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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.
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