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STEEKS ARE OUR FRIENDS

The mere mention of the word “steek” is enough to send 

some tightly wound knitters straight to the nearest Stitchers 

Anonymous meeting. And it’s no wonder. The ambiguity sur-

rounding the concept is nearly mythic. Even the word itself is 

no help—it’s both a noun (“the steek”) and a verb (“to steek”), 

for Pete’s sake. Designers and teachers don’t help much either, 

casually throwing steeks into patterns with no real instruc-

tion, the way they do. But before you go fetal, give me a 

chance to demystify the concept. As with everything else in 

knitting, steeks are no big deal if you approach them with 

equally sharp wits and scissors. If, after we’re through, you still 

want to run away leaving a knitter-shaped hole in the wall, do 

so with my blessing.

First, let’s clear up the semantics. Yes, the steek is a noun, which 

refers to an area of waste (like a seam allowance) where the 

knitting will be cut after due preparation. There are different 

kinds of steeks to be found in The New Stranded Colorwork

—along the center front of the body (for cardigans), along the 

sides of the body (for armholes), at the top of the body (for 

front neck shaping), and between two sleeves that are worked 

simultaneously. To steek is a verb, which means to secure the 

waste area with machine stitches and then to cut it open. So 

you could actually say that you are steeking a steek, as in “Not 

now darling, Mommy’s steeking a steek. Ask Daddy to put out 

the fire, please.”

Beginning the Steek
Some steeks are just areas where you will slash into perfectly 

normal knitting with your shears. Others are places where you 

cast on some extra stitches that you know will be sacrificed 

later. All of the projects in this book use six-stitch steeks, which 

is what I’ll describe here. You may encounter (and prefer) nar-

rower or wider steeks as you gain experience.

Place a marker at the beginning of the steek stitches. Next, cast 

on six new stitches, using the backward-loop (fast and dirty), 

knitted (slower but more stable), or cable (slowest and most 

reliable) method (see Glossary for all methods), alternating one 

stitch each of each color, if there are two colors in that round 

of knitting. Place another marker after the last steek stitch 

and continue working in rounds, being careful not to twist 

the steek stitches (see page 120). Continue working the body 

stitches in the charted pattern and alternate the colors across 

the six steek stitches every round. Alternating colors in the 

steek stitches in the same order every round  produces vertical 

stripes that will come in handy when it’s time to stitch and cut 

the steek, or you can alternate them in a birds-eye pattern for a 

very stable steek. Work the steek stitches in stockinette stitch.

Ending the Steek
Ending a steek is even easier than beginning one. Only armhole 

steeks need to be bound off because the top edges are sub-

ject to a lot of stress; steeks worked along the center front or 

neck will be stitched and cut separately, which I’ll discuss later. 

To begin, locate the steek stitches (either by counting or by 

looking between two stitch markers) and bind them off with 

a crochet hook as follows: Working from the center of the 

steek to the left, chain the fourth steek stitch over the fifth, 

then chain the fifth stitch over the sixth, then chain the sixth 

over the adjoining body stitch (Figure 1). Turn the work around 

Figure 1
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so the wrong side is facing you and working from right to left, 

chain the third steek stitch over the second, then chain the 

second over the first, then chain the first over the adjoining 

body stitch. When viewed from the right side, the first three 

steek stitches will angle to the right and the second three steek 

stitches will angle to the left (Figure 2). That’s all there is to it. 

Your armhole steek has now come to an end.

Marking 
To mark a steek, find one of those shiny new tapestry needles 

you cleverly stocked up on and thread it with highly contrasting 

yarn. The brighter the yarn, the better you will be able to see it, 

so don’t hold back the really ghastly stuff from the neighbor’s 

yard sale; this is its true calling. Use this yarn to baste a verti-

cal line of stitches up the very center of the steek, between 

the third and fourth stitches (Figure 1). Be sure not to pull this 

marking yarn so tight that it disappears in the knitting—the 

whole point is to be able to see it clearly. Next, thread your 

well-oiled sewing machine with an equally contrasting thread; 

again, uglier really is better. Don’t forget to change the machine 

needle to a nice sharp one, too—you deserve every possible 

advantage you can get. Turn on all the lights in the room and 

put on your glasses. 

Before you continue, here’s a bit of trickery you can perform 

to amaze your friends, or at least the cat, if he’s watching. Turn 

your sweater inside out. The dozens of yarn tails adjoining the 

steek will resemble the floor of the Muppet’s barber shop. 

What a mess! You trusted me and tied all those little knots and 

now look at the hairy hoard of yarn ends hiding inside your 

beautiful sweater! Take a deep breath and locate your trusty 

painters’ tape (look under the chair where your children last 

restrained the babysitter/grandparent/health inspector; that’s 

where mine always ends up). Next, lay your sweater on some-

thing flat and use your fingers to gently untangle and comb all 

the yarn tails horizontally across the center of the steek. Tape 

the yarn tails a couple of inches away from the steek (Figure 2)

to prevent them from interfering with the machine stitching. 

That’s it. Turn the work right side out again and you’re ready to 

move along. 

Figure 1 Figure 2
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fourth pass through the middle of the vertical line made by the 

first knitted steek stitch. You now have four vertical lines of 

machine stitching, which are more or less straight if you turned 

on all the lights (Figure 3). All that’s left is to cut open the steek, 

which is hopefully less intimidating now that you’ve secured 

the knitting with machine stitching. 

Cutting
To save wear and tear on your last nerve while you cut your 

knitting, get a piece of cardboard, glossy magazine, kitchen cut-

ting board, or other portable smooth surface. I like to use the 

laminated copy of the charts that I’ve been dragging around 

in my knitting bag—it seems like poetic justice to me. Stick 

the smooth thing inside your sweater. Presto! Your razor-sharp 

shears are no longer in danger of accidentally catching a float 

on the back of the garment that you are hoping not to evis-

cerate. Now quit playing around and cut the thing, already. 

Knitting is not for wimps, and if you have gotten this far only 

to chicken out, I’ll come to your house to taunt you in person. 

Slice the steek with authority and surgical precision, right down 

the middle of your ugly-yarn marking stitches. All that remains 

is to pull out the remaining bits of marking yarn.  

There. You did it. You steeked the steek. It’s time for the final 

step, as soon as the trembling stops. I’m sorry I got rough with 

you back there, but a person who is holding the shears over a 

year’s worth of knitting needs a firm hand, not molly-coddling. 

It’s no time to flinch, and I knew you could take it. The optional 

final step is to retreat to your happy place (bathtub? manicurist? 

yarn shop?) and recite your tale of glory for all to hear. If you’re 

not up to gloating yet, at least enjoy the beverage of your 

choice, and congratulate yourself on a job well done.

Once you’ve hacked open a sweater, you can do anything. Well 

done, Grasshopper.

For an armhole opening, you won’t know exactly how far to 

cut until you’ve measured the width (one-half of the circumfer-

ence) at the top of the sleeve. For best results, measure the 

width of each sleeve and take the average. Measure this length 

down from the shoulder line on each side of the body for the 

armhole depth. With contrasting yarn, baste a vertical line of 

marking stitches, then mark a short horizontal line of stitches at 

the desired armhole depth as shown above.  

Machine Stitching 
Wrestle the sweater under the presser foot of your sewing 

machine (threaded with a highly contrasting color). With the 

machine set for a medium-size straight stitch, sew a straight 

line from the top of the steek to the bottom to the left of 

the marking yarn, right through the middle of the vertical line 

made by the fourth knitted steek stitch (Figure 1). Sew another 

straight line to the right of the marking yarn, right through the 

middle of the vertical line made by the third knitted steek 

stitch (Figure 2). Make a third pass through the middle of the 

vertical line made by the sixth knitted steek stitch, then a 
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Neckline Shaping
In stranded colorwork knitting, holes for heads are made by 

cutting into the tube of knitted fabric, rather than shaping flat 

pieces that are seamed together. Aside from overcoming the 

trepidation that accompanies cutting holes in your knitting, 

there are only two things to know about shaping necklines—

how wide and how deep to cut them. The position of the 

neck hole is evident once you have divided the stitches in the 

finished body tube as directed. The instructions will specify a 

particular depth, but feel free to make your own adjustments 

wherever you wish. 

Marking

Use contrasting waste yarn threaded on a tapestry needle to 

mark the neck opening. To begin, mark a vertical line at each 

side of the desired neck width from the top edge of the body 

to the desired depth. These lines mark the width of the neck-

line. Next, mark a horizontal line at the desired neck depth, 

connecting the two vertical lines. If you want a square neckline, 

skip to the stitching and cutting directions below. To produce 

a curved neckline, mark a 45-degree slope between the vertical 

and horizontal lines (Figure 1). You can adjust these sloped lines 

to your liking. 

Machine Stitching

With contrasting thread, machine stitch along the marking lines, 

then stitch a second line about ½" (1.3 cm) next to (inside) the 

first stitches. Remove the basting yarn.

Cutting

Now use your sharp shears to cut the knitted fabric close to 

the second line of machine stitches (Figure 2). That’s all there is 

to it! The raw edges will be covered later with knitted binding. 

Please do yourself the kindness of having sharp shears, good 

lighting, and a calm disposition available for this operation. 

Don’t think too hard about it; just remove everything that isn’t 

neck hole.

Figure 1 Figure 2
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Armhole Seams
Advocates of circular knitting promise freedom from seams and 

they are right, as long as the sleeves are picked up and knitted 

from the armholes to the cuffs. However, all of the sleeves in 

this book are worked from the cuffs to the armholes and sewn 

in place. After the armhole openings are cut, use the three-

needle method described above to join the shoulder stitches 

together. Place the body and sleeve on a table with the right 

sides facing outward. Using as many or as few pins as you like, 

join the sleeve to the armhole opening, making sure that the 

center of the sleeve aligns with the shoulder seam. 

With yarn threaded on a tapestry needle, begin at the under-

arm and work your way around to the shoulder, then back 

down to the underarm, sewing the sleeve into the armhole. I 

typically leave an 8" (20.5 cm) length of seaming yarn unfas-

tened at the underarm, rather than securing it, in case I don’t 

like the way the seam looks and I decide to start over. For the 

drop-shoulder silhouettes used in this book, you will connect 

the tops of the stitches in the sleeve to the sides of the stitches 

along the armhole. Because stitches are slightly wider than 

they are long, there will not be a one-to-one ratio between the 

sleeve and body stitches. I usually have good results if I sew 

through every (horizontal) sleeve stitch, but only three out of 

every four (vertical) body stitches. There is a degree of trial and 

error in this process and it’s not uncommon for me to adjust 

the ratio as I go or to ravel the seam and start again. When you 

are happy (or bored to death) with the seam, tie the two ends 

of the seaming yarn in an overhand knot. Pull them through to 

the wrong side, trim them to about 1" (2.5 cm) long, and fold the 

sleeve-top facing over the seam. Take a minute to marvel at the 

way the little gusset in the facing fits perfectly over the base of 

the armhole. Now you can see how like a plumbing flange it is, 

and how I came by that particular metaphor. I probably need to 

get out more.

Covering Raw Edges
After the sleeves are attached, some raw edges will need cov-

ering. Using the method described on page 131, pick up and knit 

stitches adjacent to the edges to make small (five- or six-row) 

facings. Use a needle two sizes larger to bind off the facing 

stitches to ensure that they are soft and flexible. Pin the facing 

over the raw edge, then lightly steam it. With a sharp hand-

sewing needle and matching thread, sew the facing invisibly in 

place. If you prefer not to knit your facings, you can purchase 

an array of beautiful, flexible, stretchable, and folded bindings 

at a fabric store. I wholeheartedly support their use, particu-

larly if it gets your sweater done quicker and prevents you  

from cursing me for leaving you with raw edges in the  

first place.

Trims and Closures
While you are at the fabric store, pick up any pretty closures, 

ribbons, or trims that strike your fancy. Your budget and your 

taste are the only limits here, so I encourage you to take advan-

tage of the possibilities. Allow for the sweater to stretch a bit 

when pinning on ribbons and trims. Some puckering in the 

trims is both necessary and desirable in order for the sweater 

to move. Measure carefully between the closures to ensure 

that they are evenly spaced, then sew them in place securely 

with sewing thread. I often purchase an extra button or clasp 

and sew it to an unobtrusive spot inside the sweater (such as 

near the hem of the “side seam”). That I will lose one later is a 

mathematical certainty.

Please consider adding a label to your finished piece, as a finale. 

Use a permanent fabric marker to write the date, your name, 

and the name of the recipient on a piece of muslin sewn on the 

inside of the sweater. Years from now when you have forgotten 

all of the work and learning that went into this project, I’d like 

you and its wearer(s) to remember that its moment of comple-

tion was worthy of mark.


