
 

Today in Columbus History: 

On February 10, 1874, a story appeared in the Daily Columbus Daily Enquirer entitled “Post Mortem 
Examination,” that confirmed an earlier report on the death of William H. Thompson. Tracking down that 
story revealed not just one but two unusual deaths in the Columbus Daily Enquirer of February 7. Both 
involved the steamer Julia St. Clair and the abundant use of alcohol. The post mortem examination 
mentioned on February 10 occurred after Coroner deGraffenreid held an inquest that found that 
Thompson died from “the discharge of a pistol in a tustle [sic] with Mrs. Edmar Tompkins.” The second 
death was of an intoxicated passenger on the Julia St. Clair, of which Thompson was the pilot.   

The first of four related stories in the February 7 Columbus Daily Enquirer is the regular notice of the 
arrival of the steamer and its cargo (83 bales of cotton and 49 barrels). Her schedule at this time had her 
arriving in Columbus on Friday morning and leaving for Bainbridge on Saturday morning. In addition to 
her cargo, she likely brought news of a mishap that occurred aboard the ship on the previous Monday, 
February 2. 

The second story was that of the mishap - the tragic death of passenger J. C. Thomas. This young man 
appears to be twenty-two-year-old John Cuthbert Thomas formerly of Decatur County, Georgia. The 
Columbus Daily Enquirer story describes the scene of a drunk Mr. Thomas avoiding the open hatchway, 
tripping, and falling, which caused his death in ten minutes. Another account, in the Bainbridge Weekly 
Sun claims Thomas fell into the hatchway and died almost instantly from a badly crushed side. Drunks fall 
down all the time without dying. It seems more likely that he hit his head. 

The third story concerned the death of William H. Thompson, the pilot of the Julia St. Clair, which occurred 
on Friday, February 6. It’s a long story, so I included it in three parts. He was distraught and drunk when 
visiting Mrs. Tompkins. One wonders if that unfortunate accident aboard the ship weighed on his mind, or 
if he might be somehow responsible. Although their deaths appear together in several papers, including 
this one, none drew a connection between the two. Maybe there isn’t one. 

The Columbus Daily Enquirer also never explains the relationship between Mrs. Tompkins and Mr. 
Thompson. Was he a boarder, a suitor, or maybe both? Little could be found on her, other than she was a 
widow, living on Jackson between Early and Fulton (2nd Ave between 6th and 5th Streets). She was also 
about five years younger than Mr. Thompson.  

Why Mrs. Tompkins would attempt to wrestle a loaded and cocked gun away from a drunk is anyone’s 
guess. The description of Thompson’s wound seems a bit odd, as well. According to the coroner, the bullet 
entered the left breast of victim at the heart, passed through the body, and exited out right side, near the 
nipple. Even with a small pistol, it would be difficult to shoot yourself through the upper chest from the 
side like that. 

The last of the four stories was the funeral notice for William H. Thompson at the home of his stepmother 
Mrs. Younger. His birth mother died before he was ten years old. His father remarried and died while he 
was a teenager. His stepmother then remarried shortly after the death of Thompson’s father.  

If nothing else, the stories of these two deaths could only help the recruiting efforts of the local 
temperance societies. 
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Our weekly snippets of Columbus history are usually based on a few days-worth of searching 
through the most popular sources for Muscogee County history. Meant to inspire readers to 
explore more about Columbus history, they are not exhaustive dissertations on the topic and 
may contain mistakes. If you have corrections or additional information, feel free to share them 
with the group.  

 

 

Article on “Post Mortem Examination” from the Columbus Daily Enquirer, February 10, 1874, 
https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 

 

 

News of the arrival of the Julia St. Clair Columbus Daily Enquirer, February 7, 1874, 
https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 

 



 

Account of the death of J. C. Thomas aboard the Julia St. Clair from the Columbus Daily Enquirer, February 
7, 1874, https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 

 

Account of the death of J. C. Thomas aboard the Julia St. Clair from the Bainbridge Weekly Sun, February 
4, 1874, https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 

 

 



 

Part 1 of the article on William H. Thompson’s death from the Columbus Daily Enquirer on February 7, 
1874, https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 



 

Part 2 of the article on William H. Thompson’s death from the Columbus Daily Enquirer on February 7, 
1874, https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 

 



 

Part 3 of the article on William H. Thompson’s death from the Columbus Daily Enquirer on February 7, 
1874, https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 

 

 

Funeral notice of William H. Thompson, pilot of the Julia St. Clair from the Columbus Daily Enquirer, 
February 7, 1874, https://gahistoricnewspapers.galileo.usg.edu/. 



 

Tombstone of J. C. Thomas in Greenshade Cemetery, Fowlstown, Georgia, from FindAGrave.com 

 

Gravesite of William H. Thompson in Linwood Cemetery, from FindAGrave.com 

 


