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William Ellery was born in Newport, Rhode Island on December 22, 1727, the son of a wealthy merchant. On graduating from Harvard at 19 in 1747, William entered his father’s mercantile business. Within a year he became a naval officer of the Colony of Rhode Island, and he also became a Master Mason in the First Lodge in Boston. Later, in 1763, he became Clerk of the Court, which peaked his interest in the law, leading to his passing the bar and going into private practice in Newport, one of the most flourishing municipalities in the British Colonies. This allowed him to acquire a sizable fortune over the years.

Although Ellery had not been politically active, he did help lead a march in Providence against the Stamp Act in 1765. Later he supported efforts against the Townshend Acts of 1767. However, after Lexington and Concord in April 1775, he announced, “You must exert yourself. To be ruled by Tories, when we may be ruled by Sons of Liberty, how debasing. There is liberty and fire enough, it only requires the application of the bellows. Blow, then, a blast that will shake this country.” He stated he would stand for office as a delegate to Congress, if a vacancy occurred. It did, and in May 1776, he took his seat in the Second Continental Congress.
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After voting for and signing the Declaration of Independence, which he called a "death warrant" , he was appointed to the Marine Committee and to the Admiralty Court in Congress. He signed the Articles of Confederation in 1778 while that same year the British burned his house and all his properties in Newport. In 1785, he supported Rufus King of New York in an unsuccessful effort to abolish slavery in the United States. He continued in Congress until 1786 becoming one of its most senior members.

He returned to Rhode Island to accept an appointment as commissioner of the Continental Loan Office for that state, an office he held until 1790 when President Washington appointed him as customs collector for the district of Newport. He held that position for the remaining 30 years of life under both Federalist and Democratic-Republican administrations until he passed on February 15,1820 at 92, one of only three signers to be a nonagenarian.
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