1
18

Hubert Bonin

French banks and Greece (circa 1880-1950):

An example of a “niche market”
Introduction

For a firm, reaching the scope of a “niche market” means that it adds to its core portfolio of strategic activities some far-fetched segments which seem relevant anyway as they can help prospecting fresh areas and outlets and thus paving the way for future enlarged developments or as they can foster high-margin activities owing to a lesser competition environment against large and well-attended markets. Whereas we are paying a determining attention to the history of large institutions and markets – especially owing to studies about (French) Société générale, still underway after a thorough study of Banque de l’union parisienne ( bup), Crédit du Nord, Société bordelaise de cic, Crédit foncier d’Algérie & de Tunisie, Courtois, Tarneaud, etc.) and some interwar banks (Comptoir national d’escompte de Paris, Banque nationale de crédit) –, we seized the opportunity of some lateral researches to gauge the position assumed by French bankers on specific markets, either on a professional level or on a geographical level. Non-core business should contribute too to banking history as a way to detect innovation or entrepreneurship process, for instance.

That led us to Greece because, through archives at Société générale, Banque de l’union parisienne, Crédit foncier d’Algérie & de Tunisie, we got access to material about French banks’ activities in some north-east Mediterranean markets, for instance Athens and Salonica. Société générale revealed for instance not to be active solely in the Ottoman empire through the well-known bio; it got the controlled of Banque de Salonica and became thus involved in northern Aegean Sea; it was succeeded in that control by Crédit foncier d’Algérie & de Tunisie (cfat) between 1919 and the 1950s. bup itself became the godfather of Banque d’Athènes for half a century, and that daughter bank raised to the second rank among Greek banks indeed. In the meanwhile, the name of Comptoir national d’escompte de Paris (cnep)(or of its predecessor Comptoir d’escompte de Paris up to 1889) was linked with various activities linked with Greece, either directly from Paris or owing to relationship in the City of London. On the ground we discovered that Crédit lyonnais itself was involved in Greek finance and banking beyond its long-term presence in the Ottoman empire, for instance in Smyrne and Constantinople. 

Finally the whole Paris market-place took part somehow in money and skills flows with north-east Mediterranean area, which brought fresh considerations to us. We intended then to highlight some new paths followed by bankers far from their basic markets and to discover how they could reverse Antic history or even the nineteenth one, when Greek merchants settled in Phokaia (the future Marseille) or in the modern Marseille… We wished to place this story within the general framework set up by international business of French banks and to determine which importance it could have showed, along the strategy of “niche” evoked there above. The “niche” word might seem relevant as Greece represented only 0,17% of world imports in 1913 and 0,48% in 1925, 0,13 % and 0,22 % of world exports respectively in 1913 and 1925, 0,15 and 0,35 % of world trade respectively, whereas France weighted for instance 7,80% and 6,90 % of world trade. But we have to be conscious that the economies of scale might have required that French banks be present on numerous “niche” markets as a way to enrich their capital of intelligence asked for by their business customers and to amortise central headquarters expenses (exchange department, merchandises trade department, etc.) or the investment into a robust  London entity thanks to activities fostered by several “niches” markets.

1. French banks between key markets and emerging markets
Since the second contemporary banking revolution (in the 1850s-1940s in France), the main French banks developed their relationship networks and their branches on the key finance markets of Western Europe
; they established bridge-heads in Asia and Russia and in New York; and they put the national flag in imperial territories
, from Antilles to North-Africa and lately Black Africa. One might contend anyway that such a deployment didn’t raise to a “transnational” or “multinational” scale
. Conversely with their British counterparts
, they had been perceived as reluctant to assert a globally internationalised strategy, even after the German banks’ international strategy had been stopped by ww1. 

French bankers concentrated their efforts on core business, that is on the London market first
, then too on areas which were deeply linked with French commercial activities, or on a very few essential markets where some banks conquered solid positions, first in Russia (up to 1918)
 and in the Ottoman Empire
, then too in China and Indochina
. Spain, Scandinavia, Italy or Germany were touched only through a few entities (direct branches, correspondent relationship, sometimes subsidiaries); in fact, up to the 1970s, every bank respected a non-told rule that each bankers’ community had better respecting one another’s market and use correspondent relationship as the basic way of working beyond borders, either to tackle exchange and credit business or to share finance issuing business
. 

A. Outward looking strategies?

That vision might be somehow incomplete or even fallacious if we consider some aspects of French banks’ foreign activities. Here and there they walked in and became important players of commercial credit, exchange and even finance segments. That was the case on what could be considered as  “secondary markets”, small countries which were in fact linked or began to be linked to France through commercial relationship, either for large but extraordinary orders (public works contracts, equipment goods exports, bonds issuing) or more and more for day to day commercial exchanges. Far from a spectacular point of view this accumulation of “petty” business could have built up finally a substantial chunk of France’ economic influence, for instance in South America
. Some historians might have used the phrase “petty imperialism” (“l’impérialisme du pauvre”
) as to consider such forms of expansion; if diplomacy might have looked as managing a low-profile policy in Central and Oriental Europe, the agglomeration of numerous “petty policies” abroad by companies has to be assessed as a common way of developing capitalist influence, made up of month by month commercial and export contracts indeed. One might thus pretend that such small developments – far from the huge operations led in China or in South America – could have propped up French influence and growth, even without the broadness underlined for the nineteenth by Cameron
. 

Our main consideration there will focus on western and central Europe’s small countries where French positions might appear as weak ones. On Scandinavian markets for instance German and British (through Hambro especially) bankers were mostly influential but French ones ripped off some parts of that business owing to departments where some experience of that market had matured, and three institutions had some specialists dedicated to this area: Banque de Paris et des Pays-Bas (Paribas), Crédit lyonnais
 and the little Banque des Pays du Nord. Hungary-Austria benefited too from a very few specialists for direct or indirect business chores left by German or German-Austrian banks – and the Rothschild informal network was joined lately by Paribas and its relationship in Vienna
. 

But changes occurred when “emerging markets” took shape in the first third of the twentieth century; in some countries economy gathered momentum and external trade was developed; that was the case of course in Balkans where Paribas set up since the 1890s a structured strategy to launch bridgeheads to draw some parts of exchange, commercial credit, bonds issuing and mortgage credit activities
. Since the inception of Banque de l’union parisienne in 1904 as a key competitor for investment banking, a second actor joined Paribas to prospect these central and Balkan Europa outlets. The reshaping of central Europe after ww1 seemed to pave the way for a growing influence of both investment banks in this area; Éric Bussière
 had shown how Paribas became some kind of godfather for several banks there; both himself and myself
 have analysed the developments of bup in several countries, for instance Romania, and its partnership with Belgian interests to reinforce its competitiveness against the British, German and even the Netherlands strongholds there. 

French banks didn’t remain passive in front of competitors’ rapid moves on central European emerging markets. Some “Far East” had to be ploughed back as the Ottoman Empire – or Egypt
 – had been already since the 1860s. Paribas – and its ally Société générale –, bup and sometimes cnep asserted themselves as the key French players in these countries – whilst Crédit lyonnais preferred apparently to concentrate its efforts on Western Europe business. Some Paris merchant banks joined that little group but only selectively, for some mining business (Mines de Bor in Yugoslavia, for instance, for Mirabaud
 bank). These fragmentary undertakings contributed in fact to shape some kind of “imperial France”
, that is one which tried to exert “a French-type imperialism” (“l’impérialisme à la française”)
, owing to some growing influence by economic partners all over the group of small and middle-size countries. French (moderate) Marxist historian J. Thobie used the word “imperial” as a low-key form of “imperialist” as he endeavoured to establish some classification between large countries involved in imperialism; France could have been attributed thus a part in a somehow “soft imperialism”.

One recurrent argument on the Paris market and among newspapers or economists and diplomats was the involvement of French banks in the development of French exports and international position… That traditional topic regained actuality just before, during and just after ww1 as the economic warfare was placed at the very centre of war and reconstruction challenges
. How could bankers accelerate and intensify French companies’ commercial influence on Central and Balkan Europe emerging countries? How could banks’ presence there could ease the structuring of relationship networks so as promote exports? In fact a key point appeared more and more essential: how could banks favour relationship to reach exporters from these countries in order to insert them within French imports’ scope? It became more and more clear indeed that French exports could gather momentum only if a global commercial presence could take shape durably to produce foreign exchanges on both sides of commercial flows: French bankers owed to assert themselves too somehow like “domestic” bankers in the countries where French interests wished to conquer stronger positions against German and British leading firms. One couldn’t hope to gain contracts for important export orders, finance issuing or public works without being involved in day to day petty commercial relationship. 

A commonplace topic should have stimulated that process: as usual French bankers were tempted by higher revenues than those reached in France itself, hampered by a harsh competition among themselves. Money exports had always been a mean to prop up profitability – at the cost of rising risks as a counterpart – and the presence on secondary but internationalised money markets had been a usual practice even by big commercial banks
. The refinancing of foreign banks was therefore a basic activity before ww1: Société générale refinanced its Russian subsidiary Banque russo-asiatique; Paris banks refinanced German banks (up to 1913)
, Paribas was active in Belgium, etc. Commercial and investment banks looked for such revenues as they could enrich their current profits as risks were generally balanced by higher interest rates. Central and Balkan Europe lured pb and bup along such a policy before ww1 and it retook shape after it. In the interwar bup became then a refinancing correspondent for several banks, in Czechoslovakia, Hungary
 and especially Romania, where it daughter company Commercial Bank of Romania
 was the competitor of Paribas’s one, Romanian Bank of Commerce…

Such day to day relationship – along commercial credit, exchange and bank’s refinancing – constituted therefore a commonplace strategy among some French bankers. That was too a way to become an associate within the little community of banks active in each country and then to share business with them, and, sometimes, to get access to the leading banks which managed traditionally the finance business there – and as we know French and British banks even competed for such a position in some Central Europe countries in the interwar.

B. Crossover fertilisation

That scramble for emerging or little countries might be justified by the crossover fertilisation of banks’ skills. We can thus determine a dozen of activities available to foster a strategic portfolio for a bank wishing to deploy its undertakings there.

a. To spread banking skills

First, banks could intend to spread their specific French skills in banking along a “multidomestic strategy”, that is to assert themselves as national banks in each country where they settled through subsidiaries or partnerships. Five key activities were thus developed thanks to banks’ skills:

· skills in deposit banking management,

· skills in private banking,

· skills in equity brokerage and trading,

· skills in mortgage credit,

· skills in credit and commercial banking with enterprise or corporate banking.

Through all these activities French bankers – like their counterparts from Great Britain or Switzerland, for instance – could value their core capital of experience in the management of a banking organisation, in the management of risk assessment and in the management of relationship with customers.

b. Correspondent banking

Second, banks could develop partnership through day to day operations, especially thanks to “correspondent banking” from Paris headquarters themselves or through key branches too, those largely opened to corporate banking because of their role on foreign trade flows, like Marseille (which was a key market place for the French and Greek relationship) or Lyon. These partnership – for instance with banks in Athens, Salonica or Constantinople or with their footholds on some Greek islands, as Syros – followed four ways:

· French banks could refinance their partners, fill treasury gaps, especially to withstand slumps or some trust crisis when their creditworthiness became volatile;

· French banks delivered exchange services, even through transfers of gold;

· they assumed key documentary credits operations, so much important for foreign trade exchange; the payment of bills on sight once the documents pledging the arrival of the cargo to harbour might be complemented by some discount in case of term payment;

· fourth, banks could provide to one another letters of credit for their customers, as a way to ease journeys abroad, for instance when foreigners stayed in Paris (as for the 1900 international exhibition…) or in some resorts (spas, Côte d’Azur resorts, etc.).

These four activities did not require a physical presence abroad and relied mainly on correspondents on market and banking places – for instance in Athens or, for Greek banks, in Paris or in the London or even Brussels branch of French banks.

c. Banks as leverage to internationalised French capitalism

A third set of activities managed on an international level consisted in accompanying and favouring French firms abroad. Bankers were part of a system of solidarity among businessmen, along both German and British models which were so much envied by French economists at the beginning of the twentieth century and during ww1. French economic power seemed then to depend somehow on the ability of banks to spread tentacles abroad and to develop teams dedicated to internal business so as to sustain companies’ efforts to promote French exports and to ease the import or raw materials.

· Banks could thus develop skills to accompany industrialists when they established mining outlays or established plants as bridgeheads on emerging markets;

· They could too fine-tune their skills in financing import-export trade beside exchange and documentary credit operations, through an array of credits adapted to the needs of companies, within corporate banking, for instance to set up loans on longer terms;

· thirdly, bankers had to provide help to companies settling abroad services entities, such as conceded utility activities, or reaping public works contracts, for instance for harbours or railways, one among main French specialities; they could then deepen their relationship networks so as to promote their partners on foreign markets, like in Greece.

Such twelve activities sustained the move of banks abroad and especially in the north-east Mediterranean area. That book intends to gauge the relationship between French banks and that area by assessing how each of these eleven activities was developed there.

2. Greece and the north-east Mediterranean area as targets for French banks

It has been well known for long that the Ottoman empire and its daughter then sister Egyptian country had welcomed French banks very early: “bankers and pashas”
 had worked altogether since the 1840s-1860s, with a first climax in Egypt in the 1860s-1870s whilst Constantinople became one favourite target for bankers in the 1860s, as shown by I. Minoglou
: British and French interests established bio but Société générale ottomane too, the latter being swept by competition afterwards. We don’t mind therefore bringing new chapters to somehow definite studies by David Landes and Samir Saül (for French interests in Egypt) and by Jacques Thobie who scrutinised deeply how French business transformed the Ottoman empire into a finance and bank bounty. Beyond these “monuments” for French money history, we intend to explore much ignored or less studied corners of discreet and modest houses which lodged anyway intense business and even profits, that is day to day activities of French banks on a less magnificent market, the outlets constituted by Hellenic economies in Greece itself and on its northern and sometimes eastern margins in the Ottoman empire, up to 1913, and then around a Greek economic area broadened by the 1913 enlargement of the territory after the Balkan wars.

A. The north-east Mediterranean Sea area niche

In parallel with the Danubian area, the overall Hellenic economic sphere lured French banks, which found there new markets to explore and develop, on some kind of “niche” in comparison with the financing of the bulk of general import-export. Hellenic Balkans couldn’t provide France with key commodities and ores, and their tiny population and low standard of life couldn’t promise huge outlets for French products and equipment… The aim of that book is now cleared as it intends to determine why and how French banks established the Hellenic north-east Mediterranean Sea market as a valuable one and could develop there enough steady business to fix them in Athens or Salonica.

a. A North-West to South-East relationship in the making

What could have been therefore the targets of French banks in this area? And what could bring such a case-study after the more general presentation of banking and financial relationship between the Balkans and West-European capital
 edited by Pr. Kostas Kostis? We intend to highlight the emergence and prosperity of “overseas strategies” among French bankers and their Greek partners. On one side, Greece belonged to some kind of “French overseas area”, that is business flows joining Paris and Athens beyond the Adriatic and central Mediterranean seas: we expect to bring fresh information to the history of Franco-Hellenic banking links during the “second banking revolution” which took place in France in the 1850s-1950s, after the developments assumed by the diasporas’ undertakings across the Aegean, Adriatic and Mediterranean seas during the first three-quarters of the nineteenth century, especially through the Marseille market-place. Business relationship intensified between Paris and Athens at the turn of the twentieth century, which was proven by the stake purchases by Banque de l’union parisienne in Banque d’Athènes
. 

In the same time, French businessmen and bankers became involved in Hellenic activities in north Aegean sea, especially around Salonica because French Société générale became a key stockholder of Bank of Salonica. Besides therefore the part played by French banks or banks which important French influence, like bio, on both sides of the straits and north Aegean sea, either in Smyrnia (for instance through the branches of Crédit lyonnais and bio) or in Constantinople, Salonica became too a crossroads market for some French interests and that upsurge was reinforced when Salonica joined Greece. Bills of exchange and documents for documentary credits were thus parts of business traffic between Paris, Athens and Salonica, which should foster our first level of Franco-Hellenic “overseas banking”. We must determine therefore how French banks succeeded in alleviating the burden of British banks which were so much influent in that area – for instance through the merchant bank Hambro, or through the British-owned Ionian Bank
 – and too how they could withstand German and Austrian influential footholds there, for instance through the first stage of Bank of Salonica which was linked with a Vienna bank.

Such moves of French bankers in the north-east Mediterranean Sea area might appear as a rational path as business interests had for long sought there to accompany the development of trade activities, either for imports (cotton staple, currants, silk, foodstuff, tobacco, etc.) or for exports in order to promote French products, especially middle and high range ones for bourgeoisie or equipment goods, in front of German and British might, that latter being reinforced by the key role played by coal exports all around Mediterranean Sea. Banks were therefore important partners to wholesale traders and industrialists to reinforce efficiency and solvency in commercial activities as such regions remained in these times quite “overseas” regions, that is far from classical ways of conducting business, far from common commercial rules, etc. Creditworthiness and mutual trust required the help of bankers to gather data and to push payments to an end.

But, as J. Thobie did show it, French interests needed bridgeheads there as leverage to gather information, to weave networks of relationship and to get access to tenders for public works and utility concessions; all around the Aegean Sea, a three-fold offensive was waged by French diplomats, industrialists and bankers to gain contracts for equipment and concessions even if Belgian, German and British businessmen were so much competitive here too, and they were joined by American ones in the 1910-1920s. J. Thobie’s “triptych between diplomacy, banking and industry” had to be sustained in Greece by footholds of Paris banks, either in Salonica or in Athens. On another scale certainly in comparison with the Constantinople and Ottoman empire business, Athens and Salonica provided French interests with opportunities which could prove interesting – and that leads once more to our notion of “business niche”.

b. CFAT’s overseas strategy from a western axis to a west-east axis

Such an overseas strategy evolved anyway about Bank of Salonica as Société générale sold its stake to a newcomer, Crédit foncier d’Algérie & de Tunisie (cfat)
. That institution symbolised another geographical overseas strategy as it had been linked to the relationship established between North Africa and metropolitan France. But its enrichment and financial success enticed it to set up a second parallel strategy dedicated to the nea. It wished to assert itself as some kind of a “Levantine” bank, because France had inherited the management of Lebanon and Syria: a new overseas area took shape then between Marseille, the Aegean Sea and the Levant, in parallel with the southern axis joining Tunisia, Alexandria and Port-Saïd. French maritime line joined Marseille, Athens and the Levant, owing to half-state controlled Messageries maritimes, a mixed ship-owning company since 1919 which was the key sea-line in that part of East-Mediterreanean Sea area– whilst it reached South-East Asia too through Suez in (modest) competition with P&O (Peninsular & Oriental).

In the 1920s fresh outlets seemed to be opened to French interests, which had to seize the opportunity of the unfolding of German interests
: geopolitics joined business minds to explore and deepen prospects there. “Just imagine the map of the Mediterranean Sea after the war; have a look on the block of Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia, just facing Spain, enriched by war and lured like us by Morocco; on the Provence coast which benefited from the astonishing move which Marseille is the centre; on our ally Italy, and eastwards on Syria and Palestine which are being penetrated by French and British influence; just take into account such favourable perspectives which are thus available for the growth of our activity”: that call for action was delivered (to its shareholders) by cfat which was somehow subdued by the potentialities aroused in the Levant and the north-east Mediterranean Sea area. 

cfat started therefore to take part to that scramble; it included at a stroke the Aegean area and some part of Franco-Hellenic trade and banking within that north-east Mediterranean Sea area strategy extended to the Levant. That refurbishing of French presence in the north-east Mediterranean Sea area was accelerated of course by the decline of Minor Asia business, when the Crédit lyonnais branch in Smyrna had to be closed down in 1922-1923, whilst the influence of bio lost momentum in the mist of the 1920s because of the assertion of Turkish finance and banking institutions. This explained the purchase of Bank of Salonica in 1919 and such the extension of the axis Paris-Salonica to the Levant. cfat like bup assumed some responsibility of the mission to promote French interests around the Aegean Sea and the north-east Mediterranean Sea area. Notwithstanding its aspect as a “niche”, Franco-Hellenic relationship was inserted in that “grand design”

Although it kept some low profile as a kind of “margin development” on the outskirts of the Balkan strategy entertained by French  banks (competing with their European rivals), Greece became a target for bankers either for commercial banking and for finance operations. It remains difficult to assess what did represent Greece for French businessmen and banking elite in the turn of the nineteenth century and the interwar
, besides culture and philosophy… That was in fact a very small country, a rural one, burdened by refugees flows in the 1920s and more opened to British and Central Europe influence that to French interests indeed. But Paris and Athens were still entertaining active links through expatriated Greek people or Levantine people, all part of that “cosmopolite” business world which was a key bond between north-western Europe and the north-east Mediterranean Sea area or the south-east Mediterranean Sea area. The Camondos raised as a symbol of this bond, of course. Second, Greece joined more and more that group of emerging countries in Central and Eastern Europe, in the Balkan area, all the more than, after ww1, Russia disappeared from French concerns, which left some room of manœuvre to redeploy investments towards smaller but promising countries. The eleven key activities defined there above could thus find some way either in Greece itself – for instance to spread there retail and commercial banking skills – or through the Franco-Hellenic commercial relationship.

Our book will enhance the numerous aspects of that “overseas” strategy followed by French banks; generally speaking, such an “overseas” strategy had been inserted within policies aiming at far continents abroad (like Latin America) or at imperial areas; which explained the creation of “Midland Overseas” or of “Barclays dco” (for “Dominions, Colonies, Overseas”). Perhaps Greece, the Aegean Sea and the north-east Mediterranean Sea area will be perceived not so much as “overseas” markets as ultimate south-European markets; but we’ll stick to our intellectual scheme anyway as, for a European banker or businessman of these 1880s-1940s times, such areas constituted physically and mentally overseas basins, joined through ship lines or, since the 1920s-1930s, far reaching airlines, stopping in Brindisi to refuel…The whole area was still inserted within the reach of the “Indian road” through Suez or of the lines oriented towards Constantinople-Istanbul, the Levant and the Black Sea. And our “overseas” purpose will be strongly propped up by our following consideration about another “overseas” scheme.

B. An overseas strategy within the overseas strategy

In the meanwhile, French bankers got aware that this Franco-Hellenic “overseas strategy”, dedicated to the north-east Mediterranean Sea area, had to be complemented by another overseas strategy, assumed by Greek people and bankers themselves. This relation proved an broadened scope to the mere bridgeheads established in Athens or Salonica. Besides the two strategies borne by French interests towards the north-east Mediterranean Sea area and the south-east Mediterranean Sea area, Greek businessmen had for long developed the north-south axis, joining Odessa and the Black Sea, Constantinople, Salonica, the Aegean Sea, Athens, Syros, and the Egyptian market places. At a stroke for instance, bup benefited from Franco-Hellenic business relationship and from the Hellenic-Hellenic relationship between Athens and Egypt, which propped the development of its sister bank in Athens. The refinancing of those flows and the use of French skills to reinforce risk assessment methods and commercial or corporate banking within Athens Bank were thus at stake. That brought “outlets within outlets”, and fostered renewed importance of Athens Bank in the eyes of bup.

One might contend therefore that Athens Bank, Bank of Salonica and several Franco-Hellenic business relationship couldn’t be considered so long as “residual” activities, just fragments of business; such moves could actually constitute a “niche”, that  was not solely elementary pieces, but a rich and large puzzle to be assembled whether French bankers and their Greek partners succeeded in going through business, exchange, military and politics events. Greece was thus inserted within the portfolio of strategic activities of some banks along a deliberate move, even if there was a real scope even if scale had to remain far more narrow than activities developed for instance in Czechoslovakia by industrialists and bankers in the interwar. We intend to gauge the dimension of that niche; to scrutinise its contents and to determine how it could contribute to the core business of Paris banks themselves.

C. A Mediterranean niche

That niche was inserted within the business axis drawn by French businessmen in the north-east Mediterranean Sea area. The Mediterranean Sea was penetrated by several such axis followed by French interests
: the North-South one towards North Africa; the south-east Mediterranean Sea area axis; the north-east Mediterranean Sea area one, whilst the France didn’t take a large role in the Adriatic Sea axis
 (from Trieste, Ancona, Corfu, Ionian Islands, Epira, to Patras), much more attend by Austrian, Greek and British bankers and businessmen, alongside Italian interests of course. Greece was therefore situated between the Adriatic Sea axis and the north-east Mediterranean Sea area one, with moves between bot. But it was too part of the Paris-Balkan axis, and that latter wages off-shoots on the Greek markets-places patently. That could explain some intertwining of banking business in the north-Balkans and in Greece, the place of Salonica being the core place where such convergence took shape. That book will therefore contribute, although only lightly, to the history of banking in the Balkan
.

French banks were thus located on both parts of these axis, either on the terminal of the Balkan axis (in Salonica or Athens) and on the centre of the north-east Mediterranean Sea area axis, through Athens – with extension to Smyrnia then to the Levant. Such business networks can be isolated from one another, but we intend anyway to focus on Greece and Franco-Hellenic relationship, whilst being aware that numerous activities enriched in various locations of these axis sustained the development of the Franco-Hellenic axis, which we’ll enhance here and there along available data. That study will be oriented more towards a Mediterranean Sea story than towards a Balkan one, which had to be said beforehand – but we don’t pretend to reach the scope of Fernand Braudel
 anyway…

D. Part of Balkan and Mediterranean Sea banking history

More generally, lastly, as a banking historian, we’ll devote some analysis to assessment of French banks’ competitiveness in these Balkan and Mediterranean area, in front of British ones – and sometimes of Austrian or German ones. In parallel, we’ll try to determine too how French banks’ branches, subsidiaries or sister companies could confront the growth of National Bank of Greece (nbg), which became a leading force all over Greek economy since the second half of the nineteenth century
. The rank gained by Athens Bank will have to be gauged and the usefulness of French banks to nbg itself will have to be precised. Perhaps shall we be able to bring some contribution to Greek economic and business history too
.

It would appear an amazing feature that the author of such a book would not read Greek… We did not intend in fact to assume the history of Athens Bank, for instance, and we’ll leave that task to our Greek colleagues
, so fond in reconstituting the history of their national institutions; even Bank of Salonica will escape our grip alongside a detailed study. We fixed our strategic line along the history of banking links between French and Greek banks, and our core attention was paid thus on “business flows” more than to the institutional organisations: “business on the move”, such was our target.
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E. A basic path for analysis

Our development will follow a basic path as it will determine first the relatively weak relationship between Paris and Athens in the 1870s-1880s as a kind of “prehistory” of our story. After an intense crisis of the Greek finance and trade market in the 1890s, banking networks were being more structured, and even partnership took placed between some French banks and their Hellenic counterparts, which led to stakes in their capital, either in Salonica (through Bank of Salonica for Société générale) or in Athens (through Banks of Athens for Banque de l’union parisienne). The interwar led to an apex of the relationship between Paris and Athens, whilst another French bank, Crédit foncier d’Algérie et de Tunisie, became the godfather of Bank of Salonica. The 1940s-1950s period mixed the renewal of Bank of Athen’s activity but the decline of French influence on it, just before the merger between Athens Bank and National Bank of Greece, which will be set up at a chronological limit to our historical survey.

3. An outlook on archives

To be denied access to archives records written in Greek wasn’t an obstacle indeed… First some documents have been translated by colleagues. Second we found out numerous records written in French in the archives of nbg: the correspondence between Paris French banks, especially letters received from Paris, were of course in French. That Athens stockpile was complemented by documents which were written in French, especially in the 1880s-1910s because French was some kind of “second language” within nbg, and even Rothschild & Sons on London wrote some letters in French to nbg … The shares of nbg themselves were written in Greek on their recto and in French on the verso (although printed in London)… Second, because Athens Bank was a bi-national institution, numerous records which have been preserved at nbg had been written in French. 

Third we read naturally huge amounts of archives records in Paris archives. Société générale archives have gathered records about Société générale’s activities in the Balkans and in the north-east Mediterranean Sea area, but too about its subsidiary Bank of Salonica; moreover, as Société générale took control of Crédit du Nord, which had absorbed in 1974 Banque de l’union parisienne, the Société générale archives centre has gathered the whole records of bup, which paved the way to enriching reading at archives of bup and Athens Bank… In parallel, we have consulted the historical archives of Crédit lyonnais – always an incomparable source for knowledge -, the archives of bnp Paribas as bnp succeeded in 1966 to Comptoir national d’escompte de Paris, which had for long been a key member of finance activities in Greece as a partner of Hambro and a relay of the City in Paris for Hellenic business. Paribas provided us with a few records. 

The archives of our French Foreign Office are similarly rich with considerations about French economic influence in the Balkans and in Greece, with some clues about competition between countries and businessmen there, and on the support brought by the State sometimes to them.
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