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For untold generations, sewing needles were a household necessity.  In the early 1800s they were still being 
individually made by hand as a cottage industry, so they were scarce and pricey.  Needles were sold loosely 
wrapped in folded paper with a handwritten or white printed label attached. 
Needle keepers or needle-books have a long history, going back to the middle ages.  The early ones usually 
had wool fabric pages to secure and protect the needles and a cover made of cloth, leather or other material.  
These were created for personal use or given as a gift.  As technology and steel quality improved, needles be-
came mass produced.  English manufacturers such as Henry Milward, John English and John James packaged 
full sets of needles in small boxes or a variety of leather bound folios that would meet every sewing need.   
At the same time, advances in printing allowed them to advertise their products through broadsides, fliers and 
a plethora of full-color trade cards to attract buyers’ attention and win a larger share of the market.   In 1883, 

H. Milward & Sons featured Queen Victoria 
and two of her sons on the front of  the two 
trade cards shown to the left.  The back sides 
of those cards appear below.   
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John English & Co. used a 
series of fanciful cards fea-
turing sewing fairies, Cleo-
patra threading her famed 
needle, and one rather grisly 
image of a well-dressed 
woman using a threaded 
needle to string her men 
along. These cards were 
printed by Potsdamer & Co., 
Phila 1875-1885.  Many of 
these cards did not promote 
product features…brand 
name recognition was more 
important and some were 
printed two sided pointing 
shoppers to specific stores.  

Milward’s “Helix Needles”  cards,  
shown to the left, depict adorable 
little children demonstrating that 
their needles are child’s play to 
thread.  Milward neglected to in-
clude the year on the back-side 
calendars, probably 1886, and the 
orientation of the days of the 
week is horizontal rather than ver-
tical as it had been in 1883.  

John Hancock Mutual Life Insurance Company, Boston, Massachusetts, took this a step further and applied a 
packet of needles to their trade cards (ca. 1870-80).  Two examples appear below.   Management may have 
frowned on the added expense, but the marketing manager would smile if he were to know that his brainstorm 
is still being used and appreciated today.   
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In the late 1800s the folded needle-book, as we know it today, 
emerged.  Needle manufacturers had stabilized the little paper 
packets by inserting the needles into a piece of cloth within the 
paper folds.  The new packaging kept the needles in place and that 
allowed greater design flexibility.  Trade cards could be printed 
two-sided, folded and a needle packet glued in place to create a 
needle-book.  The needle-book married printing and sewing nee-
dles into a unique vehicle that was effectively used in advertising 
for almost a hundred years.  
  

American advertisers began importing needle packets from Eng-
land and later Germany and Austria to paste into booklets to adver-
tise every conceivable type of business from daily essentials like 
coal and flour to banking and insurance to politics and patent cures 
and even ambulance services and mortuaries (frequently being one 
in the same business).  This form of advertising may have had its 
start in England, but it quickly became an American mainstay.  In 
my collection of almost five hundred advertising needle-books on-
ly four promote anything but U.S. products and services.  There-
fore, it seems to me that needle-books are an American advertising 
invention.  

The beauty of this particular advertising venue is that it went home and stuck…please excuse the obvious pun 
but it is apt in this case.  These small, colorful pieces of cardstock were tucked into sewing baskets at the time 
when mending and sewing were essential daily activities.  Needle-books became an effective and efficient 
way for a merchant or service provider to promote their business using a handy vehicle that was frequently 
used and often kept for years.   

 

One of the only 
English needle-
books and one of 
the earliest dated 
examples in my 
collection comes 
from Erman & 
Roby, English 
manufacturers of 
cotton threads.  
Their 2-1/4- by 3-
1/4-inch needle-
book shows a 
lovely young 
woman holding a white piece of fancy-edged fabric in her hands and on the back cover another young woman 
is working on a piece of lace.  The needles are secured to red wool, staple-bound into the fold and an 1887 cal-
endar is printed inside the back cover (Armitage & Ibbetson Lith. of Bradford).   

In direct competition that same year, Merrick Thread produced paper needle-books that mimicked a typical 
cloth needle keeper (Donaldson Bros., NY).  They used this blatantly patriotic advertising piece to promote 
their threads that were manufactured in Massachusetts.  Shoppers had a choice and Merrick wanted them to 

Editor’s Note:  This is the first in a series of three articles on sewing needle-books by this author that will be 
published in PastTimes.  The next two installments will appear in June and September, 2020 respectively.  
This 10-page compilation may well be the most comprehensive article that has been published on the topic.  
All photos of sewing needle-books come from the author’s extensive and outstanding personal collection.  
For those wishing to contact the author, they can do so at: travlniris@hotmail.com. 

Sometime between 1875 and 1885, John English & Co. Ld. promoted their “Imperial Oval Eyed Needles” 
with Shakespeare’s House on the cover of a needle-book (Potsdamer & Co. Phila).  This example is displayed 

below and to the left.  Inside (below) 
a packet of “Pin Stuck” needles is on 
the left side and, on the right, a varie-
ty of four “Work Basket Indispensa-
bles” are secured in a piece of red 
cloth.  The back cover advertises 
Stewart’s Duplex Safety Pins and 
John English’s knitting needles with 
an overprint “SOLD BY” Farrar, 
Craig & Co, Lewiston, Maine.  
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cloth needle keeper (Donaldson Bros., NY).  They used this blatantly patriotic advertising piece to promote 
their threads that were manufactured in Massachusetts.  Shoppers had a choice and Merrick wanted them to 

buy “American.”  
Red, white and blue 
squares of cloth hold 
an assortment of 
needles and are se-
cured to the flag-
draped cover with 
grommets.  A blue 
silk ribbon ties the 
tri-fold booklet 
closed.   
 
A second version of 
this piece has a child 
holding her doll in 
one hand and a spool 
of Merrick thread in 
the other…and an 
overflowing mend-
ing basket predicting 
her future.   
 
To be continued... 

Editor’s Note:  This is the first in a series of three articles on sewing needle-books by this author that will be 
published in PastTimes.  The next two installments will appear in June and September, 2020 respectively.  
This 10-page compilation may well be the most comprehensive article that has been published on the topic.  
All photos of sewing needle-books come from the author’s extensive and outstanding personal collection.  
For those wishing to contact the author, they can do so at: travlniris@hotmail.com. 



  

Editor’s Note:  These images do not even begin to capture the authentic ambiance or splendor of the SACKS 
General Store. To arrange for a visit or ask questions, contact the AAAA Publications Editor at 
plefkov@gmail.com and your request will be forwarded on. 
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Editor’s Note:  This is the second installment in the Needle-Book series by Toni Fraser.  The initial article 
appeared in the March, 2020 issue of PastTimes. 

Warner’s Corsets’ diminutive wool felt-leaf needle-book (left two images below) boasted their products were 
“the only guaranteed Rust Proof Corsets in the world”…sadly, the same could not be said for the now rusted 
needles inside.   
 
Crystal Baking Powder used a similar staple bound needle-book (right two images below) to promote their 
product as being “pure Phosphate of Soda…a brain and nerve food.”  Both were produced by Gray Lith. Co., 
New York, and have a 1904 copyright.  
 

Pillsbury Flour “Sets the Pace” with their “souvenir” needle case at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in 
St. Louis.  The photo on 
the left displays the front 
cover of this needle-case.  
The three outside panels 
of this book are presented 
in the  next photo to the 
right, including the com-
pany’s registered trade-
mark, “Pillsbury’s Best.”  
The three inside panels 
appear in the photo imme-
diately below, featuring 
the Pillsbury exhibit, sur-
rounded by oversized light 
bulbs and touting “Where 
2000 small loaves of bread 
are baked and given to 
visitors each day.”   
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In 1906, Fleischmann Yeast cites the Food & Drug Act in their “Household Necessities” needle-book.  They 
state that their yeast contains “Pure Tapioca Flour” and produces “properly fermented breadstuff [that] makes 
for health and strength.”  The front and back of this needle-book are presented in the images to the right. 
 
Wolf & Co. copyrighted seasonal needle-book  covers in 1910.  Two versions are displayed in the photos be-
low.  Kar-A-Van’s El Perco Coffee, “expressly prepared for the percolator,” chose the “Spring” cover for 
their combination needle-book and 12-page recipe booklet, “Dandy for Coffee, Cake and Candy.”  The Prince 
Furniture Co. of Allentown, Pennsylvania, chose the “Winter” version 
and included only needles and an illustration inside to promote the 
Globe Range.  

Editor’s Note: All needle-books come from the author’s collection. 
The final installment of this series will appear in the next issue of 
PastTimes. The author can be contacted at: travlniris@hotmail.com 
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The David Yount Collection of  

Hoosier Antique Advertising (Continued) 

In 1912 women may not have had the 
vote, but that did not exclude them 
from decision making on the home 
front.  The People’s and Drovers’ 
Bank of Washington, C.H., Ohio, 
opened the door a crack to women’s 
business with their needle-book fea-
turing a portrait of a young woman 
on the front cover (image right).   

On the back cover (above), a man in a top-coat and derby hat stands in 
front of three sturdy columns.  “Have Something Substantial Back of 
You” it reads, referring to the all-male board of directors and the 
bank’s $150,000.00 in capital assets (International Needle Co., NY).   
By 1914, the Farmers & Merchants Bank of Cedarburg, Wisconsin, 
was much more progressive with regard to reaching out to women to 
open an account (left image). An elegantly dressed woman in a suit 
with white ruffled bodice and wearing a large hat with plumes and 
flowers holds a bouquet of red carnations and a pink parasol in her 
white-gloved hands.  Four male officers are listed on the front cover, 

but a Mrs. E.N. Kraemer is included in the seven-person board of directors listed on the back, followed by a 
very impressive “Growth of Deposits” showing bank holdings of $132,385.00 in July 1906 and more than tri-
ple holdings of $452,742.00 by July 1913.  
“Let The Wife Try” proclaims the left leaf 
of this two-fold booklet (right). “Some 
men cannot save, but the family prospers 
because the wife [sic] keeps a savings ac-
count and deposits every dollar she can 
spare from her allowance with now and 
then a larger sized bill.”  The copy goes on 
to say that “many homes are saved” by a 
responsible wife and that “several hundred 
ladies carry accounts with this 
bank” (International Needle Co., Chica-
go).   
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Editor’s Note:  This is the third and final installment in the Needle-Book series by Toni Fraser.  The first 
two articles appeared in the March and September, 2020 issues of PastTimes, respectively. 
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Above  are three examples (front and back) of what I call the “Pretty Women 
Series” by The North American Needle Company, Chicago.  The two-fold 
1912 version of this piece promoted Detwiler Bros. Hardware Company, Al-
edo, Illinois, for “hardware, stoves, saddlery, fine cutlery tools, gas pipe, 
steam, warm water and hot air heaters,” and paints, including white lead 
paint.   
Charles Schuler a dealer in coal and wood in Alegan, Michigan, used the 
same cover design for a single-fold needle-book, which included a 1913-14 
calendar and twenty pages of recipes to secure the longevity of his promo-
tional piece.  In 1917 George Kuhlmann chose this style to  promote stoves  

and ranges and  touted their 
“Roofing and Spouting” busi-
ness.    This single-fold version 
features both a Dix and Rands 
Sharps packet (Austria) and an 
assortment of fifteen needles in 
blue fabric.   
In 1915 this young homemak-
er’s ankles are showing (left 
image), but she is still tied to 
her die-cut Red Cross Range 
from R.C. Scheidt, Kutztown, 
Pennsylvania (F.D. Spotswood, 
Lexington, KY).  When she is 
done baking she can use the 
enclosed German sharps for her 
mending.   
Our 1921 die-cut baker  (front 
and back mages to the right) 
has a gold wedding ring and no 

fancy trim on her apron and on the back cover she is holding a huge sack of 
Honey Dew Flour, which she will use to make bread for her farm family.   
 
In addition to selling Honey Dew Flour, H.P. Schnidt Milling Co., Oshkosh, 
Wisconsin, announced that they “do feed grinding…and carry a complete 
line of Hog, Dairy & Poultry Feeds” (F.X.G. 1921 Copyright). 

On the 1921 needle-book shown to the left, a woman is the picture of do-
mestic bliss, stitching on her rose-trimmed porch while a child plays at her 
feet and a sewing basket sits on the table.  In this case the booklet is adver-
tising The Lexington Twins, two grades of flour produced by the Lexington 
Roller Mills Company, Lexington, Kentucky.  The Duke University ar-
chives have this same needle-book cover design with the copy “The Beauti-
ful Romance of life never blooms in the morass [of] liquor or drug addic-
tion.” On their back cover The Keeley Institute in Greensboro, North Caro-
lina, boasted  of “the marvelous work that has been done…in restoring to 
normal health and removing all craving of stimulants from hundreds of 
thousands of patients during more than fifty 
years of successful service to humanity.”   
In an era without many social safety nets, fra-
ternal organizations grew to help meet this 
need.  Founded in 1892, the Woman’s Benefit 
Association in Port Huron, Michigan, was one 
such organization. Bina West Miller, Supreme 
President, started the business in a basement 

office on 500 borrowed dollars.  At the time of the printing it had become “the 
largest actuarially solvent Fraternal Benefit Society in the world managed exclu-
sively by women.”   The booklet (image to the right) is undated but includes two 
Dix and Rands needle packets from Czechoslovakia (1918-38).   
 
By the end of World War II needle-books changed.  Japan’s three-hundred-year-
old steel industry, as well as the rest of the country, was in serious straights.  
“Made in Japan” began to appear stamped on sewing needle-books everywhere…
as did “West-Germany”…but the needles were no longer in cute little packets.  
Shiny pieces of red, green, purple, gold and silver colored foil full of needles were 

affixed to the inside of many of the needle-books being distributed 
(image to the right.) The covers and copy were changing as well.  
Gone were the jingles, jokes, poems, calendars and even recipes that 
had filled their pages.   
 
Women were still sewing and mending, but many had joined the 
workforce, and they were now interested in products and services that 
helped speed up their lives like the Filter Queen Home Sanitation Sys-
tem (top left image). Blairs Foodland needle-book is a fine example 
of the end of an era (bottom left image).  
Blairs promised fresh, canned and even 
frozen foods as well as “S&H green 
stamps [that] bring you gifts to help your 
dreams come true!”  The cover was bare 
white cardstock and with one-color labels 
glued to the front and back.   
 
On the inside (image to the right), forty 
nickel plated needles are arrayed in silver 
and gold foil backing and a needle 
threader is secured in bright red patterned 
foil in the center while the single word 
“Japan” appears in the lower right corner.   
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All was not quite lost, but 
the end was coming.  AAA 
Automobile Club recog-
nized the changing times 
with “100,000 Women Be-
long.” Their carefree 
young woman (image left) 
speeds down the road se-
cure in the knowledge that 
her “AAA Man” on the 
back cover (image right) was ready to protect her.  Yes, she was 

free to breeze about, but the gift of sewing needles says that her mending basket still waited at home.   
One of my favorites was presented to customers of Brilliant 
Bronze Service Stations (image right).  A scantily clad, cigarette 
smoking beauty is perched brazenly atop the hood of a beefy 
1951 automobile.  Four glue spots are left inside, indicating the 
removal of the needle packets by either the wife or husband.  I 
suspect this piece spent time hung on a garage wall…or the nasty 
tear and fold hint that it may have been stuffed into the bottom of 
a sewing basket for life. 
The Frank Kraus Agency in Los Angeles understood the changing 
times when they introduced needle-books as part of the 1968 Vir-

ginia Slims Cigarette 
campaign.   “It used to be that men had the problem of women’s 
rights all sewed up…” one cover reads as two helmeted policemen of 
an earlier era escort a protesting woman away.  In contrast, the back 
cover pictures a beautiful, modern woman smiling and holding her 
long, slim cigarette along with the famous slogan “You’ve come a 
long way, baby.”   
 
The needles inside came from West-Germany.  Two of the needle-
books hold sewing needles and a threader secured in gold foil, but our 
police-escorted damsel’s booklet holds an interesting “assortment of 
quality all-purpose sewing needles compliments of Virginia Slims.”   
Gone are the sharps and embroidery needles, and they have been re-
placed with upholstery needles, sailmakers’ needles and packing nee-
dles…at last women had been sprung free of their sewing baskets. 
 
The effectiveness of needle-books as a useful advertising tool was 
over, but needle-books are still enjoyed and collected by many be-
cause of their nostalgic appeal and lively graphics.  When found in 
mothers’ and grandmothers’ sewing baskets, needle-books are often 
kept as a small, loving reminder.  The business they represent may 
have passed away but their history long endures.   

Editor’s Note: All photos of sewing needle-books come from the au-
thor’s extensive collection.  A ten page monograph compiling all 
three articles in this Needle-Book series will be made available in 
the October, 2020 issue of the AAAA Checkerboard.  
The author can be contacted at travlniris@hotmail.com 
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