
 

 A n n a l s  f r o m  t h e  A r c h i v e s  

——All of history seems to be a web, in which the exploration of any place opens up multitudes of unexpected connections. One  

example of that is the beginnings of the Julie Country Day School of Leominster, Massachusetts. Its history includes surprising 

links to George Washington, an unknown woman inventor and to the humble tapioca pudding. 

     The site for the school can be traced back to Joel Crosby, who had served during the Revolutionary War as George  

Washington’s body guard. After the war ended, Crosby bought land in Leominster and settled down to become something of a 

gentleman farmer, growing peaches, pears, plums, nectarines, apples, grapes and berries. After his death, the property had two 

more owners before Harry L. Pierce, the president of the Fitchburg Railway Company, bought the property in 1908. He had the 

historic house razed and hired a New York firm, Siebrecht & Son, to design the new home and grounds. The manor became 

known as Grayling Hall. Pierce didn’t stay long in Leominster, deciding to sell the property in 1914. The next owner was Frank 

Ewing, the president of a new corporation—the Minute Tapioca Company.  

     The Minute Tapioca Company was less than twenty years old. The corporation had been started by John Whitman from  

Orange, Massachusetts. But the actual minute tapioca product was originally invented by Susan Stavers (1845-1895), a former 

music teacher from Boston. In the late 1800s, tapioca pudding required more stirring than most cooks during those years had 

time for and usually resulted in a lumpy pudding. Stavers solved that problem by grinding up the manioc root—the source of 

tapioca—with her coffee grinder, to allow it to cook quickly. For many years she managed a modest business by going door to 

door to sell her product. But in 1894, John Whitman met her and was so impressed by her invention that he bought the rights 

from her. She died the next year and so never realized just how successful her invention would ultimately become. Whitman 

named her creation Minute Tapioca and sometime in the early 20th century, Frank Ewing (1855-1932) became the president 

of the new company.  

     Ewing bought Grayling Hall for his wife, a former ballet dancer. The manor was the centerpiece of the estate.  It included  

seventeen acres of land, the two and a half story, twenty-one room mansion constructed in the Mission Revival style, as well as 

a greenhouse, dairy barn, cow barn, wagon shed, stables, farmer’s cottage, and a hennery. The New York firm that designed the 

grounds also included tennis courts and a swimming pool on the property. When Mrs. Ewing died, Frank Ewing couldn’t bear to 

remain in the house and so in 1930, he sold the manor to the Sisters of Notre Dame. The Sisters planned to use the home to 

provide fresh air and rest for members of their congregation with tuberculosis. Grayling Hall was renamed Villa Immaculata.  

     The Villa was blessed on Dec. 9, 1930 with the hope “that some day the beautifully developed estate that had boasted of 

the prancing of thoroughbred horses and the purring of Persian cats would resound with the harmony of the four R’s and the 

laughter of happy children.” Three doctors were brought in to treat the ailing sisters, Doctors Curley, Smith and Monahan. By 
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1940, the sisters reported that “gradually the infirmaries [were] filled to capacity, with some transfers to the Lake. . .” That 

same year, the sisters began looking at the possibility of using what had once been the barn as a possible summer school 

for the sisters. Most of the teaching sisters attended summer school every year so they could work towards their Bachelor’s 

Degrees. The barn was quite large and after some renovations were completed, the building held a study hall, sleeping  

quarters, a refectory and an assembly room for the sisters. This new school was named Villa Julie. In June of 1941, the  

sisters held their first summer classes in Leominster. Their neighbor, Bernard Doyle, gave permission for the sisters to use a 

house on his property, known as the Thayer House, for some of the visiting sisters to sleep in. He eventually donated that 

house and 13 acres of his land to the sisters for their convent and school.  

     That fall, on September 10, 1941, the Sisters opened the Julie Country Day School in the barn with thirteen students. “It 

certainly was a pretty little Country Day School. . . . One room has two babies age almost 3 and almost 4 years; 3 first  

graders and 4 second graders, total 9 pupils. Another [room] has two fourth grade and two fifth grade pupils. A third room is 

for art. . . “  

     The school continued to be used during the summer for the sisters. By the early 1950s, the success of the school  

required an addition, which was designed by architect James C. Flaherty. An eight classroom wing was designed and  

finished in 1955. Other renovations were completed in the early 1990s, with another wing dedicated in 1992.  

     Because of declining enrollment, the school was forced to close in 2006. The land and property are owned today by the 

Trustees of the Reservation.  
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