
Pattern Reviews VII
Welcome to part seven of our Pattern Reviews.  For 
the nest two months we will be covering EVENING 
DRESSES and BALL GOWNS. (Which I will admit is 
my all time favorite!)  
 Before we get started let me clarify that there is 
going to be two separations in this review.  COSTUMES 
vs PERIOD APPROPRIATE.  Any pattern we're 
reviewing these next two months are ones I've seen at 
reenactments.  We'll tell you which are appropriate and 
which are best left for Halloween.  
 A COSTUME will be something fun to wear to the 
next Halloween party or masquerade party.
 A period appropriate BALL GOWN was made 
for dancing and was suppose to be lightweight and 
of a very light color so you don't succumb to the 
"floating head" theory.  Remember lighting was 
not great, and too dark of a dress and all you can 
see from a distance is your head bobbing around.  
(the floating head)  So young ladies please try to stay 
away from black or navy blue. White and pastels are 
wonderful!
 A period appropriate EVENING DRESS would be 
worn by a woman who would not be up dancing around. 
They could have been velvet or a medium weight  
material.  And a more mature woman could wear jewel 
tones with a bit more color, but not too dark, as no one 
wanted to be the "floating head".
 For those of you who are new to my review articles, 
I am trying to give my honest opinion of patterns that 
are available to reenactors just starting out, so that YOU 
don't waste your hard earned money on bad patterns 
or ones that are too difficult to understand, like I did 
when I first started reenacting.  I have enlisted the help 
of several close friends I call my "SECRET SEWING 
SOCIETY" and together we sew the patterns, compile 
our opinions, and let you know what we thought. We 
even include photos of the finished product. (If our 
secret sewer has a digital camera.)
 What specifically will the reviews tell you?
 Pros & Cons: any detail we think you’d need to 
know before buying the pattern. Plus what you may 
need to alter to make the pattern work better for you.
 Sewing Level: No sense buying a totally authentic 
pattern if you can’t understand the directions. None of 

us are professional seamstresses, if we can't understand 
the directions we'll tell you about it. We'll categorize 
Beginner, Intermediate, Advanced. 
 Sizing: Are the size charts accurate by today's 
standards.  I know size is a big issue with most women, 
so let me reassure you, I am no size 0 and all of the 
friends I have enlisted to help are over a size 10. 
 Documentation: Are the patterns based on original 
garments or would they be categorized as costumes. 
 Overall Satisfaction: We will rate each pattern  
 H Not worth your time
 HH Not so great
 HHH Average
 HHHH Good
 HHHHH GREAT!
   I have divided my series into several sections as Civil 
War Women have lots of layers.  The categories are: 
Undergarments -- Part I & Part II, Work Dresses & 
Aprons, Day/Best Dresses -- Part I & Part II, Wrappers, 
Riding Habits, Evening Dresses & Ball Gowns -- Part I 
& Part II, Outerwear, Bonnets & Other hair accessories, 
Corsets, New/Missed Patterns, and of course the "Best-
Of-The-Best" Award Winners where we'll pick our 
top pattern choices from each category. And thanks to 
popular demand we will feature a special section for 
men and children's patterns. 
 As I mentioned earlier, not only will you see the 
pattern covers, but we'll show you what our finished 
product looks like, so you can see for yourself what a 
dress from that particular pattern COULD look like! 
We'll also add notes as to what we've changed in the 
pattern to make it fit, personalized, or more period 
appropriate.
 BUT before we get started on the dress reviews, my 
Secret Sewing Society want me to mention the THREE 
BIGGEST MISTAKES made by new reenactors in 
regards to making/choosing their own evening dresses 
and ball gowns.
 #1 --  PERIOD APPROPRIATE PATTERNS! 
This will be covered based on each pattern.  We all 
know folks who attend their first events go to the big 
name store, buy a pattern, some material and just go 
with whatever.  My Secret Sewing Society and I have 
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tried to separate these categories for you. We will call a 
pattern a COSTUME if we can't find any period fashion 
plates for which the pattern has been based on.

 #2 --  FABRIC CHOICE! Sounds easy right, but 
even the best patterns out there can be ruined if it is 
made with the wrong fabric.
 If you plan on dancing the night away, don't make 
a ball gown out of heavy velvet with lots of trim. And 
even if black is your favorite color, please limit it to 
your shoes, and make your dress a lighter color.  
 If you are a more mature lady and are more of a 
chaperone than a dancing partner, your dress can be of a 
medium weight fabric with more jewel-toned color, but 
still try to stay away from dark colors and try to keep the 
colors near your face and neck lighter.  
 Some of the best books I've read say the ladies used 
to show their wealth in the actual fabric of their dresses 
as opposed to excessive use of trim. So by all means pay 
a bit more for the finest silk, and save money on trims. 
Less really can be more.  
 And not to be the picky one here, but the debate 
on Silk Taffeta vs. Dupioni Silk can be summed up 
in one statement, I've never seen an original dress or 
photographs of an original dress that was made out 
of a fabric that contained slubs.  So if you can see 
the slubs in the dupioni, stay away.  If the slubs are 
EXCEPTIONALLY TINY and you cannot see them 
unless under a microscope . . . well I won't get into that 
argument.

Here is a picture of what 
I mean by "SLUBS".  
See the lines in the fabric?
They are quite obvious,
so STAY AWAY!

  But from my experience on EBAY the better quality 
Silk Taffeta isn't that much more expensive than the Silk 
Dupioni.  And watch out for those advertising Raw Silk 
as some is AOK and others are not.  Get a swatch sent 
to you if you can.

 #3 --  SLEEVE CHOICE! Again this sounds easy 
right? Just make any pattern out of any fabric, just like 
it is on the pattern cover , and Viola!  But unfortunately, 
life is never that easy.  
 Evening Dresses usually have open sleeves with 

WHAT TO SEW continued . . . and without undersleeves.  
 Ball Gowns have been seen with sheer bishop 
sleeves, but more commonly short sleeves. 
 Refer back to the sleeve chart from the last two 
months's issues if you have any questions.

 In my reviews I will be talking about specifics on 
Ball Gowns, so I wanted to start of with a picture to 
illustrate what I am talking about.  #1. Note the "V" 
shaped bertha that extends shoulder to shoulder. creating 
a deep v look. This one is trimmed with white lace and 
is only attached to the underlying bodice at the very top 
edge.  #2. Notice the neck tucker that is just above the 
bertha that is a sheer fabric with a black string.  It adds 
just a bit of sheer to the dress, and helps in adjusting for 
fit at the neckline.  And notice the overall color. A light 
color ball gown that puts white near my face.

A special thanks to Kay Gnagey (www.Originals-By-
Kay.com) for designing this dress for me.
 Ok, one last note before we continue with pattern 
reviews.  METAL GROOMETS on BALLGOWNS – 
or anywhere else visible on clothing – is a major NO-
NO for CW era!  I have seen many a lovely ballgown 
that was ruined with these, so please stay away from 
them at all cost.
 Ok enough chatter, let's get on with it, welcome to 
What To Sew . . . And What NOT To Sew: Part VII -- 
EVENING DRESSES / BALL GOWNS Part I.

#1

#2



BUTTERICK 
MAKING HISTORY #6195
  
Average Cost: $ 13.95
Sewing Level: Beginner
Sizing: Good

Avg Fabric Yds needed: 
Single Skirt: 6
Flounced Skirt: 10 

Pros: Directions are clear and easy to read and 
understand. Two different dress styles, neither really 
appropriate for CW era dresses, but great little fun 
COSTUMES.

Cons:  Our first clue that this is a great costume and 
not period appropriate is the zipper in the back.  Yes I 
know there could be another way for closing, but this 
style should remain in the costume category and not 
attempted to be made period appropriate.

Overall Satisfaction:
AS A COSTUME: HHHHH

FOR CW ERA: H

Ok so it's no secret here 
who this sewer was.  I must 
admit that for a costume I 
really loved this pattern! 
I used a sequin fabric for 
the bodice and a medium 
weight satin for the skirt.  
I trimmed the bodice with 
black lace on the sleeves 
and black sequins on the 
front seams.  And I made a 
matching choker by simply 
using a straight strip and 
some velcro.

BUTTERICK 
MAKING HISTORY #3713
  
Average Cost: $ 14.95
Sewing Level: Beg/Int
Sizing: OK

Avg Fabric Yds needed: 
Robe: 8 1/4 + trim
Dress: 9

Pros: Directions are fairly clear. Our beginner sewer 
did have some difficulty, so we rated beginner/
intermediate.  Not a pattern for the "first timer".  The 
jacket/cape is a nice little addition to this pattern.  
Onto the dress itself.  This pattern has a great Bertha 
(that little "v" shaped neckline) Bodice is boned and 
has princess seams. Closes up the back with eyelets 
and corded lacings. Skirt is pleated and closes with 
a zipper in the back. (**Note if using for CW era the 
zipper is a no-no! )

Cons: Bodice didn't fit well, our ladies with larger 
chests had difficulty fitting.  Make a muslin first and 
make all adjustments needed BEFORE using your 
fashion fabric!  The sleeves are part of the shoulder 
seams and our ladies over a size 16 wanted a little 
more room in them. So if you are a 16+ add about 1+ 
inches in the sleeve area. The top and skirt are two 
separate pieces, but we would suggest sewing them 
together when finished so when you raise your arms 
you don't see skin or undergarments!

Authenticity Expert: This style is more early to mid 
1850s; the sleeve construction is not period correct, but 
hidden under the bertha.

Overall Satisfaction: 
AS A COSTUME: HHHH

FOR CW ERA: HH 
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OLD WORLD #863
1860'S CRINOLINE 
BALLGOWN

Average Cost: $ 14.95
Sewing Level: Beg. / Int.
Sizing: Questionable
Avg Fabric Yds needed: 
DRESS: 9+    CONTRAST: 3+ 

Description: Very fitted bodice. Gown front button 
closure. Neckline has a contrasting band of fabric upon 
which chevron's are set holding pillows of contrasting 
fabric with ball buttons in center. Sleeves are accented 
by mock epaulettes and lace. Skirt is pleated and 
gathered and is set off by three chevorons down the 
back. Includes pattern for hoop skirt.

Pros: This dress has a lovely unique design that not 
many other patterns had. We've seen fashion plates of 
dresses with the chevrons down the back.

Cons: The directions are not quite understandable. 
Our secret sewer put them aside, and just put the dress 
together without them. The sleeve opening was too 
small and needed adjusting. The buttons and pillows 
were left off the chevrons.  If you are going to put them 
on, buy more buttons than the directions call for, you'll 
need 'em! 

Authenticity Expert: This style is based on a late to 
postwar evening dress design. The CF buttons are an 
integral feature in that style.

Overall Satisfaction: HH

SEWER SECRETS:
 This secret sewer put this 

together without the directions.  
They eliminated the buttons and 

pillow from the chevrons down the 
back. And after the sleeves didn't 
fit, they tossed the sleeve pattern, 

and made puffy short sleeves 
instead. They also altered the 

back with some darts to adjust 
the fit. And made front closure 
hidden hook and eyes instead 

of buttons. And be careful 
on the choice of fabric, as 
choosing satin made this 

skirt ultra heavy!

back view of dress

BUTTERICK 
MAKING HISTORY #6693
  
Average Cost: $ 13.95
Sewing Level: Beginner
Sizing: GoodAvg Fabric Yds 
needed: 6+ 

Pros: Directions are fairly clear.  This pattern has a 
great Bertha (that little "v" shaped neckline) Bodice 
is boned and has princess seams. Both styles feature 
short sleeves with elastic in them. Skirt is pleated 
and the entire dress closes with a zipper in the back. 
(**Note if using for CW, the zipper is a BIG NO-NO!)

Cons: To make these dresses appropriate for CW 
era events requires a good deal of work. And is not 
recommended that beginner sewers attempt this. 1st 
and foremost the redo for the zipper in the back. You 
can choose hooks and eyes or eyelet and lacings.  
Either requires pretty good skills in re-drafting the 
pattern.  Both have pretty good bertha's already, but 
we would also suggest adding a neck tucker. And 
also remember that these dresses are designed for the 
average 5'6" person.  More fabric will be needed in 
the skirt if you are taller!  And fabric will need to be 
removed if you are shorter.  The standard for skirts is 
2-3 inches off the floor. If it drags the floor you are 
prone to trip on it, and any higher off the floor and you 
risk someone seeing your ankles!  

Authenticity Expert: This style is a costume. 
The design is "flat" no 3-dimensionallity which 
characterizes mid 19th century fine dresses.

Overall Satisfaction: 
AS A COSTUME: HHHH

FOR CW ERA: HH 

SEWER SECRETS:
 This secret sewer 
choose to make view B. 
She used a gold satin 
and trimmed it out 
with black fringe. She 
eliminated the zipper 
in the back and closed 
with eyelet and laces.
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TRULY VICTORIAN
1860 BALL GOWN SKIRT
TV240
  
Average Cost: $ 10.00
Sewing Level: Beginner
Sizing: Good

Avg Fabric Yds needed: 8 
(if using the same color fabric) 

Description: This skirt is an 
original design based on elements and ideas in use 
during the 1850's and 1860s. Top skirt is pulled up in 
swags, revealing a box pleated ruffle underneath.

Pros: Directions are clear, easy to read, and include 
good illustrations. Easy design, and easy to put 
together. LOVE the nice swishy feel of the finished 
skirt.

Cons: Secret Sewer suggest not trying yours with raw 
silk, it's too soft! 

Overall Satisfaction: HHHHH

TRULY VICTORIAN
1860 BALL GOWN 
BODICE
TV442
  
Average Cost: $ 11.00
Sewing Level: Beginner
Sizing: Good

Avg Fabric Yds needed: 8 

Description: This bodice fits 
just off the shoulder for evening wear. Has a point in 
front and back and closes in the back with hooks and 
eyes. Includes optional bertha.

Pros: Directions are clear, easy to read, and include 
good illustrations. The sizing is unique too, they say 
don't try to stay within standard sizing as all women 
are unique and gives a chart for finding "your size". 

Cons: Secret Sewer suggest not trying yours with raw 
silk and it's too soft! The little pleats were difficult 
with the soft fabric.  If you are leaving the closure in 
the back, may we suggest boning both back pieces to 
keep it from bending and buckling.

**NOTE: If making a smaller size (say under 12) 
the bertha looks GREAT as is.  When 

making larger sizes, the grading for the 
bertha is too short and ends up looking 

more like a neckfrill than a bertha.  
(which is often seen on reenactors, but never on 

originals)  Note in the photo how it seems 
to have lost it's "V" shaped dip. I would 

suggest for larger ladies, try grading 
the bertha piece up a bit in 

ratio to your chest measurement.

Overall Satisfaction:
Sizes up to 12: HHHHH

Sizes over a 12: HHHH

SEWER SECRETS:
 This secret sewer would like to say first, don't 
make yours out of raw silk. It's too soft for the 
folding in the bertha.  Try using a silk taffeta 
that has some body and can maintain a shape. 
BODICE: Our secret sewer added silk fringe 
instead of lace to the bertha, and made the 
bodice front closing.  They also added a 
sheer neck tucker to the top with vanilla 
ribbon to tie. They also modified the 
bodice to be flat lined instead of 
traditional lining. 
SKIRT: Lovely box pleats were a first
for our secret sewer, but they love
the way they turned out.
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Pea

McCALLS COSTUMES
Historic Clothing Specialist
#4744
  
Average Cost: $ 16.95
Sewing Level: Beginner
Sizing: Good

Avg Fabric Yds needed: 8
Contrast Fabric:  8+
Petticoat: 8

Description: Bodice: waist length top has front and 
back darts, boning, casing, and drawstring neckline, 
neckline ruffle, gathered sleeves, ribbon ruching 
trim, ribbon bows and hook and eye closure. Skirt: 
full gathered with lace ruffles, ruched ribbon trim 
with medallions and hook and eye closure. Petticoat 
has gathered contrast ruffle, casing, and drawstring. 
(*Note that the petticoat is the peach part and is 
viewed as part of the actual dress.)

Pros: Bodice closes in the back with hooks and eyes. 
Instructions give alternates for using the metal eyes 
or using thread eyes.  The applique medallions are a 
beautiful addition.

Cons: The hand gathering of the ribbon ruching takes 
a good deal of time, but the effort is well worth it!  
Each hoop is different, our secret 
sewer has an eliptical hoop, so 
before sewing on the skirt ruffles, 
she put her hoop and dress on a 
mannequin and adjusted lengths 
appropriately.  Note how the 
original fashion plate is longer 
in the back.

Overall Satisfaction: 
AS A COSTUME: HHHHH

FOR CW ERA: HHHH 

SEWER SECRETS:  Our newest secret sewer went 
to extreme detail to make her pattern look exactly 
like the original pattern cover.  With the exception 

that her dress uses peach instead of pink. Remember, 
choose your colors to compliment your skin tone. She 

suggests that if your local fabric store doesn't sell 
quality silk ribbon or wide laces try EBAY!

SPECIAL NOTE:  The lace on the fashion plate 
bertha is much more narrow than the lace on the 

pattern. By making it the same or similar 
width as the skirt lace, the ratios on the 

pattern are off and the finished dress 
will look somewhat off from the original.
Try making the bertha lace more narrow.  

Peterson’s Magazine   July 1860
Fig. II.-Evening Dress of white Silk.-The bottom of the 
skirt is finished with a puffing of white tulle. A white 
tulle dress is worn over the silk, and has two black lace 
flounces, each headed with a quilling of pink ribbon. The 
lower flounce is put on in festoons, in each of which is a 
medallion, composed of pink ribbon quillings and black 
lace. The body is made with a point in front and at the 
back. The trimmings for the sleeves and the berthe are 
composed of black lace, pink ribbon, and tulle. Head-dress 
of black velvet loops and ends, pink roses and black lace.

* * * PATTERN SPOTLIGHT * * *



 In the next article I will continue with Ballgowns 
and Evening Dresses Part II.   My Secret Sewing 
Society and I will continue to keep sewing, and look 
forward to filling our closets with new stuff! 
 Each new review might include new season stuff 
as well, as the major name brands have new patterns 
due out in Spring/Fall seasons.  So if you see a pattern 
# and cannot find it in stores check EBAY. If a new 
pattern comes out midseason rest assured we'll cover it 
in "missed patterns".
 If for any reason you miss one of the reviews, don't 
fret.  The last article in my series will highlight our top 
picks from every category.
 Please feel free to contact me if you know of a 
pattern line we are missing. I love new patterns! And if 
you happen to see me out & about stop by to chat, I'd 
love to hear your opinions on dress patterns too! I listen 
to it all: the good, the bad, and the ugly.

PeaWHERE TO FIND THESE PATTERNS
Butterick, McCalls, & Simplicity can all be found in the 
BIG NAME STORES, but here is where you can find 
some of the other patterns we mention in our reviews.

Elizabeth Stewart Clark's Free Online Patterns
                                    www.ElizabethStewartClark.com

Fig Leaf Patterns www.Originals-By-Kay.com

Galla Rock www.GallaRock.com

Harriets www.Harriets.com
 www.VictorianTreasuresByMary.com

Heidi Marsh Patterns www.JamesCountry.com

HomeSpun Patterns www.JamesCountry.com

Laughing Moon Patterns  www.lafnmoon.com

Old World Patterns www.JamesCountry.com

Past Patterns www.PastPatterns.com
 www.Originals-By-Kay.com

Peachtree Patterns www.Originals-By-Kay.com

Period Impressions www.abrahamslady.com
 www.JamesCountry.com

Truly Victorian www.trulyvictorian.com
 www.VictorianTreasuresByMary.com

MEET CHERI FRY
She lives in a small ranch style
house in Jacksonville, IL.   
Her new home is much closer to 
work, and has a fully functional
sewing room that is completely
filled with fabrics and trims. 
   Cheri lives with two male cats 
that she has rescued. They are 
always near her feet as she sews. 
They love playing with any trims or ribbons that may 
happen to fall off the table.
   Cheri has been Civil War reenacting since June 
2004. Her main interest is women's clothing. Cheri 
does both a middle-upper class & working class 
impression.
     Cheri's real life job is as a Graphic Arts Specialist 
for Bound to Stay Bound Books in Jacksonville, IL.  
BTSB specializes in binding quality children's books 
for schools and libraries.  www.btsb.com
   Cheri is a driving force behind Veterans 
Remembered, which honors veterans from all wars.     
She is also on the General Grierson Days committee. 
More information can be found on these committees 
on a web site she designed www.griersonsociety.org


