
 

 

The Songs of Joshua Simpson, 
Civil War Abolitionist -  
Creative Writing - Primary 
Document Activity 
 

Main Idea 
 
Students will learn about the struggles and contributions of Joshua 
McCarter Simpson, an African American abolitionist during the 
Civil War, and write a song or poem based on their life difficulties. 
 
Time  
 

25–35 minutes 
 

Grade Level  
 
8th grade–high school 
 
Background 
 

Dr. Joshua McCarter Simpson was a free-born African 
American abolitionist during the Civil War. That alone makes him 
a unique case study. More interestingly, he was a trained herb 
doctor and the author of a collection of abolitionist songs titled The 
Emancipation Car.1 According to Vicki Eaklor, former teaching 
fellow at Washington University, his work is “unique in several 
ways, yet an ideal representative of its genre.”2  

Simpson was born a free person in Windsor, Ohio, around 
1920 but was “bound out” and worked for a “hard master until 
twenty-one years old.”3 He worked hard to become educated by 
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attending Oberlin Collegiate Institute after being released from his 
forced servitude. The songs he wrote were sung by abolitionists 
along the Underground Railroad, and inspired many to oppose the 
horrors of slavery. At the end of his work The Emancipation Car 
there is a section entitled “How I Got My Education.” In it he says, 
“I will answer this inquiry, hoping it may inspirit the fainting 
hearts of some young persons, whose unfavorable circumstances 
have well nigh’ blasted the hopes and anxieties, that here-to-fore 
have spontaneously sprung up in their mind.”  

This activity is designed to allow the poetic works of 
Simpson and the struggles he faced to inspire a new generation of 
young people.4 
 
Objectives 
 
Students will… 

1. Understand the agency and contributions of African 
Americans to the Civil War and the abolitionist movement. 

2. Learn how art can express personal struggles and inspire 
social change. 

3. Explore primary and secondary documents for content. 
 
Additional Resources 
 

• Barclay, Thomas S. The Liberal Republican Movement in 
Missouri, 1865–1871. Columbia: State Historical Society of 
Missouri, 1926.  

 
• Bellamy, Donnie. Slavery, Emancipation, and Racism in 

Missouri, 1850–1865. Ann Arbor, MI: University 
Microfilms, 1975. 
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• Federal Writers’ Project, ed. Missouri Slave Narratives. 

Bedford, MA: Applewood Books, 2006.  
 
• Frazier, Harriet C. Runaway and Freed Missouri Slaves and 

Those Who Helped Them, 1763–1865. Jefferson, NC: 
McFarland & Co., 2004. 

 
• ———. Slavery and Crime in Missouri, 1773–1865. Boston: 

McFarland, 2001.  
 
• Trexler, Harrison Anthony. Slavery in Missouri, 1804–1865. 

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1914.  
 
Materials 
 
African American experience info sheet 
 “No, Master, Never” and “A Brother’s Farewell” by Joshua 
Simpson (one copy for each student) 
“The Proclamation Day” by Joshua Simpson (one copy for each 
student) 
Excerpt from The Songs of the Emancipation Car: Variations on 
an Abolitionist Theme by Vicki L. Eaklor (one copy for each 
student or project on overhead) 
Pens/pencils 
Paper 
 
Grade Level Expectations 
 
GLE Content 
Social Studies 



 

 

SS7.A Identify, select, use, and 
create appropriate 
resources for social science 
inquiry 

Students will use and interpret 
primary documents. 

SS2a.H Understanding the 
causes and consequences of the 
Civil War 

Students will learn about 
abolition as a cause and 
consequence of the Civil War. 

SS7.A Using primary and 
secondary sources 

Students will analyze primary 
documents and contextualize 
them. 

SS2a.G Knowledge of 
continuity and change in history 
of Missouri, the United States, 
and the world 

Students will explore the 
activities and impact of the 
abolitionist movement in the 
United States. 

Communication Arts 
Writing 1C, D Students will write a creative 

story, poem, or song. 
Listening and Speaking 2A Students will present their 

findings several times in a clear, 
concise manner. 

Information Literacy 1B Students will use primary 
sources to acquire relevant 
information. 

Information Literacy 1C Students will record information 
in an organized fashion. 

Reading 1I Students will compare text ideas 
to their own experience, and to 
the world. 

 
 

Procedure 
 
Phase Description 



 

 

Introduction Step 1: As a class, read the 
African American experience 
info sheet. 
 
Step 2: Discuss the ways that 
African Americans contributed 
to the war and their eventual 
emancipation. 
 
Step 3: Tell students that they 
are going to explore the poetry 
and personal story of one 
African American who beat all 
odds and fought for the cause of 
emancipation. 



 

 

Main Step 4: As a class, read an 
excerpt from The Songs of the 
Emancipation Car: Variations 
on an Abolitionist Theme by 
Vicki L. Eaklor, which gives a 
biography of Joshua Simpson. 
 
Step 5: Split students into 
groups of three or four and 
instruct them to read as a group 
“No, Master, Never,” “A 
Brother’s Farewell,” and “The 
Proclamation Day” by Joshua 
Simpson 
 
Step 6: Ask students to interpret 
what each song is about, and 
what message it is trying to 
send. 
 
Step 7: Have each group present 
its findings with the entire class. 
 
Step 8: Instruct students that like 
Simpson they can use art to 
reflect their own struggles and 
push for change. Tell them that 
they should write a poem, song, 
cartoon, or story about a 
personal struggle or a social, 
economic, or political issue they 
have a personal connection to. 
Remind them that their poem 
does not need to rhyme. Be sure 
to set specific constraints on 
their work like length, school 
appropriateness, etc. 



 

 

Conclusion Step 9: As a class, listen to the 
work of select volunteers. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Excerpt from The Songs of the Emancipation Car: Variations on an Abolitionist 
Theme by Vicki L. Eaklor 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“No, Master, Never” 
By Joshua Simpson 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“The Proclamation Day”  
By Joshua Simpson 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 


