
The Father of the Adams Bank 
by Josh Colon 

One of the most 
prominent early citizens of 
Adams, Massachusetts, 
was William E. Brayton. 
Born in Rhode Island in 
1789, Brayton lived a 
portion of his childhood 
on Stafford Hill, which is 
now part of Cheshire, 
Massachusetts. Brayton 
moved north to Adams in 
1812. His wealth grew in 
Adams as he started as an 
operator in a mill.  

The following year, 
with the help of many others, he built the old Eagle 
factory. The Eagle factory was the second cotton 
mill in town. While working as an operator and 
building the Eagle factory, Brayton was saving 
money to start his own Mercantile business.  

 Brayton was a Whig when he was active in 
politics, and he opposed many of the presidents 
running the country at that time. Despite this, he 
served as the Postmaster of Adams for over twenty 
years, from 1826 to 1849. Also, in 1831, he, along 
with his brother Thomas, built the Braytonville 
Mill. He continued to work and run the mill, while 
building his finances, until 1853. 

 To start the Adams Bank, a state chartered 
institution, it was required there be a capital of 
$100,000. The Commonwealth also required the 
bank to have $50,000 worth of silver in the vault 
before the bank could open for business. This 
shows the wealth these men had to come up with 
that kind of money in the early 1800’s. Evenly 
divided, each man on the first board would have 
had to put up $10,000 just to cover the capital. To 
put this in perspective, in 1831 when a fire 
destroyed a portion The print works company 
owned by Caleb B. Turner, the first President of the 
Adams Bank, loss was an estimated $8,000. Today 
a scenario like that would be hundreds of thousands 
of dollars in comparison.  

 The Adams Bank officially opened on May 
11, 1832, with an amazing spectacle of silver being 
carried into the bank, box by box. Since the nearest 
banks were Greenfield, Pittsfield, or Troy, New 
York, it was quite an event to get the silver bullion 

here. Three men traveled to Troy to receive the 
silver and return to the village. Thomas Hodge, a 
village tanner, Ishmael Spink, a driver, and an 
armed guard successfully made the journey to Troy 
and returned with forty-eight boxes. Upon arrival, 
Hodge and Brayton enlisted the help of their, then 
young, sons, William Hodge and S.W. Brayton, to 
carry boxes one by one into the bank building on 
the north side of Main Street. Each box except the 
last one contained $1,000 of silver, which in 1832 
would have weighed approximately fifty pounds. 
The final box had $3,000 of silver, tripling the 
weight of the box. The youngsters were even 
jokingly offered the silver contained within if they 
could lift it.  

There is not much known about the early years 
of the bank in terms of customers, workers, or 
major investments. It is however known that 
Brayton, who was later given the title of “Father of 
the Bank”, was the major person behind the 
formation and operation of the bank on a day-to-day 
basis. The original hours of operation were 10 until 
1 every day, except Sundays. He led the 
development of building the original location of the 
bank in 1830, and when the bank opened two years 
later, he used the two front rooms on the first floor 
as the banking area. He served in the role of cashier 
for twenty-five years from the start of the bank. 
Along with the role of Cashier, he also did his own 
bookkeeping, managed the ledger account, acted as 
teller, and even wrote the payment, of $35 a month, 
to himself for rent. Brayton would later, in 1857, be 
elected president, which he served until his death in 
1865.  

Figure 2: This is a hilltop view, likely from Witt’s Ledge, of 
the small North Village of Adams in the 1850’s. On the left, 
the strip of visible road is Main Street. Photo Courtesy of 
the North Adams Historical Society, Inc. 

Figure 1:  A photo of W. E.
Brayton, courtesy of the North
Adams Historical Society, Inc. 
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One of Brayton’s talents was keeping the bank 
alive in those early years, which were known to be 
a struggle. Doing most of the work himself helped 
with saving employee and operating cost. In 1847 
the bank moved across the street to a new building. 
By 1852, twenty years after opening, the bank had 
only received about $20,000 in deposits. The main 
challenge was people of the village never used 
banks and instead used barter usually negotiating 
for items such as promissory notes, hemlock bonds, 
or green cordwood instead of currency. Brayton 
also pushed the bank through the panic of 1857, 
which caused half the furnace mills to close and 
many railroads to default on bonds, nationwide.  

Figure 3: This is a three dollar banknote 
issued, by the Adams Bank, in  1847. These notes 
were signed by the president, Duty S. Tyler, and 
cashier, William E. Brayton, of the bank. Notes 
were also given serial numbers: this example has 
serial number 1774. 

Figure 4: A closer look at Willam E. Brayton’s 
Signature. 

 There is also a legend that Mr. Brayton 
would put money, gold and silver coins, in a 
little leather satchel, and ride the train the long 
journey to New York City himself to deposit the 
funds. This shows how much of the bank was for 
him life and investment, thus earning his title of 
the Father of the Bank. For the full history of the 
Adams National Bank of North Adams, 
Massachusetts, please go to NABankHistory.com 
or read the upcoming book titled The History of 
the Adams National Bank of North Adams.  
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