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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

An engraving of the John B. Gough House appears in Cough's Autobiography, 
published in 1869. Located in Boylston, Massachusetts, it remains 
virtually identical to its appearance at the time of Cough's occupancy. 
It is a spacious New England frame house, painted white, two stories 
tall with a single-story bay on each side. The roof is hipped and both 
the cupola and bracketing are Italianate in style, though quite 
restrained. A large porch on the front of the house features octagonal 
columns. The shutters have been removed, but this has been the only 
alteration. The size and arrangement of the 24 rooms remains unchanged.

John Gough resided here from 1848 until 1886--the major portion of his 
oratorical career. He speaks fondly of the house he had built for him 
self and his second wife, Mary Whitcomb:

"On the 22nd of August (my birthday) the corner-stone of my 
house was laid .... It seemed a great undertaking to make a 
home for myself and wife. Many friends have asked why I 
chose a spot so far from the city,--five miles from Worcester, 
and two miles from anywhere else. The fact is, I had become 
weary of city life, and longed for the country. Being pleased 
with this situation, I purchased twenty-six acres, built my 
house, and planted trees. Since that time, I have added to 
it, and now, I trust with a grateful heart, I sit with my 
friends under the shade of the tree my hand has planted."1

The house currently serves as a residence for teachers at the Shepherd 
Knapp Day School.
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-'•John B. Gough, Autobiography and Personal Recollections of John B. 
Gough, with Twenty-Six Years Experience as a Public Speaker 
(Springfield, Massachusetts: Bill, Nichols § Co., 1869), p. 250.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

For 44 years, from 1842 to 1886, John B. Gough captivated audiences 
all over the country by his impassioned appeals for temperance and 
the humorous stories with which he interwove his more serious message. 
Gough immigrated to New York from England at age 12 to seek his fortune 
He learned the book-binding trade and played low comedy parts on the 
stage, both without much success. By age 25, he was unemployed, 
homeless, and a confirmed drunkard.

In 1842 he was invited to attend a temperance meeting in Worcester. 
That evening he signed a total abstinence pledge. Gough soon became 
"one of the most accomplished orators in America,"* and an eloquent 
proponent of temperance for the rest of his days. "He was a whole 
variety troupe in one little form. In the course of an address he 
enacted a dozen parts, with such fidelity that the last seemed best." 2 
Exercising a strong emotional appeal--"he held audiences breathless"3 -- 
Gough set out to reform the individual, rather than to effect changes 
in the law. According to his own estimate, he delivered more than 
9,600 lectures to over 9 million people. By 1853 his fame had spread 
abroad, and the London Temperance League invited him to lecture in 
England; Gough delivered his rousing sermons there for over 2 years 
and later returned on two other occasions.

The John B. Gough residence in Boylston, Massachusetts, has been well 
preserved. It is a large and rather plain New England frame house, 
with restrained Italianate details. Gough lived here for the major 
portion of his oratorical career, from 1848 until his death in 1886.

1Jerome Davis, "Gough, John Bartholomew," Dictionary of American 
Biography, 1943, VII, 445.

2Carlos Martyn, John B. Gough, The Apostle of Cold Water (New York: 
Funk $ Wagnalls Company, 1893), p. xii.

3 Ibid., p. xiii.
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8. Significance (page 1) John B. Gough House

History

"The whole civilized world is groaning under the awful results 
of intemperance in the use of intoxicating liquors; a large 
portion of the crime, lunacy, suicides, pauperism, being 
caused by it.

"It is worth a life-effort to save a drunkard, to lift a 
man from degradation."

--John B. Gough, Sunlight and Shadow, 1869

The history of temperance in America has received little attention from 
scholars. Yet its importance to the 19th-century American should not be 
underestimated. By 1834 there were some 5,000 temperance societies, 
and one million persons had pledged themselves to temperance. Henry 
Steele Commager has called temperance "[o] ne of the most spectacular, if 
not one of the most effective, reform movements of this generation."4 
Certainly John B. Gough stands out as one of the movement's most spec 
tacular reformers. Carlos Martyn believes that Gough--"the Apostle of 
Cold Water," as he calls him--has never received due credit for the 
"sterling mental and moral facilities" which sparked his marvelous oratory, 
"Those who knew the great advocate of temperance found the man off the 
platform even more admirable than the orator on it...."5

Born at Sandgate, Kent County, England, John Bartholomew Gough (1817-1886) 
emigrated to America at age 12. He worked for a time on a farm in 
Oneida County, New York, then went to New York City with only a half 
dollar in his pocket. He learned the book-binding trade and, when he was 
making $3 a week, sent to England for his family to join him. Although 
Cough's father remained at home in order to keep collecting his pension, 
his mother and sister came. Gough lost his job soon after their arrival, 
and in the resulting financial hardships his mother died. Gough began to 
drink heavily. For a time he acted low comedy parts on the New York 
stage, then in 1839 moved to Newburyport, Massachusetts, and opened a 
bindery of his own. He married Lucretia Fowler that year and had a child, 
but both died while Gough was off on a 10-day drunken binge. At age 25, 
John Gough--unemployed and homeless—became a victim of delirium tremens.

4The Era of Reform, 1830-1860 (Princeton, N.J.: D. Van Nostrand Company, 
Inc., 1960), p. 153.

5Martyn, John B. Gough, p. 318.
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In October 1842, at the invitation of a kind stranger, Gough attended 
a temperance meeting at the Worcester town hall. Almost by accident 
he discovered a latent talent:

"... the poor drunkard (Gough) arose when the opportunity for 
speaking was offered and requested that he might be heard. 
He was invited to the stand, where he related the sad story 
of his experience in a manner so touching that the great 
audience was overwhelmed with emotion.... At the close of 
his remarks, while hundreds in the audience were weeping, 
the pledge was passed to him ... [and] he wrote himself down 
a free man ....""

This was the turning point in Cough's life. He later wrote, "I had 
exerted a moral power which had long remained lying by perfectly useless, 
and the very idea of what I had done strengthened and encouraged me."? 
Gough twice violated his total-abstinence pledge, but both times publicly 
confessed his weakness and continued his temperance work.

Gough soon attracted widespread attention. In 1843, his first year as 
a temperance lecturer, he traveled almost 7,000 miles, gave 383 addresses, 
and built a reputation as one of the most accomplished orators in America. 
In 1853 he was invited by the London Temperance League to lecture in 
England, and he did so for over 2 years. He returned on a second tour 
in 1857 and again in 1878. Gough was thus preeiment as an orator on both 
sides of the Atlantic.

Few individuals could compare to Gough in moral earnestness. "No sooner 
did he discover his peculiar talent than he consecrated it," one con 
temporary wrote. "He held life and opportunity to be synonyms of duty. 
Ability, in his view, was a sacred trust...."8 John Gough gained his 
notoriety not by the force of his logic, but by his exhuberant emotional 
appeals. He "vitalized his matter by his manner"^ and could bring an 
audience to laughter or to tears as he wished. Yet one biographer has 
conceded that "he could not coin a striking phrase,"10 and Gough has 
indeed left few memorable sayings.

6W. H. Daniel, The Temperance Reform and Its Great Reformers (New York: Nelson § Phillips, 1878), p. 114.——————————————

7 Ibid., p. 115.
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"One memorable sentence Mr. Gough did utter--not because 
of any sparkle in it, but because of its practical turn and 
accurate self-photography. All the events of his careers,-- 
the tragic mournfulness and failure of its opening, the 
moral jubilancy and triumph of its close, those five hundred 
thousand miles of wearisome travel, the nine thousand fervid 
lectures, the nine millions of eager hearers on both sides 
of the Atlantic,--are condensed and voiced in his last and 
dying words: 'Keep you record clean! "'H

Gough lectured to the last, and died in Frankford, Pennsylvania, in the 
midst of one of his temperance tours.

11
Ibid., p. 325.
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