


Tools to Make Your Knitting Life a Little Easier

The best tools are those you find useful to make your precious creative time more enjoyable. Here are some basics to get you started on your fiber journey.


NEEDLES

Needles are the most basic knitting tool. You will want to find pairs that suit your lifestyle and the projects on which you are embarking. In general I suggest circular needles because they can be used to work wider pieces of knitted fabric than straight needles, and are less prone to breakage than straight needles.

The basics to consider when selecting needles are as follows.


Tips

The tip of a knitting needle is where most of your work will take place. A smooth blunt tip may suit one yarn or stitch more comfortably than a pointy stiletto tip. When swatching for a project you may even find that the tip impacts the experience of working with a given yarn and the gauge of your work.




Material—wood, plastic, or metal

Depending on the texture of a given yarn, you may find needles made from one material to be easier to use than another. Wooden needles tend to provide a bit more grip to hold the yarn as you work and warm to the touch. The wood and its finish will affect the amount of friction of a given needle and will impact your work. Most needles tend to be made of bamboo or maple. For a luxurious straight wooden option, Brittany needles are available in walnut. Metal needles tend to be more slick than their wooden counterparts and grip the yarn less as they are used to work the yarn. Plastic needles tend to perform more similarly to wooden needles than to metal needles.

Pro Tip: If your gauge is a little off, sometimes changing from one needle material to another in the same size needle will yield the result you desire for a given yarn.


[image: Tips of six different US size 6/4 mm needles. Notice the shapeof each is slightly different. Some are more pointy, others havea blunt edge, and even the length of the tapered section varies on each. The geometry of the tip combined with the material(s) from which the needle is made will impact your gauge.]
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Needle shape—square or round shaft

The shape of the needle will influence how you hold it. While round shaft needles are more common, square shafts are also available in both straight and circular configurations.

Pro Tip: If you have a lot of knitting time, you may find it helpful to have multiple projects in process simultaneously, each with a different size and type of needle. Working with different-sized needles will require a slightly different grip for each and will reduce hand strain.

Addi sells an interesting hybrid metal needle, the Rocket 2 Squared, which features gently chamfered corners that make them easier to work with for those of us who may spend a few extra hours a day with needles in hand or those who are looking for an alternative shape for more comfortable knitting. If you look at the Rocket 2 Squared, how you would possibly get consistent gauge might not make sense until you try it. Remember, most of your gauge is worked out at the tips of the needles (not along the shaft), so as long as the stitches comfortably sit on the needle, it’s really all about the top inch of the needles themselves.




Weight

Some needles are heavier than others and, depending on your knitting style, you may find it’s easier to use a type that is heavier than another. The weight of a set of needles will influence how you grip them, so over time your preference may change.




Length

Straight and circular needles are available in different lengths. Straight needles are typically available in lengths of 6 to 12 inches; occasionally I have found 14-inch sets. I prefer straight needles when I am working on a sweater in the comfort of my own studio, so I do buy the longer ones when I find them.


[image: Clockwise from top: Furls straight wooden needles in a combination of wood and metal, Clover 9-inch circular bamboo needle, Knitters’ Pride Carbonz double-pointed needles, Brittany maple double-pointed needles, Addi Turbo nickel-plated circular needle, Kollage Square circular metal needle, Signature Needle Arts 14-inch straight metal needles, and vintage walnut needles with a square shaft. Each provides a slightly different knitting experience.]
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Double-pointed straight needles (abbreviated “DPNs”) are typically sold in sets of four or five. They are traditionally used for knitting in the round. Double-pointed needles provide the opportunity to work comfortably in the round when working a tight number of stitches, such as for the crown of a hat or cuff of a sleeve.

Pro Tip: When working on a cable, a single double-pointed needle may be used in lieu of a cable needle.

Circular needle lengths are typically measured by the overall length from tip to tip. However, there are very few agreed-upon standards in the knitting industry. The length of the needle shaft will impact the comfort of holding a circular needle in your hands and the types of things you can easily knit with the circular needle. When looking at circular needles it is important to consider the material, length, and the way in which the cable is joined to the needle. The needle and cable are typically not the same material and, as a result, at the point where they meet there is a junction that may or may not be well engineered.

Interchangeable needle sets are available, which allow you to adjust the length of the circular needle by using different cables or attaching them to each other for even greater variety.

If it were not confusing enough, one final consideration when choosing circular needles is the cable itself. Each manufacturer has a slightly different approach to cable construction; some types are more flexible and easy to work with than others. In the photo of needle types, notice that the Clover needle has a plastic cable, the Kollage has a composite cable, and the Addi has a plastic-coated cable.

Interchangeable needle sets can be misleading. They are not a “one-size-fits-all” solution. For example, attaching a pair of 5-inch needles to an 8-inch cord will yield an 18-inch circular needle; however, it will not work well because the length of the needles versus the cord is too close to allow you to use the circular needle comfortably. A pair of 3.5-inch needles on the same 8-inch cord will be usable; thus the reason for the availability of interchangeable sets with different-length needles, like those from Lykke and Addi.

To further complicate the decision-making process when choosing a set of interchangeable needles or a fixed-length circular needle, there is the consideration of twist. Some cables spin freely where they meet the needle, others do not. Depending upon your personal style of knitting, it may be easier to use one type than another, so consider swivel-ability too when looking at circular needles.


[image: It can be convenient to have a set of circular needles with interchangeable cords of variable length, such as these Lykke needles.]
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Pro Tips:


	∘ When choosing interchangeable needle sets, consider the style of construction where the cable meets the needle. The smoother the point at which they meet, the easier it will be slide your work over it. Each manufacturer has its own way of joining the cables to the needles. Some fit together better than others, and some require a specific tool to join them.

	∘ Ask people what they like, borrow needles from others to try them out, and ask at your local yarn stores, where you might be able to “test drive” a few different versions before making a purchase.









GAUGE MEASUREMENT DEVICES

Gauge determines how large your finished object will be over a specified number of stitches. Measuring your gauge is critical for fitted garments, so it pays to have an accurate tool available. Gauge measuring tools are available at a range of price points and in various styles. Personally, I like to smile every time I reach for a tool, so I have three on my desk: a classic metal one from Susan Bates, and two beautiful wooden ones from Katrinkles. The smaller one is useful for preliminary gauge studies. The larger one provides a more complete picture of final gauge as I near the end of a swatching exercise.

Pro Tip: The larger the swatch, the more accurate your gauge measurement.




NEEDLE GAUGE

As a beginner, I did not think I needed a needle gauge. My rationale was pretty simple: the little bags in which the needles are sold have a number on them, and so do the needles themselves. Over time I realized that the little plastic bags fell apart, and the numbers became more difficult to read. After several failed attempts to get gauge on what I thought were three different-sized needles, I got a needle gauge and discovered in fact the three were precisely the same diameter shaft, which is why I got the exact same gauge on all three needles. So long story short, keep a needle gauge in your bag. It will come in handy someday. It’s really difficult to see the difference in the circumference of two needles that may differ by only .5 mm.


[image: Over time, unless the label on a needle is laser etched, it will become difficult to read. A needle gauge takes the mystery out of which needle is which.]
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[image: A gauge swatch ruler makes quick work of measuring your swatch. When swatching my final one or two yarns, I prefer to make a 6- to 8-inch/15- to 20-centimeter swatch rather than the standard 4 inches/10 centimeters, so the larger gauge measuring tool comes in quite handy.]
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[image: For a nautical twist, Katrinkles has the Whale Knitting Needle Gauge. For dog lovers, there is a Dachshund option.]
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ROW COUNTER

Most patterns are written in rows or rounds. To keep track of the row or round count, add a row counter to your project bag. Finish a row, advance the counter—easy. The two I use most often are a simple one that sits on my needles when knitting away from home, and an adorable one that sits on the table next to my favorite chair in my studio because it’s too darn cute to put in a bag and stow next to the chair.




POM-POM MAKER

Granted, none of the projects in this book have pom-poms; however, as any knitter knows, it is rare that a project is completed with absolutely no leftovers so there are likely some random bits of yarn rolling around your den or project bag that could be reimagined as the finishing touch on another project. One way to keep leftovers at bay is to repurpose leftover yarn. Pom-poms and tassels are two ways I repurpose yarn. They are useful to top off projects, in lieu of a bow on a wrapped gift, for an impromptu “snowball” fight, to make small toys, and to decorate a wreath form. Keep a pom-pom maker in your bag to occupy non-knitters on long car trips, or tucked into a leftovers basket at home so they are paired and at the ready.




CHEAT SHEETS FOR KNITTERS

No pattern is perfectly suited to every situation. A modification here or there will always arise. To keep track of changes on paper patterns, I keep a couple pencils in my project bag so one is always close at hand for jotting down what I had to change for a particular project. These notes are critical if making two of the same thing that need to match each other, like sleeves or socks.

Pro Tip: After making notes on a pattern, scan them or take a picture of the notes so they are available at a future date.


[image: For working on the road, the row counter on the left is perfectly serviceable and available at most big-box arts and crafts stores. On the right, the adorable row-counting little sheep from Katrinkles is my favorite. Every time I use it, I cannot help but smile as I pick it up and advance a row. Try it, you’ll see!]
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To take your notes up a notch while preserving the paper pattern itself, use a trick I learned in architecture school. Rather than mark up the paper pattern, place it into a plastic sleeve and make your notes directly on the sleeve using a permanent marker or dry-erase marker, depending on whether you think you’ll want the notes in the future. I tend toward the permanent option as I typically make several items from the same pattern, and having the notes close at hand is exceptionally helpful.

When working with an electronic pattern, use an online editing tool. For most pattern formats, there is an editing or commenting capability built into the display tool. Use your favorite internet search engine to find out how to pair your electronic pattern format with a tool through which you can record comments. On my iPad I use iBooks, wherein I can add comments by selecting text in a pdf and choosing the highlight function from the pop-up menu to literally highlight the selected text or add a comment, not unlike a little electronic Post-it® note.

For a pattern that repeats itself over a few rows, add a short note directly onto the RS and WS of the piece to help you keep track of your progress. This can be a simple set of markers labeled “RS” and “WS,” or a short set of instructions to yourself like “RS—Sl1, k1” attached to a stitch marker. I find this method particularly useful if I have a few different works in progress on the needles.

For tricky stitch patterns like the Kitchener stitch, I am building a small arsenal of tools to combat my inability to remember them. My favorites are the sturdy little wooden laser-etched squares from our fellow knitters at Katrinkles. I pick them up whenever I find them at a local yarn store or festival. They are handy little helpers, lightweight and easily attached to the handle of a knitting bag to keep my work on track when I simply cannot remember something as routine as a wrap-and-turn or complicated like the Kitchener stitch.


[image: For those steps that are not quite laser etched in my brain, these laser-engraved instructional tip cards available from Katrinkles make a big difference.]
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Pro Tip: Small notions like the laser-etched tools discussed here make excellent gifts. They are easy to transport, easy to mail, and sure to please.




GAUGE TO MEASURE WRAPS PER INCH

To make the most of a yarn substitution experience or identify the weight of a mystery skein, it is critical to accurately measure wraps per inch. The quickest way to do this is with a gauge demarked in the common yarn weights. For more accurate measurements, use a wraps per inch gauge. The two in my project bag double as comic relief when knit night gets a little too intense.

To figure out the weight of a yarn using a fixed-width gauge, lay the yarn into or onto the grooves of the gauge tool. Whichever groove approximates the yarn width best is the most likely weight of the yarn.

To compute the weight of a yarn using the wraps per inch method, gently wrap the yarn around the measurement marks on the tool, aligning the yarn wraps next to each other as you wrap it around the tool. When the yarn wraps cover the measurement surface, stop and count how many times the yarn was wrapped around one inch of the tool.


[image: Tools can be adorable and useful. Whether you are a cat or dog person, there is a wraps-per-inch tool that will make the task more fun. Shown here: Katrinkles’ Cats per Inch and Dachshund Wraps per Inch tools are sure to make you smile. For quick access on my bag’s handle, the brand’s 2-inch-ruler keychain is smaller and always at the ready.]
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EMBROIDERY SCISSORS OR A SMALL POCKETKNIFE WITH A SCISSORS TOOL

A sharp pair of scissors is critical when making pompoms and helpful for single snips. A small pair in your project bag won’t take up much room and will be close at hand when needed. I keep one pair in my purse and one in my project bag. For frequent flyers, check with the airline and countries through which you plan to travel. Some get particular about what you can bring on board or into an airport. In a pinch, you can usually bring a nail clipper in your carry-on bag. Normally I advise purchasing the best tools you can afford to buy; the emergency yarn clipper is a rare exception. Cheaper is better, just in case you have to leave it behind at airport security.


[image: My favorite scissors are a hand-forged pair given to me by a dear friend.]
My favorite scissors are a hand-forged pair given to me by a dear friend.







NAIL FILE

There is nothing worse than discovering your wooden needle has a burr on it 10 miles offshore or 30,000 feet in the air. To keep your productivity up on the road, keep a disposable nail file in your project bag to sand off any burrs that develop on your wooden needles and to keep your fingernails smooth.




BAND-AIDS®

Because accidents happen, right? Sort of. A Band-Aid is helpful for covering up a paper cut and equally helpful when you need to secure the ends of your needles and project for transport. Unfurl half of the Band-Aid to expose the adhesive and then, holding the tips of two needles together, position the gauze over the needles and wrap the Band-Aid around and secure it to itself with the adhesive.




STITCH HOLDERS

Knit stitches are live stitches and therefore are subject to dropping off the needle and running back down through your project until they are bound off. To keep stitches orderly when working on a multipart project, it is useful to have stitch holders to which you can transition live stitches of one piece to use the needles on another piece. No need to get too fancy. When you need to hold just a few stitches, a locking stitch marker will work just fine. For more than five stitches, the use of a stitch holder or coilless safety pin is recommended.


[image: Clockwise from top left: Coil-less safety pin, pair of stitch holders, variety of locking stitch markers. The number of stitches to be held will determine the best tool for the job.]
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Pro Tip: A spare circular needle, two or three sizes smaller than the one used to knit the piece you need to set aside, can be used as a stitch holder. Use point protectors or rubber bands to slide over the points to hold the work on the circular needle.




RULER AND MEASURING TAPE

Measuring work in progress and final pieces is made easier by having the right tools close at hand. A small wooden ruler for short lengths and a measuring tape for larger pieces will help keep your work on target.

Pro Tip: If you don’t have a ruler handy, US paper currency is 6 inches in length, so if you have a bill in your knitting bag for emergency coffee runs, you can use it to estimate length.


[image: A ruler can double as a gauge tool and is helpful for measuring wraps per inch when the correct tool is not close enough at hand. A small ruler is particularly helpful for measuring at the beginning of a project where the work may be rolling. A ruler held flat on the work is easier to read than a measuring tape, as the latter is prone to undulating over the fabric and may result in inaccurate measurement.]
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