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Early San Francisco Banking 

William A Leidesdorff.

Born Dutch West Indies c. 1810

Naturalized as Mexican Citizen, granted Rancho Rio 
de los Americanos

San Francisco merchant

Kept accounts in pesos, dollars —
and hides



Acting as his own Banker.

Early San Francisco Banking 
Sources: Californian newspaper; California Historical Society
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Early San Francisco Banking 

Gold Rush Banking

Taking deposits and making loans

Buying gold dust

Selling “exchange”



Early San Francisco Banking 

Taking Deposits

 



Early San Francisco Banking 

Dealing in Gold Dust

Spi

Augustin Hale Papers, Box 1, Account Books, Huntington Library



Early San Francisco Banking 

Selling “Exchange”

 

mssBC 1354, Box 23, H.D. Bacon Papers, mssBC 1–2561, Huntington Library



Early San Francisco Banking 

Page and Bacon

Daniel D. Page (1795 – 1869): second 
mayor of St Louis; real estate investor

Henry D. Bacon (1817 – 1893): Dry 
goods and iron; moved to St Louis, 
married Julia Anne Page 1844

Formed Page & Bacon, St Louis bank 
1848



Early San Francisco Banking 

Page, Bacon & Co., San Francisco

Page and Bacon formed Page, Bacon & 
Co., San Francisco bank, 1850

Sent Henry Haight, David “Judge” 
Chambers, and Page’s son Francis W. 
Page to California



Early San Francisco Banking 

Business of Page, Bacon & Co.

Advertisement in Daily Alta California, January 1, 1854. cdnc.ucr.edu



Early San Francisco Banking 

Page & Bacon’s Reach 

Page, Bacon & Co., San Francisco, Sacramento, 
Sonora (Calif.) and Honolulu

Quincy (Ill.) City Bank

Canal project near Des Moines, Iowa

Major investor in Belcher & Brother, sugar refiners, 
St Louis, New Orleans, and Matanzas, Cuba

Ohio and Mississippi Railroad



Early San Francisco Banking 

Ohio and Mississippi Railroad

Cincinnati to St Louis

Initial financing by sale of bonds

Part of London-financed RR boom of 1853

Participation by St Louis City and St Louis 
County



Early San Francisco Banking 

Ohio and Mississippi Railroad

Late 1853 – cost over-runs and 
construction problems

Bacon buys out contract to build

Bacon seeks more financing in 1854

European capital markets are closed



Early San Francisco Banking 

Bacon Sought Financing in 
London

Bacon Papers, Box 3, BC1013, Huntington Library



Early San Francisco Banking 

Bacon Sought Financing in Paris

Bacon Papers, Box 2, BC1232, Huntington Library



Early San Francisco Banking 

Autumn and Early Winter 1854

Siege of Sevastopol; Charge of the Light 
Brigade

Mitchel (for O&M RR) to London; last-ditch 
effort to sell bonds (no success)

Bacon to New York to increase lines of credit

Page to San Francisco to increase 
remittances of gold



Early San Francisco Banking 

January 1855 – Failure of Page & 
Bacon

Bacon barely meets $500K obligations of Jan. 1, 1855

Belcher & Bro. fail; P&B suffer loss of $300K

Bacon negotiates additional $100K credit from 
Duncan, Sherman & Co., but —

DS & Co. pull credit as Bacon presses ahead with 
Railroad — refuse to accept drafts from Jan. 12, 1855

Page & Bacon suspend Jan. 14, 1855



Early San Francisco Banking 

February 1855 – Failure of Page, 
Bacon & Co.

Steamer brings news of P&B suspension to SF Feb. 
17, 1855

Initial response optimistic, but

PB&Co. sent $1,968,000 in gold from SF to the east 
between Jan. 14 and Feb 17



Early San Francisco Banking 

Black Friday, February 23, 1855

Page, Bacon & Co.; Adams & Co.; Wells, Fargo & Co. and 
many others suspend
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Early San Francisco Banking 

Page, Bacon & Co.; Page & Bacon; 
and Adams & Co. ultimately fail

P&B reopens – Bacon uses PB&Co. gold to justify 
financial position

PB&Co reopens – Page uses the same gold to justify 
its position

Both close permanently in May 1855

Adams & Co. never reopens

Countless small creditors of both suffer near total 
losses, despite seemingly endless litigation



Early San Francisco Banking 

Globalization 1855: The Crimean War 
Upended San Francisco Banking

Page & Bacon became overextended, most severely 
in building the O&M Railroad

The Crimean War closed capital markets in Europe

P&B exhausted their credit in continuing to build the 
O&M RR

Bacon drew on PB&Co. resources to shore up P&B, 
weakening both houses

Final crisis also exposed weaknesses in other firms



Early San Francisco Banking 

Implications for Policy

Once bankers weaken themselves, external shocks 
can become catastrophic

Hard money principles provide no protection 
against catastrophic failure

Prudential policies should guard against 
institutional weakness, rather than try to prevent 
external shocks


