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THE PLANTATION WITHOUT CHAINS
Malaya, The Caribbean And The System We
Still Live Inside

Born on a Colonial plantation in Malaya, the Author now lives in Tuscany. His
gaze travels the longue durée of history, taking in the rubber trees in Malaya,
sugar fields in the Caribbean prospering on slavery, oil rich plains of
Venezuela, and corridors of power in Washington and Beijing. They are not
stories in isolation, he writes, but nodes in a single, sprawling network of
extraction and order. And if the Empire seems to be returning, the fact is it

never really went away.

he plantation where I grew up did not look like a crime scene. No

Tchains, no whips, no overseer cracking the air. Just rows of rubber

trees, pale trunks scored daily so latex bled into clay cups. Order. Quiet. A

scent, sweet and vegetal, faintly sour, clung to clothes long after work
ended.

My father wore a rough made in England woollen muffler around

his neck each morning, walking the line of tappers before muster. He

called the roll with calm authority. Each name acknowledged. Each resp-
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onse noted. Small gestures of recognition embedded in routine. The
Tamilians carried their tiffin cans from home, balanced carefully in the
crook of an arm. Some paused, glanced briefly at each other, the smallest
sign of shared calculation before bending to the latex. I watched, a child,
and understood more than I could name. The quiet ledger of attention

and obedience was already teaching me its rules.

Malayan Colonial Rubber, the Sugar of the East
On Prang Besar Estate, near Kajang, men rose before dawn and moved

with practiced economy. Too deep, the cut killed the tree. Too shallow,
the yield fell. Discipline punished itself. Europeans managed. Asians
supervised. Labourers bent low, eyes on latex, knives flashing, tiffin cans
swinging lightly. Race functioned less as hatred than filing system. Yet
sometimes a hand lingered longer over a cut. A glance met another’s and
moved quickly away. Nothing overt. Nothing that could be punished. The
system tolerated almost everything that could not be named. I felt it. I
recognised it, though I had no words.

We played badminton outside on improvised courts. We cycled
past men bent at the waist, the clink of tiffin cans audible under palms.
Nobody claimed equality. Nobody called it brutality. It was simply how
things were done. Empire traveled light here; the weight had already
been borne elsewhere. Violence amortised. Administration, routine,
ration books, a quiet understanding that some planned while others
executed. And yet beneath the rhythm, there were pauses, whispered
jokes, nods, small disruptions invisible to anyone not paying attention. I
noticed them. I learned from them. I understood the ledger’s unspoken

margins.
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Caribbean Slavery and Sugar, the Rubber of the West

In the Caribbean, sugar plantations had done the heavy lifting. Sugar
rarely entered conversation, nor ships, nor Atlantic crossings, nor the
bodies stacked in holds. Wealth appeared as if it had always existed.
Abolition framed as moral achievement, chains removed, ledger
balanced, history closed. By the time Empire moved east, it had learned
that slavery was efficient but morally expensive. India supplied
indentured labour. Chinese came through clans and debt. Malays were
fixed to land and tradition by design. Divide, classify, manage. Chains
replaced by paperwork. Violence became regulation. Yet subtle signs
endured. A hand left uncounted in the ledger. A step taken off the beaten
path. Alook of defiance held just long enough.

Empire relied not on hatred but classification. Europeans
planned. Chinese handled cash. Indians worked estates. Malays mainta-
ined land and tradition. Each group had a function. Contracts replaced
chains. Ledgers replaced whips. Compliance replaced terror. The
plantation endured without spectacle because obedience was embedded
in opportunity. Still, within the pattern, people learned its edges, tested
them, sometimes paused before moving as expected.

The West recalls moral resolution. The East remembers contin-
uity. Slavery in the Caribbean, colonialism in Asia. One side believed the
debt paid. The other never saw a reckoning, only transfer of control.
Rules never neutral to those once ruled. Autonomy was insurance, not
defiance. Even so, there were spaces within the system where small,
imperceptible acts marked a different consciousness. I saw them then,
dimly, as a child. I felt the stirrings of revolt in hands that should have
moved without hesitation. I felt the ledger whisper that obedience was

measured and remembered.
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Old Sugar, Old Rubber, and New Oil

Recently, Nicolas Maduro was removed from office. His wife taken into
custody. Law, norms, morality dissolved into theatre, oil, leverage, risk.
Powers that treat international law as sacred when convenient treat it as
optional when leverage appears. Europe observed politely. China
watched, patient, calculating. Might is right. International law optional.
The press ready. The world took notes. And still, the logic of observation
and hesitation, the human pause, continued in pockets the system could
not completely absorb.

The plantation without chains persists today. Vertical authority
remains. Paperwork dictates outcomes. Systems optimise, enforce
themselves invisibly. Capital arrives with conditions. Labour is sorted by
credentials rather than colour. Supply chains favour designers over
servers. Asymmetry survives. Compliance is learned. Obedience embed-
ded. Violence, if present, is quiet, rationalised, invisible. Yet wherever
humans exist, there are edges, pauses, minor deviations, the flicker of
awareness almost invisible, almost meaningless, but unmistakably alive.
I remember that flicker, the moment I realised the rules were not
destiny, even as they bent us to their shape.

I have not returned to Prang Besar Estate. In my mind, the trees
recede into heat haze. Morning tapping remains quiet, precise, knowing.
If T went now, I would find new signage, different owners, a plaque
explaining the past in neutral language. The plantation no longer
functions as it once did, but its logic persists, efficiency through
structure, obedience through habit. History is not a story. It is a ledger.
Those who understand its accounting move differently, speak
differently, wait while others act as if yesterday’s plantation had chains
that could be removed or forgotten. I remember my own hesitation, my

own silent judgment, the cost of understanding too early.
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From the Apuan Mountains of Tuscany, the world lays itself out
like a map of invisible currents. Rubber trees in Malaya. Sugar fields in
the Caribbean. Qil rich plains in Venezuela. Corridors of power in
Washington and Beijing. Not stories in isolation, but nodes in a
sprawling network of extraction and order. History teaches rhythm, not
morality. The flows themselves carry the lesson. And yet, in the quiet
corners, subtle gestures, hesitant glances, unrecorded choices persist. I
feel them. I am bound to them. I am measured by them.

The plantation without chains is everywhere. The ledger remains.
We inhabit it, sometimes aware, often not. We are measured by it, even
when we do not look. Nothing shouts. Nothing asks for applause. Still,
the consequences are inescapable. And the faintest stirrings of human
will linger, fragile, unclaimed, but unmistakably there. I remember that

too, and it is enough to carry both shame and hope.
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