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Lesson 11
Anonymous Patriots:

Songs of the Revolution

Objectives
• To become acquainted with the lyrics and

emotions in songs written during the
American Revolution

• To examine the structure and figurative
language of the verses

Notes to the Teacher
Early American literature lacks a wealth of

poetry, and what is found is often too difficult
for some students; therefore, a look at the
verses forming patriotic songs is a refreshingly
simple approach to reinforcing imagery and
figurative language. The selections “Yankee
Doodle” and “Revolutionary Tea,” found on
Handouts 16 and 17, served as a rationale for
the Boston Tea Party. Both selections and
others are found in The Annals of America, vol.
2, 1755–1783. A more extensive bibliography
of reference material and sources occurs at
the end of this lesson.

Usually of unknown authorship, the songs
were read or sung by the common people and
soldiers and were disseminated by memoriza-
tion, newspapers, or by a broadside (a sheet
of paper printed only on one side so that it
could be hung like a poster). Because the
songs were sung to the music of the fife and
drum, the inclusion of two fifers and drum-
mers became mandatory in the militia units
of the Continental Army. Drummers were dis-
tinguished by the white lace and black feathers
on their hats; fifers wore black feathers and
red cockades over the hat button. If a third
drummer was included, usually in companies
of one hundred men or more, he was dressed
as a grenadier in a blue coat with scarlet
jacket and cap, white breeches, and stock-
ings. Although of limited literary value, the
songs portray the spirit of the American pa-
triot. Such songs have traditionally appeared
during times of war, for example, “Tipperary,”
“Over There,” and “Where Have All the Flow-
ers Gone?”

“Yankee Doodle,” the first selection, has a
controversial history. It is generally acknowl-
edged that the lyrics were written by Dr. Richard
Shuckburgh in 1755 to poke fun at the Ameri-
cans who had left the colonies to help England
fight the French. Later, when British Brigadier
Lord Perry was sent to the colonies after the
Lexington-Concord fiasco, Perry’s troops mocked
the rebels with the tune. Applying reverse
psychology, the patriots played the melody as
the Redcoats retreated, to the point that hear-
ing the tune became an embarrassment to the
British. Since numerous people changed the
lyrics to fit the situation, the original words
are unknown. The song might be classified as
a ballad and could be introduced to the stu-
dents as one.

“Revolutionary Tea” probably appeared as
a broadside and illustrates the fervor with
which the Boston patriots resented the Tea
Act of 1773.

Additional songs to consider with this les-
son are “Hail, Columbia” by Timothy Dwight,
“The Battle of the Keys” by Philip Freneau, and
“Johnny Has Gone for a Soldier,” a poignant
lament by an unknown author, perhaps a
woman.

Procedure
1. If possible, introduce this lesson with a

recording of “Yankee Doodle” or ask one of
the students to sing it. The words will be
different from those on Handout 16. (See
bibliography for record album titles.)

2. Bring to class a print of the painting The
Spirit of ’76 by Archibald Willard. It is readily
available in history textbooks. The picture
depicts a fifer, drummer, and flag bearer.

3. Using the information in Notes to the
Teacher, give historical background on the
songs and musicians and define terms.

4. Distribute Handout 16 and have students
read the poem silently; then have a volun-
teer read aloud.
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5. Have students answer the questions. Then
lead a discussion based on the answers.

Suggested Responses:

1. American; young boy

2. Captain Washington, have been a mil-
lion (exaggeration), comparisons are
always made with Father’s, folks, scam-
pered home to mother

3. large, leader apparent, ammunition avail-
able, positive atmosphere

4. a. Yes: The first and third, and the
second and fourth lines rhyme in a
sing-song pattern.

b. refrain

c. Doodle Dandy, slapping stallion, red
ribbons

5. a. British mush made of flour or oatmeal

b. contemptuous name the British used
for a New Englander

c. dope, half-wit, fool

d. container made by hollowing out a
horn and used to carry gunpowder

e. a small barrel, usually holding less
than ten gallons

f. a small, shrill musical instrument like
a flute; used for marching music with
a drum

g. an excess of disorder; confusion

6. a. be clever, cute

b. smart looking stallion

c. hunting gun

d. great deal louder

7. ballad

6. Distribute Handout 17 and ask students
to complete it.

Suggested Responses:

1. a sheet of paper printed only on one
side so that it could be hung like a poster

2. Britain; colonies; British officials

3. old, wealthy, domineering, stubborn,
tyrannical

4. no irregular rhyme scheme; some forced
irregular lengths of the lines

5. There is a refrain, but the words change
to fit the stanza they conclude.

6. She will use physical force to get her
way.

7. Boston Tea Party (Note: Because the
British East India Company was hav-
ing financial problems in 1773,
Parliament took it over and gave it the
monopoly to sell tea to America, tempt-
ing the buyer with a lower rate. At the
“Party” 342 chests were dumped by
150 colonists disguised as Mohawk In-
dians. At today’s prices, the “dunked
tea” would be valued at over $100,000.
Colonists’ reactions to the destruction
and demonstration of rebellion were
mixed.)

8. Dialogue makes it more personal and
adds the humorous touch of “talking back
to your mother.”

9. alliteration

Suggested References
Camus, Raoul F. Military Music of the Ameri-

can Revolution. Chapel Hill, N.C.:
University of North Carolina Press, 1966.

Colonial Williamsburg Presents the Fifes and
Drums and the Band of Musick.
Williamsburg, Va.: Colonial Williams-
burg Foundation, 1970. LCCN
76761894. Sound recording.

Moore, Frank. Songs and Ballads of the
American Revolution. New York: The New
York Times & Arco Press, 1969.

The Spirit of ’76/Ruffles and Flourishes.
Eastman Wind Ensemble, conducted
by Frederick Fennel. Uni/Mercury Clas-
sics 434 386-2. Compact sound disc.

Winstock, Lewis. Songs and Music of the
Redcoats. Harrisburg, Pa.: Stackpole
Books, 1970.
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Song of the Revolution

Directions: Read the following Revolutionary War song and answer the questions that follow.

Yankee Doodle

Father and I went down to camp
Along with Captain Gooding,
And there we saw the men and boys
As thick as hasty pudding.

Chorus
Yankee Doodle keep it up
Yankee Doodle Dandy,
Mind the music and the step,
And with the girls be handy.

There was Captain Washington
Upon a slapping stallion
A-giving orders to his men—
There must have been a million.

Then I saw a swamping gun
As large as logs of maple
Upon a very little cart,
A load for Father’s cattle.

Every time they shot it off
It took a horn of powder
And made a noise like father’s gun
Only a nation louder.

There I saw a wooden keg
With heads made out of leather;
They knocked upon it with some sticks
To call the folks together.

Then they’d fife away like fun
And play on cornstalk fiddles,
And some had ribbons red as blood
All bound around their middles.

I can’t tell you all I saw—
They kept up such a smother
I took my hat off, made a bow,
And scampered home to mother.

1. Do you think the song is written from the British or American point of view? Who is speaking?

2. What words support your opinion?

3. How do you visualize the campsite?

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

American Literature 1 Name __________________________
Lesson 11
Handout 16 (page 1) Date ___________________________
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4. Since each colony and often each singer changed the lyrics at whim, the melody and words
had to be easily remembered.

a. Is there a definite rhyme scheme?

b. What poetry term could be used to replace “chorus”?

c. Find examples of alliteration.

5. Look up the meanings of these words. Be certain the meanings fit the context.

a. hasty pudding

b. Yankee

c. doodle

d. horn

e. keg

f. fife

g. smother

6. Some of the words could be “colonial slang”; substitute words for these phrases.

a. girls be handy

b. slapping stallion

c. swamping gun

d. nation louder

7. “Yankee Doodle,” a story written in verse, was obviously meant to be sung. It might be
appropriately labelled a___________________________________________________________________ .

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

American Literature 1 Name __________________________
Lesson 11
Handout 16 (page 2) Date ___________________________
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Song of the Revolution

Directions: Read the following broadside and answer the questions.

Revolutionary Tea

There was an old lady lived over the sea
And she was an Island Queen;
Her daughter lived off in a new country,
With an ocean of water between.
The old lady’s pockets were full of gold,
But never contented was she,
So she called on her daughter to pay her

a tax
Of three pence a pound on her tea,
Of three pence a pound on her tea.

“Now mother, dear mother,” the
daughter replied,

“I shan’t do the thing that you ax;
I’m willing to pay a fair price for the tea,
But never the three penny tax.”
“You shall,” quoth the mother, and

reddened with rage,
“For you’re my own daughter, you see,
And sure ’tis proper the daughter

should pay
Her mother a tax on her tea,
Her mother a tax on her tea.”

And so the old lady her servant called up,
And packed off a budget of tea;
And eager for three pence a pound, she

put in
Enough for a large family.
She ordered her servants to bring home

the tax,
Declaring her child should obey,
Or old as she was, and almost woman

grown,
She’d half whip her life away,
She’d half whip her life away.

The tea was conveyed to the daughter’s
door,

All down by the ocean’s side;
And the bouncing girl poured out every

pound
In the dark and boiling tide.
And then she called out to the Island

Queen,
“Oh, mother, dear mother,” quoth she,
“Your tea you may have when ’tis

steeped enough,
But never a tax from me,
But never a tax from me.”

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

American Literature 1 Name __________________________
Lesson 11
Handout 17 (page 1) Date ___________________________
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1. What is a broadside?

2. Who was the Island Queen? her daughter? her servant?

3. What image do you see of England?

4. Is there a rhyme scheme? How can you tell?

5. Is there a refrain? Is it consistently worded?

6. What does the Island Queen threaten in the third stanza if the tax isn’t paid?

7. What historical event does he fourth stanza depict?

8. What does the use of dialogue do for the song?

9. “Reddened with rage” and “daughter’s door” are examples of what poetic sound device?

10. Why do you think the colonists liked this broadside?

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.

American Literature 1 Name __________________________
Lesson 11
Handout 17 (page 2) Date ___________________________


