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THE BLUE AND THE
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NORTH AND
SOUTH

When  we  picture  the
American  Civil  War,
two  distinct  images
immediately  come  to
mind:  the  crisp,  dark
blue of the Union Army
a n d  t h e  r a g g e d ,
butternut  and  gray  of
the Confederate forces.
The uniforms worn by
the  soldiers  of  the
North and South were
far  more  than  just

clothing;  they  were
symbols  of  identity,
m o r a l e ,  a n d
practicality.  The  story
of Civil War uniforms
North and South is a
fascinating  tale  of
s t a n d a r d i z a t i o n ,
scarcity,  and  survival.
This article delves into
the intricate details of
what  the  common
sold ier  wore,  how
t h e s e  u n i f o r m s
evolved, and the stark
contrasts  between the
two warring sides.

THE FOUNDATION:
THE U.S. ARMY
REGULATION OF
1851

At  the  outset  of  the
conflict,  the  United
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States  Army  had  a
w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d
uniform regulation. The
1851  regu la t ions
specified  a  dark  blue
frock  coat  for  dress
o c c a s i o n s  a n d  a
shorter  sack  coat  for
fatigue duties. Trousers
were sky blue, and the
forage  cap—a  kepi-
s t y l e  h a t — w a s
standard  issue.  This
was  the  baseline  for
what  would  become
the iconic "Union Blue."
When  the  war  began,
the  Nor th  had  the
advantage  of  existing
m a n u f a c t u r i n g
infrastructure  and
established  supply
chains,  which  allowed
them  to  maintain  a
relatively  consistent
un i fo rm  s tandard
throughout  the  four-
year  conflict.

The
Union
Sack
Coat:
Practicalit
y Over
Pageantr
y
The  most  common
garment  worn  by  the
Union  soldier  was  the
Model 1858 sack coat.
This  was  a  s imple,
thigh-length,  single-
breasted coat made of
wool  flannel  or  kersey.
It  typically  had  four
brass or rubber buttons
and a stand-up collar.
Unlike the more formal
frock  coat,  the  sack
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coat was designed for
comfort  and  ease  of
movement.  It  was not
tailored  but  rather
" sack - l i ke "  i n  i t s
construction.  Soldiers
often  personalized
their  coats,  sewing on
regimental  numbers,
corps badges,  or  their
own  names.  The  dark
b l u e  c o l o r  w a s
achieved  using  indigo
dye,  which  was  both
durable  and  plentiful.
F o r  t h e  a v e r a g e
Yankee  infantryman,
this  coat,  paired  with
s k y - b l u e  k e r s e y
trousers  and  a  forage
cap, formed the core of
his kit.

Union
Trousers
and

Footwear
Union  trousers  were
almost  universally  sky
blue,  made  from  the
same  wool  kersey  as
the  sack  coat.  They
were cut loose to allow
f o r  f r e e d o m  o f
movement  and  to  be
tucked  into  brogans
(low-cut leather boots).
The  standard  issue
shoe  was  the  Jefferson
b o o t e e ,  a  s i m p l e
lea ther  boot  tha t
offered little distinction
between left and right
feet,  often  leading  to
immense discomfort on
long  marches.  As  the
war  progressed,  the
q u a l i t y  o f  U n i o n
footwear  declined  due
to corrupt contracting,
b u t  o v e r a l l ,  t h e
Northern  soldier  was
generally  better  shod
than  h is  Southern
counterpart.
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THE CONFEDERATE
STRUGGLE: FROM
GRAY TO

BUTTERNUT

The story of Civil War
uniforms  North  and
South  is  profoundly
different  for  the
Confederacy. While the
romantic  image  is  a
soldier in a sleek gray
uniform,  the  reality
was  grim.  The  South
lacked  the  industrial
capacity  to  produce
uniforms  en  masse.
Early in the war, many
state  militias  provided
their  own  uniforms  in
various shades of gray,
blue,  and  even  red.
However, as the Union
blockade  tightened,
cloth and dye became
scarce.  The  standard
Confederate  uniform
was  meant  to  be  a
cadet  gray.  However,
due  to  a  shortage  of
natural  gray  wool,  a
mixture  of  brown and

yellow dyes was used,
resulting in the famous
"butternut"  color—a
homespun tan or light
brown  that  became
synonymous  with  the
Confedera te  foo t
soldier.

The
Richmond
Depot: A
Standard
Emerges
To  address  the  chaos
o f  n o n - s t a n d a r d
u n i f o r m s ,  t h e
C o n f e d e r a t e
g o v e r n m e n t
established  central
depo t s ,  t he  mos t
famous  be ing  the
Richmond  Clothing
Depot.  By  1862,  the
Richmond Depot began
p r o d u c i n g  a
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standardized  uniform:
a single-breasted frock
c o a t  ( a n d  l a t e r  a
shorter  jacket)  in  a
medium  gray,  with
trousers to match. The
jacket  fea tured  a
stand-up  collar  and
was  fastened  with
brass  or  tin  buttons,
often  stamped  with
state  seals.  However,
e v e n  w i t h
standardization, supply
never  met  demand.
Many  Confederate
soldiers  wore  civilian
clothing,  captured
Union  uniforms,  or  a
mix of both. It was not
uncommon  to  see  a
Confederate private in
a  butternut  jacket,
Union  blue  trousers,
and  a  slouch  hat.

Slouch

Hats and
Kepis
Headgear  provides
another  clear  contrast
in Civil War uniforms
North and South. The
Union  so ld ier  was
typically  issued  the
forage  cap  (kepi),  a
stiff,  shallow-crowned
cap  with  a  leather
visor.  It  was  practical
but  offered  little
protection  from  the
elements.  In  contrast,
the Confederate soldier
preferred  the  slouch
hat—a  wide-brimmed
felt  hat  that  could  be
shaped to keep the sun
and  rain  off  the  face.
While the Confederacy
did  issue  kepis,  the
slouch  hat  was  far
more  popular.  For  a
southern  soldier,  a
good hat was worth its
weight  in  gold,  and
many  veterans  kept
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their  hats  for  years
a f t e r  t h e  w a r  a s
s y m b o l s  o f  t h e i r
service.

KEY DIFFERENCES
IN MATERIAL AND
CONSTRUCTION

One of the most telling
differences  in  Civil
War uniforms North
and  South  was  the
quality  of  the  fabric.
Union  uniforms  were
made  f rom  heavy,
fulled  wool  kersey,
wh ich  was  dense ,
water-resistant,  and
durable.  It  held  its
color well. Confederate
uniforms,  by  contrast,
were often made from
"jean cloth," a blend of
wool  and  cotton,  or
"satinet,"  a  cheaper
wool-cotton mix. These
fabrics  were  lighter,
wore  out  faster,  and
offered  less  protection
against  the  cold  and
rain.  The  buttons  on
Un ion  coa ts  were

typically made of brass
or  vulcanized  rubber,
whi le  Confederate
buttons  were  often
made of  wood, tin,  or
even  paper-mâché,
especially  in  the  later
years of the war.

Dye
Scarcity
and the
Butternut
Phenome
non
The  color  difference  is
a  defining  feature.  The
Union's dark blue came
from  reliable  indigo
dyes. The Confederacy
tried to  replicate gray
u s i n g  l o g w o o d ,
copperas,  and  walnut
hul ls .  When  these
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failed  to  produce  a
consistent  color,  the
r e s u l t  w a s  t h e
distinctive  "butternut"
shade.  This  yellow-
brown  color  was  so
c o m m o n  t h a t
"butternut"  became  a
s l a n g  t e r m  f o r  a
Confederate  soldier.
The scarcity of dye also
m e a n t  t h a t  m a n y
"gray"  uniforms  faded
to a dusty brown after
a  few  months  in  the
field.  This  practical
distinction  is  a  key
detail  for  any  student
of Civil War uniforms
North and South.

BRANCH OF
SERVICE
DISTINCTIONS

Both  a rmies  used
specific  trim  colors  to
distinguish branches of
service.  On  the  Union
side,  the branch color
was  displayed  on  the
front of the frock coat
(for dress) and on the

shoulder  straps  or
chevrons  of  the  sack
coat:

Infantry: Light
blue
Cavalry: Yellow
Artillery: Scarlet
Engineers: Red
(with white
piping)

The Confederacy used
a  s im i la r  sys tem,
though  the  co lors
differed  sl ightly:

Infantry: Light
blue (often faded
or impractical to
maintain)
Cavalry: Yellow
Artillery: Red

These distinctions were
more  strictly  followed
in  the  North  due  to
better  supply.  In  the
South, a soldier might
have  a  red  collar  to
denote artillery, but his
t rousers  and  coat
might  be  ent i re ly
mismatched.  By 1864,
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many  Confederate
soldiers  simply  wore
whatever  they  had,
i gno r i ng  b ranch -
specific  trim
altogether.

OFFICERS AND
ENLISTED MEN: A
WORLD OF
DIFFERENCE

The  contrast  between
an  officer's  uniform
and an enlisted man's
uniform  was  stark  in
both  armies.  Union
officers  were  required
to purchase their  own
uniforms  from  private
tailors. They wore high-
quality dark blue frock
coats  (often  with  a
velvet  collar),  gold
epaulets,  sash,  and  a
sword.  Their  rank was
denoted  by  shoulder
straps  with  specific
combinations  of  gold
and  silver  bars  and
leaves.
Confederate  officers

likewise  purchased
their  uniforms.  They
often  wore  a  double-
breasted  gray  frock
coat  with  a  gold  lace
trim  and  high  collar.
Rank was indicated by
a  system  of  stars  on
the  collar.  General
officers  wore  three
stars  within  a  wreath,
colonels  wore  three
stars, and majors wore
two. A famous example
is  General  Robert  E.
L e e ,  w h o  w o r e  a
simple,  unadorned
gray uniform as a sign
of  humi l i ty ,  whi le
General  J.E.B.  Stuart
was  known  for  h is
flamboyant,  plume-
adorned cavalry jacket.

The
Enlisted
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Man's
Experienc
e: Wear

and Tear
F o r  t h e  a v e r a g e
soldier,  a uniform had
to  last.  A  soldier  on
campaign might march
20 miles a day, sleep in
his clothes, and fight in
the  ra in.  The  wool
uniform  became  stiff
with  mud,  sweat,  and
blood.  Union  soldiers
were  supposed  to
receive a new uniform
every six  months,  but
this  was  rarely  the
case.  Confederate
soldiers  often  went  a
f u l l  y e a r  o r  m o r e
without a replacement.
Shoes  were  the  most
critical item; a barefoot
so ld ie r  cou ld  no t
march.  By  the  end of

t h e  w a r ,  i t  w a s
c o m m o n  t o  s e e
Confederate  prisoners
wearing a patchwork of
blue  and  butternut,  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
desperate  shortage  of
supplies in the South.

WHY UNIFORMS
MATTER: MORALE
AND PSYCHOLOGY

Uniforms  were  a  vital
tool  for  morale.  The
sight  of  a  brigade  in
clean,  well-fitted  blue
uniforms  could  inspire
confidence.
Conversely,  the  sight
of a ragged, butternut-
clad Confederate army
was  deceptive;  these
men,  though  poorly
dressed,  were  often
battle-hardened  and
highly  motivated.  For
the  Confederacy,  the
struggle for  a  uniform
became  a  matter  of
pride  and  identity.
Soldiers  wrote  home
begging for socks and



10

10 Civil War Uniforms North And
South

2024-09-01

coats .  The  phrase
"home  spun"  was  a
b a d g e  o f  h o n o r ,
signifying  a  soldier
fighting  for  his  home
against  a  well-funded
industrial foe.
Understanding  Civil
War uniforms North
and  South  is  crucial
for  any  reenactor,
h i s t o r i a n ,  o r
enthusiast.  It  provides
a  tangible  link  to  the
past.  The  blue  of  the
U n i o n  a n d  t h e
b u t t e r n u t  o f  t h e
Confederacy  are  more
than  just  colors;  they
represent the industrial
might of the North and
the agrarian resilience
of  the  South.  These
uniforms tell a story of
how ordinary men were
t rans fo rmed  in to
soldiers,  and  how  the
very  fabric  of  their
clothing  reflected  the
larger  struggle  of  a
nation  divided.

THE LEGACY IN
MODERN
REENACTMENT

Today,  the  study  of
Civil  War  uniforms
North  and  South  is
k e p t  a l i v e  b y
t h o u s a n d s  o f
reenactors.  These
e n t h u s i a s t s
meticulously  recreate
every  detail,  from the
type of stitching to the
correct  shade  of  blue
or gray. The goal is to
honor  the  memory  of
the soldiers who wore
these  uniforms.  For  a
reenactor,  wearing  a
heavy  wool  sack  coat
in the summer heat is
a  lesson  in  what  the
soldiers  endured.  The
hobby  has  become  a
key driver of historical
research,  leading to a
m u c h  d e e p e r
understanding  of  the
clothing  of  the  era.
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Common
Mistakes
in
Depicting

Uniforms
Over-1.
bleaching:
Modern
reenactors
sometimes make
their "butternut"
too light or too
orange.
Authentic
butternut was a
muddy, dull tan-
brown.
Perfection: Real2.
uniforms were
worn, torn, and
patched. A
uniform that
looks brand-new
is historically
inaccurate for a

soldier who has
been in the field
for six months.
Ignoring3.
Footwear: Many
reenactors focus
on the coat and
pants but neglect
the shoes. The
brogan was a
critical part of
the uniform, and
its quality greatly
affected the
soldier's ability to
fight.

CONCLUSION

The story of Civil War
uniforms  North  and
South  i s  a  mi r ro r
reflecting  the  broader
history  of  the  conflict.
The  Un ion ’s  we l l -
supplied,  standardized
b l u e  u n i f o r m s
d e m o n s t r a t e  i t s
industrial  advantages
and  organizational
capacity.  In  contrast,
the  Confederate  gray
and  butternut,  born
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f rom  scarc i ty  and
ingenuity,  represent  a
s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t
overwhelming  odds.
These  uniforms  were
not  mere  cloth;  they
were  armor,  identity,
a n d  h i s t o r y .  F o r
anyone  seeking  to
understand  the  daily
l i f e  o f  a  C iv i l  War
soldier,  there  is  no
better  place  to  start

than by looking at what
he  wore.  Whether  it
was the proud blue of
t h e  A r m y  o f  t h e
Potomac  or  the  sun-
bleached  gray  of  the
Army  o f  Nor thern
V i r g i n i a ,  t h e s e
garments  carry  the
memory of a nation at
war  with  itself,  and
t h e y  c o n t i n u e  t o
fascinate  us  today.


