
CHARLESTON, Il. -- In establishing a second floor law office above a bank building in 1935, 

H. Ogden Brainard encountered at least one significant problem. 

“He used to say that he could have read Shakespeare three times before the door was darkened 

with a client,” his longtime colleague and partner, J. Leeds Bower said of Brainard in a recent 

interview. Another colleague, William Warmoth, remembers Brainard saying Brainard would 

turn on a light at night to give the appearance of activity in the office. 

During the slow time, Brainard watched and learned from other local attorneys, people like J.Y. 

Kelley, Charlie Lee and Craig Van Meter. Brainard was home in Charleston, where he graduated 

from high school and completed undergraduate work at Eastern Illinois University in 1925.  

Brainard was determined to establish himself in the legal community in a town where he played 

basketball for famed EIU coach Charles Lantz. 

In time, the one-person law office would grow, becoming a prominent part of downtown 

Charleston and adding to the area’s rich history in the law, of which Brainard became part. 

In Brainard’s early law practice, slowly, things improved. In 1939, attorney Ben Anderson 

became a circuit judge and turned his law practice over to Brainard. 



Before long, the budding lawyer reached what became milestones. From 1941 to 1944, Brainard 

was Charleston city attorney, a role the firm would resume in 1983. 

When the Charleston schools became a unit district, Brainard provided the legal representation, a 

relationship that continued well into the modern era (today most all school districts use school 

law specialists). 

In 1953, Brainard was the principal force in founding of the Eastern Illinois University 

Foundation, furthering and deepening a longstanding relationship between Brainard and EIU. In 

1987, the university honored Brainard for his association with the university, and formally 

named the building at 1548 Four Street as the Brainard House. The house is included in the 

Coles County Register of Significant Places as one of a few English Tudor structures in Coles 

County. The house currently houses the EIU Alumni Association as the foundation, which 

Warmoth continues today as legal counsel, moved to the Neal building on Lincoln Avenue. 

The relationship as city attorney continued until early this year when Racheal Cunningham, who 

had been with the Brainard firm, moved across the street to City Hall. 

By 1957, Brainard’s law office was ready for another turning point as Brainard sought an 

associate lawyer to join the firm. “I contacted him, he interviewed me and I went to work in May 

of 1957,” Bower said. “I was making $75 a week, which was a good wage in those days.” 

Bower became a partner in 1961, opening the door to further expanding a law practice that over 

the ensuing years worked with numerous individuals and businesses. Bower remained a partner 

throughout his career. 

In the photograph that accompanies this article, there were seven partners in the firm that had 

relocated to 600 Jackson Ave., where it consumed multiple lots across from the Coles County 

Courthouse. 



A firm whose 80-year history was one of growth took a dramatic turn last winter when Tony 

Sunderman became ill and died on Christmas Day. Sunderman at the time was principal owner 

of the firm he joined in 1983. The remaining attorneys were at varied stages of life and career, 

and dispersed in different directions based on their life situations. One of the associates, Brian 

Poderis, purchased the Brainard Law Office name, and continues to operate from the 600 

Jackson Ave., location as a sole practitioner. 

The changes appear to mark a turning point in the life of a law firm with deep Charleston roots, a 

longstanding firm whose number of lawyers and partners gave it a high profile. 

Both Bower and Warmoth, who joined the firm in 1974, spoke about its history and place among 

the legal landscape in recent interviews, pointing to their relationship with Brainard as the 

architect and leader until his death in 1992. 

Bower said he personally was raised by his step-father after his father died when he was age 9. 

“Ogden was my professional father,” Bower said. “He taught me. Law school teaches you where 

to look for the law. The law school diploma is just the beginning. The client part, learning this is 

what you do, you need a mentor.” 

One time, Brainard had Bower watch a trial in which the opposing attorneys were Willis Ryan 

and Jack Horsley, two prominent lawyers at the time who had different courtroom styles, much 

like Brainard learned by watching more senior lawyers when he arrived in Charleston. 

Other times Brainard coached as Bower established relationships that helped the firm extend its 

reach. 

In 1965, Woody Kramer joined the firm that at one time was named Brainard, Bower & Kramer, 

but in later years was simply the “Brainard law office.” 



As Brainard took on additional partners, he remained active in both the community and in legal 

circles. Brainard was president of the Illinois State Bar Association in 1970-71. “To do that from 

a community like this requires extraordinary effort,” Warmoth said. “A lot of state bar presidents 

come from Chicago, the suburbs, the Metro East area (St. Louis area). You don’t see many from 

places like Charleston, Illinois.” 

The bar association presidency showed Brainard earned respect from peers through a broad area, 

and that he was active in legal affairs. Further evidence of his being active was Brainard’s lead 

role in developing the Illinois Institute for Continuing Legal Education. In those days, continuing 

education was voluntary rather than compulsory. Bar leaders like Brainard helped show 

colleagues the value of such programs. 

From 1962 to 1970, Brainard chaired the committee that established the legal education institute, 

growing from a $7500 debt to a $1.5 million privately funded educational initiative for lawyers, 

a profile on Brainard in the Times-Courier said. 

“He was in the leadership at the time in getting the entity started,” Warmoth said. “It was a 

premier provider, not the only provider, but a premier provider of continuing legal education. 

Being involved in that Ogden probably considered one of his crowning achievements.” 

Through representation of local schools, the city of Charleston, and his affiliation with Eastern, 

Brainard played a lead role in the community. “He had a sense of obligation to give back,” 

Warmoth said. “He felt indebted for what he had received.” 

Brainard worked his way through law school as a high school teacher in Morris and Atlanta in 

Illinois. An article in the Charleston Times-Courier said three University of Illinois professors 

loaned him tuition money to complete his law degree, which he received in 1933. He began his 



career as a lawyer for the Federal Land Bank, earning enough to quickly repay the loan and gain 

experience that would help him establish his firm. 

Brainard had a way to relate in multiple settings, which helped him be effective with multiple 

organizations. “He could talk with anybody at any level,” Warmoth said. “He could tell a good 

story. He had a very sharp legal mind.” 

Charleston lawyer Jim Grant, now in his own firm with former Brainard partner Kris Wilson, 

joined the Brainard firm in 1976 and became a partner with Warmoth in 1981.  Brian Bower and 

Tony Sunderman joined the firm in 1983. Brian Bower left in 2012 when he was elected Coles 

County state’s attorney. 

Sunderman continued in a lead role until his death. 

Sunderman’s 42-year legal career included chairing the Illinois Judicial Inquiry Board from 

2003-2010, continuing in the firm’s tradition of being active statewide. 

The Brainard firm handled real estate, business law, estate planning/probate, family law, tax 

preparation, and Sunderman brought insurance defense into the core line. 

Brainard declined to defend those taking bankruptcy and criminal defense, and his partners 

continued that approach in most all cases after Brainard’s death. 

In one form or another, the Brainard law firm impacted much of Charleston and East Central 

Illinois. 

Brainard’s work for the Federal Land Bank provided important experience in real estate law. In 

those days, title insurance was used sparingly, so lawyers examined abstracts. In the 1940s, 

Brainard moved to what was known as the Linder Building, still on the second floor and still in 

downtown Charleston. He worked with an attorney whose last name was Hurt for a short time, 



and Bill Sunderman, Tony’s father, was an associate before Sunderman left for World War II. 

After the war, Bill Sunderman became a circuit judge. 

“Ogden started with nothing,” J. Leeds Bower said. “He wanted a premium, good law firm to 

service Charleston.” 

That he did, as reflected in these words from the Coles Historical Series: The Legal Profession in 

Coles County by Craig Van Meter: 

“H. Ogden Brainard of Charleston, member of the Brainard, Bower & Kramer of Charleston, is 

one of the most respected lawyers in Illinois, having held all of the principal offices from time to 

time in the Illinois State Bar Association, ending as state President of the association a few years 

ago. This is an honor that very few lawyers will ever attain. I am mentioning this about H. Ogden 

Brainard, although he is still alive and practicing, because of the importance of this office that he 

formerly held with the Illinois State Bar Association.” 

 

 

 

 

 


