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JF: Mr. Sommer, why don't you begin by talking about your 
background. 

cs: Well, I don't say that I have a unique experience in 
banking, but perhaps in some ways I do. My father was an 
independent banker for seventy-six years, including the latter 
years as chairman of the board only. Most of the time he was 
in the State Bank of Rush City, Minnesota, but he was also 
four years in the Northwestern National Bank of Minneapolis, 
during which time I was born in Minneapolis. I started a few 
months in the State Bank of Rush city, then I was with the 
Midland Bank, and several of those years were while it was an 
independent bank, and then when it joined the Northwest 
Bancorporation in 1929, I was in school, but working part
time, and since that time, I've been part of a group banking 
structure. However, wi th that background of independent 
banking, and in the early days, not being an officer or 
involved really in other than just the clerical part of 
banking, I grew up as much in the independent banking 
environment as I did in the group banking environment. As my 
activities drew me allover the state, and as I became active 
in the Minnesota Bankers Association, later the American 
Bankers Association, of course I had thousands of contacts 
with bankers of all kinds throughout the united States-
independent bankers, branch bankers, the holding company 
bankers, banks with $500,000 in assets to, then, 30 to 40 
billion. Now they're 50 to 60 billion. Some are larger now. 
So I really believe I had one of those rare opportunities to 
be with all kinds of people in banking. They're a great, 
great group of people. They have divergent views, but that's 
fine. I think there's a place for all the types of banking 
there are in banking, providing one thing, that as bankers 
they think in terms of the public interest. 

Now, I suppose you don't leave many impressions from your 
years in the American Bankers Association. Different people 
remember you for different things. And most of them don't 
remember you for anything. But those who were active in the 
governmental affairs were--in the American Bankers 
Association--on the staff, particularly, but others--and I 
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served on committees--will remember that no committee ever 
ended, that I was a part of, no speech ever ended that I gave, 
but what I talked about the public interest. Now that doesn't 
mean I was totally consumer-oriented or anything like that, 
but I maintained, and I still feel, that if something was 
honestly, really--and I don't mean just superficially and 
theoretically good for the public or the consumer, I mean 
honestly and really good for the consumer public as far as 
banking service is concerned--then if would be good for 
banking, whether it would be that moment or a moment later or 
sometime later, it was good for banking. I really believe 
that if every banker really feels that way, then what kind of 
banking he's in kind of becomes secondary, and he'll run a 
good bank and so a good job of banking. He or she won't have 
a narrow viewpoint. They will see the other bankers point of 
view, even though they may not necessarily agree with it. And 
you'll have harmony in banking. 

One of the biggest problems in commercial banking is that we 
don't solidify ourselves against the common--shall we say-
enemy. I mean, we compete against ourselves so much that we 
forget to compete against the saving and loan associations or 
the credit unions or the mutual savings banks or others who 
are ... well, they were all friends of mine, and I suppose that 
I had kinder thoughts towards the saving and loan associations 
than most people in banking. I learned that from Edgar 
Mattson, the early president in Midland Bank. He felt they 
had a place in the economy--because they took care of the home 
loans in a way that commercial banking couldn't do because of 
the structure of their deposits--to the extent that it was 
needed. But nevertheless, they've enjoyed some advantages, 
first tax advantage and then interest and dividend advantages, 
which give them a great, great head start. Credit unions 
don't compete with each other at all. The savings and loan 
associations do compete with each other. They're pretty heavy 
competition between themselves. But commercial bankers 
compete allover the lot and forget that they must unite. 
This is one of the problems, whether it be independent, branch 
banking, holding company banking, or whatever. They have a 
difficult time getting together. 

Now when I was president-elect and then the early part of my 
year as president, we did get together very strongly on one 
banking issue. And then recently, a year or so ago, we got 
together on one bank issue. When we did, we did very well, 
and I think we saved banking, which means we saved the public, 
and maybe we even saved the country from some bad mistakes in 
the financial field. But we haven't learned fully that we 
must work together, and in so doing sometimes we have to give 
up a little something that's ours or we think is ours by 
right. Maybe we were born into it. Maybe we bought into it. 
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Once in a while we have to give up something. And that's 
awfully hard to do. This is where the conflicts sometimes 
come. On the other hand, there's a lot of goodwill between 
bankers. We have our state associations, the county 
associations, and the American Bankers Association. It's 
unheard of for any national association to have 96 or 97 
percent of 15,000 possible members be members without paid 
staff going around and getting members.. I mean that's unheard 
of. And that's the way it is with the American Bankers 
Association. Sure, we have a committee, and we have a paid 
staff that processes the applications in Washington, but we 
don't have any paid staff going out in the field getting 
members. Yet between 96 or 97 percent, just as sure as the 
world, are going to be members in the American Bankers 
Association. I suppose the Minnesota Bankers Association, 750 
or '60 or '70 banks, doesn't have over six or seven or eight 
that aren't members. At one time we didn't have any that 
weren't members. Now that's really good. And they don't have 
a paid staff. So any way you look at it, they argue and 
contest and sometimes are on opposite sides of the room with 
political legislation, yet get together on a lot of things. 
So you have a lot of tradition . 

Then the independent bankers are a hearty group. They're just 
what they say. They're independent bankers. They make their 
way. And the home of the Independent Bankers Association of 
America is Sauk centre, Minnesota. That's where it started. 
That's where the national headquarters is today. And that 
gives Minnesota a heritage that's very strong. So you would 
naturally think, and it is, that independent banking in 
Minnesota on a state level is strong, you know, it's just per 
se. And of course, it is in this whole midwest area where you 
have a lot of banks. We have a lot of smaller communities 
where you have unit banking systems. You take Minnesota or 
Wisconsin, Iowa, Kansas, and I believe Nebraska, Illinois-
this area in here, there are a lot of unit bankings and branch 
banking. It's not wide open by any means. It hasn't been 
open at all until just recently, and then on a limited scale. 
There are a lot of banks, and so this is the--I don't like to 
use the word hot bed, because of what that imputes, you know, 
and that isn't what I mean, but it's a basic strength of an 
independent banker. They are strong. They're friends of 
mine. Even though I've been in the group bank at Midland Bank 
a lot of them didn't even know Midland belonged to the 
Northwest Bancorporation. 

When I went down to Owatonna, and a lot of the bankers around 
the country didn't even realize that Owatonna belonged to the 
Bancorporation, I was a state bank ... I served on a state bank 
supervisor's association. And a lot of people didn't 
know .... But with my background, my father's background, I 
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never really was--I believe--considered a group banker. Well, 
I didn't hide it. I was proud of it. I wasn't ashamed of it 
or anything like that at all, but, you know, you just let 
things go as they come. And I was always their friend and 
have been, and I'm still their friend. They never had a 
better friend in the American Bankers Association than I, I 
believe, but when I say a friend, I mean one who could, I 
think, see all sides of it and who might have been the other 
way, but wasn't. I was the first holding company banker in 
the history of the American Bankers Association. The first 
one that was permitted, and I say it that way because that's 
the way I was told: permitted to be the president of the 
American Bankers Association because each bank has a vote. 
There are 770 votes in the state of Minnesota, and 720 of them 
are members of the ABA. You know how many large banks there 
are. So you can see how the voting would go if it cam to a 
showdown. So I was from Owatonna, not from the smallest bank 
ever in ABA history, but from one of the smallest banks in ABA 
history. There have been a couple smaller ones since, and two 
or three smaller ones before that. But I always have been a 
good friend. 

So let's go back to 1929. I don't know just exactly how or 
why the holding company--I forget now and I should remember 
just exactly why the holding company started. I think the 
First Bank system started in one month and Banco started the 
next month or vice versa, but I think it was that order, in 
the early part of 1929, and they just bought banks like mad. 
Then, of course, '29, early '29, was a peak year. Then the 
bottom dropped out of it. I remember our correspondent bank 
man, Wally Engstron, at Midland Bank was on the road. He 
said, "Tell me. Are you going to join a holding company?" 
And the management assured him he was not. So he went out and 
said, "We're not going to join the holding company. We're 
going to be an independent bank." And he was going to be able 
to drag in accounts like mad, see. He hadn't been out a week, 
and they joined a holding company. Of course, he looked bad. 
He never got over that till the time of his death. But banks 
were bought up. Later some of them had to be sold. Then of 
course you know what happened in '30, '31, '32, and '33. 
Those were tough, tough, tough times. I got out of school in 
1932, having worked during the summertime and part-time at the 
Midland Bank while I was in school. I had quite a bit of 
experience: two full years and four part-time years in 
banking, a degree in business, finance. I got a job at $100 
a month. The first thing I did was get cut to $90 a month. 
And it was 1935 before I got up to $105 a month when I got 
married. Those were rough times, but I had a job. And I was 
happy. I was working hard, you know. What the heck! And you 
know, you never thought anything about it, but those were 
tough, and they had a bank holiday. Some place in my papers 
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you must have found all the clippings that went up on the 
bulletin board of the bank during the bank holiday. NOw, I 
hope she found those, because if she did, they're valuable. 

JF: I'm sure she must have. I don't know. 

ca: You're welcome to them. I remember I went to the 
gentleman who had personnel, and I said, "What are you going 
to do with all those clippings on the board?" Because every 
half hour or hour there'd be announcements for days, you know, 
about all the stuff that was going on, all the regular, you 
know--everything. "Well," he said, "I suppose I'll throw them 
away." "Well," I said, "I'll take them." Then when he found 
out why, he didn't know whether he'd give them to me, see. I 
had to go to the president of the bank, who was Edgar Mattson, 
and finally I got them. They must be in there. Maybe I ought 
to have one unusual one, to be framed and put on my wall with 
a lot of the pictures, or maybe photostats or something. 

JF: Surely. 

ca: I hope she found them. I think those ought to have a 
little special attention because I doubt that there's 
a .... There may be another one in captivity in this country, 
but I doubt it. I'd be positive there isn't another one in 
the ... but who would save them from 1933, March 1933? I 
remember the banks started to come open, see. And we opened 
up in the first wave. I kept waiting for the State Bank of 
Rush City to open in those first three or four days. I 
remember I was twenty-four by then ... twenty-five. That's 
still young. I just got out of school. And I was waiting for 
the State Bank of Rush City, where my dad was, to open. And 
it didn't. So I went to the phone, and I called up my dad, 
and I said, "What's the matter? That State Bank of Rush City 
is as good as any bank in the state. Why isn't is open?" And 
he said, "Well, they want so much capital. They want this and 
they want that to open." I said, "Dad, now listen. No monkey 
business. You take Mr. Carlson and get in the car this 
minute, and you go down and see Mr. Payton in the State 
Banking Department, and you sit down in his office, and you 
tell him you want to open tomorrow morning. You don't need to 
put in any more capital. By gosh, you're going to open in the 
morning. Now there are banks that aren't as good as yourbank 
that are opening up. You don't listen to that. Now you get 
down there, and you open that bank." I was mad--a kid, but I 
saw what happened. By gosh, my dad's bank was going to open, 
and that's all there was to it. And that's what he did. 

JF: And they got permission to open the next day? 
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cs: Yes. I hadn't thought of that in 20 years. Sometimes 
you have enough knowledge that someone else doesn't have, and 
you feel strong enough about it, so you tell them what to do. 
It's like when the insurance company was on strike. They were 
going to have an election. I told them to fire their 
attorneys. I said, "I am chairman of the board, and I'm 
telling you--I don't have any right, but I'm telling you." 
The next morning at nine o'clock, they did what as I said, and 
they won. You can't do it very often, but when you're so 
right and know it, you've got to do it. Well anyway, so the 
bank opened up the next morning. They just sat there. I 
said, "sit there. Don't you move out of that office. Don't 
even go •.. sit there till you get what you've come for." Well, 
those are great days, but I hope that she will find these in 
particular. They should all be together. 

JP: I'll make very sure. I'll check with that to make sure. 

CS: Yes, that should all be together. If they aren't there, 
then I've got them some place. They really are historic. 

JP: Oh, yes. 

CS: They're more history than everything else I've got put 
together. There must be dozens and dozens of them. Word was 
coming from Washington. Everything was going up on the board 
like mad. Banks were being bought. And there isn't any 
question in my mind but what the two bank holding companies 
saved--when I say many I don't know how many I'm talking 
about, obviously, but quite a few banks were going under-
depositors in this area, several state area, millions of 
dollars in deposits because this was a case where united it 
gave them strength because there was some additional capital. 
And, of course, the holding company just wouldn't have been 
allowed to go under unless it was pretty bad . So that gave 
them strength. I know in spokane, an eastern bank in Spokane, 
I don't remember what year it was, but along one of those 
years, there was a run on a bank out there. And ordinarily it 
would have, I'm sure, just gone like that, but every night, 
every single night, a bank flew currency out there from here, 
from Banco. So the next morning people could see all that 
currency there. 

JP: Was that bank part of Northwest Bancorporation? 

CS: Yes. They later sold it. I suppose now if they still 
had it, it would be a great bank, but things like that were 
done, that were great. I don't have enough knowledge to make 
any kind of a definitive judgment, but I just know that that's 
what happened. But there were plenty of independent banks 
that were good, strong banks that survived, and others who 
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probably didn't survive that should have--I mean, they were 
strong enough. You're caught in a wave of hysteria, and 
you're subject to judgments of a commissioner of banks--who 
I'm sure was a very able man--but maybe if you held a certain 
kind of bond, quite a bit of them, and maybe he thought they 
weren't good and wouldn't come back, and those sorts of 
judgments, maybe it had an effect on whether the bank re
opened or not. But there probably still were, in many cases, 
too many banks, because in the 20's and earlier there were 
just too many banks that opened up. It didn't take much and, 
you know, you saw banks allover. There were just too many of 
them. What's the right number of banks to have? I don't 
know. They have some judgments now in the banking department, 
but those judgments vary depending upon who makes the 
judgments, you know. If you make it too tough, then you're 
really giving those who have the charters a gold mine, and 
they can kind of sit around and not be aggressive and not have 
the public interest as much in mind. If you allow too many, 
you tend to weak the structure and have problems. It's a 
matter of judgment. I think overall they've probably done a 
pretty good job. 

I would not want to try to say which is better [independent or 
holding company banks). I do know that both have a place in 
banking, and that independent bankers fear the large amount of 
deposits that the two bank holding companies have under their 
wing. I really think their fears are exaggerated because I am 
not conscious of any power, any leverage, that's been exerted 
to the detriment of any single bank. It's always a few. But 
I don't think it's been misused . At the same time I can 
understand the fears of the individual bank. I think that the 
independent is the only bank in town which can over-exaggerate 
its fear by having competition and feel pretty comfortable in 
a situation of not wanting the competition anywhere near it, 
and therefore kind of resist and fight anything else that 
might come along. The holding company is an entirely 
different concept to me than the branch bank is. The holding 
company has individual banks, individual board of directors, 
and the legal loan limits don't follow each separate bank as 
with the branches. All the deposits of all the branches in 
the main bank are gathered together and one legal loan limit 
comes out of that and is available to each one. 

For instance, at our bank in Owatonna, we have our own legal 
limit which is based on our size. It has nothing to do with 
other affiliates in the holding company, although we try to 
place loans back and forth, but, boy, nobody places a loan in 
our bank. We buy them in our bank. They'd better measure up 
to our standards, you know. Nobody tells us. Nobody pushes 
us or nothing. Nobody pushed me, for one. If they did, that 
was the end of that. So there is a difference. And there's 

7 

Oral
 H

ist
ory

 In
ter

vie
w w

ith
 C

liff
ord

 C
. S

om
mer 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



a difference in holding companies, too--how much local 
autonomy you have. But there are some economies .... I mean 
they're getting into the advertising bit, which is, I guess, 
of some help, but when you get into the computer area, you 
don't have a full-fledged expert in every bank. You can have 
a central. .. you know--like we're building a building down 
here, Northwest Banco. You read about that. When you get 
into investments you can buy a million dollars' worth of bonds 
or two million and get that extra eighth of a percent or 
quarter of a percent. That's spread out over your whole 
investment portfolio. It makes quite a bit of difference in 
your profits. And just your extra funds you have day by day 
can get an extra quarter of a percent by placing them right 
through the central facility. I always place mine separately. 
You study the new regulations that come out and have a legal 
digest come to you, and you can hire the best attorneys 
available to have that information come to you, to your 
budgetary process, which now becomes extremely important--the 
manner of handling your assets to get the maximum results out 
of it. Things like that. Great, great things come out of it. 
I suppose it could be said that it generally makes us a little 
more each month. 

JP: 
gets 
able 

I'm interested in the services that an individual bank 
from its holding company, and how an independent bank is 
to measure up. 

C8: We have actual examinations from the Bancorporation. 
We'd sometimes pay a fee for those. Just think how much 
better auditing we can get, than if we would each do our own. 
It's sophisticated auditing, which is what you've got to have. 
We never had trouble in our bank. They were lucky. Because 
when I came down there, the first day I went to lunch I looked 
behind the tellers' cages and there weren't any locks on the 
cash drawers. And the tellers would go out for lunch and 
stacks of bills lay on the counter while they were out. 
Everything like that. Well, you know, that didn't last a week 
out there. That was changed. And there was never any 
trouble. But that isn't going to last, you know. 

JF: You can't live on faith. 

C8: No. We've got a fine auditing system. The independent 
banks have a lot of these things available to them through 
their correspondent services from the larger banks who belong 
to the holding companies or some of the large banks who do not 
belong to the holding companies. Investment counseling, 
computer service. What did they say the Northwestern was 
doing in computer work? They provide this for six hundred 
banks. If they're doing it for all the Banco banks--this is 
six or seven times as many as there are Banco banks--then 
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they're doing it for a great share of the independent banks. 
And First Bank the same thing. So a lot of these services are 
available to independent banks. So they're not shut out by 
any means. And then the lending field is important. I would 
never feel that an independent bank couldn't get good 
participation from the overlines. It doesn't have to belong 
to a group bank to get that. They can get it from the 
correspondents. As a matter of fact, they can play one 
against the other and maybe even get a little better deal. Of 
course we in a group bank, the ones that are independent, like 
I was, we didn't mind playing. We didn't. We might have two 
in our same holding company. We had several contacts but we 
didn't mind playing two in our group against each other, you 
know. We weren't buying it just because we belonged to the 
group. We had accounts in Chicago and New York, and here and 
there. But we soon learned. 

When I went to owatonna, I brought the large city concept of 
using money to Owatonna. My predecessor carried a lot of 
money on cash so if any of the big checks came in, it was 
cashed and handled. And with that industry we had in 
Owatonna, we had a lot of big checks come in. There's big 
industry there. Well, that didn't last for very long, in 
thirty days we had that under control. We still had the 
flexibility so we could lay our hands on money in five 
minutes. And that morning we got a couple million dollars of 
extra checks in that morning, see. So your money was working 
for you. Well, that made tens of thousands of dollars 
difference. You can do that in an independent bank just as 
well. But this is where my training in the city went to work 
right away the minute I got to Owatonna. I didn't have to 
learn it. I knew it. It was there. 

JF: Itdidn't come with the holding company affiliation? 

cs: No. It might have helped a little, but I had to re-train 
everybody in the bank. So what I had to do with the older 
ones who wouldn't re-train, I had to just say, "This is how it 
is. Trust me." And then I'd take the younger ones who were 
trainable. And then pretty soon the older ones could see the 
income coming in from that. That was always a convincing 
thing. So a year later they'd come along and say, "Well, 
you're right." 

A good, aggressive, independent banker is a good banker. And 
I think it's when they fall asleep or be complacent or not 
have competition that they might run into trouble. You can 
have a group bank that's run by someone who is coasting or not 
doing much. Now I don't think they may slack off quite as 
much as an independent bank could, because even though in a 
group bank you aren't prodding them all the time, there are 
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enough meetings that you really are going to go to, and there 
is enough reporting. You never submit a loan ahead of time. 
At least I never did. You may report on your larger loans 
after the fact, but I don't know whether we did that or not. 
But now, even six or seven years later, we do things 
differently. But there are enough things going on so even if 
you want to sleep in a group bank, it's a little hard to 
totally sleep. Or somebody in the bank's going to keep 
prodding you. So I'd say in an independent bank you could go 
to sleep a little more, but a good independent bank is a fine 
bank. They can aggressively get these services for the most 
part. They can run a good bank. And a lot of them are 
running good banks. And if you don't control it, an 
independent bank in a good little town in Minnesota--you've 
got something. You've got something real good--real, real 
good. 

If I had wanted to live a life just for myself, I was offered 
three of them, at book value, and I could have been an 
extremely wealthy person. I chose to serve the public more 
and go in that direction. And that was fine. I never look 
back, and I've had no regrets. But I had the opportunity. 
But I took it differently, and that's fine. But you don't 
have to be at Mankato or Marshall or st. Cloud or Morris or 
Duluth or Moorhead or Bemidji. You can be in Le Center or 
Medford or Sleepy Eye or any of those towns and it's good. 
But you have an obligation: to keep your depositors money 
safe. But your second obligation is to take care of that 
communi ty. And you have to know at what I ine you can do both. 
That's not so hard really to decide if you work at it and you 
study and know. That doesn't mean you should make every loan 
that comes along, but it doesn't mean sticking your head in 
the sand either. You can do that. And you can serve the 
community. You can make a lot of money. 

JP: Do you feel that independent bankers have a more 
difficult time or let's say a slightly more expensive time 
offering their depositors some of the new consumer services 
like the bank cards and instant cash machines, which I assume 
the bank holding companies coordinate for all their 
affiliates, like the First Bank cards and whatever Banco has? 

ca: You know, I authorized the bank cards in our bank before 
I left, but because of the rate of interest that was allowed 
in the state of Minnesota, we couldn't put them into effect. 
So I'm out of test group cost or figures. So what I'm saying 
is not based on hard figures, but I wouldn't really think so. 
Now with Master Charge or now the Visa cards, in owatonna 
we're putting in both. I really don't think so. I don't know 
what size bank in what size town it's desirable and economic 
to do it, but if there is any advantage, I wouldn't think it 
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would be very great because they're going to tap into the same 
system. So it gets down to the size of that bank as to 
whether it's economic to put in machines. And that I'm not 
comfortable doing in my mind, because I don't know. Now, to 
that extent, the holding companies tend to have banks pretty 
only in county seat towns, because that's where the growth is, 
and there they were smart. They go rid of most of their 
others and put them only in the best towns in the county. And 
so to that extent they might be a natural answer to your 
question, but other than that, I think the only thing is size. 
But given two banks in relatively the same size community and 
the same size banks, I don't think there's any real advantage. 
I think they're open to them. And you asked about, when we 
first started, whether an independent bank can compete with a 
group bank in the same community. Absolutely. I could run an 
independent bank in owatonna with a group bank and compete 
very, very well. I'll tell you why. Because you can depend 
on the group bank conducting itself within reasonably normal 
banking practices. I mean they're going to charge a 
reasonable amount of loans. They aren't going to undercut. 
And they aren't going to take on the first gimmick that comes 
along, that maybe is going to last in banking, but probably 
isn't. They aren't going to do that. You don't have to sit 
up night worrying about that. I remember out in south 
Dakota ... and this goes back twenty-five years, Midland Bank 
had an account from a bank in a town where Banco had an 
affiliate . So we visited, and he said, "Boy, I would much 
rather have a Banco bank or a First bank stock than my 
competi tor in another bank." I said, "Why?" He said, 
"Because I know what they're going to do. I know they're not 
going to get way out of line. They're good competition. They 
compete. They're out after business and all that. But I know 
it's going to be good competition. That's all I ask." So, 
yes. If I were an independent banker, I'd intend to be a good 
independent banker. And if I'm a good independent banker, I 
really believe I'd rather have a group banker to compete with 
than some other bankers who might come in and be promoters and 
maybe not understand banking quite so well and go off the deep 
end and keep me kind wondering what I should do all the time. 
[With a group banker as a competitor] I could concentrate on 
doing the job I'm supposed to be doing. 

JF: I was wondering whether, out in southwestern Minnesota, 
for instance, where there are farms, or in the northwest where 
there are relatively large farms, and where pieces of 
equipment cost somewhere around fifty to sixty thousand 
dollars apiece, an independent banker who has no direct 
affiliation with any other bank would have more difficulty 
making loans of this size. 
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ca: Well, he might have to work a little harder at it, I 
suppose, but remember that other Banco bank, he isn't going to 
do a big favor for some other Banco bank. He's going to want 
his money in a safe place. And he's probably got all he can 
do to handle his own. So it's got to go to a larger bank. 
Where are the larger banks located? They're located in the 
TWin cities. Well, where is that independent banker carrying 
his deposits? In the larger bank in the TWin cities or 
Chicago or some place. NOW, he's got to cultivate the bank, 
so he's got to keep them informed, and he's got to get the 
proper kinds of statements. He'd got to know that the guy's 
making money. He's got to keep records and all that. And 
this is something the local businesses fail to do, to keep the 
bank informed, or the banker fails to get the information and 
so on. If you're going to deal in those kinds of things, 
you've got to be a banker. You just can't go down to the 
office and sit there and be there all day and go home. You've 
got to know your stuff. And I'm assuming the bank that you're 
talking about does know its stuff. If he know knows his stuff 
and is aggressive, I don't mean aggressive where he shouldn't 
be, but aggressive in developing his contacts where he can 
place these loans, then he should be able to do it quite well 
in normal times. As a matter of fact, I think if you were to 
ask banks in the holding companies, they'll say that the large 
banks in the holding companies pay more attention to those 
that don't belong to the holding company than they do the one 
that belong in the holding company. Now, I don't know whether 
that's true or not, and I'm not one of those who has ever said 
that, but some people pretty close to me have said that. 

So maybe he's got to work a little harder, but maybe he 
doesn't either. He's got a number of them. He's got to be 
working at it. And if he's got that kind of client, he'd 
better see that they keep some money with him so he can afford 
to do that. Now if he's going to let them get by with a $500 
balance in the bank, then he can't afford to work and take 
care of them. They've got to carry some money with them. 
They've got to pay their way. If they do, then he can make it 
work. But these good independent bankers get around. Now if 
it's a three million dollar bank, they can still do it, but 
they've got a tougher time of it. I can't tell you about that 
because holding companies generally don't have any that size, 
except maybe one or two. 

JF: I noticed in the issue of Forbes that came yesterday that 
Northwest Bancorp and First Bank are the eighteenth and 
nineteenth largest bank holding companies in the country. It 
seems unusual for Minnesota to have in the TWin cities two of 
the twenty largest bank holding companies in the country. 
It's remarkable, I suppose. 
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cs: Well, they're two 
nineteen or twenty of 
hundred corporations. 

of the finest. But you know we've got 
the home offices of the largest five 
We're not kids around here. 

JF: No. There's been a good deal written in the last five 
years, at least since 1974, particularly about the difference 
between the big eastern bank holding companies, which tend to 
be involved in international money markets, loans to LDC's, 
and the real estate investment trusts. There seems to be an 
emerging viewpoint that Banco and the First Bank system, as 
part of the midwest regional bank holding companies, were far 
sounder than Chase Manhattan, let's say, or Manufacturer's in 
Hannover. Do you think there's any validity in that, from the 
perceptions you have gathered, particularly as president of 
ABA? 

CS: Well, I would, of course hesitate at any point to say one 
holding company or one bank is less sound or more sound than 
any other. That's dangerous and that kind of thing should be 
in private files. But let's say that there are some 
reassuring things about the middle west. It's always been a 
stable area. Styles hit the east coast and the west coast 
before they come here. Styles don't get as extreme here as 
they do on the east coast or the west coast. Tough times hit 
the east coast and the west coast before they hit us. They 
don't become as severe here as they do on the east coast and 
the west coast. Maybe real prosperity, judging however you 
want, comes there on the west coast before it hits us, and 
becomes stronger there than it does here. But our peaks are 
not as high and our depths are not as low. Our people don't 
form their opinions as quickly and go off as sporadically as 
they do on either coast. They take a little more time to 
think and a little more time to act. And it's just 
characteristic of the people of the area, of our location or 
everything in it. I think it reflects itself all through 
business, all through society. They ought to move Washington, 
D.C. out to Minnesota, Iowa, or Kansas, you know. We'd have 
a lot better government for this united States. So, when I 
compare banking with the east coast and the middle west or the 
west coast and the middle west, I just compare it with a whole 
way of life, the pace of life, the style of life, and 
everything else. NOw, one New York bank has been making more 
profit on its international business than it has on its 
domestic business. And that's been reversing a little bit 
lately. If we're going to be involved internationally, the 
banks on the west coast and the east coast are going to be 
involved internationally. I don't have any strong feeling 
that that makes them weaker or stronger. I think what it does 
is it makes their job tougher and they have to be careful that 
they don't act like the easterners have been saying they act, 
you know, or I ike Washington acts. They've got to watch their 
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stuff. If they don't, then they're going to have some 
problems. If they do, why they ought to be all right. If you 
have a thirty-five year old and three million dollar loans 
from other countries, in the end you're going to have some 
problems. The banks that have had more problems than other 
banks are the ones that haven't had, in my opinion, good, 
seasoned credit men sitting in the midst of these younger 
fellows who have been more aggressive, and maybe haven't given 
the seasoned credit men all the authority they ought to have. 
I can talk about this bank, Franklin National. Sever years 
ago I was attending a conference, and I asked one banker, one 
of the leading bankers in the country, about Franklin 
National. i won't go into the history because I might get 
away too much. He said, "Cliff, if we're offered the credit 
from that bank, we will not even look at it." I said, "Why 
not?" He said, "Because they don't have any good credit men." 
I could give you other stories, too, but it would involve 
names that shouldn't be on record. So that's the long way to 
answer you question. Maybe it doesn't answer it, but ... 

JF: No, it does. 

cs: But these banks are good. You see, I know the people 
running these banks. I know them personally. Pretty soon 
they'll be gone, and then I won't know them, you know. And 
I've been in their offices. I've appointed them to ABA 
office. I've sat with them in committee meetings. I've 
raised money for different things. You know. I know them 
pretty well, every bank that you mentioned, every bank on the 
west coast. Now they're starting to retire these people. And 
here I can still keep up with them pretty well. But how much 
longer am I going to be welcome in these places if I don't 
know the people in the banks? I have faith in these people 
that I know, because I've sat with them, openly, and I have 
not found them lacking in .... Maybe some of them developed 
better staffs than the others. Maybe some are stronger than 
others, but they are pretty good people. But they've got big 
problems. 

I sat next to David Rockefeller a number of times and next to 
water Riston many time, but this one time we'd sit before this 
particular committee that met four times a year. One of us 
went and met with the secretary of the treasury and got the 
private briefing from Arthur Burns, and things like that. 
Arthur Burns and I are good friends. But we got to talking 
about how the ABA wanted to do something with a minority •.. to 
try to help. Well, at that time the National City(?) and the 
Chase Manhattan--my figures may be a little off--had something 
like 27 or 28 percent minority employees throughout their 
whole system. Now this would probably be eight years ago. 
That's a lot. And they'd have to have training programs. I 
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think this was at Chase, but I forget. They were having 
difficulty getting minority people to come downtown to apply 
for a job. They found out that they didn't know how to get on 
the bus to get down to Chase Manhattan Bank. So they had to 
develop a van, an employment van, that went out into the areas 
where these people were. Well then, it wasn't enough to train 
them in their work, but they had to train them in behavior. 
They had to train them in everything--hygiene was extremely 
important. 

Well then, in the Chase Manhattan Bank, they developed kind of 
a club or group of other employees, and at that particular 
time they had 500 of them. I don't know whether that was a 
big number. I thought it was a pretty good sum. And these 
500 each took one of these minority persons and became a 
counselor to them. They went out wherever this minority 
employee lived and spent one evening a week counseling with 
them. They'd find out why they didn't show up for work--you 
know, just ridiculous reasons. They worked and worked with 
them just to get them to come to work. Now just think of what 
those banks went through. These were men I knew. And they 
weren't asking for publicity. Now this was about eight years 
ago. They were expecting to add another five percent of 
minority. They wanted to get up to thirty or thirty-three 
percent. Just think of the cost of that. Compare that to 
Minneapolis or Owatonna or Morris or Duluth or Bemidji. I 
mean just think of that. So when you think of eastern banks, 
when you're thinking of Detroit, Chicago, places like that, 
think of the problems they've got. You have to come away with 
a whale of a lot of respect for the management and for the 
people in it who are working alongside all this. Now, out of 
it comes, in the end, some pretty good people. But you know 
the percentages aren't there. You know the efficiency isn't 
there. You know the extra cost is there. You know the 
frustration that they have. You know it's infinitely more 
difficult. And just think how patient their personnel people, 
all of them, have to be. Now these are facts I just gave you
-nothing is made up. So this had nothing to do with foreign 
loans or any thing like that, but ... 

JF: No, but it's very relevant. I hadn't thought of it. 

CS: One time a whole bunch of us were sitting talking about 
each one's loan losses. And Walter Riston has a very dry 
sense of humor. "Well," he said, "there's nothing wrong with 
our loan losses that one thing wouldn't cure." We said, 
"What's that?" He said, "If we presidents would quit saying 
yes on the phone and turn the applications over to some 
assistant cashiers in our credit department everything would 
work out fine." (Laughter) 
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JF: An astute comment. 

CS: The words were to that effect--I don't have it quite 
right. I guess I said in another record about the time when 
I had the privilege of making the opening talk at the 
International Monetary Conference in Munich. There were a 
hundred and ten bankers from the free world invited. And then 
I sat next to John Connally at the closing session when he 
made that tough talk to Europeans and said, "Now you're going 
to share in this defense of Europe. We aren't going to bear 
the brunt of it all." And having had the room right across 
from his, one floor below, I knew that there were gunmen, not 
gunmen, but guards to protect him all the time. And listening 
to him several times, I learned that he'd been sick the night 
before, that he hadn't slept much, and all he ate was a dish 
of ice cream that noon before he spoke. Here's a man with 
tremendous poise, real smart, charisma to burn, self
confidence, and he could be tough when he wanted to. He 
combined all these things together to a degree greater than 
any man I've ever known. He was nervous that day, maybe 
because of what he was going to tell these foreigners, I don't 
know. Or whether he wasn't feeling good. But when he got up 
he wasn't nervous. He said it. And I really admired him. So 
I asked him one day I was sitting next to him at lunch, if 
he'd speak at my convention. And he said yes. I got Norm 
Vincent Peale and James Reston. I wired him while he was in 
China, on that trip some years ago. Well, that's a long 
answer, and I beat all around the bush. 

JP: No, I think that that was very much to the point. I 
think it brings out some points that people don't normally 
think about, particularly the training of workers that you 
were talking about. 

CS: Most of these things I tell you are things that didn't 
come up during the meeting or that I didn't think of ahead of 
time. Then, of course, I've had more than one visiting in my 
offices, too. 

JP: Do you see, Mr. Sommer, here in the midwest, for 
instance, that there will be a continuing growth of, let's 
say, Northwestern Bancorporation and First Bank? will they, 
do you think, continue at a slower pace buying other banks in 
other states and in Minnesota, or are there limits? Do you 
think they've got many of the good banks already and there's 
not much left? 

CS: Well, in South Dakota, of course, the Northwest 
Bancorporation has the three, Aberdeen, sioux Falls, and Rapid 
City, with a network of twenty or so branches. They've got a 
very strong position, and fairly good in North Dakota and 
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Montana. They don't have much of anything in Wisconsin. I 
don't know just why that is. I think the Federal Reserve 
Board would be slow to give either Banco or First Bank 
additional outlets in Minnesota. Now I don't mean that there 
won't be any. There'll be some, but they will be occasional 
ones and unusual situations, like when the gave Banco 
stillwater. They'll watch the percentage. Now down in Iowa, 
Banco's made some fine acquisitions in the last five or six 
years. I think under the law they have room for some more. 
So I imagine they'll make three or four more down there if 
they find the right ones, but I notice they tried one and 
dropped it, but then they got one after that. So, I would 
suspect they'll have three or four more in Iowa and just an 
occasional one in Minnesota. I don't know what the Wisconsin 
law is. First Bank system got that bank in Milwaukee that had 
been up for sale for some time. I understand four or five 
groups had taken a look at that. And whether that's a prize 
or not remains to be seen. 

JP: But they are being sued now, I believe, in Milwaukee, by 
a couple of other banks. 

C8: Yes, I understand so. I surely hope not, but there can 
always be some problem situations that arise. And the FDIC, 
you know, the Fed, moves into a situation and that's how some 
of that arises. An organization like these can take over and 
kind of absorb the weakness and give strength. And it's a 
good spot to take over, but I don't know of any weaknesses 
there. The economy's pretty good. And, you know, the farm 
situation is a lot better than is being made out. And this is 
just conjecture on my part--I've got to check it down in 
Owatonna--but I think a lot of the farmers are doing pretty 
well. And I'm wondering if present farmers who are besieging 
Washington, most of them who are striking and so on, aren't 
the farmers who were going to get rich and went out and paid, 
for instance, $2,000, $2,500, $3,000 an acre and thought the 
price of land was going to keep going up and everything was 
going to keep on going up and really speculated in a wild way. 
And now they want all of the rest of us to take them off the 
hook. If supposition, which is not founded particularly well, 
except that if that article I read, the one the university 
professor had last week, is true, then that puts an entirely 
different light on how I look at it, because where else in 
society does the government step in and help speculate? But 
I think most of the farmers are in pretty good shape, the ones 
that took things in an orderly fashion, like the rest of us 
conduct our lives. NOw, I wish somebody would take the list 
of a hundred or two hundred of these striking farmers and find 
out whether that's true or not. If they are, what I call 
legitimate, two hundred or three hundred or six hundred acre 
farmers, or even twelve hundred acres farmers, who own the 
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land for a number of years and they aren't getting enough and 
they are good farmers, O.K. But if they've been land 
speculators and guessed wrong and speculated wrong, then 
that's another thing, entirely another thing. 

JP: Indeed. 

cs: That's outside of the thing, but I look at that map there 
of Minnesota, and I forgot to ask them when I was down in 
owatonna last month, but I'll bet you the farmers around 
Owatonna are getting along pretty well. I'll find out some 
day. 

JP: The bank holding companies certainly grow mostly by 
acquisition, but sometimes also internally, such as by the 
granting of a new charter. For instance, several years ago 
First Bank system was granted a new charter for the First 
50uthdale Bank, which was not a previously existing bank. 
Does that happen very often or is it difficult to get a new 
charter? 

CS: You're not talking about that one that was in 50uthdale. 
That's quite a while ago, but the other one. Well, I think 
they're most difficult to get. 

JP: Do you have to present a certificate of need or anything 
like that. 

CS: Oh yes. Oh, it's a tough, tough deal I'll tell you. And 
the percentage of deposits they have kind of slows the Fed 
down. It doesn't bother me, but they can argue about the 
public good, you know. 50 it's going to be tough. But, of 
course, the deposits are just going to grow. 50 I would say 
unitwise the growth would be fairly slow and at intervals, 
except there may be a little growth down in Iowa in the next 
couple years. The Wisconsin ... I just don't know why we 
haven't ... It must be something in the Wisconsin law. Which 
leads us to a question you had earlier, and that's about 
branching. Now, for long years I haven't been in particular 
an advocate of branching, thinking of the independent bankers, 
but neither have I been opposed to it. For years--quite a 
number of years now--it's been growing on me. And it seems 
that the savings and loan are just clobbering the banks with 
their set-up. It's totally unfair that they can branch, and 
banks can't. I mean if they couldn't branch, that's a 
different thing, but they can branch almost at will. And it's 
written in the law that the Federal Home Loan Board's job is 
to promote savings and loans, whereas every banking board is 
almost a whip against banking, you know. It's not quite a 
whip, but very close to it. Nobody is pushing banking. 
Everybody is cracking at it, see. 50 they grant them at will. 
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And this is a very disturbing thing. You know the bill was 
passed overwhelmingly by the legislature, and some years ago 
Lenny Youngdahl vetoed it. I guess that's all I ought to say 
about that. 

I'm not sure the suburbs are being served well enough under 
our present system. And this is a stronghold for independent 
banks. These people are friends of mine. I fought their 
battles for them. And I'm not making any positive statements 
about it now, but .... Branching came out of the session a year 
ago. And as a matter of fact, over a hundred of these offices 
that have been granted already ... you know, they don't all make 
sense. Let's take on that doesn't make sense to me, which is 
down in the old district which I represented in the state 
senate, and that's Mantorville. Mantorville's the county seat 
of Dodge County. Have you ever been in Mantorville? 

JF: Yes, I have. 

cs: Well, you know there isn't much in Mantorville. It's a 
guaint place. I've been down there. I like it. People are 
nice to me down there. They voted for me. Well, my friends, 
the bankers in Hayfield, were granted permission to start an 
office there. And the Marguette National Bank in Rochester 
were granted permission to start an office there, too. So 
there are going to be two offices in Mantorville. Well now, 
that makes about as much sense .... So, where is the banking 
commission that allows that? I don't think it's good enough, 
but I don't know which one was first. I kind of think the 
Hayfield, but I'm not sure. But where's the judgment that 
allows two to go in. It isn't enough that they want to go in. 
Well, I wonder how many of the hundreds are like that. Now, 
they granted a new charter for Nisswa. And I shouldn't 
second-guess, but when we had a condominium at Breezy Point, 
I was over at Nisswa on New Year's Day, and I couldn't even 
buy a gallon of gas. Well I was surprised to read in the 
paper about Nisswa getting this charter. I don't know whether 
you read it. 

JF: Yes, I did. 

CS: It was guite an interesting article. It said that there 
were over 2,000 permanent residents in that little area, which 
puts a little different light on it, but anyway, they're going 
to have a bank there. Well, to me that is a perfect place for 
a branch out of Brainerd, an office, I mean, but they're going 
to have a bank. The commissioner ought to know more than I do 
because they have seen the reports and studies and I haven't. 

I think our bank, [unclear ) is going to have a branch in 
Burnsville, and I think First Edina's going to have a branch 
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over by Radisson South. So it's opening up some. I think 
that some sort of system like that is the only way that people 
are going to get the service they ought to have--public 
interest. And I'm afraid some have been hiding their heads in 
the sand. If they were really thinking of public interest, I 
would have felt that everybody should have gotten together, 
those who were against it and those who were for it, maybe ten 
years ago and decided on a good way to do it, the best way to 
do it. Let me give you an example of that. All through the 
years the state banks would charge exchange in Minnesota. Do 
you know what I'm talking about? 

JP: No. 

C8: All right. In a good many states around the country, if 
you were a state bank and a check was drawn on you, you'd just 
arbitrarily charge ten, fifteen, twenty-five cents or a dollar 
when it came in, and remit that much less, and put the 
difference in bank earnings. The national banks couldn't do 
it. The state banks could. When I fought a resolution to 
eliminate this--that's how I got noticed in the ABA. I fought 
it on the floor at Green Briar, where I'm going in two weeks, 
not because I was against it--because we were a state bank and 
joined the Fed and didn't charge--but because it was going to 
lose memberships, and I was in charge of memberships. Well, 
I was constantly under fire, but the state bank had had kind 
of an informal committee here, and they raised money, and 
they'd kill it in every legislative session it came up. They 
were highly effective. But there's no way you could really 
defend it, except it was there. And they made it there. Many 
thousands of dollars ... 

JP: I can imagine. 

C8: It saved them from having service charges so they could 
tell their customers they didn't have service charges, and the 
other guy was paying at the other end, so the customer didn't 
care. And so all the industries, large industries, were 
putting their accounts in national banks. An even though we 
didn't charge in Owatonna, industry would go to the national 
bank. llwas just a rule: I'll go to the national bank. Well, 
this went of and on. And gradually more opposition would come 
up and more opposition would come up. So Bill Kirchner was in 
the House, but he was elected to the Senate in '67. I was 
elected to the senate in '67. And Baldy Hansen from down 
south got elected to the senate in '67. And Bob Leisitz was 
in the senate in '67. He was form Detroit Lakes. And that 
issue was hot. Well, I didn't want to get involved with that 
issue. So I got together with Bill and I said, "Bill, you 
know I've been going around and so have you, and there's 
enough votes to pass that issue. So why don't we see if the 
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guys won't stop their opposition and get behind the bill, and 
we'll defer it for three years. Give them three years of 
exchange charters so they can get their house in order, and 
pass it?" He said, "I think that's a good idea." So we got 
together with the proponents and said, "If we can convince the 
bankers to withdraw their charters, will you go for this?" 
Well they thought that was a little wrong. Let it go for two 
years. So it didn't go into the '67 session when it could be 
changed, see, before it went into effect. So we agreed on a 
December 1. So it was almost two years. So then we got these 
bankers, all long-time personal friends, and they said, "O.K. 
now, Bill and Cliff, level with us now. Is the die cast? Are 
the votes there?" We said, "Just take our word for it. The 
votes are there to pass it. And if you don't take this, 
they'll pass it July 1." So they said O.K. So the bill went 
through and the only dissenting vote was Baldy Hansen, who had 
a small bank down in Grand Meadow. And that was fine. But 
that's what I mean about getting all parties together and 
working out something with some reason. I think that should 
have been done ten years ago. Now whether this is the best 
thing that's been worked out now, I don't know. Whether it 
will be liberalized, I don't know. But I suggested that five 
or six years ago, that if they were going to allow branching, 
they allow it within each legislative district. I think 
that's what they've done now. Maybe they put certain miles on 
it, but it's allowed within each legislative district. Then 
that means the large banks couldn't go allover the state. 
They don't want to. But a new management might want to. So 
this way, why, doing it within reason, and I think that's 
essentially what they've done now--I suggested that six years 
ago. So I think this was a necessary step. Whether this is 
the final step or whether they have to take another one or 
not, I don't know. But there is a difference between 
branching and holding company structure, although proponents 
of both try to characterize them the same. And to a little 
extent, they are the same, but they are different. The 
structure is different. The handling is different. And the 
quality of the men--or people, men and women, I guess, we 
don't have any women yet--running the institutions is 
different. 

JF: I though you made very good points on that earlier, about 
the fact that they each have their own boards of directors and 
were run as separate entities. Do you have any feeling 
about ... well, everything in the papers seems to imply at least 
that the biggest threat to traditional banks is the sudden, or 
perhaps not so sudden, appearance of share drafts from savings 
and loans and credit unions, which are, in fact, checking 
accounts, although they don't call them that, and that this 
will strike at one of the traditional strongholds of 
commercial banks. 
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cs: without knowing exactly how these things operate ... but I 
think it's the same old thing, yes. This is going to have an 
effect on banking. Now when I was president of the American 
Bankers Association, I espoused this proposition. I think it 
was created in the American Bankers Association, but it's a 
hard one to get over. The credi t unions have certain 
advantages. They can pay any rate they want to on savings. 
They don't have much expense , relatively. They get free 
office in the smaller ones and free health, and the larger 
ones, too. They pay no taxes. Savings and loans, their taxes 
now are more, but for a while they were like a co-op and 
didn't pay income taxes. That's changed some. But their tax 
structure's a little different. They don't get the type of 
examinations we get. They can pay a half percent more 
interest, you know. So they've got some advantages going for 
them. And in congress, the big thing is savings and home 
loans. 

So what I and others said, and I pushed for it, was, "O.K., 
let's take banks and mutual savings and loans and savings and 
loans associations, and let's give them the same advantages." 

JF: I suppose the savings and loans would fight that. 

CS: Sure, because they think they're going to get these 
things one by one without giving up anything. But they lost 
the first one, I think, in the state legislature, where on 
these retirement accounts banks can pay the same as the S&L's 
in the state of Minnesota. I'm not sure if it passed. But 
they think they can get, and they probably can, each thing 
without giving up anything. But to me it's just so simple. 
Go ahead, and of course, they know we'll lick them, because 
we've got the managers, we've got the know-how. And they 
don't have it. But they can sure that easily. They'll just 
hire us. They'll hire some of us. They'll pay more. They'll 
pay more for some people in their 40's and 50's to run their 
places, to train their people, and those people will get out, 
and then they'll have all their trained people in ten to 
fifteen years. So what if each one pays someone, or even two 
or three, from banking ten or fifteen thousand more for ten to 
fifteen years. And then they'll have them trained. But 
they're grasping these advantages, and they can't see that, 
see. But they hire the common people. 

JF: Of course, they are restricted, aren't they, from certain 
sorts of loans that they don't tend to get into? 

CS: Well, they've done pretty well. They've certainly got 
into commercial loans now. Now they want to get into 
installment loans. And every year they'll get into a new one, 
because ... mortgage loans and savings. And, of course, 
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congress forgets that every time they let them make other 
kinds of loans, they're reducing the mortgage loans. They 
just kind of slough that off. And they don't have a lot of 
legislation to fight off like we do. We're allover the 
place. And we've got so many places to fight and argue. But 
its a strong threat, but we have held it off for a long time. 
It was a live issue in 1969, when I went in as president-elect 
in the ABA in New England. 

There is one place where I differ with the holding company and 
the management. If somebody wants to start a bank or 
something in the community that I'm in, and I didn't have 
that, but I have one community in mind that I guess I'd better 
not name, I believe in fighting. This community is a Banco 
community, a good one. And they wanted to start another bank. 
So the president of the bank said, "I'm going to fight it." 
And the Banco people said, "No use fighting it. They are 
going to get permission anyway." He said, "They might not, 
but even if they do, it's going to take them a little while, 
and I'm going to grow in the meantime." So he fought it. In 
the meantime one of the incorporators died. Then something 
else happened. That dragged on five years. But he went 
against Banco's issue and fought it. I don't know what it 
cost him. Maybe it cost him $25,000. And they finally got it 
just a year or so ago. But I suppose he grew twenty-five 
million dollars in the meantime--growth that they can't take 
away from him. And I know one fellow in a suburban bank, that 
I asked, "Why did you fight it?" He took it all the way to 
the Supreme Court. He said, "Cliff, you have no idea how much 
I grew while all this was going on." And he did, see. 

JF: Shrewd tactic. 

cs: Sure, sure. And you just might win it, but even if you 
don't, you're buying time. You've grown. 

These share accounts, or whatever you want to call them, 
certainly are--Farmers and Mechanics is--in an unenviable 
position. They're a mutual savings bank. And, of course, 
they've gotten pretty much all the legislation they wanted, 
except branching. But they're competing with the savings and 
loan, and they can't branch. I had to vote against them in 
'67. I guess they kind of thought I'd be with them. That 
broke their possibility pretty much. I told them, "My legal 
advice says that if you get the power to branch, then national 
banks can branch in the state, then national banks can branch, 
but the state banks can't. So I'm sitting on one corner and 
can't branch, and the national bank's sitting half a block 
down the street and they can branch. And that's unfair." 
"Well," they said, "we'll defend you, and we'll sue them." I 
said, "That ain't gonna do me any good. That doesn't do any 
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good. I'm sorry. I sympathize with you. In the '69 session 
they came to see me. I carried the legislature for them. I 
co-authored with Harmon Ogdahl the reconvocation of the 
savings and loan laws in the state of Minnesota. They came to 
Harmon Ogdahl in '69 and asked if he'd carry it. He was the 
vice-president of the First Federal Savings and Loan in 
centerville. He said, "If you can get Cliff to be the second 
author, I'll carry it, but not if you don't." So I said, "If 
the two secretaries, MBA and the savings and loans, can agree, 
and I agree on it, I'll do it." So we got it all agreed. So 
I carried it. What the heck! It's better to do it that way 
and have it done right and not get in a big squabble about it. 
So I carried Farmers and Mechanics, and I carried the savings 
and loans. 

JP: Did that win you any enemies inside Banco? 

cs: No, I'm protecting them. I didn't do it, you know, to 
protect banking necessarily, but I was. And I have the 
secretary of the Minnesota Bankers sitting in there. I waited 
a whole year. They were after me to go for ABA. I said, "I'm 
going to wait until I get through with this session and see if 
bankers still like me." But I escaped any serious difficulty, 
any difficulty, not only serious. 

JP: What do you think about how everybody talks about 
electronic funds transfer and that some day National Check 
Printers or Deluxe Check Printers are going to be out of 
business because there won't be any checks any more? 

CS: Well, when I was vice-president and president of the ABA 
we had a very high-powered committee, and we spent $750,000 in 
that year for research. We found out some very surprising 
things. One of the things that I said, and others said, was 
"O.K., do all the research you want to, but before you go much 
further, find out what the public thinks about it." So they 
hired, what is it, Little & Company? 

JP: Arthur D. Little? 

CS: Yes ... to survey the public. Now I suppose there hadn't 
been any preparation with the public for this, but they got 
some surprising results. The public didn't want to have 
anything to do with it. "I want to write my own checks." "I 
want to see that suit and try it on before I pay for it." You 
know. So I said, "Well, you see what I said?" So out of that 
study came the fact that if we were ever going to do anything, 
there had to be a big training program, you know, 
indoctrination. Well, I haven't followed what we've done in 
the ABA since then, but I'm sure they've been studying it. 
But it has to some. There isn't any if's, and's, or but's, 
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because it seems to me that I projected in my talks that by 
1980 we'd be handling--just to pick a number out of a hat 
because I'm not sure--50 billion checks a year. It would 
require more people than we could get out of the labor market. 
Now I suppose if we paid enough we could get them, but it 
would throw our cost so far out of line that we'd have to 
charge the customers. And that would throw our salaries out 
of line, all throughout the banking structure. So we can't do 
it. Now I don't think they're as far along as they had 
expected to be at this point, but it's got to be. I just has 
to be. Now it's a good question. I haven't sat in on the 
latest. We had a whole sections on that at ABA in Houston, 
and I didn't sit in on it. I wish I had now. They had a 
whole display and a whole half a day on it. The reason I 
didn't is because I'm not in banking anymore, and what's the 
use in me learning the technicalities of it. But it's just 
taken lot longer. I could have told them that in 1970. But 
it has to be because there's no way the checks can be handled. 
It's impossible. 

JF: It will take a lot for consumers to get used to, I'm 
sure, because they're used to getting their stack of checks 
back every month. 

cs: You bet. And there's a lot to be said for the consumer 
point of view. I won't like it myself. All I do with my 
checking account is I look over to see the every check I got 
is one that I wrote. I look and see if I've got about the 
right amount in the bank. I don't even look to see if they're 
entered on my statement. It's terrible. I had a chance in 
February, when we were gone, to take a new balance from the 
bank, and I didn't do that. I haven't balanced my checking 
account since I got here from Owatonna. And I hadn't balanced 
it all the time I was in Owatonna. I've got to do something 
about that. 

But it's absolutely necessary. What's the best way of doing 
it? One way, of course, is to just write the checks and then 
let them get no further than the point of depositing--just 
store them there and let the rest be electronic. 

JF: The money machines that have appeared in stores and other 
places are sort of an advance guard, I take it, of eventual 
electronic funds--

CS: Yes, they are. That's one of the things the savings and 
loan associations can do allover. Now I guess the banks can 
do it under this legislation, but can you imagine that we go 
through all that. Wendell Anderson vetoes it twice, when 
there's only one vote against it in one house and none in the 
other house--he vetoes it twice. You know, it's unbel ievable. 
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And it's something that you can't care about, there's no 
principle involved. No nothing. It's just stupid. And 
Perpich signs it, and then a year ago, our own people ... two 
bills were off, on one word, or something like that. So why 
they couldn't catch that, I don't know. So we have to wait 
another year. I guess it's law now, so we can do it, but when 
you've got to fight for five, eight years to get that, you 
just wonder ... you just wonder. But yes, that's one thing that 
I think is good that came out of that legislation. Now maybe 
some people aren't going to like it. I don't know. But if 
you start a system, you can't deny the use to any other 
financial institution, so that now it can be opened up to 
anybody. And that makes some sense. So nobody has advantage, 
but it's available to all your customers. The makes some 
sense. 

JF: That's already happened, I think, with the units that 
Twin cities Federal has installed--anyone can use them. It'll 
be a change. 

C8: But this EDP is just ... some way, some system has got to 
happen. It might be that the first step would be you can 
write your checks, and then they stop right where they're 
deposited. 

JF: That's an option I've never heard of. It sounds 
interesting. I think one thing that kind of troubles 
consumers, and I'm sure it troubles bankers, too, because 
after all they're consumers like everybody else, is the 
thought that there will be some unseen hand deducting and 
adding to your checking account, and you have no choice over 
the timing, for instance. I think a lot of people are worried 
about that. 

C8: The timing will be awful fast--no float, instantaneous. 
You'd better have the money there. 

JF: That's what I think bothers a lot of people. 

C8: Well, they'd better have the money there. 
there is to it. 

That's all 

JF: I'd like to ask for your comment on another issue. It 
interested me recently to see what I personally hope is not a 
forerunner of something else, but might be, and that is the 
squabble that erupted over at Manufacturer's Hannover, about 
two of their board members, one who was an official of Avon 
products and the other of J.P. Stevens & Company, which is 
embroiled in labor problems in Souther Carolina. The bank 
bowed eventually, although it looks as though they're trying 
to make it look as though they didn't, but in fact they did 
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bow to union pressure. They asked the two men to leave their 
board rather than lose I don't know how much money in union 
trust funds. Do you think this will set a precedent that 
other unions are going to say, "Aha, we've got all this 
bargaining power that we've never used, and now we can go 
downtown Minneapolis to the headquarters of Northwestern 
National bank and say, 'Unless you support this, we're going 
to withdraw 50 million dollars in pension funds'''? 

cs: Well, without mentioning names, so as not to suggest 
anything, when there's a breakthrough on anything, it always 
gives the idea to others, particularly when it's successful, 
which that certainly was. It seems that there's a run of that 
sort of thing. Then after there's a run for a few times, it 
dies out because they'll find it isn't so easy to change 
things. I mean, I don't know whether there's any losses 
connected with it, changing any of the business. I don't know 
anything about that. But there are lot of fine relationships 
that are established and a lot of confidence is established in 
a relationship of handling of trusts, that you don't get 
overnight. I would think that responsible people in the long
range future would be pretty careful about that. I regret 
that this happened. I don't think it's a wise thing to have 
happened. I can't help but feel that, even if there are some 
short-run moves similar to this, in the long-run it will not 
be a pattern. 

JF: That's good to hear. 

CS: But that's just kind of an unqualified statement. 

JF: Surely. 

CS: You know, somebody says, "When you're through as 
president I'm going to change my bank. You're the only person 
I really know and like." It rarely happens, because the 
institution is so strong. And that's the way it ought to be. 
I don't say that that's happened to me, but I'm just using 
that as an example. Or if somebody gets mad at somebody and 
says, "I'm going to change banks." Once in a while that 
happens. I say you're not dealing with an individual. You're 
dealing with an institution. And an institution, you know, is 
a pretty strong thing. I just think everybody must carefully 
consider when they change institutions . Now if you've got a 
$100 checking account and you just want to be able to drive up 
in you car, you know, and that's all it is, that's one thing, 
but if you establish any kind of a relationship, you want to 
nurture that and you want it to mean something. 

As long as I've been in the banking business, I've said to my 
personal friends, "Now look it. I'm never going to talk to 
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you about bringing your business to the bank I'm in. If you 
want to do it, you're going to do it. I'm not going to urge 
you to do it. I welcome it, but I'm not going to urge you. 
But I'm going to tell you one thing. Wherever you bank, go 
and get to know two or three people in that bank. Don't be a 
non-entity in that bank. Get to know somebody because you 
never know when you're going to need to know somebody. You 
may go your whole like and not, but you may. I remember I 
hadn't been in owatonna more than two or three months and a 
funeral director, whom I'd maybe seen twice, called. He was 
down in Nebraska and a big wind came along and picked his car 
up and dumped him in the ditch. Well, he'd known the other 
people in the bank for maybe twenty, twenty-five years, but he 
had the garage call me, the president of the bank. Well, 
fortunately I recognized his voice. I said, "Put him on." He 
had to cash a $2,000 or $3,000 check to get a new car. Well, 
he needed me or he needed somebody. The phone rings at 2 
0' clock in the morning one morning. It's a high school 
teacher out in the middle of Montana. His car broke down. 
And he didn't get it fixed. They wanted to know whether his 
check was covered. The phone rings from Las Vegas, Nevada. 
One of our businessmen in town said, "Cliff, I want to cash a 
$500 check. I need some identification. will you tell him?" 
I said, "All right. Put him on .... O.K. He's all right." But 
you never know. Get to know that person. Well, the point I 
make is that you don't get that by just shifting from 
institution to institution. The examples get bigger and more 
complicated--they're much, much greater. So when you're 
talking about a billion dollar's worth of trust business or 
pension business, you're talking about something. And when 
you're talking about some leaders moving a billion dollar 
trust, whose money is it? That belongs to all the workers. 
NOw, is that the thing that's best for all those workers to 
so? I don't know. but they'd better decide that. If it is 
best, o. K. They'd better make sure they've got a good 
relationship. 

JF: Good point. Well, I 
points I have noted down. 
like to comment on that I 
bring up? 

think I've exhausted all of the 
Is there anything that you would 
didn't ask you or that I didn't 

CS: Well, I don't know that there it. I didn't do any 
advance thinking. I though it would just come out however it 
seemed to. I think both types in Minnesota have been good for 
the state. I certainly feel the holding companies have been 
fine for the state, and there are a lot of excellent 
independent bankers in the state. Some of them need a little 
jacking up, but those that don't control their bank have a 
good thing going. Holding companies have done very well. 
They're among the best, the very best--good management, good 

28 

Oral
 H

ist
ory

 In
ter

vie
w w

ith
 C

liff
ord

 C
. S

om
mer 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



policies, and, I'm sure, good thinking about the public. I 
think in this area, we're just fortunate. We're fortunate in 
banking institutions and fortunate with other people. 

JF: In many ways, yes. 

ca: One of the areas that I didn't visit with Cheri about 
with Midland Bank involved making loans on shopping centers. 
This was in the early 1950's. I was the only banker in the 
Twin cities who touched them. There was gentleman by the name 
of Donald Shaniden, and he had a father by the name of Henry 
Shaniden, who had come from the Iron Range and had some money. 
Don Shaniden had one of the brightest minds that I have ever 
encountered. He had a fantastic memory. And, or course, I 
can always remember when he was tall and slender, and he had 
high pocket pants. He'd come striding across the bank floor 
into my office and had a little notebook that he kept notes 
on, but he could remember everything. He was developing 
shopping centers. He was having his problems, and I won't 
tell you about the early part, but he was developing a 
shopping center in East Madison, and he was developing the Hub 
shopping center on 66th and Nicollet. He came in one day, and 
he was about to lose them both. He needed a loan of a million 
and a quarter dollars to save them. He wanted me to make it. 

Well, it developed in looking at the commitments on leases he 
had that if he satisfied certain leases, then that would 
invalidate conditions ot: other leases. But I should say 
before that he and his father had done quite a little business 
with our bank. I suppose they had twenty to twenty-five 
different accounts of one kind or another in the bank. And he 
had pieces of property here and stores here and office 
buildings here and there and allover. I had loaned him some 
money. I had a verbal pledge from him that he wouldn't pledge 
any collateral that he had as long as that open loan was out. 
That was all a matter of record. But he came in anyway, and 
he had to have this loan, he said. Well, I hadn't made any 
loans that size and neither had the bank. He said he had a 
take-out commitment from Teacher's Retirement and Annuity. He 
said that the main Midland Bank in New York would make 90 
percent of the interim financing loan if we'll make 10 
percent. Well, we hadn't handled any of these before. And 
the east center, the East Madison Shopping Center was 
involved. It was rather complicated, and he was behind in 
payments and troubles galore, and so on. 

So, I got all the dope, and finally I said, "All right, we'll 
take a look at it." This involved a lot of things. We had to 
get title policy, personal endorsements, and just a lot of 
things. So I took it into the load committee in the bank. I 
was not the mortgage lending officer. I was just a general 
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lending officer. I wasn't in charge of the mortgage 
department. I was the vice-president. Well, because it was 
a large mortgage loan, the mortgage lending officer wasn't for 
it, because it didn't come through his department. The 
president of the bank wasn't for it. And another vice
president wasn't for it because it was an unusual loan. Oh, 
they didn't think all the t's were crossed and the i's dotted. 
And then we found out that he'd gone to the Northwestern and 
pledged some of the securities for another loan after he 
promised me that he wouldn't. Well, I had one officer, one 
vice-president, who was kind of on my side, but he wasn't 
speaking up or anything. So I had a rough time in this loan 
committee. And they turned it down. That was in the 
afternoon. So the next morning I got this other officer in 
who was kind of on my side, so I'd have a witness. I said, 
"I'm sorry, we're turning you down. You went back on your 
work to me, went over to Northwestern, and pledged collateral 
when you told me you wouldn't if I gave you an unsecured 
loan." And the father turned to the son, "I told you, Don, 
not to do that. You promised Cliff you wouldn't do that, and 
you did it." I thought they were both going to have heart 
attacks because they were going to go broke. And the 
father •.. it was all the money he had, which was about a half 
a million dollars. Oh, I'll tell you, I felt sorry for them. 
So they went out of the office. 

I turned to this other officer. I said, "What can I do now?" 
"Well," he said, "maybe you could get the president of the 
bank"--I 'm purposely not using names--"to let you take it into 
the executive committee this afternoon." I said, "He voted 
against it yesterday. I don't think he'll let my do that." 
He said, "Why don't you try." So I went into the president 
and said, "You know, these two fellows are going to go broke. 
I just would like to give them a chance. Would you mind if I 
took it into the executive committee, because we don't have 
time to go through the office. He said, "That's all right. 
You can bring that to the executive committee," which was 
three outside directors. So I prepared myself a little more. 
I took it into executive committee meeting. I fanned all 
these twenty or twenty-five average cards so they could see 
all of them. And I said, "Now, I'd like to have nobody ask 
any questions till I make a full presentation." I made the 
full presentation. And nobody said a word. When I got 
through, one of the executive members turned to me and said, 
"You've got this buttoned down pretty tight, haven't you?" I 
said, "I sure have." Then he turned to the other executive 
member and said, "It looks all right to me. How do you feel 
about it?" He said, "Well, it looks all right to me." And he 
turned to the third one. He said, "How does it look to you?" 
And he said, "It looks all right to me." And so I folded up 
my papers and said thank you and walked out before the 

30 

Oral
 H

ist
ory

 In
ter

vie
w w

ith
 C

liff
ord

 C
. S

om
mer 

Minn
es

ota
 H

ist
ori

ca
l S

oc
iet

y



president had a chance to say anything, because it had three 
votes. After the meeting, the president called me in, and he 
said, "You got that through, Cliff, but it's the biggest and 
most complicated loan this bank has ever made in its history. 
I want that buttoned up. I never want to see another one like 
it." "Well," I said, "it'll be buttoned up because my whole 
reputation's at stake." I didn't want to promise I wouldn't 
bring him another one. 

So, his [the president's] brother was the attorney, but his 
partner came down who was a real estate man. He said, "What 
do you want to make that loan for?" I said, "It's not up to 
you to tell me whether I want to make it. Your job is to tell 
me what I need to complete it." He said, "I don't know 
whether I want to handle it." "Well," I said, "you go up and 
find out." So I called the brother of the president down, and 
I said, "Now look, we're going to make this loan, and if you 
and your partner don't want to handle it, just tell me, and 
I'll take it to some other attorney. I don't want your 
partner telling me whether we should make it or not." So he 
came down and said, "0. K., we'll handle it." So they did. 
Well, it took a lot of doing. And I went out to New York and 
talked to Maureen Midland and got it all straightened out, you 
know, how to handle it. We all sat around the table and 
nobody dared put in their papers first, see. Finally I said, 
"O.K., let's go." And they all put in their papers at the 
same time. So we put in the papers, cleared off all the 
obligations, we went ahead with both shopping centers, and it 
was paid off. 

I called them in shortly after that, and I said two things. 
One was, "You've used a lot of my time and just paying 
interest doesn't pay for it. So you go back and write out a 
check for $10,000 to the bank to compensate for my services." 
That's before they had this loan was fully approved. He said, 
"All right." They went back and came in a half hour with a 
check. I said, "Now the other thing is, you find me a good 
man that I can deal with, because I'm not going to deal with 
you anymore. I want a go-between that you can trust and that 
I can trust." So he found a young attorney, and the young 
attorney eventually made a lot of money out of this decision. 
He had a way of giving and taking, you know. I could deal 
with him with confidence. I had all my dealings with him. 

Well, anyway, it went through and the loan was made and both 
shopping centers opened and the loan was paid and so on. When 
we got about two-thirds of the way through with that, why 
Knollwood Plaza on Highway 7 came up. And that was bigger. 
That was about two and a half million. By that time the Tolle 
Company was in on it. And the Tolle Company is different than 
it is now. He came in and said, "Cliff, would you fellows be 
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interested in this one?" "Well," I said, "I'm not supposed to 
bring in any, but bring it around. We're going to charge you 
a one percent fee plus the interest." So, mind you, the other 
one hadn't been paid off. So they brought it around. They 
put it all together. I went out east again to Maureen 
Midland. We got it all set up--90 percent if they 
participated, and we took 10 percent. I went in and took it 
through the loan committee and through the executive 
committee. I went through and got their $25,000. And that 
wasn't finished up until I went down to Owatonna, but I 
watched every week from Owatonna. Well, I was the only banker 
in the Twin cities that would make that type of loan, and that 
developed a strong mortgage department at that time within 
Midland Bank. The mortgage officer, the vice-president, never 
forgave me, because the largest mortgage loans in the history 
of the bank were made, not through his department, but by me. 
And so we made them. The representative of Maureen Midland 
came in to see the president of the bank. He said that they 
had made between 500 and 600 million dollars of this type of 
loan with various bank correspondents throughout the country, 
and these two loans were the best handled and the best tied up 
loans that they've made out of those 500 or 600 million. But 
the president of the bank never came back and told me that. 
Of course, in a few years, all the banks were making them, but 
I was the pioneer. And I met this president of the Tolle 
Company the other day. He told me, many a time, "Unless you 
had done that in the Midland bank, Knollwood Plaza could not 
have been built then." Anyway, they're both standing now, and 
they've been standing for a long time. 

JF: What was the name of this company again--Tolle Company? 

cs: Yes. They're big now. It was a different president 
then. He was a very honorable fellow. But I had the same go
between because I wouldn't deal with Don Shaniden directly. 
He went out west, and he had two heart attacks. He didn't 
survive the third one at about age forty-five. But I helped 
his brother get a store in Pomona, California before that . 
His mother died. And his father got married again. Then his 
father died. But I saved him--the bank did. But, boy, how 
that went through the executive committee. You know, this is 
just a story. It's an unusual story of how a loan went 
through a bank. And if I hadn't had that other officer with 
me, I wouldn't have thought of going to the executive meeting. 
But then I had to get it through. And again I was just the 
instrument. The bank was the one that did it. But it was a 
good experience. And then later on in owatonna, I used that 
experience to help them build a post office and some other 
things that I might not have done if I hadn't had that 
experience. So that's the way it went. 
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JF: You had a good real estate experience, unlike some of the 
others. 

cs: Yes, but they could have been disastrous. 

JF: Those were some of the very first shopping centers ever. 
I know the Hub was the first or practically the first. 
Miracle Mile was another one of the very first, too. 

CS: And we financed East Duluth up there, Lexington and 
Larpentur. Oh, we financed most of them for them, not all 
because some others built some others, but until Southdale' , 
you know. The Knollwood Plaza and the Hub were the only two 
big ones before Southdale. Of course, they've sprung up all 
over since then. So that was kind of an experience. And I 
was a specialist in making loans on cash value insurance. 

JF: Was this at the Midland Bank also? 

CS: Yes. And then I was kind of a specialist on stock and 
loans and Regulation U, and things like that. Regulation U 
was kind of tricky. You just had to keep up with it. 

JF: What was that concerned with? 

CS: Well, it was concerned with how much you could lend on a 
listed stock. It involved the purpose of the loan. And 
unless you kept up with it, you could get kind of mixed up on 
it. So rather than everybody keep up on it, they just came to 
me and asked me if they had any question on it. And I made 
millions of dollars of loans on cash value life insurance. 
Midland made a lot of those loans and had a good loan 
department. I came up through the collateral department. 
That's where I got my training. 

JF: That's very interesting. 

CS: Jim, earlier in our records, I probably spoke quite a bit 
about the strength of the independent banks and how they can 
do things and so on. And I don't back away from that at all-
I think that's true. However, I probably have not yet covered 
the fact that I think the holding companies were a real strong 
force in the development of the economy of the state of 
Minnesota. I did refer to the fact that through the 
depression years they probably saved quite a few banks--I 
don't know how many--and saved depositors millions of dollars. 
It has turned out to be a very good banking structure. It's 
interesting to not that just before the time when I was an 
official in the American Bankers Association that that was a 
structure that was coped in the rest of the country: And it 
took a long time for that to happen, from 1929 unt~l, let's 
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say, not quite '69, but in the 60's there whenever it was-
thirty-five or forty years. That is now the structure, the 
main structure, of banking, other than independent banking and 
the branch banking, in the country--the holding company and 
group banking style. It isn't exactly the same, but it's 
quite a bit the same, So, I don's know how these two groups 
happened to hit upon this so many years ago, but maybe it's 
the ingenuity of people in the state of Minnesota. But 
anyway, it happened. And now it's copied, these fifty years 
later, forty-five years later, throughout the country. It has 
been a strong and good force, I think, in banking in 
Minnesota, and a good structure in Minnesota. It's certainly 
been good to me. I've enj oyed being a part of a holding 
company. And I just want to be sure that whoever reads this 
understands that I think it's had a good place in the economic 
structure. 

JF: Thank you, Mr. Sommer. 
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