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‘banks established with adequate capital in all our colonies will increase

wealth both within themselves and in the mother country in a ten fold ratio.

I am sure every succeeding year will more and more prove it.’

During the mid-nineteenth century, the foreign trade of continental Europe’s industrialising states was primarily conducted with adjacent countries but Britain’s became further internationalised. The proportion of aggregated British exports and re-reports, by value, sold to markets beyond Europe, the USA, Canada and the West Indies rose from 25.5 per cent, 1824-6, to 38.1 per cent, 1864-6, while the share of imports drawn from outside of this ‘old’ trading area increased from 28.3 per cent to 45.6 per cent. This distinguishing feature went along with two further intimately related aspects that also physically marked out the British economy’s extending reach. One was the development of international mercantile branch house networks, only partly paralleled by German commerce, whose overseas offices were sited solely in the USA and along temperate Latin America’s eastern seaboard. The other was the rise of London-based corporate overseas branch banking.

In 1864, there were 46 corporate overseas banks in the City, of which all but six had been established under English company law. The five pioneers – Bank of Australasia, Bank of British North America, Colonial Bank, Ionian Bank and Union Bank of Australia - had been founded during the 1830s. Furthermore, the Australasia, the British North America and the Ionian were intimately connected chartered banks through their founders’ – the ‘Farrer- Wright’ group
 - interlocking directorships. This promotional bloc had also attempted to establish Cuba Banking Co. and the ‘Mediterranean Bank’ during the 1830s, and two of its members became founding directors of the short-lived Bank of Ceylon in 1841. Thereafter, the ‘Farrer-Wright’ group was an important management group within colonial banking until the mid-1860s.

The group had begun to coalesce with the establishment of Provincial Bank of Ireland, 1824-5, the success of which demonstrated that London directors could be managed effectively ‘extra-English’ banks. The ‘Farrer-Wright’ group’s involvement in National Provincial Bank of England’s creation, 1828-33, proved to be the stepping-stone for taking its members into colonial banking. It brought them into contact with Thomas Potter Macqueen, whose Australian banking plans they successfully accomplished (sparking, in turn, the initiative for the locally-established Union Bank of Australia, which shared directors with the ‘Australasia’). Furthermore, the group’s initial concept of the ‘Australasia’s’ spatial business scope – southern hemisphere imperial banking - galvanised the authorities’ formulation of the Colonial Banking Regulations that were to control chartered imperial banking for a quarter of a century or more

A very particular distinguishing feature of the ‘Farrer-Wright’ group’s operations was its channelling of Catholic aristocratic savings into its various banking schemes by drawing on the ‘connection’ of John Wright’s ‘West End’ private London bank. Furthermore, its activities were precocious through, first, involving the formation of ‘free-standing’ companies (an increasingly important component of British FDI half a century later), and, second, since they can be characterised as ‘gentlemanly banking’ (thereby foreshadowing, albeit in a particular aspect, the changing nature of ‘gentlemanly capitalism’ from the 1850s).

The ‘Farrer-Wright’ group’s overall activities question the received version of ‘Anglo’ branching joint-stock banks’ evolution in the literature. This is apparent when the business pursued (note-issuing and/or the mobilisation of deposits), and structure (branching), are set against the so-called ‘Scottish seminal model’ and the accepted view of the organisation of English domestic in the 1830s.
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