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fl. 1765–1790

An advertisement by Richard Ellis from the January 7,
1774 edition of the North Carolina Gazette. Image from the
North Carolina Digital Collections.  [2]Richard Ellis, Revolutionary War patriot and shipowner, was
a native of Ireland living in New Bern prior to 1765. On 16 May of that year he was one of the forty residents requesting
Governor William Tryon [3] to seek an annual salary from the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts [4]

for schoolmaster Thomas Thomlinson [5]. A shipowner and shipper, Ellis ordered harpoons and dories from Boston in 1768
for his sloop Sally, the first vessel in the town to be so equipped, in his unsuccessful attempt to start a whaling industry [6].
During late 1771 he was among those petitioning for a charter to start a Masonic [7]lodge in New Bern. On 9 Jan. 1772, the
day before the date of the charter, he was one of eight men attending the first meeting of St. John's Lodge. The following
December he was elected its senior warden. After the Revolutionary War [8] when the lodge was reorganized, he was
unanimously chosen its Worshipful Master on 16 Mar. 1787. At the organizational session of the Grand Lodge of North
Carolina in December 1787 at Tarboro, he received one of the nine votes cast for Grand Master and two for Deputy
Grand Master. He was elected its first Senior Grand Warden.

Ellis was among those who insisted that the First Provincial Congress [9] be held in New Bern, and he was a New Bern
representative to the Third Provincial Congress at Hillsborough in August 1775. At the provincial council meeting in
Johnston County [10] in December 1775, he was appointed a commissioner for Port Brunswick and as such was one of
several entrusted with purchasing, arming, and outfitting vessels to guard the main ports of North Carolina. In June 1775
he had been instrumental in arranging a meeting between Governor Richard Caswell [11] and French representatives en
route to Philadelphia. A letter to Caswell of 9 Feb. 1778 indicates that Ellis was well informed about English affairs. He
was in charge of outfitting the Pennsylvania Farmer in October 1776 and the Caswell in June 1778. Ellis, it was said, "has
been accustomed to the sea from his youth, & consequently pretty well acquainted with maritime affairs." He was one of
the men commissioned to seize and sell the personal estate of Josiah Martin [12] in December 1776. His privateers, with
those of John Wright Stanly [13] also of New Bern, were instrumental in keeping the ports open along North Carolina's
Outer Banks during the Revolution as about the only lifelines of water shipments of supplies to General Washington.

On 4 July 1778 Richard Cogdell [14] wrote to Governor Caswell: "In celebration of this day great numbers of Guns have
been fired, at Stanley's wharf and Mr. Ellis' ship, three different firings from each from early morning, midday and evening,
and Liquor given to the populace. Stanley and Ellis seemed to vie with each other, in a contest who should do the most
honor to the day, but Mr. Ellis had the most artillery." This is believed to have been the first observance of the Fourth of
July as Independence Day in North Carolina, following only those in Boston and Philadelphia.

The 1790 census of North Carolina records Ellis as living alone in his household but also as the enslaver of six people.
After his death his New Bern home went to a nephew, George Ellis, who in 1800 and 1801 represented New Bern in the
North Carolina House of Commons. George Ellis was also active in the local Masonic lodge until his accidental death on 6
Sept. 1808 in a gunpowder explosion while "blowing up a House to stop the ravages of a Fire." His wife was Amaryllis
Sitgreaves, sister of Judge John Sitgreaves [15]; their daughter, Arete S., was a religious worker and a teacher at Moses
Griffin [16]'s school, one of the first free trade schools for orphan girls. Twin stained glass windows in Christ Episcopal
Church, New Bern, memorialize Arete Ellis.

References:

1

https://ncpedia.org
https://ncpedia.org/
https://ncpedia.org/biography/ellis-richard
https://newspapers.digitalnc.org/lccn/sn84026629/1774-01-07/ed-1/seq-1/
https://ncpedia.org/biography/tryon-william
https://ncpedia.org/society-propagation-gospel-foreign-
https://ncpedia.org/biography/thomlinson-thomas
https://ncpedia.org/whaling
https://ncpedia.org/freemasons
https://ncpedia.org/american-revolution
https://ncpedia.org/provincial-congresses
https://ncpedia.org/geography/johnston
https://ncpedia.org/biography/caswell-richard-0
https://ncpedia.org/biography/martin-josiah
https://ncpedia.org/biography/stanly-john-wright
https://ncpedia.org/biography/cogdell-richard
https://ncpedia.org/biography/sitgreaves-john
https://ncpedia.org/biography/griffin-moses


Gertrude S. Carraway, Years of Light (1944).

John L. Cheney, Jr., ed., North Carolina Government, 1585–1974 (1975).

Walter Clark, ed., State Records of North Carolina, vols. 11–14 (1895–96), 23–24 (1904–5).

Ellis family records (in possession of Gertrude S. Carraway).

William S. Powell, ed., The Correspondence of William Tryon and Other Selected Papers, 2 vols. (1980–81).

William L. Saunders, ed., Colonial Records of North Carolina, vols. 7–10 (1890).

Additional Resources:

"CSR Documents by Ellis, Richard, fl. 1765-1790." Colonial and State Records of North Carolina. Documenting the
American South, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. https://docsouth.unc.edu/csr/index.html/creators/csr10556 [17]

(accessed February 20, 2014).

North Carolina General Assembly. "An Act to amend and continue an Act, For facilitating the Navigation of Port Bath, Port
Roanoke, and Port Beaufort." North Carolina. Complete revisal of all the acts of Assembly, of the province of North-
Carolina, now in force and use: together with the titles of all such laws as are obsolete, expired, or repealed: with marginal
notes and references, and an exact table to the whole. Newbern [N.C.]: Printed by James Davis, printer to the Honourable
the House of Assembly. 1773. 480-481. https://digital.ncdcr.gov/Documents/Detail/complete-revisal-of-all-the-acts-of-
assembly-of-the-province-of-north-carolina-now-in-force-and-use-together-with-the-titles-of-all-such-laws-as-are-obsolete-
expired-or-repealed-with-marginal-notes-and-references-and-an-exact-table-to-the-whole/1955563?item=2100026 [18]

(accessed February 20, 2014).

Image Credits:

Ellis, Richard. [Advertisement].  North Carolina Gazette. January 7, 1774. 1. North Carolina Digital Collections.
https://newspapers.digitalnc.org/lccn/sn84026629/1774-01-07/ed-1/seq-1/ [2] (accessed February 20, 2014).

Subjects: 
Biographies [19]

Merchants [20]

Public officials [21]

Ships [22]

Authors: 
Carraway, Gertrude S. [23]

Origin - location: 
New Bern [24]

From: 
Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, University of North Carolina Press. [25]

1 January 1986 | Carraway, Gertrude S.

Source URL:https://ncpedia.org/biography/ellis-richard

Links
[1] https://ncpedia.org/biography/ellis-richard [2] https://newspapers.digitalnc.org/lccn/sn84026629/1774-01-07/ed-1/seq-1/ [3]
https://ncpedia.org/biography/tryon-william [4] https://ncpedia.org/society-propagation-gospel-foreign- [5] https://ncpedia.org/biography/thomlinson-
thomas [6] https://ncpedia.org/whaling [7] https://ncpedia.org/freemasons [8] https://ncpedia.org/american-revolution [9] https://ncpedia.org/provincial-
congresses [10] https://ncpedia.org/geography/johnston [11] https://ncpedia.org/biography/caswell-richard-0 [12] https://ncpedia.org/biography/martin-
josiah [13] https://ncpedia.org/biography/stanly-john-wright [14] https://ncpedia.org/biography/cogdell-richard  [15]
https://ncpedia.org/biography/sitgreaves-john [16] https://ncpedia.org/biography/griffin-moses [17]
https://docsouth.unc.edu/csr/index.html/creators/csr10556 [18] https://digital.ncdcr.gov/Documents/Detail/complete-revisal-of-all-the-acts-of-assembly-
of-the-province-of-north-carolina-now-in-force-and-use-together-with-the-titles-of-all-such-laws-as-are-obsolete-expired-or-repealed-with-marginal-
notes-and-references-and-an-exact-table-to-the-whole/1955563?item=2100026 [19] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term [20]
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/merchants [21] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials [22]
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/ships [23] https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/carraway-gertrude [24] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-
location/coastal-41 [25] https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

2

https://docsouth.unc.edu/csr/index.html/creators/csr10556
https://digital.ncdcr.gov/Documents/Detail/complete-revisal-of-all-the-acts-of-assembly-of-the-province-of-north-carolina-now-in-force-and-use-together-with-the-titles-of-all-such-laws-as-are-obsolete-expired-or-repealed-with-marginal-notes-and-references-and-an-exact-table-to-the-whole/1955563?item=2100026
https://newspapers.digitalnc.org/lccn/sn84026629/1774-01-07/ed-1/seq-1/
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/merchants
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/ships
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/carraway-gertrude
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-41
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no
https://ncpedia.org/biography/ellis-richard
https://ncpedia.org/biography/ellis-richard
https://ncpedia.org/biography/tryon-william
https://ncpedia.org/society-propagation-gospel-foreign-
https://ncpedia.org/biography/thomlinson-thomas
https://ncpedia.org/whaling
https://ncpedia.org/freemasons
https://ncpedia.org/american-revolution
https://ncpedia.org/provincial-congresses
https://ncpedia.org/geography/johnston
https://ncpedia.org/biography/caswell-richard-0
https://ncpedia.org/biography/martin-josiah
https://ncpedia.org/biography/stanly-john-wright
https://ncpedia.org/biography/cogdell-richard
https://ncpedia.org/biography/sitgreaves-john
https://ncpedia.org/biography/griffin-moses
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/merchants
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/ships
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/carraway-gertrude
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-41
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

	Ellis, Richard [1]
	Ellis, Richard
	fl. 1765–1790


