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Sweet is the swamp with its secrets,  
Until we meet a snake; 
'Tis then we sigh for houses, 
And our departure take 
 
- Emily Dickinson (1740) 

 
The Hikayat Abdullah, a local account by an early inhabitant of colonial Singapore, provides 

the following vivid description of swamp-filling in 1823:  

“Three hundred coolies – Chinese, Malays, Klings were 
employed at the rate of one rupee a day, each man, 
chunkolling and carrying earth. Some were breaking up the 
rocks of which there were very many in the hill. There were 
many tindals overlooking them…every evening bags of 
money were brought and each man got his payment for the 
day. Mr. Raffles came twice a day to give directions about the 
work. After three of or four months, the hill was complete 
cut down, and all the hollows and streams and drains and 
valleys filled up…”i 

 
The labourers were filling up a swamp in the area around Boat Quay, located in the southern 

part of the island, in order to build houses and other commercial buildings, just four years 

after the founding of the colony by East India Company employee Thomas Stamford 

Raffles, who was supervising the swamp reclamation described above. This paper will 

demonstrate how the swamp became the site of control for British officials who 

understandably had trouble managing the larger sea. 

British scholar-officials consistently presented the swamp as a site of danger - as a 

wasteful infertile space, or as a site that harboured pirates. Swamps are therefore harmful to 
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the colonial project meant to increase productivity and maximize profit. Downstream 

swampy areas could not support sustainable agricultural production of rice and fruit, except 

in limited stretches on the river levees, particularly those fronting the tropical rainforest 

upstream and freshwater swamp downstream, which were the only possible sites for limited 

agricultural production. ii In land-scarce areas such as the Malay Peninsula and Singapore, it is 

all the more urgent that the swamps had to be rescued for use.  

A swamp is defined as “a tract of low-lying ground in which water collects; a piece of 

wet spongy ground; a marsh or bog.”iii The swamp was indeed a major geographical feature 

in the maritime region of the Malay Archipelago. The island of Java for example was 

described as being “in many places swampy and overgrown with mangrove trees and 

bushes.”iv Coastal swamps are commonly found on both sides of the Straits of Malacca, and 

a huge, low-lying swamp forest lies along the eastern coast of Sumatra.v  

The natural physical environment was thought to directly influence local behaviour 

to a large extent. Some scholars have argued that the Malays originated from a riverine and 

swamp environment.vi Indeed, rivers influenced early state formation to a large extent in 

Southeast Asia as a whole,vii and throughout the Archipelago, populations were often found 

clustered at river mouths.viii Colonial observers surmised that ecological conditions 

determined that the control of maritime trade, rather than agriculture, was the primary basis 

for the Malay social system. A British traveler named George W. Earl, surmised that:  

“It is not to be expected that the Malays or any other people 
can suddenly become sober cultivators of the earth, after 
having been long accustomed to view maritime adventure as 
the only honourable method of gaining a subsistence, and 
therefore the first germs of their industry are displayed in 
pursuits more in accordance with their former mode of life.”ix 
 

Trade, however, was sometimes given another name in the nineteenth century – 

piracy. For the purposes of this paper, I will use the term ‘piracy’ as a developing concept. 
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Prior to the eighteenth century, for many generations, it had been accepted that Malay 

princes unable to support themselves on the ruler’s bounty could take to raiding ships out at 

sea. Their actions were curbed, somewhat loosely, by royal guidelines as to what ships they 

could attack and where.x However from the eighteenth century onwards, it seems that many 

princes were roaming the seas as independent pirates, exacerbated by the growing number of 

sea nomads, now known as Orang Laut, now freed from royal rule.xi This is due to the 

breakdown of centralized Malay authority in the region and the participation of more local 

princes and chiefs who no longer felt restrained by the presence a strong powerful Malay 

ruler in the region since 1699, with the assassination of a dominant Malay Sultan who once 

held sway over the region.xii Subsequently, a different type of raiding came to exist from here 

on out, resulting in more attacks on the Orang laut and certain princes; including acts of 

violence which were previously considered unacceptable.  

The newly-arrived British at the end of the eighteenth century however associated 

rampant maritime incursions not with the change in political structure in the Malay world, 

but with the natural physical environment which was thought to be particularly conducive to 

piracy.  Thus, from the outset, British officials directly linked the appearance of these pirates 

to the geographical imaginary of the maritime landscape, precisely with the fantasy of 

displacing them from this site. British observers revealed the cultural threat posed by highly 

mobile settlers who could maintain their independence on the margins of settled society.  

Rather surprisingly, there was relatively little specific mention of pirates who 

operated mainly in the rivers in colonial writings.xiii In contrast to the pirates in the high seas, 

the pirate who was based in rivers seemed to have led a more mysterious and shadowy 

existence. One reason for the merely vague references to riverines pirate could of course be 

simply that Europeans tend to travel down main sea-lanes more than on the numerous rivers 
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by the nineteenth century. This is understandable, for swamps present their own unique 

geographical challenges to navigation. Ships could be marooned and stranded in shallow 

waters and unseen swamps. The lack of specific knowledge of riverine pirates could also be 

due to the decline in the economic importance of further inland communities that intensified 

during the nineteenth century. Since beginning of the fifteenth century, there was a shift in 

international demand from forest products to pepper and tin that resulted in the gradual 

displacement of inland communities by those living on the coasts as the principal 

participants and beneficiaries of this trade.xiv However, the minor but vital trade continued to 

be conducted by small vessels with Chinese, Indian and local owners and crews making 

comparatively short voyages between coastal villages throughout the islands.xv 

In colonial narratives, the sea remained paramount as a site of danger due to the 

ubiquity of powerful armed pirates especially the ferocious ‘lanuns’ who traveled from the 

eastern side of the Archipelago to the Straits of Malacca. The lanuns were “a piratical 

people from the island of Magindano”, regarded with awe as “the most formidable of all 

the eastern pirates.”xvi They rose to prominence in the second half of the eighteenth century 

and raided boats and settlements in Borneo, the Philippines and the Malacca straits. They 

possessed significantly larger boats than other local sea-farers.xvii In general, the Malays lived 

in fear of the pirate season known as the ‘Musim lanun’ or the season of lanuns. This was 

because the traditional image of the lanun in the eighteenth century was that of a savagely 

cruel and destructive group of people, an image that gained widespread acceptance 

throughout the Malay Archipelago up till the early twentieth century.xviii  

The British were not used to the watery environment of the Malay Archipelago and 

often remarked upon its strange landscape. British scholar-official J.R. Logan was struck by 

the availability of liminal spaces between land and water. He writes:  
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“When we enter the seas of the Archipelago, we are in a new 
world. Land and ocean are strangely intermingled…Even in 
crossing the widest of the eastern seas, when the last green 
speck has sunk beneath horizon, the mariner knows that a 
circle drawn with a radius of two days sail would touch more 
land than water, and even that, if the eye were raised to a 
sufficient height, while the islands he had left would reappear 
on the one side, new shores would be seen on almost every 
other.”xix   
 

The swamp as a trope could therefore signify the process of transition from water to 

land settlements during the colonial period, that saw Europeans battling pirates on the high 

seas and filling up swamps in order to force these pirates on to shore. Pirates could 

effectively move from the sea and up a river to escape from their pursuers into a swamp, and 

from there, on to more solid ground to avoid detection entirely. The swamp could thus 

function as an analogy of the pirates’ ambiguous identity within the maritime region. The 

pirate could after all easily behave as a legitimate law-abiding trader at other times. Being half 

water and half land, the swamp served as a metaphor for amphibious inhabitants of a watery 

space. 

Shipping traffic weaving in and out of the Straits of Malacca was so dense within the 

maze of islands and islets that pirate vessels could quickly disappear out of sight up the many 

rivers and into the swamps.xx George W. Earl provides a very vivid description of the pirates’ 

mode of operation.  

“The Malay pirates absolutely swarm in the neighbourhood 
of Singapore, the numerous islands in the vicinity, the 
intersecting channels of which are known only to themselves, 
affording them a snug retreat, whence they can pounce upon 
the defenceless native traders, and drag them into their lairs 
to plunder at their leisure.”xxi 

 

The phenomenon of piracy has largely been regarded as something that arose out of 

a distinct cultural niche created borne out of a Malay tradition according colonial scholars.xxii 
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According to historian of maritime Southeast Asia, James Warren, only in one zone of the 

world, during the second half of the eighteenth century did Europeans find ‘piracy’ 

flourishing extensively as a profession by entire communities and states.xxiii A Malay ruler 

based in Singapore reasoned that since pirating had descended from their forefathers, it was 

not a disgrace.xxiv Tribes of “Orang Laut” or sea nomads, also known as “Orang Selat” or 

Celates lived along the Straits of Malacca especially in the mangrove swamps. They were 

often either associated with pirates or labeled as pirates themselves.xxv J.T. Thomson 

recorded that they lived in several small boats and canoes.xxvi They were headed by a “de 

facto sovereign”, the Temenggong of Johor in the state north of Singapore.xxvii In this way, 

the Orang Laut therefore formed several microstates concentrated around rivers and 

swamps.xxviii 

According to a contemporary observer, the small-scale pirate inhabited the 

innumerable inland rivers of Sumatra and Malaya, and not the high seas.xxix The origin of 

British anxiety of these small-scale pirates could be traced to the ubiquity of these miasmatic 

swamps in the region which heightened colonial fears, as these swamps tended to obscure 

the view of these river inhabitants. The geography of the swamp was particularly suited to 

concealment. It is not hard to imagine how a swamp is able to harbour fugitives and 

criminals, making it the ideal rebel landscape. The swamp was therefore stigmatized in 

European descriptions mainly for being conducive to acts of piracy. 

An East India Company employee named William Marsden who described a war 

fought in Palembang on the island of Sumatra near a swamp during the early nineteenth 

century, highlighted how the vegetation and rock formations around it obscured visibility.xxx 

Across the Straits of Malacca, the Selangor pirates on the Malay Peninsula were especially 

hard to capture by British ships, precisely because they could hide in the mangrove thickets 
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along the western coast.xxxi Further up north in Penang, it was observed that the river gave 

shelter to pirate boats.xxxii The mangrove swamps, with its wide and shallow root systems 

jutting out of the mud and water,xxxiii provide a particularly suitable place for temporary 

hiding.  

Numerous small islands, rivers and inlets sheltered by mangrove and jungle, reefs 

and shallow waters abound along the coastlines of tropical Southeast Asia. The type of forest 

that emerged in the maritime region often featured “sun dappled and shaded trunks, stilt 

roots, pneumatophores and little foliage.”xxxiv Mangrove forests that developed in the region 

were unique among tropical forests in lacking reproducing understory herbs and shrubs.xxxv 

Small boats could therefore be hidden under mangrove trees. Therefore, not surprisingly, 

unless pirates were caught on the high seas in deep water, their escape was almost certain.xxxvi  

Colonial anxiety regarding high mobility in watery spaces was channeled into efforts 

to tame the swamp by eradicating it entirely or rendering it useful, that is by transforming it 

into land. For the purposes of this paper, let us take a case in point. Historical accounts 

often emphasize the abundance of swamps in Singapore. The area known as Boat Quay in 

the southern part of Singapore, was a low swamp which was filled by land from a nearby hill 

from the 1820s onwards.xxxvii One side of the Singapore River was evidently a mangrove 

swamp making it unsuitable for human habitation. Not surprisingly, the largest ecological 

transformation that occurred during the nineteenth century on the island was deforestation, 

along with the eradication of mangrove swamps which has supplied much of the firewood 

and charcoal needs of the expanding colony.xxxviii  

As the anecdote at the start of my paper demonstrates, swamps could therefore be 

transformed into useful environments, though not entirely without problems. The most 

populous part of Singapore was in fact built over a swamp such that at high tide, houses 
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would be flooded.xxxix  In addition, since the jail in Singapore was also built directly over a 

swamp, it was constantly inundated at high tide, and thus presented a potential health hazard 

to the prisoners.xl Later on, jailed prisoners themselves were employed in filling up the 

swamps.xli Strangely enough, even the hospital was built on a swamp.xlii At least two 

contemporary observers marveled at how malaria was not widespread in Singapore despite 

the swampy environment of the island.xliii George Earl attributed this to the narrow straits 

through which the tide flows with great rapidity.xliv Thus the swamp was not beyond 

redemption as a site of danger. Nonetheless, despite attempts to fill up the swamp as quickly 

as possible, and its apparent utility even in its natural state, the swamp was still described as 

being as “disagreeable” as ever in 1842.xlv Evidently, British scholar-officials and travelers 

continued to imaginatively embody the swamp as undesirable.  

The swamp was undesirable because it cannot be cultivated; in this way it is not 

unlike the sea. The sea, by nature does not lend themselves to becoming foundations of 

stable architectural constructions.xlvi On the whole, the swamps posed a dangerous threat to 

the colonial project, but at least the British could exert some control over it. The transition 

from sea-based settlements to land-based settlements took place not out at sea but in the 

rivers and swamps. The sea-nomads who inhabited rivers close to swamps were encouraged 

to live on land-filled swamps which were the products of colonial-sponsored projects. In this 

way, formerly amphibious subjects were rendered less mobile and rooted in firmer ground.  
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