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Frontispiece: Claire Mashford, on the left, wears a red linen formal day dress with yellow box-pleated trim on the yoke and cuffs (made by Harriet Martin). Georgina Hoare, in the middle, wears a duck-egg, wool-crêpe cocktail dress. The peplum has contrast binding and the dress has been decorated with contrast-lace appliqué (made by Paige McCarthy). Katherine Gibbs, on the right, wears a baby-pink cotton, pin-tucked blouse with contrast binding and buttons. Her skirt is made in a bottle-green linen with an inverted pleat at the front and back (made by Ruth Doulgeris). Photograph by Alex Magill.
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Chapter 1


Women’s Dress in the 1940s



	1








The 1940s is an iconic period of women’s dress history, with the familiar square shoulders, crêpe tea dresses and seamed stockings paired with red lips, victory curls and head scarves. However, the manner in which people dress from one decade to the next is not just an individual choice, it is continually influenced by social, technological, political and economic change. The 1940s is a unique and fascinating period of dress history, because those influences are so marked in garments of that time. This is predominantly due to wartime adversity and austerity, but also a result of government directives that dictated production methods and consumption patterns.
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Poppy Wright, on the left, wears a cerulean blue wool day dress with contrast red lining, top stitching and buckle (made by Nicole Cuddihy). Alexandra Cooper, on the right, wears a printed ochre cotton lawn blouse with bound neckline and cuffs in navy. Her grey wool skirt has inverted pleats front and back (made by Elizabeth Webb).




How the Book Can Be Used


The interest in vintage clothing is evergrowing, with a plethora of vintage festivals and revival events to dress up for and attend throughout the year. However, the availability and quality of 1940s garments is somewhat limited, since everyday items would generally have been worn until they were no longer serviceable and the sizing is often very small. This is perhaps the reason why the vintage market is becoming flooded with reproduction garments and home dressmaking is increasingly popular, utilizing soughtafter vintage sewing patterns.


The aim of this book is to provide patterns and detailed instructions with step-by-step photographs for making reproduction 1940s garments using period techniques. Key design and construction details of the decade have been determined through the examination of garments from various museum collections, sewing patterns, needlework books, contemporaneous photographs, magazine articles and illustrations. It is hoped that this book will appeal to costume designers, interpreters, teachers and students; fashion designers and students; dress historians; amateur dramatic groups; historic revival and re-enactment participants, home dressmakers and those with a general interest in vintage dress. The book can also be used to supplement the instructions provided in vintage sewing patterns and provides basic advice on pattern adaptation.


The Second World War


The Second World War imposed many changes on British civilian life in the early 1940s. As well as conscripting men and women into the services to serve and protect Britain and its allies, war demanded that all non-essential industry be concentrated in order to clear factory space and labour for essential war work. Consequently, the government was forced to take economizing measures to reduce production and consumption of goods for the home market, including clothing. Orders and directives initiated by the Board of Trade, such as the Utility scheme, austerity regulations and clothes rationing, severely affected consumer-buying habits. Civilians were provided with sixty-six coupons in 1941, which could barely supply a woman with a coat, skirt, jacket, blouse, nightdress, stockings and a few pairs of underwear for an entire year (for example, a coat was worth fourteen coupons; a skirt seven and a blouse five, regardless of its monetary value).
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A model stands on a Bloomsbury rooftop, holding onto wire railings as she leans slightly backwards, to show off her pale blue and black wool Utility Atrima dress costing eleven coupons (1943). (© Imperial War Museums [D 14844])




The Utility scheme was devised by the Board of Trade to make the best use of scarce materials and labour in the manufacture of textile items. Utility clothing (bearing the CC41 label) was made from Utility cloth, which was produced to strict specifications drawn up by the British Standards Institute. A range of cloths were manufactured in a variety of qualities to suit every pocket. The scheme was successful and continued until 1952, as the garments were usually good value and durable. Regulated standard sizing was also developed by the British Standards Institute in this decade, as standard sizes had previously been devised independently and unsystematically by manufacturers.


Austerity regulations were imposed in 1942. These dictated the simplification of clothing manufacture for Utility and non-Utility goods. For example, the number of seams and buttons used in garments was restricted and decoration was eliminated. Some garments, such as waistcoats, were abolished and certain style features, such as double-breasted jackets and turn-up trousers, were not permitted.
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Woman’s suit of jacket and skirt in flecked pale and navy blue wool from The Utility Collection, designed by Victor Stiebel. Steibel was part of INCSOC and was clearly inspired by military battle dress of the period, which is reflected in the cut of the jacket. The jacket complies to the austerity regulations, as it only has two pockets and three buttons. (© Victoria and Albert Museum, London)
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Day dress, by Edward Molyneux. London, England, 1943. Molyneux was also part of INCSOC. The dress follows austerity regulations, as the bodice features only three buttons and the skirt has rows of alternating pin tucks on the waistline to add fullness, using minimal fabric. (© Victoria and Albert Museum, London)




Although the government sought to simplify clothing and ban frivolous items, it also recognized the benefit of fashion as a morale booster. In order to encourage the public to buy Utility clothing, the Board of Trade announced the Couturier scheme, which invited the Incorporated Society of London Fashion Designers (INCSOC) to design a range of Utility patterns to be supplied to manufacturers (the range of prototype garments are held at the Victoria and Albert Museum).
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Gwendoline Stevens, October 1948. Ms Stevens has beautifully coiffed hair and wears a dress with piped detail and a rouleau bow.




Despite the severe restrictions on buying habits, women found ways to remain fashionable and feminine, even though many of them took on traditionally male employment roles requiring durable, practical clothing. Women continued to style their hair and wear make-up (even though this was often in short supply); hats were unrationed and a ‘Beauty as Duty’ campaign was launched by the government to try to boost morale.


Home dressmaking was popular, as it enabled women to make styles of dress that were not restricted by the government, such as evening dress (see Chapter 7). Women participated in ‘make-do and mend’ classes to learn how to repair and re-use garments. A popular idea was to re-cut a woman’s suit from a man’s suit by unpicking it and re-using the fabric. Vestees (or dickies) were popular, as they could be worn in place of a blouse and used less fabric. They could also be used to replace worn dress fronts.
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Weldon’s sewing pattern for collars and vestees. These were worn under jumpers and jackets to mimic blouses, but required less fabric, and thus coupons, to make. Instructions are provided in this pattern for replacing worn dress fronts with a vestee. (© Time Inc. (UK) Ltd)




However, fabric was also rationed and a high purchase tax was placed on sewing patterns to deter their use. Professional dressmakers and tailors had to abide by the austerity regulations and reminders were printed on sewing patterns, with fines issued for noncompliance. Conversely, purchase tax was removed from Utility goods to encourage the acquisition of these items.
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Butterick sewing pattern for a day dress. The price is printed on the front of the pattern, with the instruction to add purchase tax. A wartime warning is also printed on the reverse of the pattern: ‘Professional dressmakers are reminded that they must comply with the making of civilian clothing (restriction) orders’. (Courtesy of the Arts University Bournemouth Costume department. © Butterick ® B2986 Image courtesy of the McCall Pattern Company copyright @2015)




Wedding attire was also adapted to fit the wartime climate. Women were often married in suits and dresses that could be worn again rather than the traditional white wedding dress, which was hard to come by since silk was strictly limited in Great Britain during the war, as it was essential for parachute-making. Older family members would often donate coupons to younger relatives to help them purchase their wedding dress or trousseau.
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A wartime wedding couple. The bride wears a smart, embroidered dress with exaggerated shoulder pads, while the groom wears his RAF Corporal uniform.




In contrast, American civilian dress was unrationed (except for shoes), but was affected by L-85 regulations, which were similarly introduced to save labour and materials. The regulations were comparable to those in Great Britain, but there were differences. For example, the number of patch pockets on a blouse was limited to one in both countries, but the USA set maximum lengths for dresses and maximum sweeps for skirt and dress hems, which the austerity regulations did not. However, maximum jacket lengths, sleeve-cuff widths and trouser-hem widths were specified.


After hostilities ceased in 1945, the austere conditions in Britain persisted and the manufacture and sale of clothing continued to be limited. Consequently, clothes rationing lasted until 1949. When Christian Dior launched his controversial ‘New Look’ in 1947, the shape and silhouette of dress began to change. A nipped-in waist with fuller bust and hips became de rigeur, as the decade came to an end.
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A mid-to late-1940s, handmade, American cocktail dress in a printed silk. The dress is cut on the bias, with a draped skirt and an elaborate bow at the waist.
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Detail of the front drape and bow of the cocktail dress.






[image: image]


A group of young British women wearing an assortment of separates with jackets and cardigans. The woman on the right wears a dress with contrast yoke, front panel and sleeves.
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A group of young American women at the beach. The woman on the left wears a two-tone dress, whilst the woman second right wears a dress with rouleau detail at the neckline.
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Materials, Equipment and Techniques
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The construction techniques used in this book have been inspired by those observed in a variety of sources, including period sewing patterns, contemporaneous dressmaking and sewing books and extant garments in museum and archive collections, such as The Museum of London and Hampshire Cultural Trust. Specific methods for each garment are explained in detail within each chapter, but some general techniques are included here.
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Half-scale 1940s reproduction shirt frock in pale blue linen.
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Weldon’s so-easy sewing pattern for a shirt frock. (Courtesy of the Arts University Bournemouth MoDiP (Museum of Design in Plastics) collection. © Time Inc. (UK) Ltd)
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Weldon’s so-easy sewing pattern instructions for a pretty frock. Instructions include hand worked and bound buttonholes, various loop fastenings and hand worked arrowheads for the top of pleats. (© Time Inc. (UK) Ltd)




Materials and Equipment


The following list of equipment is essential for making the garments in this book:
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The basic sewing kit required to complete the projects in this book. Clockwise from bottom left: seam ripper, tracing wheel, mechanical pencil, chalk pencil, tailor’s chalk, various fastenings, L-square, pins, thimble, needles, tacking thread, snips, cutting shears, pinking shears, tube-turner, seam gauge, beeswax, tape measure, safety pins.






	Sewing machine: this can be old or new, basic or advanced. You will need two fundamental stitches: straight and zig-zag. A machine that makes automatic buttonholes and eyelets may be useful for some of the garments too. Vintage sewing machines, such as the Singer Featherweight, were often sold with a variety of delightful feet for making narrow hems, ruffles and pin tucks and applying braid and binding.


	Scissors: you will need a pair of sharp cutting scissors/shears for cutting out fabric; a pair of sharp snips for trimming threads and a pair of pinking shears for neatening seam allowances.


	Pins and needles: a selection of pins for different weights of fabric is recommended. Fine, sharp pins are useful for silks, whereas large glassheaded pins are useful for fittings. A selection of needles is also recommended for hand sewing and tacking.


	Thimble: this is essential for hand sewing, as it will protect your finger and help you sew more efficiently, especially through thicker fabrics.


	Chalk or a chalk pencil, mechanical pencil, carbon paper and tracing wheel: these items are for transferring pattern markings and drawing seam allowances onto fabric. Different methods are appropriate for different fabrics: for example, chalk marks fine woollen fabrics effectively and can be brushed off, whereas a tracing wheel used with carbon paper is suitable for cotton fabrics. Tracemarking (tacking around the pattern to mark the seamlines) is recommended for slippery or silky fabrics.
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