
n 1861, it cost nearly a 
half a million dollars to 
raise and fully equip a Fed-

eral cavalry regiment, and many 
professional soldiers doubted the 
point of it. Military wisdom at the 
beginning of the Civil War main-
tained that it took three full years 
to train cavalrymen  and by then 
it was felt that the conflict would 
be over.
 Small wonder that when, in 
1861, Lincoln called for forty  ad-
ditional regiments for three years’ 
service, only one was a regiment 
of cavalry.
 The basic unit of organization 
was the regiment. It consisted of 
three battalions, each with two 
squadrons. On paper, it had 997 
officers and men. 
 In December 1861, the cavalry 
strength of the Union numbered 
4,744 in the regular army. This 
made up five regiments that 
were scattered over the Western 
frontier keeping an uneasy peace 
between the flood of European 
settlers and the Native peoples 
that had lived there for centuries.
 It soon became apparent that 
the war would drag on much 
longer than anyone had expected 

 Recruiting for these new units 
proved easy, since recruits naively 
believed that their military duties 
would be easier than in the infan-
try and that they would be able 
to ride to war instead of having 
to walk. The newspapers reported 
the glamour of gay cavaliers be-
decked with plumes and flashing 
sabers, riding merrily through the 
countryside, cutting a dashing 
figure before the ladies.
 The regulation uniform for the 
cavalry was a short shell jacket of 
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and additional regiments were 
called for. The small number of 
trained regulars was soon over-
shadowed by an influx of volun-
teers that had little or no training 
in the mounted service beyond 
what some may have had working 
the farm or in militia service.
  However, campaigning and 
good leadership soon honed these 
men into a force that would rival 
any cavalry of Europe. By February 
1865, 160,237 answered the roll 
call. The cavalry had evolved!
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Title: Antietam, Md. A cavalry orderly 
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Medium: 1 negative : glass, stereograph, wet collodion.
Summary: Photograph from the main eastern theater of the war, 
Battle of Antietam, September-October 1862. 
Library Of Congress collection
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Image of Phillip Sheridan provided by the 
Library of Congress

dark blue, closed in the front by 
twelve brass buttons and trimmed 
in 3/8 inch wide yellow worsted 
trim. Although this jacket was 
almost always worn for Dress 
Parade, Guard and Inspection, 
the four-button fatigue blouse, 
identical to the Infantry’s, was also 
worn on patrol and at the discre-
tion of their commanding officers.
 Sometime in 1863 it became the 
fad in both Eastern and Western 
Theatres to remove the yellow 
braid from the shell jackets. These 

nents than as practical offensive 
weapons and often carried a 
Colt 44-calibre revolver. His most 
useful weapon however was the 
breech-loading carbine.
 A huge number of models were 
purchased for cavalry use in sev-
eral calibers. The Ballard carbine 
was one of the smallest at .44 
caliber, followed by the .50 caliber 
Gallager, the Maynard and the 
Smith carbine. The Sharps carbine 
of 1859, the Spencer, the Sharps 
& Hankins model of 1862, the 
Hall, Gwyn & Campbell and Joslyn 
were at .52 caliber. The Starr, 
Merrill and Burnside carbines were 
delivered in .54 caliber.
 The .52 caliber Spencer repeat-
ing carbine was cited by Yankee 
officers as one of the greatest 
factors in winning the war. It used 

a magazine that held seven rim-
fire cartridges in a spring-loaded 
metal tube, all of which could be 
fired in less than 30 seconds. No 
Confederate arm could match 
the Spencer carbine. Confederate 
infantry often said that some Yan-
kee cavalry could “load once and 
fire all day.”
 Union cavalry was not skillfully 
used in the early days of the war, 
being employed piecemeal on 
picket lines, escorting lumbering 
supply wagons, and on headquar-
ters duty. The Infantry felt that it 
bore the brunt of the fighting and 
often asked, “Did you ever see a 
dead cavalryman?” 
 Eventually, under the leadership 
of Major General Philip Sheridan, 
the role of the cavalry changed. 
Cavalry were grouped into full 
brigades and were employed 
on destructive raids deep into 
Confederate territory against lines 
of communications, supply depots 
and railroads. Tactics evolved 
and when faced with emplaced 
infantry, the cavalryman dismount-
ed and fought on foot, often 
performing well against superior 
numbers because of their fire-
power. 
 One thing had changed how-
ever; modern rifled firearms with 
much greater range and accuracy 
had made the mounted cavalry 
charge against infantry virtually 
obsolete.
 The evolution of the Union cav-
alryman from idealized poseur and 
parade-ground gallant to swift, 
lightly-equipped and unchivalrous-
ly destructive raider contributed to 
the eventual outcome of the war.

RIGHT
Dismounted 
skirmishers near 
McPherson’s ridge 
Gettysburg Pennsyl-
vania July 1, 1863.
A recent photograph 
of the McPherson 
barn is the backdrop 
for figures No. 
31218, No. 31216, 
No. 31217, No. 
31061 & No. 31062.
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Title: Josua P. Graf-
fam, Sgt., 1st D.C. & 
1st Maine Cavalry, 
Co. B., U.S.A., full-
length portrait, 
facing front 
Date Created/
Published: photo-
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1861 and 1865, 
printed later
Medium: 1 photo-
graphic print.

Philip Sheridan (1831 - 1888) graduated from West 
Point in 1853. After graduation, he was posted 
to the Northwest and participated in a campaign 
against the Yakima Indians in Oregon. He narrowly 
escaped death in 1856.
 During the Civil War, Sheridan commanded a divi-
sion in the Battle of Chickamauga, and soon after, 
Grant gave him command of all the cavalry in the 
Army of the Potomac. This was followed in August 
1864 by his being given the command of the Army 
of the Shenandoah, about 42,000 men. He was or-
dered to drive out the Confederates led by General 
Jubal Early. He did so and, in the process, turned 
the fertile Shenandoah Valley, “the Breadbasket of 
the Confederacy,” into a wasteland. Sheridan played 
a major role in the the operations that led to the 
surrender of Robert E. Lee at Appomattox.
 Lincoln described Sheridan as “a brown chunky 
little chap [at five feet, five inches tall, 115 pounds], 
with a long body, short legs, not enough neck to 
hang him, and such long arms that if his ankles itch 
he can scratch them without stooping.”

Philip Sheridan

modifications were considered to 
be defacing government property 
and were forbidden. Orders refer-
encing these modifications survive 
and in some units the offense 
would cost one month’s pay or a 
reduction in rank. 
 The cavalry was the best armed 
of all the branches of service. A 
cavalryman wielded the M1840 
heavy cavalry sabre more useful 
for instilling fear in their oppo-
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