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Introduction 

 The American Civil War that lasted from 1861 to 1865 was an enormous event 
that influenced dozens of aspects of American history. On of the main factors leading 
up to the war between the states were tensions over the expansion of slavery into 
newly acquired western territories.  This factor, coupled with the fact that newly 
elected Abraham Lincoln and the Republican Party felt that slavery was a national evil 
that was being perpetuated by the powerful minority of southern plantation owners in 
control of the government.  Southerners were worried about the decline of their politi-
cal power as a result of the rapid expansion of the northern economy.  The back-
ground of the Civil War can be summed up by mounting tensions between two ex-
traordinarily different regions of the country finally coming to a head.  
  The Civil War Was an enormous undertaking for the United States.  This is evi-
denced in that observation that over 10 % of the country’s population (about 3 million 
people) were directly involved in the fighting. One of the reasons that the war between 
the states has left people fascinated with it to this day is because it was the only war 
fought on American soil between Americans.  The American Civil War divided the 
country as a political state, but also divided families and friends.  In fact, many of the 
generals in the  Confederacy had attended the Army's officer training academy at 
West Point with Union generals as their classmates.  Similarly, many officers who had 
fought together in the Mexican American War of the 1840’s were on opposing sides of 
the battle field and enemies just 20 years later.   
 While the fighting was very intense, especially in battles like Antietam and Ma-
nassas, a large majority of the over 620,000 killed in the Civil War died from disease 
and from infection to their wounds, not necessarily from the injuries that they sus-
tained in combat.  The number of soldiers killed during the fighting of the Civil War ex-
ceeded the total number of causalities in the American Revolution, the War of 1812, 
and World War I combined.   
 The goal of this loan kit is to inform students what it was like for soldiers in the 
field and the hardships that they faced on a daily basis giving them a glimpse into the 
everyday life of the common soldier, who were the main actors in this conflict. 
 
 



4  

The Care of School Resource Kits 
 
Each School Resource Kit is comprised of authentic, historic artifacts and modern reproductions.  
Nevertheless, every item in a kit is meant to be handled or touched, unless it is sealed in plastic.   
 
There are a few “rules-of-thumb” when it comes to using and caring for a School Resource Kit.   
 
Allow people to touch the objects and pass them around, but remind them that some items are deli-
cate and may break if they are not careful. 

 
If an item is in plastic, please leave it in the plastic.  But let students pass the plastic package around 
to closely inspect the item. 
 
There are some items in certain kits that may be considered weapons in your school; be aware of 
your school’s policy regarding weapons and take appropriate action (i.e. inform the principal, leave it 
at home). 
 
Remind students that these items have been specially chosen for “hands on.”  In any museum, 
items on display should never be touched unless a museum staff member invites you to touch them. 
 
If an item is damaged, please gather all the pieces into a plastic bag and return it with the kit. 
 
If you find an item is missing or is damaged, please inform the museum’s student staff when you re-
turn the kit. 
 
Why do we ask you not to touch?  The oils, dirt and moisture from your fingertips can stain textiles 
and etch metals, permanently changing them.  One touch may not seem like much, but hundreds of 
touches in a year can wear a hole in a cotton dress or a notch in a wooden axe handle. 
 
Ask students to look closely at the materials used to make these historic objects; look at their colors 
and decorations; feel how light or heavy they are; are they made by hand or machine; would they 
have been used by adults or children, women or men?  How would these things be made today?  
Would we even have use of these items today? 
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Michigan Educational Standards 

Strand I 
Historical Perspective 
Standard I.1 
Time and Chronology 
All students will sequence chronologically the following eras of American history and key events 
within these eras in order to examine relationships and to explain cause and effect: The Meeting of 
Three Worlds (beginnings to 1620); Colonization and Settlement (1585-1763); Revolution and the 
New Nation (1754-1815); Expansion and Reform (1801-1861); and Civil War and Reconstruction 
(1850-1877); The Development of the Industrial United States (1870-1900); The Emergence of Mod-
ern America (1890-1930); The Great Depression and World War II (1929-1945); Post War United 
States (1945-1970); and Contemporary United States (1968-present). 
Benchmark SOC.I.1.EE.3  
Distinguish among the past, the present and the future. 
Standard I.2 
Comprehending the Past 
All students will understand narratives about major eras of American and world history by identifying 
the people involved, describing the setting, and sequencing the events. 

 

Strand II 
Geographic Perspective 
Standard II.1 
Diversity of People, Places, and Cultures 
All students will describe, compare, and explain the locations and characteristics of places, cultures, 
and settlements. 
Standard II.2 
Human/Environment Interaction 
All students will describe, compare, and explain the locations and characteristics of ecosystems, re-
sources, human adaptation, environmental impact, and the interrelationships among them. 
Benchmark SOC.II.2.EE.1  
Describe how people use the environment to meet human needs and wants. 
Benchmark SOC.II.2.EE.2  
Describe the ways in which their environment has been changed by people, and the ways their lives 
are affected by the environment. 
Benchmark SOC.II.2.LE.2  
Describe the location, use, and importance of different kinds of resources and explain how they are 
created and the consequences of their use. 
Benchmark SOC.II.2.LE.3  
Describe the major physical patterns, ecosystems, resources, and land uses of the state, region, 
and country and explain the processes that created them. 
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Civil War in Michigan 
� �

Although no battles took place with in the boundaries of Michigan, our state 
was by no means left out of the Civil War.  In the years proceeding the con-
flict the state militia had shrunk to around 1,000 members.  However, when 
war with the South broke out in April of 1861, Michigan was quick to answer 
the call.  Michigan provided its full requirement to the Union army providing 
twenty-eight companies of militia very quickly.  In fact, so many volunteered 
that some were turned away and forced to join the militias of other states.   
Michiganders volunteered from all walks of life.  People came from schools, 
businesses, farms and everyplace in between to fight for Michigan and the 
preservation of the Union.   
 By the time the war was over Michigan had given the Union Army 
90,000 men with 85,000 of them being volunteers.  These volunteers 
formed 30 infantry, and 11 Calvary regiments.  Interestingly,  Michigan's Cal-
vary regiments were so revered in the Union Army that our state was al-
lowed a larger portion of Calvary members than others.  Infantrymen from 
Michigan were very well respected on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line, 
and within the Union Army Michiganders were held in so much esteem that 
they were commissioned with the task to capture the President of the Con-
federate States of America, Jefferson Davis; a task they completed in June 
of 1865. 
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Artifacts- 
What They Wore 

Federal Forage Cap (a.k.a. bummer) (E90.20)- Even though these caps were made of 
wool and were most effective in the winter time, they were required uniform in the 
summer as well.  Use of this style of head gear was common before 1864, and was 
typically worn by enlisted men.  Each soldier was given one when they enlisted, how-
ever if they wanted a new one it would cost them $.65.  This does not seem like much 
but keep in mind that the average soldier earned about $13.00 a month. 

Sack Coat (E88.58):   Union regulations called for 
coats and hats of dark blue flannel and trousers of sky
-blue kersey.  Confederate regulations specified grey 
as the color for coats and hats and sky-blue for trou-
sers, but grey pants were also common.  Later in the 
war as supplies became scarce, many colors ap-
peared in regular confederate uniforms, butternut 
brown being the most common. 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
1. How is this Civil War soldier’s uniform different 

from the way modern soldiers dress? 
2. Most Army regulation clothing was made of wool, 

do you think that was comfortable year round?  
What are your clothes made out of? 

3. Do you think that officers were better equipped 
than regular enlisted men.? If so, why? 
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Artifacts- 
What They Carried 

Housewife (E90.21): This was the name given to sewing kits carried by many soldiers 
in the Civil War. This kit usually contained spare buttons, needles and thread.  Kits like 
these were needed because as the war drug on many supplies, including uniforms, 
were scarce.  Because of this many men had to repair their torn and worn out clothes 
themselves since new ones were not available.  To accommodate this need many 
mothers, wives and girlfriends supplied their fighting men with these kits before they 
left home.  Housewives were not issued by the Army. 

Pipe (E90.17): When armies on both sides of the war had down-time the soldiers liked 
to relax and have a smoke.  Thus, many soldier during the Civil War would have been 
carrying a pipe.  But, since tobacco was primarily grown in southern states it became 
hard for Union soldiers to acquire it once the war started.  Conversely, since the Union 
Navy blocked the access of trade through southern ports it was difficult for Confeder-
ate soldiers to get coffee from Central and South America.  When Union and Confed-
erate soldiers met on opposite sides of picket lines they would  exchange news about 
the war and about home but they would also trade goods.  Since these two staple 
items were hard to come across in each army it is not surprising that tobacco and cof-
fee were popular items to trade. 
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Artifacts- 
What They Carried 

Harpers Weekly Magazine (E90.28):  One of the things soldiers did to keep them-
selves busy during the down time they enjoyed was read the newspaper.  However, 
they did not receive the daily paper like we do today.  Often times by the time that a 
soldier could get a hold news from home it was several weeks old.  These papers 
were often passed from one soldier to another and helped to connect them to the homes that 
they missed.   

A Letter Home (E90.29): Soldiers on both sides of the war wrote letters home when-
ever they got a chance.  Conversely, letters received from home were often read over 
and over again as soldiers enjoyed the temporary connection to their families and 
homes. In their letters,  soldier would often describe battles however they mostly 
wrote about their daily life in their camp and their desire to be back home.  Another 
popular topic was attempts to assuring their loved ones not to worry about them.  For 
many soldiers letter writing could be difficult since most only had an education to the 
fourth grade.  Thus, most letters contained many misspelled words and incomplete 
sentences.  Also, since many soldiers came from rural areas with almost no schooling, 
some could not read or write at all and needed fellow soldiers to read and write letters 
for them.  In the field, stationary, envelopes, and other writing materials could be 
bought from sutlers.  Sutlers were merchants that traveled with the armies selling little 
extra things to soldiers, most likely at inflated prices. 
 The information contained in soldiers letters and diaries is the source for much 
of what we know about the common soldiers life during the Civil War.   
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Artifacts-  
What They Carried  

Deck of Cards (E90.22):  Along with writing letters, another popular down-time activity 
in both the Confederate and Union Armies was playing cards.  Some games that the 
soldiers played are still popular today, like euchre and poker.  Actually, many soldiers 
were susceptible to loosing their entire paychecks in poker games.  Card playing and 
gambling was considered sinful by many people during the mid-1800 and as a result 
of this soldiers would often throw their decks of cards and dice into the woods on their 
way into battle.  They did this because if they were killed, their belongings would be 
packaged up and sent to their families, and they did not want people back home to 
know about their “sinful” exploits before they died.�

Tin Cup (E90.16): The soldiers tin cup was the Swiss Army Knife of the Civil War as it 
had many uses.  Soldiers drank out of the cups, used them as bowls, plates, and a 
pot to boil water in.  Soldiers did not carry pots and pans because they became too 
cumbersome when  marching.  As a result, tin cups would be placed directly into the 
fire when in used for cooking.  The result was  a tin cup covered in black soot.  Be-
cause of their often cheap production many tin cups could only be filled to 2/3rds of 
their capacity.  The reason for this being that when holding a full tin cup with some-
thing hot in it, the cup would become too hot to hold.  However, this light construction 
made it easy to carry and was usually buckled to soldiers haversacks while on the 
march. 
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Tintype (E90.27):  Soldiers during the Civil War, just as soldiers today carried pictures 
of their loved ones with them into battle.  Men often carried tintype pictures of their 
sweethearts or even their mothers with them during their enlistments to remind them 
of happier times and the people the missed.  Very different from photos today the tin 
type was a photo negative printed on a sheet of tin or thin metal in the place of paper.  
Photographers often followed armies around taking pictures of soldiers in camp and 
charging them for photos of themselves in uniform to send home to their loved ones.  

Artifacts- What They Carried  
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Artifacts-  
What They Carried  

Haversack (E90.19) This bag that was most often made from canvas and tar, 
was designed to carry rations while soldiers were on the march.  However, 
they became a kind of backpack for soldiers as they held a variety of other es-
sential items as well.  In fact, many of the other items contained in this loan kit 
were carried in  haversacks; often including playing cards, a housewife, plate, 
eating utensils, as well as a pipe and tobacco. 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
1. A soldiers haversack could be compared to a students backpack.  What 

items do you carry everywhere with you, and how are these items similar or 
different from what Civil War soldiers would have carried. 

2. Many soldiers carried sewing kits with them to repair their clothes.  Would 
you be more likely to sew a hole in a pair of pants or just buy a new one? 
Could soldiers do this? 

3. Soldiers would play cards, smoke, read and write letters from home, read 
the newspaper, or just sleep in their down-time.  What do you do to relax? 
Are these activities similar or different? 
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Artifacts-  
What They Ate and Drank 

Hardtack:  Believe it or not this was the heart of a soldiers diet while deployed in the 
field.  This food, called “Hardtack”, was basically hard bread, and became army field 
rations because it could be kept outdoors in various weather conditions without spoil-
ing.  Some of the names that soldiers called this food shows how hard this hardtack 
really was. Soldiers often called it hard bread, crackers, teeth dullers, or even worm 
castles.  This moniker comes from the fact that often time hardtack would come to the 
front moldy or infested with worms.  The bread squares were usually three inches by 
three inches and were some of the most often mentioned memories of Civil War veter-
ans.  Hardtack is basically made from flour, salt, and water.  
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Coffee Beans (E88.77):  Hands down the favorite beverage of soldiers during the Civil 
War was coffee.  The army issued coffee to their soldiers in bean form, and had to be 
ground before it could be used.  Soldiers would complete this task by using the butt 
end of their  rifles and the closest rock.  The ground beans were then added right in 
the boiling water the soldier had in his tin cup.  Just as today many soldiers like to fla-
vor their coffee with sugar, milk, or even molasses.  Luckily sugar was usually pro-
vided when the coffee was distributed to the soldiers. However, milk and molasses 
were usually not available at the front so most soldiers took their coffee black, and 
many preferred it that way.     

Artifacts-  
What They Ate and Drank  

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
1. If you had to be outside for long periods of time what food would you take with 

you? Would this food spoil or stay eatable?  Was this food available to the troops 
fighting in the Civil War? 

2. Do your parents have to grind their own coffee beans in the morning, or do they 
come already ground? 

3. Hardtack was a staple food for both armies.  What one food could you eat over and 
over again?  Would you eventually become tired of it? 
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Artifacts- 
What They Fired 

 
A) Cartridge (E90.30): Guns during the civil war were much harder to load and fire 
than those today.  The muzzle-loading firearms used by Union and Confederate sol-
diers were loaded with pre- packaged ammunition.   Since it was nearly impossible to 
accurately measure grains of gun powder in the field, the cartridges came pre-
packaged.  A soldier often carried 40 at a time.  The firing process of Civil War  guns 
started with the soldier tearing off the tail of the cartridge with his teeth and pouring 
the powder down the gun barrel, then the bullet was shoved down the breech with a 
ram rod.  Only after the percussion cap was added was the gun ready to fire. 
 
B) Percussion Cap: The percussion cap is what actually detonates the gunpowder 
charge and fires the bullet.  The cap is placed under the hammer of the gun and when 
the trigger is pulled the hammer hits the cap which explodes and  ignites the powder 
that firing the bullet.  
 
C) Minie Ball (E90.31):  Even though it is called a ball this bullet is actually conical 
shaped.  This .58 caliber bullet could be fired by a Springfield Rifle accurately up to 
500 yards.  This accuracy was achieved by the bullet having a hollow base.  This fea-
ture enabled the bullets base to expand upon firing and take the from of the barrel of 
the gun it was being fired out of.  Springfield guns had a circular rifling in their barrels 
that caused the bullet to spin upon exiting the gun barrel. This feature increased accu-
racy, and could deliver a fatal hit to anyone that got  in its way.   
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Artifacts-  
What They Fired 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 
1. Has anyone in the class ever seen a muzzle loaded rifle fired? If so how was it dif-

ferent from a modern gun being fired? How was it similar? 
 
2. Do modern weapons require as long of a period of time to load and fire?  How has 

battle changed with the invention of modern weapons such as automatic arms? 
�



17  

Suggestions for Classroom Activities 

1. Students could make hard tack: 
 Hardtack is very simple to make and really gives students a taste for what sol-
diers everyday lives were like.  Ingredients: Flower, salt, and water.  Directions:  add 1 
teaspoon of salt to 4 cups of flower, add water to create dough.  Roll the dough flat in 
a greased cookie pan to a thickness of 1/4 to 1/2 inch.  Cut into  2 1/2 to 3 inch 
squares, and perforate the top of each square with 13-16 holes.  Bake at 400 degrees 
for 35-45 minutes or until the top begins to brown.  Remove and allow to cool. 
 
2. Students could write a journal: 
  Journal and letter writing are two of the biggest sources for information about 
the everyday soldier.  A possible activity could have students write letters to their 
friends in the class, or to family members from the perspective of  someone in the 
North or South, as a civilian or a soldier.  What kind of things would soldiers want to 
know from their loved ones?  What types of things would families generally want to 
know from their soldier?  Discuss these points and use them to compose letters.   
  
3. Students could produce campaign signs for the 1864 election: 
 President Lincoln was running for re-election but did not have the support from 
many of the voters who had put him in office in the election of 1860 because of the 
way he was handling the war.  So, in 1864 Lincoln, with the famous campaign slogan 
“don’t change horses in the middle of a stream”,   ran against George B. McClelland, 
the former head of the Army of the Potomac and General in Chief of the Union Army.  
McClelland ,who was running on an anti-war platform,  wanted to bring a quick end to 
the war and negotiate a truce with the south.  Lincoln wanted to keep the war going 
until the Union preserved a victory.  
 Students could choose a side, then make a campaign poster for their chosen 
candidate. These posters could describe what people found appealing and off-putting 
about each candidate 
 
4. Bring in a re-enactor to speak to the class: 
 The students could find it interesting to see a Civil War re-enactor in his full uni-
form and regalia.  The speaker could give a first person perspective on the war, and 
the life of a common soldier. 
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Credits 

This School Resource Kit was created by: 
Jeremy Dimick  
 
We acknowledge the use of materials from the following sources: 
 
oncampus.richmond.edu  
 
 
Every effort has been made to find and credit the sources of information, including copyrighted ma-
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seum of Cultural and Natural History.  Any oversights will be remedied in subsequent printings. 

 
 

103 Rowe Hall 
Bellows Street at East Campus Drive 
Central Michigan University 
Mt. Pleasant, MI  48859 
 
© The Trustees of Central Michigan University, 2007 
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School Resource Kit Evaluation Form 
 

Name of Kit:          
 
Kit Use: 
___ Mid Tier Lesson 
___ Student Teaching 
___ Elementary Classroom (Grade Level   ) 
___ College Classroom Presentation (Class Number    ) 
___ High School Classroom (Subject Area    ) 
___ Other (        ) 
 
 
1.   Did the kit meet your needs?  Yes ___;  No ___;  Comments:      
              
               
 
2.  Was the kit easy to use and understand?  Yes ___;  No ___;  Comments:    
              
               
 
3. Is there anything not included in this kit that would be useful?  Yes ___; No ___; 
Comments:              
               
 
4. Was the printed guide easy to use and understand?  Yes ___;  No ___;   
Comments:              
               
 
5.   Was the kit in good condition?  Yes ___;  No ___;  Comments:      
               
 
6.   Would you use this kit again?  Yes ___;  No ___;  Comments:      
               
 
7.   Would you recommend this kit to a colleague?  Yes ___;  No ___;  Comments:   
               
 
8. Is there a topic that you would suggest we develop a loan kit for?  If yes, please  
include your suggestions:            
              
              
               
               
 
 

Thank you for your feedback! 


