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the world of fashion appearing in magazines such as Vogue under Diana Vreeland. Teenagers during this 
period had more time to enjoy their youth, and the freedom to create their own culture separate from their 
parents. These “Baby Boomers” had unprecedented buying power and corporate America was ready to 
capitalize on the opportunities it presented.  Independent tastes in clothing and especially music began to 
chip away at social and racial barriers.  The generational divide widened as the decade progressed and 
continued into the 1970s. 

The ease of life, and the sense of safety provided by a well-ordered world was shattered for many 
people by the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in 1963.  This tragedy was followed by the 
assassinations of Dr. Martin Luther King and Robert F. Kennedy in 1968.  The tumult of this era was 
expressed in many ways, and one of them was in dress, and this included swimwear. The conservative 
classicism that characterized the 1950s gave way to miniskirts for girls and long hair for boys as they 
pressed the acceptable limits for modesty and gender appropriateness.  Progressively skimpier two-piece 
swimsuits evolved into the full-fledged bikini.  Swim trunks made from fabric printed in “Hawaiian” 
patterns, and surfer board shorts appeared on America’s beaches.  The unfettered, and apparently 
rootless lifestyle of surfers celebrated in popular culture, captured the imaginations of many young people. 
Viewed through the eyes of stability and goal-oriented parents this was unsettling.  Where would it end? 

Women’s Swimwear 

 Even when certain styles dominate a particular point time, there is a continuum that includes a wide 
array of different looks.  Tiny bikinis are seen on the beach at the same time as modest conservative retro 
designs.  This was certainly true of the 1960s.   

The four bathing suits pictured to the right 
were introduced to the market in 1960.  The 
healthy-looking American glamour that 
characterized the previous decade was still 
evident in them.  It would give way by the late 
1960s to sexier, more earthy styles.  

Like much of the swimwear sold in the 
1950s these bathing suits were still structured.  
They all had built-in bras.  Despite this fact, 
we immediately get a sense that the strict 
contouring of the 1950s was about to give way 
to more natural silhouettes.   

Styling by the Sea 
140 Years of Beachwear

Introduction – The 1960s 

Everything changed.  The decade of the 1960s witnessed the beginning significant alterations in 
American society.  The conformity, and relative innocence of the 1950s gave way under the pressures 
associated with members of the Baby Boom generation entering young adulthood.  These young adults 
were growing up with freedoms and a level of prosperity that contrasted dramatically with the lives of their 
parents who knew want and the uncertainties of war as adolescents and young adults.  As teen culture 
became stronger, the term “Youthquake" came to mean the power of young people and was taken up in 
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The release of the novelty song "Itsy Bitsy Teenie Weenie Yellow Polka dot Bikini" in June of 1960 by 

Brian Hyland probably had something to do with the popularity of polka dots early in the decade.  The 
song reached the number one spot on the Billboard Hot 100 chart that year and was played by teenagers 
around the world.  Two of the bathing suits on display in Styling by the Sea provide us with a glimpse of 
how different designers utilized the simple polka dot to create appealingly different swimwear. 

 
Two-piece bathing suits, especially among 

young women sored in popularity in the 1960s.  
This swimwear was initially conservative.  The 
bathing suits worn by Sally Field in the role of 
“Gidget”, a California teenager obsessed with 
surfing, and by Annette Funicello, who starred with 
Frankie Avalon in popular beach movies from the 
first half of the 1960s, were typical of this type.  
The bottoms were high-waisted and the legs were 
cut straight across the thighs in what came to be 
known as “boy shorts” style.  The tops generally 
included built-in support and shoulder straps were 
prominent.  Sometimes a skirt frill was attached to 
the bottom.  Field and Funicello might have been a 
little bit rebellious in the roles they played, but they 

conveyed a “good girl” image, and the two-piece suits they wore were not overtly 
sexy. 

  
Sales of bikinis as compared to modest two-piece bathing suits, skyrocketed in America after the 

1962.  Historians of fashion ascribe this market shift to the release of the James Bond film Dr. No.  In her 
first appearance in the movie the actress Ursala Andress, the original “Bond girl”, emerged from the sea 
clad in a low-cut white bikini.  She stood glistening before the audience, a goddess.  The natural, 
unstructured silhouette of her bathing suit with its thin shoulder straps and a low-cut waist reveals every 
stunning curve of her body.  A note of danger was struck by the British Army belt she wore.  It was held 
together by brass buckles and was slung low on her hips.  A scabbard attached to its side held a large 
knife.  Andress exuded sex appeal. 
 

Two other milestones related 
to swimwear occurred in 1964.  The 
first happened on January 20 when 
Sports Illustrated published its first 
swimsuit issue featuring German-
born model Babette March on the 
cover in a white bandeau top and 
boyshort bottoms.  Sport Illustrated’s 
object inaugurating this annual 
feature may have been little more 
than taking the opportunity to 
objectify the female body, but it has 
become a tradition that continues 
attracts the attention of men and 

       women alike. 
 

The second milestone was Rudi Gernreich introduced his revolutionary “monokini”, modeled by Peggy 
Moffitt in the photograph presented above on the right.  If the bikini was initially shocking, this bathing suit  
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was designed to send people over the edge.  It signaled something entirely new in America and served as 
a symbol of the sexual revolution.  Gernreich’s swimsuit paired a conservative high waisted boy short 
bottom with a shoulder strap worn halter style around the neck that was attached to the bottom of the suit 
at the front.  The wearer’s breasts were left entirely exposed.  Gernreich’s innovative design sold 
modestly, around 3,000 worldwide, but it placed him firmly and notoriously in the camp of avant-garde 
fashion designers.   

 
The photographs of bathing suits from the 1960s presented below illustrate the wide variety of styles 

that appeared on America’s beaches.   Swimwear was manufactured mostly from nylon or Lycra and 
designs ranged from those that resemble frilly gingham aprons to provocative suits that showed cleavage 
in the rear.  Cole of California’s “Scandal” swimsuit by Margit Fellegi was among the most risqué.  Its 
nylon mesh cut-outs exposed the wearer’s sides from top to bottom and allowed its neckline to plunge 
down to the navel.   

 
Contrasting “Mod” neon color 

blocks, and jewel tone bathing suits 
became fads during the decade.  
Psychedelic green, pink, orange 
were seen everywhere.  Polka dots, 
stripes, and checks in pastel colors 
were also common.  The “Boho” or 
bohemian look made its appearance 
at the end of the 1960s and gained 
popularity in the 1970s. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Men’s Swimwear  

 
The bathing suits worn by men in the 1960s became more diverse than they had been in the previous 

decade.  Trunks were made of cotton and synthetics, and appeared on the nation’s beaches in in both 
traditional patterns, like plaids and stripes, and in 
colors which were mostly bright in tone.   

 
An excellent summary of the decade, along 

with contemporary advertisement is provided by 
Debbie Sessions in her VintageDancer blog.  She 
notes that the waistlines of men’s suits lowered a 
bit to a hip hugger rise and that knits replaced 
shorts to provide the wearer with a snug fit. Leg 
lengths also rose up a little and tightened  
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around the upper thigh. Bright mod or 
psychedelic colors, like those worn by  
women were popular.  Cabana shirts 
continued to be commonplace in the  
1960s. These were supplement with  
cabana jackets, that offered as an easier  
zip up option. 

 
With the rise of interest surfing, “board shorts” 
became more common during the 1960s.    
They had long loose legs extending to about  

six inches above the knee, and an elastic waistband with a string tie.  Bright solid colors, horizontal 
stripes, and tropical/Hawaiian prints were common.   

 
Some truly idiosyncratic designs were also selected by men like the pair of 

trunks worn in the Coke advertisement to the right from 1968.  These evidently 
did not become a classic and are no longer seen on America’s beaches. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Accessorizing - Hair 

 
 If we consider hair as an important accessory 

for the fashionable and stylish at the beach, one of the 
surprising things we notice about women in some 
photographs taken in the 1960s is that they frequently 
have completely quaffed hair.  Both Annette Funicello 
and Sally Fields in the pictures at the beginning of this 
section wear “hair dos” lacquered into place with plenty 
of hairspray.  So do the women in the picture at the left.  
This seems like an unlikely convergence of street and 
beach fashions, but it clearly existed to some degree.  In 
fact, Coppertone the industry leader in sales of 
suntanning lotion, mounted an advertising campaign 

during the decade that featured some of the leading movie stars at that time, most of whom, like Tippi 
Hedron in the ad to the right, are photographed with elaborate coiffures.  Perhaps painstakingly styled 
hair appeared most frequently on women who were strictly 
sunbathing or under other special circumstances.    The 
contestants from a local beauty pageant in a photo to the 
right, found on the GroovyPix.com website, almost all have 
their hair “done”.  Although they were photographed wearing 
bathing suits, we are sure they had no plans to take a dip in 
the ocean.  It is interesting to remember that in the 1960s 
bathing caps were still commonly worn, but they would 
obviously not accommodate hairstyles like these.  Both the 
hairdos and the swim caps would become less common as 
the decade wore on.   
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Sunglasses 
 

The first big change in women’s sunglasses during the 1960s was a shift 
away from the cat-eye shape that had been so popular in the 1950s.  Sunglasses 
with large lenses and dark rectangular frames became a market favorite.  The 
movies, once again, played a role in bringing about this change.  In XXXX Audrey 
Hepburn, that the height of her career, appeared in the film Breakfast at Tiffany’s.  
The movie opens with the actress standing on Fifth Avenue in New York early in 
the morning.  Having not returned home from the previous night’s revels she is 
attired in a  

 
beautiful gown by Givenchy and her hair swept up into an elegant French twist.  
Hepburn holds a cup of coffee and a donut in her hands, on which she still wears 
long “12-button” gloves.  She stares through large dark square glasses into a 
display window of the famous jewelry store from which the movie derives its title.  
She is the epitome of chic.  Sunglasses like the ones Hepburn wore soon reached 
the market and flew off retailer’s shelves.   

 
 A preference for large sunglasses continued 
throughout the decade although it was 
manifested in frames with a wide variety of 
shapes and colors.  Some were inspired a 
“space age” aesthetic associated with United 
State’s NASA programs.  Others derived from 
Mod and the hippy “Flower Power” culture.  
Some just had a temporary sort of costume 
quality to them like the “Way Out are Way In” 
shades that appeared in a display with Annette 
Funicello’s endorsement that appears to the left.  
 
 Wayfarers and aviators remained the 

sunglass styles of choice for men. 
 
 
Sandals and Shoes for Women and Men  
 
 While not entirely interchangeable, the 
sandals women wore on and off the beach were 
very similar in the 1960s.  Some were made from 
leather, but many were manufactured from 
combinations of various synthetics.  The Knight 
Casuals and Sears advertisements reproduced 
here present a good cross-section of the types of 
sandals that would have been seen at the shore.  
Those with lower heels were the most popular.   
 
 In addition to traditional sandals, Keds 
sneakers made inroads on the beach in the 
1960s.  Invented by U.S. Rubber Company in 
1892 they began to be mass produced in 1917.   
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These casual shoes with rubber soles and canvas tops grew in popularity as the century progressed.  
This was due in part to competition, which helped to bring about the acceptance of sneakers.  Converse 
introduced their first version, the All-Star in 1923, and Adidas athletic shoes appeared on the market in 
Germany in 1924.  Originally people only wore sneakers when involved in an athletic such as tennis, 
track, or basketball, but savvy advertising convinced the public that they were a comfortable, versatile 
for the whole family.  They were especially popular among teenagers.  
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Finally, the humble, inexpensive plastic “flip-flop”, that had begun to appear at shore locations in the 

1950s became a staple in the 1960s for both men and women.  The advantages associated with flip-
flops were obvious.  In addition to their modest cost, they were easy to slip on and off and sand could be 
rinsed from them at any available spicket or pump along the beach. 

 
Sun and Beach Hats 

 
The photograph to the right, appears on the 

GroovyPics.com website devoted to the 1960s.  It provides 
a wonderful, unposed, picture of two women enjoying the 
sun at the beach or near a pool during the decade.   

 
The most innovative development in sun hats that 

showed up on the nation’s beaches in the early 1960s 
actually appeared in the 1959 film A Summer Place, when 
it was worn by the actress Sandra Dee.  A version of this 
hat, in which sunglasses were integrated into the brim, is 
shown in the photograph below.   

 
Straw hats of various kinds, ranging from 

the pink “boho” style worn by the woman in 
the GroovyPic.com snap shot, to elegant 
versions with wide floppy brims and open 
weaves were common at shore locations.  No 
particular style appears to have dominated 
the market. 
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A style of sun hat that did become 

widely popular during the decade was 
the bucket hat in bold patterns and 
bright colors.   These hats were made 
from fabrics that could easily be washed 
and dried.  Their brims were generally 
rumpled since they were stuffed in 
beach bags and pockets so they were 
simple to care for and carry around. 

 
An interesting variation of the 

bucket sun hat was made Reemay Du Pont in the 
1960s.  Pictured on the right it was part of a 
collection of disposable clothing and accessories. 
Nominally thought of as paper dresses and hats, 
they were meant to be used a few times and 
thrown away. For that reason, very few exist today. 
This psychedelic bucket hat is made of 
spunbonded polyester. It has a groovy print in pink, 
green, blue and gold.  
 
      Men also wore bucket hats in the 1960s.   
One of the most memorable television characters  
from the decade, Gilligan, played by Bob Denver in  
the show Gilligan’s Island, sported one as part of  
his regular costume.   

 
Beach Towels 
 
 In the 1960s the variety of beach towels available to 
consumers provided them with many more ways to express their 
taste, interests, and sense of personal style than in previous 
decades.  The use of towels as a vehicle for advertising was still 
largely untapped compared to what it would become in the 1970s.  
Striped towels remained a standard, but many now included 
images such as “Beachniks Only!”, “Let’s do the Twist”, a picture of 
a motorboat, and a reproduction painting by the pop artist Peter 
Max.  “The Beatles Yeah, Yeah, 
Yeah” towel is an early use of a 
towel to express interest in the 
band while simultaneously 
promoting the group.   
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Magazine Covers 
 
  By the 1960s two of the general readership magazines, Judge and Colliers that had presented 
interesting and funny images of life on the beach in America on their covers had ceased publication.  
The Saturday Evening Post was no longer a weekly and would also end its long run as one of the 
country’s favorite periodicals at the end of the decade.  Vanity Fair was long gone ending its first run in 
1936.  It would not be revived for decades.  This left few magazines that might provide social 
commentary in the form of an interesting or cleverly selected cover image.  The New Yorker may have 
produced some, but a nothing outstanding presented itself.  Setting aside fashion magazines whose 
readership was almost entirely female, LIFE magazine, and its competitor LOOK, present the best 
sources for determining the zeitgeist of the decade.  The four covers presented below do not give us 
much of a clue about the prevailing mood of the 1960s.  The LOOK covers date from 1961 and 1962.  
Those from LIFE magazine are from 1967 and 1968.  The primary difference is that LIFE presents the 
women on the covers more like objects.  With the rising feminist movement this perspective would be 
under pressure in coming decades.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


