
Jonathan Soffe transforms a childhood passion into a wargaming/internet fusion project

In my early twenties, my interest in
the American Civil War continued to
grow, and was fuelled by the purchase
of the October 1987 issue of Military
Modelling which contained an article
called “Sunday Picnic Uniforms”.
This article described the array of
uniforms that where worn by both
sides during the first major battle of
the Civil War, First Bull Run, listing
where possible descriptions of each
unit that was present during the
campaign. This was a figure
collector’s dream. That was it! I was
hooked, and so began my obsession
and 16 years of research and figure
painting.

I decided that I was going to recreate
First Bull Run in miniature, depicting
all the units actively engaged on both
sides on July 21, 1861. However, after
careful study, it became clear to me
that the uniform listings that I had
were incomplete and that the orders of
battle, especially for the Confederate
armies were far from accurate. As I
like all my “i”s dotted and “t”s
crossed, I really couldn’t start
collecting, let alone painting, the
figures until the orders of battle had
been pieced together. Not even the
official website at Manassas, Virginia,
for both battles at Bull Run had a
complete or correct order of battle.

Many books I consulted also
contained incomplete information.
However, after careful research and
cross referencing, I slowly began to
link more and more units with their
brigade assignments.

I had a particular stroke of luck when
I bought a book in a small bookshop
in Banbury in Oxfordshire - Battle at
Bull Run, by WC Davis - a truly
brilliant read with lots of factual
references to the many units that
played their part at Bull Run. Since
then I have collected over 100 books
and articles, all based on First Bull
Run. It doesn’t matter how small the
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As a child I was fascinated by anything to do with military history. My interest was first sparked by classic westerns in
which US cavalrymen typically fought and defeated the native Indians. And it was a film that first sparked my lifelong
interest, or obsession my wife would say, with the American Civil War. It was the sight of the blue uniforms of the Union
and the grey of the Confederates that inspired me to add the American Civil War range to my already large collection of
Airfix historical figures.



extract is, I always buy the book just
in case there is a snippet of new
information. Many of my books I’ve
purchased come from Bookguy.com
owned by Ed O’Dwyer, who is very
friendly and helpful and has so far
managed to obtain every book I have
requested, as well as quite a few that I
haven’t!

After collecting and reading so much
material about the battle I gradually
began to gain an understanding of the
young, inexperienced men that
became soldiers overnight, each with
the belief that they would win a
glorious and decisive victory. The
reality of war soon hit home.

My priority from the beginning was to
collate a definitive set of orders of
battle for each of the three armies that
were present that day, and in that I feel
I have succeeded. With the help of
Diane Blanton at the National
Archives Library in Washington DC I
was able to obtain valuable
information on company movements
and assignments during the early
months of the war, enabling me to list
each individual company that was
present for duty on 21 July, 1861

together with their assignment and
location.

My day job is as a website designer,
and so it was a natural extension of my
interest for me to create a website as
an online resource for others who
have an interest in this battle. All my
reference material, images depicting
uniforms and units, company
organizations and assignments have
been listed. I have had many requests
for information since the site’s launch
including an American TV company
using the site as reference material for
a documentary based around Virginia,
and an economist thanking me for
providing him with information to
write a book. You can visit the website
at http://www.firstbullrun.com.

With my research complete, I began
the task of painting all the actively
engaged units that were situated on
Matthews and Henry Hills and near
the Stone Bridge, key locations during
the battle. As I knew each company’s
location and the part they played in
the action of the day, I was able to
calculate the numbers involved. As a
result, I chose to use 6mm Adler
Miniatures American Civil War range.

Each figure would represent 25 men
and one gun would represent a section
of artillery. This meant acquiring a
total of 2500 figures and many, many
hours of painting. The detail on each
figure, as you can see from the
photographs, makes the task
particularly demanding. Horses,
limbers, cavalry, infantry, staff
officers, colonels, lieutenant colonels
and generals have all been represented
and flags that were taken into the
battle by each unit are represented
where possible.

So far I have painted 2464 figures.
Each one takes about an hour to
complete from the initial undercoating
through to basing the figure within the
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ʻJebʼ Stuart; “the most famous cavalryman of the Civil War”, lead a regiment at Bull Run



relevant unit. My interest has been
sustained by the wealth of different
uniforms, from the Louisiana Tigers
of the Ist Special Battalion Louisiana
Infantry to the red-legged devils of the
14th New York State Militia. I use
acrylic paints as they are fast drying

and water based which makes them
easy for mixing the huge range of
colours. Once undercoated, I paint the
hands and fingers (yes, there are
fingers even on 6mm figures!), then
the hair and headgear. Next come the
coat, trousers and boots, and I finish

with the rifles, swords, gold braiding
and small details such as officer’s hat
lace and shoulder bars. For me, it is a
real labour of love, with the aim of
collecting rather than playing
wargames.

My goal is to recreate the positions of
the units relative to each other at any
given time. What better way to do this
than visually, enabling you to see the
dramatic contrasts of uniforms, not
only between the Union and
Confederate armies but also within the
armies themselves. Over the next few
months, I will finish painting. I then
plan to visit the site of the battlefield
in Virginia and to build a replica of the
original battlefield based on a
combination of my own sketches and
maps that I have acquired over the
years.

If anyone has information on any of
the units listed on my website it would
be great to hear from you!
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