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Tales From
Gouger Hill

After nearly a half century of wild times, order and decorum settled on
Gouger Hill in the early 20" Century. The neat rows of trees and lawns
in this 1927 photo hardly suggest the name and tales of Gouger Hill.
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Introduction

For vears the term “Gouger Hill” has mystified many people. How did
the name come about? There was a generalized answer that it had some-
how to do with the Irish and their penchant for drinking and fighting
on Saturday nights. Such activities at the West Street covered bridge in
the area called Nebraska are documented. The “Gouger” term seemed
to-be related to eye-gouging that occurred in many drunken fights.

Recently a more specific story of Gouger Hill has surfaced. This Quar-
terly is that story. Enjoy a fascinating story of an early Rutland neigh-
borhood.

The Quarterly is published by the Rutland Historical Society, 96 Center Street,
Rutland VT 05701-4023. Co-editors: Jim Davidson and Jacob Sherman.
Copies are $2 each plus $1 per order. Membership in the Society includes
a subscription to the Quarterly and the Newsletter. Copyright © 2014 The
Rutland Historical Society, Inc. ISSN 0748-2493.




Tales from Gouger Hill
By William J. Powers, Jr.

The section of today’s US Route 7 in Rutland, known as South Main
Street, which stretches south from Christ the King Church down to
Moon Brook has been known as “Gouger Hill” since at least the 1860s.

For many years, going back to the 1700s, Gouger Hill was anchored on
the south by Moon Brook and the adjacent brickyards. By the 19 cen-
tury, the top of the hill to the north was marked by Eleazer Wheelock’s
hotel. The brickyards operated well into the 19" century and the hotel,
later called the Brock House, lasted until late into the 20* century.

The Brock House (above) is now a parking lot.

The prosperity of Rutland grew rapidly as the mid-19* century ap-
proached. The industrial revolution had arrived! Marble and slate
quarries abounded and the railroad made its introduction. The rise of
iron works began. All required an extensive labor force. Soon, European
emigration to America “the land of opportunity” brought hopeful work-
ers. The potato famine in Ireland caused the Irish to be a significant
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part of this increased relocation to America and Vermont. Among these
Irish immigrants were James McDonough and his family.

James McDonough was born in County Sligo, Ireland about 1820' and
married in Ireland, prior to 1847, Mary Conlin. By the late 1840s, they
escaped the devastating Irish famine and had arrived in Lawrence,
Massachusetts by 1849.2 By 1853 they had settled in Rutland, Vermont
where they lived in a house owned by Samuel and Hannah Kimball on
the east side of present day South Main Street, number 108. On the 31
of October that year, Mary purchased the house and lot for $300.3

At an unknown date and for an unknown reason James McDonough,
a shoemaker, became known as the “Gouger.” Tradition says that he
was subject to the “Irish curse” — alcohol, and was combative with a ten-
dency to gouge opponents’ eyes. Whether the gouging stories are true
may never be known, but the nickname stuck — and not without good
reason.

In the March Term of 1855, James appeared in the Rutland County
Court to face an indictment for assaulting his wife. He pled guilty.*
During the same term, his wife also appeared in court to answer charg-
es for selling and furnishing intoxicating liquor. The verdict was guilty
on three counts for selling, and one for furnishing.?

“The Gouger,” was sentenced to three months imprisonment in the
Rutland Jail for beating his wife. Shortly after that, Mary was sen-
tenced to three months in jail on her liquor convictions. In May 1855,
James and Mary, and two of their small children, along with James
Dougherty and his wife, near neighbors and liquor peddlers on Gouger
Hill, were occupying one room in Rutland’s “inhuman jail.”®

Sometime after 1857, James McDonough deserted his wife and fam-
ily.

James may have been out of the picture by early 1858 when Mary ap-
pears to have been making a living selling liquor, for which she was as-
sessed fines for a total of $26.37.” Despite the penalties, Mary continued
to make her livelihood selling spirits. From 1860 through 1862 she had
to shell out a total of $100.48 in fines and costs.®

In 1867, Mary is recorded as being a widow and living at 135 Main
Street in Rutland. Her next door neighbor was Patrick (aka Bar-
tholomew) Collins, a railroad watchman, who lived at 133 Main Street.’
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Mary McDonough’s house on Main St. in Rutland, Vermont in 1869

By 1872, the street numbers had changed and Mary was listed as liv-
ing at 169 Main St. Collins was living at 167 Main.'® She and Collins
were recorded as living at the same addresses through 1878.1!

One Saturday in May 1874, Oscar Phillips, of Rutland, became very
much overcome from the effects of imbibing too much poor whisky. The
query was: “Where did he procure it?” Officer Perkins was determined
to know. After many inquiries he learned that on that afternoon Phil-
lips gave one of the fair residents of Gouger Hill (Mary McDonough)
twenty-five cents, with which she procured a half a pint of whiskey from
Mary Dougherty, another resident on the hill. Mary McDonough gave it
to Oscar, and in addition to that, he procured another pint on which he
got “jolly drunk.” Oscar was found on the turnpike [Woodstock Avenue]
by his friends, who conveyed him home.*

In January 1878, Mary mortgaged her property to John D. Hanra-
han. In that mortgage deed, she stated that she had been “deserted by
her husband James McDonough twenty three years ago — & left wholly
without means of support ... & said James has never been heard from
since.”?® Though Mary may have been off several years concerning her
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desertion, it nevertheless had been close to 20 years.

In August 1878, Mary’s home on Gouger Hill was destroyed by fire:

“At about nine o’clock Saturday morning fire was discovered
issuing from the roof of a house on Gouger hill, owned by Mary
McDonough. It appears that the fire was kindled in the roof by
sparks communicated from the house of Bartholomew Collins,
which was consumed a few hours previous, and that it had been
smoulering [sic] under the shingles for a long time. When the
alarm was given the fire had made great progress; and upon the
arrival of the fire department their efforts were directed main-
ly to saving property in the immediate vicinity of the doomed
building.

An indjvidual who has been a resident of gouger hill for a num-
ber of years told a representative of the Herald and Globe yes-
terday that this house was one of the oldest landmarks on the
hill. It was formerly the home of James McDonough, Sr., alias
the “Gouger,” as he was called in years gone by, from whom the
hill derives its name, who was “exiled” by his wife a number of
years ago for his riotous living. ‘This house,” said he, ‘was also
the scene of many a blood thirsty encounter in 1862-3 — a large
number of arrests for various offences having been made there
during the enlistment period — and until recently it has fully
sustained its reputation of being the scene of terrible dramas in
drunken warfare.’

The property, we learn, was insured for about $300. But very
little of the furniture was saved.*

Collins’ house was occupied by Nelson Hummel at the time of the
fire. The house was a total loss. There was a partial loss of furniture.
A kerosene lamp caused the fire. Mary’s house was a total loss and the
cause was determined to be accidental.’®

Despite the fires, Mary and Collins still owned or occupied the same
addresses in 1880.1¢ That year, Mary and her widowed son, James, were
living in a duplex at 169 Main St. with the Napoleon Porter family in
Rutland. At this time, Mary declared that she was married, but had
been deserted.!” _

In 1884, Mary still lived at the same address in the house shared
with the Porters.®
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Mary McDonough’s house in 1884 on present day 108 South Main St.,
Rutland, VT.

Mary died on 14 or 18 Jul 1885 in Rutland. The Rutland Herald of
20 Jul 1885 carried this account of her passing:

“Mrs. Mary McDonough, who lived on South Main Street,
fell Saturday afternoon and was injured so that she soon died.
She broke her hip two years ago and was very lame, but went
upstairs to get an ironing board which a neighbor sent to bor-
row because there happened to be nobody else about the house.
When returning with the board she lost her balance near the
head of the stairs and fell, struck her head near the bottom so as
to break the skull, never regaining consciousness, and died in a

few hours. She was 70 years old.

SYIMOd T WVITIIM




£
E
=
=z
o
Q
=
]
=
a2

jﬁjg}”] '%'*l I lil ””“”

o

Former home of Mary (Conlm) McDonough 108 South Mam St.,
Rutland, Vermont.?*

Mary is buried in the Old Catholic Cemetery, West Street, Rutland,
Vermont.?

Even though “The Gouger” and his wife passed on, the res1dents kept
the hill’s traditions alive, both before and after the McDonoughs’ pass-
ing.

One morning in August 1873, an Irishman came from Wallingford
to Rutland in a drunken condition. He called at the house of a “colored
individual” on Gouger Hill, and requested to see a certain female who
boarded there. The mistress of the house denied him entrance, and, to

keep him away, offered to give him a warm reception with hot water if
he still persisted. He came away at last, and in the course of an hour
or two, with the aid of another drink, he became courageous enough to
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