Tom Marshall’s Weekly News, February 27, 2017
Geography and Basic Finances: Most of us don’t know where we are. If we don’t know where we are, how
can we know where we’re going? Let me explain.
On our Steamin’ Sundays, happy visitors often compliment me on the great time they’ve had at Auburn
Heights. Many have not been here before. I’ll inquire, “Where are you from?” The answer is something like,
“Only 45 minutes from here.” Chances are it’s more like 60 or 90 minutes, but time is not a measure of distance
anyway. Then I’ll say, “Which direction?” They have no idea at all. Obviously they followed a GPS tracking
device to get here, available in our wonderful high-tech world. They know not where they are, what towns or
cities they are near, or whether they’ve been right next door at an earlier time and never knew it. Recently, I
tried to buy a Chester County (PA) road map at the Tourist Center at Longwood but was told they are not
printed any more. Without a map, how can anyone know where they are when more than a few miles from
home?
I always loved geography, although some parts of the world were more fascinating than others. In my study of
meteorology during World War II, my favorite course was climatology, as to learn the climate of a place or
region, it was necessary to find out where it was. Later when forecasting weather for air force crews, it was
necessary to know well the geography (and topography) of the region for which the forecast was being made.
Our forecasting was primitive, but we knew where the mountains were and the nearest air fields, should trouble
be encountered. Today, the weather reporters on TV have an extraordinary knowledge of geography.
Many of my friends dislike motoring to the Great West because they find the days crossing the Midwest and the
Great Plains boring and monotonous. They say, “There is nothing to see until you get to the Rockies.” That is
because they don’t know what is in between and the rich history and geography that abounds everywhere. They
can tell you “it takes several days” to get to the Rockies, but their knowledge stops there. It’s necessary to know
where you are before you know where you are going.
I don’t know much about finances, but I do know that retail banks have shifted from wanting customers who
have savings to deposit to those who are heavily in debt. If borrowers finance everything, banks can get rich
from interest on the loans. Except for the convenience of somewhat outdated checking accounts, customers
have no reason to put their money in a bank. As recently as the 1980s, the situation was reversed. Bank
Certificates of Deposit paid up to 16% interest, and short-term Government Treasury Bills were the same.
Banks like our local Delaware Trust Company would even buy Treasury Bills for its customers without charge.
Banks decided they could further entice depositors by paying interest on checking accounts, which was about
3%. We know these rates were not sustainable or good for the long-term economy, but they were great for small
investors fearful of equities.
In the 1930s and ‘40s, savings accounts in commercial banks paid about 1% interest. Mutual savings banks,
such as WSFS and Artisan’s Savings Bank in Wilmington, paid 1½%, but these banks could not offer checking
accounts. By the 1950s, the rates had doubled, and most home mortgages were in the 6% range.
For small savers who were afraid of the stock market (especially after 1929), safe investments could be made in
local Building & Loan associations. Small communities had them, managed locally, with no direct connection
to a commercial bank. Avondale had a B & L, and Kennett Square had two, the Building & Loan Association of
Kennett Square and the Progressive Building & Loan Association. The original intent was to provide small
savers a place where they could make small deposits frequently or regularly, keep their money there for a period
of time (usually at least two years), and draw it out to help finance a small home. There were no restrictions on
the investor’s intent, however, but certain restrictions applied to deposits and withdrawals. I think most B & Ls
invested the money in U.S. Government bonds, so, in effect, the B & L was a vehicle for investors to buy
government-backed securities in very small amounts. If the yield to the B & L was 4%, something over 3%
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would be credited to the customer’s account. While working faithfully for us in the 1930s and ‘40s, Clifford
Murray didn’t make much money, but my dad put $2 each week in a B & L account for him. In the 1950s, my
dad told him he had over $3,000 in his B & L, and he could withdraw it whenever he wanted to. By that time, a
new Chevy was about $2,000, but Cliffey never wanted to touch his savings. The only new car he ever owned
was a ’37 Chevy that he bought for $715. His B & L account went to his wife, Lula, when he died in 1981.
Yesterday, I got my monthly checking account statement. On an average balance for the month of $6,000, my
account earned 5 cents interest. This is high finance, indeed.
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