Clothing and Garments of the 1830’s

The clothing available during the 1830’s was wide and varied.  There was a large amount of ready-made clothing available to purchase in dry good stores and at retail outlets.

During this period, only one out of every twelve people lived in an urban area and most urban areas had a population of less than three thousand people.   Approximately  2/3 of the population engaged in agriculture of some type, with only 1/3 of the population working in transportation or manufacturing.    

William Kirkman, Henry Yeakle and John M Richter were all tailors in Springfield, working near the square (later to become the old state capital.)   These tailors all advertised their ability to produce the latest New York fashions within 3 months of their being available in New York.

In New Salem, Sam Hill was selling the same types of items that were being sold in Springfield and St. Louis.  Hill, along with other nearby stores, was also selling patterns for clothing.  He listed a few patterns in his 1833 sales register.  Another merchant, James and Coy of St. Louis, listed the following as having been sold in his store in November of 1820: padding for coats; vest patterns; patterns for coats and trousers.

Even though class structure was not as restrictive as it was in Europe, it still existed.  The lower class made up the largest part of the population, around 80%. With the Industrial Revolution in full swing cloth could be manufactured cheaper and easier, making it cheaper to purchase; however the labor to make the garments was still costly.   It wasn’t until the Civil War that garments really became mass-produced with the advent of the sewing machine.   Because cloth could then be made cheaper and quicker the garment makers in the 1830’s devised the idea of piecework.    Individuals with little skill would be given simple tasks to perform on the garments, such as sewing the backs together, and this would be their job for 10-14 hours each day.  Because   ready-made garments were now manufactured, the common man obtains the same cut of clothing as the Gentleman, but not the same fit.  The garments were made in small, medium, large and x-large with wide seam allowances.  This would make the garments easy to alter if necessary.  I would gather that most people who purchased this ready-made type of clothing were less much interested in fit and more concerned with clothing that would wear well.

Fifty years prior, class was a matter of money, but with the rise of the common man, money became less of a factor.   The masses were now in high office- Andrew Jackson, for example.  David Crocket, who typifies the common man of the period, commented that he was at home in the woods where no upper class was present, and the gathering of wealth meant nothing.

Crockett like others in his time was a very complex person throughout his entire life he strived to gain wealth but never achieved it.

The following is a reconstruction of the lower class wardrobe.   This would include men such as William Berry, Abraham Lincoln and Jacob Miller.

4-6 work shirts- with a button placket pull over in either brown muslin, checked, or striped

3-4 dress shirts- cotton or linen striped or checked body with a linen or cotton front insert, cuffs, collar and bosom.   Or the shirt could be full white

2-4 trousers- made of jean cloth for heavy work, Linen, Wool Broadcloth

1 pair of overalls of jean cloth- wool cotton or cotton linen jean

2-3 vest- of cotton, jean, vesting silk with velvet collar

4-5 stocks or cravats- of linen or printed cotton

1 pair of brogans

1 pair of shoes

4-6 pairs of drawers- linen, cotton, wool flannel

3-5 pairs of socks- cotton or wool

1 hat either top hat or round crowned flat hat

1 pair of gloves- wool or leather

1 overcoat

2 coatees- jean cloth linen cassinet

1 roundabout

The following is a reconstruction of clothing for the middle class, such as Mr. Sam Hill would have worn.

1 Top hat of fur felt or beaver fur

1 overcoat

4-6 frock coats

1-2 tailcoats

6-10 vest- of cotton, wool, silk or silk with velvet collar

2 coatee- of jean linen or cassinet

Maybe 1 suit of silk for formal wear

4-6 pair of trousers- wool, jean cloth, cotton drill nankeen, broadcloth

10-15 cravats- cotton print or silk

2-3 pairs of shoes

1 pair of pumps for dress

2-4 silk handkerchiefs

1 pair of riding boots

6-10 dress shirts- linen or cotton, with linen, collar, cuffs, and bosom

4-5 working shirts

6-10 pair of drawers- cotton, wool, wool flannel

5-10 pair of socks- wool or cotton

2 pair of leather kid gloves

1 watch and chain

1 walking stick

The following are actual eyewitness accounts of clothing worn in the 1830’s.   Eliza Farnham, who traveled to Illinois in 1836 from the state of New York, wrote about various people she encountered on her journey.  The   captain of the steamboat Banner wore lemon colored gloves with off- white linen pantaloons, a satin cravat, pumps and hose.  One of the firemen who needed the Captain’s help was wearing a red calico shirt that she described as being as dark as his face was from the coal dust and dirt in the engine room.

A passenger named Jersey wore a coarse snuff colored suit of homespun and a large, white, bell crowned top hat,  “his cravat was dark blue with copper colored figures.”  Another passenger from Indiana was wearing a red flannel shirt with a collar of the same color and a cotton handkerchief tied around his neck for a cravat.  On his head he wore a fur hat with jean cloth trousers stuffed into his boots.  When Eliza arrived at Pekin, Illinois, she waited in a local tavern for her brother Hal, who was traveling with her.  As she waited she   noticed that tobacco juice was on every where.   “Every beam and board of which was saturated with the juices and fumes of tobacco.”  She goes on further to state, “It was impossible to set foot out door, for the mud mounting halfway to the tops of men’s boots.”

Farnham traveled overland in a wagon with Hal to her sister’s home near present day Morton, Illinois.  Her first contact with Mary’s (sister) neighbors was startling,  “her carriage was lady like and both her dress and manner indicated that she was an emigrant from the east.  The waist was short and the long skirt fell in narrow perpendicular folds to the feet.  The sleeves were confined to the long, slender arm halfway above the elbow and thence enlarged a trifle to the shoulder.  A neat square collar of spotted muslin surrounded the neck.  The cap was equally plain.”  It would seem that this lady was wearing a dress in the style of mid 1820’s; not really the cutting edge of fashion, but a work dress.

Later that day Eliza met her sister at her home, Prairie Lodge. One of the first things Eliza notices is that Mary is not wearing a day cap and has no gloves on.  Mary only wore her husband’s flat hat out when working outside and Eliza  told Mary that she could be mistaken for an Indian.

When Eliza and Mary visited neighbors a few days later, upon walking into the log home Eliza  noticed tea kettles by the fireplace along with a Patten tin oven.  Mary and her sister were invited to stay for afternoon tea.  Upon sitting down the table was covered with a cloth and then various dishes of random color, size and age were put on.  The lady of the house walked over and stoked the fire with dried cow chips.

In June of 1836 Mary and her family, along with Eliza, traveled to Washington, Illinois, 10 miles to the northeast their home.  The   circus was in town and Eliza again writes about the people she meets at the circus. “Here were garments whose age must have exceeded that of their wearer:  bonnets of a fashion which must have prevailed in the last century.  There was one young girl barefoot, her head covered with an antique Leghorn trimmed with black and projecting enormously over her face.  Her dress was of silk-it was the color of apple-treebark, old soap and sole leather.  The waist was too short to let her arms fall into their natural position.”

 “Another lady of more mature years sported a pair of cream color shoes with the hose which nature had given her- a coarse red and black calico dress- a silk apron of mazarine and black crape of the same material-On her head was a pink sun bonnet with a square frill which covered her shoulders-a pair of green cotton gloves” (on her hands).   Farnham comments often of the men wearing large amounts of clothing made of jean cloth.  “He was  middle age with Dark Hair-He was clad in a blue jeans coat and pantaloons of the same.” After seeing her numerous comments about jean cloth garments you could gather that it wasn’t as common in the state of New York as it was in the south or in the Midwest. 

As the circus gets started, one of Mary’s close neighbors sits down next to Eliza and tells her how smart she thought Mary was and what a great neighbor she is.  Eliza goes on to describe her, “The forehead was surrounded with short hair, which had in former times been black, but was now iron grey.  A very wide but seat cap border hung over it, and the whole was surmounted by a capacious sugar load Navarino scoop-mottled with bluish grey spots, that corresponded well with the lead colored ribbon that fastened it.  The crown mounted from the back of the neck, in a cone, to the height of half a yard and the ribbon climbed over this holding loosely in its place a circular piece of paste board, which supplied the absence of the original top-dipped in a black dye- for ink must have been a rare article.  Her shoulders were covered with a small black shawl, and a blue and white cotton handkerchief supplied the place of a cravat.”

 On the way home Mary was talking to Eliza about some of the people Eliza spoken with and had been introduced to.  Mary stated that when you have lived out here in Illinois where fashion doesn’t really matter as much as it does back east, you look beyond their clothing and appreciate their spirit.  So it would seem at this time in the eastern United States if you were high class the clothes made the man or woman, but in Illinois the clothes don’t always tell who or what the person does.

One of the last texts that we have of Eliza is when she moves away from her sister and boards with a Quaker family.  Since she was raised as a Quaker she was cheered by the prospect but upon entering their home she found something different, as she describes:  “he has on neither coat nor waistcoat, the whole of his simple garb being made up of-a pair of pantaloons, and a muslin shirt of very doubtful hue.”  Eliza walks further into the house and sees an Indian rubber tablecloth with a small figure pattern on it. Around the corner into the kitchen she meets the lady of the house, “Her hair is drawn tightly back from the forehead, leaving the grey temple entirely uncovered and fastened behind in a most slatternly twist with a small white comb.  She is clad in dark blue calico made very short in the waist and very narrow in the skirt.  A small collar of another color, finished at the neck in a rectangular collar-but a broad flat foot partially clad in a home knit stocking of brown linen.  The heel of both have long since got leave of absence.”

Eliza sits down to discuss her lodging with the landlady, whereupon the lady’s daughters come out and look over Farnham’s white dress and were amazed by it.  The girls looked and lifted her skirt and exclaimed in a half whisper to the other “She’s got on new Stockins!”

A few years later in 1841, an Englishman named William Oliver traveled to America and wrote about what he saw. “Groups of wild looking men with long hair spread over their shoulder and clad in home spun coats and trousers of Dutch build.”   What Oliver is referring to is the cut of the trousers.   At this time most men were starting to wear fly front trousers, but these men were still wearing the old style front fall trousers.  One other observation that he made was about the manufacture of cloth in the Midwest.  “Spinning wheels and looms are very general items in a farmers establishment, the principal manufacture is a sort of light cloth called jane (jean) of which the warp is formed of cotton.”

David Crocket, who we all know as the U.S. congressman who died at the Alamo in Texas, was noticed many times when he first was elected to the Tenn. House of Representatives as wearing suits made of jean cloth, but when he was elected to the U.S. Congress he switched to finer made clothing that was more liking to a gentleman, and that is how he is portrayed in several paintings.

When Abraham Lincoln was first sighted at New Salem it was noted that he was wearing trousers made of blue jean cloth and a striped white and blue cotton shirt.  On his head he wore a buckeye chip hat (a type of straw).   In August of 1832 he returned to New Salem after being engaged in the Black Hawk War.  He was planning on running for state representative, so he quickly went out to the countryside to do his speechifying. A.Y. Ellis describes how Lincoln was dressed “He wore a mixed jean coat, claw hammer (describes the collar) style- and bobtail-in fact it was so short in the tail he could not sit on it: flax and town linen pantaloon, and straw hat, I think he wore a vest, but I do not remember how it looked.”  Many who have read this description have taken it to mean that Lincoln was wearing a coat that was too small.  However, I believe it is more likely that he was wearing a coatee that was store bought.  (A coat akin to the tailcoat, but with short tails (bobtail).

In the Work Womans Guide, written in 1838, the author (who never identifies herself) states that,  “The patterns, which comprise all the necessary parts of clothing in great variety, to suit both the rich and poor, have been some years in collecting, and are give as the most general approved shapes and sizes in present use.”  Since the book was published in 1838 and the author stated that it took several years to put together,  a date of 1834-1835 would not be out of the question.  This would be perfect for our use at New Salem. as it encompasses our time frame and crosses classes.

The last reference that we look at will be the book Hints on Etiquette and the Usages of Society, written in 1836.  The book was written for the rising middle classes who were one-day shopkeepers, and the next   merchants. Their manner and customs usually don’t keep pace with their growth up the social ladder.  This is written from the standpoint of an upper classman telling his plebs how to act in public and private company.  The following is an article on dressing. “It is in bad taste to dress in the extreme of fashion: and, in general those only do so who have not other claim to distinction-Men often think when they wear a fashionably cut coat, and embroidered waistcoat, with a profusion of chains and other trinkets, that they are well dressed. -The grand points are well made shoes, clean gloves, a white pocket-handkerchief and above all, an easy graceful deportment. Fashion and gentility are very distinct things-for which reason, people really of the highest rank, are to proud to become martyrs to any prevailing mode.” One can take from this that class is defined more by how a person carries himself, and an over dressed peacock would merely stand out as a fool, or what we today call a “fashion victim.”

The following is a listing of the cloth or garments you could purchase in New Salem, Springfield, St. Louis   or The Lead District.

Superfine- blue, black, olive, green, mixed broadcloth

Cassimere-blue, black, brown and mixed drab

Marseilles vesting

Angola cassimere

Cotton cassimere

French drill

Scotch drill

Linen drill

Seersucker

Lawn

Birds eye diaper

German diaper

Silk hose

Cotton hose

White half hose

Socks

German hose

Mixed half hose

Black worsted hose

Thread- different colors

Bed ticking

Book muslin

Gingham- colored

Calico blue calico

Caroline stripes

Plain muslin

Figured muslin

Black gro de nap

Changeable gro de nap

Super Italian lusting

Sin chin silk

Plaid bombazette

Fancy figured colored bombazette

Hair stocks

Fancy cravats

Suspenders

Cloaks of brown, purple, green

Single cloaks

Double cloaks

Linen handkerchiefs

Cambric handkerchiefs

Black Italian cravats

Cassinets (sassinetts)

Flannel in red, blue, yellow, white, and green

Brown shirting

Bleached shirting

Leghorn bonnets

Dunstable bonnets

Navarion bonnets

Diamond straw bonnets

Men, Ladies and children Morocco leather shoes and pumps

Wool hats

Fur hats

Seal skin hats

Overcoats 

Coats

Coatee

Pantaloons in linen or cloth

Vest

Double-breasted vests

Single-breasted vest

Shirts

Stocks

 Bosoms

Shawls of merino

Shawls of cotton

Plaid shawls

Drab feafought pea coats

Pilot coat 

Monkey jacket

Roundabouts

Rose blankets

Roundabouts of Kentucky jean, cassinet, and gray mixed

Point blankets

Gloves

Indigo blue cotton

Fancy plaid cotton

Linen cambric

Watch and belt ribbon

Vest patterns

Padding for coats

Coat patterns in 1820

Trouser and pantaloon patterns

Black silk

Blue silk

Fancy Naples silk

Italian silk

Blue nankeen

Yellow nankeen

Brown sheeting

Bleaching sheeting

Russian sheeting

French linen

Osnaburgh

Black lustering

Imitation blustering

Irish linen

Tailcoats in blue, black, brown, olive,

Frockcoats in blue, black, brown, olive

Coatee in merino, cassimere bombazette

Pantaloons in blue, black, brown, drab, olive cloth

Pantaloons in linen, merino, nankeen, French linen

Hats in white, black, palm leaf

White jean cloth

Striped jean cloth

Jean cloth

Coating

Kentucky jean

Crape in black, white, green, pink,

Parasols

Umbrellas

Cotton tablecloths

Linen tablecloths

Oilcloth tablecloths

Shirts collars

Gilt coat and vest buttons

Lustering buttons

Peal buttons

Bone buttons

Brogans (work boots)

Satin

Striped pants

Common muslin shirts with linen bosoms
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