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FASHION IN THE 1940s

Jayne Shrimpton
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Garments produced under the government’s Utility scheme were economical, yet many designer models for suits, coats and dresses were extremely smart and stylish.
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Floral dresses, knitwear, checked sports jackets and patterned ties were all late-1940s fashion features, as seen in this studio photograph from 1947.
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Parisian fashions are defiantly displayed on this Vogue magazine cover from March 1940, shortly before the fall of France.



INTRODUCTION

FASHION DURING THE 1940s was dominated by the Second World War. Britain was fortunate compared with some countries at war, being neither occupied by enemy forces nor experiencing significant fighting on home soil, but the march of global events and the tremendous effort needed to support her participation in the conflict between September 1939 and May 1945 transformed everyday civilian life: never before had the home front been so completely involved in a war. By 1941 the entire populace had been mobilised in a common cause – that of conserving precious resources and ensuring their allocation to the industries where they were most urgently needed. Stopping just short of nationalisation, the British government controlled textile and garment production with regimental precision, decreed what should and could not be worn and attempted to influence the nation’s whole perception of fashion, not only during the war but in the years of shortages, debt and inflation that followed. Winning battles over fashion, while maintaining morale, was essential to the greater war effort and would afterwards aid the nation’s economic recovery.

At the dawn of the new decade Paris was the acknowledged leader of fashion, but following the German occupation of France in June 1940 French industry was redirected towards the needs of the Third Reich. Some Parisian fashion houses continued to operate but they no longer served an international clientele and for the remainder of the war French haute couture became strangely insular, evolving along extravagant lines that diverged from dress elsewhere. Meanwhile, in Britain the traditional concept of fashion, with its implied freedom of choice and expression of personal taste, was being challenged. After the Blitz began in August 1940, there was little time for fashion: opportunities for leisure activities and dressing up were few and there was less to wear as material shortages escalated. Whether an individual’s garments were made to measure by professional tailors and court dressmakers or bought from upmarket London shops, local outfitters, popular chain stores or market stalls, they became less formal and more functional, shaped by the exigencies of war.
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Military uniforms strongly influenced women’s fashions, as demonstrated in this 1946 advertisement by British clothing company Windsmoor.

London design talent was harnessed by the government to help create economical styles. Military uniforms strongly influenced female dress as the sharp, tailored silhouette of the late 1930s developed into classic 1940s civilian fashions, a disciplined style that was trim and smart.

Suits featured a narrow or modest A-line knee-length skirt and a fitted jacket with padded shoulders and nippedin waist; coats and daytime dresses followed similar lines. Hats also evolved a martial air: for example, when Princess Elizabeth (later Queen Elizabeth II) joined the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS), her peaked cap inspired a fashion for cap-shaped hats, while her adoption of a simple scarf tied under the chin awarded the practical wartime headwear the royal seal of approval. As Princess Elizabeth (born in 1926) and Princess Margaret (born in 1930) reached their formative years they engaged increasingly with 1940s style trends, observed by an admiring public.

King George VI and his family maintained a highly visible profile during the war, declining to move out of London and sharing in the city’s experience of air raids and bomb shelters, presenting an exemplary image to the nation. Queen Elizabeth radiated confidence and grace, kindness and strength, her personal sense of style reflecting traditional upper-class English taste with its subtle hint of eccentricity. The royal couturier was Norman Hartnell, whose claim to be ‘more than partial to the jolly glitter of sequins’ and love of the theatre made him the perfect designer to dress the Queen. Working together, the Queen and Hartnell created a refined and stately public image through the use of soft materials, subtle colours, fur stoles and fine accessories, her most recognisable trademark being a string of pearls. When visiting areas of London devastated by bomb damage, it was decided that she would not wear morbid black costumes; instead, inspired by the semi-mourning colour lilac, she chose muted pastel shades, suggestive of hope. She was always immaculately attired on these occasions, to show respect for those members of the public who had dressed up to see her. Nonetheless, she followed wartime clothing restrictions, her clothes sometimes being cut down for her daughters and older outfits re-modelled.
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The Queen maintained a dignified appearance throughout the war, while the royal princesses kept abreast of fashion. This photograph was taken on Princess Elizabeth’s eighteenth birthday in April 1944.
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Most men in the services had few occasions to adopt civilian dress during the war. This airman wore a loose 1930s-style three-piece lounge suit for the ‘going-away’ photographs following his wedding.
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Girls’ dress resembled female adult styles during the 1940s, although white ankle socks were worn in place of stockings.

In general British male fashion remained conservative for much of the 1940s. Relatively few new suits were made during the war, as millions of men were in the services and wore a uniform: when occasion required a civilian suit, many made do with their existing two- or three-piece lounge or business suit, with its loose pre-war silhouette. Conventional men wore a hat outdoors – the city bowler, a semi-casual felt trilby or the working man’s cloth cap.

Children’s wear also presented a relatively standardised juvenile version of adult dress throughout the 1940s, while a regulation uniform was obligatory for most school pupils. For leisurewear, hand-knitted jerseys, sweaters, cardigans and outdoor hats, gloves and mufflers were popular for men, women and children. Many women were accustomed to making and repairing at least some of the family’s garments long before home sewing and mending became a wartime necessity.

Both Britain and the United States hoped to advance their fashion status after the war and dominate the international scene, but ultimately the introduction of the ostentatious New Look in the late 1940s saw the triumph of French haute couture and re-establishment of Parisian pre-eminence. In some respects fashion in Britain had been suspended during the war, yet London designers had played a pivotal role, the organisation of the clothing industry had improved and the general public had acquired a keener appreciation of the quality of clothing. An important precedent had also been set for the adoption of more practical, comfortable garments and by the end of the decade the younger generation in particular was becoming increasingly attracted to casual American-style clothes, a trend that looked ahead to the future.
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Boys en route to a football match wear the archetypal 1940s schoolboy uniform of school cap, blazer or jacket, shirt and tie, flannel shorts or long trousers, grey socks and laced leather shoes.

DRESSED FOR WAR

THROUGHOUT THE WAR and afterwards, until they were demobilised, millions of men and women wore the distinguishing uniforms and insignia of the organisations with which they served, demonstrating their wartime role. The Second World War was the first conflict in which females were conscripted, so the adoption of uniform applied to many more women than ever before. The appearance of women in uniform throughout Britain, from nurses to mechanics, came to be one of the defining features of the war years. For all those issued with official kit, their uniform identified them and formed the basis of their wardrobe. Much has been written elsewhere about military uniforms, so here the focus is on some of the special uniforms adopted by women for wartime work and the ways in which the circumstances of war impacted on civilian dress.

A potent symbol of the war was the gas mask, first issued in Britain in 1938, when the threat of chemical warfare seemed very real. Although carrying a gas mask never became a legal requirement, when war was declared in September 1939 the population was urged to take precautions and always to carry a gas mask when leaving the house. Commercially made gas-mask cases swiftly went on sale, styles ranging from oilskin covers to smart leather handbags with compartments for the respirator. The gas mask became an integral part of a woman’s outfit and even the Queen carried one to her public engagements. However, as the war dragged on and no gas attacks arrived, civilians became more lax and eventually gas masks were discontinued.
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The chic navy-blue uniform of the Women’s Royal Naval Service, displayed in recruitment posters, inspired many more young women to apply to join the WRNS than there were places available.

Another sartorial expression of the events of the war was the airraid emergency suit or ‘siren suit’, a roomy zipper-fronted one-piece jumpsuit that could be put on over anything when the air-raid sirens sounded – pyjamas or a nightdress, if necessary. The comfortable siren suit, popularised by the Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, was similar to the overalls or boiler suit used by mechanics, tank crews and others to protect their clothes, but often featured a snug hood. The suits were available from shops and mail-order catalogues in various colours and all sizes, for adults and children, while some were made at home from patterns, using woollen material or any warm fabrics available under the rationing system.

Siren suits were just one of many instances of females adopting trousers during the war – born of necessity, this key dress trend would influence future fashions. Casual trousers or ‘slacks’ were already worn by some women for outdoor activities such as gardening and sailing and were made fashionable by influential film stars such as Katharine Hepburn, but the masculine garments were not yet widely accepted as ‘decent’. Even when British women donned practical trousers, overalls, dungarees, jodhpurs or other styles of breeches for physically demanding wartime jobs, convention prevailed when it came to everyday dress: for example, in some rural areas trousers were regarded as the dress of the immoral woman and, perhaps for similar reasons, many traditional working-class men disliked seeing their wives and daughters wearing trousers.
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An advertisement for a smart gas-mask handbag, c. 1940 – one of various styles marketed during the early war years.
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This advertisement for siren suits from Barker’s of Kensington displays a range of colours and sizes.

Government recruitment posters depicting glowing, rosy-cheeked girls wearing country breeches and sweaters inspired many females to join the Women’s Land Army in preference to military conscription or factory work. Land Girls were typically young, aged in their late teens or early twenties, and came from all walks of life. They received an official uniform comprising a short-sleeved cream aertex shirt, a green V-necked ribbed woollen jersey, a green necktie, brown corduroy knee breeches, fawn-coloured knee-length socks, brown lace-up shoes, an armband (worn mainly on parade and for press photographs), a brown felt hat – or a green beret for those working in the Women’s Timber Corps – and a badge. Additional Land Army standard-issue workwear included a belted overcoat, short mackintosh, bib-and-brace overalls (dungarees), rubber boots, and sou’wester hats, although in practice a variety of practical clothes was worn. The provision of a range of dress articles for cold, wet and hot weather meant that Land Girls from poorer backgrounds enjoyed a decent wardrobe for the first time, with comfortable outfits suitable for all seasons. Women also became physically fit working on the land: the undernourished filled out and the overweight slimmed down; hygiene improved too, as modern sanitary towels were provided and teeth were cared for properly.
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Barker’s of Kensington stocked everything for the practical female wartime wardrobe from ‘air-raid emergency suits’, through bib-and-brace overalls to tailored jacket and jodhpurs for land wear.
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Many women wore masculine jackets and jodhpurs or breeches for outdoor jobs vacated by men, such as delivering milk, as seen in this snapshot dated 1941.

Special civilian uniforms were developed for numerous jobs taken over by women during the war. Women’s involvement in the transport system was especially prominent and female bus drivers and conductors (‘clippies’) were a familiar sight on many bus routes. Their hurriedly devised uniforms were an adaptation of those worn by men. Female railway guards, station staff and postal workers dressed similarly to bus staff. Women even entered the fire service for the first time, as watchers, drivers and despatch riders: their main uniform comprised a navy woollen suit with either skirt or trousers, a soft fabric peaked cap and a steel helmet. Other women, including ARP wardens, also wore helmets at work.
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This wartime clippie, wearing her London Transport uniform and Public Service Vehicle (PSV) bus conductor’s badge, was photographed in 1944.

To many, it is the iconic image of the Second World War female factory worker wearing an industrial ‘uniform’ that best symbolises women’s contribution to the war effort. Often undertaking work that was extremely physically demanding, working long hours and having rapidly to learn complex skills that men had taken years to master, women laboured at the heart of British manufacturing, operating deafening and dangerous machinery and frequently handling hazardous materials. Factory workers enjoyed none of the glamour of women in the services with their smart, tailored uniforms and jaunty peaked caps, but understood the necessity of their role in keeping the cogs of heavy industry turning throughout the war. Garbed in tough protective clothing comprising shapeless utilitarian dungarees and overalls, they also had to wear unflattering hairnets or headscarves tied into turbans. First appearing in 1936 as an exotic high-fashion style, the turban was, however, a versatile item: used widely in factories to protect clean hair from polluted factory environments and as an essential safety measure when using dangerous equipment, turbans soon became a major wartime fashion.
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Propaganda photographs from 1940 portraying attractive models aimed to encourage women in dangerous wartime occupations to wear protective steel helmets.
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This painting by Dame Laura Knight (1943) of factory worker Ruby Loftus wearing industrial overalls and a hairnet while turning a breech-ring is one of the most iconic images of the Second World War.

Cosmetics were also worn in the factories, partly to offset the unfeminine industrial workwear, although face creams were positively recommended to help protect the complexion from toxic chemicals. British munitions factory workers were awarded a special allowance for face creams in 1942 and occasionally a sales representative from Max Factor would turn up with free products, boosting workers’ morale. Factory staff worked long shifts and were usually employed precisely when the shops were open, but many firms, understanding the problem, arranged for their workers to have time off, perhaps a half-day or two ‘shopping break’ hours per week. Alternatively, key workers were sometimes allowed to register in advance for rationed goods, or older unemployed women might be appointed professional shoppers on behalf of the factory girls – a carefully devised arrangement that suited both parties.
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Royal Ordnance Factory workers wearing their ‘uniform’ of overalls and turbans apply face cream at the make-up station, to protect their complexions from toxic substances.
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A front cover from Woman’s Own magazine, September 1944, succeeds in presenting clothes rationing in a desirable light.

RESTRICTED FASHION

BEFORE THE OUTBREAK of war in September 1939, Britain had relied on supplies of commodities from overseas: now food had to be produced at home and most raw materials reserved for the production of arms, vehicles and uniforms. Meticulous planning was required and the government’s wartime strategy included managing garment manufacture and the distribution of clothing to an unprecedented degree.

CLOTHES RATIONING

Committed to ensuring the fair distribution of scarce but essential resources, namely food, clothing and furniture, the government introduced a comprehensive rationing scheme based on allocation of coupons – a system deriving, ironically, from the German rationing plan devised in November 1939. Clothes rationing was first considered in June 1940, but was not launched until June 1941, by which time the supply and circulation of civilian clothing were already experiencing a downward turn. Many garment factories had been requisitioned and much of the clothing industry’s labour force withdrawn for essential war work. Raw materials were growing scarce and inflation was forcing up the price of clothes: by March 1941, the cost of dress articles had risen by an alarming 69 per cent, chiefly because of purchase tax, introduced the previous October. Most garments and footwear were taxed at 16 per cent, but items such as furs, head shawls, hairnets, veils, gloves, belts, suspenders, shoe and corset laces, hair and curling pins all carried a hefty 33 per cent purchase tax. By 1941 the government understood that the cost of clothing had to be stabilised, and in an equitable manner: the introduction of rationing aimed to provide affordable dress essentials for the whole civilian population.

Clothes rationing entailed a system whereby both cash and coupons were required for the purchase of new dress items. Certain articles could still be bought without coupons, such as clothing for children below four years of age, work boiler suits, wooden clogs, boot and shoe laces, sanitary towels, tapes, braids, ribbons and sewing and mending thread; so too could second-hand clothes, if ‘genuine’, in recognition that the poorer sectors of society often bought their clothes at rummage sales and second-hand outlets. Conversely, heavily taxed luxury items considered inessential, such as hats, lace and fur coats, were also exempt from rationing. Otherwise, most new clothing had to be purchased using coupons within the rationing system.
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Women buy dresses using their clothing coupon books. The majority of new clothes were rationed in Britain between June 1941 and March 1949.
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The national newspapers carried details of the new rationing scheme, this notice being published in the Daily Express, June 1941.

Initially the allowance for every British adult was set at sixty-six coupons per year, with an additional fifty coupons for expectant mothers. To help the general public to understand the system, the Board of Trade issued a two-penny booklet entitled Clothing Coupon Quiz. It began by explaining the purpose of rationing and how it would work, then presented a comprehensive table itemising the number of coupons needed for each category of adults’ and children’s clothing. Finally, the ‘question and answer’ section addressed specific issues, such as how men in the services would acquire clothing. National newspapers also published the main details of the rationing system. The Board of Trade was determined that everyone would understand the scheme and be assured: ‘There is enough for all if we share and share alike.’ The fashion press also stood firm, supporting rationing and campaigning for an end to extravagance in dress. In October 1941 Vogue pronounced: ‘Rationing is fair. Nothing counts in comparison with victory. We may not grin, but we can bear it. It is fair to coax two dresses out of one length.’

[image: images]

The popular illustrator Mabel Lucie Attwell designed light-hearted postcards during the war depicting topical subjects such as clothes rationing.

The sixty-six-coupon annual allowance was not generous: for example, a woman’s jacket or short coat required eleven coupons, a girl’s gym tunic six, a boy’s raincoat or overcoat eleven, and a man’s suit twenty-six coupons. On the whole, however, public reaction to the introduction of clothes rationing was relatively positive, perhaps because few in Britain believed that it would last very long. In mid-1941 it was difficult to envisage the extent to which worsening shortages would transform the everyday life of the nation, not only for the duration of the war but also in the years of austerity that followed. However, as basic materials became progressively more scarce, in spring 1942 the clothing-coupon allowance was slashed to sixty coupons for fifteen months: approximately forty-eight coupons a year. Household linens were also included in the scheme in 1942, thereby further reducing the number of coupons available for clothing. Some help in the form of extra coupons was given to families with children who were rapidly outgrowing their clothes and shoes, and the Women’s Voluntary Service (WVS) opened clothing exchanges at which decent children’s clothes and shoes could be exchanged for larger sizes, without spending money or precious ration coupons.

The public did not have to register with particular clothing shops to use their rations and consequently clothing-coupon fraud was rife, ranging from stolen ration books and forgeries to coupon-swapping and a black-market trade in unused coupons. The definition of ‘second-hand’ clothes – items exempt from coupons – was also vague and provided a convenient loophole: many local street markets became a magnet for ‘spivs’ selling black-market goods looted from bombed shops, warehouses and even houses. Some civilians seized any opportunity to acquire scarce goods, yet many took great pride in their ability to manage within their coupon allowance by carefully planning a few dress purchases each year. Older women often made personal sacrifices, giving away clothing coupons to young relatives, especially school children. Clothes rationing persisted for almost eight years in Britain: only in March 1949 was the scheme finally discontinued.
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Parents feared that their fast-growing children would develop foot deformities from wearing ill-fitting shoes. Items that had been outgrown could be swapped at the local Children’s Shoe and Clothing Exchange.

UTILITY CLOTHING

The system of clothes rationing effectively limited the quantity of new material and clothing available to civilians, ensuring basic dress supplies for all, but it did not resolve issues of cost or quality and in that respect existing social imbalance persisted.

Although coupon allocation was equal throughout society, essentially rationing benefited the wealthier classes who, with both coupons and ample funds, could afford to buy well-made garments, even couture designs, while the less well-off had to spend the same number of coupons on inferior garments that did not wear well. Eventually the Board of Trade took ambitious steps to supervise and consolidate clothing production. By reducing the number of factories producing civilian garments and setting manufacturing specifications, choices were limited and production concentrated on high-performance textiles that would stand the test of time. The system of manufacturing garments from government-approved materials and retailing them at regulated prices affordable for ordinary wage earners – known as the Utility Clothing Scheme – came into force in February 1942.
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Petticoat Lane in London’s East End was one of many street markets where spivs operated clearing houses for black-market goods during the war.
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This snapshot from 1943 demonstrates the kind of narrow, knee-length garments with no superfluous ornamentation that typified wartime austerity dress.

At around the same time, ‘austerity’ restrictions were also introduced: trimmings on women’s clothing, such as embroidery and other ornamental stitching, were prohibited and the use of scarce materials banned, except for elastic, which was permitted for women’s underwear, children’s clothes and industrial garments. To economise on cloth and haberdashery, patterns were skilfully cut and kept as small as possible, and the number of buttons, use of pleats, width of belts, seams, collars, sleeves and skirts and length of hemlines were limited. Men’s clothing was also subject to strict guidelines: single-breasted jackets replaced double-breasted styles, while lapel size and the number of pockets were restricted; similarly, less material was to be used in the tailoring of trousers, and turn-ups were eliminated. These austerity restrictions were applied to all clothes produced for the domestic market, not only to the Utility ranges.
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Attractive Utility summer-weight dresses by Berkertex are modelled in this photograph, June 1943. The bright colours used for the materials came from a limited range of vat dyes.

All clothes produced within the Utility scheme had to be necessary items (not extreme styles or short-lived novelties), economical in terms of labour and pass stringent tests for coupon value, shrinkage, colour-fastness and waterproof qualities, where relevant. Rigid specifications governed the weave and weight of materials, and the colours permitted for garments were purposely vibrant: bright greens, reds, pinks, blues and rich browns deriving from limited dyes. Their retail price was set by the Board of Trade and maximum prices were applied to each garment type, although there were two quality levels, the price limit of standard articles set at two-thirds of the maximum price for higher-quality items. Initially 50 per cent of all British-made textiles were produced under the Utility scheme, but at its height this figure reached 85 per cent.

Utility garments were affordable for many, tax-exempt, and could be purchased using coupons, yet public response to the scheme was mixed. Affluent consumers, used to a choice of luxury goods, widely considered the government-regulated dress articles inferior, while the term ‘Utility Clothing’ unfortunately evoked an image of drab, functional clothes. For its part, the government was well aware of the importance of dress on public morale, but hoped to encourage a shift in popular attitudes at a time of growing shortages, away from a love of extravagant fashions and towards appreciation of a simpler, uncluttered appearance that was both elegant and liberating. Yet dampening the natural feminine urge for ornament was not an easy call: the Utility scheme and austerity measures governing the styling of clothes would only work if women believed that they would not end up looking plain and dowdy. The initiative might never have succeeded had the government not taken the inspired decision to involve leading London couturiers in the design of Utility clothing.
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All Utility clothes carried the distinctive CC41 label. Designed by commercial artist Reginald Shipp during the Utility planning stage in 1941, the logo signified ‘Controlled Commodity 1941’.
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The best Utility garments succeeded in combining simplicity, comfort and durability with sophisticated elegance. This model wears a ‘victory roll’ hairstyle.

In spring 1942 the Board of Trade commissioned the newly formed Incorporated Society of London Fashion Designers (Inc. Soc.) to produce prototype Utility designs for mass-production – attractive, easy-fitting and durable coat, suit and dress designs that used Utility-approved cloth and conformed to all styling specifications. Inc. Soc. designers, who included the Queen’s couturier Norman Hartnell, Hardy Amies, Victor Steibel, Digby Morton and Edward Molyneux, were invited to submit four designs each, and thirty-two were subsequently made up into stylish, sophisticated garments. These were warmly received by the press. The Daily Mail reported: ‘Suburban wives and factory girls will soon be able to wear clothes designed by the Queen’s dressmaker’; and Vogue proclaimed: ‘They’re Beauties! They’re Utilities!’ Soon Utility clothing was being manufactured at every level, from couture to mail order.

The top ready-to-wear houses, knitwear and lingerie companies – brands including Gossard, Berkertex, Wetherall, Dereta and Windsmoor – advertised jointly in Vogue to demonstrate both their patriotic link with Utility and that they were still in production.

The Utility garments that survive in museum collections reveal significant variations in quality between expensive and economical clothes. The views of wearers also differed widely. Some simply saw the garments as ‘cheap’, while many respondents to the 1942 Mass Observation survey claimed to favour the scheme, but mainly because it furthered the war effort – not necessarily because they liked the fashions. The quality of underwear reportedly improved under Utility specifications, especially cotton vests and knickers, but the Mass Observation survey of 1944 revealed many women to be critical of the corsets and stockings. Early in 1945 the range of Utility textiles was expanded to included better-quality, more costly materials: the end of the war was approaching, but Utility clothing continued to be made until March 1952. Inevitably, the British public would always associate Utility clothing with austerity, yet the positive effects of the scheme were far-reaching: it improved the quality of fabric and the styling of garments and encouraged consumers to be more discriminating in their purchases.
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Utility clothing was manufactured at all levels of the market. These smart tailored suits appeared in a Marshall & Snelgrove catalogue in 1945.
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Kay’s mail order catalogue for 1943 included many economical Utility dresses and pinafore frocks in affordable rayon, although cheap garments were typically of poor quality.


[image: images]

Knitting wool was highly prized during the war and many garments were knitted at home, from jerseys and cardigans to outdoor hats, scarves and gloves for the whole family.

KEEPING UP APPEARANCES

STRICT CONTROLS OVER civilian use of resources needed for the war effort led to the scarcity, even disappearance, of various dress-related articles and cosmetic products. Improvisation and effort were required to contrive an attractive, respectable appearance and, importantly, to raise morale when times were hard.

MATERIAL SUBSTITUTES

Supplies of leather, rubber and silk – raw materials commonly used in the manufacture of dress items – were all adversely affected during the war; consequently a number of synthetic textiles developed during the previous decades came into wider use, such as rayon, favoured for Utility clothing. Leather shortages were less acute in Britain than elsewhere and shoes were manufactured to high standards. Utility-grade footwear was fashioned from sturdy leather and often had leather lining and double soles, creating rather heavy-looking shoes that would last for years without frequent repairs. However, to lessen the demand for leather, when rationing was first introduced, wooden-soled clogs were offered coupon-free, but remained unpopular, being long-associated with poverty and the mills and factories of northern England. Following the fall of Malaya (Britain’s main source of rubber) to Japan in early 1942, rubber soles and heels for footwear were prohibited, except for the services and key occupational uses. More fashionable wooden-soled shoes were introduced in 1943, rigid-soled footwear that required a certain way of walking. Synthetic rubber soles appeared in 1944, while crêpe rubber was often used for the soles of bulkier shoes. Despite the shortages, the Board of Trade did allocate some rubber and steel for the continuation of corset production. During the 1940s many women still favoured a firm foundation garment – a girdle or corset that slimmed, supported and smoothed the contours of the body and that had garters attached for fastening to the tops of stockings.
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Sturdy leather shoes often had synthetic soles, owing to rubber shortages. This Saxone advertisement appeared in Ideal Home magazine in December 1945.

Silk for stockings was prohibited in January 1941, the main substitutes being rayon and cotton. Sometimes ‘nylons’ – strong, sheer, lightweight nylon stockings developed in the United States in 1939 – could be found on market stalls and were occasionally available in shops; however, these were usually expensive and when they laddered had to be invisibly mended. There was also a flourishing black market for stockings, but good hosiery was scarce until the United States entered the war at the end of 1941: American GIs seemed to have an endless source of silk or nylon stockings. Going out in public without stockings was not considered respectable and, as their supply dwindled, many women in Britain resorted to faking the effect of tan-coloured stockings. Some managed to obtain quality cosmetic lotions for painting on the skin, but reputable products were costly and became increasingly scarce: more common were cheaper brands that were notoriously unreliable, some turning the skin bright yellow or permanently staining clothes. Consequently many older girls and women tried home-made alternatives, the most popular being liquid gravy browning and cold tea or cocoa, applied with a sponge or cotton wool, with a line sometimes drawn up the back of the legs with eyebrow pencil, to emulate stocking seams. However, gravy browning and other rudimentary substitutes often streaked and were not waterproof. The lack of decent stockings was a major frustration for women: even when the war ended, British factories engaged in spinning nylon for parachutes took a long time to switch back to producing yarn needed for stocking manufacture.
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Silk for stockings was prohibited in January 1941. Du Pont was a major American manufacturer of the sheer nylon stockings that were sometimes available in Britain during the war.
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This wartime poster urged the public to ‘Go through your wardrobe’, to ensure that every existing item of dress was fully utilised in times of growing shortages.

MAKE-DO AND MEND

Throughout the war and its aftermath, the government was anxious to reduce consumer demand for new clothes whose production would drain valuable human and material resources. In the summer of 1942 the Board of Trade launched a ‘Make-Do and Mend’ campaign to encourage civilians to ‘utilise every old garment before considering anything new’. Of course, the concept of making do and mending was not new to poorer and ordinary working families already accustomed to extending the life of their clothes until they were no longer wearable; however, the upper-middle and upper classes were now having to manage without their ladies’ maids, perhaps for the first time. When upmarket magazines such as Harper’s Bazaar, Vogue and Tatler supported the government’s initiative by exhorting their readers to ‘learn how to look after your clothes … find out the right way to mend and iron’, they were chiefly addressing privileged ladies who were unfamiliar with such basic domestic tasks.
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The ‘Make-Do and Mend’ scheme was personified by a doll-like character called Mrs Sew-and-Sew, who was pictured on various posters darning, patching and washing clothes.

The Make-Do and Mend campaign appealed to the British public’s keen sense of patriotism. As Hugh Dalton, the President of the Board of Trade, pointed out: ‘When you are tired of your old clothes, remember that by making them do you are contributing some part of an aeroplane, a gun or a tank.’ Numerous ‘how-to’ booklets were published, concerned not with fashion, but with the care and survival of clothing. Although millions of women already made some of their own and their children’s clothes, magazines such as Housewife produced guides to making and mending various garments. Similarly, the ‘Sew and Save’ features in the Daily Mail detailed every step of home dressmaking, including planning a smart but functional wartime wardrobe, while the Daily Express booklet ‘War Time Needlework’ also included help with knitting. There was no shortage of practical information available concerning sewing, darning, patching, knitting, washing, ironing and recycling articles of clothing.

Both the Women’s Voluntary Service (WVS) and the Women’s Institute (WI) ran Make-Do and Mend evening classes, while some women inexperienced at sewing taught themselves the basics of home dressmaking. But even with the necessary skills, the process of creating garments was not easy, given the fundamental fabric shortages. In the true spirit of improvisation, coats were sometimes fashioned from blankets and dresses from twill blackout material or old curtains. Parachute silk was not easy to obtain, legally or illegally: until it was officially made available for sale in 1945, to acquire it for civilian use was a crime. Those who obtained parachute silk stolen from parachute factories or via the black market generally used it to make underwear or wedding dresses, although this was not common practice. However, resourceful dressmakers would use any scraps of material to create wearable, if sometimes unusual garments: for example, some made patterned blouses and dressing-gowns from geographical maps printed on silk. Patriotic printed materials were also popular with home dressmakers, such as the red, white and blue ‘Victory’ print. When items of dress became tired-looking, they could be re-dyed, although reliable commercial dyes such as Drummer or Tintex were scarce and most other dyes tended to be fugitive: garments did not take the colour evenly, while domestic substitutes such as ink usually led to disastrous results. Shoes, too, were sometimes dyed or painted black, but would turn stockings and feet blue in the rain. In spite of such trials, many women worked hard at keeping up appearances: looking a little shabby was acceptable, but to let oneself become slatternly – a drop in personal standards soon spotted by friends and neighbours – was a visible sign that circumstances were taking their toll.
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The Board of Trade’s ‘Make-Do and Mend’ initiative aimed to encourage good clothing-care practices to extend the life of existing garments before new purchases were considered.
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A good winter coat was considered essential and skilled dressmakers might make their coats using paper patterns, like this McCall pattern from 1940. During the war some women cut down and altered their absent husband’s overcoat.

One of the most useful materials of the 1940s was knitting wool. Many women knitted ‘comforts’ for the troops – socks, mittens, mufflers and balaclavas – and also made sweaters, hats and scarves for their families, from any colour and quality of wool available. No spare wool was ever discarded and adult garments were often unravelled and knitted into new clothes for children. Many women, who spent their evenings at home sewing, darning and knitting while listening to the radio, knew that such tasks were essential but found them laborious. It was easy for busy mothers to become exhausted and demoralised from running the house single-handedly, caring for children, completing never-ending chores and from broken sleep due to the wailing sirens and nights spent shivering in air-raid shelters, but neighbours, family and friends rallied round and helped to keep up one another’s spirits. Many women experienced a heartening sense of comradeship during the war and readily pooled their clothes, sharing, swapping and borrowing items, particularly for special occasions, such as a wedding. Sometimes certain articles, for example hairnets or knicker elastic, would suddenly become unavailable for months at a time, but scarce goods could often be purchased on the black market. Second-hand shops and pawnbrokers also flourished as women who once would not have dreamed of wearing cast-offs clothed themselves and their families by whatever means necessary.
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Patriotic materials and knitwear were popular throughout the war. This ‘Victory jumper’ knitting pattern appeared in Home Notes magazine on 2 June 1945.
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Traditionally, smart accessories such as these matching leather and crocodile-skin handbag and shoes, completed an outfit, although during the war compromises had to be made.

1940S GLAMOUR

Smart accessories traditionally completed the overall effect of a good outfit. Hats were not included in the rationing system and many women felt that attractive, eye-catching millinery was one of the few ways left in which they could express their personal style. A variety of headwear was fashionable during the 1940s, from tall, feathered bonnets, through military-style caps, to mannish hats tilted forward on the head. However, as the war advanced, materials including straw and felt became increasingly scarce; hats were subject to a heavy 33 per cent tax as luxury items and prices rose dramatically. Many ordinary women were eventually forced to make their own headwear and consequently turbans, pixie hoods and stylish snoods – netted bags containing the hair – all became popular. Magazines and pattern companies provided instructions for knitted or crocheted tam-o’-shanters and berets, while the headscarf became fashionable with the younger generation, including the royal princesses. Turbans and scarves could conceal curlers – often worn at work before an evening out – or unwashed hair, but women who preferred a more formal image followed advice published in books and magazines for cleaning straw, refurbishing lace and reconditioning the sable or fox fur of their existing hats, to present a well-groomed, dressy appearance.
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Headwear was not rationed and many women found that a stylish hat enabled them to express their individuality. This fashionable hat is teamed with a smart Utility Marlbeck suit from Leeds clothiers Thomas Marshall Ltd.
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This illustration in a Marshall & Snelgrove catalogue from 1944 demonstrates the wartime fashion for scarves and turbans, which were inexpensive and could, if necessary, conceal unwashed hair, even curlers, before a night out.
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This professional dancer, photographed c. 1940, displays the kind of film-star glamour that was idolised and emulated by ordinary women.

While many women went to great lengths to display stylish headwear, younger females especially were only too pleased to go without hats and to draw attention to their hair, in the manner of contemporary film stars. Actresses in vogue during the 1940s included Ann Todd, Celia Johnson and Margaret Lockwood, their immaculate make-up and hairstyles and stylish costumes reflecting a classic English femininity, while American stars such as Dorothy Lamour and Lana Turner promoted a bolder, more modern glamour. The most popular movie icon in the mid-war years was Rita Hayworth, whose gleaming auburn hair cascaded down her back, while Veronica Lake’s famous peekaboo hairstyle, falling sensuously over one eye, was seen as the ultimate in sexiness.
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Even a simple headscarf could look glamorous when worn with stylish clothing, well-styled hair and cosmetics.
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Long luxuriant hair, jewellery and cosmetics made a woman feel feminine and alluring, as demonstrated in this family photograph taken c. 1948.

Women in the services had to keep their hair off their collar but civilians often wore theirs longer and, as clothing grew increasingly scarce and uniform in appearance, glorious hair became ever more important, providing a sense of allure and a way of keeping pace with fashion. Hair was dressed in waves and curls, the front hair usually rolled and pinned back off the forehead, the length curled under or left looser, to softly frame the face. One fashionable style was the patriotic-sounding ‘victory roll’, named after a fighter plane manoeuvre. Despite the shortages of hairpins, hairnets, setting lotion and even shampoo at times, the carefully styled 1940s hairstyle helped civilian women to attain an aura of glamour amidst the uniform austerity of dress.

By the 1940s the cosmetics industry was well established and a regular beauty regime was a source of great pleasure and confidence to countless women: a clear complexion, bright lips and accentuated eyes, along with a feminine hairstyle and jewellery, could almost compensate for old, uninspiring clothes and down-at-heel shoes. Women’s magazines were full of seductive advertisements for skin-care, hair products and make-up, and wartime beauty tips. Cosmetics companies ingeniously represented their products in a patriotic light, as a form of ammunition necessary to fight the war: pursuing ideals of beauty was no frivolous preoccupation, but a clear act of defiance, almost a national duty. Yardley declared:

Never must careless grooming reflect a ‘don’t care’ attitude … we must never forget that good looks and good morale are the closest of good companions. Put your best face forward.
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Women’s magazines were full of enticing advertisements for beauty products, like this one for Pomeroy from Ideal Home, December 1945.

Similarly, Elizabeth Arden’s wartime campaigns focused on elegant sketches of women in uniform, announcing ‘Beauty Marches On…’, while some products were given bold military names, such as Auxiliary Red – Cyclax’s rouge and matching ‘lipstick for service women’. Famous film stars were also used to endorse cosmetics – the glamour role models for millions of women.

By 1942 the supply of beauty products in Britain had fallen to less than 25 per cent of the level recorded for 1938, yet, despite desperate shortages, there was generally some way of acquiring cosmetic aids. There are many tales of makeshift measures: for example, the ends of used lipstick tubes were carefully collected, melted down and poured into a container to re-solidify, and, when lipstick ran out completely, solid rouge or beetroot juice was used on lips. Likewise, eyes might be outlined with soot or charcoal, or even boot polish, and the lids shined with Vaseline, while an infusion of rose petals provided a coloured liquid for cheeks. When cold creams and make-up removal products disappeared, many women used lard instead. Hands were difficult to care for when a woman was engaged in rough work and Land Girls working on dairy farms would borrow the salve used to soften cows’ udders to ease their chilblained hands and fingers. Beauty products and the many substitutes used during the years of austerity played an important role, helping women to maintain the impression of a normal appearance and, especially, enhancing their sense of femininity and self-esteem.
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Glamorous Hollywood film stars were often used by cosmetics companies to endorse their products, as seen in this 1949 Max Factor advertisement featuring Elizabeth Taylor.
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Fashionable late-1940s bridal wear often featured a New Look-inspired cinched waist, padded hips and full skirt, as displayed in this illustration from The Sphere, June 1949. Synthetic fabrics such as Celanese rayon were popular silk substitutes.

BRIDAL WEAR

For most women the occasion when their appearance matters most is their wedding day, but 1940s marriage ceremonies and celebrations were dominated by the events of the war. Peacetime weddings could be planned well ahead, the bridal dress, flowers, going-away outfit and trousseau carefully selected, but wartime weddings were often spontaneous, even chaotic affairs, arranged hastily before the imminent departure of bride or groom, or organised at short notice following news of a brief 48-hour period of leave. Marriage assumed a heightened emotional significance during the war and represented the continuity of fundamental social values when all around seemed uncertain. It remained virtually every woman’s dream to have a traditional white wedding with a church ceremony, but this romantic ideal often had to be modified in the face of reality.

In 1940 the conventional ‘white wedding’ was still common but the introduction of purchase tax in October and clothes rationing in June 1941 soon affected bridal choices. Improvisation and ingenuity were required if bridal traditions were to continue. Elegant trained dresses from the late 1930s were often loaned by friends or relatives, while some brides resurrected their mothers’ ivory wedding gowns from earlier decades, altering them at home or, if finances permitted, using a professional dressmaker or the garment-alteration service of larger stores. If any material was left over, it could, for instance, be used to make a hat or headdress. Some 1940s brides wore a full-length vintage or antique lace veil – perhaps a family heirloom that fulfilled the custom to wear ‘something old’; otherwise a shorter, modern veil could be hired or purchased.
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White 1940s bridal dresses typically featured a narrow skirt without a train, owing to material shortages. In this wedding photograph from October 1944 we also see the 1930s-style tiara headdress that was often worn during the war.

Wedding gowns were sometimes available to buy during the war, although rationing made this difficult and families often had to pool their precious coupons to purchase a special wedding dress. Ready-made bridal dresses were priced from around £4 upwards and could cost well over £20. Synthetic materials were cheaper than natural silk: for example, in 1944 Derry & Toms advertised a rayon satin bridal dress for £13 15s 6d and seven clothing coupons. There was often a waiting list of several months for new dresses, so wartime brides frequently resorted to making their bridal outfits at home. Curtain lace, exempt from the points system, was often used to fashion a veil and a long dress that could be worn over a white nightdress. Occasionally parachute silk was acquired for making into wedding dresses or bridal lingerie for the trousseau. Whatever the fabric used for the gown, there was generally little material to work with. Consequently the bodice had to be close-fitting and the skirt narrow, made without a traditional long train. Shallow V-shaped, square and heart-shaped sweetheart necklines were all popular and long tight-fitting sleeves using minimal fabric were puffed or padded at the shoulder. If material allowed, the bodice might be ruched, but generally new bridal gowns were relatively simple and slender, expressing the economical style. The veil, attached to a late-1930s tiara-style headdress or a tall frame, was generally worn far back on the head, revealing carefully styled hair. Additional touches, such as gloves crocheted from white cotton, helped to complete the bridal image, along with a modest bouquet and perhaps a good luck boot, heart or horseshoe suspended on ribbon.

Bridesmaids were dressed in whatever matching or complementary clothing could be acquired: their frocks were typically fashioned from plain pastel-coloured or floral-printed material and featured padded shoulders and puffed sleeves, adult bridesmaids usually wearing short shoulder-length veils.

As shortages became more acute and the mood of austerity deepened, many considered it inappropriate to host an ostentatious event. Almost every essential for a conventional wedding was either rationed or prohibited, from rice or confetti to royal icing for the cake. Even wedding rings were not easy to obtain, owing to the lack of gold available for jewellery. Sometimes women joined a long waiting list for a 9-carat Utility wedding ring, whose high copper content turned the finger green; however, there were not enough to go round and often an inherited ring was worn, or a gold band borrowed for the ceremony. As early as June 1940 Harper’s Bazaar had published a wedding feature displaying attractive suits and dresses in lieu of white bridal wear, and as the war advanced it became increasingly common for civilian brides to marry in a fashionable daytime outfit. Doubtless some felt disappointed at being unable to have a dreamy white wedding, but others appreciated the sense of freedom and modernity as they walked confidently down the aisle in a smart Utility outfit and stylish accessories. A fitted knee-length dress or sharp tailored suit, with a jaunty hat perched atop a glamorous waved hairstyle and a floral corsage pinned to the lapel or a neat bouquet held in a gloved hand, typified the civilian bridal wartime look.
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This ivory silk wartime bridal gown designed by Modèle Shandel of London probably dates from c. 1940, before silk was prohibited for civilian use in Britain.
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1940s bridal gowns often featured a fashionable sweetheart neckline and puffed sleeves. Bridesmaids’ dresses usually matched, and older bridesmaids wore short veils.

During the war it was usual for bridegrooms serving with the armed forces to wear military uniform on their wedding day. As the war progressed, many more women joined military units and support organisations, often meeting and marrying fellow servicemen. Women in the forces received no coupons for civilian dress, so a special bridal ensemble was usually out of the question and they too often married in uniform. At some wartime weddings both bride and groom wore full uniform and were attended by uniformed colleagues, often leaving the church under a ceremonial archway of swords, truncheons, even air-raid wardens’ helmets. Some prominent ladies were touched by the plight of servicewomen about to marry and arranged for at least some of them to enjoy a white wedding. The romantic novelist Barbara Cartland organised a pool of second-hand wedding dresses, which their owners agreed to sell free of coupons. Similarly, during a trip to London in 1944, the First Lady of the United States, Eleanor Roosevelt, noticed the situation and on her return collected dresses and veils from American brides who had recently married and despatched them to Britain for loan to servicewomen. A Hollywood film studio also sent twelve beautiful wedding dresses to Britain – four for brides in each of the three armed services to borrow when their turn came, so that they could experience a sense of movie-star glamour on their special day.
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Many wartime brides wore a smart civilian suit and hat, as seen in this wedding photograph from 1941. A horseshoe was a popular good-luck token.

Predictably, immediately after the war the popularity of weddings reached new heights. Until demobilised or while doing national service, bridegrooms continued to wear military uniform. Otherwise the average groom wore his ‘demob’ suit, a smart pre-war civilian lounge suit or, if he was fortunate, a new set of clothes, while many middle- and upper-class men revived the tradition of hiring a formal morning suit comprising dark tailcoat, grey striped trousers, a top hat, silk cravat and white gloves. With clothes rationing still in place, many post-war bridal dresses purchased or made in Britain retained their slender appearance, although modest trains reappeared and wedding outfits of the late 1940s began to display elements of the New Look. Some brides were lucky to be presented with beautiful dresses or fine materials from abroad, including wedding gowns from high-end New York department stores or lengths of lustrous Italian silk, by grooms who had served overseas during the war.
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This couple were married at short notice in November 1944. The groom wears his airman’s service uniform and the bride a powder-blue crêpe dress adapted from a full-length bridesmaid’s dress, with a beaver-fur coat and smart accessories.
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After the war, some grooms resumed the tradition of hiring formal morning suits and accessories from dress-hire firms such as Moss Bros, pictured in this 1946 advertisement.

The marriage of Princess Elizabeth to Prince Philip Mountbatten on 20 November 1947 was a glorious event that symbolised the ending of the bleak war years. The princess’s wedding gown, designed by Norman Hartnell, was fashioned from ivory silk satin from the Scottish firm Winterthur and encrusted with American seed pearls, while the 15-yard-long satin train was woven at Lullingstone in Kent. The dress bodice featured a fashionable sweetheart neckline and the long tulle veil was attached to a diamond fringe tiara, the whole ensemble achieving a perfect combination of femininity and glamour. Like all new wedding dresses in 1947, the royal gown required coupons and reportedly hundreds of brides-to-be throughout the country offered their clothing coupons to the princess.
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The royal couturier, Norman Hartnell, designed Princess Elizabeth’s wedding gown, going-away outfit and bridesmaids’ dresses for her marriage in November 1947.


POST-WAR STYLE

AFTER THE WAR, debt and inflation were matters of grave economic concern and the first year of peace seemed every bit as grim as the war years. The government tried to maintain the wartime ethos of sacrifice and compromise, but what many in Britain wanted above all was fun, freedom and a little luxury.

CONTINUING AUSTERITY

In 1946 a government-sponsored exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London called ‘Britain Can Make It’ attempted to revive the post-war design industry. London was struggling to maintain its fashion lead over Paris: there was no lack of British couture design talent, but progress was undermined by continuing shortages and delays in reverting back to peacetime production of civilian goods and the re-establishment of skilled textile and garment workers. Despite backing the London fashion industry, the authorities failed to understand the complex workings of international couture or to grasp the importance of reviving fashion at home to raise morale. The attractive export designs shown to foreign buyers were not available within the United Kingdom and served only to highlight the austerity of post-war Britain, where dress was still governed by rationing and price controls. Those women fortunate to find post-war employment outside the home soon discovered that their old Utility-style dresses and shoes were not considered suitable for smart shop or office work, yet they could not assemble a sophisticated working wardrobe on just a few coupons a month.

After the war, men too had to dress as best they could. Upon discharge from the armed forces, each serviceman was sent to a demobilisation centre for processing, where his military uniform and kit were exchanged for a ready-made ‘demob’ suit that aimed to equip him with a basic outfit for his return to civilian life. Choice was limited to a double-breasted pinstriped three-piece suit or a single-breasted jacket and flannel trousers. A felt hat or flat cap, two shirts, a tie, laced leather Oxford or Derby shoes and a raincoat completed each set produced for the War Department, and garments were sized and labelled in much the same way as military dress. Mass-produced, cut along Utility lines and on the whole ill-fitting and shapeless, the demob suit was widely regarded as yet another form of uniform and was generally unpopular. When men began to buy new suits again, younger males took a renewed interest in fashion. In time various styles began to be adopted, including the dandified velvet-collared overcoats and narrow trousers promoted by Savile Row tailors, that subsequently evolved into the Teddy boy image of the 1950s.
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The New Look launched by Christian Dior in February 1947 revived nostalgic pre-war styles that accentuated the female figure.
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For leisurewear after the war men often wore a sports jacket and loose flannel trousers, without a formal waistcoat or tie, as seen in this late-1940s snapshot.

THE NEW LOOK

When the so-called ‘New Look’ for women was launched in February 1947 by Parisian designer Christian Dior, a powerful sense of romantic nostalgia was introduced into the drab austerity of the post-war years. Characterised by a cinched waist, softly rounded shoulders, a prominent bosom and full, long skirt, the New Look was far from new, for the ‘corolle line’ – as it was first called – was heavily influenced by the feminine fashions of the mid-1910s and also by the mid-nineteenth-century crinoline. The silhouette had first been introduced in 1938/39, before the outbreak of war, chiefly for evening gowns, and had continued to evolve in Nazi-occupied France in the hands of French couturiers. Therefore Dior did not invent a new fashion as such, but developed existing themes, expertly transforming an ostentatious evening style into daring new day and afternoon outfits that surpassed anything seen in Britain for several years.

The sensational glamour of the lavish new costumes, which used many yards of material, initially met with a mixed reception in Britain. The government feared that such luxurious creations would herald economic disaster and asked the British Guild of Creative Designers to continue promoting shorter, knee-length hemlines, thereby conserving precious fabrics for the export market. Picture Post magazine, while admiring the beauty of the new fashions, wrote:

Paris forgets this is 1947. The styles are launched upon a world which has not the money to buy, the leisure to enjoy, nor in some designs even the strength to support these masses of elaborate material… there can be no question about the entire unsuitability of these new fashions, for our present life and times.
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These New Look designs from Paris were featured in Woman’s Journal, November 1947. Dresses by Christian Dior, Lucien Lelong and Robert Piguet include day and evening wear and the alternative narrow-skirted version of the New Look.

Some women, too, objected to the excessive frivolity on economic and patriotic grounds, while others denounced the ultra-feminine silhouette, which required firm corsetry and padded busts and hips, as not only impractical for a modern lifestyle, but overtly anti-feminist – symbolic of the ornamental, indolent upper-class woman. However, British designers, such as Hardy Amies, who understood Dior’s approach, favoured longer skirts and argued that fashions emphasising women’s best attributes – ‘curved shoulders, high busts, small waists, full hips and a good carriage’ – would lead to better relations between men and women in the difficult period of acclimatisation following the war.
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This guipière corset, designed in October 1947 by Marie Rose Lebigot for Marcel Rochas, constricts the waist and pads out the hips, creating the curvaceous silhouette that underpinned New Look fashions.

In the autumn of 1947 Dior showcased his collection in London and also demonstrated it privately to the royal family, Princess Margaret, especially, becoming a firm supporter of the new style. Princess Elizabeth wore the New Look on an official visit to France, where her elegance was reportedly admired by Dior himself, although after her wedding in November 1947 her going-away outfit, designed by Norman Hartnell, was a modest coupon-controlled dress in sky-blue crepe, with a matching velour coat and feather-trimmed hat. New Look collections emanating from Paris became progressively more extravagant and theatrical, with horsehair- and canvas-padded skirts and voluminous hemlines almost extending to ankle-length. Not surprisingly, some ordinary women saw the style as an essentially elite mode; however, the haute couture look was reinterpreted as affordable, attractive fashion and modified versions were being adopted in Britain by late 1947.

Magazines publicised the new line, suggesting ways of adapting existing garments, for example by adding inserts of material or tiers of extra fabric to the hems of frocks or lengthening fitted coats with bands of fur trimming. Ready-to-wear manufacturers disregarded government decrees, material shortages and rationing and created New Look copies, some garments being accurate imitations of Paris models, while others appeared as hybrids, retaining the familiar square shoulders but featuring a nipped-in waist and a longer, fuller skirt. By 1949 most shops were selling versions of the New Look and women could even copy the silhouette at home, using cut out and ready-to-sew dress patterns. Patronising though his words may sound to modern ears, Dior understood that: ‘To make a woman feel better, you must make her feel beautiful.’ For many the New Look did just that and it went on to become the predominant female silhouette of the 1950s.

CASUAL LEISUREWEAR

Ultimately the New Look succeeded in re-establishing Paris as the leading force in post-war international fashion, particularly at the couture level. However, it was the United States that spearheaded the modern approach to wearing clothes, with its emphasis on casual, sporting styles. British interest in American easy-to-wear clothing had been growing steadily throughout the inter-war era and innovative leisurewear from across the Atlantic continued to exert its influence after the war. Relaxed, interchangeable separates were essentially in tune with the comfortable skirts, sweaters, even trousers worn by many women during wartime, and after the war soft jerseys and tailored slacks were increasingly favoured by the young generation for weekend wear that was stylish, yet lacked the constraints of conventional dress. Footwear was also revolutionised in the later 1940s: gone was the need for sensible, hard-wearing leather shoes that would last for years, and new ranges of tantalising footwear appeared such as smart, low-heeled shoes pioneered by the American designer Claire McCardell, sling-back court shoes with peep toes and wedge-heeled or platform sandals with ankle straps – a popular style that also enjoyed royal patronage.
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This teenager, photographed in 1947, wears a stylish fitted sweater and tailored trousers – modern post-war fashions influenced by American trends.

[image: images]

A late-1940s Manfields shoe advertisement demonstrates white summer sandals in fashionable peep-toe, wedge-heeled and sling-back styles.
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Popular post-war beachwear included floral-print sundresses and playsuits, as seen in this snapshot taken in the summer of 1946.

Britain’s beaches had been closed to the public for much of the war, but, as they re-opened, holidaymakers flocked back to the coast for their summer holidays. July 1946 marked the official unveiling of the daring bikini, which bared the midriff, named after the American atom-bomb test on Bikini Atoll in the Pacific, although two-piece costumes had existed since the end of the 1920s. Some British women found the skimpier post-war bikini too risqué for comfort, but the glamorous corseted swimsuits of the later 1940s, featuring shaped stomach panels, boning and bra cups, were equally alluring. For the beach and general holiday wear, short strapless or halter-neck printed cotton sundresses and playsuits incorporating shorts were also becoming fashionable. Male swimwear usually comprised a pair of short-legged trunks, some styles featuring a webbing belt around the waist that gave a tailored effect. Crisp shorts and shirts and beach robes were fashioned in bright materials, reflecting a growing taste for colourful, casual American styles.
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This alluring sea-green bathing suit fashioned with shaped panels and narrow shoulder straps is typical of late-1940s female swimwear.

An inextinguishable sense of glamour, determination and a powerful patriotic spirit had seen the civilian population through the years of deprivation, material shortages, clothes rationing and austerity fashion in 1940s Britain. The controversial late-decade New Look expressed a revival of pre-war decadence and luxury, while the young generation desired more casual, comfortable clothing styles. As the past came face to face with the future, diverse and exciting influences shaped the final phase of fashion during this unique and memorable era.
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This Simpson’s advertisement from 1948 demonstrates the post-war vogue for men’s colourful beachwear, inspired by the bright sportswear being worn across the Atlantic.
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COVER IMAGE

The cover of Home Chat magazine for 27 January 1945 showcased ‘the new tambourine beret and bag’. Smart accessories enlivened a plain outfit.
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Where may men's clothes go gay,
if not on and around the beach ?
At Simpsons now you will find the
newest holiday togs for swimming,
sunbathing and other in-and-out-
of-water pleasures—in grand
knockabout materials and colours
that hold their own against blue
skies and yellow sands.
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RATIONING

of Clothing, Cloth, Footwear

from June 1, 1941
Rationing has been introduced, not to deprive you of your real needs, but to make more
certain that you get your share of the country’s goods—to get fair shares with everybody else,
When the shops re-open you will be able 1o buy cloth, clothes, footwear and knitting
'uolau!y:fwu bring your Food Ratfon Book with you, The shopkeeper will detach the
ber of cou from the unused margarine page. Each margarine coupon
w\muasancmupon towards the purchase of clothing or footwear, You will have a total
of 66 coupons to last you for a year; so go sparingly. You can buy where you like and .
when you like without registering.

NUMBER OF COUPONS NEEDED

Men and Boys Adult Child Women and Girls Adult Child

Unlined mackintosh or cape .. 9 7 Limed mackintoshes, or coats
Other mackintoshes, or raincoat, fover 28 in. in length) 14 I

or overcoat S 16 1 Jacket, or short coat mndclhu.
Coat, or jackel, or blaser or Inke s length) . 1 3

carment 13 8 Dress, or gown, of [mk—mulﬂ 1 8
Waistcoat, or yull over, o Drcn, er gown, of frock-—other

eardigan, or jersey s 3 material o
Trousers (other than (\mml of Gym tunic,or girl llhrt-d!shdm 8 6

corduroy ] L) Biouse, or sports shirt, or u:dinn,
?lnlmwoarduroyuom . 5 5 or jumper (i 1 - 3
Shorts 5 3 Skirt, or divided ltrt e .. 7 5
Overalls, or lunpu-u of hlu Overalls, or dm‘uul or like

gArment [ 4 garment - P 1] 4
Dressing-gown or b.nhmg gm ] 6 Apron, or mnliwc - . 3 2
Night-shirt or pair of pyjamas .. L] 6 jamas .. e *aa - 8 6
Shirt, or combinations—woollen L] G Nightdress e & 5
Shirt, or combinations—other Petticoat, or slip, or c«nhn-lion.

material 5 4 or cami-knickers . 4 3
Pants, or vest, or Lmh ing cwumz Oihll' und«nmmu, mﬁnﬁm

or child"s blow: . ] 2 orsets . . 3 2
Pair of socks or -w:ump e X 1 Pm of stkacl . 2 I
Collar, of tie, or pair of cuffs .., t Pair of socks (ankle Isw-hi e T
Two handkerchiefs 1 1 Collar, or tie, or pakr of cuffs .. I 1
Scarf, or pair of gloves ar mmem 2 H Two handkerchiefs . 4 T
l‘l-to!nlmpﬂ-«mlo-lm 4 2 &ndmmp:dghruumm
Pair of boots or shoes .. 7 3 . 2 2
Pair of leggings, n;tmw:p‘n 3 2 Pair of slippers, boots or shoes ., 5 3

CLOTH. mmdﬁpuy-rddmndmlhlmdxh For example, a yard of woollen cloth
36 inches wide requires 3 coupons. 1mmmnom‘deﬂmaruwemnuﬁ.m

KNITTING WOOL. 1 coupon for two ounces.

THESE GOODS MAY BE BOUGHT WITHOUT COUPONS

% Children's clothing of sizes :"M-\ll,’llﬂlbl. for mfants less than 4 years old. % Boiler suits
and wockmen's bib and brace overalis Hats and caps, @ Sewing thread. 9§ Mending wool and
mending silk. 4 Boot*and shoe laces.  * Tapes, braids, ribbons and other fabeics of 3 inches or less
in width. % Elastic, YLace and jaze nst. ¥ Sanitary towels. 9 Braces, lummlen and garters,
4 Hard haberdashery. % Clogs. % Black-out cloth dyed black, 9§ All second-hand

Special Natice to Retailers :
Retailers will be allowed to get fresh stocks of cloth up to and ln\:h'ld!lll June 28th, of

other rationed goods up to and including June 2151, WITHO! SURRENDRRIN.

COUPONS.  After those dates they will be able to obtain fresh stocks onl'_r by muming h

their customen’ coupons,  Steps have been taken, in the i of the

limit during these periods the quantity of goods which can be supplied by a whoh-hr

manufacturer to any one retailer however large his orders.  Further information con M
fram vour Trade Chrpamisations

ISSUED BY THE BOARD OF TRADE





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_cover.jpg
FASHION

o IRATOE o 0.






OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img17.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img16.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img19.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img18.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img51.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img50.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img13.jpg
mmber that the
qualities are as
sound and rellable /

AP

)

S W

FOURTH
FLOODR
DISPLAY
HALL

Shney 1o I3t !t. 40, ’
42 and 44 i, Bipe 4 ll
Prkon

Postage
Je Shruak Duill .. Bl
Heavier quality Whise Dl
Cromamver Uverats Shroh 7111

wat -uh Alss Catten  Cassmest u.m

Sl et rovaa s alls, siyle und iien s
nw..\ ezt anid ‘- -uun g 1 shodes of Nawy, Hm‘ha
kets. Mevaches ate well ent, Sase, Heown, Bottl, Ml

Goroen, Brige. foar wd Grw
Lo g as
pode % A

me- Brdpod :md"-“ - .".’.'I."’I.J.}."”" w- fﬁ
bl 502 :
fore. Vrioe, per wedd
Sow 32/8 Him 45 and
oy 19 B4 98 Mm  tAiTE sdiher siple
L NN ww
L \n-v)'. vwitat in Whaki

.
v o0 s, Tirice B8/ 8
Berochet ia Corduroy
s shades of Kbakl,
I:vnwhan
Waint : 34, 38, T4,
1731 Potngr &
B b i Cotiom Cord. Mid
Bevwmor Kbaki .. 14)11
Pustage &d.

John Barker and Compy Ltd Kensington High St London W8  ‘Phone: Western 5432
k]

HULS-Benes and Bl QVERALLE. - Mnde jn strime
aually Drill Wl eut and easellent iitiug o
sewn.” Hapmelal
e s Ta'thoien o Kb, vy aadh. ,
Rrewwn.  Slees o e 346, h\ﬂ.un.uw-
I\r!u.-dl

Sim shape b £ Ciabarding tn Whakl u:h'.
e .,...','.'.‘.':"'






OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img57.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img12.jpg
UL A w Pae Wesl

Velonr sUREN SUIT with sip

fastoning. .ned hood  Shates:

Baxe, Qresn. Must or Beige.

In twsive sizes 15 M1 3 W0

\‘mlﬁﬂ.l

»

Priow ... y

1= every ln. wp

ta than 3/~ avery
Tm wp to Bita.
Formage . exer





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img56.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img15.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img59.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img14.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img58.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img53.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img52.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img11.jpg
g






OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img55.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img10.jpg
'WOMEN'S - ROYAL - NAVAL+ SERVICE






OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img54.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img49.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img05.jpg
ﬁ
28
LOOK YOUR BEST |





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img06.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img03.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img40.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img04.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img09.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img07.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img08.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img46.jpg
Hollywood’s Loveliest Lips /%21
= Their Latest Glamour Secret

New Lip Colours
by
Max Factor

lrm VELVET

A smooth, provoca-
tive invitation on

o ; your lips
,on.u, GLOW
d Warm, vivacious,

ELIZABETH
TAYLOR
HGM. Sarin lit with gold
NOW! ..the Lipstick

l that really stays on !
. NOW! ... Three dramatic new Fashion
PINK SECRET Harmony Lip Colours . . . fresher, more
Delicate with a hint  youthful, more flattering to you ...toaccent

of feminine mystery  your beauty in colour harmony with fashion’s
newest colours.

Alsoin ...
Clear Reds, Each shade is a masterpiece of colour bhlend-
:: s “:L' dfs 2 ing . . . each a * Fashion Must™ to complete
one s for - :
Colour Harmony your lipstick wardrobe.

. nﬁ’ 2 :;: > : ;u " Created for Colour Harmony in make-up by

e Max Tactor

from your

Chemise, Hai
dn;;::“S::r': .'ll"on.





OEBPS/images/9781784420260_img45.jpg
Is something that defeats the poet’s pen
And holds in willing thrall the hearts of men."

U 5 e * Her total Beauty, glowing richly faify

Jeannette Pomeroy Beauty Products 174 New Bond Street, W.1
SKIN FOOD . BEAUTY MILK o CLEANSING CREAM ® DAY CREAM
LIPSTICK S DATHOS POWDER SAFADA HAND LOTION Prices from 362216 6
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GOES TO A WEDDIN

A vt Gown in the
gleaming beauty of "Celanese’
Satin, Bridesmaids rustling in
*Celanese’ Taffeta. A going-away
suit, impeceably tailored . . . woven from
“Celanese’ Spun Yarn. A lovely home, gay
with *Celanese’ curtains and furnishings. All
these things have their beginning in the Celanese
Laboratories, where research is revealing the amazing
versatility of modern synthetics. We hope that before long

they will be more freely available in this country.

British Celanese LimTre

TEXTILES « PLASTICS * CHEMICALS
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