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WARM FEET  continued on page 8

When Kathleen Ducharme’s husband, Jim, 
ducked out of the family’s 2019 Christmas celebration 
and returned with a wooden crate, she wasn’t sure 
what he was up to. When she looked inside it, she was 
even less sure.

“It was full of metal parts,” she recalled. “He was 
all excited, but I was thinking, ‘What the heck is this?’”

It was, Jim explained to her, an antique circular 
sock knitting machine, or it would be once they put 
it back together. The unique contraption intrigued 
Kathleen, a life-long crafter who’d been knitting for 
about a decade and was focusing her efforts at that 
point mostly on socks. But the Elk Rapids couple had 

Warm feet, warm hearts
no idea that the 110-year-old machine would ignite in her 
a passion to warm the feet — and hearts — of women from 
a war-torn country halfway around the world.

“I just thought if she was going to make socks, 
it would be a novel way to do that,” Jim said. “I didn’t 
realize it was so difficult or that she would do something 
with it beyond a hobby.”

Getting a handle on the finicky yet fascinating 
machine took Kathleen about five months, including two 
trips to Missouri to sit under the tutelage of an expert. 
She learned how to feed wool yarn mixed with a bit of 
nylon (for stability) and lycra (for stretchability) through 
the tension mechanism and into the cylinder’s track of 60 
latch-hook needles. 

She studied how the hooks grabbed the yarn with 
each hand-cranked revolution of the cylinder, weaving 

it into the previous row of 
stitches. She watched sock 
tubes emerge below the 
machine and discovered 
how to create heels and toes 
by adjusting the number of 
needles per revolution. She 
learned to trouble-shoot and 
worked at perfecting her 
technique.

“I was so slow at 
first,” she said. “There’s 
a steep learning curve, 
and it’s pretty intense. My 
first attempts weren’t even 
wearable. But I started 
giving socks to everyone 
I knew. I would ask them, 
‘Does it fit? Do you like 
how it feels?’ If the stitches 
are too tight, the sock will 
be stiff. If they’re too loose, 
you’ll feel the stitches.”  

A hundred pairs of 
socks or so later, Kathleen 
felt like she’d mastered the 
skills. She was hooked. 
By then, though, the sock 
drawers of friends and 
family were overflowing, 
and she needed a new 
market. She took her multi-
colored creations to a few 

craft shows in 2021 where they were eagerly snapped 
up by shoppers; her very first customer bought multiple 
pairs, returned the next day for more, and continues to 
order them directly from her. 

But it was Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 
and the images of women and children displaced by 
the destruction that triggered fresh fervor in Kathleen. 
She contributed money to refugee assistance but felt a 
deep and persistent desire to do more.

“I just couldn’t imagine being in their shoes, 
being forced to flee, not knowing where you’re going, 
no source of income, not knowing if you’ll see your 
husband again,” Kathleen said. “I wondered what I 
could personally do to help the people of Ukraine. I 
thought, ‘I can knit socks,’ but would it really benefit 
anyone?” 

It seemed like the proverbial drop in a bucket 
until she listened to a podcast that reminded her that 
lots of drops of water create a powerful ocean. “So I 
just started,” she said. “One pair became a dozen, a 
dozen became 50.

The first dozen pairs of socks were sent last spring 
to mothers of pediatric cancer patients who had been 
transferred to St. Jude’s Children’s Research Hospital 
in Tennessee from bombed-out Ukrainian hospitals. 
“The majority of my socks are for the women,” 
Kathleen explained. “I wanted women to feel like 
people were caring for them.”

Circular knitting machines are finicky and 
require careful attention and focus.

Jim and Kathleen Ducharme have sent more than 200 pairs of socks to Ukrainian women 
displaced by the war there. Photos by Barb Mosher

These socks will warm the feet of women displaced by the 
war in Ukraine.




	ERN-2022 1222 A01
	jump

