
War. The ready-to-wear industry grew enor-
mously from the 1860s to the 1880s. The 
production of “pants” as a separate 
garment from suits gave men a cheaper 
alternative to a complete suit. Men found 
off-the-rack garments a satisfactory and less 
costly alternative to custom-made clothing.
   At the same time that clothing was 
becoming easier and cheaper to produce, 
the relative wealth of Americans was 
increasing. Once the issue of the American 
Civil War had been settled, America experi-
enced a substantial economic boom. 
Between 1860 and 1900, the real per capita 
Gross Domestic Product of the U.S. 
doubled from $2,308 to $4,921 (adjusted to 
2000 dollars). Americans had substantially 
more money to spend on personal con-
sumption items. Starting in 1874, the aver-
age amount Americans spent on clothing 
increased, from $1,653 to $3,240 in 1950 
(also adjusted to 2000 dollars). The 
number of clothes in the American ward-
robe was steadily increasing. 
   It is no wonder that closets start to 
appear in the 1840s since cotton cloth had 
decreased in price until it was in reach of 
even the common laborers in America. The 
increasing material wealth of Americans in 
the latter half of the 19th century increased 
the pressure for some place to keep this 
growing collection of clothes. All of the 
common house plans of the early 20th 
century architectural design books included 
closets in the bedrooms. Even the compact 
bungalow floor plans include a closet in the 
main bedroom. The universal mid-20s 
designs included closets in all of the bed-
rooms and this trend continued right up 
until the Stock Market Crash and the 
Depression that followed.
   American home building hibernated 
during the Depression and through the war 
years. The great wave of demobilized GIs 
and the subsequent housing shortage kick-
started the greatest house-building boom in 
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American buying power increased at a steady rate from the second 
part of the 19th centrury onward, with some gains lost during the 
Great Depression. The values in the chart above track the average 
annual amount spent on clothing, adjusted to constant 2000 dollars.

$4,500

$3,500

$2,500

$1,500

$500

1875-
1876

1901 1917-
1919

1934-
1936

1950 1970

density pressure eased further out from city  cen-
ters. A typical home built in 1900 had between 700 
and 1,200 square feet of living space. Compare that 
with 1,000 square feet for a home built in 1950 and 
2,265 square feet in the average home built in 2000. 
American closets have kept up with the growth in 
the home. Many floor plans now include not one 
but two walk-in closets.  The increase in American 
wealth has led to more and more elaborate closet 
designs. In 2006, Business Week estimated that the 
market for custom closet design and do-it-yourself 
closet retail represents a $2 billion industry that 
grew 25% a year between 2000 and 2005. The 
American closet has come into its own as an 
accepted and indispensable part of our homes.

U.S. history. From 1948 until 1955, houses were being 
built  at the rate of 1 million per year. Even now, in 
2000, a full 20% of American houses  were built 
between 1940 and 1959. The sheer number of houses 
being built meant that for the first time in America, 
people were not building their own  homes. Instead a 
growing number of professional builders like William 
Levitt built entire towns of prefabricated houses. Con-
tractors began standardizing floor plans and applying 
mass-production techniques to home building. A stan-
dard feature in all of the floor plans built during this 
time was a closet in every bedroom.
  The growth of the suburbs was facilitated by the auto-
mobile and an expanded road network after the 1958 
Interstate Highway Act. The space occupied by Ameri-
can homes began to increase as the population 

This 2007 Neoranch style house clearly shows the 
ever-increasing importance of the closet in American homes. 
Here not only does the master bedroom feature two walk-in 
closets, but there are three substantial closets in the smaller 
bedrooms. This house includes two coat closets in public 
areas as well, supporting the notion that well-developed 
closet space is a necessity rather than a luxury.

1910 Bungalow floor plan (above) shows that even amid the small, inexpensive 
homes being built, closets had become a fixture of the American bedroom. The 
Ladies Home Journal published plans for small model homes, complete plans for 
frames, fireproofing specifications and a plans for installing a novel convenience 
called “electricity.” The Craftsman published a plan for a bungalow costing as little as 
$1,000 to build. Sears, Roebuck offered a ready-to-build house, delivered complete 
with fixtures and assembly instructions in crates to the nearest railroad station.
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This 1927 Colonial Revival 
house features hall closets as 
well as bedroom closets, 
reflecting the increasing 
number of overgarments in 
American households. The 
Great Depression signaled a 
stagnation in the amount of 
clothing owned by Americans. 
It would be another twenty 
years before American closets 
began to grow again.
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