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Chapter Fourteen – A brief history of the Swire Group 
 
Not many people, especially outside HongKong have heard of the Swire 
Group. Those people who have come across the organization are probably 
most familiar with the airline in which it has a shareholding, Cathay Pacific, 
which is one of the world’s largest airlines. However the Swire Group traces 
its history and activities to a much wider range of businesses. 
 
Swire has its origins in a modest Liverpool import-export company. The 
founder of the business, John Swire’s (1793-1847), ancestors had been 
landowners in the area for more than 150 years before becoming wool 
merchants. By the 1790s, however, the woollen industry was affected by 
cheap imports of cotton from the New World, both John's grandfather, and his 
father were declared bankrupt. 
 
In his late teens, John Swire went to Liverpool - then the thriving centre of 
British trade. Offered a place in a cousin's general import agency. In 1816 he 
set up his own business, importing New Orleans raw cotton and exporting 
Lancashire cotton piece goods. By his death in 1847, he was able to pass on 
a modestly prosperous trading house to his two sons, John Samuel and 
William Hudson Swire (1830-1884). 
 
John Samuel Swire (1825-1898) travelled widely throughout the United States 
in his 20s - at one stage, reputedly holding the postal franchise for the State of 
Arkansas - and in 1854, he sailed for Australia to prospect fruitlessly for gold, 
but more successfully for new business, opening a branch office in Melbourne 
in 1855. Although he rapidly put this business into the hands of agents, the 
creation of 'Swire Bros.' was an important step for the firm, since it effectively 
turned its attention from Atlantic to Pacific trades. It was to become the basis 
for a growing export trade to Australia. 
 
Following the outbreak of the American Civil War in 1861 the brothers turned 
to the ‘new’ China trade, as a source of those valuable imports, tea and silk, 
and as a potential market for their textiles. For years a closed country, China 
had only begun to emerge onto the world market some 20 years earlier. 
But China was a long way from home, and frustrated by lacklustre agents, 
John Swire was soon itching for more direct involvement. An old friend, the 
Liverpool ship owner Alfred Holt, approached Swire early in 1865, with an 
interesting proposition. An engineer by trade, Holt had designed a new breed 
of steamers - fast, but low on fuel consumption - with which he meant to steal 
the Liverpool-Far East fast service from the tea clippers. It took little to 
persuade Swire to invest in his friend's Ocean Steam Ship Company, (later 
better known as the Blue Funnel Line), and in return, Holt offered to make 
Swire his China agent, if he was prepared to set up on his own account in 
Shanghai. 
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John Samuel Swire sailed for Shanghai in 1866, where he formed Butterfield 
& Swire though within two years, the alliance with Butterfield had been 
dissolved. In keeping with local tradition John Swire soon chose a Chinese 

'hong' name for the company, and it is by the name Taikoo (太古) - meaning 

'Great and Ancient' - that Swire is most widely known in Asia today. 
By 1870, Taikoo had branch offices at Yokohama, at a number of China coast 
ports and in Hong Kong. Offices had also been established in Manchester and 
in New York, and in the UK the firm's headquarters had transferred from 
Liverpool to London, where they remain to this day. 
 
Adapted from: http://www.swire.com/eng/about/history.htm 
 
 
Question One 
The source of this material is from the Swire group. Section 14.2 of the text 
deals with historical biographies. One of the issues raised is that researchers 
may ‘get lost in the narrative’ and that it may be better to focus on specific 
research themes. 
You should look at the original material in the link provided above and note 
what material has been left out and where I have given more emphasis.   
 
 
Question Two 
How did economic conditions and other factors influence the activities of the 
Swire family? 
 
 
Question Three 
What role did social networks play in the success of their ventures? 
 
 
Question Four 
What may be the problems researchers will face in relying wholly on business 
accounts such as the one presented above? How can researchers avoid such 
problems? 
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