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INTRODUCTION

The Untold Sashiko Story

It took me seven years to bring this book into the world – seven years since the first offer appeared in my inbox, asking me to write a “how-to” book on Sashiko. Every proposal echoed the same requests. Teach the patterns. Show the steps. Define the correct technique. Make it accessible. But I couldn’t do it – not until I wrote what I share here: the story of Sashiko that has remained untold for far too long.

Sashiko is now – somehow – surprisingly popular outside Japan. That popularity has come swiftly, carried on waves of simplification. It’s as if people are only licking the chocolate coating and failing to appreciate the more nourishing fruit beneath. But the Sashiko I have lived, watched my grandmother and her company revive, heard discussed in the hushed voices of ageing artisans and stitched by necessity into my own life, is not the one I see acknowledged in English-language books, workshops or social media. It isn’t exactly wrong, but it is undeniably incomplete – romanticized, misunderstood and, in some cases, quietly taken out of context.

So I offer this book not as a manual for stitching, but as a means to remember before too much is forgotten. It’s not a list of “right” answers, but a return to something already fading beneath the rush of trends and translations.

The current Sashiko boom is leaving many Japanese people behind, especially those who once stitched not for art or commerce, but for survival and dignity. In the West, Sashiko is being redefined, often by non-Japanese teachers, or by Japanese individuals fluent enough in English to convert Sashiko into something trendy, teachable and marketable. Many do so with good intentions. Some do not. But the outcome is the same: the word “Sashiko” is now walking on its own, detached from the hands and hearts of the people who once lived it.

And I must admit, I am one of them. I benefit from this boom. I teach it. I sell it. I write about it in English. My family raised me through Sashiko, building a business around it. They took this ordinary wintertime craft performed by women and grew it into a regional company with artisans, trademarks and shipping labels. I was born into that thread and unlike many, I carry the weight of it in my chest, every single day. And yet I do not write this book to justify our path, but to speak honestly about what has been lost along the way. Some words may feel uncomfortable, some may contradict what you’ve heard, but that is the point. Because this is not a story of technique. It is a story of erasure – and of quiet resistance.

Today, I hear comforting slogans everywhere: “Anyone can do it”; “Embrace imperfection”. Beautiful words, yes, but stripped of cultural roots, they become masks. And behind those masks, I often see not care, but commerce. Not humility, but influence. I’ve seen enough to say it plainly: much of what is sold as “Sashiko” is no longer Sashiko. Not in name. Not in soul.

This book is not for those who want to master stitches quickly. It is for those who pause and ask: where does Sashiko sit in Japanese culture? It is for those who feel something deeper lies beneath the needle and thread, but haven’t yet found the words for it.

What you’ll find here is the Sashiko I practise, alongside my family and the artisans whose names you won’t see in magazines or bestseller lists. They are not trending. They are not adjusting. But they are proud to be single dots in a long line of tradition.

What you’ll read here is the Sashiko that existed long before it was curated, taught or showcased, practised by people who never considered their stitching remarkable, because it was simply “part of life”. This is not the Sashiko of Pinterest boards or used as entertainment. This is the Sashiko that was once stitched silently for survival, when no one thought to call it beautiful.

And I believe this Sashiko still holds something we urgently need: a way of seeing the ordinary not as lesser, but as sacred.

I hope that through the untold stories here, you will begin to approach, appreciate and acknowledge Sashiko differently. And if that happens – if your hands and body (rhythm and acceptance) begin to take precedence over your eyes and brain (criticism and judgement) – then these seven years will have been worth it.

This is my introduction to what Sashiko really is for those of us who are Sashiko artisans’.
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Atsushi and his mother, Keiko.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

An Invitation, Not Instructions

This book is not a textbook. It is not a pattern book. It is not a practical guide to learning techniques or creating “beautiful” pieces of Sashiko.

Instead, it is an invitation to walk alongside Sashiko artisans. To pause, to listen and to begin seeing what so often goes unseen.

Sashiko is more than a technique, style or method of hand-stitching, though it includes all those things. What we practise carries something deeper, which resides in the spaces between the visible stitches. It is not easy to explain and sometimes it cannot be explained at all. It is something you feel, wordlessly.

This book offers a path – not the path – towards understanding Sashiko not only with your hands, but with your heart. It is built on decades of lived experience, passed down through generations of Japanese Sashiko practitioners and shaped by region, memory and survival. You will not find rigid instructions here. Instead, you’ll find voices, fragments, tensions. And moments of quiet clarity.

What I often call the “missing link” in Sashiko is not something visible. It is not about which thread to use or how long each stitch should be. It is the unspoken philosophy. The cultural rhythm. The quiet acceptance of time, season, relationship and humility. This missing link is hard to preserve because it rarely introduces itself. It lives in silence, in gesture, in pause. And it is easy to overlook, especially when Sashiko is translated into another language for another purpose.

Carrying these messages across languages is difficult because the essence of Sashiko rarely appears directly. It lives in pauses, silences and rhythm – qualities easily lost in translation.

For this reason, I write as I would speak in Japanese, inviting you to read not only the words but also the spaces between them – the length of a pause, the hesitation before a thought, the quiet after something important is shared.

Throughout this book, you may notice I sometimes use double quotation marks (“”) in unexpected places. These marks serve two purposes. At times, they represent words that were spoken – phrases exchanged in conversation, carrying subtle nuance. More often, they signal that the word enclosed holds more than one meaning. That it carries context, contradiction or quiet resistance. These marks are not decorative. They are a gentle prompt to pause. To wonder. To feel your way closer to the heart of Sashiko.

You may not agree with everything you read. That is perfectly okay. This is not a book of conclusions. It is a collection of openings. And I hope it becomes, for you, more than something to learn from.

I hope Sashiko becomes something to feel – with your fingers, with your breath, and perhaps even with your memories.

[image: A view of the shadows of branches of trees and leaves on the screen of the sliding door. The shadows on the screens are viewed from the inside of a room laid with tatami mats.]



THE FUTURE OF SASHIKO

Never in my life did I imagine Sashiko would become this widely known. When I was younger, interest was so small, demand so modest, that I often wondered how to end this family business – not how to continue it. It feels deeply ironic. Had today’s popularity existed then, I likely would never have needed to learn English. I would have remained in Japan, working silently as an artisan, not standing here now as a storyteller sharing Sashiko with the world.

The paths ahead are many. Sashiko may be simplified, twisted, fabricated or romanticized. It may be pulled into trends or diluted for convenience. And yet, I hold hope that what lies beyond will be shaped by inclusion – by those who stitch because they love it, and those who pass it along as small dots in a long and unbroken lineage.

Sashiko has been called many things: craft, technique, even art. For me, it has always lived in the ordinary – in the rhythm of the hand that repeats, in the care between stitches, in the act of making fabric last a little longer. Still, I cannot deny that some pieces – like those of my mother, Keiko – hold a presence that the world may one day recognize as art. Both truths can exist, as long as “art” is not used as an excuse to skip the years of practice and the cultural weight that make Sashiko what it is.

Friends sometimes tell me: “You should become the authority on Sashiko – to preserve it, to protect it for the years ahead”. It is an interesting observation. Perhaps some may see me as an authority because of my family roots or the stories I share. But I believe Sashiko cannot, and should not, belong to any authority or ownership. No one owns Sashiko. It was lived, shared and passed down by countless hands before us. Its beauty lies in belonging to all, not in being possessed by one. The task of keeping it alive does not rest in regulations or trademarks, but in people – people who stitch, who remember, who carry it sincerely onwards.

Sometimes I imagine Sashiko in a world of perfect machines – where artificial intelligence writes poems, paints portraits, even simulates human warmth. In such a future, the ordinary may be discarded, optimized away. And perhaps that is precisely why Sashiko matters. It is slow in an age of speed, tender in a time of disposability, ordinary in a culture obsessed with the extraordinary.

Hand-stitching is not rebellion. It is remembrance. A whisper into the fabric of time: we were here, we cared, we stitched. To keep this whisper alive, we must distinguish acknowledgement from convenience. True change comes from acknowledgement – with humility, patience and a willingness to learn. Convenience alone creates shallow imitations. Acknowledgement nourishes continuity, like a small stream flowing steadily through generations.

I accept my role as the past of Sashiko – steady, devoted and perhaps a little old-fashioned. I am content to stand on this side of time, carrying what came before. I hope those who read this book, who acknowledge Sashiko with openness and continue to learn with respect for the stories behind it, become the future of Sashiko. If a bridge is to be built between past and future, I wish to remain on the side of the past – watching with gratitude, encouraging with conviction and trusting that Sashiko will keep flowing forwards through your stitches.

Every movement of the needle, every dialogue between thimble and fabric, is not only an act of making. It is the act of connecting, of keeping alive what countless hands once carried. Sashiko is handwork that inscribes stories into fabric – stitch by stitch, line by line, carrying meaning forwards. It is the bond between people and time, a thread that carries their stories so they will not be forgotten. In Sashiko, stories matter – they are what give each stitch its life. And whenever you choose to stitch – with care, with respect, with resolve – Sashiko will remain alive: beyond me, beyond us, and into the future.




Appendix


GLOSSARY

As you reach the end of this book, you may find certain Japanese words still lingering in your mind. They might have felt distant at first, perhaps even opaque. Like stitches repeated again and again, words also carry layers that cannot be unravelled in a single glance.

What follows here is not a set of translations, nor an attempt to pin meaning down too neatly. It is more like a small basket of threads – an invitation to return, to trace, to wander back through the fabric of the stories. These words are signposts, but also companions. You do not need to hold them all at once. Let them drift closer in their own time, the way Sashiko itself teaches us: slowly, patiently, with each stitch revealing a little more.

Three Important Words


	刺し子 (Sashiko)

	Sashiko is a traditional practice of hand-stitching developed in Japan. It was shaped by poverty, climate and necessity. Originally, it was used to reinforce fabric, extend the life of garments and bring care into cloth at a time when nothing could be wasted. Sashiko is not simply a geometric pattern, mended jeans, or visible stitches for decoration. It is distinct from modern “slow stitching” or mindful craft movements, even if the results may appear similar. While methods vary by region and family, what unites Sashiko is rhythm, intention and relationship rather than surface appearance.






	襤褸 (Boro)

	Often paired with Sashiko in books and exhibitions, the word Boro has taken on a strange life in English. It is commonly explained as a form of patchwork, or “artistic mending”. But that is not its origin. Boro is not a technique, but a condition. In Japanese, the word refers to something tattered, frayed, broken. Boro-boro describes devastation, raggedness, ruin.

What we now admire as “Boro textiles” were once reminders of hardship – items of clothing patched and re-patched out of necessity, not intention. They were never meant to be displayed. They were evidence of survival.





	運針 (Unshin)

	Unshin is written with the characters for 運 (carry) and 針 (needle). It refers to the way the needle moves through fabric. Many forms of Japanese stitching have their own style of Unshin, but in Sashiko it is essential. It is not only movement – it is breath, rhythm and presence. It is the practice behind the practice, the quiet heartbeat that holds each stitch together.

In Chapter Four, I explore Unshin more deeply as the “core and essence” of Sashiko, and how it connects body, time and fabric in a way no diagram can capture.

The entries in this glossary – whether on cultural concepts, philosophies, processes, regional styles or patterns and motifs – are based on my personal understanding, practice and research. They are not meant to represent every region, every interpretation or to provide complete, authoritative definitions. Rather, they reflect how I have come to learn, experience and interpret Sashiko, often through my own stitching and dialogue with others. Please read the explanations as one perspective among many, not as the final word on these diverse cultural expressions. I have also tried to explain each term in more depth within the main text of this book, doing my best to share it with sincerity and memories, so that its meaning might live gently within the larger stories and practices of Sashiko.




Sashiko Styles & Regional Variations


	雑巾 (Zokin)

	A cleaning cloth made by layering and stitching together old fabric with Sashiko. For generations, households reused worn garments and cloth scraps in this way, turning what could no longer be worn into something useful for daily cleaning. Zokin is a simple yet vivid example of how Sashiko lived in the rhythm of everyday life, grounded in reuse and care.





	晴れ/ハレ (Kogin)

	A counted-stitch form of Sashiko that developed in the Tsugaru region of Aomori. Cotton thread was stitched into coarse hemp cloth, reinforcing it while also creating striking geometric patterns. Beyond their beauty, Kogin designs reflect the ingenuity of farmers living in a region where access to cotton fabric was extremely limited, using stitching as a way to strengthen hemp clothing against the cold northern climate.





	南部菱刺し (Nanbu Hishizashi)

	A diamond-motif style of Sashiko from the Nanbu area of Iwate. The stitches often appear decorative and improvizational, producing large, bold patterns across cloth. While admired today for their visual appeal, these designs also served the practical role of reinforcing fabric, carrying both usefulness and a sense of local identity.





	庄内刺し子 (Shōnai Sashiko)

	Sashiko from the Shōnai region of Yamagata, known for its fine linear and repeating patterns. Stitched on both daily garments and ceremonial clothing, Shōnai Sashiko reflects a balance of necessity and refinement. It demonstrates how a community could turn functional stitching into a language of beauty and cultural pride.





	Tsunzuri (つんづり)

	An older word from the Hida region of Gifu, used before the term Sashiko became common. It referred to stitched and pieced cloth made by reusing fragments of fabric, often to reinforce garments for everyday wear. The word carries a sense of “patching together” and reminds us that what we now call Sashiko grew out of practical acts of survival and continuity in ordinary households.




Patterns & Motifs


	Modoko (モドコ)

	A base motif in Kogin embroidery. These small geometric units are stitched repeatedly and combined to form larger, more complex designs. The simplicity of each Modoko allows endless variations, reflecting both utility and creativity in Kogin’s development.





	Shippō (七宝)

	Known as the “Seven Treasures” pattern and formed by interlocking circles. In Buddhist thought it represents precious jewels, while in textiles it symbolizes harmony, connection and the boundless expansion of relationships, much like the circles themselves.





	Asanoha (麻の葉)

	A geometric design representing hemp leaves. Because hemp grows quickly and strongly, Asanoha became a common motif on children’s clothing, expressing a wish for healthy growth and protection. It is also widely recognized as a protective charm (Mamori), believed to ward off harm. Its sharp, radiating lines make it highly distinctive, and – at least in my view – perhaps one of the most widely recognized of all Japanese patterns.





	Seigaiha (青海波)

	Literally meaning “blue ocean waves”, this motif depicts repeating fan-shaped arcs that spread outwards like ripples. It symbolizes peace, continuity and good fortune, evoking the calm image of an endless sea and reminding us of stability and long-lasting prosperity. An old anecdote also tells of an artist named Seigai who painted waves in this pattern; from his work the motif came to be called Seigaiha. Both interpretations – its literal meaning and the anecdotal origin – may be seen as true, adding richness to the story carried by this timeless design.

Philosophy & Cultural Concepts

Furoshiki (風呂敷)

A square wrapping cloth used for carrying, gifting or storing goods. Beyond practicality, Furoshiki reflects the Japanese sensibility of making daily life both efficient and beautiful through fabric reuse.





	Wabi-Sabi (侘び・寂び)

	A Japanese aesthetic that values impermanence, humility and quiet simplicity. Wabi-Sabi discovers beauty in the weathered and modest, offering a way of seeing that contrasts with ideals of perfection or permanence.





	Mingei (民芸 / 民藝)

	The folk-craft philosophy that celebrates the beauty of ordinary, anonymous handmade objects used in daily life. Mingei emphasizes function, humility and the collective spirit of craftsmanship rather than individual artistic fame.





	Mottainai (もったいない)

	A cultural expression of regret toward “waste” and a gentle reminder to respect resources. Mottainai carries the sense that something still holds unseen value – whether cloth, thread, time, talent or effort. In Sashiko, it becomes a way of seeing: to reuse, to repair and to appreciate what remains, rather than discard it. Through this spirit, even the smallest fragment of fabric can continue its life, stitched into something meaningful.





	Hare to Ke (ハレとケ)

	A traditional dichotomy in Japanese cosmology: Hare refers to the extraordinary – celebrations, festivals, rituals – while Ke refers to the ordinary flow of daily life. Together, they frame a balance between the sacred and the everyday.





	Kegare (穢れ)

	A concept of impurity, often spiritual or ritual in nature. Traditionally associated with misfortune or taboo, it is dispelled through acts of purification, most often understood as “washing with water”. Such cleansing restores harmony and allows life to continue smoothly. In Sashiko, too, the ability to “wash the cloth” is essential, as it helps thread and fabric settle together more naturally and reinforces the integrity of the work.




Process Terms


	Kata (型)

	A prescribed form or pattern in stitching or movement to make Unshin happen. In Sashiko, kata is repeated to preserve tradition, guide the body and eventually allow mastery. It reflects the belief that skill and creativity emerge through discipline and repetition.





	Kasane (重ね)

	In Sashiko, Kasane refers to the wisdom of securing thread by overlapping stitches instead of tying a knot. A few stitches are sewn over the existing line, allowing the thread to be fastened smoothly into the fabric. This method avoids bulky knots, reduces strain on the cloth, and keeps both front and back neat – an example of Sashiko’s practical and refined approach to daily stitching.





	Itokoki (糸こき)

	Itokoki is the process carried out after the needle has passed through the fabric, where the thread is gently stroked to correct tension, puckering, or lifted stitches. This helps the thread and fabric settle together more naturally, resulting in a softer and more refined finish.





	Mizutõshi (水通し)

	In Sashiko, Mizutōshi refers to rinsing the stitched fabric after the stitching is complete, before using it for another purpose. This process helps





	Itokiri (糸切り)
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