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The Great
NITROGLYCERIN

Robbery
(From "The Pioneer Western Bank—First of Denver:

1860-1980")

Submitted by BOB COCHRAN  

The First National Bank of Denver.     

D URING the first hundred years of its existence the
First National Bank of Denver experienced only
one robbery. But one such as this was enough to

last a century. March 29, 1889 was the date. The Rocky Moun-
tain News, on March 30, said:

Never in the history of Denver has there been so great a sen-
sation sprung upon an unsuspecting public.... Never since the
gold discoveries thirty years ago has there been such a great ex-
citement on the streets of this city. . .

Not even in the exciting days when Denver was the wildest
of frontier towns, and since those days, has there been a single
topic which proves so prolific a source of conversation as the oc-
currence at the First National Bank ..

It was a robbery. But the robbery was of so bold and daring
character that it startled the whole community and spread like
wildfire.

Within a few minutes the walks and streets in the vicinity of
the bank were crowded, and in less than an hour for a dozen
blocks around there was one large, excited crowd discussing all
the features of the affair and expressing their opinion of var-
ious phases of it as more and more of the details, distorted to
a greater or less extent, became noised about.

The story of the affair is as follows: Thursday [March 28],
a young and well dressed man called at the office of President
Moffat at Rio Grand [Railroad] headquarters and asked for an

interview. Mr. Moffat was not in and the party called about
10:30 yesterday [Friday] morning. On this occasion Mr. Moffat
happened to be present. The party, who introduced himself as
Mr. C.J. Wells, in a point blank manner told Mr. Moffat that
there was an attempt about to be made to rob or defraud the
bank and as the scheme was a new one, he desired an interview
to be strictly private, at which he could fully detail the methods
to be employed in duping the bank. An appointment was made
for 1:00 in the President's office at the bank.

About that hour Mr. Moffat ...walked down to the bank and
entered his private office. He had scarcely seated himself at the
desk when Wells came into the room, and closing the door be-
hind him he sat down at Mr. Moffat's side.

Tom McCarty, alias "C,J. Wells."

"Is your cashier, Mr. Wood, around?" queried the visitor.
Mr. Moffat replied that Mr. Wood had gone to lunch. "Then
I suppose I may as well tell you about this right away," said Wells.
"Have you a blank check here?"

There was none on the President's desk and he called a mes-
senger and asked to have a blank check brought in. No sooner
had the messenger performed this errand and retired, than the
stranger reached into his inside coat pocket, and instead of
bringing forth the papers which Mr. Moffat expected, imagine
the latter gentleman's amazement to confront the gleaming
barrel of a .44, which he says appeared as large as a cannon.
With this came a demand to fill out a check for $21,000.

The expostulations and arguments of Mr. Moffat were of no
avail; indeed they only served to make the man more deter-
mined, for he told Mr. Moffat he had counted the cost of what
he was doing; that he was a desperate man and must have the
$21,000; that he knew well that if he should be caught his life
would be worthless, and that it was merely a question of the
money or two lives, for he would kill Mr. Moffat and then him-
self. The affrightened President, seeming to hesitate, the mur-
derous robber reached into another pocket and produced a small
bottle of nitroglycerin, as he declared and said that unless he
got the money he would blow up the whole building after he
had killed Mr. Moffat. The President filled out and signed the
check for the desired amount. Then after considerable parley
the man demanded that Mr. Moffat go out to [the] paying
teller's desk and order the money put up and brought in. When
Mr. Moffat did this the fellow kept close at the former's heels
with the pistol concealed underneath his overcoat trained upon
Mr. Moffat's head.
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D. H Moffat, president of the First National Bank of Denver.

Mr. Moffat went inside the desk and up to the railing around
the teller's department and handing in the check asked that the
money be put up and brought to his office. At the same time
he whispered, "This man is a thief," but could not make the
teller understand. They went hack to the President's room and
after a minute or two the robber became impatient, and
demanded Mr. Moffat order the teller to hurry up. This he did.

The money was brought in, examined by Wells, placed in his
pockets, the bills in his inside coat pocket and the gold inside
his trousers, where a receptacle had evidently been made.

Then the fellow backed out of the door into the hank proper,
and out of the street door onto 17th Street. Mr. Moffat immedi-
ately rushed out and gave the alarm. Messrs. S.T. Smith and
Captain Campbell started to catch the fellow, but in their ex-
citement got hold of the wrong person. Then came the lively
scenes in and about the bank and the vicinity. The police ar-
rived, the crowds gathered, and all was excitement.

The above is the newspaper account of the robbery.
Moffat, paying teller Tommie Keely, and others had varia-
tions, additions, or added details, but it is certain that a man,
using the name C.J. Wells, dressed in a tan overcoat, car-
rying a large calibre revolver and a flask holding a clear

Paying teller Tommy Keely, who didn't under-
stand Moffat's whispered message that the bank
was being robbed.

liquid, entered Moffat's bank office after making an appoint-
ment at Moffat's railroad office (Moffat was president of
both). The man did use the pretext that he knew of a plan
to rob the bank, coerced Moffat to write a check for $21,000,
and then had the check cashed, receiving bills and gold.

The paying teller, Thomas Keely (later a vice president
and director of the bank), made a most important disclosure
during his interview with The Rocky Mountain News: "We had
a $10,000 [gold note] bill that I was anxious to get rid of, so
I put that in [the $21,000 in gold coin and currency],"
Tommie reported.

On March 31, the Denver Republican reported that Wells
had made good his escape and that his tan overcoat, a .44
calibre revolver (Moffat had said that the barrel looked to
him to be "big enough to sleep in"), and a bottle of sweet
oil (not nitroglycerin as represented) had been recovered in
a hallway "a few doors up Larimer."

C.J. Wells was never found, and no arrests were ever made
in the case. However, strong evidence suggests that the man
posing as Wells was Thomas C. McCarty, leader of the Blue
Mountain gang. McCarty had ridden with the notorious
Cole Younger before forming his own gang consisting of his
brother Billy, his nephew Fred, Matt Warner and George

Proof impression of a Series 1882 $10, 000 gold certificate. This was the type of "yaller" bill that was included in the robbery.
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Illustration from the Rocky Mountain News, depicting "We/Ls'
ordering Moffat to "SIGN THAT CHECK!"
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McCarty's alleged accomplice in the robbery, George Leroy
Parker (later known as "Butch Cassidy').

Leroy Parker (who was subsequently known by the alias he
used a few years later—Butch Cassidy). Five different
sources state that McCarty was C.J. Wells and that he had
an accomplice in the street outside the bank—George Leroy
(Butch Cassidy) Parker. The two of them reportedly rode
from the robbery to Star Valley, a remote hideaway on the
Wyoming-Idaho border. Matt Warner later opened a saloon
there. The wall at the back of the bar was papered with cur-
rency of every denomination. In the center was a $10,000
bill that was said to have been a part of the First National
robbery, which the outlaws knew they could never spend be-
cause the bank had a record of its serial number.

The $10,000 gold (yellow) bill, referred to as the "yaller"
bill, proved to be the key evidence in linking McCarty (and
Cassidy) to the robbery. Tom McCarty lived to old age and
in an interview admitted the theft. He had retired from rob-
bing banks in 1890 after his brother and his nephew were
both killed when the gang tried, unsuccessfully, to rob the
bank in Delta, Colorado.
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Huntoon (Continued from page 158)

$5 A001633-5376 3744 notes 624 mismatches
$10 A000697-2592 1896 notes 316 mismatches
$20 A000193- 516 324 notes 54 mismatches.

However, only the following notes were issued before the se-
ries was discontinued in 1935.

$5 A001633-4218 2586 notes 431 mismatches
$10 A000697-2140 1444 notes 241 mismatches
$20 A000193- 438 246 notes 41 mismatches.

It is clear from the National Currency and Bond Ledgers
maintained by the Comptroller of the Currency that this
error was not caught, otherwise the misprinted sheets would
have been cancelled. From the data presented here, it ap-
pears likely that 713 of these interesting errors entered cir-
culation in the three different denominations.

The only other mismatched charter number that I am
aware of is a 3406/3046 mismatch on the $5 series of 1902
blue seal, plain back issues of The National Bank of
Savannah, Georgia, Charter 3406. The two reported ex-
amples of this one are shown on page 394 of the fourth edi-
tion of Hessler's Comprehensive Catalog of U.S. Paper Money.
Both of these occur on the E, or top position, of the sheet,

and the left number is the one that was incorrectly set at
3046.

KNEW HIS BUSINESS

From The Bankers Magazine
Submitted by BOB COCHRAN

Leslie M. Shaw, former Secretary of the Treasury, was dis-
cussing with a correspondent a financial muddle.

"They lied," said the famous financier, "but, as with Hugh
Ralston of Castana, their lying was absurd. When I was in
the banking business in Charter Oak there was a young coal
heaver who courted a Charter Oak girl. His name was Hugh
Ralston and he pretended to be a banker.

"But one afternoon the girl happened to visit Castana and
she saw Hugh hurrying home for supper, as black as the ace
of spades. He would have dodged past without speaking, but
the girl held him up.

" 'Why, Hugh,' she said, reproachfully, 'I thought you
were a banker!'

"He heaved a kind of sigh.
" `Ah,' he said, "we've had a terrible day of it today,

cleaning all the ink wells."
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