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From Hard Money to Branch Banking
California Banking in the Gold-Rush Economy

Larry Schweikart and Lynne Pierson Doti

If Americans associate any event with the early history of California, it is the Gold
Rush. While the impressions of most people are that the Gold Rush “came and
went,” more or less, with little lasting legacy other than to alert outsiders to the vast
wealth to be found in California, the economic development of the state actually
took on much of its early form based on the experiences of the Forty-niners. Bank-
ing and the financial sector, in particular, evolved in often distinctive ways because
of the gold-rush economy. More important, the abundance of gold on the West
Coast provided an interesting test case for some of the critical economic arguments
of the day, especially for those deriving from the descending—but still powerful—
positions of the “hard money” Jacksonians.!

By the time banks appeared in California, commercial banking was well estab-
lished east of the Mississippi, and had made inroads in Missouri.? The process by
which banks came into existence was common, but not uniform: usually a mer-
chant or freight agent would accept deposits from local entrepreneurs who wanted
a safe storage for their money or gold, exchange drafts written from out-of-town
companies and pay out gold, and often extend credit to valued customers. The com-
bination of accepting deposits, exchanging drafts, and making loans endowed those
merchants with the essential functions of banks. When their business reached such
a level that it equaled or surpassed their mercantile or freight activities, they often
sought a banking charter from the state legislature, although not all “bankers” had
charters. The charter usually empowered the banker to issue paper money, called
“banknotes” or simply “notes.” Money thus circulated, and competed, against other
privately issued money by relying on gold as a standard of measurement, since all
notes had to be convertible into gold at some point. More often than not, however,
the real determinant of a note’s value rested on its reputation—or, more precisely,

209

[a)

kip to Main Content

You do not currently have access to this content.




Signin

Don't already have an account? Register

Client Account

Email address / Username

Password

Reset password
Register

Sign in via your Institution

Sign in via your Institution

Rental

This article is also available for rental through DeepDyve.

Read this now at

@ deepdyve

CITING ARTICLES VIA

Web Of Science (5)

Skip to Main Content Google Scholar

CrossRef (1)


https://www.webofscience.com/api/gateway?GWVersion=2&SrcApp=silverchair&SrcAuth=WosAPI&KeyUT=WOS:000079417300011&DestLinkType=CitingArticles&DestApp=WOS_CPL
http://scholar.google.com/scholar?q=link:https%3A%2F%2Fonline.ucpress.edu%2Fch%2Farticle%2F77%2F4%2F209%2F31573
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/crossref-citedby/31573
https://online.ucpress.edu/my-account/register?siteId=1000039&returnUrl=https%3a%2f%2fonline.ucpress.edu%2fch%2farticle-abstract%2f77%2f4%2f209%2f31573%2fFrom-Hard-Money-to-Branch-Banking-California%3fredirectedFrom%3dfulltext
https://online.ucpress.edu/my-account/reset-password
https://online.ucpress.edu/my-account/register?siteId=1000039&returnUrl=https%3a%2f%2fonline.ucpress.edu%2fch%2farticle-abstract%2f77%2f4%2f209%2f31573%2fFrom-Hard-Money-to-Branch-Banking-California%3fredirectedFrom%3dfulltext
https://online.ucpress.edu/institutional-login?returnUrl=https%3a%2f%2fonline.ucpress.edu%2fch%2farticle-abstract%2f77%2f4%2f209%2f31573%2fFrom-Hard-Money-to-Branch-Banking-California%3fredirectedFrom%3dfulltext
https://www.deepdyve.com/doc-view?docId=10.2307/25462515&fieldName=journal_doi&affiliateId=UCP

Latest Most Read Most Cited

Altogether Different: A History of William Ralganal

1 U

Benson's
Shores of Clear Lake in 1849: The Indian Viewpoint”

The Stone and Kelsey ‘Massacre’ on the

The World's Largest Landfill Is Empty: Imperial

County and the Fate of Trash in Crisis California

The Warp and Weft of Landscape: Indigenous
Ecological Knowledge and Colonial Photography in

the Yosemite Valley

Review: Civil Rights in Bakersfield: Segregation and
Multiracial Activism in the Central Valley, by Oliver

Rosales

Review: Riding Like the Wind: The Life of Sanora
Babb, by Iris Jamahl Dunkle

€ Email Alerts

Article Activity Alert

Latest Issue Alert

CALIFORNIA HISTORY

Recent Content
itz MaiasContent
Special Issues

All Content


https://online.ucpress.edu/ch
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/search-results?page=1&q=&fl_SiteID=1000039&sort=Date+-+Newest+First
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/issue/browse-by-year
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/pages/special_issues
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/search-results?page=1&q=&fl_SiteID=1000039&sort=Relevancy
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/pages/subscriptions
javascript:;
javascript:;
javascript:;
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/article/102/3/4/212665/Altogether-DifferentA-History-of-William-Ralganal
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/article/102/3/73/212666/The-World-s-Largest-Landfill-Is-EmptyImperial
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/article/102/3/34/212667/The-Warp-and-Weft-of-LandscapeIndigenous
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/article/102/3/115/212663/Review-Civil-Rights-in-Bakersfield-Segregation-and
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/article/102/3/112/212664/Review-Riding-Like-the-Wind-The-Life-of-Sanora
javascript:;
javascript:;

Purchase

Alerts

Submit

Info for Authors

Info for Librarians
About

Editorial Team
Advisors

Richard J. Orsi Prize
UC Press Foundation

Contact Us

Online ISSN 2327-1485  Print ISSN 0162-2897

Copyright © 2025 by The Regents of the University of California. All Rights Reserved.

[ ] UNIVERSITY OF
CALIFORNIA PRESS

University of California Press
111 Franklin St
Oakland, CA 94607

STAY INFORMED

Sign up for eNews

X f © @ in

VISIT THE UC PRESS BLOG

DISCIPLINES

Ancient World
Anthropology
Art
Communication

Criminology & Criminal Justice


https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/pages/subscriptions
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/pages/alerts
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/pages/submit
https://online.ucpress.edu/journals/pages/authors
https://online.ucpress.edu/journals/pages/librarians
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/pages/About
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/pages/editorial
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/pages/advisors
https://online.ucpress.edu/ch/pages/orsi_prize
https://www.ucpress.edu/support-us
https://online.ucpress.edu/contact-us
https://www.ucpress.edu/
https://ucpress.us1.list-manage.com/subscribe/post?u=00b4d5deed816ba6f14fa2287&id=98a0b87ef6
https://twitter.com/ucpress
https://www.facebook.com/ucpress
https://www.instagram.com/uc_press/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCX5V8BHO32jgshduh7nbR8Q
https://www.linkedin.com/company/university-of-california-press
https://www.ucpress.edu/blog/
https://www.ucpress.edu/disciplines
https://www.ucpress.edu/discipline/clamaj/ancient-world
https://www.ucpress.edu/discipline/antmaj/anthropology
https://www.ucpress.edu/discipline/artmaj/art
https://www.ucpress.edu/discipline/commaj/communication
https://www.ucpress.edu/discipline/crimaj/criminology-criminal-justice

Film & Media Studies
Food & Wine

History

Music

Psychology

Religion

Sociology

Browse All Disciplines

UCPUBS

UC Publishing Services

PRODUCTS

Books

Journals

RESOURCES

Book Authors
Booksellers
Instructions
Journal Authors
Journal Editors
Librarians

Media & Journalists

SUPPORT US

Endowments
Membership
Planned Giving

Supporters

ABOUT UC PRESS

Careers
Location
Press Releases

Seascrial Catalog

CONTACT US


https://www.ucpress.edu/discipline/cinmaj/film-media-studies
https://www.ucpress.edu/discipline/foomaj/food-wine
https://www.ucpress.edu/discipline/hismaj/history
https://www.ucpress.edu/discipline/musmaj/music
https://www.ucpress.edu/discipline/psymaj/psychology
https://www.ucpress.edu/discipline/relmaj/religion
https://www.ucpress.edu/discipline/socmaj/sociology
https://www.ucpress.edu/disciplines
https://www.ucpress.edu/uc-publishing-services
https://www.ucpress.edu/uc-publishing-services
https://www.ucpress.edu/books
https://online.ucpress.edu/journals
https://www.ucpress.edu/resources
https://www.ucpress.edu/resources/book-authors
https://www.ucpress.edu/resources/booksellers
https://www.ucpress.edu/resources/instructors
https://online.ucpress.edu/journals/pages/authors
https://online.ucpress.edu/journals/pages/editors
https://www.ucpress.edu/resources/librarians
https://www.ucpress.edu/resources/media-journalists
https://www.ucpress.edu/supportus
https://www.ucpress.edu/supportus/endowments
https://www.ucpress.edu/supportus/membership
https://www.ucpress.edu/supportus/planned-giving
https://www.ucpress.edu/supportus/supporters
https://www.ucpress.edu/about
https://www.ucpress.edu/about/careers
https://www.ucpress.edu/about/location
https://www.ucpress.edu/about/press-releases
https://www.ucpress.edu/about/seasonal-catalog
https://www.ucpress.edu/contact

Acquisitions Editors
Customer Service
Exam/Desk Requests
Media Inquiries
Print-Disability
Rights & Permissions
Royalties

UC Press Foundation

© Copyright 2025 by the Regents of the University of California. All
rights reserved. Privacy policy Accessibility



https://www.ucpress.edu/contact
https://www.ucpress.edu/resources/acquisitions-editors
https://www.ucpress.edu/contact/customer-service
https://www.ucpress.edu/contact/exam-desk-requests
https://www.ucpress.edu/resources/media-journalists
https://www.ucpress.edu/contact/print-disability
https://www.ucpress.edu/contact/rights-permissions
https://www.ucpress.edu/contact/royalties
https://www.ucpress.edu/supportus
https://www.ucpress.edu/privacy-policy
https://online.ucpress.edu/pages/accessibility

