
Unpicking the Past Ð Revealing our Dress
Collection

In this exhibition you will explore what the dresses on show reveal about women in
Nelson during the 19th and 20th centuries.

Clothes are a link to the past. Viewing them is the closest we may get to the people who
made or used them, the community the people belonged to, their lifestyle and
expectations. We thank people who treasured the clothing enough to extend its life by
placing it in a museum collection.

The materials used, construction methods and the style of a dress all provide an
understanding of the status and shape of the wearer, clothing production and technology
and the intended use for the garment.  These features may also help in dating the object
and to place it in a period of history. Repairs and soiling indicate wear and use; alteration
indicates changes in style and need.

This collection of dresses, along with archives, photographs, and objects relating to the
textile industry in Nelson, provide an opportunity to explore the region's history, from the
early period of European settlement
through the following 100 years. This exhibition focuses on the women of Nelson and
their task of clothing themselves and their families.

Curriculum Connections

Social Studies: L2 - 5  Cultural Practices, Time and Change.

Technology : L2 - 5  Technological Knowledge and The Nature of Technology

Unit Standards: L3  Home and Life Sciences

Activities during the programme will be hands-on. Children will get a chance to dress in
clothing of the period, cut a simple pattern, contribute to a rag rug, drawing with a view to
designing a garment, sewing and sewing machines.



Making a booking

Programmes are available at 9.30am, 11am, 1.15pm Monday to Friday.
Times for classes are negotiable and we are committed to meeting the needs of rural
schools and secondary schools with time constraints.

Please provide the following information available when making a booking by fax or
email or phone.

¥ Preferred date of visit and alternatives
¥ Preferred time of visit
¥ Contact person in the school
¥ Times available for negotiation of objectives with museum teachers
¥ Name of school phone/fax and email
¥ Lesson topic
¥ NCEA Achievement or Unit standard number
¥ Number of students and Year group
¥ Number of accompanying adults including teacher (desirable number =5)

Confirmation of booking will normally be made by fax.
This programme is free.

Using This Resource

There are eight themes in the exhibition and there is material in this resource to match
them

Settling In What people arrived with
Daily Life Quilting
Goods and Services Mrs Anstice! Drapery
Textiles and Technology Sewing machines in Nelson, How are these garments

constructed?
Celebrations Wedding dresses
Fashion and Culture What to wear under your dress
Remnants of past lives Memorable clothes
Interpretation and Research WOW

This material can be used before or after your visit.



What people arrived with

Immigrants to Nelson were selected in order to recreate a society structured as it was in
the British Isles.  Free passage was offered to labourers, the wealthier middle class were
also sought as potential employers.

Up to mid 1843 1052 men, 872 women and 1384 children arrived in Nelson. Most were
poor and came from London or nearby counties.

In England dressmakers were undervalued and many were exploited by their employers
so emigration offered a better option to some of those women.

Arrivals

1 Feb 1842 31 married women, six single women and 32 girls. 3 women were
seamstresses Maria Nowell16, Ann Tomlinson 17 and Susannah Piggott 21 all single.

27 Feb 1842  Rebecca Burns dressmaker and her daughter Elizabeth dressmaker, Mary
Ann Cole dressmaker,  Sarah Hargreaves aged 14 seamstress. The ship Bolton had 11
seamstresses on board.

Colonists were advised to bring good quality sturdy clothing as it would be hard to
replace.

Recommended outfit for a labourer!s wife

18 calico Chemises
6 petticoats
3 Flannel petticoats
4 Flannel waistcoats
24 pairs cotton stockings
4 pairs shoes
2 pairs boots
4 cotton dresses
2 bonnets
1 cloak
12 yards flannel
20 yds strong calico
6 towels
tapes, needles, cotton thread Mrs Palmer!s dress c1848



Quilting

Clothing was valuable. Material was expensive to buy and making clothes was hard and

time consuming. When clothing was torn or worn the bits were sometimes used for

quilting. Scraps from cutting out of dress parts were also used in this way. Quilting was a

sociable family or neighbourly occupation. Pieces of cloth from family sewing were

saved until there were enough of a similar weight to start on a quilt.  Quilting was an

effective way of retaining family history. Often pieces of fabric from significant garments

such as wedding dresses, were included in the quilt as a way of remembering the event.

Preparation for museum activity: Watch our quilt grow.

Bring 5 pieces of cloth from your class. It would be good if they could be cut from old

clothes or a piece of fabric from an old table cloth or shawl. They should be exactly  11

cm x11cm. The cloth should be wool, cotton or silk because these were available at the

time.  It would be good if we could have a story, real or made up, to go with the fabric.

The pieces should not be knit fabric or synthetic. We will discus the pieces when you

come to the museum.  We will sew these together over the term and by the end we will

have a quilt!

School based activity

Objectives:

To produce a design reminiscent of a colonial quilt.

To allow students to experience the feeling of an old

fashioned Quilting Bee, to develop a sense of co-

operation.

Process

The students will make their own designs on paper squares. The designs may be cut

from paper shapes or they may be drawn directly onto the square. These are the quilting

patches. More complicated designs can be achieved with mixtures of squares and

triangles. The class will decide how the pieces might become part of the whole design

and arrange them on a large piece of card or paper that forms the quilt back.



Case study: Mrs Anstice ! Drapery

Women in early Nelson were well informed of fashion trends.  Although older women
may have chosen to wear less-fashionable clothing, and those living in isolated
communities may have had trouble keeping up to date, fashion news was available.
Businesses imported the latest fashions, and newspapers commented on fashion
developments. Relatives sent out boxes of clothing and news in letters and later,
magazines were available with fashion plates, patterns and commentary.

Mrs Sophia Anstice (1849-1926)

Sophia arrived in New Zealand in 1874 as the wife of Edwin King. She later married
John Anstice.

Sophia and Edwin had two daughters and a son. Edwin got tuberculosis and died in
1880. In 1886, when she was 37, Sophia married John Anstice who was 57. John
Anstice was a baker and had 5 sons and 6 daughters by his first wife who had died.
Sophia had two sons from her second marriage. 16 offspring between them!!

After her marriage to John Anstice, Sophia started a dressmaking and drapery business
on the corner of Hardy and Hope Street.

Maguire Collection NPM 46391/4

The building was named St Alban!s House. She moved to Trafalgar Street when the
business developed. She was very successful and started branches in Murchison,
Takaka and Motueka taking orders for dressmaking from as far away as Karamea.

In 1886 the population of Nelson had risen to 7300 but as the economy weakened a bit
and the population was reduced to 6600 by 1891. By 1893 things were improving, the
Port and the railway were developing and people had money to spend in Mrs Anstice!s



shop. The Cut was opened in 1906 and this meant bigger ships could come into the
harbour and Nelson could focus on export of agricultural goods.

We can relate her success to demographic change ie. the rise in number of women and
families in Nelson and the increased wealth in the early 1900s. She visited all her shops
regularly and travelled to London to do her buying from her relatives the Catesbys, who
had a large drapery business in Tottenham Court Road.

Mrs Anstice advertised in the newspaper and whenever there was a festival or parade in
the city. She had regular sales at the change of season and brought in special stock for
the Christmas season.

It is interesting to compare her prices with wages at the time. A 1900 a school teacher
might earn 15 pounds a month which is about 10 shillings a day.  Her Mackintosh
(raincoat) at sale price at Mrs Anstice!s would be 10 shillings. How long would it take you
to earn the price of a raincoat today?



The Sewing Machines in Nelson

Sewing machines, invented in the late 18th century and in production by the 1830s, had
a huge impact on the lives of women.  Machines were being talked about in the Nelson
newspapers as early as 1846, and were available for purchase by 1862.   Clothing once
made entirely by hand could now be made, at least partially, by machine.  A calico
dress, which would take over six hours to make by hand, would take as little as one hour
to make by machine.

Between 1899 and 1902 Alice Wyley had purchased a sewing machine.  She wrote on
one occasion: 'I have so much sewing on hand now, of course.  The sewing machine
works splendidly and is most useful.  £7 seemed a lot to give, but I am sure it was worth
it and will soon repay the cost! cost' (Platt and Wyley, 1899 to 1902 ).

Alice's husband Joseph also used the machine.  In a letter to his family in 1900 after the
birth he wrote: " On the Friday night Alla and I sat up until 11 o!clock making new
undergarments for her; I did the machining as well as I could' (Platt and Wyley, 1899 to
1902 ).



How are these garments constructed?
Before the introduction of the sewing machine all clothing was stitched by hand, quite a

task when you look at the number of seams on the skirts and the length of those seams.

Here is a closer look at some of the stitching on the garments on display.

Stitching seams  by hand:

Half back stitch (ISO 2051) and overcast stitch
(ISO 211) on the shoulder and armhole seams.
A4933

Backstitch (ISO 202) on a bodice seam
A4611



Backstitch and overcast stitch on a bodice
seam.  Alongside the seam can be seen a
basting stitch still intact (running stitch, ISO
209).  NP5312

The waist seam on the dresses is one the most
heavily stitched seams.  On overcast stitch is
used to attach the waist of the skirt to the
bodice.  The seam on this dress is neatened by
stitching the bodice seam allowance to the
bodice lining with an overcast stitch.

                                                        NP5312

Other stitching by hand (decorative and functional):

Buttonhole stitch (ISO 220) is used here
to cover metal hooks with thread.

NPM997.68.1

Decorative stitches were also used.  Here
a French knot decorates the sleeve.

COS.572.79

This buttonhole is stitched with buttonhole
stitch.

                                           COS.141.78 / A2811

A thread loop for the button is made by
stitching loops of thread together with
buttonhole stitch.

COS.608.80 / A4496



This eyelet, used alongside a metal hook
as a means of fastening a bodice, is
stitched with an overcast stitch.

COS.608.80 / A4496

The casing for the boning used in this
bodice has been decorated with a
herringbone stitch (ISO 204).

 NPM997.68.1

Machine-stitching:

This is the upper side of a chain-stitch
seam.

                                              COS.101.69 / A2575

This is the under side of a chain-stitch
seam.

                                              COS.101.69 / A2575



This is a lockstitch seam, the upper and
under side of the seam appear the same.

COS.572.79

Zig-zag (ISO 304) stitch is used on the
hem of this skirt.

                                                          NPM997.68.1

Finishing Seams:

This seam has been
finished with an overcast
stitch to prevent the seam
edges from fraying.

                                         NP5312

The skirt seams have been pinked.  This has
been done either by hand or with a pinking
machine.

                                                                   COS.572.79



Wedding Dresses

Until the 1940s brides dressed in a manner befitting their social status, usually wearing
the style of the day.

White was not a popular choice for the bride until Queen
Victoria married Albert of Saxe-Coburg in 1840, dressed in
white. White, or a variation of white, symbolised a girl's
virginity and innocence in the face of her imminent change
of state.

Blue (as worn by a bride of 1870, left, whose gown is in the
London Museum), with its associations with the Virgin Mary,
was another a strong symbol of purity, which also
traditionally symbolised fidelity and eternal love (hence the
popularity of the sapphire in engagement rings). Brides who
wore blue believed their husbands would always be true to
them, so even if their gown itself was not blue, they would
be sure to wear something blue about their person. This is
another tradition that has survived to this day.

For brides of the lower classes, an extremely common shade of wedding gown was
grey, because it was such a useful colour to re-use as Sunday best, being considered

eminently respectable.

Wedding dress styles have changed over the years. Now
the colour and style of dresses has become more relaxed.



School based activity:

Look in some old magazines like Women!s Weekly and New Idea and cut out some
wedding dress pictures. How do these compare with the dresses your parents or
grandparents wore at their wedding? Do any of your family still have their wedding dress
so you can see it?

You might be able to bring some of your family pictures to school to share with your
class.

Look for things like length, colour, decoration, neckline, sleeves or sleeveless, bodice
shape, and shape of skirt. You may be able to see the type of fabric it is made of.

After thinking about the features you have seen design a dress to be worn by someone
in 2020. It could be your dress!



Memorable clothes

Museums tended to collect the beautiful, or the unusual, but not always objects that
represented what was worn everyday.

Clothes that survived may have belonged to people who played an important role in the
history of the settlement of the province, held special meanings for the person that
donated them to the museum, or had their design, fabric and construction recognised as
significant for the period.

Museum collections contain very few examples of everyday wear, especially work
clothing and men's clothing. Everyday objects can be just as important.

Objects that have a story behind them are particularly interesting. You will see dresses
in the exhibition that have interesting stories.

School based activity:

Can you find a piece of clothing at home that has a story attached to it?

Here are some ideas:  work clothing for a particular job, a uniform, the clothes you wore
when you had an adventure, clothes Mum wore when she was a teenager, your
favourite jeans.

Museums like to know what it is made of? who it was made by? when it was made? and
its story.

It would be good if you are allowed to bring the clothes to school. You need to get the
story as well! The story is called the provenance.



WOW

The style of clothing, the way it is made, and the fabrics used, help to date an object and
provide evidence of the technology and materials in use at the time.

 Soiled and altered garments tell us about changes in style, circumstance and wear.
Research may include detailed and structured scientific and analytical study of the
object.

Collections also provide inspiration.  Students and manufacturers of fashion and
costume often study historical dress collections.  Styles are interpreted and aspects of
design may be used in contemporary fashions or direct copies made for stage costume.

World of Wearable Arts originated in Nelson and a lot of research has gone into designs
for this show. The artists sometimes come to the museum and ask to see clothing from
the collection to help them with their ideas.

A visit to the wearable arts museum could be an idea for your class to follow a visit to
our museum. Some dresses on show may demonstrate that the origin of some of the
ideas comes from historic clothing.

School based activity

Long term planning could include a school based Wearable Arts show to coincide with
Wellington!s Wearable Art Awards.






