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The free port of 1819 created the conditions for trade. The traders themselves came
from every direction, bringing their own ships, goods, customs and systems of
credit. This chapter examines the entrepôt economy that grew up in Singapore
during the first half-century of British rule. It looks at the principal groups of traders
who used the port: the Chinese junk traders who arrived with the north-east
monsoon, the Bugis fleets from Sulawesi, the Arab and Indian merchant houses, and
the European and Indian country traders who carried opium and textiles between
India, the archipelago and China. It then turns to the agency house, the institution
that stood between these groups and the markets of Europe, and to the chains of
credit that linked them.

The entrepôt economy deserves close attention from anyone interested in the
modern financial centre. Many of the functions that Singapore performs today for
the economies of Asia were first performed in the warehouses along the Singapore
River: collecting goods from many sources, sorting and grading them, financing
their movement and redistributing them to distant markets. Merchants had to assess
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the creditworthiness of counterparties they could rarely verify, enforce contracts
across borders and manage the risks of long voyages and volatile prices. The
solutions they found, a mixture of personal trust, community institutions and
English law, shaped the commercial culture of the city.

The chapter also continues the comparison with Geneva. Geneva’s bankers of the
eighteenth century built their business on networks of Protestant families spread
across France, the Netherlands and England. Singapore’s merchants built theirs on
networks of dialect groups, clans and trading diasporas spread across Asia. In both
cases, the network came first and the formal institution followed.

Essentials
The entrepôt economy of nineteenth-century Singapore rested on the seasonal
arrival of Chinese junks with the north-east monsoon and Bugis prahus with the
east wind, on Arab and Indian merchant houses and on the country trade in opium
and textiles. European agency houses acted as intermediaries between these traders
and the markets of Europe and India. Goods moved on credit through long chains
that ran from London and Calcutta through the agency houses to Chinese dealers
and on to traders in the archipelago. Personal reputation, community institutions
and English courts together secured the chain. The junk trade peaked around 1841–
1842 and declined after the opening of the Chinese treaty ports, while steamships
and the Suez Canal transformed the trade after 1869.

Disclaimer

This article is provided for general information only. It is based on publicly available sources as at its
date of publication. These sources have not been independently verified against licences, regulatory
registers or the records of the entities concerned. It is not legal, tax, financial or investment advice.
Nor is it a recommendation to invest in, transact with or use the services of any entity mentioned.
Law and regulation change frequently, so the content may be incomplete or outdated. To the fullest
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extent permitted by law, Dr Alexander Ressos and the publisher of SingaporeIQ exclude all liability
for loss or damage arising from the use of or reliance on this article. Readers should obtain advice on
their specific circumstances before acting or refraining from action.

Names and trademarks of the entities discussed belong to their owners and are used for identification
only. Their mention implies no endorsement, affiliation or allegation of wrongdoing. All Singapore
law advice is provided by a duly licensed and regulated firm of Singapore advocates and solicitors
only  on  the  basis  of  an  express  written  letter  of  engagement.  Corrections  and  updates:
contact@ressos.com.

©  2026  Dr  Alexander  Ressos.  This  article  may  be  quoted  with  attribution  to  SingaporeIQ
(SingaporeIQ.com). Reproduction in full and any commercial use require prior written consent. The
Legal Terms at https://singaporeiq.com/legal-terms apply.
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