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Black Kentucky Pioneers: 

William Henry Edwards (1857-1960) 
 

 

By Jerry Long, Owensboro, Ky., 1986 

 

 

The following article was published in the Messenger & Inquirer, Owensboro, Ky., 

Sunday, 29 May 1955 p12D: 

Owensboro Man Born Into Slavery 

Recalls Coming of Union Cavalry 

 

By Margaret Morgan 

 

One of Owensboro's last links with the Civil War is William Henry Edwards who was 

born a slave in Owensboro 98 years ago. 

The fact that he has attained this advanced age is amazing enough in itself. But yet more 

remarkable to his many friends in Daviess County is the fact that a week ago last night he was 

taken to Our Lady of Mercy Hospital as a surgical case in a critical condition. Doctors debated 

operating, and decided that although Henry would have only about one chance in ten of living if 

they did operate, he had no chance of living until morning if they did not. 

He was given a local anesthesia and he talked to the doctors throughout the operation. He 

was given neither glucose nor blood transfusion. 

He told the doctors that there had to be a first time for everything, and he bet he was the 

first 98 year-old man on which they'd ever operated. 

That was a week ago. As this was being written, the patient was walking about over the 

hospital, the pet of the staff and of the other patients. His perseverance seems to bear out a 

statement of one of his daughters who said, "Papa always was stubborn!" 

Henry was born a slave to the McFarland family here. He vaguely remembers Union 

soldiers going through Owensboro. History shows that they were troops of Gen. T. J. Crittenden 

encamped between Main Street and the Field Packing Co. 

But Henry doesn't remember that much about them. He does, however, recall that he was 

hulling walnuts in the yard when a cavalry unit wandered past his home. One of the soldiers 

asked him if the walnuts were good. Henry says he told them they would be if they were ripe, but 

green as they were they would give a fellow a stomach ache. But the soldiers wanted some 

walnuts and Henry gave them to them. He'll never know whether his part of the war effort was to 

make some Union soldiers sick. 

With the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation the slaves were freed, and Henry's 

master gave his mother a sow and seven pigs, and two silver spoons. Later his mother gave 

Henry one of the spoons and his sister the other. Henry had his spoon made into an intricate ring 

which he treasures highly as a reminder of his mother and of slavery. 

He told some of his fellow patients at the hospital this last week that one way you look at 

it, emancipation wasn't so good. "I never had to work while slavery existed," he said, "then Mr. 
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Lincoln came along and declared the Emancipation Proclamation, and I've been working ever 

since!" 

Henry neglected to tell his listeners that at the end of slavery he was only five years of 

age. 

Owensboro was really a farm community in Henry's youth, he recalls. Frederica Street 

was a plank road. Triplett Street was Hartford Road. There was a cornfield around the 

courthouse. When he bought ground where Sweeney Street is now, and built there, his was the 

only house in the area. A path led from his home to the courthouse. There were no streets 

anywhere. 

Henry was a janitor at Settle Memorial Methodist Church for half a century until his 

retirement almost 30 years ago. After that his son, Essex Edwards, took Henry's place until his 

death two years ago. Essex would be 72 if he were living now. Henry has another son, Burrell, 

who at 70 is retired after years of work with Texas Gas Transmission Corp. and Western 

Kentucky Gas Co. Henry's two daughters are Anna and Emma. The latter is principal of Paul 

Dunbar School. 

………. 

 

The following was researched by Jerry Long, Owensboro, Ky.: 

William Henry Edwards had been a slave in the John H. McFarland (1798-1887) family. 

He was born in Owensboro, Daviess County, Ky. on 10 August 1857. Earlier in the same year 

John H. McFarland had moved into Owensboro from his plantation in the Murray Precinct of 

Daviess County, a few miles south of Owensboro. The McFarland family was one of the first to 

settle in the county, arriving in 1805. In the 1876 Historical Atlas Map of Daviess County, Ky. 

(p.41) it was said of John H. McFarland that "for many years he was the largest farmer and 

planter in Daviess County, and was known as the best tobacco raiser in either the county of 

Daviess or Henderson. Each year he usually planted One hundred and thirty acres of tobacco." 

After moving to Owensboro McFarland resided on a ten acre estate, extending southwest from 

what is now the intersection of Frederica and 9th Streets, running along the south side of 9th all 

the way to Walnut Street, 9th was formerly called McFarland Street.  

The History of Daviess County, Kentucky (c.1883, p.56) states that John H. McFarland 

"was a serious sufferer by the events of the war ... losing $40,000 in slaves." The 1850 Daviess 

County slave schedule shows John H. McFarland as having 19 slaves and the 1860 lists 18 

slaves; in these schedules only the age and sex of the slaves are listed. Among these were 

William Henry Edwards, his mother, Ellen McFarland (born ca 1840), his sister, Emma E. 

McFarland (born ca 1860), and several other slaves of the McFarland name, including William 

(born ca 1838) and Eldred McFarland. Several slaves had accompanied the McFarland family on 

their trip from their former home in Person County, North Carolina in 1805. One of these was 

Isham McFarland, who was born in North Carolina about 1799, he was about the same age as 

John H. McFarland. Isham McFarland was enumerated in the 1870 & 1880 Daviess County 

censuses, his place of birth was reported as N. C., in the latter his parents were also listed as 
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being born in the same state, and his wife, Milly, was shown as being born about 1804 in 

Tennessee. 

In the family bible of Miss Emma Edwards, a daughter of William Henry Edwards, it is 

written that the parents of her father were Del Sawyer and Ellen McFarland. The family of 

William Henry Edwards was living at Masonville, a few miles south of Owensboro, at the time 

of the 1870 Daviess County census. In this census (p.212, #7) the family was recorded as: 

Edwards - Henry 37, Ellen 34, Henry 15, Emma 12, George 5 and James 1, all born Ky. William 

Henry Edwards was not listed in the 1880 Daviess County census, but his mother, Ellen 

(McFarland) Edwards, age 40 (parents born Ky.), and his sister, Emma Edwards, age 20 (parents 

born Ky.) were enumerated in District 2 of Owensboro. Ellen Edwards, a widow, was listed in 

the 1889-90. Owensboro City Directory. She was then residing on the north side of Johnson 

Lane (now 18
th

 Street), between Moseley & the Hartford Road (now Triplett St.), which was a 

short distance from her son, Henry Edwards' residence on Sweeney St. She was not listed in 

subsequent Owensboro directories. Emma E. Edwards, a sister of Henry, was born about 1860 in 

Daviess County. She married twice, in Owensboro she married Charles H. Jones on 2 August 

1882, bond on her marriage was by Henry Edwards, and in Owensboro she married second G. 

Albert Board on 30 July 1891. She later lived on Sweeney St. in Owensboro near her brother, 

Henry Edwards. She was buried at Owensboro' s Elmwood Cemetery on 26 February 1919. 

On 9 March 1882 William Henry Edwards married Mary Starks. They were married. in 

Owensboro at the residence of her stepfather, William McFarland, bond was by Eldred G. 

McFarland (Daviess County Negro marriage book E, p.29). In the bible of their daughter, Miss 

Emma Edwards, it is written that Mary Starks was born 15 April 1860 and her parents were 

Essex Starks and Anna Pope. Mrs. Ann (Pope) Starks married second William McFarland on 11 

April 1868. In Daviess County Negro Marriage book A (the first black marriages were recorded 

in 1866), p.167 it was recorded that William McFarland was age 30, his 2nd marriage, a farmer, 

he & his parents were born in Daviess County, Ky.; his bride, Mrs. Ann Starks, was age 32, her 

2nd marriage, was born in Shelby County, Ky.; both were residents of Daviess County and they 

were married at the home of Mary Yewell. 

Anna (Pope) Starks McFarland was born about 1845. Her parents were probably Stephen 

& Mary Pope, who were listed near the Henry Edwards family in the 1870 Daviess County 

census and near the family of William & Ann (Pope) McFarland In the 1880 Daviess census. 

Stephen Pope was born about 1804 in Ky. (his parents in 1880 were repotted as being born in 

Ky.), and his wife, Mary, was born about 1814 in Ky. (in 1880 her father was reported as being 

born in Ky. and her mother in Virginia). Their children probably also included: a son, Benjamin 

Pope, born ca 1832 Ky., who married Lottie Wilson 13 March 1869 in Daviess County; and a 

daughter, Sarah Pope, born ca 1827, who married Jack McFarland 13 December 1866 in Daviess 

County. On the latter couples’ marriage bond it was reported that he was born about 1827 

Daviess County, Ky., his father was born in North Carolina and his mother in Ky. At the time, of 

the 1870 Daviess County census living with Jack & Sarah (Pope) McFarland (p.312) were: 
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Isham McFarland, age 10, & Fred Starks, age 16. The latter was probably their nephew, a brother 

of Mary Starks Edwards, and a son of Essex Starks and Anna Pope.  

The family of William & Ann (Pope) McFarland were listed in District 2 of Owensboro 

in the 1880 . Daviess County census. Their family was recorded as: McFarland - William 42, 

Ann 45 wife, Mary 20 daughter, Oskar 18 son, Annie 16 daughter, Adar 12 daughter, Howard 9 

son, Jennie 7 daughter, and Sarah 3 daughter, all born Ky. The oldest daughter, Mary, was Mary 

Starks Edwards, daughter of Ann McFarland by her first marriage. In the obituary of Mary 

Starks Edwards in 1946 among the survivors was listed a brother, Howard McFarland. Howard 

McFarland died in Owensboro on 1 March 1950 and was buried in the Greenwood Cemetery in 

Owensboro. 

Henry Edwards on 19 March 1879 purchased a lot on the south side of Owensboro near 

the Fair Grounds, on the lot was a one story frame house. He sold the same lot, on 23 February 

1883 to his brother-in--law and sister, Charlie & Emma Jones. W. N. Sweeney on 6 May 1889 

sold W. H. Edwards a lot in Sweeney's addition, on the east side of Sweeney Street, between 

Johnson & Griffith Sts. (deed book 49, p.348). In the 1889-90 Owensboro City Directory Henry 

Edwards was shown as residing on the east side of Sweeney St., south of the town's 

incorporation line. From about 1898 to 1910 Henry Edwards and his family lived at 927 Lewis 

St. in Owensboro. At this residence he was listed in the 1900 Daviess County census; in this 

census, a niece, Sarah E. Starks, born Feb. 1888, was shown as living in the same home. About 

1910 he returned to his property on Sweeney St. and he lived there at house #1509 the remainder 

of his life. This property remained in the family for about 90 years, a great-grandson, Robert 

Rates, sold it about 1980. 

William Henry Edwards was employed as a janitor at the Settle Memorial Methodist 

Church for about 50 years, he also worked in the same occupation at the Odd Fellows Building 

in Owensboro for several years. At the time of the publication of the preceding article in the 

Owensboro newspaper he was 97 years of age. He lived to be 103 years old and on 5 October 

1960 died at his home at 1509 Sweeney St. He was one of the charter members of the Sweeney 

Street Baptist Church. His wife, Mary ("Mollie"), preceded him in death on 10 March 1946, at 

the age of 85, she also died at the same house. 

The 1900 census records that nine children had been born to William Henry Edward’s 

wife, Mary, and three of them were then deceased. The children of William Henry Edwards and 

Mary Starks were: Thomas Essex, Burrell Elmore, Wilbur Frederick, Emma Ernestine, Anna 

Beatrice, Frances Willard, and James Alexander Edwards.  

1. Thomas Essex Edwards was born 12 January 1883 and died 5 October 1950 at 1509 

Sweeney St. in Owensboro, Ky.  

2. Burrell Elmore Edwards was born 21 January 1885 and died 28 May 1965 at the 

Owensboro-Daviess County Hospital.  
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3. Wilbur Frederick Edwards was born 17 May 1890 and died 7 December 1928 

Indianapolis, Ind.; he was a World War I veteran.  

4. (Miss) Emma Ernestine Edwards was born 7 April 1892 and died 2 June 1991 at the 

Hillcrest Nursing Home in Owensboro, Ky. at the age of 99. She was a teacher in the 

Owensboro schools for 50 years. She served as principal at the Dunbar School in 

Owensboro, 1923-1962, and as the president of the Mary Harding Nursing Home in 

Owensboro.  

5. (Miss) Anna Beatrice Edwards was born 31 May 1894 and died 21 July 1971 in 

Owensboro.  

6. Frances Willard, a daughter, was born in 1897 and died 1 April 1899 in Owensboro, Ky.  

7. James Alexander Edwards was born 26 September 1899 (a family bible lists his year of 

birth as 1900, but he was evidently born in 1899 since he is listed in the 1900 census 

which had not been enumerated by the date of Sept. 26), he died 26 March 1944 in 

Indianapolis, Ind. 

William Henry Edwards, his wife and their children were buried at Owensboro's 

Elmwood Cemetery. Births and deaths of the family of William Henry & Mary Edwards were 

recorded in a bible by their daughter, Miss Emma Edwards. The bible is now (1988) in the 

possession of William Henry Edwards' great-grandson, Robert Rates, of Owensboro, Ky. 

………. 

 

Published in Kentucky Pioneer Genealogy and Records, Vol. 7, Society of 

Kentucky Pioneers (Utica, KY: McDowell Publications, 1988), 101-104.  

Kentucky Family Records, Vol. 37, West-Central Kentucky Family Research 

Association (Calhoun KY: 2013), 20-23. 
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