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Abstract

This article examines the career of Tan Kim Ching (1829–1892), challenging prevailing 
historiographies that portray 19th century Chinese merchants as either colonial collaborators or 
insular community leaders. It argues that Tan was a transnational power broker whose influence 
rested on three foundations: control of strategic commodities (rice, tin, opium, and firearms), 
intermarriage-based family networks linking Singapore and Siam, and “diplomatic arbitrage” 
derived from his dual roles as a senior Siamese official and a British colonial appointee.

Through comparative case studies, the article demonstrates both the reach and the limits of 
this transnational power. In Perak, Tan’s mediation of the 1874 Pangkor Treaty secured a victory 
for Singapore-based Hokkien capital over rival Penang merchant networks. In southern Siam, 
however, his efforts to secure revenue farms were thwarted by the Khaw family, whose strong 
local embeddedness outweighed Tan’s position as a Singapore-based absentee consul. The article 
concludes that the state-building processes Tan helped advance, the consolidation of British 
colonial rule and the centralization of the Siamese state under King Chulalongkorn, ultimately 
dismantled the fragmented political economy that had enabled his intermediary role.
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Introduction

In the prevailing historiographies of Malaysia and Singapore, the Chinese merchants of 
the nineteenth century have typically been cast as either subordinate collaborators with British 
colonialism or as community leaders whose influence was confined to the boundaries of individual 
colonial ports. The founding generation of Southeast Asian history writing  figures like Song Ong 
Siang (1953), C. Northcote Parkinson (1967), R. O. Winstedt and R. J. Wilkinson (1974) tended 
to frame Chinese merchants as important but ultimately auxiliary actors in a drama dominated 
by British officials, Malay sultans, and Siamese kings. This framing, while illuminating certain 
dimensions of Chinese agency, obscures a more complex reality in which figures like Tan Kim 
Ching (1829–1892) operated as genuinely transnational power brokers, moving across the fluid and 
contested borders of Siam, the Straits Settlements, and the Malay states long before the modern 
nation-state system fixed those boundaries. The problem, however, is that existing scholarship has 
either celebrated Tan as a philanthropic pioneer (the son of Tan Tock Seng, after whom Singapore’s 
oldest hospital is named) or reduced him to a footnote in the political history of British intervention 
in Perak. What remains underexamined is the precise nature of his intermediary role: how he 
translated overlapping commercial, familial, and diplomatic connections into political influence, 
and why that influence ultimately waned. 

This article addresses that gap by arguing that Tan Kim Ching's power rested on a distinctive 
form of transnational intermediation, one predicated not on formal colonial authority but on the 
ability to broker between British officials, Siamese royalty, Malay chiefs, and competing Chinese 
secret society networks. Unlike earlier Chinese Kapitan figures whose authority derived primarily 
from colonial appointment (such as the Kapitan Cina of Malacca or the Majoor der Chinezen of 
Batavia), Tan’s influence was generated through a tripartite foundation. 

First, he controlled strategic commodity flows including rice, tin, opium, and firearms - that 
were essential to both colonial economies and indigenous states. 

Second, he was embedded in intermarriage-based family networks extending across Singapore, 
Malacca, and Siam, which provided trust and capital across long distances. 

Third, he cultivated a carefully calibrated diplomatic status as Siam’s Consul-General and 
Special Commissioner for the western seaboard provinces, while simultaneously holding British 
colonial appointments as Justice of the Peace, Municipal Commissioner, and Honorary Magistrate.

This dual legitimation what might be called “diplomatic arbitrage”, enabled him to intervene 
decisively in Perak’s succession crisis of 1873–1874 and to bid repeatedly for revenue farms 
across southern Siam. Yet precisely because his power was contingent upon the fragmented 
political economy of the mid-19th century, in which weak or expanding states relied on private 
intermediaries to monetise territory and manage labour, the consolidation of British rule after 
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1874 and the centralisation of Siamese administration under King Chulalongkorn after the 1880s 
systematically eroded the conditions that had made his ascendancy possible.

The article proceeds in four parts. First, I situate Tan’s career within the existing literature on 
Chinese intermediaries, revenue farming, and secret societies, specifying what a transnational lens 
adds to each body of scholarship. Second, I reconstruct the sources of Tan’s multivalent authority, 
including his family networks, business partnerships, secret society leadership, Siamese and 
British titles, and control of commodity flows. Third, I present two comparative case studies: his 
intervention in Perak (1873–1875) and his competition with the Khaw family for revenue farms in 
southern Siam (1872–1889), to show both the reach and the limits of his transnational power. The 
conclusion returns to the question of decline, arguing that Tan was among the last of a generation 
of Chinese merchant-intermediaries whose influence was rendered obsolete by the very colonial 
and state-building processes he had helped to enable.

Literature Review

This article engages with four overlapping strands of scholarship, each of which has made 
indispensable contributions but each of which also requires the corrective lens of transnational 
analysis.

Revenue Farming
The literature on Chinese revenue farmers in Southeast Asia, pioneered by Butcher and Dick 

(1993) and extended by Cushman (1991), Hong Lysa (1984), and Trocki (1990), has established 
that the tax farm system was not merely a colonial revenue device but a critical arena for Chinese 
capital accumulation and political bargaining. Revenue farmers, whether of opium, gambling, 
spirits, or pawnbroking effectively purchased from colonial or indigenous states the right to 
collect taxes, and their profits derived from the difference between the purchase price and the 
actual collection. However, most studies focus either on a single colony (e.g., the Netherlands East 
Indies, British Malaya, or Siam) or on a single-family network (e.g., the Khaws of Ranong). Tan’s 
case is instructive precisely because he operated simultaneously in British, Siamese, and Malay 
jurisdictions, forcing us to ask whether revenue-farming competition was shaped as much by inter-
port rivalries (Penang vs. Singapore) as by colonial policy. As I show below, the Pangkor Treaty 
of 1874 was not only a British-Malay settlement but also a victory for Singapore-based Hokkien 
capital over Penang-based networks.

Chinese Secret Societies
A rich body of work by Wynne (1941), Blythe (1969), Trocki (1990), and others has 
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demonstrated that the Ghee Hin and Hai San, the two great rival secret societies of the 19th century 
Malaya, were not merely criminal organisations but also commercial guilds, labour recruiters, and 
de facto governance structures on the tin-mining frontier. Secret societies controlled the flow of 
Chinese coolies from China to the mines, provided credit and protection, and adjudicated disputes. 
This article follows Trocki’s insight that secret society affiliations were inseparable from economic 
competition over tin and opium. However, I depart from earlier accounts that treat the Pangkor 
Treaty primarily as a British-Malay settlement imposed from above. Instead, I argue that the treaty 
was also a Chinese-mediated settlement: Tan Kim Ching, as head of the Hokkien branch of the Ghee 
Hin, was able to deliver his society’s compliance with British terms. The treaty was thus not simply 
an imposed colonial settlement, but an arrangement brokered by a Chinese intermediary who had 
his own commercial interests to protect.

Straits Chinese Elites
A third strand of scholarship, exemplified by Song Ong Siang’s (1953) monumental One Hundred 

Years’ History of the Chinese in Singapore, as well as the works of Turnbull (2009) and Yong (1992), has 
meticulously documented the philanthropic, municipal, and justice-of-the-peace roles of Straits Chinese 
elites. This tradition has been invaluable for recovering the names, dates, and genealogies of figures like 
Tan Tock Seng, Tan Kim Ching, Lim Boon Keng, and Song Ong Siang himself. Yet this tradition tends 
to reify the colonial port as the natural unit of analysis, thereby obscuring the trans-state nature of Tan’s 
most consequential interventions. When Tan travelled to Bangkok to negotiate with King Mongkut, or 
when he sent his brother-in-law Lee Cheng Tee to manage revenue farms in Perak, he was not acting as 
a “Singapore Chinese” in any narrow sense. He was acting as a regional power broker whose arena was 
the entire western Malay Peninsula, and southern Siam.

The Transnational Turn
My approach builds on the “transnational turn” in Southeast Asian historiography (Tagliacozzo, 

2005; Amrith, 2011; Duara, 1997). Tagliacozzo’s work on smuggling in the Netherlands East Indies 
has shown that borders were porous, that illicit trade was routine, and that Chinese merchants 
were masters of exploiting jurisdictional gaps between Dutch, British, and indigenous authorities. 
Amrith’s history of migration across the Bay of Bengal has demonstrated that families like the 
Khaws and the Tans maintained networks that spanned multiple colonial regimes. This article 
contributes to that literature by showing that Tan’s power was not a function of his wealth alone but 
of his ability to move between jurisdictions, to present himself as a Siamese consul when dealing 
with Malay chiefs, a British Justice of the Peace when dealing with colonial courts, and a Hokkien 
secret society leader when mobilizing labour. No single colonial archive contains the full story of 
his activities; only a transnational method can recover them.
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Sino-Siamese Networks
Finally, recent scholarship on Sino-Siamese networks (Cushman, 1991; Skinner, 1957; 

Koizumi, 2008) has traced the rise of Phuket-based families like the Khaws, who parlayed tin 
revenue into noble titles (the Khaws became Phraya Ratana of Ranong) and ministerial connections 
to the Bunnag regency. This literature has established that the Siamese state deliberately cultivated 
Chinese provincial governors as a counterweight to both British expansion and the power of the 
old Siamese nobility. However, this literature has focused more on successful Chinese families 
than on those, like Tan, who ultimately failed to establish a durable foothold in southern Siam. This 
article contributes to that literature by showing that Tan’s failure was not simply a matter of being 
outbid but reflected the growing preference of the Bangkok court for Chinese phuket kromakan 
(provincial governors) who were willing to sink roots locally, intermarried with Siamese families, 
and remained within the nagara system of patronage. Tan, a Singapore-based absentee consul, 
could not compete with the Khaws' local embeddedness.

Sources of Tan Kim Ching’s Authority

The sources of Tan Kim Ching’s authority were based on the family, business, secret societies, 
commodities, and titles.

Inheritance 
The foundation of Tan Kim Ching’s wealth was built on the inheritance of the business empire 

founded by his father, Tan Tock Seng (1798–1850). A Malacca-born Hokkien, Tan Tock Seng’s 
rise from poverty to prominence exemplified the possibilities of early Singapore. Tan’s ancestral 
family origin was in Haicheng district (海澄县), Zhangzhou prefecture (漳州), Fujian (福建). In 
Singapore, he started as a vegetable, fruit, and fowl seller, and later opened a shop named Tan 
Tock Seng on the riverside (Song, 1953). Soon afterwards, he went into shipping and trading and 
acquired a Bangkok-built ship with a capacity of 300 tons. With this ship, he traded regularly 
between Singapore and Bangkok. By partnering with Whitehead of Shaw, Whitehead & Co. in 
several business ventures, he amassed a huge fortune.

With his wealth, Tan Tock Seng contributed generously to charity and to benevolent societies. 
In 1830, he donated the huge sum of 3,074.76 yuan to Thea Hock Keong (Thian Hock Keng, “天

福宫”), the highest body of the Hokkien pang (dialect association), and became one of its directors. 
In 1844, he presented $7,000 to build a pauper hospital, the institution that would later become Tan 
Tock Seng Hospital, still one of Singapore’s largest public hospitals (Song, 1953). His practice of 
defraying the burial expenses of poor Chinese was held in high esteem by the Chinese community. 
In 1846, the Straits Government recognised his high standing with the public and made him a 
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Justice of the Peace - one of the first Chinese to hold that position. By the time of his death in 
1850, Tan Tock Seng was one of the richest merchants and most respected community leaders in 
Singapore.

Tan Kim Ching, the eldest son, received an English education in Singapore and later studied 
Thai, becoming a fluent speaker of both English and Thai in addition to his native Hokkien. This 
linguistic repertoire was crucial: it allowed him to deal directly with British officials without an 
interpreter and to cultivate personal relationships with Siamese royalty. On his father’s death, he 
took over the firm of “Tan Tock Seng” and renamed it “Tan Kim Ching.” In 1860, his firm became 
known as Kim Ching & Co. or chop Chin Seng (Wong, 1963).

Control of Strategic Commodities
Under Tan Kim Ching’s stewardship, the firm extended its business operations to Bangkok, 

Saigon, Hong Kong, and Shanghai, and controlled a diversified range of interests: shipping, trading, 
revenue farming, rice milling, insurance, and tin and gold mining. The unifying logic was not 
diversification for its own sake but the control of strategic commodities that were essential to both 
colonial economies and indigenous states. Four commodities were particularly important.

Rice
Rice was the main foodstuff for the thousands of coolies who toiled in the tin mines and 

plantations of Southeast Asia. Tan invested heavily in rice milling in Bangkok and Saigon. In 1872, 
he established the Kim Cheng Rice Mill (also known as Tan Kim Ching Rice Mill) on the riverbanks 
of the Menam Chao Phraya in the Talai Mat district of Bangkok. The mill was equipped with the 
latest Scottish milling machinery from Britain, and its production capacity was as much as 300 
tons per day (Miyata, 2006). Kim Cheng Rice Mill was famous in Bangkok’s rice business circles 
because it was a pioneer in milling a high-grade of white rice for the Singapore market. “Siam white 
rice No. 1” or “Garden Rice” was preferred over both Saigon and Rangoon rice in Singapore for its 
good taste, long grain, and white colour. It suited the tastes of Singaporeans, especially the Chinese, 
and was sold at the highest price. Apart from local consumption, Siamese rice in Singapore was 
also re-exported to the Malay Peninsula, the Dutch East Indies, Penang, and Malacca (Wright & 
Breakspear, 1908).

Tin
The rapid industrialisation of Britain and the United States during the later part of the nineteenth 

century created growing demand for tin in the canning and tinplate industries. The result was a sudden 
and substantial rise in the price of tin, which turned tin mining in the Malay, southern Siamese, and 
southern Burmese states into a highly profitable enterprise. The price of Straits tin on the London 
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Metal Market rose from £79.5 per ton in 1849–1852 to £117.5 in 1855–1874 (Wong, 1965). Tan 
not only traded in tin but also invested directly in tin mining. His tin mining interests extended 
across Perak, Selangor, Negeri Sembilan, Pahang, Chumphon, Yala, and Raman. Beyond tin, he 
also gained mining concessions for gold and gems in Kampong Rusa, Khung (in Chanthaburi), and 
Tak in northern Siam (Wright & Breakspear, 1908).

Firearms
Even before the arrival of Europeans, Southeast Asia had been producing and using firearms. 

But European firearms and gunpowder, which proved more effective, were preferred by local 
rulers and chiefs. Singapore, as a British trading post and free port, became a major center for the 
arms trade, attracting perahus (small trading vessels) from all over the archipelago (Tagliacozzo, 
2005). Firearms were mainly imported from Europe and re-exported to Siam, the Dutch East 
Indies, Cochin China, and the East Malay Peninsula. Siam was the top importer of firearms from 
Singapore. From 1868 to 1883, Siam imported $375,317 worth of firearms and $52,954 worth of 
gunpowder from Singapore; the Dutch East Indies, the second-largest importer, imported $62,737 
worth of firearms and $81,403 worth of gunpowder (Straits Settlements Blue Book, 1868–1883). 
Tan Kim Ching was a major player in this trade, as evidenced by his large fleet of trading vessels, 
his export of 220 muskets to Makassar in March 1858, and his supply of firearms to Syed Ahmad 
(nephew of Dato Klana of Negeri Sembilan) in 1872 (Blythe, 1969). He obtained regular supplies 
from A. L. Johnston & Co., a firearms importer established by William Henry Read and Michie 
Forbes Davidson (Turnbull, 2009).

Opium
Opium was the most lucrative commodity of all. With the growing presence of tin-mining 

and plantation coolies in Southeast Asia from the 1860s onward, the economic value of opium 
became enormous. If opium was a luxury for high-ranking locals, it was a necessity for thousands 
of hardworking coolies, who used it to endure long hours of physical labour and to alleviate the 
pain of injury and illness. Singapore emerged as both a depot for opium imported by the British 
from India and a center for distribution to surrounding states. From 1872 to 1883, Java alone 
imported Benares opium worth $24.3 million from Singapore, while Siam imported the same type 
of opium worth $6.9 million (Straits Settlements Blue Book, 1868–1883). Tan moved across the 
region to bid for tax revenue farms in the western seaboard provinces of Siam (Ranong, Phuket, 
Phangnga, Takuapa, Kraburi) and the Malay states of Perak, Selangor, and Negeri Sembilan. He 
managed to gain control of revenue farms that supplied raw opium to markets along the eastern 
coast and in the Bangkok area for several decades.
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Family and Marriage Networks
Tan’s family network was a crucial source of trust, capital, and labour. His most powerful 

business associate was his brother-in-law, Lee Cheng Tee (李清池), who married Tan’s sister, Tan 
Hay Neo (Song Ong Siang, 1953; Salmon, 2011-2012). Lee was born in Malacca and traded with 
Labuan and Brunei in his early days. He later partnered with Wee Watt Seng to establish Cheng Tee, 
Watt Seng & Co., chop Eng Joo (荣裕号), a trading and shipping enterprise at North Boat Quay 
in Singapore. This company had branches in Saigon, Surabaya, Batavia, and Cheribon, and owned 
at least four vessels: one brig, two schooners, and one steamer (Song Ong Siang, 1953). Together 
with Tan Seng Poh and Seah Cheo Seah, Lee was also a proprietor of the “Alexandra” Gunpowder 
Magazine at Tanah Merah Kechil, which made him a likely supplier of gunpowder to Tan. Lee 
Cheng Tee was also the brother of Lee Cheng Yan and Lee Cheng Hooi, who established their own 
trading and shipping enterprise, Lee Cheng Yan & Co., chop Chin Joo (振裕号). Lee Cheng Hooi 
was a son-in-law of Tan Kim Seng, another wealthy and powerful merchant of Singapore (Song 
Ong Siang, 1953).

Tan’s wife, Choa Hay Neo (蔡霞娘, also known as 孝惠), was a daughter of Choa Ian/Chian 
Leng (蔡延龄), a grandson of Choa Su Cheong (蔡士章), a Kapitan in Malacca (Chng, 1998). The 
Choa family’s business network extended from Malacca and Singapore to Hong Kong and China. 
Choa Choo Bui/Cai Zi Wei (蔡紫薇), a great-grandson of Choa Su Cheong, was an established 
businessman in Hong Kong. Another descendant, Choa Wan Neo, married Tan Chay Yan (陈齐

贤), a pioneer rubber planter and a nephew of Tan Kim Ching. These marriage connections bound 
together multiple wealthy Peranakan families into a single, interconnected commercial aristocracy. 
Tan’s Siamese connections were even more direct. He maintained a Siamese wife, Khun Ying 
Phuan, based in Bangkok, who bore him three children: Tan Siaw Khong, Tan Chun Niao, and 
Tan He Long (Miyata, 2006). This marriage gave Tan a household in Bangkok and signaled his 
commitment to Siam, though, as we shall see, the Khaw family’s deeper local embeddedness 
ultimately outweighed this gesture.

Business Partners: European, Arab, and Chinese
Tan’s English education enabled direct collaboration with two of Singapore’s most influential 

European businessmen: William Henry Macleod Read and Thomas Scott. W. H. Read was probably 
Tan’s closest business partner. Educated in England and France, Read arrived in Singapore in 
1841 at age 22 and joined his father’s firm, Johnston & Co. In 1857, he was appointed the first 
Dutch Consul in Singapore, and in 1867, he became the first Unofficial Member appointed to the 
Legislative Council (Turnbull, 1977). He served as President of the Municipal Commissioners 
for many years. His early business interests in the Malay states and Siam brought him into close 
contact with local rulers, and he had remarkable influence with King Mongkut and with Malay 
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chiefs throughout the Peninsula. One of Read and Kim Ching’s joint ventures was the revenue farm 
system (opium, spirits, and gambling) in Klang, which they gained control of in 1866 (Khoo, 1972).

Thomas Scott arrived in Singapore in 1857 and by the 1870s was a partner in Guthrie & Co., 
one of the largest and most diversified companies in Singapore. He and Read were considered the 
most influential merchants on the island. Scott was among the first appointed Unofficial Members 
of the Legislative Council and served several times as Chairman of the Singapore Chamber of 
Commerce and Deputy Chairman of the Singapore Exchange (The Singapore and Straits Directory, 
1882, 1884). He had wide business interests in Singapore and in the Malay states, and Tan Kim 
Ching was a partner in many of these ventures.

Among local merchants, Tan partnered with Syed Mohamed bin A. Alsagoff, an Arab 
merchant, in forming the Malay Peninsula Prospecting Co. Limited to mine tin in Pahang. The 
Alsagoff family owned one of the largest shipping and trading companies in Singapore, Alsagoff 
& Co., which had a branch in Jeddah. The family was related to Hadjee Fatima, Sultana of Gowa 
in Sulawesi, who owned many ships and prahus in conducting a large regional trade (Wright & 
Cartwright, 1908).

Tan also worked closely with Lim Teck Lian, a Teochew from the Swatow district of China who 
had long experience in the rice-milling industry. Lim took charge of Tan’s business in Siam (Wright 
& Cartwright, 1908). Most importantly, he was Tan’s link to the large and powerful Teochew 
Chinese merchant community in Bangkok, which was distinct from and often in competition with 
the Hokkien community of Singapore. Finally, Tan worked with Teo A Hok (or Koku; 张九臬), 
a Christian merchant from Fuzhou who had extensive business dealings with Japan, the Straits 
Settlements, and Taiwan. Teo was the founder of the earliest Anglo-Chinese College in China 
(Cook, 1907). Through Teo, Tan gained business access to Japan and Taiwan.

Secret Society Leadership
Since the 1860s, Tan Kim Ching was the head of the Hokkien Huay-kuan (formerly Thian 

Hock Keng) and also a leading figure in the Hokkien branch of the Ghee Hin secret society. The 
Ghee Hin of Singapore, which had branches in Borneo and the Malay states, was deeply involved 
in large-scale trade in arms and opium (Tagliacozzo, 2005). By virtue of these two positions, 
the legitimate head of the Hokkien community and the head of its triad network, Tan was styled 
“Kapitan China” by his community, even though the British had abolished the official Kapitan 
system after the formation of the Straits Settlements.

Tan’s secret society connections were not merely ceremonial. The Ghee Hin controlled the 
recruitment and transport of Chinese coolies from China to the tin mines of Perak and Selangor. A 
secret society leader who could deliver coolies to a mine owner was a man of immense practical 
power. Conversely, a leader who could order his followers to withdraw their labour could cripple 
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an entire mining district. As we shall see, this capacity to mobilise or demobilise labour was central 
to Tan’s intervention in the Larut conflict.

Siamese and British Titles
Tan’s formal titles were both a source and a signal of his intermediary role. Appointed Consul 

for Siam in 1854 with the title “Phra Phithetphanit Sayamkit,” he was later made governor of 
Kraburi in 1868, Special Commissioner of the western seaboard provinces in 1875, and finally 
Consul-General in 1883 with the higher title “Phraya Asdongkottitraksa” (Phuwadol, 1986). In 
1886, his son Tan Soon Toh was appointed Vice-Consul with the title “Khoon Rasada Borirax.” 
Simultaneously, the Straits Settlements Government made Tan a Justice of the Peace in 1863, a 
Municipal Commissioner in 1869 (the first year following the passage of the Municipal Ordinance), 
and one of the first five Chinese Justices of the Peace to be appointed Honorary Magistrate in 1872, 
to assist in the administration of justice (Song Ong Siang, 1953).

No other Chinese merchant of the period held comparable dual recognition from both Siam 
and the British Crown. This dual legitimation allowed Tan to present himself as a Siamese official 
when dealing with Malay chiefs (who were traditionally vassals of Siam) and as a British Justice of 
the Peace when dealing with colonial authorities, a classic strategy of transnational arbitrage that 
amplified his influence far beyond what his wealth alone could command.

Tan was also an influential figure in Shanghai. In 1858, he donated 800 taels of silver, the 
largest single donation, to rebuild the Shanghai Quan Zhang Nan Huiguan (上海泉漳南会馆, the 
Southern Association for the Hokkiens of Shanghai), an association established in 1757 to unite 
Hokkien merchants and strengthen their links in Shanghai. Around 1890, in appreciation of his 
donations amounting to thousands of dollars, the Qing government conferred on him the title of 
Daotai (道台) (Leung, 1984).

Case Studies

The case studies below focus on two subjects that have intimate connections with Tan Kim 
Ching’s relations and business ventures. The first case study is concerned with Perak, the Pangkor 
Treaty, and the Singapore-Penang Rivalry, and the second is on Southern Siam and the Khaw 
Network.

Case Study 1: Perak, the Pangkor Treaty, and the Singapore-Penang Rivalry

The Larut Conflict and Raja Abdullah’s Overture
By 1873, the tin-rich district of Larut in Perak had become the site of an extraordinarily 
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complex, three-sided conflict. First, there was a succession struggle between rival Malay claimants 
to the sultanate: Raja Abdullah, Raja Ismail, and Raja Yusof. Second, there was a war between the 
Ghee Hin and Hai San secret societies, which controlled the Chinese coolies working in the tin 
mines. The Ghee Hin supported Raja Abdullah; the Hai San supported Raja Ismail. Third, there was 
an economic rivalry between Penang-based and Singapore-based Chinese financiers. The Penang 
“Big Five” merchant families, namely the Khoo, Cheah, Yeoh, Tan, and Lim clans, had historically 
dominated the Larut tin trade and its associated revenue farms (Wong, 2015). They had close ties 
to the Hai San and to Penang’s Chinese secret society networks.

In 1873, Raja Abdullah, seeking to break the Penang dominance and gain British support for 
his claim to the throne, offered Tan Kim Ching the lease of the Perak River revenue farm. This was a 
shrewd move: by offering the farm to a Singapore-based Hokkien leader with Siamese connections, 
Abdullah hoped to bring in new capital and new political allies. Tan and his business partner W. H. 
Read immediately began lobbying the new British Governor of the Straits Settlements, Sir Andrew 
Clarke, to recognise Abdullah as the legitimate Sultan (Wynne, 1941).

The Pangkor Treaty (1874) as a Singapore Mercantile Victory
The Pangkor Treaty of January 1874 achieved three things. First, it recognised Raja Abdullah 

as Sultan of Perak. Second, it provided for the appointment of a British Resident (James W. W. 
Birch) whose “advice” on all matters except Malay religion and custom was to be followed, the 
conventional starting point of British colonial rule in the Malay states. Third, and crucially for this 
argument, it created the conditions for the centralisation of Perak’s revenue system: a single opium 
farm, a single import-export duty farm, and the elimination of multiple local tax collectors. The 
immediate beneficiary was Tan’s brother-in-law and business representative, Lee Cheng Tee. Lee 
was granted the duty-collecting farm at the mouth of the Perak River for five years at an annual 
rental of $4,000. In early 1875, he was also awarded the opium farm for three years at $96,000 
(Blythe, 1969).

This was not a neutral administrative reform introduced by British officials for reasons of 
efficiency. Under the previous decentralised system, Penang-based Chinese mine owners had 
directly imported raw opium from India, paid duty to local Malay chiefs, and then processed 
and retailed chandu (prepared opium) to their own coolies at considerable profit. The centralised 
Singapore syndicate now inserted itself between the mine owners and the coolies. The syndicate 
imported the raw opium, processed it, and sold it to the mine owners at a price that captured the 
difference between wholesale and retail. Moreover, by holding the tin export duty farm, Lee could 
collect tin slabs from miners in lieu of cash. This gave Tan indirect control over Larut’s tin output 
without requiring him to own or finance a single mine (Wong, 2015).
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Birch’s Financial Entanglements
The appointment of James W. W. Birch as the first British Resident of Perak was not incidental 

to the Singapore syndicate’s success. Before taking up the Perak post, Birch had served as Colonial 
Secretary in Singapore from May 1870. He was a friend of W. H. Read, Tan’s close business 
associate. Both Birch and Read were committee members of the Singapore Sporting Club and the 
Agri-Horticultural Gardens (The Straits Calendar and Directory, 1873). During his time as Colonial 
Secretary, Birch worked closely with Governor Sir Harry Ord and was heavily involved in the 
administration of the opium and spirit farms in Singapore (Khoo, 1955/56). In 1873, he granted 
an extension of the farm contract to the Seng Poh Syndicate for three years without offering it for 
public competition. The Seng Poh Syndicate, also known as the Great Opium Syndicate, controlled 
the opium and spirit farms of Singapore, Johor, Riau, and Malacca since November 1870 (Trocki, 
1990). It comprised Tan Seng Poh, Cheang Hong Lim, and Tan Hiok Nee, and very likely included 
Tan Kim Ching and Lee Cheng Tee as silent partners.

In return for such favours, Birch was given loans from those farmers. By the time of his 
appointment to Perak, Birch was indebted to the opium and spirits farmers to the tune of $9,500-
$10,500, a substantial sum equivalent to several years of a colonial official’s salary (Khoo, 1955-
1956). It was speculated even then that Birch’s grant of the Perak River duty farm and the opium 
farm to Lee Cheng Tee was more than a routine business deal. It may have been a scheme contrived 
by Birch to relieve himself of his desperate financial position. But more importantly, in settling 
the Larut disturbances, the Pangkor Treaty introduced not only British political power but also 
Singapore financial interests into a region where the tin fields and revenue farms had long been a 
preserve of Penang financiers.

The Penang Backlash and the Coolie Exodus
The encroachment by the British Resident and the Singapore mercantile elite on Penang’s 

traditional privileges encountered strong opposition. The Malay chiefs, who lost their rights to levy 
tolls and taxes under the centralised system, protested furiously and threatened to use force against 
Birch. But the more immediate economic response came from Penang.

The leading members of Penang’s Big Five merchant families and their associates withdrew 
their capital from Larut and forced 3,000 to 5,000 coolies to leave Larut for Klang and other states 
(Gullick, 1953). This exodus of coolies caused not only a loss of consumers for the opium farm 
but also a sharp decline in tin production. Lower tin production meant lower export duties for the 
British, and lower revenues for the colonial administration. Birch was forced to compromise: he 
restored the old system under which mine owners could import their own opium, although the 
Cheng Tee Syndicate was still given the lease to collect the export duty on tin and import duty on 
opium. Under Birch’s supervision, the Cheng Tee Syndicate was able to marginalise the interests 
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of the Big Five Penang merchant families in revenue farming and make inroads into the tin mining 
business in Larut.

Birch’s Assassination: Commercial Rivalry or Malay Resistance?
The death of Birch in November 1875 has been the subject of extensive historical debate. The 

standard narrative, found in British colonial histories, presents Birch as a well-intentioned reformer 
murdered by reactionary Malay chiefs (Dato Maharaja Lela and his followers) who resented the 
erosion of their power. Malay nationalist historiography, by contrast, presents Birch as an arrogant 
imperialist who violated Malay custom and was killed in defense of Malay sovereignty.

Neither of these narratives adequately addresses the role of Chinese commercial rivalries. 
The evidence suggests the following chain of events. In July 1875, Malay chiefs, including Sultan 
Abdullah, plotted to kill Birch. Supporters of Raja Yusof approached the Hai San and Kien Tiek 
secret society leaders in Penang to seek their support. However, as Blythe (1969) noted, the secret 
society leaders, who were backed by the powerful Penang merchant families (most likely the Big 
Five), “gave no encouragement” to the plot. They may have been unwilling to risk British retaliation 
so soon after the Pangkor settlement. However, on August 7, 1875, Sultan Abdullah sent his agent, 
Nakodah Ketek (a Perak trader of Batak Rabit origin), to Penang with $2,000 to purchase arms and 
ammunition. Nakodah Ketek returned from Penang to Batak Rabit with ten cases of muskets and 
eighty kegs of gunpowder (Wynne, 1941). The suppliers of these firearms were almost certainly 
among the Big Five families, who controlled most of the firearms trading business in Penang. This 
suggests that while the secret society leaders may not have directly encouraged the assassination 
plot, they were willing to supply weapons to the Malay chiefs, perhaps in the hope that a successful 
rebellion might overturn the Pangkor settlement and restore their lost revenue farms and tin mines.

I want to be precise about the causal claim here. I am not arguing that commercial rivalry 
caused Birch’s assassination. Birch was killed primarily because he had alienated the Malay chiefs 
by abolishing their tax-collection rights and by interfering in the administration of justice in ways 
that violated Malay custom. However, the commercial rivalry between Penang and Singapore 
networks formed the structural context within which Malay grievances escalated into violence. 
Had the Big Five families not lost their revenue farms and tin mines to the Singapore syndicate, 
they would have had no financial incentive to supply arms to the Malay chiefs. Conversely, had 
the Malay chiefs not already been enraged by Birch’s administrative reforms, they would not have 
sought to purchase arms. The assassination was thus overdetermined: both Malay resistance and 
Chinese commercial rivalry were necessary conditions.

The British response was swift and brutal. A military expedition was sent against the Malay 
chiefs involved in the assassination. Sultan Abdullah was deposed and exiled to the Seychelles. 
Birch’s death did not reverse the Pangkor settlement; it only accelerated the consolidation of 
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British control. The Cheng Tee Syndicate, however, did not survive. The coolie exodus and the 
assassination crisis destabilised the revenue farm system. By the second half of 1876, the leaders 
of the Kian Teik Tong-Hai San camp and the Ghee Hin-Ho Hup Seah camp had returned to Larut 
and resumed tin mining, but under British supervision rather than as autonomous Chinese power 
brokers. Tan Kim Ching’s Perak venture was a qualified success: he had helped install a British-
friendly Sultan and secured short-term revenue-farming profits, but the long-term consolidation of 
British rule ultimately marginalised Chinese intermediaries like himself.

Case Study 2: Southern Siam and the Khaw Network

The Bowring Treaty and Tan’s Diplomatic Advantage
Tan’s role as Siam’s Consul in Singapore dated back to 1854, two years before the Bowring 

Treaty of 1855 between Siam and Britain. That treaty, negotiated by Sir John Bowring on behalf 
of Britain and King Mongkut’s government, fundamentally restructured Siam’s foreign trade. It 
abolished the remnants of royal monopolies, equalised duties on Western and Chinese shipping, 
granted extraterritorial rights to British citizens, and allowed the British to import opium for sale 
through a government monopoly (Baker & Phongpaichit, 2005). For Chinese merchants like Tan, 
the treaty had contradictory effects. On one hand, it opened Siam to greater British commercial 
influence, which favoured British subjects (including Tan, as a British-protected person from 
Singapore). On the other hand, the extraterritorial provisions created a legal anomaly: British 
subjects in Siam were subject to British law administered by British consular courts. Tan, as Siam’s 
own Consul in Singapore, occupied an ambiguous position, simultaneously an agent of the Siamese 
government and a British subject. 

From the Siamese perspective, appointing a Chinese merchant like Tan as consul was a 
pragmatic strategy. Tan was a familiar person to deal with, a fluent Thai speaker, and a crucial 
agent in keeping the British at arm’s length. He understood both Siamese and British commercial 
practices and could mediate disputes without either side losing face. In return for his services, Tan 
received significant economic privileges. In 1859, he was granted a special loan of $35,000 from 
the Siamese Royal Household Department to purchase a steamer from France (Phuwadol, 1986). 
He used the steamer to expand his shipping routes between Singapore and Bangkok.

Tan also cultivated personal relationships with the Siamese court beyond purely commercial 
transactions. When King Mongkut wanted a governess to teach English to his children in 1862, 
he sought Tan’s help. Tan introduced Anna Leonowens, who was then living in Singapore (The 
Straits Times, May 20, 1956). Anna’s subsequent career in the Siamese court, immortalised in the 
musical The King and I, began with Tan’s recommendation. In 1871, Tan became the host of King 
Chulalongkorn himself when the young king visited Singapore. The king stayed at Tan’s residence, 
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‘Siam House’, on North Bridge Road (Song Ong Siang, 1953). These personal connections gave 
Tan direct access to the highest levels of Siamese power.

The Western Seaboard Revenue Farms
Apart from his rice business in Bangkok, Tan was particularly keen to gain the revenue farms 

of the south-western Siamese states: Phuket, Ranong, Phang-Nga, Takuathung, and Takuapa. 
These provinces had become increasingly valuable as tin mining expanded. The number of Chinese 
coolies working in the tin mines of Phuket alone grew from a few hundred in the 1850s to over 
10,000 by the 1870s, and the Chinese population on the island reached 45,000 by 1885 (Cushman, 
1991). Tax revenues from these provinces increased accordingly. As governor of Kraburi (a small 
province on the Kra Isthmus), Tan was well aware of this growth.

In 1872, Tan made his first major bid for the monopoly rights in Phuket, offering 320,000 baht 
per year. This was an astonishing sum, almost twenty times the 17,360 baht that the incumbent 
Governor of Phuket had been remitting to Bangkok (Hong, 1984). Tan was essentially offering 
to increase the Siamese government’s revenue from Phuket by a factor of twenty, in exchange for 
the right to collect taxes himself. This was the logic of revenue farming at its most aggressive: the 
farmer gambled that he could collect more than he paid to the state.

But Tan’s bid failed. The Siamese government, at the request of the Governor of Phuket, 
raised the reserve price to 336,000 baht, still below Tan’s offer, but the move signaled that the 
government favored the incumbent. In 1874, Tan returned with an even higher offer: 640,000 baht 
per year. This time, Chuang Bunnag, the powerful Regent who controlled Siam’s foreign affairs, 
intervened personally. Chuang was related to the Governor of Phuket by marriage. He rejected 
Tan’s bid outright and allowed the governor to keep the farm at a new annual royalty of 480,000 
baht (Phuwadol, 1986).

The Khaw Family’s Local Embeddedness
Tan’s rival in southern Siam was Khaw Soo Cheang (1822–1882), a Penang-born Chinese of 

Hokkien descent. Unlike Tan, who remained based in Singapore, Khaw had moved to Ranong in 
the 1840s as a young tin miner. He quickly established himself as the most efficient tin producer 
in the region, and in 1854, King Mongkut appointed him Governor of Ranong, the first Chinese to 
hold such a position in southern Siam (Cushman, 1991).

The Khaw family’s success rested on a strategy of local embeddedness that Tan could not 
match. Khaw Soo Cheang did not merely remit revenue to Bangkok from a distance; he relocated 
his entire family to Ranong, intermarried with local Siamese families, and built a network of 
patron-client relationships with provincial officials. His sons inherited his positions: Khaw Sim 
Kong succeeded as Governor of Ranong in 1874, and other Khaw relatives held governorships in 
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Krabi, Trang, Langsuan, and Phuket (Cushman, 1991). The Khaws became, in effect, a Chinese 
dynastic house serving the Siamese state.

The Khaws also cultivated ties to the Bunnag family, the most powerful noble lineage in 
nineteenth-century Siam. Chuang Bunnag, the regent who rejected Tan’s 1874 bid, was the de 
facto ruler of Siam during King Chulalongkorn’s minority. By marrying into the Bunnag network 
(Cushman, 1991), the Khaws ensured that any challenge to their control of the western seaboard 
farms would be blocked at the highest level.

Tan’s Failed Bids and the Limits of Transnational Power
Tan made one further attempt in 1875, bidding for the monopoly rights in Langsuan and 

Ranong. Again, he failed. Khaw Soo Cheang was allowed to keep the revenue farms with only a 
slight increase in his remittances to Bangkok, and he was permitted to expand his mining operations 
into Langsuan, Chumphon, and Chaiya (Cushman, 1991).

In later years, Tan changed tactics. He formed an alliance with the Kian Teik secret society in 
Phuket, becoming its patron and hoping to use its labour networks to strengthen his bids. In 1878, 
Tan joined with Tan Lian, one of the Kian Teik leaders in Phuket, to bid for the tax farms in Krabi 
(Phuwadol, 1986). This joint attempt was also unsuccessful. The Khaw network was simply too 
well entrenched.

Tan’s repeated bids had antagonised the Khaws and their allies. The governors of Ranong and 
Takuapa retaliated by sending their men to cause trouble in Tan’s province, Kraburi. They engaged 
in acts ranging from robbery to illegal tax collection, disrupting Tan’s business. In 1882, Khaw 
Sim Kong was asked by Bangkok to investigate Tan Kim Ching because Tan had allegedly not 
taken the oath of allegiance to the Siamese king nor paid his taxes (Cushman, 1991). Whether these 
allegations were true or fabricated, their political significance was clear: the Siamese government 
was now treating the Khaws as its trusted agents and Tan as a potential problem.

The Decline of Tan’s Siamese Ventures
By the mid-1880s, Tan’s power in southern Siam had been sapped. He resigned from the 

governorship of Kraburi and shifted his economic interests to other parts of the kingdom. As Special 
Commissioner and Siamese Consul, he still enjoyed access to economic concessions. In 1889, he 
gained tin, gold, and gems mining concessions as well as land for pepper cultivation in Phatthalung, 
a province on the eastern side of the peninsula, outside the Khaw sphere of influence (Phuwadol, 
1986).

These concessions came with a condition: Tan was not to bring in British participation. The 
Siamese government, increasingly wary of British expansion after the 1870s, wanted Chinese 
capital but not British political influence. However, Tan secretly entered into a joint venture with 
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the Dunna Gold Mining Company, a British firm in Calcutta, to operate the tin and gold mines in 
the south. He also transferred the Baw Yat enterprise to a British company for £55,000 (Phuwadol, 
1986).

Tan died in 1892. When the Siamese government discovered after his death that his mining 
operations had been backed by British firms, it revoked his concessions and awarded them to local 
Chinese (Phuwadol, 1986). Tan’s transnational strategy, which had worked so well in the fluid, 
fragmented political environment of Perak, failed in Siam because he could not match the Khaws’ 
local embeddedness. The same skills that made him effective as a broker between jurisdictions 
made him suspect as a permanent resident in any one jurisdiction.

Conclusion: The Rise and Decline of Chinese Merchant-Intermediaries

Tan Kim Ching’s career illuminates both the possibilities and the vulnerabilities of Chinese 
merchant power in nineteenth-century Southeast Asia. At its peak in the 1870s, his authority 
transcended the boundaries of any single colonial port or indigenous state. He moved between 
British and Siamese legal regimes, mobilised Ghee Hin labour networks, negotiated with Malay 
chiefs, and partnered with European, Arab, and Chinese businessmen across dialect groups. This 
was not the narrow “colonial collaborator” model of earlier historiography, nor the culturally 
essentialist “Chinese business networks” model that treats ethnicity as the primary driver of 
commercial success. Instead, Tan's power was structurally contingent on three conditions that were 
specific to the mid-nineteenth century:

First, the fragmentation of political authority in the Malay Peninsula created opportunities for 
private intermediaries. In Perak, there was no single sovereign with a monopoly on force; there 
were rival sultans, rival secret societies, and rival port cities (Penang and Singapore). Tan exploited 
these divisions to insert himself as an indispensable broker.

Second, both the British and Siamese states relied on Chinese revenue farmers to monetise 
their expanding territorial claims. Neither state had developed a modern bureaucracy capable of 
collecting taxes directly. Revenue farming was not a colonial gift to Chinese capitalists; it was a 
structural necessity for states that wanted to extract revenue without incurring the administrative 
costs of direct collection. Tan’s wealth and power were thus not merely a function of his own 
entrepreneurial skill but of a particular stage in the development of colonial and indigenous state 
capacity.

Third, the permeability of borders allowed merchants to arbitrage between jurisdictions. Tan 
could obtain firearms from Europe through Singapore’s free port and re-export them to Siam or 
the Malay states without paying prohibitive duties. He could ship rice from his Bangkok mill to 
Singapore and then re-export it to the Dutch East Indies. He could move coolies from China to the 
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Larut tin mines under Ghee Hin protection. Each of these movements crossed jurisdictions, and 
each was facilitated by the absence of the kind of tightly controlled borders that would later become 
the norm.

The decline of Tan’s model of power was underway even before his death in 1892. In the 
Straits Settlements, the British were moving to phase out the revenue farm system and to criminalise 
secret societies following the 1890 Societies Ordinance. In Perak and the other Malay states, 
the appointment of British Residents after 1874 gradually reduced Malay chiefs and Chinese 
intermediaries to subordinate roles within a colonial bureaucracy. In Siam, King Chulalongkorn’s 
administrative reforms (the Thesaphiban system) after 1892 abolished the autonomous power of 
provincial Chinese governors like the Khaws, integrating them into a centralised ministry structure.

Tan was among the last Chinese figures who could credibly claim to be a “Kapitan” in both 
colonial and indigenous registers. His successors, Lim Boon Keng, Song Ong Siang, and the 
generation of Straits Chinese who entered the Legislative Council, the Municipal Commission, 
and the professions, exercised influence through civic associations, newspapers, and formal 
colonial institutions, not through secret societies, revenue farms, or cross-border armed force. The 
transnational intermediary was a creature of a transitional political economy. To reconstruct his 
career is not to romanticise a lost world of Chinese merchant power but to understand how the 
making of colonial and national boundaries in Southeast Asia systematically foreclosed the very 
strategies that had once made figures like Tan Kim Ching indispensable.

The transnational lens matters because it forces us to ask different questions. Instead of asking, 
“Was Tan a collaborator with British colonialism?” we ask, “How did Tan manipulate multiple 
colonial and indigenous states simultaneously?” Instead of asking, “Was Tan a Hokkien or a Straits 
Chinese leader?” we ask, “How did Tan build alliances across dialect and ethnic lines?” Instead of 
asking, “Did Tan succeed or fail?” we ask, “Under what structural conditions was his kind of power 
possible, and why did those conditions disappear?” These are the questions that a transnational 
history of Chinese merchant-intermediaries in Southeast Asia must pursue.
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