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Many lawyers in nineteenth century American had a common experience: they 

taught school before they were admitted to the bar. Some taught multiple 

grades in country schools, others in established academies. Among them was 

Charles Guy Laybourn, who began teaching when he was a teenager. He left 

teaching for carriage making but was injured, making that trade impossible. 

 

He decided to become a lawyer. Admitted to the Iowa bar in 1881 at age 31, he 

practiced in Creston, Iowa, before moving to Minneapolis in 1885.  There he 

opened his own shop and developed a successful specialty in commercial and 

insurance law, particularly life insurance. Sometime along the way, he 

developed a consuming ambition to become a judge.   

 

In 1900 he entered the Republican Primary for Judge of the Fourth Judicial 

District.  There were three candidates competing for one seat on the bench. 

Incumbent Charles Elliott was well-known, having served as Judge of Municipal 

Court from 1890 to 1894, when he was appointed to the District Court. He was 

elected that year to a six year term and was seeking reelection in 1900. John 

Steele had served as Probate Judge from 1893 to 1896 (and would be appointed 

to the district court in 1910).  Against such opposition, Laybourn did not have a 

chance and came in a distant third.  

    

Republican Primary Election 
District Court 

(September 18, 1900) 
 

Charles B. Elliott (inc).....................................11,148 
John H. Steele................................................7,939 
Charles G. Laybourn.........................................4,715 1 

 

 

This loss did not diminish his self confidence.  This is evident from his 

biographical sketch published in History of the Great Northwest and Its Men of 

Progress, published by subscription in 1901.         Subscribers to history books such 

as this either wrote or heavily edited their biographies and, as a consequence, 

they were flattering.  Laybourn followed this custom: 
 

                                                 
1
 Minneapolis Journal, September 20, 1900, at 6. In the November election Elliott defeated 

John W. Arctander, the Democratic candidate: 
 

Charles B. Elliott (R & Inc)................23,903 
John W. Arctander (D).....................17,824 

 

1901 Blue Book, at 539. 
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LAYBOURN, Charles Guy. — Few men in professional circles have 

had more experience touching various walks of life in a practical 

way than has Charles G. Laybourn, the well known attorney of 

Minneapolis, Minn., prominently supported at the primaries of 

1900 for judge of the district court. He was a farm boy, born at 

his father's farm near Springfield, Clark county, Ohio, March 23, 

1851. His father, Joseph Laybourn, was also born on a farm in the 

same neighborhood and spent his life within six miles of his 

birthplace, dying at the age of sixty-three on his homestead in 

1883, having one of the best improved farms in central Ohio. The 

Laybourns were anciently New Yorkers. Great-grandfather 

Christopher Laybourn was one of the early mayors of New York 

city. He was noted for his scholarly attainments, particularly in 

mathematics. At one time he was the owner of a large portion of 

the land now covered by the city of Rochester, N. Y. He was one 

of the most prominent men of his time. Charles G. Laybourn's 

mother's maiden name was Ann Kirkley. Her parents were natives 

of England. They settled in central Ohio when Ann was a child, 

and died shortly after, leaving the little girl to be adopted by one 

of the most respected families of the country, where she was 

properly reared and educated.  

       Young Laybourn received his earliest school training in the 

"little red brick school house on the hill” near his father's farm — 

a school noted for having capable teachers, as well as for strict 

discipline. At fourteen, having completed the district school 

course, he was sent to a select school of high reputation. His 

advancement was such that at sixteen years of age he passed an 

examination before the county superintendent of schools and 

obtained a "first grade" certificate to teach. He then engaged in 

teaching in his native county. After some experience in this work 

he learned the trade of carriage making, and followed it until he 

met with an accident, which disabled him from pursuing his trade. 

He then took up teaching again. To fit himself for a higher grade 

of work he entered the Illinois State Normal University at Normal, 

Ill., in the spring of 1874, and four years later graduated with 

honor in both the normal and classical courses of that institution. 

He then accepted a position as teacher in Markham's Academy at 

Milwaukee, preparing young men for Eastern colleges.  

      After two years of this service he took up the study of law and 

entered the law department of the University of Michigan at Ann 
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Arbor, finishing his course in the spring of 1881, when he 

immediately began practice at Creston, Iowa. His thorough liter-

ary education and his studious habits enabled him to pass a 

phenomenally creditable examination for his admission to the bar. 

In proof of his thorough equipment for his chosen profession it 

may be mentioned that within a month of his leaving school he 

was engaged in the trial of cases at the bar and soon had a 

practice which was as lucrative and as extensive as that of most 

of the oldest lawyers at the bar. He however desired a larger 

field.  

 
      After four years' practice at Preston he set out in search of a 

suitable place, visiting Kansas City, Omaha, and Minneapolis. He 

finally chose the latter as the most promising and settled there in 

June, 1885. His success was almost immediate. Mr. Laybourn's 
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practice has been general in its scope, but the most extensive in 

commercial and insurance law. He is at present legal adviser and 

attorney for some of the oldest and most prominent firms in the 

city, and has a large practice. Fraternal benefit associations 

frequently call upon him to represent them in contested claims, 

because of his success in this department of law. The Modern 

Woodmen of America, probably the largest of these associations, 

has frequently retained him and has honored him still further by 

making him chairman of the law committee of the order. His 

experience as a skilled accountant, which among other accom-

plishments he has acquired, has no doubt been of great service in 

many cases where he has won suits.  

       He is a member of the leading societies and fraternities and 

of the Commercial Club, and takes such an active interest in 

public affairs that he has literally a "host"' of friends who are 

warm advocates in urging him for a position on the bench, for 

which he is so well qualified by learning, ability, and wide 

experience outside of his profession.  

      In 1888 he was married to Blanche Gove, daughter of Captain 

Gove, of Creston, Iowa. They have four children, two boys and 

two girls. Their youngest, twelve years of age, are twins a boy 

and a girl. 2 

 

The "‘host’' of friends who were warm advocates in “urging him for a 

position on the bench” succeeded in 1904, when he decided to run in the 

Republican Primary for four open seats on the Hennepin County District 

Court. In their primaries each major party selected four candidates to 

run in the general election—in other words, it was a “top four” primary. 

Laybourn faced heavy odds because there were five Republican 

incumbents seeking to retain their jobs.  He came in 8th in a field of 14. 

    

Republican Primary Election 
District Court 

(September 21, 1904) 
 

H. D. Dickinson (inc)………………………..............……..12,655 
A. M. Harrison (inc)…………………………..............…….12,299 
John Day Smith (inc)………………………................……10,258 

                                                 
2 Hugh J. McGrath & William Stoddard, eds., History of the Great Northwest and Its Men of 
Progress  570-571 (1901)(the photograph on page 4 is from this book). 
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Andrew Holt (inc)…………………………................…….10,218 
Willard R. Cray (inc)……………….......................……9,588 
F. H. Boardman……………....................………………… 8,938 
Frank Healy…………………......................………………..8,931 
Charles Laybourn……….......................………………..7,855 
Fred B. Snyder……………........................………………6,292 
James D. Shearer………….......................……………..4,877 
Charles S. Cairns…………........................……………..4,825 
Lewis C. Gjertsen………….......................………………4,104 
M. P. Brewer…………………....................………………….2,830 
Albert C. Middlestadt…………........................……...1,703 3 
 

Two years later he was again a candidate for the district court. In the 

Republican Primary he was opposed by four other lawyers. This time he ran  

advertisements in city newspapers.  From the Minneapolis Journal two days 

before the primary:4 

 

                                                 
3 Minneapolis Journal, September 26, 1904, at 6. The general election on November 8, 1904, 
was a “top four” election.  Republicans Andrew Holt and Horace Dickinson and Democrats 
Frank Brooks and John Day Smith were elected. 
 

Alexander M. Harrison (R, inc)…………...21,824 
Andrew Holt (R)…………………..............23,678 
Horace D. Dickinson (R)……............….22,944 
John Day Smith (R)………………..........….22,212 
Frank C. Brooks (D, inc) ……………......…23,248 
Charles M. Pond (D, inc)……………........17,879 
William H. Vanderburgh (D)…….....…….10,106 
Elijah Barton (D)…………………...............9,260 

 

Minneapolis Journal, November 15, 1904, at 5; 1905 Blue Book, at 512-14. 
4 Minneapolis Journal, September 16, 1906, at 8. 
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They did not help. He came in last in the field of five.  
 

Republican Primary Election 
District Court 

(September 18, 1906) 
 

Alexander M. Harrison……………….....................….9,105 
Frederick H. Boardman…………..................………….7,229  

            Ell Torrance……………………......................…….…..…7,052 
F. C. Harvey………………….........................…….....6,088 
Charles G. Laybourn…………...................…….……….3,926 5 

 
Three defeats in three elections must have hurt, especially for a lawyer with 
his ambitions. The next year he placed his resume, sans election losses, in 
Little Sketches of Big Folks,6 and in 1908 he dusted off and condensed the 
lengthy biography in History of the Great Northwest and Its Men of Progress for 
inclusion in Henry Hudson’s A Half Century  of Minneapolis. 7 

                                                 
5
 Minneapolis Journal, September 20, 1906, at 9 (9 precincts missing). In the general 

election on November 6, 1906, Democrat Frederick V. Brown defeated Republican  
Alexander M. Harrison: 
 

Frederick V. Brown…………………………….23,642 
Alexander M. Harrison………………………..17,253 

 

 1907 Blue Book, at 492. 
6 Little Sketches of Big Folks 235 (1907).  It was here that he stated that “life insurance” was 
his specialty.  
7 His biography now read: 
 

LAYBOURN, Charles G., was born at Springfield, Clark county, Iowa, March 23, 
1851, the son of Joseph Laybourn and Ann (Kirkley) Laybourn. His father was a 
native of Clark county, and was descended from an old New York family which 
counted among its members one of the early mayors of New York City. His 
mother was of English descent, her parents' family having settled in central 
Ohio when she was but a child. Mr. Laybourn's schooling was had in the district 
school near his father's farm, supple-mented by a course at a private school in 
which he made such progress that, at the age of sixteen, he was able to obtain 
a first grade teacher's certificate. For some time he was engaged in teaching, 
but interrupted this work to learn the trade of carriage making which he 
followed until he met with a disabling accident. He then took up teaching again 
and desiring to secure a higher education entered the Illinois State Normal 
University at Normal, Illinois, in 1874, four years later graduating with honor in 
both the normal and classical courses. For two years following his graduation 
he was a teacher in Markham's Academy, Milwaukee, resigning to take up the 
study of law. He entered the law department of the University of Michigan, 
graduated in 1881, and immediately began practice at Creston, Iowa. He made 
rapid progress in building up a practice, but after four years, wishing a wider 
field, he came to Minneapolis where he has been engaged in practice since 
1885. While Mr. Laybourn's practice is general it has been perhaps most 
extensive in commercial and insurance law. He has been frequently retained by 
fraternal insurance orders. Mr. Laybourn is a member of the leading organ-
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In a special session of the 37th Legislature in 1912, partisan elections for the 

bench were abolished.8 Henceforth ballots for judicial candidates would not list 

their party affiliation. Candidates would run without party endorsement 

(although far into the 1920s political parties continued to endorse candidates).  

This change must have rekindled Laybourn’s interest in the bench because in 

1914 he launched his candidacy, his fourth, for a seat on the Hennepin County 

District Court. He was 63 years old, had practiced in Minneapolis since 1885 and 

must have been acquainted with many of the nearly 500 lawyers then 

practicing in the city. But lawyers are shrewd appraisers of judicial 

temperament and ability. In a survey of the bar’s preferences released two 

weeks before the election, Laybourn was tied for last in a field of six, as 

reported by the Minneapolis Morning Tribune: 

 

Sitting Judges Favored 
 

Members of District, Municipal 
and Probate Courts Satisfy 

Hennepin Lawyers. 
 

      The lawyers in Hennepin county would re-elect the sitting 

[district] judges in the coming election if the matter was left to 

them. They would do the same thing in the case of the municipal 

judge and the judge of probate. 

      A canvass has just been completed among the members of the 

Minneapolis Bar association. Judges John H. Steele, Joseph W. 

Molyneaux and Daniel Fish are the favorites for the district bench, 

all of them getting more than 300 of the 468 votes cast. William 

B. Anderson comes fourth and Charles G. Laybourn and Frank 

Healy are tied for last place. The vote was distributed as follows: 

Steele, 325; Molyneaux, 318; Fish, 305; Anderson, 161; Healy, 73; 

Laybourn, 73. John H. Dahl, judge of' probate, is given 382 votes 

to 53 votes for O. M. Peabody, his opponent. Judge W. W. 

                                                                                                                                                 

izations, social and fraternal, and takes an active interest in public affairs as 
well as in politics. He has been several times mentioned as a candidate for the 
district bench and has received very complimentary support at the primary 
elections for this office. In 1883 he was married to Miss Blanche Gove of 
Creston, Iowa, and they have four children two boys and two girls.  

 

Horace B. Hudson, “Courts and Lawyers of Minneapolis,”  Chapter 12 in A Half Century of 
Minneapolis, subtitled, A concise account of the principal events in the period of discovery, 
exploration, and settlement, and during the half century of territorial and state government 
158 (1908) (MLHP, 2013-2015).    
8 1912 Laws (special sess.), c. 2, §182, at 4-7 (effective June 19, 1912). 
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Bardwell of the municipal court is given 388 votes against his 

opponent, John R. Coan. 

      All of the lawyers in Hennepin county actively engaged in the 

practice of law were permitted to vote. There were 468 votes 

cast. Of this number, 18 were rejected for failure to comply with 

the rules governing the voting. The executive committee of the 

bar association made the poll public.9 

 

Undeterred Laybroun placed advertisements in Echo de l’Quest and The Irish 

Standard: 10 

 
 

                                                 
9
 Minneapolis Morning Tribune, October 21, 1914, at 8. 

10 Echo de l’Quest, October 23, 1914, at 1; The Irish Standard, October 24, 1914, at 2 (right). 
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He also ran the following ad with columns of endorsements from lawyers and 
businessmen in the Minneapolis Journal the day before the election: 
 

 
 

continued on next page 
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This was a “top three” election in which the incumbents were re-elected. 
Laybourn came in fourth.11  
 

General Election 
District Court 

(November 3, 1914) 

 

John H. Steele (inc.)………………………….........27,827 
Joseph W. Molyneaux (inc.)……………….....…..21,588 
Daniel Fish (inc.)………………………………..........19,694 
Charles G. Laybourn………………………........…..14,455 
William B. Anderson…………..............…………13,641 
Frank Healy………………………………………….……...13,296 

 

                                                 
11 1915 Blue Book, at 544-45.  
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He continued to practice in Minneapolis, often with others.  In 1911-1912 he 

had formed a short-lived partnership with Marshall Spooner, former judge of 

the Fifteenth Judicial District.12  About 1916 he formed Laybourn & Carey, the 

latter being Francis C. Carey.13 Even in his late 60s he could not let go of his 

aspirations for the bench.  In 1917 Representative Frank E. Nimocks introduced 

a bill enlarging the Fourth Judicial District Court by two seats.  Laybourn was 

one of nine lawyers who expressed an interest in the office. 14  Later that year, 

driven by patriotic fervor, he volunteered to give free legal advice to 

draftees.15  In 1918, apparently restless for new challenges, he became 

Associate Dean of the new Northwestern College of Law. 16 

 

Charles Guy Laybourn died on a train from Crookston to Minneapolis on October 

18, 1919, at age 68.17  He was memorialized at the annual convention of the 

Minnesota Bar Association in St. Paul in August 1920: 

 

CHARLES GUY LAYBOURN. 

      Charles Guy Laybourn was born near Springfield Clark County, 

Ohio, on March 23rd, 1851. The Laybourn family had formerly 

emigrated from New York State. His early education was acquired 

in the District School near his father's farm until he was fourteen, 

when he was sent to a private school. At the age of sixteen he 

obtained a certificate and taught school in his native county for 

several terms. He gave up teaching and followed the trade of 

carriage making, until he met with an accident which prevented 

him from working longer a this occupation. He then entered the 

Illinois State Normal University at Normal, Illinois, in the spring of 

1874, and graduated with honor in 1878. He was an instructor for 

two years in Markham's Academy in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and in 

                                                 
12 Bemidji Daily Pioneer, November 3, 1911, at 5. The firm was known as Spooner, Laybourn & 
Lucas. 
13 On June 4, 1920, Carey was disbarred by order of the state Supreme Court for charging and 
accepting excessive fees from victims of the fires of 1918.  Bemidji Daily Pioneer, June 4, 
1920, at 1 (“Attorney Carey is Barred from Practice”). 
14 Minneapolis Morning Tribune, January 24, 1917, at 12. (“Nimocks’ Bill Starts Scrambling 
Among County Legal Lights.  Nine Seek Seats in Hennepin District Court and More Are Willing”). 
15 Minneapolis Morning Tribune, December 11, 1917, at 11 (“Volunteer Army of Legal Talent to 
Give Draftees Free Legal Advice”). 
16 Minneapolis Morning Tribune, December 1, 1918, at 18 (Advertisement listing the faculty of 
the new night law school). 
17 Minneapolis newspapers did not print an obituary of Laybourn.  Details of his pending funeral 
were published in the Minneapolis Journal, October 20, 1919, at 20 (“Charles G. Laybourn’s 
Funeral Here Tuesday), and the Minneapolis Morning Tribune, October 21, 1919, at 13 (“C. G. 
Laybourn Funeral Will Be Held Today”). 
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1880 began the study of law at the University of Michigan. He 

graduated in the spring of 1881, and immediately began the 

practice of law at Creston, Iowa. After five years practice at 

Creston, he moved to Minneapolis, Minnesota, where he was 

actively engaged in the practice of his profession from June, 

1885, until his sudden death on October 18th, 1919. He was a 

member of several fraternal and benevolent societies. 

      It may be fairly said of Mr. Laybourn that he was a lawyer of 

unusual ability. His manner was impressive and forceful, and his 

devotion to the interests of his clients was constant. He was one 

of the leading advocates of the Hennepin County Bar.18 

 

~~~~~ 
 

Afterword 
 

The many difficulties in researching and writing biographical sketches of 

lawyers are apparent in this brief study of Charles G. Laybourn.  The shell of a 

lawyer’s private practice is impenetrable (lawyers, regrettably, do not donate 

their papers to the state Historical Society). Exceedingly few cases of any 

private practitioner are reported in the press, and it is a rare case that is 

appealed and becomes the subject of a ruling by the supreme court.   

 

So it is with Laybourn.  The files of the lawsuits and insurance claims in which 

he represented clients were destroyed years ago. His professional and private 

correspondence is gone.  There are few references to his and his family’s social 

life in the local press. All we have today are his self-portraits in books he 

subscribed to and the results of the four elections in which he ran for the 

district court.  This sketch is unbalanced and incomplete but, alas, the best we 

can do.   

 

 

~~~~~ 
 

 

 

 

 
Posted MLHP: April 1, 2021. 

                                                 
18 Proceedings, Minnesota State Bar Association 125 (1920). 


