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Document 23.6 William Francis Allen et al, “The Contributions of Slave Songs” (1867) 
 
In 1867, William Francis Allen, Charles Pickard Ware and Lucy Garrison, three northern reformers, educators and 
former abolitionists, published their volume Slave Songs of the United States. A landmark text in both American 
music and folkloric study more broadly, the book originally sprang from the work of Lucy Garrison, who in 1862, 
while working with freedpeople in Port Royal, South Carolina, began the first systematic attempt to transcribe 
African American spirituals. She was soon joined in her endeavor by fellow transplanted northerners Ware and 
Allen. Many of the spirituals collected in Slave Songs are still famous today. In this excerpt from the volume, the 
editors describe the value of slave songs. 
 
The musical capacity of the negro race has been recognized for so many years that it is hard to explain why no 
systematic effort has hitherto been made to collect and preserve their melodies. More than thirty years ago those 
plantation songs made their appearance which were so extraordinarily popular for a while; and if “Coal-black 
Rose,” “Zip Coon” and “Ole Virginny nebber tire” have been succeeded by spurious imitations, manufactured to suit 
the somewhat sentimental taste of our community, the fact that these were called “negro melodies” was itself a 
tribute to the musical genius of the race. 
 
The public had well-nigh forgotten these genuine slave songs, and with them the creative power from which they 
sprung, when a fresh interest was excited through the educational mission to the Port Royal islands, in 1867. The 
agents of this mission were not long in discovering the rich vein of music that existed in these half-barbarous 
people, and when visitors from the North were on the islands, there was nothing that seemed better worth their 
while than to see a “shout” or hear the “people” sing their “sperichils.” A few of these last, of special merit, soon 
became established favorites among the whites, and hardly a Sunday passed at the church on St. Helena without a 
“Gabriel’s Trumpet,” “I hear from Heaven to-day,” or “Jehovah Hallelujah.” The last time I myself heard these was 
at the Fourth of July celebration, at the church, in 1864. All of them were sung, and then the glorious shout, “I can’t 
stay behind, my Lord,” was struck up, and sung by the entire multitude with a zest and spirit, a swaying of the 
bodies and nodding of the heads and lighting of the countenances and rhythmical movement of the hands, which I 
think no one present will ever forget.  
 
Source: William Francis Allen, Charles Pickard Ware, and Lucy McKim Garrison (eds.), Slave Songs of the United 
States (New York: A. Simpson & Co., 1867), i-ii.  
 


