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Harry Green   
(1855-1922) 

Barbecue King 
 

 

 

By Jerry Long 

 

 

Owensboro Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, Sunday, 8 October 1922, p.8: 
 

 
 

   Harry Green, colored, most noted cook of barbecued mutton south of the Mason and Dixon 

line, died of complications of diseases Friday night at his home, Ninth and Hall streets, following 

an illness of several days.  

   Green was born in Breckenridge county 67 years ago, but has been living in Owensboro 

for the past 40 years. He was well known to nearly every citizen in Owensboro, and enjoyed the 

respect of the white people of this city.  

   For the past 35 years, Harry Green has barbecued mutton, and has served hundreds of 

people in the city and county with deliciously flavored barbecued mutton, which was his chief 

occupation. The deceased is survived by two sons and two daughters. 

   The funeral will take place from the Asbury M. T. church at 2 o'clock this afternoon, with 

burial in the Greenwood cemetery. 

………. 
 

Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY, Sunday, 8 October 1922, p.2: 
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   Harry Green, negro, is dead at his home near the corner of Ninth and Breckenridge streets. 

He was for years the foremost barbecuer of the county, and was conceded to be without a superior 

in the state. The old negro held the friendship of hundreds of whites in the city and has cooked the 

meats that have fed thousands. 

   Visitors to Owensboro have been delighted with barbecues tendered them, all prepared by 

the old negro, who was an artist, with a love for his work and through these visitors his fame 

spread.  

   For many years he has gone to Louisville just before the running of the Derby and 

barbecued meat at barbecues given the Sunday following the race.  

   Uncle Harry had the barbecue privilege at the fair for nearly thirty years. He was not well 

at the time of the fair last month, but said that he had many friends who thought that eating some 

of his barbecued meat was really a part of the fair and that he was unwilling to entrust the work to 

the amateur barbecuers that have sprung up around the city. 

   The passing of the colored man, Owensboro's master chef, will be noted with regret by 

many friends.  

He is to be buried this morning. 

………. 
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………. 
 

Daviess County, KY Negro Marriage Book D, pp.236-237: 

 

 

………. 
 

Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY, 6 February 1887, p.2: 
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………. 
 

Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY, 15 July 1898, p.5: 
 

 

………. 
 

Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY, 2 May 1899, p.1: 
 

Harry Green was granted a permit to build a cottage at  

corner Of McFarland and Hall Streets, $250 

………. 
 

Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY, 5 October 1899, p.5: 
 

 

………. 
 

1900 Federal Census of Owensboro, Daviess County, KY, p.52B: 

 

Green, Harry  head Dec 1855  Black tobacco stemmer KY-KY-KY 

    married 21 years, owns house, resides on Hall Street 

 Harriet  wife Oct 1854 Black washer woman KY-KY-KY 

6 children 5 living born to Harriet, married 21 years 

 William son Sep 1880 Black tobacco stemmer KY-KY-KY 

 Alice  dau. Jul 1881 Black cook   KY-KY-KY 

 John  son Oct 1887 Black    KY-KY-KY 

 Pearl  son Oct 1892 Black    KY-KY-KY  

………. 
 

Owensboro Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, 13 November 1902, p. 
 

 

………. 
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Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY, 7 July 1903, p.3: 
 

 

………. 
 

1910 Federal Census of Owensboro, Daviess County, KY, p.186A: 

 

Green, Harry  head 52  Black  laborer tobacco factory KY-KY-KY 

married 30 years, owns house, resides 900 Hall Street 

Harriet  wife 48 Black  laundress   KY-KY-KY 

7 children 4 living born to Harriet, married 30 years 

 John  son 22 Black  laborer tobacco factory KY-KY-KY 

 Pearl  dau. 17 Black  laborer tobacco factory KY-KY-KY 

     [Pearl was actually a son] 

………. 
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Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY, 31 August 1913, p.6B: 
 

 

………. 
 

Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY, 31 May1914, p.1: 
 

 
 

… Early on Friday afternoon the butchering and preparing of the 150 sheep 'was begun 

under the personal supervision of Harry Green, the far-famed barbecue chef. It required a trench 

of 350 feet in length to furnish the slow hickory fire over which the large number of carcasses was 

slowly roasted. The peculiar flavor of the meat, which was so relished by those who enjoyed the 

festivities was given by the hickory wood used. Harry's own sauce preparation, which is gradually 

at times poured over the carcasses during the roasting period, added a flavor that was 

unapproachable. Just the proper time to turn, the carcasses on the spits, and how brown they should 

be allowed to attain, was carefully watched, as this is the indicator to the state of perfection in 

cooking. Expressions from the many thousands were that never had they eaten such magnificent 
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viands. In the same way was the 1,000 pounds of fish treated, and they were relished as only the 

lovers of the fish can. 

[On 30 May 1914 this event was held at the Daviess County Fair grounds and the crowd 

estimate was given as 10,000.] 

………. 
 

Owensboro Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, 7 August 1918, p.2: 
 

 
 

   Harry Green, who has become famous as a cook of barbecued mutton and other meats and 

whose reputation extends throughout the state, has finally decided that he wants a divorce from his 

wife, Harriett Green, with whom he has not lived for more than five years last past. Harry is a 

colored man known by everybody in Owensboro, and stands very high with the "white folks." For 

many years Harry has been barbecuing mutton every Saturday during the summer months, and by 

economy has saved enough money to purchase a house and two lots at 902 Hall street. He was 

married by Rev. Archie Clay, a colored minister in the year 1879, and he and his wife separated in 

1903. Seven children were born, three of whom are dead. Harry says that his wife makes her own 

living, and he asks the court to award him the possession of the property free of any right of dower 

that may be claimed by his wife. 

………. 
 

Owensboro Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, 21 October 1918, p.2: 
 

 

………. 
 

1920 Federal Census of Owensboro, Daviess County, KY, p.186A: 
 

Green, Harry  head 58  Black  stemmer tobacco factory KY-KY-KY 

divorced, owns house, resides 904 Hall Street 

 John  son 28 Black single stemmer tobacco factory KY-KY-KY 

 Pearl  son 26 Black single stemmer tobacco factory KY-KY-KY 
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………. 
 

Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY, 18 September 1923, p.8: 
 

 

………. 
 

Owensboro Messenger, Owensboro, KY, 20 March 1925, p.2: 
 

 

………. 
 

Owensboro Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, Monday, 3 August 1942, p.2: 
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………. 
 

A History of Owensboro and Daviess County, Kentucky, Hugh O. Potter,  

Herr Jones – Paragon Publishing, Montgomery, AL, 1974, p.245: 
 

Chapter XXXV: Barbecued Mutton Capital 
 

 … The first commercial barbecue in Owensboro was a Negro man by the name of Harry 

Green. He lived at the corner of Ninth Street and Hall Streets. His pit was simply a hole dug in the 

yard. Although he sold barbecued mutton the year round, the big event of the year for him was the 

county fair. Old timers estimate that he sold as much as 1,000 pounds of meat during each fair and 

they believe that he began his business about 1890. 

………. 
 

Messenger-Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, 6 May 2021, p.1C: 
 

 
By Keith Lawrence, Messenger-Inquirer 

 

   As we get ready to celebrate a scaled-down version of the International Bar-B-Q Festival 

— Bar-B-Q Block Party — on Saturday, it’s time we started thinking about a way to honor Harry 

S. Green.  

   He was the man who put Owensboro on the nation’s barbecue map 131 years ago.  

Local histories say that Green was Owensboro’s first commercial barbecue chef, selling 

barbecue from a pit in his yard at Ninth and Hall streets, starting in 1890.  

He died in October 1922 — nearly a century ago — and was buried in Greenwood 

Cemetery on Oct. 8.  

Green’s obituary in the Owensboro Messenger described him as “an old man.” 

But he was just 67 when he died.  

In 1920, two years before his death, census records say Green was a stemmer in a tobacco 

factory, divorced and living with two of his children.  

But the double-deck headline on Page 2 of the Oct. 8, 1922, Owensboro Messenger makes 

it clear that Green was well-known throughout the state.  

“Harry Green has passed away,” the top line says.  

“Famous barbecue chef had state-wide reputation,” the second line says.  

The story said Green lived near Ninth and Breckenridge streets.  

Since Hall Street is only a block away, that’s probably the same place he had barbecued 

for 32 years.  

“He was for years the foremost barbecuer of the county and was conceded to be without a 

superior in the state,” his obituary says.  

It refers to Green as “an artist.”  

And it mentions that for several years, he had gone to Louisville on the first weekend of 

May to cook for post-Kentucky Derby celebrations there.  

Green never had a restaurant.  

He just cooked barbecue for people to take home for dinner.  
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But Harry Green and his statewide reputation paved the way for all the national attention 

Owensboro barbecue gets today with its International Bar-B-Q Festival and constant listings 

nationally among the nation’s best barbecue cities.  

And we really should find a way to honor him. 

………. 
 

Notes by Jerry Long 
 

  Harry Green was reported to have been born on 21 January 1855 in KY according to his 

death certificate. His obituary in the Owensboro Inquirer (8 October 1922, p8) states he was born 

in  Breckinridge County, Kentucky. His death certificate and 1901 Owensboro City Directory lists 

his name as “Harry S. Green”. 

In Daviess County, KY Harry Green married Miss Harriett Johnson on 9 March 1879 

(Negro Marriage Book D, pp. 236-37). Harry & Harriett in the 1891 Owensboro City Directory 

(p.182) were listed as residing at 724 Leitchfield Road; his occupation was given as laborer and 

hers’ as washerwoman. In 1893 he was residing at 947 East McFarland (1893 Owensboro City 

Directory, p.204) – McFarland Street was later renamed Ninth Street. The Owensboro Messenger 

of 2 May 1899 (p.1) shows that Harry Green had obtained a permit to build a cottage at the corner 

of Hall and McFarland Street. 

 By 1900 Federal Census Harry Green was living on Hall Street in Owensboro. The 1901 

Owensboro City Directory gives the address as 900 Hall Street. He was still living at the same 

residence at the time of his death.  The 1889 Owensboro City Directory and the 1900, 1910 and 

1920 federal censuses give his occupation as stemmer at a tobacco factory. His death certificate 

gives his occupation as cook.  

His obituary states at his death in 1922 he had been barbecuing for the previous 35 years. 

Most sources suggest he commenced this second trade about 1890. Commencing in 1902 and up 

until his death Harry Green advertised extensively in the Owensboro newspapers his barbecuing 

service at 900 Hall Street. The majority of his barbecuing work was done between the months of 

April thru November. 

 By 1899 Harry Green had become the “barbecuer of the Daviess County Fair”.  He died 

just a month after his last fair. He cooked for many other social events and for various groups 

including the annual Catholic church picnics.    

 Harry Green died on 6 October 1922 at his home, 900 Hall Street, in Owensboro. He was 

buried at Owensboro’s Greenwood Cemetery. His obituary listed his survivors as two sons and 

two daughters; their names were not stated. His wife was not mentioned and his death certificate 

reported that he was widowed. This was not true. Harriett and he had separated and the Daviess 

County Circuit Court had granted them a divorce in October 1918. 

 Harriett Green was living with her daughter, Alice Gray, in Indianapolis, IN at the time of 

the 1920 census. She died on 2 August 1942 at her home at 900 Hall Street in Owensboro. Her 

death certificate reported that Harriett, daughter of Richard Johnson & Mary Cleveland, was born 

in Breckinridge County, KY on 7 February 1866. Her obituary stated she was the widow of Harry 

Green and was survived by a daughter, Alice Gray, of Indianapolis, IN, and a son, Pearl Green, a 

“colored patrolman in Owensboro.” 

  Harry & Harriett had seven children. In 1910 they had 2 sons and 2 daughters who were 

living. A son, William H. Green, was born in 1880; in 1907 he was living with his parents at 900 

Hall Street in Owensboro and was working as a tobacco stemmer. Alice Green, daughter of Harry 
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& Harriett, was born 8 July 1882, married Ivory Gray, and died on 21 October 1943 in 

Indianapolis, IN, where she was buried in the Holy Cross Cemetery. Alice had a son, John Edward 

Gray (1921-1982). 

   After Harry Green’s death, his sons, John and  Pearl, carried on with the family barbecue 

business at 900 Hall Street for a few years. John Green born 29 October 1889 died on 20 January 

1934 in Owensboro; a veteran of World War I he was single and was buried at Greenwood 

Cemetery in Owensboro.  

  Pearl Green had been a veteran of World War I. On 12 December 1938 Pearl Green became 

the first African American to serve with the Owensboro Police Department. The 1940 and 1950 

censuses list Pearl Green as an Owensboro policeman and resident of 900 Hall Street. He was born 

22 October 1892 and died 5 September 1966.  He left no surviving children. 
 

Messenger-Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, Tuesday, 6 September 1966, p1A: 
 

Forest Guinn, Pearl Green Die Monday 
 

 
Pearl Green 

 

 The Owensboro police department was saddened during the Labor Day holiday by the 

deaths of one of its veteran officers and of a retired officer. 

 … About three hours after Guinn died, retired officer Pearl Green, 73, of 900 Hall St., died 

at his residence. He was the first Negro policeman to serve on the force and he retired in 1958 after 

serving 20 years… 

Green joined the police force on Dec. 12, 1938 and retired on Dec. 15, 1958. Chief Vernie 

Bid- well described him as "one of the best officers that Owensboro ever had." Green attended 

Western High School prior to joining the armed forces on March 29, 1918, in World War I. Upon 

his return from the service he was associated with his father, the late Henry Green, in the barbecue 

business. Following the death of his father, he continued in the business until he became a member 

of the police department.  

He was a member of the Center Street Baptist Church and served as a deacon for several 

years. He was a member of Lodge 16, Fraternal Order of Police.  

Survivors include his widow, Mrs. Rosa Green and a nephew. The body is at the Young 

Funeral Home. 

 [Pearl & his wife, Rosa Lee Davis Green (1903-1972), were buried at Elmwood Cemetery, 

in Owensboro, KY. His wife continued to live at 900 Hall Street until 1971.] 
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………. 
 

See also: 

• Messenger-Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, 4 July 1969, p.1B (“Barbecues Have Been Part Of 

Summertime Since 1834”, by Frankie Hager) 

• Messenger-Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, 4 May 1992, p.1C (“The birth of Owensboro’s 

barbecue industry”, by Keith Lawrence) 

• Messenger-Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, 5 May 1997 p.1B (“Five Facts: Barbecue”; Harry 

Green, an African American who lived at the corner of Ninth and Hall streets, is believed 

to have been Owensboro's first commercial barbecue, in 1890, his pit was a hole dug in the 

yard, from which he sold meat throughout the year, but Green's busy season was during 

the county fair, when he was said to have sold up to 1,000 pounds each year) 

• Messenger-Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, 7 May 2000 p.1 (“Economy cooks with barbecue”, 

by Keith Lawrence; Barbecue restaurants in Owensboro trace their roots to an African 

American man named Harry Green, who began selling barbecue from a pit in his yard at 

Ninth and Hall streets sometime in 1890, his busy season was said to be during the county 

fair, where he sold up to 1,000 pounds of barbecue each year) 

• Messenger-Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, 10 January 2008 p.1C (“We need to get people fired 

up about our barbecue heritage”, by Keith Lawrence; Harry Green began selling barbecue 

from a pit in his yard at Ninth and Hall streets in 1890, 118 years ago, he is believed to be 

the father of the local barbecue industry) 

• Messenger-Inquirer, Owensboro, KY, 1 May 2014 p.1B ("We really should honor Harry 

Green", by Keith Lawrence) 

• “Harry Green: Daviess County’s original pit master”, by Kathy Heflin Olson, Chief 

Executive Officer, Owensboro Museum of Science and History; Owensboro Times 

(Owensborotimes.com), 24 February 2019 

………. 
 

 
A southern barbecue – Sketch by Horace Bradley, published in Harper's Weekly, July 1887 


