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 Harry T. Burleigh was born in Erie, PA December 2, 1866.  Who knew that this young boy 
would make such a difference in connecting the music of African-Americans to everyone 
around the world? 
 Harry’s grandfather purchased his own freedom in 1835 for $55.00.  Growing up, 
Harry’s grandfather would sing to Harry and his brother traditional spirituals and slave songs 
which he sung as a young slave working in the fields.  His grandfather had a soothing voice 
and some say that is where Harry’s gift of song was nurtured.  Harry remembered fondly the 
times when his grandfather, mother, and step-father would harmonize these melodies that 
had been passed down through the generations.   
 When his grandfather got older, he lost his sight.  As the lamplighter of the town, Harry’s 
grandfather’s job was to go around each evening and light the gas lamps hanging from 
street poles. Harry helped his blind grandfather and as they walked along they sang 
together hundreds of tunes.  It was discovered that Henry had skillful a voice and later went 
onto study music at the Conservatory of Music in New York City under a scholarship. 
 During Harry’s time at the conservatory, Harry carried the music of his grandfather in his 
soul.  He would often hum spirituals and the work songs of the slaves.  His voice could be 
heard in the conservatory halls and it was that music that helped connect Harry to musical 
composer Antonin Dvorak, the Conservatory’s director.   
 They spent a great many hours together as Harry would sing haunting plantation 
melodies.  Dvorak was moved by these tunes and his music was influenced by many of the 
musical moments Harry shared with him. In friendship, Antonin Dvorak advised Harry to help 
preserve these historical songs by scribing their melodies to paper.  Harry was Dvorak’s very 
own copyist. A copyist is a person who copies and recopies by hand music written by a 
composer.  Many times, a copyist is asked to layer the music with notes written for additional 
instruments.  Harry learned much as a copyist and went on to use his skills in his own work. 
 It was then he began to write all those moving lyrics and melodies that had been sung 
to him as a child down on paper for the world to share and remember. While writing, he was 
also composing, making up his own original music.  During his career, he sang professional 
for over 50 years as soloist in the St. Episcopal Church in New York City.  He continued to write 
music.  At the age of 82 he died on September 12, 1949. 
 Harry T. Burleigh lived a life of music.  His voice was 
revered as one of the best of his time.  His service to his 
church community was invaluable. But his greatest 
achievement was far more that a scribed song on a piece 
of paper.  Harry T. Burleigh connected the world to the 
“spiritual.”  He captured the soul of the African-American 
through his compositions and arrangements of these 
melodies passed down through the generations.  He gave 
people of all cultures a chance to connect with his 
ancestry.  And his songs will continue to tell the stories for 
generations to come. 
	  


