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President’s Pen 
 
Dear Members, 
 I very much appreciate the support of each 
of you for our organization.  Each one of you 
makes a difference.  The late Irma Clifton, a 
faithful member and friend, stated in her 
President’s column in the 1980s, “In spite of 
active review boards and historical societies such 
as HFT & SC, Inc. (Historic Falmouth Towne and 
Stafford County, Inc.), many properties are lost in 
this county each year to development and decay.  
When we go to our libraries, and in the course of 
research see the number of properties lost in 
Stafford already, then it is not fun anymore.” 
 It does sadden us to see any of our history 
lost and it seems sometimes that we are fighting a 
losing battle with the rapid pace of development, 
but although we continue to have many losses in 
this county, we have also made some great gains.  
Through the efforts of a host of people, many of 
whom are (or were) our members, we have seen 
the preservation of Ferry Farm, Crow’s Nest, 
Wide Water State Park, Government Island, the 
Civil War Park, Shelton’s Cottage, Hobby School, 
Union Church, the White Oak Civil War Museum, 
the Robertson/Towson house, and the Knight house. 
 For the last 54 years, this Society has been working toward having a museum dedicated to 
telling Stafford’s history.  Although we did have a very small museum for a couple of years, we are 
now hoping to have a new museum in a proposed new development.  “Downtown Stafford” seems to 
be our best hope of seeing this happen.  Plans are still in the developmental stages, so who knows, but 
as Irma once said, “We are having an impact but now is not the time to relax...” 
 As you read through this quarter’s newsletter, please don’t miss the SCHS resolution honoring 
Irma Clifton. 
 
Rick MacGregor 
 
 
SCHS News is published by the Stafford County Historical Society, a non-profit 501 (c) (3) 
organization founded in 1965.  The Society’s mailing address is Post Office Box 1664, Stafford, 
Virginia, 22555.  The Society’s web address is www.staffordhistorical.org. 
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Feature Article:  Stafford’s Hunting Clubs 
 

Some came by boat and others by train.  From the 1870s until the Great Depression, Stafford’s 
Potomac River and Aquia Creek shorelines were destinations for wealthy men in search of good 
hunting venues.  Historically, the creeks and rivers had always provided food for those who lived near 
them.  The waters teemed with fish, crabs, and oysters.  Also in prolific supply was a grand assortment 
of water fowl.  After the War Between the States, Stafford’s wildlife rebounded far better than did her 
human residents.  The area’s abundant wildlife enabled post-war residents to feed their families and 
provided them with much needed business opportunities. 

Just up the Potomac River from war-torn Stafford was Washington, DC.  Like today, the city 
teemed with wealthy professionals and politicians.  Beyond that, New York and Philadelphia were 
home to well-to-do men, many of whom enjoyed the sporting life.  The R F & P Railroad provided a 
direct connection between Stafford County and scores of wealthy northerners for whom good hunting 
was a passion. 

Here was an exciting business opportunity for locals who had few other economic options.  
Amongst the rich and famous, recognition of Stafford County as a happy hunting ground occurred 
shortly after the close of the war.  While some county residents chose to sell their land to consortiums 
of hunters, others acted as guides or opened their houses to provide lodging, food, and entertainment to 
hunters—for payment, of course.  The duck hunting craze provided an economic boost to local 
residents when they desperately needed it.  There seem to have been any number of local families who 
ran their own private hunting businesses.  The names of these are nearly impossible to discover in the 
surviving records.  Groups of men who organized and sometimes incorporated hunting clubs left more 
of a “paper trail” in county records and in the newspapers. 

At some point during the 1870s, a group called the Washington Ducking Club organized 
themselves and leased the 300-acre Coal Trips tract.  This may have been the first group to organize a 
hunt club here, but little is known about them.  By 1885, the club had folded and the property was sold 
to settle an unrelated law suit. 
 In 1878, a group of Washington hunters purchased Chappawamsic Island, which is located a 
short distance out in the Potomac River from its junction with Chappawamsic Creek.  Known as the 
Mt. Vernon Ducking Association, this very exclusive club included as a member Theodore Roosevelt.  
The group built a comfortable clubhouse on the island and held title to it until 1894 when they 
conveyed it to another small group of wealthy hunters.  Some of Dr. Samuel P. Langley’s helpers 
lodged in the clubhouse in 1903, apparently uninvited, during the time he was doing his “airship 
experiments” nearby in the Potomac River.  The hunt club members didn’t appreciate the outsiders 
and asked Langley’s men to leave.  Hunting on and from the island continued well into the twentieth 
century.  A newspaper from February of 1917 reads, “Dr. Allen Wolfe, George Hutchison, Harmon 
Pardoe and Adgate Lipscomb composed a quartet of Washington sportsmen who last week visited the 
Chapawamsic Club, Chapawamsic Island, and participated in a last shoot of the season.  The quartet 
visited the island when there was floating ice in the river and when the weather conditions were such 
as to drive the ducks toward shore, and at a time when a log fire in the clubhouse was both attractive 
and enjoyable.  Twenty-four ducks were brought down by the sportsmen.  Most of them were 
mallards, and they were in splendid condition.” 
 Framed by the Potomac River and Aquia Creek, the Wide Water peninsula was another ideal 
location for duck hunting.  Confederate General Fitzhugh Lee inherited part of the peninsula that had 
frontage on both waterways.  In 1883, he leased this to the trustees of the West End Ducking Club of 
Washington, DC.  In return for an annual rent of $125, the club had the right to hunt and shoot on the 
property as well as on the waters of Aquia Creek and the Potomac.  They also had permission to build 
a clubhouse there. 

In October of 1883, New Yorker Thomas Paton executed a four-year agreement for “exclusive 
hunting, fowling and water privileges attached to and belonging to the farm known as Loughlin Farm 
on Aquia Creek.”  Part of this property included the area called Aquia Landing.  Paton was married to 



Philadelphia bank heiress Marion Rawle.  In 1887, he purchased Simms’ or Brent’s Point from Gen. 
Fitzhugh Lee.  To his exclusive hunting establishment, he added what he called the New York Yacht 
Club.  Paton may have been involved with the previously mentioned West End Ducking Club.  The 
local newspaper reported that he “is now fitting up the house and grounds which he will use as a 
gunning and fishing resort for himself and friends.”  Paton seem to have used an already standing, 
older house and added to this substantially so that large numbers of friends and guests might be 
comfortably accommodated.  This expansive dwelling remains on Brent’s Point overlooking Aquia 
Creek and the Potomac River. 

In the mid-1880s, the R F & P Railroad leased part of their Aquia Landing property to a group 
of seven wealthy men who called themselves the Quantico Ducking Club.  At least some of these men 
were from Richmond, Virginia.  They built a clubhouse and boathouse on the tract and used the 
property until around 1888 when they purchased Coal Trips and reorganized themselves as the Game 
Point Association.  This club functioned until at least 1897 when they sold the Coal Trips property to 
William Rauch, Sr. of Manhattan.  Rauch’s wife was related to the previously mentioned Thomas 
Paton.  Part of this property is now occupied by a Girl Scout facility erroneously called “Camp Cole’s 
Trip.” 

The Fredericksburg Ducking Club used a small tract of land on the south side of Aquia Creek.  
This included the old Gourds Fishing Shore and was located not far from Coal Trips.  The names of 
the members of this group aren’t known nor is it known how long they functioned.  Other local 
ducking establishments included the Richmond Ducking Club (used land on the lower end of the Wide 
Water peninsula), the Aquia Creek Outing Club (officers were from Washington, DC), the Pocahontas 
Club (leased property on the south side of Aquia Creek near the railroad bridge), and the Clifton 
Ducking Club run by Withers Waller.  This latter effort operated from at least 1883 to 1928.  Members 
in this exclusive club in 1883 included Dr. Josiah H. Gautier, Dudley Gregory, Thomas Paton, Judge 
William Strong, Robert Carter Ballantyne, Edward Temple, Col. Wright Rives, and J. R. Schuyler, 
most of whom were wealthy northern professionals or politicians.  In 1889, President Harrison took a 
break from running the country to do a bit of duck hunting in Wide Water.  In 1896, Grover Cleveland 
also hunted ducks at Clifton.  While Withers Waller operated the massive Clifton Fishery, his hunting 
and fishing businesses functioned at different times of the year and, thus, didn’t conflict with each 
another.  He opened his home to the hunters and his wife and daughters provided lodging and meals. 
 In 1926, a group of wealthy New Yorkers incorporated themselves and acquired by purchase 
and lease, part of the Wide Water peninsula, giving them access to Aquia Creek and the Potomac 
River.  They called themselves the Blue Wing Hunt Club.  President was Dr. George Bolling Lee, a 
grandson of Gen. Robert E. Lee, and a resident of the Plaza Hotel in New York.  Secretary was R. M. 
Littlejohn, who was Dr. Lee’s first cousin.  This seems to have been one of the last of these clubs to 
enjoy hunting opportunities in Stafford as the Great Depression brought an end to most of those types 
of activities. 
 
 

A Methodist Camp Meeting 
 

Camp meetings were, at one time, popular Christian gatherings.  Lasting several days, the meetings 
were held on farms and drew large crowds that brought tents and provisions with which to sustain 
themselves.  The Alexandria Gazette newspaper of Aug. 16, 1834 advertised a Methodist camp 
meeting to be held on Thomas Towson’s property just west of Stafford Courthouse.  It was Towson 
who quarried the 24 column shafts used on the east portico of the U. S. Capitol and he was a devoted 
supporter of the Methodist Church.  The newspaper announced, “CAMP MEETING.  A Camp 
Meeting for the Stafford Circuit, under the superintendence of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
commencing on Friday, 5th September next, will be held on the land of Thomas Towson, Esq. distant 
about 2 miles from Stafford Courthouse, 12 from Fredericksburg, 10 from Dumfries, 22 from 
Brentsville, and 2 from the navigable part of Aquia Creek.  The necessary arrangements will be made 



to accommodate the genteel and well disposed (who may not find it convenient to bring tents) with 
board with private tent-holders.  And, as many persons habitually attend such places exclusively for 
gain, by the sale of such articles as may well be dispensed with, viz: such as Cider, Porter, Beer, 
Confectionary, &c. &c. &c. the Committee of Arrangements embrace this early opportunity of 
notifying all such that they will not be permitted to carry on such traffic within the limits of their 
jurisdiction, which is extensive, as the citizens of the neighborhood, with their usual liberality, and 
reverence for such assemblages, have placed about 7,000 acres of land under their control.  The 
ministers and members of the aforesaid Church, and all others who are friendly to such meetings, are 
respectfully invited to attend.” 
 
 

In Memoriam:  Irma Clifton 
 

On Sept. 19, 2019, the Stafford County Historical Society adopted a resolution recognizing Irma Adele 
Clifton.  Drafted by Mrs. Becky Guy, this reads, “Be it resolved that beloved Irma A. Clifton, 
deceased on August 30, 2019, shall be recognized by this Society for her achievements as a life 
member, former President of Stafford County Historical Society and Chair of the Board of Directors 
1987 – 1989.  She addressed the SCHS membership at regularly scheduled meetings, especially during 
the Month of the Woman since she had been so instrumental in saving artifacts from the imprisonment 
of the Suffragettes in Lorton Prison.  This Resolution will serve notice for her selfless service, her 
passionate advocacy for preservation of Shelton’s Cottage and other buildings in Historic Falmouth 
Towne—Falmouth later becoming incorporated into Stafford County Historical Society, Inc.—with 
Irma volunteering her energies and ideas wholeheartedly in SCHS.  Her home was in Falmouth where 
she restored beautiful gardens, opened her home to SCHS, fixed meals for Ida Brooks when she 
became ill, and many other kindly deeds.  Despite the ravages of pancreatic cancer, Irma never 
weakened in her quiet, unostentatious devotion to duty.  As a remarkable example, she mustered the 
strength and fortitude to bake and serve refreshments at the August meeting of SCHS as Chair of the 
Committee.  In addition, she was appointed to serve on the Stafford County Architectural Review 
Board this year. 
 
Be it further resolved that her work on Shelton’s Cottage, for which she received the Stafford 
Historical Commission award, followed after her singular repurposing of the Custom House in 
Falmouth—first used as an integral part of shipping and warehousing in the bustling town of Falmouth 
in colonial times—then used as the County Treasurer’s Office, later opened as a voting precinct and 
finally under Irma’s watch and regeneration became a small museum.  Irma opened that museum and 
sat as “guide” on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday by herself, keeping the museum open for three years 
through her dedication and stewardship. 
 
Be it also resolved that Irma A. Clifton’s energy, dedication and loss physically to us is reverberating 
throughout the whole of Stafford County and into Fairfax where she made so many contributions for 
which she was recognized with awards—notably The Workhouse Arts Center which is on the National 
Register of Historic Landmarks plus the artifacts she rescued for the Suffrage Memorial when Lorton 
Reformatory was closed.  Just this month for her achievements with Suffrage, Irma was recognized at 
the Stafford Board of Supervisors, the September 3rd regular meeting, by Ms. Wendy E. Maurer, 
Supervisor of Rock Hill Magisterial District, in her scheduled time for Board remarks.  Ms. Maurer 
had attended an event marking the Centennial Year of the Women’s Right to Vote.  At this event, held 
by the League of Women Voters, Mrs. Rebecca L. Reed cited Irma’s death as “a sad day in Stafford 
County,” further stating that she [Mrs. Reed] “…would never forget Irma’s statement that she was 
‘from beautiful downtown Falmouth.”’  This likewise beautiful lady brought so much happiness with 
her bubbly personality and smile to all who joined her in her life’s work.  There will be a void that 
only her memory can fill.  The loss of this gentle Lady who brought “light and enlightenment” to our 



Board and general membership, leaving a legacy which will be reflected in the historic sites she has 
saved and developed into landmarks, will inspire others to pick up and move forward in preservation 
efforts in her memory.  As her final Earthly gesture to SCHS, solidifying her enduring influence on all 
us members, Irma asked that memorial gifts be given to The Stafford County Historical Society. 
 
Therefore, be it finally resolved that the membership vote to have this resolution incorporated in the 
Minutes of this meeting, held in the chambers of the Stafford Board of Supervisors at the appointed 
time monthly meeting on the 19th day of September, Anno Domini 2019.  So ordered by vote of the 
membership and given under my hand at 8:00 p.m.  A. R. MacGregor, III” 
 
 

Union Church is Ready for Another Century 
 

A major restoration project commenced on Falmouth’s historic Union Church this past April and 
concluded the week of September 23.  Decades of termites, water leakage, and vandals had taken a toll 
on this local landmark.  Mr. Al Anderson of Timberworks of Interest, LLC, Pilot, Virginia, did a 
masterful job in rebuilding, repairing, and restoring the building.  The work was made possible by an 
anonymous donor who wanted to see this iconic structure preserved for future generations of Stafford 
residents.  The bell, which had been removed from the belfry for safety reasons, has been returned to 
its rightful place in the building.  The next time you pass through Falmouth, please drive up Carter 
Street and see the results of this remarkable effort. 
 
 

Weather Reports 
 

The Alexandria Gazette newspaper is a wonderful source of historical information about early Stafford 
County.  While the various Fredericksburg newspapers covered some events in lower Stafford, 
activities in the northern half of the county were rarely included in that town’s papers.  Fortunately, the 
Alexandria paper was more inclined to cover the goings on in northern Stafford, a reflection of the 
commerce and connections that existed between northern Stafford and Alexandria.  In the early days 
before the railroad, northern Stafford, especially northeastern Stafford, was closely tied to Alexandria 
by the ships that constantly sailed between the two places.  Construction of the R F & P Railroad to 
Aquia Landing in the 1840s further united the two regions as sailing and steamships linked railroad 
passengers with northern destinations. 
 
In August of 1818, the Gazette reported on a terrific storm that ripped through the area causing severe 
damage.  The article reads, “Sloop Vulcan, [Capt.] Fugitt, of and from Mattawoman – states he was in 
the gale on Saturday, 16th instant off Quantico – that about 12 said [sic] of inland vessels were in 
company at the time, 3 of which only besides the Vulcan, escaped being capsized or sunk – that from 
the best accounts, it is believed about 30 persons lost their lives – that immense damage was done to 
houses, fences, fields of corn, tobacco, &c.  The gale did not extend further than from Mattawoman to 
Aquia, in its full force – between which places the country is generally laid waste.  The force of the 
gale was such as exceeds all comparison.” 
 
 
The July 3, 1857 Evening Star from Washington, DC carried another weather report, “The late hail 
storm was not felt at Aquia Creek at all, but in spots between that point and Fredericksburg the hail 
fell some 10 inches in depth.” 
 
 
 



Stafford County’s First School Fair 
 
What seems to have been Stafford’s first school fair was held on April 3, 1917 at the courthouse and 
involved students from all of the county’s schools.  “Activities included an evening entertainment 
given by the students of the Falmouth School.  Students created many exhibits that were judged and 
prizes given.  These included a “community map” as well as hand-drawn maps of various sections of 
the county.  Girls submitted sewing, embroidery, crocheting, etc. and boys participated in athletic 
contests.  The very enjoyable event was well attended” (Fredericksburg Daily Star, Mar. 31, 1917).  
By the early 1920s, the school fairs were being held in combination with the county agricultural fairs. 
 
 

If You Want the Road Fixed… 
 
“Stafford—A bad spot in the road in Stafford county that was steadily getting worse and which had 
nearly caused several accidents, was repaired Wednesday by a number of ladies living in the locality.  
The ladies, after the place had been neglected by the county authorities for some time banded together 
and with the necessary implements and tools, went to the break and repaired it in a jiffy.  This is 
seemingly an example of the benefits the country will derive now that women can be elected to 
executive bodies in the counties and cities” (Alexandria Gazette, Aug. 19, 1920). 

 

 

Bulletin Board  
 

Upcoming Meetings:  
October 17—“The Freestone Industry in Stafford County” with Jerrilynn Eby MacGregor 
November 16—(Saturday) MEMBERS ONLY tour of Stafford Civil War Park with Glenn Trimmer—9:00  
 a.m. 
 Note:  This takes the place of our regularly scheduled meeting at the Administration Center on  

 November 21. 
December 19—Annual SCHS Christmas Party at the Rowser Building 

 

 

Newsletter Dissemination:  Successful dissemination of our newsletter requires that we have your 
current email address or that we are made aware of your specific lack of access to a computer.  Please contact 
Doris McAdams at (dmac200592@msn.com) or 540-720-1321.   

 

 

2020 Dues Are Due in January! 
Dues for 2020 are due January 1st.  Membership benefits include a subscription to the newsletter and 
participation at special events.  Please don’t forget to renew your membership so you’ll not miss out on any of 
our 2020 activities.  Mail your check or money order made payable to Stafford County Historical Society 
(SCHS) to: 
 
 Treasurer 
 Stafford County Historical Society 
 P. O. Box 1664 
 Stafford, VA  22555 

 

 

 

 



Not a Member?  Join Today!  We offer the following types of 

membership: 

 

 $15 Individual Annual Dues   $5 Student 
 $25 Family Annual Dues   $200 Individual Life Member 
 
Please make checks payable to Stafford County Historical Society and mail them and the completed form 
(below) to the Treasurer at: 

Stafford County Historical Society 

P. O. Box 1664 

Stafford, VA  22555 

 
Name _________________________________________ 

Address _______________________________________ 

City ___________________  State ___________  Zip ________________ 

Phone  (           )  __________ - _____________ 

Email  ________________________________________________________ 
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