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Note on State Bank at Morris, Morristown, N. J. at which O'Hara was employed
before going to Missouri. Signed by James Wood as president. Some of the Missouri
Exchange Bank notes were payable to James Wood or bearer.

William M. O'Hara
Missouri Territorial Banker

By Ronald L. Horstman

(The following article is reprinted here by courtesy of the
Missouri Historical Society, in whose Bulletin of July 1979 it
originally appeared. For this version the author has furnished
additional illustrations.)

When William M. O'Hara, a native of New Jersey,
arrived at St. Louis apparently early in 1818, he found a
rapidly growing frontier community of 3500 people
with two banks of discount and deposit in operation.
Each of these institutions, the Bank of Missouri and the
Bank of St. Louis, had issued its own bank notes for
circulation.

O'Hara purchased 240 arpents of land on the south
bank of the Missouri River, in the Bonhomme district
about 25 miles northwest of St. Louis, where he settled
with his wife Susannah and children. Among the
residents of this area were Justus Post, formerly a
colonel in the United States Army during the war of
1812, and John Darby, an attorney who would serve as
mayor of the City of St. Louis from 1835 to 1837 and
from 1840 to 1841. O'Hara later became associated with
both of these men in business activities.

He had brought with him a letter of reference from the
State Bank of Morristown, New Jersey which read in
part:

"William M. O'Hara has been a clerk in our bank for a
number of years and in all things conducted himself
entirely to our satisfaction. His conduct has been hon-
est and honorable, his habits for sobriety and indus-

try are unexceptionable and as a ready and correct
accountant, we think it difficult to find his superior.
Every variety of business transacted by banks is so
familiar to him that he is well qualified to fill any such
place in such institutions and we firmly persuade that
if any banking company does once employ him either
as clerk or cashier they will never have cause to regret
the confidence reposed in him."'

This letter was signed by the president and all of the
directors of this New Jersey bank, which had been
established in 1812 and was to continue in operation
until 1848.

O'Hara was appointed to the position of first teller in
the Bank of St. Louis on February 11, 1818. 2 This bank
had been chartered by the territorial legislature of
Missouri in 1813, but because of the scarcity of local
capital three years were required before sufficient stock
subscriptions were obtained. 3 Finally on December 13,
1816, the bank commenced operations. On September 1,
1818, O'Hara was promoted to the position of cashier
with the bank, replacing Theophilus W. Smith, and in
that capacity he signed their circulating bank notes
along with the president, Risdon H. Price. O'Hara
continued as cashier through troubled times until the
bank's ultimate closing on July 12, 1819. This left the
Bank of Missouri, established in September 1816 under
the presidency of Auguste Chouteau, as the only
banking facility operating in St. Louis.

O'Hara felt that St. Louis offered many business
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opportunities and in June 1819, when the termination of
his bank employment was imminent, he rented a two-
story building with cellar at 17 South Main Street from
Auguste Chouteau. For this location, which was also
known as 1 Chouteau's Brick Row, he paid $250.00 as
the total rent for the first five months.' He then formed
W. M. O'Hara & Co. to enter the real estate business,
offering land for sale in the town of St. Louis and
adjacent Missouri territory. O'Hara also formed a
partnership with Abraham Beck for the administration
of the estate of the late St. Louis postmaster, Aaron
Crane. Beck and Crane had operated the Western Land
Agency in conjunction with the post office. This
combined business was located in the rear of the Bank
of St. Louis at 58 South Main Street. O'Hara had a
checking account at the Bank of Edwardsville, Illinois,
which was the closest financial institution to St. Louis
and often a competitor of the Bank of Missouri.'

On or about October 1, 1819, William M. O'Hara & Co.
commenced an unincorporated banking operation
under the name Missouri Exchange Bank, employing
as cashier James Caldwell Canfield, who was born at
Morris Plains near Morristown, New Jersey, on
January 14, 1790. He was a nephew of Abraham C.
Canfield, a director of the State Bank of Morris and one
of the signers of the letter of recommendation for
O'Hara. 6 The elder Canfield probably encouraged his
nephew to go west to the Missouri territory to work with
O'Hara.

The Missouri Exchange Bank issued paper money for
circulation in the denominations of 12 1/24, 254, 504, 754,
$1.00, $2.00, and $5.00 which were engraved and printed
by the firm of Maverick and Durand of New York. These
notes featured newly developed geometrical lathe
designs. Some of these notes were payable to James
Wood (the president of the State Bank at Morris) or
bearer and others to S. D. Russell (a director of the same
institution) or bearer. This could indicate that the New
Jersey bank had business connections with the
Missouri Exchange Bank, but probably the names of
O'Hara's former employers were used out of courtesy
arising from past associations with him. The bank also
issued "post notes" which were payable on or after a
specified future date, the date and amount being filled in
by hand.

Auguste Chouteau may have been upset to find that
his new tenant had opened up a banking operation in
competition with the Bank of Missouri, which was only
a block away. O'Hara's rent was raised in November
1819 from $50.00 to $80.00 per month. A receipt given by
Chouteau shows that the windows had been replaced
in the upper part of the house and that it was now
occupied by O'Hara's family.' Nevertheless between
April 25, 1818, and February 21, 1821, William M.
O'Hara continually maintained a bank account with
the Bank of Missouri and a balance reaching $7,965.00
on occasion. 8

Since the Missouri Exchange Bank operated without
a charter, no reports were required and no records have

Fractional notes of the Missouri Exchange Bank

been found concerning its operations. It is known from
articles in the Missouri Gazette that its bank notes
circulated at par during the entire period of its
operation, which is more than could be said of most of
the notes circulated from other banking institutions
during that period. In a letter to the editor appearing in
the Missouri Republican on July 20, 1826, Col. Justus
Post is mentioned as an integral part of the bank and in
a list of assets included in the Post letterbook is a
notation, "Due from W. M. O'Hara and Co. of the
Missouri Exchange Bank by agreement $27,600.00." 9

According to the diary of Mrs. Elizabeth Post, the wife
of Justus Post, Mrs. O'Hara and their children visited
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$2 note of the Missouri Exchange Bank, with signature of William M. O'Hara.

$1 note of the Missouri Exchange Bank, with signature of William M. O'Hara.

Paper Money

Bank of St. Louis note signed by William M. O'Hara.
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the Posts' home for three weeks at Bonhomme and on
another occasion the Posts spent eight days with the
O'Hara family in St. Louis.'"

The Missouri Gazette of May 24, 1820 indicated that
the Missouri Exchange Bank redeemed ferry tickets of
the St. Louis and Illinois Team Boat Ferry." These
tickets were scrip issued by the St. Louis Exchange and
Land Office operated by Stephen R. Wiggins. O'Hara
appears to have been a client of John Darby, as many of
O'Hara's personal and business papers are included in
the Darby papers.

During the period prior to Missouri statehood, St.
Louis had two fire companies, the North Fire Company
and the South Fire Company. On August 8, 1820,
O'Hara was elected as a director of the latter and served
for one year.''

The end of less than two years of successful operation
of the Missouri Exchange Bank was brought about at
the Missouri territorial legislative session of 1820, when
an act prohibiting the circulation of private bank notes
was passed on December 12, 1820 to become effective on
April 1, 18`21.''

In May of 1821, O'Hara left St. Louis to attend to some
unsettled business at the Post of Arkansas. This
settlement, established in 1686 on the Arkansas River a
short distance from its confluence with the Mississippi,
was the territorial capital and the oldest white
settlement in Arkansas. While on this business trip in
Arkansas he developed bilious fever, a liver disorder,
and after a short illness died on August 21, 1821. The
Missouri Gazette of August 29, 1821, states that
"although he had been but a short time in the place, by
his gentlemanly conduct he had so endeared himself to
his acquaintances that his death will be lamented by
them, his death has caused a blank in society which
cannot be filled up. He has left a mother, wife and 4
children to mourn a loss which to them is irrepairable,
yet it be gratifying to them, to know, that during his ill-
ness he was attended by friends who paid every atten-
tion to his wants.

O'Hara left no will and on August 27, 1821, his wife
Susannah, Robert Simpson and Paul Anderson were
appointed to administer his estate. On June 23, 1823,
Justus Post was appointed administrator to replace
Robert Simpson. No records could be found to indicate
how or when the estate was settled but land deed records
indicate that his property was divided between his wife
and their children - Charles O'Hara; Helen, who
married Davis Harrell; James O'Hara and his wife
Isabella; and Susan O'Hara.''

Were it not for his signature appearing on circulation
bank notes, an occasional mention in the press and a
few documents preserved in the archives of the Missouri
Historical Society, William M. O'Hara would be just
another forgotten individual who helped to settle the
Missouri territory

Missouri Exchange Bank check with inscription
"St. Louis. M.T." (territory).

Missouri Exchange Bank check payable to "Wash
Woman".
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