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Sock Yarn and Other
Materials

When you go to the yarn store and ask for sock yarn, odds are you will
face a huge wall full of yarn. Sock yarn is available in an array of colors,
fibers, and textures. Nearly any yarn can be used to knit socks, but
some yarns work better than others. Different fiber contents and thick-
nesses will affect the feel, utility, and care of your socks, so carefully
consider what you’ll make when you pick out your yarn. In this chapter,
you learn about different yarn types, fibers, and textures, and how to
best use each kind of yarn for socks. Matching a yarn to a pattern is
sometimes daunting, so here you also learn how to figure out what yarn
works best for different types of sock patterns.

In addition to yarn, you need a few more things to get started. First
and foremost, you need needles! Depending on what form of sock you
decide to knit, you need either double-pointed, circular, or straight nee-
dles. You also need a few important notions. For some types of pat-
terns, you might need some extra tools, too.

chapter 1
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Yarn 
Weights

4

Yarns are categorized according to thickness into eight main categories. Fingering weight is the
most common weight marked as sock yarn. Other weights like sport, DK, worsted, and chunky can
also make great, fast-knitting socks.

• Lace Weight: Lace weight yarns vary greatly in terms of
actual yarn thickness. Thicker lace weight yarns can make
comfortable, thin socks if knit on an appropriate needle
size—US 0 (2mm) or smaller, with a gauge of 10 stitches
per inch or more. Two strands of lace weight yarn held
together will approximate the thickness of fingering
weight yarn (see below). A thick lace weight yarn will
measure about 250–325 yards per 50g skein or ball.

• Fingering Weight: The term fingering weight is often
used interchangeably with sock weight and is the thick-
ness most often associated with knitting socks. It usually
knits up to approximately 7–10 stitches per inch in stock-
inette stitch on US 00 to US 3 needles (1.75–3.25mm),
depending on the thickness of the yarn and how tightly
you knit. Fingering weight yarn is sold in amounts ranging
from about 180–220 yards per 50g skein. Socks knit from
fingering weight yarn are fairly thin and perfect for every-
day wear.

• Sport Weight: Sport weight yarn is slightly heavier than
fingering weight and knits up to approximately 6–7
stitches per inch on US 3 to US 5 (3.25 – 3.75) needles
for a dense fabric. Socks made with sport weight yarn are
often a bit faster to knit than those made with fingering
weight yarn and they feel thicker. Sport weight yarn is
sold in amounts of 140–200 yards per 50g skein.

Fingering

Sport

Double knitting

Worsted weight

Bulky

Super bulkyTIP
Check your gauge! Different regions such as the UK
or Australia use different terms to label yarn thick-
nesses. When in doubt about what thickness of
yarn you have, just knit a swatch to find out how
many stitches per inch you have.

03_278963-ch01.qxp  7/25/08  11:01 PM  Page 4



chapter1Sock Yarn and Other Materials

5

Yarn Weight Types of Yarn Gauge Range Hook in Metric US Hook Size

Sock, Fingering 28 – 40 sts 2.0 – 3.25 mm 0 – 3 

Sport 24 – 28 sts 3.25 – 3.75mm 3 – 5 

DK, Light Worsted 20 – 24 sts 3.5 – 4.5 mm 4 – 7

Worsted, Afghan, Aran 17 – 20 sts 3.75 – 5.0 mm 5 – 8 

Chunky 14 – 17 sts 5.0 – 6.0 mm 8 – 10 

Bulky 8 – 13 sts 6.5 mm and larger 10.5 and larger

Note: This chart reflects the most commonly used gauges and needle or hook sizes for specific yarn categories. These are only guidelines.
Used with permission of yarnstandards.com.

• DK and Worsted Weight: Double knitting (DK) and worsted weight yarns are similar in thickness, with worsted weight
being thicker than DK. Worsted and DK yarns are labeled as knitting to a gauge of 5–6 stitches per inch. However, to cre-
ate a sturdy, durable fabric for socks, these yarns should be knit at a slightly tighter gauge—approximately 5.5–7 stitches
per inch. 

A good rule of thumb is to choose needles two or three sizes smaller than the size suggested on the ball band — rather
than a US 7 (4.5mm), try a US 5–7 (3.5–3.75mm) for a good fabric from worsted weight yarn. You need a slightly smaller
needle to produce a similar fabric with DK yarn. Worsted weight yarns usually weigh in at 90–100 yards per 50g ball.

• Aran and Chunky Weight: Aran weight yarn is sometimes considered heavy worsted weight and usually knits up to 4.5
stitches per inch. Aran weight yarn weighs in around 85 yards per 50g skein. To get a good sock fabric with Aran weight,
try using a US 5 to US 7 (3.75–4.5mm) needle for a gauge of 5–5.5 stitches per inch. 

Chunky weight yarn is thicker than Aran weight and knits up to 3.5–4 stitches per inch. It comes in skeins or balls of
about 60–80 yards per 50g skein. For a dense sock fabric, try US 6 to US 8 (4 –5mm) needles. Aran and chunky weight
yarns make thick socks suited for boots or indoor wear.

• Bulky and Superbulky Weight: Bulky weight yarn knits up to 3–3.5 stitches per inch, while superbulky weight encom-
passes any yarn thicker than 3 stitches per inch. Since these yarns are rather thick, they are not the best choice for
socks—although they work great for cozy slippers!

BULKY

5

MEDIUM

4

LIGHT

3

FINE

2

SUPER FINE

1

SUPER BULKY

6
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WOOL
Wool is fiber derived from the fur of sheep. It has many excellent qualities which work well for socks. It is breathable, strong,
and durable. Wool is also elastic—when stretched, it wants to spring back to its original shape. This fiber is great for knitting
socks because they will keep their shape over time. 

Different breeds of wool can also wear differently. Fine, soft breeds like Merino are less durable than other breeds and tend
to wear out faster. Coarser breeds such as Corriedale or Romney will wear well, but might feel less soft.

Most wool or wool-blend sock yarns are machine washable for easy care. However, always take care to read the label, espe-
cially when using a yarn that isn’t labeled sock yarn, because some yarns require hand-washing.

OTHER PROTEIN FIBERS
Other animal fibers include alpaca, mohair, silk, angora, and cashmere. These fibers can be used to knit socks to great effect.
Mohair and silk are quite durable and can take the place of nylon in wool-blend sock yarns. Pure forms of these fibers, how-
ever—along with other protein fibers—tend to be less durable than wool and might wear out quickly. Non-wool protein fibers
also tend to be much less elastic than wool, which can result in socks that stretch out. These fibers are best used for socks
that won’t see a lot of day-to-day wear.

BLENDS
Yarns composed of fiber blends can capture the best of all worlds. Wool
lends elasticity to inelastic protein fibers as well as plant fibers. Nylon adds
strength to all fiber blends. Alpaca and cashmere give a blend of softness
and a fuzzier look than pure wool, and silk gives wool a nice sheen.

When considering a blend of wool and synthetic fibers, remember that
blends that contain at least 40% wool have the best elasticity and
resiliency.

Protein fibers are derived from ani-
mals, and include silk. Wool is the best
known of the protein fibers and is
used in many sock yarns.
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COTTON 
Cotton yarns are composed mainly of cellulose. Cotton is breathable, durable, and usually machine washes and dries well.
Cotton is also hypoallergenic and is an excellent choice for those with sensitivities to wool or other animal fibers. 

However, cotton and many other plant fibers lack the elasticity of wool and can stretch or sag with wear over time. For this
reason, many cotton-based sock yarns contain a small amount of elastic (Lycra) to add stretch. Cotton can also be blended
with wool to produce a yarn that is cooler to wear than pure wool.

NYLON AND SYNTHETICS
Nylon is a synthetic protein fiber that adds durability to any yarn. Many sock yarns contain some nylon, up to 50% of the fiber
content. For socks that will see a lot of wear, choose a yarn containing nylon to extend the life of the socks.

Many synthetics are on the market, mainly acrylic and polyester. These yarns are strong, inexpensive, and machine washable;
however, they do not breathe as natural fibers do and can produce uncomfortable feet! If you are avoiding animal fibers, 
cotton-synthetic blends work well provided they have some elastic content, usually 1–5%.

OTHER FIBERS
Bamboo, soy, corn, chitin, and milk protein are just some of the newest fibers to come on the hand-knitting market. These
fibers are considered manmade from natural sources. Chitin and milk protein are not produced from plants. Chitin originates
in the shells of shrimp and crab, and of course milk protein is derived from animal milk. All of these fibers are very durable,
but inelastic, like cotton. They carry the same risk of sagging or stretching out over time, so consider blends with elastic or
elastic fibers for knitting socks. These cutting-edge fibers are sure to show up in more yarns in the future.

Non-animal fibers are usually made
from plants, including the familiar
cotton and the less-familiar bamboo,
hemp, linen, soy, and corn.

Cellulose and 
Other Fibers
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With the vast array of colors and styles of yarn available today, how can you distinguish between the
different types? How do you choose the right kind of yarn for your sock project? This section can help.

MACHINE-DYED PATTERNING YARNS
Some yarns are dyed precisely by machine to knit up into patterns such as
stripes or faux Fair Isle, and are labeled self-patterning or self-striping.
These yarns can be used very effectively to yield a complex-looking sock
knit in plain stockinette stitch. A word of warning: The patterns are dyed
based on a specific gauge, so if yours differs from that noted on the ball
band, the look of the pattern might be different than you expect. Some
self-patterning yarns have a photo of a swatch or  finished sock printed on
the ball band to give you an idea of how it looks knitted up.

MACHINE-DYED SOLID YARNS
Most yarns from large companies are dyed in batches by machine to pre-
cise shades. Solid light-colored yarns are great for learning with, because
the stitches are easy to see. They also lend themselves to showing off
complex stitch patterns. Make sure you purchase enough yarn of one dye
lot to complete your sock project. A yarn’s dye lot (usually a number) can
be found on the ball band, and identifies balls of yarn which were dyed
together and match exactly. Dye lots can sometimes differ enough to be
identified with the naked eye. 

When buying yarn for socks, pay close attention to the yardage – one 100
g skein (or 2 50 g skeins) is usually enough for a pair of plain adult socks,
but lace socks may use less and cabled or patterned sock a bit more.
Check your pattern against your yarn to make sure you have enough!
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HAND-DYED SOLID YARNS
Hand-dyed yarns are usually dyed in smaller batches than machine-dyed
yarns and can vary much more from skein to skein. Both solid and multi-
colored yarns may be dyed by hand. Hand-dyed solids usually have some
shading effects that lend depth to the color and can add interest to a
highly textured pattern while still showing off the stitches.

HAND-DYED MULTICOLORED YARNS
Hand-dyed, multicolored sock yarns are all the rage. Multicolored yarns
are fun and interesting to knit with, and can produce different effects
depending on how the yarn was dyed, as well as the gauge of the piece.
Space-dyed or hand-painted yarns in a few colors are more likely to stripe,
produce “pools” of certain colors, or produce zigzags of color than behave
evenly.

TIP
Yarns dyed with many colors, such as speckles, are
more likely to knit up into a random pattern. The
more colors that are present in the yarn, the less
likely the colors will pool.
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The type of yarn you choose can greatly impact the look of your finished socks. Nearly any yarn will
work for a plain stockinette sock, but what about when using a more complex pattern? Let’s take a
look at how different yarns and colors interact with different types of stitches.

DURABILITY
Consider the type of wear your hand-knit socks will get when choosing a
yarn—special occasion only? Go for the softest merino wool, maybe
blended with some silk or cashmere for extra luxury. Knitting a thick boot
sock that will get lots of wear? Choose a more durable, tightly spun non-
merino wool for more longevity.

STITCH DEFINITION
Yarn has good stitch definition when the eye can easily distinguish each
stitch. Stitch definition is important when choosing yarn for very textured
patterns, such as cables—a cable knit in a yarn with good stitch definition
will pop to the eye more than a cable knit in a yarn with less stitch defini-
tion. Yarns with good stitch definition are usually smooth and tightly spun,
with little or no halo (fuzziness).

TIP
You can give less durable fibers like cashmere a
longer lifespan by knitting the socks tighter than
usual on needles a size or two smaller.
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COLOR INTERACTION
Although multicolored yarns are beautiful to look at in the skein, complex
stitch patterns such as lace or texture patterns can get lost in the mix of
colors. It is also more difficult to knit a texture pattern in a highly varie-
gated color, because the stitches are not as easy to see. 

Solid or tone-on-tone colors work best for cables, lace, or other textured
patterns. Hand-dyed, semisolid yarns are often very attractive in cabled or
lace patterns, provided there is not a huge range in the intensity of the
color.

Highly variegated colors often look best in stockinette, ribbing, or patterns
which incorporate biasing stitches, such as a chevron stitch. Slip-stitch
color patterns can help break up random hand-painted colors and prevent
the color from pooling or striping.
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