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Black Kentucky Pioneers: 
 

John Abner Agnew 

(c1870-1934) 
 

 

By Jerry Long 

 

John Abner Agnew was born circa 1870 in Floyd County, Virginia. According to his 

obituary he was born near Huntington, WV (Owensboro Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, 14 March 

1934 p12). His death certificate states he was the son of Thomas & Maria (Lane) Agnew and was 

born 15 October 1873 Floyd Court House, WV. The latter was actually Court House District in 

Floyd County, Virginia not West Virginia (Kentucky death certificate 1934 – certificate #5881). 

The 1900, 1910, 1920 & 1930 censuses all report he was born in Virginia. The informant on his 

death certificate was his brother, Dr. Charles L. Agnew. His gravestone has a birth year of 1868 

inscribed on it. His birth date was given as 25 October 1873 on his registration for the World 

War I (World War I Draft Registration Cards, 1917-1918, Internet, Ancestry.com). The 1900 

Federal Census gave his birth as October 1875 Virginia.  

 

John A. Agnew is listed as being 10 years old and born Virginia in the 1880 census of 

Cabell County, West Virginia (enumeration district 17, p165A). His family, reported to be 

mulattos, were enumerated as: 

Agnew, Thomas 60  married works on farm   VA-VA-VA 

 Maria  45 wife  keeping house   VA-VA-VA 

 Thomas G. 20 son  works in lumber yard  VA-VA-VA 

 Emmett 18 son  laborer    VA-VA-VA 

 Charles 12 son  attended school  VA-VA-VA 

 John A. 10 son  attended school  VA-VA-VA 

Layne, George  23 stepson laborer    VA-VA-VA  

 

Thomas G. Agnew, brother of John A., married Emily Brown, 25 May 1881 and F. C. 

Dickinson on 12 May 1892. Both marriages were performed at Guyandotte, Cabell County, WV. 

And both of his marriage licenses recorded that he was born in Floyd County, Virginia. Thomas 

died in Cabell County, WV on 31 May 1932. Thomas, Jr. was buried in the Spring Hill Cemetery 

in Huntington, Cabell County, WV. On his death certificate his parents were given as Thomas 

Agnew & Myria Lane. Another brother of John A., James Emmett Agnew, married Patsey 

Murray at Guyandotte, Cabell County, WV on 29 January 1885. His marriage license gave his 

place of birth as Floyd County, VA. At the time of the 1900 census Emmett Agnew was living in 

Huntington, Cabell County, WV. George Layne, a half-brother of John A., married Emma Mays, 

20 October 1886 at Guyandotte, Cabell County, WV. George was a teamster and the 1920 census 

of Huntington, Cabell County, WV shows that his brother, Thomas Agnew, was living with him. 

George Layne died 10 November 1937 in Huntington, Cabell County, WV. Both his marriage 

license and death certificate reported that he was born Floyd County, Virginia. He was buried at 

the Spring Hill Cemetery, Huntington, Cabell County, WV. 
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Thomas Agnew, father of John Abner Agnew, was born into slavery in Virginia during 

1812-1820. He died in Cabell County, WV on 6 November 1882. A death record reported that he 

was Black, age 69, was a farmer, married and his wife was Mariah. In the 1870 census of Floyd 

County, VA there appear several black and white Agnew families but Thomas & Maria Agnew 

were not found. 

 

John A. Agnew by 1896 was residing in Louisville, KY. By then he had been educated 

for the profession of dentistry at the MeHarry Medical College in Nashville, TN and the Haskill 

post graduate school of Chicago, IL. He practiced this profession for about 11 years. Prior to 

coming to Owensboro, KY he had practiced in Louisville. He was reportedly the first Negro 

dentist in Kentucky (Owensboro Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, 14 March 1934 p12). He practiced 

this profession in Louisville during 1896-1902; in each of the Louisville City Directories during 

these years he is listed as a dentist. The 1900 census of Louisville shows him as being single and 

residing alone; and the census taker listed him as a physician. 

 

Upon coming to Owensboro in 1902 John A. Agnew quit the dental profession and began 

to study embalming and undertook the profession of undertaker. An article in the Louisville 

Leader, a Negro newspaper published in Louisville, KY, stated “he moved to Owensboro after 

taking a course in embalming at Cincinnati” (“Pay Last Respects To Owensboro Leader - Pay 

Last Respects To Dr. Agnew In Owensboro”, 24 March 1934 p1). The Owensboro Inquirer on 

28 September 1902 (p10) announced that “Dr. J. A. Agnew, a well known dentist of Louisville, 

will open handsome dental quarters in this city about October 5.” And less than a month later the 

Owensboro Messenger issue of 25 October 1902 (p7) reported that J. A. Agnew, colored, of 

Louisville, will open by November 1st an undertaking establishment in Owensboro at Fourth & 

St. Ann Streets.  

Owensboro Inquirer, Owensboro, KY 
 28 September 1902 p10, Colored Column: 
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Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY 

Saturday, 25 October 1902 p7: 

 
 

Owensboro Inquirer, Owensboro, KY 

Sunday, 16 November 1902 p10: 

 
 

The 1903-04 Owensboro City Directory shows John A. Agnew, undertaker, 200 W. 4th, 

residence the same. On 29 August 1905 he incorporated the J. A. Agnew & Co. and at the time 

the Owensboro Messenger (30 August 1905 p2) reported that he had been operating an 

undertaking establishment at the corner of Fourth and St. Ann Streets for three years. In January 

1906 he moved his firm to the corner of Fourth & Elm Streets (Owensboro Inquirer, 21 January 

1906 p3).  

 

He is listed as a funeral director – undertaker in the 1910, 1920 & 1930 censuses of 

Owensboro, Daviess County, KY; each of these gave his residence as 715 West 4
th

 Street. 

Owensboro City Directories show that he resided at 715 and his undertaking firm was at 719 

West 4
th

 Street. For over thirty years he was Owensboro’s leading Black undertaker. His obituary 

stated he was “active in all civic affairs toward the advancement of his race.”  
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Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY 

Wednesday, 30 August 1905 p2: 

 

 
 

Owensboro Inquirer, Owensboro, KY 

Sunday, 21 January 1906 p3 

Colored Column: 

 
 

Roy Green was one of three to be legally executed by hanging in Owensboro. After his 

execution on 17 February 1905 his body was taken to the J. A. Agnew’s undertaking 

establishment at Fourth & St. Ann Streets. J. A. Agnew made the preparations for burial and 

delivered his body for burial in the colored burying ground adjacent to Owensboro’s Elmwood 

Cemetery.  
 

 In February 1906 John A. Agnew was one of 34 African Americans in Owensboro that 

purchased a 16-acre plot and formed the Greenwood Cemetery Association. Greenwood 

Cemetery continued to serve the city’s black community for the following 70 years (Greenwood 

Cemetery: 1821 Leitchfield Road, Owensboro, KY, by Jerry Long, Utica, KY, McDowell 

Publications, 2006, pp1-6).  In 1907 Agnew was one of seven residents of Owensboro that 

formed the Negro Chautauqua Company. He contributed greatly to the success of the annual 

Chautauquas that were held in Owensboro  thru 1925 (Daviess County, Kentucky: Celebrating 

Our Heritage, 1815-2015, M. T. Publishing Company, Inc., Evansville, IN, 2015, pp169-170). A 

branch library for colored people was established at his home in 1912 (Owensboro Inquirer, 9 
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June 1912 p9). He was the only black coroner in the area for many years. He was a member of 

the American Association of Physicians, Surgeons, Pharmacists and Dentists and the Colored 

Funeral Directors Association of Kentucky (Courier-Journal, Louisville, KY, 12 October 1899 

p4 and 12 August 1904 p4). He was affiliated with several fraternal and civic organizations. 
 

J. A. Agnew married Nannie P. Wheatley on 31 December 1907 in Owensboro (Daviess 

County, KY Negro marriage book I, p464). Her middle name is given as Phillip in her obituary 

(Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, 24 December 1918 p6) and as Phylis on her death 

certificate (1918 – certificate #38513).  Nannie was born 5 December 1883 Owensboro, Daviess 

County, KY and was the daughter of Elijah B. Wheatley (12 November 1844 – 18 May 1907) 

and Amelia Bell Thompson (29 March 1848 – 22 January 1929).  Her father, a barber, served as 

a sergeant in the Union Army during the Civil War. He and his wife were buried at Elmwood 

Cemetery in Owensboro. Nannie Wheatley Agnew died of gastritis on 22 December 1918 at her 

home 731 West 4
th

 Street in Owensboro. She was buried at Elmwood Cemetery in Owensboro. 

She was survived by her husband, three children, her mother, one brothers and one sister. 

 
Owensboro Messenger, Tuesday, 24 December 1918 p6: 
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John A. Agnew died of tuberculosis in Owensboro, KY at his residence, 709 West 4
th

 

Street on 14 March 1934 (Kentucky death certificate 1934 - #5881). The Owensboro mayor and 

city commissioners attended his funeral (Louisville Leader, Louisville, KY, 24 March 1934 pp 1 

& 4). He was buried at Greenwood Cemetery in Owensboro. His gravestone has John A. Agnew 

1868-1934. On the same monument is the name of his daughter, Amelia M. Agnew 1908-1938.   

 
Owensboro Inquirer, Owensboro, KY 

Wednesday, 14 March 1934 p12: 
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John A. & Nannie Agnew were the parents of three children – Amelia Marie Agnew 

(born 2 August 1908 Owensboro, died 29 August 1938 Owensboro, KY, buried Greenwood 

Cemetery, Owensboro, KY, single); Inez Gladys Agnew (2 December 1909 Owensboro, KY – 

27 December 1993 Owensboro, KY, buried Cave Spring Cemetery, Hopkinsville, KY, wife of 

A. L. Woods), and Charles Abner Agnew (6 August 1913 Owensboro, KY – 15 December 1966 

Chicago, IL, buried Elmwood Cemetery, Owensboro, KY, married Lovenia Wells). J. A. & 

Nannie Agnew left no surviving grandchildren. 

 

By 1926 John A. Agnew became partners with his brother-in-law, Wilbur Stirman 

Wheatley. The name of his business was then changed from J. A. Agnew Co. to Agnew & 

Wheatley. After the death of John A. Agnew his son, Charles, and daughter, Amelia, continued 

to operate Agnew & Wheatley Undertakers firm. On 19 June 1937 they opened the business in a 

newly constructed building at 721 West Fourth Street (Owensboro Messenger, 20 June 1937 

p6A). The funeral home continued under the name of Agnew & Wheatley until the death of W. 

S. Wheatley in 1951. On 6 November 1951 the funeral home became the Griffith Funeral Home, 

Inc. The new firm continued operating at the same address, 721 West Fourth Street, under the 

ownership and management of Lee R. (‘Jack’) Griffith (Owensboro Messenger, 15 December 

1951 p5). In 1964 Griffith Funeral Home became the Young’s Funeral Home. On 24 May 1964 
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the new owner, Harry Young, held the open house for the new firm (Messenger-Inquirer, 24 May 

1964 p8A). Young’s Funeral Home at 721 West Fourth Street closed its doors during 2013. 

 

Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY 

Sunday, 20 June 1937 p6A: 

 
 

Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY, 15 December 1951 p5: 
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Messenger-Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, 24 May 1964 p8A: 
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Messenger-Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, 25 May 1964 p10A: 

 

 
………. 

 

 
 

Young’s Funeral Home formerly the Griffith Funeral Home  

and the Agnew & Wheatley Funeral Home 

………. 

 



11 
 

Messenger-Inquirer, Owensboro, KY 

28 December 1993 p2C 

 

 
 

Owensboro Inquirer, Owensboro, KY 

Sunday, 31 May 1903 p12 
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Danville News, Danville, KY, 13 May 1902 p3: 

 

 
 

Dr. Charles Livingston Agnew, brother of John Abner Agnew, was born in Floyd 

County, Virginia and was reported to be 12 years old in the 1880 census of Cabell County, West 

Virginia. He was a medical doctor. In 1895, he graduated from Meharry Medical College in 

Nashville and began his practice in Kentucky. In 1900 he was a resident of Harrodsburg, KY; he 

had went there from Guyandotte, Cabell County, WV. He had at one time edited the Twentieth-

Century Literary Digest and for some time was a teacher in the Reform School at Lexington, KY 

(Owensboro Inquirer, 24 October 1901 p1).  

 
Dr. C. L. Agnew moved to Aurora, Kane County, Illinois in 1907 and became that city’s 

first Black physician. The city memorialized him by designating the house at 653 N May Street, 
where he lived for 35 years as a local landmark. The obituary of John Abner Agnew in 1934 
reported he was survived by a brother, C. L. Agnew, of Aurora, IL. In the Mount Olivet Cemetery 

in Aurora, IL Dr. Charles L. Agnew has the following monument: 

 

 
 

Chicago Tribune, Chicago, IL 

10 March 1996 p1D 
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