
how to do fair isle knitting

Understanding the Basics of Fair Isle Knitting
how to do fair isle knitting is a journey into a beautiful and intricate form
of stranded colorwork, traditionally from the Fair Isle archipelago in
Scotland. This technique involves knitting with two or more colors
simultaneously, creating striking patterns and designs without the need for
complex stitches. Mastering fair isle knitting opens up a world of creative
possibilities for sweaters, hats, mittens, and more, allowing you to infuse
your handmade items with vibrant, geometric, or pictorial motifs. This
comprehensive guide will walk you through everything you need to know, from
selecting the right yarn to managing your strands and reading charts,
ensuring you can confidently tackle your first fair isle project. We'll cover
essential techniques, troubleshooting common issues, and tips for achieving
professional-looking results, making this art accessible to knitters of all
levels seeking to expand their skillset.
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Essential Tools and Materials for Fair Isle
To embark on your fair isle knitting adventure, having the right tools and
materials is paramount. The yarn choice significantly impacts the final look
and feel of your project. Traditional fair isle yarn is typically a fingering



or sport weight wool, known for its resilience and ability to bloom when
blocked, which helps meld the colors and create a cohesive fabric. However,
you can adapt the technique to various yarn weights and fiber compositions,
though wool offers the best drape and stitch definition for stranded
colorwork.

Beyond yarn, you'll need knitting needles appropriate for your chosen yarn
weight. Many fair isle knitters prefer circular needles, even when knitting
flat, as they can hold a larger number of stitches comfortably. Double-
pointed needles or a smaller circular needle on a longer cable (for the magic
loop method) are essential for working in the round. Stitch markers are
incredibly useful for keeping track of pattern repeats or the beginning of
rounds. A good pair of sharp scissors is necessary for neat yarn cuts, and a
tapestry needle is indispensable for weaving in ends, which can be more
abundant in colorwork.

Choosing the Right Yarn for Fair Isle
Selecting appropriate yarn is perhaps the most critical decision when
learning how to do fair isle knitting. The traditional choice is a good
quality, non-superwash wool in a relatively light weight, such as fingering
or sport weight. These yarns have a natural crimp that helps them grip each
other, creating a fabric that is dense and warm. The natural oils in wool
also contribute to a beautiful halo effect after blocking, which softens the
appearance of the stranded stitches. Consider yarns that are spun from single
breeds of sheep for a more uniform dye uptake and appearance.

When selecting colors, aim for high contrast between your main color (MC) and
your contrast color(s) (CC). This contrast is what makes the pattern pop. A
common mistake for beginners is choosing yarns that are too similar in value
or hue, which can cause the pattern to become muddy or indistinct. Look for
yarns that have been specifically dyed for stranded knitting, often sold in
coordinated collections, or choose complementary shades from reputable yarn
companies. You'll want a minimum of two colors, but most traditional fair
isle patterns utilize three to five different colors.

Needles and Notions for Colorwork
Your needle choice will influence your knitting speed and comfort. Circular
needles are highly recommended for fair isle knitting, even for projects
worked flat. The cable allows the weight of the fabric to rest on the cable,
preventing strain on your wrists and making it easier to handle the large
number of stitches often found in fair isle patterns. You can use a single
circular needle for flat knitting or for working in the round, or a set of
double-pointed needles (DPNs) if you prefer for smaller circumference items
like hats or socks.

Other essential notions include stitch markers to delineate pattern repeats
or sections. These are invaluable for keeping your place and ensuring
accurate pattern execution. A yarn swift and ball winder can be helpful if



you are winding your own balls of yarn from skeins, as it’s often easier to
work with multiple small balls of yarn rather than one large one. Lastly, a
tapestry needle for weaving in ends is crucial; fair isle knitting can result
in many loose ends to manage, and a blunt tapestry needle is perfect for this
task without splitting the yarn.

Preparing Your Yarn and Workspace
Before you dive into knitting, proper preparation of your yarn and workspace
will make the process much smoother. Winding your yarns into manageable balls
or cakes is a key step. For fair isle, it is often beneficial to have
multiple small balls of yarn, one for each color you are actively using in a
row. This prevents tangling and makes it easier to pick up the correct
strand.

Organizing your colors and ensuring your workspace is free from distractions
will allow you to focus on the pattern and your tension. Having good lighting
is also important to clearly see your stitches and colors. Consider laying
out your yarn balls in the order you will encounter them in the pattern to
create a visual reminder and workflow.

Winding Your Yarns for Fair Isle
The way you wind your yarn significantly impacts your fair isle knitting
experience. For projects involving two or three colors, winding each color
into a separate, small ball is ideal. This allows you to easily grab the
correct color as needed without excessive tangling. If you are working with
more than three colors in a single row, you might consider using yarn bowls
or even small drawstring bags to keep your balls from rolling away and
becoming a tangled mess.

If you have yarn in skeins, using a yarn swift and ball winder is highly
recommended. This process allows you to create neat, center-pull cakes or
balls that won't unravel unexpectedly. For very intricate patterns with many
colors, some knitters even prefer to wind their yarn onto small bobbins,
which can be clipped to the edge of the fabric and are easy to manage. The
key is to have your colors readily accessible and tangle-free.

Setting Up Your Workspace
A comfortable and well-organized workspace is essential for any knitting
project, but especially for the detailed work of fair isle. Ensure you have
good lighting to clearly see your stitches and yarn colors. This is crucial
for identifying mistakes and maintaining consistent tension. Adequate space
for your yarn balls or bobbins, needles, and pattern is also important to
avoid fumbling or dropping items.

Many fair isle knitters find it helpful to have a dedicated surface where
their project can rest. This could be a small table, a lap desk, or even a



specialized knitting bag with compartments. Keeping your pattern within easy
view, perhaps using a pattern holder or clip, can also prevent you from
having to constantly look down and disrupt your knitting flow. Minimizing
distractions in your environment will allow you to immerse yourself in the
rhythm of colorwork.

Reading Fair Isle Knitting Charts
Fair Isle knitting patterns are almost exclusively charted. These charts are
grid-like diagrams where each square represents one stitch. Understanding how
to read these charts is fundamental to successfully executing fair isle
designs. The charts typically represent a repeat of the pattern, and you’ll
need to know how many stitches form that repeat to work it correctly across
your project.

Each square on the chart will have a symbol or a number representing a
specific color. A key or legend accompanying the chart will indicate which
symbol or number corresponds to which yarn color. These charts are usually
read from right to left on right-side rows and from left to right on wrong-
side rows when knitting flat. When knitting in the round, you read all rows
from right to left.

Understanding Chart Symbols and Colors
The foundation of reading a fair isle chart lies in understanding the color
key. Typically, a chart will be accompanied by a legend that assigns a
specific color to each symbol or number depicted within the grid. For
instance, a solid black square might represent your main color (MC), a white
square might be your first contrast color (CC1), and a small circle might be
your second contrast color (CC2). It's vital to familiarize yourself with
this key before you begin knitting and to have the corresponding yarns
readily available.

The chart itself is a graph where each square represents a single stitch in
your knitting. The rows on the chart correspond to the rows of your knitting,
and the columns correspond to the stitches within each row. Pay close
attention to the direction you are supposed to read the chart; typically, for
knitting in the round, you read each row from right to left. For flat
knitting, you’ll alternate directions: right to left for right-side rows and
left to right for wrong-side rows. This visual representation allows you to
anticipate color changes and ensure your pattern emerges correctly.

Working with Pattern Repeats
Fair Isle charts are designed to be repeatable. A single pattern repeat will
show the smallest unit of the design that will be tiled across your fabric.
You’ll need to identify the width of this repeat, which is usually indicated
or can be easily counted on the chart. For example, if a chart shows a



pattern repeat of 12 stitches wide, and your project requires 84 stitches,
you will knit that 12-stitch repeat 7 times (84 stitches / 12 stitches per
repeat = 7 repeats).

When working with pattern repeats in the round, you knit the repeat from
start to finish, then immediately begin the repeat again from the start. If
your total stitch count isn't a perfect multiple of the pattern repeat, you
might need to adjust the number of repeats slightly or incorporate a border
or edging that accommodates the difference. For flat knitting, you'll follow
the same principle, working the repeat across each row.

Managing Your Yarn Strands: Tension is Key
The most challenging aspect of learning how to do fair isle knitting for many
beginners is managing the yarn strands and achieving consistent tension. You
will be carrying one color loosely across the back of your work while
knitting with another. This technique, known as "carrying floats," requires
practice to keep the floats from becoming too tight (which puckers the
fabric) or too long (which can snag and create loose loops).

The goal is to have your floats be neither too tight nor too loose. They
should be long enough to avoid pulling the stitches out of shape but short
enough to be secure and not create a snag hazard. Developing good tension
control is a gradual process that improves with practice. Experimenting with
how you hold your yarn can be very beneficial.

Carrying Floats and Avoiding Puckering
When knitting with two colors, you'll always be knitting with one color while
carrying the other color (the one not in use for the current stitch) loosely
across the back of your work. This is called carrying a float. The key to
successful fair isle is to ensure these floats are not too tight. If a float
is too tight, it will pull the knitted stitches together, causing the fabric
to pucker and distort, especially on the wrong side.

To avoid puckering, you need to give the carried yarn enough slack. As you
knit the next stitch with your active yarn, gently spread your stitches apart
on the needle to create space for the float. Many knitters develop a
technique of gently "tucking" the carried yarn every few stitches or every
repeat to help control its length and prevent it from becoming too long. This
often involves incorporating the carried yarn by knitting into it or gently
wrapping it around the active yarn to secure it.

Tensioning Techniques for Stranded Knitting
Achieving even tension in fair isle knitting is crucial for a professional
finish. There are two primary methods for managing your yarn when knitting
with two colors: knitting with one color in your left hand and the other in
your right hand (English style for one, Continental for the other, or both in



the same style but with different tensions), or holding both yarns in one
hand. Many knitters find success by experimenting with both approaches to see
which yields the most consistent results for them.

Some knitters prefer to wrap their yarn around their fingers in a specific
way to control tension. For example, you might wrap one yarn around your
index finger and the other around your middle finger. The slight tension from
the yarn against your skin helps keep the floats from getting too loose.
Others prefer to simply let the yarn rest in their palm and rely on their
hand muscles to control the intake. The most important thing is consistency.
Practice holding your yarn in a way that feels natural and allows you to
maintain an even tension on both colors.

Incorporating the Unused Yarn
While carrying floats, you have the option to occasionally incorporate the
unused yarn into your work to help secure it and prevent long, dangling
floats. This is especially important for longer stretches of a single color
where you might have many stitches between color changes. For instance, if
you have 8 stitches in your main color before switching to a contrast color,
you can choose to "tuck" the carried yarn around the second or third stitch
of that main color section.

To do this, when you are about to knit a stitch with your active yarn, simply
lay the unused yarn over the needle and knit the stitch as normal, trapping
the unused yarn within the stitch. You can do this every few stitches or at
the end of a color block. This technique creates a more stable fabric and
prevents the floats from being too loose, which can lead to snagging or a
less professional appearance. Experiment with how often you tuck to find a
balance that works for your yarn and your tension.

Knitting Your First Fair Isle Pattern
Embarking on your first fair isle project is an exciting step! Start with a
simple pattern to build your confidence. Small projects like mug cozies,
coasters, or simple hats are excellent for practicing the techniques without
committing to a large garment. Choose a chart with only two colors and a
small, easily manageable repeat. This will allow you to focus on yarn
management and tension rather than deciphering a complex design.

As you begin, take your time. Don't rush through your stitches. Focus on
maintaining even tension and properly managing your carried strands. It’s
also a good idea to work a gauge swatch beforehand. This will not only ensure
you achieve the correct size but also give you ample opportunity to practice
your fair isle technique and adjust your needle size or tension if necessary.



Choosing a Beginner-Friendly Pattern
For your inaugural fair isle project, select a pattern that is specifically
labeled as beginner-friendly. These patterns often feature fewer colors (two
is ideal), simple geometric motifs, and a smaller stitch repeat. A mug cozy
or a simple two-color hat band are excellent starting points. They allow you
to get a feel for managing yarn, reading charts, and maintaining tension
without the pressure of a larger, more complex garment like a sweater.

Look for patterns that clearly explain the charting system and provide
instructions on yarn management. Many designers will offer tips for beginners
within the pattern itself. Avoid intricate pictorial designs or patterns with
more than three colors for your first attempt. The goal is to build
confidence and familiarity with the core techniques, not to be overwhelmed by
complexity.

Working a Gauge Swatch for Fair Isle
A gauge swatch is non-negotiable when you are learning how to do fair isle
knitting. It serves two critical purposes: ensuring your finished project
will be the correct size and providing invaluable practice with your chosen
yarns and pattern. Knit a swatch that is at least 4x4 inches (10x10 cm) using
the yarn and needles specified in your pattern.

When knitting your fair isle swatch, pay close attention to your tension. Are
the floats too tight? Is the fabric puckering? Are the stitches looking even?
Make notes on your experience. If your gauge is off, adjust your needle size.
Go up a size if your swatch is too small (too many stitches per inch) and
down a size if your swatch is too large (too few stitches per inch). This
preparatory step will save you a lot of potential frustration later on.

First Stitches and Row Technique
Once you've chosen your pattern and yarn, and knitted a successful gauge
swatch, you're ready to cast on. Cast on your required number of stitches. If
knitting in the round, join to work in the round, being careful not to twist
your stitches. Begin following your chart, reading it in the correct
direction for your chosen method (in the round or flat).

As you knit your first few rows, consciously focus on your tension. As you
knit with one color, let the other color trail loosely behind. When you
encounter a change in color, pick up the new color and continue knitting.
Take a moment after each stitch or every few stitches to feel the tension of
the carried yarn. If it feels tight, gently pull it a bit looser. If it feels
very loose and creates a large loop, try to tighten it up on the next pass or
by tucking it. This mindful approach in the early stages is crucial for
developing good habits.



Common Fair Isle Knitting Challenges and
Solutions
Even with careful preparation, you might encounter a few common challenges
when learning how to do fair isle knitting. The most frequent issue for
beginners is inconsistent tension, leading to puckering or loose floats.
Another common problem is accidentally twisting your yarns or dropping a
float.

Fortunately, most of these issues can be resolved with patience and practice.
Understanding the potential pitfalls and their solutions will make your fair
isle journey much more enjoyable and productive. Don't get discouraged; every
knitter faces these issues when they start.

Dealing with Tight or Loose Floats
The bane of many fair isle knitters are floats that are either too tight or
too loose. A tight float will pull the fabric together, causing it to pucker,
especially on the wrong side. A loose float is a long, dangling loop of yarn
that can easily snag on jewelry, zippers, or other items, and can make the
fabric look messy and unprofessional.

If your floats are too tight, you need to consciously give the carried yarn
more slack as you knit. When you pick up the second color, ensure there’s a
gentle curve to the yarn as it rests on the back of your work. You can also
try spreading the stitches on your needle slightly before knitting the next
stitch. If your floats are too loose, you might need to incorporate the
carried yarn more frequently by tucking it into the stitches, as described
earlier. Regular weaving in of ends or strategic placement of knots can also
help manage loose floats in certain areas.

Fixing Dropped Stitches and Color Mistakes
Mistakes happen, and in fair isle, this can mean a dropped stitch or a color
error where you’ve used the wrong color. If you drop a stitch, you can
usually pick it up with a crochet hook or a spare needle, just as you would
in regular knitting. However, if the dropped stitch is in a section where
you’ve carried a float, be extra careful not to pull the float too tightly
when rescuing the stitch.

If you’ve made a color mistake, it’s often best to gently unravel back to the
point of the error. This is easier if you’ve only knitted a few rows back.
For larger mistakes, or if you've woven in many ends already, you might
consider using a duplicate stitch or a crochet hook to correct the color. For
experienced knitters, it's sometimes possible to "ladder down" and fix errors
without fully unraveling, but this requires practice and a good understanding
of your knitting.



Managing Multiple Colors in a Row
When your pattern calls for more than two colors in a single row, managing
the yarns can become a juggling act. The key is organization and a consistent
method for handling the unused strands. Some knitters prefer to hold one
color in each hand (one in English style, one in Continental style), while
others hold all colors in one hand. Experiment to find what feels most
comfortable and allows for the most consistent tension.

It's also crucial to carry your yarns in a consistent order. For example, if
you have three colors (MC, CC1, CC2) and you're working a sequence of MC,
CC1, MC, CC2, decide which yarn will be carried over which. For instance, you
might always carry CC1 over CC2, or vice versa. This prevents tangling and
ensures a neat backside. Tucking the unused yarns more frequently becomes
even more important when working with three or more colors to keep the back
of the work tidy.

Advanced Fair Isle Techniques and Tips
Once you are comfortable with the basics of how to do fair isle knitting and
have tackled a few simpler projects, you might be ready to explore more
advanced techniques. These can elevate your fair isle creations and add even
more depth and visual interest to your work. Techniques like working with
more colors, creating gradients, or incorporating shaping can add a
professional polish.

Paying attention to the details, such as finishing techniques and blocking,
will also make a significant difference in the final appearance of your fair
isle knits. Consider how you can push your creativity and incorporate new
elements into your designs as you gain more confidence and experience.

Knitting with More Than Two Colors
Many traditional fair isle patterns utilize three to five colors within a
single row. The principles for managing two colors extend to multiple colors,
but require a more disciplined approach to yarn handling. As mentioned
before, holding yarns in different hands or developing a specific wrapping
technique for one hand can be very effective.

Crucially, you need a system for deciding which yarn to carry over which.
Avoid carrying a yarn over more than 3-4 stitches if possible, unless it's a
deliberate design choice or you plan to secure it. If you have a long stretch
of a single color between two other colors, it’s often best to catch that
long float at the end of the section or by incorporating it into a stitch.
Some knitters find it helpful to use bobbins for colors that appear
infrequently in a row to prevent tangling.



Creating Graduated Color Effects
For a more nuanced and sophisticated look, you can create graduated color
effects within your fair isle knitting. This involves using yarns that
transition smoothly from one color to another, often achieved by blending
multiple yarns or using hand-dyed yarns. You can knit rows of one color, then
gradually introduce the next color by knitting a few stitches of the new
color interspersed with the old, slowly increasing the proportion of the new
color until it becomes the dominant one.

This technique requires careful planning and color selection. You might use a
yarn designed for color transitions or carefully hand-paint your own yarns.
The key is to ensure that the color changes are subtle and that the pattern
you create still reads clearly. This can lead to stunning, almost painterly
effects in your knitted pieces.

Shaping in Fair Isle Knitting
Incorporating shaping, such as increases and decreases, into fair isle
knitting adds another layer of complexity but allows for more fitted garments
and structured designs. Increases and decreases can be worked in both the
main color and the contrast colors. When working increases, you’ll typically
work into the front and back of a stitch or make a yarn over, all while
managing your color changes.

Decreases can be achieved by knitting two stitches together or by slipping
stitches. The challenge is to ensure that your increases and decreases don't
disrupt the flow of the colorwork pattern. It's often best to place increases
and decreases at logical points in the pattern, such as the edges of motifs
or at the start/end of a color repeat. Reading your chart carefully and
understanding how the shaping will interact with the pattern is essential.

Care and Finishing of Fair Isle Knits
The final steps of blocking and care are just as important as the knitting
itself when it comes to fair isle projects. Proper blocking can transform
your knitted fabric, evening out tension, opening up the stitches, and
helping the colors meld together for a polished appearance. The care
instructions will depend on the yarn fiber you have used.

Fair isle knits are often heirloom pieces, and understanding how to care for
them will ensure they last for years to come. Pay attention to details like
weaving in ends securely and gentle washing techniques. These steps ensure
your hard work is preserved and showcased beautifully.

Blocking Your Fair Isle Projects
Blocking is a crucial step for fair isle knitting. It helps to relax the
stitches, even out tension, and achieve the correct dimensions for your



project. For wool yarns, wet blocking is typically recommended. Gently soak
your finished item in cool water with a wool wash or mild detergent. Do not
agitate or wring the fabric.

Once saturated, carefully squeeze out excess water by rolling the item in a
clean towel. Then, gently shape the knitting to the desired dimensions and
lay it flat on a blocking mat or a clean, dry towel. You can use rust-proof
pins to secure the edges and hold it in place while it dries. For fair isle,
it’s particularly important to ensure that the floats on the wrong side are
not stretched out of shape and that the overall fabric lies flat and even.

Weaving in Ends for a Clean Finish
Fair isle knitting, by its nature, involves managing multiple strands of
yarn, which often results in many ends to weave in. It is essential to weave
in your ends securely and neatly to prevent them from unraveling or creating
bulk. Use a blunt tapestry needle and weave the end back and forth through
the wrong side of your knitted fabric for at least 1.5 to 2 inches.

When weaving in ends in fair isle, try to weave them in on the wrong side of
the work, often against the carried floats if possible, to help secure them
further and minimize their visibility from the front. Be careful not to tug
too tightly, as this can cause puckering. For a very neat finish, especially
on edges or where a color changes abruptly, you can weave your end into a
section of the same color. Trim any excess yarn close to the fabric.

Washing and Maintaining Fair Isle Knits
The washing instructions for your fair isle knits will depend entirely on the
yarn fiber you have used. Most wool yarns are best hand-washed in cool water
with a gentle wool wash. Avoid using harsh detergents or hot water, as these
can cause wool to felt or shrink. After washing, rinse gently and squeeze out
excess water without wringing. Roll the item in a towel to absorb moisture,
and then lay flat to dry.

For acrylic or blended yarns, follow the manufacturer's washing instructions,
as some can be machine washed. However, even with machine-washable yarns,
hand-washing often prolongs the life and preserves the beauty of your
handmade items. Proper care ensures that your intricate fair isle creations
remain a cherished part of your wardrobe for years to come.

FAQ

Q: What is the best yarn weight for learning how to
do fair isle knitting?
A: For beginners learning how to do fair isle knitting, fingering or sport
weight yarn is often recommended. These lighter weight yarns create a fabric



that is dense and warm, ideal for traditional fair isle patterns. They also
make it easier to manage multiple strands without creating excessive bulk.

Q: How do I prevent my fair isle knitting from
puckering?
A: Puckering in fair isle knitting is usually caused by floats (carried
yarns) that are too tight. To prevent this, consciously give the carried yarn
enough slack as you knit. Ensure the floats on the wrong side of your work
are relaxed and not pulling the stitches. You can also try incorporating the
carried yarn by tucking it into stitches every few stitches to help control
tension.

Q: What is the difference between knitting fair isle
in the round versus flat?
A: When knitting fair isle in the round, you read all chart rows from right
to left. When knitting flat, you typically read right-side rows from right to
left and wrong-side rows from left to right. The technique of carrying floats
remains the same, but the direction of chart reading is the primary
difference.

Q: How many colors can I use in fair isle knitting?
A: While traditional fair isle often uses two to five colors per row, you can
technically use as many colors as you can manage. However, for beginners,
it's best to start with two or three colors to get comfortable with managing
the yarns and tension before progressing to more complex multi-color designs.

Q: What does it mean to "tuck" a float in fair isle
knitting?
A: Tucking a float means incorporating the carried yarn by trapping it within
a knitted stitch. This is usually done by laying the carried yarn over the
needle and knitting into it with the active yarn. Tucking helps to secure
long floats, prevent snagging, and create a tidier fabric on the wrong side,
especially when working with more than two colors or over long stretches of
single-color knitting.

Q: How do I read a fair isle chart?
A: Fair isle charts are grids where each square represents a stitch. A key
provided with the chart will indicate which symbol or number corresponds to
which yarn color. Charts are typically read from right to left for knitting
in the round, and alternating directions for knitting flat. Pay close



attention to the direction of reading for each row.

Q: What is a good first fair isle project for a
beginner?
A: Excellent first fair isle projects include mug cozies, coasters, simple
hats with a two-color band, or small mittens. These projects are small enough
to practice the techniques without being overwhelming, and they provide a
tangible sense of accomplishment.

Q: How do I manage multiple yarn balls when knitting
fair isle?
A: For multiple colors, wind each color into a separate, small ball. You can
use yarn bowls, small drawstring bags, or even bobbins to keep your balls
from tangling and rolling away. The key is to have each color easily
accessible and manageable as you work.

Q: Should I use superwash wool for fair isle
knitting?
A: While you can use superwash wool, traditional fair isle yarn is often non-
superwash wool. Non-superwash wool has a natural crimp and slight
"stickiness" that helps the fibers bloom after blocking, creating a cohesive
fabric and a beautiful halo. Superwash wool can be more slippery, making it
slightly harder to manage tension.
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