“THE JOHNSON BOYS”

In seeking a trace of ancestry...

a wealth of heritage was found

(This paper was read before the Christopher Gist Historical Society of Covington, November 26, 1968, by Chester Geaslen)

On September 28, 1968, President Lyndon Baines John-
son in Air Force One, landed in a hush of secrecy at
Greater . Cincinnati Airport. -

The occasion for this most surprising visit of our Chief
Executive, was the dedication of the new THOMAS MORE
COLLEGE on Turkeyfoot Road, Ft. Mitchell, Ky., to which
he had been invited to be the honored guest.

It is quite understandable that his acceptance was
contingent upon the affairs of state, at the time of the
dedication, .also- upon the depth of secrecy relative to his
visit. Other than this, it was a ‘wait and see’ veil which
hovered over the preparation of arrangements which had
to be made.

THREE HOURS BEFORE the zero hour, a telephoned
message from Washington advised that the President would
be here, providing the demand for secrecy, had not been
violated.r

Programs had been printed, without any hint of the
President’s anticipated visit, and an out of town printer
was engaged to print, on matching paper, an insert for the
program which was to read...

THOMAS MORE COLLEGE
is honored
on the occasion of
the dedication of its new campus
by the presence of
LYNDON BAINES JOHNSON
THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES
who will receive a degree of
DOCTOR OF LAWS
Honoris Causa
and will address the assembly
With everything in order on this eventful day, the

inserts were placed in each program, and handed to the
guests upon their entry

After being seated, conversations flowed freely, but
these inserts somehow seemed to defy detection, then
suddenly conversations increased in tempo as they were
discovered and discussed in great excitement. Being an
assembly of typical Americans, skepticism prevailed, and it

.
The Day The President Came to Thomas More College.

was the general belief that some Government official would
accept the honor on behalf of the President ... and as to
the address, most likely it would be a taped recording.

But regardless, this was a great day for Thomas More
College, and for the very many who had nurtured this little
institution from the most humble of origins.

In the shadows of two large church steeples in the
heart of a bustling city, this little ramshackle college thrived
despite its ‘campus’ being an assortment of abandoned
buildings, such as a large archaic academy, former dwellings,
a saloon, a Cleaning and Pressing emporium, a grocery
store, and an old Fire House. ’

As the program progressed toward its conclusion, it
became apparent there was an influx of unfamiliar faces
perambulating about the aisles and in the balcony. It was
all very exciting just to observe, and speculate.

Then, there was no mistaking the p‘rocedure as news-
men, photographers, T-V cameras, flood-lights, and that
particular breed of man recognized as Secret Service Men,
began to circulate and pass out hushed instructions. In
unison, the wonderment was IS HE ACTUALLY
GOING TO BE HERE?

Then . .. at a given signal, the Master of Ceremonies,
our very own Historical Society Member, the Hon. Judge
Charles S. Adams, sprung from his chair on the podium,
and stepping up to a microphone, cried out “LADIES AND
GENTLEMEN ... THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED
STATES”. Immediately the brass section from the Cin-
cinnati Symphony Orchestra struck up the spine tingling
“HAIL TO THE CHIEF” as goose pimples the size of golf
balls raced up and down the backbones of the assembly.
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“THE JOHNSON BOYS” (continued)

The guests, already on their tip toes, with knees knock-
ing, and eyes popping, craned their necks toward the rear,
where the tallest could behold an empressive delegation
moving slowly down the center aisle, headed by The Most
Reverend Richard H. Ackerman, Bishop of Covington;
College President Msgr. John F. Murphy; Msgr. Herbert
F. Hillenemeyer; Church, College, and Civic dignitaries.

Then towering above all, in cap and gown, touching
hands as far as he could reach on both sides of the nisle,
came the tall, bronzed, and. smiling Texan, known the
world over as President Lyndon Baines Johnson, President
of the United States. The welcoming ovation he received
was as sincere, as it was tremendous. College President
Msgr. Murphy conferred upon the President an honorary
degree of Doctor of Laws, and then the President ad-
dressed the assembly.

“T am happy to be at the dedication of this little college,
in a little staté . . . that has turned out mighty big men

. with big hearts”. The President beamed brightly for
a moment, and the audience brighter still, when he added
“I love this part of the country...and I love the people,
for my ancestors lived here in Kentucky, before they de-
parted for Texas”.

(Right at this moment, this historian secretly accepted
the challenge to seek out the President’s Kentucky
ancestors.)

Starting from scratch, the name of ‘Johnson’ and his
mother’s maiden name of ‘Baines’ were selected for the
target. For several days I waded through the. recorded
‘Johnsons” in the vast volumes, and it could not have been
more laborious, had his name been ‘Smith’ or ‘Jones’.

Then, finally, I felt a slight nibble on the end of my
line.

I discovered, that in 1779, two Johnson brothers came
into Kentucky from Orange County, Virginia, They were
named Cave and Robert Johnson, and were land hunters
and Indian fighters. They came by way of Boonesboro, and
then migrated to Bryant’s Station, an early outpost near
Lexington, where they assisted in building added fortifica-
tions to provide protection for the many pioneer families
assembling there. After so long, the two brothers parted

Beautiful Plantation Home of CAVE JOHNSON built in
friend General Wm. Henry Harrison of North Bend.

5

1796 in Boone County, Kentucky acro

there, Robert moving toward the Great Falls on the Ohio,
and C‘a’ve (his mother’s maiden name) came to Boone
County, where in 1796, he built a beautiful plantation home
on the banks of the Ohio, downstream from Constance.

This home, a beautiful landmark, stands to this day,
surrounded by a vast meadowland upon which graze prized
Black Angus cattle. The palatial home, situated at the end
of a long quarter-mile driveway, studded on each side with
giant and aged trees, is still known the THE CAVE
JOHNSON HOUSE.

It is owned by the Richard C. Crislers, and the farm
is identified as the NEBOSHON FARM. This area, in this
day, is known as ‘The orchard country’.

For more than seventy of his ninety years, Cave John-
son lived in Boone County. When he came it was a wilder-
ness and his presence was not only disputed by the wolf,
wildcat, panther and buffalo . . . but the ever marauding
and treacherous Indians.

In 1798, when Boone County was made from a corner
of land shorn off Campbell County, Cave Johnson became
the county’s first County Clerk.

In 1802, he accepted the commission of Colonel of
Militia, in Boone Co. In 1811 he became a Justice of the
Peace and remained as such until 1833 when he became
Sheriff of Boone County.

In his ninetieth year, Cave Johnson died, January 19,
1850, at North Bend, Boone County, Kentucky.

Having been well rewarded for re-discovering this

, illustrious pioneer Cave Johnson, there seemed to be no

connection documented, linking him with the White House
Johnson, so I detoured back to the parting of these two
brothers at Bryant’s Station. The other brother Robert
Johnson, migrated to a place named Beargrass, Jefferson
County, Kentucky. It was here, in 1780, a son was born,
and he was named Richard Mentor Johnson, a name which
we are to learn was steeped deep in the early history of
our country.

In 1802, this twenty two year old lad was admitted to
the bar, and in 1804, was elected to the Kentucky Leg-
islature,

the river from his old
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“THE JOHNSON BOYS” (continued)

In 1807, he was in the U.S. House of Congress, where he
supported President Thomas Jefferson in his embargo
policy . . . and in his Declaration of War against Great
Britain.

When the war started Richard M. Johnson left Wash-
ington as Colonel of a mounted Regiment of‘ Kentucky_
Riflemen, under Governor Isaac Shelby of Kentucky.

In 1813, these Kentuckians moved northward into Canada,
where they joined with forces under General William Henry
Harrison. Soon thereafter they were engaging the com-
bined forces of British under Maj-.Gen. Proctor, and
Indians under the great Chief Tecumseh. Som€ historical

* volumes reveal that in the Battle of the Thames, Tecumseh
joined forces with the British against the Americans, and
was killed while opposing. mounted riflemen under Colonel
Richard M. Johnson. Other volumes in a more detailed
account, state that Tecumseh, to confuse the white man,
shed himself of all insignia, and attired in but a loin cloth
and war club, lay in ambush along a trail. As the American
horsemen came through the woodland, the great Chief, let
out a blood curdling scream, and drew back his war club
for a death dealing blow to the head of the mounted officer,
but Colonel - Johnson, long accustomed to the antics of the
Indian, spotted the redskin just in time to pierce his chest
with a pistol ball. After defeating the enemy forces and
finding no trace of Tecumseh among the captives or
wounded, a search was made back to the point where they
came into the woodland, and when the dead Indian with a
pistol ball through his chest was rolled over, he was identi-
fied as the great Tecumseh, once a valued friend of the
white man. )

By an Act of Congress, April 4, 1818, it was resolved
“That the President of the United States be requested to
present to Colonel Richard Mentor Johnson a sword, as a
testimony of the high sense entertained by Congress, of the
daring and distinguished valor displayed by himself, and the
Regiment of Volunteers under his command in charging and
essentially contributing to vanquish the combined British
and Indian forces under General Proctor on the Thames,
in upper Canada, on the 5th day of October, 1813”.

After the war, Johnson returned to his Congressional
seat, and in 1837 he became Vice President of the United
States, in Pres. Martin Van Buren’s administration, and
retired in 1841 upon the completion of his term. In 1850 he
returned to his seat in the Kentucky Legislature, but -died
within a fortnight later and, his fame, in a large measure
passed with him to the grave.

Richard Mentor Johnson had taken considerable in-
terest in education and had introduced resolutions, while in
Congress, toward establishment of Military Academies. He
was one of the organizers of Columbian College (now
George Washington University in the capitol city). He also
was a founder and trustee of Georgetown College, Kentucky.

He donated land and buildings, supplied a teacher, and
maintained supervision of the Choctaw Academy, estab-
lished under the treaty of Dancing Rabbit Creek (1825) for
the education of Indians.

Johnson was never married, but he had two daughters
by Julia Chinn, a mulatto who came to him in the distribu-
tion of his father’s estate.

Having failed to find any connecting links between these
Kentucky Johnsons and the “L.B.J.” strain, a letter was
directed to the White House, and the reply was self
explanatory.

“President Johnson has asked me to thank you for your kind
and thoughtful letter. The President does indeed feel a deep
kinship with the State of Kentucky, since many of his ancestors
were born there, and it is always a source of particular pleasure
to him to visit your fine state.

However, insofar as we have been able to ascertain, Mr.
Geaslen, there is no relationship befween the Presidentt and
Richard Mentor ]ohn;on, who served as Vice President from
1837 to 1841.

Your words of commendation and the personal sentiments you
express for him and his family are meaningful to the President.
You have his gratitude and warm good wishes.

Sincerely,
Juanita D. Roberts
Personal Secretary to the President

Again pursuing the chase of seeking out the “L.B.J.”
kinfolks in the hinterlands of Kentucky, I came upon the
book “L.B.J. the man from Johnson City” but was soon to
discover it dealt chiefly with his extraordinary political
career, ’ °

Tossing it aside, it somehow took an ironic twist as it
flopped over, and there right before me, on the very last
page, was a diagram of THE JOHNSON FAMILY TREE.

I was not long in noting that there was an elaborate
array of Kentucky ornaments on this Lyndon Baines
Johnson family tree.

On his paternal side, there was a grandmother, Eliza
Bunton, born in 1849 in Russellville, Ky., and a great-great-
grandmother, Phoebe Ann Desha, born in 1784, in Fayette
County, Ky.

Then on his mother’s side, whose name was Rebekah
Baines, the President’s Kentucky pedigree read like a
‘Man of War'...in a blue grass pasture.

There was a great-gréﬁdfather, John Smith Huffman,
born in 1824, in (?) Ky.; and his wife, Mary Elizabeth
Perrin, born in 1826, in (?) Ky.

Then . . . a great-great grandfather, John Smith Huff-
man, born 1794, Bourbon County, Ky., and his wife, Su-
zanne Ament, born 1800 Bourbon County, Ky.

And another great-great-grandfather, William Perrin,
born in 1800, in Russellville, Ky., and his wife, Dycie Kerbey,
born (about) 1802, in (?) Ky.
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“THE JOHNSON BOYS” (continued)

Now, in 1968, there is another little ornament to go
on this tree, for the President’s new grand-daughter, has
been namd Lucinda Desha Robb, in honor of the afore-
mentioned great-great-grandmother of the President, Phoebe
Ann Desha, of Kentucky. This trace of ancestry links the
nation’s “First Family” with the State of Kentucky’s “First
Family” circa 1824 to 1828, for Phoebe Ann was the sister
of Kentucky’s ninth Governor, Joseph Desha, who history
records as being Kentucky’s most soul weary Governor.

In 1781, Robert and Elinor Wheeler Desha came into
Kentucky from Pennsylvania with the early editions of their
family, which was to number thirteen children. One of the
children on this trip was son Joseph.

In his youth, Joseph volunteered to serve with General
Mad Anthony Wayne, striking against the maruading
Indians north of the Ohio River. In 1806 he became a
member of the State Legislature, from Mason County, Ky.,
and in 1816, he went to Congress.

He was elected Governor of Kentucky in 1824, and it
was here that ill fortune befell him. FEarly in his first
year as Governor, he was to learn that his son, Isaac
Desha, was being held in a Fleming County jail, and the
charge was murder. The victim, was a Natchez Magazine
editor, enroute to New Jersey for his marriage. His body
was found in a woodland near the home of young Desha,
and there were witnesses who saw Desha and this man
drinking at the Blue Licks Tavern, and that they were
seen to ride away together, each on his own steed, headed
toward Mayslick, Ky.

The trial was set for January 1825, in the Harrison
County Court House, Cynthiana, with the Hon. Judge
Shannon presiding.

Desha was found guilty as charged, and the penalty
was death.

Judge Rowan, chief counsel for the defense, filed a
petition for a new trial, on the grounds that this jury had
been threatened; . .. and that they were seen and heard
discussing the case along the streets of Cynthiana.

Judge Shannon set the verdict aside, and granted a
new trial. Again, the verdict was guilty, and Desha was
sentenced to be hanged, Friday, July 14, 1826. On the 12th
of July, Desha cut his own throat, and was in grave con-
dition. Imagine the inner conflict of this Governor, this
father of 13 children; this man, who had served his country
as an Indian fighter, soldier, Congressman and Governor,
when an eminent surgeon confided to him personally, that
it was just a matter of minutes before his son would expire.

The distraught Governor-father had repeadedly turned
a deaf ear to pleas that he pardon his son, but as the
minutes ticked on, in his great grief, he issued an edict of
pardon, to that part of him, on his death bed.

BUT . .. Isaac Desha did not die, in fact he staged a
remarkable recovery, which not only astounded the medical
profession, but, the citizens of the ‘Blue-grass’ as well.
When he recovered sufficiently to move about he left the
state of Kentucky, and was not heard of until several years
later, a message came from a city in Texas, with the news
that Isaac Desha, of Harrison County, Ky., was being held
in confinement for the robbery-murder of a traveler down
there.

Ironically, while in confinement awaiting trial, Isaac
Desha contracted a severe fever and died. He was buried
in Texas soil.

Humiliated and heart weary, Governor Joseph Desha
served the remainder of his term in a solemn dignity which
bespoke the high honor and dedication of this venerable
servant of the people.

After his retirement he returned to his farm in Har-
rison County. In 1842, while visiting one of his farms in
neighboring Scott County, he was stricken, and died. He
was buried in Georgetown, Kentucky.

The Kentucky Legislature erected a monument at his
grave site, dedicated to the memory of the valiant soldier,
patriot, and statesman, who had lived a ‘hell on earth’ in
the chair of Governor of the Commonwealth of Kentucky.

Over a century later, we are to find descendants of this
great man, who had fathered thirteen children, spread
across the breadth of this country.

In neighboring Cincinnati, and down in Harrison County
Kentucky about Cynthiana, his name lives on in following
generations.

But most surprising of all, is that here in Covington,
lives a great granddaughter of Governor Joseph Desha of
Kentucky, Mrs. John C. Kohler of Southern Avenue. In a
recent conversation with my sister Ann, she called to mind
that we had classmates at the old Fourth District School
on Scott Street, Covington, years ago. . . . and their names
were Frank and Kitty Bess Desha, who were first cousins
of the well known Macklin boys who operated Coppins
Company for years. Their mothers were Thorpe sisters.
My first impression was that Frank and Kitty spelled their
name ‘Deshay’...but sister Ann contended otherwise.

A telephone call to the home of Mrs. Fred Macklin,
in Park Hills, revealed that Frank Desha had passed away
some years ago, but that his sister Kitty Bess, lived out in
Rosedale, and that her married name was Kohler.

I telephoned Kitty Bess Desha Kohler, and after check-
ing the spelling of her maiden name, inquired . . . “Kitty
Bess, do you ever recall hearing your father mention a
relationship to a former Governor of . . .”, that is as far as I
got, for she interrupted hilariously with “I know what you
are going to ask, and the answer is YES”. “My father,
Robbin- Joseph Desha, born in Cynthiana, was named after
Governor Desha, and was his grandson”. “Daddy was the
son of the Governor’s son Benjamin”. “If the Governor was
daddy’s grandfather, then he would be my great-grand-
father, wouldn’t he”?

Assuring her that she was correct, the conversation
turned toward the recent event of the President’s grandchild
being named Lucinda Desha Robb, in honor of the Presi-
dent’s great-great-grandmother Phoebe Ann Desha, who
was born in Kentucky.

Suddenly there was a peculiar stillness on the other
end of the line, and after inquiring if Kitty was still there,
I was to hear.

“Say ... wait a minute, holy gee, do you mean to say
that I am also related to the . .. holy gee, Chester, wait
until I tell my husband”. “I'll call you back”. “Goodbye”.
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