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PART II

Rare Banknotes, Banks, and Bankers of Indiana
By WENDELL WOLKA

This article is the second in a series devoted to the many varied stories con-
cering Indiana obsolete notes and the banks and bankers who made them possible.

The Boone County Bank - the Little Bank That Almost Did !

MANY banks in Indiana during the freewheeling
days of free banking of the 1850's and 1860's
found ways to bend, twist, and even occasionally

break the laws regarding the regulation of their business.
One of the most novel approaches to larceny was that
taken by the Boone County Bank of Lebanon, Indiana.
The Free Banking Act of 1852, once amended in 1855,
stated that (the italics are the author's) :

"Nothing herein contained shall be so construed as
to prevent any banking association from procuring their
own plates, dies and other 'materials for engraving and
printing blank notes, and furnishing them to the
auditor."

That sounds innocent enough. right? Wrong! The
officers of the bank placed an order for $289,000 worth
of notes to be printed by W. L. Ormsby of New York.
They also requested that these notes be forwarded to A.
W. Spooner, President of the Boone County Bank, who
would in turn forward them to the State Auditor. The
plates were sent directly to the State Auditor via Adams
Express. Here the plot thickens! As soon as the box of
notes arrived in Lebanon from the printer, the bank
officers removed $235.000 in notes as well as Ormsby's
affidavit attesting to the fact that he had printed and
delivered $289,000 in notes. They then substituted a
FORGED affidavit which stated that only $54.000 had
been printed and delivered. Mr. Spooner then sealed
up the remaining $54.000 in notes along with this false
affidavit and set out for Indianapolis to proudly deliver
them to the State Auditor. This. of course. left the bank
with almost a quarter million dollars which it could
circulate without restriction. All that was needed were
the forged signatures of the State Auditor and Register.

Ironically, the Boone County Bank only managed to
circulate about $10,000 of its ill-gotten gain before it
collapsed under the onslaught of a bank run. The run

resulted because the bank had great difficulty in circu-
lating the LEGITIMATE $54,000 which it had placed
with the State Auditor. Public concern over the bank's
lack of means quickly turned to panic and the state was
forced to close the bank and sell its bonds, which were
put up as security. The proceeds of the bond sales were,
by the way, adequate to pay off all legitimate notes of
the bank at par. Only at this point did the state dis-
cover the thousands of notes ready to be put into circula-
tion illegally. Needless to say, the hank's closing in
1860 was made permanent.

The end result of this intrigue? In 1861, the legisla-
ture approved an amendment to the third section of the
Free Banking Act of 1852 (1855 amended version) so
that it read as follows (again the italics are mine) :

"Nothing herein contained shall be so construed as
to prevent any banking association from procuring,
threugh the Auditor of State, their own plates, dies, and
other materials for engraving and printing blank bank
notes: Provided, That said plates, dies, and other mate-
rials shall never pass into the possession of any such
banking association, but shall be and remain in the
possession and under the control of the Treasurer of
State."

Another loophole closed!

There is one interesting modern-day mystery. Many
notes of the Boone County Bank found today have two
small slit cancellations and a small black rubberstamped
"A" on their reverses. What significance these have is
unknown, although they may have been used to identify
the unlawful notes which were stolen by the Boone
County Bank officers.

NEXT: A Rare Note - The Canal Bank of Evansville $1
Note
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