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HISTORY OF RETURN DAY

Historians have generally noted that Return Day has been celebrated in
Georgetown since “time immemorial,” although it is not known precisely
when the first Return Day celebration was held. It may well have been as
early as 1791. When the Delaware General Assembly passed the act which
made Georgetown the county seat of Sussex County, they decreed that “every
annual election . . . to be held in said county of Sussex, shall hereafter be
holden and kept at the Court House herein directed to be built.” In these
early days residents from the surrounding county would come to the county
seat to cast their ballots. Having made the arduous journey over bad roads in
order to vote, it seems quite likely that these early Sussex Countians would
have remained in Georgetown to hear the results of the election and enjoy the
camaraderie of fellow citizens, they, in all likelihood, would have raised a
toast or two to the victorious candidates, perhaps in this way beginning the
tradition of Return Day. '

A more regularized form of Return Day probably began in 1828 and was
definitely established by the 1840’s. Despite the fact that Georgetown was
more centrally located than the old county seat at Lewes, poor weather and
even worse roads still made traveling to the county seat to vote quite a
burden on citizens. The General Assembly moved to improve the situation in
1828, when an act was passed permitting citizens to vote in the “hundreds” in
which they r offi then bring the results of the
voting in the 8 s to , racing their speedy horses to
reach Georgetown before their rivals and arriving in the Square with an air
of importance to turn over the election results to the Board of Canvassers. On
the Thursday after Election Day, the official Board of Canvassers, with the
sheriff presiding, would meet to inspect and tabulate the tally sheets from
each hundred. The results of the election would then be officially announced
to the waiting crowd from the Georgetown Court House.

This form of announcing the results of elections was not peculiar to

Georgetown or Sussex County and, in fact, was required by law in all three of

cting

this

only

county seat in the nation that continues the tradition of holding a return day
celebration.

Return Day, of course, is much more than the announcing of the election
results. The celebration that has grown up around the occasion has elements
to please everyone. The main aspect of the celebration is still political, and in
this regard Return Day offers those who come to Georgetown an opportunity
to meet the candidates. The politicos themselves also made use of the oceasion
to mend fences and to garner support. As one member of the 1974 Return
Day Committee noted, “More politicking goes on on Return Day than any
other day of the year . . . I guess they figure it’s as good a time as any to get

started for the next election.” .
(continued)
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PROGRAM OF EVENTS

11:00 AM. LUNCHEON FOR CANDIDATES AND HONORED GUESTS
Sussex Central High School
Prepared by the Culinary Occupations Department
of the Sussex County Vocational Technical Center
under the direction of Joseph Heacook

Vs

11:00 A.M. CONCERT AT THE CIRCLE

1:30 P.M. PARADE
From Sussex Central High School eastward on Market Street

GRAND MARSHALL
Honorable Fredrick P. Witney

PARADE ANNOUNCERS
Kevin Short James H. Baxter

PARADE JUDGES
Virgil P. Ellwanger
Richard M. Stoops
Charlotte M. Samans

Douglas Wilburne
Bernice Lambert
Helen G. Buchanan

FIRE EQUIPMENT ANNOUNCER
John L. Smith

FIRE EQUIPMENT JUDGES
Jay Reynolds Jamie Turner

3:30 P.M. CEREMONIES AT THE CIRCLE (»

4:30 PM. OX ROAST

CERFMONIES AT THE CIRCLE

National Anthem Sussex Central High School Band
H. Eugene Bowne, Director

Soloist C o Ms. Janine Grillo
Invocation .... .. . .. ..., Rev. Charles E. Covington
Greetings .. ... . .. ... Joseph T. Conaway
Master of Ceremonies

Welcome .. .. ... .. ool . ... W.Layton Johnson

Mayor of Georgetown

Presentation of Honors Ronald F. Dodd

Reading of Returns ..... .. ... Ronald F. Dodd

Burial of the Tomahawk
End of Campaign of 1984

State Chairman, American Party . .. Richard Thompson

State Chairman, Democratic Party Samuel L. Shipley

State Chairman, Republican Party ... ... ... .Jerome O. Herlihy

Introduction of Distinguished Guests, State,
National and Sussex County Candidates and

Incumbents . Joseph T. Conaway

............... Mrs. Jean West, President
Sussex County Return Day Committee, Inc.

Appreciation

George Couch
Parade Chairman

Presentation of Awards

Benediction Rev. Samuel H. McWilliams



HISTORY (Continued)
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the day of the celebration.

town’s social classes.

in Sussex County.

unconfined.” World War II caused Return Day to be cancelled in 1942. Although the
official celebration was not held, farmers and other persons from outlying

will remain a part of Georgetown tradition.

really elected until several days later.

In other years the crowds were not red and the town police
often had a hard time maintaining ord celebrants. “Scuffles and



LETTER OF THANKS

On behalf of the officers and directors of the Sussex County
Day
our
n 8o
year.

To all of the officers and directors, who have spent so many
[ want to
and loyal

There is no other place in the world, where, after an election
both the winning and the defeated candidates meet, shake hands
and ride in the same vehicle for a parade through the streets.

and vigorous political campaign.

Jean West
Chairman
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