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JOHN LOWLOW
FANOUS CIRCUS CLOWN

John Lowlow was born in Savannah; ffeorgia, on August 6, 1841,
In 185¢, he ran away with John Robinson's Circus. For the next
half century he would travel with the circus. He be came one of
Amerlca s most famous clowns during his l1ife time. He dled on

October 18, 1910, in C1n01nnat1. Ohio, and is buried in Cleveland.

Ohio.



JOHN LOWIOW
1841-1910

John Lowlow was bofn in Savannah, Georgia, on August 6, 1841,
the son of John Lowlow and Isabella (McKinzie) Lowlow,l John's
mother seems to have died while he was young, and his father
probably died during the epidemic of‘185u; leaving John an orphan.2
Dbminick O‘Byrne was appointed his guardian.3

Johnny seems to have known at an earlyAage that he wanted to
be a éirgus clown. An article, "The Fame Of A Clown," Savannah

‘Morning News, 8 November 1895, page 3, col. 1, tells how Johnny

Lowlow began his circus 1ife on Liberty Square. The article stated,
it's forty odd years since the well-known circus athlete and
hﬁmorist John Lowlow amazed his old companions in this city with
his marvelous acrobatic feats in a juvenile circus at the corner
of Montgomery, President, and York streets.

'The.boys' show was good in its way. It had a“trick pony,
hired from a colored man, a band, consisting of an accordion, a
triangle, a.dfum. andlpossibly some other noise-producing instruments,
and the usual paraphernulla more or less appropriate to a ring show,
The  star performer Was John Lowlow. Lowlow was a graceful somer-

saulter and could do about everything that circus riders essayed

to do in those days. He was the wonder of his associates and many
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a penﬁy was by them spent in sweet 0il and hartshofn'in their
efforts to make themselves supple as lie. It was supposed ‘that
vigorous rubbing with that mixture would loosen the muscles, but
it.gengrally produced more sore than agility. Johnny Lowlow étood
without a rival as one who could stand on his head as well as he
could on his feet. He was evidently born to fill a long-felt want
in a circus.u .
Thé boy circus on Liberty Square came to an inglorious end,
like many similiar undertakings managed by men or boys; everyone
wanted to run the business and disaster followed. In other words,
"too many cooks spoiled the broth."5
Tée season or'year following.the closing of the career of the
boy's circus, "Robinson's Great American Circus" arrived in Savannah
and opened in the 0ld circus.lot at the corner of Zubly and Ann
stfeets.é
One night the circus, after a mgst successful week's per?ormance
like the often referred to Arab "folded its tent,” and left Savannah,
Johnny bade goodbye to his friends, and they were many, and casting
a long look, as it were upon his humble home in Ya;écraw. then
numbered among its residents as good people as any other part of
Savannah, cast his bark on the sea of life. It was the beginning
of a celebrated career. Lowlow's frank and manly ways and his
undoubted ability'as an acrobat soon made for him warm friends

/ v
in the Robinsons, father and sons, then the leading men in their



_professién. and He rosé rapidly in their employment. It was not
a great while before he was known throughout the land as one of
the gfeat»humorists of the saw dust ring.7

When Johnny left Savannah in 1856, he did not know that it
8

would be eleven years before he would return to Savannah.™ On
November 6,41961 Johnny'said. "I remember a time I came back to
Savannah, in 1867. I had been away eleven years and changes enough
had’occurred in that time. I had on all the finery with which some
years of prosperity had‘permitted me to adorn myself, and I was
out on the streets of my old home- city, in search of the friends
Qf former years. In the market I saw Aunt Charlotte, an old negro
woman, who once had nursed me.9
."She was seliing gingerbread, as she had been when I had last
seen her. It was the same old scene., The same market, the same old
stalls, the same flies—for all I knew the same gingerbread she
Rad in her basket on the day I bade farewell. Two or three of her
companions in the same business sét around and I stood watching
them, intending in a few minutes-to tell her who I was. But
suddenly she looked up and saw me. | _
" ' Fo God.‘ she said, 'ifl dere ain't dat damned Johnny Lowlow.
Kiver up yo' ginserbread, chile or he'll steal_ébery cake you
got-in‘depile.' n10
Lowlow's stories were inexhaustible. He told how he and his

companions would follow the carts of the country men who brousht

their produce to Savannah and unslipping the pin, would suffer
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- the contents of the carts to run out upon the grodﬁd. an easy

prey for himself and his allies.11 |
In the eleven Years,that,Johnny Lowlow was'away'from Savannah

he:earngd the reputation as being the preat champion‘clown'of

America. His far faméd jéster was highly spoken of by all Virginia

exchanges and stafe comtemporaries. So tempting were the offers made

to Lowlow by other circuses, that it'was‘only by the guarantee

‘of an enoromous salary that Mr. Robinson secured him for his

12

circus. Lowlow's next visit to Savannah would be in November

1871.1_3 During January 1872, Lowlow was re-engaged with the John
Robiﬁson's Circus for another year.llL |

‘hhen the circus returned to Savaﬁnah in ﬁecember 1872, the
clowné were better than good; as for Johnny Lowlpw, he was witty.
fresh, quick, and‘his side slaps were excelleht.ls John Robinson's
circus came to Savannah next in September 1875. Robinson had
{ncréased the proportions of his show nearly fifty-two thousand
dollars, and he employed the highést-order of talent in the arenic

department, among whom was Mr. Lowlow.l6 When the Robinson's
circus returned to Savannah in January 1876, the‘;treet parade
was one of the best ever seen in Savannah until that time.17

By the time that Robinson's circus returned to Savannah in
October 1880, Mr. Lowlow was the manager. Time had given Fr.
Lowlow fame and fortune, and thoush, as some would say, only
a circus clown./his chosen profession, he had risen to eminence,

not attainable in any calling iﬁ life except by energy, industry



and Sobriety. all of which qualities he had the reputation of
possessinf{.l8

- Even though hé was the managér he still performed as a clown.
Lowlow and his funny partners ménaged to keep things in good
humor all the while. This part of the circus cquld not be improved
upon, Lowlow was a man of the people, a great favorite._aﬂd seemed
particulary pfoud of the fact that was a "Yamacraw Boy," ﬁhich of
course, received the approval of the audience. This was probably

the first circus to perform under electric lights in Savannah.19

In October 1887, the Morning News received a lettef from Mr.
Lowlow, anndﬁncing_that he proposed making a tour of the larger
Southern cities that winter wifh the best circus every seen in
that;@art of the country. This was Lowlow's first frip as propfietor
and;manager.zo

" On October 27, 1889, Robinson's circus arrived in Savannah.
Nr. Lowléw. who was managing the circus for Mr. Robinson, ‘came with
the great show. Mr. Lowlow had qulte .an extended drlve over the
city and through the surroundlng country, and was aratlfled at
the growth the city was maklng.21

The next time that Lowlow seems to have comé¢ to Savannah was
in November 1895. By then he was with the ell's Great Show. On
November 8, 1895, Johnny Lowlow in the clown attire spoke reminisc-
ently before the .audience of 5ell's circus. He resretted that so
many of his boyhood friends were dead and he spoke with tenderness
of their exploi&s on the streets of Yamacraw. On this visit

Lowlow gave the best account of his li.%“e.22
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Jognnv Lowlow was back with Robinson's circus when it returned
to Savannah in November 1901. He had for forty-five years been a
circus clown, thirty-six consecutively with John Robinson's
Showé.'Now his Job was telling the people about the attractions
of Robinson's show. He thousght he knew all about the circus bﬁsiness,
and probably he did.%’

The show bills that announced that Robinson's show was on the
waj to Calhoun, Georgia, iﬁ November 1902 announced the great
clown; Johnny Lowlow, was with the ciréus. but didn't say in what
capacity. Thé public supposed, however, that he would appear in his
old-time role.2"

Before the performance, one showman was asked if Lowlow, for
a facﬁ. was with them and if he would perform that afternocon. He
aésured that Lowlow was along but, instead of serving “un he was
serving something far more necessary—~GRUB,

| "Yonder is his place of business," said the showman, pointing
to a .big covered wason, blue painted and marked'in large letters
"Glencairn."

The older.people of lavannah were sad to read on October 27,
1910, that John Lowlow, greatest of clowns, was déad. Lowlow was
a Yamacraw tov, torn in Savannah. He lived there until the lure
o” the lights and spancles and painted per“ormers carried him
into another world in which he was to rise.to the top rung in his
..aay. He was with Robinson's shows until about 1907. He was with

a furniture condern in Cincinnati, Ohio "or about three years



before he died.zé )

John Lowlow died at his residence, 520 East ufh street;
Cincinnati, Ohio, on October 18, 1910. He was buried in Cleveland
on October 20, 1910.27 He was married, but he seems to have married
- somevnlace other than Chatham County Georgia.za.Johnny Lowlow spent

his 1ife making others happy.
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11.

12.

NOTES

John Lowlow's death certi©icate gives his father's name
as John Lowlow, but *here is some doubt that Lowlow was his
last name. The name Lowlow does not appear in any of Savannah's
newspapers of the 1840's or 1850's and cannot be lound in any
records. In an article in the Savannah Morning News, November
16, 1902 page 13, columns 5-7 stated, Col. Estill requested
the Morning News to state his friend, Mr. Lowlow (tha* was his
name; he changed it because the circus people, the newspapers,
and public insisted on spelling it Lowlow). This would indicate
that he changed his name to Lowlow sometime between 1856 when
left Savannah and 18(7 when he returned to Savannah. Because
he was Called Lowlow in the Savannah Morning News, November 13,
1867, page 3, column 1.

"Johnny Lowlow's Last Visit Here Yas L5 Years Ago,"
Savannah Morning News, November 8, 1940. p. 18, col. 3.

"Tales Of A Veteran Clown Johnny Lowlow's Reminiscences
Of His Boyhood," Savannah Morning News, November 7, 1901, p. €
col. 5-f, Gives the name of his guardian as Diminick O'Byrne.
They are two Dominick O0'Byrnes that lived in Savannah during
the 1840's and 1850's. Dominick O'Byrne Sr. died in 1850, and
his son Dominick O0'Byrne Jr. was probably Johnny's suardian.

"The Tame of A Clown" Savannah lkorninz News, November '8,
1895' p' 30. Co:lo 1- . e

Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.

Savannah Mornings News, November 7, 1901, p. €, col. 5-F,

This is probatly why some people helieve that John
was a negro, but his death certiiicate gives his color or race
as white.

Savannah llorning News, November 7, 1901, p. € col. 5-€.

Ibid.

"John, Robinson's Circus and wgyptian Carvan,” avannah
Morning News, November 3, 187, p. 3, col 1.




13.

14.

15.
1€.

17,
18.

19.
20.

21.
22.

2340
2h,

25.
26.

27.

28.
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9avannah Morning News, November 10, 1871, r. 3, col. 1,
and November 11, 19871, p. 3, col.?.

Savannah Morning News, January 6, 1872, p. 3, col y,

Savannah Morning News, December 7, 1872, p. 3, col., 2.

Savannah Morning News, September 15, 1875, p. 3, col. 5.

Savannah Morning News, January 19, 1876, p. 3, col. 3.

"On His Native Health," Savannah Mornine News, October

15, 1880, p. 3, col. 3.

_ "Sawdust And Tinsel," Savannah Morning News.'OCtober
15, 1880, p. 3, col. 2.

$avannah Morninz News, October 17, 1887, p. 8, col. 2,
states that Lowlow was the proproetor, but he was probably
only the manager.

Savannah Morning News, October 28, 1889, p. 8, col. 5.

Savannah Morning News,. November g, 1895, p. 3, col.1,
and Savannah Morning News, November 8, 1940, p. 18, col. 3.

Savannah Morning News, November 7, 1901, p. é, col. 5.6,

"John Lowlow, The Clown,' by Jonh IM. HXarkins. >avannah
Morning News, November 1€, 1902, p. 13, col. 5-7.

Ibvid.

»John Lowlow, Greatest Of Clowns, Is Dead, Savannah
Morninz News, October 27, 1910, p. 12, col. 1.

Death certificate, John Lowlow on fileégt the State
of Ohio Department of Health, Columbus Ohio. :

A check o’ records at Georsia Historical Society does
not show where anyone by the name of Lowlow was married in
Chatham County during his life time.
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26 February 1942

Horace D. H. Smith
Route 1, Box 3uLN, Lot 1%
Hinesville, Georgia 31313

Dear Mr., Smith:

We were unable to tind an obituary for John Lowlow. However,
the Cincinnati Enquirer on Oct. 19 and Oct. 20, 191U carried death
notices. The print in these notices and the quality of our copy
make it impossible to conr them on our coniers. Therefore, we
enclose below the exact wording ot these two death notices. We
hore this informrmatinn is helnful to you.

Lowlow. John Lowlow at his residrnce, 529
East Fourth Street at 11:30 p.m. Thesday,
. October 1B, aped 69 years. Due notice of
‘ furmreral will be given. : .
Cincinnat] knquirer, Oct. 1Y, 1910, page 5. column 1

Same as above Lo which is adfed: Funeral at l:0n
o'clock Thursday, October 20 trom his late
residence, 520 East Fourth street. Burial at _
Clev=aland, Nhice.
Cincinnatd Enoairer. Oet. 2,121 pace 7. column
- Sincerely, ,
4‘\’4"/') /

i
‘,/ | el A ( ‘(’,U

J. Richard Abell. Head
Hisntory and literature Demt,

In reply, please refer t0:20 DMON 1982
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