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SCHOOL PRESENTATION: 18TH CENTURY (COLONIAL) CLOTHING 
Objective:
By the end of this presentation, students should have a basic knowledge of the 
types of clothing worn by men and women during the 18th century.  They should also 
gain an understanding of how clothing was made; who made it; how it was worn; and be 
able to identify certain items of clothing.  This will be done through the following 
methods: 



1.  The presenter will provide an oral explanation on the different types of 



clothing.  



2.  Through the use of props and different articles of clothing, the presenter will 


actually dress both a young boy and girl.  (Note:  It is probably best to have the 


teacher choose a boy and a girl for this demonstration ahead of time.) 

Time of Presentation:
20-30 minutes

Items to be used will include the following:



Boys





Girls


- Stockings (show only)







- Shirt





- Shift








-Stays



- Breeches 




- Petticoat



- Waistcoat




-Pocket


- Kerchief




- Kerchief


- Coat





- Gown








- Apron



- Hat (“tricorn”) w/ cockade


- Cap







(Stockings and shoes, if available, will be shown, but not worn by the students.)  



Accessories


- Basket


- Cotton

- Piece of Silk*


- Fan



- Wool


- Piece of Velvet*


- Keys (w/clip)

- Flax


- Piece of Brocade*


- Haversack


- Stockings

- Shoes*

(* May not be included in kit.)

Pre-Presentation Set-Up:


If possible, it is best to have a table placed in front of the classroom in order to have the articles of clothing laid out for easy use.  They may be separated into 2 categories – boys & girls.  The stockings, shoes, breeches, and other accessories may be placed either off to the side or on the table if there is room.  
Introduction:


The way that people dressed back in the 18th century was much different from the way we dress now.  The clothes were different.  The fabric / cloth was different.  The way they got their clothes was different.  Even the way they took care of their clothes was different too.  First we are going to talk about what the clothes were made of; how they were sewn together; where you would get them from; and how many types of clothes you might actually have.  Second, we are going to actually dress a boy and girl to show you what they might have worn.  
I.  What were the clothes made of?  


-  Colonial clothing was made of natural fibers, such as cotton, wool, or flax.



(At this time, you can show the examples of cotton, wool, & flax.)  


-  Some of the dressier clothes were made of silk, velvet, or brocade.


-  Thread, yarn, and different types of cloth would often be dyed blue, violet, red, or another different color.  Different plants, vegetables, nuts, and even bugs were used for dyes.  
II. How were the clothes made?  How did you get them?

-  All clothes were made by hand and could take months to make.  

-  Some colonists made their own clothes.  They spun the thread, wove the cloth on a loom, and sewed the clothes.  Many families who lived in the backcountry or on the frontier made all of their own clothes. 


-  If you lived in a town, you might have been able to buy your clothes from a merchant or a store.  Many of these clothes came from England and could be very expensive.   

III. How many clothes might you have? 

- Because clothes took so long to make and were often very expensive to buy, many colonists only had two complete outfits – one for every-day work, and one that was a little dressier.  If you were wealthy or fairly successful, you might have a couple more outfits.   
IV. Wearing clothes.


In the 18th century, your clothing would consist of undergarments and outer garments.  Undergarments, what we would call underwear, were not changed daily.  Standards of cleanliness were very different from today as germs had not been discovered yet, and the links between dirt, infection, disease had not been made.  This meant that clothing was not washed often, and some items that did not touch the skin, like coats, might never be washed.  Plus, you would probably only take a full bath once or twice a month, and even less often during the winter months.  
IV. Types of clothing.


- Both men and women would wear stockings and shoes.


- Stockings are what we would call socks.  They came up over the knee, and would commonly be hand-knitted of wool or linen.  You would normally wear wool stockings in the winter to keep warm and linen stockings in the summer to keep cool.  

-  Shoes were hand sewn by “cordwainers” or shoemakers, and had no rights or lefts.  All shoes were made straight, so you had to be sure to wear the same shoe on the same foot every time so that it would take the correct shape.  Instead of shoe strings, you would wear buckles on your shoes to keep them on.  


(At this time you can show examples of stockings and shoes.)

V.  Demonstration


At this point in the presentation, you will actually dress two students, a boy and a girl.  Have the teacher bring up the two students chosen beforehand to the front of the class.  It is probably best to dress the two students in stages, at the same time, alternating between boy and girl.  At each stage, you will describe what the student is putting on / wearing.  The students do not have to remove any of their own clothing.  All the clothing used in the demonstration should easily fit over their present day clothes.   

A.  Stage One

-  Explain that both students would normally wear stockings, but for the sake of time and convenience, we will not put them on today. 

Boy - SHIRT


A man’s shirt would be made of linen and would serve as a nightshirt as well.  He might only own two or three.  He would wear his shirt night and day, often for weeks or more at a time.  Underpants did not exist yet, and before a man put on his breeches, he tucked his shirt up around his legs somewhat like a diaper.


Girl - SHIFT


A shift would be made of linen and would serve as both nightgown and slip.  A woman might only own two or three.  She would wear her shift night and day, often for weeks or more at a time.  Underpants did not exist yet so a woman would wear absolutely nothing under her shift.


B. Stage Two


Boy - BREECHES


Men in this time period did not wear long pants.  Their pants, called “breeches,” came to just below the knee.  They had a pockets and a button fly, and often buttoned at the knee as well.  

(Before putting the breeches on, you may want to show them to the class so they can get a better look.)


Girl - PETTICOAT

Women in the 18th century wore petticoats – what we would call skirts.  They often wore multiple layers of petticoats – sometime up to five at one time in order to keep warm during the winter.  Petticoats could made from linen, wool, silk, or cotton.  
C.  Stage Three 


Boy – WAISTCOAT AND KERCHIEF

Men would often wear a waistcoat – what we would call a vest today.  It usually had many more buttons down the front than are needed because they were considered stylish for men.    


Next, he would wear a kerchief around his neck.  This would usually be made of cotton or silk.  He would wear it just like men of today wear a necktie.  

Girl – KERCHIEF

For modesty’s sake, a woman wore a kerchief of silk, linen, or cotton to cover her neck.  If she were going to a party or a formal ball, she probably wouldn’t wear one.  

D.  Stage Four


Boy – COAT

For a more formal and dignified look, a man would wear a coat.  Like the waistcoat, it had a lot of buttons on it.  These were mostly for show.  It also had slits called “vents” on the sides and back to make it fit comfortably when a man rode a horse.  


Girl – GOWN / DRESS AND APRON

A gown or dress would be worn over the petticoat.  Notice, unlike the man’s coat, it had no buttons, because they were not considered fashionable on women’s clothing.  


If she were working in a house or even at a shop, she might also have worn an apron to protect her clothing from getting to dirty or stained.

E.  Stage Five


Boy – HAT 


There many different styles of felt hats made from either wool or the undercoat of a beaver.  This hat is a three-corned hat, known as a “tricorn,” because of its three sides.  


Girl – CAP

It was both practical and stylish for a woman to wear a cap.  It covered dirty, possibly lice-infested hair and kept it away from the fire.  A woman would wear a cap both indoors and out.  

F.  Stage Six – Accessories (Note:  If time is running short, this stage can be skipped.)  

Boy – HAVERSACK

If he were going to be traveling somewhere, a man might carry a linen canvas bag called a haversack.  He would use this to carry such things as his pipe and tobacco; a folding knife; or perhaps a book or newspaper.  

Girl – BASKET / FAN / KEYS

A woman might carry with a basket to hold certain items, such as her sewing or things that she may have purchased at a shop.  She might also carry with a fan with which to keep herself cool in the heat of the day.  Since women usually were responsible for the upkeep of the house and the feeding of the family, she would often lock up the family’s valuables, their food, and other items of worth.  She would often clip these keys to her gown / dress.  

VI. Conclusion


As you can see from our two “colonial kids,” clothing was a little different from what we wear today.  It was all made by hand; produced either at home or bought at the store; contained a lot of buttons and ties; and was rarely washed.  Yet, just like today’s clothes, 18th-century clothes also came in many shapes, styles, and colors.  So in many ways, they are not that different from what we wear today.  (At this time, you may ask if anyone has any questions.)  
Appendix
Children's Clothing

by Linda Baumgarten

In the eighteenth century, children's clothing underwent a gradual evolution from constricting garments patterned after those worn by adults to apparel designed specifically for them. The practice of swaddling infants tightly was gradually discontinued early in the century. Very young children of both sexes wore dresses with close fitting bodices similar to those worn by women.

The bodices, which usually fastened at the back, often had leading strings or bands attached to the shoulders to help parents guide a young child who was learning to walk. Perhaps they also acted as a restraint on a lively youngster. Leading strings were occasionally retained on girls' dresses as a symbol of youthfulness long after their practical functions had been outgrown.


Wishing a Happy New Year to Grand Papa. Black and White mezzotint engraving. Printed for John Bowles, London, 1745-1755. The children wear the formal adult-style clothing and have the posture expected of children during the first half of the eighteenth century; their mother wears a lappet cap and black hooded cloak.1941-250.
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Infant's Linens. Shirt, two neck bands, and cap, fine line, decorated with "Hollie Point" lace insertions, England, first half of the eighteenth century.`956-145, G1971-1570,G1971-1572, G1971-1573.

Toddlers sometimes wore padded pudding caps much like modern crash helmets to protect their heads if they fell. Most small girls and many young boys wore stays, especially with dress clothing, since it was believed that stays supported the back and encouraged proper posture. As late as 1771, Williamsburg milliner Catherine Rathell advertised "thin Bone and Packthread Stays for Children of three Months old and upwards." Not all children, particularly those of the laboring classes, were put in stays, however.
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Child's Stays. Green worsted wool stain, boned and lined with linen, with eyelet's for lacing up the back, England or America (New York), 1740-1760. The waist measures 17 inches; the center front length measures 7 1/2 inches,1964-405.
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Child's "Pudding" Cap. Quilted cotton velvet bound with silk ribbon, horsehair stuffing, leather lining , Probably England, 1770-1785, 1952-55.
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"Portrait of Two Children" attributed to Joseph Badger. Oil on canvas. America, Mid-eighteenth century. The boy at the left is wearing a frock similar to that shown below. Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Museum, 57.100.15.
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Boy's Frock or Gown. Striped coral and green silk and linen, bodice and sleeves lined with linen, probably England, 1740-1750. The waist measures 20 inches and the overall length is 27 inches. 1952-335.
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"Children in a Classroom." Sepia aquatint with stipple. Drawn by T. Stohard, engraved by C. Knight, England, ca.1790. The children wear the clothing of the late eighteenth century - frock dresses for the girls and trouser suits for the boys. The engraver suggests society's evolving attitude toward children by their lively postures and more comfortable clothing. Anonymous gift.G1971-3139.

A philosophical movement toward less restrictive dress for children occurred during the second half of the eighteenth century, and by 1760 the already well-established fashion was for little boys and girls to wear white dresses called frocks that had sashes at the waist. Late in the 1700s, boys began to wear suits with long trousers rather than knee breeches, a fashion that won favor about twenty years before it was accepted by adult men for dress wear. Throughout the century, the time when a little boy went from skirts to pants, which was called, "breeching," occurred anytime from age three to seven and was symbolic of his first step toward becoming a "little man."
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Child's Shoes. Dark brown leather, 6 inches long, probably Europe, 1730-1750. 1985-235, 1-2.
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Boys Suit. White cotton coat and trousers, lined with linen, England, 1785-1795, 1953-841. (reproduction shirt and sash).
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Girls or Sample Shoes. Buff leather with striped linen lining, 6 3/4 inches long with a 2-inch heel possibly America, 1770-178, 1953-1043.
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Young Boy in Green Suit attributed to the Beardsley Limner. Oil on canvas. Probably New England, ca. 1790. The boy wears the suit and shirt with large open collar fasionable at the time. Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Museum, 64.100.4.

Article written by Linda Baumgarten, Curator of Textiles of the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.
The article is an excerpt from Eighteenth-Century Clothing at Williamsburg, available from our online catalog.

The appendix is from Colonial Williamsburg’s website: http://www.history.org/history/clothing/children/child01.cfm accessed 2015.03.12
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