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      In memory of my grandmother Jane Mowat who sailed to Canada from Scotland over a hundred years ago with a letter of reference from an Edinburgh tailor in her pocket.
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            INTRODUCTION TO THE VINTAGE SEWING ROOM

          

        

      

    

    
      The modern sewist does not work in isolation.

      With her in spirit are those who sewed before her - home sewers who made clothing for themselves, their families, friends, neighbors, and dressmaking clients. The skills of these women are part of our heritage as modern makers. I believe the richness of our own current sewing experience can benefit from a connection to that culture. One way we can do that is by rediscovering the most essential tools in the vintage sewing room - classic sewing machine attachments.

      This book is an introduction to the machine attachments that were most widely used on domestic sewing machines between 1920 and 1965. These beautifully built, designed, and ingenious tools are still very useful today.

      I often use vintage attachments in my own sewing.

      I find they make many challenging jobs easier and faster. The very high quality of the work they produce has also made me reconsider the broader idea of progress.

      Is newer always better?

      The lovely buttonholes and exquisite hems that my older attachments produce have made me wonder. What other older, but superior technologies have we let drift away with our quick replacement culture?  Sewing gives a person time to ponder these issues. The prolific home seamstresses of the past sewed more and better, than most of us do now, with machines that were far more basic, simply because they used these attachments.

      Sometimes, when I struggle with a detailed sewing challenge, I am awed that some clever mind, operating in another time and place, has already solved my problem for me. Smart thinking and good ideas reach out across many spaces. To use these attachments is to catch some of that and to feel a profound respect for the inventors. Fortunately, these tools are still available, either as vintage originals or, in some cases, in reproduction form, today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HOW TO FIND AND USE VINTAGE ATTACHMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      These tools can be found on eBay and Etsy, at thrift stores, and in boxes of attachments sold with older machines at yard sales. However, most people no longer know how to use them and, as a result, many have been abandoned in decluttering operations.

      That is good news for the rest of us. I have never paid more than a few dollars for any of my classic attachments.

      TWO OPTIONS FOR ATTACHING VINTAGE FEET TO A MACHINE

      Option one: An older machine dedicated to sewing with these tools

      This is my preferred approach – it all just fits together better.  Basic second-hand machines are easy to find and inexpensive. Older Kenmores, Singer Featherweights, Singer Rocketeers, and 800 series Berninas are my favorites.

      Older machines were made of metal. A good cleaning, oiling, and a new needle may be all they need to get them up and running. One of my own favorite machines, a 1960 Singer Rocketeer made in Quebec, was stored in an unheated garage for decades of Canadian winters. Even still, it only took the labors of a six-year-old and me, plus a box of cotton swabs, to clean and oil it to perfection. That machine, like many other older models, has a superb straight stitch.

      The secret of the superior quality of the vintage machine straight stitch is that these machines were not designed for our current wide zigzags. As a result, the smaller opening in the vintage throat plate holds the fabric very securely (no wobbling over a big empty hole) to create a more secure and reliable straight stitch.

      Option two: Adapt your modern machine to take vintage feet

      Vintage feet can also be attached to a contemporary sewing machine if a shank adaptor is used. This adaption is necessary because most new machines have a high shank (the length of the needle bar onto which the foot attaches) and snap-on feet. Vintage machines, on the other hand, almost all have low shanks and use screw-on feet. The exceptions to this rule are the slant needle shank and feet, most notably Singer’s Slant-o-matic series of the sixties, and Bernina’s distinctive and unique sleeve attachment system for feet (available in “old style” feet used on vintage machines and “new style” for machines produced after 1998.)  Note it is often possible to buy adapters that will convert many styles of feet so they can be used on a Bernina, but not possible to convert a Bernina foot to a non-Bernina machine.

      In any case, to fit most older attachments to a contemporary machine you may need to find an appropriate shank adapter or extender to attach the screw-on low shank or slant feet to your modern machine. To find the right shank adapter for your model look for sewing machine dealers who work on older machines and or search online sellers like www.sewingmachinesplus.com

      A shank adapter looks like this:

      
        
          [image: Shank adapter]
        

      

      However very old machines, like treadles or rotary hooks like the classic Whites, use feet that attach with a toe clamp. These feet will fit only those machines and cannot be adapted to any others.  Toe clamp feet look like this:
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      CARE AND MAINTENANCE OF VINTAGE FEET

      Compared to their modern counterparts, vintage attachments are impressively well-engineered. Often all it takes is a dusting before they can be used. Only those attachments with moving parts, like the ruffler and the buttonholer, need oiling. Simply add a drop of oil at any point where you see metal moving against metal.
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      I have written this book is not a definitive guide to all older sewing machine attachments, but a practical operator’s manual for those most useful in the construction of the clothes we wear today. My emphasis is on high-quality vintage attachments. That said, it should also be acknowledged that many of the tools described here are still manufactured and sold for contemporary machines, notably narrow hemmers, binders, and rufflers. Of these, only the ruffler, and some of the narrow hem feet, are similar quality to their vintage counterparts. (Modern binders are quite less sophisticated than earlier iterations).

      Apart from modern versions of the binder, ruffler, and narrow hemmer, all the other attachments discussed here exist only in their vintage form – all excellent examples of “lost technology.”

      In experimenting with vintage sewing machine attachments it is helpful to understand one core concept – the more complex, even strange, a tool might look, the more ingenious, effective, and simple to use it is.

      In learning to use these tools it is helpful to understand how they work. They can be categorized by three foundational operating principles:

      1. Feet that lift or manipulate fabric to reduce its length. These include gathering, shirring, tucker, and pleating feet in their many variations. These feet work by exaggerating the natural action of the feed dogs, either by pressing the fabric into them to force pick up, as in the case of the shirring foot, or by using stitch length to form tiny pleats that look like gathers or mini pleats, as in the ruffler.

      2. Feet that fold under raw edges. These feet can look intimidating but are easy to use. Think of the scrolls or brackets on these attachments as tiny extra hands that hold or set up the fabric so it can be stitched with greater control, accuracy, and regularity. The edge stitcher, narrow hemmer, and adjustable hemmer fall into this category.

      3. Attachments that are template-driven. Because of the bulk of templates, these tools move the fabric underneath them in many directions to place stitches with precision under the needle. This enables the highly accurate stitching of the legendary vintage buttonhole as well as complex decorative embroideries like monograms and motifs. The quality of the template buttonhole in my view has yet to be surpassed in quality by even the most expensive modern computerized machines.

      I have listed each of the most useful attachments in each category in alphabetical order.
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