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The Willius Brothers of St. Paul
and Ethnic Banking in Minnesota

By Steve Schroeder

M ANY TOWNSHIPS IN MINNESOTA AND MOST OF
the Dakotas were settled after the Civil War. Because of the
region's rural nature, its remoteness, and the recent immigra-
tion, many families kept the languages and culture they brought

with them from their old countries. Their communities, schools and churches
often contained ethnic enclaves which kept alive memories of the fatherland.
Thus, it was only natural that many of their institutions received ethnic names.

Before World War I, Minnesota had several dozen banks with ethnic
names. Table 1 (following) is a partial list of the ethnic named state and
national banks in Minnesota during the years before 1918. Most of these titles
belong to state banks, suggesting that the list of ethnic national bank titles
compiled by Charles Dean I is only a small sample of ethnic named banks
across the country. The national bank titles make up less than 10 per cent of
Minnesota's ethnic bank titles. With the exception of the R-6 notes from The
German-American National Bank of St. Cloud (#3009), notes from
Minnesota's ethnic named national banks have appeared fairly regularly in auc-
tions and sale catalogs in recent years. There are also a number of nice checks
from the German State Bank of Ellsworth available for collectors. Artifacts
from most of the other ethnic-named institutions are more difficult to locate.

These artifacts and the long list of banks with ethnic names raise an obvi-
ous and interesting question: Did these banks serve any special function, or did
they just adopt ethnic names to attract customers?

The Willius Brothers of St. Paul were bankers who responded to the
needs of the immigrant community, and who also practiced conventional bank-
ing for the wider community. If we define ethnic banking as the adoption of
banking practices that are specifically intended to serve the needs of a particular nation-
al, cultural or religious group, the Willius Brothers would be a prime example.
They practiced and advertised ethnic banking.

Every immigrant group followed its own pattern of immigration. It is
dangerous to generalize too broadly, since there was no single model for any
particular group. However, as a general rule, in the mid-19th century, many
German immigrants came as families and as groups of families. In rural areas,
they often became a separate community, apart from the larger English-speak-
ing community. Before World War I, a German-American community often
had its own separate schools, German language newspapers, churches and
social clubs (Turnvereins). Part of this was due to geographic isolation. In a
1991 review of News from the Land of Freedom: German Immigrants Write Home,
a compilation of letters of German immigrants, Martin Marty compared the
19th century German communities with today's Hispanic communities, many
of which retain their own culture and language:

Nativism was a presence, partly because some of the immigrants were Roman
Catholics in a Protestant environment and more often because the German-
speaking, beer-drinking Lutheran, Reformed and Evangelical latecomers did not
fit into English America any better than the Catholics did. The editors may exag-
gerate a bit in comparing them to the Hispanic Americans of today, but the analo-
gy is not farfetched, so despised were these pioneers of bilingualism who insisted
on speaking German in their schools and who seemed a people set apart. Miami



Table 1 - Minnesota State and National Banks with Ethnic Titles
Name of Bank City Date Closed or Changed Cause or Successor
German-American State Bank Albertville
German State Bank Amboy June 8, 1910 First National Bank
Scandinavian American State Bank Badger April 15, 1922 Closed
German American State Bank Bejou July 19, 1918 Farmers State Bank
Scandia Savings Association Benson June 12, 1917 Liquidated
German American State Bank Clara City September 14, 1918 Citizens State Bank
German State Bank Douglas June 14, 1918 Douglas State Bank
German State Bank Ellsworth Ellsworth State Bank
Scandia State Bank Erskine April 30, 1918 First National Bank # 11173
Scandia State Bank Fergus Falls November 1, 1918 American State Bank
Germantown State Bank Germantown September 10, 1914 Farmers State Bank
German-American Bank Hastings July 27, 1918 Hastings National Bank
German-American State Bank Howard Lake July 31, 1918 American State Bank
German American National Bank #4655 Little Falls May 3, 1918 American National Bank
German American State Bank Mankato April 25, 1918 American State Bank
German-American State Bank Melrose February 21, 1916 Consolidated with Borgerding State

Bank
German American State Bank Millerville April 13, 1918 Millerville State Bank
German American Bank Minneapolis March 22, 1918 North American Bank
Germania Bank Minneapolis April 17, 1911 Metropolitan National Bank
Irish American Bank Minneapolis January 4, 1896 Closed
Scandia Bank Minneapolis December 28, 1896 Closed
Scandinavian American National Bank #9409 Minneapolis December 10, 1917 Midland National Bank #9409
Swedish American Bank Minneapolis April 18, 1894 Swedish American National Bank

#4951
Swedish American National Bank #4951 Minneapolis December 31, 1908 Consolidated with Northwestern

N.B. #2006
German American State Bank Richmond September 13, 1918 American State Bank
Scandia State Bank Scandia February 23, 1933 Closed
German American Bank Shakopee Sometime in 1883 Closed
German-American National Bank St. Cloud April 20, 1897 Liquidated
German American State Bank St. Michael's November 1, 1918 Albertville State Bank
German American Bank St. Paul May 2, 1883 National German American Bank

#2943
Germania Bank St. Paul July 17, 1899 Closed
National German-American Bank of St. Paul St. Paul November 27, 1912 Liquidated/consolidated with

Merchants N.B. #2020
Scandinavian Savings Bank St. Paul December 27, 1924 Dissolved
Swedish American State Bank St. Paul May 22, 1919 Payne Avenue State Bank
Scandia State Bank Stephen September 13, 1919 Farmers State Bank
Scandia State Bank Thief River Falls June 29, 1901 First National Bank #5894
German American State Bank Torah July 26, 1909 German American Bank of

Richmond
German American State Bank Wells September 9, 1899 Liquidated
German American Bank Winona May 7, 1897 Consolidated with Merchants Bank

Sources: Records of the Minnesota Banking Commissioner, Minnesota Historical Society Archives, and Rippley, History of German-
American Banking in Minnesota
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of today. . . cannot compare to the Milwaukee of 100 years ago in respect to the
proportionate numbers of immigrants or their separateness in the larger culture . 2

The separateness of the German communities provided immigrants with
security and the culture of the Fatherland. 3 German immigration was often a
family matter, but there were still many issues to consider. How could anyone
dare to uproot his family and come to the new land? How would they transfer
their holdings from the old country to this country? What if someone died in
the Fatherland and willed assets to the son who had gone to America? What if
the immigrant son wanted to send steamer tickets to the parents, sister or
brother who had stayed behind in Europe?

Ferdinand and Gustav Willius were born in Bremen in 1830 and 1831
respectively. Their father, a merchant, died unexpectedly in 1838 and the two
boys were educated in a boarding school in Bremerhaven. Ferdinand became
an apprentice in a grocery and drugstore and worked in a factory before leaving
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for America in 1853. He worked in New York for a time. By 1856, Ferdinand
and a friend, Henry Meyer, arrived in St. Paul and established a private bank-
ing house in St. Paul, styled Meyer and Willius. They invited Ferdinand's
brother Gustav to join them in St. Paul. The banking house of F. and G.
Willius succeeded Meyer and Willius in early 1859. 4

The banking louse of F. and G. Willius became Willius Brothers and
Dunbar in 1863 with the addition of L. L. Dunbar as a partner. The new part-
ner, Lewis L. Dunbar, was not the former state auditor, W. F. Dunbar, but the
Dunbar name did not hurt the firm's reputation. The partnership advertised
itself in the German language press as the Deutsche Spar-Banf von Gebruder
Willius & Dunbar (German Savings Bank of the Willius Brothers and Dunbar)
and as the Deutsche Banf von Willius Bro's & Dunbar (the German Bank of
Willius Brothers and Dunbar). It offered typical banking services for the
immigrant family as well as to the general banking public. The young bankers
bought and sold gold and silver, provided a currency exchange, made loans, and
provided communication in German as well as English.

In 1867 the King of Prussia appointed Ferdinand Willius as German
Consul in St. Paul and President Andrew Johnson issued a patent for this
appointment. (The patent was needed to validate and recognize the appoint-
ment.) On September 4, 1871, he was reappointed by the new Kaiser and
received the required patent letter from President U.S. Grant.

In 1873, the German American Bank of St. Paul succeeded the banking
house of Willius Brothers and Dunbar. It advertised in the German language
papers as Deutsch-Amerikanische Banf of St. Paul, Minnesota. By this time, the
bank's legal capital was $200,000, and it advertised that it also had $300,000 of
additional paid-in capital. The new banking company also included General
John Sanborn as vice president. Sanborn was the state adjutant general at the
beginning of the Civil War. At the outset of the Civil War, Sanborn earned
$100 per year as state adjutant general and contributed $2,000 to pay for equip-
ment for the First Minnesota Regiment of Volunteers. Later he served as com-
mander of the Fourth Minnesota Regiment, and was promoted to brigadier
general. Sanborn's position at the bank was probably honorary, but it added
respectability to the enterprise. 5

Both of the banks (The Willius Brothers and Dunbar and The German
American Bank) offered a variety of services especially designed for the immi-
grant community. They advertised foreign exchange at fair rates. They
offered to transfer and receive money to and from any city in Europe. The
bank provided powers of attorney and could send or receive death certificates.
The bank could transfer inheritances and administer property here or overseas.
The bank also had a division that could manage property here or in Germany
for a commission. One division of the hank was an early travel agency of sorts.
An immigrant could pay for steamer tickets in St. Paul to be delivered in
Germany, and arrange the details of transportation from old country to the
new. The bank advertised that one could deposit funds in Europe for with-
drawal by another family member in St. Paul, all within a day (or transmit
funds in the opposite direction). 6



tolkook1•5'..31alrTEs

D OI

ri

;7.) 	 •
anlentculil 	 ) °t

••

fx
TEP007..zz., ,

196 	  May/June 2003 • Whole No. 225 • PAPER MONEY

Advertisements in German language papers also pointed out that Willius
was the Kaiserlich-Deutches Konsulat, a post that he held from 1867 until about
1874. 7

On May 2, 1883, the German American State Bank was chartered as the
National German-American Bank of St. Paul, charter number 2943. By this
time, the bank's capital had increased to $2,000,000. The local press reported
that it was one of the largest banks in the country with over two hundred and
fifty shareholders. 8 As one of the largest banking institutions in Minnesota, it
reflected the character and management skills of its two immigrant founders.
The National German-American Bank of St. Paul provided clearing and corre-
spondent services for many banks in Minnesota and Dakota Territory.

Ferdinand Willius retired from banking in 1883, about the time of the
national charter, although he remained on its board of directors. Gustav
Willius continued as cashier of the new bank. The National German-
American Bank remained in business until 1912, when it merged with the
Merchants National Bank of St. Paul. It issued several series of National Bank
Notes, as follows: 9

Series 1882 Brown Backs
10 - 10 - 10 -20 sheets, numbers 1 -4,875

Series 1902 Red Seals
10- 10 - 10 -20 sheets, numbers 1 - 11,800

Series 1902 Blue Seal Date Backs
5-5-5-5 sheets, numbers 1-10,400
10-10-10-20 sheets, numbers 1 -4,748

By 1883 the Willius Brothers' German bank had grown to such size that it
had become more than a bank merely for German immigrants. The Willius fami-
ly papers are on deposit in the Minnesota Historical Society and become less
German and more English language documents after 1880. Ferdinand Willius
became less active in the bank sometime in 1883 and retired from the business.

After the panic of 1893, Ferdinand was asked to rejoin the bank as a consul-
tant. He noted, "Upon my return from Europe, but more particularly since my
brother's subsequent retirement, I found a great change of policy in the business
management and business policy of the bank." 1° In other words, the officers
made more of the decisions than before and some directors received preferential
treatment. Perhaps the word "German" in the title was symbolic of a higher,
stricter standard of business practices and bank security (important in the days
before the FDIC) as well as means to market to the German community.

Some German-titled banks may have been German in name only as the
Anglo community tried to reach into the immigrant community for customers.
The Willius banks moved in the opposite direction: from the German communi-
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ty into the larger community. They provided ethnic services and brought commu-
nity leaders into the business as their bank grew from a small, private firm to one
of the state's largest. (The St. Paul Globe called it one of the 10 largest banks in the
country in 1883, but that was probably exaggeration.) The Willius Brothers banks
demonstrate how an organized bank could serve the needs of a community of
immigrants within the framework of American law and custom.

Many writers have pointed out that the German bank names disappeared
during World War I. The change was caused by more than "public hysteria," a
reason that is sometimes given. In Minnesota, the legislature established the
Commission of Public Safety, an agency with the power to root out subversion. It
used its police powers to root out ethnic diversity. The years 1917 and 1918 were
a dark page in the state's history as the Commission ignored the rights of citizens.
The Commission discouraged the teaching of foreign languages in the public
schools and cast aspersions at any group that retained its customs or conducted
church services in any native language. The stated purpose of the Commission
was to encourage patriotism and to serve as a watchdog of loyalty, but the damage
to the public school system was not undone until the Kennedy era when foreign
languages were again taught in smaller Minnesota schools. The commission's tar-
gets included anyone accused of socialism or pacifism, labor unions and the Non-
Partisan League (a political party with many Scandinavian members).
Minnesota's German-named banks sensibly changed their names, although the
bank at St. Michael's held out until the eve of Armistice Day, November 11th,
1918.

Charles A. Dean, "The Ethnic National Banks," Paper Money #201, (May-June
1999), page 74.
Martin E. Marty, "Beer and Sermons, A review of News from the Land of
Freedom," New York Times Book Review (December 29, 1991), page 2.
"Fatherland" might be a more appropriate term to refer to the country left by
most German immigrants. Before 1871, there was no single political entity called
"Germany," but a collection of several dozen small, competing political states.
The term "German" may be a term that more accurately refers to a language or a
culture before the rise of Bismarck. Many immigrants referred to themselves as
Prussians, Bavarians, Westphalians, and so forth. There were also several dialects
of German with slightly different pronunciation patterns. When we consider the
German state and national banks, we should not think that the name "German"
referred to a single political entity in Europe.
St. Paul Dispatch (November 1, 1916), page 1.
All 71 011 77CeMent of the organization of the German-American Bank of St. Paul,
(November 1, 1873), contained in Willius family papers, Minnesota Historical
Society Archives, St. Paul. Biographical data on General Sanborn is from Richard
Moe, The Last Full Measure: The Life and Death of the First Minnesota Volunteers,
Henry Holt (1993), page 22.
Willius papers, Minnesota Historical Society.
Lavern J. Rippley, "German-American Banking in Minnesota," included in A Heritage
Fulfilled: German Americans, Concordia College (1984), page 104.
St. Paul Daily Globe (May 3, 1883).
National Archives, as reported by Hickman and Oakes, Standard Catalogue of National

10 Bank Notes.
Rippley, page 108.
The NPL began in North Dakota, spread its influence into Minnesota, and had the
subversive purpose of getting better wheat prices from the Minneapolis grain mer-
chants and millers. Its members formed another ethnic named state bank, the
Scandinavian Bank of Fargo, North Dakota.
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