
Why Do Humans Refuse to Learn from Our History? 

by Josh Colon 

Before the 1860s and the National Banking Act there was not an official paper currency in 
the United States. Since thousands of state banks were allowed to issue their own banknotes, trust 
became an integral part of banking. When an obsolete banknote, from the Berkshire Bank of 
Pittsfield, Massachusetts, dated 1806, crossed the auction block and the gavel fell at under one 
hundred dollars, a curiosity was formed. How did a two hundred year old banknote survive this long 
and why was the price so low? After much research an answer was found, that of supply and 
demand mixed with corruption.   

The Berkshire Bank was in the limelight for less than ten years from 1806 to approximately 
1810. The brief existence was started as part of a trend of banks popping up in small New England 
towns, where a little capital had accumulated. On a cold winter day in February of 1806 Pittsfield 
was added to the list of bank towns. That day Governor Caleb Strong signed the charter for the 
Berkshire Bank. Many of the key people involved in the formation of the institution helped shape 
modern day Pittsfield, as well as Berkshire County. Some of these men included Thomas Allen Jr., 
Theodore Hinsdale Jr., and Ebenezer Center, who was the cashier and one of the two signatures on 
the banknotes.  

The initial capital was seventy-
five thousand dollars on which twice 
that could be issued in banknotes. 
This rule however was quickly broken 
and hidden so that only the board of 
directors knew the true banking 
operations. The crime was caused by a 
businessman by the name of Mr. 
Dexter. He was a powerful man in the 

business district of Boston, who needed banknotes as collateral in his financial institution in Boston. 
With his connections to Pittsfield, he asked for two hundred thousand dollars’ worth of their 
banknotes. The board of directors agreed to send Mr. Dexter the newly printed notes with the 
promise that they would never circulate and remain in the bricks. This secret was because it broke 
the commonwealth’s laws on the bank’s charter. Since this secret would be the demise of the charter 
if revealed, the notes were also not recorded on the bank’s records.   

As time passed and the notes started to lose their value and accreditation, as with many 
banks in the early to mid-1800s, a spike in redemption occurred. In 1809, as John Chandler Williams 
was being handed more and more notes for redemption, the figures clearly were different from the 
books. This caused the bank to not only fall into debt, but the subject of a state investigation in 
February of 1810. 

Custom at the time, if fraud and debt was owed by a banking institute, it became the 
responsibility of the board of directors. Since the bank could not stand ground, it was closed with 
the remaining debt coming out of the pocket and seizure of property of the directors. Also due to 
the laws of the time all members of the board were sentenced to prison, to be served in the 
neighboring town of Lenox, Massachusetts.  
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After being released from prison, the once 
wealthy men were now broken mentally and financially 
ruined. With most of them eventually regaining wealth in 
later years, the connection to the Berkshire Bank would 
follow them for the rest of their lives. This should be a 
lesson for the present day; however history always seems 
to repeat itself and is not taken to heart. 

It should also be noted the building, which was 
located in Park Square, became home to two successful 
institutions after the closing. Those institutes being the 
Agricultural Bank and after it’s relocation the Mutual 
Fire Insurance Company. The building was destroyed in 
1874 to be replaced by the Berkshire Athenaeum and 
after that, the scandal of the Berkshire Bank was mostly 
forgotten.  

THE COMPREHENSIVE CATALOG OF U. S. FEDERAL 
LARGE-SIZE NOTES, 1861 - 1929 

by CARLSON R. CHAMBLISS and GENE HESSLER 
One of the most beautiful and authoritative books ever written devoted to the subject of Large-Size 
Notes of 1861- 1929 has recently been published.  It is stunning and has lavish use of full color for 
depicting most notes. The majority of the illustrations are direct scans of the notes themselves and not 
transfers of items from third parties. The complexities of the USNs of 1862-63 explained in detail  along 

with stars, mules, and block varieties.  The NBNs are listed both by Treasury signatures, by States and Territories and it 
also contains a section on errors, fancies, and uncut sheets. A new numbering system is introduced (the Chambliss-Hessler 
numbers), but the more familiar Friedberg numbers are also quoted for each and every variety. Census data are given for 
all varieties, and these are very much up to date. Current valuations are used, and thousands of auction realizations are 
quoted. This work is an absolute essential for anyone involved at all with U. S. Large-Size Notes. 
The book is soft-bound, 8."5 x 11" in size, and is 320 pages long with almost all of these in brilliant color. Both authors 
are by now well-known to the syngraphic community. Chambliss applies the analytic skills of his scientific background 
and discusses many aspects of these notes and the monetary history of the years in which they were issued. Many new 
insights - some perhaps controversial - are provided. He is the owner of a formidable collection of these notes, and the 
majority of the illustrations are from that source. Hessler is a true artist, and he has spent literally years in researching the 
designs of these notes and in studying the careers if the engravers who produced them.  Our special price is $35.00 per 
copy postpaid to anywhere in the USA. Prices to foreign countries will be higher (please enquire). Quantity discount rates 
do apply, and these can be large if sufficient books are ordered. Copies of the beautiful 152-page catalog of MPCs that 
Chambliss published in 2012 are also available, and a special "package deal" is offered to anyone who wants both books 
postpaid for $55.00. Order yours now to insure prompt delivery. All orders should be check or money order to Carlson R. 
Chambliss, P. O. Box 804, Kutztown, PA 19530. Dr Chambliss can also be reached by email at crchamblis@verizon.net 
(one "s") or by phone at 1 - 610 - 683 - 6572. 
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