
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SAR Compatriot: Eric Paul Salbeda 

Patriot: William Porter, Lieutenant Colonel 

                       Rutherford Militia 1776-1782 

 

 

William Porter was born in Lancaster Pennsylvania around 1746. He was the son of James and Nancy 

Porter who immigrated from Donegal, Ireland. 

 

In 1768 the family moved to North Carolina, and settled in Tryon County, later renamed Rutherford 

County. 

 

Gilbertown served as the county seat and the early town records shows William Porter was in attendance 

at the first session of the County Court. 

 

He was noted as being “a man of great influence both in his church and county”. William also served as an 

elder at Britain Presbyterian Church, the oldest such house of worship in Rutherford County. 

 

William Porter served in the militia as a Captain under the overall command of Brigadier General Griffith 

Rutherford, for whom the town of Rutherfordton was named. 

 

During the Revolutionary War, frontier settlers who opposed British rule were harassed by both Indians 

and Tories. The Cherokee had formed an alliance with Britain, were heavily supplied with arms, and 

ordered by British agents to attack Patriot towns and homesteads. 

 

Alexander Dunn, in his 1802 pension file, (R3142) recounts: 

 

April 1779, was drafted for three months tour of service, in Rutherford County, North Carolina, he was 

mustered into service under Captain William Porter. The company marched to and was stationed in 

Mumford’s Cove at Archibold’s Grants. This company was called into service to guard against the 

Cherokee Indians who had committed repeated deputations. 

 

With his tour of duty complete, William Porter became a Senator in 1780. However, his legislative 

duties would be delayed for a time due to the British Invasion of North Carolina. He was recalled 

under the command of Colonel Joseph McDowell to prepare the Rutherford militia for the upcoming 

battle against Major Patrick Ferguson, the British officer commanding the western flank of Lord 

Cornwallis’s army. 

 

After a rendezvous with the “Overmountain Men” of Tennessee, they attacked and defeated Ferguson and 

his Loyalist militia on October 7, 1780 at the Battle of Kings Mountain. 



 

Fighting alongside William Porter was his brother, Major James Porter; and also their cousin, Lieutenant 

Colonel Robert Porter. 

 

James was wounded in battle and subsequently removed to Greenville County, South Carolina where he 

recovered from his wounds. 

 

The Patriot victory at King’s Mountain was one of the turning points in the Southern theater of the 

Revolutionary War as it temporarily forced Lord Cornwallis to abandon his invasion of North Carolina, 

and allowed more time for the Patriots to gather their forces. 

 

Thomas Jefferson referred to the battle as, “the turn of the tide of success.” 



Immediately following the battle, William Porter was directly involved with detaining 116 of the Tory 

Loyalists who surrendered at the Battle of Kings Mountain, in addition to preparing their court martial 

transcription. 

An excerpt of this transcription from Morgan District, NC Superior Court of Law and Equity, Book III 

states: 

 

“on the first day of October in the year of Our lord One thousand Seven Hundred & Eighty with force & 

Arms….feloniously & treacherously Knowingly & Willfully did aid & assist the said King by Joining his 

Army Commanded by Major Ferguson and by bearing Arms in the Service of the said King Against the 

Good Government Peace and Dignity of this State….A True Bill - 

William Porter foreman” 

 

Following those proceedings, William was requested to meet with the General Assembly in Halifax, NC. 

After travelling 300 miles, he arrived at the House of Commons on January 27th, 1781. It was here where 

William Porter, who already had experience in the Senate, was asked to take the seat of House 

Representative David Whiteside, who died while fighting in the Battle of Kings Mountain. As noted in the 

House Journal, Vol 17, page 715: 

 

The returning officer for the County of Rutherford, certified that Mr. William Porter was duly elected a 

member of this House in the room of David Whiteside, Esqr., deceased, whereupon the said Mr Porter 

appeared, was qualified and took his seat. 

 

He spent the next several weeks participating in the passing or denying of House Bills - to determine on 

how to best supply the Patriot Army in North Carolina, now under the command of General Nathanael 

Greene. 

It was also at these proceedings, on January 31, 1781, where William and his cousin, Robert Porter 

received promotions in rank. Along with Patrick Watson; whose future Grandson John, would one day 

marry Ruth; the future Granddaughter of William Porter. 

 

Resolved, That Robert Porter be appointed Colonel, William Porter Lieutenant Colonel….and Patrick 

Watson Second Major of Rutherford County. That His Excellency the Governor be requested to 

commission them accordingly. 

Minutes of the North Carolina House of Commons. Volume 17, page 734 

 

As a Lieutenant Colonel, William Porter spent the remainder of the War continuing to defend 

Western settlements against the Cherokee who remained in alliance with Britain through the end of 

the war, as recounted again in Alexander Dunn’s Pension file (R3142): 

 

“in the month of May 1782 was again drafted for a three months tour of duty against the Cherokee 

Indians….during the time of this companies being in service of Robert Porter was the Colonel (,) William 

Porter lieutenant Colonel and Patrick Watson Major in commanded of the Militia of Rutherford 

County…” 



 

After the War, William was granted 50 acres of land located on the French Broad River. 

He married Mary Jane Gilkey, the daughter of Captain Robert Gilkey who was also a veteran of the 

Revolutionary War. 

In 1782 William and Mary Jane had their first child, William D Porter. Soon to be followed by six more 

boys and two daughters. 

 

But with the formation of a new federal government, and drafting of a Constitution, William decided to 

continue with his service in the House of Commons. 

On July 21, 1788, William attended the Constitutional Convention at Hillsborough, NC to deliberate and 

debate the Constitution of the United States. After the Constitution was read, House Representatives 

began their deliberations, including William Porter. 

 

The following are two of his several statements - as recorded in the minutes (pages 116 and 

138) from those proceedings: 

 

Mr. Porter--Mr. Chairman, I must say that I think the gentleman last up was wrong, for the other 

gentleman was, in my opinion, right. This is a money clause. I would fain know whence this power 

originates. I have heard it said that the Legislature were villains, and that this power was to be exercised 

by the Representatives of the people. When a building is raised, it should be on solid ground--Every 

gentleman must agree that we should not build a superstructure on a foundation of villains. Gentlemen 

say that the mass of the people are honest--I hope gentlemen will consider that we should build the 

structure on the people, and not on the Representatives of the people. Agreeably to the gentleman's 

argument [Mr. Hill] our Representatives will be mere villains. I expect that very learned arguments, and 

powerful oratory will be displayed on this occasion. I expect that the great cannon from Halifax 

[meaning Mr. Davie] will discharge fire balls among us, but large batteries are often taken by small 

arms. 

 
Mr. Porter--Mr. Chairman, There is a power vested in the Senate and President to make treaties, which 

shall be the supreme law of the land. Which among us can call them to account? I always thought that 

there could no proper exercise of power, without the suffrage of the people: Yet the House of 

Representatives has no power to intermeddle with treaties. The President and seven Senators, as nearly as 

I can remember, can make a treaty which will be of great advantage to the northern states, and equal 

injury to the southern states. They might give up the rivers and territory of the southern states: Yet in the 

preamble of the Constitution, they say, all the People have done i [misprint] I should be glad to know what 

power there is of calling the President and Senate to account. 

 

In the end, North Carolina delegates voted 184 “NAYS” to 84 “YAYS”. William Porter was among 

those to cast a “NAY” vote. They were unsatisfied with the document’s lack of fundamental rights to 

ensure personal freedoms, and chose instead to neither ratify nor reject the Constitution, until certain 

safeguards were included. 

It wasn’t until November 21, 1789, at the Fayetteville Convention, where William Porter and other 

delegates finally approved the passage of the Constitution, with the inclusion of a Bill of Rights. 



Now that North Carolina was a State, open discussions about forming an institution of higher learning was 

debated. Legislators eventually decided to do away with the system set in place by Great Britain, where 

only the wealthy and privileged were allowed to attend. And instead, would establish the first public, and 

state funded University. A charter was ratified on December 11, 1789, and William Porter was selected as 

one of the founding trustees to help collect and manage funds. This was no easy task, as it would take 

another three years for construction to begin. 

On August 4, 1792, William was appointed by ballot to be one of eight men entrusted with finding a 

suitable location for the building of a campus (History of the University of North Carolina, Vol I, page 

21). 

The newly appointed commissioners set out to view several properties. They eventually settled on an 

area consisting of 1,290 acres known as New Hope Chapel Hill, and it wasn’t long before construction 

began. 

The first students arrived two years later, and the first graduating class commenced on July 4, 1798, with 

William Porter in attendance. The University of North Carolina was the first and only “public” 

University to graduate a class in the Eighteenth Century. 

 

William Porter would go on to serve faithfully in the House of Commons almost continuously from 

1788-1816, but died suddenly when he was struck by lightning in 1817. 

 

He was buried in the cemetery at Brittain Presbyterian Church. 
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