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PREFACE

Purpose and Scope
Fabric furnishings easily rank among the least studied and

most misunderstood aspects of early American material culture.

Despite the passage of almost a century of serious research, we knoﬁ
less about fabric furnishings--bedding and bed hangings, table cover-
ing's, upholstery, window hangings, floor coverings--than we do about
any other component of the colonial interior, The dearth of informa-
tion on eighteenth century fabric furnishings results primarily from
the long-standing and rarely challenged association between the study
of American material culture and the collection of American antiques.
Despite pretensions to objective scholarship, decorative arts histo-
rians have, until the very recent past, concentrated their research
almost exclusively on the identification, description, and elucidation
of those objects which, for aesthetic or historical reasons, have been
most prized by collectors. The latter have eagerly sought furniture,
silver, glass, ceramics, pewter, and researchers have followed suit by
amassing information on these materials, In contrast, relatively few
collectors have valued fabric furnishings, and scholars have rarely

investigated them in any great depth.

The noticeable lack of interest in collecting or studying

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



iv

fabric furnishings stems primarily from the very low survival rate of
these items., Fabric furnishings are inherently perishable, for the
*extiles that compose them are among the most fragile elements of man's
material culture, Age, abrasion, and exposure to light and air cause
severe and irreversible damage to textiles; the fibers themselves
deteriorate, thus altering the essential characteristics of the. fabric.
Even when the material itself survives intact, the form is often
altered, Because fabric hangings and furniture coverings can be easily
cut and sewn into new shapes, they have always been particularly sub-
Jject to the changing dictates of fashion. Modern museuns and private
collectors have been as guility of altering fabric furnishings as have
past generations., The patina of age enhances the appeal of a Queen
Anne chair, btut its brittle, faded upholstery rarely attracts modern
admiration. Many an otherwise reputable institution has reshaped sur-
viving historic hangings or furniture coverings to suit the needs of
particular installations; these same institutions would stand aghast
at the suggestion of shortening a chair's legs to suit a particular
table., The frequent alteration of the form combines with the deterio-
ration of the fabric to reduce drastically the survival rate of his-
toric fabric furnishings; the few examples that do survive seldom

approach their original appearances.,

Iacking a large body of authentic material evidence, decorative
arts historians have largely neglected to investigate the use of fabric
furnishings in American homes. Most of the existing information on
fabric furnishings results from the research of students and -curators
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of textiles., These writers have focused primarily on the fabrics them-
selves--period names, weaves, fiber contents, design sources--and only
seconda.rilj on their use, This situation again reflects the low sur-
vival rate of fabric furnishings, ‘B;e majority of the historic tex-
tiles preserved in museum collections are unused pileces that have sur-
vived precisely because they were never made into garments or house-
hold furnishings, In meny museums, the textile collection is organiged,
housed, and studied separately from the decorative arts collection.

The textile staff studies fabrics; the decorative arts staff studies
hou.sehold furnishings sans fabrics,

The isolation of textiles as a separate category has frag-
mented and distorted our image of the early American interior, Ilacking
sufficient, accurate documentation on the historic use of fabric fur-
nishings, museum installations generally have not presented an accurate
view of this aspect of colonial living, Instead, they have tended to
depict a romanticized, twentieth century image of what an eighteenth
century interior should have looked like, Too often, museum instal-
lations have projected modern tastes in hangings, upholstery, and floor
coverings ontp supposedly colonial settings. Early period rooms were
often equipped with fabric furnishings designed primarily to satisfy
modern aesthetic needs and project a picturesque atmosphere. As
curators have recently become more aware of inaccurate fabric instal-
lations, they have begun to rely heavily on contemporary documentary
and pictorial sources for authentic designs, colors, and fabrics.,
Recent research on fabric furnishings has concentrated on locating
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specific, descriptive details, both verbtal and pictorial, that can aid
in fabricating authentic reprodnctions,

Decorative arts research should not stop with the mere iden-
tification and description of historic artifacts; this data should be
the key to understanding and interpreting the values and life styles of
past cultures, Several scholars have formulated conceptual models for
interpreting material artifacts as cultural expressions. Anthro-
pologist Ralph Linton has suggested that every artifact possesses fbur
distinct tut interrelated qualities: form, meaning, use, and func-

tion, 1

Archaeologist Iewls Binford has further subdivided function
into three separate levels: technomic, sociotechnic, and ideo-
technic,? Another archasclogist, James Deetz, has postulated four
critical aspects for each object: contextual, functional, structural, .
and 'beha.vioral.3 None of these models adequately answers the needs of
the cultural historian, More recently, art historian Kenneth Ames

has proposed 2 fourth conceptual model for artifactual intemrete;tion.
According tec this model, each artifact possesses five distinguishable
qualities: material (physical substance), motif (decorative or
ornamental embellishment), form (physical shape), function (physical
use), and meaning (social and psychological functions).h Existing
research on fabric furnishings--and the decorative arts in general--
has concentrated on the first three qualities (material, motif, and
form) while neglecting the last two (function and meaning). Concern
for identifying, describing, and classifying surviving artifacts has
often obscured the important fact that these objects origﬁally played
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functional, meaningful roles in the lives of those who made and used
then,

The task of relating concrete physical objects to abstract
behavioral 'patterns is always a difficult one, made harder in the case
of fabric furnishings by the exceptionally low survival rate of the
original artifacts, Except for a few purely decorative textiles,
woven fabrics were rarely produced as ends in themselves; they were
nerely the preliminary stage in the production of functional artifacts,
primarily garments and household furnishings., The unused woven tex-
tiies preserved in museum collections, althoﬁgh physically complete,
have not fulfilled the functions for which they were intended. To
separate material, motif, and form from functioﬁ and meaning--as has so
often been done--is to seriously distort the history of material cul- .

ture,

The present study will follow the Ames conceptual model in
investigating fabric furnishings as indicators of cultural value sys-
tems and behavioral patierns in colonial Philadelphia, While not
ignoring material, motif, and form, it will concentrate on interpreting
function and inea.ning and on identifying patterns of possession and use
in eighteenth century Phﬁadelphia homes, Comparison of these patterns
over time, economic level; social class, oceupaticnal group, geographic
residence, and religious or ethnic background reveals clear variations
in physical life styles; these variations suggest parallel btut less
easily observed changes in culturally defined value systems and behav-
ioral patternms.
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The scope of this study encompasses the county of Fhiladelphia
during the first three qnaﬁers of the eighteenth century., Several
factors determined the choice of this particular locality and time
period. As a leading colonial city, Philadelphia serves as an instruce
tive case study. The inclusion of surrounding rural areas within the
Philadelphia orbit allows useful comparisons between urban and ru.ra.l
life styles. The desire tc investigate gradual changes in patterns of
use requires an extended time period for study. During the period
1700-1775, Philadelphia experienced rapid and dramatic growth from a
small and relatively new settlement to the leading city in the American
colonies, and these signii‘icént demographic, economic, and sbcial

changes must have influenced patterns of domestic life.

Previous studies of fahtric furnishings have often concentrated
on a single type of artifact--bed hangings, window hangings, upholstery,
floor coverings--producing a fragmented view of the subject. Seen as a
whole, however, these furnishings form a closely associated assemblage
of artifacts, related both in their material composition and in their
general function as coverings for other objects or s_urfa.ces. Fabric
furnishings often share elements of motif, form, and meaning as well.
Tt is therefore most instructive to comsider first of all, the total
assemblage of fabric furnishings used in colonial Philadelphia homes,
The integration of all types of fabric furnishings in a single study,
set in context with other related household furnishings, suggests sev-
eral insights not apparent from the isolated consideration of indivi-
dual types. After exploring the relationships between different
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classes of fabric furnishings, it is also important to consider the
individual characteristics of bed coverings, table coverings, uphol-
stery, window hangings, and floor coverings,

Source Materials and Methodolozy

Numerous contemporary sources provide information on fabric
furnishings used in eighteenth century Philadelphia: probate records,
newspapers, craftsmen's account books and bills, family papers, pic-
torial materials. Probate records (including both wills and estate in-
ventories) have proved to be by far the most useful primary source, for
the} yield the btroadest range of evidence on household assemblages of
fabric furnishings, Newspapers, bills, account books, and family
manuscripts frequently contain more specific information on individual
forms, and these detailed descriptions often elucidate terse inventory ‘
notations. However, since the former references are generally isolated
from their domestic context, they do not allow the reconstruction of a
.househbld assemblagé. Newspaper advertisements can tell us what items
were available and, occasionally, how much they cost, tut seldom do
they reveal who purchased them, or how and with what other furnishings
they were uéed. Similarly, few sets of family papers are sufficiently
complete to reconstruct an integrated view of household furnishings.s
Finally, .newspaper advertisements and family papers automatically pre-
sure a minimm level of literacy, thereby excluding from consideration
a substantial segment of the population., Although certainly useful,
these sources do nct provide a talanced or integrated overview of
faﬁric furnishings,
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Probate records encompass a broader range of information.

Estate inventories, customarily taken soon after a property owner's
death, assisted the executors in making equitable settlements to the
claims of creditors and heirs, At least in the early years of the
colony, however, estate inventories were apparently not required by
law, Of the total 418 protate dockets read, a substantial proportion
(22,49 percent) lacked inventories, and many of these dockets did not
appear to have ever included inventories. The proportion of estates
without inventories was particularly high (38.93 percent) in the 1700
peried, and several decedents during those years specifically re-
quested that inventories be taken., In 1702 widow Prudence West in-
cluded the following provision in her last testament:

My Will is That my Executors hereafter named or the Sur-

vivors or Survivor of them shall with all Convenient Speed

after my Decease cause as true as Estimate as they can to

be made of the Value of all my Estate in lands Tenements é

& Hereditaments Goods & Chattels whatsoever & wherescever,
These factors support the view that custom and practical needs, not
legal statutes, dictated the practiée of taking estate inventories in

colonial Philadelphia.’

The use of probate records, and especlally estate mventoﬁes,
as primary sources of information requires an evaluation of the
accuracy anmd reliability of these documents. The absence of a legally
mted inheritance tax in colonial Pennsylvania would have eliminated
the major impetus for systematic concealment of valuable goods, and
there are no indications that such concealment occurred. Indeed, since
an inventory served primarily to aid 'in the settlf.ng of an estate, it
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would seem to have been to the heirs' advantage, in most cases, to
declare the estate'’s assets as fully as possible, And although indivi-
dual appraisers sometimes varied widely in the format, specificity, and
valuations of their entries, analysis of a large number of inventories
tends to minimize statistically these individual deviations, Overall,
the remarkable consistency of the inventory data suggests a r&a:sona‘bly
accurate reflection.of reality. The incidence of fahric furnishings is
indubitably slightly underreported--some appraisers simply lumped all
household goods together as a single entry--but there are no indications
that the general proportions between types of goods are not reasonably
accurate, Valuations for specific types of goods generally fall in
standard ranges and are rarely substantially different from the actual

sums raised at public vendue and recorded in the executors' accounts,

Iack of specific descriptions of household goods constitutes
the greatest drawback to the use of inventory data. Decorative arts
historians commonly lament the disconcerting tendency of appraisers to
omit details of color, pattern, fabric, or design from their listings
of fabric furnishings and other household goods. It is far more pro-
ductive, however, to consider why the appraisers included some detalls
and excluded others, In the case of fabric furnishings, function was
clearly the crucial identifying characteristic, Occasional inven-
tories of merchants' estates demonstrate that some, if not all, ap-
praisers were fully capable of identifying specific fahriecs., Very
detailed lists of shop fatrics are often followed by singuiariy in-

deseriptive appraisalis of honsehold fabric&a Fabric identification
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constituted the only means of distinguishing the unsold yard goods,
tut the color, material, quality, and form of the fabric furnishings
were clearly subordinate to their function. The range of eighteenth
century furnishing fabrics did not approach the variety available for
dress goods, and the decedent's social and economic position may have
predisposed the appraisers to expect a certain level.of fabric ;t‘ur-
nishings, Identification of specific colors, patterms, or fabrics
appears most frequently when two items of similar form or function
occur in close proximity in the same inventory; the appraisers
apparently included additional detail in order to distinguish between
these goods, Detailed identifications may also indicate unusual items
whose composition did not agree with the appraisers' expectations for a

particular fabric furnishing,

Like all other primary sources, inventory data must be evalu-
ated, analyzed, and interpreted carefully, Since careless or hurried
appralsers could have easily overlooked or neglected to record some
goods, no estate inventory can be considered a definitive listing of an
individual's possessions, However, those items 'tha.t were so trivial,
so little valued, or so taken for granted as to be commonly omitted
from estate inventories are hardly more likely to appear v.:ith any regu-
larity in other surviving documents, _

Philadelphia County’s probate files include two distinct
series o;’c‘ estate papers., The administrations series contains the
estates of persons who died intestate; the wills series includes the
estates of those whose wills provided for the disposal of their pro-
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perty. The wills series has been microfiimed, and the micrafiim copy

of .these docuﬁents provided the basis for this study. A comparison of
microfﬂméd records with the original probate documents, on file at the
Records Center of the Office of the Register of Wills, City Hall Anmex,
Philadelphla, substantiated the accuracy of the niérofilm copy. Al-
though estates were occ;asionally vhotographed out of sequence, no
serious omissioﬁs were located in the estates surveyed, Estates that
were inécmplete on microfilm were also imcomplete in the original dock- .
ets; those that were missing on microfilm were also absent from the
original files.

The decision to exclude evidencg from the administration se-
ries of protate records ﬁay introduce a bias in favor of those indi-
viduals who were sufficiently concerned with material well-being to
write wills providing for the dispesal of thelr possessions., However,
several factors made this decision necessary, The administration pa-
pers have not been‘micr;-ofilmed, and most of the transcriptions made
during the nineteenth century have been lost., The original documents
remain folded in their dockets; the paper on which they are written has
not been treated in any way, is very brittle, and disintegrates swiftly
upon unfolding and handling, A brief survey of the administration
papers indicated that the inventories of these esta.;:es closely parallel
those of the estates with wills, Seve@ of the same appraisers evalu-
ated estates in both series, suggesting a consistency of description and
evaluation., The inventories of the administered estates surveyed ranged

in value from ® 3.9.6 to & 370,12,0 Pemnsylvania currency. Although the
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- administered estates generally ranged near the lower end of the economic
scale, they were on a par with many of the estates with wills, The
inventories of administered estates did not contradict the patterms
suggested by the microfilmed and more easily researched series of
estates with wills, nor did the former documents provide any signifi-
cant new information, h&ough a comprehensive investigation of
available evidence would certainly include a thorough study of the ad-
ministration papers, the nature of this study and the slight gain in
corroborative statistical evidence did not seem to justify risking fur-
ther deterioration of the original records through unnecessary
handling,

The conclusions summarized in this study rest upon careful
analysis of 418 estates, distrituted at four twenty-five year intervals—
1700-170%, 1725-1727, 1750-1751, 1775, These estate papers include the
inventories of 324 estates, or 80 from 1700-1704 and 1775 a.nd 82 from
1725-1727 and 1750-1751. The arbitrarily selected figure of approxi-
mately 80 inventories for each period provides a sample large enough to
observe major trends, and the use of an equal number of inventories
from each period facilitates statistical comparisons. It must be re-
merbered, however, that since Philadelphia grew rapidly from approxi-
mately 5000 residents in 1700 to 40,000 in 1775, 80. inventories for the
earliest period represents a much laréer proportion of the population
than does 80 inventories for the latest period.9

Careful perusal of these 324 inventories produced voluminous
references to bedding, bed hangings, table coverings, upholstery, window
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hangings, floor coverings, and other household textiles, as well as
tools and utensils used in preparing or maintaining textiles and fabric
furnishings, This information was tabulated and analyzed to provide
statistical comparisons of the possession and use of fabric furnishings
according to time period, economic level, geographic residence, and
occupational group. The wills and inventories also provided in.formation
on the value of fabric furnishings in relation to total estate valua-
tion, total investment in household goods, and investment in individual
types of household goods, especlally silver plate, As the statistical
data accumulated, certain distinct patterns began to emerge., These
patterns, which were not anticipated at the beginning of research, are
summarized in the tables of the appendix and discussed in depth in
Chapter I,

Recent articles have discussed the potential merits of elec-
tronic data processing in the study of history and related fields,0
The format and methodology of this study were ideally suited to experi-
mentation with computer technology. Unfortunately, the scope of the
project and the length of time avallable for study rendered the task
of assembling a computer data tank infeasible, Once set up and pro-
perly programmed, however, electronic data processing would indubitably
have generated more conclusions than were possible with c;)nventional
methods,

Although contemporary pictorial materials and surviving examples
are common sources for the study of fabric furnishings, both are inade-

quate in reconstructing an integrated view of household assemblages of
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fabtric furnishings, Pictorial sources may proﬁde specific evidence
for individual examples, tut they seldom show more than a few elements
of an interior., Furthermore, pictorial sources are subject to artistic
license and may well reflect what could or should have been used
rather than what actually was used. Surviving examples are even less
useful for understanding patterns of possession and use, for unusual
items are more likely to be preserved than common, ordinary ones. Em-
troidered furnishings survive in a much higher proportion than they
originally represented, mainly because later generations treasured and
preserved the handwork of their a.nces'l:oz:a.l1 In addition, surviving
examples are isolated from their original contexts and are consequently
of 1little use in evaluating the role of fabric furnishings in the

household environment,

The case study approach employed in this study is particularly
useful 1n challenging or confirming commonly held a.ssumptioﬂs that pre-
sume both temporal and regional homogeneity in the use of fatric fur-
nishings in colonial American homes. Primary information on fabric
furnishings increases dramatically after 1775, and many authors have
introduced later references as evidence of colonial practices, However,
patterns prevalent in 1780 or 1820 cannot be automatically extrapolated
tackwards to 1760 or 1720, If patterns in the possession and use of
fabric furnishings changed over time, then the introduction of later
data is not only inaccurate btut potentially misleading, Another come
-monly held assumption allows the indiscriminate introduction of refer-

ences fron England or from various colomial cities as evidence of
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standard American practices. This assumption ignores the possibility
of regional variation, a phenomenon that has been well documented in
furniture, silver, pewter, and other materials, Research strictly con-
fined to a specific area--Philadelphia County--during & specific time
period--1700-1775--allows observation of regional and temporal patterns
and the formulation of specific conclusions., These observa.tion's. and
conclusions can then be compared to data drawn from other areas and
later time periods.

Numerous works have been invaluable in suggesting a methodology,
in identifying obscure textiles, in describing particular types of
fabric furnishings, in providing background information on colonial
Philadelphia, and in supplylng comparative data on fabtric furnishing
practices in other colonial cities and in England., The case study
approach has already been applied with consideradle success to fabric
furnishings used in the Boston area. Abbott Lowell Cummings's treatise

on Bed Hangings, considered a standard work on the subject, is admit-

tedly based on New England documentary materials, Anna Brightman's
doctoral dissertation at Florida State University investigates

"Fabrics and Styles of Colonial Window Hangings as Revealed Through
Boston and Salem, Massachusetts, Records, 1700-1760." Her findings are
summarized in two articles in the August and December 1964 issues of
Antiques. Linda Baumgarten Berlekamp discusses "Upholstery )aterials
Used in Suffolk County, Massachusetts, 1750-1800," in an unpublished
paper written for the Winterthur Program at the University of Delaware.

Research on trade and the furniture crafts in Boston has also con-
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tributed information about the use of fabric furnishings in that eity.
Brock Jobe discusses the Boston upholstery trade at length in his
Winterthur thesis on "The Boston Furniture Imdustry, 1725-1760," and in
an article on the same toplc published in Boston Furniture of the

Eighteenth Century. Ilinda Baumgarten Berlekamp investigates "“The
Textile Trade in Boston: 1850-1700," in her Winterthur thesis and in an

article published in Arts of the Anglo-American Community in the

Seventeenth Century, Together, these studies of individual elements

combine to elucidate the major trends in fabric furnishing usage in
Boston.

Several other theses written for the Winterthur Program in
Early American Culture provide valuable information on the textile
trade and furniture crafts in eighteenth century Philadelphia: Ruth Y..
Cox, "Textiles Used in Philadelphia, 1760-1775"; Cathryn J, McElroy,
*Furniture of the Philadelphia Area: Forms and Craftsmen before 1730%;
Arthur Leibundguth, “The Furniture-Making Crafts in Philadelphia,
¢, 1730-c. 1760"; Nancy Ann Goyne, "Furniture Craftsmen in Philadelphia,
1760-1780, Their Role in a Mercantile Society.™ Ruth Matzkin's thesis,
"Inventories of Estates in Fhiladelphia County, 1682-1710," discusses
early fabric furnishings, Kathleen M, Catalano's unpublished paper on
"Textiles Used for Bed, Window, Floor, and Seat Coverings in Eighteenth
Century Philadelphia," provides more specific descriptions of FPhila-
delphia fabric furnishings. The 3lue Book of Philadelphia Furniture,

by William MacPherson Hornor, Jr., and The Arts and Crafts in Philadel-

vhia, Maryland, and South Carolina, 1721-1785, compiled by Alfred Coxe
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Prime, both contain mumerous descriptive references gleaned from con-
tempora.fy mamseripts and newspapers, Finally, Florence M, Monigomery's
research on the materials, motifs, and forms of fabric furnishings,
published in her book, Printed Textiles, and in mumerous articles in

Antiques and other magazines, elucidated numerous perplexing references
and provided an initial stimulus for this research,
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ABSTRACT

Analysis of 324 Philadelphia County estate inventories taken at
25-year intervals provides considerable infoﬁnation on the fabric fur-
nishings used in that region during the period 1700-1775. In addition
to identifying specific forms, textiles, and decorative motifs used'in
colonial fabric furnishings, the inventories also indicate distinct
pat:l:erns_ in the distritution of these goods., 3Bed, table, seating
furniture, window, and floor coverings consistently appeared in that
order of descending frequency, even when measured over different
variables of time, econonmic level, geograrhic ;:esid.ence, and occupation;

Alnost every self-sufficient household possessed some sort of
bedding (beds, headrests, bed linens a.nd covers), 'bﬁt only about one-
half of the inventories listed bedsteads, No other type of fabric
furnishing appeared in over 50,00 percent of the estates studied, and
the incidence of these goods was often markedly disproportionate to
their frequenéy in modern restorations and museum settings, less
than one-third of the estates recorded bed hangings, while almost two-
fifths listed table coverings. Chair cushions, textile upholstery,
window curtains, and floor coverings appeared extremely rarely, Fur-
ther statistical analysis of the inventory data indicates that wealthy,
urban estates belonging to merchants, tradesmen, or widows and
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spinsters possessed a wider range and higher fréquency of fabric
furnishings than did less wealthy, rural estates belonging to yeomen
and craftsmen, Textile upholstery, window hangings, and floor cover-
ings were confined almost exclusively to households within the
Philadelphia city limits,

The distribution patterns of fabric furnishings in colonial
Philadelphia County households, combined with other contemporary
evidence, suggests that these goods answered important practical
social, and emotlonal needs. Thysically, fabric furnishings increased
confort by cushioning and insulating man's living speces. Psycholo-
glcally, they ceremonialized the activities for which they were used.
They represented important economic investments while indicating
social status and good taste, especizally since imported téxtiles sold
by merchants and upholsterers made up the majority of fabric furnish-
ings used in colonial Philadelphia,

Despite the combined influences of imported pattern books and
immigrant upholsterers, however, the seventy-five years preceding the
Revolution witnessed relatively little change in the assemblage of
fabric furnishings used in cblonial Philadelphia homes, This constancy
suggests a conservative society in which the possesSion of certain
status bearing goods--like fine fabric furnishings--was restricted to
certain social and econonric classes by force of custom and public
opinion, Finzlly, the inventory data indicates that the economic and
symbolic importance of fabric furnishings declined slightly during the
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colonial period, After the middle of the eighteenth century, fine

wooden furniture began to replace fabric furnishings as primary
indicators of household style and status, although the latter con-
tinued to fulfill other important functlons and meanings,
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CHAPTER I

PATTERNS OF USE.

The probate records of Philadelphia County indicate distinct
patterns in the use of fabric furnishings during the first three-
quarters of the eighteenth century. The logical consistency of these
patterns suggests that the trends observed in eighteenth century
Philadelphia are but one small slice of a long and very gradual process
by which man has elzaborated his immediate physical environment.

Conceptual Framework

Fabric furnishings were coverings for horizontal and vertical
surfaces composed of other materials--beds, tables, seating furniture,
windows, floors, walls.‘ All fabric furnishings were in this sense
accessories; they were not essential to maintaining human life, Man
required horigontal surfaces, if only the bare ground, on which to eat
and to rest--both in sleeping and in sitting; he did not require that
these surfaces be covered with textiles, Similarly, in most climates,
man required a shelter from the elements, but his subsistence did not
require that the ceiling, floor, and walls that enveloped him, or the
openings that plerced them to admit light, be fabric covered.

Since fabric furnishings were not essential for maintaining
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huran life, their introdnction represented an important step in the
elaboration of living standards, Fabric furnishings served several
practical functlons, First, and most importantly, they increased
physical comfort by cushioning hard living surfaces. Bedding and uphol-
stery padded the horlzontal surfaces on which man slept and sat; floor
coverings softened the impact of each step. Secondly, fabric furnish-
ings insulated man from cold living surfaces., Floor, wall, and window
coverings insulated man's living space from cold drafts; bed coverings
warmed his most intimate enviromment, Fabrie furnishings also insulated
man, from other elements of the environment. Removable table coverings
lessened the contact between man's food and the dirt raised by ordinary
living routines, Other fabric furnishings could exclude unwanted light
and miffle scund; they could eveh seclude man from contact with his
fellow beings,

Although fabric fnrnishings greatly increased physical comfort,
their material ben'eﬁts' were not the sole reason for their introductions
indeed, their effect on physical comfort was not always the primary
motive for their use, In Mechanization Takegs Command, Siegfried

Giedion argues that bodily ease is not the only form of comfort. The
Middle Ages, for example, possessed a concept of comfort entirely dif-
ferent from our own., Whereas modern comfort revolves around physical
ease, medieval comfort centered on psychological ease and was not
measurable on a material scale:
The satisfaction and delight that were medieval comfort have
their source in the configuration of space, Comfort is the

atmosp:ttere with which man surrounds himself and in which he
lives,
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Fabric furnishings functioned on the level of psychological as
well as physical comfort, That which cushioned and insulated the body
also cushioned and insulated the soul, Fabric furnishings softened,
warmed, secluded, and cleansed man's living spaces, making them thereby
more sultable for his higher social, intellectual, and spiritual acti-
vities, By physically cushioning man from contact with the harsher
elements, and by secluding him from unwanted contact with his fellows,
fabric furnishings psychologically insulated him from the baser elements
of his own nature, Thus, fabric furnishings very early acquired a
civilizing function--they ennobled their possessor and elevated the
activities for which they were used. The drapery assoclated with

 royal thrones and the cloths provided for religious services were early
manifestations of the psychological importance of fabric furnishings,

Fabric furnishings also possessed important social functions,
They could ensure privacy when desired, More importantly, they served
as indicators of social and economic status, At first, only the afflu-
ent elite could afford o use fabric furnishings, since textiles were
both scarce and dear, The fragile nmature of fabric furnishings aug-
mented their value as economic indicators. FPossession of fabric fur-
nishings implied not only the financial means for initlal procurement
but for continued maintenance and periodic replacerment as well.

Finally, fabric furnishings fulfilled certain aesthetic needs,
They often provided decorative elements--color and pattern--in rooms
that would otherwise have been quite bare, both physicalily and
aesthetically. 'meir decorative function is evident in the oft-
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repeated injunction that chair, bed, ard window coverings should match

in color if not in fahrie.?2

matching fabric fu::nishings throughout a room may represent a lingering
of the late Gothic concern for unified and harmonious living spac:e.3

The eighteenth century's interest in

As standards of living rose, and textile production increased,
so did the use of fahricfurnishings. New types proliferated among the
affluent, while older types gradually filtered down the social, economic
scale, This process has been a long, slow, and gradual 6ne, evolving
over the course of centuries until the present day, when most American
homes possess the full range of fabric coverings for bed, table, seating
furniture, window, and floor, Although the ancient civilizations of the
¥editerranean possessed fabric furnishings, the practice largely died
oﬁt in western Europe during the Dark Ages, when only the Catholic
Church and the highest lords possessed more than rudimentary textiles.
For this reason, it seems most appropriate to follow Gledion in seeing
the Middle Ages as a useful starting point for examining the develop-
ment of modern patterns of using fabric furnishings.""

'l‘he evolution of fabric furnishings suggests that psychological
and social needs overshadowed physical needs, Uphblstery enhanced
bodily comfort far more than did table coverings, yet the-latter devel-
oped earlier and attained widespread distribution lcng before the for-
mer, These factors suggest that the evolution of fabric furnishings
followed a very logical and consistent pattern. Since fabric furnish-
ings were psychologically enmnobling and elevating, they were applied
first to surfaces serving the most important activities of human life,
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5 .
and later to those surfaces of lesser significance,

The bed played a central role in man's life, and thus provided
the first surface to be augmented with fabric coverings., Man spent at
least one-third of his life span asleep in bed--more time than he
invested in any other single activity, His nightly repose refreshed
and renewed him, both physically ard psychologically, to begin another
day. In addition, fhe ma jor biologig:al events of the human life cycle--
conception, birth, and death--commonly occurred in bed. The envelopment
of the bed in fabric coverings emphasized the importance of these
events to man's emotional and psychological development., By ennobling
and elevating the bed as the stage for the renewal and perpetua.tign of
1ife, fabric furnishings ceremonialized conception, birth, sleep, aml
death, 3By raising these activities above the level of animal instinct,.
bed coverings psychologically confirmed man's superiority and higher
nature, The psychological importance of the bed combined with the
physical comforts provided by its soft, warm coverings to confer on it
a high status and a central role in the social organization of the
househoid, Several authors have investigated the variety of activities
carried out in the shelter of the bed: eating, recovering from illness,
thinking, writing, reading, composing music, receiving vi;itors, over-
seeing the affairs of g'overnmerr!:.5 The best bedchamber commonly served
as the primary stage for polite entertzining, and householders oftez
stored their fine ceramics, siiver, and surplus textiles there, thus
denonstrating the high status accorded this room.
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The general category of bed coverings included three main com-
ponents--the bedding, the bedstead, and the bed hangings, Taken to its
bare minimum, bedding was a covering for an isolated area of the floor
on which man would otherwise sleep. Dyche and Pardon's dictionary of
1765 defined a bed as “a place or conveniency for a person or thing to
lie and grow in, w6 Simple bedding--mattresses, headrests, lint.ans,
covers--served all the essential functions provided by more elaborated
bed coverings, Bedding cushioned the body and encouraged greater
physical relaxation; it insulated against cold, unwanted light, and
noise; it provided 2 minimum of privacy and a psychological stage for
the perpetuation of life.

The bedstead was logically an accessory to the bed, not a
necessary or an inherent part of it, The bedstead served Aprima.rily as :;1
platform to raise the bed above the floor. It also insulated the
sleeper more effectively from cold, dirt, and vermin; it could be con-
structed to provicie a more comfortable surface. Psychologically, it
elevated the activities of the bed just as it physically raised the
position of the bed,

Bed hangings represented the ultimate elaboration of bed cover-
ingsy like the bedstead, :l:hey were not inherent to the corncept of the
bed. Full bed hangings surrounded the bed entirely; they maximized the
sleeper's insulation from the natural environment and from his fellow
man, The fully hung bed was a self-contained living space, 2 chamber |
unto itself, and the creation of a private, sacro-sanct room within a
roon raised the human nfe cycle to its highest level,
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The table, as the stage for the nourishment of human life,
provided the second surface to be augmented wﬁ:h fabric coverings, The
evolution of a specialized table for eating has been a recent and less-
than-universal development; for most of their history, tables have been
preeminently mmltifunctional objects, The same board that held the
dinner might also have been used for a variety of other activities.
Table coverings helped to physically protect man's food from contanina-
tion by the dirt left on the table from other uses. Psychologically,
table coverings provided similar insulation; they signaled that the
activity of dining was elevated above the other uses of multifunctional
tables. Again, the use of fabric furnishinzgs ceremonialized an animal
activity and confirmed man's higher nature, 1In addition, since eating
was often a socizal activity, table coverings provided an obvious and
easily visible indicator of social and economic status, From the late
¥iddle Ages onward, fine white linen cloths covered rough, crudely
constructed board and trestle 't:aJ:ales.7 later centuries witnessed the
further elaboration of table coverings, Individualized table coverings--
napkins--reflected practical concern for personal cleanliness, while
covering cloths for related horizontal surfaces--cupboards, chests of
drawers, mantie shelves--answered few practical needs btut did display

social status an2 economic prosperity.

Upholstery, the third major type of fabric furnishing to appear,
covered man's seating furniture. Although seating furniture was not
closely related to any of the major events in man's biological life
cycle, it played 2 large role in his social and political life. Stable

-
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seating furniture appeared in the thrones and cathedras of medieval

civil and ecclesiastical rulers; the use of a chair (rather than a

simple folding stool) connoted power and anthority, In 1765, Dyche and
Pardon defined the chair as "a common houshold moveahle to siton, . . . 3

and in a Metaphorical Sense, it means the head or supreme of an assenm-

bly, as well publick or private, n8 Fron the late fifteenth century on-
ward, chalrs spread from the civil and ecclesiastical courts to other
segments of the popula:l::i.on.'9 Eventually, they became common elements
of social and political intercourse, both public and private,

The developrment of upholstery obviously postdated the develop-
ment of seating furniture itself. As with sleeping and eating, the
activity of sitting did not require a fahric-covered surface, HMany
chairs, from the late Middle Ages to the present day, havé been unadorned
by any sort of upholstery. When upholstery did appear, it echoed the
heavily draped royal throne in symbolizing social and economic status,
Upholstery also enha.nce& the comfort of sitting by cushioning the hard
surfaces of the chair,

The general category of upholstery included four major func-
tional groups: chair coverings composed of fibrous materials (pri-
marily cane and rush), leather, loose upholstery (cushions), and
textiles, Although rush, cane, and simila.rly furnished chairs are not
usually classified as upholstered, they were functionally and conceptu-
ally very closely related to the three more traditional classes, Rush
and cane, leather, cushions, and textile chair coverings all dignified
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the activity of sitting while increasing bodily ease, Each class of
upholstery represented a further stage in the increasing elaboration
of seating furniture, ranging from the lgast expensive rush seats
through durable leathers and heavy wools to costly and fragile silks
and velvets,

With the development of bed coverings, table coverings, and
seating furniture co%rerings, man had cushioned and insulated the major
surfaces he encountered,in his daily round of activities, From the
furniture itself, he turned to the architectural parameters of his
shelter--the windows, floors, and walls. Window coverings augmented
physical comfort by retaining heat and cutting off drafts. They also
presented to the world an ostentatious display of social and economie
status while shrouding from sight the private affairs of the household.
Psychologically, window coverings extended the status and dignity of a
curtained bed to an entire room, As window curtains became increasingly
common in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the importance
of bed curtains correspondingly decreased., At present, window curtains
are all tut universal; bed curtains, almost non-existent.

Floor coverings also provided both physical and psychological
confort, They warmed and cushioned cold, hard floors while they
impressed visitors with their owner's economic prosperity. Floor cover-
ings proclaimed that their proud possessors could afford to wa.lk_on ex-

pensive fabrics,

Wall coverings were conceptually part of the scheme of fabric
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furnishings, ' The great expense of covering large vertical expanses
confined ea.rly wall hangings to a very small proportion of the popu-
lation, Iater, the development of wallpaper in imitation of fabric
hangings altered the course of evolution of wall cqverings. Conceptu-
ally, wallpaper served many of the same purposes as textile wall
hangings and other fabric furnishings, .Beca.use wallpaper was commonly
considered as part of the tuilding, rather than as an inteﬁor furnish-
ing, however, it was rarely inventorled and, hence, remains largely
outside the scope of this paper,

Overall Patterns of Use

The patterns of use of fabric furnishings observed in eighteerth
century Philadelphia form tut a microcosm of their long evolution in the
postmedieval Western world, The process of transforming a new land int;:
a cosmopolitan city telescoped into a few decades domestic changes that
had extended across centuries in Europe., 3By the settlement of Phila-
delphia in 1682, the use of bed coverings had spread throughout the
general population, and table coverings were also fairly common,

Upholstery and window hangings had just begun to develop in England,

10

however,” and appeared infrequently in Pennsylvania at the beginning

of the eighteenth century.

3ed coverings were by far the most common type of fabric fur-
nishing in eighteenth century Philadelphia homes; 89,91 percent of all
the inventories studied listed some form of bed covering (see Table 1).
Of the total 324 inventories, 23 recorded no household textiles,while
96,68 percent of the remining 301 estates possessed some type of bed
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covering, The inventorles that lacked bed coverings usually reflected
unusual situvations, for by 1700 bedding had clearly become indis-
pensable for civilized living, In some cases, appraisers did not in-
ventory bedding given away by the decedent during his lifetime or be-
queathed in his will, In other cases, the decedent was apparently not a
self-sufficient householder, but a transient, single, or elderly person
boarding or residing in a furnished room provided by another household,
In 2 recent paper investigating living standards in colonial St, Mary's
County, Maryland, Barbara and Cary Carson have classified as complete
households only those inventories that listed cooking utensils and bed-
ding, for "only those two activities, food preparation and sleeping,

were in our opinion essentizl to a self-sufficient household, wil

Although almost every self-sufficient household in the Phila-
delphia area possess_ed some type of bed covering during the period
1700-1775, not a.ll possessed a complete assemblage of bedding, bedstead,
and bed hangings. Most inventories (88,58 percent) listed some type of
bedding (feather, flocﬁ, or chaff beds; pillows and bolsters; sheets;
blankets; covers), btut only 51.85 percent recorded bedsteads. Even
fewer possessed bed hangings., Only 22.8% percent of the total inven-
tories specifically mentioned bed curtains; an additional 7.72 percent
implied bed hangings in the use of a general description--bed and bedding,
appurtenances, clothes, covers, or furniture--combined with a high valu-
ation (over % 10,0,0-% 12,0,0), bringing the total figure for bed hang-
ings to 30.56 percent of all inventories read,

Table coverings followed bed coverings in frequency; 38,58 per-
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cent of the total inventories listed some type of table linens, The
nunber of households possessing table coverings exceeded slightly the
nunber with fully hung beds,

Less than one-fourth (24,07 percent) of all inventories studied
listed any type of seat covering, Fiber bottomed chairs (primarily of
rush btut occasionally of cane) occurred most frequently, appearing in
19.75 percent of all inventories. Ieather bottomed chairs appeared in
8.33 percent of the inventories, and textile coverings occurred evén
more rarely, Ten inventories (3.09 percent) included loose cushions,
anc{ only eight (2.47 percent) recorded fabric upholstery, (These fig-
ures probably underestimate the actual situation; some pieces described
simply as chairs, walnut chairs, or mahogany chairs probtably had
leather or textile covered seats., Nevertheless, the extremely low
occurrence of textile covered chairs suggests an inbalance in present
period roonm interpretations),

Window and floor coverings also appear more freguently in mod-
ern museum settings than they did in colonial Philadelphia homes., ILess
than one-tenth (9,88 percent) of all inventories listed window curtains,
and only 2.78 percent recorded floor coverings of any type. (Since the
contexts of unspecified curtains strongly and almost invariably indi-
cated their use on beds rather than on windows, only those hangings
specifically identified as window curtains have been counted as such).lz

Chronological Patterns of Use

A chronological analysis of holdings provides further insight
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into the evolution and spread of fabric furnishings in colonial
Philadelphia (see Table 2)., The number of households possessing some
type of bed covering remained fairly constant throughout the period,
averaging near 90,00 percent of all inventories and near 96,50 percent
of those inventories listing household textiles, These figures demon-
strate that, by 1700, the use basic bed coverings had already spread
throughout the general population. The use of bedsteads, however, rose
considerably between 1700 and 1775. During the first three quarter-
century periods, the number of households possessing bedsteads remained
constant between 41,46 percent and 47,56 perceat; in 1775 it climbed
sharply to 72,50 percent--almost three-quarters of the population, In
contrast, the use of bed hangings remained below 40,00 percent through-
out the colonial pericd,

Iike bed coverings, the use of table coverings remained fairly
stable throughout the colonial period, rising only slightly from 42,50
percent of all inventories in 1700 to 48,75 percent in 1775. During the
same interval, the frequency of seating furniture coverings increased
from 23.75 percent in 1700 to 33.75 percent in 1775, Within this cate-
gory, f£iber bottomed chairs rose in frequency from 16,25 percent to
26,25 percent, while the occurrence of leather and textile. covered
chairs remained steady, Cushions disappeared after 1727. The fre-
quency of window coverings rose from 8,75 percent at the opening of the
century to 15.00 percent just before the Revolution, Cloths and carpets
specifically designated as floor coverings did not appear at all in the
estates studied until the 1775 period, when 11,25 percent of the inven-
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torles recorded them, During the 1700-1704 and 1725-1727 periods,
appraisers either specifically designated carpets as table carpets or
listed them in close association with tables, This data accords with
current scholarly opinion classifying pre-1750 carpets as table cover-
ings, 13

Despite very slight upward trends in the use of table, seating
furniture, window, and floor coverings, overall constancy is the most
striking result of the chronological analysis of usage patterns, |
During the seventy-five years prior to the Revolution, the assemblage
of i.‘a’bric furnishings in Philadelphia homes changed relatively little,
Several factors may explain this phenomenon, Constancy suggests a
conservative society, in which usage of certain material goods was
closely associated with social and economic status and restricted to
certain classes by force of custom and public opinion., Secondly, other
factors not taken into account by the overall percentages, such as the
distribution of esfa.tes according to economic valuation, geographic

‘location, and occupational beckground, may affect the final figures.

This is certainly the case for the periods 1725-1727 and 1750-1751, for
which the lower percentages recorded in some categories reflect a decline
in total estate valuations for these groups of inventories (see Table 7).
The median estate valuation declined from & 23%4,15,10% Pemnsylvania cur-
rency in 1700-170% to & 180,19,0 in 1725-1727 and & 202,1.6 in 1750,

then rose again to & 252,10,0 in 1775.1% Depreciation of Pennsylvania
currency during the colonial period, although never as severe as in

New England, renders tha median valuation for 1700-1704 proportionately
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slightly higher than the figures themselves indicate,

Economic Patterns of Use
Total estate valuation

Analysis of fabric furnishing use according total estate valu-
ation reveals further trends (see Table 3). These figures must be
considered guardedly, however, for in many cases the total known estate
valne (tased on inventories as well as account papers when preserved)
did not equal the decedent's actual worth, The bequests made in wills
often included real estate holdings or other possessions that were not
inv.entoried or included in the executors' records, Consequently, actual
worth often exceeded the currently known estate valuation., In addition,
valuations quoted throughout this study do not reflect the effects of
inflation or the depreciation or reevaluation of colonial currency. lﬁe
Pemnsylvania pound declined slightly in value during the pre-Revolutionary
period, In 1683 % 100,0,0 in British sterling cost & 133,0,0 Pennsyl-
vania currency: tﬁe ra:be of exchange remained steady at ¥ 133,0.0
through 1720-1722, tut rose after Pemnsylvania issued its first paper
currency in 1723, In 1727-1729, E 100.0,0 British sterling cost
% 150.0.0, and by 1750 the rate of exchange had risen to % 171.0.0,

By 1775 it dropped slightly to & 166,0.0. In comparison, the rate of
exchange on Yassachusetts and Connecticut currencies in 1749 was

$ 1100,0,0 for % 100,0,0 British sterling, The metallic content of the
British pound remained relatively stable during the period 1700-1775, so
that an estate appraised at & 133.0.0 Pennsylvania currency in 1700
would equal, in terms of real worth, an estate valued at £ 171.0,0 in
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The occurrence of bed coverings remained generally conmstant
among estates worth & 100,0,0 or more, averaging near 92,00 percent of
the inventories, Estates valued at less than & 100,0,0 showed a some=-
what lower percentage of bed coverings (80.48 percent), suggesting that
these individuals were more likely to be boarders or transients rather
than self-sufficient. householders, Bedsteads rose in frequency from
42,68 percent of all estates valued under ® 100,0,0 to 53.66 percent of
the estates valued between & 100,0.0 and & 1000,0,0 and 68,00 percent
of all estates valued over & 1000,0.0, Although bed hangings occurred
in less than one-tenth (8,57 percent) of the estates valued under
3 50,0.0, they rose steadily in frequency as estate value rose, At the
top of the economic scale, almost three-fourths (74,29 percent) of all |
estates worth more than £ 1000,0,.0 possessed bed hangings.

Similarly, table coverings increased with estate valuation,
Possession of table coverings jumped from a low 14,29 percent among
estates worth less than & 50,0,0 to over one-third (38,58 percent) of
all estates valued between & 50,0.0 and £ 200,0.0. The percentage of
households with table coverings remained steady between 41,82 percent
and 45,83 percent for estates valued between % 200,0,0 and ¥ 2000,0,0,
then clinmbed sharply to 78.57 percent among the very wealthy whose

estates exceeded ¥ 2000,0,0,

Estates with valuations over ® 1000,0.0 dominated use of seating
furniture coverings; they pbssessed at least one-half of the recorded
occurrences of leather and textile covered furniture, Upholstery of
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some type appeared in 51.43 percent of these wealthy estates, compared
with 19.39 percent among estates with valuations under » 1000,.0.0, Of
the thirty-five estates valued over & 1000.0,0, 45,71 percent possessed
fiber bottomed chairs; 37.14 percent, leather upholstery; and 11,43 per-
cent, textile upholstery. In contrast, only 16,03 percent of the estates
under & 1000,0,0 possessed fiber bottomed chairs; 4,88 percent, leather
upholstery; and only 1.39 percent, textile upholstery, Cushionms,
curiously, did not occur in any of the estates valued over ® 1000,0,0,
but were most frequent among estates valued at & 600,.0,0-% 1000,0,0,

where they appeared in 16,67 percent of the inventories,

Window coverings did not occur in any estates valued below
£ 50,0,0, and they remained rare among estates valued between 3 50,0.0
and & 600.0.0, where they appeared in only 6,14 percent of the imven-
tories., Among wealthier households, their frequency increased rapidly
to 26,67 percent of the estates valued at & 600,0,0-% 2000.0,0 and
50,00 percent of ti'xe esfates valued at over & 2000,0,0. Even among the
wealthiest estates, however, only one-half of the inventories listed
window coverings,

Floor.coverings occurred only in estates valued at over
% 200.0,0 and then only rarely, never exceeding 10,00 percent of the
inventories valued under & 2000.0,0, Iess than one-fifth (17,14 per-
cent) of the wealthy  estates, valued at over ® 1000,0,0,recorded

floor coverings,

Analysis of fabric fﬁmishing use according to total estate
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valuation indicates an increasing percentage of these goods among the
upper economic classes, It also shows ﬁewer forms of fabric furnish-
ings--primarily window and floor coverings and textile upholstery--
energing first among the wealthy classes while older types--bed hangings,
table coverings and fiber or leather chair coverings--were still spread-

ing to lower economic groups,

Household valuation

While suggesting these general trends, analysis according to
total estate valuation tends to ignore the crucial factor of personal
taste, Although elusive to historians, this factor strongly influenced
interior furnishings in colonial Philadelphia, Some individuals chose
to Invest substantial portions of their estates in non-productive
household goodss others chose, or were required by their particular
occupations, to invest more heavily in capital goods (farm implements,
sailing vessels, shop goods, craft tools), real estate, cash, or notes
and bonds, Conseq;uentlsr. a middling craftsman might have as many house-
hold goods as a large landowner, For this reason, the value of house-
hold goods (including all usual domestic appurtenances, apparel, and
unspecialized tools tut not including cash, shop goods, farm implements,
or specialized craft tools) provides a more accurate index to trends in
the use of fabric furnishings (see Table 4).

The occurrence of bedding remained constant above 95.00 percent
for all estates with household goods worth more than & 20,0.0, The
slightly lower figure of 87,76 percent among households under ¥ 20.0.0
sﬁggests that the lowest group again included slightly more non-self-
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sufficient householders {boarders or transients)., The percentage of
bedsteads rose steadily from 42,73 percent among households worth less
than & 40,0,0 (approximately the median investment in household goods)
to 76.43 percent among households worth over & 80,0,0., The frequency of
bed hangings increased similarly, from 6,12 percent among the poorest
households (worth less than & 20,0.0) to 80,60 percent among those
worth over 3 80.0,0,7 Table coverings exhibited the same trends, rising
steadily from 16.33 percent of the lowest group to 92.31 percent of the

wealthiest households worth over & 200,0,0.

Upholstery also rose in frequency as investment in household
goods increased, Almost all (92,31 percent) of the households worth
over ¥ 200,0,0 included some type of upholstery, compared with only
6.12 percent of the poorest households worth less than 20.0.0. Fur-
thermore, no upholstery appeared in the inventories of the latter
group until 1750, and then was ‘limited solely to fiber btottomed chairs,
The frequency of upholstery increased steadily for households valued
between ® 20,0.0 and & 200,0,0, and the occurrence cf fiber bottomed
chairs consistently outmumbered those furnished with cushions or
leather or textile upholstery. Textile covered chairs did not appear
in any inventories of households valued under & 80,0.0, and then only
rarely, Even among households valued at over & 120,0,0, only 17.65

percent of the inventories mentioned textile covered chairs,

Window curtains appeared in all ranges of household va.lua.tionb
tut were much more common among wezlthier domiciles, ILess than 2,00
percent of all households valued under % 40,0,0 possessed window hang-
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ings, while &%.62 percent of the households worth & 200.0,0 or more were
so equipped., Floor coverings, the latest innovation in fabric furnishe
ings to be introduced into eighteenth century Philadelphia, appeared in
only one household worth less than 3 120.0,0, In contrast, 23.53 per-
cent of the households valued over this figure possessed eithe.r. floor-

cloths or carpets.

Geographic Patterns of Use

Although closely and directly related, economic standing was not
the sole determinant for the possessiocn of fabric furnishings, A com-
parison of urtan estates (those of individuals residing within the city
of Philadelphia) with rural ones (those of individuals residing outside
the city itself) demonstrates the influence of geographic residence on
material possessions (see Table 5). While the percentage of estates
recording bedding remained roughly equivalent for both groups, bed-
steads and bed hangings appeared mich more frequently among urban house-
holds, While 62,50 percent of the Fhiladelphia inventories listed bed-
steads, only 46.50 percent of the rural households were similarly
equipved, Over twice 2s many urban householders (47.32 percent) pos-
sessed bed hangings as did their rural counterparts (23.00 percent).

Table coverings also appeared almost twice as oftén in Phila-
delphia homes (56.25 percent) as in outlying areas (30,00 percent),
while upholstery was over three times as prevalent in the city. Almost
one-half of the urban inventories (45,54 percent) recorded some type of
seat covering; 40,18 percent of them had fiber bottomed chairs; 19.64
percent had leather chairs; and under 10,00 percent possessed cushions
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or textile upholstery. Outside the city, only 13.00 percent of all
inventories included any sort of seat covering; 9,00 percent had fiber
bottomed chairs and a mere 2,50 percent possessed leather chairs or
cushions,

While bed coverings, table coverings, and the less elaborate
types of upholstery appeared in both rural and urban inventories, the
newer, finer, or more expensive types of fahric furnishings--textile
upholstery, window hangings, floor coverings--were confined almost |
exclusively to urban homes, A total of 200 rural inventories contained
no ;:ei‘erences to either textile covered chairs or floor coverings, Only
two rural inventories (1.00 percent) listed window hangings. In con-
trast, 7.1% percent of the 112 urban inventories included textile
covered chairs; 8.0% percent mentioned floor coverings; and over one-
fourth (26,79 percent) had window hangings,

This data suggests that rural householders possessed a smaller
variety of fabric furnishings, concentrated in the most utilitarian and
elemental types--bedding and table coverings., They invested less
readily in the more evolved types of fabric furnishings whose functions
related less élosely to daily living routines, The additional physical
comforts, aesthetic effects, and indicatlons of status provided by bed
hangings, upholstery, window curtains, and floor coverings apparently
appealed less to rural householders than to city dwellers, Fresumably,
different status symbols--possession of land or livestock rather than
fine household furnishings--operated in the countryside. In support of
‘this hypothesis, rural appraisers genera.llj described livestock more
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carefully than household goods,

Within the city, however, a higher population density made
interior furnishings more visible and heightened their importance as
status symbols., Conversely, urban conditions discouraged the accumu-
lation of large holdings of land and livestock., Urban appraisers
generally recorded household goods in greater detail than their rural
counterparts, indica:hing that these goods were relatively more important
in the city than in the country. Increased social intercourse and busi-
ness contacts drew visitors and strangers inside homes far more often in
Philadelphia than in the smaller outlying settlements or on isolated
rural plantations, Philadelphians also had faster contact and easier
access to fine imported fabrics and finished goods, skilled upholster-
ers, and the latest Europvean styles., These factors combined to hasten |

the spread of fine fabric furnishings within the city itself,

Window curtains provide an instructive example of the style and
status bearing role of fabric furnishings, Within the city, their pre-
sence at windows, apparent to both visitors within and strangers with-
out, represented a highly visible sign of their owners' good taste and
econonic well-being, In rural areas, where houses were scattered rather
than packed tightly along a street, and traffic along the 'roads was
considerably less, window curtains were correspondingly less successful
in proclaiming style and status, The need for privacy was also much
less in the country than in the city. '

Interestingly, both examples of window curtains found in rural
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homes occurred early in the century, in 1701 and 1702, when the concept
of window coverings was still quite new and quite stylish, Both
examples occurred in the homes of very wealthy widows, one at Essex
House, in Chester, Chester County; the other in New Castle Town,

New Castle County. 16 No further examples of windo§ curtains appeared
in rural inventories during the remainder of the colonial period.

¥argaret B, Schiffer's sindy of Chester County, Pennsylvania, Inven-

tories, 1684-1850, also reports a very low incidence of window curtains

in rural homes during the colonial period, These goods appeared with
greatest frequency (6.41 percent) in Chester County inventories during
the first decade of the eighteenth century, then dropped to less than
1,00 percent, 17 This data, although fragmentary, suggests that at the
opening of the eighteenth century Philadelphia had not yet established -
itself as the style center of the Delaware Valley, tut was still rivaled
by older, established settlements at New Castle and Chester. 18 In these
early years, wealthy residents of these outlying towns, as well as
Burlington, West Jez:se:,y',:"9 and perhaps other settlements,matched
Philadelphians in the possession of fine fabric furrnishings as they did
not do during the remainder of the colonial period.

Occupational Patterns of Use

In addition to economic position and place of residence, a
householder's occupation alse influenced his use of fabric furnishings
(see Table 6). The occupations listed by Philadelphians during the
period studied fell into ten main categories, arranged in order of fre-
quency: yeomen, craftsmen (carpenters, smiths, cordwainers, turners,

Reproducedrwith permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




24

joiners, coopers, tailors, saddlers), widows and spinsters, tradesmen
(shopkeepers, innkeepers, millers, bakers, butchers, brewers, tanners),
merchants, mariners, hustandmen, gentlemen, laborers, and professionals
(doctors, lawyers). The last six groups, however, were too small to

allow firm statistical comparisons or conclusions, |

Merchants, not surprisingly, possessed large assemblages of
fabric furnishings, Well over one-half of their inventories included

fully hung beds, table coverlings, upholstery, and window hangings, while
one-fourth of them listed floor céverings. The twenty-three tradesmen's
mv'entories closely rivaled those of the merchants in the possession of
most tyves of fabric furnishings, Although 95,65 percent of the trades-
men owned bedding and 69.57 percent had bedsteads as well, only 43,48
percent of them possessed fully hung beds (compared to 66.67 percent of.
the merchants), Ownership of table coverings and upholstery remained
roughly equivalent between the merchants and the tradesmen, while window
hangings and floof covei-ings were slightly less common among the lattet
group., Somewhat more than one-third (39.13 percent) of the tradesmen
possessed window curtains, while only 8,70 percent owned floor coverings
(compared to 62,50 percent and 25,00 percent, respectively, among the
merchants),

Compared to the holdings of merchants and tradesmen, possession
of fabric furnishings dropped substantially among craftsmen and even
further among yeomen (primarily a rural class), Slightly less than
one-half (48,57 percent) and one-fourth (24,29 percent) of the craftsmen
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owned bedsteads and bed hangings, respectively, although 87,14 percent
owned bed coverings of some sort. About one-third(35.71 percent) of

the crafismen’s inventories included table coverings while approximately
one-fourth (25.71 percent) listed coverings for seating furniture, Most
of the latter references were to fiber bottomed chairs, which appeared
in 21.43 percent of the craftsmen's inventories, None of the crafts-
men's estates recorded textile covered chalrs, ard only a few (4,29
percent) listed cushions or leather upholstery, Similarly, very few
craftsmen's inventories contained window curtains (4,29 percent) ox

floor coverings (2,86 percent).

The group of yeomen's inventories presents an even sharper con-
trast to the holdinés of the merchants and tradesmen, Fen who consid-
ered themselves yeomen were generally rural landowners who personally .
resided on and worked their own property. 20 As a group, they possessed
a very limited variety of fabric furnishings, Almost all yeoman inven-
tories (93.67 percént) included bed coverings of some sort, btut less
than one-half (48,10 pexfent) listed bedsteads, and only 25,32 percent
included bed hangings, Table coverings were hardly more common than
bed ha.ngin‘gs, appearing in 29,11 percent of the yeoman households,

Only 11.39 percent of the yeomen possessed any type of seat coverings,
and these possessions were limited exclusively to fiber and leather
bottomed chairs, None of the yeoman inventories included cushions,

textile covered chairs, window curtains, or floor coverings,

In comparison to the land-owning yeomen, landless farmers,
designated by the term hus'tandmen,‘?'l possessed even fewer fabtric fur-

-~
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nishings, Of the small group of husbandmen's estates located, all six
inventories included bedding, btut only three possessed bedsteads, Two
husbandmen owned table coverings, but no bed hangings, upholstery,
window or floor coverings appeared in these inventories, Similarly, a
small group of four laborers' inventories suggests that these generally
unskilled workmen< commonly possessed bedding and sometimes owned bed-
steads and table coverings as well, tut did not invest in any of the

nore evolved types of fabric furnishings,

The estates of widows and spinsters comprised a sizeable group
of :I:hirty-six inventories. These estates generally posssesed a substan-
tial amount and variety of fabric furnishings--more than the estates of
yeomen and craftsmen but less than those of tradesmen. Since the social
and economic position of these women depended almost exclusively upon |
the wealth or status accumulated by, and inherited from, their husbtands
or fathers--whose occupations were seldom specified-~it is difficult to
nake sound generaiizatibns about the fabric furnishings owned by widows
and spinsters. The practice of making wills, among women, seems to have
been limited primarily to quite wealthy women or widows with young chil-
dren for whom to provide, The generally prosperous economic level of
the former group may account for the relatively high percentages of fab-
ric furnishings in the inQentories of widows and spinsters. Alterna-
tively, since women were legs likely to hold land or other major invest-
nments, household‘ goods often constituted a large proportion of their
total estates. Recognizing this, perhaps appraisers were more careful in
recording household furnishings in women's estates than in men's, in
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which they often devoted considerable attention to livestock, farm
implerments or trade tools, land, and bills or notes due,

Comparison of inventory listings according to time period,
econonic valuatlion, geographic residence, and occupation has illuminated
numerous trends in the use of fabric furnishings in colonial Phila-
delphia homes, Further research and analysis of the data according to
religic;»us or ethnic backgrounds would no doubt produce additional in-
sights., Comparison of patterns among the threse major nationalities
settling in early Philadelphia--English, Welsh, and German--would be
mos:t informative, as would a comparison of Anglican and Quaker house-
holds, It nmight also be fruitful to correlate fabric furnishing use
with fanily size,

Economic Significance of Fabric Furnishings

In addition to their physical function and psychological mean-
ing, fabric furnishings constituted a significant economic investment
for many householders, Tables 7 and 8 provide an index of the value of
household textiles in relation to total household and total estate
valuations, (The figures for the value of household textiles include
the worth of utility textiles, surplus textiles, and textile raw
materials as well as bed, table, seating furniture, window, and floor
coverings, They do not include the value of apparel), Although house-
hold values varied from a low of & 3,16,0 in 1725-1727 to a high of
% 500,12.1-3/% in 1750-1751, the median investment in household furnish-
ings remained remarkably constant, ranging from a low of & 42,0.0 in
1700-1704 to a high of 3 45,0.0 in 1725-1727, These slight variations
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may reflect fluctuations in the relative value of Pennsylvania cur-
rency, The median household investment represented about one~fifth of
the median total estate value; throughout the period, the worth of
household furnishings in relationship to total estate value remained
fairily stable, ranging from a low median investment of 18,20 percent of
the estate in 1725-1727 to a high of 21,53 percent in 1700-170%,

The value of fatric furnishings per household declined slightly
during the period studied, from a high median investment of & 17.10;0
in 1700-1704 to a low of slightly over & 12,0,0 in 1750-1751 and 177S.
Ihe' concurrent depreciation of Pennsylvania's currency suggests that
real investment in fabric furnishings declined slightly more than these
figures indicate, This decline, coupled with a slight increase in the
occurrence of fabric furnishings, suggests that, despite the depreci- |
ation of the colonial pound, the real cost of fabric furnishings de-
creased during the period 1700-1775. Such a diminution in prices would
have hastened the ‘slow tut steady drift of fabric furnishings into lower
soclal and econonic echelons; it would also have allowed householders to
purchase a larger variety of other furnishings and domestic equipment
without diminishing their enjoyment of fabric furnishings. A steady
decline in the value of fabric furnishings in relation to total house-
hold investment reflected the increasing ability of householders to in-
vest in other household goods, From a high of 42,08 percent in 1700~
1704, the median investment in fabric furnishings in relation to all
household goods declined to only 27,42 percent in 1775. During the
same period., the value of fabric furnishings in relation to total
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estate holdings also declined from a median investment of 8,71 percent
in 1700-1704 to a median of 5.72 percent in 1775. Yet the decline in
both the absolute and relative values of fabric furnishings during the
first three-quarters of the eighteenth century did not indicate a de-~
cline in the use of these goods; the occurrence of fabric furnishings
in Phijadelphia homes remained steady or slightly increasing du;:ing the
same period,

Students of colonial culture have commonly assumed that wrought
silver constituted an important focus for the investments of prosperous
colonists:

It had long been the custon for men of wealth to turn

their coins into silver plate, which was not only an

elegant reminder of one's station in life dbut was also

useful and identifiable in case of loss or theft,23
While not challenging the obvious fact that many settlers did indeed
invest in plate, an analysis of Philadelphia inventories suggests that
fabric furnishings constituted a far more important area of household
investment, While 301 of the 32l inventories studied (92,90 percent)
included household textiles, only 60 (18,52 percent) listed items of
silver. The percentages of total estate and household worth invested in
plate generally ranged substantially below the corresponding figures
for fabric furnishings (see Table 8). In only seven cases did the in-

vestment in silver exceed the value of fabric furnishings.2*

Fabric furnishings possessed all of the attributes commonly
cited as reasons for investing in silver, They were functional, style
bearing, and visible symbols of prosperity. In fact, fabric fnrnish-
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ings reflected a far more cosmopolitan standard of living than did
wrought silver, for while silver could be worked in the colonies, fine
furnishing fabrics had to be imported. In addition, a fully hung bed
was not only more valuable than most pleces of silver, it was also

more noticeable and more difficult to steal, A fully hung bed was
quite often the most valuable single item in a household, Eighteenth
century householders were well aware of their substantial economic in-
vestments in fabric furnishings and frequently bequeathed these items--
especially beds--to the next generation, Thus, while silver undoubtedly
served as an investment for some colonists, fabric furnishings consti-
tuted a far more common and almost always more substantial household
investment, Both silver plate and fabric furnishings were essentially
Juxuries in that life did not dépend on their presence, tut fabtric fur-
nishings related far more closely to the essential activities of living
than did silver, Ceramic, glass, wooden or pewter drinking vessels
could easily replace silver ones, but there were no substitutes for

confortable beds,

A few minor points remain to be considered in relation to the
overall patterns of use of fabric furnishings in colonial Philadelphia.
The inventory records make clear that some householders owned surpluses
of fabric furnishings--especially bed and table linens--possessing many
more sheets, blankets, tablecloths, or napkins that would seemingly be
necessary to answer daily family needs, Did these surpluses represent
simply an economic investment, or did they mark an especially ostenta-

tious display of wealth and status? Did large surpluses serve practical
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Tfunctions by providing for the extra needs of house guests, or by
constituting a supply sufficient to last between infrequent washings?
Barbara and Cary Carson have called the provision of bed linen in
quantities a "most significant improvement in sleeping egquipment™
because

owning large numbers of sheets meant more than consuming

expensive fabrics conspicuously or protecting oneself from

scratchy blankets and coarse mattress covers. Extra linen

meant changes of clean sheets even when rain and cold

delayed laundering for weeks, Fresh bedding could slow

the spread of contagious skin diseases and may also have

helped to keep bed tugs at bay,25
Perhaps, by allowing increased cleanliness, the possession of surplus
table coverings also narked a significant improvement in living stan-

dards,

The arrangement of entries for many fabric furnishings--
especially bed, table, and window coverings--suggests that these items
were kept in storage rather then in current use. These items often
appeared as a serles of consecutive entries listed in close conjunction
to 2 box, trunk, or chest in which they were apparently stored, Surplus
fabric furnishings appeared most frequently in the best chamber or its
equivalent. Tablecloths were aimost always listed in conjunction with
other household linens rather than with tables; this phenomenon raises
the question of how frequently they were actually used, Perhaps their
functional value--expressed by actuzl use--was less important than their
syﬁbolic value as status indicators--which could be expressed as well in
storage as in use, Perhaps, then as now, the labor involved in main-
taining table linens limited their use to special occasions.
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Unfortunately, the inventories alone do not provide sufficient
evidence to answer tﬁe questions posed by the possession of surplus
textiles, They merely indicate that numerous households possessed fab-
ric furnishings that were apparently stored rather than used. The
inventories also do not sufficiently illuminate the question of seasonal
changes of fabric furnishings, Some inventories do imply that iight-
weight bed curtains of muslin, chintz or calico, which were apparently
in storage at the time of the appraisal, were intended as summer replace-
ments for heavier hangings then on the beds, However, since the curtains
in storage were more iikely to be specifically described than those in
use-~-the latter were often recorded by a collective phrase as “bed and
furniture”--the evidence on this point is inconclusive, The inventories
also do not indicate the extent to which colonial Philadelphians
attained the ideal of matching fabrics throughout a room, Occasional
references to coordinated bed and window hangings and, more rarely,
matching upholstery, bed and window hangings, suggest that some Americans
did indeed aspire to the ideal, Its realization seems to have been
more the exception than the rule, however, for relatively few colonial
Philadelphia households possessed all the components of a well matched
room, Finally, the inventories alone do not reveal the sources from

which Philadelphia householders procured their fabric furnishings,
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CHAPTER II

PROCUREMENT AND CARE OF FABRIC FURNISHINGS

Fabric furnishings represented to the American colonists one of
the highest material attainments of the urbane, sophisticated, and cos-
mopolitan centers of European culture, Fine furniture and wrought sil-
ver, emerged from colonial workshops; American-made glass, ceramics, iron,
and occasionally other metal wares appeared prior to the Revolution;
vainters and printmakers practiced their arts in the colonies., Fine
furnishing fabrics--silks, worsteds, and most cottons and linens--
however, were almost exclusively the products of European textile

industries, not American ha.nd.icra.fts.l

Soﬁ.rces of Dry Goods

Historians and museums of early American life have often
painted cosy, sentimental images of colonial housewives kept btusy
spinning and weaving cloth for sneets, blankets, coverlets, curtains,
tablecloths, and upholstery--or bent over quilting frames sewing bed
covers, Recently, the catalog of a major exhibition on the activities
of early American women has helped to perpetuate these images, In

Remember the Ladies, Women in America, 1750-1815, Linda G, DePauw writes:

In addition to preparing food, colonial women were
responsible for manufacturing a varliety of items needed
in the home, such as candles and socap, . . . The most
important items mamifactured by women, however, were
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clothing and bedcoverings.
Spinning, weaving, sewing, knitting, and quilting were
constant occupations for the white colonists,

Continuing:

The need of white Americans for clothing, both for
modesty and warmth, made great demands on women in the
pre-industrial age when ready-made fabrics were too ex-
pensive for ordinary people to afford., Although both
boys and girls were taught the rudiments of sewing and
mending and some men worked as professional weavers to
prepare cloth from yarn spun by women in their homes,
women in rural areas usually had to manufacture their
farilies' clothing without assistance., This was a
time-consuming, never-ending task,2

The Philadelphia County inventories studied, however, suggest
that a2 radically different situation prevailed in the colonial city and
its environs, Of the four major sources of textiles--household produc-
tion; production by individual, professiodal craftsmen within the
colony; production by large-scale colonial manufactories; and importa- ‘
tion from foreign sources-~the last named source provided the majority
of fabric furnishings used in Philadelphia,

Domestic production

Dorestic or household production has been vastly overrated as a
source of colonial household textiles, Although some curators and popu-
lar authors have emphasized crude, quaint homemade fabrics as evidence
of early American crafts, most discerning colonists would certainly
have preferred the fine linens and woolens produced by well developed
European textile industries. Grace Rogers Cooper comments on this mis-
conception:

We like to think of the early settlers ir America as

being ruggedly independent and self-sufficient, Many times
our ideas of life in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
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turies seem to stem from our image of frontier life, where
from necessity the family might produce 2ll or most of

their household goods., But, in the coastal ports, the

cities, and even the small villages, professional special-

ization became a reality very early. Not cnly were ser-

vices performed by skilled artisans but also when better

goods could be imported, they were,3

The Philadelphiz County probate records demonstrate convin-

cingly that the majority of colonial households in that area did not
engage in any stage of domestic textile production (see Table 9), Of
the 324 inventories studied, less than half (45.99 percent) contained
references to either the tools (primarily spinning wheels for wool or
flax, reels, wool cards or combs, flax hackles) or the raw materials
(mainly wool, flax, tow, wool or linen yarn, worsted) used in textile
production, HMore homes possessed tools (38,89 percent) than owned raw ‘
materials (23.46 percent), possitly due to seasonal variations in the
a.va.ilg.bility of raw materials, DPossession of tools for textile produc-
| tion was least common in the early years of the eighteenth century; in
1700-1704, only 26,25 perceni of the inventories included such tools,
compared with over 40,00 percent for the remainder of the colonial
period, Ownership of raw materials was also low in 1700-1704, when
20,00 percent of the inventories listed textile raw materials; this
figure rose slightly to 28,05 percent in 1725-1727 and 29.27 percent in
1750-1751, then declined again to less than 20,00 percent in 1775. These
figures suggest that the earliest settlers were, in general, less self-
sufficient in textile production than were their immediate descendants,
A letter written at the beginning of the eighteenth century to prospec-

tive settlers in England urged them to bring with them to Pennsylvania
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“stores of good cloth and good sarge and bedding of all sorts,™ imply-
ing that textiles were not yet readily available in the colony.a

Analysis of the data by economic level indicates that pros-
perous, btat not extremely wealthy, households participated most often
in domestic textile production (see Table 10)., Poorer and richer house-
holds owned tools and raw materials for textile production much less
frequently than those in the middle range. Of the estates valued under
% 200,0,0, 37.66 percent owned textile tools or raw materials, comp;xed
with a frequency of 57.89 percent among ‘estates valued between
E 260. 0.0 and ® 1000,0.0, Among very wealthy estates, worth over
% 1000,0.0, textile tools or raw materials appeared in only 31,43 per-
cent of the inventories. According to this data, the households most
likely to be equipped for domestic textlle production were those of the.
middle economic range--most of whom could surely have afforded to buy
finished fabrics. Perhaps a2 modicum of economic prosperity encouraged
textile productioﬁ by fieeing leisure time from the elemental round of
duties necessary for subsistence among the poorer classes, Among the
poorest households, whose total estates amounted to less than % 50.0,0,
textile tools.and raw materials appeared in less than one-third (31.43
percent) of the inventories. The very wealthy, in contrast, probably
channeled their leisure time into pursuits more elegant than spinning--
embroidery, canvaswork, msic, reading, |

Ownership of the means of production shows similar trends when
compared to household value instead of total estate worth (see Table 11).
Textile tools and raw materials appeared most commonly a.mong fairly sub-
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stantial households worth ® 40,0,0-% 80,0,0, occurring in 60.56 percent
of the inventories for this group, Among the poorest households,
valued at less than % 20,0,0, only 28,57 percent possessed the means of
textile production, Very wealthy, sophisticated households possessed
textile tools and raw materials even less frequently; only 15.38 per-
cent of the inventories for households wowth over & 200,0,0 included
spinning wheels or reels, wool or flax,

The popular theory does hold true in claiming that domestic-
textile production was more common in rural settlements than in urban
commnities (see Table 12), Households outside Philadelphia possessed
tools and raw materials over twice as frequently (58.50 percent) as did
city households (25,00 percent), suggesting that easy access to imported
textiles in the port city decreased the need for domestic production, |
Only 6.25 percent of the city households possessed textile raw materials,
compared to 34,50 percent of the rural households, Many rural yeomen no
doubt obtained wool and flax fibers from sheep ard flax they raised them-
selves; their easy access to the source of supply made home textile pro-~
duction more logical than for city dwellers, who could have purchased
finished goods as easlily as raw materlals, and thereby have saved them-
selves considerable labor,

Occupational backgrounds also directly influenced involvement in
domestic textile production (see Table 13)., Yeomen possessed the highest
frequency (63.29 percent) of textile tools and raw materials, Widows
and spinsters ranked second, with 58.33 percent ownership of the means of
textile production, Spimming wheels, reels, cards, and fibers appeared
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in only 38.57 percent of the crafismen's inventories and in but 26,09
percent of the tradesmen's estates, Significantly, none of the mer-
chants' estates listed elther textile tools or raw materials.

The inventories of Philadelphia County indicate that the house-
holds of moderately prosperous, rural yeomen were most likely to be
equipped for domestic textile production, This group possessed a very
limited range of fabric furnishings, The prosperous urban merchants
and tradesmen, who possessed the widest range of fabric furnishings,
were least often equipped to produce textiles domestically. In short,
the 'possession of fine fabric furnishings emphatically did not coincide
with the possession of the means of textile production; this phenomenon

strongly suggests that relatively few fabric furnishings were homemade.

The complexity of textile production has engendered considerable
confusion in discussions of domestic textile manufacture. A long and
complicated process involving numerous distinct steps, textile production
begins with the cultivation of the natural sources of fibers--mainly
cotton and flax plants, sheep, silk worms, Next, the raw plant and
animal fibers must be cleaned and treated to make them useable, The
processed fibers mst then be spun into yarns or threads, which are
woven into cloth on a loom. Finally, the woven cloth must be given a
finishing treatment., Even when colonial households engaged in textile
production, they rarely attempted the final two stages of the process--
weaving and finishing, Recent research on Pennsylvania German textiles

has found that:
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To date no primary source has come to light in the
German areas of Pennsylvania which would prove that any-
one other than professional weavers produced homespun
fabric, With the exceptlion of tape production, non-

professional weaving was just not part of Pennsylvania
German culture,>
Currently available data suggests that amateur weaving was not of any

culture in colonial Pennsylvania.

Professional craftsmen

Weaving was a skilled craft as much as silversmithing or cabinet-
making; like other skilled crafts, it required a substantial period of
apprenticeship to learn the mysterles of the tra.de.6 To claim that the
ordinary housewife who spun thread also wove fine bed and table linens
is as illogical as to claim that the ordinary yeoman who chopped wood
also made fine ca.‘binetry.7 Iike fine cabinetry, weaving also required .
specialized equipment, for although plain woven fa..‘;brics could be pro-
duced on simple two or four harness looms, most patterned weaves required

more complex looms as well as skilled weavers.

Full-sized weaving looms appeared only rarely in colonial
Philadelphia County inventories, Although 126 of the inventories (38.89
percent) included equipment for processing and spinning natural fibers,
only 8 households (2.47 percent of the total inventories) possessed
1ooms.8 Since these looms represented fairly sizable investments--
averaging about & 3,15.0 each--it seems unlikely that the appraisers
would have omitted a large number of existing looms, The data avail-
able for colonial Pennsylvania clearly contradicts claims like that made

by Carleton L. Safford and Robert Bishop in their popular work on

-
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America's Quilts and Coverlets: "Almost every family possessed a small

four-harness loom (as well as coverlet patterns or ‘drafts’), either
brought from Europe or fashioned in America of hand-hewn 1<:'gs."9

In addition to the full-sized looms, at least two other Phila-
delphia County households possessed small, protably table-sized, looms
for making fringe or ta.pe.lo Although these small looms were relatively
inexpensive (the fringe loom was valued at only 4s.), both appeared in
estates valued at almost & 300,0.0, suggesting that tape and fringe-'
m2king required a modicum of leisure time, One other specialized type
of loom appeared in two Fhiladelphia County inventories of the 1750-1751
veriod: the stocking loom or stocking-weave.r.ll This device is de-
scribed in R, Campbell‘'s London Tradesman of 1747 as a "late Invention"

designed to weave stockings much more guickly and economically than they

could be knit by ham'l.12

The eight men who owned full-sized loonms were protably all pro-
fessional weavers., Five of them specifically called themselves weavers;
two others used the title yeoman; and the last did not state his
occupation, The use of the title yeoman does not eliminate the possi-
bility that those two men were also weavers by trade. As Peter J.
Iaslett has pointed ocut, the term yeoman was a status title as well as
an occupational description, and "there was a yeoman status even in the
companies of craftsmen in the cities, w13 Iike many rural Pennsylvania
wea.vers,lu the two individuals in question owned farm land; they were
thus entitled to call themselves either yeomen or weavers, In other

cases, men occasionzlly chose to call themselves by the status title
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yeoman while their contemporaries referred to them by an occupational
tern, 15

Most weaving done in colonial Pennsylvania was accomplished by
skilled, professional, male weavers--not by amateur housewives,
Significantly, no looms appeared in the inventories of widows and spin-
sters, although these groups possessed a high freqguency of textile raw
materials and spinning equipment, In 1725, David Jones, yeoman of
Blockley Township, whose house included a "Shopp,™ bequeathed ome of his
looms to his son John, These factors suggest that Jones was indeed a
professional weaver, for if the loom had been used primarily by distaff
members of his family--as the popular image claims--it would surely
have been left to Jones's wife, who was still living when he wrote his
wi1, 16 '

The assertion that most of the cloth produced in colonial
Pennsylvania was professionally woven does not contradict the claim that
some households--usually rural ones--did engage in some facets of tex-
tiie production. An explanation of the confusion may lie in the word
used to describe domestic textile products--homespun., Semantically,
the very fact that these types of fabrics were commonly called homespun--
not home-woven or homemade--is very significant in suggesting that most
fabrics were, indeed, not woven at home. Rural households processed the
raw fibers and spun them into threads or yarn, then sent them to pro-
fessional weavers to be made into cloth. Several inventory references
to “yarn at the weaver" or "a piece of cloth at the weavers" document

this practice. 17
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As early as 1683, when German immigrants set up a center for
linen weaving near Philadelphia,'® cloth producticn concentrated in the
hands of specialists. The Philadelphia County probate records include
the estates of numerous textile craftsmen: <feltmakers, worsted combers,
wool carders, fullers, silk dyers, and starchmakers as well as tailors,
glovers, clothiers, weavers, and stocking weavers. R, Campbell de-
scribes the accomplishments of these and other tranches of the textile
trade in his treatise on The london Tradesman, With the services of

skilled, specialized crafismen available, it is extremely unlikely that
many colonial households carried on all stages of textile production

under their own roofs.

Colonizal manmrfactories

In addition to the textile production of individual craftsmen,
several groups attempted to introduce large-scale textile manufacturing
into Pennsylvania during the colonizal period. Although several projects
predated the mid-eighteenth century, including the 1683 estatlishment of
the Germantown linen weaving center, most colonial textile production in
this period derived from the efforts of domestic spinners and individual,
professional weavers, Not until the decade of the 1760's, when non-
importation agreements signed in response to British trade restrictions
cut off the supply of foreign textiles and stimulated colonial produc-
tion, did Pemnsylvanians make serious strides toward establishing colo-
nial textile mamufactories, In her thesis on "Textiles Used in Phila-
delphia, 1760-1775," Ruth Y, Cox details these late pre-Revolutionary
efforts to encourage colonial production of linen, wool, and cotton
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cloth as well as silk fibers, The most notahle point to be made about
the numerous textile manmufacturing attempts is their consistent failure.19
Textile production was inherently a labor-intensive industry, and
skilled labor was in short supply throughout the American colenies.
Significantly, textile production was the first recipient of the
English inventions that precipitated the Industrial Revblution: John
Kay's flying shuttle, 1733; James Hargreaves's spinning jenny, 17643
Richard Arkwright's water frame, 1768, and carding machine, 1775
Samiel Crompton's spinning mule, 1779; Edmond Cartwright's power loom,
1785.20 Pennsylvania textile manufactories could not compete with the
production of well established, organized, and increasingly mechanized
European cloth centers, and foreign fabrics of fine quality could be
imported less expensively than they could be made in the colony.zl
Governor John Penn, writing to the lords Commissioners for Trade and
Plantations, described the plight of Pennsylvania's infant textile
industry in 1767:
Nor do I know of any [n-za.mzfactorie_s] actually carrying

on at this time except two. One of them was set up about

three years ago in this city by private subscription for the

making of sail-cloth, ticking, and linens; but the persons

concerned have already sunk money by the project, for the

high price of labor will not allow any of the articles to be

made at so cheap a rate as those of the same quality and

goodness manufactured in England are sold for by the re-

tailers here; they have therefore lately resolved to dis-

continue the undertaking.22

Despite numerous attempts to produce textiles in Pennsylvania

prior to the Revolution, the output of colonial manufactories, pro-
fessional weavers, and domestic spinners was insubstantial compared with

the vast amounts of textiles regularly imported into the port of

-
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Philadelphia, In the 324 inventories studied, only 2 specific refer-
ences to homespun cloth occcurred, both in 1750, Jacob Optergrave,
weaver of Perkiomen and Skippack Townships, possessed "four yards & a
half of homespun Cloth" valued at 16s. and probably woven by his own
hands,?> John Bettle, cordwainer of Philadelphia, owned the only
example of a fabric furnishing specifically designated as being made of
homespun cloth; appraisers valued his "Two Diaper Table Cloths, 6 Pillow
Cases, 6 Towels, & two home spun Table Cloths" at a total of & 1.10.0,2*
And although in 1727 James Tuthill, Gentleman of Philadelphia, had
among his shop goods 109 yards of “German Town Chex™ valued at 2s.6d.
per yard for a total of & 13,12.6, his stock of imported goods was far
25

more extensive,

Importation

Throughout the colonial period, imported textiles provided the
vast majority of goods used as fabric furnishings., Merchants' shop in-
ventories comtained voluminous amounts of textiles used for bed cover-
ings and hangings, table coverings, upholstery, and window hangings:
fine and coarse linens (damask, diaper, huckabuck, holland, kenting,
cambric, dowlas, canvas, sheeting, ticking, garlick, oznabrigg, Scotch
cloth), cottons (fustian, dimity, muslin, calico, chintz)! heavy woolens
and finer warsieds (serge, half thick, broadcloth, frieze, kersey,
linsey woolsey, stuff, flannel, blanketing, shalloon, tammy, camlet,
calamanco), and occasionally silks.26 The difficult problem of identi-
fying specific fabric types has already been addressed by several au-

thors, including Iinda Baumgarten Berlekamp, Anna Brightman, Abbott

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



48

Lowell Cummings, Hazel Cummin, Florence M, Hontgomery, and Ruth Y, Cox,
who has listed and descridbed the major imported fabrics available in
Philadelphia just prior to the Revolution, 2

Imported fabrics arrived in Philadelphia from many cowntries--
England, Ireland, France, Germany, the Low Countries, Italy, Russia,
India, China, England provided the bulk of the trade, however, and, in
compliance with British trade restrictions, Continental and Oriental
textiles were generally imported to the colonies through Iiomi(m.28
Philadelphia merchants occasionally smuggled Irish linens directly into
the colony, in contravention of British mercantile 1aws.29 Some foreign
textiles also reached Philadelphia through other colonial ports, espe-
cially during the early part of the eighteenth century, when Fhila-
delphia's shipping industry had not yet reached its full capacity.

Prior to 1730, Boston's shipping greatly exceeded that of both Phila-
delphia and New York, and Boston merchants sent lumber, West Indian goods,
wine, fish, iron i:are, and European goods (including textiles) to
Philadelphia in a coastwise trade carried primarily on New England
ships. >0 According to research by Brock Jobe, Boston merchant-upholsterer
Thomas Fitch (1669-1736), a close associate of Philadelphia merchant-
upholsterer Edward Shippen, established an "extensive trading network
throughout the colonies, specializing in the distribution of English
teitiles."Bl

Textiles dominated the English export trade throughout the
elghteenth century; they "accounted for about three-fifths of exports at
both the beginning and the end of the century. n32 In Philadelphia,
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various kinds of cloth and other varlieties of dry goods
« -« o taken together invariably accounted for more than
half of the total value of imports from the mother coun-
try. . « « British woolens were by far the most valuable
item sent to Pennsylvania as they were, indeed, to every
American colony, . . . Next in value were British linens
of various kinds,33
By the early 1770 Pennsylvania was importing from England over
£ 375,000 worth of textiles annually, slightly over half of the total

volume of imports from England.yb

Philadelphia's heavy dependence on Sritish imports for its sup-
ply of textiles and other manufactured goods rendered prices in the
colony extremely sensitive to any alterations in the trade provoked by
Buropean political affairs or economic changes: "Probably at no time
since the Revolution have prices in FPhiladelphia been so influenced by
external affairs as they were during the colonial period. n35 Economic |
historians have charted the frequent fluctuations in the cost of dry
goods in colonial I’h:!.la.delph:’n.a.,36 but the lcng term trends remain un-
clear, In addition, it is not known how closely the values listed in
inventories for fabric furnishings--generally goods some years old--
reflected the current market prices for new textiles., Prices in Phila-
delphia reflected the current supply, expected shipments, availability
of currency, ease or difficulty of transportation, and legal trade
regulations as well as economic conditions of inflation or receésion,
depreciation of colonial currency (determined by the rate of exchange
for British pounds sterling or Spanish milled dollars), and real
changes in the cost of production and transportation, Anne Bezanson
and her colleagues concluded in their study of Prices in Colonial

Reproduczad with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Pennsylvania that:

The most significant aspect of the behavior of the

prices of British goods, so far as the prices of osnaburgs

/2 coarse linen/ are typical, is that from 1720 to 1775

there was a horizontal trend underlying the successive

swings, 37
However, Ralph Davis, a British economic historian, has argued that the
vrice of English wool declined substantially during the century follow-
ing the Restoration:. “There were strong reasons, even in the absence of
technical innovation, why many grades of English cloth should have been
produced much more cheaply around 1720 or 1750 than half a century
earlier, n38 The increasing mechanization of the British textile industry
during the eighteenth century would also have tended to drive down

prices,

The Upholstery Trade

In addition to yard goods, merchants also imported ready-made
fabric furnishings: tablecloths, blankets, coverlids, quilts, and bed
rugs.39 The uphoistery trade, however, supplied by far the largest pro-
portion of fabric furnishings used in colonial Philadelphia,

R, Campbell's lLondon Tradesman describes the position of the eighteenth

century upholder, as the trade was then known:

I have just finished my House, and mst now think of
furnishing it with fashionable Furniture. The Upholder is
chief Agent in this Case: He is the Man upon whose Judgment
I rely in the Choice of Goods; and I suppose he has not only
Judzgment in the Materials, but Taste in the Fashions, and
Skill in the Workmanship, This Tradesman's Genius mst be
universal in every Branch of Furniture; though his proper
Craft is to fit up Beds, Window-Curtains, Hangings, and to
cover Chairs that have stuffed Bottoms: He was originally
a Species of the Taylor; but, by degrees, has crept over his
Head, and set up as a Connoisieur in every article that be=-
longs in a House.
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Campbell contimues with a description of the skills required of the
upholder:

He must handle the Needle so alertly as to sew a plain
Seam, and sew on the ILace without Puckers; and he must
use his Sheers so dextrously as to cut a Valence or
Counterpain with a genteel Sweep, according to a Pattern
he has before him, . . . The stuffing and covering a
Chair or Settee-Bed is indeed the nicest Part of this
Branch; tut it may be acquired without any remarkable
Genius, X0

Although William ¥acPherson Hornor, Jr.'s Blue Book of Philadelphia

Furniture and two Winterthur theses on furniture making in Philadelphia
by Cathryn J. FcElroy and Nancy Ann Goyne consider the upholstery trade
tangentially, relatively little research has addressed the subject
directly; more information is certainly needed on this important aspect
of Philadelphia craft and mercantile activities.

In contrast, much more is known of the upholstery trade in
"Boston. In his article on "The Boston Furniture Industry, 1720-1740,%
Brock Jobe discusses the upholstery trade in depth, largely on the basis
of ten volumes of shop records kept by Boston upholsterers Thomas Fitch
and Samiel Grant between the years 1702-1771, Jobe comments on the
scope of the upholstery trade in colonial Boston:

During the eighteenth century the upholstery trade was

deemed the most lucrative and prestigious craft profession,

Its members not only made and sold bedding, bed curtains,

and upholstered furniture, btut also imported all types of

textiles and dry goods for resale,#1
Like Fitch, many early Fhiladelphia upholsterers were probably importers
as well, At least one man whose estate was probated in Philadelphia
practiced both trades, Anthony Chiswell referred to himself as a mer-

chant in his will, but his appraisers designated him an upholsterer,*?
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According to the research of Hormor, McElroy, Coyne, and
Alfred Coxe Prime, at least twenty-eight upholsterers or merchant-
upholsterers worked in Philadelphia prior to the Re'\roltﬂ;:i.un.a'3 In con-
trast, Jobe revorts twenty-three upholsterers working in Boston during
the shorter period 1725-1760.“"' Only one Philadelphia upholsterer, John
Budd, is definitely known to have been active before 1700, 7 suggesting
that the developnent of the upholstery trade in the new colony of
Pennsylvania lagged far behind that of Boston, which had supported up-
holsterers as early as the 1660's, Benno ¥, Forman has documented at
least twelve upholsterers working in Boston prior to 1700, and at least
one of these men, Thomas Fitch, had developed an extensive business by

1702, 46

Several upholsterers worked in Philadelphia during the first
half of the eighteenth century--Job Adams, Peter Baynton, Thomas
England, Peter Hall, John Housman, Joseph Shivpen, Josevh Stockdale, and
Plunket Fleeson.u? Fleeson is certainly the most well known of all
colonial Philadelphia upholsterers, as much, one suspects, for the
quaintness of his name as for the longevity and productivity of his
career, The great majority of known Philadelphia upholsterers, however,
arrived in the colony during the third quarter of the century, when the
number of newspaper advertiserments for upholstery work increased
:shau':yly.l"8 This phenomenon suggests that, like its shipping, Phila-
delphia's taste for fine, sophisticated fabric furnishings did not come

of age until the 1760's and 1770's.

Philadelphia‘'s upholsterers, like their Boston counterparts,
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provided a wide variety of goods and services to their customers, No
contimous documentation for a Fhiladelphia upholsterer--comparable to
the Fitch and Grant account and letter books--has yet come to light, btut
scattered references from newspaper advertisements and family bills and
papers suggest the general range of activitles, Plunket Fleeson, whose
career lasted from his arrival in Philadelphia in 1739 until shortly
before his death in 20.791,""9 is by far the best documented Philadelphia
upholsterer, and his business nay serve as an example of the develop-
nent of the trade in Philadelphia, During the course of his career,
Fleeson offered for sale bed ticks, blankets, leather chairs, curled
hair mattresses, and "sea-beds, bedsteads and bottoms ready made,
mattrasses of all kinds, feather beds,” He also sold goose feathers,
wallpaper, and furnishing fabric;s:-"cotton chintz, and copper-plate bed
furniture, harrateens and chineys, with siitable trirmings, hair seat-
ing, norans, . . . furniture checks,"° In addition to selling yard
goods and ready-made items, surviving bills demonstrate that Fleeson
custon-made upholstery and bed and window hangings for levi
Hollingsworth, William Armstrong, Steven Paschall, George Croughan,
John Reynolds, John Cadwalader, Stephen Collins, several members of the
Norris family, and other wealthy Philadelphians,t

Other upholsterers in the city advertised similar wares. In
1722 John Housman announced his intention to leave for England, selling
out his stock "consisting chiefly of Standing Beds, Feather-Beds, Quilts,
Blankets, Stuffs for Curtains, Chairs, Locking-glasses, Couches, &," 2
Ten years later, Job Adams offered "all Sorts of Upholders Goods, viz,
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Beds and Beding, Easy Chalirs, Settees, Squabs and Couches, Window-Seat
Cushions Russia Leather Chairs, n33 In 175% James White announced that
he would make

all sorts of furniture for beds, window curtains, either

festoon or plain, all sorts of chairs, either French or

India btack, sofa's, settees and settee-beds, feather-‘becjig,

mattrasses, and 211 other sorts of household furniture,
Two years later, the partunership of White (another m)SS and Iawrence
advertised:

A1l sorts of upholstery work, such as bedsteds, cornices,

and furniture, feather beds, sacking bottoms, mattrasses,

all sizes blankets, rugs, Sgabbin stools, all sorts of

.paper hangings, &c.é&c.é&c,
Upholsterer John Fason gave notice in 1771 that he had just imported "a
neat assortment" of the

best Wilton Carpetting, in the piece, best superfine

Flanders tickens, 6-4, 8-4, and 9-4 stained bed quilts,

, 3=k

o-4, 10-4, and 11-&, cotton counterpanes; . . .
coverlides, with severa.l other articles in the upholstery

way.5?

The uphols;terer;s task did not end with the sale of bedding,
hangings, and furniture coverings, however, ILike other furniture crafts-
men in London, Boston, and Philadelphia,>® Philadelphia upholsterers
engaged in a variety of odd jobs related to thelr craft, Several uphol-
sterers advertised their willingness to "walt upon any family and finish
off any work at their own houses, if required. n39 One of the most com-
mon out-jobs was the hanging of wall coverings--both paper and fabric--
sold at the upholstery shops during the third guarter of the century.
¥ost upholsterers offered to perform this service for their customers,
and many advertised the quality of their work. In 1754 James White

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



55

advertised "paper hangings put up, so as not to be affected by the

hottest weather, w60

Another common task was that of setting up a bed with its
hangings. In 1762 Plunket Fleeson charged Charles Norris 2s.6d., for
“Taking down a raisd teastr bed" and 7s.6d. in 1765 for "putting up a
bed & window Curts tax & nails, w61 In 1770-1771 Fleeson billed John
Cadwalader 12s,6d, fc;r "fixing and putting up the new Chince bed,
Clozk pins, tacks,™ and 7s.6d. for "putting up a high post Chince bed

& fixing 2 Wim Curt,"02

Upholsterer William Atlee apparently hoped to
sinmplify the recurrent task of putting up and taking down beds; in 1732 he
advertised "beds after the most fashionable and plain way to take off
the Wood-work, nE3 These activities apparently coincided with seasonal .
changes, periodic cleanings, and attempts to eradicate thé ever-
threatening bed bug, as well as with the installation of new hangings.éu
One enterprising upholsterer, John Webster, even advertised "Webster's
Liquof. for entirely destroying that offensive and destructive vermin
called Buggs, which he has compleated with success, w65 Finally, several
Philadelphia upholsterers, including John Budd and Thomas Harper, also

doubled as appra:lsers66-not an uncommon practice, according to The

Iondon Tradesman, 67

Althongh undertaking constituted a large proportion of the
upholsterer's business in Iondon and other area.s,68 this facet of the
trade rarely surfaces in Philadelphia records. Only two upholsterers
are known to have specifically mentioned the undertaking business in
their advertisements, In 1754 James White, "Upholsterer and Undertaker,
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lately arrived from London,™ advertised “funerals furnished, and
shrouds ready made, pink'd as in london, or plain and plaited, and
sheets. w69 In 1771 Charles Allen announced to the public, "That he pro-
poses to undertzke and carry on the Upholsterer's Business in 2all its
branches with the utmost elegance and taste."7o Similarly, few of the
known upholsterers' bills include coffins, shrouds, or other funerary
apourtenances, In contrast, many surviving records document large num-
bers of coffins made and furnished by Philadelphia joiners and cabinet-
makers, This phenomenon was not unusual, for Campbell's London
Tradespan associated undertaking with the woodworking--not the
upholstery--trade:
The last Trade I shall rention is the Undertaker, a

Set of Men who live by Death, and never cares to appear

tut at the End of a ¥an's Life , ., . ; their Business is

to watch Death, and to furnish out the Funeral Solemnity,

with as much Pomp and feigned Sorrow, as the Heirs or Suc-

cessor of the Deceased chuse to purchase: They are a hard-

hearted Generation, and require more lMoney than Brains to

conduct their Business; I know no one Qualification pecu-

liarly necessary to them, except it is a steady, demure,

and melancholy Countenance at Command: I do not know, that

they take Apprentices in thelr Capacity as Undertakers, for

they are generally Carpenters, or Herald-Painters besides, 71
Perhaps Quaker disapproval of extravagant funerals limited the profits

of undertaking in Philadelphia,’2

In short, practitioners of the upholstery trade provided their
customers with utilitarian bedding--bed ticks and mattresses--and ready-
made blankets, quilts, rugs, coverlids, and hanglings as well as more
elaborate and expensive custon-made bed and window hangings and uphol-
stered furniture. Although some households no doubt owned fabric fur-
nishings constructed at home from colonially woven textiles, Philadelphia's

-
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upholsterers and merchants supplied the vast majority of fabric fur-
nishings, both cheap and expensive, simple and elaborate, and almost
all made professionally from imported cloth, The upholsterers'
advertisements constantly emphasized their familiarity with the latest
English and Continental styles of fabric furnishings, suggesting that
they believed such claims would benefit them in their competition for
patronage. How much the public shared the tradesmen's interest in the
latest styles remains open to question, Iinda Baumgarten Berlekamp .
has argued that, in late seventeenth century Boston, many colonists
resisted imported goods, not because they were old fashioned, but because
73

they were not sufficiently conservative,

Despite its prominence and activity, available evidence suggests
that the upholstery trade in Philadelphia, at least prior to 1750, was |
not nearly as sophisticated as that of Boston, which was well developed
by the opening of the eighteenth century; this fifty year lag no doubt
rg.flected Philadeliahia.'é later founding, Even as late as the 1770's,
crimson silk damask, which was used for bed and window hangings by the
wealthiest, most sophisticated Bostonians by the 1730's and 1740's, "
was not readily available in Philadelphia, The records of Holy Trinity
(014 Swedes) Church in Wilmington, Delaware, for 1772, describe the
congregation's difficulty in obtaining pulpit hangings of crimson silk
damask: "The material could not be found in Philadelphia, but Mr,
Fleeson, the upholsterer, sent to New York. n?3 In 1771, John Cadwalader
purchased almost 170 yards of rich blue and yellow silk damask directly

from the London wholesale house of Rushton & Beacheroft, Since
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Cadwalader ordinarily patronized Philadelphia upholsterers Plunket
Fleeson and John Webster (in 1772 the latter made up these pieces of
silk damask into curtains and upholstery) for other fabrics and fahric
furnishings, his direct dealings with Rushton & Beachcroft suggest that
suitable rich silk damasks were not available in Philadelphia,’® The
second Fhiladelphia Non-Importation Agreement, drawn up in protest of
the Townshend Acts of 1767, had ended by the early awtumn of 1770,77
Philadelphia upholsterers and merchants would have had plenty of time to
order and restock silk furniture damasks--had they so desired--before
Cadwvalader authorized purchase of goods in London in August of 1771, A
lingering of the Quaker aesthetic preference for high quality but un-
ostentatious materials might explain the absence of rich silk furniture
damasks in the Philadelphia dry goods tra.de.78 Recent research, however,
has suggested that silk furnishing fabrics were relatively rare even in
England during the eighteenth century, Writing on the subject of silk
consumption in colonial America, Natalie Rothstein comments:
Both in England and in the Colonies, the silks were

intended for one purpose--costume, men's as well as women's-~

and not for furnishings. It was only the Crown or the

Governor of a Colony who had some furnishings of silk for

the State apartments, . . . . The trade itself was made up

of piecemeal orders of not more than two or three pieces

at a time, destined in some cases to nmeet an individua.l79
order, placed with a retainer in a small Colonial town.

Maintenance of Fabric Furnishings

The cost of owning fabric furnishings did not end with the
initial purchase, but entailed a relatively high cost of contimued
maintenance to protect against a2 host of hazards, Textiles faded and
rotted if exposed to sunlight, and molded if exposed to dampness,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



59

Woolens of'ten fell prey to moths, Cleanliness was a constant problenm,
and bed bugs and other vermin were the price paid for its neglect. Even
ordinary use presented a hazard to fabric furnishings, for abrasion wore
away thelr very fibers,

Colonial Philadelphians recognized many of the problems in-
volved in caring for fabric furnishings, Extra bed and table linens and
bed hangings helped increase cleanliness, and the efforts of upholster-
ers in taking down and putting up beds have already been noted. In
1767, John Webster, inventor of the bed bug cure, proclaimed the advan-
tages of

the newest invented Venetian sun blinds for windows, on
the best principles, stain'd to any colour, moves to any
position, so as to give different lights, screens from the
scorching rays of the sun, draws a cool air in hot weather,
draws up as a curtain, and prevents from being overlooked,

and is the greatest preserver of furniture of any thing of
the kind ever invented,80 ’

Slipcovers, mentioned in two of the inventories studiedsl and more fre-
quently in umolsm; bills and advertisements, protected fine up-
holstery fabrics from light, dirt, and abrasion. Some wealthy house-
holders, like the John Cadwaladers, had covers for their floor carpets

as well.sz

By 1775, at least one~third (35.00 percent) of the Phila-
delphia County estate inventories listed some utensils for textile
maintenance--primarily smoothing irons, sad irons, or box irons and
occasionally ironing boards and brushes for removing dirt, These uten-
sils were probably used most frequently for maintaining clothing, but
they also could have served to care for fabric furnishings, Interest-

ingly, screw-presses, used to keep tablecloths and napkins sharply

-~
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creased between meals, were generally absent or unidentifiable in
Philadelphia County inventories. An exception is the 1726 inventory of
Willianm Alexander, Esquire, Gentleman, late of London, which listed “"In
ye Back Chanber, . . . 1 Table, 2 old Chairs & 1 Cloath press™ valued
together at 10s,.; the low valuation suggests that Alexander's "Cloath
press™ could have been a screw-press for linens rather than a large

83

case plece for storage.

In summary, colonists in the Philadelphia area had access to a
wide variety of fine and coarse European textiles, imported more cheaply
than they could be produced by colonizal weavers or textile mamifactories,
and the wide ranging services of a small btut active body of skilled
merchant-upholsterers, These goods and these crafismen provided the
bulk of the bed, table, seating furniture, window, floor, and wall
coverings used in Philadelphia area homes during the period 1700-177S.
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CHAPTER III

BED COVERINGS

Bed coverings were by far the most common and most important
fabric furnishing used in eighteenth century colonial Philadelphia
homes, By 1700, self-sufficient households almost invariably possessed
sonme sort of bed coverings, however poor or rude. 3Bed coverings were
also the most expensive fabric furnishings found in colonial Phila-
delphia inventories. HFany householders, in all income ranges, invested

more money in their best bed than in any other single household item,

Some colonial FPhiladelphiz appraisers recorded very detailed,
itemized lists of bed coverings and other fabric furnishings. John
Ca.dwa;].a.der and Edward Roberts, appraisers for estates within the city of
Philadelphia during the period 1725-1727, habitually provided very
thorough, methodical, and specific descriptions of sleeping equipment:
"Feather bed bolster 2 pillows 2 shets 2 blankets Quilt Curtains
Vailings head & tester Cloths & bed stead . . . 7.10,0," or, for a less
elaborate bed, "Small feather bed bolster sheet blanket rug and bed-

stead . . . 2.10.0,"™

Other appraisers, particularly those in rural
areas, recorded fabric furnishings in much less detail, Over one-half
of the total inventories studied grouped bed coverings together in

collective descriptions--bed and bedding, bed and bed clothes, bed and
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covers, bed and appurtenances, bed and furniture., As the century pro-
gressed, the frequency of collective descriptions increased (see Table
14), In 1700-1704, 43,06 percent of the inventories listing bed
coverings employed collective descriptions; by 1750, almost three-
quarters of the inventories (74,32 percent) with bed coverings employed
general terms, Throughout the period, ma.ny appraisers combined col-
lective descriptions for assemblages of bed coverings actually in use
with itemized listings of pieces currently in storage., This practice
greatly complicates identification of the actual composition of the
bed. when in use.

Yost modern works, including Cummings's treatise on Bed
Hangings, have interpreted the eighteenth century term "bed furniture"
to mean "the complete accessories of the bedstead, that is,curtains, |
valance, tester and coun'ber.‘pa.ne."2 Evidence from Philadelphia inven-
tories, however, suggests that appralsers, at least in that section of
the country, enrplo&ed coilective terms like bed and furniture inter-
changeably and with little standardization to describe the bed and what-
ever happened to be on it., The valuations assigned to these collective
1istings of bed coverings support the supposition that the term bed and
furniture did not necessarily denote a fully hung bed. These valuations
depended on a number of factors, including size, age, condition,
quality of materials, Since these factors were not always accounted
for in the inventories, it is often difficult to ascertain mean or
median valuations. In general, however, appraisers valued fully hung
beds (which they specifically described as such) at & 8,0,0 or more
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during the period 1700-1704; later in the century, the value of fully
hung beds sometimes dropped as low as & 6,0,0 each, However, a fine
feather-filled bed tick alone could be worth as much as % 7,0,0, so a
high valuation does not always imply the presence of bed hangings, The
valuations for a bed and furniture ranged from over & 20.0.0 (indubi-
tably with hangings) to & 1,0,0 or lower (surely insufficient to in-
clude hangings). This data suggests a far from standardized usage of
terms like bed and furniture; they could as easily denote the bed and
its tick or case, bed linens, blankets, covers, hangings, or any com-
bination thereof, depending on the wealth of the owner and the com-
position of his bed, In 1703, Edmund Cartlidge's appraisers specifi-
cally recorded "one Bed and ffurniture with Curtains & Covlidd ., . .
10,0,0,"> indicating that the tern bed and furniture did not necessarily
include hangings.

Within the limits of the data available, however, it is cer-
tainly possible to idenﬁfy the ﬁajor types of bed coverings used in
colonial Philadelphia and to indicate their material composition,
economic value, relative importance, and occasionally their appearance,

Bedding
The bed, defined as a functional assemblage of sleeping equip-

nment, could include three major types of appurtenances: bedding, bed-
stead, and bed hangings., Bedding (including the bed and its casing,
headrests, bed linens, and outer covers) was by far the most common
general type of bed furnishing, appearing in 88,58 percent of all inven-
tories studied (see Table 1), In contrast, only 51,85 percent of the

~
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inventories listed bedsteads, and only 30,56 percent either specifi-
cally recorded or strongly implied possession of bed hangings, The
frequency of bedding remained falrly constant, averaging near 90,00
percent for all periodic, economlice, geographical, and occupational
groups for which sufficient data could be obtained (see Tables 2-6),
This pattern suggests that bedding represented the lowest commoz;
denominator among fabric furnishings.

Beds

Within the category of bedding, the bed itself represented the
basic level--over 90,00 percent of the inventories with bedding included
some type of bed (see Table 14), The term bed is here used in its
eighteenth century sense, meaning a bag or case filled with feathers,
flocks,chaff, or other cushioning material, roughly equivalent in func-.
tion to today's ma.ttress.h Physically and psychologically, the bed en-
couraged relaxation by providing a soft, insulating layer between the

sleeper and the cold, hard floor,

Colonial Philadelphia householders could choose from a variety
of stuffing materials for their beds, Although many of the inventories
(59.93 percent) simply used the general term bed, without further de-
scription, some appraisers distinguished between various types of cush-
joning materials, Of the stuffings specifically mentioned, feather
beds appeared most often, in 39,37 percent of the inventories with
bedding, Chaff beds, filled with the husks, straw, and other refuse
separated out from grain in the process of winnowing,5 appeared next
most frequently, in 13,94 percent of the inventories with bedding.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



71

Flock beds, stuffed with very short wool fibers, ranked third,
appearing in only 10,45 percent of the inventories with bedding, While
the frequency of feather beds remained fairly constant throughout the
period (allowing for variations in the specificity of the records),
the use flock and chaff beds reversed between 1700 and 1775. In 1700-
1704, flock beds appeared over twice as often as chaff beds, but from
1725 on, the opposite situation prevailed. Fhiladelphia upholsterers
continued to advertise beds stuffed with wool fibers as late as the’
1770's, In 1769 John Mason offered for sale

. . « « mattrasses,or wool beds, which are so beneficial

to mankind, for when a CONSTITUTION grows weak through

inadvertency, or any waye thrown into CONFUSIOK, these beds

are of great use to rest on, therefore I woulg advise every

CONSTITUTION to be provided with one of then,
Despite such advertisements, the inventories indicate that the popularity
of flock beds declined substantially after the first quarter of the

eighteenth century,

In addition o feathers, chaff, and flocks--the three most popu-
lar kinds of stuffing--the Philadelphia inventories also listed straw
beds (probably equivalent to chaff beds--four occurrences), wool beds
(probably equivalent to flock beds--two households), and cattail beds
(four inventories).7 Four Philadelphia inventories employed the term
ordinary bed, which probably designated a chaff bed, In 1700 William
Valicot's appraisers recorded "an ordinarie /bed/ and sum furniture , . .
2,10,0," and immediately below, "another old chafe bed & sum bed
clothes . . . 1. 0.0."8 Only ten inventories included mats or mattresses,

despite the advantages that Mason and other upholsterers advocated for
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these items, The term matiress apparently designated a rather flat bed
stuffed with wool, flocks, or possibly curled hair, An advertisement by
Mason in 1769 described mattresses as "Wool or Hair Beds."? Bailey's

Dictionarium Britannicum of 1730 defined a mattress as "a kind of

Quilt £illed with Wool, Cotton &, a flock Bed,™ and Dyche and Pardon's
dictionary of 1765 described it as “a quilt or thin bed to lay over
otherss and sometimes to lie on alcne. »10 Two inventories also listed
cots, which may have been similar to mattresses. . The Oxford English
Dictionary lists eighteenth century uses of the term cot to mean “wool

matted or felted together in the fleece”™ or "a light bedstead, nl2

Other types of beds mentioned in the inventories included pallet
beds (small, low bedsi-o—two inventories), chaff tegs and straw bags

(twice each), "2 old lin: flock beds,"” and "one flock and feather bed, nl

Four inventories listed sea beds; one had a flock sea bed and another,
"a Small Cabbin bed.™> Although only one of these householders identi-
fied himself as a ma.riner, the names of these beds suggest a typological
origin in the outfittings made for ships. Philadelphia upholsterers
frequently advertised sea beds and other furnishings for ships, suggest-
ing that in FPhiladelphia as in Boston, a substantial proportion of the

16 The term sea

upholstery trade consisted of fitting out ships' cabins,
bed may, in fact, have designated a type of hammock, since the latter
vwere commonly defined as hanging veds used primarily at sea. 17 The
term hammock itself, however, may have designated a finer or more
elaborate iter than an ordinary sea bed, since the eight inventories

with hammocks all belonged to individuals who had invested over
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% 100.0,0 in household goods, Hammocks seem to have been a rather
exotic luxury in colonial Philadelphia, possessed mainly by individuals
with cosmopolitan tastes, whose businesses brought them into close
contact with imported and exotic goods--two mariners, a wealthy mer-
chant, two wealthy widow/shopkeepers, and three prosperous tradesmen, 13
¥inally, nine inventories specifically recorded the use of bed ticks,

and seven designated bed cases,

Feathers consistently made up the nost expensive type of bed.
stuffing, generally ranging in value from & 3,0,0-% 7.0.0 per bed, 3Bol-
ste:':s and pillows were often valued together with beds, making it diffi-
cult to ascertain individual values. The value generally depended on
the weight and quality of the stuffing, for feathers were available in
several grades, ranging from the "Good live Geese Feathers" advertised |
by Flunket Fleeson and other upholsterers to less fine and soft varie-
ties.1? In 1727 appraisers valued one of widow Catherine Criffing's
feather beds with .its t;to piliows, weighing sixty-four pounds in all,
at 16d. per pound, for a total of & 4,5.4; they appraised another fea-
ther bed with bolster and two pillows, weighing eighty-six pounds in

all, at 20d. per pound, for a total value of B 7.4.4,2°

Flock and chaff beds were considerably less valuable, Flock
beds generally ranged in value from 10s,-% 2.0.0 each; like feather beds,
they were occasionally valued by weight., The accounts of Elizabeth Fox's
executors recorded the sale of one flock bed weighing 77% pounds at 7d,

21

per pound, for a total of ® 2.5.2, Chaff beds were the cheapest type

of tick, generally averaging under % 1.0,0 each in value,
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Philadelphia upholsterers commonly sold feather and flock or
wool beds, but some householders may have made their own bed ticks-——
especially those stuffed with the homelier materials like chaff,
straw, and cattalls, Upholsterers occasionally sold bed ticking by the
yard,?? and merchants stocked large supplies and various grades of this
utilitarian commodity: flowered ticking, striped ticking, "Cullerd
Ticking," broad Hamborough ticking, "Cherge Ticking," bed ticking,
pillow ticking, bolster ticking,?> Remants of ticking and bolstering
listed in household inventoriesza suggest that householders purchased
menufactured ticking cloth, shaped it, and stuffed it with feathers,
flocks, chaff or cattails they had collected., Several inventories
listed bags of feathers stored in garrets, probably being saved for

later use in pillows, bolsters, or bed ticks, 25

Pillows and bolsters

Pillows and bolsters generally used the same kinds of stuffing
mterials as beds--preferably feathers but also flock or chaff or, less
frequently, cattails, Pillows generally but not invariably appeared in
pairs, while bolsters usually appeared singly. Dyche and Pardon's dic-
tionary of 1765 described a bolster as "a leng pillow to lay the head
on,"” suggesting that eighteenth century bolsters probably resembled
their modern counterparts in form.2° In 1700-1704, the frequency of
bolsters substantially exceeded that of pillows; the former appeared in
52.78 percent of the inventories with bedding, while the latter appeared
in only 38,89 percent. During the 1750-1751 and 1775 periods, how-
ever, the number of households owning pillows exceeded slightly those
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with bolsters. Two pillows and one bolster seem to have been the
standard equipage for a fully furnished bed.

Bed linens

Bed linens--sheets, blankets, pillow and bolster cases--consti-
tuted the next major sub-category of bedding, During the entire period
studied, only 20,56 percent of all inventories with bedding specifically
1isted casing for pillows and tolsters, while 45.30 percent listed
sheets and 36,59 percent included blankets, These percentages indubi-
tab}y underestimate the actual situation,for many appraisers did not
bother to itemize bed linens actually in use; if a family did not pos-
sess surplus sheets, blankets, or cases, no entries for these itenms
would have appeared in the inventory., In other cases, appraisers
grouped these items together in collective descriptions--bed linenms,
parcels of linens, household linens, Despite these problems with the
data, certain trends remained consistent throughout the period,
Sheets occurred slightly more frequently than blankets and much more
often than pillow and bolster cases. Fost appraisers referred to pillow
coverings as cases, Despite attribution of the term pillowbeers to
eighteenth century usage, only thirteen inventories actually used this
term, while fifty-two inventories used the term pillowcases, Nine of
the thirteen inventories recording pillowbeers dated between 1700 and
1704, while no examples of this term appeared in the 1775 inventories.
The popularity of the term pillowbeers apparently waned throughout the
colonial period. Finally, at least two inventories listed bolster
cloths, probably decorative cloths used to cover the bolster when the
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Sheets, plllowcases, and bolster cases were generally made of
linen, and contemporary lexiconographers closely associated linen fab-
rics with these bed furnishings: "Sheet . ., . a large ILimnen Cloth to
lzy upon the 3ed, n28 Some other fabrics also appeared, however:
cotton (three times), wool (once), and flannel (five times) for sheets
and cotton (once) for pillowcases., 29 Sone appraisers noted different
varietles of linen sheeting and casing materials: canvas, tow, fla:;en.
Holland, Scotch clotho'-—while others distinguished between coarse and
finé grades of sheeting linen, A few recorded the appearance of the
cloth, describing “Chequered Linnen" pillowcases, a blue cattail pillow,
and brown (probably unbleached) shee'l’.s.31 Although most sheets
appeared in pairs, some beds--especizlly those in households with low
valuations or the lesser beds in more substantizal homes--had only one
sheet., This suggests that the normative use of two sheets per bed was
not yet universally prac;ticed. Finally, some inventories distinguished
between large and small sheets, suggesting variations in bed sizes within
a household, from the large best bed to smaller, less elaborate ones,

Like éheets, blankets also appeared frequently--but not always--
in pairs. Appraisers rarely recorded the appearance or material compo-
sition of blankets. This phenomenon probably reflected several inter-
related factors, Elankets were available in a smaller range of materials
than sheets, so appraisers had no need to list different 'I:ypés of fabrics.,
Their appearance was much less important than their function, so apprais-
ers had no need to describe the former, Among the few examples for

-~
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which the appraisers recorded physical descriptions were a yellow
blanket and a striped blanket,J? Finally, blankets were less important
as indicators of status than sheets, so appraisers had less need to
distinguish between grades of quality. The appearance in shop inven-
tories of fabrics called simply "blanketing" suggests the limited range
of blanket nateria.ls.33 Although one inventory recorded a fl@d blan-
ket and another, a cotton b:!.anke*l:,34 most blankets were protably made

of wool, or perhaps a wool-cotton ‘Dlend’..3 5 In 1765, Dyche and Pardon de-
fined a blanket as "a covering for a bed, made of woollen cloth,
commonly white, u36

Comparison of the value, function, and occurrence of sheets and
blankets confirms the higher status value of the former. Blankets were
essentially practical objects, serving primarily to keep the sleeper's.
body warm, Sheets were practical also, tut in a less elementary way.

A linen sheet insulated much 1¢ss effectively than a wool blanket, so
it was physically less necessary, The sheet did, however, increase
physical confort by protecting the body from the scratchy wool surface
of the blanket, Because sheets were washable and therefore more
easily changed, they also increased cleanliness and reduced contact
with vermin and other pests. Unlike warmth, however, cle.a.nliness and
confort were not elemental physical needs, they were luxury needs,
Sheets served as status symbols because they indicated that their
owner could not only provide with ease for his elemental physical
needs, but could also provide inessential comfort and cleanliness as
well, In many cases, colonial householders apparently stored their
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surplus sheets and pillow and bolster cases with their surplus table
linens, suggesting a shared status value,

Householders generally accumlated many more sheets than blan-
kets, In 1775, for example, Thomas Iawrence, a merchant of Philadelphia,
owned twenty pair of sheets and only two blankets,>! Few households
possessed as many sheets as Iawrence, but many owned four to eight pair,
compared to an average of two to three pair of blankets, Sheets gener-
ally cost more than blankets, Although three shop inventories listed
new blankets at 12s,-15s, ea.ch,38 the valuations for used blankets in
household inventories generally ranged between 2s,-6s, each, compared to
an average range of 7s.6d.-10s, each for sheets, The relatively high
cost of sheets, comblined with the practice of accumlating surpluses,
made thenm an important household investment,

Both upholsterers and merchants stocked ready-made hlankets,>’
but neither sold ready-made sheets, Householders apparently purchased
sheeting as yard goods, then made--or had made--sheets to fit their
beds, Household inventories listing remmants or unused quantities of
sheeting yard goods testify to this pra.ctice.% Merchants' shop inven-
tories included sheeting Holland, sheeting linen, brown sheeting,
Russian sheeting, as well as yard goods of blanketing and Tlamel.”t
Household inventories also included remants and unused yardages of
flannel and blanketing, 2 suggesting that some householders made their
oun blankets from purchased material even though ready-made blankets

were avallable,
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Covers

The third sub-category of bedding consisted of textiles used as
outer covers for the bed--rugs, quilts, counterpanes, and coverlids or
coverlets, These items provided warmth as well as decoration, As the
Wadsworth Atheneun's 1972 catalog on Bed Ruggs, 1722-1833 noted, it is

often difficult to distinguish between the verious types of ocuter bed
covers--especially rugs, coverlets, and blankets-—on the basis of dic-

tionary definitions or manuscript refer:ences.h'3

This catalog defines
a bed rug as "a heavy needleworked bed covering, with a pile or smooth
faced, with or without shaped ends, worked in polychrome or, rarely,
nonochrone wools on a woven foundation." However, the catalog con-
cedes that documentary evidence from New England inventories prior to

1780 does not conclusively prove “that the rugs listed are at all like

needleworked bed rugs. St Bailey's Dictionarium Britannicum of 1730
defined a rug as simply "a Coat, or shagey Coverlet for a Bed,™">
Throughout the eighteenth century, ready-made, imported rugs came to

America from textile making centers in England, Spain, France, Poland,

and Ireland.%

Whatever thelr exact composition, rugs were apparently the most
utilitarian and, consequently, the most widespread of the various types
of outer bed covers used in colonial Philadelphia., Seventy-two inven-
tories (25,09 percent of those with bedding) specifically listed rugs,
compared with £ifty (17.42 percent) listing coverlids or coverlets,
thirty-three (11.50 percent) with quilts, and only fifteen {5.23 percent)
with counterpanes, The popularity of bed rugs apparently declined sub-

Repfoduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.





























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































