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a premature "grand opening"

STARTING OUT ON
THE WRONG FOOT

by BOB COCHRAN

The Oneida Bank, of Utica, New York, was incorporated
by an act of the New York State Legislature on May 13,
1836. For several years, a group of prominent Whigs had
attempted to obtain a charter for a bank; the only bank
in Utica during this period was the branch of the Bank of
the United States, but it was forced to close when the
charter of the parent bank was vetoed by President
Andrew Jackson.

The Democrats, who were in control of the State Legis-
lature, were not sympathetic to the efforts of the Whigs
to secure a charter for a bank. However, the storm clouds
on the horizon, which led to the Panic of 1837, and a
formal petition from a group of leading businessmen of
the Utica area (mostly the aforementioned Whigs and
their friends) prevailed, and the bank was authorized to
begin operations. Politics aside, the Oneida Bank faced a
tougher challenge in its infancy—it was robbed before it
even opened for business!

T HE bank was organized in September 1836, with a cap-
ital of $400,000 and a charter for 30 years. The presi-
dent of the bank was Augustine G. Darby, and the cash-

ier was Kellog Hurlburt. The bank took over the building previ-
ously occupied by the branch of the Bank of The United States.
The building required some alterations before the bank could
open, and it was not guarded during the night and on
weekends, even though the vault contained coin and notes of
other banks that had been used to subscribe to the stock.

Early on the morning of Sunday, November 20, 1836, two
men approached the building. One man remained outside, as
a lookout; the other man entered the unfinished banking room
with a carpetbag, broke into the vault, and removed $108,000
in banknotes and $8,500 in drafts. The two men then made
their way to the waterfront and boarded separate boats; the
man with the carpetbag headed west, the other east. After some
time they met in Rochester, New York, and divided the spoils.

The robbers didn't take any of the notes of the Oneida Bank;
it was speculated at the time that the robbers felt they would
have "broken" the as-yet unopened bank if they had stolen all
of its notes, therefore rendering them worthless, or substan-
tially reducing their value.

The next morning, at a special meeting, the directors author-
ized the bank to offer a reward of (a) $6,000 for the recovery of
the money and the arrest and conviction of the thieves; (b)
$4,000 for the recovery of the money alone (or a proportional
amount depending on the amount of stolen money recov-
ered); (c) $2,000 for the arrest and conviction of the thieves
alone.

Because the bank had not yet opened, it was able to describe
with great detail over $50,000 of the bank notes that had been

The first home of the Oneida Bank. The building was previously occupied by a branch of the Bank of the United States.
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stolen. In one or two circumstances the notes stolen were the
only notes a particular bank had in circulation. After the rob-
bery was reported to the banks involved, they began to take no-
tice of their notes as they came in for redemption. Several
months after the robbery, some of the stolen notes were
redeemed and traced to Canada, where one of the thieves was
found engaged in business.

The bank recovered some thirty or forty thousand dollars in
real and personal property; the man was brought back to the
United States, tried, and convicted for participating in the rob-
bery. But he had cooperated with the authorities, and agreed to
assist in the capture of his colleague; he was released from
prison immediately after his conviction.

One particular note in the possession of the other robber
was a $1,000 note, serial number 21, from a bank described as
the Bank of Portland, Maine. It was hoped that a note of such
a large denomination, with a known serial number, would
eventually lead to the capture of the other thief. The note was
redeemed several years after the robbery, and it was tracked to
France; but there the trail disappeared, and the robber was
never captured.

The Oneida Bank survived the robbery, and opened for busi-
ness. On May 10, 1865, the bank was granted a national charter
(1392) as The Oneida National Bank of Utica. On August 1,

1929, the name was changed to The Oneida National Bank and
Trust Company of Utica. The bank is now known as Norstar
Bank of Upstate New York.

The previous reference to the $1,000 note, serial number 21,
from the "Bank of Portland", Maine, is taken from Annals and
Recollections of Oneida County. According to Maine Obsolete
Paper Money and Scrip, the Bank of Portland, Maine, which was
in operation at the time of the robbery, did not issue $1,000
notes. Two banks in Portland issued $1,000 notes during this
period, the Bank of Cumberland and Casco Bank. The specific
name of the particular bank may have been confused in the
story of the robbery.

It's nice to know the bank is still around, some 151 years after
experiencing a premature "grand opening"
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TAZWELL COUNTY NATIONAL BANK
OF DELAVAN, ILLINOIS

by WALTER HERGET

B OB Cochran's article "Another 'Mr. Phil' Story" in the
May-June 1990 issue of PAPER MONEY sent me sorting
through my records and collection of national bank

notes. I, too, bought one of the "Mr. Phil" notes from the
advertisement in the June 9, 1971 issue of Coin World and
certainly agree that by today's standards these were incredible
bargains.

My note listed in the advertisement immediately above the
subject of Cochran's is the $10, 1902 Red Seal #1 note, Charter

3781, position "B" from Delavan, Illinois. It is listed in the ad as
Fr. 623, but that is in error; it is actually Fr. 615.

I feel a little information about this small town is pertinent.
Delavan, Tazwell County, located in central Illinois, had a
population of 1304 in 1900, with an additional 1008 persons
living in the township. The first banking privileges offered in
the village of Delavan were by the establishment of the private
banking firm of Smith Brothers in 1869. This was a branch of
the Smith Bank of Pekin, the county seat. The business was

A $10 Red Seal No. I note from Delavan, Illinois.
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