PREFACE

This manuscript is the product of tape recorded interviews conducted
by Josephine Saner for the Oral History Office in the Fall of 1978.
Linda Jett transcribed the tapes and Josephine Saner edited the
transcript. Benjamin Victor reviewed the transcript.

Benjamin Victor was born in Springfield, Tllinois on January 3, 1908.
He is chairman of the board of Thrifty Drugs, Inc. Mr. Victor recalls
learning the drugstore business working after high school at Ralph's
drugstore. He had wanted to own and operate his own drugstore from
the time of his childhood. His education took him to pharmacy school
and soon he opened his first drugstore. The business was built into

a chain of successful drugstores.

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that it 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 University

is not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for
the 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 mechani-
cal, without permission of the Oral History Office, Sangamon State
University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.
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Benjamin B. Victor, Springfileld, Illinois, Fall 1978.
Josephine Saner, Interviewer.

Q. This is Josephine Saner for Sangamon State University conducting an
interview with Mr. Benjamin B. Victor, who is chairman of the board of
Thrifty Drugs, Incorporated. Good morning, Mr. Victor.

A. Good morning.

Q. It is very nice to be able to do this with you, and though I realize

how outstanding an entrepreneur you are in Springfield, Illinois, I still
feel we have to go back to the very beginnings and ask you, if you don t

mind telling us, where and when you were born?

A. T was born in Springfield, Illinois, January 3, 1908. The house is
still standing at 530 North Grand Avenue West.

Q. What sort of a house was it?

A, It was a very nice, very nice two-storey house. I, we lived there just
about a year after I was born, then moved next door, where my dad had
built a large grocery store-—combination grocery and drygoods and miner
supplies——and we had, oh, five bedrooms up above the store, a large kit-
chen and two dining rooms, a big, big pantry, and it was very, very, very
nice; we had enough backyard--we had a little tennis court in it..... .

Q. Oh, was this customary—-to live over your place of business or was
this perhaps a holdover from a European experience?

A. It was, I imagine, customary to a certain degree. My dad left Europe
when he was thirteen years of age so he wouldn't have participated in
anything like that over there.

Q. Yes. Tell me something about your ancestors, your father's and mother's
parents in the old country.

A. Well, my--on my mother's side I only knew my—I knew my grandfather,
my grandmother died when my mother wag a little girl.

Q. And where did they live? What country?

A. My dad, my granddad come from Russia--my mother's side--and my mother
was born in St. Louis. She had five sisters; two were older than she,
and the other three were born in this country.

Q. No brothers?

A, No brothers, mno.
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Q. Just six girls. (laughs) Now you mentioned the other day that you
had an unusual gratdmother.

A. Yes, that was my father's mother, She come over to this country--

they lived on the border of Germany and Poland. My dad left there thirteen
years of age, my grandmother took him to London, and there he stayed at

the homet.of the parents of Israel Zangwidl, a famous Jewish writer who

was my grandmother's cousin, for two months, and they taught him some
English. Then they shipped him to relatives in Canada and from there

to Chicago.

Q. And what did your grandmother do all this time, go back to Poland,
or . . .17

A, No, no, no., My grandmother come over, I would imagine about--it was
after I was born——about 1910 and things started getting bad in Europe,
war——and she wasn't able to go back. She died in this country in 1922.

Q. What nationality were they? This border kept changing, didn't it,
between Germany and Poland?

A. Yes, yes. I would imagine Polish, I would say.
Q. Polish.

A. Yes. Although my dad had a big credit business, he would not grant
credit to anyone born east of Germany . . .

Q. How interesting.

A. . . . but at the time he left——and it was the Germans and Polish and
the Germans——and during the World War I War, all during the war, it was
the Polish-Germans. My grandfather had a younger brother, and a pretty
bright boy, who had a chance to go to military school, I guess it was in
Poland then, but he had to have the consent of his parents and also had
to convert to Catholicism. And his parents consented to that.

Q. They felt that it was worth.i.it to get this kind of education.

A. That's right.

Q. It must have been quite a wrench though to . . .

A. No. 1 really don't know that, no, because he kept on very friendly
terms with the family, and he would come in--he did become, my father

said he was a general, I don't know, but I think every officer was--mostly
he thought they were generals. My dad was a little boy so, he[grandfather's
brother]was my grandmother's age, but . . .

Q. Then did he too come to America eventually?

A. No, the war broke out, and we lost all track of him. My dad tried
to run him down and found he was killed in action in World War I.

Q. 8o you never did know any . . .
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A. DNever did know, no. My grandfather passed away over there, he was

a, sort.of a civil servant, (inaudible) in a little town, something like

a mayor here but (inaudible) actually my grandmother felt that way about
it, and she was very, very--nothing biased about her at all, nothing biased
about religion. Now I know when I was a little boy, well, when I was about
old enough to be Bar Mitzvahed . . . '

Q. Yes,

A. . . . we went to temple, and I was -confirmed in the temple, but my
dad brought a teacher in--~he was a teacher in Chicago—-to teach us Jewish
prayers and such as that, and therefore we were prepared for Bar Mitzvah,
and he told my grandmother he wanted me to take Bar Mitzvah, and we had it
at our home on Sunday night. We had a big, great big living room, I

don't know how big. It was sixty-five by thirty or forty, something like
that . . .

Q. Oh, tremendous.

A. . . . You know where that Quality Furniture store is now? That was
my dad's.

Q. Yes.

A. That whole top; it was one big living room. We had a player piano
in there, we had a victrola in there.

Q. And this is where you held your Bar Mitzvah celebration?

A. That's right, yes, yes, and the next morning my grandmother got me up,
and it was the Christmas holidays then, and we—-they have some, oh, some
things to put around your arms (inaudible) but there is an English word
for it, I don't remember, but she showed me about it, and also she read
the prayers for it, and I repeated and then . . .

Q. You were twelve then?

. Thirteen.

Thirteen, that's the time.

> o »

. Yes, and . . .

Q. Did your grandmother live with you then?

A. She did. I mean, she showed me how you put them away, said, "Now you
put them, and when you have a son, you show him these same things.”

In America, you don't have to do this; it's been something else.

Q. But it's tradition in . ...

A, Yes.

Q. . . . the 0ld country. How old were you when your grandmother passed
away?
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A, TFourteen.

Q. Fourteen, so she didn't live much longer after that. After your
Bar Mitzvah. Going back, how did your mother's family get over here?
This was your father's family you were talking about?

A. Yes. They just came over. Father's family settled in St. Louis,
and . . .

Q. Did your mother meet your father over in this country?

A, Oh, yes, yes, yes. My mother was never across.

Q. Oh, she was born here?

A. Yes.

Q. Yes. And they met in St. Louis?

A. No, they met right here in Springfield.

Q. Oh, really? How did your father get to Springfield?

A, My father went to school in Chicago with relatives there, and the
longer he stayed the longer he hated it, and then I guess he was about
sixteen or seventeen yvears old when they rounded them up, put them in a
wagon, and took them to polling places to vote, from one to another all
the way around. And he said, "I don't want anymore of this." He left
Chicago never to return, and all of his relatives were there, and the . . .
Q. How did he happen to choose Springfield, do you know?

A. Well, he just left Chicago, and he didn't know where he was going.

Q. Oh. On foot?

A. Yes, on foot. I guess he'd get him a ride here and there and he worked
around on various things, come to Springfield, and he worked as a--in the
basement or in the kitchen of a hotel for a while, and then he liked to
travel around, going places, and always come back to Springfield. And he
left for Florida, and he always wrote his friends where he would be if
they wanted to get a hold of him. Then one day when he was in Florida,
he got a, he got a letter from one of them, said, "There is a new girl

in town; why don't you come back?" My mother . . .

Q. And he came. (laughs)

A. Yes, and he was quite a grown man up there for marriage, he was around
twenty~eight . . .

Q. Which was old in those days,wasn't it, to be married?
A. Yes. My mother was eighteen.

Q. That was normal for a young foreign girl.
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A, Yes.

Q. Yes. Are you the oldest in your family”then?

A. No. T have one sister older than I, and . . .

Q. What is her name?

A, Nettie.

Q. And you have a brother, do you not?

A. I have one brother living; I lost my brother Louis, the youngest of
the four, my brother Morris.

Q. All right, let's go back to the house in which you lived. I presume
it was. furnished in Victorian style, wasn't it? 1In the early days of the
century? And your father, you say, had a grocery store?

A. Grocery store.

Q. What was the name of 1it?

A. Victor's. Mike Victor's

Q. Victor's. And did you work in the grocery store?

A. Oh yes. Very much so, and when I was, oh, twelve years old, I could
handle a hundred pounds of feed on my shoulders, big sacks of flour; I
was strong. And my dad's customers were from all sections of the town.
They were from Starnes addition . .

Q. Where is Starnes addition?

A. That was in the northeast part of town. Thenhe had quite a few customers
in the southeast part of town, then west of town, he had Idlewild . .

Q. I don't know where that was, either.

A, . . . Idlewild was, oh, they don't call it that anymore, but it was

the area past MacArthur--as you come up the hill on Jefferson Street be-
fore you get to Chatham Road. There is a road that goes through there,

and from there on down on the--from there for about three or four blocks,

I imagine, and then it has little lanes going into places, and that's Idle-
wild.

Q. Was that south of Jefferson?

A. That was on the north side.

Q. On the north side.

A. Yes, but I think they called the other part, too, I'm not sure if they
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call that Idlewild or not, Jefferson, West Washington Street and . . .

Q. And did your father deliver?

A. Delivered, yes.

Q. Was that part of your job at age twelve?

A, Well, I, yes, I delivered but not on those--I didn't take those routes,
and he would take an order, deliver an order and then fill an order.

And he had little books——charge books, they don't have many of them around
now . . . I haven't seen them in a good many years—-and he would charge
everything in those books . . .

Q. Each customer had his own book?

A. Each customer had his own book. Who do you think kept the books?

Q. Twelve~year-old Ben or the customer?

A, No. The customer.

Q. Oh, the customer. (laughs) And he trusted them.

A. Trusted them? Yes, yes.. In the years he used to deliver all, prac-
tically all German immigrants, and they worked in coal mines. When they'd
come over, one customer would bring their friends in to meet my dad and he
would set them up with all their tools that they needed; charged to them,
give them groceries for a month, because they didn't get paid for a month
later. They'd get paid every two weeks, but they held back two weeks of
pay on you all the time, the coal mines. He said in all his experience,
never did a customer lose a book, never was there a page torn out of the
book, not until their children who were born in this country come along

and paid it and he started having trouble, and he just cut them out.

Q. Oh. I suppose he was alsd an interpreter, wasn't he? Did many of
these Germans not know English?

A. Yes. My dad spoke German fluently.

Q. What did you use for delivery? A horse and wagon?

A. Horse and wagon and a dog. -

Q. A dog? What did the dog do?

A. He had a shepherd. He was a shepherd dog, and if my dad had to send
a new driver out, he would send the dog--the dog would go out ahead, and
he would say, "Just follow the dog," and have .

Q. The dog knew where to go?

A. He knew exactly where to go.

Q. And the dog knew where to stop?
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A. Where to stop. His first stop may have been a few miles away from
the store . . .

Q. How amazing. How many dogs did he train to do this? Did he have
more than one?

A. Only one that I know would--because I sort of--I didn't leave home,
but I sort of left home. When I was fourteen years old, I started working
in a drugstore.

Q. Let's not get up to_the drug business yet. (laughs) We were back,
really, when you were about five years old. You told me the other day
about going to church or temple and then visiting a drugstore afterwards.

A, That's right.

Q. Aliiright, now what's that story; you had to take the streetcar as
I remember.

A. That's right. The temple was on North Fifth Street where--right about
where B & F--the liquor company is right in there, that was the temple.

Q. T see. What was the name of the temple?

A. Temple B'rith Shalom.

Q. We still have a temple in Springfield by that name. Yes.

A. Oh, yes, (inaudible) they built, they rebuilt temple about 1916,

and they moved into the new building. (inaudible) I'm not sure about the--
about that time. We all had to bring a nickel a week for the building
fund, but . . .

Q. Oh lovely. (laughs) I wonder how long it took to amass enough money?
A. I don't know. Well they had some . . .

Q. Larger contributions, no doubt.

A. Yes. And so I had to get the car--the streetcar on Washington Street
at Sixth, or Fifth or Fourth, every corner, they stopped on every corner . . .

Q. But it went up, or it went across Washington?

A. Yes, and Jacob Fritsch, you may have known him . . .
Q. No, that's before my time.

A, . ... he was a druggist . . .

Q. Where was his drugstore?
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A. Right where the INB [Illinois National Bank] Bank is now. The old
bank was right next door to it; he was in there., And I used to go in
there, and I'd hang around, and on a $unday my mother would call up and
say, "Is Benny in the store yet?" She'd say, "Jake, you get him on the
next streetcar and get him home."

Q. What do you suppose attracted you when you were a little boy to .

A. I was just very much interested in it; I know I didn't care for the
grocery business.

Q. You didn't. And had your father planned for you to take over?

A. No, that was the one thing--no, he did not want us to go into it,
either.

Q. Was it the dispensing of drugs, you think, that attracted a little
boy or the other things or the soda fountain or what? (chuckles)

A. Yes, well, it was all of it., The prescription department was very
interesting to me, to go around and look at the names, and I just knew
I wanted to be a pharmacist. And I never--it never entered my mind to
be a pharmacist and work for somebody, but to own a drugstore.

Q. Of your own. And how old were you when all thils began to . .

A. Oh, this, time I was six years old. And I, the closest drugstore to
our home was either Flaherty's at Fifth and North Grand or Metzger's at
Rutledge and Carpenter, and 1 would go up on my bike to get something
for the family—-I'd hang around all the time.

Q. They didn't mind your hanging around?

A. Oh no. They didn't mind at all.

Q. Did you have money to spend, to buy sodas or ice cream?

A. Oh, I had a nickel., It was a nickel for a soda in those days. 1
just, I just liked it; it just appealed to me very, very much.

Q. I think that's very interesting. Well, now that you'’re six years
old, I presume you started school somewhere in Springfield. Where did you
start?

A. Yes, I did.. Enos School, Enos School at--just two blocks from our
home.

Q. No kindergarten in those days?
A. No.

Q. Do you remember any of your early teachers or any of your early class-
mates? '
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A, Oh, yes, yves, quite a few of them. Mrs. Flower, Miss Flower, was our
principal of school, and Mr. Knapp followed her as principal; there was
Mrs. Faust, a very fine woman, she had two boys my age.

Q. Was there a Miss Kitty somebody?
A, Yes, I was trying to think of Miss Kinne, yes.
. Was it Kitty, Kinny?

. K=I-N-N-E, yes.

. Yes, Miss Dodds.

Q
A
Q. And a Miss Dodds?
A
Q. Did you like school when you started?
A

. Some things I did, and some things I didn't. And if I liked some-
thing, I did real well in it, if I didn't, I didn't do so well.

Q. You just didn't study, probably, if you didn't like it.

N

A. That's right, that's correct.
Q. Well, what were the things you liked?
A. T liked reading, and arithmetic; T liked history.

Q. And did you have time to do outside reading?
A. Oh yes, I used to go to the library before I'd start working at the
drugstore.

Q. Where was the library then?

A. Right where it is right now.

Q. .8eveath:.and.Capital?

A. And T'd bring a big sack of books home., And I was supposed to be working
in the store folding overalls; that was my job on Saturday—-we had big
stacks of overalls. And instead, I'd be reading a book.

Q. Well then, this grocery store was more than groceries, wasn't it?

A. Oh, yes,.yes:it was. It was mare than:groceriesy it was.(ibpaudible)
well, shoes and drygoods, bolts of drygoods. My mother ran that department.

Q. It was a general store then, really, wasn't it?

A. Tt was a general store, yes.
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Q. Did they package any of the things, or did they just--flour, sugar
and things like that or just sell it right out of a barrel?

A. Sold it out of a bin.

Q. And what did they put it in? In sacks?
A, In éacks.

Q. And weighed it? What kind of scales?

A. Toledo scales, I think they used, and we had a McCaskey cash register.
McCaskey register was where we kept slips. Those were customers that lived
in the area, And now they had the, oh,charge pads; it was pretty much

the same as we have now. You write it down for one customer, and you

put it in there, and then you'd take the balance on the bottom and put

it on the top and just add it up and that was the balance. You had to
keep the account that way. And one of the things I remember, and it

stuck with me all my life—and I tell it to a lot of our employees too-—-
one day a Mrs. Eglund who lived a block away from the store come in, and
she said, "Mike, I got a dozen oranges yesterday, and there was only eleven
in the bag." He said, "Yes, who waited on you?" She said, "One of the
boys, but I don't remember which one." 8o he got the three of us together.
He said, "Who waited, who waited-on Mrs. Eglind?" My brother Morris said,
"I did, I did." He said, "Did you put up a dozen oranges?" He said, "Oh,
yes, I did." He said, "Do you know there was only eleven in that bag?"
[Morris said] "Oh my, I must have made a mistake.'" My dad said, "That's
all right, you're entitled to make mistakes, but one thing about mistakes,
be sure they're made in favor of the customer.”

Q. (laughs) That's wonderful.

A.  T've mever forgotten that, never forgotten that.

Q. That's certainly good advice.

A. Yes.

Q. .This goes. along with"The customer's always right." (laughs)

A. That's right. And to show the homesty of the men in those days—
now I guess you have probably just the same percentage of honest men.
Of course the town didn't have the population what it is today. My dad
and Frank Mason, a groceryman were very close personal friends. If my
dad needed something for his, for a customer or something, he'd go over

and get it, and if Mason needed something from my dad, he'd come over and
get it. How do you think they kept track of it?

Q. I've no idea.

A. My dad kept track of what he got from Mason and Mason kept track of
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what he got from my dad. And about once a year Mr Mason would come over
to the house and sit around the table in our dining room--well it was kit-
chen, dining room and kitchen were sort of the same although the stove

was not in it--and they'd have a few drinks, and they'd. add up, "This is
what I owe you, and this is what you owe me," and the difference, it was
very little.

Q. Very friendly. Was that the father of Frank Mason, who lives in Spring-
field?

A, His grandfather,

Q. His grandfather. Yes. And their grocery store was over on—-was it
Walnut?

A. Walnut and Calhoun, on the west corner, still there.

Q. There is still a grocery store there, is there not? And Frank has
a realtor office off to the side of 1t.

A. Yes, an office there.

Q. Yes, I thought so. We better go back to school. (laughter) We keep
getting you back in the store, but it doesn't matter; this is what's nice
about oral history; we can wander. You finished grade school and at age
fourteen you won some sort of a medal.

A. Yes. T won the history medal. We ended up in a three-way tie, and
we had to take an examination, a special examination, the three of us,
and two of us had perfect papers. So in 1922, the Daughters of American
Revolution had to give two history medals to Enos School, to both of us.
Now, . .

Q. Who won the other one? You won one and . . .

A. Fred Cornish, Fred Cornish was the one that won it and myself. And
T put mine on, they pinned it on me, and I went home and took it off and
never put it on again.

Q. Really? Were you embarrassed to wear it in front of . . . ?

A. No, I just didn't care, . . .

Q. It didn't mean that much to you, did it?

A. The winning of it meant something to me, but the wearing of the medal . . .

. But I'm sure your parents--it meant something to your parents didn't
t, to have you win it?

A, Yes, it meant a lot to them, yes, it did; yes, it did.

Q. And where did you go to high school then?
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A. Springfield High School.

Q. Was that the present building? Was it built?
A, The present building, yes.

Q. And what year did you enter high school?

A. 1In 1922,

Q. And was the same thing true there, that you studied what you liked
and didn't study what you didn't? (laughs)

A. 1 studied what T liked and most of the things I didn't—-I was good

in algebra, things like that. I didn't care too much for geometry, but

I got by with it. I liked history, but I didn't like ancient history,

and that's something I always feel bad about. I had a Sunday school teacher
Named Belle Karen; she taught us in high school. S8She was a wonderful
person, just.as fine a woman as you'd ever want to meet, just a great
teacher, and I liked her very, very much. When I got to high school, I
guess I was too big for my britches, and I and a couple of other fellows—-
three of us, there was four altogether, three others and myself--I don't
want to mention their names, a couple of them are still living here in
town——we used to match nickels and pennies, and we'd make, just try to
make life miserable for her, . . .

Q. You were a gambler, (laughs)

A, . . . and then one day . . .

Q. What did you do when she caught you?

A. Well, finally she got filled up to here, (gestures) and she picked me
out and she called me up to the desk and said, "Benny, you go over to
room so and so, the study room, and from now on out you go there during
this class; you don't come back in this.:class again . . . " Oh boy,

was I knocked out!

Q. Oh, I'm sure you were. (laughs) Well, it hardly seems fair that she
singled out you.

A. Well, yes it was fair in this respect. She knew me better, the one
that shouldn't have been doing this, at least, I mean . . .

Q. Well, she was your Sunday school teacher. (laughs)

A. Sunday school teacher, and T did like her; she was very, very nice
person. Why-I--T don't know.

Q. Did you go out for sports when you were in high school?

A, No. When T graduated from grade school and was ready to go to high
school, my father's closest personal friend was Lee Hickox.

Q. Now . . .
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A. He played a big part in my life..
Q. Who was Lee Hickox; tell us a little bit about him.

A. He was a farmer and private banker, and he lived on a big farm
(inaudible) and when I graduated from grade school ready to go to high
school, he said, "Benny, now what's your plans for your future; you ought
to know." I said, "Well, Uncle Lee, I want to be a druggist.'" He said,
Well, 1f you want to be a druggist, that's fine, but you ought to work

in a drugstore while you're going to high school." I said, "Oh I'd 1like
that." He said, "I can put you into Broadwell (inaudible) . And he said,
"We'll put you behind the fountain, and you'll stay there for four years.
Now, I could get you a job at Ralph's Drugstore,'--at Fifth and Capitol,
he and his brother owned that building there. That's where they [Hickoxes]
were born- ) ) ) - . T L ol o _'.."-T

Q. Was his brother, by any chance, Harris Hickox?

>

Harris Hickox.

Q. I see, who owned the Hickox Apartments.

A. No, that was his nephew.

Q. Oh, oh, This is another generation, yes.

A. This was another generation.

Q. So he got you into . . .

A. Ralph's Drugstore, and I started high school. I needed a bicycle
to deliver. I went to--I know the name so well that--the bicycle shop
that--it's on Adams Street ., . .

Q. I wouldn't know.

A. I bought a Pierce-Arrow bicycle for forty-five dollars.

Q. Was this made by the Pierce-Arrow motor car people?

A. I don't think so, I don't think so, I don't know.

Q. Forty-five dollars, sounds expensive.

A. It was expensive, and I was making five dollars a week. T got paid
Saturday at noon, and for nine weeks I went there and paid--Mussillons,
Mussillons was the name of the bicycle and key shop.

Q. So it took you nine weeks to pay for your bicycle.

A. I know what I did with the first farty-five dollars I got paid in the
drug business . . .









































































































































































