
When getting into vintage machines, I highly suggest considering these options: 
 

1. Make sure you have a well-trusted technician available in your area that you can take your 
machines to for service and restoration.  You MUST be certain of their knowledge and skill 
specifically related to VINTAGE machines. 

2. Learn to clean, lubricate, make minor repairs, find parts, and restore them yourself.  This will 
empower you by learning (which also helps GREATLY in making sound purchases and using these 
machines), but you’ll also keep your costs low if you want to invest into and flip machines, or get 
into the cleaning and service business. 

 
REMEMBER:  If you don’t want to learn to care for these machines yourself, you need to consider the 
costs around electrical rewiring, replacement parts, time, labor, and service by a professional if you find 
someone reliable. 
 
 
Questions to ask the seller when possible 
 

� History of the machine if known (i.e. one owner? Well cared for or maintained? How was it 
acquired?) 

� Why are they selling it (especially if it seems to be in excellent condition)? 
� Do they know when it was last serviced?  By whom? 
� Does it work? 
� Any accessories with it?  Manual, presser feet, specialty items? 

 
 
 
Things to take with you to see a machine in person (always be prepared!): 
 
If you have the chance to sew on a machine, you want to take control of the variables, especially if it’s a 
‘premium’ machine and not a fixer-upper.  DO NOT rely on the seller to know anything about the 
machine, how to use it, know if it actually works, etc.  Many will try to tell you its in “excellent” 
condition just based on how it looks, but really have no idea. 
 
Research as much as you can about the machine before you look at it, especially if you think they’ll give 
you a chance to sew on it or test it.  At the very least, have a solid understanding of how to thread the 
machine, the way the needle should be inserted, and how to load the bobbin properly.  Missing any of 
those points will result in issues. 
 

� Notes or printouts - how to insert needle, thread machine, insert bobbin, etc. for reference 
� Regular quilting cotton fabric – no stretch or odd fabric, just regular cotton 
� Needle - Standard/Universal, size 80/12  
� Thread – take a high-quality thread.  I personally take Guterman, as it’s high-quality and very 

accessible (Joann’s carries it) 
� Flashlight – sometimes machines will be in a dark room or space and you have terrible lighting 
� BONUS:  If you know the type of bobbin the machine takes, take one with you in case there isn’t 

one with the machine, or it’s the wrong bobbin – this happens A LOT. 
 



What to look for when you can touch/see machine in person (or even in pictures): 
 

� Electrical – bare wires, broken plugs, cut wires 
� Rust or signs of moisture damage 
� Turn the handwheel, see if it turns easily 
� Knobs and levers should move freely – don’t force anything if they seem stuck! 
� Check for accessories – manual, presser feet, attachments, cams, etc. 
� Bobbin case – most can be replaced easily (Singer and Kenmore especially) but it’s better to 

have the bobbin case with it 
 
 
 
 
Steps to go through when checking out a machine for purchase: 
 

� Look over the machine using the above check lists – electrical, rust, moisture damage, 
knobs/lever issues, accessories, bobbin case 

� Turn the handwheel, make sure it moves freely 
� Check to make sure the needle bar, feed dogs, and hook move if machine seems to move freely 
� If electrical is good and seller is okay with you test sewing, it wouldn’t hurt to do so 
� Wind a bobbin with the thread you brought 
� Install your needle on the machine 
� Thread the upper thread through the machine, checking for any signs of damage or issues along 

the thread path 
� Install the bobbin in the bobbin case, checking for any issues on the bobbin case 
� Bring up the bobbin thread by turning the handwheel toward you 
� Test sew with the straight and zig zag (depending on what stitches are on the machine) 
� Keep in mind that tension might be off on the machine, but as long as stiches are forming, this is 

a good sign 
 
**Please note – if you are new to vintage machines, aren’t super confident in your threading 
capabilities, don’t have knowledge of how this machine works in particular, or are nervous with 
people watching, just because stitches aren’t forming, this doesn’t mean the machine is a hard pass.  
Most vintage machines won’t have timing issues, so stitches not forming are typically user-error or 
some other odd variable. 
 
 

Parts that are USUALLY easy to find or replace: 
 
� Motor belts 
� Bobbin winder tires 
� Bobbin cases & bobbins 
� Needle plates 
� Lead cords 
� Spool pins 

 
 



Parts that can be difficult to find or replace: 
� Knobs and levers of any kind 
� Thread guides 
� Needle clamps 
� Shuttles (long bobbins) 
� Electrical components, mother boards, etc. 

 
 
Decide on your level of investment BEFORE getting emotionally attached: 

• Machine I REALLY WANT = might be willing to accept broken/missing parts knowing it may take 
a long time to find replacements 

• Buying for investment (i.e. to flip or to learn on) that is not significant to me = will pass if it 
needs hard-to-find parts 

 
 
Bargaining power on the seller’s price 
 
First, let me clear I that I am NOT suggesting that you ‘low ball’ anyone selling a sewing machine.  
HOWEVER, I find that most people are pricing old machines a little high and there is an expectation for 
other to make an offer.  These are the things I consider when paying the asking price or asking if they’ll 
accept something lower: 

 
� Broken or missing parts (the harder the part to find, the lower my offer will be) 
� Bad electrical wiring 
� Broken plugs or cut wires 
� Surface damage (i.e. scratches, gouges, faded or missing decals) 
� Accessories, although it’s pretty common to find machines without cams and accessories 

 
 
Making an offer: 
 

• I try to keep an eye on listings and keep a notebook with dates when I see machine listed that 
are more than I want to pay (the seller may create a new ad instead of renewing it, so you may 
lose track of how long its been available otherwise). 

• If the machine has been listed awhile (3-4 weeks or more), seller will likely consider a lower 
offer 

• I almost always make an offer, even if the listing is fairly new, and that lower offer is usually 
based on seen or known issues with the machine (checklist above) 

• I repeat: Don’t low-ball your offer, unless the machine is in truly awful condition and the seller’s 
expectations are unrealistic.  In that case, definitely expect to be ignored or for them to decline. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Things to keep in mind with vintage machines: 
 

• Even if they aren’t moving smoothly or are partially seized, have rust, etc. , this does NOT mean 
they are a lost cause! 

• If you test sew with a machine and everything seems to be working properly but you can’t make 
it sew, it’s likely user error and that can be solved easily 

• Knobs and levers that are intact but not doing what they should (i.e. zig zag stitch width, but not 
sewing a zig zag) means the machine needs a proper cleaning and lubrication with attention to 
the right areas to make it work again -it’s not catastrophic 

• Electrical wiring on all vintage machines can be repaired or replaced, so I consider it a bargaining 
tool rather than a lost cause 

• Many machines are underpriced and sitting there unsold because people don’t know what to do 
to make them work again, so bargains are everywhere 

• With the right guidance and skills, its easy to build a side business buying really cheap machines 
that are ‘broken’, clean and lubricate them, replace the wiring, and get them working again, 
then sell them for $200 or more depending on the machine and the demand in your area 

• If someone is selling a machine that claims to have been “serviced”, don’t take their word for 
this unless they can provide proof via receipt or service record.  Many people use the term 
“serviced” when they mean they wiped it down and squirted oil in it. 

• However, if a machine was truly serviced (or being sold by a repair person or professional shop), 
expect to pay more as you should be getting it in known-working condition. 

 
 
How do I know how much to pay? 
 
There really aren’t any guidelines or rules on this… vintage machines are extremely subjective.  When 
customers bring their machines in for consignment, I always tell them that it really just depends on what 
a customer is really willing to pay.   
 
Use Ebay to search for specific brands/models of machines, then on the left (our using the filter function 
on your phone), select “sold items”.  This will show you any machines that match your search that have 
been sold for a length of time in the past.  You can see if the machine was sold at the asking price, and 
see what the average asking price was.  You can also see if they accepted a lower offer (although it 
won’t tell you want the accepted offer was), and you can see what the final price was if it was an 
auction.  This can give you an idea of what machines are being sold for, but it’s just something to 
consider. 
 
DO NOT base your thoughts on a reasonable sales price based on machines currently listed for sale from 
any source.  As mentioned above, one, some people are plain delusional about the value of the machine 
they have, and two, most are priced slightly higher with the assumption that people will make an offer.  
When searching Ebay or Marketplace, you’ll find listing prices all over the place, so only refer to SOLD 
items.  
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