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William Rogers was born on a summer day in Newport, Rhode Island on July 22, 1751 to 
parents William Rogers and Sarah Stanford Rogers.  An academically talented boy, at the 
age of only fourteen, he entered the then named Rhode Island College (now Brown 
University) in September 1765.  It is believed he enrolled prior to the first college president 
being installed and may have been the first and only student at the time.  Following 
graduation in 1769, he was employed as a principal in a Newport academy, while 
completing a secondary degree in Divinity. In 1772 he became an ordained Baptist minister 
and relocated to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania where he became pastor of the First Baptist 
Church.  While there, he met and eventually married Hannah Gardner in June 1773. 

  

 
With war looming on the horizon, the First Continental Congress met in Philadelphia in 
1774. During that time, one of Rogers’ parishioners began raising a militia, called the 
Pennsylvania Rifle Regiment.  While not possible at the time to sign up, Rogers 
subsequently left his church at the end of 1775 and joined the regiment as their 
chaplain.  Rogers would see action in Long Island and White Plains, New York, prior to 
involvement with the Pennsylvania State Battalion in New Jersey in late 1776 through 
1777.  Assigned to Patton’s Additional Continental Regiment, he saw additional action at 
Brandywine and Germantown, prior to encamping at Valley Forge for the winter of 1777-
1778. 

  

 
Military payroll records for March 1778 confirm Roger’s rank as chaplain in Patton’s 
Additional Regiment at Valley Forge.  It has been reported that he conducted several 
wedding ceremonies at the encampment.  As the result of an Act of Congress in May 1777, 
making the rank of a Brigade Chaplain, Rogers received that promotion in 1778.  Military 
chaplains like Rogers often wore an officer’s sword and at times were accompanied by a 
pistol.  While battlefield moments were mostly spent with injured troops, many chaplains 
led their regiments and brigades into battle.  Rogers would leave Valley Forge in June 1778 
and accompany his regiment to Monmouth, New Jersey.  Once appointed Brigade 
Chaplain, his 3rd Pennsylvania Brigade would spend time fighting in western Pennsylvania 



against the Indian threat there.  He left the Pennsylvania Brigade in 1781 and returned to 
Philadelphia. 

  

 
Rogers was offered several positions as pastor but preferred to serve as an interim 
preacher, leading services at some of the poorest churches in Philadelphia.  In 1789 he 
received a professorship of English and Oratory at the Academy of Philadelphia (later the 
University of Pennsylvania), teaching there until 1811.  He became an advocate for the 
gradual emancipation of slavery as well as for the improvement of public prisons.  He was 
elected to the Pennsylvania legislature in October 1816 and served one term until 
November 30, 1818. 

  

 
On April 7, 1824 Rogers died in Philadelphia.  His obituary identified him as “a man of many 
virtues, and whose memory will long be dear to his friends.”  His funeral was held at his late 
residence at 198 Chestnut Street.  His remains were buried at the First Baptist Church 
graveyard.  Those remains were subsequently reinterred to Mount Moriah Cemetery in 
Philadelphia in 1860. 
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