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ACCORDING TO MATT ROTHERT, SR.'S BOOK, ARKANSAS
Obsolete Notes and scrip (SPM, 1985), there were no banks in Arkansas
before it became a state in 1836. After formation as a state, the Legislature,
in September 1836, authorized two banks.  The first act of the legislature

created the Real Estate Bank of Arkansas and the second act created the Bank of the
State of Arkansas. According to Rothert, "There probably could not have been a
more inopportune time in the history of the United States to start these two finan-
cial institutions. A depression, lasting from approximately 1834 to 1844, was in
progress at the time, including the famous panic of 1837... this depression was
caused by inflated land values, paper money speculation, and unregulated “wildcat
banking.”

Sound familiar?
The main bank of the Bank of the State of Arkansas in Little Rock opened

August 15, 1837. Branch banks were located at Fayetteville, Batesville, and
Washington Post, but the opening of these banks was delayed due to lack of funds.

According to William S. Campbell’s One Hundred Years of Fayetteville
1828-1928, page 77, the Branch Bank of the State of Arkansas at Fayetteville opened
January 18, 1838, with the first notes issued February 2, 1838.  Jacob Wythe
Walker, father of Judge David Walker, signed notes up to November 1, 1838, and
died in December 1838. According to an article in the Arkansas Historical Quarterly
(Spring 1964), the original Board of Directors was James McKissick, President,
Alfred Henderson, Lodowick Brodie, Morris Wright, William Skelton, John Henry,
William T, Lawrence and Alfred Wallace.  James McKissick soon resigned (appar-
ently before the bank even opened) and Jacob W. Walker was elected President.
After Jacob Walker's death, W.L. Wilson was elected president. According to the
same article, the bank was located in a two-story brick building which stood on the
site later occupied by the Van Winkle Hotel.  According to William S. Campbell

This note is from the first
issue by the Branch at
Fayetteville, plate letter B,
printed by Rawdon, Wright
& Hatch, New York, serial
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February 2, 1838. The
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One Hundred Years of Fayetteville 1828-1928, page 137, the Van Winkle Hotel was
located at 24-28 East Center Street in Fayetteville.  Campbell further writes “Who
built the bank no one seems to know. It afterwards was used as a residence. Chas.
Butterfield and family from Utica N.Y. lived in it while running the Overland Stage
Lines from 1858 to 1861.” Rothert reports the Branch Bank at Fayetteville was an
extravagant affair costing $7,500 to build in 1837 yet only sold for $800 upon liqui-
dation in the mid 1840’s. That is little more than 10 cents on the dollar. 

Center Street is the one-way street that runs west from College Avenue (old
Hwy 71B), makes up the north side of the Fayetteville square, and then continues
west toward the University of Arkansas. Today, 24-28 Center Street is on the north
side of the street about half-way between College Avenue and the Fayetteville square.

The Arkansas Historical Quarterly, volume 26, autumn 1967, page 231
refers to a letter dated July 19, 1841, and published in the Times and Advocate news-
paper in Little Rock on August 9, 1841, that calls the Branch Bank at Fayetteville
the most poorly managed of the State banks. It is reported the Bank made large
loans to State banking officials in violation of the Bank’s Charter. In the same
Quarterly, page 233, it is noted that Governor Archibald Yell appointed Alexander
Boileau as a bank commissioner to investigate the rumors of mismanagement at the
Fayetteville branch. The report of the completed investigation appears in the
Gazette on July 29, 1842, and is called a shocking expose of fraud and embezzle-
ment. Just before the investigation into the affairs of the Bank was begun, Mr. Ball
reported that the four ledger books of the bank had been stolen. The Fayetteville
Witness newspaper reported on May 1, 1841, that on the previous day (April 30th)
the bank had been broken into and the ledger book were stolen. Based on the
description of the break in, it appears to me to be an inside job and apparently no
attempt was made to steal any funds -- just the books. A search of the town and out-
lying areas was made. 

Some of the books were later found, one in the West Fork of the White
River and another in a barn belonging to Mr. Gillet, all badly mutilated. After the
investigation, Mr. Ball was found to be short $46,199.60 (keep in mind this is in
1840 and differing amounts are reported in different articles), but escaped to Texas.
Even though Rothert says he was found guilty, I did not run across any other infor-
mation to make me believe he was ever prosecuted for this crime. It should also be
noted that I never found any information that said William McK Ball actually took
the money but only that the Bank was short that amount while he was Cashier of the
bank. In the Arkansas Historical Quarterly article Autumn 1967, page 234, bank
examiner Boileau is reported to express conviction that the Fayetteville board of
directors had furnished the general board (of the main bank at Little Rock) with
false statistics (regarding the bank’s true financial condition). 

An online Google search for William Mck Ball returns a Google book titled
House Document, otherwise publ. as Executive documents:13th Congress 2d which
reports the following information starting on page 201:

May 6, 1841 Ball reports to the board of directors the robbery of the bank,
that all four of the bank’s books were stolen but that two of the books, the general
ledger and the Bill-Book had been recovered although badly damaged. The Board
authorized and did pay a $100 reward for the return of each of the books. The
Fayetteville Witness newspaper article reported the robbery and search for the books
on May 1, 1841, so it is assumed these are minutes from the first board meeting after
the actual robbery took place.

On June 4, 1841, negro Jim is paid $5 reward (the reward was $100 before)
for the return of the third book. The board also authorized the bank’s attorney to
inquire as the legal authority of David Walker (note son of the first president of the
bank Jacob Walker now deceased) and R. C. Byrd, members of the Arkansas
Legislature, to act as commissioners to examine the bank. (Apparently these men
could have been considered first for appointment by the governor but this action
may have caused him to appoint Boileau instead.)
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July 2, 1841, paid John Brodie $25 for the return of the fourth book.

August 18, 1841, the Baltimore Patriot newspaper says Ball has absconded
to Texas.

August 27, 1841, the board agrees that Boileau is at liberty to proceed with
his examination of the bank.

September 29, 1841, it is reported that Ball has returned from Texas,
denied all charges, and promised to bring charges himself against the persons slan-
dering him.

October 4, 1841, the cash committee of the bank reports to the board that
the books cannot be reconstructed without a thorough examination such as the one
now being conducted by commissioner Boileau.

March 30, 1842, the Baltimore Patriot reports there can be little doubt as
to Ball's guilt.

However, in the book Arkansas, 1800-1860, Remote and Restless by S.
Charles Bolton, on page 60, Bolton writes that “Cashier William Mck Ball claimed
he had over reported the specie (the funds of the bank) with approval from the
board but the directors denied it.”  It is possible the board members, who could be
personally liability for the banks losses, may have falsified the reports of the bank to
cover up those losses and then framed Ball once the Governor appointed an examin-
er to investigate the Bank. While certainly not substantiated, this theory is further
augmented by:

1.  Boileau's expressed conviction the Fayetteville board of directors had
furnished the general board (of the main bank at Little Rock) with false statistics.

2. Ball also claims he falsified the books with the approval of the
Fayetteville board.

3. The fact the board appears to have at first blocked the attempt of the
Governor to appoint someone to examine the bank -- an act they should have wel-
comed with open arms.

4. Who breaks into a bank and steals the banks books? I did not see any-
thing that says any money was stolen and the description of the robbery seems to
indicate the thieves specifically targeted the books and did not attempt to steal any
money.

5. According to Rothert, the Fayetteville Board also committed other docu-
mented illegal acts.

6. Ball allegedly stole $46,000 over 39 months. That means on average, Ball
would have to have stolen $1,200 a month or about $60 per work day. The average
salary for a bank cashier at the time was around $1,000 per year. Someone would
have noticed him carrying out $60 in gold or silver coin every day. In a letter dated
May 21, 1837, Jacob W. Walker wrote that his annual salary at the bank was to be
$1,200 per year. As cashier, Ball's salary would have been some less than that. This
means Ball would have to have stolen more than his entire annual salary EVERY
month.

7. Someone would have noticed the amount of cash on hand was signifi-
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cantly less that the cash on the books. For example, if the cash in the vault is sup-
posed to be $50,000 and its $49,500, you might not notice the difference. But if the
cash is supposed to be $50,000, someone surely would have noticed it was only
$4,000.

8. What started the investigation in the first place were rumors of the
Board’s mismanagement of the bank. If Ball stole all the money, but no one knew
about it, what started all the rumors? 

9. Ball was never charged with the crime that I could determine. Surely it
could not have been so difficult to prove someone stole such a large amount of
money. Of course the books were destroyed, but they were able to re-construct them
enough to allege he stole $46,000. You would think they would have at least
attempted to prosecute.

Whatever involvement the board of directors may have had, if any, will
probably never be known. However, what is certain is these events played a part in
downfall of the Bank of the State of Arkansas.

By 1843, all assets of the bank were in the hands of receivers to settle up the
affairs of the bank. The Real Estate Bank followed a similar course. These bank fail-
ures resulted in the loss of millions of dollars to the State of Arkansas, its citizens,
and its creditors.

As a result of these failures, the first amendment to the Constitution of
Arkansas of 1836, ratified by the state legislature on November 17, 1846, read: "No
bank or banking institution shall be hereafter incorporated or established in this
State."  Rothert further notes in his book that “As a result of this amendment, there
were no commercial banks in Arkansas from 1846 until after the end of the Civil
War.” 

About William McKinley Ball

William McKinley Ball from all accounts seemed like a fine upstanding citi-
zen. He is reported as one of Fayetteville’s earliest citizens and the Flashback volume
15 #2 April 1965, page, 7, reports he was deputized as a deputy clerk of Fayetteville
in June 1831. Information from various source documents reveal that he was a mem-
ber of the Washington County Bar, served in the Constitutional Convention of
1836, was one of the incorporators of the Fayetteville Female Academy, was one of
the charter members of Masonic Washington Lodge No. 1 on December 13, 1838,
and is reported as Treasurer of the Lodge in August 1841 (Volume 10, July 1960,
page 45).  I found no reports of any embezzlement from Lodge funds. 

About Jacob Wythe Walker

The following is taken from the book on the Walker Family written by
W.M. Lemke and on file with the Washington County Historical Society:  Jacob W.
Walker was born September 7, 1778, in Culpeper County, Virginia and died in
Fayetteville Arkansas in December 1838.  He is buried in the Walker Cemetery
across from the entrance to the Confederate Cemetery on East Mountain in
Fayetteville.  He moved to Arkansas in 1836 and had nine children. The most
prominent of which was Judge David Walker.                                                              �
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