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Introduction

Citigroup Inc., commonly referred to as Citi, stands as one of the pillars of American
and global finance. From its modest beginnings as the City Bank of New York in 1812,
it has grown over two centuries into a sprawling multinational powerhouse, whose
name and brand are recognized across the world. Citigroup’s story is not just that of a
corporation—it is a chronicle deeply intertwined with the evolution of modern banking,
the expansion of the American economy, and the complexities of globalization that
have shaped the 20th and 21st centuries.

This book traces the remarkable journey of Citigroup, examining its historical
development, leadership changes, triumphs, and missteps. We begin with its roots in
early 19th-century Manhattan, witnessing its transformation following the Civil War
and its relentless pursuit of new markets both at home and abroad. The narrative then
weaves through the turbulence of economic panics, wars, regulatory changes,
technological innovations, and shifting consumer habits that have constantly redefined
American banking. Along the way, Citigroup’s drive for innovation led it to pioneer
ATMs, credit cards, and break into international markets long before many of its
contemporaries thought to try.

Yet, Citigroup’s history is not merely one of unbroken progress. Its bold
decisions—such as the landmark merger with Travelers Group in 1998—reflected the
ambitions of a company often at the center of financial industry change. The creation
of a “financial supermarket” promised customers a one-stop destination for all their
financial needs, but also introduced formidable managerial and regulatory challenges.
These culminated in the crises of the late 2000s, when Citi found itself both a symbol
of global financial interconnectedness and of systemic risk, necessitating an
unprecedented government intervention.

In recent years, Citigroup has evolved and restructured, divesting non-core operations
and returning focus to essential markets and services. Under the leadership of Jane
Fraser—the first woman CEO of a major U.S. bank—Citigroup has laid out strategies to
simplify its structure, enhance digital innovation, devote resources to compliance, and
make sustainability a core business tenet. It remains a major presence in corporate
banking, wealth management, and retail finance, serving millions globally and playing
a vital role in the global economic system.

This book endeavors to provide a comprehensive and nuanced account of Citigroup’s
place in history and its ongoing transformation. We will explore the company’s largest
milestones, leadership decisions, successes, and controversies, as well as the wider
market and regulatory shifts that have influenced its direction. Through this journey,
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readers will gain insight into how one company’s rise, fall, and renewal reflects both
the resilience and the recurring challenges of American finance.

From the earliest days of merchant banking to the relentless disruptions of the digital
era, Citigroup’s experience offers vital lessons for understanding risk, reward,
responsibility, and reinvention in modern finance. Whether you are a student, a
professional, or simply a curious observer, Citigroup Inc.: The Story of An American
Company hopes to illuminate the drama, complexity, and enduring relevance of this
financial titan.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of City Bank of New York
(1812-1865)

The summer of 1812 in New York City was thick with anticipation, not just of the
sweltering heat, but of war. Tensions with Great Britain, simmering for years, had
finally boiled over, and on June 18th, just two days after a significant event in the
city’s financial landscape, the United States formally declared war. This pivotal
moment in American history also marked the quiet, yet profound, birth of an
institution that would one day become a global financial titan: the City Bank of New
York.

The establishment of the City Bank was a direct response to the evolving financial
needs of a young nation still finding its footing. The charter for the First Bank of the
United States, a quasi-central bank with a New York branch, had expired in 1811 and
was not renewed by Congress, leaving a vacuum in the financial infrastructure. Enter a
group of enterprising New York merchants, acutely aware of the burgeoning city's
commercial aspirations. They recognized the need for a robust local banking
institution to facilitate trade and support the city's growth.

Their petition to the state assembly, first lodged in February 1811, initially met with
resistance, largely due to political factionalism. However, persistence, and a clever
strategy involving the elder statesman Samuel Osgood, finally paid off. Osgood, a
former Postmaster General and Treasury Commissioner, helped secure broader
backing by ensuring representation on the new bank's board for both the original
Madison-aligned merchants and those associated with the influential Clinton faction.
This deft political maneuvering paved the way, and on June 16, 1812, the City Bank of
New York officially received its state charter.

The bank opened its doors for business on September 14, 1812, with an initial capital
of $2 million. Samuel Osgood, the statesman who helped navigate its chartering, was
fittingly elected as its first president. In its earliest days, City Bank primarily functioned
as a private treasury for its founding merchants, engaging in activities that included
acting as a credit union and dealing in commodities such as cotton, sugar, metals, and
coal. It also played a crucial role in the nascent American financial system, which was
characterized by a diverse, and often volatile, landscape of state-chartered banks.

The early 19th century in American banking was a dynamic, if sometimes chaotic,

period. With no consistent national currency, state-chartered banks issued their own
banknotes, leading to a complex and often confusing exchange system. The War of
1812, while providing a backdrop to City Bank’s founding, also highlighted the need
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for a more stable financial system as the government relied on these new banks for
loans, which encouraged a proliferation of paper money.

One of the first significant tests for the young American financial system, and indeed
for City Bank, arrived with the Panic of 1819. This was the nation's first widespread
and enduring financial crisis, a harsh wake-up call after the economic boom that
followed the War of 1812. The panic, triggered by a combination of global market
adjustments after the Napoleonic Wars and rampant speculation in public lands, led to
a sharp contraction of credit and widespread bankruptcies. State banks faced
immense pressure, and many were forced to suspend specie payments (redemption of
banknotes for gold and silver), leading to bank failures.

During these turbulent times, City Bank, like other institutions, navigated the choppy
waters of an unregulated system prone to crises. It was a period that underscored the
fragility of the fragmented banking structure and the urgent need for greater stability.
Despite the broader economic distress, the bank continued to operate, and over the
ensuing decades, it solidified its position within New York City's commercial fabric.

A pivotal figure in the bank's early history emerged after the Panic of 1837: Moses
Taylor. Taylor, a shrewd merchant and industrialist who had amassed a considerable
fortune, gained control of City Bank. Under his leadership, the bank essentially
transformed into a personal financial hub for his vast business empire. This era saw
City Bank develop a comprehensive financial approach to business, notably adopting a
strategy of maintaining a high proportion of liquid assets, a practice that likely
contributed to its resilience in an often-unpredictable financial environment.

The mid-19th century also witnessed the burgeoning tensions that would erupt into
the American Civil War. As the nation teetered on the brink, and then plunged into,
civil conflict, financial institutions played a crucial role in supporting their respective
sides. City Bank, under Moses Taylor's continued stewardship, demonstrated its
growing national significance by helping to finance the Union cause. It underwrote
Union war bonds, a substantial commitment that contributed to the bank's national
standing and growth.

The Civil War ultimately brought about significant changes to the American banking
landscape. The National Bank Act, passed in 1863 and further solidified by a tax on
state banknotes in 1865, aimed to create a more uniform national currency and
system. This legislation allowed state-chartered banks to convert to federal charters,
bringing them under federal oversight and establishing a more cohesive national
banking system. On July 17, 1865, at the close of the Civil War, City Bank of New York
converted its state charter to a federal one, changing its name to The National City
Bank of New York. This transformation marked a significant milestone, signifying its
full integration into the evolving national financial system and setting the stage for its
continued expansion and rise as a major force in American finance.
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