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"I would advise you when You do fight Not to act like Tygers and Bears as these Virginians do 
- Biting one anothers Lips and Noses off, and gowging one another - that is, thrusting out one 
anothers Eyes, and kicking one another on the Cods, to the Great damage of many a Poor 
Woman." [EN1] Thus, Charles Woodmason, an itinerant Anglican minister born of English 
gentry stock, described the brutal form of combat he found in the Virginia backcountry shortly 
before the American Revolution. Although historians are more likely to study people thinking, 
governing, worshiping, or working, how men fight -- who participates, who observes, which 
rules are followed, what is at stake, what tactics are allowed - reveals much about past 
cultures and societies.  

The evolution of southern backwoods brawling from the late eighteenth century through the 
antebellum era can be reconstructed from oral traditions and travelers' accounts. As in most 
cultural history, broad patterns and uneven trends rather than specific dates mark the way. 
The sources are often problematic and must be used with care; some speculation is required. 
But the lives of common people cannot be ignored merely because they leave few records. "To 
feel for a feller's eyestrings and make him tell the news" was not just mayhem but an act 
freighted with significance for both social and cultural history. [EN2]  

*** 

As early as 1735, boxing was "much in fashion" in parts of Chesapeake Bay, and forty years 
later a visitor from the North declared that, along with dancing, fiddling, small swords, and 
card playing, it was an essential skill for all young Virginia gentlemen. [EN3] The term 
"boxing," however, did not necessarily refer to the comparatively tame style of bare-knuckle 
fighting familiar to eighteenth-century Englishmen. In 1746, four deaths prompted the 
governor of North Carolina to ask for legislation against "the barbarous and inhuman manner 
of boxing which so much prevails among the lower sort of people." The colonial assembly 
responded by making it a felony "to cut out the Tongue or pull out the eyes of the King's Liege 
People." Five years later the assembly added slitting, biting, and cutting off noses to the list of 
offenses. Virginia passed similar legislation in 1748 and revised these statutes in 1772 
explicitly to discourage men from "gouging, plucking, or putting out an eye, biting or kicking 
or stomping upon" quiet peaceable citizens. By 1786 South Carolina had made premeditated 
mayhem a capital offense, defining the crime as severing another's bodily parts. [EN4]  

Laws notwithstanding, the carnage continued. Philip Vickers Fithian, a New Jerseyite serving 
as tutor for an aristocratic Virginia family, confided to his journal on September 3, 1774:  

By appointment is to be fought this Day near Mr. Lanes two fist Battles between four young 
Fellows. The Cause of the battles I have not yet known; I suppose either that they are lovers, 
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and one has in Jest or reality some way supplanted the other; or has in a merry hour called 
him a Lubber or a thick-Skull, or a Buckskin, or a Scotsman, or perhaps one has mislaid the 
other's hat, or knocked a peach out of his Hand, or offered him a dram without wiping the 
mouth of the Bottle; all these, and ten thousand more quite as trifling and ridiculous are 
thought and accepted as just Causes of immediate Quarrels, in which every diabolical 
Stratagem for Mastery is allowed and practiced. [EN5] 
The "trifling and ridiculous" reasons for these fights had an unreal quality for the matter-of-
fact Yankee. Not assaults on persons or property but slights, insults, and thoughtless gestures 
set young southerners against each other. To call a man a "buckskin," for example, was to 
accuse him of the poverty associated with leather clothing, while the epithet "Scotsman" tied 
him to the low-caste Scots-Irish who settled the southern highlands. Fithian could not 
understand how such trivial offenses caused the bloody battles. But his incomprehension 
turned to rage when he realized that spectators attended these "odious and filthy 
amusements" and the fighters allayed their spontaneous passions in order to fix convenient 
dates and places, which allowed time for rumors to spread and crowds to gather. The Yankee 
concluded that only devils, prostitutes, or monkeys could sire creatures so unfit for human 
society. [EN6]  

Descriptions of these "fist battles," as Fithian called them, indicated that they generally began 
like English prize fights. Two men, surrounded by onlookers, parried blows until one was 
knocked or thrown down. But there the similarity ceased. Whereas "Broughton's Rules" of the 
English ring specified that a round ended when either antagonist fell, southern bruisers only 
began fighting at this point. Enclosed not inside a formal ring - the "magic circle" defining a 
special place with its own norms of conduct - but within whatever space the spectators left 
vacant, fighters battled each other until one called enough or was unable to continue. 
Combatants boasted, howled, and cursed. As words gave way to action, they tripped and 
threw, gouged and butted, scratched and choked each other. "But what is worse than all," 
Isaac Weld observed, "these wretches in their combat endeavor to their utmost to tear out 
each other's testicles." [EN7]  

Around the beginning of the nineteenth century, men sought original labels for their brutal 
style of fighting. "Rough-and-tumble" or simply "gouging" gradually replaced "boxing" as the 
name for these contests. [EN8] Before two bruisers attacked each other, spectators might 
demand whether they proposed to fight fair - according to Broughton's Rules - or rough-and-
tumble. Honor dictated that all techniques be permitted. Except for a ban on weapons, most 
men chose to fight "no holds barred," doing what they wished to each other without 
interference, until one gave up or was incapacitated. [EN9]  

The emphasis on maximum disfigurement, on severing bodily parts, made this fighting style 
unique. Amid the general mayhem, however, gouging out an opponent's eye became the sine 
qua non of rough-and-tumble fighting, much like the knockout punch in modern boxing. The 
best gougers, of course, were adept at other fighting skills. Some allegedly filed their teeth to 
bite off an enemy's appendages more efficiently. Still, liberating an eyeball quickly became a 
fighter's surest route to victory and his most prestigious accomplishment. To this end, 
celebrated heroes fired their fingernails hard, honed them sharp, and oiled them slick. "'You 
have come off badly this time, I doubt?'" declared an alarmed passerby on seeing the piteous 
condition of a renowned fighter. "'Have I,' says he triumphantly, shewing from his pocket at 
the same time an eye, which he had extracted during the combat, and preserved for a 
trophy." [EN10]  

As the new style of fighting evolved, its geographical distribution changed. Leadership quickly 
passed from the southern seaboard to upcountry counties and the western frontier. [EN11] 
Although examples could be found throughout the South, rough-and-tumbling was best suited 
to the backwoods, where hunting, herding, and semisubsistence agriculture predominated 
over market-oriented, staple crop production. Thus, the settlers of western Carolina, 
Kentucky, and Tennessee, as well as upland Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia, became 
especially known for their pugnacity. [EN12]  
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The social base of rough-and-tumbling also shifted with the passage of time. Although 
brawling was always considered a vice of the "lower sort," eighteenth-century Tidewater 
gentlemen sometimes found themselves in brutal fights. These combats grew out of 
challenges to men's honor - to their status in patriarchal, kin-based, small-scale communities - 
and were woven into the very fabric of daily life. Rys Isaac has observed that the Virginia 
gentry set the tone for a fiercely competitive style of living. Although they valued hierarchy, 
individual status was never permanently fixed, so men frantically sought to assert their 
prowess - by grand boasts over tavern gaming tables laden with money, by whipping and 
tripping each other's horses in violent quarter-races, by wagering one-half year's earnings on 
the flash of a fighting cock's gaff. Great planters and small shared an ethos that extolled 
courage bordering on foolhardiness and cherished magnificent, if irrational, displays of largess. 
[EN13]  

Piety, hard work, and steady habits had their adherents, but in this society aggressive self-
assertion and manly pride were the real marks of status. Even the gentry's vaunted hospitality 
demonstrated a family's community standing, so conviviality itself became a vehicle for rivalry 
and emulation. Rich and poor might revel together during "public times," but gentry patronage 
of sports and festivities kept the focus of power clear. Above all, brutal recreations toughened 
men for a violent social life in which the exploitation of labor, the specter of poverty, and a 
fierce struggle for status were daily realities. [EN14]  

During the final decades of the eighteenth century, however, individuals like Fithian's young 
gentlemen became less inclined to engage in rough-and-tumbling. Many in the planter class 
now wanted to distinguish themselves from social inferiors more by genteel manners, gracious 
living and paternal prestige than by patriarchal prowess. They sought alternatives to brawling 
and found them by imitating the English aristocracy. A few gentlemen took boxing lessons 
from professors of pugilism or attended sparring exhibitions given by touring exponents of the 
manly art. [EN15] More importantly, dueling gradually replaced hand-to-hand combat. The 
code of honor offered a genteel, though deadly, way to settle personal disputes while 
demonstrating one's elevated status. Ceremony distinguished antiseptic duels from lower-class 
brawls. Cool restraint and customary decorum proved a man's ability to shed blood while 
remaining emotionally detached, to act as mercilessly as the poor whites but to do so with 
chilling gentility. [EN16]  

Slowly, then, rough-and-tumble fighting found specific locus in both human and geographical 
landscapes. We can watch men grapple with the transition. When an attempt at a formal duel 
aborted, Savannah politician Robert Watkins and United States Senator James Jackson 
resorted to gouging. Jackson bit Watson's finger to save his eye. [EN17] Similarly, when a 
"low fellow who pretends to gentility" insulted a distinguished doctor, the gentleman 
responded with a proper challenge. "He had scarcely uttered these words, before the other 
flew at him, and in an instant turned his eye out of the socket, and while it hung upon his 
cheek, the fellow was barbarous enough to endeavor to pluck it entirely out." [EN18] By the 
new century, such ambiguity had lessened, as rough-and-tumble fighting was relegated to 
individuals in backwoods settlements. For the next several decades, eye-gouging matches 
were focal events in the culture of lower-class males who still relished the wild ways of old.  

*** 

"I saw more than one man who wanted an eye, and ascertained that I was now in the region 
of -gouging,'" reported young Timothy Flint, a Harvard educated, Presbyterian minister bound 
for Louisiana missionary work in 1816. His spirits buckled as his party turned down the 
Mississippi from the Ohio Valley. Enterprising farmers gave way to slothful and vulgar folk 
whom Flint considered barely civilized. Only vicious fighting and disgusting accounts of battles 
past disturbed their inertia. Residents assured him that the "blackguards" excluded gentlemen 
from gouging matches. Flint was therefore perplexed when told that a barbarous looking man 
was the "best" in one settlement, until he learned that best in this context meant not the most 
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moral, prosperous, or pious but the local champion who had whipped all he rest, the man 
most dexterous at extracting eyes. [EN19]  

Because rough-and-tumble fighting declined in settled areas, some of the most valuable 
accounts were written by visitors who penetrated the backcountry. Travel literature was quite 
popular during America's infancy, and many profit-minded authors undoubtedly wrote with 
their audience's expectations in mind. Images of heroic frontiersmen, of crude but 
unencumbered natural men, enthralled both writers and readers. Some who toured the new 
republic in the decades following the Revolution had strong prejudices against America's 
democratic pretensions. English travelers in particular doubted that the upstart nation - in 
which the lower class shouted its equality and the upper class was unable or unwilling to 
exercise proper authority - could survive. Ironically, backcountry fighting became a symbol for 
both those who inflated and those who punctured America's expansive national ego.  

Frontier braggarts enjoyed fulfilling visitors' expectations of backwoods depravity, pumping 
listeners full of gruesome legends. Their narratives projected a satisfying, if grotesque, image 
of the American rustic as a fearless, barbaric, larger-than-life democrat. But they also gave 
Englishmen the satisfaction of seeing their former countrymen run wild in the wilderness. 
Gouging matches offered a perfect metaphor for the Hobbesian war of all against all, of men 
tearing each other apart once institutional restraints evaporated, of a heart of darkness 
beating in the New World. As they made their way from the northern port towns to the 
southern countrywide, or down the Ohio to southwestern waterways, observers concluded that 
geographical and moral descent went hand in hand. Brutal fights dramatically confirmed their 
belief that evil lurked in the deep shadows of America's sunny democratic landscape.  

And yet it would be a mistake to dismiss all travelers' accounts of backwoods fighting as 
fictions born of prejudice. Many sojourners who were sober and careful observers of America 
left detailed reports of rough-and-tumbles. Aware of the tradition of frontier boasting, they 
distinguished apocryphal stories from personal observation, wild tales from eyewitness 
accounts. Although gouging matches became a sort of literary convention, many travelers 
compiled credible descriptions of backwoods violence.  

"The indolence and dissipation of the middling and lower classes of Virginia are such as to give 
pain to every reflecting mind," one anonymous visitor declared. "Horse-racing, cock-fighting, 
and boxing-matches are standing amusements, for which they neglect all business; and in the 
latter of which they conduct themselves with a barbarity worthy of their savage neighbors." 
[EN20] Thomas Anburey agreed. He believed that the Revolution's leveling of class distinction 
left the "lower people" dangerously independent. Although Anburey found whites usually 
hospitable and generous, he was disturbed by their sudden outbursts of impudence, their 
aversion to labor and love of drink, their vengefulness and savagery. They shared with their 
betters a taste for gaming, horse racing, and cockfighting, but "boxing matches, in which they 
display such barbarity, as fully marks their innate ferocious disposition," were all their own. 
Anburey concluded that an English prize fight was humanity itself compared to Virginia 
combat. [EN21]  

Another visitor, Charles William Janson, decried the loss of social subordination, which caused 
the rabble to reinterpret liberty and equality as licentiousness. Paternal authority - the font of 
social and political order - had broken down in America, as parents gratified their children's 
whims, including youthful tastes for alcohol and tobacco. A national mistrust of authority had 
brought civilization to its nadir among the poor whites of the South. "The lower classes are the 
most abject that, perhaps, ever peopled a Christian land. They live in the woods and deserts 
and many of them cultivate no more land than will raise them corn and cabbages, which, with 
fish, and occasionally a piece of pickled pork or bacon, are their constant food'. Their 
habitations are more wretched than can be conceived; the huts of the poor of Ireland, or even 
the meanest Indian wigwam, displaying more ingenuity and greater industry." [EN22] Despite 
their degradation - perhaps because of it - Janson found the poor whites extremely jealous of 
their republican rights and liberties. They considered themselves the equals of their best-
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educated neighbors and intruded on whomever they chose. [EN23] The gouging match this 
fastidious Englishman witnessed in Georgia was the epitome of lower-class depravity:  

We found the combatants' fast clinched by the hair, and their thumbs endeavoring to force a 
passage into each other's eyes; while several of the bystanders were betting upon the first eye 
to be turned out of its socket. For some time the combatants avoided the thumb stroke with 
dexterity. At length they fell to the ground, and in an instant the uppermost sprung up with 
his antagonist's eye in his hand!!! The savage crowd applauded, while, sick with horror, we 
galloped away from the infernal scene. The name of the sufferer was John Butler, a Carolinian, 
who, it seems, had been dared to the combat by a Georgian; and the first eye was for the 
honor of the state to which they respectively belonged. 
Janson concluded that even Indian "savages" and London's rabble would be outraged by the 
beastly Americans. [EN24]  

While Janson toured the lower South, his countryman Thomas Ashe explored the territory 
around Wheeling, Virginia. A passage, dated April 1806, from his Travels in America gives us a 
detailed picture of gouging's social context. Ashe expounded on Wheeling's potential to 
become a center of trade for the Ohio and upper Mississippi valleys, noting that geography 
made the town a natural rival of Pittsburgh. Yet Wheeling lagged in "worthy commercial 
pursuits, and industrious and moral dealings." Ashe attributed this backwardness to the town's 
frontier ways, which attracted men who specialized in drinking, plundering Indian property, 
racing horses, and watching cockfights. A Wheeling Quaker assured Ashe that mores were 
changing, that the underworld element was about to be driven out. Soon, the godly would 
gain control of the local government, enforce strict observance of the Sabbath, and outlaw 
vice. Ashe was sympathetic but doubtful. In Wheeling, only heightened violence and 
debauchery distinguished Sunday from the rest of the week. The citizens' willingness to close 
up shop and neglect business on the slightest pretext made it a questionable residence for any 
respectable group of men, let alone a society of Quakers. [EN25]  

To convey the rough texture of Wheeling life, Ashe described a gouging match. Two men 
drinking at a public house argued over the merits of their respective horses. Wagers made, 
they galloped off to the race course. "Two thirds of the population followed: - blacksmiths, 
shipwrights, all left work: the town appeared a desert. The stores were shut. I asked a 
proprietor, why the warehouses did not remain open? He told me all good was done for the 
day: that the people would remain on the ground till night, and many stay till the following 
morning." Determined to witness an event deemed so important that the entire town went on 
holiday, Ashe headed for the track. He missed the initial heat but arrived in time to watch the 
crowd raise the stakes to induce a rematch. Six horses competed, and spectators bet a small 
fortune, but the results were inconclusive. Soon, the melee narrowed to two individuals, a 
Virginian and a Kentuckian. Because fights were common in such situations, everyone knew 
the proper procedures, and the combatants quickly decided to "tear and rend" one another - 
to rough-and-tumble - rather than "fight fair." Ashe elaborated: "You startle at the words tear 
and rend, and again do not understand me. You have heard these terms, I allow, applied to 
beasts of prey and to carnivorous animals; and your humanity cannot conceive them 
applicable to man: It nevertheless is so, and the fact will not permit me the use of any less 
expressive term." [EN26]  

The battle began - size and power on the Kentuckian's side, science and craft on the 
Virginian's. They exchanged cautious throws and blows, when suddenly the Virginian lunged at 
his opponent with a panther's ferocity. The crowd roared its approval as the fight reached its 
violent denouement:  

The shock received by the Kentuckyan, and the want of breath, brought him instantly to the 
ground. The Virginian never lost his hold; like those bats of the South who never quit the 
subject on which they fasten until they taste blood, he kept his knees in his enemy's body; 
fixing his claws in his hair, and his thumbs on his eyes, gave them an instantaneous start from 
their sockets. The sufferer roared aloud, but uttered no complaint. The citizens again shouted 
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with joy. Doubts were no longer entertained and bets of three to one were offered on the 
Virginian. 
But the fight continued. The Kentuckian grabbed his smaller opponent and held him in a tight 
bear hug, forcing the Virginian to relinquish his facial grip. Over and over the two rolled, until, 
getting the Virginian under him, the big man "snapt off his nose so close to his face that no 
manner of projection remained." The Virginian quickly recovered, seized the Kentuckian's 
lower lip in his teeth, and ripped it down over his enemy's chin. This was enough: "The 
Kentuckyan at length gave out, on which the people carried off the victor, and he preferring a 
triumph to a doctor, who came to cicatrize his face, suffered himself to be chaired round the 
ground as the champion of the times, and the first rougher-and-tumbler. The poor wretch, 
whose eyes were started from their spheres, and whose lip refused its office, returned to the 
town, to hide his impotence, and get his countenance repaired." The citizens refreshed 
themselves with whiskey and biscuits, then resumed their races.  

Ashe's Quaker friend reported that such spontaneous races occurred two or three times a 
week and that the annual fall and spring meets lasted fourteen uninterrupted days, "aided by 
the licentious and profligate of all the neighboring states." As for rough-and-tumbles, the 
Quaker saw no hope of suppressing them. Few nights passed without such fights; few 
mornings failed to reveal a new citizen with mutilated features. It was a regional taste, 
unrestrained by law or authority, an inevitable part of life on the left bank of the Ohio. [EN27]  
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