
The Higgins Museum in Okoboji, Iowa, named for and maintained
in memory of collector William R. Higgins Jr., preserves and displays

notes and artifacts of the National Bank system.
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Vacation and
Higgins Museum

BY BOB BOLDUC

HAVE BEEN COLLECTING NATIONAL BANK

• NOTES SINCE 1988,   with my main focus on
Washington, D.C., issues. At first all I wanted to
do was buy all the different Washington specimens

I could find. I did do that for awhile, but soon became
hooked on the idea of learning more about the banks
and the people who operated them.

I gathered as many historical books on the topic as I
could find, but I was getting very little information for
all the work I was doing. Through articles in Bank Note
Reporter, I heard about the Higgins Museum in Okoboji,
Iowa. I read in a brochure that the museum has a big
display of Iowa material and a research library that was
available by appointment. All this sounded great, but my
first question was ... Where is Okoboji?

The answer came from AAA (American Automobile
Associaton). I felt a bit better when the AAA representa-
tive pointed out Okobji on a map. I decided to go for it.
I was surprised to find out it would be a 1,200-mile
drive from my home town of Columbia, Maryland. But
because I do a lot of flying for my job, I wanted to drive
to Iowa so I could see a bit more of the country at my
own pace.

First thing I did was call the museum
and speak to the curator, Merry Coleman.
Merry was very helpful and provided me
with local information, including a list of
hotels in the area. More important, she
confirmed that the museum would be open
after Labor Day (the second year the "sea-
son" has been extended). I worked out my
dates and times in the library and was
looking forward to my trip. Knowing what
information I needed, but not knowing if
the research library would really hold the
answers was a chance I would to have to
take. Would my long drive be worthwhile?
Only one way to find out—start driving.

The museum is closed on Mondays, so I
planned to arrive at the hotel on Monday
afternoon and be at the museum on
Tuesday morning when it opened. I start-
ed my drive the Saturday before Labor

Day. Taking my time, I drove about 600 miles on
Saturday, 400 miles on Sunday, and the last 200 miles
on Monday.

Tuesday morning arrived, and I awoke early, antici-
pating my adventure. Unfortunately, the museum
doesn't open till 11 o'clock. So I walked around the area
and visited the lake, post office and store. The local peo-
ple were more than friendly, with almost everyone say-
ing "Good Morning," asking me where I was from, and
in general holding a friendly conversation.

The time finally arrived, and the doors of the muse-
um were opened. I was warmly greeted at the door and
shown the museum layout. Around the lobby are four
large rooms, with Iowa, Missouri and Minnesota
Nationals hanging on the walls. The notes in these
rooms are listed by county, so when I wanted to find
notes from the city of Chelsea, Iowa, I went back to
Merry for help. She looked up the town on her com-
puter, then took me directly to the room and case that
held it. I walked through all four rooms, even though I
don't know much about notes from these states. I was
just in awe that such a collection exists. The collection is
not complete, but it probably is as close as anyone has
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The William R. Higgins, Jr. Foundation
National Bank Note Museum and Library

107 Sanborn Avenue, Okoboji, IA 51355 • phone/fax 712-332-5859
1999 Hours: May 11-October 3, Tuesday-Sunday, 11 a.m.-5:30 p.m.

The Higgins Museum showcases the collections of William R. Higgins Jr., who grew up
in Clay and Dickinson Counties in Iowa and served as mayor of Okoboji for 14 years.
A collector from his early youth, Higgins collected crowns, National Bank notes, post
cards and numismatic research material. Higgins died in 1991, and today the Higgins
Foundation maintains and operates the museum to memorialize his achievements and to
inform and entertain the public in the realm of paper money collecting.

come. Indicators are placed where a large or small note
is needed from a particular bank. I learned the Higgins
Museum does purchase notes for the collection if the
need and price are right.

I actually spent more time in the lobby area, where
exhibits show the note types during the different charter
periods, a group of Red Seal notes from most states, and
a section titled "Interesting Notes." Included in the lat-
ter was a charter number 1 note, notes from the highest-
numbered chartered bank, notes with the same presi-
dent and cashier signatures, and other great items. They
also have a section with a few notes from all 50 states,
some territories and even Puerto Rico. Seeing notes
from my own area of Maryland and Washington, D.C.,
was fun, but this was not the highlight of my trip.

That afternoon I was introduced to the library.
Books, books ... books everywhere. The Higgins
Museum bought the Chase collection of books and
makes them available to researchers. Not all the books
are in a logical order, but that's one of the projects
Merry and her staff are working on. She set me loose in
the room and told me to make myself at home. I began
looking at some old auction catalogs. I was quite sur-
prised to see some of the notes I currently own in some
old auction catalogs. What was more of a surprise were
the prices some of them sold for—if I had only been col-
lecting back then, had the money, etc.

After a few hours of looking through auction catalogs,
I knew what I really wanted would not be found there. I
wanted to compile a list of presidents and cashiers from
all the Washington, D.C., banks, along with a few other
special cities I collect. I located the Comptroller of
Currency books—one for almost every year of the note-
issuing period. These books had what I was looking for,
along with a lot of other details concerning the banks'
financial status.

This is a time-consuming project. When I first start-

ed digging into the books, it took me awhile simply to
find the state I wanted. It turns out the book from the
early years do not present the states in alphabetical
order. As best I could figure, they were in order by geo-
graphical location, starting with Maine and working
south. As the country grew, I guess someone wised up,
because eventually they are listed alphabetically.

The feelings I got going through these books were
quite awakening. One of the first things I noticed was
the books got thicker as the years went on, indicating
the growth of the country, or better yet, the growing
number of national banks. The other thing I found
interesting was that most of these books had library
cards in the back to be checked out of the Chase
Library. Most were last checked out in the 1930s and
probably not opened again until they arrived at the
Higgins Museum.

I spent the better part of three days going through all
this information. I stopped only because I was getting
tired and my vacation was nearing an end.

There were many other books in the library that I
just did not have the time to look at or were not in my
area of interest. For example, if you enjoy Iowa banking
history, this place is for you. Other books deal with bank
histories from around the country—I even found two
books on Washington, D.C.

Merry and her staff did everything they could to
make me feel welcome. Anything I needed was supplied,
any question I asked was answered.

There was no admission fee and no pressure to make
a donation. I gladly wrote a check at the end of my visit
to help support the continued growth of this museum.
My biggest regret—and Merry told me she hears it all
the time—is that it is not closer to home. I'm not sure
when I will return, but I definitely will. If you collect
National Bank notes, you must take the time to check
out the Higgins Museum. You won't be disappointed.
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