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The publication of The Art of Hand Sewing Leatherby Al Stohlman in 1977 marked a transformative moment in

the world of leathercraft. For decades, this 72-page manual (frequently identified by SKU 61944-00) has served as

the definitive text for both amateur hobbyists and professional cordwainers. Unlike mass-produced machine-

stitched goods, hand-sewn leather represents a pinnacle of structural integrity and aesthetic refinement. This article

provides a comprehensive technical analysis of the methods pioneered by Stohlman, exploring the mechanical

advantages of the saddle stitch, the precision required in tool selection, and the procedural rigor necessary to

achieve professional-grade results.

The Theoretical Framework of Hand Sewing vs. Machine Stitching

To understand the importance of hand sewing, one must first analyze the mechanical differences between a 

lockstitch (machine) and a saddle stitch(hand). A sewing machine utilizes two separate threads: a top thread

and a bobbin thread. These threads lock together in the middle of the leather. If the thread breaks at any point, the

entire seam is compromised because the tension is lost, allowing the thread to pull through the holes. In contrast,

the saddle stitch utilizes a single long thread with a needle at each end. The two needles pass completely through

each hole, creating a series of overlapping figure-eight patterns. If one stitch breaks in a hand-sewn piece, the

other thread remains intact, and the friction of the leather holds the seam together, preventing a catastrophic failure.

The Physics of Thread Tension and Friction

In hand sewing, the artisan has granular control over the tensile forceapplied to each individual stitch. This is

critical when working with materials of varying densities, such as vegetable-tanned shoulder versus softer chrome-

tanned hides. Proper tension ensures that the thread is seated firmly within the grain or a pre-cut groove, protecting

it from surface abrasion. Stohlman’s techniques emphasize the 'seating' of the stitch, which involves a specific pull

angle that compresses the leather fibers around the thread, creating a water-resistant and high-strength bond.

Core Tooling and Material Specifications

Achieving the results illustrated in Stohlman’s manual requires a specific kit of high-precision tools. The quality of 

the stitch is directly proportional to the quality of the edge on the diamond awl and the consistency of the 

stitching iron.

Essential Tooling Matrix



Tool Name Technical Function Material/Design Specification

Diamond Awl Pierces the leather to create a path 
for the needles.

High-carbon steel; diamond-shaped 
cross-section for slanted holes.

Stitching Pony/Horse Clamps the leather work-piece to free 
both hands for sewing.

Solid wood (often oak or pine) with 
leather-lined jaws.

Harness Needles Carries the thread through the awl-
pierced holes.

Blunt tip (Size 00, 0, or 2) to prevent 
piercing the thread.

Overstitch Wheel Marks the spacing for each stitch to 
ensure uniformity.

Interchangeable wheels (5, 6, 7, 8, 
10, or 12 stitches per inch).

Stitching Groover Cuts a shallow channel for the thread 
to sit below the surface.

Adjustable blade for consistent offset 
from the edge.

Thread Selection and Preparation

The choice of thread is a critical variable in the longevity of the finished product. Stohlman originally advocated for 

waxed linen thread, which remains the gold standard for traditional craft. Linen has minimal stretch and, when 

waxed with pure beeswax, becomes resistant to moisture and rot. In modern contexts, braided polyester thread

(such as Ritza Tiger thread) is often used for its extreme durability and UV resistance. Regardless of the material,

the thread must be waxed to lubricate its passage through the leather and to lock the fibers in place once the stitch

is tightened.

The Step-by-Step Procedural Workflow

The following procedure outlines the classic Al Stohlman method for executing a professional saddle stitch.

Technical precision at each stage is mandatory to avoid common defects such as 'wandering' stitch lines or uneven

tension.

1. Layout and Marking

Before any piercing occurs, the leather must be marked. Using a wing divider or an adjustable groover, a line is 

drawn a set distance (typically 1/8 to 3/16 of an inch) from the edge. This provides a guide for the stitching wheel or 

pricking iron. The Overstitch Wheel is then rolled along this line, leaving indentations that dictate the Stitches Per 

Inch (SPI). For heavy-duty items like saddles, 5-7 SPI is standard; for fine wallets, 10-12 SPI is preferred.

2. Preparing the Awl

The diamond awl is the most important tool in the kit. It must be polished to a mirror finish using jeweler’s rouge. A

dull awl will tear the leather fibers rather than slicing them, resulting in a messy exit hole and increased physical

strain on the maker. The angle of the awl must be held consistently—usually at a 45-degree angle—to create the

characteristic slanted look of traditional hand sewing.

3. The Threading Process

Unlike standard sewing, the thread is 'locked' onto the harness needles. The thread is passed through the eye, then

the needle pierces the thread itself about two inches from the end. The short tail is pulled over the eye and down

the length of the thread, creating a slim, secure knot that will not pull out during the sewing process.

4. Executing the Saddle Stitch



1.  Place the leather in the Stitching Pony, ensuring the work is at eye level and the marked line is just above the 

jaws.

2.  Pass the first needle through the first hole and center the thread so you have equal lengths on both sides.

3.  Using the awl, pierce the second hole from the 'front' side (usually the side facing the maker).

4.  Pass the left needle through the hole.

5.  Pass the right needle through the same hole, ensuring it goes behind the left thread to create a consistent 

'cast' or loop.

6.  Pull both threads simultaneously with even tension. The direction of the pull should be slightly toward the 

maker for the front thread and away for the back thread.

7.  Repeat the process, maintaining the exact same needle orientation for every stitch.

Advanced Technical Analysis: Stitch Density and Load Bearing

The structural integrity of a hand-sewn seam is influenced by the density of the stitches. In technical leatherwork,

we must calculate the appropriate SPI based on the weight (thickness) of the leather being joined.

Stitch Density Recommendation Table



Leather Weight (Ounces) Thickness (mm) Recommended SPI Thread Size (Diameter)

2-3 oz 0.8 - 1.2 mm 10 - 12 SPI 0.4 - 0.6 mm

4-6 oz 1.6 - 2.4 mm 7 - 9 SPI 0.6 - 0.8 mm

8-10+ oz 3.2 - 4.0+ mm 5 - 6 SPI 0.8 - 1.2 mm

Mathematical modeling of seam strength suggests that higher SPI increases the number of 'friction points' within

the leather, theoretically increasing strength. However, if the SPI is too high on thin leather, it acts like a perforation,

allowing the leather to tear between the holes (the 'postage stamp effect'). Stohlman's guide provides the empirical

balance discovered over 30 years of his practice.

Troubleshooting Common Execution Errors

Even following the Stohlman method, technical failures can occur. Analysis of these errors allows for corrective

measures in real-time.

•  Uneven Stitch Slant: This is usually caused by inconsistent awl angles. If the awl rotates even a few degrees 

between holes, the exit point on the backside will shift, creating a zig-zag appearance rather than a clean line.

•  Thread Fraying: If the thread begins to fray, the awl may be too small for the thread diameter, causing 

excessive abrasion. Alternatively, the artisan may be accidentally piercing the thread with the needle inside the hole 

(a 'pierced thread').

•  Varying Tension: If the leather puckers, the tension is too high. If there are gaps between the thread and the 

leather, the tension is too low. Consistent 'muscle memory' in the pull is required.

•  Backstitch Bulking: When finishing a seam, 'backstitching' (sewing backward for 2-3 stitches) is necessary. To 

avoid a bulky appearance, the artisan should use a smaller awl for these holes or slightly taper the thread ends 

with a knife before the final pull.

Maintenance of the Craft: Honing and Sharpening

A technical writer must emphasize that the tools are an extension of the hand. Stohlman’s manual dedicates

significant space to the maintenance of the diamond awl blade. Sharpening involves a three-step process:

The Sharpening Protocol

1.  Grinding: Using a fine-grit whetstone (1000 grit) to establish the primary bevel of the diamond shape.

2.  Honing: Using a higher grit (4000-8000) to remove the burr and refine the edge.

3.  Stropping: Using a leather strop charged with green chromium oxide to achieve a mirror polish. A polished 

awl should slide through 10oz leather with almost zero resistance.

The Synthesis of Form and Function

The enduring relevance of The Art of Hand Sewing Leatherlies in its refusal to compromise on quality. While

machine sewing is governed by the speed of production, hand sewing is governed by the requirements of the

material. The saddle stitch, when executed correctly, creates a bond that is effectively permanent. By following the

rigorous standards set by Al Stohlman, modern artisans ensure that their work is not merely a product, but a legacy

piece capable of lasting generations.

As we move further into a digital age, the tactile mastery of leather hand sewing provides a unique intersection of



engineering and artistry. The psychological splendor of manual craft, as noted in recent retrospectives of

Stohlman's work, serves as an antidote to the 'ceaseless chatter' of modern life. For the technical professional,

mastering these 72 pages is not just about learning to sew; it is about understanding the structural mechanics of

one of humanity's oldest materials. Whether constructing a heavy-duty holster or a delicate card carrier, the

principles of hole alignment, thread tension, and tool maintenance remain the foundational pillars of excellence in

leathercraft.
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