Origin of the Term “First Shirt” or “Shirt”

(The following information was taken from an unofficial first sergeant web site)

1. I was told many years ago by my dad (Army FSgt), its an old cavalry name, circa 1850-1860s, the young troops called the First Sergeant the First Shirt because when forts received the shipments of uniforms the “top” had the honor of getting first dibbs.  Hence, he became known as the “First Shirt” and has over the years been shortened to “Shirt”

2. Back in the days of yore, when first sergeants had the responsibility for latrines and camp sanitation, it was not uncommon to see a group of enlisted troops digging ditches.  Of course they were supervised by the First Sergeant.

It was a hot and dirty job so the First Sergeant gave his troops permission to remove their shirts while performing details.

An officer came by and asked some of the troops who was in charge.  Their response was the First Sergeant.  The officer asked who that might be.  He was directed to walk down the line of ditch diggers and speak to the man who was still wearing the shirt (First sergeants never remove their shirts, nor do they use umbrellas) Yeah…they told him to talk to the first shirt he sees.

3. Up until the first couple of years of the 1940’s the pay scale was inverted.  In other words you entered the Air Corps as an E-7 and worked your way up to E-1.  The E-1 in the unit was referred to as the First Sergeant, hence the E-1 of the unit.


