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The History of “Yankee Doodle”
“Yankee Doodle” is a well-known song all over 

the United States. The tune is catchy. The beat is 

lively. But the meaning isn’t clear. Where do these 

quirky words come from? What do they mean? 

They can actually be traced back to the heart of the 

American Revolution.

From Nursery Rhyme to Marching Song
Historians disagree about the origins of 

“Yankee Doodle.” Some people believe that the 

tune came from an old English nursery rhyme 

called “Lucy Locket.” The nursery rhyme begins 

this way:

Lucy Locket lost her pocket,

Kitty Fisher found it.

Nothing in it, nothing in it,

But the binding round it. 
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In the 1600s, the words were changed to make 

fun of an English political and military leader 

named Oliver Cromwell. Cromwell had become 

very unpopular in England. The new verse, sung 

to the old tune, went like this:

Oliver Cromwell went to town
A-riding on a pony
Stuck a feather in his cap
And called it macaroni.

Back then, macaroni didn’t mean “pasta.” It 

described someone who wore overly fancy clothes. 

The “dandies” who wore these frilly clothes 

wanted to look rich. The new verse suggested that 

Oliver Cromwell was a macaroni. He acted like he 

was part of the ruling class. But in fact, he failed as 

a leader. The song soon became a marching tune 

sung by English soldiers.
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Fancy ribbons 
and lace 
were part of 
a macaroni’s 
outfit.
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A Marching Tune in America
This marching tune is likely the one that British 

settlers brought with them to the American colonies 

in the 1700s. At that time, both Britain and France 

had settlements in America. Both countries wanted 

control of the land. War broke out. Each country 

had its own Native American allies who fought 

alongside them. This conflict became known as the 

French and Indian War.

The British soldiers were made up of two 

groups—British troops and American colonists. 

The British troops were well trained. They had 

fancy uniforms. The American colonists didn’t 

have proper uniforms. As settlers, they had the 

backbreaking jobs 

of clearing land and 

planting crops. And 

their rough clothing 

showed it.

British soldiers (left), 
in their bright 
uniforms, looked 
more professional 
than the American 
colonists.
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An Insulting Marching Song
A British army doctor named Richard 

Shuckburgh was treating wounded soldiers from 

the French and Indian War. He looked at the scruffy 

colonial soldiers in the midst of the snappy-looking 

British. As one story says, he changed the words of 

the old marching song to make fun of the American 

colonists. His version went something like this: 

There is a man in our town
I pity his condition.
He sold his oxen and his sheep
To buy him a commission.

The line “I pity his condition” showed that 

the British soldiers felt they were better than the 

colonists. “Buying a commission” was one way 

to become an officer in the British army. Saying 

that a colonist had to sell his animals to buy a 

commission suggested that colonists could not 

become officers in any other way. Some verses 

of the song even called the colonial soldiers 

cowards on the battlefield.
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The British gleefully sang this insulting song 

everywhere they went. In no time at all, people 

added dozens of new verses. Among them was the 

famous line about “Yankee Doodle.” Yankees were 

American colonists. A doodle was a stupid, foolish 

person. Taken all together, “Yankee Doodle” 

insulted the colonists in several ways. Look at 

the insults contained in just one verse!

 line: Yankee Doodle went to town
 meaning:  A stupid, foolish colonist went to 

town

 line: A-riding on a pony
 meaning:  riding a little pony instead of a real 

horse

 line: Stuck a feather in his hat
 meaning:  added one fancy item to his shabby 

outfit

 line: And called it macaroni.
 meaning: and believed he had some class.
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George Washington helped the British fight in the 
French and Indian War. Here, he salutes the British flag 
as it is raised in victory.
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By 1767, the song was widely known by 

soldiers and colonists alike. Eight years later, the 

Revolutionary War began. The song would then 

take on a whole new meaning.
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Troubling New Laws
What led to the war for independence? The 

British ruled over the colonies. British leaders had 

begun passing new tax laws. The colonists objected 

to these laws. They wanted Parliament, Britain’s 

governing body, to repeal them. The colonists 

pointed out that they were not allowed to send 

people to represent them in Parliament. So they 

should not have to obey Parliament’s laws. 

In time, more and more colonists decided that 

they should have the right to rule themselves. People 

all over the American colonies felt strongly about 

self-rule. They were even willing to give up their 

lives in the struggle for independence.

8

5_025548_LR3_2BL_SongHeard.indd   85_025548_LR3_2BL_SongHeard.indd   8 1/9/08   3:45:46 PM1/9/08   3:45:46 PM





The Fight for Freedom
On April 18, 1775, about seven hundred British 

soldiers marched out of Boston, Massachusetts. They 

were headed for Lexington. When they arrived at 

dawn the next day, about 70 brave Americans were 

waiting for them. The two sides fired their muskets 

at each other. The British troops continued on to 

nearby Concord. Again, the two sides boldly shot at 

each other. The Americans got the better of the 

British at Concord.

The colonists were now at war with Britain. 

It was then one of the most powerful nations in 

the world. A fight for freedom, the Revolutionary 

War, had begun. The fighting lasted for six years. 

The first shot fired on that April day became 

known as “the shot heard ‘round the world.”

Lexington and Concord, 1775. During wars, songs help 
soldiers keep up their spirits and express their feelings.
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“Yankee Doodle” at War 
“Yankee Doodle” first rode into battle in 

the Revolutionary War with the redcoats. The 

tune kept time with the measured steps of 

marching soldiers. 

British troops sang verse after verse of 

“Yankee Doodle” on their 20-mile trek from 

Boston to Concord. They were showing disrespect 

for the scruffy Americans. The British added some 

new verses. The ones below poked fun at two 

colonial leaders. One was John Hancock. The other 

was Samuel Adams.

Yankee Doodle came to town
For to buy a firelock.
We will tar and feather him,
And so we will John Hancock.

As for their king, that John Hancock,
And Adams, if they’re taken,
Their heads for signs shall hang up high
Upon that hill called Beacon.

5_025548_LR3_2BL_SongHeard.indd   105_025548_LR3_2BL_SongHeard.indd   10 12/21/07   1:00:39 PM12/21/07   1:00:39 PM







From Insult to Symbol
The redcoats’ singing had 

an unexpected effect on the 

colonists. Instead of becoming 

angry, the Americans liked 

the tune! More than that, the 

colonists decided to make the 

song their own.

At Lexington and Concord, 

the colonists showed the British 

that they were serious about 

their desire for freedom. They 

knew the British soldiers had 

advantages in numbers. 

However, that did not help the 

redcoats at Concord. After no 

more than two days of 

fighting, the British retreated. 

The colonists followed. The 

American rebels shot at the redcoats from hidden 

spots along the road. They sang “Yankee Doodle” as 

they chased the British back to Boston. The colonists 

even renamed the song “The Lexington March.”

The many verses of 
“Yankee Doodle” were 
printed on large sheets 
of paper. These were 
called broadsides.
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Before long, rebellious colonists throughout 

New England were proudly singing “Yankee 

Doodle.” The song that had begun as an insult 

became a symbol of their fight for freedom.

“Yankee Doodle” also played a role when the 

British finally surrendered in 1781. On a field in 

Virginia, victorious American troops lined up 

for the surrender ceremony. As usual, they were 

dressed in unmatched coats and pants. The 

defeated British troops were dressed in new 

uniforms. As the redcoats laid down 

their weapons, the British band 

played a tune called “The World 

Turned Upside Down.” The 

American band played 

a tune the British 

knew well. It was 

“Yankee Doodle.”
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On October 19, 1781, more than eight thousand British 
soldiers surrendered their weapons to General George 
Washington at Yorktown, Virginia.
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 Key Events of the Revolutionary War

 April 19, 1775  The war begins with skirmishes at 
Lexington and Concord.

 June 17, 1775  The British win the Battle of 
Bunker Hill, the bloodiest battle 
of the war.

 July 4, 1776  The Declaration of Independence 
is signed.

 September 15, 1776  The British army takes over 
New York City.

 January 3, 1777  General George Washington wins 
a big victory in New Jersey.

 October 4, 1777  Washington’s army is defeated 
in the Battle of Germantown in 
Pennsylvania.

 June 28, 1778  The Battle at Monmouth, New 
Jersey, ends in a draw.

 August 16, 1780  The Americans suffer big losses 
at Camden, South Carolina.

 October 19, 1781  British General Cornwallis 
surrenders at Yorktown, Virginia.

 September 3, 1783  The United States and Britain sign 
the final peace treaty.
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Fact Opinion

? The tune is catchy.

Responding
TARGET SKILL  Fact and Opinion Think about 

facts and opinions the author gives about the song 

“Yankee Doodle.” Then copy and complete the 

chart below.
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Write About It

Text to World British soldiers sang “Yankee Doodle” 

to make fun of American soldiers. But the Americans 

liked the song. Over time, they made it their own. 

Think of another song or activity that has special 

meaning for many Americans. Write a paragraph 

telling why the song or activity is special.
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advantages

benefit

contrary

midst

objected

previously

prohibit

rebellious

repeal

temporary

TARGET VOCABULARY

TARGET SKILL  Fact and Opinion Decide whether an 

idea can be proved or is a feeling or belief.

TARGET STRATEGY  Question Ask questions about 

a selection before you read, as you read, and after you 

read.

GENRE Narrative Nonfiction gives factual information 

by telling a true story.
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