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They say some things never change.  The 
political climate of today with extreme parti-
sanship between liberals and conservatives 
mirrors similar rivalry between the progressive 
Whigs and the conservative Tories of Sussex 
County during the Revolutionary War period.  
An example of this conflict can be seen in the 
Sussex County elections for the Delaware Gen-
eral Assembly in the fall of 1787.  While not yet 
determined as “parties”, the two factions had 
been antagonistic over the issue of indepen-
dence. They continued to battle over the con-
trol in the Delaware Assembly just before the 

ratification of the U.S. Constitution.  The 1787 
elections for assemblymen in Kent and New 
Castle proceeded without incident. But, rioting 
and violence marred the election in Sussex to 
the extent that the Assembly had to intervene 
and change the election date and polling place.

The whole issue of “Taxation without Rep-
resentation” and reaction to the Stamp and 
Townshend Tax Acts imposed by Great Britain 
in the 1760s gave birth to the idea of American 
independence.  In Sussex County, the very rural, 
isolated nature of the county, the conservative 
satisfaction with the status quo, and a resis-
tance to change caused a lack of enthusiasm to 
revolt against Parliament and the King.  These 
loyal (Tory) sentiments were so widespread in 
Sussex that the liberal, patriotic Whig-controlled 
General Assembly created inspection commit-
tees, militia units, and treason laws to suppress 
Tory activities. Often Tory uprisings had to be 
quelled by militia force.  After the war, conten-
tion between these two factions continued to 
affect Sussex politics.  Then, as now, hard feel-

continued on page 2

Violence and Tumult
...The 1787 Sussex County Election Riots

By  Sandie Gerken

November is National Hospice and  
Palliative Care Month, a wonderful 
time to recognize how hospice and 
palliative care helps patients and 
families in Delaware.

This month Delaware Hospice wants to 
help everyone understand the importance 
of the care that hospice provides for our resi-
dents. Hospice can help all families regard-
less of age, location, or diagnosis.

While most people state they want to die 
at home surrounded by loved ones, more 
than 63 percent die in hospitals and other 
places. Though hospice serves more fami-
lies than ever, only 43.6 percent of patients 
receive hospice care and often then not until 
the last week of life. That’s not soon enough 
for families coping with the end of life, so 
much more could be done.

National Hospice Month also serves as a 
reminder that while there are many ways to 

cope with the end of life, hospice provides 
significantly meaningful opportunities to 
live life fully. Researchers have found that 
patients receiving hospice care report a 
higher quality of life and, in fact, live longer.

Delaware Hospice wants to ensure that 
people understand help is available and 
that’s why, after decades of observance, 
National Hospice and Palliative Care Month 
is so close to our hearts. November is the best 
time to educate and inform communities.

Delaware Hospice would also like to dispel 
the inaccurate perception that hospice 

means you’ve given up when it’s really about 
living life to the fullest. Hospice and pallia-
tive care allows patients and their families 
to focus on what’s most important, living 
life and creating memories that can be cher-
ished despite an advanced illness.

“We know hospice provides high quality 
care to patients,” reports Katherine Ornstein, 
PhD, MPH, Assistant Professor of Geriatrics 
and Palliative Medicine at the Icahn School 
of Medicine at Mount Sinai. “If we want to 
understand the impact of hospice care, we 
should consider the potential benefit not 

just to the patient, but to the caregiver, and 
perhaps, the entire family and social network.”

Delaware Hospice provides expert pain 
management, symptom control, social sup-
port, and spiritual care to patients and their 
loved ones. The Delaware Hospice team 
answers questions, offers advice on what to 
expect, and helps families with the duties of 
being a caregiver. Hospice services are cov-
ered by Medicare, Medicaid in most states, 
and by most insurance plans. Hospice care 
is provided in the home, nursing homes, 
assisted living facilities and long term care 
centers.

If you or a loved one is facing a serious or 
life-limiting illness, the time to find out more 
about hospice and palliative care is right now. 

Tracy Tull, RN, MSN, CHPCA 
Delaware Hospice  
Vice President, Compliance & Education
www.delawarehospice.org/palliative-care/
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ings were always worst at election time.
The elections of 1787 to fill the seats in 

the Delaware Assembly were scheduled for 
October 1 in each county seat.  On November 
26, another election would be held to choose 
the 10 delegates from each county to repre-
sent Delaware at the ratifying convention in 
December 1787 in Dover, where they would 
vote to approve the new U.S. Constitution 
to unify the states.  Lewes was the Sussex 
county seat at the time, so “qualified” voters 
had to travel to the courthouse there to cast 
votes.  While there was no overt opposition 
to the new Constitution, Whigs and Tories 
continued to attack each other over politi-
cal control.   Disgruntled Tories had previ-
ously demonstrated their discontent with 
the Whigs in several insurrections, such as 
the “Black Camp Rebellion” near Georgetown, 
which had to be dispersed by the militia.  The 
Whigs were determined to prevent Tories 
(now calling themselves the New Party) 
from winning political offices by intimidat-
ing those with Tory sympathies to keep them 
from voting. Both liberal and conservative 
passions were high as the 1787 October elec-
tion approached.

Angry Whigs gathered outside Lewes 
before the October 1 election, armed with 
clubs, muskets, and swords, demanding to 
know how those citizens arriving in Lewes 
planned to vote.  Two magistrates advised 
Sussex Sheriff, Peter F. Wright that they had 
been told by a mob of Whigs, who marched 
into Lewes with muskets and “colors flying” 
on the eve of the election that there would 
be violence if Tory (or New Party) votes were 
allowed.  An eyewitness, William Harrison of 
Lewes, confirmed that the Whigs promised to 
march with arms in Lewes to turn away votes.  
Sheriff Wright appealed to the courthouse to 
invoke the Election Law of 1779 that allowed 
for adjournment of the election if “riotous or 
unlawful” attempts were made to interrupt 
the voting.  The election was postponed until 
October 8 to allow emotions to cool down. 

On October 8, Whigs, armed and on horse-
back, rode into town, led by Major James 
Trusham to turn Tories away from the polls.  
The sheriff once again adjourned the elec-
tion upon the advice of Delaware President 
Thomas Collins. However, physical violence 
ensued when one of Trusham’s men attacked 
and beat an accused Tory.  For a second time, 
a new election was scheduled!

President Collins proposed a kind of 
compromise ‘Ticket” with three candidates 
from each faction on the ballot. Each side 
would appoint 50 voters, a total of 100 in all, 
to cast votes for the Sussex members of the 
legislature. The election of this “Ticket” would 
send those men to the state legislature.   The 
new election would occur on October 15.  
After 100 votes were cast that day, the sheriff 
closed the elections. When the ballots were 
counted, the “Ticket” had won.  Once again, 
rioting broke out and several people were 
beaten in brawls.  Collins’ scheme proved 
unwise, provoked both sides, and caused a 
flurry of protests that many eligible voters 
had been disenfranchised by this irregular 
voting procedure.  The legislature concluded 
that so much intimidation and violence had 
existed, that the 100 vote process was illegal, 
and declared the October 15 election void.

Once more a new general election was 
set for November 26, the same date set for 
the voting for the 10 delegates to the Rati-
fication Convention. Because of so much 
“violence and tumult”, an act was passed to 
move the Sussex polling place for this elec-
tion to Nanticoke Hundred.   The votes were 
to be cast at the house of Robert Griffith 
near Vaughan’s Furnace at Deep Creek, 
located near present-day Middleford east of 
Seaford. Griffith was one of those previously 
attacked in Lewes as a Tory sympathizer. 
Whig suggestions for another compromise 
ticket” was rejected by the opposition with 
threats to “defend” their voters.  

Partisan violence again ruled the day.  But, 
this time the conservative Tories (New Party) 
were the armed intimidators with over 100 

men gathered near the polling place, harass-
ing and assaulting Whigs as they approached 
the polls.  As the votes were being counted, 
the sheriff ordered armed guards around 
the Griffith house due to a rumor that James 
Trusham’s armed Whigs were threatening to 
destroy the ballots.  Tory (New Party) candi-
dates won big and all 10 delegates selected 
for the Ratification Convention were of this 
faction. Almost immediately, the disgusted 
Whigs filed petitions claiming an unfair 
election at Vaughan’s Furnace. The petitions 
were sent to the General Assembly and the 
Ratification Convention, hoping to unseat the 
new delegates.   But neither body wanted to 
address the issue, nor delay the ratification, 
so the election was upheld. 

The Vaughan’s Furnace election results 
from each of Sussex’s hundreds suggest that 
conservative voters far outnumbered the lib-
erals and the election vote was way down.  
Moving the polls to the western side of the 
county may have been a hardship for eligible 
voters from the southeastern hundreds.  Only 
655 Sussex Countians voted when the aver-
age was usually 1000 to 1100. Of the eligible 
voters from Baltimore Hundred, only 3% cast 
ballots. Dagsboro Hundred had only 27%.  
The greatest percentages per hundred were 
50% in Nanticoke Hundred and 29% from 
Little Creek Hundred. Certainly, while political 
rivalry was a great factor in this election; the 
poor voter turn-out did spur on the decision 
to move the county seat to a more central 
location in Sussex County.

The final outcome of the election fiascos 
did secure 10 Sussex signatures to the Dela-
ware ratification document.  Signed at Battell’s 
Tavern in Dover on December 7, 1787, this 
document made Delaware the FIRST state to 
officially approve the U.S. Constitution.

As for the Whigs and the Tories, many Tory/
New Party members joined a newly formed, 
conservative Federalist party, while the Whigs 
became the more progressive Democratic-
Republicans.  Liberals vs. Conservatives….
some things never change.  

Sources:  
“Election Riots of 1787 in Sussex County, Dela-

ware”, John R. Kern, Delaware History Magazine, 
Fall/Winter 1987.

Presentation by C.A. Weslager, Lewes His-
torical Society’s Cultural and Historical Seminar, 
1978.

“A Fuller Account of the 1787 Sussex Election 
Riots”, Richard Carter, www.lowerdelmarvaroots.
com, July 2006.

“The Untold Story, Sussex County Delegates 
to the Ratification Convention”, The Honorable 
Randy Holland & The Honorable William B. Chan-
dler, III, Delaware Lawyer, Fall 1987.
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Author, Sandie 
Gerken lives in 
Dagsboro, DE. As 
a native Sussex 
Countian, local 
history is one of 
her passions. Re-

tired now, she devotes her time to 
genealogy research (her greatest 
passion since 1978), watercolor 
painting, grandchildren, soccer 
for kids with disabilities, books, 
and things creative and historical.  
She recently authored the book 
Memories of the Clayton Theatre 
as a fundraiser to help the Clayton 
go digital.  She is now exploring 
her writing skills with local history 
articles for High Tide News.

Sussex Academy to Use $70,000 Grant from Discover Bank
for After School Program

GEORGETOWN, DE.  Sussex Academy is pleased to 
announce that the school has been   awarded a 
$70,000.00 one-year grant to continue funding an 
after-school program that was initiated last year.

 The program, Discover Your Potential, launched 
in September 2014, was funded through 
$67,600.00 grant from Discover Bank.  Sussex 
Academy teachers provided tutoring in science, 
math, reading, writing, English and social studies 
to Sussex Academy students in need of academic 
support. The program ran for four afternoons per 

week throughout the 2014-2015 school year. 
 “We are so happy to maintain our relationship 

with Discover Bank and to be able to continue the 
Discover Your Potential program this year,” said 
Dr. Patricia Oliphant, Director of Curriculum and 
Instruction.  “Ninety one percent of our students 
that participated last year saw an improvement 
in their grades.”

 The 2015-2016 program started in September 
and will run four days per week through June.  
Students in need of academic support will be 
invited to attend.  In addition to the grant paying 
for instructors, it also covers the cost of two buses 
to provide transportation for participants. 

 “Discover Bank was pleased to renew and 
increase the grant to Sussex Academy,” said Amy 
Walls assistant director of CRA at Discover Bank.  

“Last year, the Discover Your Potential program 
was so well attended that Sussex Academy had 
to add a third teacher to assist.  This year, with the 
grant increase, all students in need of academic 
support will be able to participate and receive the 
help they need.”

 Sussex Academy is a tuition free, public, char-
ter school centrally located in Georgetown, DE.  
The school currently services students in grades 
6 through 11.  Grades 12 will be added in fall 2016.    
Sussex Academy uses an Expeditionary Learning 
approach and all students in grades 11 and 12 
will participate in the International Baccalaureate 
program. For additional information contact Gina 
Derrickson at 302-856-3636 or gina.derrickson@
saas.k12.de.us.

Photo:  Left to Right:  Chloie Millman (Seaford), Debora Morales (George-
town), Felix Derolus (Seaford), Jude Gallagher (Lewes), Esther Deleon 
(Georgetown), Amy Walls, Discover Bank.
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