PERFACE

This manuseript is the product of a tape-recorded inferview conducted
by John Bucarl for the Oral History Office on August 22, 1973. Mr. Bucari,
who transcribed the tape and edited the transcription, conducted the inter-
view as one of several comprising a Springfield Marine Bank oral history
project. Mr. Ebers reviewed the transcript.

Herschel Ebers was born in Virden, Illinois, on July 31, 1906.

Mr. Fbers attended grade and high schools in Virden. After graduation
from high school in 1924, he started his banking career with the State Bank
of Virden in 1925. On February 13, 1928 he joined the staff of the Springfield
Marine Bank and continued at that bank until retirement on August 1, 1971.
With the Marine Bark, he started as mail clerk, became Supervisor of Book-
keeping and Proof Departments, was elected Assistant Cashler and then, later,
Assistant vice-president. He 1s a graduate of the Unlversity of Wisconsin
School of Banking, having attended as part of Marine Bark's training program.
In this memoir, Mr. Fbers talks of his years with the bank.

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that 1t is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and editor
sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is inherent in
such historical sources. Sangamon State Unlversity is not responsible for
the factual accuracy of the nmemolr, nor for views expressed therein; these
are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical, without
permission in writing from the Oral History Office, Sangamon State University,
Springfield, Illinois, 62708.




Herschel Fbers, August 22, 1973, Springfield, Illinois.
John Bucari, Interviewer.

Q. Mr. Fbers, you joined the bank February 13, 1928. This present bank
bullding was new at that time. Could you describe it for us, please?

A. Yes, at the time I started, on February 13, 1928, they had just com-
pleted a remodeling program and the building then was twice the sige 1t

had previously been. I didn't go through any of the rebullding program
because my employment started the day after they had an open house for

the public, showing their new banking quarters. I started work the follow-

ing day.

Q. When you started with the [Springfield] Marine Bank what was your
position of employment?

A. T started as what they would call a central desk clerk in my first
employment.

Q. The central desk was somewhat of a . .

A. Actually it was the clearinghouse within the bank of all items that
came through the tellers' cages. They were what we call now a proof
department. We had to segregate the checks as to their various routings——
whether they went to the local banks or went to the out of town banks in
what we call our forelgn department-—and balance the deposit tickets and
all checks drawn on this bank and make complete balancing of the entire
day's work before our day was done.

Q. Two questions come to me. You say foreign department, was there .

A. Actually, what we call foreign are any checks that weren't drawn on
this bank or a local bank. Those were clearinghouse checks, any checks
that were drawn on a bank in, like, Chicago or New York or what have you.

Q. Or perhaps a correspondent bank?

A. 1t could be a correspondent bank. They were all sorted and one person
was in charge of a particular bank. They balanced those out and saw that
those checks got in the mail that day.

Q. Is 1t necessary for me to ask, was this all done by hand?

A. Well, it was done with adding machines and big sheets of paper. We did
what you would call a batch sheet that was about as large as a columnmar
[legal] pad, and you'd make up various batches. Maybe in one day's time
you might have fifty batches, and then at the end of the day all of these
were put together and recapltulated into the day's balancing. There were
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so many items on us, 80 many on each of the [local] banks, and so many
that went out of town; so you had a complete balance on everything.

Q. Were there four or five people in this central desk?
A. I believe at that time there could have been about slix people.

Q. Moving along chronologically, in October of 1929 the Great Depression
struck this country. In your own mind, in 1929, dld you think that the
Marine Bank was then able to carry through a depression?

A. T had all the confidence in the world. Of course, I was a young man
at that time and you made your [own] opinions. When I went to work for
the bank I always had heard how the Bun family was so well thought of

and the fact of thelr integrity, and I had confidence that there could be—-
that absclutely this bank could not fail.

Q. What other features of thils bank added to that particular opinlon of
yours? Was 1t perhaps the sturdiness of the building and so on?

A, Yes. And I would think, also, the fact that nowadays the banks go in
for fancy facades and lights on the outside that are flashing, but this
bank has always been noted for the bullding that it's in now. Just the
appearance of the edifice would give people confidence in the fact that it
1s a good strong bank, I believe.

Q. You had worked In the 3tate Bank of Virden prilor to coming to the Marine
Bank, I belleve. You might have been able to draw a comparision between
the two banks in 1929,

A. Yes, in 1929--this bank that I had worked in before, of course, was a
small bank with a fifty thousand dollar capitalization and 1t had a loan

1imit of ten thousand per person. Of course those smaller barnks weren't

in too good a position. I mean, if you had a run on your bank you needed
cash, and if you dldn't have anything that you could convert into cash, if
your assets were tied up in loans that weren't acceptable by a correspondent
bank to loan you money on, you were in trouble. But we were in fine conditlon
here at the Marine.

Q. From thelir securities?

A. We had securitles that were kept in a Chicago bank that were available
for a loan on a moment 's notice if we needed the cash to take care of the
situation.

Q. Well, let me ask you then, when the Ridgely Farmers State Bank closed,
what effect did it have upon the Marine? Were those securities called upon?

A. Yes. At that time the securities were called upon. We had a man in
Chicago where the securities were stored, and by telephone communication
as the money was needed, he pledged the securlties, received the cash, had
it shipped out by plane, and it was picked up and brought to the bank and
we never had any problem as far as not having money to pay off a depositor
1f they wanted it.
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Q. What was that man's name?

A, That was Carl Sorling, who at the time I started to work at the bhank
was the trust officer. I'm not positive at this tlme whether he is still
the trust officer, however, he was the attorney for the bank and still is,

Q. But the Marine Bank did, then, suffer a run?

A. Yes, a considerable run. At the time that the Rldgely Bank was going
to close, the morning of that day, Mr. [Joseph H.] Holbrock, who was our
executive officer at the time, called a meeting of all our employees and
told them just what was going to happen. They had been in a session all
night with all the other local bankers and the state officials seelng 1f
they couldn't do something to keep the [Ridgely] bank from closing. They
knew it was going to definitely be a hardship on the other banks if the
one bank closed. So he [Mr. Holbrook] said that that was not accomplished
and when our bank opens this morming that the Ridgely Bank will not open
its doors, and that we can be pretty positive that our depositors are going
to be wanting thelr money, some of them, that they'll have lost confidence
in banks and, "I'm going to get my money before the other hoarders do."

[Slo SR

Q. You said the meeting was held on the third floor?

A, Yes. That meeting, I think was held on the third floor of the bank.

We were all called up there because they didn't want the meeting in the

lobby, to see a lot of people gathered together for just anybody to look

in the front door and think that there was something going on at that bank.
Because everybody--as soon as the word got around that the Ridgely was closed,
everybody was Jittery.

Then when the bank did open, it took only about an hour [for the news to

get around townl]. At that time I was a recelving teller, I was on the north
side of the bank and they had two paying tellers, George Bettinghaus and
Joseph Rothermel. As I just stood there, as I recall, I took in two deposits
as a recelving teller, one of them being from Mr. Bunn, the president of

the bank who also was with the Bunn Grocery Company, and he brought their
deposit in and made quite a bit of todo to show that he was putting his
money in the bank. The lines were clear to the front door with those who
had come in and wanted to withdraw their money. As I also recall-—we closed,
I believe, at three o'clock--almost for that whole week, every day we'd lock
the doors at closing time and it would take about an hour for the paying
tellers to clear the lines. In other words, we'd take care of the customers
that were in the bank, but they wouldn't allow more in at closing time.

But were able to withstand it and we always had money on hand; we paid every-
body who wanted thelr money. And after about a week it started coming back in.

Q. So 1t was just a momentary crisis for the Marine Bank.
A. That's right. That is true.

Q. Well, certainly I belileve that the Bunn name had much to do with the
success of the Marine Bank at that time.
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A. Tt is very definite that the Bunn name had an awful lot to do with 1t.
Because of the fact I had heard from many customers that I waited on after
I had become a teller, I mean just in conversation, that the Bunn name
received great prestige from the fact that back in the 1800's a bank in
Springfield had closed and the ancestors of these Buns were assoclated
with that bank. And prior to my coming to the bank, the Bunn family had
gotten the [general ledger] books from this particular bank of everyone
who had lost money. I think a percentage but not all of it had been paid
back in the recelvership.

The Burn family spent many thousands of dollars tracing the decendents of
these people if they weren't living, and paid the amount plus interest up
to the date that it was paid off, which I believe was back in 1918 or 1920,
and this was for a perlod of some twenty or more years that this bank had
been clogsed. Anybody who had a relative that had recelved money, I heard
many times they'd say, "I'm going to do business at the Marine Bank. ILook
what they did for those customers who did lose their money, they paid them."
Nobody lost any money, elther they received it if they were still living

or their legal helrs did.

Q. It was another bank that was run by the Burmn family but not the Marine
Bank?

A. Not the Marine Bank. No. I'm rather vague on the bank, I mean that all
happened prior to my coming to the bank. I belleve it was around the 1920's.

Q. Yes, I belleve that Mr. Catron, who was at that time a director and
the lawyer for the bank before Mr. Sorling, made up much of the trust which
set aslde money for the paying back of depositors from this other bank.

A. That's right.

Q. The Marine Bank in the 1930's, as you stated, was open on Saturdays.
They closed at what time on Saturdays?

A. I think they closed at one o'clock at that time on Saturdays.

Q. Did you have any period to take your lunch, say from 12:00 p.m. to
12:30 p.m. ?

A. No, we worked straight through from the time we opened, from nine until
one o'clock, on Saturdays without a break. You'd get time off to leave
your window if necessary, but there was no lunch period taken. After the
one o'clock closing, then you had to balance your cage or cash and then all
of the work that had come in had t£o be processed through the central desk
that I gpoke of. So a group: of us got together and declded that we would
bring sandwiches and after the bank had closed at one o'clock, then we'd all
take a short period and eat. And made coffee and had sandwiches and coffee
in one of the teller's cages. I think it was the largest teller's cage;

probably it was what was called at that time the note cage. Then as the crowd

got a little larger, we moved to the balcony and had the same thing. At
that time the name that I believe was applied to it was the Saturday Lunch
Club. So.as time went on, I believe in 1942, it was decided that we had
enough employees then that rather than just being the Saturday Lunch Club
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we would have it on every day. But the name Saturday Lunch Club has
remained with us until today.

Q. I know several people that I've asked how the name did come about,
and 1t is a very interesting story. Do you recall the balcony which you
used back in the 1930's, it was just the front?

A. Yes, the front balcony across the front of the bank. We used a stair-
way on just the one end, on the north end, the circular stairs going up
to the balcony.

Q. Where today there 1s an employee elevator, I believe.

A. That's right. That's where the stalrway was. That was the only way
of getting to the balcony.

Q. What was located from Monday through Friday on the front balcony?

A. They had the farm department there. It consisted of two men, Charlie
[Charles] Stahl and George R. Bunn (laughter) at that time.

Q. This is your own opinion now, did the bank carry a lot of business in
the farm department?

A, Oh, yes. There still was quite a blt of business in the farm department.
It has grown by leaps and bounds since then, but I don't recall just how
many acres, at that time, we were handling.

There were only two men who did all the work?

Q.

A. Only two men doing all the work.

Q. I believe it was in 1943 that you were drafted by the United States Army?
A.

That is right.

Q. And you were in the service for twenty~one months. You had to take a
leave of absence from the Marlne Bank. Was it unusual for a business or an
institution such as the Marine Bank to hire the past employees back upon
release from the service, or do you belleve the Marine Bank felt obligated
to the amployee to rehire him should he have been called to higher office,
such as fighting in a war?

A. Yes, at the Marine Bank there was no doubt about it that when you left
for service, if you completed your service and came back alive, there was

a Job waiting for you. I think qulte a number of the men who had gone
returned, some—by returning I mean they came back to the bank, we had no
casualties, there was no one who was lost 1n service. There may have been
some who went into other lines of endeavor, but I think the big majority of
them returmed to the Marine Bank.

Q. Now, when you returned from the service——you had been gone as I said
for twenty-one months--did you notilce a change in atmosphere here at the
Marine Bank? Certainly after that perlod of time you might have detected
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different personnel, a different means of operation.

A. Yes, things had progressed considerably. I could see quite a difference;
in the twenty-one months I was gone, the bank had grown in size. Well, I
don't think it had doubled, but it had gone up several million dollars in

its footlngs and there were more personnel because the volume had increased.
There were quite a number of people I had to meet that weren't here at the
time [I left]. I remenber particularly Mr. R. J. Wilcoxson who was the
vice-president in charge of real estate had come to the bank during my absence.

Q. I would like to interject a question here that I mistakenly overlooked,
but it deals with the financial dimension of the Marine Bank. Silnce you had
first come to the Marine Bank and when you rejoined the bark upon your com-
pletion of your duty in the service, the financial condition of the Marine
had perhaps doubled. But from 1930 to 1940, the assets of the Marine Bank
went from--and these are rounded off figures—eight million dollars to
seventeen million dollars, which is doubling in the figure. During that
time, that decade of hardships, the bank fallures and economic instability,
it 1is hard for me to see how the bank did gain that sizable amount of finan-
cial resources., What do you attribute that success to?

A. I think an awful lot of it is the fact that the information got around
by word of mouth in the commmnity of the stability of the Marine Bank. And
the fact that after the closing of the Ridgely Farmers Bank that at the
Marine Bank there was no hesitancy in paying out to any customer that wanted
their money and they brought it back. So that the Marine withstood this very
well and they thought, "That must be a good bank." As well as the Bunn name
and the information that I gave you before regarding what the Bunns did in
this closed bank with which thelr relatives were connected.

Q. Now, you say that the Marine Bank did change somewhat. Perhaps the
rationing still in effect in 1945 made somewhat of a different atmosphere
here at the Marine Bank?

A. Yes, that's right. And on this rationing, the merchants took in coupons--
the red were for meat and I don't remenber exactly how they were--and they
had to be turned in and balanced just the same as if they were money. In

fact at that time we had one girl and that's all she did, was handle coupons.
That was her job.

Q. She was in somewhat of a teller position?

A. No, T think we had a special desk for her. It does seem similar to teller,
but she wasn't in a teller's cage. These coupons, I don't remenber exactly

the method because it had been set up, I think, during my absence, the handling
of it. '

Q. During your absence some things might have happened. Before your de-
parture for the service, I believe all but one or two of the perhaps ten
tellers were men. When you rejoined the bank in 1945, how many of the tellers
positions were still held by men?

A. I believe about a fifty-fifty proposition. Some of the older men were
still there who weren't called Into service, but we had about half women and
half men.
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Q. Now, in your own mind do you believe that that [the war] was a turning
point from having men in the position of teller to a swing into the . .

A. Well, I'm sure that it was. They found that women could handle the Job
Just as well as men. During the time we had men we were of the opinion that
nobody but a man could handle a teller's cage and that you had to have prior
training in all phases of the bank before you could even become a teller.

Q. That was the central file, bookkeeping . . .

A. You ran the gamut and worked yourself up to a teller, which has been
completely changed in the fact that--well, it was expediency that did most
of it I think. The fact that you grew so fast and you couldn't train people
to get them into the teller's Job by going through the other departments.
The tellers were hires as tellers, and after two weeks training they were
put in a teller's cage. It used to be that they had to be two or three
years 1n the bank before you'd even consider making a teller out of them.

Q. That is somewhat of a change, I would say. Now, do you believe that
one of the reasons why men were in the teller's position was because of the
amount of physical labor that was required?

A. Yes. That was, I think, a big part of it. I mean, you were carrying
bags of silver and boxes of coins and it, at that time, was just too much
work for any girl to handle. But we have found that they have muscles, too.
(laughter)

Q. And some of them are well developed. (laughter)
A. Right. (laughter)

Q. That can be on the tape. (laughter) In 1951 the bank had its centennial
celebration. They had installed the remaining three sides of the balcony

and had torn out the older cages, which had been put in in 1928, and installed
the ones which we now have today. They have been shuffled around a bit I
believe. What were the hardships for the employees and for the customers
durlng that time of renovation on the inside of the lobby?

A. As I remember, carpenters made a set of cages to place in front of the
existing cages, for temporary purposes. And we did one side of the bank at
a time, We set those In and the tellers operated out of those and then they
tore out the existing tellers' cages and put in the present [ones], very
simllar to what they are today. Then when that was completed, the tellers
who had operated for several months out of these temporary cages were moved
into the new ones. Then this [the temporary cages] was shifted over to the
other side of the bank and the same thing was done. It was a hardship, but
it worked out very well. It made the dobby much smaller, but eveiyone took
it in finé fettle. : '

Q. If wasn't too much of an inconvenience, then, for employees.
A. No, it really wasn't too much of an inconvenience.”

Q. Now, in 1954 you received your masters degree from the University of
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Wisconsin School of Banking. Could you give us some background on how
you received that?

A, In the 1940's it was decided by the bank officers that the School

of Banking at Wisconsin had become a real good school. They had gotten

the information from other banks who had had students there that it was well-
worthwhile. So two of our men, Willard Bum, Jr. and [Robert] Bob Saner,
were the first two students to attend. It was a three-year course, two

weeks each summer, and you had problems, homework, that you had to complete
and send in during the winter months. And 1t had to be completed and approved
before you went back for the following year. You did that for two years,

and the third year you just sat in on the classes, there was no extra work
that you had to do, no problems.

So after that it was decided that they thought it was so beneficial that
each sesslon they would have two men from the bank attend. That's how I
attended, together with LaVern Coleman. We were in the class of '54, our
graduation.

Q. S0, you followed immediately Mr. Willard Bunn, Jr., and Mr. Saner?

A. No, no. In between there was George Bettinghaus and . . . some other-
person, I can't think who. Oh, [Richard] Dick Lirmey. They were the
first four and then we followed them.

Q. But the bark 4id sponsor its employees through this program.

A, That is right. It was all bank paid for. There was no cost to the
employee at all, Transportation as well as the cost of the school and
your meals, lodging.

Q. But I believe the bank would gain in returmn much more than they had to
put out for the benefit of the students.

A. That is true. I mean, 1t broadened a person considerably; you got the
thinking of many other people, because practlcally every state in the union
had students at this school. They had to 1imit their registration due to
the fact that they were oversubscribed.

Q. T would imagine that the Marine Bank was one of the few banks in down-
state T1linois which was attending such a program.

A. I think that 1s true. At the time I think we were pioneers in downstate
banking to have someone there. Since then many of the barnks have taken the
opportunity to send someone there.

Q. With the advent of computers, Mr. Ebers, much of the work that [there was]
when you started out here at the bank has shifted over into mechanization,

no longer touched by the human hand. Do you foresee any more of the banking
belng put into what we call the computer department?

A. T think it's just practically in its infant stage and we're going to see
much more refinements. For example, I mean that it's being talked about—
I don't know, there maybe an installation--that you go in the supermarket

























