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‘Right Nice Little House(s]

Winter Camp Architecture of the American Civil War

DEAN E. NELSON
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from both sides of Mason’s and Dixon’s Line left family, home, and work to
answer sectionalism’s urgent call to arms. Raising mass armies during the Civil
Wiar generated an unprecedented demand for temporary housing, the greatest
ever to occur in the United States prior to the First World War a half century
later, when even larger armies were formed. Organizational responsibilities for
the procurement, erection, and maintenance of military buildings were jointly
shared by Union and Confederate quartermaster departments and engineer
corps. As was their wont, both military establishments published regulations
and manuals, regulating all aspects of soldierly regimen, from musketry and
proper officer conduct to the minutiae of filling out government forms. It is
curious then, that they failed to develop and promulgate plans and specifica-
tions for housing soldiers in the field. As a result, soldiers had little option but
to rely on individual and collective ingenuities in providing shelter as a winter
brought the seasonal halt to active campaigning. Most winter camp construc-
tion began by carly November, but some regiments did not start work until late
January or early February. Borrowing freely from familiar vernacular building
practices, they developed several general forms of temporary winter housing,
varying widely in detail, with remarkable sheltering qualities well adapted to the
particular circumstances confronting impermanent camps.

Official regulations prescribed for all service branches the manner in which
camps were to be laid out, reflecting the army’s insistence on uniformity, order,
and hierarchy. A plot of relatively flat land, serving as the regimental drill and
parade ground, provided camp orientation. Ten parallel company streets, lined
with tents or huts, led off the parade ground. At the opposite end was a line of
company kitchen sheds, one per company. Behind the kitchens were separate
rows of quarters for noncommissioned officers, company grade officers, and
then the staff officers. Trash pits and latrines, known as “sinks,” lay outside a



camp perimeter (Babcock 1922:27-28; Billings 1887:45). Encampments near
Washington, better constructed and frequently occupied throughout the war,
often featured huge evergreen archways defining entrances to company streets
as a mark of martial esprit-de-corps to curious civilians who flocked to see what
soldiering was all about. Such garnishments, however, lost favor in camps closer
to actual war.

In theory, this was the plan of encampment for a regiment. Vagaries of to-
pography often precluded arranging military housing in this ideal form. Much
of the southern countryside occupied by wintering armies was interrupted by
gullies and ridges that determined the actual camp configuration. Lieutenant
ture of his regiment’s camp at Falmouth, Virginia, in the winter of 1862-63:
“The ends of the company . . . streets, are widest down near the brook, the
narrower where they rise upon the slope, though on the whole quite irregular,
and thrown upon the curve of the slope something like the ribs of a huge fan
... there can be on this campground neither order or regularity” (Thompson
1888:89, 94). According to another Army of the Potomac historian of soldier
life, winter cantonments were generally established with a “go-as-you please
arrangement” (Billings 1887:45).

Union soldiers were each issued standard field equipment that included a
woolen blanket, a rubberized or painted muslin blanket or poncho, and a can-
vas sheler half. It was general practice for soldiers to pair off and share sleeping
equipment, in effect doubling their potential for warmth. If the weather was
mild, the men did not bother to set up shelter tents each night. Instead, they
first laid one rubber blanket and tent half on the ground to ward off damp-
ness. Next, the pair would lie on the ground cloths, covering themselves with
their two woolen blankets and topping all with the second rubber blanket and
remaining tent half. Layers of wool, rubber, and tenting held body heat fairly
well. If rain threatened, they buttoned together the shelter halves and stretched
the canvas over tent poles fashioned from saplings. On occasion, infantrymen
affixed their bayonets to their muskets and stuck these impromptu tent poles
vertically into the ground if there was no anticipation of a night alarm. One
veteran recalled, “A guy rope ... was stretched berween the trigger-guards of the
muskets . . . the tent was pitched in a twinkling” (Billings 1887:53). Tent pins
secured the two-man-tent corners to the ground.

Private Richard Cullen, an eighteen-year-old marble cutter from Assabet,
Massachusetts, in the 32nd Massachusetts Volunteers included a detailed
sketch of his portable quarters made of cotton drilling in a letter to a loved
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one at home, requesting of his correspondent: “Tell me what you think of this
house tolive in” (Cullen 1862). Under the best of circumstances, the shelter tent,
also called a “dog” tent, afforded only minimal protection to its inhabitants. It
measured a mere five feet long and was hardly a bastion against the rain, sleet, or
snow. A Massachusetts artilleryman wrote after the war: “Just why it is called the
shelter tent I cannot say unless on the principle stated by the Reverend George
Ellis for calling the pond on Boston Common a frog pond, namely because there
are no frogs there”(Billings 1887:28). Some soldiers preferred a solitary sleeping
arrangement. With the caption: “Here is a picture of the little house that I live
in” (Walkeley 1863), a Connecticut soldier illustrated for his son a one-man,
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posts set vertically into the ground. His single shelter half was tied over sapling
rafter pairs to form a tent.cloth gable roof for his abode.

A more advanced form of military tent, the “wedge” tent or wall tent, of-
fered several advantages over the shelter tent. It was larger, one-piece, and had
closed ends. Soldiers further adapted the wedge tent for use as winter quarters by
pitching it on a low platform of boards that formed a floor and removed the oc-
cupants from direct contact with the earth. In addition, the interior walls of the
tent were often sheathed with lumber to impart greater rigidity and increased
resistance to chilling winds and rain. A Delaware officer described the process,
writing in December 1863, from his camp near Alexandria, Virginia:

I first only put a board floor in my tent and after trying that for a time,
concluded to stockade, which is done in the following way. On the inside
of a wall tent we put up four sides of boarding 3% feet height and in the
front we board up to the peak and put in a door and in the door a 4 light
window, swung on hinges so as to be able to ventilate as much as we wish.
This gives us four walls and one gable of tent and board and the double of
roof canvas which makes it as warm as heart could wish. (Lammott 1863)



