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were also plagued by a lack of resourceswere also plagued by a lack of resources
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better boats, and able to outmaneuverbetter boats, and able to outmaneuver
authorities, continued their illegalauthorities, continued their illegal
dredging and bloody battles withdredging and bloody battles with
authorities and with each other.authorities and with each other.
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Once aOnce a staple of the poor, oysters were a staple of the poor, oysters were a
hot commodity after the Civil War,hot commodity after the Civil War,
creating a boom in the Chesapeake Baycreating a boom in the Chesapeake Bay
region.region.
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were mostly “negroes working for theirwere mostly “negroes working for their
masters” and “a very rough class ofmasters” and “a very rough class of
whites,” says an 1887 federal fisherieswhites,” says an 1887 federal fisheries
report. Afterward, the industry drew areport. Afterward, the industry drew a
range of new players—men “reducedrange of new players—men “reduced
from wealth to poverty,” independentfrom wealth to poverty,” independent
Black watermen, and enterprisingBlack watermen, and enterprising
businessmen backed by capital andbusinessmen backed by capital and
investors.investors.
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Bay’s rich oyster beds unleashed greed,Bay’s rich oyster beds unleashed greed,
lawlessness, and violence. Thelawlessness, and violence. The    OysterOyster    
Wars erupted and played out for nearlyWars erupted and played out for nearly
a century, until one death too manya century, until one death too many
helped bring the saga to a close.helped bring the saga to a close.  
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Deciding to Deciding to personally combat oysterpersonally combat oyster
pirating,pirating,    on February 17, 1882, Cameronon February 17, 1882, Cameron
launched a covert mission, leavinglaunched a covert mission, leaving
Norfolk with two vessels carryingNorfolk with two vessels carrying
militia, cannons, and “an abundance ofmilitia, cannons, and “an abundance of
small arms,” explained small arms,” explained TheThe  VirginiaVirginia
Magazine of History & BiographyMagazine of History & Biography..

At the mouth of the RappahannockAt the mouth of the Rappahannock
River, Cameron’s forces encounteredRiver, Cameron’s forces encountered
seven suspected oyster-dredgingseven suspected oyster-dredging
vessels, and ultimately captured them.vessels, and ultimately captured them.
The raid was initially deemed a success.The raid was initially deemed a success.  

Forty-six dredgers were prosecuted andForty-six dredgers were prosecuted and
received one-year sentences. But thesereceived one-year sentences. But these
violators were largely Virginians, notviolators were largely Virginians, not
Marylanders. Cameron came underMarylanders. Cameron came under
pressure and reduced the sentences ofpressure and reduced the sentences of
all the captains but one who was grantedall the captains but one who was granted
clemency due to health. He pardoned allclemency due to health. He pardoned all
crew except a man who set a fire in jail.crew except a man who set a fire in jail.

The seized boats were auctioned but theThe seized boats were auctioned but the
owners bought them back. Then theowners bought them back. Then the
Virginia Supreme Court ruled theVirginia Supreme Court ruled the
owners weren’t fairly represented andowners weren’t fairly represented and
were entitled to refunds.were entitled to refunds.

Within a year, Cameron was informedWithin a year, Cameron was informed
over 50 vessels were dredging in theover 50 vessels were dredging in the
Chesapeake. In February 1883, heChesapeake. In February 1883, he
attempted another raid, noted attempted another raid, noted VirginiaVirginia
Magazine.Magazine.  

Most boats were reportedly tipped offMost boats were reportedly tipped off
and in Maryland waters before theand in Maryland waters before the    
governor arrived. When he finally foundgovernor arrived. When he finally found
eight schooners off the coast ofeight schooners off the coast of
Northumberland, one of his vessels ranNorthumberland, one of his vessels ran
aground, and seven boatsaground, and seven boats    got away.got away.  

Cameron managed to capture one vesselCameron managed to capture one vessel
but its captain and mate had escaped.but its captain and mate had escaped.    AA
Northumberland grand jury laterNorthumberland grand jury later
refused to indict the seven crewmen leftrefused to indict the seven crewmen left
aboard.aboard.

Then came the episode that turned theThen came the episode that turned the    
governor’s second raid into a punchline.governor’s second raid into a punchline.

When his forces came upon the When his forces came upon the DancingDancing
MollyMolly, the men were ashore., the men were ashore.    Only theOnly the    
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captain’s wife and two daughters werecaptain’s wife and two daughters were
aboard, and they set sail to escape.aboard, and they set sail to escape.    
Despite being chased and the shotsDespite being chased and the shots
fired, the women outran the governor,fired, the women outran the governor,
andand      onlookers in Virginia “gave threeonlookers in Virginia “gave three
cheers,” the cheers,” the Daily Dispatch Daily Dispatch reported.reported.  

in addition to facing bad press andin addition to facing bad press and
controversy, Cameron was mocked.controversy, Cameron was mocked.
Lynchburg AdvanceLynchburg Advance’s poet laureate did’s poet laureate did
so in verse, and the Norfolk Academyso in verse, and the Norfolk Academy
of Music staged a comic operaof Music staged a comic opera
caricaturing the governor.caricaturing the governor.
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Clashes continued into the mid-20thClashes continued into the mid-20th
century, giving Maryland authoritiescentury, giving Maryland authorities    
runway to go ultimately go too far.runway to go ultimately go too far.

On the night of April 7, 1959, BerkeleyOn the night of April 7, 1959, Berkeley
Muse, a beloved Colonial BeachMuse, a beloved Colonial Beach
businessman, joined two friends forbusinessman, joined two friends for
oyster dredging in the Potomac.oyster dredging in the Potomac.
According to According to The Oyster Wars of theThe Oyster Wars of the
Chesapeake BayChesapeake Bay, the chief inspector of, the chief inspector of
the Tidewater Fisheries Commissionthe Tidewater Fisheries Commission
had arranged a stakeout. As the foghad arranged a stakeout. As the fog
lifted in the early morning hours, thelifted in the early morning hours, the
three men encountered Marylandthree men encountered Maryland
authorities, who chased them andauthorities, who chased them and
opened fire.opened fire.

One man was shot in the leg, but MuseOne man was shot in the leg, but Muse
was hit in the chest and killed.was hit in the chest and killed.
Colonial Beach was reportedly inColonial Beach was reportedly in
shock, and the public seemed to haveshock, and the public seemed to have
little tolerance left for men beinglittle tolerance left for men being
gunned down over oysters.gunned down over oysters.  

Muse’s death was the prompt forMuse’s death was the prompt for
major changes in Maryland’s fisheriesmajor changes in Maryland’s fisheries
enforcement and is considered theenforcement and is considered the
catalyst for bringing the Oyster Warscatalyst for bringing the Oyster Wars
to a close.to a close.

The end of this violent eraThe end of this violent era    came oncame on
December 5, 1962, when PresidentDecember 5, 1962, when President
John F. Kennedy signed the billJohn F. Kennedy signed the bill
creating the Potomac River Fisheriescreating the Potomac River Fisheries
Commission, a joint system forCommission, a joint system for
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Gov. William E. Cameron

By Schell and Hogan in Harper's Weekly

Cameron Portrait: Library of Virginia

Catch a lecture at the James Monroe Birthplace &Catch a lecture at the James Monroe Birthplace &
Boyhood Home on the evolution of English andBoyhood Home on the evolution of English and
Scottish flags and changes during Monroe’sScottish flags and changes during Monroe’s
presidency.presidency.    Starts at 1:30. Plan extra time to exploreStarts at 1:30. Plan extra time to explore
the birthplace.the birthplace.  
Address: 4460 James Monroe Hwy, Colonial Beach.Address: 4460 James Monroe Hwy, Colonial Beach.
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To stay current on what’s happening,To stay current on what’s happening,    follow: Northern Neck National Heritage Areafollow: Northern Neck National Heritage AreaTo stay current on what’s happening,  follow: Northern Neck National Heritage Area
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Enjoy Virginia winesEnjoy Virginia wines
paired with coastalpaired with coastal
oysters. Plus, dis-oysters. Plus, dis-
tilleries, food trucks,tilleries, food trucks,
artisan booths,artisan booths,
family fun, and carfamily fun, and car
shows.shows.

Saturday: 10 - 6 p.m.Saturday: 10 - 6 p.m.
Sunday: 11- 4 p.m.Sunday: 11- 4 p.m.
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Lucky you—there’s a siteLucky you—there’s a site
that shares!!that shares!!  

Visit NorthernNeck.orgVisit NorthernNeck.org
and go to Activities.and go to Activities.    
You’ll findYou’ll find    easy‑to‑digesteasy‑to‑digest
pages that connect youpages that connect you
with the region’s assets,with the region’s assets,    
from lists of artisans andfrom lists of artisans and
wineries to historic siteswineries to historic sites
and outdoor activities.and outdoor activities.
The site can help guideThe site can help guide
your shopping, dining,your shopping, dining,
and itineraries plusand itineraries plus
there’s a calendar.there’s a calendar.

Northern Neck isn’t justNorthern Neck isn’t just
Virginia’s best region,Virginia’s best region,
it’s a great onlineit’s a great online
resource. Just add .orgresource. Just add .org
and bookmark it!!and bookmark it!!
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