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This is the text of an obituary of William G. Madden (1825 -1896), with commentarlJ in italics by Philip G. 
Hockett. Its source has not been found in the holdinas of SHSI Des Moines, and its authorship is unknown. 

'W m. G. Madden died at his home in Des Moines December 23, 1896. His death was sudden an[ dJ wholly 
unexpected. He was born in North Carolina April CZ7, 1833 [The place and date are .both. incorrect and 
sb.ould read South. Carolina, Apnl 8, 182.5]. His family removed to Indiana when he was an infant, and 
when he was 7 years of aae they removed to Illinois where he arew to manhood. In 1854 [1852 accordint:J 
tob.is O'W11 brief statement in an autobiot:Jrapb.ical document requested by iheSecrefaiiJ of State] he came 
toP olk Count\], Iowa, and located in Doua!ass[sic] township, on Four Mile Creek, where he amassed a 
larae fortune and became the owner of perhaps the laraest farm in the countlJ. Later he removed to the 
city of Des Moines and durina the last years of his life was not attended with the aood fortune which 
marked his earlier business career [ Tb.is sentence sums up a lont:J and bitter decline in William Madden's 
luck, starlint:J apparently in tb.e late 1870s. In 1880 b.e was said to O'W11 70 acres of farm land, but i/ true this 
would b.ave represented a drop of perhaps 500 acres in tb.e extent of his property at its peak.. By tb.e early 
1880s b.e appears to b. ave sold off wb.at remained and moved to Des Moines. fhs wile, wb.o b. ad clied in 
1884, was a Thornton, and tb.ere are brief mentions of William G Madden in tb.e Tb.ornton family papers in 
SfiSI~ Des Moines b.oldint:Js,· he is tb.ere remarked to have 'Jost his moneg and died a poor man, "but no 
cause is stated and no further information a.bout wb.at mit:f.b.t b.ave happened has come do'WJ1 in the family. 
fie may have been ruined in one of tb.e periodic financial panics of the ff)h century, or b.e may b.aveb.ad 
investments, for example in railroad stock, tb.at went sour. In the 1880s and early 1890s b.e worked as a 
salesman of real estate amont:J other tb.int:Js. The two remainint:J years of his family life were catastrophic. 
J woof his adult cb.ildren, Jesse and Cb.arity Jane, died in 1894, and in tb.e same year his daut:f.b.ter Amanda 
bet:Jan a series of hospitalizations lor wb.at was tb.en referred to as "epileptic insanity. " In tb.e absence of 
effective tree1tment e1nd medication, tb.e Madden family was helpless as b.er condition worsened 
inexorably.]. He married Miss Marie [elsewhere MariCJ] Thornton in Vermilion Count\], Illinois, June 28, 
1856 [The date sb.ould read 1849, tb.eir oldest son, Job.n, was .born in 1850], and to them five children[ seven; 
two did not survive in/ancg] were born. 0£ the five but one survives him, Mr. John Madden [ Tb.ere was at 
least one other survivor, Me1rietta Ame1nda Madden PlowmCJn, wb.o died CIS le1te CIS 192.3 in tb.e Monft:Jomery 
County home in Red OCJ.k. A son, Cb.CJrles, .born in 1855, may alsohCJve survived.]. The wife passed away 
in 1884 and a few years aao [on October 29, 1885] Mr. Madden was married to Mrs. Little[RCJcb.aelisabelle 
Riddle], who survives him. Mr. John Madden is a trusted employee of the Rock Island Railroad Mr. 
Madden was elected as Polk Countq representative in the state leaislature in 187 4 with Mr. Isaac Brandt 
and they served throuah the Fifteenth General Assemblq toaether. In 1876 Mr. Madde n was re-elected 
and served throuah the Sixteenth General Assembly with Mr. Josiah Given, now of the supreme bench. 
The followina year he was a candidate for Conaress before the Republican convention and aaain in 1886. 
It was while he was a member of the leaislature that he removed to Des Moines. He had aotten toaethe r 
and owned a. maanificent farm of perhaps 600 acres in Doua!ass[sic] township in the Justice 
neiahborhood[ Tb.eJustices were d prosperous farmint:J /e1mily with. properties in southern Dous/CJs e1nd 
north. ern DeJa ware fo'WJ1ships. J woof tb.e oldest extant private dwellint:Js in Polk County were .both. 
associated with. tb.eJustice !CJmily. William Madden~ home and some outbuildint:Js survived, 
approximately a mile and a b.al/southeCJst of Ankeny at tb.e intersection of northeast 78th street and 
Berwiclc Drive, until a.bout 1990, but tb.ey b.ad been uninb.abited for some time] known for qears as the 
richest community in this section of the state . He went into the business o£ buy ina and sellina stock and 
arain and undoubtedly handled more than an':J other one man ever enaaaed in the business here. From 
1865 his shipments were enormous and his success in business was phenomenal ~'[An additional source of 
biot:Jrdphical information on William G Madden is The Histor':) of Polk Countq, Iowa, containin8 a Histol':) 
of the County, its Cities, Towns, & c,publisb.ed by tb.e Union !fistorical Company in/880. Its cb.ronolot:Jies 
must .be used with. some caution, but its writer made a point of remarkint:J of William Madden tb.CJt ''flis 
hospitality is also wortb.y of special mention as he is always ready to feed the b. unt:Jry and furnish rest to tb.e 
weary." J 
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• ID: 128125 
• Name: William G Madden 
• Sex: M 
• Change Date: 17 AUG 2004 
• B;rth: 08 APR 1825 
• Death: 23 DEC 1896 

Father: Charles Madden 
Mother: Keturah Cook 

Marriage 1 Maria Thornton b: 27 APR 1823 in Ohio 

• Married: 28 JUN 1849 
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