
The Beginnings The Chicago Embroidery 
Company was founded in 1890 by Johannes 
Bodenmann, who came to the United States from 
Switzerland and eventually settled in Chicago. 
He used his lace making skills and knowledge 
to form the company, which was formally 
incorporated in 1894. For three generations, 
the Bodenmanns remained closely tied to 
Switzerland, for the machinery, embroidery 
materials and the expertise centered in St. Gallen 
and the eastern cantons was indispensable. 

Staying up with the Times The company 
prospered, but Swiss-style lace fell out of 
fashion in the 1930s.  During this period, The 
Chicago Embroidery Company was asked to 
stitch designs on men’s socks; however, no 
one knew how do to this because the sock 
had to be stitched after it was made and the 
power looms could not make a design without 
stitching the sock closed. The company met this 
challenge by creating a special holder for the 
socks that allowed the power looms to stitch a 
design without ruining the sock and in 1938, The 
Chicago Embroidery Company was granted a 
U.S. patent for a specialized hose embroidery 
machine.

World War II With the start of World War II, 
the U.S. military suddenly needed millions of 
embroidered patches to signify rank, unit, and 
specialty of members of the armed forces. 
The U.S. Government ordered The Chicago 
Embroidery Company to begin making 
embroidered patches (also known as shoulder 
sleeve insignia) and the looms were converted 
from embroidery making to war patch production. 
This conversion led to a new product in the USA, 
mass production of embroidered patches.  The 
embroidered patch market was born.

Boy Scots of America    After World War II,  
a Chicago cap manufacturer approached the 
company with an order for patches to be sewn 
on to caps and sold to members of the Boys 
Scouts of America. This was the beginning 
of many decades of a business relationship 
between The Chicago Embroidery Company  
and the Boy Scouts of America and other 
scouting organizations. In the following years 
following, the company continued making 
military patches and many different designs 
for large and small companies, police and fire 
departments, municipalities, youth groups, 
sporting organizations and others.

Around the world During the 1960’s and ‘70s, 
decorative patches became a fashionable 
clothing accessory for the general public. 
Organizations used more and more patches for 
uniforms, The Chicago Embroidery Company 
was a prime contractor for the National Boy 
Scouts of America which kept adding new 
members, and the company flourished.

Chicago Embroidery opened a second factory, 
and with three shifts working six days a week 
on more than 20 looms, millions of patches 
were produced and shipped around the world.

New Embroidery Technology With the 
introduction of new direct embroidery 
technology in the 1980s, the embroidered 
patch industry underwent a major upheaval. 
Computerized digital sewing machines allowed 
intricate designs to be sewn directly onto shirts, 
jackets, caps, or other items. While customers 
continued to buy patches, demand for patches 
began to decline.

Today Direct embroidery has taken a huge 
portion of market share away from patches, 
and low-cost competition from the Far East 
putting increasing pressure on U.S. patch 
manufacturers, but there will always be a 
market for Chicago based companies. In 2007, 
after three generations of family ownership, the 
company was sold to a former employee and 
fourth generation Chicagoan. For the first time 
in its history, a Bodenmann family member 
was not at the helm. The company continues 
to offer a full line of multi-color patches for a 
variety of uses and organizations and ships 
patches around the world.

Though only having arrivied in Chicago in 1890, by 1893 Johann Bodemann had already built 
a factory which was equipped with Swiss-made Schiffli Embroidery Machines. This machine 
embroidered piece celebrates the newly constructed factory and would have been a sample of the 
high quality embroidery being made by The Chicago Embroidery Company. 492-494 West Ohio St, 
1893.  Compare with photo of factory building.

Johann Bodenmann built his factory to look like 
a residential building so that it would fit into the 
neighborhood.  For three generations, the family lived 
in apartments on the second floor of the building.

Long since removed, an elevated train used to run 
beside the factory.  To the west, Bodenmann had some 
property that he landscaped and used as a garden.

Historical Note During long cold winter nights, 
Swiss farmers and their families concentrated 
on handicrafts that could be sold for extra 
income. This tradition, dating back hundreds 
of years, led to the development of distinctive 
Swiss lace, an intricate, interlaced pattern of 
threads, looped, twisted or braided to other 
threads, known throughout the world for its 
quality and workmanship. Handmade Swiss 
lace was often used in Sunday finery, traditional 
Swiss costumes, curtains, table linens and 
other applications.

Lacemaking and embroidery changed during 
the Industrial Revolution with the development 
of power looms, which greatly increased 
production efficiency and provided the capability 
to reproduce any number of identical pieces at 
a greatly reduced cost. 

The company had a showroom on site but would also pack samples and travel to major cities to market production 
items and solicite special orders.  Johannes Bodenmann is seen in both photos with staff (J.R. Miller, Western 
States & Harry Spoor, Central States)   Clothing, furnishings and embroidery samples indicate that these and 
other photos were taken in the mid-to late 30s. 

The company had a full complement of artists and 
designers who would work with clients to take an idea 
and turn it into a workable embroidery pattern.  The 
designers produced templates that would be used to 
by the “punchers” to guide and control the embroidery 
process.  Notice “L Tracks” outside of the window.

The “puncher” followed the contours of a template 
which controlled rows of “mini-sewing machines” that 
all embroidered in unison.  The looms could embroi-
der one color at a time.  Then the workers (typically 
women) would change spools and bobbins for the 
next color that would be used. The company had a 
full complement of artists and designers who would 
work with clients to take an idea and turn it into a 
workable embroidery pattern.  

The Swiss Schiffli embroidery looms were 30 to 45 
feet in length and had from 200-600 needles.  The 
looms used a lock stitch like a sewing machine with a 
front thread that pierced the fabric with a needle and 
formed a loop that was locked with a back thread.  
The needles were stationary and the frame holding 
the fabric was moved incrementally by the puncher 
for each stitch.

The embroidery on the looms was only the first step 
of a detailed process that required many different 
“finishing steps.”  The great lengths of embroidered 
material were cut to size and hemmed with special 
machines and then ironed and folded. 

The Chicago Embroidery Company had one of its Swiss Schiffli looms set up in the Hall 
of Science and Technology at the World’s Columbian Exposition, a fair held in 1893 in 
Chicago, Illinois, to celebrate the 400th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’ voyage 
to America.  As visitors passed through, the staff made sample items on the loom for 
demonstration purposes.  This embroidery memorializes the style of architecture and 
the love of water foundations typical for “The White City” of the exposition.

For more than 140 years, The Chicago 
Embroidery Company has continued 
a sewing tradition that reaches back 
to Switzerland at the end of the 19th 
century.  Scan the QR code for direct 
access to the company’s website.  
https://www.c-emblem.com/

Directors Meeting from September 8, 1911.
 In the absence of Consul Holinger who is travelling, Mr. A Schiess will conduct 
the meeting. In attendance are members: A. Locher, Joh. Bodenmann, J. Schneller & 
Nussler.
 The minutes of the last meeting were read and approved.
 Report of the German Society for June . . . 
The three generations of Bodenmann have been involved with the 
Swiss Benevolent Society of Chicago.  The Society’s archives at 
the University of Illinois at Chicago have regular mention of the 
Bodenmanns and their support of the society and its projects.


