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THE BANK ROBBERY
AT LIBERTY

by STEVE WI 	 LLD

An intriguing aspect of collecting paper money is the
relationship that many notes have to significant historic
events. This is particularly true in cases where money
was the motive behind a criminal act such as kidnap-
ping or an unusual bank robbery. A number of bank
holdups have achieved a notoriety for one reason or
another over the years and several of them can be exam-
ined from a numismatic standpoint.

As more and more research gets done on bank notes,
legislation, and economic history behind the issue of
many notes, it appears to me that every aspect of bank-
ing from organization to operation is gaining interest in
the hobby. A number of serious collectors are avidly seek-
ing bank histories, bankers directories and almost any-
thing on paper related to the history of banking in
America.

More dealers and auctioneers are now recording se-
rial numbers and known rarities of notes as well as re-
lating stories of why particular notes are scarce or of
particular interest. Signatures are often the reason for a
note's importance, especially when the signer was a figure
of some historical importance. The hobby has expanded
considerably beyond the accumulation of type notes or
notes from a particular area that was prevalent a few short
years ago.

A number of American bank robberies have held the
fascination of the public for many years, either because
of the fame of the robber or robbers, or because of the
outcome, often resulting in the deaths of innocent vic-
tims and sometimes of the robbers. The Northfield raid
of 1876 that "did in" the James-Younger gang finally
and the Dalton gang's raid on Coffeyville, Kansas in 1892
are examples. Both of those raids involved national banks
and therefore collectors may hunt for contemporary
notes that might have been part of the loot. The Quantrill
raid on Lawrence, Kansas in 1863 and the Confederate
raid on St Albans, Vermont in 1864, which included the
robbing of banks, are other examples. A few years ago,
Bob Lemke wrote an interesting article on the national
banks robbed by John Dillinger in 1934 and the possi-
bility of collecting a note from each of the victim na-
tional banks. As I recall he went so far as to track down
Alfred Karpis, a former gang member who was still liv-
ing, and got him to autograph one of the notes. That's

devotion and determination.

OR reasons still not fully understood, probably the
most famous, or infamous, bank robbery in the coun-
try is the robbery of the Clay County Savings Associa-

tion of Liberty, Missouri on February 13th, 1866. This is
acknowledged to be the first peacetime, daylight bank rob-
bery in America. It is also widely believed to have been the
first of a number of bank robberies and other crimes attribut-
able to the legendary James-Younger gang. There are a num-
ber of mysteries about this particular robbery that will probably
never be solved and one in particular that should be fascinat-
ing to any real paper money collector. Is some of the loot still
out there?

The Clay County Savings Association was established in
1864. James Love was president and Greenup Bird was cash-
ier. Mr. Bird had previously served as first cashier of the First
National Bank of Leavenworth, Charter 182. The bank loca-
tion had originally been occupied by the Liberty Branch of the
Farmers Bank of Missouri. That bank had suspended late in
the Civil War.

The Kansas-Missouri area had been a hotbed of hard feel-
ings and fierce fighting since before the Civil War. During the
war Confederate guerrilas (gangs) and Union irregulars (gangs)
had terrorized the countryside and robbed and murdered their
enemies, or anyone who had any desirable property, almost at
will. The imposition of martial law and the forced evacuation
of the western tier of counties in Missouri after the Lawrence
raid left a legacy of bad blood that would not soon disappear.

At about 2:00 pm in the afternoon, on 13 February, 1866,
ten or twelve men rode into the square at Liberty and two of
them dismounted and went into the bank. The bank stood
(and still does) on the northeast corner of the square. It was a
cold day and it had been snowing intermittently. Inside the
bank were Greenup Bird, the cashier, and his son William.
One of the men warmed himself at the stove and the other
presented a $10 note to William and asked for change. When
William reached for change the robber drew a pistol and or-
dered the bankers to turn over the cash. This technique would
be repeated a number of times in the future and become a sort
of signature for the gang's bank robberies. The robbers vaulted
the counter and entered the open vault. Special deposits of
gold and silver coin were scooped into a cotton feed sack and
the greenbacks were demanded. Greenup Bird responded that
the greenbacks were in a tin box on the counter. One of the
men took the notes, which included some Union Military
Bonds of Missouri, and added them to the sack. The robbers
then tried to lock the two bankers in the vault and departed
the building. The vault door had not latched and after waiting
a short while, Mr. Bird peeked out to see if they were gone.
When convinced the robbers had left, he went to the window
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and raised it to sound the alarm. By this time the gang was
riding off to the east, firing their pistols in the air. One of the
bandits had fired on and killed a young man standing on the
corner outside the bank. He was a student at nearby William
Jewell College and had taken no action to alarm the robbers.

About 30 or 40 minutes later, a posse was assembled and
rode off in pursuit of the gang. The snow had gotten worse
and quickly obliterated any tracks of the robbers. The pursuit
was fruitless. Anyone who has experienced a cold gray Febru-
ary snowstorm in northern Missouri can well imagine what
the day was like and why it was easy to give up the chase. The
bankers were left to assess the losses.

Greenup Bird made a written statement of the facts surround-
ing the holdup and did a detailed audit of the bank's losses
and of what the robbers had failed to take. Two especially in-
teresting pieces of information are included in his reports. The
first is a detailed listing of what the bank, and presumably
other western banks of the period, kept on hand for a normal
business day. And secondly, he recorded the serial numbers of
the 7 -30 notes that made up $40,000 or $42,000 of the nearly
$60,000 heist, an enormous sum of money for the period.

The losses to the bank caused it to temporarily suspend and
liquidate. After the robbery the bank's assets totalled
$72,122.82 with liabilities of $116,537.05. It finally was able
to settle its accounts and liabilities for 60 cents on the dollar.
It never reopened, although the building was later used by
another bank. The building today has been restored as a mu-
seum and is open to the public.

Also available at the museum is a copy of a letter written by
the Treasury Department in 1942, to an inquiry that had been
addressed to then Senator Harry Truman. It was the second
request, as shown in the response, for the same information.
The writer wanted to know "the source of receipt" for the notes.
While these notes had space for the name of the initial pur-
chaser, i.e. "Payable to the order of ," they were actually
bearer bonds. This meant that anyone who redeemed such a
note was presumed to be the legal owner. Reporting such notes
as stolen did nothing to change their status as money. The
Treasury Department did, however, record to whom the notes
were payable—usually large banks. And here is where one of

the intriguing mysteries arises. Mr. Bird had listed a total of
$40,000 in 7-30 notes as losses in 1866, but the Treasury re-
sponse referred to $42,000. Of which, records existed on the
redemption of only $40,000. According to the Treasury, $2,000
of the stolen notes had never been turned in. They consisted
of five $100 notes and three $500 notes of the second issue,
Series of 1865. If this is true, it is possible that one or more of
these notes may turn up someday as an authentic survivor of
this infamous event. This would be like finding Jesse James'
gun with his name engraved on the cylinder!

The famous "seven-thirties" were three year interest bearing
notes issued by the federal government in 1861, 1864 and
1865 as desperate measures to raise funds for war expenses.
Referred to as seven-thirties by the public because they paid
7+3/10 % interest per year, they were the highest interest rate
notes ever issued by the government. Large amounts of the
1865 issue were paid directly to mustering out soldiers and
the remainder were sold by Jay Cooke on behalf of the gov-
ernment. Banks and other large investors invested in these and
held them as bonds, clipping the coupons and collecting the
interest when it came due. The notes stolen at Liberty were
consecutively numbered and obviously in new condition when
taken. All were cashed within the next two-and-a-half years,
mostly in the eastern states. A few were redeemed at St. Louis,
Omaha, Louisville and Cincinnati.

The missing $2,000 bore the imprinted date of June 15,
1865. The U.S. Treasury Department referred to them as the
second and third series; Series of 1864 was the first. All inter-
est-bearing notes are extremely rare: some are unknown and
others are known as proofs only. For notes dated January 15,
1865 one $100 note, serial number 272963 has been recorded,
and one $500 note, serial number 7811 is known. (See The
Comprehensive Catalog of U.S. Paper Money by Hessler, 1997).

I do not believe that the $2,000 was part of the robbery.
Bird himself, in his 1866 audit, indicated that $40,000, the
amount redeemed by the Treasury, had been stolen, not
$42,000. And all of the notes lost by the bank had been in
nice round numbers of notes and dollars. For example, there

were groups of $10,000
and $5,000 of different
series and denomina-
tions. The supposedly
missing notes would
have made a total of 13,
second series $500s at
$6,500 and 105 $100s at
$10,500. These numbers
do not fit the rest of the
pattern. However, for
some reason the Treasury
reported these eight
notes as unredeemed and
they were in the same se-
rial numbered groups as
the robbery notes. Could
the Treasury have erred?
Or do the notes still exist
in someone's safe deposit
box waiting to be discov-
ered by the collecting fra-
ternity? Anyway, in case
you have any of these,
check the $100s for serialToday the bank is a museum. The vault.
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Missouri Union Military bonds were also stolen.

Jesse James was recovering from a chest wound in Nebraska and was not
present at the robbery in Liberty, but his brother Frank was probably one of
the two men who entered the bank.

numbers 11334 to 11338 and the $500s for serial numbers
3308, 3309 and 3310. Please let me know if you find any.

Another easily identifiable portion of the loot were Union
Military Bonds issued by the state of Missouri. These were one

year interest paying bonds printed in the form of bank notes
and payable for taxes. Used to pay debts of the state to militia
called up during the war, they were payable after one year and
paid 6% interest. Like most other obligations of the period,
bankers would gather these up and periodically redeem them
at the state offices. These bonds are very collectible and attrac-
tive issues by American Bank Note Company that occasion-
ally appear on the market. Any one of them issued prior to the
time of the robbery could have been taken along with the 7-
30 greenbacks.

The robbery was never solved and none of the robbers were
ever brought to justice for this crime. One man was brought to
trial but the case was dropped for lack of evidence and an-
other suspect was never tried. No evidence connecting the James
with this robbery ever surfaced, except for the robbery pattern,
which was used in later crimes that were clearly attributed to
them. Within a few years the James-Younger gang would be-
come famous for robbing banks and trains. It made them leg-
ends of the West to this day, although they were actually
nothing more than ruthless killers. Confederate sympathy and
anti-Unionism created much public sympathy for the gang
members. This was relentlessy stirred up by the editor of the
Kansas City paper, a Major Edwards. Seemingly fearless, the
James brothers and the Youngers, along with assorted other
accomplices picked up when necessary, gave the state of Mis-
souri a reputation for lawlessness that ultimately caused the

(Continued on page 87)
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posed building a railroad across the narrowest part of south-
ern Mexico, a railroad that would haul ocean-going ships right
out of one ocean and carry them over to the other ocean. That's
the one big project he wasn't able to complete. He died in
1887 while the United States Congress was considering grant-
ing him a charter for this railway."

So far, what the oldest member had told me sounded pretty
much like straight-forward history. I knew there had to be
more, some special connection, something to boggle the mind.
Also, I knew he'd hooked me one more time. I might as well
get it over with. "What about the early part of Fads' career,
then," I said, "the first and second periods?"

"An excellent question," the oldest member replied. "You
know, you're getting better at this, Bub." He went on to ex-
plain how, during the Civil War, Eads had built the first
ironclads, seven of them to begin with, and that one of these
seven, the St. Louis, was the first ironclad built in America,
built well before the Monitor, and that it was also the first in
the world to have engaged a naval force. "Historians will tell
you, Bub, that the ironclads Eads built were crucial to the Union
getting and maintaining control of the Mississippi. But of
course this is the second period in Eads career. Without the
first period, he wouldn't have had the money to establish the
shipyard that built those ironclads, nor would he have had
the knowledge he needed to build his bridge or the jetties at
the mouth of the Mississippi."

"Okay, I'll bite," I said. What was it that Eads did first?"
"He was a wrecker. That was the term they used back then to

describe someone who salvaged ships—or river boats. Eads
was the first 'scientific' salvager of wrecks on the Mississippi,
and he quickly became the biggest and the best.

"He got started in the salvage business in 1842, a young
man in his early twenties. He was a partner with two Saint
Louis men who owned a boat building firm. They were build-
ing a salvaging boat to his innovative specifications. However,
before this boat was completed, the firm was offered a con-
tract to recover a hundred tons of lead from a barge that had
sunk just upriver from here, in the Des Moines Rapids.

"This was too good an opportunity for Eads to turn down.
He hired a professional diver from Chicago, a man who had
only worked on the Great Lakes, and then he modified a barge
with a derrick and an air pump. When they got to the site of
the wreck, though, the diver quickly discovered that the cur-
rent was too swift and turbulent for his equipment.

"Eads decided to make a sort of diving bell out of materials
at hand and try again. He went into town and got himself a
forty-gallon whiskey barrel from a local merchant. He attached
several ingots of lead around the open bottom of the barrel
and ran a strap across this end to sit on. The closed top of the
barrel was attached with a block and tackle to the line from
his barge's derrick.

"The Chicago diver took one look at this rig and said he
quit. So Eads said he would try his diving bell out himself. He
had a couple of close calls before he got the whole system
working properly, but in time he was able to recover most of
the lead. That was the first of his many, many dives to the
bottom of the Mississippi."

Just then moonlight streamed in through the kitchen win-
dow, next to where I was sitting. I looked out and could see at
the far end of the oldest member's narrow back yard, the moon
rising above the Mississippi and a dark band of Illinois. Watch-

ing the light glint off the ice-covered Mississippi, I thought
about James Eads, a hundred and fifty years ago, walking about
on the bottom of that river with nothing but a whiskey barrel
to keep out the fast-moving water rising high above him. In-
voluntarily I shuddered.

"Say, Bub, it looks as though that drink of yours could use a
bit of freshening," the oldest member said. I started to say,
"No thanks, I'm driving . . ." when I happened to look over to
the counter where he stood, still holding up the bottle he had
poured our drinks from. It was oldest bottle 1 had ever seen.

"That's right, Bub," the oldest member said. "The only bar-
rel my great-great-grandfather had available at the time was
full. It's a sin to waste good whiskey, don't you think?"

(This article and previous "Oldest Member" articles originally
appeared in The Iowa Collector. They are reprinted here with
permission.)

ROBBERY (Continued from page 85)

governor to offer a reward resulting in the killing of Jesse in
1882 and the surrender of Frank. The bank robberies were ef-
fectively halted after the gang was shot in the Northfield, Min-
nesota bank raid in 1876.

The robbers actually took the following :

Special deposits of gold and silver $5,304.46
Greenbacks and national currency 8,668.18
Union Military Bonds 3,096.00
U.S. 7-30 notes 40,000.00
Total $51,764.18

Also stolen were about $300 in Farmers Bank notes and
Union Military Bonds belonging to the Farmers Bank of
Missouri.

Of interest also is what was overlooked by the robbers, which
included:

A number of sealed envelopes belonging to customers with
unknown contents

Clay County Railroad Bonds
7-30 notes and Union Military Bonds belonging to cus-

tomers of the bank
Greenbacks and national currency $3,473.60
Silver Coins 66.50
Gold 1,798.35
U.S. 7-30 notes in the safe 5,950.00
U.S. 7-30 coupons 202.57
U.S. Revenue Stamps 518.48
Clay County Warrants 11.00
City of Liberty (scrip?) 29.63
Union Military Bonds (1863) 106.70

The bank had accounts with the First National Bank of
Leavenworth and the Kansas City Savings Association. Over-
drawn accounts totalled $1,026.71 and bad debts were about
$3,000. Certificates of deposit signed by the cashier totalled
$31,059.23 and other depositors had $78,085.11 on account.
The Liberty robbery will forever be part of the lore of the West.
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