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American Civil War Armies (3)

The US Army

With two million men under arms, a US Army that in pre-war days had depended upon a minute number of technical troops now required virtually an army of specialists alone. There were more full generals in the wartime army than there had been engineers of all ranks in the pre-war army. Special sharpshooters were recruited for skirmishing duty; men whose wounds would have led to their discharge in the past now found themselves guarding important posts in the Veteran Reserve Corps; and large numbers of civilians found themselves in uniform as members of the Telegraph or Hospital Corps.

Generals and Staff Officers

A total of 583 men reached the full rank of general officer in the US Army during the Civil War. Of these, 47 were either killed in action or died of wounds received in battle.

Generals were to wear double-breasted frock coats that reached two-thirds to three-quarters the distance from the top of the hip to the bend of the knee, with dark blue velvet standing collars and cuffs. Major-generals had nine front buttons placed in threes down each of two rows, while brigadier-generals had eight buttons in each row, placed in pairs. For dress occasions a gold epaulette, with two silver stars for a major-general and one for a brigadier-general, was worn on each shoulder. For other duties a black shoulder strap, edged with gold embroidery, bearing the same stars, was worn on each shoulder. This coat was worn with a white shirt, black tie and, usually, a dark blue waistcoat which had nine small buttons in a single row and a standing collar.

Generals were also to wear plain dark blue trousers. Their black felt hats were 6¼ ins. tall with brims 3¼ ins. wide, pinned up on the right side under an embroidered gold eagle badge, with three black ostrich feathers on the left, an all-gold hat cord, and, as with all staff officers, the silver embroidered Old English letters ‘US’ within a gold embroidered wreath on the hat front. If they preferred, generals and staff officers could wear a French-style fore-and-aft chapeau for dress occasions instead of the hat. A French-style forage cap could be worn for fatigue duties. Around their waists was worn a buff silk sash, tied behind the left hip, under a Russian leather sword belt made with three strips of gold embroidery.
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Regulation buttons. Top row, from left: general and staff officers, US and CS; second row, engineers, US and CS; third row, general service, US and CS; fourth row, US Ordnance Corps, US Marine Corps; bottom row, US Navy, CS Navy. (Author’s collection)

A general’s overcoat was dark blue, with four silk ‘frogs’ across the front to close it, and a cape which reached the cuffs. Rank was indicated by five silk braids, forming a double knot, on each cuff.
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Maj.Gen. Nathaniel P. Banks wearing the full dress of a major-general. His hat is the chapeau-de-bras, which has a diagonal strap of gold lace, an eagle and a button on the other side. His sash is buff, and his belt has gold embroidery on the face. Banks, commissioned for political reasons, proved to be a poor field commander. (Author’s collection)

In the field, however, many generals preferred to wear dark blue versions of the civilian ‘sack’ coat, either single- or double-breasted. Brig.Gen. Horace Porter, one of Grant’s staff officers, recalled seeing Maj.Gen. Warren during the Wilderness Campaign: ‘He was mounted on a fine-looking white horse, was neatly uniformed, and wore the yellow [sic] sash of a general officer. He was one of the few officers who wore their sashes in a campaign, or paid much attention to their dress.’

Staff officers from the Adjutant-General’s department, Inspector-General’s department, Quartermaster’s, Subsistence and Pay departments, and the office of the Judge Advocate all wore the same basic uniform, except that cuffs and collars were plain dark blue; field-grade staff officers had two rows of seven buttons each down the front, while company-grade officers wore a single row of nine buttons. Their epaulettes were marked with the insignia of their corps and their rank devices. The same rank devices were worn on dark blue shoulder straps. There were a silver eagle for a colonel; two silver oak leaves (one at each end) for a lieutenant-colonel; two gold oak leaves for a major; two gold bars at each end for a captain; a gold bar at each end for a second lieutenant; and plain borders around the dark blue for a first lieutenant. Their trousers had an ⅛-in. gold cord down the outer seams; their dress hats were dressed with interwoven black and gold cords; their sashes were crimson; and the number of braid stripes on their overcoat cuffs varied, according to rank, from five for a colonel to one for a first lieutenant and none for a second lieutenant.

The Army’s 2,500 chaplains were essentially staff officers. Of this number 11 were killed in action, while one—Milton Haney of the 55th Illinois Infantry—won the Medal of Honor fighting on the line outside Atlanta on 22 July 1864. In 1862 Jewish rabbis were also allowed into the chaplains’ ranks. According to orders of 25 November 1861, chaplains were to wear a ‘plain black frock coat with standing collar, and one row of nine black buttons; plain black pantaloons; black felt hat, or army forage cap, without ornament. On occasion of ceremony, a plain chapeau de bras may be worn,’ On 25 August 1864 the uniform was changed by the addition of a ‘herring bone’ of black braid around the buttons and button holes and also the generals’ and staff officers’ cap badge.

Many chaplains, however, wore uniforms of their own design. Since they received the pay of a cavalry captain, many wore captain’s shoulder straps. One veteran of the 127th Pennsylvania Volunteer Infantry recalled: ‘Chaplain Gregg, arrayed in a new uniform with prominent shoulder straps, a regulation hat with a golden circulet, and a gold cord, sashed, belted and spurred, and with a sword dangling at his side, was seen approaching headquarters, but was then to them a stranger. The Lieutenant-Colonel said, “What damn fool is that?”’

While not a commissioned staff member, there was a military store keeper at each post. His function was to be in charge of the stores at that post. He was authorised ‘a citizen’s frock-coat of blue cloth, with buttons of the department to which they are attached; round black hat; pantaloons and vest, plain, white or dark blue; cravat or stock, black.’

Medical Department

The Medical Department was headed by a Surgeon-General, seconded by an Assistant Surgeon-General. The staff included a Medical Inspector-General and 16 Medical Inspectors. The Army recorded, during the four years of war, 170 surgeons and assistant surgeons; 547 volunteer surgeons and assistant surgeons; 2,109 regimental surgeons, 3,882 regimental assistant surgeons; 85 acting staff surgeons; and 5,532 acting assistant surgeons.

Surgeons wore the uniform of a major, assistant surgeons wore the uniform of a captain. Their dark blue trousers were to have an ⅛-in. gold cord down each leg, and they too wore the ‘US’ on their hat fronts. However, their sashes were medium or emerald green silk; and their epaulettes had the Old English letters ‘MS’ in silver within a gold wreath.

In addition to the commissioned surgeons, the Army, under pressure to obtain sufficient doctors for the vast number of men it had recruited, hired a number of contract surgeons. These men wore their civilian clothes and worked, generally at large base hospitals, under a contract which preserved their civilian status.

The Army authorised a number of medical cadets—men who had some medical training and were on their way to becoming doctors, but who were not yet fully qualified. They were to assist in hospitals or to dress wounds on the field, as needed. They wore the uniform of a second lieutenant, but only with the forage cap instead of the dress hat. Their rank was indicated by a 3-in.-long, ½-in.-wide gold stripe placed in the middle of a green wool strap 3¾ ins. long by 1¼ ins. wide. Their trousers were to have a buff cloth welt instead of a gold cord down each leg.

Each regiment also had a senior non-commissioned officer called a hospital steward, who was to assist the surgeon. He wore a dress frock coat with standing collar and nine buttons down the front, trimmed around the collar and cuffs in crimson. For dress occasions he was to wear a brass staff NCO’s shoulder scale on each shoulder. On each sleeve, above the elbow, was a ‘half chevron of the following description,—viz.: of emerald green cloth, one and three-fourths inches wide, running obliquely downward from the outer to the inner seam of the sleeve, and at an angle of about thirty degrees with a horizontal parallel to, and one-eighth of an inch distant from, both the upper and lower edge, an embroidery of yellow silk one-eighth of an inch wide, and in the centre a “caduceum” two inches long, embroidered also with yellow silk, the head toward the outer seam of the sleeve.’ The hospital steward’s sky blue trousers (dark blue until December 1861) were to have a crimson stripe 1½ ins. wide down each leg. His dress hat bore a buff and green mixed cord, and a brass wreath around white metal Roman letters ‘US’ in front. His sash was of red worsted.
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Brig.Gen. A. A. Humphreys at the balloon camp during the Peninsular Campaign, 9 June 1862. An officer of the Corps of Topographical Engineers before the war, he was Chief Topographical Engineer in the Army of the Potomac during this campaign; he later commanded a division and a corps. He wears a private’s fatigue blouse, but has a general’s swordbelt and a general’s and staff officer’s light sword. (US Army Military History Institute)
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Brig.Gen. George Sykes, seated second from right, wears the regulation fatigue dress for his rank. Sykes was in command of a division largely made up of regular army troops when he was photographed here during the Peninsular Campaign. His three aides wear company grade officers’ uniforms, the one on the left with his rank bars pinned directly to his shoulders, the one on the right with an infantry officer’s cap badge and private’s trousers. The swords appear to be light cavalry sabres. (US Army Military History Institute)

Originally, getting wounded men off the field was a haphazard affair. Bandsmen were given that duty, but were not especially trained for it. Each regiment was to assign ten men for stretcher bearer duty, but often took the opportunity to get rid of their worst men: the result was chaos. Therefore, on 2 August 1862, General Orders set up an Ambulance Corps for the Army of the Potomac, the first one in the US Army. Three ambulances, commanded by a sergeant, were assigned to each infantry regiment. Two private stretcher bearers and a driver served with each ambulance. A second lieutenant commanded the brigade’s ambulances. On 2 January 1864 the Army of the Cumberland set up an Ambulance Corps in which a first lieutenant commanded the divisional ambulances, acting simultaneously as the train quartermaster. He was assisted by a blacksmith and a saddler. A captain commanded the corps ambulances, which had two additional vehicles assigned. An Army-wide Ambulance Corps was established in 1864.

According to the orders that set up the Army of the Potomac’s Ambulance Corps: ‘the uniform for this corps is: For privates, a green band 2 inches broad around the cap, a green half chevron 2 inches broad on each arm above the elbow, and to be armed with revolvers; non-commissioned officers to wear the same band around the cap as a private, chevrons 2 inches broad and green, with point toward the shoulder, on each arm above the elbow.’ In August 1863 the band was reduced to 1¼ ins. wide. The Army of the Cumberland adopted the same insignia system. The XVIII Corps, when in the Department of the South on 30 December 1862, ordered that ‘The uniform or distinctive badge of this corps shall be, for privates and non-commissioned officers, a broad red band around the cap with a knot upon the right side, and a red band, one inch wide, above the elbow of each arm.’
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Cap badges: top, a general’s or staff officer’s badge for a forage cap, smaller than for a dress hat; bottom, a Corps of Engineers enlisted man’s cap badge. (Author’s collection)
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Lorenzo Thomas, Adjutant General of the US Army, wears the full dress uniform of a field grade staff officer. A graduate of the US Military Academy’s class of 1823, Thomas became a brigadier-general in August 1861. (Author’s collection)

Different commands marked the men who served in the hospitals with different field signs. Pte. Louis Kakuske of the 9th Wisconsin Infantry, a hospital attendant in March 1864, noted that he wore ‘the white band that every hospital attendant was required to wear on his left sleeve.’ Pte. Robert Strong, 105th Illinois Infantry Regiment, recalled in 1864: ‘Our musicians were a kind-hearted, jolly set of boys, who during the battle wore a yellow ribbon on their arms to show they were noncombatants engaged only in carrying the wounded off the field.’

Civilians were hired into a Hospital Corps to further assist medical efforts. According to orders of 5 June 1862, they were to wear privates’ uniforms, marked with a green half-chevron on the left forearm.
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This officer from Wilmington, Delaware, wears the dress coat, with the undress cap, of a company grade staff officer. His weapon is
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