What to Expect Your First Year of Civil War Re-Enacting
(Written by Kevin Dalton)

"...If you want to see the Devil, if you want to have fun, if you want to smell hell,

jine the Cavalry. "
These words to the old song made famous by J.E.B. Stuart's horsemen during the Civil War give you an idea of how cavalrymen of both sides felt about their role in the army. Now, as it most likely was then, there are few things more exciting for a cavalry trooper than the first time he mounts up and, with the confidence that only a thousand pounds of horse flesh under you can provide, ride off into the thick of the action.

There are probably as many reasons for joining a modern Civil War reenactment cavalry unit as there are modern day cavalrymen. Each of us has our own separate reasons, motivations and expectations of the experience this hobby provides. But, in the 2ND U.S. Cavalry, unlike some other units in the hobby, that is where the individual agendas end.

In order for any member of the 2ND to truly achieve what it is we hope to from this hobby, we are dependent on one another to help provide. In other words, if you see yourself as a lone wolf, not needing to give or receive help from anyone, or just want to be left alone to live out your own fantasies, then maybe you should save yourself a lot of time and keep looking for another unit to join.

However, if you think that Civil War cavalry looks like fun, you’re a team player, you have a sincere appreciation for history, and you consider yourself a fair horseman, then the 2ND U.S. Cavalry may be an excellent opportunity.

It’s recommended that perspective members come to an event first as an observer. This gives you a chance to get a feel for the group, what we do and what is expected from each individual. You'll be spending lots of time and money on this hobby, so it’s best to be sure before you make any investment.

Remember what you were told in grade school about the only dumb question being the one you don't ask? Well, that is still the case when you join the 2ND U.S. Cavalry. None of us can do this alone. If you have a question (and believe me, you will have plenty), ask it. If there is something you don't understand, any member will be happy to explain. If you see someone that you can help or assist, do it. That is the only way you will become a good cavalryman.

Although fun and rewarding, a cavalry impression, without the proper respect for safety is dangerous. Try and spend time watching the experienced unit members as they go through the process of tacking, feeding and tending to their horses. This may seem basic, but whenever you have a dozen or more animals together who are unfamiliar with each other and with their surroundings, unexpected things can and will happen. Same goes for loading weapons. Watch, ask questions and learn to do it the right way. Safety must always come first.

Once you've committed yourself to joining the unit, where do you start? Well, if you’re like most you'll want to buy your uniform, equipment and tack so you can get to your first event. But, unless you want to waste a lot of money on things you may not really need, it is best to wait and spend some time talking with other unit members regarding what to get first, where to get it and why you need it. There is a lot of junk out there, and unless you know the difference between the good and the poor quality items you may be sorry. Any member of the 2ND will be glad to accompany you to the sutlers at your first event and help you get started properly, efficiently and cost effectively.

Speaking of costs, the re-enactment hobby, and in particular the cavalry is not inexpensive. You'll need to know just how much you have to spend your first year. This of course will vary depending on your individual means. However, if you’re like most of us you'll find that there is no end to what you think you need and the initial monetary outlay can get out of hand if you let it. It is recommended that you get just the basics your first year. Then, as you attend a few events and make sure that this hobby is consistent with the other priorities in you life, then go for it! Any experienced unit member can help you with a list of basic equipment items you'll need in year one.  Ask for a copy of our unit’s clothing and equipment list for the details on what is required and correct, and for suggestions on where to get it.
As a rule of thumb plan on spending at least $500 on uniform and equipment to get started (not including the horse or the horse tack). If you have access to a horse and reliable means of getting it to and from events then proper tack will run another $600 to $1000. A list of reliable sources for tack is provided when you join the unit.

Sometimes you can get away with less for your first event or two by arranging to lease a horse and borrow some tack and equipment. However, once you've decided to join it's best to start investing in your own equipment as soon as possible.

If you find mounted reenacting impractical, or if you do not have access to the initial investment needed for horse and tack, is to join one of the fine dismounted cavalry units. Being a mounted unit, the 2ND will allow you only temporary membership as a dismounted trooper, and you will be asked to start participating mounted within two years. Noncombatant membership is open to family members and those individuals sharing the objectives and goals of the organization, but not interested, or able to portray mounted cavalry.
Do you enjoy camping? If the answer is yes you've come to the right place. If not, then either re-think your decision or work on getting used to it. Remember that authenticity is the main goal of any unit activity, and 1860's troopers did not have Coleman lanterns, nylon tents or morning showers. Although our unit provides two hot meals a day for a nominal charge (we eat better than most other units out there) it can prove to be a rustic and challenging weekend if you’re not prepared for it. Furthermore, seeking the comfort of a nearby hotel or camper vehicle defeats the purpose of why you’re out there in the first place. Beside, each member is responsible 24 hours a day for his animal. Bottom line; the unit camp is where the whole experience comes together. So, prepare for it properly with the right gear and you'll find it a rewarding and enjoyable experience.

It is advisable to learn as much as you can about Civil War period camp life, army drill and battle tactics prior to joining any reenactment unit. There are several manuals from the period available at most bookstores or they can be purchased from the sutlers by mail or at events. Check with a unit officer to be sure which manual the unit uses. This will acquaint you with drill, weapons, uniform and inspection processes. If you are familiar with these things in advance it will make the learning curve much easier once you arrive at your first few events. Regardless of how much you read before hand, you'll find that you rely on your fellow unit members for your basic orientation and training. Check out our unit web site at www.secondcavalry.org  for more information and details.

Any good re-enactment unit provides at least one separate training session each year outside of the usual event schedule. The 2ND U.S. Cavalry holds two such sessions each year to review systems, procedures, animal care, training, drill and cover all of the basics of cavalry reenacting. It is highly advisable to attend as many of these as you can, especially in your first couple of years in the hobby. They will save you time, effort, money and needless embarrassment.

Like any hobby or activity you have your good and your not so good. The 2ND U.S. Cavalry is proud of the respect it receives within the reenactment community. However all units cannot claim the same thing. Unfortunately internal conflicts do exist within many units who do not practice the discipline and teamwork necessary for success. Do not get caught up in the internal group politics and feuds of other units.

Respect in this hobby is earned by a reputation for good drill, authentic impression, teamwork and the ability to attract quality individuals. Do not be intimidated by those individuals outside the 2ND U.S. who wear impressive uniforms, talk loud and are condescending. You'll find they are the ones with small and dwindling unit numbers. Members of the 2ND are responsible to only our unit officers, who in turn are responsible for unit conduct on the field and in camp. The group’s well being is based on a mutual respect for these rules and a shared responsibility to them.

As you have no doubt ascertained by now, this hobby can be very rewarding. It can also be both expensive and time consuming. Before you commit it is important to ask yourself some key personal questions:
1) Is Civil War reenacting something you want to afford? Are you and your family willing to commit the monetary resources necessary to sustain your participation in the hobby?

2) Are you willing to commit the time necessary to actively participate? Membership is asked to attend as many priority events as possible order to ensure the proper training and turnout the 2ND U.S. Cavalry needs to uphold its reputation for each. Even this is considered a low level of participation if the member has the desire to truly excel in this hobby. Perhaps as much as one weekend event per month, March through October, is an appropriate goal for you to aim at your first year. More than likely this will involve arriving at the event sometime Friday evening or early Saturday morning (Remember, many events may be several hours driving time from where you live). Don't plan on being home much before dark on Sunday evenings (again, depending on event location and travel time).

3) Is your family okay with this time commitment? Will it affect your job responsibilities? One must remember that family and job need to always come first.

It is advisable to discuss all of this in detail with your spouse, significant other, or family before joining. Perhaps various family members also have an interest in Civil War history? Our unit works hard to provide family members who are sincerely interested in the hobby an appropriate role they can fill at major events. This helps make these designated events an experience family members can enjoy with you.

The 2ND U.S. Cavalry can be an enormously rewarding experience. It’s educational, challenging, provides good fellowship and great fun! But, like anything else worthwhile, you get out if it what you’re willing to put into it. If you’re willing to devote an honest commitment to time, safety and teamwork you'll find yourself a welcome addition to one of the premiere Civil War reenactment units in the hobby.
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