
William Lewis 

Born:  January 22, 1752, in Edgmont, Pennsylvania. 

Died:  August 16, 1819, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 

Federal Judicial Service: 

Judge, U.S. District Court for the District of Pennsylvania 

Received a recess appointment from George Washington on July 14, 1791, to a seat vacated by 

Francis Hopkinson; nominated to the same position by George Washington on October 31, 1791. 

Confirmed by the Senate on November 7, 1791, and received commission on November 7, 1791.  

Service terminated on January 4, 1792, due to resignation. 

Education: 

Read law, 1773 

Professional Career: 

Private practice, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania:  1773-1787, 1792-1817 

State Representative, Pennsylvania:  1787-1789 

U.S. Attorney for the District of Pennsylvania:  1789-1791 

* * * 

Judicial Biography 

*With the death of Judge Hopkinson, President Washington named William Lewis, the

United States Attorney, as the second District Judge.  After his nomination and confirmation in 

* The following material is excerpted from JUDGE HARVEY BARTLE, III, MORTALS WITH TREMENDOUS 

RESPONSIBILITIES, A HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE EASTERN DISTRICT OF PENNSYLVANIA,

3-12 (Saint Joseph’s University Press, 2011).  Reproduced with the permission of the author, Judge Harvey Bartle,

III, and the publisher, Saint Joseph’s University Press.



July 1791, Supreme Court Justice James Wilson administered him the oath of office.  As a 

Quaker, Lewis “solemnly affirmed.” 

 

 Lewis was born in Edgmont, Chester (now Delaware) County, Pennsylvania, on February 

13, 1751, into a Welsh Quaker family, with roots in the area dating back to the time of William 

Penn.  He studied at a local Friends School in Chester County and with the encouragement of his 

parents, became proficient in French, Latin, and German.  Around his seventeenth birthday, he 

commenced study in a Friends School in Philadelphia and was entrusted to the care of his cousin, 

the successful Philadelphia merchant Mordecai Lewis, who further contributed to his knowledge 

in the fields of finance and business. 

  

 Lewis, who did not attend college, thereafter decided to make the law his profession. 

Though his mother did not approve, perhaps showing a Quaker aversion to that vocation, his 

father aided Lewis’ ambitions.  In 1770, when he was just nineteen, Lewis began studying law 

with Nicholas Waln.  Over the next six years, he became a leader of the Philadelphia Bar and 

kept many of Waln’s clients when his mentor decided to retire from the profession. 

 

 In contrast to Hopkinson, who was physically diminutive with, in John Adams’ 

picturesque description, a head "not bigger than a large apple," Lewis stood over six feet tall 

though he eventually developed something of a stoop and was very thin.  He had a rather 

prominent nose and a deep baritone voice with a penchant for cigars from which he was rarely 

separated either inside or outside the courtroom.  With respect to his attire, he was his own man 

and wore knee britches long after they had gone out of fashion.  

  

 In October 1775, he was disowned by the Philadelphia Monthly Meeting of Friends for 

“marrying contrary to the good order used among us; bearing arms; and keeping unprofitable 

company.”  By 1776, Lewis had cast his lot with those advocating independence.  While his 

precise activities during the war remain somewhat shrouded, Lewis continued to practice law 

during the Revolution, outside the reach of the British.  Despite the fact that he was no longer a 

member in good standing with the Friends, part of his practice during and after the war centered 

upon defending those charged with aiding the British, many of whom were Quakers. 

  

 By the time the war ended, Lewis, like Hopkinson, favored an energetic national, 

government.  He worked for the ratification of the new United States Constitution as a delegate 

to the Pennsylvania Convention summoned to decide the issue.  He was elected as a member of 

the unicameral Pennsylvania Assembly in 1787 and 1789.  While in the State Assembly, he 

supported the successful effort to call a convention to amend the Commonwealth’s 1776 

Constitution and was chosen as a delegate to that convention which wrote the more conservative 

Constitution of 1790.  Among the significant changes which were achieved were a bicameral 

legislature, a strong independent judiciary, and a Governor with extensive powers of 

appointment in place of a Supreme Executive Council. 

 

 Lewis developed a friendship with George Washington and Alexander Hamilton with 

whom he shared similar political views.  In 1789, President Washington appointed Lewis as the 

first United States Attorney for the District of Pennsylvania.  His workload was minimal, and he 

continued to maintain his private practice as was then permitted.  The one indictment he signed 



charged two defendants with murder on the high seas.  During this period, Hamilton, 

Washington’s Secretary of the Treasury, consulted Lewis regularly and even requested him to 

review his 1791 opinion on the constitutionality of the First Bank of the United States.    

 

 Like other members of the Bar, Lewis took an active role in promoting Philadelphia.  He 

was one of the founders of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, along with William 

Rawle and Joseph Hopkinson. 

  

 In 1790, he helped to forge the merger of the College of Philadelphia and the  

University of the State of Pennsylvania into what became the University of Pennsylvania after a 

long period of acrimony between the two educational institutions.  The new entity had the benefit 

of his service as a trustee for the rest of his life.  He was also one of the organizers of the Law 

Library Company of the City of Philadelphia, which was the forerunner of the Philadelphia Bar 

Association.  Other of his activities included advocating the construction of the Schuylkill Falls 

Bridge and serving as a counselor for the Bank of North America. 

 

 Lewis, consistent with his Quaker heritage, was an early opponent of slavery.  He was a 

longtime member and counselor of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society.  One of his most 

praiseworthy accomplishments was as the principal draftsman of the Act for the Gradual 

Abolition of Slavery in the Commonwealth, enacted by the Pennsylvania Assembly on March 1, 

1780.  It was the first such law in any state.  He further put his legal talents to work and 

thereafter successfully represented several slaves who sought their freedom under the Act.  In 

August 1791, not long after Lewis was inducted as a District Judge, what is now known as 

Philadelphia’s Old City Hall was completed and ready for occupancy.  The handsome Georgian 

edifice, which still stands immediately east of Independence Hall at the southwest corner of Fifth 

and Chestnut Streets, became the home of the District Court.  At that time, the City shared the 

building with the federal courts.  Lewis’ courtroom was on the second floor.  The United States 

Supreme Court sat on the first floor from 1790 until 1800 while Philadelphia was the nation’s 

capital.  

  

 The tenure of Judge Lewis turned out to be even shorter than that of Hopkinson.  He 

resigned in January 1792, after only a few months on the bench, to return to his lucrative law 

practice. 

 

 After leaving the bench, he was involved as counsel in many important cases in both the 

state and federal courts, including the highly publicized John Fries trials.  During the 1790’s, he 

was one of a small group of lawyers, mainly from Philadelphia, who regularly argued before the 

United States Supreme Court.  Indeed, he was one of the most distinguished and respected 

lawyers of his time.  

 

 For the last two years of his life, he lived with his second wife at his longtime country 

home on the banks of the Schuylkill, known to us today as Strawberry Mansion.  He died on 

August 16, 1819, at the age of sixty-eight and is buried in the yard of St. Peter’s Church in 

Philadelphia. 

 

 



*  *  * 

 

Biographical Materials 

 

1. Program Booklet:  Portrait Presentation and Symposium on the Life of the Honorable  

 William Lewis, First United States Attorney and Second Judge of the District of 

 Pennsylvania. 

 

2. Transcript of Portrait Presentation and Symposium held on June 25, 2008. 

 

3. Certificate of Admission of William Lewis, as an attorney of the United States District  

 Court for the District of Pennsylvania dated November 16, 1789.   
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