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Recollections and Sketches · t~ · s ss· 

of Notable Lawyers and 

Public Men of Early Iowa 

Belonging to the First and Second 
Generations, with Anecdotes and 
Incidents Illustrative of the Times 

By 

EDWARD H. STILES 

For many years a member of the Iowa Bar; member of its House 
of Representatives, 1863-1864; member of its Senate, 1865-1866; Re­
porter of its Supreme Court, 1867-1875; author of Complete Digest 
,fits Decisions from the earliest Territorial period to the 56th Iowa 
~eports. 

"In old age alone we are masters of a treasure of which we cannot be 
eprived, the only treasure we can call our own. The pleasures of memory 

and the retrospect of the varied images which in an active life have floated 
before the mind. compensate, and more than compensate, for the alternate 
pleasures and cares of active life."-SIR ARCHIBALD ALLISON. 

"Personal anecdotes, when characteristic, greatly enliven the pages of 
a biography."- SAMUEL SMILES. 
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James W. Woods (Old Timber), more than thirty years ago, gave me this 
description of him: 

Ill person, Olney was rather below the medium. with nothi.ng striklDg in his 
appeara.nce, but he had a quick and active mind, and was lively and animated 1n 
conve rsation, though rather reserved and serious l.n his ordinary beari.ng, He w.as 
perfectly self·possessed, with a large amount of bral.o power, a fair advocate, and 
for his years a well·read lawyer. On the bench he was a model judge, courteou; 
and amiable, and, for so great a student, popular with the masses. He was elect.~d 
J udge of the Fairfield District and held that position until he went to Orefol).. 
But few of his decisions were reversed. 

Charles Negus and Thomas H. Cra)l. 

Charles Negus was not only one of the early lawyers of Iowa, but also one o.f 
its earliest and most valuable contributors in the preservation of historical data.. 
Among other articles furnished by him and printed in the Annals are, "The So~Uh­
ern Boundary of Iowa," "Early History of Iowa," and "Early Times in Iowa." 
These articles are all written with the greatest minutiae, and replete with personal 
mention and great variety of detail. 

In appearance, Mr. Negus was commanding and impressive; tall and broadly 
built; his head was large ; his brow expansive, his expression serious. He look~ 
like Webster, and had a "front like Jove." The first time I saw him was at a 
large outdoor political meeting on one of the adjacent hills to Ottumwa. It w-as in 
1858 or 1860. judge H. B. H endershott presided, and introduced as the fiut 
speaker Colonel George Gillaspy, and after him Charles Negus. His app~rance 
impressed me as I have attempted to describe, but his elfort was disappointing. He 
was well educated, had fine literary ability, wrote entertainingly and well, but was 
not on any occasion either brilliant or felicitous in speech. His thoughts seemed to 
flow so copiously that they were unable to find adequate expression. He always 
reminded me, though not closely of course, of what Dr. J ohnson said of Oijver 
Goldsmith "he wrote like an angel and talked like 'poor poll.' " But while he was 
not what would be termed a fluent and lively speaker, he was nevertheless an inter­
esting, and always a forceful one. Judge J. C. Hall, of Burlington, was not easy 
of speech, and was sometimes awkward in expression, but he always managed to Land 
his intelligent blows in an effective manner, and so it was with Charles Negus. For 
very many years he was one of the most distinguished lawyers of Southern Iowa. 
He had always been a profound student, and he was p~:rfectly familiar with t.be 
great principals and precedents that underlie and constitute our ju risprudence. His 
learning was deep, and in no sense superficial. 

From autobiographical narrations that he has given us through the Annals of 
Iowa, concerning his early life. and from other sources relating to his later years. 
the following summary is gathered. He was a native of Massachusetts. He was 
left without parents while an infant, and was reared in the families of his grand-
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parents until he was nine years of age, when his grandparents died. His paternal 
grandfather was Silas Negus, a physician of repute, whose eldest son became a 
noted physician in Webster, Massachusetts. Lyman Negus, father of Charles, 

died while young. After the death of his grandparents, Charles went to live with 
his stepfather. He became a hard student and attended the Wilberham, Massa­
chusetts· Academy something over two years, then taught school and subsequently 
en~red and graduated from Wesleyan University at Middletown, Connecticut. 
After this, he taught in the High School at New London, Connecticut, and at the 
end of this service entered upon his legal studies, and in 1840 was admitted to the 
bar. Not long thereafter, he started westward and settled in Fairfield in the spring 

of 1841 . In speaking of himself after this period, he relates this amusing incident: 

The Sunday evening after I came to Fairfield, I took a walk, and about a mile 
rrom town I came to a cabin, the home of R. Taylor. Taylor was the first squatter 
on this piece of land, had built a comfortable house, and there was a large pile of 
logs laying by his door tor a stable. It was a pleasant spring evening, and either 
by design or accident, Taylor, with his whole family, had left their domicile and 
seated themselves on a long log. The family consisted of himself, wife and fourteen 
children. On the log was first Taylor, then his wife. the largest child next, and 
tapering off with a regular grade, the last being a youngster just able to toddle 
about. In this little group were three pair of twins, and the oldest child was only 
about fourteen years of age. 

In 1850 he was elected to the Legislature from jefferson County. He also 
served as Prosecuting Attorney for the County. He was a man highly esteemed. 
He was the soul of honor, and despised everything mean. His contributions to the 
early history of the State are invaluable, and will cause his name to be closely linked 
to it throughout the future. 

On the occasion of his death in 1877, a general meeting of the Jefferson Coun­
ty Bar was held, at which the most ~incere and heartfelt expressions of resp;.ct and 
reverence were made. Resolutions commemorative of his memory were presented, 
and ordered to be made a part of the record of the Supreme Court of the State, and 
the Court adjourned out of respect for his memory. The presentation of these 
resolutions was accompanied by some remarks of Daniel P . Stubbs, from which I 
have thought it due to the memory of Mr. Negus and as giving a further insight to 

his character, to give the following excerpts: 

At the time of Mr. Negus' death he was the oldest pr-acticing member of the 
Fairfield bar. As a lawyer, he was able, high·mlnded and true. As a citizen, he 
was public-spirited in every project beneficial to his people. As a member of the 
Iowa Legislature, as Judge of the Probate Court oC Jefferson County, as President 
of the Iowa Railroad Company, as director of our public schools, and In numerous 
other public positions. he left his mark upon the times In which he lived, and upon 
the State of his adoption. He will long be remembered by a grateful community. 
His monuments stand before us in edifices of learning, great thoroughfares, 
churches, and charitable institutions, that received vital encouragement from his 
enterprise and liberality. At the time of his advent to this territory the red man's 
wigwam occupied the valley of the Des Moines, and in fact, most of the Territory. 
He took a deep Interest In these denizens of the forest. No man in the State was 
more conversant with their history and noticed with more watchfulness their 
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declining vicissitudes than he, and the State is greatly indebted to hiru for the 
information he industriously collected and preserved, concerning them. He devoted 
much of his later years in researches for the Indian names that have been given to 
different counties, places and streams in our State. He was fond of repeating 
these lines: 

"There rings no hunter's shout, 
But their names are on your waters, 

You may not wash them out." 

He prepared a history of the origin of these names, given to various localities, and 
thereby preserved that which might have been forgotten . 

Thomas Cra~ was one of the brightest lawyers and one of the most beloved of 
his time. I have talked with many who knew him well, and they all united in this 

tribute. He was the first law student in Jefferson County; he rose rapidly, and was 
cut down in the midst of a youth that gave promise of future eminence. Where he 
was born and whence he came I have been unable to learn. He came to Fairfield 
with W illiam Huston, a merchant, for whom Gray worked a while as clerk. He 
subsequently became a law student in the law office of Samuel Shuffleton, with whom 
he entered into partnership after he was admitted to the bar in 1841 , under the 
firm name of Shutfleton & Gray. Mr. Negus said of him, that 

he was possessed of easy and agreeable manners, well calculated to suit himself 
to whatever company he might chance to meet, and generally beloved and respected 
by all who knew him. He professed to be an infidel in religious doctrine, and to 
believe that death was an eternal sleep, and that when a man closed his earthly 
career, that was the end of him. 

On the third of December, 1883, I had a conversat ion with Judge Hendershott, 
the substance of which I entered in my memorandum book at the time: 

Thomas Gray was a man of extraordinary talents but a person could detect 
from his phraseology and pronunciation that his early education had been 
neglected, but he was a strong, cogent reasoner and a remarkable lawyer for his 
age. The following incident will indicate what I have said respecting bls early 
education, as well as throw some light upon Judge Mason. He was engaged in the 
trial of a case at Ottumwa before Judge Mason, and while arguing a question 
before the Judge, used several times the expression "subordination" of perjury 
for "sui.Jornation" of perjury. Mason became so nervous at the repetition of the 
blunder that he bitched about on his seat, and finally, unable to stand it any longer, 
corrected Gray. I was present. 

Gray had a large amount of business which constantly grew and required intense 
work and late hours. His constitution was delicate, the strain was greater than it 
could bear, and he was brought to a bed of sickness which resulted in his death. 
Charles Negus, who was with him much during his sickness and at the time of his 
death, gives this description: 

Gray was young; he had bright prospects; life was dear to him; be hated to 
die. But he had the fortitude of a philosopher of age; he met his fate with firm· 
ness; he died with composure, and showed to the last that he believed In the 
doctrine that he had professed- that death was an eternal sleep. The extensive 
acquaintance and popularity of Gray brought many from a distance to attend his 
funeral, and drew together the larges t collection or real mourners that had ever 
been assembled in the town ; and probably it has been the lot of but few persons, 
In the early settlement of Iowa, to be followed to the grave by as many real 
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Hon. Charles NEGUS, deceased, the pioneer 
lawyer of Fairfield, Iowa, who at his death was 
the oldest member of the Jefferson County 
bar, was born in Webster, Mass., in 1816. He 
lost his father in childhood, passed his early 
years in hardships, and at the age of fourteen 
chose a guardian for himself, and passed from 
under the care of a step-father. When 
seventeen years of age he joined the 
Methodist Episcopal Church, of which he was 
an active member the greater part of his life. 
He was ambitious to acquire a good education, 
and was an industrious student, making good 
use of his leisure hours. Through the kindly 
assistance of a female relative, in 1834 he 
became a student in the Wesleyan University 
of Middleton, Conn., and while pursuing his 
studies In college, he sustained himself by 
teaching and other employements as 
opportunity afforded. In 1838 he was 
graduated, and with the desire to enter upon a 
legal profession, turned his attention to the 
study of law. During the year 1839, he went to 
Petersburg and Richland, Va., and was 
engaged in teaching in that State until the 
autumn of 1840, when he bade good-by to his 
old hime, and started for the far West. After 
several months spent in traveling and 
prospecting, he finally located, in the spring of 
1841, in Fairfield, Iowa, where he entered 
upon the practice of his profession. Three 
years later he returned to Richmond, Va., and 
was joined in wedlock with Miss Martha 
Eleanor SMITH, who comes of an old Virginian 
family, and is a native of Richmond, that State. 

Immediately after their marriage, Judge 
NEGUS returned with his bride to Fairfield, 
where he continued to make his home until his 
death, which occurred on the 4th of May, 
1877, leaving his wife and three children to 
mourn the loss of a devoted husband and 
father. The eldest child, Lyman Smith, is an 
only son. He studied law with his father, was 
admitted to the bar, and for several years was 
his father's law partner. He is now a resident 
of Red Oak, Iowa. The eldest daughter, Mary 
Cary Ambler, is the wife of Thomas GRIFFITH, 
of Red Oak; Susan Ella, the youngest, wedded 
Isaac DRYSON, and is living with her husband 
In Los Angeles, Cal. Mrs. NEGUS removed to 
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stricken down by the hand of death; We, his 
associates in the profession, who have long 
and intimately known him, do hereby place on 
record, this minute to his memory. 

The deceased was the olde.st practicing 
attorney at our bar, and as such was entitled 
to, and had our esteem and reverence. 

As a lawyer, he was courteous and honorable; 
ever indefatigable in the preparation of his 
cases, and in his efforts to secure the legal 
rights of his clients. 

As a citizen, he was public spirited and 
interested himself in each and every project 
for the benefit of our city and county. 

As a member of t he Iowa Legislature, Probate 
Judge of this county, President of the Iowa 
Railway Company, Director of our public 
schools, and in many ot her prominent public 
positions, he faithfully discharged his duties, 
and has left his mark upon the times in which 
he lived and upon the State of his adoption. 

We have unfeigned sorrow in t he death of our 
brother, by which our ranks are broken for the 
first time in many years, and we accept our 
personal and professional loss only with great 
sadness. Our hearts go out in tenderest 
sympathy to the widow and children of our 
deceased brother in their bereavement, and 
we tender them our sincere condolence. • 

Remarks were made by the chairman and 
others present, expressing their high opinion 
of their late brother, of his ability, his 
faithfulness and energy, his high standard of 
professional conduct, his public spirit and 
leadership in all the enterprises which have 
enriched our county and beautified our city; 
and of the beauty and integrity of his 
character, and testifying to the shock caused 
by the death of one who was friend to each of 
us, the oldest of all, the first to be called away. 
The minute was adopted by the vote of all 
present. 

George Acheson, Chairman. 
Charles D. Leggett, Secretary. 

Judge NEGUS took a warm interest in al l that 
pertained to the history of his adopted State, 
gathered much interesting data on that 
subject, and wrote industriously and ably in 
that cause. Many interesting sketches 
pertaining to pioneer times in Iowa, from his 
pen, were published in the Annals of Iowa, a 
historical periodical issued by authority of the 
State Historical Society. For several years just 
prior to his death, he devoted much labor to 
the preparation of a history of Iowa, which he 
contemplated publishing, but death came 
before his work was completed. Judge NEGUS 
was a man of marked individuality, brave, self 
reliant, dignified in manner, yet genial and 
courteous to all; never covetous or given to 
selfish desire of personal gain, but earnest in a 
broad spirit of devotion for the public welfare, 
and best enjoyed that which benefited his 
fellow-men through the prosperity of the 
commonwealth wherein he lived. 
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Lyman Smith Negus (1847- 1910)* 

Spouse: 
Martha Elinor Smith Negus (1815- 1895) 

• Poont here for exolanation 

Burial : 
Evergreen Cemetery 
Fairfield 
Jefferson County 
Iowa, USA 
Plot: Old.P.284 

Created by: Richard K Thompson 
Record added: Oct 24, 2010 
Find A Grave Memorial# 60582839 
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