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Chapter 8 
A New Profile Of Community And Business 1928-1941 

After two decades in which the modern state bureaucratic machinery was constructed and the 
socio-economic transformation involving the Chinese business communities was engineered, 
the initial political and legal confrontation between the British-Malay state and Chinese 
entrepreneurs gradually gave way to internal co-ordination and stability. However, this 
pleasing situation was only short-lived. The main state agenda was now mainly inexorably 
influenced by the world-wide Great Depression and the shadow which events leading to the 
impending World War II was casting. 

In this chapter, the examination of the Chinese community will be continued by tracing new 
developments in its business networks in this period. This chapter consists of three parts: (1) 
the new profile of Chinese business elite; (2) the changing rice milling business; and (3) the 
pawn-broking business networks in the 1930s. 

1 The New Profile of Chinese Business Elite 

The fluctuations in the world economy and the Chinese family business administration began 
to bring changes in the profile of the Chinese business elite. This is just another manifestation 
of a natural economic and social law. The decline of an old elite and the emergence of a new 
occur in any human society, it is just the tempo of the phenomenon which contrasts. The 
Chinese communities in colonial societies in Southeast Asia are no exception to the rule. 
Radical, new forces of change disrupt economic relationships based on such ties as kinship, 
clans and partnership. In the case of the most important Penang-Kedah Chinese business 
communities, many of their members like the Lim Leng Cheak and the Lim Boon Haw 
families, were driven into bankruptcy in the time of the Great Depression. A new Chinese 
business elite, the Lim Lean Teng family, rose to prominence and took the place of the Lim 
Boon Haw family, while weathering the storm, the Choong family continued to prosper in the 
1930s. 

The Collapse of the Lim Leng Cheak Family Business 
The decline of Lim Leng Cheak family has been discussed in previous chapters (Chapter 6 
and 7). This is a good point to take a closer look at the process. In 1926, the widow of Lim 
Leng Cheak, Tan Say Seang, became the sole owner of the deceased Lim Leng Cheak Estate 
and took over all the debts and liabilities. But a change at the helm did not mean the financial 
difficulties of this family business was over. The illiterate old widow was forced to take this 
burden on her shoulders in the hope of maintaining the status of the founding father's 
enterprise. Matters were in a sorry state. The family had been entangled in a series of court 
cases. The estate was being pressed by the Indian Chetties. For instance, in 1926, in the civil 
suit No. 145/43, Lim Eow Hong was sued by T.S. Mutiyat Chetty in Kedah, administrator of 
the estate of Saminathan and Sidabram Chetties deceased. Lim Eow Hong was ordered to 
appear before the court for the recovery of a debt of $69,354.08 with costs and plus 8% 
interests. It was announced that a whole piece of land with an area of 1495 relongs, a 
property registered under Lim Eow Hong's name, listed in suralputus Nos. 330 to 334 in the 
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ï mukim of Padang China, Kulim, would be put up for public auction on 9 August 1926. 
These debts were taken over and paid by the mother of the defendant, Tan Say Seang, who 
later applied for prospecting rights on the land titles.2 In 1927, to satisfy his demand' T.S. 
Ramanathan Chetty obtained an order from the court of second division in Kedah to sell the 
rubber estate belonging to the said Tan Say Seang. On the offensive, Tan Say Seang managed 
to appeal to the court of first division which granted one month's stay of sale. However, this 
was later revoked by the Kedah appeal court. This court ordered that the sale should'take 
place within three weeks of 18 February 1927.3 

With the onset of the Great Depression in 1929, almost everybody was in great financial 
difficulties and everybody was feeling the pinch. In the same year, Lim Eow Thoon and Tan 
Say Seang were jointly sued by the family's close friend and partner, Lim Boon Haw, a very 
prominent merchant and the president of the Lim Kongsi. They were charged for the recovery 
of a sum of $11,100, alleged to be the balance of money lent by Lim Boon Haw plus interest 
from 27 October 1927.4 As the Great Depression worsened in 1931 the family business 
lurched into another critical stage. In the civil suit No.227/1349 (the year 1930-1931), Lim 
Eow Thoon was sued by the brothers Cheah Tatto and Cheah Tat Jin, although Cheah Tat Jin 
was a son-in-law of Lim Leng Cheak (married to the daughter of another secondary wife). 
In this suit, judgement was given in favour of the Cheah brothers for $135,720 plus further 
interest. In the execution of the decree, Lim Eow Thoon's Seh Lim Estate in Kulim was put 
up for sale on 20 December 1931. This was brought by Cheah Tatto and Cheah Tat Jin.5 

Right in the middle of the hard times experienced by the family, the elderly matriarch passed 
away. 

These were the twilight years of a socio-economic phenomenon and the Chinese family 
business empire was on the decline. The times of the grand executive managers, such as Goh 
Boon Keng and Lim Eow Hong, had passed. But, as an important established elite, the 
prominent Chinese business families had already made their mark within the local Penang 
Chinese society. The tradition of the Chinese big family business continued to be carried on 
by the new-comer, Lim Eow Thoon. The changing profile of the family management is 
clearly reflected in the new breed of representatives of the Penang Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce for the period 1903-1941 (see Table 8.1). In 1927, Lim Eow Thoon was appointed 
a municipal commissioner on the nomination of the Straits Chinese British Association 
(SCBA).6 Through the intervention of the same association, Lim Eow Thoon was re-elected 
a municipal commissioner for another term (1930-32). In December 1932, Heah Joo Seang 

1 Kedah Government Gazette, 1926, Vol.3, No.2, p.3. 

2 SUK/K 369/1347. 

3 SE, 24 August 1927. 

4 SE, 17 April 1929. 

5 SUK/K 2800/1350; SUK/K 3813/1350. 

6 PGSC. 13 January 1927; SE, 13 January 1927. 
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Table 8.1 : A List of Changing Representatives on the Committee of Penang Chinese Chamber of Commerce 
1903-1941 

Period Term Name 

1903-1904 1903-04 Goh Boon Keng 

1904-1918 1904-05, 1906-07, 1907-08, 1908-
09, 1910-11, 1914-15, 1915-16, 

1917-18 

Lim Eow Hong 

1918-1920 1918-19, 1919-20 -

1920-1941 Every Term Lim Eow Thoon 

Source: BinZhou ZhongHua ZhongShangHui ZhiXi JiYan TeKan 1903-78 (Memorial Publication of Penang 
Chinese Chamber of Commerce 1903-78), National Press Sendirian Berhad, Penang, 1978. 

succeeded Lim Eow Thoon as the president of the SCBA, Penang. Both Lim Eow Thoon and 
Heah Joo Seang were nominated as candidates for the SCBA in the election for the new 
municipal commissioner. Lim Eow Thoon was defeated and Heah Joo Seang was elected by 
a majority of twenty-one votes.7 Lim Eow Thoon was not defeated for long and soon secured 
the nomination of the Penang Chinese Chamber of Commerce and continued to be municipal 
commissioner for a third term (1932-35). In 1935, Ong Chong Keng competed against Lim 
Cheng Ean to be chosen as the candidate for the Chinese Chamber. Ong Chong Keng won 
the election to succeed Lim Eow Thoon, who was unable to offer himself for re-election 
owing to pressure of work.8 In 1941, Lim Eow Thoon was elected the vice-president of the 
Chinese Chamber. 

There was a further important change in the family business during this period. As mentioned 
a little earlier, the mother, Tan Say Seang, died on 19 September 1930,9 while the brother, 
Lim Eow Hooi, died in October 1932.10 After he retired from business because of 
bankruptcy Lim Eow Hong was employed by the Ban Tin Lam in around 1928. He was put 
in charge of the Insurance Department. In 1931, Lim Eow Hong was granted a discharge from 
his bankruptcy. He seemed to have had many irons in the fire. Besides working for the Ban 
Tin Lam, in 1926, he was also employed as manager on the late Lim Boon Haw's estate on 
a salary of $200 per month. Perhaps he had dreams of restoring the family fortune, as in early 
1938, Lim Eow Hong was suspected of being involved in one of the biggest rubber smuggling 
cases in local history. Eight Chinese and one Malay were accused of this offence. Lim Eow 
Hong was the principal accused. He was charged with the importation of 5,880 kg. of rubber 

7 SE, 3 & 7 December 1932; PGSC, Weekly Mail Edition, 9 December 1932. 

8 SE, 30 December 1935. 

9 SE, 20 September 1930. 

10 Lim Eow Hooi was educated at Penang Free School and the Dollar Academy, Scotland. He had two sons 
Lim Keng Teong and Lim Keng Hock and two daughters. See SE, 10 October 1932. 
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from Kedah into the Settlement of Penang without a proper certificate of origin from Siam, 
and with having made use of false certificates of origin for the purpose of smuggling. After 
cross-examination in court, Lim Eow Hong was acquitted, having unsatisfactorily been 
discharged because of lack of evidence that he was a partner in the involved chops.." 

The Bankruptcy of Lim Boon Haw Family 
Running parallel with the decline of the Lim Leng Cheak family, the prosperous era of the 
Lim Boon Haw family in the Penang-Kedah Chinese business community was also drawing 
to a close. Under the impact of the Great Depression of 1929-1933, Lim Boon Haw's estate 
was pushed into a crisis. After the death of its founding father in 1933, the Lim Boon Haw 
Estate was declared bankrupt. His children found themselves immediately faced by a court 
case. An examination of this case discloses at least three aspects of relationships and conflicts: 
namely those between Lim Boon Haw and Lim Seng Hooi; between the Lim Kongsi and Lim 
Boon Haw; and between the executors of Lim Boon Haw and the trustees of the Lim Kongsi. 
The case also reveals the involvement of close Chinese business partnerships and 
organizations. It is difficult to identify which traditional element played the more essential role 
in these Chinese enterprises, particularly when the parties involved included the clan 
association, the Lim Kongsi, which actually functioned as an economic organization, a conduit 
to accumulate capital and a place to share the partnership. Criss-crossing these Chinese social 
organizations and inextricably linked to them were the Chinese economic networks. These 
economic networks under the cover of the clan association, the Lim Kongsi, involved many 
elite Chinese families in the Penang-Kedah community, such as the Lim Leng Cheak family, 
the Phuah (Lim) Hin Leong family, the Lim Boon Haw family, and the Lim Seng Hooi 
family. 

Lim Boon Haw and Lim Seng Hooi were good friends. They were president and vice-
president of the Lim Kongsi respectively. According to the evidence given by Lim Choo 
Chooi's witness, the son of Lim Boon Haw and both of them had been associated for a period 
of many years in building up a rubber estate in Kedah. In or about 1920, Lim Seng Hooi had 
a share with Lim Boon Haw in the Ban Thye Lee Estate with a capital of $3,000.12 About 
the end of May 1928, Lim Seng Hooi transferred his interests in the rubber estate to Lim 
Boon Haw. The consideration for that was about $20,070.° Several years later, disputes 
arose between them owing to differences over financial matters. Relations deteriorated badly, 
and in 1931, there was a protracted lawsuit between them. Lim Seng Hooi sued Lim Boon 
Haw for a loan. The action did not end till June 1932. It was finally settled by Lim Boon 
Haw giving two charges for part of his lands in Kedah to Lim Seng Hooi for $16,000.14 

These charges were registered in Kedah. Subsequently, the interest fell into arrears and Lim 
Seng Hooi sued Lim Boon Haw to secure the money again at the end of 1932, but Lim Seng 
Hooi did not take any action to enforce the charges by recourse to the Kedah land laws. With 

11 For details, see SE, 30/3/1939, 1/4 1938, 2/4/1938, 4/4/1938, 7/4/1938, 8/4/1938, 9/1938 11/4/1938 
20/4/1939. 

12 PGSC, 28 June 1934. 

13 PGSC. 2 July 1934. 

14 PGSC, 29 June 1934. 
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the matter still unsettled Lim Boon Haw died, leaving a will and several executors. The 
upshot was another long lawsuit between Lim Boon Haw's sons and Lim Seng Hooi in 1934. 

The next set of relationships to be subjected to scrutiny are those between the Lim Kongsi and 
Lim Boon Haw. The Lim Kongsi was far more than just a Chinese social welfare 
organization, it was also an economic association with shareholdings in some estates. Its 
predecessors were the Lim Si Den Ben Tang and the Lim Si Miyan Xu Tang (the Great Halls 
of the Lim Clan). These had been founded in 1863 by Lim Qing Ja, from a village nearby 
Xiamen, Fukien Province. After the establishment of the Lim Si Jiau Lon Tang, i.e. the Lim 
Kongsi, in 1866, it seems feasible to infer, it extended its links to all Lim associations across 
the places of origin.15 One point that it is cogent to recall in this context is that Lim Boon 
Haw was the president of the Lim Kongsi before his death, and at the same time he was 
indebted to the Lim Kongsi to the tune of $400,000 (another amount quoted was $450,000 
with some $20,000 in accrued interest.16 The trustees decided to apply for a receiver to be 
appointed to administer the Lim Boon Haw estate. In the meantime, certain Chetty creditors 
of Lim Boon Haw in Kedah appeared and opposed the application for a receiver to be 
appointed, for they wanted a share too and were averse to the Chinese gentleman suggesting 
a receiver be appointed. So did the executors of Lim's will. The whole of it was secured by 
charges under the Kedah property. This pretty kettle of fish, later on ensured there was a 
plethora of disputes over the receivership of Lim Boon Haw estate. 

The third and last set of conflicts and relationships were those between Lim Boon Haw's 
executors and the trustees of Lim Kongsi. Within the Lim Kongsi itself, there was a storm 
of quarrels over his estates. In February 1933, there were two actions brought against Lim 
Seng Hooi by a public officer of the Lim Kongsi, because Lim Seng Hooi had also been the 
vice-president of the Lim Kongsi. One claim was for $135,000, and another was for $17,102. 
The matter was settled by an agreement approved by the court.17 Pressure was also brought 
to bear by Lim Cheng Teik, a trustee of the Lim Kongsi and the eldest son of Phuah (Lim) 
Hin Leong. Soon after Lim Boon Haw's death, Lim Cheng Teik threatened to take steps with 
regard to the Penang property. When Lim Seng Hooi applied for a receivership, at a trustees' 
meeting Lim Eow Thoon proposed that as probate had already been applied for and the 
mortgages of the Sungei Pasir land did not effect the kongsi, Lim Seng Hooi had better 
withdraw the application. The matter did not rest there but the whole history was complicated 
because the executors of Lim Boon Haw started quarrelling among themselves. According to 
the terms of Lim Boon Haw's will, any disputes among the executors should be referred to 
the Lim Kongsi. So, Lim Seng Tiew, the eldest son of the deceased and the actual manager 
of the estate, turned to Lim Seng Hooi. This really set the cat among the pigeons. 

The Rise Of the New Business Family of Lim Lean Teng 
The rise of the new manager, Lim Lean Teng, in the late 1920s and early 1930s coincided 
with the collapse of the old Chinese elite members Lim Leng Cheak and Lim Boon Bar. Lim 
Lean Teng was also from a poor family. He was born in 1870 in Luyan Commune, Huilai 

15 Xiamen Huaqiao Zhi (A History of Overseas Chinese from Xiamen), Xiamen, 1991, p.98. 

16 Another figure was $ 450,000 with $20,000 accrued interest. See PGSC, 2 July 1934. 

17 PGSC, 2 July 1934. 
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County, Guangdong Province. He was a good student. At the age of fourteen, he went to the 
county town to study under Fang Qin Hui. The next year, he was transferred to Bangsan 
Commune to study the Confucian classics. Because of this background, he had a better grasp 
of traditional Chinese Confucianism and therefore could explain why he was generally 
accepted as a long-term leader by the whole Teochew community, and why he left Malaya 
to return to China for further advancement after the Second World War.18 

Lim had a long family history in China before he arrived in Penang. He had to finish his 
schooling at sixteen years of age and become a fanner. The following year, he married a 
woman named Chen, who was his first wife in China, and had four children by him: three 
boys and one daughter. After his father died at the age of forty-six, he became the main prop 
of his large family. He was engaged in the sugar business, and it was probably from this job 
that he gained the business experience that was to stand him in good stead in his later career. 

It took a long time for success to materialize in Lim Lean Teng's business career. In 1893, 
when he was twenty-three years old, he went to Penang entirely on his own initiative without 
any relative there to assist him. Some time later, he turned up in Kedah with an introduction 
from some native kinsmen. First he worked as an agricultural coolie earning $4.20 per month. 
After about ten years' hard work, he started his own business as a poultry farmer in Lunas, 
Kedah, in 1901.19 From then on, his situation began to improve slowly but very surely. He 
made a profit of about $1,000 per annum from the poultry farm. In 1904, he married a 
woman named Guo and established a new family in Malaya. 

Lim's real good fortune in business really began to get off the ground after 1905, when the 
state council was established and Kedah began to develop in the direction of large-scale 
exploitation of land for commercial planting. In that year, he began planting tapioca with a 
business registered under the name of the Thye Hong Estate. His partner was Lim Jia Yoo, 
a kinsman from the neighbouring county of Jie Yang. The land at their disposal covered about 
100 acres yielding a profit of about $ 2,000 per annum. Two years later, they applied for 
another 150 acres of land from the government to plant more tapioca and made a great profit. 
In 1910, he set up the Thye Fong Tapioca Mill, and the tapioca plantation was expanded to 
an area of 400 acres. The partners in the Thye Fong Mill were Lim Jia Yu and Dai Zhen 
Xuen, but Lim Leng Teng held 75 percent of the shares. The mill was very prosperous and 
brought in fantastic profits within three years. Then, the partnership was broken up and Lim 
Lean Teng became the sole shareholder of that enterprise. Taking note of the influx of new 
immigrants with his eye to the main chance, he extended his business into another field, liquor 
distilleries, since liquour was very popular in northern Malaya. By the 1910s, Lim Lean Teng 
was already an owner of several large rubber and tapioca estates, not to mention liquor 
distilleries in Kedah. 

18 William J. Watts, the Secretary for Chinese affairs in Kedah, described him as follows: "He is usually 
respected by the Tiechew [sic] community in Kedah, also will follow his leads. Inclined to be helpful but a 
traditionally old-fashioned man on matters of public duty". See, Papers of Watts. Kedah Chinese Who's Who, 
preserved at Rhodes House, Oxford University. 

19 According to Diana Ooi, Lim Lean Teng "started business as a pork hawker in Penang. After which he 
managed to secure a sand monopoly in Lunas, Kedah." See Ooi, 1967, p.67, note 12. 
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As mentioned above, there were no limitations to the range of business investments open to 
the Chinese capitalist who was not afraid to risk a venture. It was the same for Lim Lean 
Teng. His business interests covered the whole gamut of available areas for investments -
rubber, coconuts, tapioca planting, rice milling, a liquor distillery, barshop, groceries, 
shipping, and later landed properties. In 1916, he established a new market at Sungei Man. 
seeing the importance of transportation, in the meantime he had bought a ship from Hong 
Kong to give him a good hold on the route between Penang and Sungei Man. Later, another 
new ship joined the first to transport the produce from his own estates between Sungei Patani 
and Penang. As his businesses expanded, he set up a headquarters in Penang, the Thye Fong 
Co., where the produce of all his estates was collected. In 1917, in a partnership with a friend, 
he opened a rice mill at Alor Star. Before the end of the First World War, he had established 
a number of other companies. With all his diligence by then Lim Lean Teng had become a 
prominent Chinese businessman in northern Malaya. This period of two decades, particularly 
the latter decade, was in fact a golden era in his business career. However, it did not stop 
there, his time as a famous socio-political activist in the region was yet to come. 

Lim's main focus was still on rubber planting. He differed from the other Chinese planters 
who went bankrupt, probably because he was able to pull through the two economic 
recessions which hit the 1920s and 1930s. In the 1920s, he sold one of the main plantations 
to British investors for $520.000. In 1922, the Thye Cheng Estate was developed amounting 
to 3,000 acres. The next year, he bought the Thye Rong Estate valued at $120,000. Ten years 
later, he sold it with a profit of $720,000. In the late 1920s, realizing the importance of 
regulating rubber planting in northern Malaya, he organized the Asiatic Planters Association, 
of which he was the chairman. With all this history it goes without saying that Lim Lean 
Teng as a prominent Malayan Chinese businessman, who, as a matter of course, held major 
positions in many social organizations. He was the president of the Teochew Kongsi. In 1934, 
he initiated a Malayan Teochew Association and became its president. He was also the 
president of the Lim Kongsi and the Chinese Chamber of Commerce in Penang in 1941. In 
1938 he was appointed a justice of the peace in Kedah. Two years later, he was appointed a 
justice of the peace in Penang, which is a very opposite reflection of his close connections 
with these two places. In Malaya, it is unusual that anyone could be a justice of the peace of 
two states. He demonstrated that, despite his espousal of British institution, his traditional 
Chinese political orientation was unchanged when he went to Nanking to visit Chairman Lim 
Sen of the Nationalist government. He was also a member of the advisory committee of the 
Guangdong Government. Lim Lean Teng's meteoric rise as a leading merchant in the Penang-
Kedah Chinese community was also reflected in his election as a committee member of the 
Chinese Chamber of Commerce in 1931, but only for one year. By 1941, Lim Lean Teng was 
well entrenched as its chairman.20 

20 After the Second World War, owing to the political developments in Malaya, Lim Leng Teng returned 
once to his native country and invested a good deal of money in transport and market construction. After 
spending one year there, he returned to Penang owing to illness. Lim died on Feb. 11, 1963 at the age of 93. 
He had many children. Among them were Lim Teng Hin and Lim Teng Hoe who were landed proprietors and 
planters. 
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2 The Changing Profile of the Rice Milling Business 

The changing profile of the rice milling business was intimately related to the changing 
situation of the each prominent family business. This also had to do with the uneven 
development of the rice milling industry between the "regional" Penang controlling level and 
the "local" Kedah level. 

Owing to the mushrooming of many new, small rice mills over the past few years and the 
onset of the Great Depression, the rice business at the regional level came to flounder in the 
early 1930s. There had been no formal control ring for some time, following the collapse of 
the Central Milling Agency. However, it was not a headless chicken as the firm which was 
actually controlling the Chinese rice milling and buying ring in Kedah and Penang was Messrs 
Hock Hin Bros., belonging to the Choong family (see Table 8.2). This is officially confirmed 
in a report by the principal Kedah agricultural officer in 1931.21 With the exception of one 
idle mill, Lim Cheng Teik's Khie Heng Bee in Penang, only two working mills were left, Ban 
Hock Bee and Ban Hin Bee. The two mills both belonged to the Choong brothers, Lye Hock 
and Lye Hin, and were capable of turning out 500 bags in twelve hours or 1,000 in twenty-
four hours.22 Besides these, the Choong Brothers had two other two large mills in the Krian 
district, one in Nibong Tebal and another at Parit Buntar. The mills competed for business 
with two government mills, one in Bagan Serai and one in Kuala Kurau.23 In 1934, the daily 
capacity of the all different mills run by the Choong family was 2,000 bags, taking a bag at 
170 katis or 225 lbs. This equalled the total amount produced by all the fourteen large and 
medium-sized mills in the state of Kedah at that time.24 Around this time or slightly later, 
the Choong brothers also built another large mill named Ban Hang Bee in Seberang Perak 
near Alor Star, Kedah. In 1938, the rice millers in Kedah, Penang, and Province Wellesley, 
were again formally amalgamated into a company with a capital of $500,000. The primary 
object was "to buy paddy economically and to sell rice at a moderate and fair profit", reported 
a local newspaper.25 The Choong family control over the regional milling networks and 
trading market was reflected in its influence upon rice and paddy price fluctuations. For 
instance, in May 1939, owing to the family agent's feverish buying there was a sudden jump 
in the prices of paddy and rice in the state of Kedah. The family bought up the paddy locally 
and stored it at its Kedah rice mill, Ban Hang Bee. Within a week, the price of white and 

21 SUK/K 2427/1349, Report on the Present Position of the Market for Kedah Paddy and Rice, 22 Syakban 
1349(12 January 1931). 

22 Taking Ban Hock Bee for example, its premises and stock were estimated at 2 million dollars following 
a rice mill fire on May 1937. However, the fire was brought under control in time. The damage cost only 
$45,000 and was covered by insurance. See SE, 6 May 1937. 

23 Report of the Trade Commission, 1933-1934, Vol. II, Minutes of Evidence, Part I, witness Choong Lye 
Hin, pp.359-365. 

24 PSP, 31 July 1934. 

25 SE, 16 February 1938. 
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parboiled rice per bag jumped from $5.50 to $6.20, an increase of 70 cents; a picul of paddy 
from $2.00 to $2.20, an increase of 20 cents.26 

Against this tendency to amalgamate, at the local state level of Kedah, one of the most 
important features was the steady rise in the number of small rice mills all over the state. This 
growth can be attributed to efforts of the people outside the milling ring, who were 
encouraged by the government, to defy the actions of the big rice millers.27 In the period 
1937-1939, the number of the rice mills in Kedah increased annually from 131.25% to 
144.40% (see Table 8.3). In 1938, for example, most of the new rice mills which sprang out 
of the ground like mushrooms were mostly of small capacity. This contrasts with the number 
of large and medium-sized mills which did not change. Of thirty-seven mills, eighteen had 
a capacity of less than fifty bags of rice working twelve hours a day, and only four had 
capacities of 200-300 bags per day.28 This situation continued in 1939. Up to June 1940, 
apart for the large and medium-sized mills, there were more than sixty small rice mills 
scattered over the greater part of the state. In terms of geographical distribution, the 
controlling rice millers were concentrated in the Kota Star district, and the small rice mills 
emerged in the surrounding districts, such as Yan, Baling, and Kuala Muda.29 In terms of 
ethnic composition, quite a few Malays began to involve themselves in the small rice milling 
business (see Table 8.4). 

Accordingly there was a structural change in paddy and rice exports in Kedah, the beginnings 
of which were obscure but probably dated from the late 1920s. For a long time, Kedah had 
been exporting much more paddy than rice to Penang and to the FMS. In the normal years 
prior to 1922, the export of paddy and rice averaged the equivalent of 10,200,000 gantangs 
of rice. Of this quantity, 15% was exported as rice and the remaining 85% as paddy.30 From 
at least 1930, the export of rice outweighed the export of paddy. 

The substantial increase in the number of rice mills in Kedah was attributed to the government 
policy of trying to break the Chinese monopoly and of promoting the welfare of the Malay 
peasants. In 1935, a Co-operative Rice Mill was formed by the government with an authorized 
capital of $50,000. That mill was built in 1936 and had 1,081 members. Unable to hold its 
head above water owing to the strong monopolistic structure of the Chinese corporate 
business, it failed within a few years. That mill worked for only eighty-eight days of the year. 
The British advisor to Kedah, Hall, admitted that its failure had to laid at the door of the 

26 SE, 6 May 1939. 

27 SUK/K 3381/1357, Rice Mills in Kedah. 

28 KAP, for the year 1357. 

29 SUK/K 2112/1358, Regarding Small Rice Mills. 

30 SUK/K 930/1339, Memorandum on Rice Position in 1922, by J.J. Fleury, Agent Food Controller, 15 
December 1920. 
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price-cutting strategy of the Chinese businessmen, sustained over a long period and facilitated 
by large capital support.31 

This shows that despite the government's efforts, the situation remained unchanged and most 
Malay peasants continued to be indebted to Chinese paddy dealers, a fact which was 
confirmed in 1938 by the local Malay agricultural official, Tunku Yaacob.32 The Chinese 
continued to dominate both the rice milling industry and the trading networks. As long as the 
government could not solve the problem of the roots of Malay poverty, the financial ties 
between the Chinese paddy dealers and the Malay paddy planters could not be broken. It did 
not end there because as long as the Malay participation in the colonial economy continued 
to be marginalized, the issue of Malay poverty could not be solved. In fact, what the British 
were concerned about was their strategic political and economic interests, with people running 
a poor second. 

Table 8.2: Rice Mills Belonging To Choong Family 1930s 

Name 

Ban Hock Bee 

Ban Hin Bee 

Ban Heng Bee 

Ban Kean Bee 

Ban Eng Bee 

Place 

Penang 

Penang 

Alor Star/Kedah 

Parit Bundar/Perak 

Nibong Tebal / 
P. Wellesley 

Table 8.3: The Number of Rice Mills 1937-1939 

Year Mill Increase (%) 

1937 16 100 

1938 37 131.25 

1939 89 140 

Source: The Malayan Agricultural Journal , Vol. XXVII, March 1939, N0.3 , pp.99-105; 
Vol. XXVIII, April 1940, No.4, pp.164-170. 

31 Afifuddin bin Haji Omar, 1978 , ibid., p. 124; See also SUK/K 571/1355, SUK/K 528/1356, Annual Report 
on the Co-operative Societies Department, Kedah for the Year 1354 and 1355. 

SUK/K 3381/1357, Rice Mills in Kedah. 
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Table 8.4: List of Rice Mills in Kedah in 1939 (Till January) 

No. Mill Locality District Storage 
capacity 

(bag) 

Milling 
Capacit 
y (bag 
per 12 

hrs) 

1-16* 1. Ban Heng Bee Sebrang Perak Kota Star 50,000 300 
2. Ghee Seng Bt. Besar 70,000 240 
3. Kwong Soon Simpang Empat 30,000 200 
4. Thean Seng Sebrang Perak 15,000 140 
5. Hup Soon Hang Tokai 25,000 130 
6. Thean Peng Tokai 20,000 120-
7. Ban Seng Hin Kota Sarang Semut 40,000 130 
8. Chip Seng Sungei Korok 30,000 120 
9 Hock Hoe Seng Sala Kechik 20,000 120 
10. Chin Guan Leong Anak Bukit 20,000 90-100 1 
11.Hoe Seng Pumpong 10,000 100 
12. Ban Chuan Leong Kubang Rotan 25,000 160 
13. Ban Chuan Lee Kubang Rotan 14,000 100 
14. Seng Lee Kodiang Kubang Pasu 10,000 90 
15. Seng Joo Seng Sungei Patani Kuala Muda 120,000 70 
16. Lim Hock Soon Bukit Kechik Kuala Muda 8,000 170 

40 per 
10 hrs 

17- 17. Chin Soon Bee Kuala Nerang Alor Star 10,000 70 
38** 18. Siang Bee Jalan Bharu Tolok Yen M 11,000 80 

19. Chuan Hang Bee -do- tl 10,000 80 
20. Haji Abu Bakar & Langgar Alor Star negligib 16 
Son Singkir Yen le 30 
21. Kwong Moh Foong Kuala Sala " 8,000 20 
22. Ban Lee & Co. Jitra Kubang Pasu 10,000 20 
23. Mohamed Saad Pulau Nyor i negligib 16 
24. Hock Chuan Lee -do- i le 16 
25. Ooi Cheng Siang Tunjang i " 20 
26. Hock Soo & Co. Kandis t II 20 
27. Hock Tien Hin Siputeh i " 20 
28. Soo Bak Sik Kampong Sanglang M 100 20 
29. Kim Wan 500 
30. H. Jaafar bin H. Tikam Batu Kuala Muda 200 16 

Salleh Co-operative Jeniang " 48 
31. Chin Hang Semeling n 1,500 7 
32. Kim Tai Lee Pulai Baling 8,000 22 
33. Mohamed Sajak Kupang " 400 22 
34. Haji Yacob bin Ludin Kota Sarang Semut 100 120 
35. Ban Song Hin Guar Cempedak 300 90 
36. Lian Taik Sungei Korok Kota Star 40,000 17 
37. Co-Operative Rice Bkt. Haji Omar, 20,000 30 

Mill Merbok 800 
38. Badlishah Mill 1,000 

Note: * = rice mills at the end of 1937. But Thean Seng mill (No.4) did exist in 1938. 
**= new rice mills erected during 1938. 

Source: SUK/K 2982/1356; SUK/K 3381/1357. 
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Table 8.5: List of Small Rice Mills in Selected Districts In 1940 

District Owner Original Cost Of 
Mill(S) 

Capacity 12 hrs day 

Yan 1. Ooi Yan Cha 2,200 24 
2. Lee Fatt Seong 750 6 
3. Ngoi Yen Ho 3,750 54 
4. Hashim bin Awang 1,940 18 
5. Ang Kee Keng 1,700 24 
6. Khoi Kok Kai - 24 
7. Lim Sye Choo 1,150 15 
8. Awang b. Haji Jassin 1,752 15 
9. Liew Ah Kah - 60 
lO.Ang Yew Seng 1,100 24 

Baling 1. Hj. Ahmed b. Ismail 1,210 18 
2. Yap Kim Seng 2,350 18 
3. Che Awang b. Abu 1,350 12 

Bakar 3,750 2 
4. Wong Cheok 2,250 12 
5. Md. Omar b. Sheikh 2,200 8 

Akbar 1,800 8 
6. Hj. Yaacob b. Hj. 1,500 9 

Noordin 
7. Mat Sajak b. Pandak 
8. Puteh bin Suleiman 

Kuala Muda 1. Tan Oh Tee 2,020 26 
2. Neo Bah 5,000 29 
3. Tunku Daud b. Tunku 6,000 4 

Haider 1,500 7 
4. Hj. Abdul Warit b. Hj. 

Md. Darus 2,000 14 
5. Ooi Chooi Sip 2,200 -
6. Md. Taib b. Hj. Man 2,000 24 
7. Ahmed b. Haji. 2,100 25 

Abdullah 
8. Ooi Cheong Phow 

Sik 1. Shafie b. Abdul _ 54 
Rahman - 53 

2. Syed Hussein b. Syed 
Md. Almakhthir 

Source: SUK/K 2112/1358. 
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3 The Pawnbroking Business Networks In the 1930s 

Centring on the a few Chinese elite families, the discussion in this thesis has so far ranged 
over the overlapping family business networks, the opium networks, and the rice milling 
networks, which were inextricably intertwined with the changing interactions of the state, the 
region, and ethnicity. At this point it is enlightening to take a look at the petty Chinese 
financial sector, namely the pawnbroking business networks to continue to demonstrate how 
important the family, ethnicity, and region are related to the Southeast Asian socio-economic 
transformation in general and the formation of the Chinese regional business networks in 
particular at all levels. The scope of the focus will be the whole pawnbroking business sector 
in Kedah in the 1930s. 

Pawnbroking is a form of money-lending, specializing in short-term, small loans in exchange 
for acceptable collateral and oriented towards the poor and the working class. It is categorized 
as informal finance by economists and sociologists, who contrast it to formal finance regulated 
by a central monetary authority. Pawnbroking is perhaps one of the oldest established informal 
financial services in the world with a rich cultural and economic history, which has 
accompanied the development of all human societies. Pawnshops were and are scattered all 
over Southeast Asian cities and towns (except for Laos). In British Malaya, alongside the 
Western banks and the Indian Chetty money-lenders, Chinese pawnshops (plus the postal 
exchange) formed one of the three main props of the colonial financial system, each having 
their respective niches in different sectors of the economy and society. Pawn-brokers are 
almost always Chinese, and closely linked to other important economic activities, such as 
gambling, opium trading, goldsmithing, second-hand shops, as well as a range of other petty 
trades and commerce. Customers ranged from poor peasants, Indian and Chinese coolies, to 
small and middle-scale businessmen. In terms of the whole society and economy, the 
importance of pawnshop credit is its role in the transition from a barter economy to a money 
economy, by its function of turning people's goods into cash. It is therefore one of the most 
important wheels that kept and keeps the society and economy functioning, as Furnivall 
argues, "The pawnshop [in Java as in Burma] is not, as in Europe, merely the poor man's 
bank".33 The indigenous elites in Java, for example, regularly visited Chinese pawnshops. 
Given its history and its acknowledged place in Southeast Asian society, the study of 
pawnbroking will provide a very interesting subject to show how it was related to colonial 
state formation and socio-economic transformations. 

The importance of the pawnbroking business is well-recognized by scholars, bankers, and 
policymakers. Many excellent studies have been produced recently. Among them are Hudson 
and Tebbutt on the social history of the United Kingdom,34 Pullan and Menning on 

33 J. S. Furnivall, Studies in the Economic and Social Development of the Netherlands East Indies: Hie. State 
Pawnshops in Netherlands India, published by the University if Rangoon, the Burma Book Club, Ltd., 1934, 
P. 11-

34 Kenneth Hudson, Pawnbroking: An Aspect of British Social History, London: Bodley Head, 1982; Melanie 
Tebbutt, Making Ends Meet: Pawnbroking and Working-class Credit, Leicester: Leicester University Press. 1983. 
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Renaissance Italy as a social institution of the Christian state,35 Caskey on the USA as purely 
financial economics, emphasizing economics of the institutions themselves, rather than that 
of their customers,36 and documentalists on developing countries.37 There are many well-
documented studies on China, most of which are written in Chinese. Among the younger 
scholars, it is essential to mention Pan Ming-te's study on pawnshops in the Qing and the 
Republican eras, c.1644-1950.38 His PhD dissertation continues this theme, re-examining the 
issue of "usury" in an agrarian economy and the relationship between the state and the 
peasant.39 

Despite its importance in Southeast Asian social-economic life and the rising academic interest 
being shown in pawnbroking in other countries, unfortunately very little attention has been 
given to this theme in Southeast Asia itself. Although there are many good government 
reports and detailed local enquiries carried out by Dutch colonial officials, there seems to have 
been no serious attempt to make use of these sources. There are some descriptive accounts 
in Chinese and English language studies of Southeast Asia, but they are very superficial. 
Furnivall's "State Pawnshops in Netherlands India" gives a brief history of pawnbroking in 
Indonesia, but is not rigorous, lacking in in-depth empirical studies.40 Lamberte's paper, "An 
Analysis of the Role of Pawnshops in the Financial System", deals with the Philippines, but 
focuses on economics.41 D. Chua and T. Tan's chapter, "Hakkas in the Pawnbroking Trade", 
discloses some interesting information on Singapore, but is somewhat journalistic.42 Whereas 
Furnivall's work concentrates on the colonial era, the other two focus on the post-colonial 
period. All emphasize pawnbroking as an institution, rather than as the dynamic relationships 
between pawnbrokers and their customers. None of them attempts to contextualize the 

35 Brian Pullan, Rich and Poor in Renaissance Venice: the Social Institution of a Catholic State to 1620, 
Oxford: Blackwell, 1971; Carol B. Menning, Charity and State in Late Renaissance Italy: the Monte Pi Pieta 
of Florence. Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1993. 

36 John P. Caskey, "Pawnbroking in America: the Economics of a Forgotten Credit Market", research 
working paper, Kansas City: Federate Reserve Bank, research division, 1989; John P. Caskey, Fringe Banking; 
Check-Cashing Outlets, Pawnshops, and the Poor, Rüssel Sage Foundation, New York, 1994. 

37 See for example, F. J. A. Bouman & R. Houtman, "Pawnbroking as an Instrument of rural Banking in the 
third World", Economic Development and Cultural Change, Vol. 37, No.l, Oct. 1988, pp.69-89; Dale W. Adams 
& Delbert A. Fitchett, eds, Informal Finance in Low-income Countries, Westview Press, Oxford, 1992; F. J. A. 
Bouman & R. Bastiaanssen, "Pawnbroking and Small Loans: Cases from India and Sri Lanka", in Adams & 
Fitchett, eds, 1992, pp. 181-94. 

38 Pan Ming-te, Chung-Kuo Chin Tai Tian Tang Ye Chih Yan Jiu , 1644-1937 (A Study of Chinese Modern 
Pawnbroking), Taipei, 1985. 

39 Pan Ming-te, Rural Credit Market and the Peasant Economy in China (1600-1950), PhD dissertation, 
University of California, Irvine, 1994; Pan Ming-te, "Rural Credit Market and the Concept of Peasant Petty 
Commodity Production in Ming-Qing Jiannan", JAS, 55, No.l, pp.94-117. 

40Furnivall, 1934, pp. 1-12. 

41 Mario B. Lamberte, "An Analysis of the Role of Pawnshops in the Financial System", working paper series 
No. 88-04, Metro Manila: Philippine Institute for Development Studies, 1988, pp.1-36. 

42 D. Chua & T. Tan, "Hakka in the pawnbroking Trade", in T. Tan ed, Chinese Dialect Groups: Traits and 
Trades, Opinion Books, Singapore, 1990, pp.67-77. 
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pawnbroking institutional formation in the wider colonial and socio-economic settings, let 
alone bring it into a comparative perspective. 

By focusing on Chinese pawnbroking business networks, this thesis continues to underscore 
a pattern of capital and personal mobility compared and contrasted with their connection with 
the integrity of a socio-economic region in the axis of Penang-Kedah. So, this part can be 
regarded as complementary to the previous presentation of Chinese business networks in the 
interplay of the state, the region, and ethnicity. 

The Pawnbroking Business in Kedah 
At the beginning of the farming system the pawnbroking monopoly was included in the opium 
farm.43 Later, it was merged into what is known as the "general farm", which included the 
spirits, gambling, and toddy farms. It worked on the principle that the more opium that was 
smoked, the more spirits and toddy were drunk, the more gambling was indulged in, the more 
articles were likely to be pawned.44 In the FMS, it was resolved at the conference of the 
residents in September 1907 that the abolition of the pawnbroking farms and the change to 
pawnshops, which were licensed separately were desirable moves.45 "The Pawnbrokers 
Enactment 1908" was accordingly passed.46 In Kedah, there were only a few large 
pawnbroking farms, each covering a whole district of its own, such as the Kulim pawnbroking 
farm, the Kuala Muda and Merbok pawnbroking farm, and the Alor Star pawnbroking farm. 
In 1914, the leases of these pawnbroking farms expired and the state council decided to follow 
the same policy pursued in the SS and the FMS to subdivide the pawn-broking farms and 
to call for separate tenders.47 In 1924, the change from the old system of letting farms with 
the exclusive right to the new system of the issue of licences was introduced in "the 
Pawnbrokers Enactment 1343". The main effect of this was to make pawnbroking without a 
licence an offence in Kedah. These changes brought the law of Kedah more into line with that 
of the SS and the FMS.48 The terms fell into two types: one was for two years; the other 
was for three years. All the terms of the pawnbroking farm in Kedah were standardized for 
the period of two years in the 1930s. The machinery of the administration was constituted 
clearly. The secretary to the government was responsible for calling for tenders. The 
superintendent of pawnshops was appointed to conduct prosecutions for any offence 
committed. The protector of the Chinese was gazetted as superintendent of pawnshops as the 
case in the SS and the FMS.49 

43 In the Straits Settlements, the practice continued till 1888. 

44 HCO 879/1907, Pawn-broking Farms, British Resident, Negri Sembilan, 22 May 1907. 

45 HCO 1727/1908, Resident-General, F.M.S.: The Pawn-broking Farms. 

46 HCO 66/1909, Federal Secretary, Kuala Lumpur: "The Pawn-brokers Enactment 1908". 

47 HCO 284/1914, The Minutes of Kedah State Council, 4 May & 13 August 1914. 

48 SUK/K 1929/1342, Draft Pawnbrokers Enactment & Rules. 

49 SUK/K 3933/1351, Gazetting of the Protector of Chinese as Superintendent of Pawnshops. 
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The pawnbroking business was indispensable to the socio-economic life of Kedah. The 
customers were mainly the Indian coolies, Malay peasants and Chinese labourers listed in 
order of the size of their numbers. Its social significance can be gauged, primarily, from the 
issue relating to the pawn tickets. As the pawnbroking shops were monopolized by the 
Chinese, the pawn tickets were written only in Chinese, which made it difficult for Malays 
and Indians to know what sum was stated on them and what the date for redemption was. 
This problem was brought to the notice of "the Kedah Planters' Association," the most 
powerful lobby of the European planters. In 1926, the Kedah Planters' Association brought 
pressure to bear on the British advisor to stop this practice.50 Another issue reared its head 
in 1935 when allegations were made in the newspaper about the closing of pawnshops at Alor 
Star on certain days. The under-secretary to the Kedah government forwarded it to the 
protector of the Chinese, Kedah, for further investigation. It was found that the Alor Star 
pawnshops had closed on only four days in the first eight months of 1935. 

In the opinion of the protector of the Chinese, the number of these public holidays could not 
be deemed excessive. However, he still agreed that "their irregularity was inconvenient to the 
non-Chinese population which formed a large part of the pawnshop clientele". Hence, he 
suggested that the pawnshops be required to exhibit a permanent notice (in Malay, Chinese, 
and Tamil), stating definitely on which days they would be closed for business during the 

51 

year. 

The pawnbrokers were persons engaged in short-term (six-eight months) and small loans 
(maximum $250 in case of Kedah) in exchange for the pledge of valuable articles. According 
to a pawn ticket issued by the Poh Leong Pawnshop at Bagan Serai in 1932, it is known that 
there were three classes of authorized interests rate of pledges: 1) on any sum not exceeding 
$10, five cent for each dollar per month; 2) on any sum not exceeding $50, four cents for 
each month; 3) on any exceeding $50, three cents for each dollar per month. Hence, the 
authorized interests rates were 60%, 48%, and 36% respectively. This seems clear enough but 
the main controversial point between the pawnbroker and the pawner was not the interest rate 
itself, but how it was calculated and the subsequent redemption of pledges. This controversy 
was also related to the fragmentary nature of the pawnbroking rules. The Colony Law of 1898 
provided that, in certain cases, unredeemed pledges could be auctioned and would be 
redeemable until auctioned, even though the term had expired. In the FMS there was no 
provision for the auctioning of pledges. The term was for six months, but by offering more 
interest, the pawner could demand an extension of three months. In Kedah, before "the 
Pawnbrokers Enactment of 1343" was passed, there was no provision for the auctioning of 
pledges and the term was for eight months, but in practice it was often six. According to 
Section 14 of "the Pawnbrokers Enactment 1343", it was stated that the term six or eight 
months (as the case may be) was from the actual date of pawning. The pawnbrokers could 
charge interest at so much per month or part of the month. This seemed clear enough but the 
pawnbrokers had taken this to mean that for all their purposes part of a month was counted 
as a whole. For instance, there was a complaint lodged against a pawnshop at Alor Star. A 

50 SUK/K 2490/1343, Ooi Pat Boon & Others, Alor Star: Pray that they are allowed to continue issuing pawn 
tickets in Chinese characters as hitherto done. 

51 SUK/K 3217/1353, Under-Secretary to Govt, Alor StanRe Closing of pawnshops at Alor Star on certain 
days. 
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Chinese named Wong Sew pawned articles valued at a total of $85 at the Ban Yuen 
Pawnshop. He pawned on 27/4/1350, but when he went to redeem his articles on 19/12/1350, 
the Ban Yuen Pawnshop refused to surrender them. The Ban Yeun Pawnshop argued that it 
was the nine months according to the Muslim calendar, while Wong Sew argued that it was 
eight months less nine days between 27/4 and 19/12/1350.52 The protector of Chinese held 
that the Ban Yuen Pawnshop was legally entitled to ask for nine months but not to refuse 
redemption. This official accordingly recommended the rule be altered. To take an extreme 
case, if a man pawned an article on the last day of the month and redeemed it the first of the 
next, he would be charged two months' interest on an eight-month loan, and he could only 
escape paying nine months' interest on an eight months loan, if he pawned on the first of the 
month. The protector of Chinese suggested that making a limit of fourteen days would meet 
the case. So, an Amendment was passed in 1932. It was illustrated as follows: "If an article 
is pawned on 25th Muharam [11 June] and is redeemed on 5th Safar [21 June], the 
pawnbroker is entitled to interests for one month only; if an article is pawned on 25th 
Muharam [11 June] and redeemed on 27th Safar [13 July], the pawnbroker is entitled to two 
months' interests".53 In many cases, the complaints about the interests rate served to arouse 
what could be described as ethnic emotions, not to put too fine a point on it. For instance, at 
Yan there were more than seventy Malay signatures in the complaint lodged against a 
pawnshop there in 1932.54 At Kuala Ketil, there was the similar case of Malays complaining 
about the pawnshop.55 Investigations were duly set in motion but it was discovered that the 
pawnbroker had charged his rate of interest in accordance with the rules and had in no way 
overstepped the mark. 

Pawnbroking Business Networks 
Like the opium, rice milling and family business networks, each pawnshop in the different 
districts of Kedah was not a separate entity, but formed part of an integral network, 
monopolized by the Chinese and cemented by capital and kinship. The communal, ethnic, and 
regional networks in one business sector showcase the historical trajectory of the Southeast 
Asian state formation and the socio-economic transformation. Like the history of the opium 
farm, when the state took over the management of the opium administration, the essence of 
revenue sources and the sale networks remained the same. The large coolie labour force which 
formed its clientele, and the form of the extensive Chinese opium business networks could not 
be changed simply by state policy and a stroke of the pen. What did change radically was the 
division of the revenue between the state and the Chinese, which was now to the advantage 
of the former and to the disadvantage of the latter. It was the same with pawnbroking. The 
essential Chinese capital and sophisticated pawnbroking experience and management built up 
over an extensive period of time could not be replaced by the new state policy. To a great 
extent, like the rice milling networks, the Chinese pawnbroking networks resembled the old-
established revenue farming monopolies under a new guise. These new Chinese business 

52 SUK/K 4040/1350, Wong Sew, Alor Star: Complaint against the Pawnshop at Alor Star. See also, SUK/K 
2427/1350, Pong Beng Yee, Pawnbroker, Jitra: Re Calculation of interest on articles pawned. 

53 SUK7K 1088/1351, Draft Amendment of Rules under the Pawnbrokers Enactment 1343. 

54 SUK/K 3950/1350, Complaints against the Pawnshop at Yan. 

55 SUK/K 3289/1351, Malays, Kuala Ketil: Complaints against the pawnshop at Kuala Ketil. 
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monopolies emerged from their relatively subsidiary position in the whole colonial economy 
in relation to the dominant sectors, namely rubber and tin. So these sectors were left in the 
hands of the Chinese. The pawnbroking business networks were distinguished by the 
following characteristics: 

Firstly, the pawnbroking business was not confined to people, be they Chinese or otherwise, 
from Kedah. It was open to all businessmen who had a sound financial position and good 
experience, no matter where they came from. The pawnbrokers from outside Kedah, especially 
those in Penang and in Province Wellesley, in fact played a very important role in the Kedah 
economy. With the exception of the Kedah pawnbrokers who might have had some financial 
connections with Penang, the Penang pawnbrokers alone constituted 47.4% of those engaged 
in the business (including those in Province Wellesley). And these Penang tenderers were 
usually old-established pawnbrokers. The Penang pawnbrokers controlled the large pawnshops 
in the main districts such as Kota Star, Kuala Muda, and Kulim. The regional mobility of 
Chinese business and the influence of geo-political and geo-economic elements met each other 
in this ethnic business sector. 

Secondly, these Penang-Kedah pawnbroking business networks, several main family groups 
dominated the tenders and areas of distribution of pawnshops in each district. These dominant 
family groups had controlling interests in pawnbroking businesses both within the boundaries 
of Kedah and outside the state. The competition primarily centred on and was determined by 
these main family groups. This is evident in their strategy with regard to the pawnbroking 
tenders. Each main family group used a different name and person to tender for a different 
pawnshop. But these tenderers were in fact closely related to each other. 

Thirdly, these families usually had had a long-time experience of pawnbroking business when 
they were engaged as gold-smiths, second-hand dealers, or running household goods shops, 
or something ofthat ilk. The pawnbrokers, second-handed dealers, and the goldsmith's were 
a fairly tight-knit ring and did not compete with one another. 
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Table 8.6: District Distribution of Pawnshops in Kedah 1350/51-60/61 

District 51-52 53-54 55-56 56-57 58-59 60-61 

Kota Star 3 3 3 3 4 4 

Kuala 
Muda 

6 4 4 4 4 4 

Baling 2 2 2 2 2 2 

Kulim 4 4 3 4 4 4 

Bandar 
Bahru 

2 2 2 2 2 2 

Kubang 
Pasu 

1 1 1 1 1 1 

Yan 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Langkawi 0 0 0 1 1 1 

Padang 
Terap 

0 0 0 1 1 1 

Total 20 17 16 20 20 20 

Source:SUK/K Files of Years:1350-1361. 

Table 8.7: The Origin of Place In Kedah Pawnbroking Tenderers For the term 1360-1361) 

Place Tenderers Percentage(%) Accepted 

Kedah 33 47.8 10 

Penang 16 23.2 7 

Province Wellesley 13 18.8 2 

Kuala Lumpur 2 2.9 0 

Perak 3 4.4 0 

Pedis 2 2.9 0 

Total 69 100 19 

Source: SUK/K 1764/1359, Tenders for Pawnbroking Farms 1360 & 1361. 
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Table 8.8: The Socio-Economie Background of the Kedah Pawn-broking Farm Tenderers for the term 

1356 & 1357 

No. Place Name Standing Experience Networks 

1 Alor Star- Ng Owns Sun Wo Loong Oil Has had about 20 years' Penang 
East Swee Mill Co., Penang; has 5 experience in pawnbroking; 

Kam shop-houses in Penang; 
About 400 relongs of rubber 
estate in Kulim 

pawnbroker of Chulia Street, 
Penang, Papan, Lahat & 
Tronoh 

2 do Fong Partner with Ham Sin in two Formerly l icensee of Penang 
Yat Yin goldsmith shops in Alor Star pawnshops in Baling, Alor 

and two in Penang Star, and Jitra Kinship 

partnership 

3 Alor Star- Mooi Claimed to be financially In the habit of going about Living in 
West Fook related to Ng Swee Kam tendering for pawnshops Singapore 

Seng (No.l), but denied by the 
latter 

with the object of reselling 
any tender 

4 do Ng Wah 
Cheng 

has 6 shop-houses in Penang Has been in pawnbroking for 
about 10 years; owns 
pawnshops in Alor Star-
West, Patani under different 
terms; partner in the Sungei 
Bakap pawnshop 

Penang 

Kedah 

5 Kuala Chee manager of goldsmith's chop Licensee of Kuala Kedah Kedah 
Kedah Choo Seong Yik Loong and 

proprietor of chop Seong 
Goon, Alor Star; has rubber 
and coconut estates at Alor 
Star 

pawnshop several terms 

6 do see 
No.4 

7 Sungei N g H o k The second eldest son of Ng Managing all his father's Penang 
patani Peng Boon Yeong (the eldest son estate; also in charge of the 

alias Ng is adopted), who is the well- Bagan Dalam pawnshop Kinship 

Chong known Penang millionaire 
Chin pawnbroker and money

lender 

8 do Tang The brother-in-law of Ng The holder of Sungei Patani Penang 
Siew Hok Peng(No.7), his wife pawnshop 

Kinship being the daughter of Ng Kinship 

Boon Yeong who financed 
the business 
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9 Gurun Soo 
Hoo 
Kim 

The eldest brother of Soo 
Hoo Yit, the pawnbroker of 
Kulim and Lunas; has shop-
houses in Bagan Serai and 
Penang; father (dead) was 
pawnbroker of Bagan Serai 
and a millionaire; inherited 
his share of property from 
father 

Owns pawnshop at Balik 
Pulau; has about 15 years' 
pawnbroking experiences; 
was previously pawnbroker 
in Tamil Street, Penang, 
Nebong Tebal, and Kepala 
Batas 

Penang 

Perak 

Kinship 

10 do NgHok 
Soon 

The eldest son (adopted) of 
Ng Boon Yeong (No.7 & 8), 
whose power of attorney is 
his second son, Ng Hok 
Peng; the business will be 
financed by Ng Boon Yeong 

Penang 

Kinship 

11 Kota 
Kuala 
Muda 

NgSee 
Foong 

Owns Fong Heng Loong, 
second- hand goods and 
goldsmith's shop at Alor 
Star; has share in Sun Sun 
Press Co., Penang; be worth 
about $20,000 

H a s h a d 25 y e a r s 
pawnbroking experience; 
was previously pawnbroker 
of Tanjong Rambutan 

Penang 

12 Bedong Ng 
Choon 
Sang 

Cousin of Ng Swee Kam; 
said to be worth about 
$50,000/ 

Kinship 

13 do Fong 
Goon 
Chee 

Has 30 relongs of rubber 
estate at Lunas and 5 shop-
houses and a bungalow in 
Penang; be worth about 
$120,000 

Previous pawnbroker at 
Kulim and at Lunas; owns 
Kepala Batas pawnshop 

Penang 

14 Baling Boon 
Wah 
Poi 

Has 2 shop-houses in 
Penang; owns Mayfair, 
dealers in photography 
materials; suitable for a small 
pawnshop 

Was partner in Bedong 
pawnshop under the name of 
his cousin, Boon Koon Yee; 
father Boon Loon Kim used 
to be a pawnbroker 

Penang 

Kinship 

15 do see 
No.10 
& 16 

16 Kuala 
Ketil 

Ng 
Choon 
Sang 

Has 2 shop-houses at Kuala 
Ketil; Be worth $50,000 

The present holder of Kuala 
K e t i l p a w n s h o p in 
partnership with Ng Hok 
Soon (see No. 10); the 
partner in Serdang pawnshop 
with Ng Lai Hok 

Partnership 

Kinship 

17 
do Fong 

Yan 
Seng 

Is employed in Seong Goon, 
goldsmith's in Gurun, which 
is owned by Leong Seng 
Tang, the present highest 
tender for Padang Serai 
pawnshop; is not known to 
have any considerable 
property himself 

Has been employed by Fong 
Weng Chee(see No.27) and 
Fong Yat Yin (see No.2) in 
their pawnshops; is likely to 
be financed by them 
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18 Kulim Soo Has 5 shophouses in Bagan The present holder of Kulim Penang 
Hoo Yit Serai and over 10 at Penang; pawnshop; also the owner of 

the sole executor and trustee the Lunas pawnshop and the Kinship 

of his father's estate (Soo Kong Loon pawnshop at 
Hong); worth over $250,000/ Bagan Serai; has had over 

12 years' experience of 
pawnbroking; father was the 
millionaire Bagan Serai 
pawnbroker 

19 do Fong 
Goon 
Chee 

SeeNo.13 

20 Lunas Soo 
Hoo Yit 

See No. 18 

21 do Chin Has no property of his own Formerly employed in Kulim Partnership 
Chee and states that if his tender is and Lunas pawnshops 
Keng successful he will take in 

partners to finance the 
business 

22 Padang Leong Has goldsmith's shop at Has had about 20 years' Partnership 
Serai Seng Gurun and Padang Serai pawnbroking experience; has 

Tang under the name of Seong 
Goon 

a share in Ban Goon 
pawnshop, Alor Star West; 
was pawnbroker of Padang 
Serai from 1348-49 

23 do Soo A nephew of Soo Hoo Yit The present holder of Kinship 
Too who finances him (see Padang Serai pawnshop 
Kun No.20) 

24 Bandar 
Bahru 

Soo 
Hoo 
Kun 

See No.9 

25 do Chang Owner of the chop Thin Woh Has previously had the Penang 
Kang second hand goods and concession for several terms 
Meng goldsmith's shop in Nebong 

Tebal; has 50 relongs of 
rubber at Junjong; be worth 
about $40,000 

26 Serdang Ng 
Choon 
Sang & 
Ng Lai 

Hok 

See No. 16 

27 do Wong Owns a large share in the Has had several years' Perlis 
Teng pawnshops at Kangsar and experience in the business 
Poon Arau; be worth about 

$30,000/ 

28 Jitra ! Soo ; 
Hoo 
Kim 

See No.9 
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29 do Fong 
Weng 
Chee 

The brother of Fong Yat Yin 
(see No.2); said to be worth 
about $100,000/ 

The present holder of Jitra 
pawnshop 

Kinship 

30 Yan Boon 
Koon 
Yee 

A partner in the chop Goon 
Seng, Lunas, second-hand 
goods shop 

Was pawnbroker for 3 terms 
at Bedong and at Yen in 
1348; has a share in Telok 
tawar pawnshop 

Partnership 

31 do Soo 
Hoo 
Kim 

See No.9 

Source: SUK/K 2667/1355, "Pawnbroking Farms 1356 & 1357". 

Table 8.9: Select Groups In The Kedah Pawnbroking Networks 1354-61 

No. Group Kedah 
Pawnshop 

Network Term 

1. Pong Yet Yin 
2. Pong Yit Hong 

(Goh) alias Pong 
Weng Chee 

3. Ham Sin, 
4. Ham Yuen Sow 

(Ham Wor), 
5. Pong Cheong Lim, 
6. Pong Yet Man 
7. Pong Goon Chee 

Alor Star-East-
Alor Star-

West-Baling-
Padang Serai-

Yen-Jitra-
Junjong-Kota 
Kuala Muda-

Kulim 

1. Pong Yet Yin is partner of Ham Lin in 
two goldsmith's shops in Alor Star; and 
two in Penang; 

2. Pong Yit Hong alias Pong Weng Chee, 
is the brother of Pong Yet Yin; 

3. Ham Sin partner of Pong Yit Yin; 
cashier of Seong Yit Loong, goldsmith's 
shop in Alor Star, and Man Yuen 
pawnshop, Alor Star West; the present 
holder of Yan pawnshop financed by his 
father, Ham Yuen Sow (Ham Wor)of 
Seong Loong, goldsmith's shop in 
Penang, and by Chee Choo, the present 
holder of Kuala Kedah; 

4. Ham Yeun Sow (Ham Wor) is the 
father of Ham Sin, said to be the real 
licencee of Kuala Kitil pawnshop, in 
partnership with Pong Yet Yin, Ham 
Sin and Pong Yet Hong; 

5. Pong Cheong Lim is the present holder 
of Kota Kuala Muda pawnshop; has had 
about 10 years' pawnbroking 
experience; He is the son of Fong Foo 
Foong, money-lender living Penang, and 
nephew of Fong Goon Chee, 
pawnbroker at Kulim and at Lunas for 
1352-53 and owns Kepala Batas 
pawnshop for Kulim pawnshop; 

6. Fong Yet Man is the manager of the 
Kota Kuala Pawnshop & Junjong Muda 
pawnshop 

54-55 
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B 1 .Ng Sui Cam 
2. Ng Choon Sang 
3. Ng Lai Hok 
4 Ng Hok Soon 
5 Ng Hok Peng 
6 Tang Siew 

Alor Star-East-
Bedong—Kuala 

Ketil-Sungei 
Patani-Gurun-

Serdang 

1. Ng Sui Cam is pawnbroker of Chulia 
Street, Penang, Papan, Lahat & Tronoh; 
has 5 shop-houses in Penang, about 400 
relongs of rubber estate in Kulim; owns 
Sun Wo Loong Oil Co., Penang; 

2. Ng Choon Sang is cousin of Ng Swee 
Kam and partner of Ng Hok Soon in 
Kuala Ketil pawnshop; 

3. Ng Lai Hok is the partner of Ng Choon 
Sang in Serdang pawnshop; 

4. Ng Hok Peng is the second eldest son 
of Ng Boon Yeong, the well-known 
Penang millionaire pawnbroker and 
money-lender; 

5. Tang Siew is the brother-in-law of Ng 
Hok Peng, his wife being daughter of 
Ng Boon Yeong; 

6. Ng Hok Soon is the eldest (adopted) 
son of Ng Boon Yeong, whose power of 
attorney is his second son Ng Hok Peng. 

56-57 

C 1. Chin Kok Poey 
2. Chin Kok Kew 
3. Chee Yao Kong 
4. Chee Kah Fang 
5. Chee Cham 

Sungei patani-
Gurun-Bedong-

Baling-Yen 

1. Chin Kok Poey and Chin Kong Kew are 
brothers; 

2. Chin Kok Poey has a $15,000 share in 
Chee Kah Fang's pawnshops; 

3. Chee Yao Kong is the eldest son of 
Chee Kah Fang; 

4. Chee Cham is the second son of Chee 
Kah Fang, who financed his business. 

58-59 

D 1. Soo Hoo Yit 
2. Soo Hoo Kim 
3. Soo Too Kun 

Kulim-Lunas-
Padang Serai-
Bandar Bahru 

1. Soo Hoo Yit is the son of Soo Hong, 
the millionaire Bagan Serai pawnbroker; 

2. Soo Hoo Kim is the elder brother of 
Soo Hoo Yit; 

3. Soo Too Kun is a nephew of Soo Hoo 
Yit 

56-57 
58-59 
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1. Fong Goon Chee, 
2. Fong Poh Leng alias 

Fong Yew Boon, 
3. Fong Weng Chee, 
4. Fong Yit Fung 

Kulim-Kuala 
Ketil-Serdang-

Lunas-Jitra-
Gurun-Kota 

Sarang Semat 

1. Fong Goon Chee is at one time the 
holder of the Kulim pawnshop and the 
Kuala Ketil pawnshop, has 5 shop-
houses in Penang; 

2. Fong Weng Chee is the eldest son of 
Fong Goon Chee; he has had 10 years' 
experience in pawnbroking; the holder 
of the Kuala Ketil pawnshop and at one 
time the holder of the Kulim pawnshop; 
is managing the Gurun pawnshop in 
which his father has a big share; 

3. Fong Poh Leng alias Fong Yew Boon is 
the second son of Foon Goon Chee ; he 
was the holder of the Lunas pawnshop 
for two terms and a shareholder in the 
Kuala Ketil pawnshop; 

4. Fong Yit Fung is the brother of Fong 
Weng Chee and was the holder of the 
Baling pawnshop for the period of 
1354-55. 

58-59 
60-61 

Source: SUK/K 2200/1353, 2667/1355, 2121/1357, 1764/1359. 

Note: Group A is probably the same as the group E due to spelling mistake, or strategic mistake by the Chinese 
tenderers. 

Summary 
Among the Penang-Kedah Chinese business community, the old established Penang Lim Leng 
Cheak and Lim Boon Haw families were retreating off the stage into the wings. Their place 
was in the process of being assumed by another new Chinese grandee, Lim Lean Teng, who 
was rising to prominence in this period. Their decline and his rise were typical for the 
Chinese family business, but not necessarily in an absolute sense, as the long-standing 
prominent Choong family continued to be prosperous. The traditional Penang Chinese 
monopoly - the rice milling business- was also facing a big change. The Choong family 
remained the sole ringleader in the region, while the old Penang milling community was 
undermined by the rising, rival Kedah Chinese rice milling community. The Penang capital 
and business community was still significant in Kedah. This was indicated by their strong 
participation in the business sector of pawnbroking. Chinese business groups from Penang 
maintained an integral pawnbroking business network throughout the whole state of Kedah, 
dominated by a few families. But another great change for the whole Chinese community 
seemed inevitable with the imminent Japanese Occupation and the post-war reconstruction of 
Malaya. This is another story waiting to be written. 


