
JONAS MINOT MELVILLE, BANKER 
 

Jonas Minot Melville was born in Nelson, New Hampshire, May 7, 1791, (see Genealogy, 
Vol. II, page 531). He began his business career as a merchant there in partnership with 
his brother, Josiah, and later entered into partnership with Isaac Parker in Boston, under 
the firm name of Isaac Parker and Company. Evidently preferring country to city life, he 
came to Jaffrey in 1821, married there Betsy Lacy, May 1, 1823, and the following year 
built his first house, the brick house now standing opposite the Baptist church, known as 
the Goodnow house. It was the best, and, we might almost say, the only good house in 
the straggling village of that day.  

 Jonas M. Melville invested in the First Cotton and Woolen Factory, a corporation 
established in 1813, and became its clerk. This investment yielded him no material profit, 
but it was a public-spirited enterprise—the business foundation of East Jaffrey. He took 
an immediate part in town affairs, becoming town clerk and treasurer, also a principal 
supporter and deacon of the Congregational Church. He was much interested in education, 
and with a small group in and around Jaffrey Center contributed to the endowment and 
support of an academy, named in his honor as principal benefactor, Melville Academy. 
He was justice of the peace, and in recognition of his peculiar fitness for this position he 
was addressed as Squire, rather than deacon, which title usually held precedence over all 
others, even the military titles of captain and colonel.  

 But Jonas M. Melville gained his reputation and wished to be known as a banker 
when banks were few. He was often administrator of estates and guardian of orphan 
children. Widows brought him their small dowries for investment. With no bank in 
Jaffrey he was director and president of the bank in New Ipswich and in 1848 was elected 
director of the bank in Winchester, New Hampshire. In 1851 he joined Peter Upton, John 
Conant and others in organizing the first Monadnock Bank in Jaffrey. His fortune then 
probably amounted to fifty thousand dollars—a great sum in those days. Respected by all, 
he was looked upon as distinctly above the common run. Never wearing a farmer’s frock 
or performing manual labor, he never forgot that he was a gentleman in the sense 
recognized by law as above the grade of laborer. Villages are apt to become segregated 
along occupational or denominational lines, and the story has trickled down that Squire 
Melville found himself out of his element in Factory Village—socially and 
denominationally on the wrong side of the river. In 1829 the Baptists built a meeting-
house opposite his home and tended to become dominant in the neighborhood, while he, 
bred a strict Congregationalist, attended, regardless of weather, church services at the old 
Meeting-house at Jaffrey Center where his uncle, Laban Ainsworth, was still the 
venerated minister. Neighbors, indulging in strange fancies, reported that he feared, since 
the Baptists had come so near, there might be a great freshet to wash the bridge away so 
he would not be able to reach his seat in his own church the next Sunday. This of course 
was a gross exaggeration or worse; so it may be mere coincidence that in 1829, when the 
Baptists built their meeting-house, he sold his good new house to build a better one on 
the safe side of the river. Whatever his motives, there is no one who does not now rejoice 
that Squire Melville went across the river and built the Stone House, said when new to be 
the best house on the turnpike from Keene to Boston. It is typical of its builder and of 
New England at its best.  

 Squire Melville was a man of great business ability. His record as town treasurer for 



nineteen years is a model of neatness and accuracy. A committee, of which he was 
treasurer and Squire David Gilmore chairman, accomplished the remarkable task of 
building the Brick Meeting-house with no funds in hand, simply by the sale of stock 
redeemable in pews, and returned a cash dividend to supporters in a single year. In 
Cheshire County’s temperance movement he bore an active part, and in 1836 his name 
was the first signed to the constitution and by-laws of the local Anti-slavery society when 
those of many prominent citizens were absent. It is doubtful if during his long residence 
in town he ever missed a town meeting, yet there is no evidence that he ever made a 
speech. He was extremely sensitive, and always fastidious in dress and personal 
appearance. He wore broadcloth of the latest cut, though the story is told that he hung 
each new suit on the clothes line for a thorough beating lest it be noted at church that “the 
Squire has a new suit of clothes.”  

 At a time when a bath was an annual rite often evaded he provided at his new home 
a bath house, still standing in the hollow east of the barn. It was fed with cold spring 
water, but had a set kettle for warming the water sufficiently for comfortable use. 
Without doubt this was the first facility of its kind in town and far in advance even of city 
customs.  

 Squire Melville shared largely in the movement for the development of railroads, 
his name appearing as one of the promoters of the Cheshire Railroad. As projected, one 
of its proposed routes was from Ashburnham to Rindge and Jaffrey. The Peterborough 
and Shirley Railroad was chartered from Shirley, Massachusetts, to Peterborough, New 
Hampshire; was built but reached neither terminal. Beginning at Groton, Massachusetts, 
it stopped at Mason Village, now Greenville, New Hampshire, its way effectually barred 
by a range of mountains. Squire Melville owned a hundred shares of this stock, 
presumably at the subscription price of one hundred dollars a share. He also owned stock 
in the Cheshire Railroad. But rosy prospects failed to materialize. Like turnpikes and 
canals, visualized as gold mines for promoters and communities, nearly every railroad 
proved a disappointment. Building costs were excessive and revenue less than anticipated. 
A reaction set in resulting in the panic of 1857, which in intensity and disastrous 
consequences may be compared to that of the present. Peterborough and Shirley Railroad 
stock dropped to a dollar a share. Bank stock suffered in almost equal degree. Leonard R. 
Cutter, then a rising young businessman in Boston, wrote to his home folks in Jaffrey in 
October, 1857:  

I suppose you take a Boston paper and have noted the monetary crisis that is now tumbling so 
many of our merchants to ruin. Never before in my short experience did I see the like. It is, if 
not now, going to equal the famous panic of 1837, in the opinion of many. It is impossible to 
know the true value of property, particularly of merchandise. I had a thousand dollars paid in 
to me last week, and I went and drew out the gold for I think the banks will have to suspend 
specie payment or fail. I am offered five per cent a month for it, but I would not let it go if 
they would give me ten and security…Yesterday, I think, was the bluest day State Street ever 
saw. Quarter bills and notes all came due yesterday, being the end of grace…Flour is falling 
very fast, and all kinds of grain, and that is what will kill them (grain speculators). Railroad 
stock is worth comparatively nothing, any quantity of orders to sell and none to buy. Bank 
stock is falling fast; the Merchants Bank stock I can buy for ninety dollars and falling every 
day at that; it is I believe considered the best bank in Boston. It is impossible for a man to tell 
what he is worth…People look each other in the face and know not what is good and who 
will fail next.  



 Such was the financial condition of the country in the fall of 1857, as reported by a 
competent observer whose shrewdness had prepared him for the storm. Rumors were 
flying, even in Jaffrey. The storm caught our country banker unprepared. For the first 
time the credit of Squire Melville was questioned. Where was the “nest egg” for which 
people held only his note? There were demands for payment which could not be met, 
since railroad shares and real estate mortgages could not be turned into immediate cash. 
Full payment to creditors  
 In March, 1858, he assigned to Josiah H. Melville of Nelson, his nephew, and to 
Francis W. Wright of Ashby, Massachusetts, for the benefit of his creditors, all his 
property, of every description “except such as is by law exempt from attachment” to 
divide, after expenses, among all the creditors of said Jonas M. Melville. A statement of 
assets, consisting of real estate, personal property, and stocks of banks and railroads, 
amounted to $20,200.00, and notes, good and bad, added $11,272.69, a total of 
$31,472.69. In this statement railroad shares appear at their par value and no figures have 
been found giving the liquidated value of the estate or the final settlement with creditors. 
But there appears a disposition on the part of Mr. Melville to meet every claim to the 
utmost, at the sacrifice of exemption allowed by law, as well as of personal effects 
usually conceded to such debtors. The real estate was sold at a sacrifice and railroad and 
bank stock disposed of at stupendous loss. Even the house in which he hoped to end his 
days must go. Refusing to accept homestead exemption allowed by law, his wife joined 
him in asking that all they had be sold to meet obligations to those who had trusted them. 
Under date of March 16, 1860, Leonard Cutter wrote again to one of the family, “I have 
just arrived from Jaffrey. I attended the sale of Mr. Melville’s house and bid it off at three 
thousand three hundred and fifty dollars…” The sale appeared more like a funeral than an 
auction. I felt sad myself to see Mr. Melville’s house go under the hammer; but such is 
fate.”  
 Such indeed is fate. Jonas Minot Melville was an old man, without children or near 
relatives and now homeless. But there was a next friend. Rev. J. E. B. Jewett had come to 
Jaffrey as pastor of the new Congregational Church at East Jaffrey. Mr. Melville had 
practically given the land on which it stood and had been its chief supporter. Listed 
among his assets without stated value were twenty-one pews in the new house, probably 
paid for as part of his contribution. The church was small and struggling and thus Mr. 
Jewett’s pastorate lasted less than a year. He married in Jaffrey, Frances Hunt Lacy, a 
cousin of Betsey (Lacy) Melville, and the two families lived together in the Stone House. 
After the termination of his pastorate Mr. Jewett continued his residence with the 
Melvilles. After helping to close the tangled affairs of his friend, he returned to his 
former home in Pepperell, Massachusetts, taking with him Mr. and Mrs. Melville and 
their few effects saved from the catastrophe. Mrs. Melville died in Pepperell, May 30, 
1863. Jonas M. Melville, “Banker,” so his obituary reads, died in Pepperell January 14, 
1869.  
 Of course there was much talk of the failure and doubtless some blame, for losses 
hurt, but it is surprising that so little was said then or afterward reflecting upon the 
character of a man who had been a faithful friend and benefactor of Jaffrey. So constantly 
and so long had he served the town that the balance remained in his favor and disaster did 
not shadow his good name. The final convincing word comes from Peter Upton, for sixty 
years a banker in Jaffrey. Mr. Upton was a man of like character; he knew the man from 



intimate personal and business relations. It was Mr. Upton’s verdict that “Mr. Melville 
was a man of good business ability and the highest personal integrity, and his downfall 
should be ascribed to conditions beyond his control. For nearly forty years he gave 
unsparingly of ills means, his time and his thought to the upbuilding of Jaffrey, and he 
deserves a high place among those whom it holds in honored memory.”  
 It is a pleasant supplement to the story of the Stone House and the memory of its 
builder that now oil portraits of Mr. and Mrs. Melville hang in Library Hall, the gift of 
Mrs. Pond of Pepperell, a daughter of Rev. J. E. B. Jewett and his wife, Frances H. Lacy 
of Jaffrey, with whom the Melvilles spent their final years.  
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