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PBS Explores Slavery by Another Name

Documentary Tells Little-Known History of Forced Labor

– Premiering February 13, 2012 on PBS –
MINNEAPOLIS/ST. PAUL, MN; October 20, 2011 – Award-winning actor Laurence Fishburne, star of eclectic film, television and stage productions ranging from Othello to The Matrix  to “CSI: Crime Scene Investigation,” will narrate Slavery by Another Name, a new documentary based on the Pulitzer Prize-winning book by Wall Street Journal senior writer Douglas A. Blackmon.  The 90-minute film, produced by Twin Cities Public Television, premieres on February 13, 2012, at 9:00 PM ET on PBS stations nationwide (check local listings).  Fishburne will lend his trademark baritone to the project, which explores the little-known story of the post-Emancipation era and the labor practices and laws that effectively created new forms of slavery in the South that persisted well into the 20th century. The film airs as part of PBS’ Black History Month commemoration. 
“The Thirteenth Amendment states that slavery was abolished, except as a punishment for a crime,” says author and co-executive producer Blackmon. “So across the South, laws were passed to criminalize everyday African American life. It was a crime for a black man to walk beside a railroad, to speak loudly in the company of white women, to do someone’s laundry without a license, to sell cotton after dark. But the most damaging statutes were around vagrancy. If you couldn’t prove your employment at any moment, you were a criminal.” 

Once convicted, African Americans were leased to coal mines, brick yards, plantations and turpentine farms and forced to work without pay. They were shackled, imprisoned and often tortured. Thousands died.

“It’s a brutal topic,” said producer/director Sam Pollard. “Forced labor practices, including inmate leasing and peonage, totally circumscribed the lives of hundreds of thousands of African Americans well into the 20th century.  Most Americans are totally unaware of—and shocked by— this history, which is why we found it so imperative to translate Doug’s incredible book into a film. ”
Effects of these horrifying practices resonate today.  Sharon Malone, whose uncle fell victim to Alabama’s forced labor system, summarizes its isolating effect: “My father never talked a lot about his time growing up in the South.  There was so little that I actually knew about the generations before my parents…We have been, as African Americans in this country, deprived of the ability for really connecting with our ancestors.”  
Descendants of forced labor’s purveyors are also not immune to these practices’ “aftershocks.”  Susan Tuggle Burnore, whose great-grandfather, a farmer named John Williams, murdered eleven laborers being held illegally on his farm, says that he “did it in the most horrific ways that you can imagine, that I really can’t talk about.  I get so emotional. There was an attitude, a set of beliefs that said this kind of cruelty was somehow acceptable.”
Pollard is no stranger to racially-focused — and enlightening — subject matter. Throughout his 30-year career, he has worked on a diverse array of feature films, documentaries and television projects, including PBS’ Eyes on the Prize II: America at the Racial Crosswords and The Rise and Fall of Jim Crow. He has worked extensively with filmmaker Spike Lee on both feature films and documentary productions, including his Academy Award-nominated Four Little Girls; Spike Lee Presents Mike Tyson; and Jim Brown All-American. On Slavery by Another Name, Pollard teams with executive producer Catherine Allan, whose films largely focus on American history and include the Peabody Award-winning Liberty! The American Revolution; Alexander Hamilton and Dolley Madison.   Emmy Award-winning composer Michael Bacon’s score accompanies the film. 
Major funding for Slavery by Another Name is provided by the National Endowment for the Humanities, W.K. Kellogg Foundation, The Coca-Cola Company and the CPB/PBS Diversity and Innovation Fund.  Additional funding is provided by KeyBank Foundation and Merck; and by the General Mills Foundation; the Omicron Member Boulé of Sigma Pi Phi Fraternity, Minneapolis; and Frances Wilkinson.
**************

Slavery by Another Name is produced by tpt National Productions, a division of Twin Cities Public Television (tpt), the PBS affiliate for Minneapolis/St. Paul. tpt National Productions is among the primary content producers for the public television system. In addition to crafting award-winning series, documentaries and specials, tpt National Productions amplifies its reach and impact through innovative websites, educational outreach programs and community engagement initiatives. tpt productions include national Primetime Emmy Award winners Benjamin Franklin and The Forgetting: A Portrait of Alzheimer’s; Writer’s Guild Nominees Alexander Hamilton and Dolley Madison; and Peabody winner Depression: Out of the Shadows. 
About PBS
PBS, with its nearly 360 member stations, offers all Americans the opportunity to explore new ideas and new worlds through television and online content. Each month, PBS reaches 124 million people through television and 20 million people online, inviting them to experience the worlds of science, history, nature and public affairs; to hear diverse viewpoints; and to take front-row seats to world-class drama and performances. PBS’ broad array of programs has been consistently honored by the industry’s most coveted award competitions. Teachers of children from pre-K through 12th grade turn to PBS for digital content and services that help bring classroom lessons to life. PBS’ premier children’s TV programming and its website, pbskids.org, are parents’ and teachers’ most trusted partners in inspiring and nurturing curiosity and love of learning in children. More information about PBS is available at pbs.org, one of the leading dot-org websites on the Internet, or by following PBS on Twitter, Facebook or through our apps for mobile devices. Specific program information and updates for press are available at pbs.org/pressroom or by following PBS Pressroom on Twitter.
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