
The Earliest National Bank Titles 

and the Numbered Banks 

Numerous organizers began to submit applications to form national banks after the National Bank 

Act passed on February 25, 1863. One of the first steps in this procedure was to reserve a title from the 

Comptroller of the Currency. Although the National Bank Act did not specify a form for the title, Treasury 

Secretary Salmon P. Chase directed that all national banks use only numerical titles; that is, First, Second, 

Third, etc., for banks in the same city. Treasury Bulletin Number 8, of July 7, 1863, confirmed this policy. 

Chase considered it necessary in order to give the banks a truly national character. 

One of the first state banks to convert was the Piscataqua Exchange Bank of Portsmouth, New 

Hampshire. This picturesque title gave way to The First National Bank of Portsmouth, that received charter 

19. Correspondence with the Comptroller’s office reveals that the officers of the bank hoped to get charter 

1, believing they had submitted the first application. 

Hugh McCulloch (1888), the first Comptroller of the Currency, disagreed with Chase’s numbering 

policy because it contributed to the unwillingness of many of the officers of leading state banks to join the 

national banking system. Naturally the bankers opposed relinquishing their established titles, and 
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Figure 1. The Piscataqua Exchange Bank of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, became The First 

National Bank (19). 
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McCulloch had no satisfactory response to their arguments. 

By the spring of 1864, 344 national banks had been chartered with numbered titles, but the list did 

not contain many of the most distinguished and powerful banks in the country. Chase realized his dictate 

had to change to ensure that the oldest and biggest state banks would join the new national banking system. 

He accepted McCulloch’s proposal to allow the word national to be inserted into existing titles. Soon 

thereafter, The New York Exchange Bank of the City of New York converted, becoming The New York 

National Exchange Bank of New York (345). 

The venerable Bank of North America of Philadelphia steadfastly resisted even adding national to 

its title. Its president and directors insisted that because Congress had originally chartered the bank in 

December 1781, there was no need to modify its title. Comptroller of the Currency Hugh McCulloch 

conceded, so the bank was allowed to retain its original title, the only bank in the country to win such a 

favor (Lewis, 1882). The bank converted in 1864, and received charter 602. 

Although many established bankers balked at renaming their banks with numbered titles, bankers 

in new institutions embraced the numbering concept, especially those that got First because it conferred 

added cachet. Kane (1922, p. 498-499) wrote: 
The name First National Bank is the only bank title that ever had a commercial value, consequently this 

title was very much in demand by the organizers of new banks and by the officers of existing banks desiring 

to change the names of their associations. * * * The title First National, if it means anything, indicates that 

the bank of that name was the first bank to be established in the place of its location. Acting on this 

assumption, therefore, other banks having items for collection and no regular correspondent at that place, 

sent their business to the First National Bank. * * * Previous to the passage of the Federal Reserve Act the 

Figure 2. The Leather Manufacturers’ Bank became the Leather Manufacturers National 

Bank of New York (1196). 
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title of First National was much more valuable than it has been since the Federal Reserve Banks established 

the practice of collecting at par all checks and drafts for member banks in their respective districts and 

crediting them with the proceeds on their books. But even without these collection items there is a great 

deal of business that goes to banks with the title of First National which they probably would not receive 

otherwise, so that the title still retains considerable commercial value. 

The highest number reached was The Tenth National Bank for banks in both New York (307) and 

Philadelphia (3423), respectively chartered in 1864 and 1885. There was a Ninth of Dallas, Texas (4415), 

but besides it, only banks in New York and Philadelphia issued notes with Sixth or higher numbered titles. 

All ten numbered banks actually existed in New York, and all issued large size notes. However, 

only The First National Bank of the City of New York (29) survived to issue Series of 1929 notes. There 

were two Seventh National Banks in New York, but both were originally chartered under different names. 

Charter 998, that was originally The Seventh Ward National Bank, became The Seventh National Bank on 

March 1, 1888. Much later The Progress National Bank (11844), chartered in 1920, changed to The Seventh 

Avenue National Bank in 1923, and later to Seventh National Bank in 1925. Charter 998 issued only Series 

of 1882 brown backs before liquidating in 1903, and charter 11844 issued only Series of 1902 blue seal 

plain backs with the Seventh National Bank name. 

Philadelphia had all numbered titles up through Tenth, except for Fifth. Probably the Comptroller 

reserved Fifth for an organization that never perfected its charter. Only the Sixth, Eighth, Ninth and Tenth 

Figure 3. The Bank of North America, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (602), was the only national 

bank that did not have the word national in its title, a concession to the bank officers by 

Comptroller of the Currency Hugh McCulloch when they converted their bank into a national 

bank in 1864. 
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survived long enough to issue Series of 1902 red and blue seals. The Sixth and Eighth also issued Series of 

1929 notes. No genuine notes are known to have survived from The Fourth National Bank (286), that closed 

in 1871. 

There were Fifth National Banks in eight cities, including in charter number order Chicago (320), 

New York (341), Providence (1002), Pittsburgh (1894), Cincinnati (2798), St. Louis (2835), Grand Rapids 

(3488) and San Antonio (4748). However, there was no Second or Third in Grand Rapids, or First, Second, 

Third or Fourth in San Antonio. 

It is not possible to complete a series type set with every numbered title. For example, no Series of 

1882 date or value backs are possible on any Fifth or higher national banks. In addition, no Seventh issued 

Series of 1902 red seals or date backs, or 1929 notes. No Fifth, Ninth or Tenth issued Series of 1929 notes. 

No Eighth issued Series of 1929 type 2 notes. 
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This chapter is from The Encyclopedia of U. S. National Bank Notes published jointly by the National Currency 

Foundation (www.nationalcurrencyfoundation.com) and Society of Paper Money Collectors (www.spmc.org). 
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