Are you what you knit?
by Kathe Loeffler
 

What sort of yarn do you knit with?  I primarily choose wool, because I like the way it feels moving across my fingers.  Depending on the yarn, wool produces well-defined stitches and a long-lasting finished project.  It has stretch and resilience.  It ought to, being made of keratin - the same protein found in your own hair!  I know that wool has a bad reputation.  I'm just not sure why.  It might be the allergy debate, or the myth that wool is expensive.  Several beginning knitters have told me they don't feel worthy of using anything but 'practice' yarn.  My reply is always the same, why hold yourself back?  If you like what you're doing, as well as your materials, you are much more likely to stick with it.  I used to have a treadmill, but gladly sold it in a yard sale.  Why?  Not because I don’t like exercise, although I do admit I would rather knit.  No, that treadmill was just too boring.  I'd much rather take a walk outside in the fresh air, than have the same view step after step.  It's the same with knitting - there is so much more out there.
Have you heard about bamboo yarn?  It really is made from bamboo fibers, a renewable resource like wool, with amazing anti-bacterial properties.  Another yarn whose production doesn’t harm the environment is one spun from soy fibers.  These new yarns are remarkably touchable.  Even wool is softer than ever.  I just finished a wool sweater that feels like cotton, but will last longer and not sag as the day progresses.  If you've ever begun your day wearing a hip-length cotton sweater and worn home a thigh-length tunic, you know what I mean.  While cotton is more comfortable in summer, it doesn't do weightiness well.  Wool does.  Traditional wool comes in several varieties including merinos that rival cashmere in fiber diameter.  In fact, the finest suit fabrics in the world are made of wool.  Other natural fibers include silk, linen, llama, mohair, buffalo, angora, and alpaca, which is enjoying a great deal of current popularity.
You might not think that the Sunshine State and wool mix well, but you'd be wrong.  In addition to knitting sweaters, afghans, and socks, knitters are using wool to felt.  Everything from handbags to slippers to ornamental bowls and bird houses.  If you don't want to treat wool well, it's now okay to abuse it.  Just throw the finished item into the washing machine on the hot cycle.  If you've ever shrunk a sweater by accident, this is actually on purpose.  The fibers full and the resulting fabrics are both tough and durable.  Add in a novelty yarn and you'll be hooked.  Every felted handbag I've seen is a unique representation of the knitter who created it.
So what about those wool allergies?  Studies have shown that most people are not actually allergic to wool, although it certainly does exist.  It's the prickle effect that is the culprit for most people.  Any large fiber will produce irritation when worn near the skin, be it wool or acrylic.  Many folks like to make baby items out of acrylic, but a fine merino or the new nylon yarns might be a softer choice for a baby's tender skin.  Acrylic is produced from a polymer containing vinyl cyanide, run through solvents in order to tame it into yarn-like fibers.  Doesn't sound very touchable, does it?  Or skin-friendly, for that matter.  In the end, it might be a trade-off between wash-ability and touch-ability.
 

So are you what you knit?  Not exactly.  But you can be affected by it - for better or worse.  Why not try for better?  Your creations will last longer, wear better, and best of all feel good.  Even if you’re only going to practice, practice with the good stuff.  As a knitter, you're worth it and your hands will thank you.
