Knitting:  Breathe!
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Whether you are completely new to knitting, or have been taking a decade-long hiatus – you must breathe.  Breathe through the learning curve, and breath through the knots.  Get out the yarn and exactly one needle.  Why only one?  Because before you start knitting, you must have stitches, and this column is only long enough for you to need one needle.  The first row of stitches is the “cast on” – a term vaguely reminiscent of fortune-telling gypsies.  Whatever it reminds you of, this is your grand entrance.  There are several ways to cast on stitches.  Single cast on, double or long-tail, knitting, and cabling are the most common methods.  Of these, long-tail is the one to know.  It produces a stretchy edge and knits the first row for you.  Now there is only one hurdle left on your road to knitting nirvana, and it is… the slipknot.

If you have any experience at all with slipknots, please skip this paragraph and look the other way to avoid the keening and moaning from the rest of us.  However, if you’re anything like me and you were never a Scout, then you might have an interesting time mastering the lowly slipknot.  Of all the people I’ve ever taught to knit, it is the slipknot that hurts the most.  I’ve no idea why, but it deserves further study because it is easier than it sounds.  Pull about three feet of yarn out of the ball, and make a small loop.  There is now an “x” with a top leg and a bottom one.  Take the top leg of the x and slip it as a loop under the other leg of the x and up through the first loop.  Put your needle through this new loop.  You now have your first stitch, ta-da!  If I lost you, please take a deep breath, shake it out, and start again.

I will assume if you’re still with me, you now have one stitch on your needle and are anxiously awaiting the next step.  Remember that long piece of yarn you pulled out, the one dangling uselessly from the slipknot on your needle?  That is “the tail” – the other length of yarn is attached to the ball.  Hold the needle in your right hand, making sure that the tail is the strand in back and the needle is parallel to the floor.  Point your left index finger and thumb both between the two strands, and wrap your ring and pinky fingers around them to hold them taut.  Separate your index finger and thumb, and stretch them up and back to the left, while pointing the needle towards the ceiling.  It sounds strange, but stay with me.  You should have the ball yarn forming a loop around your left thumb, and the tail around your left index finger.  Take the point of the needle toward you and up through the loop on your thumb.   Then guide it over the yarn on your index finger, catching it, and then back out of the loop on your thumb.  The motion is a lazy figure 8.  Drop the yarn off your thumb, and put your thumb back into the strand closest to you.  Wiggle the needle back and forth between the two strands until it tightens up the stitch.  Don’t strangle your needle – just snug it up.  The tail is actually the stitch going around the needle, the other strand merely its anchor.  Repeat this until you’ve got the number of stitches you need.

How long should the tail strand be?  There is no foolproof way of determining this.  Some say an inch to every stitch.  Some can eyeball it.  I tend to wrap the yarn around my needle to guess-timate.  Sometimes I get it, sometimes I don’t.  There is no shame having to cast on more than once!  The repetition is soothing, and you’re creating order out of chaos.  Which could possibly be the reason slipknots give us so much grief in learning.  Knitters will gravitate toward knots, with several of them standing around in a circle undoing the knots like a strategic campaign and beating the yarn into submission.  It’s an awesome sight.  Somehow starting your knitting project with a knot seems wrong.  Let’s instead consider it a badge of honor, a small symbol that the yarn won’t win.  But don’t forget to breathe!

