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      “To have amassed great wealth and not return home is comparable to walking in magnificent clothes at night.”

Taam Sze Pui, My life and work, n.p. 1925, p.38.
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  Introduction

  
  




It has been said many times (by me anyway) that Chinese Australian history is perforce reliant on European observers – often of dubious quality and more often dubious perspectives (see Observers 8). Nevertheless, there are instances – increasing over time naturally – of Chinese Australians speaking in their own voice. Here are presented a selection of writings by Chinese Australian’s in both Chinese and English. They range from the first (certainly the earliest extant) piece of Chinese writing in Australia as an indentured shepherd named Ang defends himself in 1850 from a murder charge, to a full novel written in Classical Chinese in 1910 on the eve of China’s Republican revolution by the Melbourne based Wong Shee Ping. As well, there are reasoned attacks on discriminatory legislation, personal memoirs old and new, poetry, letters to those who have done well, and short stories expressing something of life in “white” Australia for someone of non-white heritage.

Together these ‘Chinese 8’ provide an insight into the many facets of Chinese Australian history as provided by Chinese Australian’s themselves. Here they are presented in reverse chronological order – just for fun.








  
  
  1. The Boy from Shekki
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In many ways, the Stanley Hunt story told in From Shekki to Sydney: An Autobiography (wild peony, 2010) is a typical Australian one. Born in a south China village to a family with strong links to Australia and schooled in the county capital of Shekki, Stanley came to Australia at a young age and established his life here while maintaining ties with his home village. The most remarkable aspect of this typical Australian story — as typical as one originating in a British or Italian village — is that it is not generally recognised as typical.




Stanley Hunt can be seen as a bridge between the sojourner and the permanent resident, a dynamic that has been a defining feature of Chinese Australian history. For generations, fathers and grandfathers worked in Australia while maintaining families in China. Stanley embodied this Chinese-Australian heritage. Arriving at a young age, he largely grew up in Australia and worked in the vegetable trade for most of his life, a stereotypically “Chinese” occupation. However, as a store owner and employer of often non-Chinese staff, he did not fit neatly into many of the stereotypes of Chinese Australians that still persist. Later in life, Stanley was also prominent in Chinese Australian organisations and in donating educational resources to his family village in southern China.




Stanley Hunt’s From Shekki to Sydney is one of only a small number of near-contemporary sources whose narrative stretches from the mid-twentieth-century wartime period through to the beginning of the twenty-first century. This remains a significantly under-researched period of Chinese Australian history.

[image: Image]

Other works in this vein include Francis Lee’s Out of Bounds: Journey of a Migrant, Andrew Kwok’s One Bright Moon, and the excellent oral history collection by Mavis Gock Yen, South Flows the Pearl.1 Together, these constitute invaluable source materials that greatly enrich our understanding of Australian history — sources that one hopes will continue to grow before living memory passes beyond our reach.




For more on Stanley Hunt see the Heritage Corridor:




https://heritagecorridor.org.au/mashan-village/




For more comments on From Shekki to Sydney see:




The Tiger’s Mouth - https://chineseaustralia.org/tag/shekki/





  
    1
    Stanley Hunt, From Shekki to Sydney: an autobiography (Broadway, N.S.W.: Wild Peony, 2009); Francis Lee, Out of bounds: journey of a migrant (Petersham North, N.S.W.: Universe Books, 2010) and Andrew Kwong, One Bright Moon (HarperCollins AU, 2020).
  






  
  
  2. What Happened to Riley
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Inside the blue covers of this intriguingly titled volume lies the first piece of Chinese-Australian literature written in English. It follows The Poison of Polygamy by some twenty years and pre-dates the next example of this literature by nearly fifty. Why is this short story almost unknown, despite this distinction and its remarkable tale of a confrontation between a Chinese Australian and a European Australian in warlord-era China? The answer tells us something about the narrowness of perceptions of what is “Australian”, as well as about the breadth of experience encompassed by the term “Chinese Australian”.




The author, Vivian Yung Chow, was born and raised in Lismore, NSW, the son of a local businessman who had migrated from southern China and settled in the district. Vivian spent some years in Sydney in association with other local writers, contributing to a Sydney literary journal, Readers and Writers Weekly. However, like many Chinese Australians of his generation, he wished to contribute to China, which was undergoing profound change at the time. He and his brother therefore headed to Hong Kong and Shanghai, where their English skills and limited (or non-existent) Chinese allowed them to find work, usually with English-language newspapers.




This life story is remarkable only in how little most Australians recognise its typicality. The ongoing links of many Chinese Australians with the home villages of south China, as well as with the expanding and vibrant cities of Hong Kong and Shanghai — centres with a strong Cantonese presence — form a significant feature of Australian history. While increasingly well researched, these transnational connections remain largely outside popular understanding.2




Although the movements and China connections of these Australians are now better documented, the inner lives of Chinese Australians — often most vividly expressed in literature — remain comparatively unknown. For this reason, the recent translation of The Poison of Polygamy, with its dramatic narrative partly based on the author’s family history, represents an important achievement. Twenty years later, the writing of the short story What Happened to Riley stands as another rare and valuable text in seeking to understand not merely what Chinese Australians did, but what they thought and felt.




While this is a work of fiction, there is little reason to doubt that some of the intensity of feeling and aspects of the protagonist’s experience reflect the author’s own. Without giving away the plot, something of the flavour of this Chinese-Australian perspective can be seen in the following passage:


The world wants only one sort of Chinese. A humble, meek, ignorant fellow, soaked with opium and mad upon gambling. A clean-minded, clean-bodied, active-brained Chinese spells the doom of a white world dominion. And that, the white men have been clever enough to realise.3




Set in warlord-era China, this confrontation between two Australians of different heritages may unsettle some readers.




The full text of What Happened to Riley is available here.




The only public copy of the original publication is held in the State Library of NSW.4




For bringing this valuable work to light, Margaret Kelly, niece of Vivian Chow, deserves particular thanks.





  
    2
    See Michael Williams, Returning Home with Glory: Chinese Villagers Around the Pacific, 1849 to 1949, Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2018 and Mavis Yen, South Flows the Pearl, Sydney University Press, 2022.
  

    3
    Vivien Yung Chow, ‘What happened to Riley’ in What happened to Riley and other stories: a selection of short stories by China’s modern writers, United China series no. 1, Shanghai, China: United China Publishing Syndicate, 1932, pp.169-170.
  

    4
    There it was originally catalogued as: “Short stories, Chinese — Translations into English & Short stories, English — Translations from Chinese.” While the absence of any Australian attribution may be understandable, the designation “translations” appears to have resulted from stereotyping, as all the stories were written in English. The other three stories in the collection are also well worth reading.
  






  
  
  3. Stories from the Sandstone

  
  





Sydney’s North Head Quarantine Station operated from the 1830s until 1984. During this period, passengers and crew from ships suspected of carrying contagious diseases were required to spend days, weeks, and sometimes months in isolation there. Many of these passengers and crew were Chinese and, like others confined at the station, often passed the time by carving their thoughts and feelings into the sandstone. The result is a rare collection of poems and inscriptions that offers a special instance of Chinese voices within Chinese Australian history.


The carvings are mostly difficult to read now and vary from simple names and dates to emotional poems and the occasional denunciation of imperialism or of Englishmen in general.
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As soon as thinking of my younger brother without help.

I set off for gold mountain right away.

Occasionally a man died of smallpox.

He is a sailor on the ship.

Setting off and sailing to in the last month of the year.

By tenth of January next year, arrived at Sydney Harbour.

It is hard to say how much misfortune I have suffered.

I have been trapped and suffered from smallpox all these days.

Your advisable words are proved precious to me.

Nobody knows what trouble I am in.

I must not complain •••

Talking about it, I am surprised what I have done all these years.

I sincerely advise everyone should have his own decision.

The news that ten thousands Liang of gold buried in Australia spreads to China.
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Lee Defang

An Englishman

Down
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