Introduction 
Welcome to the 7th Virginia Regiment Distaff! 

The word Distaff has several meanings. Initially, it was (and is) a tool for holding fiber while you spin fiber into thread or yarn. Because only women spun, it eventually came to refer to women in general. The army came to use the term to refer to the women and children related to the soldiers in the army. It is also used to refer to the maternal side of the family. 

Families are not normally considered members of an army, but during the American Revolution, sometimes they joined the army with their husbands, out of need or desire. Usually they joined because it was impossible to stay home without their husbands. Often it was unsafe to stay home because of neighbors who thought the husband was a traitor. Or it might have been impossible for the wife to sustain a living without the husband. 

The Distaff performed many valuable duties for the army, such as laundry, sewing, and tending to the men in hospital. In turn, the army allowed them to stay with their husband’s or father’s regiment, though they were required by Army Regulations to stay with the Quartermaster’s Corp of their regiment. Holly Mayer’s book, “Belonging to the Army,” is an excellent reference discussing the distaff and all the other camp followers of the army. 

In the recreated 7th Virginia Regiment, we try to portray those families who traveled with the army, and educate the public on the roles of these valuable and underappreciated contributors to our fight for Independence. 

Clothing & Shoes – Introduction
Clothing in the 1770’s seems very complex, difficult and uncomfortable to our modern minds. But it was very beautiful, some of it was very practical, and it was not designed to be uncomfortable, but merely to provide the “proper” shape, comportment, and style for a proper lady and her family. 

Warning: Polyester or non-natural fibers are strictly prohibited in the 7th Virginia Regiment for all clothing or other fabrics used or displayed in camp (kitchen cloths, rags, visible blankets, etc.) They are dangerous fire hazards (why will be described below), and since most of our camps involve fires, candles, and black powder guns, we ban these fabrics for safety reasons. 

I suggest that before you make an investment in clothing please research the correct materials and patterns. First, please read this document completely before investing any money or time, to make sure you comply with 7th Virginia Regiment Safety and Authenticity Guidelines. It is free, and hopefully very useful. 

I strongly suggest for women's clothing that you study "Whatever Shall I Wear; A Guide to Assembling a Woman’s Basic 18th Century Wardrobe" by Mara Riley, illustrated by Cathy (Kate) Johnson, $12.95. Another wonderful book for women and children’s clothing is "Tidings of the 18th Century" by Beth Gilgun. This also has many patterns and instructions, and it is fun to read. Please avoid the "Distaff Sketch Book" by Robert Klinger. There are a few correct items for our period in this book, but you have to be very knowledgeable to be able to pick them out. 

The Brigade of the American Revolution (BAR) has a wonderful book, “Women’s Dress During the American Revolution: An Interpretive Guide” (Rebecca Fifield, editor) that is inexpensive and marvelous. If I could, I would make that the official Distaff Clothing Manual for the 7th Virginia Regiment! They also have copies of the handouts available from their annual School of the Soldier. The one most pertinent to the Distaff is titled “Camp Life.” It has a lot of interesting ideas for correct activities to do in camp. You don’t have to be a member of the BAR to buy these items. Just go to their website, www.brigade.org. They also have other good information on their website, and some very interesting Reference Links. 

And, from your own computer, one of the best free resources you'll ever find: the “18th Century New England Life” webpage: www.18cnewenglandlife.org! This is an incredible collection of information for reenactors, with advice, patterns, sources, links to research papers, merchants, etc.  It is just amazing - and FREE and you can look at it RIGHT NOW! As you peruse that site, you might remember that we use MUCH more linen down here in the South, and they use much more wool in the north, so keep that in mind when selecting fabrics with their advice, but everything else would be just the same in the north as in the south. I also strongly recommend the www.18cnewenglandlife.org web sites’ section under the clothing, called “I’m a Little Short on …”  It is a great summary of what to make first, how to get a “kit” done up quickly, good substitutes until you can afford the real thing (like shoes), etc.  Under the Clothing section, Women’s Clothing, there is another sub-subsection called “Just Beginning to Dress the Part.” There are great recommendations there for just starting out.  Look at the “Basic 5” list” – that is a very good prioritized list. 

Fabrics 
The fabrics available during the 1770’s were mostly linen, hemp, wool, cotton and silk and various blends of these fibers, like linsey-woolsey. In Virginia, linen was the most common fabric by far. Good cottons were extremely expensive, and there are very few modern cottons that are anything like the colonial cottons. When selecting fabrics for your garments, keep in mind which character you are portraying, and what that character is going to be doing. 

If you are making colonial clothing for a camp follower, linen is strongly recommend. Also, solid colors are the safest color choice to make. Woven checks and stripes were available, but you have to be more careful with them. For instance, they had lovely large-checked fabrics, but they were used for upholstery and curtains, not clothing! You don’t want to look like Scarlett O’Hara who made a gown out of her curtains! Small woven stripes were used often in clothing, but you have to be careful of orientation – vertical on the body, and horizontal around the arms. Plaids were usually only worn as neckerchiefs or by the Scottish. Small one-color checks (less than ¾ to ½ inch) were used as aprons or neckerchiefs. 

Printed fabrics are very, very difficult to get right. There are only a few documented prints available, and even those often don’t have the actual colors right. They did not have the fabric printing technology available then that we have now, so they would have only been able to print colors on a white or light colored background. For instance, the only way to get a light flower on a dark background would be to print the fabric with wax, dye it, remove the wax, and then hand-paint the flowers in the white spaces. This would be extremely expensive fabric, and very rare. Printed fabrics would also be extremely difficult to wash, so would only be used for very dressy garments that would only be spot cleaned. 

The easiest, and most accurate, and frankly the most comfortable fabrics are solid linens, especially in our hot and humid area! A heavy linen fabric is vastly cooler than a light thin cotton – ask any of our experienced reenactors! It is definitely worth the extra money for linen. 

Before you make any garment out of any fabric, you almost always need to pre-shrink it. Use a sewing machine to zig-zap stitch or hand-whip the cut edges of the fabric to prevent fraying, and then wash it on hot wash/cold rinse with high agitation. If it is wool, line dry it. If it is cotton or linen, dry it in your dryer. Yes, we know that when you buy linen, most stores say to dry clean only. It is scary, but ignore that. The fabric is useless if you can’t wash it, and you would much rather know that before you spend hours making a garment! (Exceptions would be fancy fabrics with embroidery or fancy trims or any metalicized gold or silver threads – not usually a problem for the new reenactor!)  When you have made it into your garment, this will enable you to throw the linen/cotton garment in your gentle cycle of your washer, and hang dry it. You will want to hand wash wool garments and line dry unless you have preshrunk them before sewing. 

You will find that for most linen garments, if you line dry, you will not have to be ironed. If ironed, the wrinkles will show a lot more than if not ironed!!! 

Please be careful about using non-natural fibers. Most polyester burns easily and melts, leaving a boiling hot residue that sticks to your skin and can, therefore, can cause very serious burns. Natural fibers are less likely to burn, and when they do burn, they turn into a dry ash that does not stick to your skin. With candles and fires and black powder guns in camp causing potential fire hazards, most reenacting groups and historic areas strictly prohibit non-natural fibers for safety reasons. (Well, it doesn’t look the same either, but burns are serious!!) It is a good idea to do a burn test on any fabric that you buy or use, just to make sure it is a natural fiber. You can google “Fabric burn test” to get a number of instructions on how to use a burn test to decide what kind of fabric you have. The most important idea is that if you burn a small sample of fabric, and it catches fire very easily, burns very quickly, and most importantly, turns into a sticky residue or solid hard balls, it has non-natural (polyester/lycra/etc.) ingredients in it and is dangerous to use in reenactor reproduction clothing. 

Warning: This is worth repeating:  Polyester or non-natural fibers are strictly prohibited in the 7th Virginia Regiment for all clothing or other fabrics used or displayed in camp (kitchen cloths, rags, visible blankets, etc.) They are dangerous fire hazards (why was described above), and since most of our camps involve fires, candles, and black powder guns, we ban these fabrics for safety reasons. 

Having said that - there are a few exceptions: According to law, fabric producers can claim that a product is 100% wool, even if it has a small percentage of non-wool fibers. We can’t control this, and fortunately, it is so hard to get wool to burn that the risk is negligible. Also, many stockings produced for reenactors have a small quantity of lycra in the top cuff to help them stay up. We permit this, and most reenactors consider this to be a small risk. Forewarned is forearmed, though! Also, we permit modern sleeping bags, ground covers, duffel bags, etc. that are made from modern fabrics. These are permitted as long as they are hidden or covered by appropriate cloth or blankets. 

A note on Quilting: Quilting was done on bedcovers and on petticoats, but only solid fabric quilting was done, not piecework. Piecework or Patchwork has only been seen on pockets in this time period. The beautiful patchwork patterns in large quilts did not develop until the 19th century. Patches might have been used to repair holes in the 18th Century, but not to create garments or whole fabrics. 
Sources for Patterns 
JP Ryan, Kanniks Korner, Period Impression, Smoke & Fire, and Mill Farm all produce very reliable and usable patterns for recreated period clothing. Kanniks Korner also includes very detailed research and such extras as sewing instructions for hand sewing, and cross-stitch charts for properly marking your clothing. They are available from many sutlers. Some very reliable sutlers are: 

Burnley & Trowbridge (www.burnleyand trowbridge.com, Williamsburg, VA 757-253-1644) 

Smoke & Fire (www.smoke-fire.com, Waterville, Ohio, 419-878-8535, 800-Smoke-Fi) 

Druid’s Oak ( 301-478-3200 - They also sell clothing – try to make sure to get linen instead of cotton, and avoid prints & plaids) 

The Silly Sisters (www.sillysisters.com 540-368-8055 - they also sell ready made clothing) 

There are many other sutlers listed on www.liming.org/revlist - just click on the “Merchant’s Page.” Two good sources of merchant information are the “18th Century New England Life” web page, www.18cnewenglandlife.org, and the Brigade of the American Revolution, www.brigade.org . Please note that appearance on any of these lists does not constitute an endorsement of any kind, but simply provides contact information. 

Sources for fabrics 
You will find many merchants that sell appropriate fabrics, and many, many more that don’t! If you are just starting out, make sure that you ask for real 100% linen, NOT 100% polyester linen! That is a common problem at most local fabric stores. 

We have had great success with the following two merchants. If you tell them your time period (1775-1781), your need (working apron, dress ball gown, jacket, etc.) and your persona (camp follower, officer’s wife, sutler, townsperson, etc.) they will make very appropriate recommendations for patterns and fabrics, and have both at very reasonable prices. Once you get more experience, you will find other local sources or web sources that are available, but most of them do not have the personal service and useful advice that you get from these merchants. You have to know what to ask for when buying from most other merchants, knowing correct fabric weights, types, colors, etc. 

Burnley & Trowbridge (www.burnleyandtrowbridge.com , Williamsburg, VA 757-253-1644) 

96 District Storehouse, Abbeville, SC (www.96storehouse.com, 864-366-9600) 

Two good sources of merchant information are the “18th Century New England Life” web page, www.18cnewenglandlife.org, and the Brigade of the American Revolution, www.brigade.org . Please note that appearance on any of these lists does not constitute an endorsement of any kind, but simply provides contact information. 
This page is an excerpt from "Whatever Shall I Wear; A Guide to Assembling a Woman’s Basic 18th Century Wardrobe" [by Mara Riley, illustrated by Cathy (Kate ) Johnson] listing their recommendations for sources of patterns, fabrics, etc. 

Women’s Clothing 
The Basics 
A woman would wear a shift as her basic undergarment. The only item worn under the shift would be her thigh-high stockings. She would wear stays, or a “pair of stays” or a “pair of bodies” (the way we say a “pair of pants”) over her shift. She could tie on a pocket or two around her waist to carry her little necessaries, such as a handkerchief, scissors, lotion for her hands, and all the little sundry things we women carry! She would wear at least two petticoats, an under-petticoat and an over-petticoat (and these are probably interchangeable). Then she would wear some sort of sleeved gown or jacket. She would protect her clothes with an apron. She would always wear a white cap to cover her hair, and a neckerchief or large handkerchief around her neck. If going outside, she would wear a very flat crowned large straw or wool felt hat. In the winter she could wear a cape for additional warmth, along with mitts, gloves or mittens. Various shoes styles were available, for dress or for work. 

Of course, there are variations, depending upon the occasion. For instance, hair would be styled and dressed and uncovered for fine parties or balls, or some small fine cover or lace would be used to decorate the hair. Aprons would not be worn for church or dress occasions, unless they were extremely fine and beautiful. Additional petticoats (if available) would be worn for dressy occasions, to add to your “fashionable shape” and also show off your wealth. 

J.P.Ryan makes a pattern, “Shift, Petticoat, Shortgown, Apron, Handkerchief and Pocket” that has most of the basic items that you need to get started. This pattern will be referred to as the “Basic Starter” pattern throughout this document. 

Starting Your Kit! 
If you are just starting out, we recommend that your first items to make or buy would be a bedgown or shortgown, a petticoat, and an apron. Wear black smooth-toe lace up shoes. Use string to tie the shoes. Wear white, black, brown or blue plain knee-high socks. The more cotton, the better – polyester, lycra, etc., burns easily and will melt and cause serious burns. You can buy a pretty cheap cap from Williamsburg, but plan on replacing it soon, or cutting off the polyester lace. This will get you started at your first event! Next, you can concentrate on making a shift, getting good quality cotton or wool colonial stockings, and purchasing or making a nice cap. When you can, get a very flat large brim straw hat. Tie it on with cotton or linen straps. Then worry about period shoes and period glasses. 
Shift 
The shift is a basic undergarment, and was also used as a nightgown or sleeping garment. 

This is made out of white linen or cotton, so it could be washed and boiled frequently. The weight of the fabric would depend upon the season, your status and the purpose of your dress. In the winter, you might want a heavier fabric. For dress balls, you might want a fine thin linen or cotton. 

If you will be outside in the heat much (and who isn’t in Tidewater!), please trust me when I say that linen is MUCH more comfortable than cotton, even if it is a much heaver fabric. It also wears well. A shift would never have been dyed, because that would make it more difficult to wash, and because the dyes might bleed off onto outer garments. 

When making your own shift, make sure to take your fabric, and wash and dry it before making your garment. I know, if you buy linen, the store says to dry clean only. It is scary, but ignore that. The shift will be washed often, so you don’t want to have to dry clean it forever. I strongly recommend the Kannicks Korner Shift pattern, if only for the “good read!” 

Stockings 
Stockings were tall, designed to go up over your knee. They were made of linen, cotton or wool, and sometimes silk. The fabric was either woven fabric cut on the diagonal and sewn to the proper shape, or knitted. Stocking knitting machines were popular in England, so knitted stockings were commonly commercially available. They were usually white or natural (the natural light grey or tan of unbleached linen), or blues or browns. Stripes and other colors were much less common. 

Decorations, called clocks, might be embroidered on the ankle area, to call attention to delicate ankles. Yes, ankles can show. They become hidden in the next century. (But don’t show your elbows!!!!!!) 

Pretty ribbons, tapes, or straps with buckles would be used to hold the stockings up. They didn’t have elastic, so you can see that this would be a necessary item, especially with woven fabric stockings. 

Knitted cotton or wool stockings can be obtained at Colonial Williamsburg shops or any of the sutlers in the reference list. They would have used a ribbon or string as a garter to hold them up. This would have been tied in a bow-tie, either under or over your knee. If you fold the top of the stocking over your tied garter, you won’t have trouble with the ribbons coming untied. 

Stays 
Stays can be the most controversial and universally feared garment that a woman wears!!! The stays are a boned support garment that is worn around the body, held closed by lacing. The purpose is to provide “womanly” support, to provide the proper fashionable body shape, AND to provide back support!!!! When they fit properly, they are WONDERFUL!!!! REALLY!  This might be the single most important garment to provide the proper look. All of the fitted jackets and gowns require stays to look correct. However, it is probably the most difficult and/or expensive item to make or buy, so if you are just starting, don’t worry about stays at first. Get your basic kit first. When you are ready to “graduate” to stays, do a little research to find a pattern or purchase that will be right for your body shape. 

I strongly recommend the Mill Farm “Jumps” pattern. This is an appropriate and correct substitute for stays, and are much easier to fit and make than stays. But if you have the time and the talent, consider other stays patterns, such as the J.P.Ryan 18th Century Stays pattern. 

If you don’t always have someone around to help you dress, make your jumps or stays open at the back AND front!!! Then you can get in and out easily. This is an easy change, and it is appropriate (though not as common as back-lacing only). 

Petticoats 
A petticoat is what we now call a skirt. It is an easy item to make. It is 100-150 inches in circumference, and the fabric is pleated onto the waistband, with a box pleat at the center front and center back. There are vertical slits at the top to allow access to the pockets, on each side. There are ribbons at each side to tie the petticoat onto the body. 

Normally, you wear at least two petticoats, and they go down to the ankle. It is permissible to show the ankle! A working woman’s AND camp follower’s petticoat would be shorter, between the ankle and mid-calf, than a fine lady’s petticoat, which would be around the ankle. It does not have to drag the ground! 

There are easy instructions in the JP Ryan Basic Starter pattern, and in the book “Tidings of the 18th Century.” If you use stripes, make sure they are vertical. Do not use checks or plaids of any sort on a petticoat. There are only a few very rare documented instances of checks or plaids being used on petticoats or gowns. 

If you are making petticoats that will be used by many sized people, or your shape changes frequently, you might consider making a gathered casing for the waistband instead of pleating. This is convenient, and probably won’t show. But this makes a bulkier waist, and it isn’t as correct as pleating. 

Gowns and Jackets 
The main outer garment is the gown or jacket. There were and are a tremendous variety of gowns, jackets and shortgowns available. These were made out of many kinds of fabrics and colors, depending on the purpose of the garment and the class of the wearer. Below are a few examples. Fine ladies would have worn fitted gowns or jackets. Working women would use shortgowns and bedgowns (No, bedgowns aren’t worn to bed!!!) in addition to fitted gowns and jackets. Bedgowns were much more common in Virginia than shortgowns, which were really a German garment used mostly in Pennsylvania. But shortgowns are the easiest jacket to make, so it is a good starter item until you make your bedgown or fitted gown.  However, few of the fitted gowns look good unless you have stays. So, if you don’t have stays, I recommend that you use a shortgown or bedgown.  The J.P. Ryan Basic Starter pattern has a shortgown pattern that is very easy to make. Most of the reputable pattern makers have bedgown patterns. The bedgown pattern is especially versatile. You can make it with linen for a day garment, or out of wool for an outer garment for warmth, or with heavy linen and lined for extra body and warmth. It is also fairly easy to make. 

Shortgowns and bedgowns are held closed by straight pins and the apron.  Some of the sutlers sell reproducution 18th Century straight pins.
Fitted gowns and jackets are held closed by sewing, straight pins, hooks and eyes, or sometimes by lacing. Most of us modern folks prefer the hooks and eyes, but sewing or straight pins were the most common back then. The pattern you use will discuss your options! 

Aprons 
The apron is a very useful garment, worn on all but the dressiest occasions. It is usually pleated to a waistband, and the ties usually wrap around the body and tie in the front. It is often white but can be any number of colors, or small single-color woven (not printed) checks. If you portray a working woman remember, darker browns and blues don’t show dirt or fire soot! 
The apron is your towel, hot pad, wiping rag, carrying basket, washcloth, tear-dabber, spare cape for a cold child, and protection for your other garments. It is usually made of a sturdy linen or wool. Very light fulled, or preshrunk, wool is extremely useful in the summer to protect you from the heat of the fire. 

Make sure to preshrink your fabric, especially if it is wool, before you sew it. Your apron will get washed a lot. It is very easy to make. There are easy instructions in the JP Ryan Basic Starter pattern, and in the book “Tidings of the 18th Century.” 

When starting out, you don’t have to make an apron right away. Just tie a string or leather strap around your waist, or put on a plain buckle leather belt. Then drape a piece of appropriate fabric, toweling, or fabric scrap over the string or belt. This was common, too, and saves you time in getting your first set of clothing together. 

Pockets 
These are worn under the petticoats, and accessed through slits in the gown and petticoat. They are useful and handy and easy to make. There are easy instructions in the JP Ryan Basic Starter pattern, and in the book “Tidings of the 18th Century.”  They are also sold in Colonial Williamsburg shops.  Pockets don’t show, so you can use almost any sturdy natural fabric. Use a sturdy linen or cotton tape or string to tie them around your waist. I found it much easier to sew the pockets to the tape, to keep them from sliding around. 

Because they don’t show, you don’t have to make these right away when starting your kit. These are “nice to have” when you get the time! When you do use them, you might consider keeping your 21st Century stuff in your right pocket (money, id, watch, Kleenex, etc), and your 18th Century stuff in your left pocket (period pocket knife, spoons, sewing tools, compass for telling time, period mirror, etc.). On those rare occasions when we might be “captured” or “challenged” by the enemy while walking through town or outside of camp, the general rule of thumb is that they are only free to inspect the contents of our left pocket in front of visitors! 

Caps 
Caps are always worn on the head to cover and protect your hair from smoke and bugs. They are always white, because most are washed often. Everyone used the same fashionable patterns, but the richer you were, the finer fabric you used. The most common fabric was linen, fine or medium, because it washes so well, and you will want to wash it often. 

A very common misconception about the caps is that they are a gathered circle, called a “mob cap.” This is a convenient shortcut when you are starting out, but caps were really pleated to a band, with added ruffles. There are numerous patterns. 

To get your starter kit going, you can buy a pretty cheap cotton cap from Williamsburg; but make sure to get the kind with a band.  Plan on replacing it soon, or cutting off the polyester lace. Also, you can always cover your hair with a white neckerchief, tied in a variety of ways. You don’t even have to hem this at first. This is a very quick and easy way to get your kit started! 

Handkerchief 
A handkerchief is a large linen square (36” or bigger) that is folded to a triangle and worn around the neck for modesty. In the summer, it might be a triangle to have only a single layer. It would be made from a variety of patterns. If your persona can afford it, you can use checks, stripes, silks, and cambric (very fine linen). If you are a working woman, you will want to make it out of medium white linen.  There are easy sewing instructions in the JP Ryan Basic Starter pattern, and in the book “Tidings of the 18th Century.” 
Hot weather tip: If you are outside in hot weather, use a medium or light linen handkerchief. Wet it before pinning it around your neck!!! It will get very cold, and help you keep cool!!! 

Unmentionables 
As mentioned above, the only item worn under the shift would be thigh-high stockings. This is NOT enforced for our 21st Century reenactors! If any visitor or judge or anyone tries to inspect your authenticity, scream for help, and our gallant lads will promptly protect your honor!!!!! (It hasn’t happened yet, but all of our lads are Ever At The Ready to protect their Distaff!)  

That said, some 21st Century ladies have trouble in our hot weather with thighs chafing. If you have this issue, there are numerous options. Bicycle shorts are very helpful, as are other type of shorts or pants slips. An 18th Century way of dealing with this issue is to pull the back hem of your shift up between your legs, and pin it to the front of your shift. Make SURE you don’t also pull up your petticoats! 

Eyeglasses 
They did use eyeglasses in the late 18th Century, though not nearly as often as we do. However, we have to see!  Period glasses had almost round lenses, usually 1.5 to 2 inches in diameter, with plain steel frames. They have a plain hinge at the temple, like our modern glasses, but without the fancy springs, etc. They usually also have another hinge halfway down the temple. The ends of the temple piece have about ½ to 1 inch circles, to tie a ribbon on to help hold them on. They didn’t have nose pads on them. People often wrapped the nose bar with soft string or wool tape to cushion the metal bar on their nose. 

Contact lenses are a great option, if you can afford and/or tolerate them. However, do consider the effect of smoke on contact lenses. The soldiers also have to consider the possible effect of gunpowder spray from the guns, but we Distaff usually don’t have to deal with that issue. If you do have contact lenses, make sure to bring drops and cleaning solutions in case you get a bad blast of ash or smoke or whatever in your eyes! You don’t want that to get under your lenses and scratch your corneas. 

Eyeglasses are not as hard as they might seem. There are period frames available from several sutlers. Then you can get your own prescription lenses put into them. The cheapest solution is to buy the $20 sunglasses from Williamsburg Historic stores (Prentis, Tarpley, etc.), and replace the lenses with your prescription. If you really want to make these glasses look good, clip off the nose pads and sand down the stub. Do this before buying the lenses, in case they break while you are working on them! 

Many people use small oval lenses with silver metal plain frames. These are from a later time period, but they do look better than aviators or frameless or other obviously modern styles. This style is currently commonly available as cheap reading glasses from many drugstores and craft shops. Several sutlers still sell more authentic oval frames, both for reenactors doing later periods, and because they were thought to be correct for our period until more research was completed showing the round lenses to be the only lenses in use during our period. 

The 7th Virginia prefers, if you must wear prescription eyeglasses, that you get reasonably correct round or oval silver or pewter colored metal frames with your prescription at your earliest convenience. We will accept nose pads and modern temples, especially if the modern temple tips are covered by your cap and/or hair. You can even get bifocals with or without a line. (Thanks, Ben Franklin!) We understand that this might be one of the last purchases of your beginning kit, so if you have modern glasses while you are starting out, just be conscious of them when TV cameras or reporters come around, or if we are participating in skits in highly authentic situations, like Williamsburg, and remove them for a few moments. But, safety comes first, so don’t take them off if it means that you fall into the fire!!!!! 

Shoes 
Shoes seem to be the hardest item to get, and even harder to get comfortable! They are available at several merchants, but are a pricey item. Burnley & Trowbridge are in Williamsburg, so if you live near there, you might be able to make an appointment and actually get to try them on before buying! They and other sutlers also attend several of our events, so contact them prior to events, and they might be able to bring appropriate sizes to the event for you to try on before buying. Make sure to consider any thick stockings, padding or shoe inserts that you might use (highly recommended!) while trying on the shoes. Most of the authentic reproduction shoes have very little padding, so consider buying a larger size than normal to allow space for shoe inserts. Layered socks tend to help prevent blisters, so allow for that if necessary. You WILL be on your feet a lot! 

Below is an excerpt from "Whatever Shall I Wear; A Guide to Assembling a Woman’s Basic 18th Century Wardrobe" [by Mara Riley, illustrated by Cathy (Kate ) Johnson] concerning shoes. The 7th Virginia Regiment accepts the suggested “newcomer’s” solutions listed below. Some members have to wear prescription shoes, so they have gotten the most appropriate style possible (black leather or leather-look, round toe, lace-up) and just wear longer petticoats. The lads are lucky – they can wear farmer’s gaiters to cover up a multitude of sins! 

The common work shoe below, either “smooth out” or “rough out” with the lowest heel, seems to be the most comfortable shoe for working in the army. Either plain buckles or laces are appropriate for camp followers, but leather laces or tapes/ribbons made of linen, cotton, or silk are cheaper and more comfortable. The shoes with pretty shaped “squash” heels are better for dress up or for walking on paved surfaces in town. They sink into the ground while in camp. 
Excerpt from "Whatever Shall I Wear; A Guide to Assembling a Woman’s Basic 18th Century Wardrobe" by Mara Riley, illustrated by Cathy (Kate ) Johnson 
Children & Infants 
Yes, your children can come with you! The 7th Virginia Regiment is very family friendly, and encourages you to bring your children. We will talk later in this manual about period games and activities to keep your children happy. 

There are many fine patterns for children & infant clothing. Some of the most reputable are the Kanniks Korner and Mill Farm patterns, available from the same places as the Women’s Clothing patterns. Most of the patterns were and are designed to “grow” with your child, so you don’t have to make new clothes every six months! Boys britches are the most difficult item, BUT make sure to check with other members of the regiment. We have a very active hand-me-down system going on to help each other with that chore! That is yet another benefit of having a family oriented unit – there are lots of children to share with! 

How do you keep up with expensive shoes for a quickly growing child? Plain black oxford shoes or inexpensive moccasins are good children’s shoes. They might like to go barefoot in the summer, which is just the right price! However, beware of sparks from the fire, poison ivy, etc. A nice compromise might be to use a thin “cheap” leather to make moccasins – there are several patterns out there. Real leather “chamois” is readily available from the auto store for reasonable prices! It is not strong, but it is easy to sew, and if your child is in a growth spurt, it will probably last long enough! Or, make it big enough to slip a flip-flop or small shoe inside! When looking for moccasin patterns, make sure to get the “center-seam” pattern (see drawing above with the women’s shoes), not the edge seam patterns that are very common. You might even be able to make moccasins from thick wool scraps or heavy linen scraps. 

CIVILIAN MEN’S CLOTHING????
Talking With Visitors
Etiquette 
First Person 
Second Person 
Third Person 
Age Appropriateness 
3. Frequently Asked Questions: What should we know in camp to tell visitors? 
Yes We sleep in the tents! 
Yes, we eat the food! 
No, this isn’t my real job! 
What did the women and children do? 
What DIDN’t we do? 
How many of us were there?
What did we normally eat & drink?
 
In the Army 
In our homes 
Where did we sleep? 
How did the men eat/sleep? 
The campfollowers’ community: 
(Quartermaster & troops, sutlers, artificers, hospital, etc.) 
Basics to bring to camp: 
Clothing 
minimum for first event 

If you ask in advance, you may be able to be “kitted out” with other women’s extras for your first event.  If you want to come dressed out, the basics are: a plain linen or wool skirt, something to make an apron out of (see previous discussion) black leather shoes that tie or slip on, a head covering (as described previously), and a shift (or reasonable facsimile) covered by a linen shawl.  
next items to get 
to aspire to later 
Eating utensils 

Forks were not used by common folk in the 18th Century.  Bowls, spoons and knives used in camp should be made of wood or “bone.”  There are some plastics that look like bone, but be careful with that!  If you have nothing else, very plain metal spoons may be used.  The Regiment owns some “loaner” spoons and other eating utensils, so don’t worry right away about needing your own.  Many wooden bowls, and sometimes even plates, can be found in thrift stores (old wooden salad sets).  Wooden or clay wear cups were used.  Glass was VERY expensive and would not have been used in camp, in any case, for obvious breakage reasons.

Sleeping basics 
Cleaning basics 
Extra clothing 
Extras: flashlight, cleaning wipes, towel/washcloth… 
Marking your gear so you can find it 
It is important to mark all the items you bring to camp so they may go home with you!  Look at some of the bowls, etc. in camp and you will see the marks others have used.  The mark should be discrete and made to look 18th century, but be permanent.  Until you have a mark worked out, a piece of string or ribbon tied on to your things is a good temporary measure.
Food etiquette 
7th Virginia Food Policy (Stone Soup Food Method) 

Everyone member attending a 7th Virginia event should come with enough food to feed themselves as if they are the only person there.  This is not to say you should bring an entire weekends worth of meals.  We use a system affectionately known as “Stone Soup” (from the children’s book of the same name).  Each person brings items and they are all organized and formed into meals by the distaff.  So, if one person brings a loaf of round bread and some cheese and another person brings a ham or some summer sausage and some potatoes, and someone else brings carrots or peanuts and apples and bread, the distaff takes all these offerings and we always end up with a delicious meal or two for the entire regiment to partake.

There is generally one tent in camp designated the kitchen tent, where all food stuffs are deposited on arrival in camp, and where their twenty-first century wrappings are disposed of discreetly before serving, so don’t feel that you must prepare the food before you arrive.  If you arrive before camp has opened to visitors you may bring your cooler and food openly and place them in the tent.  If visitors are already present, just cover your twenty first century items (plastic wrappers, etc.) with a cloth or a basket (aprons are great for this) before depositing them in the kitchen tent.  Remember to mark anything you want to take home again!  Otherwise, it may become 7th property…


The beginning reenactor may avoid some common pitfalls regarding food if you stick to the following list of suggested appropriate foods for 18th century authenticity.

· Bread – Rustic, round or oval loaves only please!  No processed, white, or sliced bread.  Packages of small hard or crusty rolls are also a good idea.

· Cheese –White Cheddar, or other white cheeses, again unsliced, can be found at most supermarkets.  Remember to get a largish hunk.  Orange cheese was unheard of in the 18th century, so avoid bringing it.

· Fruit and Vegetables – Before we had highways, airplanes and trucks to bring us all sorts of exotic things to eat from all over the world at all times of the year, we had to eat seasonally available items.  Try to keep this in mind when bringing fruits and vegetables to events.  For example, apples are more available in the autumn and winter, while small melons would be only a high summer treat.  Squashes are common in the autumn and winter, while strawberries usually aren’t available then.  Potatoes, onions and unpeeled carrots kept well and would, therefore have been available most of the year.  Also, avoid what would have been “exotic” fruits to commoners in 18th Century America – things to avoid include bananas, tomatoes and baby peeled carrots.  If you have any questions, stick to safe and boring until you feel more confidant!
· Meat – We have limited refrigeration in camp (coolers covered with blankets), so keep that in mind when bringing perishables like meat.  Generally, stick with precooked meat, such as summer sausage or other “cured” sausage (such as Hickory Farms or Hebrew National make), precooked ham or beef, beef jerkey, etc.  Sometimes uncooked vacuum packed meat can be found.  This is fine, as long as it is used as soon as it is opened in camp.

· Other foods which are always a good idea include peanuts in the shell, pickles (whole only) and hard boiled eggs.  If you make your own pickles or such, bring it and we will all enjoy a taste!

· Drinks – There is always drinking water available at a 7th Virginia event.  Other beverages you may bring and which would have been enjoyed in the 18th century include apple cider, lemonade (in season) and non alcoholic beer.  If a site allows it, you may bring alcoholic beer or Madeira, to be consumed only after the visitors have left.  Coffee was a staple and may be made and consumed in camp.  If you place coffee ground in a gauze sack you have made an 18th century coffee bag which can then be placed in a pot on the fire and left to brew.
· Sweets – Sugar was expensive during the Revolutionary War, but we bow to our modern taste buds and enjoy the occasional sweet.  Some good suggestions are oatmeal cakes (cookies), fruit pies, or crumb pies.

· Breakfast – If you are staying overnight in camp you may wish to bring food for morning.  If it is eaten before camp opens to visitors, anything is allowable.  Just make sure all references to the 21st century are hidden before camp opens.  Some suggestions are donuts, hot chocolate mix, pumpkin or zucchini bread, instant oatmeal, cereal bars, etc.

Water Bucket etiquette 
Food Handling (e.g. raw meat) 
Kitchen Care 
Cleaning dishes 
Cleaning pots 
Care of Tin Pots 
Care of Iron Pots 
Food safety 
Hiding 21st century stuff 
Trash 
Tending the fire (how & when) 
Keeping hot water available at all times 
Keeping “firewater” available at all times 
Cleanup procedure: 
At night 
At end of event 
Kitchen Procedures 
How to “run the kitchen” if you are in charge of an event or meal 
What everyone (including men) can do to help in the kitchen 
Typical foods to bring and typical menus 
Typical drinks to serve 
“Special” seasonal or event oriented foods/menus to bring 
Deciding menus from “stone soup” offerings 
Get everyone to help! 
Fire Safety 
Kitchen 
Keeping guard on Fire/kitchen/KNIVES/tents at all times 
Making a Fire

Digging the pit: keep edges clear – put sod or dirt on ends so we can access the fire from both sides. If high hazard (drought, thick grass) flip small sections of sod over and make circle around pit, to prevent fire from spreading to surrounding grass 
distance from tents, fire buckets 
Putting trash in fire 
Children around fire (our children and visitors and their children) 
Candles, fires, etc Whole line of tents may go up! 
Tents 
Size, shape, loop requirements 
Tied/untied 
When/where to get one 
Things for women and children camp followers to do in camp 
Cook 
Laundry & ironing (Preferably know the “going rate” permitted by the army for us to charge to wash various items (used for supplies like soap) 
Lucet ????? Rats! Investigate the 18c way to make cord 
Sew (especially men’s clothing or items for the army, like sacks and bags for kettles or equipment 
Knit stockings, mittens, gloves, hats, & scarves 
(using period patterns, period knitting needles or pins, and correct yarns) 
Children’s Games 
Visiting Townsperson 
Teaching Children to read, scribe and figure 
Spin ??? No spinning wheels, but ? maybe drop spindle ? controversial, but currently accepted in 7th Va 
Lap Loom 
Sutlering (merchants to the army): Need to have proper research on proper items to sell, and permitted prices (they were determined by the army!) 
Hospital (surgeon and/or nurse/herbalist, rolling bandages, several books available) 
History of the 7th Virginia (with easy to remember “Cheat Sheet!”) 
Description of the other companies in the 7th Virginia
The Brigade of the American Revolution has copies of the handouts available from their annual School of the Soldier. The one most pertinent to us Distaff is titled “Camp Life.” It has a lot of interesting ideas for correct activities to do in camp. You don’t have to be a member to buy these items. Just go to their website, www. brigade.org. They also have other good information, and some very interesting Reference Links. 
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