
 

 

Collection # 
P 0907 

 

 

INDIANA SUPREME COURT GROUP PORTRAIT, 
CA. 1893, 1953 

 

Collection Information 1 

Biographical Sketch 2 

Scope and Content Note 5 

Contents 5 

  

 

 

 

Processed by 

Barbara Quigley 
15 May 2025 

 

Manuscript and Visual Collections Department 
William Henry Smith Memorial Library 

Indiana Historical Society 
450 West Ohio Street 

Indianapolis, IN 46202-3269 

www.indianahistory.org 

* 

 

http://www.indianahistory.org/


 

Indiana Historical Society                Indiana Supreme Court Group Portrait Page 1 

COLLECTION INFORMATION 

VOLUME OF  

COLLECTION: 

1 folder 

COLLECTION  

DATES: 

Ca. 1893, 1953 

PROVENANCE: Gift from Byron Kauffman Elliott of Boston, MA, n.d. 

RESTRICTIONS: None 

COPYRIGHT:  

REPRODUCTION  

RIGHTS: 

Permission to reproduce or publish material in this collection 

must be obtained from the Indiana Historical Society. 

ALTERNATE  

FORMATS: 

 

RELATED  

HOLDINGS: 

 

ACCESSION  

NUMBER: 

1953.0918 

NOTES:  



 

Indiana Historical Society                Indiana Supreme Court Group Portrait Page 2 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

Byron Kauffman Elliott and Robert Miller Thomson were both grandsons of two men who 

served on the Indiana Supreme Court together, namely Byron Kosciusko Elliott and John 

Donnell Miller. Both of their terms on the court ended on 2 January 1893. Another judge, 

Robert Wesley McBride, also ended his term on the Supreme Court that day. The other two 

judges serving at that time were Silas Coffey and Walter Olds. 

 

Byron Kosciusko Elliott 

Byron Kosciusko Elliott was born on 4 September 1835 in Ohio to William J. and Mary 

Littel Taylor Elliott. After his mother’s death, he and his father moved to Indianapolis in 

1850, where Byron attended Marion County Seminary. He then studied law and was 

admitted to the bar in February 1858.  

In May 1859, he was elected city attorney of Indianapolis. He left that office to serve in the 

Civil War with the 132nd Indiana Volunteers, first as captain and later as adjutant general. 

After the war he resumed his post as city attorney. In 1870, Elliott was elected judge of the 

Marion County Criminal Court. In 1872, he was reelected as city attorney, and in 1876 he 

was elected to the Superior Court. In 1880, he was elected to the Indiana Supreme Court and 

served from 3 January 1881 to 2 January 1893. 

Elliott was a lecturer in the Central Law School of Indianapolis and at the law schools of 

DePauw University and Northwestern Christian (now Butler) University. He later became 

president of the Indiana Law School of Indianapolis. He practiced law with his son after his 

service on the bench, and they cowrote law books together. Byron Kosciusko Elliott died on 

19 November 1913 in Indianapolis. 

Byron married Hattie A. Talbott in September 1855. Their son, William Frederick Elliott 

(1859–1927), was the father of Byron Kauffman Elliott, who wrote one of the letters in this 

collection. 

Byron Kauffman Elliott was born on 5 May 1899 in Indianapolis to William Frederick and 

Effie Louella Marquardt Elliott. He graduated from Indiana University in 1920 and then 

from Harvard Law School in 1923. He served as a deputy prosecuting attorney for Marion 

County and as an assistant Indiana attorney general before being elected a judge of the 

Superior Court of Marion County at age 26. He was also a pilot and came to be known as 

“the flying judge.” From 1929–1934, he lived in St. Louis, Missouri, where he was manager 

and general counsel of the American Life Convention, an association of 120 life insurance 

companies. In 1934 he joined John Hancock Mutual Life Insurance Co. in Boston, 

Massachusetts, as its vice president and general counsel. He served as the company’s 

president from 1957 until his retirement in 1965. He married Helen Alice Heissler in New 

York City on 15 July 1938. They had a daughter and two sons. Byron Kauffman Elliott died 

on 30 November 1996 in Boston and was buried in Crown Hill Cemetery in Indianapolis. 
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John Donnell Miller 

John Donnell Miller was born on 2 December 1840 near Clarksburg in Decatur County, 

Indiana, to George W. and Margaret Jane Donnell Miller. He studied law at Hanover College 

from 1859–1861 and then enlisted in the 7th Indiana Infantry regiment, Company G, to fight 

in the Civil War.  Miller was admitted to the Indiana bar in 1866. He served as Greensburg 

city clerk from 1866–1870 and as Greensburg city attorney in 1871. On 25 February 1891, 

he was appointed to the Indiana Supreme Court to fill the vacancy left by the death of Justice 

John G. Berkshire. In 1893, Miller lost his bid for another term on the court. He served as a 

judge in the 8th Circuit, composed of Decatur and Rush counties, from 1894–1898. He died 

on 18 March 1898 in Greensburg, Decatur County. 

Miller married Mary Jane Stevens in September 1869 in Decatur County. One of their 

children was Martha Miller Thomson (1870–1947), who was the mother of Robert Miller 

Thomson, who wrote one of the letters in this collection. Martha Miller married Franklin 

“Frank” M. Thomson in August 1895 in Greensburg. In 1901, Frank was elected Mayor of 

Greensburg.  

Robert Miller Thomson was born on 20 September 1898 in Greensburg. He studied 

aeronautical engineering at Purdue University and graduated from the Indiana Law School 

(associated with Butler University). In 1929 he was granted a patent for the aerial delivery 

of cargo by parachute and held a number of other patents relating to aircraft. He moved to 

Miami, Florida, in 1925 and practiced law there until his retirement in 1963 due to 

complications from Parkinson’s disease. He married Lucy Mae Barnes in 1926; they had a 

daughter and son. Robert died on 25 July 1976 while visiting his daughter in Illinois. 

 

Silas Coffey 

Silas Demarcus Coffey was born on 23 February 1839 on a farm in Owen County, Indiana, 

to Hodge R. and Hannah Wilson Coffey. He entered Indiana University in 1860, but 

withdrew to serve in the Civil War with the 14th Indiana Infantry, Company H. After the war 

Coffey returned home, studied law, and opened an office in Bowling Green, Indiana, then 

the county seat of Clay County. In 1864, he married Caroline LaRue Byles. They had three 

daughters and a son. In 1881, Coffey was named to the 13th Circuit Court bench where he 

stayed until he was elected to the Indiana Supreme Court, where he served from 7 January 

1889 until 7 January 1895. Later he lived in Brazil, Indiana, where he had a law practice 

with Samuel M. McGregor. On 6 March 1904, Coffey dropped dead of a heart attack on a 

street in Manatee, Florida, where he had been spending the winter. He was buried in Brazil 

in Clay County. 

 

Walter Olds 

Walter Olds was born on 11 August 1846 in Ohio to Benjamin and Abigail Washburn Olds. 

He served in the Civil War with the 174th regiment of Ohio Volunteers. Olds studied law at 

Ohio State University and was admitted to the Indiana bar in 1869. At the time of the 1870 

and 1880 censuses, he was living in Columbia City, Whitley County, Indiana, and practicing 

law there. In July 1877, he married Marie J. Merritt in Ohio, and they had one son. Olds 

served as an Indiana state senator from 1877–1879 and as a judge in the 33rd Circuit from 
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1885–1888. He served on the Indiana Supreme Court from 7 January 1889 until 15 June 

1893, when he resigned to practice law in Chicago, Illinois. By 1905, he and his wife had 

moved to Fort Wayne, Indiana, where he practiced law with Newton D. Doughman. Walter 

Olds died in Fort Wayne on 30 July 1925. 

 

Robert Wesley McBride 

Robert Wesley McBride was born on 25 January 1842 in Ohio to Augustus and Martha Ann 

Barnes McBride. He attended school in Ohio and Iowa. He taught school in Iowa, but in 

1862 returned to Ohio and joined the Ohio Volunteer Cavalry. He was a bodyguard to 

President Lincoln for about six months in 1863. He moved to Waterloo, Dekalb County, 

Indiana in 1866 and was admitted to the Indiana bar in 1867 after working as a clerk in the 

state senate. He married Ida Chamberlain in 1868, and they had two daughters and two sons. 

In 1882, McBride was elected as a circuit judge. On 17 December 1890, he was appointed 

to the Indiana Supreme Court to fill the vacancy caused by the death of Justice Joseph 

Mitchell, who had defeated him the previous month in the election for the same Supreme 

Court seat. McBride served on the court until 2 January 1893. He then practiced law in 

Indianapolis until his death on 15 May 1926. 
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United States Federal Census, 1860–1950 

U.S., City Directories, 1822–1995 

U.S., Civil War Soldier Records and Profiles, 1861–1865 
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bios.pdf  Accessed 15 May 2025. 
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Globe, 4 December 1996, p. B15. 

National Park Service. The Civil War Soldiers and Sailors Database Soldiers and Sailors 
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https://www.in.gov/courts/supreme/files/justice-bios.pdf
https://www.in.gov/courts/supreme/files/justice-bios.pdf
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SCOPE AND CONTENT NOTE 

This collection is composed of a group portrait photograph of the five members of the 

Indiana Supreme Court, ca. 1893, and two letters written to and from two grandsons of two 

of the Supreme Court justices pictured. The photo is a reproduction, probably made in 

1953, of the original, which is dated 1893. However, three of the justices in the portrait 

ended their terms on the court on 2 January 1893, so the original photograph may have 

been taken a little earlier.  The photo and a letter were sent in 1953 by Robert M. 

Thomson, grandson of Judge John Donnell Miller, to Byron Kauffman Elliott, grandson of 

Judge Byron Kosciusko Elliott. The other letter is Byron Kauffman Elliott’s reply to 

Thomson. 

 

CONTENTS 
 

CONTENTS CONTAINER 

Photographic group portrait of the five members of the 

Supreme Court of Indiana. The photo is dated 1893, 

but three of these Justices (Elliott, Miller, and 

McBride) ended their terms on 2 January 1893. It is 

believed that this photo shows the Justices in this 

order from left to right: Robert McBride, Walter Olds, 

Byron Kosciusko Elliott, John Donnell Miller, and 

Silas Coffey. 

Folder 1 of 1  

Letter from Robert M. Thomson in Miami, Florida, to 

Byron [Kauffman] Elliott in Boston, Massachusetts, 

dated 14 September 1953. This letter accompanied the 

photograph of the Indiana Supreme Court members, 

which Thomson sent to Elliott, apparently after 

Thomson had visited Elliott. 

Folder 1 of 1 

Carbon copy of letter from Byron Kauffman Elliott to 

Robert M. Thomson, dated 17 September 1953. He 

thanks Thomson for his letter and the photograph and 

comments on Thomson’s recent visit. 

Folder 1 of 1 

 

 


