HOW CHARLOTTE GREW INTO A
MAJOR U.S. BANKING CENTER

Charlotte is not just the largest city in North Carolina. It is
also the second-largest banking center in the country. Only
New York City holds more money in its banks. Charlotte’s
substantial rise in population, from 142,000 people in 1950
t0 2,367,000 in 2025, can be explained in large part by the
growth of the city’s banks and related financial services
companies (such as insurance companies, businesses that
help people to invest their savings, and law firms that help

o . . Bank of America headquarters building and
their clients handle complex financial matters). other skyscrapers in downtown Charlotte

How did a small, noncoastal city in a traditionally agricultural Southern state grow into such an important
financial center? There are several reasons. First, in the decades after the Civil War, Charlotte became

a railroad hub and the headquarters of many large businesses in the textile industry. These businesses
needed banking services, so entrepreneurs created banks.

In 1927, the Richmond Federal Reserve Bank created a branch in Charlotte, choosing the city because

of its central location in the Carolinas. (The U.S. Federal Reserve supervises banks and also provides
important financial services such as transferring cash, checks, and stocks.) Also, since the early 1900s,
Charlotte's political leaders had been determined to build the city’s reputation as a business center — that
determination led the city to build a major airport in the 1950s, enhancing Charlotte’s ability to trade. And
when the banking industry became highly competitive in the 1990s, several bank leaders proved to be
impressive entrepreneurs.

But perhaps the most important reasons for Charlotte’s growth as a banking center were state and federal
laws concerning banks. Early on, North Carolina banks were free from some of the most burdensome laws
and regulations that restricted the growth of banks in other states.

For example, North Carolina had no law preventing banks from setting up branches in other cities or towns
throughout the state. By contrast, by the early 20th century, many states restricted “branch banking.” In
other words, a state bank could not have more than one branch in the state. The goal of this policy was

to protect small banks from being outcompeted by wealthy banks from major cities. However, the policy
also greatly restricted customers’ choices and created no incentive for the banks in each town and city

to improve their services. In 1923, 28 states either prohibited branch banking or (for various reasons)
branches simply did not exist in the state.! As late as 1978, 10 states allowed no branch banking, and 35
states placed major restrictions on the practice.?

But North Carolina never had any such law. After all, there was no single “major city” in North Carolina with
a dominant bank. Charlotte, Raleigh, Greensboro, and Asheville were all medium-sized cities. And banking
services were needed throughout the state.

“A predominantly rural state in the early 19th century, North Carolina allowed branching as a means to
get banks into more communities than otherwise possible,” explains Doug Campbell 2 This gave the banks

1 Howard H. Preston, “Recent Developments in Branch Banking,” American Economic Review, 14, no. 3 (1924):
443-62, http://www jstor.org/stable/740.

2 Philip Hablutzel, “State Regulation of Branch Banking,” Duguesne Law Review, 16, no. 4 (1978), 679-737, at 683,
https://dsc.dug.edu/dlr/vol16/iss4/12.

3 Doug Campbell, “Branch by Branch: How North Carolina Became a Banking Giant,” Region Focus, Fall 2006, 52—
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an enormous advantage for the future. “North Carolina banks were amassing size and scale that out-of-
state banks weren't close to approaching,” says Campbell. In addition, bankers were developing skills for
managing multiple banking units.

In the 1950s, Charlotte’s banks began to buy out one another. This was stimulated in part by a desire to
expand Charlotte’s reputation and to compete with the state’s largest bank, Wachovia, located in Winston-
Salem. American Trust merged with Commercial National to form American Commercial Bank, making it
the largest bank after Wachovia. Then American Commercial Bank merged with a Greensboro bank and
became North Carolina National Bank (NCNB).

In response to this move, in 1958 Union National Bank bought an Asheville bank and became First Union
National Bank (known as First Union). These two banks would challenge Wachovia in size in the years
ahead and lead to Charlotte’s dominant financial role.

At that time, a combination of U.S. federal law and various state laws prevented the same bank from
operating in multiple states, most of the time. However, executives at NCNB discovered that Florida state
law allowed an out-of-state bank to buy a Florida “trust company” if the Florida state legislature approved
the sale. (A trust company is a financial services company that provides many of the same services as

a bank, although it cannot make loans.) So, in 1982, NCNB obtained permission from the Florida state
legislature to buy a small trust company located in Florida. This purchase made NCNB one of the first
interstate banks in the United States.

Another development helped Charlotte. Even though most interstate banking was prohibited, 10 Southern
states created the “Southeastern Regional Banking Compact.” This allowed banks in the pact to merge
with one another. In 1956, Congress had passed a law allowing some exceptions to the anti-interstate
banking rule, and in 1985, the U.S. Supreme Court approved the creation of regional compacts. As a result,
North Carolina’s banks were free to grow through regional mergers.

Then, in 1994, Congress enacted the Riegle-Neal Act. This law allowed bank-holding companies (the
companies that own banks in a particular state) to buy banks in other states. This led to enormous activity
by North Carolina banks — and their substantial growth.

In 1998, NCNB, which was led by a bold chief executive officer (CEO) named Hugh McColl, dared to
purchase a large western bank called BankAmerica, which was based in San Francisco. Following the
purchase, NCNB changed its name to Bank of America. At the time of purchase, NCNB was already larger
than BankAmerica, but some Californians were dismayed. “In BankAmerica’s hometown [San Francisco],
many resented losing their headquarters to a little-known Southern city,” writes Rick Rothaker.# An article
in the San Francisco Chronicle arrogantly complained, “Why should the headquarters of the new B of A
[Bank of America] move from San Francisco, home of the 49ers, haute cuisine and culture, to Charlotte,
home to the Panthers expansion team, stock car racing and pork slathered in barbecue sauce?"®

In 2001, First Union, which was led by an equally bold CEO named Ed Crutchfield, bought Wachovia Bank
in Winston-Salem. The combined bank established its headquarters in Charlotte and took the name
Wachovia since Wachovia had become well-known throughout North Carolina for the quality of its
customer service.

54 at52. https://www.richmondfed.org/-/media/richmondfedorg/publications/research/econ_focus/2006/
fall/pdf/economic_history.pdf.

4 Rick Rothaker, Banktown: The Rise and Struggles of Charlotte’s Big Banks (Winston-Salem, N.C.: John F. Blair,
2010),28.

5 The San Francisco Chronicle quote appears in Rothaker, 28.
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By the early 2000s, Charlotte had consolidated its position as a major banking center. The headquarters
of both Wachovia and Bank of America were located in the city, and many other smaller financial services
companies were located in Charlotte as a result of the presence of these two financial giants. However,

in 2008, a national financial crisis had an outsized effect on Charlotte. Many banks and other financial
services companies went out of business during this crisis.

In the years just before the crisis, Wachovia had purchased several smaller banks that turned out to have
made many bad loans. Wachovia was now responsible for the expected losses from these loans. To avoid
declaring bankruptcy, Wachovia's board of directors agreed to sell the company to a large San Francisco-
based bank called Wells Fargo. Wachovia banks throughout North Carolina were rebranded as Wells Fargo
branches. Charlotte remained the “East Coast headquarters” of Wells Fargo.

Meanwhile, another Winston-Salem Bank, BB&T, had been growing through mergers until it became

a major North Carolina bank. In 2019, BB&T merged with a Florida-based bank called SunTrust. The
combined bank changed its name to Truist Financial Corporation and moved its headquarters to Charlotte.
In 2024, a federal interagency council listed U.S. bank holding companies by size. It reported that Bank

of America (headquartered in Charlotte) was the second-largest bank in the United States. Wells Fargo
(which has a significant presence in Charlotte) was number four on the list, and Truist was the 10th-
largest bank in the United States.

The dramatic growth of the banking sector has changed Charlotte. Today, in addition to being the home of
NASCAR auto racing, Charlotte has a National Football League franchise (the Carolina Panthers), a National
Basketball Association franchise (the Charlotte Hornets), and a professional soccer team (Charlotte FC) as
well as many new restaurants, museums, and cultural attractions, such as the U.S. National Whitewater
Center. Moreover, a number of small towns around Charlotte — such as Pineville, Huntersville, Matthews,
Mint Hill, Cornelius, and Belmont — have grown in size and wealth as a result of their proximity to this
vibrant city.

/ N
MAJOR U.S. BANKS CURRENTLY OPERATING IN CHARLOTTE

+ Bank of America: Corporate headquarters located in Charlotte
+ Truist Bank: Corporate headquarters located in Charlotte

+ Wells Fargo Bank: Regional hub located in Charlotte

+ Fifth-Third Bank: Regional office located in Charlotte

+ First Citizens Bank: Several important offices based in Charlotte
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HISTORICAL ANALYSIS QUESTIONS

Write a paragraph describing how the absence of burdensome state regulations encouraged North
Carolina’s early growth as a banking center.

Describe how the Southeastern Regional Banking Compact and the Riegle-Neal Act accelerated the
growth of North Carolina banks.

Write a paragraph explaining how, by purchasing other banks, Bank of America and Wachovia became
North Carolina’s two largest banks by the early 2000s.

Explain why the board of directors of Wachovia Bank agreed to sell the bank to Wells Fargo.
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