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Styling by the Sea 
140 Years of Fashion on Galveston’s Beaches 
Swimwear and Sea Bathing 1880 - 1919 

The last two decades of the 19th-century and roughly 
the first two of the 20th  offer us a glimpse of a world 
very different from our own. Even while partaking of the 
relaxed atmosphere found in towns located on the 
shore people continued to abide by formal rules of 
decorum that were part of the Victorian world. This 
formality was upheld, in no small part, by the prevailing 
styles of dress which varied little between the city and 
the sea.    

As can be seen in contemporary 
painting and photographs depicting the 
early 20th-century, women who were 
not bathing in the sea would walk,  
even on the sand, fully dressed and 
corseted.  Likewise it was not 
uncommon for men to join their families 
on the shore attired in suits looking like 
they were ready for a day in the office.   

On the Beach at Rockaway, 
NY  circa 1900 
DaisyDandelions June 25, 
2012 

Shades of Tiffany, July Newsletter 2016  

Enjoying a day at the beach was a completely different 
experience in the late 19th-century from what it is today.  In fact 
so much has changed that it is hard to imagine how it could 
have been a pleasurable excursion at all, for women that is.  

In the period from 1880 through the first two decades of 
the 20th-century men’s swimwear changed very little.  Although 
there were variation’s, as seen in the following photographs, it is 
generally a one-piece form-fitting short-sleeved garment 
resembling long underwear with horizontal stripes.  The legs on 
these suits extend down the thigh to just above the knee.  It 
opens are the neck with several buttons down the front for 
access. This basic silhouette remained largely unchanged over 
time.  

A Day at the Beach by Christa Kieffer, 
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Bather.	La	Baule-les-Pins	
(Loire-Atlantique),	1902	©	
Roger-Viollet	

Universa,	“Beachwear	has	
already	broken	taboos	and	
become	popular;	remember	
the	evolution	of	bikinis”,	
October	7,	2015.	

The one thing that does occasionally 
appear in photographs of men on the 
beach at this time is something called 
an “athlete”.  This was a pair of short, 
hit-cut trunks that was worn over the 
bathing suit to provide support and hide 
a man’s more private parts from view. 

Bathing costumes worn by women in 
the last two decades of the 19th-century 
were adaptations of the types of clothes 
they would have worn in their everyday 
life as seen in the illustration to the left.  
Mostly of wool and cotton, they included 
a full set of undergarments, corseting, 
an overdress, bloomers, stockings, and 
a hat, frequently in the form of a turban 
or mop cap.  Bathing outfits were heavy 
when dry, but became very weighty 
when wet.  Since they were made of 
scratchy wool they must have been 
extremely uncomfortable for the wearer 
and hot in warm weather.  

In addition to everything else bathing 
slippers were also required to complete 
a lady’s  ensemble.  They were often 
necessary on stony beaches to protect 
from broken glass, oyster shells and 
pebbles that could cut or bruise the 
feet.

Los	Angeles	County	
Museum	of	Art	
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Although photographs of men from this period occasionally show them sporting beach slippers 
they appear to have worn them less frequently.  Women continued to commonly wear foot 
coverings more like ballet slippers through the 1920s when they were often paired with stockings 
rolled partially up the calves. 

Despite societal restrictions it is 
clear from records and articles that 
appeared in newspapers throughout the 
country that people did have a sense of 
humor about prescribed rules of conduct.  
The famous illustrator Charles Dana 
Gibson, the inventor of the beautiful, 
stylish, well-heeled “Gibson Girl” of the 
early 20th-century, poked fun at his 
creation while never undermining her 
appeal an ideal embodiment of the perfect 
young American woman.  

At the end of the 19th-century contraption known 
as “bathing machines” were in common use at beaches 
in the United States.  Principally used by women, these 
were carriages or wagons that served as changing 
rooms and also a means to conveyance into the surf 
away from the prying eyes of other bathers, i.e. men.  
They were invented in the 18th-century in England and 
continued to be used until around 1900 when restrictions 
about co-ed bathing were abolished in most places.   
Ideally they allowed their occupants to step into the 
water modestly out of view of other bathers and to avoid 
being seen in their wet, clinging bathing costumes when 
they were finished with their dip into the salt water.   

Bathing machines, frequently served as billboards and were covered with advertisements 
for products like soup.  They were rolled or drawn into the ocean by either horses or men.  A 
comic image  of women using bathing machines by William Heath in 1829 gives us a sense of 
what they must have been like.  A particularly interesting feature offered at some locations were 
women attendants called “dippers” who served as assistants to the lady in the machine by 
helping her into the water (often by just pushing her out of the carriage).  Dippers had to be 

strong because they were also charged with getting their 
employers back into the machines after they were through 
paddling around.  Little actual swimming took place under the 
circumstances.  Since a swimmer’s wet clothes could easily 
add twenty or more pounds do her weight, dippers needed to 
be able to shoulder this added bulk in the form of soggy 
swimwear.  They also needed to be watchful and make sure 
the lady they were serving did not get sucked under water 
and drown in her heavy clothes.  A small flag was usually 
raised by the occupant of a bathing machine to signal that 
she wanted her carriage to be pulled back to the shore.   
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 After the turn of the century we 
immediately begin to get a sense of the 
lighthearted joy that vacationers at the beach 
enjoyed.  The wonderful photographs of a 
crowd of revelers, and a group of men, on the 
beach in Atlantic City dated 1905, that 
appears on the New Colorizations website by 
Mygrapefruit, shows how like ourselves 
people behaved when having fun at the 
shore nearly 120 years ago.  Luckily, as 
shown in the illustration below taken for the 
Glamour Daze website women’s bathing 
costumes would continue to grow lighter and 
more comfortable during this period. 

The beginning of the 20th-century was 
a time of remarkable technological 
advances.  Break throughs like the 
introduction of the small, portable, 
inexpensive Brownie camera by Eastman 
Kodak in 1900 enabled people to take “snap 
shots” for the first time in history.  It would 
soon find its way to the beach.  Other world 
changing inventions included the first radio 
receiver by Marconi in 1901, manned flight 
by the Wright Brothers in 1902, and the 
introduction of the mass produced Ford 
Model T in 1908.  These events were 
overshadowed, however, in Galveston by the 
Great Hurricane of 1900 which hit the City on 
September 8 and resulted in the death of 
6,000 of the City’s residents and the 
destruction of 3,900 buildings.  

More athletic and liberated women after the turn of the century were frequently photographed 
enjoying a new beach activity.  This involved a piling driven into the sand some distance from the 
shore to which a thick rope was attached.  Women would hold on to the rope for support as they 
walked into the surf and were buffeted by waves.   

Getty	Images	 Group	of	People	Enjoying	Ocean	Beach,	Coney	Island,	NY	
circa	1900		
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Stunningly, Galveston recovered from this disaster in record time.  In 1902 construction of a 
17 foot tall seawall began and the first segment of it was completed in 1904.  By 1906 the City was 
broadcasting its intention to become the “Coney Island” of the Gulf Coast and shortly thereafter 
amusement parks and hotels were being built.  

On the fashion front 1907 witnessed an incident that served as a catalyst for a significant 
change in the design of women’s swimwear.  During that summer the world renowned Australian 
athlete Annette Kellermann was arrested on Boston’s Revere Beach and charged with indecency.  
Rather than wear an acceptable modest bathing costume Kellerman was clad in a one-piece bathing 
suit that hugged the contours of her shapely body.  This garment, which she designed for herself, 
known as her “figure suit” was revolutionary.  The police released her after she agreed to cover up 
with a cape until she enter the water. Kellermann, who would become a celebrity through her work in 
vaudeville, film, and in the role she played in popularizing the sport of synchronized swimming, would 
go on design and sell a very successful line of swimwear based on her figure suit soon after the 
arrest.  In June 1920 (vol. 55, no. 6, p. 138)  Harper's Bazaar wrote in praise of the Kellerman 
swimsuit, stating that "Annette Kellerman Bathing Attire is distinguished by an incomparable, daring 
beauty of fit that always remains refined."  Women’s swimwear had come a long way in 13 years. 

In 1917, the American Association of Park 
Superintendents published its official “Bathing Suit 
Regulations," which required men’s suits to have a 
skirt that covered the shorts. For women of the era, 
stockings were still a customary part of the female 
bathing suit. These strict rules began changing in 
the1920s, as evolving social norms allowed men and 
women to spend time together near the water, and 
show a bit more flesh.2  

Another sign of the changing times was the appearance of comic silent 
films like The Water Nymph,  or The Beach Flirt, starring Mabel Normand, 
Mack Sennett and Roscoe (Fatty) Arbuckle of 1912.  This short movie features 
Normand diving and cavorting in the sea in a figure flattering tight one-piece 
bathing suit.  Attitudes were changing quickly regarding more revealing 
swimwear.  In 1916 America celebrated its first National Bathing Suit Day at 
Madison Square Garden in New York City. 

2  “Men’s Swimwear Through the Ages” by Linda M., March 2, 2016, TempleIlluminatus.com
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The outbreak of World War I in 1914 would result in a cataclysm 
never equaled in the history of the planet until that time.  The United 
States refrained from entering the conflict until 1917.  This enabled the 
country to avoid the worst of its consequences in terms of the loss of life 
and a drain on financial resources.  It did however, provide labor unions 
with a chance to secure concessions related to the length of the work 
week from large industrial corporations at a time when unemployment was 
low and many men away fighting in Europe.   

A new optimism and the acceptance of more liberal attitudes 
related to morals and decorum by the American public is reflected on the 
covers of popular magazines in the years between 1910 to 1919.  Based 
on a survey of the cover illustrations presented here, it is clear that in this 
short span of time saw a rapid shift toward progressively more sexy, 
sensual, and sophisticated images.  This trend was to continue throughout 
the century.   
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1890-1899 selected hits and standards 
____________________________________ 
Originally published on 21 June 2009; latest edit: 3 March 2020 
https://songbook1.wordpress.com/fx/1890-1899-standards/ 

1890-1899 selected hits and standards 
• 1891. Ta-ra-ra Boom-de-ay (African-American traditional)
• 1892. After the Ball (Charles K. Harris) ...
• 1894. The Sidewalks of New York (Charles B. Lawlor, James W. ...
• 1895. The Band Played On (John F. Palmer, Charles B. ...
• 1896. A Hot Time in the Old Town (m. ...
• Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer do. I'm half crazy all for the love of you.

Golden Standard Song List (excerpts) 
https://www.goldstandardsonglist.com/Pages_Sort_4a/Sort_4a_1910-
1919.htm#1910%20(11%20Songs) 

• 1900 (5 Songs) 1900. Bird In A Gilded Cage, A. ...
• 1901 (4 Songs) 1901. Hello Central, Give Me Heaven. ...
• 1902 (8 Songs) 1902. Bill Bailey Won't You Please Come Home. ...
• 1903 (7 Songs) 1903. Bedelia. ...
• 1904 (4 Songs) 1904. Give My Regards To Broadway. ...
• 1905 (12 Songs) 1905. Clair De Lune. ...
• 1906 (7 Songs) 1906. Anchors Aweigh. ...
• 1907 (2 Songs) 1907.

1907 School Days Edwards, G., & Cobb, W. D.; REC: Byron C. Harlan 
1908 Shine On Harvest Moon Norworth, J., & Bayes, N.; REC: Billy Murray & Ada Jones; Ethel 

Waters; Leon Redbone 
1908 Take Me Out to the Ball Game Von Tilzer, A., & Norworth, J.; REC: Billy Murray; Carly Simon 
1909 By The Light Of The Silvery Moon Edwards, G., & Madden, E.; REC: Billy Murray; Peerless Quartet 
1909 Memphis Blues Handy, W. C.; REC: Louis Armstrong; Fletcher Henderson 
1910 Let Me Call You Sweetheart Slater Whitson, B., & Friedman, L.; REC: The Peerless Quartet 
1911 Alexander's Ragtime Band Berlin, Irving; REC: Arthur Collins, Byron Harlan, & Billy Murray; 

Bessie Smith 
1911 I Want A Girl, Just Like The Girl That 

Married Dear Old Dad 
Von Tilzer, H., & Dillon, W.; REC: Al Jolson; Kenny Ball & His 
Jazzmen; The Four Lovers; Fred Waring & His Pennsylvanians; Bob 
Schulz; Norrie Cox & His New Orleans Stompers; Frankie Carle 

1911 Oh You Beautiful Doll Ayer, N. D., & Brown, A. S.; REC: The American Quartet; Al Jolson; 
Rosemary Clooney; Bob Wills; Mel Torme 

1912 I Love You Truly Jacobs-Bond, Carrie; REC: Cleo Laine; The Platters 
1912 My Melancholy Baby Burnett, E., & Norton, G. A.; REC: Bing Crosby; Red Nichols; Leon 

Redbone 
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1912 When Irish Eyes Are Smiling Ball, E., Olcott, C., & Graff, G.; REC: John McCormack; Charles 

Mingus; The Beatles; Frank Zappa; Roger Whittaker; Bing Crosby; 
Connie Francis; Peggy Lee 

1913 You Made Me Love You (I Didn't Want 
To Do It) 

Monaco, J., & McCarthy, J.; REC: Judy Garland 

1914 St. Louis Blues Handy, W. C.; REC: Bessie Smith; Alberta Hunter; Sidney Bechet; 
Kid Ory; Fletcher Henderson; Fats Waller; Louis Armstrong; Charles 
Brown; Mary Lou Williams; Furry Lewis; Johnny Shines; Clarence 
"Gatemouth" Brown 

1914 Too-Ra-Loo-Ra-Loo-Ral (That's An 
Irish Lullaby) 

Shannon, James R.; REC: Bing Crosby; Van Morrison 

1915 Pack Up Your Troubles In Your Old Kit 
Bag 

Powell, F., & Asaf, G.; REC: The Andrews Sisters 

1916 If You Were The Only Girl In The 
World 

Ayer, N. D., & Grey, C.; REC: Rudy Vallee; Gogi Grant 

1917 For Me And My Gal Goetz, R., & Edgar, L.; REC: Gene Kelly 
1917 Hail, Hail, The Gang's All Here Morse, T., & Estrom, D. A.; REC: Irving Kaufman 
1918 Rock-A-Bye Your Baby With A Dixie 

Melody 
Schwartz, J., Lewis, S., & Young, J.; REC: Al Jolson; Judy Garland 

1919 Pretty Girl Is Like A Melody, A Berlin, Irving; REC: Bing Crosby; Artie Shaw 
1919 Swanee Gershwin, G., & Caesar, I.; REC: Al Jolson 
	


