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Introduction  
 
Queensland in 1893 was a small open economy which, during the 1880s,  had experienced 

strong economic growth based on exploitation of natural resources supported by new 

technology and an influx of international migrants supported in part by government 

assistance. The economy was also heavily dependent on capital inflows and technology 

transfer. The economic experience in Queensland was broadly similar to that of the other 

Australian colonies, particularly Victoria and New South Wales. The economic 

development of the previous decade had lead to a speculative boom in real estate and its 

financing resulting in a fall in real estate sales activity and embarrassment for financial 

institutions. Economic activity had declined in the early 1890s and failures occurred 

among the deposit banks, property institutions and financial loan companies. The financial 

crisis proper, starting in May 1893,  was marked by the suspension of most of the banks of 

issue. While the extent and duration of the crisis are assessed and comparisons made with 

the other colonies the major thrust of the analysis is to examine the particular factors at 

work in Queensland. The disastrous floods of 1893 had a significant effect on economic 

activity and the capital stock, the urban land and housing market and financial institutions 

holding housing mortgages. A minor but novel aspect was the use of a lottery by a land 

bank to dispose of its headquarters building. Much more serious was the response of the 

Queensland government in forcing control of the note issue eliminating the banks‟ notes. 

This measure, perhaps justifiable as an emergency measure immediately after the crisis, 

provoked continuing controversy and questions about its effectiveness. Investigations in 

1896 and 1897 revealed  mismanagement of the colony‟s largest bank and banker to the 

government. The true performance of the bank involving widespread imprudent advances, 

payment of dividends out of capital , falsified profits results which were initially concealed. 

The interaction of leading political figures in  the government was shown to have lead to a 

web of cronyism, deceit and dishonesty. The paper examines the immediate financial 

aspects of the financial crisis and leaves consideration of the long term political and 

economic issues for another day. 
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2.The economic and financial background to the crisis 

Queensland1 had developed rapidly during the 1880s sparked by population increase 

through immigration encouraged by a government assisted passage program. This was one 

strand of economic development; others were the rapid exploitation of natural resources, 

adoption of new technologies. In consequence, the pastoral industries and mining grew 

rapidly. Economic development was supported by foreign capital inflow; British capital 

financed large scale mining, intercolonial capital the northern pastoral industries. Banks 

accepted British deposits on a large scale and British financial institutions made direct 

advances for rural purposes and for urban buildings. Economic development was export 

oriented. The level of Government spending, financed from loans raised in  on public 

works was high. Extensive public works were undertaken in transport (railways, ports and 

bridges) and  communications (the telegraph) to underwrite private economic 

development. A distinctive characteristic of Queensland‟s development was its 

decentralisation. The railway system was organised  three division, the Northern, Central 

and Southern with hubs at Brisbane, Rockhampton and Townsville. Ports were built along 

the coast from Brisbane to Cairns. Consequent on this development was the growth of 

urban areas in Brisbane, Ipswich, Toowoomba, Maryborough, Bundaberg, Rockhampton 

and Townsville2  where there was a strong demand for housing. Local financial institutions 

emerged to meet this demand and they grew fast in a few years fueled by the ready 

availability of local and British deposits. The boom was particularly intense in the latter 

half of the 1880s but peaking in 18893. The abundance of funds and the uncritical 

acceptance of the belief in the inevitable continuation of boom conditions supported by the 

seemingly inexhaustible flood of capital and finance masked the the fragility of the 

speculative boom. Proximate causes of the downturn in economic were the cessation of the 

public works program as the government was unable to continue borrowing on the 

previous lavish scale due both to a more critical assessment of the Australian colonies 

development and disenchantment at their excesses and due to the contagion from the 

international financial situation following the Barings collapse in 1890, the failure of 

                                                           
1
 The colony of Queensland, separated from New South Wales in 1859, occupies the north east portion of 

the continent of Australia. Its northern extremity is Cape York, its easterly  Point Danger and western 
boundary the 138  degree of longitude. The total area is 668,497 square miles and the seaboard 2,250 
miles. 
2
 The population of these towns in 1891 was Brisbane 101,000 (ten-mile radius), Rockhampton 14,000, 

Maryborough 12,000, Ipswich 13,000, Toowoomba 9,000, Gympie 11,000, Townsville 10,000, Bundaberg 
4,000. The only larger city with a big gold mining population was Charters 13,0000. Statistics of the State of 
Queensland, 1901. 
3
 “The great expansion in the eighties was interrupted by a downturn towards the end of the decade, 

following the waning of local confidence and the drying up of British investment funds. This affected the 
building industry first and most severely, and depression spread thence to other sectors of the economy. The 
trough was in 1893.” Lawson 1971:569 
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European counties‟ borrowing programs and banking crises, the turmoil in Argentina and 

the emergence of a depression in the United States. Generally speaking, there was a 

slackening of economic activity in 1890 in Queensland with many references to the 

depression. Development of urban land, particularly in Brisbane, had been undertaken at a 

helter- skelter pace during the boom in expectation and anticipation of continued 

population growth4. Land values5 proved to be unsustainable at the 1880s level, sales 

dropped off and, in consequence, local financial financial institutions experienced liquidity 

problems enhanced by contagion effects as institutions in the southern colonies faced 

liquidity and solvency issues. Local deposit banks were adversely affected with some going 

into liquidation in 1891 but the shock came with the suspension of payment by the largest 

and oldest of the local land banks, the Queensland Deposit Bank and Building Society, in 

February 1892. The deposit banks continued to struggle during 1892 but the events of 1893 

proved to be calamitous for them. In February 1893, southern Queensland experienced 

disastrous floods over an area from Rockhampton south to the border and west to Ipswich. 

Then in May 1893, eight of the 11 banks of issue operating in Queensland suspended 

payment, closed for some weeks before reconstruction. 

 

3. The financial sector in Queensland 1890 

Table 1 Overview of the Queensland Financial Sector in 1890 

Financial Institution Assets £(„000) % of Total 

Banks of Issue 20996 79 

Government Savings Bank of Queensland 3624 14 

Deposit Banks, property institutions and financial 
loan companies 

1371 5 

Building Societies 424 2 

Total 26415 100 

Source: calculated from various issues of the Queensland Government Gazette, Statistics of 

the Colony of Queensland 

                                                           
4
 In 1892,”Empty dwellings became a common sight in the city and suburbs; some were deserted and 

others, built recently by speculators, had never been occupied. by speculators.” Lawson 1971:571 
5
 “Land and rent values began to drop in 1890, collapsing to their lowest level in 1893-4. 
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The above table6 ignores some classes of financial institution in Queensland particularly 

the Friendly Societies, Pastoral Finance companies as not being relevant to the crisis. Also 

it must be noted that all financial loan companies have not been identified. 

The major institutions were the banks of issue which had extensive branch networks and 

were sources of finance for the deposit banks.  The term deposit banks is used as 

shorthand for the category “Deposit Banks, property institutions and financial loan 

companies.”  Deposit bank were companies registered under the Companies Act which 

engaged in banking business by virtue of their Memorandum and Articles of Association. 

The companies were able to accept deposits, engage in savings bank operations, trade in 

land and make advances for housing purposes  and were able to describe themselves as 

Building Societies. They were effective unregulated as banks. Deposit banks could not issue 

notes which was the sole prerogative of the Baks of Issue. Building societies were 

registered under the Building Societies Act ( or the Friendly Societies Act) and were of four 

main types: Permanent, Terminable (generally registered under the Friendly Societies Act 

and generally by 1890 old-fashioned), Starr-Bowkett societies which were new of 

Queensland in 1890 and Land Distributive which had a lease of life after 1892. 

Building Societies were subject to greater regulation in that they were prohibited from 

dealing in land and had limits on their borrowings. 

The Government savings bank was established in 1866 to encourage thrift and manual 

workers; it had an extensive branch network and was unaffected by the financial crisis. 

 

Table 2: Banks of Issue, assets, Queensland ,1890 

Bank 1890 
Assets ₤000 

Per cent 
of total 

Bank of Australasia 1231 6 

Union Bank of Australia, Limited 2108 10 

Australian Joint Stock Bank 1713 8 

Commercial Banking Company of Sydney 1302 6 

Bank of New South Wales 2407 11 

Queensland National Bank, Limited 8475 40 

London Chartered Bank of Australia 838 4 

                                                           
6
 Comparable figures for Victoria were Banks 70 per cent; Savings bank 9 per cent; Building Societies 8 per 

cent and Deposit banks 14 per cent. The Argus January 2, 1891 
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Bank 1890 
Assets ₤000 

Per cent 
of total 

Mercantile Bank of Sydney 272 1 

Commercial Bank of Australia, Limited 495 2 

Royal Bank of Queensland, Limited 1435 7 

Bank of North Queensland, Limited 490 2 

English, Scottish, and Australian Chartered Bank 140 1 

Total 20996 100 

In 1890 there were 12 banks of issue operating in Queensland; three were local banks: The 

Queensland National Bank7, QNB8, the Royal Bank of Queensland9, RBQ, and The Bank of 

North Queensland, BNQ. The oldest and largest of the three was the QNB which held the 

government banking business; it and the RBQ had their head office in Brisbane whereas 

the BNQ had its in Townsville. The other nine baks, generally referred to in local circles as 

“external” or “foreign” banks had extensive operations in other colonies. 

Deposit Bank, property institutions and financial loan companies.  

Table 3: Deposit Banks etc , Queensland, 1890 

Deposit Bank, property institutions and financial loan 
companies. 

Assets 
£„000 

% 
OFI 

% 
DB 

The Brisbane Permanent Building and Banking Company 
Limited 

411 23 30 

The Queensland Deposit Bank and Building Society, Limited 351 20 26 

Federal Building, Land and Investment Society, Limited and 
Deposit Bank 

248 14 18 

The Metropolitan Freehold Land and Building Company 
Limited 

97 5 7 

Land Bank of Queensland Limited 41 2 3 

                                                           
7
 The Queensland National Bank commenced business in 1872. In 1879, the Colonial Treasurer Mr 

M‟Ilwraith, who had retired from the Board of the Bank the previous year, called tenders for the Government 
account (then held by the Union Bank). The tender was won by the QNB and was awarded the Government 
Account. History of the Bank, Brisbane Courier November 17, 1896. 
8
 It was reported in 1893 that the bank had 973 shareholders with 42,450 comprising paid up capital of 

₤212,250; the comparable for Queensland were shareholders 870 with 117,560 shares comprising ₤587,750 
The Queenslander August 5, 1893 
9
 The Royal Bank of Queensland issued 60,000 shares to the public in October 1885 of which 42,845 were 

taken up by Queensland residents. Brisbane Courier, October 1, 1885. The Bank commenced business on 
February 2, 1886 in Brisbane and in its first five months of operation opened branches in Townsville, 
Gympie, Charters Towers and Ipswich. Report of first half yearly meeting reported in Brisbane Courier July 
31, 1886 
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Financial Guarantee and Agency Company of Queensland 
Limited 

40 2 3 

Imperial Deposit Bank, Building and Investment Company of 
Queensland Limited 

39 2 3 

Queensland Permanent Trustee, Executor and Finance 
Agency Company Limited 

29 2 2 

Toowoomba Deposit Bank 25 1 2 

Bundaberg  Deposit, Land and Building Society Limited 12 1 1 

The Australian Mercantile Loan and Guarantee Company, 
Limited 

12 1 1 

The Bulloo Agency Company, Limited 6 0 1 

Freehold Bank and Building Company 60 3 4 

Total 1777   

Source: Queensland Government Gazette 

These financial institutions were registered under the Companies Act even though some 

included in their title, Building Society or similar. These banks were able to accept deposits 

at call or for fixed term but not issue notes; some operated a savings bank department10. 

There was not legislative limit on the borrowing of these institutions as there was for 

building societies.  

Some of these institutions were “land banks” i.e. they owned land for development and 

sale. The Queensland Deposit Bank and Building Society, Limited, QDB11, was of this type 

with extensive holdings of land in the Brisbane suburbs. The Brisbane Permanent Building 

and Banking Company Limited12, Bris Perm,was a lender for housing not a land developer. 

Although it was empowered under its Memorandum and Articles of Association to engage 

in land development,  the Bris Perm, in 1887, claimed to have lent over half-a -million on 

mortgage without loss and saw this as less risky than land development. The reasons for 

converting to company status were explained at the 1887 annual general meeting by the 

seconder of the motion, H. Wakefield, M.L.A.,  to adopt the annual report as: 

                                                           
10

 Building societies under the BSA were not allowed to operate savings bank departments. 
11

 Described by Boehm 1971: 262 as “the oldest and largest land bank” in Queensland. Founded in 1886, 
the QBD was very profitable in this period. 
12

 Originally founded in 1876 as a society of the terminable type, the Bris Perm converted to company status 
in 1886 on the passing of the BSA. It did this to avoid the restrictions on borrowing and the ban on operating 
current accounts and savings bank accounts. The thirteenth annual and final meeting under its original 
designation of the Brisbane Permanent Benefit Building and Investment Society as reported in the Brisbane 
Courier November, 1887. 
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 “With reference to the position held by the society before coming under the 

Companies Act, he said that the Friendly Societies Act  did not suit them, and that they 

found that if they came under the  Building Societies Act, owing to tho way it had been 

hampered in  Parliament, they would first have to wind up tho affairs of the society 

altogether.” 

The Federal Building, Land and Investment Society, Limited and Deposit Bank, Federal, 

was a hybrid, initially with mortgage lending and land development roughly equal in the 

balance sheet. The Metropolitan Freehold Land and Building Company Limited, 

Metropolitan, formed in 1887 was a land bank with a savings department13. The Land Bank 

of Queensland Limited, Financial Guarantee and Agency Company of Queensland Limited, 

Imperial Deposit Bank, Building and Investment Company of Queensland Limited, 

Toowoomba Deposit Bank and Freehold Bank and Building Company were land banks. 

Table 4: Building Societies, Queensland, 1890 

Building Society Assets £„000 
1890 

% All FI % BS 

City and Suburban Building Society 411 23 60 

Ipswich and West Moreton Permanent 
Benefit, Building and Investment 
Society 

60 3 14 

Town and Suburban Provident Building 
and Investment Society, Limited 

43 2 12 

Rockhampton Permanent Mutual 
Benefit and Building Society 

8 0 2 

Gympie Permanent Building Society 
and Investment Society 

7 0 2 

Bowen Terminable Building and 
Investment Society 

1 0 0 

Herberton and Suburban Mutual 
Permanent Building Society 

1 0 0 

Toowoomba Building Society No. 6 25 1 6 

Charters Towers Permanent Benefit 
Building and Investment Society 

2 0 0 

                                                           
13

 It accepted savings bank accounts on the following terms: Sums from Ono Shilling upwards are received, 
and interest is allowed on the daily balance. No notice is required for withdrawals. Brisbane Courier October 
31, 1887. 
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Pioneer Permanent Building and 
Investment Society 

12 1 3 

The Townsville Permanent Mutual 
Benefit Building and Investment Society 

5 0 1 

 581   

 

 

4.The deposit banks, property institutions and financial loan companies, 

1890-1892 

Most of this group of financial institutions, Deposit Banks, experienced financial problems 

between 1890 and 1892. Queensland Deposit Bank and Building Society, QDB, suspended 

payment in 1892, reconstructed only to reconstruct again in 1894 and 1897. The 

Toowoomba Deposit Bank reconstructed in 1892 and wound up in 190214 having written 

no new business in the this period.  The Bank was formed in September 1888 and was 

initially successful declaring dividends of 10 per cent in 1889 and 1890 and eight per cent 

in 1891.Brisbane Courier February 18, 1892. In 1902, the Bank reported that the whole of 

its assets had been realised, all depositors paid in full with interest at seven per cent. 

Shareholders received a final dividend of 9d. per share.  

The Metropolitan Freehold Land and Building Company Limited15, at the end of 1893,  had 

a secured loan from the Royal Bank of Queensland on which interest at the rate of eight 

per cent a year was being paid. The major asset of the company was land. The liquidator 

pointed out that the interest payments would erode the surplus of assets over liabilities 

and proposed a scheme to float a company to take over the assets of the company after 

rejecting one to hold a lottery of the assets along the lines adopted by the Equitable 

Building Society. The plan was rejected by shareholders.  

Land Bank of Queensland Limited, Financial Guarantee and Agency Company of 

Queensland Limited,  Imperial Deposit Bank, Building and Investment Company of 

Queensland Limited, In liquidation 1892. In 189516, the liquidator proposed to allow 

creditors and depositors to buy land from the company at cost n liquidation of their claims; 

otherwise those claims were to be fixed at half their nominal value. Any income was to be 

devoted to pay interest to the chief creditor, The Royal Bank of Queensland. 

 

                                                           
14

 Brisbane Courier April 17, 1902 
15

 Brisbane Courier January 23, 1894 
16

 Brisbane Courier June 7, 1895 
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Freehold Bank and Building Company17  was in liquidation in 1891 and the liquidator‟s 

report in 1893 stated:”The lamentable fact is thus forced upon us that, whilst creditors, 

under the most favourable circumstances, may hope to receive 15 per cent of their claims, 

the moneys invested by the shareholders of the late Freehold Bank and Building Company 

are irretrievably swept away. I now declare a dividend of 2s. in the pound.” Before the 

dividend was paid the English, Scottish and Australian Chartered Bank suspended 

payment. 

 

Queensland Deposit Bank and Building Society 

The Queensland Deposit Bank and Building Society Limited described by Boehm [1972] as 

the oldest and largest of the land banks in Queensland,  had been established in 1886 to 

purchase land in globo for sub-division into residential allotments, to finance buyers of 

these allotments and to provide finance for building houses on the allotments. The Bank 

was a minor bank  with a savings banks Department but  harboured ambitions to join the 

big league of the banks of issue its failure in 1892 ended that hope. 

The Bank was registered under the Companies Act and carried on banking business under 

the authority of its Memorandum of Association18. 

The Bank enjoyed early success.  Its initial share offering was readily sold and it attracted 

deposits. It purchased a number of estates principally in the newly developed suburbs of 

Norman Park, Toowong, Indooroopilly and Clayfield. It offered allotments  for sale on 

generous terms, engaged an architect to draw a range of plans for dwellings for the basic 

worker’s cottage which could be constructed for ₤125 to a commodious family residence 

for ₤1,800. The Bank’s claim that  its Savings Department was practically as safe as the 

Government Savings Bank invoked criticism in Parliament and it further claimed its 

housing finance terms were more generous than those of other Building Societies. 

Initially the Bank was very profitable being able to pay dividends for the first four years of 

over 10 per cent while increasing, prudently, its reserves. The Bank sought to convince 

investors of its safe position pointing out that it had uncalled capital equal to subscribed 

capital. 

The Stoppage and Failure - 1892 

The directors of the Bank claimed in their statement announcing suspension of payment 

and closure that heavy withdrawals had been sparked by runs on similar institutions in 

                                                           
17

 Brisbane Courier April 27, 1893. 
18

 Its founding directors were active in local commercial and political circles. The chairman of the Board, B.B. Moreton 
was, at the time of the bank‟s founding Colonial Secretary. The other directors were Acheson Overend, an engineer, F.T. 
Brentnall and John Donaldson, members of Parliament, James Hipwood, Mayor of Brisbane,  R.J. Cottell, an auctioneer 
and estate agent, J.J. Kingsbury who was called to the Bar in 1893 and later became Crown Prosecutor and George 
Agnew, brother of the manager of the Bank. 
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Sydney in late 1891 and that the Bank remained solvent i.e. its assets were worth more 

than its liabilities but that it experienced a liquidity crisis as its assets, almost exclusively 

land and advances secured on land could not be realised quickly to meet the withdrawals 

of deposits. The illiquidity of the Bank had been increased by its construction of a new 

office headquarters in 1888. 

In 1892  the creditors approved the directors‟ plan for reconstruction; the major features of 

which were:- 

All small deposits (£25 or under) to be paid, together with interest at three per cent and  

interest on all other deposits (calculated at three per cent) to be paid by 8 May 1892; 

Other deposits to be paid by four equal annual installments till 8 February 1896 together 

with interest at three per cent; 

Depositors may request transferable debentures in place of the above principal and 

interest payments; 

The bank to call up the uncalled portion of the subscribed capital; 

All funds received by the bank, after re-opening, from loan repayments in respect of loans 

incurred before February 8, 1892 to be placed in a trust fund and used only to meet the 

payments to depositors; 

A committee to oversee the plan be appointed and any vacancies to be filled by the 

depositors; and 

The committee to approve any transfer of existing shares. 

The directors formulated a plan to dispose of some of their assets by lottery. In January 

1893 the newly formed Equitable Building Society was registered under the Building 

Societies Act with five of the directors of the Queensland Deposit Bank as directors. The 

Brisbane Courier19 commented that „the society has contracted for the purchase from the 

Queensland Deposit Bank the bulk of their properties on satisfactory terms, and intends on 

completion of tho purchase to distribute the properties by ballot amongst the members of 

the society.‟ The Equitable Building Society sold shares for the value of £1 with each share 

eligible to enter the proposed lottery. The directors worked assiduously over the next ten 

months to sell shares throughout the Australian colonies. The lottery sought to raise 

£110,000 and offered 725 prizes starting from  £5 with the first prize the premises of the 

Bank valued at £ 30,00020. The lottery was drawn on December 19, 1893 and the first prize 

was won by Mr. Henry Butler, of Messrs Sargood, Butler, and Nichol, warehousemen, 

Melbourne21. 

                                                           
19

 January 30, 1893 
20

 See also Lawson 1973:289 for the monetary size of the first prize. 
21

 The Argus December 20, 1893. 
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Despite the fact that the lottery raised £58,00022 for the Bank it was not enough to keep 

the Bank out of difficulties.    

Suspended and Another Reconstruction - 1894 

The inevitable happened; the Bank suspended payments again in early 1894. It had found 

that not all calls had been paid and the prospect of further successful calls was slight. he 

Bank asked for an extension of time to meet its obligations which required a further plan of 

arrangement. This new plan was based on the following:- 

Capitalisation of  the interest of about £6000 due to depositors and debenture holders on 

8th. February, 1894;  

Depositors to accept one quarter of their deposits in fully paid-up preference shares at 5 

per cent, payable half-yearly; 

Repayments of the principal due to depositors of the remaining amounts to be suspended 

for three years but to bear interest at 4 per cent;   

In the fourth year repayment to commence, and to be completed by five equal annual 

payments; and 

Depositors to be allowed to take unencumbered land or houses in lieu of all or part of their 

deposits.  

 

The plan of rearrangement required that the depositors elect three directors to the Board. 

At this stage there remained optimism that the Bank could ultimately pay its debts. 

According to the directors‟ statement the liabilities of the bank amount to £138,000, while 

tho assets totaled  £269,197 and the annual income amounted to £20,000. The key factor 

here was the valuation of assets. If they were valued at cost or at boom times prices they 

were massively overstated in the depressed conditions of 1894. 

Unfortunately for all concerned the land market remained inactive and its outstanding 

loans remained substantially in arrears so the Bank‟s cash flow did not allow it make the 

payments agreed and in July 1897 the Bank suspended payments and sought further relief 

by way of a third readjustment 

Suspension and Reconstruction - 1897 

At the end of June 1897 the Bank owed depositors ₤73,987. It proposed to pay two shillings 

and eight pence in the pound (13.3 per cent) of deposits on 8 February 1898 and the 

balance in annual repayments of one-eighteenth commencing on 8 February 1900 and 

ending in 8 February 1917. The rate of interest to be reduced from 4.5 per cent to three per 

                                                           
22

 Return of the Equitable Building Society for the Year ended December 31, 1893 published in the 
Government Gazette. 
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cent from 8 February 1897. The whole of the interest to be paid in one lump sum on 8 

February 1919 but interest not to be compounded.  

The bad news for shareholders continued : their capital had been written down by 10 

shillings in the pound and calls for the remaining 5 shillings to be made. Until all deposits 

were repaid no dividend was to be paid to shareholders. 

Over the five years from 1892 some progress had been made ₤104,000 had been paid to 

depositors as well as ₤31,000 in interest so that over the period depositors had received 9s 

5 3/4 d in the pound and were now to be paid 2s and 8d. The repayments to 1897 were 

47.4 per cent of the total deposits and the proposed repayment a further 13.3 per cent to 

give 60.7 per cent. The liability to their banker, the Commercial Banking Company of 

Sydney, had been reduced to ₤5.000 after payments of principal and interest of ₤48,000. 

Management expenses had been reduced over the five year period by 64.6 per cent. 

Federal Building Land and Investment Society 

Original proposed as a building society on the ballot and loan principle similar to a 

Starr Bowkett society in 188623, the society was registered as a company and 

conducted business as a conventional land bank. Its first year of operation was 

1887-8 when it declared a 20 per cent dividend24. In April 1888, the society 

purchased extensive land holdings including 49 acres of the Old Racecourse and 33 

acres facing this site. It also purchased the assets of the Real Estate Bank. In the 

year, 1889-1890, the society reported a great depression, diminished sales of land 

(down from 96000 to 16000 and a falling off of deposits from June 1889 to 

February 1890 and a reduced dividend to 10 per cent25. In the following year, the 

society reported a “total absence of land sales”, a decrease in deposits of 42,000 and 

the results of a call of 3 s. The effect of the call on the market value of shares falling 

from 2s.6d to 4d26. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
23

 Brisbane Courier October 12, 1886 
24

 Brisbane Courier April 17, 1888 
25

 Brisbane Courier May 10, 1890 
26

 Brisbane Courier February 3, 1892 
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5. The Floods of 1893 

Queensland has been prone to flooding following torrential downpours but the experience 

in January and February 1893 surpassed previous benchmarks. In this period in 1893, 

serious flooding in Southern Queensland occurred from Rockhampton down to 

Bundaberg, Maryborough and Gympie to Brisbane in Ipswich. The area from Ipswich to 

Brisbane had experienced major floods in 1866, 1887 and in 1890 which was the highest 

recorded peak in Brisbane. In early February, floodwaters in Brisbane peaked 10 feet 

(approximately 3 metres) above the 1890 height. Just a fortnight later a second flood 

swamped Brisbane only slightly less than the first February flood. 

Generally throughout Southern Queensland dwellings27 were inundated or carried away; 

crops were destroyed and animals drowned while public assets such as roads, bridges, 

telegraph lines, railway track were damaged. Some ships were swept away; others left 

stranded high and dry after the flood receded. Gympie was seriously affected as, in 
                                                           
27

 It was reported that, in Gympie, 150 houses were destroyed. The Queenslander Feb 18, 1893. A survey 
by the local authority in South Brisbane found that total damage of ₤220,000 in property damage had been 
caused and that 198 houses had been destroyed and 67 damaged at a an estimated cost of ₤49,00 0r and  
average cost of ₤248. Brisbane Courier April 20, 1893 
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addition, to the destruction and damage of dwellings, gold mines in Gympie were flooded 

and put out of operation. Brisbane saw flooding in the main streets inundating offices and 

shops. South Brisbane was particularly hard hit with severe flooding of residential and 

retail areas.  The Victoria Bridge, a large structure spanning the Brisbane river linking 

North and South Brisbane was total destroyed as was the Indooroopilly rail bridge which 

carried the rail link from Brisbane to Ipswich and points west.  

Overall it was estimated that 600 houses were destroyed and 2000 were damaged; this 

constituted nearly four per cent28 of the total dwelling stock in Queensland and much 

higher in Southern Queensland.  Donations to local, inter-colonial and international flood 

relief agencies raised over £85,000 which was used to give cash grants to victims29 (of the 

order of £2 to 3) and seeds to farmers whose crops had been destroyed. The estimates of 

the losses caused by the floods were high although there is no immediate way of knowing 

how these were made. The highest estimate was that of Reuters in London of from ₤2 

million to ₤3 million30  Widely quoted estimates of the flood damage comes from an 

article in The Argus which gave it as £2 million31.  An estimate of damage to property of 

₤1,000,000 is plausible and a guessetimate of a loss to GDP in 1893 of more than one per 

cent is not fanciful. 

The effects of the flood damage on the urban real estate market and institutions financing 

this were to make  residential land between the 1890 and 1893 flood peaks unsaleable and 

to convert  some residential land to other use (e.g. parks).  The flood damage came at a 

time when the real estate market was already depressed and many financial institutions 

were on the verge of insolvency. Their position was not helped as some mortgagors of 

destroyed or damaged houses defaulted and the institutions were left with damaged 

houses some of which were moved to higher ground and restored. Specific provision was 

made in the accounts of financial institutions as allowance for flood damage32. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
28

 Estimated from number of dwellings in Butlin, 1962 
29

 The Ipswich Flood Relief Committee stated that the actual loss of those requiring relief totaled ₤47,000; no 
grants were made for losses of furniture. Brisbane Courier April 20, 1893 
30

 The Queenslander March 25, 1893. 
31

 The information received goes to show that there has been loss of public and private property to the extent 
of about £2,000,000. The Argus  February 10, 1893 
32

 The Bris Perm provided a special allocation from the profit and loss account to cover losses from the flood 
of ₤3,000. Circular to Depositors, May 23, 1893. Brisbane Courier May 25, 1893.The Federal provided in all 
₤8,000 for flood losses and depreciation. Sixth Annual Report,. Brisbane Courier May6, 1893. 
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6. The Financial Crisis of 1893 

Following banks‟ suspensions in Victoria33 and new South Wales the financial crisis 

occurred in Queensland with the suspension of the QNB34 and the BNQ on May 15, 1893. 

Only three35 of the 11 banks carrying out banking business in Queensland remained open. 

Major non-banks followed the next day with suspensions by the Federal and the Town and 

Suburban Building Society while the Bris Perm had suspended on May 15.. The third 

Queensland bank of issue, the RBQ, suspended on May 1736. The suspension of the QNB 

and BNQ was a direct result of the withdrawal or intended withdrawal of British 

deposits37; the causes of the suspension of the QNB were to be found in London38. The 

                                                           
33

 “The first bank to fail , in the great series of failures, was the Commercial Bank of Australia, and it promptly 
took advantage of the company laws of the colony (Victoria)to “reconstruct.”  The object was to preserve, as 
far as possible, the business connections of the failed bank, to prevent immediate realisation of assets under 
compulsory liquidation, and to turn as much as possible of the deposit liabilities into share capital.” Ellis 
1893:295 
34

 Holder 1970:473 notes  “Since the QNB was the most important institution in Queensland the only bank in 
many parts of the colony, its suspension caused considerable dislocation of business.” 
35

 Bank of Australasia, Union Bank of Australia  (both British banks) and the Bank of New South Wales ( 
chartered in New South Wales). 
36

 The BNQ reopened on July 19; the QNB on August 2; and the RBQ on August 7. The Argus December 
28, 1893 
37

 Gardiner 1894 stated that the fixed deposits of all banks (except the Queensland banks whose accounts at 
the same date were not available) of ₤51 million; of these ₤17 million or one third were held by British 
depositors. He further states that “Clearly liquidation of the Banks, or any considerable number of them, was 
impossible. 
38

 “It seems then, apart altogether from the excessive borrowing of the Colonial Governments, and the 
excessive in-pouring on the Colonies of borrowed money through Investment Companies, Mortgage 
Companies, and the like, there was in the internal construction of these suspended Deposit banks an 
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other four institutions mentioned above were victims on contagion; the suspension of the 

Commercial Banking Company of Sydney was directly responsible for the closure of the 

Federal and Town and Country both of which had money locked up there.The RBQ 

reported that the “principal reasons are distinct occasioned by recent financial failures and 

locking up of a considerable portion of the bank‟s cash balances in other suspended 

institutions which have acted as agent for RBQ39.” 

The suspensions create uncertain in business circles; many traders were loath to accept 

notes of the suspended banks while there were reports of systematic attempts to convert 

notes of the remaining banks in operation to coin. Depositors in these banks were also 

reported to be opening trust accounts to provide a safe repository for their money 

guaranteed from the financial maelstrom. 

Action was taken quickly to thaw the financial freeze. The government passed the Public 

Depositors Act which allowed the Treasury to make advances to public bodies on the 

security of their deposits with banks and announced its intention to provided for an issue 

of Treasury notes to replace the notes of suspended banks. This action is discussed at 

length in a section below. The suspended banks approached the Supreme Court to 

authorise schemes of reconstruction. The Court could approve schemes of reconstruction if 

the requisite majorities of creditors and shareholders agreed to the proposals and thus 

avoid receivership or liquidation. 

The basis of the scheme was similar in nearly all the reconstruction throughout Australia. 

The capital of the bank was written down; calls on unpaid capital were made40; depositors 

had to accept securities with deferred repayment; restrictions on the payments of  

dividends during reconstruction were imposed. The matter of the BNQ was relatively 

simple. Its scheme of reconstruction was readily accepted and the BNQ was able to repay 

all deposits affected by the reconstruction by 1895. A side effect of the reconstruction for 

the BNQ was its decision to move its head office from Townsville to Brisbane.The BNQ was 

by far the smallest of the Queensland banks and was expressing some concern about its 

long term viability.  

The reconstruction of the RNB was more complex but no where as complex as that of the 

QNB. 

RBQ Reconstruction 1893 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
inherent defect in respect of the want of touch between the management and the remote Depositors.” 
Gardiner 1894:115 
39

 Report of statement exhibited on the Bank‟s Head office announcing the suspension Brisbane Courier May 
17, 1893 
40

 “Numbers of Australian shareholders, just now, are unable to pay a penny in liquidation of their liability for 
uncalled capital and the process is made as easy for them as possible, in the schemes of reconstruction, by 
spreading calls over long periods.” Ellis 1893:297 
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The scheme41 required shareholders to pay a call of £2 10s. per share on the unpaid share 

liability  in yearly installments of 10s., that  the authorised capital be increased from 

£1,000,000 to £1,500,000 in 150,000 shares of  £10 each; that provision be made for the 

shrinkage in the value of securities by writing off £1 per share of the present paid-up 

capital  and appropriating £25,000 from the reserve  fund, a certain proportion of the 

profits to be set aside half-yearly for the augmentation of the reserve fund.  

Fixed depositors were required accept debentures or negotiable receipts payable 25 

percent in five years and an equal proportion in six, seven and eight years with 4 per cent 

interest; current account deposits of £50 and under to be restored within two months of 

the resumption of business to the position in which they stood prior to the suspension; 

current account deposits with balances greater than £50 to receive debentures or 

negotiable receipts maturing in one to four years with 3 per cent interest; outstanding 

drafts on London to be paid and provision made for the note issue. 

 

QNB Reconstruction 1893 

The QNB reconstruction was more involved as it had large amounts of British depositors 

who had organised meetings in London, Edinburgh,  Glasgow and Dublin in order to 

protect their interests. The original proposals for the Scheme as put forward by the bank 

had been modified at the insistence of such  meetings. The Bank reported that British 

deposits amounted, at the date of suspension in round numbers, to £2,880,000.  The 

rearrangement had to be approved by meetings of shareholders and depositors; depositors 

in Britain had organised meetings in London, Edinburgh,  Glasgow and Dublin in order to 

protect their interests. The original proposals for the Scheme had been modified at the 

insistence of such  meetings. and that the reopening of the bank would release 12,000 

current accounts to the aggregate value of  £100,000. As the QNB was the banker to the 

Queensland Government and held substantial government deposits, the Government had a 

strong voice in the arrangements particularly as their deposits, being a Crown debt, has 

priority of payment.  

The Scheme of Rearrangement42 was as follows: 

No share transfer to be made as long as money owing on the share; 

 Directors of the bank to retire before the beginning of 1894 and rotation policy for 

directors to be implemented; 

                                                           
41

 The Argus May 30, 1893 
42

 Report of the meeting of creditors and shareholders of the QNB to approve the Scheme of Rearrangement 
The Brisbane Courier July 28, 1893 
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The Bank may reduce its capital and proposes to do so by calling up £3 per share with 1 

payable as soon as possible and the balance of 2 in eight quarterly installments of five 

shillings each from the payment of the first £1; 

Nominal capital reduced from £2,000,000 of 200,000 shares of   £10 to  £1,600,000 of 

200,000 of  £8 by canceling paid-up capital of £2 on the 160,000 issued shares; 

 increase capital to £3,000,000 by creating 175,000 new shares  of £8; 

 The debt owed to the Queensland government to be paid in full subject to an agreement 

with the government otherwise with interest paid at the rate of 4 1/2 per cent a year; 

 Depositors to receive deposit receipts or inscribed deposit stock for 1/12  of the deposit 

payable after six years and with the remanding 11 portions payable thereafter at six 

monthly intervals with interest at 4 1/2 per cent a year with the proviso that the bank, with 

one month‟s notice, can pay these before maturity;  holders of the deposit receipts may 

appoint one member of the London board of directors until all the installments of tho 

deposit receipts shall have been paid with interest; such director need not be a shareholder 

in the bank. 

 The Bank can issue negotiable deposit receipts; 

 The Bank pays all the costs of the suspension and the scheme; 

 Depositors are required to accept the above terms; 

 The Bank to pay out current accounts of £50 or less on the re-opening of the Bank and has 

discretionary power to grant advances to depositors;  

 That no dividend in excess of 5 per cent shall be paid on the ordinary shares until all the 

deposit receipts have been paid with interest, and any profits in excess of this to be carried 

to the reserve fund; and 

The Supreme Court may make changes to the Scheme. 

While the RQB was able to stick to its scheme and repay all deposits just after Federation, 

the QNB faced far more uncertain times culminating in its inability to maintain the terms 

of the scheme and to seek another reconstruction in 1896. 

Queensland National Bank Agreement Act  

The Queensland National Bank Agreement Act authorised the Treasurer to make an 

agreement with the QNB which had been the government bank from September 1879.   It 

was pointed out that while the Government had a “right to enforce payment of the amount 

so due and owing as aforesaid in priority to all other creditors, it is expedient to empower 

the Treasurer to enter into an agreement on behalf of the Government with tho said bank 

in respect of tho amount so due and owing.”  
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Tho agreement provided that the first  two million pounds of the total deposits be repaid 

by twelve equal half-yearly instalments, commencing not later than July 1, 1899 and that 

the rest be repaid on six months notice but no more than ₤100,000 in one instalment. The 

bank was to pay interest at 4.5 per cent  paid half-yearly. The Government had rights to 

seek information from the bank during the course of the agreement and to impose 

penalties in case of default and reserved its right of priority repayment in case of default or 

winding up. 

 

 

The 1896 Committee into the position of the QNB 

The Committee43 found that:  

the estimated  liabilities exceeded  the assets by £2. 4 million giving a loss of  £1.3 million 

which effectively wiped out the paid-up capital of £0.9 million as well as the credit balance 

of the profit and loss account,  the contingency account, and the interest suspense account 

which totalled £278,000.  Despite eliminating these balances, there was still a deficit of 

£1.3 million.  

In addition to this the Committee found that,  since the reconstruction of the bank in 1893 

, the sum of £0.7 million had been written off as bad and that “Practically the whole of this 

loss has arisen out of transactions of old standing.” 

Non-performing loans were estimated at, inclusive of the deficit, to about £3 million.  

Up to December 31, 1895, interest on many accounts was taken into profit, which should 

either have been carried to interest suspense account or else not charged at all and it 

therefore follows that the profits shown were to some extent fictitious.  

The provision made for losses since the formation of the bank has been inadequate, and 

prior to 1893 the amount reserved was comparatively trifling. 

The Committee noted that: 

 "We are decidedly of opinion that no dividends should have been paid since the 

 reconstruction of the bank, but we are not now in a position to state when and to 

 what extent dividends paid prior to that period ceased to be justifiable. Since the 

 formation of the bank the amount paid in dividends is £1,195.950 17s. 10d.. so that 

                                                           
43

 Report of the Committee appointed to ascertain the position of the affairs of the Queensland National 
Bank, Limited Brisbane Govt Printer 1896  
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 those of the original shareholders who still retain their shares have received £10 15s. 

 4d. per share of £8 paid.” 

Following this devastating report, the directors formulated a further scheme of 

reconstruction which was approved by the Supreme Court in early 1897. The essence of the 

scheme was that government agreed to a long deferment of payment of its deposits and 

creation of a new stock to be issued to former depositors and, despite the findings of the 

Committee shareholder capital was to be reduced not eliminated. 

The Government agreed to accept payments in two parts: the first for a sum equal to 75 per 

cent of its claim to be repaid in five equal instalments beginning in July 1917 with interest 

at 3.5 per cent and the remainder from an allocation of profits each half year. The stock 

was to be repaid from the half-yearly profits of the bank. Other provisions were than the 

holders of the stock were to elect three directors. The existing directors undertook not to 

stand for re-election. 

It may seem rather futile to allow the bank such an extended period to paid its debts. It 

appears that the general feeling was that the economic conditions were such that a forced 

sale of the bank‟s securities would bring little and the best  opportunity to recover funds 

was to allow the bank to work out the securities particularly as the bank was the major 

lender in the Queensland economy. 

It is difficult to see that the Queensland government gained anything from its association 

with the QNB although it is obvious that individual politicians and their cronies did. The 

QNB was managed by the general manager, E.R. Drury, as his personal fiefdom and 

brooked no interference in his autocratic operation of the bank. The directors of the bank 

took no interest in the management of the bank were compliant stooges for the general 

manager. As the Committee of Inquiry had pointed out the damage was done in the late 

1880s when the QNB made massive levels of advances because it was so easy to attract 

funds. 

The surviving directors of the QNB were placed on trial in 1898 for conspiracy to defraud 

by publishing false balance sheets and manipulating the share price.44  After a long case 

                                                           
44

Part of the information was that “It was alleged that the defendants F. H. S. Hart and B. D. Morehead, with 
the late Sir A. Palmer, as directors of the bank, issued 29,540 new shares in the company of the value of £3 
10s., to be paid up to £5 per share at a premium of £3 10s. per share.In doing that, it was set out they 
conspired together with the late E. R. Drury, general manager, to deceive and defraud such of the 
shareholders as were ignorant of the true condition of the affairs of the company, by falsely and fraudulently 
representing to those shareholders that the affairs of the company were in a prosperous and sound 
condition, producing profits divisible among the shareholders, and that the shares of the company were of 
considerable value, and greater than in truth and in fact they really were, and that the new shares so issued 
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the former directors were acquitted. The comment on the verdict by the local newspaper 

says a great deal about the process leading to this decision:  “The Judge himself was a 

tower of strength to the defendants” and “it is conspicuously clear that in the light of the 

Judge's summing up the jury could return no other verdict than they did.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
had all been allotted at a premium, and by fraudulently recommending the payment, and by fraudulently 
paying to the shareholders, on different occasions, between the years 1889 and 1896, dividends alleged to 
be made out of profits. On 17th January. 1889, It was further alleged, in presunance of this conspiracy, the 
defendants, by means of a pretended and illegal purchase of shares, at an alleged price or cost of £26,817, 
caused to be registered in the names of the defendants F.H. S. Hart and B. D. Morehead, and K. B. Drury 
and Sir A. H. Palmer, for and on behalf of, and in trust for, the company, 3155 of the new shares then 
unallotted, with intent falsely and fraudulently to keep up or raise the market price of the shares of the 
company, and to represent that the credit of the company was greater than in truth and in fact it then was ; 
and on the 24th January, 1889, in further pursuance of the conspiracy, they at a half-yearly meeting of the 
shareholders of the company reported and published that the whole of the new shares so issued had been 
allotted, whereas in fact a great number of them were then unallotted.” Report of Opening day of the case 
Brisbane Courier October 28, 1898 
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7. The Note Issue 

Up to the financial crisis, notes which were issued by the banks of issue were convertible to 

gold coin; limited liability did not apply to notes with shareholders of the banks were liable 

in full for the note issue. Banks were loath to keep too many gold coin in country branches 

because of risk of loss through theft and robbery. Transfer of gold between head office and 

branches and between branches was expensive and risky. During the period of suspension 

of banks of issue,45 traders were reported to be reluctant take notes of suspended banks 

while there were  other reports of notes of suspended banks being offered for sale at 

significant discounts to their face value. While the Brisbane Chamber of Commerce 

encouraged its members to accept notes in the ordinary course of business, there were 

fears that concern over the status of notes would paralyse trade. The Government in late 

May 1893 passed four legislative measures46 to take over the note issue and prevent banks 

from supplying their own. 

 

These measures were The Stamp Duties Act Amendment Act, the Treasury Bills Act. the 

Queensland Treasury Notes Act of 1893 and the Treasury Notes Advances Act. 

 

The Stamp Duties Act Amendment Act provided that the stamp duty payable on the note 

circulation of the banks be increased from 60s. in the ₤100 of notes to 200s. except that for 

the month of June 1893, the rate to be charged was the 60s. The higher rate applied to re-

issued notes after the beginning of June. 

 

                                                           
45

 Holder 1970: 473 notes that “Bank notes in Queensland were not a first charge on assets and surviving 
banks would not immediately accept those of the suspended banks.” 
46

 The Stamp Duties Act Amendment Act, the Treasury Bills Act. the Queensland Treasury Notes Act of 
1893 and the Treasury Notes Advances Act. A precis of the legislation was given in the Brisbane Courier 
May 31, 1893. 
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The Treasury Bills Act provided for an issue of Treasury Bills up to one million pounds 

which were  to be secured upon the Consolidated Revenue Fund,  bearing interest, payable 

half-yearly, at a rate to exceed 4 per cent a year. Interest was to be paid from Consolidated 

Revenue. The proceeds were to be  and to be used to support the Queensland Treasury 

Notes Act of 1893. 

 

The Treasury Notes Act provided for the making, issue and circulation any number of 

Treasury notes for £1, or £5 each, or for any multiple of £5 each. The total amount of 

Treasury Notes was to to be greater than the amount of the coin held by the Colonial 

Treasurer in addition to two-thirds of the amount of the Treasury bills issued under the 

authority of the Treasury Bills Act of 1893. The amount of coin to be held was to be not less 

than a quarter of the total amount of the Treasury notes in circulation. Treasury notes were 

to be dated at the Treasury and to be payable there in specie on demand, and to be legal 

tender everywhere within Queensland. As an interim step, Treasury notes could be issued 

by overprinting the note forms of any bank in Queensland47.   

 

The Treasury Notes Advances Act authorised the retirement of the notes payable on 

demand of banks which have suspended payment, and the Colonial Treasurer to make 

advances in Treasury notes for that purpose. Suspended banks were required to discharge 

all of their current note issue and could apply to the Treasurer for advances of notes.  

Notes advanced but not paid for by the banks formed the basis of an account with the 

Treasury on which interest was charged quarterly. 

 

This legislation was a complete takeover of the note issue by the Government; Queensland 

was the only colony to adopt such a course48. The takeover sparked a debate about the 

appropriateness of the government action, The “foreign banks” those not headquartered in 

Queensland were reluctant to use the Treasury Notes49. The original intention of the new 

                                                           
47

 A supply of newly printed Treasury Notes was received in December 1893 from the London printers, 
Perkins, Bacon and Co.The notes were in two denominations, ₤1 and ₤5 and were supposed to resemble 
the design of the notes of the Queensland National Bank but were inscribed with the heading, The 
Queensland Government and the Queensland coat of arms. Brisbane Courier December 8, 1893. 
48

 In New South Wales, the Bank Notes Act made notes legal tender. The Bank of New South Wales not not 
support this measure and the English banks were hostile to it. Holder 1970:471 Also the Current Accounts 
Depositors‟ Act which became law on May 26, 1893 provided that the Treasury could pay depositors in 
treasury notes redeemable in gold within five years against  certificates of their credit balances in the 
suspended banks. Holder 1970: 471 
49

 The Bank of New South Wales bowed to the inevitable and ceased to issue notes after June (1893). 
Holder 1970:475 
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legislation were to withdraw he notes of suspended banks50 and replace them with the new 

Treasury notes. Banks would require an allocation of Treasury notes from the government 

and incur a debt which bore interest at the rate of four per cent and to provide a 

disincentive for other banks to continue their note issue. It was also the intention for banks 

to be liable only on the actual note circulation ( the sworn circulation”) but not till money. 

The arrangement was modified later in 1893 when the Treasurer required the banks to 

lodge 25 per cent of the notes on issue in gold with the Treasury and to lodge a further 25 

per cent in January 1894. It was also provided that the banks would pay interest on all 

Treasury notes they held including till money.It was claimed that this was an effective six 

per cent on the notes in circulation. The measures were taken because the Treasury was 

unwilling to lock up its own gold as backing for the note issue at a time when it was gold 

sovereigns to London in payment of interest on government loans. In consequence the 

foreign banks paid off the debt to Treasury and did not use Treasury notes. 

 

The table below shows the holdings of coined gold and notes in circulation of the banks in 

December 1890 and December 1893. 

Table 5: Banks notes on issue and coined gold, Queensland, 1890 and 1893 

 
Note

s  
Coined 

Gold 
Notes Coined 

Gold  

 1890  
₤(„00
0) 

1890  
₤(„000) 

1893 
₤(„000) 

1893 
₤(„000) 

Bank of Australasia 36 108 5 176 

Union Bank of Australia, Limited  41 161 6 228 

Australian Joint Stock Bank 79 247  125 

Commercial Banking Company of Sydney 37 186  177 

Bank of New Wales 84 418 20 308 

Queensland National Bank, Limited 314 644 15 323 

London Chartered Bank of Australia (a) 11 41 1 59 

Commercial Bank of Australia, Limited 3 72  18 

Royal Bank of Queensland, Limited 55 118 2 91 

Bank of North Queensland, Limited 15 29 1 19 

                                                           
50

 The Governors‟ Speech to Parliament on May 26, 1893 put the Government‟s case: “... the note circulation 
of these suspended banks has become practically dormant.” Lawson 1971:572 
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Note

s  
Coined 

Gold 
Notes Coined 

Gold  

English, Scottish and Australian Chartered Bank(b) 7 11  35 

Total  654 2052 50 1819 

Total Queensland Banks 384 882 18 432 

Notes: (a) became the London Bank of Australia after reconstruction. 

 (b) became the English, Scottish and Australian Bank, Limited after reconstruction 

Source: Banking Returns, Queensland Government Gazette 

 

All the foreign banks which had suspended have withdrawn their note issue. The three 

banks which did not suspend have reduced their note issue considerably. The three 

Queensland banks retained some notes in circulation; this may have been due to the 

physical difficulty of doing so throughout Queensland.  

 

Table below shows the position of the banks in relation to debts owed tot he Treasury and 

Treasury notes on hand. All of the reconstructed foreign banks but one  have eliminated 

their debt of Treasury; only two of the foreign banks hold Treasury notes on any scale. 

 

Table 6: Banks indebtedness to Treasury and Treasury Notes on Hand, Queensland, 1893 

 
Due to Treasury on 
account of notes 

Treasury 
Notes on 

Hand 

 1893 
₤(„000) 

1893 
₤(„000) 

Bank of Australasia 27  

Union Bank of Australia, Limited    

Australian Joint Stock Bank 62  

Commercial Banking Company of Sydney  33 

Bank of New Wales  79 

Queensland National Bank, Limited  197 

London Bank of Australia   

Commercial Bank of Australia, Limited  2 

Royal Bank of Queensland, Limited 24 37 
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Due to Treasury on 
account of notes 

Treasury 
Notes on 

Hand 

Bank of North Queensland, Limited 11  

English, Scottish and Australian Bank, Limited  1 

Total  123 348 

Total Queensland Banks 35 36 

Source: Banking Returns, Queensland Government Gazette 

 

 

Table 7: Banks Holdings of coined gold and Treasury Notes, Queensland, 

1899 

 
Coined Gold and 
silver and other 
coined metals 

Treasury Notes 
on Hand 

 1899 ₤(„000) 1899 ₤(„000) 

Bank of Australasia 127 48 

Union Bank of Australia, Limited  219 79 

Australian Joint Stock Bank 138 38 

Commercial Banking Company of Sydney 259 40 

Bank of New Wales 222 167 

Queensland National Bank, Limited 397 137 

London Bank of Australia 28 4 

Commercial Bank of Australia, Limited 34 3 

Royal Bank of Queensland, Limited 72 35 

Bank of North Queensland, Limited 29 13 

English, Scottish and Australian Bank, Limited 30 2 

Total  1556 566 

Total Queensland Banks 498 185 

Source: Banking Returns, Queensland Government Gazette 
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Table 8: Queensland Banks indebtedness to Treasury , 1899 

Bank  Due to Treasury on account 
of notes ₤(„000) 

Queensland National Bank, Limited 322 

Royal Bank of Queensland, Limited 34 

Bank of North Queensland, Limited 33 

Total 389 

Source: Banking Returns, Queensland Government Gazette 

 

Table 8 confirms that the Queensland banks were the only ones to accept the loan from the 

Treasury to hold the new Treasury. 

 

Table 9: Note issue, Queensland Treasury, 1899 

 ₤(„000) 

Total issue of Treasury Notes 1131 

Coin Held by Treasurer 492 

Fixed Deposits Held by Treasurer 250 

Treasury Bills vested in Trustees 1000 

Treasury notes held by banks 532 

Notes held by public 596 

Source: Banking Returns, Queensland Government Gazette 

The issue of Treasury notes in 1899 was less than the note issue in 1890 reflecting the 

disinclination of the “foreign banks” to promote them but it also shows the effects of the 

decline in banking business and the greater use of cheques. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

28 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. The Position After the Crisis  

 

Table 10: Banks of Issue Assets, Queensland, 1890 and 1893 

 

Assets 
1890 

₤(‘000) 

Per 
cent of 

total 

Assets 
1893 

₤(‘000) 

Per 
cent of 

total 

Per 
cent 

change 

Bank of Australasia 1231 6 1217 6 -1 

Union Bank of Australia, Limited 2108 10 1904 10 -10 

Australian Joint Stock Bank 1713 8 1349 7 -21 

Commercial Banking Company 
of Sydney 

1302 6 1452 7 12 

Bank of New Wales 2407 12 2404 12 0 

Queensland National Bank, 
Limited 

8475 41 8806 45 4 

London Bank of Australia 838 4 534 3 -36 

Mercantile Bank of Sydney 272 1 0   

Commercial Bank of Australia, 
Limited 

495 2 364 2 -26 

Royal Bank of Queensland, 
Limited 

1435 7 1090 4 -23 

Bank of North Queensland, 
Limited 

490 2 433 2 -12 

English, Scottish and Australian 
Bank, Limited 

140 1 178 1 27 

Total 20996 100 19740 100 -6 
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Assets 
1890 

₤(‘000) 

Per 
cent of 

total 

Assets 
1893 

₤(‘000) 

Per 
cent of 

total 

Per 
cent 

change 

Total Queensland Banks 10400 50 10338 52.4 -1 

Source: Banking Returns, Queensland Government Gazette 

The period to 1899 saw improvement in the economy and in financial matters. 

Nevertheless, the years from 1893 to 1899 were a hard slog with the banks effecting 

economies in operations, restricting advances and chasing up their loans. 

 

 

Table 11: Banks of issue, assets, Queensland,  1893 and 1899 

 

Assets 
1893 

₤(‘000) 

Per 
cent of 

total 

Assets 
1899 

₤(‘000) 

Per 
cent of 

total 

Per cent 
change 

Bank of Australasia 
 

1217 6 1167 7 -4 

Union Bank of Australia, 
Limited 
 

1904 10 1551 10 -18 

Australian Joint Stock Bank 
 

1349 7 992 6 -26 

Commercial Banking Company 
of Sydney 

1452 7 1351 8 -7 

Bank of New Wales 2404 12 2345 15 -2 

Queensland National Bank, 
Limited 

8806 45 6329 39 -28 

London  Bank of Australia 534 3 388 2 -27 

Commercial Bank of Australia, 
Limited 

364 2 184 1 -49 

Royal Bank of Queensland, 
Limited 

1099 6 1314 8 20 

Bank of North Queensland, 
Limited 

433 2 403 3 -7 

English, Scottish and Australian 
Bank, Limited 

178 1 183 1 3 

Total 19740 100 16208 100 -18 



 

30 

 

Assets 
1893 

₤(‘000) 

Per 
cent of 

total 

Assets 
1899 

₤(‘000) 

Per 
cent of 

total 

Per cent 
change 

Total Queensland Banks 10338 52 7861 49 -24 

Source: Banking Returns, Queensland Government Gazette 

The decline in the overall assets of the banking sector was 18 per cent but those of the 

Queensland banks much greater at 24  per cent due to the relatively sharp decline in those 

of the QNB. 

 

 

 

 

Table 12: Deposit Banks, assets, Queensland, 1893 and 1899 

     

Deposit Bank, property institutions 
and financial loan companies. 

Assets 
£„000 
1893 

Assets 
£„000 
1899 

Change  
Assets 
£„000 
1893-99 

% Change 
1893-99 

The Brisbane Permanent Building 
and Banking Company Limited 

411 277 -134 -23 

The Queensland Deposit Bank 
and Building Society, Limited 

351 141 -210 -44 

Federal Building, Land and 
Investment Society, Limited and 
Deposit Bank 

1194 140 -54 -28 

Source: Banking Returns, Queensland Government Gazette 

The greatest havoc was caused in the ranks of the deposit banks; most disappeared from 

sight. Those which were able to weather the storm ads shown in Table 12 suffered large 

declines in assets. 

 

The building societies present a different picture. The older and larger societies , the three 

largest in table 13 experienced large declines reflecting the depressed state of the housing 

and land market and the general decline in economic activity. However, during the period 

1893 to 1899, there were new societies established. It is so that these were small local 

societies which operated on conventional, if not old fashioned lines. The period also saw 

the introduction of Starr-Bowkett societies to Queensland. 
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Table 13: Building Societies, Queensland, assets, 1890 and 1899 

    

Building Society Assets £„000 
1890 

Assets £„000 
1899 

Change 
£„000  

City and Suburban Building Society 411 170 -24 

Ipswich and West Moreton Permanent 
Benefit, Building and Investment 
Society 

60 41 -19 

Town and Suburban Provident Building 
and Investment Society, Limited 

43 16 -27 

Rockhampton Permanent Mutual 
Benefit and Building Society 

8   

Gympie Permanent Building Society 
and Investment Society 

7 0 2 

Bowen Terminable Building and 
Investment Society No 2 

 4  

Toowoomba Building Society No. 6 25   

Charters Towers Permanent Benefit 
Building and Investment Society 

2 3 2 

Pioneer Permanent Building and 
Investment Society 

12 12 0 

The Townsville Permanent Mutual 
Benefit Building and Investment Society 

5 26 21 

First Queensland Bowkett Benefit 
Society 

 7  



 

32 

    

No 2 Queensland Bowkett Benefit 
Building Society 

 2  

No 3 Queensland Bowkett Benefit 
Building Society 

 1  

City of Brisbane Building Society  3  

Source: Banking Returns, Queensland Government Gazette 

Notes: Herberton and Suburban Mutual Permanent Building Society commenced 

termination proceedings in 1895. Bowen Terminable Building and Investment Society 

terminated on July 4, 1895 

 

9. Conclusions 

The 1893 financial crisis in the colony of Queensland had severe effects on the financial 

sector. The three major classes of financial institutions, Banks of Issue, Deposit Banks and 

Building Societies experienced declines in assets of 20 per cent or more. The Deposit banks 

had their own financial crisis in 1891 and 1893 and the 1893 financial crisis made matters 

even worse. Most of the Deposit banks failed and disappeared from the scene. There were 

no major failures in the Building Society group although the three largest accounting for 

most of the assets of the group experienced substantial losses.  

There were three major aspects of the financial crisis which were peculiar to Queensland. 

The first was the devastating floods of February 1893 which destroyed and severely 

damaged dwellings,  public assets such as bridges. The floods also resulted in loss of 

private assets and losses to financial institution which held mortgages on flood affected 

dwellings. It is estimated that in South Queensland the floods damaged over five per cent 

of the housing stock and the loss of of housing and public assets was in excess of ₤1,000, 

000. 

The second was the government takeover of the note issue by issuing Treasury notes which 

eliminated the banks‟ note issue.  The non Queensland banks response unfavourably to 

this action and eliminated their debt to the government raised by the initial issue of notes 

by transferring gold to the government. The “foreign banks” did not take to the scheme and 

repaid the original Treasury advances. The note issued had declined over the period, 1893 

to 1899, due n part to the banks‟ opposition as they preferred to make cash payments in 

gold and held Treasury notes as a reserve. The Queensland government lost the stamp duty 

it had levied on the banks‟ note issue and incurred the printing costs of the Treasury notes. 
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However, the takeover of the note issue did effectively transfer holdings of gold from the 

“foreign banks” to the Treasury. 

 

The third and most significant was the disclosure of mismanagement, deceit and cronyism 

in the Queensland National Bank which held the government account. It is most doubtful 

that any advantage accrued to the people of Queensland from allowing the QNB to operate 

the government account. The Government managed its cash position to benefit the QNB. 

The revelations concerning the mismanagement of the bank suggests that politicians 

viewed public office as a means to increase their private wealth. Politicians were involved 

on the boards of financial institutions, were large land owners and members of Parliament. 

This triangle was the space in which politicians operated for their own benefit. It requires a 

further study to estimate the extent of the mis-allocation of economic resources which 

resulted from this system. 
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