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Honest Harry Meiggs
and the San Francisco City Scrip

By Charles Kemp

In the early 1850's, San Francisco was undergoing a
remarkable transition. Just a few years before, it had
been the sleepy little Spanish village of Yerba Buena
with a population of only 812 when James Marshall had
made his famous discovery, but by 1860, it would be the
fourteenth largest city in the U.S. The first flow of
immigrants, the eager goldseekers, had given way to a
more permanent population of merchants, skilled
tradesmen, professionals, and just plain working men
and women of all sorts. These people had not come
thousands of miles just to search for gold; they had come
looking on California as a place for new opportunities, a
rich and promising land with San Francisco as its
leading City.

In response to these newcomers, the town began to
change, slowly progressing from the hastily built

jumping off spot for the 49'ers, to a modern city. In 1854,
the fire-prone wooden structures were being replaced by
brick buildings and the rat-infested dirt streets, which
turned to seas of mud during the rains, were being
extended and covered over with wood planks. At the
same time that the need for improvements was
becoming obvious, California was entering into the first
stages of what was to prove a severe economic
depression. The year 1854 was the last big year for gold,
and already adjustments had to be made. The mayor
had promised to keep the city on a cash basis, but with
banks of issue prohibited by law and a prevailing
shortage of coin, California had a cash flow problem in
the best of times and the mayor was soon forced to resort
to paper promises to pay. So when the city council
authorized $150,000 in street improvements, it was
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Battery Street, San Francisco, in the process of being
planked, circa 1850's.

necessary to print a special issue of warrants to pay for
the work.

Although there were no funds in the city treasury to
redeem the warrants, it was expected that this could
easily be accomplished once the street assessments
were collected. These assessments were to prove rough
on the property owners because the $150,000 was only
for the crossings and the bulk of the contract, some
$800,000, was to be borne by them. No one clearly
foresaw the depression in the beginning, however, and
the project moved ahead. The warrants even proved to
be popular because there was never any doubt that the
city would eventually redeem them or at least convert
them into city bonds.

These warrants are of considerable interest to paper
money collectors because they did form an addition of
sorts to the city's circulating medium and were in fact
referred to as "city scrip". The written denominations
were for the even sums of $100, $500, $1000 and more as
required. These large amounts were convenient for the
street contractors, who received the warrants, to
purchase their lumber and meet other large bills. Also,

as the cash shortage grew greater, they found a use as
collateral for loans and were generally accepted at from
50 to 60 cents on the dollar. Although their large
denominations did prevent them from circulating at the
lower levels of commerce, they were undoubtedly used
for large wholesale transactions and in a city where
even private mints couldn't supply enough coin, they
were especially welcome. Apparently, this had been
forseen by the city government as they were made
payable to the bearer and also did not carry interest, so
there was no incentive to hold on to them.

In addition to the above means, the scrip would also
be introduced into the city's monetary supply by
another method. This method would shake the young
city to its very foundations and cause a scandal which is
still remembered today. The instigator of this scandal
was an individual named Harry Meiggs, a man who at
that time was one of the most respected and well-liked
citizens of the town. In fact, prior to this event, Harry
Meiggs seemed assured of a long and successful career
and was even regarded as a likely candidate for the
mayor's office. As it turned out, however, Harry did
enjoy a long and successful career-but about as far away
from San Francisco as he could make it.
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Meiggs had been a lumber dealer in New York and
when he landed in California in 1849, he took up that
business again. He was in the right place at the right
time, and it was said that he made over half a million in
only a few years. He invested much of his profits in San
Francisco real estate and also built a fine sawmill and
the famous Meiggs Wharf which ran 2,000 feet from the
foot of Powell Street.

Meiggs considered the isolated North Beach area,
where his wharf lay, to have a great commercial
potential and he did everything he could to boost the
area. He made heavy investments in property there and
built himself a fine house in that area. He then had a
street built at his own expense to encourage others to
move there. Meiggs was, of course, known as the area's
leading citizen and not only due to his enthusiasm; he
was a man of untiring energy and such a reputation for
integrity that he was called "Honest Harry" Meiggs.
His willingness to devote his time and energy to the
public good and his always genial manner made him
extremely popular and led to his election in 1853, to the
post of alderman.

Meiggs used his seat on the council to enthusiastical-
ly promote North Beach. He considered roads to be the
most important thing necessary to develop the area and
lobbied constantly for street improvements. Of course,
as a shrewd businessman, Harry had a bit more than
mere civic pride on his mind - if the North Beach district

did boom, he would profit enormously from his property
investments there. Unfortunately for Harry, the
depression was now beginning to take hold and
property values plummeted while interest rates rose
from the usual one to two per cent a month to seven and
even ten. The freewheeling era was over and the fast
dealers like Harry were being caught in a squeeze. While
unsold lumber piled up on his wharf, his many
liabilities were forming another pile almost as high.
Ironically, the assessments for the street work that he
had labored so hard to bring about were now providing
the final crushing blow. Harry realized that he was
ruined, but he wasn't about to give up easily and hit
upon a desperate scheme to buy himself time enough to
recover.

The books of street warrants were kept in the city
comptroller's office. At first, they had been left blank
and filled in only as necessary, but since they required
the signature of three different city officials, it had been
found convenient to pre-sign a quantity of them. These
warrants, lacking only the date and amount, appeared
to Meiggs to be a way out of his dilemma. Since he was
an alderman and was known to have an nterest in the
street work, he had no problem gaining access to the
comptroller's office and soon had several of the books in
his hands.

Meiggs quickly put his new found money supply to
work. Smyth Clarke, a clerk and a close friend, was set
to work filling in the warrants. Then as soon as possible,

Example of the San Francisco warrants, $5000 face.
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Duplicate San Francisco warrant, $1000 face. The William Sherman who signed it
and the $5000 warrant came from Rhode Island and was not related to William
Tecumseh Sherman.

Second of exchange on Lucas, Turner & Co., William T. Sherman's name appears in
the scroll at the right end, along with the names of Henry S. Turner and Benj.
Nisbet.

Harry began to spread them far and wide. He had
always been a large borrower and spent much of his
time "shinning around" for money, as he termed it. He
even joked that it seemed unnatural for him to leave the
house in the morning without having to hunt up a loan
for $40,000 during the day. But he always paid his
interest promptly and as long as he could provide solid
collateral was considered a good risk. Furthermore, as
Harry saw it, as long as he could borrow new money, he
could pay the interest on the old.

So Meiggs was able to continue borrowing, but the
depression got worse instead of better and he just found
himself in a deeper hole. Already his borrowing was the
talk of the town and it was said that he was paying
$30,000 a month in interest on a debt of $800,000. Even

Harry couldn't borrow that fast and so he overissued the
stock of his lumber company to the extent of $300,000
but that brought him in only $75,000.

Many bankers were now beginning to have second
thoughts on the desirability of having Harry as a
customer. One of the most suspicious was William T.
Sherman, the future Civil War general. Sherman had
left the army in 1853 to take a position with the
California office of Lucas, Turner & Co. His many
letters back to the home office in St. Louis offer an
interesting insight into the trials and tribulations of a
gold rush banker. Fortunately for the North, it was
some of these above mentioned events, including Harry
Meiggs, which finally made him return to the army.
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In 1854, however, Sherman was more worried about
his flamboyant client than any gray-clad armies. He
had always been cautious with his employer's money,
but some of his clerks apparently impressed with
Harry's reputation, had accommodated him for $50,000.
Sherman, after hearing the rumors of Meiggs' rampant
borrowing, decided to call in his notes, but Harry
promptly and cheerfully paid up $30,000 and even
dropped hints about his close connections with a large
foreign banking house. Sherman was relieved, but
resolved to take no more of Harry's notes unless he could
provide very substantial security.

Meanwhile Harry's scheme continued on its merry
way with the forged warrants now being joined by
forged notes. At first, Harry had contracted to sell
lumber before its actual delivery and then when the
purchasers gave their notes, he would immediately
endorse and sell them for whatever he could get. When
this didn't prove sufficient either, he had his clerk just
outright forge the notes. One of these on Neely
Thompson & Co. for $15,000 was detected by one of that
firm's clerks after Meiggs had discounted it for $14,000.
Incredibly enough, when Harry pleaded with them to
make the note good, they actually agreed to do so.

Perhaps it was incidents like this that convinced
Harry he could still pull it off. If only the depression
would go away, he still had friends. He was even trying
to have his brother elected as comptroller (probably
with the intention of covering up his extracurricular use
of the warrants) but the town was now buzzing with
rumors of the forged notes and Harry at last admitted to
himself that the game was up for good. So on October
6th, Harry, his family, and brother told friends they
were planning a sailing trip and then fled the city in a
chartered brig.

Immediately after their departure, the storm broke.
Harry had left owing between $800,000 and $900,000
and hundreds of people found that they were holding
worthless notes. As the news spread, a mob of angry
creditors descended on city hall. They included bankers,
brokers, merchants, mechanics and even Harry's
laundress. If Harry had been nothing else, then he had
been impartial, distributing his victims amongst the
high and the low alike.
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touched off by such a large fraud could be traced up to
1856. The effect on a city already suffering through a
full scale depression was terrific and Sherman reported
home that this was... "by far the most serious disaster
that has befallen a community like ours, when
confidence in men at best was small, now we suspect
everybody for Meiggs was deemed incorruptible,
honest, though known to be a heavy and daring
operator". On a rather tragic note Sherman added that
"up to the very day of his flight, poor people are known
to have opportuned him to take their small earnings to
invest for them."

While Harry was putting as many miles as possible
between himself and all this furor, some of his creditors
were busy chartering another ship to pursue him.
Evidently though, Harry still had a few believers left,
despite everything, as they reportedly bribed the ship's
captain to delay his departure until Harry had too great
a head start. Ironically, the few people who believed
that Meiggs really was "Honest Harry" were eventually
proven correct.

Meiggs and his family sailed first to Taihiti and then
moved on to Chile. There he began a new career as a
railroad contractor and built the most difficult section
of the line from Valparaiso to Santiago. When the
Peruvian government learned of his success, they
invited him to build another treacherous mountain
railway in their country. Harry's luck had returned and
his new career brought him both another fortune and a
renewed reputation.

Surprisingly enough, once Harry had the means
again, he did not forget the people he had left in the
lurch and made every effort to see that all of his
legitimate creditors were paid in full. San Francisco
had always been a city with its own special rules and
Harry was not only forgiven, but the state legislature
even passed a bill exempting him from prosecution. The
governor, however, doubted its legality and refused to
sign it and so although Honest Harry did redeem his
nickname, he was never able to return to San Francisco
and he died in Peru in 1877. Harry's character and
public service had gained him the respect of the
Peruvians and left him deeply mourned.
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