
COMING EVENTS AT  

LOBRANO HOUSE 

 
 The monthly luncheon 

meeting will be held on Thursday, 

February 15, 2018, at noon at the 

Kate Lobrano House.  In ob-

servance of Black History Month, 

guest speaker will be Nathaniel 

Fairconnetue who will speak on his 

life in Bay St. Louis.  Reservations 

are required  and may be made by 

calling 467-4090.  Respectfully we 

must request that you please call 

by noon on Wednesday, February 

14, to make your reservation in or-

der to help us plan seating which is 

limited to forty-eight people and to 

apprise us of the number of lunches 

to order.  Lunch is $12.00, payable 

at the door, and it is catered by Al-

most Home Catering, Michelle 

Nichols, chef. 
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11,866 in 1900. At that time there 

were several flourishing towns in 

Hancock County which included 

Pearlington, Logtown, Gainesville, 

Caesar, Kiln, and Bay St. Louis.  The 

county seat had moved from Gaines-

ville to Bay St. Louis reflecting a 

shift of the epicenter of population 

and business.  Steamboats, and later 

railroads, had transformed the mar-

ketplace which fueled the  timber, 

turpentine, and seafood industries.  

Moreover, many businesses in the 

aforementioned towns such as mer-

cantile and feed stores, drugstores, 

saloons, general merchandise stores, 

sawmills, oyster factories, and ship-

yards were conducting business 

transactions or commerce on a daily 

www.hancockcountyhistoricalsociety.com 

MEMBERSHIP FEES 
 

 It’s time for current members to 

renew their memberships in the His-

torical Society and to encourage 

family and friends to join us, too.  

The price of membership is $30.00 

per year.  If your membership is due, 

your address label will read “Time 

to renew your membership.” Please 

mail your renewal checks to Han-

cock County Historical Society, P. 

O. Box 3356, Bay St. Louis, MS 

39521. 

The History of the  

Merchants Bank 

 
By 

James Keating, M.D. 

 

 By the end of the nine-

teenth century and the beginning 

of the twentieth, the economy of 

Hancock County had emerged 

from that of frontier market sub-

sistence to an immature, relatively 

undeveloped system of production, 

distribution, and consumption of 

goods and services.  Equally im-

portant, the population of the 

county had increased from an esti-

mated 1000 people in 1817 to 

Merchants Bank  

Formerly located at 205 South Beach Blvd., Bay St. Louis, Mississippi 

Building destroyed by Hurricane Katrina, 2005 



ed forty-seven founders listed in its 

charter. 

 The bank rented the corner 

portion of the newly built Sea Coast 

Echo Building on Front Street (now 

North Beach Boulevard).  It opened 

for business on October 15, 1903, 

with boards placed across two bar-

rels to form a counter for paying 

and receiving.  Wanting to be the 

bank’s first customer, Gaston G. 

Gardebled had arrived early that 

morning at the entrance to the bank.  

He was a contractor and builder 

who would later become a future 

director of the bank and a future 

mayor of Bay St. Louis.  He made 

the two boards bounce when he en-

thusiastically slammed down the 

first deposit of a bag of coins. 

 A massive safe was pur-

chased from a jewelry store.  

Charles R. Rea gave up a good po-

sition at the Interstate Bank in New 

Orleans to become the cashier of 

this new bank so firm was his faith 

in the good prospects of this ven-

ture.  He later became this bank’s 

president, and still later, he became 

president of the Peoples Building 

and Loan Associates.  Young Wal-

ter Gex, Sr., was elected attorney of 

the bank.  In 1907 the bank moved 

into its own building on Front 

Street (now South Beach Boule-

vard) next to the railroad tracks.  

This bank building cost $10,000 

and the second floor was made into 

a suite of offices for the law firm of 

Gex and Gex. 

 Walter Joseph Gex, Sr., 

(1878-1937) was perhaps the most 

outstanding figure in the history of 

Hancock County in this early period 

of the twentieth century.  He was 

the indispensable man and is con-

sidered the founder of the Mer-

chants Bank and was responsible 

for much of the bank’s success.  

Gex was a student of Saint Stani-

slaus College and graduated in law 

from the University of Mississippi.  
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LOBRANO HOUSE  

HOURS 

 

MONDAY   —  FRIDAY        
10:00AM  —  3:00PM 

Closed:  12:00—1:00 (lunch) 

MISSION STATEMENT 
 

“TO PRESERVE THE GENERAL 

AND ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY 

OF HANCOCK COUNTY AND TO 

PRESERVE THE KATE LOBRANO 

HOUSE AND COLLECTIONS 

THEREIN; TO RESEARCH AND IN-

TERPRET LIFE IN HANCOCK 

COUNTY; AND TO ENCOURAGE 

AN APPRECIATION OF AND IN-

TEREST IN HISTORICAL PRESER-

VATION.” 
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basis generating increased employ-

ment and prosperity.  Consequent-

ly, it was time for this marketplace 

to have its own bank. 

 Until the very end of the 

nineteenth century Hancock County 

did not have its own bank.  The 

closest banks were in New Orleans 

and Biloxi.  Before that time, ac-

cording to old timers, merchants 

such as one August Keller provided 

safekeeping as a convenience to his 

regular customers.  Keller operated 

a general mercantile establishment 

on Washington Street in Bay St. 

Louis which was painted blue, giv-

ing it the nickname the “Blue 

Store.”  In the back of this store, 

Keller had a safe where customers 

could keep their money for safe-

keeping, payable on demand.  John 

Osoinach, who worked for Keller 

for several years, opened his own 

store.  He acquired the unofficial 

title of the county’s first banker 

because he cashed and issued 

checks for his own customers.  

Sheriff Joseph F. Cazeneuve at this 

time permitted country folks to put 

their money in the huge county safe 

where cash or valuables were 

properly marked. 

 In 1903, a casual conversa-

tion occurred between the publisher 

of the Sea Coast Echo, Charles G. 

Moreaux, the young lawyer, Walter 

Gex, Sr., and the local merchant, 

John Osoinach in the office of the 

newspaper.  It was here that the 

concept of creating a second rival 

bank to the Hancock County Bank, 

established in 1899, was born.  

With the immediate assistance of 

local merchant, Lucian M. Gex, 

father of Walter Gex, Sr., as well as 

many of the most prominent names 

in the county such as Judge John A. 

Breath, Mayor John K. Edwards, 

and five other businessmen, the 

bank became a reality.  According-

ly, Merchants Bank was incorpo-

rated in September 1903 and boast-
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In this time frame, he and his broth-

er, Emile, opened the law firm of 

Gex and Gex. 

 Gex was an excellent law-

yer, actually a courtroom legend.  In 

a case involving the death of a rail-

road worker,  the suit brought by his 

widow and children against the rail-

road was for the princely sum (at 

that time) of $10,000.  In his sum-

mation, the barrister paused, his 

hands and voice trebling with emo-

tion, to brush the tears from his 

eyes.  A swell of grief swept the 

courtroom carrying with it the senti-

ments of both judge and jury.  An 

astounded colleague later said he 

had never seen a man more moved 

by another’s misfortune.  “You’d 

cry too,” said Gex, “if it meant 

$10,000 for your client.” 

 Walter Gex, Sr., married 

Amanda von Gohren (1881-1948), 

who was the daughter of a promi-

nent local physician.  Gex was the 

son of a local lumber merchant, 

Lucien Myrtile Gex (1851-1919) 

who was born in France.  Walter 

Gex’s mother, Marie Victoria 

Demourelle (1852-1948) was born 

in New Orleans.  Lucien and Marie 

moved to Bay St. Louis in 1885 to 

escape the oppressive summers in 

New Orleans in exchange for the 

refreshing sea breezes of the Mis-

sissippi Gulf Coast.  Lucien M. 

Gex was a natural entrepreneur and 

started the L. M. Gex General Mer-

chandise and Country Produce 

Store on the corner of Sycamore 

(then Good Children Street) and 

Hancock Street in Bay St. Louis.  

Nevertheless, “the calling of choice 

for four future generations of this 

family would be the law—making 

it, interpreting it, and dispensing 

it.”  At least ten attorneys are de-

scended from Walter Gex Sr., and 

his brother, Emile. 

 Walter Gex, Sr., rose to the 

peaks of his law profession, but 

was also a dominate figure and an 

outstanding factor in the social and 

economic affairs of everyday life 

in Hancock County.  Gex was the 

first king of Mardi Gras in 1897 in 

Bay St. Louis.  His grandson, 

Judge Walter Gex III, explained 

that Gex, Sr., and his business 

friends started the Merchants Bank 

to rival the group of businessmen 

who had opened the Hancock 

County Bank in 1899.  The county 

benefited from such competition 

by its “movers and shakers” in the 

young, but vibrant, economy of 

that era.  Both banks would soar in 

success over the twentieth century. 

 Later in life, this shrewd 

businessman owned a sawmill at 

the end of Blue Meadow Road.  

Gex had extensive investments and 

business interests all over the 

South and was widely known in 

Washington, D. C.  He bought a 

large tract of timberland in Florida 

reputed to cover most of a county.  

Gex also bought the land that 

would later be sold to the Dia-

mondhead Corp. (aka Purcell 

Corp.) that became the City of Dia-

mondhead.  Gex went to South 

America at one time to start a busi-

ness to provide wood ties to the 

railroads.  He was also a distributor 

of a brand of Scotch whiskey.  

Walter Gex, Sr., died in Florida 

on February 6, 1937. 

 The young Merchants 

Bank was an immediate success.  

The original four-hundred shares 

of capital stock offered at fifty 

dollars ($50.00) per share soon 

jumped in value to $75.00.  At the 

end of the first year, the new bank 

paid a 14% dividend.  After only 

four years the bank built its own 

beautiful red brick building with 

Spanish roofing next to the rail-

road tracks on Front Street (South 

Beach Blvd.).  To serve the public 

better and to grow with the times, 

the name of the bank was 

changed in 1920 to Merchants 

Bank and Trust Company. 

 In 1960 Guy Cameron 

Billups, Jr. (1947-2005), bought a 

controlling share of the stock of 

Merchants Bank and Trust from 

the Gex family.  The bank at this 

time had an estimated value of 

fifty million dollars.  Billups as-

sumed the role of chairman of the 

board, and William Allison was 

recruited to be the president.  At 

that time the bank had only two 

branches in Bay St. Louis and 

Waveland.  Over the next thirty-

five years under the prudent stew-

ardship of Guy Billups, Jr., the 

bank expanded to thirteen branch-

es along the Gulf Coast.  The 

bank specialized in consumer 

loans such as individual car and 

boat loans.  The bank prided itself 

on its style of keeping long term 

employees, many of whom stayed 

for as many as thirty-five years.  

Then in 1997 the Whitney Bank 

of New Orleans in a strategic 

move to cross state lines made a 

purchase offer to the Billups fam-

ily three times the bank’s book 

value.  As a result Whitney ac-

quired the Merchants Bank and 

Trust Company estimated to be 

worth, at the time, approximately 

two hundred million dollars.   

Walter Gex, Sr. 



 The economy of the United 

States exploded during the nine-

teenth century.  The rise of the com-

mercial banking sector was crutial 

for local businesses to thrive, ex-

pand, and prosper.  Thousands of 

small banks in the United States 

arose to meet the needs of sawmills, 

factories, merchants, and entrepre-

neurs large and small.  State banks 

adopted the innovation of the de-

mand deposit account also known as 

a checking account.  These transac-

tional checking accounts of individ-

uals and businesses provided an 

additional and significantly greater 

source of revenue for small banks 

besides traditional savings accounts.    

 In the developing market-

place of Hancock County commer-

cial banks, savings banks, insurance 

companies, and other financial in-

termediaries helped to fuel growth 

by channeling wealth from savers to 

entrepreneurs.   These businessmen 

used these loans to increase the 

profitability of their enterprises and 

hence the efficiency of the overall 

local economy.  Small banks such 

as the Merchants Bank actually cre-

ated new wealth in Hancock Coun-

ty.   

 Customers put a premium 

on face-to-face contact, personal 

service, and long term relationships 

provided by Merchants Bank and 

Hancock County Bank, not possible 

with the other banks used in the past 

in New Orleans and Biloxi.  Mer-

chants Bank served customers in the 

more rural areas such as farmers 

who were not served as well by the 

out of town banks.  The economi-

cally rising marketplace community 

of Hancock County required com-

mercial banking services such as 

secured and unsecured loans, cash 

credit, certificates of deposit, money 

transferring and discounting.  Citi-

zen depositors required retail bank-

ing with checking accounts, safety 

deposit boxes, personal and home 
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equity loans, and mortgages as well 

as trustee, executor, and attorney 

services. 

 In conclusion, the advent of 

the small commercial banks such as 

the Merchants Bank was a sentinel 

event in the economic history of 

Hancock County.  The county has 

benefited historically from a commu-

nity spirit and generosity of its lead-

ing businessmen like Walter Gex, 

Sr., and others who have supported 

local vital institutions such as 

schools, churches, and hospitals.  

Forthcoming issues will address sub-

jects of interest such as the Hancock 

County Bank, the history of the sea-

food industry, and the establishment 

of local newspapers such as the Sea 

Coast Echo.  
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HISTORICAL SOCIETY  

PROJECT 

 
By  

Charles Gray 

 

 An ongoing endeavor at the 

Hancock County Historical Society 

is the creating of biographical sketch-

es of Hancock County residents, past 

and present.  This includes both sum-

mer and local residents through the 

years. 

 These pages are based on a 

publication series created by Dunbar 

Roland, the first president of the Mis-

sissippi Historical Society.  We are 

asking all members to help create a 

mini-biography of friends, members 

of their families, and/or themselves. 

 Each entry should consist of 

a photograph (when possible), the 

full name and both the birth and 

death dates.  In the interest of con-

sistency, the following sequence is 

suggested: 

 

Full Name 

Date and place of birth 

Name of parents and siblings 

Education, schools, 

Profession or work field 

Hobbies, personal observations, etc. 

Marriage: to whom, when, children 

Death information including burial 

location. 

http://eh.net/encyclopedia/origins-of-commercial-banking-in-the-united-states-1781-1830/
http://eh.net/encyclopedia/origins-of-commercial-banking-in-the-united-states-1781-1830/
http://eh.net/encyclopedia/origins-of-commercial-banking-in-the-united-states-1781-1830/
http://eh.net/encyclopedia/origins-of-commercial-banking-in-the-united-states-1781-1830/
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 The complete document 

should be one complete typed page.  

It will be helpful to provide slightly 

more than a page to allow room for 

editing.  There should be a separate 

page for each person.   We are in-

cluding a reduced sample of Mrs. 

May Beyers as a guide.  Please call 

the office for further information at 

228 467-4090. 

NEW MEMBERS 

 

Carolyn and Don Abaunza 

New Orleans, LA 

 

Christa Cochran 

Frederick, MD 

 

Richard John Basford 

Villa Hills, KY 

 

Heather and Jerry Smith 

Bay St. Louis, MS 

 

Peter Sullivan 

Bay St. Louis, MS 

 

 
 

 The Historical Society is 

selling the Kate Lobrano House 

plaques like the one shown above. 

Crafter by Society member Jenise 

McCardell, they are available for 

$25 each at the Lobrano House at 

108 Cue St.  
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Senior Financial Advisor 

BSL 
 

“A Place Apart” 

 
Robert and Samantha Mc Raney 

and Family 

 

 

The Sisters Series 
By L.L. Lee 

Taxing  
Tallula 

Lost in 
Brooklyn 

Found in 
San Antonio 

Murder by 
the Bayou 

Ten Days in 
Sicily 

Available at Bay Books,  
Amazon.com, Kindle. 

Lee3731@bellsouth.net   

Amazon.com/author/lllee 
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READ!  ESCAPE!  ENJOY! 

SUPPORT YOUR HISTORICAL SOCIETY. 

BOOKS BY  

PAUL LAVIOLETTE AVAIL-

ABLE AT THE HANCOCK 

COUNTY HISTORICAL 

 SOCIETY 

$20.00 

$20.00 

$20.00 

 

 305 Main 

 

228-466-4793 
 

www.vrbo.com (ID #313124 & 400259) 

 

In deepest appreciation 

from the 1967 graduating 

class of  

Saint Joseph’s Academy  

to the  

Hancock County  

Historical Society 

for its continuing work 

in preserving the history 

of Hancock County. 

  

Stop by the Historical Society to buy one of 

the Kate Lobrano House Plaques.  
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