
The First National Bank of Washington 

and the 

First National Bank Note 

THE FIRST NATIONAL BANK ISSUE 

The story of the very first national bank note that was issued reveals symbolism and personal 

alliances, so makes for fascinating banking lore. 

The First National Bank of Washington, DC, was the 26th national bank to be chartered in the 

country, an event that occurred July 16, 1863. In contrast, The First National Bank of Philadelphia, charter 

number 1, was the first to be chartered, on June 20, 1863; and The First National Bank of Davenport, Iowa, 

charter number 15, was the first to actually open for business, on June 29. Despite the latter firsts, it was 

the desire of Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase that his national bank notes would debut in the city 

of Washington, so the spotlight fell on The First National Bank of Washington. 

There has been speculation about his motives for introducing the revolutionary new class of 
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Figure 1. The First National Bank of Washington, District of Columbia (26), was the first 

bank to receive national bank notes. This is the top note from the first sheet issued to the 

bank, which was saved by cashier William S. Huntington. 
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currency that he fathered in the nation’s capital. Some view the release there as a symbolic gesture designed 

to impress on the financial and political communities as well as the public that, despite the war, the federal 

government was still firmly in control in Washington. Others attribute it to his close professional 

relationship with the bank’s organizer, famed financier Jay Cooke, who was engaged in the promotion and 

sale of the federal bonds needed to finance the Civil War. 

The former seems more likely because introducing national bank notes in Washington carried 

greater political cachet, and symbolized the national character of the issue more effectively, than a release 

in Philadelphia or even New York. After all, Chase was a man possessed of great political acumen and he 

was a master at promoting himself and his agendas. Certainly, releasing the first national bank notes in 

Washington, DC, was preferable to having them appear first in the boondocks of Davenport, Iowa! 

The first denomination to be released was the $5. Accordingly, the design and engraving of the 

plates for the Original Series $5 pressed ahead with urgency once the National Bank Act passed. The plates 

carried four $5 notes. When it came time to schedule the actual printings, preparation of the plate for The 

First National Bank of Washington moved to the head of the line, and was scheduled for the earliest 

production. The plates were prepared by the Continental Bank Note Company, and the fronts, backs, and 

sheet serials were printed by Continental Bank Note Company at its facilities in New York City. 

The first shipment of 1,000 incomplete sheets for the bank was received at Comptroller of the 

Currency Hugh McCulloch’s office in the Treasury Building on December 18, 1863, a Friday. Half the 

sheets were carried upstairs to the Bureau of Engraving and PrintingCthen a modest operation on the upper 

floor of the Treasury Building without a formal nameCwhere the Treasury seals and serial numbers were 

immediately overprinted on the sheets. 

Treasury sheet serial numbering for the Original Series 5-5-5-5 combination was arbitrarily started 

at red serial number 9, whereas the bank sheet serials were begun with 1. Consequently, there was no 

confusion between the Treasury and bank sheet numbers. The idea of using prefix letters to distinguish the 

Treasury sheet serials had not been thought of at the time. 

The first 500 sheets bearing bank serials 1-500; Treasury serials 9-508, were delivered to the bank 

the following Monday, December 21st. It is clear that the release of the notes to the bank and the public 

was a big event. It appears very likely that Secretary Chase was on hand for the unveiling. The sheets were 

pen signed by Henry D. Cooke, brother of Jay Cooke, who had been installed as president, and William S. 

Huntington, cashier. 

The first sheet was cut, and the top note saved by Huntington and survives to this day as fresh as 

the day it was printed. That note was passed down through Huntington’s family to his great granddaughter, 

who consigned it through David Sundman to the March 3, 2001 Lyn Knight Currency Auction, where it 

was sold into Jess Lipka’s collection. 

Remarkably, a second note survived from the bottom of the same sheet. This specimen is 

considered more historic because it was presented to Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase, who wrote 

on the back of his note “First national bank note issued” and signed his initials “SPC.”  Chase then carried 

it in his wallet folded up with the first $1 Series of 1862 legal tender note. 

The Chase specimen survived in very fine to extremely fine condition, and eventually was obtained 

in the 1960s by Washington, DC, numismatist Phil Lampkin, now deceased. It resurfaced and now resides 

as the centerpiece in Mark Hotz’ collection. 

Ten more shipments of the Washington $5s from the Continental Bank Note Company arrived at 

the Comptroller’s office from December 19, 1863, to January 4, 1864, each containing 500 sheets, bringing 

the total number of Washington 5-5-5-5 sheets to 6,000. They were quickly completed and forwarded to 

the bank. 

The next national bank note sheet combination to see production was the 10-10-10-10, and the first 

shipment from it was sent to The First National Bank of Philadelphia, Jay Cooke’s premier bank, on 

December 29, 1863, eight days after the initial $5 Washington release. 

The layout of the security clause on this $5 note is found only on the first half dozen or so 5-5-5-5 

Original Series plates that were made. All lines of wording in the security clause on these plates are slid to 

the left relative to “The United States.” The most noticeable is the line reading “This note is secured by 
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bonds of,” which on the Washington note is positioned so that the “t” in “This” is centered over the “n” in 

“United States,” whereas on the later standardized plates, it is over the “i.” Also there are notable differences 

in the locations of various flourishes around the security clause, most obvious being the presence of a 

flourish to the left of the upper plate letter on the early plates. 

The original plate was eventually replaced by one having the more modern layout. The second plate 

was used for the last of the printings for the bank. The subjects on the second plate are also lettered A-B-

C-D; so, in order to distinguish between notes from it and its predecessor, one must look at the security 

clause. 

THE FIRST NATIONAL BANK OF WASHINGTON 

The First National Bank of Washington was organized on July 16, 1863. It was the first national 

bank organized to do business and act as a government depository in the District of Columbia. The principal 

shareholders were members of the firm Jay Cooke & Company, of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, who 

collectively owned approximately 3,500 of the 5,000 shares. 

Officers of the bank included president Henry D. Cooke, brother of Jay Cooke, and cashier William 

S. Huntington. At the time, Henry Cooke was a resident of Georgetown, DC, and was the first governor of 

the District of Columbia, during the period when the district was operating under a territorial form of 

government. The First National Bank occupied the second floor of the private bank of Jay Cooke & 

Company, on 15th Street opposite the Treasury Building, a most prestigious location. 

Henry Cooke was a former editor of the Ohio State Journal of Columbus, a newspaper in which 

Senator Salmon P. Chase had an interest. After President Lincoln had appointed Chase as Secretary of the 

Treasury, Chase brought Cooke over to be an assistant. 

Chase was charged with raising $320 million dollars when the Civil War broke out, $240 million 

to be borrowed through bond sales. Henry’s brother Jay Cook, the prominent Philadelphia banker and 

financier successfully marketed the bonds and, in the process, earned a reputation as the nation’s most 

prestigious banker as well as greatly endeared himself to Chase. 

Henry Cooke, president of The First National Bank of Washington, was a bit of an embarrassment 

to Jay. Henry had always been the cause of much worry to the New York partners of Jay Cooke & Co. 

because of his personal extravagance, debts, and commitments to risky enterprises. By 1869, he was living 

in a house that cost $75,000, and was building another for upwards of $100,000. He had personal notes and 

overdrafts with Jay Cooke & Co. and The First National of Washington to the amount of $416,000. 

Henry also established the National Safe Deposit Company of Washington, approved by Congress 

on January 22, 1867. He and William S. Huntington were directors. Huntington served as treasurer of this 

organization until 1872, when he died in March of pneumonia. 

In the meantime, Jay Cooke purchased the Northern Pacific Railroad in 1869, and soon thereafter 

started running into serious financial troubles that were exacerbated by the Panic of 1873. The panic began 

on September 8th in New York with the failure of the Warehouse Security Company, which was heavily 

involved in railroad financing. The collapse quickly spread to other brokerage houses and banks burdened 

with railroad securities, forcing a ten-day closure of the New York Stock Exchange for the first time in its 

history. 

On September 14, 1873, Henry Cooke announced his resignation as Governor of the District of 

Columbia, stating “I am urged to this action by the fact that the combined demands from my private business 

and my public duties have been so exacting that I am no longer able to meet both.” Jay Cooke & Company 

failed September 18, 1873. The First National Bank of Washington was placed in the hands of receiver 

Edwin L. Stanton the next day. 

Ironically, The First National Bank of Washington, the 26th national bank chartered, was the 26th 

national bank to fail in the country. 

The Committee on Banking and Currency, which delivered its report during the first session of the 

Forty-third Congress, investigated the failure of The First National Bank. They discovered that the bank 

had two special features: (1) it acted as a fiscal agent for the government, and (2) it served as a redemption 

agent for the currency of other national banks. Stanton, in his report to the Comptroller of the Currency, 

stated that the bank had been engaged in a large business, especially in collections and in the redemption 
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of mutilated notes. The number of banks corresponding and dealing with it was unusually large. Through 

lack of proper management of this business, carelessness and sloppiness prevailed. No record was found of 

any cash settlements having been made in this department of the bank’s business to prove the accuracy of 

the account, or to verify the amount of the currency on hand. 

From August 1st to September 18th, the date of failure, the current debt of Jay Cooke and Company 

in New York had increased from $238,682.76 to $748,960.69. Of this increase, $240,000 had been on the 

15th and 16th of September from the Washington bank. The conclusion of the committee was that these 

large transfers of monies were really loans made to bolster a firm in difficulty, and were not legitimate 

deposits. At the date of failure, Jay Cooke & Company owed The First National Bank of Washington 

directly and indirectly nearly $900,000, including $100,000 as endorsers of Northern Pacific Railroad 

paper. 

The cause of failure for The First National Bank of Washington was ascribed to “failure of large 

debtors.” No small part of the blame for the failure can be leveled at Henry Cooke’s mismanagement and 

extravagant lifestyle. The linkage between the bank and Jay Cooke & Company resulted in a run on the 

bank and its collapse on the same day that Jay Cooke & Company failed. 

The Washington receivership was closed July 24, 1876, on the happy note that the depositors 

ultimately recovered 100 percent of their deposits. 
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