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Interview with: Bob Wickham - Part 1
Date: 26 October 2016

Interviewer: John Thirlwell (Q)

A: I'll try to restrain my facetiousness [laughs].

Q: Interview with Bob Wickham on the 26" of October 2015. John Thirlwell, spelt T-h-i-r-I-w-e-I-|
and Gerald Ashley, spelt A-s-h-I-e-y, and for the avoidance of doubt, Wickham spelt W-i-c-k-h-

a-m. Bob, some just simple initial questions. In what year were you born?

A 1934.
Q: And your education?
A: Er, depends how far you go. Doric Academy, Harvard Business School Advanced

Management Programme. | don’t know if British Transport Staff College, | think that's 1971.

Q: My word.

A: And also I've passed all the Institute of Bankers in Scotland exams, so I’'m a Fellow of the

Institute of Bankers in Scotland.

Q: And your parents, what did they do?

A: Father was a chemist, a pharmacist. Grandfather, pharmacist, and great-grandfather a

pharmacist [laughs]. And my mother was a housewife, yes.

Q: So you’'ve mentioned British Transport, you know--,

A: Staff College.

Q: So how did you move from British Transport to the Bank of Scotland?
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Well, no | put that in the wrong order. | worked in the Bank of Scotland, joined before | was
16, six weeks before | was 16 years old. | did two and a half years in a Highland branch and
then was called up for National Service. By that time I'd started the bank exams by
correspondence course, now called distance learning. And after two and half--, the banks in
Scotland did that so that, probably during the War, they called them apprentices, and they did
it because they wanted people before--, they had an entrance exam and it was competitive,
and there was myself and somebody else that sat it, | gotit. Erm, | didn’t want to be a
pharmacist [both laugh]. Anyway, that's by the way. Called up Royal Air Force, got
demobbed with a clean sheet two years later, and started doing relief work, they called it,
around the islands for people on holiday and so on. Butin 1956 | was transferred to
Dunfermline and the Bank of Scotland, or the Union Bank of Scotland had just amalgamated
about a week or two before that and | think | was the first Bank of Scotland person to arrive in
a Union Bank of Scotland branch. Very different cultures. Union Bank was Glaswegian and

the Bank of Scotland was Edinburgh [both laugh], you can work it out for yourselves.

And eventually you--,

Well | went from--, yes | went from--,

Oh sorry, the British Transport, yes.

Yes, well | went from Dunfermline to Rothesay and Bute, and then to Glasgow and worked in

various branches in Glasgow.

[END OF RECORDING — 00:03:26]

Interview with: Bob Wickham - Part 2

Date: 26 October 2015

Interviewers: John Thirlwell (Q) and Gerald Ashley (Q2)

[0'00"

Q:

Background and CV of Bob Wickham]

Interview with Bob Wickham, Part 2, 22" October 2015. Interviewers are John Thirlwell and
Gerald Ashley. | am sorry, | got the date wrong, which is the 26" October 2015 and as | say,
the second interview with Mr Wickham. Bob, we have talked that you got to the City in
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Q:

December ’73 and joined the Lifeboat Committee in April '74. Can you tell us why you were

lighted on as being representative of Bank of Scotland to the Lifeboat Committee?

Well, the reason for that was that | had no other responsibility other than to support the
General Manager. |didn’t have, as | would have later, the London chief office to run, which |
started in ’77 when the top people changed again. | appeared to have some facility for taking
notes down very quickly and turning them into Scots, not in Yorkshire. [All laugh] It was
before the days of emails or even faxes, these reports went to Edinburgh by overnight mail or

by telex if they were very urgent | think and | used to prepare these for the General Manager
British Bank of Commerce, the Lifeboat and Bank of Scotland]

and he would have a look at them. Also, | had to keep an eye on or support British Bank of
Commerce and | really had almost daily contact with the British Bank of Commerce to begin
with. It was a new business for them and they were struggling greatly because they had to
anticipate losing their deposits and | knew and they knew that it was most likely none of them

would be renewed. They had a big term deposit book.

So British Bank of Commerce was in the Lifeboat.

Yes, that’s the only one we represented.

And Bank of Scotland was totally responsible for that bank?
Correct.

It wasn’t a shared responsibility?

No. And we | think at some point, although | don’t remember being involved in it, | think it was
at a very early stage, we considered that at that point in time their lending book was quite

sound.

And that would have been in December 73 or in April ‘74 when you got there?

| think that process would still be going on in April.

So you were relatively confident that they could meet their liabilities as they fell due--,
That's right. Yes.

And the book itself was relatively sound.

Yes. In a way that was demonstrated as | said earlier perhaps, British Bank of Commerce
were the first out of the Lifeboat and that's because somebody else thought the book was
sound enough to take them over. | can’t for the life of me remember what the name of the

Bank was, but it was a local bank in Edinburgh | think, or Glasgow.
And Bank of Scotland itself did not think of taking over British Bank of Commerce?

No. As | perhaps mentioned, | can’t remember, but | remember being interviewed at the time

but no, we had the offer of taking it over and we rejected that.

Right.
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Not because of the book, by the way, because of the nature of their book, which was very

much a local Jewish community lending book in a way.

Bob Wickham's membership of the Lifeboat Committee April - September 1974]
Okay. So you arrived at the Lifeboat Committee in April ’74.

Yes.

How long were on you the Lifeboat Committee?

| was really a deputy of the Lifeboat Committee but | had very regular attendances. | was
certainly still there when they came to their 100" meeting and | can’t remember the date of

that, but it was after | was at Harvard for a few months, for four months, or before.
And that was a great celebration was it?

Well, | wouldn’t call it that and it wasn’t a wake exactly either. It was beer and sandwiches and

a visit from the then Governor, Richardson.
That's Sir Gordon Richardson

Sir Gordon Richardson, yes. It probably lasted for about an hour, it was a sort of reception,
yes. [Laughs] And apart from | think | mentioned earlier the Governor being sort of rather
annoyed by a remark that perhaps the Bank of England hadn’t much known something about

commercial lending, in this process. [Laughs] But | can’t remember much more of it.
Who had come up with that one?

Jim Dyson.

Oh, of Barclays.

Yes.

Right. Oh, yes, that would have gone down very well | imagine.

Like a stone. [All laugh]

Talking about the fact that there they were at the 100th meeting, in a relatively short space of

time, so how often did the Committee meet?

[6'00" The £1 billion cap]

A:

Well, before | forget about it and you’ve just reminded me. | was also there when the total
exposure of the Lifeboat had got to £1 billion and the banks had obviously got together--, |
mean the English Clearers, and they told Jasper Hollom that they weren’t going any further.
He took it in effect off the agenda rather deftly and said, “Well, | will have to go and see the,” |
think it was the General Manager's Committee of the--, no, the Chairmen’s Committee of the
banks. He knew and | think everybody else around the table knew as well, that these people
from the big English banks wouldn’t have said that unless they’d cleared it. | don’t know what
happened after--, oh, | do know what happened after that, all the additional lending was done

by the Bank of England. They stuck at the [both talking at once].
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Q:

Q2:

Yes, | think the English and Scottish Clearers were prepared, from memory, to get to £1.2 and

anything over that the Bank had undertaken to take on its own book.

Yes. Well, my memory may be faulty. | knew it was at least £1billion and | can’t recall the
£1.2, but that’s possible.

| think it was Sir John Prideaux who sort of represented the bankers.
Well, that might have been arranged subsequently at the Chairmen’s Committee.
Yes, | think so.

Yes. | think it was a defining moment and if | knew when that meeting took place it would

probably tell me if | was still going to the meetings after December '75.

It was the 19" of August in fact, 1974.

Was it?

Yes.

Bob Wickham's membership of the Committee December 1974 onwards]
Well, that was just a month before | was off to America.

So you were off in September '747?

| went in early September of '74 to Harvard Business School and didn’t finish until Christmas.
Did you then come back onto the Committee?

Yes.

Oh, | see. So you had a--,

| had a deputy called Harry Wilson, but | don’t think he went to the Committee | think Martin

Cowan, who was the--,

Yeah.

Frequency of meetings]

He went. Probably the meetings were less frequent at that point | think.

But up to the first period of your time, in other words from April to when you went to Harvard,

how often were the meetings?

I’'ve been thinking about this. Initially they seemed to be quite frequent, there might have been
two in a week even, but as the time went on | think they got less frequent and you might go
two or three weeks without a meeting. I'm not sure when that started to happen but it wasn’t

so demanding in time terms.

Was that because there was a feeling that things were getting resolved, so there was no need

to meet all the time?
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| don’t know exactly. | think by that time, certainly by mid-'74--, no sorry, by the end of '74 or
perhaps early in 75 the banks had worked out which of the banks they were responsible for
and good lending or bad lending and as | said earlier, the ones that had passed the test to
begin with no longer passed the test. | don’t know who they were, | can’t remember. | think it

had become more of a routine, they’d put teams aside to keep an eye on them and all that. |
mean the big Clearers had got their administration together to work out who--, you know, it's
Barclays]

the same people that came. For instance, Barclays had three or four people and that was it,

and given the size of the Bank and the other things they were doing it was quite normal, but
Lloyds]
Lloyds as far as | can remember it was always one man, Brian Pitman.

Brian Pitman" of Lloyds, yes. That’'s another interesting point really, to tell us a bit about the

meetings.
[Laughs] | think the character of the administrative profile of the banks came out quite quickly.
William & Glyn's]

Williams & Glyn’s were quite keen to be independent of--, at least appeared to be independent

with the Royal Bank of Scotland, who owned them.
Well, they were 100% owned weren’t they by them.
Yes, they were but they were clinging voraciously on--,
Their independence. [Laughs]

But they’re independent, yes. Lloyds knew, they would make their mind up on the spot, not

quite on the spot sometimes but they had authority to act.
Probably because Pitman was very senior and--,

Yes, he was an Assistant General Manager at the time, which is a pretty outdated term these

days, but it meant a lot then | think.
Yes, it did. Yes.

| had no authority really, because | didn’t need any. We weren’t able to argue a case really
against the big Clearers, all we were doing was representing ourselves and the British Bank of

Commerce.

And Bank of Scotland’s share of the Lifeboat was?

2.8%. It sometimes went to 2.9% but it [both talking at once].
Because it was calculated on eligible liabilities.

Yes.

Back to the characters around the room.
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Well, on my right was whichever representative of Barclays was there. Jim Dyson, Andrew

Buxton, erm, who was another one? Hold on. I've written them down somewhere.
Was John Quinton"?

Yes, that’s the other one. Andrew Buxton, John Quinton, Jim Dyson and there was another

man from Barclays whose name | can’t remember. Quite senior. Then we had Midland--, no,
then NatWest and you’ve told me who the chap’s name was.

Sidney Wild" | think.

Yes. Rather with authority.

He had authority?

That’s right, he had and was prone to moan quite a bit. [All laugh] But after that was Midland
and they never seemed to be able to make their mind up if there was anything important.
They had to go back. | believe, | don’t know, but | believe that they had a Chief Executive at
the time who was extraordinarily, erm, he didn’t delegate very much as far as | knew. | might

be wrong about that.

Was that Stuart Graham?

| don’t know. | can’t remember.

I’'m trying to--, but anyway, Midland had to refer back all the time. Yes.

Yes. And Smith from the Clydesdale, which the Midland owned the Clydesdale and the chap
who ran their London office, Smith, was also there. He had a phobia, a slight one, about
balance sheets. | mean if one of the English banks had a client secondary bank he wanted to

see the balance sheet of that bank.
Oh, he had a sort of fixation | think probably would be more right.

Yes. | don’'t know, perhaps he was being asked to send them up to Scotland, but you could

count on him to say, “Can we just have a look at their last balance sheet, please?” [All laugh]
So we’ve now moved round to Clydesdale, who it seems sat next to their owners, the Midland.
Well, that happened of course with other--,

All the way round | suppose.

Yes. Williams & Glyn and Royal Bank. Actually | was telling you about the occasion when
one of the Royal Bank chaps, whose name | can’t remember, there was only one of them and

he came from their London office | think, but he had been down--,
William Lisle? Lisle?
| don’t think so, the name--,

Okay, not to worry.
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A: It might be. After the Deputy Governor had said something quite significant, the Royal Bank
man said to him, “I'm not sure that everybody round the table quite understood what you were

getting at there,” [all laugh] and proceeded to redefine it.
Q: Oh dear.

A: And that went down, as | said, like a lead balloon, you know, it was--, and coincidence or not, |
don’t think he appeared again. Shortly afterwards he had sort of gone back to Edinburgh. It

was perhaps [both talking at once].
Q: The Bank has its ways, doesn’t it?
A: Perhaps it's coincidence. [Laughs]
[14'52" Sir Jasper Hollom, Deputy Governor]

Q2: And Sir Jasper Hollom was quite an authoritative sort of towering figure in this Committee?

A: He was low-key actually and very austere and not much humour.
Q: No.
A: Obviously his colleagues held him with some regard as it were. They wouldn't -. It wasn’t a

collegiate sort of group.
Q: The Bank people?
A: Yeah.

[15'20" Bank of England attendees]

Q: Who was there from the Bank? So obviously Roger Barnes was the Secretary.

A: Yes, but again the team changed. Galpin®, Barnes, Peter Cooke" and--,

Q: Was George Blunden"'?

A: Yes, sometimes. That's the last one | remembered. He appeared but not very often.

Q: But Peter Cooke quite often.

A: Yes, that’s right. | can’t remember, Peter Cooke went off to do something in Switzerland or
something.

Q: Well, he did, yes and the start of the Basel Committee there.

A: And then got lost in the mists of time really. [Laughs] No, that was about it really.

Q: Right.

[16'07" Jim Dyson, Barclays]

A: Jim Dyson, for instance, was a very significant character, much more sort of outspoken than
say Andrew Buxton. He had come up a very tough route in Barclays and, you know, | knew a
lot of stories about him from his colleagues and so on. He’s the chap who said to the Deputy

Governor, “Of course, I’'m not a technical banker, but...” [All laugh]
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Q2:

A:

Probably the most technical banker around that table. [Laughs]
Len Mather, Midland and UDT]

That’s right. And Len Mather who came to speak for UDT. He had a very good--, well, he had
a reputation of reading books and all the rest of it and so on and smoked like a chimney, which

there was no objection to you smoking at the table [both talking at once].
Well, | know Jim Dyson was a smoker.

Oh, yes.

It must have been terrible to sit round the meeting--,

Well, | used to sort of--, not at the meeting, but | mean the table was not much wider than this
and | remember Len Mather sort of leaning forward and making his points rather forcefully. He
was very disappointed | think because of what had happened to UDT and | don’t know how

that game ended.

Because of course he was parachuted in to UDT from Midland, wasn’t he?

That’s right, yes. I'm not sure of the timing of that, but he had been the chap who ran Midland.
Yes, he had. Sorry, Gerald.

Do you recall any specific banks that were mainly discussed, the sort of problem children if

you like [banging noise on microphone].

[Pause] | can’t say that | can. They’ve sort of disappeared. I'm disappointed | can’t

remember the others.

The sort of key one, which is sort of before your time, was Cedar Holdings, which had sort of

kicked this whole process off. That was in December.

When it started, from memory, one of the other secondary banks had sort of assured their

position by helping the Bank of England out by taking over--,

Well, it was Pat Matthews"" and FNFC.

That’s right, yes.

And then eventually they had to climb into the Lifeboat.

That’s right, yes.

Scottish Co-operative]

But actually if you go back before Cedar, there was Scottish Co-Op.

Ah, but that was not the same thing. The Scottish Co-Op had got talked into taking some sort
of instruments from the City, | can’t remember what they were, which lost their value quite

quickly.
They were forward CDs™.

That's right. | can’t remember, what they got sold, but they didn’t--,
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Yes, they bought forward CDs. That's right, yes, and they were hoping to borrow cheap and

buy them that way and then--, then the rates moved against them.

Yes, the general opinion of my colleagues in the Bank of Scotland and probably in the other
Scottish banks was they didn’t know what they were doing, they’d been taken by a big ride by
somebody in the City.

Yes. From reading some of the stuff, | understood that the Scottish Clearers really couldn’t

afford on their own to try and bail them out and so everybody had to pitch in.
Yes. | think they may have been asked to but | don’t know.

Lack of publicity of the Lifeboat and the different approaches to banking confidentiality

between Edinburgh and London]

One of the things that fascinates us about it was the secrecy surrounding it. I've looked at
Treasury files and they knew nothing, the Governor very much felt it was his patch and nothing

seemed to get out into the press. What was your sense of all of that?

My background in the Scottish banks, they were a sort of cartel when | joined the Bank. |
mean they fixed interest rates between them and they wouldn’t poach staff from other banks
and so on and it was pretty natural for them not to tell you anything if they could help it.
[Laughs] There’s probably historical reasons for that, you know, going back a long way. |
think that was the sort of--, what’s the word? It came naturally to the Clearing banks to not talk
about their business very much | think. You know, banking confidentiality was a much--, |

mean for the police for instance to go and look at an account and so on, you had to get a--,
Bankers' Books of Evidence Act

That’s right. Yes, yes. It was a curious mix. The City was far more open than say Edinburgh
was because there were more banks to start with and it was a sort of old boys net. You know,
you could phone up somebody and say, “Look, I've screwed up on this and could you help to
fix it?” | mean | had Standard Life who Midland Montagu were the Bank that wanted--, they
were acting for a customer who was going to make a cash offer for the shares of something or
other that Standard Life held and if the document wasn’t in by 11 o’clock, he got paper. And
our messenger went to the wrong bank and it was 20 minutes late in going to Midland
Montagu and now Standard Life were not people to mess about with, for us at that time, a very
strange culture. Anyway, | phoned a Director of Midland Bank who | used to do syndications
with and so on and | said, “You know, could you help me?” | heard him put the squawk box on
and he said, “I've got the Bank of Scotland here and they’ve screwed on this,” this was to their

securities department, “Could you backdate it to before 11 o’clock?”
My word. Those were the days.

I know. Nothing on paper, you see.
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No. But the Lifeboat itself, | mean wonderfully nobody outside that room it seemed, obviously
within the banks people knew, but outside that room | mean the public--, it certainly wasn't like

today when that would have been a--, | mean this was a huge amount of money. | mean--,
In modern terms I’'m not sure--,

A billion pounds in 1973/74.

It could be what now? Ten times that?

Oh, comfortably | would think. So the press?

Margaret Reid, Financial Times]

Apart from Margaret Reid, | can’t remember any informed press coming to talk really.

And on the basis that people would not have been giving interviews to Margaret Reid, so how

did she get her information?

| think it's Roger Barnes. | asked about that quite a time after the event, | think probably
years, we met up somewhere and | said, “I often wondered how you were using Margaret Reid
to sort of put things into the public domain that you wanted known.” And I’'m not sure if Roger
will remember this or not, but he said something on the lines of, “She phoned around just
about everybody who was on that Lifeboat.” She obviously knew who was on the Lifeboat and
got something, a little something over the weeks or so and then she put the story together
because they all said something. You know, one would emphasise something and another

would emphasise something--,
Ah, and so she--,

She never phoned me, that’s very disappointing, [all laugh] but she probably knew that we had

2.8% of it as well.
But she sort of managed as a good journalist to keep asking.

Yes, and she obviously kept her contact going. She didn’t offend anybody very much | don’t
think. 1 mean, you know, they didn’t sort of shut her off because she was--, it was quite well

written, you know.

Yes, | think they were very sort of low-key. I've seen the press cutting that | think it was right
at the end of '74--, January '74 the very first glimmer in the press, which was an article of hers

and | think was on sort of page 13 or something of the Financial Times.
They were quite small. There wasn’t any length at all.

No, it wasn’t a banner headline at all, it was a--,

| don’t think it ever was.

No.

And | don'’t think, | can’t remember, it’s a long time ago, | can’t remember any of the other

papers dealing with it.
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Q: No, | think you’re right. Yes. | think that's probably a good time for us to conclude this
interview and thank you very much, Bob.

A: Not at all.
Q: Thank you.
A: If | think of anything else...

[END OF RECORDING - 0:24:51]

' Sir John Prideaux, Chairman, National Westminster Bank (1971-77)

" Brian Pitman, Assistant General Manager (later Chairman 1984-97), Lloyds Bank

" John Quinton (Chairman 1987-92), Andrew Buxton (Chairman 1993-99), Jim Dyson, all Assistant
' General Managers, Barclays Bank.

" Sidney Wild, Deputy Chief Executive, National Westminster Bank

¥ Rodney Galpin, later Head of Banking Supervision, Bank of England, Chairman Standard Chartered
_ (1988-93)

"' Peter Cooke, later Head of Banking Supervision, Bank of England, Chairman Basel Committee,
i Bank for International Settlements.

" George Blunden, later Deputy Governor, Bank of England.

"' Pat Matthews, deputy chairman and chief executive of First National Finance Corporation.

* Certificate of Deposit
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