
Bonnets: The Un-Authentic
 The millinery experts from the Sewing Academy have 

reported of knowing of only ONE felt bonnet for the time period spanning the Civil 

War. About the Gray formed bonnet in the photo below, AVOID IT and all others like 
it, LIKE THE PLAGUE!  It is a costume for dress up.  The Sun Bonnet Sue style, the 

Amish Bonnet are also to be avoided.  The ruched brown bonnet is wrong due to the 

fabric content. Solid colored cotton instead of silk.
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The Felt Bonnet (left)
Shape is more to-
ward the 1830ʼs than 
the Civil War.
Just because you will 
see your fair share of 
these out there does 
not make them cor-

rect to wear.
Sunbonnet Sue (above)
A slat bonnet or corded 
bonnet has the correct 
shape and detailing.

Amish Bonnet. (above)
Ethnic, not for reenacting.

(above right)Corded Bonnet of 
solid cotton.
Solid colored fabric faded un-
evenly due to the dyes. Corded 
bonnets over wire or cane did 
not give the same results as 
this bonnet. Refer to bonnet 
chapter for more suitable ex-
amples.

(middle bottom row)
No idea what this is pretending 
to be. Polyester lace trim sur-
rounding a half folded dinner 
napkin?? I got this from a sut-
lerʼs website!
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The Winter Hood
Winter hoods are great for keeping warm. Patterns were printed in ladies maga-

zines.  Here is an example of original quilted hoods. Silk or wool outer shells and lin-
ing and lofty wool batting was what originals were commonly made of.  

USSC Boston Branch           Civilian Guide Lines

Bonnets, Hoods, Day Caps, &  Headresses,  

The quilted hood was commonly of 
silk with wool batting, silk lined.

Hoods. One made of silk, edged in-
lace with tassel at the drape, the 
other of wool and embroidered.

Inside view of an original fitted hood to the left.
(right top row) Blue silk quilted hood.



An example of a finished hood by an reenac-
tor. 

Below is the pattern orientation as the curved 

section of the larger pattern piece is to go 

near the neckline and the straight edge 
around the face.

The following page is a patten reprinted from 
a contemporary magazine for this same hood.
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Pattern orientation.

This edge frames the face.

The curve is toward the neck

This is the curtain.
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The Corded Sun Bonnet
Common everyday item that was worn by 
more of the population than first thought. 

Would you go into the garden with your 
Sunday best bonnet?  Made of cotton mus-

lin, but of a higher quality than today’s mus-

lin. This was a fine sheeting cotton. Light 
colors reflect the sun. Stains were easily 

washed out.  Curtain in the back adjusts 
with drawstrings.

See how this looks nothing like the Sun 

Bonnet Sue model?
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Close up of hand stitched corded 
bonnet.
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The Bonnet
Fashionable, and formal,  the shape changed with the dictates of fashion. Lower 

crowned bonnets were popular during the onset of the war. The higher crowned 
spoon bonnet was popular by the end war years. Bonnets were made in various ways 

and materials. Silk, silk satin and velvet bonnets were built on a buckrum frame. Sheer 
summer bonnets worked on cane or wire frames. Straw bonnets were either dyed or 

plain colored and were 

coiled to their shape 
and painsakingly 

stitched into their re-
quired shape.

Ladies would strip off 

the decorations and 
rework their bonnets to 

make them new if they 
had little means.

 Colors were also very 

varied, as they were de-
scribed in lilac, black, 

purple, blue, yellow, 
gold, brown, etc. Plain 

colors, not prints were 

used in bonnet mak-
ing. An exception 

would be gingham 
check that was used 

in a description of  a 

traveling bonnet. 
Bonnets were made 

to match or contrast 
an outfit. Combina-

tions described in fashion plates would have you wonder-

ing about their taste in colors. Be advised that vegetable 
dyes were not as brash as chemical dyes we know today. 

Viewing museum collections will give you a good idea on 
the wide variety of materials, colors and styles.
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(Left) - Spoon bonnet of straw.
(Lower left) silk satin spoon bonnet trimmed with silk rib-
bon, lace and fake flower buds.

(Lower left) Black silk bonnet dated 1861 from a museum 
collection.

(lower right) Museum Fine Arts dated 1861 though it looks 
late war. 

(bottom) High spoon 
bonnet of silk deco-
rated with ribbons, 
lace and faux flowers.
Wire at the brim edge 
helped the buckrum to 
hold itʼs shape.



The 

Hat
A 
small 

essay 
on 

the 

hat. 
A 

hotly 
con-
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(above) Dated by museum 1855-65 
silk bonnet.

(left)  Sheer bonnet. Could be of a 
fine sheer wool or silk organza. This 
is built on a wire frame.

(Above) photo of girl in bonnet. Circa 1856-61.

(right) Green fine sheer wool bonnet. Notice the 
shirring is horizontal on one bonnet and in verti-
cal lines on the other.



tested item among the ladies. The mindset on 
the hobby as a whole is to discourage the 

wearing of hats by ladies over the age of 30 for 
the following reasons:

*  Too many hats are saturating the popu-

lation as a whole. CDV’s are evidence of more 
ladies in bonnets than there are wearing hats. 

On the flip side more teens and young ladies 
wore them, but the bonnet still seemed to out-

number hat wearers even in this age group.

*  Hats tend to be more casual than bon-
nets (whether the hat is for fashion, or lower-

working-class function). 
* Hats that were made for garden and sea-

side are being pranced around in venues 

where the casual hat does not socially fit in. 
Small stylish hats like the one in the photo to 

the right were still considered more informal 
than a bonnet. They are not to be worn to a 

wedding, to church on Sunday, mourning, etc. 

* So few are period correct in their detailing.  Just because it is straw does not make 
it right. Department store hats are not made in the same styling or of the same qual-

ity straw as the originals. Same rule for covered hats. A period brim hat dips in the 
front and back. If you were to place it on a table it would rock like a cradle. 

* If you compare the images of women in town or at home with those at the seaside 

or a resort, you will see the difference in the shape and size of the hat. Fashionable 
hats are very shaped through the crown and brim. Recreational hats tend to be 

larger, some with shaping and some without.
* NEVER consider a man’s hat! Unisex dressing was frowned upon, and ladies did 

not have the same freedom of expression as in the 21st century. Social rules were 

stricter. Some gals wear them because don’t “like” bonnets, because they find them 
unflattering. It takes time to get used to your transformation into the 19th century 

but it is imperative if you want to be accurate.
* Historical reporting shows that by mid century hats were worn only for casual ac-

tivities or for working. 

. 
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1865. Casual 
country set-
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ting. All the ladies have hats.  Note the shape and type of the hat. Some but not all the 
ladies have hair nets on.
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Poorly made up 

hats seen much 
too often in the 
hobby.

*This craft store 
hat has the 
wrong brim 

shape, and 
crown height. 
The rough 
cheap straw 

would have only 
been worn by 
the very poor, 

not the fashion 
forward. 

* Note the style of straw. Top view shows 

a modern store bought hat of the common 
variety found at a lot of events. The black 
straw is much finer, although still of the 
20th century is closer to the 19th century 

fine straw.
* The hat to the right pre-dates the civil 

war but again, the straw is not anything 

like the cheap straw hats .
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Fashion magazine describing hats.Hat with a veil. Another very under used acces-
sory. Veils are very useful. Many exist in museums.
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