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The Elizabeth was named in the 

early 1600’s 
during the reign 
of King James I 
of England in 
honor of his 
daughter 
Princess 
Elizabeth. The 
king sent Captain 

John Smith in search for an ideal 
harbor for trade with the New 
World and he found it on the 
Elizabeth River – still known today 
as the largest natural, ice-free 
harbor in the world!  
 

Over four centuries the 
Elizabeth has become famous 
both as one of the world’s most 
important ports for Navy and 
commercial ships, and as one of 
the most polluted rivers in the U.S.  
Today this great port is reclaiming 
its heritage as a living ecosystem. 
 
The natural harbor attracted the 
founding in 1767 of the oldest 
and largest naval shipyard in the 
U.S. today known as Norfolk Naval 
Shipyard.  Many firsts and military 
turning points for the world occurred 

at this shipyard on the Elizabeth, 
included building the world’s first 
ironclad ship, the Merrimac.  Later, 
with the first dry dock in the 
Western Hemisphere, the shipyard 
built the world’s first aircraft carrier, 
the USS Langley.   
 

In the 1800s and 1900s the 
Elizabeth River was filled to two-
thirds her normal width to make 
way for today’s cities of Norfolk, 
Chesapeake, Portsmouth and 
Virginia Beach. The river was 
dredged to twice her natural depth 
to make room for large ships. The 
river lost at least 50 percent of her 
tidal wetlands. Her shores have 
been converted to concrete for as 
much as six miles at a stretch.  
 

In the 1920s, the harvest of 
oysters was banned on the 
Elizabeth due to bacteria and is still 
banned today. Swimming is unsafe 
in most of the river, because of 
bacteria, as well. Meanwhile, on the 
Southern Branch wood treatment 
facilities operated through the 
1970’s which coated timbers with 
tar or “creosote” much of which 
found its way to the river bottom 
and today represents some of the 
highest concentrations in the world.  

The creosote on the river bottom is 
associated with cancer in the 
Elizabeth River little fish, the 
“mummichog.” 
 

In 1991 four citizens found The 
Elizabeth River Project around a 
kitchen table based on the belief 
that citizens, government and 
industry can work hand in hand to 
achieve the balance of a healthy 
river and a healthy economy. 
 

In 1999 the Norfolk Naval Station, 
the world’s largest naval base, 
located at the mouth of our 
Elizabeth was named the first 
Model Level River Star with the 
Elizabeth River Project for voluntary 
progress reducing pollution and 
restoring vital habitat.   In 2009, 68 
River Star industries participate 
including most of the largest 
industries on the river.  They have 
documented reducing pollution by 
more than two million pounds!      
 

Today, the mission of The 
Elizabeth River Project is to 
make the Elizabeth River safe for 
swimming and fishing by 2020 – 
through an army of citizens who are 
informed, inspired and engaged to 
do their part. 
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