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They made their mark 
An effort is underway to commemorate the contributions 
of African victims of slave trade and their descendants 

By Sean Flynn 
Staff writer 

NEWPORT - The slave trade dominated 
every aspect of Rhode Island's economy -from 
shipbuilding to horse breeding, finance to fish
ing, and wool to rum -from the early 1700s until 
the outlawing of the trade in 1807, according to 
historians. About half of all North American 
slave-trading voyages were launched by Rhode 
Islanders, with Newport providing more than 
85 percent of their financing, during the Colo

nial period. 
Many people locally are 

not aware of that history, 
something the Newport Mid
dle Passage Ceremony and 
Port Marker Project wants to 
change. 

'The founding committee 

Johnson headed by Victoria Johnson,
a former principal of Rogers 

High School, met at the Redwood Library last 
week to discuss placing a monument to commem

orate the nearly 12 million Africans involved in 

the trans-Atlantic human trade and their descen

dants. 
"People have swept this history under the 

table," Johnson said. "People should be aware 

of the history of the slaves -those who survived 

and those who didn't- and their descendants." 

"This is about humanizing the victims of the 
triangular trade," she said. The initiative is not 
about placing guilt or shame, she said. 

Instead, the initiative is about acknowledging 

and recognizing the significant contributions 

Africans and their descendants made to this corn'. 

munity and to the country, Johnson said. 

Rhode Island has four communities identi

fied as places where markers or monuments 

should be placed. Besides this citY, they include 

Providence, Bristol and Warren. The statewide

'People should be aware 
of the history of the slaves - those 

who survived and those who didn't 

- and their descendants.'

VICTORIA JOHNSON 
head of the founding committee of the Newport Middle 

Passage Ceremony and Port Marker Project 

committee coordinating this effort plans to meet 
at the Redwood Library on Nov. 18, beginning 
at4p.m. 

The national Middle Passage Ceremony and 
Port Marker Project was founded in 2011 by Ann 
L. Chinn, a self-described community activist
from Washington, D.C., who now serves as exec
utive director.

During the triangular trade, European, New 
England or other Colonial merchants brought 
goods such as copper, cloth, trinkets, beads, rum, 
guns and ammunition to West Africa and traded 
the goods for slaves. 

The slaves then were transported to the Carib
bean and North American colonies, where the 
use of African slaves was fundamental to grow
ing cash crops such as sugar cane and tobacco. 
Sugar in its liquid form, molasses, was brought 
to places like Newport, where distilleries brewed 
rum from it. 

"The slave trade just grew and grew," Johnson 
said. 'Tm still learning about it." 

The rum and other products were shipped 
across the Atlantic, some to Europe and some 
to Africa, where the products were used to pur
chase more slaves. 

The leg of this triangular trade model that 
involved the transport of slaves across the Atlan
tic is called the "Middle Passage." 




