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不屈從認命的廈門仔
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Michael Williams








They are not the people we require. Too much like Englishmen in their wants and intelligence, they are yet too dissimilar in their nature, habits, and language, ever to combine successfully with our own population.




Moreton Bay Free Press, Tuesday 30 November 1852, p.1.
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Image 1: Amoy shipping 1853
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  Preface



Chinese migration to Australia is typically remembered as beginning with the arrival of thousands of men from “Canton” during the goldrush era of the mid-1850s and after. Yet an earlier and overlooked movement brought over 3,000 men on five year contracts from Fujian, through the port of Amoy (Xiamen/廈門), between 1848 and 1853. This migration emerged from pre-existing networks of Southeast Asian labour traffic, enabled among other things by Amoy’s status as a treaty port after the First Opium War. Administered by both British and Chinese agents, their contracts promised wages and rations for fixed terms, but deception and coercion were widespread. The project, as far as the Colony of NSW was concerned, ended with public unrest and riots in Amoy in 1852. Before this occurred, around twenty-five voyages transported men to New South Wales, with high mortality reported on several passages.

In the Colony of New South Wales, most of these men were employed as shepherds on isolated pastoral stations, where their presence both stimulated reliance and triggered resentment. Archival sources reveal wage disputes, absconding, assaults, and court cases that did much to shape colonial Australian attitudes toward Chinese labour and people. With the onset of the goldrushes in 1853–54 and the migration of Cantonese miners in their tens of thousands, the Fujian shepherd migration was rapidly overshadowed. Some Amoy men transitioned into mining or small businesses, while others remained in rural work, and others ended their lives in poverty and institutions. Many became the ancestors of generations of Australians today.

The Amoy migration highlights the colonial search for cheap labour after the decline of convict transportation, the politics of race and class in the mid-nineteenth century Australian colonies, and the enduring bias of archival sources that privileges conflict over ordinary experience. Despite its marginalisation in historical memory, this migration made a significant but largely unacknowledged contribution to the expansion of Australia’s pastoral frontier. In particularising this history, it has been important to avoid emphasising victimisation over agency.

More importantly, increasing investigations by family historians are revealing the intimate and familial contribution made to Australia over the generations. To this end a series of vignettes (short biographies) of individual Amoy men and/or their families are scattered throughout the text in no particular order to bring to life the individuals of this general history. Finally, a major aim has been to provide the descendants of these Amoy men and the wider Australian community with a clearer insight into this brief yet not insignificant phase of our history.





Note: Historical terms such as ‘Chinaman’ are retained in quotes and specific contexts to reflect the language and attitudes of the 19th-century records.
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– Amoy men in colonial Australia
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Image 2: The people of southern China

Chinese migration to Australia is usually seen to have begun with goldrush arrivals from Canton. However, arrival of over 3,000 men from the province of Fujian (福建)—particularly from its port of Amoy (Xiamen)—between 1848 and 1853 is all too often reduced to a footnote at best.1 Recruited largely as indentured shepherds, they came before the rush to the goldfields, and their experience represents a distinct phase of Chinese Australian history that has seldom been fully explored. Avoiding the myths that have clouded this story, this study seeks to commemorate their real contributions, often embedded in family legacies, that continue into present-day Australia.

If people know anything about Chinese Australian history, they likely associate it with the 19th-century gold rushes, market gardening, anti-Chinese riots, and the infamous fake Dictation Test of Australia’s 20th-century Immigration Restriction Act.2 Yet this narrow framing, focused almost entirely on people from the Pearl River Delta of the province of Guangdong (廣東, aka Canton), leaves important gaps. This narrow view overlooks contributions ranging from opera companies to village networks and major international business enterprises. Even more overlooked are the migrants from Fujian, who although prominent in the Chinese diaspora to Southeast Asia, also made their way to the Colony of New South Wales in the late 1840s and early 1850s.3 Their numbers were small compared with later Cantonese arrivals, but their story sheds much light on labour migration, settlement, and the diversity of Chinese experience in colonial Australia.

Like Guangdong, the more northerly province of Fujian (still considered southern China), has a long history of labour migration to Southeast Asia. Given this background it is unsurprising that workers and later gold seekers from these provinces made their way to the British colonies then developing on the Australian continent to the south. What is remarkable, however, is that unlike their Cantonese neighbours, migrants from Fujian did not maintain lasting ties with Australia. As a result, their presence has been largely reduced to a footnote in Australian history—if even that. While in Fujian’s own diaspora history, they receive even less recognition, overshadowed by the far greater numbers of Fujian people who migrated to Southeast Asia and sustained generational connections there.

It is not intended to make the all-too-common claim that this is a “hidden history”, the uncovering of which would fundamentally reshape existing narratives. The history of these men from Fujian remains nevertheless a field that has not been as thoroughly researched as it could be. Although much valuable scholarship has been undertaken, significant gaps persist.4 This work aims to provide a comprehensive overview, including some previously unused sources. These are sources that include the results of a field trip to the point of origin – Xiamen (Amoy, 廈門), and more significantly, contributions by descendants of the Amoy men living in Australia today.

In the first half of the 19th century, Amoy was a favoured port for European traders, although Quanzhou (泉州), to the north, was the largest port in Fujian province. Both ports served as departure points for many seeking work overseas, increasingly on European ships by the 1840s, and under a range of conditions. The position of the foreign merchants at Amoy was formalized by the Treaty of Nanjing, which ended the First Opium War (1839-1842). This made Amoy one of five treaty ports open to European trade and labour recruitment, particularly by the British. While the British colony of New South Wales had previously imported small numbers of labourers from China, the treaty, along with changes in local laws, paved the way for the large-scale importation of workers under contract.5

Though the exact conditions under which these workers were recruited remains disputed, it is certain that more than 3,000 men came to NSW from Amoy between 1848 and 1853. Agents brought them in, again under varying circumstances, and they were distributed among employers in the colony to work as shepherds and in other roles. Reactions to their arrival varied: some saw them as essential labour, while others condemned them as a threat to local wages and working conditions. The treatment of these workers also varied, sparking resistance and numerous court cases. There were reports of poor treatment, as well as conflicts between the workers themselves, as evidenced by yet more legal disputes.

This complex history raises important questions about language, identity, and integration. These are issues further complicated by the quickly succeeding arrival of larger numbers of gold seekers from the neighbouring province of Guangdong. Once their contracts expired, many of the Amoy men remained in the same occupations, others joined the gold rush or moved onto new occupations. Despite hostility, many adapted well to the local society. While the exact number of those who returned to Fujian remains uncertain, many of those who stayed married, became naturalized, and left descendants in Australian society today.6

Although research has shed some light on these individuals and families, many details of the general history remain unclear, leading to misunderstandings and myths that persist to this day. The uncertainty surrounding this history has endured since their first arrival, despite clear contemporary accounts such as:


EMIGRATION from this province and the adjoining one of Fuhkeen dates from a very early period, and it is these two provinces alone that have sent forth the myriads which have reclaimed the islands of Formosa and Haenan, introduced industry and various of the most useful arts into the countries of Cochin China, Camboja, and Siam, settled many of the islands of the Indian Archipelago, and contributed more than any other race to the rise and prosperity of the European settlements in Java, the Philippines, and the Malayan Peninsula.

Reasons for its being confined, to these two provinces.

Various circumstances, among the most obvious of which are the redundant population and the poverty of the districts from whence this emigration has chiefly proceeded, have contributed to this result. But as several provinces of China are more densely peopled than either Kwangtung or Fuhkeen, (portions of which remain uncleared at the present day), and yet find means to support their population, it is evident that this tide of emigration is partly attributable to other causes than those quoted. It is to be accounted for by the different character of the southern Chinese to that of their countrymen of the centre and north. The restless and refractory disposition inherited by the former, and so condemned by the Chinese of the other provinces, is coupled with a spirit of enterprise which the latter do not possess ; and hence their eagerness to avail themselves of the field for speculation and remunerative labour which the luxuriant but thinly-peopled countries of the Archipelago afford them.7




Contemporary observers such as Harry Parkes explained this migration in terms of the “restless and refractory disposition” of the southern Chinese, a phrase that reflected both prejudice and recognition of entrepreneurial spirit. Such accounts, while shaped by colonial attitudes, nonetheless highlight why the migration of the Amoy men should not be treated solely in terms of victimhood. The agency and determination of some, if not all, of the Amoy men needs to be part of the story if this still little understood portion of Australian history is to be fully incorporated into the Australian story.

The chapters that follow will explain several factors essential to understanding the history of the Amoy men in Australia. These include why the port of Amoy is the focus of this study; an outline of the migration as a form of labour trade; an examination of the conditions under which this migration occurred; and a consideration of how these workers were received in the Colony of New South Wales. Along the way, the lives of selected individuals will be highlighted to remind us that the label “Amoy men” refers to real people whose experiences, so often lost to history, deserve recognition. The study concludes by examining the legacy of these men from Amoy—both the myths that have grown up around them and, more importantly, the family histories that continue to shape the lives of many Australians today.
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Thomas Danswan’s daughter Matilda who married John Davison in 1906




Thomas Danswan was aged around 24 when he arrived on the Eleanor Lancaster in 1852 and was recruited by the Australian Agricultural Company, working at Warrah, an AACo property near Quirindi, NSW.8

Thomas first applied for naturalization in 1863, but his application was rejected, as the Colony of NSW was refusing applications for naturalization from people born in China at that time. Nevertheless, he appears to have been prospering and in 1863 placed a reward for £5 for the return of a horse, signing himself as “Tommy Danswan, Chinaman, Warrah”.9

The following year Thomas married Sarah Gimbert of Murrurundi and stated on the certificate that his father had been a shopkeeper named Pot Swee Te and his mother was called Lea Sun (or Tea Sun). Together they had 10 children.

Legal changes allowed him to again apply, this time successfully, to be naturalized in 1876. Thomas describes himself in this application as a farmer. Not long after this Thomas Danswan died of what was described as “malignant disease (cancer) of the liver and stomach” at age 54.10
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— Why Amoy? Why NSW?
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Image 3: Map of Amoy Port, 1843



The island of Amoy extends about twelve miles in length and ten in breadth. It contains one hundred and thirty-six villages and hamlets; the population of the whole island amounting to about 400,000.11

Opposite Koo-Lung-Soo, was the city of Amoy, conspicuous for its forests of tall masts; hundreds on hundreds of huge junks crowded the harbour, resplendent in bright colours and waving flags, standards and pendants.

Amoy is probably the greatest mart in China for commerce carried on in native craft. There are junks from Singapore, from Borneo, Japan, Formosa, and all the Indian Archipelago, bringing valuable cargoes of spices, dye-woods, ivory, and a thousand other articles of foreign produce, in exchange for the indigenous productions of the country. 12




Amoy Island / 廈門島

Amoy, an island close to the Chinese mainland, emerged as a major treaty port after the First Opium War and the Treaty of Nanjing that concluded it. Under British supervision it quickly became a hub for labour migration. Its long-standing connections with Southeast Asian labour networks made it a logical and convenient source for recruiting men, linking local traditions of migration with the new global demands for indentured labour. These demands included the expansion of the wool industry in the Colony of NSW as its cheap labour supply in convicts was drying up.

The first question to consider is why Amoy? As a Sydney newspaper reported at the time of the First Opium War:


Amoy is one of the most ancient emporiums of China, and has been famous through all the dynasties for its great trade. The harbour is indeed excellent, and the junks can lie close to the warehouses, and unload their cargoes.13




In the early 19th century, Amoy was the primary port for foreign traders along the Fujian coast. Hong Kong—established only in the 1840s—had yet to develop into a major hub. Amoy served as a key departure point for those migrating to various destinations in Southeast Asia, including Java, Singapore, and the Philippines. Alongside Quanzhou, Amoy played a role for Fujian similar to that of Canton (Guangzhou, 廣州) for the province of Guangdong before Hong Kong emerged as a dominant trading centre and embarkation point.14


Migration for work

Trade was not the only reason people from Fujian migrated to Southeast Asia. Like their southern neighbours in Guangdong, they had a long history of labour migration. These journeys occurred under a variety of circumstances, including contractual agreements, coercion through kidnapping or debt, and of course voluntary relocation. With the arrival of European traders, they too became involved in the recruitment and transportation of these workers. As described by a member of the British consulate on Amoy:

The emigration of Chinese from the port of Amoy is of two kinds, which may be termed native and foreign contract emigration. The former is partly voluntary, as when the parties leave to join prosperous friends … It is partly conducted by contract; supercargoes … publish in their own family and neighbouring villages their readiness to provide passages for a certain number of hands. The agreement usually is … free passage [for] the services of the emigrant for a year.15
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Image 4: Attack on Amoy, 1841


Treaty of Nanjing (Nanking)16

This existing pattern of migration was not entirely transformed by the First Opium War (1839–1842) but was significantly intensified by it. During the war, the British attacked and occupied the island of Amoy. However, unlike Hong Kong—where their occupation became permanent—Amoy was eventually returned to nominal Chinese control. The Treaty of Nanjing, which ended the conflict, designated Amoy as one of five so-called Treaty Ports, allowing foreigners to reside and trade there legally without interference from local authorities. As might be expected of a government recently defeated in war, local officials of the Qing Emperor treated all foreigners, their Chinese servants, and the British consulate officials in particular, with great care.

[image: Image]

Image 5: Paragraph establishing the Treaty Ports

What this Treaty Port status meant was that the number of British and American trading houses increased, while the emigrant trade began to be carried on European shipping and to expand beyond the traditional South East Asia. Traditional junks continued to operate the traditional routes, but European ships being able to sail in more adverse winds had an advantage. According to Winchester, the first Europeans to recruit workers directly from Amoy were the French in 1845—they had previously recruited from the Straits Settlements.17 This change also made the recruitment of such labourers to travel to the Colony of NSW, among other European dominated destinations, a relatively simple new step. By 1852 workers were being carried to various destinations by European ships, with nearly half going to Australia.18


The British Colony of New South Wales

Since 1789, the British had established a colony on the Australian continent, centered on what would become Sydney and encompassing regions that later became the independent colonies of Victoria and Queensland. By the time of the First Opium War, New South Wales had transitioned from a penal colony to a free settler and local-born society, where opposition to the continued use of convicts was growing. The importation of workers from Amoy after 1847 is often seen as coinciding with the end of convict transportation, and while there is some correlation, the search for alternative sources of cheap labour had begun much earlier. As early as the 1830s in fact efforts were underway to secure labourers beyond convicts or paying higher wages to local workers. Initially, these efforts brought in only low numbers of workers, and it was not until the Treaty of Nanjing in 1842, along with changes in local laws, that large-scale importation of contract labourers became feasible.

A small number of people from China had arrived to work in NSW from at least the 1820s, as well as a group of carpenters to Tasmania in 1830.19 The newspaper report of these contracted (three years) Chinese carpenters is interesting. It clearly illustrates the issue around which the question of labour revolved, and would continue to revolve, until the present
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