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The Truth In Trousers
A Monograph of Federal Civil War Trousers
By Ken Smith, Nick Nichols, and John Wedeward Fall 1989

A survey of eight dismounted and seven mounted trousers from the Smith-
sonian Institution collection was conducted by the authors over the summar
of 1988. Though other examples (from Smithsonian and private collections)
are being continually added to our sample size, along with new primary da-
ta, a number of similarities occur within this initial survey to conclude
that most current reproductions ars unsatisfactory. It is impossible to
make statements to the etffect that all trousers produced during the war
were made to the specifications of the trousers we saw, but tangible exam-
ples should be considered clearly desirable to the claims of nearly all-re-
production uniform makers. ;

PATTERN
Yoke .
The most noticeable Wetail of the specimens was the manner in which
the back raises up higher than the front (fra ). The top wajst-bsnd in

nearly all reproductions comes straight.across whea viewing the pants from
the side. This interpretation probably stems fron lodking at the original
trousers' back side 1lying tlat (fig ) 18 An illusion is created
suggesting that the rear portion of the waist band is straight across and
=ven with the top of the front waist band, while the bottom seams of the
yoke do the angling downward. Indeed, modern slacks are made in this
strafght across fashion. In reality, howevar, the bottom seams of tha
yoke parallel the front portion of the waist band, and the back part ot
the waist band angles upward. This upward riss was so pronounced, that a
slight pucker was caused in the waist band at the point where its direc-
tion changed. When seen from the front it was again clear that the back
was higher. A human form to Tfill the trousers would have easily halted
this misinterpretation. Correctly constructed, the trousers would not ex-
pose an unsightly gap while bending over when wearing a shell jacket,

Another interesting fezature that was apparesnt among the contract pisc-
es only was a variation 1in the yoke style. Out of the fifteen pair of
trousers examined, eleven were contract, the other four being made by the
government clothing depot, Schuylkill Arsenal. 35ix of the =leven contract
garments had a pentagonal piece insertad rather than the usual yoks pat-
tern most thought of 1in Civil War period trous=rs (fig Y« This piece
varied {in dimensicn and shape. Five of the pair followed Tigure three
closely, but one pair was constructed with an almost rectangle back
{fig )+ The only speculation we can make about this unusual insert is
that it appeared 1in the contract examples only. Lack of information on
the dates they were produced and the theaters from which they came make it
impossible to label them, The authors have gone to great lengths to de
s0, but documentation has, at this point, not been discovered.

The other nine examples conformed to the commonly thought of voke pat-
tern. But aven here the consistency was lacking., The yoke seam would ei-
ther come straight back at the junction of the side pant seam and the
waist band, when viewed from the side, (fig )}, or it would be dropped
two dnches (in these particular examples) along the pant seam before
coming straight back (Tig ). ©Of the remaining five contract examples
that did not have the pentagonal back, two had the "drop pattern" yoks pic-
tured 1in figure six. The four Schuylkill specimens along with the other
three coentract pieces had the '"waist band junction" pattern yoke.



The yoke piece itself appears to have no relation to sfze. The haphaz-
rd way that the pieces are utilized is probably a Tunctien of a tailor
trying to get the most use from the cloth. A |ztter dated July 4, 18688
from John in reply to the Quartsr Master Genz2ral's inquiry en trou-
ser sizes reads as Tollows: !The only measursmsnts necessary to be taken
for the manufacture of Army Trowssrs ars as follows:

'Outside seam, inside or leg dcam, waist, & bottom of trowsers. I
have consultsd the Chief Inspector, and these ars his views."'And, in
Tact, only the above measurements are listed for the four sizss specified
by the Quartermaster Department.?® Documentation connscting yoke place-
ment with sizing has neot presentad itself.

The purpose of the yoke can bea speculated as twofold. It gives full-
ness to the rear, and it provides the upward swing in the back that ws

dascribed earlier. The top portien of the back, again viaw=sd from the
side, angled inward, thus msking ths rear fuller while tapzring at~ths=
small of the back. This change of direction did not necessarily

correspond to¢ the position of the yokse seams. In some cases it would
encompass only the waist band and an inch or so below, while othzr samples
revealed several inches being utilized.

None of the backs were bsltsd. Various contracts for pantaloon buck-
les have been uncovered, however. Motably one agresment mads by Col. G.
H. Crosman in Philadelphia with Frank 3. Trout on March 9, 1864 for "17000
gross of pantaloon buckles, at 51 cents per gross", Heni'y Wilson al o
sold several contracts for '"black pant. buckles," to Schuylkill in Phila-
delphia. What exactly the purpose of the buckles was is unanswened.
Anocther contract was Jet by Crosman to "Wim. Pyle" for "o0.u58,616 great-
coat straps, (United States furnishing buckles,) at $7.38 per 100; 240,384
greatcoat straps, with buecklas complaete, at §7.74 per 100..."" 1t might
be that the buckles were Tor purposes other than what we would lik= to
think. It is also unknown whers the buckles may have been utilized., The
Philadeiphia arsenal often procured much of the materials that wsre later
shipped to the branch depets.*It should also be noted that the authors
have viewed or surveyed by msil a total 50 samples (at this writing), and
none displayed a belted back,

Waist Band

The waist bands wers interesting in that thay all narrowsd from frront
to back. The msasurements varied anywhere from 2 inches at the front to 1
inch at the back (the four largest examples) to 1 1/2 inches at th=s frent
to 3/4 of an inch &t +the rear (also four pair). Ths mean of five pair
stood at 1 5/8 of an inch at the front and anywheras between 5/8 of an inch
te 1 dnch at the rear. The "yt split in the rear extanded from 2 to 3
inches, but slways below the waist band, In one of the Schuvlkill e=xam-
Ples, the edge was rounded, all the others had a squars finish(fig )

The drill 1dinside part of the waist band deserves som: discussicon also
as it did not conform to the dimensiong of the outside wool portiun., It
likewise would taper, but not in all instances, At the front it was the
same size or slightly larger than the ocutside part. From thers, this 1in-
ing would remain constant or diminish slightly to the and. In all cases
but one it was larger than the ocutsids band 3t the rear finishing point.

Fly

The flies measured, from thz top of the waist band to ths bottom point
where the seams come together, an average of 12 1/2 inches. & true msa-
Surement of the rise, howsver, is obtained from subtrracting the ins=sam
from the outseam; measursments that we did not accurately take. Examples



trousers that wers professionally measured comes from Saundra Altman,
f FPast Patterns, and Bob Huntoon. Thouah the Quartermaster Department
specifties a rise of 10 1/2 inches, reality places the m=2asuraments bstwaeen
89 1/ 1inches to 12 3/46 of an inch.® This is rather concrete avidsnce
that, wunless the Federal soldier prefsrred wearing the ecroteh saveral
inches Jow, the trouser waist line was highar than their modern counter-
parts.
Legs

The trouser legs were all straight and full., No unusual tapsring or
swelling was apparent, Ms, Altman feels that the pattern ics based on the
old 1830's drafting system which utilized a fall line (a3 straight ocutseam)
rather than a plumb 1line {(a straight ins=2am). This may be another cause
for error in modern reproductions since seamstress' today use the plumb
line method.

The bottom cuffs were cut straight with no flair. Doualas
McChristian, park historian at the Custer Battls Field, informed us that =
slightly belled bottom or '"sprung bottom" was adopted in 1376, but did
not appear in the uniform regulations until 1879, 1In 1884, he r=counts,
was when the straight bottoem changed to that of having a dip in the
center, and it wasn't until 1902 that the back dropped lower than th=
front. The bottom circumference called for on the stove pipe trousars
produced in 1865 was twenty inches.”

An overlapping split on the bottom of the cuter seam =xisted in all
of the examples. This split, regrattably, was not measurad on all th=
pieces. The sevaral that were recorded measured 5/8 of an inch to 3/4 of
an inch in depth and 1 3/8 of an inch to 1 3/4 of an inch in lenath. ;

Pockets

One of two different style watch pocksts was present on the troussrs.
The four Schuylkill pieces along with two contract specimens had a rectan-
gular piece of facing placed above the pocket opening which was left untin-
ished on both sides. The nine other contracted garments sported a mere
opening cut into the bottom of the waist band with no facing present on
the waist band itself. A row of top stitching slightly below the placket
finished the Jlook. The openings measured anywherse from 2 1/2 inches to &
inches (the average was 3 inches).

All the full pockets were the side seam typs with openings measuring &
mean of six inches. No written evidance to our knowledgs has surfaced to
suggest that French pochkets (mule =ar) were an accepted variation to the
standard side seam pocket. Reputed collector, Con Troiani, doss, howsver,
own a Schuylkill Arsenal-marked pair of trousers that have French pockets.
Close examination seems to indicate that the pants were produced in this
manner. This rare example i3 the axception rather than the rule. Most
French type pocket specimens that 2xist in privats collections are private
purchase or cases of soldisr moedification to raflect civilian styles;
without a caréful examination a conclusion sheuld not be drawn as to wheth-
er or not they were government, or government contract, produced. This is
probably also true of the crescent style pocket, This variation was accom-
plished by sewing up the side seam and cutting a half moon slit parallal
to the waist band, and about an inch balow, to enter the pocket.

Mounted

It is interasting that the re-snactment and living history communities
have for vyears been falsely mislead intc believing that the trousers they
wore were reasonably correct. The authors weare able to directly trace the
source of these misconceptions teo the illustrations on page 59 of Am=rican
Military Equipag=, 1851-1872, by Frederick F. Todd. Though both the






















