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Portrait of William Theophilus Dortch by Mary
Lyde Hicks Williams, 1914. Image from the North
Carolina Museum of History.  [2]William Theophilus Dortch, legislator and Confederate senator, was
born on his father's plantation near Rocky Mount, which had been in the Dortch family since 1742. His parents were
William and Drusilla Bunn Whitfield Dortch. Young Dortch attended the local schools, then entered the Bingham School [3]

in Hillsborough. After completing his studies he read law in Halifax [4] under Bartholomew F. Moore [5]. In January 1845
Dortch became eligible to practice in his county's Court of Pleas and Quarter Sessions [6], and a year later was licensed to
practice over the state. He opened his first law office in Nashville, but in 1848 he moved to Goldsboro, which had just
become the county seat of Wayne [7]. He soon had a large practice and in addition became county attorney. Over the next
ten years he also bought land and engaged extensively in planting.

In 1852 Dortch was elected as a Democrat [8]to the House of Commons and was reelected in 1854. During his second
term he was chairman of the Judiciary Committee. He was elected to the same seat in 1858 and 1860. In the session of
1858–59 Governor Thomas Bragg [9] attempted to secure a charter for a railroad from Greensboro to Danville that would
link the North Carolina Railroad [10] with the Richmond and Danville. Believing that such a connection would defeat the
concept of a North Carolina Railroad system linking the eastern and western parts of North Carolina, Dortch was a leader
in the fight that defeated the proposed charter. In 1860 he was elected speaker of the House of Commons. During the
winter of 1860–61 he acted with the immediate Secessionists [11], but at the same time expressed such strong attachment
to the Union as to discredit himself with that group. This was probably why the Whig [12]-dominated legislature of 1861
resolved a close contest for a Confederate senatorship by turning to Dortch as a compromise appointment.

In the Confederate Senate Dortch was chairman of the Committee on Engrossment and Enrollment. He was a personal
friend of Judah P. Benjamin [13] and often acted as intermediary between him and Governor Zebulon B. Vance [14]. In his
legislative capacity Dortch supported all major programs designed to strengthen the Confederacy, though he differed from
extremists in his refusal to sacrifice local interests completely. He was also North Carolina's strongest opponent in
Congress to the schemes that would force Jefferson Davis to tender peace feelers to the Lincoln administration.

Dortch emerged from the Civil War [15] almost bankrupt, much of his property destroyed and most of his library burned by
Sherman's soldiers. For the next decade he labored to recoup his fortunes and eventually rebuilt his practice into the most
lucrative in the state. He had similar success with his plantation. In 1875 Dortch lost a close race for a place in the state
constitutional convention [16]. From 1879 to 1885 he was a member of the state senate, serving as president in 1879 and
chairman of the Judiciary Committee in 1883. He was the author of the "Dortch bill," which provided enlarged facilities for
the common schools. Appointed a director of the state-owned North Carolina Railroad by Governor Vance in 1877, Dortch
was one of the legislative leaders in 1880 who tried to prevent the sale of that line to a group of northern investors. He not
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only lost the contest but also saw defeated his amendment that would have protected North Carolina against rate
discrimination by these investors. In 1881 Dortch was appointed chairman of a commission, consisting also of John
Manning [17] and John S. Henderson [18], to revise the North Carolina Code. This was a monumental task, as the revisal had
to incorporate many fundamental changes in the law. Successfully completed after two years, the commission's work was
not superceded until the revisal of 1905.

Quiet and reserved in temperament, Dortch was conservative and slow to change. His pleadings before the bar were
precise, thorough, and straight to the point; his delivery was smooth and almost conversational. He was a member of the
Episcopal church [19]. Early in 1889 he suffered a stroke and died after a long illness. He was buried in Willow Dale
Cemetery. Dortch's first wife was Elizabeth Pittman of Edgecombe County [20]; their children were Corinne, Fitzhugh,
Harrod Pittman, Isaac Foote, William T., Mrs. Annie B. Hill, and Mrs. Mary D. Scholfield. Dortch's second wife was Hattie
Williams of Berryville, Va.; to them were born Allan W., Helen W., James Tyson, and Selene.

References:

Address of Hon. Henry G. Connor, Presenting the Portrait of Hon. William T. Dortch to the Supreme Court of North
Carolina (1911). [21]

Jerome Dowd, Sketches of Prominent Living North Carolinians (1888). [22]

Goldsboro Headlight, 27 Nov. 1889.

Journal of the Confederate Congress, vols. 2–4 (1904).

Journal of the Convention of North Carolina, 1861.

Journal of the General Assembly, 1852–55, 1858–60, 1879–85.

North Carolina Biography, vol. 5 (1919).

Zeb Vance Walser Papers [23] (Southern Historical Collection, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill). Information on
Dortch's Confederate senatorship is taken from scattered issues of Virginia and North Carolina newspapers, 1861–65.

Additional Resources:

"Wm. T. Dortch." N.C. Highway Historical Marker F-24, N.C. Office of Archives & History.
https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?
sp=Markers&k=Markers&sv=F-24 [24] (accessed July 15, 2013).

Wm. T. Dortch Papers, 1859-1866 (collection no. 02211-z). The Southern Historical Collection. Louis Round Wilson
Special Collections Library. University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. http://www.lib.unc.edu/mss/inv/d/Dortch,Wm.T.html
[25] (accessed July 15, 2013).

Warner, Ezra J. , Jr., and Yearns, W. Buck. Biographical Register of the Confederate Congress. Louisiana State
University Press. 1975. 79-80. http://books.google.com/books?id=k6VyjF_ZTukC&pg=PA79#v=onepage&q&f=false [26]

(accessed July 15, 2013).

Image Credits:

Williams, Mary Lyde Hicks. "Portrait, Accession #: H.1964.123.79 [2]." 1914. North Carolina Museum of History. (accessed
July 15, 2013).

Subjects: 
Biographies [27]

Lawyers [28]

Planters [29]

Public officials [30]

Authors: 
Yearns, W. Buck [31]

Origin - location: 
Edgecombe County [32]

Nash County [33]

From: 
Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, University of North Carolina Press. [34]

1 January 1986 | Yearns, W. Buck

Source URL:https://ncpedia.org/biography/dortch-william-theophilus

Links
[1] https://ncpedia.org/biography/dortch-william-theophilus [2] http://collections.ncdcr.gov/RediscoveryProficioPublicSearch/ShowItem.aspx?89723+ [3]

2

https://ncpedia.org/biography/manning-john-jr
https://ncpedia.org/biography/henderson-john-steele
https://ncpedia.org/episcopal-church
https://ncpedia.org/geography/edgecombe
https://archive.org/details/addressofhonhenr00conn
https://archive.org/stream/sketchesofpromin00dowd#page/120/mode/2up
http://www.lib.unc.edu/mss/inv/w/Walser,Zeb_Vance.html
https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?sp=Markers&k=Markers&sv=F-24
http://www.lib.unc.edu/mss/inv/d/Dortch,Wm.T.html
http://books.google.com/books?id=k6VyjF_ZTukC&pg=PA79#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://collections.ncdcr.gov/RediscoveryProficioPublicSearch/ShowItem.aspx?89723+
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/lawyers
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/planters
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/yearns-w-buck
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-20
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-19
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no
https://ncpedia.org/biography/dortch-william-theophilus
https://ncpedia.org/biography/dortch-william-theophilus
https://ncpedia.org/bingham-school


https://ncpedia.org/bingham-school [4] https://ncpedia.org/halifax [5] https://ncpedia.org/biography/moore-bartholomew-figures [6]
https://ncpedia.org/court-pleas-and-quarter-sessions [7] https://ncpedia.org/geography/wayne [8] https://ncpedia.org/democratic-party [9]
https://ncpedia.org/biography/bragg-thomas [10] https://ncpedia.org/north-carolina-railroad [11] https://ncpedia.org/secession-movement  [12]
https://ncpedia.org/whig-party [13] http://bioguide.congress.gov/scripts/biodisplay.pl?index=B000365 [14] https://ncpedia.org/biography/vance-
zebulon-baird [15] https://ncpedia.org/civil-war [16] https://ncpedia.org/government/convention-1875 [17] https://ncpedia.org/biography/manning-john-
jr [18] https://ncpedia.org/biography/henderson-john-steele  [19] https://ncpedia.org/episcopal-church [20] https://ncpedia.org/geography/edgecombe
[21] https://archive.org/details/addressofhonhenr00conn [22] https://archive.org/stream/sketchesofpromin00dowd#page/120/mode/2up [23]
http://www.lib.unc.edu/mss/inv/w/Walser,Zeb_Vance.html [24] https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-
marker-program/Markers.aspx?sp=Markers&amp;k=Markers&amp;sv=F-24 [25] http://www.lib.unc.edu/mss/inv/d/Dortch,Wm.T.html [26]
http://books.google.com/books?id=k6VyjF_ZTukC&amp;pg=PA79#v=onepage&amp;q&amp;f=false [27]
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term [28] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/lawyers [29]
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/planters [30] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials [31]
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/yearns-w-buck [32] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-20 [33] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-
location/coastal-19 [34] https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

3

https://ncpedia.org/halifax
https://ncpedia.org/biography/moore-bartholomew-figures
https://ncpedia.org/court-pleas-and-quarter-sessions
https://ncpedia.org/geography/wayne
https://ncpedia.org/democratic-party
https://ncpedia.org/biography/bragg-thomas
https://ncpedia.org/north-carolina-railroad
https://ncpedia.org/secession-movement
https://ncpedia.org/whig-party
https://ncpedia.org/biography/vance-zebulon-baird
https://ncpedia.org/civil-war
https://ncpedia.org/government/convention-1875
https://ncpedia.org/biography/manning-john-jr
https://ncpedia.org/biography/henderson-john-steele
https://ncpedia.org/episcopal-church
https://ncpedia.org/geography/edgecombe
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/lawyers
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/planters
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/yearns-w-buck
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-20
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-19
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

	Dortch, William Theophilus [1]
	Dortch, William Theophilus
	23 Aug. 1824–21 Nov. 1889


