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Introduction [image: No image description]

Without knitting and crochet I wouldn’t have won a gold medal at the Tokyo Olympics. Now, I’m not saying that I couldn’t have done it. I have been diving for 20 years and Tokyo was my fourth Olympics. Essentially I have been training for my whole life to win Olympic gold. I have put in an enormous amount of effort and made many sacrifices; it has not been an easy journey, nor one without preparation. However, it was the calmness and focus that knitting provided me when sitting up in the spectator stands between events, that helped to stop my mind spiralling into anxious thoughts and stay present in the moment, aided by the rhythmic movement of the stitches in my hands.



Team Great Knittin’

When the photographs of me knitting poolside at the Olympics went viral it felt quite surreal because I was just sitting there doing what I love to do, not thinking about anything or anyone else. I now wonder whether knitting and crochet may have been my secret weapons in that competition. There were no spectators at the event and our families were at home on the other side of the world, so for me, knitting gave me a concentration and a way to pass the time without getting stressed. I loved the fact that, after seeing me knit, other people thought about taking up knitting too and I was happy to be flying the flag for Team Great Knittin’!

When people talk to me about knitting or crochet – if they don’t already knit or crochet themselves, (when they do they will usually get out their latest project to show me!) – they often say “I would love to do that, but it looks so complicated.” I promise you do not need to be a crafting genius or have exceptional dexterity to have a go at knitting or crochet. They are both simply a series of interconnected loops that are formed by a continuous length of yarn (that’s just another term for wool, or cotton, or whichever fibre you choose!) using needles or a hook to create a pattern. With a bit of patience and concentration, anyone can do it!

When I first started knitting; I remember I found the hardest part was holding the needles and yarn at the same time as trying to make the stitches – I dropped loads along the way. My knitting looked atrocious but I persevered and as my technique improved, I fell in love with the simple joy of the craft. Now I knit in every spare moment I have. It has brought me so much pleasure and allows me to be mindful and focus on the task at hand. If you are focusing on knitting, counting stitches, and creating textures, there is no space for other thoughts to creep in, and it allows me to reset, like meditation. It is also an incredibly creative outlet; your knitting can be whatever you choose it to be and it will always be unique to you. It allows me to step outside of mainstream fast fashion to make my own catwalk-inspired looks that are totally individual to me, and that I know I’m going to love and feel amazing wearing.

Knitting and crochet are about much more than just making something new to wear or to gift to a loved one. Every item I have knitted tells a story; from the sweater that I made during the lockdown in 2020 (I was so proud of making something I could actually wear!) to the Olympic cardigan I finished while competing at the games in Tokyo, my projects are filled with colourful memories of the times they were created, literally knitted into every stitch.
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How I started

I first picked up a pair of knitting needles after my husband Lance suggested that it might be a good way of relaxing at the poolside during diving training and competitions. During the bigger competitions, there can be a lot of waiting around and, for me, this was when the worries started to take hold. Lance told me that a lot of actors knit during downtime on a film set as a way of taking their minds away from their work. I decided to have a go. At the start of 2020, I watched a YouTube video and then practised on the plane during a long flight to a competition in Canada. I attempted to knit a simple square, but I ended up with a scrap of fabric riddled with holes. It was a disaster! While I was in Montreal, two of the other springboard divers – one from Australia and the other from Russia – spotted my attempts and both helped me to get started properly. They sat alongside me and taught me the basics and my second effort looked much better. This taught me another lesson about knitting; it is universal and can create a natural trust and ease between crafters.

By the end of that trip, I had made a scarf and I haven’t looked back since! The year 2020 was a time when many of us were at home – working, trying to keep busy or isolating – and with pools and training gyms closed, it gave me both the time and opportunity to practise my craft. As an athlete, I am continuously trying to develop and hone my skills. While it would be great to make lots of scarves to wear myself or gift to others, I realised that I wouldn’t be progressing with the craft if that was all I made. So with each item I knitted, I tried to learn a new technique or stitch. In doing this, I became more confident in my ability. Through knitting, I found a new challenge, something separate and different to my diving, that allowed me to both switch off from existing worries, and also to keep my brain engaged on an activity. I found that once you begin to understand the mechanics of the stitches, you can make them work for you, find ways to correct mistakes and discover the determination to follow your projects through to the end. Hopefully, resulting in a cool new item of clothing or eye-catching accessory to show off. Not to mention a great sense of achievement and pride.

Since then, I have created hundreds of items for my friends and family, I have launched my own Made with Love knitwear brand, and I have designed and knitted the scarves for my friend, designer Daniel Fletcher’s AW22 London Fashion Week show. I have also become a part of a really welcoming community of knitters and crocheters. It’s such a sociable activity and everyone is so encouraging about each other’s creations. It’s like a safe space of totally different, but like-minded individuals all sharing brilliant colours, amazing designs, and exciting textures. It is a world I knew nothing about until I became a part of it. Now I never want to leave and I want to invite everyone I know to the party!
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Meditate through making

Despite being a slow craft, all the knitters I know have loads of energy and find it really hard to sit still and I include myself in that description. I find knitting to be an easy way to focus on the task in hand, empty my mind of extraneous thoughts and simply relax, plus it is something productive to do in my free time. When I was most active and didn’t know how to stop or recovering from an injury and forced to stop, it allowed me to slow down and put my feet up.

For many years I have meditated every day using apps like Headspace but knitting has given me a new space to be meditative and now I choose knitting over other forms of meditation. Though people have been knitting for centuries, it’s only recently that knitting has been recognised by scientists for its therapeutic qualities. It has now been proven to have a host of physical and mental well-being benefits. Research has shown it can help with anxiety and depression, reduce stress, distract from chronic pain and reduce loneliness and isolation.

For me, I find knitting a way to reset, in the same way as meditation or using breathing techniques. It takes me away from everything else and completely quietens my mind because I have to focus on exactly what I am doing – both the pattern instructions and the repetitive movement – so there is no space for other thoughts. It is the perfect level of concentration and because it is so repetitive, it is very calming. If I am having a bad day, I can do ten minutes of knitting and re-start with a clearer and more positive outlook. I even sometimes use it as a tool between work tasks, so I start each one fresh. Knitting is ideal for those moments when you may otherwise mindlessly reach for your phone to scroll through your social media feed or head to the cupboard for a snack because you are bored. It facilitates a moment of peacefulness and productivity. I used to be a terrible nail-biter but since I started knitting, I have stopped gnawing at my nails.

Whilst some projects can take a long time to complete, and become UFOs (that’s Un-Finished-Objects!) in your project basket, the slow-moving and gentle nature of yarn crafts is all part of the enjoyment. Okay, you can’t knit a sweater in a day but when you do finish – whether that is many days, weeks or even months later – it just feels more rewarding. This is the whole beauty of it. Don’t put any time pressure on yourself, just be present in the process.

I also love to take my knitting and crochet outdoors and it is the perfect portable craft for travelling too. During the Olympics, I would sit outside on my hotel balcony in Tokyo, when the sun was setting over the horizon, and knit. I find that being outdoors in nature adds another level of calm, so pick up your yarn and needles and head out to your backyard, garden or a local park to knit and see how you feel. But be prepared to be approached by fellow knitters and crocheters, who may not be able to resist taking a closer look and commenting on your work, or sharing their own stories.

One of the most wonderful things about knitting and crochet is that they can be really sociable activities, as well as solitary ones. A craft club can be a great way to meet like-minded practitioners, share stories, swap tips and improve your skills. Find a nearby group through your local yarn store, via Facebook or Ravelry, or why not set up your own knitting or crochet circle with friends. The Patchwork Blanket, which is designed to be made in lots of separate sections and then pieced together, is a great way to start and collaborate with others, with everyone knitting a different patch.
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Made with love for those you love

There is something truly special about making something by hand for a friend, loved one or new baby, or even a new pooch. With a handmade gift, you know that the person who made it has really taken time and care and been invested in each tiny stitch. Although it is very easy to go online and buy a gift with the single click of a button for next day delivery, creating a handmade gift takes time and effort that cannot be exchanged or imitated, and which the recipient will find all the more precious. Plus it will be the only gift like it on the entire planet, so it does not get more personal than that!

I love the fact that I can create something unique for someone, tailor made to suit their style and tastes and completely personalised to them. All of the projects in this book are designed to be recipes that you can adapt and customise to suit you or the person you are making it for, that’s the beauty of making something by hand rather than buying “off the shelf”. One of the first items I made was a scarf for my mum for Mother’s Day and I was able to choose a purple yarn, which is her favourite colour. I have always found seeing the reactions of my friends and family when I gift them something that I have made really special and that’s all part of the fun for me.

In Made with Love, I have included the patterns for some of my favourite items for gifting, from a knitted dog hat for that beloved pooch to a crocheted plant holder to carry a housewarming plant, I hope these thoughtful gifts will surprise and delight the recipient.

How I approach design

I love the process of choosing yarns, colours, stitch textures and shapes when making items for my favourite people. From picking out the softest and warmest fibres, to deciding on acid brights or soft pastel colours, it is so individual. I draw inspiration from so many places; from watching reels on Instagram to flicking through editorial fashion shoots in magazines, from couture collections on the runway to the street style I see every day outside my front door in London.

I love using vivid colours for my makes. Sometimes I find that when you are buying ready-to-wear from a store, the rationale is to buy black or grey or another muted colour that goes with everything. Or you are limited to those colours that the fashion brands have decided that everyone must wear that season. But if you are choosing to make something from scratch, you have the choice to put any colours you like into it. Plus with knitting and crochet, you can choose the fibre from which the fabric will be made too! For each project in this book, I have given the yarn and shade that I have used, but you can make it any colour or yarn you want – just make sure to work a tension swatch (see here) before you dive into the project if you are substituting the yarn. I have included some of my favourite contemporary pastels and popping neons alongside classic and dramatic monochromes. But if you want to substitute the colour for all black or bright pink and lime green? Go for it! Show your personality through what you make.

Once you have an understanding of how the different knitting stitches and techniques work and how to use them to create fabrics and shapes, you can get creative and experiment. One of the greatest things about knitting and crochet is that it really doesn’t matter too much if something goes wrong. I have made many things in the past, where the sleeves didn’t quite fit or the sizing came up a bit off. I even once made a sweater that I couldn’t get over my head! If this happens, don’t panic! You can simply unravel your work and start again. It’s just another opportunity to practice your craft and improve your skills. My advice is always just to enjoy the process, even if it doesn’t go right every time – it’s all part of the knitting and crocheting journey!






How to Use This Book

[image: No image description]

Whether you have never picked up a pair of knitting needles or a crochet hook in your life or you are a seasoned pro, I hope this book will inspire you to take some time for yourself and to start a new project. I have included my favourite yarns and colours to make fun, original and vibrant creations – I hope you love them as much as I do!

My first craft book, Made with Love, is divided into two main sections: knitting and crochet. At the start of each section, I guide you through all the basics, from casting on your first stitches or making a foundation row to working the basic stitches through to fastening off, weaving in your yarn ends and sewing up a project. Then I share my favourite designs for creating quick to make accessories and simple homewares up to more complex garments, some with stitch textures, some with colourwork and some with both!

I also demystify the secret codes of knitting and crochet. It can sometimes look like a foreign language but once you get started, it’s not as complex as it looks – I promise! I think it’s a bit like learning an unfamiliar language or taking up a new sport – it just takes a bit of practice to become proficient. Have you ever heard of the concept of muscle memory? The more you repeat a movement, the easier you find it and soon it becomes second nature. Before long, you will be able to knit or crochet whilst chatting, watching Netflix, or even with your eyes shut. Give it a week or two and you’ll be hooked (pun intended)!

The speed at which you decide to work through the projects in this book is entirely up to you. If you are a more experienced knitter or crocheter, you may wish to dip in and out of the designs that speak the most to you, but if you are a beginner, I would advise starting by checking the skill level assigned to each project.

Take as long as you need to hone each new skill and refer back to the ‘how to’ guides; knitting and crochet are both slow crafts and that’s all part of the enjoyment. If you drop a stitch, make a hole, create a disaster… don’t stress! You can always pick up a dropped stitch or unravel a few rows and re-knit them. Got pressing things to do that are not knitting-related? Although it will become hard to imagine what could be more important – don’t worry about that either. You can always put the needles or hook down once you’ve worked a few rows and pick it up again as soon as you have a spare moment. Just be sure to keep your work safely away from pets, children and nosy housemates. Most of all, just enjoy the process and the endless possibilities of what you can create.

Happy making!



Sizing

All the garments in this book are designed to be unisex and inclusive for all. Many people think that unisex items lean more towards boxy men’s shapes that women can also wear. I like to think of it almost in reverse – flattering shapes that anyone can wear. Ultimately, you should always wear whatever makes you feel good.

Choosing a garment size

Sometimes it can be tricky to know the right garment size to knit or crochet from a pattern. Don’t just plump for your usual clothing size as that may not match the dimensions that the pattern designer has used – every garment is designed to have a certain amount of ease, which differs from project to project. Ordinarily, garments are listed in generic sizes, such as small, medium, large and so on, but they will also include key measurements, such as the chest measurement. Children’s garments are more usually presented as an age range, from 4 to 5 years, for example.

If you’re not sure what size to choose, my advice is this: for comparison, take the measurements of your favourite sweater, cardigan or other garment that is similar in shape and fabric weight to the one you plan to make. This garment can be as tight-fitting or as loose-fitting as you wish, but bear in mind the amount of ease that has been designed into the garment you plan to make. Lie your existing garment flat and measure the chest width. Now find the closest match to that width on the size chart – that is the best size for you and the one that you’re going to highlight to follow.

Following the pattern instructions

Pattern instructions will be written in more than one size. The smallest will be first and sit just outside the parentheses and then the larger sizes will follow inside the parentheses. When there is only one figure given in the instructions, this will apply to all sizes. When there is a 0 listed, then no stitches or rows are worked for that specific size. Remember this: if your size is the second in the size chart, it will always be the second in any sequence.

To ensure you always work the correct size when following lengthy pattern instructions, I advise highlighting or underlining the figures that correspond with your size in the pattern. This includes the number of balls of yarn you will need to complete your project, the number of stitches to be cast on or made in the foundation row, the number of stitches or rows worked in a certain stitch pattern or colour, the number of times to repeat an instruction or the length of any section in centimetres or inches. Marking your specific size within the instructions simplifies reading the pattern as you work as your eyes can flick straight to the correct number. If your pattern is in a book like this one, you may want to photocopy the relevant page.

Checking your tension

Before you start any new project, always check your tension (see here and here). If your tension varies from that given in the pattern by even one stitch or row, change your knitting needle or crochet hook size up or down accordingly otherwise your garment will end up a different size from the dimensions stated on the size chart. Over a larger piece, any difference in tension will be exaggerated.

[image: No image description]








[image: No image description]

01

Yarn Essentials
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A quick guide




There are many different types of yarns available in a multitude of fibres, colours, and textures. Yarn is one of my favourite things; I even got a yarn advent calendar one year for Christmas! When selecting the yarn for any project, the two most important factors are fibre and weight.



Fibre

Anything can be used as a yarn – as long as it is a continuous length that can be knitted or crocheted; it can be done. Yarns are broadly split into different categories.

1 • Animal fibres

Sheep’s wool, alpaca, mohair, and silk are all examples of animal fibres. Wool is a firm favourite with knitters. Spun from the fleece of a sheep, it is durable and a great insulator so will keep you at the right temperature. It can also absorb moisture without feeling wet. Great for bobble hats in rainy weather! It can feel a bit scratchy against the skin, but different sheep breeds produce wool with various qualities. Merino wool is spun from the fleece of that breed of sheep and is softer than regular wool.

2 • Plant fibres

Cotton, hemp, bamboo, and linen are examples of plant fibres. These are non-allergenic and cooling, so are ideal for warmer months. Cotton is my go-to yarn choice for summer knits.

3 • Synthetic fibres

Nylon, acrylic, and polyester are all synthetic fibres. These tend to be inexpensive, wash well, and are easy to care for. These yarns are particularly hard-wearing so are ideal for items that you might use every day like cushions and throws. Synthetics are sometimes blended with natural fibres to enhance washability and strength. The synthetic fibres can help bind yarns like wool together to stop shedding or shrinking. Whilst synthetic yarns may not seem as appealing as animal or natural fibres, they are becoming the go-to choice for vegans. If you are looking for yarns made from non-animal fibre sources or are concerned about the consumption of water or other natural resources in the production of some yarns, then there is an increasing number of synthetic options available.

Weight

All these fibres are spun to create yarns that are made up of one or more plies, or strands, twisted together. Some yarns are more twisted than others so have a slightly different quality, but generally it gives a yarn strength, making it harder to break when working with it.

Two single strands twisted together make a 2-ply yarn, or if eight are used, this would be 8-ply. The thickness of the yarn is decided by the thickness of the individual plies, not the number of plies, so a 4-ply yarn is not necessarily thicker than a single ply, but the general rule is the lower the number of plies, the finer the yarn. I love bulky roving yarns – which are long and narrow fibres – and some of the patterns in this book use the colourful Made With Love chunky yarn range that is really fun, as the projects work up so quickly. I just love the personality of these yarns!

While I prefer knitting and crocheting with bulky yarns as your work grows so quickly, chunky yarn isn’t suitable for every project. Each yarn is classified as a certain weight, which refers to the thickness of the overall yarn. They can be lace weight or superfine through to super bulky or jumbo. As a general rule, the weights of yarns fall within standardised categories assigned by the Craft Yarn Council in the U.S. to help knitters and crocheters choose the right thickness of yarn to ensure every project is a success.

[image: No image description]

Worsted is a medium-weight yarn and sits in the middle of the range. It is often used for hats, scarves, sweaters, and a myriad of other items because you can see the individual stitches. For beginners, I always suggest starting with a chunkier yarn, so bulky is my go-to choice. Once you have got to grips with the most comfortable way to hold the yarn and let it flow, your knitting will grow quite fast and that feels really rewarding.

Fibre choice is also important when starting out. Generally, I would recommend wool because it has a natural elasticity and is quite forgiving. A wool blend or super-wash wool is a good choice because as a blended synthetic fibre, it flows more easily. Cotton is also lovely to work with because it is strong and unlikely to break but is flat with less stretch and a bit slower to knit with. I would go for something mid-range – a decent quality but not too expensive!

As part of the instructions for every project in this book, you will see the recommended weight of yarn to use. If you are shopping in store and don’t know what you need – just ask. I would also consider the availability of what you need – the last thing you want to do is run out of yarn mid-project! In my opinion, it’s best to buy a bit too much yarn so this doesn’t happen and then use up any yarn remnants in smaller projects (see here for my yarn stash-busting tips). Within the projects, there are a few smaller items that are ideal for smaller amounts of yarn.
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Label talk

Yarn is packaged in different ways, but it will always be accompanied by a yarn label, which is sometimes called a ball band. The yarn is wound like a ball, skein, hank, or on a cone – basically in different shapes – with a helpful label, which you must always read carefully.

Shade names and dye lot numbers

Some brands label their yarns with a code for each different colour they offer. I prefer to give the yarns in my range a name rather than a number for each shade. Some of those names mean a lot to me personally, like Aquatic Blue and Gold Medal, but they are also an evocative description of the shade of the yarn.

Knitters and crocheters sometimes talk about dye lots but what does this mean? Yarns are available in many different natural and dyed colours. A dye lot is a batch of yarn that has been dyed at the same time, so even if yarns have the same shade name or number, if they are dyed at different times, this means the colour could vary because of differences in temperature, dyeing time, and other factors. When you are buying yarn, make sure all the balls or skeins have been dyed in the same lot (they will have the same unique number) so the colour of the yarn is consistent throughout your project.





TOM’S TIP: [image: No image description]

If you are giving a knitted or crocheted item as a gift, always keep a ball band (yarn label) to pass on to the recipient so they know how to care for it and won’t shrink it in the wash. Or if it’s something for yourself or someone in your family, take a photo of the label so you can always go back to it and check the care instructions.






Reading yarn labels

Yarn labels are all slightly different and laid out in a variety of ways, but most packaging includes the following information:
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The name of the brand
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The name of the yarn
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The weight category of the yarn (and if the yarn is from a U.S. manufacturer, also the relevant Craft Yarn Council symbol)
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The weight of the yarn in grams or ounces that is packaged in the ball, skein, hank or cone
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The length of the yarn in metres and/or yards
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The fibre content, including the percentages of each type of fibre that makes up the yarn

[image: No image description]
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The colour information, including the shade name or number and the dye lot number

[image: No image description]

The recommended knitting needle or crochet hook size to achieve the given tension (gauge)

[image: No image description]

The recommended tension (gauge), including number of stitches and rows to 10cm (4 in) (see here and here)
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Care instructions, including washing, drying, and ironing – these instructions apply to the yarn as to any finished knitted or crocheted item.





Buying yarn

Yarns are held together in various ways and packages for sale, and the general way they are presented is called “put-ups”. This includes balls, hanks, and skeins in various weights.










Ball

A ball of yarn is usually wound roughly by hand into a spherical shape. The working end of the yarn is on the outside of the ball, which will move around a fair bit when in use.










Hank

A hank is an attractive, loosely wound coil of yarn that is then twisted into a rope. It is usually the more delicate yarns that are sold in hanks. Before working with the yarn, you need to untwist the hank and then wind the yarn into a ball by hand, or you can use a ball winder. As you wind the untwisted hank into a ball, check the yarn for any faults or knots.










Cone

These yarns are machine wound onto stiff cardboard or plastic cones. They can often be quite heavy as the cones can store large quantities of yarn.










Skein

In a skin, the yarn is wound into a loose, oblong or donut shape. Skeins are ready to use – just find the working end from inside the centre. A skein doesn’t move around too much when in use.













Substituting yarn

Yarn substitution is a term that describes using a different yarn to the one recommended in the pattern. With so many yarns available, understanding how to substitute one yarn for another is so useful. It gives you lots more choice when thinking about your next project and sourcing supplies. There are several reasons why you may want to substitute a yarn – maybe you are looking for a vegan-friendly alternative to animal fibres, or a yarn that is more affordable, or the recommended yarn is no longer available. You may even spot a yarn that you love and want to make something with it. It took me a while to feel confident with subbing yarns, but here are my tips for things to think about:





1 • Check the tension

The first step is to always check the tension (gauge). You will need to knit or crochet a decent-size swatch before continuing with your project. As well as ensuring your swatch gives the right tension (gauge), the designer will have ensured that the stitch pattern works with the yarn to create a certain effect. Solid-coloured and smooth yarns will give greater stitch definition than multi-coloured or tweedy yarns, for example. Even if something is 5mm (¼ inch) out, it may have a real impact on the size of the shape of the garment or the finished item.










2 • Think about fibre

When subbing yarns, look for alternatives with a similar fibre content, so they have a tension (gauge) close to the recommended yarn. Any slight difference between yarns may have a big knock-on effect on the way the stitches look. Generally, plant-based fibres do not have as much stretch as animal fibres, unless they are blended with elastane, acrylic, or polyester. The same garment designed in stretchy wool will look quite different when made up in flat cotton. A common substitution is a wool yarn for a wool blend yarn.










3 • Calculate the meterage

It is important to check meterage (yardage) – the length of the yarn in the ball, skein or hank – compared to the one you are substituting. This is so you do not run out of yarn, midway through your project. Every pattern will tell you how much yarn you need, so divide the amount specified in the pattern by the meterage (yardage) of the balls you want, to know what number to buy.










4 • Weigh everything up

While it is a good idea to stick to the recommended yarn weight, it can be a case of experimenting. You can substitute two strands of lighter weight yarn for a single strand in a heavier weight. In this case, remember to calculate the amount of yarn in metres or yards needed to complete the project. Doubling up yarns to create an interesting colour or textural effect (see here). It is not always an exact science, so your tension (gauge) is the best guide.
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Knitting kit list




One of the great things about knitting is its simplicity. Because you only need a handful of items to get going, I find it to be the perfect hobby when I am travelling a lot for my diving. Chuck it all in a bag and off you go! If you are like me then you’re going to have a couple of projects on the go at the same time. I always have a bigger one, like a sweater or blanket, that I knit at home and then something smaller and portable, like a scarf or hat, that I can take with me to work on when I am on the move.

As the book goes on, I will tell you more about what I have learned about knitting. My initial advice is to start with the basics and grow your knitting kit as you learn and progress. When you first start it can be tempting to throw lots of money at beautiful needles and expensive yarn, but it makes more sense to buy items on a project-by-project basis and grow your knitting-essentials kit gradually.

As a bare minimum to start knitting, you need:

- Yarn

- Knitting needles

- Scissors

- Tape measure

- Yarn needle

You can buy these items almost anywhere including high street stores, the haberdashery section of department stores, large hobby and craft retailers, online specialists and, increasingly, I like to support independent and local spinners for quality small-batch yarns when I am not using my own yarns.

• Yarn

In the beginning, yarns might all look the same to you but in terms of knitting, there are big differences. As you become more experienced, you will learn what types of yarn suit certain projects and how they can ensure everything you knit is a success.

• Knitting needles

Needles come in various shapes, sizes, and materials. The most common materials are metal, wood, bamboo, and plastic. There are several metal options including aluminium, stainless steel, brass, or nickel. The different sizes are based on needle diameter – the smaller the size, the thinner the width. These come in slightly different sizes, whether you are in the UK or the U.S.

To start with, I think larger straight needles are better for beginner knitters, so I would suggest trying bamboo needles because they are easy to work with, a bit less slippery, warm, and quite gentle on your hands. Some yarns can stick to bamboo making it harder if you are a beginner, but they can hold more slippery yarns really easily. They are also strong and inexpensive. I also like the sound that they make; it is less metal on metal and more of a gentle tapping noise!

Some yarns will work better with certain materials and needle sizes, and generally heavier yarns are paired with larger-sized needles, whilst finer yarns are paired with thinner needles. Sharper points also make it easier to work with finer yarns, whilst rounder points are better for bulkier yarns and safer for kids. Check any pattern instructions for the suggested needle size. I would always say to experiment with material and length, as the more you knit, the more you will discover about how to create the type of knitted fabric you love.

As well as straight needles, there are other styles:

Circular needles

These are two tapered needles connected by a flexible cord and are used to knit in a continuous round, for projects like sleeves, hats, and sweaters. Like straight needles, they are available in different sizes. With these, the weight of the work rests in your lap, so there is less strain on your hands, shoulders and arms so if you are making something big, like a blanket, I would always recommend using these. You are also less likely to drop a needle on the floor if you are knitting on the move. I love using circular needles.

Double-pointed needles

These needles (abbreviated to dpns) have a point at each end and come in packs of four or five. With these needles, stitches can be worked with one end and can be removed from the other end, avoiding the need to turn your work at the end of each row. They are used for knitting things in the round that are too small for circular needles, like socks. As a general rule, I prefer to use a circular needle with a smaller connecting wire rather than dpns for making smaller items, but this is down to individual preference.

Cable needles

These are very short needles with points at each end, and sometimes a bend in the middle, which are used to make a cable pattern by holding the stitches you are not actively using. Most people have two cable needles – one thin and one thick.

[image: No image description]

• Scissors

A small pair of scissors is an essential item, so you can snip as you go.

• Tape measure

This is necessary so that you can check your tension (gauge) square and measure the dimensions of your work. A wooden ruler can also be useful to check tension as, unlike a dressmaker’s tape measure, it will not stretch and distort over time.

• Large-eyed yarn needle

You will use this needle to sew in any loose yarn ends and join your project pieces together (like joining together the front and back sides of a sweater). They come with large eyes so the yarn passes through them easily and are also slightly blunt at the tip so that they don’t split the yarn. These needles come in packs where there will be a variety of sizes, just make sure the eye you of the needle you use is easily large enough to thread the yarn through.

• Other items

If you can see yourself getting the knitting bug, here are some other pieces you might like to collect. I found that I acquired them slowly as I gained more experience. They are not essential but good to have!

Stitch holders

These hold open stitches when you are completing another part of your knitting or need your needles for another project. You can always improvise using safety pins, nappy pins, or even paper clips!

Stitch markers

These are handy little tools that you can use to identify an important place in your knitting or keep track of increases and decreases. They come in different shapes and colours to fit your needles. If I am doing a project where I have to count lots of rows (like a 200-row project), every 10 rows I will clip on a safety pin-style stitch marker so I know where I am.

Row counters

Some stitch patterns are complicated, so row counters can help you keep track of which row you are on. With each row, you turn the wheel to the next number until you complete the required amount. You may prefer to write it down with a pen and paper (this is what I do).

Crochet hook

You will need a crochet needle for picking up dropped stitches in your knitting. Like knitting needles, crochet hooks are available in different sizes.

Pins

These are used to hold pieces of knitting together before you sew them. Long, thick pins with large, coloured heads are easier to see and less likely to split the yarn.

Blocking board and blocking pins

Blocking helps to ensure that your knitting lies flat with lovely, neat edges. It is also a technique used to stretch and shape a piece of knitted fabric to the dimensions given in the pattern instructions. When you steam or spray block a knitted piece, you can manipulate it into the right shape and size. This also makes sewing up or finishing the garments easier. These boards come in a range of sizes and the pins will help you pin out the edges of your project. Blocking can also be done with a towel on a flat surface but having a board does make it easier.

Needle size gauge

This knitting gadget will tell you what size your needles are if you poke them in the hole until you find the one that fits. This is useful if you use vintage needles that can be picked up cheaply in charity shops and thrift stores.

Bobbins

These are little plastic frames that around which you can wrap different coloured yarns. They are handy if you do a lot of colourwork because it means you don’t have to work with full balls of each colour. Instead, you can wind off amounts of each one. I don’t personally use them. I just have everything laid out on a table. Complex colourwork is not an on-the-go project!

Pompom maker

There are loads of ways to make pompoms. Clip-together pompom makers are really easy to use, but sometimes I make them using two circles of cardboard or even by wrapping the yarn around my fingers.

Point protectors

These little rubber caps that cover the points of your knitting needles when you are not using them help to keep your stitches on your needles securely as your masterpiece progresses. This is a must-have if you are like me and always on the go or when you have small children who like to pick things up!

Of course, you can add anything else you fancy to this kit list. You will find that craft shops, both online and on the high street, will be filled to the brim with tantalising tools and gadgets.
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