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 Introduction 

 The following work provides a comprehensive analysis of Second World War 
dress practice and appearance in context. It places dress at the forefront of 
a complex series of cultural chain reactions and uses new archival and pri-
mary source evidence to clarify how clothing was made and acquired across 
the class spectrum both immediately before and during the war, how and why 
clothing was rationed and the nature of the design philosophies that came to 
underpin wartime clothing and dress practice. A particular story emerges that 
reveals the social and economic signifi cance of dress and the development of 
a clothing strategy that facilitated ways of creating social cohesion and con-
sensus in a time of national crisis. Changing attitudes to dress refl ected the 
changing framework of political and social life in wartime Britain. As different 
patterns of consumerism developed, so notions of fashion and the fashion-
able evolved in line with the stringencies of wartime living and design and 
manufacture reoriented towards the provision of quality clothing at an appro-
priate price for all. These changes were seen as being integral to the spirit 
of national unity fostered by the government and pivotal to the sustaining of 
patriotism and public morale. 

 From knitting comforts 1  to operating clothing exchanges, applying new 
grooming routines to putting on service uniform, the need to sustain the es-
sentials of dress and appearance was a part of war intimately understood by 
all. The purpose and value of clothing as indicators of the quality and type 
of life experienced across the different sectors of society became increas-
ingly appreciated by government, industry and the public in the context of the 
greater fairness and democracy demanded by a state of war. The way in which 
the clothing needs of the entire nation could be met, both through rationing 
and mechanisms of self-help, required a rethinking of dress philosophy for 
many and offered a change in terms of comfort and quality for more than a 
few. Traditional attitudes towards related practices of hygiene, grooming and 
personal appearance also underwent something of a transformation within 
some sectors of society, and this, together with changing approaches to the 
wearing and care of clothing, helped promote and apply new standards for 
dress and personal presentation. 

 The need for quality materials and appropriate design became central to 
clothing policy. Altered approaches to fabric production and the cut, make and 
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fi nish of garments resulted from a judicious change of emphasis regarding 
processes of manufacture and design to create quality clothing in suffi cient 
quantity for all. Keynote styles such as the tailored British suit endorsed a 
sense of national identity and heritage whilst the well-cut and durable clothing 
required by the government contrived to maintain standards of dress despite 
the deprivations of wartime living. 

 While controlling the capacity to buy clothing through a comprehensive sys-
tem of clothes rationing created unprecedented levels of intervention into the 
private lives of the public, so also controlling textile and garment production 
constructed a unique set of economic conditions under which the textile and 
clothing industries now had to operate. In consequence, the limited supplies 
and styles of civilian dress brought about a new emphasis on home craft 
skills and making-do in the name of patriotic thrift. Restricted choice and the 
need for practical, easy-care clothing encouraged the use of alternative types 
of dress, particularly for working clothes either in or beyond the home. As ever 
more women sought paid employment, the clothing and elements of personal 
appearance associated with the workplace became visual indicators of the 
evolving roles and responsibilities of women in society and their often more 
complicated and less predictable lifestyles. The new dress protocols refl ected 
the gendered shifts in attitude by, and about, women, attitudes also seen to 
be emerging out of the new paradigms for fi tness and health that signifi cantly 
renegotiated existing prejudice against women in terms of their mental and 
physical capacities. 

 Wartime fabric and garment manufacture both built on pre-war models of 
production that had already been established by mass-production retailers 
on the pre-war high street. A tiered production of Utility cloth and clothing 
became the central element of the government’s strategy for providing fi t-for-
purpose clothing across the price spectrum, and the Utility programme pro-
moted quality control and the value for money consumers demanded in the 
context of their severely reduced purchasing power. The introduction of aus-
terity restrictions on the design and construction of all garments manufac-
tured from spring 1942 was the last phase of the government’s policy for the 
economic enhancement and greater effi ciency of the clothing industry and re-
sulted in all the variations on chic simplicity that became the signature style 
for the rest of the war years. Ostentatious or opulent dressing continued to 
be inappropriate in the context of both the spare lines of wartime dress and 
the prevalence of the uniformed woman, but the social advantage it had rep-
resented in the past remained, if less visible, revealed through the fashion 
rhetoric and attitudes towards dress of the upper classes. Thus any apparent 
democratization of dress was always to some extent disingenuous despite 
the clear improvements experienced in the quality of clothing provision for the 
poorest sectors of society. 
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 A dress history of this period, therefore, covers a good deal of ground in 
relation to both the material culture of the textiles and clothing produced and 
the broader elements of cultural change in Britain which they in turn reveal. 
Through the detailed narratives of dress and personal appearance, a highly 
visual story emerges of the relationship between classes, changing perspec-
tives on femininity and altered priorities for living exemplifi ed by thrift and 
making-do. Many different types of sources from examples of high street Util-
ity wear to the government papers that brought them into being here combine 
to construct a vivid and comprehensive picture of the place and importance 
of clothing for women at war. Critical engagement with the dress practice of 
the period reveals something of the quality of the different lives experienced 
by ordinary women across the class spectrum and thereby provides a specifi c 
dress history discourse that cooperates with and extends received historical 
understanding of the period. 

 READERS’ NOTE 

 Throughout the text, the terms  fashion history  and  dress history  have been 
applied with care. Popular clothing of often limited longevity, created by a 
range of both predictable and less predictable cultural forces, is regarded as 
fashion and gives rise to the fashionable. Dress encompasses a much-wider 
remit and includes all the clothing worn at a particular time. Fashion is part 
of dress history while dress history is not necessarily part of fashion. Fashion 
describes the types of clothing bought by those with some level of expendable 
income who can afford elements of decorative clothing worn out of choice and 
for pleasure. Dress refers to all clothing but specifi cally includes those gar-
ments worn both out of necessity, often as a consequence of limited income, 
and/or practicality. 
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 Buying into Fashion: The Social 
Background 

 During the 1930s, the desire to possess beautiful clothes had, arguably, 
never been stronger for two reasons. The fi rst was the expanding variety of 
retail outlets now providing greater choice in fashionable clothing and the 
second the arrival on the high street of cheaper clothing ranges catering for 
more modest incomes. The rich continued to patronize the couture or high-
end dressmakers and along with the wealthier middle classes chose quality 
ready-made 1  clothes from the more exclusive department stores or indepen-
dent women’s fashion shops. Chain stores like Marks and Spencer and vari-
ety multiple shops such as Dorothy Perkins created ready-made fashion lines 
for the budget shopper and fl ourished on the high street by providing mass-
produced versions of Paris fashions or cinema screen styles. For the very 
poor, the shopping experience was limited to clothing clubs or second-hand 
options, both of which could prove uneconomical and exploitative. There ex-
isted, therefore, a wide disparity between the richest and poorest in terms of 
clothing, a fact that was rendered less visible than it might otherwise have 
been by the growing consumerism on the high street. This chapter considers 
in brief, therefore, those class divisions endemic to 1930s society which cre-
ated the parameters for commercial production of clothing at whatever level. 
It introduces some of the key lifestyle indicators that helped construct class 
identities at that time and which would be affected to a greater or lesser 
 extent by the onset of war. A key concept here is the capacity to spend and to 
refl ect class culture through dress and adornment practices. 

 The rich set the pace, establishing a dress practice and a way of life that 
the cinemas and popular magazines of the day promoted, and in this way 
those lower down the social scale participated, vicariously, in what was to 
many an otherwise closed world. Dress clearly bespoke class and was a 
 powerful refl ection of status. At the same time, ready-made dress increasingly 
began to operate as a mechanism that might to some degree facilitate the 
emulation of the upper classes by the lower. 

 The still-buoyant and infl uential lifestyle of the rich continued to be respon-
sible for upholding many traditional attitudes to life that had become indel-
ibly associated with being British. The country house milieu with its various 
 sporting pursuits, the London season and presentations at court, Henley, 
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Ascot or the Varsity balls, all espoused a way of life essentially wealthy but 
also quintessentially British, and one central to the establishment not merely 
of fashion but of what could be construed as the fashionable. This lifestyle re-
vealed itself through dress protocols that, while no longer embracing the fi ve 
or six changes of outfi t a day as in Edwardian times, still retained a rigorous 
devotion to the art of dressing correctly for every occasion. The minutia of 
this day-to-day application of an often-unwritten code of dress practice unob-
trusively maintained class divisions and social hierarchies, even as it under-
pinned the notion of nationality, heritage and, to an extent, patriotism. 

 In Britain during the 1930s, the Prince of Wales and his set represented the 
most exclusive tier of society. Piers Brendon suggests that Edward had ‘spent 
his whole life in the hectic pursuit of pleasure’ and that ‘his private universe . . . 
consisted of smart nightspots, louch weekends, high jinks, horseplay, jazz 
and jigsaw puzzles. It was embellished with gold lighters and jewelled ciga-
rette cases, Art Deco cuff-links and Faberge boxes. Edward sympathised with 
the poor but associated with the rich.’ 2  Images of opulence and wealth were 
also highly visible during the ‘esoteric social ritual known as the Season’. 
Described as the ‘few brief summer weeks when all Society threw itself into 
a frenzy of carefully organized gaiety’, 3  this part of the fashionable year for 
the wealthy upper classes focused on the debutantes—young seventeen- and 
eighteen-year-old girls—being presented at court for the fi rst time in a social 
rite of passage that signifi ed a coming of age and entry into adulthood. It also 
very much established readiness for the social networking leading to a suit-
able marriage, an institution still desired by most women. 4  During the Season, 
the calendar of entertainments organized to follow court presentation brought 
out lavish displays of wealth through extravagant dress practice, encompass-
ing adornment at the highest level short of state occasions. 5  As De Courcy 
expressed it, ‘snobbery was not so much a common fault as a wholesale ac-
ceptance of the idea that society was divided into classes, which might meet, 
mingle, respect, like and even love each other, but never blend.’ 6  Norman Hart-
nell, describing the early 1930s, affi rmed that ‘everything revolved around the 
Courts in summer’. Historical continuity was maintained through the ‘presid-
ing deities’ of these events, who were the ‘dowagers’ with ‘vivid memories of 
how things were done in the opulent, colourful reign of Edward the Seventh, 
but tinged with memories of the dignity and manners associated with his au-
gust mother’. 7  The power of the past—in terms of the established traditions 
of fashionable display, its purposes and protocols—is clear. 

 The wealthy elite’s strict cognizance of wardrobe etiquette and interest in 
and attention to the fi ne details of personal appearance promoted a rhetoric 
of fashion connoisseurship that accompanied the images of clothing and ac-
cessories in the glossy magazines. Examples of this type of language describ-
ing the exclusive products of the couture and high-end designer houses are 
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readily found in British  Vogue . In spring 1934, Elsa Schiaparelli designed a 
short-waisted jacket with small peplum in a highly ruched black taffeta to be 
worn over a directoire-style dress in ‘treebark crepe’ with accessorizing ‘cello-
phane scarf’. 8  This description connotes a number of things. The reader had 
to be familiar with historic lines of dress—in this case the directoire line, long 
skirted and with a high waist, low décolleté and often puffed sleeves—and 
have an in-depth knowledge of quality fabrics, here some of the newest fab-
rics on the market. While most people would probably have heard of taffeta, 
even if they had never owned anything in it, the concepts of tree bark crepe 9  
and cellophane 10  might well have been novel. In similar vein, in 1936  Vogue  
carried an image of another Schiaparelli ensemble created in black bengaline 
with ‘gold and coloured paillettes which arabesque down the front of its short 
fi tted jacket, and black, glycerised ostrich feathers on the Mongolian tribes-
man’s hat’. 11  Bengaline, a light fabric of silk and cotton or silk and wool, in-
ferred some association with Indian silk from Bengal, which in turn could carry 
overtones of Empire, while the use of African ostrich feathers 12  maintained an 
air of the exotic and distant. To what extent even the moneyed shopper would 
have known the precise features of dress of the Mongolian tribesman, history 
does not relate. In all, the outfi t, in rather exaggerated form, alluded to India, 
Africa and central Asia. Such could be the hyperbole of fashion. 

 Readers of  Vogue  also included the wealthier members of the middle and 
upper middle classes, who in their own way, and with some subtlety, played 
out imitations of the still-fashionable and traditional country house parties 
and seasonal events adhered to by the wealthy and royal sets. The domestic 
and perhaps more provincial ideal here can be seen in contrast to the rela-
tively distant, if fascinating, world of the titled and really rich whose way of life 
was essentially cosmopolitan. Through seasonal travel to the stylish resorts 
of Europe and farther afi eld, fashion for the wealthy became more of a global 
phenomenon, wherein the secret of success lay in the perfect synthesis of 
the international and, specifi cally, French, with a certain bespoke Britishness. 
But for those tethered by working commitments, however professional, to a 
less leisured way of living, fashion refl ected a more consistently British life-
style, recognizable by and nearer to those lower down the social hierarchy. 
Here, also, the imagery was attractive and desirable, creating possibilities for 
emulation by those less well off. The social seasons of the rich and cultured 
were just as capable of being played out, if less grandly, among the wealthier 
middle classes from professional, well-educated backgrounds. Economic suc-
cess predetermined a specifi c way of life that included a range of sophisti-
cated social and sporting events also requiring knowledge of the dress codes 
and protocols associated with them. 

 This lifestyle is well illustrated in Jan Struther’s book of short tales enti-
tled  Mrs Miniver,  13  published in late 1939. The fi ctional character of Caroline 
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Miniver represented an upper-middle-class woman 14  whose exploits were de-
signed to ‘brighten up the Court Pages of The Times’ with stories about ‘an 
ordinary sort of woman who leads an ordinary sort of life’. 15  Struther’s reader-
ship still comprised the more affl uent classes, but the stories were instructive 
paradigms for codes and patterns of behaviour that identifi ed what it was to 
be ‘ordinary’ middle class as opposed to wealthy at that time. The everyday 
life, cares and concerns of this wife and mother established the priorities as 
well as the privileges of this lifestyle, indirectly revealing the good taste and 
style of what E. M. Forster had called the ‘top drawer but one’. 16  

 The short, meditative stories spanned a period of just over a year from Oc-
tober 1938 to December 1939, placing the tensions of approaching hostili-
ties alongside the changing seasons and seasonal interests of Mrs. Miniver 
and her family. The titles are a good indication of the social preoccupations of 
this class and range from ‘The New Car’ and ‘The Eve of the Shoot’ through 
‘The New Engagement Book’ and ‘In Search of a Charwoman’ to ‘The Twelfth 
of August’ and ‘The Autumn Flit’. Each skilfully delineated particular events 
that represented a status and class, sustained through particular patterns 
of consumption and leisure. The stories did not directly set out to highlight 
issues of fashion. Rather, they revealed benchmarks for a middle-class way 
of life with its own daily and seasonal rituals such as the correct moment to 
store summer clothes, the uplifting qualities of fresh-cut fl owers, the right type 
of stationery or the morale-boosting effects of a new dressing gown. Near 
enough to the lower middle classes to be recognized as representing a se-
cure set of lifestyle values that were often considered attractive if not always 
possible to emulate, and at the margins of the class above from whom the 
way of life had originally been derived, what emerges from Struther’s work is 
a sense of a privileged middle-class identity as it was understood from within 
its own ranks at the time. 

 The issue of class was, and remains, complex. Stevenson describes it 
as ‘an elusive concept’ where ‘the boundaries . . . are at best blurred and 
usually quite diffi cult to establish defi nitively’. 17  Any reading of class and the 
social culture it refl ected tended to rely to some degree on ‘clothes and 
speech . . . the obvious badges . . . diffi cult to gauge accurately at the mar-
gins, but clear enough for the great majority of people to be able to assign 
themselves to “upper”, “middle” or “working” class’. 18  Where the middle mid-
dle classes ended and the lower middle classes began was therefore not 
always easy to determine. Certainly the new homeowners who fl ocked to pur-
chase modest semi-detached housing on the new suburban developments 
of the 1930s were less well off than their more affl uent middle-class coun-
terparts. Yet the choice to move from renting to buying refl ected the rise in 
wages through the decade that facilitated the repayment of mortgages, es-
pecially in tandem with tax relief incentives. 19  While there is some evidence 
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to suggest that the new purchasers often lived rather straightened lives—
Wilson and Taylor refer to women ‘struggling to create a genteel lifestyle’ 20 —
for those who chose not to spend the additional money in this way, life did 
become fi nancially more secure. The high street was the benefi ciary and re-
sponded by producing a much larger range of middle- and lower-priced goods 
commensurate with the pockets of this more secure upper-working-class and 
lower-middle-class tier of consumers. The following chapter on the develop-
ment and rise of volume production clothing will look in more detail at the way 
in which the needs of these lower-income groups were addressed by particu-
lar types of shops and stores and with what success. 

 With the advent of evacuation in September 1939, the government and 
public at large would be forced to confront a quite different element of class 
consciousness and a level of social inequality that had received no construc-
tive acknowledgement for too long. While the wage-earning working class 
and lower middle classes had a limited degree of economic stability, 21  and 
might now have access to the better lifestyle represented by cheaper mass- 
produced goods on the high street, for those on the lowest tier of the social 
ladder, a world away from the well-appointed lives of the middle and upper 
classes and without any fi nancial security, life was hard indeed. Lack of de-
cent housing, food and clothing—whether through long-term unemployment, 
oversized families or sickness—would become, in the early months of war, 
cause for serious political concern. John Hilton, in his series of Sir Halley 
Stewart lectures given in 1938, had guessed the existence of four million 
people ‘either just square with nothing in hand or . . . in debt for a larger or 
smaller amount’ 22  and had surveyed three hundred families ‘in poverty and 
distress’ who had sought help from charitable organizations and who ‘at any 
given time do not know how to make ends meet and who are, for long spells or 
for the time being, on the brink or in the abyss of under-nourishment and pen-
ury and debt’. 23  While a level of public social assistance was in place, Hilton 
had called into question whether it was adequate, 24  and he was clearly vindi-
cated in this concern as those teetering on destitution became evident in the 
fi rst major wave of evacuation during the autumn. A lack of suitable clothing, 
in particular, began to signal an entrenched level of economic disadvantage 
that spoke volumes for the type of life experienced in the poorest homes. 
This level of want and neglect could not be allowed to continue in the face 
of war. Need must be prioritized over want 25  and better mechanisms put in 
place to support those wholly untouched by the growing commercial prosper-
ity experienced by other sectors of the working class. As an understanding of 
demarcation within class thus became clearer, it was essential to ameliorate 
the greatest gulfs between people if national unity in war was to be achieved. 
While supplying fi nancial and gift aid was the fi rst line of support and one 
which continued throughout the war, there was a clear requirement to know 
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more about how people survived at this level of need and how they could be 
best supported. Gradual reduction in unemployment as the war industries 
gathered momentum would be key to creating better standards of living while, 
with regard to clothing, one component of the cost-of-living index—providing 
better quality textiles and clothing at the lowest price points—became an 
essential longer-term step necessary for underpinning the fair shares ideol-
ogy of clothes rationing. While this would clearly benefi t the population as a 
whole, it would prove of especial value to those struggling against exploita-
tion and poor quality at the most needy end of the market. Thus the prospect 
of shopping for durable fi t-for-purpose clothing, which had been a virtual im-
possibility for the poorest families prior to war, would become increasingly 
manageable. 26  

 This sector of the population would be the only one to have their  capacity 
to buy  improved  rather than curtailed. For most other consumers, wartime 
economies in textile and clothing manufacture would play a signifi cant part 
in reorientating lifestyle  away  from the spend culture that had resulted from 
the growing prosperity of the pre-war years. This had the effect of curbing the 
more obvious signs of class division refl ected in capacity to buy. Exactly how 
the needs of the poorest were addressed will be returned to in greater detail 
in Chapter 5, which assesses the social impact of evacuation. 

 The way in which clothes were made and purchased was about to un-
dergo, therefore, notable changes during the war years, and certainly the 
consumer trends of the 1930s would, for most, be reversed. During the 
years immediately before the war, the high street continued to offer an in-
creasing variety of fashion options, from couture to chain store, and it is to 
these different components of the high street and their clientele that we now 
turn to investigate how pockets were matched to products to provide fashion 
for almost all. 
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 Shopping for Fashion 
in the Pre-War Years 

 Much has been written about the glamorous dress choices available to the 
wealthy during the 1930s. Examples of clothes representing the more opu-
lent end of the market are easy to fi nd in the glossy magazines of the time 
and in museums featuring dress, where they are considered collectable in 
much the same way as other works of art of the period. Less is generally writ-
ten about the fashions produced for more limited incomes, and examples of 
these clothes are also far less evident in public collections. Yet during the 
1930s, the British high street was offering a much broader range of fashion 
clothing for middle-, lower-middle- and working-class buyers, providing choice 
and variety at more modest prices. The main focus of this chapter, therefore, 
is less on how and where the rich and privileged acquired their clothes and 
more on the types of clothing now available for less affl uent consumers, the 
shops where these could be bought and the prices paid. In this way, a more 
accurate picture of the shopping experiences of consumers across the class 
spectrum can be achieved. 

 Any review of the clothing industry in Britain during the 1930s has to begin, 
however, by acknowledging the continuing currency and vibrancy of Parisian 
couture, which designed clothes and accessories for the wealthiest sector 
of society dressing for the seasonal and royal events to which they had privi-
leged access. Taylor and Wilson state that Norman Hartnell was charging ‘ap-
proximately 45 guineas’ for dresses in 1939, which gives some idea of the 
prices couture clothing could command. 1  Given that the repayments on a spa-
cious semi-detached house could come to about twenty-fi ve pounds a year, 
as revealed by an advertisement for housing in the Barnhurst Park Estate in 
1933 where homes were being offered for £395 freehold in weekly payments 
of 9 shillings (s) 6 pence (d), 2  the relative spending capacity of different ele-
ments of the population can be gauged. It is also instructive to compare the 
prices of these dresses with those from other sectors of the fashion industry 
quoted later in this chapter. London couture houses also sought to provide 
classic country clothes redolent of a particularly British way of life that rec-
ognized the importance of signature traditional British fabrics. Immediately 
before the war, the ‘good tweed suit’ was popular ‘for both sexes’ 3  and would 
remain a staple of the British woman’s wardrobe throughout the war years. By 
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1943, Digby Morton was quoting at least twenty-fi ve pounds for this type of 
suit made bespoke so that at the couture end, prices remained high as well 
as being subject to purchase tax. 4  While these tailored clothes in quality wools 
maintained a distinctly British sense of style, in general at this time fashion-
orientated clothing was presumed to emerge, in however diluted a form, from 
the trends inspired by the Parisian designers who revealed their new silhou-
ettes in twice-yearly shows. Their ideas were then interpreted by retailers and 
manufacturers providing more affordable ready-to wear options, whether from 
exclusive high-end department stores or the cheaper chain stores and variety 
multiples. The high street endeavoured to offer Parisian style, no matter how 
impressionistic, refl ecting the power to control and infl uence dress practice 
that Paris continued to wield throughout the 1930s. 5  

 For the majority of the British public, shopping for clothing on their local 
high streets meant either buying fabric to make their own clothes or buying 
ready-made. The making of fashionable clothing without commissioning a de-
signer or independent dressmaker had emerged during the latter half of the 
nineteenth century in the burgeoning department store. Selling a variety of 
practical and decorative domestic commodities, these stores also offered 
quality bespoke fashions that required staffed workrooms employing needle-
women and tailoresses. At quiet times when orders were thin, these work-
rooms began to design and make clothes in line with current fashions.  The 
Working Party Report on Light Clothing  of 1947, a report focussed exclusively 
on the developments in production of children and women’s wear, saw this 
retailing move as the probable ‘commencement of the trade in ready-made 
clothing’ 6  and established the important paradigm that, as these clothes 
might have to remain stock items if they did not sell from the shop fl oor im-
mediately, their design was to be relatively simple in make and inexpensive. 
As a result, whether foreseen or not, ‘they began to attract custom from the 
less wealthy classes’. 7  Thus the problem of holding stock that might go out of 
fashion was addressed partly by recognizing that different sectors of society 
would be happy with less sophisticated interpretations of fashion lines. Here 
was the beginning of the acceptance of ready-made fashion garments, bought 
from shops of repute yet not bespoke. 

 In the early years of the twentieth century, however, there was still little 
real business in this area. 8  Middle- and upper-class homes generally had 
clothes made up by others, although many middle-class women, dependent 
on income, would still have considered some level of home sewing a prerequi-
site of their social role. Working-class women made all their family’s clothing 
needs. Manufacturers trading in piece goods ordered suitable fabrics from 
textile fi rms that could then be cut into appropriate blocked shapes using 
modern bandsaw technology. That this was the way clothing was still largely 
obtained by the less affl uent was confi rmed by a cost-of-living index of 1904 
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that revealed ‘working class family budgets . . . included a very small allow-
ance for expenditure on women’s under-clothing [and] nothing at all for such 
items as dresses, blouses and pinafores, nothing for children’s wear, but a 
comparatively large amount for piece goods’. 9  In contrast, an index of 1937–
1938 would show money spent on piece goods had been reduced by ‘nearly 
70 per cent [while] that for women and children’s clothing had increased by 
nearly 1000 per cent’. 10  Clearly the industry was about to undergo a dramatic 
change that would account for this shift. 

 The triggers that caused the move from handcrafted garments to the prod-
ucts of industrial manufacture were largely connected in the fi rst instance 
with innovations in the mechanized output of both cloth and clothing. Powered 
sewing machines, bandsaw cutting and industrial steam irons all contrived in 
the later years of the nineteenth century to offer opportunities for speedier 
and more plentiful provision of clothing. These developments all took place in 
the arena of men’s wear, where the need for simple suits, trousers and jack-
ets in limited designs, relatively unaffected by fashion, could be achieved with 
economy and effi ciency using the new technologies. 11  Catering for a working- 
and lower-middle-class customer with limited means, these fi rst forays into 
mechanized and increasingly factory-based production offered a cheap alter-
native to either hand-made or second-hand and therefore prospered. 12  At the 
same time as there were innovations effecting change at the cheaper and 
cheap end of the men’s wear market, the department stores and other high 
street drapery retailers, particularly in London, were making their own ways 
into obtaining ready-made clothing direct from manufacturers. As Chapman 
records, ‘towards the end of the century [nineteenth] the traditional piece 
goods trade with the drapers declined in favour of the ready-made garment 
trade, where the great retailers had the advantage of the wholesalers.’ 13  In-
stead of operating via wholesalers in the purchase of cloth, stores such as 
Harrods and Liberty were instead placing contracts with manufacturers for 
specifi c types of quality clothing lines. In initiating a relationship direct with 
production, the retailer cut out the role and expense of the wholesaler act-
ing as middleman. This provided one of several possible models of business 
practice for the merchandising of apparel. 14  

 As men’s wear developed into a growing and profi table ready-made indus-
try, it contrived a further move into the new area of wholesale bespoke—
whereby the customer was individually measured for a suit that was then 
factory made. At the same time, the higher end of the high street began suc-
cessfully selling elements of women’s and children’s ready-made clothing to 
enhance their bespoke provision, opening up the possibility of expansion in 
ready-to-wear. As Wray points out, however, whereas factory production had 
triggered the creation of ready-made in men’s wear, the same was not true of 
the industrial production of women’s clothing of the type already providing the 
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garments and accessories for high street drapers and department stores. 15  
She states that ‘much of this early development of ready-made clothing pro-
duction was based on the employment of home workers, operating treadle 
machines and making-up garments, cut in central warehouses by wholesale 
clothiers, on the contract, or “sweating”, system. This method of production 
was facilitated by the ample supply of cheap labour in the form of women 
working for low piece rates in their own homes on machines hired from their 
employers.’ 16  Only when this system was rendered economically unviable via 
a combination of minimum wages and working hours and the demise of cheap 
labour sources 17  was there a ‘quickened rate of changeover to factory produc-
tion’. 18  The greater use of mechanization and factory output of this sector of 
the clothing industry did not then begin to take shape until the 1920s. By this 
time, the industrial output of inexpensive and low-cost men’s wear was clearly 
refl ecting the success of what Godley calls ‘large scale retailers’. 19  

 By a comparable stage, women’s wear had moved more securely into the 
factory arena but would not fi nd itself suited to long runs of similar lines—
a fi rst premise of mass output—as the market was much more fashion led. 
On this basis, and with a variety of different markets to fulfi l arguably refl ect-
ing a broader range of the social scale than mass-produced men’s wear was 
catering for, women’s wear continued to be produced in smaller units. These 
could respond to the demand for fashion-distinct garments that often required 
greater skill at the individual operator level than did the staple products of the 
large men’s wear organizations. Thus the two industries were established on 
quite different lines, and they would continue to refl ect these fundamental dif-
ferences until after the Second World War. 20  

 This was the way the clothing industry was operating at the beginning of 
the 1920s. While Leeds dominated the men’s wear market, employing largely 
unskilled female labour in increasingly large mass-production factories, 21  Lon-
don, and in particular the East End, was established as the centre for the 
women’s wear industries. Manufacturers and workshops here were conve-
niently placed to take advantage of the many retailing outlets across London, 
both price conscious and prestigious, while improved motor transport meant 
that frequent deliveries of smaller fashion ranges could be undertaken quickly 
and effi ciently. The women’s light clothing industry continued to operate on 
this basis for most of the 1920s. 

 While fi rms like Burton’s, Hepworth’s   and the Fifty Shilling Tailor (the fi rm 
of Henry Price) created large vertical business structures producing garments 
from their own factories and distributing them through their own shops, the 
women’s wear sector benefi ted from remaining small and diverse. Output was 
made more effi cient with the advent of further new technologies such as at-
tachments for lockstitch machines that enabled ‘frilling, pleating and ruch-
ing’ to be completed automatically, 22  and the most important element in any 
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business’s success was the strength of their network of trading links. Regu-
lar and repeat orders through the chain from manufacturer to wholesaler or 
distributor created some security, particularly where a manufacturer was pro-
ducing ranges of less fashionable and year-round clothing such as women’s 
underwear lines, classic clothes or children’s wear. 

 To a limited extent, this type of production offset the serious problem that 
confronted the light clothing women’s wear sector, one not applicable to men’s 
wear, which was the seasonal nature of fashion clothing. Autumn and winter 
orders began to be placed by retailers in May and spring and summer orders 
in October. These orders were never especially large as neither wholesalers 
nor retailers wanted to hold on to potentially unsaleable stock. Fashion buy-
ers needed to maintain a shop fl oor that refl ected the latest fashion stories 
through a variety of garments that were regularly updated. This clearly miti-
gated against long production runs of similar garments across the seasons, 
which would have contributed greater security to the industry as a whole. In-
stead, once the initial lines had been ordered, fi rms hoped for repeat busi -
ness and were fl exible enough to create variations on styles current for the 
season. They were likely to experience capacity working periods at the onset 
of the season but a downturn as the season tailed off. This often resulted in 
periods of both ‘short time working and unemployment’. 23  

 The position of women’s ready-made factory clothing further consolidated 
during the 1930s, as we shall see below. The problem of short- or part-time 
working remained, however, particularly for those fi rms reliant on smaller fash-
ion orders. Speculative production, often by new producers tempted into the 
industry at times of seasonal glut, could result in unsold stock and slump, 
which tended to be offset by fi erce price cutting. This in turn led to poorer 
quality production—in terms of both material and making  standards—that did 
nothing to enhance the reputation of the industry and was further responsible 
for allowing cheap but very poor quality lines of clothing to fi lter through to 
the public marketplace. 24  This was one explanation for some of the poorest 
quality merchandise available. As Wray points out, ‘Shoddy production was 
particularly prevalent in dressmaking (although it was also found in tailored 
garments) and the desire to remedy this unsatisfactory state of affairs proba-
bly accounts for the very willing co-operation of the light clothing industry with 
the Board of Trade in connection with the improvement in making and sizing 
standards for light clothing which resulted from war-time Making of Civilian 
Clothing (Restrictions) Orders.’ 25  

 A brief resume of current business practice during the 1920s reveals that 
there were three common operational models for women’s wear production. 
Small manufactures producing ranges for wholesale to store and sell on were 
the smallest of the types as wholesalers could not risk stock falling out of 
style during the process of storage and marketing. By far the more popular 
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method of business was the second practice of individual manufacturers sell-
ing direct to distributors. There were two approaches here; either the manu-
facturers’ travellers initiated business links with various high street drapers 
or stores or the retailers themselves placed orders with manufacturers for 
specifi c commodities. All the main high street providers of apparel, from ex-
clusive department stores down to small independent drapers, could operate 
in this way, and goods were made for all price points. Wray suggests that ‘by 
the 1930s the bulk of the output of fashion outerwear was being distributed 
direct from manufacturer to retailer’. 26  This model was the most successful 
despite remaining the victim of seasonal slump unless orders became either 
regular, sizeable or preferably both. While the gradual demise of home work-
ing and smaller sweated outworking units had shifted garment production 
into the manufacturing factory space, in general the size of these businesses 
remained small for the reasons we have seen. Factory production was clearly 
not synonymous with mass production, and by 1939, this was still largely the 
case. By this time, 86 per cent of the clothing industry as a whole operated in 
units of up to one hundred people with only the remaining 14 per cent employ-
ing over one hundred and only 6 per cent over two hundred. 27  

 The last fi gure is representative of the third model of business practice, 
which only began during the 1920s but became increasingly important into 
the 1930s. This was the expansion of large-scale factory production in men’s 
wear  into  women’s wear and the development of larger production units from 
already existing smaller factories. From the outset, there was no necessary 
correlation between poor or poorer quality and larger-scale production. Longer 
runs simply favoured less fashion-focussed lines that did not date as quickly, 
and the choice of cheaper fabrics refl ected the developing market for lower-
priced clothing that would sell in larger numbers more quickly. 28  John Barran, 
an established manufacturer of mass-produced men’s wear, spurred on by a 
post-First World War slump, began to use his mass-manufacturing techniques 
for women’s wear in 1927 as other smaller factory units began to extend in 
the same direction. Across the two decades, a number of household names 
came into being as named brands emerging from this type of manufacturing; 
Marlbeck of Leeds and the Co-Operative Wholesale Society in Manchester 
opened new factories during the 1920s followed by Tootals producing Chesro 
dresses from Bolton in 1930, Berketex with tailored dresses from London in 
1937 and Harella and Windsmoor with their women’s wear factories in Lon-
don during 1939. 29  The tailored suits and smarter lines of dress that 1930s 
factory production began to provide created increasingly better-quality gar-
ments that sold to middle- and upper-middle-class customers, and a good 
reputation was established particularly for the country-style tweeds and clas-
sic clothes that emphasized a distinctively British design signature. 30  


