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T:T ‘Ida M. Tarbell
= 120 Bast 19th St.
e New York City

= THE SEWING ROOM OF SIXTY YBARS AGO
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g ﬁowim room was second in importance only to
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ln/ooono tof _the ‘snvorago confortably off family

E{: of the '70 l and '80's.—
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EL Through thel earl in which I was growing up to selfe
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g supporting young mmnhoo?thMon |

Rt fm:._n_mmm—toikl my Mother, Sister and myself, were

0

g clothed from the skin Upe Wo bouzmg othing ready-made except

L

o our hoop skirts and corsets, stockings and shoes and occasionally
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ji a ready-made coat.
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Q%j family save ty keep on thelr buttons and Wend their weajs and tears.

IL_T;“ They had arrivéd at the stage where they b
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af The activities of the sewing reo m‘w
o e e il oL N
G had ite great moments., The chief of these were t eriods - s %
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o Spring and Fall - when a real dressmaker came to produce the hult :

oo or Sunday dress which theortically each of us had to have for the
L yeer' s

@ eoming seasonj
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The dressmaker

g did. A part{af her code /was
'Y/a away\ ich coluld ,\pou bly usped.
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Mothear sa JWell. I er sholld ha

—-ﬂ"""“'ii Preparat;%ps for thy T - were
(] i :’ y
v"’—_—’f;iaborate and serious. Pordue sk sedoh—odma  piann
we were to have for this best dress agking : % n
/
Demsres e v ' Fas our chleg 8> DOOK, C
pat ess choosing the material. Not

from samples - Oh, no. Our favorite dry goods store carried on
its shelves a large asaortmentaof-woola and silks, poplins and

alpacas for winter - of delaines and orga?fd;s. lawns and calicos
forl-ummer. Again and again'we looked them over, considered
price and above all quality for quality in my Mother oo&e was

) | .
é%moral. If it were wool it must be all woo}; if it were silk

t must be pure silk; if it were cotton it must be fine s
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___The dress Y uiﬁAnb must be in the holise before

Youlenew—threurvssmalkanl s

There must be hooks and eyes of two or

thex_were-—piavided.

three sizes, packages of pins and of a—the

fasitT magaZiness
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last place. We knew all about her clients,. They were as
fixed as the stars. We had them pretty well classified.
There were those we knew to be ntrying." Ve aimed never to be

"trying.” There were those who we thought spoiled her by
attention. We couldn't rival them, but we did our best. As

a matter of fact the fortnight the dressmaker was in the house

she was the center of the establishment. She breakfasted

at home, but & hot cup of coffee was taken up to her as soon &as
she arrived. She shared our noon dinner and lMother saw to it
that her favorite dishes were on the table. At four o'clock Nmx
both Mother and the dressmaker had a cup of tea to help them

through the last terrible hour when their cheeks were flushed and

their t‘eﬁp%-’;:% r:%u%‘;n" Wi e M— ;

the basting, the trying on
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Mo %ﬁnally the trimming. When it came to the trimming there was {{Q

2 excitement Sor—we—eil because of the choiee._ You could have

o~ 211:& AR ~ .
taght bands; rou—eeuld—hawe rufflgs;, you could have Jbugies; ye4

oewld have passe-menteries. I was not allowed the yuglcl and

' jet trimmings that I coveted, but when it came to buttons waigh

wese a-very—great—favorits. I 69, d have all I wanted. The 9,78
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less variety a 3 terials. They

was an end
_____________ A

‘_éot only }oontr;m'kto our adornment but theyx-sentributed to one

of the favorite collecting items of the young of that period - the
-"button string. I had buttons from all the ta.m.iy past, from

friends past and present.c

e
and yeu—musi krSv the history of every

n. I would give a




7 came the oparlzgion called "cleaning

i was QM’ o come in |t.ro AFIRE v
E‘_ WWMQ. I was never trusted with

b this. That was Mother's job unless the dressmaker preferred to do

S
= 16 iteelf. T &ﬂ%
ﬁ;} \ But I could pick upfr; p:l.oou_éz_xg__lﬁ hings.

‘ﬁf " 7That was serious businese for everything must be saved. The

ES big pieces were carefully folded up for future r;-;pn:l.ri.ng and re-
P: making and put into what was called the "piece box." The little
& scraps went into Mother's piece bag to be ulud on the ort:y quilt

= she always had under way. wm-“'%w

M ew

Bagiamigodmother. _ She knew an interminable number of stitches

and used them all m varietiees of colored silks in piecing her

quilte. Bvery piece meant something to her - a story - just as

every one of my buttons meant something to me. I have nowaa

treasure ?rszy quilt on rfavotit.o cot in the countr;z%h Cﬂ‘l ,’

W&airly MM; gowns which came out of our ’

uwing[(room over a period of at least twenty five years. '
When all the pieces which might be uurui for

future renovation or for t.he' crazy quilt had been put aside there -

came the trying and uninteruting part of picking up hn.luncl and |

1int, tiny pits of cloth and paper and string. All had to/pl.ckod

up carefully to amm;.L rn.ui'ng"’aiu;. No vaccum cloum;s rm :




The litter went into the trash btrr.el in the woodshed. Then
the floor was sprinkled and carefully swept ].tho chairs and
tables and equipment arranged for the next morning. -

The best gowns done the dressmaker turned to
the second best. If she had time she put them into shape herself
if not she gave cureful directions to Mother as to how she and
a seamstress who came in by the day occasionally could make them
look "as good as new,"

I plways loved my second best dress. A new
dress bothered me and does to this day. But I felt at home in
the second best, I knew exactly how to get in on and off and then
1 didn't have to be so careful of it,.

When the gowns were done there was the quoltion of
taking care of them. I do not remember that in those dayn lb ‘had
such a thing as a coat hanger. A coat hanger on a pole even now

is a kind of luxury to me. We had hookp, three prdngod hooks
and on the seams under the am‘: or at the M
% _______ e T e ; :

e supposed to hang your gown cqg.tully—tu—thuto on two

adjoining hooks so that it hung without wrinkling. Woe the day

the best dress was found hanging by one loop or the second best

for that matter. I

tM—#ﬁe—-floor.

Beside this 1mportnnt Spring and Fall campaign

there went on in themm steady m% the

garments beneath the gowns. By the '70's I was wearing high
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Lo neck, long sleeve, long legged, pure Wool home-made combination
3 : : e :
E;\ﬁ suits. They had to be well ﬂtt.ab_, Mother did not think those
s 5
: that were beginning to come ted properly.
‘\"i Over thepe were worn cotton drawers buttoned around the waist -
G = ‘ 4

& "panties" we called _them, sometimes open, more often buttoned in”
(5 @E!ﬂm’”“

-f‘—‘* below the knee. nt a high-necked chemise, There

‘}: was the same care taken about the quality of our best under

%‘f garment as there was about the quality of the bewt Eo‘m an accord=

i ing to Mother tHere must never be any :l.m:l.ta.t?c;n lace W
(@? 1m1tati§n51m asjshe hatod/liot‘ She hcrself'knit' beautiful

L—?—: - 1ace, hemmed and tucked ruffles,for the botton of drawers and

‘g chemises - fime-little puffles, &8 of them But the factory

= got the best of her finally. In the multitude of duties that

the gomplication of life was bringing to her she finally yielded
to;::g;m.and machine tucking. I am not sure but that she
_prayed God to forgive her for this concession to the new wérld.
At any rate until the day of her death she would nigh&{alk of
the difference between Wnd-made and %chine-mdo things.
Over our underthings we wore petticoats md skirts.

For every day I had a red flannel petticoat, for Sunday a white
flannel embroidered petticoat, that is in the winter. - And over
that in winter some kind of colored petticoat. In the
Isumm"_uckod and rrillwite potticon%a.' _All these things
were laundered at home. écry week when they ca'no. off the
ironing boamd they were looked over for lost buttoa_u and tears

and put into Ma propor'thsn-o.'j m they were folded i




st

away

/) eemefuily in the /idruwerl.

As for stockings we wore heavy Woolen ttoek:l.nsp‘

in winter sometimes of Mothers's beautiful knitting - cottom

stockings for esummer, black or white according to the ocaasion.
I never heard of silk stockings in those days but we did have
a fine lisle, a really beautiful thing for Sunday tale—wse in
Summer.  Uuv

our boots buttoned up. The Congress gaiter
belonged to my childhood - I hated it - but the button boot of

fine calf's leather was a thing of pride.
Thus we were out,f:\ttot with pain and thought

and care. Ank"“ what a&d_wﬁ—nﬂ:nhl? The common

name for that best dress - "Sunday dress" - suggests the
- e
most important function for-which—we—dreweednThat—was going to

Church. Going to and from Church up the main street in our town
of Titusville, Pennsylvania, where I lived had all the features
of the Fifth Avenue Parade in New York City today. Essentially
it was the same thing and if there was nobody to take pictures
of our regalia as they do in these days you were sure there

were plenty of people in that parade who surreptitiously out of

the corner of their eye looked to see hovio#rm new basque
was made or thrmm&-oaam" hat.




tragedy of these Spring and Sunday dress parades was when you

p-
“met on the street somebody who had a gown made like yours out

i
of the same material or a hat that wae a duplicate - that was

i ot e CW'LU tMM% oy i Tt M(-
v b'u,t iff f(h“l'.:u‘:{rﬁ Eimp{e acceesories which turned the

est dress into a party dress. My favorite was the fichu,

a long, very long, scarf, out the shoulders, brought down

to the waist line in front, carried around the waist and tied
in a big flat bow behind. I liked them long and very, very
soft and trimmed with little ruffles. The fichu was one of the
garments of thiis period that I remember wearing with the most
pleasure,

It was with a wardrobe gathered and made in some-

thing of this feehion that I went to e in 1876,  The
only%q;emember iof that wardroﬁm%on to the
clase room. It was a tightly fitting black alpaca redin-gote,
down to my instep in front, a tiny train behind. It was trimmed
with white pearl buttons, & gnt_ya large “’,2" twenty five
cent piece$  They began Wn down to t’lzf:ixouldor,
then down the side for the redin-gete wae open at thtﬂnidof. to
the botton of the skirt. There were :}y eight of them.

The first bit o{AProvocative coquettishness in
my drese that I remember was connected with this black alpaca with
the pearl buttons. I wore it over & scarlet felt skirt,
scalloped in black silk, black embroider above. On the campus
where the pathes were never too well cared for my little triin
would necessarily be lifted and I took great care 1n_111t1nc‘1t
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GE a\{n to show that scarlet petticoat.

b0 N college wardrobe of 1?76 A —yto¥d
g h—fﬁe ess rofomf}kﬁi miltant wononM ' were pmnunﬁc “
- diligent Just as the ftotory had invaded my Mother's lm
5: room 80 I was beginning to feel the agitation tormm:h

‘gi dressing. I had already 1-.1:;151? corset with the steel stays

; and was wearing a stitched Ferris waist buttoned down the front.
(_7“ Also w hoopﬁ' skirt was only now a relic of the‘ fine old baloon
g_ . h thgt I had worn as a child. # . 9

Perhaps the most picturesque, as well as fasirien
A f 4} ,
episode in the)l9th Century i gﬁe rise and fall of the hoop skirt,

It wéent down before fashion's restless passion for change combined

= with the fight made on it by militants.

S from the waist line down

e Your silhouotto which/had been that of a huge

E_, swaying bell m,baot‘k only half of its old self. Now the

%

o silhouette was very like that of a pear that had been cut

as ;

S : horizont&lly down the middle, flat in front, bulging behind ang
gradually this was‘ giviﬁg\ away. My black aplaca redin-gote of

worn -

1876 was xEunkXexarrangemenkxxxin over one of

B, R

these half hoopl. s bustle or little shelfj at the waist line

_ Another item I remember about this college wardrobe
was my favorite hat - an English walking hat of plain velvet.
Around it crr:;uing in the back and brought down around my neck and
tied in a big flat bow under my chin I wore a long mrra' ’bm
amd real lace veil edged with "real" lace. It was & ttw m :;j_

3




bought for quality - & long-lived one and I never felt
grander than when I had it properly fixed and that bow proplrlr
tied under my chin.

I remember nothing of coats, but I do remeuber
a shawl., It went along with the black redin-gote and the red
skirt - a large Black and red plaid of the finest wool. How
I loved it. It lasted for years growing thinner ind thinner,
more and more fsdod. I suspect that some noorfing member of'-v W

houlehold ﬁnally used it for a mop, but I know if I had had w

way it would still be among my treasures,
What impressed me now as I think of the way we

l-’@-——-/ ralaea is that so much more fun out of it, as well as so
{ ©

= oh more )%ee the careful planning, the

i serious effort tq carry o t;a@- pla.n1 the attention to principl*j
= werhdd

! w lotherﬁm lity was a v/rtuo. 1mi.tat:l.on a kind of lig..—.
i@ llrhth?r/tha waste was ong, you robb.d the poor. ﬂ T

J“.";_ Mnciplol W‘. 1n e £ _I;‘
% S —— R Y @Wm .

The first of these was the passing on e

dress finally discardedto somebody whoryou thought ’needod it.

You put it in order, preesed it, gave it to the person. Then
you watched to see howshe used 1£. If she didn't take care of

it you were very liable to say to yourself, "Well, I'll.- never give
her another.” You resented the lack of respect for the thing

which you had so long respected.




The second and final act in the

drama was the burni.ng of the contents of the wa

in the woodshed had gradually filled,

I' y
the ;_._ck:l.n'g up the litter after ouch day's work QMD ,.,
e rag bag g

heavy cloth,
use forwid.
5
make su%M :
A 5 o%f{
freguentiy—woudd ba_olﬂt' pleces oi‘ t
%l

Anto dulting rags,: Wa woolen pieces which ‘'o.%
iy n .
cut into carpet rage, one of tm rie mi.dh

did her knitting of lace, her

tho tzaeh barrel. l'hm.'
on goodl enough te-be-made-

Mothe
she carried on as regularly as she

hemming of ruffles and the piecing of crazy quilts,
incessant

As L think back on this/production of my Mothers

1 see how intelligently she arranged these different kza 8 of
work: to relieve her nervous tension - always . hen she
did not want to knit lace she could hem; if she did not want to.

hem she could embroider; if:she did not want to embroider she

d

could sew Irags. 'W S
C 0 Wnen the trash barrel ( full my Father Saek it
m—-ﬂih e pile of other rubbish %’%he middle of his gum.tuuu

/s/‘ pme still twillght lve burned :I.taMIt was always an event to me.

I

which had meant so much to .tnf up in bl
tongues of flame running through

When the last solid particle was consumed } the

sat on the back steps and ntoh.d the remnants of the prcocllm_







