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Bodkin 

 

By Cindy Brown Bair 

This article is copyrighted by author Cindy Brown Bair and is offered without cost under the following guidelines:  

Permission is granted to link to this article and to print it, for educational use, and with proper attribution.  For example a 

club can print copies to hand out at a meeting; an online newsletter can link to this article but cannot copy-and-paste 

without additional permission. 

Abalone: (ab-uh-LOH-nee) Type of mother-of-pearl that is extremely fragile; used 

exclusively for decorative inlay.  See nacre. 

Aide-memoire: (ADE-mem-WAHR) Tiny notebook and pencil, often part of a chatelaine. 

Antique: An old, collectable item valued for its age, design, beauty, or personal connection. 
Most categories of antiques are more than 100 years old. 

Averys: Brass needlecases made in the mid- to late-1800s by W. Avery & Sons in Redditch, 
England; term now used for similar metal needlecases made by other manufacturers. 

Back marks: Brand, patent number, or other information on the back of a button.  

Back types: The way a button is sewn on: shank or sew-through.   

Bakelite: (BAY-kuh-lite, or BAKE-lite ) The first completely synthetic plastic, created by Dr. 
Baekeland in 1909 from phenolic resin. The trademarked term is correctly written 
capitalized. See celluloid, Lucite, and plastics. 

Bodkin: Large needle-like tool with blunt end, used 
to thread ribbon through casings.  

Bog oak: Wood that is partially petrified, found in 
Irish bogs. Not necessarily oak. 

Bone china: A particularly fine type of ceramic, able to be made thinner than traditional 
porcelain. See china. 

Bone: Usually cattle bones, made into tools and buttons. Sometimes difficult to distinguish 
from ivory; bone has tiny black lines and dots where blood originally ran through it. Can be 
dyed. 

Button hook: Hook with a handle for pulling small buttons through buttonholes in shoes, 
gloves, and garments. 



Sew Sew Old Glossary 

Page 2  Copyright 2011, SewSewOld.com 

 
Ear spoon 

Carnival glass: A type of glass with an iridescent sheen. 

Celluloid: (CELL-yuh-loid) The first plastic, invented in 1856; partially synthetic. Extremely 
flammable. Used until 1940s, when safer plastics were created. Term is not trademarked, so 
is correctly written without a capital letter.  See Bakelite, Lucite, and plastics. 

Chatelaine: (SHAT-ul-ain) Household keys and small tools on chains attached to women’s 
belts. Popular in 12th century France and made as recently as the early 20th century; similar 
tool sets used in Roman times. The term derives from the French for “mistress of the 
castle.” Female servants carried tools appropriate to their work, and the lady of the house 
carried master keys and ornate tools. At the time of its use, what we now call a chatelaine 
was called an equipage.  

China: Broad term for ceramics. See bone china, porcelain. 

Cloisonné: (kloi-zuh-NEY) A type of enamel in which colors are separated by tiny wires. 

Composition: 1. A single material made of several components mixed together; 2. An item 
made of several distinct pieces, each of a different material; 3. In the button-collecting 
world, buttons made of shellac or other binders, and filled with ground minerals. 

Cotton reel, cotton barrel: Victorian holder for machine-spun cotton thread. This thread 
was expensive. Containers were made of ivory, bone, mahogany, or metal; these held 
thread on a thin spindle inside the case. Commercially-made wooden spools were often 
kept in ornate boxes or on multi-spool stands.  

Darning egg or ball: Round or egg-shaped tool over which a sock was 
stretched as it was mended. Made from materials as diverse as 
blown glass and dried gourds. 

Ear spoon: A small tool with a tiny spoon-shaped end, used for 
removing wax from the ear. A personal care necessity, and ear 
spoon was often found on the end of a bodkin or a toothpick.   

Emery: Mica and alumina grains in a pouch or cushion, used to 
remove rust and dirt from needles and pins that are pushed into the 
pouch. 

Enamel: A broad term used for the application of colored glass onto a metal background. 
True enamel is created by mixing ground silica with other minerals, applying as a paint, and 
then firing in a kiln. Often cheaply imitated with thick paint. See cloisonné. 

Equipage: (EH-qwi-pij) A collection of tools that hung from women’s belts. Now called a 
chatelaine. 
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Hussif, roll-up, housewife 

Etui: (ay-TWEE) A collection of miniature sewing and personal tools such as scissors, 
thimble, needle case, tweezers, and comb. The tiny tabletop or portable case was usually 
ornate, as etuis were often gifts for excellence in needlework. Frequently one of the tools in 
a chatelaine.   

Featherweight: Perhaps the most best-known sewing machine, the Singer Featherweight 
221 was first made in 1933. It was portable (one of the first), lightweight (relatively 
speaking), extremely reliable, and easy for a novice to fix. 

Gold filled: Three layers of metal: two gold layers with less expensive metal such as brass in 
between. See gold plated. 

Gold plated: Two layers of metal: a thin layer of gold applied over another metal (often 
silver) by electroplating. See gold filled. 

Gutta Percha: (GUHT-uh PUR-chuh) Hard rubber-like latex material made from trees found 
in Australia and southeast Asia. 

Hallmark: Makers marks in nations that have a hallmarking system, such as the UK. The US 
does not have a hallmarking system. 

Hank: A length of yarn or thread, wound into a loose coil. See skein. 

Heirloom: An object that has a a special, endearing value; usually old. 

Horn, hoof: Usually from cattle.  Can be either carved, or heated and pressed into molds. 

Housewife: Handmade sewing kit for full-size tools that folds or rolls into a bundle. UK 
term. See roll-up and hussif. 

Hussif: (HOOSE-eef) Handmade, folding case for full-
size sewing tools. The useful item originated in 17th 
century Germany, and the term derives from the 
German word for “housewife.” See roll-up and 
housewife.  

Inlay: A decorative technique of inserting small pieces of materials into indentations made 
in the base material. The inserts are usually made of contrasting colors and materials. In the 
finished piece the inlaid sections are flush with the base material. 

Ivorine, ivoroid: Celluloid material made to resemble ivory. 

Ivory: Technically, any animal tooth hand-carved or turned on a lathe. Usually elephant 
tusk; other animals’ teeth used over the centuries were walrus, sperm whale, narwhal, and 
hippo. Trade in elephant ivory was internationally banned beginning in the 1970s. Often 
difficult to distinguish from bone in carved items.  
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Lucet 

 
Nanny brooch 

Jet: True jet is a mineral mined in Whitby, England. It is extremely rare. Queen Victoria wore 
jet buttons and jewelry while in mourning for her prince 
consort, Albert. The term is used (incorrectly but 
commonly) for black, opaque glass. 

Lace bobbin: Tool used to make lace; between twelve 
and several hundred lace bobbins are used in the 
process.  

Lady’s Companion: Small tabletop sewing kit for full-size 

tools, from late eighteenth century England.  

Lucet: (LOO-set) A lyre-shaped tool for making cords or braids; 
also called a chain fork. Originated in Viking Europe. 

Lucite: A trademark of the DuPont Chemical Company, Lucite 
is an acrylic plastic invented in the 1940s. The trademarked 
term is correctly capitalized when written. See celluloid, 
Bakelite, and plastics. 

Makers mark: A stamped or printed mark identifying the company that made the item. See 
Hallmark. 

Mauchline ware: (MOCK-lin) Printed wooden sewing tools made in the Scottish town of 
Mauchline, primarily for tourists. See Tunbridge ware and transferware. 

Melamine resin: (MEL-la-meen  REZ-ihn) A durable, fire-resistant plastic. Ingested in its pure 
powdered form, melamine is toxic; the powder has been added (illegally) to pet and human 
foods to increase their apparent protein levels. Objects made from melamine resin are not 
harmful. 

Mother-of-pearl: Also called nacre, the lining of some mollusks creates pearls. Mother-of-
pearl is the thin, flat inner layer of calcium carbonate inside these mollusks. Very fragile, it is 
often used for inlay. Abbreviated MOP.  See abalone and nacre. 

Nacre: (NAY-ker) The thin, flat, iridescent layer inside some mollusks. See mother-of-pearl 
and abalone. 

Nail: An old measure of length equivalent to today’s two and one-quarter inches (5.6 cm). 
Found on antique tape measures. 

Nail guard, finger guard: Thimble with cut-out back for a long fingernail to slip through. In 
addition to use in hand-sewing, guards were (and are) made for trades such as bank tellers, 
upholsterers, wig makers, roof thatchers, and sail-makers. 
Usually worn on the left index finger. 

Nanny brooch: (BROACH) Decorative brooch worn in the 
late Victorian and Edwardian eras by nannies and other 
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Palais Royal 

female household employees. The back of the brooch was a cylindrical case containing 
thread and needles for emergency repairs. More a status symbol than a useful tool.  

Necessaire: (NESS-ehs-seyhr) Small container of full size sewing and personal tools with 
fitted indentations for each tool.  

Needlebooks, needlecases, needle packets: Containers for hand-sewing needles. Paper 
needlebooks, in particular, often display advertising.  

Netting tools: Tools used to make nets: needles with eyes on both ends, forked needles, 
and thin flat sticks with rounded ends. Some made decorative netting; more robust tools 
made nets for fishing and hunting. 

Notions: A term used in the US for items that are sewn onto a finished garment, such as 
buttons, snaps, trims, etc. Originally known as “Yankee notions.” 

Ormolu: An early method of applying a thin layer of gold to a metal base. Also called gilt 
bronze. The process died out in the 19th century because it required the use of mercury, and 
most guilders died before age 40. 

Palais Royal: (PAHL-ay ROYH-ahl) Extremely fine sewing and 
personal tools made of mother-of-pearl, created in Parisian 
workshops near the French palace of Versailles in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries.  

Passementerie: (PASS-mohn-TREE) Trims created with thread: 
tassels, fringe, braids & cords. Related to lace. 

Paste: Replicas of gemstones made from a paste of ground, high-
lead glass that was pressed into a mold, then polished. See 
rhinestone. 

Pavé: (PAH-vee) A flat, mostly smooth surface created by many rhinestones set very close 
together. 

Peep: A microscopic lens with a miniature photograph at one end. Peeps, or peep views, 
were built into endless varieties of objects in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. See 
Stanhope. 

Pin keep, pin ball: Similar to a pincushion but made before the mid-nineteenth century, 
when pins were expensive. 

Pin poppet: (POP-pet) Small, closed container for storing pins. 
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Sewing bird, third 
hand 

Plastics: Early plastics (created before 1945) were celluloid, Bakelite, and Lucite. Plastics 
created after 1945 are often called “hard plastics” and are made of polyvinyl, nylon, acrylic, 
and other petro-chemicals. See celluloid, Bakelite, and Lucite. 

Porcelain: Extremely fine ceramic material, at its best translucent. Originated in China. See 
china and bone china. 

Purling pin: (PURHL-ing) A small crochet hook used in tatting, often attached to a chain and 
ring worn on the left thumb while working. 

Retro: Descriptive term for items made between the 1940s and 1970s. 

Rhinestones/pastes: Glass, usually backed with reflective foil or paint, created to imitate 
gemstones. The term originated from crystals that were found on the banks of the Rhine 
river. A paste of these ground, high-lead glass crystals was pressed into a mold, then 
polished. Today the term is used for most imitation gems. 

Roll-up: Handmade sewing kit for full-size tools, that rolled into a small bundle. US term. 
See housewife and hussif. 

Rubber: Natural rubber is a stretchy, waterproof material made from trees that produce 
latex sap. The trees are “tapped” by cutting through the outer bark, then collecting the latex 
that drips out. 

Serger: A machine that sews an overlock stitch and trims at the same time, thus creating a 
seam and finished edge. 

Sewing bird: A clamp that attached to the edge of a table, serving 
as a “third hand” and a holder for pins and tools. Often had a bird 
whose beak held one edge of a sewing project; all novelty-shaped 
clamps (frogs, butterflies, fish, etc.) are called birds. 

Sewing machine medallion: A metal label applied to the outside of 
a sewing machine, designating its maker, model, and other 
identifying characteristics. 

Sewing purse: Popular in the 1870s and 1880s, these portable kits resembled stylish 
evening bags. 

Sew-throughs: Buttons with holes for attachment. See Shank.  

Shagreen: (shah-GREEN) Rough leather made from shark or ray skin, usually dyed green. 

Shank: Small loop on back of a button, used to sew it onto a garment. Can be part of the 
button’s composition or attached. See sew-through. 
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Thread winder 

Skein: (SKAIN) A length of yarn or thread, wound into a loose coil. A skein can be dyed 
without unwinding, making it a common way to buy commercially-produced yarns. See 
hank. 

Spool knave: Tool hung from the waist, that dispensed thread evenly. 

Stanhope: A microscopic lens with a miniature photograph at one end, named for its 
inventor, Lord Charles Stanhope. Stanhopes were built into endless varieties of objects in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. See peep. 

Stiletto: Tool that punches a hole in fabric or leather. Similar to an awl or punch, but making 
a smaller hole. 

Swift: A device used to transfer yarn from a skein into a ball. The skein is wrapped around 
the cage of the swift, freeing both hands to rewind the yarn into a more tangle-free ball. See 
winding clamp.  

Tambour hook: (TAM-boor) Sharp, hooked tool similar to a crochet hook, used to create 
decorative designs from the reverse side. Tambouring originated in the Georgian period 
(1714-1830) and again became popular in the Victorian era. Tambour hooks were often 
made in sets of graduated sizes with an interchangeable handle. 

Tatting: A type of lace-making similar to fine crochet. 

Tatting shuttle: Oval tool used in tatting. Made of two pointed-end ovals attached in the 
middle. 

Thread winder, silk winder: 19th century flat holder for 
thread and thin yarns.   

Tortoiseshell: Shell of hawksbill turtles (Caribbean and South 
Pacific) or loggerhead turtles (Pacific), commonly used in the 
18th century. Hand-engraved and often inlaid with ivory, 
mother-of-pearl, and precious metals. Very fragile, it was 
occasionally used as veneer. 

Transferware: A style of ceramic surface design, using a printing-type method of applying 
the pattern. See Mauchlin ware and Tunbridge ware. 

Treen: (TREE-uhn) A general term for small, wooden household items. 

Tunbridge ware: (TUN-brij) Wood sewing tools made in Kent, UK, usually for tourists. See 
Mauchline ware and transferware. 
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Winding clamp, yarn winder, 
swift 

Vegetable ivory: Corozo nut meat; can be carved, engraved, buffed, 
and dyed. Corozo nuts grow on Tagua (TAH-gwah) palms in the rain 
forests of South America. First popularized in the early 1900s, Tagua 
palms are being planted again today as a sustainable crop that 
doesn’t require destroying the surrounding forests. Often confused 
with the shell of the coqulla nut, which is used for making thimbles 
but is not vegetable ivory.  

Vermeil: (VER-mil or ver-MAY) Thin layer of gold, electroplated onto silver. 

Vintage: An item of high quality from a past time. 

Waxer: Two flat discs attached by a central spindle; beeswax was inserted around the 
spindle, and thread was drawn through it to keep the thread from twisting and knotting 
while sewing. 

Whistle button: A sew-through button with two holes on the back but only one in the front. 

Winding clamp: Before yarn and thread were commercially 
available on spools, they were sold in large skeins. The sewer 
placed the skein on a device that was clamped to a table, 
freeing both hands to wind the thread into a ball or onto a 
thread winder. See swift. 


