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PREFACE

As a young man Benjamin Smith left his native Charles-

ton and came to Brunswick County where he made his home

along the sluggish waters of the Cape Fear River. Here

he became wealthy, influential, and powerful. Here, like-

wise, he found defeat, poverty, and sorrow. No man has

ever played such a varied role in the development of this

county as did the planter-politician of "Belvidere" plan-

tation. Today the name of Benjamin Smith lives only in

legend and tale. Few natives of Brunswick County or of

southeastern North Carolina are familiar with this unique

figure from the past; and, with minor exceptions, these

few individuals have only a badly distorted image of a

vain, high-living, duel-fighting, old man who died, bound

in prison chains.

Writers of Cape Fear history apparently have been

satisfied to perpetuate the many traditions which have

developed relative to the life of Benjamin Smith without

attempting to ascertain their validity. The true charac-

ter of Benjamin Smith has never been portrayed; a documented

study of his life has never been attempted. For this

reason I undertook the almost impossible task of collect-

s
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ing material relevant to the life and times of Benjamin

Smith. As work progressed I found it necessary to con-

fine my work to the political interests and public activi-

ties of my subject. Time has robbed the researcher of

much valuable material which would have given a clearer

insight into the many activities of a life which is now

cloaked in, the darime ss of one hundred and fifty forgotten

years.

In the preparation of this stuoy I have received

generous assistance from many quarters. To Dr. Lawrence

F, Brewster, my adviser, I extend my sincere appreciation

for the many hours which he spent, patiently guiding my

efforts at times when success seemed doubtful. I also wish

to thank Mr, H. G. Jones, State Archivist, Mrs. Rogers of

the Search Room, and the entire staff of the State Department

of .Archives and History for the interest and support which

they contributed to this project. To the staff of the

Southern Historical Collection of the University of North

Carolina, and to the director of the N.C» Room at the same

institution, I express my appreciation for their aid.

Dr. Mildred Southwick, Reference Librarian at East

Carolina College, must be remembered for her endeavors in

ray behalf. Constructive correspondence was received from

Professor George C. Rogers, Jr», of Columbia, South Caro-

lina, who is presently engaged in writing a book on the
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life of William Loughton Smith, a cousin of my subject.

To my parents, Mr, and Mrs, G.VJ. Lennon, I am. indebted

for their support, both moral and financial,

like to acknowledge the assistance of Professors Herbert

H, fasuiwl and Juin C. Ellen, Jr*, of the Las t Carolina

College faculty, other members of the Social Studies Depart-

ment of this institution, Mrs, I.D* Butler, former resident

of Southport, and my many friends and relatives who expressed

interest in this project.

I would also
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CHAPTER I
BENJAMIN SMITH: AN INTRODUCTORY SKETCH

OF HIS LIFE AND LABORS

Benjamin Smith was the product of an exceedingly

active and illustrious ancestry» His lineage can be traced

directly to Sir John Yeamans who sailed from Barbadoes in

1665 to attempt settlement of the Cape Fear Valley.'5'
Cape Fear venture soon failed and Yeamans, with some mem-

bers of his party, returned to Barbadoes.

The

By 1670, however,

he had joined the settlement attempt at Charles Town in

present-day South Carolina; and he became a leader in that

colony.

To delve even more closely into the background of

Benjamin Smith's ancestry, one may find that his grand-

mother was the famed Lady Sabina Smith of Charleston.

She was the daughter of the Second Landgrave Thomas Smith,

to whom the proprietors had awarded huge tracts of land in
2

the South Carolina low country.

Collier Cobb,
Benjamin Smith, to the State "o? Nor t h~Ca ro lina ~Tn the
Hall of the House of Representatives at Raleigh, November
15. 1911. by the North Carolina Society of the Sons of

N.C. Room/ University of
Cited hereafter as Benjamin Smith

Presentation of Portrait of Governor

the Revolution, (n.p., n.d
frorth Carolina), 1.
Portrait. Also published in The North Carolina Booklet,
XI, 158-168, (Raleigh: The North Carolina Society Daugh-
ters of the Revolution, January, 1912).

o 1

2Idem. A grant for 48,000 acres of land on the
Cape Fear River was made to landgrave Thomas Smith in
1713. New Hanover County Records, (Register of Deeds
Office, Wilmington, N.C.), C, 77. First Landgrave Thomas
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The exact date of Benjamin Smith's birth has been

a subject of much debate among historians who have dwelt

on the subject; but January 10, 1756, appears to be the
3

date most frequently accepted by the more reputable scholars.

The eldest son of Thomas Smith of Charleston, young Ben

evidently received his early education in coastal South

Carolina. Almost nothing has been preserved relevant to

his boyhood, although he was enrolled in the Middle Temple
4

of the Inns of Court on March 30, 1774.

With the outbreak of hostilities between America and

the mother country the young patriot turned from his educa-

tional pursuit and joined the cause of American independence.

Smith, great great grandfather of Benjamin Smith, was one
of the first men to experiment with the cultivation of rice
in the South Carolina lowland. This crop was many genera-
tions later to make his descendant extremely wealthy. The
Star. (Raleigh, N.C.), II, No. 27, p. 108, July 5, 1810.
Also, Edward McCardy, The History of South Carolina Under
the Proprietory Government, 1670-1719, (Hew York: The
MacMillan Company, 1897), 127.

3
Samuel A. Ashe, and Others, ed

of North Carolina, (8 vols.; Greensboro, N.C.: Charles
L. Van Noppen, publisher, 1905), II, 401. Cited hereafter
as Biographical History. Also, Cobb, Benjamin Smith Por-
trait. 2.

Biographical History• *

4C.E.A. Bedwell, (Keeper of Middle Temple Library),
ed., "American Middle Templers," The American Historical
Review. XXV, No. 4, July, 1920, p. 687. Two months later,
on May 12, Benjamin's cousin, William Smith, was admitted
to this same law school; and, in 1781, his brother, James,
also entered the Middle Temple. Idem. George C. Rogers,
Jr.Professor of History at the University of South Caro-
lina, has assured this author that there is no evidence that
Benjamin Smith ever actually visited London to study law.
James Smith did go to England in 1781, however. George C.
Rogers, Jr., letter to the author, October 3, 1961.
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Existent records of the American Revolution reveal little

information relative to Benjamin Smith's wartime endeavors,

but his critics later rejected the possibility that his

activities during this period were of a noteworthy nature.

He is credited, however, with serving as special aide-de-

camp to General Washington in his August, 1776, retreat from

long Island. Three years later, in 1779, Smith was with

General Moultrie at the defeat of the British at Port Royal
5

Island in South Carolina.

Following the battle of Port Royal, Smith evidently

became a member of the forces protecting the city of Charles-

ton. When in 1780 the British began their famed siege

of that port city, Benjamin Smith, like the other Ameri-

can soldiers present, was forced to suffer through many

agonizing days before the doomed city finally capitulated.

In a letter to his wife, the young officer described the

hopeless condition of the American forces. He predicted

that the garrison could not possibly be maintained for

another week. With reference to the disposition of the

inhabitants, Smith wrotet

the persons and properties of the inhabitants
; but the army must be made

I hope I shall be permit-

• • *

will be saved
prisoners of war
ted to return home, where I must stay, as my
situation will not permit me to take any fur-
ther active part;

» • o

o • • «

the thirteen stripes willo • c

5Ashe, Biographical History. II, 402.
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be levelled in the dust, and I owe my life to
the clemency of the conqueror.5
Speaking in his own defense the fiery planter-poli-

tician later attempted to vindicate his military career

and all of his actions during this period. He related

that he was sent on probation by the British to his plan-

tation after the fall of Charleston. Shortly thereafter

he attached himself to General Moultrie as aide-de-camp;

but, as Moultrie, who was also on probation, had no troops

at the time, Smith remained at his plantation awaiting
7

orders during the remainder of the war.

The subject of this study had come to the Cape Fear

from his native Charleston sometime prior to or during
*

the American Revolution. The grandson of "King Roger"
Q

Moore of Orton, he made the Cape Fear his home when on

g
Henry Lee, Memoirs of the War in the Southern De-

partment of the United States. Introduction by Robert E.
Lee, (Ñew York: University Publishing Company, 1670),
152-153. This letter was captured by the British as the
messenger who carried it was leaving Charleston. One
writer claims that the note was used by the British to
precipitate the surrender of that city. Against strict
orders, Smith allegedly sent the message to his wife.
When it was intercepted by the British, copies of it were
made and these were hurled back into the city in empty
shells. They were mysteriously circulated among the al-
ready despondent American troops, and the adverse effect
which this note bad upon the morale of the soldiers was
disastrous. Cobb, Benjamin Smith Portrait. 6-7.

^Wilmington Gazette, III, No. 135, August 8, 1799,

Roger Moore's first wife was Catherine Rhett of
South Carolina. Their daughter, Sarah, married Thomas
Smith, the son of Colonel Thomas and Sabina Smith of Charles-
ton. The Bees, Grimkes, and Rhetts were also the result
of this marriage. Ashe, Biographical History, II, 401-402.

8
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g
November 25, 1777, he married Miss Sarah Dry, the daughter

of William Dry, the very prominent Collector of Customs

A year later, in December of

1778, William Dry established his new son-in-law as a

by deeding to him and his wife the 'r'T,os~

perous 4,800-acre "Blue Banks" plantation on the north-

west branch of the Cape Fear River.

he gave 57 slaves to his daughter, and in 1780 this num-

ber was greatly increased,^
Within the next few years Benjamin Smith managed

to increase his Brunswick County holdings until by 1790

he appeared to be the wealthiest planter in the county,

owning a total of 221 slaves as compared to the 70 held

by the second largest slave owner, Archibald McAloster.

During this period his land purchases included the old

"Ferry" plantation which became the nucleus of his famed

for the port of Brunswick.

1 n v\ f Vi
A.UJ.4 *' Vrf *

At this same time

12

9
Alfred E. Jones, American Members of the Inns of

Court, (London: The Saint Catherine Press, 1924), 200-201.

■^Brunswick County Conveyances, (Register of Deeds
Office, Southport, N.C.), B, 142-146.

11Ibid.. B, 448.
12
Bureau of the Census, First Census of the United

States-1790, North Carolina, (Washington: Bureau"of""the
Census, Government Printing Office, 1808), 190,

13
Brunswick County Conveyances, C, 47-48, This in-

eluded 740 acres of land, a brick tenement, two tracts
of land on Eagle's Island containing 270 acres, and the
ferry across the river.
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14
“Belvidere" plantation. By 1800 there were more than

60,000 acres of North Carolina lands recorded in Smith's

name, not including Bald Head (Smith's) Island at the

mouth of the Cape Fear, most of Eagle 's Island, and numer-

a »nr« 1 A 4" « o ^ U a iim ^ ri 4 «A C»«*4 T 1 «
UVÍO Uu UiAU .L¿1 (w’iUJ. viz. v -nxlw --XJ.VA :i tv)!! V'lliCxi

15
He had also claimed vast holdings of Green

16
Swamp land'of which he sold 60,000 acres in 1795,

The first undertones of the political interest of

the wealthy Cape Fear planter became evident in 1783 when

he served his first term in the State Senate from Bruns-

he owned.

17
The next year his political star appearedwick County,

to rise higher when he was elected to the Continental
18

Congress as a representative of North Carolina, For

14
Belvidere became one of the most famed plantations

in the South during its time. It contained better than
2500 acres of the finest land in the nation. There were
over £50 acres of rice swamp under cultivation, plus saw
mills, rice mills, fine high crop land, and a beautiful
brick home, Alexius M. Forster, “Records of Belvedere
fsicj Plantation once owned by Gov. Benjamin Smith, from
a Survey by Alexius M. Forster," (MS., State Department
of Archives and History, n.d.).

^Brunswick County Conveyances, B, £76-277; C, 55-
56; C, 352-354; H, 413-414; D, 75-76; et passim. Also
New Hanover County Records, 0, 410-412. Benjamin Smith's
claim to Bald Head stemmed from a grant to Landgrave Thomas
Smith in 1713, Ibid.. C, 77.

16
Brunswick County Conveyances, C, 280.

^Walter Clark, ed., The State Records of North
Carolina. (16 vols.; Goldsboro, N.C.: Nash Brothers,
1905), XIX, 518. Cited hereafter as State Records.

18 Letters of Members of the
Carnegie

Edmund C. Burnett, ed _

Continental Congress. (7 vols.; Washington, D.C.;
Institute of Washington, 1934), VII, lxxii.

• $
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some unknown reason Benjamin Smith never appeared to take

his seat in the Congress when it met in November of that

The fact that a "dreadful fresh** had struck theyear*

Cape Fear that autumn doing great damage in the area of

his plantation-^ may partially explain his failure to

leave for Philadelphia*

Desiring to return to state politics after several

years of inactivity, Benjamin Smith attempted to regain

a seat in the State Senate during the election of 1787,

The effort was unsuccessful, however, as he was overcome

by Alexius M, Forster, an Anti-Federalist, for the Bruns-
20

wick County seat in the upper house.

The years of 1788 and 1789 were among the most con-

troversial periods in the history of the young state.

The thirteen American states were in the process of rati-

fying a new Constitution; and, in the State of North Caro*

lina, the issue of ratification became a source of unparal-

leled strife and political bickering. When the first North

Carolina Constitutional ratification convention was held at

Hillsborough in 1788, Benjamin Smith was one of five dele-
21

gates who appeared to represent Brunswick County, When the

19
State Records, XVII, 168,

20
Griffith J« McRee, (ed,), Life and Correspondence

of James Iredell, (2 vols,; New York: D, Appleton and
Company, 1857y, II, 179, Cited hereafter as James Iredell,

21State Records, XXII, 13,
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second convention was held in Fayetteville a year later,

the political picture of the Cape Fear Valley had been

altered considerably» The Federalist Smith, again a dele-

gate from Brunswick County, expressed great confidence in
28

the convention which met in November of 1789.

After being defeated by the Anti-Federalist Timothy

Bloodworth for the Wilmington district Congressional seat

in 1789,83
he served until his reelection to the State Senate in 1791.

During his period in the House the question of establishing

a state university came to the forefront. When the Univer-

sity of North Carolina was established by the General Assembly,

Benjamin Smith, along with such noted men as James Iredell,
*

Alfred Moore, Richard Dobbs Spaight, William Blount, and

William R. Davie,84
trustees, a position that Smith continued to hold for thirty-

five years.

Smith turned to the State House of Commons where

were named as members of the board of

In the House, as well as in the Senate upon his return

to that body, the Brunswick lawmaker appears to have been

rather vocal in his beliefs; and he voted on a strictly Fed-

eralist basis during much of this period. He served on a

82Ibid., XXI, 565.
23
McRee, James Iredell, II, 276. The counties making

up this Congressional district (District 5) included New
Hanover, Brunswick, Onslow, Duplin, Sampson, and Bladen.

24Kempo P. Battle, History of the University of North
Carolina. (2 vols.; Raleigh: Edwards & Broughton, 1907),"
I, 3» Cited hereafter as History of U.N.Ç.
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large variety of committees, including almost constant member-

ship on such important committees as the Joint Finance Com-

mittee, the Joint Ways and Means Committee, Committee of
25

Propositions and Grievances, and many others.

'When in 1790 several residents of Brunswick County

attempted to have the area surrounding Fort Johnston in Bruns-

wick County incorporated into a town, Benjamin Smith opposed

the measure; and it was soundly defeated. One of the advo-

cates of thus proposed town later claimed that during the

following year Smith was warned that he would not be returned

to the General Assembly if he did not agree to support a

new. incorporation bill. Facing strong opposition in the

1792 election, the politician agreed. He was reelected; and
*

26
the town of Smithville was founded, named in his honor.

Although Benjamin Smith remained active in the State

Senate during the last decade of the 18th Century, his mili-

tary fervor was stimulated by the difficulties which developed

with England and France during this period. In an effort

to strengthen the state militia organization, he was commis-
?7

sioned Brigadier General of North Carolina Militia in 1794.

£5State Records. XXI, 876, 882, 939, 940, 990.
26

Joshua Potts, "The Location of Smithville," James
Sprunt Historical Monograph. (Chapel Hill: Published by
ïnë-Universi'ty , T903), No. 4, pp. 86-90. State Senator
Smith introduced a bill in the General Assembly in November,
1792, which resulted in the establishment of a town at
Fort Johnston on the Cape Fear. Journal of the Senate
(1792), (Raleigh: North Carolina General Assembly, State
Printer), 14. Cited hereafter as Senate Journal.

27Wilmlngton Gazette. Ill, No. 119, April 19, 1799.
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His experiences in this capacity served as a partial basis

for his constant advocacy of a well-trained and well-equipped

militia, and in 1799 his military endeavors became an issue

upon which his political enemies attempted to capitalize.

Always a controversial figure rnrougnout the siate-,

Benjamin Smith appears to have possessed a varying degree

of influence within the ruling Federalist Party in North

Carolina. In 1795 he was rewarded with the Speakership of

the Senate, a position which he held until 1800. "Always

the bride’s maid but never the bride" could very easily be

the term applied to the General's desire for Federal office,

however. His influence and popularity evidently were not

sufficient to bring him victory and the post that he so great-

ly desired. Benjamin Smith was once more in the running for

the United States Senate in 1798, and it required nine ballots

by the General Assembly to decide the issue. Jesse Franklin,

a Republican of the Macon-Williams school,28 finally gained
29

a narrow victory over the luckless Senate Speaker.

OO

The supporters of this philosophy felt that the
function of government waa simply to afford protection
to individual rights, leaving other matters to the people
themselves. Nathaniel Macon declared that it was not for
the state to engage in works of internal improvement or
to educate the people; government's only function should
be to maintain an economical, honest, efficient government*
Samuel A'Court Ashe, History of North Carolina, (2 vols.;
Greensboro, N.C.:: Charles L. Van Noppen, publisher, 1908),
II, 192-193.

oq
Delbert Harold Gilpatrick, Jeffersonian Democracy

in North Carolina, 1789-1816, (New York:: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 1931), 100-101.
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Personal hatred, private jealousies, and political

competition probably served as motivation for the 1799 news-

paper barrage against "that brittle piece of mortality called

Benjamin Smith was attacked with all of

the venom and ha Le possible tu inscribe upon printed paper.

The newspaper broadsides, which ridiculed the General's

Revolutionary War record and his current endeavors in organ-

izing a legionary force for Federal service, continued through-

out the spring and summer of 1799. Various of his attackers,

who signed themselves as "Whirligig," "An Examiner," "Benevo-

lus," and "Bagatelle," cast disparaging and satiric accu-

sations at the wealth and the political activities of the

„30General Smith.

General whom they all denounced as possessing "a most un-

„31sufferable vanity.

Smith's replies originally appeared to be counter-

attacks and light mockery of the attempts of his tormentors.

As election time approached, however, it became apparent

that the motive of his enemies was to evict him from his

Assembly position. The friends and enemies of Benjamin Smith

therefore commenced to assail the character of their oppo-

nents with such venom that a demand for personal satisfaction

appeared to be imminent. An ultimatum of this nature would

30Wilmington Gazette, III, No. 119, April 19, 1799.
This newspaper, which remained neutral during the controversy,
had evoked the wrath of Smith's foes when it published a
news article praising the militia general's past and present
deeds, .

31
Ibid., III, No. 135, August 8, 1799.
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not have been contrary to the nature of the General. The

artful designs of "Whirligig” and his confederates were in-

effectual at this time, however. When the fall elections

were finally held, Benjamin Smith was overwhelmingly returned

tc the Senate and, in turn, to his s»e? s^eak^r of
32

that body.

During the latter part of September, 1799, Governor

William R. Davie was appointed by President John Mams as

part of a commission to France to attempt to deal with Napo-

leon. Upon the resignation of Davie as governor, Benjamin

Smith, as Speaker of the Senate, was charged with the respon-

sibility of assuming the duties of governor and of completing

Davie's unexpired term. The Senate Speaker became governor

on October 12, of this year, and he fulfilled the duties of

this office until a new governor, Benjamin Williams, was

elected on November 17, 1799.

The unexpected appointment of Smith supplied a topic

for fresh discourse relative to state governmental structure.

Many of his opponents denied his right to fill the post of

governor, claiming that when the legislature was not in

52Senate Journal, (1799), 2.

53Wllmlngton Gazette, III, No. 143, October 3, 1799.
Also, Raleigh Register and North Carolina Weekly Advertiser.
I, No. 1, October 22, 1799. The name of this paper eventu-
ally became the Raleigh Register and Rorth-Carollna State
Gazette, Cited hereafter as Raleigh. Register. Alsc* William
R. Davie, Governor's Papers, State Series, XXII, 1799, (State
Department of Archives and History), 203, 204. ,

Governor's Letter Book No. 13, 1799, (Ibid.), 165-167.
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session there was no office of Speaker. As the Speaker-

ship of Benjamin Smith had expired with the adjournment of

the Senate in December of the previous year, he had no of-

ficial status in the state government and, therefore, no
34

basis fof* h«f»nming governor. When the new legislature

did commence in November, however, there was an anti-Smith

group led by Thomas Blount that attempted to bar the seat-

ing of Smith as a legislator. This faction contended that

since he was serving as governor it would tend to fuse the

two offices. The opposition was finally quieted and Smith

was allowed to qualify; this was followed by his election

as Speaker for the fifth consecutive year by a vote of 27

to 21.35
Whether Benjamin Smith had tired of the rigorous duties

of the Speakership, or whether he realized the rapid change

in political thought that was occurring within the state,

must be left to conjecture. It is significant that Smith,

recognized the potential of the opposition which, had not

as yet gained adequate strength to force his defeat. Before

adjourning the Senate from its 1799 session, he offered to

resign his position as Speaker. It is noteworthy of this

last Federalist legislature that it refused to accept the
3 6

resignation of its leader.

34Raleigh Register, I, No. 1, October 22, 1799,

35Ibid I, No. 5, November 19, 1799.

I, No,. 10, December 24, 1799.

• »

36
Ibid • >
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Republicanism was rampant throughout the United

States in 1800, and it was evident that there would be

a bitter struggle in North Carolina for the control of

the General Assembly of that year. Unlike the preceading

years which h»d witnessed sunh strife-torn elections in

Brunswick County, Benjamin Smith was unanimously reelected

to the Senate. To the apparent amazement of the veteran

politician, he had received the support of the voters

despite the fact that he had not sought reelection. He

had stated prior to the election that he would be unable

to leave for Raleigh until after the close of the fall
37

session of Superior Court in Brunswick,

prevent him from being present at the initial meetings

of the legislature.

Other Federalists were not so fortunate as the Bruns¬

This would

wick County legislator, however, and a Republican majority

took possession of the North Carolina General Assembly

Because of his delay in leaving

Brunswick County, Benjamin Smith did not arrive in the

capital city until after Joseph Riddick, a Republican

from Gates County, had been elected as Speaker,

to General Harrington from Raleigh, the Brunswick County

when it met in November.

In writing

37Smith, letter to John Haywood, November 5, 1800,
Ernest Haywood Collection, Acc. 1290, (Southern Historical
Collection, University of North Carolina), Box 3.
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Senator stated that he "came up late in the session and

thus escaped the mortification of witnessing much politi-

cal violence and passion. «38

The era of Jefferson had arrived and with it came

the death of the once-powerful Fed T n 4- Party* In North

Carolina the Federalists were completely routed and the

party, now leaderless, dwindled into obscurity. Political

tempers change quickly, and once more the voting picture

of Brunswick County had become altered, Benjamin Smith,

aware of the minority status of his party in state and

national affairs, was reluctant to remain active in North

Carolina politics. As the 1801 elections approached, he

issued a declaration stating that he did not seek office

in the State Senate, but that he would serve if the people
39.

felt inclined to elect him,

r~\ v\r»

An active candidate arose

in the person of William Wingate, a Republican, who was
40

easily elected to the Senate seat,

charged that Smith had "deserted them."

Active Federalists

His only explana-

38
H.M. Wagstaff, ed., "Harrington Letters," James

Sprunt Historical Publications, (Chapel Hill: U.N.C,
Press, Ï9Ï4), XIII, No. 2, 20.

39Smith, letter to John Haywood, October 28, 1801,
Ernest Haywood Collection, Acc. 1290, Box 3.

40Raleigh Register. II, No. 97, August 85, 1801.
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tlon was that he had served his state and that he now
41

desired to retire permanently from politics.

All was not yet peace and harmony for the Republi-

cans of southeastern North Carolina, however. For the

next several years the area continued to remain bitterly

divided politically. Alex Duncan Moore, candidate for

the United States House of Representatives in 1803, ex-

pressed alarm at the extent to which acrimonious political
42

cleavage prevailed throughout the Wilmington district.

During the spring of this year there is evidence

that Benjamin Smith may have begun to sever all ties with

the Federalist ranks. There were rumors that his strong

personal attachment to Thomas Jefferson had a great effect

on the political thought of the Brunswick County planter.

The supposition that there was dissension between Smith

and his political associates is given a stronger basis

for credence from an account of a public dinner given in

Wilmington in honor of William H. Hill, who was retiring

from Congress. The North-Carolina Minerva of Raleigh,

the party organ, published the details of this Federalist

rally that brought staunch party leaders to Wilmington

\

41
Smith, letter to John Haywood, October 28, 1801,

Ernest Haywood Collection, Acc. 1290, Box 3.
42
The North-Carolina Minerva. (Raleigh, N.C.), VII,

No. 361, March 7, 1803. This newspaper was also published
as The Raleigh Minerva and the Minerva or, Anti-Jacobian.
Cited hereafter as The Minerva.
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from all parts of the state»

prominent local Federalist leaders present were given;
43

the name of Benjamin Smith was noticeable missing,

several years it had usually led any such list for the

The names of all of the

For

Wilmington area-

It was during this brief period of political inac-

tivity that the true state of our subject's financial

condition began to be known» A series of complicated

and unsuccessful financial ventures were rapidly sweeping

away the vast fortune of the planter of "Belvidere." In

an effort to satisfy the creditors who were beginning to

look hungrily at his fine property, Smith engaged in sev-

eral ventures designed to rebuild his fortune. Previous

to this date he had contracted with the state to build

a causeway across Eagle's Island to Wilmington»44
ing to realize significant gains from this first endeavor,

the General, in 1804, contracted with the United States

Fail-

Government to build a "tapia" battery at the site of old
A 5

Fort Johnston. This project was undertaken in an effort

to discharge ae portion of the huge debt charged against

him by the Federal government.

43VIII, No. 366, April 11, 1803.

44State Records, XXIV, 636»
AS
Joseph Gardner Swift, The Memoirs of Gen. Joseph

Gardner Swift. Ll.D.. U.S.A., TPrivatëly“Printed;: torchester,
Mass.: F.S.“Blanchard &"Co., 1890), 47. Cited hereafter
as Swift Memoir.
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Early In 1798 scandal had gripped the port town

of Wilmington. Colonel James Read was suddenly removed

from his position as Collector of the Port of Wilmington

under a charge of malfeasance in office. Public indig-

nation rose in favor of the dismissed officer after he

charged that his removal was of an entirely political

nature rather than an outgrowth of any misdeed on his
. 46

part. As time passed and the case developed, however,

Read was not returned to his position as Collector of

the Port; and a United States Government suit was filed

against him in the amount of $10,000.

his actual debt to the government was only $6,000, how-

Smith,,as security for Read, was responsible

for the debt; and he began making arrangements immediately

for discharging the debt in yearly payments and in gov-

ernment contract.

Read declared that

47
ever.

The year 1804 saw the complete conversion of the

old Federalist to the Jeffersonian ranks. This being

a presidential election year the importance of gaining

46Petition to John Haywood, August £4, 1798, Ernest
Haywood Collection, Acc. 1£90, Box £. Also, James Read,
letter to John Haywood, August £5, 1798, Ibid.

47
James Read, letter to John Haywood, October 3,

Box 3.1801, Ibid!-.e »

4«
Smith, letter to John Haywood, October £8, 1801,
Smith also discussed a private debt that he owedIbid.

to Haywood for an undisclosed sum.
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converts to their cause was paramount in the minds of most

Republicans. It was recognized that Benjamin Smith continued

to possess a strong following in southeastern North Caro-

lina and that his support of the Jefferson ticket could

ó»v «UvsntQgs vO that ¿.arty in North Carolina»prove a

When Smith set out Tor Washington City in January, 1804,

to discuss the Cape Fear fortification with the War Depart-

ment, it was urged upon Jefferson by informed Republicans

in North Carolina that it would be very wise for the president

to "favor him with Marks of attention as his Example will• • •

„49have a powerful Influence on all his Adhérants»

As the August elections drew near General Smith once

more began to weigh the possibility of gaining the much

coveted Congressional seat of the Wilmington district. Smith

found himself opposed in this election by both Colonel James

Gillespie and Major Samuel Ashe, In the bitter and heated

battle that followed Gillespie emerged the victor over Smith,
50

who in turn had greatly outdistanced Ashe.

Although it is evident that Benjamin Smith was never

able to overcome the opposition of the other counties of

the Wilmington Congressional district, he did retain the

• *

49Timothy Blcodworth, letter to Thomas Jefferson,
January 17, 1804, Thomas Jefferson Papers, (photocopy of
unpublished letters and papers, Library of Congress),
CXXXVII, No. 23806.

50The Minerva, IX, No. 436, August 20, 1804.
this election Gillespie gained 1698 votes, Smith 1299,
and Ashe only 237»

In
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loyalty of a majority of his own people. In the county
elections that followed, he made a successful effort to

return to the State Senate. Upon qualifying in Raleigh

in November he was immediately named to membership on

several committees, including his old position on the
„ 51

Finance Committee.

During the legislative session of 1804, General Smith

was once more nominated for the United States Senate post

His sincere desire to attain Fed-that had become vacant.

eral office is once more manifested by his constant effort

to secure any vacant Congressional or Senatorial seat. In

the senatorial contest that ensued, Montfort Stokes, as well

as the incumbent Jesse Franklin, energetically sought the

votes of the Assembly. Stokes gained a narrow victory over

Franklin, as the Cape Fear politician, Smith, was once more
52

totally unsuccessful in his bid for national recognition.

Although Benjamin Smith and the Moores of Brunswick

were closely related, it is readily apparent that the two-

families looked upon each other with ever-increasing en-

mity. How early this antagonistic attitude developed is

difficult to ascertain; but when, in June of 1805, General

Smith made a disparaging remark in public concerning the

^^Raleigh Register, VI, No. 267, November 22, 1804.
Stokes rësTgïïeïï before taking his seat in Washington, and
James Turner was elected in 1805 to fill the vacancy.

VI, No. 269, November 29, 1804.
52
Ibid »
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character of Judge Alfred Moore, the ill-will between

the General and Ms relatives developed into open hostili-

ties. Several days after the incident occurred, Judge
53

Moore received the following note from his son, Maurice:
,<»»• TJV*\ 4»V. /> v> «

I did not hear until this morning of Gen-
I have sent Jack Grangeeral Smith's conduct

to him with a note, and arrangements are made
for a meeting day after to-morrow morning at
sunrise near Bobbin's on the State line. Please
send Quash, with your gig, and the mahogany
case to me at Howell's house tomorrow morning.

Affectionately,
Maurice

« • • •

As the above letter indicates, the combat took place

at the Boundary House which separated North and South

Carolina. After avoiding officers which were sent in
«

pursuit of the parties, the duel was fought; and General

Smith was wounded in the side at the second firing. He

was carried by his good friend and second, General J.G.

Swift, back to Fort Johnston by water. He was conveyed

from there to Wilmington, where he recuperated in a matter
a . 54of weeks.

53
Alfred Moore Waddell, Some Memories of My Life,

(Raleigh: Edwards & Broughton Printing Company, 1908),
145.

54
'Swift Memoir, 58. This is the third of four duels

with which Benjamin Smith is credited during his lifetime.
The substantiating evidence of the other three is rather
unreliable and appears to be based more upon legend than
fact. According to chroniclers of the various events,
however, it seems that the General was "seriously wounded"
in each of the combats. Each of these duels have like-
wise been designated as the source of the bullet by wMch
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The sudden death of Congressman James Gillespie,

who had defeated Smith the previous year, once more left

the Congressional seat for the Wilmington district vacant

in 1805. The veteran legislator, never given to resigna-

that he at last sew an opportunity to take

his place in Washington. When the election returns were

complete, • Smith had been victorious only in Brunswick and

Onslow Counties. His opponent, Major Thomas Kenan of

Duplin, had won heavily in the other four counties of

the district.55

+■ n oví fVs/s nriVvf
-

Benjamin Smith was returned to the State Senate

every year between 1804 and 1810 despite considerable

opposition. When his old dueling partner, Maurice Moore,

attempted to unseat him in 1806, the incumbent legislator

appeared to have little difficulty in overcoming his foe.

During subsequent elections political unrest continued

to hamper Smith. Many accusations and aspersions were

56

the remains of Smith were identified when his body was
removed to old Saint Philip's Church many years after
his death. The legendary dueling foes of Benjamin Smith
included his brother George Smith, General Robert Howe,
and Thomas Leonard.

55Raleigh Register, VI, No. 308, August 19, 1805.
Smith had taken Brunswick by a vote of 330 to 17, Kenan
had gained a 854-8 landslide in Duplin. The other counties
were much more closely divided between the opponents.

VII, No. 62, September 8, 1806.
56
Ibid • »
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fashioned by his enemies in an effort to weaken his control
57

upon county politics„v

The Moore family sought constantly to harass their

cousin by every means at their disposal. A law suit against

Smiuh, ounceixitsu with the incidents- resulted in

the 1605 Moore-Smith duel, continued unsettled as late
56

Maurice Moore, in 1809, carried the charge

of interpolation at the polls to the Senate where he claim-

ed that he had documents and dispositions which would prove

that Benjamin Smith was not entitled to take his seat in

that house. Smith had been victorious by one vote (Smith

128-Moore 127) over his disgruntled adversary in the fall

elections in Brunswick County. Moore contended that at

least fourteen of his opponent's votes were unconstitution-
59

al, changing the entire election results,

committee which handled the matter ruled unanimously,

as 1810.

The Senate

57
In 1805 John G. Skull filed a petition in the

Senate charging that there had been injustice and fraud
practiced in the recent election in Brunswick County.
He demanded that Benjamin Smith be dismissed from the
Senate, but his desire remained unfulfilled as the right
of Smith to his Senate seat was affirmed by that body.
Senate Journal, (1805), 18.

58 letter to John Haywood, Septem-
ber 12, 1810, John Haywood Papers, Acc. 1901, (Southern
Historical Collection, University of North Carolina).

59
Alfred Moore, Jr., letter to John Haywood, August

28, 1809, Ernest Haywood Collection, Acc. 1290, Box 5.
It is interesting to note the wording of this letter.
Rather than stating specifically that the alleged votes
were unconstitutional, Alfred Moore reported that his
brother "can and will make it appear that at least 14
of Smith's votes were unconstitutional."

Alfred Moore, Jr • »
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however, that the evidence was insufficient to prove any-
60

thing; and Smith was therefore allowed to qualify»

As the election of 1810 approached, accusations of

election irregularities continued to persist throughout the

General Swift, commander of Fort Johnston and acounty»

good friend of General Smith, ordered his troops to take

a fishing excursion to Oak Island for the day in order to

stifle any charges of "interference of troops at the polls,"

as had often been implied. General Swift contended that
61

he had never witnessed any such interpolation.

During this period of political unrest in Brunswick

County, Benjamin Smith had remained energetically employed in
t

attempting to guide the affairs of the state. The year

1807 had found Nathaniel Alexander occupying the gubernatorial

seat of North Carolina and Smith controlling the state militia

from the office of Adjutant General, It was also in 1807

that the War Department requested that the "Tar Heel State"

have a quota of militia volunteers trained and ready for

mobilisation if they were needed by the Federal govern-

62
ment* The request was readily complied with and six

60
Raleigh Registe r, XI, No, 335, December 21, 1809,

^Swi ft Memoir. 91-92* It was not until 1811, after
Benjamin Smith had retired from politics, that actual
election fraud was proven in the county. In this year
Thomas Leonard, who had replaced Smith in the Senate, was
charged with election irregularities; and he was ordered
by a Senate committee on elections to vacate his seat.
Paleigh Register, XIII, No, 636, November 29, 1811.

^Alexander & Williams, Governor's Letter Book No. 16,
1805-1808, (State Department of Archives and History), 130-132»
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militia divisions viere organized, one of which was to

be commanded by Smith himself in the event mobilization
63

was necessary.

For many years Benjamin Smith had been an outstand-

ing member c-f sonic Order of North Carolina.+■ V\ *■+

v a a».- In

1808 he became the acknowledged leader of the organization

when he was elected to the position of Grand Master of

Masons of North Carolina and Tennessee, a position which

he held until 1811.64 For several years during this same

period the sage of "Belvidere" was sent as a delegate to

In the year 183.1, he,

in the company of James Turner and John Rhea, was named

the national convention of Masons.

as delegate to the Grand Convention to be held that year

in Washington or Philadelphia.

Benjamin Smith assumed the duties of governor of

the State of North Carolina in December of 1810, a posi-

tion that he later claimed he had never desired but which

had been forced upon him by the constant urging of his

associates.66 Among other things, the new governor was

63Ibid., 133.
64
J.S. McEachern, "In Honor of Eminent Dead," The

Orphan's and Masonic Journal, (Oxford, N.C.: August
1929), LIV, No. 15, p. 6.

The Star. Ill, No. 7, February 14, 1811.

Legis3.ative Papers, North Carolina General Assembly,
(1811), (State Department of Archives and History), Box 254.
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greatly displeased with the "mansion" provided for his

In 1798 and again in 1802 bills had been passed

by the General Assembly requiring the governor to remain

at the seat of government for five out of six months ex-

residence.

67-r-\4- nvs/^avi fM r% r* ^ tiAtrme+'prir'oo
V V V V » 1/ W V IS A- Ik W W U. Ml V VIM.IV vs... V v, _ . When. Benjamin Smith.

arrived in Raleigh to take up residence there with his

family, he found conditions impossible. He declared that

the house was not fit for habitation by a decent trades-

man. He further remarked that the plaster in the house

was broken; one chimney was broken off and another was

cracked; and the roof leaked badly. In July of 1811,

the governor was debating the possibilities of bringing

some of his own workmen from "Belvidere" to repair the

house to the extent that it might be habitable.

There is a good possibility that Benjamin Smith

did not abide by the law requiring him to remain in Raleigh.

He was se.veneLy criticized by his enemies for this although

the circumstances surrounding his absence could have justi-

fied his conduct. Sarah Smith had been taken seriously

ill during the early part of her husband's administration,
69

and it appears that she remained so for most of the year.

67
Idem,

68
Benjamin Smith, Governor's Papers, State Series,

XXXV, 1810-1811, (State Department of Archives and History),
101-103.

69
44, 103, 155.Ibid » »
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Her illness forced the cancellation of her plans to join

the governor in Raleigh during the early summer of 1811,

and this was the reason for his hasty departure from that
70

city during the middle of his term,

evidently a great favorite all eT‘T Vion ^s^su00

the governor received few communications during his ad-

ministration that did not express great concern for her

welfare and reveal a solicitous desire for her speedy re¬

Mrs. Smith was

covery.

During this early period when the governor actually

wielded little power in matters of state, it was often

the custom for a governor once elected to be returned to

office for two,or three consecutive terms. Considering

the private financial and legal difficulties of Benjamin

Smith, it is probable that he did not desire reelection

in 1811. After the first balloting of the Assembly, in

which William Hawkins slightly led the incumbent executive,

Governor Smith hurriedly announced that he had been un-

aware of his nomination for reelection. He stated that

he did not desire the office, and he asked that his name

be removed immediately from the ballot. After the gov-

ernor voluntarily removed his name from consideration,

William Hawkins easily won on the second ballot; and Ben-

70
The Star. Ill, No. 30, p. 119, July 26, 1811.



35

jamin Smith retired to private life as he had stated he
71

desired to do.

Realizing that his financial condition was becoming

increasingly hopeless, it was only natural that the former

governor found it necessary to leave the halls of govern-

ment in a futile effort to repair his finances, Attempting

to retain his pride while disposing of his beloved prop-

erty, Smith complained to John Steele on one occasion that

he was tired and "daily more and more disgusted with Tide

,,72Swamp & Slave property. For this supposed reason he

was offering to sell vast quantities of slaves and tide

swamp to anyone who might rid him of their burden.

Efforts to restore his wealth or even to further

postpone the demands of his creditors failing, Benjamin

Smith, in 1812, conveyed the deed for his beloved "Belvi-

dere," along with "Orton," and more than 5,100 acres of

other lands, to the Bank of the Cape Fear in payment of
'y'*)

a debt of $26,214.27.

retain possession of these properties until they were

sold at auction or until the debt was paid in cash,

terras of the action provided that the bank would return

It was understood that he would

The

71
Legislative Papers, (1811), Box 254.

72
H.M. Wagstaff, ed., The Papers of John Steele,

(2 vols.; Raleigh: Edwards & Broughton Printing Company,
1924), II, 632, Cited hereafter as Steele Papers.

73Brunswick County Conveyances, F, 139-141,
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to him any property which it was not necessary to dispose

of in order to discharge the liability. From the fact

that the General later resided at ’’Orton" it is evident

that tliis 4,000-acre estate was returned to him after

the claim was settled.

Other than serving one last term in the State Senate
74

Benjamin Smith's political career had come to

an end. The remainder of his life was spent in satisfy-

ing legal claims by the continuous diminution of his form-

in 1816,

erly vast estate. Early in 1813 he conveyed "Bevento"
75 and in8nd "Kendal" plantations to his brother James,

the years that followed he was stripped of practically

all of the property that was left to him.

old friend, General Swift, was actively trying to aid

the destitute planter by his efforts "to liquidate the
, 76
large claims of the general's creditors."

the debt to the federal government, Benjamin Smith gave

up Bald Head Island, "Mallory" and "Blue Banks" planta-

tions, all of his lands in Tennessee and Kentucky, and
77

a large number of slaves.

Benjamin Smith's

As part of

74
Senate Journal, (1816), 8.

76
'Brunswick County Conveyances, F, 144.

76Swift Memoir, 172.

77Ibid., 187.
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Added to his many other pains, a debt to his beloved

In 1812, one

Carleton Walker, for whom Smith was responsible to the
78

was sued by the trustees of the Univer-

University evolved upon his tired head.

amount of $50,000,

sity of north Carolina for the debt wnicn ne owed to that

institution. Smith was named with 'Walker in the suit,

and for the next six years a constant legal battle ensued

before the debt was finally collected, W.W. Jones, at-

torney for the institution, sought to have Benjamin Smith

Jailed so as to force him to make payment for the debt.

The trustees attempted to avoid such an action; but, early

in 1817, Jones gained sufficient power to have Smith, a
79

personal enemy of his, arrested,

released by his fellow trustees, but the debt remained

levied against him. Although Benjamin Smith claimed that

Walker had sufficient money in his possession to pay the

debt to the University,80 the greatest portion of the

obligation was paid by the Brunswick County trustee himself.

He was soon thereafter

78Smith, letter to John Haywood, March 31, 1812,
Ernest Haywood Collection, Box 6.

7Q
W.W. Jones, letter to Robert Williams, March 6,

1817, UoN.Co Papers, Acc. 9000, (Southern Historical Col-
lection. University of North Carolina).

Smith, letter to Judge Potter, March 7, 1817,
Ernest Haywood Collection, Box 7.

80
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The nature and circumstances of Benjamin Smith's

death have been the subject of much discussion and roman-

ticism by those who have attempted to record. Cape Fear

. history. Even a three-year discrepancy in the date of

his death has been allowed to appear even though documents

are available proving the approximate date. The date

of his death was probably January 2?, 1826,

been in declining health for several months and this had

recently become complicated by a severe case of Typhus

Fever,

81
He had

There is little doubt that the General died at his

home in Smithville late one wintry night and that his

friends buried his body in an unmarked grave close to
82

town during the predawn hours of the morning. He was

81
George C. Clitherall, letter to John G, Bee, Jan-

uary 30, 1826, Benjamin Smith Papers, (Southern Historical
Collection, University of North Carolina), This letter,
along with the Clitherall Diary, records his death as
occurring upon this date. Most monographs place his death
on January 10, 1826, exactly seventy years after the sup-
posed date of his birth. At least one source claimed
that the General's death did not occur until February
of 1829, This is virtually impossible as his will was
probated by the January term of Superior Court in 1826,
The fact that the Raleigh Register of February 17, 1826,
lists his death as occurring "recently" gives further
doubt to the January 10th date. Most obituaries appeared
in this paper within one or two weeks after their occur-
ranee, not mors than a month later.

82
Eliza Clitherall, "Autobiography and Diary of

(Unpublish-Mrs, Eliza Clitherall, 1751-1869," 17 vols
ed manuscript, Southern Historical Collection, University
of North Carolina, Typewritten in 2 vols.), VII, 4-5,
Cited hereafter as Clitherall Diary, Mrs. Clitherall

• i



39

not in prison at the time of his death, and there is no

proof that he was under military guard as legend records.

Creditors did close in immediately, however. His home

in Smithville was forthwith placed up for sheriff's sale,

and the few remaining slaves were seized and put in con-

finement.

gives as a reason for immediate burial the statement that
purification had set in although the weather was bitterly
cold. This is highly improbable and most chroniclers
claim that interment was necessary to prevent the seizure
of the body by creditors to be held from burial against
the payment of his debts. She clearly states that the
house in which Benjamin Smith died was not his well-known
former residence in Smithville. This one was a drab and
unfinished building on Lot 28 near the waterfront in that
town.
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CHAPTER II
STATE DEVELOPMENT AND REFORM

The political philosophies of Benjamin Smith as

a legisla-cor ana as chief executive or North Carolina

are in harmony with the transformation in governmental

thought experienced by later generations. Though the

measures advocated by the tidewater lawmaker often suffer-

ed defeat at the hands of the "Rip Van Winkle" legislature

of his own day, these reforms have since been revived

and made a reality by lawmakers who, like Smith, realized

the necessity of a progressive government. It is necessary,

therefore, to make a survey of the significant issues

which developed in state politics during this time and

to attempt to determine the Influence of the Brunswick
*

County legislator on the points in question. The degree

to which he succeeded in carrying out his program of gov-

ernment must be considered in relation to the prevailing

political thought in North Carolina between the American

Revolution and the War of 1812.

Throughout the period of Smith's political prominence

his influence on matters of state can be determined to

some extent by the number and the nature of the committee

appointments which he filled. In almost every legislative

session in which he took part, the Brunswick County repra-

sentative was immediately appointed to the Finance Committe©
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and the Committee on the Governor's Message.^
of the latter committee was to study the proposals made

in the governor's annual message to the General Assembly

and to recommend what action should be taken on the points

covered in the address, .benjamin Smith was inevitably

chosen as chairman of the committees on which he served.

In this capacity he was usually successful in accompanying

committee resolutions with proposals of legislation con-

forming to his desires. Active leadership of such power-

ful groups gave their chairman a strong influence on the

legislative program, especially when he also served as

chairman of the Senate Committee on Legislation Proper

to Pass into Law. Added to the preceding offices one finds

that the Brunswick County lawmaker was often a member of

the Committee on Divorce and Alimony, the Committee on

Congressional Elections, and the Committee for Rules and

Decorum of the Senate. On one occasion he was named to,

The purpose

and became chairman of, the Rules and Decorum Committee
2

at his own resolution. These were not occasional appoint-

ments; but, along with special committee assignments, they

represent the average annual committee load assumed by

Benjamin Smith.

^Senate Journal, 1791-1800, 1804-1810.

8Ibid (1810), 1.• *
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One of the early views held by Smith which showed

considerable degree of sectional interest within the

state concerned the controversial establishment of a perma-

nent state capital. Prior to the meeting of the Hills-

borough Convention of 1788 there had been some demand for

the fixing of a site for the regular meet5_ngs of the Gen-

eral Assembly. At this convention consideration of such

a measure was taken up, and it was decided that the estab-

lishment of a seat of state government was necessary.

On the occasion of the passage of this resolution Benjamin

Smith seconded the motion to vote on a place for the new

3
capital.

a

When, three days later, the convention voted to

place the seat of government at what became Raleigh in

Wake County, the Brunswick County Federalist became one

of the 119 who registered their protest by an opposition
4

The delegates from Brunswick and Bladen Counties

had anticipated that the new home for the legislature would

be located at Fayetteville or at least at New Bern in the

eastern margin of the state. When they realized that they

were outvoted on this measure, they commenced a bitter

fight to prevent the establishment of a permanent seat

vote.

5State Records, XXII, 26-27.

4Ibid XXII, 34..« »
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In 1769 end again in 1790

Smith joined with other foes of a "wilderness capital"

to attempt to prevent the passage of a bill by the Gen-

of government at any place»

eral Assembly that would make the new capital city a re-

ality. Aftex- a narrow defeat in 1769 the supporter's of

the measure were victorious the following year in subduing
5

the tidewater representatives, and a permanent capital

for the state was begun in the town of Raleigh»

For a long period after the close of the American

Revolution the problem of settling the boundary between

the various states was an incessant source of discontent.

In North Carolina this issue was quite evident,

der dividing North Carolina from its neighbors, South

Carolina and Georgia to the south and Tennessee on the

west, had constantly given birth to disturbances for which

no lasting settlement had been reached.

The bor-

In 1796 the Gen-

eral Assembly appointed commissioners to settle these

disputes.6 Year after year the legislature attempted to

reach a peaceful settlement with its sister states to the

south but with dubious success. As late as 1811 when

Benjamin Smith was serving as chief magistrate, Georgia

demanded further negotiations on the matter. The governor,

feeling that he had the full support of the people of

5
Ibid XXI, 965.

legislative Papers, (1796), Box 142.

.• »
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North Carolina, stated that as far as he was concerned

the matter was closed and he saw no further need for ne-

gotiating. The Council of State met immediately upon

receiving the governor's message and unanimously approved
rr

his attitude toward the Georgia boundary difficulty.'

It is noteworthy that during the latter half of his

political career General Smith showed great regard for

the well-being of the public which he served. On several

occasions the Brunswick lawmaker demanded that enough

copies of recently passed laws be printed to supply every

legislator, clerk of court, and sheriff with a copy. In

a move that was not received with approbation, Smith in-

troduced a bill'into the General Assembly to extend the

right of voting for state senator to a larger number of

This was a signal movement toward a greater

degree of popular sovereignty, but the Senate would hear

of no such proposal as it verbally rejected this effort

for voting reform.

8
freeholders.

1

On a subject much closer to the hearts of most North

Carolinians, Benjamin Smith had a greater degree of success.

Governor's Message No. 4, Governor's Letter No.
5, July 6, 1811. Governor's Correspondence, Benjamin
Smith, 1810-1811, (State Department of Archives and History).

8
Senate Journal. (1806), 30, 41.
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The improvement of navigation on North Carolina's internal

waterways had always been a fond subject for North Caro-

lina's politicians, and Smith was no exception. Thro ugh-

out much of his career of public service he urged state

aid for the improvement of river navigation and supported
9

such measures whenever it was at all possible.

Closely related to river legislation was the encour-

agement of canal construction which would greatly facili-

tate transportation and shipping of commodities in North

Although Smith in 1790, then a member of the

House of Commons, voted against a bill for cutting a navi-

gable canal from the Pasquotank River in this state through

the Dismal Swamp to the Elizabeth River in Virginia,10

he soon reversed his stand on canal construction within

the state.

Carolina.

In his address to the General Assembly in

November, 1811, Governor Smith called the attention of

the legislators to the "gigantic" undertaking which Gov-

ernor De Witt Clinton of New York had proposed. In speaking

9
In 1796 when Smith was Speaker of the Senate he

strongly supported bills to encourage and improve navi-
gation on the upper Cape Fear, the Roanoke, the Yadkin
and Pedee Rivers to the South Carolina border, and on
Great Contentnea Creek. In 1810 he supported a measure
to open navigation on the Nause River. Legislative Papers,
(1796), Box 142; (1810), Box 253. As early as 1790 Smith
had served as the chairman of a House committee which
recommended mea saves for making the Cape Fear navigable
to Cross-Creek (later Fayetteville). State Records, XXI,
913, 1929.

10Ibld., XXI, 929-930.
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of the plans for an Erie Canal to connect the Hudson River

with lake Erie, the North Carolinian showed his enthusiasm

by stating:

The idea is magnificent and if carried into
There caneffect will do honor to our nation

be no doubt of its merit’’ng r'ubl^r’ onoi-mriogomon^
but to what extent or in what manner it will
be proper for the State of North Carolina to
assist the stupendous undertaking rests with
you to determine.1-1-
With the active support of the governor, canal legis-

lation was forthcoming from the North Carolina General

Assembly. The old Dismal Swamp Canal Company, reorganized
12

was encouraged to carry out its proposed con-in 1810,

struction; and, on December EO, 1811, a bill was approved

by the Assembly ..to build a canal from Lockwood's Folly

in Brunswick County to the Elizabeth River in the same

county. It was stressed by the proponents of this bill

that this canal would greatly aid travel and trade in
13

the southeastern section of the state.

Though an effort was made to carry out the various

proposed projects, a multitude of difficulties prevented

many worthwhile achievements in navigational development

and canal building at this time. The lack of circulating

^Legislative Papers, (1811), Box 258.

(1810), Box 246.

(1811), Box 258.

^Ibid » »

13
Ibid * »
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currency in many sections of North Carolina, coupled with

international unrest, engineering problems, and dwindling

enthusiasm of many of those involved, proved a handicap

to any cohesive program of advancement.

Benjamin Smith himself, as was related in the previ-

ous chapter, occasionally attempted engineering feats

to advance, travel as well as to improve his own fortune.

As early as the May session of the General Assembly of

1784 a bill was introduced into both houses of the state

legislature to "encourage Benjamin Smith to repair and

compleat Csi_ç3 the Bridges and causeway through the great
«14Island opposite Wilmington

Benjamin Smith owned a great part of the swampy
»

Eagle's Island through which the old causeway was built.

The ferries connecting this island with Brunswick County

on one side and Wilmington on the other were also owned

by Smith. Therefore, he was given a monopoly on ferry

travel to Wilmington at a rate established by North Caro-

lina law, in exchange for specified repairs and construction
15

that he was to do to the causeway.

culty of this task, the master of "Belvidere" was exempted

from the law requiring each property owner to supply work

for public roads. It was the opinion of the lawmakers

• « • •

Because of the diffi-

14
XIX, 611, et passim.State Records

15
XXIV, 636.Ibid • »
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that he should have his entire force of slaves occupied

in the repair of the causeway»

Five years later in 1789 the General Assembly approved

a memorial for Benjamin Smith concerning swamp drainage.

In allowing tho Geigers! to claim land. the Vise camav;

River, it was agreed that the drainage and improvements

that he planned to do in that area would, among other

things, increase exports from North Carolina and prevent

produce from being sent to Georgetown. This was to be

accomplished by opening canals that would greatly increase

the value of Little River as a port.

On several other significant occasions Benjamin

Smith moved to assist the interests of navigation and

roads in North Carolina. As early as 1795 he had present-

ed resolutions to the State Senate recommending that the

state loan £ 1000. to the Cape Fear Company to enable them
17

to open navigation of the Cape Fear River,

actions favoring the Cape Fear the veteran legislator

proposed and supported a bill for reorganizing the river

pilots in this area by setting up a commission of pilots
1 o

to settle their problems.

16

In other

One of the last actions of

16
Ibid., XXI,;693.

^Senate Journal. (1795), 39.
1 P
Legislative Papers, (1796), Box 144.
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Benjamin Smith as a legislator also favored the Cape Fear.

In the 1816 session of the General Assembly he attempted

to have a commission on navigation set up to study the

problems and possibilities of the port of Smithville; he

also at the same time demanded a health officer for this

19
port.

One other brief example of General Smith's interest

in internal improvements can be gained from his fight for

an east-west road through the mountains joining North Caro-

lina and Tennessee. As committee chairman investigating

the possibilities of this road, Smith urged upon the do-

nothing Senate the many great advantages which could be
20

derived from such’an action. This road, as well as draw-

lng the two states together, would help to civilize the

Indian territory through which it passed and greatly fa-

cilitate east-west travel and trade.

2

Coupled with his interest in travel and trade, Ben-

jamin Smith realized many of the other needs of agricultural

North Carolina. Always acutely conscious of the needs

of an agrarian economy, in 1810 he joined with such out-

19
Senate Journal, (1816), 17, 18.

20
Ibid., (1804), 26.
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standing planters as John Hill, Alex D. Moore, James W.

Walker, Samuel Ashe, John D. Burgwin, and Joseph Watters,
21

among others, in forming the Cape Fear Agricultural Society.

The purpose of this organization, which was the first of

its type in Worth Carolina, was to further agricultural

experimentation and to attempt to improve agricultural and

domestic economy in the Cape Fear Valley.

The descendant of a long line of outstanding agrarian

leaders, Benjamin Smith sought constantly to further his

knowledge and experience in agricultural matters. He com-

munieated constantly with other planters in an attempt

to exchange ideas and experiments in farming methods. He

questioned the wisdom of planting cotton on his lands along

the Cape Fear; but he did successfully experiment with such

crops as wheat, barley, Indian corn, rice, Siberian, annual

and perennial vetch, Smyran (sic) wheat, winter oats,

At times the planter of "Belvi-
22

spelts, and other grains,

dere” is known to have put his agricultural knowledge to

use first-hand. Following his retirement from politics,

Benjamin Smith took a more active part in the operation

of his plantations. When, in 1813, he was unable to obtain

an overseer who met with his satisfaction, Smith decided

21The Star, II, No. 12, p. 48, March 22, 1810.

22Wagstaff, "Harrington Letters," James Sprunt His-
torical Publications, XIII, No. 2, 18-19.
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to serve in that capacity himself in order to insure him-

self of a more reliable operation.

Although he realized the agricultural nature of

his adopted state, Smith understood that only through

the advancement of manufacturing could a well-balanced

economy develop. In 1795 he strongly favored a bill in

the General Assembly to encourage manufacturing within

The passage of this bit of legislation paid

lip-service to the critical need of development in manu-

facturing, but it was of little benefit otherwise. As

early as 1789, while a member of the House of Commons,

Benjamin Smith had attempted to take a stand for manufac-

turing when he successfully supported a bill to prevent
« 28

the exportation of raw hides and furs from North Carolina.

If North Carolina would develop the manufacture of raw

24
the state.

hides and furs into the finished products, it would tend

greatly to aid the economy of the state.

This awareness of the great need of North Carolina

in reference to .industrial development can best be under-

stood by examining the 1811 gubernatorial message to the

General Assembly. On this occasion the governor congratu-

23Smith, letter to John Haywood, March 27, 1813,
Ernest Haywood Collection, Acc. 1290, Box 6.

^Senate Journal, (1795), 41.
28
State Records, XXI, 288.
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lated the state on the increase of internal manufacturing

during the preceding year. He charged the Assembly that

the future of North Carolina lay in the development of its

own industrial complex; for only this would make North

Carolina and the whole United States free from a dependency

on foreign nations. Governor Smith further reminded his

colleagues that ''True it is that North Carolina

long continue an agricultural state, yet it is certain

must• • •

there are many persons unfit or unable to till the earth

who may be advantageously employed in domestic manufac-
„26tures*

3

The fact that Benjamin Smith was often a member

and chairman of the. Finance Committee of the General As¬

sembly has been mentioned previously. It is only proper

that a more thorough investigation s&>uld be made of his

activities concerning the financial condition of the state.

As member and chairman of this committee it was his re-

sponsibility to help to determine what money would be spent

and from what sources these funds would be gained,

pletely alien to the dominant political thought In North

Carolina during this period was the Brunswick County legis-

lator's strong support of a progressively active state

Com-

26
Legislative Papers, (1811), Box 258,
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government with vastly increased services to the public.

This of necessity required increased government spending.

On matters such as education and penitentiary reform,

Benjamin Smith called for immediate government action to

be paid for by greater taxation. On such needed improve-

ments h# vainly argued that the increased taxation, which

he termed an absolute necessity, would be wso triflying
27

it would never be missed by taxpayers.”

In order to provide the means of gaining tax money he

so ardently advocated, Benjamin Smith often sat on commit¬

tees designed to recommend modes of taxation to the General

Assembly. As early as 1784, when the Brunswick County

legislator was relatively new in the political world, ha

was appointed to a Joint committee to prepare a bill *'pre-
«28 Thescribing the mode of levying taxes in this state,

most common manner of gaining revenue was through the

levying of a land tax. Benjamin Smith was therefore appoint-

ed to committees for equalizing the land tax and processing

Membership on these committees was often held by

legislators who likewise recommended the revenue for the

29
land.

state.

27
Idem.

28
State Records, XIX, 605.

29
XIX, 559; XXI, 231.Ibid *
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Coinciding with the General's financial policy was

the influence which he exerted in favor of a state bank.

During the 1805 session of the legislature, Benjamin Smith

strongly favored the establishment of the Bank of North

He was supported on this issue by Senators Well-

born. Smaw. Stewart. Shober, and several other of his

Smith urged the state to buy large shares of

stock in this bank and in the Banks of the Cape Fear and

New Bern which, had been established at an earlier date.

Carolina.

30
cohorts.

Discussion of the establishment of this institution con¬

tinued for several years without any significant develop-

ments. The condition of the currency in North Carolina,

was a source of much cleavage, and bitter debate ensued

within the legislature. During this same period Benjamin

Smith served on the committee which was formed to destroy

worn and damaged state notes. In 1810 he and Senator

Toole were appointed to join with a House committee to

attempt to dissolve differences concerning legislation

for redeeming the paper currency by establishing a state

bank.33- A bank bill was passed by this Assembly but as

late as September of the following year the bank had not

yet opened for business.
32

3^Senate Journal. (1805), 33.
31
legislative Papers, (1810), nox 247.

32Smith, letter to John Haywood, September 30, 1811,
Ernest Haywood Collection, Acc, 1290, Box 6.
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Benjamin Smith evidently had an ulterior motive

for desiring the establishment of a state banking facility.

Heavy borrowing from the Banks of Cape Fear and New Bern

had ruined his credit with individuals,

1816 he was still paying a large annual payment to the

Bank of the Cape Fear,

due for the following five years.

that Smith was repaying this same debt as early as 1811

and as late as

These annual installments were

It is quite likely

when he was urgently in need of $5,000 to pay to the Bank

of Cape Fear. It was at this time that he sought the

opening of the state banking institution.
35

4

Slavery, the greatest problem ever to face the South
*

and the nation, was the subject of much discussion in the

United States after the American Revolution. Most great

planters of the South were highly sensitive to matters

involving this question; Benjamin Smith was no exception.

For a brief period after our nation gained her independence

the attraction of human bondage seemed to dwindle in the

public eye, and emancipation on a small scale was a common

33
Ibid., March 31, 1812.

34
Smith, letter to President of Board of Trustees,

December, 1816, U.N.C. Papers, Acc. 9000,

35Smith, letter to John Haywood, September 30, 1811,
Ernest Haywood Collection, Acc. 1290, Box 6,
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practice In many areas of the upper South,

as a great slaveowner,

Benjamin Smith,
36

was very conscious of the possi-

bility of slave insurrection; and he evidently feared that

free Negroes would instigate rebellions among the slave

population. His actions on this matter are somewhat in¬

consistent, however, and it is difficult; to determine his

precise convictions on the subject. On numerous occasions

the General registered a firm opposition vote in the Senate

to emancipation bills that were directed at particular
37

Negroes. On one occasion, however, when the legislature

passed a bill perpetuating the slavery of several Negroes

set free by the will of one Mark Newly, Smith joined with

other legislators, including James Taylor, William Nash,

and William Martin, in strongly protesting such a bill.

This group denounced the bill as "tyrannic and unconsti-

tutional" because "the unfortunate persons thus unjustly

deprived of liberty were free and are doomed to slavery

36According to U.S. Census figures for the period
between 1790 and 1810, Benjamin Smith was the greatest
slave owner in Brunswick County, As was related in the
previous chapter, he claimed 221 slaves in 1790, while
the second largest slave owner listed only 70. In 1800
the General listed 199 slaves and Alfred Moore moved in-
to the No, 2 spot with 111. The 1810 figures showed a
total of 204 slaves for Smith and 94 for Moore. Bureau
of the Census, Census Schedule for Brunswick County, U.
S. Census, 1800, 1810, (Microfilm, State Department of
Archives and History).

57Senate Journal, (1804), 33, 50.
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„38 They further expressed their displeasure at

an act that changed and annulled a last will and testament,

terming it as a "most dangerous precedent." This action

of Smith can perhaps be attributed, apart from his opposite

stand on emancipation, to the Constitutional stand involved.

The General was always very conscious of the possibility

of Constitutional infringements.

It is evident that there was fear of slave insur-

unheard.

rection on the Capa Fear during the summer of 1802. To

what extent a general uprising was feared it is difficult

to determine; but apparently the inhabitants organized

a military group, possibly the militia, to "awe the slaves

& prevent any Combination for insurrection.

In the years that followed, Benjamin Smith recommend-
x

ed and supported a number of measures designed to aid in

the control of the Negro population of North Carolina.

In 1804 he ardently advised that more stringent slave
40

trial and punishment laws be passed, to insure proper

disciplining among this group. During the legislative

session of 1806 the Cape Fear planter favored an act to

prevent free Negroes from traveling from one county to

„39

38
State Records, XXI, 1019-1020.

”AQ

Benjamin Williams, Governor's Letter Book, No.
14, 1799-1802, (State Department of Archives and History).

40
Senate Journal, (1804), 26.
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41
another without a certificate of their freedom,

the next year he voted for a bill to prohibit dealing
A9

or "trafficking" with slaves* ~

In other legislation dealing with slaves and slavery,

Smith, in 1808, supported a resolution to repeal the 1794

act against the? importation of slaves and Negro servants

into North Carolina. This controversial measure was de-

feated in early action, but it was later recalled and
43

approved by a Senate vote of 87-24.

The record of Benjamin Smith during his entire po-

litical career, therefore, appears strongly to have favored

the institution of slavery and definitely to have opposed

the partial or complete abolition of human bondage* It

is significant and of great interest, however, to examine

the conduct of the General in his last official action

and

relative to this peculiar institution. As part of his

last will and testament the aging planter asked that six
44

of his slaves which he designated be set free, and that

41Ibld.. (1806), 42.

Ibid.. (1807), 15.
43
Ibid.. (1808), 21.

44
' There could not have remained many more than six

slaves in his possession by 1885* The U.S. Census for
1820 listed only 25 persons in his household engaged in
agriculture. There were 43 slaves listed, however, accord-
ing to census figures, and 11 free colored persons. It
is very likely that almost all of these Negroes were mort-
gaged at this time and it is certain that most of the few

42
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one of them, Laura, be given her choice of a house to

live in and a yearly salary of $100» A seventh slave,

Sam, who was evidently still a boy, was to be placed in

a trade until he came of age and then he too would be
45

emancipated.

in bondage is not in keeping with the earlier policies

of Benjamin Smith, but it does allow a better insight in-

to his nature.

This final act of kindness to his servants

5

Throughout his career as a servant of the people

Benjamin Smith had advocated a reform in the penal code

and the instituting of an effective penitentiary system
*

to replace the crude and highly unwholesome prison system

then in use. As acting governor in 1799 he had come in

contact with prisons and prisoners in his capacity as chief

executive. Jail breaks were common occurrences, and it

was his responsibility as chief magistrate to issue notices

of rewards or communications to other governors concern-

46
ing escaped prisoners..

remaining unattached were seized during the five years
that followed. Bureau of the Census, Census Schedule
for Brunswick County, 1820.

^Brunswick County Wills and Court Records, (Clerk
of Superior Court Office, Southport, North Carolina),
Book B, 137.

^Governor's Fapers, (William R. Davie), 1799, XXII,
203, 204.
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During the first decade of the Nineteenth Century

Smith made several attempts to gain passage of penitentiary

legislation but wiiL little success* During the 1810

session of the General Assembly he presented a bill to

the Senate for the establishment of an effective peniten-

tlary system at a reasonable cost to the taxpayers of

North Carolina* His overtures fell upon deaf ears, how-

ever, for the penny-wise legislature refused to accept

his measures* Once more in 1811 Benjamin Smith revived

the subject so dear to his heart. In his message to the

Assembly the governor urged the legislators to examine

carefully the material that he was giving to them concern-

ing the highly successful penitentiary system then being

used in Virginia. He further strove to impress upon their

minds the infinitesimal nature of the additional tax which

would be necessary to introduce such a system into North

Carolina,

a sum so trifling, that divided amongst the
many thousand individuals of our population,
there is probably not one possessing a spark
of worthy feeling but would cheerfulJ.y give
double the amount, to save the life of a fallow.„
creature about to suffer death in his presence.4'
Once again the pleas of the old warrior went unheard

by the advocates of little government and even less ad-

ministration spending. The governor at the end of this

session retired temporarily from the rigors of government,

o « «

47
Legislative Papers, (1811), Box 258.
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>ut he did not forsake his ideal of a better prison system,

leturnlng to the State Senate in 1816 he made one last

Iramatic bid for reform, in the Worth Carolina method of

Imprisonment. On this occasion he demanded that the gov-

srnor lay before the legislature all of the communications

md materials which he had received from other states on

the matter. He then asked the Senate to carefully con-
48

aider these communications and to act accordingly,

Always seeking further reform of functions serving

the public, Benjamin Smith worked actively throughout his

career to develop a more effective judicial system for

the people of his state. As early as 1790 Smith, then

a member of the House, served on a joint committee to

study the possible reform of North Carolina courts and
49

their jurisdiction, and the administration of justice.

During the next twenty years the Brunswick County

Senator worked constantly for the establishment of a more

effective court system. Benjamin Smith joined with.Sena-

tor Slade, in 1805, to subdue opposition to a bill estab-

lishing a superior court in every county in the state.

Senator Jesse Franklin led the segment in the upper house

of the state legislature which was hostile to the bill,

but the Smith faction finally managed to gain a close

48Senate Journal, (1816), 8,

^9State Records, XXI, 937, 939.
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four-vote victory. Before this was accomplished Benjamin

Smith took part in a lengthy debate with his opponents

in which he pointed out the great necessity of a more
50

thorough judiciary bill than was presently in force.
4-Vn/** AAnrïfe ^ f' ftTsswI-fa Po r*r-\ 1 ■{ no

W.AA '•UV VV/U4, y W> S' ■*> •• v* Vfti w — -N, -i. _—

%«« wm «-»Further

were accomplished during ensuing sessions of the General

Assembly. In 1789 Smith favored a resolution to reorganize

the basis upon which superior court judges received com-
51

Twenty years later the

veteran committeeman served as chairman of a Senate com¬

pensation for their service.

mittee which strongly recommended that judges of the Super-

ior Courts of Law and Equity be given the power to appoint

solicitors when the General Assembly was not in session.

As a part of the same report, Smith also recommended that

the State Supreme Court meet twice yearly at a salary of

£> 50 per term.

In line with a policy of a more efficient program

of law enforcement, Benjamin Smith, in 1790, presented

a bill which would allow a more uniform and active enforce-

52

After being amended by the author, thement of justice,

measure finally emerged from the House as a bill to author-

50
Raleigh Register, VIII, No. 376, December 8, 1806.

The debate by Smith is given in detail in January 26 and
February 2, 1807, issues of this paper,

°^State Records. XXI, 344.

5g,Senate Journal, ( 1809 ), 12.
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iza sheriffs and constables "to serve warrants and other

on rivers, bays or creeks within this State

This legislation, when passed, served to release law en-

forcement officers from the old cumbersome laws respecting

i,53process ft o * • t • •

rivers and streams which served as uuUuutiries vween

counties and also as boundaries of Jurisdiction.

As governor of the State of North Carolina, Benjamin

Smith made several precedent-shattering changes in guber-

natorial procedure on matters concerning the Judiciary.

Soon after he took office the governor advocated the adoption

of a policy which would affect his role of issuing par-

dons. When a Judge submitted a case to the governor for

his decision, it was common practice for him to forward

the facts of the trial for the governor's consideration.

Smith proposed that the Judges also send their opinion

or recommendation on the case. The governor asserted

that a pardon would not be forthcoming without the recom-
54

mendation of the magistrate involved in the litigation.

Concerning the appointment of Supreme Court Judges,

the governor surrendered his precedent-given right to

nominate possible members to this office. In a message

to the Council of State, which he had called into session

ft
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55State Records. XXI, 901, 909, 913.

^Governor's Papers, (Benjamin Smith), XXXV, 43-44.
Also, The Star, III, No. 10, March 7, 1811.
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to appoint a successor to the deceased Judge Wright, Smith

refused to nominate a prospective judge, declaring that

there was nothing in the State Constitution giving him

the power to take such an action. Therefore, he left the

choice of a new judge to the discretion of the CoOucil
55

members.

Benjamin Smith did not confine his activities on

judicial matters to his service in the capacity of a lav/-

As an old man long retired from publicmaker, however.

service as a legislator, the aged General and former gov-

ernor, himself, held the office of chairman and presiding

justice of the Court of Pleas and Quarter Session for
56

Brunswick County in 1821.

6

Of all the policies and reforms of Benjamin Smith

relative to purely state matters, the one for which he

is best known has been reserved for the last. Among the

few individuals who are familiar with the life and politics

of this man of many interests, there has always been gen-

eral agreement that he is best remembered as a friend to

education. Throughout Benjamin Smith's career he was prone

to stress the importance of education and an educated

55
1811, Governor's Correspond-Message ko. 2, July 5

ence, Benjamin Smith, 1810-1811.
56
Brunswick County Conveyances, H, 440.
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populace above all other necessities for survival of the

democratic form of government. In 1823 Archibald D, Murphey

listed "Governor Smith" among the five men who had made

the University of North Carolina possible and to whom that

institution was most indebted for its existence. Along

with Smith, Murphey listed William R. Davie, William Polir,

John Haywood, and Major Charles Gerrard as the five great
'

57
friends of the infant institution.'

Benjamin Smith was a member of the first board of

trustees for the prospective institution. When this august

body held its initial meeting in 1789, the Brunswick County

member presented to the trustees a gift of 20,000 acres

of land in Tennessee which was to be sold and the proceeds
58

Although it was

many years later before monetary gains were realized from

the gift, this action by Smith did demonstrate his spirit

of benevolence; and it tended to offer the leadership of

his example to others who subsequently contributed.

In reply to the unanimous vote of thanks extended

to him by the General Assembly, Benjamin Smith expressed

his hope that the gift would be a source of beneficial

used for the benefit of the school.

William Henry Hoyt, ed„, The Papers of Archiba Id
Do Murphey„ (2 vols,; Raleigh: E.M, Üzzeli & Co., State
Printers, 1914), I, 288,

SR
State Records. XXI, 47.
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funds in years to come. Using this opportunity to expound

upon the necessities of education, he stated:

In all free and enlightened countries the
encouragement of learning is acknowledged to
be one of the wisest measures a State can pur-
sue. In this sentiment, I sincerely wish for
the prosperity of our University, and shall
be happy in every opportunity of promoting its
enco uragement, °y
And promote the University he did. A bill was in-

troduced into the General Assembly in 1790 to grant a sum

of money to the infant institution. An extremely obdurate

legislature refused even to vote on the measure, and by

a 66 to 16 vote it agreed to leave the bill until the next

session of the legislature. Among the 16 who vainly fought
60

for the passage of the bill was Benjamin Smith.
*

State funds designated for the use of the institution

of higher learning remained extremely scarce, and in 1795

the Brunswick County legislator supported a bill to endow
61

the University more heavily,

port was forthcoming from the state in the form of escheats

and unclaimed residue of property of the deceased, long

and expensive legal battles often consumed much of the

benefits that should have resulted. This merely represents

an illustration of the difficulties experienced by the

Though some pecuniary sup-

59
XXII, 802-805.

6QIbid.. XXI, 999.

^Senate Journal, (1795), 44.

Ibid • i
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trustees of the University of North Carolina in their effort

to gain sufficient funds for the maintaining of the insti-

tution.

Because of the niggardly nature of the General Assembly,

the school at Chapel Hill was dependent on private gifts

and lotteries to save it from complete financial ruin. On

one occasion necessary funds were not available to complete

construction of the Main (South) Building which had been

only partially erected. When the legislature refused to

finance the remaining expense, an appeal was circulated

for individual subscriptions. A number of benevolent indi-

viduals, including Benjamin Smith, contributed $200 each
62

to the building fund, while others donated smaller sums.
t

When money was needed in 1803 it was proposed that

the University run a series of lotteries. With the approval

of the General Assembly the lottery tickets were sold through-

out the state. A large number of these tickets were pur-

chased by Benjamin Smith at various times. On one occasion

the Cape Fear trustee held sixteen such tickets for one
63

of the lotteries at the University.

Benjamin Smith, though he remained a member of the

board of trustees of the University of North Carolina for

thirty-five years, was not always the ideal trustee for

62Battle, History of U.N.C., I, 279.

63Smith, letter to John Haywood, February 3, 1803,
Ernest Haywood Collection, No. 1290, Box 3.
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a progressive institution. The first such board was stud-

ded with names well-known in North Carolina history. Sit-

ting with Smith on its first governing body, the University

boasted of its founder, William R, Davie, along with James

Iredell, Samuel Johnston, Alfred Moore, Hugh Williamson,

Richard Dobbs Spaight, William Blount, Benjamin Williams,

Samuel .Ashe, and several other men of illustrious reputa-
. , 64tion.

During the period immediately after the founding

of the institution, Smith exerted great energy to be at

all meetings of the University's governing body, and he

took an active role in guiding its path. After 1800, how-

ever, his record of attendance at board meetings is very

disappointing. Between 1801 and 1809 his attendance was

quite Irregular, and even when present he appears to have

taken little part in the operation of the institution.

With his election as governor in 1810, Benjamin Smith auto-

matically became president of the board of trustees of

the state university. In this capacity he appears to have

exerted great energy, and there is evidence that he worked

After 1811,diligently for the welfare of the college,

however, the former.board president, though still a member

of the board of trustees, took no active part in the gov-

64
I, 3.Battle, History of U.N.Ç.,



69

erning of the Institution, attending no board meetings

after this date.65
During the period that Smith served as president

of the board, he was appointed to several important com-

mittees. Acting as chairman of these groups, his committee

v>crk included the Committee for Estsbl^ <3^'iT10' cations

Committee for Soliciting Money, and the Building Committee.

Also at this time the governor was given the full power

as proxy for the University "to vote for and in behalf

of the Trustees of the University of North Carolina" In

all cases concerning the shares held by the trustees in
67

the Bank of the Cape Fear,

The only other significant role that Benjamin Smith

performed in relation to the University was in the capacity

of Judge at the yearly examinations. A group of trustees

served each year as a board of examiners for the spring

exercise at Chapel Hill, and the General apparently served
68

in this capacity in 1814 and 1818

at earlier dates when he was more active in the affairs

66

i
!

as well as taking part

of the institution.

65
Trustees Minutes, University of North Carolina,

II and III, 1800-1822, (Southern Historical Collection,
U.N.C.),

66
III, 245, 262.

67Board of Trustees to Benjamin Smith, April 3, 1811,
U.N.C. Papers, Acc. 9000,

68
Smith, letter to John Haywood, May 4, 1814, Ernest

Haywood Collection, Acc. 1290, Box 6. Also, Trustees Minutes,
III, 273.

Ibid « I
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The facts concerning the security debts which were

levied against Benjamin Smith by the trustees of the insti-
69

tution have been recorded in the previous chapter.

he was deeply hurt by the treatment received from supposed

friends and colleagues is common knowledge. The brief

interval that he spent imprisoned in Wilmington did not

tend to make him bitter, but it did strike deeply at his

heart. Writing in 1819, the old warrior clearly expressed

the feeling which had accumulated deep within him:

I have been very silent on the Subject be-
cause a wound has been inflicted by the Repre-
sentatives of an Institution I had fondly cher-
ished from its Infancy & the common remark is
why was I so imprudent as to squander away such
a Gift so unworthily—That I hav6 given more
than I am worth probably is true, but not un-
worthily I trust, for how many bright ornaments
has the university produced? How many more
will it produce & secure to North Carolina the
high Standing & Rank She deserves in the Ameri-
can Constellation 'u

That

• • •

• « • •

The interest of Benjamin Smith in other areas of

educational advancement was not solely or even primarily

subservient to his interest in the University, Through-

out the period of his public life the planter of "Belvi-

dere” had been keenly aware of the needs of education

and had constantly been a champion of public education

for the masses,

69
See Chapter I, pp. 36-37,

70
Smith, letter to Judge Henderson, November 18,

1819, Ernest Haywood Collection, Acc, 1290, No. 89.
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In his address to the Assembly in 1811, the gover-

nor begged the legislators to look to the needs of youth.

He reminded them that in despotic countries it was neces-

sary to keep the people illiterate; but, in a country

such as the United States, which was founded upon the

principles of freedom and democracy, it was absolutely

essential that "a certain degree of education should be
71

placed within the reach of every child of the state."

It W8S further explained that a full realization

of the superiority of our political system should be in-

stilled in every youth, so as to give birth to a strong

attachment to the Constitution, laws, and government of

the United States. The governor claimed that the cost

to the taxpayers would be "trifling" when compared with
72

the incalculable benefits that would result.

Benjamin Smith never lived to see his dream of free

schools for the poor become a reality, but he did aid in

the formation of private schools or academies for the youth

As early as 1798 the planter-legis-

lator had led a movement to establish educational facilities

of North Carolina.

in his home county. As chairman of commissioners for

Smithville and later president of the Smithville Academy

^Legislative Papers, (1811), Box 258,.

72Idem.
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he vías the guiding light in the establishment of that

institution and in the erection of a school house in the

73
aforesaid town. Following his effort to supply the

academy at Smithville with a suitable structure, he was

quite instrumental in the financing of the institution.

In 1799, while serving as president of the academy, Ben-

jamin Smith carried out plans for a lottery for the benefit

This vms the most common means of sup-

porting educational Institutions during this period, A

second lottery was planned for the Smithville Academy

in 1817, but the State Senate of that year rejected the

bill which would have made the $8,000 scheme legal.

A remarkable number of schools and academies, en-

couraged by Benjamin Smith and other friends of education,

was organized throughout North Carolina during the decade

after the founding of the Smithville Academy. In 1810

seminaries were established at Elizabethtown in Bladen

• 74
of the school.

75

1;
.S'
'3

Si

î:

r
?
5
3.County and at Waynesborough in Wilkes County. The Bladen

County institution claimed Thomas Brown, an associate
76

of Benjamin Smith, asa member of its board of trustees.

j:

ï.
■

v
5

J;

75Wlimington Gazette, II, No. 97, November 15, 1798.

Ill, No. 133, March 7, 1799,
74
Ibid .e »

76
Charles L, Coon, The Beginnings of Public Education

in North Carolina, 1790-1840, (.2 vols., Raleigh: Edwards
& Broughton Printing Co., 1908), I, 167-169.

76Legislatlve Papers, (1810), Boxes 245, 246.
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While Smith was serving in the capacity of governor in

1811, he took the opportunity to encourage bills for the

establishment of a number of academies in various parts
77

of the state. At the same time the governor received

appointment to the board of trustees of the Raleigh Academy,

which had been established in that city.

Most of these schools were short lived, however.

rr n

The extremely conservative nature of the state government

on matters concerning financial allocation and taxation

prevented state support of the educational institutions,

and alone they could not survive, To succeed in securing

the passage of a public education bill was impossible

at this time in the "Tar Heel State"; therefore, education

and the youth of this state suffered. It is noteworthy,

however, that during the one comeback attempt made by the

aging and ailing Benjamin Smith in 1816, he once more

took a definite stand in pronouncing his support for public
79

education in the State of North Carolina.

77
(1811), Box 258.

tablished during this session of the General Assembly
were New Providence Academy of Mecklingburg (sic ), a seminary
of learning in Moore County known as Euphronian Academy,
and Nutbush Mineral Springs Academy in Warren County,

78RaIeigh Register, XII, No, 589, January 3, 1811,
79

The Minerva, XIX, No. 1078, November 29, 1816.

Among the academies es-Ibid • »
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CHAPTER III
NATIONAL POLITICS

Though Benjamin Smith is reputed to have been con-

Jeffersonian philosophy in the period after

1804, it is extremely doubtful that his fidelity to the

Republican 'cause was beyond reprehension during the latter

half of his career. That the General felt a strong per-
1

sonal attachment for Jefferson himself cannot easily

be disputed. It is also noteworthy that he supported the

national (Republican) administration on almost every signifi-

cant issue that arose between 1804 and 1811, when he left

state politics. Most indications, however, point to the

fact that Benjamin Smith’s loyalty and support were direct-

ed to the federal government of the United States of America

rather than to any one political party or to any one inter-

est group.

verted to the

The most continuous entreaty to be expressed by

Smith was an urgent and insistent appeal for national

unity, A supporter of a strong central government, even

during such an interim of Republican dominance, he tena-

clously opposed all demands for state's rights or secession.

^Timothy Bloodworth, letter to Thomas Jefferson,
January 17, 1804, Thomas Jefferson Papers, CXXXVTI, No.
23806.
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On at least one occasion Benjamin Smith declared that

anyone who would "encourage a separation of the States"

should be viewed as a traitor, and the Tar Heel governor
2

demanded that such an individual be punished accordingly.

Soon after the Federal Constitution was ratified

by the State of North Carolina, Benjamin Smith commenced

a struggle to guarantee the maintenance of state support

for the infant national government. In 1789 when the

Judiciary Act was pa-ssed by Congress under the Washington

Administration, widespread resentment occurred in North

Carolina. Soon after the General Assembly opened for the

fall session of 1790, a resolution was presented in the

House of Commons requiring the governor and members of
*

the General Assembly to take an oath that they would support

the United States Constitution as required by the new

government. Utilizing public indignation against the

Judiciary Act as justification for opposition to Const!-

tutional allegiance, the General Assembly overwhelmingly

defeated the resolution by a vote of 55-26.

wick County legislator had championed the measure throughout

the period that it was under consideration by the House,

but his efforts to gain support for the oath were ineffec-

The Bruns-

tual.

^Legislative Papers, (1811), Box 258.

5State Records. XXI, 1021.
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Party malevolence was extremely evident during the

early history of the United. States, and even during inter-

vals of national crisis the federal administration fre-

quently encountered excessive oppugnancy from members

of the opposition party. Only strong nationalists, such

as Benjamin Smith, advocated the support of the national

administration then in power, whether it be the party

with which they were affiliated or the opposition. In

his message to the General Assembly in 1811, Governor

Smith urged the unyielding legislators to unite conjointly

as one party in support of the federal government. He

vain3.y implored them to "discard all party bickering and

promote a spirit of Harmony and good will."4
The pleas of Worth Carolina's chief magistrate were

of no avail, however; for there were no signs of "Harmony'1

and very little "good will" experienced in this session

of the General Assembly. Such action was extremely dis-

quieting to the governor who placed his loyalty and de-

votion to the United States far above party fidelity.

1

Perhaps the first noteworthy support given to the

national government by Benjamin Smith was during the period

of the Constitutional ratification conventions in North

legislative Papers, (1811), Box 258,
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Carolina, In the first of two such conventions called

for this state, he was one of five Brunswick County dele-

gates elected to the convention in Hillsborough. Smith,

however, was the only Federalist delegate representing

the county. Other outstanding Federalist leaders, includ-

ing Alfred Moore, were defeated by comparatively insignifi-

cant opponents of the Federal Constitution. Lewis Dupree

and Alexius M. Forster of Brunswick County were representa-

tive of the dominant group of Anti-Federalists which gather-
5

ed during the summer of 1788.

The powerful Anti-Federalist block, led by such

outstanding men as Willie Jones of Halifax, Thomas Person

of Granville, and Timothy Bloodworth of New Hanover, gave

no indication that they would accept the Federal Const!-

tution unless a series of guarantees of personal rights

was included in the Constitution. Jones, confident of

the outcome of the convention then in progress, demanded

an immediate vote on the primary issue of the meeting.

He assured the delegates that everyone present realized

the firmness of their own convictions, and that he had
■

;

no desire to spend more tax money than was absolutely

Federalist leader, James Iredell, challengednecessary.

such a view, asserting that Jones was "afraid" to debate

James Galloway came to the rescue of the Halifaxthe issue.

5State Records, XXII, 13.
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delegate, however, and denied any such accusation. He

then proposed that the Constitution be discussed paragraph

by paragraphe6
The Anti-Federalist leaders appeared to agree with

their opponents that the Articles of Confederation had

4" 4- a í'í'aa 4»*{ « V»n F 4- V. ^
v x Uuv v S-'a. *_• wl y j OM v v¿¿vjr

help give birth to a giant central government which guar-

anteed nothing to the people. In accordance with these

views, the convention proposed a '‘Declaration of Rights."

This declaration consisted, of twenty items which they

felt should be included in the Constitution. Six amend-

ments for the document were also devised and presented
7

to the convention.

•u~ A
no desire toXX'wtVA

Although the Constitution had even then been rati-

fied by eleven states and had become the "law of the land,"

the Anti-Federalist majority at the Hillsborough convention

presented a motion to the assemblage to the effect that

North Carolina would accept the Federal Constitution only

if her amendments were accepted by the remainder of the

United States. The Federalist minority, led by William

R. Davie, James Iredell, and Governor Samuel Johnston,

Jonathan Elliot, Collector, The Debates in the
Several State Conventions on the Adoption of the Federal
Constitution, as Recommended by tne General Convention
at Philadelphia , in 178?T"Tsqc« ëST ; "IT 'vols. ; Phi ladeTphia :
J.B. Lippincott Company, 1937), IV, 4-5. Cited hereafter
as Elliot’s Debates.

7
State Records, XXII, 24-25.
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and supported by Benjamin Smith, fought to convince the

opposition of the necessity of accepting the Constitution

and becoming a part of the United States, The resolution

of the Anti-Federalists was easily approved by a thunder-

ing vote of 184-84, however,

had been predetermined by the opponents of ratification;

therefore, .the efforts of the Federalists favoring the

unamended document had acted merely as a protest action

without any possibility of success until the following

8
The outcome of the issue

year.

The failure of the first state convention to attain

satisfactory results, together with the isolated position

of Worth Carolina in relation to the other states, supplied

the Federalists of Worth Carolina with the necessary reso-

lution and zeal to gain the ascendancy at the second con-

vention which was scheduled to commence in November of

I!

!<
II

l!

I!
I;1789, in the town of Fayetteville.

Benjamin Smith, who had been popular among the Fed-

eralist mercantile group in an otherwise inimical sea of

h
i;
i:
I j

Anti-Federalists, received new supplications during the

summer of 1789,9
i?

Worth Carolina, by failing to accept

8
Elliot's Debates, IV, 851.

Q

"'James Robertson, letter to Benjamin Smith, July
7, 1789, Public Conveyances 307, (State Department of
Archives and History). This frontier officer urged upon
the Brunswick County delegate the necessity of becoming
a part of the Federal Union before the entire frontier
was destroyed.
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the Federal Constitution, was no longer a member of the

United States. This not only hindered trade procedures

with former sister states, but it also denied North Caro-

lina the protection of the central government. During

the spring and summer of 1789 bands of marauding Creek

Indians swept through the frontier counties of the state,

killing 8nd burning as they advanced. Not only were these

circumstances attributed to the fact that the state was

not a part of the Union, but many people in the afflicted

areas contended that the neighboring states were encour~

aging the Indians to raid into this state in order to

force it to join the Union for protection.'1'0
As election time approached in 1789, the Federalists

a

were determined to gain a majority in the delegation to

the convention at Fayetteville, Benjamin Smith, the lone

Federalist delegate from the lower Cape Fear Valley during

the previous year, boasted joyfully to his correspondents

in Charleston, South Carolina, that the Anti-Federalists

had been completely "routed" in his county.'1'1
vation of the Cape Fear planter was substantiated when

The obser-

10
Idem, Over 15 persons were killed in one county

on the western frontier in only a matter of days. An
Indian band on one occasion attacked within 200 feet of
the fort, and at least one incident occurred where a man
was scalped and left living.

1J~State Records, XXI, 565.
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only one delegate from Brunswick opposed ratification

at the second convention.

Although the delegates who met in Fayetteville in

1789 vjere predominantly in favor of the Constitution,

there remained an active group of Anti-Federalists who

were prepared to make a determined a Loud. vi i llictm R » Dav io

proposed early in the convention that the convention approve

the report' of the Committee of the Whole which was favor-

able to adoption of the new Constitution. Galloway, a

strong Anti-Federalist, objected to this motion and pro-

posed a series of amendments similar to those that had

thwarted ratification efforts during the previous session,

Inasmuch as the Federalists had plenary control of the

proceedings at this convention, the Galloway amendments
12

were defeated by a 187-82 vote.

8 proposal, requesting that the convention adopt and ratify

the said U.S. Constitution without amendments, was advanced

for consideration. The motion, which was seconded by

Benjamin Smith, was confirmed by an overwhelming margin

Of 195-77;

North Carolina the twelfth state to join the Federal Union.

The Federalist victory was not a complete disaster

for their opponents, however. At this time in national

At the same gathering

and the Federalists had succeeded in making

12
Ibid.. XXII, 47.

1-5
Ibid., XXII, 48.
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politics, the Congress had under consideration various

resolutions which became the first ten amendments, or

the so-called Bill of Rights0

North Carolina, hoping to have a part in this movement,

proposed that the Galloway Resolutions be submitted to

The Anti-Federalists of

Congress for consideration «s Co^stltntinnai amendments-

A committee, which included Benjamin Smith in its member»

ship, was established for the purpose of studying the

Galloway proposals to determine which of these amendments
14

should be submitted to Congresse

2

As a result of the American Revolution, Benjamin

Smith and the Cape Fear partisans with whom he associated

felt a strong sympathy for the cause of other persons

who were striving to free themselves from the oppression

of foreign domination. When Napoleon Bonaparte placed

his brother, Joseph, upon the thrones of Spain and Portu-

gal in 1808, a segment of these embittered but supposedly

beaten people continued to bear the banner of freedom.

In Wilmington Benjamin Smith was joined by an outstanding

array of Cape Fear leaders who gave a banquet in honor

of the patriots of Spain and Portugal, John D. Burgwln

led a series of toasts which praised the courage and reso»

14Ibid XXII, 50, Of the original Galloway pro»
posais, which had consisted of five Constitutional amend-
ments, the committee included two in the eight amendments
which they recommended for submission to Congress»

• *
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lution of the Spanish and Portuguese patriots. They as-

sured. the representative of these people, who was present,

that "sympathetic feelings in their cause

America. "'L5
pervades• 9 0

Perhaps the most controversial issue to develop

during the period immediately prior to

concerned the embargo which was levied in 1807 by Presi-

dent Jefferson* against England and France. From the out-

set many states and regions opposed the position taken

by the president. When the economic repercussions of

such a move began to effect the financial well-being of

the Americans themselves, a clamor erupted in many areas;

and flagrant refusal to abide by the act was widespread.

Throughout the nation resolutions were passed opposing

the president and his stand, and proposals were introduced

which provided for Constitutional amendments to limit

the power of the chief executive.

In North Carolina, however, President Jefferson

found encouragement and support for his resolute stand.

As a result of the enormous influence of Benjamin Smith

upon the political attitude of Brunswick County, the Grand

Jury of that county met, and on April 19, 1808, approved

of 1812i-t- - t.T^
UilC V r Cl JL

15
The Star, I, No. 9, p, 35, December 29, 1808.

Among those present at this entertainment, together with
Smith and Burgwin, were George Hooper, a Mr, Nash, Dr.
Armand J. DeRossett, Sr., and Samuel R. Jocelyn.
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the embargo and voted to support it in every way pos si-

ble.
16

When the General Assembly of North Carolina convened

for its annual session in November of 1808, opponents

as well as friends of Jefferson were determined that this

state should take a definite stand on the embargo. Al~

though strong opposition from a group of anti-Jefferson

Federalists attempted to prevent a vote of confidence in

the Jefferson administration, the dominant force in the

Senate, which included Benjamin Smith, was successful

in passing a resolution condemning both England and France

for their actions toward the United States. The note

applauded the stand taken by the president on the matter,
*

and the State Senate on behalf of North Carolina promised

full support of the policies of the Jefferson administration.

They further proposed that the United States should sever

all diplomatic as well as economic ties with foreign coun-

tries that refused to treat this country as an independent
17

and a sovereign nation.

■6H,A. Washington, ed., The Writings of Thomas Jef-
ferson. (9 vols.; Washington, D.C.: Taylor & Maury, 1854),
V, 293-294, In a letter to General Smith, Jefferson ex-
pressed, his appreciation for the support that he and Bruns-
wick County had given to his policy in this crisis. He
also revealed to Smith the outright opposition that had
been experienced in many places, particularly along "our
northern frontier."

^Senate Journal, (1808), 12,



85

Daring this same legislative session General Smith
18and his close friend and associate General James Wellborn,

along with Israel Pickens of Burke County, were defeated

in a Senate action which had definite relevancy to the

national turbulence caused by the embargo. When the em-

bargo was declared in 1807 the blow that was struck to

commercial endeavors in North Carolina, as in other states,
»

was catastrophic. Currency became critically limited in

most sections of the state, and many debtors experienced

great difficulty in discharging obligations that were

accrued before the embargo was initiated. Therefore,

a bill was presented to the 1808 Senate which was designed

to suspend the execution of all debts in the state for
19

a period of twelve months.

In debate upon the floor of the State Senate, Ben-

jsmin Smith denounced the bill as being a violation of

18James Wellborn (or Welborn) was a long time member
of the State Senate from Wilkes County. It is quite notice-
able that Wellborn and Smith voted identically on many
issues. Wellborn was friendly to the Moravian faith, and
he sent his children to the Moravian school st Salem. He
represented Wilkes County in the 1835 Constitutional Con-
vention in North Carolina, and he was quite vocal in his
demands for equal representation for the western counties.
He asserted that only through equal western representation
could North Carolina develop progressively within. Adelaide
L. Fries, ed., Records of the Moravians in North Carolina,
(9 vols,; Raleigh: State Department of Archives and His-
tory, 1947), VII, 3079, Cited hereafter as Records of
Moravians. Also, Archibald Henderson, North Carolina :
The Old North State and the New, (5 vols.; Chicago:
Lewis Publishing Co., 1941), II, 86, 89.

The

19
Senate Journal, (1808), 19.
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the United States Constitution as it would tend to impair

the obligation of contracts. Emphasizing the adverse

effect that such an action would have upon the embargo,

the legislator reminded the senators that these proceed-

ings would impress foreign nations with the opinion that

the inhabitants of the United States were a distressed

people. He further stated that no measure could be adopted
20

which would giye greater pleasure to the British minister.

The efforts of General Smith and his associates were highly

unsuccessful, however, as the measure was readily approved

by a vote of the Senate.

During the winter of 1808 the citizens of Wilmington

and its vicinity followed the lead taken by Brunswick

County only a few weeks previously. At a public meeting

held in the port city the citizenry affirmed their faith

and support for the departing Jefferson and for his ad-

ministration. Resolutions were drawn up favoring the

embargo and expressing regret that the sage of "Monticello"

had chosen to retire from public service. In a letter

written early in 1809 the former president expressed his

sincere appreciation to the people of Wilmington and the

lower Cape Fear Valley:

-I am thankful for the great indulgence with
which you have viewed the measures of my adminis-
tration. Of their wisdom others must judge;

g°Raleigh Register. X, Ko. 446, January 12, 1809.
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but I truly say they have been pursued with
honest intention,gunbiased by any personal or
interested views.

As a measure in support of the embargo and non-in-

tercourse agreements of the Jefferson and Madison adminis-

tratiens, the General Assembly voted in 1809 to appear

for the following year's session dressed completely in
22

cloth made in' North Carolina or in the United States.

This move, applauded by Benjamin Smith, would not only

appear as a protest to the practices of England and France,

but it would also serve to emphasize the need for the

encouragement of local manufacturing, a subject that was

very dear to the heart of many North Carolinians.

When the legislative session commenced in November

of 1810, the entire Assembly appeared in clothes of do-

mestic manufacture. Early in December of that year the

Raleigh Register reported that the governor-elect, Ben-

jamin Smith, appeared before the General Assembly to take

his oath of qualification "dressed in a suit of American
„ 23
cloth."

i

i

i

;

i
I

In his capacity as governor, Benjamin Smith warmly

espoused the cause of the Federal Government. Speaking

21,Washington, 'Writings of Thomas Jefferson, VIII,
149-150.

22
Senate Journal, (1809), 36.

XII, No. 585, December 6, 1810.
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before a joint session of the General Assembly in 1811,

he stressed the necessity of a strong unflinching policy

toward England and France. He demanded that the state

support the national government in its endeavors to de-

fend itself from the transgressions of the foes:

.what Fellow Citizens will bless-
ings we possess avail, if we cannot enjoy them
in.peace and security. If we do not evince a
willingness to defend our rights, a power to
punish insults and avenge wrongs? To bq pre-
pared for Y/ar frequently insures peace. 4

the many• c- • • # ♦ • « »

During the period of the embargo several states

made movements to limit the power of the Federal Govern-

ment on this and other issues which had arisen. Consti-

I
tutional amendments proposed by various states and for-

warded to the Forth Carolina legislature for approval came

under the scrutiny of committee chairman, Benjamin Smith,

Early in the 1809 legislative session a proposed amend-

ment offered by Massachusetts was referred to the committee

which the Brunswick County lawmaker directed. The amend-

ment called for strong limitations upon embargo procedures.

It prohibited the enforcement of such a measure for an

interval exceeding 30 days after the commencement of the

session of Congress following the session in which the

original legislation was passed. After a strong denunci-

ation of the Massachusetts amendment by the committee

i

i

!

^Legislative Papers, (1811), Box 258,



89

chairman, the Senate unanimously rejected the amendment.

Resolutions to that effect were formulated by Benjamin

Smith, and they were sent to the Congressional representa-
25

tives of North Carolina in Washington,

In a similar during the same year the Pennsyl-

vania legislature attempted to limit the power of the

National Government in general, and the Supreme Court

in particular, A proposed Constitutional amendment sent

to the North Carolina legislature during this session

demanded the formation of an impartial tribunal to deter-

mine disputes between the national and state governments.

Chairman Smith denounced such an amendment as ridiculous,

as such a body already existed in the United States Supreme

Court, The Senate likewise unanimously accepted this

resolution drawn-up by their committee chairman and for-
26

warded it to Congress.

In 1811, as governor of the State of North Carolina,

Benjamin Smith supported a Constitutional amendment which

would prohibit any person from receiving a title of nobility

or honor, or any present, or office, from a foreign govern-

s 25
Senate Journal, (1809), 13.

Idem. Other proposed Constitutional amendments
that were rejected by North Carolina after Senate committees
headed by Benjamin Smith had opposed them included a Massa-
chusetts amendment in 1804 (Senate Journal, 18C4, 19),
resolutions presented by Kentucky and Delaware (Ibid.,
1807, 26), and amendment resolutions of Vermont and Vir-
ginia in 1808 (Ibid., 1808, 18).
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ment or ruler without the consent of Congress,

lution, signed by the speaker and the president pro-tem

of the two houses of Congress, required the revocation

of citizenship as the penalty for violation of this amend-
. 27

ment.

The reso-

Upon the request of the governor, the bill was

approved by the General Assembly of North Carolina

It was not received with equal enthusiasm by other states,

however.

The fact that Benjamin Smith maintained a firm re-

spect for Thomas Jefferson and for his administration

has been mentioned previously on several occasions. His

position in support of Jefferson varied in relation to

its effect upon the welfare of the nation, however. In

1804, when the purchase of the Louisiana territory from

Napoleonic France was the principal object of conversation,

the position of the Brunswick County lawmaker was one of

firm support and approbation. He was an energetic supporter

of the resolution passing this session of the General

Assembly which expressed the highest confidence in the

Jefferson administration. The resolution further demon¬

strated its backing of the current administration by fully

supporting the acquisition of the territory of Louisiana

27
Governor's Papers, (Benjamin Smith), XXXV, 20-21.

28
Ibid., 185.
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by the United States and complimenting the administration
29

on such a sagacious transaction.

As the presidential election year of 1808 approached,

speculation was widespread as to the course to be taken

by President Jefferson. With less than one year remaining

of his second term as chief executive, the question de-

veloped as to whether or not the president would seek

reelection for a second time. There were strong indica-

tions that Jefferson would retire at the end of 1808,

however. When, late in 1807, the president made known

his intention to retire from the rigor of presidential

office, the intelligence was received with mixed emotions.

In many states, including North Carolina, resolutions

were presented to the legislatures imploring the sage

of "Monticello" to reconsider. In the North Carolina

General Assembly a resolution was submitted to the Senate

urging Jefferson to seek a third term of office. One

of the principal opponents of this measure was the senator
30

from Brunswick County, Benjamin Smith.

Benjamin Smith reasoned that Jefferson felt inclined

to support an unwritten two-term limit for the office

of president, and that sucha movement would be of great

service to the nation. Requesting the support of his

29
Senate Journal. (1804), 52.

30Ibid . , (1807), 42.
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fellow senators on the matter, Smith supported a substi-

tute resolution of a much milder nature. The alternate

statement applauded the Jefferson administration and all

that it had accomplished during the past eight years.

It further wished the elder statesman a long and useful
■» ♦ ^

111 60
31

There was no request that Jefferson seek a third

term, however.

The resolution supported by Smith failed to gain

sufficient support and the original resolution was adopt-

ed, approving a third term for Jefferson. The president

replied to the petition of the General Assembly, thanking

them for the stand that they had taken. He expressed

gratitude for the support that North Carolina had given

to his administration, but the chief executive firmly
32

rejected their plea for his future candidacy.

51Idem.

^Washington, Writings of Thomas Jefferson, VIII,
125-126.
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CHAPTER IV
MILITARY AFFAIRS

First and foremost Benjamin Smith was a soldier.

Whether* standing; within the Senate nhamhpr* nf the Capltol

Building in Raleigh or reviewing militia troops on the

green before -Fort Johnston at Smithville, the indispen-

sability of military preparedness was always present in

the active mind of the Revolutionary War veteran. Most

of the basic facts concerning the active military career

of the Major General of Militia were outlined in Chapter

I of this study. The importance of this topic and the

intricate part that it played in the life of Benjamin

Smith, both public and private, necessitate a more thor-

ough study of the subject.

The military activities of Benjamin Smith cannot

be classified as a matter exclusively involving affairs

of the State of North Carolina; neither could it be termed

merely as an illustration of nationalism or love of country.

Perhaps this phase can best be explained as a combination

of the two. Therefore, it is necessary to consider the

military interests and activities of General Benjamin

Smith as an entirely separate area of study.

Apart from his interest in internal development for

the State of North Carolina and economic independence from
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the constant threat of reprisals from the feuding powers

of Europe for the United States, Benjamin Smith saw the

necessity of military preparedness. It was his solemn

conviction that if France and England, or any other foreign

power, failed to respect the entity and independence of

the United States, this nation should constantly be pre-

pared to defend herself and her civilian population from

the aggressive action of the foe,'1'

1

In accordance with his own thinking on this subject,

Benjamin Smith felt that it was his constant responsibility

to encourage the development of defensive measures for

his adopted state,

the young nation in 1810 and 1811, and almost any day

could bring news of direct and bloody conflict with either

or both of the major European powers,

the coast line of North Carolina where a foreign invasion

could possibly disembark, and he beheld little evidence

of defense or fortifications which could serve to hinder

The fateful menace of war threatened

Smith looked to

the progress of an aggressive army.

To supplement and complement the militia organization

with which he was working, the General of Militia turned

Legislative Papers, (1811), Box 258.
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to the Federal Government for aid in arming the seaports

Early in Jane of 1810, it was announced

that two brass field pieces had been borrowed from the

Secretary of War by Benjamin Smith, and that these weapons

were to be placed at New Bern and at Wilmington by the

General,

of North Carolina.

2
The guns were relics of the American Revolution,

but they were still classified as the very latest in war-

fare. They had been captured from General Burgoyne at

Saratoga in 1778, yet they were reputed to be equivalent

to anything in the possession of the British forces at

this date thirty-two years later. By locating the ord-

nance at the two seaports, Benjamin Smith hoped to induce

the citizens of the areas to form a corps of Horse Artillery,3
a

a type of troop that was desperately needed in coastal

North Carolina.

The General from Brunswick County did not allow

himself to be satisfied with this initial accomplishment

in the armament and defense of his state. During Septem-

ber of 1811, while chief magistrate of North Carolina,

Benjamin Smith continued to be gravely concerned about

the river defenses of the tidewater area. As a result

of these doubts, the governor ordered that a study be

made of the fortifications along the Cape Fear River and

2f'he Star. II, No. 26, p. 102, June 28, 1810.

?Idém.
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at Beaufort. He demanded results from this proposed study,

emphasizing that it was absolutely necessary for the study

group to ascertain what improvements should be made to

the defenses; and he stressed that the recommendations
4

must be carried into effect.

Possibly as a result of the aforementioned study,

or- perhaps as the fruition of Benjamin Smith's own obser-

vation, he later addressed the General .Assembly concerning

At this time he recommended to the legis-

lators that one or two frigates or sloops of war be stationed

river defense.

at Ocracoke, Beaufort, New Inlet, and Cape Fear for the
5

defense of the entire coast. This would supplement the

coastal fortifications that were available and also serve

in the absence of more stationary fortresses. Being mobile,

it would be possible to consolidate their strength if it

were necessary to do so during an emergency.

As a result of the governor's message, the legis-

lature, on December £3, 1811, passed a resolution asking

the Congress of the United States to grant funds for the

fortification of the ports and harbors of the Tar Heel
6

State., This occurred only a short time before the actual

outbreak of hostilities with England, and the expense

^Governor's Papers, (Benjamin Smith), XXXV, 142.
5
Legislative Papers, (1811), Box 254.

6Idem,
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of the war effort was such that it allowed little time

or financial surplus with which to permanently defend

or fortify coastal North Carolina even if the Federal

Government had desired to do so..

The sea routes were not the only area threatened

by invaders at this period in American history, however.

The extreme western margin of North Carolina remained

a frontier area, unprotected from the constant threat

of British-instigated Indian assault. Mso, looking to

the south, the difficulties recently experienced in Spanish

Florida supplied a reason for uncertainty to the peoples

on the western border of the state. As a precaution against

these dangers, Governor Smith forcefully advocated the

creation of a defensive network for the frontier counties.

S'

IS

In a special message to the legislature, he presented

the administration plans for fortification of this area.

He heartily recommended that the lawmakers take some action
7

on the matter, but he left to their discretion whether

they adopt his proposals or draft others more to their

own liking.

$

n

¡;

The fact that Benjamin Smith personally engaged in

engineering activities to rebuild the Cape Fear fortifi-

During the
8

cations was chronicled early in this study.

7Raleigh Register, XIII, No. 638, December 13, 1811.

See Chapter I, pp. 24-25,
8
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spring of 1804 the General contracted with General Joseph

G, Swift, acting for the War Department, to build a new
9

tapia battery at the site of old Fort Johnston. This

fortification had been destroyed by the American soldiers

during a vain attempt to capture North Carolina's royal

governor, Josiah Martin, at the outbreak of the American

Revolution. Though the fort had soon been partially re-

built, the construction attempt had been very poorly

executed.

For the next several years after 1804, Benjamin

Smith was concerned with the erection of a satisfactory

fortification on the site at the mouth of the Cape Fear.

The tapia construction, consisting of crushed oyster shells
10

required the labor of a large number of the

slaves from "Belvidere." Adverse weather conditions com-

and sand,

bined with engineering difficulties caused much delay

in the proposed construction. In 1806 General Swift had

come to the conclusion that the contract to rebuild the

9Swift Memoir. 47.
10
"Soon after this the slaves of General Smith com-

menced the burning of lime in pens, called kilns, formed
of sapling pines formed in squares containing from one
thousand to one thousand two hundred bushels of oyster
shells (alive) collected in scows from the shoals in the
harbor
structing boxes of the dimensions of the parapet, six
feet high by seven in thickness, into which boxes was
poured the tapia and sand, and water sufficient to form
a species of paste, or batter, as the negroes term it."
Ibid

In...November I commenced the battery by con-• • • «

54.• »
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fort would not be completed, but the Brunswick County

planter reassured his friend by extending his negotiations

with the War Department, The Treasury Department also

became involved in the proceedings when the contractor

mortgaged his rice lands on the Cape Fear to secure the

funds -caseiilicti for procuring the necessary "Reed bond"

for the construction.
11

2

The first militia appointment received by Benjamin

Smith was approved by the General Assembly during the
12

early winter of 1789.

lution had retained an active interest in the military

organization of the state and of the nation, possibly

due to his service in the North (New York) and in the

South (South Carolina) during the late conflict,

the field officers of Brunswick County strongly recommended

to the State Senate that Benjamin Smith be appointed to

the vacant position of militia colonel for that county.

There was apparently no opposition to this action, although

Smith's enemies were not always to be as pacific concern-

ing his military endeavors.

The veteran of the American Revo-

In 1789

13

11
Ibid.» 61.

12
State Records. XXI, 358.

13
Idem.
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Five years later, in 1794, Benjamin Smith was pro-

moted to a much higher position in the rank of the North

Carolina militia. The relationship between the United

States and the powers of Europe had visibly deteriorated

during the second term of President Washington, and it

was necessary for the militia of the various states to

attempt to strengthen themselves to guard against the

contingencies of war. As part of a program for strengthen-

ing the militia, the General Assembly approved the pro-

motion of Colonel Smith to the rank of Brigadier General
14

of North Carolina.

In his new capacity Benjamin Smith exerted great

effort to improve the effectiveness of the militia organ-

ization. In his legislative capacity he introduced a
*

motion, which was approved, that provided for the distri-

bution of copies of the militia laws to all members of
15

the militia above the rank of captain,

the regimentation of the military of the state.

When General Smith accepted the position of Adjutant
•j r*

General of North Carolina in 1807,

so as to improve

he anticipated that

he would thereby be able to gain through this office the

14
Wilmington Gazette, III, No. 119, April 19, 1799,

^Senate Journal, (1800), 55„

Governor’s Letter Book, No, 16, 74-75, February
10, 1807.
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militia reforms that he had been unsuccessful in accomplish-

ing in the capacity of a legislator or as an officer in

the militia» North Carolina distinguished itself during

this entire period by its recalcitrant nature and its

Republican dislike for spending. 5s on other occasions

the Adjutant General found that it was almost impossible

to develop an effective fighting force with the attitude

of the legislature hindering every move that required the

expending of North Carolina tax money. In an effort to

make the militia more efficient and standardized in its

operation, the chief military officer of the state asked

that blank forms, which he had designed, be printed for

the use of all militia officers in making their periodical

reports concerning the militia forces. Smith had experi-

enced much difficulty in gaining support for his recommanda-

tions, and he therefore appealed to Governor Alexander
17

to endorse the measures.

During the remaining months of 1807 Benjamin Smith

received constant rebuffs from the legislature in his

appeals for militia improvements. Soon after the General

Assembly met for its fall session, the Brunswick County

legislator presented a bill to the Senate calling for the

establishment of arsenals within the state and for arming

17
Governor's Papers, (Nathaniel Alexander), XXX,

■

*

450-451»
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of ths militia forces. The bill further authorized the

18
governor to purchase arms for the use of the state.

Defeated in his attempt to arm his troops satisfac-

tortly, the fiery Adjutant General was soon to receive

other admonitions which were too great for him to accept.

After the Raleigh Register, on July 30, of that year,

printed an article stating that the Adjutant General would

resign his office in order to accept the personal command

of a militia division, a trace of disappointment and anger

can be found in the communications of Smith to the gov-

ernor. The Adjutant General denied that he had made any

such statement relative to his office, and he inferred

that the governor had instigated the publication of the
»

article in order to force his resignation. Benjamin Smith

assured the governor that he desired to do an outstanding

job in the position which had been entrusted to him, and

he saxtf no reason for resigning unless the detachment which
19

he commanded was called into active duty.

After the difficulty between himself and the gov-

ernor was satisfactorily resolved, Benjamin Smith made

other unsuccessful attempts to improve the militia organi-

zation. Through his instigation, amendments to the militia

3

3

i
s

18
Senate journal, (1807), 30-31.

19
Governor's Papers, (Nathaniel Alexander), XXX,

Book No. 2, 4b0.
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laws were introduced into the Senate* These modifications

would tend to relieve somewhat the burden upon the Adjutant

General in the event of Federal requisition of troops,

and they would also insure the smoother operation of this

organization. The amendments, which were overwhelmingly

endorsed by the committee in which they had originated,

found little support on the floor of the Senate; and they

were soundly defeated. Soon thereafter a Smith-sponsored

resolution to nave the state's militia laws printed and

distributed to the militia officers met the same fate as

the amendments. When this action was followed by a Senate

refusal to allow clerical assistance for the Adjutant Gen-

eral, Benjamin Smith found that he could endure no more.
*

He therefore sent his resignation to Governor Benjamin
20

Williams to become effective immediately.

For the next several years Benjamin Smith persisted

in his struggle for a stronger and more effective state

militia. Shortly before his resignation as Adjutant Gen-

eral, he had been promoted to the office of Major General
21

Retaining this position after his

resignation, General Smith attempted to advise the new

Adjutant General and to support in the Senate any recommen-

of North Carolina.

20
Governor's Letter Book No. 16, p. 198, December

19, 1807. Also, Raleigh Register. X, No. 431, December 24,
1807.

21
IX, No. 429, December 17, 1807.Ibid • »
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dations that were favorable to the state's military organi-

zation. After the General Assembly forcefully rejected

his proposals to arm the militia, he rebuked the callous-

ness of the lawmaking body by making a committee report

to the effect that, unless the legislature found, it expedi-

ent oo provide funds to arm the militia, it vías absolutely

useless to change the militia laws because the militia was
, gg

of no value without arms."

The legislative session of 1809 was a repetition

of the two previous meetings of the General Assembly. In

his address to the Assembly, Governor David Stone demanded

that some action be taken in regard to the arming of the

state militia. Benjamin Smith, serving as chairman of the

Committee on the Governor's Message, was unable to control

the other members of the group; and the Brunswick County

legislator was forced to give a committee report which was

highly unfavorable to state action on the matter. The

resolution issued by the committee advised that the War

Department should be notified that the State of North Caro-

lina expected the Federal Government to arm the state militia

as provided for in the eighth section of Article I of the

Constitution. The report further stated that it was inex-

pedient for the state to attempt to arm and equip the militia.
23

£2
Senate Journal, (1808), 30.

23
Raleigh Register, X, No. 447, January 19, 1809.



105

After the completion of this report, Benjamin Smith

regained the floor to take a quite different stand. He

assured the Senate that the report given was the opinion

of the committee as a whole and did not reflect his own

views. Gaining ready support from General James Wellborn,

Smith urged the upper house to reject the recommendation

of the committee and replace it with a resolution directing

the governor to notify the Secretary of War that North Caro-

lina would cheerfully furnish its quota of men completely

armed and equipped. The two generals further proposed

that the governor be given the power to appoint someone

to purchase "6,000 stand of such arms as were used by the

United States government," along with 10 brass field pieces
, 24

with their proper equipment.

recommendation of Benjamin Smith was quickly defeated;

and the original committee report was accepted by the Senate.

Benjamin Smith was elected governor of North Caro-

lina during the fall session of the legislature in 1810.

As chief magistrate and presiding civil officer of the

state, it was necessary for the old soldier to relinquish
25

his position as Major General of North Carolina militia.

At the time of his resignation he was serving as commander

Needless to record, the

24
Idem.

25
Legislative Papers, (1810), Box 252.
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of the 6th Division of the state militia, and he had 3960
26

men under his direct command.

As governor of North Carolina, it was the duty of Ben-

jamin Smith to review the militia regiments of the state at

periodical musters. During the summer of 1811 the governor

27
reviewed the troops of the eastern sector of the state,

and in August he returned to Raleigh with the intention of

proceeding to the western districts to inspect the militia

He was forced to postpone this expedition,

however, after the officers of the militia met with him and

informed him that the lack of sufficient horses and supplies
OO

made the reviews impossible at this time.

Some of the mountain counties took this action as a

in that area.

personal affront contrived by the governor himself,

therefore necessary for The Star, of Raleigh, to assure the

It was

readers in the western counties that he had meant no insult

to them by his failure to review the troops. The delay

26
(1810),Adjutant General's Militia Report, Ibid * »

Box 249.
27
Benjamin Smith had been accustomed to reviewing

the militia prior to becoming governor. After witnessing
the performances of the various regiments in 1809, he
announced publicly that the militia units from Pitt and
Lenoir Counties were far superior to any other in the state.
At the same time he rated the militia of Brunswick as being
very much inferior to these two fine units. The Star, I,
No. 57, p. 227, November 30, 1809.

Ill, No. 32, p. 127, August 9, 1811.
28
Ibid f
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stemmed from no willing neglect on the part of the governor,

and the publication promised that Governor Smith still in¬

tended to inspect some of these regiments "in the course of

«29the Autumn.

In his message to the General Assembly in November of

1611, Governor Smith urged the state legisla Lure to Lake

steps to strengthen the military of the state. He reminded

them that although it was the responsibility of the Federal

Government to protect the state, a well-trained militia

would be invaluable in case of foreign invasion. Looking

back to the American Revolution, the governor recalled the

part that the militia had played at King’s Mountain and the

other important actions in which militia troops of North

Carolina were involved. It was now quite possible that an-

other foreign invasion would occur; and, if it did, the

militia could serve to great advantage. The governor warned,

however, that they would be useless unless they were prop-

erly trained and equipped, a factor that was exclusively
30

within the power of the General Assembly.

Benjamin Smith retired from state politics at the

end of the 1811 session of the legislature, but he did not

forget the continuing needs of the state militia. War with

England was declared in 1812, an apathetic effort which

pq
III, No. 37, p. 147, September 13, 1811.

30
Legislative Papers, (1811), Box 258.



108

continued until 1814. When the war anxiety finally vanish-

ed from the minds of most North Carolinians, the condition

of the militia was little better than it had been five years

previously» Returning to the State Senate in 1816, Ben-

jamin Smith attempted to aid the militia's cause. In one

action by the aging General, a bill vías presented relative

to the organization of the field officers of the militia.

Soon thereafter he presented a resolution to the upper house

requesting that a board of five members from each house

meet during the following year while the Assembly was not

in session to study the needs of the militia. This committee

would thereby be prepared to propose necessary militia laws
32

to the next Assembly for their action.

31

3

Benjamin Smith not only favored a militia that would

be of service to North Carolina in the event of foreign

invasion, but he strongly supported the formation of a

military group that would constantly be prepared to join

with those of the Federal Government in the event of a

national emergency. This he advocated throughout his ca-

reer in state politics. Not only did he seek legislative

sanction for such an endeavor, but on one occasion he at-

31
Senate Journal, (1816), 31*.

32
Ibid., 39.
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tempted the formation of his own legionary troops to serve

in the event of a national crisis.

Early in the spring of 1799, while the threat of war

appeared imminent, complicated by the so-called XYZ Affair

with France, Benjamin Smith began to organize local troops

for Federal service, with a highly nationalistic speecn

he rallied the militia troops of Brunswick to his cause.

He then proceeded to inform the President of the United

States, John Adams, of his action, and to extend the ser-

vice of these troops to the Federal Government in the event
33

they should be needed.

In only a matter of weeks the spirit of the Bruns-

wick County officer had spread throughout the southeastern

portion of the state, and an unanticipated number of young

men had appeared to join Smith's legionary corps. By the

middle of April more than 1800 men had volunteered their

:

!
'

i
I

Î
34

and the number continued to increase. Many Iservice,

persons in Forth Carolina were quite astonished at the

success experienced by General Smith in his effort to organ-

Ize troops for Federal service. Long before the end of

1799 the entire militia regiments of Onslow, Bladen, and

£
:

;
:

;

Duplin Counties had followed the example of Brunswick and

had risen to the call of their country. Each of these

33
Wilmington Gazette. Ill, No. 117, April 4, 1799.

Ill, No. 119, April 19, 1799.
34
Ibid • »
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groups had unanimously elected to accept the challenge

extended by Benjamin Smith; and, in accepting him as their

leader, they authorized him to offer them to the President
35of the United States as volunteers to serve in his legion.

The authorities in Washington were quite happy with

the effort being exerted in coastal North Carolina. Upon

hearing of the action of Benjamin Smith, the Secretary of

War dispatched a message of gratitude to him. In this com-

munication he praised both the soldiers and their leader,

expounding upon their patriotism and dedication to the cause

of the United States.

The danger of war soon subsided and with it the need

for a legionary corps diminished. The infant nation enjoyed

little tranquility,‘however, for both England and France

continued the practices of belligerent nations. It was the

former who next caused the fear of armed conflict to shake

the United States. When, in June of 1807, the British

warship Leopard fired upon the American frigate Chesapeake

close to United States waters, a strong clamor of disappro-

bation and protestation reverberated throughout the United

States. It appears that this incident unified the states

to some extent and made the war effort, which appeared to

be developing, one approved by a great majority of the states.

^Governor's Papers, (William R. Davie), XXII, Ho. E05.

56Wilmington Gazette. Ill, No. 117, April 4, 1799.
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As a result of this latest act of aggression, President

Jefferson issued an alert for militia troops from the vari-

ous states. In Worth Carolina Adjutant General Benjamin

Smith was assigned the task of organizing and training the

7,003 men demanded by the Federal Government.

The Adjutant General was given the sole responsibility

for procuraring the desired troops. To accomplish this Smith

divided the state into five districts with a regiment to be

gathered and trained from each of these divisions. With the

approval of the Adjutant General, his old associate, Major
38

General Thomas Brown, was appointed as commander of the

force; and Benjamin Smith and John Hamilton were made Briga-
39

diers of the detachment.

As was the case on all occasions involving the Federal

Government, Benjamin Smith showed great enthusiasm for the

military build-up then taking place. In all communications

and public addresses he pleaded for patriotism and love of

37
Governor's Letter Book No. 16, 130-132, July 15, 1807.

38
Thomas Brown, a Bladen County planter, had been a

well known partisan during the American Revolution. His
fight against the Tories in southeastern North Carolina
culminated in his dashing attack upon the Tory stronghold
at Elizabethtown in 1781. This "Battle of Tory Hole," as
it became known, crushed the Tory power in the area and it
was never again able to gain an upper hand. After the war
Brown had served in both of the state ratification conven-
tiens, and for many years he was a member of the State Senate
from Bladen County. In 1797 he had helped to organize the
militia in North Carolina, and later he became its commander-
in-chief. Ashe, Biographical History, VI, 113-121.

?

39Governor's Letter Book No. 16, 133, July 20, 1807.
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40
country in the effort to march forth and crush the enemy.

This same note of enthusiasm and extreme nationalism was

radiated to the troops by way of his communications to the

regiments in each district. The original communique from

the War Department had requested that the detachment be of

a volunteer nature if it was at all possible. The Adjutant

General, constantly attempting to instill a nationalistic

spirit in the youth of North Carolina, made an official

request from bis office that the entirely-volunteer status

of the corps be observed and retained as he felt that this

was essential to the preservation of the unity, spirit,
41

and morale of the five divisions.

,

;

■

40Governor's Papers, (Nathaniel Alexander), XXX, 418.
41
Raleigh Register. VIII, No. 414, August 27, 1807.
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CHAPTER V
PUBLIC SERVANT OR DEMAGOGUE?

The political policies and public endeavors of Ben-

jamin Cm-I VjQ YQ V^AT.T hoon CinVt01?"' 0¿ ThS jnQ-nxr Bspor*^s '“'ft-z* A.! ’ „l_

a seemingly active and progressive mind have been noted,

and the governmental philosophies and political reforms which

he initiated or supported have been narrated. An effort

has been made to discuss somewhat the major political issues,

national and state, upon which the Brunswick County leader

fashioned his career as a public servant. It is necessary,

however, to look once more at the man, himself. Rather than

further analyze the facts concerning Benjamin Smith's public

or private political associations, it may be profitable to

examine the nature of the man, his friends or lack of friends,

and the qualities which made him an outstanding public ser-

vant or an aristocratic and pompous demagogue.

There is much that may be discerned from the successes

and failures in the life of the Brunswick County political

leader which would indicate shortcomings and faults of char-

acter to the casual observer. A clearer insight into the

true character of Benjamin Smith may be gained, however,

from a positive inspection of the personal opinions and

communications of Smith and his contemporaries.
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Two words bave been used repeatedly by friend and

enemy alike to describe the nature or personality of Ben-

jamin Smith. Pride and vanity are so closely connected

with most descriptions of the man that it is evident that

they must have some basis for validity*

tioned newspaper battle in which the General took part in

1799, subscribers took varying positions relative to the

character of the ill-used planter.

In the often-men-

One contributor, who

signed himself "Benevolus," claimed to stand on neutral

ground concerning the qualities and faults of Smith's nature.

He did state, however, that he knew of no misdeed attributed

to General Smith except "a most insufferable vanity.”’1'
of the more outspoken opponents of the Brunswick County slave

One

owner was much more malicious in his remarks. He most viv-

idly portrayed Benjamin Smith as being "dressed off in all

the gaudy pageantry of South Carolina pomp and vanity

These were the enemies of Benjamin Smith who spoke,

but many of his closer associates hinted at the same faults.

From this reputation of vanity and pompous show developed

legends which have tended to expand rather than decline as

the generations have passed. Highly improbable, but illus-

trative of the type of tradition which has become a part of

the lore on Benjamin Smith, is the tale which was supposedly

2
• • • t

Wilmington Gazette, III, No. 135, August 8, 1799.

2Ibid III, No. 119, April 19, 1799.« i
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told by a lady who lived next door to him in Wilmington

during his declining years. She confirmed the charge that

the Smiths were "proud people." At meal times each day

the servant was supposedly seen going between the house and

kitchen bearing an immense covered silver waiter, as if he

was serving dinner. Since the neighbor knew the distressed

financial condition of Benjamin and Mrs. Smith, she was

well aware that they could hardly obtain the plainest foods.

Seeing the servant carrying the silver waiter, she called

to him and asked what he carried in the waiter each day.

The servant replied* "De Genal make me carry it. Miss--
3

He don want people to tink he ain't got nuttin to eat."

An interesting tradition which has a more credible

basis for probability is concerned with an incident from

the famed Benjamin Smith-Maurice Moore duel of 1805. One

of the Moore slaves, Quash, related this tale which gives

an insight into the nature of the quick-tempered and unpre-

dictable Mr. Smith:

General Smith, after a. moment of apparent
conference with the seconds, violently jerked
• • •

3
James Sprunt, Compiler, A Colonial Plantation, Notes

on Cape Fear History. (Stevens & Farrell, 1893), "Article
SECT Cited hereafter as Colonial Plantation. Though the
lady does not specify the year in which this incident alleg-
edly occurred, it is doubtful that the Smiths lived in Wil-
mington during their declining years. Between 1815 and
1817 Benjamin Smith rarely went into Wilmington except on
Sundays because of W.W. Jones' efforts to have him arrested
if he did. Jones, letter to Robert Williams, February 12,
1816, U.N.C. Papers, Acc. 9000. After 1617 it is doubtful
that the Smiths owned property in Wilmington.
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off his coat, then his vest, then his shirt,
and finally his under shirt, and (stood), stripped
to the waist in the full glare of the rising
sun. He was a large man and presented a shining
mark. His extraordinary conduct was caused by
a suggestion from one of the seconds that their
principals ought to be clothed only in their or-
dinary dress, which General Smith construed to
be an insinuation that he might be wearing some
protecting substance next (to) his clrin
which he resented in this dramatic style.^

and

Friends and associates supported the creation of these

and many other legends by preserving observations relative

to the character of Benjamin Smith. M~s« Eliza Clitherall

and her husband were evidently very close friends of the

Smiths. They were present at the death and burial of Mrs.

Smith, the General, and their foster daughter Mary Rowan.

Late in the life of Benjamin Smith, Mrs. Clitherall witnessed

the destruction by fire of a house at Brunswick which was

the property of the impoverished former public servant. In

commenting on the incident, she recorded in her diary:

He bore his loss, as he had done all the others,
with stoicism—oh had submissive dependence,
instead of indomitable Pride, supported, how dif-
ferent would he have encountered his near approach-
ing, & last Enemy.5

4
Waddell, Memories of My Life, 152. The author claims

that the old slave, Quash, told him of the incident while
he was a small boy. Quash was actually present at the duel
(See Chapter I, p. 28, above).

5ClitheraIl Diary, VII, 4-5. Smith did not live in
the house at this time, however. He resided in an old house
at Smithville, but many of his papers and much of his furni-
ture were supposed to be here. Workers at the "Old Bruns-
wick" restoration project have no knowledge of Smith owning
a house in the town of Brunswick, which was almost completely
deserted at this date.
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Jeremiah Norman, the Methodist circuit preacher whom

Smith had contacted concerning the possibility of preaching

at Smithville, held services in that town late in the summer

of 1800. After delivering his sermon on that August sabbath,

the traveling minister dined with the Smiths at their town

house; and he spent the afternoon with them discussing topics

"both religious & political."

with the General, Norman later remarked: "There is much more
6

in the heads th°n hearts of some men."

In reference to his visit

Though Benjamin Smith was constantly reelected by the

people of Brunswick County to the state office which he sought,

there appears to have been an active element of the popu-

lation who were opposed to him personally. That he was dis-

liked by many and hated by a few can be seen from the news-

paper battle of 1799. Even prior to that episode, however,

there are indications that he may have been highly unpopular

with some individuals or groups. In 1787 the Moore family,

who cherished no affection for their politically-minded cousin,

planned to enter James Iredell in the 1788 Brunswick County
7

election. Iredell, a very popular lawyer who resided in

Edenton, was thought to be the most likely man to succeed

6Jeremiah Norman, MSS Diary, June, 1793-February, 1801,
vols. 5-18, Stephen Beauregard Weeks Collection, Acc. 762,
(Unpublished manuscript. Southern Historical Collection,
University of North Carolina), XVIII, 939.

7McRee, James Iredell, II, 183, 185.
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in defeating Benjamin Smith for representative for Brims-

wick County. Two years later, in 1789, Archibald Maclaine

reported that Benjamin Smith and Timothy Bloodworth8 were

prospective candidates for the Wilmington-Fayetteville Con-

gressional district seat. Maclaine commented further that

Smith "has no popularity," and that Bloodworth had very little
9

outside of New Hanover.

Even his close friend, Eliza Clitherall, found it nec-

essary to remark concerning the extent to which Benjamin

Smith was disliked during his later years. When she was

present in Brunswick at the accidental burning of his house,

she related their futile attempts to save the furnishings

and papers that Smith had there. While they were thus em-

ployed "

(the Geni, was hated all around)

some loiters strolled up, but refused their aid,
„10

oo©

© e • e

W.W. Jones, attorney for the University of North Caro-

lina, was one of the most pronounced enemies of the "Belvidere"

planter* During the entire period that Smith experienced

8
Timothy Bloodworth, cited previously relative to the

Constitutional ratification conventions, was well known in
North Carolina for his strong Republican affiliations. A
native of New Hanover County, Bloodworth was active in the
revolutionary Committee of Safety at the beginning of the
American Revolution. In both state ratification conventions
he voted strictly Anti-Federalist, strongly supporting Willie
Jones. Bloodworth was a member of the Confederation Congress
(1785-1787), and he later served in the U.S. Senate (1789-
1800). Ashe, Biographical History, III, 15-25.

"McRee, James Iredell, II, 276.

10Clitherall Diary, VII, 4-5.
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difficulty with the state's educational institution, it was

Jones who constantly sought to accomplish the complete ruin

of his foe.

drel, and he sought the power from the trustees to have Smith

arrested end thrown in jail so that he would be forced to

When the debt was finally settled, the

attorney for the University breathed a sigh of relief:

thank God, I am nearly done collecting from Smith, for I

wildcats than I have had

He denounced his unfortunate victim as a scoun-

11
produce the money.

"I

never had harder chases after

,,12
• e »

after him and his negroes.

Throughout his public career Benjamin-Smith gained the

enmity of a considerable number of persons. The reasons for

this feeling of animosity varied; but, there are indications

that the methods employed by Smith for the acquisition of
13

his fortune may not always have been above reproach. On

11
Jones, letter to Robert Williams, April 21, 1816, U.N.C.

Papers, Acc. 9000. Also, Jones, letter to Polk, March 16,
1817, Ibid.

12
Jones, letter to Williams, June 17, 1818, Ibid. On

one occasion Jones related that Smith hid his slaves, which
Jones was planning to seize, in the swamps and that he was
forced to take extra deputies working day and night to finally
find them. Ibid

Archibald Maclaine strongly implied that Smith gained
possession of Bald Head Island through dubious means. He re-
lated that Smith was careful to have himself placed in posses-
sion of the island under the will of a Mr. Fry. He then had
a bill passed in the General Assembly making it illegal for
anyone other than himself to carry firearms on the island,
and all violators were to pay the fine directly to him. Sev-
eral other persons, including Samuel Ashe, claimed parts of
the island; and, it is inferred that Smith was attempting to
force them out of their claims. State Records, XXII, 618-619.

March 17, 1818.« »
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one occasion he informed John Gray Blount that there was not

sufficient land in Brunswick County to satisfy the locations

made by himself (Smith) for "many very many thousand Acres"

and that he was sure that there would be little or none left

14
worth taking for Blount to claim. An important aspect of

the philosophy of the Cape Fear land owner is demonstrated

in the same communication. Smith felt that it was for the

well-being of the county and the state for himself and other

promoters to take possession of unclaimed or unimproved prop-

erty. He asserted that the people as a whole benefited when

someone developed these areas, drained swamps, and opened

new watercourses for navigation.

There are perhaps numerous reasons for the discord
*

which developed between Smith, and various individuals. Per-

sonality conflicts, private jealousies, and property disputes

were only a few of the factors breeding conflict. The po-

litical designs of Benjamin Smith brought him in direct oppo-

sition to others; it also tended to increase his influence

in governmental circles. Throughout his career it appears

that he qualified as a capable political manipulator. His

activities in the State Senate imply this, but several ref-

erences specifically mention his talent as a politician. As

early as 1783 when he had only recently begun his political

14
Alice Barnwell Keith, ed., The John Gray Blount

Papers. (2 vols.; Raleigh:: State Department of Archives
and History, 1959), II, 316-317.
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career, Archibald Maclaine made use of Smith's influence in

South Carolina to gain advantages for this state*

peak of his political prominence many years later, Benjamin

Smith on one occasion addressed John Steele, advising him of

maneuvers necessary to overcome any opposition which, might

develop to resolutions that tney were preparing to present
1 A

before the General Assembly.

of the force which Smith wielded in state politics, but the

positions he held and the policies he advocated speak for

themselves.

15
At the

These are only suggestive

When the Brunswick County political leader became the

target of public ridicule by various of his enemies, he strove

energetically against his antagonists. In a public state-

ment, Smith declared that he realized that he possessed great

wealth, and he avowed that he had never attempted to conceal

the fact that he owned property which was registered in other

people's names. The General justified his material opulence

by reminding his opponents that he had always been extravagant-

ly charitable, and that he had always "attempted to do good
„17with what he had to do with.

15
State Records, XVI, 935-936, Maclaine guaranteed

that Smith could convince Governor Bee of South Carolina to
concede the point in dispute relative to confiscated property.

-i a*

Wagstaff, Steele Papers, II, 643-644.

^Wilmington Gazette, III, No. 135, August 8, 1799.
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The spirit of benevolence for which Benjamin Smith dis-

tinguished himself was a primary factor in his later financial

insolvency. In each of the many activities in which he was

involved, Smith expended energy, time, and fortune. The office

of Adjutant General proved to be a thankless yet impossible

task for anyone who conscientiously desired to carry out the

duties prescribed for that officer, Benjamin Smith was such

a man. It is noteworthy, however, that while serving in the

capacity of Adjutant General of North Carolina, he received

absolutely no pay. He refused to accept the salary designated

by the General Assembly; yet, he emphasized his desire to do
18

an outstanding job while in office.

Many factors were involved in the decline of Benjamin

Smith as an affluent and influential citizen of North Caro-

lina. In a discussion of this nature, it may be worthwhile

to dwell for a moment upon the debts which caused the finan-

cial ruin of the once wealthy planter. That he overextended

the resources of his own business interests can easily be real-

ized. At a time when property was thought to be everything,

Benjamin Smith attempted to gain possession of all land that

was available, whether it be on the Cape Fear River in North

Carolina or In some uncharted swamp in the Indian territories

of Tennessee and Kentucky. The Brunswick County planter could

easily have liquidated the debt levied against him by the

1 ft
Governor's Papers, XXX, (Nathaniel Alexander), No.

450-451.
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State for his failure to pay for lands he claimed in the west,

had he not been so unwise as to become security for everyone

who requested his aid. As early as 1797 Smith became liable

for a debt in excess of L 500 that was owed to the University
19

of North Carolina by one George Weir. This is the first

recorded account of Ms becoming responsible for the debt of

a friend, but others were soon to follow.

Much wiser and almost totally insolvent because of his

lack of wisdom on financial matters, the old warrior, by 1817,

appears to have learned a lessgon from his many problems.

In a letter to Judge Potter he declared that he would never

ask any man, not even his best friend, to become security

for him. He expressed a sincere desire that all men should

learn from his example “never to go security to any man."

For many years John Haywood retained several debts

against his old friend Benjamin Smith, both personal and

in his capacity as state treasurer. On numerous occasions

during the period between 1812 and 1820 the insolvent Cape

Fear planter urged upon his creditor the impossibility of

his repaying the debt at the time designated. Finally, how-

20

19
R.D.W. Connor, A Documentary History of the Univer-

sit.y of North Carolina. 1776-1799, ( 2 vols.: Chapel Hill:
the University of North Carolina Press, 1953;, II, 237-239.

Smith, letter to Judge Potter, March 7, 1817, Ernest
Haywood Collection, Acc. 1290, Box 7. Smith revealed that
Carleton Walker actually had sufficient money in his posses-
sion to pay the debt to U.N.C
in hiding until the debt was paid.

but that he was remaining• »
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ever, Smith dispatched a packet of legal documents to Haywood

and urged him to press his claim immediately. It appears

that the aging General momentarily expected to receive $5,000

from a Northern shipbuilder for timber. His good friend,

General J.G. Swift, always conscious of his need, had con-

tractad with the shipbuilder for him. Smith hocked the state

treasurer to take action immediately before other creditors

learned of the new capital because he (Haywood) had '‘been

very good & both of us have been too easy in case Death had
«21overtaken either • • • •

Though Benjamin Smith had numerous weaknesses and short-

comings which could be recounted, existent records testify

to the presence of a more admirable character than has been

revealed previously. The faint vestige of a more gratifying

existence may be found in the many activities of his private

life. Benjamin Smith and his wife never experienced the joy

of rearing children of their own, but they acted as foster

parents to a number of children of friends and relatives.

General Swift recorded that in 1805 when General and Mrs.

Smith's close friend and physician, Dr. John Griffin, died

of yellow fever, the Smith* adopted the doctor's young da ugh-
(,22ter and "educated the child until its early death. Mrs.

21
Smith, letter to John Haywood, January 15, 1825,

Ibid., hcc. 1290, No. 89.
22
Swift Memoir, 59„ Dr. Griffin died while attending

the wounds which Benjamin Smith suffered in his duel with
Maurice Moore, ht the doctor's request, he was buried in
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Eliza Clitherall later related that the Smiths adopted two
23

One of these orphans,

Mary Rowan, was provided for to the extent of the old Gen-
24

eral's estate when he passed away.

Other than these two girls whom General and Mrs. Smith

became responsible for, it appears that the Smiths helped pro-

vide for and educate several boys, at least one of whom was

a nephew of his.

to the University,
26

at the same institution.

orphans whom they raised as their own.

In 1798 Benjamin Smith sent "his two boys"
25

and in 1814 he sent his nephew to school

There are indications from vari-

ous miscellaneous letters and accounts that General Smith

and his wife probably aided in the education and fostering

of other children of which specific records have not survived.
jf

Benjamin and Sarah Smith appear to have been quite con-

cerned with the encouragement of religious activities in the

lower Cape Fear Valley.

noted for her great degree of religious zeal and "Christian

The General's beloved wife was often

the garden of the Smith residence at Smithville.
daughter, Mary Ann, died, she was buried beside her father
in the garden.

When his

23
Clitherall Diary, VI, 54; VII, 4.

24
Brunswick County Wills and Court Records, B, 137.

, January 25, 1798, U.N.C.
25
Smith, letter to Lee

Papers, Acc. 9000.
26
Smith, letter to John Haywood, April 8, 1814, Ernest

Haywood Collection, Acc. 1290, Box 6.



126

„27submission. In conformity with this emphasis on religious

endeavors, the founder of Smithville went to great difficulty

to contact the famed Methodist circuit preacher, Jeremiah

Norman, When he finally succeeded in his effort to meet the

noted minister, Smith urged him to commence regular preach-

ing services in Smithville. Benjamin Smith offered to supply

his guest with a good room in Smithville, and he guaranteed

to attend services himself with all of his family whenever

he was in town. He also promised to maintain order in the

sanctuary by his "very authority" if necessary.

It is interesting to note the apparent interest with

which Benjamin Smith examined various religious denominations.

Other than his interest in the Methodist denomination cited

above, he is known to have had close ties with Saint James
29

Episcopal Church in Wilmington.

likewise recorded the great interest that Benjamin Smith and

his wife showed in their religious philosophies

a visit by Benjamin and Sarah Smith to Salem in 1788, it was

recorded in the Salem diary that the'Smiths “asked many ques-

tions, but modestly, and left with a good impression."

It is quite evident that "Belvidere" was a true home

of hospitality in the famed Old South tradition. On numerous

28

The Moravians of Salem

Following

30

27
Clitherall Diary, VI, 54.

28
Jeremiah Norman Diary, XVII, 923.

¿9Sprunt, Colonial Plantation. Article XCX.
30
Fries, Records of Moravians. V, 2224.



127

occasions travelers record the fact that they found Benjamin

Smith's home, either his plantation house or his house in
,7)'|

Smithville, open to their pleasure,

dent of the United States, George Washington, visited North

Carolina during his famed Southern tour, he paused briefly

at "Belviaere” to partake of breakfast with his old comrade-
rzp

in-arms.

When in 1791 the Presi-

In 1812, when he was having great financial difficulties

himself, Benjamin Smith is seen pleading the cause of a widow

who resided in his county. This widow, whose name was not

recorded, became the unfortunate defendant in a judgement by

the state against the estate of her deceased husband. The

former governor appealed to the state treasurer to delay pro-

31Smith, letter to John F. Grimke, September 13, 1785,
Preston Davie Collection, Item 181, (Southern Historical
Collection, University of North Carolina). Also, in another
letter the General begs a friend of General Swift to come
to visit him. He even offered to send horses as far as George-
town, S.C. (the man was at Charleston) to bring the visitor
to Belvidere. Smith, letter to Williams, April 6, 1807,
U.N.C* Papers.

32John C. Fitzpatrick, ed., The Diaries of George Wash-
ington. 1778-1799, (4 vols.; Boston and New York: Houghton
Mifflin Company, 1925), IV, 171. Many traditions have de-
veloped from this visit by Washington to the home of his
former aide-de-camp. It is told that thirteen young ladies,
all dressed in white and representing the thirteen states,
met Washington at the river landing and preceded him up the
avenue of old trees to "Belvidere" house, scattering fiowers
in the path of the president. Legend records that Washington
presented a masonic apron to Smith as a mark of friendship
and that Washington accidently left his easy slippers at Belvi-
dere upon his departure. One of these slippers supposedly
was given to the British Museum many years later by a de-
scendant of Smith.
Tour, 1791, (Boston:

Archibald Henderson, Washington's Southern
Houghton Mifflin Company, 19237, ÍI9-120.
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ceedings for only a few weeks until she had an opportunity

to market her crop. Smith maintained that he would gladly

discharge a portion of the debt himself, but he was not finan-

cially able. He reminded his friend that funds were extremely

inadequate on the Caps Fear at that time of year.

Another incident served to reveal Benjamin Smith's char-

acter. In 1798 or early in 1799 the town of Wilmington suffer-

ed from a destructive fire. Fires were a constant hazard

during this early period and the victims were usually without

indemnity for their loss. Early in 1799 Benjamin Smith, along

with Griffith McRee and George Hooper, advertised that they

had a sum of $234, which the Ancient York Masons of South Caro-

lina had donated to be distributed among those individuals

who suffered most in the recent fire. Those who felt them-

selves qualified were to appear at the court house on a cer-

34
tain date to receive their share of the collection.

The deaths of two members of Benjamin Smith's immediate

family, which occurred late in his own life, have been record-

ed for posterity. When, in 1822, his brother William died,

Smith appeared to be broken with remorse. Thoughts of boy-

hood closeness to his deceased brother gave rise to reflections

33
Smith, letter to John Haywood, November 3, 1812,

Ernest Haywood Collection, Acc. 1290, Box 6.

54Wilmington Gazette, III, No. 113, March 7, 1799.



IE 9

„35concerning religion and "God's design for man.

few months later the sole companion of the General's inaus-

picious life passed away.

death was a tremendous burden upon the unfortunate old man

who had leaned so heavily upon his wife through such long
,, 36

periods or turmoil.

Only a.

The shock of Sarah Dry Smith's

In communications to friends and as-

sociates he had often expressed the deep love that he felt

for his wife. Benjamin Smith's expression of affection is

indicative of his character as he wrote from "Belvidere" in

1786 that "the evening is cool & perfect for clasping those

„37that you love in your arms.

There, nevertheless, remains some question as to the

true character of Benjamin Smith. His contemporaries con-

stantly accused him of being proud and vain. Others descried

his love of pomp and military display. That he allowed him-

self the pleasure of a military escort when visiting various

parts of the state in his capacity as governor is not to be
38

Yet, this was typical of the period in which Governordenied.

35
Smith, letter to Thomas Grimes, June 12, 18S2, U.N.C.

Papers, Acc. 9000.

36Clitherall Diary, VI, 54; VII, 4.
•7,7
Smith, letter to John F. Grimke, September 13, 1786,

Preston Davie Collection, Item 181.

"On the 14th inst. at IE O'clock, under a firing from
the shipping in the harbor, His Excellency Governor Smith,
attended by his aid, Col. Burgwin, was received at Ferry Land-
ing, with military honors, by Col. Kill, at the head of the
New-Hanover Troop of Light-Horse, and Capt. Callender, command-
ing the company of the Wilmington Volunteers. On his arrival
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Smith lived. The arrival of any dignitary provided an oc-

casion for celebration and display to a people who had very

little opportunity for recreation. No other incidents which

could be construed to serve as proof of a "love of pomp and

pageantry" have survived. The charges of his contemporaries

must therefore remain unconfirmed.

What then was the true character of Benjamin Smith?

The dominant observation has been that although he used his

wealth to help others and spent his life in public service

to his state and nation, he was possessed by a pride that

would not allow him to stoop to admitting fault or indispo-

sition. This contention is disputed by the very words of

Benjamin Smith, himself. The truth undoubtedly rests some-
V

where between the two extremes. Tradition can be an evil

force when it distorts and misrepresents the character of

an individual. That he possessed a certain degree of pride

is not to be denied. Everyone is guilty of this fault. Ben-

jamin Smith’s pride was his last defense against an unfriendly

and overly-demanding world.

at his residence in Dock Street, to which he was escorted
by the military, the company fired a congratulatory salute.
The Commissioners and Magistrates of the town, accompanied
by the U.S. officers then in town, & several very respectable
citizens, waited on His Excellency; and with the attending
military companies, partook of refreshments." Raleigh
Register, (Reprint from Wilmington Gazette), XII, No. 592,
January 24, 1811.
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It is extremely difficult to believe that Benjamin

Smith was "proud" to the extent that he would have a slave

carry an empty waiter from kitchen to house at meal time.

Letters that he wrote tend to contradict all such legends

which have developed. In a communication dated November 18,
18.19. ho QvnT’p<=¡<3pr? himself in words that reveal anything

but pride::

my good Sir the presures Csicl of the times
has been such that instead of raising money for
traveling it is a positive fact that I could
scarcely k^ep my family from want they never
before experienced, & for the greatest part of
several weeks (not in succession) CI3 literally
had not a single Gent of cash in possession
I have made no Crop & the fact is never can make
much having been deprived of the last prime field
hands I owned

e © c*

• • • •

© • • ©

The charge has been made that Benjamin Smith advocated

many worthwhile reforms, but he never initiated legislation

to carry these reforms into effect. Benjamin Smith may have

been a political manipulator, but he was no magician. The

state legislature during this period was dominated by an ex-

tremely conservative element, and no reform legislation re-

quiring the expenditure of tax money was possible. He had

constantly waged a campaign for a strong progressive govern-

ment, more public services, and higher taxes in order to

provide better opportunities for all men; such measures were

highly unpopular at this time. He had failed on all scores.

39
Smith, letter to Judge Henderson, November 18, 1819,

Ernest Haywood Collection, Acc. 1290, No. 89.
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Benjamin Smith never lived to see the reforms which he advo-

cated come to pass, but one hundred years later they were

all common realities.

Perhaps the most complete statement of the philosophies

of the “Jeffersonian-Federalist" can be found in the often-

cited gubernatorial message to the General Assembly in 1811.

Here, in compact form, the chief magistrate presented to the

lawmakers of North Carolina the principal programs and reforms

which he had championed for so many years asa legislator:

Let us strive in our neighborhood, both by pre-
cept and example to discard all party bickering
and promote a spirit of Harmony and good will.
Let us cherish industrious and frugal habits.
Improve domestic manufactures, facilitate the
means of education, but above all regard “the
one thing needful," which will bring down bless-
ings on ourselves, and ensure from the Giver of
all good gifts. Peace, Liberty, & Happiness to
our common and beloved country.40
Success as a political strategist proved to be an

illusive phantasy for Benjamin Smith; in reality he was

never to be triumphant as a reformer. A great innovation

in political thought was necessary before the dreams of

Benjamin Smith and his associates were to become a reality.

Progressive government came to the State of North Carolina,

but it was not during the lifetime of Brunswick County's

most unique public servant.

40Legislative Papers, (1811), Box 258.
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