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Introduction

JPMorgan Chase & Co. stands among the most recognizable names in global finance, a
towering presence whose roots are interwoven with the very fabric of American
economic history. As the largest bank in the United States and the world’s largest by
market capitalization as of 2024, its story is not merely that of a financial institution
but an evolving narrative that mirrors the triumphs, tribulations, and transformation of
the American economy itself.

Across two centuries, from 18th-century New York to the twenty-first-century global
stage, JPMorgan Chase has played a central role in shaping how we think about
banking, investment, and financial stewardship. Born from a tapestry of more than a
thousand predecessor institutions—most notably The Bank of the Manhattan Company
and the legendary merchant bank Drexel, Morgan & Co.—the company’s heritage is
synonymous with innovation, resilience, and ambition. Its founders, including Aaron
Burr and the iconic J.P. Morgan, pushed the boundaries of possibility in business and
finance, navigating crises and propelling American industry forward.

But JPMorgan Chase’s history is not solely one of expansion and achievement. Its
journey has often intersected with economic upheavals, regulatory challenges, and
shifting political landscapes. Through strategic mergers—such as Chase Manhattan’s
union with J.P. Morgan & Co., and pivotal acquisitions during the financial crises of the
early twenty-first century—the company has evolved from a New York banking
powerhouse into a multinational behemoth, servicing clients in over one hundred
countries and reshaping the future of finance at every turn.

Today, JPMorgan Chase’s operations span consumer and community banking,
corporate and investment banking, commercial banking, and asset and wealth
management. Under the leadership of Jamie Dimon and an accomplished executive
team, the firm consistently demonstrates financial strength, innovation, and a
commitment to corporate responsibility. Yet, with its size and power have come
scrutiny and controversy. Headlines have chronicled its involvement in market-
manipulation scandals, large-scale settlements, and regulatory fines—reminding us
that the story of finance is as much about risk and ethics as it is about reward.

At a time when technological advancements, environmental imperatives, and
demands for equity reshape the global economic landscape, JPMorgan Chase faces
new challenges and new opportunities. From embracing digital transformation and
artificial intelligence to setting sustainability milestones and deepening community
investment, the company’s future will be shaped by how it navigates an evolving
world.
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This book traces the full arc of JPMorgan Chase & Co.’s remarkable story: its humble
beginnings, its moments of crisis and consolidation, its many innovations, triumphs,
and tests. It is an exploration of a company that is both a barometer of American

capitalism and a bellwether for finance around the world—a company whose story is
far from finished.
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CHAPTER ONE: Origins: The Birth of American
Banking

The narrative of JPMorgan Chase & Co. is not a simple linear progression but a
complex tapestry woven from the threads of numerous historical institutions. To truly
understand this financial giant, one must journey back to the very dawn of American
banking, a period characterized by nascent economic ambitions, political rivalries, and
a raw, untamed spirit of enterprise. The earliest discernible thread in this intricate
fabric dates back to the tail end of the 18th century in New York City.

At this time, New York City, though growing, faced a significant public health crisis: a
lack of a central, reliable water supply. Yellow fever outbreaks plagued the city, and
the contaminated water supply was widely believed to be a contributing factor. This
pressing need for clean water, ironically, became the unlikely springboard for one of
America's most enduring financial institutions. Enter Aaron Burr, a figure more often
remembered for his notorious duel with Alexander Hamilton than for his banking
prowess. Burr, a shrewd politician and lawyer, saw an opportunity not just to address a
public health concern, but also to disrupt the existing banking monopoly in New York,
then largely held by Alexander Hamilton's Bank of New York.

In 1799, Burr, then a New York state assemblyman, championed a legislative charter
for a company ostensibly formed to supply "pure and wholesome water" to the city:
The Manhattan Company. This was a clever maneuver. Obtaining a bank charter in
those days was a politically charged affair, often difficult to achieve without significant
influence. Burr, by attaching banking privileges to a seemingly altruistic public works
project, managed to sidestep much of the opposition. The charter itself was granted
on April 2, 1799, with a substantial initial capital of $2 million.

The ingenious part of Burr's plan lay in a subtly inserted clause within the company's
charter. This clause permitted The Manhattan Company to utilize any surplus capital
for "moneyed transactions or operations," essentially allowing it to engage in banking
activities. As fate would have it, or perhaps as Burr shrewdly intended, the water
supply operation did not require all of the allocated capital. Thus, on September 1,
1799, The Bank of the Manhattan Company opened its doors at 40 Wall Street,
marking the true beginning of one of JPMorgan Chase's earliest predecessors. The
company did, for a time, fulfill its initial purpose, laying down a network of pipes made
from hollowed pine lumber to distribute water throughout Manhattan. However, by
1808, the waterworks were sold to the city, and the company fully transitioned its
focus to banking.
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While The Bank of the Manhattan Company established an early foothold in American
finance, the "Morgan" branch of JPMorgan Chase's lineage began to take shape much
later, in the latter half of the 19th century. This story is inextricably linked to the
towering figure of John Pierpont Morgan, better known as J.P. Morgan, and his
partnership with the highly respected Philadelphia banker Anthony Drexel.

The year 1871 marked the formal beginning of this powerful alliance with the
establishment of Drexel, Morgan & Co. in New York. Anthony Drexel, a prominent
Philadelphia financier whose father, Francis, had founded Drexel & Co. in 1847,
became J.P. Morgan's senior partner and mentor. Morgan, then 34 years old, was the
son of Junius Spencer Morgan, a successful London-based merchant banker. The
formation of Drexel, Morgan & Co. was a strategic move that shifted the center of
gravity for the Morgan family's financial interests to the burgeoning American
economy.

Drexel, Morgan & Co. quickly distinguished itself as a formidable force in American
finance. The firm specialized in merchant banking, playing a crucial role in
underwriting securities, arranging loans, and providing capital for the rapidly
expanding American industrial landscape, particularly the railroads. During this era of
immense industrial growth, railroads were the arteries of the nation, and their
expansion required vast sums of capital. Drexel, Morgan & Co. stepped in to provide
this much-needed financing, often by reorganizing financially troubled railroad
companies.

A significant aspect of the firm's early reputation stemmed from its ability to identify
profitable American investments and connect them with British financial capital,
thanks to J.P. Morgan's connections through his father's London firm. This cross-
Atlantic flow of funds was vital for America's industrialization. The firm's influence was
such that it soon became a predominant source of U.S. government financing,
demonstrating its growing power and importance in the nation's financial system.

After Anthony Drexel's death in 1893, the firm underwent a significant reorganization.
Two years later, in 1895, Drexel, Morgan & Co. was renamed J.P. Morgan and
Company. Under J.P. Morgan's undisputed leadership, the firm solidified its position as
a dominant powerhouse in commercial, investment, and private banking. This was the
era when J.P. Morgan truly began to cast his long shadow over American finance,
engaging in large-scale industrial consolidations that would reshape the corporate
structure of the country.

The "Chase" component of JPMorgan Chase's identity emerged a few years later. In
1877, New York banker John Thompson founded Chase National Bank. Thompson, a
resilient figure who had previously experienced bankruptcy during the Panic of 1857,
named the bank in honor of Salmon P. Chase, the former U.S. Secretary of the
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Treasury under Abraham Lincoln and a prominent legal figure who had also served as
the sixth Chief Justice of the United States. Interestingly, Salmon P. Chase had no
direct financial involvement with the bank; the naming was purely an homage.

Chase National Bank initially focused on wholesale banking, primarily serving other
banks and large corporations rather than individual retail customers. Its first
permanent office opened at 104 Broadway, notably outside the traditional Wall Street
address. Despite its wholesale focus, Chase National Bank experienced significant
growth, rapidly expanding its operations both within New York City and internationally
throughout the late 19th and early 20th centuries. This steady expansion would lay
the groundwork for Chase National Bank to become a major player in American
banking, eventually leading to its monumental merger with The Bank of the Manhattan
Company in 1955.

These three distinct historical arteries—The Bank of the Manhattan Company, the
Morgan banking lineage (through Drexel, Morgan & Co. and later J.P. Morgan and
Company), and Chase National Bank—would, over time, converge and interweave,
forming the complex and formidable entity known today as JPMorgan Chase & Co.
Each institution, born in different eras and with distinct initial focuses, contributed a
unique set of strengths, experiences, and legacies to the eventual colossus. Their
individual stories, filled with ambition, innovation, and adaptation, are essential to
understanding the roots of this American financial powerhouse.
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