
Pattern Reviews XI
Welcome to part XI of our Pattern Reviews.  This is our 
section covering CORSETS.  We have been "Wear and 
Tear" Testing them all season long to provide you with 
the most complete opinions possible. And let me tell 
you that NEVER in all previous reviews have the secret 
sewers opinions varied so much.  Usually everyone 
agrees, with one or two on the edge, but the corsets 
have been more challenging than any other patterns out 
there. 
	 Overall	what	I	have	learned	is	this:	Trying	to	find	a	
corset	that	fits	is	just	as	difficult	as	finding	a	modern	day	
bra	that	fits.		Everyone	knows	that	you	can	go	out	and	
buy	two	of	the	exact	same	bra	and	they	will	fit	differently,	
well the same is true for corsets.  Depending on Cup 
size, Torso Length, Fabric used, support placement, 
pattern cut, and your patience level, corsets can either 
be	easy	to	sew,	or	something	you	start	and	never	finish.
 For those of you who are new to my review articles, 
my secret sewers and I have been trying to give our 
honest opinion of patterns that are available to new 
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.  Together we sew the patterns, compiled our 
opinions,	and	let	you	know	what	we	thought.	We	even	
include	photos	of	the	finished	product.	
 We have divided the series into several sections as 
Civil War Women have lots of layers.  The categories 
were:	Undergarments	--	Part	I	&	Part	II,	Work	Dresses	
& Aprons, Day/Best Dresses -- Part I & Part II, Evening 
Dresses & Ball Gowns -- Part I & Part II, Outerwear, 
Wrappers, Riding Habits, Corsets, and our next one will 
be	the	"Best-Of-The-Best"	Awards	where	we	will	pick	
some "must haves" and reveal our secret sewers
 But if you are worrying that the reviews are coming 
to	an	end	.	.	.	DO	NOT	FRET.		Such	positive	feedback	
has been received from readers, that we are not ending 
the reviews.  I have found new pattern lines, and more 
patterns are coming out from the big three companies, 
that we will be starting up pattern reviews again! 
I	will	 be	 taking	 a	brief	 hiatus	 to	do	 a	 few	articles	on	
Jewelry Reproduction, but then I will enlist a new set 
of SECRET SEWERS, and we will once again start 
sewing	up	patterns	and	letting	you	know	What	To	Sew	

and	What	NOT	To	Sew!	But	enough	chit	chat,	let's	get	
on with it.
 A CORSET is something that every CW lady 
reenactor	should	have	in	her	wardrobe.	Yes,	I	do	know	
there are those that will argue that they do not need a 
corset,	but	really	to	get	the	look	correct,	YOU	DO!
	 When	you	are	first	starting	out	reenacting	you	may	
not	know	that	there	are	really	several	different	kinds	of	
corsets,	so	I	will	try	to	break	them	down	for	you.
 First there is the "Modern Style" corset. These 
are corsets that are being sold in magazines such as 
Fredericks.	Now	don't	 get	me	wrong,	 	when	 I	 started	
reenacting this is the type of corset that I wore. Again 
repeating my favorite mantra here, Reenacting is 
a learning process.  What I learned is that those 
Fredericks	corsets	are	pretty,	but	NOT	practical.	 	You	
can plainly see that those corsets are cut pretty straight 
up	and	down,	and	less	than	1%	of	the	women	I	know	
are	proportioned	like	that.		They	have	one	lace	up	the	
back	and	viola! they are done. They are also the most 
uncomfortable ones you can wear.  The bones in the 
back	will	start	to	poke	you	and	make	it	uncomfortable	
to sit, and then if you have any chest at all the top will 
start	 to	bend	downward	causing	major	problems!	 	SO		
STAY	AWAY	FROM	THESE	I	BEG	OF	YOU.	 	Here	
are alternatives that I would suggest:
	 (1)	I	know	money	is	always	a	concern,	but	a	corset	
is	one	place	I	would	suggest	not	skimping.		A	custom	
corset can be your best friend at a reenactment.  I bought 
one	from	www.originals-by-kay.com	in	July	2004,	and	
with the exception of replacing one of the laces have 
had no trouble at all with it, and I am still wearing it! 
Ok,	not	right	now,	but	at	events.		And	I	don't	wear	it	just	
once a year, it has even been washed a couple of times 
and	has	held	up	beautifully.	So	cost	wise	if	I	spent	$100	
and	divided	 that	by	 the	5	years	 I've	worn	 it,	 it	 comes	
down	to	only	$20/year,	but	that	will	go	down	as	it's	still	
in	good	condition	so	next	year	I'll	divide	that	number	by	
6!  
	 (2)	 Find	 a	 corset	 workshop	 and	 sign	 up.	 	A	well	
trained	 seamstress	 can	 teach	 others	 how	 to	 make	 a	
custom	 fitted	 corset	 making	 sure	 to	 tailor	 the	 corset	
to each individual.  Hilarious as this sounds, there is a 
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corset	workshop	going	on	at	my	home	today!	I	did	not	
plan	 to	be	hosting	 the	workshop	 the	same	day	 I	was	
writing	this	article,	but	it	has	it's	advantages.		Not	only	
have I gotten the opinions from my secret sewers, I am 
getting the opinions from the attendees.
 (3) Find a good pattern for a corset and custom 
make	your	own.		That's	where	we	come	in.	
 BUT before we get into which pattern you should 
choose, read our sidebar of FAQs.
 So enough chit chat, here are the results from 
the wear and tear testing facility of Secret Sewer 
Anonymous......

CORSET -- FAQS
 (1) What type of boning do I use?  1/4, 1/2, 
or wider? Well from our experience wider is not always 
better. Our Expert chimed in that 1/2 boning was only 
used rarely in the 1860s, and then only in the back. And 
she has NEVER seen 1" boning in the 1860s.
	 (2)	 Should a larger lady use wider bones? 
Nope, personally I am a size 26 and my boning is 1/4 
and works just fine!
 (3) Should I use steel boning or spiral boning?  
Well under intense pressure steel boning can snap or 
break, and spiral boning will NOT. For those who have a 
pronounced waist I would suggest the spiral boning.
	 (4)	Which is more period? Technically I don't 
think spiral boning was invented until the 1880s, but 
whale bone is just so hard to find these days.
 (5) What about coutil? I've heard of it, what 
is it? Coutil is the fancy French name for corset jean.  
Herringbone coutil is NOT period, even if today it is the 
preferred fabric for underwear corsets.  Herringbone 
coutil came in the late 1880s into wider use.  Corsets in 
the 1860's were usually made from tightly woven cotton 
jean (a type of cotton twill), but not only twilled fabrics 
were used.  Cotton sateen (again tightly woven and 
sturdy) was also popular from the 1810's to the 1880's.  
But in general, any tightly woven sturdy cotton fabric that 
does not ravel should make a decent corset.  BTW cotton 
canvas ravels like crazy!
 (6) How tightly should I lace?  The waist is the 
only part that should truly be tight. The bust needs to 
be supported, and the hips should be comfortable. So 
tighten wear for a bit and then re-tighten if necessary.
 (7) How do I know if my corset fits right? 
COMFORT is the biggest tale tale. If you cannot sit or 
stand comfortably, it's the wrong corset for you. Larger 
chested women that I have spoken to actually prefer 
their corsets to modern bras because of the great back 
support.   If the hip area flops OR if the bust area flops 
down;  its too tight you need more gores.
  (8) My local shop does not carry some of the 
items my pattern calls for, where can I get them? 
Joanns, Vogue, Hancocks, EBAY.  One of our sewers 
shops on http://www.corsetmaking.com/,  others prefer 
www.Greenberg&Hammer.com.  Depending on where 
you bought your pattern, some sites even sell "kits" for 
their patterns which would include everything you would 
need to sew the corset.  When in doubt spend the extra 
money and buy the kit. You'll save yourself a headache 
and gas.

HOMESPUN PATTERNS
1860S FRONT FASTENING 
CORSET W-008
  
Average Cost: $	9.00
Sewing Level: Beg/Int
Description: Front fastening 
corset with bust and underarm 
gussets inserted into shaped 
panels. Separate panels over the 
hips help to decrease waist size 
while curving over the hips

Pros: This corset is fully lined. Instructions and 
illustrations	were	helpful	with	the	difficult	process	of	
gussets etc. The lining and the front are done at the 
same time, and even includes the areas for the bones.
Pattern	gives	instructions	for	lacing	in	the	back	that	
ends	up	with	two	areas	to	tighten,	the	top	2/3	and	the	
bottom 1/3 which is nice. It also gives instructions on 
how	to	tie	in	the	front	yourself	so	you	don't	need	help	
getting into the corset, but our beginner sewers said 
that was easier said than done!

Cons:	1/2	of	our	sewers	found	this	corset	to	be	a	bit	
long in the waist/torso. Most found that measuring for 
the gussets to be their biggest problem.  Our beginner 
sewer had trouble following along even with the 
sewing techniques instruction page that was included 
with the pattern.

Overall Satisfaction: HHHH

Wear & Tear Testing:	50%	were	well	satisfied;	25	%	
changed	the	gussets	sometime	during	the	season;	25%	
tossed it away. 
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PAST PATTERNS  708
MID 19TH CENTURY STAY
  
Average Cost: $	9.00
     Available As A Kit: $	37.00
Sewing Level: Beg/Int

Pros:  Instructions and illustrations were extremely 
helpful	 with	 the	 difficult	 process	 of	 gussets.	 Pattern	
gives	 instructions	 for	 making	 hand	 sewn	 eyelets	 and	
use	of	metal	eyelets	for	the	back.	Again	instructions	are	
given	on	how	to	lace	in	the	back	that	ends	up	with	two	
areas	to	tighten,	the	top	2/3	and	the	bottom	1/3	which	is	
nice. It also gives instructions on how to tie in the front 
yourself	so	you	don't	need	help	getting	into	the	corset,	
but	all	our	sewers	found	this	area	confusing.	Don't	read	
the wording, use the picture as a guide. 

Cons:	 Instructions	 suggest	 to	 mark	 gusset	 cutting	
lines		on	all	pieces,	may	we	also	suggest	marking	each	
PIECE	with	the	corresponding	number	so	that	you	don't	
accidentally sew the wrong gusset into the wrong area.  
This pattern may be a bit too long for commercially 
available	busks,	so	if	in	doubt,	buy	the	kit.

Documentation: Copied from an original stay, but the 
original	could	not	be	precisely	dated.			1840-1870

Overall Satisfaction: HHHH

Wear & Tear Testing:	 80%	 were	 satisfied;	 10%	
eliminated	the	hip	gussets;	10%	gave	up	and	ordered	a	
custom made corset. 

PAST PATTERNS  705
19TH CENTURY SENSIBLE 
STAYS & GESTATION STAY
  
Average Cost: $	12.00
Sewing Level: Beg/Int

VIEW A: 1830-1860  & 
VIEW B: 1820-1840

Pros:	These	 stays	 are	 unboned.	This	 is	 ok	 if	 you	 are	
under	 a	 size	 12/14,	 but	 if	 you	 are	 larger	 some	 spiral	
boning can be added for some extra support. View A 

has a gusset design and we suggest cutting them slightly 
larger and then sizing them down as needed. Both stays 
close	 in	 the	 back,	 so	 you	may	 either	 need	 assistance	
lacing	up,	or	the	ever	difficult	task	of	learning	how	to	
lace yourself.

Cons:	 Our	 sewers	 had	 difficulty	 with	 view	 Bs	 arms.	
They	 didn't	 like	 the	 fit	 and	 had	 difficult	 raising	 and	
using their arms. 

VIEW C: 1876 - Gestation Stay: This stay is unboned 
and closes in the front. Apologies on any further reviews, 
but none of my sewers were "in the family way".

Documentation: All are drafted from originals.

Overall Satisfaction: HHH

Wear & Tear Testing:	40%	were	satisfied;	40%	wore	
once;	20%	never	finished.	

PAST PATTERNS  703
1863 Dayton's Skirt Supporting 
Corset
  
Average Cost: $	9.00
     Available As A Kit: $	41.00
Sewing Level: Beg/Int

Pros: Corset can be worn with or without the straps 
over the shoulders. Instructions and illustrations are 
extremely helpful.

Cons:	This	pattern	looks	deceptively	easy,	but	there	are	
no	gussets,	so	if	you	have	a	pronounced	waist	this	won't	
fit	right.		ie	if	your	waist	measurement	is	within	2	inches	
of	your	bust	measurement	you	should	be	ok,	but	ladies	
with	a	hourglass	figure	should	avoid	this	one.

Documentation: Original has an 1863 patent date.  
Excellent patent info on the instruction page!

Overall Satisfaction: HHH

Wear & Tear Testing:	20%	were	satisfied;	10%	found	
that	 the	 boning	 hit	 her	 awkward	 and	 pushed	 on	 her	
sciatic	 nerve	which	 caused	 numbness;	 70%	were	 too	
hourglass shaped for this style of corset. 
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PAST PATTERNS  720
Madam Foy Skirt Supporting 
Corset
  
Average Cost: $	9.00
Sewing Level: Beg/Int

Pros:	This	corset	was	not	too	difficult	to	make	even	for	
our beginners. The instructions and illustrations were 
quite helpful.

Cons:	This	pattern	looks	deceptively	easy,	but	there	are	
no	gussets,	so	if	you	have	a	pronounced	waist	this	won't	
fit	right.		ie	if	your	waist	measurement	is	within	2	inches	
of	your	bust	measurement	you	should	be	ok,	but	ladies	
with	a	hourglass	figure	should	avoid	this	one.	Depending	
on	which	sewer	you	asked,	 some	deemed	 this	pattern	
short	waisted	others	said	it	was	fine.	PLEASE	measure	
carefully	 before	 you	 cut	 out	 the	 fabric	 and	make	 any	
allowances necessary. Another suggestion would be to 
leave	more	"gap"	for	the	lacings,		if	you	only	leave	a	2"	
gap to start, then it almost closes when you get laced 
into it.

Documentation:	Stamped	with	the	patent	dates	1862,	
1863,	1864,	and	1867.	Which could mean that this corset is not 
necessarily a cw era corset, but will contain cw era characteristics.

Overall Satisfaction: HHH

Wear & Tear Testing:	10%	were	satisfied;	10%	found	
the	side	lacing	difficult	to	maneuver;	10%	found	the	reed	
in	the	back	wore	out;	70%	were	too	hourglass	shaped	
for this style of corset. 

LAUGHING MOON #100
VICTORIAN CORSET 1837-1899
  
Average Cost: $	14.00	Size	6-26
Also available is a "Plus Size Tissue Only" 
pattern for $3 which is for bust size 48-62, but
you still need the original pattern too. 
Sewing Level: Beg/Int

VIEW A: DORE-- A Straight seam corset with 5 pieces 
on each side.
VIEW B: SILVERADO - Has bust gores with 6 main 
pieces	and	2	bust	gores	on	each	side.

Pros: Directions and illustrations are helpful, but can be 
confusing to beginners, so read carefully. Overall our 
sewers agreed the sizing to be pretty good. If In doubt 
make	a	muslin,	 try	 it	on	and	 then	adjust.	 If	you	carry	
your	weight	in	your	waist	some	adjustments	may	need	
to be made to retain the consistent "lacing gap" in the 
back.

Cons: The pattern pieces only have numbers (no 
names)	so	mark	each	one	carefully	as	to	not	lose	track	
of	each	piece.	The	placement	for	the	boning	was	kind	of	
confusing	so	take	your	time	and	test	on	a	muslin	first.		If	
you	want	a	major	waist	reduction	you	will	need	to	add	
the bust and hip gores.

Documentation: 1837-1899. Which could mean that this 
corset is not necessarily a cw era corset, but will contain cw era 
characteristics.

Overall Satisfaction DORE: HHHH

Wear & Tear Testing DORE:	80%	were	quite	satisfied;	
20%	 found	 it	 too	 long	waisted	 and	will	 re-draft	 next	
time. 

Overall Satisfaction SILVERADO: HHH

Wear & Tear Testing SILVERADO:	 60%	 were	
satisfied;	 20%	 found	 the	 style	 flattened	 them	 out	 too	
much,	and	20%	found	it	too	long	waisted	and	will	re-
draft next time. 
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SIMPLICITY #9769
SIMPLICITY #5726
SIMPLICITY #9764
Fashion Historian - Martha McCain
We believe that no matter which of these 
patterns you originally purchased the 
corset is the same throughout.

Average Cost: $ 13.95 - $16.95
Sewing Level: Beginner

There are no gussets in this corset. If your 
waist measurement is within 2 inches of 
your bust measurement you should be 
ok, but ladies with an hourglass figure 
should avoid this one.

Pros: Directions & illustrations are 
easy to understand, but each step may 
contain multiple steps, so please be sure 
to read them thoroughly or you may 
miss a step. Again instructions are given 
on	how	to	lace	in	the	back	that	ends	up	

McCALLS COSTUMES
#3609

Average Cost: $	14.95
Sewing Level: Beginner
There are no gussets in this corset. 
If your waist measurement is within 
2 inches of your bust measurement 
you should be ok, but ladies with 
an hourglass figure should avoid this one.

Pros: Directions & illustrations are easy to understand. 
Again	instructions	are	given	on	how	to	lace	in	the	back	
that	ends	up	with	two	areas	to	tighten,	the	top	2/3	and	
the bottom 1/3 which is nice.

Cons: Boning extends from top of corset to bottom 
of corset on all bones, if you have curves, this will 
inevitably wear on the boning, and in some cases the 
bent	bones	might	even	start	to	poke	you	in	the	back	and	
cause pain.

Overall Satisfaction: HH
***Chemise and drawers have already been reviewed.

Wear & Tear Testing:	20%	were	satisfied;	10%	couldn't	
find	the	necessary	supplies	to	complete	the	pattern;	70%	
were too hourglass shaped for this style of corset. 

with	two	areas	to	tighten,	the	top	2/3	and	the	bottom	1/3	
which is nice.

Cons: Boning extends from top of corset to bottom 
of corset on all bones, if you have curves, this will 
inevitably wear on the boning, and in some cases the 
bent	bones	might	even	start	to	poke	you	in	the	back	and	
cause pain.

Overall Satisfaction: HHH
***Chemise and drawers have already been reviewed.

Wear & Tear Testing:	20%	were	satisfied;	10%	couldn't	
find	the	necessary	supplies	to	complete	the	pattern;	70%	
were too hourglass shaped for this style of corset. 

SIMPLICITY #2890
The Museum Curator
Designs By Kay
  
Average Cost: $ 17.95
Sewing Level: Beginner

This Simplicity pattern "as is" is 
designed for a "A-B" cup lady, 
but we found that a boning kit is available online and 
when that boning kit was purchased it also came with 
instructions with how to up-size for larger chested 
women.  Note that this kit did not contain everything to 
make the corset,  but it simply contained all the bones 
and busk needed once you already have the fabric.
You can purchase the boning set for this corset at 
http://shop.originals-by-kay.com/product.sc?categoryId=41&productId=886

Pros: Directions & illustrations are easy to understand. 
This corset has gussets. Boning does not extend from 
top to bottom, but rather in a unique design pattern.  
Again	instructions	are	given	on	how	to	lace	in	the	back	
that	ends	up	with	two	areas	to	tighten,	the	top	2/3	and	
the bottom 1/3 which is nice. Instructions from the 
boning	kit	showed	placement	of	bones,	it	showed	where	
to	adjust	the	bone	casings	and	the	"petals"	for	chest	and	
hips.

Cons: The pattern itself does not list the site on where 
to	get	the	boning	kit,	so	had	we	not	found	it	online,	our	
fuller	figured	ladies	would	not	have	been	able	to	make	
this corset.
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SIMPLICITY #2890 CONT.

Documentation:	 Taken	 from	 a	
pattern published in 1867. Which 
means that this corset is not necessarily 
a cw era corset, but will contain cw era 
characteristics.

Overall Satisfaction as is: HHHH

Overall Satisfaction w/ Boning 
Kit: HHHH

Wear & Tear Testing:	 40%	 were	
satisfied;	 60%	 were	 satisfied	 after	
purchasing	the	boning	kit.	

SECRET SEWER 
TEASER

Pea

 Oh, the time is almost here 
when I REVEAL my secret sewers. 
Although almost everywhere I 
go there are those that insist on 
guessing who my secret sewers 
are.  I am honest and will tell them 
if they are right, but inevitably they 
are not!
	 Everyone's	 first	 guess	 is	 Kay	
Gnagey.		Kay	is	highly	regarded	as	
a expert seamstress in the Civil War 
World	and	everyone	has	picked	up	
on the fact that I have mentioned 
purchasing items from her. They 
assume	 that	 since	 Kay	 and	 I	 are	
on the board for the Midwest Civil 
War Civilian Conference together 
she is a "shoe-in" for being a secret 
sewer.
	 But	that	would	be	unethical.		Kay	
is associated with many different 
pattern	 lines.	 FigLeaf,	 KayFig,	
KayFigII,	 and	 Designs	 by	 Kay	
which is the newest Simplicity line.  
So I could not in good conscience 
have	asked	her	to	be	a	secret	sewer	
as her patterns were the ones we 
were reviewing!  
	 Now	don't	get	me	wrong.	I	know	
Kay	is	an	expert	in	her	field,	and	if	
someone	asks	me	a	question	I	don't	
know	 the	 answer	 to,	 she	would	be	
the	first	person	I	would	ask.	I	trust	
her	 judgement	 implicitly	 and	 she	
has never led me astray.
 So for those of you attempting 
to	guess	my	secret	sewers	.	.	.	keep	
guessing, my real secret sewers will 
be revealed in the next article.

 For those of you interested in 
Kay's	website	it's
www.Orig inals -By-Kay.com.		
Patterns,	 kits,	 fabric,	 	 jewelry,	 and	
don't	 let	 me	 forget	 expertly	 made	
CW	 clothing.	 PLUS	 Kay	 does	
workshops.	 Custom	 making	 your	
own corset is popular! Get several 
ladies together and you too can host 
a	 workshop	 in	 your	 home	 where	
everyone	makes	their	own	corset.

 The next article is the long 
awaited "BEST-OF-THE-BEST-
AWARDS" and the REVEAL of my 
secret sewers.  I have gone through 
all our previous reviews and have 
hand	picked	the	winners	from	each	
category.	 So	 if	 you	 haven't	 already	
run out and bought these patterns, 
now would be a great time to get 
that "WISH LIST" started for next 
season.

Pea WHERE 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.

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

Galla Rock
www.GallaRock.com

HomeSpun Patterns
www.JamesCountry.com

Laughing Moon Patterns
www.lafnmoon.com

www.saccitydrygoods.com

Past Patterns
www.PastPatterns.com

www.Originals-By-Kay.com

Truly Victorian
www.trulyvictorian.com

www.VictorianTreasuresByMary.com

CHERI	 FRY lives in 
Jacksonville,	 IL.	 	 Her	 home	 has	 a	
fully functional sewing room that 
is	completely	filled	with	fabrics	and	
trims.  Cheri lives with two male 
cats that love playing with any trims 
and ribbons that may happen to fall 
off the table.
					Cheri's	real	life	job	is	as	a	Graphic	
Arts Specialist for Bound To Stay 
Bound	 Books	 in	 Jacksonville,	 IL.			
www.btsb.com
     Cheri is a director on the 
General Grierson Days committee 
www.griersonsociety.com  and 
is	 also	 the	 marketing/advertising	
director for the Midwest Civil War 
Civilian Education Conference.   
www.midwestcwcivilian.com


