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Messenger-Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, 2 March 2003 p3E: 

Remembering `Uncle Remus of Owensboro' 

A notable life 

 

By Glenn Hodges; Messenger-Inquirer 

 

On Sunday, Nov. 18, 1906, the obituary of a black man was run in a prominent place at 

the top of a page in the Owensboro Messenger. 

It was something very extraordinary in an age when segregation and Jim Crow laws 

ruled. It was done at a time when anything said in the newspaper about blacks was either 

negative and sensational, or meant to elicit a laugh at their expense. 

But there it was. The lengthy life story of the man the Messenger called in its lead 

headline the "Uncle Remus of Owensboro." 

Below that top headline were subheads lauding the other notable moments in Johnson's 

life: "Body Servant of Two Congressmen; Guide for J.J. Audubon; Incident of his Devotion 

During the Civil War - Would Have Beheaded a Union Soldier." 

In his lead paragraph, the anonymous writer declared: "Not many of the strands that bind 

the antebellum and postbellum life in the South remain. The old master and the old servant - one 

dignified, aristocratic, capricious, it may be, but indulgent, and the other an imitator, wise in 

small things and faithful in all wherein his master is concerned - are all but extinct types. Here 

and there a remnant of this warmer, more exotic life lingers under some sheltered bank far into 

this rigorous winter of latter day commercialism, retaining the semblance, though the substance 

be gone, of a civilization, the like of which this world will never know again. 

"One of the last products in Owensboro of the old conditions was Jim Johnson, the aged 

Negro who died last week," the writer continued. "Jim said he was a hundred years old, though 

the family Bible shows him to be 15 years younger." 



5 
 

Johnson, considered the oldest black person in Owensboro at that time, had died Nov. 13 

in the cabin he had occupied for several years on Johnson's Lane. 

As the story of Johnson's life unfolded, it was spread over three columns of the page. 

In about 1821, Johnson was born into the family of Philip Triplett, a brother of 

entrepreneur Robert Triplett, the former coming to Daviess County to practice law about the time 

Owensboro became the county seat. 

Johnson was the son of one of the black women the Triplett family had brought to 

Kentucky from Virginia. He was born in the slave quarters at the Triplett residence in the heart 

of the downtown business section of Owensboro. Johnson would later be the property of Philip 

Triplett's son-in-law, James Leeper Johnson, who came to Daviess County in 1836. 

"In many respects, Jim was a remarkable Negro," the obit writer admitted. 

Johnson was a man of many talents who made enduring impressions on those who ever 

saw him at work. 

He was exceptional at handling a harvesting cradle, but a master in wielding an ax. "A 

man who knew him well in the prime of his life vouches for the statement that he could place a 

toothpick on the chopping block, swing his ax full and clear over him and split the pick squarely 

in the middle," the writer stated. 

In his old days, when rheumatism twisted his once strong muscles, Johnson loved to tell 

of his triumphs in the cradling of wheat. Once a man was brought to Owensboro from 

Hardinsburg just to challenge Johnson's skills in a contest but failed. 

Jim was also an able guide. He had lived in Owensboro when it only had three stores and 

a score of residences so he knew every foot of the city, most of the county and remembered all of 

it well into the final years of his life. 

"In the darkest night, Jim could lead the way straight as the flight of an arrow to any point 

in the depths of the Panther Creek forests," the writer said. "Take him away from his familiar low 

grounds into a forest which he had never seen and though clouds might shroud the sky, so that 

moon nor stars gave him aid, he could unerringly tell directions by feeling the bark of the trees," 

the writer said. 

In his younger days, Johnson's instincts were so refined that he somehow didn't need a 

clock to tell time, the writer opined. "He was familiar with every animal in the forest ... and was 

a weather prognosticator, often more accurate in his predictions than the government bureau." 

When John James Audubon, America's great ornithologist, naturalist and bird artist, came 

to Daviess County, he stayed at the Triplett home and went to the Panther Creek flats to look for 

birds. "Jim, by reason of his superior knowledge of that region, was the logical guide for the man 

of science and accompanied him on many a tramp after the feathered denizens of the forest," the 

Messenger writer said. 

Johnson also knew something about politics. His two masters both represented this area 

in Congress - Philip Triplett from 1839 to 1843 and Johnson from 1849 to 1851. Jim heard many 

astute political discussions in his capacity as servant to both men. 

In his contact with the two white politicians, the writer concluded, Johnson "never got 

much beyond the questions of the Whigs and Democrats (the predominant political parties of his 

time) during the two decades before the war, but in a crude way ... knew more of these than some 

men who have read history." 

Jim Johnson was best known for his ability as a storyteller, was revered for his loyalty to 

"his white folks" and touted for the gallant way he protected the women of his family during the 

Civil War, the Messenger said. 
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He was most remembered for the latter because of his part in an incident that occurred in 

the Johnson household during the rebellion. When Union soldiers occupied Owensboro, 

Confederates harassed them from every quarter. If a local rebel would slip into town under the 

shield of his family and friends, Federal soldiers would search the houses where they hid, hoping 

to capture the Confederates before they could escape with some Union secret. 

One night, the Federals searched the Johnson house but left when they found no 

Confederates. When one of the women of the family returned to her room, she found a pair of 

cavalry boots sticking out from under her bed. 

"She screamed, and Jim and Bob (another slave) in the servant quarters heard the alarm," 

the Messenger wrote. "With his ever ready ax in hand, Jim rushed to the rescue closely followed 

by Bob. The soldier was dragged from beneath the bed, and Jim had his ax drawn to brain him 

when his mistress appealed to him, `Jim, if you kill that man here, the blood will ruin my new 

carpet.' " 

According to the story, Jim respected the carpet, and he and Bob took the soldier outside 

to the chopping block. "Bob was holding his head ready for execution when a squad of soldiers, 

having missed their comrade, returned and rescued him." 

The Messenger writer also ventured that Jim Johnson was telling "Uncle Remus" stories 

to local children long before the Atlanta journalist, Joel Chandler Harris, originated the tales. 

"In folklore, the old man (Jim) was typical of his race," the Messenger wrote. "Uncle 

Remus never told a story that was not familiar to Jim. He had told them hundreds of times for the 

amusement of little folks before Harris got his first line of type." 

Probably no man knows where the Uncle Remus stories originated, the Messenger writer 

asserted. "But certain it is that they have been told by Negroes all over the South, who only knew 

that they got them from their fathers." 

In his closing paragraph, the obituary writer said of Johnson: "Through the remaining 40 

years of his life after the war, he remained true to his white folks and to white people in general 

as he was on the night when the cavalry boots were dragged from beneath his mistress' bed. He 

never went away from home hunting for freedom, and in the last days of his life he told 

his Uncle Remus stories to `Muh Lady,' a little girl descended in the fifth generation of his 

master." 

The obituary about Jim Johnson in that Messenger edition of 1906 may have been a 

tribute to a man who many readers today would call an "Uncle Tom." These people might 

dismiss what the writer recalled about Jim's importance as a nostalgic, condescending longing 

for the comfortable days of slavery before war separated the races. And the writer's viewpoint 

might just reflect an accurate social perspective of those times. 

But the affectionate, often-moving death notice may also have been a sincere 

remembrance of an old man who was loved by both races, had touched many lives in a personal 

way and would not soon be forgotten. 

......... 

 

Additional Notes by Jerry Long 

 

c1810-1824 

 

 John James Audubon (1785-1851), the famous ornithologist and painter, located in 

Henderson, Henderson County, KY during 1810-1812 and made his home there until 1824. In 
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the article “Audubon in Panther Creek Flats” published in the Owensboro Messenger 

(Owensboro, KY, 10 December 1905 p24) it is stated that Audubon was the guest of Phillip 

Triplett in Owensboro “soon after settling in Henderson.” Audubon became a regular visitor at 

Triplett’s home. “A room was fitted up for his work and many of his bird paintings were made 

there.” Audubon spent many days exploring in the Panther Creek flats in Daviess County, KY. 

Most of his drawings in his books on the Birds of America were drawn during the 1820’s and 

1830’s because of this and the presumed age of Jim Johnson (“Uncle Remus”) it is unlikely that 

Jim Johnson served as Audubon’s guide. Possibly Johnson told stories about Audubon’s visits to 

his former master, Phillip Triplett’s home and others in retelling the tales changed the facts a 

little. 

 

1821 tax list of Daviess County, KY:  Philip Triplett (c1799-1852) is listed as a resident of 

Owensborough.  Jim Johnson, slave of Phillip Triplett, was born in Owensboro circa 

1821. 

 

1839-1843: Phillip Triplett (c1799-1852) served in US Congress. Jim Johnson during this 

period accompanied him as a body servant. 

 

1849-1851: James Leeper Johnson (1818-1877) served in US Congress.  Jim Johnson during 

this period accompanied him as a body servant. 

 

22 April 1850:   James Leeper Johnson (1818-1877) married Harriette Triplett (1832-1882), 

daughter of Philip Triplett & Eliza Hopkins. Daviess County, KY Marriage Book A, page 

209.  Probably at about the time of his marriage the ownership of Jim Johnson (slave) 

was transferred to him from his father-in-law, Phillip Triplett.  

 

1860 Federal Census Slave Schedule for Daviess County, KY:  James Leeper Johnson (1818-

1877) is shown as being the owner of 10 slaves, 7 males & 3 females. 

 

1870 census of Owensboro, Daviess County, KY:  listed at the residence of lawyer, James 

Leeper & Harriette (Triplett) Johnson are three Blacks : 

  

Johnson, James 50  B domestic servant KY 

 Bettie  40 B domestic servant KY 

 Philip T. 6 B domestic servant KY 

 

1889 City Directory of Owensboro, KY:  Johnson, James  (Black), hostler, at Dr. Phillip T. 

Johnson’s (this is Phillip Triplett Johnson son of James Leeper Johnson & Harriette 

Triplett). 

 

30 July 1890:  James Johnson married Fannie Harding in Owensboro.  Negro Marriage Book G, 

page 26. 

 

1903 City Directory Owensboro, KY:  Johnson, James L. (wife Fannie H.), house on Johnson’s 

Lane and Lewis Street. (Johnson’s Lane is now 18th Street, it was named for James 

Leeper Johnson, 1818-1877). 
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Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY, 10 December 1905, p24:
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Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY 

Sunday, 12 August 1906 p5: 

 

 


