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Some Fiber Basics
All natural yarns are made from either plant or
animal fibers. Fibers that come from animals are
protein fibers. Fibers from plants are vegetable
fibers, also known as cellulose. (Non-natural fibers
are usually petroleum-based.) 

To help you understand the difference among
these fibers, think about the hundreds of types of
fiber there are—ranging from very fine to coarse
and kinky—and the wide range of colors in which
they come. With the many species of animals and
plants that exist, there are even more possibilities
for variation. 

The raw materials, the fibers, used in yarns
have a very small diameter; this diameter is 
measured in “microns.” When the fibers are
smaller in diameter, they tend to feel softer
against your skin and the “itch” or “prickle” factor
is reduced. In general, the finer the fiber (thus
lower micron measurement), the softer and less
itchy the yarn. When a very soft fiber is spun and
used to knit a garment, the garment will be light
in weight. For instance, the fiber from cashmere
measures about 15 microns. When it is spun, 
the resulting garment (and the yarn from which 
it is knit) is sinfully soft and light as a feather. At

11 microns, vicuna (see page 78) is the finest fiber,
even finer than a single strand of a spider’s web
and virtually impossible to see with the naked eye.
Fiber from the average baby alpaca is 22 microns,
while superfine alpaca is about 26 microns. 

Wool ranges from about 15 to 70 microns.
However, New Zealander shepherds Kay and
Garry Wilson recently raised an extraordinary
sheep whose fiber measured 11.8 microns. 
This sheep was the culmination of the Wilsons’ 
program of breeding for fine fiber. They cover
their sheep with coats to protect the valuable
fleece, feed them a diet of natural grains and hay,
and even play music for the animals to keep 
them calm and peaceful. 

The Patterns in The Natural Knitter
The focus of this book is knitting with natural
fibers. While we have tried to make the directions
for the patterns in this book as explicit as possible,
we assume that you have a basic understanding 
of knitting and finishing techniques. There are
many good basic books you can turn to for infor-
mation on specific techniques. For additional
help, see Knitting & Yarn Resources.

How organic is your yarn?
Use this table to decode labels on the spectrum of organic fibers available.

aOrganically farmed aOrganically farmed 
aPesticide-free grazing

aOrganically farmed 
aPesticide-free grazing
aHand-spun

aOrganically farmed 
aPesticide-free grazing
aHand-spun
aNaturally processed

aOrganically farmed 
aPesticide-free grazing
aHand-spun
aNaturally processed
aFully washed

“MADE WITH”
“FULLY ORGANIC”

“RAISED ORGANIC”

“ORGANIC FIBERS”
“100% ORGANIC”
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