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Drum Beats of the Drummer Boys

Grade Level
•

4-8

Timeframe
•

1-2 hours

Materials
•
•

Computer with Internet access
Paper and pencil

Key Words
•
•

Drummer Boy
Civil War

Activity Summary
•

This lesson focuses on the use
of drummer boys during the
Civil War.

Learning Objectives
To understand that during the Civil
War, males of all ages went to war.

National Standards:

Background Information
Can you imagine yourself on a real battlefield? Many historians believe that as
many as 420,000 Civil War soldiers were under the age of 18. Today, we could
never even comprehend the idea of a young boy at the age of 10 going off to
war. But during the Civil War, that’s exactly what often happened. Many of these
boys, because they were too young to fight, became drummer boys.
One such boy was Johnny Clem. Johnny was only nine years old when he ran
away from home and joined the 22nd Michigan Infantry. At 11, he found himself in
the Battle of Shiloh. During the battle, his drum was smashed and Johnny
grabbed a musket. When an enemy officer charged him, he shot and killed the
officer. Johnny’s story inspired a popular play The Drummer Boy of Shiloh by
Samuel Muscraft. Johnny served in the Army until 1915, obtained the rank of
Brigadier General, and is buried in Arlington National Cemetery.
It is often thought that the only task of a drummer boy was to beat cadence for
the soldiers marching. That was just a very small part of a drummer boy’s day!
He had many responsibilities and his main job was to be the communicator for
his unit. He established communications and kept order among the units in the
field. The drummer would use one of many drum calls for everything from
assembling the troops to march, to gather officers for strategy meetings, to
sounding retreat while under enemy fire.

History K-4: 1A, 4C, 6A, and 8C
History 5-12: 2B
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Background Continued
Drummers remained near a high-ranking officer to play the drum calls that would relay the officer’s orders. The drummer
was often awakened at all hours of the night to drum the call. Frequently, he would not be able to go back to sleep,
because once the men were assembled and deployed, the drummers would lay down their drums and act as runners
between outposts, carry stretchers or do whatever was necessary to help the unit.
Many tales of heroism have been told about these young drummer boys. Many of them lived a long and fruitful life and
lived to tell generations their stories and about their contributions to the war efforts.

Activity
1. Research types of drum calls used by drummer boys in the Army
during the Civil War.
2. Create your own drum signals to lead fighting forces into and through
a battle. Include signals for forward, halt, move to the left, move to the
right, fire, cease-fire, retreat, and any other actions that might require
a drum signal.
3. Share and compare your drum signals with your classmates.
4. Research Civil War drummer boys and tell one of their stories. Be
creative. Create a play, a song, a short story, poem, a video,
PowerPoint, blog, picture, or use other medium to tell his story.

Discussion
1. Today, our society would never allow a child so young to go to war.
Conduct research to discover the reasons why drummer boys went to
war. Would you have allowed your child to go to war at 10 in 1861?
Why or why not? Debate with your classmates.
2. What role did women and young girls play during the Civil War?
3. What role did African Americans have in the Civil War?

Vocabulary

Johnny Clem, 1863, Civil War
Drummer Boy

CADENCE- Rhythmic sequence or flow of sounds; the
measured beat or movement in marching

DRUMMER BOY- A young boy recruited as a military
drummer for use on the battlefield. He would play the drum
calls as new orders were issued. The drummer boy also
helped as needed.

CIVIL WAR – A war between political factions or regions
within the same country. The American Civil War was a
war between U.S. northern states (known as the Union)
and the southern states (known as the Confederacy).

RETREAT – Withdrawal of troops to a more favorable
position to escape the enemy’s superior forces or after a
defeat
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