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A Sturdu Tree with Seven Branches 

Wilmington's Bank of Cape Fear
BY ROBERT S. NEALE

T HE ANTEBELLUM BANK OF CAPE FEAR WAS NORTH
Carolina's first private bank. The Wilmington-based enterprise
received its charter from the State Legislature on December 17,
1804, followed very shortly by the Bank of Newbern. In 1811, the

first of three incarnations of a privately held State Bank also opened, with head-
quarters in Raleigh. All three banks raised their initial working capital from the
sale of their stock at $100 a share, payable in the good hard cash of gold and sil-
ver coin. Subsequent recapitalizations, however, were not as demanding that
payment be made exclusively in specie.

Together, the three privately held banks provided all of North Carolina's
banking services until the era of the 1840-50s, when numerous other stock-
holder institutions applied for charters, opened for business, and issued curren-
cy. Along with individuals, the State of North Carolina was a significant stock-
holder in the early banks, including the Bank of Cape Fear, and therefore had a
vested interest in their success.

Of the three banks, however, only the Bank of Cape Fear operated con-
tinuously and reliably from its opening on November 18, 1805, until financial
consequences of the Civil War forced the bank to close in early 1866. In fact,
no bank in North Carolina (and few elsewhere in the South) proved capable of
surviving the substantial and not completely voluntary investments they had
made in the failed Confederacy. During its life, the Bank of Cape Fear was a

Eleven collectable denominations of
bank notes were issued by the Bank of
Cape Fear. During its earliest decade,
the bank also issued an abundance of
$1 and $2 notes, but the very few sur-
viving examples are now excessively
rare.
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special pillar of strength in a state whose financial fortunes depended signifi-
cantly on the bank's success.

In the end, despite a long record of honorable and reliable service to indi-
viduals, businesses, and the state itself, the Bank of Cape Fear could survive
neither its total losses in Confederate bonds nor the action of the United States
Congress, which in July 1865 imposed a 10% tax on any state bank notes issued
thereafter. This tax wiped out any profit to be made in the banks' usual short
term loans, which were awarded as cash, rather than credit, and ensured that
the new system of National Banks created in 1863 to fund the northern war
effort would suffer no difficult competition.

During its 62-year history, the Bank of Cape Fear established agencies
("offices of discount and deposit") wherever the need arose and opportunity
knocked. Some of these ventures were not very long-lived, but others thrived.
In later years, the bank created currency-issuing branches in Asheville,
Fayetteville, Greensboro, Raleigh, Salem, Salisbury and Washington.

The bank notes put into circulation by North Carolina's antebellum
banks make an alluring target for collectors of obsolete currency. The notes of
the Bank of Cape Fear are especially extensive, varied, attractive, and desirable.
Acquiring even a complete type set, much less a comprehensive representation
of all the varieties and points of issue, presents a tough challenge. Only the
bank's notes dating from the 1840s are normally offered for sale. The odd
denominations of $6 through $9 are particularly hard to find, along with any
denomination in high grade.

In a recently completed narrative history, The Bank of Cape Fear of
Wilmington, North Carolina, I have included many facts and anecdotes that
came to light from my research into this important antebellum bank and its
operations, the currency it issued, and its key personnel. The book also details
the fascinating ways that people associated with the bank added texture to the
history of Wilmington and the bank's branch towns.

New information will come to light from time to time, of course, and I
welcome readers who may wish to suggest additions to the book to contact me
with their data.

My research focused on the bank's main office in Wilmington, where I

The exterior of the Bank of Cape
Fear's home office in Wilmington
underwent major renovation in the
1840s under architect John Norris.
The facelift repaired damage from a
disastrous fire that raced through
town just across the street from the
bank and destroyed several blocks of
the town's center. [Courtesy of the
New Hanover County Public Library.]
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live, but I also discovered bits of useful information about the bank's seven
branches. The balance of this article offers selected highlights about four of
these branches. The reader should consult the book itself for a more compre-
hensive view of how the Bank of Cape Fear played its very influential role in
North Carolina's economic and social life.

The Branch at Washington
In the process of following up other leads, I learned of several original

record books that had belonged to the Bank of Cape Fear's branch in
Washington, NC, a town located on the Pamlico River in the northeastern part
of the state. These volumes now reside in the Rare Book, Special Collections,
and Manuscripts Library at Duke University in Durham. In brief, what fol-
lows is the essential story of the bank's Washington outpost.

The Washington branch of the Bank of Cape Fear opened on February 4,
1836. An establishing letter (clerk's copy), dated December 7, 1835, appears in
the Washington Directors' Minutes over the signature of President James
Owen of the bank's home office in Wilmington. The signer came as a com-
plete surprise, because no record has yet turned up in Wilmington of Owen's
association with the bank, which he served as its sixth president from January,
1833, until March, 1837.

A $4 note from the Washington
branch with counters and "FOUR" in
red, 1859.

Owen addressed his letter to Cashier-to-be Benjamin Runyon, who
served until at least 1850. In a tragic story only hinted at in Wilmington
sources, a successor in the cashier's chair, Th. H. Hardenbergh, suddenly com-
mitted suicide on October 10, 1857, apparently over an "affair of the heart."
There was no sign of any wrong doing at the bank. Hardenbergh was succeed-
ed by W.R.S. Burbank, who then served as cashier until and beyond the bank's
demise after the war, when it tried to settle its accounts.

The president of the Washington branch throughout its entire 30-year
existence was John Myers. His first job was to find space in which to do busi-
ness until the new bank could build its own office during the 1840s. In fact, the
bank operated initially out of a private home! There seems to have been little
concern over security, and simply the continuous presence of the home's owner
was judged sufficient protection for the assets.

By March, 1862, the bank perceived a serious threat from "the invaders"
of the Union forces, and the Washington office fled practically overnight to the
Bank of Cape Fear's branch at Salisbury, a town tucked safely into the central
part of the state. Several fascinating letters by Cashier Burbank described his
problems in making the sudden move, which he carried out with great loyalty,
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A $3 note payable at the
bank's Greensboro branch,
1854.

/////17%%/ 	 /,

July/August 2002 • Whole No. 220 • PAPER MONEY216

according to his letters, to the detriment of his own comfort and possessions.
Only this most easterly branch of the Bank of Cape Fear was actually threat-
ened by physical destruction and a total loss of its assets by the operations of
the northern forces, although the Greensboro branch may have come close.

Whether or not the Washington and Salisbury branches combined their
business for the duration of the war is not clear. At war's end, the Bank of
Cape Fear had definitely returned to its office to Washington and, in March
1866, Cashier Burbank began acting as agent for a receiver appointed by the
state. Washington continued to settle its accounts until 1870, often bargaining
with its out-of-luck depositors for both the amount of settlement and the cur-
rency in which it would be made. The bank actually tried to make good "in
Confederate," but the claimants naturally demanded payment in funds of the
victorious United States. The Washington branch presumably ended its own
currency emissions with its move to Salisbury.

Each branch of the Bank of Cape Fear, but not a lower level agency,
could issue currency payable at its own location (or at the home office). A
branch's currency needs were based primarily on the success of its discounted
loan business, which paid funds to successful borrowers in cash, after retaining
the interest up front. However, each bank note was signed by the president
and cashier of the home office, rather than by the corresponding branch offi-
cers. Starting with 1847, one will find on all Bank of Cape Fear currency the
signatures of President Tho(mas) H. Wright and Cashier H(enry) R(ussell)
Savage, regardless of the branch of issue.

The Branch at Greensboro
This office, in the north central part of the state, joined the Bank of Cape

Fear's expanding sphere of influence in 1851 without prior existence as an
agency, as had Washington some fifteen years earlier. Probably around the
same time as Washington faced its threat of overrun by northern troops in
1862, Greensboro took a sudden action to counter an impending federal raid-
ing of its assets.

Cashier Jesse H. Lindsay is said to have given $15,000 of the bank's
specie to a trusted local farmer who, that same evening, buried the cash on his
property and immediately built a pig pen directly over the spot. Once the
threat receded, the money was returned to the bank where it remained safe
until the Bank of Cape Fear closed in 1866. The Greensboro bank building
was subsequently bought in 1869 to establish the new Bank of Greensboro,
which became the National Bank of Greensboro in 1876.

It had been the custom until the late 1840s for banks to open at sites well
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removed from the center of business where, "wrapped in the solitude of their
own originality," they waited for business to come to them. In Greensboro,
however, the Bank of Cape Fear, along with two others, saw the light of com-
petition and built their offices in the commercial center of town, where cus-
tomers had little trouble finding them.

The Branch at Salem
Banking first came to Salem in 1815, when the Bank of Cape Fear opened

an Agency Office of Discount and Deposit to serve the reliable and thrifty
Morovian people of the area. All went smoothly until a memorable incident in
1827, when religion clashed with business, with dramatic result.

The agency's cashier at the time also ran a printing business that pub-
lished both Blum's Almanac for farm and garden and the Salem Press. Cashier
Blum lived in a building that was at once bank, publishing house, and personal
residence. Blum was also very active in his church. One clay in December
found him at home counting the bank's currency by candlelight when the time
arrived to light the candles for the evening church service.

Upon arriving at the service, Blum discovered his house erupting in a
mass of flames, apparently from a spark that had fallen among the currency still
laid out in mid-count. The house was saved, but some $10,000 in bank notes

217

(worth many times that amount in today's money) had been destroyed. Or so
Blum steadfastly maintained. It was only after several months that the home
office in Wilmington accepted Blum's story and finally let him off the hook.
Nevertheless, Blum paid for his carelessness with his job.

The Bank of Cape Fear's Salem branch may well be remembered more,
however, for a series of events that led to the rising of 1/Vachovia National Bank
(and later Wachovia Corporation) from the figurative ashes of the failed Bank
of Cape Fear at the close of the Civil War.

An "Inner Ring" of stockholders, led by Cashier Israel Lash, withheld
from the Confederate government some $50,000 to $125,000 of the branch's
hard assets and secretly deposited the gold, silver and foreign exchange in
northern banks during the war. Near the end of hostilities, the Inner Ring
scoured outside their home area for notes from their own bank in Salem, which
were payable only there or at Wilmington, but by now were greatly devalued
everywhere else, and personally bought them up at a deep discount.

The Inner Ring next exchanged the notes for the hidden assets, presum-
ably at a far less discounted value, which allowed a quick profit. Finally, with
sufficient hard cash now in their own hands, these masters of legal sleight of

A $5 note from Salem, 1860. Note
that a (red) cross has been hand
stamped next to the portrait at left and
appears similarly on many of the
bank's issues payable in Salem.
Although Douglas Ball has identified
the cross as a cancellation stamp, the
author welcomes any other sugges-
tions.
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hand secured one of the first of the new National Bank charters in 1866. A
move of the new Salem National Bank down the street to Winston in 1879
occasioned a new charter, and the Wachovia name has been associated with the
bank ever since.

The Branch at Asheville
The branch in this little hamlet in the western mountains of North

Carolina served the banking needs of a huge geographic area that stretched
from Knoxville, TN, to Atlanta, GA. Established in 1843, this branch ended
operations when the Bank of Cape Fear closed in 1866. The bank at Asheville
issued many notes payable at its own location during the period.

With the bank out of business after the war, Asheville remained so
remotely located that the absence of a circulating medium of exchange could
only be handled, for a time, by the town's issuing its own scrip. Many minor
sales were adjusted to the nearest nickel for lack of one- to three-cent coins for
making change. It was not until 1879 that another bank began operations, and
in 1890 the Bank of Asheville became the National Bank of Asheville.

A $4 note from Asheville, 1855. Asheville, more than any of the other branches of the Bank of Cape Fear,
dealt with large amounts of gold. Widespread mining in the area commenced
at the dawn of the nineteenth century and continued until 1849. At that point,
the California gold rush suddenly took precedence for students of the get-rich-
quick school of manual labor. The home office in Wilmington took advantage
of the large gold deposits in its western branch in one of many attempts to
avoid redeeming its paper money for the gold or silver the currency promised
on demand.

The bank's various schemes to protect its gold and silver from redemp-
tion are recounted in detail in Chapter 2 of the book, along with the financial
panics that ensued from sudden, coordinated and excessive demands by specu-
lators for the bank to make good on its notes.

Asheville's role in specie protection was a relatively simple one. It sent
excesses of its deposited gold to Wilmington in exchange for equal values of
bank notes. The part of the deal advantageous to the bank's stockholders was
that these notes were all payable in Wilmington, and not in Asheville. The
bank counted on many of the notes wearing out, getting lost, or for whatever
reason never finding their way back to the home office where they could quali-
fy for redemption or be recalled in favor of newly issued designs. Any dollars
thus lost represented a profit to the bank and its owners and reduced the
amount of silver needed to back the circulating currency.
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