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Yarn 101
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I must confess I love yarn. The colors, the textures, and the excitement of choosing yarn for a new project are all things I like about knitting. In this chapter we’ll learn about the different fibers used to manufacture yarn and how to read a yarn label so you can choose the best yarn for your particular projects.

Yarn Fibers

Yarn is manufactured from three main types of fibers; animal, plant, and synthetic. 

Animal Fibers and Blocking

Animal fibers include wool, alpaca, cashmere, silk, and mohair. Animal fibers will felt and usually need to be blocked after you finish the knit project. Blocking relaxes the yarn and brings out the beauty of the stitches. 

There are three ways to block. The most common method used is to wet the project and roll it up into a large fluffy towel to remove the excess moisture. Do not ring the towel because this will damage the yarn. Lay the project out onto blocking mats and gently shape it. Start to pin the project beginning at the edges and gently pull the fabric into shape. Once you have it all pinned let it dry completely before you remove the pins.

Another method uses steam. You have to be very careful with this method since it is easy to singe animal or plant fibers, or melt synthetic fibers. Pin the project onto blocking squares and then use a steam iron to gently steam the fabric. Hold the iron a few inches above the knit fabric, do not let the iron touch the fabric, and lightly steam. You may have to repin the fabric after you steam it. Let the knit fabric dry completely before you remove the pins.

The next method is good for small projects. Pin the knit project to the blocking squares and mist it lightly with water and let dry completely before removing the pins.

Plant Fibers

Plant fibers used for yarn include cotton, soy, bamboo, hemp, and linen. These fibers make a very durable yarn which is good for summer garments, dishcloths, and other kitchen and bath projects. Plant fibers also react well to being blocked. 

Synthetic Fibers

Synthetic fibers include acrylic, polyester, microfiber, nylon, and other synthetic fibers. Acrylic yarn is a good choice for beginners since it is easy to work with, easy to care for, and comes in many different colors and textures. Synthetic fibers are also blended into other types of yarn to give it shine, texture, and to make it easy to care for. Synthetic yarn rarely needs to be blocked. 

Yarn Weight

Yarn comes in 7 main weights. These range from fingerling, or lace, weight which is 0, to jumbo yarn which is weight class 7. The most popular weight used is a medium weight yarn, weight class 4. Each weight has its best use. You can substitute yarn in a pattern if you use the same weight. For example if a pattern calls for Caron Soft, but all you have is Red Heart Soft you can substitute because the weights and fibers are the same for both yarns. 

	Yarn Weight Chart


	Weight

	Description

	Recommended Hook 

	Stitches in 4” 


	0

	Lace

	Fingerling, Size 10 Crochet Thread

	Steel 1.6-1.4mm/B-1

	32-48 


	1

	Superfine

	Sock, Fingerling

	2.25-3mm/B-1 to E-4

	21-32 


	2

	Fine

	Sport, Baby

	3.4-4.5mm/E-4 to 7

	16-20 


	3

	Light

	DK, Light Worsted

	4.5-5.5mm/7 to I/9

	12-17 


	4

	Medium

	Worsted, Afghan, Aran

	5.5-6.5mm/I-9 to K-10 ½

	11-4 


	5

	Bulky

	Chunky, Craft, Rug

	6.5-9mm/K-10 ½ to M-13

	8-11 


	6

	Super Bulky

	Super Bulky, Roving

	9-15mm/m-13 to Q

	7-9 


	7

	Jumbo

	Jumbo, Roving

	15mm and up

	6 or more 



Yarn Gauge

Gauge refers to how many stitches is in a row and how many rows are contained in a four inch square of knitting. Gauge swatches ensure that your project will be the correct size. Always take the time to knit up a gauge swatch when you begin a pattern. Use the needle size called for in the pattern, and use the correct type and weight of yarn. Compare your gauge swatch to the pattern’s gauge. If your swatch is too small you may need to go up a needle size. If it is too big you may need to go down a needle size. 

Understanding a Yarn Label

The yarn label has a wealth of information on it. It will tell you the fiber used to manufacture the yarn, weight of the yarn, which needle will give you the specified gauge, and how to take care of the finished project. 
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In this example you see that this is an acrylic weight 4 yarn. The recommended needle size is 8 (5mm). This needle size will give you a four inch square with 17 stitches per row and 23 rows of knitting. The fabric knitted with this yarn can be machine washed and dried, but not ironed. There is no dye lot for this yarn. Dye lot refers to color. If the yarn you choose has a dye lot be sure to purchase the same dye lot. It is best to purchase a few more skeins than you need so that you have enough of the dye lot. 

You can find a complete list of laundry care symbols at the Lion Brand site. 

Needles and More

You don’t really need much to begin knitting; a needle and some yarn. There are three types of knitting needles. Straight needles are used for flat projects while circular and double pointed needles are used for knitting in the round. Most needles you find have both US and metric sizing. Patterns also use US and metric sizes, but sometimes you may find a pattern which calls for a UK or Canadian size needle. Use this chart to help you convert needle sizes into US or metric. 


	US Sizes

	Metric Sizes

	UK/Canadian


	0

	2.0

	14


	1

	2.25

	13


	2

	2.75

	12


	-
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	3.0

	11


	3

	3.25

	10


	4

	3.50

	-
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	5

	3.75

	9


	6

	4.0

	8


	7

	4.5

	7


	8

	5.0

	6


	9

	5.5

	5


	10

	6.0

	4


	10 ½

	6.5

	3


	-
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	7.0

	2


	-
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	7.5

	1


	11

	8.0

	0


	13

	9.0

	00


	15

	10.0

	000


	17

	12.0

	-
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	19

	16.0

	-
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	35

	19.0

	-
[image: image]





––––––––
[image: image]


Single Pointed Needles.

As the name implies, single pointed needles have a single point. They are used for flat project in which you turn the work after each row. They come in several different materials ranging from aluminum, bamboo, wood, and even antique bone needles.
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Circular Needles

Circular needles are used to knit in the round and for large project such as afghans. Circular needles also come in many different materials. They have straight needles connected by a cable. As you knit the stitches rest on the needles and cables. This means you can fit many more stitches on a circular needle than a flat which is why they are used for very large projects.
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Double Pointed Needles

Double pointed (dpn) needles are used for small projects knitted in the round such as socks, hats, baby items, and garments. They have two points are come in sets. 
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Other Equipment

Some of the other things you need include stitch markers, cable needles, row counter, a tapestry or blunt needle, and a pair of shears. Stitch markers are used to mark pattern repeats or mark the beginning of a round. Cable needles are small double pointed needles used to hold stitches used to create cables. A row counter helps you keep track of what row you are on. This is important for patterns which use pattern repeats. A tapestry needle is used to weave in tails and sew pieces together. A good pair of shears or scissors used only for cutting yarn or thread is another vital piece of equipment needed for the knitter. 
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Basic Knitting Stitches
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In this chapter we’ll learn the basic stitches you will need to knit. Grab a pair of knitting needles and some medium weight yarn and let’s get started.

Cast On

Before you begin to knit you need to get the yarn onto the needle. There are several methods to casting on. 

Backwards Loop Cast On Method

One of the easiest methods is the Backward Loop cast on. Create a slip knot and place it on the needle. Hold the yarn in your left hand (I’m right handed so all of the instructions are for right handed knitters). Drape the yarn coming from the skein over your thumb and drape the tail over your index finger. Hold the needle with your right hand. Pull the needle down and insert the tip into the loop formed around your thumb. Release the yarn around your thumb and it will wrap around the needle forming a cast on stitch. Repeat this until you have the correct number of stitches on the needle.  

The advantage of this method is that it is quick and very easy. One of the disadvantages is that the first row will be tight to knit. But this is a good quick method to use.
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Long Tail Cast On Method

I use this method all of the time. It produces a nice stretchy cast on and a very nice edge. Once again hold the yarn with your right hand. Pull a long tail from the skein and drape it over your thumb. Drape the yarn coming from the skein over your index finger. Hold the needle in your right hand. Place the needle on the strand of yarn between the index finger and thumb. Draw the needle down and up through the loop around the thumb, place the needle under the strand of yarn on the index finger, draw it down and through the loop of the thumb and pull it through. The first cast on will produce two stitches onto the needle. Each repeat will put one stitch on the needle. Repeat until you have the correct number of stitches cast on.

To figure out how many stitches you need cast on 10 stitches and keep track of how much yarn you used. Multiply this amount by the number of stitches and this gives you the amount of yarn you need to cast on with the long tail cast on method.
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Knit On Cast On Method

This is another favorite method of mine. It produces a nice stretchy edge and knits the first row of knitted stitches for you. First create a slip knot and place it on your left needle. Knit one stitch but instead of placing it on the right needle, pull the stitch up and over onto the left needle. Knit the next stitch and pull the stitch up and onto the left needle. The stitches do not end up on the right needle like they do when you knit a row, but instead you
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