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Portrait of Judge Augustus B. Woodward as drawn from
description. Courtesy of Burton Historical Room, Detroit
Public Library.

The early fiscal history of Michigan is so filled with
failures and outright frauds that it is hard to imagine how
its citizens managed to live and transact business under such
conditions. Out of some 55 banks chartered under the
General Banking Law of 1837, only three actually managed
to redeem their notes during the disasterous period that
followed. Many of the banks, in fact, had no intention of
redeeming their notes, just hoping to elude the bank
inspectors long enough to turn a profit.

Michigan's initial experience with a fraudulent bank,
however, had come much earlier—during territorial days,
when the state's first bank proved to be its worst. It was
many years before an efficient banking law straightened out
the bankers, but it must have taken much longer for the
memory of that first bank to fade.
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Michigan had been explored as early as 1610 by the
French, but the area developed slowly and even when the
fur trade increased, the trappers, voyageurs, boatmen and
soldiers were the only white men in the area. In 1701,
however, Antoine de la Mothe Cadillac was given
permission to build a fort at the narrowest part of the river
which connected the Great Lakes Erie and Huron.
Eventually, both the fort and the river came to be known
by the French word for narrows—Le De'troit.

In return for a trade monopoly, Cadillac was to induce
enough colonists for a permanent settlement. The fort's site
was well chosen and the colonists living under its protection
prospered with the fur trade. For nearly half a century, the

early settlers of Detroit farmed, trapped and fished along
the river. The conclusion of the French and Indian War in
1760, however, found the French settlement under the
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Union Jack. Many of the settlers chose to remain in Detroit
under British rule and life went on pretty much as before.
The Treaty of Paris, in 1783, brought another change to the
fort; control—at least in name—by the new government of
the United States. Actually, it was 1796 before General
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"Mad" Anthony Wayne finally evicted the British from
their valuable fur post.

In 1805, Michigan Territory was created out of what still
remained of the old Northwest Territory. The form of
government provided for the new territory consisted of
only four men; a governor and three judges who assumed all

a model, produced a plan for Detroit and convinced the
citizens to rebuild according to it.

Besides the rebuilding, there were other problems which
required legislation to solve, and it soon proved necessary
for both Hull and Woodward to return to Washington.
While back East, Hull paid a visit to his hometown of

The bank's sturdy building outlasted the bank itself, as this photo taken around the turn of the century, when Becks Cafe
inhabited the structure, testifies. Photo courtesy of B.H.R., D.P.L.

of the governmental functions of the judicial, legislative and
executive branches.

One of the first three judges appointed was Augustus
Brevoot Woodward. Born in New York City in 1774,
Woodward had been well educated there and in
Philadelphia. In 1801 he moved to the still unfinished
capital of Washington City and set up a law practice. While
in Washington, the tall, craggy Woodward met and became
friends with President Thomas Jefferson, a friendship that
resulted in his appointment in 1805 as judge of Michigan
Territory.

With the other judges and Governor William Hull,
Woodward arrived in Detroit just in time for the Territory's
first catastrophe—a fire that completely leveled the town.
Incorporated as a city in 1801, Detroit had some 500
citizens and 300 wooden buildings at the time of the fire.
The first order of business, therefore, was to rebuild the
city. Woodward, using the developing city of Washington as

Newton, Mass. While there, he was approached by Russell
Sturges, a Boston financier. Sturges and his associates
proposed a bank for the Michigan Territory and they
sought Hull's approval and aid. They quickly convinced the
gullible governor of their honesty.

The group promised a bank of discount and deposit,
which they claimed would redirect the fur trade from
Montreal and Quebec to Boston and New York and also
help attract investors to the Detroit area. Hull was well
known for his integrity, but must have let himself be
completely carried away by the bankers' arguments. He
never stopped to consider that such an ambitious project
was hardly needed in a small frontier town where all bills
were payable in produce and as a critic would later sneer
"the only thing to discount were turnips."

Instead, Hull wrote to Woodward that "A very rich and
respectable company of merchants in Boston have agreed to
make an establishment in our Territory to carry on the fur
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Initial issue of notes with first obligations and signature of A. B. Woodward. Photo courtesy of B.H.R., D.P.L.

trade. It is impossible that company of more wealth,
intelligence and spirit could have been found."
Unfortunately, Hull did not comprehend just how much
spirit the company actually possessed.

So, when Hull returned to Detroit, he had a vault door,
iron window bars, a quantity of gold and an experienced
cashier in tow. The cashier, William Flanigan, had received
his experience at the Boston Exchange Office. This
interesting institution had been incorporated in 1804 by
the Massachusetts legislature for the purpose of regulating
the small state banks which had sprung up outside of
Boston. The notes of these "country banks" were widely
circulated and following Gresham's Law, tended to drive
the notes of the more stable banks out of circulation.

Although it had been planned for the Exchange Office
to regulate these notes, the man who came to control it
had much different ideas. Instead, Andrew Dexter in-
geniously used the Exchange to make a fortune for him-
self. Realizing that the banking business, which was still
new and unhampered by laws, offered great opportunities,
he purchased banks as far away from Boston as possible. He
owned banks in Maine as well as Massachusetts and he also
owned the notorious Farmer's Exchange Bank of Rhode
Island. All of these concerns circulated their relatively
worthless notes as far as possible from their own offices.
When any of them were presented for payment, they were
redeemed with a draft on the Boston Exchange Office,
where the draft was paid in notes of one of Dexter's other
banks. This was a highly lucrative business and it is
probable that Dexter was a force behind the Detroit Bank
from the beginning.

Woodward became just as enthused abut the bank plan
as Hull. They believed that it was just what Detroit needed;
the bank would make the city the financial center of the
West and bring investment capital into the area. So, when
the judge returned to Detroit with two of the financiers
and $19,000 in gold, the petition for the bank was readily
approved.

The six-part charter, outside of some revisions insisted
upon by Woodward, appeared to have been written by the
financiers themselves. There was no limit on debts and
loans, no security required for note issues and no provision
for regulating or redeeming notes. Capitalization was
originally set at $100,000 and the charter was to expire in
30 years. Woodward, however, did not believe that anyone
who desired to invest should be prevented from doing so
and had the capital increased to $1 million. Also, to prevent
"intrigues" when the charter came up for renewal, he had
the period increased to 101 years. Finally, he insisted that
the charter could be repealed any any time the bank was
deemed to operate improperly. These revisions were
virtually the only honest acts ever connected with the bank.

A copy of the charter was forwarded to Congress for
approval, but no time was lost in waiting for the O.K. A lot
was purchased at the corner of Randolph St. and Jefferson
Ave. for $475. A fine two-story brick building was then
erected at a cost of $8,000, making it the most expensive
building in Detroit. Woodward, widely respected in the
city, was elected as president of the bank, much to his
surprise and Hull's pique.

Investors were allowed to pay in installments, the first to
be only $2, but only 24 Detroiters could be persuaded to
invest. Governor Hull subscribed for just 10 shares; while
Woodward, who really had no intention of taking an active
part in the bank prior to his election as president, spoke for
only one share. The Territory of Michigan was allowed 10
shares and the remaining 95 percent of the stock was taken
by the Boston group.

As soon as possible, President Woodward and Cashier
Flanigan began the long task of signing the newly printed
bank notes. The first issue was dated Oct. 14, 1806 and
consisted of $2, $3, $5 and $10 denominations. The notes
were typeset and rather plain and stated that the president
and directors of the bank promised to pay the bearer on
demand—if he could catch up with them.
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As soon as the notes were signed, the two Bostonians
departed with their carpetbags stuffed full of some
$163,000 in bills. Evidence has been found to suggest that
these notes were taken East, to be loaned for a period of
not less than a year. In all probability the borrower was the
Boston Exchange Office and the notes were used to redeem
any other of Dexter's notes which the Exchange might
receive. The Detroit Bank notes circulated initially at a
discount of from 10 percent to 25 percent and the quantity
of notes in circulation in the East must have given Detroit
an instant fame of sorts.

So long and difficult was the trip to Detroit, that it was
many weeks before any of the bills found their way home.
It is believed that the first $5 bill presented at the bank was
actually redeemed; due, no doubt, to the teller being too
surprised to resist. Out of some $1 million in notes which
were to be issued by the bank, however, the only other
customer to meet with such good fortune was a local
schemer who proved himself to be a match for the Boston
sharpies.

Conrad Ten Eyck was a shrewd, thrifty Dutchman who
ran a popular inn along the Chicago road. He was well
known throughout the area and was called "Uncle Coon"
for his sly sense of humor. Ten Eyck had watched the

Detroit Bank's development with some suspicion. While on
a trip to Albany, the Dutchman was approached by a
nervous young man who was anxious to rid himself of some
bank notes. Upon examining them, Ten Eyck discovered
that they were from the Detroit Bank. He shared the
stranger's apprehension, but the price was attractive and a
very profitable scheme began to take shape in Ten Eyck
crafty mind.

Directly upon his return home, Uncle Coon appeared at
the cashier's counter and presented the astonished Flanigan
with $500 of the bank's notes. Quickly recovering his
aplomb, Flanigan offered new bills in exchange, but Ten
Eyck refused, holding out for hard money in no uncertain
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terms, threatening the bank's reputation if he did not get
silver for his notes.

Flanigan went into hurried conference with his
colleagues and they managed to scrape together enough
specie to redeem Ten Eyck's hoard. Happy both with his
profit and having put one over on the bankers, Ten Eyck
returned to his roadhouse where he gladly vouched for the
bank's reliability to all who asked.

In the Spring of 1807, Sturges disappeared from the
scene and Dexter began buying out the other stockholders
until he had complete control of the bank. In June, he sent
his father and brother to Detroit to manage his holdings.
Encountering some difficulty with the president, the
Dexters soon found it necessary to reorganize the bank.
James Henry, a prominent local merchant, was selected as
the new president. Although Woodward continued to
support the bank, or at least the idea of a bank, it is
possible that he no longer wished to be associated with the
Detroit Bank.

A new note issue followed, some with Henry's signature
and some with the forged signature of Woodward. The
obligation on the new notes was altered to make the
stockholders personally responsible. Few of these notes
were circulated in Michigan as they were too easy to
present. Most were sent East and notes of the Farmer's
Exchange Bank made their way to Detroit.

Dexter had great success with his banking empire, but in
1807 he branched out into project that ruined him. In that
year, he began construction of the seven-story Boston
Coffeehouse, a project that eventually tied up $800,000 of
his funds. In 1809, a concerted effort by other Boston
bankers forced his collapse by their demand for specie for a
large quantity of notes on Dexter's banks. Dexter's house
of cards tumbled to the tune of $1,250,000. The Farmer's
Exchange Bank alone had $580,000 in outstanding notes
against assets of $86.46. Down, but not out, the

Later issue with different obligation and forged signature of A. Woodward. Photo courtesy of B.H.R., D.P.L.
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Later issue with signature of James .Henry as president. B.H.R., D.P.L.

enterprising Dexter moved South and continued to operate
his schemes for many years.

Meanwhile, in the nation's capital, the Detroit Bank was
becoming a source of increasing concern. Dexter had many
enemies in Boston and after they realized his connection
with the Michigan hank they began to call attention to it in
Congress. James Madison, then Secretary of State,
requested the territorial law regarding the bank's creation.
The Secretary of War warned the Detroit fort's commander
against paying his troops in the bank's notes and Albert
Gallatin, Secretary of the Treasury, warned President
Jefferson "That the bank must be either a landed or
swindling operation speculation" and that the motives of its
officers should be inquired into.

Judge Witherell, another of the Territory's judges, was
directed to initiate the inquiry and when Congress received
his report, the charter of the bank was revoked on March 3,
1807. Governor Hull had already reached the sad
conclusion that the bank for which he once had such high
hopes was a fraud. When Dexter attempted to operate it as
a private bank, Hull combined with Judge Witherell to pass
a law with severe penalties for the unauthorized issuance of
bank notes. The law was passed, however, only because of
Judge Woodward's absence.

Woodward still supported the idea of a bank. He had
made enemies during his term as bank president, including
the editor of the Detroit Gazette. These men had used
Woodward's connection with the bank to good advantage in
their attacks upon him. This only made him more
determined, and eventually, Woodward succeeded in having
the anti-banking law repealed. Despite the repeal, the
Detroit Bank never re-opened. Its managers had succeeded
in issuing some $1,500,000 in largely worthless currency,
out of which only some $12,000 actually circulated in the
Michigan Territory. In 1809, the bank closed its doors for
the last time and Cashier Flanigan left for the East.

The damage done to Michigan's growth and confidence
by the Detroit Bank is easy to imagine. It was fully 10 years

before another financial institution opened in the Territory.
During this period, there was no means of discounting
notes, no safe place for the deposit of funds and the only
medium of exchange besides coins were notes from
inconveniently distant banks. Eastern capitalists bypassed
Michigan as a site for investment, thus stagnating the
economy. It was not until 1819, when the Bank of
Michigan began, that the citizens of the Territory could
enjoy the benefits that honest banking can bring.

While the break with Hull and the other judges caused
permanent estrangement for Woodward, he continued for
many years at his post as territorial judge, despite frequent
criticism.

In 1824, Woodward's name was not submitted to
President James Monroe for reappointment. This was due
to a secretly made accusation of drunkeness. As soon as he
learned of the charge, Woodward left for Washington to
clear himself. The highly respected Michigan Governor,
Lewis Cass, also reacted with a strong letter of defense.
Although Monroe was convinced of Woodward's innocence,
the Michigan seat which he had held so long had been filled
and Woodward received a new appointment in Florida
Territory. He died there in 1827, serving the citizens of
Florida as he had served those of Michigan, bringing law
and a sense of civilization to the American frontier.
References:
The Story of Detroit - George B. Catlin. The Detroit News

1923.
Justice Woodward and the Michigan Territory - Sister Marie

Heyda.
Michigan History Vol. 51.
Banks and Banking in Michigan - T. H. Hinchman.
The First Bank in Michigan - William L. Jenks. Michigan

History Vol. 1.
History of Banking and Banks and Bankers in Detroit -

Emory Wendell.
Detroit and its Banks - Arthur M. Woodford. Wayne State

University 1974.


	Judge Woodward and His Wildcat Bank

