Civilian Men’s Guidelines

Presented by Joe Blunt

The following is a list of suggested guidelines for the men at the “Sparks of Secession” Living History at Westville, GA.  These are based on common clothing and practices of the period, along with some documentation of the general area. 

 This was not a large urban area and cotton was king.  This does not mean that you should look like ragamuffins and definitely not dandies of Manhattan.  The bulk of the population was farmers, a smaller part was laborers/tradesmen and only some 2% were professionals.  So…top fashion was not a priority versus the function.  The program is taking place in the fall.  Those of you from the South will know that autumn can still have you wearing lighter weight goods, but then a cold snap can sneak up on you…so dress appropriately.

Most of the items listed are pretty simple to describe…but won’t go into great detail about construction…though be familiar with some variations from the earlier times.  With “King cotton” being the cash crop, it is safe to say that cotton…in various weaves (poplin, nankeen, drill, osnaburg, etc) was quite popular.  Being the fall coming along, wool, satinette (aka “poor man’s broadcloth”) and jean cloth (“laborer’s fabric”) would be coming out.

 Early in the 1850s it was stylish to have the trousers and the vest match, but as the decade progressed coats and trousers were matching and vest standing out…But again…looking at images, this isn’t always the practice…but just a guide to help.  Remembe that the items should be of proper pattern and construction (yes machine stitching is fine…especially since ready-made garments were available in merchantiles .  Buttonholes are to be done by hand…as should some of the internal finishing.  This is not to say that completely hand-stitched items are wrong.  Just wanting to make things easier on you and letting you know that it is correct.

The following is from a selection of garments from “Handbook of English Costume in the 19th Century” by C. Willet and Phillis Cunnington.  Even though it is English, it was easy to make the transition with some period images of the styles in the states…and many followed.  
Coats:
”Swallow-tail Coats”  generally dark blue wool with gilted or fabric buttons
Frock coats – Single or Double breasted…..the latter being more prominent

              Variations of the frock, include the “morning frock”, “walking frock” and Paletot.  These are generally single breasted and considered “undress”.

Sack coats
Roundabouts-These were being phased out by this time, though sometimes kept for extra warm, much like a sleeved waistcoat or for labor.  Not really a going to town out on the town.

Trousers-  The stovepipe legged trouser was still common, though still keeping to a snugger fit.   Pegged or Zouave trousers were coming into fashion.  Another style was the “American Trouser”

‘gathered into a narrow waistband with pockets in the side seams. This form may be worn without braces as the waistband may be fastened behind by buckle and strap.’  1857. Minister’s Gazette of Fashion

Though fly-front trousers would have been very common, there are still tailoring plates up into the 1860s on how to draft broad-falls.  

Materials-“For day wear stripes and checks were the vogue” (Cunnington p. 206)  Plains are just as common.  Remember the area  and persona your emulating.  Even though it was the “in” thing…doesn’t mean that everyone wore it.   Buttons were generally japanned metallic or even brass.  It was common to use bone buttons on cotton items throughout the early century.

Vests- Single and Double breasted.  Various lapels, some even trimmed.  However, make sure that the collar/lapel will continue around the back of the neck.  Those stopping at the shoulder seam appear to be incorrect for our period.  A general rule (though not always practiced) was if a frock was Single Breasted then the vest should be double and vice versa.  After looking as several dags and other photos from the later 1850s…this does occur in a large percentage.

  “ Colours- By 1855 these became more aggressive and in strong contrast to the rest of the garments….The striped tartan and noisy checks with polychromatic effects were favoured toward 1860.  But contemporary photographs, becoming abundant in this decade, show that many were content with W (waistcoats) of same material as the coat or trousers, or even a complete ‘ suit of dittos’.”   (Cunnington  p. 204-205)

Other garments:

Overshirts/smocks-This is generally reserved for working and to go over your other clothes.
Overcoats/ overfrocks/ capes-  All these outer garments should be of a period civilian pattern….nothing military.  In the case that you may need one  and don’t have it….a shawl, or scarf will work just as well to get that morning nip off your bones.

Overalls- There has been some discussion as to if this was even common in the South…based on paintings and photos of the times.  Not sure what to say 100% other than, this is another garment used for work.

Footwear:

Shoes: high quarter work shoes, low quarter oxfords and just about anything in between.  

Boots: Hessian and Wellingtons were still in style…as were just a common pull up from 12-16 “ high
*Note on this….there are too many styles to mention.  All that’s asked is that you have proper period civilian footwear.  Try your best to stay away from wearing your brogans.  If that is all you have…so be it.  But please let us stay away from the military pieces.

Headgear
Like so many things, there is such a variety, it is hard to nail down all the things.  But the common thing would be caps (“Wheel cap”, “wheel pilot caps”, “mechanic’s caps”…whatever you want to name them) or slouch hats.  On the latter, you should think about a wider brimmed hat…as you are in the South and the sun does a number on the face and neck.  Try and stay away from “pork pies and “plug” hats.  These appear to be more for the city folks.  Hats of felt or straw.

*Stay away from all the old militaria...unless it is part of the militia uniform or Army agents (ie recruiting officer, inspectors, etc)
Shirts
1.Civilian Shirts-  Best thing it to go to Willaim Brown’s Book “Thought’s on Men’s Shirts” if you have any questions about this subject.  No military or contract shirt. 

Drawers -Civilian pattern
Socks - Woven wool or cotton socks with natural colors. NO elastic or rag wool socks.

Equipage and fireams
Based on the information given to me about the population in the area, if there were any prior service firearms in use…they may have been converted into shotguns.  That being said…firearms should be civilian pieces (no Hawkins) and the shotbags should be appropriate to the weapon.  Really no documentation of firearms or cartidge boxes, etc listed in the militia muster.  This would have been a minimum it seems.
As for canteens and haversacks…in a city you wouldn’t have them and probably would get this when issued your other items.  However, folks had waterbottles of all sorts of styles and materials (wooden, tin and earthenware) for use on the farm.  Try and stay away from US smoothsides and bullseyes.  

Haversacks-  if you think you need one for the muster…or just to keep things in…you can use about any cloth bag on a strap out of period fabric.  Remember, you live in this town…you wouldn’t carry a “man purse” with you.  Try a market bag/wallet or a small snatch sack (seabag).  It is just as authentic and looks a bit more appropriate.

Waistbelts-These were generally utilitarian devices to hold knives, hatchets, etc.  If you deside to have one, it should have roller or harness buckles.  No GA frames, fork tongues, CS, etc.  
Sleeping gear:
We may have several of us in these quarters.  Keep it light.  A period bed tick would be advised.  Preferably one that can be stuff with straw or hay.  Blankets, coverlets, quilts are all fine.  For the most part, these won’t be seen.  But keep them as period, and civilian, as you can.   

No modern anachronisms

No modern cigarettes
No modern eyeware
No wristwatches
No undocumented badges or insignias

Remember, these are just some guidelines to go by.  As historians, definatives shouldn’t be used and I have tried to avoid that here.  Let’s just do our thing and as authentically as we can.  

Thanks, JB
