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songs of freedom
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Music  p layed an important  part  in  the  l ives  of  Americans  born into  
s lavery.  Songs  were  a  way of  g iv ing encouragement  and hope for  a  f ree  
future.  Read about  three  popular  songs,  then answer  the  quest ions.

F O L L O W  T H E  D R I N K I N G  G O U R D
A gourd was  a  dr ied vegetable  shel l  
used for  dr inking.  The song may refer  to  
the  Big  Dipper ,  the  star  format ion that  inc ludes  
Polar is ,  or  the  North  Star .  Those who escaped 
s lavery  fo l lowed the North  Star  to  get  to  the  free  
states  in  the  North.
When the  sun  come back ,
When the  firs t  qua i l  ca l l ,
Then the  t ime has  come
Fol low the  dr ink ing  gourd .
The r iver ’ s  bank  i s  a  very  good road ,
The dead  t rees  show the  way ,
Lef t  foot ,  peg  foot  go ing  on ,
Fo l low the  dr ink ing  gourd .
The r iver  ends  between two h i l l s ,
Fo l low the  dr ink ing  gourd ;
Another  r i ver  on  the  other  s ide
Fol low the  dr ink ing  gourd .
When the  l i t t le  r i ver
Meets  the  great  b ig  one ,
The o ld  man wa i t s—
Fol low the  dr ink ing  gourd .

was a  wr i ter ,  s tatesman and 
ant i -s lavery  act iv ist .  He a lso  
escaped s lavery  to  f reedom 
in  the  North.  In  one of  h is  books,  
he  wr i tes  about  the  songs  sung by 
ens laved people  to  encourage eacho-
ther  to  escape.  Here  is  part  of  one 
of  the  songs  that  inspired h im:

“O Canaan,  sweet  Canaan,  
I  am bound for  the  land  of  Canaan. ”
Douglass said about the song: 
“We meant to reach the North —  
and the North was our Canaan.” 

L e t  M y  P e o p l e  G o  
This  song refers  to  the  Exodus  in  
the  Bible ,  when the Israel i tes  left  
Egypt  for  f reedom.  Americans  born 
into  s lavery  a lso  wanted freedom 
and to  leave the  South.
“When I s rae l  was  in  Egypt ’ s  l and ,
Let  my peop le  go .
Oppressed  so  hard  they  cou ld  not  s tand ,
Let  my peop le  go .
Go down,  Moses ,
’Way down in  Egypt  land .
Te l l  o ld  Pharaoh :
Let  my peop le  go .

W H AT  D O  Y O U  T H I N K ?  
What represented the North  in  the  song that
encouraged Freder ick  Douglass?

What  does  “my people”  mean in  the  song?

Which direct ion would  you go i f  you fo l lowed
the Big  Dipper?
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