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Early Ready-to-Wear Innovators

L. Hyam and Co., Th e Gentleman’s Illustrated Album of Fashion for 1850 (London: 
John K. Chapman and Co., 1850).

Th is booklet represents an important and rare example of that little-known 
category: mail-order clothing catalogues from the mid-nineteenth century. As 
it states on its front cover it was ‘Entered at Stationers’ Hall’, in other words 
copyrighted, suggesting that the fi rm was worried that it might be imitated or 
appropriated by rivals. 

Th e fi rm of Hyam was founded by a pawnbroker, Hyam Hyam, of Colches-
ter in Essex, who started selling clothing around 1819.1 In the late 1830s, he 
moved into manufacturing and set up a network of shops, with each branch of 
the business run by one of his children. Lawrence took over the London shop, 
his brother Benjamin ran the Manchester and Liverpool branches and Samuel 
the Birmingham branch;2 while Moses and Simon maintained the family’s 
manufacturing operations in Essex.3 Th eir fi rst London shop was the Universal 
Hall of Commerce, Th readneedle Street, set up by Hyam Hyam,4 but by 1844 
they had moved to 36 Gracechurch Street in London, under the management 
of Lawrence Hyam.5 

Very few of Hyam’s catalogues, illustrated or not, survive. Although their 
booklets were copyrighted at Stationers’ Hall, this archive only preserved the 
front covers of ‘books commercial’ such as catalogues.6 A poster by Hyam from 
1844, in the Museum of London, lists seven categories of male clothing, each of 
them illustrated: greatcoats for heavy weather, waterproof coats for ‘sportsmen, 
anglers and pedestrians’, dress and riding coats; trousers; an ‘immense stock of 
waistcoats’, and clothing for boys and for working men.7 A catalogue, also from 
1844, gives the name of their London base as the Pantechneca; however this 
name seems to have been dropped as it does not feature in catalogues from 1847 
onwards.8 Another catalogue, the Quarterly Mirror, suggests through its title 
that revised catalogues were issued every three months. If so, it is all the more 
frustrating that so few survive today.9 By the 1860s Hyam and Co. were concen-
trating on newspaper advertisements, not standalone booklets. 10 By 1900 they 
had developed a range of ladies’ and girls’ clothing, advertised on a large poster 
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in the Stationers’ Hall Archive.11 Th ey were still trading under their own name 
in the 1920s, aft er which they appear to have been bought up by another fi rm.12

Th is catalogue makes claims about the high quality of the goods it represents 
in several ways. It starts with an address to the client that presents this commer-
cial document as a gift , analogous to an album or a magazine for leisure reading.13 
Th is analogy is upheld by the illustrations which not only indicate the cut and 
trimming of the garments, but also show the ease and grace of their fashionable 
wearers. Th is would help to reassure customers anxious about the fi t or construc-
tion of ready-to-wear garments. Th e garments are described in superlatives: ‘of 
the most elaborate and beautiful workmanship … unrivalled taste … materials of 
surpassing beauty … cut and made with the most unerring taste and skill’. Th e 
inclusion of several diff erent price points for the main styles (up to eleven for 
waistcoats and trousers) invites the customer to choose a higher quality gar-
ment for a higher price. Th e money-back guarantee off ered on p. 13 for both 
ready-made and bespoke garments is unusual for this period, and underlines the 
reliability of their goods. Hyam and Co. also emphasize (in block capitals on p. 
12) that they pay fi rst-rate wages for fi rst-rate work. Th ere are several explana-
tions for this denial of the charges laid against them by the Colchester tailors in 
1844: one is that the low wages may now have become general across the trade, 
so that nothing better could be expected. It is also possible that a few workers 
were paid at top rates for skilled tasks like cutting. 

Th e prices given in the catalogue do seem to be lower than those of Doud-
ney (see pp. 25–38), although some of them match, such as trousers starting at 
6s., or footmen’s liveries at 63s. (three guineas). In some cases, like ladies’ riding 
habits, Hyam matches Doudney’s prices and then off ers a cheaper alternative as 
well. In this case the diff erence in the cost probably refl ects a diff erence in the 
quality of the fabric, as a riding habit with a side-saddle skirt would require up 
to ten yards of wool cloth. Th e detailed drawings of diff erent styles for boys, 
including a curious kilt hybrid, the ‘musketeer’, are of particular interest. Around 
1850 middle-class boys would progress through four completely separate types 
of clothing between babyhood and adolescence, from loose tunics worn over 
white drawers, through kilts or blouses with short trousers, to trouser suits with 
short jackets and fanciful trimming, to suits with jackets cut like men’s, but 
shorter and tighter. Th is progression, and the tendency of boys to grow out of 
garments before they were worn out, presented a major opportunity for ready-
to-wear retailers. We see here the beginning of boys’ clothing as a specialist area 
of retailing; the catalogues from Lynes (pp. 51–72) and from Baker & Co. (pp. 
97–127) show how it developed later.  

Th e facsimile pages have been reproduced with permission of the Bodleian 
Library, Oxford, shelfmark MC 4(9).



Copyright

 Th e Gentleman’s Illustrated Album of Fashion for 1850 3

Notes:

1. Brown, ‘Th e Jews of Essex before 1900’, p. 129; Sharpe, ‘Cheapness and Economy’,  pp. 
203–5.

2. Hyam’s Liverpool branch was established by 1839 when David Lewis, later the founder 
of the department store Lewis’s of Liverpool, started an apprenticeship there. A. Briggs, 
Friends of the People, Th e Centenary History of Lewis’s (London: B. T. Batsford, 1956), 
pp. 28–9.

3. Sharpe, ‘Cheapness and Economy’, pp. 204–5.
4. Hyam Hyams, Account of the New Universal Hall of Commerce, in Th readneedle Street 

... with a Full Exposition of the Plan of Mr. Hyams, etc. (London, 1843), 1391.f.24.(10.), 
British Library.

5. L. Hyam & Co., Th e Pantechneca, Tailoring and Outfi tting Establishments (London 
1844), 32º. 786.a.44.(2.), Th e British Library.

6. Catalogues by Lynes (see pp. 51–72 in this volume) were registered in this archive in the 
1870s, but only front covers survive.

7. Ehrman, ‘Clothing a World City’, fi g. 31 on p. 32.
8. L. Hyam and Co., Th e Pantechneca, Tailoring and Outfi tting Establishments (London, 

1844), British Library 786.a.44.(2). Apparently the building where the Birmingham 
shop was sited before 1840 was known as the ‘Pantechneca’; aft er the London bazaar 
with the same name. E. Edwards, ‘First Impressions of Birmingham’, Personal Recollec-
tions of Birmingham and Birmingham Men, Fift een sketches form the Birmingham Daily 
Mail in 1877 (Teddington: Echo Library, 2007). 

9. L. Hyam and Co., Th e Quarterly Mirror. no. 1, 2. Spring quarter, Autumn season (Lon-
don, 1852), British Library P.421/117.

10. See Hyam & Co. advertisement, Every Boy’s Magazine (Prospectus)(1864), Prospectuses 
of Journals 21 (22a), John Johnson Collection, Th e Bodleian Library, p. 2.

11. ‘Hyam and Co., Ltd, Tailors and Outfi tters, Ladies’ and Girls’ Habit Makers’, Copy 1 
974/18528 (1900), Th e National Archive. Th e provision of girls’ ready-to-wear is very 
unusual at this date. 

12 Hyam’s Leeds premises were off ered for sale, with fi xtures and stock, in 1925, so presum-
ably this branch was closing down; Th e Times, Monday, 6 April 1925, p. 26.

13. For the elision between retailers’ mail-order catalogues and gift  books see A. Keller, ‘Dis-
seminations of Modernity’, p. 157.
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NOTES

Hyam, Th e Gentleman’s Illustrated Album of Fashion for 1850
p. 5, Illustration, fr ont cover: Th e engraved title is similar to those used for magazines such as 

Punch. At the top is an elegantly dressed couple, the woman wearing a riding habit and 
admiring herself in a hand mirror, the man in a smart day suit and perusing a book – or 
this catalogue.

p. 6, l. 1, Directions for Self-Measurement: these appear to be for bespoke clothing. Th e meas-
urements from shoulder to elbow, and across the shoulder blades, are needed to give the 
correct close fi t. Th e width of the trousers can be specifi ed by the client; as today, this was 
one of the main variables in the cut of men’s clothing.

p. 7: Illustration: Th e artist for this page has used texture carefully to suggest the diff erent 
qualities of the two suits. Th e gentleman on the left  is dressed in a slightly brash high-
fashion outfi t, with striped trousers, and a double-breasted waistcoat in a large check 
with a shawl collar. Th is would increase the apparent width of the chest, and corresponds 
to the wide skirts and large patterns coming into fashion for women around 1850. Th e 
coat is similar to those described as ‘dress coats’ in Couts’s A Practical Guide, Plate III 
and p. 59. Th e fi gure on the right wears a coat in a cut described by Couts as a ‘surtout’ 
(Practical Guide, plate IV and p. 68), with a high-buttoned waistcoat and plain trousers; 
this would be more appropriate for businesswear. Both wear leather gloves and carry 
canes and top hats.

p. 8: Addresses: Hyam’s branches are in central locations in major British cities, in streets that 
are still important for shopping. Th e premises in Glasgow and Birmingham are very near 
major railway terminals, which would attract customers and also provide facilities for 
shipping orders to clients by rail.

p. 8, l. 20: Abatements: Hyam fi nds it necessary to state explicitly that there is to be no hag-
gling or discounting from the marked price, in contradiction to earlier practice.

p. 8, l. 22: Saturdays: Hyam closes on Saturday for Jewish Sabbath, but not on Friday even-
ing; nor does he mention closing for major Jewish holidays as did Moses and Son at this 
period; see E. Moses & Son, Th e Minion of the Million (London, 1849), Men’s Clothes 
2(13), John Johnson Collection, Bodleian Library.

p. 9, l. l: A useful gift : this replicates the dedications placed at the start of contemporary lit-
erature.

p. 10, l. 18: as every season … a thorough change: Hyam is reminding customers that his stock is 
fashion-led, and diff erent every season, so should not be judged on price alone.

p. 11, l. 6: so long held … most extensive: similar claims were made by E. Moses & Son.
p. 11, l. 9: standard of monopoly: the practices of bespoke tailors.
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p. 11, l. 14: commercial wonders: Hyam claims that his shops are an essential part of modern 
progress.

p. 11, l. 19: manufacturers: probably fabric manufacturers, as the clothing would be made up 
in Hyam’s own workshops.

p. 12, l. 8: cutters of acknowledged ability: this aims to reassure clients that Hyam’s staff  is as 
skilled as a conventional tailor’s.

p. 12, l. 11: Th e most superior workmanship is always guaranteed … immediate wear: the off er 
of a money-back guarantee, and the stress on the longevity of the fi rm, are attempts to 
distance Hyam from purveyors of cheap ‘slops’.

p. 14, l. 2: Dress, surtout, hunting and morning coats: the styles illustrated are the dress, surtout 
and morning coats. Th e morning coat was cut slightly looser in the waist and shorter in 
the skirts for casual wear. Hunting coats would be of two kinds; formally tailored from 
broadcloth for hunting on horseback, and loosely cut in rough tweed for hunting on foot.

p. 5, l. 2: Overcoats and paletots: the paletot can be seen on the right; more loosely cut than a 
frock coat, it became the standard shape in the 1860s.

p. 16, l. 3: Cut in the French, German and English Fashion: this refers to the degree of fl are at 
the ankle, with French trousers more fl ared than English; Couts, Practical Guide, Dia-
gram plate 6.

p. 17, l. 4: Mourning of every description: On the death of a close relative, each member of a 
middle-class family would require a complete wardrobe of mourning clothes for at least a 
year, as would servants, especially those in public view such as maids and footmen. Close 
friends of the deceased, and the clergy and undertakers’ men offi  ciating at the funeral, 
might be given mourning scarves, gloves and hatbands. At one funeral in 1843 the cost of 
these accessories came to over £47; see P. Jalland, Death in the Victorian Family (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 196. For the arguments for mourning reform, see 
Volume 2, pp. 377–85.

p. 18, l. 1: Double breasted, roll collar and dress waistcoats: Waistcoats were the major focus 
for male sartorial display, and were oft en made of luxurious and decorative fabrics such 
as velvet, or embroidered. Marcella and quiltings were both cotton fabrics woven with a 
quilted texture.

p. 19, l. 1: Spring and summer jackets … lounging coats: the styles illustrated seem to be for semi-
formal wear, rather than for country pursuits like fi shing or riding; the back view on the 
left  shows the tightly waisted fi t created by sloping back seams.

p. 19, l. 3: Scottish and west of England materials: these would be wool cloths, with Scotland 
noted for loosely woven tweed and the West of England for fi nely fi nished broadcloth.

p. 20, l. 12: Hussar suits, tunic, fr ench, polonaise and habit suits: some of these terms are clarifi ed 
by the drawings on the opposite page. Th e ‘habit suit’ may have been one with breeches 
for horse riding. Selling trousers and jacket separately allowed families to replace only 
garments that were needed; it also allowed them to choose whether young boys wore 
transitional garments like tunics over petticoats or trousers. See Couts, Practical Guide 
Plate I and pp. 11–12.

p. 21, l. 1: First illustration: Suit a la Mariniere: a naval styled suit; the name literally translates 
‘in the style of a female sailor’ (French). It has a shaped button-back cuff , like those found 
on naval offi  cers’ uniforms.

p. 21, illustrations: Tunic … hussar … polonaise … polka: the ‘hussar’ suit introduced in the 
1760s had strips of braid across the front like military hussars’ uniforms. Here this trim-
ming is transferred to the tunic and polonaise jackets, and the hussar is now a short fi tted 
jacket with no trimming.
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p. 21, l. 2: First illustration, second l.: Musketeer: it is not clear why this kilt variant was given this 
name. It may have been thought to resemble the wide breeches worn in the late seventeenth 
century, or named aft er Alexander Dumas’s popular novel Th e Th ree Musketeers (1844). 

p. 21, l. 2: Th ird illustration, second l.: Polka suit: a polka was a women’s informal jacket with 
fl ared skirts, oft en knitted and highly decorative, popular from the late 1840s. Probably 
called aft er the dance, popular aft er 1835; see Levitt, Victorians Unbuttoned, p. 121.

p. 22, l. 1: Ladies riding habits: these were worn only by middle-class women who could 
aff ord to keep their own riding horses, and were able to ride side-saddle. Th e skirt was 
cut twenty inches longer than the legs in order to cover the feet when riding, and might 
contain ten yards of fabric. It is interesting that Hyam off ers to fi t the jacket by copying 
an existing garment; Couts recommends cutting the jacket lining fi rst in order to get the 
fi t right (Practical Guide plate XV and pp. 155–6). Th e plates show two variants, one 
with a tabbed skirt and shawl collar, the other with a rounded ‘polka’ skirt and high col-
lar. Th e rider on the left  has a veil draped round her hat; these were used to keep sun and 
fl ies off  the face while riding.

p. 23, l. 1: Servants’ liveries: male servants were taxed at a rate of £3 and upwards a year, so they 
were a mark of status even for middle-class households. Th ey would be provided with 
matching sets of uniform clothes or liveries to wear when on duty in public and practi-
cal garments to work in. Th ese oft en included archaic features such as knee-breeches 
and grey wigs or powdered hair, and were made with distinctive colour combinations or 
trimmings. Th e coachman, footmen and postilions would need overcoats when riding 
outside a carriage in bad weather. See D. De Marly, Working Dress, a History of Occupa-
tional Clothing (London: B. T. Batsford, 1986), pp. 133–6. Th e image on the left  shows 
a footman in outdoor livery, holding a top-hat, and the fi gure on the right is a groom or 
coachman, with sturdy leather boots. Th e economic importance of livery clothes to the 
working tailor is suggested by the fact that Couts’s Practical Guide devotes ten plates to 
them; plates XVIII–XXVII.

Reform Your Tailors’ Bills
1. double-milled Cassimere: milling would pre-shrink the cloth and make it stronger.
2. Dresses: dress is used here and elsewhere in the sense of ‘outfi t’ or clothing, not a skirted 

garment.
3. gratis: free.
4. EXORBITANT CHARGES … ARMY AND NAVY: army and navy offi  cers’ uniforms 

were made to measure for them, and would include regular, dress and fi eld versions. 
Dress uniforms might incorporate metal thread embroidery or other trimmings that 
needed specialist attention, and specialist tailors.

5. STATE LIVERIES SPLENDIDLY MADE: State liveries would be provided for wear-
ing on formal occasions, for example by footmen riding behind the master’s carriage.

How to get a Good Dressing
1. rust: light-coloured patches, either from the dye fading or from the top surface of the 

fabric wearing off .
2. Toggery: a facetious word for clothing.




