colonial women's clothing

The Enduring Style: Exploring Colonial Women's
Clothing

Delving into the world of colonial women's clothing offers a fascinating glimpse into the lives, social
strata, and daily realities of women in early America. Far from a monolithic uniform, the attire of
colonial women was a complex tapestry reflecting influences from Europe, adapted to new
environments, and dictated by social standing, occupation, and region. Understanding colonial
women's clothing is not just about examining fabrics and silhouettes; it's about appreciating the
ingenuity, resourcefulness, and societal expectations that shaped how women presented themselves
centuries ago. From the practicalities of rural life to the burgeoning sophistication of urban centers,
the clothing worn by colonial women tells a compelling story of heritage, innovation, and the enduring
spirit of the era.
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Understanding Colonial Women's Clothing: A Detailed
Look

The study of colonial women's clothing provides a window into the past, revealing much about the
societal norms, economic conditions, and technological advancements of the 17th, 18th, and early
19th centuries in America. The fashion of colonial women was a direct reflection of their European
heritage, primarily British, but also Dutch, French, and German, adapted to the unique challenges and
opportunities of the New World. Factors such as climate, available resources, and the specific needs



of daily life profoundly influenced the designs and practicality of their garments. We will explore the
various layers of clothing, the materials used, the impact of social class, and the subtle regional
differences that characterized colonial women's attire.

The Foundation of Colonial Wardrobes: Undergarments
in Colonial Women's Clothing

The foundation of any colonial woman's ensemble lay in her undergarments, which were crucial for
both modesty and the desired silhouette of the era. These pieces were not mere accessories but
essential components that dictated the drape and appearance of outer garments. The construction
and number of undergarments varied based on social class and the prevailing fashion trends.

The Chemise: The Basic Layer

The chemise, often made of linen or cotton, was the most fundamental undergarment. It was typically
a loose-fitting, knee-length tunic with sleeves, worn directly against the skin. Its primary purpose was
to protect the outer garments from body oils and perspiration, making them easier to wash. The
simplicity of the chemise allowed for relative ease of movement, though its presence was
indispensable for hygiene and comfort.

The Stays (Corset): Shaping the Silhouette

Stays, commonly referred to as a corset, were a defining element of colonial women's clothing,
particularly from the mid-18th century onwards. Made from sturdy fabric, often linen or cotton, and
stiffened with whalebone or reeds, stays were laced tightly to create a conical torso, flatten the chest,
and support the posture. This rigid structure was essential for achieving the fashionable silhouette,
pushing the bust upwards and creating a smooth line for the gown.

The Petticoats: Building Volume and Warmth

Multiple petticoats were worn over the chemise and stays to add volume, warmth, and modesty.
These were essentially skirts, often made of wool, linen, or cotton, and could be quite numerous,
especially in colder climates or for women of higher social standing. The layers of petticoats created
the fullness in the skirt that was characteristic of the period, providing insulation against the chill.

The Bum Roll and Farthingale: Enhancing Skirt Shape

In certain periods, accessories like the bum roll (a padded roll tied around the waist at the back) and
the farthingale (a hoop skirt structure) were used to create a more exaggerated skirt shape. These
were more common in earlier periods or for specific fashionable looks, contributing to the distinctive
silhouettes seen in portraits and fashion plates of colonial women's clothing.



Everyday Attire: Practicality Meets Modesty in Colonial
Women's Clothing

The daily wear of colonial women was characterized by a balance between practicality, dictated by
the demands of household chores and rural life, and the prevailing modesty enforced by societal and
religious norms. The clothing needed to be durable, functional, and suitable for a range of activities,
from tending the garden to spinning yarn.

The Gown (or Bedgown): The Core Garment

The most common outer garment for colonial women was the gown. For working-class women, this
was often a simple, sturdy, ankle-length dress, typically made of linsey-woolsey (a blend of linen and
wool) or homespun linen. These gowns were designed for durability and ease of movement, often
featuring a bodice and a separate skirt that was tied or buttoned together. The bedgown, a shorter,
hip-length version, was popular for everyday wear, especially for working women, and was often
paired with a separate skirt.

The Apron: Protection and Utility

The apron was an indispensable item for nearly all colonial women, regardless of social standing.
Made from linen, cotton, or even wool, aprons served to protect the wearer's dress from dirt, spills,
and wear. They were also practical for carrying small items, wiping hands, or even collecting produce
from the garden. The style and fabric of an apron could subtly indicate a woman's occupation or social
status.

Headwear: Modesty and Practicality

Head coverings were a significant aspect of colonial women's clothing, worn by married women and
often by younger women as well. Caps, made of linen or cotton, were common for everyday wear,
providing warmth and keeping hair tidy during chores. More elaborate bonnets, often made of straw
or fabric, were worn outdoors for protection from the sun and as a fashion statement.

Footwear: Simple and Functional

Footwear in colonial America was generally simple and functional. Shoes were typically made of
leather, with low heels and a buckle closure. Many women, especially those in rural areas or engaged
in fieldwork, would go barefoot or wear simple leather shoes or clogs. Stockings, often made of wool
or linen, were also a common part of the ensemble.

The Influence of Social Status on Colonial Women's



Dress

Social standing played a paramount role in dictating the quality of fabrics, the complexity of design,
and the sheer volume of clothing available to colonial women. The outward appearance was a clear
indicator of wealth, occupation, and social hierarchy.

The Gentry and Affluent Classes

Women of the gentry and affluent merchant classes enjoyed access to imported fabrics like silk, satin,
velvet, and fine linen. Their gowns were more elaborate in design, featuring intricate embroidery, lace
trim, and more voluminous silhouettes. They could afford a larger wardrobe, with distinct outfits for
different occasions. The quality of their undergarments was also superior, with finer linens and more
expertly constructed stays. These women were often the trendsetters, emulating European fashions.

The Middle Class

The middle class, comprising merchants, skilled artisans, and prosperous farmers, had clothing made
from good quality homespun or imported fabrics like cotton and linen. Their garments were well-made
and fashionable but less ostentatious than those of the gentry. They would likely own several good-
quality gowns and a selection of serviceable everyday wear. Their clothing reflected a desire for
respectability and adherence to contemporary styles.

The Working Class and Enslaved Women

Women of the working class, including indentured servants and enslaved African women, had the
most limited wardrobes, typically consisting of simple, durable garments made from coarse wool,
linen, or linsey-woolsey. Their clothing was often patched and mended, reflecting the harsh realities of
their labor. Functionality and durability were prioritized over fashion. While some enslaved women
may have had opportunities to acquire or make more decorative items, their everyday attire was
primarily utilitarian.

Regional Variations in Colonial Women's Clothing

While there were overarching trends in colonial women's clothing, regional differences emerged due
to varying climates, available resources, cultural influences, and economic development. These
variations subtly shaped the practicality and style of their attire.

New England Colonial Women's Clothing

The colder climate of New England necessitated warmer clothing. Wool was a dominant fabric, and
layers of petticoats and sturdy woolen gowns were common. Practicality was key, with women often
engaged in demanding domestic tasks. Homespun fabrics were prevalent, though imported textiles



were available to those who could afford them. The Puritan influence also contributed to a more
modest and less flamboyant style of dress.

Mid-Atlantic Colonies: A Mix of Influences

The Mid-Atlantic colonies, with their diverse populations (English, Dutch, German, etc.), exhibited a
broader range of fashion influences. Philadelphia, New York, and Baltimore were growing port cities,
facilitating access to imported textiles and fashions from Europe. While practical attire was still
essential, there was a greater adoption of more elaborate styles among the urban upper classes.
Linen and cotton were widely used, alongside wool.

Southern Colonies: Climate and Social Structure

The warmer climate of the Southern colonies meant lighter fabrics were favored. Cotton and linen
were widely used, and lighter weight woolens were acceptable. The plantation economy also meant
that while enslaved women performed much of the domestic labor and textile production, the
mistress of the house could afford more luxurious imported fabrics and fashionable garments, often
made by enslaved seamstresses. The social hierarchy was very pronounced, and clothing was a
significant marker of status.

Special Occasions and Formal Wear in Colonial
Women's Clothing

Beyond everyday attire, colonial women possessed distinct clothing for formal occasions, religious
services, and significant social events. These garments were designed to impress and adhere to the
specific etiquette of the time.

The Formal Gown

For balls, assemblies, weddings, and important social gatherings, women of means would wear their
finest gowns. These were typically made of expensive imported fabrics like silk, satin, damask, and
brocade, often in richer colors and adorned with elaborate embroidery, lace, and ribbon. The
silhouette for these gowns would be the most fashionable of the period, often featuring fuller skirts
supported by hoops or panniers, and more décolleté necklines than everyday wear.

Accessories for Formal Occasions

The ensemble was completed with carefully chosen accessories. Fine linen or cotton kerchiefs or
fichus were worn to fill in low necklines for modesty or warmth. Imported lace was used for collars,
cuffs, and trimmings. Delicate kid leather gloves, fans, and embroidered purses were also common
accoutrements. Jewelry, such as lockets, brooches, and pearl necklaces, further enhanced the display
of wealth and status.



Religious Attire

For church services, women were expected to dress modestly and respectfully. This often meant
wearing their best day dresses or slightly more formal gowns, with head coverings such as caps or
bonnets. The emphasis was on presenting oneself with dignity and adhering to religious decorum.

Materials and Manufacturing of Colonial Women's
Garments

The availability and quality of materials were central to the creation of colonial women's clothing, with
much of it being produced domestically through diligent effort.

Natural Fibers: The Backbone of Colonial Textiles

The primary fibers used were natural: flax for linen, sheep's wool for woolen fabrics, and later, cotton.
Silk was a luxury imported from Europe and Asia. Linen was prized for its coolness and durability,
making it ideal for undergarments and summer clothing. Wool provided warmth and was versatile,
used for everything from sturdy outerwear to finer dress fabrics. Cotton, though initially less common
and often imported, became increasingly important, especially as American production grew.

Homespun vs. Imported Textiles

A significant portion of colonial textiles was homespun, meaning it was processed and woven at home
or by local artisans. Women were central to this process, spinning thread and often weaving fabric.
This homespun material was generally coarser than imported fabrics. Imported textiles, such as fine
linens from Ireland, woolens from England, and silks from various sources, were available to the
wealthier classes and were highly prized for their quality and fashionability.

Sewing and Construction

All colonial clothing was hand-sewn. Women were skilled in needlework, and the construction of
garments required considerable time and effort. Tailors and seamstresses also existed, particularly in
urban centers, offering their services to those who could afford them. The techniques used were
traditional, passed down through generations.

The Evolution of Colonial Women's Fashion

Colonial fashion was not static; it evolved throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, influenced by
changing trends in Europe, particularly England and France, as well as the developing identity of
America.



Early Colonial Period (17th Century)

In the early years of colonization, clothing styles were generally more restrained and practical,
reflecting the hardships of settlement. Styles were heavily influenced by Elizabethan and Jacobean
fashion, featuring high necklines, full skirts, and simple silhouettes. The focus was on durability and
functionality.

Georgian Era Fashion (18th Century)

The 18th century saw a significant shift towards more elaborate and fashionable attire, particularly as
the colonies grew in wealth and population. Silhouettes became more pronounced with the use of
stays, hoops, and panniers. Necklines lowered, sleeves became more fitted, and fabrics became
richer. Styles like the Robe a la Francaise and later the Robe a I'Anglaise, popular in Europe, were
adopted by the colonial elite. Accessories became more elaborate, and fashion plates from London
and Paris were closely followed.

Pre-Revolutionary and Revolutionary Period

Leading up to and during the American Revolution, there was a conscious effort by some to promote
American-made goods and eschew British imports. This sometimes translated into a preference for
homespun fabrics and simpler styles, as a political statement. However, fashion continued to evolve,
and the desire for stylish clothing persisted.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Colonial Women's
Clothing

The exploration of colonial women's clothing reveals a multifaceted and dynamic aspect of early
American history. The garments worn by women of this era were not merely functional but served as
profound indicators of social status, economic realities, regional influences, and evolving fashion
sensibilities. From the essential undergarments that shaped the silhouette to the practical everyday
wear and the opulent attire for special occasions, each piece of colonial women's clothing tells a story
of resilience, resourcefulness, and the complex social fabric of the time. The careful selection of
materials, the meticulous hand-stitching, and the adherence to or defiance of prevailing styles all
contributed to the rich tapestry of colonial women's lives, leaving an enduring legacy that continues
to fascinate and inform us today about the historical context and daily existence of women in early
America.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the primary materials used in colonial women's



clothing?

Colonial women's clothing primarily utilized natural fibers like linen, wool, and cotton. Silk was also
used for more elaborate garments, especially by wealthier women. Homegrown flax was processed
into linen, and sheep provided wool. Cotton, though less common and often imported initially, grew in
popularity over time.

How did social class influence the clothing worn by colonial
women?

Social class significantly dictated the materials, complexity, and embellishments of colonial women's
clothing. Wealthier women could afford finer fabrics like silk and velvet, imported lace, and intricate
embroidery. Poorer women and those in lower social strata wore simpler, more durable garments
made from homespun linen and wool, often with fewer layers and less decoration.

What were the essential undergarments for colonial women?

Essential undergarments included a linen shift (a chemise), which served as a basic layer against the
skin. Stays (corsets) made of boning and stiffened fabric were worn to shape the torso and support
the figure. Petticoats, also made of various fabrics, were worn over the shift and stays for warmth,
modesty, and to create the desired silhouette.

How did practical needs like labor affect colonial women's
fashion?

Practicality was a key consideration, especially for women involved in manual labor. Their clothing
was designed for movement and durability. Skirts were often shorter or could be hitched up for ease
of walking or working. Simpler, less restrictive styles were favored by women who spent their days
managing households, farms, or businesses.

What role did headwear play in colonial women's attire?

Headwear was a crucial component of a colonial woman's ensemble, serving purposes of modesty,
warmth, and social signaling. Married women and those of respectable standing were expected to
cover their hair, wearing linen or cotton caps indoors and bonnets or hoods outdoors. The style and
material of headwear could also indicate social status.

Were there distinct fashion differences between regions in
the American colonies?

Yes, regional differences existed due to varying climates, available resources, and cultural influences.
For instance, women in warmer southern colonies might favor lighter fabrics like linen and cotton
earlier than those in the colder northern colonies, who relied more heavily on wool. Proximity to ports
also meant that women in port cities like Boston or Philadelphia had quicker access to the latest
European fashion trends.



Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to colonial women's clothing, each with a short description:

1.

Threads of Empire: Fashion and Identity in Colonial America

This book explores the intricate relationship between clothing and the construction of identity for
women living in colonial America. It delves into how imported fashions from Britain intersected with
local materials and styles, reflecting social status, economic standing, and evolving cultural
affiliations. The author examines the practicalities of dressmaking, the symbolism embedded in
specific garments, and the ways women used their attire to navigate the complexities of colonial
society.

2.

The Gentlewoman's Wardrobe: Dressing for Status in the 18th
Century

Focusing on the elite and middling classes, this title investigates the meticulously curated wardrobes
of colonial gentlewomen. It details the layers of undergarments, the fabrics chosen, the silhouettes
dictated by fashion, and the accessories that completed an ensemble. The book highlights how
clothing was a powerful tool for projecting respectability, demonstrating taste, and reinforcing social
hierarchies in the colonial era.

Plain and Fancy: Dress and Daily Life for Colonial Women

This work provides a comprehensive look at the diverse range of clothing worn by colonial women
across different social strata and geographical regions. It contrasts the more functional and modest
attire of rural and lower-class women with the elaborate fashions adopted by their urban and
wealthier counterparts. The book offers insights into the materials, construction techniques, and the
practical considerations of dressing for everyday activities in colonial life.

4,

From Homespun to Silk: Textiles and Dress in Colonial
Households

This book examines the production, trade, and consumption of textiles as they related to women's
clothing in colonial times. It traces the journey of materials from raw fibers, often processed and spun
at home by women, to finished garments. The title explores the economic impact of textile production
on colonial economies and how access to different fabrics signaled wealth and connection to global
trade networks.



The Silhouette of Subservience: Fashion and Gender Roles in
the Colonies

This title offers a critical perspective on how colonial fashion reinforced prevailing gender roles and
societal expectations for women. It analyzes how restrictive garments, elaborate hairstyles, and the
emphasis on presentation shaped women's public and private lives. The book discusses the subtle
ways women resisted or adapted these sartorial dictates to express their agency within patriarchal
structures.

6.

Embroidered Aspirations: Needlework and Female
Craftsmanship in the Colonies

This book highlights the significant role of needlework, including embroidery, in the lives of colonial
women. It explores how these skills were not only essential for creating and mending clothing but also
served as a form of artistic expression and a marker of feminine accomplishment. The title examines
the themes and motifs found in colonial needlework, revealing personal stories and cultural values
embedded in the stitches.

7.

Practicalities of the Petticoat: Dress and Labor in Colonial
America

This work delves into the utilitarian aspects of colonial women's clothing, particularly focusing on how
dress supported their diverse labor roles. It examines the garments worn by women in various
occupations, from domestic servants and farm laborers to shopkeepers and artisans. The book
considers the durability, comfort, and adaptability of clothing needed for demanding physical tasks.

8.

Rebel Threads: Fashion and Resistance in the American
Revolution

This compelling title investigates how clothing became a site of political statement and resistance
during the American Revolution. It explores the boycotts of British textiles, the promotion of
homespun, and the ways women used their dress to signal patriotic sentiment. The book illustrates
how fashion choices could be a powerful, albeit often subtle, act of defiance against imperial control.

9.

Beyond the Bodice: Undergarments and the Foundation of
Colonial Fashion

This specialized book focuses on the often-overlooked undergarments that formed the essential
foundation of colonial women's attire. It details the construction and function of chemises, stays
(corsets), petticoats, and other foundational garments. The title explains how these underlayers
shaped the external silhouette, influenced comfort and posture, and were integral to achieving the



fashionable look of the period.
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