
Elizabeth Vernon, Countess of Southampton  

circa 1600 (Duke of Buccleuch and Queensberry) 

Pins, Background and Usage 
 

Documentary evidence from the fourteenth century 

onwards reveals both trade in and use of vast numbers 

of straight pins, most made of finely drawn wire and 

fitted with small heads. When Edward III's daughter 

Princess Joan was married in 1348 her trousseau 

included twelve thousand pins for fastening her veils, 

such pins were used to secure the folds of linen head-

dresses or fasten transparent veils to the hair, around 

the shoulders or front of the gown; there examples of 

the use of pins in this manner in fifteenth century art. 

In April 1440 two galleys commissioned by seven 

Venetian merchants docked in Southampton carrying 

eighty-three thousand pins as part of their cargo from 

Flanders. Flemish pins seem to have been more 

popular than English ones. 

 Pins were used for holding many other items 

of clothing (including those of babies), and pin-

cushions became an important accessory on a lady's 

dressing table: both brass and steel pins are in 

Elizabeth Vernon's pincushion. Brass pins were 

favoured more than steel as they were easier to make, 

don’t rust and looks more like gold. 

 By the sixteenth century pins were in use by 

the seamstress, the setter of ruffs, the lady's maid, the 

domestic sewer and the bone-lace maker. One ship, 

The Edward, docked in London in 1567 carrying 420 

dozen clouts (cloths) each containing a thousand pins, 

total value £20. 

Queen Elizabeth had her own pinner from the time of her coronation, when Robert Careless was paid 53s.4d 

for 24,000 pins of 'diverse sorts'. In 1564 he was appointed 'our Pynner during his lief' with an annual payment 

of 22 shillings, a daily wage and a livery. 

A typical half-yearly order for the queen was:      18,000 great farthingale pins 6s per 1,000 

                    20,000 middle farthingale pins 4s. per 1,000 * 

                    25,000 great velvet pins  2s.8d per 1,000 

                   39,000 small velvet pins  20d per 1,000 

                    19,000 small head pins  20d per 1,000 

     * These were probably close to modern dress-making pins.  

Used pins were sent to Robert Careless for straightening and sharpening - cost approx half that of new pins. 

[Information taken from Queen Elizabeth's Wardrobe Unlocked ] 

Jenny Tiramani in Everyday Objects, Medieval and Early 

Modern Material, Culture and its Meaning (2010, Ashgate, 

ISBN 9780754666370) explains in more detail how pins 

were used for holding and shaping 16th/17th century dress, 

with particular reference to the 685 pins of assorted sizes 

found on the site of the original Rose Theatre in London.  

 The large number of pins found in archaeological 

sites, despite the small size of individual items, is another 

indication of their widespread availability in England. No 

sites have been specifically linked to lacemakers, nor have I 

found a reference to pins being purchased for lace making 

however lace makers were part of the luxury industry, so 

would have had no problem finding the pins they needed.  

 In other countries pins may have been less common 

leading to  the need to improvise using thorns, bones etc. 
Detail from Elizabeth Vernon’s portrait 



Pin makers workshop in Nürnberg - making 

brass pins. Woodcut  from Eygentliche 

Bescribung Aller Stände auff Erden by Jost 

Amman and Hans Sachs, 1568. 

Pin-Making Process 
 
The information below is taken from a reprint from pages 4-18 of the Gloucestershire Society for Industrial 

Archaeology Journal for 2005 Gloucester  Folk Museum and the Mechanism of the Pin Industry, by  Nigel Cox 

See: http://www.gsia.org.uk/reprints/2005/gi200504.pdf. Details here relate to the industry in 1702 - processes 

would have been much the same in earlier years, but with less mechanisation (eg a hammer rather than a treadle 

stamp), and pins stuck in cloth not  paper. 

 

A number of pin-makers and wire drawers were working in Gloucester from the mid-sixteenth century 

onwards, but it was John Tilsley who gave a great boost to the trade. He set up a small factory near the 

Southgate in 1626, and this employed more than 80 “boys and wenches” by 1632. The industry continued to 

expand during the seventeenth century. Brass wire was even more readily available to Gloucester pin-makers 

after the formation of the Bristol Wire Company in 1702. The wire obtained from the wire drawer was very soft 

and covered with oxidation. To make this wire sufficiently clean, hard and of the gauge required by the pin-

maker, the following stages were necessary.  

 

1. Cleaning the brass wire: the wire was pickled in sulphuric acid, washed, beaten and dried. 

 

2. Wire drawing: wire was bought in a standard thickness and redrawn by pin-makers to the thickness required 

for pins of different sizes. The wire was wound on to a reel or barrel, and pulled through a draw plate on to 

another barrel. This was repeated several times until the wire was the correct gauge and sufficiently hardened 

and bright.  

 

3. Wire straightening: the coil of wire was placed over a spool and one end of the wire passed round a set of 

nails in one end of a twenty-foot bench. The wire was straightened by pulling with pincers through the nails 

and running it over the bench which measured the length. A good drawer could pull 60 feet of wire a minute off 

the reel. Everything depended on the alignment and spacing of the nails: the further apart and more obtuse the 

angle, the thicker the wire and heavier the pin.  

 

4. Cutting into lengths: the lengths of wire were then cut with shears, worked by a foot pedal, into lengths of 

rather more than six pins. These short lengths, which were to form the shanks of the pins were passed to the 

grinders to be pointed. 

 

 

 



5. Pointing: each of these lengths was then pointed at each end by a machine called a mill, consisting of a 

circular single-cut file and a fine grit-stone, which pointed and polished respectively.  

 

6. Cutting: lengths sufficient to make two pins were cut off from the ends of the wires pointed previously, and 

the remaining centre piece of the wire was also pointed.  

 

7. Cutting : the ends were cut off the remaining piece of wire, and this in turn pointed. Thus the six pin shanks 

were formed from the original six-length piece of wire. 

 

 8. Spinning heads: the pin heads were made from brass wire finer and softer than that used for the shank. This 

wire was coiled into a compact spiral around a wire of the size of the pins.  

 

9. Cutting up heads: two turns of wire were cut off the end of each coil to form heads. This was done by a 

sharp chisel fixed in a wooden frame and held down by a spring until the whole coil was cut up. 

 

10. Annealing the heads: the heads were annealed to make them more malleable before they were attached to 

the shanks. This was done by placing the heads in iron boxes in a furnace at a red heat (c. 600 C.). The boxes 

were then plunged into cold water.  

 
11. Fitting the heads: a bowl containing the loose heads was taken to the treadle-operated drop-stamping 

machine or heading ram, one example of which may be seen on display. The pin shanks were inserted into the 

heads, and the heads shaped and secured by a blow from the ram. Several blows were needed to fix the head 

firmly. An expert worker would head 1500 pins per hour.  

 

12. Cleaning the pins: the pins were placed in a vat and boiled for half an hour in sour beer, wine lees, or a 

solution of tartar, and then washed.  

13. Tinning (to prevent corrosion):  the pins and granulated tin were packed in alternate layers in a copper pan. 

Water and cream of tartar were added and the whole boiled for half an hour.  

 

14. Drying and polishing: the pins were dried and polished first in a barrel and then in a leather bag, both 

containing bran. The bran was separated by winnowing and the pins collected in bowls.  

 

15. Papering: pins were stuck into papers that had been crimped. Children often undertook this work. 

 

 

16th/17th century pins retrieved from the banks of the River Thames;  

School of Historical Dress collection, courtesy of Jenny Tiramani. 

The largest pin is approximately 2 inches long. 


