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  For Gabriel


  Foreword

  At the State Capital Museum in Olympia in 2009, at a High Tea Reception for the publication of Shanna Stevenson’s book Women’s Votes, Women’s Voices: The Campaign for Equal Rights in Washington, I met Sarah Chrisman. Here was this lovely authentically clothed young woman I’d never seen at an historical event before. She had come all the way from Seattle—taking five modes of transportation to be able to attend. The fifth was a ride with my friend, Mary Murphy, who saw her walking up Capitol Way from the bus station downtown. She pulled over and said, “I think we are going to the same place.” Sarah in her long skirts gratefully accepted the ride.

  Mary showed Sarah around to the museum guests and they all marveled at her beautiful Victorian tan linen dress. You could tell by looking that it was made of natural fibers with fine hand-stitched detailing.

  As a member of the Women’s History Consortium (an advisory board to the Washington State Historical Society) with a mission to collect women’s history and to celebrate the 2010 suffrage centennial in Washington, I zeroed right in on Sarah. I hoped she would be in the Olympia’s Lakefair Festival parade as part of the “Suffragettes on Parade” entry. Naturally, I was hoping she would appear at other suffrage celebration events.

  I was astonished to learn that she and her husband had an extensive collection of both women’s and men’s Victorian clothing. Happily, they were interested in sharing it with the public. Sarah and Gabriel invited me to lunch in their tiny studio apartment near the University of Washington in Seattle. I was to see an extraordinary collection of exquisite antique clothing. Especially thrilling was a black hat and dress very much like that worn by Susan B. Anthony in an old photograph.

  At once, I became determined to do all I could to advance this outstanding collection into public view. Organizations were being encouraged to celebrate the suffrage centennial by having a Pink Tea. This was the most formal of Victorian color-themed teas and guests sometimes spoke among themselves about winning the vote.

  The opportunity came to have a Pink Tea and historical fashion show for the Olympia Unitarian Universalist Congregation. The Chrismans’ in-depth knowledge of Victorian clothing was paired with commentary about leading northwest suffragists, both men and women, who would have worn similar clothing. The idea was to honor key leaders such as Susan B. Anthony, Abigail Scott Duniway, and Carrie Chapman Catt in the long struggle in for the right to vote. Washington women won and lost the vote more than once before becoming the fifth state to enfranchise women in 1910, the first new star on the women’s suffrage flag in fourteen long years.

  As a first offering, there were a few glitches. Once Gabriel was delayed in being able to change outfits, but Sarah carried on, valiantly entertaining the guests. It was a rather grand start and Evie Greenberg was able to take wonderful photographs, extending the outreach for their collection in a significant way. No small amount of organization, work, and travel are involved in putting on an historical fashion show—not to mention the research and presentation planning involved.

  Sarah’s experience as she transformed herself into a Victorian lady is laced with candid insights and surprises about the underwear of yesteryear. It was a lucky day that we met, and I am still fascinated by the fact that Sarah has worn a corset twenty-four-seven for so many years. She and Gabriel have educated many people about this amazing undergarment, which the reader will find through Victorian Secrets is subject to many misconceptions.

  It is fortuitous that the Chrismans live in Port Townsend with the state’s best Victorian architecture, wonderful heritage, and steampunk festivals. Sarah and Gabriel add a great deal of historical color to these events. The best part, without a doubt, is that this historical color is authentic.

  —Sue Lean, Historian

  Washington Women’s History Consortium


  Introduction

  
    “The desire to . . . be beautiful surrounds us on every hand with grace, elegance, and refinement. The little girl that studies her features in the mirror, while she evinces possibly a disposition to be vain, nevertheless in this act shows herself to be possessed of those instincts of grace which, rightly directed, will beautify and embellish all her surroundings through life.”

    —Thomas E. Hill, Hill’s Manual of Social and Business Forms, 1891

  

  People often ask me about my clothes. Are they religious? No. Are they for a job? No. Are they a costume? Most definitely not. People are always curious when encountering something unusual, but there never seems to be sufficient time to explain the entire tale, no matter how much I enjoy sharing it. The complicated story of how I came to dress as a Victorian lady on a daily basis cannot really be told in the sort of short, electronic headlines currently popular in modern media. The true tale—including all the motivations, reactions, and everything I have learned since starting out on this path—requires a far more Victorian manner of telling: starting at its beginning and with all the details intact.

  Throughout the years, I have found that people are curious to learn more about my choices. They ask me to provide insights into simple ideas, such as Victorian garments being, in many ways, more practical than their modern counterparts. They don’t mind listening to me speak of discoveries that refute popular myths. (Have you heard the one about the broken ribs? They weren’t human bones.)

  Yet even the most interested of people have buses to catch, friends to meet, work to get back to—and if they don’t, I do. Throughout the nearly four years since this historical experiment (which has become my life) began, I’ve developed a sort of short “elevator speech” that touches on some of the most common questions and gives a truncated explanation of the lifestyle I have chosen.

  This, however, is the long version of that story . . .
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  Nature and Artifice
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  Nineteenth-century fashion plate.

  
    “The corset has also much to do with the figure. A good corset can make an unseemly figure look quite pleasant to the eye. . . . All the different shaped corsets, adapted to various figures, are made in a variety of materials.”

    —Godey’s Lady’s Book, September, 1889

  

  I looked at the contents of the last package with something between disappointment and dubiousness. “It’s a corset,” I said, trying not to sound too angry or let down. This was my birthday present, after all. “Thanks . . .”

  My husband beamed at me. “Try it on!”

  I didn’t want to try it on. I had distinctly told him not to buy me a corset. We had, in fact, had a rather lengthy discussion about it. Corsets, I had told him, were unhealthy, uncomfortable, and stifling. Women used to break their ribs to fit into them, and when the poor things died and their bodies were dissected, their dear organs weren’t even in the right places anymore.

  Sometimes telling a person something and actually getting through to them can be entirely different matters, however, as evidenced by the object I was holding. Gabriel was still smiling. I looked down at the item in my hands: dark blue lace, patterned with roses, overlaid the blue-gray silk body of the corset.

  “Blue roses,” I observed aloud. My favorite color, together with my favorite flower. It is a combination that never happens in nature, although artifice has arranged it upon occasion.

  Gabriel nodded, smiling endearingly. “The silk color matches your eyes!”

  I sighed. The gift was not totally without thought, for all that it was unwanted. He had obviously put consideration into it, even if he had not heard a word I’d said in our earlier discussion. And it is distinctly hard for me to turn down blue roses. Best get this over with, I thought.

  I unwrapped the plastic in which it had been shipped and turned the corset around and around, trying to determine front from back, top from bottom. It seemed far more two-dimensional than the versions of corsets I had seen in movies. It was actually quite flat and had been folded into a neat little rectangle before I started fussing with it. I was having trouble squaring the perplexing item in my hands with the masochistic, male-enforced, body-mangling corset I’d read about in women’s studies texts. I wasn’t even quite sure how something so flat and stiff could really fit around a three-dimensional frame.

  “This is an underbust model,” Gabriel explained. “It goes under your bra.” He looked embarrassed. “The overbust kind is a lot more expensive, and, well, I was afraid you wouldn’t like it.”

  Well, at least he didn’t buy the most expensive version of a thing I’ll never wear, I thought. I held it up against the underwire of my bra, trying to decide which way it went. I was fairly sure the laces went in the back, but if it was meant to be laced together, the heavy metal fastenings opposite the laces seemed totally superfluous. Why did it have fastenings if it had laces—or, contrariwise, why did it have laces if it had fastenings? Wasn’t life complicated enough without an undergarment that clasped and tied? I frowned.

  It had curves at both ends of the metal supports inside the silk, and I wasn’t sure whether it made more sense for the deeper curves to be at the top or at the bottom where they’d let my legs move. I fidgeted with it, holding it first one way, then the other.

  Meanwhile, Gabriel unfolded the directions sheet. “It says the clasps go on the right.”
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  I shifted the corset, deeper curves up now. The point between the curves fit right between the cups of my bra and the corset rested against the underwire. On the bottom, the shallower lines hinted at the top curves of my thighs, but hovered so far above them that I realized walking wouldn’t be a problem.

  The clasps were of a style I hadn’t dealt with before, but easy enough to comprehend—a very straightforward, slot-and-grommet arrangement, sort of like a big cousin to the hooks and eyes on my bra.

  “It says,” Gabriel continued reading off the directions sheet, “that you should never fasten the very top or the very bottom grommet first, because they could get damaged—”

  “I guess that makes sense . . .” I reluctantly recalled my high school physics lessons. In an object under physical strain, the ends of the object generally tend to be under more strain than the middle.

  “—and never try to undo the clasps without untying the laces first,” my husband said, finishing the reading.

  And there went my first idea of how to streamline this insanity. As a young child, I used to leave my sneakers loosely tied all the time so that I could slip in and out of them like loafers. My first thought upon seeing the grommets was that they should be sufficient on their own. Apparently not.

  With the grommets fastened, I groped behind my back for the laces. I craned my neck around in a fruitless attempt to see what I was doing.

  “I’ll help you.” Gabriel stepped up behind me and gave me a gentle little kiss, just behind my right ear. He took the laces from my flailing hands and carefully pulled them in, fumbling with the bow a bit until I lent him a finger to hold down the crosstie while he shaped the loops. He then tugged the bow secure and gave me two sweet little pats on the hips. He peered over my shoulder at the mirror’s image of the two of us.

  I stared at my reflection in the glass. The dear mirror was showing me the most flattering lie possible, and my mind struggled to fit the lovely form in the silvered glass into the image of what I truly knew myself to be. This was not me.

  And yet, it was.

  I had always struggled with being a bit on the heavy side—not obese, but . . . well, substantial. I was cursed with the sort of inconvenient plumpness that might have been cute on a shorter girl, but on a woman who towered ten inches past the five-foot mark, it was embarrassingly intimidating. (Any female who shares the plight will understand: it’s bad enough to be taller than most of the boys back in high school, but to be a fat girl taller than most of the boys . . . Let’s just say I’d had a lot of lonely Friday nights. By the time my senior prom rolled around, I was so determined to attend at least one dance that I’d shown up in the company of another girl and her Kermit-the-Frog puppet. At least she’d had a date, even if he was green.)

  Suddenly, though, that was all gone. The irritating bulges—on which years of exercise, skimping on meals, and skipping desserts had left no effect—had vanished as though by fairy magic. My miraculously lean flanks shone smooth with the silk that covered them. The curves at my waist were not the convex rounds I had hated for years, but the elegant, inward slopes I had seen on models and had resigned myself to never possessing. They were suddenly mine.

  I took a breath. Everything I’d ever been taught about corsets had dictated in no uncertain terms that I should be fainting dead away about this time, but I was completely hale. My wind was strong; the only noticeable difference was a slight catch at the base of my diaphragm muscle, which subtly changed the manner of my breathing: as I inhaled, my lungs rose up, instead of down. They drew my breasts with them, and I laughed to see my heaving bosoms in the mirror.

  The laughter transformed my face, and the eyes of the creature in the mirror sparkled at me. I lifted my chin to see what it would look like and the mirror flashed poise.

  In the mirror, Gabriel smiled at me. “You look beautiful.”

  I continued to stare, the image I saw before me still struggling to mesh with the image of myself I held firmly in my mind. I ran a hand down the smooth silk of a curve. “Wow.”

  “Do you like it?” Ah, the hopeful question that always accompanies a gift.

  “Well . . .” I wasn’t quite ready to give up a lifetime of teachings yet. Everything that had ever been preached to me about this item dictated that I should be shrieking from oppression. “It’s . . . interesting.”

  Worry clouded my husband’s face. “I hope you’re not mad at me.”

  It was my twenty-ninth birthday, and this was his gift to me—one of many, actually. A green silk dress, frothy-edged with antique lace, lay amongst the tissue that had encased it. Next to its box was another; its folds of delicate paper serving as a nest to a black velvet bonnet, glinting with jet beads and the iridescent pouf of an ostrich plume tip. There was a black silk jacket with silver stripes in the lining and an antique velvet cape trimmed with monkey fur. I had woken up to breakfast in bed that morning and then been showered with presents. How could I possibly be angry?

  “Of course not,” I said, giving him a kiss.

  “I know you said you didn’t want one. . . .” The worry persisted in his voice. “But, you like the Victorian era so much, and it’s the only real way to make the clothes fit the way they’re supposed to.”

  “I know.” We collect antique clothing, and it had been a long source of frustration that nothing fit me from my favorite era. I kissed him again and he hugged me.

  “So, should I help you take it off before I go to class?”

  I looked back in the mirror and hesitated. The wonderland image ran a hand down a silk curve and rested it on a shapely hip. I paused. “Let’s . . . leave it on. For now, at least.”
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  At this point in our history, the schedules of academia exercised a large influence on the life my husband and I shared. Gabriel was in graduate school earning his master’s degree in library science, and I was studying to become a licensed massage practitioner. (I had already earned two university degrees, but there is a very old saying that “Man proposes and God disposes.” Thus it was that I had, fresh from high school, worked ceaselessly for four years to earn two bachelor’s degrees simultaneously, only to see the job market for those degrees completely collapse just as I was graduating. I received my diplomas in international studies and French in June of 2002: a date that means little to people until I point out that it was exactly nine months after September 11, 2001. It was just enough time for borders to slam shut and the world’s economy at large to hit free-fall velocity on its plummet downward. Those were dark days for the entire world, and it would be unfair to those whose lives were affected far more tragically than mine to make too much of my own disappointments. Later, studying for my massage license, I hoped that a job whose purpose was to help people relieve stress would be somewhat less subject to politics than my original ambitions had been.

  After Gabriel left for class and I was alone, I spent a few moments posing in front of the mirror on the bathroom door until I embarrassed even myself with my silly vanity. Then I turned to face my dresser, wondering what on earth I was going to wear. I had effectively dropped two dress sizes in as many minutes, and especially as this was my birthday, I felt like showing off a bit. Unfortunately, my wardrobe had not shrunk with corresponding magic.

  Most of my clothing dated from my original college years, when Seattle was still groping its way out of the grunge phenomenon. (It’s hard for a community to leave behind something that has put it on the world map, no matter how ignominiously.) It tended to be a bit on the loose side, even without the corset. I tried on my various sweaters, former favorites, and rejected them one by one as I saw how unflattering they were. The T-shirts (baggy, unisex, one-size-fits-all things) were even worse, and my jeans wouldn’t even stay up on my suddenly reduced waistline.

  After virtually emptying the contents of my bureau and developing a sizable pile of rejects, I finally settled on a pair of cycling pants coupled with a spandex shirt. If clothing can ponder its surroundings, that old striped shirt must have been as surprised as I was to see its new presentation. It dated from years before and even when it was brand new, it had never fit me in nearly so flattering a fashion.

  Once I’d squirreled away the mounds of rejected clothing into their proper places again, I pulled out yet another birthday present: a new (to me) Japanese manga that was set in Victorian London. A good book, a day off (it was sheer coincidence that I had neither massage class nor work), and the prospect of a late lunch out followed by chocolate cheesecake for dinner. What better way to spend a birthday?

  As I attempted to slump into the sofa in my customary rolled-larva-imitation reading position, I found that the lines of sprung steel up my back prevented it. Truth be told, if I had compared my customary at-rest position in those days to the outline on an evolutionary chart, my posture would have been closer to the ape than to Homo habilis. The corset, however, was thrusting me right through two million years of evolution, smack into the realm of Homo sapien. Welcome to the human race, Sarah Chrisman!

  I couldn’t slump, no matter how I tried. My back muscles rebelled. Sit up straight?! You’ve never asked us to do that before! And on our birthday, too! The indignity!

  However, it was a bit late to change my mind. I had sent Gabriel off to class, and with the laces tied in the middle of my back where I could barely reach them—let alone see them—I was not at all confident in my ability to remove the corset myself. In my mind, claustrophobic visions formed that included trying to untie the bow, but instead accidentally pulling the stays tighter and tighter, strangling myself while muddling the laces into an irrevocable knot . . .

  I decided not to try undoing the laces. I gave up the caterpillar posture on the sofa and pulled a wooden kitchen chair up to the window. In my mind’s eye, I pulled up all the pictures I had seen of Victorian ladies reading and perched gingerly on the edge. As a girl, I had used to practice their posture, thinking how pretty they were with their hands up and books high before their faces. I copied it now, shoulders back, head up, the two covers of the book perched against the palms of my hands. Over the top of the book, I spotted the Seattle skyline outside my window. It was rather an improvement over the dusty floor and my own ungainly feet, which usually framed the edge of my larval-postured reading. I crossed my ankles and tucked my feet beneath my seat.

  When I still had a bit of book left for later, Gabriel came back from classes and spirited me away to lunch. I had decided on the restaurant some weeks previously: The Old Spaghetti Factory, a nineteenth-century warehouse that had been gussied up into a family restaurant known locally for reasonable prices and large portions. The place is a bit of a Seattle classic, and I had fond memories of going there as a child. My mother would urge me to “Eat up!” and get her money’s worth. I’d generally stuffed myself on the free bread and soda refills before the entrée even arrived and rarely failed to go home without a stomachache.

  I could tell, however, that in my current circumstances, that was not going to be an option. I may have been wearing pants with an elastic waistband, but beneath them the corset was compressing my stomach with a force that wasn’t just like steel, but was steel, at least in part. My birthday pancakes had only just begun to settle.

  I dithered and dallied over the menu, finally deciding on the vegetarian lasagna. Since vegetables represent a higher cost to the restaurant than pasta, this was one of the few items with a description that didn’t boast words like “enormous” or “giant.” I’d never tried it before, but had always had a desire to taste it. While we waited for our entrées, the waiter brought around the complimentary bread.

  I could hear the voice from childhood urging me to eat as much as I could hold. “They’ll keep bringing more; don’t waste it!” it said. But I knew that if I did follow the old advice, I’d be too full to enjoy the lasagna that was coming, and that really would be a waste. I limited myself to two small slices of the loaf and tucked the rest into my purse.

  You wouldn’t have gone home with more than that anyway, I reasoned. I figured that I wouldn’t be wasting anything if I didn’t ask for more. The thought was sensible enough, but it took effort to bat away my mother’s repetitive voice from the back of my mind.

  After lunch we picked up my birthday cake and got ready for the party. When the guests started to arrive several hours later, I noticed many of them do a slight double take as they walked into the room. My Japanese neighbor, Yukiko, took an especially long look up and down my torso, but said nothing. Part of me wanted to explain, but because I was embarrassed, an equal part did not want to explain. I didn’t even know the Japanese word for “corset.”

  As for the others, what could I tell my rambunctious, American girlfriends? They were all educated women, all liberated, left-wing, and forging careers for themselves. Could I say, “Hi, thanks for coming. I’m wearing a corset”? At the very least, I needed some sort of context to work the subject into a conversation.

  The context came when I was urging everyone to take more cake. (I had my heart absolutely set on a chocolate cheesecake from the Dilettante chocolaterie, and they make their cakes only in a size intended to feed twenty. There were only eight of us at the party, and Gabriel doesn’t eat cheesecake.) After a chorus of protestations from all quarters that everyone was full after their second or third pieces, someone piped up, “Why don’t you have another piece? You’ve only had one, and it’s your birthday!”

  “Well,” I took a deep breath. “I have an excuse.” It was now or never and gods alone knew what my friends would make of my confession. “I’m wearing a corset.”

  To my surprise, there was no chorus of hisses, and my friends, bless them, did not descend to strip me of bondage and burn the symbol of oppression. Instead, there were simply a few curious ahhhs, tinged, incredibly, with approval.

  “I thought you were!” said one friend, a woman likewise named Sarah. She grinned, and I was rather encouragingly shocked to see a roomful of smiles.

  Now that the subject had been broached, everyone wanted to talk about it. “I’ve been thinking about getting one of those,” someone said to my astonishment. Other women want to do this? I’m not a backward, masochistic freak? “What does it feel like?”

  I considered the question, shifting a bit. How does it feel?

  “A lot more comfortable than I would have thought,” I answered truthfully. Sure, I was feeling full after one—admittedly large—slice of cheesecake, but I’d suffered none of the cataclysmic maladies prophesied by numerous sources. I could breathe and I hadn’t fainted. My shoulders were looking forward to a darn good slouch when the corset came off for bed, but deep down I knew that an upright posture was better for my back. “I’ve actually been surprised at how comfortable it is.”

  And surprised by the genuine interest—and even envy—shown by my modern, liberated female friends. The only one who didn’t lean forward with approving intensity was Yukiko, but I wasn’t sure whether this was a cultural difficulty, a linguistic one, or simply a preoccupation with the exceptionally large piece of cheesecake I had forced on her. (By Japanese standards, it probably would have fed an entire family.)

  After everyone had gone home, I examined my own form in the mirror once more. “Everyone seemed to like it,” Gabriel commented.

  “Yeah . . .” I ran a hand down my side, marveling at how firm it was. “I was surprised.”

  Gabriel laughed at that. “They’re nice people.”

  “True. True . . .” My hand came to rest on my hip. But what happens when I meet people who aren’t so nice?

  “Do you want me to help you off with the corset?”

  I nodded. “Yes, please.” My back was aching from being straight for so long, and there was an especially irritated spot right at the base of my spine. Sore curves pained me under my breasts where the underbust corset had been pressing the underwire of my bra into soft flesh. I could breathe more easily than I had expected, but not sigh deeply. I hadn’t died, but I was ready to be comfortable again.

  “It wasn’t as bad as you thought it would be, was it?” Gabriel asked as he untied the corset, loosening the laces at my back.

  I fidgeted with the line of clasps, experiencing brief claustrophobia before I got the sliding motion correct and the grommets parted from the hooks.

  “No, I guess not.”

  I felt an immense relief with release, as the two halves of the corset parted and the stiffened silk fell away. I looked down at my skin, at the red pressure lines the steel boning had left on my stomach and sides. I turned around and saw angry red x’s on my back from the laces.

  “But it’s not something I’d want to do every day.”
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  Sears, Roebuck & Co. Catalogue, 1897. Skyhorse Publishing reprint (2007).
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  Ribbed Rumors and Stayed Truths
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  “French Strip Corset” from the Montgomery Ward Catalogue, 1895. This model sold for 50 cents each, or $5.50/dozen.

  My first taste of corsetry had intrigued me, but I was frightened by what it might do to my body. For years, I had been hearing how bad corsets were—that corsets deformed women’s bodies, broke their bones, tortured them, even killed them. When I had sighed over the bygone Victorian era as a child, my mother had threatened me with the admonition: “If you had lived back then, you would have had to wear a corset!” (This was said in the exact same tone she might have used to say, “If you had been born in Salem, you would have been burned as a witch!”) In high school, my German teacher had told us how women used to break their two smallest ribs to fit into corsets because that was the only way to make their figures small.

  The Saturday before that fateful birthday, I had attended a cadaver lab at Bastyr University (an accompaniment to a host of anatomy and kinesiology classes I was studying at a different school for my massage practitioner certification). I had seen dissected corpses flayed open, the marks of the vices they had chosen in life etched far beyond skin-deep in their most intimate parts. I had seen the blackened lungs of smokers and held the liver of a woman who’d died of alcoholism; the latter still reeked of alcohol, long after her death.

  The scent of mortality had seemed to come away on me with the cloying formaldehyde fumes and lingered in my mind long after shower and soap had taken the smell of death from my skin. It scared me. Yet, the damages that had turned those living beings into corpses were things in which millions of people—modern people, enlightened people—indulged every day. How would a body be affected by something so archaic it had been abandoned nearly a century before, when radiation was considered healthful and cocaine had only recently ceased to be sold over the counter in drug stores?

  It was clear to me that I needed to do a bit more research. Luckily, I was married to a graduate student of information science (i.e., library school.) Gabriel found me a selection of books on corsets from the University of Washington’s extensive libraries, and he tracked down several websites devoted to modern corsetry. (Sometimes, it seems like a person can find practically anything on the Internet.)

  Since I was starting from a position of complete ignorance, the first things I learned about corsets were highly basic terminology and history. I had only recently learned the difference between an underbust corset (one that fits under the breasts, such as Gabriel had given me) and an overbust one (which supports the breasts, and therefore does not require a separate brassiere). Launching myself into research, I began to develop a core knowledge of corset facts.

  The metal strips attached to the clasps and running down both sides of the front are, together, called a busk. Originally, the busk was a single piece of wood, metal, whalebone (i.e., baleen—but more on this later), or other stiff material; its function was to support the corset. Being highly intimate and close to the heart, early one-piece corset busks were sometimes carved with romantic sentiments and given as gifts to lovers.

  Back in the days when a corset’s busk was a single, solid piece, a woman would have to unlace the corset completely to remove it—or else loosen it significantly and pull it over her head like a sweater. (Later, I had the opportunity to watch a historical costumer putting on a Renaissance-style corset in this manner. It took her a full five minutes to drag out the laces as far as humanly possible, then subsequently wriggle and squeeze her way headfirst into the stretched-out corset. She resembled nothing so much as a bloated boa constrictor trying to force its way down a shrew hole.)

  In the nineteenth century, someone had the clever idea of splitting the busk and putting clasps on it. This did away with the quaint custom of lovers’ engravings upon the busk (since it was split and covered with clasps), but meant the laces could mostly stay in place. They needed to be loosened only a few inches to slacken pressure on the clasps for the corset’s removal, no wriggling required. The clasps (which I had seen as a needless complication) were, therefore, actually in place down the front to make it easier—not harder—to put on and take off the corset. I read with interest of the spoon busk, a late Victorian innovation that was said to make corsets dramatically more comfortable, but could find no specific pictures of it and so I filed the knowledge away for future examination.
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  Left to right: Spoon busk (the curved shape at the bottom is to cup the wearer’s belly), straight busk, corset bones.

  The corset itself can be called a “figure,” “form,” “body,” “set of stays,” “pair of stays,” or simply, “stays.” The lines of stiff material supporting the corset are “stays,” “ribs,” or “bones.” The first of these terms for the little metal supports is self-explanatory; the second comes from their placement on the body: they’re stiff things on the torso, though one would not expect them to be called “knuckles.” The term “bones” comes from the most popular material for them in the nineteenth century, which was whalebone. More properly called baleen, it hangs from the upper jaws of certain whales and is actually made of keratin, like human fingernails. However, early whalers were not exactly known for their scientific sophistication (the sperm whale got its name from their odd belief that it stored extra semen in its head) and their misnomer stuck.

  Some might call this attention to etymology pedantic, but it is vitally important. The worst slanders that the twentieth century heaped on the corset hinged upon that one word—bones—and the critics got it wrong.

  I was absolutely fascinated to learn most nineteenth century writings that reference “broken bones” refer not to women’s ribs, and not to human bones at all, but to the whalebone ribs of corsets.

  Any garment that is worn regularly will begin to show wear over time, especially if it is worn under tension. Moreover, it must be remembered that the substance in question is a protein analogous to fingernails: It is thicker and tougher, but it was supposed to hang in large plates constantly exposed to sea water. It was not meant to be chopped up into fussy pieces and put under strain on dry land. Baleen gets brittle over time. Understandably, it breaks, just as fingernails break. The notorious “broken bones” and “broken ribs” were actually a millinery, not a medical, emergency.

  Learning this opened up an entirely new realm of fascination for me. How many other lies had I been forced into believing over the years, and what truths were they deforming? I devoured research books while nibbling my meals and lurked through web pages to expose the facts.

  Another misconception I was fascinated to see debunked was the idea that stays were worn only by privileged, upper-class women. Modern, glossy-paged popular books about beauty and body image are quick to perpetuate this myth,1 but upon examination, they never offer any actual evidence to support these claims—or at least, none that hold up to analysis. The actual truth of the matter is that corsets were worn by all classes of Victorian women, not just the idle rich. Isaac Singer’s invention of the sewing machine in the mid-nineteenth century revolutionized the millinery industry, and corsets were one of many garments that became widely and cheaply available after its universal adoption.

  [image: image]

  Sateen corset from the Montgomery Ward catalogue, 1895. Montgomery Ward sold this model at a price of 50 cents each, or $5/dozen.

  [image: image]

  What did that represent in terms of buying power? Not very much, really: the catalogue’s own brand of complexion soap cost 10 cents per bar (3 for 25 cents or 95 cents/dozen).

  Businesses such as Britain’s R. & W. H. Symington & Company manufactured bodies on a vast scale. According to Christopher Page’s Foundations of Fashion, their collection of antique corsets—preserved in the Leicestershire Museum—includes an 1895 corset that retailed for only ten pence!2 “[T]he factory-made corset . . . brought fashion within the reach of the whole female population, not only of Britain, but of many other parts of the world as well.”3 By 1880, the Symington company alone (one of the many hundreds of different manufacturers producing corsets) employed more than 1,600 workers using 500 sewing machines.4 A number of corsets—many of them patented designs—were specifically marketed toward working women and featured corded supports and extra reinforcements in strategic areas to help them stand up to the strains of bending and stooping to which housemaids and cleaning women would subject their garments. The garments were actually designed to help support their wearers’ backs during these tasks. The corset’s utility for working women could even be seen in the names of certain models, such as the Pretty Housemaid, a popular mass-manufactured body marketed toward working women.5

  Unlike the stereotyped image of modern, exploited laboring workers (e.g., the popular image of ragged-clothed diamond miners who could never afford to own a diamond), the nineteenth-century factory girls who sewed corsets benefitted directly from their industry. An early photograph of workers at the Symington factory shows rows of girls and young women with corseted figures beneath their working dresses.6 Actually, once one has become accustomed to noticing the appearance of a corseted woman, it is difficult to locate any nineteenth-century pictures where the women are not wearing stays, regardless of social class. They were completely ubiquitous.

  [image: image]

  My own great-grandparents: Helen and Harry Boothby, pioneer farmers in Alberta, Canada (prairie country). I had seen this photo every day of my life until I went off to university, but it wasn’t until I started wearing a corset myself that I noticed the spoon busk of Great-Grandma Helen’s corset is visible through her dress, underneath the bow at her waist.

  As I continued to read and research, more of my long-held beliefs fell apart, like rotten stitching holding together a patchwork of mythology. Broken bones had been a fashion annoyance; the perceived symbol of upper-class authority had, in fact, been available to all; and it was actually seen as a healthful helpmate. My curiosity and interest became bound in this intriguing garment just as tightly as my waist had been laced on that very first day of my wearing it—and the adventures were just beginning to draw me in.

  _______________

  1     Shari Graydon, In Your Face: The Culture of Beauty and You (Vancouver: Annick Press., 2004), 49. This is just one example—many others are easily found.

  2     Christopher Page, Foundations of Fashion: The Symington Collection; Corsetry from 1856 to the Present Day, Leicestershire Museums Publication no. 25 (Leicestershire, UK: De Voyle Litho, 1981), 18.

  3     Ibid., iv.

  4     Ibid., 4.

  5     Valerie Steele, The Corset: A Cultural History (Singapore: Yale University Press, 2000), 48.

  6     Page, Foundations of Fashion, 5.


  3

  A Step Backward in Time . . . and a Knotty Problem

  [image: image]

  Port Townsend, WA.

  As the setting for the romantic movie An Officer and a Gentleman (starring Richard Gere), Port Townsend is familiar to most Americans who were alive and cognizant in 1982. To locals, however, it is slightly better known as a sweet little Victorian-era town, which has retained its original main street and a number of beautiful buildings from the days when it was the second busiest port in America (New York being the first). Every year, city officials organize the Port Townsend Victorian Festival, a weekend-long event featuring a grand ball, tea parties, and numerous participants wandering about the town in period attire. I had wanted to attend for ages, but something had always come up to prevent it. The first time I learned of the occasion, I had just missed that year’s event. The next year I couldn’t get the weekend off work and the year after that I was teaching English in Japan. Then Gabriel was preoccupied, but my mother promised to go to the festival with me—only to cancel on the very morning we had planned on beginning our travels.

  This year, the festival was scheduled for the third weekend in March—a scant week and a half after my birthday—and I was determined to go. I had specifically requested it as part of my birthday wishes, and Gabriel had made reservations months ahead of time. As the date grew near, I became increasingly excited. I was particularly looking forward to the highlight of the weekend: a Victorian Grand Ball.

  We arrived in town in high spirits with almost our entire collection of antique clothing crammed as gently as possible into the back of a borrowed car. (Our own car, a DeLorean upon which Gabriel doted, lacked sufficient trunk space to hold so much luggage, even if Gabriel had been willing to drive his precious automotive baby on an overnight trip in the temperamental month of March—which he wasn’t.)

  We were to stay at The Swan, one of the most beautiful hotels in Port Townsend. A century seemed to melt away beneath our feet as we stepped onto the sunlit wooden porch. As we hauled our many bags, we joked that we now understood the Victorian affinity for steamer trunks and porters. My first action when we entered our room was to plunk down, spread eagle, onto the king-size feather bed. “Ah!”

  Gabriel laughed, watching me sinking into the billowy depths. “Nice?”

  “Nice!” I affirmed. I rolled over, smiling up at him. “And look!” I pointed at a distinctive bull’s-eye-within-a-square design carved into strategic places on the walls.

  “Yep,” Gabriel nodded. “Port Blakely Mill.”

  We had previously lived a few miles from the old location of the Port Blakely Mill. It was once the biggest sawmill in the world, back in the days when forest giants had slid along the muddy paths of Skid Road in Seattle, when the Evergreen State had breathed in money and breathed out timber. The Swan was built in Port Blakely’s heyday and still proudly bears its signature corner pieces. It was a small detail, but life—and by extension, history—is in the small details, and these little touches intensified the feeling of being in the past.

  [image: image]

  Illustration from an article describing the bounty of the Pacific Northwest.

  There were, however, two rather noticeable elements within the room that were unquestionably modern: ourselves. As soon as we’d finished carrying in the bags, we helped each other get changed. Gabriel helped me with my corset, and I helped him with all the incredibly fussy little elements of a Victorian gentleman’s outfit: cuff links, shirt studs, removable collar, collar buttons, collar tab, waistcoat, frock coat. . . . I tried to help with the tie, but in the end I proved somewhat hopeless at that item and he had to finish the job himself.

  The element of my clothing that worried me the most was not the corset, which I had established on my birthday would not actually kill me, but the shoes. For years, I had pined after kitten-heel boots. A quintessential Victorian element of footwear for ladies, the kitten heel arches ever so slightly forward, balancing its wearer’s weight under the instep. It is sometimes called a French heel; in fact, it was in France where I first saw them, displayed elegantly in the front window of a shoe shop, as sweet and as tempting as the bonbons laid out behind the glass of the candy shop next door. Their heels arched downward like the necks of twin black swans, and their leather was glossy as swans’ wet feathers.

  I had never learned to walk in any sort of high heel (the only pair I had ever owned was secondhand with broken straps, for playing dress-up, when I was five), but from the moment I saw those boots, I wanted them as I had wanted no other footwear in my life. Much to my chagrin, I could not afford those lovelies in the Angers shop, but the yearning had persisted, and now, years later, I finally had a pair.

  [image: image]

  An example of a French heel can be seen on Montgomery Ward’s “Sunbeam” shoe. Price: $2.25.

  Unfortunately, I also had a broken toe. A few days before my birthday, I had been taken down in judo practice by a quick side-sweep that had snagged my left pinky toe so far out of line from the foot that its longest phalanx bone had snapped. It was the second time that same toe had been broken in exactly the same way, by exactly the same sparring partner—a scrappy little guy with a heart of gold who once, while choking me with my own arm, pointed out in a voice as calm as it was cheerful, “Now, this is suboptimal!”
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