
Brace Yourself 
Instructions for Constructing a Pair of Plain Braces. 
In 1994 two fragments of braces were discovered in a circa 

1845 log house. The James Meals house from Limestone County, 
Alabama was in the process of restoration at the Bumtt Museum 
and Park in Huntsville, Alabama. During the on-site 
investigation of the building a number of interesting domestic 
artifacts were uncovered. They were found between a log wall 
and a panel wall erected sometime in the late 1840s or early 
1850s. 

Among these artifacts were two fragments of a pair of hand 
sewn cotton braces. The two fragments measured 13% inches 
and just less than six inches in length respectively. Both 
fragments are 13/8 inches wide. The material (cotton jean) has a 
white cotton warp and a light blue indigo cotton fill. The thread 
is a brownish blue linen about equal to modem 4012 wetspun 
linen thread. 

The existence of these braces fragments in part justify the 
recreations worn by many modem enactors. They do differ in 
several important aspects. The Meals fragments.. . 

... are narrower than modem versions 

... material is lighter weight 

... are entirely hand sewn 

... are not adjustable for length with multiple 
buttonholes 
. . .do not have topstitching along all edges 
... are likely parts of separate straps that were not sewn 
together in the center of the back 

To make your own pair of braces, follow these steps (see 
also FIG 1, FIG 2, FIG 3 and FIG 4). 

1. Wearing a pair of properly fitting period-style trowsers 
(Note: the top waist button at your natural waist or navel 
and rear waistband buttons at least one to two inches 
higher), measure the distance from the center of one back 
brace button, over the opposite shoulder and down to the 
center of the front brace button. 

2. Take this measurement and add 3/8 inch to each end. 
3. Cut two straps four inches wide and at the length arrived at 

in step 2. The straps will have a 3 1 ~  inch seam allowance on 
all edges. (Note: the fabric of the original straps was cotton 
jean.) 

4. Press all edges in 3/s inch. 
5. Fold the straps in half and line up the pressed edges so that 

the underside edges are between '116 and 3/3~ inch (or a couple 
of millimeters) inside of the outside edges. This will give 
the small amount of room necessary to do the fell stitching. 

6. Press the folded straps. 
7. Baste the straps along the three edges to be sewn. (Note: 

Since it is not known if the fragments are two pieces of the 
same strap, or a piece each from two straps, it is impossible 
to determine whether the sewn edges were on the same 
side of each strap. It probably does not matter.) 

8. Using a single line thread, fell stitch the edges starting at 
one narrow end and proceeding around the strap. Try for 
seven stitches to the inch. Be sure the needle passes through 
the outer material so that there appears to be a top stitched 
edge. 

9. Mark one buttonhole ll/z inches from one end of the strap. 
10. Mark another buttonhole 3/8 inch from the other end of the 

strap. 
11. Cut buttonholes open using a buttonhole chisel or a scissors. 

(Note: The original button holes were 7/8 inch and one inch. 
There is no apparent reason for this other than they were 
not accurately cut.) Make your buttonhole to fit your trowser 
buttons. A one inch hole should be sufficient. The author 
suspects that the end of the strap with the buttonhole farthest 
from it goes in the rear of the trowsers. This is where the 
most stress occurs. There is no evidence one way or another. 

12. Buttonhole stitch the holes with a double linen thread. 
13. Repeat steps 8 though 12 on the other strap. 
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ALL DIMENSIONS IN INCHES 

FIG 1. Facing View of Specimen "A," Side 2, Meals 
Braces Strap Fragment (length: six inches) 
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ALL DIMENSIONS IN lNCHES 

FIG 2. Facing View of Specimen "B," Side 2, Meals 
Braces Strap Fragment (length: 13.5 inches) 
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FIG 3. Photograph (Enlargement) of Specimen "B," Side 2, 13797-C Georgetown St. NE 
Paris, OH 44669 Meals Braces Strap Fragment. (330) 862-3307 
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FIG 4. Photograph (Enlargement) of Specimen "B," Side 1, AU photographs and drawings are 
Meals Braces Strap Fragment. courtesy of Tom Shaw. 

MISCELLANEOUS CARD 

The Civil War Preservation 'Rust Wants You to Help 
Educate Future Preservationists. 

In March of next year, Civil War Preservation Trust's 
curriculum on the Civil War will be in the hands of educators 
nationwide. In the curriculum there will be a resource list of 
enactors that are willing to present some type of living history 
program for students in their local area. Being on this list does 
not obligate you to visit a classroom every time a teacher 
contacts you. It's just a way of saying that you're willing to 
help when your schedule permits. If you are interested, please 

provide Jennifer Lind of the CWPT with whatever contact 
information you would like to make available by the end of 
December. Also, let her know if you have any area of specialty, 
i.e. Confederate, Union, cavalry, musician, surgeon, civilian 
woman, etc. The CWPT would like to make this a free service, 
but if you charge a fee, please let them know. 

Contact Jennifer Lind at 1-800-298-7878, ext. 207 or 
jlind@civilwar.org or Civil War Preservation Trust, 133 1 H 
Street NW, Suite 1001, Washington, DC 20005. The CWPT 
web site is at www.civilwar.org 


