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Choosing the Right Hat

The most defining piece of clothing in our Civil War impressions is our choice of headgear. A bad
hat will ruin an otherwise perfect impression, and a good hat is the best start to an impression
needing improvement. This was true during the war as well, since their choice of headgear
reflected their financial circumstances, their social standing, their previous occupation, and their
level of military experience to date.

Before the war, a hat of some
kind was a de facto requirement
for leaving the house. Part slave
to fashion, and part in yielding to
environmental considerations, the
hat was essential. The most
common types of daily use hat
related directly to occupation.
Mechanics for example often
favored a cloth cap with a small,
front-only brim, while many other



indoor occupations favored small brimmed felt hats. The most common category of hats is
commonly referred to as "slouch hats" by reenactors. This overly-general category covers a wide
range of colors, sizes, and styles of felt hats that would have been popular with men who were
involved in outdoor occupations, such as agriculture, timber, surveying, etc.

When we refer to "slouch hats," we are really talking about a myriad of styles of felt hats. Feltis a
thick fabric made of compressed animal hair. Originally, it was made from beaver hair, but by the
time of the war, the scarcity of beavers as far west as Oregon had caused wool felt, (made from
the same sheep as clothing wool) to account for a near total majority of hats. Some beaver hats
had been passed down through generations, but most hats were wool felt, as are today's
reproductions. According to an industry website,

Felt is matted wool. Wool becomes felt when it is subjected to moisture, heat, and pressure. In
fact, if domestic sheep were not shorn, over time their wool would felt or "cot." Hot soapy water
makes the wool slippery, and causes tiny scales on the fiber to open up. The scales prevent the
fibers from backing up again after they slide across each other; with agitation, the fibers get
hopelessly tangled together. When cooled, dried and compressed, the scales close and lock the
wool into the tough, durable material we call felt.

(http://www.sefelt.com/whatis.htm)

When war came to the country, both sides approached headgear differently. The Federal
government issued headgear to all of its new recruits, so these two styles, (the Army Hat, also
known as "Hardee Hats", and the forage cap) formed the majority of hats for the Federal armies.

Federal Forage
Cap (Left)
Hardee Hat, (right)

The Confederate army made hats a secondary priority after supplying uniforms.

When the war began, an optimistic Confederate War Department decided on the French "kepi"
style of military headgear. Kepis, (French for "Cap") were short, squat wool caps with a flat crown
stiffened with cardboard. The bill was supposed to be black leather, and the cap would be
trimmed with a black strap, attached with two small buttons. The original regulations called for a
welt of blue wool to circumscribe the crown. As with most of the uniform regulations adopted, this
model was adapted, butchered, and amalgamated with local tastes, economic concerns, and
practical considerations. The depots made kepis from the small remnants of the wool used in
uniform manufacturing, and even had to resort to substitutes for the leather brim in many cases.
There is a common reenactor belief that most Confederate soldiers tossed their kepis in favor of
felt hats. This is a bit of an overgeneralization. While photographic and written evidence bears
out that they formed the majority of headgear, a good percentage of Confederate soldiers still
wore the kepis that the Confederate depots manufactured right until the end of the war.

Confederate Kepi

That being said, most hats worn by Confederate soldiers were felt hats which were either
purchased, brought/sent from home, or "otherwise" acquired. So what forms would they have



taken? There is one style of felt hat that the Depot system manufactured, known to reenactors as
the "C.S. Hardee Hat," but the remainder were a myriad of civilian styles.
Colors: Black was the most popular color of civilian hats, but various browns and grays
were also popular.
Finishes: One major shortcoming with many hats available from sutlers is that their hats
are not finished! Hat blanks are partially finished hats, with a modern leather sweatband.
An authentic reproduction will have a few characteristics that are easy to identify:

1. A leather sweathand, usually at least 1.5" wide. It should be hand whipstitched to the
felt.

2. A cotton lining, of the entire crown. Fabric can be any type of woven civilian cloth.

3. A complimenting silk ribbon sewn around the edge of the brim, and around the crown. On the
side of the crown, the ribbon is attached by stitching flush through a bow.

Styles: Felt hats were very diverse during the period. Over the last several years, a crop
of modern haberdashers, (hat-makers) have begun to offer high quality, well researched felt

hats for serious reenactors. For reference, | will list these makers at the end of the
article. My personal choice and recommendation is Tim Bender, (TP&H), followed by Clearwater

Hats, and then Dirty Billy's Hats. Dirty Billy has some hats that he designed for reenactors
instead of for their historical accuracy. Document your choice before buying it.

Military caps came in a variety of colors in both pure wool and jean cloths. Wartime shortages
affected the manufacture of this cap in several ways. First, we have already seen that depots
would use the same cloth for caps as the uniforms they made. For most Deep South Depots
such as Columbus and Atlanta, this usually meant a variant of gray or brown jean. The 2nd major
change was the drastic drop in colored trim for kepis. The U.S. Navy's blockade of southern
ports ensured that brightly colored wool was very hard to acquire. For 1863-1865, colored trim
was the exception, not the rule. The third major shortage was of leather. Shoes took a priority
over kepis, so for much of the war, substitutes were used. The substitute used was generally
multiple layers of canvas, stitched through, and then painted black with linseed oil paint.

My advice for buying a new hat is to begin by looking at several original photographs. Look for
common styles, and then go to one of the vendors, and see if one fits your tastes. Go for
common, as opposed to outlandish. If you decide to go with a kepi, my recommendation would
be a plain gray jean cap, with an oilcloth brim. See if you can catch one of these guys at an
event, (Corinth, Tunnel Hill, Olustee) if you're going to buy a kepi, as they are fit very specifically.
Take your time, and don't shortcut, since this can make or break your impression.

http://www.benderhats.com/
http://www.clearwaterhats.com/

http://www.dirtybillyshats.com/
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Portraits of Conflict, by Anne J. Bailey & Walter Fraser,
Jr., review by Andrew Jerram

Portraits of Conflict is one in a series of books detailing
state by state, the photographs of the common soldiers
of the Civil War, and the histories behind the



photographs. The writing is excellent, the stories are intriguing, and
the pictures are amazing. Many of them are previously unpublished.
Although the book is expensive, (around $75.00 new) used copies
are frequently available, and most major libraries either stock it, or
can order it. | highly recommend it.
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Supply and Demand, Pt. 3 of 4 by Capt. Matt Young

As the campaigning season began in Georgia, there was an urgent telegraph request from Major
Humphreys to Colonel Wright in Atlanta on April 28th to send 200,000 musket caps to Columbus.
Wright sent some 100,000 the next day. % “Gorgas cited the bronze foundry and pistol factory as
especially valuable and considered the Columbus establishment one of the eight major arsenals
in the south in April of 1864."%°

In two letters dated June 12th and June 13th, the commander of the Confederate States Arsenal
in Columbus writes to Colonel Wright in Atlanta stating that, “there are no Sharps Carbine
cartridges Cal. 52 here.” ¥ The letter on June 13", also to Colonel Wright in Atlanta discussion a
possible substitute for copper in pistols. In addition, the letter states that a shipment of
horseshoes and horseshoe nails from Columbus will be arriving in Griffin, Georgia via the Macon
and Atlantic Railroad. *®

By June, the Federal drive to capture Atlanta was in full swing and the Confederate Army of
Tennessee required a large amount of rifle ammunition to continue fighting. On June 22, only five
days before the Battle of Kennesaw Mountain, the commander of the Columbus Arsenal
dispatched a telegram to Colonel Wright of the Atlanta Arsenal stating, “I can send at once one
hundred and ninety thousand rounds of caliber fifty-eight and make weekly about fifty-six
thousand rounds.” *°

Not long after, a letter was received in Columbus from Colonel Wright asking if the size of the
arsenal in Columbus could be increased for the purpose of manufacturing small arms in addition
to ammunition. The reply was that, “I have given orders to double the laboratory fabrications and
after this, | will be able to send weekly from 100,000 to 120,000 rounds of ammunition.” Further
more, the letter continues stating that, “I shipped you last week 320,000 rounds” to assist in the
defense of the state.*

In the book, Columbus Georgia and the Confederacy, Diffee Standard wrote that, “The
overburdened rail facilities of the city, however, often caused a delay in the distribution of
cartridges and caps to the armies in the field” He further states that a major deterrent was a
shortage of food for the workers at the arsenal.**

The July/August inventory of the Arsenal was conducted on July 31% and August 1% and showed
that the following was manufactured in Columbus during the month of July—42

188,000 cartridges caliber .58

92,000 cartridges caliber .54

6,820 cartridges colt army pistol cal .44
7,392 cartridges colt navy pistol cal. 36
5,000 Belgian Rifle cartridges cal .69
176 12-pounder Napoleon rounds

In addition, the following is what was “on hand” in the laboratory-



26,000 rifle musket cartridges cal. 58

2,000 rifle musket cartridges cal. 54

20,000 Mississippi rifle cartridges (round ball) .54

1,820 Belgian Rifle cartridges cal. 69

163,340 musket ball cartridges cal. 69

45,850 buck and ball cartridges cal. 69

440 buckshot cartridges cal. 69

2,800 buckshot cartridges shotgun

490 blank cartridges

over 16,000 pounds of gunpowder

over 11,000 pounds of cartridge paper of various types
over 11,000 pounds of fuses of various types

over 100 pounds of cartridge thread and twine (for artillery rounds)
18 pounds of sulphur

over 300 pounds of potash

over 6,000 pounds of lead

over 120 yards of cloth of various types including osnaburgs and domestic cloth
over 15,000 pounds of artillery shells in all sizes and types
250 percussion primers for canons

4,146 friction primers for cannons

2,000 percussion caps for colt pistols

175,000 musket caps

196 yards of flannel

As in the April inventory, Humphreys listed what he would need. Some of the items he needed
include-

40,000 Ibs. of lead

150 pounds of beeswax

50 pounds of tallow

50 pounds of flour

5,800 pounds of musket powder

600 pounds of cartridge paper

80,000 labels for rifle musket cartridge caliber .577 or .58
9,000 friction primers

1,400 yards flannel

11,000 pounds of cannon powder

over 11,500 fuses for field artillery ammunition
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Author: Jason Rich of Homespun Wares

The Civil War erawas atime of transition for men’s shirt styles. Women at home were making shirts based
on patterns that had been passd down through generations. In the 1850 s a major change in the
construction of the man’s shirt was introduced from France It became known as the “French Pattern” shirt.
The sewing machine which had been around for many yeas was beaming more prevalent and accepted in
the 1860 s. Paper patterns and ready made garments were dso becoming more accetable during thistime.
Volumes could be written on this subjed, but we will focus on some general areas of interest for those
wanting to wea a period corred reproduction shirt.



Shirts of the 18th and 1%h century were regarded as underwea and were not designed to be exposed to the
genera public. Whil e working men may be

in their shirtdeeves as 0n asthey ventured

out into public they at least put on a vest.

The homespun shirt pattern passed down

through generations was known as the

“Square Cut Pattern”. This sirt made some

transitions from the one button open front to

the multi button placket front. However the

basic pattern remained the same. This shirt

was made from a series of rectangles and

sguares. The only fitting was at the neck, and

wristband into which the deeves were

gathered. Early shirts were made of white

linen, then prints, stripes, and plaids by the

1860s. The shirt body was alarge redangle

extending to the thigh. The shoulder was

reinforced. It had redangular sleeves with

gussets and the seam was off the shoulder.

The auffswere long about 3" and extended

to the knuckle aea Thiswas © the aff could (Square Cut Shirt, made by the Author)
be seen while weaing ajadet then folded badk on itself while working. The aiff buttons and button holes

were placal close to the sleeve / cuff hem and on the edge of the cuff. The pladket was not much longer

than mid chest and more than 4 or 5 buttons would be unusual. Generally the collar was afold down coll ar

which could be worn with a cavat.

The “French Pattern” totally changed the style of shirts. The body was more fitted. It narrowed at the waist
and flared out at the bottom. The deeve fitted into the body. Gone were the gussts under the sleeve and
the off the shoulder seam. The auffs were narrower about 1 %2’ and the wllar was banded as oppased to a
fold down collar. The materials used were generally prints and plaids.

The “French Pattern” exhibit the change from hand sewn, to partly hand sewn, to all machine stitched. The
same could be said for the homespun shirts. Sewing machines were become more prevalent during the
1860 s but like with all new items the price dictated who was able to buy them. Many home spun shirts
were still completely hand sewn.

Regardless of the pattern there were some simil arities. The doth used was woven linen or cotton. Solid
colors or plaids were the most common with eath tone mlors. Paisley and printed patterns were dso used,
but were made differently than they are today. The inside seams were dther flat felled or at least crossed
gtitched so that they would not fray. The buttonholes were hand stitched. Shirt buttons were no larger than
14" insize The most common shirt buttons were white glass otherwise know as white china or milk glass
buttons. Chinaringers and inkwells, they were awhite buttons with a painted rim. Calicos, they had a
printed cdico designand finally pie aust with an indented rim. Hard rubber (Goodyea’s, yes they made
buttons before tires), mother of peal, wood, and occasionally tin buttons were dso used. Two hole bone
buttons were not used as shirt buttons they were used for under drawers.

These ae just afew thingsto think about when looking for and purchasing a reproduction shirt. A whole
lot more auld be written, but foll owing this information will lead you to a period corred garment.
Exceptions and individual instances can always be found for any subjed, but what has been shown hereis
some general information to use in creding the impression you may wish to develop.

References:
Brown, Willi am. Thoughts on Men’s Shirtsin Americal756190Q Gettysburg, PA: Thomas Publicaions,
1999



Stuckey, Mike. Reproduction Civil War Era Shirts a Quick Summary. 81-82. The Hardcradker Handbodk.
Bixby, OK 74008

Brown, Willi am. The Shirt Off My Badk. 93-94. The Hardcracker Handbodk. Bixby, OK 74008

McKeg Paul. The Wartime Use of Civili an Shirts. 95-100. The Hardcracker Handbodk. Bixby, OK 74008
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For Sale: Paper Cartridge Rolls or Tubes
Price: $3.00 per Bag of Printed Newspaper (Recommended for Field Use) $4.00
per Bag of Plain Non-Printed Newsprint (Recommended for Living History
Displays) Bag= 100 Paper Cartridge Rolls or Tubes.Shipping: $1.00 per Bag
To See Pictures Please Visit www.geocities.com/andysmith1989/sapcrc.html
Contact Information: Andy Smith, 491 Paxton Rd. Folksotn, Ga. 31537
(912)-496-4234 tmsmith@planttel.net (Member of 26th Ga. Co. K/123rd NYVI,
GVB)

For Sale, Tim Bender Slouch Hat, brown wool felt, with matching ribbon and brim
binding. Hand-stitched sweatband, and civilian check pattern lining. Retail is
$100, selling for $55. | love this hat but it's a little too small. Size is
approximately 7 3/8. Andrew Jerram, 770-356-8820
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