
	

Michigan	Obsolete	Notes	
by	Clifford	F.	Thies	

			
	 The	Dirty	Dozen	

Dr.	Wallace	G.	Lee,	a	founding	member	of	the	
Paper	Money	 Collectors	 of	 Michigan,	 has	written	
two	 well‐researched	 and	 beautifully	 illustrated	
books	bound	into	one,	Michigan	Obsolete	Bank	and	
Scrip	 Notes	 of	 the	 19th	 Century,	 and	 Michigan	
National	 Bank	 Notes,	 1863‐1935	 (Krause,	 2007).	
Gary	Pecquet	of	Michigan	Central	University,	John	
Dove	of	Troy	University	and	I	drew	upon	Dr.	Lee's	
work	in	our	own	research	on	Michigan's	Wild	Cat	
Bank	 era,	 published	 in	 Essays	 in	 Economic	 and	
Business	History.	In	this	article,	I'd	like	to	add	a	few	
things	to	what	Dr.	Lee	says	about	Michigan's	Wild	
Cat	 Banks.	 In	 a	 follow‐up	 article,	 I'll	 comment	 of	
the	 mining	 company	 scrip	 that	 circulated	 in	
Michigan's	 upper	 peninsula.	 My	 research	 on	
mining	 company	 scrip	was	motivated	 specifically	
by	Dr.	Lee.	

Michigan's	 experience	 with	 Wild	 Cat	 Banks	
was	one	of	 the	more	colorful	 and	 tragic	 episodes	
in	banking	during	the	period	sometimes	described	
as	 the	 Free	 Bank	 Era,	 from	 the	 expiration	 of	 the	
charter	 of	 the	 Second	 Bank	 of	 the	 United	 States	
until	the	National	Bank	era	began	during	the	Civil	
War.	 Just	 the	 expression	 "Wild	 Cat	 Banks"	 is	
evocative!	Dr.	Lee	devotes	a	couple	paragraphs	on	
p.	13	to	the	origins	of	 the	term.	For	some	people,	
the	 term	 refers	 to	 unsound	 or	 reckless	 banking,	
which	 banks	were	 often	 located	 “where	 only	 the	
wildcats	 roamed.”	 John	 Bartlett,	 as	 in	 Bartlett's	
quotations,	attributes	the	term	to	the	depiction	of	
a	panther	on	an	early	Michigan	banknote.	(Sorry,	I	
can't	verify	this.)	William	H.	Dillistin,	who	wrote	"a	
discourse	 on	 wildcat	 banks	 and	 wildcat	 bank	
notes,"	traces	the	term	to	the	offer	of	bounties	for	
the	 skins	 of	 wildcats	 in	 various	 frontier	 states.		
But,	 whatever	 the	 origin	 of	 the	 term,	 Wild	 Cat	
Banking	has	 come	 to	 signify	 the	utter	 collapse	of	
Michigan's	 banking	 system	 and	 the	 subsequent	
prostration	 of	 the	 state's	 economy	 for	 something	
like	 a	 decade.	 How	 could	 such	 a	 catastrophe	
happen?	

Following	the	expiration	of	the	charter	of	the	
Second	Bank	of	the	United	States,	states	were	free	
to	 experiment	 in	 banking.	 Many	 of	 them	 used	
banks	to	promote	rapid	economic	development.	In	
the	states	on	the	old	Northwest,	banks	were	used	
to	 finance	 internal	 improvements	 such	 as	 canals	
and	 railroads.	 In	 the	 states	 of	 the	 New	 South,	

banks	 were	 used	 to	 enable	 planters	 to	 acquire	
land	and	slaves.	In	Michigan,	Stevens	T.	Mason,	the	
Boy	Governor,	envisioned	three	railroads	crossing	
the	 lower	peninsula	of	 the	state,	 connecting	Lake	
Huron	 with	 Lake	 Michigan.	 The	 state	 was	 to	 be	
populated	 by	 pioneer	 farm	 families	 and	 dotted	
with	 rural	 villages	 and	 towns.	 For	 a	 time,	 the	
vision	seemed	to	be	coming	together.	State	bonds	
were	sold,	construction	got	underway,	immigrants	
arrived,	 villages	 and	 towns	 sprang	 up.	 But,	
interest	 on	 the	 bonds	 came	 due	 faster	 than	 tax	
revenue	came	in,	and	soon	additional	bonds	could	
not	be	sold.	The	massive	amount	of	paper	money	
issued	by	 the	many	new	banks	getting	underway	
in	 the	country	could	not	 sustained	by	 the	 limited	
amount	of	gold	and	silver,	 resulting	 in	a	 financial	
panic	 and	 a	 general	 suspension	 of	 specie	
payments	by	the	banks.	

At	this	point,	according	to	Alpheus	Felch,	who	
was	a	member	of	the	state	legislature	at	the	time,	
“The	public	 seemed	 imbued	with	 the	 idea	 that	 to	
relieve	 them	 from	 the	 galling	 burden	 of	
indebtedness	 and	 to	 restore	 activity	 and	
prosperity	 to	 the	 business	 world,	 nothing	 was	
needed	but	extensive	bank	issues.”	The	new	issues	
of	 bank	 notes	were	 to	 come	 from	 a	 new	 form	 of	
bank,	 Free	 Banks,	 as	 authorized	 by	 a	 general	
banking	law.	The	capital	for	these	Free	Banks	was	
to	 be	 based	 on	 mortgages.	 Felch	 would	 later	
become	 one	 of	 the	 commissioners	 charged	 with	
enforcing	 the	 provisions	 of	 the	 general	 banking	
law.	 At	 a	 later	 time	 he	would	 be	 elected	 an	 anti‐
bank	 Governor,	 and	 then,	 after	 serving	 as	
Governor,	 write	 a	 history	 in	which	 he	 recounted	
his	 heroic	 but	 frustrated	 effort	 to	 prevent	
swindlers	from	organizing	Free	Banks.	

That's	not	how	things	transpired	in	real	time.	
In	 real	 time,	 as	 reported	 in	 the	 newspapers,	 the	
new	 Free	 Banks	 were	 viewed	 with	 enthusiasm.	
“This	new	bank	 [Bank	of	Oakland]	has	now	gone	
into	operation	…	we	learn	that	the	bank	has	been	
liberal	 in	its	discounts	and	will	contribute	greatly	
to	 the	 general	wealth	 and	prosperity	 of	 Pontiac,”	
said	one	newspaper.	 “The	Bank	of	 Coldwater	has	
this	day	gone	 into	operation	with	every	prospect	
of	 permanent	 utility	 to	 the	 stockholders	 and	 the	
community	 around	 it,”	 said	 another	 newspaper.	
Even	 when	 the	 new	 banks	 started	 to	 get	 into	
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trouble,	 the	 bank	 commissioners	 diminished	 the	
extent	 of	 their	 problems.	 “[T]he	 officers	 of	 the	
Farmers	 &	 Merchants	 Bank	 of	 St.	 Joseph	 are	
determined	to	discharge	their	duties	faithfully	and	
fearlessly	 to	 the	public.”	The	real	problem	wasn't	
the	 new	 banks,	 but	 the	 old	 banks,	 described	 as	
"Whig	 monopoly	 banks."	 These	 Whig	 monopoly	
banks	supposedly	attempted	to	discredit	 the	new	
banks	 by	 organizing	 a	 few	 fraudulent	 ones.	 	 The	
old	 banks	 “have	 found	 it	 necessary	 to	 make	 an	
effort	 to	 render	 the	 general	 banking	 law	
unpopular	 with	 the	 people,	 and	 to	 produce	 a	
political	 change	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 to	 put	 into	
operation	some	six	or	eight	fraudulent	banks.”	My	
coauthors	and	I	 figure	 that	 there	were	exactly	12	
Wild	 Cat	 banks	 among	 the	 43	 Free	 Banks	 that	
were	organized	(see	Table	1).	 If	only	these	banks	
had	been	shut,	 the	 loss	 to	 the	people	of	 the	 state	
would	have	been	only	$350,000,	as	opposed	to	$1	
million,	 and	 the	 recession	might	 not	 have	 turned	
into	a	depression.	

As	the	new	Free	Banks	were	being	forced	into	
suspension,	a	new	scheme	was	hatched	to	support	
a	 new	 round	 of	 borrowing:	 a	 large,	multi‐branch	
state	 bank	 of	 the	 kind	 approved	 in	 Illinois	 (the	
Bank	of	 the	 State	of	 Illinois)	 and	Mississippi	 (the	
Mississippi	 Union	 Bank).	 The	 state	 legislature	
suspended	 the	 operation	 of	 the	 general	 banking	
law,	 meaning	 no	 new	 Free	 Banks	 could	 be	
organized,	and	approved	a	charter	for	a	new	state‐
owned	 bank.	 However,	 the	 bonds	 that	 were	
supposed	to	provide	the	capital	for	the	bank	could	
not	be	sold.	At	this	point,	the	state	legislature	was	
kind	of	out	of	ideas	as	to	how	to	relieve	the	people	
of	the	state	from	all	the	debts	they	had	piled	upon	
themselves,	 but	 not	 completely.	 The	 legislature	
had	 one	 more	 trick	 up	 its	 sleeve.	 Repudiate	 the	
charters	of	the	Free	Banks,	the	good	ones,	the	bad	
ones,	all	of	them.	Then,	all	the	debts	owed	to	them	
would	be	wiped	out.	

As	 everybody	 who	 knows	 anything	 about	
banks	 knows,	 banks	 have	 everything	 backward.	
While	 ordinary	 people	 think	 of	 bank	 notes	 as	 an	
asset,	banks	think	of	bank	notes	as	a	liability.	And,	
while	ordinary	people	think	of	 loans	 from	a	bank	
as	 a	debt,	 banks	 think	of	 these	 loans	 as	 an	 asset.	
Therefore,	 as	 crazy	 as	 this	 sounds,	 when	 all	 the	

debts	 owed	 to	 banks	 are	 wiped	 out,	 the	 banks	
have	no	assets	with	which	to	make	good	on	their	
bank	notes.	When	 the	 supreme	court	of	 the	 state	
upheld	the	repudiation	of	the	charters	of	the	Free	
Banks	 by	 the	 state	 legislature,	 the	 mass	 of	 Free	
Bank	notes	“fell	in	a	dead	loss	on	the	community.”	
“All	hope	which	the	holders	of	bills	may	have	had	
of	realizing	anything	upon	them	vanished	forever	
…	 Many	 of	 the	 bills…were	 then	 given	 away	
promiscuously.	 Children	 used	 them	 to	 play	 with	
and,	 in	 the	 rural	 districts,	 where	 paper	 hangings	
were	 scarce,	 people	 used	 them	 to	 paper	 their	
rooms.”	

Many	 of	 the	 bank	 notes	 of	 the	 good	 Free	
Banks	and	the	Wild	Cat	Free	Banks,	have	survived	
to	 the	 present	 day,	 as	 well	 as	 blanks	 from	 some	
Free	 Banks	 that	 were	 in	 the	 process	 of	 being	
organized	at	the	time	the	general	banking	law	was	
suspended.	

 
The twelve Michigan Wild Cat Free Banks  

(defined as having at least two of the following 
three characteristics: (1) the bank issued a large 
amount of notes, (2) the bank was closed by the bank 
commissioners either while being organized or soon 
after commencing business or soon after a change in 
ownership, and (3) there is no indication that its notes 
circulated at par within the state). 

 

 
 

  

Allegan, Bank of 
Clinton Canal Bank 

F&M Bank of Pontiac 
F&M Bank of St. Joseph 

Farmers Bank of Genesee County 
Farmers Bank of Sandstone 

Jackson County Bank 
Kensington, Bank of 

Lapeer, Bank of 
Lenawee County Bank 

Shiawassee Exchange Bank 
Wayne County Bank 

___________________________________________________________Paper Money * Nov/Dec 2017 * Whole No. 312_____________________________________________________________

441



	

A	non‐Wild	Cat	Free	Bank.	A	large	amount	
of	 bank	 notes	 of	 this	 bank	 were	
outstanding	 at	 the	 time	 the	 state	
legislature	 repudiated	 its	 charter.	
According	 to	 its	 receiver,	 the	 bank	 had	
more	than	enough	assets	to	make	good	on	
all	 its	 liabilities.	 But,	 the	 bank	 notes	 and	
other	 liabilities	 being	 worthless,	 weren't	
turned	 in,	 and	 therefore	 weren't	
destroyed.	
	http://vernpotter.com/VernPotter/Michigan.htm	

	

	
	
	
Famers	 Bank	 of	 Sandstone	 ‐	 a	 Wild	 Cat	
Free	 Bank	 (one	 of	 the	 twelve)	 Notice,	
above	 the	name	of	 the	bank,	 "Real	Estate	
Security."	
	
	
	

	
	
	
Detroit	&	St	Joseph	Rail	Road	Bank	‐	a	
Wild	Cat	Free	Bank	(one	of	twelve).	This	
bank	note	was	to	circulate	in	and	around	
Cincinnati,	Ohio,	where	it	was	supported	
by	a	local	broker.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Farmers	Bank	of	Genesee	County	‐	a	
Wild	Cat	Free	Bank	(one	of	the	twelve)	
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Bank	of	Lapeer	‐	a	Wild	Cat	Free	Bank	
(one	of	the	twelve)	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Lenawee	County	Bank	‐	a	Wild	Cat	Free	
Bank	(one	of	the	twelve)	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
Clinton	Canal	Bank	‐	a	Wild	Cat	Free	Bank	
(one	of	the	dozen)	
	

	
	
	
	

The	Iron	Man	of	1876	
A	 delightful	 section	 of	 Dr.	 Wallace	 G.	 Lee's	

compendium	 of	 Michigan	 paper	money	 concerns	
mining	 company	 scrip.	 As	 I	was	 flipping	 through	
the	pages	of	 this	 section,	 I	 came	across	 the	name	
of	Samuel	 J.	Tilden	 in	his	capacity	of	President	of	

the	New	York	Iron	Mine	Co.	
Tilden,	like	Al	Gore,	won	the	
popular	 vote	 but	 lost	 a	
Presidential	 election.	 In	 the	
election	 of	 1876,	 multiple	
sets	 of	 Electoral	 College	
votes	 were	 submitted	 from	
three	 states.	 To	 resolve	 the	
controversy	 over	 which	
votes	 to	 accept,	 the	
Congress	 organized	 a	
special	 commission.	 The	
commission	 voted	 8	 to	 7	

along	 party	 lines	 to	 accept	 the	 votes	 cast	 for	 the	
Republican	 candidate.	 Following	 up	 on	 the	 entry	
on	 the	New	 York	 Iron	Mine	 Co.,	 I	 found	 out	 that	
among	 the	 issues	 during	 the	 1876	 Presidential	
election	 was	 Tilden's	 involvement	 in	 mining	
company	scrip.	

As	a	lawyer,	a	director	and	an	investor,	Tilden	
had	become	involved	in	a	number	of	railroad	and	
mining	 enterprises.	 Among	 them	 was	 the	 New	
York	Iron	Mine	Co.	of	Michigan's	upper	peninsula,	
of	 which	 he	 was	 president	 and	 principal	 owner.		
The	mine	 of	 this	 company,	 third	 in	 output	 in	 the	
region,	 was	 known	 as	 the	 "Tilden	 Mine."	 The	
company	was	organized	in	1865	and	continued	in	
operation	 until	 1919.	 During	 this	 period,	 the	
upper	 peninsula	 had	 a	 booming	mining	 industry,	
principally	 iron	 and	 copper,	 with	 the	 first	 mines	
being	 opened	during	 the	 1840s.	During	 the	 early	

Samuel J. Tilden  
Wikipedia	
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part	 of	 this	 period,	 the	 upper	 peninsula	 was	 an	
isolated	 region,	with	 few	banks	or	merchants.	 Its	
isolation	was	especially	pronounced	when	winter	
set	 in	and	the	waterways	froze,	prior	to	railroads	
being	extended	there.	

As	happened	with	other	mining	operations	in	
isolated	 places	 from	 the	mid‐19th	 century	 to	 the	
early	 20th	 century,	 the	 mining	 companies	 of	 the	
upper	 peninsula	 opened	 company	 stores	 and	
issued	 scrip.	 In	 Michigan,	 the	 practice	 can	 be	
traced	to	the	1840s.	The	first	iteration	appears	to	
have	 been	 ended	 by	 the	 state’s	 clamp	 down	 on	
scrip.	 The	 practice	 resumed	 around	 1853,	 grew	
extensive	 during	 the	 Civil	 War,	 and	 continued	
until	the	1870s.	During	these	years,	“iron	money”	
enjoyed	 a	 general	 circulation	 in	 the	 upper	
peninsula.		

Judging	from	the	experience	of	the	Iron	Cliffs	
Co.,	mining	company	scrip	changed	from	company	
store	 money	 into	 a	 full‐blown	 medium	 of	
exchange	 following	 the	 Panic	 of	 1857.	 As	 one	 of	
the	 ways	 the	 Iron	 Cliffs	 Co.	 dealt	 with	 the	 hard	
times	 following	 the	 Panic	 of	 1857,	 the	 company	
resorted	 to	 paying	 workers	 in	 scrip	 suitable	 for	
use	 as	 a	 hand‐to‐hand	 currency.	 Numerous	
specimens	 reproduced	 by	 Dr.	 Lee	 indicate	 that	
this	new	form	of	scrip	involved	checks	payable	to	
the	 bearer	 on	 demand	 at	 the	 company’s	 bank	 or	
drafts	 payable	 to	 the	 bearer	 on	 demand	 at	 the	
treasury	 of	 the	 company,	 in	 denominations	
suitable	for	a	hand‐to‐hand	paper	currency.	

The	 use	 of	 iron	 money	 greatly	 increased	
during	 the	 1860s	 for	 lack	 of	 coins	 (due	 to	 the	
suspension	 of	 specie	 payments),	 the	 tremendous	
demand	 for	 iron	 and	 copper,	 and	 a	 dearth	 of	
banks.	 From	 1857	 to	 1868,	 from	 3	 to	 5	 private	
bankers	operated	in	the	upper	peninsula.	The	first	
bank	‐	a	national	bank	‐	was	organized	in	1864.	By	
1874,	 there	 were	 five	 national	 banks,	 two	 state	
banks	and	12	private	bankers	in	the	region.	

Following	the	Panic	of	1873,	the	Iron	Cliffs	Co.	
added	another	wrinkle	to	its	issue	of	iron	money,	
making	it	payable	only	after	60	days.	This	form	of	
money	was	referred	to	as	due	bills.	Workers	were	
told	they	would	either	have	to	accept	this	form	of	
payment	 or	 be	 laid	 off.	With	 the	 hard	 times	 and	
the	 winter	 coming	 in,	 workers	 faced	 a	 difficult	
choice.	 Many	 choose	 to	 leave	 the	 region.	 Among	
those	who	stayed,	there	was	unrest	that	was	only	
quelled	 upon	 the	 arrival	 of	 two	 companies	 of	
militia	 from	 the	 lower	 peninsula.	 Nevertheless,	 a	
majority	of	the	mines	remained	opened.	

Initially,	 the	 scarceness	 of	 money	 caused	
some	to	question	the	propriety	of	tying	money	to	
gold.	 “Why	 regulate	 the	 supply	 of	 money	 by	 the	
standard	 of	 gold	 coin?”	 asked	 the	 Portage	 Lake	
Mining	Gazette.	But,	soon,	the	hard	money	position	
won	 out.	 “Gold	 and	 silver	 are	 the	 only	 safe	
measures	on	which	to	base	money	value	on,”	said	
the	very	same	newspaper	a	few	months	later.	

The	use	of	iron	money	as	a	general	medium	of	
exchange	in	the	upper	peninsula	came	to	a	sudden	
halt	 during	 1874.	 Upon	 a	 complaint,	 the	
Commissioner	 of	 the	 Internal	 Revenue	
determined	that	the	bank	note‐like	bills	issued	by	
the	 mining	 companies	 were	 subject	 to	 a	
prohibitory	tax	of	10	percent	per	year	retroactive	
to	when	they	were	first	issued.		This	tax	was	part	
of	the	banking	acts	of	the	1860s	and	was	designed	
to	 replace	 the	 mass	 of	 state	 bank	 notes	 in	
circulation	with	a	uniform	national	currency.	"The	
'iron	currency'	company	drafts	for	small	amounts,	
which	have	been	so	long	in	use	in	this	section,	are	
doomed	 and	 are	 being	 retired	 rapidly,"	 said	 the	
Bankers	Magazine.	

The	 tax	 assessment	 represented	 an	
existential	 threat	 to	 the	 mining	 industry.	
Fortunately	 for	 the	 industry,	 a	 relief	 bill	 was	
lobbied	 through	 Congress	 by	 Peter	White.	White	
had	previously	operated	as	a	private	banker	in	the	
upper	peninsula,	 and	 then	served	as	President	of	
the	First	National	Bank	of	Marquette	when	it	was	
organized.	 The	 industry	 continued	 in	 business	
albeit	 without	 issuing	 money,	 and	 the	 region	
switched	 over	 to	 conventional	 forms	 of	 currency	
and	 banking	 services.	 It	 is	 clear	 that	 each	 of	 the	
ten	copper	mining	companies,	and	at	least	twenty	
of	 the	 twenty‐three	 iron	mining	and	 iron	 furnace	
companies	 that	 had	 issued	 scrip	 redeemed	 their	
notes.	 There	 are	 questions	 regarding	 three	
companies	that	failed	soon	after	the	Panic	of	1873.	

During	 the	 election	 of	 1876,	 Republican	
newspapers	 ran	 a	 series	 of	 articles	 excoriating	
Tilden	 for	 his	 involvement	 with	 iron	 money.		
These	 articles	 generally	 used	 exaggeration,	
supposition	 and	 innuendo,	 rather	 than	 outright	
falsehood.	 As	 one	 Republican	 newspaper	 put	 it,	
"Tilden,	 in	 common	 with	 other	 mine‐owners,	
began	 to	 manufacture	 and	 issue	 shinplasters	 [a	
derogatory	 reference	 to	 scrip]	 .	 .	 .	 Tilden	 alone	
soon	had	$4,000,000	in	circulation	 .	 .	 .	Tilden	and	
the	others	who	were	engaged	in	these	frauds	upon	
labor	 .	 .	 .	 were	 selling	 to	 miners	 from	 company	
stores	 goods	 at	 shinplaster	prices	 for	which	 they	
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paid	 greenback	 prices	 so	 that	 their	 profits	 were	
enormous."	

Democratic	 newspapers	 responded	 in	 a	
variety	of	ways	such	as	by	publishing	testimonials	
from	 persons	 from	 the	 upper	 peninsula:	 "All	 the	
mining	 companies	 issued	 a	 kind	 of	 due	 bill,	
payable	 on	 presentation	 at	 their	 treasuries,	 the	
New	York	Company	among	the	others.	These	due	
bills	 circulated	 about	 here	 as	 money,	 and	 were	
received	 by	 all	 merchants	 and	 dealers.	 If	 they	
were	presented	at	the	counters	of	any	of	the	banks	
they	 were	 discounted,	 but	 if	 presented	 at	 the	

Treasury	 of	 the	 Company	 they	 were	 received	 at	
par	value.	A	few	of	the	companies,	I	believe,	were	
unable	to	redeem	all;	but	the	New	York	redeemed	
every	dollar."	

With	 the	 election,	 the	 voters	 of	 the	 upper	
peninsula	 gave	 a	 clear	 endorsement	 of	 Tilden.	
From	 1872	 to	 1876,	 support	 for	 the	 Democratic	
ticket	 increased	 by	 as	 much	 in	 the	 upper	
peninsula	 as	 it	 did	 in	 the	 lower	 peninsula.	 This	
increase	was	not	enough,	however,	to	put	the	state	
into	the	Democratic	column.	

	
All	images	below	are	from	eBay.	
	
	
The	 Quincy	 Mine	 was	 a	 copper	 mining	
company.	 Notice	 the	 revenue	 stamp	 affixed	
to	this	draft.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Keweenaw,	Michigan	1865.	Pennsylvania‐
Mine.	$5‐Paybable	to	Sam‐Hill.		Sam	Day	
signed.	
 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
1864‐$5.	Central	Mining	Co.	
Eagle	Harbor,	Michigan	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
This	note	 isn't	payable	on	demand,	but	only	
after	four	months.	It	is	a	"due	bill"	typical	of	
upper	 peninsula	 mining	 company	 scrip	
issued	after	the	Panic	of	1873,	rather	than	a	
sight	draft.	
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