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Section 3: Eyewitness to War: 

The Life of a Civil War Soldier through Documents 
 

 

Overview: 

Students explore General Price’s invasion of Missouri through the autobiography of one Kansas 

soldier, Samuel J. Reader. Reader recorded his experiences in a daily diary which he later used to 

write an autobiography. The autobiography includes numerous sketches and watercolor 

illustrations by Reader. Information about Samuel Reader can be found in the Historical 

Background section of this manual. 

 

Compelling Question: 

1. How did war affect Kansas citizens? 

 

As they work through this lesson, students may wish to investigate related questions such as:  

 How did General Price’s decision impact Samuel Reader?  

 What were the choices and consequences of this decision on Civil War soldiers, both 

Confederate and Union? 

 What else do I need to know? What else happened before and after the battles? i.e. What 

happened to General Sterling Price? 

 What was the impact of General Price’s battles on the outcome of the Civil War? 

 Why did battles in Kansas matter? Was this battle as important as those fought in the east? 

What would have happened if General Price had won? 

 

Objectives: 

The student:  

1. Conducts primary source research about the Civil War. 

2. Records and organizes primary source research using a graphic organizer. 

3. Interprets an event in the life of a Civil War soldier, and its impact on the soldier, using 

primary source research. 

4. Presents his/her primary source research. 

 

Items used from the trunk: 

 CD “The Life of a Civil War Soldier” 

o 25 Text entries by Samuel Reader 

o 25 Drawings by Samuel Reader 

o Worksheet #5: Eyewitness to War 
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Advance Preparation: 

 Review the information about Samuel Reader in the “Historical Background” section of 

this manual. 

 Make copies of Worksheet #5: Eyewitness to War, one per student. 

 Arrange to have Samuel Reader’s written and illustrated entries on this trunk’s CD 

available to students either electronically or by printing them. 

 

Prior Knowledge: 

Knowledge of the Civil War, especially the war on the western frontier, is necessary for this 

lesson. Information is available in The Kansas Journey textbook, Read Kansas! lesson M-17 The 

Civil War Comes to Kansas: The Battle of Mine Creek included in this manual, or class 

discussion. 

 

Lesson: 

1. Pose the compelling question. “How did war affect Kansas citizens?” 

 

2. Activate prior knowledge about the Civil War on the western frontier and General Price’s 

invasion of Missouri as necessary. 

 

3. Introduce Samuel J. Reader and his life leading up to the Civil War. Discuss Reader’s 

commitment to writing daily diary entries, even while serving in the Civil War, and his later 

use of those entries to write an autobiography.  

 

4. Explore the written observations Samuel Reader recorded during the Civil War. 

a. Ask class to identify Samuel Reader’s writing as a primary or a secondary source. Why? 

b. Give each student one text entry and Worksheet #5: Eyewitness to War. 

c. Have students independently read their passages and complete the worksheet. Some 

words, names, and places may require assistance from the teacher or additional research. 

d. Have each student draw a picture of her/his entry on the back of the worksheet after she/he 

has a firm grasp of what is happening in it. 

 

5. Retell Samuel Reader’s story.  

a. Instruct students to sort themselves chronologically in relation to their assigned entry. 

b. Once in order, have students retell their part of the story using their own words and 

drawings. Begin with the student having the first entry and move chronologically through 

the remainder of the entries. 

c. Discuss how each person’s interpretation is a little different because each researched only 

a small piece of the entire story. 

d. Have the class work together to create a cohesive story based upon all of the entries. 
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6. Introduce additional primary sources to the class’s research.  

a. Hand out the 25 Samuel Reader illustrations that match the 25 text entries to the students 

matching each illustration to the student with the corresponding text entry. 

b. Ask students to compare their drawings with Reader’s. How are they similar? Different? 

c. Place Reader’s drawings and the students’ drawings in chronological order in two parallel 

rows where they can be seen by the class. Does the new information provided by the 

drawings provide more details or information? Do they alter the class’s interpretation of 

the event? How? Why? 

 

7. Interpret the impact of the Civil War on a Kansan using the research. 

a. Is there evidence in Samuel Reader’s autobiography that may explain why he chose to 

take part in the Civil War? What is the evidence? 

b. What were the consequences of his decision to take part in the Civil War? What 

consequences did other soldiers experience as a result of their decision to take part in the 

Civil War?  

c. What choices did Reader make before and during the event studied in this lesson? What 

were the consequences of those decisions? 

d. How did the Civil War affect Samuel Reader? How did it affect other Kansans? 

e. What else would you like to know about Samuel Reader? 

 

8. Connect the research with contemporary issues. 

a. Begin a discussion with the class about the contemporary world. Do citizens serve in the 

military today? Are they involved in a war or other situations that would put them in 

danger? 

b.  How similar and/or different are the experiences of those serving in the military today 

with the experiences of those who served during the Civil War? What makes them similar 

and/or different? 

c. How does war affect Kansas citizens today? 

 

Assessments: 

1. Analysis of Samuel Reader’s account using a graphic organizer. 

2. Illustration of a primary source account of a Civil War event. 

3. Class discussion and listing of facts about how the Civil War impacted Kansans. 

  



The Life of a Civil War Soldier  18 │ Kansas Historical Society © 2015 

 

Example of Samuel J. Reader autobiography Entry page and matching drawing for this entry. 

There are 25 entry pages and drawings on the CD included in this trunk. 

Entry 1: 2nd K.S.M. Invading Mo. 

The Second regiment Kansas State Militia left Topeka on the 12th day 

of October 1864, to assist in repelling Gen. Price, who was menacing 

our State with a large force of rebel soldiers. I went with the regiment as 

one of the non-combatants and carried with me no weapons of any kind, 

besides a large pocket knife. We reached the border in two days, and 

remained in camp near Shawneetown Kansas, nearly one week. 

  

On the 14th the greater part of our regiment received new Enfield rifles 

in place of the old and nearly worthless carbines that had been issued to 

us the year before. .…My Brother in law soon after loaned me his 

revolver, and I felt myself no longer in a defenseless condition. My 

steed, however, Was not at all satisfactory as a war horse. He was hard 

in the mouth, fractious and unreliable. Fire arms were his especial terror, 

and his courage in general was of very low grade. His little quirks and 

peculiarities had something to do with my subsequent introduction to the 

rebel Provost Guard. 

 

Our command, which consisted of the seven companies of mounted men 

of our own regiment; five companies of the 3rd reg’t; one company of 

the 19th reg’t; and Burns’s Battery, consisting of one 24 pounder Brass 

howitzer, formed in marching column, under Col. G.W. Veale, and 

started for the State line. The whole force probably numbered 500 

men…. 
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