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When enslaved Africans were brought to the United States, their religions and traditions came 
with them. Although slave owners worked diligently to strip them of their cultural practices, they 
found ways to maintain them; and, worshipping together secretly in remote locations was one of 
them. "When the oil lamps went out in the big house and the overseers' cabin, folks who had a 
mind to go stole away one by one, with Uncle Sol leadin' the way." A young boy narrates the tale 
of one such illicit prayer meeting, his joy and fear of discovery both clear in text and 
illustrations.  

Banks's oversized, almost muralistic figures reflect the strength of the Africans' spirits and their 
tremendous physicality. The red outlines used throughout evoke both warmth and danger as the 
characters steal away to their meeting place. Evans handles the issue with clarity, understanding 
and pride, briefly touching upon Africans' attempts to escape the slavery system.                                                  
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Hush Harbors 

 
 

Most enslaved Africans and their descendants held separate and secret religious meetings 
since their arrival in America. They included spirit possessions, gatherings in circles, dancing 
and other African traditions in their worship experiences. Their European owners, however, 
considered such practices to be sinful and pagan; and of course enslaved persons did not receive 
the religious freedom granted by the 1st Amendment to the Constitution. As they increasing 
converted to Christianity, they organized their own secret and invisible institutions which 
combined African rhythms, singing and beliefs with their new religion. Through codes, songs 
with dual meanings, signals, passwords, all non discernible to whites, they resorted to secluded 
locations referred to as hush harbors (also brush arbors and hush arbors). Late at night, these 
locations became their worship grounds. 

In hush harbors, they retained elements of their traditional worship including swaying, 
clapping, syncopated and poly-rhythms, call and response singing, and the shout (solo as well as 
group forms). The group or collective from of the shout, referred to as the ring shout, commonly 
prevailed along the coast of Georgia and South Carolina.  Narratives given by people who were 
previously enslaved in Texas, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Virginia also indicate that secret 
religious meetings took place and included forms of the ring shout. 

As Christianity grew, so did familiarity with the English language.  Chanted sermons and 
prayers along with religious songs, called spirituals, evolved and flourished.  Spirituals that 
carried double meanings like Steal Away to Jesus (i.e. religious salvation and freedom from 
slavery) gained particular popularity.   

  Hush harbors were located in wooded areas, thickets, hollows, gullies, canebrakes and 
other remote locations that lay out of the hearing range of owners and over-seers. Africans 
traveled there late at night and used pots, holes in the ground, vessels of water and other methods 
to drown or block their voices as they sang and prayed. They engaged in these activities at the 
danger of severe beatings and being sold away from loved ones if found.  Such grave 
consequences resulted from owners’ fears that plans for insurrections and escapes developed at 
such gatherings. This was particularly true after the 1831 insurrection by Nat Turner, a professed 
preacher who formed his plan at similar religious meetings. 

However, Africans gathered regardless of the risk, despite denominational influences (i.e. 
Catholic, Methodist, Baptists, etc.), and in spite of the opportunity to attend Sunday services 
approved by their owners.  Meetings in hush harbors provided for them a “Sweet Chariot” on 
which they temporarily escaped the psychological boundary and brutality of slavery. There, with 
hushed utterances and muffled voices, they prayed for freedom and relief from physical pain and 
ailments, found hope, and experienced a degree of comfort, solace and even joy. 
 As free and enslaved Africans organized congregations and established churches, they 
carried on traditions once practiced in hush harbors.  To a degree, these practices remain at the 
core of present-day African American worship experiences.  In the South, the earliest churches 
for African descendants evolved from plantation congregations in urban areas.  The First Baptist 
Church of Savannah, Georgia, organized in 1788 under the leadership of Rev. Andrew Bryan, 
was among the first of these. 
 
 
 



The Ring Shout 

 

 The ring shout was a dance-like form of Christian worship that embodied elements of 
traditional African worship. Dance was an integral part of worship in many African societies; 
but, Protestant churches and proponents of Christianity regarded dancing as sinful and 
consequently forbad it. Although Christianity flourished among enslaved Africans, it did not 
magically erase such African beliefs and practices.  The abiding duality of faiths resulted in a 
creolized form of worship that developed in isolated settings, commonly referred to as hush 
harbors. This practice combined Christianity and traditional African beliefs where call-and-
response devices, poly-rhythms, blue notes, bent notes, slides, hums, moans, grunts, cries, 
hollers, interjections, dancing, shouting, and other African elements characterized the worship 
experiences.  
 “Shouters” formed a circle and stepped counter-clockwise as they sang and clapped. 
They cleverly distinguished the ring shout from secular dance by never crossing their feet. As 
they moved, their feet remained close to the ground, sometimes sliding, stepping, and shuffling 
but never crossing. Strong, precise and continuous hand clapping and foot stamping provided the 
rhythmic accompaniment.   
 Interviews of previously enslaved people, conducted in the 1930s by WPA (Works 
Progress Administration) staff, show that ring shouts occurred in secret religious meetings in 
states across the South including:  South Carolina, Georgia, Texas, Mississippi, Louisiana and 
Virginia. There are also accounts from Pennsylvania. Excerpts from some of these accounts are 
included in the Appendix. 
 The ring shout continued long after emancipation, particularly in rural churches in the 
South. Shouters hit sticks against wooden floors and sometimes scraped washboards and beat 
foot tubs to accompany ring shouts that were held inside of churches and praise houses. Today, 
the ring shout has practically disappeared, but remnants of it persist in black churches in solo 
forms of the dance.  Although it was originally a worship experience not a performance, today, 
re-enactors, including the Darien Geechee Shouters (Darien, GA), perform ring shouts in an 
effort to preserve and celebrate the history of this cultural and religious practice.   
 The cultural expressions that originated in Africa and observed in the ring shout became 
central to musical styles that later emerged among African Americans including the spirituals 
and the blues.  Just as the music that was prominent in the “shout” influenced future musical 
styles, the dance movements of the “shout” also influenced African American dance styles. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Geography/History/Social Studies: 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
NSS-C.K-4.3 Principles of Democracy; NM-MM.PK-2.1 Environment and Society; NSS-
USH.K-4.2 History of Student’s State or Region; NSS-USH.K-4.1 Living and Working Together 
Now and Long Ago _____________________________________________________________                                              

• The 1st Amendment to the United States Constitution gives all Americans the freedom to 
practice the religion of their choice.  Why didn’t Simmy and his family and friends have 
the right to worship the way they wanted? Were they American citizens when this story 
took place? Christianity is one of many religions practiced in America. What religions do 
students in your class and their families practice?  Discuss other freedoms guaranteed by 
the constitution. 

• Hush Harbor: Praying in Secret is based on true events told by people who were 
enslaved in states throughout the South.  Have students to identify southern states and 
locate them on a map. In what part of the United States do the students live?  

• Fortunately, we can learn about hush harbors from first-hand accounts given by people 
who gathered, sang and danced at those locations. These accounts are called slave 
narratives and were recorded in the 1930s when many of those people were in the 80s and 
90s. Excerpts from some of these first-hand accounts, also referred to as primary sources, 
are listed in the Appendix.  Read some of these, calling attention to the language and 
word usage found in them.  Ask students why they think some enslaved people spoke that 
way. Discuss the similarities that occurred in events that took place between and among 
various states. 

 
 
Language Arts: 
______________________________________________________________________________
NL-ENG.K-12.12 Applying Language Skills; NL-ENG.K-12.1 Reading for Perspective;        
NL-ENG.K-12.4 Communication Skills; NL-ENG.K-12.9 Multicultural Understanding________   

• Predicting: Discuss the book cover. Who do you think is the main character? Why? What 
emotion does the main character exhibit? Do the other characters display the same 
emotion or different ones? Look at the background and tell where you think this story 
will take place. What do you think will happen in the story? Do you think this story is 
from this time period or another? 

• Develop comprehension strategies by completing the KWL Chart found in the Appendix.  
Complete the first two columns with students (What We Know, What We Want to 
Know) before reading the story and the last one (What We Learned) when the story is 
finished. 

• After reading the story, have students retell the story and identify story elements using 
the Story Map and other Graphic Organizers found in the Appendix.  

• Selected Vocabulary: Promote acquisition of the following words using the 
“Example/Non-Example” strategy.  Tell students that you will read 2 phrases.  One of the 
phrases is an example of the vocabulary word and the other is not. For example:  Which 
of these is an example of the word ancestor? 

• brothers, sisters and cousins 
• grandparents and great grandparents 

 



Call on a student to respond. If no one responds, provide a cue (i.e. ancestors are older 
family members).  When students respond, ask them why they think the phrase is an 
example of ancestor.  Also ask them to make a sentence using the word. 

  
 Ancestors  Big house  Dipper  Journey 
 Lantern  Overseer  Quarters Paterollers 
 Plantation  Runaways  Scout 

• Ask students what kind of stories Mama Aku may have told Simmy and the other 
children? What are folktales? Why do people continue to tell them over and over to 
generation after generation? Ask students to name an African folktale that they have 
heard.  Select one to read to the class, and afterwards discuss the lesson(s) that it imparts. 

 
 
Math / Science: 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
NS.K-4.4 Earth & Space; NM-MM.PK-2.1 Numbers & Operations _______________________       
 

• There was a full moon the night that Simmy and the others stole away to the hush harbor. 
Discuss the various phrases of the moon and have students use the internet to find the 
moon’s current phase.  They may visit the following two websites. 

 Moon Phases: http://www.calculatorcat.com/moon_phases/moon_phases.phtml 
 Current Moon Phase:  http://www.calculatorcat.com/moon_phases/phasenow.php 
• Have students sketch the moon at different phrases (i.e. full, half, quarter) and label each 

phrase with the fraction that identifies it (i.e. ½ , etc.). Students may also discuss waning 
and waxing moons.    

 
 
Discussion / Critical Thinking: 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
NL-ENG.K-12.6 Applying Knowledge; NL-ENG.K-12.9 Multicultural Understanding________   

• Most of the people in the story were not related. In fact, Uncle Sol said that Mama Aku 
was the only mama that most of them knew meaning that many of them didn’t know their 
real mother. Were the people in the story more like a family, community or both? Why 
do you think so? Do people have to be related by blood to be considered family? What 
about adopted family members? What is the difference between a family and a 
community? 

• The gatherers ran deep into the woods at night to sing and pray, but they did not run away 
from the plantation? Why do you think they continued to stay there? 

• Why do you think Uncle Sol helped the runaway although he and the others decided to 
return to the plantation? 

• Do you think the gatherers did something wrong by sneaking off into the woods to pray 
and sing?  

 
 
 

http://www.calculatorcat.com/moon_phases/moon_phases.phtml
http://www.calculatorcat.com/moon_phases/phasenow.php


 
Visual Art: 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
NA-VA.K-4.6 Making Connections Between Visual Arts and Other Disciplines_____________ 

• Have students create a storyboard by folding a piece of legal-size paper into six equal 
parts. Sketch six scenes from the story in sequential order–one in each box.  Write a 
complete sentence in each box that summarizes the illustration. For younger students, 
standard-size paper can be folded into four sections for a sequence of four sketches and 
sentences.  Add color to the illustrations to give the storyboard a finished look. 

 
Music: 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
NA-M.K-4.1 Singing Along and with Others; NA-M.K-4.9 Understanding Music in Relationship 
to History and Culture____________________________________________________________ 

• Many of the songs sung in hush harbors held double meanings.  One of them is to “Steal 
Away to Jesus” which may refer to running away from the plantation and the system of 
slavery, or it may refer to sneaking off to a secret or private place to pray.  

 Teach students the words of this song and ask them what they think the words mean. 
 Share both meanings with them. Sing the song for them or enable them to listen to and 
 sing along with a recording.  You may use one or both of the links below.  After singing 
 along with a recording several times, have students sing the song acappella, without 
 accompaniment, which is the way it was sung in hush harbors. 

“Steal Away to Jesus” 

Steal away, Steal away, Steal away to Jesus. 
Steal away, Steal away home. 
I ain’t got long to stay here. 

 “Steal Away to Jesus” sung by Bernice Johnson Reagon (Audio Recording) 
 www.authentichistory.com/antebellum/spirituals 

 “Steal Away to Jesus” song by the Jubilee Singers (Audio Recording) 
 www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/singers/sfeature/songs_ 

• “Kum Bah Yah” is another song that was mentioned in the story. Recite the words, and 
ask students what language they think those words came from. What do they think the 
words mean?  Explain that these words stand for “Come by Here.” Enslaved Africans 
were not taught English when they were brought to America and sometimes created new 
words language systems by combining English words and words from African languages. 

 

 

http://www.authentichistory.com/antebellum/spirituals
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/singers/sfeature/songs_


“Kum Bah Yah” 
 

Kum bah yah, my Lord.  Kum bah yah. 
Kum bah yah, my Lord.  Kum bah yah. 
Kum bah yah, my Lord.  Kum bah yah. 
                    Oh, Lord… Kum bay yah. 

 
 
Dance:  
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
NA-D.K-4.1 Identifying and Demonstrating Movement Elements and Skills in Performing 
Dance; NA-D.K-4.5 Demonstrating and Understanding Dance in Various Cultures and Historical 
Periods._______________________________________________________________________ 

• Enable students to view photos of ring shouts, audio recordings of songs that accompany 
ring shouts and particularly video clips of re-enactments. Two photos are provided in the 
Appendix, and links to an audio and a video clip are provided below.  

 Use recordings of spirituals like the examples below and allow students to  experience 
 moving in a circle as done in a ring shout. Point out to students that the dancers 1) move 
 in a counterclockwise direction 2) make small steps that are side-by-side 3) never cross 
 their legs 4) clap as they step around the circle 5) keep a very strict beat by tapping a long 
 stick on the floor and using other percussion instruments. 

 The Darien Geechee Shouters, Darien, GA, AOL Video- Re-enactment of a Ring Shout                                   
 http://video.aol.com/video-detail/the-darien-geechee-shouters/4139688188 

 McIntosh Country Shouters - Audio Clip of “Hold the Baby” Sung for a Ring Shout                                                                                       
 http://us.dada.net/audio/10711986/The-McIntosh-County-Shouters-Hold-the-Baby/ 

• Enable students to compare ring dances from African American religious traditions in 
Louisiana and Georgia.   View the following video clips and discuss the similarities as 
well as differences in the two traditions. Note that the video clip from Louisiana is 
authentic while the example from Georgia is a re-enactment. 

 African American Easter Rock Religious Service, True Light Baptist Church, Louisiana 
 (Actual worship service filmed in 1994) Go to: Video Clips and Click on: Easter Rock
 http://www.louisianafolklife.org/Resources/main_prog_streaming_video.html 

 The Darien Geechee Shouters, Darien, GA, AOL Video- Re-enactment of a Ring Shout 
 http://video.aol.com/video-detail/the-darien-geechee-shouters/4139688188 
 
 Similarities between the two examples include: The initial slow pace develops into a 
 faster rhythm with clapping, singing and stepping. Participants move counter-clockwise 
 in a circle. There is call and response singing. The song tells a story –largely biblical. 
 The clapping and stepping provide rhythmic accompaniment. Both are religious worship 
 traditions. Participants do not cross their legs during the dance. They sway and rock as 
 they step. 

http://video.aol.com/video-detail/the-darien-geechee-shouters/4139688188
http://us.dada.net/audio/10711986/The-McIntosh-County-Shouters-Hold-the-Baby/
http://www.louisianafolklife.org/Resources/main_prog_streaming_video.html
http://video.aol.com/video-detail/the-darien-geechee-shouters/4139688188


Appendix 

 

Related Websites: 

“Run Old Jeremiah” Echoes of the Ring Shout sung by Austin Coleman and Joe Washington 
Brown from Louisiana (Audio Recording) 
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/575                                     
 
“Street Swing” site - Discusses dances influenced by hush harbor dance movements (Click on 
dances highlighted in the text to read more).                     
http://www.streetswing.com/histmain/z3ringshout.ht   

 McIntosh County Shouters  
 www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/nge/Article.jsp?id=h-520    

Santa Barbara Ring Shout Project (Information about ring shouts)       
http://www.ringshout.org/lessons 
                                                                             
The Darien Geechee Shouters (Darien, GA) AOL Video- Re-enactment of a Ring Shout                                   
http://video.aol.com/video-detail/the-darien-geechee-shouters/4139688188 

McIntosh Country Shouters (Audio Clip of “Hold the Baby”)       
http://us.dada.net/audio/10711986/The-McIntosh-County-Shouters-Hold-the-Baby/ 

 

Related Books: 

Children’s Picture Book: 
Dancing the Ring Shout by Kim Siegelson, illustrated by Lisa Cohen, Hyperion Books, 2003. 
 
Resource Book: 
Slave Songs of the Georgia Sea Islands by Parrish, Lydia, University of Georgia Press, 1992.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/5759
http://www.streetswing.com/histmain/z3ringshout.htm
http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/nge/Article.jsp?id=h-520
http://www.ringshout.org/lessons
http://video.aol.com/video-detail/the-darien-geechee-shouters/4139688188
http://us.dada.net/audio/10711986/The-McIntosh-County-Shouters-Hold-the-Baby/


Excepts from Slave Narratives 

Sources: 
Rawick, The American Slave: A Composite Autobiography.  Westport: Greenwood Publishing 
 Co., 1972 
Gomez, Michael (editor).  Exchanging Our Country Marks: The Transformation of African 
 Identities in the Colonial and Antebellum South.  Chapel Hill: University of North 
 Carolina Press, 1998. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Louisiana 
“When Nat Turner’s insurrection broke out, the colored people were forbidden to hold meetings 
among themselves…Notwithstanding our difficulties, we used to steal away to some of the 
quarter to save our meetings.”                                                          James Smith         
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Louisiana 
“Slaves would meet at night in the sticks.”                           George Caulton     
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Louisiana 
“Religious services among slaves were strictly forbidden.  But the slaves would steal away into 
the woods at night and hold services.  They would form a circle on their knees around the 
speaker who would also be on his knees.”                                             
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Louisiana 
During nightly prayer meetings in the cabins, “each bring de pot, and put dere head in it to keep 
de echoes from gittin’ back.  De dey pray in de pot. Dat de Gawd’s truth!”   
                                                                                                                            Williams Matthews    
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Texas 
“De slaves didn’t have no church den, but dey’d take a big sugar kettle and turn it top down on 
de groun’ and put logs roun’ it to kill de soun.”  Dey’d pray to be free and sing and dance.” 
                                                     William Adams, a spiritualist preacher and healer                                                                                                                             
                                                                                               93 years old when interviewed    
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Mississippi 
The enslaved Africans “had to take a kettle and turn it down bottom upward and then old master 
couldn’t hear the singing and prayin.”                            Cyrus Bellus     
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Virginia 
This interviewee recalled her mother saying that “No prayer meetings wuz allowed de slave in 
Virginia where she stayed. They turned pots down ter kill de noise an’ held meetings at night.”               
       Kitty Hill, Age 77 when interviewed in 1937 
* Nat Turner’s revolt took place in Virginia in 1831 and grew out of secret religious meetings.  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Viginia 
“When we sang we turned de washpots an’ tubs in de door, so dey would take up de noise so de 
white folks could not hear us.”                                                                              Chana Littlejohn 
______________________________________________________________________________ 



Virginia 
“On Sundays us would fit tergether in de woods an’ have worship.  Us could go to de white 
folks’ church but us wanted ter go whar we could sing all de way through an’ hum ’long an’ 
shout, yo’ know, just turn loose lak.”                                               Emily Dixon, born in 1829 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Virginia 
“Us went to de white folks’ church, an’ set on back seats, but didn’t jine in de worship.  You see, 
de white folks don’t git in de spirit, dey don’t shout, pray, hum, and sing all through de services 
lak us do.”                                                                                     Minerva Grubbs    
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Virginia 
“The way in which we worshipped is almost indescribable.  The singing was accompanied by a 
certain ecstasy of motion, clappin of hands, tossing of heads, which would continue without 
cessation about half an hour; one would lead off in a kind of recitative style, others joining the 
chorus. The old house partook of the ecstasy; it rang with our jubilant shouts, and shook in all its 
joints.”                                                                                James Smith, born Lindsey Payne     
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Enslaved people had to slip off and slide aside and hide around to pray.  They knew what to do. 
People used to stick their head under washspots to sing and pray. ”                        Will Glass                                                                      
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Georgia 
Interviewee’s grandfather “used to have to put de heds in a barrel to pray so de white folks 
couldn’t hear em, case dey wasn’t suppose to have religion!”                                 Harriet Sanders   
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



KWL Chart 
 

What We Know What We Want to Know What We Learned 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 



Story Map 
 
Name:_______________________________________________Date:_____________________ 
 
Title of the Book:_______________________________________________________________ 
 
Who was in the story? (Characters) 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Where did the story take place? (Setting) 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
When did the story take place? (Setting) 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
The story started when… 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Next… 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Then… 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
In the end… 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 



Beginning, Middle, and End 
 
 
Name:________________________________________________Date____________________ 
 
Title of the Book:_______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
This happened at the beginning of the story. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This happened in the middle of the story. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This happened at the end of the story. 
 

 

 


