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Owen Lun West Smith, U.S. minister to Liberia and Methodist leader, was born in Giddensville, Sampson County [3], the
son of Ollen and Maria Hicks Smith, both of African descent. As a youth he served as a personal servant in the
Confederate army [4] and was present at the Battle of Bentonville [5] in March 1865. Afterwards he followed the Union army
across North Carolina and finally to Washington, D.C., where he is said to have been in the parade and review marking
the end of the war. Making his way back home, he was sent by his mother to a school in New Bern taught by an African
Methodist Episcopal Zion minister. After a time he moved to Pitt County [6]to work on a carpetbagger's farm, where, on a
part time basis, he also attended school under a northern teacher.

In May 1870 he set out for New Orleans but in South Carolina was engaged as a schoolteacher and for a time was a
justice of the peace. Enrolled in the University of South Carolina [7], he studied law for about two years, but after 1877
blacks were no longer admitted. He was licensed, however, and practiced law briefly. Returning to North Carolina, he
"engaged in politics" and taught school until 19 Oct. 1880, when he was "converted" at a camp meeting [8]. Smith was
licensed as a local preacher in the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church [9] on 3 Feb. 1881 and ordained a deacon in
April. At various times he served circuits in Stantonsburg [10], Magnolia [11], Elizabethtown [12], Ingold [13], and Kinston [14] and
in Cumberland County [15]. In November 1883 he was ordained an elder. Setting in Wilson in 1885, he became pastor of St.
John's Church. An active financier, organizer, and church builder, he also served as the private secretary of his bishop for
a number of years, secretary of the Sunday School Convention of the conference, and corresponding editor of the Star of
Zion . He was elected presiding elder in January 1890 and reelected until 1894.

On 14 Jan. 1898 President William McKinley named Smith to the first of two terms as U.S. minister resident and consul
general in Liberia, a post he filled until 23 May 1902. Also in 1898 Livingstone College [16] in Salisbury awarded him an
honorary D.D. degree. While en route to Liberia he spent some time in London, Oxford, and elsewhere in England.

Smith's first wife, Lucy Ann Jackson, whom he married on 9 Apr. 1878, was fatally shot by a relative with a mental illness
on 6 July 1891. They had no children. At Beaufort on 29 Jan. 1892 he married Adora Estelle Oden (1870–1906); their
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three children died young. In Liberia the Smiths adopted Carrie Emma Johnson, but she died at age seventeen while a
student at Slater Normal School in Winston preparing to return to Africa as a missionary. Smith's third wife, whom he
married in 1909, was Cynthia Ann King Isler, a widow with four children. He was buried in the private cemetery of Mount
Hebron Masonic Lodge at Wilson.

References:

Applications and Recommendations for Public Office, 1897–1904, 1906–24 (Record Group 59, National Archives and
Records Service, Washington, D.C.)

Biographical Sketch of Rev. Owen L. W. Smith, D.D., U.S. Minister to Liberia (no date [portrait])

J. W. Hood, One Hundred Years of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church (1895)

Nat. Cyc. Am. Biog . (1910)

New Berne District, North Carolina Conference, African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church (1893) (broadside, North
Carolina Collection, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill)

Who Was Who in America , vol. 4 (1968)

Additional Resources:

North Carolina Department of Cultural Resources, NC Markers: https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-
resources/nc-hig... [17]

Sampson County Archives, Biographies: #

Image Credit:

North Carolina Department of Cultural Resources, NC Markers, 2012. "Owen L. W. Smith, U.S. minister to Liberia, 1898-
1902; born into slavery. Pastor, St. John A.M.E. Zion Church in Wilson. Lived 1/10 mi. N." Available from
https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-hig... [17](accessed March 8, 2012).

Subjects: 
Biographies [18]

Black and African American People [19]

Public officials [20]

Religious Leaders and Clergy [21]

Authors: 
Eagles, Brenda M. [22]

Johnston, Hugh B., Jr. [23]

Origin - location: 
Cumberland County [24]

Kinston [25]

Pitt County [26]

Sampson County [27]

From: 
Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, University of North Carolina Press. [28]

1 January 1994 | Eagles, Brenda M.; Johnston, Hugh B., Jr.

Source URL:https://ncpedia.org/biography/smith_owen_lun_west

Links
[1] https://ncpedia.org/biography/smith_owen_lun_west [2] https://ncpedia.org/african-american [3] https://ncpedia.org/geography/sampson [4]
https://ncpedia.org/history/cw-1900/confederate-army-structure [5] https://ncpedia.org/history/cw-1900/overview-battles-reconstruction [6]
https://ncpedia.org/geography/pitt [7] http://www.sc.edu/ [8] https://ncpedia.org/camp-meetings [9] https://ncpedia.org/religion/african-methodist-
episcopal-zion-church [10] http://www.townofstantonsburg.com/ [11] http://www.magnolianc.com/ [12] http://www.elizabethtownnc.org/ [13]
http://maps.google.com/maps?hl=en&amp;client=firefox-a&amp;hs=Tc0&amp;rls=org.mozilla:en-
US:official&amp;bav=on.2,or.r_gc.r_pw.r_cp.r_qf.,cf.osb&amp;biw=1920&amp;bih=1028&amp;q=Ingold+nc&amp;um=1&amp;ie=UTF-
8&amp;hq=&amp;hnear=0x89abb77d013fb657:0xc81e5c3b593ebc0,Ingold,+NC&amp;gl=us&amp;ei=nclYT_CUAsO4twfin-
iEDA&amp;sa=X&amp;oi=geocode_result&amp;ct=title&amp;resnum=1&amp;ved=0CC8Q8gEwAA [14] http://www.kinston.com/ [15]
https://ncpedia.org/geography/cumberland [16] https://ncpedia.org/livingstone-college [17] https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-
resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?ct=ddl&amp;sp=search&amp;k=Markers&amp;sv=F-64%20-
%20OWEN%20L.%20W.%20SMITH [18] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term [19] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/african-
americans [20] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials [21] https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/clergy [22]
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/eagles-brenda-mark [23] https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/johnston-hugh-buck [24]
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal--4 [25] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-42 [26]
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-21 [27] https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal--8 [28]
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

2

https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?ct=ddl&sp=search&k=Markers&sv=F-64 - OWEN L. W. SMITH
https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?ct=ddl&sp=search&k=Markers&sv=F-64 - OWEN L. W. SMITH
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/african-americans
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/clergy
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/eagles-brenda-mark
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/johnston-hugh-buck
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal--4
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-42
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-21
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal--8
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no
https://ncpedia.org/biography/smith_owen_lun_west
https://ncpedia.org/biography/smith_owen_lun_west
https://ncpedia.org/african-american
https://ncpedia.org/geography/sampson
https://ncpedia.org/history/cw-1900/confederate-army-structure
https://ncpedia.org/history/cw-1900/overview-battles-reconstruction
https://ncpedia.org/geography/pitt
https://ncpedia.org/camp-meetings
https://ncpedia.org/religion/african-methodist-episcopal-zion-church
https://ncpedia.org/geography/cumberland
https://ncpedia.org/livingstone-college
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/african-americans
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/clergy
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/eagles-brenda-mark
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/johnston-hugh-buck
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal--4
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-42
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-21
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal--8
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

	Smith, Owen Lun West [1]
	Smith, Owen Lun West
	18 May 1851–5 Jan 1926 North Carolina Department of Cultural Resources, NC Markers, 2012. "Owen L. W. Smith, U.S. minister to Liberia, 1898-1902; born into slavery. Pastor, St. John A.M.E. Zion Church in Wilson. Lived 1/10 mi. N."


