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What is sewing? 

Why do we sew? 

What do we use to sew with? 

What are needles made from? 

What is thread made from? 

How are needles made? 
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What is Sewing? 
Sew 
verb (used with object), sewed, sewn or sewed, sewing.  
1.  
to join or attach by stitches.  
2.  
to make, repair, etc., (a garment) by such means.  
3.  
to enclose or secure with stitches:  
4.  
to close (a hole, wound, etc.) by means of stitches (usually followed 
by up) 
 
Before 900; Middle English sewen, Old English siw (i) an; cognate 
with Old High German siuwan, Gothic siujan, Latin suere (suture ); 
akin to seam 

 

 

When people first began to wear clothing, about 60,000 

years ago, they didn't sew it at all: they just wrapped animal 

skins or furs around themselves. To keep these in place they 

would have secured them with cords of some description 

(strips of leather, animal sinew, or strings of fibrous plant 

materials). 

 

 

 

http://www.dictionary.com/browse/suture
http://www.dictionary.com/browse/seam
http://quatr.us/timelines/10000bc.htm
http://quatr.us/timelines/10000bc.htm
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Why do we sew? What do we sew 
with? 

How would you join animal skins 
together? 

By 45,000 BC, the need for warmer, stronger clothing, led to 
the use of sharp pointed sticks or stone tools like awls to 
poke holes in the clothing so that cords could be run through 
the clothes instead of just around them.  

 
 

Sewing with an awl 
 

http://quatr.us/bc.htm
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Putting a hole in the end of the awl made it more like a 
needle, and meant that sewing could be done a lot faster 
and easier. These early needles were made out of bone, 
ivory, antlers, tusks and thorns. 
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What are needles made from? 
 

 
A set of bone needles from the Cave of Courbet in the 

Aveyron Valley, near Toulouse, France. Believed to be over 
13,000 years old. 
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Close up of bone sewing needle and yucca thread 
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Needles and sewing equipment 

The oldest known needles with eyes date from  about 25,000 
years ago,  and they also were used for fashioning fishing 
nets and carrying bags. Needles were used not only to stitch 
hides together for warmth but also for sewing and decorating 
textiles for social and ceremonial use and display.  
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Modern reproduction version of a Prehistoric sewing kit :  

• two ‘hand carved’ bone needles 
• a flint point for cutting and making ‘eyes’ in the needles 

• animal sinew and retted nettle thread 
• a leather thimble 

• a bone awl point for making holes in skin/leather 
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What is thread made from? 

The Egyptians were skilled at making thread from plant 

fibres and in using the wool and hair from domestic animals 

in spinning.  
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Native Americans also used sewing needles from natural 
sources. One such source, the agave plant, provided both the 
needle and the thread. The agave leaf would be soaked for 
an extended period of time, leaving a pulp, long, stringy 
fibres and a sharp tip connecting the ends of the fibres. The 
needle is essentially what was the tip end of the leaf. Once 
the fibres dried, the fibres and needle could then be used to 
sew things together. 
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How is thread made into a cloth? 

Around 9000 BC, people in West Asia began to spin thread 
out of wool or linen and weave cloth out of it. It was much 
easier to sew cloth than to sew leather, so people began to 
do more sewing.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indigenous_peoples_of_the_Americas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agave
http://quatr.us/timelines/10000bc.htm
http://quatr.us/clothing/spinning.htm
http://quatr.us/clothing/wool.htm
http://quatr.us/clothing/linen.htm
http://quatr.us/clothing/weaving.htm
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   Linen Mummy wrapping fragments                              Basic Loom 
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The need for many more, and better quality, needles 

When people began to use bronze, about 3000 BC, they soon 
started to make sharper, lighter needles out of bronze. The 
earliest ones are from Tepe Yahya in Iran. Probably people 

http://quatr.us/arts/bronze.htm
http://quatr.us/timelines/3000bc.htm
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used leather scraps as a thimble. But these needles still 
weren't thin or strong enough for fine sewing. 

 
Moche bronze sewing needles (Peru, ca. 400-100 BC) 

 

Due to the time and effort involved in spinning and weaving,  
a piece of cloth was considered very valuable and people 
generally didn't want to cut the cloth up. Bronze needles 
were too thick and bendy to do fine sewing with, so the 
whole piece of cloth would be wrapped around the body as a 
sari, shawl, cloak or toga. To make a tunic, Egyptians and 
Greeks wove a tunic-shaped piece of cloth and just sewed 
the sides together.  

By about 100 BC, people were using iron needles at 
Manching in Northern Europe (and maybe in the Roman 
Empire too), but these iron needles, like the earlier bronze 
needles, were too weak and thick for any fine sewing. In the 
Roman Empire, people kept on wearing tunics with cloth loosely 
wrapped around them. 

 

 

 

http://quatr.us/southamerica/before1500/history/moche.htm
http://quatr.us/timelines/500bc.htm
http://quatr.us/southamerica/before1500/science/
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How are needles made? 
Ancient Needlemakers and variation of styles 

Paleolithic needles had grooves rather than eyes to hold 
sinew or fibre. Ancient Egyptians made ceramic double-
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pointed needles with an eye at each end, and six bone 
needles found at Troy, were notched but one with an eye 
opposite the point. Roman needles were made of bronze and 
iron, with the eye on top. 

Sewing needles are an application of wire-making 
technology, which started to appear in the second 
millennium BCE. Some fine examples of Bronze Age gold 
torques are made of very consistent gold wire, which is more 
malleable than bronze. However, copper and bronze needles 
do not need to be as long: the eye can be made by turning 
the wire back on itself and redrawing it through the die 

 
1st Century Roman Britain: Three pins and four needles, made of bone and 

bronze 
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Many early civilizations used needles and threads.  

• Medical texts of the Vedas-ancient and sacred Hindu 
texts from 3,500 years ago, prescribe straight and 
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curved high-quality steel needles with today's familiar 
oval eyes and call attention to their care.  

• German cities had specialized guilds of needlemakers 
dating from the fourteenth century 

• The Persian theologian Ghazali, about 1100 C.E., 
praised as an example of human cooperation the 
division of the work of making a needle into twenty-five 
stages 

• Spain inherited the secrets of Islamic steel 
needlemaking, and refugees brought these skills to 
England.   

• Malleable iron had become the best material for making 
needles although the resulting product was crude and 
rough. Working in hovels called pingles, blacksmiths cut 
thin lengths of iron into flat sheets which were laboriously 
rounded and hammered and cut to length to be pointed and 
an eye made. The process was completed by scouring and 
polishing to remove all dirt and hammer marks. These time 
consuming jobs were undertaken by women and children 
who would bind the needles into a leather pouch packed 
tightly with abrasive pebbles and rolled back and forth 
under a heavy wooden board. Needle making was such a 
gruelling trade that children were threatened with a needle 
making apprenticeship if they did not behave.    
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More Needle History 

• In the London of Henry VIII (r. 1509-1547), the only 
needlemaker who could draw his own steel wire was a 
Spanish immigrant. Other masters imported coils from 
Germany and Spain.  

• Needles were among a household's valuables, protected 
in special cases that women attached to their belts. 
Only in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries did 
large needlework boxes become common, even among 
the affluent. 

• Eighteenth-century needlemakers developed a system 

of production that is still the basis of today's automated 

factories, and Redditch was manufacturing one million 

sewing needles per year.  

• The eye of the Redditch needle was apparently so small 

that a modern day thread is not fine enough to pass 

through. The Forge Mill Needle Museum in Redditch 

has needles from the time with hand-punched eyes so 

small they are visible only with a magnifying glass. The 

only thread fine enough to pass through them is 

manufactured  for specialized medical sutures. 
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Needle Production in the Industrial Age 

In the early industrial revolution, needle workers were often 
casualties. In the final stage, a pointer held up to 100 
needles at a time against a grindstone and could finish as 
many as 10,000 an hour. If a grindstone broke and flew 
apart, it could be fatal, and many pointers were blinded by 
the slivers of metal sheared from the points. They worked in 
semi gloom, and inhaled a fog of metal and grindstone dust 
which caused a fatal lung disease known as Pointer’s Rot, an 
occupational pulmonary disease. It was rare for them to live 
beyond their 30s, but in their short lives they were renowned 
for heavy drinking, fighting, and keeping their families 
beautifully dressed. 

Surviving pointers earned a guinea a day, and long resisted 
not only mechanization but also dust exhaust equipment that 
would have reduced their wages as well as their mortality.  

Nor were risks limited to the needle workshops and 
factories. To inhibit rust, eighteenth-century needles were 
(at least in France) sometimes packed in asbestos powder 
before the mineral was known to cause lung cancer. 
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Sewing Needle Varieties 

The needle industry shared the nineteenth century's 
enthusiasm for variety and details of finish, including gold-
plated grooves.  

Tailors, seamstresses, and home sewers could choose from 
twelve sizes of "sharps," the most common style, which 
generally had grooved eyes to keep protruding thread from 
damaging fabric.  

There were also nine sizes of "blunts," short and thick 
needles for fast, uniform stitching by tailors, and a range of 
"betweens."  

Crewel needles had larger holes for stranded thread, and 
other styles were designed for easier work with other yarns 
and fabrics.  

For most styles and sizes there was also a range of quality 
and packaging. On better grades, grooved eyes were gold 
plated. 
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