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(March 27) 1831–April 8, 1921

Photograph of James H. Jones by F. P.
Hardenstein, 1915. Item H.1914.340.1
from the collection of the North
Carolina Museum of History. Used
courtesy of the North Carolina
Department of Natural and Cultural
Resources.  [2]James Henry Jones, coachman and confidential courier for Confederate
President Jefferson Davis [3] and later a highly respected black public official in Wake County [4], was the free-born son of
James H. and Nancy Jones of Wake County [4]. There was some speculation that he was part Indian. The elder Jones died
during his son's infancy, and young James learned the trade of brick mason and plasterer. His general education was
derived from his life's experiences. During the winter months of the 1850s, he hired himself out as a gentleman's servant
and waiter.

In the early summer of 1862, when the Peninsular campaign threatened Richmond for a brief time, Mrs. Varina Howell
Davis and her children resided on the campus of Saint Mary's School [5] in Raleigh [6]. Jones was probably recommended
to them as a servant and coachman by his former winter employer, Watt Otey, a brother of James Hervey Otey, Episcopal
Bishop of Tennessee. Jones was hired and accompanied the Davis family to the Confederate "White House" in Richmond
in the fall of 1862.

For the rest of the war [7], Jones was the body servant, coachman, and confidential courier for President Davis [3]. In April
1865 he drove the Davis family south from Richmond, through the Carolinas, and witnessed his employer's arrest near
Irwinsville, Ga. Thereafter Jones passionately refuted the Northern allegation that President Davis was "dressed in female
attire" when captured. He accompanied Davis to Fortress Monroe, Va., and in mid-1865 returned to his former home in
Raleigh [6].

During the fall of 1865, Jones began a distinguished career of public service when elected a delegate to the first
freedmen's convention (State Convention of Colored Men [8]), in Raleigh, which organized the Frederick Douglass Equal
Rights League [9] (later renamed the North Carolina State Equal Rights League [10]). He was reelected a delegate to the
second freedmen's convention (Colored State Educational Convention) in 1866. After this convention, Jones was
appointed Grand Deputy of the state chapter of the Union League of America [11] and served as a Union League organizer
in North Carolina.

During the North Carolina Constitutional Convention of 1868 [12], Jones was elected head doorkeeper and also canvassed
for the document's adoption. Late that year he was named deputy sheriff of Wake County [4], a post he held until 1876 or
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1877. In 1869 he assisted in the organization of Raleigh's Victor Hose Company, the city's first fire-fighting organization.
The hose company was chartered by the state legislature in 1872, and Jones was elected its first foreman, serving until
1882. He also was elected president of the Colored Firemen of Raleigh.

In the 1870s, Jones was twice nominated by Wake County Republicans for a seat in the General Assembly but declined to
run on both occasions. Elected city alderman for the Western Ward of Raleigh in 1873, he served for eighteen years with
one or two intermissions. In 1876, he was instrumental in organizing the first black military company in North Carolina.

Jones married Joanna Turner, on April 27, 1876 in Warren County, North Carolina. Their first son, Willis Wharton Jones,
was born in 1879, followed by their second son, James Turner Jones, in 1881. 

During the 1880s, Jones was engaged as a contractor for waterworks, street railways, and street grading in several
southern towns. His last contract was with the Rock Bridge Company of Glasgow, Va., of which former Virginia Governor
Fitzhugh Lee was president. Jones also served as a deacon of Raleigh's Congregational Church.

In 1893, while living in Alabama, Jones learned that the remains of Jefferson Davis [13] were being moved to Hollywood
Cemetery in Richmond, Va. Having maintained contact with the Davis family after the war, he was asked to drive the
elaborate funeral car during a memorial service held at the Capitol [14] in Raleigh on 30 May 1893.

Jones was a supporter of General William Ruffin Cox [15], a Democrat and opponent of Reconstruction who was
elected Secretary of the U.S. Senate in 1893. Cox hired Jones for a post in the Senate Stationery Room, where Jones
served until his death.

In 1906, Jones attended a ceremony in Richmond to lay the cornerstone for the Davis Monument and met with Mrs. Davis
for the last time. Shortly before her death she sent him her husband's favorite buck horn handled walking cane. Jones
later donated the cane and other Davis artifacts to the North Carolina Museum of History.

Jones died in Washington, D.C. on April 8, 1921, and was buried there in Woodlawn Cemetery. He was survived by his
wife Joanna Jones and their son Dr. Willis W. Jones. He was preceded in death by his son, attorney James T. Jones, the
year prior. 
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