The Pilgrims’ Clothing
A Colorful Story

When most people think of the Pilgrims, they
picture men and women in black clothing, white
collars and buckles on their hats and shoes! Darker
colored clothing may have been worn by some for
Sunday services, but the Pilgrims actually wore a
variety of cheerful colors every day.
Their sturdy handmade leather shoes were called
latchets. Latchets had leather straps used to tie the
shoe onto the
feet. The shoe
The Pilgrims wore cheerful colors, not black
and white clothing
maker, called a
cobbler, made
them by using only one pattern to fit both feet;
there was neither a left nor a right shoe! The
hobnails on the soles of the shoes helped to make
them last longer … and they did not have buckles!
Latchet pattern for 17th century shoes

Pilgrim history in Plymouth was recorded by William Bradford and Edward Winslow.
Having these records has revealed a lot about the
Pilgrims’ belongings,
as well their dress.
The items were
recorded so that his
or her property could
be listed in their wills,
which was done to
verify what the
person owned. In
describing their
clothing, the owners
usually detailed the
colors. For instance:
Stephen Hopkins left: “…two paire of shooes … 2 Ruffe … a moheire (mohair is a type of
wool), petticote, a petticote of philip & cheny (a *worsted material), a grogorum
(Grogorum is a silk or worsted mohair cloth, often stiffened with gum) coate.” *the name
“worsted” is named after Worstead, a village in England.
William Bradford’s estate included: “… a stuffe suite with silver buttons & a Coate, a Cloth
Cloake faced with Taffety (silk or silk and cotton cloth, often in bright colors) … a sad (deep
red) collered Cloth Suite … a Turkey (red) Grogorum suite () and cloake, a paire of blacke
briches … an old green goune, a light Cullered Cloth Cloake, an old violet Collered Cloake”.
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Shifts were used as nightgowns and
also worn under their clothing. Men
and women wore the linen
undergarments, and the children did
as well. Until children were the age
of seven, both boys and girls wore
only shifts. When they reached
seven years, they wore clothing that
An Internet photo of a child's
was more like what the adults sore.
shift
The men and boys wore knitted
caps of wool yarn. These caps helped to keep them warm
and their hair clean when they were busy working or
hunting. The women
and girls wore a linen
covering on their hair
called a coif, which is
pronounced koif. Their brimmed hats were made
of beaver pelts. Beaver pelts were a very
important source of trade with the Native
Americans. The beaver fur was processed into felt
to make these hats. It is possible that London hat
The beaver hat of Constance Hopkins who
travelled on the Mayflower at the age of
maker, Pilgrim Degory Priest made a few.
fourteen. The hat may be seen at Pilgrim Hall
Museum in Plymouth, Massachusetts

Skirts were called petticoats by the Pilgrims. They
would wear one or more of them, depending upon the chill of the Plymouth day.
The petticoats were probably made from various fabrics including, “Fustian”, a type
of linen and cotton, or a fabric named “Stuff”, which was a common type of wool. It
is said that the wool petticoats would not burn as quickly if accidentally brushed too
close to the open fire.
The women and girls topped their outfits with vests called waistcoats. Their
waistcoats had sleeves which tied onto the jacket. The collared shift also provided a
decorative look to the waistcoat.
Pilgrim men wore a jacked called a doublet, a closefitting, long sleeved jacket with broad shoulders, which
buttoned down the front. Since there were no belt
loops then, men and boys attached their doublet to
their pants with ties. The doublet and front-buttoning
pants, called breeches, were also worn over their
shifts! The collar would protect their necks from debris
or from the sun. A knit cap was one of the two hats
typically worn.
Photo courtesy of Plimoth Plantation

Men, women, and children wore stockings which were
knee-length, made of wool and were tied under the knees with ribbons or knitted
strips called garters.
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While living in Holland between 1608 and 1620, the Pilgrims were influenced by the colors of
the Dutch fabrics. They became interested in the weaving and making of fabrics and the use of
colors. Textiles became a way for the Pilgrims to support themselves while living in Holland.
Edward Tilley was a cloth-maker, John Tilley was a silk worker, Francis Cooke and William White
were wool combers or carders.
The colorful fabrics were dyed using
plants, leaves, berries, roots, barks
and nutshells. The color yellow
could be obtained from the leaves
and stems of the weld plant. A
bright orange could be achieved by
using saffron. Red could be
extracted from the roots of the
madder plant, and a rich blue was
the result of using the leaves of
woad plant. Brown and black dyes
could be obtained from the bark of
the alder tree, while tans and
browns could be obtained from the
bark of the oak tree. Some insects
were used for natural dyes as well
as the tobacco plant! Some plants
have been used for thousands of
years and are used today.
If the bark is dyed for weeks (or
even months) it will produce colors
ranging from brown to orange.
Photo is courtesy of Plimoth Plantation

Weld Plant
Weld has been used as a dye for thousands of
years. The dye comes from the chopped leaves,
flowers and stems of the second year plant.
Weld produces brilliant lemon yellows, but if
used with the madder root, it will make a
bright orange. If weld is used with leaves of the
woad, it will produce a Lincoln green. Lincoln
green is the color of dyed woolen cloth
associated with Robin Hood. Lincoln was an
English cloth town which produced the cloth by dyeing it with woad to give it a
strong blue, then overdyeing it yellow. The first recorded use of Lincoln green as a
color name was in 1510.
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Saffron
Saffron is a spice from the flower of Crocus, also
known as the "saffron crocus". Saffron crocus
grows to three to four inches and in the center of
the flower are bright red threads called stigmas.
It takes nearly 150 flowers to produce one-third
of an ounce of dried saffron threads. Saffron is
used in flavoring foods and is highly valued as a
dye. It yields a deep, rich yellow.
Madder Plant
The madder plant is one
of the oldest natural
dyes and has been used
for to color cloth for
many centuries. Madder
extract produces many
shades of red, from
orange red to fiery red.

Woad Plant
The Woad plant has been famous as a source of blue
pigment for several thousand years. It has been used
a dye for wool and other fabrics.
The pigment is extracted from
the dark blue-green spinach-like
leaves of the woad plant which is
a close relative of spinach.

Alder Trees
The alder tree can be found growing
along the west coast of North America,
most of Europe and in British
Columbia. If the bark is dyed for weeks
(or even months) it will produce colors
ranging from brown to orange.
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Oak Trees
The inner bark of the Bur
Oak was used for red and
black dye. Black Oak is also
known as Dyer's Oak, as the
orange inner bark produces
strong dye which can
produce an orange color.

Beet
The color of garden beetroot is due to a
variety of pigments. The color that results can
vary from yellow to deep red and the final
color depends upon the type of fabric. A plantbased fabric such as cotton or linen will dye
differently. Beets will barely color cotton, but
will dye wools to a peachy-brown tone.
Tobacco
Up to thirty shades of color can be produced
using tobacco as a natural dye with very little
water and low temperatures. Tobacco stalks,
usually thrown away, can be used as dyes for
beautiful tan to brown shades.

Now you know how to make your favorite color! It is easy to find plants, nuts, bark
and flowers in your own yard or when camping in the woods! For great dyeing tips,
you may enjoy: Pioneer Thinking at http://pioneerthinking.com/natural-dyes.
Sources:

https://www.plimoth.org/learn/just-kids/homework-help/what-wear
http://personal.utulsa.edu/~marc-carlson/shoe/SHOES/watford.html
http://mayflowerhistory.com/clothing
http://www.pilgrimhall.org/pdf/Glossary_Textile_Terms.pdf
http://pilgrimhall.org/bio_will_inventory_doc.htm
http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~mosmd/clothing.htm
http://www.wildcolours.co.uk/
https://www.mountainroseherbs.com/products/saffron/profile
http://pioneerthinking.com/natural-dyes
http://backyard-homesteading.com/fiber-arts/spinning/23-natural-dyeing-with-beets.html
http://news.apparelresources.com/technology-news/fabric-dyes-tobacco/
Photos of plants and dyed textiles are from the Internet

