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Banking Comes to

WORCESTER 
A Massachusetts Story

By PHILIP F. ROY

It is hard to imagine how the average 19th century
citizen reacted to the news that the President had just
purchased an enormous amount of land from the
French emperor, or that he was going to send an
expedition to explore yet another vast area. It seems
easier to look at the first years of that century from the
standpoint of events which affected the life of the
common man.

Worcester, situated in the rolling hills of central
Massachusetts, was over one hundred years old in 1803.
The townspeople relied mostly on barter to transact
their business, preferring it to the unstable paper money
then in circulation. This "country pay" was widely
accepted, but, as business grew, it became harder to
settle accounts that way and no other alternative
existed because, while there were five banks in the state
at the time, there were none west of Boston.

That winter a group of the town's notables met in a
local inn to discuss starting a bank. They included
merchants, a judge, and two newspapermen, Francis
Blake and Isaiah Thomas. Blake was publisher of the
National Aegis and Thomas, then about 55 years old,
was one of the busiest printers in the country, having
first issued the Massachusetts Spy. Their decision to go
ahead with the plan was published the next day and
there was a very favorable response, with nearly two
hundred people wanting to buy stock in the proposed
bank. In March of 1804, the charter granted by the
Massachusetts legislature for the Worcester Bank

specified that no more than twice the amount of capital
stock of $150,000 could be loaned (loans were the major
function of the bank) and, interestingly, that a certain
percentage must be set aside for loans to farmers.

It took less than two months to set up the bank; during
its first year of operation it loaned more than $185,000.
Daniel Waldo was the president of the bank and Levi
Thaxter was its cashier. It was the first corporation in
Worcester and it was to be twenty-five years before
another bank was established.

Despite the success of the bank, when the time came
for the application to renew the charter, the organizers
met with unexpected resistance in Boston. This may
have been due to the general low opinion of banking
during this era, but it may simply have been that the
legislators had other things on their minds for, less than
a week after the second charter was approved, the
United States declared war with England.

In 1829, Worcester's banking boom really began: in
the next twenty-five years the town went from one
single bank to six. The first of these was the Central
Bank, which was chartered for $100,000 with Benjamin
Butler as president and Otis Corbett, cashier. In 1833,
the Quinsigamond Bank (named after a local lake) was
established, also with a $100,000 stock limit (Alfred
Foster, president, and Charles Hamilton, cashier), to be
followed only three years later by the Citizens Bank.
Perhaps because of the experience of their president,

Note issued by the Worcester Bank during second charter period; signed by
Jennison and Daniel Waldo, Jr.
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Share of stock in the Worcester Bank issued to Nathaniel Paine some 14 years after
the first stock issue.
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Benjamin Butler, at the Central Bank, this new bank
was allowed to sell stock totalling $500,000. Its cashier
was George Trumbull. In 1848, the Mechanics Bank
began business with a $200,000 stock base under the
direction of Alexander DeWitt, president, and Parley
Hammond, cashier. The last of the pre-war banks was
the City Bank (1854) with George Richardson and
Parley Hammond starting business with $300,000
worth of stock. 2

The notes issued by these banks turn up fairly
regularly in catalogs and auctions of obsolete currency.
The earlier notes are without a printer's imprint but the
later ones show a variety of manufacture: many were
made by the New England Bank Note Company or by
Rawdon Wright Hatch and Edson. If we examine
Wismer's list, however, some interesting information
comes to light. For the six banks described above there
seems to be little or no problem. He also lists the
Commercial Bank and the Merchants Bank, both of
which were college scrip, the latter being issued by
Howe's Business College in the 1860's. 3 The historical
record makes no mention at all of his "Western Bank"
and it is my opinion that this is a mistaken reference to
the Western Bank of Springfield, since the descriptions
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are exactly the same as those for Wismer numbers 2134
through 2142. 4

The final mystery is presented by Wismer's cryptic
mention of "John Boyden's Bank". Again, the histories
make no mention of any such bank. There were three
men by that name listed in the Directories for the town
but none were identified as having anything to do with
banking.

The savings bank movement in Worcester before the
Civil War deserves at least brief mention. The first
savings bank was begun in 1828, in association with the
Worcester Bank. It was (and is) called the Worcester
County Institution for Savings. This was followed by
the Worcester Mechanics Savings Bank in 1851 and the
Worcester Five Cent Savings Bank in 1854. Ten years
later saw the start of the Peoples Savings Bank

If all these bank names are a little confusing, let me
add yet another piece of the Worcester banking puzzle.
In 1849, the Worcester County Bank was established; it
began in the village of Blackstone, in the southern part
of Worcester County, and Tymeson states that "it was
not connected in any way with the town of Worcester"; it

1850 note of the Worcester Bank.

Note issued by the Worcester Bank during its first year of operation; signed by Leui
Thaxter and Daniel Waldo, Sr.
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was moved to Franklin in 1873. 5 Thus the Worcester
Bank was in Worcester, the Worcester County Bank
was in Blackstone, and the Blackstone Bank was in
Uxbridge. But THAT is another story.

Finally, though it is not directly connected to the
focus of this article, the changes brought about by the
National Banking Act did have a fascinating effect on
Worcester banks. The Worcester Bank combined with
the Quinsigamond, City, Citizens, and Central Banks
and the Worcester Safe Deposit and Trust Company to
form the Worcester Trust Company, ending one phase
of banking growth in that area. 6 It was a time filled with
new developments, changes in names, shifts of
personnel, and some beautiful banknotes.
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EMINENIS
Harry Jones Finds Fold Error

SPMCer Harry Jones, for specialist located in
Cleveland, submitted the photos of a wild fold error on a
Series 1977A $5 FRN from position H4 on the sheet. The

note was severely folded during the first printing
operation on the reverse. The sheet unfolded slightly
during the second printing and the overprinting.
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