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Equipment 

There’s a vicious rumour that bobbin lace is expensive to get started in, and honestly, it can be. 
If you race out to get the biggest and best from the admittedly few lace suppliers left in the 
world, it’s expensive. However, as you can see from the kit, there’s a few basics that need to 
happen and everything beyond that is gravy. Fundamentally you need these five things:  

● Thread 
● Something to hold thread, ideally in a vaguely bobbin like shape 
● Something to pin into that holds firmly 
● Pattern, ideally printed onto or glued onto cardstock. 
● Pins 

 
Thread 
Any string like substance, if you can think of it, there’s a modern lacemaker who has probably 
used it. More commonly, cotton, linen, silk. Crochet cottons down to sewing threads and thinner 
in terms of size. Be aware, not all threads are the same. Consider the crispness, the feel, what 
you want your lace to do and feel like. Silk tends towards drapey, linen has good stiffness. 
Cotton can waffle in between, and some quilting threads are a misery. Historically, linen or 
metal wrapped silk were used for bobbin lace. If you are spinning your own, Z spun with S ply is 
the preferred. In the materials today, I’ve used basic size 10 crochet cotton. 
 
Bobbins 
Much like with thread, if you can wrap thread around it, it’s probably been used as a bobbin. 
Bones, twigs, fancy worked bobbins, all would have been used, we expect. There’s very few 
early examples, and necessity is often the mother of invention. They tend to be about 4” - 5” 
long, length being of preference of the lacemaker. Heavier bobbins provide better tension to 
thicker threads, but consistency is often more important. While there is convention to have 
similar bobbins for an entire piece, it too is the preference of the lacemaker. It is easier for the 
hands to know where to grab and what to expect, but no lace police is going to knock down your 
door for having different styles on the pillow. Find which you prefer, or if you don’t mind a 
jumble. The bobbins in your kit are made of a bamboo skewer, cut to length with beads glued in 
place. Bobbins are usually wound in pairs, with one length of thread divided evenly between two 
bobbins, wound up from either end.  
 



Pillow 
Modern pillows are generally ethafoam (a closed cell foam that self heals from pin pricks to 
some degree). It could be a domed cookie pillow, moveable blocks, a bolster pillow (cylindrical 
in shape) or a mix (roller pillow). Period pillows were very firmly packed dried straw or seagrass, 
or possibly fine sawdust, probably with a felt covering and then covered. If it holds pins firmly 
(wobbly pins skew your design) and doesn’t disintegrate, you can use it as a pillow. The ‘pillow’ 
in your kit are children’s play mats, stacked up.  
 
Pricking 
The pattern used in bobbin lace is called a pricking. Traditionally it was done on parchment, but 
modernly we use paper. It shows where the pins are to go, and often has lines to act as a 
template and guidelines on which bit has which stitches, or other directions. It is necessary that 
the pricking have more stiffness to it than plain paper, as pins tend to rip through. Cardstock, old 
file folders, even cereal boxes (cupcake boxes!) will work well. There are a few ways to make a 
pricking. The easiest is to print off (or photocopy) a pattern, glue stick it to your heavier paper 
and then prick the holes. If you are going to be using the pattern for a long time (either multiple 
uses, or a large piece) covering it with clear shelf paper (or laminating it) will be very useful. The 
pin holes are all pricked in advance, to make it much easier (and more precise) to place pins 
later.  
 
Pins 
Any pin will do, but some are easier than others. Long pins with glass heads will get in each 
other’s way very quickly with a pattern that has any sort of pin density at all. As patterns get 
more detailed and complicated, smaller applique pins will conflict with each other less. 
 
If you are upgrading from the beginner kit, the first place to look is the pillow, as the foam mats 
won’t last forever and are not ideal. Fine for trying, not a long term solution.  
 

Winding them up 

Next up, the string needs to get wound onto the bobbins. Almost always bobbins use the buddy 
system and exist in pairs (ie in this kit, you got 6 pairs, not 12 bobbins). Winding them continues 
with that theme, in that the thread is continuous from one bobbin to the next. Pull off about a 
yard (nose to finger tip ish or so) from the spool and don’t cut the thread. Wind that onto the first 
bobbin up to perhaps 8” from the spool. Then pull off another yard or so (that same nose to 
fingertip ish) and cut the thread there. Wind that end onto another bobbin until there’s about 8” 
between them. Secure with a half hitch on each.  
 
Do that 5 more times (one pair being the contrast colour). 



Twisting up those bobbins 

Bobbin lace, like a great many other string crafts, has a couple main movements and just about 
everything else is based on those. Those are the cross and the twist. Generally you are working 
with two pairs at any given time and the rest are just hanging out, waiting their turn. (Corsage or 
veil pins are great to keep them out of the way while they wait). 
 
Take 2 pairs and picture them each having little numbers from left to right. 1 2 3 4. We are going 
back and forth, first from left to right, and then on the second row, right to left, and so on down 
the pricking.  
 
The pair with the different coloured thread is our worker pair (for now). That should be bobbins 1 
and 2 and it will be moving through bobbins 3 and 4, which are called the passive pair. Passives 
just hang out, waiting for the worker pair to come and work with them.  
 

Cross 
 
The cross is done by taking bobbin 2, and moving it over bobbin 3. So from 1 2 3 4 to 1 3 2 4.  
 
Twist 
 
Twist is done by taking bobbin 2 and bobbin 4 and moving them over bobbin 1 and bobbin 3. So 
from 1 2 3 4 to 2 1 4 3 
 



It does not matter what direction your worker pair is going in, the cross and twist 
direction is always the same.  
 
After the moment is complete, the numbers reset for the next movement.  
 
Stitches are made up of combinations of these movements.  
 
Whole stitch (also called cloth stitch) is cross, twist, cross. (ctc) 
 
Cross: 1 2 3 4 becomes 1 3 2 4 and then numbers reset.  
Twist: 1 2 3 4 becomes 2 1 4 3 and then numbers reset. 
Cross: 1 2 3 4 becomes 1 3 2 4 and then your worker pair and your passive pair should have 
changed places.  
Then the passive pair gets to go wait, and the worker pair moves up to the next pair of passives, 
and the numbers reset.  
 
Half stitch is cross, twist (ct) 
 
Cross: 1 2 3 4 becomes 1 3 2 4 and then numbers reset.  
Twist: 1 2 3 4 becomes 2 1 4 3 
The new passive pair gets to go wait, and the new worker pair moves up to the next pair of 
passives and the numbers reset.  
In half stitch, your pairs do not end up hanging out with their buddy for the whole time, they get 
split up and find new partners.  
 
Plaits are also cross twist (ct) 
 
A plait is half stitch worked over a single pair for as long as the pattern calls for. They are a 
major component of period laces.  
 
Windmill crossing 
 
This is an exception to the ‘we work with two pairs’ rule. In this stitch, you will be working with 4 
pairs, and effectively treating each PAIR as if they were a single bobbin. This stitch lets one plait 
cross another plait and anchor themselves together in the process.  
 
It is a whole stitch, but with pairs rather than bobbins.  
 

Other resources 

Jo Edkins’ Lace website: http://www.gwydir.demon.co.uk/jo/lace/index.htm 
Lorelei Halley’s lace website: https://www.lynxlace.com/learningbobbinlace-basics.html 

http://www.gwydir.demon.co.uk/jo/lace/index.htm
https://www.lynxlace.com/learningbobbinlace-basics.html


 
Lacemakers of Ealdormere: https://www.facebook.com/groups/332606966892143/ 
 
There are a wide collection of beginner bobbin lace books out there, at a wide selection of price 
points. I often find them at the public library, to be honest. Any of them will get you the basics. 
Torchon is usually considered a suitable beginner lace, it doesn’t have much in the way of 
period sort of style to it, but it does familiarize the fingers with cross and twist. Bedfordshire and 
Cluny are both more akin to period plaited lace, so beginner books of those are quite close. 
(such as Introducing Traditional Bedfordshire Lace in 20 Lessons by Barbara Underwood) 
 
Some lacemakers I recommend highly:  
 
Gil Dye is an accepted expert in the early lace field and her website can be found here:  
https://earlylace.wordpress.com/ 
 
She has a series of 4 books about 16th and 17th century lace available from her website 
(amongst other places).  
 
Rosemary Shepherd is another well respected lace historian and her website can be found:  
http://www.lacepressaustralia.com/index.html 
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