








Just four months before his death in Philadelphia at age 
 49, Joseph Hewes handwrote and signed this schedule of 

his estate in North Carolina. Hewes, a New Jersey native of 
Quaker stock, educated at Princeton, became a successful 
merchant after the French and Indian War. At the age of 
30, he moved to Edenton, North Carolina, expanding his 
mercantile enterprise and entering politics. A few days 
before his wedding, Hewes’s fiancée died suddenly. He 
remained a bachelor, and left no children to inherit his 
sizable estate, which included at least sixteen slaves.

At the start of the American Revolution, Hewes put his 
entire fleet at the disposal of the Continental Navy. He 
then served as Secretary of the Naval Affairs Committee 
of the Continental Congress. John Adams later recalled 
that Hewes “laid the foundation, the cornerstone of the 
American Navy.” In collaboration with John Adams and 
Samuel Adams, Hewes was one of the strongest advocates 
of independence in the contentious early months of 1776, 
forcing him to sunder ties with the Quakers. 

After a long illness, he died on Ocober 29, 1779. With 
Masonic funeral honors, he was interred in Christ Church 
Burial Ground, Philadelphia.

In Collecting Autographs and Manuscripts, Charles 
Hamilton wrote, “Hewes’s autograph is of great scarcity. 
Of the fifty-six immortals who signed the Declaration of 
Independence, only a few are harder to obtain.”

Joseph Hewes. Autograph Document, Signed three 
times. [Edenton, North Carolina], July 3, 1779. 

Inventory # 21404     $22,000

“A Schedule of the Taxable Property of Joseph 
Hewes...2 Lots opposite to No. 190 & 191 in the 
New plan of the Town with Ware Houses Wharf 

&c. … Negroes Viz, Frank, a Cripple has not done 
a days work for 12 months past … Cuff, a Cripple 

has not done a days work for 12 months past … 
Will upwards of 50 years old … Sam about 35 

years old … Peter a child 6 months old … Flora a 
wench about 40 years old … Peg a Girl 12 years 

old … Mourning a Girl 7 years old … Joan a Girl 4 
years old … Rachel a wench 25 years old … Sam a 
Child 4 years old … Hannah a Girl 2 years old … 

delivered to William Bennett Esqr.”

Triple signature of Joseph Hewes, 
one of the most elusive

Declaration signers to obtain.

A Signer of the Declaration of Independence

Lists His Slaves
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