
 
 
 

 

BLACK HISTORY MONTH 
 

Underground Railroad Banners 
In recent years, a theory has been proposed that traditional 
quilt designs formed a secret code for slaves escaping on the 
Underground Railway and looking for a safe route to freedom.  
The idea has gained popularity in fiction.  However, historians 
have not found any evidence that such a scheme actually 
existed.   
 
Recognizing that this story remains in the realm of fiction, the 
quilting group decided to take up the spirit of the story and 
create a pair of worship banners based on the traditional quilt 
blocks that were said to be part of the code.   These banners 
usually hang during Lent, which normally coincides with 
Black History Month.  However, since Lent doesn’t arrive 
until March this year, it has been decided to hang the banners 
earlier than usual. 
 
Below you will find a description of the blocks that can be 
found in the banners – some of them appear more than once.  
See if you can figure out which one is which. 
 
Jacob’s Ladder - Alternating path of dark and light that can be 
used to show direction. 
Monkey Wrench - A heavy metal tool used by the blacksmith.  
This block indicates that it is time to collect the tools needed 
for the journey north.  The blacksmith could “talk” to the 
slaves with the rhythmic hitting of his hammer on the anvil.   
Wagon Wheel - Wagons with hidden compartments were one 
of the primary means of transporting escaping slaves.  This 
block could also be a sign to pack provisions that were 
essential for the journey. 
Carpenter’s Wheel - To the slave, the carpenter was Jesus.  As 
they worked, they sang Swing Low Sweet Chariot – a chariot 



 
 
 

 

that would “carry them home”.  It was time to plan their 
escape. 
Bear’s Paw - Runaways were directed to follow the trail of a 
bear’s footprints – to water and food.  Most escapes took place 
during the spring when it was easier to follow footprints. 
Basket - As slaves couldn’t stop to purchase provisions on the 
way, they depended on help from safe houses and friends.  
Supplies could be carried in laundry or sewing baskets. 
Crossroads - Once fugitives made it safely through the 
Appalachian Mountains, they were to head towards the 
“crossroads” or city to find protection.  One main crossroad 
was Cleveland. 
Log Cabin - This block may have indicated a specific safe 
house.  A red centre represented a hearth or fire, a yellow 
center indicated a light or beacon. 
Shoo-Fly - This pattern represents a person who was helping 
the slaves escape.  Slaves would hide in churches, caves or 
graveyards waiting for a signal. 
Bow-Tie - This instructed slaves to dress in a more formal 
manner so they wouldn’t stand out amongst the city folk. 
Flying Geese - A compass indicating the direction to travel.  
The best time to travel north to freedom was in the spring – 
when the geese were flying in that direction. 
Birds in the Air - An indication of the direction to travel. 
Drunkard’s Path - Slaves were to move in a staggered fashion 
– their trail would confuse the following slave hunters. 
Sail Boat - A symbol of safe passage to freedom. 
North Star - The guiding light leads slaves to Canada and 
freedom. 


