
Minos Zombanakis, born in a small Cretan village in 1926, rose
during the course of a 50-year career to become one of the leading
figures in the global banking industry. On the way he faced the rav-
ages of war, talked his way into Harvard, faced down the sceptics,
and pioneeredmany of the techniques used by international bankers
today. James Wolfensohn, president of the World Bank, described
him as “a legend, not only because of his financial skills but also,
while Greek, he is one of those universal figures who have shaped
our international marketplace.”

In this authorised biography, David Lascelles traces the remark-
able story of Zombanakis through the markets of Europe, America,
the Middle East and Japan, and explains how his innovations liter-
ally changed the financial world.

* * *

“Minos Zombanakis has experienced and contributed to the
greatest changes in financial markets in history. He is a legend not
only because of his financial skills but also, while Greek, he is one
of those few universal figures who have shaped our international
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ForewordStarting 84 years ago from my village in Crete, I was destined to lead my lifein a world of trouble and opportunity. As a young boy, I grew up in a beau-tiful environment, which was ended with a brutal war and the occupationof my country by the Germans. When peace returned to the world, I was facedwith many positive challenges and unexpected events. My education, and subse-quently my profession as a banker and economist, gave me the opportunity tomeet many outstanding people and to contribute something to the professionthat I had chosen.Many of my friends have encouraged me to write the history of my life. SinceI thought it would have been presumptuous on my part to write about myself, Ihave asked David Lascelles, a man with high integrity and knowledge, to writethis book. I gave him a lot of material and have allowed him to see my files andeverything else that has been written about me throughout the years. I have alsoasked him to consult with everyone he felt appropriate so that the story of my lifecould be told as objectively as possible.I must acknowledge my gratitude to the many people who worked with methrough this period, especially to Dwight Allen, Richard Butler, Michael Hamilton,Andrew Hilton, Gene Northrop, John Riddell, John Waage, and many others.
Minos ZombanakisKalives, CreteNovember 2011
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CHAPTER ONEA Chair at Harvard
“Minos Zombanakis has experienced and contributed to the greatest changes in
financial markets in history. He is a legend not only because of his financial
skills but also, while Greek, he is one of those few universal figures who have
shaped our international marketplace.”

James WolfensohnPresident, World Bank 1995-2005On 15th April 2010, a ceremony took place at Harvard University’sKennedy School to launch a new professorship with a highly topicaltheme: to improve the world’s understanding of the international fi-nancial system. In the wake of the worst financial crisis for 80 years and the fright-ening failings it had exposed in banks and markets, the new Chair would provideacademic leadership in the quest for measures to make finance not just safer, butbetter at serving the needs of the global economy. The lesson from the crisis wasonly too clear: finance was one of the most powerful forces in the world, but alsopotentially one of its most destructive. Through irresponsibility, lack of control,poor regulation – call it what you will – it had lost its way, ending up in a crisislargely of its own making. How could it be made more transparent, less risky,more attentive to its social responsibilities? What structures should be put in placeto achieve this? What should be the role of governments, of regulators, of centralbanks and institutions like the IMF and the G20? It was a heavyweight agenda, butalso one demanding urgent attention.The School’s Dean, David T. Ellwood, told the assembled guests: “Addressingthe global financial challenges of today is a top priority for policymakers through-
1
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out the world. In establishing this timely professorship, the Kennedy School willbetter prepare and teach future leaders and professionals as they grapple withthe complexities of global markets, regulation, and international finance.”Few people in the hall understood the challenges better than the person theChair was to be named after: Minos A. Zombanakis, an 84-year-old banker whohad spent most of his life in international finance, and could justly be describedas one of its 20th century leaders and innovators. Invited to share his thoughtsabout the occasion, Zombanakis said: “I always felt that such a Chair was missing;especially now that we are passing through a historical financial adjustment... Ihope that it will help future generations to gain a better understanding of how thefinancial world works and how we can make it of greater benefit to the world econ-omy.” It was, indeed, surprising that an institution like Harvard did not alreadyhave a professor looking at these great issues, and the applause that greeted Zom-banakis’ hopes showed that they were widely shared.

The naming of the new Chair after Minos Zombanakis was a fitting culmina-tion of a long career which straddled the financial and academic worlds, and Zom-
2

Minos Zombanakis at the inauguration of the Banking Chair at Harvard’s Kennedy School in April 2010
with (l.) Graham Allison, the School’s former Dean, and (r.) David Ellwood, its present Dean
Photo: Rose Lincoln Photography
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banakis had been equally at home in both. Himself a Harvard alumnus, Zom-banakis spent most of his working life in banking, but he was always curious aboutthe intellectual side: trying to understand how the business worked, probing itscomplexities through the many forums with which he was involved, seeking outnew ways to do things. He became a member of the Board of Visitors of theKennedy School in the early 1980s and stayed on it for 21 years, a record. Overthe same period, he was a member of the international advisory board of theChemical Bank, one of America’s largest banks: literally, a foot in both camps.Zombanakis is that rare animal: a thinking banker. And he is many otherthings besides: a financial pioneer, adviser to banks and governments, a lay offi-cial of the Orthodox Church, even a solicitee for the posts of Governor of theGreek central bank and Prime Minister of Greece (both of which he turned down).He has also led a remarkable life: his career is built on extraordinary encounters,on opportunities boldly seized, on a lack of shame that can leave others gaping.Graham Allison, the Harvard professor with whom he teamed up to found thenew Chair, says of him: “Minos Zombanakis has an uncanny history of being at theright place at the right time with the right idea.” His career is also, in a way, thestory of the international financial markets, their progression from nothing afterthe Second World War to today’s turnover of a trillion dollars a day, and all the upsand downs in between. There is scarcely a major event in the financial world overthe last half century in which Zombanakis has not been involved as a practitioner,consultant or observer. It would be hard to think of a more fitting name for Har-vard’s new Chair.I first met Minos (I shall call him Minos since nobody ever uses his surname)back in the 1970s when I was a novice reporter at the Financial Times. I remem-ber a tall, lanky man with an engaging smile, a self-possessed but unthreateningmanner who invited contact and conversation. With his Mediterranean appear-ance, he looked out of place amid the bowler hats and pin stripes that still markedthe City of London in those days. On the other hand, he was immensely well con-nected: he seemed to know everybody and everything that was going on: he wasplainly not an outsider.
Prime Mover

I soon learnt that Minos was indeed an exceptional figure. He was a prime moverin the international syndicated loan market which was then the most exciting
3
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thing going on in London, churning out billions of dollars of loans and openingup a whole new era in international finance. He was always popping up at finan-cial conferences or dashing off to some distant land to pull deals together. Yet hewas not a product of the dominant Anglo-Saxon financial establishment, or evenof the new wave of Central European Jewish bankers who were coming throughand breaking the barriers. I learnt that he was, in fact, the son of the mayor of asmall village in Crete where he grew up among oxen and citrus orchards. Hebegan his banking career entirely by accident in the turmoil of post-war Greece,and launched himself on the international financial scene with what was to be-come his hallmark mix of boldness and aptitude. He lit the blue touch paper, andhe was away. There were setbacks and disappointments, but the general move-ment was always forwards, and Minos ended up being honoured by many coun-tries for his services to finance. Banking has always been a business with aquestionable reputation, mistrusted for its usury and more recently for its reck-lessness and greed. But Minos came away from it with a name untainted by anyof these things. In the chronicle of financial history he is likely to go down as some-thing of a hero, even a sage, one who saw the failings of banking and tried to putthem right.Unlike many banking types, Minos cannot be caricatured. So who is he really?The pages that follow will hopefully provide answers to that question. But it isworth setting out a few signposts at the start.First, Minos is intellectually impressive: he has a sharp mind and a good mem-ory. From his earliest childhood he was singled out as the bright boy of a largefamily; he was the only one of seven children who made a career in the widerworld. He has always been driven by intellectual curiosity, from the moment heleft wartime Crete as a teenager in an open boat under risk of German gunfire topursue his education in Athens, to the day he marched into Harvard and askedto join a graduate course in economics without any of the necessary qualifications.Showing an instinctive grasp of the subject, he came top of the class. And on to theperiod 20 years later when he was a key innovator in the international bankingmarkets. Minos has always brought an intellectual approach to his work. Unlikemany of his money-obsessed banking colleagues, he is interested in discussionand debate, he chairs his own think tank and he runs an annual seminar in Athensfor top people from the worlds of business, government and academia. Some-times his curiosity gets the better of him. He was once asked to help promote aRussian rocket launcher in America as a cheaper alternative to NASA. It was a fas-cinating idea: harnessing a former enemy’s space technology to the US space pro-
4
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gramme, but also rather barmy. Needless to say the necessary import licences werenot forthcoming and the whole idea collapsed. But Minos had no regrets aboutthe wasted effort: “I have a great deal of natural curiosity and would never turndown the chance to participate in anything interesting.”He is also enormously personable. Everybody seems to like Minos, or at leastto find it hard to dislike him. He has warmth, he takes a genuine interest in peo-ple, all seemingly with no ulterior motive. He works extremely hard at his con-tacts, he always strives to turn business acquaintances into personal friends, toavoid any suggestion that he is trying to exploit them. When he arrives in a newplace, he burrows his way into it, learning its style and manners, getting to knowall and sundry: he’ll end up chatting to the porter and the CEO. Many of hisfriends – some going back more than 50 years – receive an annual gift of olive oilfrom his groves in Crete. True, he has made enemies: banking colleagues whowere jealous of his success or felt he claimed too much of the credit when thingswent well and too little when they did not. They might have squeezed him out, butthey never brought him down.Indeed, some would say that there is something unstoppable about Minos: heis always striving for something, driven by a strong though well-regulated ambi-tion and an unusual amount of self-confidence. He aims high, whether it be inimproving himself, building businesses, or simply approaching a new prospect: hegoes straight to the chairman’s door. He is energetic, sometimes relentlessly so,pushing colleagues, friends and family to greater things. Some of his biggestbreaks came from his fearlessness: walking up to strangers, asking the impossible,thinking the unthinkable. He ascribes his shows of boldness to a mixture of opti-mism and fatalism: things will usually turn out for the best; if they don’t there isno point in worrying because “the destiny of each individual is mapped out andcannot be changed.” Nonetheless, Minos’ optimism can be infectious: it is rare toemerge from a meeting with him in a mood of despair.Yet unlike many bankers, Minos’ ambition was not to accumulate greaterwealth and power than anyone else. Although he made a lot of money during hiscareer, most of it came from salaries and fees rather than bonuses or shares in lu-crative deals, and was therefore modest compared to the mega-bucks earned bytoday’s financial high-flyers. He describes huge wealth as “a curse which makesyou miss the beautiful things in life.” Also, he has never sought to run large busi-ness empires or acquire political influence. Rather, his ambition has been to ex-plore ideas, to try out new things, to bring people together, to make thingshappen in a world where more is possible than most people realise.
5
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One of the striking things about Minos’ life story is how often he became a con-fidant or adviser to top people – whether it was in business, banking, politics, eventhe Church. Somehow, he has a way of inspiring trust in a great number of thepeople he meets, almost whatever their background. He calls it “a gift from God.Everybody trusts me!” It is partly his charm and openness, his unassuming man-ner. But it also has to do with the sense of independence that he projects: he is hisown man, a plain dealer, no hidden agendas.There are some very good examples of the way Minos has inspired trust in themost unlikely places. The three countries where he was most successful are SaudiArabia, Japan and pre-revolutionary Iran, all extremely complex societies, mis-trustful of foreigners, mindful of status and etiquette, and with business practicesthat are ethically very different from the West’s. He was able to win an almost un-matched level of trust in all of them, advising top officials, getting to know theirfamilies and children, making lifelong friends. The fact that he was Greek helped.To those he met, he was unlikely to be pushing some big power agenda or frontingrapacious industrial interests. Yet he knows his stuff when it comes to businessand high finance, and is able to give genuinely objective advice. An ideal combi-nation.
The Go-between

This can cut both ways, of course, because independence may also generate sus-picion. (Who does this guy really work for, the CIA?) But not with Minos. As wellas becoming a trusted adviser, he has frequently been thrust into the role of go-between, building bridges between cultures, for example between the Europeansand the Saudis and the Japanese, or acting as interlocutor for parties who cannotaddress each other directly, for whatever reason. This has pitched him into somecurious situations. On one occasion he managed to arrange a meeting betweenRichard Nixon during his dog days and the Shah of Iran at the height of his pow-ers. On another, he became an interlocutor for the Greek junta and the Greekcentral bank who had fallen out with each other. On another still, KonstantinosKaramanlis, the Greek Premier in the 1970s, asked him to go to Washington ona secret mission to induce the Pentagon to send arms to re-equip the Greek army(he did). Most bizarre of all, he once interceded on behalf of the Orthodox Ecu-menical Patriarch of Constantinople with the Russian Orthodox Church inMoscow, with the Kremlin breathing down his neck: surely the ultimate Byzantine
6
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Minos Zombanakis, born in a small Cretan village in 1926, rose
during the course of a 50-year career to become one of the leading
figures in the global banking industry. On the way he faced the rav-
ages of war, talked his way into Harvard, faced down the sceptics,
and pioneeredmany of the techniques used by international bankers
today. James Wolfensohn, president of the World Bank, described
him as “a legend, not only because of his financial skills but also,
while Greek, he is one of those universal figures who have shaped
our international marketplace.”

In this authorised biography, David Lascelles traces the remark-
able story of Zombanakis through the markets of Europe, America,
the Middle East and Japan, and explains how his innovations liter-
ally changed the financial world.

* * *

“Minos Zombanakis has experienced and contributed to the
greatest changes in financial markets in history. He is a legend not
only because of his financial skills but also, while Greek, he is one
of those few universal figures who have shaped our international
marketplace.”

James Wolfensohn
President, World Bank 1995-2005

David Lascelles is a leading in-
ternational writer on financial af-
fairs. A former Banking Editor and
New York correspondent for the
Financial Times, he is now Senior
Fellow of the Centre for the Study of
Financial Innovation, a London-
based think tank which explores
the future of the financial services
industry. He is also the author of
several books and research papers
on banking and finance. He is mar-
ried and lives in London.

VOVOLINI
Archives

The Vovolini Archives constitutes a keysource of information on economic andgeneral Greek history, reflecting an en-tire era of approximately 150 years, andshedding light on unknown aspects ofthe formation of the Greek state.
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