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“Shebang”

Therise of apopular term used to describe certain wartime accommodations

SHGHTINGWORDS
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SHE<BANG | noun | Astrange word that
had its origin during the late civil war. It is
applied alike to a room, a shop, or a hut, a tent,
acabin; an engine-house.!

“Thardly think there will be a fight here at Fredericks-
burg, as we have orders to fix up our tents as though
we were expected to stay here some time. The rebels
seem to be buisy, building breastworks, and prepa-
reing for us, but I should think it would not be much
trouble for us to drive them out of Fredericksburg if
we went about it,” wrote George Washington Whit-
man, an officer in the 51st New York Infantry, in a
letter to his wife on December 8, 1862.2 Yet five days
later, Major General Ambrose Burnside led the Army
of the Potomac in a series of futile attacks against for-
tified Confederate positions west of the city on Mar-
ye’s Heights. Leaden bullets fell like hail, cutting down
the men in blue. The 51st New York “was ordered to
support a battery” and the Confederates “completely
swept the position with grape and cannister and our
battery was soon obliged to haul off with nearly half
of their men either killed or wounded.” Once again
ordered to the front, the regiment marched “in line
of battle over a plain about 200 Yards wide that was
entirely swept by the enemys guns.” “We received
the most terrific fire of grape, cannister, percussion
Shell musketry and everything else, that I ever saw;”
Whitman recalled.? As the evening sun dipped below
the horizon, dry grasses caught fire and screams of
the dying filled the air as the Union army retreated
across the Rappahannock River.

On the morning of December 16, the New York
Tribune published a list of the regimental casualties

9 Toview this article’s reference
notes, turn to page 70.

for 51st New York, and included among them was
“First Lieutenant G.W. Whitmore [sic], Company
D Without waiting to learn the extent of his broth-
er’s battlefield injuries, poet Walt Whitman packed
a bag, borrowed $50 from their mother, and joined
the throng of people rushing from New York City to
Washington, D.C., to learn of their loved ones’ fates.
After going from hospital to hospital without finding
his younger brother, Whitman secured a pass grant-
ing him authorization to travel aboard a military train
to Falmouth, Virginia, where the 51st New York was
encamped. There was his brother, who had escaped
the battle with only a gash on his cheek.5 “When I
found dear brother George, and found that he was
alive and well, O you may imagine how trifling all my
little cares and difficulties seemed—they vanished
into nothing,” wrote Whitman.®

Yet the journey changed Whitman. In the after-
math of the Battle of Fredericksburg, “one of the first
things that met my eyes in camp, was a heap of feet,
arms, legs, &c. under a tree in front of a hospital 7 He
witnessed, firsthand, “the way that hundreds of thou-
sands of good men are now living, and have had to live
for a year or more, not only without any of the com-
forts, but with death and sickness and hard marching
and hard fighting”® Writing about his experiences in
late 1862 or early 1863, he recalled the journey back
to Washington. Before dawn, “the soldiers guard-
ing the road came out from their tents or shebangs
of bushes with rumpled hair and half awake look.
Those on duty were walking their posts, some on
banks over us, others down far below the level of the
track.” Although applying a vernacular expression
rapidly becoming commonplace among Union sol-
diers, Whitman’s wartime account was the first time
shebang appeared in print. € CONT. ON P. 64

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
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Distinguishable from a per-
manent dwelling, a shebang was
a poorly made hut or shanty,
oftentimes a temporary accom-
modation. During the war, Mary
A.Livermore, aleading member
of Chicago’s Northwest Branch
of the U.S. Sanitary Commission,
traveled south to provide care
to Union soldiers hospitalized
at Milliken’s Bend, Louisiana.
While in the vicinity, she jour-
neyed inland to visit the sol-
diers of the Chicago Mercantile
Battery, and “the boys swarmed
from tents and ‘she-bangs’... all
shouting a hearty welcome.” For
her overnight accommodations,
Livermore received the “best
shebang of the encampment.”
“Everything in the way of shel-
ter, in camp parlance, that was
not a tent, was a shebang,” she
explained. “Mine was a rough
hut made of boards, with a
plank floor, roofed with canvas,
witha bona fide glass window at
one end, and a panelled door at
the other. The furniture consist-
ed of two bunks, one built over
the other.... There was a rough
pantry with shelves, holding
rations, odd crockery and cut-
lery, ... a home-made rickety
table, a bit of looking-glass,
sundry pails and camp-kettles,
a three-legged iron skillet, and
adrop-light, extemporized from
the handle of a broken bayonet,

and a candle, the whole sus-
pended from the ridge pole by
a wire.”™® In 1877, linguist John
Russell Bartlett updated his Dic-
tionary of Americanisms, adding
myriad terms arising from “the
late civil war”!" One of those
additions to the fourth edition
was shebang: “a strange word
that had its origin during the late
civil war. It is applied alike to a
room, a shop, or a hut, a tent, a
cabin; an engine-house.”2
Shebang entered into
common usage during the war
as thousands of Union and
Confederate soldiers found
themselves sleeping in these

64
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shanties, but the term’s prewar
origin is complex. Some lin-
guists trace the term to Ireland
where a shebeen or shebang
indicated “a place where unli-
censed liquor is sold.”'* Maxi-
milian Schele De Vere’s Ameri-
canisms: The English of the New
World (1872) attributed it to the
French term cabane, claiming,
“shebang ... used even yet by
students of Yale College and
elsewhere to designate their
rooms, or a theatrical or other
performance in a public hall,
has its origin probably in a cor-
ruption of the French cabane, a
hut, familiar to the troops that
came from Louisiana, and con-
stantly used in the Confederate
camp for the simple huts, which
they built with such alacrity and
skill for their winter quarters.”
Publishing their Dictionary of
Slang, Jargon @ Cant in 1897,
two British linguists traced the
word’s origin to Hebrew: “She-
bang (American), a shanty, or
small house of boards. No one
has ever explained the origin of
this term, but it may be noted
that there are exactly seven
board-surfaces in a shanty,
the four upright sides, the two
sides of the roof, and the floor,
and that the word shebang, in
Hebrew, means seven.”® Or,
as others claimed, “any shanty
where they play [gambling] at
seven up.”'® American Free-
masons attributed more sym-
bolism to the number seven.
“Among the Hebrews,” claimed
A Lexicon of Freemasonry, in the
1850s, “the etymology of the
word shows its sacred import;
for, from the word way (she-
bang) seven, is derived verb way
(shabang) to swear, because
oaths were confirmed either
by seven witnesses, or by some
victims offered in sacrifice.”” In
1854, a Pennsylvania newspa-
per, likewise, referred to an 0Odd
Fellows Lodge as a “chebang 8
The meaning of shebang
expanded after the Civil War.
In Roughing«dt (1873), Mark
Twain wrote, “Say, Johnny, this
suits me!—suits yours truly, you

bet, you! I want this shebang
all day. 'm on it, old man!
Let ’em out! Make ’em go!
We’ll make it all right with
you, sonny!”!* Twain was
referring not to a hut or
shanty but to an omnibus or
carriage. By the 1880s and
1890s, shebang referred to
even more than a shack or
vehicle. Published in 1914,
Henry Bradley’s 4 New
English Dictionary on Histor-
ical Principles provided not
one but three possible defi-
nitions for this “U.S. slang”
term: 1a) “A hut, shed; one’s
dwelling, quarters”; 1b)
“Applied to a vehicle”; and
2) “More widely, almost any
matter of present concern;
thing; business; as tired of
the whole shebang.”?
Since the 1990s, the word
has added yet another defi-
nition—one that would have
been unfathomable to Whit-
man and Twain. In Linux
script, the shebang or hash-
bang (“#!”) character com-
bination is currently used
on the very first line of com-
puter coding script to indi-
cate which interpreter can
process the commands in
the digital file.?! This techni-
cal term is probably alien to
most Americans today, who
will instead hearken to the
late-19th-century usage “the
whole shebang,” when refer-
ring to the entirety of some-
thing. Although far from the
soldiers’ shanties immortal-
ized by Whitman, the Civil
War-era usage of shebang
lives on in conversation and
of course in commerce. Itisa
branding tool to sell an array
of spice mixes, hot sauces,
and potato chips market-
ed as “The Whole Shabang
Super-Seasoned Snacks.” @

TRACY L. BARNETT WILL RECEIVE HER
DOCTORATE IN AMERICAN HISTORY
FROM THE UNIVERSITY OF GEORGIA

IN DECEMBER 2024, RIFLES—THEIR
MEANING TO MEN AND THEIR AVAIL-
ABILITY IN 19TH-CENTURY MERICA—ARE
AT THE CENTER OF HER SCHOLARSHIP.
WITH HER FELINE FAMILIAR, SHE LIVES
IN WASHINGTON, D.C.

Crossroads
[CONTINUED FROM PAGE 20]

in “the event of any reverse”
that might befall the Union
army.?

Tactically, however, the
Dyer ridge position had fatal
problems. The clear fields of
fire forward of the proposed
gun line afforded a spectac-
ular view that terminated
in lines of timber. Any Con-
federate attack would need
to pass through those trees
in order to reach Menden-
hall’s guns. But the distance
across the Dyer fields from
the cover of the tree line was
barely 400 yards, which was
not nearly enough to permit
even seasoned Union gun-
ners the time needed to
repulse a determined
enemy assault—at least not
without infantry support to
protect the gun crews.

It is unclear whether
Mendenhall and Critten-
den disagreed at any point
in their planning. Certain-
ly Mendenhall, a young
major, would have found it
politically difficult to raise
any serious objection with
Crittenden, a corps com-
mander. Moreover, time
was of the essence as the
Confederate breakthrough
had unleashed the start of
an unfolding disaster. Both
officers understood the situ-
ation was dire, and with the
decision made, Mendenhall
leapt into action.

Throwing any available
piece and crew into the
line, Mendenhall person-
ally assembled a formida-
ble row of 26 guns. Among
them was Captain Alanson
J. Stevens’ 26th Pennsylva-
nia battery (notably, Ste-
vens was the nephew of the
famous Radical Republican
U.S. Representative Thadde-
us Stevens). As Mendenhall
rode to and fro marshaling
batteries, Crittenden tried
to scrape together whatev-
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