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As Ye Sew
Usually when people think of the inventor of the sewing machine, the name "Elias Howe" pops
into mind. But long before Howe patented his design, Charles Weisenthal, a German, was issued
a British patent in 1755 for a "needle that is designed for a machine." Unfortunately, neither an
illustration, nor a model of this invention survived. In 1790 a patent for a hand-cranked machine
was granted to Englishman William Saint, but there is no proof that it was ever used. Then in
1830, Barthélemy Thimonnier, a French tailor, opened the first machine-based clothing
manufacturing company to make uniforms for the French army. But there was one drawback the other local tailors were so afraid that Thimonnier would undercut their trade that they
torched his factory - WITH HIM INSIDE! Fortunately, he survived. Perhaps that is why an
American, Walter Hunt, didn't patent his design in 1834. He said he was afraid it would lead to
massive unemployment.

Enter

Elias

Howe

in

1845.

After

an

unsuccessful marketing trip to England, he
returned to the States to find that Isaac
Merritt Singer had copped his design. Howe
sued Singer for Patent Infringement and won.
After the dust settled, both men ended up
millionaires, and home and commercial
sewing were revolutionized.
other
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Sewing machines were one of the first massmarket complex consumer goods distributed around the globe. By 1920 they were nearly
everywhere - in cities, towns, and tiny hamlets. There's even a memorable scene in Fiddler on
the Roof in which Motel has his new machine blessed by the village of Anatevka's rebbe.
Today, sewing has seen a resurgence, especially with the confinement of the pandemic. There's
even a National Sewing Machine Day on June 13th. It's not clear why this date was chosen,
because none of the patents for a sewing machine was issued on that date. However, National
Pickle Day is on November 14th, and there doesn't seem to be any particular significance to that
date either.
The Mill Museum has selected this auspicious occasion to kick off its "Adopt a Sewing Machine"
program. We have lots of under-loved machines waiting to find a place in your heart. They all
come from good homes, but were left on our doorstep, so to speak, as foundlings in our care. But
we need your help in meeting their particular needs: a bit of oil, a gentle polishing, the caring
words of a tour guide. Won't you please help these machines in need?
For a $25 donation to the Mill Museum you
can receive a matted photo of a vintage toy
machine and a pamphlet sharing its story as
well as a stunning lace sewing machine
ornament. To adopt a machine and carry on
the tradition of Weisenthal, Thimonnier,
Saint, Hunt, Singer and Howe, please visit
our website to adopt a machine.

BOBBIN' ABOUT
Upcoming Events

June 5 The Lorax Free Family Event. At 10 a.m. the Mill Museum’s own Bev York
will read The Lorax by Dr. Seuss at Julia de Burgos Poetry Park at the corner of Jackson
St. and Curbstone Way, Willimantic. Children are invited to bring a poem to share.
Masks required. Free family event. Donations gratefully accepted.
June 12

Saturday Stroll of the

Willimantic Bridges. 10 a.m. Meet at the
Mill Museum, 411 Main St., Willimantic.
Enjoy a 90-minute walking tour and learn
some fascinating history.
Bring $10 cash to the event

June 13

Adopt a Sewing Machine.

This project kicks off on National Sewing
Machine Day. For a $25 donation to the
Mill Museum you can receive a matted
photo of a vintage toy machine and a
pamphlet sharing its story as well as a lace
sewing machine ornament.
To adopt, see:
https://millmuseum.org/tours-events/
June 16 Wednesday Evening Walk.
Meet at the Mill Museum, 411 Main St.,
Willimantic at 6 p.m. to explore the
Thread Mill property for approximately
90 minutes. Bring $10 cash to the event.

June 19 Painting in the Park for
teens and adults. The Mill Museum is
sponsoring a painting party in Heritage
State Park across from the Museum,
411 Main St., Willimantic at 3 p.m.
Limited spaces available. $20 per
person; bring a chair and easel or small
table and find your inner Monet!
Prepay at:
https://millmuseum.org/tours-events/
June 26

Free Spinning Bee. 10

a.m. to 1 p.m. in Dugan Hall on Union
St. next to the Mill Museum, 411 Main
St., Willimantic. Drop by and bring
your wheel. Masks and vaccinations
required. Contact Peggy Church at
peggychurch@earthlink.net

June 26

Where They Stood: The

Race Revolution - History 101.
Third

of

three

programs

teaching

American History through visiting local
19th-century sites. This slow-paced driving
and outdoor walking tour around Norwich
lasts approximately 3 hours. 10:00 a.m.
$15 Fee.
Drive, caravan or carpool on your own. Bring masks, water and snack. Itineraries will
be e-mailed to those who preregister at:

https://millmuseum.org/tours-events/

LOOMING AHEAD
August 25-29: The Crazy Quilt Book Sale. A presentation and book evaluation
followed by a multi-day sale with lots of literary finds. As Frank Zappa once said, "So
many books, so little time."
To register for the Brattle Book Lecture & Appraisal go to:
https://millmuseum.org/tours-events/

Starting October 10:
Be prepared to be VERY AFRAID as you
face your fears. Theme this year:

Phobia: The Faces of Fear
Those everyday things that bring even the
strongest among us to our knees. Don't
miss it!

JUST SITTIN' AND
KNITTIN'
National Knit In Public Day is
the 12th of June. (Bet you
didn't know that! Not much
related to textiles escapes us
here at the Mill Museum.)
Actually, there's even a
WORLD WIDE Knit In Public
Day. (See what you've been
missing?) It's so popular, it's morphed into week-long celebrations of both knitting
and alternative fiber art forms in various locales.

So who knits these days? Well, it's not just sedate grannies in rocking chairs. It's
folks like Meryl Streep; Ryan Gosling; Catherine, Duchess of Cambridge (aka Kate
Middleton); Julia Roberts; Whoopi Goldberg and Ewan McGregor. Even Russell
Crowe uses it as an anger management technique. (Yup, you heard that right, The
Gladiator knits!)
And for those who just can't get enough
of the warm, fuzzy stuff, there's yarn
bombing - a form of street art in which
yarn in any form bedecks a public object.
Willimantic experienced a frenzy of this
in pre-COVID days. In May of 2017 the
locals festooned lampposts, fences, and
pretty much anything else that stood
still long enough, with yards and yards
and yards of colorful yarn. Think of it as
soft and gentle, give-yourself-a-smile
sort of graffiti.
So don't put those needles away just yet.
Yarn Bomber Kathy Labadorf.

You don't need to be quarantined to get

creative. Think of all of those scarves, mittens, finger puppets, and chair leg covers
you could be fashioning as gifts. Try knitting with string, wire, leather, ribbon or old
videocassette tapes. Or learn to spin your dog's sheddings into yarn and make it into
something unique. (If you own a Newfie or Great Pyrenees, you'll have LOTS to
work with!) Don't hide your skill! Get out there and celebrate with the stars. Be
fearless! Knit In Public!

Get Woven into the Fabric of Our Museum
Don't forget to tell your friends about The Mill Museum. We're a REGIONAL museum, so folks throughout
eastern Connecticut and beyond can learn about the vital role the mills and the people who worked in
them played in shaping the area's history. If you've already joined, tell a friend! Their involvement may be
one more thread in a growing tapestry of history.
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Willimantic, CT 06226

