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A Bit of Background

TT
his is The condensed sTory of The

hillsborough Bank which did business in Amherst

beginning in 1806, in a specially constructed building on

the town square, where it still stands today. soon after its

opening the bank gained wide publicity in the state in particular, but

also nationally, for reasons that were unfortunate to most of the peo-

ple involved. The president of the bank was samuel Bell, who later

went on to be elected governor of new hampshire. A vastly expanded

version can be found on the new hampshire currency Project website

conducted by dave sundman and the writer. This is a pro bono publi-

co project, so to speak, to share with others the basic facts as well as

the minutiae that we have both discovered over the years.

TThhee  CCuurr iioouuss  HHiissttoorryy   
ooff   tthhee

HHii ll llssbboorroouugghh  BBaannkk  
ooff   AAmmhheerrsstt ,,   NNeeww  HHaammppsshhii rree

BByy  QQ..   DDaavviidd  BBoowweerrss
Above:  The building erected
to serve as the headquarters of
the Hillsborough Bank,
Amherst, was built to order
from locally made brick baked
of clay from the farm of Eli
Brown, a stockholder and one-
time director, who was one of
the “characters” in the drama
that would play out between
Brown and Samuel Bell.  With
two floors of space and four
chimneys, the banking house
was one of the more imposing
structures in the village. Years
later, beginning in 1825, the
structure served as the office
for the Farmers’ Bank. Today,
it is still used as a residence
and is appreciated as one of
the town’s cultural assets.
(Daniel F. Secomb, History of
the Town of Amherst)
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in southern new hampshire in the early 19th century, Amherst was a center
for commerce, legal practice, and other endeavors. Located on the souhegan river,
Amherst was the shire town for hillsborough county for many years, meaning it was
a regional location for a court house and certain administration facilities. As such, it
was a focal point for attorneys and citizens involved in the court, and at the same time
a supporting structure for merchants, services, social groups, and other entities that
arose. situated about 42 miles north of Boston, it was easily accessible from the main
financial center of new england. As reflected in early literature, Amherst was a fine

place to live—combining a founda-
tion of commerce with the ameni-
ties of life.

By 1805, when the present
banking scenario commences,
Amherst was one of the most thriv-
ing towns in the state and ranked
among the top 10 in terms of pop-
ulation and taxable property.
clearly, with its assets as a center
for the courts, with commerce
enhanced by the second new
hampshire Turnpike, and with its
educated and enthusiastic citizen-
ry, the town was poised to grow
much larger. however, this did not
happen. Two of the most powerful
local figures were attorneys charles
h. Atherton and samuel Bell. it
could even be said that they were
the “law” in the town, with few
people challenging their actions.

Above:  The Hillsborough
Bank building as it appeared
in 2009. The large banking
room was located on the first
floor to the right. Cashier
David Holmes and his family
lived there—a common prac-
tice for cashiers in the early
days before alarm and securi-
ty systems.

Right:  Doorway
leading to the granite
vault as it appears
today.
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federal census statistics relevant to the banking era include these: in 1800,
Amherst had 2,150 residents; 1810, 1,554; 1820, 1,622; 1830, 1,657, 1840, 1,565;
and 1850, 1,613. The drop after 1800 may be explained in part by the westward
migration of farmers and related agricultural interests to ohio and related territo-
ries, where easily cultivatable fertile lowland soil was available inexpensively. After
1810 the population remained remarkably stable for a long time. families tended to
be large, averaging 6½ people in Amherst in the 1810 survey. census figures reveal
that during this span there was about an equal distribution of males and females in
town, with 760 and 784 respectively in 1810, for example. Local and regional news
was published in The Farmer’s Cabinet, a newspaper that in the early 19th century
was one of the most important in the entire state. on february 3, 1811, horace
Greeley was born in Amherst. Later,
he achieved great fame as publisher
of the New York Herald Tribune, an
observer of the American scene, and
even as a candidate for president of
the United states.

in the chronicle of state
banking, often when a town suf-
fered the failure of such an enter-
prise, it was not until years later
that there was sufficient sentiment
to try again.  Thus, after the
hillsborough bank folded in 1808,
the pages on the calendar were
turned over until 1823, when the
farmers’ Bank of Amherst was char-
tered. it conducted business for the
next two decades, and then volun-
tarily closed down, distributing its
assets to stockholders. The banking
spirit seems to have been lost, for
Amherst never had its own national
Bank.

Far Left:  The iron
door leading to the
inner vault.

Left:  An inner cor-
ner of granite
blocks within the
vault.

Below:  Monument to native
son Horace greeley in
Amherst, Massachusetts.
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chartering the 
Hillsborough Bank

A proposal for the
hillsborough Bank in Amherst, pre-
pared and presented by local attorney
charles h. Atherton, was discussed at
the november 1805 term of the state
Legislature (which actually convened on
december 7), but no action resulted.
Joining Atherton as petitioners were
col. robert Means, ebenezer
champney, James ray, daniel Prior,
and robert fletcher. These entrepre-
neurs represented a cross-section of local
professions and trades, ranging from
Atherton to James ray, proprietor of the
leading local tavern and stagecoach stop.
daniel Prior, postmaster of Amherst,
ran a small business for the manufactur-
ing of twine. on december 19, 1805, the petition was presented again, and about a
week later it was approved by the house, only to be stymied when the senate was
stalemated with a tie vote. formation of the bank would have to wait for the next
semi-annual legislative conclave.

on June 18, 1806, the state Legislature took positive action on this and
another proposal and chartered two more banks—the first since 1803, when four had
been launched in the state. in Amherst the hillsborough Bank was chartered, and in
concord the concord Bank was authorized. each had a permitted capital of no less
than $50,000 and no more than $200,000, divided into 1,000 shares, payable only in
specie. The specie requirement, standard for early banks, was intended to insure that
“hard money” in the form of legal tender gold and silver coins would be paid in, thus
giving stability from the outset. Although specie would become scarce in circulation a
few years later, in 1805-1806 it could be obtained easily enough.

The hillsborough Bank was incorporated by robert Means, James ray,
William fisk, daniel Prior, charles h. Atherton, eli Brown, samuel foster, William
Bradford, daniel Warner, and Joseph Langdell, a roster differing slightly from that
of the petitioners. records would reveal that the hillsborough Bank stock was mostly
paid for with paper ioU notes of little value. only $1,300 in cash was ever paid in!
But, this is getting ahead of the story.

The board of directors was to consist of
seven people, each to be a citizen of the state of
new hampshire, elected for a one-year term, but
business could be conducted by as few as four. As
was true of other charters, the state reserved the
right to examine the bank’s books and accounts
of its affairs. The Amherst newspaper, The
Farmer’s Cabinet, was designated as the journal
of record for announcements concerning meet-
ings and other affairs of the bank. An amend-
ment to the original bill specified that the origi-
nal stockholders and their successors in interest,
and the members of the corporation, were to be
jointly and severally liable for the payment of
bills on the bank, but could have the right of
recovery from other stockholders in proportion
to the stock owned. This provision of the law was
completely ignored, as well be seen,

Below:  The Hillsborough
Bank as shown in a detail on a
postcard published by Frank
Swallow, Exeter, New
Hampshire, circa 1915.

Above:  The Amherst gaol
(jail) as it appeared in the
early 20th century. In 1812 Eli
Brown, an incorporator of the
Hillsborough Bank, was
unjustly confined there.
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on July 29, 1806, The Farmer’s Cabinet printed this:

on Tuesday and Wednesday last, the members of the
hillsborough Bank corporation met for the purpose of organizing said
corporation. hon. samuel Bell, charles h. Atherton, david everett,
frederick french, esquires, and capt. daniel Prior, were chosen
directors of said Bank. The directors then named samuel Bell as president
and david holmes as cashier.

And this on August 26:

noTice: Wanted—a carpenter, to undertake to finish the wood
work of the hillsborough Bank house. The materials will be found by the
committee appointed to erect it. Any carpenter willing to undertake it will
please to call on the committee, or send proposals to either of them. eli
Brown, John Watson, david M’G. Means.

in due course a two-story brick building was erected to serve as the bank’s
headquarters. The bricks were made locally by men from Lyndeborough, utilizing
clay mined on eli Brown’s farm located on the new turnpike.  The finished structure
was two stories high with four tall chimneys protruding from the roof.  remarkably,
the original building that served both the hillsborough Bank and the farmers Bank
remains today and is an architectural and historical treasure.

currency issued

on october 17, 1806, the first paper notes were issued by the hillsborough
Bank of Amherst consisting of $1, $2, $3, $5, and $10 values, according to town his-
torian daniel f. secomb.  As evidenced by extant notes, at least two other denomina-
tions were eventually issued in addition to the foregoing, many of the 50-cent value as
well as a few $6 bills, with 75-cent notes reported (but not seen in modern times).
These were printed from Perkins’ Patent stereotype steel Plates, popular in the era,
consisting of a standard engraved plate with generic inscriptions relating to
“President, directors and company,” etc., with inset slugs such as one doLLAr,
hiLLsBoroUGh BAnK, one doLLAr, AMhersT, and neW h. added to indi-
cate the denomination, bank, location, etc. such early Perkins Patent slug-plate notes,
used by dozens of banks (primarily in Massachusetts, new hampshire, and Maine),
had no illustrations or vignettes, but displayed cross-hatching, shading, excellent
engraving of the generic part, etc., were publicized as being difficult or impossible to
counterfeit. reality proved otherwise for the bills of some banks (but not for this
one). These were printed by Jacob Perkins, who enjoyed an active bank-note business
in newburyport, Massachusetts.

style designations 1, 2, and 3 have been added by the author.

Below:  A $1 note of Style 1
with a “watermelon” or ellip-
tical border with the denomi-
nation in each corner. These
were issued into early 1807.
Made by Jacob Perkins of
Newburyport,
Massachusetts, this bill is of
the slug-plate type. The same
printing plate could be used
for another bank by inserting
a different slug where HILLS-
BOROUgH BANK is and
another where AMHERST
and NEW H. appear. Dated
October 17, 1806 (the first
day that the bank issued
paper money), this is serial
number 3077 and is signed in
ink by D(avid) Holmes as
cashier and Sam’l Bell as
president. Plate letter B (to
left of ONE DOLLAR; plate
letter g seen on another
note). Perkins notes typically
had a “promise to pay”
space, as here, as some
banks added the name of the
first recipient of the bill. The
Hillsborough Bank simply
gave a fictitious short name,
as did most other Perkins
customers.



A $2 note of Style 1, serial number 1179 dated November 1, 1806. Plate letter D (letter C also known). Only a few of
this denomination survive today. The wear evidenced on this bill indicates it circulated for many years, probably
including in places distant from Amherst.

A $3 note of Style 1, serial number 52 dated October 17, 1806. Plate letter D (letter C also known). Many bills of the
$1, $2, and $3 denomination bear this date, the first day the bank issued paper money. Likely the cashier and pres-
ident had been very busy signing notes beforehand.

A 50-cent note of Perkins Style 2. Bills of this denomination are known with dates of 1807 through 1809. The
denomination is expressed in large letters in the center, and the border is an ellipse of a garland of flowers and a
lune giving the denomination. Serial number 145 dated March 1, 1809. The 50-cent notes were printed in sheets of
four, with each bill having a plate letter of A, B (as here at upper left), C or D.

Paper Money • March/April 2012 • Whole No. 27890



A $1 note of Perkins Style 2 usually seen with an 1807 date. The denomination is expressed in large letters and the
center, and the border is an ellipse of a garland of flowers and a lune giving the denomination. Serial number 2255
dated December 6, 1807. Plate B (A also known). “PATENT STEREOTYPE STEEL PLATE” is imprinted at the lower
right. Likely the Style 2 notes were issued in a sheet arranged $1 (plate letter A)-$1 (B)-$2 (no plate letter)-$3 (no
plate letter).

A $2 note of the Perkins Style 2. Serial number 203 inked out and replaced with 15, dated May 12, 1807. No plate
letter. This bill and others were part of four-subject sheets which cashier Holmes cut apart with scissors. He was
not too careful, and part of another note can be seen at the top.

A $3 note of Style 2. Serial number 1101 dated March 10, 1807. No plate letter. No records were kept of the quantity
of bills issued. Serial numbers were started anew on certain dates.
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A $5 note of Style 3 used on higher denominations. Introduced in late 1806, these were issued from 1806 through
1809. This is the most often seen Hillsborough Bank note variety. A different configuration is used in the usual
slug-plate format permitting interchangeability. These were printed in sheets of four with letters A, B, C, and D (as
here, near center left border). Serial number 1277 dated January 4, 1807.

A $6 note of Style 3 with the Patent Check Plate back, an unusual combination for bills of this bank (but the Check
Plate is often seen on notes of certain other banks). The $6 denomination is highly unusual, and it is likely that rel-
atively few were issued in comparison to other values. Serial 1191 indicates that at least this many were signed
and circulated. Dated August 11, 1809, a very late date. Plate A. Only two have been seen of this denomination, the
other being serial 86 dated August 1, 1809. On both notes the name of cashier David Holmes is spelled out in full,
a highly unusual departure from the usual D. Holmes.
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redeeming Bills in Amherst

Paper money of the hillsborough Bank of Amherst was issued in large
quantities, without regard to the legislative stipulation that such bills not exceed
twice the paid-in capital and deposits and in flagrant disregard that the bank was
supposed to have $50,000 in capital paid in gold and silver coins. notes accumulat-
ed in Boston, where it seems that an entrepreneur or speculator bought or otherwise
acquired thousands of dollars’ worth, probably at a discount, and then took them to
Amherst to be redeemed in specie. According to a letter printed in the New England
Palladium, March 13, 1807, this man found that such notes could not be redeemed
at a rate exceeding $3,000 per day. 

While to the unaware reader of the Palladium (not to overlook later histo-
rians) this might indicate that the bank was on precarious financial grounds, in
actuality most other banks in small towns across America had similar policies, born
of necessity, as their money was loaned out, not resting in a safe or vault in the form
of silver half dollars, gold half eagles and eagles, and related specie. Very few small-
town institutions anywhere could have withstood daily $3,000 calls for specie for
more than a few days. While the publicity was bad, the directors of the bank contin-
ued full speed ahead with reckless issuing of paper money.

An Agent in Boston

Large quantities of hillsborough Bank notes were shipped from Amherst
to Boston, where agent david s. eaton, a director of the exchange office in that
city, endeavored to parlay them into specie as well as to circulate them for goods
and services to those who would not be likely to seek to redeem them in Amherst.

A $10 note of Style 3, a scarce denomination. Serial number 186 dated January 10, 1807. Plate letter B at left.

A $20 note of Style 3 the only example seen. Serial number 1073 dated March 2, 1807. Plate letter C at left.
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The exchange office was controlled by Andrew dexter, Jr., one of the most criminal
of American bankers in the first decade of the 19th century (of whom more will be
said).

it was common practice for many banks to sell quantities of notes at a deep
discount to travelers to the West, such as to ohio, who promised to circulate them
there. relatively few were likely to make it back to new hampshire in this era of
travel by horse and stagecoach. every unredeemed note represented pure profit. This
modus operandi was, in essence, the means to large profits with little work or risk
involved, a system that was little understood except by the bankers themselves and
which received very little publicity at the time. Quantities of Amherst bills were
taken to the distant Bank of Marietta in ohio and swapped for Marietta notes to be
circulated in new hampshire. eaton testified that on occasion he had $150,000 in
bills on hand at one time! Bell, Atherton, and some friends were secretly given loans
amounting to tens of thousands of dollars. 

Financial Difficulties

The actions of the bank were questioned by many, and reports were circu-
lated in regional papers. Matters came to a head in 1809 when the institution was
investigated by the state. The directors refused to hand over the records, and matters
were stalemated. By that autumn the bank was essentially out of business, but presi-
dent samuel Bell and the directors tried to main a façade of respectability. finally,
Bell stated that the bank’s problems had nothing to do with the management, but
were the direct result of unfavorable financial conditions following the embargo Act
of 1807. The bank was totally fraudulent. By october its bills traded at a 50% dis-
count in the region, although the true condition of the bank had yet to be revealed.

A founder and stockholder of the bank, eli Brown, requested a meeting
with attorney to explain what was going on. An argument ensued, Brown kicked
Atherton lightly (causing no bruising or breaking of skin), after which Atherton and
Bell had him arrested and tossed into the town jail.  After the fact, in June 1810, the
state Legislature formed a committee to investigate the hillsborough Bank.
however, the committee members were denied access to the bank’s information! it
was verified that the bank had not been redeeming its notes, and as a matter of for-
mal procedure it was given nine months to adjust its affairs in a satisfactory manner,
or forfeit its charter. Various excuses were given, mainly that samuel Bell, the center
of the investigation, was not available, and the records should only be studied in his
presence, so that he could explain them. Moreover, it seems that certain key records
were either destroyed or mysteriously disappeared.

court actions regarding the hillsborough Bank were largely ineffective. A
suit against the stockholders was commenced in 1809 and reached the appellate
court in november 1810, but no decision was reached at the time. in April 1811 the
defendants were acquitted on the technicality that the action had been incorrectly
brought!

in the June 1812 session of the state Legislature an investigative committee
found that the directors had used poor judgment and had issued too many notes, in
addition to other practices, but that there was no evidence of intentional fraud.
Apparently, endeavoring to keep the bank records secretly and issuing hundreds of
thousands of dollars’ worth of excess notes as a currency speculation were not con-
sidered to be fraudulent.  The $1,300 in paid-in capital was the only basis for issuing
an estimated $450,000 to $600,000 in notes! it seems that Bell and Atherton had the
right connections. To many, the situation smelled to high heaven.

Two pamphlets regarding the matter were published in 1811. eli Brown, in
A True Account of the Defalcation of the Hillsborough Bank, sought to prove that
certain directors acted secretly and improperly. its proem, i.e. preface or preamble,
listed financial scoundrels, to which Bell’s name was appended: “rhode island has
had a dexter, Massachusetts a skinner, Bidwell, and Bridge; but new hampshire
carries the Bell!” The comparison with dexter must have struck a responsive chord
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with many readers, for recently Andrew dexter, Jr.’s capers with bills of the farmers
exchange Bank, Gloucester, rhode island, had made newspaper headlines all over
the east.  This particular institution had been incorporated in 1804 with a capital of
$100,000, had certain operations paralleling those of the hillsborough Bank of
Amherst, including establishing a relationship with the Marietta Bank in ohio and

overissuing of notes. in a congressional debate on the fraud,
representative William A. Burwell, of Virginia, alleged that the
farmers exchange bank had “issued notes to the amount of
$800,000 upon a capital of $45.”  Today, although dexter has been
well covered by historians, samuel Bell has largely escaped attention.

Bell, in An Answer to  the  Peti ti o n o f Eli  Brown,
Complaining of Misconduct, &c. &c. of the Directors and Agents of
the Hillsborough Bank, reprinted Brown’s June 7, 1810 petition, and
then stated that, contrary to Brown’s view, all business was conduct-
ed properly. Moreover, he reiterated the lame excuse that the bank
was a victim of economic circumstances, and, fighting fire with fire,
stated that eli Brown was the one who was dishonest and deceitful!

Bell was named as associate justice of the regional court in
1816 and then was elected governor of the state in 1819 and served
until 1823. Glowing biographical accounts conveniently neglected to
mention his fraudulent over-issue of notes, his prompting the jailing
of Brown while evading investigations of himself, etc. Modern read-
ers can come to their own conclusions. it would seem that the idol of
samuel Bell, claimed by many historians to be a distinguished jurist
and governor of new hampshire, had clay feet.

Credits: Narrative by Q. David Bowers assisted by David M. Sundman.
Bill veillette provided access to the bank building during a 2009 visit to
Amherst. Notes are from the John Ferreri, Kevin Lafond, W. Swasey, and
Q. David Bowers collections.                                                                         �

Who says crime doesn’t pay?  Both Samuel Bell (above left) and Eli Brown parlayed their banking expertise into
these fine residences in Amherst, seen in recent photographs.

Above:  New Hampshire
governor and fraudulent
banker Samuel Bell
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