


Few machines can claim to be revolutionary and change the 

world in a significant way, but the humble sewing machine is one 

of them. Invented in the late 18th or early 19th century (there are 

competing claims), sewing machines transformed the manu-

facture of clothing. What might take a full day to sew by hand, 

could be done in little over an hour with a sewing machine.

As textile factories became more efficient, fabric became 

easier to afford, and sewing machines soon made their way into 

homes. Popular fashion magazines began selling sewing patterns, 

making it easier than ever for people to make their own clothes.

That said, sewing machines are fairly complex. They have all 

sorts of knobs and levers and protrusions. What do they all do? To 

someone who's never used a sewing machine before, they can 

seem intmidating. The purpose of this booklet is to take away 

some of the intimidation and provide some very basic instructions 

on getting started with sewing machines.





A  spool holders

B  bobbin winder thread guide

C  bobbin winder spindle

D  bobbin winder stopper

E  thread guide

F  thread take-up lever

G  hand wheel

H  clutch

I  power switch

J  thread tension settings

K  reverse lever

L  stitch length dial

M  stitch pattern dial

N  needle bar

O  needle

P  needle thumbscrew

Q  presser foot

R  presser foot lifting lever

S  needle plate

T  feed dogs





In addition to the sewing machine, a few other things are 

needed to start sewing. The first of these is thread. Thread comes 

in spools and cones, and spools come in different shapes and 

sizes. These differences can indicate different brands of thread, 

but they can also indicate different lengths, with smaller spools 

having less thread. 

Cones of thread are intended to be used by a different type of 

sewing machine called a serger or an overlock machine. Those 

use much more thread than conventional sewing machines, so 

cones hold much more thread than regular spools. 

Generally, cones cannot be used with conventional sewing 

machines because thread is meant to be removed from the top of 

cones, but is meant to be removed from the side in spools. Most 

conventional sewing machines will only work with spools. 



Sewing machines work by stitching two threads together. One 

thread comes from a spool on top of the machine and the other 

comes from a bobbin inside the machine. A bobbin is like a minia‐

ture spool. Their sizes are mostly standardized and they're nor‐

mally made of metal or plastic. They come with sewing machines 

and they're normally found in a compartment underneath the 

needle plate. 

Bobbins are normally empty, so they need to be filled before 

use. Because of this most sewing machines have a bobbin wind‐

ing mechanism somwhere on the machine. Normally this is on the 

top, but on some models it might be on the side or the front of the 

machine. Sewing machine manufacturers often include a few with 

each machine so they can be loaded with different colors of 

thread, or so there can be spares loaded with the same color.





Winding a bobbin

The first step to setting up a sewing machine is to fill a bob‐

bin with thread. To get started, place a spool of thread on one of 

the spool holders. Take the loose thread and wrap it around the 

bobbin winder thread guide before bringing it to the bobbin. The 

bobbin will have one or more holes on the top and bottom, and 

the end of the thread should be through one of these holes until 

an inch or so sticks out. Wrap the thread several times around the 

center of the bobbin by hand. This will help keep the thread from 

slipping as the bobbin is wound. 

Place the bobbin on the bobbin winder spindle and move 

them both toward the bobbin winder stopper. On the right side of 

the sewing machine, turn the clutch. This engages the bobbin 

winder and stops the rest of the sewing machine from working 

while the bobbin is being wound. 

Press the foot pedal slightly and start slowly winding the bob‐

bin. As more thread is wound on the bobbin, feel free to press a 

bit further on the foot pedal to make the process go faster.

It's a good idea to guide the thread as it's being wound, so 

it's evenly distributed on the bobbin instead of being concen‐

trated in the center. A poorly wound bobbin can lead to thread 

getting tangled or stuck while sewing.





Threading the upper part

To get the machine ready for sewing, both the upper and 

lower parts of the machine need to be threaded. The upper part 

uses a spool and the lower part uses a bobbin.

Turn the clutch back to disengage the bobbin winder and re-

engage the sewing system. Take the thread from the spool and 

run it through the thread guide. From here, drag the thread down 

through the opening, bringing it toward the needle plate. Lift the 

thread through the adjacent opening and up to the thread take-up 

lever. Run the thread through the hole in the lever, then bring the 

thread back down the same opening. 

At the bottom of the needle bar, most sewing machines have 

another thread guide. Place the thread through this before thread‐

ing the needle itself.

Running the thread through the eye of the needle is often 

difficult, so be patient. There are tools called needle threaders 

that can help if it seems impossible. However, here are a couple 

of tips to help make it easier.

First, cut the end of the thread with some scissors. The ends 

of thread can sometimes get frayed, with tiny fibers at the end 

that making it impossible to run the thread through the eye of the 

needle. Cutting the end makes it square and gets rid of the tiny 

fibers, so threading the needle should be easier.

Next, moisten the end of the thread with one's tongue. This 

gives the thread a little stiffness that makes it easier to insert into 

the eye of the needle. 





Loading the bobbin case

The bobbin case is a small but impoartant part of a sewing 

machine. Not only does it hold the bobbin, but it also facilitates 

locking the upper and lower threads together, which is the basis 

of machine sewing. 

To load the bobbin case, take the bobbin and unwind a few 

inches of thread from it. Insert the bobbin into the case, then take 

the loose thread and hook it into the notch on the back edge. Slip 

the thread under the tension spring and let it come out at the slot 

on top of the case. Pull on the loose thread, checking that the 

bobbin rotates.

Load the bobbin case in the sewing machine. Depending on 

the sewing machine model, this may be done from the side or the 

front. Leave the extra thread hanging loose and close the com‐

partment.

AA   threaded bobbin

BB   loose thread

CC   bobbin case

DD   tension spring

EE   tension spring screw

FF   hook

GG   lever



Threading the lower part 

Take the thread from the needle and hold it taut to remove 
any slack. Behind the presser foot, press the thread firmly against 
the needle plate. On the side of the sewing machine, manually 
rotate the hand wheel clockwise so the needle dips beneath the 
needle plate. Keep rotating the hand wheel until the needle is 
back above the presser foot. 

The thread from the needle should be hooked to a loop of 
thread from the bobbin. Carefully grab the loop of thread and pull 
on it until the end of the thread is above the needle plate. Grab 
both threads and lay them behind the needle plate.

Congratulations! The machine is now ready for sewing. 

Sewing

When using an unfamilar sewing machine, it's a good idea to 
get some scrap fabric and start sewing. Try out the different fea‐
tures. Try different stitch lengths. If available, try different stitch 
patterns. Try reverse stitching. If the sewing machine has different 
attachments available try those out as well. 

Most frequently, people will use sewing machines for stan‐
dard stitching, but it's a good idea to become familiar with it's ca‐
pabilities in case they are ever needed.

Try adjusting the thread tension settings, from the loosest 
tension to the tightest and see how well, or poorly, it sews. The 
ideal thread tension depends a lot on the fabric being sewn. 
Firmer fabics like denim or leather, may require higher thread ten‐
sion, while lighter fabrics like mesh or silk will require lower thread 
tension. 



Conclusion

The illustrations in the booklet are based on a Necchi Omega 
sewing machine made in the mid-1990s, but most of the features 
are common to sewing machines from other manufacturers. Aside 
from the stitch pattern feature, most of the features of this ma‐
chine are the same ones found on sewing machines from the late 
19th and early 20th centuries.

With that in mind, this booklet could serve as a basic user 
manual for nearly any sewing machine made in the past century 
or so. That said, this booklet isn't intended to be a comprehensive 
guide to sewing. For that, I recommend the following books.

The Reader's Digest Complete Guide to Sewing is a great 
guide for people learing how to sew. First published in the 1970s, 
there are several different editions and it has been revised multi‐
ple times to keep up with new trends. In addition to covering 
sewing machines, it also goes over sewing clothes and home fur‐
nishings. 

Another worthwhile book is the Vogue/Butterick Step-by-Step 
Guide to Sewing Techniques. Like the Complete Guide, it has sev‐
eral editions and has been revised multiple times in the decades 
it has been around. However, instead of covering sewing ma‐
chines and home furnishings, it is mostly about different tech‐
niques used in sewing apparel. While they might be useful in 
other sewing projects, those aren't the focus.  




