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decade, hats perched higher and high-
er on hair that was swept to the back
echoing the bustle.

From the first years of the 1880s,
Martha saved a pale green straw
milliner’s confection. It sat high on her
chignon of braids, covered with spring
flowers, and trailing long streamers of
black velvet ribbon down her back. The
bustle was now replaced by a style that
gave a curving silhouette from shoulder
to hip, ending with a little train.

Then the bustle returned, reaching
its largest proportion in the mid-1880s.
Numerous hat shapes were popular,
but Martha preferred beautifully craft-
ed small bonnets, worn high on the
crown of her head.

Two of these bonnets were import-

ed from Paris by Brown, Importer, at
the Palmer House in Chicago. One is a
delicately braided straw with tiny pink
blossoms, black velvet ribbons, and a
wired bow of point de gaze, the last of
the great handmade needle laces.
Another is made of dark brown velvet
and gilt beads, a pouf of beige velvet
rising in front of a dark brown velvet
bow at the top of the crown. A tai-
lored chin strap does not actually fas-
ten the bonnet, but makes an oval
frame for the face.

By 1890 the bustle had disappeared,
and ladies’ skirts assumed the graceful
shape of an inverted lily. Sleeves were
growing larger, and hats—with or
without a brim—sat on top of the head
with trimmings rising ever higher.

Martha still liked the bright colors
she had chosen as a bride as reflected
by the ruched, or ruffled, ruby red
velvet hat from Louise & Co. in New
York (Fig 2).

Throughout the years represented
by Martha’s hats, there were many
fashionable shapes at any one time, but
in each era she chose certain styles
that she judged to be the most
becoming. All of her hats are crafted
of luxurious materials and are high
expressions of the milliner’s art.Martha Owens Morse (1840 – 1903)

Martha Owens Morse was the
daughter of a prominent Cincinnati
family. Born in 1840, she married
Charles Hosmer Morse in 1868 and
played her role as the wife of the suc-
cessful Chicago industrialist with ele-
gance and high style.

Fortunately for posterity, Martha
saved in a trunk three bonnets that
may have been part of her trousseau or
purchased in her first years of marriage.

First is a purple silk bonnet with a

Paris label (Fig 1). Very similar in shape
and construction are a green silk bon-
net and one of blue silk spangled tulle.
Two such bonnets were illustrated in
Journal des Demoiselles in December of
1867, only one example of this flatter-
ing, face-framing shape appearing in
the fashion plates of the many popular
ladies’ magazines.

The fashionable silhouette of the
1870s started as a skirt with its fullness 
swept to the back over a puffy bustle.
As this shape slimmed through the 
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This installation of 22 hats includes bonnets, cloches, and

flowery straws bearing labels from Chicago, New York, and Paris,

all representing the best of the milliner’s art. Setting off the

wearer’s face and complimenting her dress, a hat was, until the

middle of the 20th century, a way for a woman to express her

senses of style, beauty, artistry, and occasionally, frivolity.

The hats, all from the Morse’s permanent collection, were pur-

chased and worn by women whose lives are integral to the

museum’s own history and mission.

Martha Owens Morse and Elizabeth Morse Genius were the

wife and daughter, respectively, of Chicago industrialist and

Winter Park philanthropist Charles Hosmer Morse for whom the

Museum is named. Jeannette Genius McKean, his granddaugh-

ter, founded the Museum in 1942. They were women of educa-

tion, taste, and talent, who though always fashionably dressed,

were never slaves to the latest fad. As this selection of hats shows,

they took joy in choosing styles they felt best suited them.

Fig. 1

Charles Hosmer Morse and Martha Owens Morse
on their honeymoon, 1868.

2 3




