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Dear Colleagues,

Thank you so much for helping your community hold a heart-to-heart

dialogue around Traces of the Trade: A Story from the Deep North.

When, at age 28, I learned from my grandmother about our ancestors being

slave traders in Bristol, Rhode Island, I was shocked, but then realized

immediately that I already knew. So the bigger shock was the fact that I’d

buried what I knew. I started reading the historical literature, and quickly

discovered that the DeWolfs were just one part of a web of broad-based

Northern complicity in slavery. With just a small amount of analysis, it

becomes clear that slavery was the foundation of the U.S. economy, not

merely a Southern anomaly. Historian Joanne Pope Melish had just released

a book on how the North constructed an identity as heroic abolitionists to

cover up this unsettling history. No one wants to be related to bad guys. I

realized that our family story was a microcosm of this larger narrative.

So I decided to make a film that would ask: In what ways was my family

shaped, formed, made by African slavery? What is the broader legacy of

slavery for white Americans? And if I could come to understand more deeply

these ties that bind, if I could connect the dots that are generally out of my

view, then how would I be called to think differently about who I am today and

about my responsibility to mend?

I spent the years of 1999 through 2008 making this documentary with a

remarkable team of family members and filmmaking colleagues. I was

determined to be out in the world with the material as we worked on it. We

held numerous dialogues around trailers and rough cuts over the years. This

gave me the chance to hear from many different Americans and make some observations.

The first of these was that most white Americans today have foresworn racism. We subscribe to the value of equal opportunity and

find prejudice repugnant. We think racism is about personal attitudes and thereby define ourselves as “not racist.” Meanwhile, any

number of economic and social indicators suggest inarguably that equality has not, in fact, been achieved. So trainers and educators

now speak about “institutional racism” in order to help white Americans understand structural barriers faced by black Americans.

The term “white privilege” has been instrumental in helping us see that we benefit disproportionately from systems that were set

up to serve us, even when we aren’t intending to do harm.

But all of the above doesn’t mean that there’s nothing going on in the personal, attitudinal or psychological realm for many white

Americans. There’s a lot going on! Perhaps you could say we have within us a host of racial syndromes or complexes— or just plain

baggage. The emotions can include, for example, all-consuming guilt, fear of saying/doing the wrong thing, and defensiveness and

denial. They all bespeak a disquiet, a sense that we know things aren’t quite right, even when we’re busy trying to cover over that

intuition with protestations: “My family didn’t own slaves”; “My people suffered when we got here, but we found a way, we got
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ahead”; “Why don’t they just get over it?”; “They just like playing victim, playing the race card.” Even in my family, of all families,

there were relatives who wanted to know which DeWolf brother they were descended from, in hopes that they came from one who

wasn’t as bad, so they wouldn’t have to feel as implicated.

Maybe, fundamentally, it is just that: None of us want to feel implicated. Because then we would have to feel responsible for

problems we don’t want to feel responsible for — deep, old, intractable divides. And we’d feel subject to the deep well of black anger.

Our spirits push back: “I don’t deserve it!” “I didn’t do anything.” “I’m a good person.”

So here we are. We all inherit a painful history and legacy not of our making. And we chafe against them in ways that put us at odds

with each other. Senator Barack Obama spoke eloquently in his historic speech in Philadelphia about the “racial stalemate.” He

spoke of both the justifiable basis for black anger and the understandable basis for resentment among some whites, especially in

the working class.

Given the great wrong that was committed and the persistence of inequality for black Americans, I believe it is incumbent on white

Americans to break the stalemate first, to ask ourselves how we can take initiative. And I suspect we won’t be convinced to do this

with the help of statistics or more information regarding inequality. Instead, we need to be convinced to take a second look at some

of our cherished myths — those that are often directly connected to stories about our families and ourselves and that thus carry a

lot of emotional charge.

It’s a delicate process, that of taking stock of how our parents, grandparents and great-grandparents may have been helped or hurt

by the policies and practices of this land and then determining our responsibility to contribute to repair and reconciliation. We will

all take different measures. It’s easier to do when there is more air in the room, more space, more grace — which might either mean

circling up with folks like ourselves for a time or, perhaps, looking for those who want to sort things out in the mix.

Then, when we’re less protective, we can realize that it doesn’t have to be so personal after all. Humans suffer, cause suffering, are

brave, are lazy, are scared, are greedy, are in search of love and happiness and right relationships. In that shared awareness, we

can shoulder up next to each other and apply ourselves to the challenges of this day.

Katrina Browne, Director/Producer
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Traces of the Trade: A Story from

the Deep North chronicles a unique

and disturbing journey into the

history and legacy of the U.S. slave

trade. The feature-length (86-

minute) documentary tracks what

happens as filmmaker Katrina

Browne comes to grips with the

discovery that her New England

ancestors were the largest slave-

trading family in U.S. history. Her

film is a probing essay into

divergent versions of a nation’s

history.

Browne invites 200 DeWolf

descendants to join her in facing

their shared past and its

relationship to their own lives. Nine

end up traveling with her to retrace

the Triangle Trade, from Bristol,

Rhode Island, to slave forts in

Ghana to sugar plantations in Cuba and back. Theirs is an

emotional trek, with each step raising important questions

about culpability and compassion, hurt and healing.

The family confronts not only their own assumptions, but also

America’s depiction of slavery as a predominantly Southern

institution. As the film reveals the North’s vast complicity in

slavery, it forces viewers to examine the mythology of Northern

innocence and the repercussions for race relations.

Candid and compelling, Traces of the Trade challenges viewers

to ask themselves the same contentious questions that Browne

and her family ask: What is my family’s relationship to slavery?

What does it mean to accept responsibility for the “living

consequences” of slavery? What would it take to repair

black/white relationships and to move beyond the guilt,

defensiveness, anger, and fear that often separate us and

silence us? As a nation, how do we deal with what we inherited

from our country’s history?

The DeWolf descendants’ journey is at once deeply personal

and also indicative of much larger social struggles. As an

outreach tool, the film offers powerful new perspectives on the

black/white divide. It will provide an excellent springboard for

dialogue around how the legacy of slavery influences the lives

of Americans of all colors and generations.
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DeWolf descendants walking to Narragansett Bay, Bristol, RI.
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Traces of the Trade: A Story from the Deep North is well suited

for use in a variety of settings and is especially recommended

for use with:

• Your local PBS station

• Interracial dialogue groups and especially groups that

have discussed previous PBS and P.O.V. films relating to

race relations, healing, and the legacy of slavery and

privilege, including Africans in America, Banished, Family

Name, The Murder of Emmett Till, Race: The Power of an

Illusion, The Rise and Fall of Jim Crow, Twilight Los

Angeles, and Two Towns of Jasper

• Groups focused on any of the issues listed in the “Key

Issues” section

• High school students

• Faith-based organizations and institutions

• Museums and historical societies

• Academic departments and student groups of colleges,

universities and high schools

• Community organizations with a mission to promote

education and learning, such as P.O.V.’s national partner

Elderhostel Learning in Retirement Centers, members

of the Listen Up! Youth Media Network and your local

library

Traces of the Trade: A Story from the Deep North is an excellent

tool for outreach and will be of special interest to people

interested in the topics below:

• African American studies

• Diversity

• Economics

• Family legacy

• Human rights

• Privilege/inheritance

• Race relations

• Racism

• Reconciliation

• Religion/ethics

• Reparations

• Slave trade

• Social justice

• U.S. history

Event Ideas
Use a screening of
Traces of the Trade: A Story from the Deep North to:

• Host an observance of the bicentennial of the U.S.
abolition of the slave trade.

• Open a museum or library exhibit on the history of the
slave trade and/or slavery in your community that
includes the less immediately obvious history.

• Kick off a series of small group meetings designed to
help community members engage in interracial
dialogue. Multipart sessions provide an effective

springboard for in-depth dialogue on the many aspects
of the black/white divide and how they connect to your
community’s issues.

• Connect with and promote the work of organizations in
your community that focus on race relations and racial
justice. Determine a policy area in which your group can
have an impact based on your new understandings, new
hope, and new relationships.

• Engage faith communities in dialogue and action,
including preaching, liturgies, and rituals of atonement
and healing. See the Traces of the Trade website
(www.tracesofthetrade.org) for further suggestions.
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