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To the visionary founders and the generations of 
the Vontobel family who have guided this company  
for a century. Your commitment to excellence,  
integrity, and innovation has created more than a 
business—it has empowered investors to build  
better futures, for their families, and their communities. 

This book stands as a testament to your legacy of 
resilience and purpose. For 100 years, you have  
not only steered Vontobel through changing markets 
but also remained dedicated to improving the lives  
of those we serve. 

To the next generation of the Vontobel family, may  
you continue to uphold these values and lead with  
the same dedication, ensuring that this company’s 
mission—to help investors build better futures—
remains at the heart of everything we do.
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A Courageous Step

The year 1918 was not really a propitious time for estab-
lishing a banking business—but the origins of Bank 
Vontobel go back to this war year. On 22nd June 1918, a 
certain Hugo Baumeister received permission from the 
financial authorities of the Canton of Zurich to trade secu-
rities over the counter. However, it would still take almost 
20 years for the stock brokerage established on that date 
to pass into the hands of Jakob Vontobel.

The ravages of war, famine and a severe influenza epi-
demic cost Europe millions of lives in 1918. After the First 
World War, one sixth of the Swiss population was living at 
the bare subsistence level. The reasons to blame for this 
were not just food shortages and the high level of unem-
ployment in the country, but also the fact that every Swiss 
soldier had served an average of 500 days military service 
during the war years—all rendered without much pay.

At the end of World War I, there was little work to be found, 
and as each month went by, wages declined. Bank employ-
ees felt this particularly hard. With cuts of 30 to 40 percent, 
their wages suffered the most drastic reductions of all 
occupational groups. It was therefore hardly a coincidence 
that the Swiss General Strike of 1918 began with a walkout 
by Zurich’s bank employees. The board of the Zurich Bank 
Personnel Association demanded a minimum monthly 
wage of 225 francs, a sum that they claimed “every clean-
ing lady in the city of Zurich earns and is thus better posi-
tioned than many a properly educated bank clerk”. At the 
end of September 1918, when the association’s demand 
was not accepted, Zurich bank staff simply failed to show 
up for work, and instead hit the streets to distribute tens of 
thousands of leaflets cynically documenting their bitter 
disappointment.

“Today, we have had to fall back on our last resort: to walk 
out. To illustrate how magnanimous the management of 
the banks and their Boards of Directors are, here are a few 
facts: In 1917, financial institutions in Zurich paid out 3 to 
3.5 million francs in bonuses. The net profit of the Zurich 
banks in the same year amounted to 33 to 35 million francs. 
Most of the Directors receive ‘compensation’ on the order 
of 6,000 to 10,000 francs per year. But then, we have hun-
dreds of bank employees with a monthly salary ranging 
from 130 to 200 francs.”

On 1st October, bank managements finally gave in, and 
the wages of bank employees were in some cases more 
than doubled. It happened to be in this explosive and chal-
lenging environment that Hugo Baumeister founded his 
own brokerage.

Background
Switzerland in the First World War 

In the summer of 1918, the First World War entered 
its final phase. The Central Powers were economi-
cally exhausted, and their defeat was imminent. 
Tumultous revolutions and monetary chaos would 

Up to 1923, Hugo Baumeister managed the business by 
himself, aided by just a handful of employees. Then he 
decided to take a partner, 38-year-old Friedrich Emil Hae-
berli. This step, however, heralded the demise of Baumeis-
ter as an entrepreneur. The two bankers fell out after a 
short time, and already in 1924 they parted company, 

follow. Shortages of vital supplies and rationing of 
important foodstuffs, begun in the autumn of 1917, 
also had an impact on neutral Switzerland. Inflation, 
declining real incomes, and severe social tensions 
were the result, coming to a head in November 1918 
with the General Strike. Resolved rather bloodlessly 
compared to the revolutions in neighbouring coun-
tries, this strike nevertheless brought about major 
changes in wage and labour market policies.

When war began in 1914, the Zurich Stock Exchange 
closed, but it reopened in 1916 and soon gained 
importance as a neutral trading location for securi-
ties issued by the belligerent countries. To an initially 
modest degree, it also served as a haven for flight 
capital. After the war, German securities became a 
preferred speculative investment, also here in Swit-
zerland. Confident that its currency would soon be 
stabilised, investors bought German paper at sharply 
reduced prices. 

For the newly established brokerage firm of Hugo 
Baumeister, the approaching end of the war thus 
provided entrepreneurial opportunities: Specialising 
in the trading of securities, his firm earned money on 
the volume of its transactions, and as long as market 
conditions attracted investors, the trading activity of 
even a small brokerage initially only trading over the 
counter would have been at least adequate.

Market sentiment indeed picked up after the peace 
agreement, as investors hoped that stabilisation in 
Germany would come about quickly. Securities 
denominated in German currency found a ready 
market not only in Switzerland, but also in the Neth-
erlands and Sweden. France and England, on the 
other hand, went through a severe post-war reces-
sion, with the solvency of both countries in doubt. In 
France, discussions about a confiscatory capital levy 
delayed stabilisation even further. A similar initiative 
in Switzerland briefly triggered capital flight, but it 
was rejected in a referendum in the autumn of 1922. 
Hopes for a full stabilisation –which in the minds of 
contemporaries could only mean a return to the gold 
standard at the old parity of 1914—were neverthe-
less still high. The pre-war mentality was so 
entrenched that the warning signs of renewed infla-
tion in Europe were ignored. Uncontrolled hyperinfla-
tion developed in Germany and the successor states 
of the Habsburg Empire, with heavy consequences 
for Switzerland’s highly exposed financial markets. It 
may have been this financial environment in which 
Hugo Baumeister decided to take a partner into his 
company.
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Renewed Change of Ownership

Haeberli & Cie was one of 30 banks and brokerages repre-
sented on the stock exchange. Firms like this one bought 
and sold securities for third parties, whether individuals or 
other banks that did not have a licence to trade on the 
exchange themselves. They earned their money with com-
missions, i.e. brokerage fees for the settlement of trades. 
Trade was in domestic as well as foreign securities. Shares 
listed at the Zurich Stock Exchange at the time included, 
for example, “Motor Columbus”, “Nestlé and Anglo-Swiss 
Condensed Milk Co.” or “Steaua Romana, AG f. Petr. Ind.”, 
denominated in Bulgarian levs. The bonds traded then 
seem no less exotic today: the “4½ % and 5 % Federal 
Mobilisation Bond 1915/18” was traded, as was the 
“5 %Oerlikon Political Commune 1917” or the “5 % South 
Manchurian Railway 1907”. Many of the small banks traded 
on their own account as well, their owners being mainly 
speculators. “We should be under no illusions: Haeberli 
lived from hand to mouth,” says Hans Vontobel. Still, the 
firm earned enough that each morning, Friedrich Emil Hae-
berli had himself driven by his uniformed driver to his office 
at Bahnhofstrasse 58.

“There weren’t many clients then,” Hans Vontobel remarks. 
As a consequence, each individual client received a great 
deal of attention. So it was not unusual for a banker to walk 
down the street or stop in a café or talk to the butcher to 
recommend to buy or sell a certain share or bond that hap-
pened to look interesting at that moment. After trading in 
the morning, bankers spent the afternoon mostly settling 
the accounts.

As from 1924, conditions improved, with prices and trad-
ing volumes rising on the Zurich Stock Exchange as well. In 
1928, the market passed the milestone of 10 billion francs 
in volume, a level that was not reached again until more 
than 20 years later, because the Roaring Twenties came to 
an abrupt end with the Wall Street Crash in October 1929. 
The crash and the subsequent global crisis also hit Swiss 
banks hard.

Background
The Twenties 

Towards the end of 1923, Germany managed to sta-
bilise its currency. American capital was flowing into 
continental Europe. Soon an economic recovery fol-
lowed, which also affected Switzerland. The long-de-
layed return of the major European currencies to the 
gold standard was also now accomplished.

But the influx of American capital soon proved to be 
a critical defect of the new monetary system. Ger-

many used the credits coming in from the United 
States to pay off its reparations owed to other Euro-
pean countries. Soon, a credit pyramid was building 
up on the base of the gold standard. Even before the 
Wall Street Crash, there were ominous signs of a 
European payment and credit crisis brewing. Turning 
cautious, American banks began to reduce their 
lending activity. Capital flows accordingly switched 
direction, with European capital now flowing to 
America. This contributed to the overheating of the 
New York financial markets, and after the crash took 
place, it exacerbated the subsequent crisis. Cut off 
from being supplied with more American capital, 
Europe sank into a deep recession in 1930. Financial 
crises soon followed. In the spring of 1931, Cred-
it-Anstalt, Austria’s largest bank, teetered on the 
brink of insolvency. Panic spilled over to Berlin, where 
the local banking crisis led to large bank failures, 
bank holidays and a moratorium on reparations and 
war credits proclaimed by US President Herbert 
Hoover. Pushed by the German defaults to the edge 
of a banking crisis of its own, Britain dropped out of 
the gold standard in September 1931. 

The financial crisis of 1931 hit Switzerland as well, as 
it was heavily engaged in short-term lending to Ger-
many. The crisis came to full fruition for Switzerland 
in May 1933, when Germany suspended its loan pay-
ments. Several of the big Swiss banks affected could 
only survive by putting themselves up for sale or 
seeking government bailouts.

In this environment, it was fortuitous for Friedrich Emil 
Haeberli that private banks and brokerages, like the firm 
he managed, were not allowed to accept deposits. Cer-
tainly, revenues fell as hardly any clients were trading on 
the stock exchange. But at least these institutions were 
not in danger of collapsing. For the experienced stockbro-
ker Haeberli, the decline in trading volume was no doubt 
dramatic, but day in, day out, he managed to carry out 
enough trades to survive, and was thus spared the bank-
ruptcy that his former partner Hugo Baumeister had 
endured. But in March 1936, Friedrich Emil Haeberli unex-
pectedly died of pneumonia at the age of 51. His wife was 
not in a position to keep the brokerage going. His brother-
in-law, Samuel Fuchsmann, who had invested 250,000 
francs in Haeberli’s firm, was living in Bombay where he 
ran a business of his own. The executor of Haeberli’s will, 
E. Wäspi-Klöti, the Director of the Trading Department at 
Credit Suisse, was thus faced with a rather challenging 
task. In an adverse economic climate, he had to find a 
buyer for a brokerage that neither generated much profit 
nor had a particularly large or even good client base, and 
which, on top of all that, could not boast of an especially 
efficient workforce, either. In the end, there was only one 
serious candidate who had the courage and the capital to 
take over the brokerage: Jakob Vontobel.

dividing up the clientele. The firm’s stock exchange licence 
went to the newly established limited partnership Haeberli 
& Cie. Baumeister carried on doing business as well but 
seems to have run out of luck: In 1933, his company was 
deleted from the commercial registry.
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Jakob Vontobel, Founding Figure

Jakob Vontobel was born in 1885 in Irgenhausen, situated 
on the banks of the Pfäffikersee, the only child of Jakob 
and Emma Ida Vontobel. At that time, the family name was 
not yet written “Vontobel”, but “von Tobel”. It was at school 
that Jakob Jr. first experienced the democratisation of his 
family’s knightly dynasty of yore. His primary school 
teacher had little appreciation for the noble spelling of the 
name and each time he encountered it, he crossed out the 
“von” in red ink. Reluctantly, Jakob therefore began writing 
the name as a single word. This notwithstanding, he 
remained attached to Irgenhausen throughout his life. 
Shortly before the turn of the century, the Vontobels moved 
to Zurich, relocating into the newly established industrial 
part of the city, where Jakob attended secondary school. 
He was a good student; the only subject he couldn’t mas-
ter was singing. To his teachers, young Jakob apparently 
stood out mainly because he was “sometimes too funny”, 
as one of them duly noted in his report card.

Early on, Jakob had to learn to rely on himself and trust in 
his own abilities. That is because in 1899, when Jakob was 
14 years old, Jakob Sr. left his wife and son, bringing young 
Jakob’s sheltered youth to end. Wanting to look after his 
mother, Jakob quit school despite his good marks and 
instead took a job at Zurich’s Office for Assistance to 
Orphans. This amounted to Jakob’s first step into the 
world of asset management, as he took on custodial 
responsibilities for various securities and thus learned to 
manage funds entrusted to him. In spite of the responsibil-
ity he had taken on for his mother, the young man did not 
want to forgo his education entirely, and so over a period of 
several years he attended lectures in law and economics 
at the University of Zurich. He also improved his language 
skills with stays in Belgium and England.

All this Jakob Vontobel owed to an iron self-discipline. 
After his father left, Jakob put together a rigorous daily 
schedule for himself, one which he maintained until old 
age: 6:15 a.m., wake-up / 6:45 – 7:15 a.m., language studies /  
7:15 – 7:30 a.m., breakfast / all day, office / 6:00 – 6:45 p.m., 
dinner / 6:45 – 8:15 p.m., study the newspapers / 8:15 –  
9:00 p.m., walk / 9:30 p.m., lights out. In 1911, Jakob joined 
Bank Leu & Co., Zurich’s oldest bank, drawing an annual 
salary of 3,000 francs. He headed the then newly created 
Department of Wills and Inheritances. Bank Leu was the 
first financial institution in Switzerland to assign this 
department to the bank’s asset management activities. 
Quickly the young Vontobel became a specialist in tax law 
and before long, asset management and the management 
of bond issues, as well as investment policy, also belonged 
to his areas of responsibility. In 1932, he was appointed 
Deputy Director of the Stock Exchange and Securities 
Department.

In private life, Jakob Vontobel was destined for happiness 
as well. In May 1915, Jakob married Emma Höhn, called 
Liesel. Emma had German roots. Her mother, like many 
Germans at that time, had immigrated to Switzerland. 
Hardworking, she ran a dairy shop. In 1916, the first child, 
Hans, was born. Jakob noted it succinctly in his pocket 
diary: “De Bubi acho!” (“The boy’s arrived!”) Three years 

later, Ruth was born. In 1921, the family bought a house for 
themselves on the Zürichberg.

Background
Switzerland during the time of industrialisation

The years before the First World War were a period 
of social change also for the Swiss Confederation. 
Industrialisation had begun here early. At first, how-
ever, Switzerland was not affected by the growth of 
heavy industry and its social consequences. On the 
contrary, small home-based manufacturing and pro-
duction in water-powered factories continued for a 
long time, soon specialised in high-value niche 
products for export, for example in watchmaking or 
textiles. Nevertheless, Swiss industrialisation was 
not idyllic. Rural poverty and overpopulation made 
themselves felt in Switzerland just as much as in 
northern and western Europe. Without heavy indus-
try of its own as a way to make a living, the popula-
tion pressure was relieved via emigration, especially 
to America.

The country’s industrialisation received a boost from 
the unification of customs and coinage in the Federal 
Constitution of 1848, and the construction of the 
railroads. This required significant capital, which 
encouraged the rapid expansion of the banking sys-
tem. With a delay relative to its neighbouring coun-
tries, Switzerland now experienced the rise of a new 
class of industrialists and bankers, but also the 
emergence of an urban industrial working class. 
Unlike the events outside the country, however, in 
Switzerland the elites of the old Confederation were 
neither ousted nor did they maintain the old order by 
force. Instead, the second half of the 19th century in 
Switzerland was a period of gradual change. New 
power elites in business and technology emerged, 
and many a young member of the old elites found his 
own new career path in industry and banking. So it 
may have been for Jakob Vontobel.

A Brokerage is Bought

During his time at Bank Leu, Jakob Vontobel laid the 
groundwork for leading a bank of his own later. He was 
personable and had the gift of listening to people and giv-
ing them good advice. Many of his clients, whom he met 
during his career at Bank Leu, later became friends as well. 
They were the ones who encouraged him to take the step 
to become independent one day. In addition, at Bank Leu 
he no longer saw much prospect for further advancement. 
So the advice he received, his own cheerful disposition, 
and the solid 30 years of experience in wealth manage-
ment must have been the factors that encouraged Jakob 
Vontobel at the age of 51 to take over a brokerage—and to 
do so in 1936, during one of the worst economic crises 
that Switzerland had ever experienced. Much like the com-
pany’s foundation in the first instance, the acquisition also 
took place in a highly challenging environment. Many of his 
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friends had advised Jakob against taking such a risk at 
that particular point in time. “But we Vontobels never want 
to follow the general trend,” Hans Vontobel, Jakob’s son, 
explains in retrospect.

Jakob refused to listen to the ditherers; instead, he placed 
a large bet and won. Because in September—in May he 
had taken over Haeberli & Cie and renamed the company 
J. Vontobel & Co.—the Swiss National Bank unexpectedly 
decided to devalue the Swiss franc. Confidence among 
the general public returned, the economy began to recover, 
and by the end of 1936 the Zurich Stock Exchange had 
risen by 66 percent.

Beginning in 1931, Switzerland’s continued adherence to 
the gold peg of the Swiss franc made the country’s exports 
more expensive compared to those from countries whose 
currencies had sharply devalued in value. On the other 
hand, there was the fear that in the event of devaluation, 
investors might lose confidence, capital flight would set in 
and inflation might spin out of control. The general senti-
ment was that an internationally agreed solution should be 
found; till then, just wait. Such a solution finally came with 
the devaluation of the French franc, which Switzerland fol-
lowed immediately. Contrary to the widespread fears, con-
fidence did not erode with the devaluation. In fact, just the 
opposite occurred, and foreign capital flowed back into 
Switzerland.

Jakob Vontobel bought the brokerage firm F. E. Haeberli in 
two steps. Out of concern that the company’s few clients 
might defect, or he could lose his brokerage license, 
Vontobel at first carried on doing business under the old 
name, and made Haeberli’s widow a general partner, next 
to the limited partner Samuel Fuchsmann. Before long, 
however, it became clear that the company’s clients would 
remain loyal to the firm. Jakob Vontobel was now in a posi-
tion to take over the company completely. On 4th July 
1936, the limited partnership J. Vontobel & Co. was 
founded, to which all assets and liabilities of Haeberli’s 
firm were transferred. Haeberli’s widow and his brother-in-
law were bought out. The wholly liable partner was Jakob 
Vontobel, who thanks to support from his extended family 
was able to inject 100,000 francs into the new company. In 
addition, the Aktiengesellschaft für Partizipationen was 
listed as a limited partner. This company invested 300,000 
francs, money which primarily came from a wealthy friend 
of Jakob Vontobel. But the banker would not be depen-
dent on this capital for long.

In a letter to the cantonal authorities, Jakob Vontobel spe-
cifically stated that no foreign equity was involved in his 
business. The coming war already loomed over Switzer-
land’s business environment—a circumstance which 
would yet affect Bank Vontobel. On 13th July 1936, the 
company J. Vontobel & Co. was entered in the commercial 
registry, and on 18th July the brokerage license was trans-
ferred from the company Haeberli to the company 
Vontobel. It had its offices at Bahnhofstrasse 58. The pur-
pose of the company was described as follows: “Trading in 
securities, supervising securities portfolios, asset man-
agement.” The Swiss Federal Banking Commission noted 
that under Swiss banking law, the new company was a pri-

vate bank and was therefore not allowed to publicly pro-
mote itself as accepting third-party funds.

Germany had imposed tight foreign exchange and capital 
controls, and was followed down this path by a majority of 
European countries. As one of Europe’s few financial cen-
tres still open, Switzerland became a trading hub for for-
eign assets originating in countries with foreign exchange 
controls. Soon, foreign government agencies were 
involved in such activity. Even well before the war, Ger-
many was abusing neutral markets as a place to sell off 
expropriated and looted assets. Swiss policies tried to 
counter these covert transactions and investments with 
controls, but they often proved ineffective.

With 400,000 francs, the bank had a solid equity base. 
Adjusted for inflation, that figure would correspond to a 
capitalisation of some 3 million Swiss francs today. An 
additional 250,000 francs’ worth of securities were also 
available to Jakob Vontobel to borrow against if needed. 
But now, the main task was to get clients. Jakob Vontobel 
achieved this by travelling tirelessly throughout Switzer-
land and the neighbouring countries. He followed up con-
tacts from friends and acquaintances in eastern and 
northeastern Switzerland, Ticino and in western Switzer-
land. The Vorarlberg region in Austria, the Alsace, Amster-
dam, Vienna, Prague, Berlin, Munich, Hanover, Düsseldorf 
and Frankfurt were also on his itinerary. Nor did the freshly 
minted company limit its acquisition efforts to wealthy 
individuals. Vontobel also visited smaller as well as larger 
regional banks that did not have branches of their own in 
Zurich. This proved to be extremely farsighted and contin-
ued to pay off decades later. These institutions took 
advantage of the bank’s “A” licence at the Zurich stock 
exchange and became good clients in the process, laying 
the groundwork for part of the client base still loyal to this 
day.

Jakob Vontobel was very successful with his strategy. 
However, his nine employees suddenly had their hands full. 
The revenues generated by commissions had already dou-
bled in October 1936. In 1937, the bank took in 233,976 
francs in commissions and brokerage fees. Of this amount, 
over 70,000 francs were recorded as provisions and write-
downs.

Not everyone on the staff was thrilled with the bank’s pos-
itive performance under the new boss. In his time, Fried-
rich Emil Haeberli had not required such long, hard work-
days of his employees, so sooner or later, most of the 
former employees of Haeberli left Bank J. Vontobel. The 
departure of one of the two apprentices that Jakob 
Vontobel had employed caused a particular stir, as one 
fine day he ran off with all the petty cash.

Even then, Jakob Vontobel lived according to his principle, 
to “leave the profits in the business, and that way you 
broaden the equity base year by year.” He had, after all, 
witnessed first-hand how reputable Swiss banks had to be 
recapitalised after the stock market crash of October 
1929. The importance of his conservative management 
style was to become evident in the coming years.
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Background
Private Banking as an Institution

Swiss private banking is a legendary institution—
perhaps too legendary after all. In the Italian 
citystates of the Middle Ages, bills of exchange came 
into being as a means of cashless money transfer 
between trading centres. Soon, the money changers 
engaged in this practice took on additional functions 
as bankers, including investing assets for private cli-
ents. The Florentine banking houses of the High Mid-
dle Ages had interests all over Europe. Some bank-
ing families attained political power in the process, 
most prominently the Medicis in Florence.

Indeed, it was the Medicis who established a branch 
in Basel in the 16th century and thus drew this 
emerging city into their international network. 
Already at that time, the German- and French-speak-
ing regions of the continent each had their own uni-
fied payment system, with the trading cities of Swit-
zerland forming an important bridge between them. 
At the same time, the Italian banking system inspired 
imitators north of the Alps. The Fugger and Welser 
banking dynasties of Augsburg in southern Germany 
grew in importance thanks to their loans to the 
Habsburgs. Switzerland once again played a role in 
the system of payments, acting as a link to France. 
The large private bankers of the 18th century, led by 
the Rothschilds, were active lenders to the treasuries 
of the major European powers. Swiss private bank-
ers had a share of this business. The Genevois 
Jacques Necker, scion of a locally established 
Huguenot banking family and father of the later 
famous Madame de Staël, even became Finance 
Minister to Louis XVI of France. His contribution to 
the French Revolution is still noted today, as he 
relentlessly exposed the parlous condition of the 
French public finances. Recognition of Swiss neu-
trality by the Congress of Vienna in 1815 rendered 
the Swiss banking industry an even stronger finan-
cial bridge between hostile powers, but also a safe 
haven for threatened capital. Long before the Sec-
ond World War, therefore, the major trends in Swiss 
banking were visible already—but also the potential 
conflicts in their wake.

Bank Vontobel in the Second World War

The devaluation of the Swiss franc by the Swiss National 
Bank in 1936 was a godsend for Jakob Vontobel—not only 
because it triggered the stock market boom that helped 
him build up the banking business. The two-year bull mar-
ket also gave the bank the opportunity to build up reserves, 
which it would urgently need during the Second World 
War. The company’s performance was so good in the first 
years that in 1940 Jakob Vontobel was able to buy out the 
limited partners for 300,000 francs. With this move, he was 
now the bank’s sole, and fully liable, proprietor.

The stock market boom did not last long, however. In 1938, 
trading revenues began to decline again, across all of 
Europe. When Adolf Hitler invaded Poland in 1939, they fell 
even further. Nevertheless, until 1940 Switzerland was 
well positioned. Local banks could continue to do busi-
ness with foreign companies. Above all, worried foreign 
clients took advantage of Switzerland’s neutrality and sta-
bility and moved their money into Swiss banks. But as from 
the second year of the war, things became more difficult 
for the banks as well. Trading volume and commission 
income plummeted. In 1940, the stock market was closed 
for two months, and upon reopening, trading in many—
mainly foreign—securities was restricted. In this short-
ened trading year, 185 million francs’ worth of securities 
were sold, a volume that represented just two percent of 
the record results of 1928. For Bank Vontobel, the situation 
was life-threatening.

In such a difficult business environment, it was necessary 
to be inventive. There was no lack of imagination on the 
part of Jakob Vontobel. During the war years, and for some 
time beyond, the bank also functioned as a kind of “ship-
ping office”: acting on the request of clients, bank employ-
ees would ship so-called “gifts of love” for a modest fee. 
These packages were available in different versions. In 
general, they were packed with sugar and other staple 
food items, sometimes even containing a pound of coffee. 
With such packages, bank clients could support their rela-
tives and friends in wartorn parts of the continent.

But these gifts of love were not enough to ensure the sur-
vival of the bank. That can be attributed instead to the 
large number of private clients that Jakob Vontobel had 
built up before the war. A second leg on which the bank 
ultimately stood turned out to be its trading in foreign 
bonds. In the interwar period, many countries, municipali-
ties and industrial companies had issued bonds in foreign 
currencies, often in Swiss francs. Trading in these bonds 
was increasingly restricted after 1933. Accordingly, the 
price of the bonds fell. Some German bonds, for example, 
traded at just 20 percent of their par value during the war. 
For many issuers, this was attractive. Those who could 
afford it bought their own bonds back at a fraction of their 
value, and thus escaped the obligation to repay the bond 
at the end of the period at 100 percent of the par value.

Often enough, Bank Vontobel managed to get involved in 
such a trade by pure chance. For example, one day a Jew-
ish emigrant came into the bank and, in distress, offered 
his personal library of books as security for a loan. How-
ever, Jakob Vontobel did not make any loans. In this case, 
however, he made an exception –a lucky opportunity, as 
the new client brought Bank Vontobel into contact with a 
private bank in Copenhagen, which asked Vontobel to 
repurchase the Swiss-franc-denominated bonds issued 
by the Danish treasury and the city of Copenhagen.

During the war years, Jakob Vontobel strove to land any 
serious business opportunity that presented itself. “There 
was no ‘strategy’ behind it,” said Hans Vontobel, describ-
ing the situation at the time. “We just tried everything that 
could bring in a few francs, according to the motto: ‘Where 
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there’s a will, there’s a way’.” Joining his father’s bank in 
1943 at a monthly salary of 425 francs, Hans Vontobel was 
given the task of building up the small loan business. “After 
one year, we withdrew from this service. It wasn’t because 
we weren’t successful. We simply realised that this type of 
clientele didn’t fit us.”

Background
Switzerland and Gold in the Second World War

In World War II, Switzerland found herself surrounded 
by the Axis powers after the fall of France in May 
1940. The country’s will to assert herself was very 
strong; the catchphrase of the day was “Geistige 
Landesverteidigung” (loosely translated, “mental 
homeland defence”) . And this was certainly not just 
a slogan. But the options against an extremely 
aggressive Germany were limited, particularly given 
its surprising initial successes on the battlefield. 
Contentious discussions within the country about 
the right course of action followed. In the end, Swit-
zerland opted for a policy of muddling through. At 
the same time, however, the country redoubled its 
efforts to secure the redoubt, a system of heavy for-
tifications in the High Alps that could present a cred-
ible military threat. 

In this situation, a new payment agreement with Ger-
many was signed. It provided for the delivery of 
essential goods to Switzerland, but also Swiss sup-
plies to the German war economy. Because Germany 
did not want to pay in convertible currency or in kind, 
Swiss loans were made to a clearing account to fill 
the gap. This account was not settled as long as the 
war was ongoing; only by means of an agreement 
with West Germany after the war was the account 
partially paid down. By involving itself in Germany’s 
economic interests, Switzerland was spared a mili-
tary occupation, which would have been followed by 
looting and the genocide of the Jewish population 
living on Swiss territory. To have averted this fate, but 
to have subjected the country to cooperating with 
the German war machine, later brought Switzerland 
harsh reproaches.

In the short term, the new arrangement resulted in 
economic benefits for Switzerland. Output and 
employment increased rapidly. Payment conditions 
improved as well, with many an outstanding loan 
once again being serviced. Behind this, however, 
was by no means an improvement in German pay-
ment behaviour; rather, the unfreezing of credits was 
due to the payment agreement itself, which trans-
ferred private claims against Germany to the Swiss 
clearing account. Independently, Switzerland contin-
ued to be Europe’s only free currency exchange mar-
ket in operation. For the Axis powers, purchasing 
Swiss francs on the open market was one of the few 
ways for them to obtain convertible cash needed to 
buy war material and resources in international mar-
kets. The German Reichsbank, and other institutions 

acting on its behalf, such as the Golddiskontbank or 
the Berlin-based private bank Sponholz, sold gold on 
the Swiss market. With the Swiss francs thus 
acquired, Germany bought chromium, tungsten and 
additional metals of strategic importance in a num-
ber of neutral countries. Only a small fraction of this 
gold had come into Germany’s possession through 
legal means. The largest part consisted of looted 
and blood gold, which was melted down in Germany 
and provided with forged stamps. In spite of knowing 
that this gold was in principle of illegal origin, Swiss 
buyers bought up considerable amounts. The Allies 
sharply criticised these transactions; in 1941, Swiss 
accounts in the United States were frozen. In the 
reports issued by the commissions of inquiry looking 
into these gold transactions, however, Bank J. 
Vontobel is not mentioned.

After the war, the precious metal reserves that had 
made their way to Switzerland but which belonged 
to occupied countries were repatriated to the 
respective countries. The statistics generated at the 
time became a basis for the work of the commissions 
set up later to investigate these matters. The blood 
gold exported from Germany has been mixed with 
other stocks of gold and continues to be in circula-
tion today.

Background
Switzerland and the Second World War’s  
Dormant Accounts

Already in the 1930s, Switzerland was the destina-
tion and hoped for safe haven for flight capital from 
Europe. Private investors from Germany and other 
countries where exchange controls were introduced 
sought to protect parts of their assets from the grasp 
of local authorities and secure them in neutral Swit-
zerland. But flight capital also flowed into Switzer-
land from France, driven by the fear of confiscatory 
taxation by the Popular Front government as from 
1936.

One should not overestimate these asset inflows into 
Switzerland, however. In the years of the Great 
Depression up to 1936, Switzerland had regularly 
struggled with foreign exchange outflows. Immedi-
ately before the Second World War, outflows 
resumed. Investors pulled their money out of Swit-
zerland in large amounts and transferred it to safe 
havens like London or overseas. That only changed 
after the defeat of France in 1940, when Switzerland 
became a magnet for flight capital, and inflows took 
on such proportions that serious thought was given 
in Switzerland to the unilateral imposition of capital 
controls. Given the stringent foreign exchange con-
trols in many European countries, private invest-
ments were not always the main source of these 
capital inflows.
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After the war, it was the treatment of precisely these 
private accounts by Swiss banks that was criticised 
as morally objectionable. Numerous accounts owned 
by victims of the Holocaust had become dormant. 
Eligible survivors found proving their claims difficult 
and had to rely on the cooperation and willingness of 
the respective banks to disclose information—which 
differed markedly from one bank to another. The 
reports issued by the Volcker Commission, which 
had been put together to investigate the matter, 
mention frequent cases in which potential investiga-
tions had been hindered, or account balances were 
eaten up by fees charged. Working many years after 
the war, it was no longer possible for the Commis-
sion to obtain a comprehensive picture. No criti-
cisms, however, were levelled against Bank J. 
Vontobel in this context.

A Telegram to Portugal  
and a Conversation in  
Standard German

The Second World War was not yet over, and it would still 
cause problems for Bank Vontobel. Toward the end of the 
war, in 1944, the bank was blacklisted by the Allies for a 
few months. Because of this, it could no longer trade in any 
foreign securities without the involvement of another 
accredited bank. “That was very bad for us,” says Hans 
Vontobel of the situation at the time. How did it happen? 
“Envy,” he replies. His explanation: “One afternoon, we got 
a call from an American broker in Geneva. He told us, ‘You 
are on the black list of the Americans.’” This meant that 
Bank Vontobel would also have been on the black list of 
the French and the British, too. Hans Vontobel was sum-
moned to the British consulate, where it was revealed to 
him that the bank was suspected of managing enemy 
funds. “No objection was possible. We were simply handed 
the decision,” recalls Hans Vontobel.

There were three factors that had aroused the suspicion of 
the Allies. “We were accused of having bought ten shares 
of Nestlé that had been looted. We investigated this alle-
gation, and it turned out that the shares had been sold by 
a German banker we had come to know, who acquired 
them from an estate. At the time, he had signed a state-
ment for us indicating that the shares were not stolen 
property.” In addition to this, Hans Vontobel’s sister Ruth 
had been seen speaking Standard German to a man at the 
Hotel Storchen, perched above Zurich’s River Limmat. As 
the hotel belonged to the Bührle family, Swiss industrial-
ists, it was also on the black list. “Ruth was not talking with 
the enemy, but with her fiancé, Lennart Dornon-ville de la 
Cour, a Swede, who did not understand Swiss German,” 
explains Hans Vontobel, clarifying the circumstances. The 
third factor was a telegram sent to Portugal. “Every mes-
sage like that was intercepted by the Allies and checked 
centrally,” says Hans Vontobel. The monitors had sus-
pected that this telegram contained coded formulations. 

With the help of an attorney, the bank succeeded after a 
few months in getting its name removed from the list.

After the war, Jakob Vontobel mandated the accounting 
firm Price Waterhouse to carry out an extensive investiga-
tion. Their report shows that Bank Vontobel had behaved 
properly. In 1999, the Volcker Commission likewise gave 
Bank Vontobel a good report. The Volcker Commission 
had been established in 1996 following an agreement 
between the Swiss Bankers Association and various Jew-
ish organisations. Its objective was to investigate the dor-
mant accounts held in banks and insurance companies 
that had possibly been opened by Holocaust victims. It did 
not find any such unclaimed assets at Bank Vontobel. This 
was due to the fact, given the modest size of the bank 
during the war period, Jakob Vontobel was personally 
acquainted with almost every one of his clients. And, as 
Hans Vontobel attests, “after the war, we researched every 
enquiry we received from Jewish family members.”

On 8th May 1945, bells chimed all over Switzerland: The 
war was over! The soldiers were coming back home. All 
across Europe, the devastation was enormous. But every-
one pitched in together to tackle the challenges of recon-
struction. Thanks to the support of the American Marshall 
Plan, in the territories occupied by the Western Allies a 
rapid economic recovery got under way. Soon people were 
even speaking of a German economic miracle.

Background
Switzerland and Securities in the Second World War 

Historically speaking, blocked trading and the 
attempted suppression of payment transactions with 
enemy powers, as well as the financial redress after 
the war, are nothing unusual; all the great European 
wars have generated conflicts in the financial arena 
as well. Except perhaps for the continental blockade 
during the Napoleonic Wars and reparations after the 
First World War, these disputes are now largely for-
gotten. However, financial transactions during the 
Second World War cannot be compared to those of 
previous wars, as the mass crimes committed by 
Germany at the time created a new moral dimension 
to the issue, laying the groundwork for a debate that 
has continued to this day. Swiss institutions have had 
to face up to their responsibility.

During the war, the Allied side kept information on 
companies in neutral countries and blacklisted those 
whose dealings with the Axis powers exceeded the 
normal course of business during the pre-war period, 
the so-called “courant normal” recognised under 
international law. In particular, companies suspected 
of trading in looted property, including securities, 
were blacklisted. On behalf of the German Reichs-
bank, German banks sold securities of foreign prov-
enance in Switzerland and bought back German 
securities here as well. Included were securities that 
Germany had seized in occupied countries, which 
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they converted to lucrative foreign exchange, which 
was in turn used to finance the German war effort.

Soon, this practice led to complaints and demands 
for better control by the Swiss authorities. In the end, 
a procedure was found whereby foreign securities, in 
order to be considered tradable in Switzerland, had 
to be provided with an affidavit declaring that they 
were in the possession of a Swiss entity prior to 1st 
September 1939. Bank J. Vontobel was heavily 
involved in trading such affidavit-linked securities. 
The reports of the Independent Commission of 
Experts, however, note that there existed a roaring 
trade in falsified affidavits. A Geneva-based forgery 
ring would buy securities without affidavits at low 
prices, add fake affidavits attesting to their innocu-
ousness, and sell them on at higher prices. In the 
investigative reports looking into this matter, Swiss 
banks engaged in securities trading are criticised for 
taking insufficient precautions against stolen securi-
ties. In this context, Bank J. Vontobel is also men-
tioned. During the war, it occurred as well that indi-
vidual bank employees in Zurich, including an 
authorised signatory of Bank J. Vontobel, found 
themselves in the sights of the public prosecutor.

At the end of World War II, Bank J.Vontobel was 
black-listed by the Allies, but was quickly able to 
arrange for its removal from the list.
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— 
From 1964 to 2007, Bank Vontobel’s  
head office was located in the  
Stock Exchange at Bahnhofstrasse 3  
in Zurich. The building dates from  
1877/78.
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— 
General strike, 1918:  
dragoons cordon off  
Zurich’s Paradeplatz.

— 
Black Thursday in New York, 1929. A view over Wall Street on  
the day of the stock market collapse in the United States.  
Top left, the Stock Exchange, 24th October 1929.
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— 
Their residence at Susenbergstrasse 169  
in Zurich. 

— 
Jakob Vontobel 
(1885 – 1976)

— 
Emma Vontobel-Höhn  
(1887 – 1978)
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— 
Bahnhofstrasse 58 with the offices of  
the stock brokerage on the first floor.  
This photo dates from the 1930s.
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— 
Notice to clients of the takeover of J. Haeberli’s firm  
by the newly established J. Vontobel & Co., 1936.
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— 
The annual meeting of the Association  
of Swiss Private Bankers in the 1940s.  
Jakob Vontobel is in the second row,  
third from left.

— 
Hans Vontobel  
(front row, first from the left)  
in the Swiss Officers School, 
1937.
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— 
The 2nd general mobilisation,  
1940.

— 
Newspaper vendor selling the Neue Zürcher Zeitung’s 
edition of 8th May 1945 at Zurich’s main train station.  
The headline: “End of the War in Europe”.



24 Vontobel 1924 – 2024

Post-War Boom 
1945 to 1960
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The Economic Miracle

Hardly anyone expected a quick recovery after the war. 
Most people had adjusted to the expectation of a post-war 
depression, similar to that after the First World War. Not so 
Jakob Vontobel. His confidence, his courage and perse-
verance—traits that he had already shown in the takeover 
of Bank Haeberli—came to his benefit once again. Already 
in the first few months after the war, he travelled into the 
shattered Germany to visit former clients whom he had not 
heard from for a long time, and to establish new contacts. 
They were not pleasant trips, and they were also danger-
ous. Often, he had to stay overnight in bomb shelters. But 
the effort—one which most other Swiss banks shied away 
from—paid off for Bank Vontobel. The bank’s German cli-
ent base enlarged rapidly. “Many Germans visited Switzer-
land after the war,” Hans Vontobel recalls. “For them, it was 
like paradise here.” He still remembers how some Ger-
mans came into the bank with Ovomaltine tins full of gold 
coins. “Often, they had buried these coins in their gardens, 
in anticipation of a Russian attack.”

The close connections between Bank Vontobel and its 
neighbour to the north paid off again in the 1950s. The 
price of foreign bonds, which had fallen during the war to a 
fraction of their value, began to rise again with the first 
repayments in the late 1940s. When in 1953, the London 
Agreement on German External Debts brought about a 
revision of Germany’s foreign debt, interesting possibilities 
opened up for Bank Vontobel. Creditors forgave a portion 
of what was owed to them, and the unpaid interest was 
added to the capital sum. In 1955, the Bank Deutscher 
Länder (the Bank of German States, the forerunner of 
today’s German Bundesbank) authorised different Ger-
man banks to repurchase these bonds. To a large degree, 
these transactions were conducted by Bank Vontobel. 
Jakob Vontobel—like when he travelled through Switzer-
land—had not limited his visits to private clients in Ger-
many, but he always saw other banks, fiduciaries and law-
yers as well. Share trading also recovered quickly after the 
Second World War. Besides Swiss shares, American equi-
ties and some German shares were increasingly traded, 
too. Between 1945 and 1955, the Swiss Market Index dou-
bled. Thanks to low inflation, strong economic growth, 
and, beginning in 1959, the restoration of currency con-
vertibility in Europe, by 1961 the Swiss Market Index had 
climbed to six times its level in 1945.

In fact, it only took two years after the war ended for Bank 
Vontobel’s profits to regain the level they had been in 1937. 
Nevertheless, the bank did not find itself on a bed of roses. 
“As before, we followed up every opportunity to generate 
a few francs,” recalls Walter Kleiner. He remembers how he 
had to hang a board up every morning in a window facing 
Bahnhofstrasse that announced the latest exchange rates. 
The plastic letters and numbers were quite worn out, and 
there would certainly not be any new ones. “We are the 
first bank on Bahnhofstrasse. Many Italians or French visi-
tors to Zurich arrive by train and they haven’t bought any 
francs yet,” said Jakob Vontobel, justifying this service. 
“Exchanging 50 lire for Swiss francs was worthwhile for 
us,” explains Walter Kleiner. Georg Kuhn, who from 1948 
to 1984 was responsible for securities processing, also 

recalls those difficult days. “Every evening, Jakob Vontobel 
looked at the stock exchange journal in which all the trans-
actions were recorded. There were some days when our 
brokerage fees amounted to only 300 francs. His mood 
was understandably not very good on those days.”

They were certainly unglamorous times. True, Bank 
Vontobel did have its offices on the prestigious Bahnhofst-
rasse. But fashionably appointed rooms for receiving 
wealthy clients, they were not. “When you went upstairs to 
the first floor, the first thing you saw was the frosted glass 
cashier’s window. Behind the cashier, you could see into 
the coupon department and the telephone exchange. On 
the other side of the cashier’s window was a table for four 
people. That is where clients were received. Everyone 
could see them. You can’t really call that privacy,” recalls 
Max Zaugg, who became a minority shareholder of the 
bank in 1977, alongside Hans and Hans-Dieter Vontobel. It 
was only some years later that Zaugg, together with Bernd 
Mossner, got an office of his own. Mossner had joined the 
bank in 1961 and later became a member of the first staff 
office. He and Zaugg sat together, with a secretary, in their 
15-square-metre office. Not only did the three employees 
sit here, but the financial archives were also stored in this 
room as well. In one corner stood a small round table with 
two lawn chairs. “That was more or less the client recep-
tion area,” says Max Zaugg with a smile.

In 1950, Hans Vontobel was appointed junior partner of 
the bank. The document detailing the agreement between 
father and son was drafted by hand by Emma Vontobel-
Höhn. It included, for example, that the son was not per-
mitted to volunteer for military service. Notwithstanding 
this condition, Hans Vontobel later became a Colonel on 
the Army’s General Staff. Even though Jakob Vontobel was 
the bank’s senior partner until his death in 1976, dominat-
ing it with his leadership style, Hans Vontobel succeeded 
early on in putting his own stamp on the company, and ini-
tiated several new business areas.

Background
The Economic Miracle 

By the end of World War II, production in most of 
Europe had nearly ground to a halt, and for a short 
while, per capita GDP even fell back to 19th century 
levels. To prevent epidemics and famines, the Amer-
icans gradually started distributing aid supplies. 
These deliveries were soon followed by a compre-
hensive policy blueprint for Europe’s reconstruction: 
the Marshall Plan. Aid was linked to meeting political 
conditions. A European Payments Union under the 
auspices of the Marshall Plan and managed by the 
Bank for International Settlements in Basel was cre-
ated to enable a new beginning for Europe’s internal 
trade and payment system, independent of existing 
debt and war burdens. Switzerland, too, was a mem-
ber of that union. A currency and economic reform 
brought about new economic stability in West Ger-
many. With the London Debt Agreement of 1953, a 
very favourable arrangement was reached for Ger-
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many which helped promote further growth. Freed 
from the shackles of the controls prevalent in the 
1930s and 40s, the European economies experi-
enced a comeback that generated an almost unin-
terrupted boom for the continent right up to the early 
1970s.

New Activities on the Stock Exchange

The strong tradition at Vontobel of stock market opera-
tions is a common thread running through the entire his-
tory of the bank. It also came to the fore in the fascination 
of both Jakob and Hans Vontobel for the goings-on at the 
Börse, Zurich’s Stock Exchange. “Jakob and Hans went to 
the exchange almost every day,” says Bernd Mossner. 
“Whenever things got very busy, the two bosses took 
orders with them that had come in to the bank by tele-
phone to personally give them to the trader.”

With the strong links to the Zurich Stock Exchange as its 
traditional base, Hans Vontobel established new business 
areas for the bank. Whilst his father travelled to clients in 
neighbouring countries, the son looked after the regional 
clientele. Above all, he called on other financial institu-
tions, convincing them of the advantages Zurich offered as 
a financial centre, and hoping that they would choose 
Bank Vontobel as their partner to execute their stock 
exchange trading orders. His commitment to Zurich as a 
financial centre did not go unnoticed. From 1961 to 1974, 
Hans Vontobel was president of the Zurich Stock 
Exchange, and later President of the German-Swiss 
Chamber of Commerce, a board member of the Swiss 
Bankers Association, and on the Executive Board of the 
Swiss Private Bankers Association—to name just a few of 
his many appointments.

Bank Vontobel courted its newly acquired clients, continu-
ously providing them with information. Every week, the bank 
put together securities proposals and sent them to institu-
tional clients and other banks. “And every day, we called 
them up to tell them about what was happening on the 
Swiss Exchange,” recalls Max Zaugg. “There was no Inter-
net in those days. We would let them know, for example, 
that SBG was buying the shares of company X like crazy, 
and sometimes this would lead to a trade order for us.”

Both Jakob and Hans Vontobel had a knack for finding new 
business opportunities, and they spared no expense doing 
so. “If you had nothing to do for ten minutes,” Max Zaugg 
recalls the recommendation of Jakob Vontobel early in his 
career at the bank, “you would use the time to look through 
the annual reports of Swiss companies. That is because at 
that time, the annual reports of banks and other companies 
listed their positions in securities in detail. My job was to 
see if we could get a company to order a transaction,” says 
Zaugg. If an industrial company was holding bonds issued 
by the Canton of Zurich in its account, he tried to convince 
the company that the higher-yielding bonds from the Can-
ton of St. Gallen were more attractive. “These calls always 
generated some turnover,” he said.

The bank also earned money with other kinds of trades. 
Although it did not make any loans, at the suggestion of 
Hans Vontobel, it acted as an intermediary to place short-
term money. “For example,” says Hans Vontobel, “just after 
the tax revenues come in, the city administration is flush 
with cash, but they don’t immediately need the funds all at 
once. And perhaps, at just that moment, a company mak-
ing jams and jellies needs money to pay for the berries it 
uses in production. We would mediate between these two 
parties and charge a commission.” Transactions like this 
were not appreciated by the big banks, however. “The 
director of one major Swiss bank responsible for these cli-
ents once called me up to tell me they frowned on this 
practice,” he recalls.

In the end, these strong-arm tactics failed to impress Hans 
Vontobel very much. He carried on with the business any-
way. Then in 1958, Bank Vontobel entered new territory 
with the issuance of bonds, laying the cornerstone for a 
business area that would later earn the bank an excellent 
reputation: investment banking. “We just said, if the others 
can do it, so can we,” says Hans Vontobel. The bank issued 
two non-publicly issued bonds, one for the Bernese utility 
Bernische Kraftwerke AG for 6.5 million francs, and one for 
the Canton of Bern for 10 million francs. Placing 16.5 mil-
lion francs was no small thing for the bank.

In any case, the two transactions irritated the big banks. 
As Hans Vontobel describes the tense atmosphere, “The 
former director of one of the major banks called us up, and 
summoned us to an audition with him.” Up to then, issuing 
securities had traditionally been the bailiwick of the can-
tonal banks and the big banks. The private banks had had 
to be content with the allocations made to them by the 
syndicates—which consisted of the cantonal and big 
banks.

Hans Vontobel would not allow himself to be patronised by 
the big banks. At the end of the 1950s, Bank Vontobel 
began making contact with foreign borrowers. Swiss franc 
bonds of foreign issuers were easier for Bank Vontobel to 
place than domestic bonds, in particular with the bank’s 
foreign clientele, as domestic bonds were even then sub-
ject to a withholding tax. Along with three other private 
banks, the bank floated a 5½% bond issue for the Wiener 
Hypothekenanstalt, the Vienna Mortgage Institute. Again, 
a representative of one of the major banks paid Bank 
Vontobel a visit, demanding that from then on, if the private 
banks floated any bond issues, they should get the agree-
ment of the major banks in advance. “It was a farce. In the 
case of a British borrower, the big banks refused to give us 
their approval, on the grounds that its credit rating would 
be below the level of the Swiss bond market. Just a few 
months later, though, the big banks themselves issued 
bonds on the market from that same borrower.” The ten-
sions were finally eased when the smaller banks in 1962 
teamed up to form the “Group of Zurich Private Bankers”. 
In addition to Bank J. Vontobel & Co., this consortium also 
included Julius Bär & Co., Rahn & Bodmer, and the St. Gal-
len-based private bank Wegelin & Co.
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— 
Profit and loss statement,  
in the handwriting of  
Jakob Vontobel.

— 
Already two years after the end  
of the war,Bank Vontobel’s  
earnings regained the level of 1937.
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— 
Zurich’s Paradeplatz,  
July 1959
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The Sixties  
and Seventies
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A New Stock Market Crash, 1962: 
Switzerland’s “Black Tuesday”

Hans Vontobel has a keen understanding of contemporary 
trends. This was evident in 1962 in the midst of the eupho-
ria felt on the stock market. Recall that it was only in 1954 
that the turnover on the Zurich Stock Exchange, around 10 
billion Swiss francs, had finally regained the level of 1928. 
But from that point, it went up quickly. By 1961, the Zurich 
Stock Exchange was already turning over 24 billion francs 
a year. Since the end of the war, the share index had posted 
an increase of 600 percent. There was no sign that the bull 
market would end. Yet Hans Vontobel, sticking his neck 
out, wrote in one of his publications that share prices were 
far too high, and warned of a reversal. “For sharing this 
opinion, I was vehemently criticised,” he says. Just two 
weeks later, on 29th May 1962, “Black Tuesday”, the bub-
ble burst, triggering the start of a long bearish phase. Bank 
J. Vontobel would be affected as well, but even this new 
situation opened up fresh perspectives.

On the morning of 29th May, the telephones were ringing 
off the hook in the trading departments of banks all over 
Zurich. The traders at Bank Vontobel were also over-
whelmed by a wave of sell orders—so many they could 
barely handle them all. In New York, prices slumped in early 
trading on the stock markets. The Big Board posted the 
biggest one-day price decline since 1929. On this Black 
Tuesday, the Swiss Stock Exchange lost almost 13 per-
cent of its value, closing that evening at 825.4 points—in 
the midst of an economic boom. What was the reason for 
the crash? Valuations were too high, with share prices hav-
ing climbed so much that the dividend yield on many 
shares was no more than one percent. On top of that, the 
market was also thin; it only took a few sell orders to lead 
to losses.

Panic among investors was widespread. But Jakob 
Vontobel did not feel it. “Just like every other day, on 29th 
May 1962—Black Tuesday—he went over to the Stock 
Exchange and told the traders it isn’t the end of the world,” 
recalls Bernd Mossner. “Today is a day to buy shares, he 
said to them.” Jakob Vontobel was a man that was hard to 
perturb. When he received bad news, he often replied: 
“Wäg dem gömmer doch nöd in See!”—roughly: “We’re 
not going to sink on account of that!”

But for once, Jakob Vontobel got it wrong. The market 
reversal was not limited to “Black Tuesday” alone, but 
instead was the beginning of a prolonged slump. The 
Swiss stock market sagged to 451 points in November 
1966. Revenues remained stuck at around 20 billion francs. 
In 1968, prices began to climb again. With his sensitive feel 
for the market, Hans Vontobel had suspected this already 
by the end of 1967. However, it would take until 1972 until 
the Zurich Stock Exchange would record a turnover of 
more than 70 billion Swiss francs in one year.

Persisting for several years, the bear market hit Bank 
Vontobel hard. Over the years, however, the bank had built 
up a considerable base of private clients who, even in dif-
ficult market periods, would still buy and sell some securi-

ties and thus generated some revenue. But Vontobel was 
still primarily a bank closely linked to the stock exchange 
and heavily dependent on trading orders from other finan-
cial institutions.

Background
A Stock Market Crash Without Consequences

Collapsing stock market prices, like the 1962 slump, 
led to the then novel insight that not every financial 
crash also brings about an economic slump. The 
drop in prices had not been completely unexpected; 
in a book that had received much attention, in the 
late 1950s the American economist John Kenneth 
Galbraith had sounded alarm bells even before the 
beginning of the bull market, pointing out similarities 
between the present day and the stock market spec-
ulation that had gone on in the 1920s. Horrific sce-
narios like the ones Galbraith disseminated were 
widely heeded. When the stock market crash really 
came to pass, many believed that it would trigger a 
new world economic crisis, but this failed to materi-
alise. In October of the same year, the world slid to 
the brink of a nuclear catastrophe with the Cuban 
missile crisis. For once, however, the old rule didn’t 
apply that stock market panics lead to general eco-
nomic crises.

It was probably a random event that set off the mar-
ket plunge—a string of sell orders in a thin market. A 
stroke of bad luck prevented the specialist firms, 
entrusted at that time with maintaining orderly price 
movements, from intervening and smoothing out the 
declines. The resulting price dip, unusually steep, 
was interpreted by less sophisticated market partic-
ipants as a sign that much more was amiss, and they 
responded with a flurry of sell orders. It was only with 
great difficulty that things could be brought back 
under control. But already by the end of the year, 
New York had managed to recoup its market losses.

Old Values, New Pathways:  
The Sixties and Seventies

Instead of looking for completely new business opportuni-
ties during the difficult market phase, Bank Vontobel 
decided to focus on aggressively expanding its core busi-
ness. There had to be a way to move clients—whether pri-
vate or institutional—to buy securities. For Hans Vontobel, 
there was a simple answer to this challenge. He was con-
vinced that clients needed two things above all: more 
information about the workings and mechanisms of the 
financial markets, as well as access to new markets. “We 
wanted to break new ground,” remembers Max Zaugg. 
“Our clients mainly traded Swiss equities and bonds. In 
their portfolios, you might also find some German or 
American securities. But even securities from Scandina-
vian countries, for example, were considered exotic back 
then—to say nothing of Asian securities.” No sooner said 
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than done! Building on Vontobel’s existing culture as a firm 
that frequently published market information—the series 
Streiflichter (“Sidelights”), for example, had appeared reg-
ularly since 1958, penned by Hans Vontobel himself—the 
bank published an article in 1963 on Japan. “Japan: Young 
Economic Giant” was the first issue in the bank’s new 
series Blick über die Grenzen (“Looking Beyond the Bor-
ders”). “At the time, we considered Japan as a market of 
the future,” says Max Zaugg. Bank Vontobel wanted to 
bring Nippon closer to its clients, but in doing so, wanted 
to generate revenue, too, of course. Making the report on 
Japan’s economy even more valuable, the bank added a 
list of recommended Japanese shares and their current 
prices. In addition, the bank also began working more 
closely with a Japanese brokerage. This commitment to a 
market that up to then had been almost unknown increased 
awareness of Bank Vontobel far and wide. Not least, jour-
nalists quoted from the bank’s research. Soon Bank 
Vontobel had become known as a specialist in the Japa-
nese market. “People talked about us. Even a giant like 
Deutsche Bank transacted its Japanese trades through 
us,” says Zaugg, “since they themselves had hardly any 
contact with Japanese brokers.”

Soon, Bank Vontobel had extended its range of securities 
and advice to cover Argentina, Mexico, Spain, Israel, and 
even Hong Kong, with an issue of Looking Beyond the Bor-
ders accompanying each new market. The decision to 
include such a new market often was based on a trip there 
by Hans Vontobel himself. Physically present, he would 
become convinced of the potential of these markets and 
get in touch with local brokers. “It was possible to earn a 
lot of money with Mexican shares back then,” says Max 
Zaugg, “but in Switzerland nobody knew the market.” With 
Mexico, the bank also found a way to offer its clients diver-
sification into new sectors such as mining and telecom-
munications. “It was an expensive way to tap into new mar-
kets, but it was worth it,” says Zaugg.

During the difficult times in the early sixties, Bank Vontobel 
did not want to make any major investments. However, 
space in the bank’s offices at Bahnhofstrasse 58 had long 
become much too tight. In 1964, the possibility emerged of 
obtaining more spacious offices at Bahnhofstrasse 3—and 
in spite of the downturn, the bank grabbed at the chance. 
Bahnhofstrasse 3 was an appropriate address for a bank 
whose roots were in a brokerage firm, because it was at 
this address that the Zurich Stock Exchange Association 
held its first sessions. However, as Max Zaugg recalls, 
“Getting new furniture, which is normal when you move to 
new office space today, was out of the question then.” The 
new premises provided enough space for 70 people and 
were rented until 2007. But over the years, the bank contin-
ued growing dynamically. By and by, additional office space 
at numerous other localities was rented, so that, over time, 
the bank had employees scattered across the city. It has 
only been since the beginning of 2008 that most Vontobel 
employees once again worked next to one another, namely 
when the Vontobel campus was opened as the headquar-
ters of Bank Vontobel at Gotthardstrasse 43.

But looking back at the sixties and seventies, Bank 
Vontobel’s focus was on the core business. In addition to 

trading in foreign securities, one goal was to expand the 
business with private clients. Hans Vontobel had a clear 
vision of what the bank had to offer in this regard. His 
idea was a precursor of today’s family office –a term that 
didn’t exist at the time and embraces the wideranging 
care of a client in all financial matters. He realised that 
clients needed more than just an account and some 
investment tips. For this reason, the bank began to build 
up a comprehensive service, something that the other 
banks very rarely offered in the same form. Bernd Moss-
ner often wrote to potential clients, describing the idea 
this way: “Someone who is in physical pain visits his doc-
tor. Someone who is suffering mentally sees a psychia-
trist or a pastor. But someone who has financial worries 
should confidently turn to us for help.” This approach 
meant, however, that Jakob and Hans Vontobel, who until 
then had given investment advice and managed the 
affairs of their private clients alone, would now have to 
hire new employees and entrust them with the care of 
the bank’s private clients.

Max Zaugg played an important role in this development 
of the bank’s business with high net worth individuals. 
The career path that led him to the bank was rather 
unusual, however. “After my studies,” he recalls, “I moved 
to New York, first to work for one of the big Swiss banks 
there, and afterwards in a department store, getting to 
know the country and people, and to improve my English. 
One day, I got a letter from a certain Dr. Hans Vontobel, 
whom I had never heard of before. He said that I had 
been recommended to him, and asked if I wanted to 
come work for Bank Vontobel as his right hand. I wrote 
him back that I was still due to sail to England by liner, but 
when I was back in Zurich, I would take contact with him. 
In fact, I didn’t really want to work for a bank. But once I 
was back in Zurich and had no job, I decided to go see 
Mr. Vontobel.” That first conversation with Hans Vontobel 
was apparently so convincing that Max Zaugg decided 
to take up the job offered by the bank on the following 
Monday. He never regretted this step. At the beginning of 
1977, he was appointed the only partner in the history of 
Bank Vontobel who was not a member of the family.

Max Zaugg began to build and expand the investment 
advisory business, extending the range of the bank’s 
financial publications. For especially good clients, the 
bank now offered loans using securities as collateral. 
“We offered clients a particular service by visiting them 
abroad if they wanted.” In 1961, the bank complemented 
its range of services under the direction of Bernd Moss-
ner by adding a legal and fiduciary department. This unit 
prepared wills and powers of attorney for the bank’s cli-
ents, as well as establishing limited liability corporations, 
trusts and foundations for them, too. Over the many 
years, a banking relationship would exist, many of the cli-
ent advisors at Bank Vontobel developed a true friend-
ship with their clients. A deep, trusting relationship would 
form.

The bank’s expansion and its investment in the private 
client business had paid off. Earnings grew along with 
the business, as did the bank’s equity. Around the begin-
ning of the decade, income from securities was about 
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eleven times greater than the bank’s income from commis-
sion fees, and rose sharply after the expansion of the pri-
vate client business, starting in 1965.

Background
The Prehistory of Swiss Banking Secrecy
As a destination for the funds of private clients, Swit-
zerland first gained importance between the two 
world wars, and even then, not on a consistent basis. 
Before the First World War, income was taxed in the 
country in which it accrued. A foreigner who owned 
assets in Switzerland was therefore taxed in the 
Swiss canton where these assets generated 
income—and later at the federal level—but not in his 
home country. In an age of generally low tax rates, 
there was no problem with this arrangement; overall, 
taxes only created minor incentives for capital flight. 
However, foreign asset holders did seek the safety 
that neutral Switzerland afforded them. This aspect 
may have had some degree of importance before the 
First World War. It only gained in significance, how-
ever, after the October Revolution in Russia and the 
growing number of violent political changes seen in 
many parts of Europe, and overseas as well.

Changes came about with the introduction of income 
tax before the First World War. To the surprise of the 
experts—and the joy of the politicians—this new tax 
quickly proved lucrative. Soon after the First World 
War, many countries increased their income tax rates 
from the single digits to sometimes highly progres-
sive percentages. Rapidly, income tax became 
almost confiscatory; top tax rates of 70% to 80% 
were not uncommon. This led to new approaches to 
crossborder taxation. More and more countries con-
cluded double taxation agreements. Their increas-
ingly dense network functioned like a cartel of tax 
collectors. Switzerland was a special case in this 
regard, as it only hesitantly moved away from the 
conventional principles of taxation at source, main-
taining to this day the principles of tax competition 
and local equivalence—i.e. the concept that local tax 
revenues should correspond to local government 
services. As a result of this separate development, in 
Switzerland the tax rates, and the growth of the 
state’s economic activity, remained significantly 
below those of its European neighbours. This made 
Switzerland attractive from a tax point of view.

Soon not only foreign taxpayers, but also tax investi-
gators had learnt to become resourceful when it 
came to investments in Switzerland. Already in the 
early 1930s, it was common practice by German and 
French tax authorities to procure information on the 
accounts of German and French citizens in Switzer-
land, often directly by paying sums of money to 
employees of Swiss banks. A provision in the Swiss 
Banks Act, which was enacted in 1934 to try and 
bring the Swiss banking crisis to an end, forbade 
bank employees from then on to pass on client infor-
mation to third parties, and thus banking secrecy 

was born. In subsequent years, however, and until 
long after the Second World War, capital flight to 
Switzerland was motivated more by political reasons 
than by tax considerations.

In its double taxation agreements, Switzerland prac-
tised restraint; only at the request of the taxpayer 
making use of the agreement would foreign tax 
authorities be granted official assistance. A major 
exception was the double taxation agreement con-
cluded with the USA in 1951, which gives much 
greater powers to the foreign tax authority.

With the successful expansion of the service for private 
clients, the basis for the continued geographic expansion 
of the bank was also laid. With the support of his manage-
ment team, Hans Vontobel launched an extensive travel 
programme. In addition to the neighbouring countries of 
Germany and Austria, the bank also wanted to expand its 
activities to Latin America and the Middle East. In 1970, 
Hans Vontobel travelled with his wife for the first time to 
South America. Following the trip, Marx Kobler was given 
responsibility for looking after this market. Beginning in 
1971, additional trips followed to the Persian Gulf—to 
Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, Abu Dhabi and Dubai. “We visited 
local banks and met potential clients,” recalls Marx Kobler, 
who was responsible for the development of overseas 
business. “For the Gulf region, I was also looking for a rep-
resentative. At the time, we were working with a German 
living in Beirut, who had good connections in Tehran and 
the Gulf region.” In his role, Kobler travelled several times a 
year to South America and the Persian Gulf: “We followed 
the principle that every important client should be visited 
at least once a year.”

In Eastern Europe, Bank Vontobel was also among the pio-
neers, although at first, Hans Vontobel did not travel to this 
part of the world with the intention of developing business. 
His fascination with Eastern Europe already began in 1962, 
when Vontobel was invited by the Swiss Embassy in War-
saw to give a lecture. After that visit, he travelled regularly 
to Eastern Europe and systematically built up many con-
tacts and friendships. Even today, he is deeply impressed 
by this part of Europe and visits often. “I wanted to under-
stand the local conditions and markets, make new per-
sonal contacts and deepen existing ones, and establish 
long-term relationships. But not least, I wanted, through 
my lectures, to correct a false picture they had of the free 
market economy,” he wrote in an essay in 1995. Over the 
years, Hans Vontobel committed himself to the needs of 
Eastern Europe, and has received several awards and hon-
ours for his engagement. For example, he received the 
Order of Friendship of the Russian Federation, the Knight’s 
Cross of the Republic of Hungary and an Honorary Doctor-
ate in Economics from the University of Bratislava. For his 
far-sightedness in bridging East and West, he has also 
been awarded some of the highest honours of the Federal 
Republic of Germany.

From a business perspective, however, Eastern Europe 
became interesting for the bank only as from the mid-eight-
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ies—at the time it opened politically to the West. Walter 
Temperli, senior executive in Bank Vontobel’s private bank-
ing area since 1984, attended a conference in Zurich organ-
ised by the Swiss-Hungarian Chamber of Commerce in 
1986 focusing on investment opportunities in Hungary. 
After the conference, he shared his opinions with Hans 
Vontobel about the business potential that he saw in Hun-
gary. “Hans Vontobel was very interested and began right 
away to organise a trip to Hungary. He told me, ‘We have to 
be persistent and think about the long term. That’s when 
we’ll reap the benefits.’” He was right: Today, Eastern Europe 
is one of the major international markets for Vontobel’s Pri-
vate Banking, next to German-speaking Europe.

Also being intensified during the sixties was the bank’s 
institutional business, especially with other banks. For 
example, Vontobel supported regional and cantonal banks 
in the training of their client advisors, an activity that cre-
ated a lot of goodwill for Bank Vontobel. These smaller 
financial institutions felt threatened by the growing com-
petition from the big banks, which had greatly enlarged 
their branch networks during this period. First and fore-
most, of course, Vontobel continued to offer its services in 
executing market transactions and placing funds on 
deposit. For these visits to local institutions, the basics of 
the stock market were as important as a fundamental 
understanding of agricultural practice, since the topics of 
conversation were equally likely to include the weather 
and the upcoming harvest. For the employees of Bank 
Vontobel, there was little time for idle chit-chat, though, as 
it was the opinion of Jakob Vontobel at that time that a 
client advisor should be able to make a minimum of eight 
client visits a day.

The Move to IT

Over the years, the transactions that Bank Vontobel exe-
cuted for other institutions and their clients became so 
voluminous that accounting for the transactions and cal-
culating bond interest by hand could no longer keep up. In 
October 1967, the bank began to deal intensively with the 
issue of electronic data processing (EDP), as it was then 
called. Around 1970, the first computer system was intro-
duced. “Before the introduction of EDP, about 30 steps 
were necessary between clients, switchboard operators, 
traders, apprentices, messengers, billing offices and so on 
to execute a client’s purchase order,” says Paul Schlittler, 
who was responsible for securities accounting at that 
time.

Paul Schlittler has fond memories of the switch to comput-
erisation. Together with his team, he had three months to 
transfer 8,000 security types into the computer. After two 
months, the work was finished—to the delight of Hans 
Vontobel. “He said to me, ‘You were too fast—take a month 
off. But before you leave on holiday, take your wife to the 
Hotel Baur au Lac and order yourselves a magnum of 
Champagne and some foie gras’,” Schlittler remembers.

Some of the employees were uneasy about the change-
over. “Employees with direct client contact were very 
sceptical,” recalls Otto Hiestand, who was responsible for 

the computerisation. “They were afraid the clients would 
leave because they didn’t trust the electronic systems.” By 
mid-1971, computers were sufficiently integrated into the 
bank that Vontobel could take another revolutionary step: 
it introduced daily statements. “We were the first bank to 
offer that,” Hiestand said. Before that, the bank only pro-
duced quarterly, half-yearly or annual portfolio or account 
statements. Hiestand had joined the bank in 1941 as an 
apprentice and by 1983 was a member of Executive Man-
agement.

Hans-Dieter Vontobel, the son of Hans Vontobel, entered 
the bank in 1972 and quickly pushed the computerisation 
of the bank forward. He saw that the technological revolu-
tion would bring the bank great opportunities. But he also 
used the computerisation for another purpose—namely 
as “an alibi”. His grandfather Jakob Vontobel, ever the 
patriarch, often wanted to know exactly what Junior was 
working on. Hans-Dieter deflected these questions quickly. 
“My grandfather was around 90 years old, and he didn’t 
understand a lot about modern technology. In his mind, he 
was still living in the age of stenographers. Whenever I had 
to go see him and he would ask me, ‘What are you working 
on?’ and I didn’t feel like giving him a long answer, I would 
just say, ‘Computer stuff.’ And in general, he would be sat-
isfied with that answer,” recalls Hans-Dieter Vontobel with 
a smile. In the years to follow, Bank Vontobel made large 
investments in IT. And since 2006, it offers other banks a 
full range of securities transaction processing on 
Vontobel’s systems. Regular investments in IT are now a 
cornerstone of the company’s strategy.

Rejuvenation and Generational Change

Intensively expanding the bank’s business base in the 
mid-sixties and seventies called for new organisational 
structures. Up to that point, Jakob Vontobel had led the 
bank for all intents and purposes alone. To be sure, his son 
Hans was a partner, but the final word was his father’s. The 
other heads of department had signatory authority. With-
out the knowledge of his then 83-year-old father, Hans 
Vontobel decided in early 1969 to set up an executive staff 
and appoint as its members a number of managers with 
signatory authority, giving them the title of Vice Director. 
Max Zaugg, as head of the private client business, was the 
only one appointed Director. “Jakob Vontobel knew noth-
ing about these promotions,” said Walter Kleiner, who as 
head of bond trading was also a member of this first exec-
utive staff. Hans Vontobel told me, ‘My father will find out 
about it soon enough.’” In fact, it was a bold move, making 
Bank Vontobel once again a pioneer amongst private 
banks. The bank’s competitors only decided later to reor-
ganise along similar lines.

In light of the bank’s successful expansion and the age of 
its boss, this was an absolutely necessary step, as Max 
Zaugg explained: “In his last years, Jakob Vontobel’s 
health was not so good any more, and he was no longer 
able to be present in the bank on a permanent basis. 
Thanks to the new structure, we now had the competence 
to act when Jakob Vontobel was absent and Hans Vontobel 
was on one of his many trips abroad.” The new executive 
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staff also freely took advantage of its room for manoeuvre 
to attend to little things that the two Vontobels would have 
frowned upon. For example, as Bernd Mossner remembers 
cheerily: “Once we decided to buy a coffee maker for the 
employees.”

When Jakob Vontobel died in 1976, his son undertook fur-
ther innovations. He changed the equity base: The majority 
part of the equity, instead of being held by a single limited 
partner, was now held by two limited partners. The capital 
of Jakob Vontobel, amounting to 24 million francs, was 
transferred into the “AG für Partizipationen” (Limited Lia-
bility Corporation for Shareholdings). Hans Vontobel’s 
capital was placed in the newly formed Havonto AG. 
Together, the bank’s share capital amounted to almost 40 
million francs. In addition to this, the liability of Hans 
Vontobel, as partner, extended to his own private assets. 
These legal changes were only the first step for the expan-
sion of the partnership and the passing of responsibility to 
the next generation. On 1st January 1977, Hans-Dieter 
Vontobel and Max Zaugg were made general, unlimited 
liable partners. Hans-Dieter Vontobel, as his father before 
him, had studied jurisprudence. With the expansion of the 
partnership, Hans Vontobel was also preparing the way for 
his son to take over managerial responsibility. “It was a 
question as well of making sure that in the person of Max 
Zaugg, Hans-Dieter Vontobel would have an experienced 
banker and family friend at his side,” as one member of the 
executive staff at the time described it.

In 1981, Hans Vontobel handed over the operational man-
agement of the bank to his son. Ten years later, he retired 
as Chairman of the Board of Directors and transferred this 
position to his son as well. Since then, Hans Vontobel has 
been the Honorary Chairman of the Bank. “I didn’t want to 
make the same mistake as my father. I wanted Hans-Dieter 
to be able to take over the management of the bank earlier 
and not have to keep reporting to his father at an advanced 
age,” Hans Vontobel explained. Unlike his father, Hans 
Vontobel did not intervene in the business policies of his 
son. “I have gone for months without even seeing him,” he 
recalls.

Hans-Dieter Vontobel was already putting his stamp on 
the bank before he was appointed Chairman of the Execu-
tive Board. He was very interested in new management 
methods. As both a lawyer and an officer on the Swiss 
Army’s General Staff, Hans-Dieter Vontobel was educated 
to think strategically. It was therefore clear to him that if the 
bank wanted to continue to grow, it needed a new leader-
ship style. As he once wrote: “Instead of influencing 
employees every day by the directly visible model of some 
supreme boss (as Jakob Vontobel had embodied), today a 
leadership style has been introduced that is based on dif-
ferent hierarchical areas of competency. Employees should 
be able to develop their skills and capabilities in the broad-
est possible area of competency and responsibility, but 
this is only possible if the company’s management has 
communicated its ultimate goal and system of values in 
the form of a mission statement.”

In 1975, Hans-Dieter Vontobel, together with a group of 
bank employees, created just such a mission statement—

one which since then has been regularly updated on behalf 
of the Board and Executive Management, most recently in 
2005. Its essential elements are the bank’s understanding 
of its mission and its strategic objectives.

In his capacity as Chief Executive Officer of the Vontobel 
Group and later as Chairman of the Board of Directors, 
Hans-Dieter Vontobel has used the occasion of the Gen-
eral Meeting of Shareholders to deliver a number of much 
acclaimed and wideranging speeches. They have met with 
great attention and approval by their audiences.

With the takeover of the Chairmanship of the Executive 
Management by Hans-Dieter Vontobel in 1981, a new era 
began for the bank. The son of Hans Vontobel wanted to 
build on the successful expansion that took place in the 
sixties and seventies and drive it forward rapidly. To 
achieve this, he undertook a few organisational changes. 
Above all, Hans-Dieter Vontobel rejuvenated the manage-
ment team. In addition to its current members, Walter 
Kleiner, Otto Hiestand and Marx Kobler, he appointed 
Oskar Holenweger, Dieter Loewe and Martin Ebner as new 
members of Executive Management. Hans-Dieter Vontobel 
knew these men from his military service as a colonel serv-
ing on the General Staff, or from his days as a student. 
Selecting just these men was no accident. Hans-Dieter 
Vontobel appreciated the Swiss Army: “That is where I 
learnt how to ask the right questions. As a young General 
Staff officer, you have a good technical education, but no 
practical expertise, and because, as a young man, you 
want—and need—to be taken seriously by the experi-
enced colonels, you only have one chance when you are 
asking specific questions and trying to get to the bottom 
of something. That’s why I would even say that I learnt 
more in the military than I did at university.”
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— 
Head office of Bank Vontobel  
Bahnhofstrasse 3, Zurich, 1964 – 2007

— 
Plunging prices:  
On the morning of 29th May 1962,  
phones began ringing off the  
hooks in the trading departments  
of Switzerland’s banks.
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— 
Traders who could use the Stockmaster
were essentially “live” in New York.

— 
Stock market orders were received  
by Bank Vontobel in the morning.

— 
A page from Streiflichter  
(“Sidelights”).
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— 
In the bank’s former vault.
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— 
A Hungarian bond, 1961
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— 
Transition towards IT:  
the first computer system of 1970

— 
The executive staff of  
Bank J. Vontobel & Co.,  
1969

— 
Hans-Dieter Vontobel,  
1977
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— 
Three generations: 
Jakob Vontobel, Hans Vontobel, Hans-Dieter Vontobel, 1974
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— 
Dr. Hans-Dieter Vontobel, 1990

— 
The text of a speech given by Hans-Dieter Vontobel  
on the occasion of the bank’s 1996 General Meeting  
was also published in the Neue Zürcher Zeitung  
on 19th June 1996.
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The Eighties 
and Nineties
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The Transition to a  
Publicly Held Company

Hans-Dieter Vontobel wanted to expand and open up new 
markets and clients for the bank. At the same time, how-
ever, he also wanted to transform the institution from a 
family business into a publicly held company. “To master 
this task in the context of the bank’s generational change 
was probably the most difficult challenge of my career,” 
Hans-Dieter Vontobel remembers. “And, of course, it didn’t 
happen without problems, mistakes and disappointments.” 
Hans Vontobel welcomed the step toward becoming a 
publicly held company: “Should inheritance issues ever 
come up in the Vontobel family, then we will be better posi-
tioned to resolve any difficulties if we are structured as a 
joint stock company, compared to a company structured 
as a limited partnership.” That is because the shares of a 
corporation can be apportioned more easily and sold if 
necessary, compared to the shares in a limited partnership.

For the switch to a publicly traded company, extensive 
preparations were necessary. In November 1982, Hans 
Vontobel integrated Havonto AG, in which he held his 
shares in the bank, into the “AG für Partizipationen” (the 
“Public Limited Company for Shareholdings”). From this 
corporation emerged the legal shell for today’s Vontobel 
Holding. In 1984, the limited partnership J. Vontobel & Co. 
was transformed into the publicly owned company J. 
Vontobel & Co. AG, with a share capital of 50 million Swiss 
francs.

Even in the legal form of a corporation, the bank retained 
the character of a family business. But it was the end of the 
personal liability of the partners, who were liable to the 
bank with their private assets. Some employees felt this 
change as a loss of the previous corporate culture and 
regret it, to some degree, even today. But the majority wel-
comed this step into the future. For the 60-year and 
80-year anniversary of the bank, each employee was given, 
amongst other things, Vontobel shares. As Hans Vontobel 
said at the third Annual General Meeting of the holding 
company, “Employees should also be able to benefit from 
the achievements and ideas that they have contributed to 
the bank in the course of a year.” With this move, Vontobel 
became the first Swiss bank to make its employees partic-
ipants in its success via shares in the company. In 1995, a 
share ownership programme for the management team 
was added. Then in 2005, a share ownership plan for all 
employees of the Vontobel Group was introduced, reflect-
ing the most up-to-date approach in this kind of incentive 
programme.

In 1986 came the final step in the plan to go public, the 
initial public offering (IPO). 22,500 bearer shares with a 
nominal value of 500 francs were issued, 15,000 of which 
were floated on the market on 7th July, at an initial price of 
10,000 francs each. The registered shares continued to be 
owned by the family. The IPO was a success: On the first 
day of trading, the price of the shares climbed to 15,800 
francs. By the time of the stock market crash in October 
1987, they had reached a level of 17,587 francs. In 2001, a 
unified registered share was created. 

“Theoretically,” said Hans-Dieter Vontobel, “we could have 
also gone the route of a Geneva private bank, of course. If 
we had followed that path, we would have remained a pri-
vate company and simply added more partners. But with 
the IPO, I wanted to resolve the question of succession 
differently.” At the time of the IPO, questions of succession 
were not very acute. On the other hand, the capital require-
ments for the investment banking activities certainly were. 
“There was not enough capital available for us to grow the 
investment banking part of the company,” he explained. “If 
we had had to rely on the equity generated through 
retained earnings alone, we would not have been able to 
expand this business—which to this day contributes sig-
nificantly to the bank’s growth.”

In the end, Hans-Dieter Vontobel was very successful with 
his expansion plans. “When I started to work at Bank 
Vontobel at the beginning of the eighties, I was assured 
that the number of employees would certainly never go 
over 300. At that time there were 280,” says Janine Nab-
holz, who worked at Bank Vontobel for 27 years. She was 
hired to receive the growing number of private clients. “At 
first, we put a kitchen table at the entrance. Only later did 
we get a proper reception desk,” she recalls. Business was 
going so well that the staffing plans did not last long. In 
2012, some 1,300 people were employed by the bank.

True to the tradition of Bank Vontobel, Hans-Dieter Vontobel 
also wanted to make use of exceptional and exciting publi-
cations to interest clients in the bank and make them loyal 
to the institution. He gave the mandate to establish a pro-
fessional primary research capability to Martin Ebner, a 
classmate from their days as students together. Soon, the 
company and industry studies generated by this depart-
ment had established an excellent reputation amongst cli-
ents, competitors and the media. “Martin Ebner was the 
first analyst who published an opinion on other Swiss 
banks,” says Christoph Ledergerber, who headed the 
bank’s Asset Management division until 2007. “That was 
very brave and put us at the leading edge.” On this solid 
foundation, Ebner built up the bank’s activities for institu-
tional clients such as pension funds and insurance compa-
nies. Domestically, this business performed well. The bank 
was helped along both by the booming financial markets 
and the fact that in 1985, in addition to the AHV (Switzer-
land’s Old-Age and Survivors’ Insurance), so-called “sec-
ond pillar” pension plans were made compulsory. Amongst 
the country’s many pension fund managers, Bank Vontobel 
landed some of the largest as clients. For Bank Vontobel’s 
international business, however, the Swiss National Bank 
threw a spanner in the works. The measures undertaken at 
the time by the SNB to counter the flight of foreign capital 
into Swiss francs, such as the so-called negative interest 
rates charged on Swiss franc deposits held by foreigners, 
proved, at least in the short term, to inhibit the develop-
ment of the bank’s foreign clientele.

Trading in Eurobonds

In contrast, however, Eurobond trading grew to be an 
important pillar in the bank’s international business. This 
business came into being after the Cuban missile crisis in 
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The Cold War was also the reason why, in 1982, the bank 
developed a concept for the eventuality that the armies of 
the Warsaw Pact would invade Western Europe. It founded 
Kanata Securities Services in Toronto, and in an emer-
gency, all accounts and portfolios would be looked after 
from the North American continent. “We encrypted all our 
data,” said Marx Kobler, describing the laborious proce-
dure, “and at time intervals that were adapted to the threat 
situation, we sent the data tapes to a lawyer in Toronto. 
Then, twice a year, we flew to Toronto to monitor the 
decryption of the data.”

For a long time after this first, only moderately successful 
step overseas, Bank Vontobel proceeded cautiously with 
its international expansion. But that did not mean that the 
bank did not try out ideas every once in a while. “For exam-
ple,” recalls Bernd Mossner, “we opened a subsidiary in 
London, led by a former colonel of the British Army in India. 
But that experiment failed.” Wolfhard Graetz, then a senior 
employee of the bank and later a member of the Board, 
also recalls another overseas adventure which enjoyed lit-
tle success: “In Hong Kong, Bank Vontobel bought the 
business owned by a Canadian lady, which would form the 
basis of a branch there. However, this lady did not come 
from the banking business. She focused on getting Cana-
dian visas for the local Chinese. The chaos was preor-
dained,” he remembers. Activities in Hong Kong were ter-
minated soon thereafter.

Targeted Expansion

After these attempts at overseas expansion, the bank 
refocused its activities on Europe. It was only in the nine-
ties that targeted expansion was put back on the front 
burner, initially in its home market Switzerland, where in 
1993 Vontobel acquired a holding in the Geneva private 
bank Tardy, de Watteville & Cie, which in 1998 became 
wholly owned by Vontobel. In 1995, a holding in the Salz-
burg-based bank Berger & Comp. was added. This step 
followed a referendum in which the Swiss electorate 
rejected a proposal to join the European Economic Area 
(EEA). With a subsidiary in Austria, Bank Vontobel wanted 
a licence allowing them to conduct stock exchange and 
banking activities in the European Union. Branches were 
later opened in Vienna, Frankfurt, Munich, Milan, and 
Vaduz, and representative offices were opened in Vancou-
ver and Madrid.

Apart from the stumbling start in New York, the eighties 
were a golden era for Bank Vontobel and the banking 
world in general. Banks were doing very well, even if there 
were occasional exaggerations and excesses, such as 
those reflected in movie characters like the arrogant, smug 
Wall Street banker Gordon Gecko or in the book Barbar-
ians at the Gates, which describes the aggressive busi-
ness practices of the specialist buyout firm KKR in what 
we would call private equity today. In the international 
financial centres, banks doled out large loans, and 
unfriendly takeovers, financed with so-called junk bonds, 
were the order of the day. The boom and its related busi-
ness opportunities fired the imagination and innovation of 
specialists developing new financial products, and in Lon-

1962, when the Russians withdrew billions in deposits 
from the United States and transferred the accounts to 
London. Eurobonds are bonds that are not denominated in 
the currency of the country in which they are traded. 
Mostly, they were denominated in dollars or yen. It was in 
the early eighties that Eurobond trading gained in impor-
tance. Bank Vontobel was one of the first Swiss institu-
tions that intensively developed its opportunities in this 
market. For the foreign clients of the bank, Eurobonds, 
mostly traded in dollars, were particularly attractive 
because they were exempt from withholding taxes. Thanks 
to this lively demand and the bank’s resulting placement 
power, Vontobel was very successful in arranging Euro-
bond issues, and, in particular, the bank was successful 
trading Eurobonds. “In order to survive in this market at 
all,” recalls Max Zaugg, “we had to take these securities on 
our own books as well.” In addition, Bank Vontobel also 
traded Eurobonds for many of Switzerland’s cantonal and 
regional banks.

Hans-Dieter Vontobel put the bank’s business with private 
clients on a more professional basis as well. As one of the 
first financial institutions to do so, Bank Vontobel led the 
move into portfolio management, and in addition to trans-
action fees, introduced the model of charging investment 
management fees based on the client’s asset volume. In 
the 1980s, the bank succeeded in substantially enlarging 
the number and size of client portfolios under manage-
ment. But that was actually not so difficult: The stock mar-
ket was booming, and banks were doing very well indeed. 
Vontobel, however, grew even faster than the market, 
which meant that the bank at that time was gaining market 
share.

Many private clients, especially from Germany, felt threat-
ened by the then Soviet Union. They wanted to know that 
at least part of their money was in a safe place, and in the 
eyes of many, Switzerland was still too “near”. For this rea-
son, clients looked for investment options overseas. 
Vontobel decided to open a branch office in New York, 
which came to pass at the end of October 1984. This sub-
sidiary, Vontobel USA Inc., was registered with the Securi-
ties and Exchange Commission as an investment advisor 
and had its offices at 450 Park Avenue. “Although we went 
to New York with nothing more than a pad of paper and a 
pencil, we didn’t have to start the business from scratch,” 
says Marx Kobler, who was given the task of building the 
American business and headed the New York office during 
its first three years. He already brought a large portfolio 
with him from Zurich, consisting of assets from clients who 
wanted a portion of their investments managed overseas. 
Things were not easy in the beginning, and it took some 
time before the “dowry” from Europe had doubled. The 
desire of the bank’s clients to transfer assets to the USA 
was apparently not as great as had been hoped. The 
Vontobel Group had expected to reach the breakeven 
point after four to five years. Instead, it took almost ten 
years before the subsidiary in New York could pay a divi-
dend to the parent company. Then, after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, the New York services were no longer in 
much demand by the bank’s private clients. Today, the 
subsidiary in New York concentrates primarily on asset 
management, and is very successful.
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don and New York, futures, options and derivatives were 
created and introduced, with a lively trade in these new 
instruments developing on the markets. By joining the Sof-
fex in 1987, Bank Vontobel also jumped into the market for 
derivative products. The bank’s options business was 
especially shaped by Robert Strebel, who was Deputy 
Chief Executive Officer of the bank from 1985 to 1991. 

He joined Vontobel from Credit Suisse First Boston, where 
he had already gained experience with the new instruments. 
“Back then, we laid the foundation for our success in invest-
ment banking by writing options,” Strebel explained. Today, 
thanks to its Financial Products, Bank Vontobel is amongst 
Switzerland’s largest providers of structured products, and 
this business segment makes a substantial contribution to 
the success of the bank. But even this business felt the tur-
bulences of the recent financial crisis.

A New Stock Market Crash

The stock market “party” of the eighties couldn’t go on like 
that forever. On 19th October 1987, prices collapsed in 
New York as investors sold off millions of shares on the 
market. The situation was so dramatic that on 20th Octo-
ber, the Geneva Stock Exchange did not want to open for 
trading. In Zurich, the decision was made to open as on 
any normal trading day, and later, this view prevailed in 
Geneva as well. But that day was anything but “normal”. 
The banks’ phone lines were totally overloaded, and trad-
ing was completely uncontrolled. Investors were prepared 
to unload their shares on the market at almost any price.

Bank Vontobel was not able to escape the consequences 
of the plummeting market. Thanks to the large trading vol-
ume, the bank recorded high commission income, but on 
its own portfolio positions, and those of its clients, mas-
sive losses had to be dealt with.

The shock went deep. “Hans-Dieter Vontobel insisted at 
the time that he wanted to avoid such risks in the future,” 
said Susanne Borer, head of Investor Relations. “Neither 
the bank nor any individual employee should be allowed to 
enter into such a market situation with so much equity that 
the traders can hardly answer the phone.” This was a deci-
sion that would pay off decades later. 

Shortly after the crash, the brokerage fee convention—
also important for banks—was done away with. Up to 
then, banks had calculated the brokerage fees they would 
charge their clients in accordance with this official con-
vention. Every financial institution stuck to the rules. 
Although Vontobel welcomed the new measure, it made 
life difficult for the bank. “After the end of the brokerage 
fee convention, the banks began aggressively competing 
against each other based on price,” says Christoph Leder-
gerber. With the lifting of the convention, an important rev-
enue source for Vontobel collapsed. “We posted a very 
significant decline in brokerage fee income,” recalls Max 
Zaugg. The bank responded immediately. The cost-cut-
ting programme called “Fit 88”, which had been put in 
place immediately after the stock market crash of 1987, 
was intensified, and for the first time in its history, Vontobel 

Background
Programmed Trading and the Collapse of Prices

Following slumps in Hong Kong and Southeast Asia, 
on 19th October 1987, the Dow Jones in New York 
fell by more than 22% in a single session. This fol-
lowed a crisis in the savings and loan industry in the 
USA, whilst internationally there had been tensions 
concerning the credibility of the commitment to peg 
the Hong Kong dollar to the US dollar. But fundamen-
tals did not seem to provide an adequate explanation 
for the sudden collapse of share prices. The recent 
appearance of programmed trading, in which limit 
orders were automated, may help explain a large part 
of what happened—helpless traders were said to 
have stood by, wringing their hands in front of their 
screens and desperately demanding that the pro-
grams simply be switched off. But like in 1962, the 
drama in the financial markets was not followed by a 
general economic downturn. Before long, price lev-
els recovered, and the global economy continued its 
growth unabated.

had to reduce its staff headcount. However, not in every 
case was an actual termination required; the bank also 
was able to rely on some early retirements, and departing 
employees were sometimes not replaced. “At the same 
time, we had to redouble our efforts to acquire new cli-
ents,” Zaugg recalls. “We were able to make up some of 
the losses with higher volumes again.”

New Business Ideas and  
Cooperative Ventures

Shaken by the ever volatile stock markets and thus also by 
the volatility of returns, the bank also made a costly blun-
der. In order to become more independent of the fluctua-
tions in the banking business, diversification was seen as 
a solution. Accordingly, Vontobel decided to enter into 
classic management consultancy in addition to its tradi-
tional financial activities—and not to do so in small steps, 
but with a big splash. In 1989, EC Consulting Holding was 
established, with offices in Zurich, London, Düsseldorf 
and Brussels. Including a software company purchased 
later, up to 200 employees worked for this company. But 
EC Consulting could not manage not to get out of the red. 
In 1995, the bank finally drew the necessary conclusions 
and separated from EC Consulting.

Bank Vontobel was considerably more successful with the 
founding of the fund company Vontobel Fonds Services 
AG in 1990. “When it came to setting up investment funds, 
we tended to be amongst the laggards back then,” said 
Wolfhard Graetz self-critically. It was not until 1990 that 
Vontobel established its first investment funds under 
Swiss law, named “Vontobel Swiss Equities” and “Vontobel 
Swiss Small Companies”. In 1991, the Luxembourg Invest-
ment Fund SICAV was established with various subfunds. 
Though late, the launch was very successful. “In 1993, the 
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Vontobel Fund Emerging Market Equity was so popular 
that we had up to 40 calls a day asking for the fund pro-
spectus. That meant copying all the documents 40 times, 
binding them and creating a cover letter. I often worked 
late into the evening doing nothing else,” says Verena 
Fusco, who was working in this area at that time. The fund 
“Vontobel Fund—Eastern European Equity” got off to a 
somewhat slow start, but Hans Vontobel—who had had 
the idea for the fund—believed in these markets and put 
money into it himself until the fund was able to generate 
broader demand. “Up until the Russian financial crisis of 
1997, the fund was a great success.”

Vontobel Fonds Services AG booked its greatest and most 
enduring success in 1994. In that year, the company was 
commissioned by the Swiss Union of Raiffeisen Banks to 
privatelabel five funds under the Raiffeisen name. “We 
anticipated that after five years, we would have half a bil-
lion Swiss francs in assets under management,” recalls 
Verena Fusco. “But we reached the half billion milestone in 
less than six months. From that point on, things pro-
gressed rapidly, and at relatively short intervals we would 
celebrate another billion together with Raiffeisen.”

“Bank Vontobel has extensive ‘machinery’ for creating 
funds and structured products, but we lacked the sales 
capabilities,” explains Christoph Ledergerber, who has led 
the cooperative management of Vontobel Asset Manage-
ment since 2008. For this reason, the close collaboration 
with Raiffeisen, which over the years had generated suc-
cessful growth, was significantly expanded and strength-
ened after ten years with a cooperation agreement.

Since the nineties, Vontobel has been continuously review-
ing ideas that provide for possible cooperative ventures 
with other companies in the financial services industry. In 
1995, it took over the management of the strategy funds 
for Helvetia Insurance, which are mainly used in unitlinked 
life insurance. Smaller partnerships exist in other coun-
tries, for example in the United States and Luxembourg. 
For these partners, the primary role of Vontobel is to man-
age fund assets. A cooperative venture of this type that is 
as important as the one with the Raiffeisen Group has not 
yet materialised as of today. “But we continue working in 
this direction,” explains Christoph Ledergerber.

Also in terms of the bank’s internal structure and align-
ment, there were many ideas for change at the beginning 
of the nineties: “To transfer Private Banking and Brokerage 
into two legally separate banks, or sell the brokerage busi-
ness,” wrote Hans-Dieter Vontobel.

“In addition, we also made detailed plans for working with 
strategic allies, i.e. similarly positioned banks, for example 
in the back office functions.” All these measures were 
designed to lead the bank back onto a solid growth path 
and to consolidate its position in the home market.

Many of these plans were examined and rejected. What 
has always been maintained has been the bank’s focus on 
its real strengths. The mission statement for the period 
1991–1996 documented the reorientation of the organisa-
tion: In the area of asset management, the activities of the 

Private Clients and Asset Management divisions were 
more closely coordinated. In the brokerage division, the 
bank’s leading position in Swiss securities and derivatives 
was expanded. Supporting this objective, the bank 
invested primarily in its equity research capabilities for 
Swiss mid caps and small caps. In addition, in 1992 the 
brokerage division was integrated into the Investment 
Banking business area.

The expansion of Research was, amongst other things, the 
basis of the bank’s success in the implementation of IPOs 
(Initial Public Offerings). “As an asset management and 
transaction-based institution, we had a unique position-
ing,” explains Robert Strebel. “Clients appreciated our 
independence. They knew that we aren’t managing their 
business accounts whilst at the same time offering them 
mortgage loans, but instead we’re finding them the best 
conditions.” With these arguments, Bank Vontobel suc-
ceeded with the first two IPOs to be launched after the 
stock market crash of 1987, for Arbonia-Forster and Phoe-
nix Mecano. In 1994, the bank participated in the IPO of 
technology company Esec, and later came Micronas, the 
Austrian company SEZ, Ciba spinoff Gretag Imaging and 
countless more. Vontobel had succeeded in becoming a 
player in this business, right alongside the biggest names 
in the sector, such as Goldman Sachs. These were lucra-
tive times.

The Dot-Com Bubble

The numerous IPOs must be seen today in the context of 
the Internet bubble that formed in the second half of the 
nineties. This bull market exceeded all expectations; any-
thing seemed possible. Especially in the United States, 
financial analysts became investment bankers and manip-
ulated the market in accordance with the tastes of their 
bosses. With the growth fantasies of the Internet, almost 
any business idea could be sold as a success story, even if 
the underlying company had never reported one penny of 
actual earnings. Companies like Yahoo and Amazon.com 
reached a higher market capitalisation than well-estab-
lished firms from the so-called “old economy”. On the 
stock market, the principle no longer applied that the valu-
ation of a company was determined by expected profits, 
but instead was based on pure fantasy. “It was an unbe-
lievable period,” says Walter Temperli, who observed these 
developments from his leading positions in Vontobel Pri-
vate Banking. “At the end of the nineties, we had a Christ-
mas party, and there was a competition: Everybody on the 
staff had to choose a share, and whoever picked the one 
that posted the highest gain, won. One employee chose a 
share whose price went up 5,600 percent!”

Like other providers of financial services, Bank Vontobel 
benefited from the bull market. Vontobel Corporate 
Finance not only organised a number of IPOs but also 
founded the company Private Equity Holding (PEH). After 
its own IPO, this company could boast of having around 
800 million francs in equity. PEH invested in young compa-
nies that could later be taken public. These capital market 
transactions made important contributions to the success 
of the bank. Nevertheless, Hans Vontobel was not at all 
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pleased with the developments. He had been observing 
the world’s financial markets for too long and had experi-
enced many a bubble and crash. During this period, he 
wrote an essay in which he warned of the dangers o the 
private equity market. But in the euphoric mood of the 
times, no one wanted to listen to him.

Background
The Growth Fantasies of the Internet 

Among the many famous waves of speculation on 
the stock market, the dot-com bubble is worth not-
ing, above all because of its magnitude. Based on the 
usual, imperfect metrics, such as price increases, 
priceearnings ratios, or market capitalisation 
reached relative to GDP, the dot-com bubble far 
exceeded the bubble of the late twenties. Having 
said that, there are also certain similarities. Just as 
was the case with the dot-com bubble, in 1929 and 
1873 new industries were at the centre of attention, 
achieving the most dizzying price gains, but also the 
steepest crashes. During the early 1870s—the 
so-called Bismarckian “Gründerzeit”—there was a 
start-up boom as newly regulated joint stock com-
panies came into existence. The industries of the 
future at that time centred especially on mechanical 
engineering. In the twenties, it was again the high-
tech sector that inspired the imagination: the tele-
phone industry, radio, and household electrical 
appliances, but also aircraft production. At the 1928 
Berlin Radio Exhibition, a prototype of the television 
was introduced; in every industrialised country, 
development teams were working feverishly on get-
ting this device ready for serial production.

And so, just as engineering had been the great hope 
of investors in the late 19th century, telecommunica-
tions and electrical appliances were quite rightly the 
hope of investors in the twenties. Factory automa-
tion, starting in the early 20th century, and the mass 
consumption of electrical and electronic equipment 
from the mid-20th century exceeded even the most 
optimistic hopes prevailing during the stock market 
boom. Yet both fantasies experienced a jarring inter-
ruption: It simply took longer than initially expected 
for the techniques, processes and products to really 
catch on. Instead of an assembly line culture around 
1880 or a mass consumer society around 1935, in 
both cases there was initially a long phase of eco-
nomic depression, and it was only 20 or 30 years 
later that the new industries began to fulfil their true 
potential.

The dot-com boom also fits this pattern of speculat-
ing on the impact of a new invention. Investors far too 
optimistically put their money on ideas that would 
not generate earnings for a long time, imagining that 
the growth of the new industries would be much 
quicker. Any price would be paid, as long as the exu-
berant expectations could justify it. Notwithstanding 
this fallacy, the dot-com boom, like its predecessors 

before it, did have a real basis: Many of the specula-
tive, profit-free shares later made their owners rich—
if they had enough patience and cash to get through 
the hangover phase.

At the end of the 1990s, the bull market took on really dan-
gerous proportions. At this time, Vontobel was working on 
the launch of its own Internet bank, with which Vontobel 
Private Banking would be catapulted into a new “digital 
Internet age”. The bank was to be named “You-Bank”, and 
hopes were high that it would generate excellent profits. 
But already in the formation stage, costs spun out of con-
trol. The originally planned investment of 70 million Swiss 
francs didn’t come close to covering the project’s cost, 
which finally amounted to around 200 million francs. And 
“You-Bank” should never have existed.

In March 2001, Hans-Dieter Vontobel, as Chairman of 
Vontobel Holding, pulled the emergency brake. On 15th 
March, he called a muchpublicised press conference at 
which he announced that the “You-Bank” project had 
been stopped and the three bankers Jörg Fischer (Chair-
man of the Board of Bank Vontobel), Walter Kaeser (CFO) 
and Hans-Peter Bachmann (Head of Corporate Finance) 
would be leaving the bank immediately due to irregulari-
ties, breaches of internal rules, and actions exceeding 
their authority. As a further consequence, long, drawn-out 
court cases followed, touching on regulatory issues, civil 
and criminal law. “Managing the legal proceedings, sum-
marised in the so-called Project M, occupied us for about 
ten years,” says Jürg Künzli, Head of Group Legal.

In 2010, the District Court of Zurich disallowed in its 
entirety the State Prosecutor’s Office’s indictment against 
the former bank managers, as well as the request for 
recovery of pecuniary benefits at Bank Vontobel. Finally, in 
June 2011 the prosecution with-drew its appeal against 
the lower court’s acquittal. Thereupon, as a result of a 
court settlement, Private Equity Holding dropped its civil 
lawsuit against Bank Vontobel. It had filed a complaint 
against Vontobel in September 2010, claiming that the 
bank had violated stock corporation laws when increasing 
the capital of PEH in the year 2000 in connection with the 
acquisition by the company of its own shares, which it 
claimed made the transaction void.

Künzli, the legal conscience of the bank, is able to take 
pleasure in the positive aspects of the project, or to be 
more precise, the Case M. The fact that he repeatedly had 
to confront Executive Management and the Board in place 
with the latest developments—it should be noted that 
Executive Management was never involved in the case 
itself—helped him to learn from the past. Künzli is con-
vinced that the awareness of proper corporate gover-
nance and risk management would not be at such a high 
level within the Vontobel Group today if there had never 
been any need for such intensive involvement with the 
past in conjunction with the capital increase of PEH.

The end of “You-Bank” and the subsequent legal proceed-
ings were a serious setback for Bank Vontobel not only 
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from a legal perspective. There were serious conse-
quences in terms of the institution’s reputation as well. The 
company’s profits plummeted, and even more so its share 
price. For months, coverage of the bank in the media was 
predominantly negative. After all these events, the first pri-
ority of Bank Vontobel was to restore its tarnished reputa-
tion. The marketplace was awash with persistent rumours 
of a takeover. Hans-Dieter Vontobel, in addition to his 
chairmanship of Vontobel Holding, once again took over 
the post of Chairman of the Board of the bank. He force-
fully reiterated the intention of the bank to remain indepen-
dent, gaining much attention and respect for his stance. 
“For the staff, it was a stressful time,” recalls the former 
Head of Human Resource Kurt Gutknecht. From that point 
on, the newly constituted Executive Management, headed 
as before by Robert Zingg (2001 to 2002), took up the 
operational management of the Vontobel Group. The com-
pany needed to be put back on its feet.
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— 
Bearer share of Vontobel Holding AG
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— 
In 1986, bearer shares of  
Vontobel Holding AG  
were listed on the Zurich  
Stock Exchange. In 2001,  
the unified share was created.

— 
Newspaper accounts of  
the stock market crash,  
1987.
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— 
NZZ, 21st September 1983
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— 
Tages-Anzeiger, 13rd June 1986
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2002: A New Beginning

In October 2002, Herbert J. Scheidt took over the man-
agement of the Vontobel Group as its new CEO. What lay 
before him was no easy task. The bank needed to be sta-
bilised, and it was necessary to strengthen and reposition 
the Vontobel brand, because it had lost some of its lustre. 
The bank’s staff had been unsettled by the recent events. 
A new perspective for the future needed to be opened. 
These tasks would be tackled together with the compa-
ny’s Board Chairman Peter Wagner, also new to his post 
(he served from 2002 to 2005), and from 2005 with his 
successor in office, Dr. Urs Widmer. The basic strategy 
was to pursue two essential objectives: first, to secure and 
strengthen the basis for the long-term freedom of manoeu-
vre and independence of Vontobel, and second, to orient 
the organisation toward steady and healthy growth in 
earnings. In other words, nothing less than achieving a 
turnaround was necessary. At the beginning of his tenure, 
Herbert J. Scheidt changed the entire Executive Manage-
ment of the Vontobel Group; in the process bringing in Dr. 
Zeno Staub as Chief Financial Officer in January 2003, 
who became a key member of the new team of CEO 
Scheidt. During his time as CFO (2003 to 2006) as well as 
head of the two business areas Investment Banking (2006 
to 2007) and Asset Management (2008 to 2011), he 
actively and decisively participated in the restructuring of 
the company. In 2011, he succeeded Herbert J. Scheidt in 
the office of the CEO, as Mr. Scheidt took over the chair-
manship of the Vontobel Group from Dr. Widmer.

The renewal of Executive Management went hand in hand 
with the introduction of a divisional organisation, with clear 
responsibilities and competencies. With the bank being 
organised into three internationally active business 
areas—Private Banking, Investment Banking and Asset 
Management, all of which are supported by cross-divi-
sional functions such as Finance & Risk and Operations—
the intention was to be able to develop business in existing 
and new markets in a focused way. This new “integrated 
business model” would be the basis for future growth ini-
tiatives. It was not always easy to communicate these dra-
matic changes to the employees at the time, and the pro-
cess was not implemented without frictions. Steering the 
course, Scheidt and his team succeeded in putting 
Vontobel gradually back on track.

One essential element of the consolidation and realign-
ment was the complete renewal of the bank’s IT infrastruc-
ture and processes. In the years to follow, the bank made 
sustainable investments so that Vontobel now has an 
extremely stable and modern IT platform.

Another important step in the new growth strategy was 
the substantial expansion in June 2004 of the already ten-
year-old cooperation with the Raiffeisen Group. As part of 
a cooperation agreement, Vontobel took over the role of 
developing and producing the product and service offer-
ings in the area of investment funds and structured prod-
ucts for the entire Raiffeisen Group and its banks. In a fur-
ther step, the entire securities trading and portfolio 
management were added to the arrangement. In return, 
the Raiffeisen Group acquired a 12.5 percent stake in 

Vontobel Holding AG. This was a win-win situation, a big 
step for both partners, and garnered a lot of attention in 
the Swiss market. The current cooperation agreement will 
run until at least 2017.

Through a series of targeted acquisitions in the subse-
quent years, Vontobel was able to expand its performance 
positioning as an active asset manager with first-class 
product capabilities. In 2006, Vontobel Group acquired a 
majority stake in the hedge fund specialist Harcourt. With 
its innovative range of alternative investments, that trans-
action promises to complement Vontobel’s product port-
folio perfectly. That same year, the brokerage and corpo-
rate finance activities of Lombard Odier Darier Hentsch 
were taken over, significantly strengthening Vontobel’s 
market position in corporate finance and the brokerage 
business in the Swiss market.

In parallel, the bank worked intensively on positioning itself 
as an independent Swiss private bank and active interna-
tional asset manager, laying the groundwork for the suc-
cessful growth of Vontobel’s brand awareness and brand 
preference, both in the Swiss domestic market as well as 
in key focus markets abroad. The bank’s reorientation was 
also reflected in terms of physical space. In 2007, the bank 
moved into the “Vontobel campus”, with its new modern 
headquarters at Gotthardstrasse 43 in Zurich. Previously 
scattered around the city, the bank’s various business 
units were finally brought together in a single institution. 
And in the very popular staff canteen and café, employees 
discovered a key communication point where they could 
easily and pleasantly meet with colleagues. Even the 
bank’s Honorary Chairman, Dr. Hans Vontobel, always 
enjoys visiting.

After this period of consolidation and strategic realign-
ment, the Vontobel Group quickly found its way back to 
solid growth. The group’s earnings and assets under man-
agement experienced gratifying growth. In 2007, the bank 
posted earnings of 263 million Swiss francs, the highest 
group net profit in its history. Thanks to consistently good 
earnings and a balanced long-term dividend policy, the 
bank’s equity increased gradually in the following years—
an explicit goal of the Board of Directors and Executive 
Management. Over the next few years as well, this conser-
vative approach should prove successful, “even if there 
have been moments,” as the bank’s Chief Financial Officer 
Dr. Martin Sieg says, “when analysts have told us, you’re 
overcapitalised, give some money back to the sharehold-
ers.” He adds with a smile: “These days, being well capital-
ised is once again a virtue.”

Stability through the Financial Crisis

The year 2007 brought about a dramatic change for the 
financial world. What began as a US housing crisis soon 
developed into a global banking, financial and debt cri-
sis—one which has not yet been overcome, and which has 
shaken the banking world to its very foundations. Gone 
were the old certainties: Banks no longer trusted one 
another; their customers lost confidence; an entire profes-
sion fell into disrepute. What distinguishes this current cri-
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sis from the previous ones? Economist Walter Metzler, 
Senior Investment Advisor at Bank Vontobel, pinpoints the 
main difference: “The bubble of the nineties was financed 
with equity. When the bubble burst, at the beginning of the 
new millennium, and the overvalued shares lost their value, 
it was the shareholders who suffered losses, and the mar-
ket as a whole recovered relatively quickly. This time, we 
are dealing with a debt crisis, which is continuing to spread 
like a chain reaction: from real estate to banks, and from 
banks to Europe’s governments.”

The first link in this chain of events was the rise of US inter-
est rates in August 2007. For many American homeown-
ers, this was a devastating development, and they could 
no longer service their loans. In and of itself, this would not 
have had to develop into a drama on a global scale. How-
ever, because these loans had been packaged into new 
financial products which afterward could be found in the 
books of banks all over the world, it was inevitable that the 
crisis would spill over into the entire global system. But just 
how bad things would become was something no one pre-
dicted back then. Almost everyone believed it would be a 
short-term crisis.

For Herbert J. Scheidt, then CEO and now Chairman of the 
Board, it was clear that the crisis would not be over so 
quickly. The case of the German industrial bank IKB 
sounded an alarm bell for him. Already in July 2007, IKB 
had to be rescued by the German government.

At the time, Scheidt was on holiday in Crete: “For me, it 
was clear that if IKB—which at the time I considered to be 
a well-managed bank—could get into liquidity problems, 
we had something very big lurking around the corner.” Still 
on the beach, he phoned the bank and urged his col-
leagues to check liquidity and increase it by an additional 
200 to 300 million francs. “I wasn’t worried, but I wanted to 
be prepared for any eventuality.” Unlike Scheidt, the finan-
cial market did not regard the case of IKB as a warning 
sign. It took more than a year before the actual extent of 
the disaster became apparent. In March 2008, the US Fed-
eral Reserve, working with JPMorgan Chase, put together 
a rescue package for the ailing US investment bank Bear 
Stearns. But that was just the beginning. A short time 
later—in August—the American investment bank Lehman 
Brothers went into a tailspin. This time, the US government 
chose not to step in and save it. In retrospect, this was 
probably a fatal decision.

“We had expected that in the event a major investment 
bank would collapse, there would be systemwide effects 
as the contagion spread,” says Dr. Zeno Staub, at that time 
still head of Asset Management, and since 2011 CEO of 
the Vontobel Group. But for exactly that reason, Vontobel 
also expected that Lehman Brothers would not collapse. 
Either way, the bank was prepared. “We knew our posi-
tions down to the franc and centime,” says Staub. It was 
very complex, and for a long time many questions remained 
unanswered. Was the parent company Lehman Brothers 
really broke? Which business units were affected?What 
about the subsidiaries? What other companies would be 
sucked into bankruptcy as well? Questions, and more 
questions. But it quickly became clear that the Vontobel 

Group had launched only a few products related to Leh-
man Brothers and was therefore only marginally affected. 
Open positions existed only in the bond portfolio. “It would 
have been bad if there had been operational risks in the 
derivative portfolios,” Staub emphasises. “That would 
have created a vicious cycle.” As it happened, however, 
there was only one position that was problematical, and 
even if written off as a total loss, it could be easily digested. 
“Lehman Brothers is the only substantial write-down we’ve 
ever had on the bond side,” says the CEO. Many other 
banks—and with them their customers, too, in some 
cases—were hit much harder.

Overall, Bank Vontobel was well-positioned to with-stand 
the second wave of the financial crisis: In all those turbu-
lent years, the bank continued to increase assets under 
management and thus benefit from the difficult situation. 
The excellent positioning was not only a matter of having a 
solid business model and conservative business policy, 
but also due to specific commitments. Amongst these 
was Hans-Dieter Vontobel’s decision after the 1987 stock 
market crash to stop proprietary trading. But it certainly 
also includes Scheidt’s decision in 2005 not to build up 
derivatives on credit. “We are not a lending bank, and 
understand nothing about lending,” says Scheidt on his 
decision. “We have always been a bank based on securi-
ties, and that is what we will remain.” Or, as Staub put it, 
“Very early in the derivatives business, we passed over to 
covered trading. As a result, there is virtually no counter-
party risk for us in this area.” Scheidt was disturbed less by 
the leverage of the derivatives than by the estrangement 
between making loans and distributing them. “The banks 
accepted no further responsibility for their loans—they 
simply repackaged them and sent them on.”

Background  
The Financial Crisis and the Law of Unintended 
Consequences

Since 2007, the financial crisis has caused a funda-
mental shake-up of the international financial system 
and the global economy. As one of the few major 
events in financial history, it can only be compared 
with the Great Depression of the 1930s and the dev-
astating international financial crises of the 19th cen-
tury. Its great peculiarity lies in a number of financial 
innovations, which in a previously unfamiliar manner 
chained the capital markets and the short-term 
money market one to the other, creating a direct 
transmission mechanism between the two. When 
one market became wobbly, the other also stumbled. 
The traditional methods of intervening in money mar-
kets soon proved ineffective. But before the mechan-
ics of the crisis were fully understood, spectacular 
government actions were required to support the 
banking industry in America and the United Kingdom. 
With the collapse of Lehman Brothers in New York, 
the crisis took another dramatic turn, just when policy 
makers had come to believe the situation was under 
control. The result was the most severe economic 
downturn since the war, with heavy damage caused 
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worldwide to banks, GDP and public finances—con-
sequences that are not yet behind us today.

Traditionally, the instruments of monetary policy and 
capital markets were largely separated from each 
other. In terms of demand for liquidity, banks could 
resort to their respective central banks to finance the 
peaks in demand by rediscounting commercial bills. 
The discount rate applied to these transactions was 
the key interest rate used to effect monetary policy. 
In addition, the central banks could intervene at the 
long-term end of the capital market by trading long-
term government bonds. But since the 1980s, use of 
commercial bills as a short-term source of credit has 
pro gressively disappeared, mainly because it could 
not readily be sold by means of electronic trading. 
For this reason, central banks soon shifted to provid-
ing liquidity by means of repurchase agreements, in 
which the borrowing banks sell bonds as collateral 
but agree to repurchase them. In such repo deals, 
securities with longer maturities are traded as well; 
bonds of different maturities are also commonly 
used as collateral in overnight credit in the interbank 
market.

But with this shift, the previously neat separation of 
the money and capital markets disappeared, without 
anyone noticing. Whereas previously the collateral 
for short-term interbank and central bank loans had 
been made up of commercial bills, i.e. self-liquidating 
short-term instruments that were absolutely senior 
in case of insolvency, it was now made up of lon-
ger-term bonds whose first-class quality was in any 
event determined by a rating agency that bore no lia-
bility. If under this new system, systemic risks 
emerged in the bond market, contagion immediately 
affected the money market: Systemic counterparty 
risks in the capital market could almost instanta-
neously lead to the freezing over of the money mar-
ket and, with that, to a general financial crisis.

This is what happened to international financial mar-
kets in the autumn of 2007, when a price decline in 
the US housing market precipitated a systemic crisis 
in the market for mortgage-backed securities (MBS). 
In previous decades, such a mortgage crisis would 
not have generated much attention from the makers 
of monetary policy, as the problems associated with 
a crisis like that could be considered a solvency 
issue—one that perhaps required the restructuring 
of the affected financial institutions, but perhaps not.

The financial crisis in 2007 was quite a different mat-
ter. The freezing over of the markets for MBS, ampli-
fied many times by leveraging with derivatives and 
the increased uncertainty about the quality of the 
underlying mortgages, turned immediately into a 
liquidity crisis. Central banks were faced with a 
dilemma: On the one hand, they wanted to ensure 
the supply of liquidity, but on the other hand, they 
were confronted in their repo transactions with 

securities that in no way could be considered to be 
high quality any longer. In the early stages of the 
financial crisis, this rare occurrence of counterparty 
risk at the counter of the central bank strongly com-
promised the function of the central banks as lend-
ers of last resort. So the initial hope was to overcome 
the solvency and liquidity problems of the large 
banks through international mergers and govern-
ment bailouts, but without the dynamic involvement 
of the major banks.

In September 2008, events started coming thick and 
fast, as the decision was taken not to rescue the 
apparently insolvent Lehman Brothers, trying to 
avoid creating perverse incentives for other banks to 
go into insolvency as well. The ensuing chain reac-
tion resulted in the partial nationalisation of several 
big banks in the UK, and extensive government sup-
port measures elsewhere. Soon, central bank 
involvement was required. While largely giving up 
their independence in terms of monetary policy, they 
participated in the support measures in order to 
absorb the shock of a further deepening of the crisis. 
The aggressive monetary expansion under the policy 
of quantitative easing is a direct consequence of this 
late change of course, and emerged from the initial 
misconception that the increasing liquidity problems 
of the international banks could be addressed by a 
reduction of capital costs. When it was finally under-
stood how the counterparty risk of the collaterals 
enabled the crisis to be transmitted between the 
capital and money markets, it was almost too late; 
the international financial crisis had taken its course.

The financial crisis did not leave Vontobel unaffected. Even 
though the bank continued to generate profits every year, 
earnings were hit. Above all, the market environment for 
investment banking and private banking became increas-
ingly difficult. In the area of structured products, a consol-
idation would probably have occurred sooner or later, even 
without the financial crisis. “Everyone wanted to join in,” 
recalls Georg von Wattenwyl, Head of Advisory & Distribu-
tion Financial Products. “There was a real gold rush men-
tality.” The financial crisis led to a slight decline in overall 
demand for structured products, but at the same time, cli-
ent needs changed, moving toward simpler, more trans-
parent, and more individual products.

This development did not come to Bank Vontobel as a sur-
prise. “We had a vision for this market early, and we 
expected that structuring would become subject to auto-
mation,” agree Pfister and von Wattenwyl. Already ten 
years ago, Bank Vontobel put its weight behind the devel-
opment of a webbased tool called “Vontobel deritrade®”, 
which allowed the relationship managers—also those of 
other banks—to assemble even customtailored structured 
products for their clients. Pfister cites figures that demon-
strate how much the market has changed over the years: 
“Before the financial crisis, we issued approximately 50 
structured products per week. Today, one is issued every 
minute. That makes about 150,000 new products per year.”
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As in the case of the strategic cooperation with other 
banks, Vontobel’s deritrade® platform enables Bank 
Vontobel to act as a product factory and to use the place-
ment capabilities of other partners. “On average, the bank 
places 80 to 90 percent of its production, taking both 
asset management and investment banking into account, 
into external channels,” says Scheidt. Today, some 3,000 
specialists working in more than 800 financial institutions 
use Vontobel deritrade®—also abroad. Following Ger-
many, London and Dubai, where Vontobel opened a branch 
in 2010, it is now Singapore’s turn—the branch there was 
opened in 2012—and Hong Kong is to follow later. Because 
of the existing platform, the initial investments are reason-
able, yet expansion abroad is still a challenge—one which 
also comes with risks. That is because Asian clients natu-
rally want structured products based on Asian instru-
ments. This is new territory for Bank Vontobel. “Also new to 
us is the fact that we have to run our platform in Zurich 
virtually 24 hours a day,” says Scheidt. “At the end of the 
day, however, the platform from which the very important 
risk processes are handled will remain in Zurich.”

The bank’s CFO, Martin Sieg, believes that Vontobel has 
embarked on the right path with such an expansion policy, 
also because global regulatory pressure will increase 
again. That is why the platforms must be constructed so 
that they can be managed globally and only need to be 
adapted to local regulations in each country on a modular 
basis. This has the advantage that in core foreign markets, 
clients can be addressed in accordance with the applica-
ble law, but at the same time the settlement, processes 
and back office are all taken care of in Switzerland. “If we 
set up our business model this way,” says the CFO, “we 
have the opportunity of attaining critical mass on our plat-
form, in spite of enormous changes in the financial world. 
This also involves guaranteeing the quality of the products 
and the processing from Switzerland.” With this type of 
platform development in Switzerland, the bank considers 
itself to be better positioned than taking the physical step 
of establishing a bank in Asia.

Paradigm Shift in Private Banking

For Private Banking, the financial crisis meant a major 
upheaval. Susanne Borer, Investor Relations Manager of 
the bank, illustrates this with some sobering numbers: 
“Today, trading revenues are 70 percent below the aver-
age monthly revenues from January to June 2007. What’s 
more, investors are holding on average nearly 30 percent 
of their portfolios in cash.” These missing revenues have 
been reflected in Private Banking in declining margins. 
“Clients are disillusioned,” observed Hanspeter Spalinger, 
Team Head of Private Banking Switzerland.

When margins are low, either costs have to be cut or vol-
umes have to be increased. Bank Vontobel is doing both. In 
2010, it introduced “Advisory@Vontobel”. With this new 
model, the advisory, risk and personality profile of the cli-
ent are captured better, and above all, they are monitored 
better. The new system has not only improved the risk 
management of client portfolios, but also increased effi-
ciency and professionalism in Private Banking. As Spalin-

ger says, “The system also forces us to call the client when 
things aren’t going so well.”

For a long time now, a process of transformation can be 
observed all around the world—one which was accentu-
ated by the financial crisis. The crisis revealed hidden 
needs for tax revenues in many countries. This in turn has 
generated substantial pressure from the OECD on Swit-
zerland. These tax disputes—especially with the USA and 
Germany—and the tax treaties being negotiated are 
changing Private Banking in Switzerland. This is a develop-
ment that does not leave Bank Vontobel unaffected, even 
if the bank has long insisted that its clients should be 
tax-compliant. “This transformation process requires a 
significant rethink,” says Herbert J. Scheidt. He is thinking 
not only of the relationship managers, but also about the 
organisation and processes. Because it raises the ques-
tion of how many countries a bank can actually cover with 
cross-border Private Banking. “Previously, you could serve 
a hundred countries. Everyone had the same product: an 
account abroad. Today,” Scheidt explains, “clients must be 
treated exactly as if they were domestic clients, taking all 
the various tax perspectives into consideration.” Banks 
will have to decide which markets they want to expand into 
with cross-border services. For Bank Vontobel, it is still 
clear that this means the German market, where it has had 
roots for a long time, and where the bank also operates 
locally and has enjoyed a full banking license by the Fed-
eral Financial Supervisory Authority (BaFin) since 2009.

Simultaneously, Vontobel has expanded in recent years in 
the domestic market as well, and has successfully 
increased its volume. In 2010, branches were opened for 
Private Banking in Bern and Basel. In the summer of 2009, 
Vontobel also acquired the Swiss subsidiary of Commerz-
bank, increasing assets under management in Private 
Banking by 20 percent at a stroke. And the bank does not 
rule out further acquisitions. Executive Management and 
the Board have also indicated that some 600 million francs 
in core capital are available for further acquisitions—also 
in Private Banking.

Competent and Competitive

When it comes to the future of Switzerland’s financial cen-
tre, Bank Vontobel has no doubts. There are only very few 
banking centres in the world that can point to such a long 
record of stability. Or banking centres that were able to 
record high net new money inflows even in periods of his-
torical adjustments.

It is precisely the Western industrialised nations that are 
facing structural challenges. “The extent of government 
debt, the existing promises made to finance the various 
social systems, the aging of society, and international 
competitiveness—and they are all interconnected,” 
explains Staub. Given such challenges, Switzerland can 
take pride in the fact that government debt here is an 
acceptable 35 to 40 percent of gross domestic product, 
which compares favourably with many other countries. 
“The social systems will not be able to be maintained at 
the present levels,” Staub believes. But healthcare costs 
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Vontobel aims to take advantage of Switzerland’s funda-
mental advantages, i.e. its security and stability, which go 
hand in hand with the high quality of its services, not only 
in Germany but also in Southeast Asia. Wealth is shifting 
away from the industrialised countries to the emerging 
and high-growth countries. Vontobel is approaching these 
countries in a different way than many of its competitors 
are doing. Dr. Zeno Staub is determined that it cannot be 
the task of the bank to help people become rich. “The 
investment and product expertise of our bank, however, 
can help Southeast Asian entrepreneurs to remain rich.” 
Bank Vontobel is hoping to attract wealthy Asians as cli-
ents in Switzerland, and to have about 10 percent of their 
assets looked after here—not with a maximum yield in 
mind, but with the thought of security.

Background
The Euro Debt Crisis

Debt crises follow financial crises. This old regularity 
was true once again in the euro crisis since 2010. In 
the true sense, it is not a currency crisis; the euro has 
not dramatically lost any external value, nor in terms 
of internal purchasing power. But in the financial cri-
sis starting in 2008, tax revenues collapsed every-
where in Europe, often by double-digit percentages. 
Even government budgets that had previously 
appeared solid began to wobble, all the more for 
some highly indebted, structurally weak economies 
on the periphery of the euro zone. Germany and its 
neighbouring countries, as suppliers to the booming 
Chinese economy, recovered relatively quickly from 
the crisis, whereas Europe’s peripheral countries, 
with their weak manufacturing industries, did not. 
Liquidity problems of British investors soon allowed 
the UK banking and real estate crisis to spread 
abroad, in particular to Ireland and the Iberian penin-
sula, which deepened the crisis even further. Costly 
bailouts of the respective national banking systems 
put additional strains on the government budgets of 
the countries concerned. Within the Euro area, 
exchange rate fluctuation is not an available balanc-
ing mechanism, unlike the case of highly indebted 
Iceland, which was helped out of the crisis by a hefty 
devaluation, coupled however with high inflation and 
double-digit interest rates.

The deeper roots of the debt crisis in the euro zone 
countries lie in the coming together of very different 
countries in a monetary union without there being a 
fiscal union or any clear rules about what should 
happen in the event of a debt crisis. A fiscal union 
with transfers from richer to poorer countries would 
probably not have even allowed the debt problem to 
arise in the first place. With a little luck, clear guide-
lines on how to proceed in the event of an impending 
debt default would have made it possible to wrap up 
the debt crisis faster. Overall, however, a monetary 
union between countries with very different prosper-
ity levels is a risky venture. Nevertheless, there is a 
historical precedent for a monetary union without a 
fiscal union: the United States. There, financial trans-
fer systems were not built until the thirties. Previ-
ously, the dollar area, with member states as diverse 
as the highly developed Massachusetts and the long 
underdeveloped Mississippi, represented a currency 
area which was just as sub-optimal as the euro zone 
today. The dollar area maintained its stability for 

more than a century especially due to a strict no-bail-
out clause which left bankruptcies of individual 
member states to be settled between the local tax 
authorities and the respective creditors, without 
neighbouring states or the federal government inter-
vening. Such a no-bailout clause was also stipulated 
in the Maastricht Treaty of 1992, establishing a Euro-
pean Union. In a reversal of political doctrine, how-
ever, this clause was watered down in the Treaty of 
Lisbon in 2009. Since then, debt guarantees have 
been based on the exemptions referred to in that 
treaty. Under the Lisbon agreement, the European 
Union tries to lead its over-indebted members back 
onto the path of more sustainable debt policy 
through a combination of debt-restructuring support 
and a strict austerity policy. As a flanking measure, 
the European Central Bank has announced that it will 
stop the speculation in the capital markets on south-
ern European debt defaults, if necessary through 
unlimited purchases of government bonds. Whether 
these support measures will blaze an inflation-free 
path back to long-term debt sustainability in the euro 
was still in great doubt as of the time when this com-
pany history was written. A break-up of the euro 
zone is still possible at any time.

Background
Switzerland in the Age of Tax Disputes

Since the eighties, tax evasion has been the focus of 
renewed attention, first in Europe and later in the 
USA. This trend was accompanied by a tightening of 
capital taxation in the major European countries. At 
that time, these countries were implementing the 
new insight that revenue could be increased by low-
ering the tax rates on capital income whilst broaden-
ing the tax base. In 2003, the progressive interna-
tional introduction of upfront withholding taxes 
followed the OECD Model Convention on Double 
Taxation, which provides for a high degree of mutual 
assistance on tax collection. The European Directive 
on Taxation of Savings from the same year provides 
for the abolition of withholding taxes and also an 

are 10 percent of GDP and are relatively stable. By com-
parison, in the USA, healthcare costs are 12 to 13 percent 
of GDP, and rising. Staub even sees the old-age pension 
system, despite problems, as largely financed in advance. 
Demographically, Switzerland benefits from immigration, 
and the country’s competitiveness is high. The only fly in 
the ointment, according to the CEO, is the strong Swiss 
franc.
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extensive exchange of information between tax 
authorities. Switzerland made assurances to both 
organisations that in future revisions of its double 
taxation treaties, it would expand the applicability of 
the assistance measures.

The agreement of 2004 on taxation of interest 
brought about a compromise according to which 
Switzerland gives foreign taxpayers a choice 
between self-disclosure to their domestic tax 
authorities, or else subjecting their Swiss interest 
income to a tax at source. There were similar arrange-
ments for certain countries within the EU, but only as 
a transitional arrangement. The withholding tax rate 
increased in two stages, from the initial 25 percent to 
the current 35 percent. The Swiss authorities trans-
fer 75 percent of the revenues generated by this 
withholding tax to the respective EU tax authorities. 
However, the EU is seeking to replace this process, 
getting rid of the withholding tax and moving instead 
to disclosure to the tax authorities in the tax-payers’ 
country of origin. This would amount to adjusting the 
conditions to those in the EU jurisdictional area.

Similar efforts in the United States to enforce its tax 
laws led to the adoption of the Foreign Account Tax 
Compliance Act (FATCA). In accordance with this 
law, foreign banks will have to disclose the accounts 
of American citizens to the US tax authorities. If they 
do not, the revenues of these banks generated by US 
assets are subject to a 30 percent withholding tax. 
The farreaching provisions of the Act have led some 
banks to close their securities accounts for US citi-
zens. Whether the provisions of the Act will enter into 
force in 2013 as planned is still uncertain; the US side 
has offered a simplification of the procedure, and in 
addition, certain initiatives related to FATCA are still 
pending in the US Congress. Regardless, in their 
negotiations with the USA, the majority of EU mem-
ber states, and Switzerland as well, have assured full 
compliance with the new provisions.

Be True to Yourself

Safety first: This philosophy also applies to Vontobel. The 
attitude of forgoing short-term returns rather than taking 
on unknown and uncontrollable risks has paid off, and the 
bank is sticking to it. A big proponent of this thinking is 
Board Chairman Herbert J. Scheidt: “The essential thing is 
that you have to stay true to your model—and at Vontobel, 
we do. We are listed on the Stock Exchange and have 
major shareholders just like other industries. That means 
that we have large shareholders who scrutinise us very 
closely, who also feel responsible and to whom I also feel 
responsible—that’s a very different relationship than if I 
were sitting on the board at a more anonymous big bank.” 
The advantage of this arrangement is the high degree of 
transparency. “We’re so small that we can’t hide anything. 
A large bank takes off its shirt, and underneath it are five 
more shirts. We take off our shirt, and underneath it you 

see the skin,” says Scheidt. Bank Vontobel sets great store 
in this family business culture. And he sums up again: “We 
stand for solidity, we stand for security, we’re future-orien-
tated, but we’re not speculative, and we don’t follow every 
trend. We have not been involved in any of the problematic 
issues seen in the last few years. For example, we had no 
exposure to the US real estate market during the housing 
crisis there. Our conservative risk culture held us back 
from grabbing at those poison pots filled with opaque 
financial instruments. Overall, our actions were dynamic 
but cautious.”

Thanks to this particular culture, the bank’s independence 
and freedom of action, its good “market standing”, and a 
rock-solid balance sheet, Vontobel looks to the future with 
confidence—even if the macroeconomic environment 
may remain stormy, not least because of the crisis in the 
Euro area.

Of course, Switzerland as a financial centre is currently 
facing major challenges and finds itself in the midst of a 
dramatic process of change. “This process will result in 
winners and losers—that is in the nature of things,” says 
CEO Zeno Staub. He continues: “The consolidation and 
streamlining in the banking sector is still far from com-
plete. There are a few banks that will disappear.” In spite of 
this, he foresees an unbroken future for the financial cen-
tre, with three reasons supporting his view: first, the coun-
try’s higher than average global advisory and investment 
expertise; second, the unique stability and neutrality of 
Switzerland; and third, the fact that the financial centre 
has done its homework early so that comparative compet-
itive factors such as public debt, the equilibrium of the 
country’s social systems and the consequences of demo-
graphic developments all stand in Switzerland’s favour.

It is in times like these that Vontobel intends to continue on 
the path it has chosen. Staub is convinced this is the right 
thing to do. “We are well-prepared and flexible enough to 
act quickly. What is critical is that Vontobel has the core 
capabilities that matter today and tomorrow. And the right 
people to put these capabilities into action. Let’s not make 
it more difficult than it is. At the heart of it all, we protect 
the assets entrusted to us by our clients and make them 
grow over the long term. Specialising in active asset man-
agement, we create financial value and implement cus-
tomised investment and product solutions for our clients. 
In doing so, we are committed to Swiss quality and perfor-
mance standards. And, with their good name, our owner 
family has stood by these principles for generations.”

The Banker as Citizen:  
Journalism, Patronage  
and Social Activities

With his journalistic activities, Hans Vontobel made his 
own mark early on. In 1949, he reported for the first time 
for the Neue Zürcher Zeitung on the trading year just 
ended. This became a tradition. For 30 years—until 1979—
Hans Vontobel wrote about events and developments in 
the stock market. Beginning in 1980, his son Hans-Dieter 
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took over this task. Hans Vontobel also began early pub-
lishing essays on financial topics. In 1943, there appeared 
an essay from his pen in the Schweizerische Handelszei-
tung and in 1944 in the Ostschweizer Tagblatt, entitled 
“The First Confederation Bond of 1848”.

The bank’s cooperation with the Neue Zürcher Zeitung 
deepened rapidly. In the evening edition of 25th Septem-
ber 1950, there appeared the very first report on the share 
and bond prices of the previous day to be signed “J. 
Vontobel & Co.”. The bank had been able to take over this 
assignment from Bank Rinderknecht. But even in this area, 
the big banks interfered. “Once, Hans Vontobel wrote in a 
market report that the share price of a major bank was 
crumbling. Immediately, he got a call from the Chairman of 
the Board of that major bank who declared that its price 
was most certainly not crumbling,” a long-time employee 
recalls.

From his contacts with the regional banks and private cli-
ents, Hans Vontobel understood the value of market infor-
mation. Up to that time, Bank Vontobel had satisfied the 
need for information with price tables, security lists and, to 
some degree, with daily phone calls. But now, Hans 
Vontobel saw that the time had come to use more exten-
sive publications as a way to increase the loyalty the cli-
ents felt toward the bank. In 1958, he introduced the series 
Streiflichter (“Sidelights”). Later, other publications were 
to follow, such as Blick in die Zeit (“Looking toward the 
Future”) and Blick über die Grenze (“Looking Beyond the 
Border”). In these reports, a country would be singled out 
and presented to investors, or a topical subject would be 
addressed. The series began in 1960 with an essay cover-
ing “The American Leisure Industry”. This was followed by 
“Critical Thoughts on the Problem of Surplus Immigration”. 
The editorial range was broad enough to have room for 
such diverse themes as “The Renaissance of the Yield 
Mentality”, as well as “Small Child—Big Consumer”. Over 
the years, these journalistic productions have practically 
become a trademark of Bank Vontobel. Also as an individ-
ual, as a patron, philanthropist and author, Hans Vontobel 
unfolded a rich variety of activities over the years. In 1990, 
a collection of his articles and speeches appeared under 
the title Unverbucht –Betrachtungen eines Bankiers (“Not 
Booked—Reflections of a Banker”), and in 2003 this was 
followed by the philosophical work Der Mensch als das 
Mass (“Man as the Measure”). Also worth mentioning here 
is the biographical work on Hans Vontobel that was pub-
lished in 2009, Bankier—Patron—Zeitzeuge (“Banker—
Patron—Witness”) by Susanne Giger. In addition, for 19 
years Hans Vontobel was engaged as the chairman of the 
foundation for the nursing school and hospital run by the 
Red Cross in Zurich Fluntern. In 1986, he founded the 
Vontobel Families Foundation supporting social welfare, 
education and culture. Then followed the Vontobel Foun-
dation, established in 1993. In his own name, he estab-
lished several other foundations, such as the Creativity 
Beyond Seventy or the Lyra Foundation for talented young 
musicians. And without the generous support of Hans 
Vontobel, the Masoala Hall of the Zurich Zoo would proba-
bly never have been built.

The Family

Without making much of a public fuss, the members of the 
Vontobel and de la Cour families take a keen interest in the 
fortunes of the Vontobel Group. Already, members of the 
fourth generation are active in the operations of the bank’s 
business as well as sitting on the Board of Trustees of the 
Vontobel Foundation. The company’s strategic decisions 
have regularly been given the full support of all the mem-
bers of the family, even if this meant reducing their degree 
of ownership as shareholders, as in the case of the strate-
gic cooperation with the Raiffeisen Group. Also, by regu-
larly taking part in bank events, the family members pub-
licly demonstrate their ties to the institution. They work in 
diverse ways with the cultural and charitable projects of 
the bank. In the charitable foundations, Hans-Dieter 
Vontobel chairs the Vontobel Foundation, whilst Regula 
Brunner-Vontobel, her daughter Ines Brunner and her 
cousins Carin Häsler-de la Cour and Christina Wetter-
gren-de la Cour contribute as Trustees with great personal 
commitment to the successful operation of the Vontobel 
Families Foundation, in the public interest.

Shareholder pooling agreement. Fundamental to the 
strength and reliability of the company are a solid capital 
base and a stable shareholding structure, with long-term 
and entrepreneurially minded principal shareholders. 
Since 2002, a shareholder pooling agreement has existed 
between the substantial equity holders, which is valid until 
2017 and may be extended without notice for further peri-
ods of three years. As of the end of 2012, a majority of the 
voting rights and capital of Vontobel Holding AG is held by 
the Vontobel families, with their free shares, as well as 
other substantial shareholders bound by the shareholder 
pooling agreement.

Well-Positioned for the Future

For the fourth generation of the Vontobel and de la Cour 
families: Dr. Maja Baumann, Patrick Häsler, Nicole von 
Däniken, Björn Wettergren

We stand with the bank. As family shareholders, our fami-
lies have stood with the bank and its commitment over the 
course of four generations. This is a strong foundation for 
the future of the Vontobel Group. It benefits from the sta-
ble shareholding structure, with long-term orientated and 
entrepreneurially minded principal shareholders. Its inde-
pendence is an important competitive factor. Employees 
and clients of our bank appreciate the clear connection to 
the family and in this sense feel well cared for, from an 
emotional as well as an objective point of view. We are also 
convinced that the clear presence of the owner families as 
the core of our bank, especially in an increasingly global 
and anonymous environment, increases our credibility and 
trustworthiness. Each one of us is interested in what hap-
pens in the bank, and we appreciate the regular communi-
cation with employees, Group Executive Management and 
the Board of Directors. Some of us are currently working in 
the company; others have worked in the bank for a certain 
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time and in this way have intensively acquainted them-
selves with the institution. Employees and clients of our 
company whom we see regularly confirm to us again and 
again that our commitment is important. This pleases and 
encourages us immensely.

We stick together. Our families are closely linked –both as 
shareholders and at the private level. We are united in the 
belief that Vontobel is well-positioned for the future as an 
independent and innovative Swiss private bank with a 
strong, value-based culture. As the owners of the Vontobel 
family business, we think and act for the long term. This 
also means that our thinking is not based on short-term, 
quarter-to-quarter earnings results. With this attitude, we 
want to contribute to good governance, which will give the 
company’s management the necessary flexibility to shape 
its strategic and operational decisions in challenging 
times. The key cornerstones of governance are aimed to 
promote the healthy growth of our bank, a strong and sta-
ble value-based culture, internally and externally, and 
entrepreneurial agility and innovation. To maintain and 
continue strengthening the healthy balance between fam-
ily governance and business (corporate) governance is a 
key success factor for our family business, which has 
existed now for over four generations.

We stand for strong values. As a family and as its owners, 
we are the guarantors for the bank’s strong and stable val-
ues. They mean a lot to us, and we also think that Bank 
Vontobel will increasingly diverge on this point from other 
companies in the industry. We do not follow every short-
term trend, and we have a clear commitment to dealing 
with each other and with the employees and clients of the 
bank. Through the strong family shareholding, we can 
think long-term and act independently. Crucial for us are 
trustworthiness, honesty and transparency. For genera-
tions, an entrepreneurial spirit and a strong social engage-
ment have gone hand in hand for us. We are proud of the 
great social achievements our family members have made 
through the various foundations. With this attitude and 
these values, we want to take the company into the next 
generation.
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How will things go on from here? Where will—where 
should—Switzerland be in a decade? What will be, not the 
next big challenge, but the challenge after that, for Swit-
zerland’s financial centre, for the economic policy of Swit-
zerland, for the Swiss people and their links with the global 
economy? Where will the global economy be in 20 years, 
or in the middle of the century? Determining authoritative 
answers to these questions is difficult for economists. The 
difficulty of making economic forecasts has fundamental 
reasons. Insofar as “Homo economicus” is constantly 
inventing new products, processes and institutions, the 
market economy itself is also a process of discovery. To 
predict its outcomes over longer periods of time would be 
tantamount, in the final analysis, to predicting future inven-
tions. And that would have the same epistemological value 
as science fiction.

But some trends can be identified because some changes 
unfold more slowly than others and are longer-lasting in 
their effect. The great waves of technological progress 
have often shaped economic life for half a century or lon-
ger before slowly ebbing away. Demographic changes in 
fertility and mortality often come about quite suddenly, but 
then turn out to be extremely tenacious and bring about 
changes that last for several generations. Both of these 
phenomena are making their mark on the current global 
economy, and will continue to transform it for a long time 
to come—until something new, not yet foreseeable today, 
comes to the fore.

The digital revolution has been compared with the impact 
of the steam engine, and by all appearances, the rise of the 
computer and its many applications has now surpassed 
the British Industrial Revolution in importance. In the fore-
seeable future, the digital revolution will continue to 
change the way we work and live as consumers. For Swit-
zerland, this is doubly important. First, with the undimin-
ished importance of these industries, the technological 
influence of the USA will remain unbroken; for the last 30 
years, the repeated warnings of America’s technological 
decline have not come true. And second, the development 
gap between the USA and Europe threatens to increase 
once again. Although prosperity and quality of life in parts 
of Europe are not inferior to the USA, the large, economi-
cally important technological impulses in the last decade 
have, once again, come more intensively from America. 
There are no signs that this will reverse. Switzerland as a 
scientific and technological centre of excellence will do 
well to orientate its institutions and educational system 

even more towards America’s top institutions. Bench-
marking them against Europe instead would be taking 
them down a notch. In the next decade, if you have not 
fixed your gaze on the United States, you may be left 
behind.

Much attention—perhaps almost too much attention—
has been paid in recent years to the rise of China as a 
world economic power. This trend could not have come as 
any real surprise, as China was merely reassuming the 
position it had given up long ago thanks to its back-
ward-orientated policies. Just as with Japan before it, Chi-
na’s catch-up phase cannot go on forever at such high 
rates of growth. The big challenge will be whether the 
country can master a smooth transition to a mature econ-
omy with high standards of living but low rates of growth. 
To do this, however, the private consumption of the Chi-
nese population must be able to keep pace with the 
expansion of the production base. This was not the case in 
Japan; efforts focused single-mindedly on pushing 
exports. This contributed to a prolonged economic stand-
still, from which the country has not escaped to this day. 
The task of the future will be to keep the Chinese eco-
nomic miracle manageable. It is too early to judge the suc-
cess of this experiment, but the excessive rise of Chinese 
investments during the low-growth episode of the recent 
years is giving rise to some apprehension.

With clever strategies, Europe and Switzerland can benefit 
from Chinese growth. Exports of high-quality and luxury 
products are flourishing, and the Chinese, like the Japa-
nese 30 years ago, have discovered Switzerland as a tour-
ist destination. On their short holidays here, they are buy-
ing reliable Swiss quality watches; the watch industry and 
trade are reporting record sales. As a destination for the 
private investment of Asian clients, Switzerland is attrac-
tive in any case; it will be possible to realise even more 
potential in this area. The strong Swiss franc, and the high 
degree of pressure it puts on the economy to modernise 
give Switzerland a head start in being able to perceive 
China less as a threat than an opportunity. In the future, 
however, attention will have to focus on what happens 
after the Chinese economic miracle comes to an end.

China’s super-growth is part of a broader catch-up being 
played out since the fall of the Iron Curtain. Thanks to com-
petition from these cheaper suppliers, wage growth has 
flattened in Western countries, whilst investment-seeking 
capital has been able to hope for returns not seen since 

Dynamically into the Future
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punished. This also explains the readjusted role of Swit-
zerland. To avoid being marginalised, Switzerland must 
become increasingly involved in European projects in 
which its location is advantageous. Entirely new perspec-
tives are opening up, for example in the modernisation of 
the European electrical grid, a project in which Switzerland 
can play a role as a true hub, primarily serving as an energy 
accumulator that matches demand for energy with supply. 
At a time when reliance on nuclear energy is declining and 
the use of renewable energies, whilst on the rise, is still 
only sporadically available, Switzerland, with its existing 
and future hydroelectric capacity, will increasingly take 
centre stage. Particularly promising is the investment in 
rail transit, which also confers importance on Switzer-
land’s location. Much will depend on how Switzerland 
reformulates and recalibrates its relationships with its 
neighbours in the coming years in order to take advantage 
of its technological expertise and geographical location.

the postwar era. This effect seems to have been exhausted 
for now; the bonanza of the post-communist transition in 
the global economy is over. And for the time being, growth 
in other emerging markets has not fulfilled expectations. 
For Switzerland as a financial centre, this change is an 
opportunity: For now, the time is over for flash-in-the-pan 
investments in the financial markets, and the foreseeable 
future will belong to reliable, long-term asset manage-
ment—allowing the Swiss financial centre to leverage its 
traditional strengths once again. This is because Swiss 
banks’ core competencies lie in their long-term client rela-
tionships, custom-tailored wealth manage ment, and sup-
port in the selection of optimal regulatory framework. With 
Switzerland as the basic platform, this concept can be 
exported worldwide. It is difficult to imitate, because 
countries with similar political and economic stability are 
rare. For this reason, Switzerland has every chance of suc-
ceeding in healthy, performance-based competition with 
the financial centres of Southeast Asia.

Of great importance are the coming demographic 
changes. Birth rates are falling worldwide. In many parts of 
Asia, but also widely in the Middle East, population growth 
has slowed to merely the maintenance level or even below 
it, such as in Iran or Egypt. In South America as well as in 
southern Africa, a similar development is anticipated. Still 
growing rapidly, however, are the populations of Central 
Africa and the Sahel. This is in contrast to the populations 
of Europe and East Asia, which in the decades to come will 
be facing a decline in absolute numbers. In the medium 
term, this will lead to increased competition for skilled 
immigrants. If immigration can sensibly and successfully 
be managed, at least from countries outside Europe, Swit-
zerland will be an immigration winner instead of an immi-
gration loser; successful role models, such as Australia 
and especially Canada, could be the inspiration.

Even the Swiss position within Europe will be fundamen-
tally affected by the global economic changes of the com-
ing decades. Since the fall of the Iron Curtain, weights 
have imperceptibly shifted in Europe, with the countries in 
Central Europe, previously separated from Western 
Europe, regaining importance. The burden of adjustment 
is being borne by the peripheral countries of Europe. The 
structural crisis of the Mediterranean region is also a con-
sequence of this shift in weights. The Czech Republic, Slo-
vakia and Poland have undeniable geographical advan-
tages compared to Southern Europe, and these advantages 
could not be ignored by economic policy without being 

— 
An Outlook by  
Prof. Albrecht Ritschl,  
London School of Economics
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—
Dr. Zeno Staub, Chief Executive Officer,  
and Herbert J. Scheidt, Chairman of  
the Board of the Vontobel Group, 2011.

—
The headquarters of the investment  
bank Lehman Brothers, taken  
on 15th September 2008, the day  
that Lehman Brothers filed for  
bankruptcy in New York.
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—
Head office of Bank Vontobel AG  
Gotthardstrasse 43, Zurich
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— 
Dr. Hans Vontobel, 1993
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— 
The Vontobel and de la Cour families,  
15th December 2012.
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Vontobel—
from bank to  
investment firm
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Due to its cautious risk policy and solid capital base, 
Vontobel survived the financial crisis of 2007/2008 with-
out any major setbacks. However, the turmoil emanating 
from the US real estate market has shaken up the Swiss 
financial center and prompted banks to rethink their busi-
ness models. The need for action is all the greater as Swit-
zerland feels compelled under great international pressure 
to introduce a so-called white money strategy. This is 
essentially aimed at keeping undeclared money from for-
eign clients out of the Swiss financial center. The regula-
tory defense mechanism put in place by the authorities for 
this purpose has had far-reaching consequences: margins 
in cross-border business with wealthy clients, the most 
important source of income for traditional private banks, 
are narrowing and cost pressure is increasing at the same 
time.

Focus on selected core markets

Vontobel is no exception here. The firm, which serves insti-
tutional clients (Asset Management) as well as private cli-
ents (Wealth Management) and issues and trades a wide 
range of structured products (Investment Banking), is 
working on bundling its fragmented activities abroad and 
closing less profitable locations with insufficient synergy 
potential. “The first phase was about creating order. We 
had to realize that we were too small to set up our own 
bank in all the markets we serve,” says Georg Schubiger, 
who took over as Head of Wealth Management in 2012. 
“We decided to focus on the cross-border business.” 

The branch in Italy with a banking license, the bank in Sal-
zburg with a branch in Vienna and the location in Dubai are 
all being scaled back and ultimately closed as a result, 
although this means cash outflows. Moreover, Vontobel is 
streamlining its processes and setting up an efficient, pro-
cess-oriented “engine room” in Zurich. 

The aim is to conduct cross-border business with wealthy 
clients primarily from Switzerland in the future. In addition, 
only Germany has a banking license to ensure that clients 
in EU countries can be served even if cross-border access 
to this important economic area should be made overly 
difficult. In addition to its home market and other Euro-
pean countries, Vontobel is targeting North America as a 
third core region. With its subsidiary Vontobel Swiss 
Wealth Advisors (VSWA), which is licensed by the US 
Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), it is one of 
the country’s leading providers of internationally diversi-
fied investment solutions for US cross-border clients. 

Acquisitions support organic growth

In parallel with streamlining its processes and focusing on 
its core regions of Switzerland, Europe, and the US, 
Vontobel is moving to support organic growth in Wealth 
Management through acquisitions after many years of 
restraint. “Our cautious risk policy prevented us from 
experiencing any negative consequences due to the finan-
cial crisis of 2008 and 2009. Caution was firmly anchored 
in the minds of our employees,” says Herbert J. Scheidt, 

Chairman of the Bank’s Board of Directors until the 2022 
Annual General Meeting. 

Vontobel took its first cautious step in 2009 with the 
acquisition of Commerzbank (Switzerland). However, the 
clean-up work at the Zurich subsidiary of the major Ger-
man bank, in which the Federal Republic of Germany has 
held a significant stake since 2009, proves to be more 
extensive than expected, especially as it operates in 
almost the same markets as Vontobel and many redun-
dancies have to be eliminated. Despite an attractive take-
over price, expectations are not fulfilled. In addition, 
Vontobel takes over the small Finter Bank based in Ticino, 
which is controlled by the Italian industrialist family Pesenti, 
in 2015. This gives the Zurich-based bank access to a 
high-quality client book and an extensive network of rela-
tionships in Italy. Lastly, Vontobel gains a foothold in Ticino 
at a time when many other Swiss banks had withdrawn, 
thereby expanding its presence in its home market of 
Switzerland. Until then, Vontobel was represented in 
Zurich, Lucerne, Berne, and Geneva. Vontobel acquires 
Bank Finter for CHF 80 million, which manages client 
assets of CHF 1.6 billion. 

While the acquisitions of Commerzbank (Switzerland) and 
Finter Bank can still be seen as rounding off the wealth 
management activities, Vontobel became one of the lead-
ing Swiss private banks in 2018 with the acquisition of 
Raiffeisen subsidiary Notenstein La Roche. Following the 
acquisition of the St. Gallen-based private bank, Vontobel 
is now represented in an additional 13 locations in its 
home market, giving it a nationwide distribution network. 
Vontobel acquires Notenstein for CHF 700 million. Noten-
stein manages client assets of around CHF 16.5 billion and 
is also active in business with external asset managers. 
Moreover, around 200 Notenstein employees join Vontobel. 
Following this acquisition, at the end of 2018, Vontobel’s 
assets under management will increase to CHF 55 billion. 
Vontobel thus succeeds in permanently surpassing the 
CHF 30 billion hurdle, at which its growth ambitions had 
failed for many years.

Vontobel, which has successfully cooperated with the 
Raiffeisen Group in the fund and securities business since 
the 1970’s and acts as its exclusive distribution partner, 
has repeatedly sought to acquire a stake in Notenstein. 
This is because the hopes that Raiffeisen placed in the 
acquisition of the former Bank Wegelin in 2012 have not 
been fulfilled. The boutique, which is highly specialized in 
terms of products and technology, remains a foreign body 
in the down-to-earth, cooperative Raiffeisen universe. 
Raiffeisen clients are not warming to Notenstein’s cufflink 
bankers. Asset outflows, unsatisfactory results, and a high 
turnover in Notenstein management are the result. 

Against this backdrop, Raiffeisen decides to sell Noten-
stein to Vontobel after all. Patrik Gisel, who replaced Pierin 
Vincenz at the helm of Raiffeisen Switzerland in March 
2016, wants to get rid of the Notenstein millstone. Vontobel 
is also taking action because another buyer could poten-
tially disrupt or even jeopardize the long-standing cooper-
ation between Vontobel and Raiffeisen. Vontobel wants to 
avoid this at all costs. After all, the cooperation with Raif-
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feisen generates millions in income for Vontobel every year 
and makes the St. Gallen-based company an important 
partner for the Zurich-based asset manager. 

The acquisition of Notenstein initially proves to be a chal-
lenge. Many Notenstein clients withdraw their assets, 
unsettled by the new change of ownership. “We lost more 
clients than we had hoped,” says Scheidt. The outflow of 
assets eats up part of the inflow of new money in the two 
years following the acquisition. In addition, the partners of 
the former Basel private bank La Roche, who had sought 
their salvation under the Notenstein umbrella in 2015, leave 
after the switch to Vontobel. Despite all the initial difficul-
ties, there is no doubt that the acquisition of Notenstein has 
catapulted Vontobel into a higher league in its home mar-
ket and beyond, making it a national Swiss brand.

Market leader in a niche business

Following the purchase of Notenstein, a further acquisition-
related expansion step was taken in Wealth Management 
in 2019. Vontobel acquired the cross-border wealth 
management business with clients in the US from Geneva-
based private bank Lombard Odier as part of a cooperation 
agreement. Assets totaling over CHF 700 million are since 
managed by the Vontobel subsidiary VSWA (today 
Vontobal SFA), which is represented by client teams in 
New York, Geneva, and Zurich. Lombard Odier has also 
started to recommend Vontobel as the first port of call for 
US clients who wish to work with a Swiss asset manager 
licensed by the SEC.

The cooperation provides for income to be shared between 
the two partners. If a client leaves, for example because 
they have returned their US passport, they return under 
the wing of Lombard Odier. More and more banks are 
withdrawing from the cross-border business with US cli-
ents because it is heavily regulated, incurs considerable 
costs and generates correspondingly narrow margins. 
However, Vontobel is one of the leading players in this mar-
ket segment with VSWA, alongside UBS and the Gene-
va-based private bank Pictet.

And it continues to get better. In 2022, UBS surprisingly 
sells its SEC-licensed business with US clients to Vontobel. 
With the acquisition of UBS Swiss Financial Advisors 
(SFA), which is completed in August 2022, VSWA (which 
will be renamed into Vontobel SFA after the merger) 
receives additional client assets of CHF 6 billion. This 
makes Vontobel the undisputed number one in this niche 
market in Switzerland. Following the transaction with UBS, 
the Vontobel subsidiary now manages around CHF 10 bil-
lion. As part of its increased focus on business in the 
world’s largest wealth management market, Vontobel 
opens a further location in Miami during the same year. Pri-
vate clients from the region and Latin America as well as 
institutional clients are served via Miami. 

Vontobel is opening a wealth management office in Milan 
in 2020. The bank is thus deviating from its strategy of not 
opening any new branches abroad. However, Italy has 
made cross-border business so difficult that it is now only 

possible to serve individual clients in Italy from Switzer-
land at great expense. The Milan office makes it easier to 
advise wealthy families, entrepreneurs, foundations and 
holding companies in northern Italy. 

In a different league

Following these acquisitions, Vontobel, which is now rep-
resented throughout Switzerland, is now one of the lead-
ing providers of wealth management services. Its core 
markets also include the rest of Europe, including the UK, 
Germany, Italy, the Nordics, and the US. Vontobel gener-
ates no less than four-fifths of its business with wealthy 
private clients in the western world. Unlike other banks, 
Asia, and emerging markets in other regions of the world 
play only a minor role in the bank’s strategic consider-
ations. Vontobel is not represented in China, which a con-
siderable proportion of its competitors regard as a future 
market. The bank has closed its wealth management 
office in Hong Kong.

After all, focusing on the western world may mean lower 
growth rates, but it is associated with lower risks and 
greater stability. Occasionally, this cautious strategy draws 
criticism. However, it has been shown time and time again 
that wealthy Asian individual clients are more focused on a 
short-term investment horizon, generally want access to 
credit, do not develop strong ties to their bank and are quick 
to withdraw their money in the event of distortions. Continu-
ity and stability, two key success factors for Vontobel, are 
difficult to guarantee under these circumstances.

The results of this cautious, capital-efficient growth strat-
egy, which rounds off organic growth through acquisi-
tions, are impressive. Over the past decade, assets under 
management in Wealth Management have tripled to 
around CHF 100 billion. Vontobel is one of the best 
addresses for wealth management in Switzerland and in 
its focus markets of Europe and the US.

Institutional business is also  
picking up speed 

Following the financial crisis, there is a need for action not 
only in the business with wealthy individual clients, but 
also in Asset Management, the business with institutional 
clients such as insurance companies, pension funds, sov-
ereign wealth funds and third-party banks. This business 
unit is also geographically dispersed and is essentially 
based on its activities in Switzerland and the US.

In the Swiss home market, the focus is on cooperation with 
Raiffeisen in the fund business. The St. Gallen bank is one 
of the most important cooperation partners in asset man-
agement. Raiffeisen clients have been able to invest in 
fund products from distribution partner Vontobel since the 
seventies.

The situation is similar in the US. In New York City, the 
Quality Growth boutique sets the pace with its equity 
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strategies. Its multi-award-winning boss, Rajiv Jain, is 
regarded as a rainmaker in the industry. At the beginning 
of 2003, Jain toyed with the idea of a management buyout 
to go his own way with his team. With a great deal of effort 
and additional resources, Vontobel managed to persuade 
him to stay. This paid off. When Jain left Vontobel in 2015 
to set up his own company, the Quality Growth boutique 
accounted for around half of all assets managed in Asset 
Management, which is a third of the bank’s total assets 
under management. 

Due largely to the reputation and professionalism of the 
New York City boutique, it succeeds in gaining a foothold 
in the Asia-Pacific region in fall 2012 and concludes a 
cooperation agreement with Australia and New Zealand 
Banking Group Limited (ANZ). This alliance gives the 
Zurich-based bank access to ANZ’s distribution system 
and thus to a growth region. Vontobel is also gaining a 
foothold in Japan. “Rajiv Jain has shown us how modern 
asset management works,” says Scheidt. As in Wealth 
Management, China also remains a white spot in Asset 
Management. 

The six boutiques in the Vontobel universe function like 
external asset managers. As centers of competence for 
selected investment strategies, they focus on achieving 
the best possible performance for their clients. How they 
do this is up to them. The independence of the boutiques 
means that their business is difficult to scale, which limits 
flexibility on the cost side. Distribution is at least central-
ized, and once a year they compete for the place that their 
products should occupy on the “shelf” of the company’s 
internal sales organization. 

A giant step forward

As in Wealth Management, Vontobel is also cautious about 
acquisitions in Asset Management. 

In 2015, however, Vontobel acquires a majority stake of 
60% in the British company TwentyFour Asset Manage-
ment LLP (TwentyFour), based in London. Founded in 
2008 by ten partners, the boutique offers its institutional 
clients, for whom it manages assets of CHF 6.5 billion, a 
broad range of fixed-income products. Its strengths 
include a disciplined investment philosophy and a well-es-
tablished, robust investment process. By joining forces 
with TwentyFour, Vontobel, which initially focused on equi-
ties, is strengthening its fixed income business and signifi-
cantly expanding its presence in the UK, the most import-
ant European market for institutional clients.

The TwentyFour brand, which is well established in the UK 
market, is retained following the change of ownership. The 
partners, who continue to hold a 40 percent stake in the 
company, continue to run the day-to-day business and 
retain responsibility for all investment decisions. Vontobel 
incurs hardly any integration costs and TwentyFour con-
tributes to the firm’s profits from day one of the takeover. 

The acquisition of TwentyFour can be compared in its 
impact with the takeover of Notenstein La Roche for Wealth 

Management. It provides new momentum, increases the 
reach, and opens new areas of activity for Asset Manage-
ment. The assets managed by TwentyFour quadrupled in 
the following years to around CHF 30 billion. In 2021, 
Vontobel acquired the remaining 40 percent of Twenty-
Four. The partners who sold their firm to Vontobel in 2015 
are still on board. 

In 2024, Vontobel took an important step in entering the 
institutional private markets space by acquiring a signifi-
cant minority stake in Ancala Partners LLP (Ancala), an 
independent, private infrastructure manager based in Lon-
don. Expanding the investment offering for high-net-worth 
private clients is one of Vontobel’s priorities in 2023 and 
2024. 

Intensified cooperation with Raiffeisen

One year after the TwentyFour acquisition, Vontobel and 
Raiffeisen are putting their cooperation in asset manage-
ment on a new footing. The Raiffeisen Group, still at the 
instigation of its controversial head Vincenz, duly termi-
nated the mutually important cooperation agreement in 
mid-2017. Under the leadership of Vincenz’s successor 
Gisel, this decision is corrected, and the cooperation is 
continued and intensified.

As part of this realignment, Vontobel is buying Raiffeisen’s 
asset management subsidiary Vescore, which manages a 
total of CHF 15 billion in client assets. Raiffeisen has aban-
doned its plan to forge its own powerful asset manage-
ment group from a collection of boutiques. In the future, 
the cooperative bank intends to utilize the expertise and 
sales infrastructure of its partner Vontobel. The latter is 
selling off the Vescore subsidiaries that are neither profit-
able nor fit into its portfolio. Two business areas, Sustain-
able Investing and Quantitative Investments, new busi-
ness areas for Vontobel, are integrated into Vontobel’s 
own product range. They will later be incorporated into the 
newly formed Multi-Asset boutique. 

In an environment of negative interest rates, in which a 
great deal of institutional money is looking for an invest-
ment, assets under management and thus the income of 
the Vontobel boutiques are expanding significantly. Only 
the assets managed by the New York-based Quality 
Growth boutique are stagnating at a high level following a 
setback in the wake of Rajiv Jain’s departure. Due to a 
combination of organic and acquisition-driven growth, 
Vontobel has succeeded in broadening and diversifying its 
revenue streams in asset management. All six boutiques 
make a substantial contribution to the success of Asset 
Management. The dependence on the Quality Growth 
boutique has been overcome. 

Over the past ten years, the prudent growth strategy has 
proven its worth, as it has in Wealth Management. Assets 
under management in Asset Management increased by 
60 percent to around CHF 110 billion. As in Wealth Man-
agement, the acquisitions in Asset Management are all 
financed from Vontobel’s own resources. Vontobel refrains 
from any capital increases. 
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Technology opens up new markets

In addition to asset management for private and institu-
tional clients, Vontobel will be active in a third business 
area from 2020 under the title Digital Investing (formerly 
Investment Banking). The core business of this unit is the 
issuance and trading of listed structured products, in par-
ticular leveraged products. The heart of this business is 
digital: with the interactive multi-issuer platform Deritrade, 
Vontobel has established a leading market position in 
Switzerland and abroad over the years. 

It all started almost 20 years ago with simple Excel spread-
sheets. As a precursor to Deritrade, these Excel spread-
sheets were supplemented by an Internet front end to 
which internal users had access. Later, clients were given 
access to the platform via the Intranet. Today, hundreds of 
players such as brokers, banks and independent asset 
managers immerse themselves in an extensive investment 
universe on the Deritrade platform, putting together indi-
vidual products for their clients using a wide variety of 
modules, simulate their performance and compare them 
with offers from third-party providers. Deritrade becomes 
the first truly successful digital offering. 

Vontobel not only issues structured products, but also 
trades them. Between 20,000 and 30,000 Vontobel prod-
ucts are constantly listed on the SIX Swiss Exchange 
alone. Since 2015, Vontobel has been able to export the 
products listed on SIX and the German stock exchange to 
the Nordic countries, Italy, France, and the Netherlands at 
no great additional cost via its German location. “Because 
a product approved in Germany is also approved in other 
EU countries without major adjustments, we were able to 
list our offering on other European stock exchanges and 
introduce it to broker networks,” says Markus Pfister, Head 
of the Internal Structured Solutions & Treasury division 
until the end of 2023. Against this backdrop, it is possible, 
for example, to be present in Finland with a broad range of 
products and services without employing a single 
employee there.

Vontobel is the market leader in this so-called public distri-
bution business in Switzerland and occupies leading posi-
tions in other European countries. But the potential is far 
from exhausted. Half a million intermediaries regularly 

consult the Derinet website, which can be seen as a huge 
product catalog. They buy products for 700,000 of their 
clients via this channel, and 30,000 people have sub-
scribed to a newsletter. The aim is to introduce this huge 
pool of potential clients to Vontobel, integrate them into 
the Vontobel universe, satisfy their constantly growing 
needs with the help of specialists and support them in 
their decision-making.

Digital Investing not only operates the structured products 
business, which is essentially a B2B business, but also tar-
gets end clients. With the “Volt” application, the unit also 
provides interested parties with direct digital access to its 
investment universe. These can be existing private clients 
who are tech-savvy and therefore use their app to make 
investment dCHecisions in a hybrid approach in addition 
to personal advice. However, Vontobel is also using Volt as 
a “gateway drug” for new client groups in 2019. The target 
audience is primarily affluent clients with assets of up to 
CHF one million. After a test phase, a completely revised 
offering will be launched in the Swiss market in 2022: “Volt 
by Vontobel”. Due to the war in Ukraine and the changing 
economic environment, the launch could not be supported 
as desired in terms of advertising. This unfortunate timing 
is a key reason why fewer clients than expected were 
acquired via this purely digital channel. However, the col-
laboration with Raiffeisen, which offers its clients a digital 
service via “RIO” on Volt’s technology platform since 2019, 
is running in line with expectations. Clients of the Brazilian 
broker Nova Futura Investimentos have also been using 
Vontobel’s platform since 2021.

The “Cosmofunding” platform holds a unique position in 
the Digital Investing offering. It arose from the idea of 
expanding the Deritrade concept, which focuses heavily 
on equities and their derivatives, to include the business of 
privately placed bonds, loans, and public bonds—a new 
business for the equity-oriented Vontobel. Currently, the 
Cosmofunding platform is mainly used for private place-
ments. When an issuer submits a financing request, it is 
immediately forwarded to all connected institutional inves-
tors. These investors have access to a wealth of informa-
tion about the issuer itself, its rating, and the conditions of 
the issue. If an investor commits, a contract is automati-
cally drawn up and the transaction is processed. Although 
everything is automated and digitalized, users can contact 
an employee at any time if questions arise. 

The issuers are mainly public-sector entities such as cit-
ies, cantons, hospitals, state-owned power plants and 
transport companies throughout Switzerland. The matur-
ities of the issues range from two weeks to 20 years, the 
volume of an issue fluctuates within a range of CHF 
300,000 to CHF 300 million, with an average of CHF 15 to 
20 million.

Launched in 2018, the volume traded on the Cosmofund-
ing platform reached around CHF 12 billion in 2023—or 
around CHF 1 billion per month. Behind this success is a 
growing network of issuers, investors and interested par-
ties, a platform trimmed for speed and a high number of 
interfaces to clients. Moreover, Cosmofunding enjoys 
another advantage, as Vontobel itself is not very active in 

The normalization of the interest rate environment halted 
the long-term upward trend in 2022. Inflation fears, a more 
restrictive monetary policy by central banks, the outbreak 
of war in Ukraine, fears of a recession—this is only the 
fourth time in the past five decades that both equity and 
bond prices have come under pressure worldwide at the 
same time. The diversification effects that usually result 
from the combination of these two important asset classes 
are being reversed. The price swings are not smoothed 
out but amplified. The negative performance reduces the 
volume of assets under management and leads to cash 
outflows. Although these new framework conditions have 
recently dampened the earnings trend, they are not able to 
call into question the long-term upswing in asset manage-
ment and wealth management.
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For generations

To ensure Vontobel’s continued existence beyond the 
fourth generation, the two families do not rely on entrepre-
neurial success alone. A shareholders’ pooling agreement 
secures the family shareholders’ control over the Vontobel 
Group. Together, this pool, which includes the Vontobel 
Foundation, two family holding companies and a family 
member, holds a majority of just under 51 percent of the 
share capital of Vontobel Holding. 

The fact that the family shareholders hold an indirect stake 
in Vontobel via holding companies is intended to ensure 
the stability of the controlling majority. Due to this arrange-
ment, additions and disposals of family members do 
change the ownership structure within the individual hold-
ing companies. However, their weight as pool sharehold-
ers remains unaffected. This makes it possible to consider 
the risk that diverging interests of a growing group of fam-
ily members could increase the distance to the bank and 
dilute the controlling majority. Regular scheduled family 
meetings are the backbone of the family exchange. There 
is broad agreement within the Vontobel family that the 
long-term interests of the company have top priority. 

On the nine, resp. 10-member Board of Directors of 
Vontobel Holding, the parent company of Bank Vontobel, 
the two-family representatives Baumann and Wettergren 
have the status of “any other” members. They do not enjoy 
any special rights, nor do they see themselves as ambas-
sadors of the owner family bound by instructions. Rather, 
Baumann and Wettergren represent all shareholders, are 
free to vote as they wish and contribute to the Board of 
Directors according to their areas of focus and experience. 

The fourth generation takes over

A few months after the death of Hans Vontobel, at the 
Annual General Meeting in April 2016, Dr. Maja Baumann 
and Björn Wettergren are elected to the Board of Directors 
of Vontobel. They were proposed for election by the Board 
of Directors in December 2015 while Hans Vontobel was 
still alive, following an intensive selection process. 15 years 
after the departure of Hans-Dieter Vontobel, the next—
fourth—generation of the founding Vontobel and de la 

The patron steps down

An era comes to an end at the beginning of January 2016. 
Dr. Hans Vontobel, the bank’s patron, passes away at 99 
years old in his hometown of Zurich. This marks the depar-
ture of a banker who had begun his career during the Sec-
ond World War, in 1943. Hans Vontobel remained present 
physically in the building as he aged. He received employ-
ees and guests in his office above the rooftops of Zurich 
on the eighth floor with a view of the lake and the moun-
tains, lets them take a seat on the green leather sofa and 
discusses questions that are on his mind. Hans Vontobel 
was a crisis-tested banker, promoter of the financial cen-
ter, benefactor, patron, pioneer, and an innovative thinker. 
He also maintained a sense of moderation in his profes-
sional and private life, in politics and in society. He did not 
indulge in the pleasures of accumulated wealth but 
adhered to values such as modesty. Even late in life, he did 
not drive his company car to his office but took the tram. 
He will always be remembered as a Zurich banking legend.

Digital transformation

There is no doubt that the digitalization of the banking 
industry will continue. The aim is to make the Vontobel’s 
entire client business, including asset management, digi-
tally fit for the future. 

It is already foreseeable that artificial intelligence will play 
a decisive role in the digitalization of the banking industry. 
“Artificial intelligence will develop a similarly disruptive 
force in the banking industry as the steam engine once 
did. We have to participate in and master this radical 
change,” says Markus Pfister, Chief Operational Officer 
(COO) since 2024. From this perspective, many of the 
tasks behind the client interface, the design of which 
determines success or failure, will be taken over by virtual 
agents. The differences between digital and non-digital 
offerings are becoming blurred. However, it will still be 
possible for clients to talk to in person advisors in the 
future. Ultimately, the aim is to offer them the flexibility to 
decide how much digital contact they would like to have 
on a scale of 0 to 100.

Cour families will take a seat on the bank’s top manage-
ment and supervisory body. Chairman of the Board of 
Directors Herbert J. Scheidt sought contact with the 
two-family representatives at an early stage and prepared 
them for their new roles. 

Baumann, the granddaughter of Hans Vontobel, is a part-
ner in a Zurich law firm and a lecturer. She brings indepth 
knowledge of commercial and corporate law, mergers and 
acquisitions, real estate law, banking, and financial market 
law to the Board of Directors. Wettergren, the grandson of 
Hans Vontobel’s late sister Ruth de la Cour, has been a 
partner in a start-up company that aims to shape the digi-
tal transformation of society and industry since 2016.

Both family representatives got to know the bank from the 
inside as employees during the earlier years of their 
careers—Baumann, a lawyer, in the Compliance, Internal 
Audit and Corporate Finance departments; Wettergren, a 
mechanical engineer and MBA graduate, as a project man-
ager and portfolio manager. In addition, the two cousins, 
like many other family members who are not in the public 
eye, are also involved in the extensive Vontobel universe. 
Today, Baumann looks back on the past few years with 
some excitement: “We have been able to build up a great 
deal. The Board of Directors has done a lot of groundwork, 
for example on the topic of corporate values.”

the lending business, there is no internal credit department 
worrying about the disruptive effects of an in-house digital 
alternative offering. Cosmofunding can develop freely as a 
credit intermediary without burdening Vontobel’s balance 
sheet. 
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Baumann, a lawyer, is primarily involved in legal and com-
pliance, while Wettergren, an engineer, focuses on tech-
nology and digitalization.

“The family has not wanted to be involved in the bank’s 
operational business for many years. They just want to 
ensure that investments are made for the long term and that 
the culture is right,” says Andreas E. F. Utermann. The man-
ager, who was previously at the London-based Allianz 
Global Investors Group, took over from longstanding Chair-
man Scheidt at the 2022 Annual General Meeting after a 
one-year induction phase on Vontobel’s top committee. 

If the fourth generation has its way, Vontobel will remain an 
independent investment firm controlled by the family in 
the future. Collaborations, for example at product or distri-
bution level, remain an option. Since 2023, for example, 
Vontobel collaborates with the US company Portfolio 
Advisors, LLC, to expand its investment offering in the pri-
vate markets segment. There is also no intention to refrain 
from acquisitions, provided they create access to certain 
“right” clients or employees. From Baumann’s perspective, 
the coming years will be about leveraging Vontobel´s 
strong base, generating economies of scale, and acceler-
ating the pace of growth, particularly in the US. Baumann 
also sees it as an important task to inspire the fifth gener-
ation of family members, who are in their teens, to get 
involved with Vontobel. The Vontobel universe, which 
includes various foundations and holding companies in 
addition to the bank, offers a wide range of employment 
opportunities far removed from the public eye.

One Vontobel—the vision

Early on, the Board of Directors and Executive Board gave 
a great deal of thought to how the bank could continue the 
success story of the past decade. The result of these 
deliberations was reflected in the One Vontobel project 
launched in 2019. The basis of this vision is a system of 
values that has been newly sharpened by the Board of 
Directors and the Executive Board. The primary objective 
is to fully align the firm with client needs across all divi-
sions and to promote cross-divisional cooperation. Flat 
hierarchies and independent action are intended to sup-
port firm-wide cooperation. This vision is supported by the 
three guiding values established as part of the revised 
2017 brand strategy: ownership, tenacity, and foresight.

In this context, the term “ownership” is to be understood in 
the sense that employees use their creative freedom at 
their workplace, independently review and, if necessary, 
improve their work processes, bear responsibility, and give 
their best for internal and external clients. This is the only 
way to ensure that employees have a sense of enjoyment 
for their work and can fully realize their own potential for 
the benefit of the firm as a whole. The term “tenacity” 
echoes an old saying of Hans Vontobel (“quand même”). 
Once a path has been identified as the right one, it must 
be pursued despite all resistance. This is most likely to 
succeed if you only do what you do best. Lastly, “foresight” 
stands for the long-term perspective that a family busi-
ness such as Vontobel takes across generations. 

Maja Baumann, who helped to develop this trilogy of val-
ues in 2017, is in favor of placing trust in every employee, 
even if there are a few outcasts in every firm. In her view, it 
is not worth monitoring and restraining the entire work-
force because of a few disloyal individuals. “Either new 
employees flourish with us, or they are out of their depth,”-
says Baumann. Vontobel has become increasingly suc-
cessful in attracting and retaining talent from all over the 
world.

In order for the values of ownership, tenacity and foresight 
to be fulfilled, they must be lived within an organization 
that is built around them. To this end, the former silos, 
Wealth Management, Asset Management, and Investment 
Banking were merged, despite their operational success. 
The heart of each of these three areas, investment exper-
tise, was extracted and bundled in the newly established 
Investments Competence Center. This pool of around 300 
investment specialists with experts in Zurich, New York 
and London makes its knowledge and expertise available 
“across borders” to all client-related divisions. In addition 
to the Investments Competence Center, the two other 
units, Structured Solutions & Treasury and Technology & 
Services, also support client advisors on the front line. 
They develop credit solutions, arrange private placements 
and loans via a digital platform, maintain a range of struc-
tured products and manage risks. The competence cen-
ters are like the engine room that provides services and 
products for the client groups. 

The former Investment Banking division was largely inte-
grated into the Asset Management unit and the Structured 
Solutions & Treasury competence center in 2019. The 
newly formed Digital Investing division, which will be inte-
grated into the Private Client unit (formerly Wealth Man-
agement) in 2024, sees itself as an outpost in the vast dig-
ital space. The experts are searching for digital ways to 
establish contact with new clients and primarily make their 
experience available to Wealth Management colleagues. 

In the previous environment, each business unit would 
have had to set up its own IT infrastructure. “You can no 
longer afford that. You have to be able to maximize syner-
gies, otherwise you don’t have enough financial leverage,” 
says Markus Pfister, COO since 2024.

On the way 

Today, the implementation of One Vontobel is well under-
way. The common set of values, the strategy, the organiza-
tion—they have made the leap from paper to reality and 
are having an impact. The days of leaders who create a 
corporate life of their own, with only the prosperity of their 
own business unit in mind are over. The ongoing digitaliza-
tion of the banking business requires stronger cross-con-
nections and information flows, which are much easier to 
manage in an open environment.

The One Vontobel model also takes into account the fact 
that the needs of private and institutional clients are 
increasingly converging and the boundaries between pri-
vate and institutional clients are becoming blurred. Very 
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wealthy clients are demanding investment solutions that 
are more typical of an institutional clientele. Moreover, it is 
also clear that more private clients want to invest digitally. 
In the past, clients were categorized into clearly defined 
segments to ensure a certain homogeneity of needs and 
create a standard. Today, organization and technology 
make it possible to respond better to client needs without 
this strict segmentation.

In addition, advisors who were previously embedded in 
Wealth Management can draw on a pool of peers in the new 
structure. Instead of products, they increasingly deliver 
solutions that take individual requirements into account. 
This applies not only to individual clients, but also to institu-
tional investors. These can invest in solutions that take 
account of local regulatory requirements, such as local tax 
laws or pension fund regulations. Ultimately, the One 
Vontobel model allows access to an increase in expertise, 
research, and technology options. Less well-established 
clients with less complex needs also benefit from this pool-
ing of expertise. “One of the challenges of One Vontobel is 
financial management,” says Dr. Thomas Heinzl, Chief 
Financial Officer (CFO) of Vontobel. Costs and income are 
less easy to break down into individual units than in a silo 
organization. It is also more difficult to make comparisons 
with competitors that are organized differently. 

A Global Executive Board compromising of representa-
tives from the client-facing market segments and the com-
petence centers ensures that the further development and 
management of One Vontobel works and that the strategic 
compass is not lost. The aim is to spread the responsibility 
for joint success across several shoulders and to combine 
firm-wide expertise. In addition, two further firm-wide 
forums will ensure that clients have the most positive 
experience possible in their dealings with Vontobel (Global 
Client Forum) and that the performance and robustness of 
the firm’s own range of products and services is correct 
(Investment Performance Forum). 

The family hopes that the One Vontobel model will create 
a more cooperative and inclusive working environment. In 
the long term, this should also be reflected in higher earn-
ings. However, breaking down silos should also bring ben-
efits on the cost side. In view of the challenging environ-
ment in recent years—the Covid crisis, the war in Ukraine, 
rising interest rates—it is still too early to reliably assess 
the impact on earnings and costs. However, the potential 
for efficiency gains, robust growth and the development of 
disruptive business models is there. The long-term focus 
that is typical of a fourth-generation family business 
ensures that there is enough time to optimize this model 
across economic cycles. 

Dual leadership as a solution 

It fits in well with the One Vontobel vision that Dr. Zeno 
Staub handed over the reins to a dual leadership team at 
the beginning of 2024 after a successful twenty-year ten-
ure. Since then, Georg Schubiger and Dr. Christel Rendu 
de Lint have led Vontobel together as Co-CEOs. They 
combine the experience of two core areas of the bank: the 

Part of the club

There is no doubt that Vontobel is now an established 
brand in Switzerland. It is one of the four or five leading 
providers able to offer sophisticated advisory and man-
agement solutions for private and institutional clients. 
“Twenty years ago, it was not clear whether Vontobel 
would be one of the winners or losers in the asset manage-
ment business, which was under pressure. Today, there is 
no doubt that we are among the winners,” says Staub.

More clients not only want to know what services Vontobel 
has to offer. They are also interested in how and why. For 
this reason, Vontobel began to take a close look at its own 
brand back in 2016. Visually, since 2017, this is reflected in 
the new "Vontobel" logo. The traditional Vontobel blue is 
joined by additional colors from the family coat of arms—
the very first logo in a way. "In times of constant change, 
trust is gained by those who clearly show their “face”, their 
identity. That's why we decided to clearly establish what 
we stand for before we started working on colors and 
fonts. Today, every employee knows what values and client 
promises Vontobel stands for," says Staub. The Vontobel 
brand stands for independent action, for the unwavering 
will to support its clients in shaping a better future in a 
cooperative working environment.

Private Clients/Wealth Management division and the 
Investments Competence Center. 

From the point of view of the Chairman of the Board of 
Directors, dual leadership is an obvious choice. “One 
Vontobel is no longer compatible with a patriarchal man-
agement model. It only works well when a broad organiza-
tion works together collaboratively,” says Utermann. In 
such an environment characterized by flat hierarchies and 
independent employees, a traditional CEO would have had 
a hard time. Whether the expectations associated with the 
new dual leadership will be fulfilled remains to be seen. 
Much depends on how well the management duo can 
work together and how quickly a joint decision can be 
reached when opinions differ. 

This is because the introduction of One Vontobel is not yet 
complete. On the one hand, the outbreak of the Covid cri-
sis delayed the implementation of the project. In addition, 
the two takeover transactions Swiss Financial Advisors 
and TwentyFour had to be completed.

Staub identifies another reason for the delay: “The forces 
of inertia are strong. The structure and organization are in 
place, but One Vontobel is not yet in people’s minds every-
where.” From Chairman Andreas E. F. Utermann’s point of 
view, the still incomplete realignment was another key 
argument against appointing an external CEO as Staub’s 
successor. On the one hand, a CEO hired from the outside 
would have had to complete a project that they were not 
involved in creating and which they might not have sup-
ported in all respects. Secondly, there would have been a 
great temptation for the division heads to win over the new 
head. “The battle for resources is the wrong culture. It is 
the opposite of One Vontobel,” says Utermann.
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Fit for the future

In order to continue its success story, Vontobel has sup-
plemented its One Vontobel Strategy 2020 with an ambi-
tious longer-term vision. By 2030, Vontobel aims to be rec-
ognized as one of the world’s leading and most respected 
investment firms (Lighthouse goal). Its organization should 
be geared towards clients in every respect. Digital pro-
cesses, data and artificial intelligence will support the sat-
isfaction of complex needs in advising and managing the 
assets of private and institutional clients. “We are already 
only talking about private and institutional clients,” says Dr. 
Christel Rendu de Lint, Co-CEO and Head of Investments. 
“That’s why we officially introduced these terms at the 
beginning of 2024. One Vontobel will become Vontobel—
not just in terms of the brand, but in every other respect 
too.”

In order not to lose sight of the Lighthouse target, the 
investment company has divided the period up to 2030 
into two-year periods. The aim is to remain agile and flexi-
ble. “Stability at the level of strategy, values or ownership is 
very important, but change is also needed. We have 
changed too little for a long time,” says Rendu de Lint. 

Vontobel has set itself four priorities for the two-year 
period from 2023 to 2024. Firstly, existing and new invest-
ment strategies should help to protect margins and secure 
the inflow of new money. The newly targeted business 
areas include private market investments such as invest-
ments in equities, bonds, loans, and real estate projects 
that are not traded on a stock exchange. This asset class 
has been overshadowed by history since Vontobel parted 
ways with its subsidiary Private Equity Holding two 
decades ago. Since then, there has been a backlog in the 
private markets offering. “More money is flowing from the 
public markets into the private markets,” says CFO Thomas 
Heinzl.

Secondly, Vontobel wants to acquire new clients and 
expand its market share. The focus is on exploiting econo-
mies of scale in existing businesses and focusing on a lim-
ited number of markets. With its focus on mature markets, 
Vontobel already has access to 80 percent of global 
assets. Against this backdrop, the third priority has to do 
with the core US market, where Vontobel already success-
fully serves private and institutional clients. The ambition is 
to expand the regional presence, work more closely with 
new and existing partners and expand the distribution 
network. The fourth priority is to make the deployment of 
capital, the control of costs, and the organization of pro-
cesses more efficient.

There is no doubt that Vontobel has achieved a great deal 
in recent years and is fit for the future. The metamorphosis 
from a bank to an investment firm that focuses on invest-
ment expertise, operational excellence and unconditional 
client proximity is progressing rapidly. Vontobel’s strong 
technological base is accelerating this transformation. The 
vision is for Vontobel to be one of the world's leading and 
most respected investment firms in 2030 and beyond. 
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— 
Dr. Maja Baumann, 2024

— 
Björn Wettergren, 2024

— 
Dr. Hans Vontobel, 1987
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— 
Dr. Zeno Staub, Christel Rendu de Lint, Georg Schubiger and Andreas E. F. Utermann, 2023

— 
Head office of Bank Vontobel AG
Gotthardstrasse 43, Zurich
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Family’s coat of arms

The first recorded mention of the name von Tobel, later written Vontobel, dates from 1324. 
The family originated from the village of Wald in the Zurich Oberland, where the clan  
is said to have owned Burg Tobel, a small, fortified mediaeval castle that also went by 
the name of Strickenberg. From Wald, the family moved out into neighbouring areas,  
as well as further away, and by 1710 had settled in Irgenhausen, which later became the 
birthplace of Jakob Vontobel. Shortly before the turn of the 20th century, the Vontobels 
moved to Zurich. The simple, clear heraldic devices on the family’s coat of arms, which 
dates from 1488, include a red pale in gold, emblazoned with three silver stars.



85Vontobel 1924 – 2024

1924
	– Brokerage firm F.E. Haeberli & Cie founded in Zurich

1936
	– Jakob Vontobel takes over the brokerage firm  

Haeberli & Cie and establishes the limited  
partnership J. Vontobel & Co.

1943
	– The son of Jakob Vontobel, Dr. Hans Vontobel,  

joins the company

1972 
	– Dr. Hans-Dieter Vontobel, grandson of Jakob Vontobel 

and son of Dr. Hans Vontobel, joins the bank

1984
	– Transformation of the limited partnership J. Vontobel &  

Co. into the limited liability corporation J. Vontobel & 
Co. AG

	– Founding of Vontobel USA Inc. (today, Vontobel  
Asset Management Inc.), based in New York

1986
	– Listing of the bearer shares of Vontobel Holding AG 

on the Zurich Stock Exchange (today, the SIX  
Swiss Exchange)

1988
	– Founding of Vontobel Asset Management AG,  

integrated into Bank Vontobel AG in 2008

1990
	– Founding of Vontobel Fonds Services AG

1991
	– Founding of the Vontobel Fund (SICAV) in Luxembourg
	– Founding of Vontobel Fund Management SA in  

Luxembourg, integrated into Vontobel Europe SA  
in 2011

1993
	– Majority stake purchased in Banque Tardy, de Watte-

ville & Cie SA, Geneva (full ownership achieved in 
2000 and integration into Bank Vontobel AG in 2009)

Milestones

1995
	– Majority stake purchased in Bankhaus Berger & 

Comp. AG, Salzburg (full ownership achieved  
in 1998), today named Bank Vontobel Österreich AG, 
based in Salzburg with a branch in Vienna

1996
	– Building up Asset Management in Vienna

1999
	– Founding of Vontobel Securities AG in Cologne,  

integrated into Bank Vontobel Europe AG in 2010

2000
	– Name change from Bank J. Vontobel & Co. AG  

to Bank Vontobel AG
	– Opening of Bank Vontobel (Liechtenstein) AG  

in Vaduz

2001
	– Introduction of the unified registered shares of 

Vontobel Holding AG
	– Founding of Vontobel Luxembourg SA, today named 

Vontobel Europe SA, based in Luxembourg with 
branches in London, Madrid, Milan, Stockholm and 
Vienna

	– Opening of a branch of Bank Vontobel AG in Lucerne

2002
	– Building up Asset Management in Frankfurt

2003
	– Building up Asset Management in Milan

2004
	– Expansion of cooperation between Vontobel and  

the Raiffeisen Group: Raiffeisen Switzerland  
Cooperative acquires a 12.5 % stake in Vontobel  
Holding AG

2005
	– Founding of Vontobel Financial Products GmbH, 

Frankfurt
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2006
	– Majority stake purchased in Harcourt Investment 

Consulting AG (full ownership achieved in 2011)
	– Acquisition of the brokerage and corporate  

finance activities of Lombard Odier & Cie by  
Bank Vontobel AG

2007
	– Opening of a branch of Vontobel Europe SA in London 

2008
	– Founding of Vontobel Financial Products Ltd. in Dubai
	– Founding of Vontobel Asia Pacific Ltd. in Hong Kong

2009
	– Acquisition of Commerzbank (Switzerland) AG and 

integration into Bank Vontobel AG
	– Bank Vontobel Europe AG, based in Munich and with 

branches today in Frankfurt, Hamburg and Cologne, 
receives a full banking license for Germany

2010
	– Opening of branches of Bank Vontobel AG in Basel 

and Bern
	– Founding of Vontobel Swiss Wealth Advisors AG  

in Zurich

2011
	– Founding of Bank Vontobel (Middle East) Ltd. in Dubai

2012
	– Founding of Vontobel Financial Products (Asia Pacific) 

Pte. Ltd. in Singapore
	– Founding of Vontobel Wealth Management (Hong 

Kong) Ltd. in Hong Kong

2013
	– Founding of Vontobel Asset Management Australia 

Pty Ltd. in Australia

2015
	– Acquisition of of majority stake in TwentyFour  

Asset Management LLP, London. Completed  
in 2021 when Vontobel acquired the remaining  
40 %.

2016
	– Vontobel strenghthen the collaboration with Raiffeisen 

in Asset Management, acquiring Vescore AG.

2019
	– Vontobel launches volt by Vontobel

2020
	– Founding of Vontobel Asset Management Pte. Ltd.  

in Japan
	– Founding of Vontobel Asset Management S.A.  

in France

2022
	– Launch of Vontobel multi-boutique approach in  

the USA. Purchase of UBS Swiss Financial Advisors.

2023
	– Founding of Vontobel Asset Management S.A.  

in Schweden

2024
	– Acquisition of a significant minority stake in  

Ancala Partners LLP.
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The evolution of the company logo
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“Stiftung Kreatives Alter” 
Since 1990, the foundation appeals to people over 70, inviting them to enter a creative work in a biannual 
competition. Honours and awards for outstanding and original achievements are then given in the following 
areas: literary works, historical papers, and scientific works on natural history, but also musical compositions 
and performances, plays and theatrical productions.

Vontobel Foundation 
Established in 1993, the Vontobel Foundation supports projects of Swiss charitable institutions in the areas 
of social welfare, culture and society, as well as nature and science. Funding is also provided to disadvan-
taged individuals, families, and students. Additionally, the Foundation publishes a series of indepth mono-
graphs that address current and fundamental issues, contributing to political, social, economic, and cultural 
discussions. The “Foundation of the Vontobel Families”, which was established in 1986, was merged with 
the Vontobel Foundation in 2015.

“Stiftung Lyra zur Förderung hochbegabter, junger Musiker und Musikerinnen”
Since 1995, the foundation supports gifted young musicians from Switzerland and abroad in their education, 
promoting their career and giving them opportunities to perform in public concerts. The foundation awards 
scholarships for study and attending master classes in Switzerland and abroad. It receives contributions 
from patrons and sponsors.

“Hans Vontobel Stiftung zur Förderung des Gemeinwohls”
At the end of 2004, the foundation for the Promotion of the Common Good was launched. Its purpose is to 
promote, directly and indirectly, the common good in the broadest sense in Switzerland, and in connection 
with social-humanitarian projects also abroad. In particular, its activities focus on promoting and supporting 
the areas of social-humanitarian work, culture, science, environment, education, medicine and animal  
welfare.

Foundations

In addition to his dedication to the company, over the years  
Dr. Hans Vontobel has established a number of foundations  
that are active in many ways for the public good.
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The following persons were interviewed for the Vontobel history, and have been quoted in the text.  
In alphabetical order: 
 
Susanne Borer 
Verena Fusco 
Dr. Wolfhard Graetz 
Kurt Gutknecht 
Otto Hiestand 
Walter Kleiner 
Dr. Marx Kobler 
Jürg Künzli 
Christoph Ledergerber 
Dr. Walter Metzler 
Dr. Bernd Mossner 
Janine Nabholz 
Markus Pfister 
Christel Rendu de Lint 
Herbert J. Scheidt 
Paul Schlittler 
Georg Schubiger 
Dr. Martin Sieg Castagnola 
Hanspeter Spalinger 
Dr. Zeno Staub 
Robert Strebel 
Walter Temperli 
Andreas E. F. Utermann 
Dr. Hans Vontobel 
Dr. Hans-Dieter Vontobel 
Georg von Wattenwyl 
Max Zaugg

Additional sources:
	– Vontobel-Chronik from 1991
	– Kleine Geschichte des Bankhauses J. Vontobel & Co., Zürich,  

published on the occasion of the company’s 50-year jubilee in 1974 
	– 75 Jahre Vontobel, a jubilee publication from 1999
	– Vontobel archives
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