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Crossroads of Conflict: Contested Visions of Freedom and the Missouri & Kansas Border Wars

11th Grade AP US History

THE CIVIL WAR IN SONG: JOHN BROWN’S BODY

Introduction
Julia Ward Howe penned some lesser known lyrics to her 1861-62 Battle Hymn of the Republic.  As the story goes, Howe first heard similar lyrics being sung during a public review of Union troops in the fall of 1861.  While the original “John Brown” of song was likely a Scottish volunteer to the Massachusetts Volunteer militia, Howe wrote her own lyrics memorializing abolitionist John Brown.  As the Civil War became more and more about the abolition of slavery, the song also grew in popularity with Union troops.
John Brown’s Body by Julia Ward Howe, 1861

Old John Brown's body lies a-mouldering in the grave,

While weep the sons of bondage whom he ventured all to save;

But though he lost his life in struggling for the slave,

His truth is marching on.

Chorus:

Glory, Glory, Hallelujah!

His truth is marching on!

John Brown was a hero, undaunted, true and brave;

Kansas knew his valor when he fought her rights to save;

And now though the grass grows green above his grave,

His truth is marching on. 

Chorus

He captured Harpers Ferry with his nineteen men so few,

And he frightened "Old Virginny" till she trembled through and through,

They hung him for a traitor, themselves a traitor crew,

But his truth is marching on. 

Chorus

John Brown was John the Baptist for the Christ we are to see,

Christ who of the bondsman shall the Liberator be;

And soon throughout the sunny South the slaves shall all be free.

For his truth is marching on. 

Chorus

The conflict that he heralded, he looks from heaven to view,

On the army of the Union with its flag, red, white, and blue,

And heaven shall ring with anthems o'er the deeds they mean to do,

For his truth is marching on. 

Chorus

Oh, soldiers of freedom, then strike while strike you may

The deathblow of oppression in a better time and way;

For the dawn of old John Brown was brightened into day,

And his truth is marching on. 

Chorus

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/brown/sfeature/song.html
Learning Outcomes/Essential Questions
1. What was the cause of the Civil War?
2. How did events like Harper’s Ferry come to symbolize the growing rift between the states?
Learning Activities/Questions
1. What was it about John Brown and the Raid on Harper’s Ferry that attracted national attention?

2. Why do you think Julia Ward Howe chose the abolitionist John Brown to write a song about?  Why do you think the song became so popular?  Was it the tune or the lyrics that people really latched onto?

3. Was John Brown a hero?

4. How did John Brown’s methods compare with other abolitionists of the era?  

5. Compare John Brown with a modern or historical figure?  How are they alike?  Different?
