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Charles H. Wisner

By Carrie Sharlow

The state of Michigan was built by the lumber and auto industries,
agriculture, and the lawyers who lived, studied, and practiced bere.
The articles in this occasional series highlight some of those lawyers
and judges and their continuing influence on this great state.

he headline announcing his

death in The Flint Daily Jour-

nal was several font sizes

larger than the one next to it
regarding the Russian line in Warsaw during
World War I. The news that Circuit Court
Judge Charles H. Wisner had died"' was ob-
viously of more importance to the commu-
nity than the fact that the “Teutons [were]
in a marsh”? in Poland. After all, Wisner had
been a figurehead in Flint for more than a
half century; the conflict overseas was as
yet a foreign thing.

The headline and sub-headlines stated
several key facts about Wisner: he died early
enough on the afternoon of July 6, 1915, to
have the news printed in the last edition of
the Journal; he'd been ill for quite some
time, so his death was not unexpected,
he was the son of former Michigan Gover-
nor Moses Wisner; and he was “One of the
Ablest Lawyers and Jurists in Michigan,”
an epitaph any lawyer would love.

Charles Wisner was born in Pontiac in
1850 to Moses and Angelina (Hascall) Wis-
ner. Moses Wisner was an attorney, as were
several other members of his extended
family. He was a member of the new anti-
slavery political party—the Republicans—
and served as Michigan’s governor from
1859 to 1861. After he was replaced by Aus-
tin Blair, the elder Wisner was “appointed a

colonel in the volunteer army and was as-
signed to command of the 22nd Regiment
of Michigan.”*

Not surprisingly, Charles Wisner gravi-
tated toward the law. By 1871, he had grad-
uated from the University of Michigan Law
School. That same year, he moved to Flint®
and formed a partnership with one class-
mate and then another, married twice (his
first wife died), and ran for various offices.
After serving as a member of the school
board, county prosecuting attorney (like his
father), and supervisor of the United States
Census for the Second District of Michigan
in 1890,° he successfully ran for the posi-
tion of circuit court judge, an office he held
until his death.

He was undoubtedly an “able lawyer”
and excellent judge, and an entirely differ-
ent article could be written about his legal
career. But that’s not what he’s remembered
for now. In fact, nothing in his obituary’s
headline or sub-headlines gives any indi-
cation of what Wisner is remembered for
now, which is peculiar, because The Flint
Daily Journal obituary mostly discussed
his hobbies.

Among his friends—including Bill Durant,
who owned a carriage company in town—
Wisner was known as “a genius in other

»7

lines”” outside of his profession. He painted,

sculpted, photographed, and invented. He

even had his own little Menlo Park “in the
rear of his residence”—a barn of some sort.

Wisner wasn't just a weekend tinkerer;
he was a successful inventor and had at least
five patents to his name. His patents show
the progression of his interests. Letters Pat-
ent No. 599,086 of 1898, a minnow trap,?
was followed the next year by No. 627,767,
a fishing reel. The latter was mentioned in
his obituary as being “so intricate a de-
sign” that it cost $75, fairly expensive for a
fishing rod in any era.

He might have stuck with fishing imple-
ments—he was an avid sportsman, spent
vacations in the Upper Peninsula, and deco-
rated his house and office with his catches—
had he not lived during the infancy of the
automobile. The fishing reels and minnow
traps were replaced by spark plugs and com-
bustion engines.

Wisner is actually credited with build-
ing the first automobile in Flint; if you do
a Google search for his name, this result
appears most frequently.’” The invention
sparked his friendship with Bill Durant.
Apparently, Wisner took Durant for a spin
to show off his new “contraption”; after
all, Durant was a carriage maker and might
have been interested in purchasing the
“horseless carriage.” The drive wasn’t a suc-
cess—the automobile stalled in the road"—
nor was the vehicle, which the neighbors
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nicknamed “buzz wagon”!? because of its
noise, and Charles was unable to sell the
design to Durant. Still, the first automobile
in Flint—which would soon become a Gen-
eral Motors base—is nothing to sneeze at,
even if it didn’t have any brakes and had to
run into a wall to stop.’

The next three Wisner patents after 1900
also involved vehicles: a “sparking plug for
combustion engines™ in 1904, a “starting
device of explosive-engines” in 1906, and
a “priming-cup for gasoline-engines”” in
1909. The second Wisner automobile was
more successful, and it’s easy to imagine
the constant noise coming from his back-
yard at 516 E. Court Street.

By the time he died in 1915, Wisner had
made his mark in Flint, and not only with
automobiles and fishing rods. When the
local Masons purchased property to build
a permanent temple, Wisner—who also
studied architecture in his spare time—
chaired the building’s construction com-
mittee. It still stands on Saginaw Street, and
the Genesee County Bar Association held

its holiday event there in 2015, appropriate
since Wisner was a former member.
Wisner’s barn/carriage house/workshop
still stands at the Genesee Crossroads Vil-
lage at the corner of Main Street, slightly
kitty-corner to Durant’s barn.!® Its continued
existence is probably the best memorial to
a man whose pursuits knew no bounds. m

Carrie Sharlow is an administrative assistant in
the Executive Office of the State Bar, assisting
Governmental Relations. She has a BA in English
and a master’s in literature. If you are interested in
State Bar history or have a suggestion for “Mich-
igan Lawyers in History,” please e-mail her at
csharlow @mail.michbar.org.

Special thanks to Francine Cullari and Judge
Duncan Beagle, who suggested the subject and
assisted in review.
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