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Introduction
In the annals of global finance, certain institutions stand as titans, their histories
interwoven with the very fabric of economic development and societal progress.
Westpac Banking Group is undeniably one such entity, a name that resonates with
authority and endurance across continents. This book, "A History of Westpac Banking
Group: The Story of a Global Company," embarks on a comprehensive journey through
the remarkable evolution of one of the world's largest and most influential financial
organizations. It is a narrative not merely of banking transactions and balance sheets,
but of the pioneering spirit, the unwavering resilience, and the strategic vision that
transformed a nascent colonial bank into a global powerhouse.

From its genesis in the early days of Australian settlement, Westpac's story is
intrinsically linked to the economic and social development of a nation, and
subsequently, an entire region. We will trace its origins as the Bank of New South
Wales, laying the foundational stones of banking in a fledgling colony, and witness its
navigation through the tumultuous waters of 19th-century expansion and the
challenges inherent in a burgeoning nation. The subsequent chapters will reveal how
this institution not only adapted to but also actively shaped critical junctures in
history, from the forging of a new nation through Federation to the profound
upheavals of two World Wars and the Great Depression, demonstrating an enduring
capacity for resilience in the face of unprecedented adversity.

As the narrative unfolds, we delve into the post-war boom, exploring Westpac's
strategic expansion and diversification, and its response to the transformative decade
of the 1970s. A pivotal moment, the merger that birthed the Westpac Banking
Corporation, will be examined in detail, marking a new era of global ambition and
international expansion throughout the 1980s. The book will further illuminate
Westpac's engagement with financial deregulation and innovation, its astute
navigation of economic downturns, and its resilience during the Asian Financial Crisis
and, later, the Global Financial Crisis, showcasing its ability to weather significant
storms and emerge stronger.

In the new millennium, Westpac has continued to demonstrate its adaptability,
embracing digital transformation, responding to evolving customer needs, and
championing responsible banking practices, ethics, governance, and sustainability. We
will explore its strategic mergers and acquisitions that have continually reshaped its
structure, its significant presence in key markets like New Zealand and the Pacific, and
its embrace of technological advancements, particularly in the realm of Fintech.
Furthermore, the book will highlight Westpac’s deep commitment to community
engagement and corporate social responsibility, illustrating how leadership and
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culture have consistently driven the organization forward.

Ultimately, this book offers more than just a chronological account; it provides a deep
understanding of Westpac's enduring global significance and the legacy it continues to
build. By examining its triumphs, its challenges, and its continuous evolution, readers
will gain invaluable insights into the forces that have shaped the modern banking
industry and the critical role Westpac has played, and continues to play, on the world
stage. It is a story of innovation, adaptation, and an unwavering commitment to
serving its customers and the communities in which it operates, solidifying its place as
a truly global company.
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Chapter One: The Genesis of Westpac: Early Banking
in Australia
The story of Westpac, and indeed of formal banking in Australia, begins not in a grand
financial district, but amidst the rugged, unformed landscape of a penal colony
struggling for economic coherence. When the First Fleet dropped anchor in Sydney
Cove in 1788, the British government had a clear vision for the new settlement: self-
sufficiency. However, they had rather conspicuously overlooked one vital component
for any functioning economy: a stable currency. This oversight would lead to a
fascinating, and at times chaotic, period of improvisation and ingenuity as the
fledgling colony grappled with the fundamental challenges of trade and value
exchange.

Initially, the colony of New South Wales operated with a severe shortage of any
conventional money. English currency was scarce, and while some foreign
coins—Dutch guilders, Indian rupees, and Spanish dollars—did circulate, their supply
was insufficient and often fleeting, as they tended to leave the colony with visiting
merchant ships. In this economic vacuum, the colonists resorted to a rather
unorthodox, yet highly effective, form of exchange: rum.

Rum, imported primarily from the Caribbean and India, quickly became the de facto
currency of early colonial New South Wales. Its high alcohol content made it easily
transportable and storable, and its popularity among convicts, settlers, and soldiers
cemented its role as the preferred medium of exchange. Wages were paid in rum,
debts were settled with it, and goods and services were bartered using this potent
spirit. This reliance on alcohol as currency had significant social and economic
consequences, as it was often overpriced and led to decreased productivity when
workers were paid in drink.

The power dynamic shifted dramatically with the control of rum. The New South Wales
Corps, the military regiment tasked with maintaining order, soon monopolized the
import and distribution of rum, earning them the infamous moniker "The Rum Corps".
Their control over this essential commodity granted them immense wealth and
influence, effectively dominating the colony's nascent economy. Efforts by early
governors, such as William Bligh (of Mutiny on the Bounty fame), to curb the rum
trade and dismantle the Corps' power were met with fierce resistance, culminating in
the "Rum Rebellion" of 1808, the only military coup in Australian history.

This turbulent period highlighted the urgent need for a more stable and regulated
financial system. Upon his arrival in 1810, Governor Lachlan Macquarie faced the
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formidable task of restoring order to a colony rife with social, financial, and moral
disarray. Macquarie, a man of considerable vision, understood that a proper currency
and a formal banking institution were crucial for the colony's long-term prosperity. He
had already taken steps to address the currency shortage by introducing the "Holey
Dollar" and "Dump" in 1813, created by punching the centers out of Spanish dollars,
thereby preventing their re-export and establishing Australia's first locally minted
currency.

However, a more comprehensive solution was required. The continued reliance on
promissory notes and the inefficiencies of barter, coupled with the lingering economic
instability caused by factors such as an oversupply of goods and a local depression,
spurred Macquarie to actively advocate for the establishment of a colonial bank. He
recognized that such an institution would not only provide much-needed banking
services but also be able to issue currency, thus offering security and certainty for
future economic growth.

The genesis of Westpac can be directly traced to this critical period. In November
1816, a pivotal public meeting was convened in Sydney, bringing together the colony's
principal merchants, magistrates, and gentlemen. This gathering, driven by the
collective desire to strengthen and support the emerging economy, resolved to
establish a bank. With the strong backing of Governor Macquarie, the foundations
were laid for what would become Australia's first bank.

On April 8, 1817, at 10 AM, the Bank of New South Wales officially opened its doors for
business. Its first premises were rented rooms in Macquarie Place, Sydney, within the
house of Mary Reibey, an emancipated convict and successful businesswoman. This
detail is notable, as Reibey’s involvement marked an early instance of women
participating in the financial landscape of the colony, even as customers and
proprietors.

The establishment of the Bank of New South Wales was a landmark event. It was not
merely the opening of a new business; it was the birth of formal financial
infrastructure in a land that had previously relied on the often-unstable and informal
mechanisms of rum and promissory notes. The bank was established under a charter
of incorporation signed by Governor Lachlan Macquarie and was tasked with twin
purposes: providing essential banking services and issuing its own paper currency.

The first bank note issued by the Bank of New South Wales on April 8, 1817, now a
cherished historical artifact, symbolized a profound shift. Designed and printed locally,
it reflected the limited tools available at the time but represented an extraordinary
leap towards economic stability and trust. The bank’s formation provided the nascent
colony with a much-needed mechanism for reliable credit, facilitating trade and
supporting the burgeoning agricultural ventures that were vital to the colony's survival
and growth.
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The initial directors of the bank included prominent figures such as D'Arcy Wentworth,
John Harris, and Alexander Riley, with John Thomas Campbell elected as its first
president and Edward Smith Hall as its first cashier and secretary. Their collective
efforts, under Macquarie’s guidance, aimed to foster an environment where economic
planning and future growth could flourish, built upon a bedrock of certainty and
security that a structured financial institution could provide.

While the immediate impact was profound, the path ahead for the Bank of New South
Wales, and indeed for Australian banking as a whole, was far from smooth. The 1820s
would bring new challenges, including increased competition from other emerging
financial entities like the Bank of Australia and even the Waterloo Company, which
started as a flourmill but also accepted deposits and issued notes. However, the
founding of the Bank of New South Wales in 1817 undeniably laid the essential
groundwork, marking the definitive genesis of formal banking in Australia and setting
the stage for the remarkable evolution of what would ultimately become the Westpac
Banking Group.
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