Early American Patriotic and Protest Songs

American patriotic music is a part of the culture and history of the United States since its founding in the 18th century and has served to encourage feelings of national unity. These songs include hymns, military themes, national songs, and music from stage and screen, as well as songs adapted from poems. Much of American patriotic music owes its origins to four main wars — the American Revolution, the War of 1812, the American Civil War and the Spanish American War. During the period prior to American independence much of America's patriotic music was aligned with the political ambitions of the in the new land.
A protest song is a song which is associated with a movement for social change and hence part of the broader category of topical songs (or songs connected to current events). It may be folk, classical, or commercial in genre. The most remarkable thing about protest music is that it helps people realize they're not alone in feeling a spirit of dissent against certain injustices, whether on a personal or more overarching governmental level. Protest music has a very deeply rooted history in the United States, and reaches back as far as American history reaches. Every major movement in American history has been accompanied by its own collection of protest songs, from slave emancipation to women's suffrage, the labor movement, civil rights, the ant-war movement, the feminist movement, the environmental movement, etc. Protest music is one of the richest traditions in American folk music. The original folklorists at the turn of the 20th century often disagreed about whether or not to even record the protest and political music they found in their research.
Colonial America 17th Century

    The Puritan psalm-singer, the ill-treated sailor, the proud Pennsylvania-German farmer, the frustrated indentured servant and the angry English convict each expressed through folksong his or her experience in 17th century Colonial America.

    Traditional ballads from the Old Country and new ones written in America served as entertainment, preserved the superstitions, described the Indians and poked fun at nearly everyone. The narrative dialogue and songs effectively capture the flavor of the period.

 The Songs:

“The Girl I Left Behind Me”
“Jennie Jenkins”
“The Golden Vanity”
“The Trappan'd Maiden”
“We Gather Together”
“When I First Came To This Land”
“Old Hundredth”
“The Sheepstealer”
Colonial America 18th Century

As immigrants arrived in the 18th century, Irish fiddle tunes, African drums and Scots Highland bagpipes set the patterns for America's music.

The songs highlight the cultural heritage of the immigrants and the changes during the period which affected American attitudes and way of life. The songs also tell of the shift from White indentured servant to Black slave, the expansion of New England shipping, and the French defeat at Quebec during the French and Indian Wars.

The Songs

“Devil's Dream”
“The Mist Covered Mountain”
“Red-Haired Boy”
“Mouth Music”
“Whiskey In The Jar” 
“The Greenland Whale Fishery”
“Michael Row the Boat Ashore”
“The Death of General Wolfe”
“Jubal”
“Yankee Doodle”

The American Revolution
The American Revolution inspired both British and American citizens and soldiers to write songs about their differences. The words of the songs were printed in newspapers, periodicals and broadsheets sold on the streets of Boston, Philadelphia and other major American cities.

They were songs which express stirring pride, angry threats, biting satire and ridicule. They tell of rising political tensions, the Boston Massacre, the tea parties, the weaknesses of the enemy and the virtues of patriotism.
Anti-British and pro-independence songs were heard well before the American Revolution. 

· Come On, Brave Boys dates from 1734. A grand jury concluded that it was "highly defaming the present Administration of His Majesty's Government in this Province [New York], tending greatly to inflame the minds of His Majesty's good Subjects, and to disturb and destroy that Peace and Tranquility which aught to subsist and be maintained in this Colony and in all other well-governed Communities." Since no author or publisher could be discovered, the grand jury ordered the songs to be burned in public. 
Many of the songs of the American Revolution have become hackneyed through overuse. Some, such as "Yankee Doodle," really don't say anything, but others are worth a fresh hearing, and some deserve to be heard more. 

· American Taxation, by Peter St. John, predates Joseph Warren's better-known lyric to "The British Grenadiers". Irwin Silber,in Songs of Independence,writes that this "may well be considered the opening anthem of the revolution." 

· The American Hero, by Andrew Law (1748-1821), expresses courage in the defense of freedom in formal, solemn terms. It was "made on the battle of Bunker-Hill, and the burning of Charlestown," not long after these events. 

· Chester, by William Billings (1746-1800) is the best known of Billings' songs, combining strong religious feelings with military expressions of defiance. 

· Free America, by Dr. Joseph Warren, to the tune of "The British Grenadiers," was originally titled "Liberty Song." The version given here is transcribed from a published facsimile of an early edition. Many songs of this period rhyme "America" as if the final "a" were long. 

· The Hildebrands give another "British Grenadiers" song, titled "General Washington" or "War and Washington," by Jonathan Mitchell Sewall. 

· Cornwallis Country Dance, anonymous, to the tune of "Yankee Doodle," commemorates Greene's hit-and-run campaign against Cornwallis, which helped to bring about the American victory at Yorktown. 

· God Save the Thirteen States, anonymous, is one of many songs of the period set to the tune of "God Save the King." 

· Liberty Song, words by John Dickinson, written in 1768, was well-known enough to have been the subject of parody and counter-parody. 

The following songs date from the period shortly following the Revolution (to about 1800), when it was still a recent memory and passion for freedom continued to be strong. 

· Revolutionary Tea, celebrating the Boston Tea Party, was written some time after the war, probably in the first half of the 19th century. 

· Rights of Woman, published in the Philadelphia Minerva, Oct. 17, 1795, is one of the earliest American songs pointing out that rights apply equally to both sexes. 

· Hail Columbia, by F. Hopkinson to the tune of Phylo's "President's March" (1789). This lyric dates from 1798 and was written when war with France seemed likely. In spite of its strong sentiments, it avoids taking sides in then-current American controversies. 

· Jefferson and Liberty was a popular song during Jefferson's Presidential campaign of 1800, and reflects the widespread hostility toward the Federalists' Alien and Sedition Acts. 

War of 1812
The Americans sing of jubilation over the defeat of the British ship Guerriere by Old Ironsides, the preparation of defenses at Philadelphia and the victory at New Orleans (fifteen days after the peace treaty was signed).

Many songs during this period show the strong feelings of nationalism during the War of 1812.

                                               The Songs
“The Eighth of January”                      “The Constitution and the Guerriere”

“Sinclair's Defeat”                               “To Anacreon In Heaven”
“Parliament Of England”                     “Patriotic Diggers”
“The Noble Lads Of Canada”               “The Hunters of Kentucky”
“The Star Spangled Banner”                 
Spirituals and Anti-Slavery Songs
Many of the spirituals sung by slaves in the Old South show a clear longing for freedom, couched in unimpeachable religious terms. The more explicit anti-slavery verses in some of these songs, though, may be additions from the Civil War period. 

· Go Down, Moses recalls the Biblical story of the Hebrews held in bondage in Egypt. 

· Michael is an example of the spirituals in which the longing for freedom is couched in the religious terms of crossing the Jordan River, which may have been an intentional symbol for the Ohio. 

· Free at Last is a very simple song with a direct point. 

· I Got a Robe envisions freedom in Heaven. 

· Steal Away may have had an intentional double meaning. 

· He's Just the Same Today is about the constancy of God, but the choice of examples -- the Hebrews' escape from bondage and Daniel's refusal to "bow down to men" -- gives a pro-freedom subtext. 

Other songs addressed the issue of slavery more directly. 

· No More Auction Block is sometimes referred to as a "spiritual," but appears to have originated in the heat of the Civil War and to have been sung by freed slaves who fought on the Union side. The references to "pint of salt" and "peck of corn" denote slave rations. 

· O Freedom makes no attempts at hiding its meaning. I haven't had the privilege of hearing it performed, but it is powerful even on paper. 

· John Brown's Body, in its original form, was a memorial to a soldier with no political implications. I have read that the song was originally about a long-forgotten John Brown, and later applied to the man who led the Harper's Ferry raid. Its tune was used by Julia Ward Howe for "The Battle Hymn of the Republic." Another version was written by Edna D. Proctor; though it's virtually forgotten today, I consider it even better than "The Battle Hymn." 

· The Abolitionist Hymn was often sung in anti-slavery meetings. 

· Lincoln and Liberty expressed the anti-slavery feelings of Lincoln's supporters. 

· The Underground Railcar, written by George N. Allen and published in 1854, tells of a slave's escape to Canada
                                            Civil War
During the Civil War singing was one of the soldiers' favorite ways to pass time. Scores of songs were composed during the war and sung throughout the armies and at home. Many were inspirational marching tunes meant to keep soldiers' morale high, while others were sad sentimental songs that were sung when thinking of home or loved ones. Sometimes, if soldiers liked a tune they heard the enemy singing, they would write their own lyrics to the song and sing it themselves. For this reason, many Civil War songs have at least two versions. Below are many songs from both sides: some were sung primarily by Union soldiers, others primarily by Confederate soldiers. 

                                           The Songs:
· Battle Hymn of the Republic 

· Bonnie Blue Flag 

· Darling Nelly Gray 

· Dear Evelina, Sweet Evelina 

· Dixie 

· The Drinking Gourd 

· Garry Owen 

· The Girl I Left Behind Me (1) 

· The Girl I Left Behind Me (2) 

· John Brown's Body 

· The Sword of Bunker Hill 

· Tenting Tonight 

· Tramp! Tramp! Tramp! 

· Tramp! Tramp! Tramp! (Confederate Lyrics) 

· The Vacant Chair 

· When Johnny Comes Marching Home 

During the Civil War singing was one of the soldiers' favorite ways to pass time. Scores of songs were composed during the war and sung throughout the armies and at home. Many were inspirational marching tunes meant to keep soldiers' morale high, while others were sad sentimental songs that were sung when thinking of home or loved ones. Sometimes, if soldiers liked a tune they heard the enemy singing, they would write their own lyrics to the song and sing it themselves. For this reason, many Civil War songs have at least two versions. Below are many songs from both sides: some were sung primarily by Union soldiers, others primarily by Confederate soldiers. 
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