
 

8 February 2008  Page 1 

 

William J. Lawhorn 
1847 - 1920 

ur family legend on the Lawhorn side says that our forefather, William J. 

Lawhorn, was “an American Indian who was found deserted as a baby by a 

white couple who were on their way through Oklahoma”. This is a fantastic story… 

but is it true? Let’s find out! 

 The Source of the Legend 
This story all stemmed from a conversation which Vern (Edwards) Lawhorn (who was married to my great-

uncle Bill “Beaucoup” Lawhorn, a grandson of William) had with Bill’s mother’s brother’s wife, Edna Coates. 

(Did you follow that? Edna isn’t a Lawhorn… she’s the wife of Bill’s uncle, Denton Marion Coates). Edna was 

in the Nashville, Illinois nursing home while Vern was working there. One day when Vern visited Edna during 

her rounds, Edna said “You know Grandpa Lawhorn [referring to William J.] isn’t a Lawhorn… a white couple 

was in a covered wagon on their way through Oklahoma when they heard a baby crying. They stopped and 

found the baby, but couldn’t find anyone else around, so they took the baby with them. They had always wanted 

a son and the baby was a boy.” 

 A Documented History of William J. 

The only solid information I had on William 

J. Lawhorn was that he was buried in Mt. 

Zion Cemetery, Blissville (near Ashley), 

Jefferson County, Illinois.  His tombstone 

reads: “WILLIAM J. LAWHORN, BORN 

OCT 13 1847, DIED JAN 12 1920.”  

 

Since all I had to go on was a birth and 

death date (as well as place of burial), I 

started looking for a William Lawhorn who 

was born in 1847.  I first found a “William J. 

Lawhorn” on the 1860 census
1
, age 12, 

living in the household of a Jacob Lawhorn 

in Finley Township in Webster County, 

Missouri. This William was listed as the 5
th

 

child (3
rd

 male) out of 11 children, and was 

listed as being born in Missouri (as well as the rest of his siblings). Since the name was a perfect match 

(including the middle initial of “J.”), I kept the record in my “shoebox of hopefuls”. 

O
 

William J. Lawhorn 
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Marriage Record for William J. Lawhorn and Mary V. Goddard 

19 June 1870 in Newton County, Missouri 

Married by S.W. Wolcott, J.P. 

I wanted to find the 1850 census for William, but couldn’t find him until I searched for variations of the 

“Lawhorn” surname. Finally I found a “William Lohorn”, age 3,
2
 who turns out to be living in the same 

household as the 1860 census, but this time they were recorded in Greene County, Missouri. An investigation 

on county boundaries showed that part of Greene County became Webster County in 1855, so they probably 

didn’t physically move – the county line just moved. The William in this census was listed as the 8
th

 child (the 

6
th

 male) out of nine children listed. Again, he and his immediately older and younger siblings were all listed as 

being born in Missouri. This too was added to my “shoebox of hopefuls”. 

 

Further research found that a William Lawhorn was enlisted in the 8th Regiment Missouri State Militia Cavalry 

Volunteers, Company H as a Private on 17 July 1863 in Webster County, Missouri
3
 (in addition, two of his 

brothers who were listed on the 1850 and 1860 censuses, Daniel and James King Lawhorn, were also in this 

regiment). This fact further links William to the one found in the 1850 and 1860 censuses.  

 

Another record found in the "Marriage Records of Newton County, Missouri"
4
, on microfiche at the Family 

History Library states that on 19 Jun 1870, a William J. Lawhorn married Mary V. Goddard in Newton County, 

Missouri (Mary V. Lawhorn is also buried next to William in Mt. Zion cemetery). Further, a William Lawhorn 

is listed on the 1870 census for Granby Twp, Newton County, Missouri
5
 (along with a "Mary V. Goddard", his 

wife), and the place of birth for him was recorded as “Missouri”.  

William & Mary are then listed on the 1880 census for Richview, Washington County, Illinois
6
. This indicates 

they moved between 1870 and 1880 from Missouri to Illinois.  They’re listed again on the 1900 census for Bald 

Hill Township, Jefferson County, Illinois
7
. Then they’re listed on the 1910 census for Casner Township, 

Jefferson County, Illinois
8
. And lastly, they’re listed on the 1920 census for Ashley, Washington County, 

Illinois
9
 when William was 73 years old. And the place of birth for William on all of these censuses: 

“Missouri”. 

 

An interesting note, according to his death date, William died just three days after the 1920 census was taken in 

Ashley, Illinois. 
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William J. and Mary V. (Goddard) Lawhorn 

Circa 1919, Ashley, Illinois 

 

Death Certificate of  

William J. Lawhorn 
 
 

Further research in the Washington County Clerk’s office finds William’s death certificate
10

 which states (the 

informant being his daughter, Essie (Lawhorn) Jones) that he was born in "Green Co. MO". This essentially 

proves that the 1850 census I found for William in Greene County Missouri is the correct one. 

  

On 23 July 1920, his widow, Mary V. 

Lawhorn, filed for pension benefits in 

Illinois
11

. It states William was in the "H 

8 Mo. S. M. Cav." This proves that the 

military records found for William in 

Missouri are the correct ones as well… 

which links William to his brothers (they 

were in the same regiment), which then 

links them back to the 1850 census in 

Greene County. 

 

Lastly, I found a photo of William in the 

book “Washington County, Illinois 1979 

History”
12

 in which he appears to have 

light skin and hair. 
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 Conclusion 
William Lawhorn was not really a Native American Indian… although technically, he is a native of America. 

Of course, the quintessential element of proving that William J. Lawhorn was born in Greene County, Missouri, 

would be a birth certificate. Unfortunately, birth certificates were not issued in Greene County, Missouri until 

after 1883. Since I’ve found all of the censuses for William which state that he and all of his immediately older 

and younger siblings were born in Missouri, and William’s death certificate states he was born in Greene 

County Missouri as well, all facts point to William being born in Greene County, Missouri, and not “found in 

Oklahoma by a white couple wanting a son”. In addition, since William was the 6
th

 son of Jacob Lawhorn, it 

also disproves the story that “the white couple” had “always wanted a son”… William’s true parents already 

had five sons by the time he was born! 
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