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The fatal attack against Joseph Charless brought first the
feeling of shock to the citizens of St. Louis, then bereave-
ment and finally anger. That this beloved gentleman
could have been struck down by a shot from the pistol of
a revengeful individual on the streets of this city was
cause for mourning to all who knew him.
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Thornton came into the Bank of the State of Missouri and at-
tempted to redeem a bundle of damp, mud-soaked bank notes.
When questioned about where the notes came from he stated
that he had purchased them from a steamboat deck hand who
found them under a tree stump while tying up his boat. Charless
advised Thornton that an advertisement should be placed in the
paper to try to locate the rightful owner, but the advice was not
well-received and Thornton departed, bills in hand. Additional
testimony showed that Thornton disposed of the water-soaked
bills by depositing a few at a time and then shortly thereafter
withdrawing fresh currency. This practice continued for a con-
siderable length of time. Despite this strong circumstantial evi-
dence Thornton was aquitted, but contended that his reputation
had been ruined by the testimony of Joseph Charless.

On Friday, June 3, 1859 at 9:00 AM, Charless was walking
on the south side of Market Street between Third and Fourth
Streets when Thornton approached and without a word drew a
Colt revolver and shot him. The pistol ball struck Charless on his
left side penetrating the abdominal cavity and passing thru. The
impact knocked him to his hands and knees where he was shot
again, this time in the back. Mortally wounded, he crawled into
the establishment of Mr. P.J. Thompson where he collapsed.

Proof $20 bank note from the Mechanics Bank of St. Louis
At the time of his death, Joseph Charless was president of the Mechanics Bank; he is por-
trayed on the right. The Court House in the center is still standing. The irony of it all is that
Charless was shot within 300 feet of the front steps of this building.

J OSEPH CHARLESS was born in 1804 and arrived in St.
Louis in 1808 when his father, a printer, opened the first
newspaper office west of the Mississippi. Young Charless

grew up in the shop, learning his father's trade and later studied
law. In 1827 his father sold the newspaper and went into the
wholesale drug business taking his son in as a partner. As
Joseph Charless prospered in the drug business he became in-
volved in civic affairs serving as a member of the Board of Alder-
men and as a director of the St. Louis Public School System.

Charless, being held in high esteem by his fellow Missourians,
was appointed president of the Bank of the State of Missouri
and served in that capacity for two years. It was during this time
that he became aware of the activities of Joseph Thornton.
Thornton had been employed as Secretary of the Boatmens
Savings Institution when, on the morning of April 6, 1854, their
safe door was found open and $19,000, mostly in Missouri
bank notes, was found missing. Most officials of the bank felt
that the robbery was an inside job, but Thornton was very ada-
mant in his contention that the safe keys had been hidden in a
chandelier and were often removed in the presence of custo-
mers. His statements aroused suspicion and made him a prime
suspect. Tension in the bank grew. In 1858 he was forced to re-
sign and was indited for the earlier robbery. At his trial Joseph
Charless testified that some time after the Boatmens' robbery

Thornton was seized by two men who witnessed the shooting
and held him until police arrived. Dr. McDowell happened to be
passing and immediately rendered assistance but expressed
doubt that Charless would survive the attack. He was placed on
a large lounge until noon when he was removed to his home at
Fifth and Walnut. Additional medical assistance was summoned
as his condition worsened but to no avail.

Meanwhile, a crowd of angry citizens gathered at the jail de-
manding Thornton's immediate execution. Only intervention by
the military prevented a lynching.

At 7:35 AM on Sunday morning, Joseph Charless, age 55,
died in the presence of family and friends, but not before forgiv-
ing Thornton for his acts. Charless was buried from the Second
Presbyterian Church and entombed in Bellefontaine Cemetery.

The judicial system was not as forgiving as Charless. On No-
vember 11, 1859 Thornton, age 36, was hanged.

At the time of his death, Joseph Charless was president of the
Mechanics Bank of St. Louis and his portrait appears on their
$20 note.
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