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Q. Suppose today, Mr. Victor, that we recap just a little bit and go
into a little more detail about the organization of the Thrifty Drag
Company--I presume it was called "company'--and your acquisition of
stores, and where they were, and how you expanded. What was the year
that you actually incorporated Thrifty Drug Company?

A. Thrifty Drug Company was incorporated,in the summer of 1935.
We opened our first store at 614 East:Washington-Street.

Q. 614 East, that's just around the corner from the Marine Bank.

A. That's where the Marine Bank has part of it now.

Q. Did you have the corner?

A, No. 614 . . .

Q. 614 would not be the corner lot. And then did you open more stores
in Springfield before you went out of Springfield and expanded in
other communities?

A. Our second store was opened in Aiton, Illinois. Then our third
store was here in Springfield on Fifth Street across from the First
National Bank Building. Then we opened our fourth, fifth and sixth
store in Alton. We expanded more in Alton to start.

Q. Did Alton seem a particularly good prospective locale?

A. Yes, it did. It was highly industrialized. The town was situated
right on the edge of a river which made all the outlying areas that much
farther away from what should be the downtown area.

Q. And were there not many drugstores when you went into Alton?

A. Yes, there were quite a few.

Q. You had competition, then?

A. Oh, yes. Walgreen's was there; Liggett was there; there was an
independent chain there which was owned by relatives of the Levises
that was very well financed. They, also uwned the big hotel in town.
Q. 1Is that the Mineral Springs?

A. The Mineral Springs, yes. So we had quite a bit of competition
but the competition was all centered in the downtown area so we went

into the neighborhoods. Now the nmext, the second store in Springfield
was in the summer of 1936.

Q. On Fifth Street?
A. Yes. Then in approximately 1941 or 1942 we opened a store on
South Grand Avenue right next to the big A & P grocery store that was there

and . . .

Q. 1Is that the corner you're on now or were you in the middle of the
block?
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A. Ve were in the middle of the block then. My family was getting
quite concerned about how fast we were moving. We had an opportunity
and location in Pekin, Illinois, and I didn't want to go against the
family and I still wanted that Pekin store so I talked to a friend of
mine who I was very close to in Chicapo and he Had a store there but
it wasn't doing well and we were friends from the first day we met at
pharmacy school.

Q. What was his name?
A. Chester Tobias.
Q. What did you do? Put him in Pekin?

A. So we put Chester in Pekin as a partnership. He owned fifty percent
and we owned fifty percent.

Q. But just the Pekin operation, not all the Thriftys?

A. Yes, Chester moved his store to Pekin, and T put in an equivalent
amount in cash for cash and credit to bring that equalization. That
was our only partnership really in the operation but it was a wonder=
ful . .

Q. This was a dual partnership, just you and Mr. Tobias, and it suce
ceeded?

A. Very much so, very much. He had a wonderful personality. We opened
a second store much later. We bought a building together, a drugstore
on a main corner and that building we bought from old timers there

and we bought that and moved our store, combined it into that. And for
the amount of, the size of the community, it was exceptionally large
volume. Made money all the way through. Chester is just about, oh

a little less than a year older than I am.

Q. Did you know him at school?

A. At college. And he said he was the fourth Victor brother. (laughter)
Q. Are you still operating those stores?

A. We now have two stores there. Chester sold out his interest to

my son and my two nephews. It was very, it was a very equitable affair,
payidng out oeer ten yeuws- it four pereeit "interest.

Q. That's unbelievable.

A. And on top of that, he's still interested in the store as

if he owned it. Most people still think that Chester is still

involved in it.

He's living in Pekin, then?

Q.
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A. Well, he has the apartment in Peoria, Illinois, but he also

has a home in Palm Springs, California, and we're very, very

close friends. We've never had a falling out or a disagreement about
anything in all those years.

Q. Now did you spend much time in the Pekin store or was it completely
under his management? .

A. 1Tt was completely under his management, but he always told me what
he would like to do, and if I okayed it, he did it and if I didn't,

he backed away from it. He had a lot of confidence in me and I had

a lot of confidence in him and he is extremely well liked.

Q. Is anyone in your family managing those stores now?

A. Well, we manage the stores but we have a . . .

Q. With absentee . . .
A

. We have supervisors, yes, and the stores continue to grow.

Q. But you never went into Peoria? Or did you?

g

. I was into Peorila, yes, during World War II. About 1943, a friend
of mine in Chicago who is a large supplier to the chain drug industry
called me and said, "Ben, Howard Brooksbank," who I knew from meeting
a few times,"is in my office, and Howard's managing the pharmacy for
the Fred Myer chain in Portland, Oregon. He wants to come back to the
Midwest, and he wants to go in business for himself. Do you know a
good town in T1llinois?" I said, "Yes, Peoria." And he said, "Well,
how come you're not in there?" I said, "Because I haven't got the man-
power to do what has to be donme In Peoria. It would be a different
operation than ours entirely, and that's the reason why I've stayed
out of Peoria right now." He said, "Just a minute." He turned to
Howard and told him about Peoria, Illinois, and Howard wanted to know
where Peoria was.

Q. I thought everyone knew how it played in Peoria.

A. I thought so. '"Could you meet Howard and I there tomorrow?"

And I said "Yes." We arranged to meet in Peoria, and he was there and
Howard. He looked over the town real carefully and found a location
that was tempting, good.size store right.across from the main bank,

The Merchants National Bank of Peoria. We were able to make a good
deal with the landlord. And Howard took fifty percent of the business,
and my friend and I had fifty percent of the business. And we started
out with capital of thirty thousand dellars for the store.  We got it
stocked and Howard had a good reputatiom with all the manufacturers.

It was wartime and merchandise was hard to 'get, but he was able to

get it because of his relationship with the manufacturers. And a friend
of mine had a lot of contact for promotional merchandise which he

was able to sell to the store. Just as we were ready to open the store,
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he called me one day and said, "Ben, I just woke up. Walgreen's my
biggest customer, and I'm going in there as competition to them.

That doesn't make sémnse :does it--not really." He said, "Do you want
to buy me out, and I'll guarantee you won't lose what you put in there;
pay me whenever you want to, and I'll guarantee you'll never lose a
penny, and I'll back it up. I said, "Couldn't get a better deal than
that.”

Q. Now was he a wholesale distributor, was that your friend's . . .

A. He wasn't exactly, yes, he was a--1 guess you'd call it wholesale,
yes. He would buy up from manufacturers tremendous quantities.
Marshall Field and Carson'Pirie Scott all have big wholesale houses,
and they were able to make big deals with manufacturers for merchandise,
sundry merchandise. The more they'd buy the better price they'd get
so they would sell off their surplus to him. And he sold it then to
the big chain.stores around the country and did very well and had a
wonderful reputation.He's pretty much retired now; he lives in L.A.
but he still has his office in Chicago. Every once in a while some-
body will come to him with something unusual, and he'll handle it for
them, sell it out to ten or fifteen stores. But he gave us the same
deal he'd give to Walgreens, and the big chains.

Q. It sounds like a good deal, but let me ask you--you said a minute
ago that you had not been into Peofria because that would have been

an entirely different operation. In what respect would it differ from
your operation down here?

A. Peoria was a different——it was strictly a workingman's town

and had big industries there, you had a different class of merchandise.
A lower class of various things would sell better in Peoria that
wouldn't sell here in Springfield at all.

Q. I thought Peoria and Alton might have been comparable being river
towns and a lot of industry.

A. Except that--it wasn't as prevalent in Alton as it was in Peoria.
Peoria is a much bigger town. Your advertising expense was much higher
but you had to have a bigger, much bigger store than what we had to
operate there and downtown. You had Walgreen's, you had Liggett,

you had a local chain that was very active, did a big business. 1In
fact they had a store in Pekin when we went in up there, but they
finally folded up.

Q. Well, how long did you stay in Peoria?

A. Brooksbank had two sons, and one day he called me. He said,"Ben,
I'd like to buy you out for my boys." I drew a good salary from thgm;
I drew ten thousand a year salary. I used to go down once a week,

and then I had a good expense account. But I thought to myself, "Well,
all fight." He said, "What do you think it would be worth?" We agreed
on a hundred and fifteen thousand dollars for my half. I had put in
fifteen thousand.

Q. You did well in Peoria.
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A. And it was a good deal for me and it was a good deal for him.
Q. So he bought it for his boys?

A. Yes. If I could have controlled him, we'd open more stores, but

I couldn't control him. He would buy like he was buying for chains,

sold it eventually—-but it just scared me a lot of times. He had a

lot of goods that we didn't have in our stores, grocery items and that
type of thing. They pulled more, so we weren't in that--our other

stores didn't operate that way. And we're in a friendly situation;

we're still good friends. We don't see each other as often, we call, and
then wonder why we haven't gotten together.

Q. What year was this that he bought the store back from you?
A. T believe it was 1952.
Q. It's been twenty, twenty-five years then.

A. Yes, and it was a good relationship and never had a--he would abide
by my thinking, whatever I was thinking, he didn't argue with me at

all about it. If he didn't think it was right, he'd tell me why and
I'd tell him why, and we'd work out something very well. We always

had a good relationship and still do. We still have the one store
there.” One of the things, we opened the store in Decatur, Illinois.
Ford Hopkins had three stores, one .in Alton,one in Springfield and

one in Decatur they wanted-to get rid of. Well I bought the Spring-
field and the Alton store. But the Decatur store, I was a little

bit jittery about going in there. We didn't have the people for it.

Q. This has plagued you all along,your sort of lack of manpower,
hasn't it?

A. Yes,

Q. For your top management positions and in the family.

A. And so Howard told me, he said, "Well, Ben, I'd like to have that
for my son, one of the boys." And I said,"Okay, Howard." He said, "What
if we sold half, him half, and World Drdg would take half and I--so
that would be I'd have a quarter interest, he'd have a quarter interest
in that . . . "

Q. Now, you'll have to tell me who World Drug is.

A, World Drug is the name of the store in Peoria.

Q. Oh, I see, yes.

A.  "World Drug.

Q. So you took half of the Decatur?
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A. World Drug owned half and the boy owned half., Well, hé didn't

do too well. He wasn't his father and he tackled--and then it was

a small store and he tried to do things like his father and he got

into a lot of trouble, financial conditions. And so Howard said,

[His name was Howard, Jr.] and he said, "Howie is in trouble and I

know he owes our warehouse quite a bit of money." And he said, "I

think I could put the store through the wringer." And I said, "Not as
long as my name's connected with it it's not going through the wringer."

Q. Meaning through Bahkruptcy?.

A.  "Yes, bankruptcy. And he said, "What will you do?" I said, "Well,
I'11l take it over and let him out free." He said, "Well, I'd like

to get a little money for him if it's all right." So I agreed to pay
him ten thousand dollars. We took the store over, we assumed all the
indebtedness and we paid it out and made a good store out of it.

That particular store is closed, the downtown store, we moved it to
another area in a neighborhood.

Q. But you're still in Decatur?

A. Oh yes, we have two stores in Decatur and both of them do very,
very well. And that, we got out of that.

Q. And was this also happening in the fifties?
A. This happened in the fifties, yes. |

Q. Now at the same time, I presume Thrifty Drug Store was still expand-
ing here in Springfield?

A. Well, we'll get back to that. Number eight was in Pekin, number
nine was this store right here. Remember Hugh Cross who was a Lieutenant
Governor, state of Tllinois?

Q. Remember the name, yes.

A. From Jerseyville, Illinois. He was after me--~his uncle had a drug
store in Jerseyville and he got pretty old and he was after me to buy
the store, buy the store. So finally he said, '"Well go down and take
a look at it." "All right, I'11l go." I went down to take a look at
it and met the father in the store, and the daughter came in, and he
was going through the whole store. Pretty soon I saw the man go to
the cash registler and take all the momey out of the registers, and

he turned around to me and he said, "Now here's the key to the store,'
and he walked out. I (laughter) . . .

Q. You hadn't said anything.

A. So I had to negotiate with Hugh Cross for it. Well, it didn't
amount to a.whole lot of money and we put the store in there. Later

on we sold the store to the manager we had. It was all right for an
individual but it wasn't good for a chain. There wasn't that much . . .
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Q. Well, Jerseyville is a small community and I would presume people
from there would likely go into Alton for their shopping. 1It's too
close to home.

A. Yes. A lot of them do. So that was our number ten store. Our
number eleven store was at Laurel and MacArthur. . That store was
later moved to Cherry Road and MacArthur. We built a nice big build-
ing.

Q. Beautiful. T find that about your easiest store to shop in because
it seems less crowded than the others.

A. Yes. Then one day someone called mé about, oh we bought, we rented
the building at South Grand and MacArthur and that was before they
took the . . . there was a drug store in there.

Q. Oh, on the island, it was on the island in the middle, wasn't it?

A. Yes, on the island. We rented that and put a store in there.
That was pretty close for us, but we did it anyway. We thought the
Avenue blocked some people going farther south.

Q. There was alsoc a grocery store on that 1sland for a long time
that had a great bustling trade as I Temember.

A. Yes, that's right. Then when they took the island oiit we went

Q. That's MacArthur and Ash, is it not?
A. No, right where Avenue Food is right now.
Q. That's on State and South Grand. Right there.

A. Yes, that was before Eisner was owned by Jewell. And Bert Eisner,
I knew him fairly well, and he owned the building. They were moving
their store out, and he wanted to know if I'd be interested in the
building. And I said, "Yes, not buying it but renting it from you."
He gave me a real good lease and we moved then into the Eisner shop.
When we opened number eleven at Cherry Road, we had a big store there.
We closed the store when_our lease ranm out; we closed that. store. . =

Q. So was:that your twelfth store where Eisner's had been?

A. That was number twelve, yes. Then Ford Hopkins came to us about
buying their store here in Springfield, the one on Sixth and Monroe,
the store in Alton, and the store in Decatur. They made us a good
deal on it so we had number fifteen in Springfield, five in Alton

and sixteen in Decatur. Both of those stores are closed but fifteen
is still here. The one in Alton was just a block away from our other
downtown store and the lease ran out and we were wanting to renew

the lease under the same terms we had and F'etdHopkins sold the lease.
The fellow who owned the building--T forget his name "mnow, but very
wealthy attorney there-- he doubled the rent so I told him I'd have to
think about it and let him know. I was going on to Florida. '"When will

o
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you let me know?" I said, "I don’'t know. I'll have to give it a lot
of thought." The next day he was after me, he called me down here and
then when I was in Florida he called me down there to find out. I
sald, "I don't know. I don't think we'll take it." And he started
cutting the price down and I said, "I don't think so; it is too close
to our other store. We're just going to let it go emtirely.” The
store stayed empty for a couple of years, that was when the fellow
was greedy. We would have signed the lease over. 8o we're up to .

Q. You're up to sixteen, the sixteenth was in Decatur.

A. Yes. Seventeen was in Alton. Now we had a fire in our store on
South Grand Avenue, Sixth and Seventh on South Grand Avenue. And it
was a good store but we had a chance to get the corner, Egizii's there,
if a land lease were long term. Then we built the building, and we
later abandoned the building and bought the lot next to it.

Q. Was that the lot to the east?
A. WNo, to the south of it.
Q. Where you put your parking area, too?

A. Yes, and we enlarged the store then. That was number eighteen.
Number nineteen was again in Alton. When we bought the store in
Decatur, we wanted to get out of downtown Decatur and had a chance to
get into a small shopping center. We moved out and changed the number
then to twenty. Then twenty-one . was a store on West Jefferson Street
which we leased from Jewell Tea which then owned a chain of drugstores,
Osco.

Q. Oh, that's right.

A. But they leased that store to us. Twenty-two was the second store

in Pekin, twenty-three was the third store in Pekin. Twenty-four was a store
on Chatham Road and Monroe Street. which we bought the ground and built

our building for it. We also added other small buildings there, small
shops. o : o - ’

Q. That's a very attractive complex, I think.

A. Yes, it is. Twenty-five was the store at Sixth and North Grand
Avenue. That was a building owned by deFrates, Skinny deFrates. And
we had the Marine Bank Trust Department act for us. Knowing the nature
of the beast that he would get the last--we'd have a hard time satisfy-
ing him. And so the bank was able to get it for us for a hundred and
fifty thousand dollars which was very. low price for all that property.
We have ground on Fifth Street, quiteia bit. It was an exceptionally
good buy and thevstore has proved to be an exceptionally good store.

Q. You're operating up there now?
A. Oh yes,

Q. I hardly ever go that far north.
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A. And the fact is, it's our largest volume store in the chain. Well,
the store does around two million dollars a year.

Q. It's émazing.

A, Twenty-six was a fiasco. We opened a store--we turned down every
offer we had to get into Missouri. Finally we got a proposition we
just couldn't refuse.

Q. Why had you not wanted to go into Missouri, any particular reason?
A. Well, I don't know why, I just didn't. Missouri, the St. Louis
area was just a different type of people it seemed like and everything,
and it was lower priced than Illinois. I mean lower quality merchandise.
Q. There weren't any state regulations that inhibited vou.

A. No, no, no.

Q. Just the general atmosphere.

A. Just the general atmosphere. This was a new shopping center going in.
Krozer was going in there and there was a big restaurant going in and
a lot of little stores all going in.

Q. What part of St. Louis was this?

A. I think it was Florissant.

Q. The north and west?

A. Northwest section there. Well, we didn't do well at all. No one
else did well. Kroger was the first to-go out. The restaurant, they
went broke before they got open. It was a big chain, I think they

had one out here in the shopping center here, too. I've forgot the
name any more, I've forgotten the name of it. All the little stores
finally closed and we were the last to ring it up.

Q. How long were you there?

A. Two years.

Q. Just two years.

A. But you can lose money a lot faster than you can make it.

Q. I suppose that's true.

A. So that was the biggest loss in a drugstore we had.

Q. Did you have a long lease on your bailding so-that you couldn't
get out of the building?
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A. We had an escape clause in it, the fact there were supposed to be

a grocery store there, and these other shops were to he in:dperation. Well,
when Kroger went out and the other shops went out, our attorney said,
"Well, you should get out, too." And on top of that the building

went into bankruptcy and that was another out for us. So we were

able to get out and we did.

Q. So.you cut your losses and . . .
A. Oh ves, took our licking.

Q. This is where it's certainly an advantage to have profitable stores
operating to offset your losses,

A. Right, that was a loss of about two hundred and fifty thousand dol-
lars.

Q. That's too bad. You were right all along; you should not have gone
into Missouri,.

A. I shouldn't have but you can't expand and not expect to have some
bad ones. Just like loans at banks, you can't . .

Q. They're not all going to be good.

A. That was the last store we opened. We've changed some stores around,
we haven't added any new ones since, but we're pretty well saturating
the market. Now we're opening two new stores in Springfield. We hope
to open within the next thirty days . . . (tape on and off)

Q. When the interruption came you were telling me that in thirty days
you expected to open a store . . .

A, The store on Sangamon Avenue should be. We're working on it right
now.

Q. 1Is that out by the Myers Brothers North?
A. Yes, right there.
Q. In that complex.

A. That's right, right next to them. Then, we also have a long term
lease on ground at the Lake Victoria area, Krieders, and we hope that
we start building some time in September. Fred Blythe is going to-
build something there for us.

Q. Now what is your total number of stores? Some of these that we
have been going over have been closed or moved, and what's the actual
total you have now?

A. We've closed two stores in Alton, store number three and store
number nineteen have been closed in Alton. My son came to me one day
and said, "What about closing number three and number nineteen?" T said,
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"Well, one reason I wouldn't like you to close number three is I own
the building." He said, "Well," he says, "If that's the case, we can
afford to pay you the rent and still keep the store closed and come out
money ahead." 1 said, "Well, if that's the way the situation is then
you go ahead and close it. You won't have to pay me any rent. We'll
do something with it." Then number nineteen he says, "You know the

two closest drugstores to that store is our two stores." He said,

"The neighborhood is turning bad and we're having a time keeping our
volume up there. We have a lot of theft in the store." He said,

"I want to close that." I said, "All right, why don't you go ahead,
you're the boss." Well, he proved to be very, he was right a hundred
percent. The three stores that are left are doing about twenty percent
more volume than our five stores did by just putting that extra effort
on those stores, and they've increased their volume., We had quite a
campaign with inducements to go to our--take their prescriptions to

our other stores and . . . (tape off)

Q. You closed three and nineteen in Alton, and this leaves you a'"
total of how many stores?

A. Fourteen stores, now.

Q. 8o you'll have sixteen in another thirty days or before the end
of the year?

A:; We're not interested in numbers or how big we can get. We want to
see how good we can get, how to take care of the customer and building
our sales. We're not really trying to conquer the world; we're trying
to do a good job.

Q. Your stores are close enough so you can reach them easily, too.

They're within a manageable distance, aren't they, of your office.

I know that we keep saying this store here and T might just mention

here that we are doing this taping in Mr. Victor's office on the second
floor of the Fifth and Monroe store. And this corner is a very interesting
corner in the history of Springfield, I believe. Can you go back a

little bit in history. I understand that this corner originally had

a drugstore on it that was opened in 1866 by Mr. Beal. You may not

know too much about that; this history was prepared for me. I understand
also it was a very busy corner because this was a transfer corner.

A. All the streetcars and then later buses.

Q. Back in the days when streetcars were horse drawn. And then it
stayed a drugstore and was taken over by a Mr. Dodd and has since then
been known as Dodd's cormer, is it not?

A. Dodd's corner, ves.

Q. Did Dodd build the building here?

A. No, no the building is . . .
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Q. Was here before he took over?

A. The building, no, in January 17th, 1888, the building first was
built in 1870 . . .

END OF TAPE THREE, SIDE ONE
Q. You were telling us about a spectacular fire that happened on
January 17th, 1888,

A. Yes, and that occurred in two buildings, Dodd's corner and Silas
Hickox grocery on the north.

Q. Excuse me, but was this Silas Hickox any relation to the man you
called Uncle Lee Hickox?

A. I imagine so, I really don't know. Uncle Lee had died before
we bought this store here so I didn't really . . .

. Well, it's an old Springfield name and they probably . . .

I imagine that he was related to them, could have been . . .

Q
A
Q. But he had a grocery store?
A. Yes.

Q. So, I interrupted. Now you please continue.
A

. After Mr. Dodd's death, (pause) Mr. Claypool took over the store
and ran it until 1946. We purchased the building in 1945.

Q. Now you say we, is this the Thrifty Drug Company?

A, No, that was me personally and our family, and Mr. Lou Schwartz
had a small interest in the building.

Q. He was not interested in the drug stores, merely the building?

A, No, the building. Well he did have a small interest in this build-
ing, but I bought him out a good many years ago. He had no interest
whatsoever in the business right now.

Q. Then when did you open the store?

A. We moved in here on . .

Q. You purchased it in 1945.

A, Yes.
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Q. And I presume you did some extensive remodeling.

A. We did extensive remodeling, the interior and the exterior. We
took over the cigar store that was next to it and enlarged the store,
We had all new fixtures, and we opened November 15th, 1946.

Q. Then, did you also not have a fire in this building?

A, We did not have a fire in this building but there was a fire in
the grocery store and also the building of W. T. Grant, right around.
We had all smoke damage but it was a tremendous fire.

Q. Did you have a fire sale?

A. No, we--but I was in Chicago at the time. I had an early appoint-
ment at the University of Chicago Medical School . . . (tape on and off)

Q. You were in Chicago and had an early morning appointment.

A. . . . the University of Chicago Medical School for an ear examination
but I heard the telephone ring, the telephone by the bed, and it was

one of the fellows here and he was telling me all about this and what
should we do. I said, "Go home and go to bed. What can you do?"

Q. It was in the middle of the night, then?

A. Yes, about two o'clock in the morning. He said, "dell, what about
things in the safe and everything else?" I said, '"Well, what about

the people that have to go into it? Think about them first." I said,
"We'll see about that tomorrow morning,'" and that's what happened.

Q. Did you lose practically all of your merchandise from smoke?

A. ©Oh yes, practically, yes. Smoke damage, well, there were some
stuff that--our pharmacewticals all went out, and we didn't get open

again for thirty days later.

Q. That I understand was in 1957, (pause) when you had the fire in
July. )

A. Yes, yes, 1957.

Q. Then a little later you were able to buy the space that W. T. Grant
store had occupied.

A. Yes, W, T. Grant.
Q. They went out of business I believe,
A, W. T. Grant went out of business, and we had a long term lease on

half the building, and we increased our storage more, and put in a
cafeteria instead of just a fountain.









































































































































































































