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Get to know your stock: Wells Fargo & Company
Wells Fargo & Co. (NYSE: WFC) has come a long way from its stagecoach days depicted in its famous corporate logo. Launched as an express delivery and banking outfit for California gold rush seekers, the company now has $1.4 trillion in assets and provides diversified financial services to 70 million customers in more than 35 countries.

In 1850, Henry Wells and William Fargo consolidated their separate New York-based express delivery companies with a third firm to create the America Express Company. Unable to convince their co-directors to expand westward, they founded San Francisco-based Wells, Fargo & Co. in 1852. The company (which dropped its comma in 1875) rapidly delivered gold, mail and valuables. It also bought gold, sold paper bank drafts and later wired funds by telegraph.
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Wells Fargo briefly operated the Pony Express, helped create the Overland Mail Company and assembled a 3,000-mile network of stagecoaches that ran between California and Nebraska. Wells Fargo employed shotgun messengers to help protect valuables. The company jumped on railroads to expand its reach to the Midwest and Northeast, and also operated through ocean and river steamers. In 1888, Wells Fargo became the U.S.’s first nationwide express company. 
By the 1910s, Wells Fargo had more than 10,000 offices across the country and the Wells Fargo Wagon was “a-comin’ down the street,” as The Music Man lyrics go, delivering a variety of goods. [Show tune fans may recall the Montgomery Ward bathtub or the salmon from Seattle.] 

But Wells Fargo lost is express delivery business in 1918 when the federal government took over the nation’s express business as part of its efforts for the First World War. Meanwhile Wells Fargo’s banking business, by then a separate entity, continued to flourish—no easy feat given the Great Depression and other challenges. It helped support California’s growing agriculture and film industries. By the 1960s, Wells Fargo had expanded into a Northern California regional bank. It was the nation’s seventh largest bank by the 1980s.
Wells Fargo has continued its rapid expansion.  In the 1990s, it acquired First Interstate Bancorp and merged with Norwest Corp. Wachovia Corp. became part of Wells Fargo in 2009. Today, Wells Fargo has more than 9,000 branches and 12,000-plus ATMs worldwide. It is the nation’s largest retail mortgage lender and small business lender, and the fifth largest insurance broker in the world, according to a quarterly fact sheet from the company. It is also a leader in wealth, brokerage and retirement services.
Wells Fargo reported record net income of $5.5 billion in the second quarter of 2013, a 19% jump from the second quarter of 2012 and nearly a 6% increase from the first quarter of 2013. “Wells Fargo again demonstrated an ability to grow during a dynamic economic and interest rate environment, and we feel very well positioned to continue to perform for our shareholders over the long term,” Chairman and CEO John Stumpf said in a recent company news release.
