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LIFESPAN CELEBRATES BLACK HISTORY MONTH
WHO WAS ONESIMUS?

In the early 1700s, smallpox was ravaging its way through
New England and other American Colonies, with
Massachusetts being hit hard as smallpox was arriving with
cargo ships to Boston. Quarantines were imposed and
attempts to treat the sick ensued. In 1706, Onesimus was
brought to North America as a slave and was "gifted" to
Cotton Mather, a Puritan minister and well-known figure in
the Salem Witch Trials. Mather saw Onesimus as extremely
intelligent and educated him in reading and writing, while
asking him about his life in Africa before coming to the
colonies. One of the questions Mather asked Onesimus was
whether he ever had smallpox back in Africa. This opened
the door to what would lead to Onesimus being declared
one of the "Best Bostonians of All Time" in a 2016 Boston
magazine survey.

Onesimus' birth name is unknown, bu
THE PROCESS OF VARIOLATION Mather n;med him Onesimus Jr

which means "useful, helpful"
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eventually, eradicating smallpox altogether.
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