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CONDITION CHECK ONE CHECK ONE 

XEXCELUNT SETERIORATED  UNALTERED . ZORIGINAL SITE 

-GOOD AUINS AUERED ,MOVED OAT- 

-FAIR -UNEXPOSED 

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICALAPPEARANCE 

The Chickahominy Shipyard site,  at which many sh ips  were constructed f o r  
the Yirginia  Navy between 1777 and 1781, 

4 

Al- - 
though t h e  shipyard t r a c t  o r ig ina l ly  conds ted  of 119 acres  of land, much of the  
property was purchased f o r  timber supply. Consequently archaeological remains a r e  
confined t o  the acreage iPrmediately adjacent t o  the river bank. Beneath the  sur- 
f aee o of t h e  r i v e r  l ie  the  r d m  of at least two colonial  shipwrecb . Uigure  1 )  

Teat excavations a t  t he  Chickahinniny Shipyard( 
reyealed the  foundation zeorains of a s t ruc tu re  measuring twelve f e e t  by eighteen f e e t ,  
which a r t f f ac tua l ly  dates t o  the fou r th  quarter  of the  eighteenth century. A t  t h e  
shore l ine  336 f e e t  away, t h e  remains of a sh%p s l i p  were located and found t o  be 
d i r e c t l y  i n  f r o n t  of t h e  test excavated atructure.  Three timber ekids, submerged 
beneath the  water, are i n  a n  excel lent  s t a t e  of preservation. The modernday property 
owner has indicated tha t  i n  1956 severa l  thbers were removed f r o m  t h i s  area t o  
f a c i l i t a t e  the construct ion of a pier .  (Figure 2) - s sk id  ramp f o r  the launchinn of ships.  V 1 1 1 3 b  

it  measures fifty-two f e e t  wide - - - . and narrows t o  
twenty-8;lx f e e t  , .  Nine s l i p  timbers, measuring twelve inches by twelve 
f e e t  extend thirty-seven f e e t  out  h t o  the Chickahominy River. The t o t a l  width of 

rr the timbered sh ip  a rea  is twenty-six fee t .  This skid ramp and boat s l i p  appear t o  be 
unaltered s ince  t h e i r  o r i g i n a l  construction, although u in t e r  i c e  i n  t h e  r i v e r  has 
eroded some of the  s l i p  tknhers. An addi t ional  k i c k  foundatioq- 
has been located and s u p e r f i c i a l l y  tested.  (Figure 31 

J u s t  beyond t h e  shipyard launchfng area l t e a  the remains of two shipwrecks 
dat ing t o  t h e  fourth. quar te r  of t he  eighteenth century. A deta i led  underwater survey 
of one of theee wrecks Indica tes  t h a t  the  ship is 100 f e e t  i n  length by thir ty-f ive 
f e e t  i n  width. R i b s ,  measuring e ight  inches i n  width and f i v e  inches I n  thickness a r e  
placed fourteen inches apa r t ,  a h  t o  e ight  f e e t  from t h e  base of the wreck. A 
second shipwreck, ly ing  adjacent , awaits fu r the r  inveetigation. 

Ar t i f ac tua l  remains found during the  underwater survey at the  s i t e 8  in- 
cluded wrought n a i l s ,  cannon ba l l s ,  barred shot,  charred bone, stone b a l l a s t ,  and 
a r igging block. Sport d ivers ,  who have frequently v i s i t e d  the  s i t e  over t h e  years 
by paying the  landowner a small f e e  f o r  permission t o  dive, a r e  sa id  t o  have re- 
moved eighteenth century wine bo t t l e s ,  cannon ba l la ,  and many other  a r t i f a c t s .  

BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION: 

The a rea  nominated t o  the  National Register includes the a c t u a l  shipyard 
area and land containing two prehis tor ic  s i t e s  as defined by archaeological survey,as well  

t he  adjacent  port ion of the  Chickahominy River 
\- Natural boundaries were selected vhere practicable.  
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A N V E N T I O N  

SPECIFIC DATES BUILDEWARCHITECT Builder: W. Pointer  
'1777-1781 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

a r e  t h e  
. substslltfal archaeological remaine of the Chickahominy Shipyard, t h e  site of t h e  s t a t e  

shipyard of t h e  Virginia  Navy during the Reyolutionary War. This site cons i s t s  of 
nau t i ca l  and dry land components and represents  t h e  only known, e s s e n t i a l l y  i n t a c t  ar- 
chaeological s i te  of its type i n  t h e  state of Virginia. Shipbuildings a c t i v i t i e s  a t  
t h b  site are w e l l  documented in severa l  primary resources. 

Early i n  1776 t h e  Virginia Committee of Safety decided t o  e s t a b l i s h  a small 
navy f o r  t he  pro tec t ion  of t he  Colony during the  impendlag war. To implement thfs  
plan, on May 6, 1776 they created a Board of Naval Commissionerswho were ins t ruc ted  t o  
superintend and d i r e c t  t h e  bui lding and repa i r ing  of a l l  vessels,  t o  provide the  
ordnance, provisions, naval s t o r e s  and timber necessary t o  the  construct ion of all 
S t a t e  Navy vesse ls  and t o  anpervise a l l  public ropewalks, dockyards and shipyards. 

A s  p a r t  of t h e i r  dut ies ,  the  Naval Board was t o  procure severa l*  armed vesse l s  
from owners of t he  merchant f l e e t  and t o  seek out su i t ab le  loca t ions  f o r  t h e  construction 
of s t a t e  shipyards* Several men were dispatched t o  search f o r  s u i t a b l e  r i v e r i n e  lo- 
cat ions access ib le  t o  i ron  and timber. 

On June 1. 1776, John Herbert, Master Shipbuilder, 'bas  empowered t o  engage 
sh ip  carpenters t o  examine and view a l l  such places on Jamee River o r  its branches 
as he may th ink .proper  and o e m e & e n t f ~ r  e rec t ing  shipyards." He se lec ted  a site 

on the  Chickahominy River- 

On April  3, 1777, a warrant was issued by t h e  Naval Board f o r  595 fr t o  be 
paid t o  P h i l l i p  Johnson, James Bray Johnson, and Willian Johnson, f o r  a 119 acre  t r a c t  
i n  James City County "in behalf of the  Commonwealth, f o r  the use of a shipyard on t h e  
Chickahominy River.. " * Virginia  Gazette advertisements f o r  adjacent property offered 
f o r  s a l e  by t h e  s& Blessera Johnson indica te  t h a t  t h e  a rea  as w e l l  timbered and con- 
venient t o  saw and gristmills. As w e l l ,  the  land l ay  i n  a r e l a t i v e l y  she l te red  loca- 
t i o n  W - - .  - -  - 

p The r i v e r  water at t h a t  
point,  although brackish, would have had a reduced s a l i n e  level ,  a n a t u r a l  de terent  
t o  the  te redo worm incursion which plagued the  colonial  shipping industry. 

Although var ious  French cartographers who m e f u l l y  mapped the  Williamsburg 1 .  ! 
v i c i n i t y  f a i l e d  t o  spec i f i ca l ly  designate the  s u p y a r d  sfte, an 1823 p l a t  of adjacent 
property labels t h e  a rea  "shipyardf1 and defines its southern and eas t e rn  boundaries. 
Two maps of James City County, executed i n  1863 and 1864 by Confederate cartographer 
J.F. G i l m e r ,  i den t i fy  t h e  area as "Shipyard Landing." 

(see Continuation Sheet #I) I 
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On March 22, 1777, Naval Board Commiesioner Thomas Whiting no t i f i ed  John 
Herbert t ha t  the Board has "agreed with W. Pointer.. . to  give him 6 % 5 s h i l l l n g s f f  
month for  himself and h i s  Negro men, who are  f s s i s t i n g  i n  building the  necessary 
houses a t  the Shipyard on the  Chickahominy." Although extant  records do not describe 
precisely what s o r t  of s t ruc tu res  stood at the  Shipyard, t e s t  excavations have re- 

' vealed the foundation remains of two buildings associated with the  mite, a r t i f a c t u a l l y  
dat ing t o  the  four th  quar te r  of the  eighteenth century and s t ruc tu ra l ly  examples of 
eighteenth century archi tec ture .  A sawpit, the residences of the Shipyard superinten- 
dent and t he  paymaster, and two boats l ips  a r e  known t o  be a t  the Shipyard. Warehouses, 

: which would have housed naval s tores ,  would be expected t o  have been located nearby. : 

Based upon the  invoices contained i n  the Navy Account Book, 1776-1781, 
-shipbuilding and repa i r  a c t i v i t y  a t  the C h i c k a h h y  Shipyard commenced a t  some point 
p r io r  t o  June 3, 1777. Records f o r  t ha t  date  indica te  tha t  numerous c o i l s  of rope, 
intended f o r  the Scorpion and cable f o r  the  Experiment, were sent  t o  the "Shipyard a t  
Chickahominy." By August 1777 mainsail ,  careening-fall, skeens of mountline, leadl ines ,  
cordage, and hemp were dispatched t o  the Shipyard. Much of i t  was supplied by the  
public  ropewalk a t  Warwick. One hundred bushels of coal were purchased f o r  the  smithing 
operations e s s e n t i a l  t o  shipbuilding. S ix  crosscut saws and eighteen whipsaw f i l e s  
were a l s o  purchased f o r  t h e  shipyard. Expenditures f o r  various types of mater ie l ,  s e t  
down i n  the  Navy Account Book, span the shipyard's e n t i r e  his tory and r e f l e c t  t he  
scope of its operations. 

In an e f f o r t  t he  a t t r a c t  shipyard workers, the VirginiaAssembly, on March 7,1778, 
decided t o  exempt from mi l i t a ry  serv ice  a l l  ships carpenters and blacksmiths and the 
jo iners  and c l e rks  associated with the  shipbuilding industry. Although extant  records 
f o r  the Chickahominy Shipyard f a i l  t o  d isc lose  the ident i ty  of the  laborers  working 
a t  t he  Shipyard, a November 8, 1780 order to t h e  CommissaXyof Stores d i r e c t s  t h a t  "a 
suff iciency of Winter Clothing f o r  f i f t e e n  negro fellows and 2 wenches employed a t  the  
Chickahominy Shipyard'' be provided. 4 A December 7, 1780 l e t t e r  wr i t t en  by James 
Maxwell t o  the  Governor requested clothing "for 26 men, 52 s h i r t s ,  26 jackets  and 
breeches-stockings, hate ,  o r  caps." 5 Aa well, 18,679 b 14 s h i l l i n g s  6 pence was 
s a id  t o  be due t o  the same worben f o r  t h e i r  labors of October 1780. 

In  addit ion t o  being furnished t h e i r  clothing, Chickahominy Shipyard workers 
were provided with food. S t a t e  Navy records Indicate  t h a t  s t ap le s  such a s  f l o u r  and 
corn were regular ly  supplied to  them by the Naval Commissary. Occaeional hogheads of 
rum were a l s o  earmarked f o r  t h e  use of shipyard employees. A November 8, 1780 record :: 
ind ica tes  t h a t  a s tove  was sent  from King George Magazine f o r  the use of the 
Shipyard. Because both food and clothing were supplied t o  these workers, i t  is qu i t e  
probable t h a t  many of them resided on the premises. 

(see Continuation Sleet #2) 
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From its beginning, the  Chickahominy Shipyard was under the  d i r ec t ion  of 
Captain James Maxwell, a post which, according the the  diary of h i s  daughter, Mary, 
'he accepted a t  the personal request of General George Washington. The Maxwell 
f d l y  resided there u n t i l  the shipyard was destroyed by f i r e  i n  1781. Maxwell 
corresponded frequently with- the Naval Board and the Governor regarding conditions and 
production a t  t he  shipyard, thus r e f l ec t ing  its signif icance i n  the  Virginia mi l i t a ry  
thea t re .  

Other supervisory personnel aseociated with the  Chickahominy Shipyard who 
appear i n  Naval records are Johnathan Browne, who served as  c le rk  and paymaster during 
the  i n i t i a l  years  of operation and Issac  Smith who succeeded Browne i n  September 1780. 
The agreement between Smith and t h e  Navy Commissioners s t a t ed  tha t  he would wi l l ingly  
l i v e  a t  t h e  Shipyard and accept one ra t ions  per day f o r  sustenance. 

4 Although John Herbert served as master shipbuilder in 1777 when the shipyard 
was establ ished,  by 1780, a "William Cole, Builderf' was d i rec t ing  vesse l  construction. 
However an Apr i l  4, 1781 l e t t e r  from James Maxwell t o  the Governor s t a t e s  t h a t  "we 
have l o s t  our bui lder  by Death and have employed anouther who seems equallxapable." 

S t a t e  Navy records indica te  t h a t  the Chickahominy Shipyard w a s  a very 
ac t ive  mi l i t a ry  i n s t a l l a t i o n .  The ships Thetis and Jefferson were constructed there 
as were many o the r  naval vessels .  Numerous Virginia naval c r a f t  were a l s o  repaired 
and o u t f i t t e d  a t  t h e  Chickahominy Shipyard. Virginia Gazette advertisements f o r  
dese r t e r s  i nd ica t e  t h ~ t i n  October 1778 the gal ley Safe  was docked there  and 
i n  September 1779 the  sh ip  Tar ta r  was a t  t ha t  locale.  During the  summer of 1779 
the  Dragon, the  b r i g  Jefferson,  and the galley Manly were located a t  the  Shipyard. 

I n  October 1779 the  Assembly decided to  dispose of several  sh ips  including 
the  Tar ta r  and the  Dragon. A Ju ly  15, 1780 advertisement i n  the Virginia  Gazette 
o f f e r s  "for  ready money the  Ships Tartar and Drapon, the  sa id  Ships a r e  i n  very good 
r epa i r  and to lerably  w e l l  found." I e s r r e s p o n d e n c e  between James e l l  and the 
Governor on October 1780 indica tes  tha t  severa l  s t a t e  vessels  i n  readiness 
f o r  mobilization a t  the  Shipyard. 

A few months l a t e r ,  on January 16, 1781, Governor Thomas Jef ferson  wrote 
t o  James Maxwell, enclosing plans f o r  building portable boats a s  recommended by 
General Washington and requesting tha t  twenty of them be b u i l t  without delay. He 
a l s o  s b l i c i t e d  Maxwell's advice regarding any advantageous design modifications. 
Jef ferson  ordered the construct ion of '  several  baftaw t o  be accomplished by a s p e c i a l i s t  
i n  bateau building; these boats were t o  be used i n  the James River above the  f a l l s .  

(see Continuation Sheet 13 ) 
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As tension mounted, due t o  the a r r i v a l  of t he  Br i t i sh  f l e e t  i n  the Jemw 
River, i n  January 1781 James Maxwell o u t f i t t e d  the  Lewis galley and dispatched her  
down t h e  r i v e r ;  he  put guns:; aboard the  b r ig  Jefferson which had been dismantled f o r  
heaving down. I n  February he  prepared the  Jefferson and the  Tempest t o  j o i n  the 
French f l e e t  and wrote t h e  Governor tha t  he would a lso  dispatch t h e  Tar ta r  and t h e  
Safe Guard i f  he  could f lnd  seamen t o  man them. A s  pa r t  of the military buildup, -- 
t he  Liberty and t h e  Nicholson,which had been sunk f o r  concealment i n  deep holes i n  
the  Nansemond River bottom, w e r e  ra i sed  and ou t f i t t ed .  

Edgar J o e l  obtained permission from the Governor t o  prepare a f i r e s h i p  t o  be 
sen t  i n t o  the Br i t i ah  convoy accompanying Benedict Arnold. A t  t h e  Chickahominy Ship- 
yard he  ra i sed  the  decrepi t  Dragon,which had been underwater f o r  an extendedperiod 
and was considered t o  be nearly worthless. R i s  plan w a s  aborted, however, when a 
bungling p i l o t  put t h e  Dragon on a bar  and i n  the inter im t h e  Br i t i sh  learned of 
Joe l ' s  i n t en t .  

By March 15, 1781, t he  Chickahominy Shipyard began t o  r eac t  t o  the  d l  r ec t  
t h rea t  imposed vy t h e  Br i t i sh .  William Cole, i n  the absence of Captain blamJel1, wrote 
t o  Colonel George Muter s t r e s s i n g  the  necessity of obtaining arms and amuni t ion  f o r  
t h e  defense of t h e  Shipyard, spec i f i ca l ly  twenty-five muskets with powder and b a l l  and 
request ing t h e  r e tu rn  of t h e  state sloop. On April 4, 1781, James Maxwell informed the  
Governor t h a t  "by the l a t t e r  end of t h i s  week a l l  t he  publick s t o r e s  w i l l  be removed 
from t h i s  place t o  a s t o r e  of Col. Dandridge's" and t h a t  he  had ordered the  Tempest 
and the  Jefferson,up t h e  James t o  jo in  several  pr iva te  armed vessels .  He stat iongd 
the  Lewis ga l l ey  and t h e  boat P a t r i o t  between Ilampton Roads and ~ u r w e l l ' s  Ferry. 

I n  s p i t e  of t h e  precautions taken, on April 22, 1781 a t  four  o'clock i n  the  
afternoon a B r i t i s h  detachment under L t .  Colonel Abercrombie seized and destroyed the 
Chickahominy Shipyard. Col. James Innes, wri t ing t o  .tEE Governor s t a t e d  tha t  "from the  
f i r e  dlisco*ered:i$n tha t  quar te r  last night  they have t o t a l l y  destroyed it.'' The 
following day, Innes again wrote t h a t  "they destroyed the  vessels  and buildings at  
the  shipyard and some naval s t o r e s  a t  Diascon Q i a s c u n a  Bridge." lo Some naval 
s t o r e s  were sunk aboard the  Lewis gal ley which Lt. Saunders had e lec ted  t o  s c u t t l e  
when he  w a s  unable t o  outmaneuver the en-. Governor Jefferson informed George 
Washington and Congress t h a t  i n  the  destruct ton of the  shipyard the  B r i t i s h  had burned 
an unfinished twenty-gun sh ip  on the  s tocks there. 

The Chickahominy Shipyard wae never t o  be r ebu i l t .  According t o  the  Journal 
of Council of t he  S t a t e  of ~ i r g i n i a ,  i n  1784 the  decis ion was made':to remove a l l  - 
uninjured cannon from t h e  Shipyard and Diascund Bridee to Richmond and tha t  any broken 
cannon and o ther  public property be so ld  t o  t h e  public. Two years  l a t e r  a report  t o  
Governor Henry s t a t e d  t h a t  "two good eighteen pound spiked i ron  cannon and a considerable 

(see Continuation Sheet #L) 
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quanti ty of b a l l  were a t  Chickahominy Shipyard and tha t  three eighteen pounders, f i v e  
swivel cannon, s i x  six-pounders and f i v e  four  pounders were a t  Diascund Bridge." 
The l a t t e r  eleven cannon were considered damaged. 

A June 4, 1804 letter from John Clarke t o  the Governor s t a t e s  t h a t  "there a r e  
severa l  pieces of i r o n  ordinance a t  the  Shipyard," among which a re  one eighteen pounder 
and one twelve pounder. He adds tha t  he was told tha t  when the Br i t i sh  a t t ack  commenced, 
I t  s evera l  pieces of2cannon were throminto  a sawpit near the  sa id  shipyard, where they 
now l i e  buried. I' Aa well,  four o r  f i v e  pieces remained a t  Diascund. 

Except f o r  l a t e  nineteenth century deed references t o  the shipyard t r a c t ,  t h e  
Chickahominy Shipyard s l ipped i n t o  obscurity. The shipyard land was purchased by t h e  
Warren family, whosedescandantsowned it  u n t i l 1 8 9 4  when 100 acres ,  which included t h e  
shipyard construct ion s i t e ,  was purchased b y  George Menzel, a German immigrant. I n  
subsequent years  EPenzel family members acquired several  hundred acres  surrounding the  
o r ig ina l  purchase of t h e i r  immigrant ancestor. 

The Chickahominy shipyard site i s  s ign i f i can t  because i t  is t h e  only i n t a c t  
s t a t e  shipyard s i t e  i n  a s t a t e  which uniquely had its own navy. Although Virginia 
navy sh ips  were a l s o  constructed a t  Gosport i n  Norfolk, a l l  t races  of t h e  Gosport 
shipyard have been destroyed by subsequent construction. 

Archaeological excavation of the Chickahominy Shipyard s i t e  would be l i k e l y  
t o  y i e ld  previously unavailable information regarding shipbuilding technique i n  
co lonia l  Virginia  wi'Lhina t i g h t l y  circumscribed time. period. Such an excavation 
wpuld provide a unique opportunity t o  study mi l i ta ry  maritime archi tec ture  from 
severa l  perspectives,  t h e  ac tua l  construction areas as well  a s  the  sunken shipwrecks 
adjacent t o  t h e  shipyard, which exemplify the  type of ships b u i l t  f o r  t he  Virginia Navy. 
Excavations of t h e  dry land components would a l so  be expected t o  y ie ld  considerable 
ins ight  i n t o  the  l i f e  ways of workers i n  an eighteenth century shipbuilding complex. 

As a mil i tary s i t e  which figured. s igni f icant ly  i n  the  outcome of the  Revolu- 
t ionary Wax i n  Tidewater Virginia,  preservation of t h i s  important s i t e ,  which is 
current ly  threatened by both erosion and the  incursion of spor t  divers ,  would be 
encouraged by t h e  placement of t h i s  property on the National Register of H i s to r i c  
Places. Because i t  l i e s  i n  a remote, l i t t l e  developed area, i t  of fere  an excel lent  
opportunity f o r  i n  s i t u  preservation. 

(see Continuation Sheet #5) 
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