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F R O M :  Mom and 
part-time jobholder 

T O :  Award-winning 
costume designer 

T he day in 2005 when her daughter 
stepped onto the ice at the Cranberry 
Open, one of New England’s largest 

 fi gure-skating competitions, was the day Yumi 
Barnett-Nakamura took a fi rst step toward a 
career she’d never even thought of: designing 
costumes for elite international competitors. 
Ten-year-old Amy, already jittery about skat-
ing in her fi rst event, was horrifi ed to discover 
she was wearing the same  jewel-encrusted 
outfi t as fi ve of the other girls. It wasn’t as 
if the costume had come from a catalog; 
 Barnett-Nakamura had shelled out $350 for it, 
even though to her mind it was “an overpriced 
bathing suit with rhinestones.” Vowing never 
to let her child become so upset before a per-
formance again, Barnett-Nakamura recalls, 

“I decided to make her something special to 
wear. I fi gured I could spend less money and 
still end up with a better costume.”

She accomplished that, and more. For her 
daughter’s second important performance, 
Barnett-Nakamura designed and hand-
stitched a red dress with a fi reworks pattern 
executed in Swarovski crystals—a costume 
so beautiful that she was quickly surrounded 
by skaters, coaches and other mothers asking 
where she’d bought it. She went home with 
so many requests for costumes that soon she 
had a home-based business.

Helping her kid compete 
launched a career

She’d been an accountant in her old life, not a designer. But when 
she created a costume to bolster her daughter’s 

confi dence, a whole new work world blossomed  B Y  E L I Z A B E T H  S U N E B Y

P H O T O G R A P H E D  B Y  Kyoko Hamada
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Amy’s ruby costume was not the fi rst one 
Barnett-Nakamura had ever sewn. Born in 
Japan, where she lived until adulthood, she 
had clothing design in her DNA. While her 
father was an accountant, her grandfather was 
a kimono dressmaker who specialized in dye-
ing fabrics for custom jobs. As a girl with 
an interest in gymnastics and jazz dance, 
Barnett-Nakamura altered store-bought leo-
tards to get a better fi t. But eventually she 
obeyed her father and became an accountant. 
After six years of that work, and the winding 
down of a marriage, she moved to Canada 
with her two young daughters and learned 
to speak English. She married an American 
software engineer, Michael Barnett, and 
in 1996 the family relocated to Wellesley, 
a Boston suburb, where she worked as an 
accountant for a couple of years.

I  n 2010, three years after receiving her 
fi rst costume order and with three of 
her four children either working or in 

college, Barnett-Nakamura, then 49, decided 
to take her business bigger, investing $5,000 
to create a work space at home. In February 
2011 she started a company called Y’s Design. 

In her inaugural year, Barnett-Nakamura 
made about 20 dresses with an average price 
of $500. Soon her customers were winning 

“best dressed” awards from Ice Network, the 
defi nitive source for fi gure-skating news—
stars such as singles skater Christina Gao, 
whose costume won in 2013; pairs skat-
ers Gretchen Donlan and Andrew Sper-
of , in 2011; and Jimmy Morgan and Alex 
Shaughnessy, in 2013. With publicity like 
that, Barnett-Nakamura quickly attracted 
an international audience. “By 2013,” she 
says, “I had the capacity to meet only about 
20 percent of costume requests.” 

In March 2014, Barnett-Nakamura 
changed the company’s name to Yumi Cou-
ture. Using $20,000 of the profits she’d 
saved, she rented a workshop space for the 
first time and hired two seamstresses. In 
its first six months, Yumi Couture outfit-
ted a Japanese ballet troupe of 70, with the 
two prima ballerina outfits priced at $1,500 
each and the rest at an average of $400 
each. She also dressed about 60 figure skat-
ers from the U.S., Canada and Japan. 

Attention to detail is the hallmark of all 
Yumi Couture designs. For elite skaters, the 
process of designing a costume takes two 

months minimum and begins with research. 
Barnett-Nakamura listens to each athlete’s 
music, watches videos of past performances 
and speaks to the skater and coach about 
their visions. She measures the athletes’ bod-
ies, creates a custom pattern and prepares 
the garment for a fi rst fi tting. That’s when 
she checks that her aerodynamic designs will 
support complex,  material-taxing choreog-
raphy such as triple axels and death spirals. 
Then, taking a cue from her grandfather, she 
dyes mesh fabrics to match athletes’ specifi c 
skin tones, dipping the cloth into teas rang-
ing from chai to chamomile. For the fi nishing 
touch,  Barnett-Nakamura places Swarovski 
crystals in crucial spots to create the three- 
dimensional ef ects that are revered in the 
industry. And all this work is done by hand. 

Barnett-Nakamura’s next steps: Hire a 
business manager, open a studio in Japan 
and increase capacity in her U.S. studio (her 
latest clients are teams of synchronized skat-
ers; she has also expanded into ballroom- 
dancing apparel and of -the-rack costumes). 
And she has a new brand: YumiBN. 

Growth is important to her, but so is 
quality control. Step into the Yumi Cou-
ture workshop outside Boston and you’ll 
see patterns all over the work island, fabric 
samples on the walls—and a large-screen 
TV for watching her customers in action. 

“Once I saw a client competing in Moscow 
and noticed that the lines of his shirt were 
not fl owing as I meant them to,” Barnett- 
Nakamura says. “I contacted him as soon 
as he returned to Boston and adjusted his 
outfi t.” This kind of dedication to detail 
and the highest level of customer service is 
called omotenashi in Japanese, and it’s what 
 Barnett-Nakamura calls her secret sauce. 

Next month 200 skaters with sights set 
on the 2018 Winter Olympics in South Ko-
rea will meet at the World Figure Skating 
Championships in Boston; Marissa Castelli, 
a Yumi Couture client, may be among them. 
Barnett-Nakamura will be studying the lines 
and fl ow of every outfi t. “I always want my 
designs to look exceptional and for my clients 
to feel confi dent,” she says, “especially when 
they perform on the world stage.” 

ELIZABETH SUNEBY  is a Boston-based journal-
ist and the author of several books, including the 
award-winning Razia’s Ray of Hope: One Girl’s Dream 
of an Education.

FROM GARBAGE BAGS 
TO GARMENT BAGS

“When I started out 
creating costumes for local 

skaters, I packaged their 
finished outfits in large-size 

garbage bags. Today I deliver 
handmade costumes 

to clients around the globe in 
custom garment bags.”

BIGGEST FEAR

“I am always looking for ideas 
for new designs. For 

inspiration I go to art museums, 
ballets and Broadway shows. 

But sometimes I have 
nightmares that I’ll never think 

of anything new.”

$13,000 
Total revenue from 

the first year 
of costume making

$97,000 
Total revenue in 

Yumi Couture’s best year 
to date (2014)

$0 
Money spent 

on marketing in 2014

3,000
Average number of 

Swarovski crystals Barnett-
Nakamura secures by hand 

to a high-end outfit

RUNNING 
THE 

NUMBERS

YOU CAN 
START SMALL AND

GO BIG
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