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For all those in search of their true calling, and to Matt and Nola for encouraging me to pursue mine.





INTRODUCTION Dressing for a Revolution

It was after six o’clock on a June evening in 1955, and Claire McCardell sat in her Manhattan apartment with an eager young journalist. McCardell, age fifty, had recently made the cover of Time magazine, only the second fashion designer to achieve the honor. Life was readying a story about outfits she’d made using fabric designs by the artists Pablo Picasso and Marc Chagall. McCardell had granted hundreds of interviews during her twenty-seven-year career. But in all that time, she’d never allowed a journalist inside her apartment. Somehow, she’d been disarmed by the energetic reporter, whose dogged curiosity she’d come to admire over the several days the woman had shadowed her at work.

The journalist was equally surprised to have gained access to McCardell’s Upper East Side home. She’d been warned that McCardell protected her personal life. The writer, though, was Betty Friedan, and she was on a mission. The thirty-four-year-old mother would later write that “something is very wrong with the way American women are trying to live their lives today.” She was already forming the ideas that would become her 1963 feminist cri de coeur, The Feminine Mystique. On that evening, she wanted to take a peek inside the life of one of the most influential women in America.

Friedan had told her editor at The Town Journal that a profile on Claire McCardell would provide the story of American fashion coming into its own. McCardell had ushered in a new era of modern design and pioneered what was widely known as the American Look: casual, stylish, ready-to-wear sportswear that was also affordable. In doing so, she had become one of the first designers to successfully join high fashion with mass production.

Equally important to Friedan was the story of a woman advancing her ambitions in a culture that prioritized men. McCardell was born and raised in the small town of Frederick, Maryland, far from the centers of fashion. When she had arrived in New York in 1925, clothing labels had carried the name of the manufacturer or the department store, not the designer. McCardell had wanted to create her own brand, and she’d wanted her name to be stitched on the label. What she’d envisioned didn’t yet exist, so she’d set out to build it. Her aspirations outpaced what was allowed in the dressmaking industry, let alone by a woman.

Friedan now sat in one of McCardell’s armchairs, pen poised over her open notebook. McCardell didn’t look anything like a famous fashion designer. She wore an understated ankle-length dress made of navy wool jersey. Her long, wavy hair was caught up in a casual knot, her natural blond shot through with streaks of silver. Tendrils framed an angular face free of makeup.

McCardell opened a wardrobe filled with clothes she’d made over the years. She walked Friedan through some of her innovations. She’d developed leotards and leggings, brought hoodies, denim, and leather into womenswear, ushered the swimsuit into its contemporary form, included pockets in her clothes, and made the wrap dress a wardrobe staple. In the early twentieth century, women had been restricted to wearing sports clothes in private, female-only spaces. McCardell had brought those clothes out into the open and transformed them into everyday street wear.

“I’ve always designed things I needed myself,” McCardell liked to say. She thought of herself as a “continuous experiment, a testing ground for ideas.” Clothes, for her, were more than a way to cover and protect the human body or to peacock one’s personal style; they were a physical manifestation of a woman’s ideas, identity, and desires. McCardell eschewed the male-dominated vision of fashion, preferring to create clothes that fit women’s bodies as well as their growing ambitions. Conventional dressmaking often dictated that women force themselves into structured clothes to achieve the idolized hourglass shape, but McCardell cut her garments to fit a woman’s natural body. She’d forsaken high heels and introduced ballet flats. She’d shocked retailers when she invented the capsule wardrobe composed of mix-and-match separates in the early 1930s. The women who wore McCardell—from housewives to Hollywood stars, from artists and activists to hardworking professionals—tended to be confident, accomplished, and, most of all, comfortable.

Now the freedoms McCardell had advocated and advanced for herself and for other women were under attack. That was what Friedan really wanted to discuss. Women, like McCardell, had increasingly pursued higher education and built careers in the years between the world wars. They’d entered the workforce in droves during World War II, but as soldiers came home, many women were pushed to stop working and return to domesticity.

The fashion world reflected the postwar change. The French designer Christian Dior had introduced a hyperfeminized style replete with padded shoulders, tightly cinched waists, and high heels. He wanted to “save women from nature,” and he squeezed his models into clothing with an eighteen-inch waist. The press had dubbed it the “New Look.” In fact, it was a regression to the old ways of manipulating a woman’s body by putting her in restrictive clothing.

McCardell was having none of it. Her creative mission was unapologetic and her position unwavering: She wanted to set women free. “You can’t go back,” she told Friedan. “You have to design for the lives American women lead today.”

Friedan’s profile ran under the attention-grabbing headline “The Gal Who Defied Dior.” The article named McCardell as the progenitor of America’s national fashion, as well as a courageous rule breaker who had fought bias to build her career. “She changed the world’s meaning of fashion,” Friedan wrote.



Friedan’s statement is undeniably true. We owe much of what hangs in our closets to Claire McCardell. Yet it’s Dior’s name that we all remember.

This book corrects the record by telling the story of Claire McCardell and the feminist genesis of the clothes she designed. Drawing on McCardell’s personal letters and work notebooks, archival documents, interviews with her family and those in the fashion industry, as well as newly discovered source material, the chapters ahead show how McCardell became an internationally renowned inventor and designer in her lifetime.

McCardell did not realize her success in isolation. Rather, she was at the center of a constellation of women who worked diligently to create the fashion industry in New York amid the turbulent political and cultural turmoil of the Great Depression and World War II. In just three decades, Claire McCardell helped revolutionize what women had been wearing for the past three hundred years and simultaneously built the business model for the modern-day fashion designer. She achieved that success by taking herself and her novel ideas seriously, even when many people around her did not.

In this never-before-told story of Claire McCardell, we meet someone who rose to the heights of her industry because she made tough choices and set boundaries. At a time when the median age of marriage was twenty, McCardell chose not to have children and to remain single until she was nearly forty years old. She instead built her empire, a decision that didn’t gel with society’s ideals. She embraced her artistic self and questioned traditional gender roles, all while designing clothes meant to support a woman’s life and individual circumstances.

The filaments of McCardell’s fashion ideas can be traced back to the nineteenth century, when suffragists argued that a woman’s freedom began with her clothes. Unencumbered bodies meant unencumbered lives. The crucial connection between clothes and liberty became ever clearer as more women entered the public realm and civic life, as McCardell did. She joined a long line of women advocating for agency and independence through dress, and she cleverly and diligently chipped away at prevailing dress codes.

McCardell’s approach earned her a loyal international fanbase of customers and fellow designers in her lifetime. And it earned her the ongoing loyalty of the fashion industry, which still reveres Claire McCardell, even as she has been forgotten by the world at large. Designers from Tory Burch to Anna Sui to Michael Kors, among many others, extol her ingenuity and credit her designs and her business acumen as inspiration.

Seventy years ago, two pillars of female empowerment—McCardell and Friedan—met in New York. What they discussed remains deeply relevant today. The status of womanhood, like the tides of fashion, is always in flux. Women remain embroiled in many of the same battles that McCardell knew all too well. Her ideals continue to resonate as we live in a head-spinning time that tells women to be anything they want while simultaneously dismantling the progress made for equity and autonomy. Stitching Claire McCardell’s name back onto the apparel she pioneered is not merely a history lesson in provenance; it is a vital and timely reminder of a designer, and a movement, that was always about far more than clothes.





AUTHOR’S NOTE ABOUT THE USAGE OF NAMES IN THIS BOOK

There’s an interesting debate when it comes to naming a woman in a biography. Should an author reference her by the more informal and intimate first name or use the last name? The decision is complicated by the reality that a woman’s surname often changes to that of her spouse after marriage. There’s rarely such debate in biographies of men, where it’s long been standard to use the last name. In fashion, it’s frequently the last name that identifies the designer. It is a Chanel suit, not a Coco. It is a Dior dress, not a Christian. Similarly, it is a McCardell, not a Claire. In her lifetime, she was known professionally as McCardell or Claire McCardell. She went by her maiden name even after she married later in life. In the pages ahead, you’ll learn how she fought to be recognized by that name on the clothes she designed. I take my lead from McCardell herself and refer to her as McCardell throughout. I give the same consideration to McCardell’s fashion industry contemporaries. I identify each woman by the last name she chose for her professional life, which was not always her legal married name.





PART I Kick (1905–29)





CHAPTER ONE The Practice House 1905–25

The neighborhood kids called her Kick, and the nickname was well earned. In 1912, at age seven, Claire McCardell’s booted toe rarely missed the thin-skinned bone of a boy’s shin. Her aim was as precise as it was painful. She delivered her swift kicks only after words had failed. Of course, when you were the only girl joining in the boys’ games, words often fell on deaf ears.

The trouble usually began when the boys changed the rules. Rockwell Terrace, the street where McCardell lived, was their playing field. The wide, oak-lined boulevard made a perfect backdrop for Run, Sheep, Run. The boys liked to say that a girl couldn’t lead the game of chase. Enter McCardell’s boot.

McCardell’s mother, Eleanor, would sit on the front porch, keeping one eye on her daughter, the other on her crocheting. Her daughter usually bounded up the steps after playing, grass staining her white cotton pinafore dress and mud clotting the knees of her stockings. She never managed to come home as clean as when she’d left.

It had been three years since the McCardell family had moved to the new garden suburb a mile outside the historic town of Frederick, Maryland. McCardell’s father, Adrian LeRoy McCardell, who went by Roy, had been able to afford the small corner lot at 301 Rockwell Terrace thanks to his salary at the Frederick County National Bank. He and Eleanor had built a three-story brick Dutch Revival with a broad porch overlooking a swath of green lawn. Inside, fireplaces warmed cozy parlor rooms filled with books and art, and the dining room was big enough to host the extended family. McCardell’s paternal ancestors had left County Antrim, Ireland, in the early 1800s and settled in Maryland’s fertile Piedmont Plateau. Her grandparents and many of her aunts, uncles, and cousins lived within walking distance.

Eleanor, meanwhile, came from a long line of Southerners. Born in 1880 in Jackson, Mississippi, she was the daughter of a former Confederate officer. In her early twenties, she visited a friend in Frederick, where she met and fell in love with the quiet, handsome Roy, seven years her senior. They married in 1902. Baby Claire arrived three years later, on May 24, 1905. She had the classic McCardell nose, a retroussé pug that would, in adulthood, give her angular face a childlike softness. Her vivid blue eyes shifted from a stormy hazel to a steely blue gray, depending on the light. Her brother Adrian arrived three years later, followed in 1913 by Robert, who went by Bob, and in 1916, by John, who was nicknamed Max.

On Sunday mornings, the family attended the Evangelical and Reformed Church, where her devout father was an elder. Women kept their gloves on, men removed their hats and straightened their ties, and Kick left her boisterous outdoor energy at the door, adopting the role of obedient daughter in her starched dress. The society pages of the local paper chronicled the lives of the white middle and upper classes. A quarterly article named those with perfect attendance at Sunday school, and the McCardell siblings always made the list.

After church, the family gathered at her paternal grandfather’s house in town. McCardell sat among her many aunts and uncles and cousins, her plate overloaded with her grandmother’s fried pork and beaten biscuits, and later, if she was lucky, a dessert of orange slices topped with freshly shredded coconut that her grandmother called ambrosia.

In the afternoon hours before bedtime, Kick was free to roam outside with her friends. She’d change from her Sunday finery into a pinafore dress and blouse, pull on black wool stockings, and lace up her leather boots. She’d braid her long honey blond hair and twist the two plaits into a chignon. The last thing you wanted when climbing trees was a free-flowing plait hooking a limb. As she scrambled into the branches of an oak, she sometimes wondered why her clothes were so impractical. Her brothers’ sturdy pants were made for climbing and running. They had pockets for carrying apples from the nearby orchard or stashing the coins their father gave them for ice cream. Why didn’t her outfits have pockets? Why couldn’t a girl’s clothes be both pretty and practical? Like most children, McCardell questioned the world around her, and from an early age, clothes became the focus of her inquisitive mind.

On rainy afternoons, McCardell sometimes entertained herself with a game she called Playing Lady. She sneaked into her parents’ bedroom and opened the inner sanctum of her mother’s wardrobe. Eleanor was as fashionable as the small town of Frederick and the family’s budget allowed. She was also fastidious about her possessions and didn’t like them to be disturbed, but McCardell would rather play now and ask for her mother’s forgiveness later.

McCardell sometimes ran her hands along her mother’s clothes, feeling the watery silks, the nubby wools, the starchy laces. She would free a dress from its hanger and step into it, the frock swimming on her small body. She couldn’t reach the tiny buttons marching up the back. Getting dressed as a woman required having someone to help you. She’d pose before the mirror, miming the manners and postures she observed on the adults.

Dress codes of the era dictated that middle- and upper-class women like her mother wear different outfits depending on the time of day and the event. Unstructured dressing gowns were reserved for the bedroom. Housedresses were meant for chores and home life. To go outside, a woman had to truss herself into a corset and a day dress. Eleanor’s day dresses had high lace collars and reflected the demure sensibility of a lady of her station. She wore them with stockings, gloves, and a hat when running errands in town or attending volunteer committee meetings for the Civic League and Red Cross. Tea dresses, a bit fancier, were required when playing bridge at the nearby country club or attending an afternoon tea dance.

Then there were the evening gowns. Frederick was rural, but it wasn’t remote. Equidistant from the cities of Baltimore and Washington, DC, by about fifty miles, Frederick had a robust cultural scene. It had long been a stop for politicians, artisans, and performing artists, who traveled through using one of the country’s first nationally funded roads. Eleanor reserved those finer gowns for the nights she and Roy went dancing or to performances at the National Theatre in Washington. They routinely attended Frederick’s arts events, and they made certain that their children did so as well. By elementary school, McCardell was going to the theater with her parents, visiting museums, and participating in literary clubs for girls her age. Eleanor encouraged her daughter, who had an innate shyness, to take the stage in a children’s theater production of Little Women. McCardell played the lovable but doomed character Beth March.

McCardell had heard many stories of her maternal grandmother, who had lived in the same Civil War era in which Little Women takes place. McCardell’s grandmother had been a decorous woman who loved fine silk. To get dressed in the 1860s, she first had to hook a corset onto her midsection that ran from her breasts to her hips and could be tightened by laces in the back. Rigid with steel stays, it laced tightly up her back, pushing her bust up and cinching her abdomen to create the ideal hourglass curves. Then she fastened onto her waist a cage crinoline, a birdcage-shaped undergarment constructed of steel rings and cotton tapes that expanded her skirt into a wide bell.

Next came the dress itself. The bodice had whalebone sewn into the seams for further contouring of her torso. Eleanor said these dresses had been so big and stiff from all the structuring used to shape them that they could stand on their own without a hanger, as if inhabited by a ghost.

The burden of all those layers was only one of the challenges a woman faced when wearing such attire. It was difficult to walk without catching her enormous skirt on a table or under a carriage wheel. The hem dragged on the ground, collecting dirt and grime and necessitating arduous hours of handwashing in tubs of boiling soapy water. Even just sitting in a cage crinoline required careful positioning, as society mandated that a woman keep her ankles covered by fabric.

Corsets, meanwhile, could be punishing to the body. In the 1860s, Mary Walker, one of the country’s first female surgeons, dubbed them torso prisons because they put enormous pressure on a woman’s internal organs. Walker freed herself by adopting an outfit of trousers, vest, and a coat and was promptly arrested on New York City’s Canal Street for impersonating a man. Starting in the mid-1800s, so-called decency laws made it illegal in some states to appear in public wearing clothes not matching your assigned birth gender. In some cities, those arrested could face up to six months in jail, and a woman also risked being sent to a psychiatric institution. “I don’t wear men’s clothes,” Walker had argued. “I wear my own clothes.” Walker continued to wear gender-defying dress and she faced ongoing public harassment. One person pelted her with eggs. A deeply offended woman set her dog on her.

By the time McCardell’s mother was born in 1880, the fashionable silhouette of women’s clothes had morphed to include a bustle. The understructure beneath a dress had a stiff shelf at a woman’s bottom so that her skirt protruded at her low back. At the turn of the century, the shape of dresses changed yet again. They were slimmer, the cage crinoline now a memory. Eleanor next followed the popular Gilded Age silhouette, where a woman’s breasts and backside were lightly padded and her body shaped by a corset into an “S” shape. To achieve that fashionable figure, Eleanor wore a new style of corset that forced her hips down and her bust forward. Such a health corset, as it was called, claimed to avoid placing dangerous pressure on the abdomen and internal organs. But the goal was to forcibly transform the body into an idealized form, which at that time made women look, in the words of one observer, an awful lot like pigeons. In 1912, when McCardell played in her mother’s wardrobe, the basic premise of women’s dress—multiple garments layered over restrictive undergarments—had not radically changed in more than three hundred years.



McCardell’s fascination with clothes evolved into an obsession with paper dolls. The ten-cent packets of dolls sold in the general store were made of thin card stock, and they came with a woefully limited selection of outfits. So McCardell began making her own. She took her mother’s back issues of Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar and squirreled them away in the attic. One afternoon, a friend came over to play, and McCardell led her upstairs to her secret stash. Dormer windows pierced the slate roof and flooded the space with sunlight, and there in the corner towered a stack of magazines nearly as tall as they were.

The girls sat on the floor, and McCardell fanned out the magazines. She opened one and flipped through the pages until a fashion illustration caught her eye. She picked up her scissors and cut. She lopped the top off a dress and combined it with the skirt of another. She sliced the sleeves off a shirt and added them to a dress. Then she guillotined a woman wearing a pretty hat and placed the head atop a different body.

Her friend stared, confused. “What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m making them better,” McCardell replied.

Rarely satisfied with what she saw, she invented new outfits. As she cut her custom paper dolls, she worked her way through years of her mother’s fashion magazines, observing how silhouettes shifted with the seasons.

Twice a year, McCardell also got to see firsthand how garments were constructed. The McCardells, like most other people, made their own clothes using patterns sold through books. In rural Frederick many also worked from memory, using the handed-down knowledge of previous generations. The general store offered a few ready-to-wear items that they could buy off the shelves, including gloves, coats, and men’s pants. Jeans and overalls were available for working-class men. McCardell’s mother could buy her stockings and McCardell’s tights from the local Union Manufacturing company, but women still needed to custom make many of their clothes. Those who could afford it, such as the McCardells, hired a dressmaker to help.

Eleanor selected her new clothes from the Vogue Pattern Book because its designs always copied the latest trends from Paris. She went to town to buy fabric and often took McCardell with her. They walked along Market Street, filled with the smell of hay and the musk of horses pulling passenger wagons and the more appealing aroma of cinnamon and yeast emanating from Garber’s Bakery. Carroll Creek flowed through the center of downtown Frederick and provided the hydropower for the nearby textile mills. McCardell’s grandfather owned one of the town’s oldest businesses, a candy warehouse and shop called A. C. McCardell, Confectioner. There he made homemade confections using patented candy molds and exotic fruits.

Eleanor liked to collect gossip along with her supplies, so the walk to the general store was slow as she stopped to chat with friends and neighbors. Before marrying Roy, Eleanor had been wooed by a lawyer back in Jackson, Mississippi. The man had believed that Eleanor’s gregarious nature would help secure him a political future, but he quickly wearied of having to keep his hat in his hand as they strolled downtown because Eleanor greeted everyone.

Inside Hendrickson’s General Store, McCardell walked among shelves stacked with thick bolts of colorful fabric and bins filled with rolls of ribbon. Samples of fine imported lace stretched like cobwebs for shoppers to examine, and all manner of poor birds had been denuded of plumage, their colorful feathers taken for hats and dress trim. The frugal Eleanor took her time choosing fabric. The store clerk unfurled her selected bolts and measured the required yardage against brass tacks set at intervals on the countertop.

Once the supplies had been secured, McCardell’s father hauled the family’s treadle sewing machine to the front room of the house. When the sewing machine was placed, McCardell knew that Anna Koogle was coming.

A sought-after dressmaker, Anna Kate Koogle lived in Middletown, a short trolley ride from Frederick. She was born in 1891, a few decades after the invention of the Singer sewing machine forever transformed clothes making. She had learned to sew as a child on her mother’s Sears model. When Miss Annie, as McCardell called her, mounted the steps of Rockwell Terrace, McCardell was eagerly waiting.

Koogle took Eleanor’s selected dress patterns and material, and she carefully measured and cut each piece, altering patterns as needed to best fit Eleanor’s body. Next it was time for Koogle to settle in behind the sewing machine. She placed her foot on the treadle that powered the needle, as though she were readying herself to play a piano. McCardell sat on the other side of the machine and watched.

At age seven, McCardell was finally allowed to help make her own dress. Eleanor and Koogle walked her through the many considerations when deciding on a style: Where should the waist be? What should the sleeves look like? Where should the hem land on the leg? McCardell decided on a drop-waist white cotton shift dress that hit just below her knees. She thought a pretty grosgrain would be nice for a sash at the hips, and she convinced her mother to buy enough for her to make a matching bow for her honey-colored hair.

Koogle asked if she wanted to add ruffles. McCardell shook her head. Ruffles are pretty, her mother chimed in, but McCardell wanted no embellishments. Even as a child, her aesthetic sensibility was strong.



By the time McCardell entered high school in 1919, she preferred sketching clothes and sewing over doing schoolwork. She struggled to maintain good grades, much to her parents’ chagrin. The McCardells were unique among parents of the time in that they placed a premium on formal education for their daughter, not just for their three sons. Their house was filled with books and magazines, and they subscribed to newspapers from Frederick, Baltimore, and DC. Over dinner, they discussed politics, current events, and the latest novels. In 1893, McCardell’s grandfather had cofounded Hood College, one of the first women’s-only schools to offer bachelor’s degrees. The fifty-acre campus sat less than a mile from their house, and the presumption was that McCardell would enroll there one day. Her father, who served on the local school board, imagined that his daughter might become a teacher, one of the few careers open to women at the time. Eleanor was traditional, and she believed in her role as a homemaker, but she was progressive when it came to her daughter’s potential. She encouraged McCardell to dream big about her future.

Each semester, McCardell took her report card home for her father’s signature, and he frowned at so many Cs and Ds. She struggled in the classroom and was reserved in her academic contributions. People seemed to speak in different languages. Her banker father was most fluent in the concrete language of numbers, her garrulous mother in the semantics of domesticity and social life. McCardell’s language was clothes. She could conceive outfits in her mind, really see them. Designing “is just my way of expression,” she once explained, “as speaking is not.”

Geometry was one academic subject that made sense to her. She had no problem visualizing 3D and 2D shapes, how angles and lines intersected and related to one another. All those hours making clothes had taught her about spatial relations, pattern making, and dimensional problem solving. Two-dimensional shapes became three-dimensional objects, held together by seams and buttons.

Apart from geometry class, McCardell felt most alive in the hours she spent outdoors. She was competitive and possessed a natural athleticism, sharpened by the sibling rivalry with her three younger brothers. She joined Adrian on the golf links to see who could hit the ball the farthest and participated in her brothers’ pickup baseball and football games on Sunday afternoons. She competed to see who could swim the fastest across the neighbor’s pond.

Sporting events had become an important part of the social life of American teenagers, including those in Frederick. Tailgates before football and baseball games were often followed by mixers featuring orchestras bused in from Baltimore. At her first school dance, she wore a favorite angora sweater. She noticed that its fine threads shed on her date’s navy blue suit, and she never forgot it. Boys took McCardell to the movies, and they went to Rockwell Terrace for dance parties in the living room, the music playing from the family’s Victrola. But McCardell never settled into going steady with one boy the way some of her friends did.

She counted down the days until June, not just because it marked the end of the school year but because it meant going to the YMCA’s sleepaway camp in Big Pool, Maryland, an hour from Frederick. The camp’s wooden cabins hugged the lakeshore and were surrounded by miles of pine forest. In 1920, when McCardell was fifteen, she got to share a cabin with her best friends. Even after lights out at 9:30 p.m., her jubilant laugh carried across the still evening. McCardell, who was once described as “full of slang and laughs,” had an infectious humor. But over breakfast, a girl in the neighboring cabin complained about all the “queer noises” coming from their cabin at night.

One afternoon, after a morning of scheduled activities with the counselors, the campers were left to their own devices. Some napped; others played cards or wrote postcards. McCardell and her friends sat on the shore in the heat of a humid afternoon. Sweat pooled on their necks as they baked inside their heavy black wool bathing costumes.

The bathing suit, as its name implies, had originally been designed for outdoor bathing. In the nineteenth century, women wore a full dress with pantaloons and wool swim stockings. Showing bare legs on a public beach constituted nudity and could lead to arrest. As more female swimmers took to the water at the turn of the century, however, they contested the cumbersome design. Every unnecessary thread added drag against the water. In 1902, an intrepid male writer put on an outfit like those that women were required to wear. He wrote that the “pounds of apparently dead weight seemed to be pulling at me in every direction.” He could handily swim a mile in his own suit, but swimming just a hundred yards in female garb exhausted him.

One of McCardell’s childhood heroes was an Australian swimmer named Annette Kellerman. She’d scandalized society in 1907 when she had begun wearing a body-hugging wool jersey swimsuit that looked a bit like an acrobat’s leotard with swim trunks. The skirtless one-piece had freed her for swimming—even as she still wore the requisite black swim stockings—but the tightly fitted suit led to police fines and public harassment.

In 1920, the emerging flapper trend raised hemlines, revealing more leg than ever. Fashion rebellion was in the air, even in rural Frederick. Dresses were shorter, and girls bobbed their hair. Most American women kept with the socially acceptable bathing costume, but others started rolling their stockings down to below their knees and exposing their bare thighs on public beaches. Some brave souls ditched the swim stockings altogether. The Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution, which had given white women the right to vote, had been passed the previous summer, but a woman showing her bare legs was a bridge too far. Not even America’s Olympic athletes were immune. That year, the women of the swim team had to fight to compete without stockings. National competitiveness eventually won out over moral fears, and they raced with bare legs. But for most women, stockings remained a requirement.

At camp, McCardell wore a one-piece bathing suit with trunks and stockings that resembled Kellerman’s costume. She had loved swimming since she was little, but the stockings diminished the pleasure of being in the water. Sitting at the edge of the lake, McCardell and her friends sweated in their hot suits, the mosquitoes making a meal of their bare arms. The sun glinted off the cool water like an invitation.

It took all of them to push the boat off the shore and into the water. Camp rules prohibited taking a boat without permission, but why ask a counselor if the chance was that they’d say no? When pressed on a matter she felt strongly about, McCardell would often respond that she “didn’t give a deuce.” And today she didn’t give a deuce about the rules. They reached the center of the lake where McCardell rolled off her stockings and left them in the boat.

She leapt into the water. Her bare legs met the cold, dark depths beyond the reach of the heat. She rose to the surface, her body buoyant and strong as she sliced a line through the water. The mineral smell of the lake in her nose, her body in motion: what a feeling to go barelegged! No pond muck getting caught in the stocking thread, no extra fabric to slow you down.

McCardell had a rebellious streak, particularly when it came to rules that she deemed unfair. She was testing her limits now, learning to walk the line between having her way and staying in the good graces of her parents and her community. She and her girlfriends were navigating between the strict moral codes their mothers had been raised on and a new freedom that seemed to be just on the horizon. They yearned to ride bicycles, play tennis and golf, and to swim and fish and captain their own boats. They longed to race and run and hike through the mountains of western Maryland with the same abandon the boys enjoyed. They wanted to partake in outdoor adventures and competitive sports, even as some doctors warned that women should avoid exertion when menstruating.

Their desire for freedom was inextricably linked to fashion. As early as the 1890s, Vogue equated physical recreation, sports, and the emergence of sportswear with autonomy. “The result of all this activity being that we have become as proud of our muscles and nerve as our dear mothers and grandmothers used to be of their delicate constitutions,” one editorial proclaimed.

McCardell and her friends headed back to shore, where they found a male camp counselor waiting for them. Their punishment for taking the boat and for swimming without stockings was a half hour of carrying heavy axes over their shoulders while walking in a circle.

As high school progressed, McCardell created most of her clothes. Ideas came faster than she could sketch, and she tried them out in harried spurts at the sewing machine. Anna Koogle scolded her restless impatience. “I didn’t sew very well, but I managed to get an ‘effect,’ ” McCardell later said. When she wasn’t allowed money to create something new, she altered her existing clothes, changing the hemlines, the sleeves, and adapting them to the new trends.

She experimented on anything and everything. When she saw a dress or coat or skirt in front of her, she also envisioned a garment that didn’t yet exist. She pictured a version of the physical object manipulated to her liking, and then she made it a reality. Hers was a family of inventors, after all, her grandfather having patented his unique candy molds. You imagined something, designed it, and then you made it. She’d observed that process her whole life, the way “our lives are tuned to ingenuity—in inventions, gadgets,” she said. She delighted in experimenting.

Her love of clothes had matured into a calling. She was “determined to save the world from ugliness and dreary clothes,” she joked to a friend. After high school, she wanted to study clothing illustration at the Parsons School of Design, known as Parsons (at this time, it was still called the New York School of Fine and Applied Art). Going to college in New York would require her parents’ blessing and their financial support for tuition and living expenses. With her high school graduation swiftly approaching, she informed her parents of her aspirations. Her father’s response was swift and definitive. His only daughter would not travel 250 miles north to live alone in a city as large, as debauched, as New York. That city was, he said, a “den of iniquity.” McCardell needed to stay put and enroll in Hood. The college didn’t offer a costume design program. The closest McCardell could get was a major in home economics. McCardell graduated from Frederick High in June 1923. The occasion was bittersweet.

That summer, instead of creating clothes that would save women from dreariness, she was forced to sew the bleakest of all garments: a uniform. Hood sent instructions to buy Butterick sewing pattern number 2838 to make the required dress, which she would wear in the school’s chemistry lab and test kitchen. And she had to make three of them.



On September 20, McCardell descended the porch steps of her house and walked to her first day of college. The commute took all of six minutes.

She was among a handful of locals in the freshman class. Most of their classmates hailed from other states, some from as far away as the Midwest and California. They lived on campus and enjoyed the camaraderie of dorm life. Those classmates got to reinvent themselves away from the watchful eye of their families. As a day student living at home, McCardell missed out on such joys and felt the added pressure of being the granddaughter of a school founder.

Still, a sense of great possibility energized the campus in the fall of 1923. Hood was a microcosm of the larger shifts happening in women’s lives around the country. The Great War had unleashed women into the workplace, expanding the possibilities of what they could do and achieve. The outspoken students of Hood were enthusiastic about their education. “The real purpose of a college education is to arouse a desire to understand life in the whole,” one of McCardell’s classmates wrote in the student newspaper that September. Their studies were meant to foster an intelligence and curiosity that “will carry us further than the lessons assigned us,” she wrote, and lead to a lifetime of achievement.

Hood was one of the first colleges to offer a bachelor of science degree in home economics. The discipline, conceived in the mid-nineteenth century, was seen as a back door for women to gain access to higher education and the sciences. Students hoped to stoke their intellectual engagement and even enter jobs outside the home that catered to the new domesticity. Women were becoming dietitians, professors of home economics, scientists working in textile labs and test kitchens. Two months before McCardell began college, President Warren G. Harding established the Bureau of Home Economics within the US Department of Agriculture. A female chemist took the helm, and her department swiftly became the largest employer of female scientists in the country.

McCardell’s home ec curriculum required courses in English composition, algebra, organic chemistry, bacteriology, and spoken English, a class that taught proper elocution and debate. In addition, she had to take electives, such as physiology, zoology, and a foreign language. She chose French, to bring her closer to the language spoken by the world’s greatest fashion designers at the time.

A healthy diet, exercise, and fresh air were seen as vital to the modern woman, and physical education was a part of the curriculum at women’s colleges. Decades prior, Catharine Beecher, an early founder of home economics curricula, had advocated for women’s education and physical health. She’d lobbied against corsets, arguing that their distortion of the body prevented proper exercise. As more women participated in athletics, what to wear became a pressing concern. Sports clothes didn’t yet exist. One 1880s manual on women’s exercise cautioned that high-heeled boots had no place in the gymnasium. Popular women’s magazines took up the discussion, offering tips for making clothes that would cover the arms and legs as propriety required but not impede movement.

The Western fascination with the East around that time led to the adoption of Turkish-style trousers. The poofed legs resembled a skirt when a woman stood still but allowed her to move more freely. In 1893, Butterick released a pattern for gymnasium bloomers. But when women began playing intercollegiate sports in public arenas, only female spectators were allowed to watch. In 1923, trousers on women, even bloomers, were still largely forbidden in public.

In Frederick, baffled clothiers began to correlate the rise in sports with an increase in the average height and size of American women. “Due to their indulgence in athletic sports,” the male owner of a local glove shop warned his colleagues, “women now have larger hands and feet than formerly.”

Those were the same clothiers who advertised in the Hood student newspaper. As McCardell’s classmates wrote of their intellectual and athletic pursuits, the local shop of Thomas H. Haller ran an ad assuring students that “if every lady who reads this most interesting and progressive paper… will wear a Gossard Corset, she will secure more comfort for her body, more style for her attire, and surely a lot of peace for her mind.” The Gossard Corset’s claim to fame was that it would shape a woman’s figure to be pleasing to the male eye while not disturbing her internal organs. Be progressive. Be smart. But also, be painfully pretty.

McCardell refused to wear such undergarments. They “push you out of any resemblance to the way nature made you,” she said. The purpose of clothes, she believed, was to support a person’s lived experience. “I don’t hate crinolines as such,” she once joked. “I hate them when they try to get in elevators.”

McCardell’s pursuit of a home ec degree would culminate in a semester spent in a campus building known as the Practice House. Inside that ersatz home, students partnered to plan meals, care for and maintain the house, sew, decorate, cook, and entertain. Practice Houses were a new and integral part of home economics curricula across the country. They became the living labs of learning, where the chemistry of food, the science of textiles, and the mechanics of mass-produced machinery worked in tandem with the intelligent application of human skill and creativity. Or so the colleges said. McCardell didn’t give a deuce about being a housewife. Marriage and children didn’t occupy her mind the way clothes did. Nor did academics.

Student grades were sent to parents directly. McCardell’s were abysmal. The chemistry professor told her parents that the only thing their daughter had learned was that acids shouldn’t come in contact with human skin. “The burns on my hands were proof that I had permanently memorized that one fact,” McCardell later said.

If McCardell’s first year at Hood was a slog, her sophomore year was worse. She simply couldn’t pretend to care about the path she’d been set on. She wanted to make clothes, and she wanted to go to New York. A few weeks after McCardell had completed another academically dismal year at Hood, Roy announced over supper that he’d come to a decision. McCardell would be allowed to apply for the 1925–26 academic year at Parsons. He would pay her tuition and basic expenses. He looked his stunned daughter in the eyes and told her that she had to work hard and make good grades, or she would have to come home.

McCardell’s brothers believed that their mother had changed their father’s mind. Eleanor saw her daughter’s talent. It’s also possible that Roy McCardell, a banker attuned to good and bad investments, understood that a traditional college education offered diminishing returns for his daughter.

Eleanor suggested that they bring Anna Koogle in one last time to send McCardell off in style. McCardell declined. She couldn’t possibly know what her life in New York would entail, so how could she know what she should wear? Instead, she asked for a pair of good sewing scissors and a modest budget to buy fabric when she got to the city. On a cool September morning in 1925, she boarded a train with her trunk, her scissors, and a bit of pocket money. Finally, she was speeding north to Manhattan.





CHAPTER TWO An Army of Brave Women 1925–26

McCardell’s train pulled into Grand Central Station just after noon on Wednesday, September 2, 1925. She exited onto the streets of midtown Manhattan and was met by the frenzied speed of a city teeming with over six million people. Exhaust, horse manure, the feral honk of cabs. Harried pedestrians shouldered past her on the crowded sidewalks.

The six-story building at 340 West 85th Street, by contrast, sat on a serene tree-lined street near the Hudson River. A brass plate affixed to the exterior read “Three Arts Club.” McCardell’s school had no dorms, so the all-women boardinghouse would be her home for the academic year.

Inside, gilt-framed oil paintings lined the walls, and sprays of fresh flowers adorned end tables. There were comfortable couches and lots of books, and the smells of baking bread and furniture polish. Young women chatted over pots of tea in the parlor, while somewhere in the building a violinist tried mightily to find her proper tune.

In coming to New York alone, McCardell had joined an unprecedented number of single women who were leaving home in search of autonomy and adventure. They were postponing marriage and children to pursue education and careers. New York, however, was wholly unprepared for them. American cities had been planned by men for a social structure in which single women weren’t considered. Hotels often refused to accept unmarried women, worrying that they were of ill repute. Women were forced to rent closet-sized rooms in unregulated boardinghouses where the running water was cold and safety an afterthought. And since many public establishments refused entry to unchaperoned women, newcomers had few places to socialize and meet friends.

Women began flocking to city churches seeking advice and shelter. Jane Harriss Hall, a deaconess at St. Mark’s Church, stopped counting the number of women who arrived on her doorstep. They came shaken, with tales of lecherous landlords or of strict matrons who locked the doors and refused them entry past a perversely early hour. All the rules made living difficult. There were “so many restrictions upon the inmates that they destroy the spirit of real home life and freedom, which the girls long for and have a right to expect,” Hall told a reporter. The modern woman was no longer content with the old domestic drudgery, as Hall explained, and she yearned for something more. She believed she might find it in New York.

In 1902, Hall founded the Three Arts Club to house this “army of brave women who are self-supporting.” For a modest rent, a woman under the age of thirty pursuing an education or a career in the arts got a clean, furnished room, a shared bath with hot water, and no curfew. Only a handful of women-centric residential spaces existed in 1925, and the Three Arts Club was one of the reasons McCardell’s parents had allowed her to come to New York. That the accommodations were available primarily to white women of means was an unwritten but tacit rule.

McCardell’s roommate that year was a fellow costume design student. Mildred Orrick (née Boykin) wore her jet-black hair brushed off her face in a loose bun. Her pale, smooth complexion and large blue eyes gave her the look of a silent movie star. Orrick had a Southern accent, but it wasn’t like any McCardell had heard, even among her mother’s relatives in Mississippi. Orrick dropped her final r’s when she spoke, and it made McCardell smile to hear her pronounce words such as “Never” as “Nevah.”

McCardell had a lot in common with Orrick. They were both from middle-class families with Southern roots. Each had a rebellious streak. When McCardell was getting into trouble ditching her swim stockings, Orrick had been donning flapper dresses in Florida, where the all-male state legislature had passed a law declaring such dress to be against the decency of the state. Only, Orrick’s life had been touched by tragedy in ways that McCardell’s had not. Orrick’s older sister, Martha, had died of food poisoning a few years earlier. And shortly before arriving at school, she had lost her father to a sudden stroke.

Like McCardell, Orrick had attended an all-women’s college in Florida prior to enrolling in Parsons. She, too, was ready to shed traditional academics for a full-throttle entry into the urbane, sophisticated world of costume design. They were in for a disappointment.



It took less than ten minutes to walk from the club to their school’s headquarters on Broadway and 88th Street. The gray brick Broadway Studio Building commanded the corner of a long city block. Over the street-level shops, large, high-ceilinged rooms flooded with natural light housed the students’ art studios.

McCardell believed she’d be drawing the newest fashions that semester. It was the golden age of fashion illustration, with every magazine, department store, and catalogue company using artists to detail garments. Photography was still a new and expensive art form, and illustration was the dominant medium of communicating the look of clothes.

Now her professor explained that the three-year costume design program began with a study of art techniques and European art history. The primary objective was to help students develop a sense of quality and style. In her excitement to get to New York, McCardell hadn’t appreciated that her first year would largely be a fine arts course.

The school had been founded in 1896 to bring a European sensibility to education in the United States. The current president, Frank Alvah Parsons, was a visionary when it came to professionalizing the arts. He saw the future markets for advertising and graphic and industrial design, and he created, among other things, one of the first courses of study for interior design in the United States. Art, he believed, was not meant for the few; anyone could become a working artist if given the proper training.

The faculty placed a heavy emphasis on European design because it was believed that the United States
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