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Finding and Evaluating 
A Little Effort Goes a Long Way 
When shopping for sewing machines, people often overlook vintage machines completely. This is 
a shame because they could be missing out on a good deal on a quality machine. Older Singer 
sewing machines are a great choice because of  the variety of  models, their quality and the 
availability of  machines and replacement parts. Not only will you get a dependable workhorse of  
a machine, but you may also end up with a work of  industrial art that you can proudly display in 
your home. 

Singer produced so many sewing machines over its long history that it can be overwhelming 
when faced with all the choices that are available. When I think of  the different models I tend to 
break the machines into four major groups (Manual, Classic, Transitional, and Modern) based on their 
appearance and (roughly) when they were made: 

• Manual - machines made prior to the 1920’s 

• Classics - machines made after the 1920’s 

• Transitional - machines made after what I call the Classics and before the 1960’s. 

• Modern - machines produced in a period that spans from the 1960’s to today. 

This method of  categorization provides a handy shortcut that helps me when I encounter a 
machine for the first time. This is definitely not the only way to group the models, but it is a way 
to organize all the choices based on which features are important to me. 

Singer 221 “Featherweight”  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Things to Consider 
Why Do You Want It 
Probably the single most important thing to consider before looking for a sewing machine is how 
you are going to use it. With that knowledge you can decide which models you are interested in 
and where you might purchase them. Possible intended uses could be:  

• Display or home decor 

• Occasional home sewing such as mending or making clothing 

• Frequent/professional sewing such as making drapes, slipcovers, clothing 

• Sewing heavy goods (upholstery, canvas, etc.) such as slipcovers, tents, sails 

• Resale – buying to fix up and resell 

If  you are buying strictly for display or for resale, the condition of  the paint and decals will be 
more important than the mechanical condition of  the machine. If, however,  you intend to use 
the machine for sewing, the mechanical condition will be more important. It's always nice if  the 
machine looks good, but ultimately you'll want it to sew well! Let’s look at some things to consider 
before you start actually looking at a machine 

Considerations 

Straight Stitch vs Specialty Stitches 
If  you need a machine that does specialty stitches, rather than just a straight stitch, this will affect 
the machines that will be available to purchase. You can’t get a classic look in a machine that has 
built-in specialty stitches, but you can buy attachments that allow these machines to do some 
specialty stitches. For example, you can purchase a zigzagger which allows you to do a zigzag 
stitch as well as some decorative stitches or a buttonholer that enables you to do various types of  
buttonholes on garments. You will have to decide if  the benefit of  having specialty stitches built-
in is important because only the Transitional and Modern models have this feature.  
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Where to Find a Machine 
Let the Search Begin 
Now that you have decided on the type of  machine that you want, you need to start looking for 
it. The good news is that there are usually lots of  good machines available and they are typically 
easy to find. There are two methods to find a machine – online or on foot.  

The method you choose will depend on where you live and how much time you want to invest in 
driving around looking for a good deal. As an example, neglected machines can be really cheap 
at yard sales but you may have to visit a lot of  sales before you find the machine you want and 
you may not be able to plug it in to see if  it runs.  

The availability of  machines will be dependent on where you live. In some places you can find a 
machine in a yard sale while in other places (like where I live) the best place to find a machine is 
in the online want ads. 

No matter how you shop for your machine there will be plenty of  opportunity to get a good deal 
if  you are patient. And if  you are like me, the “thrill of  the hunt” is part of  the fun of  owning a 
vintage machine. 

Online Shopping 
My favourite method for shopping for a machine is online. I like the convenience of  shopping 
without having to drive all over just to look at the machine. There is usually enough information 
in the ads that allows me to do some research to determine if  this is a model that I might consider 
buying. I can often contact the seller if  I require more information or additional photographs to 
decide if  it is worth the trip to look at the actual machine or to purchase it online.  

One thing to keep in mind if  you are looking at a machine online is to be sure that the photo 
online is actually that of  the machine for sale. I have encountered sellers who use a photo of  a 
machine that they've found online which isn't a photo of  the actual machine that they are selling 
– it's just a great photo. Some sellers may say that they have a machine for sale that is similar to 
the photo they're posting – beware of  these sellers. I can guarantee you that their machine won't 
be in the same condition as the photo they have posted! 

Online Sales and Auctions 
Machines sold on online sales sites such as eBay or specialty stores tend to be more expensive, 
especially when you factor in the cost of  shipping (these machines are heavy). In the case of  eBay, 
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Evaluating a Machine 
Is It Too Good To Be True? 
Searching for a machine can be quite time consuming. I like to do as much research as I can 
before I actually purchase a machine so I can be sure it is worth my time to go see it or to be 
confident enough of  what I am getting to order it online. When I first consider a machine I try to 
get a feel for its overall condition. If  my overall impression of  the machine is favourable then it is 
time to assess the state of  its various working parts. 

Research Before You Go 

Shopping Methods Affect The Research You Do 
If  you have decided to purchase a specific sewing machine model, you can research it online and 
can act quickly when you find that model for sale. You'll just need to find out the condition of  the 
specific machine and decide if  the price is right. The effort required to find information on a 
sewing machine you are considering will depend a lot on where you're purchasing it. If  the 
machine is advertised on an online classified ad site, eBay, or even a store’s website then you can 
usually get a lot of  information relatively easily. There is typically a detailed description of  the 
machine and many photos from all angles. You can usually contact the seller via email if  you 
require more information or additional photos. 

I purchase most of  my machines from online classified ads so I have the luxury of  getting the 
information electronically. I can usually find a manual for that model online so I can determine if  
I'm interested in that particular machine or not. If  I can’t find information about a particular 
model, I don’t bother to go see it. I won't know enough about the features of  the machine or how 
it works to decide if  I'd like to buy it, let alone if  the price is reasonable. I prefer to be an 
informed purchaser. 

If  you haven’t chosen a model yet it can be a little trickier because you may have to do your 
research after you have found a machine. For example, if  you find a machine at a yard sale you 
are going to have to decide on whether to buy the machine without knowing everything about it 
or go home, do your research, and make a trip back once you have that information. You may 
find that someone else has purchased the machine by that time. 

I bought this Singer 301 at an estate sale.  
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Singer 301 
I wasn’t intending to buy a machine but when I saw it I knew it might a good addition to my 
collection. I didn’t know enough about the model to feel comfortable buying the machine right 
away. I went home and did some research to become familiar with this model, its features, and 
what price would be reasonable. By late afternoon I was comfortable that it was a machine that I 
wanted. I phoned the staff  at the estate sale and they told me that it was still there and would 
hold it for me if  I could be there in a half  hour. I got lucky. No one had purchased it while I was 
doing my research. I had to make two trips across town but I ended up with a great machine. 
Although it was not exactly the most convenient way to buy a machine, it was worth it. 

Information to Gather 
When I see a sewing machine for sale, the first thing I do is try to find out what model it is so I 
know what to expect when I see the machine in real life. There are many places to look for this 
information. Some machines have the model number right on the front of  the machine and you 
can usually see this in photos. Others can be identified by the location of  the thread tensioner or 
where the motor is located. Hopefully there are good photos of  the machine for sale to help me 
make this identification. 

All Singer sewing machines were issued with a serial number, which can be found in various 
places on the machine. Some are stamped on the front of  the machine near the bottom, some are 
underneath the machine bed. They are all long numbers and typically, for the years I'm looking 
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Attachments 
Added Bonuses 
Not only can you get some great deals when shopping for a vintage sewing machine but you often 
get an added bonus – the attachments. Attachments are so varied that it is worth looking at them 
in greater detail especially since many can be used on more than one Singer sewing machine 
model. Acquiring a good set of  attachments will allow you to use them on almost any vintage 
Singer sewing machine that you acquire. 

Much like today, Singer sewing machines came with attachments when they were purchased. 
Additional feet to perform specialized functions, such as hemming or adding cording to a project, 
would also have been available at an extra cost. The good news is that these attachments are 
often included when you purchase a vintage machine. Don’t worry if  there aren’t any 
attachments included because most of  them are available for purchase online. 

Typical Sewing Machine Feet 
There were usually five or more attachments included with the original machine purchase. The 
model's manual will tell you which attachments originally came with the machine and how to use 
them: this is another of  the reasons why your sewing machine manual is invaluable. 

Some of  these attachments look quite strange to us nowadays, but others haven't changed much 
and are still recognizable, such as the zipper foot.  

Typical Attachments 
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The Top Ten Steps  
For Acquiring Your Own Vintage Singer Sewing 
Machine 
1. Decide how you want to use your machine: what you'll be stitching and type of  stitching 

2. Do your research 

3. Choose your machine 

4. Bring your kit 

5. Check the overall condition of  the machine 

6. Look for attachments and feet 

7. Check the moving parts 

8. Try to get it to sew 

9. Negotiate a good price 

10. Bring your new baby home! 
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The Vintage Singer Sewing 

Machine Series 

This book is part of  the second course in the Singer Vintage Sewing Machine Series from 
Chatterbox Quilts. The series consists of  five courses that will provide you with all that you need 
to know about buying and restoring a vintage Singer sewing machine. Each course consists of  a 
carefully designed combination of  ebook, video, reference materials and links to Youtube and 
online resources. The ebooks and videos are each complete in of  themselves and can be used 
individually. The learning process is greatly enhanced if  the ebooks and videos for each course 
are used together. Everyone has a different learning style and the wide range of  information 
sources in each course provides you with opportunities to learn when and how you want. Here is 
the list of  courses: 

Vintage Singer Sewing Machines 

Find out what a vintage Singer sewing machine is and why you should buy one. 

• Ebook: Vintage Singer Sewing Machines 

• Video Tutorials: Vintage Singer Sewing Machines; Buy A Vintage Sewing Machine 

Find a Vintage Singer Sewing Machine 

Learn how to decide on a model, where to buy it and how to evaluate the specific machine when 
you are about to make a purchase. 

• Ebook: Find aVintage Singer Sewing Machine 

• Video Tutorials: Purchase A Vintage Sewing Machine; Evaluate A Vintage Sewing Machine; Vintage 
Sewing Machine Attachments 
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Restore a Vintage Singer Sewing Machine 

Learn how to restore, repair and maintain your new purchase. 

• Ebook: Restore aVintage Singer Sewing Machine 

• Video Tutorials: Restore Your Vintage Singer Sewing Machine; Maintain Your Vintage Singer Sewing 
Machine; Repair Your Vintage Singer Sewing Machine 

The Collection 

Take a tour of  the various vintage Singer sewing machines that Kim has in her collection. 

• Ebook: The Collection 

• Video Tutorials: The Classic Collection; The Transitional Collection 

Vintage Singer Sewing Machine Projects 

Instructions on how to make two projects using your new acquired vintage Singer sewing 
machine. Patterns for both projects are included. 

• Ebook: Projects for Vintage Singer Sewing Machines 

• Video Tutorials: Featherweight Bed Extension Cozy; Table Topper Construction, Table Topper Backing and 
Quilting 

"46 © Chatterbox Quilts 2016



Kim Jamieson-Hirst of  Chatterbox Quilts 
Kim has been designing quilt, hand embroidery and soft toy patterns for Chatterbox Quilts since 
2008. Her designs and articles have been featured in Quilter's Connection Magazine, The 
Country Register, and Irish Quilting magazine, as well as Bustle & Sew ezine.  

Kim is an active blogger who shares information about quilts, hand embroidery, vintage sewing 
machines - just about anything to do with fabric. You can find her blog at: chatterboxquilts.com/
blog. She has an extensive YouTube channel where she shares videos about quilting, book reviews 
and her love (some would say, obsession) of  vintage sewing machines. You can find her YouTube 
channel at www.youtube.com/chatterboxquilter. 

Kim is a Janome artisan, creating and sharing projects created on her Janome 8900, the Artistic 
Edge digital cutter and the 500E embroidery machine. 

Recently Kim has launched a new series of  courses that build on her experience with the wide 
range of  content delivery that is available. These new courses leverage the unique aspects of  
written, video and web-based content delivery to provide a positive and compelling learning 
experience for everyone. 

Kim loves to share her passion for teaching with others and welcomes the opportunity to make 
new friends. You can contact her at: kim@chatterboxquilts.com.
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