The Union "Army Standard Size and Make" Shirt

Dean E. Neson

MONGthe relatively sparse quantity of Union soldiers'

clothing that hassomehow survived theonehundred and
thirty years since the end of the Civil War, undergarments
(including shirts, drawersand socks), aretherarest of dl —for
reasons obvious to anyone who has given the matter even
cursory thought. Undergarments (FIG 1) were themost quickly
used-up articles of the common soldiers' limited wardrobe.
The routine exertions of marching under loads, digging
trenches, felling trees, chopping and hauling firewood, build-
ing huts, and countless other sweaty tasks that made up the
soldier's exhausting day visited themselvesfirst, and worst,
on the humble undergarment. Shirts, drawers, and socks all
functioned asa highly absorbent, lightweight buffer between
thesol dierproperand theheavywool, jean clothsand satinettes
that comprised thesoldiers' outer uniform. They weresoaked
through with perspiration, grossly stained by soldiers' grime,
infested by lice, and by necessity or soldierly indifference,
they were often worn until worn-out or rendered so repulsive
that anew, or at least fresher, replacement becameimperative.
In thefield, opportunities for laundering were infrequent and
far from satisfactory; a quick rinse in amuddy creek or stint
inaboiling camp kettle often had to suffice. Cheap materials,
hurried making, hard wear, and the chronic rancidity of the
typical undergarment contributed to an exceptionally high
attrition rate for this echelon of soldiers clothing. Those
soldierswhowereinclined tosavesomeof their garband gear
as mementos of their war experiences seldom retained their
shirts, drawers, or socks. Such anonymous and undistin-
guished itemsweregenerally omitted fromaveteran's notions
of resonant keepsakes; they wereseldom retained asan agent
of memory. By contrast, soldiers’ caps or uniform coats
conveyed adistinct military identity evidentinfabric, cut, and
fittings, they held immediate appea aswar relics, and as a
consequence were the most commonly saved of uniform
components.

FIG 1. Shirt, drawers and stockings, old pattern, prior to 1872.
“The shirts, drawers and stockings are worst of all, past comment
and a scarecrow would play high dandy to any man dressed in
them alone, while the rebels would take him for the Yankee devil
himself. The prime trouble is that the clothing is all 'theoretical
regulation’, while the soldiers had practical, and very many
different styles of fathers."” Lt. S. Millett Thompson, 13th New
Hampshire Volunteers.

Quartermaster Department Clothing Photographs, ca. 1872.
Courtesy Smithsonian Institution (#50159).




There were, of course, exceptions. Recalling in postwar
memoirs his "war fever' enlistment and transition from a
schoolboy into asoldier, drummer Harry Kiefer of the 150th
Pennsylvania Volunteers wrote of his unit's first clothing
issueat Camp Curtin, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, inthefall of
1862:

Aswe now belonged to UncleSam, it wastobeexpected that hewould
nextproceedtoclothe us... Each manreceiveda pair of pantaloons, acoat,
cap, overcoat, shoes, blanket and underwear, of which latter the shirt
was—well, a revelation to most of us both as to size, and shape and
material. It wass0 rough, that no living mortal, probably, could wear it,
except perhapsone who wished to do penanceby wearinga hair shirt.
Mine was promptly sent home along with my citizen'sclothes, with the
request that it be kept asa sort of heir-loom in the family for future
generationsto wonder at.!

Of the shirts that might have been brought home by the
veteran for sentimental or practical purposes, many were
subseguently used upaswork clothesaround thefarm or shop,
eventually making their way toextinction in thehousehold rag
box. By 1875, thestockpileof somel.7 millionshirtsin Union
clothing depotsat thewar's end had been exhausted through
issuances to the postwar regular army, state militias and the
Freedman's Bureau and by public auctions of outdated army
clothing.? It does not seem that many shirts, if any, madeitinto
the stocks of military surplus dealers as was the case, quite
fortunately, with quantities of Union-issue forage caps, uni-
form (dress) hats, overcoats and uniform jackets acquired for
commercial resale by the firms of Francis Bannerman, W.
Stokes Kirk, White's and other late nineteenth-century deal -
ers in military surplus. These early purveyors of military
antiquitiespassed through their salesroomsmany of the Civil
War uniforms, arms, and equi pmentsthat form private collec-
tions today. As aconseguence, the once-common shirt of the
Union soldier is, today, astonishingly uncommon; there are
very few of them for thisfuture generation to " wonder at."

Even in theabsence of aformal survey listing every known
example, a casual census suggests there are probably only
several dozen surviving shirtswith solid provenance of Civil
War soldier-use in the hundreds of museums, historical soci-
eties and private collections around the country. Among that
thin population are Union-issue shirts, state-issue shirts pro-
vided in unknown variety and quantity to their respective
units, and those purchased by thesoldier or gottenfrom alocal
ad society or through an entreaty to aloved oneat home. The
purpose of this article is to provide a broad context for the
manufacture and issuance of "'the army standard size and
make™ shirt, and to describe in detail the best surviving
example of one.

The 1865 Quartermaster's report stated that morethan 11
million shirts had been purchased by Union clothing depots
since May 1861.* These shirts were generally categorized
under oneoftwo majorfabrictypes, either “knit,” or “flannel.”
Flannel shirtswere usually further noted asbeingeither white
or gray in color. In four years of war, the principal U. S.
clothing depotslocated in New Y ork, Philadelphia, and Cin-
cinnati purchased more than 2.5 million knit shirts from

twenty-nine different contractors through at least sixty-five
different contracts. The first let for knit shirtswere dated in
August 1862. Contract |language describingtheseshirtsrefers
tothem as' gray knit," " mixed knit," "'with collars,"* or"'tobe
made like sampl e except that they areto havecuffsinstead of
elastic wrist bands."" Several knit shirt contracts required a
weight of 11 poundsper dozen” or, similarly, ' each toweigh
14 ounces.” Beyond these few meager cluesin the contracts,
littlei sknown about the Union-issue knit shirt. Of themillions
of knit shirts bought by the Quartermaster Department and
issued to Unionsoldiers, not asingleshirt of thistypeisknown
tosurvive. Theknittingpattern probably resembled that found
on machine-knit Civil War officers' sashesof silk and non-
commissioned officers sashesof wool. Over thecourse of the
War, the Quartermaster Department awarded knit shirt con-
tractsrangingincost from aslittleassixty-nine centsper shirt
to as much as $2.34 each. Of the twenty-nine knitting
manufactories supplyingshirtstothearmy, most werelocated
in and around Northern industrial centers with established
concentrationsof capital to underwrite their setup and opera-
tion. Fifteen knitting contractors were located in New Y ork
City, with another seven in Albany, New Y ork, and environs.
Two were located in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, with one
each in Trenton, New Jersey; New Britain, Connecticut;
Boston, Massachusetts and Bennington, Vermont.* Knit good
contractors producingfor thearmy employed new, expensive,
power knittingmachinesdevel opedin the 1850s with capacity
for large volume production required to fulfill goveniment
shirt contracts.

Corporal Henry A. Cornwall, Company D, 20th Connecti-
cut Volunteers, favored flannel shirts made at home over
government shirts and wrote home in the hopes of getting
another one;

In the Field Before Atlanta, Aug. 1, 1864

My dear Parents

Theshinsyoumade andsent melast fall ar egettingpr ettynearlyworn
out. If you think best | wish you would make and send another likethose
you sent... pleasemake of blue flannd the same size asthe other other
[ si cJones. Flannd shinsaremuch better than those we can draw from U.
S. and warmer. | find them firgt rateafter alongmarch on a hot day when
we lie down on the ground with clothes wet through with sweat or rain.
You need send but one for out of the two | now have | can make one.®

When mentioned at al in period letters, diaries or later
histories, issue shirts were spoken of in derogatory terms.
John D. Billings, of the 10th Massachusetts Battery, wrotein
hisclassic, Hard Tack and Coffee: “These flannels[shirts and
drawerg] ... from the Government storeswere often asrough
to the skin as coarse sandpaper, which they somewhat -re-
sembled in color."" Lieutenant S. Millett Thompson, of the
Thirteenth New Hampshire Volunteers, published one of the
most caustic accountsof government-issueclothing (perhaps
a bit tongue-in-cheek), in which he gave the shirt special
mention:

The appearanceof aregiment which hasjust received a new outfit of

clothing, cap and shoes is most woefully ridiculous. Manufacturers of
army clothingstretcha man outonasheet of paper, markaround him with
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chalk, and cut the paper outfor a pattern... [Alll theclothing, packed like

waste paper in huge boxes, comes out wrinkled, creased, puckered,

shriveled, twisted,cram-sided and out of joint enough tomakeaJew old
clo’ dealerblush withshame... Thepoormen, consciousoftheir grotesque
appearance in the general rig, go about looking adant, downcast,
beseeching, shame-faced, and appearingas much to say: 'We know we
look bad —like bluechimpanzeesand idioticbaboons; but pleasedon't
laugh a usweare Union soldiers,we cannot dress any better.” The shirts,
drawer s and stockingsareworst of all, past comment, and a scar ecrow
would play high dandy toany mandressed inthem alone, while ther ebels

“would takehim forthe Y ankeedevil himself. Theprimetroubleisthat the
clothing isall 'theoretical regulation,” while the soldiers had practical,
and very many different styles of fathers3

Army regulations authorized enlisted men to draw three
shirtsper year.® Thequartermaster(s) of each regiment main-
tained detailed clothing account books, ledger book-fashion,
which documented by the enlisted soldiers' signatures and
quartermaster(s) Signatureaswitnessevery uniform item(and
current monetary value) drawn from quartermaster stores. An
annual reconciliation of each account weighed the total value
of quartermaster issuesagainst that soldier's clothing allow-
ance. Overdrawn soldiersexperienced stoppagestotheir pay.
Soldiers who drew less than their entitlement received the
difference in cash. Prices for shirtsand all other government
clothing and equipage receipted to the soldier tended togo up
without much advance warning in the course of the war.
Imaginetheshock, for example, of PrivatesMartin Wetherbee
and James Terrell of the 83rd Pennsylvania Volunteers who
had each drawn several shirts at different times throughout
1863 with a" money value' of 88 centseach only tofind upon
drawing them again in March 1864 that the shirtshad leapt in
value to $1.46 each, theincrease being equivalent toaday's
soldier-pay! One feasible way to get around this costly' di-
lemma, at least in unitswhose officerswere indifferent to the
kind of shirts worn in their command, was to obtain a less
costly and perhapsbetter shirt from another source. Substitute
shirtscould cushion the hard numbersentered on their pages
of the company clothing book on reckoning day. A regular
army officer's officid critiqueof themilitary clothing system
in 1875 undoubtedly speaks aswell to circumstances of the
Civil War years a decade earlier:

Many men donot draw their full allowanceof clothing, but thisdoes
not provethat theallowanceissufficient. Some men want abetter article
and purchase it; otherswish to save money and effect it by purchasing
Government clothingat reduced ratesfrom private dealers.”

The predominant issueshirt of the Union army wasoneof
gray or white domet flannel. Col€'s Encyclopedia d Dry
Goods defined the fabric asfollows:

DOMETT (dom'et). (So called from the inventor of the fabric Josiah

Domett, a cotton manufacturer of Manchester, England.) A variety of

soft, loosely woven napped flannel, properly of cotton warp and woolen

weft, but a the present time [1900] constructed entirely of cotton. The
fabricwasoriginallyemployed for shrouds, and sometimes by dressmakers
in the place of wadding.!2

There were at least seventy-nine contractors for the pro-
duction of flannel shirts who worked under at least ninety
different contractswhich yielded over 4,967,455 flannd shirts.
Someforty-seven per cent of these(2,317,253) werespecified
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in the contractsto be of whiteflannel and fifty-three per cent
(2,650,202) weretobegray. As with contractsfor knit shirts,
thelanguageisvery general, callingvariously for fabricssuch
as "regulation flannel," "grey twilled flannd," "dark grey
mixed twill flanndl," "' white domet flannel," or "' white cotton
and wool flannel." Clothssometimesdiffered slightly within
the same contract as with "grey flannel equal to material
marked No. 2 and gray flannel equal to material marked No.
3." Onecontract for flannel yardage noted “white, cotton and
wool, 6¥2ounces, 3lincheswide." Anotherspecified twogray
flannels, thefirst all wool and the second agray flannel with
cotton warp which was four cents cheaper in the finished
garment than the all wool shirt.** The1865" Quartermaster's
Manua"" (unpublished), codified flannel specifications that
likely had regulated flannel procurement during the war. The
three flannel types listed there--canton, white domet, and
gray domet—each hadforty-eightfilling (or weft) threadsper
inch, and each had fifty-six chain (or warp) threads per inch.
Thecanton and gray domet flannel swere both woven twenty-
seven incheswide and weighed five and one-half ounces per
linear yard. Thewhitedomet flannel wasa bit lighter, weigh-
ingfiveand one-half ouncesper linear yard, in thiscasethirty-
one and one-half inches wide. The "Manual" also listed
bearing strain-to-tear standards and, referring toitstable that
outlined the data, noted "The foregoing specifications of
textile fabrics are recommended to manufacturers of army
goods, asthosewhich areconsidered best fitted for producing
serviceable articles, with the requisite strength and durabil-
ity.”u

Scattered throughout the many flannel shirt contracts are
further specifications concerning size and pattern. The shirts
were to be either "Army standard size," "like sample D,"
"sized as per rules established in this department,” "per
pattern at theNew Y ork Depot," " with pocket on left breast,"
or "'white domestic shirts, full regulation.”*" It is most likely
that marked specimens were provided by the Quartermaster
Department to the contractor, or sometimes vice versa, to
clearly communi cate theexpectations of thecontract in terms
of material, patternr and workmanship. The 1865
" Quartermaster's Manual” listed cutting dimensionsfor flan-
nel shirt components. Conscientious layout and cutting to
these specifications, with the pieces properly assembled, will
withconsistency resultinashirt of the™ army standard sizeand
make.”?® The Quartermaster Department intended that one
sizewouldfit all. Though the contractor typically provided all
materials and labor in the mgjority of contracts, the govern-
ment would in some cases provide the shirt flannel which it
had bought under aprior, separate contract. Contractsused the
phrase "for making and trimming" when the quartermaster
depot provided the uncut yardage to the contractor to make
into shirts. Here, the contractor usually received about 13
cents per shirt for the |abor it entailed. An October 1861
contract between the New Y ork Clothing Depot and Lawton
Brothers, Newport, Rhode | sland, called for thefabrication of
3,000 shirts : $1.25 per dozen for *'making and trimming




from 8,622V yardsof whitedomestic flannel from Reuben M.
Potter, Military Storekeeper,"* with "' scrapsto be returned to
depot.” An agreement with CharlesE. Strong, New Y ork City,
dated 4 January 1862, ordered an unstated number of shirtsat
$.135 each using " as needed 2% yardswhite cotton and wool
flannel and threeshirt buttonsfrom the Quartermaster Depart-
ment; all else from the contractor for one shirt of the army
standard size and make.”"?

Like the contractors undertaking the manufacture of knit
shirts who operated knitting mills in the largest cities, the
majority of theflannel shirt contractorswerealsoclustered in
the densely populated Northern urban centers such as Phila-
delphia, New York and Boston, and Cincinnati and India-
napolis in the West. Their business edge did not engage
machine power, but rather the semiskilled garment worker, in
great numbers, to makeshirtsof flannel to government speci-
fications. The small town or rurd areaof the north could not
muster enough seamstresses to fabricate shirts in the huge
quantity bought under the urgent schedul e of the War Depart-
ment. Most government shirt contracts called for at least
20,000 pieces; ordersfor 50,000 werefairly common. Several
huge contracts, like one of 3 September 1864, between the
Cincinnati Depot and contractor J. T. Martin of New York,
specified 300,000 gray flannel shirts. The Philadel phiaDepot
contracted with Noms & Company, also of Philadelphia, and
mandated that 100,000 white domet flannel shirtsbedelivered
at arateof 1,500 daily; whilean 1863 contract between James
and William Lyall of New York City with the New York
Depot called for 200,000 " tobedelivered at the rate of 18,000
per week starting two weeks from the date of the contract.”™®
A period newspaper article provides a perspective into the
dynamics of the shirt-making process and the lives of those
who actually performed the work, either under piecework
subcontract with the garment house or perhaps employed
directly by the depot itself:

The Saint Paul Pioneer, April 7,1864

The Slave Women of New York; How the Shoddyite Humanitarians
Grind the Faces of the Poor—Startling Facts for the People. At the
meetingof the workingwomen, held & the Cooper Ingtitute,on Monday
lagt, one of their number madea statement of pricespaid for the making
of various articlesexhibitingthem to the audience... A coarse flannd
army shirt, large size, made by hand sewing. Collars, wristbandsand
gussets put on with double rows of stitchingall round. The seams all
felled, three button holes, buttons,and stays, requiring upwardsof two
thousand stitches. The woman who made thisgar mentwassixty year sold,
and toodeaf togotothestoresfor orders. She hasworked on theseshirts
sincethewar brokeout, r eceivingseven centseach--oneof themtobea
good day's work for her. Younger women might make two, or perhaps
three, intwelvehours furnishingtheirown thread. This old lady occupied,
with another woman,adampdark basement,whereshestrained her eyes
in the day, and sewed by the light of her neighbor's lamp during the
evening. At theend of theweek her net ear nings, after payingfor needles
and thread, amounted to thirty-ninecentsin ‘currency.’*?

That competent hand-sewers were, at best, able to each
produce only three finished contract shirtsaday underscores
asenseof the broad and complex network that each of theshirt
contractors must have had to successfully manage the busi-
nessof cuttingand distribution of materialsamongalegion of

sewersand then gathering thefinished shirtsinorder tosupply
oneor two thousand shirtsper day to fulfill, without penalty,
contracts for one, two, or three hundred thousand shirts. No
doubt those with treadle-operated sewing machines, readily
availablebut expensiveinthe1860s (costing around $150.00),
could boost their own production considerably, but they
probably still earned about seven cents per shirt. Those
garments failing US inspection could be traced back to the
maker and pay docked accordingly.

The 1865 Quartermaster’s report documents that the de-
pots themselves also " manufactured™ flannel shirts of great
guantitiesin addition tothose" purchased" through contracts.
From July 1864 through June 1865, the Philadelphia Depot
purchased 495,847 shirts, both knit and flannel, for $728,895
at an average cost of $1.47 each and manufactured 467,644
flannel shirtsfor $752,906, at aslightly higher average cost of
$1.61 each. In this same one-year period, Cincinnati Depot
purchased 679,000 knit or flannel shirtsfor $1,627,278, aver-
aging $2.40 each; and made 562,439 flannel shirts for
$1,071,346 at a much lower average cost of $1.90 each.
Throughout the war the major clothing depots bought more
than 14 million yards of flannel, which would have yielded
more than 4%2 million shirtsif all of it was dedicated of the
manufacture of shirts.® The flannel purchases, of course,
would have also been used for making drawers, reducing the
possibletotal of depot-made shirtsin thisvery broad calcula-
tion.

Upon passing clothing depot inspection, shirtswere baled
in lots of one hundred for shipment to the armies. The bales
werewrapped first in"* petroleum paper,”* then packing paper,
and then burlap sewed securely with doubled thread and
finally bound with threestrapiron bands. Themummified bale
weighed ninety-two pounds. Schuylkill Arsenal expected that
one hundred shirtscould be compacted into acube somewhat
under two feet in each dimension.?!

Most curiously, the tens of thousands of preserved Civil
War photographs, whether taken in the studio, or garrison, or
in the field, offer few shirt-sleeved soldier images that are
distinct enough to suggest that the wearer has on a Federal-
issueshirt. Those photosthat do clearly depict shirtsand their
particular construction detailsinvariably portray non-regula-
tion exampl eswithsuch featuresaspatterned fabrics, straight-
cut sleeves gathered into wristbands, breast pockets,
button-placket fronts, attached paper collars, stepped-front
collars, etcetera. How the millionsof issued ' army standard
size and make™ shirts, either knit or flannel, so successfully
eluded all the photographersisone of the minor mysteriesof
thetime. The post-Civil War Quartermaster Department pho-
tographic seriesillustrating old (FIG 1) and new patterns of
military clothing (circa1872) isprobably theonly worthwhile
pictorial source for the Federal-issue flannel shirt that is
closest to the period.

Of the more than 13 million flannel shirts purchased or
manufactured by the U. S. Army Quartermaster Department
during thefour yearsof war to clothealmost 2 million Union
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soldiers, amere six areknown to have survivedin publicand
privatecollections. All six of thesurvivorsare madeof white
domet flannel; nonearedf gray flannel. Best known of thesix
is the " Danish Exchange'™ shirt given as part of a complete
uniform set by the U. S. War Department to the government
of Denmarkin1858. ThisRegularAnny " exchange' shirtwas
analyzed in an excellent articlein thisJournal titled" A Tale
of Two Shirts”* by Fellow Stephen Osman, who there also
introduced a white flannel shirt of Union-issuestyle discov-
eredin thecollectionsof theWisconsinHistorical Society that
was worn by a Union soldier named George Searles, unit
unknown. Two more military white flannel shirts of this
genera configuration are aso in the collections of the
Smithsonian I nstitution. Minor variationsamong these shirts
appear infeatures such as an interior facing of the breast dlit
on the Danish Exchange shirt; both Smithsonian examples
and the Searles shirt have tapered sleeves set into cuffs.
Osman makesavery convincingcase, based on Quartermas-
ter Department documents in the National Archives, that
white domet flannel shirts cut to this general pattern were
essentially the army-issue shirt for more than sixty years,
originatingin the War of 1812, and enduring many shiftsin
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FIG 2. The Saroni Contract Shirt illustrating the "Army
Standard Size and Make" shirt, circa 1814 through 1874.
Made of white domet flannel, plain weave, approximately 46
cotton warp threads per inch and 36 wool weft threads per
inch. All hand-sewn in medium-weightwhite thread using
running, back, and whip stitches, variously. Tinned sheet
iron buttons, 4" dia., 4-hole, tin backs.

There was only one New York Clothing Depot contract
with Alex. S. Saroni, merchant, 79 Maiden Lane, New York,
9 December 1861, for "making and trimming” 50,000 shirts
at 13% cents each, of depot-supplied cloth.

militaryfashionthrough the Mexican War and Civil War until
shirt specificationswere officialy changed in 1874.
Thebest surviving U. S. Army-issue shirt isin the private
collectionof cel ebratedmilitary artistand Fellow Don Troiani.
Collected in the late 1970s accompanied by a regulation
infantry dress coat with sergeant's chevrons and a pair of
Schuylkill Arsena-stamped sky blue kersey foot trousers
with ghost-line evidence of removed sergeant's stripes, the
identification of the Union infantry sergeant who saved his
uniform for posterity was regrettably misplaced and forever
lost by an earlier collector. Thisshirt (FIGs 2, 3, 4, 5), though



FIG 3 (left). The Saroni contract shirt.
Don Troiani Collection; author's photo.

FIG 4 (below, left). Detail of collar,
shoulder strap, front slit, and gusset
sleeve. Don Troiani Collection; author's
photo.

FIG 5 (below, right). Cuff detail,
showing inside facing; button hole is on
inner edge of cuff. Don Troiani Collec-
tion; author's photo

issued, isvery likely unworn and probably never washed. The
light napsurviveson thefabric, thewool and cotton yamsare
soft and unshmnken, loosethread endsremai n untrimmed, the
tin coating on the sheet-iron buttons still shines, and most
importantly, the black ink inspector's and maker's stampsare
clear and legible. Named, here, for its maker, the Saroni
contract shirt offersamost compelling linkage of object with
historical records. It best documents the typical characteris-
tics of the Union-issue contract shirt. Its excellent, as-made
condition, and the presence of both contractor's stamp and
army clothing inspector's stamp together tie the shirt to a
known contract in the Quartermasters archives. It providesan
unparalleled opportunity toexamine adatable, early-war shirt
of the" army standard size and make' against the specifica-
tions of the 1865 Quartermaster's Manua"' four years later.

The contractor stamp identifies the maker as one

Alex[ander?] S. Saroni, listed in Trow's New York City
Directory, May 1862, asa merchant at 79 Maiden Lane, and
residing at 217 West 30th Street.>* The New York Clothing
Depot contracted with Saroni for ""'making and trimming"
50,000 shirtsat 132 cents each on 9 December 1861.% The
priceindicates that, aswastypical with many garmentsearly
in the War, the Quartermaster was supplying the flannel and
buttonsand Saroni the cutting and labor for assembly. Earlier
that fall, on 27 September 1861, Saroni had contracted with
the depot for 50,000 pairs of Canton flannel drawers at fifty
centseach, the pricehereindicating that he had fumished the
fabric and trimmings for this contract. This drawer contract
and shirtcontractaretheonly U. S. contractslistedwith Saroni
in the Quartermaster contract abstracts, revealing the Saroni
contract shirt to be a rare surviving early war shirt. The US
inspector who evaluated and passed the Saroni contract shirt,



James Williams, twice served in the capacity of clothing
inspector at the New Y ork Clothing Depot, first under afour-
month contract from December 1861, through March 1862
(during which he inspected the Saroni shirt), with a second
stint from September 1862 through January 1863.%
TheNew Y ork Clothing Depot had contracted for et |east
450,000 yardsof flannd, **white cotton and wool, 31 inches
wide, 6% ounce' a 23 centsto 25centsper yard, on 16 August
1861 from contractorsJoseph P. Buggy of DelawareCounty,
Pennsylvania, Cronin, Hurxthal & Sears of New York City
(known to be an importer), Edward C. Damon of Concord,
Massachusetts, and William Divine & Sonsof Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania.® It isquitelikely that Saroni received for his
shirt contract yardage produced by one of these contractors.
Theflannd isnow avery light cream color rather than acrisp
whiteand isof plain weave (sometimescalled tabby weave)
with approximatelyforty-six cottonwarp threadsperinchand
thirty-six wool weft (or filling) threads per inch. The Saroni
contract shirt warp thread count approximatestheforty-eight

specified in the 1865 Quartermaster's Manud," but theweft
thread count of thirty-six per inch falls far short of the
manual's call for fifty-six. Scattered throughout thefabricare
dark thread fragmentsand even bitsof plant husk, probably
the ""shorts, tow or jute’ present in lesser quality goods and
derogated by the1865" Quartermaster's Manual."" Definitely
afactory second-quality flannel ,at best, it nonethel esspassed
the New Y ork Depot inspectors a the time and inturn was
accepted, paid for, and distributed to contractor A. S. Saroni
tomakeintoshirts. Such wasthe need for fabricand garments
that much was accepted aslong as it was“serviceable.”
The Saroni contract shirt is hastily assembled by hand-
sewing, varioudly using four to six running stitches, back
stitches, or whip stitchesper inch. If astitchwereto break, its
seam would yield quickly, too, as the thread pulled loose. A
poorly fitted shirt back and collar present a markedly hump-
backed appearanceover thenape of theneck. Infabricquality,
workmanship, and fit, it isagarment that could hardly have
madeafavorableimpressionon thosefated towearit. Y e, the

Tablel.
Shirt Specifications

Flannd shirts-of white, grey or mixed domet cotton and wool flannel, made loose; and with a
button at the foot of each collar and one a each wristband, according to the specifications; see

table, chapter eleventh.
Materials Required to Make Clothing

Shirts—2% yardsaf 7/8 cotton and wool domet flannel, 3 shirt buttonsof white metal, and 3%
skeinsof W. B. thread, no. 35; seamsto be dl "feled."

Specificationsfor the Dimensionsof Clothing to Regulate

the Cutting of Same Before Being Made Up

Saroni Contract Shirt;

Shirts—1 Size Finished Dimensions
Length of shirt, 34 inches. 32%inches
do. deeve, 21 inches. 22 inches
do. collar, 16 to 17 inches, 1 button on collar. 16 inches
Length of (gusset) under am pit, 5 inches. 3% inches
Width of shirt, 26 inches. 26 inches
do. collar, 3%inches. 3%inches
do. sleeveat top, 20 inches. 17 inches
do. do. at wrist, 10 inches, and one button for each deeve. 10% inches
do. (gusset) under arm pit, 3 inches. 3%inches
do. shoulder strap, 3 inches. 2 inches
Length of shoulder strap, 9 inches. 9 inches
do. ditin sleeve at wrist, 5 inches. 4%inches
do. dit at bottom of shirt, 9 inches. 5%inches
do. ditin breast of shirt, 12inches. 9%inches

Note: Quartermaster specifications excerpted from Geor ge Crosman, " Quarter master'sManual™ (Washington, 1865),
unpublished galley. The Quartermaster specificationsgive cutting dimensions, the Saroni contract shirt dimensionsare

from thefinished garment and do not include seam allowances.




Saroni contract shirt passed government muster in the winter
of 1861-62. Thequality wasin theeyedf theinspector; James
Williams official stamp of approval said it had met thecriteria
for purchaseby the army.

Theone-pieceshirt body i sformedwithafold at thetopand
sideseamsclosedfirst with anaverageof four runningstitches
per inchof single-strandwhitethread. The(wearer's) leftside
seam isfelled with four single-strandwhip stitches per inch
and the right utilizing the selvedge for a single-fold felled
seam. The hem of the shirt tails and side dlit edges are also
turned and whipped so that there are no raw edgesanywhere
inthegarment. Setintothetopfold, at thecollar boneon either
side of the neck hole, are tapered gussets, each three inches
long. Concealingthese gussetsand reinforcingthetop of the
shirt are two inch-wide shoulder straps, edges folded under,
back dtitched to the body of the shirt using paired threads,
approximatelyfivestitchesper inch. Thefront dlit of theshirt
is9% incheslongwith rolled edges, secured with fivesingle-
thread whip stitches per inch. The left side of the dlit, at the
bottom, ispleated over therightsideby one-half inch and back
gtitched down toreinforcethebottomof thedlit. Theone-piece
collar hasfinisheddimensionsof 3% inches highand 16inches
long, and isset intoadightly gathered neck hole. Eachsleeve
isone piece, tapered, seamed on the underside, and featuresan
inside cuff facing. At each armpit isagusset to alow ease of
movement in the shoulder. Like the body side seams, the
sleeves are closed first with running stitches and then felled
with whip stitches. The cuff ends are backstitched with six
stitches per inch and the upper edge of the inside facing is
turned and whip stitched from the inside. The cuffsare each
closed with asingle 2" diameter tinned sheet-ironfour-hole
button, tin backed, centered on the cuff on the outsideedgeof
the vent with a buttonholeon theinsideedge of thevent. The
collarisbuttoned at the base, abovethefrontdlit. Thefinished
dimensionsof the Saroni shirt correlatefairly closely to the
cutting dimensionsof the 1865 shirt specifications, the prin-
cipa (and minor) differencesbeingthat the' dits" at thetails
andin thebreast of theSaroni shirt(Tablel) aresevera inches
shorter than required by the later specificationsof the 1865
" Quartermaster's Manud."

A sixth shirt conformingclosdly to the army standard has
recently surfacedandisnow inthePaul Loane collection. Like
the other survivors, it is of white domet flannd and very
closely resembl esthe Saroni contract shirt. Itiswell-wornand
showsextensive use. The nap isgone and theyam fibersare
shrunken and tightened from washing. No maker's or
inspector's stampsremain. Thesoldier whoworeit, Sergeant
Charles Bright, 17th Ohio Infantry, cut a series of narrow
vertical ditsacrossthe length of thecollar, perhapstolacein
place a cloth cravat. He also added a button and buttonhole
near the top of thebreast dit, just below theas-madeoneson
the collar, perhaps to custom-enlarge the one-size-fits-al
collar of the issue garment.

Shortly after thewar's end, the Surgeon General published
a critique of government-issueclothing and equipment in A

Table2.
Typesand Quantities of Contract Shirts Purchased,
by Depot

Knit White Flannel Gray Flannel

New York 1,685233 820,753 255,001
(NY %) (61%) (30%) (9%)
Philadelphia 820,639 1,356,500 512,301
(Phila.%) (31%) (50%) (19%)
Cincinpati 86,000 140,000 1,864,500
(Cin. %) (4%) (7%) (89 %)
Total, all depots 2,530,672 2,317,253 2,650,202
(All depots %) (34%) (31%) (35%)

Note: Thistableprovidessummary totalsfrom E. J. Coatesand F. C. Gaede,
compilers,"U. S. Army Quartermaster Contracts, 1861-1865” (unpublished
productiondraft no. 4, 1993) The 7,498,127 shinsenumerated here, by type,
account for 68% of the 11,091,639 shins reported as purchased, without
differentiation, by the army from May 1861 through June 1865, in the
Quartermaster's lists in Report of the Secretary of War in Two Volumes:
Messaged thePresidentof the United States and Accompanying Documents,
to the Two Housesaf Congressat the Commencementdf the First Session of
theThirty-ninthCongress, Vol. | (Washington: Government Printing Office,
1866).

Table3.
Number of Shirt Contracts,
by Type and Depot

New York  Philadelphia  Cincinnati
Knit 45 17 3
Gray Flannd 3 8 25
White Flannel 25 23 5
Blue Flannel 0 1 0
Unspecified 29 2 10

Note: E. J. Coatesand F. C. Gaede, compilers,"U. S. Army Quartermaster
Contracts, 1861-1865" (unpublished production draft no. 4, 1993).

Medical Report upon the Uniform and Clothing of the Sol-
diersof the U. S. Army (1868), commonly referred to as the
""Woodhull Report.” This study put intosummary thesolicited
opinionsof 120 medical officersof the postwar regular army
"regarding the hygienic fitness of the present uniform and
dlowance of clothing for enlisted men, and to invite sugges-
tionsfor its modification.” The issueshirt received consider-
able unfavorablecomment which hereis excerpted from the
report:

Beforethewar alargewhiteflannd shirt wasissued and isstill [1868]
continued as part of the allowance. There arealso furnished one of very
coarse bluish gray flannel and a coarse knit one. These are of the same
texture for every post, and seem recently to have been issued in some
sectionsto the exclusion of the whiteflannel. At the north they answer
well enough, but in the south, where the body isso frequently bathed in
perspiration, thesoftenedand tenderskinsirritatedinthemost excruciating

manner by their coarsenessand thecutaneousaffectionsofwhich they are
the direct cause. The shirt is the very garment that, on al sanitary



considerations, should vary both in quality and number with thelatitude.
It hardly seems necessary that both the white and gray should beissued,
but at least three separate gradesand many sizes ought to be furnished. ..
Professional opinion sogreatly favors flannel astheir necessary material
that no elaborate argument thereupon isnecessary. The genera reasons
for its use are its conduction of heat and its superior absorption of
moisture... The objections areitstendency to cause undue perspiration,
difficulty of washingand theliability of all woolen goodsto convey septic
disease... The importance of length must not be overlooked. The shirt
must reach to the middle third of the thigh and not, as at present after
washing, but a little below the navel. It is suggested, as a matter of
appearance rather than of hygiene, that it would bewell to maketheshirts
with a neckband, towhich may beattached at pleasurea whiteflannel or
muslincollarandwhichwould prevent any undueconstrictionby possible
shrinking.?®

The"Woodhull Report™ wasfollowed seven yearslater by
ReportontheHygienedf theUnited States Army (1875)which
echoed earlier condemnationsof thearmy shirt: **'thosewhich
have been furnished shrink very much and arefound toirritate
the skin. The men purchase many shirts from civilians; the
present allowance isinsufficient. There should be two quali-
ties, each of flannel, for cold and warm weather." The report
went on tostate, "' Theold stock of shirtsand someof thesizes
of drawersbeingabout exhausted, thepatternsof thesearticles
have been improved. A new standard shirt wasadopted on the
5th of August last [1874]...7%

Theoft-maligned "' old pattern” shirt wasprobably themost
long-lived item of clothing ever issued by the United States
army, a date span far exceeding any kind of headgear, coat,
trouser or footwear ever emanating from the Quartermaster
Department. Theadoption of the 1874 new pattern” shirt and
the depletion of old stocks of this garment ended the quiet
reign of theshirt of primary interest hereafter more than sixty
years asthearmy standard. The'" new pattern' shirt featured
a stepped collar, buttoned placket and sleeves set into wrist-
bands. It is hoped that thisarticle will bring to light more of
those regulation shirtsof knit, gray or whiteflannel construc-
tion that may exist unrecognized or underappreciated in attic
trunks or museum collections storage. Perhaps it will also
encourage the thoughtful scrutiny and publication of other
Civil War-used shirts of whatever origin for al of us to
"wonder at."

Special gratitude goes out to those who helped bring this
articleintobeing. Fred Gaedegenerouslyprovidedan invalu-
able and totally absorbing production draft of U. S. Army
Quartermaster Contracts, 1861-65, that he and Jerry Coates
have laboriously compiled over thelast decade from records
in the National Archives. He also made available germane
pages of the unpublished 1865 " Quartermaster's Manual.”
Charlie Childs offered many useful insightsinto shirt fabrics
and the ready-made garment industry that matured in this
period. Don Troiani, again, kindly affordedmean extraordi-
nary “what smine-isyours” communion with the Saroni
contract shirt.
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