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"That vault is easily unlocked, but it is as safe as any they have in
Lafayette . . ."

The Potato 1014 arrel
by BOB COCHRAN	 ank

PREFACE

According to the sources quoted, the following story is
true; it most likely took place in Indiana. However, the
facts as known don't quite add up; but the story has been
around, in print, since at least 1881, and possibly 1860.
Presented here are three versions of the story of "The
Potato Barrel Bank." A fourth source is noted, containing
the same facts as one of the others; it differs only in tense.
If anyone reading this can provide more definitive infor-
mation, I'm sure it will be most appreciated by collectors
of Indiana obsolete bank notes, and by all serious stu-
dents of banking history as well.

BACKGROUND

The following is taken from Indiana Obsolete Notes and
Scrip, published in 1978 by the Society of Paper Money Col-
lectors :

PRIVATE BANKS

M ANY private "institutions" which saw fit to issue their
own currency unfortunately made Indiana their home.
These enterprises were never in any way regulated or

controlled by the state, and the resulting corruption and poor
business practice cost more than one Hoosier his hard earned
savings and wages. Notes issued by the state government were
not held in much better esteem and they, along with the in-
numerable issues of the many different private banks, railroads,
plank road companies, individuals, and merchants, were ac-
cepted only at stiff discounts when no other form of currency
was available. While these issues were certainly no laughing
matter at the time, they do make up one of the more colorful
and interesting segments of Indiana's monetary history.

THE "FREE BANKING" ERA

The Free Banking Act went into force in July, 1852 and was
patterned to a great extent on the New York banking legislation
of 1838 with the exception that real estate could not be used to
secure note issues. Banks wishing to issue notes deposited state
securities with the State Auditor who, in turn, countersigned
and registered notes that were then placed in circulation by the
bank involved. Strict provisions were made to liquidate the bank
if notes were refused for payment and had to be protested. Over
one hundred banks were authorized under the provisions of the
Free Banking Act and its subsequent revisions. Some were suc-
cessful, but a great majority of the banks were unfortunately out

to turn a quick profit, quite often under illegal circumstances, for
their owners. As a result almost every loophole that existed in
the law was exploited.

"WILDCAT BANKS" IN "PAPER TOWNS"

A provision in the Free Banking Act previously referred to
was that a bank issuing notes was required to redeem these
notes in gold and silver when the notes were presented over its
counter. It was a common practice for banks planning to issue
notes to locate the banks in remote or inaccessible places, in
order to make the redemption of their notes difficult. Since the
location of these banks was known only to the creatures inhabit-
ing the forests, the term "wildcat bank" was applied to them. In
many cases, the actual owners of the bank lived a great distance
from it; often they weren't even residents of the state where the
bank was located. These persons could place the banknotes in
circulation where they lived or did business, and the primitive
transportation facilities of the time guaranteed that the notes
would circulate for some time before redemption, even if the
bank could be easily located. When the notes would be re-
deemed, they would be shipped back to the owner, and the
process would be repeated. So we have the owner of a bank
printing notes, say in New York, exchanging them at face value
there, and having the funds available to invest and earn interest
for several months or more, until the notes were redeemed, say
in Indiana. In this story, a wealthy broker owned twenty "wildcat
banks." Prior to the organization of his banks he obtained from a
real estate dealer in Indianapolis a list of twenty "paper towns."
These were a product of the real estate speculation of the period
and existed only in the fertile imagination of promoters and
perhaps on crude plat maps in obscure county courthouses.
Banks were then established in these "towns." Businessmen
who accumulated the notes of these hard-to-find banks
frequently employed the services of express companies in the
redemption of notes. One company that did a thriving business
in this practice was the Adams Express Company, which had an
office in Indianapolis.

ALEXANDER L. STIMPSON AND THE
BANK OF MOROCCO
(Version One of the Story)

Alexander Stimpson was a pioneer expressman who in 1860
published a history of the express business. This work was re-
printed in 1881 with some additional material; entitled History
of the Express Business, it is apparently the source of the story
now retold. One of the banks established by the wealthy broker
was the Bank of Morocco; Morocco was located, at least on
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paper, in Newton County in northwestern Indiana. The agent
for Adams Express Company in Indianapolis was Alexander L.
Stimpson. At one time he received a package of $1000 in notes
issued by the Bank of Morocco, which the express company
was to present for redemption. The day this happened, all of
Stimpson's messengers were unavailable, so he had to under-
take the mission himself. Stimpson had no idea where Morocco
was, so he went to the State Auditor's office in Indianapolis;
there he was told that Morocco was located on the grand prairie
about 50 miles west of Lafayette, some 125 miles from Indiana-
polis. The Indianapolis and Lafayette Railroad, then under con-
struction, ran about 35 miles from Indianapolis toward Lafay-
ette. Stimpson took the train to the end of its construction point,
and proceeded to Lafayette by stage. Once in Lafayette Stimp-
son consulted with a banker friend who told him to take the road
to Rensselaer, the seat of Jasper County. Stimpson rented a
horse and rode to Rensselaer, but no one knew where Morocco
was. He continued on his journey, taking the plainest track he
could across the prairie, in the general direction of Newton
County. One account of what took place next is found in Gold
in the Woodpile, by O.K. Burrell, published by the University of
Oregon in 1967:

After traveling all day he saw two cabins some distance
ahead. One of these was a blacksmith's shop and the other
the residence of the blacksmith. He rode up to the door of
the shop and asked the blacksmith if he could direct him to
the town of Morocco. The blacksmith replied, "You need no
direction; you are in the town now." Although astonished,
the agent then asked, "Is there a bank in this town?" It was
now the turn of the blacksmith to be astonished, and he re-
plied, "Yes; why do you ask that question?" The agent re-
plied, "I have some business with the bank and wish to find
it." After a little hesitation the blacksmith then inquired,
"What is the nature of your business?" The agent, trained to
be uncommunicative about the affairs of his customers, said
only that he would state his business to the bank officers if he
could find them. "Well," said the blacksmith, "hitch your
critter in the shade there, and I'll go with you to the bank."
With this preliminary out of the way, the agent followed the
blacksmith who started for the cabin where he lived. As he
entered the door he said, "This is the Bank of Morocco; take
a seat." When asked if he was the cashier, the blacksmith
replied "I don't know what they call me, but I do all the busi-
ness that is done here." The agent then told him he had one
thousand dollars of the notes of the bank, for which he
wanted gold. "Well," said the blacksmith, "it is too late now
and you will have to stay overnight; we will transact the bank
business tomorrow." The agent had no alternative but to
comply, and after staking the rented horse out on the prairie
in such a way that he could graze, the two men returned to
the "bank" for supper. After the meal was finished, the
banker-blacksmith explained that he was not well-equipped
for "keeping tavern," in that he had only two beds which
were fully occupied by his wife and four children. He ex-
plained that, since the weather was warm, he slept on the
prairie. He offered to provide the agent with a blanket and
pillow so he would be as comfortable as possible. The agent,
having no alternative, sensibly replied, "That will suit me
exactly."

The blacksmith, sensing that the agent was uneasy about
sleeping on the prairie with a thousand dollars in his pocket,

said, "If you wish, I will put your money in the bank vault
tonight, and give you your gold in the morning." The agent
agreed, although he had no idea where the bank "vault"
was, nor whether the money would be any safer there than
in his pocket. The blacksmith then took the package of bank
notes and went to a potato barrel in a corner of the cabin and
began taking potatoes out of the barrel. He filled a large
basket with potatoes and then placed the bank notes in the
barrel and filled the barrel with potatoes. "That vault is easily
unlocked," he said, "but it is as safe as any they have in
Lafayette." The two men made their beds on the prairie and
slept soundly. The next morning, after an ample breakfast,
the blacksmith said briskly, "We will open the bank now and
proceed to business." Going to the same barrel, he removed
the potatoes as before until he came to the package of bank
notes. He took the bank notes to the table and counted
them. When he was satisfied, he returned to the potato bar-
rel and took out the remainder of the potatoes. Then from
the bottom of the barrel he lifted out a bag which was lettered
"$5,000." From the bag he counted out fifty gold double
eagles and handed them to the agent. He then put the bank
notes in the bag with the remainder of the gold and put the
bag in the bottom of the barrel and then put back the
potatoes. The agent expressed his appreciation for the ac-
commodations and offered to pay for supper and breakfast.
But the blacksmith refused to accept any payment, saying,
"You are the first man who has ever found the Bank of
Morocco, and if you keep the location to yourself you are
welcome to all I have done for you." This the agent agreed to
do. It is probably fortunate that business was not brisk at the
Bank of Morocco. The process of locking and unlocking
the"vault" would have worn out the potatoes.

racutkeci spoobo.9
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In 1954, the Public Library of Fort Wayne and Allen County
published Early Banking in Indiana, which contained an article
with essentially the same facts as recounted above. However,
the article, attributed to the Daily Fort Wayne Sentinel of July
21, 1881, is told in the first person; perhaps it is the account of
Stimpson taken from his book. At any rate, the story closes with
the following statement: "Mr. John P. Dunn, the auditor of the
state, told me afterward that several persons had tried to find the
Bank of Morocco; but he thought that I was (the) only one who
had succeeded."

A BARREL FOR A SAFE
(Version Two of the Story)

The following article is taken verbatim from Paper Money
Number 73, January/February, 1978, page 18.

The following banking incident is extracted from the
Sandusky, (0.) Journal. It was related by Mr. Hackerdorn,
attorney for the N.Y., Lake Erie & W. Railroad. In former
days gold was in demand, and it was a hard matter to have
script redeemed for this coin, for, if the banks went to dealing
in script, it meant their ruin, and it was a hard matter to find a
bank willing to redeem the paper, if it could be avoided in
any possible manner. In fact, when there was any script of-
fered for redemption, the banks never could be found. It
appears that an express company had $10,000 worth of
script in its possession, which it wanted redeemed. The
company's officials learned that there was a bank in Jones-
ville, Ind., and immediately dispatched a messenger for that
place on horseback, to secure gold for paper. The messenger
drove around through the country for several days, search-
ing for the town of Jonesville: No one appeared to know
where it was, neither had any one ever heard of the Jones-
ville Bank. Finally the messenger came up to a man whom
he met along the road, and made further inquiry as to the
town of Jonesville and the Jonesville bank. The man told
him that the place was Jonesville, and that the bank was at
the corner, pointing out a dingy looking little blacksmith shop
at the intersection of two country roadways. The messenger
approached the shop with a look of astonishment, and on
entering inquired of the smithy: "Is this the Jonesville Bank?"
"Yes, sir," was the reply; "Got some of that 'ere script, I sup-
pose." "Yes; can you redeem it?" "How much is it?"
"$10,000." "Yes, I guess I can; I've got the money in the
safe." "Well, where's the safe?" "Over there in the corner,"
said the blacksmith banker, and he at once proceeded to

dump out a barrel of potatoes. In the bottom of the barrel
was $30,000 in gold, and he redeemed the $10,000 worth
of script. Banker's Magazine —May 1892. (Throughout,
scrip was spelled script in the original. — ed.)

REGARDING BANKS — THEN AND NOW
(Version Three of the Story)

These paragraphs were written by George Ade, and are the
beginning of the Foreword to The Making of a Trust Company,
published in 1923.

It was in 1853 that my father ran a fur-trading station at
Morocco, Indiana. The town was a blacksmith shop and two
cabins hiding in a grove, forty miles from a railway station,
surrounded by lonely stretches of slough and virgin prairie.
Deer and mink and beaver were plentiful, but settlers were
miles and miles apart.

The town was so small and remote and hard to find that a
band of enterprising promoters down at Indianapolis decided
that it was entitled to a bank.

Those were the happy days of wild-catting. Morocco was in
line for a bank because it would be impossible for the general
public to visit any bank at Morocco. The idea, way back
yonder, was to have the banks so far away from the banking
public that no one would drop in and draw out money.

So the Bank of America was founded. The founders might
have called it the Bank of the Western Hemisphere or the
Bank of the Solar System, but they preferred to be modest.
They deposited certain collateral with the State Treasurer
and then they floated seventy-five thousand dollars worth of
notes, redeemable only at the bank of issue. These notes
went into circulation and finally one explorer went across the
prairies on horseback and discovered the town of Morocco
and inquired about the bank and demanded money on his
notes and made so much trouble that the bank went out of
business. The bankers said it was no use trying to keep a
bank open if people insisted on coming in and asking for
money on their wild-cat paper.

THE FACTS AS WE KNOW THEM

Indiana Obsolete Notes and Scrip contains no reference to
the Bank of Morocco. The only bank listed for Morocco is the
Bank of America, and it is described as follows: "The Bank of
America opened as a state-authorized free bank in 1854. It
failed the following year. The bank left $238 in outstanding
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circulation as of November 1, 1860 according to state records.
The notes were redeemed at 87 cents on the dollar." A note il-
lustrated is a $5 note, which is raised from a $1 issue of the
bank. According to Wendell Wolka, co-author of the book, the
note illustrated is the only note known to exist from the bank.

The author of Gold in the Woodpile undoubtedly had access
to Stimpson's book, for he states that "Stimpson placed these
events as taking place 'about twenty years ago'," and speculated
that the year would have been 1861. If the Bank of America in
Morocco was inaccurately described by Stimpson as the Bank of
Morocco (a possibility since it was almost certainly the only bank
in "town") the events would have taken place before 1855. A
statement is contained in Gold in the Woodpile to the effect that
the Indiana State Department of Financial Institutions has no
record of the bank; perhaps Mr. Burrell examined the state
records for the Bank of Morocco, and would not have found
any references. However, the "Bank of America" in Morocco is
clearly listed in the 1857 report of the Indiana State Auditor,
portions of which are included in Indiana Obsolete Notes and
Scrip.

SUMMARY
The question remains—is this a true story? Probably. While

this story is strange, it is by no means alone; other bizarre "bank-
ing practices" of the period are well documented. Did Alex-
ander L. Stimpson's memory become hazy over the years? Pos-
sibly. The author of Gold in the Woodpile was very careful to
document his sources, and he makes reference to Stimpson's
book; he may have created the conversation between Stimpson
and the blacksmith, but he does quote from the book. The ac-
count from the Daily Fort Wayne Sentinel of July 21, 1881 may
be an excerpt from the book, as it is written in the first person
and would be contemporary with the publication of the book; it
was a common practice at the time for newspapers to reprint
material from current sources.

George Ade would appear to be a reliable source, since he
places his father in the "town" of Morocco in 1853. He correctly
refers to the bank as the "Bank of America"; however, he states
that the bank floated $75,000 worth of notes. According to
Indiana Obsolete Notes and Scrip, Baldwin, Adams & Com-
pany of New York printed 10,000 notes for the Bank of
America, in $1 and $5 denominations; a little math indicates
that no combination of 10,000 $1 and $5 notes would add up
to $75,000. Remember that the State Auditor supposedly
"registered and countersigned notes" before they were placed in
circulation. Mr. Ade's comments were written in 1923, so
perhaps his memory was hazy, too.

Indiana Obsolete Notes and Scrip does not mention the town
or Bank of Jonesville. There is a possibility that Jonesville and
the Bank of Jonesville existed, However, it's more likely that this
version of "The Potato Barrel Bank" had been modified (and
the amount of money involved enhanced from $1,000 and
$5,000 to $10,000 and $30,000, respectively) by the time it
reached the Sandusky, Ohio Journal. This version indicates that
scrip was to be exchanged for gold, not banknotes. Scrip was
normally issued in small denominations. If this version is true,
then $10,000 in scrip would have been a large package of
paper!

So far, we have three votes for Morocco and one vote for
Jonesville. Your turn, reader.

POSTSCRIPT
There exists another version of a "barrel bank," but the barrel

didn't necessarily contain potatoes. Caleb Taylor was president
of the Farmers National Bank of Bucks County, in Bristol,
Pennsylvania. He had been a director of the predecessor of the
national bank, the Farmers Bank of Bucks County, during the
period when banks were allowed to circulate their own curren-
cy, before the National Bank Act of 1863.

The following story was related about him in the 1914 history
of the bank:

When a young man, Mr. Taylor did considerable business in
buying cattle in the west, bringing them to his father's farm, at
"Sunbury," in Bristol township. and fattening them for
market. He took with him all the western notes that the Bank
had taken at a discount which in those days was often con-
siderable.

On one occasion, he stopped at a farm house in the West to
inquire as to the location of a bank that had issued some of
the notes in his possession, and was informed by the farmer
that he had reached the bank.

After partaking of a bountiful country dinner, he and the
farmer repaired to the kitchen where the farmer removed the
lid from a barrel, took out what Eastern notes were required,
giving them to Mr. Taylor at the current rate of discount and
redeeming the notes of the "kitchen" bank at par.
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