
K i lk e n n y  Pri v a t e  B a n k s

LENNOX BARROW

I N the early part of the nineteenth century private banks
played an im portant role in Irish economic life. The 

Bank of Ireland did not move out of Dublin until 1825, 
and no other note-issuing bank was perm itted w ith more 
than six partners. Most of the country depended therefore 
on small local firms both for currency and for banking 
services. Many such banks were founded under the 
inflationary conditions of the Napoleonic Wars, but, as 
far as I have been able to trace, the only two in K ilkenny 
were Loughnan's and W illiams & Finn, both founded in 
1800.

Of the two the m ore im portant and the longer-lived 
was Loughnan's, though it was the second to open. It was 
first registered in Septem ber 1800 by Connel Loughnan 
and John Helsham. The Loughnans w ere an old Kilkenny 
fam ily — the name appears in Ormonde leases in the 
sixteenth century — but I have no particular information 
about Connel. His partner, John Helsham, was Mayor of 
K ilkenny in 1805. The firm continued w ith these two 
partners un til 1813 when both names disappear from the 
Almanacks and are replaced by Michael Brenan and 
Jam es Loughnan. After 1816 Brenan's name drops out, 
leaving Jam es Loughnan as the sole partner, and he 
continued so for the rest of the bank 's life.

There is little  inform ation on the bank 's business in 
its early years. The only relevant statistics are for stamp 
duty paid on notes for the years 1799 to 1803; they 
indicate a considerable issue by Loughnan's but do not 
enable us to put a finger on it. As w ith so m any private 
banks, we do not really  know much about Loughnan's 
until it got into trouble.

This happened in 1820 when a crisis swept through 
the banking systems of the south of Ireland, due prim arily 
to the deflation that followed the end of the war. When 
prices fell the value of bills of exchange and other 
securities held by the banks fell too, and m any found 
them selves unable to meet their obligations. On May 25th 
two banks closed in Cork, followed on the 27th by two 
more in Limerick, and alarm  spread quickly across the 
country w ith holders of notes rushing to the banks to 
dem and payment. Initially  Loughnan's seems to have stood 
up well. On May 31st large quantities of its notes were 
paid out at a great cattle fair in Kilkenny, which shows
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th a t it still enjoyed public confidence at tha t date, but 
three days later, on Ju n e  3rd, Jam es Loughnan found his 
cash was running low, and closed his doors.

The object was not to avoid paym ent but to give 
tim e to collect debts due to the bank and then pay all 
creditors fairly, ra ther than in the mad scramble to a 
run. A comm ittee was quickly appointed and announced 
that, from  Mr. Loughnan's statem ent, “ by economical and 
judicious m anagem ent his effects may ultim ately  be equal 
to m eet his engagem ents.” A notice to this effect was 
posted all over the city, and also in Callan, Castle
comer, Thomastown and other surrounding towns 
and villages — which had the desired effect of 
preventing panic. G reat num bers of people gathered 
in the Coal M arket, where the bank house was 
situated, but, in the words of the Leinster Journal, 
“ they bore their disappointm ent like men ” and there 
was no tum ult. The Earl of Desart continued to take 
Loughnan's notes for rent, and the only other resident 
peer in the county, the Earl of Carrick, was believed to 
be doing the same. The paper appealed to other landlords 
to follow their example, and to the revenue authorities 
to postpone their demands for taxes.

Ten days later a fu ll statem ent of the bank 's position 
was given to a m eeting of creditors. The in itial expecta
tion of paym ent in full had obviously been too sanguine. 
Liabilities totalled £63,600 (of which £25,800 were on 
notes outstanding), while assets were valued at only 
£24,400, w ith  Jam es Loughnan's property w orth another 
£28,200. This left a shortage of about £11,000, and 
Loughnan produced a statem ent of losses totalling £17,000 
to show how this had come about. The com m ittee's 
estim ate of expected paym ents was now only 10/- in 
the  £ .

The creditors, anxious to avoid the costs and delays 
of bankruptcy, voted to appoint trustees .to wind up the 
bank—an alternative and sim pler m ethod provided for by 
the Banker's Act of 1760—but they were too late. One 
creditor had already applied for a bankruptcy commission 
and the Lord Chancellor refused to supersede it. Bank
ruptcy proceedings therefore started  on their interm inable 
course. The only dividend paid seems to have been 7/6d 
in the £  (in 1822), and by 1834 some creditors had still 
not collected it. The case was still before the courts in 
1842.

Bank failures are commonly a ttribu ted  to the villainy 
of the bankers. This is very seldom justified, and it does 
not seem to have been in the case of Loughnan's. Its
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notes in circulation, which m ust have form ed a large part 
of the local currency, had been issued to cattle dealers 
and others chiefly by the discount of bills of exchange 
and w ith the general fall in prices these had lost value. 
The total losses, by Jam es Loughnan's statem ent, were 
£17,000, and if these debts had been good the bank 's 
position, if not perfect, would certainly have been much 
happier. T hat they were not was due either to the failure 
of the debtors or to the general deflation. Loughnan's 
Could have avoided such losses by refusing to discount 
bills or issue notes — and so leave the area without 
currency, and worse off than  ever. That .the bank could 
not survive such losses was due ra ther to the unnatural 
restrictions of the law (which prohibited note issuing 
banks from having more than  six partners, and imposed 
a num ber of other restrain ts) than to any weakness in 
the m anagem ent itself.

There are two of Loughnan's notes in Rothe House, 
one of 1813 for One Guinea, the other of 1818 for Twenty- 
five Shillings. The form er is the only note I have seen 
from  so early  a date. Tne National M useum has six notes 
and the Institu te  of Bankers in Ireland one, all issued 
between December 1817 and M arch 1820 and so presum ably 
in  circulation w hen the bank failed. All the notes are of 
course in the old Irish currency, abolished in 1826, which 
stood to British at .the ra te  of 13 : 12. A guinea, solely 
a British unit, was therefore w orth £l-2-9d Irish, wm ch 
is why the promise to pay on the guinea notes is for 
this sum. All the notes are headed “The K ilkenny Bank” 
and are signed by Jam es Loughnan.

If Loughnan's was the victim  of economic circum
stances it is open to doubt w hether the same can be said 
of W illiams & Finn. It was opened in May 1800 by 
W illiam Williams, who was joined in October by Michael 
Finn. From  1801 to 1803 their note issues exceeded those 
of Loughnan's, and in 1804 they extended their business 
to Dublin, but .they did not last long. I have not found 
their exact closing date, but the name disappears from 
the Almanacks in K ilkenny in 1805 and in Dublin in 
1806, and by 1816 bankruptcy proceedings were certainly 
well under way. The only notes I have seen of this bank 
were all issued in Dublin in 1805, which suggests tha t it 
failed tha t year, but the Leinster Journal of 1805 has no 
reference either to its existence or to its failure. It is 
sometimes said to have survived till 1820, but this is 
certainly wrong.

In evidence before a Parliam entary  Committee in 
1826 S ir John  Newport of the W aterford banking family,
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a prom inent Irish Whig, referred to W illiams & Finn as 
an example of an irresponsibly managed private bank, 
having had, he said, an issue of £200,000 to £300,000 
“ though it was perfectly  known afterw ards that the 
partners had never possessed of £1,000.” This statem ent 
has been repeated so often as to obscure the fact that 
it was evidently based on popular hearsay, but what 
little  is known of the bank does nothing to disprove it.
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