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Thompson’s Bank Note Reporter
Recently, through Tom Denly,

a copy of Thompson’s Bank Note Reporter,
dated July 1, 1848, came to hand.
Although I have seen and owned my
share of bank note reporters, also
referred to as counterfeit detectors and
related terms, I paused to spend an hour
or so looking through its pages. 

Thompson’s was issued monthly
and sold to merchants, bankers, and oth-
ers who had occasion to handle money.
In the days before the linotype machine
was even dreamed of, type had to be set
by hand, letter by letter, digit by digit,
space by space. It is not surprising,
therefore, that the July issue, with 32
pages in the front section, about bank
notes and the like, and eight pages in the
back section, was not much different
from the previous issue. 

The back eight-page section
was titled Supplement to Thompson’s Bank
Note Reporter, containing all Those Gold
and Silver Coins Most Generally Found in
Circulation.  The last was more or less
“stock,” and just about every issue before
and after July 1 of 1848 had the same
coin pictures. 

The July 1, 1848 Issue
As to the first 32 pages, the edi-

tor under “posting up for July,” gave a
brief commentary on current financial
events. Perhaps emphasizing the worth
of the little magazine to those who cared
to spend $2 per year for the weekly edi-

Suddenly: It is
1848

The first page of a well-used copy of Thompson’s Bank Note Reporter, July 1, 1848.

By Q. David Bowers
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tion, $1 for the semimonthly version, and just 50¢ for a copy each month, the lead
paragraph shortstopped a rumor:

“A newspaper paragraph is going around stating that the notes of the
PRINCETON BANK, N.J. are not redeemed in Philadelphia. They are redeemed
the Bank changed its account from one bank to another, and from this the report

was started.”
This is obscure, to be sure, but

someone reading this would keep in mind
that a bill of Princeton Bank was worth tak-
ing in. Other news concerned treasury notes,
state bonds, land warrants, and the like.
“Money is not abundant, although it is much
easier than the average of the past 10
months.” This referred to the availability of
money on loan. Today we would say “cred-
it.” Stated another way, credit was tight in
July 1848.

Regarding changes in the hundreds
of different notes listed in the first section,
there did not seem to be much. 

“In Uncurrent Money we have but
little change to note—Canada, Ohio, and
Virginia we quote a little better. The
Mineral Bank, Md., we quote 11⁄2. St. Albans,
Vt. 1; we are buying the Erie Bank, Pa. at
62¢ on the dollar, and the Atlas, N.Y. 75¢
and 95¢ on the dollar.” 

The figures for the Mineral Bank
and the St. Albans Bank represent discounts
from face value. A $10 note discounted 11⁄2
was thus quoted at $9.85. 

The news continued: 
“The State of Ohio has become the most important money institution on

this continent. With 37 branches covering the whole state—all bound together by
one common interest and in all important respects all governed by one head, the
Board of Control. It now issues five and a half millions of currency—sustains
accommodations line, in the way of notes and bills discounted, of millions; it holds
two millions of specie, and has cash $400,000.” 

Specie referred to gold and silver coins, the reserve being quite substantial.
Typically, a bank or group of banks (although most banks were single operations)
had a small fraction of its net worth in gold and silver coins at any given time.
These were on hand to redeem currency on demand. However, such coins sitting
in the bank vault were not productive. It was much better to loan them out on
interest. In 1848, Thompson lavished high praise on the State Bank of Ohio. As
the years went by, such matters would change, some banks would spring in to
providence, and others would fade away. 

J. Thompson, 61 Wall Street, was also an exchange broker—buying and
selling all old paper money, from good to worthless. The last was of value to
sharpers who attempted to pass bills in distant locations to unaware merchants. At
the same time Thompson bought and sold silver and gold coins and traded in gov-
ernment bonds. The July 1st issue stated that, “since we were not successful bid-
ders for the loan, it may be presumed that we can’t impartially estimate the
prospective market value.” The reference was to a United States loan which the
government recently had put out for bid.

Subscription rates. 
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Bank Notes from the Various States
After the first page of such news, which varied from issue to issue, the

reader began many pages of bank notes listed by region, beginning with Maine,
continuing with New Hampshire and Vermont, then Massachusetts, Rhode
Island, and Connecticut—comprising the New England states. From there, com-
mencing on page 11, the banks of New York City were listed individually, then
New York state, then other states. The drift then changed to additional current
news on the rest of page 31 and on 32, closing out the first section. On the last
page an advertisement was carried with
the title “Coin books for the million!”
This was not numismatic, of course, but
was a notice for the forthcoming sepa-
rate publication, Thompson’s Coin Chart
Manual, with between 500 and 600 gold
and silver coins to be found in circula-
tion, including 200 new pictures.

Taking a closer look at one of
the states listed in the first section, New
Hampshire, the first listing is for the
Ashuelot of Keene, traded at 1⁄4th of
1%discount. Samuel Dinsmoor was
president and T.H. Levitt was cashier,
useful information to verify signatures
on current notes. 

For the next listing, the Bank of
Lebanon, in the New Hampshire town
of that name, Robert Kimble was presi-
dent, and J.H. Kendrick was cashier.
Specifics were given concerning coun-
terfeits, noting that among $2 notes
from the Perkins Stereotype Plate, a bill
was “badly executed, paper thin.” Some
are signed “R. Kimble, pres., J.H.
Kendrich, cash.” Other $2 and $3 counterfeits were described. Then came a brief
description of a $20 note issued by the Bank of Lebanon: noting that the center
vignette depicted a farmer seated with a sickle, and the end pieces show the
steamboats and railcars. “Engraved by the Boston Bank Note Co.” Then came
this information: “Also 5’s, 10’s, and 50’s.” For the last several denominations
there were no descriptions of the designs

Such information repeated for hundreds of banks was useful in that the
holder of a note could determine whether the bills were being traded and if the
bank was still in existence. On the next page of New Hampshire listings, we find
for the Claremont Bank of Claremont, “closed,” with no further comment, with
the same notation for the Concord Bank in Concord, the Exeter Bank in Exeter,
and the Farmers Bank of Amherst, among several others. This was highly useful
information as a perfectly nice appearing Farmer’s Bank note might be otherwise
taken in, only for the recipient to learn that if it was given to another bank, it
might be refused. Tellers and merchants needed to be sharp and on the lookout. 

Speaking of the Farmer’s Bank of Amherst, and the research that David
Sundman and I have been doing for New Hampshire notes for many years, for
one reason or another, only a single note in tattered condition from this once
active bank—flourishing in the 1820s—has ever been found!  I cannot help but
wonder where they all went. If one were lucky enough today, it would certainly
be worth in the hundreds of dollars if not more, ironic, as in 1848 such a bill
would be viewed as worthless.

Bank note reporters such as this have been the key to note descriptions

Key to the Reporter listings.
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The first page of the state listings commences with Maine and continues to start New Hampshire.
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A $1 note from the Farmers Bank of Amherst, New Hampshire. This example, from the Swasey Collection, is the only bill 
of this bank the author has been able to find. At one time they were common in circulation. Where did they all go?

Bank of Belfast (Maine) $5 note with the signatures of James White, president, and N.H. Bradbury, cashier.  
This bank’s notes were sound in 1848 and traded at only a small discount.

The Concord Bank in New Hampshire, was listed as closed in 1848, useful information for anyone offered a note.
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in many modern reference books on
obsolete paper money.

Counterfeits
The amount of counterfeit cur-

rency in circulation in 1848 is not known.
There was no central clearing house for
such matters, and the federal government
was not much involved. Banks were char-
tered by states, except in the federal
District of Columbia where they were
chartered by Congress. Some banking
commissions kept careful watch on insti-
tutions, and others supervised just loosely
if at all. The threat of counterfeit notes
was trumpeted by issuers of bank note
reporters such as Thompson.

Contemporary information reveals while counterfeits were common in cir-
culation, they were not particularly disruptive to commerce. If a note was ques-
tioned, the typical action of a bank teller or store keeper was to pass that note out
first in change! In that way the bad notes kept circulating year after year, which is
precisely why today on the numismatic market many such pieces show more evi-

dence of use than do genuine notes. Another factor is
that a closed bank did not redeem notes, and thus they
continued to remain in the channels of commerce. In
contrast, an active bank would replace older notes with
newer notes from time to time.

Gold and Silver Coins
The listing of coins at the back of the

Thompson booklet was standard, varied little from issue
to issue, and was not of much practical use. There was
no information about counterfeits, weights of coins, or
anything else except the exchange value. 

We learn that an early United States half eagle,
before 1834, is worth $5.25, and a current eagle is
worth $10. Mexican gold doubloons were quoted at
$15.50 to $15.75. In 1848, there were probably more
foreign silver and gold coins in commerce than those of
the United States—a rather strange situation when con-
sidered today. Certain specific coins of the current and
former Spanish-American countries to the south, coins
of England, and those of Europe were legal tender in
commerce, and would remain so until the implementa-
tion of the Act of February 21, 1857 (which provided
that all such foreign coins be turned in to the Treasury
or otherwise disposed of within two years; a later six-
month extension was given). In the 1850s, such foreign
pieces could be redeemed at the various mints, based
upon current exchange values.

Among coins currently struck for circulation in
the United States were copper cents, silver half dimes,
dimes, quarters, half dollars, and dollars, and gold
$2.50, $5, and $10 pieces. The gold dollar would not
become a reality until 1849, and the double eagle not

Detail of the New Hampshire listing.

Below:  The first page of the eight-
page coin section—with many pic-
tures but little useful information.

Sept-Oct 2011 Paper Money  8/9/11  1:46 PM  Page 358



Paper Money • September/October 2011 • Whole No. 275360

until 1850. The largest gold coin of the realm was the Spanish-American doubloon
or eight escudos worth slightly over $15 as noted. These were issued by the various
Central and South American countries. 

A lot of the illustrations are “pretty pictures” with no relevance whatsoev-
er to a user of the magazine; Thompson simply copied them from other sources.
As an example, the reverse of a English Una and the lion £5 was shown with the
rather useless information, “sovereigns $24.20.” Had the obverse been shown it
would have been dated 1839. Trouble is that this particular coin was struck only in
Proof format and presentation sets and was never circulated in the United States.
However, the Thompson’s price of $24.20 sounds precise, thought out, and all such
other hype. The general useless nature of this section is typified by silver coins of
the United States, in which six miscellaneous denominations are illustrated and
their worth is given as face value. Some fakery was involved, as the reverse of the
dime is that of an earlier $2.50 piece, with the denomination changed.

Paper Money in Circulation
Leaving Thompson’s behind, some comments regarding paper money in

circulation in 1848 may be of interest. There were no federal bills. All were issued
by banks chartered by the various states (or Congress in the case of banks located
within the federal District of Columbia), plus some local and regional circulation
of scrip and notes put out by railroads, canals, and other enterprises. The most
popular denominations in use were the $1, $2, $3 and $5, logical enough when you
consider that a typical day’s pay for a laborer was about a dollar. For larger transac-
tions $10 and $20 notes were often seen. Higher denominations including $50 and
$100 were rarely seen, and still higher values such as $500 and $1000, which were
put out by quite a few banks, tended to remain in vaults as currency on hand. It
would be a rare shop keeper, if indeed anyone, who would take a $500 or $1000
note over the counter. 

Today, of course, the $3 notes are not familiar, and the saying “as phony
as a 3-dollar bill” is sometimes heard. However, in 1848 this was a very common
and popular denomination. It’s interesting to observe that when Legal Tender

The complete section on United
States silver coins.
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notes were first issued by the federal government in 1862, a $3 was contemplated,
but this never happened. The lineup of Legal Tender notes included $1, $2, $5,
$10, $20, $50, $100, and scattered higher values. 

Elsewhere on the American Scene
In 1848 James Knox Polk was in the White House. In the election contest

of 1844 he was considered to be a strong possibility for vice president, with Martin
Buren expected to get the nod for president at the Democrat nominating conven-

tion. Polk aired his expansionist views, stating that
Texas, California, and the Oregon Territory should
come under federal control, upstaging what the earlier
defeated (in 1840) Van Buren had to offer. Ex-presi-
dent Andrew Jackson, in retirement, admired Polk’s
views as a part of the “manifest destiny” to enlarge the
United States, and influenced attendees to nominate
him as president, which happened on the ninth ballot.
In the general election in November he beat Henry
Clay, the Whig candidate.

In office, the president intimidated and nego-
tiated with England to secure much of the Oregon
Territory, defining what became the southern border
of Canada. To secure California, Polk sent an envoy
to Mexico with an offer of $20 million plus cancella-
tion of damage claims owed. The thought of selling
such a vast territory was not interesting to the authori-
ties to the south, and they declined to discuss the mat-
ter. To force attention, Polk sent General Zachary
Taylor and troops to the Rio Grande area. This was
perceived by the Mexicans as aggression, and they
attacked the American forces. Thus was launched the
war with Mexico of 1846 and 1847. Mexico acknowl-
edged defeat after a series of decisive battles.
California and New Mexico were ceded to the United
States for $15 million and settlement of damage
claims. 

Soon afterward, on January 24, 1848, John
Marshall, who was helping to build a sawmill on the
American River in California saw some tiny gold
flakes in the mill race. These were tested at Sutter’s
Fort and were found to be gold. John Sutter wished to
keep the matter secret, so as not to disrupt business at
the Fort and on the vast ranchlands surrounding.
However, the news could not be contained. Not long
afterward, Sam Brannan rode horseback through San

Francisco streets shouting “Gold! Gold! Gold on the American River,” inducing
thousands to quit their jobs and head inland to the bonanza site. The news of the
gold strike would be slow in spreading to the East, and it was not until August 19th
that tales of the bonanza mesmerized readers of the New York Herald. By year’s end,
between 5,000 and 10,000 fortune seekers were camped on the American River and
environs, and many of them had struck it rich. In San Francisco, ships lay deserted
in the harbor and stores were closed for lack of clerks, as the able-bodied joined the
“Gold Rush.” Now, America was literally defined as extending from sea to shining
sea.

Elsewhere in1848, Harvard president Edward Everett made this statement
concerning complaints over the admission of a black to that venerable institution:
“If this boy passes the examination he will be admitted; and if the white students

Engraved portrait of President
James Knox Polk by the Bureau of
Engraving & Printing.
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choose to withdraw, all the income of the college will be devoted to his educa-
tion.” 

Wisconsin, which had adopted a territorial government in 1836, joined
the Union as the 30th state in 1848. On March 28, 1848, John Jacob Astor died at
the age of 84, having amassed a fortune estimated at $20 million in the fur trade
(Astoria, Oregon and Astoria, New York are named for him, as are Astor Place
and the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New York City). He was an early advocate of
buying corner properties, as he felt that their location, facing on two streets,
would be doubly good for commercial purposes.

The developing science-art of economics got a boost with the publica-
tion of Principles of Political Economy, by British economist-philosopher and former
child prodigy John Stuart Mill. 

The influx of gold into the eastern markets in 1849 lifted spirits and
commerce, resulting in a great expansion of banks and of paper money in circula-
tion.                                                                                                                           v

A Gold Rush painting, Miners of Placerville, by A.D. O. Browere, 1855. Oil on canvas, 26 X 36 in.  (National Cowboy and Western
Heritage Museum, Oklahoma City, OK)
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