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Introduction
Founded in 1889 on the bustling streets of Chicago, Northern Trust Corporation has
steadily grown from a local trust bank to a premier, internationally respected financial
institution. Its evolution mirrors not only the development of American finance but also
the broader narrative of economic resilience and innovation that has defined U.S.
business for more than a century. This book tells the story of Northern Trust: its
inception, milestones, trials, and the values that have propelled it into the ranks of the
world’s most admired companies.

At its birth, Northern Trust was a pioneer, emerging from Byron Laflin Smith’s
conviction that banking could be more than just a business transaction – it could be a
service rooted in expertise and guided by integrity. From creating the world’s first life
insurance trust to establishing global relationships before the dawn of the twentieth
century, the company quickly distinguished itself by its forward-thinking approach.
Early triumphs planted the seeds for a legacy still apparent in the multifaceted
enterprise we know today.

As the decades unfolded, Northern Trust weathered wars, depressions, market
volatility, and technological upheaval. Each era brought its own challenges, but the
institution prevailed by adapting without sacrificing its bedrock principles. Whether
helping finance the Allied victory in World War II through war bond drives, pioneering
electronic check processing, or expanding across the United States and into European
markets, Northern Trust’s story is one of nimble adaptation and unwavering
commitment to its clients and communities.

But the company’s identity is not derived solely from its financial performance or its
innovative services. At its core, Northern Trust is shaped by a strong corporate culture.
It has consistently prioritized the well-being of its employees, or “partners,” and has
made significant investments in community philanthropy, social responsibility, and
environmental stewardship. The company’s sustained recognition for diversity,
equality, and workplace excellence reflects a culture of inclusion and mutual respect.

Entering the twenty-first century and beyond, Northern Trust faces both enduring
challenges and unprecedented opportunities. The company’s global reach, strong
governance, and focus on digital and technological transformation position it as a
leader at the frontier of modern finance. Recent successes—reflected in strong
financial results, industry accolades, and bold technological investments—suggest that
Northern Trust is poised not just to endure, but to define what it means to be a great
American company in the future.
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This book aims to provide a thorough and engaging account of Northern Trust
Corporation, tracing its journey from a modest Chicago bank to a global financial
powerhouse. Readers will gain insight into the people, strategies, ethics, and
innovations that made Northern Trust an indispensable part of America's financial
landscape and a model of steady leadership in an ever-changing world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Foundations in the Windy City
The story of Northern Trust begins in a bustling, ambitious Chicago, a city rapidly
cementing its status as a commercial powerhouse in the late 19th century. This was a
time of immense growth and transformation, often referred to as the "Gilded Age," a
period marked by both tremendous industrial expansion and a certain degree of
financial wild west. Amidst this dynamic backdrop, Byron Laflin Smith, a figure already
well-regarded in Chicago's banking circles, recognized a distinct void. He envisioned a
financial institution that would stand apart, built on a foundation of unwavering
service, deep expertise, and unquestionable integrity.

Smith was no stranger to the financial world, having previously been associated with
the Hide and Leather Bank and the Merchants Savings, Loan and Trust Company.
However, by 1885, he had stepped away from the daily grind of banking to dedicate
more time to his family's affairs. This hiatus, far from detaching him from the financial
needs of the era, only served to highlight a growing demand. Relatives and friends
frequently sought his counsel on matters of estate planning and the intricate setup of
trusts. The sheer volume of these requests from Chicago's affluent citizens
underscored the need for a different kind of bank, one specializing in these nuanced
services that many existing institutions either neglected or handled inadequately.

The banking landscape of 19th-century America was, to put it mildly, a bit chaotic.
Regulation was sparse, central control over bank charters was practically non-existent,
and a dizzying array of paper notes, issued by individual banks, circulated with
questionable value. Sensing the potential for instability, the Illinois state legislature
took a proactive step in 1887, enacting new banking laws to regulate state bank
charters and the administration of trusts. This legislative shift created a more
structured environment, paving the way for Smith's vision to take root.

Thus, on August 12, 1889, The Northern Trust Company officially opened its doors. Its
initial home was a modest one-room office located in the Rookery Building in The
Loop, a prominent architectural landmark in the heart of Chicago's financial district.
The initial capitalization for this ambitious new venture stood at a substantial $1
million. Smith himself, a man of considerable personal conviction and financial means,
contributed a significant 40% of this original capital.

On its very first day of business, Northern Trust managed to open six accounts,
accumulating approximately $137,981 in deposits. Some records even suggest seven
accounts were opened that day, though the deposit amount remains consistent. This
was a respectable start for a new financial entity, particularly one aiming to
differentiate itself through specialized services rather than simply volume. By the
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dawn of the new year, the bank's deposits had swelled to over $1.5 million, a clear
indication that Smith had accurately identified a pressing market need.

The early roster of Northern Trust's shareholders reads like a who's who of Chicago's
burgeoning industrial and commercial elite. Among the initial 27 shareholders were
titans of industry such as Marshall Field and Philip D. Armour. Marshall Field, the
legendary department store magnate, was not just a successful retailer; he was a man
whose influence spanned various Chicago enterprises, often lending his prestige and
capital to foundational businesses. He was known to have aided in the founding of
Northern Trust, among other significant companies.

Philip D. Armour, on the other hand, was a force in the meatpacking industry, founding
the Chicago-based firm of Armour & Company. He was an innovator, known for his
efficient assembly line system and his boast of using "everything but the squeal" from
his livestock. Both Field and Armour were central figures in what was informally known
as "The Trinity of Chicago Business," alongside George Pullman, the sleeping car
magnate. These individuals, and many others among the early shareholders,
represented the very affluent clientele Northern Trust sought to serve—those with
complex financial needs beyond basic banking.

The decision to locate the bank in the Rookery Building, a symbol of Chicago's
architectural ambition and a hub of commercial activity, was a strategic one. It placed
Northern Trust directly amidst the city's financial heartbeat, making it accessible to
the wealthy individuals and corporations it intended to attract. This central location
immediately signaled the bank's serious intentions and its commitment to being a
significant player in Chicago's financial landscape. The vision for a bank built on
"service, expertise, and integrity" was now physically established, poised to grow
alongside the city it called home.
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