
When it comes to appreciating or recreating historical fashion, all you need are two things: a love of 
the past and a willingness to learn. So whether you are a seamstress, an avid reenactor, or simply 
looking to expand your historical fashion knowledge, I hope this little overview of 1860’s women’s 

clothing proves to be helpful! 
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Dressing for the occasion, the weather, or the environment is truly an art form.  Some are born with it, 
others struggle to understand it, and some want nothing to do with it.  I personally fall into the middle 
category, although I must say our 21st century rules are a bit more forgiving than those of past 
centuries.  While I may be personally glad I do not need to have separate outfits to go to the mall 
versus the grocery store, I do enjoy learning about women during the 1860’s who did.   
 
While this is in no way an exhaustive overview, it does aim to give fair attention to the most common 
types and occasions for dressing.  While many fashion writers of the day did not address the impact 
the American Civil War had on the availability of textiles, it is an important note to bear in mind.  
With the southern portion of the country embroiled in war during the early parts of the decade,  
cotton production and exportation slowed down.  Northern women, for the most part, did have an 
easier time purchasing fabric and thus were able to “keep up” with the changes in design set by the 
great fashion industries of Europe.  Southern women, on the other hand, were more likely to be 
focused on basic needs of food, shelter, and surviving.  This was not the case for every woman in the 
south, but certainly was a concern for the majority. 
 
Much like the fashion books of 1860’s, I have organized the dressing “do's and don'ts” into times of 
the day.  Using this mindset of morning dresses, outdoor dresses, and evening dresses, one is able to 
see the importance that location and purpose had on clothing decisions.  Rules were, in many ways, 
more restrictive than today, yet allowed for women on a limited budget to prioritize their clothing 
investments.   
 

 
Image of a wrapper from Peterson’s Magazine- March, 1862 

When it came to the morning attire at home, less is 
more.  In fact, for all morning functions, the simpler the 
outfit the more appropriate one became.  Of course, this 
rule must be in proportion to one's social status.  Middle 
to lower class women were encouraged to wear large 
gingham aprons over their simple frocks, while the 
upper class would wear wrappers. I have found the 
wrapper to be one of the most interesting clothing items 
of this decade.  They are the perfect choice for expecting 
mothers or those days when you feel a little “under the 
weather.”  However, one would be reminded that though 
they may be acceptable, all gowns must come in neatly 
at the waist.  Subtle way of saying "wear a corset" I 
suppose.   Accessories for mornings at home follow this 
same structure of only what is needed to fasten the 
clothes and slippers; that is if they are not too heavily 
embroidered.  	



 

 
 
 

Visiting stores or boutiques and the same rules apply.  However, the goal is to look like more of a 
blend of femininity and business.  Neutral tones in poplin or linen, with matching linen collars and 
cuffs are highly recommended for the shopping lady.  Keep the bonnet trimming simple and 
inexpensive looking, with quiet colors not likely to bring undue attention.  Two pocketbooks are a 
must, one to hide in the bosom, and one for to store change in a deep skirt pocket.  Just make sure 
you always pay a delivery boy to carry home your packages! 
 

Sample bonnets from Godey's lady's book 1861                Young woman wearing a simple straw hat. 
  

                                                                     
 

But suppose a lady wishes to go out for 
the morning?  Of course there are 
recommendations, and of course, it 
depends on where you are wish to 
go.  Marketing?  Simple, tough fabric is 
strongly encouraged.  Authors of this 
time describe the need for a fabric that 
can take a beating as one may brush 
against market tables, animal stalls, or 
any other dirty aspect of the 
street.  Heavy cotton, linen, or wool are 
great choices and should be in simple 
colors.  Keep the shawls at home as they 
are prone to catching small objects along 
the way, as do long skirt trains, and 
ribbons or streamers of any sort.  A plain 
colored sacque, or coat, is the most 
recommended clothing for its form 
fitting nature and the protection it offers 
to one's person.  Yes, the 19th century 
woman must always be on the watch for 
pickpockets.  Oh, and that reminds me, 
no watches either! 
 
Image to the right shows a young lady in a light 
colored outfit with a loose fitting sacque and 
matching hat.	



 

 
 
 

 
 
                     Blue Day/ Promenade Gown c.1867 
                    From the Wurttemburg State Museum 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Outdoor dresses cover a variety of occasions of which only four have been chosen for this 
piece.  While one would think that the above mentioned marketing and shopping gowns would be 
included in this category, and in some books they are, most say it depends on the motive for the 
outing.  Business outings dictate simplicity, while pleasure outings are a bit more freeing.  The 
Promenade Dress (which could also be included in the morning dress category) requires the wearer 
to view herself as a walking art piece.  One of my favorite types of gowns, the promenade, or 
walking dress, would be the one area of fashion most woman were able to splurge.   

Careful consideration must be 
given to all aspects of her 
promenade ensemble with 
particular attention to colors, 
although it depends on the year in 
question.  The early 1860's would 
see more subtle color 
combinations while the latter 
years embraced vivid jewel 
tones.  Whichever your fancy, you 
must always have fine lace collars 
and cuffs as well as kid gloves and 
boots in a harmonizing color.  	

	

Seaside Promenade Gown, source 
unknown	



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Saving the best for last are the evening dresses, which for this piece I will focus on the soiree (private 
evening party) and the ball (formal dance.)  Since there are differences between the purpose and 
intention of these two events, advice is given to show restraint in dressing for the former.  Fabric 
types, unlike the previous categories, are chosen based on age.  The more mature, according to several 
authors, look best in velvet, rich silks and satins, while their young companions do better with thin 
materials such as tulle, tarleton, silk tissue, lace, or crepe.  Jewelry is encouraged, but necklaces 
should only be worn if the neck and shoulders are exposed.  The ball gown, however, demands all the 
trimmings and jewels it can hold.  Lighter fabrics may be worn by all along with white kid gloves and 
white satin slippers or boots.   Let the splendor of the ballroom, the orchestra, and the champagne 
reflect in your chosen ensemble! 
 
 
 

For all church functions, advice was 
given to do your best to avoid "rustling 
fabrics" and strong scents (one did not 
wish to show low breeding.)  Picnic 
clothing was, as it is today, dependent 
upon the weather.  However, with 
comfort, suitability, and beauty as your 
guide, one will never feel out of 
place.  Surprisingly, it is encouraged to 
avoid umbrellas or parasols and instead 
bring along a waterproof cloak to your 
next supper on the green.  Despite the 
many differences amongst authors of the 
1860's to early 1870's, one rule they all 
agree upon is you are "no more exposed 
to criticism than when traveling."  Thick-
soled boots, shorter hemmed skirts, a 
sparsely trimmed bonnet with a thick 
veil, simple furs (squirrel is best), and a 
large linen duster (long coat) make up 
the outfit of the traveling woman.  Clean, 
orderly, with hair smooth and compact 
will ensure a pleasant and judgment-free 
trip. 
	
Image Right: Autumn Cloak. Harper's 
Magazine, November 1860. 



 
Below are two lovely examples of evening gowns showing color, fabric, and accessories for young ladies. 

La Mode Illustrée, 1865 
 

             
   
 



 
 
One does have to wonder how many women were actually able to have so many pieces in their 
wardrobe and how often they followed the “rules.” Nevertheless, the information gathered from these 
primary sources are fascinating and invaluable to the reenactors and fashion lovers of today.  While 
this is not be the entire encyclopedia of the in's and out's of female dressing from the 1860’s, I do hope 
it proves to be a launching point to your own exploration of historical fashion.  Remember, there are 
many rules to follow, and many rules to break.  Let your own personality, whether in this century or 
the last, be your true guiding light.   
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I	hope	you	enjoyed	this	article	on	women’s	clothing	from	the	1860’s.		For	more	
information	on	women’s	fashion	from	the	past	two	hundred	years	along	with	

many	sewing	tutorials,	please	visit	www.aimeevictorianarmoire.	
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