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In the stormy autumn of 1795, on his way from Madras,  
India, to the Moluccas (also known as Maluku Islands), the 
Brit ish engi neer Walter Caulfield Lennon crossed the Strait of  
Malacca. Located between the Malay Peninsula and the is
land of Sumatra, the Strait of Malacca offered Lennon by far 
the shortest path between the Indian Ocean World and East 
Asia. Lennon’s sail ing ship, the Suf folk, had been held up in 
the Bay of Bengal by the tran si tional period at the end of sum
mer, when the south west mon soon turns north east and heavy 
rains make nav i ga tion almost impos si ble and reached Malacca  
more than six weeks after leav ing the Indian coast lines.2 His 
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report to the East India Company was writ ten dur ing the Brit
ish occu pa tion of Malacca dur ing the Napoleonic Wars and 
explored its eco nomic poten tial in antic i pa tion of future Brit
ish rule. In his account, the numer ous lay ers of for eign rule 
set the his tor i cal pace. By the end of the fifteenth cen tury, 
Malacca had already risen to become the most impor tant 
cen ter of power in the Southeast Asian archi pel ago. Original
ly used as a trans ship ment hub for Mus lim trad ers trav el ing 
between India and China, the port of Malacca became entan
gled in the strug gle for impe rial con trol among the Euro pe ans 
in the early six teenth cen tury. As an out post of the Por tu guese 
Empire since 1511 and from the midsev en teenth cen tury on
wards under Dutch colo nial rule, Malacca devel oped into a 
micro cosm of the early mod ern trad ing world. When Lennon 
vis ited Malacca in 1795, the ancient city still enjoyed a rep u
ta tion as a trad ing hub for both regional and global mar kets. 
Although its har bor was largely iso lated from its own hin ter
land by impen e tra ble jun gle, Lennon men tioned that Dutch 
Malacca was “situated in the most favourable way for unit
ing all  the resources of a rich coun try with an easy com mu ni
ca tion by sea to for eign mar kets.”3 In fact, the Brit ish placed 
great con fi dence in Malacca’s envi ron men tal advan tages for 
prosperous trade even in the upcom ing nineteenth cen tury. 
Comparing Malacca with the recently established Navy Post 
in Penang, Lennon argued, “Malacca is bet ter situated for 
trade, par tic u larly that car ried by the Malays in their prows; 
and it is the key of the straits, since no ship can pass but in the 
sight of it.”4 After a short lay over in Malacca, the Suf folk me
andered fur ther east wards, fight ing tides and unpre dict able 
cur rents, in an utterly unex plored maze of reefs, islands, and 
chan nels, on her way out of the strait.

A cen tury later, in the spring of 1897, the Swiss anthro pol o gist 
Rudolf Martin crossed the Strait of Malacca in the same direc
tion, head ing east from Colombo, on a North Ger man Lloyd 
steamer.5 Only three ship ping days after leav ing Colombo, his 
steamer turned into the strait, pass ing Sumatra to the south 

3 Lennon, “Journal of a 
Voyage,” 62.

4 Ibid., 64.

5 Rudolf Martin, Über 
Eine Reise durch die 
Malayische Halbinsel 
(Basel, 1900). For the 
sci en tific results of 
Martin’s jour ney, see 
Rudolf Martin, Die 
Inlandstämme der 
Malayischen  
Halbinsel:  
Wissenschaftliche 
Ergebnisse einer Reise 
durch die Vereinigten 
Malayischen Staaten 
(Jena, 1905).
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and the Nicobar Islands to the north. Enclosed between the 
Brit ish Empire in Malaya and the Dutch Empire in  Indonesia, 
how ever, the Strait was no lon ger com pa ra ble to the pas sage 
Lennon had encoun tered a cen tury before in 1795. In Mar
tin’s account, the num ber of ship ping chan nels had increased 
dras ti cally, and tele graph cables lined up tightly on the bot tom 
of the sea before reaching out into the world. The stretches 
behind the strait’s coast lines, once places of hid den Hindu 
shrines and dense Malaysian jun gle, were now over grown 
with palm oil and rub ber plan ta tions. And where once sail ing 
ships crossed paths on their way between India and China, 
now a mar i time high way of hun dreds of steam ers connected 
the mar kets in the East and West. “It was not 400 years ago,” 
Martin recalled later, “that the first Euro pean ship entered 
this strait seek ing the Malacca that the Por tu guese were told 
was the most impor tant spice mar ket in the whole East. [. . .] 
Today, Malacca is a place aban doned by Euro pean trade, 
almost exclu sively a Chi nese city; the har bor is silted up, the 
ruins of a mighty Por tu guese cathe dral still peer down from 
the height of the hill – the last witnesses of for mer splen dor 
and cul ture.” Further south east, Martin reached the end of the 
strait, enter ing the waters of Singapore, a place that recorded 
an unprec e dented rise in eco nomic impor tance through out 

Figure 1. A paint ing of 
the Dutch port of  
Malacca at the height 
of its com mer cial 
glory, in the mid- 
eigh teenth cen tury. 
The port con tin ued to 
serve as the Strait of 
Malacca’s main trans-
ship ment hub until 
the begin ning of the 
nineteenth cen tury. 
Source: Didot, Histoire 
générale des voy ages 
(Paris, 1750),  
Wikimedia Commons.
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Reise durch die 
Malayische Halbinsel, 
2. Unless oth er wise 
noted, all  trans la tions 
are the author’s.

the nineteenth cen tury. “In 1809,” Martin finally remarked, 
“there were only a few Malay huts and boats of the Orang Laut 
here, those sea gypsies who at that time roamed almost all  the 
coasts of the Malay Archipelago. Today, on the same spot, a 
city of over 200,000 inhab i tants arises, nearly incom pa ra ble 
to any other port in the world.”6

Both Lennon’s and Martin’s accounts offer insights into the 
nineteenthcen tury his tory of a global tran sit cor ri dor that 
is char ac ter ized by a com plex inter ac tion of con ti nu ity and 
trans for ma tion: On the one hand, the Strait of Malacca, the 
shortest link connecting the Indian Ocean and the South 
China Sea, con tin ued to be one of the most impor tant tran
sit cor ri dors through out the nineteenth cen tury. At the same 
time, the global con nec tiv ity of the var i ous loca tions along the 
strait’s coast lines, such as the port of Malacca, seems to have 
changed fun da men tally in the nineteenth cen tury. Where a 
cos mo pol i tan group of trad ers had encoun tered a global hub 
for the trade in Southeast Asian spices in the 1790s, a cen tury 
later only ruins indi cat ing its for mer glory remained. Instead, 
just a few miles to the East of Malacca, on a spot where in the 
early 1800s only a Malaysian fish er man’s vil lage had existed, 
by the end of the nineteenth cen tury a new tran sit hub had 
emerged: Singapore.

In line with recent research on infra struc ture in global his
tory, this paper pro poses to use the ana lyt i cal value of tran
sit cor ri dors in order to unravel the inter play between global 
con nec tions and dis con nec tions in the case of the Strait of 
Malacca. I argue that nonarti fi cial tran sit cor ri dors are par
tic u larly valu able for illus trat ing the dynam ics of global con
nec tiv ity and the inter de pen dence of included and excluded 
spaces. To develop this argu ment, I will first dis cuss the 
value of a the ory on tran sit cor ri dors for global his tory and 
the use of the Strait of Malacca in par tic u lar as an exam
ple for the study of global con nec tions. In the next sec tion, 
I will use the devel op ment of the tin trade across the Strait 
of Malacca as an exam ple in order to exam ine how chang ing  
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trad ing routes could cre ate new global con nec tions and at 
the same time sever existing ones, often resulting in the mar
gin al i za tion of pre vi ously com mer cially sig nif i cant places 
and com mu ni ties. In this sec tion, I will be argu ing that 
the dis cov ery of new tin depos its in the Malay hin ter land  
of the Malacca Strait, starting the 1840s, caused a huge shift in 
the global con nec tiv ity of the var i ous places along the strait’s 
coast lines. On a con cep tual level, my essay pro poses to con
ceive of the Malacca Strait’s impe rial trans for ma tion in the 
sec ond half of the nineteenth cen tury as the mak ing of an 
envi ron men tal type of infra struc ture.7 In addi tion to human 
agents, this also requires to include nonhuman fac tors and 
forces like the hin ter land’s nature and local envi ron men tal 
con di tions into the his tor i cal ana ly ses of global con nec tions.

I. A Global History Theory on Transit Corridors: The Strait 
of Malacca as a Case Study

In recent years, the field of global his tory has entered a phase 
of con sol i da tion. Instead of pre vi ously dom i nant smooth 
nar ra tives of transregional rela tions and oneway nar ra
tives toward an ever more inte grated world, schol ars now a
days explore the coex is tence of con nec tions and dis rup tions. 
Instead of enthu si as tic stud ies on mov ing goods and ideas, 
the field has been increas ingly debat ing the tense inter play 
between excluded and included spaces and the role of those 
who so far remained in the shad ows of cos mo pol i tan con ver
gence.8 This devel op ment has gained par tic u lar momen tum 
within the his to ri og ra phy on global infra struc ture. Follow
ing Sujit Sivasundaram’s obser va tions on the nineteenth
cen tury port of Colombo, for instance, the phys i cal mak ing 
of con nec tions has always been related to bound ed ness and 
dis con nec tions.9 Whenever we speak of global con nec tions, 
we inev i ta bly over look those peo ple and places who do not 
have a share in these con nec tions. Others make sim i lar argu
ments regard ing com mu ni ca tion tech nol o gies or mobil ity 
infra struc ture, such as the rail way, the tele graph, or mar i time 

7 On Environmental 
Infrastructure, see 
Emmanuel Kreike, 
Scorched Earth:  
Environmental  
Warfare as a Crime 
against Humanity and 
Nature (Oxford,  
Princeton, 2021);  
Martin Kalb,  
Environing Empire: 
Nature, Infrastructure 
and the Making of  
Ger man Southwest 
Africa (New York, 
Oxford, 2022).

8 Examples include 
Zoltán Biedermann, 
(Dis)Connected 
Empires: Imperial 
Portugal, Sri Lankan 
Diplomacy, and the 
Making of a Habs
burg Conquest in Asia, 
(Oxford, 2018); Zoltán 
Biedermann, “(Dis)
Connected History 
and the Multiple 
Narratives of Global 
Early Modernity,” 
Modern Philology 119, 
no. 1 (2021): 13–32; 
Sujit Sivasundaram, 
“Towards a Critical 
History of Connection: 
The Port of Colombo, 
the Geographical 
‘Circuit,’ and the Visual 
Politics of New Imperi
alism, ca. 1880–1914,” 
Comparative Studies in 
Society and History 59, 
no. 2 (2017): 346–84; 
Roland Wenzlhuemer, 
“Connections in Global 
History,” Compara
tiv 29, no. 2 (2019): 
106–21.

9 Sivasundaram, 
“Towards a Critical 
History of Connec
tion,” 347.
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(2021).
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cor ri dors in global 
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the Ph.D. pro ject this 
arti cle builds on. For 
pre vi ous the o ret i cal  
reflec tions on the 
phase of tran sit in 
global his tory, see 
Roland Wenzlhue
mer and Michael 
 Offermann, “Ship 
Newspapers and 
Passenger Life: 
Aboard Transoceanic 
Steamships in the Late 
Nineteenth Century,” 
The Journal of  
Transcultural  
Studies 3, no. 1 (2012): 
77–121; Wenzlhuemer, 
Doing Global  
History, 145–68; 

trans port facil i ties.10 These stud ies all  agree that infra struc
tures not only share a uni fy ing but also a divid ing impact. They 
priv i lege some while work ing to the dis ad van tage of oth ers. 
They often dis place res i dents and local indus tries or make old 
transportation and trad ing routes irrel e vant. Historical nar
ra tives of world wide entan gle ment are there fore increas ingly 
based on a tense inter ac tion between global con nec tions and 
dis con nec tions, reflecting in a sense the twentyfirstcen tury  
postglob al iz ing world.

Broadly speak ing, tran sit cor ri dors refer to areas and zones 
that expe ri ence a par tic u larly high rate of pas sage by peo ple 
and goods and have been shaped by these to some degree.11 
They typ i cally con nect two points, com mer cially or geo graph
i cally, and there fore serve as a dis tinct link. Among the most 
prominent exam ples are the ter ri to ries around the Suez Canal 
connecting the Red Sea and the Med i ter ra nean, the tun nels 
at Mont Cenis or at Gotthard in the Western Alps, and the 
Strait of Malacca in Southeast Asia linking East Asia and the 
Indian Ocean World.12 Their his to ries are shaped by a mul
ti tude of transregional exchanges and con tacts. Moreover, 
from the per spec tive of the trav eler or com mod ity pass ing 
through, tran sit cor ri dors mark part of their jour ney between 
two ports, cit ies, or mar kets. In tran sit cor ri dors, one might 
there fore say, the phases inbetween the starting or end 
point of a global con nec tion – the tran sit phases so to speak 
– occur in mul ti ple clus ters. In line with recent lit er a ture on 
ship ping chan nels in global his tory, such a sup pos edly highly 

12 On the Suez Canal, 
see Valeska Huber, 
Channelling Mobil
ities: Migration and 
Globalisation in the 
Suez Canal Region and 
Beyond, 1869–1914 
(Cambridge, 2013); 
on Mont Cenis, see 
Wenzlhuemer, Doing 

Martin Dusinberre and 
Roland Wenzlhuemer, 
“Editorial – Being in 
Transit: Ships and 
Global  
Incompatibilities,” 
Journal of Global  
History 11, no. 2 
(2016): 155–62.

Global History, 121–
44. Further exam ples 
include the Eur asian 
car a van cor ri dors of 
the Silk Road. See 
Jagjeet Lally, India 
and the Silk Roads. The 
History of a Trading 
World (London, 2021).
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 connected space pro vi des an ideal case for a detailed inves ti
ga tion of global con nec tions.13

Transit cor ri dors play a piv otal role in his tor i cal nar ra tives of 
glob al iza tion. In this paper, I argue that the entan gle ment of 
global con nec tions and dis con nec tions is espe cially reflected 
in a longterm per spec tive on nonarti fi cial (or envi ron men
tal) tran sit cor ri dors. They offer a contrasting par a digm to the 
many arti fi cial infrastructural pro jects of the impe rial age and 
allow to be con cep tu al ized as envi ron men tal  infra struc tures. 
It is in these spaces, where the actual tran sit between two dis
tant places becomes tan gi ble, and where global con nec tions 
are cre ated, interrupted, or redirected. Or, to put it another 
way: Looking at envi ron men tal tran sit cor ri dors in a dia
chronic per spec tive, his to ri ans can trace pro cesses of both 
con nec tiv ity and disconnectivity and weave both into their 
nar ra tive of his tor i cal glob al iza tion. This applies to the Strait 
of Malacca espe cially in rela tion to the fol low ing points:

First, the Strait of Malacca’s his tory as a tran sit cor ri dor reaches 
far back to premod ern times. Surrounded by the Malay Pen
insula and Sumatra Island, the strait has been the shortest 
route between the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean for 
cen tu ries.14 This envi ron men tal pas sage is there fore an excel
lent exam ple of both con ti nu i ties and change – tran sit oper
a tions con tin ued through out the cen tu ries but took dif fer ent 
forms and direc tions. Well before the nineteenth cen tury 
the pas sage had been a highly frequented route, located at 
the south ern most tip of the Asian main land, connecting the 
East Asian mar kets of China, Japan, and the Southeast Asian 
archi pel ago with those of India, Europe, and the East Afri can 
coast line. One could even say its unique loca tion made it an 
envi ron men tal type of infra struc ture.15 This allows his to ri ans 
to trace the increase or decrease of bor der cross ings, changes 
of global trade, and the gen eral  devel op ment of tran sit oper
a tions along the strait’s coast lines all  the way back to the 
premod ern era. In fact, cen tu ries before the tech no log i cal 
trans for ma tions of the nineteenth cen tury, the pas sage had 

15 For an over view of 
trade and  migra tion 
in the Malacca Strait 
region in the early 
mod ern period, see 
Malcolm H. Dunn, 
Kampf um Malakka: 
Eine wirtschaftsges
chichtliche Studie über 
den portugiesischen 
und niederländischen 
Kolonialismus in  
Südostasien,  
(Wiesbaden, 1984); 
Nordin Hussin, Trade 
and Society in the 
Strait of Melaka: Dutch 
Melaka and English 
Penang, 17801830 
(Copenhagen, 2007); 
Peter Borschberg, 
The Singapore and 
Melaka Strait: Vio
lence, Security and 
Diplomacy in the 17th 
Century (Singapore, 
2010); Leonard Y. 
Andaya, Leaves of the 
Same Tree: Trade and 
Ethnicity in the Strait 
of Melaka (Honolulu, 
2008); Paulo Jorge de 
Sousa Pinto, The Por
tu guese and the Strait 
of Melaka, 15751619: 
Power, Trade and 
Diplomacy (Singapore, 
2012).

14 For the geo stra te
gic impor tance of the 
Strait of Malacca, see 
Donald B. Freeman, 
The Strait of Malacca: 
Gateway or Gauntlet? 
(London, 2003).

13 See, for instance, 
Huber, Channelling 
Mobilities;  
Wenzlhuemer,  
“Connections in  
Global History.”
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16 Pinto, The  
Por tu guese and the 
Strait of Melaka.

17 See, for instance, 
Goh Chor Boon, 
Technology and 
Entrepot Colonialism in 
Singapore, 1819–1940 
(Singapore, 2013); 
George Bogaars, “The 
Effect of the Opening 
of the Suez Canal 
on the Trade and 
Development of Sin
gapore,” Journal of the 
Malaysian Branch of 
the Royal Asi atic Soci
ety 42, no. 1 (1969): 
208–51.

18 Wong Lin Ken, “The 
Trade of Singapore, 
1819–1869,” Journal of 
the Malayan Branch of 
the Royal Asi atic Soci
ety 33, no. 4 (1960): 
4–325; Wong Lin Ken, 
“Singapore: Its Growth 
as an Entrepot Port, 
18191941,” Journal 
of Southeast Asian 
Studies 9, no. 1 (1978): 
50–84; Chiang Hai 
Ding, A History of 
Strait Settlements For
eign Trade 1870–1915 
(Singapore, 1963), 
51–79.

witnessed a con sid er able num ber of cross ings by Arab  trad
ers, Euro pean colo nial ists, Asian mer chants, nat u ral ists and 
adven tur ers from all  over the world.16 It there fore pro vokes 
com par i sons, namely the ques tion how such nonarti fi cial 
infra struc tures related to humanmade struc tures imbued 
with great polit i cal sig nif i cance, such as impe rial infrastruc
tural pro jects in the nineteenth cen tury. What was the impact 
of tech no log i cal and polit i cal endeav ors such as the open ing 
of the Suez Canal in 1869, the intro duc tion of the treaty ports 
in China and Japan, the con struc tion of roads and rail ways in 
the Federated Malay States, or the global demand for new raw 
mate ri als on the Strait of Malacca’s com mer cial sta tis tics?17 
And which con nec tions char ac ter ized the Malacca Strait’s 
eco nomic net works both before the nineteenthcen tury 
infrastructural rev o lu tion and in its after math? Commercial 
con nec tions and the indi ca tors of global trade are par tic u
larly prom is ing for com par i sons such as these, as the set tle
ments along the Strait of Malacca’s shores proved to be ide ally 
located not only for the export of trop i cal com mod i ties, but 
also for the spe cial char ac ter is tics of global entrepot trade.18

Second, inves ti gat ing envi ron men tal tran sit cor ri dors, his
to ri ans can also raise ques tions about the inter play of local 
and global devel op ments: Did the demand for new com
mod i ties change the local impor tance of the tran sit cor ri dor? 
Were nonarti fi cial infra struc tures exploited by the Euro pean 
empires to pro vide geo stra te gic and com mer cial gate ways or, 
by con trast, did they grant the local pop u la tion an unin tended 
gain in power? And how did local con di tions shape the global 
con nec tiv ity of dif fer ent loca tions in the tran sit cor ri dor, 
espe cially in times of infrastructural, tech no log i cal, and eco
nomic change? Transit cor ri dors are par tic u larly well suited 
for con sid er ing these local idi o syn cra sies because they offer 
a vari ety of smallscale oppor tu ni ties for com par i son. Along 
a mar i time tran sit cor ri dor, for instance, there is usu ally not 
just one port of call for oceangoing cargo ves sels, but sev eral, 
each with dif fer ent local spe cif ics and advan tages. These may 
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be com mer cial, geo graph i cal or geo mor pho log i cal. In the late 
nineteenth cen tury, for exam ple, deepsea steam ers could no 
lon ger call at the same ports in the Strait of Malacca as pre
mod ern sail ing ships had done before. Environmental tran sit 
cor ri dors were there fore not only impacted by local envi ron
ment con di tions, in this case by insuf fi cient water depth, but 
even by new tech nol o gies in ship build ing which led to ever 
larger ships capa ble of car ry ing more cargo. In other words, 
the coast line’s geo mor pho log i cal nature had an impact on 
the num ber and type of ships call ing at a port, thereby affect
ing both the port’s trad ing activ ity and transregional con nec
tion. Similarly, the demand for early mod ern trad ing goods 
like spices or tex tiles in the eigh teenth cen tury required dif
fer ent local facil i ties at the strait’s ports than in the early 
twen ti eth cen tury, when the demand for Malay rub ber placed 
new infrastructural and geo graph i cal require ments on tran
sit ports. Again, local con di tions such as a port’s con nec tion 
to plan ta tions or min ing fields deter mined whether it would 
remain com pet i tive. Therefore, envi ron men tal tran sit cor ri
dors con dense the pos si bil ity of establishing con nec tions to 
dif fer ent places and actors. As a result, con nec tions occur in 
the plu ral, they dif fer, and they become com pa ra ble. In the 
case of the Malacca Strait, for instance, dif fer ent ports, hin
ter lands, or mer chants may be inte grated into a study of con
nected and mar gin al ized spaces.

Third – closely linked to the local dimen sion – inves ti gat ing 
nonarti fi cial tran sit cor ri dors allows for con cep tu al iz ing 
them as what Environmental his to ri ans now a days call “envi
ron men tal infra struc tures.”19 This approach directs the atten
tion of his to ri ans to rela tions between infra struc ture and 
nature and the mul ti ple agents involved in the impe rial trans
for ma tion of colo nial ter ri to ries. It is there fore impor tant to 
con ceive of tran sit cor ri dors not only as pas sages – the ocean 
high way, so to say, where the tran sit phase of global con
nec tions is most clearly tan gi ble – but also as a geo graph i cal 
space that com prises more agents and forces besides ships  

19 See Kreike, 
Scorched Earth; Kalb, 
Environing Empire.
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and seamen. Rather, the Strait of Malacca encompasses the tran
sit ports and human agents such as col o nists, mer chants, and 
the econ o mies and enter prises located in the port cit ies. This 
includes not only seabased but also landbased infra struc
ture and logis tics that orga nize the transportation of goods and 
peo ple between East and West and between the Malay hin ter
land and the world mar ket. Moreover, the strait was frequented 
by local mer chants who cul ti vated the cor ri dor well before the 
arrival of Western enter prises. Such a com pre hen sive view on 
the strait even includes nonhuman actors such as the phys i cal 
envi ron ment and bio log i cal agents: the trop i cal waters, calm 
and blue in the Jan u ary win ter yet battered by heavy rains in the 
sum mer mon soon; the coast lines, the sea bed, the cliffs and sand 
dunes, the bays and riv ers that drain into the strait; the min er
als and raw mate ri als mined in the strait’s hin ter land, and the 
moun tains and plains whose cli mate cor re spond closely with 
the mar i time world. It even includes bio log i cal agents like ani
mals and dis eases, which some times hin dered, and some times 
facil i tated the impe rial pro jects in the Malacca Strait. In other 
words, con ceiv ing of the Malacca Strait as envi ron men tal infra
struc ture includes mul ti ple agents and forces; and the diver sity 
of pos si bly connected ele ments across the Strait appears in a 
vari ety of actors and stake hold ers that go far beyond the mere 
pas sage.

To employ these con cep tual thoughts on envi ron men tal 
tran sit cor ri dors empir i cally, it is nec es sary to bring nature, 
empire, and local idi o syn cra sies into dia logue with one 
another. For this pur pose, I sug gest focus ing on envi ron ment 
fac tors like, for instance, the dis tri bu tion of min er als needed 
for the extrac tion of trop i cal com mod i ties. The com mer cial 
his tory of these min er als and com mod i ties reaches far back to 
preindus trial times and was heavily impacted by nineteenth
cen tury impe rial and eco log i cal expan sion. This approach 
pro vi des an ana lyt i cal space that relates tech no log i cal and 
infrastructural trans for ma tions to the nat u ral envi ron ment. 
Furthermore, it requires a range of sources that track the 
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changes in con nec tiv ity over time: First, his tor i cal sci en tific 
pub li ca tions offer impor tant insights since they dealt with the 
ecol ogy and eco nomic poten tial of colo nial lands.20 Second, 
colo nial cor re spon dence among gov er nors, engi neers, nat u
ral ists, or mer chants fre quently indi cate con tinu ing inter est 
in these resources and the com mer cial exploi ta tion of the 
trop ics. Finally, com mer cial sta tis tics and trade returns pro
vide insights into the quan ti ta tive shifts in local and global 
trad ing con nec tions.

We have seen that envi ron men tal tran sit cor ri dors provide 
an analytical lens for tracing processes of historical global
ization. These highly connected zones are ide ally suited for a 
detailed inves ti ga tion of localglobal rela tions and the trans
for ma tion of global trade and com mer cial con nec tiv ity over 
time. The Strait of Malacca also offers a unique oppor tu nity 
of includ ing human and nonhuman fac tors and forces cor
re spond ing to the maritime pas sage. For global his tory, envi
ron men tal tran sit cor ri dors thus help illus trate ques tions 
about the dynamic shifts of global con nec tiv ity, depending 
on empire, nature, and the local envi ron ment. In the fol low
ing, I will intro duce an exam ple that can serve to illus trate the 
poten tial of envi ron men tal tran sit cor ri dors for the study of 
flowing and shifting con nec tions. As the study of this exam ple 
illu mi na tes, con cep tu al iz ing the Strait of Malacca as an envi
ron men tal tran sit cor ri dor also enables his to ri ans to inves
ti gate con trary devel op ments: The mak ing of new and the 
trans for ma tion of old con nec tions across the Strait also had 
regres sive effects and ini ti ated pro cesses of mar gin al i za tion 
in global net works.

II. Case Study: Following the Transport of Tin across the 
Strait of Malacca, c. 1850–1900

My exam ple exam ines the trade in a metal extracted from the 
oxide ore cas sit er ite (SnO

2
), which nat u rally occurs around 

the Strait of Malacca in shallower allu vial depos its, namely 
tin. I will dis cuss how the dis cov ery of the world’s larg est  

20 See for instance the 
voluminous bib li og ra
phy on tin published 
in 1912 by Frank Hess 
and Eva Hess, Bibliog
raphy of the Geology 
and Mineralogy of Tin 
(Washington D.C., 
1912).
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21 For an over view 
on the his tory of tin, 
see Mats Inguls
tad, Tin and Global 
Capitalism: A History 
of the Devil’s Metal, 
18502000 (New York, 
2014); Ernest Sydney 
Hedges, Tin in Social 
and Economic History 
(London, 1964).

tin depos its on the Malay Peninsula from the late 1840s 
onwards impacted both the impe rial pro ject of transporting 
tin – from the min ing dis tricts in the Malay hin ter land via the 
strait’s ports to the global mar kets – and the global con nec
tiv ity of the var i ous tran sit ports along the Strait of Malacca’s  
coast lines.

Tin is one of the oldest met als known to human kind. While it 
was mainly used in alloy form in ancient times, it became an 
impor tant ele ment of indus trial civ i li za tion in the nineteenth 
cen tury.21 Mainly due to its use as rust pro tec tion by coat ing 
steel and iron sheets with mol ten tin, the metal devel oped 
into a key ele ment in numer ous indus tries, rang ing from the 
mil i tary to electrical and mechan i cal engi neer ing and the tex
tile indus try.

From the mid1800s onwards, as the demand for tin dra
mat i cally increased on world mar kets, it played a key role 

Figure 2. A map of 
the Strait of Malacca 
south of the Malay 
Peninsula in the early 
1900s, includ ing open 
and planned rail-
way lines. The Brit ish 
Crown Colonies 
Penang, Malacca and 
Singapore formed the 
Strait Settlements. 
Together with the 
Federated Malay 
States (Perak, Selan-
gor, Negri Sembilan 
and Pahang) and the 
Unfederated Malay 
States (Johore, Kedah, 
Kelantan, Perlis and 
Trengganu), the pen-
in sula con sti tuted the 
ter ri tory of Brit ish 
Malaya. Source: 
Arnold Wright and H. 
A. Cartwright, eds., 
Twentieth-Century 
Impressions of Brit ish 
Malaya: Its History, 
People, Commerce,  
Industries, and 
Resources (London, 
1908), 2.



53Lars Kury | Flowing Connections in the Strait of Malacca

in Euro pean impe rial expan sion into the trop i cal world. On 
the one hand, the com mer cial extrac tion of tin in the col o
nies com pen sated for resource con straints in Europe. Since 
the Euro pean mines were largely exhausted at this time, the 
Euro pe ans increas ingly turned to dis tant raw mate ri als to 
meet the enor mous demand for tin of mod ern con sum er
ism. On the other hand, indus tri ally pro duced supplies such 
as the tin can influ enced numer ous other com mod ity flows 
connecting Europe with its col o nies.22 According to reports of 
Rudolf Martin, whom we already encoun tered at the begin
ning of this essay, the exploi ta tion of tin had seri ous and last
ing con se quences for the trop i cal envi ron ment, espe cially in 
the Malacca Strait region: “The min ing sys tem has its great 
dis ad van tages for the land: the fer tile humus is eroded over 
long dis tances, ren der ing it unus able for any cul ti va tion for 
a long time to come. Moreover, the leaching pro cess washes 
the fine sandy soil into the riv ers, accel er at ing the already 
nat u rally existing silting pro cess, which destroys the most 
impor tant and cheapest routes over time.”23 Thus Martin 
already indi cated at the end of the nineteenth cen tury what 
 envi ron men tal his to ri ans now a days fre quently state: There is 
hardly any other com mod ity bet ter suited than tin to illus
trate the tense inter play between impe rial power and col o
nized envi ron ments and between mass destruc tion and mass 
con sump tion.24

Since premod ern times, Malay tin found its way to the world 
mar kets via the ports along the Strait of Malacca on the west
ern coast lines of the Malay Peninsula. Ever since the Dutch 
took con trol of the pen in sula in the sev en teenth cen tury, and 
well into the early nineteenth cen tury, the for tress of Malacca 
was con sid ered the nat u ral out let for Malay tin. In fact, 
Malacca, “the port at the end of the mon soons,” had many 
nat u ral advan tages as an entrepot for both the Malay trad
ers and for the Dutch Empire:25 Since the port was located in  
a stra te gi cally favor able posi tion in the mid dle of the strait, 
the Dutch rul ers had hoped to monop o lize the out put of tin 

24 One could even say 
tin followed the clas sic 
pat tern of eco log i cal 
impe ri al ism. See Corey 
Ross, “The Tin  
Frontier;” Corey Ross, 
Ecology and Power 
in the Age of Empire. 
Europe and the  
Transformation of 
the Tropical World 
(Oxford, 2017), 
136–63.

25 Tomé Pires, The 
Suma Oriental of Tomé 
Pires, vol. 2 (London, 
1944), 228.

22 The tin can truly 
had a per va sive influ
ence in eco nom ics and 
indus try all  the way to 
every day life. Its inven
tion facil i tated the 
pres er va tion of food 
and its transportation 
over everincreas ing 
dis tances. See Corey 
Ross, “The Tin Fron
tier: Mining, Empire, 
and Environment 
in Southeast Asia, 
1870s1930s,” Environ
mental History 19, no. 
3 (July 2014), 469.

23 Martin, Über eine 
Reise durch die Malay
ische Halbinsel, 10.
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28 For an over view 
of early works on the 
metal, see Hess and 
Hess, Bibliography of 
the Geology and  
Mineralogy of Tin.

29 There is a size
able lit er a ture on the 
eco nomic, social and 
polit i cal dimen sion of 
the indus try in South
east Asia. See Wong 
Lin Ken, The Malayan 
Tin Industry to 1914 
with Special Refer
ence to the States of 
Perak, Selangor, Negri 
Sembilan and Pahang 
(Tucson, 1965); 
Yat Hoong Yip, The 
Development of the 
Tin Mining Industry of 
Malaya (Kuala  
Lumpur, Singapore, 
1969); Francis Kok
Wah Loh, Beyond the 
Tin Mines: Coolies, 
Squatters, and New 
Villagers in the Kinta 
Valley, Malaysia, c. 
18801980 (Singa
pore, 1988); Amarjit 
Kaur and Frits Diehl, 
“Tin Miners and Tin 
Mining in Indonesia, 
1850–1950,” Asian 
Studies Review 20, no. 
2 (1996): 95–120.

30 Arnold Wright and 
Thomas H. Reid, The 
Malay Peninsula. A 
Record of Brit ish Prog
ress in the Middle East 
(New York, 1912), 6.

31 The ori gins of the 
tin trade in the Malay 
Peninsula, how ever, go 
well back to the pre
mod ern era. See, for 
instance, Dianne Lewis, 

on the pen in sula by exclud ing other pur chas ers.26 Further
more, the tin depos its dis cov ered in the sev en teenth cen tury 
in Negri Sembilan, the imme di ate hin ter land of Malacca, 
were ide ally connected to the set tle ment’s port by the Linggi 
and Selangor riv ers just north of the city. For the Malaccan 
trad ers, it was much eas ier to reach the mines via these river 
routes than cross ing the impen e tra ble jun gle of the Malayan 
high lands. In order to keep the export of tin exclu sively con
fined to Malacca, the Dutch even tried to con sol i date their 
monop oly in a num ber of treaties with the local chiefs of 
Kedah, Perak, Selangor and Sungei Ujong. Even though this 
pol icy was not entirely suc cess ful, early mod ern Malacca 
quickly devel oped into the main out let for tin exports in the 
Strait.27

Tin devel oped into a truly global resource in high demand 
from the 1850s onwards, which is reflected by the enor
mous increase of sci en tific lit er a ture on the metal in the 
same time period.28 The Malacca Strait region was cru cial 
for the nineteenthcen tury rise of the indus try.29 Previously 
described by the Brit ish as incon spic u ous “NoMan’s Land,” 
it was only with the rise of the min ing indus try that the inte
rior of the Malay Peninsula devel oped into “one of the most 
thriv ing and con tented com mu ni ties owing the Brit ish 
sway.”30 The unprec e dented boom in tinmin ing on the pen
in sula began in the 1840s and 1850s, fol low ing the dis cov
ery of the world’s larg est tin depos its in the hin ter land of the 
Strait of Malacca.31 The newly found tin fields were usu ally 
owned by Malay rul ers; how ever, since the Malay chiefs often 
lacked funds to open new min ing enter prises, they ini tially 
began to rely on Chi nese mer chants and Chi nese labor. In 

26 Lewis, “The Tin 
Trade in the Malay 
Peninsula,” 56.

27 Thomas John New
bold, Political and Sta
tistical Account of the 
Brit ish Settlements in 
the Strait of Malacca, 
viz. Pinang, Malacca, 
and Singapore, vol. II 
(London, 1839). 23–4.

“The Tin Trade in the 
Malay Peninsula During 
the Eighteenth Cen
tury,” The New Zealand 
Journal of History 3, no. 
1 (1969): 52–69.
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the already established sev en teenthcen tury min ing dis tricts 
of Lukut, Kanching, and Ampang in Selangor, for exam ple, 
Chi nese enter prises opened new and much deeper min ing 
fields. At the same time, the ancient Chi nese min ing dis trict 
in Klang expanded sig nif i cantly, turn ing the neigh bor ing 
Kuala Lumpur into a cen ter for the col lec tion and dis tri bu tion 
of the metal. Further south in Negri Sembilan, Chi nese min
ing enter prises located in Malacca revived the eigh teenth 
cen tury tin mines along the Linggi River. The greatest impact 
on the Malayan tin indus try, how ever, came with the dis cov
ery of large tin depos its in Larut, Taiping and in the Kinta Val
ley in Perak in the late 1840s by the Malay Long Jafaar, son 
of a minor Malay chief. In the fol low ing years, Jafaar cooper
ated closely with Chi nese finan ciers in Penang and Malacca 
to bring the Chi nese to mine the rich tin depos its in Perak. 
Together with the fields in Selangor, the depos its in Perak 
were among the larg est con cen tra tion of tin in the region.32

Accordingly, the midnineteenthcen tury rise of the min ing 
indus try in Malaya relied heavily on Chi nese enter prises and 
the influx of Chi nese work ers in the region. In the words of 
envi ron men tal his to rian Corey Ross: While in the eigh teenth 
cen tury “the early Malay tin fron tier was [. . .] largely lim ited 
to shal low depos its on the sides of the foot hills that benefited 
from both good drain age and good access to water, [. . .] the 
arrival of Chi nese kongsis (com mer cial syn di cates fueled by 
‘coo lie’ labor) marked a sig nif i cant expan sion of this fron tier, 
both out ward but more impor tantly down ward.”33 In fact, the 
Kinta Valley, where the num ber of Chi nese min ers grew from 
1,000 to over 100,000 in the sec ond half of the nineteenth cen
tury, became not only the most pop u lous and densely inhab
ited dis trict in the Malay States, but also the world’s larg est tin 
field.34 From a geo log i cal per spec tive, the newly dis cov ered 
res er voir formed the socalled “Western Tin Belt,” cre ated by 
the weath er ing of tinbear ing gran ite beds. These depos its – 
until the late 1860s mainly extracted by Chi nese min ers from 
Malacca – extended along the west ern side of the Malay States 

32 Wong Lin Ken, The 
Malayan Tin Industry 
to 1914, 13–31. See 
also Khoo Kay Kim, 
“Taiping (Larut): The 
Early History of a  
Mining Settlement,” 
Journal of the  
Malaysian Branch of 
the Royal Asi atic  
Society 64, no. 1 
(1991): 1–32.

33 Ross, Ecology and 
Power, 141–42.

34 Loh, Beyond the Tin 
Mines; Salma Nasution 
Khoo and AbdurRaz
zaq Lubis, Kinta Valley: 
Pioneering Malaysia’s 
Modern Development 
(Perak, 2005).

35 John B. Scrive
nor, The Geology of 
Malayan OreDeposits 
(London, 1928), 4–5.
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36 Wong Lin Ken, The 
Malayan Tin Industry 
to 1914, 30.

Figure 3. The  
geo log i cal west ern tin 
belt is sep a rated from 
the less abun dant 
east ern tin belt, on the 
shore of the South Chi-
na Sea, by a deeper 
gold-bear ing belt. 
Source: Thadshajini  
Suntharalingam, 
“Malaysia: Peninsular 
Malaysia,”  
Encyclopedia of 
Euro pean and Asian 
Regional Geology  
(1997), 525–30.

Perak, Selangor and Negri Sembilan down to the Riau Islands 
near Singapore.35 (See Fig. 3)

Well into the nineteenth cen tury, the riv ers connecting the 
coast lines near Malacca and its hin ter land con tin ued to 
serve as the main transportation routes for tin on the Malay 
Peninsula. As late as 1844, still more than half of all  tin from 
the Malay States was car ried to Malacca for reexport.36 Along 
with the dis cov ery of new depos its, how ever, the trans port 
of tin, from the Malay mines via the ports along the Strait of 
Malacca to the global mar kets, turned into a highly com plex 
endeavor – with last ing impacts on the coastal set tle ment’s 
con nec tiv ity.

In the sec ond half of the nineteenth cen tury, the larg est part 
of tin exports moved from Malacca to the other Strait Settle
ments (Penang and Singapore), the Brit ish crown col o nies 
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in Brit ish Malaya.37 Although Chi nese labor con tin ued to be 
a key force, Western enter prises took over large parts of the 
min ing and smelting indus try of the pen in sula in the 1870s. 
Simultaneously, the socalled “Strait Tin,” the com mer
cial name given to tin imported from the Strait Settlements 
on the London Metal Exchange, flooded the Euro pean mar
kets: While between 1844 and 1848 a total of around 5,000 
tons of Strait Tin were imported to Europe, this num ber rose 
to almost 22,000 between 1869 and 1873, and to more than 
169,000 in the period between 1900 and 1904.38

However, as the amount of tin dis cov ered and extracted grew, 
so did the logis ti cal chal lenge of com mod ity trans port from 
the dense jun gles in the Malay hin ter land to the set tle ments 
along the Strait of Malacca: From the 1850s onwards, the larg
est tin depos its were no lon ger to be found in the hin ter land of 
Malacca, but fur ther north in Selangor and Perak, which were 
much more acces si ble via roads and rail ways from a range 
of hith erto indus tri ally unim por tant fishermen’s vil lages in 
Perak and Selangor than from the dis tant and ancient port city 
of Malacca. Given these chang ing con di tions, the Brit ish colo

37 Brit ish Malaya 
included sev eral Brit ish 
ter ri to ries, mainly on 
the Malay Peninsula, 
from the late eigh
teenth cen tury until 
the end of World War 
II. (See Fig. 2) It com
prised the ter ri to ries 
of the Strait Settle
ments, the Federated 
Malay States (FMS) 
and the Unfederated 
Malay States (UMS). 
The Strait Settlements 
was the offi cial name 
given to the Brit ish 
Crown Colonies of 
Malacca, Penang, 
and Singapore on 
the north ern shore of 
the Strait of Malacca 
between 1826 and 
1946. The FMS cov
ered the sul tan ates of 
Perak, Selangor, Negri 
Sembilan and Pahang. 
The semiinde pen dent 
UMS included Johore, 
Kedah, Kelantan, 
Perlis and Trengganu. 
For a recent over view 
on the his tory of Brit
ish Malaya, see Lynn 
Hollen Lees, Planting 
Empire, Cultivat
ing Subjects: Brit ish 
Malaya, 1786–1941 
(Cambridge, 2017).

Figure 4. Open cast 
mine near Taiping, 
Perak, c. 1908. Source: 
Arnold Wright and H. 
A. Cartwright, eds., 
Twentieth-Century 
Impressions of Brit ish 
Malaya: Its History, 
People, Commerce, In-
dustries, and Resourc-
es (London, 1908), 
506.

38 This devel op ment 
corresponded closely 
with ever higher tin 
prices and an increase 

in the indus trial  
con sump tion of the 
metal in Europe. Wong 

Lin Ken, The Malayan 
Tin Industry to 1914, 
12, 212.
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41 Letter from Cecil 
Clementi Smith, 
Governor of the Strait 
Settlements, to Lord 
Knutsford, Colonial 
Office, March 2, 1889, 
TNA CO 273/159 No. 
6–7.

nial admin is tra tion grad u ally devel oped plans for a com plex 
logis ti cal transportation sys tem, connecting the large min ing 
dis tricts in the north ern Malayan hin ter land with the Strait of 
Malacca’s coast lines. Beginning in the early 1870s, the nego ti
a tions surrounding these logis ti cal endeav ors are increas ingly 
reflected in the inter ac tion between the Colonial Office in 
London, the Government House in the Strait Settlements, and 
the res i dents and res i dent engi neers of the Malay States. These 
ven tures included, among oth ers, the plan ning of the rail way 
lines across the Federated Malay States, connecting the min
ing dis tricts in Perak and Selangor with the strait’s ports.

According to an 1883 mem o ran dum from the Governor Gen
eral of the Strait Settlements, the imme di ate goal of this new 
transportation sys tem in Malaya, consisting of roads and 
rail ways, was not only to estab lish transportation facil i ties 
between the min ing dis tricts and the Strait of Malacca’s ports 
but more gen er ally to open up the agri cul tural and min ing 
regions through out the entire pen in sula.39 Accordingly, the 
late nineteenthcen tury “trans for ma tion of the econ omy” in 
Malaya was closely linked to the con struc tion of rail ways.40 
After the estab lish ment of the first rail road lines pro vid ing 
transportation infra struc ture between the min ing dis tricts in 
Taiping and Kuala Lumpur with Port Weld and Port Klang in 
the early 1880s, accessing the large tin depos its in Larut and 
the Kinta Valley became the Brit ish Empire’s major eco nomic 
pur pose on the pen in sula. (See Fig. 5) As the Governor of 
the Strait Settlements sub mit ted ini tial plans to the Colonial 
Office in London in March 1889 for the con struc tion of a line 
connecting Teluk Anson, the port of Lower Perak, with the 
Kinta Valley, he urged that “the Railway is urgently needed 
for the devel op ment of the coun try.” He con tin ued: “The gov
ern ment has to face this posi tion. Off the coun try, the nat u ral 
resources [. . .] are left with out being opened out by a Rail
way. There is every pros pect owing to the nav i ga tion of the 
riv ers becom ing every year more and more dif fi cult, that it 
will not only not prog ress but may go back into jun gle.”41

39 Memorandum from 
F. Weld, Governor of 
the Strait Settlements 
to Earl of Derby,  
Colonial Office, 
23. May 1883, The 
National Archives, Kew 
(here in af ter TNA) CO 
273/120 No. 120.

40 Amarjit Kaur, “The 
Impact of Railroads on 
The Malayan  
Economy, 18741941,” 
The Journal of Asian 
Studies 39, no. 4 
(1980): 695.
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In order to allow access to the tin depos its in Kinta, the gov
er nor argued, the expen sive and risky transportation, requir
ing sev eral days of travel, from the port at Taluk Anson, “the  
point nearest to the coun try,” to the Kinta mines by boats, 
buf falo, bull ock carts, and ele phants – as devel oped by 
the Malays over cen tu ries – needed to be replaced by the   
con struc tion of a rail road.42 While some of these pro jects, 
such as mov ing the trade routes in Perak to the deeper and 
more acces si ble Dinding Bays, were never fully real ized, other 
loca tions were suc cess fully inte grated into the transportation 
sys tem of tin across the coast lines.43 These included the ports 
in Teluk Anson and Port Weld, pro vid ing tran sit and trans
portation facil i ties between the Strait and the Perak mines, as 
well as Port Swettenham and Port Dickson, serv ing the min
ing dis tricts in Selangor.

Figure 5. The Perak 
State Railway on Mar-
ble Hill, Ipoh, connect-
ing the tin-min ing dis-
tricts in Kinta with the 
port in Teluk Anson. 
Source: Arnold Wright 
and H. A. Cartwright, 
eds., Twentieth-Cen-
tury Impressions of 
Brit ish Malaya: Its 
History, People, Com-
merce, Industries, and 
Resources (London, 
1908), 308.

42 Ibid.

43 On plans to inte
grate the Dingding 
Bays into the trade 
net work of tin across 
the Strait, see Letter 
from Cecil Clementi 
Smith, Governor of the 
Strait Settlements, to 
Lord Knutsford,  
Colonial Office,  
Jan u ary 28, 1859, TNA 
CO 273/158 No. 16.
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Consequently, the phys i cal avail abil ity of tin in Perak and 
Selangor led to an increase in the eco nomic impor tance of the 
ports of Teluk Anson, Port Weld, Port Swettenham, and Port 
Dickson. Due to the smaller tin depos its in Negri Sembilan, 
the hin ter land of Malacca, the ancient port city grad u ally lost 
its role as the main tran sit hub for tin.44

However, according to the Strait Settlements’ annual trade 
returns,45 global export rates of tin from the Strait Settle
ments did not increase at the Perak or Selangor ports, where 
the sup ply of tin was highest, but fur ther east wards in Sin
gapore, located far away from the large tin res er voirs in the 
Malayan hin ter land.46 Economic his to ri ans usu ally explain 
this dynamic by refer ring to Singapore’s low duty rates for 
com mod i ties and the free dom of its port.47 In the fol low ing, 
how ever, I pro pose to focus more on another dynamic, result
ing from chang ing infrastructural require ments for global 
tran sit ports as the ship ping vol umes increased. This includes 
a reflec tion on the phys i cal envi ron ment Singapore Island 
offered in a colo nial world which was increas ingly reaching 
nat u ral lim its to com mer cial and indus trial growth. Empiri
cally, this per spec tive allows for an inclu sion of the accounts 
of nat u ral ists and engi neers who usu ally do not appear in Sin
gapore’s nineteenthcen tury eco nomic his tory. And it directs 
our atten tion to sev eral envi ron men tal advan tages Singapore 
Island offered in the sec ond half of the nineteenth cen tury, 
includ ing local idi o syn cra sies and smallscale envi ron men
tal con di tions, that allowed the rise of the Malacca Strait as a 
global tran sit cor ri dor to con tinue.

First and fore most, its geo graph i cal loca tion made Singapore 
an unri valed port of call both for native junks from the South

44 The inte gra tion 
of Malacca into the 
Malay Railway net
work, for instance, did 
not take place until the 
early twen ti eth cen
tury. See Kaur, “The 
Impact of Railroads on 
The Malayan Econ
omy, 18741941.”

45 Strait Settlements 
Blue Books 1870–1884; 
Annual Trade Returns 
Strait Settlements 
1885–1900.

46 Interestingly 
though, the amount of 
tin imported to Singa
pore from the Malay 
States remained quite 
small, imports from 
Penang and Malacca, 
how ever, increased 
strongly from the 
1870s onwards. 
Therefore, most of 
the tin depos its in 
Selangor and Perak 
first made their way 
to Singapore via 
Penang and Malacca 
before being shipped 
around the world. 
The tin imported into 
Singapore from the 
Malay States came 
largely from Pahang, 
located in the pen in
sula’s east ern tin belt. 
However, the Pahang 
supplies were much 
more lim ited and 
largely ignored by the 
Strait cap i tal ists. Con
sequently, the amount 
of tin imported from 
the Malay States in 
Singapore stag nated 
after 1850. See Wong 
Lin Ken, The Malayan 
Tin Industry to 1914, 
30–31.

47 Chiang Hai Ding,  
A History of Strait  
Settlements Foreign 

Trade 1870–1915, 6. 
Wong Lin Ken,  
“Singapore: Its Growth 

as an Entrepot Port, 
18191941,” 75.
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east Asian archi pel ago and for large oceangoing steam ers.48 
In 1897, Rudolf Martin con sid ered Singapore’s loca tion “out
stand ingly favor able from a stra te gic and com mer cial point 
of view” and saw this as the main rea son for its unique rise 
as a “trad ing cen ter of the very first rank.”49 In fact, located 
at the south ern most end of the Asian con ti nent, Singapore 
Island was not only well posi tioned for the import and reex
port of Malay tin, but served as the cen tral trans ship ment 
hub for mer chants and resources from the Dutch East Indies 
and the Southeast Asian main land (includ ing Cambodia and 
Indochina). Unlike Batavia (pres entday Jakarta), Singapore 
was located on the direct route connecting the Euro pean and 
East Asian mar kets fol low ing the open ing of the Suez Canal 
in 1869.50 Ever since, Singapore benefited from an influx of 
enter prises and mer chants who had been located in the 
Dutch East Indies before. Previously, a sig nif i cant part of the 
EastWest trade still ran via the Cape Route and the Sunda, 
Lombok and Makassar Strait (with stop overs in Batavia and 
Manila), bypassing the lon ger route via the Malacca Strait.

Second, unlike the Perak and Selangor ports or Malacca, Sin
gapore had a nat u ral har bor that pro vided deep and shel tered 
berth for large oceangoing ves sels. As early as 1849, the sur
veys of the Strait of Singapore by the engi neer and gov ern
ment inspec tor John Turnbull Thomson had indi cated that 
the bay next to the Singapore River, the for mer New Harbour 
(later Keppel Harbour), offered a nat u ral deepwater berth 
pro vid ing not only suf fi cient shel ter for deep steam ers but 
also the geo mor pho log i cal infra struc ture required for refuel
ing and load ing the ships.51 In 1887, the Strait Trading Com
pany opened a tin smelting facil ity on Pulau Brani, an island 
located in the mid dle of New Harbour. (See Fig. 6) Due to its 
close con nec tion to New Harbour, the com pany’s busi ness 
flourished and quickly moved the tin smelting indus try from 
the Malay States to Singapore Island.52 Singapore not only 
offered excel lent nat u ral and geo mor pho log i cal con di tions 
for the tran sit and trade of tin, but even fea tured the spe cific 

49 Martin, Über 
Eine Reise durch die 
Malayische Halbin
sel, 3; Martin, Die 
Inlandstämme der 
Malayischen Halbin
sel: Wissenschaftliche 
Ergebnisse einer Reise 
durch die Vereinigten 
Malayischen Staaten 
(Jena, 1905).

48 Sir Stamford Raf
fles noted this already 
back in the 1810s when 
he opened the trad ing 
post on Singapore 
Island. However, the 
Bengal gov ern ment 
only became aware 
of its true geo stra te
gic impor tance in the 
1830s and 1840s. See 
Hikayat Abdullah ben 
Abdul Kadir Moon
shee, “Concerning 
Colonel Farquhars 
going to look for a 
place to estab lish a 
set tle ment,” in J.R. 
Logan (ed.), Journal of 
the Indian Archipelago 
and the Indian Ocean, 
vol. 6 (Singapore, 
1852), 585604.

50 Bogaars, “The 
Effect of the Opening 
of the Suez Canal.”

51 Boon, Technology 
and Entrepot Colo
nialism in Singapore, 
1819–1940, 45.

52 W. G. Huff, The 
Economic Growth of 
Singapore: Trade and 
Development in the 
Twentieth Century 
(Cambridge, 1997), 
255.
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geo graph i cal and infrastructural logis tics for transforming 
the raw mate rial into its liq uid and thus more eas ily trans
port able phys i cal state.

Third, the mouth of the Singapore River, pass ing through the old 
city cen ter, pro vided an ideal nat u ral anchor age for the import 
and tran sit of “Strait Produce.”53 While New Harbour attracted 
oceangoing ves sels, smaller coastal ships and other crafts 
such as Malay prows and junks pre ferred to anchor near the 
river, where Euro pean mer chants inspected and pur chased the 
trop i cal goods for reexport.54 By com bin ing New Harbour and 
the mouth of the Singapore River, the island offered an excel
lent envi ron ment for traf fic and trans ship ment between the 
archi pel ago’s local mer chants and the global trad ing routes. Or, 
to put it dif fer ently: The out sourc ing of longdis tance trade to 
New Harbour turned the Singapore River into a hub connect
ing both regional and global mar kets. By now, prod ucts from 
the Malacca Strait region such as tin (and increas ingly rub ber 
from the 1900s onwards) were col lected on the riv er bank and 
transported to New Harbour for global export.55 Moreover, by 
pro vid ing new docking facil i ties at New Harbour in the 1860s, 
and constructing a rail road connecting the port to the city cen
ter in the 1880s, the Brit ish supplemented these envi ron men tal 
con di tions with the phys i cal infra struc ture required to increase 
the amount of mov ing goods between the Asian hin ter lands 
and the world mar ket.56 Again, the mak ing of new con nec tions 
across the Malacca Strait might be con sid ered a copro duc tion 
of human agents and labor on the one hand, and the phys i cal 
envi ron ment on the other.

To sum up, from the early mod ern period until the first half 
of the nineteenth cen tury, the amount of tin exported from 
the Malay Peninsula depended largely on the min ing fields 

53 The term “Strait 
Produce” is used in 
the sources to refer to 
all  prod ucts from the 
Malacca Strait region 
which were brought to 
Singapore and stored 
there for trans ship
ment, such as pep per, 
gambia, gutta percha, 
tin, sugar and rub
ber. D.D. Daly, “The 
Metalliferous Forma
tion of the Peninsula,” 
Journal of the Straits 
Branch of the Royal 
Asi atic Society, no. 2 
(1878): 194–98. See 
also John H. Drabble, 
An Economic History 
of Malaysia, c. 1800
1990. The Transition 
to Modern Economic 
Growth (Basingstoke, 
2000).

54 On the com mer cial 
impor tance of the Sin
gapore River for native 
trade, see Stephen 
Dobbs, The Singapore 
River: A Social History 
18192002 (Singa
pore, 2003).

55 On the con nec
tion between regional 
trade on the riv er
bank and global trade 
in New Harbour see 
John Cameron, Our 
Tropical Possessions in 
Malayan India: Being 
a Descriptive Account 
of Singapore, Penang, 
Province Wellesley, 
and Malacca: Their 
Peoples, Products, 
Commerce, and Gov
ernment (Singapore, 
1865), 5657.

56 To accom plish  
these pro jects, colo nial  
engi neers and  
nat u ral ists were sent 
to Singapore in large 
numbers from the 

late 1860s onwards. 
Their main task 
was to exam ine and 
explore nat u ral lim its 
to eco nomic growth 
and infrastructural 

pos si bil i ties to expand 
global trade. See 
“Railway across the 
Island of Singapore,” 
April, 1889, TNA CO 
273/159 No. 3.
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in the imme di ate hin ter land of Malacca. At this time, the 
tin trade across the pen in sula was largely dom i nated by 
the Malay indig e nous com mu ni ties, and the ancient city of 
Malacca became both the main export cen ter for tin and the 
metal’s main tran sit hub. Following the dis cov ery of new 
min ing fields fur ther north in Perak and Selangor in the sec
ond half of the nineteenth cen tury, how ever, Malacca was 
replaced by Singapore as the pen in sula’s prin ci pal export 
des ti na tion for tin. Simultaneously, the Malay’s local trans
portation routes, based on indig e nous knowl edge about 
riv ers, reefs, and tides, were grad u ally super seded. This 
devel op ment was the result of an impe rial infrastructural 
pol icy of governing the transportation of tin via roads and 
rail roads from the dis tant mines via the strait’s coast lines to 
the nat u ral deepwater berth at New Harbour on Singapore 
Island. In this pro cess, the ports along the strait’s coast lines 
(includ ing Teluk Anson, Penang, Port Swettenham, and Port 
Weld) became regional feeder ports of Singapore. More
over, one could even say that the Malay Peninsula turned 
into one major hin ter land serv ing Singapore Island. Unlike 
these feeder ports, Singapore itself offered bet ter envi ron
men tal con di tions to han dle increas ing ship ping vol umes. 
This trans for ma tion in transportation and trade leads to the 
con clu sion that the degree of global con nec tiv ity of places 
across the Strait of Malacca’s coast lines depended mostly on 
two main fac tors: first, on the con nec tiv ity of the coastal set
tle ments to their own hin ter lands, an indi ca tor one could 
per haps call “hin ter land con nec tiv ity;” and sec ond, on the 

Figure 6. Keppel  
Harbour from the 
east ern ridge of Mount 
Faber, c. early 1900s. 
The chim neys on Pulau 
Brani, an island in the 
mid dle of the nat u ral 
deep-water berth of 
New Harbour, were 
part of the Strait 
Trading Company’s 
tin smelter. Source: 
National Archives of 
Singapore, Image-No.: 
19980007346 – 0024.
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strait’s phys i cal envi ron ment and the behav ior of col o nists 
in response to these envi ron men tal con di tions.

Conclusion

In the postglob al iz ing twentyfirstcen tury world, his tor i cal 
nar ra tives of world wide entan gle ments are increas ingly based 
on a dia lec ti cal approach that accounts for both global con
nec tions and dis con nec tions. In this arti cle and my broader 
research pro ject, I sug gest that by explor ing the his tory of envi
ron men tal tran sit cor ri dors, we gain valu able insights into the 
ambig u ous aspects of con nec tiv ity and their eco log i cal and 
spa tial dimen sions. Within cor ri dors of tran sit, con nec tions 
break, they are diverted and cre ated, and they become com pa
ra ble. The case of the Strait of Malacca is par tic u larly use ful to 
illus trate these con sid er ations: It rep re sents an envi ron men
tal infrastructural cor ri dor used for trade and com merce since 
preindus trial times, which distinguishes the strait from the 
many arti fi cial infrastructural pro jects of the age of impe ri al
ism and lets us ana lyze mod ern eco nomic con nec tions against 
the back drop of longterm change. In the Strait of Malacca, a 
vari ety of con nec tions become tan gi ble. In addi tion to ties 
of global trade, this includes regional links into the strait’s 
broader envi ron ment shaped by dif fer ent nonhuman fac tors 
and forces – includ ing the hin ter land with its ecol ogy – and 
human actors, such as impe rial stake hold ers in the ports, Chi
nese and local mer chants, engi neers and nat u ral ists. The con
stant inter play of the global and the local, infra struc ture and 
nature, and human agents and nonhuman fac tors and forces, 
also led to cer tain dis con nec tions and pro cesses of exclu sion.

The trans port of tin across the Strait of Malacca, high lighted 
in this arti cle, illus trates such localglobal dynam ics. Newly 
found tin depos its in the north ern part of the Malay Peninsula 
forced the Brit ish impe rial actors to intro duce new infrastruc
tural pol i cies and com mer cial transportation routes from the 
1870s onwards. As a result, pre vi ous trade oper a tions based 
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on indig e nous knowl edge and logis tics became mar gin al ized. 
While in the early nineteenth cen tury the riv ers near Malacca 
still served as the indig e nous’ main trans port engines to the 
min ing dis tricts in Negri Sembilan, the hin ter land of Malacca, 
the sec ond half of the nineteenth cen tury saw the Brit ish 
colo nial ists’ exten sion of transportation routes in Perak and 
Selangor through roads and rail ways in order to access new 
min ing depos its. Henceforth, Malacca, lacking any sub stan
tial tin depos its in its own hin ter land, lost its role as the most 
impor tant tran sit hub to other coast line set tle ments and 
became – com pared to its pre vi ous posi tion – dis con nected.

Another dynamic resulted from the phys i cal envi ron ment and 
the increase of tin shipped through the Strait of Malacca: The 
new regional tran sit ports pro vided nei ther the envi ron men tal 
con di tions nor the phys i cal infra struc ture required to cope with 
larger ship ping vol umes. Instead, the for mer fishermen’s vil lage 
of Singapore turned into the region’s larg est tran sit hub for tin 
due to a num ber of envi ron men tal advan tages. This under lines 
that con nec tions in global tran sit cor ri dors are by no means 
static, but dynamic and shifting phe nom ena. The ten sions 
between local con di tions, impe rial infra struc tures, and the 
nat u ral envi ron ment may even lead to the mar gin al i za tion of 
pre vi ously highly connected places. Foregrounding such cross
cur rents and disconnecting effects allows us to tell the his tory 
of world wide entan gle ments in a way that incor po rates not only 
human actors, but also nonhuman fac tors and nat u ral forces, 
as well as local idi o syn cra sies into nar ra tives of global change.
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