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Social Studies/Mathematics

Big Business

From The Last Waterman by Glenn Lawson

The oyster capital . . . page 69-70

     Oysters were big business in this country, and since most of them were being unloaded at the Baltimore docks, the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad was by far the major carrier.  The officers of the Pennsylvania Railroad lusted after this lucrative trade, and decided to gain a part of it.  Their plan was to secure a foothold by extending their tracks to some port town along the central Bay, nearer to the oysters than Baltimore.  The tiny Eastern Shore Railroad was already working to lay tracks to the village of Somers Cove, the only deep water port near the Tangier Sound, where the richest oyster beds known to man were found.  John Crisfield, president of the Eastern Shore Railroad, negotiated the sale, and the Pennsylvania Railroad had its water access.

     Gangs of workmen rushed the rails across the flat farmlands of the Eastern Shore.  About a mile from the Somers Cove docks they ran out of solid ground and bogged down in a marsh.  Rather than wait any longer to get into the oyster transportation business, Penn Railroad set up a temporary station right there near Mariners Road and began hauling oysters by horse cart from the docks to the waiting box cars where laborers struggled to excavate the soft mud with their shovels and extend the rail bed to the water’s edge.  When the first train puffed away from Mariner’s Road in 1866, the fastest route from the oyster beds of the central Chesapeake Bay to the hungry markets in the Northeast and midwest was no longer through Baltimore, it was now across the docks at Somers Cove.

With this cheap transportation directly to their customers, oyster merchants at Somers Cove enjoyed a tremendous advantage over those at Baltimore, for they could bypass the ship captain’s and purchase their oysters directly form the watermen.  They invested in the newly invented steam canneries, which pasteurized the oysters they packed in their cans.  Now their oysters would last long enough so that they could ship them as far away as Denver.  They saw no limit to the number of oysters they could sell, only to the number they could buy or shuck.

     Sensing the bonanza there, other oyster merchants, now known as packers, flocked to Somers Cove.  They threw up shacks on pilings for shucking oysters.  They rolled their shells from the shucking houses and piled them in enormous mounds on the marsh or dumped them overboard.  New merchants and tradesmen, such as barrel makers and blacksmiths, leveled the mounds and set up shop, and so arose the prospering village of Somers Cove.
Lesson #8 Resource pg. ii
http://www.livingclassrooms.org/lbo

