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The Reliance is a Chesapeake Bay skipjack built in 1904 at Fishing Creek, 
Maryland.She is a sloop-rigged sailing vessel presently used for dredging 
oysters in Maryland waters. She has a registered length of 41 feet and 
an over-all length of 60 feet. Her beam is 14 feet and her draft is 2.5 
feet. Her dredge gear includes four pairs of dredges, dredge cables, and 
front and starboard dredge rollers; one set of winders; one four-cylinder 
winder motor; and one yawl boat with an eight cylinder motor. She has one 
suit of canvas sails. All running rigging is manila and all deck hardware 
is iron. Her deck layout includes a small cabin aft with three crude 
berths and a large hatch forward. This vessel is constructed of native 
Eastern Shore pine and all repairs have been made in the original style.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The significance of the skipjack Reliance is shared as well by her twenty- 
nine sisters- who make up the last fleet of working sailing vessels in North 
America.

The "skipjack" is the final stage in a development that began with the 
Indian dugout and ended with the internal combustion engine. During the 
1890 ! s, rising costs and dwindling oyster harvests forced Chesapeake water­ 
men to seek a replacement for the large and expensive "bugeye." The lines 
for this replacement were taken directly from the flat bottomed crab skiff. 
Because it had a flat bottom and hard chines, the resulting boat could be 
built cheaply. The economy of construction and the working characteristics 
of the skipjack made it hugely successful for the short period of time be­ 
fore the gasoline engine was generally accepted in the Bay.

During the non-oystering months skipjacks were used to haul fresh produce, 
lumber, and livestock to markets in Baltimore and Washington.

Today there are thirty survivors in a fleet that once numbered in the 
thousands. These boats are still being used to dredge for oysters in the 
Maryland waters of the Chesapeake Bay from November to March.

Each year the size of Haryland T s oyster fleet declines. The prevailing at­ 
titude among watermen is that in five or six years time working sails will 
disappear from the Bay and those remaining skipjacks will have their masts 
cropped. Most of a working skipjack's enemies are economic: declining pro 
fitability in the face of increased mechanization and higher yard costs. 
With outside help it may be possible to stem the economic problems and pre­ 
serve the working sail.
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