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The Frontiersman on
$50 Bank of The State
of Missouri Notes

By Bruce Smith

When the Bank of the State of Missouri was organized
in 1837, one of the provisions of the charter was that the
hank would issue no notes under $10. The directors of
the bank, however, decided initially to announce that
they would allow no notes under $20 to be issued in order
to promote public confidence. And so it was that during
its early years the lowest denomination notes of this
bank were $20 and $50. Strange as it may seem, even the
$50 notes enjoyed wide circulation, particularly during
the gold rush of 1849. Most of the 49ers who went
overland outfitted themselves in Missouri, either at St.
Louis or at Weston or Independence on the western
border of the state. At that time, the Bank of the State of
Missouri was the only bank of issue in the state and it
had a very good reputation. So good was its reputation,
that many of its notes were taken to California and
circulated there.

The watercolor portrait of Meriwether Lewis used on the
note.
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$50 Bank of the State of Missouri with Lewis portrait.
This specimen sold for $275 at the NASCA sale of April
27, 1981.

The first $50 notes of the bank were probably issued in
1837 and have a woman seated on cotton bales, center, a
man standing right holding a document, variously
described as Washington, Jefferson or Henry Clay, and
another figure standing left, wearing outlandish
clothes, and described either as "a frontiersman" or as
Daniel Boone. The notes were printed by Toppan,
Carpen,-,er & Company.

Since Daniel Boone was already a legend by that
time, and since he had lived in Missouri, I accepted the
figure as a representation of that early trailblazer. And
there was also a personal reason for wanting to believe
that this was Boone — one of my ancestors had helped
Boone settle Boonsboro, Kentucky and later my family
followed him to Missouri.

Recently, however, I discovered that the vignette is
not Daniel Boone at all, but is taken from a watercolor
painting by C. B. J. F. De Saint-Memin of the explorer
Meriwether Lewis. The painting was done in 1807 for
Peale's Museum in Philadelphia and now belongs to the
New York Historical Society.

Lewis posed for the painting wearing an ermine skin
mantle given to him by Comeahwait, chief of the
Shoshone Indians of Idaho. The meeting with the
Shoshones was one of the crucial moments of the Lewis
& Clark Expedition. The tribe was expecting an attack
from the enemies, the Blackfeet who, like the
expedition, were equipped with rifles. Things were tense
until Lewis' guide Sacajawea recognized Comeahwait
as her brother. She had been kidnapped as a child by
another tribe, and only at that point realized that this
was her own tribe and this was her brother. Peaceful
relations were then assured.

Meriwether Lewis was born in 1774 near
Charlottesville, Virginia, and served as private
secretary to President Thomas Jefferson from 1801 to
1803. In the latter year, Jefferson appointed him
commander, together with William Clark, of an
expedition to survey and report on the newly acquired
Louisiana Territory. The expedition began at St. Louis,
traveled up the Missouri River into Montana, then went
overland through Idaho until it reached the Clearwater
River, a tributary of the Columbia River, on which it
traveled to the Pacific Ocean. The explorers began at St.
Louis in May of 1804; spent their first winter near
Bismarck, North Dakota; reached the Pacific in
November 1805; spent the second winter there; then

returned to St. Louis, arriving in September 1806. They
had covered some 8500 miles and brought back a wealth
of information and specimens. Of the items brought
back, Clark gave most of his to an Indian museum in St.
Louis. Lewis, however, gave most of his souvenirs to
Peale's Museum, where they remained on display until
bankruptcy closed the museum in 1849. P. T. Barnum,
the famous showman, bought most of the contents of
Peale's Museum — approximately a quarter million
items — and what he did not put on display in his own
museum, he stored in Philadelphia. In December 1851, a
spectators was lost in the fire. Of the exhibits that did
material was stored. What was not carried off by
specatators was lost in the fire. Of the exhibits that did
remain (in Barnum's museum), most were cast aside
and neglected after Barnum's museum closed. In the
early part of this century, many of the exhibits were
finally rescued by various museums and universities.
The relics brought back by Meriwether Lewis are now
scattered all over the country.

The paintings in the museum, however, fared better.
In 1848, the United States Bank (successor to the Bank
of the United States) took possession of the paintings in
Peale's Museum in settlement of Peale's debt to the
bank. Though the bank had failed in 1843, its affairs
were not concluded till 1856. The bank offered the
paintings to the newly formed Smithsonian Institution,
the national museum, but the Smithsonian responded
that it would take an act of Congress to raise the
necessary money. In 1851, the City of Cincinnati
planned to organize a "National Portrait Gallery" with
the Peale paintings as a nucleus. The paintings were
sent to Cincinnati where they were put on display
(including the painting of Lewis), but the city could not
raise the necessary money, and they were returned to
Philadelphia. In October 1854, the paintings were put
up for public auction, and the city of Philadelphia was
the largest single purchaser. The 106 works bought by
the city were hung in Independence Hall and can be
seen there today. The painting of Lewis with his
flintlock rifle and ermine skin coat somehow ended up
at the New York Historical Society, where it remains
today.

For his services in leading the expedition, Lewis
received a grant of land and in 1807 was made governor
of the northern part of the Louisiana Territory, with his
headquarters at St. Louis. His death in 1809 near
Nashville, Tennessee remains a mystery. It is believed
that he was murdered but no one knows why nor by
whom.

Notes on Notes of the Bank

The $50 Bank of the State of Missouri notes were well
known in California in 1850. During that year, excellent
forgeries began turning up first in California and later
in St. Louis. So good were these counterfeits, and so
widespread, that counterfeit detectors of the day
ominously warned; "Best to avoid all $50 notes of this
bank". It was in 1850 or 1851 that the bank decided to
change the design of its $50 notes. The new bills have a
woman seated on a throne in the center, with a city and

(Continued On Page 263)
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Interesting gleanings

from
early publications

by Charles E. Straub

Sturdivant's confederates in the neighborhood, and it
was expected that they would attempt to rescue him.
The apprehending party, being only 8 or 10 strong,
therefore withdrew with Roswell Strudivant and his
brother, Merrick Sturdivant, who alone was named in
the warrant. They were pursued by a party of
Sturdivant's friends, well armed with rifles, for about 20
miles.

Connecticut Courant, Hartford, Tuesday, Aug. 13,
1822 ArtiCle dated Shawneetown, Illinois July 6.

Roswell Sturdivant. - We are glad to announce that
this celebrated counterfeiter, who has, for several years,
inundated the country with spurious bank bills, has at
last been apprehended. - On Friday last, a party of five
persons who volunteered upon this service, set off from
this town in pursuit of him; they proceeded on that day
to Golconda, where they procured a constable, and an
addition to their party, consisting of a few citizens of
that neighbourhood, and on the following morning
went to Sturdivant's house, ten miles from Golconda.
Two of the party entered the house by stratagem,
unsuspected, and the remainder immediately pressing
forward, the gang within, consisting of six or seven
persons, was completely surprised. They were evidently
at work when the house was first entered, but broke off,
and were busied in attempting to conceal their
implements when they were discovered. The upper story
of the house was found to be a complete workshop, fitted
up with work benches, &c. On these were several tools,
apparently used for engraving; and on the floor was a
quantity of trimmings, or scraps of paper, evidently cut
from the edges of bank notes. Here was also a large flat
stone, upon which they were grinding or mixing ink
when surprised - and a number of phials, containing
mixtures of different kinds. Unfortunately, however,
the party had not time to continue their search, for it
was soon discovered that an alarm was given to

Connecticut Courant, Hartford, Tuesday, June 4, 1822.

Caution - The public are cautioned against receiving
$5 counterfeit notes on the New London Bank. There are
numbers of them in circulation, and so well executed as
to almost defy detection.

Kelly's NBN Guide Available

The Paper Money Institute, Inc. announces the publication
of National Bank Notes, A Guide With Prices. Authored by
Don C. Kelly, the book is intended to serve both paper money
collectors and dealers, and the many coin dealers who often
pass up opportunities to purchase national bank notes because
of a lack of information on values.

The first part of the book is basically a primer which
describes and richly illustrates the different types of nationals
and presents other helpful information for the non-expert. The
remainder of the book presents the detailed breakdowns of
notes issued by over 12,000 national banks during the note-
issuing period from 1863-1935. Included are the serial numbers
and sheet layouts of notes issued and the circulation figures for
each bank. A guide book premium is assigned to each type of
note issued by each bank — a total of over 30,000 premium
valuations. The listings cover all issuing national banks in all
states and territories.

List price of the 650-page hardbound book is $75. Collectors
may obtain copies from their favorite dealer or by contacting
the publisher, The Paper Money Institute, Inc., Box 85, Oxford,
Ohio 45056 (1-513-523-6861) or ALCO Distributors, 50 N. State
St., Westerville, Ohio 43081 (1-614-882-3937).

The Frontiersman
(Continued From Page 262)

a train in the background; a seated woman in the upper
right holding a portrait of Washington (or Jefferson);
and a hunter with a rifle and a dog in the lower left end.
This hunter is also described as Daniel Boone. Well,
perhaps ....

Counterfeit $50's on this bank (of the old type)
occasionally turn up for sale, but genuine notes are rare.
Counterfeit $20's turn up even more often, but these do
not appear to have been made in California. The $20's,
incidentally, have four portraits on them, one in each
corner. The portrait in the upper left corner is none other
than Thomas H. Benton, that old hater of banks. The
story goes that he opposed the creation of the Bank of
the State of Missouri but was finally won over when the
bank offered to place his portrait on its notes. Well,
perhaps ....

Postscript

An interesting history of Peale's Museum titled Mr.
Peale's Museum has been published recently. The
author, Charles C. Sellers, traces the museum from its
founding by painter Charles Wilson Peale in 1784
through its demise in 1848. There are several rare Hard
Times tokens put out by the museum and its branch in
New York (there was another branch in Baltimore).
These are listed in Russ Rulau's new catalog on Hard
Times tokens and are discussed in two Numismatist
articles by F. G. Duffield and E. H. Adams (both
February 1912) reprinted in American Token Reprints
(published by the Token & Medal Society) and in A
Survey of American Trade Tokens by David
Schenkman. Charles Peale's son, Franklin Peale,
became chief coiner at the Philadelphia mint in 1839.
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