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Only Documents, Intentions Remain 

Failed Attempts to Establish Banks
in Late-XIXth Century Panama

By Joaquin Gil del Real

Y 1875 THERE WERE NO BANKS IN PANAMA, THAT IS, NO
one with a Banking License (Patente). On December 30th of that
year, the Constituent Assembly (replacing the normal Legislative
Assembly while re-writing the Constitution) approved Law Number

26, "Authorizing the Executive to celebrate a contract for the establishment of
a Discount and Circulation Bank in the city of Panama." 1 An interesting note
to this legislation was that it not only continued with the traditional authoriza-
tion to issue Bank Notes, but Article 18 stated: "That in those documents
regarding mortgage obligations ...." this being the first time that a bank was
authorized to issue a mortgage.

However, not much resulted from the Law at that time, since Panama
was still suffering from a prolonged recession, resulting from the linking of the
Transcontinental Railroad, at Promontory Point, Utah, on May 10, 1869,
which negated Panama's unique geographical position in the transportation of
people and cargo East to West, and vice versa.

On January 23, 1879, the National Executive in Bogota, sent a letter to
the Secretary of State in Panama, requesting information regarding the number
of banks established in the Isthmus. In the margin of the letter, which was used
for comments to be made for replying to same, the following observation is
made: "There does not exist in the State, any bank or credit establishment." 2

By 1879, economic life in the Isthmus began to show signs of improve-
ment, with the French efforts to dig a canal. In January of 1881, the Law of
1875 was reformed, so that the amount of bank bills to be issued could not
exceed triple the effective capital. 3 A few days later, on January 31st, 1881,
Law 41 was promulgated, authorizing the Executive to celebrate a Contract,
specifically, with Mr. Miguel Labarriere, for the establishment of Banco del
Estado de Panama. 4 The Contract was signed one year later on January 25,
1882, identified as Number 3 of 1882. 5 Here, the State would participate
directly by emitting $50,000 pesos in Treasury Bills as its contribution to the
bank's capital. 6 However, for reasons unknown, the Bank failed to materialize.

In 1876, Lt. Lucien Napoleon Bonaparte Wyse, a member of that family,
had been sent to Panama, by the Societe Civil International du Canal
Interoceanique to investigate a possible cana 1 route. He had also negotiated a
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Contract signed by Mr. Miguel
Labarriere for the establishment of
Banco del Estado de Panama.
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tam why none of these efforts came to
By the end of 1885, the Federal System of government was abolished,

after 30 years, and Panama reverted to being a Department of the Republic of
Colombia. On August 20th of the following year, the Amador Guerrero's
interests reappear when M. Amador Guerrero, representing the commercial
firm, signed a contract for a bank, 14 but six months later, on March 1, 1887,
he sent a memorandum to the Governor of the Department in which he indi-
cated, "Many months have elapsed since the Supreme Government has decided
nothing on this matter....", and solicits that the contract be rescinded. 15

Additional attempts were made. The National Legislative Council in
Bogota approved Law 21 on February 14, 1888, the only article of which
authorizes contracting for the establishment of a bank on the Isthmus of
Panama 16 which immediately took place through Contract Number 2 of
1888, with Mr. Juan N. Reed. 17 Once again the mystery continues, as we are

(", 2-2-7.1 it- (et' 	 .c7/

contract with the Colombian
Government for the execution of a
canal. The so-called Wyse concession
was sold to Count Ferdinand
DeLesseps and his Canal Company. 7

On March 9, 1881, Lucien requested
authorization to establish the Banco
Internacional del Istmo 8 , and on the
13th of that month signed the corre-
sponding documentation. 9

At the same time, Amador
Guerrero Hnos. (Manual Amador
Guerrero, M.D, was the first President
of the Republic of Panama and a mem-
ber of this Company) also requested
authorization to establish a bank and
was granted a contract, which was
approved, as was Mr. Wyse's, by means
of Law 46 of June 17, 1881.

Unfortunately both gentlemen
suffered delays in the establishment of
their respective enterprises and the fol-
lowing year their requests for exten-
sions were denied due to their expira-
tion by Citizen President Rafael
Aizpuru. 11

Economically, there was prosperi-
ty on the Ithmus, primarily due to the
French efforts at canal digging. In 1884
there were new attempts to establish
banks in Panama. On the 14th of
March, a contract was signed with Juan
C. Stevenson for organizing the Banco
del Istmo de Panama in the City of
Colon. 12 That same year, Miguel
Labarriere reappeared signing a con-
tract which ".... have convened in
restoring Contract Number 3 of 2 5
January 1882." 13 to establish the
Banco del Estado de Panama. But here
again, we have not been able to ascer-
fruition.
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unable to find out why this never came to pass.
It would only be fair and appropriate to clarify, howev-

er, that since the beginning of traffic through the Isthmus in
1848 brought on the social and economic development or
Panama, innumerable commercial enterprises dedicated to
the business of banking in one form or another did exist.
However, with the exception of the Banco de Perez y Planas
[1861] (see Paper Money, #188, page 48), The Exchange
Bank or Colon [1866] (see Paper Money, #215, page 294) and
the Banco de Panama [1869] (see Paper Money, #220, page
232), none other received a Patente or License to operate as
a bank.

Most were businesses dedicated to ship's chandling
(provision dealer), victuals, diy goods, and most included a
section within overall operations, dedicated to banking mat-
ters, such as the purchase and sale of drafts, promissory
notes, and traffic in precious metals. Most had commercial
relations with other houses in major cities around the world.
It would be negligent on our part if we did not at least men-
tion some of these firms: 18

American Trade Development Co. (Ramon Arias F.)
Brandon and Bros. (Alexander Morri ce)
Ehrman & Co. (Felix and John Ehrman)
Fidanque & DeCastro (M. Fidanque)
Antonio Guerra
Hazera y Mejia
Maduro e Hijos
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A letter by Lucien Napoleon Bonaparte Wyse proposing to set up a
bank, published in the Gaceta de Panama March 13, 1881.
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Above: Ehrman & Co. executives in
1895. Below: Ehrman's listing in the
1898 Panama City Directory pub-
lished by Francisco Posada Star &
Herald.

and many, many more.
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