
FIRST CHURCH IN ROXBURY
BOSTON LANDMARKS COMMISSION

STUDY REPORT

Petition # 122.87
Boston Landmarks Commission

Office of Historic Preservation
City of Boston



Report on the Potential Designation of

First Church in Roxbury
160 Roxbury Street, Roxbury (Boston), Massachusetts

As a Landmark under Chapter 772 of the Acts of 1975, as amended

Approved by: August 3, 2021

Rosanne Foley, Executive Director Date

Approved by: August 3, 2021

Lynn Smiledge, Chair Date

Final report posted on February 17, 2023

Cover image: First Church in Roxbury, June 2020, photo by Wendy Frontiero
.



Table of Contents
INTRODUCTION 1

1.0  LOCATION 3
1.1 Address 3
1.2 Assessor’s Parcel Number 3
1.3 Area in which Property is Located 3
1.4 Map Showing Location 3

2.0  DESCRIPTION 4
2.1  Type and Use 4
2.2 Physical Description of the Resource 4
2.3 Contemporary Images 12
2.4 Historic Maps and Images 29

3.0  SIGNIFICANCE 34
3.1 Historic Significance 34
3.2 Architectural Significance 39
3.3 Archaeological Sensitivity 39
3.4 Relationship to Criteria for Designation 39

4.0  ECONOMIC STATUS 41
4.1 Current Assessed Value 41
4.2 Current Ownership 41

5.0  PLANNING CONTEXT 42
5.1 Background 42
5.2 Zoning 42
5.3 Planning Issues 42

6.0  ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES 44
6.1 Alternatives available to the Boston Landmarks Commission 44
6.2 Impact of alternatives 44

7.0  RECOMMENDATIONS 46

8.0  STANDARDS AND CRITERIA, WITH LIST OF CHARACTER-DEFINING FEATURES 47
8.1  Introduction 47
8.2  Levels of Review 47
8.3  Standards and Criteria 49
8.4  List of Character-defining Features 62

9.0  ARCHAEOLOGY 64

10.0  SEVERABILITY 65

11.0  BIBLIOGRAPHY 66

APPENDIX: Race and Slavery at the First Church in Roxbury: The Colonial Period
(1631-1775) by Aabid Allibhai



INTRODUCTION

The designation of the First Church in Roxbury was initiated in 1987 after a petition was submitted
by registered voters to the Boston Landmarks Commission asking that the Commission designate
the property under the provisions of Chapter 772 of the Acts of 1975, as amended. The purpose of
such a designation is to recognize and protect a physical feature or improvement which in whole or
part has historical, cultural, social, architectural, or aesthetic significance.

Summary

The First Church in Roxbury is historically and architecturally significant at the local and state levels
as an outstanding example of ecclesiastical architecture in the early nineteenth century; for the
visually stunning integrity of its architectural and landscape features; for its associations with a
nationally renowned proponent of professional architectural design, Asher Benjamin; and for its role
in the development of the Roxbury community from a rural, agricultural town to a wealthy Boston
suburb and now a densely populated, majority Black urban neighborhood.

This study report contains Standards and Criteria which have been prepared to guide future
physical changes to the property in order to protect its integrity and character.
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1.0 LOCATION

1.1 Address

According to the City of Boston’s Assessing Department, the First Church in Roxbury is located at
160 Roxbury Street, Boston, MA 02119.

1.2 Assessor’s Parcel Number

The Assessor’s Parcel Number is 0903294000.

1.3 Area in which Property is Located

The First Church in Roxbury is located in the section of Boston known today as Highland Park, and
also called Fort Hill or the Roxbury Highlands.  Listed in the National Register of Historic Places, the
Roxbury Highlands Historic District rises above the lowlands to the north and is characterized by
steep hills covered with thick vegetation and dotted with outcroppings of Roxbury puddingstone.
The hilly terrain provides a distinctive setting for the neighborhood’s predominantly residential
building stock. Older, detached frame houses, set back from the streets on gently sloping lots, blend
with later single-family homes, two-family dwellings, row houses, and triple-deckers built on narrow
lots with shallow street frontages. Roxbury Highlands retains a rich architectural fabric of building
types and styles popular between approximately 1830 and 1930.  The property boundaries are the
assessor’s bounds for the above-referenced parcel.

1.4 Map Showing Location

Figure 1. Map showing the boundaries of parcel #0903294000.
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2.0 DESCRIPTION

2.1 Type and Use

The First Church in Roxbury was constructed in 1804 as a meeting house, and the building continued
to be used as such until 1976. Since 1976 it has hosted community events such as neighborhood
meetings, political forums, cultural celebrations, and musical and theatrical performances, although
use of the space has become increasingly challenging over time due to deferred maintenance and
non-compliance with contemporary code and accessibility requirements.  Putnam Chapel was
added to the site in 1876 for additional religious programs; today it is used for social action programs
and community events and gatherings.  The Education and Justice Center was built in 2004 to
provide space for the Urban Ministry’s after-school programs, community outreach events,
classrooms, and office space.  The property is located within a Community Facilities (CF) subdistrict
according to the Boston Zoning Code.

2.2 Physical Description of the Resource

Bordered by Roxbury, Putnam, and Dudley streets and John Eliot Square, the First Church in
Roxbury occupies a large, open site that defines Eliot Square.  The triangular parcel includes three
contiguous buildings:  the historic Meetinghouse (1804) and Putnam Chapel (1876), and the Education
and Justice Center (2004), a modern building linking the two older structures. The parcel is flat at its
western end, near John Eliot Square, and slopes sharply down to the north and east on its eastern
end.

The landscape is maintained principally as a lawn, with regularly spaced mature trees and a cast iron
picket fence (ca. 1928) lining the perimeter of the parcel.  A driveway accesses the front of the
Meetinghouse from Roxbury Street and Dudley Street. In 2020-2021, restoration work was done to
the landscape and the drives to restore the historic traffic circulation pattern at the west elevation
of the Meetinghouse and reestablish green space boundaries that had been obliterated over time
(Figure 22).

Five openings in the fence — three narrow and two wider — are flanked by brick posts with concrete
bases and caps.  The narrower, pedestrian-only entrances (one on Dudley Street and two on Putnam
Street) retain decorative metal gates. The wider entrances (one on Roxbury Street and one on
Dudley Street), have the capacity to accommodate vehicle entry; the entrance on Dudley Street was
recently widened to better accommodate emergency vehicles (Figure 11).  The brick piers at both the
Roxbury Street and Dudley Street vehicle entrances were rebuilt in 2020; at this time, the cast stone
finials atop the inner piers were replaced with lamps, and the historic cast iron gates were restored.
The brick gateways appear to have been constructed ca. 1928.1

The newest landscape feature on the church grounds is the Peace Garden, constructed in 2021
(Figures 23-24). The Peace Garden is sited at the northeast corner of the property, at the junction of

1 Robert G. Neiley Architects, Historic Structure Report: First Church in Roxbury, John Eliot Square, Roxbury, MA,
June 1986, 18-19.
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the Putnam Chapel and the Education and Justice Center. It provides a contemplative space of
natural beauty that includes an accessible walking path, gathering space, and seating area.

Meetinghouse (1804)

Measuring approximately 70 feet wide by 80 feet long, the main block of the Meetinghouse rises two
stories from a low stone foundation (dressed granite ashlar above grade; mortared rubble stone
below) to a front gable roof with a pedimented front pavilion surmounted by a bell tower and a
projecting, pedimented rear vestry (Figure 2).  The wood-frame building faces west toward John
Eliot Square.  The peak of the roof is approximately 52 feet above the first floor, and the steeple rises
another 60 feet above the ridgeline.  Asphalt shingles cover the roofs.  A small exterior brick
chimney rises up the center of the rear (east) wall of the main block, at its interface with the rear
vestry.  All elevations are symmetrically composed.

Walls are typically sheathed with wood clapboards and trimmed with narrow sloped sillboards,
corner quoins on the main block, and a high molded entablature with closely-spaced modillion
blocks at the horizontal and raking eaves.  The sanctuary’s principal windows contain double-hung
wood sash with 12/12 lights, molded casings, a narrow entablature with plinth blocks at the ends,
and modillion-bracketed cornices.  All of the standard windows on the Meetinghouse have operable,
fixed-louver wood blinds.

The façade (west elevation) of the Sanctuary has one window bay on each side of a pedimented
pavilion (Figure 3). Three bays wide and one bay deep, the façade of the pavilion is flushboarded,
with rusticated piers at the first floor level, Ionic pilasters at the second floor, and a full entablature
with a modillion cornice and flushboarded tympanum in which is centered a glazed lunette (Figure
8).  Extending the full width of the pavilion are sandstone steps.  Door and window openings on both
levels of the pavilion’s facade are arched.  (The north and south sides of the pavilion have the typical
window sash and trim described above.)  The main, center entrance has double-leaf doors with
molded wood panels and slender pilasters supporting the arch around its elliptical fanlight. This is
not the original door configuration; the original was a single-leaf door flanked by columns (see
Historic Image 5) that is believed to have been replaced by the double doors in 1888.2 The windows in
the outer bays of the pavilion were filled in during the 1857 remodeling of the building; on the
exterior, the window frames remain in place surrounding closed shutters, while on the interior the
openings were plastered over.3 (This work was done in conjunction with the creation of the trompe
l’oeil painting which will be described later in this section.) The entrances in the outer bays of the
pavilion have single-leaf, paneled wood doors and semi-circular, glazed fanlights. These doors date
to the 1888 remodeling of the building, which included the building of the stairs to the galleries in
the front entrance hall, necessitating the modification of the side doors to make them shorter. In
2019, the Boston Landmarks Commission approved the restoration of the original configuration of
the central and side doors on the west elevation of the Meetinghouse. (See section 5.3 for more
detail.)

Surmounting the center doorway at the second-story level is a Palladian window, flanked by
round-arched windows in the outer bays of the pavilion.  Molded casings trim the arched windows

3 Correspondence with preservation consultant Andrea Gilmore.
2 See Application #19.688.122, Boston Landmarks Commission.
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on the second floor; flat pilasters and a full entablature with modillion cornice also adorn the
Palladian window.

Rising more than 100 feet above grade, the elaborate lantern steeple (Figure 7) contains four stages
and a weathervane.  The lower two stages are square in plan and the upper two are octagonal.  The
base of the steeple is clad with clapboards and trimmed with corner quoins, a full entablature, and a
modillion cornice with turned finial urns at the cornice; it has a rectangular window on the west
façade and large circular clock faces on all four sides.  This four-face E. Howard & Company clock
was installed in 1863; originally, the steeple had a single-face Simon Willard clock installed in 1806.4

The four clock faces of the E. Howard clock are made of wood painted black and sit inside wood rims
painted white; the hand and numbers of the clock are carved and painted wood. The next stage has a
louvered, arched opening centered on each side, framed by paired Doric pilasters and surmounted
by an entablature with triglyphs, mutules, guttae, and turned finial urns at the corners.  The
penultimate level is an octagonal stage with a round-arched window in each face, free-standing
Ionic columns, a modillion cornice, and a turned urn finial on each projecting corner of the cornice.
The uppermost stage of the tower is also octagonal, with an arched window on each face and a
simple molded cornice.  The steeple’s domed roof supports a tall ornamental weathervane; both the
dome and weathervane were previously (if not originally) covered in gold leaf.

The long north and south side elevations of the meetinghouse block each contain seven bays of
standard windows (Figures 4 and 6).  The rear (east) elevation is similar to the façade (west elevation),
featuring a three-bay wide, one-bay deep, pedimented pavilion flanked by one bay of rectangular
windows on the main block (Figure 5).  The rear pavilion is also sheathed with flushboarding and
trimmed with rusticated piers, Ionic pilasters, a Palladian window in the center of the second floor, a
modillion cornice on the horizontal and raking eaves, and a louvered lunette in the tympanum.
Unlike the façade, the rear pavilion has a trio of closely spaced, single-leaf, paneled wood doors
recessed within its center bay and rectangular windows on both floors of the outer bays of the
pavilion.  Sandstone steps span only the center bay of the pavilion; a metal boot scraper is mounted
on each end, and a metal picket fence encloses the recessed entrance bay.

Well preserved and well maintained, the exterior of the meetinghouse is essentially unchanged since
its original construction, with the exception of the remodeling of the west entry in 1888 and the
steeple, which was severely damaged by a hurricane in 1954.  Subsequently, as recounted in the 1986
historic structure report, “The steeple was rebuilt in exact duplication of the original, but with heavy
structural steel reinforcing from the clock mechanism level of the tower on up.  Portions of the old
framing members appear to have been re-used and the weathervane with its associated ironwork
appears to be original.”5

Like the exterior of the meetinghouse, the interior of the sanctuary is simple but elegant. The
sanctuary exhibits many architectural elements and finishes that are original or historic (nineteenth
century) (Figures 25-26). The box pews on the main floor of the sanctuary date back to the original

5 Robert G. Neiley Architects, Historic Structure Report: First Church in Roxbury, John Eliot Square, Roxbury, MA,
June 1986, 17.

4 Walter Eliot Thwing, History of the First Church in Roxbury, Massachusetts, 1630-1904, Boston:  W.
A. Butterfield, 1908, 232-233; Yawu Miller, “Historic Roxbury clock tolls again as First Church
undergoes renovations,” Bay State Banner, June 7, 2017,
https://www.baystatebanner.com/2017/06/07/historic-roxbury-clock-tolls-again-as-first-church-
undergoes-renovations/.
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construction of the church in 1804, although slight changes were made at the east end of the
sanctuary in 1888 to create more space around a new pulpit.6 The gallery pews at the upper level of
the sanctuary were revised in 1835 from the original box pews to continuous rows which increased
seating capacity (Figure 27).7 The original 1804 construction plan was designed to maintain racial
segregation. The main floor and the side pews in the gallery were reserved for white parishioners
while the rear of the gallery was restricted to Black and Indigenous churchgoers. (See Historic
Images 7-8 for floor plans.) A notation on the 1804 building plans dictated that seating for “the
people of colour” would be created “above & back of the singers seats, so as to occupy part of the
Tower.”8

The pews are of flat panel wood construction with top rails of natural finished mahogany; the gates
are paneled to match the walls.9 The pews were not originally upholstered, although they may have
had a seat cushion. Upholstery was first added in 1857 and was green in color; two later rust-colored
upholstery schemes have also been documented in surviving samples. Today, the pews on the main
floor still have upholstery, while the gallery pews do not.

The gallery is supported by slender fluted columns made of cast iron, which replaced the previous
wood columns during the 1888 remodeling of the sanctuary.10 Their composite capitals support the
entablature surrounding the base of the gallery; this detailing reflects a strict academic classicism
that is also found in the design of the pulpit. The existing pulpit also dates to the 1888 remodeling of
the sanctuary, and is modeled after the pulpit in the First Church of Lancaster, Massachusetts,
designed by Charles Bulfinch in 1816.11 The pulpit is an elevated wood platform supported by six
Roman Classical pilasters and surrounded by a low wall with raised paneling and decoratively
covered edge moldings (Figure 32). Behind the pulpit there is a large elliptical archway, in which a
small door is set that leads to the minister’s study behind. The arch would historically have been
filled with elaborate drapery. Remnants have been located inside the church of a velvet curtain
which had once hung there and covered the door from view; the wooden frame for hanging the
curtain also still exists in storage in the church attic.12

The floors of the meetinghouse are painted pine planks which are probably original. In 1857, the
planks were covered with carpet in the sanctuary and gallery, and at an unknown date the planks in
the entrance hall were covered with linoleum. The carpet and linoleum were subsequently removed
and are no longer in place today, although remnants of the carpet have been preserved on portable
kneelers.13 The symmetrical, curved pair of stairs leading from the entrance hall up to the gallery are
painted wood (Figure 31). The stairs up to the minister’s study have hardwood treads and flooring.14

14 Historic Structure Report, 30-32.

13 Site visit with preservation consultant Andrea Gilmore, August 2021.
12 Correspondence with preservation consultant Andrea Gilmore, February 2023.

11 Historic Structure Report, 34.

10 Historic Structure Report, 34.

9 Historic Structure Report, 33.

8 Aabid Allibhai, Race & Slavery at the First Church in Roxbury: the Colonial Period (1631-1775), Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University, February 2023, 22.

7 Historic Structure Report, 15 and 33.

6 Historic Structure Report, 17 and 33.
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The doors between the entrance hall and the main space of the sanctuary are wood panel doors that
have been painted with a wood grain pattern to simulate mahogany. The exception is the two
doorways that provide access from the second floor of the entrance hall to the gallery level. Here,
the doors are painted white and act as folding doors due to a vertical center hinge. On the gallery
side, there is a second set of doors with a light wood frame and upholstery on both sides. This
arrangement allowed for the heavy (folding) doors to remain open, while the more manageable
lighter doors could remain closed to provide an acoustic barrier between the entry hall and the
sanctuary.15

The current organ for the church was designed by the Hook and Hastings Company of Boston and
installed in 1883. It is the church’s third organ, following the first organ installed in 1821 and the
second organ installed in 1850. The current organ is one of the largest surviving unaltered historical
organs in the United States. It is notable for its excellent musical qualities, as well as its aesthetics,
with fine cabinet work in cherry wood and gold and gray decoration on the organ pipes. 16

Unfortunately, the organ suffered water damage in the process of protecting the meetinghouse from
a fire across the street in the 1980s. The organ has been removed from the building for restoration.

The removal of the organ has exposed a trompe l’oeil painting that survives behind it (Figure 28).17

This trompe l’oeil painting reveals one in a series of stages of the decorative history of the sanctuary.
Paint seriation studies show that there were three major color/paint schemes over the course of the
nineteenth century:

a) The earliest paint discovered on the pews was a light blue-gray common in the Federal
period, while the walls were a brighter blue.

b) In the redecoration of 1857, the sanctuary saw the introduction of carpeting, pew
cushions, and upholstery of the pew walls, as well as a new paint scheme. The walls were
repainted with elaborate trompe l’oeil designs in warm tones (red-brown, tan, and orange)
that gave the illusion of panels, moldings, and arches.18 A portion of this work has survived
behind the organ, and is being documented while the organ is removed from the sanctuary
for restoration.

c) In 1888, the influence of the Colonial Revival movement spurred another remodeling in
which the sanctuary was returned to a version of its original Federal appearance, albeit a
more elaborate one. The walls were painted light tan and the woodwork was painted in
various light tones: gray, tan, off-white, and cream. (This is also the time when the pulpit
inspired by Charles Bulfinch was installed.) Pseudo-classical decoration, popular in the
Colonial Revival period, was added in the form of painted greenery and ribbons on the cove
of the sanctuary ceiling and fan-shaped elements on the corners of the ceiling. The walls
were later painted white (probably early in the twentieth century) and later pink.

The memorial plaques that decorate the walls of the sanctuary today are a relatively recent addition,
having been placed in the early decades of the twentieth century (Figure 29). The first plaque was

18 Historic Structure Report, 35-36.

17 Site visit with preservation consultant Andrea Gilmore, 2021.
16 Historic Structure Report, Appendix B.

15 Historic Structure Report, 33.
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unveiled at the church’s centennial celebration in 1904, and the last was most likely placed in the
1930s.19 These plaques commemorate significant people who have been associated with the church
throughout its history.

The sanctuary has a remarkable collection of historic light fixtures, including a series of wall sconces
and a 48-light chandelier (Figure 30). The chandelier remains gas (non-operable). It is currently
believed that the wall sconces on the main level and gallery level may have been originally installed
in 1888 in an alternating pattern of gas and electric, as on-site investigations have not yet found any
evidence of gas piping at every second fixture. This strategy may reflect an inclination on the part of
church leaders to have multiple lighting options during the early stages of the transition from gas to
electric power. Sometime probably in the twentieth century, electric wall sconces were added to the
outside of the front wall of the gallery level.20

The clock currently hanging on the front of the gallery over the center aisle is a reproduction; the
original clock, made by Simon Willard, is on loan to the Willard House & Clock Museum.21

Putnam Chapel (1876)

Facing south toward Dudley Street, Putnam Chapel is located directly east of the Meetinghouse and
aligned roughly parallel to Putnam Street.  Measuring approximately 40 feet wide by 70 feet long, the
wood-frame building rises 1½ stories above a raised, walk-out basement to a front-gable roof with
slate shingles (Figure 12).  Two modest brick chimneys rise up inside the gable-end walls, one at the
back (north end) of the west-facing slope and one at the front (south end) of the east-facing slope.
Integral wood gutters drain into modern metal downspouts.  The foundation is constructed of
mortared Roxbury puddingstone in a random ashlar pattern, with window lintels of gray granite.

Walls are sheathed with wood clapboards and trimmed with sill boards that have a shaped top; flat
corner boards; an entablature with simple moldings; and modillion brackets with incised floral
ornament at both the horizontal and raking eaves.  The principal windows are rectangular,
double-hung wood sash with 6/6 lights.  Window trim typically consists of a vertical-board apron
between the sill board and window sill.  Around the top and sides of the openings are molded casing
with a flared base, an eared top, and a peaked lintel that frames stylized, carved ornament.  The
elevations are all symmetrically organized.

The façade (south elevation) of Putnam Chapel is three bays wide with a center entrance flanked by a
window on each side.  The slightly projecting entrance vestibule is accessed by granite steps with
plain, modern, metal railings and is surmounted by a pedimented gable roof.  The tympanum of this
gable is filled with vertical boards with round tops (Figure 15).  Double-leaf doors at this entrance are
topped by a rectangular glazed transom, trimmed with the same decorative casing as the windows,
and surmounted by a heavy bracketed cornice.  The glazed lunette window above the vestibule has
scalloped trim on its molded casing, and decoratively carved panels between its sill and the vestibule
roof.  The rear (north) elevation is similarly composed and ornamented (Figure 14), with two widely
spaced windows and a louvered lunette in the tympanum with scalloped trim on its casing; it has no
entrance.

21 Historic Structure Report, 39.

20 Correspondence with preservation consultant Andrea Gilmore, February 2023.

19 Historic Structure Report, 35.
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The long side (west and east) elevations each have five bays of windows (Figures 12 and 13).  The east
elevation, facing Putnam Street, has a central gabled pavilion with double-leaf, paneled wood doors
topped by a rectangular transom at the basement level; a large panel of leaded and stained glass
surmounted by a heavy bracketed cornice at the main floor; and vertical boards with scalloped tops
filling the tympanum of the gable.  Facing the Meetinghouse, the Chapel’s west elevation is
distinguished by paired 4/4 windows in the center bay and a single-leaf door inserted in the
penultimate opening on the south end.  (It has not been determined whether this opening was
originally used as an entrance.)

Like the Meetinghouse building, Putnam Chapel has been well maintained and well preserved.
Exterior alterations are largely confined to the infilling of basement windows on the north elevation.
The interior of the Chapel was heavily damaged by a fire in 1983; exterior damage from that event
seems to have been limited to portions of the slate shingles.

Education and Justice Center (2004)

This modern link structure joins the northeast corner of the Meetinghouse with the northwest
corner of Putnam Chapel, and extends northward towards Roxbury Street on the northern slope of
the parcel (Figures 9 and 10).  The bulk of this wood-frame structure — to the north of a narrow,
east-west corridor that connects the two historic structures — is approximately 65 feet square.  The
building rises one story above a partially-exposed basement to a flat roof.  The foundation has a
veneer of multi-color, random ashlar granite; its windows are typically single units with 6/6 sash
and granite lintels.  A recessed areaway at the southeast corner has masonry-unit pavers,
single-light windows with glazed transoms, and an entrance consisting of a single-leaf, mostly
glazed door.

Walls on the west and north elevations have clapboard siding trimmed with wide, shaped sill boards;
flat corner boards; and a high, molded frieze board (Figures 18, 19, and 20).  First-floor windows on
these elevations have 9/9 double-hung sash trimmed with simple molded casings and a high
entablature with plinth blocks and a cornice reminiscent of the Meetinghouse.  Banded windows line
the sunporch-like extension on the east side of the Education Center, which features single-pane
and 4/4 double-hung sash (Figures 20 and 21).  This extension employs the same sill board and frieze
as the clapboard walls.

The asymmetrical west wall of the Education and Justice Center is four bays long, with an entrance
slightly south of center (Figure 18).  Its double-leafed doors are covered by a simple shed roof and
surmounted by a pair of 9-light windows.  The southern end of this elevation is clad with slate
shingles.  While the volume of the modern building steps back at its southwest corner, it is
connected to the Meetinghouse by a vertical-board fence with double-leafed wood gates that have
been designed to look like a piano keyboard.

The façade (south elevation) of the Education and Justice Center contains banded floor-to-ceiling,
single-pane windows with narrow transoms (Figure 17).  The entrance offset at its western end
contains double-leaf, metal and glass doors sheltered by a modest, shed-roofed hood.  Shaped rafter
ends are exposed under the eaves on this elevation.  Slate shingles clad the eastern end of the
corridor that joins the building with Putnam Chapel.  The courtyard between the Meetinghouse,
Education and Justice Center, and Putnam Chapel features masonry unit pavers at grade and
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masonry blocks forming retaining walls for the walkways that access the rear pavilion of the
Meetinghouse and the entrance to the Education and Justice Center.
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2.3 Contemporary Images

Figure 2. Meetinghouse façade (west) and south elevations. June 2020.

Figure 3. Meetinghouse façade (west) elevation. June 2020.
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Figure 4. Meetinghouse north elevation. June 2020.

Figure 5. Meetinghouse east elevation. June 2020.
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Figure 6. Meetinghouse south and east elevations. June 2020.

Figure 7. Meetinghouse tower detail. June 2020.
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Figure 8. Meetinghouse eave detail at façade (west) elevation. June 2020.

Figure 9. Interface of Meetinghouse, Education and Justice Center, and Chapel, looking north. June
2020.
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Figure 10. Interface of Chapel, Education and Justice Center, and Meetinghouse, looking southwest.
June 2020.

Figure 11. Gateway at Dudley Street entrance, after being widened to accommodate emergency
vehicle access; historic cast iron gates restored. August 2021.
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Figure 12. Putnam Chapel façade (south) and east elevations. June 2020.

Figure 13. Putnam Chapel west elevation. June 2020.
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Figure 14. Putnam Chapel north elevation. June 2020.

Figure 15. Putnam Chapel façade detail. June 2020.
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Figure 16. Putnam Chapel east elevation detail. June 2020.

Figure 17. Education and Justice Center façade (south) elevation. June 2020.
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Figure 18. Education and Justice Center west elevation. June 2020.

Figure 19. Education and Justice Center north elevation. June 2020.
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Figure 20. Education and Justice Center north elevation. June 2020.

Figure 21. Education and Justice Center east elevation. June 2020.
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Figure 22. Restored semi-circular drive with bounded green space, based on historic photos. August
2021.
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Figure 23. The new Peace Garden. Summer 2022.

Figure 24. The new Peace Garden. Summer 2022.
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Figure 25. Sanctuary (interior of Meetinghouse) looking toward the pulpit. August 2021.

Figure 26. Sanctuary looking toward the west entry. August 2021.
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Figure 27. Gallery pews. August 2021.

Figure 28. Trompe l’oeil painting exposed by removal of organ. August 2021.
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Figure 29. First floor of Sanctuary showing memorial plaques. August 2021.

Figure 30. Chandelier hanging in the Sanctuary. August 2021.
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Figure 31. Curved stairs leading from the entrance hall up to the gallery. August 2021.
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Figure 32. Pulpit. August 2021.
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2.4 Historic Maps and Images

Historic Image 1. 1840 view (Source: J. W. Barber, Massachusetts Towns; An 1840 View, Barre, Mass.:
Barre Publishers, 1963.)

Historic Image 2. 1852 map (McIntyre). (Source: Norman Leventhal Map Center Collection, Boston
Public Library.)
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Historic Image 3. 1874 Sanborn map with paste-on corrections for 1885 information.  (Source:
Norman Leventhal Map Center Collection, Boston Public Library.)

Historic Image 4. 1888 Bailey bird’s-eye view map (Source:  Massachusetts State Library.)
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Historic Image 5. View of church property between 1857 (installation of four-face clock) and 1876
(building of Putnam Chapel).
(Source:  Digital Commonwealth, https://ark.digitalcommonwealth.org/ark:/50959/js956q293,
accessed February 2023. .)

Historic Image 6. View of church property between 1888 (remodeling of the West Entry) and 1908
(publication of book). (Source:  Frontispiece in Walter Eliot Thwing, History of the First Church in
Roxbury, Massachusetts, 1630-1904, Boston: W. A. Butterfield, 1908.)
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Historic Image 7. Plan for the first-floor level (L) and gallery level (R) for the Fifth (present)
Meetinghouse of the First Church in Roxbury. (Source: First Church in Roxbury (Roxbury, Boston,
Mass.). Church [Administrative] Record Book, 1733-1815. Harvard Divinity School Library, Harvard
University. https://hollisarchives.lib.harvard.edu/repositories/12/archival_objects/224902.)

The plan specified the area behind the crescent-shaped singers’ section on the gallery level as
seating for “the people of color . . . so as to occupy part of the Tower.” (Source: Aabid Allibhai, Race &
Slavery at the First Church in Roxbury: the Colonial Period (1631-1775), Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University, February 2023.)
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Historic Image 8.  Plan of the first-floor level (L) and gallery level (R) as documented in 1986. (Source:
Robert G. Neiley Architects, Historic Structure Report: First Church in Roxbury, John Eliot Square,
Roxbury, MA, June 1986.)
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3.0 SIGNIFICANCE

The First Church in Roxbury is historically and architecturally significant at the local and state levels
as an outstanding example of ecclesiastical architecture in the early nineteenth century; for the
visually stunning integrity of its architectural and landscape features; for its associations with a
nationally-renowned proponent of professional architectural design, Asher Benjamin; and for its role
in the development of the Roxbury community from a rural, agricultural town to a wealthy Boston
suburb and now a densely populated, majority Black urban neighborhood.

3.1 Historic Significance

The Evolution of Roxbury
Boston, including Roxbury, is the traditional homeland of the Massachusett people, who are still
here. Native people have been in the area for at least 12,500 years. The uplands of Highland Park,
coupled with the surrounding wetlands and rivers and the narrow access point to Shawmut
Peninsula (today downtown Boston), made this area a cultural and transportation hub, in much the
same way nearby Nubian Square functions today.

Roxbury was settled by European colonists in 1630 with the arrival of a group of Puritan immigrants
led by William Pynchon as part of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. They claimed an area just south of
the Shawmut Peninsula that was characterized by hilly terrain, puddingstone outcroppings, fertile
soil, streams, brooks, ponds, and woodland. A meetinghouse was constructed in 1632 at what is now
Eliot Square, and the town center developed around it. Situated at the entrance to the narrow neck
of the Shawmut Peninsula, Roxbury occupied the only land route into Boston for nearly two hundred
years, which proved economically and, during the Revolutionary War, militarily advantageous.
Roxbury was a quiet farming village for a century and half, although its proximity to Boston attracted
genteel country estates (such as the 18th-century Shirley-Eustis House) from an early date.  During
the Revolutionary War, the Roxbury Highlands figured prominently in the Siege of Boston. In 1775,
the colonists built major fortifications here known as the Lower Fort and High (or Upper) Fort.  The
two forts commanded strategic views of and access to both the Neck and the road between Boston
and Dedham, where the rebels kept a depot of army supplies.  Significant portions of these forts
survived into the 19th century.

In the early 19th century, new industrial activity — including tanneries, machine and chemical works,
and cordage — took advantage of the area’s brooks to power manufactories and, distinctive to
Roxbury, produce beer.  The 20 highways laid out in Roxbury in the early 17th century had grown to
40 streets in 1825, when all were given official names. In 1824, Roxbury Street was the first to be
paved and have sidewalks installed.  A host of transportation improvements followed during the 19th
century, both propelling and responding to economic development. Horse-drawn omnibus service
was established between Roxbury and Boston by 1826; the Boston & Providence Railroad opened in
1834, with a small station at Roxbury Crossing; and the Metropolitan Horse Railway was initiated
between Roxbury and downtown Boston in 1856.  Electric trolleys arrived in Roxbury in 1899 and
elevated rapid transit service in 1901.

In Roxbury’s first wave of suburban development, during the early and mid-19th century, large
parcels of farmland were purchased by Boston businessmen and subdivided into spacious,
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estate-size lots.  These were acquired by wealthy and upper-middle-class businessmen and
professionals, who built comfortable single-family, wood-frame homes and commuted into Boston.
Roxbury attracted a remarkable collection of early, high-quality suburban residences in fashionable,
picturesque styles, many of which survive today.

In 1846, Roxbury was incorporated as a city.  In 1868, it was annexed to the City of Boston, triggering
a second wave of suburbanization that was “buoyed by industrial prosperity and intellectual
leadership.”22 Handsomely designed single-family houses continued to be built in Roxbury, and
stylish brick row housing for the middle and upper-middle classes that were developed on
speculation also became popular.  New commercial blocks and cultural institutions were built
around Dudley (now Nubian) and Eliot squares.

By the turn of the 20th century, Boston had been dramatically transformed by industrialization,
urbanization, and immigration. The remaining large country estates were subdivided and
redeveloped as the phenomenally quick-growing population was housed in new streetcar suburbs of
multi-family housing comprising two- and three-family freestanding buildings and rows of masonry
townhouses. Architectural quality varied, but was often modestly ambitious, reflecting the aspiring
middle-class status of many of the new residents. The original English settlers of pre-Civil War
Roxbury were replaced by successive waves of Irish, German, and Jewish immigrants. Around World
War II, these residents moved out to even more distant, automobile-oriented suburbs. They were
succeeded by the large-scale migration of African-Americans from the south to northern cities in
the 1940s and 1950s, establishing a vibrant, working-class community in Roxbury. Economic
disinvestment and urban renewal in the 1960s and 1970s prompted a steep decline in the Roxbury
neighborhood. Population and housing density receded, and many buildings were demolished.

However, community-based efforts over the last few decades have revitalized the area both
physically and culturally. In the 1960s, Roxbury became a center of grassroots activism and
community organizing to combat unjust housing practices and inequality in housing, education, and
employment. Organizations like the Roxbury Action Program; Freedom House, founded by Otto and
Muriel Snowden; and the Organization for Afro-American Unity founded by Malcolm X engaged in
the fight for justice, equality, and power.23 The energy of local activists and groups attracted several
important institutions to Roxbury. Community support and lobbying helped to establish the Roxbury
Community College, which was founded in 1973 with a permanent campus constructed in 1985-1988
on the west side of the neighborhood.24 The Dillaway-Thomas House, built in 1750, was slated for use
as the Afro-American History Museum when it was gutted by fire in 1979; in 1992, the house was
restored by the Commonwealth of Massachusetts for use as the Roxbury Heritage State Park’s
headquarters.25 In 1988, the William Lloyd Garrison House became the headquarters for the St.
Margaret’s order until 2012, when the property was purchased by Emmanuel College and became
Emmanuel’s Notre Dame campus for upperclassmen committed to community service and social
justice.26 Throughout the 1990s, plans were developed to revitalize Roxbury’s primary commercial

26 Loveday, William Lloyd Garrison House; Emmanuel College, “Notre Dame Campus.”
https://www.emmanuel.edu/discover-emmanuel/campus/notre-dame-campus.html.

25 Marcia Butman, “Dillaway Thomas House/Roxbury Heritage State Park.”
https://roxbury.fandom.com/wiki/Dillaway_Thomas_House/Roxbury_Heritage_State_Park.

24 Roxbury Community College Archives. “1980s.” https://rcc.access.preservica.com/exhibit/1980s/

23 Roxbury Historical Society (RHS). “About Roxbury.” http://roxburyhistoricalsociety.org/about-roxbury.

22 Massachusetts Historical Commission, MHC Reconnaissance Survey Town Report: Boston, 1981, 11.
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hub, Dudley Square; a new post office was opened and the former Roxbury Boys and Girls Club and
Palladio Hall buildings were restored. In the 2000s, nonprofits and business accelerators worked to
create new entrepreneurship opportunities in the vicinity of the Square.27 In 2019, with the support
of the majority of residents in the Roxbury neighborhoods near the square, Dudley Square was
renamed Nubian Square to better reflect and honor the area’s Black heritage.

First Parish Church in Roxbury
The First Church in Roxbury was gathered in 1631; built its first meetinghouse, on the present site, in
1632; and has had a continuous presence for religious services and community events ever since.
The present meetinghouse is the fifth structure on the site, the oldest wood-frame church in
Boston, and an outstanding example of Federal-style civic architecture in New England.  The
property is located at a major intersection on the only road between the original Shawmut Peninsula
and inland towns.  Construction began in 1803 and the building was dedicated in 1804.

Initially a Congregational society, in the late 18th and early 19th centuries the First Church in Roxbury
evolved away from its strict Calvinistic origins into a more liberal theology.  Around 1810, Reverend
Dr. Eliphalet Porter, who served the church as pastor from 1782-1830, led the church into the
Unitarian movement (the official affiliation appears to date to 1820).  (The Unitarians merged with
the Universalist Church of America in 1961 to form the Unitarian Universalist Association.)

The early history of the First Church is notable for its first teacher John Eliot (1604-1690), who was
born in London, educated at Cambridge, and arrived in Boston in 1631; he served at the First Church
in Roxbury from 1632 until his death.  Eliot is known for his role in establishing free education for
residents of Roxbury and surrounding towns, his work proselytizing Native Americans (he was
known as the “apostle to the Indians”), and his efforts to prohibit selling the Indigenous population
into slavery. However, between 1631 and 1775, white parishioners of First Church enslaved at least 58
Black and Indigenous men, women, and children, according to a research report released in
February 2023.28 Information about most of them is sparse although church records and other
documents confirm their bondage as well as reveal the enslavers in nearly all of the cases uncovered.
Many of the enslaved were listed by only a single name, such as Ishmael and his wife, Venus, a Black
couple who with their sons Richard and Roxbury were owned by Joseph Ruggles. Nan, an Indigenous
woman captured during the Pequot War (1636-1638), was enslaved by First Church pastor Thomas
Weld. White parishioner John Greaton sought to give away “A Negro Male Child of an excellent
Breed” while retaining ownership of a woman described as mother of “A Negro Male Child.” John
Holbrook enslaved a child referred to as “An Indian Boy of Holbrook’s” and Joseph Dudley likewise
held “An Indian Girl of Mr Dudly.” Both children had been taken captive during King Philip’s War
(1675-1676).

There was also a small number of free African-descended people affiliated with First Church, such as
eight members of the Bedunah family, as well as the free Indigenous servant John Wampus who lived
with church Elder Isaac Heath.29

29 Allibhai, Race & Slavery at the First Church in Roxbury: the Colonial Period (1631-1775), 1-2.
28 Allibhai, Race & Slavery at the First Church in Roxbury: the Colonial Period (1631-1775), 1-5.

27 Simón Rios, “A Rejuvenated Dudley Square Struggles with Changing Identity,” WBUR, August 15, 2016.
https://www.wbur.org/news/2016/08/15/changing-dudley-square.
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John Eliot Square, immediately to the west of the First Church, has been the town center of Roxbury
since its settlement.  Listed in the National Register of Historic Places as a small district on its own
and as part of the Roxbury Highlands Historic District, the area has contained the first town hall (ca.
1810), a courthouse, several churches, at least two schools, and numerous commercial buildings.  The
meetinghouse played a role in the Revolutionary War by housing soldiers and serving as a signal
station for the Continental Army.  Located across Roxbury Street to the north, the Dillaway-Thomas
House (1750-1754) served as the unofficial parsonage for the First Church from its construction until
1833.

The present First Church building replaced the fourth meetinghouse, which had been constructed in
1746.  The historic structures report for the property notes that

“In typical New England fashion there was opposition to the new building, the diary of one
Congregation member reading for April 18, 1803, ‘This day the meeting house in the first
Parish of this town was begun to be pulled down.  It was not half worn out and might have
been repaired with a saving of $10,000 to the parish. It has been sold for $600.  Whether
every generation grows wiser or not, it is evident they grow more fashionable and
extravagant.’”30

The design for the fifth meetinghouse was based on the First Church in Newburyport, which was
finished in 1801.  William Blaney, a carpenter and a member of the Roxbury congregation and its
building committee, is credited as the “chief consulting architect.”31 The designs of both the
Newburyport and Roxbury churches were based on housewright and architect Asher Benjamin’s first
architectural pattern book, the Country Builder’s Assistant, which was published in 1797.

An early and highly influential proponent of the Federal/Adamesque style in the United States,
Benjamin (1773-1845) was one of three builders hired to construct the fifth meetinghouse of the First
Church in Roxbury.  Documents in the Andover-Harvard Library of the Harvard Divinity School
reveal specific instructions for the materials and design of the new church.  Asher Benjamin, Elias
Man, and Elias Dunbar were instructed “to make the necessary contracts & to carry into full effect
the building & compleating” of the new meetinghouse “in a masterly and workmanlike manner.”32 The
bid from Benjamin et al. was $6,897.  According to Thwing’s history, the original church spire was
rebuilt in 1866 (details unknown), but otherwise the exterior of the meetinghouse has remained
virtually unchanged.

Seven or eight horse sheds for the convenience of parishioners had been constructed on the First
Church property as early as 1757, and were moved across the street to the site of the present Cox
Building (at the intersection of Bartlett and Dudley streets) in 1804.  Replacements built there in 1830
were removed in 1859.

32 Quoted in Anne Andrus Grady, “Selected Documents Relating to the Construction of The First Church in
Roxbury, 1802-1804; Andover-Harvard Library, Harvard Divinity School,” 2016, 4-5.

31 Walter Eliot Thwing, History of the First Church in Roxbury, Massachusetts, 1630-1904, Boston:  W. A.
Butterfield, 1908, 217.

30 Robert G. Neiley Architects, Historic Structure Report: First Church in Roxbury, John Eliot Square, Roxbury,
MA, June 1986, 9-10.
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Constructed in 1876, little is known of the origin or history of Putnam Chapel; no architect/designer
or builder has yet been identified.  The construction cost was $10,527.82.  A contemporary
newspaper article describes the dedication of the chapel in December 1876�

“The new building, situated in the rear of the church, is a wood structure, 70 by 42 feet, one
story and basement.  In the latter are a class room, closets, kitchen, dining room etc.  On the
main floor is a pastor’s room, library room, and an audience room 55 by 40 feet, supplied
with settees and carpeted.  The walls and ceilings are handsomely frescoed.”33

The chapel was named for Rev. George Putnam (1807-1878), who arrived at the church in 1830 and
resigned as its active pastor in 1873, due to illness.  Putnam graduated from Harvard College and
attended Harvard Divinity School (founded in 1816).  He was married to Elizabeth Anne Ware,
daughter of the prominent minister and theologian Henry Ware, who was influential in the founding
of Unitarianism in the United States.  Putnam attended the dedication service for the Chapel and
noted in his remarks there that he “was glad a children’s chapel had been built.”34

A major fire occurred in Putnam Chapel in 1983, destroying most of the interior finishes.  The
exterior survived largely intact, although approximately 25 percent of the stained glass window on
the east (Putnam Street) elevation was replaced with new material.  The lower floor of the Chapel is
currently used for a kitchen, space for domestic violence and youth programming, and offices.  The
main floor is used for community events and gatherings, including neighborhood meetings,
community dinners, and workshops and meetings for affiliated organizations.

Completed in 2004, the Education and Justice Center reflects the move of the Unitarian Universalist
Urban Ministry’s headquarters from downtown Boston to the First Church campus at that time.
Linking the Meetinghouse and Putnam Chapel, the new structure was sensitively designed by
Mostue & Associates Architects (now Davis Square Architects) of Somerville, Massachusetts.  The
Center provides classrooms for domestic violence survivors and after-school programs for high
school students, workshop space for partner and neighborhood organizations, a full kitchen, lounge,
and offices for Urban Ministry employees. An important component of the design for the Center was
also the provision of accessible entrances to the two historic buildings that it connects, as well as
accessible restrooms that serve all three buildings.35

A major, multi-phase restoration of the Meetinghouse was undertaken beginning in 2016 to address
the deferred maintenance of the exterior of the building. This work included carpentry repairs;
surface preparation and repainting of the building exterior; replacement of the metal roofs on the
steeple; and restoration of the steeple windows. (Window sash is thought to have been replaced ca.
2000.36)  Significant landscape restoration work and the construction of a Peace Garden took place
in 2020-2021. Further restoration and repair work, including  interior restoration, is planned or
underway. See Section 5.3 for more details on recent and forthcoming projects.

36 Personal communication with Andrea Gilmore (preservation consultant). July 2020.

35 Davis Square Architects, https://davissquarearchitects.com/projects/first-church-ed-ctr, accessed
September 28, 2021.

34 Boston Evening Transcript, 1876, 2.

33 Boston Evening Transcript, 1876, 2.
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The historical significance of the First Church in Roxbury spans across centuries.  In the 17th and 18th

centuries, when Roxbury was a largely agricultural area, parishioners included some of its most
substantial farmers, as well as both enslaved and free people of African and Indigenous descent.  As
Boston’s economy changed to manufacturing and trade in the early 19th century, the congregation
was characterized by prominent mercantile and professional men who built country estates here.
Today, the Unitarian Universalist Urban Ministry is an active and integral part of the community. The
church campus hosts community events and is an important gathering place for the majority Black
population in Roxbury.

3.2 Architectural Significance

The Meetinghouse building of the First Church in Roxbury is the oldest wood frame church in
Boston. The Meetinghouse is a paragon of the Federal/Adamesque style in the Boston area and New
England, displaying a monumental scale, sophisticated composition and detailing, and a remarkable,
100-feet high steeple. Its historic building fabric has been preserved to a remarkable degree; it is
probably the most intact Federal church building in Boston. It is notable also for its extraordinarily
spacious, hilltop site with a panoramic view of Boston.  More modestly scaled, Putnam Chapel is a
lively example of ecclesiastical architecture in the Eastlake style.  The property’s architectural and
landscape features remain substantially intact, presenting a striking reminder of Roxbury’s
transformation from an agricultural community to a densely populated urban center, and the role of
religious societies in the development of the Roxbury community.  The First Church Meetinghouse is
also architecturally significant for its associations with the nationally renowned architect and author
Asher Benjamin, as described in the previous section.

3.3 Archaeological Sensitivity

Two archaeological surveys in 2003 and 2019 at the First Church in Roxbury have documented that
the integrity of the ground on the property is excellent and that multiple intact ancient Native
Massachusett sites exist on the First Church property. Additionally, the property has been in
continual use since the first European settlement of the town in the 17th century. This documented
historic use includes at least five meetinghouses on the property, the use of the open spaces
surrounding the current buildings for recreation/leisure activities, and the occupation of the
property during the Siege of Boston and the American Revolution. All of these activities have been
recorded archaeologically at the site through previous surveys. These surveys included a sampling
strategy that documented the presence of these sites, but did not completely excavate them. There
remains on the property large archaeological sites with good or excellent archeological integrity
that may contain significant data. Because of this, the First Church in Roxbury site is
archaeologically sensitive for ancient Native and historic archaeological sites, and may require
archaeological mitigation if proposed work includes any ground disturbance.

3.4 Relationship to Criteria for Designation

The First Church in Roxbury meets the following criteria for designation as a Boston Landmark as
established in Section 4 of Chapter 772 of the Acts of 1975, as amended:
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B. Structures, sites, objects, man-made or natural, at which events occurred that have made
an outstanding contribution to, and are identified prominently with, or which best represent
some important aspect of the cultural, political, economic, military, or social history of the
city, the commonwealth, the New England region or the nation.

D. Structures, sites, objects, man-made or natural, representative of elements of
architectural or landscape design or craftsmanship which embody distinctive characteristics
of a type inherently valuable for study of a period, style or method of construction or
development, or a notable work of an architect, landscape architect, designer, or builder
whose work influenced the development of the city, the commonwealth, the New England
region, or the nation.

Template version: Jan. 13, 2023 40



4.0 ECONOMIC STATUS

4.1 Current Assessed Value

According to the City of Boston’s Assessor’s records, the property at 160 Roxbury Street (parcel
0903294000) where the First Church in Roxbury is located has a total assessed value of $6,834,700,
with the land valued at $2,343,300 and the building valued at $4,491,400 for fiscal year 2023.

4.2 Current Ownership

According to the City of Boston’s Assessor’s records, the First Church in Roxbury is owned by the
John Eliot Corporation, with a mailing address at 110 Arlington Street, Boston MA 02116.
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5.0 PLANNING CONTEXT

5.1 Background

Since its construction in 1804, the First Church in Roxbury has served as a religious institution until
1976 and a community gathering space from 1976 until today. The Meetinghouse has been minimally
used in recent times as its interior suffers from years of deferred maintenance and is minimally
accessible; however, interior renovations currently underway are intended to make the building
more usable for community events (see section 5.3 for more detail). Until this work is complete,
gatherings and events are typically held in the other two buildings on the campus. The Putnam
Chapel is used for community events and gatherings, including meetings, dinners, and workshops.
The Education and Justice Center provides a wide range of social services for disadvantaged
members of the community and cultural events for the community at large; it also provides
accessible entrances and restrooms.

5.2 Zoning

Parcel number 0903294000 is located in the Roxbury Neighborhood  zoning district, the Campus
High CF (Community Facilities) subdistrict, and the following overlay districts:  Neighborhood
Design Review; Boulevard Planning District.

5.3 Planning Issues

On January 16, 1987, a petition was submitted to Landmark the First Church in Roxbury.  At the
public hearing on February 10, 1989, the Boston Landmarks Commission voted to accept the petition
for further study.

Prior to becoming a pending Landmark, the interior of Putnam Chapel was renovated in the 1980s
(following a disastrous fire in 1983 that destroyed most of the historic integrity of the interior space).

While the Church was a pending Landmark, a number of projects have been reviewed and approved
by the Boston Landmarks Commission:

● Exterior repairs to Putnam Chapel [application #02.1364 (122.02.1)] - reviewed by BLC in
1996.

● Construction of the Education and Justice Center building – reviewed by BLC in 2000-2003,
constructed in 2004.

● Repair and restoration work on the exterior of Putnam Chapel and the East facade of the
Meetinghouse [application #05.940 (122.05.01)] – reviewed by BLC in 2005.

● Exterior restoration of the Meetinghouse [application #17.033.122] – reviewed by BLC in 2017.
○ Carpentry repairs to steeple, door and window trim, and other wooden building

elements;
○ Window repairs in steeple;
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○ Door repairs;
○ Window shutter restoration;
○ Surface preparation and repainting of the building exterior;
○ Replacement of the metal roofs on the steeple;

● West entry and landscape/paving at west side of Meetinghouse [application #19.688.122] –
reviewed by BLC in 2019.

○ Work carried out 2020-2021, including:
■ Restored the historic traffic circulation pattern at the west elevation of the

Meetinghouse.
■ Reestablished green space boundaries that had been obliterated over time.
■ Brick piers of both the Dudley Street and Roxbury Street entrances rebuilt;

gate at Dudley Street entrance widened to accommodate emergency vehicle
access; historic cast iron gates restored.

○ Work slated to begin in spring 2023, including:
■ Restoration of a central entry door (matching original configuration) in place

of the double doors.
■ Restoration of full-height doors on the side bays of the pavilion.
■ Repair of brownstone steps.
■ Installation of code-compliant railings.

● Construction of a new Peace Garden [application #20.724.122] - reviewed by BLC in
2020-2021, constructed 2021.

● Site drainage work, including installation of bio retention area [application #21.0041.122] -
reviewed by BLC in 2020; completed.

● Installation of new walkway and ramp outside Putnam Chapel and new memorial bench at
front lawn [application #21.1052.0122] - reviewed by BLC in 2021; completed.

● Interior work [application #22.0778 BLC] - reviewed by BLC in 2022, work is currently
underway and anticipated to be complete by winter 2023-2024, including:

○ Modifications to sanctuary pews;
○ Repair of wood and plaster elements;
○ Removal of upholstery;
○ Upgrades to mechanical systems (including addition of new lighting);
○ Installation of a new sound system;
○ Installation of sprinkler system;
○ Restoration of the Hook and Hastings organ (has been completed; organ will be

reassembled when the interior work is completed).
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6.0 ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES

6.1 Alternatives available to the Boston Landmarks Commission

A. Designation
The Commission retains the option of designating the First Church in Roxbury as a
Landmark. Designation shall correspond to Assessor’s parcel 0903294000 and shall address
the following exterior elements as stated in the original petition, hereinafter referred to as
the “Specified Features”:

● The exterior envelope of the Meetinghouse and Putnam Chapel.
● The interior of the Sanctuary.
● The church grounds.

B. Denial of Designation
The Commission retains the option of not designating any or all of the Specified Features.

C. National Register Listing
The Commission could recommend that the property be listed on the National Register of
Historic Places, if it is not already.

D. Preservation Plan
The Commission could recommend development and implementation of a preservation plan
for the property.

E. Site Interpretation
The Commission could recommend that the owner develop and install historical interpretive
materials at the site.

6.2 Impact of alternatives

A. Designation
Designation under Chapter 772 would require review of physical changes to the First Church
in Roxbury in accordance with the Standards and Criteria adopted as part of the designation.

B. Denial of Designation
Without designation, the City would be unable to offer protection to the Specified Features,
or extend guidance to the owners under chapter 772.

C. National Register Listing
The First Church in Roxbury could be listed on the National Register of Historic Places.
Listing on the National Register provides an honorary designation and limited protection
from federal, federally-funded or federally assisted activities. It creates incentives for
preservation, notably the federal investment tax credits and grants through the
Massachusetts 19 Preservation Projects Fund (MPPF) from the Massachusetts Historical
Commission. National Register listing provides listing on the State Register affording parallel
protection for projects with state involvement and also the availability of state tax credits.
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National Register listing does not provide any design review for changes undertaken by
private owners at their own expense.

D. Preservation Plan
A preservation plan allows an owner to work with interested parties to investigate various
adaptive use scenarios, analyze investment costs and rates of return, and provide
recommendations for subsequent development. It does not carry regulatory oversight.

E. Site Interpretation
A comprehensive interpretation of the history and significance of the First Church in
Roxbury could be introduced at the site.
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7.0 RECOMMENDATIONS

The staff of the Boston Landmarks Commission makes the following recommendations:

1. That the exterior and interior of the Meetinghouse, the exterior of the Putnam Chapel, and
the church grounds be designated by the Boston Landmarks Commission as a Landmark,
under Chapter 772 of the Acts of 1975, as amended (see Section 3.4 of this report for
Relationship to Criteria for Designation);

2. That the boundaries corresponding to Assessor’s parcel 0903294000 be adopted without
modification;

3. And that the Standards and Criteria recommended by the staff of the Boston Landmarks
Commission be accepted.
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8.0 STANDARDS AND CRITERIA, WITH LIST OF CHARACTER-DEFINING
FEATURES

8.1 Introduction

Per sections 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8 of the enabling statute (Chapter 772 of the Acts of 1975 of the
Commonwealth of Massachusetts, as amended) Standards and Criteria must be adopted for each
Designation which shall be applied by the Commission in evaluating proposed changes to the
historic resource. The Standards and Criteria both identify and establish guidelines for those
features which must be preserved and/or enhanced to maintain the viability of the Designation. The
Standards and Criteria are based on the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of
Historic Properties.37 Before a Certificate of Design Approval or Certificate of Exemption can be
issued for such changes, the changes must be reviewed by the Commission with regard to their
conformance to the purpose of the statute.

The intent of these guidelines is to help local officials, designers and individual property owners to
identify the characteristics that have led to designation, and thus to identify the limitation to the
changes that can be made to them. It should be emphasized that conformance to the Standards and
Criteria alone does not necessarily ensure approval, nor are they absolute, but any request for
variance from them must demonstrate the reason for, and advantages gained by, such variance. The
Commission's Certificate of Design Approval is only granted after careful review of each application
and public hearing, in accordance with the statute.

Proposed alterations related to zoning, building code, accessibility, safety, or other regulatory
requirements do not supersede the Standards and Criteria or take precedence over Commission
decisions.

In these standards and criteria, the verb Should indicates a recommended course of action; the verb
Shall indicates those actions which are specifically required.

8.2 Levels of Review

The Commission has no desire to interfere with the normal maintenance procedures for the
property. In order to provide some guidance for property owners, managers or developers, and the
Commission, the activities which might be construed as causing an alteration to the physical
character of the exterior have been categorized to indicate the level of review required, based on the
potential impact of the proposed work. Note: the examples for each category are not intended to act
as a comprehensive list; see Section 8.2.D.

A. Routine activities which are not subject to review by the Commission:

1. Activities associated with normal cleaning and routine maintenance.

37 U.S. Department of the Interior, et al. THE SECRETARY OF THE INTERIOR’S STANDARDS FOR THE TREATMENT OF
HISTORIC PROPERTIES WITH GUIDELINES FOR PRESERVING, REHABILITATING, RESTORING & RECONSTRUCTING
HISTORIC BUILDINGS, Secretary of the Interior, 2017, www.nps.gov/tps/standards/treatment-guidelines-2017.pdf.

Template version: Jan. 13, 2023 47



a. For building maintenance, such activities might include the following:
normal cleaning (no power washing above 700 PSI, no chemical or
abrasive cleaning), non-invasive inspections, in-kind repair of
caulking, in-kind repainting, staining or refinishing of wood or metal
elements, lighting bulb replacements or in-kind glass
repair/replacement, etc.

b. For landscape maintenance, such activities might include the
following: normal cleaning of paths and sidewalks, etc. (no power
washing above 700 PSI, no chemical or abrasive cleaning),
non-invasive inspections, in-kind repair of caulking, in-kind spot
replacement of cracked or broken paving materials, in-kind
repainting or refinishing of site furnishings, site lighting bulb
replacements or in-kind glass repair/replacement, normal plant
material maintenance, such as pruning, fertilizing, mowing and
mulching, and in-kind replacement of existing plant materials, etc.

2. Routine activities associated with special events or seasonal decorations
which do not disturb the ground surface, are to remain in place for less than
six weeks, and do not result in any permanent alteration or attached fixtures.

B. Activities which may be determined by the staff to be eligible for a Certificate of
Exemption or Administrative Review, requiring an application to the Commission:

1. Maintenance and repairs involving no change in design, material, color,
ground surface or outward appearance.

2. In-kind replacement or repair.

3. Phased restoration programs will require an application to the Commission
and may require full Commission review of the entire project plan and
specifications; subsequent detailed review of individual construction phases
may be eligible for Administrative Review by BLC staff.

4. Repair projects of a repetitive nature will require an application to the
Commission and may require full Commission review; subsequent review of
these projects may be eligible for Administrative Review by BLC staff, where
design, details, and specifications do not vary from those previously
approved.

5. Temporary installations or alterations that are to remain in place for longer
than six weeks.

6. Emergency repairs that require temporary tarps, board-ups, etc. may be
eligible for Certificate of Exemption or Administrative Review; permanent
repairs will require review as outlined in Section 8.2. In the case of
emergencies, BLC staff should be notified as soon as possible to assist in
evaluating the damage and to help expedite repair permits as necessary.

C. Activities requiring an application and full Commission review:
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Reconstruction, restoration, replacement, demolition, or alteration involving change
in design, material, color, location, or outward appearance, such as: New
construction of any type, removal of existing features or elements, major planting or
removal of trees or shrubs, or changes in landforms.

D. Activities not explicitly listed above:

In the case of any activity not explicitly covered in these Standards and Criteria, the
Landmarks staff shall determine whether an application is required and if so,
whether it shall be an application for a Certificate of Design Approval or Certificate
of Exemption.

E. Concurrent Jurisdiction

In some cases, issues which fall under the jurisdiction of the Landmarks Commission
may also fall under the jurisdiction of other city, state and federal boards and
commissions such as the Boston Art Commission, the Massachusetts Historical
Commission, the National Park Service and others. All efforts will be made to
expedite the review process. Whenever possible and appropriate, a joint staff review
or joint hearing will be arranged.

8.3 Standards and Criteria

The following Standards and Criteria are based on the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the
Treatment of Historic Properties.38 These Standards and Criteria apply to all exterior   alterations of
the Meetinghouse and Putnam Chapel that are visible from any existing or proposed street or way
that is open to public travel, all interior alterations in the Sanctuary, and all landscape changes.

8.3.1 General Standards

1. Items under Commission review include but are not limited to the following: exterior
walls (masonry, wood, and architectural metals); windows; entrances/doors;
porches/stoops; lighting; roofs; roof projections; additions; accessibility; site work and
landscaping; interior elements of the Sanctuary; demolition; and archaeology. Items not
anticipated in the Standards and Criteria may be subject to review, refer to Section 8.2
and Section 9.

2. The historic character of a property shall be retained and preserved. The removal of
distinctive materials or alterations of features, spaces and spatial relationships that
characterize a property shall be avoided. See Section 8.4, List of Character-defining
Features.

3. Each property shall be recognized as a physical record of its time, place and use.
Changes that create a false sense of historical development, such as adding conjectural
features or elements from other historic properties, shall not be undertaken.

38 U.S. Department of the Interior, et al. THE SECRETARY OF THE INTERIOR’S STANDARDS FOR THE TREATMENT OF
HISTORIC PROPERTIES WITH GUIDELINES FOR PRESERVING, REHABILITATING, RESTORING & RECONSTRUCTING
HISTORIC BUILDINGS, Secretary of the Interior, 2017, www.nps.gov/tps/standards/treatment-guidelines-2017.pdf.
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4. Changes to a property that have acquired historic significance in their own right shall be
retained and preserved. (The term “later contributing features” will be used to convey
this concept.)

5. Distinctive materials, features, finishes and construction techniques or examples of
craftsmanship that characterize a property shall be preserved.

6. Deteriorated historic features shall be repaired rather than replaced. Where the severity
of deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new material shall
match the old in design, color, texture and, where possible, materials. Replacement of
missing features will be substantiated by documentary and physical evidence.

7. Chemical or physical treatments, if appropriate, shall be undertaken using the gentlest
means possible. Treatments that cause damage to historic materials shall not be used.

8. Staff archaeologists shall review proposed changes to a property that may impact known
and potential archaeological sites. Archaeological surveys may be required to determine
if significant archaeological deposits are present within the area of impact of the
proposed work. Significant archaeological resources shall be avoided, protected, and
preserved in place. If such resources must be disturbed, mitigation measures will be
required before the proposed work can commence. For archaeological standards that are
specific to this site, see the Recommendations section of the First Church in Roxbury
Summary Report: Intensive (Locational) Archaeology Survey report by Joe Bagley et al.
Also see section 9.0 Archaeology.

9. New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction shall not destroy
historic materials, features, and spatial relationships that characterize a property. The
new work shall be differentiated from the old and shall be compatible with the historic
materials, features, size, scale and proportion, and massing to protect the integrity of a
property and its environment.

10. New additions and adjacent or related new construction shall be undertaken in such a
manner that, if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic
property and its environment would be unimpaired.

11. Original or later contributing signs, marquees, and canopies integral to the building
ornamentation or architectural detailing shall be preserved.

12. New signs, banners, marquees, canopies, and awnings shall be compatible in size, design,
material, location, and number with the character of the building, allowing for
contemporary expression. New signs shall not detract from the essential form of the
building nor obscure its architectural features.

13. Property owners shall take necessary precautions to prevent demolition by neglect of
maintenance and repairs. Demolition of protected buildings in violation of Chapter 772 of
the Acts of 1975, as amended, is subject to penalty as cited in Section 10 of Chapter 772 of
the Acts of 1975, as amended.
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8.3.2 Masonry at exterior walls (including but not limited to stone, brick, terra cotta,
concrete, adobe, stucco, and mortar)

1. All original or later contributing masonry materials shall be preserved.

2. Original or later contributing masonry materials, features, details, surfaces and
ornamentation shall be repaired, if necessary, by patching, splicing, consolidating, or
otherwise reinforcing the masonry using recognized preservation methods.

3. Deteriorated or missing masonry materials, features, details, surfaces, and
ornamentation should  be replaced with materials and elements which match the
original in material, color, texture, size, shape, profile, and detail of installation.
Alternative materials will be considered on a case-by-case basis.

4. When replacement of materials or elements is necessary, it should be based on physical
or documentary evidence.

5. Sound original mortar shall be retained.

6. Deteriorated mortar shall be carefully removed by hand raking the joints.

7. Use of mechanical hammers shall not be allowed. Use of mechanical saws may be allowed
on a case-by-case basis.

8. Repointing mortar shall duplicate the original mortar in strength, composition, color,
texture, joint size, joint profile, and method of application.

9. Sample panels of raking the joints and repointing shall be reviewed and approved by the
staff of the Boston Landmarks Commission.

10. Cleaning of masonry is discouraged and should only be performed when necessary to
halt deterioration.

11. If the building is to be cleaned, the masonry shall be cleaned with the gentlest method
possible.

12. A test patch of the cleaning method(s) shall be reviewed and approved on site by staff of
the Boston Landmarks Commission to ensure that no damage has resulted. Test patches
shall be carried out well in advance. Ideally, the test patch should be monitored over a
sufficient period of time to allow long-range effects to be predicted (including exposure
to all seasons if possible).

13. Sandblasting (wet or dry), wire brushing, or other similar abrasive cleaning methods shall
not be permitted. Doing so can change the visual quality of the material and damage the
surface of the masonry and mortar joints.

14. Waterproofing or water repellents are strongly discouraged. These treatments are
generally not effective in preserving masonry and can cause permanent damage. The
Commission does recognize that in extraordinary circumstances their use may be
required to solve a specific problem. Samples of any proposed treatment shall be
reviewed by the Commission before application.
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15. In general, painting masonry surfaces shall not be allowed. Painting masonry surfaces
will be considered only when there is documentary evidence that this treatment was
used at some significant point in the history of the property.

16. New penetrations for attachments through masonry are strongly discouraged. When
necessary, attachment details shall be located in mortar joints, rather than through
masonry material; stainless steel hardware is recommended to prevent rust jacking. New
attachments to cast concrete are discouraged and will be reviewed on a case-by-case
basis.

17. Deteriorated stucco shall be repaired by removing the damaged material and patching
with new stucco that duplicates the old in strength, composition, color, and texture.

18. Deteriorated adobe shall be repaired by using mud plaster or a compatible lime-plaster
adobe render, when appropriate.

19. Deteriorated concrete shall be repaired by cutting damaged concrete back to remove the
source of deterioration, such as corrosion on metal reinforcement bars. The new patch
shall be applied carefully so that it will bond satisfactorily with and match the historic
concrete.

20. Joints in concrete shall be sealed with appropriate flexible sealants and backer rods,
when necessary.

8.3.3 Wood at exterior walls

1. All original or later contributing wood materials shall be preserved.

2. Original or later contributing wood surfaces, features, details, and ornamentation shall
be retained and, if necessary, repaired by patching, piecing-in, consolidating, or
reinforcing the wood using recognized preservation methods.

3. Deteriorated or missing wood surfaces, features, details, and ornamentation should be
replaced with material and elements which match the original in material, color, texture,
size, shape, profile, and detail of installation. Alternative materials will be considered on a
case-by-case basis.

4. When replacement of materials is necessary, it should be based on physical or
documentary evidence.

5. Cleaning of wood elements shall use the gentlest method possible.

6. Paint removal should be considered only where there is paint surface deterioration or
excessive layers of paint have coarsened profile details and as part of an overall
maintenance program which involves repainting or applying other appropriate
protective coatings. Coatings such as paint help protect the wood from moisture and
ultraviolet light; stripping the wood bare will expose the surface to the effects of
weathering.

7. Damaged or deteriorated paint should be removed to the next sound layer using the
mildest method possible.
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8. Propane or butane torches, sandblasting, water blasting, or other abrasive cleaning
and/or paint removal methods shall not be permitted. Doing so changes the visual
quality of the wood and accelerates deterioration.

9. Repainting should be based on paint seriation studies. If an adequate record does not
exist, repainting shall be done with colors that are appropriate to the style and period of
the building.

8.3.4 Architectural metals at exterior walls (including but not limited to wrought
and cast iron, steel, pressed metal, terneplate, copper, aluminum, and zinc)

1. All original or later contributing architectural metals shall be preserved.

2. Original or later contributing metal materials, features, details, and ornamentation shall
be retained and, if necessary, repaired by patching, splicing, or reinforcing the metal
using recognized preservation methods.

3. Deteriorated or missing metal materials, features, details, and ornamentation should be
replaced with material and elements which match the original in material, color, texture,
size, shape, profile, and detail of installation. Alternative materials will be considered on a
case-by-case basis.

4. When replacement of materials or elements is necessary, it should be based on physical
or documentary evidence.

5. Cleaning of metal elements either to remove corrosion or deteriorated paint shall use
the gentlest method possible.

6. The type of metal shall be identified prior to any cleaning procedure because each metal
has its own properties and may require a different treatment.

7. Non-corrosive chemical methods shall be used to clean soft metals (such as lead,
tinplate, terneplate, copper, and zinc) whose finishes can be easily damaged by abrasive
methods.

8. If gentler methods have proven ineffective, then abrasive cleaning methods, such as low
pressure dry grit blasting, may be allowed for hard metals (such as cast iron, wrought
iron, and steel) as long as it does not abrade or damage the surface.

9. A test patch of the cleaning method(s) shall be reviewed and approved on site by staff of
the Boston Landmarks Commission to ensure that no damage has resulted. Test patches
shall be carried out well in advance. Ideally, the test patch should be monitored over a
sufficient period of time to allow long-range effects to be predicted (including exposure
to all seasons if possible).

10. Cleaning to remove corrosion and paint removal should be considered only where there
is deterioration and as part of an overall maintenance program which involves repainting
or applying other appropriate protective coatings. Paint or other coatings help retard the
corrosion rate of the metal. Leaving the metal bare will expose the surface to accelerated
corrosion.
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11. Repainting should be based on paint seriation studies. If an adequate record does not
exist, repainting shall be done with colors that are appropriate to the style and period of
the building.

8.3.5 Windows (also refer to Masonry, Wood, and Architectural Metals)

1. The original or later contributing arrangement of window openings shall be retained.

2. Enlarging or reducing window openings for the purpose of fitting stock (larger or
smaller) window sash or air conditioners shall not be allowed.

3. Removal of window sash and the installation of permanent fixed panels to accommodate
air conditioners shall not be allowed.

4. Original or later contributing window sash, elements, features (functional and
decorative), details, and ornamentation shall be retained and, if necessary, repaired by
patching, splicing, consolidating, or otherwise reinforcing using recognized preservation
methods.

5. Deteriorated or missing window sash, elements, features (functional and decorative),
details, and ornamentation should be replaced with material and elements which match
the original in material, color, texture, size, shape, profile, configuration, and detail of
installation. Alternative materials will be considered on a case-by-case basis.

6. When replacement of sash, elements, features (functional and decorative), details, or
ornamentation is necessary, it should be based on physical or documentary evidence.

7. If replacement is approved, replacement sash for divided-light windows shall have
through-glass muntins or simulated divided lights with dark anodized spacer bars the
same width as the muntins.

8. Tinted or reflective-coated glass shall not be allowed.

9. Metal or vinyl panning of the wood frame and molding shall not be allowed.

10. Exterior combination storm windows shall have a narrow perimeter framing that does
not obscure the glazing of the primary window. In addition, the meeting rail of the
combination storm window shall align with that of the primary window.

11. Storm window sashes and frames shall have a painted finish that matches the primary
window sash and frame color.

12. Clear or mill finished aluminum frames shall not be allowed.

13. Window frames, sashes, and, if appropriate, shutters, should be of a color based on paint
seriation studies. If an adequate record does not exist, repainting shall be done with
colors that are appropriate to the style and period of the building.
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8.3.6 Entrances/Doors (also refer to Masonry, Wood, Architectural Metals, and
Porches/Stoops)

1. All original or later contributing entrance elements shall be preserved.

2. The original or later contributing entrance design and arrangement of the door openings
shall be retained.

3. Enlarging or reducing entrance/door openings for the purpose of fitting stock (larger or
smaller) doors shall not be allowed.

4. Original or later contributing entrance materials, elements, details and features
(functional and decorative) shall be retained and, if necessary, repaired by patching,
splicing, consolidating or otherwise reinforcing using recognized preservation methods.

5. Deteriorated or missing entrance elements, materials, features (functional and
decorative), details, and ornamentation should be replaced with material and elements
which match the original in material, color, texture, size, shape, profile, configuration
and detail of installation. Alternative materials will be considered on a case-by-case
basis.

6. When replacement is necessary, it should be based on physical or documentary
evidence.

7. Original or later contributing entrance materials, elements, features (functional and
decorative) and details shall not be sheathed or otherwise obscured by other materials.

8. Storm doors (aluminum or wood-framed) shall not be allowed on the primary entrance
unless evidence shows that they had been used. They may be allowed on secondary
entrances. Where allowed, storm doors shall be painted to match the color of the
primary door.

9. Unfinished aluminum storm doors shall not be allowed.

10. Replacement door hardware should replicate the original or be appropriate to the style
and period of the building.

11. Buzzers, alarms and intercom panels, where allowed, shall be flush mounted and
appropriately located.

12. Entrance elements should be of a color based on paint seriation studies. If an adequate
record does not exist, repainting shall be done with colors that are appropriate to the
style and period of the building/entrance.

8.3.7 Porches/Stoops (also refer to Masonry, Wood, Architectural Metals,
Entrances/Doors, Roofs, and Accessibility)

1. All original or later contributing porch elements shall be preserved.
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2. Original or later contributing porch and stoop materials, elements, features (functional
and decorative), details, and ornamentation shall be retained if possible and, if necessary,
repaired using recognized preservation methods.

3. Deteriorated or missing porch and stoop materials, elements, features (functional and
decorative), details and ornamentation should be replaced with material and elements
which match the original in material, color, texture, size, shape, profile, configuration
and detail of installation. Alternative materials will be considered on a case-by-case
basis.

4. When replacement is necessary, it should be based on physical or documentary
evidence.

5. Original or later contributing porch and stoop materials, elements, features (functional
and decorative), details and ornamentation shall not be sheathed or otherwise obscured
by other materials.

6. Porch and stoop elements should be of a color based on paint seriation studies. If an
adequate record does not exist repainting shall be done with colors that are appropriate
to the style and period of the building/porch and stoop.

8.3.8 Lighting

1. There are several aspects of lighting related to the exterior of the building and
landscape:

a. Lighting fixtures as appurtenances to the building or elements of architectural
ornamentation.

b. Quality of illumination on building exterior.
c. Security lighting.

2. Wherever integral to the building, original or later contributing lighting fixtures shall be
retained and, if necessary, repaired by patching, piercing in or reinforcing the lighting
fixture using recognized preservation methods.

3. Deteriorated or missing lighting fixture materials, elements, features (functional and
decorative), details, and ornamentation should be replaced with material and elements
which match the original in material, color, texture, size, shape, profile, configuration,
and detail of installation. Alternative materials will be considered on a case-by-case
basis.

4. When replacement is necessary, it should be based on physical or documentary
evidence.

5. Original or later contributing lighting fixture materials, elements, features (functional
and decorative), details, and ornamentation shall not be sheathed or otherwise obscured
by other materials.

6. Supplementary illumination may be added where appropriate to the current use of the
building.
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7. New lighting shall conform to any of the following approaches as appropriate to the
building and to the current or projected use:

a. Reproductions of original or later contributing fixtures, based on physical or
documentary evidence.

b. Accurate representation of the original period, based on physical or documentary
evidence.

c. Retention or restoration of fixtures which date from an interim installation and
which are considered to be appropriate to the building and use.

d. New lighting fixtures which are differentiated from the original or later contributing
fixture in design and which illuminate the exterior of the building in a way which
renders it visible at night and compatible with its environment.

8. The location of new exterior lighting shall fulfill the functional intent of the current use
without obscuring the building form or architectural detailing.

9. No exposed conduit shall be allowed on the building.

10. Architectural night lighting is encouraged, provided the lighting installations minimize
night sky light pollution. High efficiency fixtures, lamps and automatic timers are
recommended.

11. On-site mock-ups of proposed architectural night lighting may be required.

8.3.9 Roofs (also refer to Masonry, Wood, Architectural Metals, and Roof Projections)

1. The roof shapes and original or later contributing roof material of the existing building
shall be preserved.

2. Original or later contributing roofing materials such as slate, wood trim, elements,
features (decorative and functional), details and ornamentation, such as cresting, shall be
retained and, if necessary, repaired by patching or reinforcing using recognized
preservation methods.

3. Deteriorated or missing roofing materials, elements, features (functional and decorative),
details and ornamentation shall be replaced with material and elements which match the
original in material, color, texture, size, shape, profile, configuration and detail of
installation.

4. When replacement is necessary, it should be based on physical or documentary
evidence.

5. If using the same material is not technically or economically feasible, then compatible
substitute material may be considered.

6. Original or later contributing roofing materials, elements, features (functional and
decorative), details and ornamentation shall not be sheathed or otherwise obscured by
other materials.
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7. Unpainted mill-finished aluminum shall not be allowed for flashing, gutters and
downspouts. All replacement flashing and gutters should be copper or match the original
material and design (integral gutters shall not be replaced with surface-mounted).

8. External gutters and downspouts should not be allowed unless it is based on physical or
documentary evidence.

8.3.10 Roof Projections (includes satellite dishes, antennas and other communication
devices, louvers, vents, chimneys, and chimney caps; also refer to Masonry,
Wood, Architectural Metals, and Roofs)

1. New roof projections shall not be visible from the public way.

2. New mechanical equipment should be reviewed to confirm that it is no more visible than
the existing.

8.3.11 Additions

1. Additions can significantly alter the historic appearance of the buildings. An exterior
addition should only be considered after it has been determined that the existing
building cannot meet the new space requirements.

2. New additions shall be designed so that the character-defining features of the building
are not radically changed, obscured, damaged or destroyed.

3. New additions should be designed so that they are compatible with the existing building,
although they should not necessarily be imitative of an earlier style or period.

4. New additions shall not obscure the front of the building.

5. New additions shall be of a size, scale, and materials that are in harmony with the
existing building.

8.3.12 Accessibility

1. Alterations to existing buildings for the purposes of providing accessibility shall provide
persons with disabilities the level of physical access to historic properties that is
required under applicable law, consistent with the preservation of each property’s
significant historical features, with the goal of providing the highest level of access with
the lowest level of impact. Access modifications for persons with disabilities shall be
designed and installed to least affect the character-defining features of the property.
Modifications to some features may be allowed in providing access, once a review of
options for the highest level of access has been completed.

2. A three-step approach is recommended to identify and implement accessibility
modifications that will protect the integrity and historic character of the property:

a. Review the historical significance of the property and identify character-defining
features;

b. Assess the property’s existing and proposed level of accessibility;
c. Evaluate accessibility options within a preservation context.
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3. Because of the complex nature of accessibility, the Commission will review proposals on
a case-by-case basis. The Commission recommends consulting with the following
document which is available from the Commission office: U.S. Department of the
Interior, National Park Service, Cultural Resources, Preservation Assistance Division;
Preservation Brief 32 “Making Historic Properties Accessible” by Thomas C. Jester and
Sharon C. Park, AIA.

8.3.13 Renewable Energy Sources

1. Renewable energy sources, including but not limited to solar energy, are encouraged for
the site.

2. Before proposing renewable energy sources, the building’s performance shall be
assessed and measures to correct any deficiencies shall be taken. The emphasis shall be
on improvements that do not result in a loss of historic fabric. A report on this work shall
be included in any proposal for renewable energy sources.

3. Proposals for new renewable energy sources shall be reviewed by the Commission on a
case-by-case basis for potential physical and visual impacts on the building and site.

4. Refer to the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation & Illustrated
Guidelines on Sustainability for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings for general guidelines.

8.3.14 Building Site

1. The general intent is to preserve the existing or later contributing site and landscape
features that enhance the property.

2. It is recognized that often the environment surrounding the property has character,
scale and street pattern quite different from what existed when the building was
constructed. Thus, changes must frequently be made to accommodate the new
condition, and the landscape treatment can be seen as a transition between the historic
property and its newer surroundings.

3. All original or later contributing features of the building site that are important in
defining its overall historic character shall be retained and, if necessary, repaired using
recognized preservation methods. This may include but is not limited to open green
space, walls, fences, steps, walkways, paths, roads, vegetation, landforms, furnishings and
fixtures, decorative elements, and water features. (See section 9.0 for subsurface
features such as archaeological resources or burial grounds.)

4. Deteriorated or missing site features should be replaced with material and elements
which match the original in material, color, texture, size, shape, profile, configuration
and detail of installation. Alternative materials will be considered on a case-by-case
basis.

5. When replacement is necessary, it should be based on physical or documentary
evidence.
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6. The existing landforms of the site shall not be altered unless shown to be necessary for
maintenance of the designated property’s structure or site.

7. If there are areas where the terrain is to be altered, these areas shall be surveyed and
documented to determine the potential impact to important landscape features.

8. The historic relationship between buildings and the landscape shall be retained. Grade
levels should not be changed if it would alter the historic appearance of the building and
its relation to the site.

9. Buildings should not be relocated if it would diminish the historic character of the site.

10. When they are required by a new use, new site features (such as parking areas,
driveways, or access ramps) should be as unobtrusive as possible, retain the historic
relationship between the building or buildings and the landscape, and be compatible
with the historic character of the property. Historic rock outcroppings like puddingstone
should not be disturbed by the construction of new site features.

11. Original or later contributing layout and materials of the walks, steps, and paved areas
shall be maintained. Consideration will be given to alterations if it can be shown that
better site circulation is necessary and that the alterations will improve this without
altering the integrity of the designated property.

12. When they are necessary for security, protective fencing, bollards, and stanchions
should be as unobtrusive as possible.

13. Existing healthy plant materials which are in keeping with the historic character of the
property shall be maintained. New plant materials should be appropriate to the character
of the site.

14. Maintenance of, removal of, and additions to plant materials should consider restoration
of views of the designated property.

15. The Boston Landmarks Commission encourages removal of non-historic fencing as
documentary evidence indicates.

16. The Boston Landmarks Commission recognizes that the designated property must
continue to meet city, state, and federal goals and requirements for resiliency and safety
within an ever-changing coastal flood zone and environment.

8.3.15 Interior Spaces, Features, and Finishes

1. The floor plan and interior spaces, features, and finishes that are important in defining
the overall historic character of the building shall be retained and preserved.

2. Original or later contributing interior materials, features, details, surfaces and
ornamentation shall be repaired, if necessary, by patching, splicing, consolidating, or
otherwise reinforcing the materials using recognized preservation methods.

3. Deteriorated or missing interior materials, features, details, surfaces, and ornamentation
should be replaced with materials and elements which match the original in material,
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color, texture, size, shape, profile, and detail of installation. Alternative materials will be
considered on a case-by-case basis.

4. When replacement of materials or elements is necessary, it should be based on physical
or documentary evidence.

5. When necessary, appropriate surface treatments such as cleaning, paint removal, and
reapplication of protective coating systems shall be applied to historic materials
(including plaster, masonry, wood, and metals) which comprise interior spaces.

6. Damaged or deteriorated paint and finishes shall be removed only to the next sound
layer using the gentlest method possible prior to repainting or refinishing using
compatible paint or other coating systems.

7. New material that is installed shall not obscure or damage character-defining interior
features or finishes.

8. New or additional systems required for a new use for the building, such as bathrooms
and mechanical equipment, should be installed in secondary spaces to preserve the
historic character of the most significant interior spaces.

9. New mechanical and electrical wiring, ducts, pipes, and cables shall be installed in
closets, service areas, and wall cavities to preserve the historic character of interior
spaces, features, and finishes.

10. New, code-required stairways or elevators should be located in secondary and service
areas of the historic building.

8.3.16 Guidelines

The following are additional Guidelines for the treatment of the historic property:

1. Should any major restoration or construction activity be considered for a property, the
Boston Landmarks Commission recommends that the proponents prepare a historic
building conservation study and/or consult a materials conservator early in the planning
process.

a. The Boston Landmarks Commission specifically recommends that any work on
masonry, wood, metals, or windows be executed with the guidance of a professional
building materials conservator.

2. Should any major restoration or construction activity be considered for a property’s
landscape, the Boston Landmarks Commission recommends that the proponents
prepare a historic landscape report and/or consult a landscape historian early in the
planning process.

3. When reviewing an application for proposed alterations, the Commission will consider
whether later addition(s) and/or alteration(s) can, or should, be removed on a
case-by-case basis. Since it is not possible to provide one general guideline, the following
factors will be considered in determining whether a later addition(s) and/or alteration(s)
can, or should, be removed include:
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a. Compatibility with the original property's integrity in scale, materials and
character.

b. Historic association with the property.
c. Quality in the design and execution of the addition/alteration.
d. Functional usefulness.

8.4 List of Character-defining Features

Character-defining features are the significant observable and experiential aspects of a historic
resource, whether a single building, landscape, or multi-property historic district, that define its
architectural power and personality. These are the features that should be identified, retained, and
preserved in any restoration or rehabilitation scheme in order to protect the resource’s integrity.

Character-defining elements include, for example, the overall shape of a building and its materials,
craftsmanship, decorative details and features, as well as the various aspects of its site and
environment. They are critically important considerations whenever preservation work is
contemplated. Inappropriate changes to historic features can undermine the historical and
architectural significance of the resource, sometimes irreparably.

Below is a list that identifies the physical elements that contribute to the unique character of the
historic resource. The items listed in this section should be considered important aspects of the
historic resource and changes to them should be approved by commissioners only after careful
consideration.

The character-defining features for this historic resource include:

1. Relationship of the buildings to each other and the surrounding landscape.
2. Church grounds as an open green space.
3. The perimeter property fence and entry gates (including both metal gates and brick piers).
4. The historic drives and paths on the grounds.
5. Massing of buildings, including projecting pavilions.
6. Roof shape and pitch of the Meetinghouse and Putnam Chapel, including the steeple and

weathervane.
7. The four-face steeple clock and the steeple bell.
8. Exterior cladding and ornamentation of the Meetinghouse and Putnam Chapel, including but

not limited to clapboard and flushboard siding, corner quoins, rusticated piers, pilasters,
molded entablatures, modillions, and finials.

9. Door and window opening placement on all elevations of the Meetinghouse and Putnam
Chapel.

10. Palladian windows on the west and east elevations of the Meetinghouse.
11. Door and window materials and details of the Meetinghouse and Putnam Chapel, including

but not limited to wood doors, fanlights, wood sashes, molded casings, entablatures,
modillions, and wood blinds.

12. The interior of the Sanctuary, including but not limited to:
a. pews on both the main floor and gallery level; pew gates and hardware;
b. cast iron columns supporting the gallery;
c. pulpit, including pilasters, paneling, moldings;
d. Hook and Hastings organ;
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e. trompe l’oeil painting behind the organ;
f. wall clock (the clock currently in place is a modest reproduction, but the original

Simon Willard clock – currently on loan to the Willard Clock Museum – should be
considered an important character-defining feature);

g. original or historic lighting, including the chandelier and wall sconces;
h. memorial plaques;
i. original or historic materials, including wood floor planks (probably original) and

upholstery on pews; also, original wood trim, plaster, and paneling in the attic;
j. and original or historic ornament, including ceiling ornament and other interior

decorative elements not previously mentioned.
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9.0 ARCHAEOLOGY

All below-ground work within the property shall be reviewed by the Boston Landmarks Commission
and City Archaeologist to determine if work may impact known or potential archaeological
resources. An archaeological survey shall be conducted if archaeological sensitivity exists and if
impacts to known or potential archaeological resources cannot be mitigated after consultation with
the City Archaeologist. All archaeological mitigation (monitoring, survey, excavation, etc.) shall be
conducted by a professional archaeologist under a State Archaeological Permit. The professional
archaeologist should meet the Secretary of the Interior’s Professional Qualifications Standards for
Archaeology.

Refer to Section 8.3 for any additional Standards and Criteria that may apply.
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10.0 SEVERABILITY

The provisions of these Standards and Criteria (Design Guidelines) are severable and if any of their
provisions shall be held invalid in any circumstances, such invalidity shall not affect any other
provisions or circumstances.
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Feb. 3, 2023 

RACE & SLAVERY AT THE FIRST CHURCH IN ROXBURY 
THE COLONIAL PERIOD (1631–1775) 

 

 
First Church in Roxbury voting in favor of racially segregated seating. FCR-AR, 31 (seq. 41) (Aug. 31, 1741). 

 

 
“This Day By me the Subscriber was Exposed to Publick Sale by the Candle at Wm. Skinner’s the Swan Tavern, a Negro 
Boy named Joachim alias Cuffee who was a Slave taken from the Portuguese by the Pyrate John Quelch and his Crew…  
the Highest Bidder appearing at the S[ai]d Sale was Paul Dudley Esqr. who Bought the S[ai]d Negro fairly for Twenty 
pounds…” (Boston, Oct. 6, 1705). CO 5/864, p. 274, UK National Archives. 
 

 
Advertisement of First Church in Roxbury member John Greaton. Boston News-Letter (Mar. 29, 1764). 
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why people be mad at me sometimes 

they ask me to remember 

but they want me to remember 

their memories 

and i keep on remembering 

mine. 

 

—Lucille Clifton, response when asked to write a poem “celebrating our 

colonial heritage” for Maryland’s 350th anniversary.*

 
* Kevin Young & Michael S. Glaser (eds.), The Collected Poems of Lucille Clifton, 1965–2010 (Rochester: BOA Editions- 

2012), 262; Charles H. Rowell, “An Interview with Lucille Clifton,” Callaloo, vol. 22, no. 1 (Winter 1999), 57; Elizabeth 
Alexander, The Trayvon Generation (New York: Grand Central Publishing, 2022), 17–19. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Founded in 1631 by English settlers on Massachuset land, the First Church in Roxbury was 

among the earliest churches established in New England. For three hundred and fifty years, 

through five meeting houses, people worshipped here. Currently, the premises is home to 

the Unitarian Universalist Urban Ministry, an organization working to advance racial justice. 

UUUM, in partnership with the Roxbury Historical Society, have commissioned the 

following report on slavery at the First Church in Roxbury.1 

At least fifty-eight human beings—Black and Indigenous men, women, and children—were 

enslaved by First Church’s white parishioners. That number, of course, is a significant 

undercount: the records do not tell us about everyone. A few like Maria, burned to death for 

setting aflame her enslaver’s house, have stories we can tell in some detail. But little is known 

of most. All faced the grueling horrors of chattel slavery. We might begin with their names.   

People of Color at the First Church in Roxbury, 1631–1775 

NAME Race Status Enslaver Notes 

EZBON Indigenous Enslaved Unnamed 
member of First 
Church 

“an Indian, hopefully Godly, haveing lived 
10 yeare among the English, could read, 
desired to serve God &c”; died, Aug. 6, 
1646.1 Enslaved in the Pequot War.2 

NAN Indigenous Enslaved Pastor Thomas 
Weld 

“Mr Weld’s captive Indian dyed, who also 
was hopefull”; died Aug. 7, 1646.3 Enslaved 
in the Pequot War.4 

JOHN WAMPUS Indigenous Servant; 
Free 

 Wampus’s father sent his son to live with 
First Church elder Isaac Heath (1640s & 
50s) so he could be educated in the Christian 
religion at Eliot’s grammar school in 
Roxbury.5 

SYLVANUS 

WARRO 
Black Enslaved Deacon William 

Parks / Daniel 
Gookin 

Re-enslaved in 1672 by court order 
following the birth of his child with 
Elizabeth Parker, a white woman.6 

“AN INDIAN 

BOY OF 

HOLBROOK’S” 

Indigenous Enslaved John Holbrook “An Indian boy of Holbrook’s dyed of the 
pox,” Jan. 5, 1679.7 Enslaved in King 
Philip’s War.8 

“AN INDIAN 

GIRL OF MR 

DUDLY” 

Indigenous Enslaved Joseph Dudley “An Indian girl of Mr Dudly, neer well of ō 
pox, fell a bleeding & bled to death,” Apr. 
18, 1679.9 Enslaved in King Philip’s War.10 

MARIA Black Enslaved Joshua Lambe Convicted for setting two houses on fire, 
including her enslaver’s; sentenced to be 
burned to death in 1681.11 

PETE / PETER Indigenous Enslaved Joseph Dudley Died, Aug. 14, 1687.12 

THOMAS 

BEDUNAH 
Black Free  Married a white First Church in Roxbury 

member named Lydia Craft in 1703.13 Father 
of Elizabeth, Benjamin, Joseph, Abigail, 
Lydia, Ebenezer, and Moses.14 
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ELIZABETH 

BEDUNAH 
Black Free  Thomas & Lydia Bedunah’s daughter; sister 

of Benjamin, Joseph, Abigail, Lydia, 
Ebenezer, and Moses.15 

BENJAMIN 

BEDUNAH 
Black Free  Thomas & Lydia Bedunah’s son; brother of 

Elizabeth, Joseph, Abigail, Lydia, Ebenezer, 
and Moses.16 Rests in Eliot Burial Ground.17 

JOSEPH 

BEDUNAH 
Black Free  Thomas & Lydia Bedunah’s son; brother of 

Elizabeth, Benjamin, Abigail, Lydia, 
Ebenezer, and Moses.18 Baptized, Nov. 11, 
1748.19 

ABIGAIL 

BEDUNAH 
Black Free  Thomas & Lydia Bedunah’s daughter; sister 

of Elizabeth, Benjamin, Joseph, Lydia, 
Ebenezer, and Moses.20 

LYDIA 

BEDUNAH 
Black Free  Thomas & Lydia Bedunah’s daughter; sister 

of Elizabeth, Benjamin, Joseph, Abigail, 
Ebenezer, and Moses.21 

EBENEZER 

BEDUNAH 
Black Free  Thomas & Lydia Bedunah’s son; brother of 

Elizabeth, Benjamin, Joseph, Abigail, Lydia, 
and Moses.22 Baptized, Jul. 28, 1745.23 

MOSES 

BEDUNAH 
Black Free  Thomas & Lydia Bedunah’s son; brother of 

Elizabeth, Benjamin, Joseph, Abigail, Lydia, 
and Ebenezer.24 Baptized, Sep. 1750.25 

JOACHIM / 

CUFFEE 
Black Enslaved Paul Dudley “a Boy of fourteen years of Age (for the 

Negroe was no more),” Oct. 6, 1705.26 

AMOS HILL Black Likely 
free 

 Owned the covenant & baptized, Jun. 
1706.27 

SIMON 

GOSSAN 
Black Likely 

free 
 Owned the covenant & baptized, Jun. 

1706.28 

JAMES TRUSTY Black Likely 
free 

 Owned the covenant, Oct. 1709.29 

DAN Black Enslaved Joseph Ruggles 
Sr. 

Owned the covenant & baptized, Dec. 
1712.30 

ANTHONY Black Enslaved John Gore “Anthony a negro man being present Sayes 
yt he bought his Freedom of his master John 
Gore of Roxbury, and that Since yt he came 
into this Town & hath dwelt here a year & 
Eleven moneths. The Sel[ect] men do warn 
him to return to his Late master.” May 4, 
1714.31 

BRILL Black Enslaved Joseph Dudley 
Sr., Rebecca 
Dudley, Joseph 
Dudley Jr. 

Rebecca Dudley’s will, 1722: “My Will is yt 
Brill my Negro Servant within a year after 
my Decease Shall have his Freedome, in the 
mean time to Continue in ye Service of my 
Eldest Son [Joseph Dudley]; And after his 
Freedome that He be ready To wait on my 
Children, So that they may Have ye Refusall 
of his Service.”32 

JEMMY Black Enslaved Joseph Dudley 
Sr., Rebecca 
Dudley, Joseph 

Rebecca Dudley’s will, 1722: “I give Jemmy 
Negro to my Eldest Son [Joseph Dudley].”33 
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Dudley Jr. 

“A LIKELY 

NEGRO 

WOMAN” 

Black Enslaved Ebenezer Dorr “To Be Sold by Ebenezer Dorr of Roxbury, 
a Likely Negro Woman: Any Person inclined 
to buy said Negro will know the true Cause 
why she is Sold,” Oct. 21, 1735.34 

FLORA Black Enslaved Ebenezer Dorr, 
Ebenezer Craft 

Ebenezer Craft, about Jan. 1736, “paid £105 
for a negro girl named Flora to Ebenezer 
Dorr.” Shortly thereafter, Craft wanted to 
return Flora to Dorr.35 

SABEE Black Enslaved Benjamin Eaton Boston (Sr.’s) (enslaved by Edward 
Hutchinson of Boston) husband; marriage 
intention, Aug. 4, 1737.36 Boston (Jr.), 
Caesar, & Peter’s mother.37 

BOSTON (JR.) Black Enslaved Benjamin Eaton Baptized (Second Church in Boston), Nov. 
13, 1737.38 Sabee & Boston Sr.’s son; Caesar 
& Peter’s brother.39 

CAESAR Black Enslaved Benjamin Eaton Baptized (Second Church in Boston), Nov. 
13, 1737.40 Sabee & Boston Sr.’s child; 
Boston Jr. & Peter’s brother.41 

PETER Black Enslaved Benjamin Eaton Baptized (Second Church in Boston), Mar. 2, 
1740.42 Sabee & Boston’s child; Boston Jr. & 
Caesar’s brother.43 

DINA Black Enslaved Ebenezer Craft Richard Champion, a schoolmaster from 
Boston, sold in 1739 for £100 “unto 
Ebenezer Craft, of Roxbury, a negro girl 
named Dina, about eleven years old, 
together with all her wearing apparell.” Dina 
passed away in 1803, at the age of 75.44 

JEFFREY Black Unknown  Owned the covenant, Feb. 14, 1742.45 

BRISTOL Black Unknown  Owned the covenant, Feb. 14, 1742.46 

GUINEA Black Unknown  Owned the covenant, Feb. 14, 1742.47 

PHILLIS Black Unknown  Owned the covenant, Jan. 23, 1743.48 

GUINEA Black Enslaved Paul Dudley Admitted to church fellowship, May 1744.49 

QUAM Black Enslaved William Dudley Dudley’s inventory, 1743: “A negro man 
named Quam … £130.”50 

PETER Black Enslaved William Dudley Dudley’s inventory, 1743: “A negro man 
named Peter … £170.”51 

CAESAR Black Enslaved William Dudley Dudley’s inventory, 1743: “A negro boy 
named Caesar … £160.”52 

FLORA Black Enslaved William Dudley Dudley’s inventory, 1743: “An old negro 
woman, Flora … £40.”53  

PHILLIS Black Enslaved Caleb Stedman Owned the covenant & baptized, Mar. 20, 
1748.54 Mother to a child unnamed in 
Stedman’s inventory.55 

PHILLIS’S 

CHILD 
Black Enslaved Caleb Stedman Stedman’s inventory, Jan. 20, 1749): “A 

Negro Woman and Child … £50.”56 

“A NEGRO Black Enslaved Caleb Stedman Stedman’s inventory, Jan. 20, 1749: “A 
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MAN” Negro Man … £75.”57 

SHARPER Black Enslaved John Williams Ran away from his enslaver, Aug. 29, 1749.58 

FORTUNE Black Enslaved Ebenezer Newell Owned the covenant & baptized, Apr. 18, 
1756.59 Guinea & Jonathan’s mother.60 

GUINEA Black Enslaved Ebenezer Newell Baptized, Apr. 18, 1756.61 Fortune’s 
daughter; Jonathan’s sister.62 

JONATHAN Black Enslaved Ebenezer Newell Baptized, Sep. 5, 1756.63 Fortune’s son; 
Guinea’s brother.64 

DINAH Black Enslaved Ebenezer Craft Owned the covenant & baptized, May 16, 
1756.65 

KETURAH Black Enslaved Thomas Seaver Owned the covenant & baptized, Sep. 12, 
1756.66 Phebe & Susannah’s mother.67 

PHEBE Black Enslaved Thomas Seaver Baptized, Sep. 12, 1756.68 Keturah’s 
daughter; Susannah’s sister.69 Seaver’s 
inventory: “Two Negro Garls @ £40 
each.”70 

SUSANNAH Black Enslaved Thomas Seaver Baptized, Sep. 12, 1756.71 Keturah’s 
daughter; Phebe’s sister.72 Seaver’s inventory: 
“Two Negro Garls @ £40 each.”73 

PETER Black Unknown  Elizabeth’s husband; Simon’s father.74 

ELIZABETH Black Unknown  Peter’s wife; Simon’s mother.75 

SIMON Black Unknown  Baptized, Apr. 22, 1759; Peter & Elizabeth’s 
son.76 

TOBIAS Black Enslaved William Williams Owned the covenant & baptized, Oct. 3, 
1762.77 

“A NEGRO 

MALE CHILD” 
Black Enslaved John Greaton “To be given away at Roxbury, A Negro 

Male Child of an excellent Breed,” Mar. 29, 
1764.78 

MOTHER OF 

“A NEGRO 

MALE CHILD” 

Black Enslaved John Greaton Greaton almost certainly enslaved the 
mother, and perhaps the father, if he owned 
her child. 

ISHMAEL Black Enslaved Joseph Ruggles Owned the covenant, Oct. 7, 1764.79 
Venus’s husband; Richard & Roxbury’s 
father.80 

VENUS Black Enslaved Joseph Ruggles Owned the covenant & baptized, Oct. 7, 
1764.81 Ishmael’s wife; Richard & Roxbury’s 
mother.82 

RICHARD Black Enslaved Joseph Ruggles Baptized, Oct. 7, 1764.83 Ishmael & Venus’s 
son; Roxbury’s brother.84 

“A NEGRO 

GIRL ABOUT 17 

YEARS OF 

AGE” 

Black Enslaved Likely a First 
Church in 
Roxbury 
member 

Advertised for sale Eleazer Williams of the 
First Church in Roxbury, “sold to settle an 
Estate to which she belongs, May 1, 1766.”85 

ROXBURY Black Enslaved Joseph Ruggles Baptized, May 18, 1766.86 Ishmael & Venus’s 
son; Richard’s brother.87 

PHILLIS / 

PHYLIS 
Black Enslaved John Williams Owned the covenant & baptized, Dec. 21, 

1766.88 
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PHILLIS Black Unknown  Admitted to church fellowship, Apr. 3, 
1768.89 

BRISTOW Black Enslaved Eleazor Williams 
& Thomas 
Williams 

Williams’s will, 1768: “I also Give to my Said 
Son Thomas my negro man Bristow and all 
my other Estate not herein before named.”90 

CATO Black Enslaved Major Bayard Baptized, Sep. 3, 1769.91 London & Phillis’s 
son.92 

LONDON Black Enslaved Major Bayard Phillis’s husband; Cato’s father.93 

PHILLIS Black Enslaved Major Bayard London’s wife; Cato’s mother.94 

PRINCE Black Enslaved William 
Bowdoin 

Baptized, Dec. 10, 1769; Phillis’s husband.95  

PHILLIS Black Enslaved William 
Bowdoin 

Baptized, Dec. 10, 1769; Prince’s wife.96 

CUFFE Black Enslaved Isaac Winslow Sold by Winslow to an Edward Bardin, from 
whom Cuffe ran away in Dec. 1769.97 

UNKNOWN  Enslaved Joseph Richards Roxbury Tax Valuation, 1771: “Servants for 
Life, between 14 and 45 Years of Age – 1.”98 

“A NEGRO 

MAN” 
 Enslaved Joseph Williams Williams’s inventory, 1772: “A Negro Man 

… £13-06-8.”99 

UNKNOWN  Enslaved Robert Williams Roxbury Tax Valuation, 1771: “Servants for 
Life, between 14 and 45 Years of Age – 
1.”100 

JUBA Black Enslaved William 
Bowdoin 

Bowdoin’s inventory, 1773: “An Old Negro 
Man Named Juba being a charge to the 
Estate was given to the Rev. Mr West.”101 

CUFFE Black Enslaved William Fulton Baptized, Feb. 27, 1774.102 

BOSTON Black Enslaved Benjamin 
Williams 

Sold by Benjamin Dolbeare, administrator of 
the estate of Nathaniel Loring, to Benjamin 
Williams, Jun. 1, 1774.103 

BOSTON Black Enslaved Nathaniel 
Ruggles 

Ruggles’s will, 1780: “And I give to my 
Negro Man Boston in Case he behaves well 
to the approbation of my Executors untill he 
is to be discharged by my agreement with 
him, a Cow to be delivered him when he is 
to be discharged.”104 

Note: “Owning the covenant” involved “attesting to a statement of faith” in God, and provided a path to church membership 

(“halfway” membership) without having “undergone a conversion and been admitted to the Lord’s Supper” (full membership).105
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footnote1 

This report joins several others on churches’ deep entanglement with slavery in and around 

Boston.2 It should be emphasized that the report is merely an introduction to the history of 

slavery at the First Church in Roxbury. The timeframe of study is also limited, ending in 

1775. There is still more work to be done, more stories to be told. 

A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF SLAVERY IN NEW ENGLAND 

Most Americans think of slavery in the United States as an exclusively Southern 

phenomenon. The truth is that slavery also thrived in the North and was essential to the 

development of New England.3 Owning human beings—African-descended and Native 

people—was commonplace in the region. The slave economy was not only connected to the 

rich but also to middling settlers such as craftsmen, sailors, and farmwives. Nor was slavery 

was limited to port cities or large towns: it seeped into the New England interior.4 

Massachusetts was the first British North American colony to legalize slavery by statute; in 

the following years, other northern colonies would do the same.5  

Many enslaved people worked on farms, raising vegetables, forage crops, fruits, horses, 

cattle, and sheep. Most farms were relatively small, save for those in southern Rhode Island 

and eastern Connecticut. But enslaved New Englanders could be found working in every 

occupation, trade, and industry. They engaged in forestry, shipbuilding, fishing, whaling, 

privateering, manufacturing, printing, construction, lumbering, candlemaking, iron forging, 

ropemaking, rum distilling, spinning, sailing (including on slave ships), sailmaking; they were 
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house servants, cooks, laundresses, maids, nurses, coachmen, attendants, butlers, valets, 

blacksmiths, carpenters, coopers, bakers, tailors, sawyers, managers; they worked in homes, 

tanneries, cooperage plants, factories, ships, shipyards, and every other place of employment 

in the region. They were often skilled in several different trades at once, a fact enslavers’ 

touted when selling their human property.6 When James Jarvis, “Innholder of Roxbury,” 

resolved to sell a young Black woman—or as he put it, in the crude language of an enslaver 

hoping to receive top dollar for his human property—“A Very likely young Negro Wench,” 

he boasted that she could “Knit, Card, Spin, make Butter and Cheese, and do any sort of 

Household Work.”7 

 
Fig. 1: Boston News-Letter (Mar. 1, 1739). 

 

Trade with the slave societies of the West Indies formed the foundation of colonial New 

England’s economy.8 Ships built in New England, crewed by New England men, carried a 

wide array of goods—enslaved people, fish, livestock, and timber, to name just a few—to 

provision sugar plantations in the West Indies. These human and non-human commodities 

were traded for slave-produced goods such as sugar, molasses, and rum, and then re-

exported throughout the Atlantic world (some goods were consumed locally). New England 

distilleries turned molasses into rum, which, being a major currency of the transatlantic slave 

trade, was exchanged in West Africa for human beings. Most of these Africans would be 

sold in the West Indies (others were sold in New England and elsewhere in the Americas). 

Their forced labor would produce the molasses which New Englanders would turn to rum 

to then purchase more slaves from West Africa, in a constant exchange of human and other 

commodities between the mainland colonies, West Africa, and the West Indies.9 As Wendy 

Warren has put it, New England “in many ways depended on plantation slavery—those 

plantations were simply offshore.”10 

Massachusetts was the leading British North American slave-trading colony until 

approximately 1700, when another New England colony, Rhode Island, overtook them in 

slave-trading dominance.11 As early as 1644, Massachusetts merchants began outfitting ships 

specifically to trade rum and other goods for enslaved people in West Africa and 

transporting them to the West Indies. New Englanders of all occupations, not only wealthy 

merchants, invested in the transatlantic trade in human flesh.12 Nor was New Englanders’ 
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slave-trading limited to Africans. Indeed, mass enslavement of Indians in the region began 

only a few years after the founding of Massachusetts Bay, during the Pequot War (1636–38), 

though the British began enslaving Natives in the region over three decades earlier. In the 

seventeenth-century, British colonists sold, at minimum, hundreds of Indians into slavery 

overseas—primarily to the Caribbean, and some to the Azores, Spain and Tangier in North 

Africa.13 

PEOPLE OF COLOR IN THE FIRST CHURCH IN ROXBURY RECORDS 

Unlike whites, people of color appeared in First Church in Roxbury records alongside a 

notation of their race. This practice, which reinforced the “otherness” of Black and 

Indigenous people—and their Christianity—was universal among churches in colonial New 

England.14 When Nan—enslaved by First Church’s inaugural pastor, Thomas Weld—passed 

away in 1646, the church simply noted that “Nan, Mr Weld’s captive Indian died, who also 

was hopefull.”15 The church failed to dignify another deceased Indian (d. 1678) with a name: 

he was only referred to as “an Indian boy of Holbrook’s.”16 Phillis’s baptism in 1744 was 

recorded as “Phillis, a negro baptized,” while the baptism records of white congregants 

Abraham Morgan (bp. 1648) and Abigail Williams (bp. 1755) included their first and last 

names without any racial marker.17  

Often, people of color’s status (i.e., free or enslaved) was specified in First Church records, 

and if they were enslaved, so was their enslaver’s name. The word “slave,” however, does 

not appear in the church records: First Church congregants (and white New Englanders 

more generally) employed euphemisms such as “servant” to delineate a human being’s status 

as chattel. Guinea, for instance, was described as “a negro serv[an]t maid to Judge [Paul] 

Dudley”; Tobias, as “a negro man belonging to William Williams.”18 Sometimes, enslaved 

people’s family members were noted—though only if their enslaver owned them too. When 

First Church baptized a child named Richard, it noted that he was “the son of Ishmael & 

Venus[,] negro servants to Jos. Ruggles.”19 Keturah and her daughters Phebe and Susannah, 

all baptized on the same day, were similarly characterized: Keturah as “a negro woman 

belonging to Tho. Seaver”; Phebe and Susannah, listed directly below her, each as “the 

daughter to s[ai]d Keturah.”20  

More African-descended than Indigenous people affiliated with the First Church in Roxbury, 

a trend in most New England churches. In the eighteenth century, no Indians appear in the 

First Church records, though this does not mean that Indians did not attend First Church in 

these years.21 
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Fig. 2a: “Ezbon, an Indian, hopefully Godly, having lived 10 years among [the] English, could read, [and] 
desired to know God &c. dyed.” “Nan, Mr Weld’s captive Indian dyed, who also was hopefull.” Register of 
Deaths. FCR-RB (seq. 229). 

 

 
Fig. 2b: “an Indian Boy of Holbrooks dyed of the pox.” Register of Deaths. FCR-RB (seq. 250). 

 

 
Fig. 2c: “Guinea negro serv[an]t maid to Judge Dudley.” Register of Baptisms. FCR-RB (seq. 102). 

 

 
Fig. 2d: “Tobias, a Negro Man belonging to William Williams.” “Ishmael, & Venus, Negro servants of Joseph 
Ruggles.” Register of Baptisms. FCR-RB (seq. 115). 

 

 
Fig. 2e: “Venus, an Adult Woman Negro serv[an]t Belonging to Joseph Ruggles.” “Richard, the Son of Ishmael 
& Venus the Negro Servants of Jos. Ruggles.” Register of Baptisms. FCR-RB (seq. 136). 

 

 
Fig. 2f: “Keturah, a Negro woman Belonging to Mr. Thos. Seaver.” “Phebe, the Daughter of s[ai]d Keturah.” 
“Susannah, The Daughter of s[ai]d Keturah.” Register of Baptisms. FCR-RB (seq. 130). 

 

At the First Church in Roxbury, there was one exception to the practice of recording the 

race of nonwhite people: the Bedunah family, whom the historian Gloria Whiting has 

written about at length.22 Thomas Bedunah was a free Black man who married and raised a 

family with a white woman named Lydia Craft in 1703. As marriages could be performed by 
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either pastors or Justices of the Peace, the couple had multiple options in their hometown of 

Roxbury: they could approach First Church Pastor Nehemiah Walter or one of the local 

Justices of the Peace, Paul Dudley or James Bailey. Instead, in what had been a cold, snowy 

October, they trudged to Boston, deciding to perform their nuptials at the residence of 

Justice of the Peace Samuel Sewall. In some ways, Sewall was unusual among his fellow 

white New Englanders: a few years prior, he had expressed antislavery sentiments. In 

others—like the anti-Black views he simultaneously expressed—he was much more 

conventional. Sewall had previously wed enslaved Black couples, and perhaps this was why 

Thomas and Lydia strategically chose to approach him instead of his Roxbury counterparts.23  

While Black and white people had long engaged in sexual and romantic relationships—

including at First Church, as we will see with an enslaved Black man named Sylvanus Warro 

and a white woman named Elizabeth Parker—according to the available records, Thomas 

and Lydia appear to be the first interracial couple in Massachusetts to request a formal 

marriage.24 In 1703 no legal prohibition existed against interracial marriage in Massachusetts, 

though two years after the Bedunahs’ marriage—which occurred around the same time as an 

influx of enslaved Africans arrived in and around Boston—the colonial legislature passed 

“An Act for the Better Preventing of a Spurious and Mixt Issue” that, among other things, 

banned interracial marriages while securing the right of enslaved people to marry someone 

“of the same nation.”25 (As we will see in the case of an enslaved Black woman at First 

Church named Keturah and her husband, enslavers did not necessarily respect this right.) 

The new law also added punishments for interracial fornication, with penalties differing 

depending on the race and gender of the offenders. In the case of a Black man and white 

woman, both would be “severely whip’d,” and the man would be “sold out of the province.” 

If the man was white and the woman was Black, the man would be “severely whip’d” and 

fined five pounds, and the woman would “be sold, and be sent out of the province.” As 

their marriage was the only recorded interracial marriage in the colony before the law was 

passed, it is quite probable that colonial authorities enacted the new law, at least in part, in 

response to Thomas and Lydia’s union.26 

Judge Sewall wed the couple, but in an unusual decision, chose not to record Thomas 

Bedunah’s race. Around the same time, someone, perhaps Sewall or a First Church member, 

noticed that Lydia became pregnant before she wed; the unknown person informed colonial 

authorities, who had criminalized sex before marriage. Unlike Sewall, the Suffolk County 

court that adjudicated the fornication charge in 1704 noted that Thomas was Black while 

Lydia was white. As the case was adjudicated before the passage of the 1705 “Act for the 

Better Preventing of a Spurious and Mixt Issue,” the court sentenced them to the same 

penalty they would give offenders of the same race.27 
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Thomas Bedunah was likely born in West Africa, stolen from his home and family, and 

survived the treacherous passage to the Americas before somehow managing to regain his 

freedom. One can surmise his origins from his name: no white colonist in Massachusetts was 

named Bedunah, and Badu was an Akan name sometimes given to the tenth-born son of a 

family. As Whiting notes, “Bedunah has a strong phonetic progenitor in a common West 

African given name: Badu or Beduwa.”28 The Akan are from present-day Ghana, what 

Europeans called the Gold Coast after its major export. By the turn of the eighteenth 

century, enslaved people overtook gold as the region’s major export (the neighboring region, 

present-day Togo, Benin, and Nigeria, or Bight of Benin, was already called the Slave Coast 

for its major export).29  

Thomas and Lydia Bedunah had seven children together.30 While Thomas does not appear 

in First Church records, some of his multracial children—or, as colonial authorities referred 

to them, his “Spurious and Mixt Issue”—do, as they were, like their mother, baptized at the 

Roxbury church.31 Like Sewall’s recording of their father’s marriage, First Church chose not 

to document the races of Thomas and Lydia’s nonwhite children who, like their father, 

would go on to marry white partners.32  

At least one of the Bedunah children, Benjamin, rests in Roxbury’s Eliot burial ground; his 

gravestone reads, “In Memory of Benjn Bedunah who died ye 25d of August, AD 1771.”33 

The resting places of the other Bedunahs and those of most Black people who died in 

colonial New England remain unknown. The graves of most colonial-era Black people, 

especially those who were enslaved, are unmarked. Some that had gravestones that are now 

lost. However, historian Caitlin Galante-DeAngelis Hopkins notes that “Most of New 

England’s colonial-era graveyards hold the bones of slaves,” as “most New England 

municipalities maintained unified burying places that segregated black and white graves 

within a shared boundary.” Surely, then, many other people of African descent rest in Eliot 

Burial Ground.34 
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Fig. 3: The Gold Coast & Slave Coast. Negroland and Guinea with the European settlements, explaining what belongs to 
England, Holland, Denmark, &c. Herman Moll (1729). Wikimedia Commons. University of Florida, George A. 
Smathers Libraries. 

 

 
Fig. 4a: “Ebenezar Bodoono” (Ebenezer Bedunah). Register of Baptisms. FCR-RB (seq. 263). 

 

 

 
Fig. 4b: “Joseph Bodoono” (Joseph Bedunah). Register of Baptisms. FCR-RB (seq. 263). 
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Fig. 4c: “Mary, Daughter of Beduna [Thomas and Lydia Bedunah] — all baptized by ye Revd Mr. Walter at his 
own House during his Confinement before his Death.” FCR-RB (seq. 264). 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 5a: Eliot Burial Ground, Roxbury, MA. Benjamin Bedunah (d. Aug. 25, 1771) rests under gravestone A62. 

Historic Burial Grounds Initiative, Boston. 

 
Fig. 5b: Resting place of Benjamin Bedunah, Eliot Burial Ground. 
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Fig. 5c: Benjamin Bedunah’s gravestone (A62), Eliot Burial Ground, Roxbury, MA. “In Memory of Benjn 
Bedunah who died ye 25d of August, AD 1771.” Photo taken by Aabid Allibhai. 

* * * 

No enslaved person at First Church obtained their freedom through baptism. According to 

the Roxbury congregation, baptism did not free the enslaved—a fairly uniform view among 

white Christians in the colonial period.35 As one reverend explained in a 1729 Rhode Island 

sermon, “Christianity maketh no alteration in civil rights.”36 What is more, First Church 

formally acknowledged and endorsed slavery by listing enslaved people by reference to their 

enslaver, as we have seen with Richard and his parents (Richard, “the son of Ishmael & 

Venus negro servants to Jos. Ruggles”).37 “Colonial churches,” summarizes historian Richard 

Boles, “taught that slaves should obey masters just as children should obey parents and 

subjects should submit to the king.”38 

At least one First Church pastor—Nan’s enslaver, Thomas Weld—owned property in 

another’s flesh.39 Weld, however, was far from alone. New England clergy commonly 

enslaved human beings. Cotton Mather enslaved a number of people, including an African 

named Onesimus who introduced the medical practice of inoculation to New England.40 

The famed Reverend Jonathan Edwards of Northampton, Massachusetts, himself ventured 

to Newport, Rhode Island in 1731 to purchase a fourteen-year-old Black girl named Venus, 

the first of several human beings the man would enslave.41 Reverend William Brattle of 

Cambridge enslaved multiple people, including Cicely, who rests in the Old Cambridge 

Burial Ground.42 Ebenezer Thayer, the inaugural pastor of Roxbury’s second church 

founded in 1712 (First Church in West Roxbury), enslaved and sold at least one person, a 
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Black man named Caesar, who subsequently absconded from his future owner in Boston.43 

 
Fig. 6: Boston News-Letter (Dec. 13, 1733). 

 

The most well-known enslavers at the First Church in Roxbury were the Dudleys, 

researched in depth by Wayne Tucker of the Eleven Names Project. William Dudley (son of 

Governor Joseph Dudley and Rebecca Tyng Dudley) enslaved at least four people, all of 

whom were Black: two men, Quam and Peter; a boy named Caesar, and “An old negro 

woman” named Flora. Quam, Peter, Caesar, and Flora do not appear in the First Church in 

Roxbury records, however, because while William was baptized at First Church, he spent 

much of his adult life at a neighboring church, the First Church in West Roxbury.44 

Not to be outdone by his younger brother, Paul enslaved at least four Africans. Paul 

purchased a Black boy named Joachim or Cuffee—whom he described as “a Boy of 

fourteen years of Age (for the Negroe was no more)”—at an auction in Boston in 1705 in 

which at least two Black people were sold as slaves.45 In 1745 a Black woman named Guinea 

was admitted to First Church membership (this may be the same Guinea that was baptized 

in 1742).46 Paul also enslaved Brill and Jimmy, both of whom he received from his mother 

Rebecca Tyng Dudley when she died. Brill was a coachman; we do not know much about 

Jimmy.47 

The governor of Massachusetts Bay, Joseph Dudley (William and Paul’s father), enslaved at 

least two African-descended people, Brill and Jimmy (presumably, Brill and Jimmy were part 

of the unnamed “servants” Joseph bequeathed to his wife Rebecca upon his death),48 and 

two Indigenous people, Peter and “An Indian girl of Mr Dudly, neer well of ō pox, fell a 
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bleeding & bled to death.”49 Peter and the unnamed Native girl were taken captive in King 

Philip’s War and enslaved by Dudley.50  

 
Fig. 7: Boston, New England 6th October 1705. “This Day By me the Subscriber was Exposed to Publick Sale 
by the Candle at Wm. Skinner’s the Swan Tavern, a Negro Boy named Joachim alias Cuffee who was a Slave 
taken from the Portuguese by the Pyrate John Quelch and his Crew and brought into this port among other 
things and by order of the Government. [H]ere The S[ai]d Slave was Exposed to Sale after Some days 
Notification at the Coffee House and other publick places in Writing and was Sett up at 19th: the Highest 
Bidder appearing at the S[ai]d Sale was Paul Dudley Esq. who Bought the S[ai]d Negro fairly for Twenty 
pounds this money as it passes at Eight Shill[ings] p[e]r Ounce Troy.” CO 5/864, p. 274, UK National 
Archives. 

 

RACIAL DISCRIMINATION 

As was the case at all white-run churches in colonial New England, Black and Native 

parishioners at the First Church in Roxbury faced racial discrimination. There is no evidence 

in the First Church records of people of color voting in church affairs or holding leadership 

positions, and as a general rule, churches prohibited Black and Native congregants from 

such privileges. Nevertheless, people of color managed to become church members and 

could participate in most religious rituals. Most members of color were admitted as “halfway 

members” by “owning the covenant, attesting to a statement of faith”; few were admitted to 

full membership, which usually involved professing “their personal experience of God’s 

work of salvation in their life” to church members, who then decided on the parishioner’s 

admission.51 At First Church, only two Black people were admitted to full membership: 

Guinea (1744), enslaved by Paul Dudley, and Phillis (1768), whose status First Church 

records don’t specify.52 No Indians were welcomed as full members, nor were they admitted 

to the more limited “halfway” membership. Nor did First Church baptize any Indians.53 

However, many Natives must have attended First Church from time to time, especially in 

the seventeenth century. Some Natives were enslaved by the church’s parishioners.54 Others 
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were sent to live with First Church members and be educated at Roxbury Grammar 

School.55 First Church minister John Eliot’s missionary efforts would bring still others, 

including several Christian Indians at the Natick “praying town” he founded in 1651. Eliot’s 

primary goal for these “praying towns”—enclaves on which “Praying Indians” would live 

and adopt English culture and religion, isolated from other Indian and English 

communities—was to form Indian congregations, which could be achieved only if church 

elders approved aspiring Indian congregants’ public confessions. Following several days of 

confession in 1652, Eliot failed to obtain approval to certify the Indian congregation at 

Natick, the first of fourteen praying towns the minister would help found. He finally reached 

an agreement with Massachusetts church elders seven long years later. “It was the inclination 

of the Spirit of the Saints, both Magistrates, Elders, and others, that (at le[a]st some of the 

principal of them [Indians at Natick]) should (for a season) be seasoned in Church-

fellowship, in communion with our English Churches, before they should be Churches 

among them selves.” When asked which church they should join, “All with one mouth said, 

that Roxbury Church was called of God to be first in that service of Christ to receive the 

praying Indians.” Eliot and church elders persuaded the Roxbury congregation to agree to the 

arrangement, and First Church voted to receive the Indians. Another confession day was 

held, after which eight Indians were accepted to have fellowship with the Roxbury 

congregation.56 

Puritan missionaries believed that “civilization” was necessary for Indians to become 

Christians. As John Eliot himself stated, Indians must “have visible civility before they can 

rightly enjoy visible sanctities in ecclesiastical communion.”57 This was part of the rationale 

for establishing praying towns. But even after adopting the Christian religion and aspects of 

European culture, they would not be equals. “The praying Indians,” notes one historian, 

“were relegated to a lower caste, yet expected to emulate white behavior.” They would stand 

alone, seen as foreign and suspicious by both other Indians and colonists. Unlike whites, 

Indians had to “reject their ethnic and cultural identity before converting.” Moreover, 

disease, warfare, and other harms brought upon by European settlers severely weakened 

most of the Indian polities that responded to Puritan missionaries; many, that is, were 

already under some political authority of the British. Historian Neal Salisbury concludes that 

“The Indians who responded to the missionaries, then, were not those who freely chose 

‘civilization’ over traditional ways, for those ways were already disappearing under the impact 

of the English invasion.”58 Eliot’s naïve insistence that Natives renounce their own culture 

and identity led him to believe that colonizing Indians was simply a step toward their 

“civilization.” However, Eliot’s “civilizing” mission furthered settlers’ colonization efforts by 

undermining Indians’ cultural and political autonomy.59 

* * * 
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Fig. 8: “Proposed wheather the westerly corner of thee meeting house be a place provided for ye negros to sit 
in so as not to Intrude on ye pews in the said west Galleries & passed in the affirmative.” FCR-AR, 31 (seq. 41) 
(Aug. 31, 1741). 

 

The First Church in Roxbury (again, like all predominantly white churches in colonial New 

England) was interracial but segregated.60 Whites relegated people of color to a particular 

section of the church—usually segregated seating in the balconies or the back of the main 

floor during church services. On August 31, 1741, First Church parishioners “Proposed 

wheather the westerly corner of the meeting house be a place provided for ye negros to set 

in so as not to Intrude on ye pews in the said west Galleries.” The vote “passed in the 

affirmative.”61 Six decades later, in its directions for building the Present (Fifth) Meeting 

House in 1804, the First Church in Roxbury specified that “There will be seats for the 

people of colour, above & back of the singers seats, so as to occupy part of the Tower.”62 In 

December 1773 the Congregational church in Suffield, Massachusetts, “Voted, that the Hind 

flank seat in the upper Gallery on the North side … and that seat and that only be for ye 

Negroes to sit in.”63 In his second autobiography, My Bondage and My Freedom, Frederick 

Douglass recalled that when he arrived in New Bedford, Massachusetts in the 1830s and 

attended the town’s Methodist church, “I was not allowed to sit in the body of the house, 

and I was proscribed on account of my color.”64 Even if racial segregation was not codified 

in writing, it was nevertheless custom in New England churches, as was the case at Nim’s 

church in Litchfield, Connecticut.  
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Figure 9a: Plan of the lower floor of the Present (Fifth) Meeting House (b. 1804). Only whites 
permitted to sit on this floor. FCR-AR, p. 305; FCR-AAM (seq. 10). 
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Figure 9b: Plan of the upper floor of the Present (Fifth) Meeting House (b. 1804). In its directions for building 
the Present (Fifth) Meeting House (b. 1804), the First Church in Roxbury specified: “There will be seats for the 
people of colour, above & back of the of the singers seats, so as to occupy part of the Tower.” The red lines 
mark this area. FCR-AR, 307; FCR-AAM (seq. 10). 

“There will be seats for the people of colour, above & back 

of the of the singers seats, so as to occupy part of the Tower.” 

 

 

APPENDIX



23 

 

One Sunday morning in 1764, three white youths arrived early at the Litchfield church to 

find Nim—a Black man enslaved by one Colonel Ebenezer Marsh—sitting in a pew favored 

by one of the boys. Nim had been making a practice of sitting in this particular pew, “the 

first pew from the southwest corner of the end gallery,” to the great annoyance of white 

church members. The boy could have sat with Nim in the pew’s empty seats, but sharing a 

pew with a Black man was unacceptable to him and other white congregants. Unlike the 

First Church in Roxbury, the Litchfield church apparently never held a formal vote on racial 

segregation. However, according to several church members, Nim was violating a 

longstanding custom of racial segregation. The church, they attested, “had been seated and 

pewed in such Manner that the English and other white People and [white] Freemen of said 

Place by established Custom and Usage had been wont & used to set on Lord’s Day certain 

Places, Seats and Pews exclusive of the black people Servants and Slaves in said Town”; 

“Black People and Slaves by the aforesaid Custom and Usage had been wont according to 

the Appointment of said Town and proprietors of said Meeting House [i.e., the Litchfield 

church] to sit by themselves in certain other seats.” Accordingly, some white congregants 

found Nim’s conduct to be “indecent & unbecoming” and complained that it “tended 

greatly to the Disturbance of the People attending public Worship in said Meeting House as 

well as very insolent for any of said black people and Slaves to set on Lords Days in said 

Meeting House in any of the aforesaid Pews and Seats So by Custom & Usage appropriated 

to the use of said white people.” Several church members complained to Nim’s enslaver 

Colonel Marsh, who, in disapproval of Nim’s “such irregular and indecent Conduct,” 

“strictly charged and forbid the said Nim his said Servant any more sitting in said Pew.” 

Unsatisfied with the colonel’s reprimand, some church members installed “an Iron 

Instrument” on the pew’s door to lock it shut. Nim, however, tore off the device and 

declared “with horrid Oaths” that he would “stew the said Pew with the Gutts or Bowels of 

those who should dare to oppose his sitting in said Pew.”65 

Nim persisted in sitting where he wished, and a few Sundays later, the three youths arrived at 

the Litchfield church early to stop him. But Nim was already there, peacefully sitting in his 

pew. The boys entered the pew and forcefully threw him out. Some church members 

defended the boys’ violence, though others were appalled by such “Rude Prophane and 

unlawful Behavior … greatly to the disturbance of many of his Majesties faithful and 

religious Subjects” in church on the Sabbath. Therefore, two months later, the youths were 

taken to court to account for their assault. Unsurprisingly, the case was resolved in the white 

youths’ favor.66 

Segregated seating would have impacted Nim even if he was free; the custom targeted him 

because of his race (though, as we have just seen, that Nim was enslaved affected how his 

particular situation played out). But enslaved people of color’s Christian practice could be 
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further undermined because of their enslaved status in particular. While records about the 

lives of the enslaved at First Church in Roxbury are exceedingly sparse, Keturah’s experience 

shines some light on this obstruction. 

In 1756, Keturah, a Black woman enslaved by First Church member Thomas Seaver, 

“desired to give up her self to God in Baptism.”67 Seaver did not object; more generally, 

while some Northern enslavers prevented their slaves from being baptized, they opposed the 

practice less than their counterparts in the US South or British Caribbean.68 Still, Keturah 

faced difficulty because her husband’s enslaver, in violation of Massachusetts law, forbade 

the marriage. Keturah and her husband—who, along with his enslaver, goes unnamed in the 

church records, indicating they attended a different church—lived together as if they were 

husband and wife for twelve years and birthed at least two children, Phebe and Susannah, 

both enslaved by Seaver. Because her husband’s enslaver refused them permission to marry, 

they were technically living together in contravention of church principles. But Keturah 

argued her case well, providing First Church with a precedent for someone in her situation 

who was baptized at another church. She also recruited Seaver to “attest[] to her Good 

behaviour.” The matter was then left to the church membership to decide. At their next 

meeting, the church deferred their decision to inquire whether “Due application was made to 

the master of the negro man for liberty to marry, before they lived together as Husband & 

wife.”69 The committee tasked with inquiring into the matter read their report at the 

following meeting, though neither the report itself nor a summary of its findings survive. 

Presumably the church found that Keturah requested permission to marry her partner 

before they began living together because the congregation voted to allow Keturah’s baptism 

to proceed. On September 12, 1756, Keturah and her two daughters were baptized at the 

First Church in Roxbury.70  

A case from another Northern church provides further insight into how enslavers could 

restrict their slaves’ Christian practice. On November 10, 1771 Methodist Joseph Pilmore of 

New York received a letter from “a poor Negro Slave.” “Dear Sir,” wrote the man, “These 

are to acquaint you, that my bondage is such I cannot possibly attend with the rest of the 

Class to receive my Ticket therefore beg you will send it. I wanted much to come to the 

Church at the Watch-night, but could not get leave; but, I bless God that night, I was greatly 

favoured with the spirit of prayer, and enjoyed much of his divine presence. I find the enemy 

of my soul continually striving to throw me off the foundation, but I have that within me 

which bids defiance that may be enabled to bear up under all my difficulties with patient 

resignation to the will of God.” While the man’s enslaver—or “the enemy of my soul”—

prevented his slave from attending church services, he was unable to suppress his slave’s 

resolve to practice his Methodist faith.71  
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Of course, racial discrimination was not limited to the chapel but was ubiquitous in colonial 

New England. In 1741, an “old Negro Fellow” in Roxbury, perhaps a First Church member, 

was whipped to death. The elderly man was “strongly suspected to have stollen some 

Money, or receiv’d it from the Thief,” and was therefore “tied to a Tree in a Pasture and 

whip’d, in order to make him confess, but to no Purpose; and in a short Time after he was 

brought Home, he died.”72 As there were only two churches in Roxbury at the time, with the 

First Church being the oldest and most established, and as there were several white people 

involved in murdering this Black man, and many more complicit in his murder, it is likely 

that some of the killers were First Church members. If the “old Negro Fellow” was 

enslaved, his enslaver may have participated in murdering him. Even if not, the elderly man’s 

enslaver likely wouldn’t have been too troubled that he lost his human property. Throughout 

his life, the enslaved man had made his enslavers wealthier, but in old age—too frail to work 

but in need of housing and food—his enslaver would consider him an inconvenient expense. 

One can see this crude economic calculation firsthand in the probate records of First Church 

parishioner William Bowdoin, who enslaved multiple people throughout his life. When 

Bowdoin died in 1773, appraisers took inventory of his property. One enslaved person, an 

elderly man named Juba, was valued at nothing. Instead, the appraisers noted that “An Old 

Negro Man Named Juba being a Charge to the Estate was given to the Revd. Mr West.”73 

 
Fig. 10: William Bowdoin’s Inventory. “An Old Negro Man Named Juba being a charge to the Estate was 
given to the Rev. Mr West.” SCPR #15317, Inventory (15317:27). 

RESISTANCE 

People of color employed their Christian faith to resist their enslavement, combat racial 

discrimination, and protest church doctrine they deeply opposed. We have witnessed such 

resistance in the lives of Keturah of First Church and the enslaved man of Joseph Pilmore’s 

church in New York. But enslaved New Englanders resisted their bondage in a variety of 

ways, and therefore we would do well to explore a variety of cases. 

One Boston evening in 1740, an enslaved man was ordered to entertain his enslaver’s white 
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dinner guests by impersonating the Reverend George Whitfield. The man thus launched into 

a prayer to a jesting crowd. He followed the prayer with a sermon. Jeering no longer, the 

crowd sat dumbstruck as he rebuked his master: 

I am now come to my Exhortation; and to you my Master after the Flesh: But know I 

have a Master even Jesus Christ my Saviour, who has said that a Man cannot serve two 

Masters. Therefore I claim Jesus Christ to be my right Master; and all that come to him 

he will receive. You know, Master, you have been given to cursing and Swearing and 

blaspheming God’s holy Name, you have been given to be Drunken, a Whoremonger, 

Covetous, a Liar, a Cheat, &c. But know that God has pronounced a Woe against all 

such, and has said that such shall never enter the Kingdom of God. And now to 

conclude (saith he) except you shall repent you shall likewise perish.74 

A decade after the man’s powerful exhortation, the First Church in Brewster, Massachusetts, 

voted to send two deacons to inquire of “Negro woman Ann” why she had “So long 

absented” herself from the church. Ann testified before church members, asserting—as 

summarized by church leaders, who no longer referred to her as “Negro woman Ann,” but 

“Sister Ann”—that her long absence was because, “to her understanding the Doctrine of 

Grace & of Assurance were not preached in ye Chh [church].” Church members attempted 

to convince her that she was mistaken and to return to church services, but she held fast in 

her beliefs and “declared her Purpose to continue at a distance.”75  

A significant way Native peoples resisted racial oppression in the mid-eighteenth New 

England was to form their own churches. Indeed, despite constant conflict from warfare, 

land-stealing, and enslavement by the English, Indian communities persisted and maintained 

the land and other resources necessary to form their own, separate churches led by a 

network of incredibly capable Indian ministers. (African-descended people would obtain the 

resources necessary to form their own churches in the 1790s).76 Most Natives were clustered 

in separate communities and reservations, but they made these separate enclaves, like their 

praying towns, into their own autonomous spaces.77 The historian Linford Fisher observes 

that “The irony of the development of local Indian churches is that the very institutions that 

were supposed to help turn Indians into faithful English subjects in the end were used by 

Indians to create semi-autonomous space within which they could monitor their own 

spiritual lives, exercise a great deal of autonomy, and strengthen intertribal connections.”78  

Enslaved people at the First Church in Roxbury sometimes took a more secular approach to 

resistance, such as running away—a risky undertaking in New England, where white settlers 

had no misgivings about racial chattel slavery and were legally prohibited from harboring 

runaway slaves. For instance, on August 29, 1749, Sharper, a twenty-five-year old Black man, 

absconded from First Church enslaver John Williams, who attempted to recapture the young 
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man: “RAN-away on the 29th of August, from his Master John Williams of Roxbury, a 

Negro Man Servant, named Sharper, a lusty Fellow about 25 Years of Age, speaks good 

English, and is something Battle-harmed: He had on when he went away, a check’d Woolen 

Shirt, a pair of white Trowsers, a pair of grey yarn Stocking, a pair of calf skin Shoes, with 

large pewter Buckles, a strip’d blue and white Jacket, a small beaver Hatt, and the Wool on 

the Top of his Head newly sheared; he also carried away with him a dark blue Jacket, 

worsted Stockings, and a pair of yarn Stockings, black and white, stock’d with grey a little 

above his Shoes. Whoever takes up said Servant, and conveys him to said Master at 

Roxbury, shall have Five Pounds old Tenor Reward, and all necessary Charges paid by me 

John Williams.”79 Detailed descriptions like those of Sharper were a common feature of 

runaway advertisements as they increased the likelihood that someone could identify and re-

enslave the fugitive.80 

 
Fig. 11: Boston News-Letter (Aug. 31, 1749). 

 

After attending a nighttime revel, a Black woman named Maria used hot coal to set ablaze 

the homes of two First Church in Roxbury members: Dr. Thomas Swan and her enslaver 

Joshua Lambe. “One girl,” the church scribe recorded, “was burned, & all the rest had much 

adoe to escape with their lives.” Maria pleaded guilty and was sentenced to death by the 

governor of Massachusetts, who ordered that “she should Goe from the barr to the prison 

whenc she Came & thence to the place of Execution & there be burnt.”81 On September 22, 

1681, Maria was executed at the gallows in Boston Neck along with two men: “an 

Englishman for a rape [and] a negro man for burning a house at Northampton,” as Increase 

Mather, reverend and father of famed minister Cotton Mather, recorded in his diary. When 

the Englishman—who was for part of his youth “under the inspection of the [First] Church 

at Roxbury”—arrived at the gallows, Cotton Mather wrote that the condemned man saw 

“Death” and “a Picture of Hell, too, in a Negro then Burnt to Death at the Stake, for 
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Burning her Masters House, with some that were in it.” Unlike Maria, neither man was 

burned alive.82  

 
Fig. 11a: John Bonner, The Town of Boston in New England (1722), Library of Congress. The gallows, where Maria 
was burnt at the stake, are highlighted in red. While this map is from 1722, the gallows was in the same place in 
1681. Michael J. Canavan, “Where Were the Quakers Hanged in Boston?” (Boston, 1911) 3–15. Reprinted 
from the Proceedings of the Bostonian Society (May 17, 1910). 

 
Fig. 12b: Detail of Bonner, Town of Boston, highlighting the gallows where Maria was burned at the stake. 
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Sarah Cleaves hosted the revel. Born in Roxbury around 1638, Cleaves (nee Chandler) took 

over for her husband William as First Church sexton shortly after he died fighting in King 

Philip’s War. On July 31, 1670 Cleaves was “solemnly admonished,” though for what is 

unknown. She was “forgiven by the church” six months later, and “solemnly owned the 

covenant” shortly thereafter. On April 18, 1675, she was “received to full com[m]union, 

penitently confessing.” In 1683, a little more than two years after Cleaves was sanctioned for 

hosting the revel Maria attended, Cleaves “confessed her sin, was accepted & reconciled to 

the church & released of her censure.”83 

Night parties were illegal but not uncommon in colonial Massachusetts. Sylvanus Warro 

(enslaved by First Church member William Parke and John Eliot’s associate Daniel Gookin) 

and his brother Daniel (who Gookin also enslaved), for instance, were caught attending a 

night of drinking, dancing, and singing with Harvard College students in 1676.84 Daniel was 

“convicted of being a common night walker, and refusing to submitt to family order and 

government, and this being his 2d conviction, is sentenced to (ly in Bridwell be committed 

to Bridwell there to abide by his majesties Pleasure) or only whipt 15 stripes.” His brother 

Sylvanus was similarly convicted and ordered to pay a fine of 3s 6d, while the hosts of the 

party, two white men named Ephraim and Thomas Frost, “convicted of enterteyning other 

mens children and servants unseasonably in the night time,” were fined 40s along with court 

costs.85 In 1739, the “principal slave-owners in Roxbury,” as historian Francis Drake 

characterized them, protested: “Whereas it hath been too much the unhappy practise of the 

negro servants of this town to be abroad in the night at unseasonable hours to ye great 

prejudice of many persons or familys as well as their respective masters, the petitioners pray 

that it may be prevented or punished.”86 

In her confession, Maria implicated two other enslaved people in the fires: Chefelia, a Black 

man enslaved by a Mr. Walker of Boston, and Coffee (Cuffe), a Black man enslaved by one 

James Pemberton. The grand jury, however, did not find sufficient evidence to indict them. 

Nevertheless, fearful of slave rebellion and with little regard for justice or Black lives, the 

court ordered that Chefelia and Coffee be sold out of New England.87  

Historian Kali Nicole Gross provides crucial context to Maria’s story. While popular 

memory about women burned at the stake conjures images of seventeenth-century white 

women burned to death for witchcraft, in fact these women and girls were hanged. Women 

were indeed burned at the stake during this period; however, most of them were not white, 

but Black. Maria was the first woman to be burned at the stake in the thirteen mainland 

colonies, and one of two women in colonial Massachusetts—both of whom were enslaved 

Black women. Beginning with Maria’s death and ending with the last known woman burned 

at the stake—a Black woman in North Carolina in 1805—the overwhelming majority (87 

APPENDIX



30 

 

percent) were Black. Black women convicted of arson or murder faced harsher punishments 

than their white counterparts. And as Gross explains, “Maria’s case highlights other ominous 

legacies”[:] “Throughout much of the nation’s history, Black women constituted the lion’s 

share of female death penalty cases, especially during and after the civil war.”88 

Maria’s case is little-known, and there is so much about Maria that we do not know. Where 

was she from? Did she have a family? How old was she? Why did she set the houses on fire? 

In this way, Gross explains, Maria’s story “is an apt metaphor for the treatment of Black 

women in the historical record, illustrating a dynamic as tragic as it is timeless. Back then, 

White people didn’t bother to document the lives of Black women. Today, as evidenced by 

aggressive efforts to restrict the teaching of the United States’ racial history, many White 

people want even the limited remnants buried.” Gross continues: “If we are to effectively 

work toward equal justice in this country, we must know this history and understand its 

impact on Black women’s lives. In the present, we cannot allow racist tyranny to silence the 

past. The testimonies exist. We must hear them.”89 

FAMILY SEPARATION 

“Enslavement,” the historian Tiya Miles has written, “was a state of constant familial loss.”  

Mothers lost children and children lost mothers in a vicious cycle of sale and death 

even as African Americans suffered a violent break from their motherland of Africa. 

This is why the cultural theorist Saidiya Hartman titled her incisive travel memoir about 

the trans-Atlantic slave trade Lose Your Mother. This raw phrasing captures an essential 

aspect of the Black historical experience. But despite nightmarish circumstances that 

must have felt world-ending, Black mothers raised the children left to them with a 

brilliant practicality rooted in love, propelled by the belief that these descendants 

deserved a future.90 

The enslaved were separated from their families, often several times throughout their lives. 

One way this occurred at the First Church in Roxbury was through sale. First Church 

enslaver Ebenezer Dorr advertised the sale of “A Likely Negro Woman.” He informed 

readers that “Any Person inclined to buy said Negro shall know the true Cause why she is 

Sold.”91 We do not learn the woman’s name or anything more about her. First Church 

parishioner Isaac Winslow enslaved and sold a Black man named Cuffe, who ran away from 

his new owner. Perhaps Cuffe ran to freedom. Listing Cuffe’s prior owner and town 

suggests that Winslow had only recently sold Cuffe and that perhaps the new owner 

suspected Cuffe ran back to his former home in Roxbury—to family and friends from 

whom he was separated when Winslow sold him.92 
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Fig. 13: New-England Weekly Journal (Boston, MA) (Oct. 21, 1735). 

 

When First Church enslavers died, the lives of their slaves were upended. Rather than 

obtaining freedom, the enslaved person would become the property of another colonist. 

Often, they were bequeathed to a member of the enslaver’s family—generally a spouse or 

child. When First Church parishioner Eleazer Williams passed away in 1768, he willed “to 

my Said Son Thomas my negro man Bristow and all my other Estate not herein before 

named.”93 They could also be sold to settle their enslaver’s debt. Indeed, two years earlier, 

Williams himself, as an agent for the estate of a deceased man—perhaps a former First 

Church member—advertised for sale “A Negro Girl about 17 Years of Age … sold to settle 

an Estate to which she belongs.”94 

In addition to buying and selling human beings, some First Church enslavers tore apart 

families by giving away Black babies and little children. First Church member John Greaton, 

for instance, advertised “A Negro Male Child of an excellent Breed” “To be given away.”95 

An announcement a short time later was presumably Greaton again marketing the same 

child: “To be given away, a likely Negro Male Child, born and still at Roxbury, Inquire of 

Green & Russell in Queen-Street.”96 

 
Fig. 14: Boston News-Letter (Mar. 29, 1764). 
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Greaton’s actions were not uncommon. Enslaved children in New England were given away 

regularly, like the following child advertised in a Boston newspaper: “A Very likely Female 

Negro Child to be given away.”97 Babies could be given away: “To be given away, A fine 

Negro Male Child, about two Months old, of an excellent Breed.”98 This child had literally 

just been born: “A Negro Child a few Days old, to be given away.”99 While in many regions 

in the Atlantic world, such as the US South, “breeding” was viewed positively from the 

standpoint of the slaveowner—because enslaved people were property and an enslaved child 

increased the wealth of the owner—some enslavers in New England considered children to 

be an inconvenience, diverting their mothers or other enslaved caretakers away from work 

more profitable to the enslaver. Black babies were often “given” as gifts: as one writer 

crudely recalled, “a ‘nigger baby’ in fact, among the well-to-do of those days, was a favorite 

and frequent gift.” Venus Roe, for instance, was “given to Swithin Reed by a Boston 

merchant as a present for his wife, and being a baby, was brought home to her mistress in 

one of Mr. Reed’s saddlebags.” Massachusetts Historical Society founder Jeremy Belknap, 

too, stated that Black children “were given away like puppies.”100 Some enslaved women 

were sold away because they had children too often: “To be Sold … A Negro Woman about 

Thirty Years of Age, for no Fault, but because she brings a Child every Twelve Months, and 

sometimes oftener.”101 The woman’s babies were likely taken from her, too. How must it 

have felt for mother and child to be forcefully ripped apart from each other? 

It wasn’t always this way, but that does not mean things were better for the enslaved in New 

England. When children were highly valued, slaveowners became human breeders. In 1638, 

in Noddles Island, a large tract of land in the middle of Boston Harbor, British traveler John 

Josselyn encountered an enslaved woman who had been raped by an enslaved man. Both 

slaves were the property of a merchant named Samuel Maverick, who, “desirous to have a 

breed of Negroes,” commanded one of his slaves to rape another: 

the Second of October, about 9 of the clock in the morning, Mr. Mavericks Negro woman 

came to my chamber window, and in her own Countrey language and tune sang very 

loud and shrill, going out to her, she used a great deal of respect toward me, and 

willingly would have expressed her grief in English; but I apprehended it by her 

countenance and deportment, whereupon I repaired to my host, to learn of him the 

cause, and resolved to intreat him in her behalf, for that I understood before, that she 

had been a Queen in her own Countrey, and observed a very humble and dutiful garb 

used towards her by another Negro who was her maid. Mr. Maverick was desirous to 

have a breed of Negroes, and therefore seeing she would not yield by perswasions to 

company with a Negro young man he had in his house; he commanded him will’d she 

nill’d she to go to bed to her, which was no sooner done but she kickt him out again, 

this she took in high disdain beyond her slavery, and this was the cause of her grief.102 
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* * * 

Sylvanus Warro was born to Jacob and Maria Warro in Maryland around 1645. The Warros 

were enslaved by Daniel Gookin, who lived in Virginia and Maryland before removing to 

Massachusetts, where, for three years, he lived in Roxbury. Sylvanus and his brother Daniel 

arrived in New England without their parents, one of whom, Jacob, was killed in an Indian 

raid on Gookin’s Maryland plantation. Gookin helped John Eliot found the Roxbury 

Grammar School and manage his “praying towns,” eventually becoming the superintendent 

of Indians in Massachusetts.103 Sylvanus Warro was a rebellious person who found himself in 

court on multiple occasions throughout his life. Perhaps Warro’s constant resistance is why, 

in 1667, Gookin hired him out to First Church member William Parke for eight years, with a 

promise of freedom after the term expired. The promise of freedom at some future date was 

a strategy enslavers occasionally employed to convince rebellious slaves to comply with their 

wishes.104 In 1672 Warro was convicted of theft—forging a key to Parke’s safe and stealing 

from it—for which Parke was awarded a twenty-pound judgment.105  

It was the following charge, however, that would have the greatest impact on Warro’s life. 

Warro impregnated one of William Parke’s white servants, First Church parishioner 

Elizabeth Parker, and was ordered to pay child support of two shillings six pence per week 

for the baby they conceived out of wedlock. Should he fail to do so, the court decreed, he 

would be sold.106 But Parke no longer wanted Warro in his household, and Warro was not 

provided an opportunity to earn any money. Thus, the new father was to be sold back into 

slavery, his contract for future freedom negated. Gookin not only harbored no qualms about 

Warro’s re-enslavement but also offered to sell Warro to Virginia, away from the life he had 

built in Massachusetts. Parke, however, found a local buyer, one Jonathan Wade of Medford. 

Gookin subsequently visited Warro in jail and provided him some advice: he should accept 

his fate and perhaps “he might fall in with Mr. Wade’s Negro Wench and live well.”107 

Gookin kept in touch with Warro and occasionally hired him from Wade when he and his 

family needed assistance. For example, Gookin requested Warro’s services in 1680 after 

Gookin’s daughter’s marriage because Mrs. Gookin knew Warro “to be hande.”108 In 1682, 

however, Gookin went behind Wade’s back, calling Warro to his residence without Wade’s 

permission. Gookin drew up a contact, which Warro signed, declaring Warro and his 

offspring to be Gookin’s slaves. While Warro would still be enslaved, the agreement would 

permit him to live among his family. A furious Wade sued Gookin for stealing his human 

property and won. Warro would stay enslaved in Wade’s household.109 

Elizabeth Parker was removed from Parke’s household after giving birth and sent to live 

with her father Edmund in Lancaster. Parker did not consider her relationship with Warro 
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shameful because he was Black. Indeed, she named her son Sylvanus Warro after his father, 

shining an even brighter light on her former partner’s and son’s racial identities. Edmund, 

for his part, welcomed his multiracial grandson into his home and even successfully fought 

William Parke and multiple county courts after they undertook to remove his grandchild 

from his home and bind him out to service.110 

Sylvanus Sr. refused to fulfill Gookin’s wish that he “fall with Mr. Wade’s Negro Wench.” In 

1709 his son Sylvanus Jr. learned (perhaps from his mother Elizabeth Parker) that he had a 

half-sister enslaved by John Wade—the product of a sexual relationship his father had with 

another white woman—and was determined to “Git her free.”  Sylvanus Jr.’s half-sister, 

whose name remains unknown, should never have been enslaved, because by law she took 

the status of her mother, who was free. Still, in a place and time when nearly all whites had 

no misgivings about racial chattel slavery, Sylvanus Jr. was unable to free his half-sister.111 

PEOPLE OF COLOR JOINING THE FIRST CHURCH IN ROXBURY 

It is important to clarify what converting to Christianity and joining First Church likely 

entailed for people of color. Too often, historians view conversion as a complete 

transformation from one belief system and set of practices to another, as if a gain in one 

results in a corresponding loss in the other. But there is no “pure” version of Christianity 

(though many historians implicitly or even explicitly take European Christian practices to be 

“pure” Christianity), and Christianity, like all religions, is not fixed but a set of practices in 

motion. What we often refer to as “conversion” was in fact a process of religious change, a 

blend of Indigenous and Anglo-Christian practices that was no less authentic a form of 

Christianity for not conforming to European practices (which themselves were constantly in 

motion and influenced by non-whites). Moreover, many Black and Native people 

incorporated aspects of Christianity into their previously-held religious beliefs, adding to 

their belief system rather than completely discarding one belief system for another. While 

some people of color surely adopted a Euroamerican version of Christianity, many 

incorporated and refashioned aspects of Christianity into a set of already existing beliefs in 

ways that suited their needs.112 

People of color joined predominantly white churches like First Church for several reasons, 

both religious and secular. Some Black and Indigenous worshipers found solace in the 

“religion of the suffering Christ,” and, like Christians of all races, found Christianity or 

church membership empowering. For enslaved people church membership was one of the 

few ways to gain social standing in a predominantly white community. A significant event 

such as a natural disaster, illness, or near-death experience drew people of all races to 

religion.113 The most important reason Black and Native people affiliated with predominantly 
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white churches, however, was the educational opportunities that accompanied it. As one 

reverend stated, Black parishioners joined his church because of “the great desire [they] have 

of learning” and the “care and attention to their spiritual concerns” that the church 

provided.114 Some Indians affiliated with churches in an attempt to protect their land from 

white colonists, though they quickly learned that white ministers were unwilling or unable to 

help them protect their land, and white Christians—their fellow parishioners—were the very 

people stealing their land. Massachuset Native John Speene, a leader of the Natick “praying 

town,” for instance, invoked land theft as an influential factor in his turn to Christianity: “I 

prayed because I saw the English took much ground, and I thought if I prayed, the English 

would not take away my ground.”115 

The devastation to Native communities from European-imported diseases pushed some 

Indians to turn to Christianity. As Jean O’Brien notes, “Indian ideas about the connection 

between religion and healing provided a fertile ground for casting the theological seeds of 

English Calvinism. In emphasizing the anger and vengeance of an angry English God and 

the healing powers that would convey salvation and eternal life, [First Church in Roxbury 

missionary John] Eliot struck a responsive cord among Indians still reeling from the rippling 

effects of imported diseases.” Indeed, in addition to land theft, Speene invoked these factors 

as influences guiding his turn to Christianity: “I heard that Christ healed all manner of 

diseases, therefore I believed that Christ is the son of God, able to heal and pardon all.” Fear 

of punishment from the English God also persuaded Indians to turn to Christianity. Speene 

recalled, “I remembered that many of my children are dead; This is God’s punishment on 

me because of my sins.” At least half of the Nipmuc and Massachuset men who delivered 

public confessions stated the death of loved ones as a reason they decided to turn to the 

Christian God. This “dual-edged message of punishment and protection” was most 

forcefully preached by John Eliot himself.116 

Some Indian parents sent their sons to live with English families. For instance, the Nipmuc 

Christian Wampus sent his son to live with First Church elder Isaac Heath so he could be 

educated in the Christian religion at Eliot’s grammar school in Roxbury.117 While Wampus’s 

son John does not appear in the First Church records, he most certainly attended the church 

during his time with elder Heath. Historian Lisa Brooks explains that “Although Eliot had 

his own missionary motivations for urging Native men to send their sons to English schools, 

it had long been a tradition in eastern Indigenous networks for neighboring nations to 

engage in an ‘exchange of sons’ to build and ‘seal’ the alliances among them.” This allowed 

them to bring knowledge about neighboring communities back home and mediate between 

communities. Native parents who sent their sons to live with the English were preparing 

them for this vital diplomatic role.118 
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Following epidemics that devastated Native communities, Massachusetts colonists took 

many Indian orphans from their villages and made them servants in English homes. Some 

Native parents on their deathbeds may have entrusted their children to the English—as did 

Wampus. As Brooks notes, “The dying men may have been earnest, but these published 

deathbed proclamations provided legal grounds for settlers to capture and retain custody of 

Native children.”119 And as Margaret Newell explains, “For Indians brought into households 

as young children, the pressure to convert and the consequences of not at least appearing to 

accept Christianity must have been grave.”120 

NATIVE WAR CAPTIVES 

On July 30, 1640 in the Court of Assistants, “Two indian weomen were adjudged to be 

whiped for their insolent carryage (behavior), and abusing Mrs Weld,” the wife of First 

Church in Roxbury pastor Thomas Weld. One of these may have been Nan, “Mr. Weld’s 

captive Indian,” enslaved during the Pequot War (1636–38).121 Presumably, the other Indian 

woman was also taken captive in the war, and at the time of her “insolent carryage” was 

likely enslaved by Pastor Weld or another First Church congregant. While First Church 

recorded Nan’s death in its records, she was not a member. The Roxbury church neither 

baptized nor admitted into membership any Indian in the colonial period; Nan’s death on 

April 7, 1646 was almost certainly recorded because she was enslaved by the church’s 

minister.122 A day later, Ezbon—another Pequot War captive enslaved by an unspecified 

First Church parishioner—“having lived ten years among the English, could read, [and] 

desired to know God,” passed away.123  

Tensions had been brewing years before the fighting began. In the early-seventeenth century, 

the Pequot gained power in New England, in part through trade with Europeans. In the 

1630s conflict intensified between the Pequot and the Dutch and English empires as the 

latter expanded their colonial reach. Massachusetts Bay authorities soon decided to remove 

the Pequot, using two murders for which they blamed the Native nation as pretext for 

prosecuting a ruthless war.124 

British colonists, however, began enslaving Indians long before the Pequot War. In fact, the 

English enslaved Indians from coastal settlements in the early-seventeenth century, well 

before they established any colonies in the region. The war did, however, intensify English 

slaving considerably. As Margaret Newell has written, “Although the Pequot War began for 

a variety of strategic and economic reasons, for the English and their Native American allies 

it quickly became a conflict whose purpose was securing captives. In the context of the war 

English colonists saw both an opportunity to acquire captives and a legal pretext for the 

enslavement of Indians. At a time when Indian and European war practices offered several 
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possible courses of action in dealing with prisoners, especially noncombatants, the English in 

New England made a conscious decision to enslave Pequots.”125 

No First Church member, and few English overall, protested the mass enslavement of the 

Pequot. The only New Englanders who protested Pequot enslavement were Indians 

themselves—the Pequot as well as English-allied Indians, who attempted to convince the 

English to spare noncombatants and Pequot soldiers who surrendered peacefully from 

execution or chattel slavery.126 Despite these protests, the English enslaved hundreds of 

Pequot, many of whom they sold overseas. Several captives were sold into slavery in 

Bermuda in return for a number of goods, including other human beings—some of the first 

enslaved Africans in New England.127 

Nan may have been one of the Indigenous children referenced in New England’s First Fruits 

(1643), likely co-authored by her enslaver, First Church pastor Weld and Hugh Peter.128 First 

Fruits was the initial publication in a series of pieces known as the Eliot Tracts, after First 

Church missionary John Eliot, who authored several of the later tracts. The Eliot Tracts were 

published to raise funds for missionary work in New England and to counter criticism by 

British clergy, who in 1641 charged that British colonists were not working to convert 

Indians, as their royal charter instructed, but rather settling in New England “in hope to 

possesse the land of those Infidels, or of gaine by Commerce.”129 First Fruits therefore 

highlighted Indian slaves as promising Christian converts. Weld and Peter declared that 

“divers of the Indians Children Boyes and Girles in our houses … handy in their businesse, 

and can speak our language familiarly; divers whom can read English and begin to 

understand in their measure, the ground of Christian Religion.”130 Nan, Ezbon, and other 

Indians who attended First Church may have been converted by the “Blackamore maid,” 

who, Pastor Weld and Peter boasted, undertook to convert multiple Indian captives: she 

“hath with teares exhorted some of the Indians that live among us to embrace Jeusus Christ, 

saying how willing he would be to receive them, even as he had received her.”131 This 

“Blackamore maid” was almost certainly an enslaved women named Dorcas, the first 

African-descended person to be admitted to church membership in New England when she 

became a member of the First Church of Dorchester in 1641.132 

* * * 

“An Indian boy of Holbrook’s,” “An Indian girl of Mr Dudly,” and Peter—the other 

Natives enslaved by First Church in Roxbury members—were taken captive during King 

Philip’s War (1675–78).* In response to persistent incursions on their political sovereignty, 

 
* Because Metacom (King Philip) and his death is privileged in the name and narratives of the war, it is 

commonly believed that the war ended in 1676, the year Metacom was killed. Lisa Brooks and others have 
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land, and cultural autonomy, the Wampanoag sachem Metacom (King Philip) and his Native 

allies attacked dozens of New England towns, effectively annihilating twenty-five of them. 

English colonists razed Indian villages, killing or enslaving any Indian they could find—

including women, children, and the elderly. The thousands of Christian Indians (who John 

Eliot led the effort in converting) allied with the English were, notes one historian, “perhaps 

… the worst casualties.”133 In the fall and winter of 1675–76, hundreds of praying Indians 

were forced—by their own English allies—from their towns onto barren islands that 

provided little protection from the harsh winter. That December, Eliot and Gookin ventured 

to Deer Island, in Eliot’s words, “to visit and comfort the poor Christian Indians.” They 

arrived to find five hundred starving men, women, and children. Eliot described the scene 

thus: “the Island was bleak and cold, their wigwams poor and mean, their clothes few and 

thin.” Many died of cold and hunger. After one of their visits to the Island, Eliot remarked 

(perhaps referring to both the Indians and the English): “some thanked God & some wished 

we had bene drowned.”134 And some were sold into slavery in the Caribbean.135 

 
Fig. 15: “Some captives women & children w[ere] sent downe shipped to be sold for slaves” (Jun. 11, 1676) 
(FCR-RB, 194). 

 

The fighting began shortly after colonial authorities hanged three chief counselors of 

Wampanoag sachem Metacom in 1675. Mattashunannamo, Tabias, and Tabias’s son 

Wampapaquan were charged and convicted for killing John Sassamon on flimsy evidence. By 

the war’s end, approximately 5,000 Indians and 2,500 colonists had been killed; New 

Englanders enslaved many Indians, hundreds of whom they sold to the Caribbean. Having 

just put down a slave conspiracy themselves and terrified of New England Indians at war 

with British colonists, the Barbados legislature banned the importation of New England 

Indians as slaves in 1676 and required enslavers who already purchased them to sell them 

out of the Island.136 Per capita, King Philip’s War is the deadliest in American history.137 

Prior to King Philip’s War, First Church missionary John Eliot raised few objections to 

slavery. But colonists’ selling Indians who had already surrendered into slavery overseas 

moved the missionary in August 1675 to petition the Massachusetts General Court to stop 

the practice. While Eliot’s was not condemning slavery in general or even the enslavement of 

all Indians, he nevertheless took a position few colonists were willing to endorse.138 Eliot 

 
noted that “In truth, on the same day that [Benjamin] Church pursued Metacom to his death at Montaup, a 
new series of raids erupted on the northern front. … In the North, the war had just begun. For an insightful 
analysis of the war and its “end,” see Lisa Brooks, Our Beloved Kin: A New History of King Philip’s War (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2018), esp. 327–346 (quotes on 329, 330).  
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warned “That the terror of selling away such Indians, unto the Islands for perpetual slaves, 

who shall yield up themselves to your mercy, is like to be an effectual prolongation of the 

warre & such an exasperation of them as may produce we know not what evil consequences, 

upon all the land. … To sell soules for money seemeth to me a dangerous merchandize.” 

The zealous missionary focused, however, less on practical reasons than on religious ones. 

Selling Indians into Caribbean slavery, Eliot objected, prevented their conversion to 

Christianity. He accused colonists of undertaking to “extirpate” Indians rather than 

“gospelize” them; he reminded his fellow colonists that “when we came, we declared to all 

the world, & it is recorded, yea we are ingaged by ye letters patent to the kings majesty, that 

the indeavour of the Indians conversion, not their extirpation, was our great end of our 

enterprize in coming to these ends of the earth.”  He then likened his fellow British 

colonists’ treatment of Indians with that of the Spanish. “All men (of reading) condemne the 

Spaniard for cruely upon this point in destroying men, & depopulating the land.”139 The dig 

would have stung, for the Spaniards were notorious among the British for the enslavement 

and genocide of Indians, and the British, moreover, justified their colonial project in large 

part by defining it in opposition to such Spanish atrocities.140 

Indians themselves were the main objectors to selling King Philip-allied Indians who had 

already surrendered into slavery. As with the Pequot War, these resisters included not only 

Indians allied with King Philip, but also many English-allied Indians, who helped 

surrenderers stay out of English households and off slave ships. As Linford Fisher writes, 

this resistance “constituted one of the first sustained (even if largely ignored) anti-Indian-

slavery protest in the English colonies. Every time Native men or women protested the 

injustice of being enslaved and/or sent out of the country, they were calling the English to 

task for actions that betrayed their own religious professions.” The few English critiques of 

Indian enslavement during King Philip’s War, Fisher continues, were influenced by Indians 

themselves. Indeed, John Eliot reflected Indians’ protests when he spoke of the 

psychological terror of being sold into slavery overseas and how the practice could backfire 

on the colonists.141 

Daniel Gookin, like his associate John Eliot, issued a limited protest against enslaving 

Indians during King Philip’s War. Gookin was not against slavery in general. As we have 

seen, he enslaved several Black people including Sylvanus Warro and his family (and likely 

Indians, too, as enslaving Indians was a common practice among his Chesapeake neighbors), 

and, after a Suffolk County court ordered Warro to be sold as a slave, offered to sell him to 

Virginia.142 Rather, Gookin opposed the enslavement of New England Indians for practical 

and legal reasons. He argued that, in the midst of a contentious war, enslaving Indians would 

lead an even greater number of them to turn against the colonists. Native people, he 

protested, were also being enslaved without being deemed guilty of any crime. Gookin 
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desired to protect Christian Indians, which he believed was possible only if colonists stopped 

enslaving Indians in New England altogether. What is more, objected Gookin, enslaving 

Indians violated the King’s imperative to the colonists to protect his Indian subjects.143 

Eliot and Gookin were exceptions. Most colonists raised no issues about confining Christian 

Indians to a barren island; many—who viewed Christian Indians with suspicion and believed 

them to be disloyal—even thought this cruel treatment too generous.144 Even Eliot and 

Gookin’s limited protest of the enslavement of peaceful surrenderers sat poorly with 

colonists, some of whom threatened the men’s lives.145 Unsurprisingly, in the summer of 

1676 Massachusetts Bay Governor Leverett issued a certificate that declared the Indians 

enslavable.146 

THE FIRST BIBLE PRINTED IN NORTH AMERICA 

In 1663 the first Bible was printed in North America. The Bible was not printed in English 

or any other European language, but in Algonquian. Many historians have previously 

claimed that First Church in Roxbury missionary John Eliot achieved this feat alone. But as 

Eliot himself noted, he was reliant upon Indian translators, interpreters, and teachers to 

produce the Algonquian Bible and the rest of his “Indian Library.” Early in his translation 

efforts, Eliot wrote Edward Winslow of Plymouth, “I having yet but little skill in their 

language … I must have some Indians, and it may be other help continually about me to try 

and examine Translations.”147  

Cockenoe, a Montauket from Long Island, was central to Eliot’s translations. He was about 

thirteen years old when taken captive during the Pequot War while visiting Pequot relatives; 

the English enslaved him even though neither he nor his tribe had done any harm to them.148 

Cockenoe, whose name signified “teacher” or “one with knowledge,” swiftly obtained a 

strong grasp of English and local Wampanoag/Massachuset dialects. Richard Callicott, a 

leader of the English forces, enslaved him for eleven years, and for some of that time, 

Cockenoe served as Eliot’s teacher, translator, and interpreter. Eliot was impressed by 

Cockenoe: “This Indian is ingenious, can read, and I taught him to write, which he quickly 

learnt. … He was the first that I made use of to teach me words, and to be my interpreter.” 

Eliot hoped Cockenoe would become the first Indigenous member of his enslaver’s church 

in Dorchester, the town neighboring Roxbury, and use his command of multiple languages 

to advance the Gospel. But Cockenoe had other plans, leaving Eliot utterly disappointed. 

The accomplished teacher chose to return to a leadership role in Indigenous communities. 

He enjoyed a forty-year career as an interpreter for Native and English clients in Long Island 

and Connecticut, and became a close advisor (and brother-in-law) of the Montauket sachem 

Wyandanch.149 
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Eliot then looked to John Sassamon, an Indian servant and subsequent leader of one of 

Eliot’s “praying towns,” for assistance. During the Pequot War, Sassamon served as an 

interpreter and fought for the English. He was a servant in the household of Richard 

Callicot, who enslaved Cockenoe. Sassamon likely attended the Indian school in Dorchester. 

Eliot, who lived close by, often visited the town and taught at the school, which is how he 

became familiar with and impressed by Sassamon’s ability. Indeed, it may have been 

Cockenoe and Sassamon that made John Eliot determined to convert Indians. Sassamon 

studied at Harvard for a few months in 1753, alongside students such as Increase Mather, 

and later, served as a scribe and interpreter for multiple sachems, including Philip 

(Metacom), until their relationship soured. In 1675, Sassamon was killed. The English 

accused three Philip’s men of murder, and on flimsy evidence, had them tried, convicted, 

and hanged. Shortly thereafter began King Philip’s War.150 

Other Indians vital to the project included Job Nesutan, who Eliot’s associate Daniel 

Gookin described as “a very good linguist in the English tongue, and was Mr. Eliot’s 

assistant and interpreter in his translations of the Bible, and other books of the Indian 

language”; and Wawaus, recruited by Eliot to be a printer (and thereafter known as James 

Printer). Printer was one of the only people in New England to be familiar with both the 

Algonquian language and its printing in English type. Eliot himself observed in 1683 that 

“we have but one man, viz. the Indian Printer, that is able to compose these sheets, and 

correct the press with understanding.”151  

To borrow Lisa Brooks’s words, scholars like Cockenoe, John Sassamon, Job Nesutan, and 

Wawaus (James Printer) “were not merely students who received, or were subjected to, a 

colonial education, but significant contributors to the emergence of a multilingual American 

literary tradition, beginning with the Indigenous language publications of the Harvard Press, 

which was housed in the Indian College [at Harvard University].”152 Until their life histories 

are fully told and embedded into larger narratives of colonial New England, our 

understanding of the past and present will not only be incomplete, but crucially flawed. 
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Fig. 16: Algonquian Bible (1663). Wikimedia Commons. 
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