
Maxwell, James 
 

Saint Paul’s Churchyard Inscription No. 258 (Altar Guild Book) 
Saint Paul’s Churchyard Inscription No. 85 (Tazewell Journal) 

 

In Memory of  
CAPT. JAMES MAXWELL 

Who was Born in Northumberland, England, 
But Became a Resident of This Borough in the Year 1767. 

And Afterwards Served the Commonwealth of Virginia in the Revolutionary War. 
(list of his service) 

Died on the 4th Day of October 
A.D. 1791 

In the 62th Year of His Age 
 

Revolutionary War Service: 
 

Superintendent of the Navy Yard, Commissioned in the Navy. 
 

Pension Claim of the descendants of James Maxwell (See online Appendix) 
 
The History of Virginia’s Navy of the Revolution by Robert Armistead Stewart, 
pages 223 and 224 
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http://www.norfolkchapter.org/uploads/Maxwell_James_Supplemental_Docs.pdf


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



James Maxwell was the first husband of Helen (Calvert) Maxwell Read and is 
prominent in her memoirs. 
 
http://www.awiatsea.com/Officers/Officers%20M.html 

MAXWELL, JAMES 

VA 

Superintendent General of the Shipyard, Virginia Navy 

Commissioner of the Navy, Virginia Navy 

Captain, Virginia Navy 

 

James Maxwell had been a Master in the Royal Navy, serving aboard HM Frigate Launceston. 

While this ship was in port in Norfolk, Virginia, he met Helen Calvert, daughter of Maximilian 

Calvert, mayor [Cross, 36] of Norfolk. They married in 1767. The bride’s father, as a wedding 

present, gave them a ship called the Two Sisters, with which Maxwell began his merchant marine 

service. The father-in-law called him an “honest, sensible and industrious man.” [Cross, 38]  

 

On 7 January 1777 Maxwell was appointed by the Virginia Navy Board as “Superintendent 

General of the Shipyard,” at an annual salary of £300, to supervise the construction and fitting 

out of its naval vessels. [Cross, 36] In March 1777, when the Virginia Navy Board purchased 

land on the Chickahominy River to establish a shipyard, Maxwell moved his family there and 

made it his headquarters. [Cross, 38]  

 

Maxwell wore “a cockade in his hat.” [Stewart, 224]. James Maxwell named Commissioner of 

the Navy under the Board of War. [Cross, A Navy for Virginia, 53] 30 June 1779. Appointed as 

Commissioner of the Navy, 3 July 1780 [Stewart, 87]. Attempt to contact French fleet and battle 

[Stewart, 96-97].  

 

Although the Virginia Assembly virtually disbanded the Virginia Navy in November 1781, 

specifically eliminating the office of Commissioner of the Navy, [Stewart, 120] Maxwell seems 

to have continued as a Captain, commanding the Cormorant, [Cross, 79; Stewart, 120] described 

as a trading vessel. [Stewart, 223] Cormorant and Oliver Cromwell (Harris), serving as troop 

transports, moved a number of Washington’s troops to head of Elk following the Yorktown 

siege, where they were subjected to an assesment by Maryland authorities, [Stewart, 121] 

“contrary to the law of nations,” said Governor of Virginia, who added “A Vessel in pursuit of 

the enemy would have to stop at the state line, for fear of being treated in so degrading a 

manner.” [Stewart, 121-122] In May 1782, the Virginia General Assembly appointed three 

commissioners to superintend the work [Paullin, 415] of protecting the Bay. The Cormorant and 

Virginia Navy Schooner Liberty to be prepared for this service.[Paullin, 416] Cormorant was 

assigned a Captain of Marines, JOHN HARDYMAN, who with two Lieutenants of Marines, 

JOHN CLARK and LEWIS WEBB, began recruiting. Another Lieutenant, JOSEPH or 

SAMUEL SELDEN, may have been a naval lieutenant. At this time, about May 1782, 

Cormorant was lying at Hampton, [Stewart, 122] above Broadway and City Point. [Stewart, 223] 

In October 1782 Cormorant was ordered sold, presumably ending Maxwell’s active service. 

[Cross, 79; Stewart, 126]. He died about 1795. [Stewart, 224] 

 

http://www.awiatsea.com/Officers/Officers%20M.html


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



http://leearchive.wlu.edu/papers/letters/transcripts-gw%20delegates/html/DIV0327.html 

Sender: Richard Henry Lee 

Recipient: James Maxwell 

Philadelphia 1t Decr. 1776 

Sir,  

The Congress having resolved immediately to undertake the building of two Ships of War of 36 guns each in Virginia, I 

am directed by the Marine Committee to apply to some proper person in that State to superintend the business.1  You Sir 

have been recommended so strongly to me by Gen. Stephen and others, as a person of great fitness for this business; and 

not doubting but that you may comply with this, altho you are the same way employed by our Government, I do in the name 

of that Committee request you will, taking the advice of the Navy board in Virginia, determine on the most safe, and in other 

respects most fit place or places to put these ships upon the Stocks at.2  Safety against the enemy is a very necessary 

object, and proper water for Launching. Convenience for getting proper timber you will consider. I suppose it will be no 

objection if both these Vessels are put upon the Stocks at the same place but in determining on the place or places, not 

private or local but public considerations alone are to govern. A Master Builder with 4 or 6 Workmen will soon go from hence 

to Virginia for this business, and I have no doubt a sufficiency of other workmen will be to be had in that state to carry on the 

work briskly. The Builder desires that the Trees may be immediately felled whilst the Sap is down, that a quantity of Locust 

Trunnels be split 1 1/2 inches, and in length from 18 to 30 inches. That Sawyers be employed to get up plank (white oak) of 

3 1/2 inches. These things and whatever else may be immediately necessary for the right pursuit of this business you will 

take care to have done, and your drafts for the expence created by the same, on the Chairman of the Marine Committee of 

Congress, shall be duely honored. One or more Associates will be joined with you in this Agency, but for the present you will  

singly do what is necessary, and for your trouble you will be liberally compensated by Congress. The Board of Assistants 

are directed to prepare a proper draught of these Ships which shall be forwarded to you when ready. Let me have your 

answer to this letter by return of Post. 

I am Sir you most humble servant,  

Richard Henry Lee 

P.S. The Builder tells me that Cedar, Locust, Pitch Pine, or Wild Cherrytree, will be the proper Timber for upper works. 

Notes: 

Receiver's copy, owned by C. Stribling Snodgrass (1973), Leesburg, Va. 

1  See the November 20 resolve in JCC, 6:970. 

2  James Maxwell, (1735–95), of Norfolk, Va., was a captain in the Virginia navy, commissioner of the Virginia navy board, 

and superintendent of the Virginia navy yard. William Maxwell, "My Mother," The Lower Norfolk County Virginia Antiquary 3 

(1901): 46n. Upon Maxwell's recommendation, the Virginia navy board ordered the Continental frigates to be built at 

Gosport. Morgan, Naval Documents, 7:1065–6. 

 
 
Ceremony Commemorative Printed Program Paragraph: 
 
Maxwell, James.  Born in Northumberland, England, he became a Norfolk Borough resident in 1767.  He 
was the first husband of Helen (Calvert) Maxwell Read and is prominent in her memoirs.  In January 1777, 
Maxwell was appointed by the Virginia Navy Board as “Superintendent General of the Shipyard” to 
supervise the construction and fitting of its naval vessels.  He was named Commissioner of the Navy under 
the Board of War in June 1779 and appointed as Commissioner of the Navy in July 1780.  Known to wear 
“a cockade in his hat,” he died October 4th 1791 at 62 years of age. 
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