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BY EOIN CANNON
In the 1940s and 50s,
one of the most indelible
images of Irish Boston
was that of the O’Neil
sisters–all 10 of them,
in matching dresses,
bonnets, and corsages,
holding hands under the
bright sunlight in the
Easter Parade on Commonwealth Avenue.
Photographs of the sisters appeared in newspapers and magazines
across the country, including a cover of Life
magazine. For those who
grew up in the Boston
area at that time, the
O’Neil girls were simply
a part of the public backdrop.
The Jamaica Plain
family was unique, but
its image personified the
Irish-American middle
class–proud of the size
of their family, something that had been a
negative stereotype–and
accepted as a part of the
mainstream in a way
that their parents’ generation had not been.
In that sense the
O’Neils’ story is much
more interesting than
the pretty image of the
10 girls dressed up for
Easter. It is in fact a
story of cultural assimilation and upward mobility that is at the heart
of Irish Boston’s, and indeed all of America’s,
history.
“They really were symbolic of everything good
about Irish Boston,” says
Joyce Cannon, who as
chair of the Irish Cultural Centre’s cultural
committee is putting together an exhibition on
the O’Neils for the ICC’s
Festival at Stonehill College in June. “They just
completely overturned
that stereotype of the
large Irish family.”
In the minds of
Boston’s upper classes,
that stereotype often

Barbara, Diane, Maureen, Evelyn, Ginny, Mary June, Julie, Danielle, Fran, mother Julia, and father Daniel, on Commonwealth
Avenue, Easter, 1956.

had to do with poverty
and bustling tenements
out of a Dickens novel. It
was no accident, then,
that Daniel O’Neil chose
the Easter Parade on
Commonwealth Avenue,
the venue where the
Yankee elite of the city
“presented” their daughters in all their elegance,
to show the world that a
large Irish family could
be just as elegant.
Of course, it wasn’t
easy;
the
family
scrimped and saved, and
Julia O’Neil made all
their clothes by hand.
But they succeeded in
presenting a pictureperfect image of wellregimented family bliss.
So much so that they became the symbol, not
only of the once-protestant parade, but of
Catholic family life.
Immigrant Families
Daniel O’Neil (18891959), whose family had
come to Boston from
Nova Scotia when he was
a child, was devastated
when he and the other
striking Boston Police
officers were fired in
1919 by then governor
Calvin Coolidge.
For this immigrant

son, getting on the force
had been his dream job.
It was on that job that
he had seen the daughters of the elite parade
down Commonwealth
Avenue, elegant in their
finery, and he had begun to dream of having
his own daughters to
take public pride in one
day.
Having lost the only
job he ever wanted,
O’Neil reluctantly became an insurance salesman for Met Life. It was
on that job, at the age of
40, that O’Neil met and
fell in love with Julia
Oliver (1909-1978), a
Portuguese immigrant
who grew up with five
brothers and sisters in
Somerville.
By the age of 20 she
was busy working with
her hands, doing piecework for dressmakers,
when Daniel O’Neil
came around selling insurance to his future
wife’s family.
“Different
backgrounds, different ages,
but they always got
along so well,” says Jane
Deery, the oldest daughter, who is now 68. “It
was a great life.”

Perhaps one of the reasons they got along so
well was that they both
believed in America’s
promise that hard-work
and honesty will be rewarded with respect.
Despite his bitterness
about losing his place on
the Police Department,
Daniel O’Neil loved to
mingle with the ascendant Irish of the city, the
politicians and power
brokers who gathered at
the L Street baths to
chew the fat. With several daughters in tow,
he would take the streetcar to Southie, where he
would smoke cigars and
shoot the breeze with the
various pols and others
who were there. The
girls, meanwhile, would
be sent next door to the
ladies’ side to keep busy.
The O’Neils’ mother
was also a natural socialite. She would take
the girls to teas held by
Rose Kennedy during
campaigns.
The
Kennedy matriarch was
an admirer of the O’Neil
girls and their mother,
saying “Oh I love the
outfits this year, Mrs.
O’Neil” when they came
around.

Women throughout the Boston area, including Rose Kennedy, were eager to see what Mrs. O’Neil had
outfitted the girls in each year.

Julia O’Neil made all the girls’ outfits by hand,
except for the hats and gloves. Distributing those
accessories was a major operation in its own right.

At the Ritz
Daniel O’Neil began
taking his daughters to
the Easter parade on
Commonwealth Avenue
after having seen, as a
police officer, the daughters of the elite paraded
there decked out in their
finery.
He thought, “why not
my daughters?” Jane
Deery said. “It was his
dream.”
Joyce Cannon notes
that ostensibly, Daniel’s
reason for bringing his
then five girls to the parade in 1940 was to show
that a big family could
be organized, “and perhaps to add some sunshine to a rather bleak
period,” at the end of the
Depression and entering
World War II.
However, it could not
have been an accident
that his children piled
out of a green Packard
and into the lobby of the
Ritz-Carlton—a bastion
of elite Boston, and the
place where Daniel
bought his cigars. It was
important for him to
make the statement that
his children were welcome anywhere.
He wound up giving
up the cigars bought at
the
Ritz-Carlton,

though, so there would
be enough money for his
wife to buy the fabric she
needed to make the girls’
clothing.
Julia O’Neil made every article of the girls’
clothing by hand, every
year. “I was a kid then,”
says Joyce Cannon. “You
would always want to
see what the O’Neil girls
were wearing.”
Their mother would go
so far as to sew each girl’s
initials into their outfits,
so that there would be
no confusion over which
item belonged to which
girl.
Despite all this effort,
daughter Jane Deery
says there was no pressure on the O’Neil sisters, because everything
they did seemed to flow
naturally from that
stable family environment.
The girls didn’t mind
the occasion, although
they were strongly encouraged to hold hands
with their sisters, even
those they might have
been cross with at the
time.
“My mother would just
say sweetly, ‘girls, remember the conse(Continued next page)
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Sisters Became Icons of Irish-American Life in Boston

The O’Neils, including brothers Larry and Daniel Jr., in a more recent picture.

quences,’ and that was
all that was needed,”
Deery says.
Celebrity Status
After their picture
starting appearing in
newspapers and magazines, the girls became
celebrities, getting to
meet performers and famous people in person,
such as Pops conductor
Arthur Fiedler, who

O’Neil to bring his
daughters to sit on the
stand erected for him
and other officials to
view the parade. Curley
sent two limousines to
the O’Neil home to pick
them up and bring them
downtown. To make
them a proper Boston
welcoming committee,
each of the 10 girls was
given the shirt of either

tured in a math textbook, with their own
question: what are the
odds of having 10 girls
in a row? (It’s one-in1,024, according to the
textbook)
They were also featured prominently in
Catholic periodicals and
in pictures with the like
of Cardinal Cusing and
Bishop Sheehan. The

happy to see her,” she
said. “She was always
fun to be with. Our
mother made you happy
at the end of the school
day.”
While the public’s image is of the girls lined
up on Easter Sunday in
their dresses and bonnets, Deery remembers
“every day of the week,
when it was just our fam-

Richard Cardinal Cushing was another fan of the O’Neil sisters.

greeted the girls backstage after a concert at
the Hatch Shell.
Mayor James Michael
Curley was a particular
fan of the family.
In those days, when a
big circus came to town,
the arrival of the animals by train was a big
event. The circus would
parade the exotic animals up Tremont Street
in a spectacle people
would line the streets to
witness.
One year in the 1940s,
Curley invited Daniel

a Red Sox or a Braves
player, “And we sat up
there like celebrities and
watched the parade,”
remembers
Diane
Nessar, the third daughter.
And celebrities they
were. They were pictured in Life, Newsweek,
The Boston Globe, The
New York Times, even
in a German newspaper.
They appeared on The
Today Show, The Ed
Sullivan Show, and
Steve Allen’s program.
They were even fea-

Church used them to
show that having many
children did not doom a
family to poverty or
unmanageability.
Everyday Life
All this symbolism notwithstanding, Jane
Deery says her favorite
memories of growing up
an O’Neil sister are simply those of living everyday family life.
“Our mother would
meet us at school with
the baby carriage and a
couple of toddlers in tow,
and you were always so

ily.”
The sisters may evoke
memories of the past for
Bostonians of their generation, but they are
very much of the present
today.
All 10 sisters, ranging
in age now from 51-68
years old, keep in touch
via e-mail. Diane, the
third oldest, records the
family tree—including
all 59 members of the
next generation, and 69
of the next after that—
with a computer program.

The ages of the family
now run from Jane, who
is 68, to Daniel, who is
48. Most of them still
live in the Boston area
but maintain winter
homes in Florida. They
are:
Jane Deery, of Quincy;
Barbara Wampole, of
South Boston; Maureen
Cloonan,
Florida;
Evelyn Kiley, Quincy;
Ginny O’Neil, Jamaica
Plain; Mary June
Hanrahan, Shorewood,
Wisconsin; Julie O’Neil,
Key West, Florida;
Danielle
McGreal,
Marshfield;
Fran
Cummings, Florida; and
Daniel O’Neil, of Florida.
The extended family
is enormous. Most of the
O’Neil girls followed in
the family tradition by
having large families of
their own, and there are
a grand total of 59 in the
next generation, and already 69 in the next. Eldest daughter Jane set
the pace with 10 children, while Maureen
had seven and Evelyn
had six.
One of the things Jane
Deery remembers most
fondly
about
her
mother’s character was
how, whenever she was
complimented on running such a large household so efficiently and
with such elegance, she
would always deflect the
praise onto her husband
and daughters.
Part of the reason the
O’Neils became so wellknown, Deery said, is
that her mother was so
agreeable—she couldn’t
say no when a magazine
called to take pictures,
or a charity wanted the
girls to walk in its parade.
In one picture from the
Record-American in the
1950s, titled “Quizzed
for the Census,” all 10
girls are lined up, ranging in ages from one to
17.
While those photo-ops
made the O’Neils a
household name in Bos-

ton and across the country, they weren’t what
made life special for the
girls.
“It was our everyday
life that was special and
fun,” Deery says. “Our
mother prepared us very
well for work and life.”
Deery had 10 children
of her own in a family
she raised in Boston and
Quincy. “We try to emulate her as much as we
can,” she said.
Five of the sisters now
live part of the year in
Florida, and even their
friends down there marvel at how they never
seem to argue about anything.
Reunions
Last May, Mary June
Hanrahan, the seventh
daughter, decided to
make the annual meeting place for the sisters
the small house in Ireland that she and her
husband had bought.
Eight of the 10 were able
to make it, so Hanrahan
had to rent a second
house just to fit them all
in.
“We had the most incredible experience
spending time alone together again, just the sisters. It was a dream and
a delight. ... I slept with
a different sister every
night just to catch up on
all they were doing.”
Hanrahan was the
only sister to spend her
whole adult life away
from Boston, after she
moved to Milwaukee
with her husband 33
years ago.
“I’ve missed them a
lot,” she said, “but we
are very close. Barely a
day goes by that I don’t
talk to at least one of
them.”
Hanrahan says it is
not true that her two
brothers, the oldest and
youngest members of the
family, were excluded
from the old pictures.
The fact is, she says, her
older brother Larry left
home to join the Army at
17, so he wasn’t around
after the early years, and
the youngest, Daniel,
simply wasn’t born until
later on.
Larry went on to become a career Army
man, earning a Silver
Star as a Green Beret in
Vietnam. He died 10
years ago. “He was quite
a war hero, and just a
fabulous man,” says his
sister.
Larry O’Neil’s dream
was to get all 12 children, their children and
grandchildren, together
for the 100th anniversary of their father’s
birth in 1989. They did
so, gathering in a park
in Brookline. Larry
promised to host another
reunion the following
year, at his home in
Georgia, but he died before the next anniversary came around. So the
family had to gather anyway, for his funeral. “We
were all together but it
was for a sad reason,”
Jane Deery remembers.

