Clothes Make the Woman: 15 Pounds and Broken Ribs
Blackstone Canal Community Day Celebration 10-4-03 -

[Canal overhead] )
What would your day be like if you were a woman living in Worcester in 18287

Whether you are a wife, a mother, a sister, a daughter, a grandmother, a spinster
aunt, or a mill worker--your father or husband would determine your place in
community life—your status.

You might live in Worcester or on a farm nearby. You might be an immigrant or
native born. The one thing all women had in common was their lack of rights to
be independent.

If you were a farm or a mill woman, you dressed for the job, but still desired to be
“in fashion”.

The male head of your household wanted to be able to pay the mortgage and
rise up to the middle class. The way the females in the household dressed
provided visual proof of his rising status. Whether clerk or master carpenter,
one’s wife displayed their finery. They scrimped and saved to buy dressmaking
materials and trim like ribbons and silk tassels.

The Blackstone Canal brought new excitement and economic opportunities to
town for all classes. Worcester's women were “city-dressed” as opposed to
those who still wore homespun in rural and frontier areas far from transportation
centers. Lower class women depended on hand-me-downs and clothes were
remade again and again trying to keep up with the fashion as best as one could.
No matter what one’s status, a woman always wore a bonnet. For those with
money stores carried bonnets, combs, ribbons, buttons and other accoutrements.
Dressmakers’ and milliners’ (hat) shops were plentiful in the city. These were
two of the few businesses acceptable for a woman to operate.

[Godey's overhead]

Fashions changed over the decades of the canal. Magazines spread the images
of the latest London and Paris fashions like The Ladies’ Magazine and Literary
Gazette or Godey's Lady’s Book. Sarah Hale, editor of Godey’s wrote,

[Emily read]

“We have no American Fashions to exhibit; and in order to have something we
can call our own, we shall instead of explanation of the plate, extracted from the
millinery literature of the foreign magazines, venture to express our humble idea
respecting fashions in general as now adopted by our countrywomen.” (pattern)

The canal was the enterprise of Providence merchants John Brown and Gen.
Edwara Caffingion. Their wives and daughiers were expected to dispiay tneir
rising wealth and status.

They would not have dressed as | am in a Bloomer outfit!
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How did fashion change during the canal years?

1828

By the opening of the canal in 1828, manufactured cotton cloth was cheap
and plentiful for those who could afford it. Machine printed textiles offered
many colors and patterns rather than dull plain colors.

All stitching was still done by hand at home or by a seamstress.

[Emily hold up chemise]

1830s

Cleanliness improved - The state of personal hygiene depended not only
on how often they bathed, but on how frequently they could wash their
shirts and chemises (shifts), the garments that lay closest to their skins
and often worn as nightgowns. (Larkin, 188)

Women were likely to own more than one or two dresses.

Sunday best used to be your newest outfit, but in the city there was a
growing difference between what one wore during the day and evening
wear.

[Emily hold up dress with bags puffing sleeves; Ladies Cabinet qverhead]

By 1835 one wore a short-waisted bodice with medium neckline and full
leg-o-mutton sleeves. Pelerine collar would be larger and secured under
the belt to make the waist look smaller. The skirt would be stiffened at the
hem and 2 or 3 petticoats often made from old skirts held out the skirt.
(pattern)

[Emily hold up corset and broken ribs overhead]

L]

When the waistline settled down to where nature had always intended
after a period of Empire style high waisted dresses in the early 19" ¢,
tight lacing to emphasize it resumed. Drawers, dignified by the name
“pantalettes,” came into general use. (Hartley 28 all until next citation)
Hair was generally dressed away from the face; ringlets replaced tight
curls as the primary style. Ornamental combs helped control the coiffeur.
Wide shoulders brought wide hats that covered all the hair and were often
decorated with plumes, flowers, and frills.

Women continued to wear slippers rather than shoes unless you were a
farm and mill worker.

Bead necklaces, lockets on chains, and small earring are seen in portraits
of the time. Cameo brooches were particularly popular with the “classic”
style of dress.

Little makeup was worn. Blooming cheeks were apt to cause snide
comments.(Hartley 29)

Following Sarah and Angelina Grimké's triumphant anti-slavery speaking
tour of Massachusetts in 1837, Sarah wrote Angelina regarding the
fashions of the day.
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[Emily read]

“The character of woman has been elevated more by participating in the
great moral enterprise of the day—moral reform, anti-Slavery, &c...[While
others are] “freaks of the goddess of fashion, and are not seceded by the
butterflies of the ballroom in their love of curls, artificial flowers,
embroidery and gay apparel. Many a woman will ply her needle with
ceaseless industry, to obtain money to forward a favorite benevolent
scheme, while at the same time she will expend on useless articles of
dress, more than treble the sum of which she procures by the employment
of the needle, and which she might throw into the Lord’s treasury, and
leave herself leisure to cultivate her mind, and to mingle among the poor
and the afflicted more than she ca possibly do now...

"Even those men who are superior to such a childish vanity in
themselves, are, nevertheless, ever ready to encourage it in women.
They know that as long as we submit to be dressed like dolls, we
never can rise to the stations of duty and usefulness from which they
desire to exclude us; and they are willing to grant us paltry
indulgences, which forward their own design of keeping us out of
our appropriate sphere, while they deprive us of essential rights.

To me it appears beneath the dignity of woman to bedeck
herself in gewgaws and trinkets, in ribbons and laves [residue?], to gratify s
the eye of man. “ i -
The 1840s became the period women were more covered up than in any
previous time. (Fischer 20)

¢ Ready-made clothing appeared- democratizing American dress by helping
to eliminate the differences between at-home sewing and the work of “city
tailors and dress makers”. Widespread concern for fashion became part
of the drama of economic acquisition to rise in social class standing.

¢ Leg-of-mutton sleeves disappeared and women's shoulder returned to
their natural shape. Skirts became increasingly wider first with cartridge
pleats for fullness and then flat pleats for more width.

[Emily hold up petticoats from plain to fancy]
The heavy skirts were held out by as many as 6-7 petticoats adding 15
pounds of weight and inches to the waistline.

* The corset became shorter and was pulled tighter to define the waist and
lift the breasts. N Qheat pfodzd f

e Some wore an outer petticoat made of crinoline—a stiff linen and
horsehair fabric gave skirt a bell-like appearance.(Hartley 29)

e Skirts were often equipped with 2 bodices, one for daytime and one for
evening wear. Skirts grew in yardage. With the help of Spencer’s Elias
Howe, who invented the sewing machine (1846), ruffles or flounces could
easily be added to skirts. (Hartley 31)

* Hair became parted down the middle. The poke bonnet started out large,
projecting forward over the face and then became smaller.
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* Stockings remained silk or cotton. Shoes regained a slight heel. Outdoors
women wore elastic sided boots.

¢ Shawls made of fine cashmere wool sold in NY for $350, as much as a
small house. Paisley was more affordable. Knitted shawls were lower
class with homespun wool.

* Jewelry became heavier, with semiprecious stones and floral designs.
Mass production brought them into reach of all but the most impoverished.
No lady left home without her parasol, gloves and a reticule.

True gentility exhibited no visible sign of labor or sun. Freckles were
combated with applications of bleaching buttermilk.

[Emily unpack reticule]

e Reticules carried a handkerchief, a case with visiting cards, a purse with
some money in it and a vial of smelling salts to ward off faintness
occasioned by tightly laced corsets. A fan was needed to fight unladylike
sweat (or flirting by girls)

e Womgn's work in the city and at home was changing a=d Many women
foun fhoons free to participate in benevolent chdrch sewing circles to
mak en’s clothing suitable for attending school or@ther reform work
like temperance,

1848 As the Blackstone Canal clgsed and the railroad dominated
transportation. More free time encouraged women to travel and if they were
willing to face ridicule to pursue their education and independence.

Luckily for us, the safety pin was also invented at this time by Walter Hunt
(1849).

[Emily model hoop]

By 1851 ladies fashion boosted Worcester's economy. Ichabod Washburn, the
nation's largest wire manufacturer, estimated that "the annual consumption of
three thousand tons of steel is required to expand and give prominence to the
ladies' dresses in this country." This lightened the load ladies carried, but
created new problems fitting through doors and into carriages.

Why did women, like me, fight for dress reform?
“You like pain? Try wearing a corset.” Pirates of the Caribbean

DRESS SOMEONE IN AUDIENCE or let them try on corsets and petticoats
over clothes
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[Karen read as closing, but others can stay to try on corsets]
To breathe, or not to breathe; that's the question
Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fashion,

Or to bear the scoffs and ridicule of those
Who despise the Bloomer dresses.
In agony,
No more?—and, by a dress to say we end
The side-ache, and the thousand self-made aches,
Which those are heir to, who, for mere fashion,
Will dress so waspish.
Water-Cure Journal, June 1853 (Fischer 110)
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