
Peter White, 
Marquette, Michigan, 

Master of the Vanity Signature 

Bold oversize vanity signatures can dress up any national bank note and like all things that can be 

measured and parsed, there has to be one that tops them all. We think we found it with that of Peter White, 

president of The First National Bank of Marquette, Michigan. 

The perfect canvas for White’s signature was the right 

third of Series of 1902 red seal faces. Some of these have 

survived in high grade and the remarkable thing to observe is 

the practiced consistency of his individually penned signatures 

among them. 

White was a legend in Marquette and Upper Peninsula 

Michigan lore, having been one of Marquette’s pioneers who 

literally chopped out a space in the forest upon which to settle 

at the moment the townsite was founded in 1849. 

He set himself up in private banking in 1853 as Peter 

White & Co. in Marquette, a firm that he used as a springboard 

to launch The First National Bank of Marquette, which was 

chartered on April 19, 1864. He served as its first cashier 

through 1868, then as president until his death on June 6, 1908. 

But a banking career was only one facet of this tireless 

entrepreneur. 

White wasn’t born with a silver spoon in his mouth. He 

was born October 31, 1830 in Rome, New York, son of an 

Episcopal clergyman. His mother died before he was nine, and 

shortly thereafter he and his father as part of a colony migrated 

to the wilds of Green Bay, Wisconsin, where the father 

Figure 1. The canvas provided by the right third of the faces of Series of 1902 red seals were 

perfect for Peter White’s flamboyant penned signature. He died before he could sign 1902 

blue seals. Heritage Auction Archives photo. 
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Figure 2. Peter White, circa 1900. Photo 

from Sawyer (1911). 
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remarried. Peter got some schooling in Green Bay, but, in due course chaffing under his stepmother, set off 

on his own at age 13 for Mackinac Island to find his own life. 

Mackinac Island was a rough and tumble fur trading station on the frontier. It is clear that White 

avoided the debaucheries while picking up whatever work he could find including clerking in a store. He 

had an agile mind so he learned the wiles of business and became fluent in French and Chippewa, which 

served him well for the rest of his life. 

He moved on to Sault Ste. Marie where he found employ as a crewman on a schooner named Bela 

Hubbard that plied between the Sault and Detroit. The schooner sank on one run and the crew was rescued 

by another ship that made a stop at Bay City. While there, White fell from a pile of lumber into the hold 

and broke his arm. It was poorly set so by the time he reached Detroit it was badly swollen. The doctors 

there prepared to amputate. A Dr. Pitcher intervened, treated the swelling until it subsided, and then reset 

the arm sans anesthetics so that after a four-month recovery White was able to find employment as a clerk 

at Freeman & Bro. a store in Detroit, where he worked for a year. 

He then returned to Mackinac Island for two years. In 1849 he joined a party organized by Robert 

Graveraet to prospect in the newly discovered iron fields of the Upper Peninsula for what would become 

the Marquette Iron Company. They landed at the site of Marquette and in due course took possession of 

iron-rich land in the interior near what is now Ishpeming. In June they returned to the shore of Lake Superior 

and began to carve out the Marquette townsite and build industrial facilities required for the venture. 

Although White was but a laborer and not quite 20 years old, he gained notice as being industrious, smart 

and a capable interpreter. By 1850, he was put in charge of the company store. 

White was firmly on Marquette soil and rooted there. When Marquette County was organized in 

1851, he was elected county clerk and register of deeds, despite being underaged. As County clerk, he was 

a member of the school board and served in that capacity until his death. He began studying law and 

succeeded in passing the bar. 

He developed into an ambitious multifaceted personality who pursued opportunities in business, 

law, government and politics—too many and convoluted endeavors to chronical here. To get a flavor for 

his pursuits, here is a snapshot of his life in 1857 when he was a young man of 27 years. He was still running 

the Marquette Iron Company store; worked part time as a lawyer; served as country clerk, registrar of deeds, 

school board treasurer, postmaster, land registrar and collector of customs; was a state representative; and 

got married. 

Figure 3. Peter White, a Cleveland-

Cliffs Steamboat Company Great 

Lakes freighter. Notice White’s 

signature on the bow. Marine 

Historical Society of Detroit photo. 
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In due course he got heavily involved in real estate eventually amassing significant timberland 

holdings. Sensing serious demand for iron, by the end of the Civil War he was brokering iron from the 

Upper Peninsula and all points between including Detroit for resale to lucrative markets in Cleveland. The 

cash flow from this activity comprised the foundation for his personal fortune. 

He successfully lobbied for several major public works during his lifetime. Notable was his success 

in 1852 in lobbying Congress to provide for the means by which Michigan was able to underwrite 

construction of a canal and locks to bypass the Sault rapids, thereby providing navigable passage to Lake 

Superior. This, of course, opened the Upper Peninsula iron deposits to markets to the southeast. He also 

lobbied the Michigan legislator for establishment of the Northern State Normal School in Marquette, now 

Northern Michigan University, a goal realized in 1899 after a 25-year campaign. 

He emerged as the greatest philanthropic benefactor of Marquette. His most visible achievement 

was that he gave generously of time and money to establish the Marquette public library, including housing 

part of it in his First National Bank building. Ultimately this effort culminated in the Peter White Public 

Library built in 1904. He was appointed to the State Board of Library Commissioners in 1903, a position 

he held until his death. 

This self-made man, who himself cobbled together an ad hoc education, was awarded an honorary 

Master of Arts degree by the University of Michigan in 1900 and in 1903 was elected to the Board of 

Regents of the University of Michigan, another post that he held until his death in 1908. 

His signature became one of his most lasting legacies. It certainly is one of the most flamboyant 

known to national bank note collectors. But more so, it is recognized in maritime lore for having been 

splashed in bold white letters across both sides of the bow of the Peter White, a Great Lakes coal-fired 

steam-driven bulk freighter owned by the Cleveland-Cliffs Steamship Company that was launched in 1905. 

A signature like White’s expresses ego, yet all chroniclers emphasize that White was a generous, 

congenial, easily approachable man who could relate well to people from all stations in life. Here is a case 

where great success in life and flamboyance in signature did not translate into arrogance or snobbery. 

Sources for Information 
Barbour, Levi L., June 1909, Peter White as man and as citizen: The Michigan Alumnus, p. 407-412. 

Sawyer, Alvah Littlefield, 1911, A history of the Northern Peninsula of Michigan and its people, Vol 1: Lewis Publishing Company, 

Chicago. 
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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). 

Figure 4. Peter White was involved with the bank from its founding in 1864, so his wonderful 

signature is on early notes as well. This Series of 1882 jewel is the earliest that I could find 

although some Original/1875s are reported. National Currency Foundation census photo. 
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