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John William Wilkinson, my grandfather, was born September 20, 1855, on a farm in Grant 
Township, Benton County, Indiana. He was the son of William and Nancy P. (Johnston) Wilkinson. 
His father died when John was young leaving the widow with two sons, Thomas M., aged 15, and 
John W., aged 12. 
 
Of John's youth, there are a few stories told by my father. On one occasion, John was sent to 
Oxford, a few miles north of the farm, to purchase groceries. He rode one of the plow horses. He 
was recognized as a hick from the farm by the town boys and properly jeered. (Oxford was about 
the same size as it is now, quite small.) John took the jeering quietly, he was alone. He purchased 
the needed groceries, put them in his gunny sack, and climbed aboard his old plow horse. As his 
parting gesture, however, he galloped the old horse around the square using the board walks as 
his track. Thus was his superiority demonstrated! 
 
John had a sweet tooth. As candy was scarce in those years and not readily available in the 
country, brown sugar was a substitute. According to John's story, it could generally be found 
hidden in the family kitchen. This liking apparently did not leave him even in old age. My mother 
claimed that at times during his infrequent visits to our home he would carry a bag of candy in his 
coat pocket. It annoyed her that he never offered any to the children. I never noticed it. Maybe he 
still treasured it from the scarcity of years past. 
 
Several of his father`s brothers and sisters as well as his mother's sisters had migrated to Iowa in 
the late 40's and early 50's. His father's mother had also spent several years there, all in 
Appanoose County. At some time in John's youth, William and family made the trip to Iowa but 
returned to Indiana after a stay of about 18 months. This trip was probably made in the early 60's 
as the family was in Indiana for the 1860 census and William died in 1867 in Benton County. John 
remembered the horse and wagon trip and that during the return one of the horses died and was 
replaced with an oxen. This made the team a split, one horse and one oxen. This was enough of an 
unusual sight to remain in John's memory 60 years later. 
 
After their father's death, both sons remained with their mother to operate the farm. This 
continued until the older son, Thomas, was married on Christmas Eve, 1876, when John was about 
21 years of age. Shortly thereafter Thomas and his bride moved away, leaving John and his mother 
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to do the farming. This continued until the mother's death, January 29, 1881. John was now 25 and 
alone with the farm. Eventually it was sold and the proceeds went to the two sons. 
 
His loneliness may have precipitated his marriage. John was married on March 13, 1881, just south 
in Warren County, to Clara Jane Jones, daughter of John Jones and his second wife, Mary Simmons 
nee Pitzer. John Jones had died in 1871 and Mary was living on the homestead in adjoining Warren 
County about two miles southwest of the Wilkinsons with her four children, Clara being the eldest. 
 
It seems to have been a hurry-up marriage, not a great start for a lasting union. The couple 
remained on farms for several years, moving about in the same general area and probably farming 
on shares. Their homes were poor enough that the oldest son, Clayton, remembers his mother 
nailing doors shut to keep out the winter winds. After seven years of married life it seems that 
John had had enough of farming, he left to never return. 
 
The family moved to Oxford in early 1888 just before the third child, Charles, was born. Here John 
went into the draying business. Draying at that time meant owning a team of horses and a flatbed 
wagon that were used to move local freight. Trips were made to railroad depots to deliver freight 
for shipping on the trains and to pick up and deliver incoming freight to the stores and homes. 
They owned a home not far from the railroad, with a stable for the horses. This was located about 
a block southeast of the final home of my parents, Clayton and Louetta Wilkinson. 
 
For some years the family seemed to prosper. A family group photograph taken in Oxford shows 
all members well-dressed. Another, of Clayton, was taken on his new bicycle. As he recollects, this 
was his own idea and was accomplished by riding to the photographer's shop on the square and 
asking to have his picture taken! Records show that John was an active member of a local lodge. 
The two older children, Clayton and Myrtle, were sent to school at the Old Academy building down 
the railroad. 
 
This period came to an end sometime after 1890 when Clayton was in the third grade. John either 
fell into a drinking habit or resumed it. His son remembers trips to the town saloon to bring his 
father home on the dray more than once. Also during this period, the family stable caught on fire 
and one of the horses was badly burned. Domestic strife probably played a part and the family 
split up. The events of this period are a little dim. Eventually divorce made it permanent. However, 
twin children were born in early 1897, Rose being the only survivor. The three younger children 
remained with Clara while Clayton went to live with his uncle, Thomas J. Jones. John was on his 
own. 
 
My recollections of my grandfather are not many. He died when I was aged 12 and our contacts 
during the 7 or so years that would have left impressions were few. He visited us several times at 
North Judson, I know. These were short visits. My most memorable contact was not too long  
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before his death. My father, my older brother, and I paid a several day visit to Attica to visit Uncle 
Charlie and family. The remainder of our family was probably staying in Oxford with my mother's 
parents. 
 
My uncle was a long-time employee of the "car coupler" plant in Attica. This was the major 
employer of the area and it had been brought to Attica in 1907 as a major coup by the local "Land 
Improvement Group". It then was named The National Car Coupler Company, making steel 
castings, one type of which was for railroad car coupling. The name was changed to Harrison Steel 
Castings Company in 1927 and it is still in business. Uncle Charlie held the position of timekeeper 
for many years. The plant was located at the west edge of Attica and Uncle Charlie had built his 
home nearby, about a block or so south of the plant. 
 
As his father became older and less self-sufficient, Uncle Charlie built a small building a block west 
of his home on the street used by the plant employees leaving work. The building housed a small 
store and John's sleeping quarters. The store was a simple one, carrying tobacco, snacks, ice 
cream, candy, and such. It also carried a few groceries for the convenience of the plant employees. 
My grandfather operated the store. During the short visit referred to above, I spent much of the 
time at this store where, as grandson of the operator, I was allowed full access, including behind 
the counter. Even more importantly, I could check out and sample the wares. My grandfather did 
not have a sweeter tooth than I! Although memory is somewhat dim on the after effects the 
following day, I think I may have had intestinal disturbances, a belly ache. 
 
My knowledge of his life following his divorce is almost zero. He never re-married although Clara 
did a few years later. I believe that he operated a pool room during part of this period and lived for 
a time in Milford, Illinois. However, in the 1900 census he was living with a farm family in Grant 
Township in Benton County. He was listed as boarding with the family with an occupation of Farm 
Laborer, unemployed for 6 months that year. Oddly, his birthplace was listed as “Ia” for Iowa? 
 
He was a short man but not heavy. He wore a handle-bar mustache that drooped and he chewed 
tobacco. His hair was thin but he never became completely bald. I noticed during my adventures at 
the store that many of the customers called him "Banty", seemingly a long-time nickname. He was 
short, certainly, and possibly he had been somewhat cocky in his earlier years. However, in my 
memory he was a very quiet man. 
 
He died in the late spring of 1927 when I was 12 years old and finishing the 7th grade at the North 
Judson Catholic School. His death took place in Attica and the funeral was to be held there. As 
usual, I had a major part in the year-end school play. My parents felt that I should remain home 
and perform my part. I was not happy about their decision. I had never been home alone 
overnight, it would be for several days, and I wanted to attend the funeral. My grandfather had 
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always called me "Bill", retaining the name "Clayton" for his son. I liked that. Also, he was my size, 
short. 
 
He was buried in the Riverside Cemetery in Attica. In later years when my grandmother, his 
ex-wife died, she was buried near him. He had held a bank safe-deposit box for a number of years 
but when it was opened after his death, it contained only a single five-dollar gold piece. 
 
 
LAND TRANSACTIONS OF JOHN WILKINSON 
 
This is a listing of the land holdings of John Wilkinson that I have located in Benton County, 
Indiana. The dates shown are the dates of purchase of the deeds. In general the dates of recording 
are somewhat later. The locations of these tracts are shown on the attached map (Fig. 1) of a 
portion of Benton County. 
 
A. On August 11, 1883, he sold an undivided 1/2 share of 80 acres of land in Oak Grove Township 
about 4 miles southwest of Oxford to his brother Thomas M. Wilkinson (Book 21/370). It was a 
quit claim deed and the price was $1400. This seems to have been John's half share of his mother's 
estate. It is described as follows:  E1/2 SW1/4 S34 T24N R8W. 
 
B. His first purchase was located in the same section, 1/2 mile east of the piece sold to Tom 
Wilkinson. There are two records of this transfer: November 18, 1884, from I. H. Phares, 
Commisioner, (Book 22/322) paying $2400, and December 25, 1884, from Wm. E. McDade and 
wife, Lucinda E., (Book 22/323). This latter was for $1.00, a quit claim sale. He sold this on January 
31, 1889, to William A. Phares (Book 25/292). It was an 80 acre piece described as follows: E1/2 
SE1/4 S34 T24N R8W. He held this 80 acres for about 4 years. (It was noted in the first deed that 
the land had been sold to Wilkinson on August 11, 1883). 
 
C. His next purchase was of two lots in the town of Oxford. This purchase was made on January 21, 
1888, from Elisha Johnson and wife, Helena, for $500 (Book 24/412). These two adjoining lots 
were held until he and his wife, Clara, sold them on January 25, 1893, to Isabella May Atkinson 
(Book 28/551). These were lots 4 and 5, situated in Block 1 of David J. McConnell's 2nd Addition to 
Oxford. They fronted on South Street (Lake Erie & Western RR) on the east side of an un-named 
north/south street located one block east of Michigan Street, and were 60 foot frontage by 120 
feet deep. 
 
D. On January 31, 1889, John and wife sold 80 acres to William A. Phares for $2800. This was the 
property that they had purchased on August 11, 1883, from Commissioner Phares. (Note the $400 
improvement in price.) However, the deed notes that Harvey W. Wiley held a mortgage (dated 
January 3, 1885, Book 14/295) for $1400 on the property. 
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E. On March 15, 1889, John purchased a 40-acre tract from his brother, Thomas, (Book 25/339) for 
$1400. By this date Tom`s wife had died as he is noted as unmarried. The land was encumbered 
with a $500 mortgage. It was located about 1 1/2 miles north of John's B/D land and is described:  
NE1/4 NE1/4 S27 T24N R8W. 
 
F. On January 25, 1893, John and wife sold the two lots in Oxford to Isabella May Atkinson for $425 
(Book 28/551). These had been held for five years and the sale probably denoted the breakup of 
their marriage. 
 
G. Later the same year, December 16, 1893, he and his wife sold the farm that had been 
purchased from his brother Tom to George A. Blessing (Book 29/474) for $1600. It is described as 
follows: NE1/4 NE1/4 S27 T24N R8W. This had been held for about 5 years. 
 
It is worth noting that Charles and Nancy (Poyner) Johnston, John's maternal grandparents, had 
accumulated 700 acres in T24/R8 by the time Charles died in 1852. Much of this land went to their 
six daughters: Charlotte O'Neal (John Jarvis), Margaret M. (Hugh McConnell), Nancy Poyner 
(William Wilkinson), Sarah Jane (Hugh McDade), Elizabeth B. (John L. McConnell), and Mary 
Magdalen (John M. Cochran). John's paternal aunt, Margaret Wilkinson, had married (1) Thomas 
McConnell and, after his death, (2) John McDade, son of the above Hugh by a previous marriage. 
Also, his uncle, Hiram Wilkinson, was living just a few miles to the west. 
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JOHN WILLIAM WILKINSON  -  CLARA JONES 

 

Born 9/20/1855,Benton Co.,IN  -  7/29/1860, Warren Co.,IN 

Died 1931, Warren Co.,IN  -  6/23/1941, Warren Co.,IN 

Married  3/13/1881, Warren Co.,IN 

 

           

┌─────────────────────────────┬───────────────────┴──┬───────────────────┬──────────────────┐ 

 

William Clayton           Anna Myrtle            Rose Maud           Ross Claud        Charles Thomas 

  1881-1959         1883-1956             1895-1985          1897 Infant        1888-1976 

Margaret Louetta Maguire  Lee Henry        (1)Harry E.Lisey                     Cora Myrtle Simmerman 

  1882-1963                  1890-1938                             1891-1956 

m. 4/26/1911             m. 11/23/1904                                               m. 7/23/1910 

------------          ------------         ------------                            ------------ 

 

Alfred Floyd            Ura LaVaughn         Eileen
*
                                 Rosa Laverna 

1912  - 1999                                                                         1911-1998 

 (1) Noel Dean Fenters 

 1911- 

                                           (2)Oscar Larm                          James Fenters
*
 

William Clayton, Jr.                                                         (2) Elvin Mountz 

1914  - 2008 

 

                                            (3)Earl Jaynes 

 

Charles Eugene 

1916  - 1994 

 

 

 

Leo Francis 

1919  - 2005 

 

 

 

Leona Frances 

1919  - 1921 

 

 

 

Harold Joseph 

1922  - 1998 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                          Wm. C. Wilkinson 

                                                                          6 July 1985 (rev. WCW III) 

                                                                          [John Wm Family.docx] 




