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• What is known about the original owner?
• Was the house part of a larger real estate development at the time it was built?
• Who else has owned or lived in the house over the years and what is known about them?
• Is the house in its original location or was it moved? If so, when and from where?

The house at 2-4 Bearse Avenue apparently arrived at its current location in 1923, but 
specifically where it came from and how it got there is not entirely clear, as will be seen.  
Questions like this make house history research both challenging and rewarding.  

Research into the story of this 
house has also provided an 
opportunity to explore the history  
of the neighborhood in Lower Mills 
that was known as Vose’s Grove or 
simply “the  Grove.” (Boston Globe, 
January 25, 2004) Read more about 
Vose’s Grove starting on page 13. 
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This detail from the 1831 Baker Map of the 
Towns of Dorchester and Milton shows the high 
ground to the east of the Lower Mills settlement 
that would later be developed. It is bordered on 
three sides by the Neponset River and its 
marshes, with Adams Street on the north.  

 

By 1850, as shown on the Whiting Map of 
Dorchester, there has been little development, 
but the Dorchester and Milton branch of the Old 
Colony Railroad now runs as far as Lower Mills. 
The branch eventually was extended to Mattapan 
Square and later became the Mattapan trolley 
line.  

As indicated on the 1874 insurance map, Mrs. 
D.T.V. Huntoon owned the land between the 
railroad and Adams Street. Daniel Thomas Vose 
Huntoon (1842-1886) was a very successful 
dealer in men’s furnishings. He was born in 
Canton, MA, and spent most of his life there. He 
was particularly interested in local history and 
wrote a number of books about the Town of 
Canton and the Hunton/Huntoon family. 

In September 1881, a subdivision plan was issued 
by Whitman and Breck, Surveyors, for “Vose’s 
Grove,” which is reflected on the 1884 insurance 
map, and the lots were advertised for public 
auction September 26 and 27 of that year. (See 
page 13.). While the V in Huntoon’s name is for 
Vose, determining how he came to own this large 
tract of land is beyond the scope of this report.  
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The Plan is oriented with South at the top. As may be seen, a number of the streets were later 
renamed. The future location of 2-4 Bearse Avenue, lot 61, is circled. 

 
The Property Back Story 
In 1877, the City of Boston foreclosed on 
properties owned by Mrs. D.T.V. Huntoon, and in 
1878, the Hyannis Savings Bank, which had 
provided financing for a considerable number of 
properties in the area, issued a deed of 
receivership. (The Huntoons must have reserved 
some lots for themselves well before the plan 
was completed and the public auction held in 
1881.) In November 1881, the receivers for the 
Hyannis Savings Bank deeded close to a dozen 
house lots, including lot 61 with 10,662 square 
feet of land, to Asael B. Wright. The 1884 atlas 
indicates his ownership of lot 61 and also shows 
where houses had been built. 
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Then, in July 1890, Wright deeded lot 61 to George H. Cavanagh, who was a well-established 
builder in Boston. The Cavanagh family would own lot 61/2-4 Bearse Avenue for the next 60 
years. 

George Henry Cavanagh was the son of William P. (1800-1880) and Margaret (Russell, 
1800-1846) Cavanagh, both of whom had immigrated from Ireland. They had three sons, all born 
in Boston. George was the youngest (1839-1910); the other two were John Patrick (1831-1909) 
and William R. (1833-1890); a daughter, Mary, died in 1845 at age 3.  

George married Eliza Phillips (1844-1899), who was from Ireland. In the 1880 census, the family 
lived on E Street in South Boston and included nine children, ages 13 years to 5 months old, 

Eliza’s widowed mother, and a servant from Ireland. 
George was listed as a contractor. 

Look back to page 3 and note that Geo. W. Cavanagh 
owned large properties along Riverview Avenue, now 
Medway Street. The house he built for his family in 1883, 
at 25 Medway Street, still stands (left). 

In 1900, well ensconced on Medway Street, the family 
included George Sr. (63 and now widowed), whose 
occupation was now pile driver; Joseph, 28, and a lawyer; 
Margaret, 26, and at home; Mary, 24; John P., 23, 
contractor; George H., Jr., 21 and “driver” (perhaps a pile 
driver and working for his father?); Eva, 19; Anna, 18; 

Thomas, 16; and Gerald, 14, all at school; and one very busy servant from Ireland. 

The 1898 map, right, shows 
continued building activity, but still 
nothing has happened at lot 61. 
George has sold one of his 
properties along the river to John 
Murray Forbes, of Milton, who also 
owns other land in that area. Note 
also the long rectangular lots 
running into the marshes 
perpendicular to the shore; their 
owners harvested the salt marsh hay 
for fodder.  
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In 1899, plans were being made by 
the recently established (1892) 
Metropolitan Park Commission 
(later to be called the Metropolitan 
District Commission and now the 
Department of Conservation and 
Recreation) to acquire the 
marshland as part of the Neponset 
River Reservation, which was 
established in 1896. 

By 1904, the marshland 
surrounding much of Vose’s Grove, 
as well as the lots bordered by Crest 
Avenue, has been acquired by the 
Metropolitan Park District and is 
part of the Neponset River 
Reservation. 

In 1918, most of the house lots 
have been filled, and the rail line is 
more extensive, but lot 61 is still 
vacant. George H. Sr. died in 1910, 
and in 1915 his surviving children 
deeded their shares in his Vose’s 
Grove properties to Catherine M. 
Cavanagh, wife of John Phillips 
Cavanagh, as reflected on the 1918 
insurance map (and part of a 
complicated mortgage). Lot 61 is 
still vacant land. 
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As noted, George H. Cavanagh died in 1910 (Boston Globe, April 1, 1910). At least one of his 
sons, John Phillips Cavanagh, carried on the family business. 
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John Phillips Cavanagh… 
George and Catherine’s son John Phillips lived in the family home 
on Medway Street in 1900, but in 1902 he married Catherine Fallon, 
the daughter of Judge Joseph D. Fallon and Mrs. Fallon, in a 
wedding that was described in the Boston Globe, May 14, 1902.  

In 1910, John, Catherine, their two young 
children, Catherine, 4, and Joseph, 3, and an Irish 
servant lived at 10 Elm Lawn (left); John’s 
occupation was Contractor/buildings. By 1920, 
John and his family were back at 25 Medway 
Street, where he would remain the rest of his life. 
John’s occupation in the 1930 census was 
Contractor/Bridges, and in 1940 it was 
Contractor/buildings. 

…and the House  
In September 1923, John P. Cavanagh submitted an Application for 
Permit for Alterations to the City of Boston Building Commissioner 
for a permit to move a 2-1/2 story, 2-family dwelling from Boston 
Elevated Land in Everett to 4 Bearse Avenue and “place on legal 
foundation.” In one place the form is date-stamped Sept 18 1923 
and is also stamped “Abandoned,” and on other form it is date-
stamped May 23 1924 and both “Not approved” and “Abandoned.” 
On a completely different form, dated September 17, 1923, 
permission is granted for the move by the Board of Examiners. (See 
pages 18-21 for these forms.)  To add to the story, the following 
appeared in the Boston Globe on September 27, 1923. Aside from 
obvious mistakes in the spelling of Cavanagh and the destination of 
the house, it seems clear that this house is the same house for which 
the permits had been requested. No updates as to the fate of this 
house could be found in the press. 
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Whether the “slipped” house made it 
to its final destination, or an alternative 
was found, Boston Residents Lists 
started listing occupants at 4 Bearse 
Avenue starting in 1925, and a house 
that matches the footprint of the 
current house appeared on the 1933 
insurance map. (A FOIA request 
would need to be submitted to the City 
of Everett building department to 
request information about the origins 
of the house, if any exists.) 
 

1925 

1926 

  
 

1927 

 

1928 

In 1930, the two units were given separate street numbers. 
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The 1930 census provides a fuller picture of the residents of 2 and 4 Bearse Avenue that year. 
While the Residents Lists included people who were 20 years old or older, the census listed 
everyone. It was a very full house! 

A sampling of later years: 

1932 

1934 

1938 

 

1940 
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1945 

The Corbetts and the Sterns remained through 1950, according to the annual Residents lists. 

No Cavanaghs ever lived at 2-4 Bearse Avenue. In the 1940 census, the Cavanaghs’ three sons 
were all living at 25 Medway Street. Their occupations were Joseph F., chemist/Metropolitan 
District Commission; Paul, foreman/building contractor; and John P. Jr., school teacher/college. 

For a last glimpse of the Cavanagh family, this article 
from the Boston Globe, June 28, 1946, not only 
describes John P.’s new car but gives an account of the 
three Cavanagh sons. 

In May 1950, John P. Cavanagh et ux deeded 2-4 Bearse 
Avenue, also described as “a portion of lot 61” totaling 
8371 square feet, to Joseph C. Dalton and Mary M. 
Dalton. 

The 1951 Residents List shows new occupants at both 2 
and 4 Bearse Avenue, and the house is finally owner 
occupied. 

Boston Directories list both Joseph Dalton and John F. 
O’Neill as laborers or with other titles in the City of 
Boston’s Public Works Department through many years. 

In June 1953, the Daltons sold 2-4 Bearse Avenue to the 
O’Neills and moved back to an address on Torrey Street.  
There was slow turnover of tenants at No. 2 through 
1970 (the last year that Residents Lists are available); 
Joseph Dalton showed up at No. 4, with the O’Neills, in 
1965/6. It seems possible that he was a relative as well 
as a co-worker of John O’Neill. 

�10



M. (Marie) Theresa O’Neill died in 1982; John F. died in 1994. (Boston Globe, June 12, 1982; 
Boston Globe, May 8, 1994)   

The O’Neill family—John F. and his four children, who are helpfully listed in both death notices
—carried out a series of transactions among themselves, over the course of about 15 years, that 
culminated in the ownership of 2-4 Bearse Avenue solely by John R. O’Neill. John R. O’Neill 
sold the property to the current owners in December 2020. The full ownership history is on page 
16. 

The House Itself 
The permit to move the house gives its current location 
as “Boston Elevated Land, Everett.”  Assuming that the 
house that stands at 2-4 Bearse Avenue is in fact the one 
that slipped off the lighter as the donkey engine was 
pulling it on, the house may have been available for 
purchase and removal in connection with work by 
Boston Elevated Railway Company in 1923 to build an 
underground station in Everett. (Boston Globe, May 18, 
1923)  And don’t feel sorry for the donkeys: according 
to Wikipedia, “A steam donkey or donkey engine was a 
steam-powered winch once widely used in logging, mining, maritime, and other industrial 
applications.” 

In 1957, the O’Neills had a product called Inselbric applied over the existing clapboards on the 
house. (Permit, page 22; ad, page 23.) While any original architectural details such as patterned 
shingles have been obscured by the Inselbric, the house exhibits basic Queen Anne 
characteristics such the steeply pitched roof and the strong, asymmetrical facade with its two-
story gabled bay, angled windows in the bay, and decorative brackets. The wide entry porch or 
portico adds another simple yet dramatic element. The style dates the house in the 1880s or 
1890s, but nothing more definitive can be said without additional information.
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Moving Houses Is Not for the Faint of Heart
Efforts to confirm the story of the house revealed another house-moving project John P. 
Cavanagh undertook in 1922. (It has been observed in newspaper stories that someone who lived 
in Lower Mills was sometimes said to live in Milton instead of Dorchester.)

Boston Globe, August 6, 1922                                                 Boston Herald, October 12, 1922
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Vose’s Grove 
A brief sampling of information about Vose’s Grove relates both to its role in the lives of the 
area’s Native Americans and to more recent events that helped shape the neighborhood as it 
exists today. Additional resources are listed on page 17. 
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All clippings from the Boston Globe unless otherwise noted. 
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July 6, 1886

September 16, 1913

October 17, 1913

May 20, 1935

December 15 1915



Chicago Tribune, February 19, 1976  
(Part of a Bicentennial series) 
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Lot 61/2-4 Bearse Avenue Ownership History

Date Book.Page Grantor Grantee

12/8/2020 64332.121 John R. O’Neill Anne D. Aylward, et al

2/2/2005 36439.439 Trust to John R. O’Neill 
individually

John R. O’Neill

5/9/1995 19754.142 John  R. O’Neill 2-4 Bearse to the Trust

5/3/1995 19754.144 O’Neill Real Estate Trust 
established

John R. is Trustee, all four 
siblings are beneficiaries

8/26/1992 17672.323 John F. O’Neill and Susan M. 
O’Neill

John R. O’Neill, with a life 
estate to John F. O’Neill

10/1/1991 17087.259 John F. O'Neill being 
unmarried (M. Theresa died 
June 6, 1982)

John F. O’Neill and Susan 
M. O’Neill

6/11/1953 6874.517 Joseph C. Dalton and Mary 
M. Dalton 

John F. O’Neill and M. 
Theresa O’Neill

5/29/1950 6608.592 John F. Cavanagh et ux Joseph C. Dalton and 
Mary M. Dalton 

12/13/1915 3926.190 Mary E. Cavanagh et al Catherine M. Cavanagh

7/22/1890 1951.581 Asael B. Wright George H. Cavanagh

11/1/1881 1551.241 Joseph R. Hall and Frank 
Thacher, Receivers of the 
decree on behalf of Hyannis 
SB

Asael B. Wright

9/3/1878 decree of receivership by  
SJC; Joseph R. Hall and 
Frank Thacher

9/22/1877 1390.254 Thomas Sherwin, City 
Collector, auctions holdings 
of Mrs. D.T.V. Huntoon for 
back taxes 

Hyannis Savings Bank. 
mortgagee, buys as 
highest bidder

Sept 1881 1540.999 1881 plan for Vose’s Grove



Sources and Resources 
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ancestry.com genealogical website for US Census, family history, newspaper articles, City 
directories

books.google.com - Life

Boston Public Library: Boston Resident Lists 1909-1970

Boston Register And Business Directory. Boston: Sampson & Murdock, babel.Hathi trust.org

Canton Local History Blog re Kitchamakin, brother of Chicataubut:  https://library.canton.ma.us/
Blog.aspx?IID=19

City of Boston Archives, with thanks to Kayla Skillin for her assistance.

City of Boston Inspectional Services Department, Building Permits via ScerIS

Dorchester Historical Society/Dorchester Atheneum for insurance maps

Dorchester Illustration 2374 Vose’s Grove: https://www.dorchesterhistoricalsocietyblog.org/blog/
3249/

FamilySearch genealogical website for deed indexes, deeds, tax records, directories, newspaper 
clippings, military records, etc.

FindAGrave.com

Google Earth Streetview © 2021

Massachusett Native American tribe: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Massachusett

The Massachusett Tribe has an extensive and informative website that includes the tribe’s history: 
http://massachusetttribe.org/chronological-listing-of-historically-important-events-at-ponkapoag-
plantation

"Massachusetts Land Records, 1620-1986," images, FamilySearch (https://familysearch.org )

Metro Park System: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metropolitan_Park_System_of_Greater_Boston

My Heritage genealogical website for US Census, family history, newspaper articles

Newspapers.com - Historical Newspapers from 1700s-2000s

Steam donkey:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steam_donkey

Suffolk County Registry of Deeds: masslandrecords.com

U.S. Census via FamilySearch, MyHeritage, Ancestry.com

U.S., City Directories, 1822-1995 [database on-line]. via ancestry.com (business and residential 
listings)

http://ancestry.com
http://books.google.com
http://trust.org
https://library.canton.ma.us/Blog.aspx?IID=19
https://www.dorchesterhistoricalsocietyblog.org/blog/3249/
http://FindAGrave.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Massachusett
http://massachusetttribe.org/chronological-listing-of-historically-important-events-at-ponkapoag-plantation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metropolitan_Park_System_of_Greater_Boston
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steam_donkey
http://masslandrecords.com
http://ancestry.com
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From Life Magazine, May 17, 1954
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