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Last June, our federal House of Representatives held its first congressional hearing in 
over a decade to consider an annually submitted — and often ignored — piece of 
legislation. H.R. 40 first debuted in the House in 1989, and is formally known as the 
“Commission to Study and Develop Reparation Proposals for African-Americans 
Act.” Its purpose, as stated in the legislation’s introduction, would be “to address the 
fundamental injustice, cruelty, brutality, and inhumanity of slavery in the United States 
and the 13 American colonies between 1619 and 1865, and to establish a commission 
to study and consider a national apology and proposal for reparations for the 
institution of slavery; its subsequent de jure and de facto racial and economic 
discrimination against African-Americans; and, the impact of these forces on living 
African-Americans; to make recommendations to the Congress on appropriate 
remedies.”  
 
On June 19th, 2019 — which appropriately is also the Juneteenth holiday, 
commemorating the announcement in Texas of emancipation after the Civil War —
 the House Judiciary Committee held a hearing featuring Senator Cory Booker, actor 
Danny Glover (himself a descendant of enslaved people), and author Ta-Nehisi 
Coates, whose testimony we heard in our reading today. Each speaker for H.R. 40 
emphasized how enslaved people were never awarded reparations promised to them 
during Reconstruction after the Civil War, and all black Americans have suffered 
under ongoing racist governmental policies and community discrimination since that 
time.  
 
Because of June’s H.R. 40 hearing, a handful of Democratic presidential hopefuls 
declared that they supported a governmental study of reparations. Yet, the legislation 
itself continues to sit in limbo in the House of Representatives.   
 
To make reparations in our personal or communal lives, we must remember our 
history. This is why for this Black History Month, I wanted to be sure we revisited the 
slavery history of First Parish in Needham. If you weren’t here last February when the 
reality of Needham slavery was introduced to the congregation, I encourage you to 
find my sermon on our church website, uuneedham.org. Today, I’ll tell you what 
more we’ve learned since then.  
 
Our own Archives Team and our friend Dr. Gloria Greis of the Needham History 
Center performed excellent and extensive research on this topic last winter, so there 
isn’t much new content to add. We do not, at this time, have new names to add to our 
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list of enslaved Needhamites: Homer, Rose, Jethro, Phoebe, Prince, Sylvia, Jack, 
Violet, Boston, Jenney, and Primas. However, Dr. Greis has uncovered new 
information about colonist Needham families who began in Dedham; about free 
black residents of Needham; and about the nineteenth-century cotton industry in 
Needham Heights that is well-worth documenting and sharing with all of you.  
 
Two more founding Needham families came up as potential slaveholders in Dr. 
Greis’s perusal of the Town of Dedham’s Vital Records. As many of you may know, 
before 1711, Needham (and with it, Wellesley) were a part of Dedham. In Dedham’s 
records, we find that Ensign Thomas Fuller paid a bond for a [quote] “negro boy that 
he have,” and Benjamin Mills was “having a servant maid that the Selectman allow 
him not to keep.” It’s possible that Mills’s “servant girl” was not an African-American 
— in this same section of Dedham’s records, there are many enslaved Europeans and 
indigenous peoples listed — but Fuller’s certainly was. Benjamin Mills Sr. died as a 
founding Needhamite and First Parishioner in 1734, and his descendants were 
intermarried with Thomas Fuller’s family and the Gay family — who, as we learned 
last year, were prominent members of our congregation; were enslavers; and, were 
major donors for our beloved Paul Revere Bell. Today in Needham, one can stop by 
the historic homes owned by these three families — the Fullers, Mills, and Gays —
 on Burrill Lane, Central Avenue, and Great Plain Avenue.  
 
One of Dr. Greis’s intriguing finds in the last year was the Oliver family, headed by 
Cromwell and Elizabeth, maiden name Gossen. Our first minister, Rev. Jonathan 
Townsend, recorded that while living in Needham, the Olivers welcomed eight 
children into their family between 1731 and 1747: Joseph, Elizabeth, Judith, Susanna, 
Rebecca, Rebecca, Simon, and Thomas. Two, their eldest Joseph and the first 
Rebecca, are recorded as dying in infancy, and their eldest daughter “Betty” died at 
age eighteen. Digging into the Vital Records, we find that Cromwell and Elizabeth 
had been married in Boston in 1730, and are listed as “free negroes”; our first 
minister, Rev. Jonathan Townsend, in his records of our town called Cromwell an 
“Aethiops,” an ancient Greco-Roman term for “dark-skinned person” or 
“Ethiopian.” At the writing and delivery of this sermon, it’s not known wherefrom 
Cromwell Oliver or Elizabeth Gossen came; we do not know whether they had been 
previously enslaved in Greater Boston, nor how they came to settle for at least two 
decades in Needham, nor what their work was here, nor how they interacted with the 
enslaved Africans of our town, nor when they died. We also do not know if they were 
townspeople of the parish or covenantal members of our church; it is unlikely they 
were members of our church as none of their children are listed as baptized in Rev. 
Townsend’s records, but more research will have to be performed.  
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Lastly, Dr. Greis has a special interest in how the nineteenth-century textile and fabric 
industry in Needham Heights was tied to southern slavery. While we knew last year 
that certainly the cotton arriving in Needham to be processed in our local factories 
and small businesses came from slave labor in the American South, Dr. Greis also 
found that a Newton-family-owned factory in the very northern part of Needham was 
specifically producing “Osnaburghs for the Southern market” in the early 1840’s. 
“Osnaburg fabric” was a new term for me, and refers to a durable, cheap, and 
uncomfortable cotton fabric bought by slaveholders to clothe enslaved people. Long 
after the Commonwealth of Massachusetts made slavery illegal in our state, our town 
of Needham — and likely members of this congregation — benefited from the 
American slave economy. As author Ta-Nehisi Coates said in an interview with The 
New Yorker, “virtually every institution with some degree of history in America — be 
it public, be it private — has a history of extracting wealth and resources out of the 
African-American community.” With cotton, produce, and other raw materials 
coming from slave plantations until the Civil War, our town’s ties with southern 
slavery were nearly inescapable, and yet still reprehensible.  
 
There is yet still work to be done, both to continue uncovering Needham’s slavery 
history and to determine what we, as faithful Unitarian Universalists and First 
Parishioners, will do with this history. There are few communities in Massachusetts 
grappling so publicly with their slavery history, and many elected officials of our 
federal government would rather ignore the ongoing impacts of slavery than even 
study the possibility of reparations.  
 
I know that our friend Dr. Gloria Greis is interested in continued research into 
Needham’s first African-American residents and the European colonists who were 
enslavers. Her next step is to scour ancient probate court records for our county to 
attempt to validate the early vital records of enslaved residents of our town and, by 
doing so, attempt to determine from whence these enslaved people came: Were they 
born in Massachusetts? Of the many children enslaved here, who were their parents? 
How did the Town of Needham treat those few formerly enslaved adults who 
continued living in our town after slavery was abolished in our Commonwealth? Dr. 
Greis and I are also interested to learn more about the free black Oliver family, if 
there are any more records to uncover about their lives here in Needham.  
 
Within our own congregation, I know there’s particular interest in learning more 
about the origins of Homer, the enslaved man who was held by our first minister, 
Rev. Jonathan Townsend, from the time of his marriage to Mary Sugars in 1720 until 
Homer’s death in 1754. We would also be interested to know how many, if any, of the 
free black residents of Needham came to our congregation after emancipation, as our 
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congregation did vote in 1778 that “the hinds seats” be reserved “for negors [sic] to 
set [sic] in;” this vote occurred just months after two black Needhamites (David 
Henderson and Cato Underwood) are recorded as enlisting as reinforcements for the 
Revolutionary army. With modern genealogical tools, we may even be able to find 
present-day descendants of those who were once enslaved in our town.  
 
At First Parish, there’s also an honorable interest in ensuring this history does not 
become forgotten again. Of course, our Archives team and office computer files will 
help keep this research preserved, and I’ve been honored by a suggestion from Dr. 
Greis that she and I work together in the future on an academic paper documenting 
our research. But, we know how quickly academic papers and church records can be 
buried in the passage of time. So, how else might we keep this history known and 
alive?  
 
Many of you have suggested a plaque inside our Meetinghouse walls and a marker to 
place in our Memorial Garden. On a bigger scale, some of suggested working closely 
with the town to see if Needham’s slavery history can be formally included in our 
public schools’ history curriculum, or if this slavery history could be remembered 
through a monument on the Town Common or a publicly-sourced reparations 
scholarship fund for descendants of enslaved Needhamites. For now, Marianne 
McGowan and our Racial Justice Task Force will be hosting an open dialogue about 
our national and congregational conversation about reparations next Sunday 
afternoon, with Ta-Nehisi Coates’s 2014 Atlantic article on reparations as a main 
source of inspiration. In the future, we may want to consider reparations guidelines 
from organizations like the United Nations which, in a summary from the Movement 
for Black Lives, requires that five conditions are met for “full reparations”: an 
assurance of non-repetition; restitution, as best as can be approximated, to the 
condition prior to the human rights violation; compensation “appropriate and 
proportional to the gravity” of the harm done; satisfaction from the harmed party of 
the apology; and rehabilitation services offered to those experiencing ongoing trauma.  
 
Though reckoning with such a terrible history and spiritual ancestry as ties with 
American slavery, the work our congregation does toward recognition and reparations 
need not be felt as a heavy historical burden dragging down the energy of our faith 
community. Like the symbol of the sankofa bird, a Ghanaian emblem for “going back 
to get what was lost or stolen,” we can pick up this horrific history our community 
had forgotten while continuing to move forward as faithful people journeying 
together toward more equity and justice within and outside our Meetinghouse walls.  
 



“Revisiting Our Slavery Past” 
Rev. Catie Scudera 

First Parish in Needham, 2/16/20 
 

 5 

In the words of twentieth-century Euro-American UU minister Rev. Jack 
Mendelsohn, “Here in this sanctuary of ancient dreams, and wisdom, and beauty — 
we come to grow, to be healed, to stretch mind and heart, to be challenged, renewed; 
to be helped in our own continuing struggles for meaning and for love; to help build a 
world with more justice and mercy in it; to be counted among the hopers and doers. 
In the face of cynicism, darkness, brutality around us and within, we seek to align 
ourselves with a living community that would affirm rather than despair, that would 
think and act rather than simply adjust and succumb. Here, we invite the spirit of our 
own humanity — and the healing powers [of the Spirit of Life] under, around, 
through, and beyond it — to give us the nerve and grace, the toughness and 
sensitivity, to search out the truth that frees, and the life that maketh all things new.” 
 
We pray that the Spirit of Life and Love give us courage and humility as we remember 
those who suffered in slavery in this church that is our spiritual home.  


