EVALUATING REPRODUCTION GEAR: 

How to tell the good from the bad and the best 
from the rest.


By Adam Cecil



Quote: "Countless, unseen details are often the only difference between the 
mediocre and the magnificent."

Premise:  There are average reproductions, better than average reproductions, 
and as-good-as-original reproductions.  I propose we aim for the best.

Terms:

Farby:  Far-be -it from authentic.  These are items that, if worn by a time 
traveler to the 1860's,  they would look as out of place as they would 
walking around a Wal-mart today.  "Average" reproductions fit into this 
category.

Progressive:  Better than average reproductions that attempt to represent 
original items and from a short distance succeed in doing so, but fall short 
in quality of materials, construction, and lack of detail.

Authentic:  Those reproductions that are exact in every detail to the 
original items they represent.

For the purposes of the class, both progressive and authentic items will be 
discussed, and participants will choose how far they want to go given modern 
limitation and attitude.

I once heard a story about how bank tellers are trained in recognizing 
counterfeit bills.  They simply are never shown one.   They do, however, 
handle thousands of real bills everyday and are so familiar with them, they 
can spot a counterfeit as soon as they see/feel it.

I'd like to carry this into our subject as well.  Recognizing a good 
reproduction begins with familiarizing oneself with original items.  Go to 
Museums, Civil War relic shows, private collections, etc.  and observe the 
details of the items at which you are looking.  Handle everything you're 
allowed to handle so you can recognize the feel as well as the look.  This 
helps you when spotting for a good reproduction.

In the class we will handle numerous original items, as well as "farby" 
"authentic" and "progressive" ones.  We will deal with both Union and 
Confederate but spend most of our time on Federal gear.

The following is just a sample of what will be discussed in the class--a 
synopsis of 5 items of federal gear and their details.  Much more will be 
discussed in the class and all questions will be addressed, but here is a 
taster.  I hope you learn something.


NOTE:  These days there is a lot of nomenclature being spread around in our 
circles such as  "model 1858"  or "type 1 or type 2"  or "J. T. Martin."  I 
purposely avoid such names in this lesson, though these may be useful in the 
future as you try to explain to a vendor of such gear what you are looking 
for.  Much of this nomenclature is modern and a civil war soldier would not 
have cared about such specifics. I  will however steer you to commonalities 
among most  items that you may use as a guide when looking for a correct 
reproduction.


Headgear.

The federal soldier from 1861-1865 was issued two basic types of headgear-- 
the forage cap and the dress hat. The forage cap was a light wool cap with 
leather bill, leather sweatband, and cotton lining.  It had a flimsy 
chinstrap affixed above the bill by two small "eagle" buttons.  Avoid the 
buttons that have the winged brads but choose instead a regular button 
affixed with thread.  These dark blue caps were made of a finer material than 
that in a sack coat/fatigue blouse.  They can be different shades of dark 
blue depending upon the original upon which they are based. The sweatband 
and bill should be attached by hand and there should be a welt around the 
crown and at the edge of the bill.  Hundreds of thousands of these were 
issued, and an educated guess would say that every enlisted man possessed at 
least one of these between 1861-65.
  The dress hat was the other "issue" hat.  A favorite among many western 
units and a few eastern ones, this tall black felt hat was meant to be worn 
with trimmings such as a hat cord, and infantry hunting horn, and the American 
eagle pin on the side.
  These were issued plain and have a few specifications.  They had a tall 
crown, 5 3/4" high, a 3" wide brim, bound by two rows of loose machine 
stitching.  A sweatband of dark Moroccan leather 2 1/2" tall is hand 
whipstitced on, and A glazed label  is stuck into the top of the crown.

Sack coat/fatigue blouse

This staple of the Federal soldier is a dark blue four-button coat, either 
lined or unlined.  There were about three times more lined than unlined ones 
made during the war.  The basic things to look for are a loosely woven 
lightweight blue flannel body made from 2-4 pieces of fabric.  A two-piece  
sleeve, short fold down collar.  Some originals are all hand sewn, but some 
have all seams machine-sewn and very light handwork.  Button holes should be 
hand sewn.  To prevent fraying, exposed seams should be flat felled, this is 
especially important in unlined blouses, as almost all seams are exposed.  
(Note:  This practice of flat felling is primarily done on loosely woven 
lightweight fabrics,    Heavier kerseys and broadcloths aren't necessary to be 
flat felled.  i. e. Federal kersey trousers need not be flat-felled)  Lined 
coats should be lined with wool or a wool/other weave.  Shades of gray or 
brown are best.



Sky blue kersey trousers

This kersey is a medium weight fabric with a diagonal weave.  It is light 
blue and shades may vary.  Commonalities among issue trousers are thus: 
Narrow waistband that tapers from about 1 1/2" at fly closure to 3/4" in 
back;  a significant rise in the back;  a watch pocket on the right side;  
facings on underside of cuffs to prevent fraying;  a slit on outside of each 
cuff; narrow fly;  yoke separate from back leg piece; high waist.  
 Some trousers were almost entirely machine-sewn, and others were all 
hand-sewn, depending on the maker.  Choose the style that meets you/your 
unit’s needs.


Shirt

The U.S. issue shirt is made of a white (natural) colored wool/cotton domet 
flannel.  This is a very plain hand sewn shirt that was issued in only one 
size.  It had a fold down collar and the neck closed with one button.  There 
is no placket.  The cuffs have one button set back from the lower edge.  This 
should be the first choice of Union soldiers.  

There is also much evidence of non-issue civilian shirts among Federal 
soldiers.  There are many commonalities among these as well:  most with 
designs like checks, stripes etc. have the designs woven in, not printed on 
(you should do serious research before you choose a print);  exposed seams 
should be flat-felled;  selvedge edge of fabric should be utilized wherever 
possible making flat-felling on that seam unnecessary.  Band collars or small 
turn down collars were the style;  entirely hand sewn is most common;  buttons 
should be small 1/2" diameter or less;  most cuffs have buttons set back from 
the edge so that cuffs can fold back on themselves;  shirts should be long in 
the body and have "shirttails";  a long placket is very common.

Bootees

Federal issue brogans or bootees should be of sturdy weight shoe leather, 
rough side out, dyed black and rise to about the middle of the anklebone.  A 
lace runs through 8 lace holes.  They should be rights and lefts, though 
rights and lefts are not as pronounced as modern shoes.  The heel should be 
small and low.  Shoe should have a thin outline when viewed from above.  Toe 
should curve slightly upward from the ball.  Soles may be pegged with a 
double row of wooden pegs or sewn.  If sewn, the stitching should not be seen 
when viewed from above.


This is just a taste of what will be discussed at the campaigner college.

An excellent reference which will be available for sale at the college is:
The Columbia Rifles Research Compendium, available from John Tobey, 1065 
Lincoln St., Elmira, NY 14901 or tobeyje@aol.com.
This reference has articles on everything from blankets to brogans and socks 
to salutes.  Scores of references are cited and there are lists of suppliers 
of reproduction goods, etc.  Very good source.

