
The First National Bank of 

Phoenix, Arizona Territory 

PERSPECTIVE 

I lived in Arizona from 1959 to 1970 during my high school and college years, having migrated 

there from New Jersey with my family. Arizona was a life-changing land of opportunity for me so I never 

looked back. I began collecting Arizona notes while an undergraduate at the University of Arizona in 

Tucson, and labored for four decades to assemble a collection with a representative from each of the 27 

issuing banks. 

Notes from four banks eluded me. Each had small to minuscule issuances. From youngest to oldest 

they consisted of Series of 1902 plain back state notes from the failed Tucson National Bank, charter 11159, 

Series of 1902 red seals only territorials from The First National Bank of Bisbee, charter 7182, and dream 

notes from the territorial Series of 1882 brown back only issuing First National Banks of Phoenix, charter 

3054, and Prescott, charter 3122. 

The statistics were decidedly uphill against notes from these banks turning up. The most probable 

to come to light would be from the Tucson and Bisbee banks because they involved Series of 1902 issues, 
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Figure 1. The First National Bank of Phoenix issued only $5 Series of 1882 notes during its 

brief life from September 1883 to April 1884. It was the second national bank organized in 

Arizona Territory, and the first to issue Series of 1882 notes. Photo courtesy of Andrew Shiva. 
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particularly the Tucson bank, which operated between 1918 and 1923. I held out little hope for Bisbee 

because the survival of red seal Arizona territorials is notoriously poor. 

Lightning does strike though. Of all things, the first of the big four to appear was a $10 red seal 

from Bisbee that showed up in Phoenix in 2003. This was followed by two of the Tucsons, both in 2005. 

One was found in Tucson and the other in Denver. 

The list of seemly impossibles was pared down to what I always recognized as the BIG TWO, the 

early, short lived Phoenix and Prescott banks. These were the second and third banks organized in Arizona 

Territory, and operated for less than 8 and 15 months respectively. They had minimal circulations of 

$11,250, and went out of business in 1884 and 1885. 

Only five Arizona territorials had been reported by 2011 that were issued prior to 1900. What was 

the probability that one of the Prescott or Phoenix notes could have survived? 

The total output from the Phoenix bank was 562 sheets of 1882 brown back $5s. That of the Prescott 

bank was 225 sheets of 10-10-10-20 brown backs. 

The National Bank Redemption Agency tracked the notes that remained outstanding for liquidated 

and failed banks, and although Lee Lofthus and I have documented that these statistics are rife with sorting 

and accounting problems, they do hint at how unlikely it might be to find a survivor from certain banks. 

For the Prescott bank, the last reported outstanding in 1910 was $90, for Phoenix the number was $85. 

These are the two smallest such numbers for Arizona. The entire amount in the Phoenix case represents 

$5s, a denomination with a notoriously low rate of survival. I long ago wrote them off as all but impossible. 

Look at the attrition of the Phoenix $5s after the bank closed in 1884. The values are the reported 

outstanding dollar values by year from the annual reports of the Comptroller of the Currency. 

1883 11,240 
1884 9,200 
1885 6,510 
1886 4,610 
1887 3,010 
1888 1,540 
1889 820 
1890 370 
1891 240 
1892 180 

1893 170 
1894 170 
1895 110 
1896 100 
1897 100 
1898 100 
1899 95 
1900 95 
1901 95 
1902 90 

1903 90 
1904 90 
1905 90 
1906 90 
1907 90 
1908 90 
1909 90 
1910 85 

Now savor the beauty that did survive! What a note! It has absolutely everything. If John Hickman 

was still around, you would hear him bellow from across the convention floor in his slightly southern draw 

only partially tempered from living decades in Iowa: “This note represents a miracle of survival!” He would 

then slam his open palm down on the nearest surface, startling anyone within 100 feet! 

Of course, the mostly likely note to have survived from the bank was a note cut from the first sheet 

and saved by one of the bankers. The notes that they pushed into circulation just got chewed up. 

The note is a number 1 brown back, but the fact is, it also is from the very first sheet of brown 

backs of any sheet combination shipped to Arizona Territory! 

For those of you who are particularly enamored of $5 brown backs, this beauty was printed from 

one of those earliest 1882-5 vintage $5 Series of 1882 plates where the letters in the title block were 

engraved using George Caslear’s patented lettering process (Huntoon, 2018). Those letters were attacked 

by industry engravers as inartistic and inferior, so much so that Bureau of Engraving personnel began to 

purge them and replace them with plates with layouts made from hand-engraved dies. Of course, this 

particular bank didn’t last long enough for a second plate to be made for it. The plate controversy was just 

reaching a fevered pitch by the time the bank liquidated. 

Here are the details about the plate and printing that this note came from. The plate was certified 

for use on October 3, 1883. The first and only printing from it consisted of sheets 1 through 1,000 received 

at the Comptroller’s office on October 24. The bank received only one shipment of notes, and those were 

sheets 1-562, which were sent from Washington that same day. 
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THE BANK AND BANKERS 

The founder of The First National Bank of 

Phoenix was Union veteran Colonel William H. Christy 

(February 14, 1841-March 1903), who was born in Ohio, 

went with his family at age 13 to Osceola, Iowa, where 

they farmed, and at 20 enlisted in the Union army in July 

1861. He joined Company I, 15th Iowa Infantry at 

Keokuk during October 1861, with which he 

participated in the battle of Shiloh, Tennessee, and siege 

of Corinth and battles of Luka and Corinth, Mississippi. 

He was transferred to the 8th Iowa Cavalry in 

December 1862, where he rose to Captain and eventually 

accompanied General Sherman=s march to Atlanta. 

He was severely wounded by four gunshots as 

he led a charge at a skirmish in Jonesboro southeast of 

Atlanta on July 29, 1864. After making his way to the 

rear with his injuries, he regrouped his men and returned 

at the lead of a second charge. The Confederates 

captured him the next day and sent him to a hospital in 

Newman, Georgia, where he was seriously ill for three 

months. From there he was transferred to a hospital at 

Macon, and in December, 1864, was sent to the grim 

Camp Lawton prison camp at Milan, Georgia. 

He was released in a prisoner exchange arranged between Sherman and Hood in February 1865, at 

which time he weighed less than 100 lbs. He rejoined his Union outfit, was promoted to lieutenant colonel, 

and went on to participate in the capture of Macon, 

Selma and Montgomery before being mustered out in 

August 1865 (Arizona Republic, 1891; Chapman, 

1901). 

Upon returning to Iowa, he served as cashier in 

The First National Bank of Osceola during 1872-3, was 

elected Iowa state treasurer from 1872 to 1876, then 

entered banking in Des Moines as a director and cashier 

the Capital City Bank of Des Moines, until 1881. In the 

meantime, he was one of the organizers of the 

Merchants National Bank in which he served briefly as 

its first cashier. Christy suffered from asthma, so he 

moved to Prescott in 1882 for the cure, where he bought 

a ranch 45-miles north of town (Chapman, 1901). 

The other central figure and major stockholder 

in The First National Bank of Phoenix was William J. 

Murphy (August 23, 1839 -April 17, 1923), its vice 

president. Murphy was building the newly formed 

Arizona Canal Company, which had secured diversion 

rights from the Salt River in March 1882. The costs of 

building his canal required the sale of mortgage bonds, 

and after having difficulty securing the aid of Kales and 

Lewis Bankers in Phoenix, he entreated William Christy 

to come to Phoenix to organize a bank in order to help 

him finance the venture (Schweikart, 1982, p. 20). The 

44-mile long canal was to extend from a diversion dam 

Figure 2. William H. Christy was the principal 

organizer of The First National Bank of Phoenix 

and served as its cashier. Photo from Arizona 

Memory Project, Arizona State Library. 

Figure 3. William J. Murphy, builder of the 

Arizona Canal, became a major land developer 

in the Phoenix area and was a principal in The 

First National Bank of Phoenix where he served 

as vice president and his son Samuel was 

president. Photo 20781, Arizona Historical 

Society, Tucson. 
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on the Salt River 22 miles east of Phoenix across the northern part of the valley into what became Glendale 

and Peoria north of Phoenix. 

Christy obliged, moved to a 440-acre ranch he purchased west of Phoenix and immediately got 

involved with organizing The First National Bank. He positioned himself as cashier; William Murphy was 

vice president, and Murphy’s brother Samuel served as president. Another prominent stockholder, E. J. 

Bennitt, was made assistant cashier. 

The enterprise had a less than 8-month life as a national bank. It was organized August 27, 1883, 

chartered September 21st, and liquidated April 7, 1884. 

The problem faced by the bankers was that they extended more credit to Murphy=s canal enterprise 

than allowed under national banking law. The national bank examiner was not happy with such items on 

the books, and this drew requests from the Comptroller of the Currency for explanations and corrective 

action. 

The banker’s solution was to reorganize under the looser corporate laws of Arizona Territory, 

which is what they did in a hurry. They folded the assets of the liquidated First National Bank into their 

newly organized Valley Bank of Phoenix. A new president was named, Moses H. Sherman, another land 

developer and builder. 

The Valley Bank was one of the 

principal players in banking in Phoenix for 

the next thirty years. Murphy’s Arizona 

Canal opened in the summer of 1885, and 

he became a major land developer and 

active promoter of citrus. No other Arizona 

national bank came on the scene until mid-

1887, when The National Bank of Arizona 

at Phoenix was chartered. 

Christy stayed with the Valley 

Bank until his death. His son Lloyd became 

cashier. The elder Christy has been credited 

with introducing Hereford cattle into the 

Salt River Valley, which displaced Texas 

Longhorns. His land holdings grew to over 

1,500 acres. After analyzing the soils and 

finding them suitable, he began raising 

oranges, olives and grapes, and a variety of 

other fruits, demonstrating that growing 

such crops was feasible thus heralding such 

industry. 

The Valley Bank financed 

irrigation-dependent alfalfa, cotton and 

lettuce, underwrote substantial buildings 

and modern homes. William Christy also 

became a director in the Home Savings 

Bank, organized in Phoenix in 1892. 

Hopkins (1950, p. 128-129) 

summed up the troubles that ultimately 

caused the Valley Bank to fail November 

7, 1914. 
This bank had always overloaned: in 

1908, its loans amounted to 70 percent of 

its deposits and, just before the failure, 

that ratio was 85 percent. Competition 

Figure 4. This is an 1884 view of the Valley Bank Building just 

after the officers of The First National Bank relinquished their 

national charter and reorganized as the Valley Bank, an Arizona 

Territory corporation. Photo 44835, Herb and Dorothy 

McLaughlin Collection, Arizona State University Libraries, 

Tempe. 
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had entered and become strong. And 1914 had brought a whole series of disasters. The Germans were 

torpedoing British-bound cotton ships at sea. A hoof and mouth epidemic had closed Chicago’s stockyards, 

and cattle on Arizona ranges were being slaughtered to curb its spread. The bank had financed ostrich 

farms around Phoenix on a large sale, and plumes had suddenly gone out of fashion. Its loan portfolio was 

heavy with real estate and farm mortgages on which payments had ceased. In November 1914, when the 

British Government put copper on the “absolute contraband” list, all Arizona felt it; simultaneously a bank 

in California, in which the Valley Bank of Phoenix had $75,000 on deposit, closed. The bank owned 

securities but these were unsalable, for the stock market remained closed also. 

The depositors were partially rescued by the principals in The Gila Valley Bank and Trust 

Company, based in the copper mining district of east-central Arizona at Morenci. These men had no 

previous stake in the Valley Bank. The Morenci group incorporated a new bank, The Valley Bank, Phoenix, 

on December 29, 1914, and folded the deposits and good assets from the old bank into it. Venerable Gila 

Valley bankers Louis Ricketts, Charles Mills and an investor friend of Ricketts named Thomas Cole infused 

it with $912,000 of their own money, adding to $150,000 contributed by the old Valley Bank directors, to 

put the new entity on a sound footing. This money bought out the questionable paper held by the failed 

bank. 

They simultaneously set up The Valley Bank Adjustment Company, which held the slow, doubtful 

and bad paper from the failed bank. The Adjustment Company operated like a receivership, charged with 

liquidating the questionable assets for the benefit of the depositors and the bankers who infused the new 

bank with their own money. 

The new Valley Bank opened December 31st, amidst much public jubilation by the 9,200 

depositors in the failed bank. The value of depositor money in the failed bank was allocated 80 percent to 

the new Valley Bank and 20 percent to the Adjustment Company. This mechanism allowed them to recoup 

more than they would have if the failed bank been placed in receivership and gave them access to most of 

their funds immediately. Although the principals of the Gila Valley Bank and Trust Company shepherded 

and partially financed the new bank and adjustment company, there was no financial involvement of their 

Gila Valley bank with either venture. Those individuals, of course, were major stockholders in the two new 

Phoenix enterprises. 

Later, in 1922, they merged the Gila Valley and Trust Company into Valley Bank, and moved their 

headquarters to Phoenix. Valley Bank went on to be renamed Valley Bank and Trust Company in 1930, 

then was nationalized as Valley National Bank of Phoenix in 1935. It quickly grew into the largest bank in 

Arizona with an extensive branch network throughout the state. 

HISTORY OF PHOENIX 

The following historical sketch is distilled from Wikipedia and Out of the Ashes. It gives you a feel 

for how new and small Phoenix was when The First National Bank was in operation. Phoenix is located a 

bit northeast and upstream from where the Salt River from the east flows into the Gila River coming from 

the southeast. However, if you visit Phoenix, don’t look for water in these rivers. They generally are bone 

dry now. 

Much of northern Mexico was ceded to the United States in 1848 as a result of the Mexican-

American War. The part of that territory that at first became New Mexico Territory included the northern 

three quarters of Arizona and what is now Phoenix. The Gadsden Purchase to the south, which included 

Tucson, was negotiated with Mexico in 1853, with a primary objective being to tack on lands in southern 

Arizona and New Mexico that were suitable for the construction of an east-west continental railroad. 

Southern Arizona was contested ground during the Civil War. Both the Confederate Arizona 

Territory, organized by Southern sympathizers in 1861 with capital in Tucson, and the United States 

Arizona Territory, organized by Congress in 1863 with capital at Fort Whipple (now Prescott) included the 

Salt River Valley within their borders. The valley was not militarily important, however, and did not witness 

conflict. 

The U. S. Army established Fort McDowell on the south-flowing Verde River in 1865 to suppress 

the Native Americans. Fort McDowell lay east of what became Phoenix. Hispanic workers at the fort had 

established a camp on the south side of the Salt River by 1866, which was the first non-native civilian 
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settlement in the valley. In later years, other nearby settlements would form and merge to become Tempe, 

east of Phoenix. 

Jack Swilling, a Confederate veteran who had earlier come west in the 1850s to seek his fortune, is 

credited with founding Phoenix. On an outing in 1857, he stopped to rest at the foot of the White Tank 

Mountains where he observed the abandoned flat Salt River valley. The terrain and climate were optimal 

for farming and was studded with Hohokam ruins and canals. 

Swilling organized the excavation of a series of canals that followed the Hohokam canals, and 

founded Pumpkinville, some 4 miles east of what would become downtown Phoenix. A succession of 

names followed or were proposed for the settlement, but finally at the suggestion of a Lord Darrell Duppa, 

the name of Phoenix was settled upon—a city raised from the ruins of a former civilization. 

The Board of Supervisors of Yavapai County officially recognized the new town on May 4, 1865. 

The first post office was established there on June 15, 1868, with Jack Swilling as postmaster. The 1870 

census counted 240 residents. On October 20, 1872, the residents held a meeting to decide where to locate 

a formal townsite, and settled on a 320-acre plot of land that they purchased in what is now the downtown 

business district. 

In the meantime, the territorial legislature created Maricopa County on February 12, 1871, which 

encompassed Phoenix. Tom Barnum was elected sheriff, running unopposed when the election was held in 

1871. His former campaign rivals John A Chenowth and Jim Favorite had engaged in a duel that ended in 

Favorite’s demise, so Chenowth withdrew from the race. 

Phoenix was subdivided with several lots selling for an average of $48. The first store and church 

opened in 1871. The public school held its first class in the courtroom of the county building on September 

5, 1872. 

President Ulysses S. Grant issued a land patent for an enlarged Phoenix townsite on April 10, 1874. 

The total value of the expanded Phoenix townsite was $550, with downtown lots selling for between $7 

and $11 each. A telegraph office, 16 saloons, four dance halls and two private banks were opened a short 

time later. 

Phoenix had a population of 2,453 in 1880, and was incorporated as a city in 1881. The coming of 

the railroad in 1887 was the first of several important events that revolutionized the economy of Phoenix. 

The Phoenix and Maricopa Railroad, a spur of the transcontinental Southern Pacific Railroad, was extended 

from Maricopa through Phoenix and on into Tempe. Merchandise now flowed in by rail instead of wagon. 

Phoenix became a trade center with its products reaching eastern and western markets. 

The population grew to 5,554 by 1900. The next major economic boost came in the form of the 

National Reclamation Act of 1902, signed into law by Theodore Roosevelt, which provide for dams on 

western rivers for reclamation purposes. Valley residents were quick to embrace this by organizing the Salt 

River Valley Water Users Association on February 7, 1903, to manage the water and power supply. 

Roosevelt Dam, completed in 1911 on the Salt River east of the valley, was an early fruit of their labors, 

and provided stable irrigation and municipal supplies, as well as hydroelectric power. 

The population of Phoenix crept up to 48,000 in 1930. The real boom commenced with World War 

II when the rest of the nation discovered Phoenix. The Phoenix metro area now holds 1.6 million, the 6th 

largest city in the nation. 

STATE CAPITOL 

Prescott was designated as the capital of the Arizona Territory in 1864, replacing the temporary 

capital at Fort Whipple just to the northeast. The territorial capital was moved to Tucson in 1867, then back 

to Prescott in 1877. Finally, the territorial legislature settled upon Phoenix as the capital in 1889, owing to 

its more accessible central location and better transportation infrastructure. Phoenix was smaller than 

Tucson at the time, but it flourished to become the largest city in the state. Arizona was granted statehood 

on February 14, 1912. 
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