
W HETHER YOU’RE DESIGNING your own
garment or knitting from a pattern, there
are many ways to start and stop cables, such

as at the bottom of a sweater, at the neck edge, and
along shoulder seams. When considering how to do
this, the most important concept to understand at the
start is gauge. Because there can be as many as twice as
many stitches per inch in a cable pattern than there
are in a less sculptural background stitch, such as stock-
inette, the area where the transition from one stitch to
the other takes place can be vulnerable to bumps,
ripples, and other visual effects that may not be
desirable. Following are a variety of techniques that are
effective in keeping the transitions at the beginnings
and endings of cables neat and clean.

Starting Cables
At the cast-on edge

A trick for keeping the cast-on edge neat and flat
while beginning a three-dimensional cable is to cast
on half the number of stitches needed for each cable,
then pick up the rest of the stitches from the back of
the stitches on the first row of knitting. In the cast-on
sample in Photo 1, the cast-on edge ruffles below the
two cables on the left because all six stitches were cast

on for each cable. The
cast-on edge is straight
and neat below the
two cables on the
right because only
three stitches were
cast on for each cable;

the remaining three stitches were picked up for each
cable on the first row of knitting.

To use this technique, cast on half the number of
stitches needed for each cable plus all the rest of the
stitches required. Be sure to use a cast-on technique
that provides purl bumps on the backside of the cast-
on row (such as the Continental or long-tail cast-on).
You’ll need those bumps to pick up the remaining
stitches required for each cable.

On the next row, work to just before the first stitch
of a cable, turn the knitting around so that you’re looking
at the back (wrong) side. With an extra, smaller needle
and starting from the right-most cable stitch (viewed
from the back of the knitting), pick up a stitch from the
back of each of the cable stitches as shown in Figure 1.

(For a six-stitch cable, cast on three stitches, then pick
up three stitches, one for each cast-on stitch.) Turn the
work back around so the front (right) side is facing you.
Work the appropriate cable twist while working the new
stitches onto the working
needle, straightening
them if necessary (the
right-most side of the
stitch should be in front
of the needle). For a left-
twisting cable, knit the
three new stitches (on the extra needle), then knit the
three cable stitches from the working needle. For a right-
twisting cable, knit the three cable stitches from the
working needle, then knit the three new stitches.

After a straight edge or hem
Use this technique for beginning cables after a

straight edge, such as garter or seed stitch, or after a
hem, picking up stitches from the purl bumps behind
the stitches on the needle.

Cable patterns are commonly separated by columns
of two purl stitches, as in the sample in Photo 2. Since
small columns of purl stitches tend to recede behind
columns of cables and pucker, they should be treated in
much the same way as
cables that start after a
straight edge or hem. In
this sample, only one
stitch was cast on for each
set of two purl stitches.
On the first cable row, one
stitch was increased for
each of the purl-stitch
columns, in addition to
the stitches picked up for
each cable. Although the
number of stitches in-
creased from 19 to 32 on
this row, the overall sample width is unchanged. The ca-
bles look the same along their entire length, no wide flat
areas at the beginning or end, no bumps, and no ruffles.

After ribbing
Ribbing can be as three-dimensional as cables, which

can work to your advantage when starting a cable. The
ribbing and cables sample in Photo 3 shows a 2×2
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ribbing that flows smoothly into six-stitch cables that
are separated by three purl stitches. To create this
smooth transition, six of
the rib stitches (k2, p2,
k2) were worked in stock-
inette stitch for two rows
above the ribbing. On the
third row, a right-side row,
those six stitches were
twisted into a cable that
was maintained through-
out the piece.

The only trick to this
technique is to make sure that the knitted stitches of
the ribbing flow uninterrupted into the outer stitches
of the cable. If an eight-stitch cable had been used above,
then two stitches would have been increased in the mid-
dle of the six rib stitches (k2, p2, k2) on the last row of
ribbing to maintain continuity of the knit stitches (k2,
M1, p2, M1, k2). An alternative would be to decrease
two stitches in the middle of ten rib stitches (k2, p2,
k2, p2, k2) to make the eight stitches needed for the
eight-stitch cable (k2, p2tog, k2, p2tog, k2).

Some patterns call for increases to be made after the
last row of ribbing. Position those additional increases
where they won’t interfere with the cables. In the
sample shown above, the increases were made in the
middle of the purl stitches in the ribbing (p1, M1, p1)
on either side of the cable (which was itself increased
as described above).

Stopping Cables
Every good cable must come to an end. Just as with

starting a cable, the most important thing to consider
when deciding how to stop a cable is deciding how to
handle the sudden change in gauge. If the cable ends
at a seam or straight edging, then the cable stitches
must be decreased to maintain the established over-
all width.

A straight ending
Stopping a cable against a straight ending, such as

a bind-off or straight edge, is easy. If possible, plan for
the last row of knitting to be a twist row, then use the
following simple technique similar to a three-needle
bind off. Otherwise, you’ll need to decrease the num-
ber of stitches in the cables by half on the last row.

To end a cable on
the twist row, work to
the cable, place half of
the cable stitches onto a
cable needle and hold
them in front or behind
your knitting, as if this
were a normal twist row.
Knit each stitch on the cable needle together with a
stitch on the working needle to decrease the cable in
half as shown in Figure 2.

Remember that the purl columns between cables
might also need special consideration. If these columns
tend to recede into the knitted fabric, you’ll want to
decrease them (p2tog is usually a good choice) at the
same time you decrease the cable stitches to maintain
the proper appearance of your final edge.

The sample in Photo 4 shows cables that end at a
garter-stitch border. The last row in the cable pattern is
a twist row. The cables were stopped
according to the technique above, and at
the same time, the two purl stitches be-
tween the cables were worked as “p2tog.”
You can end cables at a bind-off edge the
same way. But, if stitches will be picked
up along this edge or if the edge will be
sewn into a seam, the results will be
neater if you work the decreases on the
row before binding off.

If you must end a cable on a non-twist row, then
decrease half of the cable stitches and at least half of any
separating stitches. The sample in Photo 5 shows two
pieces of knitting joined together in a three-needle bind-
off, as is typical for a shoulder seam. The last cable twists
were worked three rows before the bind-off. To get a flat
and even shoulder seam, the six stitches of each cable
were decreased to three by working
“k2tog, k2tog, k2tog.” The three purl
stitches were decreased to one by “sl 1,
p2tog, psso.” The three purl stitches could
have been decreased to two stitches with
good results, but because this is a shoul-
der seam, it’s better to decrease a bit
more—the weight of the garment will
stretch the seam and that stretching will
widen the space between the cables.

Into ribbing
Just as cables can originate out of ribbing, they can

end by flowing into ribbing. To help make the
transition look fluid, work the ribbing so that the out-
ermost cable stitches become the knit
stitches of the ribbing. The knitted sec-
tions of a rib (for example, the two knit
stitches in a 2×2 rib) should grow out
of the cable without interruption. In
the sample in Photo 6, the six-stitch
cables were worked “k2, p2, k2” to con-
vert them into 2×2 ribbing. The three
purl stitches between the cables were
worked “p1, p2tog.” When transition-
ing cables into ribbing, work any additional decreases
required by the pattern in the purl stitches of the
ribbing where they will be less noticeable. Y

Mary Spanos is a handspinner, knitter, writer, and contributing
editor for Spin.Off magazine. She lives with her husband and
editor, Michael Spanos, in Alabaster, Alabama.
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