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the man & saga
behind the notes

by Matt Hansen

Chasm	 ron:g

Figure 1 (background): Byron Dunn,
circa 1935, after his election as execu-
tive vice president of National Bank of
Commerce. (Image taken by
Townsend Studio of Lincoln, Nebraska.
Photo courtesy Matt Hansen.)

Introduction

WHEN THE SIXTEENTH-CENTURY PLAYWRIGHT
Christopher Marlowe penned his now-famous line about "the
face that launched a thousand ships," he was referring to the
legendary Helen of Troy. But the concept of how some small

enigma often has the potential to lead to a great adventure can certainly apply
to research in the field of paper money, too.

I got a first-hand lesson in this when a pair of well-worn national bank
notes turned up in a local coin shop. Little did I know at the time that they
would send me on a quest to learn about the life and career of a remarkable
local banker who went from a bank errand boy to the president of one of the
largest financial institutions in Nebraska.

Along the way, I would have the privilege of meeting some of his family,
friends, and colleagues. And by the end of the chase, I found that I had gained
a new understanding and appreciation for the man and the national bank notes
that he signed.

WILL PAY TO THE BEARER ON DEMAND

Figure 2 right: Detail of Byron Dunn's
autograph signature from the $10
National Bank Note opposite.
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Sparking the Chase

It all began with a phone call on March 29, 2003. On the other end of
the line was my contact at the local coin shop. He said that he had just pur-
chased a couple of very interesting national bank notes issued by National Bank
of Commerce of Lincoln (Charter 7239). Both were Series of 1929 Type 1
nationals, but what made this pair unique was the fact that they had been pen-
signed by the bank's cashier above his printed signature.

Hearing that got me pretty excited, so I stopped by the shop on the way
home from work. The $10 and $20 notes were just as described, and promi-
nently on the face of each bill in blue ballpoint ink was the signature of Byron
Dunn. The notes were in average circulated condition and had apparently
changed hands many times over the years. We added one more transaction to
their history that day and they went home with me.

I have to admit that at the time I bought the notes I knew almost nothing
about who Byron Dunn was. I had researched the history of National Bank of
Commerce enough to know that Dunn served as its cashier from 1922 until
January of 1935. As such, his signature appeared on both the 1902 Blue Seal
Plain Backs and the Series of 1929 Type 1 and Type 2 national bank notes that
the bank issued.

Pursing Leads and Making Contacts

When the next meeting of the Lincoln Coin Club rolled around, I took
the pair of notes along with me and showed them to one of the long-time
members. Much to my amazement, he opened up his wallet and produced the
business card of a man named William "Bill" Dunn in Denver, Colorado, who
he said he believed was Byron's son. I jotted down the information, and the
next day I sent him a letter explaining who I was and why I wanted to visit with
him about Byron. I also enclosed copies of the signed 1929 notes.

Figures 3: The pair of Series of 1929
Type 1 national bank notes that were
autographed by cashier Byron Dunn
above his printed signature. Photo
courtesy Matt Hansen.
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Figure 4: Interior view of National
Bank of Commerce of Lincoln in
1907. Pictured from left to right are:
Harley Buttery, vice president Carl
Weil, Byron Dunn, paying teller Mr.
Dunham, and an unidentified cus-
tomer. (Photo courtesy Matt
Hansen.)

A few days later I received an enthusiastic e-mail message from Denver.
The man turned out to be Byron Dunn's nephew, rather than his son, but he
was veiy excited to know that someone was interested in learning about his
uncle. Bill provided me with some family information about Byron, and gave
me the contact information for several other family members who he thought I
should talk to. One was Bill's brother Robert "Bob" Dunn who lives in
Lincoln. Bob is a retired photographer, and kindly loaned me several pho-
tographs of Byron.

Bill also put me in touch with Byron's only surviving child, Betty, who
lives in Lee's Summit, Missouri. As it turned out, Betty had a wealth of memo-
ries and photographs of her father. During a trip to the Kansas City area in
December, 2003, I was able to meet Betty and her husband Robert Wheeler in
person and talk about the life and career of her father, Byron Dunn, whom she
lovingly refers to as "Pop."

These personal contacts, along with a number of written sources, provid-
ed the background of information for the following sketch of Byron's life and
career as a national banker.

Early Life and Education

Byron J. Dunn was born on February 12, 1888, near the community of
Bararda in Richardson County, Nebraska. He was the second of five children
born to Ira and Elsie Dunn. He grew up on the farm and attended a one-room
country school. At an early age Byron displayed an aptitude for numbers and
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Figure 5: The Potvin Block on the
southeast corner of 13th and '0'
Streets in downtown Lincoln was the
first home of National Bank of
Commerce from 1902 through 1923.
(Image taken by Macdonald Studio
of Lincoln, Nebraska. Photo cour-
tesy James L. McKee.)

arithmetic. One of his teachers picked up on this fact and encouraged the
young man to consider pursuing a career in banking.

Byron remained on the family farm until he completed high school and
then set his sights on higher education. Comer College in Bethany, Nebraska,
which was at that time an independent suburb of Lincoln, offered courses in
bookkeeping and accounting. It was enough to entice Byron to leave rural life
behind and move to the city, where he immediately enrolled at Comer.

To help pay the bills he found part-time work as an employee of the First
State Bank of Bethany. Dunn quickly completed his business courses at Comer
College, and graduated with the Class of 1905.

Figure 6: A Series of
1902 Plain Back $20
note from National
Bank of Commerce
bearing the rubber-
stamped signatures of
president Morris Weil
and cashier Byron
Dunn. (Photo cour-
tesy Matt Hansen.)
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Starting Out with NBC

Immediately after graduation, Byron succeeded in landing a job as an
errand boy for the National Bank of Commerce of Lincoln (NBC). Little did
he realize at the time that this lowly start would eventually take him to the top
position in that bank.

NBC had been originally been organized by Morris Weil in 1902 with a
state charter as the "Bank of Commerce." The new bank opened its doors on
the southeast corner of 13th and '0' Streets in downtown Lincoln. Two years
later, Weil reorganized his institution as a national bank, changing its title to
"National Bank of Commerce of Lincoln." And on April 30, 1904, the bank
was granted charter #7239.

Still living in Bethany at the time he started working for NBC, Byron
Dunn commuted to and from work by bicycle. He continued his education by
taking night classes at the University of Nebraska. When NBC got its first
adding machine in 1907, Dunn was the first employee to learn how to operate
it, and he became very proficient. Year by year, he slowly began to work his
way up through the ranks, and by 1911, he was the head of the bank's new
Savings Department.

Through social activities connected with the Bethany Christian Church,
Byron became acquainted with Evelyn Catherine Wilson. To her friends she
was known simply as "Eva." After a brief courtship, she and Byron were mar-
ried on September 20, 1911, at the home he built in Bethany. Their first son,
Gerald, was born in 1913, and another boy, Ronald, followed in 1915. Sadly,
Ronald died on June 15, 1917, from diphtheria. Eventually a daughter, Betty,
would join the family on April 19, 1920.

Growth and Advancement

Figure 7: A 1923 snapshot of the
"new" National Bank of Commerce
building under construction on the
northwest corner of 13th and '0'
Streets in downtown Lincoln. (Photo
courtesy James L McKee.)

As NBC continued to grow, the
bank found its old quarters increasing
cramped. In 1922, the bank's Board of
Directors voted to erect a new building
diagonally across the intersection on the
northwest corner of 13th and 'O.'
Although it was only 25 feet wide, the
new bank building was seven stories tall
and 150 feet long when it was completed
in 1924. It would be the home of NBC
for the next 50 years.

On January 11, 1922, Byron Dunn
was elected as NBC's cashier and his sig-
nature began to appear on the bank's
Series of 1902 Plain Back national bank
notes. Sometime around 1923, Byron and
two other bank employees posed for a
remarkable photograph in front of the
bank's vault. In the image the new cashier
proudly holds a bundled stack of large size
currency while a fellow employee displays
uncut sheets of NBC's Series of 1902
national bank notes bearing the signatures
president Morris Weil and cashier Byron
Dunn.
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The Cowboy Cashier

Figure 8: Portrait of
Byron Dunn as
cashier of National
Bank of Commerce
taken in late 1923 by
Townsend Studio of
Lincoln, Nebraska.
(Photo courtesy Matt
Hansen.)

During Byron's term as cashier, the bank began purchasing a large num-
ber of livestock loans from correspondent banks in Kansas City and Denver.
Livestock prices had diminished significantly during the economic downturn of
the early 1920s, and as ranchers began to default on their loans, many of the
smaller banks in Denver and western Colorado started to fail. The ranchers

were literally turning loose of their herds
and their financial obligations.

By 1924, there was a growing con-
cern among the officers and directors of
NBC that the Colorado loans they now
held would not be repaid. Unwilling to let
the loans simply be written off as bad
debts, Byron Dunn was instructed to
recruit a group of armed cowboys and head
for western Colorado. The plan was to
round up as many of the defaulting ranch-
ers' wild-roaming cattle as they could find
and ship them to market to cover some of
the losses on the loans.

Byron quickly discovered that he and
his posse weren't the only ones trying to
claim these cattle. A number of alterca-
tions broke out between rival ranchers and
Dunn's hired guns. The NBC cashier
ended up in the hospital; the victim of an
apparent attempt to poison him with a bot-
tle of soda pop that he was served at

Colorado diner.
Dunn recovered from the incident, and his cowboys eventually rounded

up enough livestock to liquidate many of the loans. Looking back on the
events years later, he recalled: "Some people claim that possession is nine-
tenths of the law, and here it was eleven-tenths, and as I had more cowboys and
more guns, we were able to keep most of the cattle."

Back to Business

Following his Colorado adventures, Byron returned to Lincoln and his
family. The Dunn's were dealt another tragic blow on November 1, 1925,
when their first-born son, Gerald, passed away. This left Byron and Eva with
Betty as their only surviving child.

On March 25, 1929, Byron was promoted to hold the dual offices of vice-
president and cashier. His signature as cashier remained on NBC's national
bank notes when the Series of 1929 notes were introduced later that year.
Unfortunately, 1929 also brought with it the stock market crash that plunged
Nebraska and the rest of the nation into the Great Depression.

NBC weathered the lean years of the early 1930s in the role of a major
correspondent bank. Under the skilled guidance of bank president Morris
Weil, the bank helped to support many of its smaller correspondent banks and
keep them viable during the economic hard times.

Following President Roosevelt's "Bank Holiday" in 1933, NBC was
quickly allowed to reopen for business. Byron Dunn was elected as executive
vice president on January 9, 1935, and turned the office of cashier over to B.G.
Clark. Throughout the remainder of the 1930s and into the 1940s, the bank's
deposits grew under the combined leadership of Weil and Dunn.
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Reaching the Top

On June 11, 1945, at the
age of eighty-six, Morris Weil
passed away. He had been at the
helm of National Bank of
Commerce of Lincoln since its
inception, and his loss was felt
throughout the community. In
the wake of Weil's death, NBC's
Board of Directors unanimously
appointed Byron Dunn to serve
as the bank's president and chief
executive officer.

Byron quickly moved for-
ward with plans to enhance
NBC's image as a full-service,
family-orientated bank. He
launched a significant advertising
campaign and made the bank a
prominent supporter of commu-
nity activities. Bank employees
were encouraged to get involved
in civic affairs, and Dunn himself
became a leader in the communi-
tY.

One of NBC's largest promotional campaigns was launched in 1950 and
termed the "50-52-50 Club." Dunn established it in anticipation of the bank's
upcoming 50th Anniversary. His goal was for the bank to reach the mark of
having $50 million in deposits by 1952 when its Golden Anniversary arrived.
The campaign was an overwhelming success, and NBC celebrated the occasion
with a party for customers and employees at the Nebraska State Fairgrounds.

Under Dunn's leadership, the bank continued to expand and grow. It
again demonstrated its progressive approach in 1953 by offering customers the
"Charge Account Service." This service, which allowed them to shop at many
different stores with a single credit card, was a precursor to Master Charge that
would be introduced some 15 years later. Although only successful on a limit-
ed scale, NBC's Charge Service Account demonstrated that the bank remained
on the cutting edge of financial services for its customers.

Winding Down

Byron Dunn remained in his role as the president of NBC until March
25, 1961, when he stepped down at the age of seventy-three. He continued on
as chairman of the Board of Directors until December 31, 1963. Even after his
official retirement from the bank, Dunn remained involved in community and
civic affairs. He was also appointed to serve a term as the State of Nebraska's
Director of Banking from March 1966 through January 1967.

When he passed away from a stroke at the age of eighty on January 20,
1969, Byron Dunn had given more than six decades of service to National Bank
of Commerce and the community of Lincoln. During that time he had risen
from an errand boy to become the president of one of the largest banks in the
region. Dunn was also widely recognized and honored as a civic leader who put
the interests of the community before his own. The legacy that he left behind
continues to the present day.

Figure 9: This remarkable image,
taken around 1923, shows Byron
Dunn (far right) and two fellow NBC
employees in front of the bank's vault.
Dunn cradles a bundled stack of large
size currency, while the other gentle-
man holds uncut sheets of NBC's
Series of 1902 Plain Back national
bank notes. Computerized magnifica-
tion of the image reveals that the
sheets are signed by president Morris
Weil and cashier Byron Dunn. The
woman standing next to Dunn is iden-
tified only as Mrs. Weston. (Photo
courtesy Betty Wheeler.)
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Conclusion: So What about those Signed Notes?

Figure 10: National Bank of
Commerce as it appeared circa 1957
during the presidency of Byron Dunn.
Photo courtesy Wells Fargo Bank.

Byron Dunn died more than six years before I was born, and it would
be another 27 years before the pair of notes he autographed walked into my
life. The chase they took me on taught me a great deal about the man himself
and provided me with the priceless opportunity to meet members of his family.
But what about the notes? Why were they signed in blue ballpoint ink by this
prominent Lincoln banker?

It was a common practice during the middle part of the twentieth century
for banks that were celebrating milestone anniversaries to take a retrospective
glance back over their past. In many cases, those banks that had issued national
bank notes remembered fondly the days when notes bearing the bank's name
and the signatures of its officers had been paid out over the counters. It was
not uncommon during these anniversaries for any of the note signers who were
still living to autograph surviving examples their national bank notes as sou-
venirs for bank employees and customers.

Although first patented in 1938, the ballpoint pen did not gain wide-
spread public acceptance in the United States until about 1950.

Coincidentally, National Bank of
Commerce of Lincoln celebrated
its 50th Anniversary in 1952. All
of the bank's Series of 1929
nationals bore the printed signa-
tures of Morris Weil as president
and Byron Dunn as cashier, but
by 1952, only Dunn was still liv-
ing.

Do these facts offer conclu-
sive proof that the pair of notes
were autographed by Byron
Dunn during NBC's 50th
Anniversary celebration?

All we can do is speculate
since historical sources fail to
mention any formal note-signing
ceremony at the bank. The evi-
dence certainly points in that
direction, but perhaps the only
person who knows the real
answer is Byron Dunn himself.
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Figure 10: Two months
after his official retirement
from National Bank of
Commerce, Byron Dunn
sat for this portrait on
February 12, 1964. (Photo
courtesy Bob Dunn.)
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