
So if the reason for using a colored thread
when sewing a book together by machine was
to identify the operator of the machine for
quality control purposes, I had a few more
questions that came to mind. Did that mean
that the same operator, using their assigned
orange-yellow thread, could have sewn our
copies of The Best Plays of 1951-52 and The
Best Plays of 1960-61, nearly 10 years apart?
Maybe not, but it was an intriguing idea
nonetheless. But even more incredible to con-
template is the possibility that my copy of
Arthur Compton’s memoir, which was pur-
chased at a second-hand bookstore, near the
University of Chicago, could have been sewn
by the same person as the copy that belongs to
Wellesley’s library. After so much time and dis-
tance, for those two copies to be in my hand
at the same time, is nothing short of amazing.
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Upon opening the first signature of a
book to check the integrity of its
sewing, I noticed that the thread

used for one of the stitches was a different
color from the rest. Instead of neutral, nearly
invisible off-white, this one was a vivid blue-
green. (Fig. 1) Puzzled, I checked the last 
signature. It, too, had one blue-green stitch 
at the same sewing station, though the rest 
of the stitches were the usual colorless thread.
I checked several other signatures, and all of
them were the same. Why was this thread 
different? Had the whole book been sewn
together at one station and then finished by
sewing the rest of the stations with regular
thread?

Since the sewing on that particular book
seemed secure and did not appear to need any
reinforcement, I shook off my questions, filled
out a treatment slip, checked the book into the
Conservation Unit, and shelved it with other
books that needed similar repairs. I didn’t think
of it again until the next time a book came
through with a different thread color at one
station—only this time it was yellow. Not a
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Books sewn
with one 
differently 
colored thread
came up so
infrequently
that I was still
sometimes 
surprised to see
them and took
a moment to
remember that
I had seen the
phenomenon
before.

Figure 2: My copy of Lorna Doone has a bright orange
thread—the question is: Why?
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Figure 1: A book with one blue-green thread among the
usual nearly-invisible white stitches caught my attention.
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America. This fact suggested yet
another possibility for the purpose of
the colored thread. If the publisher
sent the printed pages out from its
own bindery (if it had one) and con-
tracted with a separate company to
do the actual binding, could the
thread color be used by the bindery
to identify the client?

An issue of an annual publication
had a colored thread in it, so I
checked other years of the publica-
tion to see if there was any pattern
to the thread color or position. The
series was “The Best Plays of…”, an
annual review of plays published by
the Dodd Mead company. I exam-
ined as many years of the periodical
as I could that had not been over-
sewn and rebound. There was not
much of a pattern, although there
were several years where a thread in
the peach-orange-yellow color family
was used. It may have been enough
for the binder to identify the books
they were binding for that particular
publisher. On the other hand, once
the book was bound, the thread
would be obscured by the cover, so it
would no longer be useful for quick
identification purposes.

To get a different perspective on
the question, I turned to a commer-
cial binder, Paul Parisi, president of
Acme Bookbinding in Charlestown,
MA. He explained that in the course
of oversewing a book for a library
binding, a different thread color
could serve as an indicator of what
particular machine was being used
for the sewing, as well as who was
operating the machine. An individual
operator could be assigned a specific
color for the purpose of quality 
control. If a consistent problem was
identified that was the result of a

specific operator or machine, then it
would be possible to fix the problem
either with retraining or with repair
or adjustment of the machine.
Because of the structure of an over-
sewn book, the thread would not 
be visible once the book had been
bound, so there would be no harm
in having one of the threads be a 
different color from the rest. In the
case of a book sewn through the
fold, the thread is not hidden by
binding the book and so it is more
noticeable in the finished product.
But could it nevertheless be used as 
a quality control measure?

Looking for confirmation, I 
contacted some binderies (listed as
book manufacturers, trade binders,
or edition binders) whose websites
offered the option to have books
sewn through the fold. Tracy Lam-
phere, bindery manager at the
Grimm Book Bindery in Madison,
WI, agreed with Paul Parisi’s sug-
gestion that the thread could be
used to identify the person sewing
the volume. She said that it was not
a practice that they used at their
bindery, since she believed that their
customers would not want to see
their books with different colors of
thread. Instead they had a practice of
marking the spine with a colored
marker after sewing—a different
color for each person operating the
machines. This had the effect of
identifying the operator without
being visible once the book had been
bound. A colleague of hers con-
firmed that the colored thread was a 
common practice in other binderies,
where it had been done “for thou-
sands of years”—an exaggeration,
we’re sure, but it certainly sounded
like a definitive answer to me.

O N E O F T H E S E T H R E A D S –  c o n t i n u e d
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pale, pastel yellow, but a bright lemon yellow
that jumped off the page. Later, I noticed one
with an orange thread. (Fig. 2) And one with
green. And one with a deep maroon. I could
not discern an obvious pattern, such as always
using the same sewing station. The type of
book did not always suggest that I should
expect to see a splash of color when I checked
the sewing—it was not, for example, only engi-
neering books or economics books or art books.

Books sewn with one differently-colored
thread came up so infrequently that I was still
sometimes surprised to see them and took a
moment to remember that I had seen the 
phenomenon before. Since at the time I was
assessing the condition of about 500 books a
month, including checking that their sewing
was intact, it became clear to me that whatever
practice results in these anomalous threads is
relatively rare. So why does it occur at all?

Along with other members of the Preserva-
tion department at the University of Maryland,

I took a trip to Wert Bindery in Grantville, PA.
It was the first time that I had visited a com-
mercial bindery, so it was the first time I saw 
a Smyth-type book sewing machine in action.
It was fascinating, after having sewn several
books by hand, to see that it really was possible
to automate the process and finish sewing an
entire book in a matter of minutes. The
machine used several needles at once, each
threaded with its own spool of thread, and was
fed each signature by an operator who manually
found the center of the signature and placed 
it over the arm of the machine. (Fig. 3 and 3A)
Watching the process, I dismissed my first 
theory about why one thread might be a differ-
ent color—there was no reason to sew one of
the stations all the way through the book to
hold it together before finishing the rest of the
sewing. In fact, such a thread would be more
of a hindrance than a help, and would not
speed up the process at all if all the stations in
a signature could be sewn at once in a matter 
of seconds. Clearly holding things together
was not the answer. Now I knew how one
thread could be different from the rest, but 
I still did not know why.

When I next thought to ask people about 
it, I had just started a new job at Wellesley
College in Wellesley, MA. The Book Arts 
program director, Katherine McCanless Ruffin,
postulated that it might be a way to tell which
end of the book was the head or tail, so that 
it could be cased in correctly without having 
to open the textblock to check the text. This
made sense to me, as I had seen other markings
on the spines of books that were clearly
designed to indicate at a glance that something
was amiss. For example, spine edges of signa-
tures could be marked with a black square or
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Figure 4: Black 
rectangles on the 
folded edges of these
signatures line up 
to form a diagonal 
line when they are
sewn together in 
the correct order.

Figure 3: A Smyth-type
sewing machine, with
four spools of thread, in
action at Wert Bindery
in Grantsville, PA.

Figure 3a: A diagram of a Smyth sewing machine, showing
a different spool of thread for each of the six sewing 
needles. From Palmer, Elbridge Woodman. A Course in
Bookbinding for Vocational Training. New York: Employing
Bookbinders of America, Inc., 1927.
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rectangle in such a way that when the signatures
were in the correct order, the squares would
line up in an unbroken diagonal across the
spine. (Fig. 4) If a signature was in the wrong
order, or in the wrong orientation, it would be
immediately obvious from looking at the spine
of the sewn book. So why not use the colored
thread as an indicator of which way was up?
Then I remembered that in one of the books
the colored thread was right in the middle of
the sewing stations—not at all helpful for indi-
cating that the textblock is about to be cased
in upside down. (Fig. 5 and 5A) So, keeping
things oriented probably was not the answer,
either.

Steve Smith, the preservation librarian at
Wellesley, was reminded of the inked edge of
the end of a roll of cash register receipt paper.
Perhaps the thread was dyed towards the end
of the spool, with different colors indicating
how close the end was—starting with green 
or blue, then yellow, then red as the end
approached. Perhaps, but I had never noticed
more than one color, or undyed thread at the
beginning of a book and dyed thread at the
end. It was a reasonable possibility, but I was
not convinced. It seemed too improbable that
I had just missed all those books that should
be out there with more than one color of
thread at that sewing station. Was the end of
the thread the answer? I kept digging.

Mariana Oller, a Special Collections librarian
at Wellesley, had two very different guesses.
The first was lack of concern combined with 
a desire to avoid being wasteful—most con-
sumers wouldn’t ever notice the thread in their
books, especially if glue had seeped through
the sewing holes during the spine lining
process and stuck the pages together in the
gutter, hiding the threads entirely. So why
would the binder care if one of the threads was
a different color from the others? If it was the
thread that was available, why not use it up?
But there was something that seemed so 
deliberate about the practice that I was loth to
accept disinterest as the answer.

Mariana’s second suggestion was that it
could be a way for the binder to “sign” their
work. On high-end leather bindings, the
designer of the binding or the bindery itself
frequently incorporated a signature motif into
the design. This indicated to people in the
know who was responsible for the creation of 
a particular binding. In early publisher’s cloth
bindings this was also common (Fig. 6) and in
modern publications, the publishers have sym-
bols and motifs that they imprint on the spines
or covers of the book to indicate who they are.
Could the color of the thread be a simple, very
subtle way for the binder to “sign” their work,
as a separate contributor from the publishing
house that produced it?

Now seemed like a good time to return to
the books to see if I could find any more clues
to help narrow down the search. Like many
people who work in libraries, I have a good-
sized collection of books at home, so I started
with my own books. Several of them are hard-

O N E O F T H E S E T H R E A D S –  c o n t i n u e d

Figure 5 and 5a: This brown 
thread in the center sewing
station probably would not
help to indicate if the text
block was about to be 
cased in upside down.

Could the 
color of the
thread be a
simple, very
subtle way for
the binder to 
“sign” their
work, as a 
separate 
contributor
from the 
publishing
house that 
produced it?

Figure 6: This elaborately
tooled publisher’s cloth
binding proclaims that it
was published by Frederick
Warne & Company of Lon-
don and New York.
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The Best
Plays of... Date of pub. Publisher

Colored Thread
Printing/ Binding Information

Color Location

1894 – 99 1955 Dodd Mead, NY none
through 1963, dk. blue cloth, paper 

labels on spine and front cover

1899-1909 1944 Dodd Mead, NY none

1909-19 1934 Dodd Mead, NY yellow at head
printed by Quinn & Boden Co. Inc., 

book mfrs., Rahway, NJ

1921-22 1934 Dodd Mead, NY none
3rd printing, Murray Printing Co., 

Cambridge, MA

1923-24 1924
Small, Maynard,

Boston
none

Murray Printing Co., and Boston 
Bookbinding Co., Cambridge, MA

1938-39 1939 Dodd Mead, NY yellow center of 5

1943-44 1944 Dodd Mead, NY none

1945-46 1946 Dodd Mead, NY pale peach 2nd from tail

1948-49 1949 Dodd Mead, NY purple
2nd from

head

1949-50 1950 Dodd Mead, NY purple 2nd from tail

1950-51 1951 Dodd Mead, NY pale peach 2nd from tail

1951-52 1952 Dodd Mead, NY orange-yellow 2nd from tail

1952-53 1953 Dodd Mead, NY peach 2nd from tail

1953-54 1954 Dodd Mead, NY peach center of 5

1954-55 1955 Dodd Mead, NY blue center of 5

1955-56 1956 Dodd Mead, NY orange-yellow center of 5

1956-57 1957 Dodd Mead, NY pale pink center of 5

1957-58 1958 Dodd Mead, NY yellow 2nd from tail

1958-59 1959 Dodd Mead, NY green center of 5

1959-60 1960 Dodd Mead, NY peach at tail

1960-61 1961 Dodd Mead, NY orange-yellow 2nd from tail

1961-62 1962 Dodd Mead, NY none

1962-63 1963 Dodd Mead, NY none

1963 through
1979

Dodd Mead, NY none New format (size, color, cloth type)

1979-80 1980 Dodd Mead, NY dark green at tail Another new format (size, color, cloth type)

1980-81 1981 Dodd Mead, NY none

1981 through
1987

Dodd Mead, NY n/a adhesive structure

1987 through
1992

Applause n/a adhesive structure

1992 through
present

Limelight n/a adhesive structure

Table 2

...in the course
of oversewing a
book for a
library binding,
a different
thread color
could serve as
an indicator of
what particular
machine was
being used for
the sewing, as
well as who was
operating the
machine.
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cover books that are sewn through the fold
(although not as many as I had expected—too
many of them were adhesive structures) and 
a few have one thread that is a different color
from the rest. After looking closely at them,
some commonalities appeared. They were all
printed between 1940 and 1960. Although
they were from several different publishers
(Dodd Mead, Harper & Brothers, Scribner’s,
Norton, and Oxford), they were all published
in New York. Of the six examples, five were
fiction books and one was a memoir written by
the scientist Arthur H. Compton and pub-
lished in 1956, when stories about working on
the Manhattan Project at the University of

4

Chicago could have been fairly popular read-
ing. So was the phenomenon most common
among the large publishing houses in New
York City from the Second World War to the
1960s? Perhaps, but it was a very small and
skewed sample (most of my books are fiction,
except for the textbooks I accumulated as a sci-
ence student). On the other hand, it did give a
narrower timeline and a geographic focus.

I took the books to work to see if by any
chance I could compare them to other copies
of the same editions that were owned by
Wellesley’s library. There were only two in the
stacks that were identical editions to my books,
but fortunately they were two particularly useful

pairs. One was Compton’s memoir with a
bright orange thread at the sewing station clos-
est to the head of the book. The library’s copy
had the exact same color thread at the same
station as my own copy, seemingly confirming
my notion that this whole phenomenon could
not be just an accident but that there must be
some purpose to the colored thread. (Fig. 7)
The second book was a novel by Mary Ellen
Chase entitled The Lovely Ambition, bound in
a turquoise cloth cover. My copy had a bright
turquoise thread at the second sewing station
from the head of the book, matching the color
of the cover so well that Steve Smith postulat-
ed another reason for the thread: to identify
which cover a group of text blocks should be
cased. Even if the color did not match perfect-
ly, it might be enough to distinguish one book
from another. But upon opening the library’s
copy of The Lovely Ambition, I was surprised to
find that not only did it not have the same
color thread, it had no distinguishing thread at
all—every stitch was the same off-white color.
(Fig. 8) Further examination showed that there
was a small difference between the two books.
Although they were the same edition, the
Wellesley copy was from the first printing and
my copy was from the fifth. I had to revise my
assumption that books would be printed and
bound by the same company no matter which
printing run they came from.

I kept looking for colored threads every
time I checked the sewing of a library book to
see if more patterns were unveiled, especially
when comparing two copies of the same book.
At first, it looked like some of my tentative
conclusions were holding up. The books found
were from the same general time period, but
there was no relationship between the color of
the thread and the color of the binding. Then
more recent books with colored thread were
discovered, such as a book about Le Corbusier
from 1981, so my putative time period was
expanded. In some cases, such as The Face of
the Third Reich by Joachim Fest, two copies of
the same book had different colors of thread in

them, but further examination revealed they
were from different printing runs and so were
not bound at the same time. In another case,
Forbidden Neighbours by Charles Abrams, two
books with the same printing and binding
information—what appeared for all intents
and purposes to be identical copies of the same
book—had two different colors of thread in
different locations. (Fig. 9, Fig. 10, and Fig.
11) Not knowing what to make of this, I
looked for information from other sources.

Searching for written information about
machine sewing, I found a book from 1927, A
Course in Bookbinding for Vocational Training, a
manual for teaching bookbinding classes in
technical schools. Although the text of the
manual did not mention a use for colored
thread, the book turned out to be relevant in
another way. It had a pale green stitch in the
middle sewing station, so clearly the use of 
colored thread had begun before the 1940s.
Although the book was published in New York
like the other examples, it was not published
by a major publishing house but rather a small
trade publisher: Employing Bookbinders of 
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Title Author
Date 

of
Pub.

Publisher
Colored Thread

Printing / Binding Information
Color Location

Ballet in 
America

Amberg,
George

1949
Duell, Sloan and

Pearce, NY
light 

purple
head of 5

joint publication of The New American
Library of World Literature, Inc.; printed
gray cloth binding

The legacy 
of Chopin

Holcman,
Jana

1954
Philosophical
Library, NY

yellow
2nd from
tail of 4

red paper-covered hardcover with black
printed silhouette on front cover & title
on spine

The William
Carlos Williams

reader

Williams,
Willam 
Carlos

1966
New Directions

Publishing Corpo-
ration, NY

turquoise
2nd from
head of 4

yellow cloth w/ black lettering on spine
& blind stamped glyph on front cover

The Ideas of 
Le Corbusier on

Architecture
and Urban 
Planning

Le Corbusier
(Jacques
Guiton)

1981
George Braziller,

Inc., NY
bright
blue

center of 5
sewn paperback, printed & laminated
paper cover, “Designed by Dana Levy”

The Face of 
the Third Reich

Fest,
Joachim C.

1970
Pantheon Books
(division of Ran-
dom House), NY

burgundy
2nd from
tail of 5

manufactured by The Book Press, Brat-
tleboro, VT; black cloth binding with red
and silver stamping; 2nd printing;
Wellesley copy

The Face of 
the Third Reich

Fest,
Joachim C.

1970
Pantheon Books
(division of Ran-
dom House), NY

purple
2nd from
head of 6

manufactured by The Book Press, Brat-
tleboro, VT; black cloth binding with red
and silver stamping; “First American Edi-
tion”; Northeastern copy

Forbidden
Neighbours

Abrams,
Charles

1955
Harper & Broth-

ers, NY
purple

2nd from
tail of 4

first edition, A-E; blue-green cloth cover
w/ gold lettering on spine; Wellesley
copy

Forbidden
Neighbours

Abrams,
Charles

1955
Harper & Broth-

ers, NY
turquoise tail of 4

first edition, A-E; blue-green cloth cover
w/ gold lettering on spine; Northeastern
University copy

A Course in
Bookbinding 
for Vocational

Training

Palmer,
Elbridge W.

1927
Employing Book-
binders of America,
Inc., NYa

pale blue-
green

center of 5

“Printed and Bound…by Kingsport Press,
Kingsport, Tennessee”; navy blue cloth
cover with blind-stamped title on front
cover and gold titling on spine

Table 1

Figure 8: One copy of Mary Ellen Chase’s The Lovely
Ambition has a turquoise thread matching its covering
material beautifully, but a copy from the first printing of
that edition does not.

Figure 7: Two copies of Atomic Quest, Arthur Compton’s
memoir, with bright orange threads at the sewing station
closest to the head of the book.

Figure 11: …even
though they appear to
be otherwise identical.

Figure 10: …and 
another has a 
turquoise thread…

Figure 9: One copy of
Forbidden Neighbours
has a purple thread…

The books
found were
from the same
general time
period, but
there was no
relationship
between the
color of the
thread and the
color of the
binding.
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(although not as many as I had expected—too
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a few have one thread that is a different color
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which cover a group of text blocks should be
cased. Even if the color did not match perfect-
ly, it might be enough to distinguish one book
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find that not only did it not have the same
color thread, it had no distinguishing thread at
all—every stitch was the same off-white color.
(Fig. 8) Further examination showed that there
was a small difference between the two books.
Although they were the same edition, the
Wellesley copy was from the first printing and
my copy was from the fifth. I had to revise my
assumption that books would be printed and
bound by the same company no matter which
printing run they came from.

I kept looking for colored threads every
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see if more patterns were unveiled, especially
when comparing two copies of the same book.
At first, it looked like some of my tentative
conclusions were holding up. The books found
were from the same general time period, but
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the thread and the color of the binding. Then
more recent books with colored thread were
discovered, such as a book about Le Corbusier
from 1981, so my putative time period was
expanded. In some cases, such as The Face of
the Third Reich by Joachim Fest, two copies of
the same book had different colors of thread in

them, but further examination revealed they
were from different printing runs and so were
not bound at the same time. In another case,
Forbidden Neighbours by Charles Abrams, two
books with the same printing and binding
information—what appeared for all intents
and purposes to be identical copies of the same
book—had two different colors of thread in
different locations. (Fig. 9, Fig. 10, and Fig.
11) Not knowing what to make of this, I
looked for information from other sources.

Searching for written information about
machine sewing, I found a book from 1927, A
Course in Bookbinding for Vocational Training, a
manual for teaching bookbinding classes in
technical schools. Although the text of the
manual did not mention a use for colored
thread, the book turned out to be relevant in
another way. It had a pale green stitch in the
middle sewing station, so clearly the use of 
colored thread had begun before the 1940s.
Although the book was published in New York
like the other examples, it was not published
by a major publishing house but rather a small
trade publisher: Employing Bookbinders of 
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Title Author
Date 

of
Pub.

Publisher
Colored Thread

Printing / Binding Information
Color Location

Ballet in 
America

Amberg,
George

1949
Duell, Sloan and

Pearce, NY
light 

purple
head of 5

joint publication of The New American
Library of World Literature, Inc.; printed
gray cloth binding

The legacy 
of Chopin

Holcman,
Jana

1954
Philosophical
Library, NY

yellow
2nd from
tail of 4

red paper-covered hardcover with black
printed silhouette on front cover & title
on spine

The William
Carlos Williams

reader

Williams,
Willam 
Carlos

1966
New Directions

Publishing Corpo-
ration, NY

turquoise
2nd from
head of 4

yellow cloth w/ black lettering on spine
& blind stamped glyph on front cover

The Ideas of 
Le Corbusier on

Architecture
and Urban 
Planning

Le Corbusier
(Jacques
Guiton)

1981
George Braziller,

Inc., NY
bright
blue

center of 5
sewn paperback, printed & laminated
paper cover, “Designed by Dana Levy”

The Face of 
the Third Reich

Fest,
Joachim C.

1970
Pantheon Books
(division of Ran-
dom House), NY

burgundy
2nd from
tail of 5

manufactured by The Book Press, Brat-
tleboro, VT; black cloth binding with red
and silver stamping; 2nd printing;
Wellesley copy

The Face of 
the Third Reich

Fest,
Joachim C.

1970
Pantheon Books
(division of Ran-
dom House), NY

purple
2nd from
head of 6

manufactured by The Book Press, Brat-
tleboro, VT; black cloth binding with red
and silver stamping; “First American Edi-
tion”; Northeastern copy

Forbidden
Neighbours

Abrams,
Charles

1955
Harper & Broth-

ers, NY
purple

2nd from
tail of 4

first edition, A-E; blue-green cloth cover
w/ gold lettering on spine; Wellesley
copy

Forbidden
Neighbours

Abrams,
Charles

1955
Harper & Broth-

ers, NY
turquoise tail of 4

first edition, A-E; blue-green cloth cover
w/ gold lettering on spine; Northeastern
University copy

A Course in
Bookbinding 
for Vocational

Training

Palmer,
Elbridge W.

1927
Employing Book-
binders of America,
Inc., NYa

pale blue-
green

center of 5

“Printed and Bound…by Kingsport Press,
Kingsport, Tennessee”; navy blue cloth
cover with blind-stamped title on front
cover and gold titling on spine

Table 1

Figure 8: One copy of Mary Ellen Chase’s The Lovely
Ambition has a turquoise thread matching its covering
material beautifully, but a copy from the first printing of
that edition does not.

Figure 7: Two copies of Atomic Quest, Arthur Compton’s
memoir, with bright orange threads at the sewing station
closest to the head of the book.

Figure 11: …even
though they appear to
be otherwise identical.

Figure 10: …and 
another has a 
turquoise thread…

Figure 9: One copy of
Forbidden Neighbours
has a purple thread…

The books
found were
from the same
general time
period, but
there was no
relationship
between the
color of the
thread and the
color of the
binding.
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rectangle in such a way that when the signatures
were in the correct order, the squares would
line up in an unbroken diagonal across the
spine. (Fig. 4) If a signature was in the wrong
order, or in the wrong orientation, it would be
immediately obvious from looking at the spine
of the sewn book. So why not use the colored
thread as an indicator of which way was up?
Then I remembered that in one of the books
the colored thread was right in the middle of
the sewing stations—not at all helpful for indi-
cating that the textblock is about to be cased
in upside down. (Fig. 5 and 5A) So, keeping
things oriented probably was not the answer,
either.

Steve Smith, the preservation librarian at
Wellesley, was reminded of the inked edge of
the end of a roll of cash register receipt paper.
Perhaps the thread was dyed towards the end
of the spool, with different colors indicating
how close the end was—starting with green 
or blue, then yellow, then red as the end
approached. Perhaps, but I had never noticed
more than one color, or undyed thread at the
beginning of a book and dyed thread at the
end. It was a reasonable possibility, but I was
not convinced. It seemed too improbable that
I had just missed all those books that should
be out there with more than one color of
thread at that sewing station. Was the end of
the thread the answer? I kept digging.

Mariana Oller, a Special Collections librarian
at Wellesley, had two very different guesses.
The first was lack of concern combined with 
a desire to avoid being wasteful—most con-
sumers wouldn’t ever notice the thread in their
books, especially if glue had seeped through
the sewing holes during the spine lining
process and stuck the pages together in the
gutter, hiding the threads entirely. So why
would the binder care if one of the threads was
a different color from the others? If it was the
thread that was available, why not use it up?
But there was something that seemed so 
deliberate about the practice that I was loth to
accept disinterest as the answer.

Mariana’s second suggestion was that it
could be a way for the binder to “sign” their
work. On high-end leather bindings, the
designer of the binding or the bindery itself
frequently incorporated a signature motif into
the design. This indicated to people in the
know who was responsible for the creation of 
a particular binding. In early publisher’s cloth
bindings this was also common (Fig. 6) and in
modern publications, the publishers have sym-
bols and motifs that they imprint on the spines
or covers of the book to indicate who they are.
Could the color of the thread be a simple, very
subtle way for the binder to “sign” their work,
as a separate contributor from the publishing
house that produced it?

Now seemed like a good time to return to
the books to see if I could find any more clues
to help narrow down the search. Like many
people who work in libraries, I have a good-
sized collection of books at home, so I started
with my own books. Several of them are hard-
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Figure 5 and 5a: This brown 
thread in the center sewing
station probably would not
help to indicate if the text
block was about to be 
cased in upside down.

Could the 
color of the
thread be a
simple, very
subtle way for
the binder to 
“sign” their
work, as a 
separate 
contributor
from the 
publishing
house that 
produced it?

Figure 6: This elaborately
tooled publisher’s cloth
binding proclaims that it
was published by Frederick
Warne & Company of Lon-
don and New York.
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The Best
Plays of... Date of pub. Publisher

Colored Thread
Printing/ Binding Information

Color Location

1894 – 99 1955 Dodd Mead, NY none
through 1963, dk. blue cloth, paper 

labels on spine and front cover

1899-1909 1944 Dodd Mead, NY none

1909-19 1934 Dodd Mead, NY yellow at head
printed by Quinn & Boden Co. Inc., 

book mfrs., Rahway, NJ

1921-22 1934 Dodd Mead, NY none
3rd printing, Murray Printing Co., 

Cambridge, MA

1923-24 1924
Small, Maynard,

Boston
none

Murray Printing Co., and Boston 
Bookbinding Co., Cambridge, MA

1938-39 1939 Dodd Mead, NY yellow center of 5

1943-44 1944 Dodd Mead, NY none

1945-46 1946 Dodd Mead, NY pale peach 2nd from tail

1948-49 1949 Dodd Mead, NY purple
2nd from

head

1949-50 1950 Dodd Mead, NY purple 2nd from tail

1950-51 1951 Dodd Mead, NY pale peach 2nd from tail

1951-52 1952 Dodd Mead, NY orange-yellow 2nd from tail

1952-53 1953 Dodd Mead, NY peach 2nd from tail

1953-54 1954 Dodd Mead, NY peach center of 5

1954-55 1955 Dodd Mead, NY blue center of 5

1955-56 1956 Dodd Mead, NY orange-yellow center of 5

1956-57 1957 Dodd Mead, NY pale pink center of 5

1957-58 1958 Dodd Mead, NY yellow 2nd from tail

1958-59 1959 Dodd Mead, NY green center of 5

1959-60 1960 Dodd Mead, NY peach at tail

1960-61 1961 Dodd Mead, NY orange-yellow 2nd from tail

1961-62 1962 Dodd Mead, NY none

1962-63 1963 Dodd Mead, NY none

1963 through
1979

Dodd Mead, NY none New format (size, color, cloth type)

1979-80 1980 Dodd Mead, NY dark green at tail Another new format (size, color, cloth type)

1980-81 1981 Dodd Mead, NY none

1981 through
1987

Dodd Mead, NY n/a adhesive structure

1987 through
1992

Applause n/a adhesive structure

1992 through
present

Limelight n/a adhesive structure

Table 2

...in the course
of oversewing a
book for a
library binding,
a different
thread color
could serve as
an indicator of
what particular
machine was
being used for
the sewing, as
well as who was
operating the
machine.
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A pull quote
from the story
will be entered
here. A pull
quote from the
story will be
entered here.

America. This fact suggested yet
another possibility for the purpose of
the colored thread. If the publisher
sent the printed pages out from its
own bindery (if it had one) and con-
tracted with a separate company to
do the actual binding, could the
thread color be used by the bindery
to identify the client?

An issue of an annual publication
had a colored thread in it, so I
checked other years of the publica-
tion to see if there was any pattern
to the thread color or position. The
series was “The Best Plays of…”, an
annual review of plays published by
the Dodd Mead company. I exam-
ined as many years of the periodical
as I could that had not been over-
sewn and rebound. There was not
much of a pattern, although there
were several years where a thread in
the peach-orange-yellow color family
was used. It may have been enough
for the binder to identify the books
they were binding for that particular
publisher. On the other hand, once
the book was bound, the thread
would be obscured by the cover, so it
would no longer be useful for quick
identification purposes.

To get a different perspective on
the question, I turned to a commer-
cial binder, Paul Parisi, president of
Acme Bookbinding in Charlestown,
MA. He explained that in the course
of oversewing a book for a library
binding, a different thread color
could serve as an indicator of what
particular machine was being used
for the sewing, as well as who was
operating the machine. An individual
operator could be assigned a specific
color for the purpose of quality 
control. If a consistent problem was
identified that was the result of a

specific operator or machine, then it
would be possible to fix the problem
either with retraining or with repair
or adjustment of the machine.
Because of the structure of an over-
sewn book, the thread would not 
be visible once the book had been
bound, so there would be no harm
in having one of the threads be a 
different color from the rest. In the
case of a book sewn through the
fold, the thread is not hidden by
binding the book and so it is more
noticeable in the finished product.
But could it nevertheless be used as 
a quality control measure?

Looking for confirmation, I 
contacted some binderies (listed as
book manufacturers, trade binders,
or edition binders) whose websites
offered the option to have books
sewn through the fold. Tracy Lam-
phere, bindery manager at the
Grimm Book Bindery in Madison,
WI, agreed with Paul Parisi’s sug-
gestion that the thread could be
used to identify the person sewing
the volume. She said that it was not
a practice that they used at their
bindery, since she believed that their
customers would not want to see
their books with different colors of
thread. Instead they had a practice of
marking the spine with a colored
marker after sewing—a different
color for each person operating the
machines. This had the effect of
identifying the operator without
being visible once the book had been
bound. A colleague of hers con-
firmed that the colored thread was a 
common practice in other binderies,
where it had been done “for thou-
sands of years”—an exaggeration,
we’re sure, but it certainly sounded
like a definitive answer to me.
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Protective Sealing 
Crystal Clear Bags

Archival Products now offers
Protective Sealing Crystal

Clear Bags. These acid-free archival
quality bags, available in four sizes,
are great for quick, easy and safe
storage of photos, art, music and
other materials. Made of 1.5 mil
polypropylene, the bags are chemi-
cally stable, waterproof and have
superb clarity. The adhesive strip is
located on the bag instead of the flap
to reduce damage when contents
are removed or reinserted in the bag. 

3 Mil Melinex
Archival grade polyester L-welded
sleeves protect manuscripts, maps,
prints, photos, posters, comic books,
certificates, collectibles, archives
and exhibits from damaging effects
of pollutants during handling and
storage. This uncoated film is strong,
uniform, dimensionally stable and
inert meeting standards for plastic
enclosures in ISO 18902. The film 
surface is highly polished to give
excellent brilliance and clarity. 

Polyethylene Minigrip Zip-Pak Bags
Soft 2 mil chemically stable polyeth-
ylene, re-closable plastic storage
bags fit many packaging needs 
to quickly and easily store your 
collectibles. These transparent,
waterproof bags with premium 
zipper snaps that open quickly and
easily, will protect valuables from 
fingerprints and dust during handling
and storage, and are excellent for
emergency freezer storage.

For more information on these prod-
ucts go to http://www.archival.com/
productcatalog/3milmelinex.shtml or
contact us for a free sample at
info@archival.com or 800-526-5640.

pale, pastel yellow, but a bright lemon yellow
that jumped off the page. Later, I noticed one
with an orange thread. (Fig. 2) And one with
green. And one with a deep maroon. I could
not discern an obvious pattern, such as always
using the same sewing station. The type of
book did not always suggest that I should
expect to see a splash of color when I checked
the sewing—it was not, for example, only engi-
neering books or economics books or art books.

Books sewn with one differently-colored
thread came up so infrequently that I was still
sometimes surprised to see them and took a
moment to remember that I had seen the 
phenomenon before. Since at the time I was
assessing the condition of about 500 books a
month, including checking that their sewing
was intact, it became clear to me that whatever
practice results in these anomalous threads is
relatively rare. So why does it occur at all?

Along with other members of the Preserva-
tion department at the University of Maryland,

I took a trip to Wert Bindery in Grantville, PA.
It was the first time that I had visited a com-
mercial bindery, so it was the first time I saw 
a Smyth-type book sewing machine in action.
It was fascinating, after having sewn several
books by hand, to see that it really was possible
to automate the process and finish sewing an
entire book in a matter of minutes. The
machine used several needles at once, each
threaded with its own spool of thread, and was
fed each signature by an operator who manually
found the center of the signature and placed 
it over the arm of the machine. (Fig. 3 and 3A)
Watching the process, I dismissed my first 
theory about why one thread might be a differ-
ent color—there was no reason to sew one of
the stations all the way through the book to
hold it together before finishing the rest of the
sewing. In fact, such a thread would be more
of a hindrance than a help, and would not
speed up the process at all if all the stations in
a signature could be sewn at once in a matter 
of seconds. Clearly holding things together
was not the answer. Now I knew how one
thread could be different from the rest, but 
I still did not know why.

When I next thought to ask people about 
it, I had just started a new job at Wellesley
College in Wellesley, MA. The Book Arts 
program director, Katherine McCanless Ruffin,
postulated that it might be a way to tell which
end of the book was the head or tail, so that 
it could be cased in correctly without having 
to open the textblock to check the text. This
made sense to me, as I had seen other markings
on the spines of books that were clearly
designed to indicate at a glance that something
was amiss. For example, spine edges of signa-
tures could be marked with a black square or
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Figure 4: Black 
rectangles on the 
folded edges of these
signatures line up 
to form a diagonal 
line when they are
sewn together in 
the correct order.

Figure 3: A Smyth-type
sewing machine, with
four spools of thread, in
action at Wert Bindery
in Grantsville, PA.

Figure 3a: A diagram of a Smyth sewing machine, showing
a different spool of thread for each of the six sewing 
needles. From Palmer, Elbridge Woodman. A Course in
Bookbinding for Vocational Training. New York: Employing
Bookbinders of America, Inc., 1927.



So if the reason for using a colored thread
when sewing a book together by machine was
to identify the operator of the machine for
quality control purposes, I had a few more
questions that came to mind. Did that mean
that the same operator, using their assigned
orange-yellow thread, could have sewn our
copies of The Best Plays of 1951-52 and The
Best Plays of 1960-61, nearly 10 years apart?
Maybe not, but it was an intriguing idea
nonetheless. But even more incredible to con-
template is the possibility that my copy of
Arthur Compton’s memoir, which was pur-
chased at a second-hand bookstore, near the
University of Chicago, could have been sewn
by the same person as the copy that belongs to
Wellesley’s library. After so much time and dis-
tance, for those two copies to be in my hand
at the same time, is nothing short of amazing.
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Upon opening the first signature of a
book to check the integrity of its
sewing, I noticed that the thread

used for one of the stitches was a different
color from the rest. Instead of neutral, nearly
invisible off-white, this one was a vivid blue-
green. (Fig. 1) Puzzled, I checked the last 
signature. It, too, had one blue-green stitch 
at the same sewing station, though the rest 
of the stitches were the usual colorless thread.
I checked several other signatures, and all of
them were the same. Why was this thread 
different? Had the whole book been sewn
together at one station and then finished by
sewing the rest of the stations with regular
thread?

Since the sewing on that particular book
seemed secure and did not appear to need any
reinforcement, I shook off my questions, filled
out a treatment slip, checked the book into the
Conservation Unit, and shelved it with other
books that needed similar repairs. I didn’t think
of it again until the next time a book came
through with a different thread color at one
station—only this time it was yellow. Not a

Archival Products

NEWS
One of These Threads is Not Like the Others, or,
What’s Special about this Sewing Station?
by Emily K Bell
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Books sewn
with one 
differently 
colored thread
came up so
infrequently
that I was still
sometimes 
surprised to see
them and took
a moment to
remember that
I had seen the
phenomenon
before.

Figure 2: My copy of Lorna Doone has a bright orange
thread—the question is: Why?
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Addendum to Archival Products NEWS, Volume 14, No. 1,

“Djs in the Library—Dust Jackets that is, Not the Music

Makers” by Margit Smith.
For more information about dust jackets, their value

and care, I recommend the very informative article by
Scott Brown: “The Anatomy of Dust Jacket Restora-
tion.” Fine Books & Collections. May/June 2007, p. 40-
45. Brown covers in detail serveral issues I touched on
in my article, including the ethics and practical aspects
of dust jacket repair/restoration/preservation; he also
names individual restorers and their work.

Margit J. Smith is Head of Cataloging and Preservation at
the Copley Library, University of San Diego, San Diego, CA
92110.  She can be reached at mjps@SanDiego.edu.

Figure 1: A book with one blue-green thread among the
usual nearly-invisible white stitches caught my attention.




