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  To stop the progress of civilization with a poll-tax – by way of a preface

  
  




Of the many episodes that make up the oftentimes exotic impression of Chinese Australian history the 1850s walk from the small port of Robe in South Australia to the goldfields of Victoria has repeatedly taken on epic proportions. Its ‘long march’ like length, tales of hardship and death, not to mention present-day outrage at the discriminatory tax the walk was designed to avoid, all combine to make the stuff of legends. Yet remarkably the telling of this history has largely been left to local historians with their characteristic eagerness to retell every tale and make use of every allusion to their subject with little regard to plausibility, contradiction or even relevance. Thus, while the arrival of thousands of gold seekers from southern China in the mid-1850s at Robe town on Guichen Bay, South Australia, in order to avoid taxes imposed by the neighbouring gold rich colony of Victoria is well known, it is surprisingly little understood in detail.




The bare bones of this history is that, frightened at the numbers of Chinese miners flocking to its goldfields, the new and tiny Colony of Victoria in 1855 imposed a tax on these arrivals as well as a limit to the numbers of Chinese passengers allowed per ship.1 The most obvious result of these restrictions was a shift in disembarkation point from Port Philip (Melbourne) to at first Port Adelaide and then increasingly to Guichen Bay (Robe), just across the border in South Australia from where many thousands walked many hundreds of kilometres to arrive at the Victorian goldfields. Before South Australia enacted its own similar legislation, some 16,000 Chinese gold seekers had arrived at Robe, most in 1857, and moved on. If the story was left here there would be little for a fastidious historian to complain about.




Unfortunately for the fastidious historian, and presumably for the merely intelligent reader also, this story is invariably embellished with accounts of ill-treatment by unscrupulous ship captains amounting to being thrown overboard in some cases.2 Overcharging, false guides, and a lack of preparation resulting in numerous deaths along the way (paralleled with such an excess of preparation that handsome limestone wells were apparently dug also), complete the tale. The too ready acceptance of this mix of variously sourced tales, myths and actual history are generally the result of a lack of background and context. This is a lack common in Australian history whereby “the Chinese” appear and disappear with little or no regard for where they came from or why. Chinese people are usually seen as a perpetually exotic element condemned in the past, sympathised with or even heroized in the present, but rarely as an intrinsic element of Australian history. It is proposed here therefore to provide some of this necessary background and context along with a detailed retelling of the history of the Robe Walk in order to tease out the remarkable from the mundane. In addition to recounting a history of the walk in terms of motivations and organisation of the Chinese gold seekers, the various myths and tales most commonly associated with this history will be examined along with discussion of their origins, prevalence and persistence, oftentimes in the face of great implausibility and even contradiction.
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  Throwing down a gage to the celestial empire – the bare facts

  
  






The gold rushes began in the Australian colonies in 1851 with hundreds of thousands of gold seekers arriving, mainly from Europe, in the years immediately following. Chinese gold seekers however didn’t begin arriving in numbers until early 1853, although they had already joined the rush to California in the early 1850s.3 The shift to the Victorian goldfields was not a surprising one given that Hong Kong was the same port of embarkation to any of the “white settler nations” with California and Victoria (Australia) referred to thereafter as the “old” and “new” goldfields (金山) respectively by those from the identical Pearl River Delta districts.4




The Colony of Victoria had only gained a separate existence from the Colony of New South Wales in 1850 and with a tiny population and an inflated sense of destiny it’s governing class immediately felt overwhelmed by the arrival of newcomers.5 While its apprehension of people from China is well known, in fact the first efforts of the Colony of Victoria at stemming the flow of “outsiders” was directed at people from Tasmania (then called Vandemonians).6 Denied this first attempt at population control by their British overlords, the next effort was directed at “The Chinese Question” and a two-pronged discriminatory restriction was imposed on arrivals of Chinese people that began to come into effect at the end of 1855.




‘The leading champion who threw down his gage to the celestial empire was Mr. Fyfe’. Fyfe proposed the tonnage restrictions as a variation on the existing Passenger Acts originally designed to limit overcrowding and associated deaths on ships.7 This restriction was in addition to a direct £10 poll tax to be paid by all Chinese arrivals.8 The passing of this tax however was not done without opposition citing both practical and moral considerations: ‘I cannot but strike with strange again how the Chinese are only taxed and no other kinds of people —have they done anything better than the Chinese?’9 This opposition included a rare acknowledgement of the hypocrisy of those who ‘have wrested from the rightful owner the soil of the country.’10




The reaction to this legal change was just as swift as the spread of the news of gold itself as ships captains and agents, both European and Chinese, in Hong Kong and also the Pearl River Delta villages adjusted.11 These new taxes affected both the agents and organisers who were extending the capital known as “credit-tickets” that enabled most Pearl River Delta villagers to travel at all, and also the ship owners and captains who carried them as passengers under agreements known as charterparties.12 The first group needed to calculate the £10 poll tax into the overall costs, while the second were now responsible for an additional £10 on any Chinese passengers over the tonnage limit.13 The result of the combined efforts of these experienced profit seekers, which some commentators had foreseen, was that by early 1856 many hundreds of Chinese gold seekers were traveling to Port Adelaide and taking the gold escort route that has been established a few years earlier by South Australians heading to and returning from the Victorian goldfields.14




In fact, many alternative routes were taken in this first year after the new restrictions, including ferries up the Murray River as far as Maiden’s Punt (now Moama/Echuca) and walking a mere 100 kms to the goldfields, or transhipping (usually at Port Adelaide, but also at Sydney and even Launceston) to coastal “screw steamers” and heading for Guichen Bay in order to shorten the walk by some 200 kms.15 Guichen Bay and its port of Robe town was within the Colony of South Australia and therefore poll tax free for Chinese passengers. South Australians however could take the same steamers further along the coast to Portland in Victoria itself from where, as advertisements such as for the White Swan announced, it was ‘110 miles’ (175 kilometres) to the Ararat goldfields.16




[image: Image]

Image 1: White Swan ad, Adelaide Times, 25 August 1857, p.1




Although steamers had been operating in the Australian colonies since the 1830s it wasn’t until the 1850s that their use rapidly expanded. It was only in 1847 that the arrival of the first steamer from Sydney in Adelaide, the Juno, had been much celebrated.17 While this, like many things, is commonly attributed to the gold rush, in fact the expansion was already well under way. The long running Hunter River Steam Navigation Company based in NSW, for example, was dissolved in 1851 because “the increasing business of the Company rendered an increase of capital necessary” and the Australasian Steam Navigation Company was created in its place.18 It was also around this time that the screw propeller became standard, replacing the paddle wheel style as the route to and from Port Adelaide became regular.




Apparently, a walking route via the coastal NSW/Victorian border was also investigated: ‘It is well known that interested parties are at present collecting information respecting Twofold Bay (aka Boyd Town, Eden), and some of the neighbouring inlets, with a view of landing their Chinese passengers on that side, …’19 But while some walked from Sydney or the NSW goldfields there is no evidence of any landings at Twofold Bay, the route from there to the Victorian goldfields being over the Australian Alps. In fact, the movement between the goldfields of Victoria and NSW was evidently quite complex with, for example, in early 1857: ‘A strong mob of celestials, accompanied by loaded drays, passed through Albury on Thursday enroute for the Ovens. By their appearance and their familiarity with the English language they were evidently old chums and we believe they have come from Braidwood or Rocky River.’20




No mention was made of any poll tax to be levied in discussing these various routes because such a tax was only concerned with arrivals into Victoria by ‘port’. Although this issue did cause some discussion between the South Australian and Victorian governments in mid-1856 as to whether the Murray River ‘ports’ should be included.21 In the interest of intra-colonial harmony, it was an issue that seems to have been left unresolved.22 Although the use of this route by Chinese gold seekers seems to have ended around the same time.23




The year 1856 therefore saw many thousands, perhaps 4,300 as estimated by the Governor of South Australia, that had already evaded the Victorian taxes.24 A simple count of Chinese passengers arriving in 1856 gives the higher number of 6,291.25 However, this number does not allow for those, such as the 40 reported to have remained on the Launceston and who continued onto Melbourne.26 The lesser number being allowed under the tonnage provisions provided the passengers were also willing to pay the poll tax. That nearly 2,000 were willing and able to pay this tax does seem a little high and the Governor’s estimate of those who walked may be a little low. Even if the walkers in 1856 was as high as 5,000 or so this number is dwarfed by the numbers the following year.




At the beginning of 1857 ships much larger than the coastal steamers began arriving from Hong Kong directly at Guichen Bay. This is when the numbers disembarking at the small port of Robe went from hundreds to thousands with, on at least one occasion, 3,000 people present at one time. This was at a time when the small Robe community was described as having a number of new ‘excellent stone buildings’ and the Robe Hotel. A hotel at which a meeting was held in early 1857 to arrange ‘to enclose the burial-ground with a substantial stone wall’. It is also when there was still no ‘public place of worship’, which the writer felt was ‘the disgrace of our little community’. However, Robe Town did enjoy ‘the presence for a few days of an excellent German brass band’ to help celebrate the Christmas before the new arrivals began directly from Hong Kong.27




These high numbers embarking at Robe continued throughout 1857 until South Australia enacted its own poll tax towards the end of that year. It’s definition of ‘Chinese’ included ‘any person born of Chinese parents’, thus ensuring no claim to being a British Subject was effective.28 Again, the response to the fresh tax was rapid and by 1858 new Chinese gold seekers were heading for the NSW goldfields where the gold rush was increasing in any case. The Colony of NSW then introduced its own similar restrictions in 1861 while the South Australian restrictions were repealed at the end of that same year.29 This change however saw only a relatively small number of arrivals in 1862 and 1863, again via Guichen Bay. Finally, in 1865 the Victorians repealed their arrival taxes, as did NSW in 1867. In the period from 1856 to 1863 therefore some 16,000 gold seekers from southern China are reputed to have walked hundreds of kilometres to the Victorian goldfields via South Australia, most, though by no means all, via Robe on Guichen Bay.

[image: Image]

Image 2: Goldfields Map 1852 showing alternative routes from South Australia. NLA: Philips’ new map of the gold producing colonies of Australia, George Philip & Son, 1853.
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  An age of Cantonese diasporic expansion – some historical context

  
  




Most of this bare account is well known and in itself makes a remarkable history. However, in history context is all and the wider context here is every bit as remarkable and essential if these “Chinese” gold seekers are not to remain mere long lines of exotic shadows on the landscape. Good only to provide stories of victimisation and racism, or for being assigned responsibility for any infrastructure along the route that is now of uncertain or unknown origin.


Pearl River Delta

This context begins with the Pearl River Delta in southern China from which nearly everyone associated with the walk from Robe came. The Pearl River Delta is part of Guangdong province and as such is associated with a history of labour migration stretching back several hundred years and involving the neighbouring province of Guangxi as well as Vietnam to the south. The annexation of Hong Kong by the British in the 1840s after the First Opium War meant for the peoples of the Pearl River Delta counties the advent of an easy connection with European shipping. When combined with a tradition of male labour migration this made the Californian and then Victorian gold rushes not only appealing but attainable as far as organisation and financing was concerned. As one scholar of the Late Qing put it, this period can be conceived “as an age of Cantonese diasporic expansion”. “… trajectories took Cantonese migrants along the Chinese coast to Shanghai, overland and overseas to Vietnam and elsewhere in Southeast Asia, and overseas to Australasia, the Americas, and Europe.”30

[image: Image]


Image 3: Pearl River Delta counties map, from Williams, Returning Home with Glory, p.38.


Not the Pearl River Delta?

While the focus here is on arrivals during the gold rush, resident in Victoria and South Australia were a number of pre-goldrush people from the Qing Empire, though not necessarily from the same region as those who later came in search of gold. These included a man named Piggu who was robbed of his watch at Gawler in 1845, some men engaged as shepherds coming via Singapore mentioned by the South Australian Governor in 1847, a man named Cossey, one of ‘the well-known old identities’ of Harrow who died in 1896 but ‘who first came to the district in 1851’. The information is sketchy and includes, ‘some individuals’ who took up work in Adelaide in 1853; ‘a Chinaman hutkeeper’ who was robbed by bushrangers near Horsham in 1854; as was ‘Achee, a Chinese, a shepherd’ by ‘two natives’ in 1855 near Port Lincoln; ‘a Chinese carpenter’ in the same year whose leg was broken by runaway horse in Adelaide; ‘a Chinaman’ employed on a station near Horsham in 1856 who witnessed a murder; and on the Murray River route in 1856 there was a ‘Chinaman, for some years in the employ of Captain Cadell’.3132 Even as late as 1858 three Chinese people are reported as working with sheep at Rocky River, nearly 200 kms north of Adelaide.33 It is very likely that all these men were from Fujian province and were what are commonly called Amoy indentured labourers.34 Speaking quite another language they would not have had anything to do with the gold seeking walkers from the Pearl River Delta.


Diversity

Yet while the Pearl River Delta is a relatively small part of China – or more correctly of the then Qing Empire – it is remarkably diverse. Thus, not only did these gold seekers speak a different language from the indentured laborers recruited before the gold rush through Amoy (Xiamen), they also often spoke different languages from each other as well as very distinguishable dialects even within those languages.35 This diversity was recognized at the time even by some of the European settlers: ‘The men who are now arriving are from the neighborhood of Canton, and are of a different race from those who came last season.’36 The significance of this diversity and the inadequacy of simply defining everyone as “Chinese” will become obvious as the means of organization, self-identity and self-help that the gold seekers of the Pearl River Delta employed to accomplish their journey is revealed.


The Gold Rush

While understanding the context of the Pearl River Delta gold seekers is important, the gold rushes themselves are also a major context. People from around the world, though mainly from Europe, participated, and both European gold seekers and those from China ‘rushed’ in similar ways, via sailing ships and then by walking long distances. At the beginning of 1857 a ‘SUMMARY FOR ENGLAND’ ‘for the year 1856’ was published for the Colony of Victoria in which it was stated that 125 tons of gold was ‘sent away’. This was the gold that had been attracting numerous new arrivals, thus: ‘At the commencement of the year 1856 we stated our population at three hundred and twenty-five thousand souls.’ Which was ‘a nett addition by the seaboard of nineteen thousand four hundred souls.’ However there had been ‘no official registration of the movements of the population across the frontiers of the colony to and from New South Wales and South Australia.’ So, the increase was no doubt somewhat larger. It is notable that the Chinese gold seekers were counted separately and it was declared that: ‘By way of South Australia alone, from ten to twelve thousand of Chinese have reached our gold-fields.’37


This figure of 10,000 to 12,000 via South Australia in 1856 would seem to be an exaggeration if the Governor of that colonies own estimate of 4,300 is considered.38 Nevertheless it is the perception that was important in determining the reaction to the gold seekers from China. A perception that saw them as distinctly different from European gold seekers. This perception of difference was not of course entirely false. It will be seen that prime differences for those from China was the credit-ticket system, a stronger determination to return home, and being met with a stronger determination to discriminate against them, including of course but not limited to, the poll tax that sparked the diversion via Robe.


Colonialism

The discrimination faced by the gold seekers from the Pearl River Delta was due in part to the colonial context. Among other things this meant British colonies imposing an imitation British society and economy on the recently found to be gold rich landscape at the cost of exterminating the indigenous culture and people if necessary. As observed in South Australia just before the arrival of the gold seekers: ‘Large tracts of land are being brought under cultivation.’39 This meant in South Australia and the neighbouring colonies that wool, tree felling, tramways, schemes for river diversion, roads to Melbourne, crown land sales, Land funds, etc, were being actively pursued. All this occurring as the Chinese gold seekers were making their way to the goldfields of the Colony of Victoria. More importantly for this history, it also meant that those with a “British” self-identity generally felt a sense of ownership and entitlement to the land and its resources to the exclusion of even indigenous people and certainly to such non-British people as those who were often declared “Celestials” or subjects of the Emperor of Heaven.


Nevertheless, a feature of British attitudes to their colonies was open immigration. As Richard Graves MacDonald, the Governor of South Australia put it when signing that colonies anti-Chinese immigration restrictions into law in 1861: ‘I gave the Queen’s assent to that Act … though it evidently contravenes the usual policy of free countries in imposing upon a particular race intending to visit this colony a tax …’40 This was because British colonialists saw these colonies as profitable enterprises and the more and cheaper labour these had the more profitable they were thought to be. However, this was not the attitude of all of British origin who began to settle in colonies where they were a majority and immigration restrictions began to be imposed, at first temporarily and later permanently.


Contexts – broad and narrow

The broad socioeconomic context within which the Robe Walk took place therefore is threefold. Namely, the labour migration history and practices of the Pearl River Delta; the expanding global colonial enterprise of the Europeans in general and of the British in particular, which encompassed Hong Kong and the Australia colonies; and finally, the global phenomenon that drew them together, the gold rushes. Within these broad contexts, it is also necessary to take note of what might consider fairly obvious contexts, such as the need to walk everywhere, as well as considerations of motivation, racism, indigenous expropriation and travel arrangements.


Walking

Perhaps the most obvious context is that of walking. Writers often refer to the trek of the Chinese gold seekers as a remarkable feat yet it needs be remembered in our era of cars and rapid mechanical transport that walking in large groups to the goldfields was the standard method of operation in the 1850s. From Adelaide alone the ‘number of persons, horses, and carts, daily crossing the ferry’ in 1852 was reported as ‘truly astonishing’.41 This ferry being one crossing the Murray River at Wellington with that route ‘being the direct high-road overland to Melbourne.’42 As one traveller – himself on a horse – observed enroute from Adelaide to the goldfields in 1852, ‘many were on foot, advancing with a firm step, and head erect’.43 A diary account of the overland route to Mount Alexander in January 1852 refers to often being passed by others, including the ‘overland mail man’.44 Walking is simply how a great many, Chinese or not, got to all the goldfields of Victoria, NSW or Queensland. Just as they also did so when walking via Adelaide and Guichen Bay, with one local asserting that: ‘As there are so many hundreds of persons in the colony who have gone overland to the diggings by this route, and are, therefore, intimately acquainted with the locality, it is superfluous to enter into a discussion as to its capabilities.”45 Not all were perhaps so intimately acquainted and for those of us would have been:



Maps of the Overland Route. — Mr. Platts has now on sale some Maps which will be found exceedingly useful to persons intending to make the overland route to the Diggings. These Maps show the routes hitherto pursued, and also the road opened by Capt. Tolmer in his late successful journey, including the separate stages of each day’s journey, and the localities where water can be procured. The accuracy of the Maps has been confirmed by Capt. Tolmer himself. They are neatly drawn by an experienced draughtsman, and the price is very moderate.46





[image: Image]

Image 4: Maps ad, South Australian Register, 26 March 1852, p.3.


Those walking the overland routes to the goldfields included of course the same route that many Chinese gold seekers would later take and ‘since the month of December last [1852], 4000 persons have passed through the Mosquito Plains [Naracoorte] on their way from South Australia to the Mount Alexander diggings.’47 This was therefore by no means a lonely walk, as when John Broadbent took this route that same year, for example, he met numerous people travelling back from the goldfield and at one point ‘there were eight carts, one dray, 16 horses, 12 bullocks, and between 20 and 30 men helping each other through a bog.’48

[image: Image]

Image 5: Broadbent route, traced on a Google map


While these accounts of South Australian’s making their way to the goldfields date from the early period of the goldrush, it was not the case of the route being left to Chinese gold seekers only a few years later. In 1857, at the peak of the Chinese walkers coming from South Australia, it was noted that many of the new arrivals on the ‘Canton Lead, Mount Ararat’ (reputedly found by Chinese walkers) also included many ‘from South Australia’.49 Walking would remain common for many years to come and it was only in March 1856, just when the first walkers from the Pearl River Delta were heading off from Adelaide to the goldfields, that the first Adelaide to the port railway journey occurred – with some trepidation.50


Of course, arrival in Port Melbourne and walking the 100 to 160 kilometres to Ballarat or Bendigo, or at Port Jackson (Sydney) and walking the 220 or 260 kilometres to Sofala or Hill End in central NSW was not the same as arriving in the tiny port of Robe and walking more than 400 kilometres through a much less populated route. Though it was perhaps not too different from landing at Cooktown in northern Queensland and walking a much rougher 250 kilometres to the Palmer River goldfields as did similar numbers a generation later.51 Nevertheless, all these walks were done by a great many gold seekers from such places as Britain, Germany, and Chile as well as those from China.


What then was different about the Chinese gold seekers? Certainly, their tendency to arrive in large – 150 to 600 men – well organised groups was one: ‘Our correspondent at Langhorne’s Creek informs us that about 100 Chinese passed on Friday the 29th, on their overland journey to the diggings, also that eighty-four went by a week before.’52 This, plus their different clothing and language, styles of eating and sales of knickknacks, all made sure their passing, at Robe or elsewhere, was well noted.53 Not that those from China did not quickly adapt to their new environment and ‘a long string of new-chum Chinamen passed through Linton, some of whom appeared to be exceedingly amused at seeing their fellow countrymen dressed in clothes of European manufacture.’54


[image: Image]

Image 6: 1854 drawing of Chinese walkers, Charles Lyall, 1854, State Library Victoria H87.63/2/4


Motivation

Yet while differences certainly existed, one in which the Chinese gold seekers perhaps did not differ as much as stereotypes maintain was in their motivation in coming to Australia at all. For many the stereotype and for others the self-serving prejudice, is that the prime motivation of those from the Pearl River Delta was a chaotic fleeing of poverty or war, or even due to a species of enslavement. Superficial non-explanations such as the Taiping Rebellion are rolled out despite the main devastation of that uprising taking place in numerous provinces that sent not a single person to the goldfields of the Pacific.55 The tradition of labour migration of the Pearl River Delta peoples or their closeness to the newly established port of Hong Kong are not even considered in accounts assuming more exotic explanations.


It would appear that while thousands of Europeans simply decided to travel in the hope of finding gold with no more motivation than a hope to better themselves, Chinese gold seekers needed to be pushed by more extreme motivations. While this perspective may be partly based on an awareness of greater devotion to family and village among Chinese than European gold seekers, it is also just as likely to be founded on a sense that ‘these people don’t belong here’. That is, that as ‘coolies’ or even slaves ‘they’ are unfair competition for gold or wages. This last is a trope that developed overtime and which in turn fed back to inform many histories of the Chinese in Australia.56


To fully understand the motivations of the Robe walkers it is necessary to be aware of the long history of labour migration by male family members that was part of the Guangfu region (Guangdong and Guangxi provinces) of which the Pearl River Delta was a part. Such members would work in distant locations, remit money to support the family in the village, and return periodically to where parents, wife and children were located. As a rare Chinese goldminer’s voice expressed it: ‘we wish to leave some of the family to look after our aged parents,’ for as ‘soon as we get a little money we will try to get home to our aged parents, for our ancient books teach that we must look after our parents.’57


Travel on credit

This labour migration was seen as a long-term family investment and was often financed by credit or more specifically by a so-called ‘credit-ticket’, meaning the trip was financed by agents who were to be repaid from future earnings. This had long been the style for Chinese labour migration such as reported 20 years before the gold rush in 1831:



Although the passage-money in a, Chinese junk from Canton to Singapore is but six Spanish dollars, and from Fokein but nine, yet it is commonly paid from the fruits of the emigrant’s labour after his arrival, and very rarely in advance.58





The gold-rushes saw these methods used to greatly expand the numbers travelling and to organise the movement from village to the trans-Pacific gold fields. This often meant that comparatively younger family members would be sent as a long-term investment with their marriages to be arranged on successful return: ‘Among them we noticed many apparently old men, and young boys, and all are of a strong Mongolian cast of features.’59 Also: ‘Among them was a number of young lads, apparently of a livelier temperament than that usually presented by Chinamen on the gold fields.’60


This agent-controlled credit-based organisation implies of course that not all who arrived were intending to find their gold by digging for it. Many were agents, traders, or merchants such as when the Emma arrived in 1856 with ‘a very valuable cargo, shipped by and consigned to Chinese.’61 In fact, such merchants travelled as cabin class passengers, as opposed to steerage, and were therefore listed by name.62 Even among those who were intending to dig not all were first timers with this account reputedly written by or in co-operation with a prominent Melbourne based merchant giving a good idea of the back-and-forth nature of the link with Australia as well as the nature of the credit and those who provided it, at least some of the time:



John has returned to his native village, he has purchased himself a wife, and passed a pleasant honeymoon. But he has by these means got through a good deal of his savings. The local mandarin or some of the sharks from his Yaman begin to “squeeze” his purse rather hard, and though John does not “seem to see it, he must submit, and knows if he continues there he must also continue to submit. Interest and inclination both
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