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The Enigmatic
Stephen Girard

by

Edward Schuman

H ISPANIOLA is the second largest island in the West In-
dies, located between Cuba and Puerto Rico.
Christopher Columbus discovered the island in 1492

and claimed it for Spain. The first French settlers were pirates
who used the small island of Tortue, north of Hispaniola as a
base in the 1600s. Spain recognized French rule of the western
part of the island in 1697. The French brought African slaves to
farm their great plantations, but treated them so brutally that
numerous uprisings took place. The result of one of these insur-
rections ultimately affected the destiny of the United States and
the life of Stephen Girard.

charter was up for renewal it was denied. On the eve of the
beginning of the War of 1812 the U.S. Treasury lost a well
managed financial institution. Its shares were easily sold off at a
profit due to the surplus of its excellent management.

In 1812. Girard purchased the bank building and commenc-
ed operations under his own name. He retained the officers of
the old institution, and continued its successful operation.
Girard was the financial benefactor to the United States Govern-
ment during this war. He made large advances to the govern-
ment. In 1814, when the treasury could only obtain $20,000
out of a proposed loan of $5.000,000, he advanced the sum
promptly. When the government did not have the necessary
funds to pay the interest on the national debt during the same
year. he wrote to the Secretary of the Treasury and offered to
wait for his money, or, to receive it in treasury notes.

When the Second Bank of the United States was established
in 1816, Girard played an important part in its operation, and
served as a commissioner and director. His signature appears
on an illustrated subscription book receipt.

He was active in banking from the early years of the century.
Banking receipts issued to Stephen Girard from the Bank of
North America and the Bank of Pennsylvania, as well as the
First Bank of the United States, are in the author's collection.
Most are for sums in the thousands of dollars. which perhaps
would correspond to millions today.

4 0

Stephen Girard was born near Bordeaux in France on the
24th of May 1750. His father was a sea captain, and the son
followed in his footsteps. At an early age, with limited educa-
tion, young Girard sailed as a cabin boy on a voyage to the West
Indies. By the time he was eighteen years old, he was the cap-
tain and part owner of the vessel. During the Revolutionary
War, he discontinued his life at sea and became a merchant in
Philadelphia. He opened a cider bottling establishment, which
sold liquor to the soldiers of the Continental Army, and started a
grocery business. However, by 1780, at the age of thirty, he had
returned to the sea.

It was fate that during one of the slave revolts he had two of
his vessels in port. Several of the wealthy French plantation
owners gave him their treasures for safekeeping during the
fighting. They and their families were subsequently killed by the
slaves, leaving Stephen Girard with a huge fortune.

Girard invested heavily in shares of the Bank of the United
States. This first bank had been a profitable one. It was author-
ized to make loans, hold deposits and issue notes. It served as
the depository for the funds of the United States. However,
many important people still opposed the bank, and when its

The character of Girard is totally different from his role as a
banker. Due to a childhood accident at sea, his face was badly
disfigured and he had lost an eye. This seems to have soured his
disposition and throughout his life most people considered him
unapproachable. He was a miser, ready to take advantage of
any legal technicality to avoid paying a bill. He demanded the
most from his employees and gave in return only their basic
wages. He personified the Scrooge character of Charles Dickens
perfectly. He was inhospitable, and his appearance was forbid-
ding. By 1812 he had become partially deaf, and in 1830, a
year before he died, he lost the sight of his remaining eye. He
was a disbeliever in Christianity, and had named his ships after
noted French free-thinkers.

At his death in 1831, his estate amounted to more than
$9,000,000, the bulk of which he bequeathed for charitable
purposes. The City of Philadelphia was given thousands of
dollars for public improvement. His will contained nine pages
for the disposal of his estate: to the Pennsylvania Hospital,
$30,000; to the Pennsylvania Institution for the Deaf and
Dumb, $20,000: to the Orphan Asylum of Philadelphia,
$10,000 and a like amount to the Philadelphia public schools.
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A Bank of the United States subscription receipt signed by Stephen Girard.

A check drawn on the Girard Bank in Philadelphia.

He contributed $10,000 to the City of Philadelphia for the
distribution of fuel to the poor every winter and the same
amount to the Society for the Relief of distressed masters of
ships. Five hundred thousand dollars was given to the City of
Philadelphia for street and building improvements, and
$300,000 for improvements in canal navigation in Penn-
sylvania.

Girard's principal bequest was $2,000,000 for the erection of
a building, which he had designed down to the most minute
details, as part of the will, to be used as a college for orphans. By
a provision of the will, no missionary or minister of any sect
whatever is to hold any position in the college, nor to be admit-
ted to the premises even as a visitor. The object in Girards words
was "'to keep the tender minds of the orphans who are to derive
advantages from this bequest free from the excitement which
clashing doctrines and sectarian controversy are so apt to pro-
duce' leaving them free to choose on their entrance into active

life 'such religious tenets as their mature reason may enable
them to prefer."'

Girard Avenue, a major thoroughfare in Philadelphia, bears
his name as does Girard College. There have been several
banks with the Girard name. The illustrated 1868 check has
been pen altered from the Girard Bank to the Girard National
Bank. A broken bank note for $1, printed by the American
Banknote Company, is from the same era. Girard, Pa. is a city
that also bears his name.

Presently the Girard Bank and Trust Company, a major bank
in Philadelphia, is carrying the banking name into the present.

One must wonder about the fate of this man, as well as the
United States, if he had not had his vessels anchored in Hispan-
iola at a most propitious time. ■

The material for this article is taken from the Appletons Cyclopedia of
American Biography published in 1896. The line drawing of Stephen
Girard along with the facsimile of his signature is from the same book.
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