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THE PURPOSE OF THIS MAGAZINE

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � �� issued monthly by the State 
Historical Society of Iowa, is devoted to the dis­
semination of Iowa History. Supplementing the 
other publications of this Society, it aims to pre­
sent the materials of Iowa History in a form that 
is attractive and a style that is popular in the best 
sense—to the end that the story of our Common­
wealth may be more widely read and cherished.

� � � � �� F. � � � � � � �  �

Superintendent

THE MEANING OF PALIMPSESTS

In early times palimpsests were parchments or 
other materials from which one or more writings 
had been erased to give room for later records. 
But the erasures were not always complete; and 
so it became the fascinating task of scholars not 
only to translate the later records but also to 
reconstruct the original writings by deciphering 
the dim fragments of letters partly erased and 
partly covered by subsequent texts.

The history of Iowa may be likened to a pal­
impsest which holds the records of successive 
generations. To decipher these records of the 
past, reconstruct them, and tell the stories which 
they contain is the task of those who write history.
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JOHN F. DILLON 321

qualities requisite to a great lawyer. He had a keen 
mind, a retentive memory, clearness of judgment, 
capacity for hard work, and the ability to take a 
common sense view of a case. Whenever preparing 
a case for argument before the court or for the pur­
pose of rendering a judicial opinion, no detail 
escaped his attention. His power of concentration 
and discernment enabled him to grasp the facts 
clearly and see them in proper perspective.

He was an incessant worker. It is said that dur­
ing his early career on the bench he devoted so much 
time to his legal work that Mrs. Dillon feared he was 
not giving sufficient attention to social affairs. 
When she asked him why he did not spend more time 
with his friends and family, the Judge replied sim­
ply, “ I have a reputation to make.” Years later 
when he had achieved fame and fortune he was again 
asked the same question. “ I have a reputation to 
keep”, was his answer. He always guarded his 
reputation with scrupulous care, giving to every 
subject most diligent and careful attention without 
regard to the size of the fee.

When Dillon became Judge of the District Court 
he began a systematic study of judicial decisions in 
Iowa for the purpose of familiarizing himself with 
the trend of opinions and the prevailing view of the 
Supreme Court. As his work of analysis and classi­
fication advanced, however, he realized that his 
comments and annotations would be of value to 
other attorneys and judges. Accordingly, in 1860 he
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324 THE PALIMPSEST

recognition of his ability lie was elected President 
of the American Bar Association.

In the leading cases before the Supreme Court of 
New York his services were constantly in demand. 
He also appeared in some of the most important 
Federal cases. Indeed, during a period of ten years 
he was reputed to have argued more cases before 
the Supreme Court of the United States than any 
other attorney not resident in Washington.

In the case of John Jacob Astor v. Arcade Rail­
way Company he appeared in the New York Su­
preme Court for the property owners who brought 
action to restrain the defendants from constructing 
a railway beneath certain streets of New York City. 
The court decided in accordance with the view ex­
pressed by Mr. Dillon, holding that the act under 
which the company claimed authority to construct 
the railway was unconstitutional. In arguing for 
the defendant in the case of United States v. Trans- 
Missouri Freight Association in 1896, Mr. Dillon 
presented the view that the Sherman Anti-trust Act 
was intended to apply only to contracts in restraint 
of interstate commerce in which the restraint is un­
reasonable. The court did not accept Mr. Dillon’s 
view at that time, but fifteen years later the Su­
preme Court of the United States adopted the rule 
so ably presented by him in the earlier years. Thus 
he was shown to be not only accurate in his analysis 
of a case but progressive as well — not always 
agreeing with the courts but sometimes anticipating
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In a letter to the editor of the Davenport Demo­
crat, he wrote, “ Yes; you are right ! I am a Daven- 
porter and always expect to be in my memories, my 
sentiments and my affections. It was my home and 
my only home for the long period of forty-one years 
— from early boyhood to beyond the meridian of 
life. Though absent, it is and will ever remain to 
me the city of the heart.”

When Mrs. Dillon and their daughter were lost at 
sea in 1898 a monument in their honor was erected 
at Davenport. And finally in 1914 when Judge 
Dillon’s career was closed his body was brought to 
Davenport to repose on the banks of the Father of 
Waters where life had been sweetest and dearest to 
him.

J. A. S wisher
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fell into the habit of calling it by the more descrip­
tive name.

One of the most successful sessions of the Iowa 
State Normal Academy of Music was opened on 
August 3, 1870, with an address by the Reverend 
Miss A. J. Chapin on the subject, “ The Aesthetical 
and Educational in Music” . The editor of the Iowa 
City Press felt “ confident that those of our citizens 
who wish a rare literary and musical treat” would 
not fail to be present, and bespoke “ a crowded house 
to witness the exercises” which he trusted would 
“ inaugurate the most successful session of the 
Academy ’ ’.

Classes started with precision. First the stu­
dents ’ voices were tested to see whether they should 
sing soprano or alto, tenor or bass, and then the 
work began in earnest. Elementary classes were 
organized for those who had just learned how to 
carry a tune but who could not read the notes, while 
those whose voices had nearly reached the perfec­
tion of a flute or cello were placed in advanced 
groups. The daily schedule opened at half past 
eight with devotional exercises followed by fifteen 
minutes of physical exercises. At nine the first and 
second harmony classes met, the ten o’clock hour 
was devoted to first and second vocalizing, and sec­
ond notation occupied the final morning period. No 
classes were scheduled in the afternoon. First no­
tation completed the program at seven in the eve­
ning.


