
Few associate the onset of the Great Depression
with large-scale construction projects. But that is exactly what the
people of Oklahoma City witnessed as the nation careened into a
wretched decade that began with Wall Street’s nosedive in October
1929. Early on, most Oklahomans assumed that their robust econ-
omy would weather the storm that was gathering back East.1 All
one had to do was look out the window at the oil derricks sprouting
from the flatlands to realize that Oklahoma was in the catbird’s
seat, uniquely poised to withstand the shock waves of an imploding
economy. In Oklahoma City there were no better symbols of the
state’s resilience than the fortress rising at the southeast corner of
Robinson Avenue and First Street (present-day Park Avenue) to
house the First National Bank and Trust Company and another one
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across the street, where the Ramsey Tower was adding its own
thirty-three stories to the skyline. Competition between the behe-
moths to see which one would go down in history as the city’s first
skyscraper captured the public’s attention as “The Great Sky-
scraper Race of 1931.”2 As Arthur Ramsey, son of the building’s
builder, W. R. Ramsey, recalled many years later, “They had all
kinds of races between the two buildings . . . who would finish the
steel work first and who would finish the brick and stone work? And
the papers would play it up.”3 Such was the rivalry that local gam-
blers placed odds on which tower would reach the sky first. If back-
ers of the First National Bank and Trust Company and the Ramsey
Tower had enough confidence in the future to build skyscrapers and
gamblers had the gumption to bet on the race, then how bad could
things really get?

The answer was—plenty. But before Oklahoma joined the rest of
the world in its downhill slide, two brothers gave their adopted city
something to crow about. Their names were Frank Pearson and
Hugh McCain Johnson, former newspapermen from Kosciusko,
Mississippi, who migrated to Oklahoma in the 1890s and affixed
their stars to the banking industry. Their crowning achievement
was the First National Bank Building—a marvel of design and ar-
chitecture and a symbol of the confidence that two pioneer bankers
placed in their adopted state.

The building was slated for occupancy on or before October 1,
1931, but construction was not completed until November. On No-
vember 28 the transfer of the bank’s safety deposit boxes took place
under the scrutiny of forty guards armed with automatic weapons
and shotguns. Employees were careful to avoid dropping any “pri-
vate stock” that might have been in the boxes. In the days of Prohi-
bition, an accidental spill might have left quite a mess.4

While most of the nation’s businesses were running for cover, the
First National Bank Building opened to the public on December 14,
1931. The structure was 55 percent occupied (an impressive figure in
those dark days) when the bank moved into the first four floors and
basement. Officers and directors had decided against a gala opening,
but plenty of folks showed up anyway for a public viewing. And what
a view it was! The building was the fourth largest structure west of
the Mississippi, contained more aluminum than any building in the
world, and was crowned with an aviation beacon visible from a dis-
tance of one hundred miles.5 Its Great Banking Room on the second
floor was a simplified reflection of Italian Renaissance design and ar-
chitecture. King Tutankhamen’s tomb, discovered nine years earlier,
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influenced the bird and foliage patterns. St. Genevieve rose marble
was used for the wall wainscoting, counters, and the lower sections
of the room’s giant white columns. Marble for the flooring was quar-
ried near Rome at Tivoli, Italy, brought by steamer to New York
City, and shipped by rail to Oklahoma City. Modern amenities in-
cluded pneumatic tubes to carry messages throughout the bank, a
miniature post office where mail was prepared and sorted directly
for the trains, and a women’s lounge, complete with telephones and
a writing alcove.6

Dominating the Great Banking Room was a vaulted ceiling fea-
turing a twenty-three-by eighty-four-foot skylight. The lobby
opened from street level onto a marble stair case. Four murals by
Edgar Spier Cameron—The Louisiana Transfer, The Sunset Trail,
and two others depicting the Land Run of April 22, 1889—served as
testaments to Oklahoma’s frontier heritage. Just off the main lobby
on the second floor were roomy, comfortable suites, “furnished in
taste and simplicity” for the bank’s officers: Hugh M. Johnson,
chairman of the board; Frank P. Johnson, president; and Charles W.
Gunter, chairman of the executive committee and vice chairman of
the board. Gunter, a native of LaGrange, Mississippi, and former in-
surance man, did not know the Johnsons back in the Magnolia
State, but surely he and the brother bankers found opportunities to
celebrate their southern heritage. As one newspaper reported at the
time of the First National Bank’s opening, “Although each of the
trio of financiers has been away from the ‘old home state’ for many
years, Mississippi still remains a ‘second home’.”7 R. A. Vose
rounded out the executive team as president of the First National
Building Corporation.8

On the fourth floor was the directors’ room, where the sixty-one
men who sat on the First National Bank’s directorate were to hold
their sessions. Unlike old-fashioned assembly rooms with confer-
ence tables, the directors’ room was comfortably furnished in a
modernistic style that was in vogue at the time. Nearby on the
fourth floor was the Trust Department. The Savings Department
was located on the first floor.9 And far below in the basement was a
vault with a twenty-eight-ton door and a state-of-the-art security
system “planned for the present and future safe keeping of the
personal property of Oklahoma City citizens.”10

Completion of the First National Bank Building came toward the
end of the brother bankers’ lives. Frank died of a heart attack in his
home on October 5, 1935, in the arms of his chauffeur, Albert Wash-
ington, and in the company of his wife, Aida; her friend, Mrs. D. A.
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Richardson; and Dr. Stratton D. Kernodle, whose ministrations
proved unsuccessful. Frank’s body lay in state at Hahn’s Funeral
Home in Oklahoma City. Services were conducted in the Johnson
residence by the Reverend Paul S. Wright, pastor of the First Pres-
byterian Church, prior to Frank’s interment in the family mauso-
leum at Fairlawn Cemetery.11 Charles W. Gunter, vice chairman of
the First National Bank board of directors, spoke for many when he
said, “I’ve watched Johnson’s career for more than a quarter of a
century, and in my opinion no man has been his equal in financial
ability. In addition, he was genuinely an all-around friend.”12

Hugh died quietly in his sleep on January 10, 1944, of influenza,
complicated by a cold, and rendered fatal by many years of suffer-
ing from asthma.13 The directors quickly settled on W. E. “Billy”
Hightower, Frank Johnson’s son-in-law, as the bank’s new presi-
dent. His promising career was cut short the next month when he
perished in plane crash near Elkins, West Virginia, en route to
Washington, D. C., to visit his ailing mother-in-law, Aida Johnson.
Others who died on that bleak winter day included Hightower’s
daughter, Phyllis; the pilot, Roy O. Hunt, and his wife, both veteran
aviators; and the co-pilot, George Ruddy.14 Near the same time Aida
Johnson died in Washington, D.C., in the company of her grandson,
Frank, who sacrificed a career in the Foreign Service for pressing
responsibilities at home. Billy Hightower’s tragic death only a
month into his presidency left his only son, Frank, an orphan.
Ethlyn, Billy Hightower’s wife and the only child of Frank and Aida
Johnson, died of pneumonia on May 5, 1931.15 The catastrophic air-
plane accident brought an abrupt and tragic end to the Johnson era
at the First National Bank and Trust Company of Oklahoma City.

Frank and Hugh Johnson’s careers open a window into the era
of frontier banking. At the same time, the brother bankers repre-
sent a typology of the pioneer banker insofar as they were alert to
opportunities, open to forming strategic partnerships, and willing
to accept the risks commensurate with their enterprises. Today,
the First National Bank’s Great Banking Room, empty and eerily
silent, bears testimony not only to a bank that was once known as
“the Gibraltar of the Southwest” but also to a can-do spirit that
resonated in Oklahoma City’s business community.
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Frank (born August 9, 1872)16 and Hugh (born January 4, 1874)17

were the sons of Herbert P. Johnson, a captain in the Mississippi Con-
federate States Army, and Lucy Chase Fultz of Lexington, Mississippi.
In 1877 the Johnsons gathered their growing brood and moved from
Lexington to Kosciusko, where Captain Johnson established a law
practice and edited the Kosciusko Star, a newspaper that he had pur-
chased from Richard Walpole in 1875. Known as the Central Star in
1866, the newspaper’s title was changed to the Kosciusko Star about
the time Captain Johnson purchased it, perhaps to reflect that a new
owner was in charge.18 Unfortunately, the elder Johnson did not have
long to enjoy his newspaper venture. He died on August 1, 1883, near
San Marcos, Texas, where he was spending a few weeks for the benefit
of his health. His remains were returned to Kosciusko for internment,
and his boys were left to fend for their mother and siblings.19 Even
though their father left them a modest estate to further their educa-
tion, theirs was no easy road to success.20 Years later, long after Frank
and Hugh had risen to the apex of Oklahoma City banking, Frank re-
flected on his Mississippi childhood in an interview for the Oklahoma
Banker, the Oklahoma Bankers Association monthly publication.
Early on, recalled the soft-spoken banker, he and his brother Hugh
“were given life’s order of ‘work or starve.’ We preferred to work.”21

Frank picked up on his family’s military heritage and, at the age
of fourteen, enrolled as a cadet in Mississippi A&M College in
Starkville, some fifty-six miles northeast of Kosciusko.22 His
brother followed suit in January 1888 but transferred soon thereaf-
ter to Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee, where he re-
mained for a year before returning to Kosciusko.23 After Frank’s
graduation in 1890, he and his brother acquired controlling interest
in the Kosciusko Star.24 With Frank as editor and Hugh as business
manager, the brothers operated as Johnson & Johnson, Pro’s. Many
years later Frank recalled that he and his brother hustled for jobs.
“Instead of talking in terms of days for delivery, we talked in terms
of hours.”25 In true entrepreneurial fashion the brothers often
worked through the night to meet their deadlines. Branded on its
masthead as the “Official Organ of Attala County,” the Kosciusko
Star employed eleven job printers, far more than their competitors,
and enough to ensure their position as Attala County’s leading pub-
lisher.26

The brothers’ entry into the newspaper business coincided with
national debates over free silver or, more specifically, coinage at a
weight ratio of sixteen ounces of silver to one ounce of gold. Republi-
cans wanted to alleviate inflationary pressure by withdrawing pa-
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per currency from circulation until each dollar was fully backed by
metal reserves—primarily gold, which was notoriously hard to find.
Opposition to the gold standard coalesced in a series of third parties
that were highly critical of the Republicans’ policy of constricting
the money supply for the sake of stability. With the opening of silver
mines in the West, and particularly Nevada’s Comstock Lode, a
moderate solution to the currency problem presented itself: the
so-called “free coinage” of silver. Rallying around the slogan “16 to
1,” a spectrum of currency reformers, from Silver Democrats to Pop-
ulists, steered a middle path between potentially ruinous paper
money and the gold standard to advocate bimetallism, made possi-
ble by an expanding supply of silver.27

Rather than jump on the Democratic bandwagon, the Kosciusko
Star published thoughtful editorials that rejected free silver as a
simple solution to a complex problem. Wary of polarization, Frank
was already revealing the sense of balance that would one day facil-
itate his rise to prominence in Oklahoma business circles.28 Yet
Frank’s attempt to navigate the shoals between free silver and
gold-backed currency brought an abrupt end to his career as a jour-
nalist in Mississippi. In August 1895 brief announcements revealed
that a showdown was brewing over the newspaper’s editorial posi-
tion. With apparently little warning, Frank was on his way out.29

With a wife and infant daughter to support, Frank found himself
in a squeeze. The most promising route out of a tough situation lay
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many miles to the west in the Oklahoma Territory. His fa-
ther-in-law, J. P. Allen, a Civil War veteran who represented Attala
County in the Mississippi legislature, had recently pulled up stakes
and moved to Oklahoma City, where he established a law practice
and served as the fifth mayor (1897-1899) after the city’s incorpora-
tion.30 Once settled in Oklahoma Territory, Allen surely sent tales of
opportunity to his relatives back in Kosciusko.

Frank took the bait and lit out for the territory. His odyssey sur-
vives in the form of a condolence letter from college buddy F. T.
Raiford to Frank’s widow, Aida Allen. Dated October 10, 1935,
Raiford’s letter captures both his affection for an old friend and a
sense of Frank and Aida’s adventure in the fall of 1895. Raiford
had accepted Frank’s invitation to see him and his family at a
train station on their way from Kosciusko to Oklahoma City. “Well
do I remember when I received a wire from him to meet the train
at Senatobia and go West with him,” wrote Raiford to Frank’s be-
reaved widow. “You had your infant daughter lying upon a pillow
in the seat of the railway coach. Each of you were [sic] eager to
tackle the beckoning opportunities in the new country to which
you were bound.” Raiford concluded his letter with words that
were, perhaps, more prescient than he knew, and that might have
taken some of the sting from Aida’s grief. Frank Johnson, Raiford
wrote simply, “had the stuff out of which real men are made—am-
bition, courage, a fine mind and a lovable personality.”31
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After a brief stint as a reporter for the Fort Worth Gazette,32

Frank settled permanently in Oklahoma City and invested his
profit from selling his interest in the Kosciusko Star in the Daily
Clarion, another newspaper. The venture was short-lived and fi-
nancially ruinous. With his father’s admonition to work or starve no
doubt ringing in his ears, Frank cast about for the next opportunity.
He found it in Oklahoma City’s fledgling school system when the
school board selected him to teach at Irving High School for $55 a
month. “I had my wife and two babies then,” recalled Frank many
years later, “but managed to save a little and in three years bought
out a fire insurance and mortgage business here.”33

Frank and Aida were surely pleased when Hugh relocated to
Oklahoma and joined his brother in peddling fire insurance and
mortgages. “Hugh went in with me,” explained Frank, “and we op-
erated as ‘Johnson and Johnson’ for two years.”34 Hugh made no
secret of his financial objectives, which he shared with the
Oklahoma Banker long after success in business was assured. “I
had an ambition to reach a point where I could earn $125 a month,
and get $25,000 laid aside. That was a lot in those days.”35

In a pattern that typifies pioneer banking, Hugh heeded the Si-
ren call of yet another opportunity and, in the fall of 1898, relocated
to Chandler, Oklahoma Territory. He acquired controlling interest
in the Lincoln County State Bank from its founders, O. B. Kee, Fred
Hogt, and W. E. Meredith, who had begun operations in 1894.36

Hugh then organized the First National Bank of Chandler and
merged it with his recently acquired Lincoln County State Bank. As
president of the First National Bank of Chandler and holder of the
first national bank charter in Lincoln County, Hugh was uniquely
poised to service the needs of his pioneering neighbors.37

By June 1900 Hugh was boarding with hotelkeeper John C. Baker
and living the life of a small-town banker with big dreams. His ex-
pansive mood prompted him on January 31, 1903, to submit articles
of incorporation and a draft for $10 to the Honorable Wm. Grimes,
secretary of Oklahoma Territory (O. T.) in Guthrie, to establish an-
other bank—the Firsst [sic] State Bank, of Agra, Okla.38 A letter
dated March 21, 1904, to Grimes indicates that H. M. Johnson had
become president of yet another bank—Carney State Bank of Car-
ney, O. T. The letter was signed by cashier M. A. Smith and included
two applications, “which we trust have been properly executed”: one
for a charter for the Carney Automatic Telephone Company and the
other for a commission for the new bank’s vice president, E. Z. (or
possibly G. Z.) Page, to become a notary public. A bank draft in the
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amount of $12 was enclosed to cover the cost of the charter applica-
tions—$10 for the phone company charter and $2 for the notary
public commission.39

Hugh’s businesses were booming, and the life of a lonely bachelor
was only temporary. The lucky lady was Mary Margaret Mills of
McComb, Mississippi, described in the Chandler News as “one of the
leaders of McComb society.”40 Following their wedding at the Mills
home, Hugh and Mary enjoyed a brief wedding trip to parts unknown
before arriving in Chandler. The Chandler News of March 9, 1905, pre-
dicted a warm reception for the Mississippi belle: “The bride, though a
stranger, will receive a warm welcome by the ladies of Chandler who
will endeavor to make her feel, though in a strange land, that she is
among friends.”41 By April the young bride was already at the epicenter
of civic and cultural activities. The Round Table Club reported favor-
ably on her reading of “The Argentine Republic,” and a committee on
flowers for the courthouse lawn welcomed her horticultural acumen.42

It was not long before Mary became active in the Presbyterian Church.
Her efforts were honored many years later when a Sunday school class
was named for her.43

Determined to make his bride comfortable under her new, spa-
cious skies, Hugh set about building a home in the tradition of their
native Mississippi. Construction of what came to be known as the
old “mansion house” at 503 Manvel began in 1897. Already known
in Lincoln County as “a prosperous, conservative business man”

396

THE CHRONICLES OF OKLAHOMA

Hugh M. and Mary Mills Johnson (photographs courtesy of
the author).



who enjoyed “the esteem, confidence and respect of all who know
him,” Hugh received the deed for the $2,200 house in March 1905
upon his return from his wedding. He balanced his work at the First
National Bank with remodeling their home in the Greek Revival
style that flourished during the 1830s and 1840s. On July 6, 1905,
the Chandler News gushed with enthusiasm over the fluted col-
umns and veranda that were bringing a touch of classicism to the
Oklahoma Territory: “The handsome new residence which H. M.
Johnson is completing on his lots on north Manvel avenue is one of
the most beautiful in Chandler. It will be a splendid improvement
to that portion of the city and Mr. Johnson cannot be blamed for it if
he takes a keen delight in life when he and his better half are pleas-
antly domiciled in it.”44

Back in Oklahoma City Frank Johnson took his first step into
what was to become his life’s calling in November 1900 when the
Union Trust Company established the People’s Savings Bank, the
first of its kind in the territory. The officers included H. D. Price as
president, R. K. Wooten as vice president, and Frank Johnson as
treasurer and secretary.45 On January 9, 1901, a territorial charter
was issued to the Oklahoma City Savings Bank. In addition to
Frank and his father-in-law, J. P. Allen, the directors included H. D.
Price, S. S. Allen, C. W. Allen, and W. S. Hanson, all of Oklahoma
City, and George H. Willis of Guthrie.46 Less than a month later
Frank was one of five businessmen to receive a charter for the Bank
of Busch in Roger Mills County. As was common for territorial
banks, the Bank of Busch was capitalized with $10,000. Joining
Frank on the Bank of Busch board of directors were H. C. and E. D.
Crittenden of Weatherford and H. D. Price and C. W. Allen, two of
his fellow directors of the Oklahoma City Savings Bank.47

Capitalized with $15,000 and located in a small frame building
on Main Street that later became the home of Dean’s Jewelry Com-
pany, the Oklahoma City Savings Bank grew quickly.48 But bigger
doings were afoot. With Frank now serving as president, the bank’s
directors and stockholders announced on April 10, 1903, that they
were doubling their capital. “The new capital has now been fully
paid in cash,” ran an announcement in the Daily Oklahoman, “and
we have a capital of Fifty Thousand Dollars with a surplus of Eight
Thousand. This, with the double liability of stockholders imposed
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under the law, makes a total guarantee to depositors of $108,000.
We therefore have by far the largest capital of all the State Banks of
Oklahoma and are exceeded only by a small portion of the National
Banks.”49

Because there was no savings bank law in Oklahoma Territory,
the Oklahoma City Savings Bank was incorporated under the gen-
eral banking laws of the territory and therefore subject to examina-
tions, publication of statements, and restrictions pertaining to loans
and cash reserves that applied to other banks. By the time of their
capitalization, Frank was already waxing nostalgic about his bank’s
rags-to-riches history. “The bank was started over two years ago,” he
wrote in his announcement in the Daily Oklahoman, “and has had a
steady and solid growth ever since. We began in a small frame build-
ing when one man could do all the work; now we occupy one of the
handsomest brick buildings on Main street and employ five men.”50

The savings bank boasted two departments: a commercial depart-
ment that received deposits and made loans based on approved col-
lateral and personal security and a savings department that serviced
accounts of one dollar and upward and paid interest at the rate of 5
percent per annum, compounded twice a year. Deposits could be
withdrawn wholly or in part at any time upon presentation of a bank
book. The bank also issued certificates of deposit for large and small
sums alike, all of which bore interest. Other features included safety
deposit boxes and escrow services. Ever the loyal Democrat, it was
probably Frank who insisted that the bank remain open for deposits
from 7:00 to 8:30 on Saturday evenings for the convenience of work-
ing people.51

In July 1903, just over three months after Frank announced his
bank’s capitalization, the Oklahoma City Savings Bank and the
American National Bank concluded six months of negotiations with
an agreement to consolidate.52 The Oklahoma City Savings Bank
was to close immediately, and the consolidated institution, slated to
remain the American National Bank, was opening for business in
the Lee Hotel Building on North Broadway where the original
American National Bank had been operating since its inception in
January 1901 and where it had opened for business on April 24,
1901. The bank remained at this location until 1905, when it moved
to an adjoining room on the north side of the building. Here it re-
mained until a catastrophic fire in 1908 destroyed the Lee Hotel
and ushered in yet another chapter in Oklahoma City banking.53

Officers elected at a stockholders meeting on the afternoon of
July 24 included E. F. Sparrow, president; G. G. Sohlberg, founder in
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1904 of the Acme Milling Company, the city’s first flour mill, vice
president;54 and F. P. Johnson, cashier. Directors elected that evening
included Frank’s brother, Hugh, president of the First National Bank
of Chandler and now, as evidence of his entrepreneurial drive, presi-
dent of the First National Bank of Stroud.55 A brief biography of
Frank reads as follows:

F. P. Johnson, the cashier, was president of the Oklahoma City Savings
Bank until yesterday. He came to this city five years ago [sic] from Mis-
sissippi and organized the Union Trust company, which later became
the Oklahoma City Savings bank. Mr. Johnson’s abilities in financial
affairs, coupled with remarkable enterprise and endless energy, have
placed him in the front row in local enterprises, and there is no limit to
his prospects.56

In keeping with the pro-business boosterism of territorial news-
papers, the Daily Oklahoman did its part to emphasize the bank’s
impressive credentials and promote business growth. “Several of
the most influential and wealthy citizens of Oklahoma City will
shortly become identified with the new institution, which com-
mences business today with a capital of $100,000 and deposits
amounting to more than $600,000.”57 At the age of thirty-one,
buoyed by a wealth of experience and honed to the rhythms of busi-
ness, Frank Johnson found his calling at the American National
Bank. The Daily Oklahoman was describing the cashier as well as
his institution in its concluding paean to the American National
Bank: “With the prominent capitalists and commercial men here
and elsewhere interested in the enterprise, a successful career is
assured and it promises to become one of the strongest financial in-
stitutions in the two territories.”58

Predictions of success were quickly realized. In June 1905 several
days of quiet negotiation resulted in a merger between the American
National Bank and the Bank of Commerce. The Bank of Commerce
vacated its quarters and relocated to the Lee Hotel Building, where
the merged banks operated as the American National Bank. With J.
H. Wheeler as president, F. P. Johnson as cashier, and H. B. Carson
and Oscar Avey as assistant cashiers, the combined institution
boasted capitalization of $100,000 and a surplus of $18,000. Deposits
totaled some $800,000, “making it the fourth bank in the territory
with deposits amounting to near one million dollars.”59 With typical
frontier boosterism, the Daily Oklahoman reported as follows: “The
consolidation while highly advantageous to the stockholders will
also be looked upon with favor by the patrons of both banks, and the
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American National bank as now constituted will rank as one of the
most stable and largest institutions in Oklahoma City and the ter-
ritory.”60

The slate of directors included a recent arrival to Oklahoma
City—R. A. Vose. Two years earlier Vose, born in Maine and living
in Clinton, Iowa, had accepted an offer from W. W. Bierce, his uncle,
to visit him in Oklahoma City. Bierce, a member of the American
National Bank’s board of directors, was also involved in the cotton
business. Vose’s visit and participation in his uncle’s Southwest
Cotton Oil Company, together with his purchase of American Na-
tional Bank stock in 1904 and subsequent invitation to join the
bank’s board of directors, launched the career of one of Oklahoma
City’s most influential citizens and laid the foundation for a historic
relationship between the Johnson and Vose families, converging
from Mississippi and Maine in Oklahoma Territory.61

Citing personal reasons, J. H. Wheeler resigned as president of
the American National Bank in September 1906, and Frank was
promoted from cashier to the top job. His rise to the presidency, ran
the announcement in the Daily Oklahoman, “is very gratifying to
those persons who have been watching his progressive career and
realize that his business ability and integrity of character merit the
promotions which have been awarded him from time to time.”62

“Work or starve” had proven to be an apt admonition from a grizzled
Civil War veteran to his sons. A decade after his hasty departure
from the Kosciusko Star, Frank Johnson reached the inner circle of
his adopted city’s business elite. Surely he had opportunities to visit
with his brother Hugh to compare their routes to success and to
speculate on what else lay in store for the brother bankers.

Construction of Frank and Aida’s home on the corner of Northwest
Fifteenth Street and Walker was completed in 1907.63 Modeled on
homes from their native Mississippi and designed by the architectural
firm of Hawk and Collignon, the mansion was built of grey stone in
the antebellum style known as Greek Revival. The south side facing
Fifteenth Street was nothing short of dramatic. An oversized,
pedimented gable was supported by monumental Doric columns, and
an inner balcony was supported by matching pairs of smaller col-
umns.64 Columned porte-cocheres, connected by a semicircular drive-
way, graced the east and west sides of the house so that visitors could
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enter either from Walker to the west or Fifteenth Street to the
south, and horse-drawn carriages would not have to turn around to
exit the property. A carriage house on the north side of the drive-
way, converted in later years to a garage and servants’ quarters,
provided bays for the Johnsons’ equine transportation and eventu-
ally carriages of the horseless variety. Built on a slight rise, the
home had a commanding view of the growing business district to
the south and undulating prairies to the north. In years to come the
southern view would be obstructed by Sycamore trees that Frank
planted along the street to remind him and Aida of their leafy
homeland.65 A contemporary newspaper account of an afternoon
and evening of entertainment at the Johnson residence asserted
that no homes were “more beautiful in design nor more complete in
appointments than that of Mr. and Mrs. Frank P. Johnson on West
Fifteenth street. Modeled after the attractive old mansions of the
southland, its very atmosphere bespeaks southern hospitality and
cheer, from the delightfully planned and elegantly furnished apart-
ments of the lower floor, up the wide colonial stairway, through the
spacious halls and on to the third floor to the ball-room, which
formed the central motif of the afternoon and evening planned by
this popular hostess.”66

The front entrance was an arched doorway, and it opened on a
foyer and Victorian-era staircase whose heavy oak balustrades
were made to last—and, as an added benefit, to allow the Johnsons’
daughter, Ethlyn, to slide from the landing to the recessed,
tufted-leather seats at the base of the stairs. In keeping with Victo-
rian tastes, a large, stained-glass window was inset above the land-
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ing between the first and second floors. The lighting that illumi-
nated the foyer and ubiquitous archways on the first floor must
have had a dramatic effect on visitors as they entered the home.
The cornices and banisters were decorated with bold millwork. The
mahogany-paneled dining room, framed by heavy beams and a
mantle straight out of a Dickens novel, made eating a grand affair,
particularly when Aida broke out her lace doilies and finger bowls
and cut glass for one of her many soirées. Ethlyn surely provided
musical accompaniment on special occasions from the nearby music
room whose wedding-cake ceiling of molded plaster featured an-
gelic ornamentation and whose furniture was swathed in silk up-
holstery. It is not hard to imagine Frank and Hugh Johnson in the
library, warming themselves by a fire against the chill of a prairie
squall roaring down from the Rockies and sharing their adventures
in frontier banking beneath towering bookshelves piled high with
books that were Frank’s constant companions.67

Frank’s career was nearly derailed on Saturday night of August
15, 1908, when smoke was seen billowing from the Lee Hotel. Early
accounts suggested that African American employees who were
shooting craps and smoking cigarettes in the basement had ignited
a conflagration that quickly spread out of control. Suspicions
mounted when the head porter instructed the staff not to talk to
anyone about the fire.68 Questions were raised about the hotel’s
compliance with fire codes. As evidence that the lawless frontier
had yet to give up its ghost, only two of twenty-four building owners
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interviewed on August 24 were aware that fire escape codes had
been passed into law, and no buildings surveyed were properly
equipped.69

Not only was the Lee Hotel reduced to ashes, so was the Ameri-
can National Bank. Bank employees sifting through the ruins
found nothing of value, and nothing was discovered to indicate that
lives were lost. Frank Johnson’s state of mind can only be imagined
as he waited to discover what had happened to the contents of the
bank’s safe. Fortunately, the safe lived up to its reputation. Money
and records were salvaged, and the American National Bank’s sur-
vival was assured.70 In all probability funds that Frank was collect-
ing as a trustee for the Daily Oklahoman’s war chest on behalf of
William Jennings Bryan’s presidential bid were likewise saved
from the inferno. Such was Frank’s gratitude toward the brave men
who fought the fire that he donated $100 to the Fire Department.71

Shaken but undeterred, Frank Johnson and his board of direc-
tors set up temporary offices at 18 North Robinson. In March 1909
he and R. A. Vose took out a building permit for an eight-story
building at 135 West Main Street. The total cost of the structure
was $190,000, and construction was expected to take eight
months.72 In the cacophony of hammers and saws, the bank pro-
duced a balance sheet on June 23, 1909, listing capital stock of
$100,000, loans and discounts of $1,000,715.39, and total resources
of $1,979,943.09—not bad for a bank that was rising phoenix-like
from the ashes.73

In April 1913 the American National Bank was cited as one of
Oklahoma City’s most successful banks. Its capital was now of
$500,000, surplus and profits were $73,300, and deposits had
reached $2,429,400. Business reporter Allen J. Cash attributed the
success of Oklahoma City’s banks to their conservatism. “Banks in
Oklahoma City today are not loaning money on prospective in-
creases in real estate valuations,” wrote Cash. “For every dollar
loaned, 100 cents in gilt edge securities is exacted. When banks set-
tle down to doing business on this basis, and only then, can they be
considered in a healthy condition as to securities.”74

Another milestone in Oklahoma City banking came in November
1917, when the American National Bank took over Western Na-
tional Bank, founded by M. L. Turner in 1898, to become second
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only to the Exchange National Bank of Tulsa in terms of deposits.
The consolidated institution reported deposits in excess of $11 mil-
lion and capital, surplus, and divided profits of $700,000 before add-
ing in the assets of Western National Bank. Known for his modesty,
even Frank Johnson might have gloated over the acquisition. Nine-
teen years earlier, he and his brother had been compelled to move
their insurance, loan, and mortgage business to the second floor
when Western National Bank moved into the building they occu-
pied at Main and Broadway. With Western National Bank’s move to
the American National Bank location, Frank felt that he had finally
“evened up.”75

Frank Johnson’s horizons expanded when officials from the Fed-
eral Reserve System expressed interest in locating a branch of the
Tenth District Bank, headquartered in Kansas City, in Oklahoma
City. Rivals included Wichita, which was quickly rejected because of
its proximity to Kansas City, and Tulsa. In a rare spirit of coopera-
tion with its cross-state competitor, the Tulsa business community
rallied behind Oklahoma City in the selection process. On Novem-
ber 26, 1919, the Federal Reserve Board sent letters to Oklahoma
banks outside the contending cities to ask for their preferences on
the bank’s location. The letter read in part: “In order that this
Branch may be located with a view to the interests of the territory
to be served, the Board desires from you an unbiased statement in-
dicating your preference as between the two cities named.”76

The referendum turned out to be good news for Oklahoma City.
“Oklahoma City seems sure to win the bank now,” said Frank John-
son, chairman of the Oklahoma City campaign, in an interview with
the Daily Oklahoman on November 30. “More than 200 member
banks in the state endorsed Oklahoma City when we presented the
petition to the board, and I am certain they will return the same de-
cision now. The vote was more than two to one for us. We have been
in close touch with all the banks and can rely upon them fully.”77

The good news hit the streets when the Federal Reserve Board is-
sued a press release announcing Oklahoma City’s selection on De-
cember 17, 1919.78

Cooperation between the cross-state rivals notwithstanding,
Oklahoma City reveled in its victory. On December 18, 1919, Frank
used the Daily Oklahoman as a bully pulpit to explain the benefits
that would accrue to Oklahomans as a result of the Federal Reserve
Board’s decision. “It means that the money that banks have kept on
deposit in the Federal Reserve Bank and other banks outside the
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state will now be kept in the state. This will provide cheaper money,
easier money, more loan money for every point in Oklahoma.”79

Frank was not bashful about his bank’s prominence in the state’s
finances. “Location of the branch in Oklahoma City means that the
biggest, strongest, leading bank in Oklahoma City, which is the
American National Bank, will be in ever-increasing measure a fi-
nancial headquarters for the whole state.”80 Frank went on to ex-
plain why, exactly, his bank had emerged as Oklahoma City’s finan-
cial headquarters. “The American National Bank has won premier
place in Oklahoma City. It leads in amount of deposits and number
of depositors and is a member of the Federal Reserve system. It is
the bank that can most ably serve the interests of bankers through-
out the state in connection with the Federal Reserve Bank.”81

A rivalry of a different sort shaped up when Hugh and Mary
Johnson relocated to Oklahoma City. Hugh quickly teamed up with
John W. Teter to purchase an interest in the State Exchange Bank.
On October 16, 1918, the business newspaper Harlow’s Weekly fea-
tured photographs of Oklahoma’s two most famous Hugh Johnsons:
Brigadier General Hugh Johnson of Okmulgee and Hugh Johnson,
“President of the State Exchange Bank of Oklahoma City and
chairman of the state democratic campaign committee.”82 In late
November the State Exchange Bank transferred its assets to the
State National Bank, the institution founded in 1893 by Edward
and George Cooke, Will Henry, and Whit Grant. These four princi-
pals of State National Bank had purchased the First National Bank
of Oklahoma City in 1897 from its founders, T. M. Richardson, J. P.
Boyle, and George T. Reynolds, to become one of the most successful
financial institutions in the state.83

Edward Cooke immediately tendered his resignation and was
elected as chairman of the board of the consolidated institution. At
the same time the State National Bank’s capital stock was in-
creased from $250,000 to $500,000; capital, surplus, and undivided
profits reached an impressive $900,000. With the stroke of a pen, it
became Oklahoma City’s largest bank in terms of capitalization. As
the State Banker, one of the financial publications of the time,
summed up the stunning news, “All directors, old and new, hold sub-
stantial interests in the greatly strengthened State National, and
because of their business and professional station make the bank’s
directorate one of the most powerful in the southwest.”84

As a relative newcomer to Oklahoma City banking, Hugh John-
son was a magnet for the media. The State Banker further ex-
plained that for “a fifth of a century he has been a successful banker
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in Oklahoma, and ranks among the heaviest holders of farm and
other property in the state. Only recently did he relinquish the ac-
tive duties attending the chairmanship of the State Democratic
Committee, in which capacity he conducted a campaign that be-
came famous for its strictly business character.”85 In his brief ten-
ure as president of the Exchange National Bank, Hugh had earned
a reputation for encouraging new ideas, procuring new accounts,
and opening new departments. Such was Hugh’s track record at the
Exchange National Bank that the State Banker expressed dismay
at the consolidation. “Mr. Johnson’s personality and his marvelous
genius for finance had profound effect almost immediately. The
bank’s outlook was so brilliant that its consolidation with the State
National is the greatest surprise.”86

Shortly after the merger between State Exchange Bank and
State National Bank, Hugh moved to change the bank’s name to the
First National Bank in Oklahoma City to reflect the bank’s lineage
dating back to the opening of the Oklahoma country to non-Indian
settlement on April 22, 1889, when T. M. Richardson opened up for
business as the Oklahoma Bank. Hugh was not able to receive a
charter as the First National Bank of Oklahoma City because that
would have duplicated the original charter granted in 1890 to Rich-
ardson and his associates.87 Officers of the combined institution in-
cluded Edward H. Cooke, chairman of the board; Hugh M. Johnson,
president; and George L. Cooke, Prentiss Price, J. W. Teter, and
Montford Jones, vice presidents.88 Still operating as the State Na-
tional Bank, the bank’s statement of condition at the close of busi-
ness on March 4, 1919, concluded with a flourish, blending frontier
bravado with intimations of good times to come: “This old, solid
bank antedates all other charters in the city, and has assisted many
a customer to affluence and wealth, which is the real province of a
bank with a heart. Its customers are its friends. We are growing
with and for Oklahoma, and we invite your business and co-opera-
tion.”89

For most of the 1920s the brothers and one-time business partners
from Kosciusko, Mississippi, competed as presidents of rival banks at
the intersection of Main and Robinson. At the close of business on
December 29, 1922, total resources of the American National Bank
were $14,521,189.82.90 By April 3, 1923, those resources had grown
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to $17,081,317.20. Liabilities included capital stock of $1 million, a
surplus of $250,000, undivided profits of $122,151.76, circulation of
$206,000, and deposits of $15,503,165.44.91 By the time of the
bank’s twenty-fifth anniversary in 1926, resources had surpassed
$21 million, and advertisements were focusing on the institution’s
longevity in the young city. “The New Year will be a better one for
you,” ran a full-page advertisement in the January 1927 issue of the
Oklahoma Banker, “if your items which originate or terminate in
the Oklahoma City district are handled through this strong Na-
tional bank which has been ‘Serving and Growing with Oklahoma
City since 1901’.”92 The bank’s seventy-five employees were no
doubt pleased to begin their new year with a slice of the $14,160
that was distributed on January 1, 1927, as a bonus. The bonus was
doled out according to length of service under a profit-sharing plan
that the bank had maintained for a number of years and ranged
from 2 to 10 percent of annual salaries.93

The opposite corner of Main and Robinson was busy too. With
Hugh Johnson as president, the First National Bank in Oklahoma
City was touting itself as Oklahoma City’s oldest and strongest.94

Advertisements in the Oklahoma Banker relied on big bold print to
promise “Prompt and Reliable Information.”95 Sibling rivalry might
have prompted Hugh to enlist technology in customer service. Ac-
cording to advertisements in December 1924 and subsequent issues
of the Oklahoma Banker, the First National Bank was offering “a
service to bankers and business firms by radiocasting livestock, cot-
ton and other business reports through Broadcasting Station KFJF,
Oklahoma City, 9:15 a.m., 12:15 and 3:15 p.m. daily.”96

On June 30, 1924, total deposits in the First National Bank were
$14,991,844.41; a year later, they had grown to $19,331,815.36, rep-
resenting a one-year gain of $4,339,970.95. Reaching out to all com-
ers with its slogan, “Big enough to value the little fellows,” the First
National Bank laid claim to a slew of firsts: “in Name, in Fact, in
Service, in Safety, in Progress, in Strength, in Regard, in Oklahoma
City.” Basking in the glow of its lineage, the bank blared in capital
letters that it had been established in 1889 with “Confidence in
Oklahoma” and was leading in 1925 with the “Confidence of
Oklahoma.”97

Like most everyone in his business circle, Hugh chose the
Winans District (present-day Heritage Hills) just north of down-
town as the site for his home. He and Mary had purchased two lots
at 420 Northwest Fourteenth Street for $6,500. Their lots were sur-
rounded by banking families: Hugh’s brother lived one street north;
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R. A. Vose lived just to the west at the corner of Fourteenth Street
and Walker; and Edward Cooke lived to the east at Fourteenth and
Hudson.

Construction began in September 1921 on the 5,500-square-foot
Mediterranean mansion destined to give Mary Johnson, the
grande dame of Oklahoma City, a proper venue for her sumptuous
galas and marathon bridge parties. Guests entered the home to
find a foyer that swept to the rear wall from the first floor to the
second-level ceiling. Even the attic reflected the Johnsons’ social
proclivities, with fifteen oversized wardrobes to accommodate
gowns, dresses, and party linens for every occasion.98 A wood-pan-
eled dining room, den, and formal sitting rooms practically oozed
southern hospitality, particularly when refreshments included
Mary’s renowned combination of bourbon, marinated pineapple
juice, and wine. The festive atmosphere heated up when Mary, in
true New Orleans tradition, ladled a blazing concoction of rum and
coffee into porcelain demitasse cups. Her “flaming bolo” probably
tasted even better when she offered her signature toast: “Deah
dahlins, heah’s to our noble selves!”99 On truly special occasions,
Mary waxed poetic with doggerel drawn from her native land:

If I had a ticket to Heaven,
And you didn’t have one too;
I’d tear my ticket right in half,
And go straight to Hell with you!”100

Such was the extent of the Johnsons’ business and civic involve-
ment that the Oklahoma Bankers Association’s annual convention
held in Oklahoma City in May 1923 was something of a family af-
fair. Frank, who was then serving as president of the Oklahoma
City Clearing House as well as the American National Bank, was
chairman of the Reception Committee. His fellow greeters included
his brother Hugh and son-in-law, W. E. Hightower. While the men in
the family did their part to make their colleagues feel at home, Aida
was serving as chairman [sic] of the Ladies’ Committees. These
committees were responsible for a reception at the Huckins Hotel
on the evening of May 28, a tea at the Oklahoma Club on May 29,
and a dance (venue unknown) that evening. Frank and Aida’s
daughter, Ethlyn—listed now under her married name, Mrs. W. E.
Hightower—was one of seven women responsible for the dance.
Predictably, the Dance Committee included Aida’s sister-in-law and
Ethlyn’s aunt, Mrs. Hugh M. Johnson, who shared the limelight
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with the famed Pearl Mesta as Oklahoma City’s “hostess with the
mostest.”101

By the late 1920s the American National Bank and the First Na-
tional Bank in Oklahoma City were the two biggest banks in
town.102 Early in 1927, surely with a few toasts to past partnerships
dating back to their days at the Kosciusko Star, Frank and Hugh
decided to merge their banks into a single titan destined to dwarf
its competitors. The boards of directors of the two banks passed res-
olutions approving the merger on February 3, 1927, thus creating
the largest bank in the state and one larger than any bank in
thirty-two states. Stockholders in both banks approved the merger
on March 24.103

A two-page spread in the February 1927 edition of the Oklahoma
Banker captured a sense of the excitement that greeted a new era in
Oklahoma banking: “The need of a larger bank, providing better
lines of credit, has long been felt in this state and city. With
Oklahoma City making strides toward becoming the center of the
Mid Continent oil field, this need has become imperative . . . To pro-
vide these facilities, we announce the consolidation of the American
National Bank and the First National Bank. This consolidation is
effective, in fact, at once. The physical consolidation will not be
made, however, until changes can be made to enlarge the banking
room of the American National.”104

The numbers were staggering. The new institution, christened
the American–First National Bank, reported capital stock of $3 mil-
lion, which was $1 million more than the combined capital of the
two banks. The assets of the consolidated bank were in excess of
$43 million—clearly enough to “keep stride with the growth of the
oil business, as well as agriculture, trade and industry.”105 The direc-
tors ended their announcement in the Oklahoma Banker with a
tribute to Oklahoma City’s spirit and an unambiguous statement of
purpose:

To our customers—we appreciate your confidence and good will. You
have made these two banks the largest in Oklahoma City. And we
want your assistance in making the American First National Bank
one of the great financial institutions of the West—an institution that
will have an active part in the development and upbuilding of our
state and city. But withal, we want it to be a friendly, helpful
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bank—one where you will find it a pleasure to do business—one which
you will be proud to call “My Bank.”106

With Frank as president and Hugh as chairman of the board, the
directors effected the consolidation under the old charter of the
First National Bank dated August 20, 1890.107 With an eye on his-
tory, the consolidation was made effective on April 22,
1927—thirty-eight years to the day since the Oklahoma country
was opened to non-Indian settlement.108 To celebrate the occasion,
the American–First National Bank opened its doors to the public at
9:00 a.m. on Friday, April 22. An account of the gala in the
Oklahoma Banker tells the story not only of an auspicious bank
merger but also of a state that had finally shed its frontier persona,
celebrated in a riot of spring colors that was missing at the bank’s
inception in 1889: “The banking room was a garden of beautiful
flowers of all descriptions, coming from all parts of the United
States from bankers expressing their good will and best wishes. It
was estimated that it was the largest display of flowers that
Oklahoma City has ever witnessed. The opening of the Ameri-
can–First National Bank marked a new page in the banking history
of the State of Oklahoma.”109

The coup de grace had to wait until January 2, 1930, when the
American–First National Bank united with the Security National
Bank. The combined institution continued service as the First Na-
tional Bank and Trust Company of Oklahoma City with resources
of more than $70 million.110 In keeping with the cross-state rivalry
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between Oklahoma’s metropolitan centers, Tulsans were bristling
at claims that the combined institution would be the largest bank
in the state. More than three months before the merger was com-
pleted, the Exchange National Bank of Tulsa cited figures showing
that at the close of business Friday, September 20, 1929, its re-
sources, together with resources of its affiliated institutions, the
Exchange Trust Company and the Exchange National Company,
were in the neighborhood of $82 million.111

Family lore has it that Hugh Johnson and R. A. Vose watched
from a distance one day as the First National Bank Building
pushed skyward. Never known for his eloquence, Vose turned to his
friend and asked, “Hugh, think we made it too big?”112

If Hugh’s response was not lost to the din of construction, it was
surely lost to the sands of time.
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