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More About E. Ashley Mears

Crafty Bankers Visit Washington
By FORREST W. DANIEL

When the State of Washington joined the Union on
November 11, 1889, the only statutory regulation
relating to banking was the National Bank Act covering
national banks. Private banks operated without any
regulation; except, perhaps, implied compliance with
the federal law. That state of affairs lasted until the
summer of 1904 when two Minnesota bankers upset the
business community. This sketch will concentrate on the
activities of E. Ashley Mears, one of the more colorful
and creative bankers at the turn of the century.

L ITTLE has been found relating to the activities of E.
Ashley Mears during the decade after his North Dakota
financial maze of about a dozen state, several private

and four national banks plus insurance companies and several
other enterprises collapsed and was liquidated in 1893.* He
moved to Minnesota and city directories there listed him as ei-
ther banker or lawyer. At some point he learned there was no
banking law in Washington. In spite of his age (he was past
sixty) it revived visions of his Dakota Territory bonanza twenty
years earlier and he set out to build another banking empire.
Banks were established in Roslyn, Winlock and Starbuck, with
another planned at Cle Elum; the latter institution gave him
the most trouble.

When Mears arrived in Cle Elum on June 19, 1904, that city
was already suffering a banking crisis. James A. Kellogg, propri-
etor of a private bank, had taken most of the funds from the in-
stitution and gone to Tacoma on business—and disappeared.
Depositors in the bank organized a trusteeship to take over the
property of the bank and whatever remaining assets they could
find. Sheriff L.R. Thomas obtained a warrant, secured a large
number of portraits of Kellogg and was prepared to notify
sheriffs throughout the west and south to be on the lookout for
Kellogg when, according to The Cle Elum Echo newspaper, he
was notified by telephone, by someone stating "that he was the
county attorney," that the warrant was worthless and any fur-
ther procedure against Kellogg would be useless. After some
delay, the sheriff finally got a warrant that met the approval of
the prosecuting attorney and the manhunt was on again.

That was the situation when Mears arrived in Cle Elum; he
proposed to establish a bank to replace the Kellogg bank—even
to purchase the bank fixtures from the trustees if the price was
right. He interviewed business and professional men about the
feasibility of an incorporated bank and most of them accepted
his proposition.

The Cle Elum business community hoped Mears would
open his bank immediately; but that was not the way Mears
operated. First he went to Seattle to order stationery and sup-
plies for the new bank; then he went to Starbuck where another
bank was being established. Mears always had several deals
brewing at once; his business methods were a mystery to out-
siders.

The Community of Starbuck was anxious to have a bank, so
when a young stranger, W.A. Barlow, arrived in town and an-

nounced he would open a bank he was eagerly accepted. In
rented quarters he constructed a counter and desk out of rough
lumber to serve until the regular furniture and safe should ar-
rive. Drafts bought at the bank reached their destinations and
were paid promptly; a few deposits were made. But the furni-
ture and safe failed to appear. Finally Mr. Mears, in whose
name the bank had been started, arrived. He met the local
businessmen, made a favorable impression, and in the middle
of July it was announced that the First Bank of Starbuck had
completed its organization. Stockholders were E. Ashley
Mears, N.F. Mears, New York & New England Finance Com-
pany and twenty-six individuals; presumably most of them
were local residents. Confidence in the bank grew and more
deposits were made.

While Mears was away in Seattle and Starbuck the people of
Cle Elum heard disturbing news. Word came from nearby
Roslyn that although Mears had established a bank there
several weeks earlier it had not yet been opened formally. It
seemed strange that Mears would accept deposits some days
and not on others. George Brown of Roslyn secured a warrant
charging Mears with assenting to receive deposits amounting
to $28 in an insolvent bank. The matter was settled privately to
the satisfaction of both parties. Daily newspapers reported that
the Mears bank in Winlock had closed its doors, and that Mears
would be arrested when he was found. Cashier William H. Jen-
nings of the Winlock bank announced that all depositors
would be paid in full. In Roslyn, Mears insisted he did not un-
derstand why the Winlock bank should close.

It appears word of these difficulties got back to Starbuck;
Cashier Barlow left for points distant and a small check drawn
on the bank could not be collected when it was presented.
Depositors and stockholders were left with the rough lumber.
A month later Barlow was arrested in St. Paul and returned to
the Columbia County jail in Dayton.

Mears was back in Roslyn when the Rev. W.M. Jennings
swore out a warrant charging Mears with giving him a check on
what Jennings claimed was a defunct bank. (The bank was not
named in the newspaper.) It is ironic that the charge was made
by a minister; back in Minnesota and North Dakota Mears was
known as a very devout church member. E. Ashley Mears was
arrested in Roslyn on July 22 and lodged in the Kittitas County
jail at Ellensburg until the September session of court. Ac-
cording to The Cle Elum Echo, bail was set at $1,000, but the
Ellensburg Capital said it was only $500.

About the time Justice Willis was remanding Mears, the
sheriff of Columbia County arrived with a warrant charging
Mears with embezzlement from the bank at Starbuck. While
the Columbia County warrant had precedence, Sheriff Stein
chose to wait until Kittitas County had finished its case. That
was fine with Mears; he knew no case could be made against
him in Kittitas County, and he knew that because the Starbuck

* A brief outline of his career appeared in 'The First National Bank,
Lakota, North Dakota," Paper Money, Vol. 30, No. 6, 1991.
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cashier had decamped he was certain to be tagged with embez-
zlement there. If only Cashier Barlow had remained at the bank
and continued business, or if he had paid off the depositors as
Cashier Jennings had done at Winlock, Mears would have been
in the clear. But as long as it suited his business, though, Mears
was content to remain in jail; he had done it before.

The Cle Elutn Echo commented, "With one alleged banker in
the county jail awaiting trial, another fleeing from justice, Cle
Elum has, and is having a splendid run for her money. Is there
to be a third? If so, he can't arrive too quick, as everyone has their
fighting garments on and there is nothing like completing the
job while about it"

A week later F. Carpenter of Edwall was in Cle Elum looking
over the town with intent to establish a bank with a capital of
$15,000—if he could purchase the office fixtures and safe from
the trustees of the Kellogg bank. About the same time the fleeing
banker, James A. Kellogg, was arrested in Los Angeles and Sheriff
Thomas went to escort him back to jail in Ellensburg.

Mears in Jail

Although Mears was in jail he was not out of public interest, and
the Cle Elum newspaper kept its readers informed of his condi-
tion there.

E.A. Mears does not enjoy the menu of the county bastile. He has
informed the jailer that his sugar allowance is much short of what
he desires in his coffee. Mears puts in his time sending telegrams all
over the country, and from their make-up there is some reason to
believe that he is off in his thinker. His companions are two hold-
up artists and a degenerate 17 year old girl, and he keeps them en-
tertained with fairy tales about banks and banking. There is some
reason to believe Stielacoom (mental hospitalj will be his early home.

Mears was shortly joined by Kellogg and a month later Cle
Elum still did not have a bank. The Echo said that however the
community needed a banker it did not need one of the get-rich-
quick type," .. we have formed a habit of furnishing free board
for that kind of banker, and have two healthy specimens now
in the county cooler, and who are kept out of mischief by being
pressed into the lawn-mowing business. It is said they are doing
a great business in exchanging each others checks. There is no
trouble monkeying with clearing houses, their capital stock is
daily assuming gigadtic [sic] proportions."

After forty-two days in the Kittitas County jail Mears was
brought before Judge Rudkin and applied for a writ of habeas
corpus. The writ was granted without objection and he was
released since there was little prospect of conviction, a fact Mears,
a very astute lawyer, was aware of from the first. But Sheriff O.M.
Stein of Columbia County was waiting at the courthouse door
to take him to Dayton on a charge of embezzling $1,200 from
the Starbuck bank which had been open for business less than
two weeks.

E. Ashley Mears appeared in a preliminary hearing before
Judge Holman on September 21 and was bound over to superior
court. Bond was set at $250, which was posted promptly and the
prisoner was released. Mears assured the people of Starbuck he
would soon be able to repay all money lost in the bank. (Nothing
was found on the fate of Mr. Barlow.) In December J.J. Stoddard,
a subscriber to stock in the Starbuck bank, received a check for
$25 in partial payment for his loss; about $300 was still due.

In January 1905, J.A. Kellogg was released from jail in Ellens-
burg "on the ground that his health, mind and body was in jeop-
ardy," and also because the prosecuting attorney felt a conviction
was very improbable. Kellogg returned to his family in Min-
neapolis. When Washington was free of the Minnesota bankers,

Mears and Kellogg, the state set about drafting laws to set stan-
dards for the banking business.

Mears and the Banking Law

The states of North Dakota and Washington entered the Union
on November 2 and November 11, 1889, respectively. At that time
neither state had any effective body of law concerning banking.
In North Dakota, E. Ashley Mears had, for several years, been
building a chain of interlocking banks; his eccentric methods
were so well known and deplored that the first session of the State
Legislature lost no time enacting a banking law. It can only be
assumed that enactment of the law was prompted specifically
to put a curb on Mears's activities, especially in the sections
relating to loans and mortgages where Mears was a specialist.

Banks were required to reorganize and operate under state law.
Mears delayed registering his banks under the state law until he
was forced to; and then only a token amount of business was
carried on those ledgers. It is believed he continued, secretly, to
operate the private territorial banks free from scrutiny of the state
bank examiner. The North Dakota banking law was in place
when the comptroller of the currency placed Mears's national
banks in receivership; under that pressure and state law, the state
chartered banks fell at the same time. Mears was out of business.

The only laws relating to banking when Mears arrived in
Washington in 1904 provided for incorporation (1895), the as-
sessment of stock for taxation (1897) and a penalty for any presi-
dent, director, manager, cashier or other officer accepting deposits
in a bank known by him to be insolvent or in failing condition
(1893). The penalty upon conviction for violation of the latter
Act was imprisonment for not less than two years, nor more than
twenty years. Since there was no provision for examination of
bank records, it appears a depositor had to bring the charge
against a banker—as George Brown did against Mears. It was a
fertile field for creative bankers and Mears was not the only one
to capitalize on the situation, although he failed to become es-
tablished there.

The Washington State Legislature finally realized a compre-
hensive banking law was long overdue. The first provision,
enacted in 1905, covered only the charge brought by Rev. Jen-
nings against Mears: drawing a check or draft without funds to
cover the instrument; the penalty provided for imprisonment up
to five years. Without that law in place the state was forced to
release Mears.

The following session passed a detailed law to regulate banking
and established the office of state examiner. It covered all aspects
of the business. Regulations for establishing new banks were set,
but banks already in operation were permitted to continue in
business if they followed provisions of the law. Only banks in-
corporated under the laws of the United States or the State of
Washington could use the words "bank," "banking company,"
"trust" or "savings" in their names. Private bankers were not pro-
hibited from carrying on business under their personal names
or from soliciting and receiving deposits, but the words "private
banker" were required to be placed on all signs and stationery.
The state examiner was given the power to place in receivership
any bank which appeared to be insolvent or which was in vio-
lation, after warning, of any illegal or unsafe practices. (The state
examiner in North Dakota did not have that power.)

Later legislative sessions refined the law; but it was reaction
to such bankers as James A. Kellogg and E. Ashley Mears that the

(Continued on page 196)
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Similar examples have been noted from around the country
by observant collectors. William Raymond brought what is
probably the most readily available example to my attention.
These are notes from the Wells Fargo Nevada National Bank of
San Francisco, California, charter 5105. Here also, all the Series
1882 notes utilize the article 'The" in the bank title whereas the
1902 notes appear without it.

No one has brought an example to my attention where the
word 'The" was added or dropped from an existing plate
without a formal title change authorization. Such an occur-
rence would reveal that a mistake had been spotted and cor-
rected mid-series. Similarly, I have not seen an example within
a given series where one plate combination had the word 'The"
in the bank title and another combination for the same bank
did not. If you have examples of either of these occurrences,
please send copies to Peter Huntoon, P. 0. Box 3681, Laramie,
WY 82071.
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Hampden Bank (Continued front page 193)

the employees was John Mason, founder of Chemical Bank.
Wesley soon started speculating in fish and produce between
Albany and New York and later formed the previously men-
tioned banknote brokerage. In 1851 he provided $20,000 to es-
tablish a new morning newspaper, The New York Times, with
George Jones and Henry Raymond. He served as business man-
ager until 1861. He was also a founder of the Union Trust Com-
pany. He died on October 3, 1906 at the age of 95, leaving an
estate of $5 million. Sixteen years later, his mansion, "Elmont"
on North Regent Street in Port Chester was sold and the sur-
rounding land was divided into 503 lots that were auc-
tioned.'

George W. Wesley, first president of the bank, appears to
have been a brother or cousin of Edward B. Wesley. He was
born in England in 1825 and died in Michigan in 1888. He
managed hotels in New York, Cleveland and Saginaw.

Bartley Palmer, cashier, was born in Fayette, New York in
1805 and grew up in Cleveland, Ohio. He married Edward B.
Wesley's sister, Mary, and lived in Lebanon, Ohio and Buffalo,
New York before moving to New York City around 1850. He es-
tablished a dry goods store in Armonk about 1860. Although
not a shareholder in the Hampden Bank, he was the only
officer of the bank who actually lived in Armonk. He died of
old age on March 11, 1891 in Armonk and was buried in Wood-
lawn Cemetery in New York City."

Abram M. Brewer, a major shareholder, owned a butcher
shop in the Clinton Market in New York City. Charles E. Brewer
was employed by Abram and lived with him. John Wesley
French, Jr. operated a tobacco shop in New York City and was,
presumably, related to Edward Wesley.

William H. Marston, a minor shareholder, was a prominent
Wall Street investor. He was born in Deerfield, New Hampshire
in 1832 and came to New York at age 19 as a bank clerk. In 1862
he founded the brokerage firm of William Marston and Corn-

pany which teamed with the Vanderbilts on many market-
cornering deals. H e and his wife (who was from Springfield, Il-
linois) were personal friends of President Lincoln. Unfor-
tunately, he lost his fortune in speculation and lived modestly
in his later years. He died an apparent suicide in 1898. 15

Thus we see that Armonk's bank had an illustrious group of
founders to go with its brief history.
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basic body of banking law in Washington was enacted when it
was.

After his misadventure in banking in Washington, Mears
returned to his home in Minneapolis; if he again engaged in
business is not known. A few news items concerning him ap-
peared in North Dakota but they were not always true. In
January 1908, one newspaper reported that Mears had died in
prison in Idaho, while on the same day another paper said that
story was not true—he was alive in Arkansas.

E. Ashley Mears died May 4, 1912, in Minneapolis; he was
72 years of age. A North Dakota editor who knew him well said
he died almost penniless.
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