
THE	GREAT	OMAHA	AND	CHICAGO	BANK	
NEBRASKA	TERRITORY	(1857‐1864)	

by Marv Wurzer 

Well …, maybe not so great.  The name certainly gives the impression that this bank had 
geographic importance, operating in both Omaha, Nebraska and Chicago, Illinois.  Although 
Omaha was just a small town in the late 1850s, Chicago certainly was not, leaving one with the 
impression that this was a bank of substance.   On closer look, however, this frontier bank, like 
most of the other banks of the frontier Nebraska Territory wildcat banking era, was largely “all 
hat, no cattle.”   

Banks having not the faintest shadow of a legal claim to existence sprang up in various 
parts of the State.  Such was the Omaha and Chicago Bank ….1 

Historical information about this bank is very difficult to find.  Only brief mention is 
made of it in the various basic contemporary histories of territorial Nebraska or of the wildcat 
banking era.   

Through the first three sessions of the Nebraska Territorial legislature, a number of 
banking charters were issued.  However, the Omaha and Chicago Bank was not one of them.  In 
fact, a bill for a charter request by its organizers was defeated in the third session which began in 
January of 1857.  But legalities apparently did not stop the bank from proceeding to do business. 
Its operation was so offensive that a bill was introduced in the next legislative session “to prevent 
the improper issue of the Omaha and Chicago bank.”2  The bill passed after a second reading on 
January 4, 1858.3 

In May of 1858, the then Governor of Nebraska Territory requested the District Attorney 
for the Territory to file charges against the Omaha and Chicago Bank, as well as six other banks 
which had no territorial bank charters.  He wanted these wildcat banks closed because “they are 
not authorized by law, and because they have omitted to redeem and pay their notes when 
presented for payment ….”4 

Despite lacking legal claim for existence, the bank opened with H.B. Sackett as president 
and J.V. Schell as cashier.  Operations were conducted out of the former quarters of the Western 
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Exchange Fire and Marine Insurance Company.  Also known 
as the Western Exchange Bank, it was the first of the 
chartered wildcat banks.   Western had closed its doors in the 
fall of 1857 after being in existence only two years.  This is a 
bit ironic in that the Omaha and Chicago Bank ‘is said to be 
the last of the wildcat banks in Omaha.”5 These “book end” 
banks of the Nebraska Territory wildcat bank era fittingly 
opened and closed their operations from the same location, 
the “Old Western Exchange Bank Building.”  Thus this 
building had the unusual distinction of littering two Nebraska 
Territory wildcats. 

One bank still remained in Omaha [in 1861], called the “Omaha and Chicago Bank,” 
but it had no business, and maintained a precarious existence, by paying out bills for the 
living expenses of its manager [Mr. Sackett] “which bills were returned for redemption 
about as fast as issued” with the possible chance that a few would stray off, and be lost in 
the hands of their holders.6  

The Omaha and Chicago Bank  “maintained a sickly existence down to the early 60s, and 
… the few bills it still managed to put out were all redeemed.”7  Its “sickly existence” ended in
1864 when “its affairs” were closed.8 Surprisingly, even though the bank name and actions were 
apparently aimed at driving the 
notes as far away from the bank as 
possible to reduce the probability of 
redemption, the notes of this bank 
were still being redeemed at par as 
late as the summer of 1863.  (See 
adjacent Missouri ad of June of 
1863.) Redemption at par was not 
being done by the bank itself, but by the private bank of Armstrong Beattie & Co. of St. Joseph 
Missouri.  The president of Armstrong Beattie at that time was coincidentally Mr. H.B. Sackett, 
the previously mentioned president of the Omaha and Chicago Bank.9  Possibly Mr. Sackett felt 
public pressure or an obligation to see that the notes of the now defunct bank were honored after 
the bank’s closure.  This certainly explains why issued notes of this bank are extremely difficult, 
if not impossible, to find, even though the bank did continue to issue “bills bearing date as late as 
May 1861,” without regard as to whether it had the legal authority to do so.10   
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CHICAGO? 

So what’s the connection with Chicago, Illinois? Well, it is no surprise that there isn’t 
any (other than most likely part of an initial marketing effort of this wildcat bank to get its notes 
as far away from Omaha as possible to reduce the likelihood of their redemption). However, the 
reference to Chicago is not entirely without merit. There was in fact a Chicago, Nebraska, 
however brief and insubstantial its existence. 

The following entry appears in an 1874 edition of a geographical encyclopedia:11
 

 

 
 

Chicago was a town in Douglas County, Nebraska, apparently existing roughly 27 miles 
west of Omaha from 1856 to around 1870. It primarily functioned as a Union Pacific station. 
“There is no evidence that there was ever a banking operation in Chicago, Nebraska.”12

 

The place is known to the railroad as Elkhorn Station, but its post office is named 
Douglas. It was first named Chicago, from the precinct, but this caused trouble, 
because the mail for this place was frequently sent by mistake to Chicago, Ill.”13 

(Douglas County, Nebraska is divided into divisions, which, except for the City of 
Omaha, are called precincts. “Chicago” happens to be one of those precinct 
names and thus the original source of the name conveniently used by this wildcat 
bank.) 

KNOWN NOTES 

The two preceding bank notes pictured within this article are the $2 and $5 notes printed 
by Bald, Cousland and Company. They are known in proof only since “these notes were never 
printed for circulation purposes.”14  The Omaha and Chicago Bank actually issued $1, $2, $5 and 
$10 notes printed by the American Bank Note Company. However, as indicated above, most of 
the issued notes of this bank were redeemed and are very scarce. Images of the issued or proof 
American Bank Note Company notes are hard to find, often leaving the proprietary proofs, such 
as the sheet pictured on the next page, as the best available images. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Mark Anderson and Len Glazer 
celebrating their literary first place 
award at Memphis. 
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Proprietary Proof sheet of the American Bank Note printing sold by Heritage Auctions in 
2012. 
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Checks issued by any of the wildcat banks are also very difficult to find.   A proof of an 
Omaha and Chicago Bank check appears below. 

Proof Omaha and Chicago Bank check sold by Heritage Auction in 2014.
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