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How to use this Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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My first memories of making something with my hands, dolls and cakes from scratch, were with my grandmother, Helen Montaño.


This book is dedicated in her honour. And to all creative, curious people who enjoy making.









Introduction


It’s hard to imagine a time when fabric was a precious commodity – when you couldn’t just buy a few metres of fabric, a T-shirt or a special outfit for a big event. Imagine making your clothes from scratch – growing the raw material, spinning, weaving and dyeing the fabric. Then, finally, sewing it together. This is not the typical relationship we have with textiles today, but it’s pretty close to what people in rural Japan experienced centuries ago when sashiko was developed.


Sashiko is a traditional Japanese art of functional embroidery defined by its use of the running stitch and geometric patterns. It grew out of practical need, not solely for decorative embellishment. It was used to insulate, strengthen, patch and mend textiles to extend their life and usefulness. Sashiko translates as ‘little stabs’, which perfectly describes the method used to create the distinctive sashiko running stitch. The needle is dipped, or ‘stabbed’, in and out of the fabric, collecting small gathers on the needle that, when pulled through, make many small stitches at once. This simple, efficient stitch was used to quilt layers of fabric together with bold, interlocking geometric patterns.


With fabric and thread being scarce, every textile needed to be as long-lived as possible, so the item would evolve over time. A fine garment, after some wear and tear, would become everyday dress and then, perhaps, a bed cover – and so on until eventually the fabric was cut and stitched into dust rags, called zokin. This textile might also be passed down through generations, collecting repairs with scraps of various sizes, shapes and colours. The most heavily patched and repaired are called boro, meaning ‘ragged’. From a modern perspective these mends look decorative, but they were meant to be hidden and even thought of as shameful. They are examples of lean times, thrift and resourcefulness.
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Now, vintage sashiko and boro textiles are highly collectible. The ‘boro’ aesthetic is often replicated in modern goods. A resurgence of the craft and techniques of sashiko is opening a world of decorative and functional stitching, especially in the slow fashion movement, which fully embraces ‘visible mending’. No longer shameful or hidden, the repair is celebrated. While researching this book, I looked at vintage sashiko and boro for inspiration. The time-tested techniques woven into these garments have a rich history and timeless beauty, and offer valuable lessons for contemporary life.


We’re so used to accessible, inexpensive clothing and textiles, it’s easy to take them for granted. I’m definitely guilty of this. Why mend when it would be cheaper to buy something new? That’s exactly the problem. In general, clothing and textiles are so cheaply made that they are often viewed as completely disposable. I was shocked to learn in the book Scraps: Fashion, Textiles, and Creative Reuse (2016) that the average American throws away about 30 kg of clothing and other textiles (shoes, bedding, curtains, etc.) every year, much of which can be recycled or reused. That’s a whole lot of textile waste filling our landfills, polluting our environment by emitting CO2 and contaminating our water. These numbers grow every year as the demand for cheap clothing increases and the fast fashion industry churns out fifty-two ‘seasonal’ collections a year. Many of us donate unwanted clothing thinking that surely there are people in need, but according to Overdressed: The Shockingly High Cost of Cheap Fashion, on average less than 20 percent of the millions of pounds of textiles donated are actually sold through charity shops. Most are in such bad repair that they go straight into the post-consumer waste streams or become insulation or rags.
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We can make a difference by buying less, buying used, buying quality and caring for our textiles. Mending (and making) alters our relationship to these items. It forces us to consider the material and quality and deepens our appreciation for the textile itself. Let’s use what we have, and seek out independent makers, responsible manufacturing and sustainable materials. Vivienne Westwood said it best: ‘Buy less, choose well, make it last.’ The materials featured in this book were chosen carefully – either articles from my own wardrobe or purchased secondhand. I also sought out sustainable materials like organic natural fibres.


While creating this book, I felt inspired and deeply challenged by the lessons sashiko provides. The beauty of sashiko lies in its simplicity and resourcefulness. I hope this ‘make do and mend’ spirit will also inspire you. It has changed my relationship to textiles – and the way I look at consumer goods – altogether (especially single-use items like plastic cups and bags). My hope is that this book can be a useful resource for people who want to create a greater connection to the objects they own, wear and make, who are looking for meaning in their craft, and who wish to minimise their footprint on this planet.
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Over time sashiko has evolved from mainly a necessity to a decorative art unto itself. In Make + Mend, as the title suggests, my goal is to share both aspects of sashiko: creative projects embellished with sashiko patterns and historical mending techniques. I’ve tried my best to pay homage to this art form and share its many creative uses in an inviting and accessible way. I hope my deep appreciation for the art of sashiko leaps off these pages and inspires you to pick up a needle and thread with the confidence to make or mend something you love with sashiko.
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Getting Started




‘Start where you are. Use what you have. Do what you can.’


—Arthur Ashe





Make + Mend explores and celebrates contemporary sashiko, a world full of captivating patterns, colourful textiles and modern mending techniques informed by historical practices. The projects are divided into two chapters inspired by the title’s two main themes, make and mend. The Make chapter focuses on patterns in home textiles and clothing. The Mend chapter will sharpen your hand-sewing skills with useful and gorgeous visible mending projects to repair and customise your clothing and textiles.


This Getting Started chapter introduces the foundations of sashiko, including all the tools and materials needed, as well as the process of drawing and transferring patterns and sashiko stitching. This chapter is a great reference while you’re working on your projects. You may find yourself flipping back through these pages if you need a refresher.


Take your time and have patience with yourself as you explore these new techniques. Sashiko stitching and transferring patterns are skills that get easier with practice. I hope this useful, stress-free guide to getting started with sashiko will allow you to have fun exploring these techniques.






TOOLS AND MATERIALS


Getting set up to sashiko stitch is easy and inexpensive. You don’t need any fancy, expensive equipment or a lot of space to work or store materials.


Sashiko Essentials


Sashiko supplies are pretty simple: needles, scissors, thread and fabric. In fact, you probably already have everything you need to start stitching now.


Needles


Sashiko needles are extra long, so you can gather many stitches on them. They have a wide eye for easy threading and a sharp point. They come in sets of various lengths; a shorter needle is useful for handling curves.


You can also sew sashiko well with embroidery needles and crewel needles. They are not as long as sashiko needles but are just as sharp, and you can still gather many stitches. Just make sure that the eye of the needle is wide enough for your thread.


Scissors


You’ll need small, sharp embroidery scissors (snips) for cutting your thread, paper scissors for general use and fabric scissors. Having a dedicated pair of fabric scissors helps keep them sharp.
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USING SASHIKO THREAD




Sashiko thread is cleverly designed to be the perfect length for stitching. First, you’ll need to prep the skein. Remove the paper band and unwind the threads (01), which will be in a continuous loop with a piece of thread tied around one end. Cut the threads on the side with the tie (02) and loosely plait the threads (03). Pull lengths of thread from the top (looped end) of the plait as needed (04). Use a single ply of sashiko thread for thinner lines and double ply for bolder, thicker lines. For double ply, thread your needle, fold the thread in half and tie a knot.


Sashiko thread is wound tightly, so as you stitch you build up more tension, causing tangles. To help avoid frustrating thread snags, prepare your thread for stitching: Before threading your needle, let the thread hang and smooth it with your fingers several times to release any tension. A thread conditioner can help thread stay smooth, too. As you stitch, repeat the process of smoothing threads if they begin to twist and knot.
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Thread


Traditional sashiko thread is tightly wound and nondivisible, and comes in several weights, or thicknesses. Large retail craft and sewing shops don’t commonly carry sashiko thread, but you can find it in specialty shops and online (see Resources). For decorative projects, crochet and embroidery threads are inexpensive alternatives that are easy to find and come in lots of colours. They do fray much more quickly than sashiko thread, so make sure to cut shorter lengths of thread. Try using thread conditioner to protect your thread.


For mending projects, stick with sashiko thread. I also occasionally use hand-quilting and button-craft threads. These threads are very strong (crucial for mending), come in a variety of colours and are easy to stitch with. Never use sewing-machine thread for repairs, which can easily snap.


Fabric


You can sashiko-stitch on just about any material. Sashiko is traditionally stitched on natural fibres like cotton, linen, hemp and silk. Linen is easy to stitch and my favourite fabric for stitching in general. Made from flax, linen is a natural material with a low environmental impact (it requires little water or pesticides to produce). Try a lower thread count linen so you can use the weave of the fabric to count your stitches if you want them evenly placed. I also like stitching on denim and canvas, because they’re sturdy and easy to work with. Whenever possible, avoid buying new man-made, synthetic fabrics like polyesters and nylon, which are more difficult to stitch on and made of plastic from fossil fuels and don’t biodegrade, or choose vintage or recycled polyesters.


For mending projects, try to upcycle garments and fabrics. Start a scrap collection with sewing project remnants and beat-up clothes. For purchasing new fabrics, natural fibres and organic fabrics are a great place to start. In general, organic fabrics are made from fibres that were grown without pesticides and herbicides and require less water to produce, and efforts were made to reduce CO2 emissions during production. The ‘organic’ label can be misleading, because it doesn’t take into consideration other sources of environmental impact. For example, is it produced with other chemicals, like harsh synthetic dyes? Organic is not a perfect solution, but it’s important to be conscious of the origin and production process of the materials we wear and use.
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