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for keeping the Underground Railroad Quilt story alive.
And to the memory of everyone who struggled for freedom,
but whose stories have yet to be told.
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			The Heritage of an Oral Tradition: The Transmission of Secrets in African American Culture

			A Foreword by Cuesta Benberry

			IN THE YEARS SINCE THE CIVIL WAR ENDED, BITS AND PIECES OF orally transmitted information about secret codes, camouflaged symbols, and disguised signposts that were part of the Underground Railroad experience have emerged. Oft-repeated were oral accounts of escaping slaves, traveling on foot in unfamiliar territories, recognizing strangers’ homes as places of sanctuary by means of prearranged signals. One story described the small wooden, painted black coachman figure, used as a hitching post or as a yard decoration, that also functioned as a signpost for fugitive slaves. When the black coachman’s lantern was lighted, the escapees were alerted they had reached a safe haven. When the lantern was not lit, the slaves understood they should journey onward. Another story concerning quilts and secret encoded messages has engendered much controversy among historians. There were certain patterned patchwork quilts (often the Jacob’s Ladder pattern, renamed the Underground Railroad pattern) hung outside the Underground Railroad supporters’ homes that signaled the slaves had reached a safe haven. Some scholars denied the Jacob’s Ladder design was even available for quiltmaking in antebellum America. They claimed the quilt design had not yet been invented, and so could not have contained secret messages recognizable to fugitives traveling on the Underground Railroad.

			As all of the Underground Railroad signals-to-slaves stories were orally transmitted and lacked corroboration in written documentation, it was presumed the stories lacked credibility. In his book Slave Testimony, noted historian John Blassingame challenged the practice of scholars who rejected any truth of the black slaves’ stories because they were oral testimonies. He stated, “Because of his traditional fascination with the written word, the American historian when confronted with oral lore … has no methodological tools applicable to them.”

			Oral testimonies were endemic to many of the enslaved blacks. In slave-holding states, it was actually illegal to teach slaves to read and write, and so most of those in bondage were bereft of the means of written communication. Moreover, the backgrounds of the slaves must be taken into consideration. As the prominent artist Bing Davis once remarked, “Slaves were not brought to America. Africans were brought to America, and there they were enslaved.” The captured people, mainly from West and Central Africa, came from different environments, spoke different languages, and had different customs and mores. Yet for the majority of them, a shared and unifying element was the heritage of an oral tradition. In a number of different tribes, the most honored person was the griot, or storyteller, who committed to memory the entire history of the tribe, which he then taught to a younger member of the group. Thus each succeeding generation was assured the tribe’s historical record was retained and could be recited orally. When the Africans were brought to America, their strong oral tradition accompanied them.

			An astonishing example of the survival of the African oral tradition within the contemporary African American community is the Underground Railroad Quilt Code. Handed down orally, generation to generation since antebellum days, the Underground Railroad Quilt Code was recently revealed by recitation to Jacqueline L. Tobin and Raymond G. Dobard, Ph.D., by Ozella McDaniel Williams of Charleston, South Carolina. The Quilt Code is a mystery-laden, secret communication system of employing quiltmaking terminology as a message map for black slaves escaping on the Underground Railroad. Deciphering the code had both explicit and implicit ramifications for Jacqueline Tobin and Raymond Dobard. They learned what the words and phrases of the code meant to the fugitive slaves who used it over 150 years ago. By engaging in a vast amount of research, authors Tobin and Dobard have established a significant linkage between the Underground Railroad effort, escaping slaves, and the American patchwork quilt.

		

	
		
			The Importance of the Decorative Arts in African American History

			A Foreword by Floyd Coleman, Ph.D.

			IN HIDDEN IN PLAIN VIEW: A SECRET STORY OF QUILTS AND THE Underground Railroad Jacqueline Tobin and Raymond G. Dobard, Ph.D., tell a story of migration of a people and their culture. Migration, whether forced or voluntary, is a powerful fundamental dimension of the African American experience. Movement of people from West and Central Africa to the Caribbean and to the port cities of North America—Charleston, Savannah, New Orleans, Jamestown-begins the creation of a pan-African cultural heritage—shaped by chattel slavery and the struggle for freedom. Tobin and Dobard reveal that the enslaved Africans and their descendants were not hapless individuals, but ones who remembered or were taught their past, and through the materials available began to reconstruct themselves in the United States, a new very restricted environment. By firmly linking the art of quiltmaking to the struggle for freedom, the authors advance our understanding and appreciation of the role of women, of free blacks, and others who aided the cause of black liberation.

			This study shows how quilts are part of the warp and weft of African American history and culture. The authors show how quilt patterns and stitches were used in the struggle for freedom—as codes that could be read by enslaved blacks as they traveled along the Underground Railroad. These authors have explored the techniques, the lore, and the iconography of African American quilts. Through sound scholarship and intimate knowledge of quilts and those who make them, the authors have provided another level of understanding of how the decorative arts—particularly quilts—go far beyond their functional nature. Tobin and Dobard have shown the beauty, the grace, the mastery, the spirituality, the sensuality, and the communicative power of quilts. They tell how these attributes are the threads of a quilting tradition that still lives in a myriad of ways in African American communities across the United States. The authors call our attention to the connections between the quilt as an instrument of freedom in the nineteenth century and as a didactic medium for the story quilts and the art quilts of today.

			The energy, vitality, and meaning of the quilt resonates in the songs, the sermons, and the dances of African Americans. The authors have shown that a hegemonic dimension is attained through stitching pieces of cloth to create quilt tops of extraordinary beauty and meaning. The quilts discussed in this volume define and embody the manifestations of the African American experience, stitch by stitch, over time and space. Tobin and Dobard have taken quilt scholarship to another level. They have revealed that quilts are at once sources of pleasure, information, and meaning, and are central to understanding the history peoples of African ancestry in North America.

		

	
		
			Secret African Signs Encoded in African American Quilts*

			A Foreword by Maude Southwell Wahlman, Ph.D.
Dorothy and Dale Thompson Professor of Global Arts, University of Missouri-Kansas City

			WHEN AFRICAN RELIGIOUS IDEAS APPEARED IN THE NEW WORLD, they often assumed new forms and meanings and were transmitted in unprecedented ways. As essential tools for survival, these ideas were encoded in a multiplicity of forms, including architecture, dance, funerary practices, narratives, rituals, speech, music, and other visual arts, especially textiles. Arts preserve cultural traditions even when the social context of traditions changes, yet the codes are neither simple nor easy to decipher. Sometimes forms endure while the meanings once associated with them shift; in other instances, meanings persist and the shapes evolve. Knowledge of ideas and techniques for creating arts are not necessarily verbalized, written down, or expressly transmitted within a family, nor are all levels of meaning always known to everyone in a community. Some African Americans, and most Americans in general, are thoroughly unaware of these cultural traditions. One challenge is to examine which ideas can be traced back to African cultures. A bigger challenge is to understand the transmutations and creolizations that occur as each generation improvises upon previous visual traditions and leads us ahead.

			Africans who came to the New World brought with them many memories: memories of social organizations, religious values, and technological skills. When combined with the memories of people from nearby areas of Africa, or people from remote parts of Africa, a considerable body of knowledge was preserved and perpetuated in America. But this knowledge was often hidden, encoded in decorative arts, arts which were appreciated and continued for their decorative qualities. Often the meanings originally associated with the symbols were lost over time.

			Scholars are just now beginning to unravel the numerous ways in which valuable African skills, values, and ways of organizing ideas were and are encoded in many art forms. We are learning to read symbolic elements that have been passed on from one generation to the next, not through genetics, but through cultural memories. Quilts were one of many media used to encode cultural knowledge. Three themes can be explored to explain continuities between African American quilting and African cultural knowledge: technical skills, secret scripts, and charm-making traditions. As Bill Arnett has written,

			
				Every great quilt, whether it be a patchwork, appliqué, or strip quilt, is a potential Rosetta stone. Quilts represent one of the most highly evolved systems of writing in the New World. Every combination of colors, every juxtaposition or intersection of line and form, every pattern, traditional or idiosyncratic, contain data that can be imparted in some form or another to anyone. All across Africa, geometric designs, the syntax of quilt tops, have been used to encode symbolic or secret knowledge. Bodily decoration and costumes, architectural ornamentation (including painting), and relief carving have been primary media. Geometric designs painted on homes were reportedly formerly used as a means of covert social protest against apartheid by Sotho-Tswana women in South Africa.



				Souls Grown Deep,
Arnett and Wahlman

			

			In the ways in which quilts are constructed, we find information about how West African textiles were constructed, mainly from narrow strips, about the width of the human hand. In the ways in which designs were borrowed, improvised upon, and jazzed up, we find clues to secret African symbol systems, which we also see in African American vernacular painting.

			African secret society signs and symbols are still hidden in decorative textile designs. Examples include Bogolanfini cloth painted by Bamana women in Mali; Adinkra cloth stamped by Ashanti men in Ghana; Adire cloth painted by Yoruba women with designs said to have been given to them by Oshun, the goddess of wealth and fertility in Nigeria; Epke (Leopard) society cloth resist-dyed by Ejagham women with nsibidi secret society signs in Nigeria; and Kuba cloth woven with designs which allude to the central African Kongo cosmogram, a diamond or a cross which represents the four moments of the sun or the soul: birth, life, death, and rebirth in the watery ancestral realm. Scripts are also considered protective and thus bits of writing, Christian, Islamic, or indigenous secret signs, are enclosed in West African charms.

			This tradition of encoding secret signs in textile designs, mostly done by women, continued in the New World, where remembered African signs were combined to create unique new creolized symbol systems. Examples include a Brazilian cloth embroidered with designs, called Points, for a Yoruba god, Ogun, and Suriname capes embroidered by women with designs derived from a Maroon script called Afaka, which is based on Adinkra symbols from Ghana and nsibidi signs from Nigeria. Cuban Abakua society costumes are based on Nigerian ones, with light and dark squares to represent leopard spots and valued religious principles. Haitian Vodou flags are decorated with sequins arranged in Veve signs which refer to various remembered Yoruba and Fon gods.

			Throughout the United States South, as insulation against the cold, people have decorated the interior walls of their homes with cutouts from books, newspapers, and magazines. Some African American quilts look like those walls, because for many, there was an additional religious meaning associated with those multiple images. Unhappy, neglected ancestral spirits could be thwarted from their mischievous ways because they would be distracted by and need to read and decipher all this chopped-up and discontinuous text before they could do any harm. In much the same way that quilts provided physical warmth and spiritual safety, the wall collages linked African Americans’ most corporeal needs with their most metaphysical ones, and can be traced to the African belief that writing is considered protective and is thus enclosed in charms. The form has changed but the protective idea persists. Romare Bearden drew upon this African American tradition of collaging walls with protective images in his famous collaged art. Quilters drew on this collage tradition in their improvised quilts which feature multiple patterns, and thus function as protective bedcovers in several ways.

			In the United States, various African and African Latin American and Caribbean signs appear in historic and contemporary African American quilts (Signs and Symbols: African Images in African-American Quilts, Wahlman, pp. 75–101). My recent research concentrates on the convergence of secret African symbols and Masonic signs, which were used to run the Underground Railroad. Women sewed Masonic aprons and other Masonic textiles and knew of the multiple levels of meaning attached to symbols. The nineteenth-century quitter and Eastern Star society leader Harriet Powers used these symbols in her quilts and we see references to her control of Fon symbols from the Republic of Benin in West Africa, Kongo symbols from Central Africa, Christian symbols, and Masonic signs in her textiles, including her own Masonic apron. It features an embroidered cross, the cosmogram of the Kongo people, an appliquéd light sun for life, as well as a dark “midnight” sun for the undersea world of the ancestors.

			Jacki Tobin and I have been trading information on Masonic aspects of American history, and Hidden in Plain View validates the tradition of women encoding secret signs in their textile designs. We find more and more documentation for cooperation between members of African American and Anglo-American Masonic societies, as many abolitionists were Masons. Many African American families have knowledge of how artifacts were encoded with secret signs used to communicate vital information on how to proceed on the Underground Railroad to freedom. My hope is that these families who have so freely shared their knowledge of quilting styles, techniques, and symbols will also share their family stories about the Underground Railroad and how information was encoded and passed on.

			In the ways in which symbolic designs were included in decorative pieced patterns and appliquéd designs, we also find evidence of remembered charm-making traditions which persist also in African American vernacular sculpture. The African American charm, called a Mojo or a “Hand,” is often a small square made of red flannel which is carried in the pocket or worn around the neck. Zora Neale Hurston recorded numerous instructions for how to make these charms. One also sees them on African American quilts, particularly those using the Nine Patch pattern. Sara Mary Taylor even made a quilt with both a blue hand and a red square, indicating her mastery of the symbols. The “Vodou doll” seen on African American quilts can be traced back to the cloth “Pacquet Kongo” charm brought to Haiti by the Kongo people of Central Africa, where it was referred to as an nkisi, or “the medicines of God.”

			Contemporary African American fine artists have just begun to rediscover folk art traditions and to incorporate family oral histories into their arts. Both fine and folk, or vernacular, African American arts are sophisticated in terms of levels of meaning that one can learn to read. My research, which began many years ago with African arts, concentrates on those hidden African symbols which resurface in the New World, in all African American arts.

			Jacki Tobin is to be applauded for being in the right place at the right time, and having enough faith to go back again and again to listen to the story of one family’s efforts to encode knowledge in their quilt tops. And one salutes her partnership with Raymond Dobard, whose knowledge of quilting technology is so outstanding. Their persistence has saved and revealed one aspect of this encoding process which is vital to our understanding of African American culture and its myriad contributions to American life. If others can be as attentive, and persistent, we will find many more examples. If young people will interview their grandparents before this knowledge is lost, it will benefit all of us. As William Ferris is fond of saying, “in Africa when an older person dies, a library burns.” That can also be said for elders in African American society. The WPA narratives saved some knowledge, but the questions asked were often naïve.

			
				* Sections of this essay are derived from a chapter entitled “Hidden Charms,” from the forthcoming book Souls Grown Deep: African American Vernacular Art of the South, edited by Bill Arnett and Maude Southwell Wahlman, to be published by the Schomburg Center for African American Research, a branch of the New York Public Library.

			

		

	
		Author’s Note

		[image: ]

		“Write This Down”

		by Jacqueline Tobin

		IN 1994 I TRAVELED TO CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA, TO LEARN more about the sweet-grass baskets unique to this area and to hear the stories of the African American craftswomen who make them. Charleston is rich in history. A port city, where the Ashley River meets the Cooper to form (as locals like to say) the beginnings of the Atlantic Ocean, Charleston today is a place whose buildings and culture reflect the combined and separate histories of American and African American peoples. It is unique as the location where black slaves first set foot on American soil and once outnumbered the white population four to one.

		A walk through the historic district of Charleston is like a walk through the corridors of American Southern history. Here, one is confronted by all the hustle and bustle of the retentions and re-creations of a bygone era. At the heart of historic Charleston is an imposing brick enclosure with open sides, known as the Old Marketplace. It looks very much as it did over one hundred years ago, as it still defines the length of the district. As it was in years gone by, the Marketplace is still the center of commerce for the area. Under the roof of the structure, long wooden tables, laid end-to-end, go on for blocks to create two narrow avenues for selling wares. As early as 1841 it was a marketplace for fresh vegetables, fish, meats, and other goods brought to Charleston from the surrounding farms and plantations and other coastal ports and faraway lands; it is still a vendor’s market, but with stark contrasts between the old and the new. African American women sit by pails of sweet grass and weave baskets much as their African ancestors did over a hundred years ago. But these crafts women, many of them descendants of slaves, are now surrounded by merchants of flea market trinkets, Southern memorabilia, and newer, cheaper baskets from China and Thailand.

		The smell of the daily ocean catch or freshly slaughtered meats is no longer the predominant early morning smell of the Marketplace. Today the aroma of freshly baked cookies and newly ground coffee beans from the gourmet shops surrounding the area compete for attention. Certain sounds can still be heard; the din of tourists and locals alike crowding the streets and trying to avoid the horses, their hooves providing the percussive rhythm for this city as they clop loudly over original cobblestone streets. Carriages are drawn around the district, past the Custom House and on toward the Battery, where decorative wrought-iron fences accentuate the largess of old historic homes. Taverns and brothels have given way to fern bars and upscale hotels touting Southern hospitality and cuisine. Newly restored, on a lesser traveled street, is the original slave mart, now a historical museum, whose presence jars us into remembering a less civil piece of the history of this Southern port city.

		As I walked the aisles of the Marketplace, I found myself standing in front
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