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BENJAMIN SMITH

Governor: 1810-1811
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Benjamin Smith (1756-1826) owned what is now Bald Head [4] Island and was once known as
Smith’s Island. Born on January 10, 1756, in present-day Brunswick [5] (then New Hanover) County, he came from a family
of considerable wealth and social standing. His father Thomas was a prosperous planter and the grandson of Landgrave
Thomas Smith of South Carolina. His mother Sarah was the daughter of “King Roger” Moore, owner of Orton plantation
and long-time member of the colonial Council of State. Little is known of Smith’s early youth or education, but in 1774 he
was admitted to the Middle Temple of London’s Inns of Court. Benjamin Smith’s wife was the former Sarah Rhett Dry,
daughter of Colonel William Dry [6], collector for the Port of Brunswick. They were the parents of two adopted children.

After returning from London, Smith fought with distinction in the Revolution, serving under George Washington in New
York and with William Moultrie in South Carolina. By the war’s end he had risen to the rank of colonel. In 1784 he was
elected to the Continental Congress, but there is no evidence of his attendance. During that same year he represented
Brunswick County [5] in the upper house of the General Assembly. Later he was elected to the state constitutional
conventions of 1788 and 1789. Smith represented Brunswick County in the state House from 1789 to 1792 and in the
Senate from 1792 to 1800, from 1804 to 1810, and once again in 1816. From 1795 to 1799 he served as speaker of the
Senate. Strongly affiliated with the Federalists throughout his early years in the legislature, Smith was later associated
with the Republican Party.

When the University of North Carolina [7] was chartered in 1789, Smith was named to the original board of trustees and
donated 20,000 acres of land in present-day Tennessee to the school as an endowment. Thereafter, he remained a
trustee until 1824. During much of the period he was under contract with the federal government to rebuild and expand
Fort Johnston [8] at Smithville (now Southport), the town established and named in his honor in 1792. In 1789 he
purchased the tract at the mouth of the Cape Fear River [9] that came to be known as Smith Island and in 1794 he sold the
federal government land for construction of the first lighthouse on that landmass. In 1797 he was promoted to major
general in the state militia; in 1807 he served as the state’s adjutant general [10].

Smith was elected governor on December 1, 1810. He served a single term, declining to stand for reelection. As chief
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executive, he advocated reforms in the penal system, encouragement of industry, revitalization of the militia, and the
establishment of an educational system “within the reach of every child in the state.” His complaint that the governor’s
accommodations in Raleigh were not “fit for the family of a decent tradesman” may well have hastened construction of the
first executive mansion, which was completed three years later.

Following his governorship, Smith returned to Brunswick County and to the life of a prosperous planter. His once
enormous wealth, however, was increasingly ravaged by financial misfortunes, personal extravagance, and long-term debt
obligations. Though once the owner of Orton plantation, his last remaining residences were at Smithville and at his
Belvedere plantation near Wilmington. It was at his dilapidated Smithville residence that he died, a virtual pauper, on
January 26, 1826. Initially buried at Smithville, he was later reinterred in the churchyard of St. Philips at Brunswick Town
[11].

References:

Benjamin Smith Papers. State Archives of North Carolina [12], Raleigh, NC, USA.

Benjamin Smith Papers, Southern Historical Collection, Louis Round Wilson Special Collections Library, University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill [7].

Cobb, Colier. Presentation of portrait of Governor Benjamin Smith to the state of North Carolina, in the hall of the House
of Representatives, at Raleigh, November 15, 1911, by the North Carolina Society of the Sons of the Revolution.
https://archive.org/details/presentationofpo00cobb [13]

Gilpatrick, Delbert Harold, and J. Edwin Hendricks. 1967. Jeffersonian democracy in North Carolina, 1789-1816. New
York: Octagon Books.

Powell, William Stevens. 1991. Dictionary of North Carolina biography. Vol. 5, P-S. Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press.

Sobel, Robert, and John Raimo. 1978. Biographical directory of the governors of the United States, 1789-1978. Westport,
Conn: Meckler Books.

WorldCat [14] (Searches numerous library catalogs)

Image Credits:

"Benjamin Smith." Photograph no. 53.15.1577. From the Audio Visual and Iconographics Collection, Division of Archives
and History Photograph Collection, State Archives of North Carolina [15], Raleigh, NC, USA.

Subjects: 
Biographies [16]

Governors [17]

Authors: 
Angley, Wilson [18]

From: 
Research Branch, NC Office of Archives and History. [19]

3 January 2007 | Angley, Wilson

Source URL:https://ncpedia.org/smith-benjamin-research-branch-nc?page=0

Links
2

https://ncpedia.org/brunswick-town
https://archives.ncdcr.gov
https://ncpedia.org/university-north-carolina-chapel-hi
https://archive.org/details/presentationofpo00cobb
https://www.worldcat.org/search?q=su%3ASmith%2C+Benjamin%2C+1750-1829&qt=results_page
https://archives.ncdcr.gov/
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/governors
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/angley-wilson
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/research-bran
https://ncpedia.org/smith-benjamin-research-branch-nc?page=0


[1] https://ncpedia.org/smith-benjamin-research-branch-nc [2] https://www.dncr.nc.gov/about-us/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-
historical-marker-program [3] https://ncpedia.org/biography/smith-benjamin [4] https://ncpedia.org/bald-head [5]
https://ncpedia.org/geography/brunswick [6] https://ncpedia.org/biography/dry-william-iii [7] https://ncpedia.org/university-north-carolina-chapel-hi [8]
https://ncpedia.org/fort-johnston [9] https://ncpedia.org/rivers/cape-fear [10] https://ncpedia.org/adjutant-general [11] https://ncpedia.org/brunswick-
town [12] https://archives.ncdcr.gov [13] https://archive.org/details/presentationofpo00cobb [14] https://www.worldcat.org/search?
q=su%3ASmith%2C+Benjamin%2C+1750-1829&amp;qt=results_page [15] https://archives.ncdcr.gov/ [16]
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term [17] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/governors [18]
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/angley-wilson [19] https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/research-bran

3

https://ncpedia.org/smith-benjamin-research-branch-nc
https://ncpedia.org/biography/smith-benjamin
https://ncpedia.org/bald-head
https://ncpedia.org/geography/brunswick
https://ncpedia.org/biography/dry-william-iii
https://ncpedia.org/university-north-carolina-chapel-hi
https://ncpedia.org/fort-johnston
https://ncpedia.org/rivers/cape-fear
https://ncpedia.org/adjutant-general
https://ncpedia.org/brunswick-town
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/governors
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/angley-wilson
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/research-bran

	Smith, Benjamin (from Research Branch, NC OA&H) [1]
	BENJAMIN SMITH
	Governor: 1810-1811


