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CHESAPEAKE SAILMAKING 

BY MARION V. BREWINGTON 

SAILMAKING must have made a start almost simultaneously 
with the arrival of the first white settlers in Virginia but 

unlike boatbuilding, no record of the beginnings seems to have 
been preserved. In fact the first mention of the trade seems to 
have been the amateur job done when Captain John Smith's 
boat crew, then exploring the Chesapeake, repaired a sail ripped 
in a gust with a piece of shirt.1 The sail itself (and the shirt) 
had undoubtedly come out from England. But soon after the 
settlement at Jamestown was established, there must have been 
a local demand for sails because the colonists "built boate of all 
sorte, vizt Barges Pinaces Frigatts Hoyes shallops and the like,"2 

most of which certainly required sails. When the prospective 
Maryland colonists set out for their new home, they were urged 
to bring with them "necessaries for a boate" including "canvis 
for a sayle."3 However, no sailmaker is mentioned in their 
number, and it is likely that he who built a boat must have cut 
his cloth himself. At least that appears to have been the case 
with William Clayborne who in 1634 bought "25 yards of cavis 
for the boates Sayle of Mr. Howe 2.00.00;" in the following 
year "14 yards of canvis of Mr. Alline for the shallop saile 
1.08.00;" and two years after that "16 ells of canvis for the 
Cockatrice Sailes 1.12-00."4 Or if a boatbuilder or boatowner 
did not feel competent to make a respectable sail, like John 
Rablie, one of Maryland's first pilots, he might acquire "a new 
Saile for his Shallop" from England or Holland.5 As late as 
1697 such a course was necessary since Governor Andros of Vir- 
ginia reported that while eight ships, eleven brigantines, and 

1 John Smith,  Generall Historie of Virginia  . . .   (London,  1624-  MacLehose 
edition, Glasgow, 1907), I, p. 117. 

2 Susan Myra Kingsburg, ed.. Records of Virginia Company of London   (Wash- 
ington, 1906-35), IV, p. 144. 

3 Clayton  Colman  Hall, ed.. Narratives  of Early  Maryland,  1633-1648   (New 
York, 1910), p. 98. 

4 "Commission Book, 82," Md. Hist. Mag., XXVII (March, 1932), p. 30. 
5 William H. Browne, et al., ed.. Archives of Maryland   (70 vols.,  Baltimore, 

1883-present), IV, pp. 303 and 307. 
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fifteen sloops had been built locally, the rigging and sails "were 
brought from England."6 

However acquired, for many decades sails were scarce and 
valuable articles in the Chesapeake Bay country. The will of 
William Cox, proved in 1647, gives evidence of that. While he 
instructed his executor to sell his vessels, he specifically re- 
served the sails for his heirs.7 And again when Henry Brooke 
was asked to appraise Nicholas Cawsin's shallop, he readily 
fixed the value of the hull at 1,000 pounds of tobacco, but he 
was unable to put a valuation on the sails and rigging.8 Even in 
Great Britain the purchase of a suit of sails during the seven- 
teenth century Was no easy matter. The British Isles were not 
self-sufficient in the production of sail cloth, and when one of 
the principal sources of supply, France, prohibited exports in 
1664, the pinch was severe. It was particularly felt in those 
years when Britain was at war with the other main cloth source, 
Holland. But the French embargo and the Dutch Wars soon 
had the effect of stimulating home production. Duties were im- 
posed on foreign goods, and about 1696 to further foster the 
infant industry the Crown began to pay a bounty of 2d. per 
yard for cloth manufactured at home equal in quality to goods 
imported from abroad. 

Both Maryland and Virginia made numerous attempts be- 
tween 1656 and 1731 to induce their colonists to plant flax and 
hemp and to encourage the weaving of linen cloth. None of 
them were really successful, and the local scarcity prevailed 
until well into the eighteenth century.9 So much so that at one 
time the governor of Maryland found that although vessels were 
badly needed, the inability of the colonists "to procure Sailes 
. . . Totally disabled them for the attempt to build water- 
craft."10 

Sailmakers there were in both colonies, but seemingly they 
were all either slaves or indentured servants working for ship- 
builders.   The first was an indentured servant who in  1737 

6 Calendar of State Papers, Colonial Series, America and West Indies, 75 May, 
1696-31 October, 1697  (London, 1904), July 1, 1697, pp. 528-530. 

7 Archives of Maryland, IV, p. 338. 
'Ibid., IV, ^p. 301. 
9 William Walker Hening, ed.. Statutes . . . of Virginia (Richmond, 1819-23), 

I, pp. 218, 469-470; II, pp. 238-239; Elihu S. Riley, History of General As- 
sembly of Maryland  (Baltimore, 1905), pp. 49, 64, 80, and 179. 

• Archives of Maryland, VIII, p. 236. 
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pyj I *'. 

The barque Margaret Hugg was built in Baltimore in  1840 and the watercolor 
was painted that same year by C. S. Bruff.   Maryland Historical Society 

"ran" from his master.   As late as 1773 an advertisement ap- 
peared in the Virginia Gazette: 

Just arrived the Success' Increase, Captain Curtis, with about 
eighty choice healthy servants, among whom are many Trades- 
men, viz ... A Sailmaker . . . The Sale will commence at Leeds 
Town on Monday S4 of January and continue till all are sold. 
Reasonable credit will be allowed on giving bond with approved 
Security . . . N. B. Tobacco will be taken in payment.11 

In 1776 Thomas Smyth, writing to the Council of Safety from 
his shipyard at Chestertown, stated that he had "two or three 
men in my service that have been used to making Sailes."12 

One slave sailmaker was mentioned in an advertisement, "a 
negro who is a good seaman and sailmaker"—at the same time 
the owner offered "a large warehouse . . . shedded with a good 
sail loft" in Gloucester, Virginia.13 

11
 Virginia Gazette (Norfolk), Dec. 23, 1773. 

12 Archives of Maryland, XII, pp. 21 and 32. 
13 Virginia Gazette, Aug. 25, 1768 and May 1, 1769. 
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The first free professional sailmaker of any prominence 
around the Chesapeake seems to have been one Samuel Osband 
who advertised his services in the Maryland Gazette of June 6, 
1750. He may have had the field all to himself, for two years 
passed before any recorded competitor appeared. Osband's first 
rival was William Bicknell who gave public "Notice to any 
Gentleman who wants any Sails made, either for Ships, Snows, 
Brigs, Schooners, or Sloops that they may depend of having 
good work done by him as Cheap and as well fitted as any 
brought from Europe."14 Both of these tradesmen practised at 
Annapolis, then the most important port on the Bay. If other 
freemen were engaged in the trade at Baltimore, Norfolk, or on 
the Eastern Shore, no records of their existence have been pre- 
served. 

However, it is very likely other men were making sails pro- 
fessionally. First, the volume of shipbuilding, particularly for 
the Bay and coasting trades, was quite sufficient to provide 
ample work for more than two establishments, even if all the 
sails for the European trading vessels were brought from Eng- 
land ready made. A second reason is related to two Acts of Par- 
liament. The earliest of these (1736-37) required: "Every ves- 
sel built ... in any of his majesty's plantations in America, 
shall, upon her first setting out to sea, have . . . one full and 
complete set of sails made up of sail-cloth manufactured in 
Great Britain."15 The other Act (1746) provided that if a ves- 
sel bought sails in foreign countries, upon entering one of his 
majesty's ports they must be declared as merchandise, and a 
duty of £45 per £100 value paid thereon.16 Of course adequate 
fines and confiscations were set up as penalties. To make the 
proper identification of the cloth certain, an indelible red 
stamp eight inches in diameter was placed on each bolt of for- 
eign cloth by the customs inspector, or if the cloth was a 
domestic product, it was stamped by the manufacturer. In addi- 
tion, the sailmaker was required to place a black eight inch 
stamp on every new sail giving his "name and abode."17 

14
 Maryland Gazette (Annapolis), June 21, 1753. 

15 9 Geo. II c. 37. 
16 19 Geo. II c. 27. 
17 Ibid. The stamping or stencilling of cloth and sails dates back to the Act of 

9 George II mentioned above, but sizes and colors were not stipulated until the 
second act. Although not required by law, the use of these "trade marks" still 
continues. 
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But what with the duty on imported cloth and the scarcity 
and high price of English made goods, there must have been 
those who gladly purchased Dutch or French cloth in the West 
Indies, and who smuggled it in and counterfeited the red 
stamps. Regardless of origin, all cloth was grain for the sail- 
maker's mill, and Messrs. Osband, Bicknell and their fellow 
artisans must have prospered with a new vessel production of 
at least eighteen seagoing craft annually between 1745 and 
1771. 

Within two decades after Bicknell's advertisement appeared, 
Baltimore had passed Annapolis both as a port and as a ship- 
building point, and the more progressive maritime tradesmen 
were gravitating towards the center of business. William John- 
son was an example: in 1775 he moved his business "with suffi- 
cient workmen" to Fell's Point and "took a convenient loft . . . 
over Gapt. William M'Gachin's Store."18 The same situation 
appears to have been true of Norfolk: there two sailmakers, 
James Gay and Talbot Thompson, were at work, but none can 
be traced in Mathews County or the Eastern Shore of Vir- 
ginia.19 

Johnson changed his location at what should have been an 
especially opportune time—a year later the colonies were at war 
with Great Britain. Hostilities closed the source of ready-made 
sails in England and of course freed sail cloth of heavy duties. 
At the same time war created a huge demand for sails. The 
Continental frigate Virginia was under construction at George 
Wells' shipyard, and the harbor was soon full of vessels fitting 
out as letters-of-marque and as privateers. Facing the largest 
navy in the world, all of these vessels were in what was at best 
a risky business, and they could take no chances with worn or 
bad sails. As a consequence, the Baltimore sailmakers should 
have been busier than they had ever been before, had there 
been any cloth to make up. But the supplies on hand 
dwindled rapidly. Despite the foresight of the Council of 
Safety which sent order after order to its agent in Martinique 
and St. Eustatia, when sail duck did get home, it was taken over 
by the Continental Marine Committee for its vessels, or else it 

18 Maryland Gazette, Jan. 30, 1775. 
19 Thomas J. Wertenbakcr, Norfolk Historic Southern Port (Durham, N.C., 

1931), p. 46. 
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Midshipmen, U. S. Naval Acad- 
emy, furling sails on the frigate 
Constellation, when used as a 
training ship, c. 1892. Maryland 
Historical  Society 

was requisitioned for Army tents.20 Of course the vessels suf- 
fered,21 but the sailmakers did not: they simply changed their 
product from sails to tents.22 

From the beginning of the Revolution to the end of the 
period, the best known sailmaker in Baltimore was William 
Jacobs. At the other end of the Bay, Nathaniel Cooper of Nor- 
folk was the leader. Both of these men did the work for the 
Quasi-War Navy, making the sails for the frigates Constellation 
and L'Insurgeant, the brig Norfolk, the schooner Enterprize, 
and many other men-of-war. In addition, there were seven 
other firms operating in Norfolk in 1801, while in Baltimore 
there were twelve. When Jefferson's embargo was proclaimed, 
the number of firms in Norfolk declined by 38 percent the first 
year. 

Even following the Revolution practically all sail cloth was 

20 Archives of Maryland, XI, pp. 98, 266, 274, and 290; XII, pp. 268, 509, and 
543. 

21 Ibid., XI, p. 306; XII, p. 305. 
22 Ibid., XII, pp. 21, 47, 174-175, and 176. 
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imported from England, Holland, Russia or France. For in- 
stance, on June 21, 1798 the United States government pur- 
chased "275 pieces of West Country canvas" for use on the 
frigates. But within two years the Navy was contracting with 
Levi Shepherd and Son of Massachusetts for 500 pieces of cloth 
37 yards long, 24 inches wide and 33 pounds weight, "warp and 
filling to be wholly of good hackled flax and no part thereof of 
tow. . . ." The specifications were almost exactly as those laid 
down by the Royal Navy for its sail cloth. The cloth of course 
was linen; cotton duck had not yet been produced cheaply in 
the United States. But by 1810 a company at Ellicotts Mills, 
Maryland, was making coarse cotton cloth on a large scale, and 
fifteen years later real sail duck was being turned out by mills 
at Baltimore.23 Between 1839 and 1850 the Mt. Vernon, in- 
cluding the famous "Clipper Mill," and the Woodberry Mills 
were buik specifical]y to weave sail duck. At one time these 
mills produced more than half the entire sail cloth of the 
United States. 

In 1850 the census found twenty-four firms in Baltimore em- 
ploying 112 hands. A decade later due to the depression of the 
late 1850's only seven firms with forty-six hands were in the 
business. During the Civil War the sailmakers had all the busi- 
ness that they could handle, not only making sails for the navy, 
but also making tents.24 Following the War, the rise of the 
oyster business caused the greatest boom in sailmaking the Bay 
has seen. By 1882, two Baltimore firms were operating two lofts 
each. In addition, there were eighteen firms with at least one 
loft apiece.25 With the decline in oyster dredging and conse- 
quently in vessel production, the demand for sails has dropped, 
and today there are not more than a half dozen sailmakers in 
the whole Bay country, with the majority of them scattered 
along the Eastern Shore. 

Until the advent of the cheap heavy duty sewing machine, in- 
troduced about 1890, sailmaking was conducted much in the 
same manner in which Bicknell had run his loft. Using tools26 

no different in design or number from those of the eighteenth 

23 U.S. 8th Census, Manufactures of United States, I, pp. xvii, and xviii. 
M Loane Sail Books, MSS, Md. Hist. Soc. 
25 Industries of Maryland (New York, 1882), pp. 363-368. 
26 M.  V.  Brewington,  "The  Sailmaker's   Gear,''   The  American   Neptune,   IX 

(Oct., 1949), pp. 278ff. 
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century sailmaker, one or more men did all the work by hand, 
and many a sailmaker like John R. Mitchell who retired in 
1923 never had a machine in his loft. Each master sailmaker 
got his business by close contact and friendship with skippers, 
shipbrokers and owners just as his predecessors had done, with- 
out recourse to the methods of modern business. Labor was re- 
cruited either by apprenticeship or by immigration with the 
former the more important source.27 After the sewing machine 
became a regular part of sailmaker's equipment, women fre- 
quently were employed in sewing up seams, while men did the 
more skilled and heavier work of cutting, roping and finishing, 
all of which continues to be hand work. 

Only scattered evidence of what sailmakers were paid in the 
seventeenth, eighteenth, and early nineteenth centuries has 
been found, but it could not have been a very munificent 
amount. In 1776 William Jacobs, a master, was paid ten shil- 
lings a day for repair work on the Maryland State Navy ship 
Defense.28 A master sailmaker who owned his own business 
charged $2.25 a day in 1855. As late as 1915, only thirty-seven 
cents an hour or $3.35 a day was the price of his services, and 
men working in a loft with no share in the profits were paid 
from $12.00 to $18.00 a week at about the same time. About 
1885 when George M. Gardner was first learning the trade, 
apprentices were paid $2.50 a week for the first year, $3.00 in 
the second, $4.00 during the third, $5.00 for the fourth, and 
$6.00 during the last year. The apprentice system was still in 
use in 1904. As journeymen then, the pay was $3.00 per day 
for a nine hour day. By 1917 a day's work was worth $5.00, by 
1923, $6.25, and by 1945, $9.90. The more ambitious, after a 
few years as journeymen, set up in business for themselves; 
many of them moved to localities on the Bay where no local 
sailmakers were established. 

Around the Bay the manner of estimating the cost of sail- 
making varied but little down to within recent years. Itemized 
bills were rendered to the customer, and a charge was made for 
the number of bolts of cloth sewed. For instance, when Cap- 
tain Noah Laws ordered "Zach" Mitchell to make a new set of 

27 The census of 1900 shows that of the 127 sailmakers in Baltimore ninety-five 
were native born of native parents. 

28 Scharf Papers, Box 58, MS. 1999, Md. Hist. Soc. 
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lowers for the schooner John Henry in October 1855, the bill 
ran: 

To 481 yds No 3 Dk Woodberry at 
55 lbs Manella Rope 
3-1/2 lbs Rusia Rope 
20      " pint (point)  Line 
8 doz pints &: footstops 
39 Thimbles 
2 Ring Clues 
13 Bolts Dk. worked 
3 Sails fitted 
6-1/2 lbs wax & twine 

.25 120.25 

.16 8.80 

.23 .80 

.16 3.20 

.50 4.00 

.15 5.85 

.50 1.00 
2.75 35.75 
1.00 3.00 

.40 2.60 

fl85.25 

The clipper ship Mary  Whitridge was built in Baltimore in  1855. 
Club 

Merchants 

If repairs were made, materials plus time were the basis of cost. 
This has remained so to the present day. But now, new sails 
are figured on a cost basis of cloth only with a mark up to take 
care of the other materials. For example, for making a sail of 
number three duck, if the cloth costs X cents per yard, he 
adds to that .35 per yard, multiplies by the number of yards in 
the sail and gives the skipper a price for the finished sail. With 
work boats it is quite customary for the sailmaker to buy the 
worn out sail from the skipper, the price being on a basis of a 
few cents per pound with cloth, bolt rope and thimbles in- 
cluded in the weight. From the secondhand sails, covers and 
cheap tarpaulins are made. 
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Of course, sails and their appurtenances were not the only 
goods turned out by sailmakers. Covers for wagons, trucks and 
hay stacks, awnings for porches and store windows, tents, cots, 
aprons, hammocks, bags and even shrouds passed through the 
sailmakers' lofts. Another product was sails for windmills.29 

As sailmaking declined, the other products gained in volume 
until today firms, which were turning out complete suits for 
Baltimore coffee clippers, fruit brigs and hundreds of Bay craft, 
have not made a sail for years. But even so, they still call them- 
selves sailmakers. 

Almost all of the Chesapeake Bay firms still devoting most of 
their time to sailmaking can point to nearly a century of tradi- 
tion. Albert E. Brown and Bro. of Wenona spread cloth today 
on the same floor that their father Henry Brown used. He in 
turn had worked for and then succeeded James Stubbs who had 
organized the business during the Civil War. William L. God- 
frey is the direct successor to John P. Mitchell who first put on 
the palm in 1862. Loane Brothers represent the fourth genera- 
tion of their family in a business which had its inception in 
1840, and the Hurst's of Norfolk were listed in the 1856 direc- 
tory of that city as sailmakers. 

Many sailmakers seem to have specialized in making sails for 
particular types of craft. Not that anyone was incompetent to 
cut any sail and each one did, but apparently a certain skill de- 
veloped which led skippers to prefer the work of a particular 
man for a particular type of sail. Thus Scott Keatly of St. 
Michaels worked almost exclusively on work canoe sails. David 
Pritchard of Oxford cut the cloth for most of the racing canoes. 
John R. Mitchell's and William L. Godfrey's sail plans and 
measurement books show a far greater proportion of work for 
"square" sails than for "sharp" sails, while Albert Brown's 
records show just the opposite. 

Of the sails used in the Bay region only one appears to be a 
pure local design—the stick up jib. But the so-called Bermuda 
sail has been developed more highly here than elsewhere, and 
one variation, the goosewing, might almost be classified as a 
local design. 

Because of legal restrictions on the use of mechanical power, 
sail has been preserved longer in the area than anywhere else 

29 Frances Norton Mason, ed., John Norton if Sons  (Richmond, 1937), p. 24. 
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in the United States. No part of the Bay country was at any 
time isolated from the rest of the maritime world, and local 
sailmakers have consistently kept abreast or if not devised the 
most efficient developments in work sails. The tall narrow sail 
plan, generally conceded to be the most efficient use of a given 
area of cloth, developed early on all types from pungy and pilot 
boat to canoe and skiff. The ketch rig so much favored today on 
yachts for its ease of handling disappeared elsewhere by 1850, 
but in the bugeye, two types of sailing canoes, and the three sail 
batteaux it reached its most widespread usage. The sharp headed 
sail, long familiar in Bermuda waters, flourished on the Ches- 
apeake. Similarly when new devices came into being, they were 
quickly adopted or adapted if they could add to the efficient 
operation of the sails. For instance, although gaff topsails were 
widely used on Bay vessels by 1775, no ultra conservative "good 
enough for grandpa good enough for me" attitude kept the 
Baymen from soon adapting and quickly improving upon the 
"patent" type after W. H. Dare invented it about 1877.30 Again 
sail track and slides were nothing new when their production 
was commenced by manufacturers of marine hardware. To be 
sure, those on Baycraft were handmade by local carpenters and 
blacksmiths of wood and wrought iron, but they worked with 
no more sticking and jambing than their modern stainless steel 
counterparts. 

30 United States Patent 190, 831. 


