
 

 

 

Civil Suits:  A Sucker Born Every Minute 

Haspel Suits, a brand whose company was founded in New Orleans in 

1909, and seersucker fabric:  a match made in heaven.  How did India 

come together with the “Big Easy” to create something truly great?  

 

 
 

“There’s a sucker born every minute.”  This quote is attributed to P. T. 
Barnum but was actually made by David Hannum.  He and four other 

investors had purchased a giant fossil man from George Hull, who had 

engaged in a $30,000 hoax after having had this figure carved from 

gypsum and buried on a cousin’s property near Cardiff, New York, in 
1869.  The Cardiff Giant was so popular that Barnum offered $50,000 

but Hannum wouldn’t sell.  So Barnum had his own fossil man carved 

by his own artists and called Hannum’s giant a fake.  It was then that 

Hannum made the famous quote referring to Barnum’s giant (not 
realizing that his was also a fake).  A civil suit brought out the truth in 

court and Hannum lost.  Somehow the quote fitted Barnum and stuck. 

 



 

 

The quote is also apt for the summer season as seersucker suits are 

seen all around the Crescent City.  They are the very essence of civility 

and gentility.  Brooks Brothers (founded 1818) claims that they first 
introduced this fabric of puckered cotton in America in 1830 in the 

form of a frock coat.  But the company that made the seersucker suit 

famous was founded in New Orleans in 1909.  Joseph Haspel and two 

of his brothers, William and Harry, started the firm that created this 
ubiquitous raiment loved by southern gentlemen (and ladies alike) 

from an ideal fabric with a most interesting history. 

 

 
 



 

 

In fact, the words sugar and seersucker both come from the same root 

word.  The etymology comes by way of the East India Company and 

the British Raj.  From India came the word shroshakar, meaning 
literally “milk and sugar” but figuratively a garment with stripes - 

presumably representing the smooth surface of milk (šīr) and the 

lumpy texture of sugar (šakar).  The Persian word shakar, “sugar,” in 

turn came from the Sanskrit śarkarā, “grit or ground sugar.”  
Tamerlane showed true grit by invading India in the late fourteenth 

century and incorporated many things Persian and Indian.  The English 

took striped Indian fabric (the Persian šīr-o-šakar, which became the 

Hindi śīrśakkar and Urdu šīršakar) and called it Sea Sucker as early as 
1722. 

 

          
 

    George V and Queen Mary visit India          The Duke of Windsor 

                                                                    in a seersucker suit 

 

Fast forward to 20th Century New Orleans and Haspel suits are gaining 
widespread popularity.  It wasn’t until the 20s that seersucker suits 

were made there, the material first being used for overalls for the 

workingman. The two layers of thread (one taut and the other slack) 

created the high-low crinkled texture with its cooling effect.  The 
Southern businessman then embraced these suits, even with their 



 

 

rumpled façade, because they kept one cool.  It wasn’t long before 

well-to-do Ivy Leaguers followed suit (pardon the pun), figuring that if 

one were rich he could afford to be rumpled (imagine an F. Scott 
Fitzgerald novel). 

 

In 1925 when Clarence Darrow and William Jennings Bryan were 

engaged in their courtroom monkey business, H. L. Mencken wrote 
about “the mountebank Bryan, parading the streets in his seersucker 

coat.”  That was a curious comment since Mencken wore seersucker 

suits, as well.   

 
In the 1930s, Haspel was calling the Crescent City “the wash suit 

capital of America” in its ads.  A later ad mentioned a Haspel suit as 

being part of a “Refreshable wardrobe”, “The Smartest Cool Suit …” 

and alternately “The Coolest Smart Suit …” 
 

 
 
Haspel ad for “Seersuckers and Cords, Times-Picayune, May 31, 1948 

 

Washington and Hollywood loved them, too.  FDR would be wearing a 

Haspel seersucker on a trip to the tropics, reported the Picayune in 
1934.  President Harry Truman also sported a Haspel suit; and, of 



 

 

course, nobody looked better than Gregory Peck as Atticus Finch in a 

three-piece Haspel seersucker in “To Kill a Mockingbird.”  Bogie wore 

Haspel seersuckers and so did Cary Grant, who wore a Haspel suit in 
“Charade”, right into the shower.  In the 50s Joe Haspel, Sr., had 

performed a similar demonstration with a wash-and-wear version of 

the traditional seersucker.  He walked into the ocean, took it off and 

let it dry and wore it to a party the same evening.  Sales took off even 
more.  Perhaps Clarence Ray Nagin, Sr., helped to put together one of 

those suits.  The father of Mayor Ray Nagin once worked as a fabric 

cutter for Haspel as a young man. 

 

 
 

       Gregory Peck                         President George Bush 

     as Atticus Finch          

 
Also working for Haspel Brothers was John Kennedy Toole, author of 

the Pulitzer Prize winning A Confederacy of Dunces.  Toole worked for 

the late J. B. “Josh” Tonkel (married to one of the Haspel daughters) 

and worked his experiences into the novel.  His main character, 



 

 

Ignatius J. Reilly, works for Levy Pants Company in Dunces.  Haspel’s 

factory was located in New Orleans on St. Bernard Avenue at Broad 

Street. Later on, a plant was added in Tylertown, Mississippi. 
 

In the late 1990s, Mississippi Senator Trent Lott decided to reinstitute 

a long-forgotten Senate sartorial tradition.  He chose a “nice and 

warm” day in the second or third week of June, which would be 
designated “Seersucker Thursday”.  He wanted his Senate colleagues 

to appear less dour.  In 2004, California Senator Dianne Feinstein 

urged on the growing number of women in the Senate to do the same.  

The following year, 11 of the 14 women wore seersucker for the 
appointed Thursday.  The members of the Senate (male and female) 

continued to pay fashion homage each year to what was once 

considered required summer attire, but the practice was sadly 

discontinued in June 2012.  Thanks to Louisiana’s own Senator Bill 
Cassidy, the tradition was back again in 2014.  And down home in New 

Orleans, the Ogden Museum of Southern Art holds an annual “Sippin’ 

in Seersucker” event. 

 

 
 

Senator Trent Lott (third from right) and his “Seersucker Senators” 

 

Not everyone loves them, however.  In 2013 Ryan McKenna, a 

member of the Missouri State Senate, actually added a handwritten 
amendment to a bill making his personal sartorial preferences known.  

“Any person living in this state aged eight and under may wear 



 

 

seersucker suits at their leisure.  Any person over the age of eight 

living in this state may not wear seersucker suits because adults look 

ridiculous in seersucker suits,” the politician’s proposal stated.  He 
decided to ultimately withdraw his provision. 

 

What else can be said of the seersucker suit?  A 2003 article in the 

Wall Street Journal included this comment:  “Nothing’s quite as hit-or-
miss as a seersucker suit.  It can make a man look effortlessly 

sophisticated, ready for a bourbon at the Kentucky Derby.  Or it can 

make him look like he should be selling Eskimo pies.” 

 

 
 

1949 Haspel ad 

 

The article also mentioned that for “the first time in years, French 
designer Hermès has a version of the American classic (price: $2,800 

and up)”!  Fortunately, the Journal’s fashion panel selected as best 



 

 

seersucker suit the brand credited with popularizing the lightweight 

suit:  Haspel.  The panelists called it simple, unaffected, and “devoid of 

modernisms” with a fabric that was “light, but with body and texture”.  
It was “both crisp and crinkled at the same time” and “at $275,” the 

best value, as well. 

 

Haspel Brothers, after being acquired by the Palm Beach Company in 
1979, eventually closed the local factory.  The brand was sold again, 

but in the 1990s it was up for sale again.  Today, the purveyor of 

seersucker suits, clothing and sportswear, is once again a Louisiana-

based company – and there’s a family connection.  Richard Lipsey 
(husband of Joseph Haspel’s granddaughter Susan) stepped up to buy 

back the “family name” for $150,000 when the Plaid Clothing Group 

put it on the block in 1996.  Lipsey’s daughter Laurie Aronson of Baton 

Rouge, CEO of the family’s firearms business, is revamping and 
running the new Haspel’s.  Still making seersucker suits and classic 

menswear, the brand started by Aronson’s great grandfather now has 

its manufacturing done overseas. 

 

On a summer day not too long ago, a transplanted Englishmen (who 
lives and works in New Orleans) was queried by this author: 

 

“The seersucker suits we love to wear to keep cool in New Orleans had 

their origins in India as far back as the days of the East India Company 
and the British Raj.  The British have used this wonderful Indian fabric 

since the early 1700s.  Does anyone in London ever wear seersucker 

today?” 

 
“Simply not done,” he replied. 

 

“It would be the same thing as wearing a pith helmet on Oxford 

Street.” 

 
Of course, as he was relating these “only in the colonies” parameters 

of proper dress, this British gentleman (on that sultry New Orleans 

summer day) was sporting a beautiful and comfortable seersucker 

suit.  I guess we’ll always be “the colonies”. 
 

Nick Foulkes, in a 2004 article in the UK’s Sunday Telegraph entitled 

“Bad togs and Englishmen”, offers a slightly different opinion. “Perhaps 

it is meanness that restrains the British male from investing in a 
summer wardrobe” or “perhaps he does not trust a lightweight suit to 

soak the perspiration as well as his winter worsteds do”.  He goes on 

to lament, “When he does embrace a summer look, the British male 



 

 

does so with a chronic lack of confidence”.  Summer clothes, to him, 

“are almost like some form of fancy dress”. 

 

 
 
A couple of Brits in pith helmets on either side of Lawrence of Arabia 

He’s the one in the civilian clothes – but it’s OK, they’re not in London. 

 

Fortunately, New Orleanians have neither a problem with dressing 
comfortably nor donning “fancy dress” – and seersucker is always an 

excellent choice. 
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