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Portrait of John Owen by an unknown artist. Image
from the North Carolina Museum of History.  [3]John Owen, farmer, politician, and governor, was born in Bladen
County [4] of Welsh ancestry, the son of Eleanor Porterfield and Colonel Thomas Owen [5], one of the leaders of the Battle
of Elizabethtown [6] in August 1781. General James Owen [7] was his brother. His father was born in Chester County, Pa.,
but moved to Bladen with his family when he was a child. In addition to his service in the American Revolution [8], for which
he received military honors, Thomas Owen was a member of the Provincial Congress [9] at Hillsborough, was elected
justice of the Bladen County Court of Pleas and Quarter Sessions [10], and served many terms as state senator both before
and after the war. He died in 1803.

John Owen was a student at The University of North Carolina [11] in 1804 and later served as a trustee of the university for
over twenty years. As a young man he married Lucy Brown, the daughter of General Thomas Brown [12], and they lived at
Owen Hill, a plantation up the Cape Fear River [13] from Elizabethtown, where he spent most of his life. They became the
parents of a daughter, Lucy, who married Haywood W. Guion, a lawyer.

Before his election as governor, Owen served Bladen County in a number of capacities. In addition to presiding as judge
of the inferior courts, he won a seat in the North Carolina House of Commons in 1812 and 1813. He was also state
senator in 1819 and 1827. Owen was elected governor by a joint ballot of the General Assembly [14] in 1828 and 1829. For
personal reasons he chose not to accept the office a third time. His term ended on 18 Dec. 1832, when he was succeeded
by Montfort Stokes [15]. Later Willie P. Mangum [16] defeated him by one vote in his bid for the U.S. Senate.

Owen's two years as governor were marked by his special interest in education [17]and transportation [18]. He submitted a
plan for a public school system based on improvements begun in New York and the New England states. He also urged
that the rivers of North Carolina be cleared for better transportation, and in 1829 he obtained an appropriation for the
construction of a canal [19] and locks at Weldon and the opening of a channel from Albemarle Sound to the ocean. During
his administration the election of sheriffs [20] and clerks of county courts [21] was given to the voters instead of the justices.

John Owen's retirement from the governorship did not end his public service to Bladen County and the state. As a
delegate to the constitutional convention of 1835 [22], he opposed disfranchising free Black citizens and supported a
proposal to abolish religious tests as a qualification for officeholders. He also served as president of the Whig [23] National
Convention in Harrisburg, Pa., in 1839. During the convention he was offered the nomination of vice-president with
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William Henry Harrison running as president. Had he chosen to run, he would have become president on the early death
of Harrison. However, he declined the nomination on the grounds that it was not proper for him to accept such an offer
from a body over which he was the presiding officer. He died in Pittsboro, where he was buried.

John and Lucy Owen also had a son, Charles P. Owen. The Hillsborough Recorder noted Charles as the Owens' only
son. He died on the evening of August 13, 1835 in Hillsborough at age 14. He was a student at Hillsborough Academy.

References:

Samuel A. Ashe, History of North Carolina, vol. 2 (1925), and ed., Biographical History of North Carolina, vol. 8 (1917).

Beth G. Crabtree, North Carolina Governors: 1585–1974 (1974).

Daniel L. Grant, Alumni History of the University of North Carolina, 1795–1924 (1924).

John H. Wheeler, Historical Sketches of North Carolina [24], (1851).

Additional Resources:

"John Owen 1787-1841." N.C. Highway Historical Marker H-12, N.C. Office of Archives & History.
https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?
sp=Markers&k=Markers&sv=H-12 [25] (accessed March 5, 2013).

"John Owen 1787-1841." N.C. Highway Historical Marker I-7, N.C. Office of Archives & History.
https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?
sp=Markers&k=Markers&sv=I-7 [26] (accessed March 5, 2013).

"Governor John Owen Family Bible Records." North Carolina State Archives. North Carolina Digital Collections.
https://digital.ncdcr.gov/Documents/Detail/governor-john-owen-family-bible-records/1348382 [27] (accessed March 5,
2013).

Owen and Barry Family Papers, 1820-1978 (Sp. Coll.# 1247). North Carolina Room. New Hanover County Public Library.
http://www.nhcgov.com/Library/Finding%20Aids/Owen%20and%20Barry%20Family%20Papers,%201820-1978.pdf [28]

(accessed March 5, 2013).

John Owen Papers, 1749-1873 (collection no. 00572-z). The Southern Historical Collection. Louis Round Wilson Special
Collections Library. University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. http://www.lib.unc.edu/mss/inv/o/Owen,John.html [29]

(accessed March 5, 2013).

Denslow, William R. 10,000 Famous Freemasons V3, K to P, Volume 3. Reprint, Kessinger Publishing. 2004. 298.
http://books.google.com/books?id=D-cCeOEXGyoC&lpg=PA298&ots=tivgX4KEd_&pg=PA298#v=onepage&q&f=false [30]

(accessed March 5, 2013).

Vincent, W. Curt. "It’s just a real shame …" The Bladen Journal. April 3, 2012.
http://www.bladenjournal.com/view/full_story/18060528/article-%E2%80%98It%E2%80%99s-just-a-real-shame-
%E2%80%A6%E2%80%99 [31] (accessed March 5, 2013).

[Obituary of Charles P. Owen]. Hillsborough Recorder (Hillsborough, NC), August 14, 1835. Click here for PDF image [32]

(Government & Heritage Library collections).

Image Credits:

"Oil Portrait, Accession #: H.1977.117.1 [3]." 1820-1829. North Carolina Museum of History.

Subjects: 
Biographies [33]

Governors [34]

Judges [35]

Public officials [36]

Authors: 
Owen, Guy [37]

Origin - location: 
Bladen County [38]

From: 
Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, University of North Carolina Press. [39]

1 January 1991 | Owen, Guy

Source URL:https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/owen-john

Links
[1] https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/owen-john [2] https://www.ncpedia.org/owen-john-research-branch-nc-oah [3]

2

https://archive.org/details/historicalsketch00whee
https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?sp=Markers&k=Markers&sv=H-12
https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?sp=Markers&k=Markers&sv=I-7
https://digital.ncdcr.gov/Documents/Detail/governor-john-owen-family-bible-records/1348382
http://www.nhcgov.com/Library/Finding Aids/Owen and Barry Family Papers, 1820-1978.pdf
http://www.lib.unc.edu/mss/inv/o/Owen,John.html
http://books.google.com/books?id=D-cCeOEXGyoC&lpg=PA298&ots=tivgX4KEd_&pg=PA298#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.bladenjournal.com/view/full_story/18060528/article-%E2%80%98It%E2%80%99s-just-a-real-shame-%E2%80%A6%E2%80%99
https://www.ncpedia.org/sites/default/files//pdfs/Owen_Charles_obit_HillsboroughRecorder_08141835_GHL.pdf
http://collections.ncdcr.gov/RediscoveryProficioPublicSearch/ShowItem.aspx?88588+
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/governors
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/judges
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/authors/owen-guy
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal--5
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no
https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/owen-john
https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/owen-john
https://www.ncpedia.org/owen-john-research-branch-nc-oah


http://collections.ncdcr.gov/RediscoveryProficioPublicSearch/ShowItem.aspx?88588+ [4] https://www.ncpedia.org/geography/bladen [5]
https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/owen-thomas [6] https://www.ncpedia.org/elizabethtown-battle [7] https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/owen-james
[8] https://www.ncpedia.org/american-revolution [9] https://www.ncpedia.org/provincial-congresses [10] https://www.ncpedia.org/court-pleas-and-
quarter-sessions [11] https://www.ncpedia.org/university-north-carolina-chapel-hi [12] https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/brown-thomas [13]
https://www.ncpedia.org/rivers/cape-fear [14] https://www.ncpedia.org/general-assembly [15] https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/stokes-montfort  [16]
https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/mangum-willie-person [17] https://www.ncpedia.org/education-public [18] https://www.ncpedia.org/transportation-
introduction-nc [19] https://www.ncpedia.org/canals [20] https://www.ncpedia.org/sheriff  [21] https://www.ncpedia.org/clerk-court [22]
https://www.ncpedia.org/government/convention-1835 [23] https://www.ncpedia.org/whig-party [24] https://archive.org/details/historicalsketch00whee
[25] https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-program/Markers.aspx?
sp=Markers&amp;k=Markers&amp;sv=H-12 [26] https://www.ncdcr.gov/about/history/division-historical-resources/nc-highway-historical-marker-
program/Markers.aspx?sp=Markers&amp;k=Markers&amp;sv=I-7 [27] https://digital.ncdcr.gov/Documents/Detail/governor-john-owen-family-bible-
records/1348382 [28] http://www.nhcgov.com/Library/Finding%20Aids/Owen%20and%20Barry%20Family%20Papers,%201820-1978.pdf [29]
http://www.lib.unc.edu/mss/inv/o/Owen,John.html [30] http://books.google.com/books?id=D-
cCeOEXGyoC&amp;lpg=PA298&amp;ots=tivgX4KEd_&amp;pg=PA298#v=onepage&amp;q&amp;f=false [31]
http://www.bladenjournal.com/view/full_story/18060528/article-%E2%80%98It%E2%80%99s-just-a-real-shame-%E2%80%A6%E2%80%99 [32]
https://www.ncpedia.org/sites/default/files//pdfs/Owen_Charles_obit_HillsboroughRecorder_08141835_GHL.pdf [33]
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term [34] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/governors [35]
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/judges [36] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials [37]
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/authors/owen-guy [38] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal--5 [39]
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

3

https://www.ncpedia.org/geography/bladen
https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/owen-thomas
https://www.ncpedia.org/elizabethtown-battle
https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/owen-james
https://www.ncpedia.org/american-revolution
https://www.ncpedia.org/provincial-congresses
https://www.ncpedia.org/court-pleas-and-quarter-sessions
https://www.ncpedia.org/university-north-carolina-chapel-hi
https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/brown-thomas
https://www.ncpedia.org/rivers/cape-fear
https://www.ncpedia.org/general-assembly
https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/stokes-montfort
https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/mangum-willie-person
https://www.ncpedia.org/education-public
https://www.ncpedia.org/transportation-introduction-nc
https://www.ncpedia.org/canals
https://www.ncpedia.org/sheriff
https://www.ncpedia.org/clerk-court
https://www.ncpedia.org/government/convention-1835
https://www.ncpedia.org/whig-party
https://www.ncpedia.org/sites/default/files//pdfs/Owen_Charles_obit_HillsboroughRecorder_08141835_GHL.pdf
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/governors
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/judges
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/authors/owen-guy
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal--5
https://www.ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

	Owen, John [1]
	Owen, John
	August 1787–9 Oct. 1841


