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The Problem of
Two Banks Under One Roof

I like to remember that banking is, and always has been,
a "people" business. When I look at bank notes, checks
and scrip, I'm always curious about the people who
signed the notes or filled out the checks; what kind of
people were they, and what was their situation at the
time? This is a "people" story, and if you ever see a fiscal
document from either bank in this story maybe you'll
get a chuckle out of it.

N Vicksburg, Mississippi the First National Bank and
the City Savings and Trust Company Bank occupied
the same building. The banking rooms were on the

same floor, and the two banks' cages were adjacent to each
other. This arrangement was not that uncommon before the
Federal Reserve Act of 1913 and its later amendments, which
broadened the powers of national banks. Before then, national
banks had been denied the privilege of offering savings ac-
counts, trust business and certain types of loans. As such, many
national banks established Savings and/or Trust Companies
as separate but related organizations; conversely, many Sav-
ings and/or Trust Companies established national banks with
the same relationship (national banks had some advantage
over state-chartered banks, such as prestige and the profit po-
tential from issuing national currency). Many times the officers
or major stockholders were the same in both banks.

Once in a while this arrangement created minor problems;
in this case, the attempted courtesy of an employee of one
bank caused a lawsuit to be filed against the other bank.

A man named Williamson had checking accounts in both
the City Savings and Trust Company and the First National
Bank. One New Year's day Mr. Williamson made a deposit in
the Savings Bank (yes, this took place a long time ago); the
cashier of the Savings Bank, a Mr. Hickman, handled the trans-
action. The deposit window of the First National Bank was a
few feet away from where this was taking place; when Mr.
Williamson commented to Mr. Hickman that lie wanted to
make a deposit of $80 in his checking account in First Na-
tional, Mr. Hickman told him, "I will take that right here." Mr.
Williamson gave him the money, and Mr. Hickman made out
a deposit slip for the First National Bank. He provided Mr.
Williamson a receipt by entering the deposit in the First Na-
tional pass-book held by Mr. Williamson. So far, so good—
Mr. Hickman was just being helpful, and it turned out that he
had performed similar acts many times.

The next day, for some reason, a Mr. Tucker, an employee of
the Savings Bank, changed Mr. Williamson's deposit slip from
that of the First National Bank to the Savings Bank. The $80
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was deposited in the Savings Bank instead of the First National,
where Mr. Williamson and Mr. Hickman had intended it to
be.

Shortly after this, Mr. Williamson wrote two checks against
his deposit in the First National Bank; when these checks were
presented at the bank for payment, they were refused because
of "Insufficient Funds" and returned. When Mr. Williamson
called at the bank a few days later to check into the error, Mr.
Hickman had already discovered it. In fact, he had transferred
Mr. Williamson's deposit to First National, where they accepted
it and credited his account. They had also written a letter to
Mr. Williamson, stating in part:

We want to assure you that we regret very much that this error
occurred, and we stand ready to write letters to the parties that
held these checks, explaining to them that you had sufficient funds
to meet them, and that we were entirely at fault in this matter.

When the checks in question were presented again at the First
National Bank they were honored.

Mr. Williamson sued the First National Bank for damages,
obviously because he felt the bank had damaged his reputa-
tion by refusing to honor valid checks. Williamson's lawyer
contended that the deposit had been accepted by the First
National, because the deposit had been acknowledged in his
pass-book. At the trial, Mr. Hickman testified that lie had re-
ceived deposits for the First National Bank in this manner many
times before, and he had not been criticized by First National
for his actions; the deposits were always accepted by First Na-
tional. He further stated that he received his deposit and oth-
ers as a courtesy to the depositors, and not for the First National
Bank, and that he had never received any written or oral au-
thority from the First National Bank to do it. Hickman's testi-
mony formed the basis for the First National Bank's defense
in the trial.

Williamson's attorney asked for a pre-emptory instruction
from the judge in the case, claiming that none of the testi-
mony in the case had been disputed. He asked the judge to
instruct the jury to find for Williamson, since the facts clearly
indicated that First National was liable, because they had al-
lowed Hickman's practice to continue without comments or
instructions for him to stop it. The judge refused to grant this
request, and the case went to the jury; the jury decided that the
First National Bank was not at fault.

Williamson appealed, and the lower court decision was over-
ruled. The Supreme Court of the State of Mississippi held that
First National validated Hickman's actions when it accepted
Williamson's deposit from him, and honored the checks drawn
on Williamson's account which had been previously refused.
The case was returned to the original court for a decision as to
the amount of damages the First National Bank owed Mr.
Williamson.

We can assume that specific rules for handling transactions
had been published and placed in the hands of employees of
both banks long before the decision was made.
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