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Abstract 

Probably, the Knights Templar as bankers of the Crusaders and softeners of the Church’s view on taking 
interest, impressed early Italian bankers. In particular, the Medici family from Florence established good 
relations with the Church and wisely benefited from the economic conditions during the Renaissance. 
The Netherlands differed from prior leading areas in that banking developed here in tandem with 
economic growth in an open environment. Moreover, the skilful Dutch had access to financial markets 
and controlled them. The bank money of the Amsterdam Bank of Exchange ensured financial stability 
and fuelled economic activity. English banking started with the Goldsmiths, who deposited money from 
the public. The public trusted the Goldsmiths, who could therefore circulate money deposited with them. 
In this way, a fractional reserve system emerged. While the financial sector grew under open conditions, 
the Bank of England started as the first modern central bank. France experimented with paper money, 
but the experiment under the flamboyant Scot John Law became a failure. During the Napoleonic era, 
the Rothschilds appeared on the stage. Their banking empire was based on the network of five brothers 
in major European cities. The Rothschilds, with their strong family ties and circulating money across 
borders, were virtually untouchable. J. P. Morgan, with his strong relations, was the most notable banker 
in America's Gilded Age. Beyond this, he was successful also in heavy industries, being an outstanding 
businessman and a true leader. He even saved the U.S. economy from a crisis twice and co-moulded its 
central banking system. The Ottoman Bank was one of the oldest modern banks operating in a 
developing country. Being established with much foreign capital, it served as an independent central 
bank in Turkey after the Ottoman Empire. Throughout the 20th century, banking was largely organized 
country-wise. ‘National Champions’ such as Citibank dominated the scene, often benefiting from 
relationships in (semi-) colonies. Following the breakdown of the post World War II monetary system, 
thin lines between creative deal making and clear unethical tactics were crossed by unscrupulous bankers 
at times. In hindsight, economic freedom and liberal democracy were a critical factor in the development 
of banks as economic cornerstones. It is therefore essential that their entrepreneurial conditions are kept 
intact, whereas the Global Financial Crisis has shown that controls, internal norm setting and sector 
innovations may be helpful. Banks and their current partial replacers serve a public task. 

 

Corresponding address: Dr. W. (Wim) Westerman, Faculty of Economics and Business, University of Groningen, 
Nettelbosje 2, 9747 AE Groningen, The Netherlands, w.westerman@rug.nl, tel. +31-50-3637088.  
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1. Introduction 

Money drives the world and it is the banks who create it (Bezemer, 2019). They do so as 

institutions that have been getting shape from the 11th century onwards and that are continuing to take 

up their intermediary roles between suppliers and buyers of money into the present. In order to do so, 

they had to agree with the rulers of their time upon means of exchange (in terms of Keynes: the 

transaction role of money) and this is how notably silver and gold coins came to be used to represent 

generally accepted ways of assessing values of assets in exchange, with later bank notes and bank 

accounts taking over. With the money created, the banks were able to lend and borrow money (Keynes 

rather refers to the savings role of money) from each other and from the public. In doing so, they were 

able to support the global economic development.  

Undoubtedly, the modern paper or rather electronic money standard has not ended the journey 

of money and most likely will also not do so in the near future. The development of technology, the 

emergence of plastic credit cards, smart phone apps and virtual currencies will keep the question of 

whether to switch to another system in the future alive. Blockchain is in this respect a technology that 

may or may not fundamentally change the modern money standard, depending on whether legislational 

entities will use it for backing the supply of their own currencies, or whether one or more decentralized 

systems take over such as with Bitcoin and its probably more efficient successors. George P. O’Driscoll 

(2015), an American economist with experience at Citigroup and the Federal Reserve, adds an 

interesting element to discussion in stating that “the selection of a monetary standard is not merely 

a technical issue. It is also an embodiment of political values, and one’s view of the relationship 

between the citizen and the state.” This notion will bring us to study the relationship between economic 

freedom, liberal democracy and monetary system performance at the end of this paper.  

The banks have shouldered the difficulties of the monetary system, brought it into modern times 

and are now adapting themselves to the conditions of a new system. The banks have developed many 

modern methods and tools while showing their ability to continue their existence with great struggles 

for hundreds of years. Their success practices, which were readily adapted and still used as of today, 

were the product of nearly a thousand years of effort, shaped by the political and economic events 

experienced in this process. With the reputation that the banks had gained and assured over time, these 

organizations had ensured the operation of the monetary standard they created. Throughout the history 

of banking, while the leading banks from the medieval Knights Templar and the Florentine Medici Bank, 

the 17th century Amsterdam Bank of Exchange and London Goldmiths to J.P. Morgan’s early 20th 

century bank and the late 20th century National Champions such as Citibank, have been evolving over 

time, their success in the financial markets has by no means been accidental. Rather, it has been based 

on some key innovative characteristics that we somewhat romantically will call banking secrets. While 

many of these features are still valid today, some of them were related to even very old times. For more 

details, check the methodological and case-wise appendix. To start with, we explore them below briefly.  
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2. Evaluation of the Banking Secrets 

Various studies are examining which factors are more critical in the success of banks in modern 

times. One of the most comprehensive of these was written by Peter Rousseau (2003), a specialist in the 

U.S. Federal Reserve. He investigated the relationship between bank performance and economic 

development over the last three centuries. His study points out that banking plays a vital role in 

mobilizing the economy's resources in the early development of countries and reveals that the financial 

sector and economic development mutually contribute to each other. Indeed, this connection is evident 

in all bank success stories we examined. Banks were fuelled by the economic growth of their time. In 

this way, they played an essential role in increasing the savings of their countries and providing 

resources for investments, and contributing to economic growth through trade. The Knights Templar 

were a player of the most significant economic activity of the Middle Ages, which began with Crusades 

to the Holy Land and stretching the Church’s view on levying interest. The Medici, Dutch, and 

Goldsmith bankers benefited from the growing international trade in the new age. While the Renaissance 

movement, during the 14th century, played an essential role in the Medici’s glory, in the 17th century, 

Western European economies grew based on colonization and industrialization and paved the way for 

new banking activities. Similarly, the growth of the post-Napoleonic British and continental economies 

gave opportunities to the five Rothschild brothers. J.P. Morgan was backed by the rapidly developing 

U.S. economy in the later 19th century. The semi-colonial Ottoman Bank benefited from the free trade 

Turkish Empire environment after the Tanzimat Edict of 1838 and global trade conditions. The National 

Champions, with Citibank as a striking example, especially benefited from the post World War II global 

upswing and deregulations. 

Most of the studies investigating the performance of banks naturally reflect current conditions. 

Although these studies do not sufficiently consider the historical factors, it is possible to draw some 

inferences from them. The papers reveal that the reputation and image of the bank (Bambenger, 1989; 

Canals, 1993; Johnson and Johnson, 1985), the bank's location and business opportunities (Canals, 

1993), the number of branches of the bank (Canals, 1993; Wilde and Singer, 1993), the service quality 

and scope of the bank (Bambenger, 1989; Johnson and Johnson, 1985), as well as interest rates and 

commissions (Bamberger, 1989) are more prominent factors in bank performances. 

Accordingly, all of the banks put forward by us were successful in banking and became 

prestigious institutions of their time. Although John Law's Royal Bank was a very prestigious institution 

in early 18th century France, it lost that position due to an economic depression, however. The banks 

were the most critical players in their markets and were located in strategic centres on seaside and trade 

routes such as Florence, Amsterdam and London. They had no problems in reaching new business 

opportunities. Almost all of them had an extensive branch network, and they had global business 

relationships. Also, the banks developed many innovative financial instruments and methods during 

their golden period and shaped banking history. While the Knights Templar explored financial 

instruments such as money orders, transferable deposits, trusts, safe and custodian services, and 



4 
 

retirement practices, the Medici’s developed letters of credit, next to accounting methods and a holding-

type organization. The Dutch came with bank money, IPOs, investment banking and mutual funds. On 

the other hand, the Goldsmith bankers invented the discounting of bills and the fractional reserve system 

with limited backing of their notes. John Law was the inventor of paper money; the Rothschilds founded 

the Eurobond market, and the industrialist J.P. Morgan developed industry banking with a negotiation 

model. The Ottoman Bank presented modern banking to the Ottoman Empire. The National Champions 

improved and combined many financial instruments on cash management, investment banking and 

consumer banking. These instruments and methods were generally more profitable than the old ones 

and increased the efficiency of the banking services. 

In addition to the innovations, organization skills, good communication, and market intelligence 

were other factors behind the success of banks in the past centuries. These features are still essential for 

banks today. The global organization and relations of the Knights Templar, Medici, and Dutch bankers 

enabled them to obtain comprehensive information about the markets and convert this information into 

a vast amount of profit. Similarly, British Goldsmiths could access all kinds of information in Europe 

through the relations they established. However, the flamboyant Scot John Law could not use his 

knowledge well; he had behaved too optimistically, bluffed and lost. In this vein, no one had yet been 

as successful in communication as the Rothschilds nor organized global operations on such a large scale. 

J.P. Morgan, moreover, obtained funds from England with family connections and forked them into U.S. 

businesses. The Ottoman Bank closely followed the regional developments via a strong branch-based 

banking network. The National Champions were good in marketing and sales, as well as in acquisitions, 

whereas the fortune gained and lost by scandalous traders appeared to have just casual effects. 

Apart from all of the above, many bankers had one exciting thing in common. This feature was 

dubious morality and had not been tolerated in modern times but also at any time earlier. Quite a few of 

the bankers had some dark connections during their early years and accumulated capital in unethical 

ways. Dutch merchants amassed large-scale wealth through the slave trade, while the Medici's dirty 

dealings with Baldassare Cossa, the false Pope John, had earned them a fortune. British Goldsmiths did 

not hesitate to distribute bribes while doing their job. The Rothschilds might have seized wealth from 

the Prince Baron von Estorff, who had fled from Napoleon's armies. According to a strong claim, J.P. 

Morgan defrauded the State by trading weapons in the Civil War years. In short, behind probably much 

of the banks’ wealth were shady businesses and unlawful practices, and these may have made up their 

start-up capital, allegedly earning them enormous amounts of money. The cryptoqueen “Dr Ruja” 

Ignatova who started the unicorn OneCoin in the 2010s showed a distant and magnified example of this 

type of behaviour, as did some traders and their supervisors at traditional banks ‘going for the bucks’. 

Another factor of influence on the development of banks can be labelled as imperialism. It is 

undeniable that the Knights Templar, despite of their noble serving of the Church’s presence in the Holy 

City of Jerusalem, can also be viewed as bankers serving papal expansion. The late 15th to early 18th 

Dutch and English bankers were effectively supporting a war machine of royals and republicans, 
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enabling them to strengthen home bases and to expand into colonies in Eastern Asia, the African coast 

and North America. The Rothschilds also served warrying parties, albeit just in Europe, and were among 

the last bankers for whom this was a core business. J.P. Morgan, despite of the above peculiar story on 

his Civil War business, was rather inward U.S. oriented, whereas American bankers after him did not 

finance warfare but did support the expansion of ‘U.S.A. Inc.’ abroad. Interestingly, the Ottoman Bank 

can be viewed as a bank serving the Empire’s territorial defences and the National Champions such as 

Deutsche Bank would probably not have become so large as they were at in the beginning of the 21st 

century if it had not been for their (semi-) colonial activities abroad or colonial start-up base at home. 

However, as it cannot be overstressed, there was a more critical factor behind the success of 

banks. This factor, is the atmosphere of economic freedom and liberal democracy. In stories told on 

bank history, banks either have benefited from moderate regimes and democratic values or have reached 

positions beyond the reach of the authorities. While the Knights Templar softened religious interest rules 

and had a supranational role, the Church and the kings could not interfere with the operations of the 

Medici’s, the English Goldsmiths, or the ‘untouchable’ Rothschilds. The Ottoman Bank also developed 

in an environment where the right to own property and inheritance was allowed. The Dutch bankers, 

J.P. Morgan (who even saved the U.S. from a crisis twice) and the National Champions had no major 

trouble with the leaders of their country; they happily operated under non-royal administrations that 

were probably even too lenient and not enough in control at times. Although administration standards 

have generally improved over the last centuries, the level of development has not always been the same 

in every country. The factor of liberal democracy and economic freedom remains essential for many 

countries. Under the current conditions, although it is not possible for the governments of the countries 

to directly seize the savings of the people, they may limit the working conditions of the banks either by 

reducing the independence of the central banks or by intervening in the financial markets in various 

ways and for peculiar reasons. 

3. Economic Freedom, Liberal Democracy, Financial Performance and a Final Remark 

According to Gwartney and Lawson (2003), the key elements of economic freedom are personal 

choice, voluntary exchange, freedom to compete and protection of persons and property. With economic 

freedom, individiduals can themselves decide upon if and how they want to contribute to the economy. 

They exchange products and services in open markets, where volumes and prices act as linking pins. 

Attaining and maintaining personal welfare would be a goal on its own - not to be disturbed by others. 

The government has an important role in sustaining the economic freedom of a country. The American 

Heritage Foundation produces a yearly index (2023 Index of Economic Freedom, n.d.) and scores 

economic freedom on the following twelve factors, with in fact half of them indicating a financial aspect: 

• rule of law (property rights, government integrity, judicial effectiveness), 

• government size (government spending, tax burden, fiscal health), 

• regulatory efficiency (business freedom, labour freedom, monetary freedom) and 

• open markets (trade freedom, investment freedom, financial freedom). 
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Banking models started in the Mediterranean basin with the Knights Templar and the Medici’s. 

Then, with activities in the Netherlands and England, banking moved to Northern Europe and the U.S.A. 

In short, banking has continued to develop geographically from south to northwest. This orientation was 

not accidental and was associated with economic freedom and democratic regimes. The democratization 

began in Northern European countries such as the Netherlands and England as of the 17th century. Banks 

found a suitable living atmosphere here. Acemoğlu et al. (2014) analysed historical examples and 

concluded that democracy is necessary for economic development. Democracy encourages investment 

and economic reforms, improves education, reduces social unrest by taking care of the welfare of the 

people, and grows the country's economy. There were no extreme examples that democracy would 

constrain the growth of less developed economies. Let us take this on board. 

Currently, the degree of economic freedom is measured by indices prepared by various bodies. 

One of these indices is the Financial Freedom Index, designed by ‘The Heritage Foundation’ in the 

U.S.A. and commonly used by many researchers (2022 Index of Economic Freedom, n.d.). This index 

shows the degree of independence of the financial sector from government control and intervention. In 

this context, an ideal banking environment requires minimal government intervention. The power of 

independent central banks is limited to supervising banks and financial institutions' compliance with 

their contractual obligations and preventing fraud in the market. Bank loans are allocated according to 

market conditions in ideal markets, and there are no government-owned financial institutions. Financial 

institutions provide various financial services to individuals and companies; banks can lend, accept 

deposits and transact in foreign currencies. While foreign financial institutions operate freely in ideal 

financial markets, they are expected to be subject to the same legislation as local institutions. The index 

scores the financial freedom of economies in the following five areas: 

• The extent of government regulation of financial services, 

• The degree of state intervention in banks and other financial firms through direct and 

indirect ownership, 

• The extent of financial and capital market development, 

• Government influence on the allocation of credit, and 

• Openness to foreign competition.  

As of 2021, Singapore tops the list with 89.7 points, followed by New Zealand, Australia, 

Switzerland, and Ireland. Accordingly, the countries whose stories we touched upon more amply are 

listed; England 7th, Netherlands 16th, U.S.A. 20th, France 64th, Italy 68th, and Turkey 76th. Countries 

in Northern Europe are considered to be very liberal financially, as we would expect, while the group 

further south, including France, Italy, and Turkey, is considered moderately free. Chortareas et al. (2013) 

researched the relationship between financial freedom and bank returns using the Financial Freedom 

Index. Their study included many commercial banks operating in 27 European Union member states in 

the 2000s. They found that the higher the degree of financial freedom of an economy, the lower the costs 

and the higher the banks' returns. Moreover, their study shows that the effects of financial freedom on 
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bank efficiency are more pronounced in countries with democratic political systems where governments 

implement sound policies and pay attention to corporate governance principles (Chortareas et al., 2013). 

The relationship between the independence of central banks and national development is 

investigated in many scientific studies. Akıncı et al. (2015) revealed in a periodical of the Turkish central 

bank that financial freedom and economic growth would increase when the independence level of the 

central bank rises in both the long and short run. In addition, in the long run, central bank independence 

and financial freedom variables were two critical factors that determine the level of economic growth. 

Undoubtedly, Turkey is not the first or only country with problems balancing financial freedom 

and economic growth, having repeatedly had problems in this respect in the last fifty years. Currently, 

the place of most of these countries in the financial freedom index is above the 140th rank. Turkey and 

numerous emerging countries have realized over the past three decades that there is no need to fight 

with the financial markets. The administrators of these countries have made their central banks 

independent since the 2000s by drawing essential lessons from the previous crises. However, some 

countries such as Turkey and Argentina could not follow the same line and had experienced a severe 

decline in the central bank's financial freedom. These countries could not solve the financial problems, 

the institutionalization in the countries weakened, and economic growth slowed down considerably. 

Likely, this degression will not continue for the countries involved in the coming years. They 

will be able to overcome their crises by using their capabilities. Like John Law's France, the Goldsmith's 

England, or J.P. Morgan's U.S.A., they will master troubled periods with progressive economic 

dynamics and well-educated citizens. They probably will end the political reckonings in their countries 

and manage to fix their systems over time. The easy way to overcome an economic crisis is to go through 

a series of reforms that will enable the economy to adapt to the current order. The hard way is to plunge 

into the agonizing course of economic freedom and its market system requirements. However, the 

evolutionary process will work somehow, systems and structures that are not suitable with orderly 

markets will weaken and give way to timely institutions and administrations. The exciting stories told 

to us whisper that financial markets help to interpret money system complexities and moreover manage 

to adjust economies, that is: as long and as far as these markets in turn are kept in check and balanced 

by their customers, suppliers and watchdogs. Moreover, we tend to believe that banks do not just go 

with the winds, but rather adapt to the character of their participants. Finally, as already indicated above, 

there is also something like public choice, or call it politics. Liberal democracies do better, we feel. 

Liberal democracy is a concept that should not be confused with the vision of specific national 

political parties such as the Liberal Democrats in the United Kingdom, Germany and the Netherlands, 

but a theoretical construct consisting of two parts: liberalism and democracy. Democracy is, loosely 

stated, the ruling of state affairs by the people (cf. Rhoden, 2015). In the same vein, liberalism can refer 

to pursuing individual rights tolerantly and fair governmental justice enforcement. Rhoden (2015) 

denotes that the separate concepts can be put on two axes, with the grade of liberal democracy being 
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determined by the interplay of them. Robert Dahl (1915-2014) was an influential writer on liberal 

democracy, to which he refers in terms of rights that can be summarised as follows (Dahl, 1971; 1989):  

• freedom to form and join political organizations and interest groups, 

• freedom of expression on broadly defined political matters, 

• free and fair elections, as well as the right to vote and equal voting,  

• to run for public office and to freely assemble support and votes, 

• freedom of alternative sources of information and enlighted understanding and 

• right to control government policy through votes, agenda control and elsewise. 

Having stated the above, it is not the end. Acemoğlu et al. (2014) speak of a narrow corridor to 

balance state and society interests. Even in liberal democracies, unfairness may occur. Moreover, (near) 

banks are private associations with public tasks. They may serve the public above all. Call it a calling.  
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 Appendix 

Much of this article relates to a text by Mehmet Baha Karan, Wim Westerman and Jacob 
Wijngaard (2024) on history of banks. However, the narrative given in the main text and below 
deviates in several respects. Firstly, some details that did not make it into the book are taken on 
board. Secondly, the book takes the perspective of an ongoing power game between the seminal 
banks studied and the rulers of their times, whereas this article rather takes on a more general 
approach that focuses on the critical success factors of the monetary system with the bankers as 
key players, especially relating this to notions of economic freedom and liberal democracy. 
Below, we briefly describe our main case examples, starting from kind of the beginning. 

The Medici Bank in the late Middle Ages 

The renaissance Italian Medici family, entrepreneurs with a focus on financing, had much to 
draw upon. Roman banking going beyond money exchange in the beginning of the first 
millennium and Middle East early medieval trade banking could have inspired them and rather 
the Knights Templar, a congregation of monks supporting the Crusades, developed many of the 
practices they could further. The Templars stretched the view of the Church on taking interest 
by way of service fee and the Medici’s took this on, using their books to see where business 
could be developed or had to be halted. Entities throughout Western Europe acted as profit 
centres. Under prosperous conditions with moderate warfare and maintaining sound relations 
with the Church and city states governed by open-minded local upper classes, operations grew. 
Fascinating is the position taken by Cosimo de’ Medici (1389-1464). He was a strategist, 
networker and administrator. He grew and reorganised the Bank. Being briefly expelled, he 
could eliminate his enemies in the home base Florence. See also the seminal text by Raymond 
de Roover (1999). 

Dutch banking for growth in the 1600s and 1700s 

The Renaissance entered The Netherlands late. Yet, an influx of southern Dutch (‘Belgian’) 
refugees around 1590 into especially Amsterdam fuelled a booming atmosphere. The city 
council regulated the markets but else let things go. The Amsterdam Bank of Exchange could 
accept bills of exchange, transfer money and lend to governmental bodies and the Dutch East 
India Company. It provided bank money to private customers backed by gold and silver 
deposits. With also the world’s first large securities exchange, the stable Amsterdam financial 
market became exemplary. The proud trader and venture capitalist Dirck van Os (1556-1614), 
portrayed by Rembrandt, is said to have initiated the foundation of the Bank of Exchange 
(https://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dirck_van_Os). While still existing, its financial innovation role 
was quietly taken over by private banks. For further reading, also on the next three sections, 
refer e.g.  to the historical overview by Green (1989).     

 British 1600s and 1700s fractional banking efforts 

England (and Scotland) also fell out of the Middle Ages quite abruptly, with a Civil War (1642-
1651). War debts had eroded the financial system and this is how London goldsmiths became 
trusted custodians. The Goldsmiths used their role to create paper money with bills of exchange, 
above deposit levels. The grandest one was Edward Blackwell, the ‘great money man’. British 
financial policy improved and opened up, but government debts remained an issue. Enter the 
Bank of England (1691), the world’s first genuine large central bank, even issuing bank notes. 
Yet, there was more going on, in private banking, like in the Netherlands in the same period. 

French banking around 1700: the role of John Law 

John Law was not just a Scottish adventurer who duelled for the sake of the honour of a woman 
and thereby killed his opponent, causing him to flee out of London, but also an economist who 
invented paper money while using the Royal Bank that he erected to recover state finances as a 
vehicle to fuel the French economy. Alas, the associated money creation ended in the 
Mississippi Company bubble around a state-led investment project in North America in the 
early 1720s, much akin to a comparable failed British project and making bankers distrusted.  

The Rothschilds, the early 19th century global banking empire  

https://www.hatchards.co.uk/search?filters%5bcontributor_id%5d%5b%5d=1129953
https://www.hatchards.co.uk/search?filters%5bcontributor_id%5d%5b%5d=1669829
https://www.hatchards.co.uk/search?filters%5bcontributor_id%5d%5b%5d=8430969
https://www.hatchards.co.uk/search?filters%5bcontributor_id%5d%5b%5d=8430969
https://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dirck_van_Os
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Meyer Amschel Rothschild was the founding father of an originally Jewish-German banking 
dynasty with five sons networking from major European cities, with the workaholic Nathan in 
London perhaps being the most influential one. The virtually untouchable brothers circulated 
money across borders to states and corporations in the Napoleonic period. The Rothschilds were 
e.g. forceful during the French-British Suez Canal Incident of 1852, but failed to become strong 
in the United States of America. Not just this paved the way for strong U.S. banks.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

J.P. Morgan, the banker who ‘saved America’  

With his British roots and even having worked as a banker in London and with a strong 
personality, the ‘Gilded Age’ industrialist (cf. U.S. Steel) and banking tycoon John Pierpont 
(J.P.) Morgan was an ideal person to ‘save America’ during banking crises in 1895 and 
especially 1907, using forceful negotiation tactics. He was also said to be a prime moulder of 
the U.S. Federal Reserve System ‘Fed’ as a sort of central bank. J.P. Morgan’s bank survived 
its leader, carve outs, economic crises as well as a merger into JPMorgan Chase.  

The Ottoman Bank, serving the sultans and beyond around 1900  

In being originally a semi-colonial bank with a lot of British and French capital, the Ottoman 
Bank brought western banking to a region that was still much in the Middle Ages. It acted as a 
central bank, financed state debt but also economic modernisation and weathered political 
crises, e.g. when Turkey did away with the Ottoman sultans - becoming a republic in the 1920s. 
Interestingly, politicians such as the well-equipped Minister Cavid Bey had a big say in the 
Bank’s hey days, but the Bank remained fairly independent throughout up until a 2001 merger. 

 The 20th and early 21st century national champion banks  

As it matters, many of the leading banks in western countries became large in their home base 
and beyond, because of their (colonial) heritage, including the Bank of Montreal (Canada), the 
British HSBC, Credit Suisse of Switzerland, the Dutch ABN AMRO and Deutsche Bank 
(Germany). Salient is the latter’s 2002-2012 CEO, the Swiss Josef Ackermann - a moneymaker 
and a diplomat in one. Especially after World War II and before the Global Financial Crisis of 
around 2010, banks were juggling on thin lines between creative deal making and unethical 
tactics, growing too big and making desperate central bankers having to save and slash them.  

Citibank as a 20th century U.S. game changer 

The most exciting national banking champion of the 20th century might have been Citibank. 
Originally being a kind of private New York central bank and investment bank in one, the Bank 
grew its business both abroad and in terms of products, being limited by restrictive U.S. 
regulation from the 1930s, but readily finding ways to work with it creatively and pressing for 
its release, while at the same time serving interests of ‘America Inc’. A merger with Travelers 
Group, announced in 1998, appeared to be too big a step and was partially unwound already 
before the Global Financial Crisis hit the banking world. As to striking persons in the Citibank 
history, the names of the visionary Walter Wriston, the operations and consumer-interested John 
Reed and finally the aggressive dealmaker Stanford Weil come to the fore. 

The Global Financial Crisis of around 2010 and the future 

Citibank’s Charles Prince is the unfortunate person who said that one has got to get up as long 
as the music plays, but Citibank was also one of the unfortunate banks that had to be quickly 
saved by the Fed when the Global Financial Crisis of 2008 and beyond spread around, following 
especially the collapse of the investment bank Lehman Brothers. Citibank was cut down, as 
were other National Champions, whereas also stricter controls and new market developments 
with e.g. renewed central banking may make their roles less outspoken than before.  
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