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The Tumultuous
History Of The

Bank Of America

Introduction
: A Banking
Giant
Forged in
Crisis

Few  financial
institutions  embody
the  American  story
of  ambition,  risk,
and  resilience  quite
l i k e  B a n k  o f
America.  From  its
humble  beginnings
as  a  small  Italian-
American  bank  in
San Francisco to its

current  status  as
one  of  the  largest
financial  institutions
in  the  world,  this
corporat ion  has
n a v i g a t e d
e a r t h q u a k e s ,
d e p r e s s i o n s ,
r e g u l a t o r y
upheavals,  and  the
most  severe  global
financial  crisis  since
t h e  1 9 3 0 s .
Understanding  the
t u m u l t u o u s
h is tory  o f  the
Bank of America is
not merely a lesson
i n  c o r p o r a t e
evolution—it  is  a



mirror  reflecting  the
v o l a t i l i t y  a n d
d y n a m i s m  o f
American  capitalism
itself.  This  article
traces  the  bank’s
journey  through
b o o m s ,  b u s t s ,
mergers,  scandals,
and  i t s  ongo ing
struggle  to  balance
profitability  with
public  trust.

The Birth of
a Vision:
Amadeo
Giannini
and the
Bank of
Italy
(1904–1920
s)

A Bank for the
“Little Fellow”

The  story  begins
with  Amadeo  Peter
Giannini,  the son of
Italian  immigrants.
In  1904,  Giannini
opened the Bank of
I t a l y  i n  S a n
Francisco’s  North
B e a c h
n e i g h b o r h o o d .
U n l i k e  t h e
established  banks
t h a t  c a t e r e d
exclusively  to  the
w e a l t h y  a n d
business  e l i tes ,
G iannin i ’s  bank
specifically  targeted
w o r k i n g - c l a s s
immigrants,  small
farmers,  and  small
b u s i n e s s
o w n e r s — p e o p l e
whom other bankers
d i s m i s s e d  a s
unworthy  of  credit.
This radical inclusive
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approach  was  the
first  tremor  that
would  eventually
shake  the  entire
banking industry.

The 1906
Earthquake: A
Defining
Moment

Just two years after
its  founding,  the
devastating  1906
S a n  F r a n c i s c o
earthquake  and
subsequent  fires
destroyed  much  of
the  city,  including
Giannin i ’s  bank
building. While other
bankers locked their
vaults and waited for
t h e  c h a o s  t o
subside,  Giannini
r e s c u e d  h i s
deposits—literally
carrying  bags  of
gold  and  securities
out of the rubble. He

set  up  a  makeshift
bank  on  a  wharf,
extending  loans  on
nothing more than a
handshake  to  help
r e b u i l d  t h e
community. This act
of  faith  cemented
his  reputation  and
laid  the  foundation
f o r  w h a t  w o u l d
b e c o m e  a
nationwide  banking
n e t w o r k .  T h e
earthquake was the
first major crisis that
f o r g e d  t h e
t u m u l t u o u s
h is tory  o f  the
Bank of America; it
taught Giannini that
cr is is  could  be  a
catalyst for growth.

Branch Banking
and the Fight
Against Wall
Street

Giann in i ’ s  next



battle was legal and
p o l i t i c a l .  H e
championed  branch
bank ing ,  wh i ch
allowed  a  bank  to
operate  multiple
locations.  At  the
time,  most  states
restricted  branch
banking, fearing the
concentration  of
financial  power.
G i a n n i n i
a g g r e s s i v e l y
acquired  smaller
banks  throughout
California,  building
the  first  statewide
branch  system.  By
the 1920s, the Bank
of Italy had become
the  largest  bank  in
California.  In  1928,
Giannini merged his
bank  with  another
institution  he  had
founded, the Bank of
A m e r i c a  o f  L o s
Angeles,  and  then
adopted  the  name

Bank  of  America
(though  the  formal
merger  wi th  the
national  charter
came  later).  This
p e r i o d  o f  r a p i d
e x p a n s i o n  w a s
fueled by aggressive
competition  and  a
willingness  to  lend
to  the  agricultural
and  entertainment
sectors—including
financing  early
Hollywood  films.

The Great
Depression
and a
National
Name
(1930s–194
0s)

Weathering the
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Storm

The  stock  market
crash  of  1929  and
the  ensuing  Great
D e p r e s s i o n
d e v a s t a t e d
thousands  of  banks
across  the  United
States.  By  1933,
more  than  9,000
banks  had  failed.
Bank  of  America,
however,  survived
d u e  t o  i t s
diversification,  its
large  base  of  small
depos i tors ,  and
Giannini’s  personal
resolve.  The  bank
f a c e d  r u n s  a n d
public  panic,  but
Giannini’s reputation
for  reliability—and
his  willingness  to
inject  substantial
p e r s o n a l
funds—prevented  a
collapse.  In  1930,
the  bank  formally

changed its name to
Bank  of  America
National  Trust  and
Savings  Association,
reflecting  its
national  aspirations.
Yet  the  Depression
left  scars;  the bank
had  to  write  off
millions in bad loans
and  faced  intense
scrutiny from federal
regulators.

Giannini’s Later
Years and
Succession

During  the  1940s,
Giannini  stepped
back,  and  his  son
L.M.  Giannini  took
over  day-to-day
operations. The bank
financed  wartime
produc t i on  and
e x p a n d e d  i n t o
consumer  credit,
issuing  the  first
widely  used  credit



c a r d
(BankAmer i ca rd ,
later  Visa)  in  1958.
B u t  t h e  e l d e r
Giannini’s  death  in
1949  marked  the
e n d  o f  a n  e r a .
Without its visionary
founder,  the  bank
d r i f t e d ,  l o s i n g
market  share  and
st rugg l ing  w i th
i n t e r n a l
bureaucracy.  The
next  few  decades
w o u l d  t e s t  t h e
institution  in  ways
that  Giannini  could
n e v e r  h a v e
predicted.

Expansion,
Controversy
, and the
Rise of a
Conglomera

te
(1950s–199
0s)

International
Ambitions and
the Regulation
Q Era

In  the  1950s  and
1 9 6 0 s ,  B a n k  o f
America  expanded
aggressively  into
i n t e r n a t i o n a l
markets,  opening
branches in London,
Tokyo,  and  across
Latin  America.  It
became the first U.S.
b a n k  t o  h a v e  a
branch  in  Moscow.
However,  domestic
regulations—such as
Regulation Q, which
capped  interest
r a t e s  o n
deposits—squeezed
profits.  The  bank



The Tumultuous History Of The
Bank Of America

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by
Daphne & Newton • Knowledge is power. • Page 7

b e g a n  s e e k i n g
alternative  revenue
streams,  including
mortgage  lending,
auto loans, and later
investment  banking
through  its  holding
c o m p a n y ,
B a n k A m e r i c a
Corporation,  formed
in 1968.

The Merrill
Lynch Tie and
Early Scandals

By the 1980s, Bank
of  America  faced  a
series  of  crises.  It
had  lent  heavily  to
d e v e l o p i n g
countries,  including
Mexico  and  Brazil,
which  defaulted  or
restructured  their
debt.  Domestically,
i t s  r e a l  e s t a t e
portfolio  suffered
from  the  savings
and  loan  crisis.  In

1 9 8 7 ,  t h e  b a n k
posted a record loss
o f  n e a r l y  $ 1
billion—the  largest
ever for a U.S. bank
at  that  time.  This
financial  distress  led
t o  a  c h a n g e  i n
leadership,  with
Richard  Rosenberg
tak ing  over  and
implement ing  a
painful restructuring.
At  the  same  time,
t h e  b a n k  w a s
involved  in  early
legal  controversies,
i n c l u d i n g
a c c u s a t i o n s  o f
d i s c r i m i n a t o r y
lending  practices
(redlining)  in  low-
income and minority
n e i g h b o r h o o d s .
T h e s e  i s s u e s
foreshadowed  the
larger  reputational
battles  that  would
define  the  modern
e r a  o f  t h e



t u m u l t u o u s
h is tory  o f  the
Bank of America.

The Turnaround
and the 1998
Merger with
NationsBank

A f t e r  y e a r s  o f
r e c o v e r y ,
B a n k A m e r i c a
Corporation  was
a c q u i r e d  b y
Nat ionsBank  o f
Charlotte,  North
Carolina, in 1998 for
$62  b i l l ion .  The
combined  entity
retained the Bank of
America  name  but
was  effectively
c o n t r o l l e d  b y
N a t i o n s B a n k
executives.  This
merger  created  the
first  truly  coast-to-
coast  bank  in  the
United  States,  with
headquarters  in

Charlotte.  The 1998
m e r g e r  w a s  a
w a t e r s h e d
m o m e n t — i t
transformed  the
corporation  into  a
behemoth with $570
bil l ion  in  assets,
serving customers in
22 states.  However,
cultural  clashes and
i n t e g r a t i o n
challenges  led  to
o p e r a t i o n a l
difficulties, customer
service  complaints,
and a renewed focus
on  cost-cutting  that
w o u l d  l a t e r  b e
scrutinized.

The 2008
Financial
Crisis: The
Epicenter of
Tumult
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(2007–2010)

Acquisition of
Countrywide
Financial

I n  2 0 0 8 ,  a t  t h e
h e i g h t  o f  t h e
subprime  mortgage
c r i s i s ,  B a n k  o f
Amer ica  made  a
fateful  decision:  it
a c q u i r e d  t h e
struggling  mortgage
lender  Countrywide
Financial  for  $2.5
b i l l ion  in  s tock .
Countrywide  was
synonymous  with
predatory  lending,
having  originated
mil l ions  of  r isky
home  loans  that
were now defaulting
i n  d r o v e s .  T h e
acquis i t ion  was
intended  to  rescue
Countrywide  and
prevent  a  broader

systemic  collapse,
but it  saddled Bank
of  Amer ica  w i th
m a s s i v e  l e g a l
liabilities and billions
in  losses.  Lawsuits
f rom  investors ,
homeowners,  and
g o v e r n m e n t
agencies  poured  in,
a l l eg ing  f r aud ,
misrepresentation,
and  unfair  lending
practices  t ied  to
C o u n t r y w i d e ’ s
“hustle” culture.

The Merrill
Lynch Purchase

Just  a  few  weeks
l a t e r ,  B a n k  o f
A m e r i c a  a l s o
acquired  Merr i l l
L y n c h  f o r
approximately  $50
billion.  While  Merrill
provided  a  strong
investment  banking
a n d  w e a l t h



m a n a g e m e n t
division,  the  deal
brought its  own set
of  problems:  huge
losses from Merrill’s
mortgage-backed
secur i t ies  and  a
controversial  $3.6
billion bonus payout
to Merrill executives
j u s t  b e f o r e  t h e
merge r  c l o sed .
Shareholders  sued,
a c c u s i n g
management  o f
concealing  losses.
G o v e r n m e n t
investigations  found
t h a t  b o t h
Countrywide  and
M e r r i l l  h a d
misrepresented  the
quality of their loan
po r t f o l i o s .  The
combined weight  of
these  acquisitions
t u r n e d  B a n k  o f
America  into  the
target of the largest
s e t t l e m e n t s  i n

banking  history.

Government
Bailout and
TARP

Though  Bank  o f
Amer ica  d id  not
collapse like Lehman
Brothers, it received
$45 billion in federal
b a i l o u t  f u n d s
t h r o u g h  t h e
T roub led  Asse t
R e l i e f  P r o g r a m
(TARP),  along  with
hundreds  of  billions
in  guarantees  from
the Federal Reserve
a n d  t h e  F D I C .
W i t h o u t  t h i s
government support,
t h e  b a n k  l i k e l y
would  have  failed
due to its  exposure
to  toxic  mortgages.
The TARP repayment
came  in  2009,  but
the  public  stigma
remained. For years,
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the bank was viewed
as a symbol of Wall
Street  excess  and
recklessness.  The
2008 crisis  was the
most  har rowing
c h a p t e r  i n  t h e
t u m u l t u o u s
h is tory  o f  the
B a n k  o f
America—one  that
r e s h a p e d  i t s
r e p u t a t i o n  a n d
triggered  a  decade
o f  l e g a l  a n d
r e g u l a t o r y
entanglements.

Legal
Battles,
Fines, and
Reputationa
l Damage
(2010–2020)

Record
Settlements

Between  2010  and
2 0 1 6 ,  B a n k  o f
America  paid  more
than  $70  billion  in
fines,  legal
settlements,  and
c o n s u m e r
relief—more  than
any  other  bank  in
history.  The  largest
single  settlement
was  with  the  U.S.
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Just ice  in  2014:
$16.65  bi l l ion  to
r e s o l v e  c l a i m s
related to the sale of
faulty  mortgage-
backed  securities.
Additionally,  the
bank  settled  with
the  Securities  and
E x c h a n g e
Commission,  state
attorneys  general,
and  private  class-
action lawsuits.  The



c o s t s  w e r e
staggering,  but  the
b a n k  r e m a i n e d
profitable  overall,
t h a n k s  t o  i t s
massive  scale  and
diversified  revenue
streams.

Consumer
Banking
Controversies

Beyond  mortgage
i s sues ,  Bank  o f
A m e r i c a  f a c e d
s c r u t i n y  f o r
o v e r d r a f t  f e e
practices, debit card
fees  (proposed  $5
monthly fee in 2011,
which  was  quickly
withdrawn  after  a
public  outcry),  and
the  so-called  “robo-
signing”  scandal  in
w h i c h  b a n k
employees  signed
f o r e c l o s u r e
documents  without

p r o p e r  r e v i e w .
These  ep isodes
eroded  consumer
t rus t  and  led  to
tighter  regulations
such  as  the  Dodd-
Frank  Wall  Street
R e f o r m  a n d
Consumer Protection
Act.  The  bank  also
s t r u g g l e d  t o
i n t e g r a t e  t h e
disparate  computer
s y s t e m s  f r o m
d o z e n s  o f
acquisitions,  leading
to  customer  service
failures and account
errors.

Environmental
and Social
Activism

In  recent  years ,
Bank of America has
a t t e m p t e d  t o
rebrand  itself  as  a
socially  responsible
institution.  It  has
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pledged  bi l l ions
toward  c l ima te
change  initiatives,
affordable  housing,
and  racial  equity
programs. Yet it has
also  faced  criticism
for  financing  fossil
f u e l  p r o j e c t s ,
i n c l u d i n g  t h e
controversial Dakota
Access  Pipel ine.
Activist shareholders
and  environmental
g r o u p s  h a v e
pressured  the  bank
to  align  its  lending
w i t h  t h e  P a r i s
Agreement  goals.
This ongoing tension
between  profit
motives  and  social
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y
remains  a  defining
f e a t u r e  o f  t h e
t u m u l t u o u s
h is tory  o f  the
Bank of America.

The Modern
Era: Digital
Transformat
ion and
Pandemic
Response
(2020–Prese
nt)

Branch
Closures and
Digital Banking

Under  CEO  Brian
Moynihan, who took
the  helm  in  2010,
Bank of America has
f o c u s e d  o n
s t a b i l i z i n g
operations, reducing
costs,  and investing
in  technology.  The
COVID-19  pandemic
accelerated  a  shift
to  digital  banking,
wi th  mobi le  app



usage  skyrocketing.
The  bank  c losed
hundreds of physical
branches,  laying  off
t h o u s a n d s  o f
workers while hiring
for  tech  roles.  Its
virtual  assistant,
Erica,  now  handles
millions of customer
requests  monthly.
This digital pivot has
improved  efficiency
b u t  a l s o  r a i s e d
concerns  about
access  for  older,
low-income,  and
rural customers who
rely  on  in-person
banking.

Current
Financial
Health and
Challenges

As of 2025, Bank of
A m e r i c a  i s  t h e
second-largest  bank
in the United States

by assets, with over
$ 3  t r i l l i o n .  I t s
quarterly  profits
regularly exceed $7
billion.  However,  it
f a c e s  n e w
challenges:  rising
interest  rates  have
created  volatility  in
b o n d  h o l d i n g s ;
regulatory  capital
r e q u i r e m e n t s
continue  to  tighten;
a n d  t h e  r i s e  o f
fintech  companies
l i k e  C h i m e  a n d
PayPal  threatens its
consumer  deposit
base. The bank also
c o n t e n d s  w i t h
o n g o i n g  l e g a l
issues—in  2023,  it
was  fined  $250
m i l l i o n  b y  t h e
Consumer  Financial
Protection  Bureau
for  charging  junk
fees  and  opening
u n a u t h o r i z e d
accounts.  These
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issues  show  that
scrutiny  never  fully
ends.

Conclusion:
A Legacy of
Resilience
and
Contradictio
n

The  tumul tuous
history  of  the  Bank
of America is a story
of  ambition,  crisis,
and  reinvention.
From  Giannin i ’s
makeshift  counter
on  a  San  Francisco
w h a r f  t o  t h e
t o w e r i n g
headquarters  in
Charlotte,  the  bank
h a s  s u r v i v e d
e a r t h q u a k e s ,
d e p r e s s i o n s ,
financial  meltdowns,

and  reputational
disasters.  I t  has
been both a lifeline
for immigrants and a
symbol of predatory
lending;  a  recipient
of taxpayer bailouts
and  a  generator  of
massive shareholder
value.  Today,  Bank
of America stands as
a  testament  to  the
resilience  of  large
institutions—and  a
cautionary  tale  of
t h e  r i s k s  t h a t
a c c o m p a n y
unchecked  growth.
F o r  i n v e s t o r s ,
cus tomers ,  and
regulators  alike,
understanding  this
history  offers
i n d i s p e n s a b l e
lessons  about  the
delicate  balance
between  innovation,
r i s k ,  a n d
responsibi l i ty  in
modern  finance.


