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Styling by the Sea 
140 Years of Beachwear

Introduction 

When 1940 rolled around the nation was finally recovering from the Great Depression.  
Although unemployment remained high and American farming was in precarious health a new 
sense of optimism was apparent.  The psychological impact of hard times and poverty, 
however, would leave indelible marks on the young people who entered adulthood during the 
decade. Thrift and restraint became hallmarks of this generation.   

World events progressed rapidly in the late 1930s and, despite strong opposition, the 
United States was drawn into the conflagration of World War II after the Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbor in December 1941.  The country’s entry into the war helped to spur on its 
sluggish economy, but sapped it of a significant portion of its workforce as young men were 
mobilized and soon departing for the conflicts in Europe and the Pacific.   

To make up for the labor shortage women, who had not previously worked outside of 
the home, began filling jobs formerly held by men.  Habits of thrift, and the rationing of many 
basic commodities, as a result of the war, limited spending by consumers despite 
improvements in the nation’s economy.   

One of the market segments effected during World War II was fashion.  Wool and silk 
that would normally find their way into clothing for the general population were diverted to 
military uses for the armed forces.  The fashion industry was faced with the challenge of 
meeting  consumer demand for clothing, which naturally wore out over time, with literally less 
material.  Coupled with the rationing of textiles was the loss of contact with Paris, the 
undisputed hub of the fashion industry since the 17th-century.  Cut off from Paris during the war 
years American designers were forced to be innovative and to find inspiration and solutions at 
home.   

Fashion – On the Street 

Faced with the task of designing garments that met utilitarian needs, such as durability, 
while providing Americans with stylish clothing that could be worn during a wider range of 
seasons and over longer period of time, designers in the United States created clothes with a 
unique new American sensibility.  Their garments embraced a casual, well mannered 
sportiness that reflected the country’s personality.  In keeping with the cautious mood of the 
nation in the early 1940s women’s clothing became more tailored.  Jackets, with sleeker lines 
and padded shoulders show the influence of boxier men’s suiting.  Women’s skirts became 
slimmer and shorter in response to restrictions on the use of textiles. 

Beach Fashion 

In an interesting reversal of early 20th-century modesty requirements on America’s 
beaches the United States War Production Board issued Regulation L-85 in 1942 that required 
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a reduction in the use of natural fibers in clothing and mandated a 10% reduction in the 
amount of fabric employed in the production of women's swimwear.  Manufacturers complied 
with the new law by eliminating decorative details, which required the use of extra material, 
and by producing many more midriff baring two-piece bathing suits in a variety of colors and 
patterns.   

In general, one-piece bathing suits looked like tight short dresses.  
“Sweetheart” necklines in which two curves meeting at the center giving the 
top a heart shape while accentuating cleavage were popular.  Swimwear 
then hugged the body and ended at the top of the thighs in either a closely 
fitted or loose “swing” skirt as illustrated in the photograph to the left.  

Although the War Production Board’s mandate of 
1942, legislating the decrease in fabric allowable in the 
manufacture of women’s swimsuits, quickened the 
adoption of two-piece ensembles by American women 
the style was not groundbreaking.  To the right appears 
the cover of Butterick Publishing Company’s early spring 
1936 catalog.  This publication, which included the 
organization’s latest designs, shows that fashion forward 
two-piece swimwear was already gaining in popularity in 
the second half of the previous decade.  

The photograph that appears to the left of five young 
women in their midriff baring bathing suits provides us with a 
glimpse of the variety of designs that would have been seen on 
Galveston’s beaches.  In essence the two-piece looked very 
much like one-piece swimwear cut in half. The top was like a 
full-coverage bra held in place with either two thin straps or a 
halter. The bottom looked like a tight mini-skirt, starting from the 
waistline and covering the entire backside.  Alternatively the 
skirt for the two-piece might flare out at the bottom.  In both 
cases a degree of modesty was retained in that the navel 
remained covered.   

A new kind of top, seen in this 
photo, which would come into its own in 

the 1980s, began to gain popularity in the 1940s.  This style, the 
“bandeau”, which had strings attached in the center of the front that tied 
behind the neck, exposed more skin at the bust line or could be lowered to 
allow for a full even tan of the neck, bust, and shoulders. 

The Bikini 

A shocking new bathing suit style made its appearance in 1946.  
Two designers, both French, claimed to be its inventor.  Jacques Heim 
released a woman’s swimsuit he called the “Atome” (French for “atom”) 
that year.  As hard as it is to believe today its name was selected to 
suggest its design would be as shocking to people that summer as the 
atomic bombings of Japan had been the summer before.   
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Heim’s competitor Louis Réard soon 
afterward introduced his own even more skimpy 
version of this two-piece swimsuit. The Vatican 
found Réard’s bathing suit more than shocking, 
declaring it to actually be sinful.  Réard called it his 
bathing suit the “Bikini”, after the Bikini Atoll in the 
South Pacific where the U.S. performed its nuclear 
tests, a name meant to shock people even more 
than “Atome.”  This suit was tiny, revealing the belly 
button and buttocks. The photograph below shows 
Réard’s suit modeled by exotic dancer Micheline 
Bernardini.  Made from just 30 square inches of 
fabric it could fit inside the matchbox that Bernardini 
held in her hand. 

Most public beaches banned bathers from 
wearing this new tiny form of swimwear until the 1950s.  Even then it was not widely seen on 
beaches in the Unites States.  It was just too revealing for Americans at the time.  

Accessories 

In the 1940s the parasol was retired, from 
the accessories that fashionable women regularly 
brought to the beach.  Large beach umbrellas, in a 
variety of colors, became the norm.  Sandals or 
shoes worn at the beach, frequently featuring 
open toes and ankle straps, became popular 
during the decade.  Sometimes that were made in 
multi-colored designs like those appearing in the  
advertisement to the right from the 1940s.  

Straw hats, particularly wide brim styles, some with unusual 
treatments of the crown, were very much in vogue in the 1940s.  In some 
cases the width of the brim varied being narrower in the back than in the 
front.  Headscarves that had been popular in the early part of the century 

gave way to kerchiefs used to tie hair back from the 
face, and turbans also appeared on America’s 
beaches. 

Short beach coats worn over bathing suits 
were another trendy item in the 1940s.  In one of its 
issues devoted to fashion at America’s beaches, 
LIFE magazine presented a photograph of a model 
wearing one on its cover for July 20, 1942. 

LIFE, Sept. 2, 1946, 
French actress 
Barbara Laage 
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Men’s Swimwear and Accessories 

Men’s swimming trunks in the 1940s were brief and form fitting.  Often they included a 
belt that by this time was decorative.  The waist line remained high as it had been in the 1930s. 
The principle change that appeared was the adaption of a broader palette of colors.  Black was 
a standard, dark blue was preferred by many men, and maroon appeared with more frequency 
at the beach.   

Shoes and sandals were worn my men, but did not play an important role in expressing 
style.  Robes, which had become popular in the 1930s, appear to have given way to regular 
shirts of no prevailing design. 

Sunglasses 

Through the 1930s round unisex sunglasses for both men and women were most 
popular.  This began to change in the 1940s in response to technological innovations and a 
desire by the public to imitate individuals associated with a new style.  

Aviator sunglasses featuring oversized teardrop-shaped 
lenses and a thin metal frame gained a significant following 
among men during the decade.  They were marketed by Ray-Ban 
a brand founded in 1937 by Bausch & Lomb (B&L) to design and 
manufacture sunglasses which incorporated advanced B&L lens 
technologies.  Initially issued to U.S. military pilots in the Army Air 

Corp, the sunglasses were soon adopted by other branches of the armed forces.  Their 
patented design included “anti-glare” lenses that filtered out both infrared and ultraviolet rays. 
They first gained popularity when General Douglas MacArthur was photographed wearing 
them while landing on a beach in the Philippines during World War II.  What American man 
would not want to resemble a hero? 

The other major innovation 
that influenced the appearance of 
sunglasses in the 1940s was 
American Optical’s (AO’s) Ful-Vue 
design.  Although Ful-Vue glasses 
were introduced to the market in 
the 1930s they hit their stride in the 
1940s, as a result of an extensive 
advertising campaign. The idea 
behind Ful-Vue found its genesis in an effort to make glasses safer to 
wear while driving.  Until this time “temple” or ear stems of glasses 
were attached to the frame near the midpoint of the lenses where 
they blocked the wearer’s vision.  Ful-Vue frames moved the temples 
close to the top of the frame.  This change required minor alterations 
to the shape of the lenses.  These modifications were said to flatter 
most wearers.  Ful-Vue sunglasses ultimately became the standard 
for good looks and high quality selected by stylish people 
everywhere. 

VintageDancer.com 
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In her VintageDancer blog Debbie Sessions provides an excellent review of 1940s 
sunglass styles and trends.  Some models of women’s sunglasses borrowed the teardrop-
shape of the aviator and added flourishes such as a plastic or Bakelite brow band along the 
top to give them a sporty look.  In 1947 Business Week noted the population’s growing interest 
in sunglasses and stated in an article, “Dark glasses were once the badge of the blind 
man. Hollywood turned them into a fad; today they are a definite style item in avid 
demand by young and old. Along with plastic frames came an avalanche of weird 
shapes and tints.”  These included blue, white, black, green, and yellow.  Lenses in tints 
of red, green, amethyst, blue, green, and grey were matched with the frames to 
compliment the color of the wearer’s skin and hair.  The photograph to the left taken in 
1941 shows young women wearing a variety of styles.  Several of them are sporting 
round sunglasses with dark lenses and thick light colored frames.  This “bug-eye” look 
was particularly popular. 

Beach Towels and Must Haves 

Bags and totes, dedicated for use at the beach grew in popularity throughout the 
decade as people began to carry more things with them for a day of sun and surg.  
These bags were largely made from straw or canvas and might be decorated with 
woven or printed patterns.   

Manufacturers and certain resort destinations began marketing beach 
towels in the 1940s.  As accessories they offered consumers a means of 
expressing their sense of color and style in a limited way.  The designs that 
appeared on them were generally simple consisting of multi-colored stripes 
or sea themes.  The handsome towel that appears in the 1940s section of 
Styling by the Sea is a good example of the latter type.  Alternatively beach 
towels served as souvenirs of places beach goes had visited in the past.  As 
an example, towels with pictures and a map of the State of Florida were 
common.  

By the 1940s cameras were seen regularly on America’s beaches.  
Having the latest model bestowed a level of status on the owner.  Kodak’s 
“Brownie” series, which dominated the market into the second half of the 
20th-century, made taking “snap shots” easy and straightforward.  Owning 
one was a must for recording the pleasures of a day spent on the coast. 

Portable transistor radios began to appear on beaches in the 1940s 
as they grew less delicate and became more affordable.  Zenith, RCA, and 
Motorola, among other companies developed models that were soon seen everywhere. 

Magazine Covers  

It is fun to see what the covers of magazines tell us about beach fashion and the tone of 
life as it is expressed in illustrations and photographs.  In the 1940s LIFE magazine devoted at 
least ten issues to fashion on America’s beaches.  Each of these editions featured a 
photograph of one, or at most two, women on the cover attired in swimwear in the latest style.  
Of course the model is always beautiful.  It is interesting that LIFE did not make an effort in 
these pictures essays to place the woman is a setting that would replicate the exuberance, and 
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social interplay that we associate with a day spent at the beach.  If 
someone else is around, they are definitely out of the picture. 

The other magazines identified with covers related to the 
beach or swimwear from the 1940s were Seventeen, Harper’s 
Bazaar, The Saturday Evening Post, Vogue, and The New Yorker.  
Not surprisingly the three fashion magazines among them focus 
on the clothes without a hint of levity.  Seventeen presents an all 
American girl on the beach, Harper’s offers the viewer a high 
fashion, stylized composition of a model facing away.  She wears 
an ensemble with a daring, open back.  In the case of Vogue, the 
cover is inspired by Surrealist art.  The woman pictured is lying on 
her back and balancing a red beach ball on her feet.  You get the 
idea that fashion is taking itself pretty seriously. 

The covers of The Saturday Evening Post and The New 
Yorker, magazines oriented toward a wider segment of the public, provide images of 
Americans at the beach during and after World War II.  The New Yorker, and  one of The 
Post’s covers show us women on the beach.  In one they are passing time playing cards.  In 
the other they lie on the sand and look up at a lone soldier as he walks by patrolling the coast.  
There is a sense of the pleasures of life being on hold.  The second Saturday Evening Post 
cover from 1946 shows us a couple in late middle age walking on a beach that is crowded with 
healthy, lively, happy young men and women.  The cares and uncertainty of the war years are 
finally over and the country is looking forward to a bright future.  
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The Pleasure Pier 

A major event in Galveston’s history occurred in 1943.  This was the year that the 
Pleasure Pier was constructed as a recreational facility for U.S. military personnel.  It served its 
purpose well and in the post-war years became the largest amusement pier in America rivaling 
Luna Park at Coney Island, the Santa Monica Pier in California, and the Navy Pier in Chicago. 


