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Hidden in Plain View

The Underground Railroad provides rich American 
history for our classrooms. As a music educator, the 
most obvious use of this history in the genre of 
African American Spirituals.  The Spiritual was well 
recorded as providing the run-away slave and the 
"conductor" of the Underground Railroad with clues 
to the next safe stop along their dangerous journey.

One family's story of secret "codes" 

In 1999, Ozella McDaniel Williams, a descendant of slaves, told 
Jacqueline Tobin and Raymond Dobard her story of the secret "codes" 
associated with quilts in the Underground Railroad.  This story 
became a book, "Hidden in Plain View, A Secret Story of Quilts and 
the Underground Railroad."  (Anchor Books, 1999).  

Ozella said there was a code that was 
passed down to her and it goes like this:
"The monkey wrench 
turns the wagon wheel 
toward Canada on a bear's paw trail 
to the crossroads.  
Once they got to the crossroads, 
they dug a log cabin on the ground.  
Shoofly told them to dress up in cotton and satin bow ties, 
go to the cathedral church, get married and exchange double 
wedding rings.  
Flying geese stay on the 
drunkard's path and 
follow the stars."



The Underground Railroad 
or Jacob's Ladder
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Wagon Wheel
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Log Cabin

 



Shoo Fly

 

Bow Tie

 

Flying Geese

 

Birds in the Air

 



Drunkard's Path

 

Sail Boat

 

North Star

 

Songs other than spirituals with messages?

No One in the House but Dinah

Come Through 'Na Hurry

Great Big House

Cairo

'Liza Jane

Of course, spirituals such as  "Follow the Drinking Gourd"

"Wade in the Water"  and many more.



Dinah Come Through 'Na Hurry

 

Great Big House

 

Cairo

 



'Liza Jane

 

More information?
Hidden in Plain View  
Jaqueline Tobin and Raymond G. Dobard

Sweet Clara and the Freedom Quilt  
Deborah Hopkinson

Quilting  Quotations Celebrating An American Legacy  
Joyce S . Steward

Underground Railroad Sampler  
Eleanor Burns and Sue Bouchard

Special thanks to Lynn Makrin for the display of her lovely quilt and 
to Rebecca Squires for encouraging me to explore two of my favorite 
topics, sewing and folk song!

Piece It All Together
I hope you will encourage and continue to find connections to other 
arts as you strive to make meaning for your students. Present these 
ideas as possibilities and ask them......

It this possible?

How could this quilt have been a mnemonic device?

Why could the run aways simply read a paper map or use the road 
signs?

What other signals or signs could have been hidden in plain view?


