
‘Swing Low, Sweet Chariot’ by Wallace Willis 

The poem we are learning about today is an African American 

spiritual song. It is believed to have been composed by Wallace Willis, 

a black American slave in the 19th century.  

Wallace Willis was a slave who worked on a plantation in Mississippi. 

He and his family were moved to a farm in Oklahoma, and it is 

believed that the song was composed on the cotton plantation there. 

Some believe that the song was used as a coded message about 

escaping their slavery and moving to the north of America, where 

slaves could have freedom.  

During this time in American history, slaves did not receive an 

education. Many were unable to read and write. The Bible still played 

an important part of slaves’ lives, though. This poem is part of the call 

and response tradition. This means that the leader would sing a line 

and then the others would repeat the line together. Often the songs 

were not written down, but they were passed down between 

generations orally. The songs were often about the struggle of slavery, 

oppression and the hope they had for the future. This type of music 

influenced gospel music traditions we have today.  

The content of the poem is based on a passage in the Bible. It is 

about a man called Elijah. Elijah was a prophet and miracle worker. 

This is the moment Elijah is walking to the river Jordan, he strikes the 

water and it is divided. He is then taken to heaven on a chariot that 

passes between the water. His assistant Elisha witnesses the miracle.  

 

As they were walking along and talking together, 

suddenly a chariot of fire and horses of fire 

appeared and separated the two of them, and 

Elijah went up to heaven in a whirlwind. 12 Elisha 

saw this and cried out, “My father! My father! The 

chariots and horsemen of Israel!” And Elisha saw 

him no more. Then he took hold of his garment 

and tore it in two.  

(2 Kings chapter 2 verses 11-12) 


