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Reproduction of the original Lewis painting of the Treaty of Prairie du Chien

The First Bank in Wisconsin
and

Its Use of the Treaty of Prairie du Chien

on Its Notes

By CHARLES KEMP

The Bank and Its Notes

WHEN the first bank in Wisconsin was authorized,
it was the legislature of Michigan Territory that
issued the charter. At that time, 1835, the area

now known as Wisconsin existed only as a part of
Michigan Territory and it was not until 1836, when
Michigan was admitted to the Union as a state, that
Wisconsin achieved separate territorial status.

Although the bank was chartered prior to this, it was
called The Bank of Wisconsin and was located at Astor.
This was a "town" platted by John Jacob Astor and its
lots were owned mainly by speculators. The adjacent
town of Navarino was referred to, with Astor, as Green
Bay. Eventually the two grew into the city of that name.

Soon two other banks joined the struggle of banking
on the frontier. The difficulties quickly proved too much
and by 1837, all three had ceased specie payments. The
Bank of Wisconsin, in fact, did very little business; as
in January 1837, it reported that although its capital

had been paid up in 1835, it had not commenced business
as of late November 1836.

So in 1837. there was much concern over the bank's
condition and the legislature appointed a committee to
look into the matter. Evidently they did not take a very
hard look, as they reported the bank to be sound and
solvent. This was obviously over-optimistic, and within
a few months the bank's notes were quoted at 50%,
even lower than some of the notorious Michigan wild-
cats!

The bank continued on until late 1838, at which time
its notes reached a low of 30c on a dollar. At this point,
the cashier dispatched a letter to the legislative committee
in an attempt to explain the bank's failure to resume
specie payment. The reasons he listed undoubtedly
plagued many a western banker of the time; the overall
financial condition of the country in 1837, of course,
contributed, but poor agricultural conditions around
Green Bay and the resulting lack of exports was also a
factor. The inability of the bank's debtors to pay was
also coupled with "stay" laws giving them immunity
under the adverse conditions then present.

In January 1839. the legislative committee decided to
take another look at the bank's books and to be a bit
more careful in its conclusions. The bank was rumored
to have $300,000 of its notes in circulation and only
$20,000 in capital. An investigation, however, showed
that it was not so bad off; paid-in capital was found to
be $39,125; specie on hand $29,242, versus a circulation
of $196,279. This amount, however, exceeded the limits
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$10 Bank of Wisconsin note with Treaty of Prairie du Chien vignette at upper left

set forth in the charter, which allowed a circulation of
only three times the amount of capital paid in over and
above specie on hand.

In March 1839, the attorney general was ordered to
start closing proceedings and soon Wisconsin's first bank
was extinct. Besides unredeemed notes, there were sup-
posed to be $198,000 in unissued notes left behind. Most
of these must have been destroyed, as they are not com-
mon today.

The Treaty

HE 5, 10, and 20 dollar notes all had the same
central vignette, which was a most appropriate
scene for a Wisconsin bank. Adapted from a

painting by James Lewis, it represents the signing of the
Treaty of Prairie du Chien.

Prairie du Chien I along the Mississippi River in the
southwest part of the state) was also one of the first
settlements in Wisconsin. In 1825, 1829 and 1830,
Indian treaties were signed there, the most important of
which was that of 1825, and this is the one on which
the bank note vignette was based.

Beginning on August 5, 1825, and lasting for 14 days,
the event drew the chiefs of the seven major tribes in the
area and thousands of other Indians who pitched their
wigwams in every available space. Many of these tribes,
such as the Sioux and Chippewa, were in a continual
state of war, and the object of the treaty was to establish
peaceful territorial boundaries between them.

Representing the United States at Prairie du Chien
were Governor Lewis Cass of Michigan and General
William Clark of Missouri. Cass was a very successful
treaty-maker as well as a highly respected statesman.
Clark, of course, was famous for his part in the Lewis
and Clark expedition. In 1825, he was superintendent

of Indian affairs at St. Louis. Through the efforts of
these men, the treaty was successfully concluded and the
Indians agreed to live in peace—at least until the next
time they went on the warpath!

The Artist

LTHOUGH the ensuing peace may not have been
a lasting success, this was a major treaty and for
that reason, James Otto Lewis was present. Be-

tween the years 1823 and 1834. Lewis was employed by
the federal government to paint Indian portraits, and so
it was in this official capacity that he painted the Treaty
of Prairie du Chien.

Lewis was born in 1799 at Philadelphia and by the
age of 16, he had found employment as an engraver.
Further information on his life is sketchy. However, it
is known that he made his way west and also followed
the engraver's trade at St. Louis. Later he settled in
Detroit, doing portraits and also some copperplate
printing.

When Lewis died at New York City in 1858, he had
painted more than 85 Indian portraits; many of these
were published in 1835 in "The North American
Aboriginal Portfolio." This collection is available in the
Burton Historical Room of the Detroit Library. How-
ever, none can be identified as having appeared in bank
notes.
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