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Introduction

FF
AILURE CAN MEAN SUCCESS. YES IT CAN, IN MAINE AT LEAST,
in terms of the collectability of obsolete paper money. Such notes, issued
by state-chartered banks in the general period from 1782 to 1866 are
among my favorite numismatic disciplines. The standard reference is the

wonderful four-volume study, United States Obsolete Bank Notes 1792-1866, by
James A. Haxby (Krause Publications, 1988), which covers all states. Beyond that,
specialized texts, many sponsored by the Society of Paper Money Collectors, exist
for individual states. We have Mayre Coulter’s book on Vermont obsoletes,
George W. Wait’s studies of Maine paper and, separately, New Jersey notes as
part of a long list. Wendell Wolka’s immense book on Ohio obsolete notes, over
1,000 pages, is the champion for any single state, when it comes to tipping the
scales.

Ever since early last summer I have been in Maine. Figuratively speaking,
that is. Actually, I have been in New Hampshire, where I live, but I’ve been
immersed in the lore and lure of information relating to banks chartered in
Maine, the first being the Portland Bank in 1799. This is part of a grand project
being undertaken by Whitman Publishing LLC, in which obsolete bank notes
from all states will be studied, and new reference books published, giving detailed
histories of the various institutions, interesting anecdotes about them, and a “Key
to Collecting” for each, telling why some notes are rare, others are common, and
still others are in between. This will involve about 3,100 banks or so, the sorting
of over 25,000 color pictures already on hand and the acquisition of some we
need, and other aspects. This has entailed a number of field trips, as I like to call
them, to various historical societies, to museums, and to visit with collectors.
More are to come.

If I were to do all of this by myself I would probably finish in 50 years—
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Above:  $1 note of the Penobscot
Bank in Buckstown, Massachusetts,
ink dated Dec. 15, 1806. This is a
very early Perkins patent stereotype
steel plate note of the slug-plate type.
MASSACHUSETTS, PENOBSCOT
BANK, and BUCKSTOWN were on
separate slugs that could be inserted
into the plate matrix. The same plate
could be used for other banks by
replacing the slugs. 
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probably taking several years for New York state alone, for which there were
more banks and more paper money varieties than for any other state, and for
which no specialized book has ever been written. Considering that New York had
many more banks than did Ohio, perhaps if Wendell Wolka were to do New
York, the result would be a 3,000-page book! Dave Sundman and I have been
gathering information on New Hampshire paper money for a long time—this
including colonial, state bank, and National Bank notes. A couple of years ago I
estimated that we had about 4,000 pages of information! Take out the National
Banks and the colonials, this probably would still leave 1,500 pages. The New
Hampshire project is overkill, perhaps, as it gives biographies of all bank officers
and directors, details of all bank examinations, and the like.

It is obvious that to treat every state with the depth of the Wolka study
on Ohio or the aforementioned study on New Hampshire would result in a pro-
ject with tens of thousands of pages and several lifetimes of work. So, for practi-
cality, at this point the Whitman project is envisioned as having a fairly detailed
but concise history of each bank—from a paragraph or two up to two or three
pages, depending on what can be found, plus as many illustrations as we can
locate. Whereas George W. Wait’s Maine Obsolete Paper Money and Scrip, pub-
lished by the SPMC in 1977, has nearly full-size pictures, permitting up to three
images per page, the Whitman book will have smaller pictures, but in high defini-
tion color, perhaps six to 10 per page. Plans are still in progress. One of these
times I’ll issue a call for help for some pictures still needed, but that won’t be this
year.

The state of Maine has been keeping me busy, as time permits, as I do
have other things to attend to during the business day—such as helping take care
of and planning and writing for Stack’s, of which I am chairman, and fulfilling
duties as numismatic director for Whitman Publishing. The net result of this is
immersion in numismatics and a never-ending schedule of new projects and inter-

Top:  $10 note of the Bucksport
Bank, Bucksport, Maine, dated Oct.
10th 1854 in the plate. Imprint of
Bald, Adams & Co. New York. / Bald,
Cousland & Co. Philada. Shipbuilding
scene reflecting an important aspect
of commerce in the town.
Buckstown, Massachusetts changed
its name to Bucksport, Massachusetts
in 1817, then in 1820 the district
changed its name to Maine. Hence,
Buckstown , Massachusetts and
Bucksport, Maine are one and the
same town!
Above: $10 note of the Castine
Bank, Castine, Massachusetts, ink
dated 1 Jany 17, 1819. Plate by
Abner Reed, an unexplained situation
as at the time all banks in
Massachusetts were required to use
Perkins patent stereotype steel
plates. On March 15, 1820, the town
became Castine, Maine. These notes
proved worthless, could not be
redeemed, with the pleasing numis-
matic result that they are readily col-
lectible today.
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esting research. Fortunately, for the past couple of years three research associates
have been busy with the book on obsolete paper money, and I am thinking of hir-
ing another. I suppose that in a way this is pro bono publico by Whitman, but
that company is known for doing things to support numismatics that do not
translate into bottom-line profit. And, in my own life, some of my most interest-
ing research endeavors have been likewise (my Waterford Water Cure book
about counterstamped coins comes to mind, and I won’t even mention the three-
volume History of the American Numismatic Association), although others, such
as my book on the gold treasure from the S.S. Central America and biographies
of numismatists whose collections I’ve brought to auction (the Norweb family,
Louis E. Eliasberg, Virgil Brand, and Harry W. Bass, Jr. are a short list) have
been part of business.

About Massachusetts and Maine
Oops! I need to clarify about the Portland Bank. It was actually chartered

in Massachusetts, not Maine. Similarly, the Augusta Bank was chartered in
Massachusetts in 1814, and the Bangor Bank ditto in 1817. Back then these cities
were called Portland, Massachusetts; Augusta, Massachusetts; and Bangor,
Massachusetts respectively. It was not until March 15, 1820, that Maine achieved
statehood. Prior to that it was part of Massachusetts, and all towns, banks, and
other things used the Massachusetts address. It was sometimes called the Maine
district of Massachusetts in the early days, but no mention of Maine is on any of
the currency.

Then in 1820, banks that were in Massachusetts suddenly found them-
selves to be in Maine, without moving! James A. Haxby classified early Portland,
Augusta, Bangor, and other bank notes in the Massachusetts section of his book.
George W. Wait put them all under Maine, as I am doing. In other instances, a

Top: A beautifully vignetted $10 note
of the New England Bank of
Fairmount, Maine, from a plate by
Rawdon, Wright, Hatch & Edson,
New York, dated October 1st 1857 in
the plate. Signed by cashier Martin
and president Rittenhouse. A lovely
note this, but with a couple of prob-
lems: There never was a New England
Bank, and there was no such town as
Fairmount in Maine! $10 and $20
notes of estimated $200,000 total
face value were accepted by mer-
chants in distant places who had no
reason to doubt their authenticity, not
knowing they were worthless. As they
were never redeemed, they are easily
enough collected today.
Above:  The Globe Bank of Bangor
experienced difficulties during the
Hard Times era, could not redeem its
notes, and was about to fail in 1840
when fraudsters from New York
bought the stock, took it over, and
issued large quantities of paper
money, signed and given earlier dates.
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town changed its name, but did not move. The Penobscot Bank of Buckstown,
Massachusetts, issued bank notes from 1806 to 1811, but the Bucksport Bank, of
Bucksport, Maine did not do so until the 1850s. Both banks were in the same place!
Residents of Buckstown had their town name changed in 1817, when it was
thought that having a “port” suffix to the name would be more reflective of its
maritime commerce, and then in 1820 had their state name changed too!

Is everything perfectly clear? Well, if it isn’t that’s okay. I am still trying to
unravel a bunch of Maine puzzles. Now, to some information about the banks.

Bank Rules and Characteristics
Each state had its own banking rules, including the issuing of currency. In

brief, in Maine as a state, and also when it was part of Massachusetts, the rule was
for the Massachusetts General Court, then the Maine State Legislature, to receive
a petition from incorporators seeking to establish a bank in a particular communi-
ty. A capital figure was proposed, never less than $50,000, and sometimes higher.
As Maine was not a very populous state, and dozens of banks were in small com-
munities, $50,000 was quite typical. 

The rules provided that the shares, typically $100 par value each, be paid
for in specie (gold or silver coins), and not in any other manner. Once 50% of the
authorized capital was paid in, the bank could commence business. The rule in
practice, not the exception, was that the incorporators hastened to find specie in
one place or another, often borrowing it from another bank. This would be put in
place in the start up bank, satisfying the legal requirements. In 1836, when the
Globe Bank of Bangor was chartered, the other banks in that city would not give
the incorporators a quick loan of such coins, provoking a nasty editorial in a local
paper stating that they were trying to restrict competition.

Soon afterward, it was the practice to replace the capital of the bank by

Top: $20 note of the Frankfort Bank
of Frankfort, Maine, by the New
England Bank Note Co. The twilight
of the career of this bank paralleled
that of the Globe Bank of Bangor—
fraudsters took over in 1840 and
issued large quantities of beautiful
but completely worthless notes.
Above:  Exceedingly rare, perhaps
unique $5 New England Bank Note
Co. bill of the China Bank of China,
Maine—a fraudulent institution set
up by people who did not live in the
area, with the express purpose of
issuing large quantities of paper
money. Suspicions were aroused;
the bank closed, and cashier
Washburn moved quickly to the
new Canton Bank of China, which
redeemed the China Bank notes.
Accordingly, all are rarities in the
numismatic marketplace. The
famous collection of Norman Pullen
sold by CAA did not have an exam-
ple.
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stockholders pledging bank shares, usually obtained by borrowing money from the
same bank and giving promissory notes. The gold and silver coins were returned to
their original source, save for a couple thousand dollars or so kept on hand to
redeem notes. Thus, the payment of the capital in specie was a sham. Not only was
this done in Maine, but incorporators in just about every other state did likewise. It
was perfectly legal. There was a problem: actual coin-type cash to use for working
capital was diminished. However, the banks had their own cash: someone borrow-
ing money from a bank received the loan in the bank’s own paper money. No won-
der so many people tried to set up their own banks!

In Maine, bank notes were ordered from the various engraving and print-
ing companies such as the New England Bank Note Company in Boston, Terry,
Pelton & Co. in Boston and Providence, and other firms, including the American
Bank Note Company after it was formed in 1858. In time, notes became worn or
tattered, and were redeemed. It was a rule in Maine that all redeemed, cancelled,
and unissued notes had to be destroyed by burning, in the presence of directors.
Successful banks did this on a regular basis. Take heed of this requirement. It is
very important numismatically.

After the National Banking Act of 1863, more than just a few profitable
Maine banks reorganized to become National Banks, after which time their out-
standing old paper money was redeemed, usually for a period of two or three years
after the state bank closed. The National Bank often had the same officers and
directors. In other instances, state-chartered banks simply wound down their oper-
ations in earlier times or, later when they elected not to become National Banks. In
either instance the notes were burned.

Frauds and Fraudsters
Wonderfully from today’s numismatic viewpoint, Maine had its share of

poorly run banks that failed, as well as those operated by fraudsters, plus, some that
didn’t even exist. In the last category is the New England Bank of Fairmount,
Maine, which had Rawdon, Wright, Hatch & Edson, New York City, print $10
and $20 notes of elegant appearance. These were ink-signed and distributed widely
in distant areas. There were a couple problems. The first is that there was no such
thing as the New England Bank and, the second, is that there was no such town as
Fairmount, Maine! How then could Rawdon, Wright, Hatch & Edson, supposedly
of good reputation, produce currency? The answer, and many different examples
could be given, is that the bank-note engraving companies did very little due dili-
gence. One might assume that a well dressed gentleman, bringing papers that he
and associates intended to establish a bank in somewhere or other and wanted to
order currency in advance, would be warmly greeted at the door, and paper money
would be made. 

To digress for a moment: This was particularly true for the District of
Columbia, as it had no banking commissioners or other organization to keep track

Above:  The Canton Bank assumed
the obligations of the China Bank
and redeemed nearly all of its notes,
meanwhile issuing large quantities of
its own paper, such as the $1 bill of
the New England Bank Note Co.
illustrated here. This was a fraudu-
lent bank as well, soon collapsed,
and its paper became worthless.  As
a result its bills can be easily found
today.
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(although Congress from time to time checked, but with no methodology).
Accordingly, the District was wide open territory for all sorts of banks that didn’t
exist. When for the Whitman project I get to the District of Columbia I will have
a great time trying to find out which banks were real and which were fantasies.
Some had elements of both. I am no stranger to the District, as over the years I
have been accumulating a lot of information, before this book was conceived.

Back to Maine: A few banks were operated on a fraudulent basis. The
Frankfort Bank in the town of the same name was one, and the Globe Bank in
Bangor was another, although these were not the only examples. Both institu-
tions started out on a legitimate basis, but during the Hard Times era ran into
severe financial difficulties and by 1840 were not able to redeem their notes.
Speculators from New York stepped in, bought the stock from the disillusioned
Maine owners of it, who had seen the value of their investment depreciate, and
then took over the bank, immediately ordering and issuing large quantities of
worthless paper. Eventually—these things took time as they proceeded through
state government channels—the Maine State Legislature closed them down.
However, in the meantime a lot of worthless bank bills reached circulation. The
typical scheme was to print them in quantity, have them signed, and then sell
them in bulk at a discount to those who promised to go to some distant place and
spend them with many different merchants and the like, so that no quantity
would remain. The notes would then be returned one at a time to the issuing
bank, but only a small percentage.

In the instance of the Globe and Frankfort Banks, the bank note engrav-
ing company simply filled continuing orders from already established customers.
They had no way of knowing that fraud was taking place, except they might have
been alarmed by the large quantity. Still, this may not have been unusual if in the

Top:  The American Bank Note Co.
printed large quantities of paper
money for the Lincoln County Bank of
Wiscasset, Maine, which obtained its
charter in 1861. Soon the bank would
be in operation and the bills would be
useful in commerce. Unfortunately,
the entrepreneurs behind the bank
were not able to raise sufficient capi-
tal, and the bank never opened. Not
to worry. Bills were signed and paid
out, sent to distant places where they
were accepted. Then, when $3,000
worth was brought to Wiscasset to
redeem for coins it was learned that
the bank did not exist and therefore
had no assets. These colorful notes
are thus readily collectible today.
Above: The Alfred Bank of Alfred,
Maine, conducted its affairs in a first
class manner, issued tens of thousands
of dollars in paper money, but
redeemed nearly all. Notes of this
“good” bank are rarities today.
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normal course of business a particular bank was replacing a series of old designs
with new ones. In time, the Frankfort and Globe notes continued to circulate,
until, finally, they were of no value as bank note reporters and others listed the
institutions as defunct.

Failure Equals Numismatic Success
In summary, from a numismatic viewpoint, the failure of Maine banks

means success in collecting bank notes. Operational success and integrity for a
Maine bank means that its notes are exceedingly rare or almost impossible to
find! I have never seen a circulated note of the Alfred Bank and only one of the
China Bank, both in towns of those names. Oops again! The China Bank was not
successful and was a fake, but its notes were redeemed by a successor fake bank
(making them rarities today), the Canton Bank, whose notes became worthless
and are now numismatically plentiful. The Haxby section on Maine notes is rife
with SENC (“surviving example not seen”) notations for Maine. This curious
twist is unusual for Maine, as for nearly all other states, banks that retired their
notes were under no requirement to destroy them immediately. Instead many
bundled them with string or ribbons and stacked them away, or filed sheets of
unissued notes in a vault, much to the delight of numismatists when decades later
they were discovered. Thus, obsolete paper money issued by successful Maine
banks generally ranges from non-existent to very rare in terms of collectability
today.

Fraud means numismatic success, too! The $10 and $20 notes of the
non-existent Bank of New England imprinted with the address of the non-exis-
tent town of Fairmount, Maine are easy to find. Then we have the Lincoln
County Bank of Wiscasset, Maine. This bank was real and was chartered in 1861
with an authorized capital of $50,000. In anticipation, the projectors ordered a
quantity of bills from the American Bank Note Company. Trouble was that the
bank was not able to raise capital and never opened. No problem! The notes were
signed and distributed anyway! Worthless in their time, the these colorful bills
are readily collectible today!

As you can see, the story of Maine paper money has many interesting,
almost unbelievable chapters!                       

Photo credits: C. John Ferreri, Smithsonian Institution, and author’s
collection.                                                                                                                 v

Above: The Oakland Bank of
Gardiner, Maine, was another sound,
well-run bank that redeemed nearly
all of its notes. In years of looking the
author has not been able to find one.
The illustrated example is from the
collection of C. John Ferreri.

*Jan-Feb 2011 Paper Money  8/9/11  12:29 PM  Page 36


	Failure Means Success!

