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Introduction  

The writer is interested in the presentation of facts, facts which are derived from a 

perusal of numerous documents. No moral judgement is implied. Yet the book is a 

catalogue of the exploitation of Malaya by the British. There is question arise that what 

should we believe? Than it is drive that we should believe on original sources, Micro 

data---we know a lot about macro data, but not so much about the micro. Macro data 

originates from micro data and the only way to check is by going to the source 
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Finance is the process of bringing together savers and investors. on the one hand, this 

can mean studying the pieces of paper that change hands when savers and investors 

transfer resources.  On the other hand, it can mean the ways of marshalling resources 

when some large project is to be accomplished.  

 

Micro Technical, Macro Interesting  

Micro features enable us to understand how people responded to specific problems---our 

jargon calls them informational asymmetries—by innovating new, profitable ways, the 

Fintech of their age. Macro finance tells us that large amounts of wealth are being 

moved. Since wealth funds power, finance illuminates’ politics. 

In another article Thomas Jefferson explain about money and equality. He stated 

that…It seems puzzling that Jefferson placed Mulberry Row, with its slave cabins and 

work buildings, so close to the mansion, but we are projecting the present onto the past. 

Today, tourists can walk freely up and down the old slave quarter. But in Jefferson’s 

time, guests didn’t go there, nor could they see it from the mansion or the lawn. Only 

one visitor left a description of Mulberry Row, and she got a glimpse of it only because 

she was a close friend of Jefferson’s, someone who could be counted upon to look with 

the right attitude. When she published her account in the Richmond Enquirer, she wrote 

that the cabins would appear “poor and uncomfortable” only to people of “northern 

feelings.” 

The critical turning point in Jefferson’s thinking may well have come in 1792. As 

Jefferson was counting up the agricultural profits and losses of his plantation in a letter 

to President Washington that year, it occurred to him that there was a phenomenon he 

had perceived at Monticello but never actually measured. He proceeded to calculate it in 

a barely legible, scribbled note in the middle of a page, enclosed in brackets. What 

Jefferson set out clearly for the first time was that he was making a 4 percent profit 

every year on the birth of black children. The enslaved were yielding him a bonanza, a 

perpetual human dividend at compound interest. Jefferson wrote, “I allow nothing for 

losses by death, but, on the contrary, shall presently take credit four per cent. per annum, 

for their increase over and above keeping up their own numbers.” His plantation was 

producing inexhaustible human assets. The percentage was predictable. 

In another communication from the early 1790s, Jefferson takes the 4 percent formula 

further and quite bluntly advances the notion that slavery presented an investment 

strategy for the future. He writes that an acquaintance who had suffered financial 

reverses “should have been invested in negroes.” He advises that if the friend’s family 

had any cash left, “every farthing of it [should be] laid out in land and negroes, which 

besides a present support bring a silent profit of from 5. to 10. per cent in this country by 

the increase in their value.” 



The irony is that Jefferson sent his 4 percent formula to George Washington, who freed 

his slaves, precisely because slavery had made human beings into money, like “Cattle in 

the market,” and this disgusted him. Yet Jefferson was right, prescient, about the 

investment value of slaves. A startling statistic emerged in the 1970s, when economists 

taking a hardheaded look at slavery found that on the eve of the Civil War, enslaved 

black people, in the aggregate, formed the second most valuable capital asset in the 

United States. David Brion Davis sums up their findings: “In 1860, the value of 

Southern slaves was about three times the amount invested in manufacturing or railroads 

nationwide.” The only asset more valuable than the black people was the land itself. The 

formula Jefferson had stumbled upon became the engine not only of Monticello but of 

the entire slaveholding South and the Northern industries, shippers, banks, insurers and 

investors who weighed risk against returns and bet on slavery. The words Jefferson 

used—“their increase”—became magic words. 

 

Jefferson’s 4 percent theorem threatens the comforting notion that he had no real 

awareness of what he was doing, that he was “stuck” with or “trapped” in slavery, an 

obsolete, unprofitable, burdensome legacy. The date of Jefferson’s calculation aligns 

with the waning of his emancipationist fervor. Jefferson began to back away from 

antislavery just around the time he computed the silent profit of the “peculiar 

institution.” 

And this world was crueler than we have been led to believe. A letter has recently come 

to light describing how Monticello’s young black boys, “the small ones,” age 10, 11 or 

12, were whipped to get them to work in Jefferson’s nail factory, whose profits paid the 

mansion’s grocery bills. This passage about children being lashed had been 

suppressed—deliberately deleted from the published record in the 1953 edition of 

Jefferson’s Farm Book, containing 500 pages of plantation papers. That edition of the 

Farm Book still serves as a standard reference for research into the way Monticello 

worked. 

By 1789, Jefferson planned to shift away from growing tobacco at Monticello, whose 

cultivation he described as “a culture of infinite wretchedness.” Tobacco wore out the 

soil so fast that new acreage constantly had to be cleared, engrossing so much land that 

food could not be raised to feed the workers and requiring the farmer to purchase rations 

for the slaves. (In a strangely modern twist, Jefferson had taken note of the measurable 

climate change in the region: The Chesapeake region was unmistakably cooling and 

becoming inhospitable to heat-loving tobacco that would soon, he thought, become the 

staple of South Carolina and Georgia.) He visited farms and inspected equipment, 

considering a new crop, wheat, and the exciting prospect it opened before him. 

The cultivation of wheat revitalized the plantation economy and reshaped the South’s 

agricultural landscape. Planters all over the Chesapeake region had been making the 

shift. (George Washington had begun raising grains some 30 years earlier because his 

land wore out faster than Jefferson’s did.) Jefferson continued to plant some tobacco 



because it remained an important cash crop, but his vision for wheat farming was 

rapturous: “The cultivation of wheat is the reverse [of tobacco] in every circumstance. 

Besides cloathing the earth with herbage, and preserving its fertility, it feeds the 

labourers plentifully, requires from them only a moderate toil, except in the season of 

harvest, raises great numbers of animals for food and service, and diffuses plenty and 

happiness among the whole.” 

How Important was Malaya?  

CO882: NOTES ON EDUCATIONAL SERVICE IN MALAYA NATIONAL 

ARCHIVES, KEW 1939 

Before passing on to the special subject of education, it is advisable to draw attention to 

the pre-eminent economic importance which Malaya has attained amongst the territories 

of the Colonial Empire. The Government revenues (Colony and Malay State) amount to 

nearly 16 million pounds, the value of the imports from overseas to about 60 million 

pounds, and the exports to a figure of over 73 million (both being exclusive of bullion 

and specie). The value of the external trade of Malaya equals about three-fourths of the 

total of the rest of the Colonial Dependencies put together, and the value of the exports 

per head of population has exceeded that of any other country in the world. This great 

material wealth accordingly lends special importance to the urgency and scope for 

educational progress. 

Finance – the total revenue drawn from the three settlements in 1855-56 aggregated 

Rs.10,31,873; the total charges were Rs.13,13,758; thus leaving a balance against them 

of Rs.2, 81, 885. From this Sum, however, Rs.1,76,481, the cost of Chinese and Indian 

convicts, should, in fairness, be deducted. The annual deficits is then represented by 

Rs.1,05,404. Trade –The chief exports of Penang are spices and sugar. The only 

important product of Malacca is tin,* while the exports of Singapore are mainly 

confined to pepper. 

Straits Settlements 

ESTIMATES  

DESPATCH to Governor Sir H. St. G. ORD, C.B. 

(No. 243.) 

Downing Street,  

27 November, 1868. 

The Governor of the Colony ought to have before him early in every month a statement 

of the Colonial assets and liabilities made out for the 1st of the month. You will forward 

in future with Annual Supplementary Estimates an abstract to show as follows:- [ 3 

more items contain this imperious language]. The Financial information hitherto 

furnished respecting the Colony being very defective, Her Majesty’s Government wish 

to receive in the Auditor-General’s Report on the estimates for the year 1869, a 



somewhat extended review of the finances of the Settlements. The Empire was just as 

concerned about Accounts as the Company. 

 

By 1910 the Chinese had lost their domination in mining. Despite the capacity of the 

dredge to remine profitably ground already worked, no Chinese entrepreneurs invested 

in the device. The main reason adduced is an unwillingness to adopt the western 

corporate organization which was needed to raise capital on the appropriate scale, rather 

than an absolute shortage of funds. This leads our study into business history (corporate 

forms), and into the interaction of finance with industry.  

Drake on banking in Colonial Malaysia 

The British and the local banks have long since thrown overboard conventional 

standards of `suitability'. Each class lends to its special clientele on conditions which 

text books might declare ‘risky’ but which long experience has shown to be safe and 

profitable…. British and local banks do not concern themselves so much with 

assessment of projects, provided security or ‘name’ is satisfactory. This requires looking 

at the records of a bank. Only one available is HSBC. 

 

HSBC—Bankers as James Bond 

Some quotes of former managers make one gasp. “Recount of even the most elementary 

exchange manipulation is viewed somewhat incredulously; references to mutability of 

the Orient and the flexibility necessary to combat the congenital sinfulness of the Asiatic 



invites suspicion. Tales of domestic torts, intrigue, intimidation, religious strife, strikes, 

rebellion, civil war, siege, anti-foreignism, risings, revolutions, wars, massacres, 

internment, torture, murder are not visualized here as concomitants to Banking”.  King 

on HSBC, V 1, p33. 

Currency 1903: use depreciating Silver, or Gold? 

It is worth remembering that from Bombay through Penang and Singapore to Hong 

Kong was one vast arena for the movement of enterprise. Those trading West wanted a 

currency based on gold, those trading East wanted to continue with silver, as this was 

the basis in China and export prices were low. Out of 145 pages of evidence, each page 

in 2 columns, only 1 column is by Chinese businessmen—and it is as protest, not as 

evidence. As the conclusions at which we have arrived, after mature deliberation, differ 

markedly from those formed by the majority of the European members of the 

Committee, we feel it our duty to tender a separate report’ p 105. The discovery of new 

tin deposits in the 1880s and 1890s brought a challenge from direct foreign investment, 

mostly British, with 37 companies floated up to 1897. The challenge was unsuccessful. 

Many did not even start operations, and only three foreign companies were operating in 

Perak and Selangor in that year. Page 56. Why did 34 of 37 companies floated fail? 

[What was the prospectus of these companies?]. The main reasons for this lack of 

success were inadequate prospecting techniques, difficulties in recruiting and retaining 

labour against competition from Chinese mines, and the high cost of company 

administration’ Drabble. [following Swettenham]  

The picture was different, however, in the smelting sector. Here the Europeans could 

break the practical monopoly held by the Chinese up the late 1880s. This was achieved 

through a combination of better technology and the official grant of a monopoly over 

exports of tin ore from the main producing states (Wong Lin Ken, 1965b, 161-7). 

English Capitalism II 

Why did the Straits Trading Company need a monopoly of smelting? Why were Chinese 

capitalist interests ignored for deciding currency basis? The privileges of being British 

are apparent. This would suggest one reason why there was actually so little cut-throat 

capitalism in Malaya. Managing agencies and interlocking directorates made for an 

easier life. This is the thesis of the remarkable book of J J Puthucheary, all the more 

impressive because written in prison. 

 

The early argument [Eastham, and later Yip] was that, as the largest, and among the 

least cost  producers of Tin, Malaya would be better off without the cartel. The Chinese 

and Gopeng group were shortchanged. Why the research? Because the argument was 

challenged by the most prominent recent scholar on the subject, John Hillman.  

Hillmans purpose is to ‘reconceptualise …so as to show the presence of several other 

factors’ p 238 with the astonishing footnote 7 ‘ While cost is not an irrelevant  

consideration it cannot be taken as the point from which to examine the structure of the 



industry’ p238. Malaya did have a problem…but its origins lie in [global changes 

which] made her quite marginal’! p 260.  But Malaya remained the world’s largest 

producer!. 

 

The reach of Economics is limited 

Since economic explanations are inadequate, we are forced to move to sociological 

ones. It is important to remember when we talk about the sociology of the colonial 

peoples that the English have a sociology too. They assisted European smelters, denied 

bank licenses to other European nations and exhibited racial ‘distance’.  

The Currency Board is said to provide a guarantee to the free movement of foreign 

capital. But if such a guarantee over gold is essential, Western countries should not have 

allowed banks in their own countries. The same investors who wanted free movement of 

capital, promptly asked the government to control prices when they fell!. If Malaya 

could have grown faster without the ‘gold guarantee’, then investor myopia hurt both 

Britain and Malaya. Why is currency risk more important than price and employment 

risk?. Suppose the average Malaysian had incomes increased by 3% instead of 1%, 

between 1900 and 1939, in keeping with GDP growth? How much difference would it 

make?. Instead of going from an income of 100 to 151 it would be at 330 instead!. 

‘I doubt if Asiatics will ever learn to govern themselves’: said Sir Frederick Weld, 

Governor of the Straits Settlements when the Hongkong Bank first opened a branch in 

Penang. 'It is contrary to the genius of their race, of their history, of their religious 

system, that they should. Their desire is a mild, just and firm despotism: that we can 

give them’.p23 HSBC Malaysian Story 

William Keswick, Taipan of Jardine, Matheson and Co., and Chairman in 1880/81 of 

the Hongkong Bank. ‘But, one thing to be noted here is that Chinese merchants are not 

learned. Many of them are rather vulgar. The literati do not want to make friends with 

them, We Westerners in China have also, so far as I know, never invited Chinese 

merchants to a public dinner. Really I think that, if Chinese merchants become more 

literate and well-mannered, the literati will not despise them and Westerners will be 

willing to mix with them’.  

Ordinary English simply took the system for granted 

You were going to be able to save a little money, which you hadn't been able to do 

before; you were going to be able to see different people — different races and types of 

people. It was just going to be a completely new vista. It was going to be something 

really to look forward to…In those days it seemed to be the thing. What people liked to 

do was to get a job overseas. It seemed to carry more weight. You seemed to be more 

important. When you came home after working in the Orient and you said you'd been 

working in a bank or merchant house in the Orient, people thought, 'Well, he's 

somebody. I consider him an Empire builder' or whatever it was. No, it was exciting, 



that was all, and it turned out that it was very much that way, but, of course, one didn't 

know how very much routine work you had to do, say, for your first five years.’ P331, 

v3. 

 Really excellent people with whom to do business ... their face meant so much that it 

was very unlikely that they would let you down. I suppose you could have picked up a 

bad one, but ours were all old customers or they were recommended by one's shroff, and 

I can't recall being let down by a Chinese businessman.’  N. W. Paton Smith Page 48. 

You had a number of Chinese makans, as they used to call it, with some of your bigger 

customers who used to entertain me in their shophouse. There was nothing particularly 

posh about that, but I like Chinese food, and you'd go there and they'd produce a bit of 

booze and you'd talk in pidgin Malay Their Malay was as bad as your own, but you'd get 

by, talk about things like business and such things ... It was a happy community.’  FIC'. 

Herridge Page 49 
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