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The Mormons
and the "Bank of Monroe Michigan

By Doug A. Nyholm

MY INTEREST IN COLLECTING BANKNOTES FROM
the "Bank of Monroe" involves the bank's connection with the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, commonly known as
the "Mormons." The Mormons developed an extensive monetary

system ranging to obsolete currency, gold coins, tokens, scrip, and even having
their President's signature appear on several issues of National Currency.
These endeavors began in 1836 and continued well into the 20th century. The
following is what is known regarding their connection with the Bank of Monroe
and the banknotes issued by that bank.

Monroe, Michigan is located south of Detroit on the Raisin River.
Monroe was originally known as Frenchtown, but in 1817 its name changed to
honor President James Monroe. Monroe's portrait is displayed on several
denominations of banknotes from The Bank of Monroe. Monroe incorporated
as a city on March 22, 1837. Prior to that it was simply referred to as the village
of Monroe. It should also be noted that, at the time, Monroe was the second
largest population center in the area; only Detroit was larger.

The Bank of Monroe's beginnings can be traced back to its charter date
of March 29, 1829. During its existence banknotes were issued in the denomi-

$1 Bank of Monroe note

prior to Mormon ownership.
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Unusual $4 denomination from
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nations of $1, $2, $3, $4, $5, $10, $20, $50, and $100. They were printed by
Rawdon, Wright, Hatch and Edson in New York. The Mormon connection
centers around Oliver Cowdery (Oliver Cowdery was an assistant to the
Mormon Prophet, Joseph Smith Jr.) and his signature, which appears only on
the denominations of $1, $2, $3, and $5, issued by the Bank of Monroe in 1837.

The Mormon connection began around 1831. Lucy Mack Smith, the
mother of Joseph Smith, Jr., visited family members in Detroit in that year.
Missionary work had begun and soon people began joining the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-clay Saints. In May of 1834 additional Mormons visited the
area; most notably Hyrum Smith (brother of Joseph Smith, Jr., the Mormon
Prophet), who undoubtedly converted additional people to the Church. Certain
Bank of Monroe notes bear the signature of H. Smith, which was believed by
some to be Hyrum Smith, Joseph Smith's brother. This was found not to be the
case however; the H. Smith signature was that of Captain Henry Smith, who
had no connection to the Mormon Church. The Mormon connection with the
Bank of Monroe is also linked to the Kirtland Safety Society Bank in Kirtland,
Ohio, formed late in 1836. Currency was issued by the Kirtland bank beginning
in January of 1837.

According to documented history, Oliver Cowdery's involvement with
the Bank of Monroe began in February of 1837, when he moved from Kirtland,
Ohio to Monroe, Michigan. The Mormons in Kirtland, Ohio, were growing in
number and their Prophet, Joseph Smith, Jr., was inspired by revelation to form
and organize a bank for the convenience of the members, and to promote their
prosperity. Plates for printing the currency were obtained, and printed ban-
knotes were made ready. However, Ohio denied a bank charter due to lack of
tangible assets. There was now a dilemma for Joseph Smith, Jr., and the newly
formed Kirtland Safety Society Bank; that of how to proceed and what to do
with the printed currency.

A rare Bank of Monroe note

signed by Oliver Cowdery.
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Banking laws and their enforcement in the 1830s had much to be
desired. The Kirtland bank and dozens of other banks during this time had little
or no assets to back their currency, even if they had a legal charter. The Church
decided to go ahead and issue the currency without a bank charter. One modifi-
cation was decided upon, which was to modify the notes by hand-stamping the
title with the words "Anti" and "ing Co." in order to make the title read "The
Kirtland Safety Society Anti-Banking Co." This modification was only carried
out on a small quantity of the notes released for circulation however. Much of
the circulating paper of this time period, including the Kirtland banknotes, were
obviously worthless, and to accept any of them usually meant risking taking a
total loss on a transaction.

On January 31, 1837, the First Presidency announced that the Church
had purchased the charter of a bank in Monroe, Michigan. The published pur-
chase price was $100,000. There are accounts that there was a planned merger
between the legally non-existent Kirtland bank and the Bank of Monroe. This
apparently never took place as The Bank of Monroe at this time was virtually
broke and would soon be sold by the Mormons, whose migration west would
begin shortly. Thereafter many of the problems with the Bank of Monroe, and
many other banks at this time, were due in part to the "Panic of 1837."
Thousands of banks and businesses went bankrupt during this time. This was
just another attempt to gain a legal bank charter due to the denial of the Kirtland
application.

Information is sketchy regarding the change at the Bank of Monroe and
specifically the circumstances for Cowdery's move to Michigan. Notes have
been observed with Cowdery's signature dated from September 1836 to July
1837. However, all research indicates that the Church was only active with the
bank beginning in January 1837. It is possible that Cowdery was active at the

A $3 Kirtland Ohio note

modified with the "Anti-

Banking Co." stamps. This

was done on only a few of

the released notes after Ohio

denied the bank a charter.

Closeup of Oliver Cowdery's signa-

ture.

bank prior to the Mormon Church purchasing the charter, but this is also ques-
tionable, as records indicate that Cowdery was still in Kirtland Ohio on January
1st, 1837. One source states that Cowdery signed $22,000 as Vice President of
the bank in February 1837. There were also accounts at this time that the bank
was openly failing.



86  	 March/April • Whole No. 254 • Paper Money

The bank was sold by the Mormons in late 1837. There are banknotes
from the Bank of Monroe dated 1838, but none are known subsequent to that.
For clarity, there are two different types of $1 notes issued by the bank. The
first was issued in 1828, surprisingly prior to the bank's charter date of March
29, 1829. This is just one of the many mysteries involving this bank and many
others of the time. We will probably never know with complete accuracy many
of the incidents that occurred, which only adds to the romance of the era. The

majority of $1 notes, signed by both Cowdery,
and other bank officials, are the second type pic-
tured in this article.

By 1840 the Bank of Monroe had com-
pletely ceased to exist. Many of the Mormons in
the area had left during 1839-40 due to a general
move westward (to Nauvoo Illinois) by the
Mormons.

On March 24th a preliminary hearing
was set, based upon charges that the Church
obtained the Bank of Monroe charter illegally.
In September, 1837 it was noted that Oliver
Cowdery had gone to Missouri. Additionally
Joseph Smith, Jr. and Sidney Rigdon were found
guilty of violating Ohio banking statues, and each
fined $1,000. They appealed but during the
pending appeal all moved to far West Missouri.

Oliver Cowdery 	 Most obsolete bank notes from this era (the 1830s) routinely are traded
from several dollars to several hundred dollars. This is true for banknotes from
the "Bank of Monroe," with the exception of those notes signed by Oliver
Cowdery, who was a member of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints. These notes routinely sell for $2,000, and escalate up to $3,000-$4,000
for high grade specimens. I have never seen or heard of the existence of an
uncirculated Cowdery signed note. Even extremely fine notes may not exist.
There was an instance several years ago of an advertised XF note at auction
which technically did grade XF. However, there was a small jagged hole (1/8"
approx.) in the center of the note which in my mind would preclude the note
being called Extremely Fine. These high prices are due to the collectability of
historic signatures of Mormon Church figures. There is high demand due to a
large number of collectors of this memorabilia, both LDS and non-LDS.
Appearances of banknotes with Cowdery's signature come to market only ran-
domly, sometimes over a year may pass between opportunities to purchase one.

I hope I have brought to life a brief history of one of the many obscure
banks of this period. I have attempted to sort out the inconsistencies to the best
of my knowledge and ability. •

The $3 note traded hands sev-
eral years ago for just over
$1000.00! Even in tattered
condition Oliver Cowdery-
signed notes are highly collec-
table.
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