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Introduction
In the intricate tapestry of global finance, some threads run deeper, connecting eras
and economies with a remarkable consistency. One such thread is the National
Australia Bank (NAB), a name synonymous with resilience, innovation, and an
unwavering commitment to progress. From its humble origins in the nascent banking
landscape of colonial Australia to its current standing as a global financial powerhouse,
NAB's journey is far more than a mere corporate chronicle; it is a compelling narrative
that mirrors the economic and social evolution of a nation and, indeed, the world. This
book, "A History of NAB - National Australia Bank: The Story of a Global Company,"
aims to unravel this rich history, offering an in-depth exploration of the forces that
shaped it, the decisions that defined it, and the vision that propels it forward.

At its core, this book promises to illuminate how NAB transcended its foundational
purpose to become one of the world's largest and most influential financial
institutions. We delve into the critical junctures of its past, from navigating the
volatility of early colonial economies and the challenges of two World Wars to
embracing the technological revolutions of the late 20th and early 21st centuries.
Each chapter serves as a window into a distinct period, revealing not just the internal
machinations of a burgeoning bank but also its profound impact on the communities it
served and the broader financial landscape. The narrative explores how NAB adapted,
innovated, and often led the charge in an ever-changing world, consistently
demonstrating an astute understanding of market dynamics and an enduring
commitment to its customers.

The scope of this history extends far beyond the geographical confines of Australia. As
the subtitle, "The Story of a Global Company," suggests, NAB's ambition and influence
have long reached international shores. This book meticulously traces its pioneering
international forays, its strategic expansions across the Pacific and into the Asian
Century, and its significant engagements on the global financial stage. We examine
how NAB navigated complex regulatory environments, embraced diverse cultures, and
established a formidable presence in key financial hubs around the world.
Understanding NAB's global footprint is essential to grasping its true significance,
showcasing how a bank born in the Antipodes became a crucial player in the intricate
web of international commerce and finance.

The tone of this book is one of meticulous scholarship combined with an engaging
narrative style, designed to appeal to a broad audience – from financial professionals
and historians to anyone interested in the compelling story of a major global
institution. While grounded in rigorous research and factual accuracy, the book
endeavors to bring to life the personalities, challenges, and triumphs that have
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characterized NAB's journey. It aims to provide not just a recounting of events, but an
insightful analysis of the strategies, decisions, and leadership that have shaped the
bank's trajectory. Readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of how NAB has
confronted economic crises, embraced technological innovation, and continually
reinvented its approach to retail and wholesale banking.

Ultimately, "A History of NAB - National Australia Bank" offers significant value by
providing a holistic perspective on one of the world's most enduring financial
institutions. It will equip readers with an appreciation for the historical context that
underpins modern banking, the complexities of managing a global enterprise, and the
critical role that financial institutions play in economic development and societal well-
being. By exploring NAB's past, examining its present, and envisioning its future, this
book offers profound insights into the evolution of banking itself and the relentless
pursuit of excellence that defines a truly global company.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Genesis of Australian Banking
The early days of the Australian colony were, to put it mildly, a financial free-for-all.
Imagine a bustling, yet disorganised, marketplace where transactions were conducted
with an eclectic mix of bartered goods, personal promissory notes, and a hodgepodge
of foreign coins. English pennies mingled with Dutch guilders, Indian rupees, and even
Spanish dollars, which arrived with merchant ships. This monetary chaos wasn't
merely an inconvenience; it was a significant impediment to the colony's economic
development and stability.

The British government, preoccupied with the Napoleonic Wars until 1815, had largely
overlooked the need for a stable currency in its distant penal settlement of New South
Wales. This oversight meant that from the colony's founding in 1788 until 1817, formal
banks were non-existent. The scarcity of reliable currency led to ingenious, if
somewhat unorthodox, solutions. One particularly famous medium of exchange was
rum, which even served as payment for the construction of significant colonial
infrastructure like Sydney Hospital. While certainly providing a spirited economy, this
system was ripe for fraud and instability, hindering legitimate trade and fostering an
environment of financial uncertainty.

Governor Lachlan Macquarie, a man with a keen understanding of economic affairs
from his time as deputy paymaster for the British army in India, recognised the urgent
need for a more structured financial system. Soon after his arrival in 1810, he began
advocating for the establishment of a colonial bank. Despite initial resistance and a
lack of specific authority from the British administration, Macquarie pressed on. He
understood that a stable currency and robust banking services were crucial for the
colony to transition from a mere penal settlement to a self-sufficient capitalist
economy.

In November 1816, a pivotal meeting of Sydney's leading magistrates, merchants, and
gentlemen was convened, laying the groundwork for Australia's first bank. Just a few
months later, in February 1817, seven directors were elected, with Governor
Macquarie's secretary, John Thomas Campbell, taking the helm as the bank's first
president. The vision was clear: to provide essential banking services and issue a more
reliable form of currency.

And so, on April 8, 1817, at 10:00 AM, the Bank of New South Wales (BNSW) opened
its doors to the public. Its initial premises were humble, located in rented rooms within
the house of Mary Reibey, a successful emancipist businesswoman in Macquarie Place,
Sydney. This was a momentous occasion, marking the formal genesis of Australian
banking and offering a much-needed alternative to the prevailing monetary chaos. The
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bank's establishment was a significant milestone, providing the financial infrastructure
necessary to support the colony's burgeoning trade and commerce.

The Bank of New South Wales, the direct predecessor of today's Westpac, was the first
company to be established in Australia, offering over 200 years of continuous service.
It was founded with the twin purposes of providing banking services and issuing
currency, aiming to bring security and certainty to the colony's economic future. This
pioneering institution, though met with some disapproval from the Secretary of State
for the Colonies, Lord Bathurst, who questioned the need for a bank in a penal colony,
was steadfastly supported by Governor Macquarie. Macquarie, understanding the local
realities, chose to ignore directives from London that suggested revoking the bank's
charter.

The early years of the BNSW were not without their trials. Within its first eleven years,
the bank faced liquidity crises on three separate occasions. While it weathered the
first crisis in 1821 independently, the colonial administration had to intervene with
loans in both 1826 and 1828 to prevent its collapse, demonstrating the nascent
government's concern for the broader economic implications of a bank failure. These
interventions, though necessary, came with caveats, including restrictions on new
risks and requirements for increased capital reserves and greater government
oversight.

As the 1820s progressed, the pastoral industry and whaling expanded, and land
settlement spread, fueled by capital inflows from Britain. This period saw an increase
in competition as more local banks began to emerge. The BNSW, despite facing these
new rivals, managed to survive and even thrive, expanding its operations. This growth
laid the foundation for a more complex financial landscape, with new colonial banks
and even some British banks entering the Australian market.

However, this initial period of rapid growth eventually gave way to economic
difficulties. Conditions began to deteriorate around 1840, as the wool industry reached
the limits of profitable expansion onto new lands. A severe drought between 1838 and
1840 necessitated wheat imports, which drained liquidity from the colonies.
Compounding these local issues, a British financial crisis in 1839 reduced capital
inflow, further straining the colonial economy. This combination of factors led to a
slump in land sales, falling prices, and a surge in insolvencies, significantly weakening
the banks.

The depression of the early 1840s marked the first wave of bank failures in Australia.
Although six banks and one merchant company ceased their banking operations,
these were relatively small institutions, and most depositors eventually recovered
their funds. In keeping with the prevailing laissez-faire economic philosophy of the
time, the government did not officially intervene in these failures, though it was more
inclined to protect depositors in the colonies' savings banks on social grounds. Despite
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these early challenges, these pioneering institutions played a crucial role in financing
public works projects like roads, bridges, and ports, thereby contributing to the overall
economic development of the colonies.

The arrival of the gold rushes in the 1850s was a transformative event for the
Australian colonies, injecting unprecedented wealth and dramatically altering the
economic and social fabric. Gold had been discovered in Australia prior to 1851, but
colonial governments had suppressed the news, fearing its impact on the penal
population. However, after the California gold rush in 1848, the sentiment shifted, and
rewards were offered for gold discoveries in Australia. In February 1851, prospector
Edward Hargraves officially announced the discovery of payable gold near Bathurst in
New South Wales, triggering a massive influx of prospectors.

News of the gold discoveries spread like wildfire, attracting people from across the
globe. The population of Australia quadrupled in just two decades, soaring from
438,000 in 1851 to 1.7 million by 1871. This population boom, coupled with the
immense wealth generated by gold production (over three million ounces valued at
£12 million in the peak year of 1856), profoundly stimulated secondary industries and
led to a significant restructuring of the manufacturing sector.

For the banking sector, the gold rushes were a catalyst for explosive growth. In 1851,
there were only eight trading banks with 24 branches across Australia. By 1860, the
number of bank branches in Victoria alone had surged from six to 105, accounting for
more than half of the national total. By 1890, the entire country boasted over 30
banks and more than 1,500 branches. This expansion was driven by the urgent need
for financial services to support the gold industry, including lending to miners and
financing the burgeoning trade that accompanied the population boom.

The gold rushes also spurred the development of Australia's own coinage. While
various foreign coins had circulated, and Governor Macquarie had famously created
the "holey dollar" and "dump" from Spanish dollars to retain currency within the
colony, a more formal system was needed. In 1853, Queen Victoria consented to the
establishment of a branch of the Royal Mint in Sydney, which began minting
Australia's first gold sovereigns and half sovereigns in 1855. These locally minted gold
coins were accepted as legal tender in Britain and other colonies by the late 1870s.
The gold rushes further accelerated the issuance of banknotes by commercial banks,
notes that were backed by gold reserves.

Beyond the BNSW, other significant banks began to emerge during this era, each
playing a role in shaping the Australian financial landscape. The Bank of Australasia,
for instance, opened in 1835, followed by the Union Bank of Australia in 1837. These
two banks would later amalgamate to form what is known today as ANZ. The National
Bank of Australasia, established in 1857, focused specifically on providing financing to
the vital rural sector, playing a major role in funding the wool boom of the late 1800s.
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This bank would eventually become a key component of the National Australia Bank.

The Commercial Banking Company of Sydney (CBC) was another important institution,
formed in 1862 amidst a period of rapid growth in New South Wales. The CBC aimed to
cater to the banking needs of Sydney's burgeoning business community. Even regional
banks like the Launceston Bank, established in 1828, played vital roles in serving their
local communities, providing finance to pioneer farmers and businesses in Tasmania.
The Savings Bank of Port Phillip (later Bank of Melbourne), founded in 1842,
specifically targeted the pioneer settlers and farmers around Melbourne.

By the 1860s, the Australian banking system had developed several key
characteristics: a gold standard, an absence of a central bank, no capital controls, few
legal barriers to entry, and no branching restrictions. This relatively unregulated
environment fostered intense competition and innovation, but also laid the
groundwork for future challenges. The British Treasury initially supervised Australian
banking, but by 1862, this responsibility had passed to the individual colonial
governments, which generally exercised very little regulation.

The economic boom fueled by gold and pastoralism, however, ultimately led to a
period of over-speculation, particularly in the property market during the 1880s. This
speculative frenzy, coupled with a worldwide decline in wool prices and investor
confidence, culminated in the severe Australian banking crisis of 1893. The crisis saw
the failure of 11 commercial banks, and many others were forced to suspend trading.
The National Bank of Australasia, despite its established position, was among those
affected. The crisis severely undermined public confidence in private banknotes.

Despite the widespread failures, some institutions, like the City Bank of Sydney,
demonstrated remarkable financial resilience and continued to operate without
suspending trading. The aftermath of the 1893 crisis highlighted the urgent need for a
more robust and unified banking system, prompting calls for a national or central
bank, uniform banking laws, and a national currency.

The journey towards a national currency began with the Australian Notes Act 1910,
which gave the Commonwealth Treasury control over the issue of Australian
banknotes. The first purpose-designed Australian banknotes were produced by the
Commonwealth Treasury in 1913. This act was a precursor to the establishment of the
Commonwealth Bank of Australia in 1911 by the Fisher Labor government. Initially,
this government-owned institution served as both a trading and savings bank, with
deposits guaranteed by the Australian government, and without immediate central
banking functions.

The Commonwealth Bank's role, however, gradually expanded, especially during the
First World War when it was tasked with managing Australian government debt and
raising war loans. In 1920, the responsibility for issuing banknotes was transferred

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

from the Commonwealth Treasury to the Australian Notes Board, chaired by the
Governor of the Commonwealth Bank. By 1924, a Board of Directors was created for
the Commonwealth Bank, and it formally took on central banking responsibilities, a
role that would be further solidified over the following decades. This evolution,
culminating in the separation of its commercial and central banking functions to form
the Reserve Bank of Australia in 1960, marked a significant step towards the modern
financial framework of Australia.
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