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First in war; first in peace; first in the
portfolio of a countryman.

,Z/trt Cat (-ta/c
AND THE EARLIEST KNOWN
AMERICAN STOCK CERTIFICATE

by NED W. DOWNING

The Bank of North America was chartered by Continen-
tal Congress on December 31, 1781 as our country's first
incorporated stockholder-owned business—the begin-
ning of corporate America! Bestowing the privilege of
incorporation was viewed most suspiciously by the Con-
gress of a nation fighting against England's misuse of
such prerequisites, but there seemed no other alterna-
tive in 1781. The United States' financial condition was
then in total disarray. Continental currency provided the
biggest part of patriot financing until 1779. For the next
two years Washington's army would have starved and
gone shoeless into battle were it not for the extraordi-
nary efforts of Robert Morris—"Financier of the Revolu-
tion"—chosen Superintendent of Finance by Congress
in 1781. Continental currency had sunk in value until it
was hardly worth the paper it was printed on by the
time the bank opened its doors for business!

OBERT Morris and other leading Philadelphia citizens
organized a public subscription that resulted in
commitments to borrow almost £300,000 to supply

Washington's army for the expected campaign of 1780. In May
of 1781 newly elected Superintendant of finance Morris pro-
posed to Congress to establish a national bank with a capital
of $400,000 specie by selling 1000 shares at $400 per share—
America's first IPO ! Subscriptions to the national bank were
aided by the transfer of pledges from the earlier 1780 sub-
scription, but even after the monumental patriot victory at
the Battle of Yorktown in August only $85,000 had been raised
by December 1781. All but the most patriotic citizens viewed
the proposed Bank of North America scheme as a sure way to
lose what little money they had left. Morris and his bank
scheme received a windfall when Tench Francis arrived in Phila-
delphia—spirited through enemy lines from Boston—with
many teams of oxen dragging some $470,000 in cash bor-
rowed from the French King Louis XVI as the result of plead-
ings by Minister Plenipotentiary Benjamin Franklin and special
emissary of Congress, Col. John Laurens, Alexander Hamilton's
best friend. Morris immediately subscribed to the 633 shares
remaining of the new bank on behalf of the United States and

completed the subscription list so that the bank could be
officially incorporated on December 31, and open its doors
for business on January 7, 1782 amidst much fanfare.

Monied men withheld their financial support from the ini-
tial subscription for many reasons, not the least of which was
their suspicions about the legality of the bank's national char-
ter granted by the Continental Congress. Robert Morris and
Thomas Willing, the first president of the bank (and Morris'
private business partner), immediately applied to Pennsylva-
nia for a charter on behalf of the bank. This was granted in
March of 1782. When Massachusetts and other states also
granted the bank incorporated status, the perpetual franchise
status of the Bank of North America began to look more prom-
ising.

The bank, under Superintendent of Finance Morris' direc-
tion in 1782-3, struggled to support the credit of the United
States, to supply Washington's army, to discount merchants
notes and to make a profit. Superintendent of Finance Robert
Morris skillfully maneuvered the bank's notes, the French cash,
Continental currency, state-issued currency, New Emission
Money, his personal notes and bills of exchange, and U.S.
government bills of exchange on France, Spain, and the Neth-
erlands. State and U.S. government loans held by the bank,
and the 633 shares of Bank of North America stock purchased
initially by the United States, subsequently became collateral
(and later payment) for various government loans. For a while
John Paul Jones, the famous Revolutionary War sea captain
was the bank's largest stockholder. Later, Robert Morris be-
came the bank's biggest individual stockholder other than the
United States with only 20 shares as late as June 30, 1783.
George Washington described Morris' financial wheeling and
dealing as the "Art Magick!" It's possible that Morris invented
the legendary so-called "mirrors" on Wall Street referred to
today as the means to accomplish monumental transactions
without the apparent resources to do so. Morris' letters to
Franklin in Paris proposing a massive international check-kit-
ing scheme underscore the desperate situation Morris faced.
Morris, as Superintendent of Finance, had few solid resources
other than his reputation, business contacts, and personal
credit, but the Bank of North America provided his biggest
opportunity for urgently needed credit expansion as the Ameri-
can economy made the difficult transition from war to peace.

In 1782 Jeremiah Wadsworth and "John Carter," military
contractors to both the American and French armies, began
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buying up stock in the bank sold by original stockholders in
multiple distress sales at $380 per share plus the 41/2% divi-
dend declared in July. John Chaloner, merchant and trader
from Philadelphia, was their broker in these transactions and
in doing so may have been acting as our nation's very first
stock broker. "Wadsworth and Carter," as their partnership
was known, bought 21 shares prior to the news of a peace
agreement in March of 1783. Several of Morris' letters of the
period contain bold statements touting the investment merits
of the bank stock. His efforts to sell stock in the Bank of North
America predated those of John Chaloner and Morris' appoint-
ment as Superintendent of Finance. Morris thus also holds a
claim to being our nation's first stockbroker-investment
banker!

After the bank announced a 6 1/2% dividend, Morris and his
friends bought up the remaining shares (Treasury stock ex-
changed by the U. S. with the bank in lieu of repayment of
bank loans) of the original 633 held by the bank in July of
1783. Thus, the closely knit group of Morris' clerk and cash-
ier, John Swanwick (71 shares), Morris (98), Willing (11),
Bingham (95), Wadsworth (104), and Carter (98) accumu-
lated a 48% interest in the bank with 139 other stockholders
and then planned a new secondary offering at $500 per share,
up $100 per share! Wadsworth and Carter immediately trav-
eled to Europe, where they expected to tap a substantial de-
mand for investments in our newly liberated country, so it
made sense for them to be substantial stockholders.

With the foregoing as background we can now better inter-
pret the subject of this sketch, the June 7, 1783 dated Bank of
North America earliest-known American share certificate of a
publicly owned company—this one payable to one "John
Carter." This share is not only the earliest known but also the
only known share in existence from the original Bank of North
America—our nation's first IPO. The unique certificate and
its revealing associations unlock a primary and mostly forgot-
ten chapter of American capital market history that needs to
be remembered.

Who was "John Carter"?

From study of the life of Alexander Hamilton, it is clear that
this "John Carter," a wealthy English adventurer, was actually
named John Barker Church and had come to this country early
in the Revolution. Historians have speculated that Church may
have been motivated to change his name and come to this
county after his disgrace in an English duel.

Whatever the reason, "Carter" was soon introduced to the
lovely Angelica Schuyler, daughter of Albany land-baron and
Revolutionary War General Philip Schuyler, by none other than
the scheming William Duer (he caused the first stock market
crash in March of 1792 in a failed massive "corner" attempt).
Much to the dismay of the proper Schuylers, "Carter" and
Angelica eloped on July 23, 1777 and moved to Boston where
"Carter" speculated in the Revolutionary War maritime insur-
ance underwriting business. Insurance rates had risen from
the peacetime 1 1/2 to 21/2% to as much as 30 or 40% during
the war. Some say "Carter" may have increased his odds by
having English partners close to the British Admiralty in his
business, but this has never been proven.

Alexander Hamilton began to court Elizabeth "Betsy"
Schuyler, Angelica's sister, in 1778 while on military business
in the Northern Department as primary Aide-de-Camp to
Commander-in-Chief George Washington. "John Carter,"

Hamilton's brother-in-law to be, became business partners at
this time with Jeremiah Wadsworth in the very profitable mili-
tary contracting business serving both the American and French
armies. The Schuyler-Hamilton-Washington connection
couldn't have harmed "Carter"! He reported that the partner-
ship of Wadsworth and Carter had netted £34,685 in 1783,
so it is easy to understand why Jeremiah Wadsworth and John
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Carter became the two largest stockholders in our country's
first public stock offering, the Bank of North America.

When the September 3, 1783 Treaty of Paris officially ended
the Revolutionary War and established the peace, "Carter" and

Angelica departed for Europe with Jeremiah Wadsworth and
left all of "Carter's" complicated American business affairs,
including the June 7, 1783 Bank of North America stock
certificate, which is the subject of this sketch, in the hands of
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his brother-in-law lawyer, Alexander Hamilton. The certificate
most likely remained in Hamilton's possession in New York
City until Hamilton himself was appointed Secretary of the
Treasury on September 11, 1789 in the new Constitutional
government. Part of Hamilton's grand plan as Secretary of the
Treasury was for a new Bank of the United States, more than
likely a formidable competitor for the Bank of North America.

In 1789 tongues wagged in New York City when the lovely
Angelica Church returned for a visit to the United States with-
out her husband, John Barker Church (John Carter). Hamilton
had always carried on an openly flirtatious affair with his wife's
sister, both in person and in their many letters, but scandal-
ous gossip erupted as their affair broke into the open. John
Barker Church's biographer, Helen Phelen, even speculates that
Angelica may have lived with Hamilton at 58 Wall Street on
this trip while "Betsy" Hamilton was at the Schuyler home in
Albany with the children. Angelica apparently provided inspi-
ration for Hamilton who was busy at this time writing his
most important state paper, "Report... For the Support of the
Public Credit...!"Angelica returned to Europe before Hamilton
finished his most famous "Report...." Both Hamilton's and
her letters became much more ardent after this trip. Curiously,
"Betsy" Hamilton never admitted any misgivings about this
or any other affair of her husband.

Perhaps because as Secretary of the Treasury in his January
1790 "Report...For the Support of the Public Credit" he planned
to propose a scheme for a truly national bank, Hamilton had
responded positively when earlier approached by Robert
Morris with a delayed payment scheme to purchase some or
all of Church's at least 140 share holding in the Bank of North
America. But Hamilton fortunately didn't rely totally on Rob-
ert Morris for stockbrokering advice. Shares of the Bank of
North America traded very infrequently, often one at a time
and were around $400 per share, reported bank president
Thomas Willing in a March 22, 1790 letter to Alexander
Hamilton. In his answer to Hamilton's inquiries on Church's
behalf to sell, Willing advised, "I will retail them even by a
Single Share, to accommodate you as soon as possible." On
March 30, 1790 Hamilton wrote to Brockholst Livingston,
another New York City lawyer, enclosing 100 of Church's
shares in the Bank of North America and asked Livingston to
deliver the stock to Thomas Willing for transfer if details could
be worked out on his and Church's behalf to sell them to Rob-
ert Morris.

The single share certificate, subject of this sketch, has the
following endorsement on its far left border, "Transferred in
Bank to N G Philips 15 April, 1790 (signed with initials)T {ench}
F { rancis} C fashiel r." Yes, this is the same Tench Francis who
carted the $470,000 cash from Boston and in whose old store-
front the Bank of North America was located and who slept
over the bank with the strongbox under his bed for security!
The bank's original office, its headquarters for 65 years, can
still be seen today as pan of Corestates (successor company to
The Bank of North America) financial Corp.'s office on Wal-
nut Street in Philadelphia. N. G. Philips, the first endorsee on
the certificate, appears to be one of the "Single Share" buyers
about whom Willing wrote to Hamilton. From the rest of the
Hamilton correspondence published it appears the balance
of Church's stock was sold to Robert Morris. Hamilton (and
Church) chased Morris for the promised delayed payment to
their mutual mortification for many years and the debt wasn't
settled satisfactorily in either of their lifetimes. Various attempts
at settlement, however, have left a colorful paper trail. Share

certificates (example pictured) payable to John Barker Church
of the North American Land Company, a Robert Morris in-
spired securitized real estate adventure comprising of over
9,000,000 acres of land in America, were sent to Church by
Morris in 1795 in lieu of the delayed payment for the Bank of
North America stock. Church knew the land company scheme
was unsound so he rejected this payment attempt.

In 1796 John Barker Church or "John Carter," to whom our
share is made payable, bought a very fine set of English duel-
ing pistols inscribed "WOGEN." A fine copy of these pistols
can be seen today at the Trinity Church (sic) Museum at the
head of Wall Street where Alexander Hamilton is buried. On
September 2, 1799 Church used the originals in an indecisive
duel with Aaron Burr in which he shot a button from Burr's
shirt, and then apologized after one round had been fired
unsuccessfully by Burr. On November 3, 1801 Church lent
the same pistols to Alexander Hamilton's oldest and most
promising son, Philip, after Philip had been challenged to a
duel by George Eacker in a public house. The results were fa-
tal to Philip and Alexander Hamilton never fully recovered
from the loss.

On July 11, 1804 Church's two .455 caliber 9"-barrel duel-
ing pistols with the secret hair trigger were borrowed by
Alexander Hamilton to settle an argument with Aaron Burr
on the very same ground in Weekauken, N. J. where his son
had been killed. Unfortunately for Hamilton, his family, and
for the nation for which Hamilton had achieved so much,
Burr mortally wounded Hamilton this day and he died the
next with his woeful and penniless family at his side.

And so the story, bottled-up so effectively in this long hidden
June 7, 1783 share of the Bank of North America made to "John
Carter," seems much more important than just the earliest-
known American share of corporate stock. That the American
capital market's first known stock certicate was serendipitously
held by "The Father of American Capitalism," Alexander
Hamilton, through much of the 1783-1790 period of some of
his most important work, is testament to its greater significance.
And Hamilton's relationship with the certificate's owner,
"Carter," his scandalous affair with "Carter's" wife, Angelica—
sister to his own wife—and the travesty of his and his son's
useful lives cut short by the duel using Carter (Church's) pistols
flesh out an important and little known part of one of the most
important lives of any of our Founding Fathers. The share
certificate made to "John Carter" is an icon resplendent, and
American capital market history is richer for its preservation
and its story revealed.

Ned W. Downing is a Weston, MA collector and private curator of
the autographed letters, documents, and financial instruments of
early American financial and business history. He can be reached
at 617-239-8031.
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