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2013 marks the 20th anniversary of Sweet Clara and the Freedom Quilt!As a seamstress in the Big

House, Clara dreams of a reunion with her Momma, who lives on another plantation--and even of

running away to freedom. Then she overhears two slaves talking about the Underground Railroad.

In a flash of inspiration, Clara sees how she can use the cloth in her scrap bag to make a map of the

land--a freedom quilt--that no master will ever suspect.
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I discovered SWEET CLARA AND THE FREEDOM QUILT when I was doing a little research into

the Underground Railroad. It has been a long-standing theory that patchwork quilts were used to

help the enslaved people to escape by the encoded messages in the quilt patterns. This story is

another take-off on that traditional idea.Clara, a slave girl under the age of twelve, was sent away

from her mother to another plantation to work in the fields and pick cotton. She makes friends with

Young Jack who sees that she's unhappy and not eating and advises her that she must eat to have

the strength to be a field worker. Clara now shares a cabin with an older woman, who is kind to her

and though unrelated, is called Aunt Rachel.Aunt Rachel also sees that Clara may not be strong



enough to be a field laborer, and over a period of time teaches Clara the art of sewing. Once she

can learn to sew, she can work with Rachel at the Big House. Clara proves to be an apt pupil and

eventually becomes a seamstress and goes to work for the mistress of the plantation.The sewing

room is next to the kitchen so that Clara meets a lot of people who move around the countryside.

She also hears stories about the Underground Railroad, which is a group of people who help slaves

to escape. As Clara listens to the people talking, she begins to question them about the surrounding

land and decides to make a map out of sewing scraps. Eventually the quilt map is completed and

Clara and Jack are ready to leave the plantation and go north to find the Ohio River, and head for

Canada. Since Clara had memorized the quilt map, she left it behind so that others could use it too,

and escape to the North.The illustrations by James Ransome are excellent.
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