
A  H I S T O R Y  O F 

  WORLD  B ANKING

Th o u s a n d s  o f  years ago, people who had surplus 
wealth not needed for daily living kept it in the form 
of gold. But the problem with gold was that thieves 
could find and steal it. The only safe place to store the 
precious metal was the local temple, with respected, 
responsible priests on hand to deter threats.

While the gold just sat there, a growing system of com-
merce needed money, at least temporarily, to expand  
trade operations. Temple priests eventually made the 
connection, and started loaning the gold entrusted to 
them to emerging trade companies. The concept of 
banking had arrived.

Th e  G re e k s  a n d  R o m a n s  later institutionalized 
banking and standardized financial transactions. Early 
banks handled local deposits, loans, currency exchange, 
and the examination of coins for purity and weight.

Around the 13th century, an important innovation 
emerges: ‘bills of exchange’ that allowed people to make 
payments in one city while offering credit of the same 
amount in another. This precursor to modern bank 
branches relieved customers of having to transport 
sacks of heavy coins. 

U n fo r t u n ate l y  for banks, the idea of charging bor-
rowers a fee back then was considered morally question-
able. Northern Italian money-lenders got around this by 
presenting interest as a voluntary amount the borrower 
paid in exchange for the risk taken by the lender. This 
set the stage for the banking industry to profitably grow.

A  H I S T O R Y  O F 

  U . S .  B ANKING

Th e re  we re  n o  local banks in colonial America; 
companies used the well-established European banking 
system. Or neighbors simply lent money to each other. 

After America established its independence, banks 
were chartered to lend funds to entrepreneurs looking 
to build factories. Locally-made products relieved the 
new country’s dependence on Europe for all kinds of 
items. Bank charters required the approval of state leg-
islatures, and overall these early banks were financially 
sound, helping to build trust in the system.

By  t h e  e a rl y  1 8 0 0 s,  bank charters no longer had 
to be approved by legislators – new banks simply met 
certain requirements to open their doors. This ‘Free 
Banking’ system led to the dramatic growth of banks, 
to support the dramatic growth of the American econo-
my. However not all of these were well run. Chronic 
abuses and bank failures, especially in free-for-all 
western states, prompted stronger regulation and 
ongoing oversight to restore consumer confidence.

While the U.S. Treasury issued coins back then, indi-
vidual banks issued their own paper money. Known as 
banknotes, or scrip, this currency was redeemable for 
gold or silver — in theory, at least.

I n  1 8 6 5 ,  i n  a n  effort to get state-chartered banks to 
submit to new supervision as federally chartered banks, 
the U.S. Government began taxing their scrip. Banks 
responded by shifting to ‘demand deposit accounts’, 
now known as checking accounts. Their monthly fees 
also handily provided a new source of revenue.

The banking industry grew, at least until the misery 
of the Great Depression, when banks either failed or 
were barely functioning. Among President Franklin 
Roosevelt’s bold reforms to once again restore public 
confidence was the FDIC deposit insurance program.

A  H I S T O R Y  O F 

  GEORGIA BANKING

B a c k  i n  cotton-growing Antebellum times, most 
business and trade activity centered around port cities. 
Which is why Savannah, Augusta (on the Savannah 
River), and Charleston were also the first banking 
centers in the South. 

The prosperity of banks depended on the current price 
of cotton; the smaller the crop each year, the higher the 
cost of each bale. Southern cotton was so big at the time 
that it was the chief export item of the United States.

A s  t h e  I n d u s t ri a l  R evo l u t i o n  took hold, 
the first bank in Georgia to have widespread economic 
impact was The Georgia Railroad and Banking Co. The 
progressive Augusta  firm started as a railroad builder 
in 1833; its banking division was chartered 2 years later. 
However, the banking side turned out to be more 
successful than the railroad side. After the Civil War, they 
were one of the only banks that honored savings that had 
been deposited as Confederate scrip. Through a series of 
mergers through the years, the bank lineage still exists.

Th ro u g h o u t  t h e  1 8 0 0 s,  while larger banks 
remained in larger port cities, smaller locally-owned 
commercial and savings banks, often family owned, 
started emerging in Georgia towns. In 1831 the Bank of 
Hawkinsville opened for business as a personal ven-
ture by wealthy General Hartwell H. Tarver. In 1872, 
Hawkinsville Bank and Trust Company, a larger and 
better-capitalized institution, brought broader economic 
strength to the Hawkinsville community.

A  H I S T O R Y  O F 

    SUNM ARK

Th e  ye a r  wa s  1 9 4 9 .  Bing Crosby was on 
the radio. Bob Hope was in the movies. And in 
Hawkinsville, Georgia, a businessman and farmer 
named R.D. Buchan was unhappy with his bank. 

So he started his own bank. Managed by EVP D.L. 
Williams, The Pulaski Banking Company served other 
local businesses and farmers. Hawkinsville was thriving 
as the transportation hub of the still-bustling local cotton 
trade. Mr. Buchan was right about the town’s need for a 
second bank; by the end of its first fiscal year, a healthy 
business in loans helped assets grow to $452,021.05.

The bank boasted the area’s first drive-thru window 
in 1960, with a teller named Jeannette Ford. Mrs. Ford 
stayed, learned, and eventually became bank president – 
only the second female in Georgia to hold that title. Mrs. 
Ford was also the first president of The Pulaski Banking 
Company to work on-site directing bank operations.

In 1977, the bank moved from its traditional Greek-
columned bank building to sleek, modern headquarters. 
Two decades later, the bank further modernized, and 
reinforced its focus on the community, by changing its 
name to SunMark Community Bank.

New banking laws in 1995 offered the opportunity  
to branch out in the growing city of Warner Robins. To 
serve additional families and businesses, branches in 
Bonaire and Fort Valley opened in 2001. The growth 
continued in 2016 with a new branch opening in Perry.

Throughout the economy’s ups and downs over the 
years, the bank has always remained well-capitalized 
and well-maintained, enabling it to help customers get 
through tough times. SunMark has also always been an 
active supporter of its communities, beginning with 
R.D. Buchan’s bequeath of a scholarship fund to help the 
children of local workers attend college.


