
Garter Tab Starts For Your Shawls

Instructor: Andy Berisford

A garter tab creates an invisible start to a top-down shawl, such as a triangle or crescent shape. It is effective for 

shawls with or without garter stitch edges. When using this method, there is no visible cast on edge. 

General tips:

Cast on stitches should equal or nearly equal the number of stitches in the garter edge of the shawl (if there is 

one). 

Knit 2-times the number of rows as stitches you will pick up. If the instructions are to pick up (or pick up and 

knit) 4 stitches, knit 8 rows. You want the same number of garter ridges/bumps as stitches you will pick up. If 

your instructions have you knit less rows than this, ignore them and knit all the rows. If your garter tab is too 

small or too tight, you risk the dreaded “hump” along the back edge.

Pro tip: Knit one extra row (half an extra garter ridge). This will give you a little bit of extra wiggle room (and 

maybe help avoid the hump). 

Expert level: Use a provisional cast on. Pick up the final group of stitches from that. 

Practice Exercise 1: Work a garter tab to get 12 stitches on the needles, starting with 4 stitches. 

1. Cast on 4 stitches.

2. Knit 8 rows to get 4 garter ridges/bumps.

3. Optionally, knit that extra row.

4. Do not turn work. Instead, pick up and knit 4 stitches, one in each garter ridge. Use whatever method 

you like for “pick up and knit”.

5. Again, do not turn your work. Now pick up and knit 4 more stitches, one in each of the cast on stitches. 

(If you used a provisional cast on, undo it if necessary and knit those three stitches.) No matter which 

way you do it, that final stitch will be iffy. 

6. You have 12 stitches and are ready to start the pattern. Often it will be a wrong side row. 

Practice Exercise 2: Work a garter tab to get 9 stitches on the needles, starting with 3 stitches. 

1. Cast on 3 sts.

2. Knit 6 rows.

3. Knit that extra row.

4. Do not turn. Pick up and knit 3 sts from garter ridges.

5. Do not turn. Pick up and knit 3 sts from cast on edge. 

6. You have 9 stitches and are ready to start the pattern. Often it will be a wrong side row.

Practice Exercise 3: Starting Sacre Coeur by Nim Teasedale. (CO 2 and garter tab to 11)

1. Cast on 2 sts. Knit 10 rows to make the garter tab. [Nim doesn't add that extra row. You can.]

2. Pick up 5 sts from garter tab and 2 sts from cast on edge. (9sts – you'll increase 2 more next row)

3. Turn your work. K2, YO, P5, YO, K2. (11 sts)

What would you change here? Instructions for starting “Going Places” by the Universal Yarn Design Team

Starting Tab: Cast on 4 sts. Knit 10 rows.

Next row (RS): K4, rotate work 90 degrees, pick up and knit 8 sts from side of Tab, pick up and 

knit 4 sts – 16 sts.



(Answer: Cast on 4 sts. Knit 16 rows + 1 more for wiggle room. The garter tab in the instructions would be too 

short and cramped to pick up 8 sts.

Put your new skill to use!

Make a simple triangular shawl with one center spine stitch. 

Start with a garter tab to get 9 working stitches. (Practice exercise 2 above.)

Row 1: K2, YO, K2, PM, YO, K1, YO, K2, YO, K2. 

Row 2: K2, purl to last two sts, K2.

Row 3 and subsequent odd rows: K2, YO, knit to marker, SM, YO, K1, YO, knit to last 2 sts, YO, K2.

Row 4 and subsequent event rows: K2, purl to last two sts, K2. 

Repeat rows 3 and 4 until desired size. End with working an odd row. 

Stretchy “lace bind off” (goes by many names): Work the stitches as you would for an even row, but

 every time you have two stitches on your right needle, knit them together through the back loop. 

For this sample, K2. Then knit the two stitches on your right needle together through the back

loop. *P1. Then knit the two stitches on your right needle together through the back loop. Repeat

from * until you get to the last two stitches. Then do the last two stitches the same way but

knitting them instead of purling. 

Make a simple “heart-shaped” crescent shawl. 

Start with a garter tab to get 9 working stitches. (Practice exercise 2 above.)

Set-up row 1 (WS): Knit.

Set-up row 2 (RS): K2, YO, K2, YO, PM, K1, PM, YO, K2, YO, K2. (4 sts increased)

Set-up row 3 (WS): K2, YO, purl to last 2 sts, YO, K2. (2 sts increased)

Row 1: K2, YO, knit to marker, YO, SM, K1, SM, YO, knit to last 2 sts, YO, K2. (4 sts increased)

Row 2: K2, YO, purl to last 2 sts, YO, K2. (2 sts increased)

Repeat rows 1 and 2 until you want to stop. 

Bind off using the “stretchy lace” technique as above. Crescent shapes require a stretchy bind off !

Keep going on the Sacre Coeur shawl:

Work the garter tab in Practice Exercise 3. 

Row 1: K2, (knit, yarnover, knit all in the next stitch – KYOK), K to last 3 sts, KYOK, K2. (15 sts)

Row 2 (and all WS rows): K2, YO, p to last 2 sts, YO, K2. (17 sts). (You can optionally knit instead of 

purl on WS rows to make a garter section.)

Repeat rows 1 and 2 until you want to start the lace charts. This is any stitch count that ends in a 

multiple of 10 plus 7 after any WS row. The (free) pattern has the row counts, but basically you 

can start the lace chart after Row 2, Row 12, Row 22, Row 32, etc. Any time the count ends with 

a “2” for the row count.


