

[image: frn_fig_001]




HOW THE WEST WAS WORN




HOW THE WEST WAS WORN


Bustles and Buckskins on the Frontier


CHRIS ENSS


[image: TWODOT®]


GUILFORD, CONNECTICUT
HELENA, MONTANA


AN IMPRINT OF THE GLOBE PEQUOT PRESS






To buy books in quantity for corporate use or incentives, call (800) 962-0973, ext. 4551, or e-mail premiums@GlobePequot.com.





A · T W O D O T® · B O O K


Copyright © 2006 Chris Enss


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted by the 1976 Copyright Act or by the publisher. Requests for permission should be made in writing to The Globe Pequot Press, P.O. Box 480, Guilford, Connecticut 06437.


TwoDot is a registered trademark of Morris Book Publishing, LLC.


Text design: Lisa Reneson, www.twosistersdesign.com


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.


ISBN 0-7627-3564-3


Manufactured in the United States of America
First Edition/First Printing




For My Brothers Rick, Scott, and Corey:
Your strength, humor, and integrity make me proud.




FOREWORD


HOW THE WEST WAS WORN IS DEFINITELY THE GENUINE ARTICLE!


This book is a stunning collection of vintage essays and rarely seen journal entries, detailing the clothes worn by settlers of the early American West.


When author Chris Enss sent me the manuscript and asked if I would write the foreword, I found it a hard collection to put down. I’ve always been in love with anything western. Growing up in the heyday of television westerns has given me an appreciation for silver-screen cowboys and authentic frontier buckaroos.


Not only was my youth spent watching and reading about all things western, but traveling throughout the West with my family helped give me a deeper understanding of pioneer hardships. Growing up in Florida, I was one of four children, and each summer, Dad and Mom piled us into a car and headed to the West for a six-week adventure, our Airstream trailer in tow. Our only real hardship was the lack of air-conditioning, which pales in significance to the stories you are about to read.


While traveling through the untamed wilderness of Monument Valley, we were lucky enough to visit the set of a John Wayne western being filmed by the legendary director, John Ford. It was hard not to notice the trappings and gear that the Navajos wore as we jeeped past their mud hogans to the camera set-ups. The Duke, Dobe Cary, Jeffrey Hunter, and Hank Worden galloping across the sand dunes is an image I’ll always treasure.


Wayne was wearing his signature red bib-front shirt, and jeans with both a belt and suspenders. My mom had dressed me in shorts, socks, and sandals, but, luckily for me, the Duke’s leather bat-wing chaps draped over my legs and feet when he knelt down for a photo op—and since I was topped off in a faded yellow “Davy Crockett” T-shirt featuring Fess Parker, it wasn’t too embarrassing for an enamored six-year-old.


I always liked to dress up like a cowboy. Still do! I own over a dozen pairs of cowboy boots, several vintage pairs of chaps, spurs for every occasion, and many shirts with cowboy piping. My treasured Manuel jacket was given to me by my wife, Laura. I have too many hats to count, mostly with my favored large crown. I can mix and match western wear with the best of them, and have been fortunate to be included in so many western-related events that I’m never at a loss in finding opportunities to wear my gear.


Not only is it still fun to play at being a cowboy, it’s a pleasure to read about them. That’s why this book is so special. Nothing like it has been printed before, and it’s a real treasury of true stories that can help us understand why and how we ended up so fascinated with our ancestors’ pilgrimage.


Their journey was a tough one, and many personal belongings were left behind, out of necessity. Limited space often meant either wearing all the clothing you owned or leaving it behind. Remember they traveled by covered wagon, boat, horseback, and mule. And they walked. Many of them walked.


Because it made walking easier, pioneer women often cut several inches off the bottoms of their dresses and sewed lead shot into the hem. This kept the billowing material from blowing in the wind.


Where else can you learn that candle soot was used as eyeliner? Or that hundreds of years before cross-dressing entered our vocabulary, young men wore women’s bonnets to protect their eyes from the sun’s glare when no broad-brimmed hat was available. Read all about it, and more, in this wonderful book.


The stories you will discover in How the West Was Worn are short and fast … like a gunfight. Enjoy them all and relive the American dream as you follow our ancestors on their trek west.


Always your saddle pal,
Rob Word
Vice President of Programming,
PAX Television Network
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INTRODUCTION


What a deformed thief this fashion is.


—William Shakespeare, Much Ado About Nothing


Men and women have always distinguished themselves through fashion. The outfits they chose to wear reflected their performance of different jobs, as well as their roles in society. Due to a lack of availability, however, the average western pioneer did not have the luxury of choosing from a wide assortment of clothing to wear. The one or two outfits he did possess were selected to fit the harsh living and working conditions of the frontier. Soon after the discovery of gold ushered a flood of newcomers into the western United States, conventional fashion changed dramatically. Men traded dress pants and ties for Levi’s jeans and bandanas. Ladies stowed away their expensive, hooped costumes and donned cheap calico and work boots. Because of such changes, an individual’s role in society could no longer be determined by the garments he or she wore.


The pioneer look was mostly born out of necessity and, at first, was more functional than ornamental. A lady’s billowing skirt and long flowing train were not practical for buckboard travel or frontier living. It was difficult for women to fulfill trail duties while bound in stiff whalebone waist cinchers and stubborn crinolines. Men needed to wear clothing that could withstand the rugged terrain and harsh frontier weather. Children, too, adopted less restrictive attire, allowing them the freedom to work and play alongside their immigrant parents. Fashion-wise, westward expansion equalized the masses, and within that period of changing styles, a new look emerged—a look that would enable the rest of the world to recognize a westerner on sight.


By easterners’ standards, western garments were out-of date and plain, but many settlers claimed that fashion did not matter to them. However, their diaries and journals proved just the opposite was the true. The pioneers craved the latest fashions and saved any stylish items of clothing they had for special occasions. Settlers lucky enough to get their hands on Godey’s Lady’s Book (a popular magazine of the day that featured the latest styles) read the publication from cover to cover, then copied the looks. Merchants and the ambitious wives of homesteaders sent for yards of silk, ribbons, and lace to aid western seamstresses in their fashion quest. Mothers and daughters sewed plain and durable dresses, trousers, vests, shirts, and sunbonnets by hand. But they also made decorative cuffs and collars to be worn on special occasions such as the Fourth of July and Christmas. They attached to a pioneer’s plain garments with buttons.


Fashion ideas were derived not only from catalogs and magazines, but also through many legendary figures of the Old West. Famous gunfighters, military leaders, actresses, and lawmen left a lasting impression on the frontier through their actions, and in the area of style as well. Some of the most unlikely individuals helped bring about the reformation of western dress. Though varied to reflect the wearers’ lives and personalities, their styles were mimicked from coast to coast.


After George Armstrong Custer—who livened up his own uniform with decorative fringe—redesigned his wife’s skirts to withstand gusts of wind and look elegant while riding sidesaddle, pioneer women from Missouri to California mimicked the style. They tore apart their own dresses and skirts and remade the garments to look like Elizabeth Custer’s clothing. Entertainer Lillie Langtry had the same effect when she introduced bejeweled, tight-fitting corsets worn over dresses and blouses as opposed to underneath them. Bat Masterson prompted many men to substitute their standard cowboy hats with bowlers. And Oscar Wilde’s visit to the West in outfits that combined the British idea of what settlers wore with a bit of the actual everyday dress set another standard.


Cowboys created a unique western style that has been duplicated for centuries. Much of their clothing made a statement. Westerners could tell where a cowboy was from based on the shape of his boots and the size of his hat. Every item of his range uniform served a purpose, and his clothes varied according to location and a cowboy’s own fancy.


Clothing among Native American people varied in both style and raw material, reflecting cultural preferences and the environmental conditions found in the different regions of the West. Their garments were frequently adorned with elaborate and colorful designs and motifs, and often were indicative of a specific tribal group and an individual’s status within that group.


How the West Was Worn explores how changes in fashion ran alongside the changing western United States. From morning caps to nightclothes, homesteaders to soldiers, western inhabitants created a style that set them apart from all other citizens of the United States.




CHAPTER 1


DRESSING FOR A GOLD RUSH


CLOTHES MAKE THE MAN


Like many of the young men seeking their futures in the western frontier, Canton Wells, a gangly youth dressed in a patchwork of hand me down clothes, found the dream of prosperity elusive. Drifting from town to town he made his way through the west by hiring on to the worst of jobs. The further he traveled the more bleak his prospects seemed. In the winter of 1873 Canton found himself in Flatwater, Iowa. The only gainful employment available was that of a swamper at the Bloated Goat Saloon, run by the Infamous “Boss” Buckland, a noted swindler, con man and local politician. Just when Canton thought his plight could get no worse, on March 11th fire broke out in the hotel where he had a small room that contained all of his meager belongings. All night long Canton, along with the rest of the towne folk, fought the inferno but by morning’s first light a pile of ash and cinders was all that was left of the town’s cheapest hotel. Everything he had worked for over the last seven years had been destroyed in one night. Even the clothes he was wearing were tattered and singed beyond repair.


With little more than a week’s worth of wages in his ragged jeans he entered River City Junction Trade Company where he was greeted by the store’s proprietor. In reply to Canton’s request for some clothes the store owner asked what seemed to be an unusual question. “What do you want to be?” the man asked. Noticing Canton’s puzzled expression the owner explained, “A man’s station is first announced to the folks around him by the clothing he chooses to wear. “ The two men talked for over an hour about the differences of practical and professional, and of formal and stylish. Canton purchased three new light calico shirts, two pair of trousers, a trimmed notched lapel vest, all herringbone suit coat, a narrow tie tac, suspenders, socks, a pair of sable tip shoes and a derby hat. To his surprise he had found that River City Junction’s prices were so reasonable that he still had enough money in his pocket to get a good cleaning up at the barbershop and a fine dinner at Ma Cooms’ Restaurant.


[image: SEARIS LIBRARY, NEVADA COLNITY The well-dressed man of the Eastern drawing room was rarely seen in the West, where rougher attire was required. Clothes, at that time, certainly made the man.]


While at dinner a stately silver haired gentleman asked to share his table. The gentleman was none other than John R. Waddell, Sr., founder of Waddell Land and Cattle Company. Before the after dinner brandy and cigars had even been brought to the table Canton had secured the position of Territorial Agent, with a generous salary and expense account. Mr. Waddell was heard to say, “I can size a man up just by looking at him. And I can see that you are a man of great potential.”


Within a month Canton had contracted with the Army to supply it with beef (with the help of a hand styled fur felt hat with the cavalry pinch by River Junction) and been put in charge of acquisitions for the Waddell Land and Cattle Company. By fall he defeated Boss Buckland by a landslide in the election for mayor of the now prospering city of Flatwater and had become the most influential person in the Indian Territories. Never forgetting that it was River City Junction Trade Company that helped to guide him on his road to prosperity when he was so lost and he is still a loyal customer and friend to this day.”


—Advertisement from the McGregor Daily News, Iowa, March 12, 1873


[image: NATIONAL ARCHIVES WESTERN COLLECTION Blue jeans and thick cotton or calico shirts, heavy boots, and a hat with a brim were the miner’s uniform.]


MINERS’ ATTIRE


A hot blazing sun hung high over the Salt Lake Desert. Shafts of light like giant fingers thrust their beams to the far corners of the great expanse. A pair of slow-moving riders pressed forward across the terrain, their watery silhouettes bouncing off the sand. In the middle distance was the faint outline of a naked man with a canteen flung over his shoulder.
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