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O’CAHAN’S CLOTHING 

Colonel Manus O’Cahans was one of three such Irish Regiments sent over to aid the Royalist cause in 
Scotland in July 1644. As Spalding says, they were veterans of Spanish service in Flanders. Spain had 
a long tradition of employing Irish soldiers, dating back to the mid 16th century.  
 
Spanish influence worked its way back into Ireland as well, and many Irish prints depicting the 
‘middling’ classes and above show costume and dress habits that are clearly Spanish, as well as the 
more usual French and Dutch influences2. 
 
The clothing of the Irish Regiments has long been subject to much conjecture. There are clearly 
continental influences at play, as evidenced by McCholla’s “hat, coat and gloves”3 captured from his 
servant during the retreat from Dundee. There are also clear Irish influences, as evidenced once 
again from Spalding, who says, “This lieutenant (Montrose) was clad in coat and trews, as the Irishes 
were clad”4.  
 
Having said that, the Irish officers obviously put great store in having their men well turned out, as 
the complaints from the various Scottish burghs that were plundered make clear. £1,300 of cloth 
was taken from Perth after Tippermuir in September 1644. The resultant plunder from the first sack 
of Aberdeen in September 1644 “hath made all our soldiers cavaliers”5 according to McCholla.  
 
Spalding relates how well-dressed burghers were asked to strip before being shot. The next 
visitation by the Irish to Aberdeen was in March 1645, where £10,000 of cloth (an enormous sum!) 
was taken along with “gold and silver lace…to be clothing to him and his soldiers”6. By that time 
there were only around 800 Irish left, and so assuming that the rest of the army got their fair share, 
these men would have been clad just as Spalding, who rarely got much wrong, said. By way of 
comparison, a doublet of scarlet cloth, trimmed with silver braid, brown or grey stockings, a pair of 
buckskin gloves and two demi-beaver hats cost Captain George Keith of The Earl Marischal’s 
regiment £15 10s in May 1644. So do the math yourself! 
  
What is clear is that for large parts of the 1644-45 campaign the long held assumption that the Irish 
must have been clad in hodden grey is dangerous on the primary source evidence. Hodden grey was 
certainly cheap and widely available. However it was a centrally issued cloth for military wear, and 
the values of cloth being ‘liberated’ by the Irish do not come close to tallying with those known for 
hodden grey, even allowing for a large dollop of exaggeration by the aggrieved parties in Aberdeen 
and Perth. Stuart Peachey and Alan Turton in their definitive Civil War costume booklet ‘Common 
Soldiers Clothing for the Civil Wars’7 give details of all known Covenanter hodden grey issues. The 
average for a soldier’s suit of clothes, excluding the making up, is 15s 9d8. This is as far away from 
the known cost of kit for the Irish regiments as you can get.   Also, why, if you could avoid it, would 
you want to be dressed remotely like your enemy? 
  
From a Scots Brigade point of view, I also think that it is important that the Irish Regiments are 
distinctive in their dress, as it makes the overall formation a more attractive and diverse offering to 
sponsors and recruits alike. To that end, in the absence of a compelling reason for another 
colour, and to maintain morale and regimental tradition, I would continue with the green soldiers 
coat. 
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We therefore want you to obtain one of two basic offerings:  
1. A Spanish/continental look 
2. An Irish one.  
 

Recruits must get one or the other (or both if they are feeling flush), and they should be allowed to 
mix and match.  
 
Obvious ‘Scottisms’ like blue bonnets should not be allowed when portraying our core Irish identity. 
There is no contemporary evidence for them being worn by the Irish. Caps (Monmouth style hats 
known to have been worn by the Irish elsewhere, and obliquely referenced by Spalding) or battered 
felt hats should the norm.  
 
Having said that, I do think an additional hodden grey doublet and a blue bonnet should be 
mandatory when we are playing Scots in England. 
  
  

Steve Langan 
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