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What Is Sashiko and Boro?


The words Sashiko and Boro both refer to styles of stitching techniques native to Japan. The word Sashiko means “Little stabs” and references the repetitive motion of the needle pushing in and out of the fabric. Sashiko is the classic needlecraft that makes even white stitches on dark blue fabric. The stitches are usually worked in repeating geometric designs. While Sashiko began as a darning technique reinforcing the elbows and knees of work-clothes, it has since evolved into a formal craft with recognizable patterns. Now, Sashiko embellishes more than mends its background fabric. Sashiko is used in clothing, quilts, home decorating, and artwork. The soothing process of stitching Sashiko has been referred to as “meditation with a needle.”
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Sashiko-style stitching
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Boro-style stitching





The word Boro means “rags” and points to a long history in Japan of patched garments worn by mendicant monks and very poor people. Boro, also a running stitch, is less formal than Sashiko and includes patches, often overlapping, hand-sewn in linear fashion. Boro is most often used on garments. Unlike more delicate Sashiko designs, Boro stitching can include a number of heavy lines of stitching. Boro is true mending not with the intention of restoring clothing to a pristine state but rather determined and proud to show the garment’s history and wear. The process of stitching Borostyle can be fun and moves quickly, particularly when worked on denim jeans and jackets.





Materials and Tools


The materials and tools for both Sashiko and Boro stitching techniques are minimal.


Needles


Hand sewing needles sold for Sashiko are sharp and strong, and their eyes are large enough to handle Sashiko and Western threads. Many times, the same needles used for Sashiko can also be used for Boro. Look for an assortment of needles labelled for Sashiko and experiment until you find the size that works for you. If you can’t find an assortment of needles, look for a #4 crewel embroidery needle, making sure it’s for crewel embroidery and not tapestry embroidery. Note: If you order Sashiko needles from a Japanese source online, you are likely to get 2" to 3" (5.1cm to 7.6cm)-long needles. These impressive needles can sew through several layers at once but if you stitch through a single layer (what most modern Sashiko stitchers do), you will be hampered by the length. Save the larger needles for sewing Boro if you plan to pile on patches. You can also use chenille needles for Sashiko stitching. When shopping for needles, take a piece of the thread you use with you to the store and test the eye of the needle to make sure the thread slips through easily.
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Experiment with an assortment of Sashiko needles until you find the size that works for you.






Threads



Traditional Sashiko thread is manufactured in Japan and is most often sold in hanks. Japanese Sashiko thread is like string, a little fuzzy, and comes in both a thin and a thicker weight. While classic Sashiko thread is white, modern threads now come in a wide range of colors.


You don’t need to wait for authentic Japanese thread to begin your Sashiko stitching. Perl cotton thread, often used for big-stitch hand quilting and for embroidery, is available in many big-box craft stores and works well for Sashiko.
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