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Mellows 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 
It would appear superfluous to enter into any discussion on the origin, character or 

musical significance of the Negro spiritual, since the fact is so well established that it is 

an original lyrical creation of the Afro-American mind evolved in this country, second 

only in point of time to the song of the Red Man. But a few words may seem necessary in 

explanation of the name "mellows." 

 

Dialect is not the speech to which the Negro will cling; but for elemental poetry, 

poignancy and expressiveness it far excels purer speech, and in this his songs have that 

direct emotional utterance that belongs to all time, making them musical art productions 

of estimable value. These songs are known throughout the South as spirituals, "himes" 

and "ballets"; but the "mellows" and "Make-up" songs of the Louisiana Negro claim a 

distinctive place. Mellow is the Negro word for melody, and by this term their devotional 

songs are called in southern Louisiana. So redolent of this quality are they that we are 

reminded of the words of Renan, speaking of the Celtic melodies: "Like emanations from 

above they fall, drop by drop, upon the soul and pass through it like the memories of 

 another world.” 



 

PREFACE 

 
Mr. Robert Emmett Kennedy was a well-known author and researcher during the 

late 19th century. Kennedy wrote approximately six books, played the piano and was 

noted for his recitatives delivered in Negro dialect, and for his research and 

interpretations of Negro spirituals 

Kennedy was a prototype for what came to be recognized as the typical southern 

gentleman. He was rugged, yet cultured, and had a full head of white hair when he was in 

his 30's. 

Before moving to New York, Kennedy lived in New Orleans above the Gast 

Manufacturing Co. at 310 Chartres.  

B. Handly, a teacher at Warren Easton was one of his friends and Mr. Tinker, who 

is said to have helped Kennedy write a book. 

Kennedy never married - it is said he did not like the company of women.  

He is buried next to Emmet Hardy, his famous nephew in the Hook & Ladder #1 

Cemetery in Gretna, La. 

His book 'Mellows' was very well received and we find several reviews of his 

book in a few music magazines of the era. The prominate music critic Carl Engle 

reviewed 'Mellows' in the April, 1926 issue of the Musical Quarterly: 

 

"Almost simultaneously with Mr. Johnson's volume, there has been published a 

collection entitled "Mellows" by R. Emmet Kennedy (A. & C. Boni). The author of this 

collection holds that the spirituals are "an original lyrical creation of the Afro-American 

mind evolved in this country." This does not prevent Mr. Kennedy from remarking, very 

justly, in connection with such a tune as "Po Li'l Jesus," that "the general mold of the 

melody is so reminiscent of the Gregorian chant that it may not be unreasonable to 

assume it is due to the influence of Roman Catholicism, the religion of Creole Louisiana, 

and the religion adopted by many of the Negroes of the Creole plantations." 

A comparison between the Johnson and Kennedy collections, so opportunely 

brought out at the same time, offers food for salutary reflection. Mr. Kennedy in most 

cases quotes chapter and verse, that is, the name of the Negro or Negroes who sang for 

him the different versions of the tunes he records. And the reminiscences or anecdotes 

that accompany each song are not the least valuable or attractive part of the 

book........Compare the "Crucifixion" in the Johnson collection with "He never said a 

Mumblin' Word" as recorded and harmonized by Mr. Kennedy in his "Mellows." Which 

is the more genuinely Negro of the two? Read what Mr. Kennedy has to say of George 

Riley, the Baptist Negro-who went out to see the "Sun dance" on Easter morning-and his 

way of singing the song with "a feeling of adulation rather than a feeling of 

commiseration." Look at Mr. Kennedy's version, with its lilting eighth and sixteenth 

notes-expressive of the loving solicitude for the martyred Lord and of the frank 

astonishment and pride that he should have suffered without ever saying "a mumblin' 

word."" 

 

Another review was written by Gilbert Seldes in the April, 1926 issue of Dial: 

 



 

".......Mr. Kennedy's arrangements are extremely simple and include several songs of 

which I have never heard, one especially attractive being If You Can't Come, Send One 

Angel Down; another note-worthy portion of his book is that devoted to the street cries of 

New Orleans, the vendors of buttermilk and potato-cake and blackberries, the chimney-

sweep, and the charcoal man. I wonder that this work has not been done for our less 

picturesque cities; I have heard the cry of "strawberries" in Philadelphia in such strange 

musical intervals that after fifteen years I remember them; there are street cries in New 

York, quite apart from "watch your step" in the subway, and these too, I fancy, are 

available for the use of musicians." 

 

Finally in the Jan. 30, 1926 issue of Musical America we read the following 

review of "Mellows:" 

 

"POST-BELLUM SOUTH ATMOSPHERE RECREATED IN "MELLOWS" 

 

"Among the numerous collections of negro spirituals and folk-songs that have 

been brought out recently, "Mellows" by Emmet Kennedy (Albert & Charles Boni) stands 

unique. Mr. Kennedy is a native of Louisiana and grew up in the poetic atmosphere of 

post-bellum days when the Negro, though released from slavery, had as yet not begun to 

consider himself as an individual. 

"Mellows" be it said for the benefit of those born above Mason & Dixon's line, is 

the Negro form "melodies" and is of a piece with other delightful words such as 

Spirituals," "ballets" (pronounced to rhyme with "palettes") and "make-up songs," to 

mention a few. 

The collection has been gathered first-hand over a number of years, and Mr. 

Kennedy begins his volume with a learned but readable essay on Negro music, its origins 

and the proper method of singing it. Let all singers not to the manner born, take heed to 

this sentence: "the words . .  should be sung without any attempt to transform them into 

correct English or make them resemble in any way the conventional art song, whereby 

their picturesque quality and racial character will be utterly lost and they will become 

meaningless." 

Mr. Kennedy has harmonized the tunes simply. There is no Debussyan 

atmosphere and no attempt at Brahmian accompaniments. Many of the songs are short, 

too short perhaps, for concert use, but that is the way they are and you just have to take 

them or leave them. 

There is a wide range of interest in the mellows, though of course most of them 

are of a religious character. Of these latter the most striking are the macabre "Go Down, 

Death" which brings a chill up the spine through merely reading the words; "Po' Li'l 

Jesus," a highly characteristic version of the Nativity, and "O Mary, What You Weepin' 

About." Some of the secular songs, however, are particularly delightful, such as "De Ole 

Mule" and "Grumbellin' People," and are deserving of public performance not only on 

their own account but as a relief from the eternal "Deep River" and other over-sung 

spirituals. With each song, Mr. Kennedy has given an interesting account of how and 

where he found it, which adds materially to the interest. 



 

Singers who like to include a group of Negro songs on their programs are advised to look 

through this collection, and any one interested in Negroes, their music and their 

personalities, cannot afford to be without "Mellows" upon their book shelves.



 

 
 

MELLOWS 

 
How they call, 

Those spirit voices, 

Through the mists of deathless time. 

How they charm 

The nightly silence 

With sweet sounds 

For you and me; 

Those strange 

Familiar voices 

Of the dim and distant ages, 

Telling Time's impassioned fancies 

Wafted on from sea to sea. 

 

What a vast survey of pleasant vistas engages the attention when you take up the 

history of folk-song and ballad literature. You seem to go back to the very beginning of 

things, long before literature was; back to a time so remote, you seem to sink into the 

deathless reverie of oblivion wherein the very names of the authors of this poetry of the 

people have faded irrevocably. 

Among the earliest important collections of old English ballads and broadsheets 

of which record has been made, the one given first place was the collection made by the 

antiquarian Anthony a-Wood in 1685. Next in order in aesthetic interest and importance 

are the "Reliques of Ancient Popular Poetry" (1791), and the Robin Hood Garland" 

(1795). Scottish literature has been enriched likewise by Allan Ramsay's "The Tea-Table 

Miscellamy" (1719), "The Evergreen" (1724); Sir Walter Scott's "Minstrelsy of the 

Scottish Border" (1803); "The Jacobite Relicks of Scotland" by the Ettrick Shepherd 

(1819), and William Motherwell's "Minstrelsy Ancient and Modern" (1827). A like 

memorable service to Irish literature has been rendered by Joseph Walker's "Historical 

Memoirs of the Irish Bards" (1786); Crofton Croker's "Researches" and "Fairy Legends & 

Traditions of the South of Ireland" (1825); Douglas Hyde's "Love Songs of Connacht" 

(1893), and the invaluable music relics of Bunting, Petrie and Joyce. Wales is represented 

by Edward Jones' "Musical & Poetical Relicks of the Welsh Bards" (1794), and "The 

Bardic Museum of Primitive British Literature' (1802); Arthur Somervell's "Welsh 

Melodies," and Alfred Perceval Graves' "Welsh Poetry, Old & New" (1912). And the 

little Manx nation is adequately represented by the delightful contributions of Dr. Clague 

and the Deemster Gill. 

The American ballad-maker and song-writer, it would seem never indulged to any 

great extent in the primitive method of bringing his homely song before the public notice 

in the form of the broadsheet after the fashion of his Celtic and Anglo-Saxon forebears. 

Upon examination of the folk-song collections extant it is evident that the early singers 

did very little in the way of inventive or creative song, rather appearing content to adapt 



 

the foreign songs of their ancestors, claiming them as their own after the lapse of a 

generation or two. Any number of the so-called early American folk-songs can be traced 

to their English, Irish, Scotch and Welsh originals. 

It was not until Stephen Collins Foster began publishing in conventional sheet 

music form his tender, emotional heart-songs that the ballad had any considerable place 

in American music literature. The popular ditty and topical song of to-day, with all their 

vehemence and variegation, have almost succeeded in making the undiscriminating forget 

the real significance of the venerable word. We sometimes find ourselves trying to delude 

ourselves into thinking that to-day is not very different from the day of long ago; that the 

ideals and sentiments of our grandmothers and great-grandmothers were not so radically 

dissimilar to those of the present, practical, progressive times. But if we consult the song 

records of the old days, the popular songs voicing the common sentiment of the common 

people, songs of the heart that awaken the better emotions and help to keep us closer to 

the things of the spirit, we will recognize an astonishing difference. And we are made to 

feel happy with the thought that these songs did not die, but timidly sank back into the 

shadow, embalmed in their own beauty, as it were, to come down to us and help purify 

the heavy atmosphere of cheap suggestiveness and coarse vulgarity we are obliged to 

breathe in these ultra modern days. 

 

"Songs from hearts sincere, 

Though heard but once in passing, 

Touching souls a tune, 

Can never be forgotten, 

Or lost, however simple." 

 

It is a fortunate thing for art and literature that there still remain a few sections of 

the country where progress has been slow in making her entry, and there remain a few 

primitive folk who have not got away from being natural and who hold fast to racial 

characteristics. Conspicuous among these folk are the Negroes of the South. The 

individuality of their music has awakened interesting comment throughout the country; 

and the fantastic ideas and naive expression of many of their spirituals or "ballets" are 

sufficiently meritorious to have them rank as valuable contributions to the general 

development of our national lore. Anton Dvorak, sensitive to the great musical worth of 

the Bohemian airs and Gypsy songs of his native land, instinctively recognized the 

intrinsic value of these Negro melodies and incorporated some of the motifs in his "New 

World" symphony. Louis Moreau Gottschalk likewise was impressed with the native 

charm of the folk melodies of the Louisiana Creoles and utilized some of them to great 

advantage in his piano transcriptions of the "Bamboula," "La Savane" and "Le Bananier." 

For a romantic interpretation of the Negro we are inclined to go back to the 

picturesque days of the old plantation with its "fiddle-songs," "corn songs," "devil-songs," 

jig-tunes, and the most peculiar and interesting custom of all, the "shout," a religious 

manifestation not unlikely a relic of some native African dance. This shouting was 

confined to the Baptists, and many of the most beautiful spirituals and "running shouts" 

are the productions of that denomination, the songs producing the same effect upon their 

emotional members even in the present day. 



 

Francis Pendleton Gaines, in his book "The Southern Plantation, a Study in the 

Development and the Accuracy of a Tradition," has given a scholarly analysis in the 

second chapter which is devoted to "The Development of the Conception of the 

Plantation in Literature"; the beginning of which he placed between the years 1832 and 

1850. He says that the plantation makes its first important appearance in American 

literature in John Pendleton Kennedy's "Swallow Barn," published in 1832; and in "The 

Cavaliers of Virginia," by William A. Carruthers, published in 1834. 

"Towards the close of this period," Mr. Gaines tells us, "the plantation had so 

penetrated the American artistic imagination that its echoes are found in unexpected 

places. Poe is commonly thought of as the author who, more than any other of our native 

writers, let his fancy indulge is some ethereal dream by some weird, eternal stream. At the 

same time, however, he brings the Negro character of Jupiter into the story of "The Gold-

Bug" (published in 1843). "However justly this black may be criticized as to dialect or 

characterization, the fact is before us that Poe realized the appropriateness of placing in 

his mystery tale a typical devoted house slave on the Southern estate." 

Poe was living in Richmond, Va., in 1816, and he went to live in Baltimore, Md., 

in 1833; during which period of seventeen years he certainly must have accumulated 

some knowledge of plantation life and have had something like a sympathetic 

understanding of the poetic and musical sensibilities of the Negroes he saw around him. 

In Graham's Magazine for November, 1843, in his review of James Fenimore Cooper's 

novel "Wyandotte," Poe says: "The Negroes, without exception, are admirably done." 

If we take into consideration Poe's environment during this period in the South, - 

his extraordinary sensitiveness to tonal beauty, the colorful sound of words, the 

irresistible lure of music and the rhythm of untrammeled nature, then we need feel no 

great surprise when we read Edmund Clarence Stedman's hint at another connection 

between Poe and the plantation. He says: "I have had a fancy that our Southern poet's ear 

caught the music of 'Annabel Lee' and "Eulalie,' if not their special quality, from the 

plaintive, melodious Negro songs utilized by those early writers of 'minstrelsy' who have 

been denominated the only composers of a genuine American school." 

This assertion may contain little of truth and may be somewhat difficult to prove, 

but we may take it for what it is worth. At any rate, it is of sufficient interest in invite 

speculation. 

Turning to Poe's essay "The Poetic Principle," we read: "Contenting myself with 

the certainty that Music, in its various modes of meter, rhythm and rhyme, is of so vast a 

moment in Poetry as never to be wisely rejected - is so vitally important an adjunct, that 

he is simply silly who declines its assistance." "It is in Music, perhaps, that the soul most 

nearly attains the great end for which, when inspired by the Poetic Sentiment, it struggles 

- the creation of supernal beauty." . . . "We are often made to feel, with a shivering delight 

that from an earthly harp are stricken notes which cannot have been unfamiliar to the 

angels." 

Then again in the "Philosophy of Composition," he says: "Beauty of whatever 

kind, in its supreme development, invariably excites the sensitive soul to tears. 

Melancholy is thus the most legitimate of all the poetical tones." 

It was because Poe was so close to Nature and her primal secrets that his poetry 

has so much of natural magic. And the same thing may be said of the simple, untaught, 



 

inspired Negro singers of the Southern plantations, who have created the beautiful 

devotional songs known as "spirituals." These elevating excitations of the soul are the 

unconscious productions of Nature's own children filled with a keen sense of primal 

beauty and the melancholy legacy of longing and loneliness. 

Poe also speaks of no other form of poetry having been so universally employed 

for artistic effect as that of the "refrain." He says: "As commonly used, the refrain, or 

burden, not only is limited to lyric verse, but depends for its impression upon the force of 

monotony - both in sound and thought. The pleasure is deduced solely from the sense of 

identity, - of repetition." 

Strangely enough, this is a marked characteristic of Negro spirituals. The burden, 

or refrain, is sometimes repeated to the extent of producing semi-intoxication or 

overcoming the sense of the listener very like the effect of a spell or incantation; 

especially if the spiritual in which it occurs is one of innumerable stanzas, as many of 

them are. A splendid example of this "force of Monotony," with a burden of growing 

insistence both in sound and thought, is the old spiritual: 

 

 



 

 
 

Any number of these spirituals or devotional songs may be taken as examples and 

you will readily recognize many of the elements enumerated by Poe in his analysis of the 

Poetic Principle; melancholy, perhaps, the most predominant. Of course if we dissociate 

the words of these songs from the melodies to which they are wedded, regarding them in 

the light of cultured poetry, then they must be classed as simple, homely folk-verses 

possessing a sufficient quality of spontaneous emotion and originality of invention to 

entitle them to a place in the category of poetic literature. But if we judge them as a 

whole, musical productions helping to quicken and nourish the pathos and the quiet 

reverence of the heart, with their remarkable wealth of intricate rhythms and melodious 

cadences and their admirable unity of sound and sense, then it is not difficult to imagine 

the effect they might have had on the music-haunted brain of a man like Poe, the helpless 

victim of exquisite melancholy given to the "luxury of woe," who found the keenest 

pleasure in making deathless music of his fantastic brooding. 

These spirituals, or devotional songs, which have become traditional hymns, were 

originally extemporaneous; evolved partly under the influence of association with the 

whites, but in the main, original in the best sense of the word; the inspiration of a moment 

of ecstasy, the expression of religious elation curiously intermingled with emotion of 

intrinsically barbaric character; the chanted prayer of a simple child-mind, the melodious 

cry of a "soul on its knees." 

The words are sometimes crude and often meaningless; and again you come 

across a line of poetic imagery that brings a thrill as pleasing as a line from Chaucer or a 

pastoral echo from Allan Ramsay's "Gentle Shepherd." The artless sincerity of these 

songs is the thing which makes them epical in their grandeur and their foolishness. 

One of these "ballets" in miniature broadsheet form, telling it was "composed by 

the Evangelist blind man God sent to warn sons and daughters," has this refrain: 

 

 Good-bye, dear Mother, 

    Your voice will be heard no more. 

 Death done summoned her body, 

    Crape is nailed on the door. 

 

Another one called "The Walls Come Tumbling Down," gives this astonishing 

information: 

 

 Run here, Mitchell, with your key, 

    Unlock the bottomless pit, 

 For here is a man he looks so old, 



 

 Believe the Devil done bought his soul. 

   O the wall come tumbling down. 

 

Mitchell and Michael are interchangeable designations to the inspired Negro 

psalmist and his religious fervor is never deterred by any law of simple rhetoric. Another 

stanza tells you, 

 

 O I am going to speak in due time; 

    Hope's horse is a horse got tender lions. 

 You might ride Hope's horse to-day, 

 Next time you ride in Hell to stay. 

    O the wall come tumbling down. 

 

There is another one reading: "Recomposed by the Missionary Rev. F. J. 

Montgomery of New Orleans, La., better known as the 'World's Battle Ax,' “and it has 

these thrilling lines: 

 

 God got angry on his throne, 

    He called the angels and they began to mourn; 

 They dropped their wings and veiled their face, 

 And cried, have mercy on the human race. 

 

 Go down, Angels, consume the flood, 

 Blow out the sun, turn the moon to blood; 

 Go down, Angels, and bolt the door, 

 Times have been shan't be no more. 

 

 O come here Angels of bottomless pit 

    With a great chain in your hand; 

 Stop the Devil in his mighty wit 

    And bind him at Heaven's command. 

 

This interesting "ballet" is called "Angel Done Gone Down," and is decorated on 

the reverse side with a picture of the Reverend Battle Ax and the announcement that 

"This man is like that Stone that was rejected"; probably a reference to Matthew xxi, 42. 

Biblical stories form the basis of many of these spirituals and the expounding of 

them is often illuminating. The most obstinate Scripture lines and phrases of varying 

lengths and accent are forced to do duty to the same melody with such wonderful skill as 

to be almost impossible of imitation by a white singer. 

There is another one called "When the Ball Was Over," telling how 

 

 Herodias went down to the river one day, 

 Wanted to know what John the Baptist had to say; 

 Joh spoke these words at the risk of his life,- 

 Not lawful to marry your brother's wife. 



 

 

(Chorus) 

 

 When the ball was over, 

 When the ball was over, 

 When the ball was over, 

 There was many sad aching hearts. 

 

 Herodias got in the chariot and went back home, 

 Her mind had rested on brother John 

 These were the words Herodias spoke and said,- 

 I am going to get him if it takes me all my days. 

 

 Herodias had a daughter by the name of Solom, 

 The poor little girl she was well known; 

 She called her daughter in a peculiar way, 

 What you reckon Herodias did say? 

 

 She ran to her mother whooping and crying, 

 She ran to her mother with her head hung down; 

 Interesting thoughts were on her mind, 

 Crying, give me the head of John divine. 

 

 Herodias spoke in advance, 

 I am going to send my daughter out to dance. 

 Solom was the dancer, she danced very well, 

 But the dancer looked to dance her soul to hell. 

 

 Herodias called these men to come around,- 

 Come in haste, don't make an alarm; 

 I have a piece of work for you to do, 

 Come on, I am going to instruct you. 

 

 Caught John the Baptist, laid him on the ground; 

 The cruel men were standing around; 

 They looked on John with a frown 

 While he was laying down on the ground. 

 

In another one called "Sampson Tore the Building Down," in some respects 

resembling one called "Wasn't That a Witness for My Lord" given in the Calhoun 

Plantation collection, in that it relates the prowess of the great hero of Bible-story, we 

have the account of Delilah the temptress told in innumerable stanzas in this graphic 

manner: 

 

 Delilah was a woman that was fine and fair, 



 

 Pleasant looking with coal black hair. 

 Delilah she gained Sampson's mind., 

 When he first seen the woman she looked so fine. 

 But did he went to Timothy I can't tell 

 If the daughter of Timothy pleased him well. 

 He asked his father to go and see 

 Can you get that beautiful woman for me? 

 

(Chorus) 

 

 If I had my way, 

 O Lordy, Lordy, 

 If I had my way; 

 If I had my way, 

 I would tear this building down. 

 

 Sampson's mother she said to him, 

 Can't you find a wife among our kin; 

 She said, O Sampson, it grieves your mother's mind 

 For you to go and marry to a Philistine. 

 Now let me tell you what Sampson done, 

 He broke at the lion and the lion run; 

 Sampson was the man that the lion attack, 

 Sampson caught the lion and got on his back. 

 'Twas written that the lion killed a man with his paw, 

 But Sampson had his hand in the lion's jaw. 

 

 Sampson gave a feast and there came a debate, 

 He put forth a riddle to interpretate,- 

 So many garments he said he would give 

 If they tell his riddle in seven days. 

 

 Sampson's feast was almost through, 

 The known of the riddle was not yet in view, 

 They called his wife and instruct her what to do,- 

 Please ask your husband and he'll tell it to you. 

 

 She says what is the riddle, please tell it to me, 

 You said out of the strong came forth the meat; 

 What is your riddle, please tell it to me, 

 You said out of the eater came forth the sweet. 

 I killed a lion, long after he was dead 

 The bees made honey in the lion's head. 

 

 Sampson went in a town and he stayed too late, 



 

 They wanted to kill him and they laid in wait. 

 Tell me, wasn't Sampson awful strong? 

 He pulled up the gate post and taken them along. 

 

 Sampson burned down a field of corn, 

 They looked for Sampson but he was gone. 

 So many thousands formed a plot, 

 Not many days before he was caught. 

 

 They bound him with rope while the crowd stood by, 

 He looked on the ground and then closed his eye. 

 He just moved his arms, the rope popped like thread, 

 When he got through slaying three thousand was dead. 

 O Church, just listen to the tale, 

 They caught poor Sampson and put him in jail. 

 Sampson was a man very large in size, 

 They overpowered the man and plucked out his eyes. 

 

 But now, O Church, ain't you glad 

 To hear what Sampson said to the lad,- 

 These was the words that Sampson said, 

 Show me a pillow for to lay my head. 

 

 Church, let me tell you what the Philistine done, 

 They brought Sampson to the building to have some fun. 

 We are told that the building was high from the ground, 

 Sampson brisked against the pillow and it tumbled down. 

 

The rhythmic urge and infectious monotony of this stirring canticle with its 

recurring chorus, 

 

 If I had my way, 

 O Lordy, Lordy, 

 If I had my way, 

 If I had my way, 

 I would tear this building down, 

 

succeed in producing on a congregation or a group of singers in a room an effect beyond 

description, a state of mental dizziness not soon forgotten, 

Another one called "Business Affairs," had this ominous warning: 

 

 Go tell that Ball Room Lady 

    Get all her business right; 

 She better get her heart in order 

    For the train may be here tonight. 



 

 

(Chorus) 

 

 You must get your business right 

 For the train may be here tonight; 

 You must have your ticket ready 

 For she'll soon be out of sight. 

 

 The little black train is coming, 

    I know it is going to slack; 

 You can tell it by its rumbling, 

    It's all craped in black. 

 

 That train we are singing about 

    It has no whistle or bell, 

 And when you find your station 

    You are in Heaven or Hell. 

 

 There are men and women 

    That love their sport and game, 

 Yet death is riding with them, 

    Will take them just the same. 

 

 The rich man in grandeur 

   Filled with his worldly ways, 

 Said I will build my barns a little larger 

    And live for many days. 

 

 But that very night the king of terror came,- 

    Said, rich old man thy judgement's come; 

 This very night thy soul must be 

    At judgment bar and throne. 

 

Another one called "Elder Ain't You Got a Mission?" has this declaration of 

thankfulness: 

 

 I got my soul converted, 

    I put on my gospel shoe; 

 And if I can't sing like angels, 

    I know I got a mission, too. 

 

Modern progress and cold commercialism too frequently perform lamentable feats 

in the way of obliterating old forms and destroying sentimental and aesthetic values 

regardless of their historic worth. Thus is the charm of a picturesque old culture slowly 

fades away. Generations pass out and custom takes on a new guise, and only occasionally 



 

in some obscure corner remnants of an old tradition will linger in the memory of a few 

sentimental souls who treasure the things of the long ago. Nowhere, perhaps, is this fact 

more fully demonstrated than in New Orleans, that distinctive city of cosmopolitanism 

and indigenous nationalities - descendants of Spanish Dons, French Noblemen, Acadian 

refugees, Creole aristocrats, Choctaw Indians, Irish and German fortune-hunters, Manila 

and Negro cross-breeds - each one retaining many of its racial provincialism's and 

customs that make a harmonious composite pattern expressing America though virtually 

un-American. 

If you have ever been to that romantic old city on a visit you will remember what 

a peculiar charm the Vieux Carre exerted over you, with its intrusive dialects and 

diatribes, colors and cobblestones, Moorish balconies overhanging the banquettes or 

sidewalks, where mysterious court-yards bloom behind great postern-like doors with 

curious iron gratings that flirt with you invitingly; where blue mosaic street names appear 

at every corner inlaid in the pavement; where prolific wisteria and Madeira vines send 

down their luscious odors from second-story galleries trellised with iron lacework; and 

where waxen looking yucca plants, banana trees and date palms greet you with a tropic 

welcome from nearly every front garden, be it ever so small. 

It may be this same charm is somewhat commonplace to one who has lived there 

for many years, simply because he knows that it is not confined exclusively to the old 

French Quarter, and that its influence can be felt in other parts of the city as well; even in 

that district above Canal Street which the old-time Creole aristocrat refers to disdainfully 

as the "Americaine section." 

Among the many quaint old customs which still prevail there, perhaps the most 

characteristic is the going about of the Negro street vendors with their plaintive, 

melodious cries by which they announce their wares. Many of the old families still adhere 

to the time-honored custom of having the weekly washing done in the back yards, thereby 

enabling the clothes-pole man to continue plying his simple trade, making his periodical 

visits to town with a bundle of long white ash clothes-poles on his shoulder. His cry is a 

sort of spasmodic ejaculation given in loud, deep tones: 

 

 
 

Several times a week the buttermilk man comes around with his large can of 

buttermilk, walking all the way from his little dairy out on Telemachus Street, across the 

Basin, in the "back-of-town" section of the city. His cry is one of chromatic pleading, 

enticing you to buy in spite of yourself. 

 

 
 



 

The selling of hot potato-cakes seems to be the exclusive prerogative of women. 

These cakes are made of sweet potatoes, though occasionally they are made of Irish 

potatoes, and they are sold hot. Whether from tradition or because of a better musical 

effect, the cry is always given in "gumbo" French, the patois spoken by the Creole 

Negroes. These vendors are heard mostly down in the French Quarter around nightfall. 

And it is very soothing to your mental condition on a hot August night when you are 

sitting in your room sizzling in unstudied negligee, trying to pacify yourself with the aid 

of a palmetto fan and a pitcher of cold lemonade with tamarinds in it, to hear the potato-

cake woman go by in the street below singing: 

 

 
 

Then along in the early part of the month of May, the blackberry woman comes to 

town with her belated spring-song. Her call is full of melancholy poetry which seems to 

tell you that she has been up since the "crakin' o' day," picking blackberries in the woods 

and along the bayou banks, and that she has walked miles and miles over dew-wet, dusty, 

country roads in order to get to town to sell her berries on her head, the dew and the berry 

juice dripping from the basket and running down her back in purple rillets. The basket is 

covered with sprays of elder and sycamore leaves to protect the berries from the heat of 

the sun. On her head, serving as a cushion under the basket, she has a "tosh," formed of 

an old garment of some kind which has been twisted and coiled, resembling a sort of 

thick mat. Her skirt is tucked up gypsy-fashion all around her waist, and her dusty shoes 

and bare legs show every trace of long travel. Perhaps it is due to her weariness of body 

that her cry has a suggestion of melancholy: 

 

 
 

Then in the autumn, when the crows come back from the fields of the North, the 

chimney-sweepers comes around to remind people that their chimneys need cleaning 

before the coming of winter. His dress is traditional, in strict accordance with the 



 

chimney-sweeper's idea of correct convention. He wears a top hat, a long linen duster, 

and over his shoulder he carries a bundle of sacks and ropes and long brushes made from 

the frayed leaves of the palmetto. He calls himself "Rom-manay," which is gombo" 

French for the word "ramoneur," meaning chimney-sweeper. He comes along singing in a 

loud voice: 

 

 
 

The charcoal man has no special season. His visits are usually twice a week, as 

charcoal is in constant demand by the washerwomen who do "de w'ite-folks washin' an' 

i'nin' on de primisis." 

There was a man who used to go around with an old white mule and a rickety 

spring wagon, and his cry was like this: 

 
 

The exercise of singing, the common heritage of all simple people who live close 

to nature, is not only delightful but helpful to preserve the health and good spirits of man. 

Byrde, a prominent organist and composer of Queen Elizabeth's time, says of singing: "It 

doth strengthen all parts of the breast, and doth open the pipes. It is the only way to know 

where Nature hath bestowed the benefit of a good voice. The better the voice is, the meter 

it is to honour and serve God therewith. 

 

  Since singing is so good a thing, 

  I wish all men would learn to sing." 

 

Nature has been especially kind to the Negro in bestowing upon him the gift of 

song at all times. And as long as he remains true to this priceless heritage he has from his 

African ancestors we can feel happy in the thought that it will be a long time before the 

haunting glamour of this delightful folk-life will disappear completely and leave that 



 

romantic section barren of itinerant singers and traditional work-songs echoing so 

poetically the common life of the people; work and play, suffering and sorrow, laughter, 

love and death, - the worst as well as the best of life expressed in music. Hardship and 

privation run into melody from the lips of these people as naturally as the scent of the 

clover blossom flows out over the field. A girl hanging up clothes on a washline, an old 

granny sitting under a persimmon tree picking moss, men tugging at a raft of logs in a 

muddy canal, a boy at a mill-pond washing a wagon load of carrots for market, an old 

man calling a flock of scattered chickens for their evening meal, a young woman helping 

to paint a cypress box that is to hold the body of her dead child, - such are the things that 

move these elemental folk to song as naturally as the coming of day sets the roosters to 

crowing or the June moonlight wakens the mocking bird to holy rapture. 

Peace of mind, a resigned spirit and a cheerful imagination are often the means of 

making a song to serve a good purpose out of the merest material. Let us listen to a group 

of women in a bean field where they are picking butterbeans for market. They are ranged 

in rows down the long aisles of glossy bean vines growing on upright cane-reed poles 

placed like the ribs of an Indian's teepee. They have been at work since sunrise and it is 

nearing time for resting. One woman takes the lead, singing each line of the chant alone, 

the other women forming the chorus singing in unison with perfect rhythm and sympathy. 

The leader's mind is a medley of reminiscences, and thinking aloud, she fits her fancies to 

a plaintive melody, the other women falling in at most unexpected intervals and 

supplying the different harmonies with musicianship that is bewildering. The song has a 

naiveté that is charming as it lures a handful of butterbeans from each one of them to be 

emptied into the basket with every cadence: 

 

 
 

 Chink, pink, honey, O lula, 

 Chink, pink, honey, One ole faded hankchuh. 

  

 Chink, pink, honey, O Lula, 

 Chink, pink, honey, Washed it in de bayou. 

 

 Chink, pink, honey, O Lula, 

 chink, pink, honey, Fade all ove' de bayou. 

 

 Chink, pink, honey, O Lula 



 

 Chink, pink, honey, My mothuh tol' me. 

 

 Chink, pink, honey, O Lula, 

 Chink, pink, honey, Gawd won' fursake me. 

 

And on and on the song goes until her fancy is exhausted and the baskets are filled and 

the bean-picking ends. 

These work-songs are human documents of the Negro's self-expression of the 

great rhythms of life. His labor is always a pleasure as long as he is able to rhythmize it in 

song and keep his companions singing and working in unison. Listen to the crude, 

disjointed chant of a small group of men working on a railroad track. They are dragging 

out the old worn crossties and putting in new ones under the rails. The leader sings a line 

and they all fall to and take hold of the crosstie; then he sings another line and they give a 

tug at the crosstie, and with every line chanted another tug, until the crosstie is in place. 

After each line the leader gives a short ejaculation, a sort of melodious grunt, "Umph," 

without interrupting the rhythm in the slightest degree: 

 

 
 



 

What a picture of pulsing life it gives, with its native sense of syncopation and 

glint of poetic fancy. The picture of the stately cypress tree that was, growing in the 

lonely swamp with all its feathery green branches draped in trailing grey moss, 

surrounded on all sides by tall sycamores and spreading live oak trees that sang gloriously 

when the wind went over them; now nothing but the semblance of a tree transformed into 

a plain, commonplace cross-tie, lying ignobly on the ground waiting to be dragged under 

the iron rail of the track, far away from the scene of its departed glory with every 

suggestion of beauty lost forever. 

In the matter of repetition and monotony many of these impromptu ditties seem to 

have a certain relationship to that variety of accumulative song found in the whimsical 

jingles attributed to good old Mother Elizabeth Foster Goose of Boston town. They 

sometimes suggest a picture of simple, peaceful home life full of the satisfaction that 

means so much to the humble heart unaccustomed to big things. This is illustrated in a 

work-song of men "tamping" cinders under the crossties after they have been secured in 

place under the rails. The men all work in unison, each one with a long iron "tamp," a 

kind of crowbar with a spatulated nose. With the first line of the chant, "By an' By," they 

all lift their tamps together, letting them fall on the last word, giving two falls to the beat 

and raising them again on the "By an' By" of the second line; continuing with unvarying 

rhythm to let the tamps fall on the right accent, the accented words of the third line being 

"lay," "won't" and "tall." The chant is short but is succeeds admirably in presenting a clear 

picture of the Negro's introspective mind: 

 

 



 

 
 

Sometimes a lovely "song without words" floats into being, virtually carrying no 

special meaning but helping to hasten the conception of a fanciful reverie. I recall a 

drowsy, balmy Sunday afternoon in September. The windows were open and a light, 

soothing breeze was blowing, carrying with it the mingled odors of China-berry and 

honeysuckle flowers, making the room where I sat reading a bower of sensuous 

sweetness. There was also the sound of melody on the breeze; fitful, wistful melody that 

made you think of the "sleepy music," the "soontree" spoken of in the fanciful legends of 

Pagan Ireland. It was so haunting and importunate that I got up to see where the sound 

came from, and just outside the window in the shade of the camphor tree growing on the 

banquette there was a young colored man sitting on the soft grass, with his feet across the 

gutter. He had a twig in his hand and he was raking the scattered camphor leaves into a 

pile, whistling his melancholy chant over them very like a lyric grasshopper lamenting the 

departure of summer. It was a mysterious whistle-tune, full of poignant, untranslatable 

poetry. I have preserved the song, but its meaning, like the name of the whistler, has yet 

to be learned: 

 

 
 

In making the settings of these songs and spirituals it is my desire to give faithful 

transcriptions as my memory recorded the singing of the Negroes of my native town. 



 

Some of them were taken down at first hearing, sometimes with slight variations if sung 

by more than one singer. I have tried to follow as closely as I know how the intuitive 

harmonies and instinctive rhythmic peculiarities of these musical people, and have tried 

to suggest in the accompaniments the primitive, rudimental element so marked in all their 

productions. 

In nearly all the Negro churches these spirituals are sung without any 

accompanying instrument, a fact which may cause these settings to appear rather sudden 

transitions from the simple folk stage to something akin to the art song. It is not my 

intention to destroy the character or mar the import of the songs by presenting them with 

seeming modern accompaniments, which in my opinion not only emphasize the beauty of 

the melodies, but are intended to suggest the remarkable voice harmonies and tonal 

atmosphere which make these songs so distinctive when sung by their gifted creators. 

The words are given in the Negro dialect and should be sung without any attempt 

to transform them into correct English or make them resemble in any way the 

conventional art song, whereby their picturesque quality and racial character will be 

utterly lost and they will become meaningless. They should be sung according to folk-

song traditions, with strict attention to rhythm, time, accentuation, judicious stress, and 

just conception of the sentiments and emotion prompted by the words. 

The inspired Negro singer knows little or nothing about tone production, breath 

control, correct attack, bel canto or free enunciation, yet he sings these moving chants of 

religious ecstasy in a manner almost impossible of imitation by a trained singer. His song 

is of a natural order, full of genuine feeling, opening its way directly to the general heart. 

Those who look forward to the development of African talent in the field of music, and 

those who love these songs for the songs' sake, even though they cannot sing them, can 

keep fresh their friendly interests for these people and help their petitions for the approach 

of the time when they shall rejoice in their just portion. 

An interesting old book called "A South-Side View of Slavery," published in 1854 

by the Rev. Nehemiah Adams, concludes with the following apostrophe to the music of 

the American Negro: "If the nations of the earth celebrate in heaven their national 

experiences under the providence and grace of God, Africa's song will probably do as 

much as any to illustrate them. But who will write Africa's hymn? What mysteries of 

providence and grace, what remembrances of woe, what corresponding heights of joy and 

bliss, what forgiveness and love, what adoration, what sweet affections born of 

chastisement, what appreciation of heaven, with its liberty and equality and recompense 

of patient suffering, will that hymn contain, and with what voices will it be sung! No man 

can learn that song, no man can write it, but some African slave. We from America shall 

listen to that song with feelings unlike those of any other nation." 

The grand hymn remains to be written, perhaps; but who among us has not given 

his full attention and experienced a thrill of poignant pleasure when listening to any of 

these lesser songs of these unknown singers, feeling a certain pride in claiming them as 

art productions of his native land? 

As a Southerner, I am happy to offer this collection as an individual contribution 

interpreting the poetic and melodic natures of the Negro singers of Louisiana. 

ROCK MOUNT SINAI 

 



 

Come, and walk with me in memory 

through the silent, twilight vistas 

Where the spirit holds communion, 

Making truthful self-revealment; 

Come with me and tread the vistas 

With your ears attuned to soundings 

Of the old familiar voices 

   That awake from out the past. 

 

  Come, and hear them quick reviving, 

  All the varied recollections, - 

  Days of peace and days pathetic, 

  From youth's distant Lethe calling 

  Soft as wind among the thistles, - 

  Come and hear them, feel them, know them, 

  All the old familiar voices 

  That seduced my soul with music 

     In the days of long ago. 

 

My earliest recollection of Negro spirituals carries me back to the pleasant, 

picturesque days of my seventh year and the eventful beginning of the year 1885, the 

Annus Mirabilis of my awakening mind: the year that saw the opening of the great 

Exposition in New Orleans, when "President Arthur surrounded by his cabinet and 

members of the diplomatic corps, the President of the Senate, Speaker of the House and 

many other distinguished people, formally opened the exposition and started its 

ponderous engine and machinery by pressing a button, and the electric current passing 

over 1,200 miles of wire became the means by which the chief of our government put into 

operation the World's Industrial & Cotton Centennial Exposition;" the year that recorded 

the death of President Ulysses S. Grant and the imposing funeral ceremonies held in so 

many of the large cities of the Union, - a thing incongruous and wholly unintelligible to 

my unsophisticated mind; the year that brought the big crevasse, when the treacherous 

waters of the Mississippi River rose to so great a height he levee was unable to withstand 

the pressure, causing it to break and let the raging waters rush in and inundate the land for 

many miles distant. The bayous and canals back of the town of Gretna were soon filled 

with water and it was not long before the spreading flood backed up through the woods 

and pasture lands and overflowed the whole town, in some places as high as five feet or 

more. Any number of families were forced to leave their homes and seek shelter up in the 

front part of town. Those remaining, the greater number being colored families, were 

obliged to build false-floors just above the water mark and live marooned and far from 

being comfortable until the water receded. 

As previous experience had shown such floods to be from three to four months' 

duration, my family hurried away from our little old house which stood quite near to the 

ground, and moved to a place of safety up toward the front of the village. This exodus by 

no means interfered with the pleasure and excitement the high-water occasioned. Skiff 

parties were almost a nightly occurrence; and after much pleading and more loud 



 

complaining at being left behind if my mother went, her indulgent heart would respond 

and I would be permitted to go along. 

The memories of those romantic moonlight rides are more like dream fancies than 

actual experiences. The weird, long journeys out over the town with its forlorn looking 

houses blinking their oil lamp and candle lighted windows at you as you glided by 

stealthily in your great skiff under the numerous plank-walks and Japanesque-looking 

bridges high over the water, leading from one house to the other; the doleful sound of 

mewed up dogs barking at each other from their lonely confinement; the winding in and 

out among the trees on the edge of the woods, with the soft smell of button-ball and wild 

honeysuckle and coral trumpet-flower set afloat by the swishing oars that chased the 

shivering shadows of mossy branches as they danced on the face of the water in the clear 

moonlight; the eerie tinkle of the guitars and the merry mocking echo of the voices 

singing "Evangeline" and "Darling Chloe" and "The Cows Are in the Corn," as we glided 

through the Hook & Ladder Cemetery high up over the graves and among the tomb tops 

shining white and ominous in the light of the summer moon; the pathetic pictures of 

Negro families sitting out on their front galleries, the rude false-floors just a few inches 

above the water line, with an old shovel or a battered dishpan filled with smoldering rags 

to smoke off the mosquitoes as they sat there resignedly singing with impressive 

confidence, "Angel Done Changed My Name." 

 
 

I looked at my hands an' my hands were new, 

   I know de angels done changed my name; 

I looked at my feet an' my feet were too, 

   Thank Gawd de angels done changed my name. 

 



 

Episodes such as these leave impressions on a child's mind which in after years he 

remembers with wonder and gladness. 

It was also the year that witnessed the miraculous rescue of my apparently 

drowned body from a well in the yard, where fully five minutes after I had fallen in, my 

mother pulled me up from the bottom with the aid of a long-handle garden hoe, having 

been attracted to the spot by the strange behavior of two pet cats that sat by the well-side 

intently watching the bubbles rise and burst on the surface of the water. Due to her almost 

insane determination and unceasing effort from nine in the morning until six in the 

evening, I was at last resuscitated. The memory of my three or four days' term of 

convalescence is a glorious one in the way of offerings of fruits and flowers and 

sweetmeats and friendly and curious visitors; and more than all, the lofty satisfaction I 

experienced in being able to tell everybody that "there was none alligators in the well," - a 

frightful myth which had been held up for my protection against the waters of the well as 

far back as I could remember. 

The years of childhood that followed this remarkable episode, extending even into 

the years of ripe adolescence, were years of rigid circumspection enjoyable only at odd 

intervals, - an indifferent enjoyment at best, - for it is far from being a comforting thought 

during one's formative years to feel that one is being constantly guarded like the queen's 

jewels after the parade. Nevertheless it proved valuable in respect to there having been 

selected for me two such joyous and devoted companions as the two little colored boys 

living next door, the sons of Aunt Julie Sparks, our cook and washerwoman. 

Aunt Julie's mother, old Aunt Milleete Narcisse, had been a slave on one of the 

plantations up in the Parishes, and Aunt Julie inherited from her the quick wit, droll 

humor and genial disposition which give the Creole Negroes the marked distinction they 

enjoy. Her boys, Sammy and Johnny, reflected many of the qualities of their mother plus 

excess energy, fertile imagination and all the attributes of efficiency to be desired in a 

playmate and a companion. Looking back to those days with the rich crop of memories I 

can wake from them, I feel like that good old Japanese poet of the Meiji Era when he 

said, 

 

"Within the country 

Hamlets, God be praised, to-day 

Still linger, here and 

There, the simple, sweet old ways 

In homes old-fashioned." 

 

Nothing could be more appropriate for the musical setting of my first heard Negro 

spirituals sung ensemble than Sunday morning at Putney Ward's New Hope Baptist 

Church in Gretna. The least important though most intrusive figure is a curious, impatient 

little boy standing on a high-chair in the kitchen door and looking out over a long stretch 

of back-yard, beyond which stands the little old church. The back window of the church 

is open, and through it the little boy is eagerly watching his playmates, Sammy and 

Johnny, who have gone to Sunday school with their mother. Aunt Julie is standing near 

the open window with her two sons, and their voices ring out with welling gladness as 

they sing the triumphant "shout" called, "Free At Last": 



 

 

 
  On my knees wen de light pass'd by 
     Thank Gawd A'mighty got free at las', 
  Thought my soul would rise an' fly, 
     Thank Gawd A'mighty got free at las'. 
 
(Chorus) ...Free at las', etc. 
  Way down yondah in de grave-yahd walk, 
     Thank Gawd A'mighty got free at las', 
  Me an' my Jesus goin' a-meet an' talk, 
     Thank Gawd A'mighty got free at las'. 
 
(Chorus)    Free at las', etc. 
  Some o' these mawnin's bright an' fair, 
     Thank Gawd A'mighty got free at las', 
  Goin' a-meet King Jesus in de air, 
     Thank Gawd A'mighty got free at las'. 
 
(Chorus)    Free at las', etc. 
  Mah Jesus tol' me once befo', 
     Thank Gawd A'mighty got free at las', 
  To go in peace an' sin no mo', 
     Thank Gawd A'mighty got free at las'. 
The two little boys sing lustily, looking the while in the direction of the little 

white boy standing on his high-chair in a transport of admiration, bravely trying to sing 


