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Hymns and Spirituals and 

Inspirational Songs 

 
 

 Spiritual music has always been a part of the Negro race. 

It helped them when in slavery and formed a prominent place 

in the development of early minstrel, ragtime and jazz. Some of 

the music used at funerals and in Negro church services are 

many of the music given below. Scared music was always used 

by the Negro race and a hymn used in the Civil Rights 

Movement (We Shall Overcome) was a moving testament to 

their faith. Many of the hymns given below are foundations of 

early jazz. 
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We Shall Overcome ï 1947 

 The words are derived from a gospel song written by Reverend Charles 

Tindley. It was published in 1947 as ñWe Will Overcome.ò The song became 

associated with the Civil Right movement from 1959 and quickly became the 

unofficial anthem of the movement It was sung at rallies, folk festivals, etc by people 

such as Joan Baez. This gospel song influenced the writing of óBlowinô in the Wind.ô 

as seen below. 

 It became one of the well known protest songs of the Civil Rights movement 

in 1959. 

 

Deep River ï N.D. 

 The Negro Spiritual holds a place of importance in the development of early 
American popular music. The art of singing a spiritual demanded a style and talent 

to embellish a melody. This technique of improvising was one of the main influences 

in the development and evolution of the jazz style and was to be one of the most 

exciting elements of jazz. Preserving these early spirituals ï an oral music ï was 

long neglected, either from a lack of foresight, and/or from the difficulty of notating 

an oral musical technique, a style that presented a different musical performance 

each time. Through the dedication and foresight of a few, some of these early 

spirituals were preserved. Such a person was Robert Emmett Kennedy, from 

Algiers, Louisiana. Kennedy wrote down both the lyrics and music of the spirituals 

he heard around the New Orleans area. These may be found in his books: 

ñMellows,ò and ñMore Mellows.ò (See <Basinstreet.com> for copies of these books.) 
 An emphasis and realization of the importance of using American national 

music of the Negro and the American Indian musical heritage was created by the 

visit of the world renowned composer Anton Dvorak in 1897. Through the influence 

of Dvorak, a number of American composers began using Negro and Indian 

melodies as compositional material. H.T. Burleigh, a pupil of Dvorak (An early 

Negro composer and vocalist), published a number of spirituals in a rich harmonic 

style, one of which is ñDeep River.ò Another source can be found in the publication 
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ñWa Wan Pressò of Arthur Farwell, published by Arno Press. (Also see: Essays II 

on my web site ï Basinstreet.com) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  

Steal Away to Jesus 

  

 
 

 This hymn was composed by Wallace Willis, a Choctaw Indian freedman. 

Missionary Alexander Reid transcribed a number of songs while ministering. Reid 
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sent the music to the Jubilee Singers of Fisk University and the group began singing 

this song on their tour. The granddaughter of  Willis wrote the following: 

 ñMy grandfather was a slave of the Wright family when dey lived near 

Doaksville, and he and my grandmother would pass de time by singing while dey 

toiled away in de cotton fields. Grandfather was a sweet singer. He made up songs 

and sung óem. He made up ñSwing Low Sweet Chariotò and ñSteal Away to Jesus.ò 

He made up lots moreôn dem, but a Mr. Reid, a white man, liked dem ones de best 

and he could play music and he helped grandfather to keep dese two songs.ò 

 

Another quote from the Choctaw Freedmen statesò 

 ñIn 1871, when the Jubilee singers first visited Newark, New Jersey, Rev. 

Alexander Reid happened to be there and heard them. The work of the Jubilee 

singers was new in the north and attracted considerable and very favorable 

attention. But when Prof. White, who had charge of them, announced several 

concerts to be given in different churches of the city he added, ñWe will have to 

repeat the Jubilee songs as we have no other.ò When Mr. Reid was asked how he 

liked them he remarked, ñVery well, but I have heard better ones.ò When he had 

committed to writing a half dozen of the plantation songs he had heard ñWallace 

and Minervaò sing with so much delight at old Spencer Academy, he met Mr. White 

and his company in Brooklyn, New York, and spent an entire day rehearsing them. 

These new songs included, ñSteal away to Jesus,ò ñThe Angels are Coming,ò Iôm a 

Rolling,ò and ñSwing Low, Sweet Chariot.ò 

 

Swing Low Sweet Chariot 

 This spiritual was written by Wallace (Wallis) Willis, a Choctaw freedman 

around 1862. It is said he was inspired by the Red River that reminded him 

symbolically of the River Jordan, and the verse of Elilzah being taken to heaven by 

a chariot. Willis also wrote the above spiritual ñSteal Away to Jesus.ò 

 Like many spirituals the lyrics are said to refer to the Underground 

Railroad. We find references to being carried away toward freedom and to the 

liberation of slavery. But it is documented that runaway slaves contend that this 

spiritual and others are about making their way northward to freedom. 
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Go Down Moses 

 
 

 This is an American Negro spiritual and describes events in the Old 

Testament of the Bible. Exodus 5:1. It dates sometime before 1862 and was a 

rallying anthem for the Contrabands at Fort Monroe. It is said in some articles as 

dating about 1853 and from Virginia. The song was made famous by Paul Robeson. 

Harriet Tubman was referred to as ñMoses, the liberator. In the spiritual Canaan & 

heaven refer to Canada; The Pharaoh - the slave master. And it bears a relation 
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between the Jews being freed from Egypt and the slaves from the plantation. It is a 

good example of the retelling of Exodus. 

 

Michael Row the Boat Ashore 

  

 

 

 This song is an Afro/American spiritual. It came to attention during the 

American Civil War on the St. Helena Island, off the coast of South Carolina. The 

white occupants of the island abandoned their land and the Union navy arrived only 

to find slaves. Charles Pickard Ware wrote down a number of spirituals he heard 

from the freedmen. The lyrics are said to refer to the Michael of the Bible and it is 

noted that the slaves on the island did a lot of rowing, taking their previous masters 

from the island to the mainland. 

 There are few órowingô ;songs in the repertoire of Negro spirituals. Perhaps 

the most famous is óMichael.ô The origin of most spirituals are not known as this 

was not a written music. There were fortunately a few scholars that did transcribe 

many of them. It was first mentioned in about 1863 and was from the area of the 

Georgia Sea Islands, a place that we do have a number of the slave spirituals. It is 

apropos that it is a rowing spiritual as this was the only way that slaves could travel 

between the islands in this area. This song is mentioned by the teachers that went to 

these islands with each plantation having their own rowing songs. Like many 

spirituals the words often have double meanings or are in the óslangô of the Negro 

slaves. Most probably the óMichael mentioned is the archangel Michael who often is 

called on to help improve the life of the slaves. The lyrics ñMichael, row the boat 

ashoreò might be reference to crossing over to the north for freedom. 

 The words of the last verse; ñO I wheel to de right and I wheel to de left,.ò 

The best meaning of this might be the statement of a slave that said: ñDat mean if 

you go od de left you to destruction, and if you go on de right got to God for sure.ò  

Follow the Drinking Gourd  
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This is a prime example of a spiritual with a definite message. Slaves knew 

that freedom was to the north. They knew of the North Star and the metaphor of a 

gourd (drinking utensil) was the big dipper in the sky. The North Star (Polaris) was 

known as the guiding star. In Africa music was a vital part of society and music 

always had a purpose, not as an art form but a way of transmitting a message. Thus 

they carried over to their new land this same practice. 

ñFollow the drinking gourdò is a coded spiritual. The message of the 

direction to follow was given to slaves by Peg Leg Joe, a former sailor who had a 

missing left leg. It is said that Peg Leg Joe, a carpenter by trade would move from 

one plantation to another teaching the slaves the correct escape route.  

The song was first published in 1928 with the earliest date collected was 1912. 

The lyrics of the song have been analyzed  - From Mobile North up the Tombigbee 

River, over land to the Tennessee River, then down the river to where the Tennessee 

and Ohio Rivers meet near Paducah, Kentucky and then cross over the Ohio (best 

in winter when river is frozen). This journey took most of the year. 

I give just a few of the lyrics translated: 

ñWhen the sun come backò = Taken together this use suggests escaping in 

the spring and heading North to freedom. 
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ñWhen the firsô quail callò = Alludes to the hollowed out gourd used by 

slaves as a water dipper. Code name for the Big Dipper star formation, which points 

to Polaris, the Pole Star and North 

ñFor the ole man sayò = Ole man is captain ï operator Peg Leg Joe 

ñThe rivaôs bank am a very good road = 1
st
 river Tombigbee 

This is just a few lyrics translated. There are many verses that would have 

similar meanings for the slave. 

In the first 4 verses, we find a coded description of their purpose: 

1
st
 verse: How to follow route from Mobile North 

2
nd

 verse: The route through Northern Mississippi to Tennessee River.  

3
rd

 verse:        End of route in Paducah, Kentucky. 

     

 

Go Tell it on the Mountain 
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This is a song written by John W. Work dating to at least 1865. It is both 

considered an African/American spiritual and also a Christmas Carol as its lyrics 

celebrate the Nativity. When recording the song Peter, Paul and Mary and their 

musical director Milt Okum substituted some lyrics to make it applicable to the 

Civil Rights struggle. 

Dry Bones 

 This is a song that is sung by most kids in elementary school. It is a well-

known traditional spiritual and is a good way to learn basic anatomy. The melody 

was composed by James Weldon Johnson. The lyrics are based on Ezekiel 37:1-14, 

where the prophet Ezekiel visits the Valley of Dry Bones and brings them to life 

under Godôs command. Ezekiel had a vision and is taken by Godôs spirit into a 

valley filled with old bones. Ezekiel heard a noise, and behold, all the bones came 

together bone to bone. 
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Nobody Knows the Trouble Iôve Seen 

JUNE - THE MUSICAL OBSERVER 
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THE STORY OF THE NEGRO SPIRITUAL "NOBODY KNOWS THE 

TROUBLE I'VE SEEN" by Clarence Cameron White. (Clarence Cameron White is 

an American composer-violinist, who has made an extended study of Negro folk 

songs and spirituals, and whose article should be helpful to music club members as 

study material. His setting of four of these spirituals, "Bandanna Sketches," has 

attained a wide vogue.) 

The story of any Negro Spiritual necessarily begins with the story of that 

dark cloud of human slavery, which for two hundred years hung ghost-like over the 

American nation. Each Spiritual is but the reflection of the slaves' mental picture of 

experience during that period of our history. Of the bards who brought these songs 

into being, we know nothing, as individuals, but we do know that each and every 

"Spiritual" reflects an individual talent closely akin to genius. Even though these 

songs were born of a very vital depression and sorrow, we can today catch 

something of the lyric pathos and beauty of these inspired melodies. 

Upon extensive research, we find that "Nobody Knows the Trouble I've 

Seen" first sprang from the heart of a Negro slave whose trials were almost more 

than he could bear. After having his wife and children sold away, he withdrew to his 

little cabin and poured out his sorrow in this song. His singing of it was so 

heartrending and reflected the experience of the other slaves on the plantation to 

such an extent that it was soon learned and chanted at all the "meetings" of the 

slaves held after the toils of the day were over. Thus it became one of the best known 

and most frequently used in all parts of the Southland and the Sea Islands off the 

Atlantic Coast. The treatment of the words "Nobody Knows" shows in its drop of a 

sixth, just how hopeless this slave felt over his loss.   

Figure 1 

 

 
 

Then notice the serene flow of the melody "Nobody Knows but Jesus," 

 

 
 

The thoughts occurred that there was comfort in knowing that Jesus, who 

knows all things, knew and understood this great sorrow and loss, and the voice 

raises in praise for this comfort in the lines "Glory Hallelujah," 
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Then there appears a recitation of his many trials in the lines "Sometimes 

I'm Up, Sometimes I'm Down." The word "down" coming quite properly on a 

downward inflection,  

 

 
 

 

The slave's hope of salvation and a re-union comes in the words "If you get 

there before I do, Tell my friends I'm coming, too," and in the ending "Oh, yes, 

Lord"; notice the sounding of conviction in the biblical promises in the broad 

accented phrase of the music.  

 

 
 

 

 

The setting of these Spirituals "Bandanna Sketches" (of which "Nobody 

Knows the Trouble I've Seen" is No. 1), published by the Carl Fischer Company, 

was the suggestion of the late Dr. Booker T. Washington during a visit to Tuskegee 

in the summer of 1915. These songs were sung at Tuskegee as solos with the 

important lines accompanied by choir voices and they seemed to me especially 

suited to the violin, utilizing effective double stopping in the chorus parts. So upon 

my return to Boston, I began to transcribe the numbers for violin - truly a labor of 

love. These settings remained in manuscript for two years before they were 

submitted for publication to the Carl Fischer Company, and it has been a great 

source of pleasure, to say the least, that they have been programmed by such artists 

as Fritz Kreisler, Zacharewitch, Mayo Wadler, Isadore Berger, Roderick White, 

Kathryn Platt Gunn, Irma Seydel, Pauline Watson and numerous other artists. 
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They have recently been used in orchestral version by numerous large orchestras 

throughout America, and were included in the "Pop" concerts at Symphony Hall, 

Boston. During the present season, the orchestral version was played by the Chicago 

Symphony at the High School memory contest held in Chicago in March, and the 

arrangement for military band has been used at concerts by municipal bands at 

Baltimore, Washington and numerous other places. 

 

   
 

           
 

 

Battle of Jericho 

 


