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Members of the Denbigh and District Probus Club enjoyed their March meeting with a wonderful St David’s Day themed meal at Tweedmill, St Asaph, followed by a talk titled Lloyd’s in Crisis; The Insurance Scandal of the of the Twentieth Century from Probus club member Keith Lester. 

Keith Lester joined the Denbigh and District Probus Club in 2008 and was a member of the Committee for 13 years until 2023 serving in most roles including Chair in 2019.

The author, Edmund A Keith Lester BSc (Agric) FCA FCMI is a former Name at Lloyd’s who qualified as a Chartered Accountant with Peats, now KPMG followed by Deloitte. 

He spent over twenty years in the insurance industry. During the 1970’s, he was employed by an international insurance broking group. In the 1980’s he was the finance director and joint managing director of an innovative life assurance group before starting his own management consultancy and chartered accountants’ practice. Apart from over four years with Deloitte in Southern Africa he has lived and worked in the United Kingdom. 

He took members back through a brief history of insurance with the first record of an insurance transaction being in 2300 BC in Mesopotamia and talked about the Roman Marcus Porcius Cato (234–149 BC), who engaged in maritime underwriting and shipping. In 1688 Edward Lloyd opened a coffee shop in London.

He explained how a French frigate named La Lutine which was captured by the British in 1793 and commissioned as the HMS Lutine. In 1799, the ship sank off the Dutch coast while carrying a large cargo of gold and silver bullion insured by Lloyd’s. The bell was recovered and hangs in Lloyd’s.  It is rung once for bad news and twice for good news (but not as often nowadays as the bell is cracked)!!

The San Francisco earthquake of 1906 and the subsequent prompt settlement of huge claims by Lloyd’s enhanced its reputation. The tragic sinking of the Titanic in 1912 was also a substantial loss.

Women were only allowed to be Names at Lloyd’s from 1970 and given permission to work in the room from 1973 onwards.

By 1980 there were 33,000 Names at Lloyd's of London.  Names are individual (and formerly, primarily) members who provide the capital required to back insurance policies, traditionally accepting unlimited personal liability for risks. They invest in syndicates to cover insurance and receive a share of profits in good years or paying out of pocket for losses in bad years.

Keith explained how Lloyd’s of London was highly respected for its underwriting expertise and prestigious reputation - until it became embroiled in a scandal of catastrophic consequences in the late 1980’s.

For Names on Syndicate 334, their Lloyd’s policy covering asbestosis claims prior to 1975, was voided and a subsequent arbitration was lost. This led unexpectedly to devastating financial losses and personal tragedy for many members of that syndicate and others involved in asbestosis and pollution claims. Solicitors were submitting claims on old asbestosis policies from the 1940’s onwards.  
 
Of the 33,000 Names, 15,000 were planning or took legal action because of the suspected fraud, mis-information, negligence, incompetence, and unquantifiable losses. The profound human cost of corporate negligence was apparent as 11 suicides were recorded.

The Syndicate 334 legal action to get money back with costs ended up in high Court with a judgement in 1995 and an award of £18 million.

Keith has written and published a book (publishers 6 Figures Ltd in partnership with Whitefox Publishing Ltd) under his first name Edmund, called ‘Lloyd’s in Crisis, The Insurance Scandal of the Twentieth Century’ subtitled ‘The Farce Surrounding Syndicate 334 (1985) Names Association’, outlining and detailing the true story about insurance underwriting risk, legal issues, insurance broking, management, politics, auditing, accounting, taxation, severe mental stress, and suicide.

Copies are available via edmundlester.com, Amazon, Waterstones, eBay and others and it is also available as an eBook.

The next Denbigh and District Probus Club meeting will be on Monday 13th April 2026 at Tweedmill in St Asaph, when the speaker will be David Shand Crawford who will give a talk titled Wireless in Wales.
 
Denbigh and District Probus Club is a group of business or professional women and men either approaching or enjoying retirement or semi-retirement.
 
New members are always warmly welcomed to the Denbigh and District Probus Club meetings.
For further information, have a look at the club website 
denbighprobus.com or contact stevetootell@gmail.com
 

