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Upon learning of the death of his friend and colleague, 
then-US Transportation Secretary (and former 
Massachusetts Governor) John A. Volpe wrote, 
“Julian Steele’s service to his community, state and 
nation was exemplary. Known and respected in 
Washington, responsible and influential on Beacon 
Hill, he still reserved time for participation in local 
government as moderator of the town of West 
Newbury. At all levels of endeavor his expertise was 
always coupled with compassion and his ambition was 
paired with dedication.” After his death, West 
Newbury voted a proclamation saying that Steele “left 
an example of a life worthy of the emulation of all.” 

Julian Denegal Steele was born on October 20, 1906, 
in Savannah, Georgia. His mother, Minnie Ellis Steele, 
was the daughter of a Jamaican minister who became 
a US citizen and a prominent pastor in Boston before 
moving to Savannah. His father, Alexander 
McPherson Steele, was a postal worker whose mother 
was a Free Person of Color in Savannah. Her father 
descended from Dover, New Hampshire’s first 
European settlers. 

Around age seven, Julian Steele moved with his 
mother and siblings to Boston while his father 
remained in Savannah as he had good employment 
and could better continue to support his family. Steele 
attended Boston Latin School and in 1929 graduated 
cum laude from Harvard College. After graduate 
studies in social work in New York, he returned to 
Boston. By 1932 he was the Executive Director of the 
R.G. Shaw Settlement House in Roxbury, where one 
Mary (Polly) Bradley Dawes, the “daughter of an old 
New England family” was in charge of the all-day 
nursery, what we would call day care now. 

A divided R.G. Shaw board forced Julian Steele’s 
resignation, finding that a mixed marriage would, as 
the Boston Globe reported, “impair his usefulness to 
Shaw House.” Students at Ward Belmont College in 
Nashville, which Polly Dawes had attended before 
graduating from Boston University, hung two 
“Negroes” in effigy to protest the engagement. A 
journalistic free-for-all followed their quiet New York 
City wedding in 1938. The San Francisco Examiner 
quoted the bride: “True love has no barrier. It 
transcends class, color, creed, or conditions.” More 
typical was the Daily News story, “Mixed Wedding 
Revealed.” 

Soon after, Julian Steele was heading Boston’s new 
Armstrong Hemenway Foundation, focusing on 
affordable housing. Jet Magazine summarized his 
career: “In 1954 he was named to the Massachusetts 
Parole Board…. He was appointed deputy admin-
istrator of the Housing and Home Finance Agency for 
Region 1 (New England and New York) in 1960. In 
1968 [he was] appointed … commissioner of the 
Dept. of Community Affairs, the first Black to head a 
major state agency in Massachusetts.” He also 
advocated for civil rights and served as president of 
Boston’s NAACP and Urban League. He became the 
first Black Moderator (chief layman) of the 
Commonwealth’s Congregational Church “because 
he is a brilliant Christian gentleman.” 

The Steeles bought property on Crane Neck Street in 
the early 1940s, attracted to West Newbury’s 
countryside as a good place to raise a family. A 1954 
Ebony article explained, “In West Newbury, Steele … 
found the perfect New England environment for him 
and his family. In West Newbury a man can be an avid 
admirer of Senator Joe McCarthy and an equally avid 
advocate of racial and religious tolerance.” 

Once here, Julian and Polly Steele engaged in the 
community, with numerous interests ranging from 
schools, to church, to summer theater. In March, 
1952, Julian Steele (the Town’s only Black voter) was 
elected Moderator—the first Black person to hold 
that position in the state. The New York Times 
reported, “Neighbors credit him with elevating the 
cultural life of the community. He began a men’s 
forum in the Congregational Church which grew so 
large it now meets in Town Hall.” He served as 
Moderator until his death here on January 17, 1970.  

Julian Steele’s words, quoted half a century ago in his 
Boston Globe obituary, remain a call for hope and action 
today: “Human progress can be measured largely in 
terms of acceptance of difference as interesting and 
our common humanity as profoundly important … I 
am convinced that we shall get through the present 
‘stalemate of terror’ that exists in the world, not so 
much by force of arms as by the moral and spiritual 
forces in the universe that as yet have not been 
tapped.”  
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Julian and Polly Steele, 1954 

Source: Jet Magazine 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Julian Steele (R) with his friend and Crane Neck Street neighbor, 

internationally known tenor Roland Hayes at Town Hall 

Source: West Newbury Historical Society 
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