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The purpose of this article is to attempt to document my conclusions concerning the spacing of buttons on Marine uniforms around the time of the American War of Independence. The conclusions set forth are mine alone and I am always ready and willing to be shown new evidence which might change that conclusion. 
It is my opinion that Marine uniforms during this period had their buttons in groups of two. I will attempt to support this conclusion with pictorial evidence from the period and will address the arguments put forth by others that the button spacing was not in groups of two. 
The documentation for Marine uniforms from this period is sketchy at best. The descriptions given by Fields and by Blumberg based upon period orders and documentation describes a uniform that was basically the same as the regulation Army regimental coat of the period. Neither Fields nor Blumberg discusses the spacing of buttons on these coats or any of the other details. Boaz asserts that the buttons were worn “Either in singles or doubles which may have been a battalion or divisional distinction” He fails to support this with any documentation and it would seem odd as the Marines organizational structure was based on the company and never on battalions (except where they were put together as such on a temporary ad hoc basis.) There were, however, three Divisional organizations based at Chatham, Portsmouth and Plymouth, however no documentation has yet come forth that there was any distinction in Marine uniforms as to divisional affiliation. 
Since the written documentation is lacking, I have been forced to draw these conclusions based upon the pictorial evidence available from the period. A practice that is always fraught with peril! Paintings are subject to distortion based upon the artist’s motives and abilities. A case in point is the paintings portraying the death of Captain Cook. The two artists actually witnessing the event painted the Marines present with barely discernable red coats and wearing trousers. Twenty years later Johan Zoffany painted his rendition of the scene that shows the level of hero worship Cook had obtained. Zoffany shows Cooks Marines in full dress uniform with high black leggings and velvet stocks and the natives as heroic Greek figures. In fact, he actually used Greek statues in an art museum as his models for the natives. Even though his painting shows the Marines buttons doubled, I cannot use this painting as evidence as it has no authenticity merit. 
Portraits are somewhat better as documentary evidence, even though there was a widespread practice of Itinerant artists of the period to paint clothing on to the sitter that were somewhat better than that persons actual garment. This does not seem to be as prevalent with the portraits of officers. If you consider the idea that an officer, lets say a Captain of Marines, would not be likely to have his portrait painted wearing a Royal Dragoon’s uniform, nor would he likely sit for a 
portrait wearing the uniform of a higher rank, this would tend to lend some credibility to officer portraits as a form of documentation. 

The third form of pictorial documentation is paintings done by non-professional artists on the scene and for their own amusement. The only paintings of Marines done in this fashion that I personally know of are those done by Lieutenant Gabriel Bray aboard the HMS Pallas in 1774. Granting the limitations of his artistic ability, they are detailed enough and were painted with the simple motive of documenting what he saw. 

While studying these paintings and drawings, I have found that almost all of them show the Marines wearing coats with the buttons in pairs. The paintings of Marines done by Lt. Bray in 1774 show them as doubled buttons. There is one that could go either way (see third example) 
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Here are three portraits of Marine officers from the period showing doubled buttons. The first is in the British Museum by an unknown artist in about 1770. The second is a portrait of Captain Edward Squire done by J.S. Copley in 1795. The third is a portrait of Marine Lt. John Hugh Griffith  who was killed in action at the action off St. Kitts 1782.
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The preceding five examples are the only paintings from the period that I know of which clearly show Marines buttons and almost all of them show the buttons as doubled. 
Many people assert that the painting “the Death of Major Warren” by Jonathan Trumbull shows Marine uniforms with single buttons. They also state that Trumbull was at the battle so he is a first hand witness. Boaz goes so far as to state that Trumbull “ Was a resident of Boston during the occupation and was at the battle.” The facts are that Trumbull lived in Lebanon, Connecticut and marched to Boston with the 1st Connecticut regiment arriving at the redoubt on Roxbury Heights the day before the battle. He was never close enough to the battle to actually witness any of it and was never in Boston during the occupation. Also, the painting done in 1785 does not show the uniforms clearly enough to make out button spacing anyway. I would consider it dubious at best as documentation for button spacing. 
It has also been proposed that the Marines at Boston wore single spaced buttons in the 1st battalion and double spaced buttons in the 2nd battalion. If one considers the fact that these battalions were ad hoc formations made up of recruits sent from the Three Grand Divisions in England and from Marines pulled from the fleet, one would have to then arrive at the conclusion that the Marines had to replace the facings of their coats to make their button holes match the temporary battalion associations. This does not seem plausible to me. It has been put forth that the button spacing of the coats was in singles, doubles or triples depending on which of the three Grand Divisions a Marine came from. This cannot be supported as no documentation has been found that any such uniform differences were called for. If you consider that the basic Marine organizational unit was the Company, and that the Marines aboard a larger vessel would rarely all be from the same Division or Company, it would not make sense to have such uniform variations. Cyril fields mentions that a Marines musket was stamped with his company number and rack number to enable a ships officer to know from which company he came. Also, no painting of a Marine uniform with buttons grouped in three’s has been found so far. 

In conclusion, the preponderance of the limited evidence available would seem to indicate double spaced buttons as the method most likely to be accurate for a portrayal of a Marine from the period. 

