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About the Book

Riffling through the wardrobes of years gone by, costume historian Lucy Adlington reveals the rich stories underlying the clothes we wear in this stylish tour of the history of fashion, from ancient times to the present day.

Starting with underwear – did you know Elizabeth I owned just one pair of drawers, worn only after her death? – she moves garment by garment through Western attire, exploring both the items we still wear every day and those that have gone the way of the dodo (sugared petticoats, farthingales and spatterdashers to name but a few).

Beautifully illustrated throughout, and crammed with fascinating and eminently quotable facts, Stitches in Time shows how the way we dress is inextricably bound up with considerations of aesthetics, sex, gender, class and lifestyle – and offers us the chance to appreciate the extraordinary qualities of these, our most ordinary possessions.


About the Author

Lucy Adlington took an English degree from the University of Cambridge and an MA in Medieval Studies from the University of York.

After many years running unique hands-on history workshops and presentations for museums, schools and heritage sites, Lucy now specialises in costume history, with a passion for the early twentieth century. She collects nineteenth- and twentieth-century costume. Her ambition is to own an eighteenth-century gown of Spitalfields silk. She runs the popular ‘History Wardrobe’ series of talks – delightful costume-in-context presentations, all featuring original garments and accessories.

Lucy’s costume history books, Great War Fashion and Fashion: Women in World War One, are rich with unique images and anecdotes. Lucy also writes history-inspired novels for young adults. Her first five novels, including the award-winning Diary of Pelly D, Carnegie-nominated Burning Mountain and the exciting new Night Witches, are published by Hodder Children’s Books.
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INTRODUCTION

Open your wardrobe, your closet, your bedroom drawers …

What do you see hung, folded, strewn or crammed inside? Clothes.

Your own unique collection of garments and accessories, waiting to be worn.

Curious or commonplace, clothes are far too often taken for granted. In Stitches in Time I’d like to lead you through time to explore the extraordinary stories of our most ordinary possessions. I’ll be delving deep in sock drawers, shoe boxes and jumper shelves; I’ll be examining what’s on the coat hooks, the tie rack and the dress rail … and even what’s crawled into the darkest corner of under-the-bed storage. Because your suits, skirts, trousers, undies and boots have not been crafted out of thin air or created on a whim. They hold history like no other aspect of material culture. And clothes also hold memories – sometimes shared, sometimes secret.

Clothes are at once the most intimate things we own and the most public. Intimate, because they are next to our skin, soaking up secretions, absorbing perfumes, collecting dandruff, covering or revealing as custom, culture or personal taste dictates. Public because they are often the first thing people notice about us. Our clothes display a staggering amount of information about our gender, culture, class, profession, status, morality and creativity. Yet we usually we fling them on without a thought for the wealth of meaning they carry.

This is by no means a definitive history. No one volume could be. There are infinite permutations of how billions of individuals wear innumerable different garments across different times, cultures and continents. For relative brevity – and the sake of my sanity – I’ve focused on the last 200 years of clothes, while still tracing each item back as far as possible to antiquity to show how it evolved.

Stitches in Time concentrates on Western clothes. It is Eurocentric. In fact, it is rather British at times. This is by no means to disregard non-Western traditions, or to diminish the rich and varied stories of clothes from other countries and cultures – some of these are included, when they have a part to play in my chosen themes. The sari, the kaftan and the niqab are seen in the West with increasing familiarity, after all. However, my focus is so place-specific because I have naturally been drawn to relatively local sources – costume collections, letters, diaries, portraits, funeral effigies, magazines and photographs which I can personally view; also, people I can personally interview.

My research has taken me into the worlds of literature, art, politics, fashion, trade, technology, transport and exploration. Of course there’s always more to know. Even as I write this introduction my mind is darting away, and fretting – But I didn’t mention this … I wonder if that … and Has anyone ever found out why …?

I came into the world of costume history as a child, quite by accident. I’d run out of Sellotape for fastening outfits onto my 1970s Sindy doll (Sellotape being quicker than sewing for an impatient seven-year-old) and so dived into a pile of library books instead. I found myself lost in a delightful volume called Costume Cavalcade – page after page of colourful clothes from history. Move forward more than a few decades, and I confess that when I add to my current collection of vintage and antique clothes I often keep an eye out for outfits reminiscent of those featured in the Cavalcade (which I reluctantly returned to the library, later buying my own, treasured copy).

I now run History Wardrobe – a company which offers what I hope are rather wonderful costume-in-context presentations across the UK. It’s a unique opportunity to showcase everyday clothes and outfits from special occasions; to explore the sad, strange, sensational stories behind the clothes … and to meet thousands of people to share clothing histories.

I hope you will enjoy reading this collection of anecdotes and insights as much as I’ve enjoyed creating it. I also hope it gives you a renewed appreciation for each and every item in your wardrobe, from luxury labels down to the humblest sock …

Lucy Adlington, 2015

www.historywardrobe.com

facebook: History Wardrobe

twitter: @historywardrobe


KNICKER ELASTIC

A young woman in communist Russia was brought before a committee and asked to provide a ‘voluntary’ loan to help fund the Great Patriotic War. She showed her objection by bending over, lifting her skirt and saying, ‘Comrade Stalin and the rest of you can kiss me just wherever you find convenient.’ There was an embarrassed silence, then one committee member murmured to another, ‘Did you see she wasn’t wearing any knickers?’fn1

SIR RODRIC BRAITHWAITE, MOSCOW 1941:
A CITY AND ITS PEOPLE AT WAR, 2007

BARELY THERE

In the history of underwear, pants are conspicuous by their absence for many centuries; we have scant physical evidence of these scant garments. Relatively unvalued, pants of any variety were unlikely to be treasured family heirlooms unless they featured fine decorative details. As a result they were also less likely to be carefully stored, meaning that they would quickly fall prey to the moths, damp and general decay that can affect all natural textiles.

Art history offers us few clues: portraiture generally required the sitter to be fully dressed, while erotica or the idealised forms of Classical antiquity found underwear to be close to irrelevant.

Finally we must also suspect that modesty and even prudishness account in part for the lack of pants in the historical record.

Most early evidence concerns male underwear. Where actual textiles have survived from prehistory, it is due to their original owners also surviving in a remarkable state of preservation, still wearing them. A good example is the protective leather loincloth of the Neolithic traveller whom archaeologists, for obvious reasons, have named ‘Man in the Ice’. This solitary hunter was found in an Alpine glacier, having been preserved for more than 5,000 years with his clothes as frozen as his flesh.1 His loincloth, blackened with age, clearly served to cover the gap between his leggings. This leather cloth was about six feet long and worn over belt and leggings – it provided a good place for keeping tinder dry in an environment where fire-making was essential for survival. It is, to date, the oldest undergarment ever discovered.

A little over 1,500 years later, in Ancient Egyptian culture, we see examples of a more intentional preservation of textiles, through burial practices aimed at fitting out the lucky deceased with a comfortable afterlife. Amongst the thousands of articles excavated in the 1920s from the tomb of Pharaoh Tutankhamen were no fewer than 145 triangular linen loincloths for intimate wear, known as schenti. These are smaller than the loincloths worn as outerwear by lower-status males, and would have been hidden beneath an elaborate kilt. As is often the case with pants, Tutankhamen’s linen cloths were rather carelessly bundled up and had to be painstakingly unravelled by archaeologist Howard Carter and his team before they could be sent for conservation and display in Cairo Museum. The Egyptian boy-king was also provided with 365 magical servants called shabtis to wash them all. In the real world of Egyptian daily life, professional washermen saw to the linens of society’s elite families, while women took care of normal household laundry.2

These first loincloths offered a certain degree of protection for male genitals, as well as keeping them discreet under kilts or short outer cloths. Their descendants – underpants – were not strictly necessary for decency’s sake, since outer clothes in cooler climates were more than adequate to cover private parts from view. Loincloths were therefore to remain the only kind of underwear for many more centuries, until the first appearance of what would eventually become modern boxer-shorts and briefs – braies.

Braies were loose shorts held up by a drawstring. They began life as male outerwear in the Saxon period. As tunics grew longer and the braies were hidden, so they began to be considered underwear. By the Middle Ages they varied in style, some having legs tied around the knee, some being as small as loincloths and others fitting like modern boxers, with a slit at the thigh for flexibility.

In medieval art such pants are added to the human form in paintings only as an incidental detail on a large canvas. For example, when Saint Sebastian is shown painfully martyred by arrows in the fifteenth-century Italian painting Misericordia by Piero della Francesca, the emphasis is understandably on his holy suffering rather than on his surprisingly modern-looking briefs.fn2

History is always full of surprises … In 2008 archaeologists uncovered tattered linen pants under the floorboards of Lengberg Castle in Austria.3 Carbon dating is expected to confirm their provenance as early fifteenth-century, but the really teasing question is: are they male or female?

[image: image]
The newly discovered medieval linen pants from Lengberg.


While ‘going commando’ might be a modern term dating from the 1970s, it was a familiar concept for many centuries.fn3 Given the lack of evidence from surviving textiles or artwork, we can only speculate as to whether it was the norm. In a charming vignette from a gorgeous early fifteenth-century painting in the Très Riches Heures du Duc de Berry, male peasants warming themselves in front of a fire on a snowy day lift their tunics to show their unabashedly pant-less state. As for the solitary female in the Très Riches Heures painting, she keeps her long tunic round her ankles – a neat symbolism for the overwhelmingly scarce evidence that we have for women’s pants (or lack thereof) before the nineteenth century.

Some depictions of female pants do survive from Classical antiquity, such as on a marble statue of the goddess Venus rescued from the ruins of Roman Pompeii and now on show at Naples National Archaeological Museum. Venus bends to fasten a sandal strap while wearing a delicate filigree of gold in the pattern of a brassiere and thong. Again, there is scant evidence of the pants worn by real women in Ancient Greece or Rome. It seems feasible that they could have adopted the diaper-style male loincloths and we do know that, for more robust activities, Roman women sported breast-bandeaux and tight, tucked loincloths, as seen in a mosaic of female athletes uncovered at the Villa Romana del Casale in Sicily.

In the following centuries evidence for female pants improves only slightly. Eve, in medieval Christian art, is shown with only generous swathes of blonde hair and a cleverly suspended fig leaf. Prior to humanity’s fall from grace in the Garden of Eden there had been no need to cover nakedness. The fig leaf – symbolic underwear – becomes a mark of shame.

The convention of covering nudity with discreet drapes, leaves or tresses continued as the Tudor dynasty was established in England, leaving historians to wonder whether nudity was the norm under one’s clothes, or whether underpants were simply considered too banal to depict – particularly in devotional art.

Queen Elizabeth I’s extensive wardrobe inventories do not list pants – then known as ‘drawers’ – until her death in 1603, when one John Colte was paid the phenomenal sum of £10 to provide her funeral effigy with a corset and ‘a paire of drawers’.4 That pants were worn by other elite seventeenth-century women is clear from the fact that Maria of Medici, Queen of France from 1610, owned many pairs. Elsewhere on the continent rich women clearly wore drawers on some occasions. Surviving examples of high-quality women’s linen drawers from Italy reach to mid-thigh.5 They have a generous open gusset, lace-together waistband and silver-gilt embroidery at the leg ends. Further down the social scale, female underwear is hidden in art and – perhaps understandably – absent from historical textile collections. Why would a lower-status woman preserve her underwear? How could a poor woman afford not to wear all her clothes until they were beyond mending, and therefore beyond saving?

And so, aside from rather patrician examples, there really is a scarcity of evidence about women’s drawers. As already mentioned, we can in part attribute this lack to prudery. Even as late as the 1890s, modest women were hiding underwear inside pillowcases when drying laundry outdoors; later still, municipal flats built in the 1930s had a screened balcony included in their design, because ‘very poor people are sensitive about displaying their underclothes to the neighbours’.6, 7

Discretion, however, is only part of the story.

As evidence for the making, selling and wearing of female pants increases in the early nineteenth century, so we also have more opinions voiced on the etiquette of women wearing drawers. The rather negative responses suggest that they were a novelty – and an unwelcome one at that. Queens and noblewomen may have escaped censure for their drawers, but the fashion had for a long time been associated with ladies of negotiable virtue, such as Venetian courtesans. One grande horizontale in the early seventeenth century had her linen under-breeches embroidered with blue linen thread to spell ‘voclio il core’ – ‘I want his heart’ – this sentiment easily pre-dating a late twentieth-century trend for slogans on underwear.8

Worse, the sensibilities of the late Georgian era deplored drawers as indecent, on the grounds that they resembled male trousers. Women who wore them could be accused of breaking gender roles by masquerading as men. As if that wasn’t condemnation enough, drawers were thought unhygienic, perhaps from a conviction that they were too close to parts of the body considered unclean.

Xenophobia may also account for a particular reluctance to adopt drawers in England. The English have a historical habit of blaming their on/off enemies across the Channel for both infections and fads considered shameful – hence the term ‘French Disease’ to refer to the scourge of syphilis, and the euphemism ‘French letter’ for contraceptive sheaths. French fashions were both admired for their exquisite quality and deplored for their excesses. For many centuries pants were associated if not with the French alone, then certainly with foreigners generally.

Diarist Samuel Pepys was generally far more interested in his own wardrobe than that of the women in his life, and happily confessed that he enjoyed lying around in his drawers to keep cool on hot days. However, it seems his wife Elizabeth adopted drawers too, perhaps partly on account of her French ancestry. Samuel was distracted from descriptions of daily doings in London to record his growing concerns over his wife’s fidelity. He (unfairly) suspected her of having an affair with her dance master, Mr Pembleton, and so on 15th May 1663 he contrived to spy on her ‘to see whether my wife did wear drawers today as she used to, and other things to raise my suspicion of her …’ The reader is left to wonder whether it was the wearing of drawers that would signify seduction, or the lack of them.9

When, in the nineteenth century, British women finally overcame their general antipathy towards pants, it was an unseen but significant revolution, leading to the modern idea that pants are an essential item in every woman’s wardrobe, although they have since shrunk in size and blossomed in attractiveness.

Peerless novelist Jane Austen (1775–1817) was a contemporary of the rise of popularity in women’s pants, although her letters – full of snippets about clothes and shopping – never mention them, either from motives of discretion or because this controversial garment hadn’t yet reached the quiet corner of Hampshire where she generally resided.

Austen also makes no mention whatsoever of Mr Darcy’s intimate apparel. When she writes in Pride and Prejudice that Darcy was a ‘gentleman’ – giving no account of his actual clothes – the curious reader is left to wonder whether he wore drawers of China silk or knitted cotton drawers with attached feet, or whether he simply tucked the generously long tails of his shirt into his breeches; all three styles were available to men at the time.

Female drawers of the Georgian age were long-legged, reaching below the knees. Pairs were advertised in 1813 at three shillings and ninepence, making them far beyond the budget of most working women. In 1817 one Mrs Morris – self-styled as ‘Manufacturer of Under-Clothing to the Royal Family’ – respectfully informed readers of Ackerman’s Repository that her patent invisible drawers in best real Spanish lamb’s wool were ready for the present season. Despite being fine enough to suggest invisibility, these drawers were promoted as ‘a great preventive against colds’, but would ‘not occasion any unpleasant irritation on the skin’. For hunting, stretchy India cotton drawers were recommended, if the fair equestrienne did not care for sturdier leather models. Leaving aside these specialist garments, drawers were generally plain white and not extravagantly trimmed, often of a light cotton muslin with two separate legs attached to a drawstring waistband – hence the term drawers. This style was not without its perils – a private diary from America in the early nineteenth century records the humiliation of having a drawstring come loose:

I lost one leg and did not deem it proper to pick it up, and so walked off leaving it in the street behind me, and the lace had cost six shillings a yard.10 I saw that mean Mrs Spring wearing it last week as a tucker.

Drawers remained controversial, even as they became more widely adopted. When young Princess Charlotte, outspoken daughter of the Prince Regent, took to wearing drawers in 1811, her daring met with criticism from a lady at court:

She was sitting with her legs stretched out after dinner and shewed her drawers, which it seems she and most young women now wear. Lady de Clifford said, ‘My Dear Princess Charlotte, you shew your drawers.’ ‘I never do but where I can put myself at ease.’ ‘Yes my dear, when you get in or out of a carriage.’ ‘I don’t care if I do.’ ‘Your drawers are much too long.’ ‘I do not think so; the Duchess of Bedford’s are much longer, and they are bordered with Brussels lace.’ ‘Oh,’ said Lady de Clifford in conclusion. ‘If she is to wear them, she does right to make them handsome.’11

Princess Charlotte was considered ‘forward, dogmatical on all subjects, buckish about horses, and full of exclamations very like swearing’, so her adoption of drawers could not quite be considered a seal of royal approval.12 That honour was conferred by the Duchess of Kent, mother of Queen Victoria, who wore generously shaped drawers in the 1820s, with a sturdy fabric waistband that could be adjusted by laces at the back, which had a wider opening than the front to allow for ease of use. Variations on this style held sway for many decades, with the added twist of detachable leglets, which were tied around the lower part of the leg only in order to keep the bottom of the drawers clean.fn4

Aside from leglets for the calves, or the longer, decorated pantalettes peeping out from under the petticoats, drawers were not usually meant to be seen in public, unless the wearer had the bravado and the frills of Lady Chesterfield, whose skirts descended to one inch above her ankles and yet still showed the edges of ‘those comfortable garments which we have borrowed from the other sex, and which all of us wear but none of us talk about’.13 The mainstream taboo against showing pants continued until the late twentieth century, which saw a short-lived trend for deliberately having knicker strings or bows visible above low-rise trousers.fn5

[image: image]
Split drawers belonging to Queen Victoria’s mother, the Duchess of Kent.


Though the majority of women took care not to reveal their undergarments, accidents did happen, even in the supposedly decorous decades of Queen Victoria’s reign. Aristocratic ladies indulging in the craze for ‘paper chase’ parties – where they playfully raced along a trail of torn paper pieces, rather like hounds after foxes – faced the peril of going head-over-heels while crossing a stile. This terrible fate befell the Duchess of Manchester in 1859: ‘the other ladies hardly knew whether to be thankful or not that a part of her underclothing consisted in a pair of scarlet tartan knickerbockers’.14

[image: image]
Queen Victoria’s drawers.


‘VICTORIA’S 52” SECRET KNICKERS’ – so screams the headline in the Sun newspaper of 29th April 2013.

Whenever Queen Victoria’s pants appear at auction, they generate a great deal of publicity, as well as high prices and gleeful comments about their size. A pair of her drawers that were sold in 2012 fetched £360 and boasted a 39-inch waist. A buyer in Edinburgh paid almost £10,000 for a silk pair of unstated girth. And the 52-inch pair that so delighted tabloid journalists were bought by the Royal Ceremonial Dress Collection at Kensington Palace for £600. Striking though the photographs of her underwear are, while Queen Victoria was short and stout, she did not necessarily have a whale-sized waist. The prosaic truth is that, like most other examples of the style, the giant-waisted drawers were designed to be gathered to fit via a drawstring, and the excess fabric of the legs wasn’t to stretch around thunderous thighs, but was simply a reflection of a preference for comfortable roominess in an age when Visible Panty Line problems were not yet an issue.

In contrast to her own ample garments, Victoria was excited to note in her diary that her husband Prince Albert inspected troops one day wearing ‘cazimere pantaloons with nothing underneath’.15

WOOL NEXT TO THE SKIN

Woollen undies may now sound hot, itchy and generally uncomfortable, but in the past they had their champions. From the 1870s onwards, German naturalist Dr Gustav Jaeger took time away from his zoological work to develop a system of healthy clothing, taking as his basic premise the idea that plant fibres were harmful to human health. His ideas were promoted in Britain in 1884 by the newly founded Dr Jaeger’s Sanitary Woollen System Company, which morphed into the modern Jaeger fashion brand.fn6

Nothing but head-to-toe wool would satisfy the Jaeger school of thought, leading to decades of women and men sweating heartily – and, allegedly, healthily. Woollen undergarments were soon widespread, with many imitations of Jaeger products. The wool could be very finely spun for summer wear, or made from thicker yarns for winter. Gradually the bulk of vest or shift and drawers was simplified into the all-in-one combination suit for women and men. By the end of the nineteenth century snug-fitting combinations graced the pages of shop catalogues and fashion magazines, although the wearers were closer to cosy than coy in their poses.

[image: image]
Gustav Jaeger promoted the idea of wool next to the skin, as with these combinations from the mid-1920s.


Plenty of experts were eager to follow Jaeger principles, arguing that ‘The adoption of woollen undergarments has resulted in a great gain in health, and the simplicity of the articles of underwear now worn contrasts agreeably with the needless complexity of those in use before.’16 Another agreed that the ‘spoils of other creatures’ were the only fit materials for human clothing, as well as arguing that cotton or linen next to the skin caused colds, but was less keen on wool, suggesting that flannel was far more sensible, particularly for sports.fn7

Jaeger’s principles of aerated skin and health through underwear were doomed to failure in the case of poverty-stricken people who had no change of clothing and little time or money for washing the undergarments they did own. And a limited budget was not the only problem. Many families stuck to the theory that it was safer and warmer not to bare the skin. Children might even be sewn into their underwear over winter, purportedly to protect them from chest infections. Hospital staff treating impoverished patients reported that many wore their underwear unwashed until it literally fell off or had to be peeled from their skin.

The ultimate endorsement for wool underclothing came with the polar expeditions of the early twentieth century. Extensive lectures, slide shows and even film clips made the public aware of the extreme conditions endured by Arctic and Antarctic teams. It was only natural, therefore, that companies such as Jaeger would be keen to kit out the teams led by Ernest Shackleton and Robert Scott, so that their woollen products would benefit from the association. Scott benefited from discounted underwear for his team from the underwear brand known as Scott, and the canny clothing company printed advertisements that read simply: GONE WITH SCOTT.fn8

[image: image]
Woollen combinations, such as these from 1915, were greatly appreciated by those serving in the First World War.


From 1914 onwards, servicemen of the First World War also stocked up on woollen underwear for life in the trenches. One officer, John, 9th Duke of Rutland, sent a request for ‘6 prs thickest Jaeger vests and drawers (long drawers)’ from the Army & Navy Stores. And aviators of the First World War had specialist underwear threaded with zigzags of wire, which could be electrically heated to combat the cold experienced in open cockpits.17 Early designs were temperamental, but the idea was later improved in the 1980s with the use of a more flexible knitted Terylene yarn with resistance wire incorporated, on a 28-volt direct current.

FRILLIES

On the less practical side, those with frivolous taste and the spending money to indulge it were fortunate that the final years of Queen Victoria’s reign saw a flamboyant increase in frills and ribbons on all female netherwear, to combat the sturdy practicality of undyed wool or grey flannel. The orphaned young heroine of Noel Streatfeild’s novel Thursday’s Child is immensely proud of having lace on her Sunday underwear, and ‘three of everything’. Conversely, Laura, the heroine of Flora Thompson’s Lark Rise series of novelised reminiscences, was teased for having lace on her drawers, which were hand-me-downs from better-off relations. After leaving the house, Laura would take them off and hide them in a haystack.

England’s first international couturier – the designer known in fashion circles as Lucile Ltd – took full credit in her memoirs for introducing the idea of making women’s undergarments as pretty as the floating chiffon dresses that concealed them. ‘Lucile’ was the trade name of Lady Lucy Duff Gordon, who sewed her way from obscurity to fame to wealth at the end of the nineteenth century, in a real-life rags-to-riches story. She also achieved notoriety as one of those who survived the sinking of RMS Titanic in a woefully undercrowded lifeboat

Lucile rejected virtuous cotton broderie anglaise underwear: ‘I was so sorry for the poor husbands, who had to see their wives looking so unattractive at night after taking off the romantic dresses I had created.18 So I started making underclothes as delicate as cobwebs and as beautifully tinted as flowers, and half the women in London flocked to see them, though they had not the courage to buy them at first.’

One husband was horrified to encounter some of Lucile’s newest and filmiest lingerie sets at her maison in London:

Picking them up he exclaimed wrathfully:

‘No virtuous woman would be seen in such things.’

‘I’m sorry you feel like that about it,’ I told him, ‘because they are just going home to your wife who has ordered them.’

They did not come back, however, and the check for payment, although it was an unusually large one, arrived the next day.19

Lucile died in April 1935, and lived long enough to see a design adaptation that, with the exception of some modern fetish wear, looks set to stay – closed-crotch pants. This innovation coincided with the energetic fight for female political and social emancipation in the early twentieth century. A stitched-up seam, as opposed to open drawers, was considered a sign of women’s freedom, contrary though this may seem. It literally and symbolically rebuffed access from without. However, it also created practical lavatory issues that had been clumsily circumvented by the large gap of open drawers; now women too had to wrestle with removing pants each time they visited the smallest room. This was, perhaps, preferable to the ‘hit and miss’ results obtained when parting the fabric of open drawers. Men, meanwhile, had flaps at the rear of their drawers, but had to wait until 1935 for Y-front briefs – it was in that year that the legendary style was patented by an American hosiery firm called Coopers. Their cotton-jersey fabric and easy access gave them a reputation for being daring, but they were instantly huge bestsellers.

As the twentieth century progressed, women’s pants became more recognisable as ancestors of the underwear we wear today. Since clothing was becoming lighter, shorter and looser, underwear began to shrink and shimmy more, until two styles competed for preference.

[image: image]
French knickers of the 1940s, with hand-embroidered decoration.


French knickers were the first style. These were pretty, loose-fitting shorts, often of silk or Celanese. They were held at the waist by elastic, then fluted out to cover the rear, sometimes reaching as far as mid-thigh. They were popular between the 1920s and 1940s, then revived in the 1980s as part of the re-feminisation of underwear, to contrast with the boxy masculinity of business boardroom ‘power-dressing’.

By contrast, Directoire knickers – also called tango pants because they were secure enough to wear while cavorting Argentinean-style on the dance floor – fastened more securely round the legs with elastic bottoms, just above the knee. They could be of stretch cotton jersey, or even taffeta and cashmere for hot weather. Their leg elastic also served the function of holding a handkerchief in place, if the pants themselves did not have a handy hanky-pocket stitched on. This led to rather undignified rooting around under the skirt hem whenever a sneeze was imminent.

[image: image]
Directoire knickers from the mid-1920s.


The Directoire design was used in depressing shades of navy blue and bottle green for school gym knickers, greatly detested by the girls who had to wear them, both indoors and out. They came to be known as ETB knickers (Elastic Top and Bottom) and also earned various unflattering slang names, such as ‘passion killers’ and ‘harvest festivals’ (because, like the harvest, all is safely gathered in).

Crime writer Agatha Christie made special mention in her memoirs of shopping in Cork for what she termed elephant knickers, of unknown design. Her elderly relatives had given her the time-honoured advice, ‘Always put on clean underwear when going on a railway journey, in case there should be an accident.’20, fn9 In Christie’s crime novels there is little mention of undergarments except in the case of flighty murder victims suspected of wearing lingerie of foreign origin (4.50 from Paddington, 1957), or when faddy vegetarian men with beards are accused of wearing patent kinds of underwear (Body in the Library, 1942).

French knickers, on the other hand, owing to that casual association of Gallic garments with naughtiness, became known as ‘easy feelers’. The wartime ‘Utility’ scheme of the 1940s, which rationalised garment manufacturing, gave rise to jokes reflecting contemporary unease with the influx of well-paid, hearty American servicemen: ‘Have you heard the one about the Utility knickers? One Yank and they’re down …’

During the Second World War shop-supplies of underwear were scarce and unreliable, leading to great innovations in knicker-making. Rubber was at a premium, due to the military occupation of rubber-producing countries, as well as the huge difficulties of protecting merchant shipping from roving U-boat attacks, so rubber elastic could not be spared for lingerie. This meant that knitted pants (with matching brassieres) were a popular option. French knickers now needed a button fastening on one hip to hold them in place. One Yorkshire woman recalled dancing to a wartime band with a young man she had just met.22 Her button popped and her French knickers took French leave, dropping down to her ankles. Her beau calmly scooped them up and stuffed them in his pocket. They were married not long afterwards.

In the fine spirit of wartime Make-Do-and-Mend, women rushed to be first on the scene if an airman was spotted parachuting down, having abandoned his plane. This wasn’t because of an urgent desire to arrest enemy pilots, or to offer first-aid; the women simply wanted to steal the parachute silk, which would rapidly be transformed into trousseau items, wedding gowns and other black-market luxuries. German landmine parachutes were particularly coveted for their attractive pale-green colour.

Mid-war, the miracle fabric nylon superseded silk as parachute material. American chemical company DuPont had created nylon as we know it in 1935. It was a truly artificial, synthetic fabric. Being silky in texture, it was perfectly suited for lingerie, although it would not oust plant-based rayon until the 1950s. Towards the end of the war the British government released surplus parachutes in both silk and nylon for widespread in-store sale. Nylon was seized upon as a novel, easy-care fabric, as glamorous as silk. Helpful sewing guides were published giving techniques for cutting knickers and slips from the triangles of parachute fabric. Naturally care had to be taken to cut around printed inventory numbers or, in the case of stolen German parachutes, Nazi swastikas.fn10

During the Forties underwear items for women had proliferated, and this variety caused some concern to male CID officers investigating murders and bomb-related deaths in Britain during the Second World War. Victims were undressed in a morgue, and their clothes were tabulated as they were removed. The male officers often had trouble putting a name to the different species of undergarment, and Molly Lefebure, a morgue secretary, found she often had to provide explanations. However, she recalled, ‘There was one garment they always recognised immediately, all greeting it with triumphant shouts, Camiknicks!’fn11, 23
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Camiknickers were a combination of camisole and pants, usually in a light, pretty fabric with lace or embroidery embellishments. These ones date from 1940.


BRAVE NEW WORLD

Nylon wasn’t the only wonder-fabric to change the way pants were made. Lastex was the trade name for a rubber-mix fabric created by the US Rubber Company in the early twentieth century. With an elastic core covered by natural or rayon threads, it was first used in corsets and then in panty-girdles. Lycra, invented by DuPont in 1959 and also known as Elastane or Spandex, had an even more dramatic impact on the form and function of women’s pants. As the flamboyant ‘New Look’ skirts and petticoats of the 1950s and early 1960s began to shrink to ultra-modern sheath dresses and miniskirts, there was no room for bulky layers of underwear. The new, stretchy textiles meant that female pants could not only fit closely to body contours, but could also mould the flesh they covered. Such tightly fitting female pants became one of the controlling undergarments known as ‘shapewear’. In some cases they were firm enough to double up as a girdle. They were also a last bastion of decency under thigh-skimming hemlines.

Although convenient for corset-less dressing, such ‘support’ pants were not without their perils. More than one wearer has reported to the author their chagrin at rolls of flesh escaping from the waistline – a condition now known as the ‘muffin top’. A lady who made the brave decision to cut hers lower found that the roll of flesh simply migrated south too, while a lady who yanked hers off at an RAF dance in exasperation had to coerce a bemused husband into hiding them in his uniform pocket until home-time.24

On a flimsier note, paper pants enjoyed a short-lived notoriety in the 1960s, mostly used as disposables when packing for a foreign holiday. When working on Stanley Kubrick’s groundbreaking 1968 film 2001: A Space Odyssey, costume designer Hardy Amies suggested that the astronauts should wear paper-fibre-based disposable underclothes. Kubrick replied, ‘Oh no, I shall have every housewife in the audience wondering if she has made a mistake in ordering a new washing machine.’25

In fact, real-life astronauts wear sterilised cotton long johns. When not in a space station, MAGs are also essential – the Maximum Absorbency Garment – essentially a space nappy. These adult diaper-knickers are never featured in science-fiction films, which prefer the more aesthetically pleasing singlet and briefs, as with Sigourney Weaver’s character in Ridley Scott’s 1979 film Alien, or Sandra Bullock in Alfonso Cuarón’s 2013 release Gravity.

Modern male underpants have remained conservative for the most part, with shorts and briefs not unlike medieval braies; Y-fronts and boxer-briefs with brand-name waistbands; and the occasional sportswear style. Novelty prints and slogans attest to male peacocking, but most male pants are of muted colours and designs – plain, plaid or striped.

However, pants today are no longer objects of shame. Underwear is routinely advertised in home shopping catalogues, online or on bus-stop billboards. People speak of wearing ‘pulling pants’ when going out in search of sexual partners. Since the 1990s waistbands on jeans and shorts have dropped to a pelvic-bone low, so that pants can deliberately be seen; for male underwear this means flashing the brand name of their pants, which is intentionally woven large on the elastic waistband. Where nineteenth-century pants may have had the owner’s initial inked or embroidered on, by the twenty-first century the wearer’s most intimate garment is private no longer and flaunts the name of global designers.

While magic pants now aim to control curves, just like the shapewear mentioned above, in a bizarre twist of fashion evolution, padded pants are also now on sale, shaped with bulbous silicone inserts to enhance the shape of the buttocks. For women there are thongs, tangas, g-strings, bikini briefs, boy-shorts and Brazilians … the range of designs is as wide as the amount of fabric required is minimal. Where a Regency woman might have feared losing one pants leg in the street, or a Victorian lady having her long drawers exposed by a wayward crinoline cage, the modern female’s greatest pant catastrophe is most likely to be tucking her skirt in her knickers on leaving the lavatory.

Men can cover up in boxers, trunks, Y-fronts, briefs and posing pouches, with fabrics ranging from plain cotton jersey to comedy prints and slogans. Nineteenth-century hand-stitched trousseau collections of twelve or twenty-four pairs of drawers have given way to economy five-packs, or three-for-two offers in supermarkets. We now have a greater array of pants to choose from than at any other time in history. No longer an anomaly, pants are a mainstay of the modern wardrobe, and a fine example of a garment that has evolved beyond prudery and practicality. More than a mere buffer between body and outer clothes, pants have a language all their own. Hidden or flaunted, they flirt, seduce, delight, compress and contain.

Very impressive for one small, stitched-together piece of fabric.

fn1 Being pant-less was not the norm in Soviet Russia, although some hungry peasants were known to trade underwear for food, and two women in the Russian Air Force were actually sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment for ‘destroying military equipment’, having stolen silk from a lighting-flare parachute in order to make suitable pants, because they had only been issued with men’s underclothing. One was later killed in action, and the other was heavily decorated for bravery.

fn2 Similarly, in Gaudenzio Ferrari’s painting Christ Rising from the Tomb of c.1540, Christ wears a neat pair of brown underpants.

fn3 ‘Going commando’ is usually associated with veterans of the Vietnam War, while ‘going regimental’ mostly likely refers to Scots regiments reputed to be barecheeked beneath their kilts. This by no means rules out previous generations of servicemen also going without undies.

fn4 The Workwoman’s Guide of 1838, compiled by an anonymous ‘Lady’, praises leglets – ‘they are especially advantageous for children who play a great deal out of doors, or who live in a town, they will sometimes soil one or two pair in a day’.

fn5 Deliberate ‘accidental’ flashes of underwear are a well-known ploy, attracting attention from press photographers. The most iconic image may well be Marilyn Monroe’s pose above a New York subway grate for the 1955 film The Seven Year Itch; her billowing white skirt revealed prosaic untrimmed briefs.

fn6 Jaeger published his philosophy in 1880 as Die Normalkleidung als Gesundheitsschutz, or Standardized Clothing for Health Protection. He is less well known for his pioneering work on the proof of the existence of pheromones, including one he called a ‘lust compound’ that was excreted through the skin. This may explain his interest in keeping the body well ventilated through animal fibres.

fn7 Damp, sweaty fabrics were a particular concern in an age before commercialised deodorants and universal indoor plumbing for baths. Advances in knowledge of bacteria converted the Victorian moral crusade for robust health into a twentieth-century cult of chemical cleanliness.

fn8 Some alpinists prefer silk long johns to wool. Sir Ranulph Fiennes found underwear could chafe and cause what is evocatively known as ‘crotch-rot’. In Cold, his account of his explorations, he describes wearing cotton boxer-shorts under thin wickaway long johns for his extreme sub-zero challenges.

fn9 The concern over being caught in dowdy underwear continued through the twentieth century.21 In 2012 the Wakefield Kinsman reported that as relatives waited to hear how an elderly aunt was faring in hospital after being taken ill in the street, a neighbour asked anxiously, ‘Was she clean underneath?’

fn10 In the author’s costume collection are dyed parachute nylon French knickers for a 1946 honeymoon, a slip made from cream-coloured parachute silk edged with antique Edwardian lace, and a totally transparent parachute nylon wedding dress.

fn11 In the author’s collection is a pair of primrose-yellow camiknickers stitched by hand by a WRAF radio operator in the long hours between sending bomber crews off on their missions and waiting to hear news of their fate. Sadly, her fiancé was one of the bomber boys who did not return.


SHIRTS AND SHIFTS

My father was always one to set his own style, rather avant garde. I had had a session of dyeing a blouse a rather dark shade of pink, and this had inadvertently gone into the laundry with one of my father’s white shirts. The result was a rather fetching shade of pink. He quite liked it, and decided to wear it to work the next week. At this time he commuted to London with the bowler hat brigade, and apparently this pink shirt caused quite a stir. One of the formally attired gentlemen was heard to remark, ‘If THAT’S what he wears to town, WHAT does he wear in the country?’1

HISTORY WARDROBE ORAL-HISTORY SURVEY, MY LIFE IN CLOTHES

UNDERWEAR AS OUTERWEAR

Plain or patterned, fitted or outsize, mint or faded, the T-shirt finds a place in most modern clothing collections. There are T-shirts for all ages, classes, budgets and tastes. The simple cotton-jersey fabric can also act as a canvas for political causes, cultural allegiances and humour: the protest messages of Katharine Hamnett in the 1980s, the iconic print of Che Guevara or comic ‘I’m With Stupid’-style messages. The T-shirt is also a billboard for designer logos and labels or, in the case of sportswear, sponsorship names. The popularity of this simple item of clothing is evidence of our current craving for comfort, informality, versatility and easy self-expression.

The T-shirt gives the impression of being a particularly modern article of apparel. Since Marlon Brando wore a blisteringly white example in The Wild One in 1953, set off by his broody black biker leathers and blue denim jeans, the T-shirt has been associated with modernity, youth and rebellion.fn1 Brando was followed by the equally iconic James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause (1955), sporting the same T-shirt, jacket and jeans combination.

In fact the modern T-shirt is only a new manifestation of ages-old T-shaped garments worn next to the body, primarily as a buffer between skin and outer clothes and, in all honesty, to soak up sweat. The T-shirt is therefore perhaps the first example of wearing underclothes as outerwear.

PRELUDE TO NUDITY

While the modern T-shirt can be fairly gender-neutral in cut, colour and design, its ancestor – the original basic T-shaped garment – had gendered features and functions.
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A nineteenth-century linen shift with drawstring neck and the initials C.R. worked in red cross-stitch.


For women, this intimate item was known as a ‘smock’ or ‘shift’, until linguistic fashions changed in the eighteenth century and these terms were considered too vulgar. They were replaced by the French word chemise. Basically a tunic in form, it was the essential base layer for Western women from the Roman era onwards.

To the modern eye, the chemise is a remarkably unalluring garment. Made of linen or even hemp, it allowed few concessions to curves. Before the nineteenth century it was rarely embellished with anything other than a narrow frill at the neckline and sleeve ends. It flared down the body to knee or calf length, and was stitched with extra-strong seams to ensure it survived frequent washes. These seams had to be inspected frequently for vermin, as lice in particular liked to lay their eggs in the warm, damp fibres.

As fashion dictated, the chemise might sometimes be partially visible, showing a ruffle of white at the bosom or elbows. However, it was not intended to be seen in full beyond the privacy of the bedchamber. As far as erotic appeal goes, the chemise was more of an inevitable prelude to nudity than an enticement. That said, in Elegy XIX, ‘To His Mistress Going to Bed’, the seventeenth-century poet John Donne makes the distinction between ghosts who ‘walk in white’ and his lover in her white linen shift: ‘Those set our hairs, but these our flesh upright.’

Simple and secret as it was, the chemise still played a revolutionary role in history: it helped topple a Queen of France, no less.

THE QUEEN’S SHIFT

The robing and disrobing of Marie-Antoinette – married in 1770 to the French Dauphin, and therefore Queen of France following his 1774 coronation as Louis XVI – was a very public, highly formal affair. At the morning levee and the evening couchee ladies of the court fought for the prestigious roles of women of the chamber. The Dauphine herself was not permitted to pick up so much as a stocking. While the pecking order of court was scrupulously observed and the chemise was handed from one exalted lady to another, Marie-Antoinette stood naked amongst them all, arms crossed and sometimes shivering.2 She had no choice in this exhibitionism, and clearly did not care for it – one lady-in-waiting wrote of her, ‘Her modesty, in every particular of her private toilet, was extreme.’3 Marie-Antoinette even wore a long-sleeved chemise of English flannel in her bath. A chemise must have been a comfortable contrast to the highly structured prestige fabrics of formal eighteenth-century court dress that high-status ladies were compelled to wear.

Much as she revelled in buying and wearing the most expensive and sumptuous fashions, as she grew more confident, Marie-Antoinette began to experiment with a very new style of outer clothing that would inspire the iconic gowns of the Regency era. She took to wearing what became known as a ‘chemise dress’. Innocent as it seemed in form and intention, the chemise dress would have catastrophic political implications for a queen whose every garment and accessory was scrutinised not only by followers of fashion, but also by enemies looking for ammunition to attack her image and credibility.

The chemise dress was a high-waisted gown of light cotton muslin fastened with simple drawstrings and decorated only with cotton ruffles and a few dainty ribbons. Those who had previously attacked the Queen for spending obscene amounts of money on fashion now scorned her for essentially wearing underwear as outerwear. The chemise dress was the antithesis of the French court’s usual grand displays of wealth and status. In shedding her structure and stately luxury, the Queen lost some of the armour of her position. In addition to the taint of appearing in public in underwear, the chemise dress was associated with Creole workers of the West Indies, who were considered of unimaginably lower status than someone of French blood-royal. The Queen’s supporters no doubt used the polite term for the dress, Chemise à la Reine. Others may have raised a satirical eyebrow at the alternative name, Chemise à la Creole. In short, the dress was light on fabric, but heavy with uncomfortable implications.

Undaunted, Marie-Antoinette had her portrait painted in this new style, then exhibited publicly. It created a storm of criticism. Image has always been crucial to upholding the power and status of the ruling classes, and in a more stable regime perhaps the Queen’s popularity might have survived. But amid the surge of anger, idealism and destructive energy that culminated in revolution in France, a queen who had been scorned as tainted did not seem untouchable.

Following a humiliating arrest and her incarceration by the revolutionaries, Marie-Antoinette did not long survive the execution of her husband, the King. She followed him to the guillotine in October 1793. The last portrait of the many that were made of her is a simple sketch by the artist Jacques-Louis David, who watched her pass in a tumbril with her hair cropped ready for the stroke of the blade, stripped to the vulnerable indecency of her underwear – not a chemise dress, not a fashionable whim: simply her chemise.

Whatever problems it may have caused Marie-Antoinette, the chemise dress was a daring, fresh and youthful style that would soon come to embody the spirit of the late Georgian era, in the form of the ‘Empire’ style frequently associated with Jane Austen’s novels, or with the alleged egalitarianism of France during the revolution.

A few society ladies may have shed their chemise to appear in one semi-transparent layer of cotton or silk alone, but these were the daring, affluent exception. In general, women continued to wear their cotton or linen chemises as underwear, regardless of the dress on top. However, one elegant Russian woman visiting Paris in the 1790s wrote, ‘You just cannot imagine what adorable chemises they are: when you put one on and take a good look at yourself in the mirror, you will be amazed at how easy it is to see through!’ It is perhaps unsurprising that the new, light dresses were sometimes referred to as ‘pneumonia gowns’.4

Shifts were also the perfect costume for characters in the Gothic horror tales that were popular at the time, described thus in the 1802 Ladies Monthly Museum: ‘the close, all white shroud-looking, ghostly chemise undress of the ladies, who seem to glide like spectres, with their shrouds wrapt tight about their forms’.

SENSIBLE V. SENSUAL

From the 1820s onwards new styles superseded the Empire dress, and the chemise was once again relegated to an unseen role as faithful undergarment. Nineteenth-century industrialisation created a surge in the availability of cheap machine-made lace, which led to increasing embellishment of women’s undergarments. At first this was nothing too risqué – the white-on-white embroidery with pierced holes known as broderie anglaise did not upset Victorian notions of propriety too greatly. Many women still preferred the sturdy protection of plain linen or cotton or, as the century progressed, the freedom and alleged-healthfulness of the wool combinations mentioned in the previous chapter, in place of the chemise. Combinations were more structured than chemises and were therefore less bulky under well-tailored suits for women or tight-waisted gowns. According to Science of Dress expert Ada S. Ballin, ‘The chemise is a bulky article and makes them look stouter than is natural to them.’5

The term lingerie originally referred to the collection of linen garments prepared for a woman’s entry into married life, known as a ‘trousseau’. In the previous chapter we saw how the London dressmaker Lucy Duff Gordon, trading as Lucile Ltd, revolutionised the perception of what underwear should be. Lucile’s concoctions of flower-tinted cobweb lace took courage to buy. Some women had to return their purchases, after spousal disapproval; others returned to Maison Lucile for repeat orders – at great expense.

More conventional women slowly followed suit. Mrs Pritchard, a fashion writer in 1902, declared in a Ladies Realm article, ‘The old-fashioned idea that underwear must be absolutely hideous in order to be virtuous is, I am thankful to say, passing away; and now the woman of refinement, be she rich or poor, endeavours to have dainty lingerie.’

Silk underwear was considered cheapest in the long run and most charming. Somehow the chemise survived the modernisation of underwear, shrinking in size and now perhaps being woven of new ‘art silk’ fabrics, such as rayon. In jersey wool or cotton, it became a vest. It was long enough to cover the kidneys, and soft enough to protect the body from a corset or girdle, just as the chemise had done for several centuries. Some young women of the late twentieth century expressed puzzlement at elderly relatives who insisted on wearing their bras over a vest; this was actually the last gasp of the practice of having the chemise under the corset.

FLAPPER STYLE

The chemise once again found favour as dress more than a century after Marie-Antoinette had first flaunted it as outerwear. During the First World War the ‘shift’ dress was hugely practical for women doing war work. It was similar to the government-issue tunics provided for factory workers; however, it was by no means a uniform, but rather a fine example of clothes adapting to environment: simple styles were needed, society was ready for such changes, and so they became more mainstream.

The shift dress simply popped over the head with minimal fuss and fastenings. After the war, despite the machinations of fashion houses that wanted a return to more profitable structured styles, the shift dress continued to dominate completely. Hiding the body but occasionally revealing the knees, it was the dress of the 1920s, in transparent cotton for tennis or of beaded net for evening wear.

Now known as the flapper dress, it pushed the boundaries of what was considered feminine and decent. It went against more established customs of requiring complex constructions that confined the body, covered the flesh and cost both time and patience for the wearer. A shift dress was easy to make, easy to wash and easy to wear – perfect for women without servants, who wanted to make the most of their day.fn2

The inevitable backlash against the shift dress of the Twenties saw a craving for fitted clothes, worn over the latest incarnation of the chemise as an undergarment – the slight, slim, thin-strapped slip.

PETTICOAT GOVERNMENT

‘Charlie’s dead …’

‘It’s snowing down south …’

While the slip reigned, there were many colloquial phrases that could be murmured with a discreet nod towards the knee region, to indicate that a person’s slip was showing.

Take a chemise, change the fabric from sturdy to slinky, cut off the sleeves, add ribbon straps, embroidery and lace … and you have a slip. Such a dramatic customisation said a great deal about the new freedoms, dress forms and fancies of the inter-war decades. These were not modest garments designed to withstand a pounding in the wash-tub. From the peach and tea-rose satin slips of the Twenties and Thirties to the turquoise and yellow nylon versions post-Second World War, the slip was a pleasure to wear – and to behold.

Worn over bra and knickers, the slip was still considered an essential component of a woman’s wardrobe until as late as the 1980s. It performed the age-old function of acting as a buffer between outer garments and the skin. It was also a last bastion of decency: going without a slip was as naughty in the 1950s as going without a chemise in the Regency period. Slips of the 1960s combined bra with underskirt, while below the exaggerated masculine angles of the 1980s power-suit the contrasting allure of feminine lingerie might include the slip. A modern revival in foundation garments has seen a new generation of slips on sale, in advanced-technology textiles that can cling, cool, slim or sway.
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A 1915 petticoat. Petticoats were a protective layer and a glorious, gorgeous indulgence.


One close cousin of the chemise that is rarely found in the modern wardrobe is a petticoat designed to give bulk. Petticoat was originally a term given to a skirt that was meant to be seen – another element in the game of hide-and-seek that underwear has played throughout costume history. ‘Petticoat’ also referred to the voluminous breeches worn by men in the seventeenth century, which were so generously cut that Samuel Pepys noted it was possible to fit both legs down one side.

However, once coats and breeches fitted closer to the male body in the eighteenth century, the term ‘petticoat’ became inextricably associated with all things female. Hence the term ‘petticoat government’ to refer to the idea of female power.

Eighteenth-century dresses, known as robes or mantuas, were purposefully wide open at the front to show the visible female petticoat (which we would now call a skirt). The polonaise style actually hitched up the robe around the sides and back as well, to reveal even more petticoat in a glorious display of expensive excess.

For affluent females, these visible petticoats could be made of satin embroidered with silk, have silver-gilt thread and spangles or ruffles of silk and ribbon. They matched or contrasted with the robe. They were often quilted with beautiful designs of quills, feathers and flowers, and might also be quilted for extra warmth – no small consideration in homes without central heating or double-glazing. In 1714 the editors of the Spectator magazine even suggested petticoat embroidery as a tactic to prevent young girls idling away their hours shopping and gossiping. The everyday petticoats of middle-class and even working women might still bear witness to quilting skills, or a penchant for bold stripes.fn3

Regardless of status or spending power, there was always a plain, practical petticoat layered beneath the outer one – an underskirt known as a dickey. The dickey took the name ‘petticoat’ for itself, once fashion moved towards closed robes in the last quarter of the eighteenth century and the visible petticoat was relegated to unseen undergarment status once more.

From the 1820s onwards petticoats held sway for a century. Their dominance was greatest during the years of Queen Victoria’s reign, when the fashionable silhouette demanded spreading skirts and a bulky bell-shape around the legs.

How was this bulk to be achieved? The techniques involved were a credit to the inventiveness of the age. Starch was used as a natural aid for layers of cotton and muslin; horsehair textile gave a stiff – if prickly – shape. If time, eyesight and sore fingers were no consideration, then cording, ruffles and fabric tucks could be inserted for weight and width; plaited straw was a quicker, cheaper alternative. With the advent of mouldable rubber, some Victorian petticoats were invented with inflatable inner tubes, although it is doubtful whether many of these progressed beyond the patent-pending stage.

The 1840s saw a soft alternative to the heavy horsehair petticoat – feathers. A diarist in 1842 heard gossip that Lady Aylesbury had forty-eight yards of fabric in her gown and a feather-filled petticoat, ‘which swells out this enormous expanse and floats like a vast cloud when she sits down or rises up’.6

To take the bulk to extremes, the hooped petticoats of the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries were once again revived for use and abuse. In one of the most ludicrous of all fashions, hooped petticoats were stiffened with canes or whalebone or were structured over metal cages. The cage style became known as the crinoline – we shall see more of it in action in the chapter on dresses.

With or without a crinoline, a little adroit manoeuvring of skirts could reveal a tantalising glimpse of lace edging, or even coloured petticoats. Paintings by artists such as Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Mary Cassatt and James Tissot show skirts covering petticoats of the late nineteenth century in all their frothy, ruffled, dirt-gathering glory.

SILK AND SUGAR

Silk petticoats were coveted as the ultimate luxury garment in the nineteenth century. The sound of silk skirts rustling was referred to as scroop, and it was deliberately created by fabric manufacturers who adulterated pure silk with tin salts, to give it a crisp finish and satisfying weight. The Victorian cult of petticoats was revived in the middle of the First World War, as a frivolous reaction to the pre-war hobble skirt, which was exceptionally, impractically narrow. Now fashion decreed that the sound of silk petticoats should no longer be as significant as scroop, but a more subtle whisper. Then in 1947, responding to the further austerity of the Second World War, Christian Dior reintroduced voluminous skirts that were stiffened with horsehair and petticoats.

The flamboyant skirt circumferences of the New Look persisted into the 1950s and 1960s, leading to wonderfully exuberant petticoats of paper nylon or starched cotton. These petticoats did not whisper – they positively crackled. Sugar solution was a sure way to stiffen petticoats to ‘full-up net’, although such sugared petticoats had a tendency to droop when wet. One woman the author spoke to remembered as a girl being bored at a party and idly sucking on her sugared petticoat as a sweet way of passing the time. Drying a sugared petticoat also presented some difficulties, with girls reporting petticoats getting stuck fast to hot-water tanks, smouldering over living-room lampshades or attracting flies and wasps on the outdoor washing line.

In spite of these drawbacks, many women and girls enjoyed wearing petticoats. Vera Clarke, born in Lancashire in 1939, loved the fun fashions of the Fifties and early Sixties: ‘I had a skirt printed with rock ’n’ roll figures and a stiff petticoat with “See You Later Alligator” embroidered on it.’7 Such elaborate frou-frou was a far cry from the humble, limp linen chemise.

Where are the petticoats, slips and chemises now? Those women still wishing to follow the old-fashioned advice of ‘keeping your kidneys warm’ today have delicate ‘thermal’ vests and base layers. If a slip is worn at all, it will be of an ultramodern textile – usually in discreet beige or black – that will claim to contour the body. Reducing bulk, not creating it, is now the main aim of foundation garments.

KEEP YOUR SHIRT ON

It was a scene that made television history – and made pulses race.8 Actor Colin Firth strode into immortality as Mr Darcy in the 1996 BBC production of Pride and Prejudice. Having partially stripped to swim on a hot day, Darcy’s subsequent unexpected encounter with Miss Elizabeth Bennet while still in a state of partial undress is an exquisite portrayal of desire and embarrassment – and it’s all thanks to that billowing white Regency shirt.
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Jane Austen’s character Mr Darcy would have worn a shirt similar to this one, a style of 1807.


‘The wet shirt scene was supposed to be a total male-frontal nudity scene …’ admitted scriptwriter Andrew Davies. Yes, Mr Darcy was originally intended to be nude for his meeting with Miss Bennet, on television at least; not in the original 1813 novel by Jane Austen, in which characters may display the eponymous pride and prejudice, but certainly no flesh. In the novel there was no swimming, nude or otherwise; however, the television version needed to make an impact on a late twentieth-century audience, whose concepts of impropriety were probably very different from Regency sensibilities. In fact it would have been tremendously shocking for Miss Bennet to see Mr Darcy in his shirt, let alone topless or completely undressed – a gentleman’s shirt was an item of underwear, comparable to a female shift. If the coat was removed in company, it was swiftly replaced by a banyan, or dressing gown, so that the shirt was covered once more.

The male shirt served the same purpose as a woman’s shift – it was a buffer between body and outer clothes, a washable sweat-absorber and a long-tailed substitute for drawers, if these weren’t worn.

As the first layer of male attire, it was the most intimate. As the final layer of undressing, it is also the last bastion of prosperity. To ‘sell the shirt off your back’ signifies desperation for funds; if someone will ‘give you the shirt off his back’, it is the ultimate act of generosity.

As one of the most basic items of clothing, shirts are often used as a symbol of civilisation and humanity. In the Tarzan series by Edgar Rice Burroughs, Tarzan the ape-man contrasts the ‘savage’ freedom of his bare skin with the layers of civilisation added by clothes. That said, Burroughs continually plays with the idea that clothes do not necessarily make the man, as Tarzan is frequently more gentlemanly than the Westerners with whom he interacts. Tarzan himself quickly learns that the shirt, a seemingly civilised garment, is often used for hiding a gun.

CUT, COLOUR AND CLASS

Regarding the cut of a man’s shirt, the essential design in Western Europe remained fairly constant across several centuries, with a wide, rectangular body, very full sleeves, and underarm gussets. The back yoke – a shaped section of fabric between the collar and shoulder blades – was a relatively late invention to improve the fit across the back. Shirt ends were originally rounded, and longer at the back than at the front, enabling them to be tucked around the buttocks. With so much fabric in a shirt, it was quite a feat to fit it snugly into narrow sleeves and snug breeches or pantaloons. Then, in 1855, the ‘tunic’ shirt was introduced. Instead of the usual over-the-head style with buttons to partway down the chest, this shirt had buttons all the way down the front and could therefore be put on like a jacket. It was, in essence, the origin of the modern front-opening shirt.

Far from being the voluminous tents of fabric worn previously, late Victorian and twentieth-century shirts were pared down to more body-contoured shapes. Managing to be snugly fitted without being too constricting became a tailoring virtue; Blyth’s of Edinburgh claimed in 1898 that they could supply a soft cotton shirt for two shillings and sixpence, which ‘fits perfectly and is cut right at the neck, so your collar will not torment you’. By the twentieth century shirts acquired the straight edges of equal length that are so familiar to the modern male.

Since the shirt was worn by all men, it was important to be able to show distinctions in status and class. Cut alone was not sufficient. Textiles spoke volumes: the choice of fabric was a strong denominator of rank, profession and spending power. Very fine linen characterised the shirts of wealthy men, right through from the Middle Ages to the nineteenth century, when good-quality cotton took precedence.11 Silk – traded from the East throughout Western history – was the most luxurious fabric, although harder to tailor or wash frequently and thus never destined to eclipse the best linens in popularity. Silk next to the skin was also a touch too decadent for some. ‘These be goodly shirtes indeede,’ scorned Elizabethan purist Philip Stubbes, ‘and such as will neyther chafe their tender skinnes … nor yet make perforation into their lillie white bodyes.’9 Stubbes was appalled that some shirts cost as much as ‘ten pounds a pece’ and that such luxury was too easily available to men of lesser ranks, aspiring above their proper status.

The smock-frock shirts – or smocks – worn by farmers and rural labourers in southern England and northern France offer
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COLLARS AND CUFFS
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