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F.O. Clark

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.

hances are you've heard of the

Laughing Whitefish case, Char-

lotte Kobogum’s case against

the Jackson Iron Company. You
may have read Robert Traver’s novel about
the same case, appropriately titled Laugh-
ing Whitefish. But do you know the name
of Charlotte’s lawyer?

It wasn’'t William Poe, the main char-
acter in Traver’s novel. It was F.O. Clark,
who was neither young nor shy' when he
took the case of Charlotte Kobogum and
Jeremy Compo.

Just as Charlotte’s last name has been
recorded as both Kobogum and Kawbaw-
gam,? Clark’s first name has been recorded
as both Francis® and Frederick® and, in many
places, F.O. It can be reasonably assumed
that Francis, Frederick, and F.O. are one and
the same given the identical biographical
details published with each name. He’s listed
as F.O. in Michigan Reports.

F.O. was born in 1843 to John Clark and
Charlotte Woodruff. John Clark was a tanner
and harness maker, a profession taken up
by F. O.s brother, Franklin.® F. O. also worked
for his father, but was more interested in
intellectual pursuits. After completing his
education at the local Pennsylvania schools,
he enrolled in Hamilton College in New
York, but became ill shortly after.

Michigan benefitted from a number of
people who moved to the state in the nine-
teenth century for health or other reasons.
Flavius Littlejohn, who played an important
role in abolishing the death penalty in Mich-
igan, moved here for a change of climate
to boost his ill health. Thomas Cooley was
traveling west, ran out of money, and de-
cided to stay in the Great Lakes State. When
“failing health”” caused F.O. Clark to drop
out of Hamilton College at age 19, he moved
to the Lake Superior area and worked as
a civil engineer with the Chicago & North-
western Railroad, which was building a line
across the Upper Peninsula at that time.?

After five or so years as a civil engineer,
Clark resumed his legal studies and was ad-
mitted to the Michigan bar in 1870. By 1873—
when the fictional William Poe was setting
up his Marquette practice and two years af-
ter Charlotte Kobogum had pressed her claim
with a different lawyer®—Clark was still in
Escanaba, having served as the village presi-
dent before becoming Delta County prose-
cuting attorney.” By the end of that year,
he was elected to the Michigan legislature.

In 1876, Clark moved to Marquette and
continued his law practice. He had an excel-
lent reputation and was known across the
UP as “strong and effective in argument,

fluent and forcible as an advocate.”*!

By the time Jeremy Compo or Charlotte
Kobogum or Mr. Everett'? came to Clark
with the Jackson Iron Company case, he had
settled into the Marquette establishment.
He'd married Ellen Harlow—the daughter
of the city’s founder and first mayor, Amos
Harlow—and had a daughter, Martha. He
had served as “school inspector and super-
visor of the second ward”” and was look-
ing into higher office.

Charlotte Kobogum was probably a bit
older than Clark. Census records for a Char-
lotte Kawbawgam or Cobangham or Obob-
gum—a Native American married to Chief
Charles Kobogum and living in Marquette—
note her birth year as 1811, 1820, or 1824. A
recap of the case less than five years after it
successfully concluded noted that Charlotte’s
husband was more than 80 and Charlotte
was blind." She certainly wasn't 21, as is the
case in Laughing Whitefish.

And while the fictional Charlotte’s single
status is a key part of Laughing Whitefish, her
real-life marriage might give some indication
of how Clark became involved in the case in
the first place. Charles Kobogum is recorded
as having met Clark’s father-in-law, Amos Har-
low, and inviting him into his home when Har-
low first explored Marquette in the late 1840s.

Charlotte Kobogum’s first two cases were
not successful, although Michigan Supreme



Court Justice James Campbell disagreed with
the majority opinion in the second case and
noted that Kobogum had a right to her in-
heritance through her father, Mahji Gesick.
In 1889, a year into Clark’s first term as
Marquette mayor and four decades after
Kobogum’s father had helped the Jackson
Iron Company exploration, the Michigan
Supreme Court ruled as a majority in Char-
lotte’s favor. There’s a Michigan Legal Mile-
stone commemorating the case at the Michi-
gan Iron Industry Museum in Negaunee.

F.O. Clark went on to other things. The
Kobogum case hadn’t been his only case
before the Michigan Supreme Court during
those years and it wasn't his last. He died in
April 1905, approximately a year after Char-
lotte Kobogum passed away and 60 years
before Robert Traver wrote his historical
novel. It was noted that Clark “led an honor-
able life, above reproach in the domestic
relation, in citizenship and in public of-
fice,”® which is as good of an epitaph as
one could hope to have. 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.
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