
America developed an appetite for luxury in the decade after the Civil War, but 
fine European fashions faced heavy tariffs. To avoid those taxes, importers and 
everyday Americans turned to smuggling. In 1873, the U.S. Commissioner of 
Customs estimated that travelers smuggled $128,905,000 worth of European 
merchandise into the country ($2.4 billion today). 

Some international travelers were ‘polite smugglers’: 
wealthy tourists who simply didn’t want to pay taxes on 
their souvenirs. Others were seamstresses, milliners, and 
other garment workers bringing back goods for resale.

Inspectors and inspectresses
Customs inspectors had a powerful motivation to �nd contraband: smug-
glers were punished with �nes, and inspectors received a portion of the 
money. Passengers complained of customs inspectors abusing their powers 
to line their own pockets. 

Customs officials were openly racist and 
anti-Semitic, targeting Jewish and Chinese 
travelers without evidence.

A smuggler’s savings
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for goods
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paid at customs
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taxed as 
fine silk
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Concealed 
inside another 

shipment

+60% +10% +0%

The spoils of the moiety system

Original 
shipment 

value

Total fine

A customs inspector who recovered one of Charles 
Lawrence’s silk shipments would have received $9,750 in 
moiety money. Instead, Inspector Robert Des Anges took 
$100 per shipment to look the other way.

Amount paid to 
customs inspector

If caught, smugglers had to pay twice the value of their 
goods in fines. Under the moiety system, the customs 
inspector received eight percent of that fine.

In 1874, public outcry pushed Congress to abolish the moiety 
system. Fines and penalties dropped dramatically once inspec-
tors received a standard salary.
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Enforcement drops as moieties end

Crimes
of Fashion

Silk and Luxury Smuggling 
in America’s Gilded Age

Passengers as petty smugglers

Tricks of the smuggling trade
Silk and luxury smugglers used every means possible to avoid detection. In the 
illustration below, dark pink items are being smuggled past customs.
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In 1873, the U.S. Commissioner of Customs estimated 
that travelers smuggled $128,905,000 worth of Euro-
pean merchandise into the country ($2.4 billion today). 
Some petty smugglers were wealthy tourists, while 
others were garment workers bringing back merchan-
dise for resale.
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Pouches full of
jewelry were stuck
directly to the skin

Inspectors and inspectresses found 
smugglers by looking for:

Nervous demeanor

False-bottomed trunks hid 
secret compartments full of 
contraband.

Smugglers posed as 
stage performers, who 
did not have to pay 
taxes on their 
wardrobes

Canes were hollowed and 
filled with precious stones

Extra layers of clothing 
could be hidden beneath 
garments

Garments for a customer could 
be passed off as old clothes

OPERA

U.S. Customs began hiring inspec-
tresses in 1861 to search female 
passengers

Oversized clothing, which might be 
resold to another wearer

Clothing that strained at the seams, 
which might be hiding layers of 
contraband underneath

Strange gait, potentially caused by 
contraband beneath clothes restrict-
ing movement

One passenger with particularly small 
feet wore oversized boots and filled 
the empty space with jewelry

New York importer Charles Lawrence smuggled $3 million of silk (about $57 million today) 
between 1872 and 1875. Lawrence, who used the code name Mr. Gush, was only caught 
when legitimate importers hired private detectives to investigate the falling price of silk.

Concealed luxury: Mr. Gush’s silk smuggling ring
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Silks from St. Etienne, France shipped to Liverpool
Silks declared as low-tariff materials like burlap to the U.S. 
consulate in Liverpool
Shipment arrived in New York City
Customs inspector bribed to certify that shipment is burlap
Silk divided into smaller lots to avoid detection during sale
Parcels auctioned to fake buyers to create paper trail
Silks sold to legitimate importers and dry-goods wholesalers
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Honest merchants paid silk tariffs as high as 60%. Smugglers 
dodged tariffs by disguising their shipments as cheap goods 
with lower tariffs or concealing the silk in another shipment.

By passing his goods as burlap, Charles Lawrence saved 
an average of $20,625 per shipment.

The hollow cage crinoline that 
supported a heavy skirt could be 
filled with fabrics and other goods.


