
 

 

 

What did people wear in the past on the 

promenade and on the beach at Worthing? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This pamphlet was created by Worthing Youth Council Members with the assistance of Worthing 

Museum and Art Gallery staff 

 

 

Clothes through the ages 

For more information about the Worthing Pier Past, Present & Future project visit: 

www.worthingpier.org.uk  

http://www.worthingpier.org.uk/


 

 
 

 
 

What did women wear? – The Promenade dress 
 
Dress c.1900 

Bodice and skirt in purple silk. 
The bodice is lined with Cotton and has a centre front opening 
fastened with hooks and eyes. The front of the bodice and the collar 
are white lace. There are appliquéd bands of cording and tassels down 
either side of the lace. 
 
Dress c.1878 
Bodice and skirt in dark grey silk and olive green 
satin. The bodice is lined with cotton and has a 
curtain front opening fastened with fourteen 
buttons. The front of the bodice and the collar 
are in white lace which covers the front 
opening. There are appliquéd bands of cording 
and tassels down either side of the lace. 

 
Dress 1857-59 
Bodice and skirt of (faded) lilac silk. 
The bodice has wide cape sleeve lined with cream silk. The front of 
the bodice is decorated with four appliquéd bands on each side of 
the opening and tassels cover the fastening. The skirt is full and 
wide maximising the narrow waist of the wearer  
 
 
All these dresses would have been worn for "promenading" 
walking out with your family or beau in the 1800's to early 1900's. 
Both men and women would walk along the seafront and on the 
pier to show off their beautiful dresses and suits. Of course the 
designs, although very fashionable would be highly inappropriate 

for warm, sunny days making the wearers hot and uncomfortable and with a waist so 
pinched I am unsure just how long the individual would be able to walk for!    
 
All these dresses have what is called a bustle, a framework worn under the dress to expand 
the fullness or support the drapery of the dress. Bustles were worn under the skirt at the 
back, just below the waist to keep the skirt from dragging. Heavy fabric tended to pull the 
back of a skirt down and flatten it, thus a woman's petticoat or crinoline skirt would lose its 
shape during every day wear.  
 
Author: Shirley 

 1 



 
 
 
 

 
Beach Pyjamas – 1920’s 

 

Until the 1920s, pyjamas were pretty much only worn as sleepwear, and then sometime in 
the 1920s they made their way outdoors as a cover-up over swimming costumes on the 
beaches of the French Rivera. When crepe pyjamas were first worn at the seaside, trouser 
wearing women was a rare sight and still very much confined to beach and promenade 
areas. The trend took off all over the globe, with the main influence in the UK originally 
coming from the beachside states in the USA, particularly Florida and Atlantic City.  
 
Beach pyjamas soon 
also became casual-
wear for less formal 
outdoor events in the 
warmer months. Many 
women took to wearing 
them around the home 
as ‘lounging pyjamas’ 
when entertaining or 
just relaxing. The 
primary purpose of the 
beach pyjamas was 
generally for one to 
wear whilst lounging by 
the beach or by the 
pool, and would not 
have been used for 
swimming but instead 
for leisure activities. This 
was a demonstration of 
an elite class and also a 
clear social standing as 
very few people had the 
disposable income 
required, thus showing 
that they were able to 
afford something for 
such a specified purpose 
and that they were able 
to stay in such lavish, 
extravagant hotels that 
a swimming pool would have been available.  
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In the 1920s, beach or lounge pyjamas were usually a 
top and trouser set with matching jacket. Trousers at 
this point in time were seen as controversial due to 
the fact that that women wearing trousers during this 
period that was yet to be accepted socially. By the 
1930s, one-piece, jumpsuit-style pyjamas were very 
popular and many featured a very wide leg. Fabric like 
shantung, linen or cotton was accepted for the beach 
and lounging pyjamas, but as they became widely 
popular in the 1930s, many were also available in 
rayon. Pyjamas were made in an amazing array of bold 
colours and patterns. Many of the patterns were 
influenced by Japanese and Chinese art which was 
seen as very exotic at that time.  
 
This attire would have been seen regularly during the 
summer months on the sun deck of the Southern 
Pavilion where women would laze around taking the 
sea air and rays from the sun.  
 
Although the beach pyjamas never filtered through 
into the lower classes, their influence could still be 
seen in the mid to late 20th century in the way that 
women wearing trousers as an everyday fashion item 
was a more common occurrence. Furthermore, the 
flared style of the trouser legs were being seen in 
other items such as jeans, this could have been due to 
either a designer resurrecting this previous design, or 
a continuation of the fashion through the decades.  
 
In comparison to the 21st century, the beach pyjamas 
could be considered as very modest attire for the 
seaside, as the primary outfit of choice nowadays is a 
swimsuit or a bikini possibly with a wrap.  It would also 
be seen to be quite unusual to have separate attire for 
lounging beside the sea or a pool as one would now 
have a single outfit for both lounging and swimming.  
 
Authors: Niamh & Ollie 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

What did women wear? - The development and acceptance of the Bikini  
 
The artefact I focused my study on was a pink and blue two 
piece bikini from the 1950s reference number 2000/62 from 
Worthing Museum. The bikini in question, surprisingly, had 
never been worn, with the shop label still attached. Its design 
was incredibly risqué for the era, with many women continuing 
to choose more modest swimwear, certainly up until the 1960s.  
 
When compared to previous swimwear designs for women, 
there is a considerable amount of skin visible, reflective of the 
social changes occurring at the time. For example during World 
War Two, women had been employed in ‘male’ jobs to release 
millions of men who had been mobilised for war. This resulted 
in changes in attitudes in terms of women’s rights, freedom and 
equality. This new post-war society was drastically different in 
the way it regarded women, though of course sexism was still 
apparent in the way women were, again, confined to the home.  
 
Bikinis were created somewhat in response to the war and the consequence of rationing. 
Yet in the 1950s, the bikini was a very controversial piece of clothing, with their use being 
described by Modern Girl Magazine (Das Moderne Madchen) “as that it is inconceivable 
that any girl with tact and decency would ever wear such a thing.” Though this was not a 
British magazine, the view is still clear that the bikini was not considered appropriate for 
women. 
 
However, in spite of these views on their morality, bikinis such as this marked a substantial 
shift in equality and women’s liberation, as for the first time, women were starting to be 
free to wear less and show more. Though this was then considered to be radical and 
inappropriate, when one compares it to what is now worn at the beach, swimwear is starkly 
different. Women can wear what they like when at the beach, and there is even a topless 
beach very near to Worthing. It is surprising, however, that ‘retro’ styles from the Fifties are 
now coming back into fashion and have been sported by the likes of Taylor Swift and 
Rihanna, showing that fashion and swimwear is somewhat cyclical, and nowadays the 
freedom to dress as one chooses is available.  
 
The bikini is, as it was then, still a symbol of women’s rights and liberation, and the 
development in styles represents, in a way, the changes in attitudes throughout the eras. 
 

Author: Caitlin 
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                         What did women wear? – The Cocktail Dress 

The modern definition of the Cocktail dress is commonly taken to 

mean a below the knee dress. It must be smart, similar to the ‘little 

black dress’ of today and may have sequins or lace as a feature. At 

semi-formal occasions a less elaborate, shorter length cocktail dress 

may be worn. Historically the length of the cocktail dress is long, 

often touching the ankle, when it is about 5cm (2inches) above the 

ankle it is called ‘tea length’ and when it is almost touching the ankle 

it is called ‘ballerina length’, although ballerina length dresses 

usually fall into the ‘evening gown’ category. 

History 

Because of the war, wearing a long expensive ball-gown wasn’t an 

affordable option for many. Instead semi-formal dresses, based on 

day and afternoon dress and suits, were upgraded with material and style. The overall look 

was clean and sophisticated. Every woman had one of these ‘going out’ dresses in her 

wardrobe even if she didn’t have a fancy gown. 

Semi-formal evening dresses also called cocktail dresses were also worn shorter. First below 

the knee, with a similar flowing skirt. Skirts were sometimes draped. They could have thin 

straps, but often also had short or ¾ length sleeves. If the dress had sleeves, it most likely 

had the ever present sharp ‘40s shoulder pads. These dresses often had shirring in the waist, 

one panel on either side or in the bust. They also often had a cross wrapped bodice with 

draping that took on the look of Grecian goddesses. Evening dresses were usually high cut in 

the neck, similar to day dresses of the time. 

Christian Dior was the first to name the early evening frock a ‘cocktail dress’ in the late 

1940s and in doing so allowed magazines, department stores and rival Parisian and 

American designers to promote fashion with cocktail specific terminology. Paris Vogue 

included articles entitled ‘pour le cocktail: l’organdi’ while advertisements in Vanity Fair 

celebrated Bamberg’s ‘cocktail cotton’ textiles. Cocktail sets, Martini, printed fabrics and 

cocktail advertisements all fostered the customer driven cocktail culture that had become 

part of the American consciousness by 1960.  Through Pauline Trigere, Norman Norell and 

countless Parisian couturiers, designers continued to produce cocktail models well into the 

next decade until the liberated lines of Galitzines palazzo pant ensembles and Emilio Pucci’s 

jumpsuits replaced the formal cocktail dress in privileged European and American cocktail 

circuits. 
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So a cocktail dress or 

cocktail gown was typically 

worn at cocktail parties 

and semi-formal or ‘black 

tie’ occasions. Both these 

dresses would have been 

used to attend the theatre 

or possibly an event on the 

Pier, either at the Pier 

Pavilion or Southern 

Pavilion.  

The cocktail dress is still worn today in the  21st century as vintage fifties clothes are being 

brought back into vogue.  Cocktail dresses are sold today at clothing shops such as Mango, 

Reiss and Zara. The picture on the left is an olive gold and green figured cocktail dress stored 

at the Museum (accession number 1988/31.) it dates back to the period 1952 to 1962. 

The cocktail dress below dates back to 1955 

(accession number 1989/567/1-2.) Although both 

these dresses are cocktail dresses, taking a closer 

look you can see they are very different. This is 

because you can see that this dress has been bought 

from a department store called Peter Robinson. 

Peter Robinson opened a drapery on Oxford St in 

1833. By 1840 he had a mourning store on Regent St 

and bought some nearby shops in Oxford St, so he was able to create a department store 

which was known for selling fashionable ladies clothes and accessories. In 1964, to try and 

attract the younger buyer Topshop was opened on the third floor of the Peter Robinson 

Sheffield store. In 1965, the basement of the Oxford Circus store was converted to be a 

Peter Robinson /Topshop. In 1979, Burton’s Group, the parent company decided that Peter 

Robinson and Topshop should be separated, with Peter Robinson targeting the over 25’s – 

so that Topshop is the Topshop of today!  The Olive green and gold dress in the first photo 

was bought from a Stephen Robinson store, possibly in Oxford Street, which suggests the 

person who owned it came from a local wealthy family! 

The second dress however was not bought in a store as you can see it was hand stitched, 

possibly by a dressmaker and not mass produced, because of this the owner would not have 

been of low status due to the type of dress and fabric used.  

As you can see from the picture the dress has a jacket with it. At this time it was seen as 

unseemly for ladies to show their bare arms and so the jacket protected her modesty but 

would be removed when she arrived inside the venue.  There is no doubt both these dresses 

would have been worn to attend the theatre or the like and possibly for an event on the 

Pier, either at the Pier Pavilion or Southern Pavilion.  

Author: Marium 



 

 

 

                                What did men wear? - The way men dressed 
 
 
In the past men dressed differently when going out 
to the seafront or pier than we do today. As we can 
see from the photo the man has a very nice suit 
dating from 1894. This is typical of what people 
would have worn if they wore going on a day trip to 
the seafront in the Victorian era. They would have 
dressed to show of how wealthy they were as a nice 
suit or lots of different layers of clothes suggested 
that this person was an upper-class member of 
society. At the time this picture was taken the 
camera was fairly new so the man in the picture had 
to again be rich and wealthy so he could afford the 
picture to be taken. 
 
The photo of the Victorian gentleman is very 
different to the second photograph below which 
dates back to the 1970’s. Here we can see that men 
had moved on from wearing dark to bright colours 
that looked fresh and modern.  Many men still wore 
suits to work but away from the office many chose 
to wear casual clothes. 
 

 
The change in styles has continued to the present 
day. Today away from our work most people 
choose to dress casually as the clothes we choose 
are more comfortable and "fun" to wear.  We can 
see here that men had moved on from wearing 
smart dark suits to wearing brightly coloured suits 
that looked fresh and modern 
 
This is like how we dress today as men only wear 
suits if it's for professional business and away from 
work prefer casual clothes that are comfortable and 
more "fun" to wear. 
 
Author: Aaron 
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                               What did young people wear? – Punk Jackets 1970’s 

The Mods and the Rockers owned the era of the 1960’s and the 1970’s. Notorious for the 
gang wars and their beach seaside fights, they were well known rival youth groups. There 
were the style-conscious, peace activists, anti-establishment and funky cultural Mods. With 
their colourful scooters, fish bag cases with slapped-on-slogans, knee-length woolly parkers 
and passion for peace, the Mods occupied coffee bars in busy socially structured towns. 
 
The Rockers on the other hand had a reputation for claiming cafes on the edges of 
motorways, riding their loud black motorcycles and wearing their blood hair, tattoos, and 
punk clothes. Like the Mods, they too were fighting for peace, for the ending of wars and 
were against the government.  
 
The two socially dominating youth groups were fighting for the same things, they just had a 
different way of doing it. This was the fight against society, the struggle against conformity 
and the uprising of the teenager. 
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The Mods and the Rockers both had the fundamental values, they both had uniform, a love 
for two wheeled motors, and their funky styles, upholding their individuality, rivalling 
cliques, socially admirable ethics, hangouts and the ultimate fight for peace. Which makes 
their battles against each other somewhat ironic. 
 
The two youth groups fought, in southern seaside towns, namely Brighton and Worthing. 
They fought out of culture, rather than opposed views. Their battles were about their 
differences socially and culturally - they both wanted the same things though. 
 
The punk jacket (2012/202) is black leather, from the 1970’s and would have been worn by 
a Rocker. There are hundreds of punk studs, painted on slogans, sayings, torn additional 
fabrics and anarchist symbols. It is riddled with badges, which predominately focus on their 
views regarding war, peace and the government. There are controversial, outgoing sayings 
and statements, song lyrics, and political views covering the jacket. There are religious 
views, government views, rights freedoms and ethical views too, mainly covering the 
aspects of war and destruction, the need for peace and the harsh truth of the reality of 
wars.  

 
During the lifetime of this jacket, it may have been worn in the beach battles of the 1960’s 
and 70’s. The Mods and the Rockers had many fights on the beaches of Worthing, attacking 
each other around the pier, for being culturally different despite upholding similar ethics. 
They would travel down and brawl on the beaches. Many of these resulted in arrest and 
publicity from the newspapers. They became notorious during these fights and the Mods 
and the Rockers impacted culture, society, the attitudes held by teenagers and rebellion.  
 
Author: Erin 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

          What do old playing cards tell us about what people wore on the beach? 

A few youth councillors got an amazing opportunity to learn about 
what Museum Curators do and how to handle/take care of historical 
artefacts. After a briefing we were given white gloves which allowed us 
to handle some of the varied objects and costumes that they have at 
Worthing museum. I took a particular interest in the old fashioned 
playing cards, which would have been a beloved souvenir, widely sold 
at seaside shops but also at railway stations. For example this pack that 
I saw - reference no.:2009/48 - this would have been sold as a 
recreational product for long train journeys, most likely to people 
travelling on their holiday or day out at the seaside.  
 
The other pack of cards - reference no.: 
1985/62 - that I looked at featured children in 

their swimsuits and this could be used as a source for the bathing 
attire that children would have worn around that time. Looking 
through the cards I noticed that many of them featured someone 
called a ‘Golliwog’. After inquiring about it, I found out that 
‘Golliwog’ was a racial slur.  
 
According to Wikipedia:  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Golliwog#Golliwog_as_racist_insult  
 
‘Golliwogs’ were a popular character in children's books in the late 
19th century. It was usually depicted as a male rag doll with white 
circles around its eyes. The idea of its name came from the expression “golly” added to 
together with the acronym W.O.G which stood for “Wildly Oriental Gentleman”. However, 
around late 1920s - early 1930s, it’s it believed it founded the slur ‘wog’ which became a 
worldwide racial slang for dark-skinned people. However, around late 1920s - early 1930s, 
it’s it believed it founded the slur ‘wog’ which became a worldwide racial slang for dark-
skinned people. 
 
Thankfully we have moved on in the past 100 years and today we embrace the contribution 
to our culture and society made by people (many born in the UK) from different ethnic 
backgrounds. Today in schools and at home we are brought up to work together, regard all 
men and women as equal and respect the opinions of others who hold views that are 
different to our own. So different from life at the start of the 20th century. 
 
Author: Cara 
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Worthing Pier, Past, Present and Future is an exciting arts project for 
young people funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund. Managed by the 
Worthing Youth Council the project will culminate with a Celebration 
Event to be held at The Worthing Dome on Thursday 11th July 2016 to 
which all schools in the Borough will be invited to attend. 
 
The project which commenced in September 2014 and concludes in 

July 2016 is an opportunity for young people to discover the origins 

and explore the history of their town Pier by telling the story of the 

Pier since it was built in 1862 through art, drama, writing and music.  

To find out how can support this project visit the project website: 

www.worthingpier. org.uk or E-mail: info@worthingpier.org.uk  

 
 

About the Worthing Pier, Past Present and Future Project 

Worthing Youth Council 

Our purpose 

To ensure young people have an 

input into decisions made by 

adults that will affect them 

and their town. 

http://www.worthingpier.org.uk/
mailto:info@worthingpier.org.uk

