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BOSTON, MAY 2008

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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The DeWolf Family
Filmmaker Katrina Browne is descended from the DeWolf

family (also spelled D’Wolf and DeWolfe) of Bristol, Rhode

Island. The most prominent member of this family, James

DeWolf (1764–1837), was a U.S. senator and a wealthy merchant

who was reportedly the second-richest person in the country

when he died. In the 1790s and early 1800s, DeWolf and his

brothers virtually built the economy of Bristol: Many of the

buildings they funded still stand, and the stained glass windows

at St. Michael’s Episcopal Church bear DeWolf names to this

day. Across the generations, their family has included state

legislators, philanthropists, writers, scholars, and Episcopal

bishops and priests.

The DeWolf family fortune was built in part on buying and

selling human beings. Over the course of 50 years and three

generations, from 1769 to 1820, the DeWolfs were the nation’s

leading slave traders. They brought approximately 10,000

Africans from the west coast of Africa to auction blocks in

Charleston, South Carolina, and other southern U.S. ports; to

Havana, Cuba, and other ports in the Caribbean; to their own

sugar plantations in Cuba; and into their own homes. The family

continued in the trade despite state and federal laws prohibiting

many of their activities in the late 1700s. Their efforts to

circumvent those laws eventually led them to arrange a political

favor with President Thomas Jefferson, who agreed to split the
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The Family of Ten at Cape Coast Castle, Ghana, July 2001

(top, l to r) Dain Perry, Elizabeth Sturges Llerena, Katrina Browne,

Jim Perry, Holly Fulton, Ledlie Laughlin, Keila DePoorter

(bottom, l to r) Tom DeWolf, Elly Hale, James Perry.

Photo courtesy of Katrina Browne









• Engage your local school district and textbook publishers

in a dialogue about how to teach the history of slavery and the

slave trade in ways that include the role of the North as well as

the South and that describe the centrality of slavery to the

political, economic and social development of the United

States.

• What could you do in your community to honor the

memory of those who were enslaved? Research your local

history of slavery/slave trade and ancillary businesses. Engage

local historic sites and museums in conversations about how to

tell this history in their tours and exhibits (if it is not already

being conveyed). Consider bringing a coalition of people

together to create appropriate plaques and memorials.

• In the film, Josephine Watts suggests that white people

make a point of attending a black play or concert in order to

experience — even briefly — what she experiences regularly as

the only black person at a conference. If you have not had the

experience of being part of a visible minority, make plans to

attend an event where you are the only person of your race,

ethnicity or gender in the room. After the event, talk with others

about what that experience was like for you and what lessons it

had to offer about the daily experiences of racial and ethnic

minorities.
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Tom DeWolf speaking with an African-American woman

during a candlelight procession that was part of Panafest

in Cape Coast, Ghana.

Photo courtesy of Amishadai Sackitey



• Form a task force in your church, synagogue, mosque,

school, civic group or fraternal order to examine the organi-

zation’s historic relationship to slavery. Develop suggestions for

action that your group or institution might take to support the

healing of past and present wounds arising from race and

racism. Find ways to help the group act on the task force’s

suggestions.

• Drawing on what you concluded from holding dialogue on

the question of repair and reconciliation, determine what next

steps you and others in your community can take to make a

difference in the broader local or national discourse. Join in the

democratic process by contacting policy makers with your

views.

• Read about the Civil Liberties Act of 1988 at the Library of

Congress’s website (http://www.civics-online.org/library/-

formatted/texts/civilact1988.html). The act granted reparations

to Japanese Americans who had been interned by the U.S.

government during World War II. Compare the Civil Liberties

Act of 1988 with H.R. 40 (http://www.govtrack.us/congress/-

bill.xpd?bill=h110-40), which seeks to commission a study of

reparation proposals for African Americans.

• Tom DeWolf is one of the family members featured in the

film. He has written a book that shares more about the family

journey: Inheriting the Trade: A Northern Family Confronts Its

Legacy As the Largest Slave-Trading Dynasty in U.S. History

(Beacon Press, 2008). Create a study group to read and discuss

the book. Compare his perspective with Katrina’s point of view

in the film.

• Read and discuss the articles on white privilege listed in

the “Resources” section of this guide. Use the essays as a

prompt to develop your own description of how white privilege

manifests in your life. If you reap the benefits of white privilege,

consider how you might use that advantage to work for social

justice or greater equity in your community.

• Research connections between Native American history,

Latino history, Asian American history and the history of black

slavery in the United States and its aftermath. Use what you

learn to expand the dialogue so that it is not exclusively focused

on black/white issues. Think about ways to include in your

discussions the perspectives of those who identify as being of

more than one race.

• Research modern-day slavery and join with efforts to help

abolish the practice.
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FILM-RELATED WEB SITES

Original Online Content on P.O.V. Interactive
(www.pbs.org/pov)

Traces of the Trade: A Story from the Deep North
www.pbs.org/pov/traces

P.O.V.’s companion website to Traces of the Trade: A Story from

the Deep North offers exclusive streaming video clips from the

film, a podcast version of the filmmaker interview and a wealth

of additional resources, including a Q&A with filmmaker

Katrina Browne, ample opportunities for viewers to “talk back”

and talk to each other about the film, and the following special

features:

EXCERPT FROM INHERITING THE TRADE

BY TOM DEWOLF

Read a deeply personal memoir by a family member who

went on the journey. DeWolf struggles with issues of white

privilege and what the legacy of slavery is in American

society today. We’ll also have a conversation with DeWolf

on the blog.

FAITH COMMUNITIES AND APOLOGIES

n 2006, the Episcopal Church issued a formal apology for

its complicity in the institution of slavery. In this video, Rev.

Frank T. Griswold, the 25th presiding bishop of the

Episcopal Church, discusses the role of faith and healing.

MAKING AMENDS FOR SLAVERY:

A PRIMER ON REPARATIONS

Seven states have recently passed resolutions acknowl-

edging and regretting their participation in the slave

trade. Learn more about these resolutions and the

ongoing debate surrounding reparations in the United

States, and compare these remedies with what other

countries with similar legacies have done to make

amends.

ASK THE FILMMAKER

Katrina Browne will respond to viewer questions on the

blog for a few days around broadcast.

KATRINA BROWNE’S SERMON

Read the full text of the sermon that Katrina Browne

delivered at St. Michael’s Episcopal Church in Bristol,

Rhode Island.

Additional resources and discussion opportunities are

available at the film’s official website,

www.tracesofthetrade.org.

© American Documentary, Inc. 30

Discussion Guide | Traces of the Trade

Resources

Se
as
on21

What’s Your P.O.V.?
P.O.V.’s online Talking Back Tapestry is a colorful,
interactive representation of your feelings about
Traces of the Trade: A Story from the Deep North .
Listen to other P.O.V. viewers talk about the film
and add your thoughts by calling 1-800-688-4768.
www.pbs.org/pov/talkingback.html

http://www.pbs.org/pov/talkingback.html


Wrestling with Race and Racism

INHERITING THE TRADE

www.inheritingthetrade.com

Tom DeWolf (featured in the film) has written his own account

of wrestling with the family legacy and what he learned from the

trip retracing the Triangle Trade. The book's website includes

Tom's blog and chances to engage in discussion with the

author.

BEYOND INTRACTABILITY

www.beyondintractability.org

Beyond Intractability is a conflict resolution project at the

University of Colorado. The website has amassed a collection of

hundreds of essays, handbooks, interviews and organizational

links related to the process of reconciliation and various

approaches to conflict resolution around the world.

History

SLAVERY IN THE NORTH

www.slavenorth.com

Historian Douglas Harper provides a state-by-state overview of

slavery in the North. His footnotes provide a good bibliography

of major historical works that have focused on the North's role

in the U.S. slave trade and practice of slavery.

THE UNRIGHTEOUS TRAFFICK

http://www.projo.com/extra/2006/slavery/

This interactive series by the Providence Journal explores the

history of slavery and the slave trade in Rhode Island, including

information on the DeWolf family and the town of Bristol.

CITIZENS ALL: AFRICAN AMERICANS IN CONNECTICUT

1700-1850

http://www.yale.edu/glc/citizens/stories/index.html

The website, created by the Gilder Lerhman Center for the

Study of Slavery, Resistance, and Abolition and the Center for

Media and Instructional Innovation at Yale University, provides a

scholarly introduction to the history of slavery in Connecticut,

the process of gradual emancipation, and the struggle for

citizenship rights by free blacks and abolitionists both within

and beyond the state's boundaries.

Joanne Pope Melish, who is featured in the film, has written

Disowning Slavery: Gradual Emancipation and Race in New

England, 1780–1860 (Cornell University Press, 1998).

Anne Farrow, Joel Lange and Jenifer Frank are the editors of

Complicity: How the North Promoted, Prolonged and Profited from

Slavery (Ballantine Books, 2005).

For a seminal article on the importance of slavery to the

development of the U.S. economy, read Ronald Bailey’s “The

Slave(ry) Trade and the Development of Capitalism in the United

States: The Textile Industry in New England,” Social Science

History 14:3 (Autumn, 1990), pp. 373–414.
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Privilege

PEGGY MCINTOSH ARTICLE

www.nymbp.org/reference/WhitePrivilege.pdf

Peggy McIntosh's "White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible

Knapsack" is a classic article describing white privilege and a

good starting point for those who are new to the concept. At this

link you can read part of the article for free.

“WHITE PRIVILEGE SHAPES THE U.S.”

BY ROBERT JENSEN

http://uts.cc.utexas.edu/~rjensen/freelance/
whiteprivilege.htm

In this essay, journalism professor Robert Jensen expands on

McIntosh’s ideas and describes how he experiences white

privilege in his life.

TIM WISE ARTICLE

http://www.tolerance.org/news/article_tol.jsp?id=722

In his brief article “White Privilege: Swimming in Racial

Preference,” antiracist activist Tim Wise gives a selected

historical overview of common practices that have favored

whites.

ANNIE E. CASEY FOUNDATION

www.aecf.org/KnowledgeCenter/PublicationsSeries/
RaceMatters.aspx

The Annie E. Casey Foundation’s “Race Matters” toolkit

includes materials and strategies to help people from a wide

range of professions and perspectives examine privilege.

Repair

CHARLES OGLETREE ARTICLE

http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qa3843/is_200301/
ai_n9233895?tag=rel.res1

This link takes you to a 2003 speech by legal scholar Charles

Ogletree Jr. (available in print and reprinted on the website from

the University of Memphis Law Review), “Reparations for the

Children of Slaves: Litigating the Issues.”

“REPARATIONS FOR THE CHILDREN OF SLAVES:

LITIGATING THE ISSUES” BY CHARLES OGLETREE

http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qa3843/is_200301/
ai_n9233895?tag=rel.res1

Legal scholar Charles Ogletree, Jr. specializes in the study of

reparations for African Americans. Available in print and

reprinted on the website from the University of Memphis Law

Review, 2003.

BROWN UNIVERSITY COMMITTEE ON SLAVERY AND JUSTICE

www.brown.edu/Research/Slavery_Justice

In the light of historical revelations, many institutions are only

now attempting to come to terms with a terrible past. Brown

University appointed a steering committee, whose findings and

resources are available on this site.
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ON PBS & NPR

PBS

TWO TOWNS OF JASPER COMPANION WEBSITE

www.pbs.org/pov/pov2002/twotownsofjasper/
resources02.html

The website for Two Towns of Jasper, featured on P.O.V. in 2002,

provides an excellent set of links related to race, racism,

privilege, dialogue and healing.

HAROLD DEAN TRULEAR:

DISAFFECTION, RECONCILIATION, AND THE BLACK CHURCH

TRADITION - RELIGION AND ETHICS NEWSWEEKLY

www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/blog/2008/05/
harold-dean-trulear-disaffecti.html

Faith, race and reconciliation have become important topics in

the 2008 Presidential election after the controversy involving

Reverend Jeremiah Wright. Professor Harold Dean Trulear

speaks on black church history and reconciliation.

PBS: AFRICANS IN AMERICA

www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/home.html

A companion website to PBS's "Africans in America" television

series, this site presents a series of articles on the American

experiences of Africans before the Civil War.

ONLINE NEWSHOUR: CONSIDERING REPARATIONS

www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/race_relations/
july-dec00/reparations.html

In September 2000, Chicago City Council members decided it

was time for a national discussion on reparations. The

NewsHour reports on the conversation around apologies, the

legacy of slavery, and what's at stake in this debate.

NPR

NPR: WHAT'S BEHIND APOLOGIES FOR SLAVERY?

www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=11828362

Learn more about how some governments, corporations and

institutions are attempting to repair the damages of slavery in

this discussion with New York assemblyman Keith Wright.

NPR: SLAVE REPARATIONS

www.npr.org/programs/specials/racism/
010827.reparations.html

As Americans question the best way to heal the wounds of

slavery, some suggest salve might come in some form of

"slavery reparations". A 2001 series explores the history and

nuances of the slave reparation debate in the United States.
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To order the DVD of Traces of the Trade: A Story from the Deep North,
please go to www.tracesofthetrade.org
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P.O.V. provides Discussion Guides for all films as well as curriculum-
based P.O.V. Lesson Plans for select films to promote the use of
independent media among varied constituencies. Available free online,
these originally produced materials ensure the ongoing use of P.O.V.’s
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and general audiences nationally. P.O.V. also works closely with local
public-television stations to partner with local museums, libraries,
schools, and community-based organizations to raise awareness of the
issues in P.O.V.’s films.

P.O.V. Interactive

www.pbs.org/pov

P.O.V.’s award-winning Web department produces a Web-only
showcase for interactive storytelling, P.O.V.’s Borders. It also produces
a Web site for every P.O.V. presentation, extending the life of P.O.V. films
through community-based and educational applications, focusing on
involving viewers in activities, information and feedback on the issues.
In addition, www.pbs.org/pov houses our unique Talking Back feature,
filmmaker interviews, viewer resources and information on the P.O.V.
archives as well as myriad special sites for previous P.O.V. broadcasts.
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www.americandocumentary.org
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dedicated to creating, identifying and presenting contemporary stories
that express opinions and perspectives rarely featured in mainstream-
media outlets. AmDoc is a catalyst for public culture, developing
collaborative strategic-engagement activities around socially relevant
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Front cover: DeWolf family members and Ghanaian Beatrice Manu

at a river ceremony in Ghana where captured Africans were brought

for a last bath.
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