Annals from the Archives

Summers in Tyngsboro
Brinley Farm,
also known as the
‘Nance O’Neil House’
before the 1907 sale to the
Sisters of Notre Dame

July 2014
Written by
Nancy Barthelemy
Archivist
nancy.barthelemy@sndden.org
sndbostonipswich.wordpress.com
boiparchives.omeka.net

——In 1907, the Sisters of Notre Dame in Lowell learned through their physician, Dr. James Sullivan, that an idyllic estate with
194 acres in Tyngsboro was up for sale. Owned by the actress Nance O’Neil, Dr. Sullivan felt it would be the perfect vacation
home for the Sisters. Tyngsboro had long provided a summer place for many through the years and it must have been part of
the reason that Nance O’Neil bought the estate in 1904. Because of her relentless schedule of performances, however, O’Neil
was unable to vacation there for more than two or three weeks a year. And so, she hired a staff to care for the building and her
menagerie of animals. Nance O’Neil owned cats and dogs, sheep and cows, cockatoos and even an orangutan, who soon
became too much for anyone to handle and was eventually given to a zoo. Despite being in constant demand to perform on
stage, O’Neil was quickly overwhelmed by financial troubles and fell behind on the mortgage payments for her Tyngsboro
estate. She struggled to keep the vacation home until 1907 when she finally decided to sell.
Apparently Dr. Sullivan had been urging Sister Constantine, the Superior for Lowell, to find a place for the Sisters to vacation
and had encouraged her to visit Tyngsboro before the estate sold to someone else. As the convent’s physician, he was well
aware of the hard work of the Sisters and the toll it took on their health. For example, the Lowell Annals report that in 1907, just
as the Sisters finished the usual school year where they taught children in the Academy, Parochial School and Sunday Schools,
their own summer classes began.
“The summer school for the teachers. . . opened on the 12th [of July]. Three Sisters from Trinity College. . .one from Philadelphia and one from Berkeley St. Boston. . .were named to give lessons in the different branches. . .” These lessons continued for
the next five weeks. Once summer school for the Sisters ended on August 19th, they then received word of their new mission.
Some stayed in Lowell, but many had to pack and leave for a new home and adjust themselves to teaching in a new school.
Little wonder that many grew ill from exhaustion. And so when word came of a possible home where the Sisters could rest and
enjoy a brief summer vacation, Sister Constantine went to see it for herself.
“The beauty of the place and surroundings so charmed Sister Superior that she telephoned to Waltham on her return home
and asked Sister Superior Agnes Aloysia to visit the estate. . . .[she] came as requested and was surprised and delighted with
the beauty of the scenery. A telegram was sent at once to Sister Superior Agnes Mary for permission to buy it. The answer
came . . .Yes!”
The sale took over another year to complete, but finally on October 24, 1908, the property was sold to the Sisters. Not only
would it be a vacation home but also the site of the future Notre Dame Academy in Tyngsboro. It wasn’t until July of 1909 that
the Sisters would have their first vacation in Tyngsboro and it seems that Nance O’Neil must have left some of her menagerie
behind.
On July 21, 1909, the Sisters wrote that, ”an incident of a rather unusual nature may be of interest. It has a moral, ‘Don’t
excite a dog and then leave him to his own devices.’ Togo, Nance O’Neil’s valuable English bull-dog, had been displaying his
prowess by swimming after sticks thrown into the water and then racing among the Sisters. Returning at a break-neck speed
he met a Sister walking quietly along in his pathway. Evidently it is against Togo’s principles to swerve to the right or the left so
he kept right ahead, lifted the Sister in the air and dashed some paces. Here he paused and looked back to see what had
happened and seemed reassured when the poor victim rose to her feet wondering whether her back or foot or hand need most
attention.”
Despite his “principles,” Togo and the Sisters’ continued to enjoy each other’s company. On August 9th “six Sisters guided by
little James Cassidy and guarded by Togo set off to climb the mountain which we wish to call Mt. St. Agnes in honor of dear

Sister Superior Agnes Mary. . . These hardy travelers returned . . .with trophies—Indian pipes, trailing evergreen and what
they thought was a deer’s skull. When they showed it proudly to Mr. Cassidy [the estate’s caretaker] he said, “Sure that’s an
old horse.”
Other enjoyments included boating on the pond. “Three Sisters went for a row on the artificial lake, they were under the
protection of Mr. Cassidy. One of them held onto both sides of the boat as frightened as if she were in airship and sweeping
through the clouds at the rate of a mile a minute. The observers . . . waved their greetings and encouragement to the heroic
trio.”
Of course there were challenges, as well. “We have been trying to recall the lines in the Ancient Mariner that are somewhat as follows, ’water, water everywhere and never a drop to drink.’ . . .Our plaint would be: ’Faucets, faucets everywhere
and never a drop to drink.” Because of the reluctant faucets, they relied on the well which was of the “Old Open Bucket,”
kind and yielded “sparking spring water and is used for all culinary purposes.” Baths were harder to come by but looking on
the bright side, the Sisters wrote that, “fortunately the day is long and no school bells are ringing so we patiently carry water
from kitchen to dormitories for personal ablutions and the scouring of woodwork and floors.”
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A few facts about Nance O’Neil
She was born in 1874 in California as Gertrude
Lamson. She took the stage name Nance O’Neill
by combining the first name of an onstage
comedian, Nance Oldfield, and Eliza O’Neill, a
17th century actress.
She stood 6 feet tall.
In 1904, about the time she bought her
Tyngsboro estate, she met and befriended Lizzie
Borden.
She performed on stage from New York to
London before entering silent films in 1915.
She continued to act in films until 1932.
She died at the Actor’s Fund Home in
Englewood, NJ in 1965 at the age of 90.
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