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 The area of Denison, Texas, that lies in or near the 600 block of 

South Armstrong Avenue has been known as Sugar Bottom for longer than 

anyone can remember. How did it get its name? 

 The two most widely repeated versions of the origin of the name can be found, 

like the above photo, in Katy’s Baby: The Story of Denison, Texas, a book written by a 

man named Jack Maguire and published thirty years ago. 



 

 The first step in gauging the authenticity of either of Maguire’s stories is to ask 

whether it could have happened prior to January 13, 1876, when the name “Sugar 

Bottom” first appeared in print. 

 

 

 

 By that measure the second version, which Maguire considered the more likely of 

the two, is in fact less likely. Sugar spilled from a freight car requires a train, which in 

turn requires a track. The 1876 bird’s-eye map of Denison shows no railroad track in the 

area that we now know as Sugar Bottom. On the 1886 map a track is clearly visible 

crossing Armstrong Avenue just above Nelson Street, but at the start of 1876 the 

neighborhood had already acquired its name, and the track had yet to be laid. 
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 The first version is only slightly more likely than the second. Gideon Stephens 

came to Denison from Butler County, Kansas, in late 1875 or early 1876. His first 

appearance in a Denison City Directory is in the 1876 edition, compiled in the fall of that 

year. He and his son Sidney are both listed as farmers residing at the southeast corner 

of Barrett Avenue and Nelson Street. The directory does not list a Stephens-owned 

store. Gideon appears to have started life in Denison as just a farmer. 

 

 

 In any case, he would have needed to arrive and open his store prior to early 

January in order even to be considered for a role in the origin story of Sugar Bottom. 

The earliest known mention of him in print in Denison is on March 11, 1876, in a Daily 

News report of his being fined for disturbing the peace. That is two months too late to 



have been early enough. What, then, is the earliest date that he could have been in 

Denison? Before he left Kansas he sold his farm there to a man from Tennessee. 

 

 

 

The date of the newspaper is December 24, 1875, which is only 20 days earlier than the 

first appearance of Sugar Bottom in the Denison Daily News. What is the likelihood that 

Stephens could have moved his family to Denison, opened a store, got on the wrong 

side of the Huckleberry Gang, and had his store burgled, all in less than a month’s 

time? The break-in may well have happened at a later date. The story may be accurate 

in most of its other particulars. If so, it is more likely that a barrel of sugar was selected 

to be dumped precisely because Stephens’ store was in Sugar Bottom than that the 

neighborhood derived its name from the contents of the barrel. 

 Maguire admits in his book that both stories are “probably apocryphal.” Keep in 

mind that when the book was published he had been reading and writing about Denison 

and Texas history for more than 50 years. In all that time he was unable to gather any 

tangible evidence to corroborate either story, both of which he probably heard as a boy 

growing up in Denison in the 1920s and ‘30s. 

         There is, however, persuasive evidence pointing to an altogether different origin 

story. Denison pioneer B. C. Murray, editor and publisher of the Denison Daily News, 

and later of the Sunday Gazetteer, left us a valuable clue when he identified the man 

who gave Sugar Bottom its name. He was John W. Pecor, alias Patsey McJackson. 



    

  These two items appeared in Murray’s newspapers 28 years apart. In the 

second one the “Pecor” in parentheses confirms that Patsy (usually spelled “Patsey”) 

McJackson’s real name was John W. Pecor. Why he chose to call himself Patsey 

McJackson is unknown, but it suggests that he had an affinity for nicknames. A native of 

Richmond, Virginia, he was in Denison by June of 1875. At that time he was about 23 

years old. Not long after his arrival he was hired by Murray to deliver copies and solicit 

subscriptions for the Denison Daily News. Their business relationship developed into a 

friendship that lasted until Pecor’s death 12 years later. 

 The map shows that in 1876 South Armstrong Avenue was near Denison’s 

southern and western city limits. Around the time that Patsey McJackson arrived in 

town, it had either acquired or was rapidly acquiring a reputation for rowdy revelry. 

   



    

 

 Sugar Bottom retained its unsavory reputation through at least the end of the 

decade. 

 

 Although the word “shakedown” connotes a type of extortion today, in early 

Denison newspaper reports it referred to an evening of boisterous dancing. 



 The name “Sugar Bottom” almost certainly came, like J. W. Pecor himself, from 

the city of Richmond, Virginia. Around the time of the Civil War the Confederate capital 

included several seedy neighborhoods. They persisted throughout the war and for at 

least a decade beyond. Pecor, who was 18 years old in the 1870 Census, would have 

been familiar with their colorful names, even if not with the neighborhoods themselves. 

   

 Newspapers in both Denison and Richmond used the phrase “lewd women” in 

stories about their respective Sugar Bottoms. Pecor, noting that and other similarities, 

probably began using the borrowed nickname as a joke. Murray apparently liked it well 

enough to use it in print, and the name stuck. After his competitor paper, the Cresset, 

picked it up, he was quick to give credit for the sobriquet to his own employee. 

 Although Sugar Bottom in Denison could claim a consensus on respectability by 

the end of the 19th century, its sister suburb in Richmond has struggled until relatively 

recently. Within the last five or six years increased demand for new housing has finally 

led real estate developers there to begin improving that long-benighted neighborhood. 



 And what became of “Patsey” Pecor? He had the misfortune to contract 

pulmonary tuberculosis in his early thirties, and he died in Denison at the age of 35. He 

lies in an unmarked grave somewhere in Fairview Cemetery. 

 

 

 

 Having now read this explanation, the next time you hear that spilled or dumped 

sugar was responsible for naming the neighborhood around the 600 block of South 

Armstrong Avenue in Denison, it will be your civic duty to speak up and give proper 

credit to the “worthless” male and “lewd” female inhabitants of the place a century and a 

half ago. Try to remember to mention Patsey McJackson, too. 


