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Restoring and Repairing 
A Little Effort Goes a Long Way 
Vintage Singer sewing machines that are for sale will range from some that are fully restored to 
some that look like junk. The best deals are machines that are dirty or even neglected. Vintage 
Singer sewing machines are very close to bullet proof  so even one that looks like junk can often 
be rejuvenated with some TLC. With a little effort you can rejuvenate your Vintage Sewing 
Machine and restore it to its original glory.  

 

Restored Singer 128 

I have acquired a few vintage sewing machines over the years. Some are over 100 years old and 
are still going strong. Each one is unique and has its own story about how I acquired and 
rejuvenated it. One thing that they all have in common is that they all sew a beautiful stitch. 
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Before You Begin 
Safety & Tools 
Before starting the restoration of  an older machine there are some safety issues that you should 
be aware of: 

• Restoring a machine will put you in contact with sources of  electrical power, sharp edges, and 
messy solvents. Please ensure you take the necessary precautions to ensure you do the 
restoration in a safe manner. Your work area should be well ventilated. 

• If  a component is not working and you don’t feel comfortable repairing it – save yourself  some 
trouble and take it to a repair shop. Most repairs are fairly straightforward but it is no use 
risking an accident or damage to the machine. 

• Lubrication is a big part of  restoring a machine, however it is important to know the difference 
between where to apply oil and where to apply grease. Generally, grease goes on gears, oil goes 
anywhere else that needs lubrication. Never put oil in the motor or on the gears! 

• Restoration can be messy so make sure you dress and work in an area that can handle the stains 
that will inevitably occur. 

• Unplug your sewing machine from the wall socket before doing any work on it. 

Tools & Equipment 
The tools that you need to restore your vintage sewing machine are really quite simple and are 
ones that you probably already have. One of  the most valuable tools is the sewing machine’s 
manual. It shows you how the machine goes together, how to oil it, how to wind a bobbin, and 
most importantly, how to use it! If  the manual wasn’t included with your sewing machine, 
download it from the internet and print it out. 

Small Tools 
A few small tools will make the restoration go much smoother: 

• Small flashlight to shine extra light into dark areas, and illuminate tiny places where 
conventional lights won’t be able to reach. 

• Magnifying glass for checking the interior parts. 

• Reading glasses: if  you need these, make sure you have them on. 
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• Small paintbrush for cleaning out lint from the bobbin or shuttle area and anywhere else you 
may find it. 

• Small screwdriver. You may have a Singer screwdriver with your machine and this will work 
perfectly. If  you don't have a screwdriver with your machine, a standard 3mm wide flat-head 
screwdriver will work. *SPECIAL NOTE: For owners of  Singer sewing machines with bentwood cases: if  
you don’t have the key for your case you can use a 3mm flat-head screwdriver as a makeshift key.* 

• Syringe to distribute the oil around the machine. A metal syringe works well for getting the oil 
into the smallest of  areas. I got mine from Lee Valley. 

• Bowl or plate to house any screws, nuts, feet, plates etc., that you remove from the machine 
during the course of  your restoration. Put a cloth or piece of  batting in the bottom of  the bowl 
or buy a mechanic’s magnetic bowl from a car parts store so that metal parts don't move 
around too much and get lost. 

• Tweezers – Long angled tweezers are very handy for pulling out stray bits of  thread from the 
bobbin area or elsewhere on the machine! 

Tools & Cleaners  

Work Surface 
A good sized stable work surface is important to ensure that you can work safely and effectively, 
especially if  you are working on a portable machine. Put an old towel underneath the sewing 
machine to cushion it and provide a blotter for any oil that may drip out. Sometimes you need to 
tip the machine onto its side, so you need a soft surface so the machine doesn't get scratched. The 
towel also prevents your surface from being scratched by the machine. 

If  you have a portable machine that flips up from its wooden base, like a 99K or a large cabinet 
model that you don't want to take out of  the cabinet to work on, such as a 15-91, have a pile of  
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Cleaning Your Machine 
TLC 
Before starting, place your sewing machine on an old towel on a stable surface. Lay out all the 
tools and cleaning products that you'll be using, ensuring you have lots of  Q-tips, pipe cleaners, 
cloths, and paper towels. Make sure you're dressed appropriately because this can get messy. No 
pearls and high heels for this part of  the process! It is also a good idea to have shoes on when 
doing this in case you drop something on your foot – ouch! Be sure there is adequate ventilation 
when using cleaning products or wear a respirator if  you are sensitive to these types of  products.  

If  you're unsure about using a product, test it on an inconspicuous area of  the machine and 
check the results before continuing. If  you have several different machine models, what works on 
one may not work on another, especially if  they are different colours. 

Getting Started 
The first thing to check when getting started is to ensure that your machine is unplugged from 
the wall socket before doing any cleaning. It is best to clean the mechanical parts on the interior 
of  the machine first, then the sewing machine body, and then do the metal pieces to avoid 
smearing them with oil just after cleaning them. 

Start by removing any thread from the machine. Remove the spool of  thread and the bobbin. If  
you have a bobbin case that can be removed or a shuttle, take this out of  the machine too. Take 
off  the needle and dispose of  it properly. I like to put my used needles and pins in an old vitamin 
bottle so no one gets picked by needles in the garbage. 

Remove any metal parts prior to cleaning. It is usually possible to remove the faceplate on the 
machine and the needle plate relatively easily so that you can clean them separately. Remove the 
foot that is on the machine, the needle bar screw, and the cutter, if  possible. Lay them out on the 
towel, away from the machine body. Place any screws or small parts in the bowl that you have by 
you. If  you can't remove the metal part you will have to clean it in place but be careful to avoid 
getting metal polish on the machine body as it can scratch the finish. 

If  you are having problems with screws not turning, soak them and the area around them with 
sewing machine oil or Tri-Flow Superior Lubricant and let it sit for awhile, then try again. 
Usually these are stuck after years of  storage and just need a little oil to loosen them up.  
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Cleaning 
The machine may be dusty or have marks on it that can be easily removed. Wipe it down with a 
damp microfiber cloth. You can use some warm water and dish soap, just be sure to wring the 
cloth out well – we're talking damp, not wet here. We don't want to get any extra moisture into 
the machine. If  you used dish soap, clean it off  the machine with another damp cloth, then wipe 
the machine body dry. Now you can take a look at it and see where you'll need to spend more 
time cleaning it. 

Bobbin Area  
The bobbin area is beneath the needle bar and the presser foot. Remove or open up the needle 
plate or slide plates, remove the needle and needle bar and take out any lint or stray threads. Also 
check the bobbin area for stray threads. A strong light and maybe even a magnifying glass might 
be needed here. Be sure to move the balance wheel toward you when checking the bobbin area, 
so you get a view of  the entire area. I typically use a small paintbrush to clean out the bobbin 
area.  

If  you see a piece of  red felt inside the bobbin area, do not remove it! It isn't lint, but an area 
where you will be applying oil after the machine has been cleaned.  

Bobbin Area 
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Oiling Your Machine 
Thirsty Machines 
You’ve cleaned the machine. Now you need to oil it. This is one area where vintage machines 
differ from modern ones: they’re thirsty and need to be oiled on a frequent basis. You'll get used 
to this and it will soon become part of  your regular machine maintenance. 

Oil Your Machine 
You should use good quality sewing machine oil to oil your machine such as Tri-Flow Superior 
Lubricant. The straw that comes with it makes it easy to get at all the small areas that need oiling. 
You don't need to apply a lot of  oil to your machine – a drop or two will suffice. You're just trying 
to oil your machine, not drown it! 

Refer to the manual to see all the areas that need to be oiled, keeping in mind that you should oil 
anywhere in the machine where there is movement or where two parts move against one another. 
If  you have a red felt piece in the bobbin area, this also gets oiled. It is a good idea to have a 
paper towel underneath the area where you’re oiling to avoid drips as much as possible.  Plug 
your machine back in so you can run it to get the oil through the machine, preferably with the 
machine unthreaded and with the needle removed.  

After you've finished oiling the machine, you'll want to wait a bit before sewing with it to avoid 
getting oil on your project. Put a paper towel underneath the needle bar and presser foot, leave 
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Cleaning and Restoring the 
Cabinet 
Big Results for Small Effort 
Now that the sewing machine is in good shape, it is time to turn your attention to the case or the 
cabinet. If  the machine cabinet or case is wood, it probably needs some attention as there will 
typically be scratches and wear on them. I'm sure you'd rather be sewing than stripping down a 
cabinet and completely refinishing it. Luckily, there are products available to bring back the wood 
colour and provide a protective finish to the cabinet or case without the work or time involved in 
a complete restoration. 

Restoring a cabinet with a lot of  damage is a complicated and time-consuming job. Most 
cabinets just need a little touch-up to remove stains or hide scratches. Anything more than that is 
probably not worth the effort unless furniture restoration is a hobby of  yours and you are willing 
to put in the time consuming work that this involves. 

Restoration & Protection 
You'll need several items to work on restoring the finish on the case or cabinet. You'll need several 
cotton or microfiber cloths, 0000 steel wool, rubber gloves and a protected work surface. Again, 
make sure you have good ventilation when using these products or use them outdoors. If  you are 
sensitive to chemicals, a respirator would be a good idea. I’ve had good success using Howard 
Products to rejuvenate my cases and cabinets. Their Restor-a-Finish will bring back the colour to 
the wood, while their Feed-N-Wax provides lustre and a protective coating to the restored wood.  

Howard Products 
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Repairing Your Machine 
Simple But Effective Repairs 
Some of  the machines that you encounter when you are shopping for your vintage Singer sewing 
machine are going to need repairing. These machines are often the best deals because most 
people are reluctant to spend the effort to repair them: they want a machine in perfect working 
order. Vintage sewing machines are mostly mechanical and are very close to bullet proof  so even 
one that looks like junk can often be rejuvenated with a few simple repairs.  

I'm not a sewing machine repair person or an electrician, but there are still many things I do to 
bring my vintage purchase back to better operation. Although I enjoy restoring my machines, I 
am buying them to sew with, so I buy machines that take a minimum of  effort to get them back 
to working order.  

This chapter describes some of  the simple repairs that are typically needed to rejuvenate your 
vintage sewing machine. These repairs can easily be done at home with some simple tools that 
you probably already have. You will not learn how to disassemble the whole machine and rebuild 
it from scratch. That kind of  work is probably best left to the repair experts. 

Safety 
Before starting your repairs there are some safety issues that you should be aware of: 

• Repairing a machine will put you in contact with sources of  electrical power, sharp edges, and 
messy solvents. Please ensure you take the necessary precautions to ensure you do the 
restoration in a safe manner. 

• If  a component is not working and you don’t feel comfortable repairing it – save yourself  some 
trouble and take it to a repair shop. Most repairs are fairly straightforward but it is no use 
risking an accident or damage to the machine. If  you are not comfortable making a repair then 
it probably better to take the machine to a repair shop or wait until another machine  requiring 
less repair is available. 

• Unplug the sewing machine from the wall socket before doing any repairs. 
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Replace Felt Pads 
There are a couple of  areas on the machine that often need replacing and they're both made of  
felt.  

Spool Pad 
The felt pads under the spool often need replacing because they are old or have been lost. You've 
probably seen these on most sewing machines – they are usually red in colour but can become 
dirty and packed down over time. You can order replacement felt spool pads online and they'll be 
one of  the most inexpensive parts you'll ever order for your machine. 

Just take off  the spool of  thread, take off  the felt, put new one on and done! This is the easiest 
"repair" that you'll do to your vintage sewing machine! 

Spool Pad Replacement 

Drip Pad 
The other felt part that need replacing is only in some machines, such as the 221 and 222 model 
Featherweights, the 301, 401, and 500 models. These machines have a removable bottom plate 
that has a felt drip pad inside it. Over time these drip pads become full of  well, drips – of  oil that 
is. They can become rather dirty and smelly, so you should replace these every few years. They're 
not critical to the running of  your machine, but can help to keep that oily smell to a minimum. 
You can also order these on-line for a few dollars. Please note that you need to order the correct 
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Step 3 - Replace the existing wire. Measure the wire that you are replacing and cut a similar 
length from your spool of  new wire. Strip the insulation from the ends of  the wire and thread 
them through the base of  the terminal. Putting a twist into the bare wires will help you thread 
wiring through the block. Take note of  where the black & white wires need to connect in the 
block so that you can position the wire bundles properly. I like to keep the existing wiring 
connections nearby as a reference to help ensure I have the wires positioned properly. 

Step 4 - Reconnect the wires to connectors and place into the block. This step is tricky because 
some of  the connectors have two wires attached which makes for a tight fit in the block. You need 
to be careful that the connectors and the wires fit in there allotted spots or you will break the 
block when you reassemble it.  This is probably the fussiest part of  this repair! Take your time 
and you'll eventually be able to get everything to fit. 
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Maintaining Your Machine 
Routine Maintenance 
Once your sewing machine is repaired and running you need to keep it in good condition. The 
best thing you can do for your vintage sewing machine is to use it! There is not much 
maintenance to do on these machines other than to oil them, apply grease occasionally, and 
polish them to keep them looking good. 

Oiling 
Routine oiling of  your machine is much less effort than what you may have had to do when you 
restored your machine. You only need to add a few drops on a regular basis or if  your machine 
starts to feel stiff. Consult your manual for the location of  the areas that need oiling. I use Tri-
flow Superior Lubricant to oil my Singer sewing machines but you can use any good quality 
sewing machine oil. In general, apply a drop or two of  oil to any place where two parts move 
together. Don't forget that some machines also have moving parts underneath the bed of  the 
machine that need oiling. When you’ve finished oiling your machine run it at speed for about 2-3 
minutes, to work the oil in, and then it's ready to sew. 

Oiling the Singer 128 
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The Top Ten Tips 
For Restoring and Repairing Your Machine 
1. Be safe. 

2. Use the proper equipment, materials and tools. 

3. Clean it first. 

4. Repair what you can and get an expert to repair what you can't. 

5. Polish it to make it beautiful. 

6. Oil it to make it happy. 

7. Disengage the stop motion screw before winding bobbins. 

8. Don’t run the machine with the presser-foot down, and with no fabric between the foot and 
the teeth of  the feed-dogs. 

9. Always unplug your machine when you are not using it. 

10. Use your machine and show it off ! 
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The Vintage Singer Sewing 

Machine Series 

This book is part of  the third 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  SingerSewing 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. Patters 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 
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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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