That Devil Weed!

Halloo comrades. The spring campaign is here and it is time to get your leathers oiled and your musket cleaned. Before you form up, make sure to put the latest installment of the jawbone in your knapsack!

   For this months topic, I thought that it would worthwhile to talk about period tobacco items. Tobacco was one of the most prized and favored possessions of a soldier. It provided comfort and helped keep one level headed. But, what types of tobacco products would a federal soldier use? The first item that is commonly misunderstood is cigarettes. Cigarettes were around in the 1860s but not used in the same manner. Cigarettes were originally picked up on in the Crimean War and the trend traveled to Europe. In France, it became a highly fashionable trend to smoke a cigarette. Typically, cigarettes were smoked by woman, in an attempt to be outrageous, or by higher class young men. Hence the term “fag” came into use as a derogatory term for such men. In either case, it would not be popular among the mass of the population. 

   During the civil war, the three main uses of tobacco were cigars, pipe tobacco, and plugs. Each of these three had their own particular uses. Among soldiers, a cigar would be a nice luxury item. Cigars were handmade and would cost, in some cases, upwards of ten cents. A cigar would have to be purchased through the regimental sutler and would usually be marked up in price. Cigars were favored by officers and staff who would have them readily available. But, what about the typical private in the ranks? For your typical private the pipe or plug would do. Pipes were a prized possession of any soldier. Soldiers smoked all kind of pipes, ranging from clay to meerschaum to briarwood. For the less caring individual there were clay disposable pipes, which are commonly sold today by collectors. However, many soldiers put countless hours into hand carving ornate wooden pipes with a multitude of designs. In either case, a good pipe was hard to beat and was quite common. Lastly, there was the good old plug of chewing tobacco. Plugs were commonly found and were quite popular at the time. Plugs were typically made in a cylindrical fashion, hence the name plug. Items like sorghum, molasses or honey provided a sweet taste for the harsh tobacco. Soldiers enjoyed chewing their tobacco at all times. Quite often, they would also save what they have chewed, dry it out and smoke it in their pipes. Thus, it had a variety of uses. So, next time you are at an event and need a nicotine fix, grab your pipe or plug and leave those French cigarettes at home.

