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From The Editor –
What a special issue we have for you this month.
Karen Johnson is sharing with us another gorgeous
Christening gown. Her gown is one of the most
beautiful I have ever seen. Like Margaret Pierce’s
lovely Christening gown last month, this is an
endeavor of love and joy. Knowing that the
Christening gown will be passed down for many
generations makes the effort especially rewarding.
My fascination with Karen’s pattern is in the ability to
have so many variations. Many of us have bits and
pieces of heirloom clothing and linens that can easily
be incorporated into her gown. Perhaps you have a
family gown that has been damaged beyond repair, or
a wedding gown that just cannot be remodeled yet
again (!); this design lends itself to lots of different
ingredients. I like the idea of adding a common
‘denominator’ to tie the design together.
With two months of christening gown designs, I
challenge you to start one – or two – for your family.
What a joy the end result will be for you.
With the Christmas Holidays just around the corner, I
have featured some specials on trimmings and ribbons
to inspire your Santa sewing! The Swiss and French
ribbons are especially lovely for both clothing and
home decoration, and are priced to please. Note the
illustrations of fancy bands using the tartan ribbons.
These ribbons are in limited quantity so please call
early.
Enjoy the issue –

Sheila
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My Favorite Heirloom Christening Gown
By Karen E. Johnson
2011
I have fond memories of stitching on my first sewing project. It
was a printed linen sampler popular in the 1940s and 50s. I
was 5 or 6 when I started on it, and I distinctly remember some
of the stitches. The design was about Jonah and the Whale and
exclaimed ‘when you are down and out – remember Jonah – he
got out’. To me, this sentiment is also true about sewing 
when you are down and out, pick up a needle. My daughter
used to say ‘a stitch a day keeps the doctor away’!

With this sampler, I began my life of needlework projects. I
have been fortunate to take classes from Elizabeth Travis
Johnson, Sarah Stone, Martha Pullen, Margaret Boyles and
other talented sewists. These teachers inspired me to share my
love of the needle and thread with others. Thirty five years ago
I began teaching English smocking and eventually owned my
own shop and developed sewing classes for adults as well as
children. My specialty became teaching any kind of
needlework or sewing that was incorporated into children’s
garments. In addition to designing beautiful garments like this
Christening gown, I am still teaching a variety of sewing and
needle arts classes and running my Gentle Arts Studio.
My father’s family had a hand sewn Christening gown that was
first worn in 1907. Eventually, it was worn through 3
generations, which is not a very long time for a garment of this
type. I would imagine poor care is why it didn’t last. Through
my years of repairing antique gowns, I have found that there
are two things that are imperative to fabric care. One is
laundering and the other is storage. Gowns must always be
laundered immediately after worn (even if there are no visible
spots) in a mild washing solution. I use Vintage Textile Soak
for all my antique items. Rinsing until one could drink the
water is essential. Any garments you desire to last should be
stored in acid free boxes and stuffed with rumpled acid free
paper. Most of the damage I see to old garments is where they
have not been washed after use or have been carefully folded
making fabric weakening creases. The rumpled paper elevates
the fabric and eliminates the creases. These boxes should not
be stored in the attic, nor should they be sealed. They should
be stored only in a temperature controlled environment. Every
3 – 5 years, the boxes should be opened and the garments
checked and repositioned in the box.

When Sheila asked me to write this article, I immediately
agreed because I could envision this gown made with Bear
Threads’ beautiful materials. Their laces and eyelets are made
in Switzerland of quality cotton. The craftsmanship of all their
products is impeccable, a requirement for heirloom garments.
When one is investing their talent, time and money in a project
that should last for generations, only the finest products
should be used. This gown is made of Bearissima ivory batiste
and ivory laces and eyelets. I like the ivory because it is the
shade that white becomes as it ages. Bearissima is available in
many other pale shades as well as white. Bear Threads has
numerous groupings of lace and eyelet that all complement
each other, yet offer enough versatility to make any design
interesting. They offer many other styles of embroideries and
laces that could be used equally as well as these in a gown.
Although all white or ivory is the traditional color for a gown,
you could even consider using some of their embroideries
featuring colored threads in the front panel. Some of my
students have used their E58 insertion as a base for their own
embroidery designs. Part of the fun of designing the gown
front and side panels is to decide what goes where. Given any
two people making this gown with the same materials, the
finished garments would look totally unique. One note: I
consider this gown as an heirloom and therefore, can be worn
by both boys and girls!
I will give you some of the details of the gown. There are
several things that are integral to the design and have not
changed throughout all the gowns that have been created.
The first is the tiny pin tucking that is used on the side and
back bodices.

About 20 years ago, when some of my students began making
Christening gowns, I decided when I had my own
grandchildren, I would design and make a gown for each child
so the process of having a family gown would begin again and
last for many generations.
The book Baby wore white: Robes for special occasions by
Heather Toomer is a valuable primer on the evolution of baby
robes (now called Christening gowns) from 1800 – 1910.
Robes with a continuous princessline front with robings (frills
along the sides of the front panel) came into vogue in the
1870s and were popular until the 1890s. I particularly like this
style of gown because the design can encourage versatility. I
have designed this gown with tucks and tatting; embroidery
and puffing; antique laces and embroidery; and the version
you see in this article – all new materials but totally
reminiscent of antique gowns. The first gown of this style I
made was for my first grandson. I had an extensive collection
of antique laces and embroideries that were perfect to make
the gown. When it was finished, it looked like an antique
gown. My students have used this pattern for at least twenty
gowns, and they are all unique!

This creates an interest to the gown that invites more pin
tucking anywhere in the garment. The second is the side
robings on the front panel that can be gathered lace or eyelet
and applied with entredeux (more great options from Bear
Threads). The gown is always fully open in the back and
secured with 12 or 13 small motherofpearl buttons, which
stop at approximately the child’s bottom. The sleeves can be of
many designs although we usually have tucks and lace bands
going lengthwise and entredeux and gathered lace on the
bottom. I created this gown with a ¾ length sleeve because I
felt it brought balance to the design.

This embroidery can be as simple or fancy as the person
desires with the date being the day that the baby was
christened. Again, E58 insertion can be used for the
embroidery. Some of the antique gowns I have repaired came
to me in boxes with detailed written notes about its creation,
the person who sewed it, who wore it and all pertinent dates.
Today, we might include pictures and scraps of our supplies. I
think this is a lovely addition to your treasure.

The accent tucking on the side and back skirt always varies
from gown to gown, as does the ruffle at the bottom. The slips
that we make to go with this gown have a closed skirt so the
child’s body can be covered while the gown itself is free to fan
out and show the intricacy and beauty of the garment and the
sewing. The slip that accompanies the gown can be a project in
itself. The front panel of the dress is lined so tucks, laces and
eyelets can be used on the slip as well as a ruffle. I encourage
all my students to embroider a crest with the family’s last
initial in the center front and then to add the names and dates
of the children wearing the gown to each side.
Lastly, after designing this pattern and using it in my classes
for many years, I have decided to publish it and expect it to be
ready in 2012. This is a very detailed gown that takes many
hours of work, and I think you will find it uniquely rewarding
when you are finished. Most of the students I have taught to
make this gown have told me it is the most joyful of their
sewing experiences. I can’t imagine a more rewarding way to
celebrate a child’s Christening than to make a special gown for
the occasion. You will have made the fabric that comprises the
front of the garment! You will not just be the sewist but also
the designer.

TRIVIA
How often do sewing machine
manufacturers advise that you replace
your needle?
A) 6 hours of continuous use
B) If you hit a button, snap, etc.
C) Every time you start a new project
D) It has not been used for 6 months
See answer on next to the last page.

Karen E. Johnson
3919 Kilbourne Road
Columbia, SC 29205
Please email me if you have questions about this pattern or
would like more information – 8037823895
kejohnson@earthlink.net

HOLIDAY RIBBONS

FANCIES

Bear Threads, Ltd. is offering from their unique ribbon
collection a selection of beautiful ribbons for your holiday
attire. There make wonderful hair bows, sashes and can
even be inserted into a garment as a fancy band. See our
lovely samples. We also have an extensive selection of
velvet ribbons in many colors and sizes. Please enquire
and note in the photographs how we have used them in
fancy bands.

These are lovely for fancy bands and at these prices would
be just perfect for that special gift bow! They are all
imported, most from Switzerland, and a few from France.

TARTANS
These are sold by size:
#40
3 inches
$5.70/yd
#16 2 ¼ inches
$4.20/yd
#9
1 ½ inches $3.30/yd
#5
½ inches
$2.70/yd

#28440 White with green and gold candles
#28447 Black with red and gold candles
#28454 Red with village scene in gold
#28456 Black with red/gold angels and church
#28459 Green with gold stars
#JR6
Paisley metallic red,green,blue,gold
#E1R8128 Multi color on black with metallic
#GK5
Gold metallic Greek key on red
#3797 Green flower on white
#28369 Gold heart on red
#28369 Gold heart on white
#28427 Baby gold heart on red

$1.50/yd
$1.50/yd
$1.65/yd
$1.50/yd
$1.65/yd
$5.10/yd
$1.88/yd
$2.05/yd
$2.00/yd
$1.50/yd
$1.50/yd
$1.00/yd

E‐425

HOLIDAY TRIMS

White bells and bows 5 ½” edging

sale $4.49

Now is the time to begin your holiday sewing and Bear
Threads has some specials for you just in time. These are
classics and all can be used throughout the year. The bells
are particularly appropriate for weddings, and the Red and
Green trims are adorable on summer sundresses.
E‐423 White holly leaves and berries
E‐424 White holly leaves and berries

5 ½” edging
insertion

sale $4.49
sale $2.49

Grandmother’s Pumpkin Pie
3
¾
½
½
½
1¾
1

eggs, beaten
cup sugar*
tsp. salt
tsp. nutmeg
tsp. cinnamon
cups cooked pumpkin
cup evaporated milk

Mix well beaten eggs, sugar and spices, salt and
pumpkin. Add evaporated milk and stir until mixture is
smooth. Pour in an unbaked pie shell and bake for 30
or 35 minutes or until brown. May be served with
whipped cream if desired.
* You can substitute ¼ cup brown sugar & ½ cup
granulated sugar.

E‐5R
E‐6R
E‐7R

Red and green floral
Red and green floral
Red and green floral

insertion
3” edging
5 ½” edging

sale $2.99
sale $3.99
sale $5.99

Use velvet ribbons and embroideries together to
spice up a plain beige jumper.

O
Or use Tartan Ribbons to add an elegant, holiday
touch to a simple black skirt.

TRIVIA
Answer
A – Believe it or not, worn, burred, or slightly bent
needles are the major cause of problems in sewing
machines and sergers!

NEEDLES
Part III
From Thorn to Steel

The needle was probably the first tool devised by early
man and remains in use today virtually unchanged,
although the materials from which it has been made have
changed from thorns, through wood, bone and various
metals to modern steel alloys today. Iron was the most
used in the development of the needle. The Romans
introduced sophisticated needlemaking into Britain and
almost certainly the art of embroidery also. The Saxons,
though less skilled, continued to make needles and in time
their products equaled those of the Romans. At the time of
the Norman conquest of England English embroidery was
famous throughout Europe and much sought after.

The Spanish needle makers were among these craftsmen,
driven from their homeland. They knew the secrets of the
Arab method of making steel needles. Spanish steel
needles, known in England as Sprior needles, were highly
prized. The first comedy ever to be written in England was
about the loss of a ‘goodly Sprior needle’, in which an
entire village was turned upside down in the search for it.
The play was entitled GAMMER GURTON’S NEEDLE and
published by Thomas Colwell in 1575. (Ed. note – could
this have been the origin of ‘needle in a haystack’?)

Some of the evicted Spanish needle makers sought refuge
in France and Germany; others found their way into the
various English needlemaking communities, where they
became known as ‘Moors’, a reference to their swarthy
complexion. Two families of Moors were established in
Redditch shortly before the dissolution of the abbey in
Although none of the fine needles used in this work 1538. Thus began the flourishing needle industry in
survives, many pieces of embroidery of this era did. From Redditch where it remains today.
a close examination of these embroidery pieces it is
possible to deduce the type of needle, its’ fineness, and the Sheila Nicol
construction manner from which it was made.
Next month, read our fourth and final article on needles.
During the dark and middle ages most needles were made
by specialist needlesmiths. They were made of iron ores,
which occurred frequently in Britain, but not all iron was
suitable for the manufacture of needles. Iron that is
malleable and pliable to work, and hard and flexible in the
finished needle, was most sought after for needlemaking.
Steel was little used before Tudor times, because it was
considered too hard with which to work. Good steel was
scarce and varied widely in quality. Therefore good
malleable iron was preferred even though the process was
much slower and difficult. The end result was a better tool.
During this period of the needles’ early development they
were made in the artisan’s own cottage or in a hovel nearby
known as a pingle. The needle maker carried out all the
operations of needlemaking himself, assisted at times by
members of his family, apprentices and, if he was
successful, journeymen assistants.

Have a wonderful October!

In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries many skilled
craftsmen were forced to leave their native countries for
religious and political reasons.

Visit us on the web at www.bearthreadsltd.com
To place an order contact us at 404-255-5083 or 404-255-4001 fax
"Bear in Mind" articles are available on our website. Encourage your customers to check out
our website for information and inspiration.

