Descendant of enslavers takes step toward

‘repairing the foundation in this country’
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Donna Melcher, pictured with her granddog, spent five years researching her family's
history. Courtesy of Donna Melcher (HANDOUT)

WILLIAMSBURG — When Donna Melcher began researching her family’s
history years ago, what she unearthed were dark truths — and a keen interest
in reparative justice.

Melcher, who lives in Georgia, discovered that her ancestors were enslavers,
and she quickly began working to try and right the wrongs done by her family
line.
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That journey is bringing Melcher to the Williamsburg area, where she will give
remarks at a “Journey to Racial Healing” ceremony sponsored by the Historic
Triangle’s chapter of Coming to the Table, a national racial reconciliation
organization.

The ceremony, which includes lunch, will be held at 1 p.m. Saturday at
Freedom Park in James City County, the site of one of the earliest free Black
settlements in America. Admission is free, but registration is required. Those
who would like to attend can register online at
www.eventbrite.com/e/journey-to-racial-healing-ceremony-tickets-34749390
2617.
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One of the recreated homes in Freedom Park, a Black settlement interpretive site in
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In addition to Melcher, speakers will also include author Bill Sizemore, a
member of Coming to the Table-Historic Triangle, and Alicia Thomas, a
representative of Freedom, Georgia, a planned city intended as a safe haven
for people of color.

“It’s not every day that we get a phone call from someone from Georgia who
says, ‘My ancestors were slaveowners and I want to do something as a form of
reparative justice, and it involves your organization,”” said Laura Hill, founder
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and director of Coming to the Table-Historic Triangle. “We felt very honored
that someone from Georgia found out what we were doing in Williamsburg
and wanted to support it.”

Melcher was inspired to start digging while working in South Dakota with the
Oglala Lakota people.

“One night around the fire, one of them said, ‘Well, it’s really great that you
love our customs, but what about your own? Go find them,” ” said Melcher,
whose journey took her around Europe as she “reconnected with the land of
[her] ancestors” before she buckled down to start tracing back her lineage here
in the United States.

Leaning on research already done by her sister, Melcher dug into tax records
and wills to start putting together pieces of the puzzle. After five years of
research, she had “a pretty good picture” of her family’s history as enslavers.

“I just knew something had to be done,” she said.

In what she called a “clarion call to my heart from my ancestors,” Melcher
donated more than $20,000 to Coming to the Table-Historic Triangle and to
Freedom, Georgia.

“Certainly no amount of donation that I'm going to make is going to move the
needle to where we need it to be, but it is a small step to say ‘T acknowledge, I
recognize, I take responsibility and here’s what I can do,”” Melcher said. “That,
to me, seems like a step toward integrity. It seems like a step toward repairing
the foundation in this country. It’s also the legacy that I would like to leave.”

Saturday’s ceremony will also serve as the launch of the Virginia Racial
Healing Institute, a new nonprofit that will offer trauma, educational and

faith-based racial reconciliation programs.

Melcher hopes that her story might inspire other people to begin looking at
what reparative work they can do.

“It doesn’t have to be money,” she said. “In my case, that was what made
sense. But there are lots of things that can be done.”

Hill said Melcher’s actions will show others what reparative acts can look like.



“There are people who, when they think of reparative acts or reparations,
they’re waiting to see what the federal government or state or city is going to
do,” Hill said. “This woman is just taking the bull by the horns and saying,
‘Here is what I can do.”
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