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The invention of small handheld cameras 
introduced snapshots, casual paper photographs 
taken by amateur photographers. After 1900, 
home photography equipment had become 
affordable, widely available, and extremely 
popular. Studio photos highlight formal life 
events and record personal appearance through 
time. Snapshots, which also capture personalities 
and reveal everyday surroundings, lend insight 
to family history and lives of ancestors even 
when names and dates are known. In this glossy 
paper snapshot (3 ½ x 5 ¾ inches), “Alvin” is 
written on the back and “Sept. 20 1934” noted 
on the lower edge. Fortunately, cars were favorite 
photo props in the thirties. A closer look shows 
the license plate verifies, “Nebraska 34,” 
suggesting the month and day are also correct. 

Loosely fitted, knee-length knickerbockers 
(knickers) distinguish this snapshot. In 1934, mail 
order catalogs still sold knickers, due to 
disappear from boys’ fashions during the 1940s. 
Knickerbockers began as a new sportswear style 
for adult men after 1850, a style that adult 
women adopted later. Knickerbocker-style suits, 
often worn for special occasions, gained 
popularity for boys in the 1860s. Typically, little boys were “breeched” (put into 
knickers or short trousers) after age three or five until about age 14 when they wore 
adult trousers. 

Alvin’s spiffy light-colored knickers, white stockings, tucked-in white shirt, and 
oversized white bow tie are not practical everyday clothing. He dressed for an 
occasion, special enough for a snapshot but not a professional photo. (Or perhaps his 
family of modest means could not afford a studio photo during the Great 
Depression.) His special occasion appears lost to history. Birthday? That was March 
11. Sibling’s birthday? No. Confirmation? Not in September. Church? September 30, 
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1934, fell on a Thursday. First day of school? Perhaps. Some schools began the school 
year later and ended earlier, stressed financially by dwindling payment of property 
taxes. Thursday, however, seems an unlikely first day of school. Purchasing new 
clothes could in itself represent a special occasion for a Depression-era family. Alvin’s 
clothing indicates his family held him in high regard. 

This 1930s snapshot of a boy with hands in his pockets may be considered 
acceptable and masculine. Until the late nineteenth-century when Victorian attitudes 
began to change, rules of etiquette had rejected any man who placed hands in 
pockets as coarse or rebellious, a lout or loafer. In the twentieth century, hands in 
pockets became masculine. (Note that men’s trousers had seamline pockets long 
before women’s clothing.) Women who adopted masculine styles during the 1930s 
often posed with hands in pockets, a gesture as masculine as the trousers, jackets, or 
neckties they wore. 

Photo analysis by BIGS member Susan Strawn, an author and former academic who 
studies historical dress and textiles. 
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1 The term knickerbocker dates to the mid-nineteenth century, said to describe loose-
fitting knee breeches worn by original Dutch settlers of New York and named for the 
supposed author of Washington Irving’s History of New York (1809).


