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Introduction
In the intricate tapestry of global finance, few threads are as pervasive and influential
as Mastercard. From humble beginnings as a collective of banks striving for a more
efficient way to process transactions, it has grown into a ubiquitous symbol of
commerce, enabling billions of purchases daily across the globe. This book, "A History
of Mastercard: The Story of an S&P 500 Company," embarks on a comprehensive
journey through the decades, tracing the evolution of an organization that has not
merely adapted to change but has consistently driven innovation in the world of
payments. It is a narrative of technological advancement, strategic foresight, fierce
competition, and an unwavering commitment to connecting consumers and merchants
worldwide.

At its core, this is the story of how an idea—the simplification of financial
exchange—blossomed into a multinational corporation, earning its place among the
prestigious S&P 500. We will delve into the foundational years, exploring the
collaborative spirit that gave birth to Interbank and the subsequent branding of Master
Charge, a name that would become synonymous with convenience and reliability.
From those early days, we will witness Mastercard's relentless pursuit of growth,
charting its expansion from a domestic American entity to a truly global powerhouse,
navigating diverse cultures, economies, and regulatory landscapes. This journey offers
a unique lens through which to understand the broader transformations within the
financial industry over the past half-century.

Beyond the corporate milestones and market share battles, this book illuminates the
human element behind Mastercard's success. It explores the visionaries who guided
the company through pivotal moments, the engineers who crafted its secure and
efficient networks, and the strategic thinkers who foresaw the shift from physical cash
to digital transactions. We will examine the critical junctures where Mastercard made
bold decisions – from embracing new technologies like contactless payments and
mobile wallets to forging strategic partnerships and acquisitions that solidified its
market position. The evolution of payment processing is not just a technical story; it is
a story of ingenuity, leadership, and a constant drive to meet the evolving needs of a
global populace.

Moreover, "A History of Mastercard" offers invaluable insights into the forces that have
shaped modern commerce. We will explore how the company has responded to, and
often spearheaded, major economic and technological shifts: from the rise of
electronic commerce and the digital revolution to the ever-present need for robust
cybersecurity. The narrative will also address Mastercard’s significant role in
promoting financial inclusion, extending access to secure and convenient payment
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methods to underserved populations around the world. Understanding Mastercard’s
trajectory provides a crucial context for comprehending the current landscape of
global finance and anticipating its future directions.

For anyone interested in the dynamics of corporate growth, the history of technology,
or the intricate workings of the global economy, this book offers a rich and detailed
account. It goes beyond a simple chronicle of events, providing a nuanced
understanding of the challenges and opportunities inherent in building and sustaining
a leading enterprise in a rapidly changing world. By examining Mastercard’s journey to
becoming an S&P 500 company, we gain not only a deeper appreciation for its
enduring legacy but also a clearer perspective on the future of money and
interconnected commerce.

This comprehensive history serves as a testament to the power of innovation and
adaptation in the face of relentless change. It is an invitation to explore the fascinating
evolution of a company that has fundamentally reshaped the way we pay, shop, and
interact with the global marketplace, solidifying its place as an indispensable pillar of
the modern financial system.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Early Days of Interbank
The concept of credit, in its most rudimentary form, is as old as commerce itself,
etched into clay tablets in ancient Mesopotamia where merchants recorded
transactions to be settled at a later date. Fast forward several millennia, and the
landscape of deferred payment began to take on a more recognizable shape in the
United States. Early iterations included charge plates and store-specific cards issued
by individual retailers, allowing loyal customers to make purchases on account. These
systems, while functional, were inherently limited, tying consumers to a single
merchant or a small network of local businesses.

The true revolution in consumer credit began to stir in the mid-20th century. In 1950,
the Diners Club card emerged, largely considered the first modern charge card,
conceived after its founder, Frank McNamara, famously forgot his wallet during a
business dinner. While groundbreaking, Diners Club required the full balance to be
paid monthly. American Express followed suit in 1958, introducing its own charge
card, initially made of cardboard, then transitioning to more durable plastic in 1959.
These early charge cards laid important groundwork, but the real game-changer for
widespread consumer credit was the introduction of the bank-issued credit card.

The year 1958 proved pivotal with the launch of BankAmericard by Bank of America.
This innovation was significant because it introduced the concept of revolving credit,
allowing cardholders to carry a balance month-to-month and pay interest on the
outstanding amount. Bank of America initially mailed 65,000 cards to residents in
Fresno, California, a move that, while initially plagued by high rates of fraud and
delinquencies, firmly demonstrated the public's appetite for such a financial
instrument. Despite these early hurdles, BankAmericard’s profitability became evident
by 1961.

BankAmericard's success, initially kept quiet by Bank of America to deter competition,
eventually became too prominent to ignore. By 1966, BankAmericard had expanded
nationwide through a licensing model, becoming the first licensed general-purpose
credit card in the nation. This expansion spurred a crucial reaction from other banks
across the country who recognized the growing demand for electronic payment
methods and the competitive disadvantage of not offering a similar product. These
independent banks and regional bankcard associations understood that to compete
effectively, they needed a unified approach.

The genesis of what would become Mastercard began with a gathering in Buffalo, New
York, in 1966. Karl H. Hinke, an executive vice president at Marine Midland Bank,
extended an invitation to representatives from several other banks. Marine Midland
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itself had recently launched its own regional bankcard after Bank of America denied its
request for a BankAmericard license, deeming Marine Midland too large for a regional
affiliation. The Buffalo meeting was a direct response to the increasing dominance of
BankAmericard.

Out of this critical meeting, the Interbankard, Inc. was formed, soon to be formally
chartered as the Interbank Card Association (ICA) in 1967. This new association was a
collaborative effort, a federation of banks aiming to standardize and expand the use of
bank-issued credit cards. Unlike BankAmericard, which was driven by a single
dominant bank, ICA was structured as a cooperative, run by member committees,
fostering a sense of shared ownership and decision-making among its participating
financial institutions.

The ICA's primary objective was to establish a framework for reciprocal acceptance of
their respective credit cards, meaning a card issued by one member bank could be
accepted by merchants affiliated with any other member bank. This cooperative model
was vital for creating a broader network and offering consumers more flexibility. The
association immediately set about establishing crucial rules for authorization, clearing,
and settlement of transactions, alongside handling marketing, security, and legal
aspects. This foundational work was essential for building trust and efficiency within
the nascent system.

Initially, the branding for Interbank was modest, featuring a small, unobtrusive
lowercase "i" within a circle, placed in the lower right corner of the cards. By the end
of 1967, the ICA had quickly grown to include 150 members, with Karl Hinke serving
as its chairman. This rapid growth underscored the need and desire among banks to
create a viable alternative to the prevailing single-bank card models.

The competitive landscape of the late 1960s saw the emergence of two primary
national credit card networks: the franchise system of BankAmericard and the
cooperative system of Interbank. Banks across the country began aligning themselves
with one or the other, recognizing the imperative to offer a widely accepted credit
solution to their customers. This period was characterized by a rapid expansion of
credit card issuance, as more banks entered the fray, seeking to capitalize on the
public's increasing adoption of card-based payments.

One significant regional player that would eventually intertwine with Interbank was the
Western States Bankcard Association, which had also formed in California and issued
cards under the "Master Charge" service mark. This entity had its own distinct
branding, featuring two overlapping circles of red and ocher. By 1967, the banks
issuing Master Charge cards through the Western States Bankcard Association had
joined forces with the Interbank Card Association, setting the stage for a powerful
alliance.
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This collaboration was a strategic move, combining the cooperative network of
Interbank with the recognizable "Master Charge" brand. In 1969, the ICA formally
adopted "Master Charge: The Interbank Card," merging the iconic overlapping red and
yellow circles from the Western States Bankcard Association with the "Master Charge"
name. This branding provided the stronger identification needed to compete
effectively on a national scale. The small "i" symbol was retained, albeit in a smaller
size, for continuity.

Further solidifying its national presence, First National City Bank (now Citibank) of New
York joined Interbank in 1969, integrating its proprietary "Everything Card" program
into the Master Charge family. The "Everything Card," launched in 1967, had been
First National City Bank's attempt to enter the burgeoning credit card market, and its
absorption into Master Charge significantly expanded the latter's reach and member
base. This consolidation was crucial in establishing Master Charge as a formidable
force in the evolving credit card industry.

The early days of Interbank, therefore, were characterized by a spirit of cooperation
among banks facing a common challenge: the rise of a dominant, single-bank credit
card system. Through strategic alliances and the creation of a shared, standardized
network, these institutions laid the groundwork for a robust interbank payment
system. This period also saw the crucial decision to adopt a strong, unified brand in
"Master Charge," a name that would soon become widely recognized across the United
States. The initial years were a testament to the power of collective action in a rapidly
changing financial landscape, setting the stage for the global entity Mastercard would
eventually become.
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