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Teaching with Primary Sources Journal 
Learning Activity – Secondary Level 

        
 

 
A House Divided: The Civil War Homefront 
 

 

View in the “Burnt District,” Richmond, Va., showing two women dressed 
in black approaching shell of four-story building, gutted by fire [1865]. 
Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/96510306 

 
OVERVIEW 
 
Students work in small groups to analyze sets of Civil War-era primary sources, including photographs, 
manuscripts and sheet music. They make inferences about the short-term and long-term consequences of the 
Civil War for those left behind on the homefront based on primary source evidence. Students synthesize and 
express their learning by writing a letter from the perspective of a civilian during the war. 
 
Objectives 
After completing this learning activity, students will be able to: 
• Analyze primary sources in different formats 
• Draw conclusions and support them using evidence from primary sources 
• Synthesize information to create a letter from a civilian’s perspective about life during the Civil War 
 
Time Required 
Two 45-minute class periods  
 
Recommended Grade Range 
7-8 
 
Topic/s 
Civil War, Homefront 
 
Subject/s 
Language Arts/ U.S. History 
 
Standards 
McREL 4th Edition  Standards & Benchmarks 
http://www.mcrel.org/compendium/browse.asp 
 
Language Arts 
Standard 1. (Writing) Uses the general skills and strategies of the writing process  
Standard 2. (Writing) Uses the stylistic and rhetorical aspects of writing  

The Library of Congress  

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/tps/journal/pdf/SecondaryLevelLearningActivity.pdf 

http://www.mcrel.org/compendium/browse.asp
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OVERVIEW (CONT’D) 
 
United States History 
Standard 14. (Era 5—Civil War and Reconstruction (1850-1877)) Understands the course and character 
of the Civil War and its effects on the American people. 
 
Credits 
Adapted from “A House Divided: The Civil War Home Front in Tennessee,” a lesson plan created by 
Rebecca Byrd, New Center Elementary School, Sevier County, Tennessee 
 
 
PREPARATION 
 
Materials 
Have the materials listed below ready before the activity:  
 
• Print one copy per student and prepare to display a digital version, if possible, of the following: 
 

Primary Source Analysis Tool  
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/usingprimarysources/guides.html (print version available online) 
 
View in the "Burnt District," Richmond, Va., showing two women dressed in black approaching 
shell of four-story building, gutted by fire [1865]  
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/96510306/ (see attachment) 

 
• Print a copy of each set of primary sources for each student group (see attachments):  
 

Group A   
Home in Charleston, S.C.  
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/97516592/ 
To the Patriotic Women of Philadelphia  
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.rbc/rbpe.15702500  
Bushwackers in Southern Illinois 
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timelin
e/civilwar/northwar/bushwack.html  
 
Group B 
[Cumberland Landing, Va. Group of "contrabands" at Foller's house] 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/cwp2003000055/PP/ 
Filling cartridges at the United States Arsenal at Watertown, Massachusetts 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/98507937/   
Southern girl, or The Homespun dress 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/diglib/ihas/loc.natlib.ihas.200002584 

 

The Library of Congress  

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/tps/journal/pdf/SecondaryLevelLearningActivity.pdf 

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/usingprimarysources/guides.html
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/96510306/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/97516592/
http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.rbc/rbpe.15702500
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/civilwar/northwar/bushwack.html
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/civilwar/northwar/bushwack.html
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/cwp2003000055/PP/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/98507937/
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/diglib/ihas/loc.natlib.ihas.200002584
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PREPARATION (CONT’D) 
 

Group C 
Refugees leaving the old homestead  
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2011660065/ 
The burning of Columbia, South Carolina, February 17, 1865 / sketched by W. Waud.  
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2003668338/ 
Terrible Tough  
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/diglib/ihas/loc.natlib.ihas.200001313 

 
Group D 
[Military railroad operations in northern Virginia: African American laborers twisting rail]  
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/97502056/  
"Your men bin stealing my hogs"  
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2004660977/ 
The Children of the battlefield [sheet music] 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/diglib/ihas/loc.natlib.ihas.200000401 

 
Group E 
Washington, District of Columbia. Tent life of the 31st Penn. Inf. (later, 82d Penn. Inf.) at 
Queen's farm, vicinity of Fort Slocum 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/cwp2003004782/PP/ 
The starving people of New Orleans fed by the United States military authorities  
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/94507592/    
Life during Confederate days [Georgia] 
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timelin
e/civilwar/southwar/hawkes.html 

 
Group F 
Main Street - Looking West, Chambersburg, Franklin Co., Pa., destroyed by the rebels under 
McCausland, July 30th, 1864  
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2011648002/ 
[Unidentified girl in mourning dress holding framed photograph of her father as a cavalryman 
with sword and Hardee hat]  
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010648759/   
The Neglect of Texas Cattle Herds During the War 
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timelin
e/civilwar/southwar/neglect.html  

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/tps/journal/pdf/SecondaryLevelLearningActivity.pdf 

The Library of Congress  

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2011660065/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2003668338/
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/diglib/ihas/loc.natlib.ihas.200001313
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/97502056/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2004660977/
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/diglib/ihas/loc.natlib.ihas.200000401
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/cwp2003004782/PP/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/94507592/
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/civilwar/southwar/hawkes.html
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/civilwar/southwar/hawkes.html
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2011648002/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010648759/
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/civilwar/southwar/neglect.html
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/civilwar/southwar/neglect.html
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PREPARATION (CONT’D) 
 

• Print multiple copies of each of the following soldier portraits, enough for each student to select a 
portrait (see attachments): 

 
[Edwin Chamberlain of Company G, 11th New Hampshire Infantry Regiment in sergeant's 
uniform with guitar]  
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010647217/   
 [Unidentified African American soldier in Union uniform with a rifle and revolver in front of 
painted backdrop showing weapons and American flag at Benton Barracks, Saint Louis, 
Missouri]  
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010647218/   
[Unidentified soldier in Confederate uniform and forage cap]  
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010650203/   
 [Unidentified young soldier in Confederate uniform and Hardee hat with holstered revolver and 
artillery saber]  
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010650206/   
[Unidentified young sailor in uniform with American flag in front of backdrop showing naval 
scene]  
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010648372/   

 
 

Resources 
Before guiding students through this activity, teachers may wish to review the following: 
 

Teacher’s Guide to Analyzing Primary Sources 
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/usingprimarysources/guides.html 

 
 American Memory Timeline: Civil War and Reconstruction, 1861-1877 

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timelin
e/civilwar/   

 
The Home Front During the Civil War (Article with historical background information) 
Source: The Teaching with Primary Sources program at Middle Tennessee State University 

 http://library.mtsu.edu/tps/Home_Front_During_the_Civil_War.pdf  

The Library of Congress  

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/tps/journal/pdf/SecondaryLevelLearningActivity.pdf 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010647217/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010647218/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010650203/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010650206/
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2010648372/
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/usingprimarysources/guides.html
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/civilwar/
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/civilwar/
http://library.mtsu.edu/tps/Home_Front_During_the_Civil_War.pdf
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PROCEDURE 
 
Day One 
 
1. Share the investigative question (“In what ways did the Civil War affect the lives of civilians?”) with 
the class and discuss students’ responses. Have one or two students record responses on a whiteboard or 
overhead.  
 
2. Explain to students that the purpose of the activity is to investigate the short-term and long-term 
effects of the Civil War on the homefront, both North and South. Explain that analyzing primary sources 
may yield insights about civilians’ Civil War experiences. Distribute the Primary Source Analysis Tool. 
 
3. Demonstrate for students how to complete the Primary Source Analysis Tool, using the photograph, 
‘View in the “Burnt District,” Richmond, Va.’ for a whole-class analysis. Select questions from the 
Teacher’s Guide to Analyzing Primary Sources to guide the discussion. 
 
4. Divide students into small groups, and provide the remainder of class time for students to analyze the 
sources in the primary source set and discuss their conclusions within their groups. Students should 
record their observations, reflections and questions on the Primary Source Analysis Tool. Circulate 
among groups to provide feedback and guide discussions using additional questions selected from the 
Teacher’s Guide to Analyzing Primary Sources. 
 
5. After each group completes an initial analysis of the primary source set, assign a specific focus area 
for the group to consider.* Possible focus areas include the economic, emotional, environmental, 
political, or social effects of the Civil War on civilians. 
  
*Note: encourage students to read the item records online, using the URLs printed in the footer of each 
primary source, for additional background information. 
 
Day Two 
 
6. Invite groups to share their hypotheses about the effects of the Civil War on civilians. Challenge 
students to justify their conclusions using evidence from the primary sources they analyzed. You may 
want to record student responses on a whiteboard, overhead, or butcher paper for later reference. 
Possible questions to discuss include: 

• What were the short-term effects on civilians? What were the long-term effects? 
• How would you feel if you were a civilian living in the South? In the North? 
• What factors might have affected the wartime experiences of civilians? For example, 

physical proximity to fighting, allegiance, social status, race, etc.  
 

The Library of Congress  

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/tps/journal/pdf/SecondaryLevelLearningActivity.pdf 
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PROCEDURE (CONT’D) 
 
7. Display soldier portraits and invite students to select one of greatest personal interest. Ask students to 
write a letter, from the perspective of a family member or friend, to their soldier about life at home 
during the war. Encourage students to use descriptive language and evidence from their primary source 
analyses in their letters. 
 
 
ACTIVITY EXTENSION 
 
--Ask the students to write a diary entry from the perspective of a former slave. Have students prepare to 
write their entries by listening to recordings of interviews available from, Voices from the Days of 
Slavery: Former Slaves Tell Their Stories, http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/collections/voices/. 
 
 
EVALUATION 
 
Evaluate student work by use of evidence from primary source analyses, and use of language arts skills 
and strategies appropriate to the class. 

 

The Library of Congress  

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/tps/journal/pdf/SecondaryLevelLearningActivity.pdf 

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/collections/voices/
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Bushwackers in Southern Illinois 

Mr. L.A. Sherman was interviewed in Hastings, Nebraska, during the 1930s. In the 
following excerpt from that interview, he recalls the dangers posed by bushwackers 
around his home of Quincy, Illinois during the Civil War. 

 

We lived at Quincy, Ill., and during the war Dad had many experiences with 

bushwackers. He always carried a musket when he [went] anywhere with his wagon and 

during the war days the river bottom was full of bushwachers and they would [shoot] a 

man from behind the bushes and rob him. For that reason we had to be constantly on the 

lookout for these miserable bushwackers.  

One night it was dark, a man ran into our house and crawled under the table. Dad wasn't 

home. The man under the table was full of blood. Mother and us kids was scart stiff. Thru 

the window we saw two [men?] ride up. We kids hid under the bed until they drove off. 

They were rebel soldiers. They wanted to catch the Union soldier hiding there. Before 

these men came, this Union man told us the rebels wanted to kill him and had already 

wounded him. He wanted Dad to hid him in his house so rebels wouldn't get him. Dad 

said "Don't worry we'll keep you." He washed him and bandaged his wounds and put him 

to bed after the rebels left. We crawled out from under the bed after the rebels left and 

watched the Union man being taken care of.  

We were afraid the rebels would come back but the [fellows] never came back. Dad and 

brother got their muskets out. Dad watched in front of the house and brother watched in 

back of the house, but no one came back. The next morning the union soldier put his 

uniform in a suitcase. We gave him a suit to put on. He wanted to go to his brother in 

Illinois. So dad took him to the station and he left. Dad came home. We never saw him 

again. After 6 months we got a card from him. He got home. A year later dad got a letter. 

He sent money, a roll of money and thanked dad.
 

       
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/civilwar/northwar/bushwack.html  
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Life During Confederate Days [Georgia]  
 
The following document is an excerpt from American Life Histories, 1936-1940 from Georgia. In it 

Mrs. W.W. Mize describes some of her experiences as a young woman during the war. Her father had 

been a soldier in the Confederate army, was sent home after being wounded, and soon died. 

 
"Well, I was born 87 years ago, June 22, 1852. My father was shot in the arm while in 

action during the first year of the Confederate War. He was sent home later because of 

illness and finally died with typhoid fever. He left ma with six chilluns, three boys and 

three girls. I was the oldest and I had to help ma raise the chilluns, but we worked hard, 

everybody had to work hard then. I have seen people cry and beg for something to eat. 

But I took those chillun and sent them to school, and I made them help me when they got 

home. We did all kinds of field work. Mother and me had to make all our clothes, spin 

the cotton and weave the cloth. Child, we have had to sit at night, spin cotton and weave 

by a light'ood knot for light a many a time. Our salt we got from the smoke house. We 

have had folks to come to our smoke house a many a time and get the dirt and boil it for 

salt. And we didn't have no sugar either. Ma never let the syrup barrel get empty, unless, 

she was cleaning it out to fill it again with fresh syrup. We sweetened pies, cakes and 

coffee and liked it as good as we like sugar today. Yes, sometimes now I make some old 

fashion sweet bread, ginger bread and I like it to this day for coffee. We parched wheat or 

rye. We didn't make enough wheat to have biscuits every day, we just baked biscuits 

twice a week. My mother would never let us cook on Sundays, we had to cook enough 

Saturdays to last till Monday.  

"We was raised to go to church. I allus saw that my brothers and sisters had good enough 

clothes to go. You see my oldest brother was a preacher and a fine Baptist preacher he 

was.  

"My mother's father was a preacher, she had three brothers and one son that was 

preachers. I ain't bragging but my people on both sides were good."

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/civilwar/southwar/hawkes.html 

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/wpaintro/wpahome.html
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The Neglect of Texas Cattle Herds During the War 
 

The following document is an excerpt from American Life Histories, 1936-1940 from Texas. 

 

"My place of birth was Tarrant Co, Texas, west of Fort Worth, on a farm owned by my father, L. J. Edwards. 

The date of my birth is Jan 29, 1851, which makes my age 86.  

"My entire life has been devoted to the cattle indrustry. My father began his career in the cattle business prior 

to the Civil War. He started with a herd of about 500 and adopted 'LED' as his brand.  

"Father entered into an agreement with Calvin Smith, in 1860, that agreement provided that Smith would 

take charge of the herd and receive a precentage of the increase for his pay.  

"Smith drove the herd to the mouth of the Little Wichita River and located a ranch North of Seymour, in 

Baylor Co. That arrangement continued for a period of five years, which covered the duration of the Civil 

War.  

"There was not much sale for cattle after the war began and, also, for a time after the war ceased. Therefore, 

at the end of five years we had a tremendous increase. In spite of strays, Indians and other troubles the 500 

head had increased to about 4000. The Indians helped themselves to our cattle, for use as food, as they 

desired to. We found cattle with our brand as far South as Tarrant Co. It is difficult to estimate the number of 

cattle we would have had, if none got away.  

"At the conclusion of the five period with Smith, father turned over to me 1,000 head of cattle and I began 

my career in the cattle industry, and since that time I have never been out of it. I have had herds that 

numbered 50,000. In fact, there were times that I did [not] know how many cattle were carrying my brand. . .  

"Cattle rustling became a business with many men after the close of the Civil War and the cattlemen were 

partly at fault for developing the [practic?]. It started with paying the waddies bonus for branding mavericks.  

"During the Civil War many of the herds were neglected, due to the scarcity of help and because of the poor 

market. Many ranchers considered it a waste of money to roundup and brand calves. In a few years were 

produced thousands of cattle, in the Southwest, which were running the range with no brand.  

"It was impossible to determine the owner of the mavericks and one person had as much right to the animals 

as another. For a time no one gave any attention to the mavericks."

http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/civilwar/southwar/neglect.html 
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