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Military service in the colonial and Revolutionary War militia was a civic duty established by law.  The North Caolina Militia Act of 1774 required “all Freemen (including Free Blacks) and(indentured) Servants (African American slaves were exempt, but could serve as substitutes for their masters)…between the Age of Sixteen and Sixty…” to be subject to militia call.  Each man was to furnish himself with a “well-fixed gun (preferabley a smoothbore fowler or musket of about .75 caliber),…a Cartouche Box (a leather puch for ammunition), Sword, Cutlass, or Hanger (short sword), and have at least Nine Charges of Powder made into Cartridges and sizable Bullets or Swann Shot and three spare Flints, a Worm (a tool for cleaning the barrel) and a Picker (a wire tool to keep the barrel’s ven hole clear)…”  Although the law specified the cheaper and less accurate smoothbore musket or fowler for the militia, many companies in the backcountry boasted men armed with the more accurate Longrifle.
The Governor was the supreme commander of the State’s militia and appointed brigadier generals to command each of North Carolina’s six military districts.  Within these districts were county militia regiments commanded by colonels assisted by captains elected by the men to lead the regiment’s companies.  Exemptions were made for men whose jobs were considered important, such as government officials, clergymen, physicians, surgeons, schoolmasters (with more than ten “scholars”), ferrymen, millers, and ironworkers.  Religious objectors such as Quakers and Moravians, were granted exemption from military service, but were required to pay a higher tax for it.

The militiaman was never as professional a soldier as the British or Continental regular, but their numbers were important in a battle.  At Guilford Courthouse on March 15, 1781, Major General Nathanael Greene commanded a force of about 4,500 men – 64% of them militiamen from Virginia and North Carolina.  Once called out on a “tour”, the service rendered was not to exceed three months, an important consideration for a general planning a campaign or preparing to fight a battle.

As the American Revolution continued beyond the first few years, it became increasingly difficult for many militiamen to furnish themselves with all the arms and equipment required by law.  Army and state military stores provided some of these tools of war, but they were usually inferior in quality to Continental issue.  No milita uniform was ever issued, the soldier having to make do with whatever he wore from home or obtained while in service.
Many of North Carolina’s present-day National Guard untis have their origins in the milita companies of the American Revolution.
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