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Grade:  7-12 
Objectives: Students will be able to imagine what it must have been like for the boys who fought in the civil war and the difficulties they faced.  Students will understand how the drum was used in combat and why it was not used again in warfare.  

Standards: NCSS History 1, 5, 6, 7; National History Standards Era 5 #2 and #3

Procedures: 

1. Have students read Jim Murphy’s The Boys’ War: Confederate and Union Soldiers Talk About the Civil War (1993), a great primary source using letters and journal entries from some of the boys who fought in the Civil War. This is an excellent book to use after students have a background of the Civil War.  

2. Make overheads of the six pages of notes attached as you read and answer the questions attached.  

The Boys’ War – Page 1

16 and under

Enlistment and record keeping was sloppy and non existent

10-20% of soldiers underage
250,000-420,000 boys fought in the Civil War

Political and Social Reasons for War Numerous
Fought over states rights

Slavery

1. Many in north thought it was evil and should be abolished.

2. Some in north would accept if slavery would stay in the south and phase out.

3. Slavery was vital to the southern economy and they wanted to introduce it to the west.

4. North and south had been arguing over this for 50 years.

Neither side expected to turn to fighting; they had expected a compromise.
War broke out and was like a pressure-release valve – something would now be done.

Both sides enthusiastic to enlist – see p. 8.

The Boys’ War – Page 2

North – stronger at start

They had an industrial base 

It took a year to get supplies

16,000 troops

Good number of cannons and rifles – many dated to Revolutionary war

Early, many marched in street clothes and used wooden guns and swords and even cornstalks for training.

South – Power in Cotton, not manufacturing, had to furnish own clothes

Both had a variety of uniforms, which led to vital mistakes . They had to mass produce uniforms fitting the average man. This made many of the uniforms too big for the boys.

They had daily marching drills.

Southern army is more disciplined and more relaxed at the same time– see p. 21

Older soldiers and younger soldiers did not always get along – see p. 22

The Boys’ War – Page 3

Common soldiers did not realize commanders for both sides were in a large-scale chess match in which they were the pieces.

1st two commanders for the Union – North

Lieutenant General Winfield Scott

Major General George McClellan – 

Defensive Plan – hoped South would lose energy and give up quest for independence

Confederate – South Commander –Robert E. Lee 

Offensive plan – knew Union outnumbered his army 2 to 1, so South would make small and fast strikes. Hoped North would abandon the war effort.

Boys became homesick – read p. 29

Read Drumbeats and Bullets – Read p. 39-43

After 1st year there was a massive enlistment, which would be 3 years in both South and North.

Union 


2,898,304 would serve

Confederate 
1,500,000 would serve

Officers became officers through political favoritism, able to sign recruits, popular, or easygoing.

The Boys’ War – Page 4
Union weeded out weak officers, set up military boards to examine officers and set standards.

South had better officers since 7 out of the 8 military schools in 1860 were in the South.

Neither side solved how to supply troops with enough food.

An army of 10,000 soldiers required 2,500 supply wagons and 35,000 horses and mules.

Men and horses would consume 600 tons of supplies each day.

What they ate –see page 48

Food was written about the most in journals as being so disappointing.

Camping Life - read p. 55 & 56

Camp life created a bond among soldiers.

They slept, read, played checkers, wrote letters home, searched for food, gathered in small groups, gambled, played cards, and raced.

Ministers and Priests often went through camp urging religious revival.

Boys changed greatly who fought in the Civil War.  Read p. 67

The Boys’ War – Page 5

In the first year 7,000 troops were killed.  In the next two months, 10,000 troops were killed.

In the end over 620,000 troops died (360,000 for the union and 260,000 for the confederacy).

More deaths in the Civil War than all other wars America has fought in combined.

Battle of Gettysburg

Over 7,000 men would die and 44,000 were wounded or missing in action.

See page 72.

Soldiers’ biggest fear was being killed and not having bodies properly identified.

Many had to get blankets and clothes from dead men.

Two Prison Camps

Worst Union Camp in Elmira, New York- 9,600 prisoners in 40-acre enclosure

Southern - at Andersonville, Georgia

16-acre stockade camp that held 10,000 prisoners

The Boys’ War – Page 6

Prison camp conditions p 83-85

Weapons used in the Civil War had ten times the killing power of those used in the Revolutionary War.

Doctoring still in infancy.

Morphine and Chloroform used to ease pain, also used were whiskey and bourbon and iron pokers to stop bleeding.

Most soldiers saw doctors as useless mutilators because many died anyway after being treated – read p. 89.

More Civil War soldiers died of sickness and disease than in battle, and sanitation was terrible.  

Dysentery and diarrhea were the most common diseases.  Soldiers also got malaria, pneumonia, bronchitis, and scurvy.  Measles were a problem for boys.

Read p. 100

The Boys’ War Questions
Name______________________________

Date___________

1. How many boys under 16 is it estimated fought in the civil war?

2. Why were neither sides prepared to fight in the civil war?

3. Why was the North stronger at the start?

4. Why did each side decide quickly to make uniforms?

5. What was the war plan for the north?

6. What did the south hope for?

7. Explain the role of the drum in the civil war.

8. Why did the south get better officers?

9. What was soldiers’ biggest fear?

10. Describe conditions in the prison camps.

11. What was used to ease pain if a soldier was injured?

12. What did most soldiers die of?

13. Explain what you think it would have been like to be a boy in the civil war.  How do you think it changed the lives of these boys?

Resources:

The Boys’ War: Confederate and Union Soldiers Talk About the Civil War by Jim Murphy

The Civil War for Kids: A history with 21 Activities by Janis Herbert

Eyewitness to the Civil War: The Complete History From Secession to Reconstruction (National Geographic) by Neil Kagan and Stephen G. Hyslop

Extensions:

1. Use Eyewitness to Civil War and analyze pictures, maps, and more at the National Archives, http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/  

2. You could also use this book to make a complete timeline in class of the civil war.  

3.  The Civil War for Kids book has ideas such as marching drills, making a coffee can drum which would extend the role of the boys in the civil war, a rebel yell contest, homemade hardtack, and more.
Teacher Background:

Karl Walling, “Teaching Military History: The Civil War as Case Study,” available as video and essay at http://www.fpri.org/education/americacivilwarera/.
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