
Expert Tips and Simple Saves by Liz Marino 

Simple First Steps 

1. Use the best yarn you can afford.  This doesn't mean to use the most expensive yarn!  You want to 
use the yarn with a nice, springy loft, and a high twist.  Most of the yarn you'll find in a craft store 
doesn't meet that criteria.  Unsure of what to use?  Bring an experienced knitter with you when 
you're shopping.  The springy, high twist yarns will help you avoid a variety of problems, and you can 
just focus on the knitting. 

2. Choose a light to medium color.  It is very difficult to sort out any mistakes you may make on dark 
colors.  Until you're very comfortable with your knitting skill, avoid the navy blues, blacks, and pine 
greens.  It makes noticing and correcting and mistakes very difficult if you use a dark color.  Just 
trust me on this. 

3. Use wool unless you're violently allergic.  Wool is the best behaved fiber for new knitters.  It goes a 
long way to evening out your stitches, and when you're new, this makes your work look much better.  A 
truly even stitch takes between 5000 and 10,000 stitches of practice to create.  Interestingly, this is 
the same range of stitches in most scarf patterns.  (This is why so many new knitters start with 
scarves.) 

4. Check every yarn for colorfastness, no matter what the label says.  Even the best yarns 
sometimes have dye that bleeds out on the first couple of rinses.  Improper handling of some fibers 
can make some dyes unstable.  The yarn may have been mishandled before it got to you.  As you wear 
them, your mittens will get damp.  Your mittens will turn your hands colors if your yarn isn’t colorfast.  
(I learned this the hard way.  I pulled my new mittens off before a job interview, and voila!  Colorful 
skin!)   

Soaking a two-inch piece of yarn and gently rolling it between damp paper towels for 30 seconds will 
give you a good idea.  If the paper towel is clean at the end, you’re all set.  If the yarn is not colorfast, 
tie the skein into a hank with several ties.  Place the hank in a basin with tepid water and a tablespoon 
of baking soda.  Agitate very gently with your hands to ensure all yarn becomes soaked through.  Rinse.  
Repeat this process omitting the baking soda until the rinse water runs clear.  Let the hank dry at 
room temperature.  

5. Choose needles that feel good to you.  Not every needle is made for every knitter.  Some of us love 
metal needles, some plastic, some wood, and some bamboo.  Some like sharper points, some duller. 
Some like long needles, etc.  What matters is that these needles are going to be in your hands for 
many hours in your future.  If you don't like them, you won't enjoy your knitting very much.  If you 
know people who knit, they will likely be happy to loan you needles to play with until you find a pair you 
really like.  Several shops also offer this option. 



6. Connect with your inner patient person.  Knitting rarely offers instant gratification.  Knitting 
creates fabric one fraction of a square inch at a time.  Finishing your project will take time.  It is 
definitely a process-oriented hobby, not a strictly results-oriented hobby.  If you need instant 
gratification, order at a drive through.  Then, get back to your knitting! 

7. Don’t let your knitting sit on the same straight needles for more than 24 hours.  Almost all fibers 
will develop stretched and rounded stitches that won’t match the rest of your knitting.  Try slipping 
the stitches onto a needle at least two sizes smaller, and remember to use a point protector.  Don’t 
have a pair of straights the right size?  Try this: Store your knitting on waste yarn or on the cables of 
a long circular needle.  

8. Knit with friends.  It's great to have the support of other knitters.  Join a knitting group, drop by 
your local yarn shop and knit a few rows, or just knit in public.  Knitting in a cafe will attract other 
knitters like flies to honey.  They'll want to know what you're making, and they'll readily tell you 
where to find a good knitting group to visit.  

9. Leave long tails when you cast on or break yarn.  Tapestry needles average two and a half to three 
inches long.  That means to be able to do any serious weaving in of your ends, you need tails of at least 
six inches.  A shorter tail than that may mean tugging your last few knitted stitches while you weave.  
This makes for misshapen stitches and uneven ends.  Weave horizontally or vertically as appropriate, 
and then trim off the excess.  Your garment will wear longer and look better. 

10. Before ripping back to correct an error in your knitting, run a lifeline.  Thread a long piece of 
slippery yarn or dental floss through a tapestry needle, and pick up every stitch all the way across the 
work on the first row of knitting that is perfect below the last row with errors.  Now when you rip 
back, you can’t rip farther than you need to!  Pick up these stitches from the waste yarn or dental 
floss with a needle two sizes smaller than the needles you’re knitting on.  This will keep the stitches 
from stretching out of shape. 

10 Tips to Knit Faster 
There are dozens of articles in magazines and websites about knitting faster, and in general they all tell you 
the same thing: Knit continental style, use big needles and big yarn, and knit uncomplicated patterns.  Yes, all 
of those things will help you knit faster. But I'm thinking you probably knew that already.  What about knitting 
the stuff you want to knit, complex or small needle, or English style?  Can we knit those things faster?  Yes.  
Here's how. 

1. Learn to cable without a needle.  This works for smaller cables, but is less successful on cables that 
are 4 over 4 and larger.  If you have any trouble with too-tight tension, this will not be successful, so 
be forewarned.  Slip your right needle into the stitches that need to change position from the back or 
front, whichever way the pattern dictates.  Slip the first stitches destined to be a cable off the 
needle, and carefully transfer the unknit stitches from the right needle onto the left needle.  
Carefully slip the left needle back into the remaining stitches of the cable.  Now knit! It's pretty 
easy, and saves time.  



2. Use slippery needles.  The "action" on needles is a reference to how quickly and smoothly the yarn 
will move across the needles as you work.  Metal needles are usually have the quickest action, and 
nickel tend to be the fastest among metal.  If you're using circs, look for circs with a very smooth 
joint between the cable and the needle.  It makes a huge difference. 

3. Limit distractions.  It's much easier to knit quickly when you're not dividing your attention in any 
significant way.  Listening to a book on tape or to the radio allows your eyes to stay on your knitting - 
not too distracting.  Helping the children with their math homework usually means shifting your visual 
focus to the book or worksheet, and concentrating on problem-solving and teaching - very distracting!  
Try to keep your eyes on your work! 

4. Commit to a schedule.  Commit to a certain number of rows per knitting session.  It's enough to keep 
you moving along when your project or schedule is throwing up roadblocks.  If you usually manage 6 
rows at a sitting, commit to 7.  If you pass 7 and want to keep going, you'll still owe yourself 7 more 
rows at your next sitting. 

5. Swatch.  Swatches are knitting scrap paper.  Learn new skills on a simple narrow swatch.  You won't 
waste time ripping back rows of your project because your design element "looks funny".  Swatch it 
once or twice until you like it, then work it into your project. 

6. Use stitch markers.  Any of these uses will speed up your process: Mark the edges of a design 
element so you don't have to count.  Place a stitch marker at the beginning of rounds.  Place a stitch 
marker every 10 stitches on wider projects. 

7. Knit in the round.  Knitting in the round speeds your work in several ways.  It eliminates a certain 
amount of seaming.  It eliminates the need to turn and adjust your work.  And since most patterns 
have more knit stitches than purl stitches, and most people knit faster than they purl, knitting in the 
round has you spend more time knitting the fast stitches. 

8. Use fast yarn.  What makes a yarn slow?  Anything that makes it hang up on itself.  Most novelty 
yarns are slower to knit, as are mohair and other yarns with a halo.  Boucle yarns are notorious for 
hanging up.  Lower quality yarns that split and pill also create unnecessary obstacles to navigate.  Use 
high quality high twist yarns whenever possible to help maintain a smooth rhythm. 

9. Read through the entire pattern first.  I know, it's not very sexy, but it really helps.  The whole 
pattern, line by line.  If something is unclear, figure it out before you start knitting.  Swatch if you 
need to.  The farther into the pattern you are when you get stuck, the less likely you are to finish 
your project. 

10. Take good care of your hands.  Dry hands, hang nails, and rough nails and cuticles are 
uncomfortable, cause the yarn to snag, and slow you down.  Thoroughly wash your hands and moisturize 
with a deep moisturizer at bedtime every day.  (Don't moisturize right before you knit!  Moisturizer 
gets transferred onto the yarn, making dirt cling to the yarn.)  File your nails regularly to maintain 
smooth edges.  When you have to wash dishes or do some house cleaning, wear rubber gloves.  Gently 
stretch your fingers and wrists several times per day to maintain flexibility and good blood flow.  Not 
only will your skin on your hands be healthier and more supple, they will do a better job with your 
knitting. 

Here's how to make a swatch that works: 
1. Use the same yarn on the same needles.  If you're going to knit your project with Cascade 220 on US 6 

addi Turbos, don't swatch on US 6 bamboo straights.  It does matter. Every needle has a different finish, 



which affects the size of each stitch.  Remember, across 25 stitches a difference in guage seems small.  
Across 150 stitches, and 100 rows, any difference magnifies to several inches too small or too large.  

 
2. Row gauge matters most of the time, so make sure you get it right.  Yes, it does.  I don't care what 
you've heard.  If you have the correct stitch gauge and the incorrect row gauge, change needle surfaces.  In 
general, bamboo will give you the shortest stitches, and nickel will give you the tallest.  If your stitches are 

short, switch to needles that are slipperier.  If they're tall, choose something stickier, like plastic or bamboo. 
 

3. If you're going to knit in the round, swatch in the round.  Yes, really.  Everyone purls more tightly than 
they knit, and knitting in the round tends to create slightly taller stitches.  You'll still need to make a swatch 
that's 4-6 inches wide, meaning it will be 8-12 inches in total circumference.  Yes, it takes longer.  The round 

one will be accurate.  The flat one won't.  Make the round one.  
 

4. Swatch until you achieve a fabric you like.  If you don't like it when it's 6 inches square, you won't like it 
when it's a full garment.  If you hate it small, substitute yarns until you find one you like, and make a fabric 

you'll love to wear.  Remember, no matter how good the picture looks, you'll be wearing this, not the model.  If 
you can't achieve a fabric you love with the pattern instructions, that's not the pattern for you.  

 
5. Read the whole pattern, and swatch each part.  I know, maybe the instructions told you to swatch over 
stockinette only.  Groovy.  I've never known two people to knit lace or cables or pretty much any significant 

stitch pattern in the same gauge as their stockinette.  The pattern author doesn't have to wear the garment. 
You do.  Swatch the design elements.  You'll do a better job with them in your garment, and your garment will 

more likely fit. 
 

6. If you're knitting in colorwork, swatch in colorwork.  Yep.  I know.  But there isn't really any point in 
arguing with me.  Not only am I unable to hear you, I'm right.  Most people have a very different gauge in 

colorwork.  Just do it.   
 

7. Once you've achieved a swatch you like, launder it according to the instructions on the ball band, and 
block it.  Very small differences in gauge can easily be corrected in the blocking phase.  In particular, design 
elements (stuff that isn't plain stockinette) rarely lay properly until they're blocked anyway.  And this is the 
time you'll find out if your colors run.  Nothing ruins a great colorwork project like one color running all over 

another.  If your swatch doesn't launder well, seriously consider starting over in a different yarn.   
 

What Went Wrong? 

Have you ever knit a pattern faithfully, only to have it come out looking very different from the picture on the 
pattern?  There may be good reason! 
IT'S THE PATTERN 

1. The photo may not be of the pattern as written.  Sometimes in the process of knitting the 
sample for a pattern, corrections are made, but the sample isn't re-knit.  Don't you hate when 
that happens?  But with publishing deadlines being as tight as they are, a re-do isn't always 
possible, and so the pattern won't match the photo. 
 
2. The photo may be knit in a different yarn.  Designers, me included, design things and have 
the samples knit in good faith.  We intend for the yarn to be available.  Yarn manufacturers make 
the decisions that are best for their company.  Sometimes that means the sample is finished in 
yarn A, only to have that yarn discontinued before publication.  A last-minute substitution to yarn 
B is made by the designer so the pattern can go to press with the publication.  Though the change 



is usually stated in the pattern, sometimes it just doesn't make it.  
 
3. The tech editor goofed.  When sample knitters knit the project, they often find and correct 
errors in the text. Those changes go to the technical editor, who adjusts the pattern accordingly.  
Also, each pattern is usually only sample knit in one size, but is published in many sizes.  If there 
are any errors in the different sizes, it's the job of the tech editor to find them. 
 
4. The pattern was just poorly written.  It happens.  If you've ever tried to give someone step-
by-step directions on how to tie their shoes, you'll understand how difficult it is to convey certain 
ideas in words.  The designer may think they were perfectly clear, but the general public may find 
the pattern to be wildly unclear. 

IT'S YOU  
5. You didn't swatch, and either your stitch gauge, row gauge, or both are way off.  Some 
people say that row gauge doesn't matter.  Yes it does.  Do you want your sleeves to be long enough?  
Do you want your armholes to meet up for seaming?  Of course you do.  If your row gauge is off but 
your stitch gauge is on, try changing materials on your needles.  Metal tends to have a taller gauge, 
bamboo the shortest.  
 
6. You knit very tightly.  Even if you've achieved gauge, if you knit very tightly the yarn will loose 
much of its spring and loft.  This will make many stitch patterns look flat or sloppy (cables and 
decreases look particularly odd). 
 
7. You used a different yarn.  Even if you get gauge, remember that your substitute yarn may have 
more loft or a different finish on it than the original.  For example, high twist yarns have clearer 
stitch definition than low twist yarns do.  Cottons and acrylics often have a sheen that many woolens 
lack.  
 
8. You don't knit evenly yet.  If your stitch size isn't extremely consistent, you may produce a 
project with a wrinkly appearance.  How do you fix it?  It depends on the person, but in general a 
knitter needs to perform a stitch 2000 to 5000 times to consistently produce a smooth stitch. The 
longer you've been knitting, the faster you'll perfect new stitches.  If you aren't smooth yet, you will 
be.  It's one of the many reasons we often have knitters begin on scarves...  
 
9.  You haven't blocked it yet.  It is a rare project that doesn't benefit from blocking. It's a bit 
like what ironing does for a pleated cotton skirt.  It's an essential finishing technique to make your 
work look its best 


