A Spiritual for Freedom

for the Henbury Singers and the 40th anniversary of Amnesty International

Georgetown, South Carolina, at the outbreak of the war
o “Many thousand go,” which used to be sung in secret to avoid detection

Words based on two negro spirituals from the time of the American Civil War noted

down by Thomas Wentworth Higginson in 1867:
o “We’ll soon be free,” for singing which negroes were put in jail in

Oliver Barton
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I did not, when a slave, understand the deep meaning of those incoherent songs. They
told a tale of woe which was beyond my feeble comprehension; they were tones loud,
long and deep; they breathed the prayer and complaint of souls boiling over with the
bitterest anguish. Every tone was a testimony against slavery and a prayer to God for
deliverance from chains. The songs of the slave represent the sorrows of his heart; and
he is relieved by them, only as an aching heart is relieved by its tears.

from Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave,
1845
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