Good Place for a Good Time: Post-War Dumfries saw racing, dancing, cock-fighting

    

Immediately following the American Revolution, Dumfries was a good place to have a good time. The capital of Prince William County was in its full glory as a tobacco port and a social happening place. 

The entrepreneurs who directed Dumfries' prospering tobacco trade were also among the social elite who set the style that the rest of the citizens did their best to follow. 

Colonial Virginians at Play, a book by Jane Carson, describes the average Virginia gentleman of the time as fond of horses, games and drink. Their wives were fashion-conscious and well-versed in the arts of dancing and conversation. 

Their children, remarkably enough, were expected from an early age to be much like their parents. They dressed and soon learned to deport themselves in formal fashion. Even the dolls that both the boys and girls played with were dressed and looked like adults. 

But the citizens of Prince William County were not staid by any means. The Dumfries Race Track, built around 1771, was a center for all kinds of entertainment. The races were arranged on a mostly informal basis, originating usually from a challenge between two men that one's horse was faster than the other's. A bet was made, a time set and friends of the horsemen came to watch, drink and bet on the outcome. 

The track at Dumfries was an extremely large one, although races were usually held only one-quarter mile long. Wagers made on the races were taken seriously. County courts recognized them as contracts and often intervened in cases of dispute or irregularities of payment. 

Daniel Payne, a wealthy merchant and one of the founders of the Dumfries Race Track, had a more direct method of collecting a bet. He would wait to see if any of his creditors won a wager that particular day. If they did, he would sidle up to them and inquire, quite innocently, "Had any luck, today, sir?" 

Dumfries also had a theater, which was especially popular when the General Assembly convened at quarterly intervals. Apparently the theater served as a combination playhouse, opera house, and dance hall all in one. On court weekends, landowners from far and wide gathered close to witness the hangings and whippings and attend the ball. 

Dumfries merchant Payne records in his diary that General George Washington came through Dumfries on a Tuesday to buy shoes from Thomas Montgomery and was offered tickets to see "The Recruiting Officer" that evening. Washington accepted the offer, then came back Thursday to buy tickets and see the play again. 

Virginians loved to dance. At plantation homes the dancing went on for hours most every evening, and was regarded not only as an elegant form of recreation but a social necessity. 

A lively account of colonial dance has survived in the journal of Lucinda Lee, who made a three-month visit of the lower Northern Neck in 1782, stopping at the homes of Washington, Lee, and Turberville cousins. James Thomson, Lucinda's favorite partner, was often the best dancer present - a distinction indeed, because everyone danced well - with the exception of Captain Grigg, whose minuet "was really the most ludicrous thing" Lucinda ever saw. "And what makes it more so, " she explained, "is, he thinks he dances a most delightful one." 

If dancing was what the woman preferred, for the men it was gambling. The gentry set the fashion in their homes and at public gatherings in taverns, laying bets on the fall of a card, or die, or sporting events, trials of strength, changes of weather and politics. 

Now everyone, of course, approved of gambling. Generally speaking, the families of Virginia were morally indebted to the Church of England. But when the colonists split from their Motherland, their independence took shape in many ways. So even though a Virginian might take his entire family to church on Sunday morning, he felt free to do what he darn well liked that afternoon. 

Preachments against the habits of gambling sometimes appeared in the Virginia Gazette. This one is typical: 

"A gentleman, after having traveled through different parts of the globe, returned at length to his own country. His friends, as usual in such circumstances, flocked round him with eager expression of welcome.... 'You know, gentlemen, I met a very strange set of men, who often sit round a table the whole night, and even til the morning is well advanced, but there is no cloth for them, nor is there anything to gratify the appetite. 

The thunder might rattle over heads, two armies might engage beside them, heaven itself might threaten an instant chaos, without making them stir, or in the least disturbing them; for they are both deaf and dumb. At times, indeed, they are heard to utter inarticulate sounds, sounds which have no connection with each other, and very little meaning; yet, they will roll their eyes at each other in the oddest manner imaginable. Often have I looked at them with wonder... sometimes they appear furious, as Bedlamites; sometimes serious and gloomy, as the infernal judgments; and sometimes gasping with all the anguish of a criminal, as he is led to the place of execution. 'Heavens (exclaimed the friends of our traveler) what can be the object of these unhappy wretches? Are they servants of the public?' 'No.' 'Then they are in search of the philosopher's stone?' 'No.' 'Oh! Now we have it; they are sent thither in order to repent of, and to atone for, their crimes.' 'No, you are as much deceived, my friends, as ever.' 'Good God! Then they must be madmen. Deaf, dumb and insensible! What in the name of wonder can employ them?' 'Why, gaming.' 

Changing fashions in games, as in costumes, were quickly noted and followed by the gentry, who learned to play them in London, or heard them from English correspondents or purchased the latest books of rules. 

Edmund Hoyle's Short Treatise on the Game of Whist (1742) was so popular that he followed it up with manuals on backgammon, piquet, quadrille, and brag. 

Piquet, for example, is a two handed game similar to modern rummy but scored somewhat like cribbage and played like whist. It was a popular game because it is fast, scores pile up rapidly for the player with the better hand and skill may improve chance because the large "widow" permits a nice use of discretion in discarding. 

Chess, the ancient game of intellectuals and introverts, had little appeal to planters who preferred simpler and more sociable games such as whist. Other widely-enjoyed games for adults were dominoes, hazard (dice), draughts (checkers), Far (a cousin of roulette), and billiards. 

The variety of games for children were enormous. The indoor games were often no more than actions based on the words of an accompanying ballad, such as "Soldier Brown Will You Marry Me" or Ring Around a Rosy or London Bridge is Falling Down. Outdoors, the youngsters enjoyed tag games such as Witch in the Jar, Pickadill (Fox and Geese) and yes, I Spy. There were also games played with balls (Mumblety-peg, shuttlecock and marbles) or skipping games (Eaper Weeper) or tops. 

For lower-class or backwoods boys, the martial art of boxing or wrestling might be attractive. There was also swimming, skating, bowling, skittles, and occasionally, a duel. 

Legend records that Rippon Lodge, built in 1720 by Colonel Richard Blackburn, is haunted by the spirits of two young men who were both killed in the house during a duel they were waging. 

Virginians had a love of horses proportionate to the use they had for the animals. Indeed, so useful were the beasts for work, visiting and hunting that colonials reputedly never walked anywhere if they could avoid it. Of this predilection William Byrd III remarked, "Two legs are too much for such lazy people, who cannot visit their next neighbor without six." 

Aside from horse racing, which developed from informal, often impromptu tests of speed and endurance, men enjoyed fox hunting and even wild horse hunting. Two kinds of fox and hunting were available - red fox and grey fox. Virginians preferred to chase the latter, because the red fox was too rare and would jog 15 to 20 miles before tiring in the least. The native grey fox would dutifully circle back after a mile or two in an effort to lose his followers. 

Interestingly, all wild animals (possum, wolves, bears, deer, etc.) were frequently stalked by hunting dogs and walking huntermen. The woodlands and streams, it seems, were too dense for horseback riding. 

The pursuit of wild horses was quite openly engaged in by many people, for any horse captured in an open field belonged to its captor. Eventually laws governing horse thievery came into being, but that was only a natural concomitant of a practice that long preceded the sport of fox hunting in Virginia. 

Another "sport" that was very popular in Dumfries and elsewhere was cockfighting. On weekends, holidays, and many other times citizens would go out to Cockpit Point. 

Here at this point, two miles north of where the Possum Point Vepco station now sits, the gamblers, profiteers, and riff-raff of society would drink and gamble on cockfights. 

Jimmy Haynes, 81, who lives on Cherry Hill Road, has written a book about the history of cockfighting at Cockpit Point called "Champ of the Potowmac." 

Says Haynes, "It was quite popular here from about 1750 right up until the time of the Civil War. The location of the cockpit was ideal, about two-thirds of the way between Quantico and Powell's Creek. If the law wanted to come out and stop all the vice, they had to come out by boat because there was no way of getting there by land. And whichever side the law came in, the people could leave on the other." 

Although cockfighting did have an appeal to men, the game cocks, unlike captured prey or a horse, served no utilitarian purpose. The cocks were imported for fighting only because roosters were used in chicken raising and wouldn't have been expendable even if there were satisfactory fighters. The loser in a cockfight was, after all, usually dead. 

Elkanah Watson in 1787 noted: 

The moment the birds were dropped, bets ran high. The littler heroes (the cocks) appeared trained to do business, and were not in the least disconcerted by the crowd or shouting. They stepped about with great apparent pride and dignity; advancing nearer and nearer, they flew upon each other at the same instant with a rude shock, the cruel and fatal gaffs being driven into their bodies... Frequently, one, or both, were struck dead at the first blow, but they often fought after having been repeatedly pierced, as long as they were able to crawl... I soon sickened of this barbarous sport and retired under the shade of a widespread willow. 

Watson's comments reflect the times in which he lived quite nicely. Colonial Virginians were moral in much of their writings and thought, but there was very little restraint in their recreation. 

(Taken from the Potomac News, June 30, 1976) 

