
Civil War: What To Sew . . . And What NOT To Sew
 Almost four years ago I started my Civil War 
Reenacting career. I actually thought each lady made 
her own clothing. I went to my first CW reenactment 
in the area, pen and paper in hand at the fashion show, 
ready to sketch dresses and take notes.  I know how to 
sew and thought this should be easy for me. I just knew 
the fashion show would tell me everything I would need 
to know about getting started.  I WAS WRONG!  Of 
all the ladies I saw, nothing looked the same, different 
cuts, different waistlines, different hats, different 
sleeves and tons of different fabrics!  After the fashion 
show I was more confused than ever on what a civil 
war woman should wear.  Then I went shopping at the 
tents (now I know to call them sutlers) and inside one 
tent I found the lady who had hosted the fashion show. 
I told her I was trying to get started and asked what I 
would need . . . thus began my journey into “Civil War: 
What To Sew . . . And What NOT To Sew”. 
 It's taken me quite a while, but now I have a 
good idea of what a Civil War lady should look like. I 
know what to look for, what's best to avoid and what 
makes some women get their claws out. There are 
so many "sources" out there giving advice, it took a 
while to know which ones to listen to and which ones 
to avoid.  I am not claiming to be a go-to-source for 
seasoned reenactors. They don't need my help. I am 
here to try to assist the newest generation get started 
off on the right foot.
 For those ladies who do not sew, I hope these 
reviews will still give you ideas on what to look for 
when shopping at sutlers, or having something custom 
made. And always remember the saying "BUYER 
BEWARE" as not all merchants claiming "authentic 
clothing" are honest.  Especially those on the internet.  
The first custom made dress I ordered online was 
a disaster.  I gave them my measurements including  
height . . . got the dress and it didn't fit. Not even close! 
And the quality was less than what I could have made 
myself. If shopping on EBAY check the feedback, see 
if more than 5 people were unhappy with their items. 
(I say 5 cause there is always gonna be 1-2 people 
unhappy.) If ordering from a specific site, make sure 
you've heard of them before, or at least know someone 
who's ordered from there and was happy. 
 In starting my reviews, I saw that it would be 
unfair to give you only my opinion, as my mother 

always said two heads are better than one.  To this end I 
have enlisted the assistance of close friends. I call them 
my "Secret Sewing Society" to keep it anonymous.  
Together we will give you our honest opinions of 
patterns that we have tried. All of us are reenactors 
and strive for authenticity at events. We’re not trying 
to promote any web site or a particular pattern brand. 
You can find these patterns anywhere; big name stores, 
discount stores, online or at a sutler near you.

What specifically will these reviews tell you?
Pros & Cons: any detail we think you’d need to know 
before buying the pattern. Plus little "notes" along the 
way to let you know what you can 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. 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, Work Dresses & Aprons, Day/
Best Dresses, Evening Dresses & Ball Gowns and 
Outerwear. 
   I will try to tackle as many different patterns as I 
can find. Do try to remember I am not a professional 
seamstress, I sew in the evening and on weekends.  
Sewing takes time, patience, and great fabric. I also 
appreciate feedback, so let me know if there is another 
category or line of patterns you'd like to see.   

Cheri Fry



SPACE FOR AD

Depending on your impression and what social class 
you will be portraying, you may not need clothing 
from all the categories listed. 

Here is a list of what I would suggest for the bare 
minimum to start out for an event weekend.

Work Impression: 
   2 drawers
   2 chemise 
   2 pairs wool/cotton stockings & garters
   1 modesty petticoat
   1 corded / quilted petticoat
   1 corset / work stay
   1 work dress
   1 apron
   1 pair dark colored boots
   1 hairnet
   1 hat / slat bonnet / bonnet

For colder weather  -- I would suggest buying/making 
a sontag. They are a working woman's best friend.

Mid-Upper Class Impression: 
   2 drawers
   2 chemise 
   2 pairs wool/cotton stockings & garters
   1 modesty petticoat
   1 hoop/cage   4 bone if under 5'6   6 bone if over 5'6
   1 corset
   1-2 day dress / best dress
   1 evening dress / ball gown
   1 pair dark colored boots
   1 pair dance slippers
   1-2 pair white cotton gloves
   1 hairnet
   1 bonnet

For colder weather  -- I suggest a cape or paletot.

If you join a unit, they may have a "kitty" of spare 
clothing for you to borrow to start out. Many times 
when a lady gains or loses weight their dresses no 
longer fit.  There's nothing wrong with them so they 
go into the unit's kitty for  new members.   If you don't 
join a unit, that's ok, it just puts a little more pressure 
on you to get sewing!

what to sew cont.



UNDERGARMENTS: PART I
Undergarments are important for the same reasons today as they were in the 1860s.  You need to protect your garments 
from your skin and body oils.  Undergarments should be comfy, and preferably white so you can clean them often.  
In my book, undergarments encompasses a lot of articles of clothing: Chemise, Drawers, Modesty Petticoat, Corded 
Petticoat, Quilted Petticoat, Corset, Hoop/Cage and Over Hoop Petticoat. Be sure to sew with a high quality cotton 
or muslin, and by all means pre-wash your material. If it's gonna shrink, it's better the fabric shrinks before you sew. 
Remember COMFORT is a top priority.  If your undergarments don't fit & feel right you'll be as uncomfortable as 
the public thinks we are. Spend a little more money on great fabric now, and you will appreciated it later.

SIMPLICITY #5726
Fashion Historian

Average Cost: $ 16.95
Sewing Level: Beginner
Sizing: Good 

Pros: Directions & illustrations are 
easy to understand.  This pattern is 
cut deep enough to wear with a ball 
gown.

Cons: Chemise: None of us really liked how it fit on 
the shoulders with the buttons.  No one knows why 
they'd want buttons at that seam, thicker fabric area, 
and sensitive pressure points.  Petticoat: Quite heavy 
and troublesome with the bottom two frilly layers. 
Watch the length, or your petti will peek out from 
under your dress.

*NOTE One Modification for the chemise would be to 
omit the buttons by stitching shoulder seams together 
and putting eyelet trim along the upper edge, and use 
a narrow ribbon insert to adjust.

Overall Satisfaction: HH
***Corset will be reviewed later this year after comfort test.

SIMPLICITY #9769
Fashion Historian

Average Cost: $ 13.95
Sewing Level: Beginner
Sizing: Good

Pros: Directions & illustrations are 
easy to understand. Neckline is deep 
enough to wear with a ball gown.

Cons: Chemise: Very full and borderline bulky 
and the sleeves are a bit too puffy. Drawers: Need 
modification; the problem being that the back 
openings have a tendency to ride into your backside 
causing discomfort unless you like the wedgie feeling. 
Legs are cut a little long and are more like pantalets. 

Overall Satisfaction: HHH
***Corset will be reviewed later this year after comfort test.

McCALLS COSTUMES
#3609

Average Cost: $ 14.95
Sewing Level: Beginner
Sizing: Good

Pros: Directions & illustrations 
are easy to understand.

Cons: Chemise: Top band doesn't fit closely to the 
shoulders and can cause gaping which shows under 
your dress if not fitted properly. Watch what kind of 
trim you use, some modern trims are bulky and can be 
seen under your dresses. No underarm allows sweat 
to get on dress.  Pantalets: Length is a bit long to be 
called drawers. Size runs a bit small, so go up a size 
on these.  Hoop: Circumference is a bit much for most 
work/day dresses would be more appropriate for ball 
gowns.

Overall Satisfaction: HH
***Corset will be reviewed later this year after comfort test.

SIMPLICITY #9764
Fashion Historian

Average Cost: $ 16.95
Sewing Level: Beginner
Sizing: Good 

Pros:Directions & illustrations 
are easy to understand.  Petticoat 
is full and hangs well. This 
particular hoop patterns is the one that ALL the 
simplicity dress patterns are designed to fit over.

Cons: Hoop is bulky and heavy. Watch the length on 
the petti, or it will peek out from under your dress.  

Overall Satisfaction: HHH



UNDERGARMENTS: PART I cont.

GALLA ROCK 
CHEMISE 402 

Average Cost: $ 12.00
Sewing Level: Intermediate
Sizing: Good

Pros: We liked this pattern. It has 
good directions and illustrations.
We like the fact that this chemise 
has been modified to be less full in the upper area to 
reduce bulk under the corset.

Documentation: This chemise is modeled after a 
Godey's 1859 original chemise .

Overall Satisfaction: HHHH

GALLA ROCK 
DRAWERS 402 

Average Cost: $ 11.00
Sewing Level: Intermediate
Sizing: Good / Some Ran Small

Pros:  Has a little extra fullness in 
back.  Love the tucks on the legs.

Cons: Tucks do take more time and patience, so don't 
get frustrated if you don't get the hang of them right 
away.  Some do not like that they close in the back.
Our ladies over a size 16 had issue with sizing. Our 
problem was not with the waist or roomy backside, 
but rather with the leg/thigh area.  Sizes 16-18 added 
2-3 inches and 20+ added 4-5 inches on the inseam 
for the legs. 

Documentation: These drawers are modeled after a 
Godey's 1859 design and an original pair of drawers.

Overall Satisfaction: HHHH

Galla Rock Patterns are not available in Big Name Stores but can be 
found at your nearest sutler or online at  www.gallarock.com

KAYFIG 7-TIER HOOP KIT 
W/ MATERIALS

Average Cost: $ 65.00
Sewing Level:  Beginner
Sizing:  Good 

Pros: Available in either 
90 or 108 inch circumference. 
This pattern gives directions 
on how to alter for taller gals and plus size gals.  Kit 
included enough materials that I added inches for both 
a tall and plus size gal and still had enough materials 
to put this hoop together. 

Cons: This pattern is not one to try by yourself. Make 
your life easier by enlisting the help of a buddy to 
help hold the rings for you while you are hammering 
them together. 

Documentation: Hoop is designed basically round in 
shape, but with a light back thrust like originals. 
*Note: In addition to the kit, you will need fabric for the 
waistband, a 1/8" hole punch, a tape measure, marking pencil/
pen and a hammer. 

Overall Satisfaction: HHHHH

FIG LEAF PATTERNS 209
CORDED CRINOLINE 

Average Cost: $ 16.00
Sewing Level: Beg. / Int.
Sizing: Good

Pros: Directions are clear and 
easy to understand. 
Basic sewing directions 
are also given to help the 
new sewers understand terminology. Pictures and 
illustrations included.

Documentation: This pattern was constructed from 
an original corded crinoline from the collection of J. 
Morgan Puett. 

Overall Satisfaction: HHHH

Fig Leaf & Kay Fig & KayFigII Patterns are not available in Big 
Name Stores but can be found at your nearest sutler or online at 
www.originals-by-kay.com

SPACE FOR AD



UNDERGARMENTS: PART I cont.
PERIOD IMPRESSIONS
CORDED & TUCKED
PETTICOATS 607

Average Cost: $ 9.00
Sewing Level: Beg. / Int.
Sizing: Good

Pros: Tucked petti has a kick 
ruffle on the inside to save 
wear and tear on your petti. 

Cons: Don't think you're gonna 
sew these patterns up in a split second.  Tucks & 
cords take time, not to mention patience.   

Overall Satisfaction: HHH

Period Impression Patterns are not available in Big Name Stores 
but can be found at your nearest sutler or online at 
www.abrahamslady.com    or    www.jamescountry.com

HEIDI MARSH PATTERN
CHEMISE

Average Cost: $ 7.50
Sewing Level: Int. / Adv.
Sizing: Good

Pros: Fairly simple chemise 
to make, pattern contains an 
optional "corset cover" area on 
the front.  We all love the tucks 
at the bottom near the hem. 

Cons: Directions are a bit difficult to understand 
so it's not for beginners. Some had difficulty on the 
sleeves others did not like the sleeves at all.

Documentation: Based on an original chemise.

Overall Satisfaction: HHH

HEIDI MARSH PATTERNS
DRAWERS

Average Cost: $ 7.50
Sewing Level: Int. / Adv.
Sizing: Good

Pros: This pattern contains 
several ways to "trim" out the 
drawers, they can be kept simple 
or made with tucks on the legs. 

Cons: Tucks on the legs are 
intricate, and do take more time, but reproducing how 
the originals were should be worth it. 

Documentation: Based on an original pair of drawers. 

Overall Satisfaction: HHHHH

Heidi Marsh Patterns are not available in Big Name Stores but 
can be found at your nearest sutler or online at 
www.fcsutler.com    or    www.jamescountry.com

HEIDI MARSH PATTERN
SIMPLE CHEMISE

Average Cost: $ 7.50
Sewing Level: Int. / Adv.
Sizing: Good

Pros: Can be made with tucks 
in front and back, or tucks in 
front and gathers in the back.

Cons: Directions are difficult 
to understand so it's not for beginners.  So many 
different options are given on how to alter the front, 
back, and neckline it was easy to get confused. And 
for a chemise that only has 3 pieces that's quite a few 
options.

Documentation: Based on an original chemise from 
Godey's Lady Book 1862.

Overall Satisfaction: HHH
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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

   In the next series of reviews I will continue to cover  
UNDERGARMENTS as there are still so many more.  
They will include: Past Patterns, Laughing Moon, Home 
Spun, Old World, and the FREE patterns available on 
www.ElizabethStewartClark.com. We'll continue with 
chemise, drawers, petticoats, and hoops. I will not 
include CORSETS yet, the patterns have been sewn, 
but will require some "wear and tear testing" by our 
reenactors before we finish our reviews. I have noted 
which of the above patterns contained corsets and we 
will revisit these patterns in the CORSET section of 
the reviews later this year.  Our reenactors will test 
them out during the season, which will allow us to be 
able to include overall fit and comfort in our reviews. 
No sense sewing a authentic corset pattern if half way 
through the weekend you want to take it off and throw 
it away.  
   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 as they continue to 
carry past season stuff online.
   Please feel free to contact me if you'd like to see a 
certain pattern line tested, or if you know of a pattern 
line I may be overlooking. I love new patterns!

SECRET SEWING SOCIETY 
FUN FACTS

When sewing UNDERGARMENTS:
 40% prefer Bleached Muslin
 30% prefer 100% White Cotton
 20% prefer Unbleached Muslin
 10% prefer White Cotton Sheeting

When sewing UNDERGARMENTS:
 40% add trim only when pattern calls for it
 30% cut corner costs by not trimming
 30% trim it out completely -- even though 
    they know no one else will see the  
    excess time and effort

Be honest do you normally BUY your 
undergarments or MAKE them yourself?
 20 %  Buy from a reputable sutler
 70 %  Make their own
 10 %  Both
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