Fads of the ’40s

W

By Jean Huling

hen I was in high school in the 1940s,
we had some ridiculous fads. Maybe it
was because of the seriousness of the
war that permeated everything around us. Perhaps
we did silly things to lighten the general mood.
One clothing fad for girls involved wearing
short, pleated skirts with huge, oversized sweaters—the bulkier the sweater, the better.
I raided Dad’s dresser and found two perfect
specimens. One was his old letter sweater from basketball days. Dad was still very sentimental about
this garment and admonished me that I was not to
spill anything on it or desecrate it in any way.
Dad never wore that sweater anymore; I don’t
think he could even ﬁt into it by the time I was a
teenager. But it brought back memories and was
therefore precious. It reached to my knees, and I
had to roll up the sleeves many times before I could
ﬁnd my hands.
The other sweater I borrowed from Dad was a
divine shade of blue—heavenly, I thought. But it
was knitted of soft, furry, long-ﬁbered yarns, and
moths had damaged a good part of it.
Dad was not sentimental about that sweater,
and I don’t know why Mother allowed him to keep
it when it was so obviously riddled with holes. This
sweater also reached almost to my knees, so only a
little of a pleated skirt showed at the bottom.
With these items, I wore brown-and-white saddle shoes. But they were more like brown and gray,
because I liked them as dirty as possible. Why?
I have no idea; it was just the custom. Even new
saddle shoes had to be scuffed in the dirt before
I’d wear them. Never, ever were they subjected to
white shoe polish, although I permitted brown polish sometimes.
I wore Dad’s sweaters to school as often as I
could escape in the morning without my mother
sending me back to change. She did allow me to
wear them on Saturdays with my jeans, though.
I was short, so the jeans had to be rolled at the
cuff seven or eight times, but even my taller friends
liked their jeans with rolled-up cuffs. I don’t think
short, medium and tall lengths were available, and

I never heard the word petite referring to sizes back
then. I bought my jeans in the men’s department at
J.C. Penney. They probably didn’t ﬁt me very well,
but I loved them.

Above: The author (center) with friends Jean
Davidson (left) and Shirley Henning (right). Note
the dirty saddle shoes.
Below: Paul Huling (second from left, in back) with
unidentified friends and “Bessie,” the Model A.

We teens also had deﬁnite fads in food back in
those Good Old Days. We were especially fond of
milkshakes, and in Central Illinois, where I grew
up, they were thick and good. With these we usually preferred pork tenderloin sandwiches, breaded
and very crunchy. They tasted best with pickles and
mustard, and our local teen hangout made them so
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large that the meat hung over the
bun on all sides.
Silliest of our fads were the
ones involving driving. My boyfriend drove a Model A Ford, narrow in width, which made it just
the right size to drive between
two particular lampposts. This
involved heading off the paved
road, driving up a small embankment, carefully positioning “Old
Bessie” to pass between the poles
and then screaming with delight
if we made it without scraping.
There were times we didn’t make
it, and Bessie had the scratches
to prove it!
We went on picnics winter
and summer, and the old car
sometimes got stuck in mud or
snow. This wasn’t a big problem,
because we always had enough
passengers to get Bessie out of
her predicaments. Once we even
lifted her out of a mud puddle.
Mother frequently asked me
if we were careful while driving, and I always assured her
that we were. After all, getting
stuck wasn’t like speeding, and
Bessie’s wartime tires weren’t
good enough to go fast.
I never told her about the
night we were inspired to imitate
a circus act we had just seen at
the high school. A great many
clowns appeared to emerge from
one vehicle; we could do that,
we ﬁgured.
That night we loaded 12 people into Bessie. Amazingly, only
three were in the front seat, while
the other nine were in the back—
three abreast, three deep.
Due to discomfort, we didn’t
drive Bessie far while we were
that loaded. So I wasn’t lying,
Mother, when I said we were
careful! ❖
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