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Some Historu and Comments on the

Merchants and Planters
Bank of Savannah, Georgia

By Gary Hacker

T HE CHARTER FOR THE MERCHANTS & PLANTERS
Bank of Savannah, GA was approved by the Georgia State
Legislature on February 13, 1854. This was the official beginning
of the bank. The charter provided for the bank to operate with a

capital of two million dollars. Branch banks to be located in other cities in the
state were authorized by the charter, as well as the bank's "power to issue Bills,
Bonds, or Notes for circulation, and to discount notes and Bills of Exchange."

The new bank entered an area rich with other similar institutions. In an
1849 issue of Hunts' Merchants' Magazine and Commercial Review, Savannah was
reported to already have five banking institutions. These were the Bank of the
State of Georgia, Planters' Bank, Marine and Fire Insurance Bank, Central of
Georgia Railroad and Banking Company, and Savannah Institute for Savings.
Savannah was developing into a large financial center in the South. Many new
banks were established in Savannah and the state of
Georgia during the 1850s. Most of the new banks
grew strong; however, others failed during the
money crisis of these years. Of the Savannah
banks, it was said that they operated with "adequate
capital for local needs, and with splendid standing
in financial circles elsewhere. It may be no exag-
geration to say that no banks in [the] South were
regarded with more confidence."

The new Merchants & Planters charter also
stated that if the bank was not organized and in
operation within two years after its approval date
the charter for this new bank would be void. Thus,
February 13, 1856, was the latest date for the open-
ing of the bank. The December 22, 1855, issue of
the Savannah Daily Morning News states that the
Merchants & Planters Bank "will be in operation
by the first day of February next [February 1,
1856]." However, it was several days after the first
day of February before the bank started transacting
business. The February 7th issue of the Daily
Morning News announced that the Merchants and
Planters Bank was open for business.

Conflicting reports of the Merchants &
Planters Bank's first location are found in the ini-
tial notices of its opening. Nevertheless, these
reports do place its location centrally in the busi-

The Merchants & Planters Bank
building at 10 East Bryan Street in
Savannah, GA as it was in 1966.
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ness district of Savannah. The January 3rd and the February 7th issues of the
Daily Morning News report that the bank opened for business in the offices of
the Savannah Institute for Savings in the Gibbons Building, which was located
on the corner of West Broad and Bay Streets. The February 7th paper says the
bank will do business at this location "until the completion of their own new
Banking House." However, the February 6th paper places the bank opening at

another location. This issue states that the
new bank will be "in the building next East
of Haywood's Saloon in Bryan Street."

The 1860 Savannah city directory
locates the Merchants & Planters Bank on
"Bryan [Street] opp[osite] Johnson
Sq[uare]." This was the location of the new
bank building to be constructed as men-
tioned in the February 7, 1856, issue of the
Daily Morning News.

All information indicates that the
building standing at 10 East Bryan Street in
1966 was the same building mentioned in
this February 7th newspaper article and in
the 1860 city directory. This building in
1965 was purchased and renovated by the
Savannah Bank and Trust Company of
Savannah, and they used it as a part of their
banking facilities. An article appearing in
the June 4, 1966, issue of the Savannah
Morning News states that the building at 10
East Bryan which was recently opened as
part of the Savannah Bank and Trust
Company was the home of the Merchants
& Planters Bank. This article further states
that a director of the Merchants & Planters
Bank bought the building when the
Merchants & Planters Bank closed. And
until this building was recently (1965) pur-
chased by the Savannah Bank and Trust
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January 1st, 1862, fractional notes of
the Merchants and Planters Bank.

Company it had been owned by descendents of this same director of the
Merchants & Planters Bank. In 1966 the author communicated with /VIr. A. H.
Stoddard, a trust officer of the Savannah Bank and Trust, and with Mr. C. D.
Ellis whose wife was a member of the Wylly family and a descendent of George
W. Wylly who purchased the bank building in 1866. They confirmed that the
Wylly family owned the building up until the time that the Savannah Bank and
Trust purchased it.

Some of the banks in the State of Georgia which were in operation prior
to the Civil War had branch banks in one or more other cities and towns in
Georgia. As an example, the Bank of the State of Georgia, while having its
main banking facility in Savannah, had branches in several other cities. The
charter of the Merchants & Planters Bank also stated that it had "the power to
establish Branches or offices of Discount and Deposit in such cities or towns in
this State as a majority of the Directors may determine upon: Provided, the
citizens of said city or town through their legal representatives do not object."

The Merchants & Planters Bank had at least one branch bank in another
city. In the December 18, 1858, issue of the Daily Morning New is found a
statement of condition of the bank which contains this statement about its
branch bank: "Balance due at late branch at Albany [Georgia] . . ." In the same
and other articles of the News, one can find mention of branch banks and agen-
cies of the Merchants & Planters Bank. However, no specific location as to city
or street is listed. Nevertheless, there are indications that there could have
been affiliated agencies in Americus, Fort Valley, Griffin, St. Marys, Rome and
even in Florida at Orange Spring. This information has not been confirmed.

Mr. Hiram Roberts, whose signature appears on the notes of the bank,
was the president of the Merchants & Planters Bank from its beginning until its
end. For many years he was employed by the United States government as
Collector of the Port, U. S. Customs, in Savannah. His retirement from this
position was announced in the April 14, 1853, issue of the Daily Morning News.
He worked from then until about 1856 as secretary and treasurer of the
Savannah Institute for Savings. Roberts was instrumental in the founding of
the Merchants & Planters Bank. During 1855 he worked as a member of the
committee which did the planning of the affairs for the new bank and sold
stock for it. At a meeting of the stockholders on February 5, 1856, he was
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Above and opposite: During the Civil
War, the bank served as a depository
to support the Southern cause.

elected as one of the nine directors of the bank. The following day at a meet-
ing of the directors, he was elected president of the bank. From newspaper
articles about this bank which appeared from time to time from 1856 through
April of 1864 in the Daily Morning News and the Savannah Republican and from
the currency of this bank, one can see that Mr. Roberts was the president of the
bank until the end of the year of 1864.

Mr. Augustus Barrie, whose signature also appears on notes of the
Merchants & Planters Bank, was elected cashier of the bank on February 6,
1856. He, too, held his position until the bank closed.

The Merchants & Planters Bank released its own paper currency for cir-
culation several months after its opening for business. The earliest dated note
this writer has seen was one dated March 15, 1856. Their early notes are iden-
tified as being from Danforth, Wright & Company of Philadelphia and New
York. Next, their notes were marked Bald, Cousland & Company of
Philadelphia and Baldwin, Bald & Cousland of New York. And, later the
bank's notes were from American Bank Note Company. Basically, the same or
similar designs of printing plates were used by each of these companies. There
are variations in the plates in terms of the overprint, date line, etc. The notes
were printed in sheets of 1-1-1-2, 3-5-5-10, and 10-20-50-100.

And as were most banks of the time, the Merchants & Planters Bank was
bothered by counterfeiters. The following article appeared in the November
12, 1856 issue of the Daily Morning News:

We yesterday morning heard that counterfeit bills of the denomination of Ten
Dollars on the Merchants' & Planters' Bank, were in circulation. Two of them have
already been detected, and there are doubtless many in circulation. In the afternoon
we learned that counterfeits of the same denomination on the Central Railroad Bank
have been discovered. Both these are photographs of genuine Bills, with the word Ten
in red letters, stamped on. We have not yet seen the Counterfeit  on the Railroad
Bank, but learn that it is similar to that on the Merchants' & Planters', which is
printed on dark and inferior paper and has a greasy and blurred appearance. The red
ink used is of a darker hue than the genuine, and has a smell of turpentine, as iffresh-
ly executed. The signatures are badly done, and the general appearance of the bill is as
if the counterfeiters were pressed for time and were not able to make them perfect. It
is fortunate for the public that a slight examination will suffice to detect them.

By advertisements in another column it will be seen the Mr. Culver offers A
reward of $500, and Mr. Roberts of $100 for evidence to convict any persons of issu-
ing these notes.

As the name of this bank so aptly implies, it was a bank for the merchants
and the planters of that city and surrounding rural area. But, it also depended
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on its business with the common folks.
By the eve of the Civil War, the Merchants & Planters bank was well

established. George Smith in his book Story of Georgia and the Georgia People
1732— 1860 said the banks "had large circulation, large resources and the full
confidence of the people. Their branches extended all through the state, and
they gave liberal accommodations. When specie was demanded for their bills it
was furnished." By 1860 Savannah had nine banks.

Thus, when the Merchants & Planters Bank was established and began

operations the banking atmosphere was one of a city and state undergoing eco-

nomic growth while being plagued by a money crisis. The Merchants &
Planters Bank weathered the stormy periods and experienced growth as can be
seen in the following annual reports of its capital:

1856 	 $203,000.00

1857	 470,000.00

1858 	 516,000.00
1859 	 Not available

1860	 542,000.00

The $542,000.00 of 1860 was the largest reported capital that was found.
It appeared in the June 7, 1860 issue of the Daily Morning News in a statement

of the condition of the bank. In 1860 the Merchants & Planters Bank was nei-
ther the largest nor the smallest bank, in terms of capital, in Savannah. The
following from the 1860 city directory shows a comparison of this bank with

the others of Savannah.

Bank of the State of Georgia

Marine Bank
Bank of Savannah
Mechanics' Savings Bank
Timber Cutter's Bank
Central Railroad and Banking Company
Planters' Bank
Bank of Commerce
Merchants' & Planters' Bank

$1,500,000.00
1,000,000.00

500,000.00
250,000.00
200,000.00
300,000.00
535,000.00
200,000.00
520,000.00

The capital reported for the Merchants & Planters Bank in the city direc-
tory probably was from an earlier date than that reported in the June 7 issue of

the News, which may possibly account for the different figures. However, the
1860 city directory figures do give a comparison of its size with the other

Savannah banks at that time.



;4461.4ifthtelir
• 4	 - •

lints (Timms
fhp,der/ TVENTY ME CE ftraweithrAw'r",1"'"

emnity,4;477.4-,144/frdo.4.ctailer.,a46 , r/T4 .446tri4orrilir

,Anyortsv trfirns 9/04#7344,7irmtvo//440N ,

I Pre.

/Savings & Loan Ass° ti
- /equal 40; i8.

ensViecsie ifkowelk, fl,.d Five Dollars 	 ✓ges, aritomisa, 	 .; , i

14,4 fret ett ✓ Anti d, ofiet ✓ itly elt , y8steittin ltayai✓e 	 &vit.» (.4	 7 i

250 	  July/August 2004 • Whole No. 232 • PAPER MONEY

With the year 1861 came the War Between the States. As many banks of
the Confederacy, the Merchants & Planters Bank experienced a complexity of
problems brought on by the war. In the June 21, 1862 issue of the Daily
Morning News the statement of condition of the Merchants & Planters Bank
showed the capital stock down to $531,000, a trend that undoubtedly contin-
ued until the end.

As early in the war as April 16, 1861, it was announced that the
Merchants & Planters Bank was among the banks of the South backing the
Confederate cause financially and "whose notes would be received at par for
the subscriptions to the loan for the Confederate States . . . ." Also, shortly
after out-break of the war, coins became scarce in Savannah. Thus the

Notes of the Mechanics Savings and
Loan Association. The $5 note is
printed on the back of notes of the
Bank of St. Marys. Each is signed by
Hiram Roberts.

Merchants & Planters Bank like other banks of the city began issuing paper
currency in denominations of less than a dollar to fill the trading gap left by the
hoarding of coins. For the most part, this was satisfactory for carrying on
trade. But as a letter to the editor in the Daily Morning News on April 24, 1862
said, "various corporations in this city have issued an ample supply of 'shinplas-
ters' for the convenience of the community. It is impossible to send a servant
to market or elsewhere to make a purchase without having a quantity of these
dingy rags brought home. It is time for the community to find some expedient
to check this 'money making business'."

Due to the lack of coin and the growing shortage of paper for currency
and the hindrance this had on the daily commerce, the Georgia state legislature
required the banks of the state to issue paper "change bills". The Merchants &
Planters Bank issued 5-, 10-, 15-, 20-, 25-, 50-, and 75-cent denomination
notes bearing dates of 1862 and 1863. These fractional notes were printed
with plain backs and also on the backs of financial paper from other institu-
tions. Among the other institutions are the Bank of St. Marys and the
Savannah, Albany and Gulf Railroad. Additionally, from these war years one
will find some Mechanics Savings and Loan Association notes printed on the
backs of notes of the Merchants & Planters Bank.

Sometime near the start of war the Merchants & Planters Bank acquired
the Columbus Mutual Savings and Loan. The name was changed to the
Mechanics Savings and Loan Association. The new organization, the
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Mechanics Savings and Loan Association, began operations in February of
1861. The Mechanics Savings and Loan appears to have operated out of the
Merchants & Planters Bank building in Savannah. By comparing the signed
Merchants & Planters notes to the notes of the Mechanics Savings and Loan
Association one can see that Hiram Roberts signed many of the Savings and
Loan notes also. Additional information is available from other sources on the
history of the Mechanics Savings and Loan.

Inflation, too, heated up early in the war and continued as a major prob-
lem throughout the duration of the conflict. The Savannah Republican carried
announcements in March and April of 1864 that the Merchants & Planters
Bank was funding notes in support of the Confederate government Act of
February 17, 1864, which authorized the printing and release of another almost
unlimited supply of Confederate notes.

The Merchants & Planters Bank supported the cause until the end.
Sherman's troops approached and took Savannah in December of 1864.
Sherman arrived in Savannah on the 25th. He published an order concerning
the Union occupation of Savannah, in which regarding the cities' trade it stated
that "Commerce with the outer world will be resumed to an extent commensu-

rate with the wants of the citizens, governed by the restrictions and rules of the
[U. S.] Treasury Department." The writer is of the opinion that this marked
the beginning of the end for the Merchants & Planters Bank. No information
was found on the exact date that the bank did close its doors. However, if this
was not the exact end of the bank, its demise soon followed the war's end in the
following months. As Charles C. Jones, Jr. states in his 1890 book History of
Savannah, Ga., "all of the Savannah banks invested in Confederate bonds and
currency, and when the war ended all except the Central Railroad Bank were
obliged to suspend."

Although the Merchants & Planters Bank wound down at the end of the
war, it continued as an entity for sometime. The last meeting of the stockhold-
ers appears to have been on July 18, 1866. The President of the Merchants &
Planters Bank, Hiram Roberts, was instructed at that meeting to close the bank
and finalize its affairs.

George W. Wylly purchased the bank building on December 6, 1866.
For whatever reasons, it took a long period of time to finish the affairs of the
bank. Little is found in the Savannah newspapers between 1866 and 1882
regarding the bank or Mr. Roberts. The Savannah Morning News of April 14,
1882, reports the last legal affairs related to ending the business of the bank.
This report occurred almost two years after the death of Hiram Roberts and
more than 15 years after the close of the war.

The notes first released by the Merchants & Planters Bank in the spring

Proof note of the Merchants &
Planters Bank.
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of 1856 seem to have been printed only with black ink. The first dated notes of
this bank found by this writer were dated March 15, 1856. This note, as all the
early notes of this bank, had handwritten dates. Those first dated notes were
one dollar and two dollar notes. Perhaps, in the rush to get them printed these
notes were printed in black ink without the red overprinting that is found on
other notes dated 1856. Danforth, Wright and Company of Philadelphia and
New York printed these notes. By May 1856, the one and two dollar notes
have the red overprinting. And the notes of denomination of three, five, ten,
twenty, fifty and one-hundred dollars are found with dates starting in May
1856 with the red overprinting. Handwritten dates are found for the years of
1856 and 1857; the writer has not found a note of this bank having a date of
1858. Handwritten dates and printed dates are found with the year of 1859.
Printed dates for 1859 and 1860 are common. No printed notes of one
through one-hundred dollar denominations of the Merchants & Planters Bank
have been seen by this writer having a date of 1861 or after.

Sheets of the notes of the Merchants & Planters Bank are available today.
The 1-1-1-2 sheet of the printers Danforth, Wright and Company of
Philadelphia and New York are commonly found. Other denomination sheets
are more difficult to find. Sheets of 3-5-5-10 and 10-20-50-100 by Baldwin,
Bald & Cousland of New York and Bald, Cousland & Company of
Philadelphia are available, but much less common. The American Bank Note
Company sale by Christie's in 1990 put 10-20-50-100 sheets into the collecting
arena. This writer has also viewed two sheets of the American Bank Note

Proof note of the Merchants &
Planters Bank. Company not coming from the Christie auction in the denominations of 10-

20-50-100 with the back containing printing of a sheet of six $5.00 notes of the
Mechanics Savings and Loan Association with the printed date of April 1, 1864.

This writer has also viewed proof notes in the denominations of three,
five, and fifty dollars. It is highly probable that proof notes exist today in all
denominations from the one dollar through one-hundred dollar note.

A common variation in the notes that one may not notice until studying
them is what Haxby calls the flat top and the indented top red overprint. This
overprinting variation appears on notes printed by Baldwin, Bald & Cousland
of New York and Bald, Cousland & Company of Philadelphia bearing hand-
written dates in the years of 1856, 1857 and 1859 and notes of Danforth,
Wright and Company of Philadelphia and New York with the years of 1856
and 1857. Another more subtle variation is what this writer calls the straight
top position letter "H" and the wavy top "H". This variation is found on the
ten dollar notes by these same companies with written year dates of 1856, 1857,
and 1859.
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Haxby provides good coverage of the fractional notes, however, there are
some dates of denominations that exist that were not included in his listing.
This writer has a 25-cent note dated January 1, 1862, that matches Haxby's
G34; a 25-cent note dated January 1, 1862, that matches G54; and a 50-cent
note of January 1, 1862, that matches G58. It is the impression of this writer
that others also exist.

The Merchants & Planters Bank provides one with a small cross section
of the history of this nation prior to and during the American Civil war. Its
currency is relatively attractive but displays, on some specimens, the hardships
of a poor economy during the war. Today, many of the notes are common, but
highly collectible, while there are some notes that are not so easy to acquire.
Interestingly, ephemera of this bank is available to help the collector expand
his/her collecting horizon and knowledge of the history of the time period of
the bank (readers are referred to an article regarding this bank in Paper Money

Proof note of the Merchants &
Planters Bank.

#116, March-April 1985, page 62).
As a "northerner" who had the good fortune to live in Savannah during

the 100 year anniversary of the American Civil war and began collecting notes
of this bank, this writer must say that it has been enjoyable studying this bank
and collecting its notes. I highly recommend this bank and its currency to
other collectors. You, too, will enjoy it.
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