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SINGAPORE'S FIRST BANKS 

In 'tie early 19th arrtury. wI""oen Stamfon:l Rirffles first ~ foot 
on SIngapore, It WiI5 essentially a small fishing vlllilge whose 
I3identI relied mairly on Ilirter tr.lde for goods and seMCES. 
Soon aftI!r Raffles established SIngapore as an ~ POrt. 
trading !lctivities elIPinded rapidly; and "there IVIur.llly arose 
a need for b;mking facilities to support the grrtNing numtler 
of traders .II>d rnercI\IInts on the isl~nd. 

It was first suggested "!hat a bank be esIiibIished in Singapore 
in t833. HOWfMlr, it was not until 1840 that a branch of 
the Union Bank of Calcutta was opened here. The bank 
offered merchants advances on goods to be imported, up 
to thre-fourths of theirvalue at an interest r.rte of 9 percent 
It also pR7Jlded loans against bullion, up to gO per cent of 
its value. with an interet rate of 7 percent. Other bank5 
subsequently opened branches In Singapore -the Oriental 
Bank in 1846. the Mercantile Bank of India in 1855. 
Nederlilndsche Handel MaatscNapy In 1857, Charb!red 
Bank in 1859, ilnd the Hong Kong and Shanghili Bilnk 
In 11166. 

In the begiMing, "these bIInk5"M)1'(! ~blished prirTlllrily for 
the China trade. Their business IWli confined to plllYiding 
traM finandng and turrenr::y exchInge 5!!I"Vices for traders 
and mel"l:N.n15 plying their trade in the region, and their 
main dierrteie was the European mercantile rommun~ 

Vllhen it came to deaingWti1 Chinese trilders and merdlarr15. 
each bank found It expedient to hire a local mlddlemin 
known iI5 the comprildor (Portuguese for 'buyer'). The 
binks lent money to Chinese merthants and traders throu!tl 
the r:ompr?ldoi; who was responsible for every Chinese 
account opened. The comprador was also responsible for 
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hiring and milnaging all loal staff. In the early days. 
cornpRKIatsWB1l men wt1h good connectlans and established 
filmily backgrounds. 

Unti the beginning of the 2011\ century. the banking system 
in Sing"lX'~ CQniIisted manly of EUPOpe.Jn bIInk5. It ~s only 
at the bun of the 2ot" century thit. the fllSl: IociiI banks were 
e5bIbiished. Kwong Yikllank _s the fm Chinese bank: It 
was set up in 1903 byWoog Ah Fook and sewrill Cantonese 
businessmen. "The blink's $I)f'o"i(t$ inck.ded banking faditi(!$, 
mortgages and loans. mel its client1!le was mainly Chinese. 
The $l)(X)nd Cnine$(! blink. Sze fili Tong BlInk. _ set up 
in FeblUilry 1906. One of its directors, Tiln Swi Phiau, also 
held the important pclIition of comprador to Netherland5 
India Commercial Bank. 

THE RISE OF AGENCY HOUSES 

Another source of finance for many businesses were agency 
houses such. Guthrie & Co. E$Ulb~!Ihed in the 19th century 
by colonial pioneers, these companies hid started off a5 
trading businllSses, but later divl!!rsilil!d into non-trading 
businesses such as banking ilnd finance. 
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G~' Co .• ftr i 6tlla. st.k'd off" .. """"'~ 
estabIlstllnlrrl As tnt ~ lCautd MHb from the 
proftb. It ",..,. flam Itdlg..::lMUH,. It ,M 'W to mIb 
good UR of tM ~...o bJ ",ooWii"" tiflolllC:e: fur 
oIIlII" .,...-, buIftB .......... sudI. buiIdin9 rmon.s 
n", •• nSio ......... . tkoptMded ... lO...--
iUdJ as ... 1.11" " &'IIi IIItibtr CI.HIrioI I fib IMyslllB. 

ENTER THE CHlmARS 

0IttsicII tt. ....m of EIM'OPN"I bn:s Ind ~ Iiouw5. 
III. ChittiM' _ ... 111, rncm promh"llnt prot.Sl ion..l 

rnorIe)'!endIm. "They ....... ." 1rrI 1~ (a. of merd1 .. b 
from Soulh nile who hid O'o'ti"WnI INbIiIhId a nIputIItion 
In th.1l1id of COIIU"'iQi tnd 1~. Alihi EuropNnS 

expanded tMir mlan lll ~ in ~st Asi. in the 
Ig1h Clrrtuiy; "thI chlttill"ll hid 11110 .. ndld "thIir rwI'MIIt. 
throughout tlw ... glfln. 

""lOAd be tn.ged on the .mount mentioned In th 
pIUIIimory. f the W IO __ did not nIpA'jI tilt ~ .-.d 
intett!lt on the dIoe elite. the .moun1 <Med would be 
.u~" rt 1 10 aJII'4IIiw h pNxipIII and aoawd 
inteI'eIt. Mid. high:s ~ would be chIfged. 

., Itncing 10 ft chIt:im. the [_ bInb __ .. 

to puf.t from the Ioc.1I aid: miIbt MIh I mud'! '"'-ad 
risk. AI. the same tirne.1oaI baH !I"II got MUD to CIPiIII 
flam "the Ei'ql'9'l bnis,. ¥ot!ktI wou'd""" 'w '"- bwI 
1rInIi1lll*. Most of tile Cllinne trICIm and merdIrot!J 
__ ..... n hence 1ImId 10 tM cI»tIIIrs hsIHd of 
binb, as it il'l'JMd frwerformlllities, In! hm:e n minimII 
documentMion. 

&r the !Me 191" century. t he chettiIrs _ II'P\OI"Ig IN 
_Ithiest. rnembtr5 of 1111 CDrMIUI'1it): ~r. mClrl of 
them led. simple lifesi;yle. as ilustrlted In th, follClWing 

dB:Jipiion 01 d1111i11"11 n..ty ZrJtt 

By the end of the 19li' c;enwry, Ihe 
chltti'l"II hid bicom. I formld.bl, 
foro! in the bulinlSl of motIl)'I.roding 
in Singapo .... hIVing 1I.r;t .mO<Jl1tJ 
of apltliit th.1t comm.nd. Mlny 
d1ettiii1"ll1Oee "III'r"Ib r:J wtaIthy ~ 
in Dill who _ h rTIIin 5OI.II'Q of 
apbI . 1Iwt IiIsa rna LIM of CIpltal 
1rom IocIII ~ M"Id ElA'OOflll 
binD. obuoin ing ~ from tht 
lwbCl'l ~ noB s9"e:I byl\!iO 
Of mOf. d UllliIrs . ThI _nU 
"odbybbrisonh dell.'" 
notes drjIaided an the HandiIg of 
11-. dOlUiri who!ignld them. 

lMEY ARE AMONGSTTHE WEALTHIEST 
MEMBERS OF THE COMMUNITY. BUT 

THEY LIVE INA VERY SIMPLE WAY. 
lMEIR DRESS CONSISTS MERELY OF A 

STRIP' OF MUSUN a.oTH WOUND 

century Singapen: 

"They Ire amongst the _1Ih~ 
memb'i"li of th. mmmunl~ but 
they IiIoe In • ~ !limple -.y. Thel, 
dI"I5s mnsisb m .... ~ of I rtrip of 
m.&Iin doth WlIUnd IooRIy round 
tMir limb, and a pIir ollaithtr 
~. "- ... -*" ItEyrilln 
_ a gold wirI iOln:I " ntO: 
with • maui¥e QoId omamen1 

illtMjBl to l. ~1IID7i 01_ 
pul'liltie.ny of \he kaurits of 
.,. t $ I. dr.iDIion. bt.t?totr .II*'d 
.... _of Ii'O'WyGfi tht IIndu 
Tim"" whic.h tb)' 1tWnd.· 
IVi"'Jit. 1-. p.141). 

lOO5B. Y ROUND lMEIR UMBIS AND A 
P'AlR OF !.£ATHER SANDALS. ASNI 
OII:NAMENT THEY OFTEN WEAl!:. A 

GOlD WIRE ROUND THE NEOC WITH A 
MASSIVE GOlD ORNA.M:NT ATTAOiEO 

TO IT. TliEY SELDOM OR NEVER 
I'tMCHASE ANY Of THE lUXURJES Of 

WDTEIDI CMl.lZATlON. BIIT THEY 

5PDtD LoWiE SUMS OFMOHEY at THE 
HINDU "TEWl.E WHICH THEY ATTEND. 

In faIN CaIB, bInb WDUId hsIsI on 
I penOMI lIuwlnlee jrom 1M 

_ Onu~ ol Chetl!lr5ln ... - I~"t~~_., timet 

c:Nttiars. __ "stvott. · 01 htId ushiIr,. an Idditiuilil 

~ian. NiMrlhIIISI, fCi 11"l_1r-lIusio'.-lpIlIide 
iIIid rwpWtion of"thl dlttti8l"ll. 'Nt ttw kun incun.:l by 
.... binIai In dNIn!I with u...... __ nII~ smIII rwrtgh1. 
1901!1. P. 14\ ). The I!iOI'IeY obtaineG flom t-'" _ t~ 

IIrrt 0lII to IIIt1m. such. Chin .. trfdll"ll,at ~ r.tD 

"' ... -
The d'etti'~5 lew-. ope,.u.d In \~ following ""nn~r. The 
bo~lMIuld III nlqulnld to 'ign • promiaory not.. mel 
Ihl' was con,ldliWd ,lIffIcl,nl1or "".11 100n'lnd Io.iins 
gnirited without mltftfll. For II'!Itr amounts. jMeb, gold 
01 lind tid. dMd, WI'" hIId • mU.llral. 

The Imcunt Ictuilly IWCIIIIId b)' thl ~rlMluld be las 
tMn tNt stma on the pn:mtS!OrY note. A nM 01 intenm 

,. 

ollklliicl for UII"Y and 1IbtIId. 
"SIPJkIcb 01 the ~"(Wright,1908, p.219). Thii_ not 
hIIpId by the fact thiil clil'lliar5 __ nat slow to bring 
~ tomurtto ~ to... lI!I'eemenb.indeed. It_ 
a common Si)'ing I~ chtttiirs sptn1 Nit time bit'" , 
the biinb tnd the court. 

ARAB, CHINESE AND 
SIKH MONEYLENDERS 

Apiirt from tfle che\tilor$. there we'UlfCi ArJb. C~ltlttuna 
Sikh moneyiendeB. Chinest montyl.nd'l"II rang.-:l from 
wealthy businl!5Smen to ttiner.nt monll!ylend,rs UJd1 '$ 

shopkeepel1" who prwidId 1m • • owdt. n-mcnc,'Il" 
oftfln prcMded I sauro! ol c.1pillil for Chin"",. ImmIgl'lnu 



IhTlMUT O. T'" u~u~. o • .. "a ........ • 10 .. 1$23.24 , TO 1836-37. n,lu"lIy fell batt on IIIe 
trlditionll prl,l lu of 
p. OocUIg. 

I. 110 I. I ... ,. 

SRa IN urIy 19'" c.nwry. 
pw b ... OO .......... t.n 
Mko. lIIiId"'SiI~ ttw, 
serwd 1I5 .I ftlUlU d __ 
for 111~ Irlthh coloni.1 
~nlmWon, wIIld\ hid 
-*"*d the prxtcr 01_ 
mrq. 1hII ~ __ hoking 
the arotrKtl 01 ~ fwms 
ttw _ right tD s.n q:ium 1M 
spirib. reI.,....".~ 
MIl ~lWIIbroIr:ing tM,alntuu 

. ,. .. . '" 

to set up smlll bu.lnm.,. though not III businl5HI 
did_II: 

• After mmpletlng their ~ mon1hs u SiIRhJ, ITIWIY get 
11'1 .t.rv::I of money from town IhopkftpllS, dHr I pilei 
of fU"l5I.lIond. pI.,n. wegNbIes, piIrIUir-. rellnd~ II. fm, 
lind ~ glmbitr 1M P'PPII'; undIf~ \jCNei . 1m 
~ flnSllends ... lIMn ( iIlMd ~ ~ted. ..,.;I 
I grlnt obuoiMd In pII"JIt"tUity from ttw stD. n. ~1TlI 
Ill! so slow, ..-.d the UKliont; of the rronoI!Y Iendeol: .so 
IU'i '!III Ito IhIt In I ...... ~ Iht q "Ibn .. ton:.d tel .. 
~ t.nd II) I$l¥ their Ct",hOl~. HottiIIm til! often the 
~. ('IaIgIvI. 1'1'9, P.15.). 

"It. SIkM __ IN. MO\fttcI from I'\qIb ID go 10,..,. 
to __ ellCllilEmt:I" N the Sith cannuniIy in Sir1MIOll! 
8p11\d1d • .I nurnt.r d them wtnt 11110 the busNs of 
ffDiCrk rdiljj, ¥ItIidI_ no: I dIfIkutI trwie ., INm lIIld ............... 
l/nIike 0Ww:se _ Sikh 1I'OIi8)4r:,1Iiet\, IIlIb "OC)It,deI. 
1...:1 to i¥!lid IIIlImio: plol'II:IitIcMlI on intaa'I d.,lingo. ~ 
tI!Iied on athH rTI/I~ 1UdI. making Ide of o'MI _. 
for their ma.ndiI '\IldMf ... 

THE FIRST PAWNSHOPS 

klr ttw ITIIJority of tha popI.Ilrdon, tnt ITIOI1 MSIly moillbll 
lending ftcility In times of need _ UlC p.IIwn.hop. The 
pIWI"Ibroking bUlln .. , which Nd I long history in Chinl. 
wlS brought trI Slnglpl:lft by Chirww Immigl'llrrtli. AI Ih! 
only blnkl_lIlblaln thl "~r dlp_ EUI1l~ .. n lind 
mrat of IhI Chin,. Immlgl'llnu .poke 00 Englil.h, thl!y 

=='=='====' 
~, Ihi. COII""lItnCl of 
p.IIwnbroking with ,,,mbling, 
drlnimg Ind opU'n '1I!oId putik 

concerns. Ind as I I1ISUI!. the colonllllldmln"tr~lon 
Introduced the Regullilans for Pawnbrok8r ShoPliIn 1 a22 
to regulate plwnbroklng IctivitilS In SlnglPOI1I . Tht 
regullllons made p.IIY<<1b101:1ng IlDn!a:IlI1Ida Ind JePWIIId 
it "an IIlmblill!! ~ opium concasIons. 

1-IIlINewr, in 11130, InstHd r:I issuing IicInas "to k\dMI:IIJiII 
~ .. the cok:rilII~"'" dtdded ID '-" 
to !hi! farming systIm by gMng !hi pNriIIaktr,.".. b 
~right to f\II'O 1f'e PI ,boblg~. DtKtibioog 
!hi pI",obtolcilig one In ~ JolIn c-on, WI 
ediIDr of llw! SltlilS r_ in Ifv, ll11iCll. __ tNt 'in 
Singipon! .... wIW"IlhIn .. not 100.000 101ft. tto. 
larmetcan .... IIftITIU'n of 4!iBt. I mMIh lOr I OIiOioopolJ 

r:l1ht.,. , .......... (CMrIIf1lr\, l865,pJl8). 

The '-*'II ...... ofIIRd.1otw IIMIICIgIS few tht CI:5IcriII 
.. ,.iItI ..... fimIw, br IIM'III 'the~. ~ iIrmet' 'the 
DdLShoe rI!totlo IlpIfI'llIht pMnbrotIrl'll busN.u, h_ 
... to iMlid hMisl to rn.IIge lW"nbli .. «ingldMties lind 
mllKtin; cIuf!I from pi'MIbrokIrJ. 

SIcondI); I~ farming system Nnded to brlO'IQ abclo<t hightt 
11IYfiIUe, since Intel1lstld ~ bidd4d highly "to 
51IlCU"II! the piI'NI"Ibd;ing flmu.. ~( thill'liYd ((w'CIIIfIS 

lhithr! system tended to I&JIt i1 high rn..t r-. bK.a .. 
p.IIWI'Ibrol:ers natul1llly dlIrgId 1"h:1I1I"tO mM! the high ..,,11. 
The issuing of licenC!5 WiIS.., .. I t.t1Ir solution to IcJIIp 
Int:l!rest rat:I!!i low. 

This _. pelpe\ulll d~ernn. for the edeni.1 IdmlnlJll1ltion. 
Ind In the ensuing decades, it oscilllt.d ~n _nut 
firming and regullotion by licensing. This continued lI"tII 
Ig34, when the colonill gO¥lrnment ImpIlmMlted. nllW 
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sy5Iem, in which pawnbroker..;' licence5 'Mlre g~ on, 
tender system. 

The first pawnshop In Slngilpore WIIS Sheng He DMIg 
(H!!f), set up by t.r1 Qiu5hiln (ULIr) and a few p.JIrtners. 
In 1878, He l'tIane Shl ( lII .. tt,; ) obtained the first 
Pi\WI1brokin!1 fann from the Straits Sfttlemeni5 gcMI"nment. 
He operil1ed elghl ~hops and 
Pilid an annual fee of $200 fa- eiId1, 
In Ihe Nrly dilys. the pilWnbroking 
business WilSdominillred by Hokkiens 
and Teochews, two of the I;lrgesl 
di.lect groups .mong the Chinese 
imnigr.mts. 1-IaMw~ they_inr 
superseded by the Hilklcas. Bv 1941, 
then! were 26 piwnshops, 24 
of whith we~ owned by H,klcl5. 

N. the beginning d"hl! 2~ antury; 
many of the plWllbrokers iIso went 
into the b;mking business. For 
Instance, when Kwong Ylk Blnk_ 
first estab~shed in 1903, five of the 
bank's 11 dlreClclIs were ploprl!'tcn 
of piwnshops, including the 
managing director, liIIm WeI Foog. 

~nshops remilined lin importJnt 
50Urce of lending for the community 
at!llrge unt~ recent'"!$. Unlike the 
iffluent dass, mast people did nat 
own !lind nor ath!!r recogni!llld assets 

agiinst which they could borrow 
from the banks. 'ltlhiie they dll1"ged 
higher interestthiln iny otherforml 
of commerdal cl'l!!dit, pawnshops 
!llilbled people without lirge assets 
to barrow money for weddings, 
funerals or 1estiYiI1s. 

HUI (f<) 

The huiWiS another popular SIUa! 

of lending among local Chinl!5f!. In 
Weslern lerms, the hui WilS 

commonly referred to IS 'tor1tine' , 

an annuity sdleme named after Neapolitan banker I..on!nzo 
Tonti, who started the scheme In FilInce around 1653. 

" 

Uke the tontine, the hui _ , form of IaiIn awcxiiltion set 
up for mutuil assisliince. Eildl member would pay a fixed 
"",ountto the hui every month, ,nd eiOd1 month, a different 

member h,d the use of the toliIl ,mount collected. Tho:;e 
who wanted to use the money Ihit month would bid for 
the prMlege, wilh lhe member offering the highest inter'e$\:, 
securing Ihe lOin. 

The mlmbtnhlp sIzI! of, hulr.-ged from 10 1D 60. Mlmblni 
met fa- the monlhly 'dr-mg', which _ usu;111y held it 

the beginning of the month it 
the org;lniser's ~dence. AI the 
meeting, members Wnde~ for 
"tie lOin by pmng sips of p.JIpeI" 
10 the orgirllser stitlng the rate 
of inte~ they~. The cU1 
w.lS then collKt.cl and handed 
over to the highest bidder. 

The orgilniser often gal a fee 
called tell pall (JIk.) for bmging 
Ihe partidp.JInts together. In Ihe 
w1y years, lICCOunt tJOolcs well! 

rill!ly kept is the organisers or 
managers ~ often llilteritl!. 
They kept record of members' 
obligations and liabilities by 
'numerals, dots. circles ilnd 
crosses (WI/S8n .yam)' (Koh, 

1938, p.xi), Subsequently, it 
bKime a common pridlce to 
issue members with ICcount 
books ailed ""'" Pol! ( H ), 
on which organisers would 
acknowledge the contributions 
reteived from members. 

However, the hui hid its risks -
.dvances were given without 
coIlatera~ and participants were 
sLJSa!pUble to risks such 85 the 
death or default of merrbers, or 
the f.llure of the headsman to 
pay ~ the "-IlDaiption collected. 
More!M!r, p.JIrtlclpants were not 
p~d by law, even though 
written iCcounls could be 
IAt'!eIlte<I by the org;lnilerlo the 
subscribers; the Societies 
OrdininCe made any loan 

moc:iatian wiII110 or rrKft members unliwful if un~istered. 

De5pite the risic5, the hui w.lS a palAllar 50urce of lending 
for Iocil Chinese who had little i1CC1!5!1lo banks or IDUld not 
offer millli!raI. "The common folk I'l!!lied an it 8sa source of 
lending to meet emefV!OCY or short-lenn needs, such is 



hOlPilll1 bills or children's weddings, ,nd sm,1I Chir"oe'ie 
!rllders relied on it for their credit needs. 

For those wIIi1 surplus asets. tile hLlf acted like. "savings 
blink' thf.1 offen!d II higher rate of inlere5l than IliInks. The 
hLlf was lI!portediy very popull r among the "MlIIIen folk, 
who 5iIW it as II mNn5 to invest lind inaN5e their Silvings. 
II WIIS SlIld Ihlll "nine oul of every 10 IImllhs lind 
Ih= oul of ewry 10 nonyas' ~ members of a hui. 
{Koh, 1 !l311, p . .xIO 

Among tr.e 1(Qi Indillns. 1here _I iooIIn .-odJtion sirriler 
to Ihe Irui, tillied kIIIoo or 1aJthu. Hc7tNever, there WilS no 
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