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DURING THE “WILDCAT BANK” ERA OF THE MID-NINETEENTH
Century in the Nebraska Territory, the City of Omaha joined the free-
wheeling monetary times by issuing its own notes.  As a result, these notes
are often included in discussions of obsolete currency of the Nebraska

wildcat bank period.  The colorful notes were all in $1, $3 and $5 denominations and
are noted for their beautiful vignettes.  Today these notes can be found to be readily
available (R-1), although higher grades and unsigned notes are a bit harder to find.
Issued notes were not redeemed by the city to any extent and dominate the available
collector’s market.  The notes were issued in 1857 and signed by Jesse Lowe, Mayor,
and H.C. Henderson, Recorder.

The enjoyment in collecting obsolete paper money has often been pointed
out by many others on these pages.  Obsoletes were often a canvas for the artist or the
medium by which education was conveyed to the masses.  City of Omaha notes do
not disappoint in this regard.  However, their existence as historical documents, the
fascinating political story behind their issuance, and details on the personality of
Jesse Lowe, Omaha’s first Mayor and principal signor of the notes, provide a signifi-
cant added bonus.

Historical Background

In June of 1853, the Missouri River, constituting Iowa’s western border,
marked the edge of the organized States and the beginning of Indian Territory.
Council Bluffs, Iowa, recently renamed in 1853 from Kanesville, was a small but
bustling city on the eastern bank of the Missouri River.  During that month Jesse
Lowe and several others had crossed over from Council Bluffs to the Nebraska side
and liked what they saw.  In anticipation of the land held by the Omaha Tribe
becoming a U.S. Territory and the increased western traffic it would generate, Jesse
Lowe along with his brother Enos Lowe and others, then formed the Council Bluffs
and Nebraska Ferry Company (“Ferry Company”) in July of 1853.  Jesse Lowe is
often credited with the naming of “Omaha,” the town envisioned to be built on the
banks of the Missouri River opposite Council Bluffs.   

To evidence its claim to the land, the Ferry Company in early 1854 built the
first building,  known as the “Claim House” (and subsequently grandly named the
“St. Nicholas Hotel”, a 16x16 foot log cabin), on the site of the future Omaha.  As
anticipated, the U.S. Congress in May of 1854 designated Nebraska as an organized
territory.  On June 24, 1854, President Pierce announced the ratification of the
treaty which had been reached with the Omaha chiefs several months earlier.  This
finally opened up the Nebraska Territory for settlement and the Ferry Company
wasted no time in completing a survey to stake its claim.  The company staked out
over 2500 lots to comprise over 320 “city” blocks.  Part of the survey included a tract
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known at that time as “Scrip Town.”   Omaha town lots were traded
at a rapid pace in the first few years and became a medium of
exchange. But the Scrip Town lots were said to have a special pur-
pose.  During the intense fight to have Omaha initially named the
territorial capitol, many of the Scrip Town lots were said to have been
used to “entice” legislators to vote Omaha’s way.  Therein lay the
seeds for future contentious legislative battles and, more importantly
for our discussion, issuance of the 1857 City of Omaha notes. 

On February 2, 1857, “The
City of Omaha” (effectively chang-
ing its name from “Omaha City”)
was formed by legislation passed
in the Third Session of the
Nebraska Territorial Legislature.
Early in the following month Jesse
Lowe was elected the city’s first
Mayor.  (Wm. W. Wyman, the
father of A.U. Wyman, who was
later to become U.S. Secretary of
the Treasury, was named a city
councilman.)  Lowe served in that
capacity from March 5th of 1857
through March 2nd of 1858. 

Lowe was a larger than life
character, both literally and figu-
ratively.  He was a tall man of six
and a half feet, an Indian trader,
banker, and real estate man.  Lowe

was “universally respected, an excellent financier, shrewd in judgment, possessing
noble principles to guide him.”2

He was secretary of the Omaha City Company, a company formed to work
with the Ferry Company in promoting Omaha, and was elected a County
Commissioner by the First Territorial Legislature.   He constructed the first bank
building in Omaha in 1855.  The building was occupied by the first “bank” autho-
rized by the Territorial Legislature, the Western Exchange Fire and Marine
Insurance Company of Omaha (the Territory’s first “wildcat” bank).  The tenancy
was short lived.  The bank closed its doors during the heart of the financial Panic of
1857.

Lowe’s involvement in real estate and Omaha took many forms.   Although
the U.S. government survey was completed in 1856, the land claims office was not
open for the Territory until March of 1857. Until that time, territorial land was
claimed by living on it.  Disputes naturally arose as to boundary issues or the timing
of the claims.  Since no person had legal title to the land held by the U.S.
Government, all claimants were in effect squatters.  The protection and enforcement
of their mutual squatters’ claims against claim jumpers was left to “The Omaha
Township Claim Association,” formed July 22, 1854. Jesse Lowe was a founding
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member and club membership included most of the city’s male population. For a time,
Jesse’s brother, Dr. Enos Lowe (president of the Ferry Company), served as president
of the Club. The Ferry Company claimed the most land in the area and thus had a gen-
uine interest in the Club.  Jesse Lowe was in fact the captain of the Club’s “regulators”
(basically a more civilized term for enforcers).  The “all for one, one for all” club was
known to enforce members’ claims with a heavy hand when necessary, and there was
no appeal from its decision.  The Club’s enforcement of “squatter law” often was
accomplished by giving the offending party thirty minutes to decide whether to give
up his claim or “become bait for the fishes.”3

One of the class was tried last evening and this morning, but would
not abide by the decision of the club, which was for him to yield his claim
and withdraw his filing.  The captain of the “regulators” is our Mayor
[Lowe], a man six-and-a-half feet high and well proportioned.  He took [in
April of 1857] the claim jumper by the collar, escorted him down the street,
and a dozen or fifteen men with loaded muskets, they started for the “Big
Muddy” [Missouri River] … The party returned without the prisoner and
no questions asked.4

When the U.S. Claims Office opened on
March 17, 1857, Jesse Lowe was the first person in
line to record a claim in the Nebraska Territory.  He
made the first land entry as Mayor on behalf of The
City of Omaha, recording the 320 acre town site of
the city originally surveyed by the Ferry Company.
With the opening of the land office and the protec-
tion it afforded land owners by government title, the
Omaha Claim Club lost its reason for existence and
soon disbanded by 1858.   

Financing of a Territorial Capital

The Nebraska Territory in 1854 stretched
from the northern border of the Kansas Territory,
north to the Canadian border and then west to the
Rocky Mountains, an area five times as large as the
current state of Nebraska.  Railroads were ready to
cross over the Mississippi River and across Iowa.
The capitol of the Nebraska Territory would soon be
the gateway to the new western lands and Omaha
intended to be that gateway.  Various factions in the
Nebraska Territory were literally fighting over the
location of the territorial capitol.  The City of
Omaha won the first round and construction began
on a capital building with $50,000 the U.S.
Congress had provided to the Territory.  By late
1856, the project was out of money and only partly finished.  The “walls of the
abortive structure stood piteously incomplete, ruined and stormed on, and rapidly
falling into decay.  Other towns that wanted the capitol themselves were greatly tickled
with the prospect.”5 Pleas to Washington for more money were denied. “We were
shamefully cheated out of our appropriation to finish the capitol in Congress.”6 But
business interests in Omaha were not about to let the Territorial capitol slip away.  

A resolution was passed by the city council on May 26, 1857, to instruct the
Mayor “to proceed immediately with the construction of the capitol building” with
funds to be raised by selling city lands “or by using the credit of the city.”  It was fur-
ther ordered that the Mayor “procure plates,” have city scrip issued “and to enter into
a contract with the different banks for the circulation and redemption of said script.”
$50,000 was authorized and a contract was entered into with various local banks,
including Western Exchange Fire and Marine Insurance Co., Bank of Nebraska and

“An obstinate Irishman ducked (sic)
in the river by the Claim Club.”
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Bank of Tekamah.  Each agreed to “receive from the Mayor of the City of Omaha, of
the script issued by said city, the amount opposite our respective names…”7 These
three named banks would go on to join the ranks of the notorious Nebraska wildcat
banks, possibly accelerated by the eventual worthlessness of the $5,000 of “script”
which each of them had purchased. (In fact, the Bank of Nebraska held “four thousand
dollars in worthless script, issued by the city of Omaha” when it closed its doors.8) In
September of 1857, the city issued an additional $10,000 of scrip to the Herndon
Hotel to enable it to complete its construction of the city’s first real hotel, bringing the
outstanding issuance to $60,000.  

The city scrip passed at par only for a very short time and then quickly
dropped in value once it became known that the city was unable to timely or otherwise
redeem the notes. Each of the notes issued by the city read “The City of Omaha Will
pay ___ Dollar[s] to bearer one year after date with interest at 10 percent per annum.”
On December 14, 1857, a resolution was passed directing the City Recorder to notify
Westwood, Hay and Whitney to print no more Omaha scrip and calling for a bond
election.  The city’s first bond election was passed in late December and approved the
issuance of $60,000 in bonds to finance the timely redemption of the outstanding
notes.  However, the bad economic times during the Panic of 1857 and the poor credit
rating of the city prevented the bonds from ever being sold.  Things were so bad for the
city that by June of 1858, while many issues of the wildcat banks of Nebraska were still
trading at 50% to 80% of par, City of Omaha notes were not even quoted. The city
made several efforts in succeeding years to seek reimbursement from the U.S. govern-
ment for the moneys spent on the territorial capitol, but relief was never received and
the city redeemed few if any of the notes.  However, a minor amount of the notes was
accepted by the city for payment of taxes. 

Each of the notes did provide that “CITY PROPERTY PLEDGED FOR
REDEMPTION OF THESE NOTES.” This turned out to be hollow comfort to the
holders since there was controversy over what, if anything, the city had legally pledged
as security for the notes. Possibly in an attempt to fulfill some of its pledge, an auction
of city-owned lots was authorized in which payment of city scrip was accepted at par.
Given the city’s economic woes, note holders were anxious to hold city lots rather than
the scrip because the lots, although also plummeting in value, were doing so at a slower
pace that city scrip.   As a result, the astronomical “dollar” sales prices generated by the
sale for the City of Omaha lots had nothing to do with true value, but everything to do
with total loss of faith in the city’s promise to pay.

Needless to say, businesses did not want to hold the city scrip and would rid
themselves of it anyway they could. It basically was a game of musical chairs and it usu-
ally left the unsuspecting stranger or laborer holding the worthless notes. Bitterness
over this lingered.   “If you went to the city of Omaha, when you paid your hotel bill,
they always gave you change in city scrip….  It was the poor people of this state who
built your state house, for they are the men who did the labor for which they received
no pay [the worthless notes].”9

After all the effort and struggle to maintain the territorial capital in Omaha
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“which lasted with great vehemence for more that twelve years, produced more ill-
feeling, gave rise to more difficulties, and was more troublesome to manage, than any
question ever decided,”10 the city of Lincoln was named the state capitol when
Nebraska was admitted into the Union in 1867.  The City of Omaha notes of 1857
helped win the Territorial capitol battle for Omaha but, like their ultimate redemp-
tive worth, were valueless and possibly detrimental in the war for the State capitol.
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