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Mess Furniture
By Robert Braun

Paragraph #122 of the Army-*Regulations for 1861 states
that

..theonly mess furnitureof the soldier will beone tin
plate, one tin cup, one knife, fork and spoon to each
man, to be carried by himself on the march. (1)

These important items were issued early in the for-
mation of a regiment, usually before the unit left the state.
Volunteer George H. Blair recorded that the
1st Wisconsin Regiment received a “tin
plate and cup, spoon, knife and fork”
while at Camp Scott, Milwaukee, on
May 15, 1861.(2) The 2d Wisconsin
Regiment was issued “deep tin plates
with iron spoons, forks and
knives...[and] quart tin cups” in early
May, 1861 at Camp Randall, Madi-
son.(3) Similarly, recordsof issue from 2
a “Statement of Issues of Clothing, e
Camp, and Garrison Equipage from July
10th to December 31st, 1862, from the New York Military
Storehouse, New York” listed the following, for the 124th
New York State Volunteers:

1015 Knives, 1015 Forks, 1015 Spoons, 1015 Plates,
1015 Cups.

This statement illustrated that enough mess furni-
ture was requisitioned to supply 993 privates, NCO and
NCO Staff, plus twenty-one musicians and one hospital
steward. There wasno state issue of these items to the officers
of the regiment.(4)

A soldier’s “table furniture” were remembered
fondly in many journals, letters, and reminiscences of the
period, Arthur J. Robinson, a private in Company E, 33rd
Wisconsin's recalled using “a tin plate, cup, bayonet, and
ramrod of our gun, which we need to broil our bacon and
hold our coffee over the fire.”(5) John D. Billings stated that
*a soldier’s table furnishings were his tin dipper, tin plate,
knife, fork and spoon.”(6) Officers, too, recorded their recol-
lections, such as First Lieutenant Stephen Pierson, 33rd New
Jersey, who stated, ” A canteen carried water or coffee, which
a man boiled for himself in a tin cup or an old tomato can. A
tin plate served as frying pan and serving dish.”(7) Finally,
Captain John W. Deforest, Co. 1, 12th Connecticut, penned a
note to his wife from Thibodeaux, Louisiana, in early 1863 1o
relate that “When mealtime comes | seize my tin cup, tin
plate, knife and fork; I walk down to the cooking fire at the
bottorn of the company street; | seat myself on a log, or a
pumpkin, and devour the richness of the land™.(8}

“Dippers” and “Boilers”— The Tin Cup

The drinking cups of the Civil War era varied in size
(and capacity), construction, handle style and attachment.
Dozens of varieties attributed to Civil War use or lineage are
displayed in the holdings of many museums and private
collections, Many moresuchcupsarepictured in the “posing
with eatables” images that were so popular during the war.
These images and artifact cups give us a good cross section of
what was typically a)available, and more importantly, b)ac-

tually in use at the time,

The name “tin cup” appears to be a generic
period term; many cups of the period were
made of tinned iron, while others were
of true tinplate, Cups were made by
cutting out patterned pieces frommetal
stock and formed by hammering. The
rimof the cup was finished witha wired
" edge (for looks and strength) or simply

a hemmed edge. Thebody of the cup was
gently hammered with amalletaround acyl-
inder of wood of desired diameter called a,"man-
drel.” Once the desired diameter wasachieved, thebody was
closed with a grooved seam. The bottom of the cup was
“turned down” by hammer strokes on the edge of a mandrel
untila uniform “lip” of about1/8to/4 inch was formed. The
body of the cup was inserted inside the lip of the bottom and
soldered. Additional solder wasusually added to the outside
of the grooved seam. Every original cup examined showed
the handle placed over this side seam. Handles could be
elaborate affairs with wired edges which attached to the rim
of the cupand finished with tinner's rivets, or simple hemmed
edges hammered into a “C" or half-teardrop shape and
attached with solder, without rivets. Some cups had ridges
pressed into the sides of the cup, presumably toadd strength.
In all, a tin cup involved about twenty separate steps inits
construction.

Some cups of the era were half-spheres of tinned
iron, flattened on the bottom, and finished wired nms and
soldered or riveted handles. Current thought on these cups
is that these were limited purchase items available through
channels other than government issues.

The vast majority of lin cups attributed to the Civil
War era have similar features: flat bottoms with a lipped
portion of 1/8 to 1/4 inch soldered to the body of the cup,
hemmed or wired rims, and hemmed or wired handles
attached with solder and for rivets and/or wire. Without
being overly dogmatic, the evidence strongly suggests that
cups with a “crimped” bottom closure (similar to today’s
modern tin cans and inexpensive reproduction tin cups)
suggest post-war manufacture. Even common tin cans and
other containers excavated from Civil War sites bear the
lipped end closure typical of the period. (9)












