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Two centuries ago, the Reverend Stephen Palmer stood in this church and delivered his Sermon 

on the Termination of a Century since the Incorporation of The Town.  The Century Sermon, 

reviewing the covenant that formed the parish, is generally regarded as the first account of 

Needham's history.  Palmer took as his text Deuteronomy Ch 32, v7:  “Remember the days of 

old, consider the years of many generations”.  To know where you are, he is saying, it helps to 

know where you have been. 

  

Needham in its first century was a very different town from the one we know, and not only 

because of physical growth or the changes in technology. The center was at Central Avenue and 

Nehoiden Street, near the crossing of two important coach roads. The town was very 

homogeneous – the residents had come from the same part of England; they belonged to the 

same church; they shared similar values, occupations, and economic resources.  

 

We value diversity – the multiplicity of opinion, experience, and identity.  Diversity strengthens 

us.  It fosters our growth and multiplies our resources. However, in 18th century Needham, the 

greatest strength was conformity. It was important to fit in. These were not people of 

independent means. Membership in the community was their only form of insurance in the face 

of loss or failure; their family, their neighbors, their parish would make sure they were cared for. 

They were also not bombarded as we are with a constant flow of new information; their authority 

was the Bible, which did not change. Nonconformity was dangerous and divisive, and 

nonconformists were ostracized.  

  

How we got from conformity to diversity is the story of Needham's 300 years. 

  

There are two main ways of achieving diversity in a community. The first is by shattering, like a 

glass bowl dropped from a height.  A catastrophic dissolution, in which all the pieces have spiky 

shapes and rough edges, and can no longer be joined together with any degree of security. 

  

The second is branching, like a tree. The process is slow, but each new bud creates another little 

branch.  As the process of budding and branching continues over time, there are more and more 

places for new tips to grow.  Each bud is individual, but when you trace it back, each is anchored 

to the previous branch, and in the one before that, until you get all the way back to the trunk and 

root that generated and continues to support all of them. 

  

We are fortunate that Needham, for the most part, has been a tree.   

  

So, let's look at Palmer's first century. Palmer’s account of the town was a narrow one to our 

eyes, bounded almost exclusively by the church and its ministers.  

 

This surprises us today, but in 1811 the unity of church and state had not yet been dissolved. The 



town was founded on this unity.  In 1711, when Needham sought separation from Dedham, the 

legal definition of a town was a church, a school so children would be taught to read the Bible, 

and taxation to support a minister.  The Meeting House, the town's only public building, was the 

center of both spiritual and political authority. Every couple of weeks, after service was over, the 

minister would step down from the pulpit and the Moderator would take over, and town meeting 

was held. Religious and civic affairs were intertwined. When the farmers petitioned the General 

Court for separation from Dedham, their main argument was the difficulty of getting to church, 

especially in the winter when the Charles River flooded the roads, and thereby losing town 

meeting as well.  

   

In that first one hundred years of its history, Needham was a stable community – only one church 

and three ministers, Palmer included. Despite that stability, Needham did have its problems. 

There were ongoing complaints from the western part of town over the location of the church. 

Less settled and more of a wilderness, they were having trouble reaching church because of the 

poor conditions of the roads. Then one night in February 1774, the meeting house burned down. 

It was widely suspected that men from the west had perpetrated this crime in an effort to have the 

building moved closer to them. In fact, on the day that the community came together to rebuild, a 

delegation of west Needham men marched to the center to make such a demand. The easterners, 

anticipating them, had gotten up at dawn and had already built the frame, so the church stayed on 

Nehoiden Street. 

 

Outside of the church, the defining event of the 18th century in Needham was the Revolutionary 

War. Although a few Needham men had fought in the French and Indian War, the Revolution 

involved everyone. When the alarm came on April 19, 1775, 185 men – every able bodied man 

in town except the minister – marched to Lexington. They met the British at Jason Russell's 

Farm in Arlington, where five were killed.  

 

Looking into Needham's second century, we see our tree forming its first branches. The first half 

of the century was uneventful. The town enjoyed a modest prosperity based on farming, 

especially dairy farming. The population, had grown from 250 in 1711 to 1,100 in 1810. They 

were, for the most part, healthy; Palmer noted that 15% of the population – one in seven – lived 

to exceed 70 years of age and a few even lived to see 90 or more.  

 

But trouble was brewing in West Needham again. Although they did finally get their own parish, 

the disagreements still festered. In the 1830s West Needham got a train, a line from Boston to 

Worcester. It was a desirable route, and soon businessmen, men of means, begin moving into the 

western part of town. The two halves of the town began to develop different characters.  

 

The tree really begins to branch out in the 1830s, and the impetus is an event that only a few of 

us here have even heard of – the disestablishment of the established church and the trinitarian 

split. Despite the provisions of the federal constitution, taxpayers in Massachusetts were still 

obliged – just as in 1711 – to pay taxes in support of the established parish, whether or not you 

were a member. At the same time, tensions within the church were growing between the 

Unitarians (who did not believe in the separate divinity of Christ) and the trinitarians, who did. 

Relief from this tax was a major issue in its day, involving legislative battles and in Dedham, 

even riots.  



 

The event is important in Needham as well, but is less of a trauma, because by 1850 our tree has 

become truly a family tree. A small village, the families that lived here stayed here, and over 

time marriage between them resulted in a town that was made up almost entirely of cousins.  

 

Freed from taxes to the First Parish, trinitarians and others were able to support parishes more 

congenial to their beliefs, and for the first time Needham had multiple churches. The first 

services of the Baptist Church in Needham were held in 1854, and the Evangelical 

Congregational adopted its covenant in 1857. No one rioted in Needham when this happened. In 

fact, when the Baptists began collecting subscription to build a church, several of the donors 

were not even Baptists. Remember that – it's a pattern we will see again, and says something 

quite remarkable about our community.  

 

I think the watershed event in Needham history is the coming of the train to East Needham in 

1853. The line to Needham's Great Plain changed everything. The train went to the relatively 

empty Great Plain because the First Parish did not want it crossing their land in the old center. 

The train took away gravel to fill Boston's Back Bay, and brought in new residents and ideas. It 

also drew businesses and activity away from the old center as transportation on the railroad 

overtook travel on the coach roads. Over the next 25 years, the old center was abandoned, 

leaving nothing there of importance except the church. The in 1878, even the church was moved, 

lifted onto rollers and carefully dragged to this spot. 

 

Our Needham tree started growing a strong second shoot around this same time, with the 

development of Needham Heights. Events in Great Britain, especially the upheaval caused by 

industrialization in the English Midlands and the potato famine in Ireland, brought the first 

serious influx of immigrants to Needham, most of whom settled in the Heights. Among these 

were the knitters, like William Carter, whose mills would be the mainstay of Needham's 

industrial economy. These folks were not Unitarian, or even Congregational or Baptist. They 

were for the most part Methodists, a few were Anglicans; the Irish were Roman Catholics. For 

the earlier immigrants, there were Catholic and Methodist parishes in Upper Falls; the Anglicans, 

who had very small numbers, worshipped at the Catholic Church as well. 

 

In 1874, becoming wealthy in the textile trade, William Carter and the other large mill owners 

collected money to purchase land on Highland Avenue and build a Methodist church in 

Needham. In 1890, the Catholic Archdiocese of Boston granted Needham its own parish, St 

Joseph's. As with the building of the Baptist Church, assistance to St Joseph's came from 

unexpected places – their Congregational and Unitarian neighbors. St Joe's first building was the 

former Congregational Chapel on Chapel Street, which housed them until they could build a 

church of their own. The new church building, on the corner of Highland Avenue and May 

Street, was built on a lot owned by the Ladies of the First Parish. And when Needham's tiny 

Episcopal parish of 20 people was determined to build its own church, Christ Church, they were 

assisted in the purchase by William Carter and the Methodist Church.  

 

I would like to be able to say that this shows that everyone was friends and their were no 

animosities or biases. This is unfortunately not true. But it does show that people of faith in 



Needham understood the importance of faith to others, even though they did not agree on 

practice or doctrine. By 1900, Needham had grown from one parish to seven. 

 

Needham's tree suffered its most significant damage, even to the loss of part of its trunk, when 

West Needham voted in 1881 to establish itself as the town of Wellesley. This crack, which  

began in the 18th century over the burning of the church, had widened through the 19th century 

as affluent men, whose primary connections lay in Boston, began buying land in West Needham. 

The split left the town weakened, financially and emotionally, in the final decades of the 19th 

century. 

 

As Needham entered the 20th century it was changing fast, and it was not always comfortable 

with the changes. European political upheavals brought new immigrants from Italy, Poland and 

Russia. Most of these immigrants settled in the Heights to provide labor for the growing knitting 

mills, and Needham's population rose to 5000.  

 

For the first time, neighborhoods were identified by ethnicity as well as location. And the 

identifications were not always friendly. Italians lived in Guinea Alley, the area around Sachem 

Road.  Poles and Russians lived in Poleville, which we now call Riverside. Needham's growing 

Jewish population lived in the Gaza Strip or the Bagel Belt – Hunting Road and Gould Street. 

Neighborhoods were maintained in part by ethnic and religious ties, and in part by an overt 

policy of restrictions in real estate sales. Ads for new homes in Needham often cheerfully 

assured interested buyers that “strong restrictions made for good neighbors”. 

 

The Second World War changed all this. Going to war, Needham men and women got a crash 

course in regional and cultural diversity. They came home with broader perspective, and a tragic 

understanding of the price of racial and religious divisiveness.  

 

Post war prosperity also brought development and mobility. The 1950s saw the construction of 

Route 128, and with it the boom in business construction in the suburbs. Just as the old railroad 

brought Boston to Needham, 128 and the Industrial Center brought Needham the world. By 

1960, Needham's population reached 26,000 – a 100% increase since the start of the war. And as 

the houses sprang up, so did the congregations – several new congregations were established in 

Needham in the 1950s, including Grace Lutheran; the Presbyterian Church; a second catholic 

parish at St. Bartholomew’s; Temple Beth Shalom, Needham's first Jewish congregation; and 

Temple Aliyah a few years later. 

 

By my count, there are now 22 distinct congregations in Needham, and I know I've probably 

missed a few. Where 300 years ago we sought uniformity to make us whole, we now embrace 

diversity as a way to expand both our personal and public horizons. We have even 

institutionalized it, and instead of the established church we have the Needham Clergy 

Association to represent our many houses of worship. And the community is still strengthened 

by generosity:  during the two years when the First Parish was renovating this beautiful church, 

they found their temporary home at Temple Beth Shalom. 

 

In closing his Century Sermon, the Rev. Stephen Palmer looked forward: "One hundred years 

from this day, perhaps the future inhabitants of this town, in imitation of our example, will meet 



together”. Two hundred years have gone by since then, and today we too look forward. We 

gather in this most welcoming of sanctuaries to celebrate our 300 years, and our own covenant 

for the next century – one rooted in our past achievements, valuing diversity, and inclusive rather 

than exclusive.   

 

On the mighty tree of our history we are the growing tips, individual and different, but bound 

together by the branches and boughs, and held up by that strong trunk that started growing in 

1711.  We are, in our time, setting our own strong branches for the citizens of Needham’s next 

century. 

  

 


