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TRACES OF THE TRADE: A STORY FROM THE DEEP 

NORTH  

 

FILM SYNOPSIS 

In TRACES OF THE TRADE, Producer/Director Katrina Browne discovers that her forefathers 
were the largest slave-trading family in U.S. history. Given the myth that the South is solely 
responsible for slavery, viewers will be surprised to learn that Browne’s ancestors were 
Northerners. The film follows Browne and nine fellow family members on a remarkable journey, 
which brings them face-to-face with the history and legacy of New England’s hidden enterprise. 
 
From 1769 to 1820, DeWolf fathers, sons and grandsons trafficked in human beings. They sailed 
their ships from Bristol, Rhode Island to West Africa with rum to trade for African men, women 
and children. Captives were taken to plantations that the DeWolfs owned in Cuba or were sold at 
auction in such ports as Havana and Charleston. Sugar and molasses were then brought from 
Cuba to the family-owned rum distilleries in Bristol. Over the generations, the family owned 
ships that transported thousands of Africans across the Middle Passage into slavery. They 
amassed an enormous fortune. By the end of his life, James DeWolf had been a U.S. Senator and 
was reportedly the second richest man in the United States. 
 
The enslavement of Africans was business for more than just the DeWolf family. It was a 
cornerstone of Northern commercial life. The Triangle Trade drove the economy of many port 
cities (Rhode Island had the largest share in the trade of any state), and slavery itself existed in 
the North for over 200 years. Northern textile mills used slave-picked cotton from the South to 
fuel the Industrial Revolution, while banks and insurance companies played a key role 
throughout the period. While the DeWolfs were one of only a few “slaving” dynasties, the 
network of commercial activities that they were tied to involved an enormous portion of the 
Northern population. Many citizens, for example, bought shares in slave ships to make a profit. 
 
The film follows ten DeWolf descendants (ages 32-71, ranging from sisters to seventh cousins) 
as they retrace the steps of the Triangle Trade, visiting the DeWolf hometown of Bristol, Rhode 
Island, slave forts on the coast of Ghana, and the ruins of a family plantation in Cuba. Browne 
pushes the family forward as they struggle through the minefield of race politics. Back home, the 
family confronts the thorny topic of what to do now. In the context of growing calls for 
reparations for slavery, family members struggle with the question of how to think about and 
contribute to “repair.” Meanwhile, Browne and her family come closer to the core: their 
love/hate relationship with their own Yankee culture and privileges; the healing and 
transformation needed not only “out there,” but inside themselves. 
 
The divide between white and black Americans is a perennial challenge to the conscience of our 
nation.  The challenge of today is that the majority of whites see themselves as not prejudiced, 
yet serious gaps in wealth, health, education and housing persist, as do gaps in comfort and trust 
between the races. In a groundbreaking approach, TRACES OF THE TRADE invites viewers to 
consider how the system of slavery affected the white populations of the time, their descendants, 
and subsequent generations of white Americans. It invites all to ask: What history do we inherit 
as individuals and as citizens? How does Northern complicity change the equation? What would 
repair—spiritual and material—really look like and what would it take? 
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Co-Director/Editor/Writer 
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ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS  

Katrina Browne, Producer/Director/Writer, is the seventh generation descendant of Mark 
Anthony DeWolf, the first slave trader in the family. Before launching this film and family 
process in 1999, Ms. Browne served as Outreach Planning Coordinator for the film 
adaptation of Anna Deavere Smith's critically acclaimed play about the LA riots, Twilight: Los 
Angeles. She consulted with race relations and media experts to plan a national outreach 
campaign to use the PBS broadcast and video distribution as the basis for community 
dialogue on race, ethnicity and equity. She came to that work and to filmmaking from writing 
a Masters thesis comparing the role that Greek tragedy played in civic life in ancient Greece 
to the untapped potential of film to catalyze civic dialogue today. She wrote this thesis while 
earning a Masters in Theology at the Pacific School of Religion in Berkeley, California. Prior to 
her graduate studies she worked as a senior staff person at Public Allies, an AmeriCorps 
program now operating in 13 cities that she co-founded in 1991 in Washington, DC to recruit 
more young people and people of color into nonprofit careers. She held responsibilities in 
national start-up, site program development, evaluation and fundraising. She has a B.A. from 
Princeton University, where she studied cultural anthropology with a focus on oral history, 
and wrote a senior thesis on France's role in the Holocaust.   

Alla Kovgan, Editor/Co-Director/Writer, is a Boston-based filmmaker born in Moscow. Her 
films have been sŎǊŜŜƴŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ǳƴŘŀƴŎŜ CƛƭƳ CŜǎǘƛǾŀƭΣ .ƻǎǘƻƴΩǎ aǳǎŜǳƳ ƻŦ CƛƴŜ !ǊǘǎΣ 
Lincoln Center (New York), Brooklyn Academy of Music, Montreal Film Festival (Canada), 
New York African Film Festival, and broadcast on ZDF TV (Germany). Alla has been involved 
in creatinƎ άƛƴǘŜǊƳŜŘƛŀέ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜǎ όǿƛǘƘ YLbh5!b/9 ŀƴŘ 9ƭŀƛƴŜ {ǳƳƳŜǊǎύΣ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ 
dance films (with Alissa Cardone, Victoria Marks and Nicola Hawkins), and working on 
documentaries about dance (Movement (R)evolution Africa with Joan Frosch and 
¢ŜǊǇǎȅŎƘƻǊŜΩǎ /ŀǇǘƛǾŜǎ II with Efim Reznikov). She is an international director of the St. 
Petersburg Dance Film Festival KINODANCE in Russia and a co-curator of Balagan 
Experimental Film Series in Boston. In 2007, Alla was awarded a film commission from the 
Experimental Media and Performance Arts Center for nora chipaumire: a physical biography. 
¢ƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ wƻōƛƴ IŜǎǎƳŀƴΣ !ƭƭŀ ƛǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅΣ wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ tŜǇǎƛ 
DŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿ ǳǇ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ άLǊƻƴ 
/ǳǊǘŀƛƴΣέ ǘƻ ōŜ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘ ƻƴ t.{Ωǎ tΦhΦ±Φ ƛƴ нллфΦ 

Jude Ray, Co-Director/Executive Producer, is an award-winning writer, producer, and 
director with wide-ranging experience as a filmmaker of social issue, cultural and historical 
documentaries and investigative reports. Her credits include programs on PBS, HBO, BBC, 
A&E and Turner Broadcasting, and a five-year freelance stint with the BBC as an investigative 
reporter, U.S. producer, field, segment and associate producer for the 
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acclaimed public affairs series, Panorama. Her producing, associate producing and writing 
credits on prime-time documentary specials and series for major broadcasters include Fare 
Game (PBS, NHK and international broadcast), What Price Clean Air? (PBS), Russia for Sale: 
The Hard Road to Capitalism (PBS), άLƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ aǳƭǘƛǇƭȅέ (PBS), A Walk Through the 
Twentieth Century With Bill Moyers (PBS), and Anatomy of Love (TBS). She has also served as 
senior writer and consulting producer for independent feature documentaries, including H2 
Worker, which won a Sundance Grand Jury Prize, and Calling the Ghosts: A Story about Rape, 
War, and Women (Sundance/Soros Fund, HBO). 

Elizabeth Delude-Dix, Co-Producer/ Executive Producer, directed and produced Stories from 
Stone and No Simple Truth, two short films on slavery in Rhode Island that screened on RI 
PBS. She is a co-producer of First Face, an ITVS documentary currently in production. She 
produced Tell Another Mother, an independent radio project of first-person 2004 
presidential campaign spots that aired in Florida, Ohio and Pennsylvania. She is a founder of 
wƘƻŘŜ LǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǊŀŘƛƻ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ²wbL ŀƴŘ ŀ Ǉŀǎǘ ±ƛŎŜ-President of the Foundation 
for Ocean State Public Radio. She currently serves on the Advisory Board of I-Witness Video a 
New York based archive. As an International Observer with IPEC, an independent human 
rights organization, she filmed and photographed contentious parades in Northern Ireland. 
Ms. Delude-Dix taught as an Adjunct Professor of Cultural and Historic Preservation in an 
undergraduate program she helped develop at Salve Regina University, Newport, Rhode 
Island. She is a past Board Chair and Grants Chair of the Rhode Island Council for the 
Humanities and has served as a board member and advisor to a number of arts and advocacy 
organizations. 

Juanita Brown, Co-Producer, co-designed Traces of the TradeΩǎ trans-Atlantic journey and 
served as a facilitator during some of the DeWolf family discussions. Prior to the film, Juanita 
creatively engaged students and teachers at San Francisco Bay Area schools in difficult 
dialogue around community building, race, class and gender identity politics. She also 
developed policy and organizational analyses for education and nonprofit organizations in 
California such as Oakland Unified School District, Oakland Small Schools Foundation, and 
Bay Area International Development Organizations. She most recently served as the 
Assistant Director for Development at the Coalition of Essential Schools, a national education 
reform organization. Juanita holds a Bachelor's from Stanford University and a Master's of 
Public Policy from the Goldman School of Public Policy at the University of California at 
Berkeley. She also studied at the University of Ghana in West Africa. Currently, she is 
pursuing a career in dance and choreography, and is facilitating post-screening dialogues 
with Traces of the Trade part time. A Chicago native and lover of things creative, Juanita lives 
in San Francisco where she enjoys writing and tea-warmed conversations. 
 
Liz Dory, Director of Photography, has shot numerous documentaries, ranging in cinematic 
style from formal, pictorial composition to verité hand-held camerawork.  Equally adept at 
manipulating various presenting formats from mini DV to HD and 35mm, Liz continues to 
build her expertise with an inclusive list of cameras, using everything from a Canon Scoopic 
to the latest HD and prosumer camcorder systems.   Her cinematography is featured in the 
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documentary An American Solider for filmmaker Edet Belzberg, also premiering at Sundance 
2008 in competition.  More cinematography work is represented in Refuge, a film about 
Tibetan refugees featuring the Dalai Lama, Melissa Mathison and Martin Scorcese, and with 
the directing and producing team of David and Laure Shapiro, makers of  Keep The River on 
Your RightShe is currently in production with the Shapiros on their latest film, Finishing 
Heaven for director Mark Mann.  Her camerawork is featured in broadcast documentaries 
for Nova, The Discovery Channel and National Geographic and television presenters such as 
60 Minutes. 

Roger C. Miller, Composer, Original Score.  Musician Roger Miller currently performs in The 
Alloy Orchestra, on keyboards. This critically-acclaimed group composes new scores for silent 
era films and tours internationally. He is also in the rock band Mission of Burma, on guitar 
and vocals. This group has 6 albums out, tours internationally, and has been praised in the 
New York Times, Spin, Rolling Stone, etc. He began scoring animation and film in 1993 and 
continues this work today. 

Handcranked Productions, Animation/Graphics.  The company was formed in 2001 by Bryan 
Papciak & Jeff Sias who first worked together at Olive Jar Studios in Boston, where they 
directed highly original mixed-media spots for television and film.  Handcranked produces 
commercials and graphics for clients such as Sesame Street, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, 
Samsung, HBO, NBC, ESPN, and the Sundance Channel. They are also producing their own 
independent art & film projects including the feature documentary, American Ruins. 

William Anderson, Supervising Editor/Consulting Producer, has over 100 theatrical and 
broadcast editing credits (for PBS, HBO, NBC, etc.) including: Tupperware!, Sweet Old Song, 
Al Pacino's Looking for Richard, Errol Morris's A Brief History of Time, Slavery Documents, The 
Holocaust, and Hellfire: A Journey from Hiroshima (Academy Award nominee, Best 
Documentary Feature). He has received four Emmy nominations, an Emmy Certificate, and 
the American Cinema Editors Eddy. 

Llewellyn Smith, Consulting Producer. From 1988-1995 Mr. Smith served as Series Editor for 
the critically acclaimed PBS history series American Experience. He was Project Director for 
the Emmy Award-winning series !ŦǊƛŎŀƴǎ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΥ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ {ƭŀǾŜǊȅΣ and 
produced/directed Part IV. He also produced/directed Jubilee Singers: Sacrifice and Glory 
(PBS, 2001), and Part III of Race: The Power of an Illusion (PBS, 2003); and Forgotten Genius 
(PBS, 2007). 

 

http://www.handcrankedproductions.com/
http://www.americanruins.com/
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ABOUT THE FAMILY  

Keila DePoorter and her sister Holly (below) both grew up in Bristol, Rhode Island. Keila 
currently lives with her husband Jerry on a small ranch outside of Boulder, Colorado. In 1998, 
Keila and Jerry led a group of 20 students to South Africa for a month. They visited mining 
sites, traveled and studied South Africa's current social, economic and political issues. 

Thomas Norman DeWolf has written a book published by Beacon Press about his 
experiences during the family's journey entitled Inheriting the Trade: A Northern Family 
Confronts Its Legacy as the Largest Slave-Trading Dynasty in U.S. History (2008). Tom 
previously served as city councilor, county commissioner, and on the Oregon Arts 
Commission. He and his wife, Lindi, live in Oregon and have four grown children and three 
grandchildren. 

Holly Fulton teaches English as a Second Language and French, and currently resides in 
Peabody, Massachusetts with her husband, Bill. Prior to teaching, she was an interpersonal 
skills and diversity trainer for public and private industries, which included running her own 
practice and delivering programs for training companies. 

Ellen DeWolfe Hale grew up in Reno, Nevada. After studying East Asian Studies and living in 
Tokyo, she now lives in Seattle, Washington where she works at the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency on Superfund cleanup projects. Elly has a passion for music of all kinds. 

Ledlie Laughlin has been an Episcopal priest for 50 years, with parishes in Jersey City, 
Newark, Greenwich Village and Florence, Italy. Ledlie and his wife, Roxana, have three grown 
children and seven grandchildren. While Ledlie was Dean of the Cathedral in Newark, he 
helped bring about the merger of a small, white cathedral congregation with a large black 
middle class congregation. 

Dain Perry spent his formative years growing up in Charleston, South Carolina. He now lives 
in Boston and works as a financial representative. During the 1970s, he worked for a non-
profit agency that promoted reform in the criminal justice system, particularly prison reform. 
Dain has been a member of the vestry at his church and has been an active volunteer in his 
community for many years, including serving on the boards of several nonprofit 
organizations. 
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James DeWolf Perry is currently earning his Ph.D. in political science at Harvard University. 
His work focuses on international security and global civil society, with an emphasis on 
international legal institutions and the evolution of norms in international relations. As part 
of his work, James has spent time investigating the history of the Atlantic slave trade and its 
abolition during the 19th century. James attended law school at Columbia University and has 
done extensive volunteer work. 

Jim DeWolf Perry was born in Providence, Rhode Island and is now retired with his wife, 
Shirley. In his career, Jim served as a Foreign Service Officer in Vietnam, Belgium, and Laos, 
as a manager for several non-profit organizations, and then as a management consultant. 
Jim was the Executive Director of the Big Brother Association of Boston when the association 
shifted to recruiting large numbers of African American men as big brothers. 

Elizabeth Sturges Llerena is an artist and art teacher who teaches in New York City public 
high schools. She grew up in Bristol, and has studied and lived in China. 



 

Ebb Pod Productions    •     P.O. Box 380302, Cambridge, MA 02238    •     Tel: 617.349.0019    •     Fax: 0021 

www.tracesofthetrade.org 

 

TRACES OF THE TRADE: A STORY FROM THE DEEP 

NORTH  

 

FEATURED SUBJECTS: EXPERTS AND SCHOLARS  

Robert Addo-Fening, Professor of History, University of Ghana 

Kofi Anyidoho, Professor of Literature, University of Ghana; award-winning poet 

Ron Bailey, Professor, African American Studies, Northeastern University 

Juanita Brown, Co-Producer, Traces of the Trade; Assistant Director of Development, 
Coalition of Essential Schools 

Harold Fields, Facilitator for race dialogue 

Kevin E. Jordan, Architectural historian; Professor of Historic Preservation (retired), Roger 
Williams University. 

Glenn Loury, Professor of Economics and Director of the Institute on Race and Social 
Division, Boston University 

Charles Ogletree, Executive Director, Charles Hamilton Houston Institute for Race and Justice 
and Jesse Climenko Professor of Law, Harvard University; Co-Chair, Reparations Coordinating 
Committee 

Joanne Pope Melish, Associate Professor of History, University of Kentucky 

Elizabeth Warren, Principal Historic Preservation Specialist (retired), Rhode Island Historical 
Preservation Commission 

ADVISORS 

Macky Alston, Director, Family Name 
 
Ron Bailey, Professor of African American Studies, Northeastern University 
 
Edward Ball, Journalist and author, Slaves in the Family, winner of the 1998 National Book 
Award 
 
Chuck Collins, Director, Program on Inequality and the Common Good at the Institute for 
Policy Studies; Co-founder, Responsible Wealth and United for a Fair Economy; Co-author, 
Wealth and Our Commonwealth with Bill Gates Sr.  
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Joy Degruy Leary, Associate Professor, Portland State University; author, "Post Traumatic 
Slave Syndrome: America's Legacy of Enduring Injury and Healing" 
 
Franklin D. Gilliam, Jr., Dean and Professor of Public Policy and Political Science, UCLA School 
of Public Affairs 
 
Norman Lear, Award-winning television and film producer and director; civic leader 
 
Peggy McIntosh, Associate Director, Wellesley College Center for Research on Women; 
author, "White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack" 
 
Joanne Pope Melish, Associate Professor of History, University of Kentucky; author, 
Disowning Slavery: Gradual Emancipation and "Race" in New England, 1780-1860 
 
Alyce Myatt, Managing Director, Grantmakers in Film + Electronic Media; former Vice 
President of Programming, PBS 
 
Rev. Canon Edward Rodman is the Professor of Pastoral Theology and Urban Ministry at the 
Episcopal Divinity School 
 
Ellen Schneider, Executive Director, Active Voice 
  

FISCAL SPONSOR 

The Film Arts Foundation 

MAJOR FUNDERS 

Akonadi Foundation 
 
The Animating Democracy Initiative, a project of Americans for the Arts funded by the Ford 
Foundation  
 
Threshold Foundation 
 
The Annie E. Casey Foundation 
 
The Ford Foundation 
 
Sundance Institute Documentary Program 
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Trinity Grants Program 
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DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT 

As a young adult I was deeply influenced by 
IƻƭƻŎŀǳǎǘ ŦƛƭƳǎΥ aŀǊŎŜƭ hǇƘǳƭǎΩ Le Chagrin et la 
pitié (The Sorrow and the Pity)Σ !ƭŀƛƴ wŜǎƴŀƛǎΩ Nuit 
et brouillard (Night and Fog) and Michael 
±ŜǊƘƻŜǾŜƴΩǎ Das Schreckliche Madchen (The Nasty 
Girl).  I wrote an undergraduate thesis about Vichy 
CǊŀƴŎŜΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ IƻƭƻŎŀǳǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŀƳƴŜǎƛŀΦ  ²ƘƛƭŜ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ŎǊǳŘŜ 
analogy, France is to Germany with regard to the 
Holocaust as the North is to the South with regard 
to slavery.  Victors write the history books, and 
thus forget their guilt. 
 
At 28, when I was in seminary, I received a booklet 
from my grandmother about our family history. 
There were a few brief sentences about our 
DeWolf ancestors being slave traders in Bristol, 
Rhode Island. I was shocked, but realized 
ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ L ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƪƴŜǿ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ 
role in the slave trade, but had somehow buried it.  
So the bigger shock was what I was now 
discovering:  my amnesia.  
 
I dove into the historical literature, and was 
horrified to learn that the DeWolfs were actually 
the largest slave-trading family in U.S. history 
ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭέ ǘƘǊŜŜ-generation dynasty 
they created.  But they were not alone in New 
England.  While exceptional in terms of the 
scope and scale of their activities, it turned out that they were part of a broad-based pattern of 
Northern complicity in slavery. The Triangle Trade drove the economy of many cities and towns, 
including through average citizens buying shares in slave ships.  Northerners themselves held 
enslaved Africans for over 200 years.  Northern textile mills used slave-picked cotton from the South 
to fuel the Industrial Revolution, while banks and insurance companies profited.  
 
Slavery was thus the foundation of the U.S. economy, not a Southern anomaly.  Historian Joanne 
Pope Melish had just released a book, Disowning Slavery: Gradual Emancipation and Race in New 
England, 1780-186, on how the North had constructed an abolitionist identity as pure and heroic to 
cover over these facts.  No one wants to be related to bad guys.  I realized that our family story was a 
microcosm of this larger narrative.   

Katrina Browne at Cape Coast Castle, Ghana, in a room 
where slave ship captains, including her ancestors, 
negotiated to purchase Africans. Photo courtesy Elly 
Hale. 
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!ƭǎƻ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛƴ ǎŜƳƛƴŀǊȅΣ L ǿǊƻǘŜ ŀ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ƻƴ !ǊƛǎǘƻǘƭŜΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ DǊŜŜƪ 
tragedies to create empathy and emotional catharses that can lead citizens to better judgment on 
civic and political affairs.  Having worked in Washington, this resonated with my growing sense that 
internal transformation is as important as external transformation.  
 
In black/white relations, it seems that there is a tangle of emotions/narratives that need to be 
addressed for there to be policy change.  At this point in American history the vast majority of white 
!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ άƴƻǘ ǊŀŎƛǎǘΦέ  9ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ in the North, we presume ourselves innocent.  
Hence the defensiveness and resistance to black anger and to calls to level the playing field.  Hence 
the vicious cycle of resentments, recriminations, tensions and distrust that manifest in small and 
large ways and keep the black/white divide painfully in place.  
 
Theater and democracy went hand in hand in Ancient Greece.  There would be important civic 
debate about social issues lifted up in plays.  Today we go to movies. I knew that the role of the North 
in slavery was a story I needed to tell.  And I suspected that I should make it a personal journey into 
ǘƘŜ ǳƴŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘŜǊǊŀƛƴ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎŀŎȅ ƻŦ ǎƭŀǾŜǊȅΦ 
 
So in 1998 I decided to make a documentary film.  I was inǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ aŀŎƪȅ !ƭǎǘƻƴΩǎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ 
Family NameΣ ŀƴŘ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ .ŀƭƭΩǎ ōƻƻƪ Slaves in the Family, which came out around the same time.  
The two men were descendants of Southern slave-holders, breaking codes of silence.  
 
I began my journey and invited family members to come with me to retrace the Triangle Trade, on 
camera.  I hoped that as we traveled to Rhode Island, Ghana and Cuba, we could explore our 
struggles with our history and that there would be a larger resonance.  I told family members that we 
should all be prepared to make mistakes, to embarrass ourselves as we felt, and perhaps fumbled our 
ǿŀȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŜŀŎƘŜǊƻǳǎ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ƻŦ ǎƭŀǾŜǊȅΣ ǊŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƭŀǎǎΦ ²ŜΩǊŜ ƘǳƳŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ L ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ 
humanize our attempts to get things right.  
 
On the journey a core theme emerged that brought me back to Holocaust studies: the idea of regular 
ŦƻƭƪǎΣ άƎƻƻŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣέ ǿƘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ όǿƛǘǘƛƴƎƭȅ ƻǊ ǳƴǿƛǘǘƛƴƎƭȅύ ƛƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ Řƻ ƛƳƳŜƴǎŜ ƘŀǊƳΦ  
¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛƴƎΤ ǊŀǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀȅΦ  ¢ƘŜ 5Ŝ²ƻƭŦ ǎƭŀǾe traders were extreme 
τ they knew what they were doing τ but many well-intentioned New Englanders back then were a 
step or two removed from slavery while still fueling the system τ just as our family today, and many 
other white Americans, are a step or two removed from the persistent harms being experienced by 
African-Americans, especially the poor.  Yet what is our responsibility?  

 
In the end, I hope that Traces of the Trade: A Story from the Deep North invites Americans into 
heartfelt and honest dialogue on these core questions: What, concretely, is the legacy of slavery ςς 
for diverse whites, for diverse blacks, for diverse others?  Who owes whom what for the sins of the 
fathers of this country?  What would repair τ spiritual and material τ really look like, and what 
would it take?  

τ Katrina Browne, Producer/Director/Writer 
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UNITED STATES SLAVE TRADE AND DEWOLF 
FAMILY TIMELINE 

Year Event 

1619 20 Africans brought to Jamestown, Virginia on a Dutch ship and sold as involuntary 
laborers to British colonists. 

1641 Massachusetts Bay becomes first colony to give legal status to slavery. 

1715 20% of enslaved Africans are in the North. 

1769 aŀǊƪ !ƴǘƻƴȅ 5Ω²ƻƭŦ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘǎ Ƙƛǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎƭŀǾŜ-trading voyage.  By virtue of three 
generations of involvement, the family would come to have the largest interest in 
the African slave trade of any American family before or after the Revolution, 
transporting at least 10,000 Africans, owning five plantations in Cuba, an auction 
house in Charleston, a rum distillery in Bristol, a bank, an insurance company, and 
more. 

1774 Rhode Island prohibits importation of slaves for sale within the colony (Rhode 
Island merchants remain active in slave trade to markets outside Rhode Island). 

1776 Declaration of Independence adopted on July 4 by Continental Congress. Signers 
remove a section denouncing the slave trade. 

1787 Rhode Island outlaws the slave trade. The law proves ineffective. 

1789 U.S. Constitution ratified with clause counting slaves as 3/5 of a white citizen for 
the purpose of allocating seats in Congress, and the provision that the federal 
government will not prohibit the slave trade prior to January 1, 1808. 

1780 New Hampshire becomes the first colony to abolish slavery by law, although the 
law calls for existing slaves to remain in bondage for up to twenty-eight more 
years. 

1783 Massachusetts becomes the first colony to abolish slavery in practice, through a 
judicial interpretation of its constitution. 

1784 Rhode Island passes a law for the gradual emancipation of slaves. 
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Year Event 

1795 ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ ŀƴŘ WŀƳŜǎ 5Ω²ƻƭŦ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ƭŀƴŘ ƻƴ .Ǌƛǎǘƻƭ IŀǊōƻǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ 
houses a rum distillery, store, insurance company and other family businesses.  

1801                 U.S. Congress establishes a separate federal revenue district for Bristol and 
Warren, R.I. 

1803 WŀƳŜǎ 5Ω²ƻƭŦ ƎƛǾŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ǿƛŦŜ ǘǿƻ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ !ŘƧǳŀ ŀƴŘ tŀǳƭŜŘƻǊŜΣ ŀǎ ŀ 
Christmas gift. By this time, he has acquired three plantations in Cuba.  

1804                 President Thomas Jefferson replaces the collector of the Bristol revenue district 
with Charles Collins, brother-in-ƭŀǿ ƻŦ WŀƳŜǎ 5Ω²ƻƭŦ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ǎƭŀǾŜ ǎƘƛǇ 
ŎŀǇǘƛƻƴΦ WŜŦŦŜǊǎƻƴ ƛǎ ŀŎǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ōŜƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5Ω²ƻƭŦ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǿƘƻ ǿƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ 
enforcement of the revenue laws. 

1804 New Jersey becomes the last northern state to act to abolish slavery, providing 
that all slaves born after this date would not be freed until reaching the age of 21 
or 25. 

1808 U.S. Congress passes federal law outlawing slave trade, and President Jefferson 
signs the bill March 2, 1807. Its effective date is January 1, 1808. Some slavers 
ignore the law. A vigorous, clandestine trade continues to operate out of Northern 
ports. In decades after 1808, free blacks in the North celebrate January 1st as a 
ά.ƭŀŎƪ CƻǳǊǘƘ ƻŦ Wǳƭȅέ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳŜƳƻǊŀǘŜ ŀōƻƭƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ the trade. 

1810 Linden Place (the only family mansion remaining in Bristol, Rhode Island) is built 
ōȅ DŜƻǊƎŜ 5Ω²ƻƭŦ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜ ȅŜŀǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƭƭŜƎŀƭ ǎƭŀǾŜ ǘǊŀŘŜΦ 

1818 ²ŀǊŜƘƻǳǎŜ ƛǎ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ 5Ω²ƻƭŦ ²ƘŀǊŦ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜs. 

1819-21 WŀƳŜǎ 5Ω²ƻƭŦ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ŀǎ {ǇŜŀƪŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wƘƻŘŜ LǎƭŀƴŘ {ǘŀǘŜ IƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ 
Representatives. 

1820 U.S. law equates slave trading with piracy, punishable by death. 

1821-25 WŀƳŜǎ 5Ω²ƻƭŦ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ŀǎ ¦Φ{Φ {ŜƴŀǘƻǊ ŦǊƻƳ wƘƻŘŜ LǎƭŀƴŘΦ 

1825 DŜƻǊƎŜ 5Ω²ƻƭŦ ƎƻŜǎ ōŀƴƪǊupt, driving most of Bristol into bankruptcy with him, 
and flees to his plantation in Cuba. 

1837 WŀƳŜǎ 5Ω²ƻƭŦ ŘƛŜǎΣ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǊƛŎƘŜǎǘ Ƴŀƴ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΦ 
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Year Event 

1843 Rhode Island formally abolishes slavery, having continued to list slaves in the state 
census until this time. 

1857 New Hampshire formally abolishes slavery. 

1860 U.S. Census still lists 18 slaves living in New Jersey. 

1861 Civil War begins.  

1862 President Lincoln issues Emancipation Proclamation on September 22, granting 
freedom to those enslaved in areas of the South in active rebellion on January 1, 
1863. 

1862 Slavery abolished in District of Columbia. Slave owners are compensated for the 
emancipation of their slaves. 

1864 General William T. Sherman issues Field Order No. 15 distributing 40 acres per 
black family in the Sea Islands and surrounding countryside. The order is later 
rescinded. 

1865 Civil War ends. Enslaved Africans in Texas are finally informed (more than 2 years 
late) of the Emancipation Proclamation on June 19, 1865. 

1865 Slavery abolished in the U.S. by the 13th Amendment to the Constitution. 

2008 January 1, 2008 is the 200th anniversary of the U.S. abolition of the slave trade. 

Sources: 

http://amistad.mysticseaport.org/timeline/united.states.html 
Slavery and the Making of America; by James O. Horton & Lois E. Horton 
Sons of Providence, by Charles Rappelye 
Disowning Slavery, by Joanne Pope Melish 
Inheriting the Trade, by Thomas N. DeWolf 
  

http://amistad.mysticseaport.org/timeline/united.states.html
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NATIONAL COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT CAMPAIGN 

TRACES OF THE TRADE was released in 2008 on the occasion of the Bicentennial of the U.S. 
Abolition of the Slave Trade (January 1, 1808). It is intended as a catalyst for education and 
dialogue around issues of reconciliation and repair. Discussion guides, study guides and 
other materials have been developed to facilitate use of the film among community groups, 
and in religious settings and classrooms nationwide. As part of this outreach effort, TRACES 
OF THE TRADE has screened at film festivals, conferences and special events to foster 
interest among leaders in the educational, faith-based, philanthropic and policy-making 
communities.  
 
The film had its world premiere in January 2008 as an Official Competition Selection in the 
2008 Sundance Film Festival. It was also an Official Selection of the New Orleans 
International Human Rights Film Festival, the Newport International Film Festival and the 
Human Rights Watch International Film Festival in New York, and it had its Philadelphia 
ǇǊŜƳƛŜǊŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ /ŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ Legacy of 1808 series.  
 
Grantmakers in Film + Electronic Media and the Council on Foundations hosted a special 
screening and panel discussion at the Newseum in Washington DC during their 2008 
Philanthropy Leadership Summit. The panel was co-moderated by Charles Ogletree, the 
Harvard Law School Jesse Climenko Professor of Law and Vice Dean for the Clinical 
Programs,  and Judy Woodruff, Senior Correspondent & Editor of 2008 Political Coverage, 
PBS' The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer.  
 
The film was ŀƭǎƻ ǎŎǊŜŜƴŜŘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ¦Ǌōŀƴ aƛƴƛǎǘǊȅΩǎ /ƛǘȅ ƻŦ DƻŘ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ 
at the National Cathedral in Washington DC, and was featured at the 9th annual White 
Privilege Conference in Springfield, MA, among others.   
 
TRACES OF THE TRADE had its national television broadcast premiere in June 2008 on the 
PBS award-winning independent documentary series P.O.V., and is now available for 
purchase on DVD. Since the broadcast, we have taken on a larger, more multi-faceted and 
grassroots national campaign that has included civic and community associations, libraries, 
museums and historical societies, high schools, colleges and universities, religious 
congregations, racial justice organizations, and more. As the call for a national conversation 
on race has been making headlines recently, and with the election of Barack Obama to the 
US presidency, we are particularly excited and hopeful about the impact we will have 
nationally.  
 
To learn more about the national community engagement campaign visit 
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http://www.tracesofthetrade.org/


Traces of the Trade: A Story from the Deep North 
National Community Engagement Campaign  cont.  

 

ABOUT THE OUTREACH AND DISTRIBUTION TEAM 

Katrina Browne, Producer/Director, has devoted 9 years to the making of Traces of the 
Trade, and to the related family and community dialogue process. Previously, she served as 
hǳǘǊŜŀŎƘ tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ /ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƻǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƭƳ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ƴƴŀ 5ŜŀǾŜǊŜ {ƳƛǘƘΩǎ ŀǿŀǊŘ-
winning play Twilight: Los Angeles, helping develop its outreach campaign for inter-racial 
dialogue. Earlier, she worked as senior staff at Public Allies, an AmeriCorps program, now 
operating in 15 cities, that she co-founded in 1991 to recruit more young people and people 
of color into the public interest sector. Katrina has an M.A. in Theology from the Pacific 
School of Religion where she wrote a thesis comparing the role that Greek tragedies played 
in civic life in ancient Greece to the untapped potential of film to catalyze civic dialogue 
today.  

Harold Fields, Training Director. Mr. Fields has facilitated a monthly city wide racial dialogue 
in Denver for the past 10 years. He was invited to participate in the documentary because of 
his connections with two family members, Holly and Keila. He is active in restorative justice 
and racial reconciliation projects across the nation. Mr. Fields has over 30 years of systems 
development experience with IBM and the airline industry.  
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FILM SPECS 
Running time: 86:46  
Aspect ratio: 16x9 (1.78) 
Formatted to 1080i/59.94 
LTRT stereo 

 
GENERAL INFORMATION 
Ebb Pod Productions: 617-349-0019  
info@tracesofthetrade.org  
 
 

PRESS  
Ebb Pod Productions: 617-349-0019 
Christie Gibson, cgibson@tracesofthetrade.org  
 
P.O.V. Communications: 212-989-7425. Emergency contact: 646-729-4748  
Cathy Fisher, cfisher@pov.org    
P.O.V. online pressroom: www.pbs.org/pov/pressroom   
 

DVD PURCHASES 
www.tracesofthetrade.org/buy-use-the-film  

mailto:info@tracesofthetrade.org
mailto:cgibson@tracesofthetrade.org
mailto:cfisher@pov.org
http://www.pbs.org/pov/pressroom
http://www.tracesofthetrade.org/buy-use-the-film

