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E
nter a world of retro fashion, made popular by today's
plays and films about the Second World War. But 
discover, too, that though glamour existed in the dance

halls and fashion houses of the 1940s, men, women and
children faced enormous daily challenges when it came to
dressing under rationing and austerity. 

Meticulously researched and lavishly illlustrated, The
1940s Look is essential reading for anyone interested in
social history and wartime fashion.

UUNNLLOOCCKK TTHHEE SSEECCRREETTSS OOFF TTHHEE WWAARRTTIIMMEE

WWAARRDDRROOBBEE WWIITTHH AAUUTTHHOORR MMIIKKEE BBRROOWWNN

because they looked out of place with anything except
country clothes, but that doesn’t hold good any more.
You can wear 1943 flat heels with even the towniest
clothes, because they’re made so smartly and look so
neat and attractive.’

It was important that maximum use
should be got out of all clothes, including
shoes. The Board of Trade advised people to
have two pairs of shoes, worn on alternate
days. It was stressed that they should always
be cleaned and put on shoe trees at night,
and in the absence of these, little balls of
newspaper pushed tightly into the shoe
would serve. 

Reviving worn shoes was important.
Brown leather shoes which had become
stained should be gently scrubbed with saddle
soap and a little tepid water; black kid or
glacé shoes wearing grey could be recondi-

tioned by the application
of a mixture of Indian
ink and olive oil, while
patent leather shoes
should be cleaned
with milk and a soft
rag, and brightened
up with a drop of 
turpentine. In extremis
you could try varnish-
ing them – two coats
were recommended. If,
of course, you could get
the varnish then you might
also give the soles a coat to
waterproof them, while if
you had cracks across the toes
of a pair of brown shoes the answer
was to paint very sparingly over the
cracks with iodine, using a fine
brush, and polish them with shoe
cream once thoroughly dry.

The main problem with shoes
was the shortage of leather to
make them, especially the thicker
leather needed for the soles. Rubber as an
alternative was out; the manufacture of 
crepe rubber soles and heels was prohibited
in 1942. Traditional clogs were one way
around these shortages; when rationing was
introduced clogs were coupon-free to 
encourage their use and they soon became an
everyday sight. 

A variation on clogs were wooden soled
shoes, introduced in January 1943. In style
they were like flat shoes with a separate heel
added to a shaped sole. The uppers were in
coloured suede, lace-up style. The three-
quarter inch thick platform sole and heel
were made from birch or poplar, with the 
toe curved up at the front to allow a heel-toe
action when walking. The soles were edged
round with a colour contrasting the uppers.
To protect the wood, leather, composition, 
or reclaimed rubber reinforcements were
added, like the sole and heel pieces of ordi-
nary shoes. 
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hoes were, of course, one of the
major accessories. Rationing
meant that, as with clothing,
fashions in footwear were 
dictated as much by the limit
ations of available materials as
by controls on manufacturing.
The Utility scheme tried to

provide well designed, well made items using
the minimum of resources but the government
admitted that: ‘The quality of shoes, especially 
children's shoes, Rayon stockings and corsets has been
very widely criticised.’ Shoes had become flat; in
1942, the heels of women’s shoes were limited
to a maximum of two inches (if you were
lucky), and many women described Utility
shoes as ‘clumpy’.

Under clothes rationing, a pair of men’s
boots or shoes would need seven coupons,
and women’s, five. This meant that it was
important to choose sensibly. The Home
Companion advised its readers that: ‘High heels
should be resolutely banished except for high days
and holidays, and comfortable ones installed in their
place. We used to shy away from flat-heeled shoes
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shoes
‘Wooden-soled shoes have come on in the world. They are gay and right for any weather’
says Mrs. Sew-and-Sew 

‘Fine coupon value, woodies – especially when looked after properly.’ Board of
Trade Advert, August 1944.

� Interesting advert
showing the range of
colours available in
October 1944.

�&� Flat-soled shoes.
Many of the flat-soled
shoes produced in the
second half of the war
look very modern to
our eyes.

I
n the years immediately after the First
World War, the preferred silhouette
for female fashions was for a boyish
figure. During the ‘thirties, femininity
came back in fashion and by the start
of the Second World War, the pre-
ferred shape was more natural,
although still slim, with square 

shoulders. Many relied on artificial help, such
as corsets or padded shoulders, although
women’s magazines regularly advertised 
methods of achieving ‘the perfect bust’ in
three weeks, or, for either sex, adding 3 inches
to your height, in a similarly improbable time
frame.

On the editorial pages, advice was far more
realistic: ‘Exercises, designed to strengthen the muscles
in your breast will correct both a small or large bust.
Don’t attempt massage, it can be very dangerous
unless it is done by an expert, and be careful of bust
improving gadgets; the only safe method of bust 
reducing is by exercise.’ Woman, October 1940. 

‘Figure faults bother the young girl as acutely as
the older woman. A heavy bust can make her miserable,
and so can thick legs and ankles. The bust is made up
largely of delicate glands, so for this reason nothing
much can be done about altering the size, but with a
good type of supporting brassiere, which encourages the
muscles to do their work properly, much can be done
to acquire graceful firmness. Teach her also to keep a
watch on posture. There are corrective exercises for the
bust as for other figure faults, including heavy legs and
ankles which may also arise from bad posture habits.

‘Keep your head high when you are up, low when
you’re in bed, and you’ll never suffer from a double
chin.

� Magazines were full of adverts promising
ideal shapes in ridiculous time frames.

THE FIGURE
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The Board of Trade survey into how peo-
ple used their coupons cast an interesting
light on men’s wardrobes. During the first
year of rationing, men spent 26 per cent of
their coupons on shirts and underwear
(roughly, two shirts and one set of combina-
tions) 17 per cent on boots and shoes
(roughly two and a half pairs) 15 per cent
on socks (roughly three pairs) and 22 per
cent on suits, jackets and trousers (actually
less than one suit, or two to three pairs of
trousers). The remaining 20 per cent had to
cover all other requirements. During the
second year these proportions remained
substantially unchanged, apart from a fall 
in the percentage spent on suits, jackets and
trousers. Over the first three years the average
man bought one suit (without a waistcoat),
and three pairs of trousers.

In August 1941 the Board of Trade
prohibited the production of men’s double-
breasted suits and permanent turn-ups on
trousers. Trousers too long in the leg had to
be turned up, however, rather than cut to
length, to avoid wasting material, and it was

collar, worn outside the jacket, with-
out a tie, at the beach or when hiking
or on similar informal occasions, as was

a short-sleeved, usually machine-knit-
ted shirt, of the type later called a ‘Fred

Perry’. A cardigan or pullover would often
be worn as a casual alternative to the waist-
coat.

Ties were the splash of colour in an other-
wise conservative outfit. They were usually
much shorter than today’s versions, as they
were worn with waistcoats or cardigans and
therefore only needed to reach half way
down the chest. This could result in the tie
‘breaking loose’ from under the waistcoat;
to avoid this, they were often anchored
with tie-pins. Bow ties were worn, but
were seen as either very formal, or a little
eccentric. Cravats were worn only by the
better-off as part of summer dress.

Overcoats were large and thick, often
of tweed or wool, normally with a belt,
and with collars of the same style as on
jackets. Mackintoshes, or raincoats
were popular, especially ‘trench coats’
named after the style of raincoat popu-

lar amongst officers in the Great War.
Overcoats might be worn with a ‘choker’;

a cotton, rayon or silk scarf, usually about

12 inches by 48, worn either crossed over
inside the overcoat or tied in a loose knot
round the throat. This was a style popular
with the working-class. In really cold weather,
a knitted scarf might be worn, as might a
cardigan or pullover, sometimes under the
waistcoat. 

These were the common styles of dress
worn by most men during the late thirties
and in essence remained the style of men’s
dress throughout the war. Some changes
would be introduced, mainly as a result 
of Board of Trade restrictions and austerity
measures, yet by 1945 little had changed 
that much.

Clothes rationing was introduced with 
no forewarning – to avoid panic buying – on
June 1, 1941. In his radio speech announcing
rationing, Oliver Lyttelton, President of the
Board of Trade, said: ‘I know all the women will
look smart, but we men may look shabby. If we do
we must not be ashamed. In war the term “battle-
stained” is an honourable one.’

Everyone over four years old was to
receive 66 clothing coupons for the first year;
later, children and workers in certain indus-
tries would receive extras, and the annual
amount of coupons would fall, but sexual
equality in this, at least, would remain.

6

A four-year plan for a man’s wardrobe, from Sew & Save

First year Second year
1 pair boots or shoes 1 pair boots or shoes
6 pairs socks 6 pairs socks
1 suit (no waistcoat) 1 pair corduroy trousers
1 overcoat 3 shirts (silk or cotton)
Collars, ties or handkerchiefs 2 pairs of pants

2 vests
1 pair gloves

Third year Fourth year
1 pair boots or shoes 1 pair boots or shoes
5 pairs socks 6 pairs socks
1 suit 1 overcoat, or unlined mackintosh and vests
1 pullover 3 shirts
2 pairs of pyjamas 2 pairs of pants

Collars, ties or handkerchiefs.

�� A selection of men's
ties from the period.
Diagonal stripes were very
fashionable while tartans,
checks and polka dots
were all popular.

�The c
the 

p
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in May 1940 one
firm offered
women’s
frames in shell,
flesh, daylight blue, crys-
tal and pearl. There were also
metal frames, mostly 9 ct. gold, rolled
gold, or nickel, some with imitation tortoise-
shell covering, as well as real tortoiseshell
frames, and even rimless glasses. Men’s plastic
frames were usually in black, or light or dark
tortoiseshell. Shapes varied from round
through oval to nearly rectangular and octa-
gonal, and lenses included bi-focals.

Women were concerned about glasses ruin-
ing their looks. The Home Companion, of April
1943, advised: ‘The main thing to remember with
glasses is that you’ve got to keep all the features clear
and well defined, otherwise you get that cluttered-up
look. Eyebrows should be neat and tidy; lipstick firmly
applied to give your mouth a clean, firm line; be care-
ful to work your rouge well in so that it looks as natural
as possible; if possible, do your hair away from your
face, so that there are no stray ends or loose curls to
spoil the outline. Anything fussy in the way of a hairdo
isn’t for those of us who wear glasses.’ 

Sun glasses, or sun goggles, as they were
commonly called, were widely used, from the
extremely cheap – all in one piece – to those
supplied by opticians. Surprisingly, those avail-
able included Ray-Bans and Polaroids. If you
normally wore glasses you were most likely to
wear either ‘fitovers’ which clipped onto your
existing glasses, or your normal glasses with a
larger pair of sun glasses over the top. 
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� Examples of glasses
and sun glasses from
1939 and 1940.
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� The ‘Dutch cap’.
The name has changed

meaning in the interven-
ing years, but the Dutch

cap was originally a 
variation on the 

children’s ‘pixie hood’.

�A fez. Many women
made their own from

the crown of an old hat,
and a tassel.

goings and happy happenings” of hubby’s leave,
because if a man’s seen nothing but the inside of a
tank for months, he’s going to adore seeing a “fussy”
little hat for a change.’

Sew & Save included instructions for a
fish-net toque: 

‘A very pretty toque can be made from 4 yards of
coloured fish-net and 3/4 yard of buckram. Cut the
buckram 4 inches wide, and long enough to fit round
your head, then join it up into an upstanding circle,
by sewing the two ends together with stab-stitch. Cut
off half-a-yard of fish-net to make the crown of your
hat, and wind the rest of it round the buckram shape.
Leaving a length of about 10 inches to hang loose,
start winding over and over the buckram from the
back of the shape. Do this fairly tightly so that there are
no gaps of buckram showing. When you have covered
the shape, fold the fish-net into one-third of its width
and wind round a second time so that you get an
even, substantial roll all round the shape. The end left
over is allowed to hang loose at the back with the end
that you left when you started.

‘To make the crown, put the half-yard of fish-net
loosely over your head, and fit the shape down on to
it. When it is comfortable, lift it off carefully, holding
the top piece for the crown in place as you do so. Then
turn it upside down and carefully pin the crown into
the shape all round. Sew down firmly and your toque
is finished.’

Alternatively, you could use the crown of
an old hat to make a fez, trimmed with thick
cord and a tassel. This should be worn with
your hair ‘halo-wise’. Alternatively, you
could tat some rainbow netting in coloured
silks, then stitch it over the crown or brim of
a navy felt; you could also tat a little extra to
cover the collar and cuffs of a navy frock for
a complete outfit. Or you could knit a woolly
with a matching pixie hood.

One favourite of the time was the ‘Dutch
cap’. This was a variation on the pixie hood,
based on the traditional cap worn by Dutch
girls, although confusingly, the term was
later used to describe a contraceptive device.
The wartime Dutch cap was a fairly simple
shape and therefore easy to knit or make
from material. 

Only
£16.99
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Interest in life on the Home Front during the Second World War means that the style of the 1940s
has never been more popular. People are re-creating the look for plays and films, re-enactments,
1940's themed events, or just because they enjoy dressing in vintage fashions.

The 1940s Look tells you everything you need to know about the fashions of wartime and the
impact that rationing, the Utility scheme, changing tastes and the demands of everyday life had on
the styles people wore.

People had to 'Make Do and Mend' - with varying degrees of ingenuity and success. Hairstyles,
glasses, jewellery, and tattoos were essential in creating your own fashion statement. Women's
magazines advised readers on the difficulties of dressing growing children, offered instructions for
making clothes and accessories, and hosted debate over whether by dressing up, women were
helping or hindering the War Effort.

Thoroughly researched and lavishly illustrated, The 1940s Look tells you how civilian men, women
and children dressed - and why they looked the way they did during the Second World War. It draws
on contemporary sources including Government advice, periodicals and books, and has an 
entertaining commentary by Mike Brown.

Mike Brown is an authority on the home front during the Second World War, and is the author of
several books, including 'A Child¹s War', 'Put that Light Out', and is co-author of 'The Ration Book
Diet' and 'The Wartime House.'
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Ian Bayley, Tel: 01732 452505, 
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