding pattern, you might find it more effective to use a column of Purl instead, because it tends to recess into the fabric.


Seams offer another great advantage that has nothing to do with whether or not they are important to the garment. A selvedge functions as a tiny closet where you can tie on new balls of yarn and hide the ends. Of course, there are ways to do these things in the middle of a fabric when necessary (see Tying On Yarn, and Hiding Ends of Yarn), but all of them tend to be more challenging and time-consuming to do, and provide less satisfactory results. And as discussed above, a seam solves the problem of aligning the rows of a horizontal stitch or color pattern.


In many cases, however, it does not matter if seams offer some convenience or would benefit the style or appearance of the garment, because the decision is not made on its merits—many knitters choose to work in the round simply because they want to avoid seams. If the problem is that you do not know how to sew a seam that would be acceptable, that can be overcome with a little patience and practice and the information in Seams in the chapter Finishing Techniques. If you know how to sew, but do not like it, then it is a matter of deciding whether the trade-offs are worth it to you.



[image: images] Working in Purl



Many knitters who use the Standard Left-Hand Method complain of difficulty with Purl and as a result choose to work in the round almost exclusively as a way to avoid it. This is a viable option and solves the problem if you primarily work in Stockinette, whether plain or with color patterns, and there are many designs that can be accomplished in this way.


However, if you are tempted by a project that requires fairly extensive use of Purl, or one that has to be made flat, rather than decide not to make it at all, please see the discussion of the alternative Left-Hand Methods that present fewer problems with Purl to see if one of them will help.


Or, take up the challenge to learn one of the Right-Hand Methods to use for just those occasions; there is no problem working Purl with any of them. Indeed, for some things you might want to consider the Thumb Method, which makes Purl easier to do than Knit.



[image: images] Stitch Patterns



The instructions for most published stitch patterns are written for working flat, with inside and outside rows (see Written Stitch Patterns). No doubt this is done so you can try the pattern on a small flat swatch before deciding whether to use it.


These patterns need to be rewritten before they can be used for a circular fabric. In many cases, this is quite easy—no more than changing all the inside Purl rows to outside rows done in Knit—but it can be more challenging on patterns where inside rows also contain special techniques or a mixture of Knit and Purl stitches.


Charted stitch patterns are easier to follow when working in the round than when working flat because they show only the outside rows (see Charted Stitch and Color Patterns). To work flat, any symbol for a technique used on an inside row needs to be translated into its Purl version, and many people find this challenging to do.


Unfortunately, few written patterns make it clear whether a pattern is suitable for working circular or flat. Some may contain edge stitches that are used to balance a pattern on both sides of a flat fabric, but these are not needed for a circular fabric, in which case it is important to recognize and eliminate them; for more information, see Edge and Selvedge Stitches.


The Garter Stitch pattern is often favored by knitters who like to avoid Purl when working a flat fabric because it is done by using Knit on both inside and outside rows. However, if you like the stitch pattern and want to use it when working something in the round, it will be necessary to Purl every other row. While there is a way to do Garter Stitch in the round entirely in Knit (see Circular Intarsia Worked in Rows), the results are not very satisfactory because the join between rounds tends to be distorted.



[image: images] Color Patterns



It is advantageous to work color patterns in the round because the outside of the fabric is on view at all times and it is easy to see the pattern develop and keep your place. One of the preferred ways to do Stranded Color patterns is to work with two yarns at the same time, most commonly with one yarn in each hand, and this is easier to do when working in the round. There are alternative ways to hold the yarn when working flat and using these kinds of color patterns; see Stranded Pattern Methods.


One option discussed there is to hold both yarns in the right hand, because this presents little problem with Purl. Not mentioned there is the option of using the Thumb Method, which is traditionally used for doing elaborate color patterns, often with more than two colors, while working in Purl on the inside of a circular fabric. In this case, it is Knit that is slightly more difficult to do, but the method does lend itself to doing color patterns in a flat fabric, and it is easier to manage the yarns and maintain even tension than with almost any other method.


Unfortunately, Intarsia patterns—with one lovely exception—are difficult, if not impossible, to work in the round; see Intarsia in the Round.
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As the discussion above makes clear, the pros and cons regarding whether to work flat or in the round are numerous. Each approach brings benefits as well as challenges or problems. But there are also personal factors that weigh into the decision.


Many knitters put more value on how they feel while knitting and prefer to use familiar techniques. Working in the most comfortable and satisfying way is far more important to them than whether the garment might have been somewhat improved by using another approach. Basically, the benefits or compromises of working in one way or another are inconsequential to them. This is entirely understandable because the pleasure of knitting is an essential part of what we all love about the craft.


There are also knitters who enjoy making traditional garments like ganseys or Fair Isle sweaters in a completely authentic way, in which case the question of how to work is decided beforehand. Their focus is primarily on the challenges of working a stitch or color pattern.


Other knitters enjoy improvisation and do not want to be bothered with a lot of planning ahead of time; they like to develop their ideas as they go and enjoy the challenge and creativity of working in the round and seeing the garment and fabric emerge simultaneously from their needles.


Some knitters are more interested in contemporary garment styles. They may like to design for themselves and enjoy the challenge of making something fashionable with complex or subtle shaping. More often than not the emphasis is on using whatever techniques are suitable to the project and the method of knitting is less important.


My hope is that the material in this book will provide you with the knowledge and skills to work in whatever way you find satisfying.


1 I first read about this technique in an online forum; my understanding is that it was introduced by Joyce Williams, who is also the author of Latvian Dreams: Knitting from Weaving Charts (Pittsville, Wisc.: Schoolhouse Press, 2000).


2 For more details about working this way, see Bev Galeskas, The Magic Loop: Working Around on One Needle; Sarah Hauschka’s Magical Unvention (East Wenatchee, Wash.: Fiber Trends, 2002).


3 For a comprehensive introduction to this approach with several options for designs, see Barbara G. Walker, Knitting from the Top (New York: Schoolhouse Press, 1996).





Part Two
CONSTRUCTING A FABRIC






CHAPTER 3
Casting On



Casting on (or binding on, as it is sometimes called) refers to the process of placing the first stitches on the needle in order to begin knitting. In most cases, these stitches will form the lower edge of the fabric. A surprising number of techniques can be used for this purpose, and each one produces an edge with unique characteristics. This makes it possible to select one that will be compatible with the style of the garment and the stitch pattern used for the main fabric.


For instance, you might want to choose an edge that is quiet and unobtrusive for a tailored garment, but something more decorative for a dressy style. Furthermore, an edge with good stretch and resilience is necessary for ribbed cuffs and waistbands, but would not be needed for a fabric that is firm and inelastic.


A glance through this chapter might cause you to think there are simply too many choices. But take heart, because the material is organized into groups of related techniques, each no more than a variation on a theme; having learned the definitive one, the others in the group will seem familiar. You will probably find that no more than four or five methods become favorites because they work well for almost everything you knit. Nevertheless, it is worth knowing at least something of the others so you can select an alternative for those projects that require a more specialized edge.


To sort out this issue and find the techniques you prefer, first read the introduction and general discussion at the start of each group. This will give you a general idea of what each type of technique has to offer; then learn only those you think will prove the most useful for the kind of knitting you do. As a rule, the basic technique, discussed first within each group, may be the only one you will need. Should a new project require something different, come back to this material and add one of the variations to your repertoire at that time.


General Information for Casting On


Here are some helpful hints that apply to any of the cast-on techniques. These include how to select the correct needle size for an edge, how to attach the yarn to the needle, and, when necessary, how to calculate the amount of yarn to allow.
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It is usually easier to cast on with a straight needle rather than a circular one, since it provides greater stability for the hand. Also, the cast-on edge tends to stay lined up under a straight needle, which makes it easy to space the stitches out to make an accurate count. In contrast, the edge often spirals around the thin cable of a circular needle and it can be difficult to set it right again to work the first row of stitches. This is more of a problem with some techniques than others; one solution is to cast on to a straight needle and then begin the first row with a circular needle if you prefer; for circular work, either join the round on the second row, or slip all the stitches to a circular needle or a set of double-point needles before beginning to work; see Circular Knitting.
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The first step in casting on is to attach the yarn to the needle; there are three ways to do so. The Simple Cast-On Start and the Twist Start are very easy to do and both accomplish the same thing; either will serve as the first stitch, but will not be secure on the needle until you cast on the next stitch. A Slip Knot is somewhat more challenging to do, but it works well for any purpose, and will stay put until you are ready to begin; with some techniques you have the option of using it for the first stitch, or dropping it off the needle later.



Simple Cast-On Start



The most elementary way to begin a Simple Cast-On is to do barely anything at all (the result is the same as the Right Twist Start, below):


     


• Hold end of yarn under needle in right hand and yarn to ball in left hand and begin to cast on; after second loop is on needle it is safe to drop yarn end.


Twist Start


This technique is not suitable for the Knitted Cast-On techniques, but works nicely with several of the Finger Cast-Ons. It is not only very quick and easy to do, but leaves a neat, unobtrusive corner on the fabric.


It is no more than a loop of yarn around the needle that is twisted on itself, either to the right or to the left. In most cases it does not matter which version you use, but when it does, this will be specified in the instructions.


After putting the Twist Start on the needle, your hands will be in position to begin casting on. Maintain tension on the strands until you have added the first stitch, or the loop will come undone.


Left Twist Start


1. Pick up yarn to ball in left hand, end of yarn in right hand.


2. Extend left thumb and forefinger and, with right hand, wrap yarn up nearside of left thumb, over back of thumb and forefinger, then down farside of forefinger.


3. Add second strand to first in palm of left hand and grasp both firmly; spread finger and thumb apart to put tension on strand.


4. Insert needle tip down into circle formed by thumb, forefinger, and strand, and then move needle tip under strand between thumb and forefinger toward nearside and back into starting position to wrap yarn (tip of needle will move clockwise).


[image: image]


Left Twist Start: Step 4.


The yarn will make a full circle around the needle and, where the two strands cross beneath it, the one to the thumb will pass to the left of the one to the forefinger; if you turn the tip of the needle toward you, you will see that the loop crosses on itself to the left.


Right Twist Start


To twist the yarn in the other direction, work as follows:


 


• Work as above, but move needle tip up under strand toward farside and back into starting position to wrap yarn (tip of needle will move counterclockwise).


 


Where the two strands cross beneath the needle, the one to the thumb will pass to the right of the one to the forefinger; if you turn the tip of the needle toward you, you will see that the loop crosses on itself to the right.


Slip Knot


The most common way to begin casting on is to make a Slip Knot and place it on the needle; it works with every technique, and is secure on the needle.


You can count the knot as the first stitch, in which case it will be visible at the corner of the fabric. Alternatively, do not include it when you count the cast-on stitches; drop it from the needle when working the first row, or, when finishing the corner, undo the knot by pulling the yarn end free.


There are two ways to make a Slip Knot.


Slip Knot: Method One


1. Hold yarn to ball in left hand and pick up yarn in right hand a minimum of 10 to 12 inches from end.


2. With right hand, form yarn into loop about 2 inches in diameter; pass end of yarn over loop, drop on farside, and hold loop in position with left hand.


3. Take up knitting needle in right hand, insert tip through loop, then around strand of yarn on farside from right to left; catch strand on needle and pull loop through to nearside.
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Slip Knot, Method One: Step 3. Pick up strand of yarn on farside of loop.


4. With left hand, pull down on both strands of yarn to tighten Slip Knot on needle.


 


If you prefer, you can reach your fingers through the loop to catch the strand and draw it through, instead of using the tip of the needle.



Slip Knot: Method Two



Here is another way of doing the same thing. I really like this method—once you get the hang of it, it is very quick to do. This Slip Knot is particularly good for any of the Finger Cast-On techniques that start with a “tail” of yarn, because when the knot is complete, your fingers will already be in the correct position to begin casting on.


 


1. Hold yarn to ball in palm of left hand and pick up yarn in right hand a minimum of 10 to 12 inches from end.


2. Extend first two fingers of left hand, pointing to right. Starting on nearside, wrap yarn twice around these two fingers, as follows: Over top, straight down farside close to tips of fingers, under and up nearside toward left, crossing second wrap over first, over fingers again and then straight down farside; add end of yarn to other strand in palm of left hand. The wrapped strands should form an X on nearside of fingers, and will be parallel on farside.


3. With needle held in right hand, pass tip to nearside of first parallel strand and to farside of second parallel strand; catch that strand on needle and draw it back through the circle to the right to form loop.


[image: image]


Slip Knot, Method Two: Step 3. Pick up second strand on farside of fingers.


4. Drop strands of yarn off fingers; immediately insert fingers between two strands below knot and spread them apart to tighten it and begin to cast on.



[image: images] Yarn Requirements for Edge



Cast-on techniques differ in how long a tail of yarn to allow before attaching the Twist Start or Slip Knot to the needle.


Yarn Allowance for Knit Cast-Ons


The Knit Cast-On techniques begin close to the end of the yarn, and there is no need to be very precise about how much of an end to leave.


 


• Allow a length of yarn that will be easy to thread into a sewing needle and hide on the inside during finishing; 10 to 12 inches is usually sufficient.


• If you are working a flat fabric and plan to seam the edge, you might want to allow an end long enough to use for sewing up as well. See Yarn Butterfly for Seaming, below.


Yarn Allowance for Finger Cast-Ons


For a Simple Cast-On, allow the same amount of yarn as for the Knit Cast-Ons, above. All the other Finger Cast-On techniques require two strands of yarn, one for the stitches and the other for the baseline that attaches the stitches securely to the needle. In most cases, these are part of a single supply of yarn divided into two portions.


The baseline strand, commonly called the “tail,” is an allowance of yarn measured from the end to where it is attached to the needle. While it is possible to make a close estimate of how much yarn to allow for the tail, it is frustrating to come up short and have to rip everything out and start over again.


Here is a precise way to calculate the length of yarn required for a baseline:


 


1. Estimate a length of about 1 to 2 feet from end of yarn, make Slip Knot, and cast on 10 stitches.


2. With left thumb and forefinger, pinch tail of yarn where it emerges from last stitch cast on. Slide all stitches except Slip Knot off needle and unravel.


3. Measure length of tail yarn between fingers and needle; this is amount of yarn required for baseline of ten cast-on stitches. Multiply that measurement by one-tenth the number of stitches you plan to cast on.


Walking Off the Measurement


If you do not like math, “walk off” the measurement instead.


 


1. Complete Steps 1–3 above.


2. Double length of unraveled tail yarn; this is now enough yarn for a baseline of 20 cast-on stitches.


3. Hold doubled length of yarn between left and right hand and count by 20s to measure off as many more equal lengths of yarn as needed.


4. Make Slip Knot at that point and begin casting on.


Casting On with Two Yarns


To guarantee that you will not run out of yarn for the baseline, you can use two balls of yarn of the same color (or one end from the inside, the other from the outside of a center-pull ball). For a decorative effect, see Contrast-Color Half-Hitch Edges, below.


Working with two yarns in this way is a particularly useful trick when casting on a large number of stitches, in which case the consequence of miscalculating the amount of yarn for the tail would be a great deal of wasted effort.


 


• Leave ends of each yarn long enough to make it easy to hide them during finishing. Tie two yarns together with Slip Knot and place it on needle; do not count knot as first stitch.


• After casting on, drop knot from needle when working first row of stitches and untie when convenient.


Yarn Butterfly for Seaming


If you plan to work a flat fabric and seam the side edge, measure off extra yarn to the baseline strand to use for sewing up. An added benefit of doing this is that there will be no tail of yarn left at the corner to hide when finishing.


A strand about twice the length of the seam is usually more than sufficient for sewing up. After casting on, gather the remaining strand into a Yarn Butterfly, as follows:


 


1. Spread fingers of hand apart and wrap yarn in “figure 8” pattern around forefinger and thumb, or thumb and small finger.


2. Turn yarn on itself to form small half-hitch loop, pull wrapped yarns from one finger through this loop and then tighten to secure; make second loop and repeat.


3. Allow Butterfly to hang at end of work until needed for seaming.
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Making a Yarn Butterfly.



[image: images] Cast-Ons and Stitch Formation



Most of the cast-on techniques require a basic understanding of stitch formation even when no stitches are yet present. For instance, you will frequently encounter an instruction to insert the needle tip into a loop or under a strand of yarn “as to Knit” (in other words, from left to right when the needle is horizontal), or “as to Purl” (from right to left).


Also, some of the techniques require an understanding of the position of a stitch on the needle; in standard position, the right side of the stitch is on the nearside of the needle, while in “turned” position, the left side of the stitch is on the nearside instead. The position of the stitch on the needle is also related to whether a cast-on stitch will be twisted by working into it on the nearside or farside.


And from time to time a strand will be positioned on the needle “as for a Yarnover.” For more information about all of these fundamental concepts, please see The Knit and Purl Stitches, Turned Stitches, Twist Stitches, and Yarnovers.


Finger Cast-On Techniques


The methods discussed here rely on the use of the fingers to manipulate the yarn in order to place the first stitches on a needle. Two major families of techniques are done in this way, and both of them contain quite a few variations.


The Half-Hitch family is by far the largest group, and it also contains the single most useful and versatile method of all; if you had to choose just one to learn, the Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On would be it. The many variations on this technique range from the simple to the complex, with each seemingly small change in method producing an edge with rather different characteristics. Despite how many there are, as you will see, once you have mastered the primary one, the others will be easy to learn.


This large category of cast-ons all share a common foundation: a rudimentary knot, or crossed loop, called a half-hitch. Knitters often refer to this as an “e-loop,” from its resemblance to the cursive form of the letter.


In knot making, a half-hitch is normally wrapped around something like a post or another section of a rope. In knitting, a half-hitch is wrapped around the base of each stitch and, when done in a series, these form the baseline (or lower edge of the knitted fabric), which also secures the stitches on the needle.


Simple Half-Hitch, discussed first, consists of just the half-hitch baseline; the stitches are added later, in a second step. The Compound Half-Hitch Cast-Ons combine the two steps, with the baseline and the stitches made at the same time.


The Wrapped Cast-On family contains techniques that create very attractive and useful edges, but they have more limited applications. One is used only for ribbing or Double-Fabrics, another is purely utilitarian and never used for a finished edge, and several are used primarily to start at the center of a fabric instead of at an edge, such as for the toe of a sock. These may be used less often, but they are ideal in certain situations.


Also included are instructions for provisional cast-on techniques (for edges that will later be removed), as well as those for casting on at the side or within the fabric.
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The Simple Cast-Ons are no doubt the oldest and by far the easiest ways to put stitches on a needle. Other more efficient or versatile techniques have largely supplanted these, and they now play a rather minor role in knitting. Nevertheless, it is helpful to understand the structure of these edges, since they form the basis for the closely related Compound Half-Hitch Cast-Ons, which are far more common. One of the remaining useful applications for this cast-on is that it offers a precise way to control the amount of yarn in the baseline of the cast-on edge; for more information on why this can be important, see Tips for Simple Half-Hitch Cast-Ons; in some circumstances, it is also a practical way to add stitches to a side edge, or within the fabric (see Side or Mid-Fabric Cast-Ons).


Use a straight needle, allow 10 to 12 inches of yarn, and begin with one of the methods described above for attaching the yarn to the needle.


Right and Left Simple Cast-On


A Simple Cast-On consists of no more than a series of half-hitches looped on to the needle. There are several ways to hold the yarn, and you can cross the loops to the right or left. The choice of how to work is a matter of what you are comfortable with, or how you want to work the first row of stitches, since the outcome is much the same.


Simple Right Half-Hitch


This is by far the most common way to work. The yarn is held on your left thumb, and the loops on the needle will cross to the right.


 


1. Hold needle in right hand and use Simple Cast-On Start or Slip Knot and hold in place with right forefinger about an inch back from tip of needle; hold yarn to ball in palm of left hand.


2. Move left thumb down farside of strand between needle and hand, then under strand and up on nearside. Yarn now passes from palm, up nearside and across back of thumb, and between thumb and forefinger to needle.


3. Maintain slight tension on yarn, insert tip of right needle under yarn on outside of thumb from left to right, as to Knit. Transfer loop to needle and release yarn from thumb.
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Simple Right Half-Hitch Cast-On: Step 3. Pick up strand on nearside of thumb.


4. Tighten yarn gently around needle with downward movement of left hand; wrap yarn on thumb again as before.


5. Repeat Steps 2–4 until number of loops required is on needle.


6. Work first row of stitches as follows:


• Circular fabric: Knit or Purl all loops farside.


• Flat fabric: to Knit, work first loop nearside and all others farside; to Purl, work all loops farside.


Simple Left Half-Hitch


Work as described above, but with the following modifications:


 


1. To wrap yarn, move left thumb down nearside of strand to needle, then under and up on farside; yarn passes from palm up farside and across back of thumb and then to needle.


2. Reach needle tip around on farside of thumb and pick up strand from left to right, as for Purl farside.
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Simple Left Half-Hitch Cast-On: Step 2. Pick up yarn on farside of thumb.


3. Tighten yarn gently around needle with downward movement of left hand; wrap yarn on thumb again as before.


4. Repeat Steps 1 and 2 to cast on as many stitches as required.


5. Work first row of stitches as follows:


• Circular fabric: Knit or Purl all loops nearside.


• Flat fabric: to Knit, work all stitches nearside; to Purl, work first stitch farside and all others nearside.


Simple Half-Hitch Variations


While it is most common to wrap the yarn on the thumb, here are two alternatives that are also easy to do and result in exactly the same edge. With the first, the yarn is held on the forefinger. With the second, hold the yarn in your right hand and the needle in your left; the movements used to wrap the yarn are a mirror image of those described above.



Simple Half-Hitch from Forefinger



 


• Wrap yarn as for Right or Left version, above, but on left forefinger instead of on thumb; otherwise work in same way.
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Simple Half-Hitch from Forefinger. Pick up yarn on nearside of forefinger.


Simple Half-Hitch from Right Thumb


• To cross loops to left, use Simple Right Half-Hitch, above; to work first row, use instructions for Simple Left Half-Hitch.


• To cross loops to right, use Simple Left Half-Hitch, above; to work first row, use instructions for Simple Right Half-Hitch.


 




Tips for Simple Half-Hitch Cast-Ons


• The main advantage of a Simple Cast-On is that the needle acts as a gauge to measure off a precise amount of yarn to each loop. This is important because, collectively, the amount of yarn in each of them will determine how compatible the edge will be with the fabric.


The ideal needle size for the cast-on edge may not be the same as the one used for the stitch pattern. Use Test Swatches to find the needle size that will make an edge that is neither too constricted, nor too loose.


• It can be difficult to insert the needle into the loops of a Simple Cast-On when working the first row of stitches. Keep the needle tips close together so the strand between two loops remains somewhat slack.


• For information on how to cross the loops more than once, see Twisted Half-Hitch Cast-On.


• As you cast on, the yarn may either unply, or ply more tightly. To correct this, let the tail hang loose from time to time; to rebalance the yarn, push the stitches back several inches from the tip of the needle, hold the yarn, drop the needle, and let it spin; see Knitting Methods and Yarn Twist. The stitches will not come off the needle because the hanging weight tightens the first loop, but if you are concerned, put a stitch guard on the tip.
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This is a large group of closely related cast-on techniques. I think of them as “compound” techniques because they simultaneously create the same edge as a Simple Half-Hitch Cast-On plus the first row of stitches. It is equivalent to casting on and working the first row at the same time, and you can do so as to either Knit or Purl, or in a combination of the two.


There are quite a few variations on this theme and all of them are well worth knowing about, since each allows you to vary the edge—either to make it more compatible with the fabric above, or to change its appearance.


Most techniques of this type are done with a single needle held in the right hand and two strands of yarn held in the left hand; one strand is used for the edge and the other for the stitches. There are several variations on this that are discussed below.


Holding Yarn and Needle


To begin, measure off an initial length of yarn, called the “tail,”1 to use for the baseline. As a rule, allow ½ to 1 inch per stitch for the tail of yarn; the thicker the yarn, the more you will need. You will not waste very much yarn using this rough guideline, but for a more precise approach, see Yarn Requirements for Edge.


 


1. Calculate tail of yarn, make Slip Knot, and place on needle with tail on nearside. With needle in right hand, hold knot about an inch back from tip with right forefinger and grasp two strands of yarn firmly in palm of left hand.


2. Insert left thumb and forefinger between strands, spread them apart slightly, and then move left hand and needle apart to place moderate tension on strands between needle and fingers.


3. Hold left hand with thumb and forefinger pointing up and palm facing tip of needle; fingertips and needle tip should be about 2 to 3 inches apart.
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Holding yarn for a Compound Cast-On.


A Slip Knot is usually more compatible with this edge than a Twist Start, but the latter could also be used.


In Step 3, the tail of yarn should travel from the needle across the top of your left thumb and down the nearside into your palm; the yarn to the ball should travel from the needle across the top of your left forefinger and down the farside and then join the other strand in your palm.


Basic Half-Hitch Cast-Ons


The most basic form of this relatively large group is undoubtedly the most common cast-on used in knitting, and for good reason: it is fast, easy to do, and produces a handsome, moderately resilient edge that is suitable for nearly everything you might have occasion to knit. It is justifiably popular among knitters, and for many it is the only cast-on used.


The edge has Knit and Purl sides, although many knitters are only familiar with how to do the Knit version. Once you understand how to do the Purl version, you can control which side of the edge appears on the outside of the fabric, and of course this also gives you the option of making an edge that is perfectly compatible with any ribbing.


While you can use a Twist Start for this cast on, the Slip Knot is more compatible because it is similar to a half-hitch around the base of a stitch; the Twist Start lacks the stitch, and thus pulls the corner up, out of line with the rest of the edge.


Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On


1. Slide tip of needle up under strand on nearside of thumb from left to right as to Knit and draw it to right, creating open half-hitch loop between thumb and needle; do not drop yarn from thumb.


2. Move needle tip over strand between forefinger and needle, down farside and under. Right side of strand will be on nearside of needle and will look like a Yarnover.
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Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On: Steps 1–2. Pick up loop from thumb and strand from forefinger.


3. Bring strand on needle from farside to nearside through loop held by thumb.
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    Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On: Step 3. Bring forefinger strand through thumb loop.


4. Allow loop to slide off thumb below needle, and then pick up tail of yarn on thumb as before. Place tension on yarns and gently tighten both stitch and loop.


5. Repeat Steps 1–4, to cast on as many stitches as required.


 


As you work, notice that the strand from your forefinger forms a half-hitch that encircles the base of the stitch on the needle; when these stitches are worked, they will form the first row of the fabric.


If you are familiar with the Left-Hand Method of knitting, you will undoubtedly notice similarities with this cast-on technique. The loop on the thumb is the equivalent of a stitch on the left needle, and the yarn on the forefinger is wrapped on the needle and drawn through the loop as it would be to make a Knit stitch with that method. As you gain familiarity with the cast-on, you will find that the motions are a combination of moving the needle, and moving your fingers and/or hand.


To add additional stretch to the edge, you may encounter advice to cast on with a larger needle than used for the fabric itself, or even two needles held as one. However, the size of the needle determines only the size of the stitches in the first row and has no effect on the baseline, which is what determines the elasticity of this edge; Contrast-Color Half-Hitch Cast-On reveals the structure quite clearly.


To add a moderate amount of stretch to the baseline, leave a space between one stitch and the next equal to the width of the yarn; this will slightly elongate each half-hitch. Tighten the thumb strand gently, just enough to make each half-hitch neat and consistent with its fellows. For more precise control over the amount of yarn in the edge, use Simple Half-Hitch Cast-On, above, or, for a fully elastic edge, see Double-Needle Cast-On.


The Knit side of the edge has smooth sloping strands and will be on the nearside as you cast on; the Purl side has tiny nubs. Both are attractive but look quite different.


 


• If you are working in the round, the Knit side of the edge will be on the outside of the garment when you begin.


• If you are working flat, when you turn to begin the first row, the Purl side of the edge will then be on the nearside. You can decide which side of the edge you want to have on the outside of the fabric by starting the stitch pattern either with an inside or outside row; if necessary, start with the last row of the pattern repeat, instead of the first. Or, use Purl Half-Hitch Cast-On, below.
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Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On Edge. Appearance on nearside while casting on.
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Purl Half-Hitch Cast-On Edge. Appearance on farside while casting on.


Purl Half-Hitch Cast-On


Here are two ways to work if you prefer to have the Purl side of the edge on the nearside as you cast on; when working flat, this means the Knit side of the edge will be on the nearside after turning to begin the first row. The structure and appearance of the edge will otherwise be the same.


Method One


In this version, the stitches are made with the yarn held on the forefinger. This will seem awkward the first few times you do it but is quite easy once you get the hang of it.


 


1. Hold needle and yarns as for a Compound Half-Hitch Cast-On, but move strand on forefinger to nearside of needle.


2. Slide tip of needle under strand on nearside of thumb from right to left as to Purl; draw it to right, creating open half-hitch loop between thumb and needle; do not drop yarn from thumb.


3. For stitch, pass needle over, then under strand to forefinger to catch it on needle as for a Yarnover, with right side of strand on nearside of needle.
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Purl Half-Hitch Cast-On, Method One: Steps 3–4. Bring forefinger strand through loop on thumb.


4. Move needle toward nearside and then back through loop from nearside to farside; move needle back into starting position.


5. Drop loop off thumb below needle and pick up yarn under newly formed stitch in same way as before; tighten stitch and baseline on needle.


 


Notice the similarity between these movements and the manner of working a Purl stitch when using the Left-Hand Method of knitting.


Method Two


With this version, the tail of yarn is held on the forefinger and forms the baseline; the yarn to the ball is held on the thumb and forms the stitches.


 


1. Hold needle and yarn as for a Compound Half-Hitch Cast-On.


2. Move needle to nearside of strand from forefinger to needle and to farside of strand passing from forefinger to palm; insert tip up under this strand to form loop.
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Purl Half-Hitch Cast-On, Method Two: Step 2. For loop, pick up strand on farside of forefinger.


3. For stitch, pass needle tip under strand between needle and thumb, then up nearside to catch on needle as for a Yarnover. Alternatively, move your thumb to do this instead of moving the needle, or a little of both.
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Purl Half-Hitch Cast-On, Method Two: Steps 3–4. Pick up strand on top of thumb and bring up through loop.


4. Move needle tip back under and up through loop formed between forefinger and needle.


5. Drop loop off forefinger and pick yarn up again below newly formed stitch as before; tighten stitch and baseline in usual way.



Ribbed Half-Hitch Cast-On



Once you have learned the Purl versions of this cast-on, then of course you can alternate the Knit and Purl to make an edge suitable for a ribbing, or for any pattern of mixed Knit and Purl stitches. However, because with one version the stitches are made from the yarn, and with the other they are made from the yarn on the forefinger, when either Purl method is combined with Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On, the result will be edges with a similar appearance but with a different structure and behavior.


Alternating Yarns Version


A cast-on done by alternating Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On with Purl Half-Hitch Cast-On Method Two, which has stitches made from the thumb yarn, will create a very resilient edge.


Each strand of yarn is used first for a stitch, next for a half-hitch; therefore, they can borrow from each other for additional stretch.
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Ribbed Half-Hitch Cast-On: Alternating Yarns Version. Yarns alternate between stitches and baseline.


Separate Yarns Version


When both the Knit and Purl Half-Hitch stitches are made with the yarn from the forefinger, the baseline will be made entirely from the yarn on the thumb. As a result, the edge will have no more resilience than one done either with all Knit or all Purl Half-Hitch.
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Ribbed Half-Hitch Cast-On: Separate Yarns Version. Baseline from thumb yarn, first row of stitches from forefinger yarn.


Half-Hitch Cast-On for Two Hands


This method creates exactly the same edge, except you hold the baseline yarn on your left thumb and the yarn for the stitches on your right forefinger, as in the Right-Finger Method of knitting.


This is a particularly quick and easy method to use when mixing Knit and Purl along the edge, especially when done in conjunction with a Knitting Belt or Sheath, or some other method of support for the needle. It is also used for Twisted Half-Hitch Cast-On, Method Three.


Knit Half-Hitch for Two Hands


 


1. Allow tail of yarn and place Slip Knot on needle.


2. Wrap tail of yarn around left thumb as for Simple Right Half-Hitch Cast-On; hold needle and yarn to ball in right hand as for Right-Finger Knitting.


3. To form loop, insert needle tip under strand on nearside of thumb from left to right as to Knit; do not drop from thumb.


4. Wrap yarn for stitch around needle with right finger as for Knit, and then bring needle through loop on thumb (or move thumb to pass loop over needle tip).
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Knit Half-Hitch for Two Hands: Steps 3–4. Pick up loop as to Knit; wrap yarn with right forefinger.


5. Drop loop below needle, and then pick up yarn below new stitch and wrap on thumb as before; tighten baseline and stitch on needle.


Purl Half-Hitch for Two Hands


1. Work as described above, but move yarn on right forefinger to nearside of needle.


2. To form loop, insert needle tip under strand on nearside of thumb from right to left as to Purl, wrap yarn and draw strand through loop; drop loop from thumb.
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Purl Half-Hitch for Two Hands: Step 2. Move forefinger strand to nearside of needle; pick up loop as to Purl.



Mirror-Image Cast-On



If you use the Reversed Method, or if for any reason you find it awkward or difficult to maneuver yarn and needle when they are held as described above, try holding the yarns in your right hand and the needle in your left, as follows:


Knit Mirror-Image Cast-On


1. Allow tail of yarn and place Slip Knot on needle.


2. With needle in left hand, hold the two yarns in right hand as for basic Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On, with tail yarn on right thumb and yarn to ball on left forefinger.


3. To form loop, insert needle tip under strand of yarn on nearside of thumb from right to left; do not drop yarn from thumb.


4. Move needle under strand on forefinger and then up on farside; yarn should pass over needle and resemble a Yarnover, with right side of strand on nearside of needle.


5. Draw strand through loop and then drop loop from thumb below needle; pick up yarn on thumb as before and tighten stitch and half-hitch.


Purl Mirror-Image Cast-On


There are two ways to do the Purl version of this cast-on technique.


Method One


1. Hold needle and strands of yarn as described above.


2. Move yarn on right forefinger to nearside of needle tip.


3. To form loop, move needle under strand on nearside of thumb from left to right.


4. Move strand on forefinger under needle on nearside, swing needle down, and catch strand to pull it through loop to farside.


Method Two


1. Hold needle and yarns as described above, but with tail yarn on forefinger, yarn to ball on thumb.


2. To form loop, move needle over strand from forefinger to needle, and pick up strand from forefinger to palm from right to left.


3. Move needle over thumb yarn to nearside, then back under to farside to pick up strand as for a Yarnover.


4. Draw strand through loop, then drop loop from forefinger below needle, pick up yarn on forefinger as before, and tighten stitch and half-hitch.


Right-Left Half-Hitch Cast-On


When a Knit or a Purl Half-Hitch Cast-On is done in the usual way, the half-hitches in the baseline slope up to the right. However, as with Simple Cast-On, it is possible to turn the half-hitches so they slope up to the left.


While that in itself is an insignificant change, when you combine the right and left versions, the result is an entirely different edge, in which each strand passes from the right side of one stitch to the left side of the next. This makes the edge somewhat prone to snagging and less elastic; however, it is quite attractive.
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Right-Left Half-Hitch Edge. Notice baseline strand passes across two stitches.


1. Hold needle and wrap yarn on forefinger in usual way, but wrap yarn on thumb in opposite direction, from palm up farside and across back of thumb to needle (see Simple Left Half-Hitch Cast-On).


2. To form loop, move needle tip down on farside of strand from thumb to needle and then under strand from thumb to palm from right to left.


3. Pick up forefinger strand in usual way for Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On, and draw up through loop on thumb to form stitch. Pick up yarn again; tighten stitch and half-hitch on needle.


4. For next stitch, wrap yarn on thumb in usual way, from palm up nearside and across back of thumb to needle; work a Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On.


5. Continue to alternate right and left versions to cast on required number of stitches.


 


Tighten the half-hitches in the baseline gently as you work, so as not to restrict the edge, but do not work too loosely or they will be prone to snagging.


Twisted Half-Hitch Cast-On


Twisting the half-hitch an extra turn or two changes both the appearance and behavior of the edge. The Knit side of the edge is particularly attractive, with an interesting woven appearance. Many knitters claim that a Twisted Half-Hitch edge is more elastic than a plain one; however, the comparisons I have made do not show this to be the case. The extra twists at the base of the stitch absorb some of the yarn in each stitch, which makes it impossible for the edge to stretch out as much as an open stitch can.


To work this cast-on edge, the only modification required in the basic technique is to wrap the yarn and/or pick up the strand for the half-hitch in a slightly different way. Nevertheless, there are a surprising number of variations on this slight change.


Some of these work best when done as for a Simple Half-Hitch Cast-On, while others also work when done as a Compound Half-Hitch Cast-On. Try them all and pick the one that is comfortable for you; the result will be the same.


Twisted Half-Hitch: Method One


The variations of this method use Simple Half-Hitch Cast-On; the half-hitches are placed on the needle in the usual way, but they are twisted when worked on the first row.


 


• Use Simple Right Half-Hitch Cast-On, and on first row Knit or Purl all loops nearside.


• Or use Simple Left Half-Hitch Cast-On, and on first row Knit or Purl all loops farside.


Twisted Half-Hitch: Method Two


With this method, the half-hitch is crossed by picking up the loop from the thumb in a different way, and this works well for Simple Half-Hitch Cast-On. It is also possible to work this way with Knit or Purl Half-Hitch Cast-On, but both are more challenging to do, especially the Purl version.


[image: image]


Twisted Half-Hitch Edge.


Twisted Simple Half-Hitch Version


• Wrap yarn on thumb as for Simple Right Half-Hitch Cast-On, move needle tip to left and under strand on nearside of thumb and then under strand on farside of thumb. Pick up this strand on needle and draw back under one on nearside; drop loop from thumb and pick up yarn as before and repeat.
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Method Two: Twisted Simple Half-Hitch Version. Pick up stitch from farside of thumb.


Twisted Knit Half-Hitch Version


• Pick up loop from thumb as above, and then hook thumb down to open loop. Pick up yarn from forefinger in usual way and draw down through loop to nearside; drop loop below tip of needle; tighten stitch on needle and half-hitch at base, and repeat.
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Method Two: Twisted Knit Half-Hitch Version. Pick up loop; take strand from forefinger.
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Method Two: Twisted Knit Half-Hitch Version. Hook thumb down to open loop, and then draw new stitch through.


Twisted Purl Half-Hitch Version


1. Move stitch yarn to nearside of needle and hold in place with tip of right forefinger.


2. To pick up loop, move needle to nearside of strand from thumb to palm, then over and under strand from thumb to needle; draw strand forward to form loop and drop thumb down to open it.


3. Pass needle over yarn to forefinger, down farside, and under again to catch strand and then bring needle tip down on nearside and up through loop; allow strand held on top of needle to roll down to nearside as stitch is formed.


4. Drop loop from thumb, tighten yarns as before, and repeat.



Twisted Half-Hitch: Method Three



With this version, the yarn is transferred from thumb to fore-finger. It works well for Simple Half-Hitch Cast-On and is particularly useful for Half-Hitch Cast-On for Two Hands, especially if you work with a Knitting Belt.


Twisted Simple Half-Hitch Version


• For Simple Cast-On, wrap yarn on thumb in usual way, move forefinger over strand between thumb and needle, and then under strand on nearside of thumb from left to right as to Knit; transfer loop from thumb to forefinger. Pick up strand on nearside of forefinger as to Knit and transfer half-hitch to needle.
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Method Three: Twisted Simple Half-Hitch Version. Transfer loop from thumb to forefinger.
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Method Three: Twisted Simple Half-Hitch Version. Pick up loop from forefinger.


Twisted Half-Hitch Version for Two Hands


• For Knit, transfer loop from thumb to forefinger as described above, insert needle into loop from left to right as to Knit, and then use right finger to wrap yarn to form stitch.


• For Purl, move stitch yarn to nearside of needle, form loop as described above, and then insert needle into loop from right to left as to Purl; use right finger to wrap yarn to form stitch.
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Method Three: Twisted Knit Half-Hitch Version for Two Hands. Pick up loop from left forefinger; wrap yarn with right forefinger.


Twisted Half-Hitch: Method Four


This version also works for either Simple Cast-On or Half-Hitch Cast-On for Two Hands. It seems a little complicated at first, but goes quite smoothly with practice.


Twisted Simple Half-Hitch Version


1. Wrap yarn from palm up nearside of thumb, across back of forefinger, and then to needle.


2. Swivel back of hand toward you, thumb down, forefinger up; strand between thumb and forefinger will cross over strand between forefinger and needle.


3. To pick up loop, move tip of needle nearside and to left of strand between forefinger and thumb, and then under strand between forefinger and needle.


4. Drop yarn off forefinger, then immediately pick it up as before, tighten loop on needle, and repeat.


Twisted Half-Hitch Version for Two Hands


• For Knit version, pick up loop as described above, wrap yarn as to Knit and draw through loop. Drop yarn from forefinger, and then pick up as before and tighten half-hitch below stitch on needle.
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Method Four: Twisted Knit Half-Hitch Version for Two Hands. Swivel thumb down and pick up strand under forefinger.


• For Purl version, start with stitch yarn on nearside of needle, pick up loop by moving needle over and then under strand between forefinger and needle, and then wrap yarn as to Purl and draw through loop.


Double-Needle Cast-On


This cast-on was introduced in the first edition of this book. I developed it because the Compound Half-Hitch Cast-Ons, while attractive and easy to do, are not sufficiently elastic in many cases. Double-Needle Cast-On creates a handsome, unobtrusive, fully expandable edge suitable for use with any stitch pattern, and it holds its shape with wear.


Furthermore, it handles a scalloped or serrated edge with aplomb. Let us consider for a moment why this last feature is so useful. Stitch patterns with a scalloped or angular edge often curl up to the outside, forming little “cups” that cannot be steamed out to make them lie flat. Why does this happen?


If you were to measure along every little curve or angle of an edge of this kind, and compare that measurement to one taken across the straight width of the fabric, you would find an enormous difference—the edge can sometimes be twice as long as the fabric is wide. Unfortunately, the baselines created by most cast-on techniques have only enough yarn to form a straight edge, and they cannot stretch out enough to follow the contour created by a stitch pattern of this kind.


A Double-Needle Cast-On provides additional yarn to the edge because the stitch is placed on one needle and the half-hitch is placed on another, smaller needle; the latter acts as a gauge to measure out a precise amount of yarn to the baseline. This assures adequate yarn for expandability and allows the edge to accommodate itself to any contour created by the stitch pattern.


However, even when done on a small needle, these half-hitches are larger than normal and would normally be prone to snagging. To correct for this, the stitch yarn is passed under the needle between each stitch, which binds the baseline to the fabric and keeps the half-hitches neat.


The instructions will seem complicated at first, but keep in mind that this is just another variation of Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On; with practice, the technique goes smoothly, although it is never quick to do. As with any Compound Cast-On edge, there is a Knit and Purl side, so either begin your stitch pattern accordingly, or, if you are working flat and want to have the Knit side of the edge when you turn to begin, use one of the Purl versions.


Knit Double-Needle Cast-On


1. Allow for tail of yarn and place Slip Knot on needle; hold yarn and needle as for Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On.


2. Take up second, smaller needle; line it up under first one, holding two needles as one. Slip Knot will be on top, larger needle, and two yarns will hang down on either side of smaller needle below.


3. With tips of both needles, pick up yarn on nearside of thumb to form loop.
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Knit Double-Needle Cast-On: Step 3. Pick up loop from thumb.


4. Move needles toward farside, allowing forefinger strand to pass between needle tips to nearside. Then bring top needle back under to nearside so strand wraps over top of needle as for a Yarnover.


5. Move both needles from farside to nearside through loop formed between thumb and needles.


6. Move lower needle back under top strand of loop so it passes between needles; drop loop from thumb onto lower needle to form half-hitch.
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Knit Double-Needle Cast-On: Steps 5–6. Pass forefinger strand over top needle, and then bring through loop.


7. Pick up strand on thumb below needles as before; tighten stitch gently on top needle and half-hitch firmly on bottom needle.
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Knit Double-Needle Cast-On: Step 7. Place loop on lower needle.


8. Place tension on strands between needle and left hand, rotate needle tips over strands to farside, and then under yarns to nearside, so tips draw complete circle around the two yarns.
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Knit Double-Needle Cast-On: Step 8. Rotate needles.


9. Continue in this manner, first making a stitch and then rotating the needles, to cast on required number of stitches. Pull bottom, smaller needle out of stitches and begin to work.


 


In Step 8, as you rotate the needles around the yarns, the two needles themselves should rotate around each other in your right hand, with the top one going down the farside, under, and up into position again; these movements pass the stitch yarn under the baseline.
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Double-Needle Cast-On Edge.


After you have worked a row or two, stretch the material out to its maximum. This smooths out the funny little loops left when you pulled out the bottom needle, and at the same time you will see how beautifully expandable this edge is.


All Compound Cast-On techniques have an effect on the twist of the yarn, and the rotation step used in this one exacerbates the problem. Drop the tail of yarn from time to time to allow it to rebalance, and then let the needle hang from the yarn to spin the other strand back into balance as well.


If you prefer to make an edge that is identical to Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On, work Double-Needle Cast-On with a second needle of a very small size, eliminate the rotation in Step 8, and tighten the half-hitch in the baseline firmly. While the baseline will not be tied to the fabric, using the second needle for the half-hitches will help make the edge consistent.


Purl Double-Needle Cast-On


Yes, it is possible to do this cast-on technique in Purl and, therefore, also to mix Knit and Purl stitches along the edge. As discussed above, there are two ways to work a Purl Half-Hitch Cast-On—one method forms the stitches from the yarn on the thumb, the other from the forefinger.


Method One


This is the easiest way to do a Double-Needle Cast-On in Purl. The stitches are taken from the thumb yarn, and the baseline from the yarn held on the forefinger.


If you want to use this method for an edge with alternating Knit and Purl, there is no need to do the rotation to bind the baseline stitches to the fabric because the yarns switch position between baseline and stitch, which accomplishes the same thing.


 


1. Hold yarn and needles as described above.


2. To form loop, insert top needle from right to left, as for Purl, under strand of yarn passing from forefinger to palm.


3. Wrap strand passing between needle and thumb around top needle as for a Yarnover.


4. Bring both needles under and up through loop between forefinger and needle.


5. Drop loop from forefinger below both needles, pick yarn up on forefinger again, and tighten stitch and half-hitch in usual way.


6. Rotate needles as described in Knit version, Step 8, above.


7. Repeat Steps 2–6 for as many stitches as required.
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Purl Double-Needle Cast-On: Method One. Pick up thumb strand on top needle; bring up through loop on forefinger.



Method Two



This version is a little more awkward to learn, but then goes smoothly. In this case, if you plan to alternate Knit and Purl, the rotation step is advisable because the forefinger yarn is used for all stitches.


 


1. Hold yarn and needles as described above.


2. To position yarn for Purl, pass forefinger yarn between two needles to nearside, and then over top of needle to farside; when in position, strand will look like Yarnover.


3. Pass both needles as for Purl under strand on nearside of thumb to form loop; strand from Step 2 and loop are now on top needle.


4. Pass forefinger yarn between needles to nearside, and then over top needle as for a Yarnover; three strands are now on top needle.


5. Move both needles to nearside, and then back through loop to farside; yarns will roll around top needle to nearside and Purl stitch will form below top needle.


6. Move interlaced strands at top of loop between needles to farside and then drop loop from thumb onto lower needle. Pick up yarn on thumb again and tighten stitch and half-hitch in the usual way.


7. Rotate needles as described in Knit version, Step 8.


8. Repeat Steps 2–7 for as many stitches as required.
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Purl Double-Needle Cast-On, Method Two: Steps 4–5. Wrap forefinger strand on top needle; bring through loop on thumb.


Rotated Half-Hitch Cast-On


The Double-Needle Cast-On rotation step can also be used when doing a Half-Hitch Cast-On with a single needle. The result is a very neat, trim edge and both sides are attractive, but quite different in appearance; the Purl side has a strong resemblance to Picot Cast-On. It is nice with any kind of pattern, but is particularly effective with Single Rib.


 


• Work Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On, and rotate needle between each stitch as for Knit Double-Needle Cast-On (Step 8).
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Rotated Half-Hitch Cast-On with Single Rib. Above: Knit face of edge. Below: Purl face of edge.


• If you prefer, you can use Purl Half-Hitch Cast-On instead. For Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On, rotate needles toward farside; for Purl Half-Hitch Cast-On, rotate needles toward nearside.


You can also alternate Knit and Purl Half-Hitch, changing the direction of the rotation after each one.


Contrast-Color Edges


You can make any of the Half-Hitch Cast-Ons more decorative by using yarns of different colors or textures, or both, for the baseline and/or the stitches. This is also the best way I know of to display the actual structure of the edge.


Because you will use more than one supply of yarn for these techniques, there is no need to measure off a tail of yarn for the baseline, but do allow an end of each yarn long enough to weave the ends in during finishing. Tie the yarns together with a Slip Knot and place it on the needle. Do not count this as a first stitch; at the end of the first row of knitting, let it drop from the needle and later untie it.


Contrast-Color Half-Hitch Edges


• This first version results in an edge made up of half-hitches in a contrast color. Hold contrast-color baseline yarn on thumb and yarn for stitches on forefinger. Work Half-Hitch Cast-On for required number of stitches.


• In this next version there will be a one-row stripe of contrast-color stitches between the baseline of half-hitches and the main body of the fabric. Hold main color on thumb for baseline, and hold contrast-color yarn on fore-finger to form stitches. After casting on, begin to work with main color. For smooth color transition, work one row of Knit on outside; for more information, see Color Patterns with Purl.


[image: image]


Contrast-Color Half-Hitch Edge.


• For a very bold edge, select several relatively thin yarns of different colors and/or textures to carry on thumb for baseline; carry a single strand of main color on forefinger.


• There is a technique mentioned in Sheila McGregor’s The Complete Book of Traditional Scandinavian Knitting called the “Dala Floda” cast-on from Dalarna, Sweden.2 The needle is held in the left hand, and two contrast-color yarns are held in the right hand. First, one yarn is wrapped over the left finger and needle, and then the other yarn is wrapped around the needle as for Knit; then the first strand is lifted over the second and off the needle with the left finger. It is very awkward to do and the result is a Contrast-Color Half-Hitch Cast-On edge.


Contrast-Color Edges for Ribbing


It is also possible to use a contrast color for a Ribbed Half-Hitch Cast-On edge. I find this works best if the ribbing itself is done in a single color; it can also be used for a ribbing done in contrast-color vertical stripes, although I think an Alternating Cast-On edge is better for that purpose. Here are some variations:


     


• Carry main yarn on forefinger and contrast-color yarn on thumb; make both Knit and Purl stitches from forefinger yarn; color will be flecked below Purl stitches. Continue ribbing with main color yarn.


• Carry yarn as above, but make Knit stitches with one yarn, Purl stitches with the other. Where to carry the contrast yarn, on thumb or forefinger, depends on whether you will continue flat or in the round, and you will need to plan ahead.


     


To work ribbing, change to main color, and work Knit columns above Knit cast-on stitches done in contrast color; work Purl columns above Purl cast-on stitches done in main color.


     


• For vertical stripe ribbing, decide which color to use on Knit columns, as only one face of this ribbing can be used on outside of garment. Work as above, and continue same colors for stitch columns as were used for cast-on stitches.


Braided Cast-Ons


Here are several versions of a decorative Cast-On technique done with two or three yarns in either solid or contrast colors or textures, or doubled for a bolder effect. There are many variations of these techniques in the Scandinavian and Baltic knitting traditions.


They are slow to work, however, so they are most often used for small things like the edge of a sleeve, mitten, or sock.


However, if you have the patience, these edges are suitable for any number of stitch patterns and garment styles, and they deserve to be more widely used than they are. In addition, Herringbone Braid is a closely related stitch technique that is done within the fabric rather than at the edge, and it is very compatible when placed in close proximity or directly adjacent to one of these cast-ons (also see Double Slip Chained Cast-Off).


You can do Braided Cast-Ons with the yarns held in the left hand, as for Half-Hitch Cast-On, or with one held on the left and the other on the right, as for Half-Hitch Cast-On for Two Hands.


Two-Yarn Braided Cast-On


This version is done with two yarns, either in the same or in different colors, which alternate between the stitches and the baseline. The edge will be made up of what looks like a horizontal chain of Knit stitches.


To work with one strand of yarn, measure off a tail of yarn, make a Slip Knot, and place it on the needle; this will serve as the first stitch. To work with two strands of yarn, allow ends long enough to weave in during finishing, tie them together with a Slip Knot, and place it on needle; drop the knot from the needle after the first row and untie later for finishing.


 


1. Use Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On to add one stitch.


2. Move yarn from forefinger under tip of needle to nearside and pick up on thumb; move yarn from thumb to right under shaft of needle to farside and pick up on forefinger.


3. Repeat Steps 1 and 2 to cast on all stitches; after making each one, use previous baseline yarn for next stitch, and previous stitch yarn for baseline, always changing yarns in same direction.
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Two-Yarn Braided Cast-On. Pattern for changing yarns.


If you prefer, you can change the yarns in the opposite direction, moving the yarn on the thumb to the right under the tip of the needle, and the yarn on the forefinger to the left under the shaft of the needle. The important thing is to be consistent.
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Two-Yarn Braided Cast-On.


Tricolor Braid Cast-On


Here is a braid edge done in much the same way as the ones above but, as the name implies, with three different colors instead of two. The first set of instructions is for different ways to handle the three yarns; the second is a color variation.


Method One


This is done like the Two-Yarn Braided version, holding the yarns as for Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On; of the three yarns, the two active ones are held on the left in the usual way; the third is held against the shaft of the needle by the right hand, out of the way until needed.
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Tricolor Braid Cast-On. Shown with Garter Stitch above edge.


1. Tie ends of three yarns together in single Slip Knot and place on needle; do not count as first stitch; drop from needle when working first row.


2. Carry two yarns in left hand, one on thumb, one on forefinger; hold third yarn under needle with right hand.


3. Work one Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On stitch in usual way.


4. Release yarn held under needle; transfer baseline yarn from left thumb to right hand and hold this strand under needle. Pick up yarn used for previous stitch on thumb; pick up yarn previously held under needle on forefinger. Cast on next stitch.


Always transfer yarns in same direction, around to right, or around to left. If you prefer, use Knit Half-Hitch for Two Hands, holding one yarn on left thumb, one on right forefinger, and change yarns in same direction.
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Tricolor Braid Cast-On. Pattern for changing yarns.



Method Two



• For a nice variation, maintain one yarn on your left thumb at all times, and use forefinger to alternate the other two yarns to the stitches, always changing from one to the other in the same direction.


The result is a complex edge with a narrow chain composed of two parallel lines of sloping strands. The upper line is in one color, while the lower line and the stitches have alternating colors.


 




By the way . . .


Here are some suggestions for how to manage the yarn and make the best use of this edge.


• With any Braided Cast-On, the yarns will wind together as you work. You can push the entwined yarns down closer to the balls of yarn for a time, but eventually it will become difficult to continue. See the suggestions in Twined Knit for how to cope.


• When used with a Stockinette fabric, this edge has a tendency to roll up to the outside, making the bottom of the edge, with its little chain of stitches, more prominent. It is attractive, but if you prefer to have it lie flat, work a few rows of Seed Stitch or Garter Stitch above the edge.


• As with any Half-Hitch Cast-On edge, there is a Knit and Purl side, with the former on the nearside as you cast on; the Purl side is also attractive, adding a row of little nubs above the braid.


To use the Purl side of a Braid edge when knitting flat, turn and start with an outside row of your pattern. If you plan to use a stitch pattern of mixed Knit and Purl stitches, work the first row in plain Knit to avoid broken color flecks and then begin your main pattern; for more information on why this intermediary row is important, see Color Patterns with Purl.


Alternatively, if you are working a circular pattern, or simply prefer to do so, work the cast-on with Purl on the nearside; see Purl Half-Hitch: Method Two, with stitches taken from yarn on forefinger, or Purl Half-Hitch for Two Hands. As above, if you will be using a pattern of mixed Knit and Purl stitches, work first round in plain Knit.





Knotted Cast-On


This cast-on and the Channel Island Cast-On are edge techniques often used for “ganseys” (also called guernseys, or jerseys), the traditional sweaters worn by the fishermen of the coastal communities of Great Britain. Both are variations of a Compound Half-Hitch Cast-On.


The Knotted Cast-On technique produces a handsome, highly textured, and very expandable edge. When done with a contrast-color yarn, or one that is textured or thicker, as the baseline strand, the effect is quite striking. It is best to maintain a firm tension on the thumb strand and use a relatively small needle size for this so the edge does not splay out (unlike other Compound Half-Hitch Cast-On techniques, in this case, the size of the needle does make a difference); try several Test Swatches to find the best needle size to use.


The version given here is easier to do than the traditional method, which is discussed below the instructions.
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Knotted Cast-On Edge.


1. Use Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On to place twice as many stitches as required on needle. Turn.


2. [Pull second stitch on left needle over first and discard. Knit or Purl remaining stitch.] Repeat between brackets across row.


3. To begin first row, slide stitches to edge where yarn is.


 


The Purl side of the edge is considerably nubbier, and this can be further enhanced if you also work the first row above it in Purl.


Traditional instructions for this edge say to cast on two stitches, pull one over, cast on two more, pull one over, etc. The problem with this is that you must pick up a second needle to work the pullover step, and then set that needle down and pick up the yarn again to cast on the next two stitches. It is far easier to work as described above, and the result is the same. Or, if you prefer, use a double-point needle and do just the pullovers in Step 2 as for a Slip Chained Cast-Off; slide the remaining stitches to the edge where the yarn is, and then work the first row.


Channel Island Cast-On


This is a very traditional cast-on from Great Britain with a bold, handsome appearance that resembles Knotted Cast-On. It is also identical in structure to Picot Cast-On, which is an easier and somewhat more versatile way to make the same edge. However, this method appears in many books as if it were an entirely different edge; try both methods and decide how you want to work.


The technique is normally worked as for Half-Hitch Cast-On for Two Hands, although it can certainly be done with both yarns carried on the left. The half-hitch cast-on stitches are made with a doubled strand of yarn wrapped twice on the thumb in the opposite direction from the way it is usually done, and then a Yarnover is placed between each cast-on stitch.


 


1. Tie three strands of yarn together in a Slip Knot and place on needle; discard Slip Knot after working first row.


2. Hold yarns as for a Half-Hitch Cast-On, with single yarn for stitches on left or right forefinger, and doubled yarn for baseline on thumb. To wrap baseline, move thumb down nearside of strand, then under and up on farside, and repeat for second wrap; yarn will travel from top of thumb to needle.


3. Insert right needle tip up under both strands on nearside of thumb to form loop, wrap yarn on needle as for Knit, and draw stitch through loop. Drop loop and tighten at base of stitch; rewrap yarn on thumb as before.


4. Use yarn on right finger to make Yarnover.


5. Repeat Steps 3–4 to cast on as many stitches as required; end with Step 3.


 


The doubled yarn on the thumb creates a relatively large knot in the baseline below every other stitch. However, if you examine the knot closely you will find it is actually identical in structure to a Purl Half-Hitch Cast-On, but when done in this unusual way, it is much more difficult to tighten into place.



[image: images] The Wrapped Cast-Ons



These cast-on techniques are all done by wrapping the yarn in a simple way around the needle. However simple they are in structure, they provide surprisingly versatile and interesting edges.


Stranded Cast-On is entirely utilitarian and not used for a visible edge, while Alternating Cast-On is excellent for ribbings, since it is not only resilient but also, in effect, invisible. These two join Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On in the small list of essential techniques that every knitter should know how to do because they are so useful and produce such excellent results.


Both of these techniques can also serve as provisional cast-ons, which make it relatively easy to free the first row of stitches in order to work them at another time in another way. There are many reasons to do this, such as to match the top and bottom edges of a scarf, or to add a border to a lower edge; see Working in the Opposite Direction. A provisional cast-on edge is also ideal if you plan to graft two sections of fabric together; see Grafting.


Also included here are several traditional methods used to start fabrics worked from the center to the edges, such as for sock toes and mittens worked from tip to cuff, or for a Medallion fabric; for more information, see Uncommon Shapes. In addition to the standard techniques, you will also find a modification of Alternating Cast-On that is considerably more effective than those normally used.


Stranded Cast-On


This cast-on technique produces an edge that is altogether too homely to remain visible; however, it is a good backstage player. Stranded Cast-On does not really form an edge at all; the result is merely a strand of yarn or cord strung through the running threads of the new stitches on the needle. Despite its rudimentary nature, however, this cast-on can be useful in several ways.


First, and most important, it is the technique of choice for making a Gauge Swatch. Both Stranded Cast-On and its mate, Stranded Cast-Off, create unrestrained edges that allow the fabric to lie flat for accurate measurement; for why this is important, see Stitch Gauge.


Second, the technique has long been used to make a provisional edge.3 While I no longer think it is the best technique for this purpose—the modification of Alternating Cast-On works so much better—Stranded Cast-On is easier to do and in some circumstances more effective; see Provisional Cast-Ons, below.


Finally, Stranded Cast-On is ideal when you need a simple drawstring, since it makes it possible to insert any sort of cord, regardless of size, into an edge while casting on.
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Stranded Cast-On Edge.


Basic Stranded Cast-On


To work this edge, use a straight needle rather than a circular one, because it is important to keep the edge perfectly lined up under the needle; if you prefer to work the fabric with a circular needle, begin to use it on the first row after casting on. While the instructions seem lengthy, the technique itself is very simple to do once you understand how it works.


To Cast On


1. Allow tail of yarn slightly longer than fabric will be wide; place a Right Twist Start on needle and count this as first stitch; hold two strands as for a Half-Hitch Cast-On.


2. Reach needle tip over, down nearside and under strand to thumb, then over and down farside of strand to forefinger. Bring forefinger strand under one to thumb and return to starting position.


[image: image]


Stranded Cast-On: Step 2.


3. Pass needle over and down farside of strand to forefinger, then up again on nearside so strand passes over top of needle; return to starting point.


This will look like a Yarnover.


[image: image]


Stranded Cast-On: Step 3.


4. Alternate Steps 2 and 3 to cast on; end with Step 2.


 


The stitch placed on the needle in Step 2 will be drawn under the baseline strand to the nearside and will resemble a Knit stitch; the stitch placed on the needle in Step 3 will look like a Yarnover.


For an odd number of stitches, place a Left Twist Start on needle as first stitch, and then alternate Step 3 followed by Step 2; end with Step 2. It is easiest to end the cast-on sequence with Step 2 because the “Knit” stitch is slightly more secure on the needle. However, you can also end with the Yarnover in Step 3; just draw the baseline strand around the main yarn to hold it in place on the needle as you begin to work.


Work cast-on firmly and keep baseline strand aligned below needle; if it spirals around the needle it can be difficult to set right again.


A Stranded Cast-On edge will unravel unless you maintain a constant tension on both yarns as you work. Once you finish casting on and work the first stitch, the edge will be secure. To stop and count stitches, pinch the two strands beneath the needle tip to keep the stitches in place; do not let go. To set the work down temporarily, work a temporary Simple Half-Hitch Cast-On stitch; remove it from the needle before you continue.


As insurance against having too few stitches, cast on several more than needed; after working the first row, make a final count and drop any extra stitches; they will unravel and become part of the baseline strand and the extra yarn can be pulled in under the stitches (if you used a Slip Knot, undo it).


To Work First Row


After casting on, make sure baseline strand is wrapped once around stitch strand and hold it securely to prevent the last stitch from unraveling as you begin to work.


 


• For flat fabrics, draw baseline strand to nearside along cast-on edge, hold against needle, and transfer it to left hand. Begin to work first row of stitches with main yarn; drop strand when convenient.


• For circular fabrics, add one temporary Simple Half-Hitch Cast-On to secure edge until time to join round, and then drop temporary stitch from needle and unravel it. Hold baseline strand under right needle, and draw main strand of yarn across gap between needles to join round and work first stitch.


 


By the way, if you use Stranded Cast-On followed by just one or two rows of Single Rib and then remove the baseline strand, the result will be an “invisible” edge. No, it will not unravel, but it will be loose and unsightly; it is much easier to accomplish the same thing with Alternating Cast-On (below), and the result is far more successful.


Alternating Cast-On


Here is a wonderful cast-on method to use for Single or Double Rib, or for a Double-Fabric, and it is fast and simple to do. It creates a slightly rounded, fully expandable edge that consists of nothing more than the first row of stitches; there is no cast-on edge in the usual sense of that term. You may have seen this edge on machine knits; here is how to do it on a hand knit.


In addition to the versions of Alternating Cast-On discussed here, there are two others that are not used to create a finished edge, which are discussed below. One of these is used to make a Provisional Cast-On; the other is used to start a fabric at the center, such as when working a sock from the toe up, or a mitten from tip to cuff; see Cast-Ons for a Center Start.


These instructions assume you will be working flat and plan to do a Knit/Purl ribbing sequence on an even number of stitches; the first and last stitches are selvedges. Once you are familiar with the technique, you can alter the sequence to suit your project, and eliminate the selvedges for circular fabrics.
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Alternating Cast-On Edge.


Alternating Cast-On for Single Rib


Use a needle at least one or two sizes smaller than the one to be used for the ribbing itself. Hold yarn as for a Compound Half-Hitch Cast-On, work firmly, and maintain tension on yarn at all times.


These instructions are for working flat; the slight adjustments needed for working circular are given below.


 


1. Allow for tail of yarn and place a Right Twist Start on needle; consider this as first selvedge stitch.


2. To form a “Knit” stitch, reach tip of needle over, down nearside, and under strand of yarn that passes between needle and thumb; then bring needle over and down farside of strand that passes from needle to forefinger. Bring this strand back under first strand and return to starting position.
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Alternating Cast-On. Bring forefinger strand under thumb strand.


3. To form a “Purl” stitch, reach tip of needle over and down farside of strand that passes from needle to forefinger, then under and up nearside of strand from needle to thumb. Bring this strand back under and up farside of first strand and return to starting position.


4. Alternate Steps 2 and 3 to add as many stitches as required; add one Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On to serve as last selvedge stitch.
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Alternating Cast-On for Single Rib. Bring thumb strand under forefinger strand.


5. Turn. Change to needle size required for ribbing. Work selvedge stitch according to preference, then begin Knit/Purl Single Rib sequence; at end of row, work last selvedge stitch.


 


In Step 2, both sides of the stitch will pass under the baseline strand and up the nearside to the needle; it will look like a Knit stitch. In Step 3, both sides of this stitch pass under the baseline and up the farside to the needle and it will look like a Purl stitch.


Work with a consistently firm tension and make sure that the yarns cross in a straight line underneath the needle.


As with Stranded Cast-On, nothing secures these stitches against unraveling, so do not let go of the two strands. If you need to stop and count stitches, pinch the two strands with your left fingers to hold the last stitch in position. If you must set the work down, work one Simple Half-Hitch Cast-On stitch and remove it from the needle before you continue.


Once you understand how to form the Knit and Purl stitches of this cast-on, you can alter the sequence as you please, working either as for Knit/Purl or Purl/Knit, and casting on an even or uneven number of stitches; use a Right Twist if the following stitch will be a Knit, or a Left Twist if the following stitch will be a Purl. A Slip Knot is not as compatible with this edge as the Twist Start.


If you plan to work in the round, use the Twist Start to begin and a Simple Half-Hitch Cast-On at the end; treat the first as a Knit stitch, and the last as a Purl.


Alternating Cast-On for Double Rib


Until now, there has been no “invisible” cast-on edge for Double Rib that was comparable to Alternating Cast-On for Single Rib. Since many people prefer Double Rib, I was determined to find a solution, and here it is. I do not find it quite as elastic as the other, but it looks very nice and I think you will be pleased.
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Alternating Cast-On for Double Rib Edge.


To Cast On


Use two balls of yarn and a pair of needles one or two sizes smaller than you plan to use for the ribbing.


 


1. Measure off tails for both yarns and hold as one, with tails on thumb and strands to balls of yarn on forefinger; begin with a Twist Start.


2. Use Alternating Cast-On as described above; place half required number of stitches on needle.


3. Allow tail on one yarn long enough to hide on inside during finishing and break off; continue with other yarn.


 


Note that each cast-on stitch will be composed of two strands on the needle.


To Work First Row


Take up second needle of same size used for casting on; turn if you are working a flat fabric, or join round if working circular.


 


1. Work two Knits, one into each strand of first “Knit” cast-on stitch, and then two Purls, one into each strand of next “Purl” cast-on stitch. Alternate in this way to establish pattern on first row.


2. On next row, change to size needle required for ribbing, and continue in Double Rib.


 


To work the first stitch of each pair, pull the second one away slightly to isolate it. If the two stitches are crossed where they emerge from the baseline half-hitch, straighten them out before working them for the best result.


The edge is, of course, the same on both sides. Also, you can adapt the method for any sequence; either start with Purl or use an uneven number of pairs, just as for Alternating Cast-On for Single Rib.
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Alternating Cast-On for Double Rib. Knitting first stitch of pair.


Alternating Cast-On for Multicolor Ribbings


There are several ways to handle more than one color yarn when you plan to work ribbings with vertical stripes, one color for the Knit stitches, the other for the Purl stitches. Try one or the other of the following to see what works best for your project.


As always, establish the Knit and Purl columns of the ribbing above the equivalent of the “Knit” and “Purl” stitches in the edge.


 


• Work Alternating Cast-On with a single color yarn; work Single Rib using a contrast-color yarn for the Knit stitches and the color used to cast on for the Purl stitches.


• Work Alternating Cast-On with two colors, one on the thumb, the other on the forefinger; for the Single Rib, match the colors of the stitch columns to those used for the cast-on stitches.


• Work Alternating Cast-On for Double Rib with two colors. Hold two strands of one color on the thumb, two strands of the other color on the forefinger. Then begin Double Rib, matching the colors of the stitch columns to those in the cast-on edge.


Picot Cast-On


This technique, which Barbara Walker calls Picot Ribbing in her Second Treasury of Knitting Patterns,4 is quite charming. It combines Half-Hitch Cast-On and Alternating Cast-On, and on the Purl side, the half-hitch forms a little “picot” or tiny knot below every other stitch.


This edge is resilient and quite attractive, and it is particularly effective with Single Rib if the Knit columns of stitches rise above the little knot. It also makes a nice edge for a Double-Fabric.


Interestingly enough, Picot Cast-On is identical in structure to the very traditional Channel Island Cast-On from Great Britain. It is not easy to see that this is the case because the two are done in such a very different manner. The method used for Channel Island Cast-On is unnecessarily complicated and somewhat awkward to do, so feel free to substitute this approach instead.


It was the Purl side of Channel Island Cast-On that was preferred, and the method may have been developed in order to have that face of the edge on the outside when working in the round. However, it is just as easy to do Picot Cast-On in Knit as in Purl, so you can choose which side of the edge to have visible no matter how you plan to work.


Also, Picot Cast-On was originally described as being done with one strand for the baseline, but it is certainly possible to borrow the notion from Channel Island Cast-On of doubling the baseline strand to create a bolder effect. Furthermore, when done with a contrast color for the baseline you will see how very interesting both sides of this edge are and, in fact, you may be hard-pressed to choose between them. To take this one pretty step further, set a bead on the half-hitch; see Beads and Sequins.


Hold yarn as for a Compound Half-Hitch Cast-On and work as follows:


Knit Picot Cast-On


 


1. Place a Twist Start on needle; consider this as first stitch.


2. Work one Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On stitch, and then one Knit Alternating Cast-On stitch; repeat these two steps, ending with a Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On for an even number of stitches.
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Picot Cast-On with Contrast-Color Edge. Above: Purl side. Below: Knit side.


For an odd number of stitches, start with a Slip Knot followed by a Knit Alternating Cast-On, and then a Knit Half-Hitch Cast-On.


Purl Picot Cast-On


1. Start as described above, but carry baseline strand on forefinger and stitch strand on thumb.


2. Work one Purl Half-Hitch Cast-On, Method Two, taking loop from forefinger strand and stitch from thumb strand.


3. Work one Purl Alternating Cast-On, drawing thumb strand under forefinger strand to form equivalent of Yarnover on needle.


4. Alternate Steps 2 and 3 for required number of stitches. For an even number of stitches, end with Step 2.


Provisional Cast-Ons


There are several situations where it is valuable to have a cast-on edge that can be removed easily to free the stitches. This might be the case if you want to match the cast-on and cast-off edges, or add a decorative border to the freed stitches of a bottom edge; both of these applications are discussed in Working in the Opposite Direction. A Provisional Cast-On is also useful when you need to Graft bottom and top edges together.


Stranded Cast-On is traditional for this purpose; it is very easy to do and it is relatively easy to free the stitches and pick them up again on a needle. Alternating Cast-On is new to this role; it is more challenging to do, but there is no need to free the stitches or pick them up because they will already be on a needle, waiting for you at the bottom of the fabric.


Stranded Provisional Cast-On


To use Stranded Cast-On as a provisional edge, it is done exactly as described above, but with a smooth cord or tightly spun yarn in a contrast color for the baseline strand. Something of that kind is much easier to remove when it is time to pick up the stitches along the edge, and a contrast color makes it easier to see where to insert the needle. For more information, see Working in the Opposite Direction in the chapter Picking Up Stitches.


To pick up stitches, use a cable needle several sizes smaller than used for main fabric. Turn fabric upside down, and start where baseline strand emerges from last stitch cast on.


 


1. Pull up on baseline strand to enlarge stitch slightly, insert needle tip into stitch, and then withdraw baseline strand; repeat across row.


2. Begin working picked-up stitches with whatever size needle is required for new section of fabric; make sure each stitch is on needle in standard position, with right side of stitch on nearside of needle.


 


If you use a small-size needle, you can wait to pull out the baseline strand until you have several stitches picked up.


Alternating Provisional Cast-On


Here is a modification of Alternating Cast-On that is a remarkably good way to make a provisional edge. Instead of inserting a strand of yarn or cord as a stitch holder at the lower edge as Stranded Cast-On does, this method borrows the approach used in Double-Needle Cast-On and inserts a second needle instead.


The first row of stitches for the main fabric is cast on to one needle, and another row of stitches is simultaneously cast on to the other. This second needle functions as a stitch holder and is left to hang at the bottom of the fabric until it is time to finish the lower edge in some way. Then all you need to do is pick it up, slide the stitches to the tip of the needle, and begin.
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