An Assi(]uous Seams’cress

Sarah Howard Stone harvests a renewed prevalence
of French hand-sewing by doing what she loves most.

By JENNY WATKINS
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Sarah Howard Stone was relieved
when her first child, a son, was born
because she wouldn’t have to sew —yet.
But by the time her daughters entered her
life, Stone had fallen in love with French
hand-sewing, also known as heirloom
sewing. “I didn’t sew for my first two chil-
dren—I didn’t think I wanted to do that,”
she says. “I think artistic people like me are
slow sometimes at getting started,” the now
nationally-known “Master of French Hand
Sewing” says with a laugh.

To Stone, heirloom sewing evokes an
image of “a little girl in a beautiful, white,
batiste party dress replete with lace, ruffles
and ribbons (and) framing her angelic face
is an absolutely splendid French bonnet,”
she says. “The effect is one of softness and
sweetness reminiscent of gentler times.”

To create such dresses and bonnets—
or other intricate gowns, caps, blouses,
boudoir pillows, slips, shirts and blankets
— materials like batiste, lawn and organdy
are stitched with extremely thin thread and
accented with French lace and edging.

It’s no wonder Stone wanted to take
up this trade. And now, after 50-plus years
of practice, she’s considered a chief leader
behind reviving the popularity of French
hand-sewing and crafting heirloom cloth-
ing in the United States.

“Amazingly, the art of creating exquisite,
hand-sewn clothes has never found its way
into formalized-written instruction,” Stone
says. As a result, it lost a bit of its popular-
ity, but somehow it’s survived “since the
days when nuns made clothes for royalty,
and has been kept alive by means of per-
sonal instruction, from woman to woman.”
Lucky for Stone, her grandmother and
mother were among the admirable few who
passed on the skill. “Mother taught me the
basics then she kind of wished me well,”
Stone says. “Then I just fell in love with it.”

Consequently, Stone was determined
to breathe life back into this lost art, and
to record it for generations to come.

She’s since written two books, French
Hand Sewing and French Hand Sewing
Jor Infants. Stone has also traveled the
United States and Canada performing

seminars and shows for organizations and
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shops. She’s designed kits and patterns
which are offered in her Montgomery
store, Sarah Howard Stone Incorporated.
Additionally, she’s served on the faculty of
Embroiderer’s Guild of America and the
Valentine Assembly.

Stone impacts women all over the
country like one in particular, Auburn seam-
stress Betty Goodman. Several years ago,
Goodman took heirloom-sewing classes like
Stone teaches and was instantly hooked.
“What I love most about it is that it’s a
form of art for me,” she says. “All pieces are
different—no one will ever have an outfit
exactly like yours.” Goodman made clothing
for her daughter, but by the time she was

eight, she didn’t want her mother to sew for

her anymore. “So, I decided that I wanted
to sew for other people.” Goodman has
since started her own business, Threads of
Joy, specializing in French hand-sewing and
other styles of children’s clothing.

Stone adores inspiring other women,
but the accomplishment she treasures more
than any other feat is the wedding trains
she designed and created for her three
daughters. “The 12-foot trains of white,
Swiss batiste and Valenciennes lace are
detachable and were designed to be worn
with each of the three batiste wedding-
dresses,” Stone says. “It is bordered with
25 medallions made with puffing and lace
and embroidered in white work.” Some of
the medallions were inspired by designs
that were painted in the 1800s on the ceil-
ing of Stone’s place of worship, St. John’s
Episcopal Church in Montgomery. The
others were purposed to record significant
events in each girl’s life. “Each had four
medallions centered with her monogram
worked with Old English letters that are
encircled with a wreath of flowers and the
dates of their births, baptisms, confirma-
tions and marriages.”

The original era of French hand-sewing
ranged from the early 1800s and 1900s,
but it’s wildly regained its recognition
today, especially in the South, thanks to
Stone’s help. In its day, “embroidery, tucks
and puffing were used for adorning elabo-
rate clothes and undergarments of women
and children,” she says. And now, because
the hand-sewn clothing “for all its delicate
beauty offers durability and old-fashioned
practicality because of the fine materials
used,” it’s made a comeback.

When asked what else Stone would like
to add to her plate of accomplishments, she
says, “Right now, I just want to enjoy what
I do. To me, French hand-sewing is the
love of an art. And it’s a really important
part of my life.”

1o learn more about French hand-sewing,
visit Frenchhandsewing.com or visit Sarah

Howard Stone Incorporated in Montgomery,
334.262.7154.

For more information on Threads of Joy,
call Betty Goodman 334.502.4341.
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