























From the Depths of the HRNM Archives Comes...

One of the first “Off-Limits” Orders for Norfolk

by Joe Mosier

One of the most valuable and yet under used aspects of the Hampton Roads Naval Museum is its outstanding library
and archives. To pique your interest, The Day Book will feature from time to time outrageous, funny and fascinating
primary source material from the library. Our first example is found on Roll 11 of National Archives Microfilm Publication
M-125, Letters Received by the Secretary of the Navy from Captains, 1 January 1805 - 31 March 1815.

U.S. Frigate Chesapeake, 24th May 1808

Sir,

Some months past having received information that Mr. John Lyon & several of the young officers were in the habit of frequenting
gambling houses, 1 issued an order prohibiting such practices, a copy of which order I have the honour to enclose to you. At the same
time pointed out to Mr. Lyon the impropriety of any person entrusted with public money visiting such places. He acknowledged the
impropriety of such conduct & gave me his honour if I would not report him to you, he would not visit such places for the future. — A
Jfew days since, after I had ordered him to prepare himself for a cruise in the Argus, I was informed by Lieut. Sinclair that Mr. Lyon
still continued to gamble and that he had been betting as high as Thirty Dollars on a card. Not having any other Purser to send in the
Brig in his place, I did not arrest him. On his departure he made a large Requisition for money, but knowing he stood debitted for
large sums at the Navy Department for which he had not accounted & knowing also that he had contracted several considerable debts
at this place, I would not advance him more than what necessary to make two months advance to the Officers of the Brig. [ informed
him that I should lay his card before you and required that he would before he sailed give me a statement of the manner the monies he
had been charged with had been appropriated. This he promised to do, but I could not obtain it from him. I am informed, Sir, Mr.
Lyon possesses other bad quallities which will prevent his filling the Station he occupies with credit to himself — it is stated that he is
Jfrequently intoxicated and is extremely loose & negligent in his accounts. — I have given Capt. Wederstrant the above information,
who will take care not to place any further sums in Mr. Lyon’s hands untill he shall receive your instructions upon that head.

I have the honour to be
Sir,
your ob. servt.
Stephen Decatur, jr.

U.S. Frigate Chesapeake, Norfolk Harbour, 18th Dec 1807

Capt. Isaac Hull
Sir,

Having received information that there is a gambling table at the Eagle Tavern in Norfolk and that many of the officers of the
Squadron, have frequented said gambling table, it becomes my duty conformally to part of the first article of the Act of Congress for
the better government of the Navy of the U. States, to be vigilant in inspecting all such as are placed under my command, and to guard
against & suppress all dissolute & immoral practices and to correct all such as are found guilty of them. To do this I find it necessary
to issue the following general order which you will be pleased to communicate to each of the officers belonging to the gunboats — viz.

No officer, belonging to the Squadron under my command, shall after being notified of this order, visit the Eagle Tavern in
Norfolk kept by Mr. Glenn, or any other gambling house whatever. lf any officer shall in violation of this order, visit the Eagle
Tavern, or any other gambling house, he will do it at the risque of being arrested and tried for a breach of part of the 3rd, 14th & 17th
articles of the Act of Congress for the better government of the Navy.

I have the honour to be etc.
(signed) Stephen Decatur, jr.

The Norfolk City Directory of 1806 lists Thomas Glen as keeper of the Eagle Tavern, 28 Market Square. Market
Square was located about where the Confederate Monument in downtown Norfolk currently stands. Christopher McKee
in his definitive work on the early U. S. naval officer corps, A Gentlemanly and Honorable Profession, points out that the
only way the Navy could recover money from a defaulting purser was to sue in federal court. “(T)he largest single
delinquency was John Lyon’s $8,273.95. Lyon, a compulsive gambler, was deeply overdrawn before his habits came to
light and he was dropped from the roll of pursers. His was a sad and hopeless case - the money forever gone as far as the
United States was concerned, because Lyon ... remained utterly insolvent till the day of his death "4









