
Unit Plan: Role of Colonial RI in the Transatlantic Slave Trade by Nathan Goodrich 

Standards 
RIDE GSEs for Civics & Government and Historical Perspectives/R.I. History: 
Grades 9-12 
 
HP 1  (9-12) –1 
Students act as historians, using a variety of tools (e.g., artifacts and primary and 
secondary sources) by… 

a. formulating historical questions, obtaining, analyzing, evaluating 
historical primary and secondary print and non-print sources (e.g., RI 
Constitution, art, oral history, writings of Elizabeth Buffum Chace) 

b. explaining how historical facts and historical interpretations may be 
different, but are related (e.g., slavery in RI v. economic benefit to RI) 

 
HP 1 (9-12) –2 
Students interpret history as a series of connected events with multiple cause-effect 
relationships, by… 

a. explaining cause and effect relationships in order to sequence and 
summarize events, make connections between a series of events, or 
compare/contrast events 

 
HP 2 (9-12)– 1 
Students connect the past with the present by… 

b. identifying and linking key ideas and concepts and their enduri   
implications (e.g., separation of church and state in Rhode Island) 

c. analyzing and evaluating how national and world events have impacted 
Rhode Island and how Rhode Island has impacted national and world 
events (e.g., women’s liberation movement; Commodore Matthew Perry 
of RI opens trade with Japan; Quonset Hut; slave trade) 

 
 

Focus/Concept 
The concept of this lesson is to have students think critically about history by engaging 
documents pertinent to Rhode Island’s involvement in the transatlantic slave trade and 
use those documents to  analyze and evaluate how national and world events have 
impacted Rhode Island and how Rhode Island has impacted national and world events. 

Measurable Outcome 
• The student will be able to identify and analyze the motives that RI citizens 

had for engaging in the trafficking of enslaved Africans during the colonial 
period. 

• Students will accurately interpret and synthesize information from primary and 
secondary sources to prove a thesis. 

Sources • Map of Colonial Newport  www.loc.gov/rr/hispanic/portam/img/touro1.jpg 

• Triangular Trade as illustrated by the Voyage of the Sanderson 	
  
http://omp.gso.uri.edu/ompweb/doee/history/colonial/c2.htm 

• McPhillips, Jody. History of slavery in RI not a story of black and white, but 
shades of gray. Providence Journal Bulletin. 2/15/1998. 

• Chart of RI Slave Voyages 1701-1810 ; Coughtry, Jay.  The Notorious 
Triangle: Rhode Island and the African Slave Trade 1700-1807.    Temple 



University Press. 1981. 

• Voyage of the Sally, Overview and Inventory List 	
  
http://www.stg.brown.edu/projects/sally/ 

• Custom House Record,  Newport Mercury Jan. 11-18, 1768 

• Assorted Advertisements from the Newport Mercury 1768-1769 (Feb. 
8, 1768; Jun. 9, 1769; Jun. 19, 1769; Nun. 26, 1769) Courtesy of RI 
Historical Society 

• Map of Colonial Rum distilleries c. 1770  from  Complicity: How the North 
Promoted, Prolonged, and Profited from Slavery by Anne Farrow, Joel Lang, 
Jenifer Frank (p.52)  

Overview • In this lesson students will analyze a multitude of primary and secondary 
sources in order to answer the overarching question of “How Colonial 
Rhode Island’s economy became dependant on the transatlantic slave trade”. 

• Students will suite these documents in an informal essay answering the 
aforementioned question.  

Implementation Day 1 

• Hook Exercise 

o Students will be given the Map of the Triangular Trade as 
illustrated by the Voyage of the Sanderson and given 5-8 
minutes to answer the analysis questions.  

o These answers will then be discussed as a class. 

• Background Article 

o Teacher will read History of slavery in RI not a story of black and 
white, but shades of gray aloud. 

o Students will be given 5-8 min. to answer discussion questions 
based on article and chart. 

o Final 10-15 minutes will be used to discuss answer and explain 
homework. 

• Homework: Pre-Bucketing Exercise 

Day 2 

• Document Analysis 

o Students will spend the majority of Day 2 working 
individually or in small groups to analyze the four documents 
under the supervision of the teacher. 



	
  

 

Document Based Question: 

Implementation Day 1 

• Hook Exercise 

o Students will be given the Map of the Triangular Trade as 
illustrated by the Voyage of the Sanderson and given 5-8 
minutes to answer the analysis questions.  

o These answers will then be discussed as a class. 

• Background Article 

o Teacher will read History of slavery in RI not a story of black and 
white, but shades of gray aloud. 

o Students will be given 5-8 min. to answer discussion questions 
based on article and chart. 

o Final 10-15 minutes will be used to discuss answer and explain 
homework. 

• Homework: Pre-Bucketing Exercise 

Day 2 

• Document Analysis 

o Students will spend the majority of Day 2 working 
individually or in small groups to analyze the four documents 
under the supervision of the teacher. 

o Students will use the guided document analysis questions to 
steer their course. 

o Any groups/individuals who finish early will be allowed to 
move on to the bucketing portion of the assignment 

Day 3 

• Review of Documents 

o As a class we will discuss the four documents using the 
document analysis questions as a starting point. 

o Students will be encouraged to take notes in the margins of 
the documents of any ideas, questions, etc… that their 
classmates bring up. 

o Day 3 will end by giving the students the last few minutes to 
fill out the Bucketing/Thesis Development Graphic Organizer 

 

Assessment Daily Assignments 

• Daily Assignments such as the hook exercise, background questions, 
and document analysis questions will be graded as 



 How did the economy of colonial Rhode Island become 
dependent on the Transatlantic Slave Trade? 
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Throughout the 18th century Rhode Island’s merchants came to control between 60 and 90 percent of the 
overall American trade in enslaved Africans. In this DBQ we will explore how this came to be and why a 

small colony with limited agriculture came to control such a large part in this trade. 

Documents: 

DOC. A – Cargo Inventory of the Slave ship sally, 1764 

DOC. B – Ingoing/Outgoing Ships Newport, 1768 

DOC. C – Assorted Advertisements from the Newport Mercury 1768-1769 

DOC. D – Map of Colonial Rum distilleries ca. 1770 

 

 



 



 

Hook Exercise 

Look at the map of the Triangle Trade and answer the following questions. 

1. In your own words, explain the steps of the Triangle Trade. 

 

 

 

2. What other provisions might an ocean going ship such as the Sanderson need for a successful voyage? 

 

 

 

3. If you lived in Rhode Island, how might you benefit or profit from such a voyage being operated from 
your port? 

 

 

4. What questions does this document leave you with about the transatlantic slave trade? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



History of slavery in RI is not a story of black and 
white, but shades of gray. 

Providence Journal Feb 15th, 1998 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Directions: 

After reading the article on the history of RI slavery, answer the following questions on a separate sheet of 
paper. 

1. According to the author, did RI play a small or large role in the American slave trade? What evidence is 
given to support this? 

2. How was RI’s participation in the slave trade different from that of other New England states? 

3. What did RI merchants trade in exchange for slaves? 

4. In what ways was RI also an early leader in the movement to abolish slavery? 

5. Why do you think that the author states the story is “not in black and white, but shades of gray”? 

6. According to the bar graph, in what years was RI most active in the slave trade? 

7. According to the pie chart, which RI city was most heavily involved in the trade from 1784-1788? 

8. According to the pie chart, what community took over as leader of the slave trade after 1804? 

 



Making Predictions/Pre-Bucketing 

Use the cover page, document list, hook exercise, and background article answer the following questions: 

1. In your opinion, why did RI come to control such a large share of the trade in Enslaved Africans? 

 

 

 

2. Besides ship owners, who else may have benefited from a thriving slave trade based in Newport? 

 

 

 

 

3. Based on the document list, how might these documents support your thesis? 

 

 

 

Pre-bucketing: 

What three themes do you think might be useful in organizing the information about this topic? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



V oyage  o f  t h e  S a l l y  
In 1764, a one-hundred ton brigantine called the Sally embarked from Providence, Rhode Island, to West Africa on a 
slaving voyage. The ship was owned by Nicholas Brown and Company, a Providence merchant firm run by four brothers 
– Nicholas, John, Joseph, and Moses Brown. The Sally's voyage was one of roughly a thousand transatlantic slaving 
ventures launched by Rhode Islanders in the colonial and early national period, and one of the deadliest. Of the 196 
Africans acquired by the ship's master, Esek Hopkins, at least 109 perished, some in a failed insurrection, others by 
suicide, starvation, and disease. 

Fitting Out the Sally 

While a few Rhode Island families made substantial fortunes in the African slave trade, the real story of the Rhode Island 

slave trade is not of a few great fortunes but of extremely broad patterns of participation and profit. Even with the 

inevitable gaps in the historical record, it is possible to identify some seven hundred eighteenth-century Rhode Islanders 

who owned or captained slave ships. Some merchants even sold shares in slaving voyages, much as we today buy and sell 

stocks. 

Even those who did not invest directly in the slave trade often depended on it for their livelihoods. Preparing and 

equipping a slave ship for the long trip to Africa took weeks and consumed the energies of an entire community. Local 

sail lofts and ropewalks prepared canvas and rigging. [1] Caulkers and smiths sealed and sheathed hulls. [2] [3] 

Distilleries churned out the high-proof New England rum for which Rhode Island ships were famous on the African coast. 

[4] Farmers supplied flour, beef, tobacco, and onions. Bakers supplied bread. [5] Even the local apothecary contributed, 

supplying a variety of ointments and elixirs for the ship's medicine chest. [6] 

By early September, 1764, the fitting out was finished. Esek Hopkins, the Sally's captain, produced a detailed inventory of 

everything aboard the ship, down to the exact number of gallons in each hogshead of rum. [7] According to the ship's bill 

of lading, the Sally carried 17,274 gallons of rum when she sailed, as well as 1,800 bunches of onions, thirty boxes of 

spermaceti candles (whale oil candles manufactured at the Brown family's Providence candle works), and other supplies 

and trade goods. [8] It also carried seven swivel guns, an assortment of small arms, "40 hand Cufs & 40 Shakels," chains, 

cutlasses, and other items needed to control the intended cargo. [9]  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  



DOCUMENT A: Inventory of the slave ship Sally (abridged) 

Providence September 11 1764  

Invoice of Sundry Merchandise  

Shipt on bord the brigantine Sally Esek Hopkins  

Master bound for the Coast of Africa  

by Nichs Brown & Co. which Goc on their  

account J Presque Consignd to the the said Master  

 

hogshead of New England Rum  

158 hhds. Rum brot. over Qt.               15826 Gn 

6 Tierces Rum  

Tierces No. No. 1-    69 Gn.              

8 Gang Cask                  318 

20 bbls                   593½ 

158 hhds 6 Tierces 8 Gang Cask & 20 bbls 17174 

1 hhd. not Numberd, we Suppose              100 Gn. 

                  17274 Gn. 

17274 Gn. at 50 s                £43185— 

159 hhds Cost £3. Each more then Comon  

hhds — which is                 477— 

300 Iron Hoops                  500— 

25 Cask Rice  

  

40 bbls. flour wt. 67 C. Nt. a £22  1474— 

1 hhd. & part of a hhd. of Lofe Sugar Qt.  

51 Lofes wt. 579 lb a 23 s   665.17— 

the hhds a £12     24— 

2 Tierces Brown Sugar wt. 9C.2.0 Nt.  

a £70      665— 

Cask and Cooperage 8— 

96 lb Coffee in a Bagg a 25s   120— 

1800 Bunches Onions a 9s   810— 

Carried over     £50392.2— 

30 Boxes spermaceti candles  

Stores — 1 bbl Tarr    £18— 

a Docters Chest (about)    300— 

3 bbls. Rosin a £30    90— 

MB 72 bbl. Oil 35— 



60. or 70 lb. Tallow Cands. a 20s.  70— 

28 lb. Twine —a £3    84— 

7 Swivel Guns     300— 

MB1 Cask powder ½C    100— 

Swivel Shott, Grape Shoot & Small  

arm ditto     50—  

1C. wt. Lead     38— 

40 hand Cufs & 40 Shakels a 35s. & 40s. 150— 

3 Chanes & other 109 wt. of Spikes &  

Dek nails     170— 

4 bbls. Beens & pees    100— 

MB 24 bbls. Beef a    £70 1680— 

MB22 bbls. pork a    £110 2420— 

MB10 bbls. menhadne a   £15 150— 

30 C. Bread —    a £24 720— 

8 white oak hhds. for ditto & 4 Tierces  100— 

20 Shaken hhds, white oak,   £10 200— 

1 ditto with heads    11— 

12 Gang Cask a £8    96— 

13 Iron Bound Butts with water a  £20 260— 

1 Red oak water hhd    8.10— 

2 ? pistols —     a £25 50— 

8 Small Arms     a £30 240— 

13 Cutlashes     a £4 52— 

2 Doz Ceeder Trails    a £21 42— 

Wooden Boles, Lines, Hooks Sail  

Needles, Nails Hammers &c &c &c  400—  

MB1 Bolt Ticklinburg 121 Ells of Thrane a 38s 230— 

4 Bolts Roushie Duck one of  

Greek other of Brown a    £125 500— 

? Bolt Ravins Duck    70— 

a new Cable 2 horssers 3 Boy Ropes and  

Sundry other Riggin wt. 30C.   a £95. 2850— 

a new Boat 22 feet Long Sails & all  

to her belonging Exclusiat of 

the horser Anchor &c    1050— 

a Small new Boat    285— 

one new Anchor 294 lb a 13s   191.2— 



Sundry Iron work, not mentiond above  250— 

Coopers & Carpenters Tooles Trees hoops &c 120— 

4 bbls Vinegar, 4 bbls. Salt, 450 Bricks & 2 bbls.  

Lime, Red oco. &c &c    150— 

CW ? NJB 4 Load wood   32— 

Carried to pg. 5.     £13650.12 

Invo. brigantine Sallys Cargo  

and Stores Contind — Sundrys ? Invo. Cargo £54202.3.10 

ditto ? ditto Stores    13650.12— 

135 Feet Ship plank a 4s6 ? futt   30.7.6 

. . .feet Inch & Quarter Stuf & 67 feet oak Bords 35— 

. . .hhd. Hoops —    a £65 125.10— 

1 Large Iron pott    100— 

1 Smaller ditto 2 Smaller ditto & Tea Kettle 80— 

1 Gallo. 2 half Gallo. 1 Qt. & 1 point pott and  

4 Tin Tunels — about    18— 

      £68241.13.4  

The brigantine as She Come from  

Jemaica, G Manchester master   22000— 

The Expene of Theathing, about.  1500— 

      £91741.13.4 

. . .her, Stores and —  

Expences That Can not be Rememberd  

Commitions on  £70,000. a 5?Ct. 3500— 

     £95241.13.4 

The month pay with what ¼  

advanced to the pe¬¬ople over the month pay 1000— 

To 20 Rum barrels @ 4.10s.   90.0.0 

MB + 2 bbls Melas. 64½ Gn. a 40s.  129—  

1 Box pipes 30 Groos a £3   90— 

6 ? Shoes — a £10.10    63— 

35 lb. Gamom a 14s    24.10— 

4 Shirts and 1 ? Trowsers   70— 

Shat Cast page 4    10— 

     £96,718.3.4 

Red all the Above J Fore going articles  

on bord the brigantine Saly my self master to  

be Accountd for as Witness my hand                             Sept 11 1764 — Esek Hopkins 



Document	
  A	
  Analysis	
  Questions	
  

1. What	
  might	
  the	
  abbreviations	
  Hhds.,	
  Bbls,	
  &	
  Gn.	
  Stand	
  for?	
  

	
  

	
  

2. What	
  was	
  the	
  approximate	
  value	
  of	
  the	
  Sally’s	
  cargo?	
  

	
  

	
  

3. Are	
  there	
  any	
  items	
  in	
  the	
  inventory	
  that	
  surprised	
  you	
  or	
  that	
  you	
  are	
  confused	
  about?	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

4. What	
  Newport	
  and	
  Rhode	
  Island	
  based	
  businesses	
  would	
  have	
  benefited	
  from	
  such	
  a	
  voyage	
  being	
  funded?	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

5. How	
  might	
  you	
  use	
  this	
  document	
  to	
  prove	
  that	
  Rhode	
  Island	
  was	
  dependant	
  on	
  the	
  Transatlantic	
  Slave	
  Trade?	
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Newport Mercury 

The Newport Mercury is Rhode Island’s oldest newspapers and one of the oldest newspapers in the 
country. Founded in 1758 by James Franklin Jr. (Benjamin Franklin’s nephew), it was published regularly 
before and after the American Revolution, being interrupted briefly by the British occupation of Newport.  

Attached are several advertisements and articles printed in the Mercury from the years 1768 and 1768. As 
you analyze these documents answer the questions that follow.  

Document B: Custom House Record Newport Mercury Jan. 11-18, 1768 

 

Analysis Questions: 

1. To where are RI ships travelling during this week?	
  

	
  

2. From where are incoming ships coming?	
  

	
  

3. Based on your prior knowledge, what goods might be coming in and out of Newport aboard these 
vessels?	
  

	
  

4. If you wanted to find exactly what each ship carried, where might you look for this information?	
  

	
  

5. How might you use this document to prove that Rhode Island was dependant on the Transatlantic Slave Trade? 



	
  

Document C: Assorted Advertisements from the Newport Mercury 1768-1769 

 

 

  

 



 

Document C Analysis Questions: 

1. What are some of the goods being advertised for sale? 

 

2. Where do many of these goods appear to be from? 

 

 

3. Are there any advertisements that confuse you or that you have questions about? 

 

 

4. In your opinion, what benefits might a port city such as Newport reap from being actively involved in 
the Trans-Atlantic slave Trade? 

 

 

5. How might you use this document to prove that Rhode Island was dependant on the Transatlantic Slave Trade? 

 

 

 

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  



	
  

Document D: Map of Colonial Rum distilleries c. 1770 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Document D Analysis Questions: 

1. According to the map, how many total rum distilleries existed in the Southern Colonies? 

 

2. How does this number compare to the number of rum distilleries located in the New England 
colonies? 

 

3. What two cities had the highest concentration of rum distilleries in 1770? 

 

4. How might you use this document to prove that Rhode Island was dependant on the Transatlantic Slave Trade? 

	
  



	
  

Bucketing	
  &	
  Thesis	
  Outline 

What	
  is	
  the	
  question	
  we	
  are	
  trying	
  to	
  answer?	
  

	
  

	
  

Label	
  you	
  buckets	
  and	
  fill	
  them	
  with	
  the	
  documents	
  that	
  you	
  feel	
  support	
  each	
  theme/point	
  of	
  your	
  answer	
  
to	
  the	
  overarching	
  question.	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

Based	
  on	
  the	
  background	
  essay,	
  hook	
  activity,	
  and	
  documents	
  outline	
  your	
  thesis	
  here:	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  


