
M EN’S CIVILIAN CLO T HING- #205

T HE CUT OF T HE COAT

“Having now re a ched its maximum full n e s s , f rom c.1745 until the end of the century the
coat was gra d u a lly and gra c e f u lly to subside. The side seams, w h i ch were under the arms slightly
t ow a rds the back while the coat was full , began to move further in to the centre back , and the
shoulder-seam also dropped back . The fullness of the side pleats was re d u c e d , the fronts stra i g h t-
ened and then curved tow a rds the sides. A narrow standing collar appeared c. 1 7 6 0 . The sleeve s
diminished in width but grew lon g e r. By 1770 the narrow back (which by then had lost the extra
c e n t re back pleats) the fewer  and shall ower side pleats, the sloping front edges, the high stand-
ing collar and the long sight [sic] sleeves with small fitting cuff. A ll con t ributed to produce the
f a s h i onable slender tilhouette [sic].” [Waugh p. 5 2 - 5 3 ]

“As well as these fashionable coats there were also simpler and more pra c t i cal on e s , m a d e
in cloth [wool] for outdoor wear. The country coat, while foll owing the fashionable silhouette,
was looser and simpler in cut. Single- or double-bre a s t e d , with a turn e d - d own coll a r, it could be
b u t t oned up for pro t e c t i on against inclement weather. This type of coat was ca lled a fro ck and
was incre a s i n g ly worn from 1730 when the dress coat became so extra v a g a n t . ” [Waugh p. 5 3 ]

“A ll eighteenth-century coats have the top of the centre back ve n t s , side pleatings of the
s k i rts and the pocket line on the same level round the body (this varies a little in height); t h e
seams of the coat are stitched down to this leve l . The front and back side full n e s s , when pleated,
is firm ly stitched together inside at the top and then on ly caught at the bottom where there is
o ften a button . The narrower and longer skirts of the 1780’s and 90’s are caught in seve ral places.
The necks of the early coll a rless coats are usually finished with a half-inch band tapering off to
n o t h i n g. The fit on the shoulders and round the armholes is awkward to a modern eye as there is
ra re ly any padding or interlining unless some phys i cal defect has to be disguised.” [Waugh p. 5 7 ]

A ll eighteenth century coats have the full length of the centre front edges and centre back
s k i rts  strengthened with a firm strip of linen, or buck ra m , about four inches wide. A small piece
of firm linen, s ometimes backed with paper, is attached to the top of the side pleats and top of
the back slits. Until c. 1760 the ve ry full coats have the front skirt s , f rom the pockets dow n ,
i n t e rlined with linen or buck ra m , w h i ch is often cove red with a thin layer of teased-out horse-
h a i r. The pleats of this coat are also interlined with a thin woolen material or teased-out wool
f i b res–this is lightly caught to the silk lining (there is no other interl i n i n g ) . ” [Waugh p. 5 7 ]

“In the second half of the century interlining in the skirts and pleats is ve ry ra re .

“A ll coats, e xcept gre a t - c o a t s , a re lined, u s u a lly with silk. In cloth coats all edges are cut
and left ra w. ” [Waugh p. 5 7 ]
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T HE CUT OF T HE BREE C HES

“R o lled stockings were the fade-out of the old boot hose. The wide tops gra d u a lly shra n k
and became cuffs which fitted over the knee, a fashion which lingered on until the 1740’s . T h e
b re e ches were almost hidden under the long coat, waistcoat and ro lled stockings so that they
w e re cut more for com f o rt than fit. From the second half of the century, with the front of the
coat cut away and the shorter waistcoat, mu ch more of the bre e ches were show n , and con s e-
q u e n t ly they became more fitted to the thigh and over the knee; c . 1770 for undress wear bunch-
es of laces often replaced the knee buck l e . From c. 1750 also the centre front fly was replaced by
‘ f a lls’–a flap opening. B a cks were still cut full . ” [Waugh p. 5 5 ]

For the working classes in England and the colon i e s , leather bre e ches seem to have been
c om m on . B u ck [p.148] quotes a 1781 letter from ru ral England as mentioning them. Wa rd ro b e
i nve n t o ries in ru ral Pe n n s ylvania [Gehret p. 127] and No rth Carolina [Wa s h . C o. Wi ll Book ] ,
i n d i cate that leather bre e ches were fairly com m on items in those areas as well .

WA I S TCOAT S

Waistcoats became shorter and less full during the eighteenth century, at the same time
as the coats. Waistcoats could be either sleeved (sometimes also ca lled a jacket) or sleeve l e s s .

It should be noted that unless the man was laboring in extre m e ly hot con d i t i on s , a waist-
coat was almost alw ays worn while work i n g. In many ca s e s , a coat was worn as well . T h e re are
n u m e rous paintings and drawings which ill u s t rate this, both immediately before and after the
R ev o l u t i on a ry War peri o d . Paul Sa n d b y’s  figures in “The Cries of Lon d on” s e ries c. 1759 all
wear waistcoats and most wear coats, no matter how tattered and worn the cl o t h i n g. The work-
men ill u s t rated in Didero t’s Encyclopedia are also good examples of this. Most wear waistcoats
and many wear coats. The on ly men shown with on ly shirt and bre e ches are blowing glass, w o rk-
ing in bakeri e s , e t c . T h ey are depicted on the job in a shop or factory and not in the presence of
w om e n . In Pyn e’s British Costumes, even the slaughterman and coal heaver are shown weari n g
w a i s t c o a t s . E llen Gehret [p.157] re fers to a series of drawings done in the early 19th century
depicting workingmen in So u t h e a s t e rn Pe n n s ylv a n i a . A g a i n , the men are wearing waistcoats or
j a ck e t s . In the Wi ll Book from Wa s h i n g t on County, N C , a ll of the men owned a jacket (waist-
c o a t ) , a l ong with at least one coat. Hunting shirts were mu ch less fre q u e n t ly owned than were
j a ckets and coats.

HEAD COV ERI N G

The majori ty of the workers in Didero t’s Encyclopedia are wearing a head cove ri n g,
whether it be a cocked hat, round or flop hat, knit hat, or close-fitting skull ca p. This skull ca p
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appears to be similar to the design worn by men while not wearing their wigs. Ill u s t ra t i ons in
other sources con f i rm the wearing of a head cove ring at all levels of society.

Since the wearing of wigs was a sign of social leve l , even some laborers wore cheap wigs,
although most wore their own hair. [de Marly p. 5 2 ]

NECK W E A R

Most of the working men in drawings and paintings by Sandby and Pyn e, as well as oth-
ers shown in deMarly and Buck , wear a neck cloth of some typ e .T h ey are plain, s p o t t e d , or col-
o red and may be worn tight around the neck over or under a buttoned shirt coll a r, or loosely ove r
or under an unbuttoned coll a r. B u ck (p.138-139) and Gehret [p. 154] agree on the fact that the
w o rking man nearly alw ays wore a neck cl o t h .

RU RAL VS URBAN DRESS AND INFLU ENCE OF SOCIAL CLA S S

In urban areas of England, the main diffe rence between servants and their masters was
the elegance of the materi a l , rather than the cut of the cl o t h e s . This is seen in paintings of ser-
vants in ve ry stylish garm e n t s . Tra velers commented upon this aspect of English culture . On his
w ay to service in the Am e ri can Wa r, an officer in von Sp e ch t’s Regiment from Bru n s w i ck visited
Po rt s m o u t h , England in 1776. His comments on women include the foll ow i n g : “A ll wear lon g
d re s s e s ; the lowliest serving maid sweeps the street in a long dress and a kind of head dress and
s u n b on n e t , and goes to market in a  red coat. Fa s h i onable dress is so general that one can on ly
distinguish the better class of women by the beauty of their clothing and the size of their hats.”
[ D i a ry p. 3 3 0 ; see also de Marly p. 7 2 , B u ck p. 5 3 1 ] . While he did not comment on men’s dre s s ,
the same rule pro b a b ly applies. De Marly feels that within about a 100 mile radius of a large
t own like Lon d on , the latest styles began to penetrate fairly quick ly, [ p. 7 2 ] .

In ru ral distri c t s , f a s h i on , e s p e c i a lly among the lower cl a s s e s , lagged far behind.
Ph o t o g ra phs of 19th century working dress from isolated areas look re m a rk a b ly like 18thg centu-
ry paintings and drawings from  the same loca t i on . It might be re a s onable to assume that in such
a re a s , f a s h i on might be up to 50 years behind.

Se rvants were sometimes provided with art i cles of clothing by their masters and mistre s s-
es [Cunnington p. 4 0 - 4 2 ] . T h u s , the upper class of servants in town might have clothing of re l a-
t i ve ly nice materi a l . The working poor would have whatever was least expensive . In ru ral are a s ,
f a b ric of local manufacture would dom i n a t e, f o ll owed by re a s on a b ly priced goods brought in by
m e rchants and itinerant tra d e r s .
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FA B RI C

Since the cut of the coat varied little between ri ch and poor, it was the fabric and decora-
t i on that diffe re d . Existing museum pieces are nearly alw ays the dressiest clothes of the upper
cl a s s . D e t e rmining the proper material for working class garments must be based on the fabri c
available to the person in the 18th century at re a s onable cost. R e c o rds of loca lly produced flax,
c o t t on or sheep would indicate the possibility of wearing linen, c o t t on , or wool. In addition , l o ca l
re c o rds could be ch e cked to see what was brought in by tra d e r s , held in merch a n t s ’ i nve n t o ri e s ,
m e n t i oned in wills and estate inve n t o ri e s , e t c . In urban areas with good shipping, s u ch as
Lon d on , India cottons and other imported fabrics were easy to obtain. The same could not be
said for more isolated areas in England or Am e ri ca .

The Wi ll Book for Wa s h i n g t on County, NC re c o rds garments in many of the household
i nve n t o ri e s . The type of fabric is indicated for about half of the garm e n t s , w h i ch include suits of
cl o t h e s , j a ck e t s , c o a t s , b re e ch e s , s h i rt s , gow n s , and petticoats. M a t e rials are mentioned with the
f o ll owing fre q u e n cy:

Va rious kinds of wool-14 (cl o t h , b ro a d cl o t h , s a g a t hy, s t u f f, e t c . )
L i n e n – 1 2
C o t t on – 7
Leather–6 (5 pair bre e ch e s , 1 hunting shirt )
Ve lve t – 3
Si l k – 2
Virginia cl o t h – 2
Calico–1 (gow n )

When the Wi ll Book is silent about the fabri c , we can on ly con j e c t u re . It would seem re a s on a b l e,
h ow eve r, to assume that the ratio was approx i m a t e ly the same as that listed above . Wa s h i n g t on
C o u n ty was part of the Watauga Settlements on the No rth Carolina fron t i e r, so this ratio might
also be acceptable for any southern frontier are a s .

Pre p a red by Linnea M. Bass and Wi lliam W. B u rke              Fe b ru a ry 1991

From the Office of the Northwest Territory Alliance Patternmaster      Men’s Civilian Clothing #205

© 1997 Northwest Territory Alliance p. 4/6



B I B LI OG RA PH Y

B ry a n t , Na n cy O. “B u ckles and Button s : An Inquiry into Fastening Systems Used on
E i g h t e e n t h - C e n t u ry English Bre e ch e s . ” Dre s s : The Annual Journal of the Costume Society of
Am eri ca, v o l . 1 4 , 1 9 8 8 , p. 2 7 - 3 8 .

A study of the waist and fly / f a ll fastenings on bre e ches in museum coll e c t i on s .

B ry a n t , Na n cy O. “R e s p onse to: An Inquiry into Research Methods.” [by Maeder–see below ]
Dre s s : The Annual Journal of the Costume Society of Am eri ca. Vo l . 1 6 , 1 9 9 0 , p. 9 2 .

B u ck , An n e . Dress in Eighte e n t h - C e n tu ry England. N Y: Holmes and Meier, 1 9 7 9 .
Has a chapter on servants and another on com m on people such as farm e r s , l a b o re r s ,

c o u n t ry tow n s m e n , e t c . Good ill u s t ra t i on s . C ontains glossary of 18th century clothing term s .

C u n n i n g t on , Ph i ll i s . C o s tume of Household Serva n t s : From the Middle Ages to 1900. N Y: B a rn e s
and No b l e, 1 9 7 4 .

D e s c ribes role and dress of various grades of serv a n t s .

de Marly, D i a n a . Wo rking Dre s s . A Hi s t o ry of Occupational Clothing. N Y: Holmes and Meier,
1 9 8 6 .

E xc e llent study of clothing based on occupation of weare r. Good ill u s t ra t i ons and 
p ri m a ry source quotes.

“D i a ry of the Voyage from Stade in Hanover to Quebec in Am e ri ca of the Se c ond Division of
Du cal Bru n s w i ck Merc e n a ri e s . ” By an officer in von Sp e ch t’s Regiment. Tra n s . By Clara Egil.
The Qu a rterly Journal of the New Yo rk Sta te Hi s t o ri cal As s o c i a t i o n . Vo l . 8 , n o. 4 , O c t . 1 9 2 7 , p. 3 2 3 -
3 5 1 .

C ontains interesting comment on serv a n t s ’ d ress in England.

A Dederot Pictorial Encyclopedia of Trades and Industry. E d . By Charles C. G i ll e s p i e . 2 vols. N Y:
D ove r, 1 9 5 9 .

C ontains 485 of the 2900 plates in the original Didero t , w h i ch was published over more
than a deca d e, beginning in 1751.

Fa i g a n , J u l i a n . Paul Sandby Draw i n gs. Syd n ey: Au s t ralian Gall e ry Dire c t o r s ’ C o u n c i l , 1 9 8 1 .
A museum exhibit ca t a l o g, this includes the “ C ries of Lon d on . ”

G e h re t , E llen J. Ru ral Pe n n sy l vania Clothing: Being a Study of the We a ring Ap p a rel of the Germ a n
and English Inhabitants… Yo rk , PA : George Sh u mw ay, 1 9 7 6 .

A study of original 18th and early 19th century garm e n t s , m o s t ly working class garm e n t s
and pri m a ri ly from southeastern Pe n n s ylv a n i a . C ontains glossary of 18th C. clothing term s .
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H e n ry, Ka t e . “Cut of Men’s Clothing by Martin We s t , Fo rt Ligon i e r. ” No rt hwest Terri t o ry
Alliance Couri er, v o l . X I V, June 1990, p. 4 .

E xc e llent summary of lecture by a man who has studied the con s t ru c t i on of surv i v i n g
coats of Fre n ch , G e rm a n , B ri t i s h , C a n a d i a n , and Am e ri can ori g i n .

Ka t ch e r, Ph i l i p. U n i f o rms of the Continental Arm y. Yo rk , PA : George Sh u mw ay, 1 9 8 1 .
D e s c ri p t i ons of desert e r s , o ften wearing civilian cl o t h e s , a re sprinkled throughout the

t e x t . Le f fe rts lists many of the same descri p t i on s .

Kl i n g e r, R o b e rt Le e . S k e t ch b o ok 76: The Am eri can Soldier 1775-1781. U n i on City, TN :
Pi oneer Pre s s , 1976 re p rint of 1967 edition .

Some of the non - m i l i t a ry port i ons of this are useful, if the citation is given indicating the
l o ca t i on of the original garm e n t .

Le f fe rt s , C h a rles M. U n i f o rms of the Am eri ca n , B ri t i s h , Fre n ch and German Armies in the War of
the Am eri can Revo l u t i o n. Old Gre e nw i ch , C T: WE Pre s s . No date.

G i ves descri p t i ons of desert e r s , o ften wearing their civilian cl o t h e s , by state. These same
d e s c ri p t i ons are also in Ka t ch e r.

M ae d e r, E d w a rd . “ C om m e n t a ry: An Inquiry into Research Methods.” [ c omment on Bry a n t’s
a rt i cle “B u ckles and Buttons”] Dre s s : The Annual Journal of the Costume Society of Am eri ca, v o l . 1 6 ,
1 9 9 0 , p. 8 9 - 9 1 .

Ne u m a n n , George C. and Frank J. K ra v i c . C o l l e c t o r’s Il l u s tra ted Encyclopedia of Am eri ca n
R evo l u t i o n. H a r ri s b u r g, PA : St a ckpole Book s , 1 9 7 5 .

Sh ows ph o t o g ra phs of original arm s , a c c o u t e rm e n t s , e t c .

Pyn e, Wi lliam H. Py n e ’s British Costu m e s : An Il l u s tra ted Survey of the Early Eighte e n t h - C e n tu ry
Dress in the British Isles….Wa re, E n g l a n d : Wo rd s w o rth Editions Repri n t , 1 9 8 9 .

M a ny of the drawings are re a lly ill u s t ra t i ve of clothing at the time of original publica t i on
in 1805. It is still useful to show 18th century standards of dre s s .

“Wa s h i n g t on County Wi ll Book” f rom Unit Documentation for Colonel John Sev i ers Militia of
Washington County N. C a ra. Edited and tra n s c ribed by Donald P Ra p p, Sr. R evised Ap ril 1979  

Lists items in estate inve n t o ries 1778-1782.

Wa u g h , No ra h . The Cut of M e n’s Clothes, 1 6 0 0 - 1 9 0 0. N Y: T h e a t re Arts Book s , 1 9 6 4 .
A study of men’s cl o t h i n g, w h i ch gives patterns based on original garments in mu s e u m s

and also cities examples of tailors’ i n s t ru c t i on s . This is con s i d e red to be one of the best sourc e s .
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