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Social Studies/Mathematics

On the Catchin’ of Oysters 

From The Last Waterman by Glenn Lawson

Pick ‘em up  . . . page 47

      “Oysters used to be so plentiful around here they were a menace to navigation,” Hon said as he turned up the kerosene heater in his shop.  “Great mounds of ‘em grew like the coral reefs of tropical seas.  The captains called these mounds ‘oyster rocks,’ and they had to constantly watch out for ‘em because if a ship ran aground on one, the waves could easily pound it up and down until it burst open like a ripe watermelon.  And now, I can’t be sure I’ll find enough oysters in a day to pay my boat expenses, let alone bring a little cash home.”

Shuckin’ . . . page 57

     As business grew in the northern and western cities, Baltimore merchants began to look to canning as a more convenient way to sell their oysters.  It consisted of merely packing the containers full of raw food and sealing them so no air could get inside.  So the Baltimore merchants opened shucking houses and canneries beside the docks, and hired the captains of sailing ships to scour the Bay for more oysters to accommodate their trade and to pay for their increasing expenses.

Steam Engine Time . . . page 62-63

      In 1830, an exciting event took place in the outskirts of Baltimore.  An ironwright named Peter Cooper built a tiny steam engine with boiler tubes made of gun barrels.  He mounted it on wheels, named it Tom Thumb, and arranged to race it against a stagecoach horse.  The news spread through the city, and a great crowd turned out to watch the strange spectacle.  The horse won the race, but nevertheless, the onlookers witnessed the beginning of a revolution in land transportation.

     Soon afterward, the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad began stretching tracks out of the port city toward the northeast and the growing midwest.  This speedy and economical transportation opened up vast new markets for Baltimore merchants, especially for those who dealt with perishable products.  They could now sell all the oysters they could get their hands on.  New shucking houses opened in the many waterfront villages around the Bay, such as Somers Cove.  Shiny white paddle wheel steamers, their freight decks stuffed with cases of canned oysters, spread plumes of black smoke across the water as they raced between the villages and the city docks.  Baltimore had firmly established itself as the oyster shipping capital of the world.

Tongin’ . . . page 160

     “When you’re tongin’, you dump whatever you catch on your cullin’ board.  Then you cull.  You toss the good oysters in a pile, and you sweep everything else back overboard.  You can have undersized oysters on you cullin’ board, and you’re allowed a few in the pile, but not many.  A man can’t afford to stop and measure each oyster with a ruler, so the law allows you to have five percent undersize, no more.

     “The inspector brings a tub and a cup on board with him.  The tub holds a half a bushel, and the cup holds five percent of a bushel.  He fills the tub and then measures every oyster in it.  Any that are undersize, he drops into the cup.  Then he fills the tub again.  When he finishes cullin’ that one, he better not have the cup full.  If he does, he gives you a citation.

Drudgin’ . . . page 48

     “When a dredge filled, which took only a few minutes, the crew cranked it up to the side of the ship, hauled it onto the deck, and dumped it while they sailed along dragging other dredges.”

     “This was back breakin’ work,” Hon said.  “The Chesapeake watermen that the schooner captains hired called it ‘drudgin’.’  They claimed it was the most dangerous work they knew.”

     No one knows how many millions of bushels of oysters these drudgers removed from the Bay and carried to New England, but the watermen did know that when a fleet finished working an oyster rock, they left little behind besides a few muddy shells.
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