[image: Cover: Not Going Gentle By Chek Ling]


Not Going Gentle

Into That Good Night

Chek Ling

Austin Macauley Publishers

2026-11-06



Table of Contents

	Cover

	Title Page

	About the Author
	Dedication
	Copyright Information ©
	Acknowledgement
	Epigraph
	Introduction
	1. In the Beginning
	2. Muddling Through the 1970s in Melbourne
	3. Waking Up in White Australia
	4. Rising Up, Knockbacks, and Getting Knocked Out
	5. A New Beginning
	6. The Journey of a Thousand Miles	Abstract
	Bibliography
	Concluding Remarks
	Sightings of Fu Manchu


	7. Qilai! Arise! Ye Who Will Not Be Slaves	Implementation
	A Historical Precedent


	8. Poor Fellow, My Country	My Labor Party
	Knocking On


	9. Autumn Beckons
	10. Going Gentle into That Good Night
	Appendix 1: Will she be right? Chinese Australians in 21st century	Introduction
	A Thousand Yesterdays and No Tomorrow
	In the Land of Milk and Honey
	A Rude Awakening
	The White Australia Dream Continues Apace
	The Drawbridge Half-Heartedly Lowered
	The Chinese Came, More and More
	Seen But Not Heard
	The Last Barricades
	Will She Be Right?
	Time to Advance the Homeland of Our Heirs
	Launch Our Cultural Revolution


	Appendix 2: Inquiry into Nationhood, National Identity, And Democracy	Summary
	Myself
	Concluding Remarks


	Appendix 3: Blessed Assurance
	Appendix 4: Submission 146 to Inquiry into 2025 Federal Elections
	Notes


Guide
	Cover
	Title Page
	About the Author
	Dedication
	Copyright Information ©
	Introduction
	Acknowledgment
	Start of Contents

List of Pages
	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7
	Page 8
	Page 9
	Page 10
	Page 11
	Page 12
	Page 13
	Page 14
	Page 15
	Page 16
	Page 17
	Page 18
	Page 19
	Page 20
	Page 21
	Page 22
	Page 23
	Page 24
	Page 25
	Page 26
	Page 27
	Page 28
	Page 29
	Page 30
	Page 31
	Page 32
	Page 33
	Page 34
	Page 35
	Page 36
	Page 37
	Page 38
	Page 39
	Page 40
	Page 41
	Page 42
	Page 43
	Page 44
	Page 45
	Page 46
	Page 47
	Page 48
	Page 49
	Page 50
	Page 51
	Page 52
	Page 53
	Page 54
	Page 55
	Page 56
	Page 57
	Page 58
	Page 59
	Page 60
	Page 61
	Page 62
	Page 63
	Page 64
	Page 65
	Page 66
	Page 67
	Page 68
	Page 69
	Page 70
	Page 71
	Page 72
	Page 73
	Page 74
	Page 75
	Page 76
	Page 77
	Page 78
	Page 79
	Page 80
	Page 81
	Page 82
	Page 83
	Page 84
	Page 85
	Page 86
	Page 87
	Page 88
	Page 89
	Page 90
	Page 91
	Page 92
	Page 93
	Page 94
	Page 95
	Page 96
	Page 97
	Page 98
	Page 99
	Page 100
	Page 101
	Page 102
	Page 103
	Page 104
	Page 105
	Page 106
	Page 107
	Page 108
	Page 109
	Page 110
	Page 111
	Page 112
	Page 113
	Page 114
	Page 115
	Page 116
	Page 117
	Page 118
	Page 119
	Page 120
	Page 121
	Page 122
	Page 123
	Page 124
	Page 125
	Page 126
	Page 127
	Page 128
	Page 129
	Page 130
	Page 131
	Page 132
	Page 133
	Page 134
	Page 135
	Page 136
	Page 137
	Page 138
	Page 139
	Page 140
	Page 141
	Page 142
	Page 143
	Page 144
	Page 145
	Page 146
	Page 147
	Page 148
	Page 149
	Page 150
	Page 151
	Page 152
	Page 153
	Page 154
	Page 155
	Page 156
	Page 157
	Page 158
	Page 159
	Page 160
	Page 161
	Page 162
	Page 163
	Page 164
	Page 165
	Page 166
	Page 167
	Page 168
	Page 169
	Page 170
	Page 171
	Page 172
	Page 173
	Page 174
	Page 175
	Page 176
	Page 177
	Page 178
	Page 179
	Page 180
	Page 181
	Page 182
	Page 183
	Page 184
	Page 185
	Page 186
	Page 187
	Page 188
	Page 189
	Page 190
	Page 191
	Page 192
	Page 193
	Page 194
	Page 195
	Page 196
	Page 197
	Page 198
	Page 199
	Page 200
	Page 201
	Page 202
	Page 203
	Page 204
	Page 205
	Page 206
	Page 207
	Page 208
	Page 209
	Page 210
	Page 211
	Page 212
	Page 213
	Page 214
	Page 215
	Page 216
	Page 217
	Page 218
	Page 219
	Page 220
	Page 221
	Page 222
	Page 223
	Page 224
	Page 225
	Page 226
	Page 227
	Page 228
	Page 229
	Page 230
	Page 231
	Page 232
	Page 233
	Page 234
	Page 235
	Page 236
	Page 237
	Page 238
	Page 239
	Page 240
	Page 241
	Page 242
	Page 243
	Page 244
	Page 245
	Page 246
	Page 247
	Page 248
	Page 249
	Page 250
	Page 251
	Page 252
	Page 253
	Page 254
	Page 255
	Page 256
	Page 257
	Page 258
	Page 259
	Page 260
	Page 261
	Page 262
	Page 263
	Page 264
	Page 265
	Page 266
	Page 267
	Page 268
	Page 269
	Page 270
	Page 271
	Page 272
	Page 273
	Page 274
	Page 275
	Page 276
	Page 277
	Page 278
	Page 279
	Page 280
	Page 281
	Page 282
	Page 283
	Page 284
	Page 285
	Page 286
	Page 287
	Page 288
	Page 289
	Page 290
	Page 291
	Page 292
	Page 293
	Page 294





About the Author

Born in Rajah Brooke’s Sarawak, to parents from Foochow, the author went to Australia in 1962 on a Colombo Plan scholarship. He never left.

He is married to a 5th-generation Australian of Anglo-Scottish heritage. They have three daughters and four grandchildren.

An activist in the Chinese community in Australia since 1984, he vows to keep fighting for a fair, compassionate and enlightened homeland for his descendants.





Dedication

To all who see political and cultural afflictions which should be addressed and do what they can to take society forward, each according to their own circumstances, whilst taking care not to incite reactions that might significantly affect their immediate family and all those for whom the reform is undertaken, and at all times avoiding the path to becoming a dead hero, embracing instead that ballots are usually better than bullets.





Copyright Information©

Chek Ling 2026

The right of Chek Ling to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by the author in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.

Any person who commits any unauthorised act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

ISBN 9781037126956 (Paperback)

ISBN 9781037126963 (ePub e-book)

www.austinmacauley.com

First Published 2026

Austin Macauley Publishers Ltd®

1 Canada Square

Canary Wharf

London

E14 5AA





Acknowledgement

My first debt is to Mr Jungwirth, a Victorian public servant, who about 60 years ago took my phone call; and though he did not commit to doing anything about my complaint, affirmed nevertheless that I had done the right thing. That moment became the foundation rock for my political activism.

My next debt is to the editors of various journals, literary, social and political, in print and online, and editors of the Letters columns in a few Australian newspapers. They gave me the confidence that I could communicate with the public, especially when I received feedback from neighbours and friends of friends who had read my letters over a period of 20 years.

In particular, I wish to mention Ian Britain of Meanjin, who made me feel that my thoughts in a roundtable article were important. He also introduced me to Overland, which in 2004 published my first ever journal essay. I am forever indebted to Nathan Hollier, Overland’s then editor, who also sent me a cheque for reprints of that essay.

Graham Young of Online Opinion gave me the first taste of revelling in dozens of comments online. He has continued to publish my infrequent articles. In recent years, John Menadue at his newly founded Pearls & Irritations e-journal gave me the platform needed to spiritually reboot my social and political activism. His continuing activism in his tenth decade on earth is both admirable and inspiring.

My debt to my beloved wife is immeasurable. Our family continue to bring us joy.

Finally, I wish to say how wonderful it has been to work with the editors at Austin Macauley, their book cover designer, and their production team.










Epigraph

月落烏啼霜满天

江楓漁火對愁眠

姑蘇城外寒山寺

夜半鐘聲到客船



The author of this Tang dynasty poem had just failed his Metropolitan Examinations. He was on his way home, moored at the Maple Tree Bridge for the night.

His dream of an orderly, elevated life had vanished.

My translation:

The moon falling the crows cawing the sky laden with frost

Maple trees fisherman’s lamp facing each other in troubled sleep

From a little temple in Cold Mountain beyond the city of Gu Su

Its midnight bell bids me in this traveller’s boat.



Today our existential circumstances are no less bleak.

The promise of a beneficent international order is in tatters.

We must rise.

Make our governments honest, and resolute on humanity’s future.






Introduction

At 10 am on 10 December 2025, a phone call came, inviting me to speak at 3 pm that day, for five minutes, to my Submission 146 to the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters hearings in Brisbane, Australia.

I was not prepared for that last-minute reprieve.

Below are excerpts from my short follow-up Submission afterwards.

Dear Chair and Members,

Thank you for listening to my presentation on 10 December 2025 and engaging with me. I enjoyed the experience.

However, in hindsight, I wish to augment my answers.

------

As to my presentation on the day, please allow me to recap briefly.

------

The crisis staring at us is: One vote for the Australian Labor Party is worth 32 times that for the Greens.

I offer you just three words.

Courage to face the elephant that has wreaked so much damage to our political culture, and the whole of our society.

Integrity. The resoluteness to see the truth and the commitment to renovate the rotting foundations of our parliamentary culture—the 2-party-Preferred electoral system.

Imagination. That we can do better, a whole lot better, with Proportional Representation (PR). The ABC doco, Civic Duty, took us to Denmark, where PR seems to have resulted in a civilised parliament; closer to home, we have New Zealand, which adopted PR a couple of decades ago.

Please, take the bull by the horns, and imagine bequeathing future generations a fair, compassionate, and enlightened Australia.



It is not unusual for me to be frank, but this time I was deliberately bold in implying the parlous state of political leadership in Australia.

I felt in my bones that that presentation was going to be my swan song.

Two days before my presentation, I wrote to the chair of the committee, saying that I was disappointed that I was not invited to its two-day hearings at my hometown, Brisbane, but hoped that his committee would consider my Submission in its deliberations.

Then the last-minute reprieve, as I was in the middle of cleaning up our shower cubicles.

I have made submissions to government inquiries over the years but had never been invited to appear before their public hearings. I had concluded that I was too critical, especially on issues of race relations and multiculturalism. My fellow Chinese-Australians invited before those hearings were mostly speaking from the position of a mendicant.

I was a lone voice in the wilderness, perhaps evoking the calls of a jackal in the liminal cultural-political landscape.

At 84, I most likely have sung my swan song that day.

There is not a lot more I have to say to help make Australia a fair, compassionate, and enlightened homeland for my heirs.

Two months earlier, in October 2025, my lament on our national refusal to say Yes to a referendum to amend our constitution to allow a Voice from the First Peoples to Parliament, a token recognition of the dispossession and oppression of the First Peoples of Australia, was published at OnLine Opinion, Australia’s e-journal of social and political debate.



The evening of 14 October 2023 was still young, but the verdict was in. Australians had voted overwhelmingly against a referendum to enshrine a Voice for the First Peoples of this nation in our constitution. I got depressed.

The polls had been predicting doom for the Yes case, for some weeks. But I kept hoping that somehow the prime minister, Anthony Albanese, would convince us, during the final week, that it is our moral duty to make restitution for past injustice.

How did I, a latter-day Chinese-Australian, get to that position? That is the essence of my memoir.

I arrived in Melbourne in 1962, from Sarawak, on a Colombo Plan scholarship to study electrical engineering.

Unbeknown to me, an ill wind, the Cold War, had blown the manna from heaven my way. I never left.

During my primary school days, under the rubber trees, I had dreamt of God’s own country in the land of the red-haired people. Those ever-joyful female Methodist missionaries from America had so marvellously lulled me into that imaginary world.

But that dream started to unravel on the first morning after I arrived in Melbourne.

Twenty years later, I would become an activist in the Chinese community, thanks to Geoffrey Blainey. In 1998 I was spokesperson for the Queensland Chinese Forum to denounce the State Liberal Party for directing electoral preferences to Pauline Hanson.

In 2001, I became the author of a book, an oral history of the Chinese in Queensland, published under the auspices of Centenary of Federation Queensland.

Since then, I have moved on from focusing on the place of the Chinese in White Australia to what I can do to make this land a fair, compassionate, and enlightened nation.

My essay, Blessed Assurance, written for the August 2023 Most Compelling Article competition for Independent Australia, reproduced in Appendix 3 of this book, sums up my fears and hope for this homeland of my heirs.

For days after the failed referendum, I could not stop humming:


After the ball was over, after the break of morn,

After the dancers’ leaving, after the stars are gone,

Many a heart is aching, if you could read them all,

Many the hopes that have vanished, after the ball.



In the end, I sat down and wrote:

A Requiem for the Voice

The No result is not a return to the status quo. Far from it. The First Peoples are put firmly back in their place, again: with a few of their middle-class noticeable, feted by the rearguard of White Australia, now preening as the new patrons for the 80% (of First Peoples) who had wanted a Yes outcome.

As a Chinese-Australian, forever-outsider, despite 60 years of uninterrupted residence in what was to be God’s own country, I am stuck with Donald Horne’s take on The Lucky Country: a nation run by second-rate leaders who share its luck.

This time it is the failure of leadership and our adversarial winner-take-all political culture that has put our nation backwards.



I came late to the black history of Australia. Henry Reynolds’ The Other Side of the Frontier (1981) did not really get me into gear. I was still knee deep getting to the place of the Chinese in the mindscape of White Australia.

Then in 2001, whilst researching for my book, I asked a prominent Aboriginal leader in Brisbane what reconciliation meant. My concerns were not allayed.

How could you have reconciliation without repentance? During my teens, the Marist Brothers at the Sacred Heart School in Sibu, Sarawak, were adamant about that.

Reconciliation, officially introduced in 1991, was all about respect for and understanding of the First Peoples of this nation. Have empathy and pity? But not a word on restitution for past injustices and institutionalised oppression.

The Chinese in Oz have been perpetual outsiders since the 19th century. As a latter-day Chinese-Australian, I could be persuaded to consider that the legacy of our First Peoples today evokes that of the unbleached landscape of a failed genocide.

Reconciliation neatly avoided admitting the sins of the past. How hypocritical can you get? But the losers, so depleted of numbers and wherewithal, just had to grin and bear it.

The Voice, the result of wide consultations amongst the First Peoples over years, was a gentle petition when compared, say, with William Cooper’s petition in 1937. In retrospect, the Uluru Statement from the Heart could be seen as a fraught compromise amongst diverse leaders of the First Peoples, to ask for something that would not upset anyone in power. One prominent leader in the aftermath of the No outcome lamented that henceforth no more ‘obsequious’ strategies, presumably to placate the white powers, could be useful.

A Yes23 outcome would have opened a new page for our nation to move forward, with dignity, forgiveness, and hope.

It is a tragedy that we did not have the national leadership to grant the dispossessed original inhabitants that gentle Voice. It is the least we could have done for the monstrous crimes the nation had committed over 200 years.

Albo, the prime minister, bears a huge burden for its failure. He should have taken heed of the historically dismal success rate of referenda, shown uncompromising leadership, and done something audacious, disruptive, and inspiring. Sadly, it was business as usual for him.

“It’s a modest proposal. Everything to gain, nothing to lose,” he cajoled the nation.

Had he taken the high ground and proclaimed our moral duty to make restitution for past injustices, it would not have left a vacuum for Dutton, the opposition leader, and his fellow No camp dissemblers to sow seeds of doubt, and to spread outright lies under a cloud of fear.

Regrettably Albo’s timidity in opposition, lest he be politically wedged, has become his trademark as prime minister. For instance, he did not need to embrace Morrison’s last-minute AUKUS so fulsomely and with such haste; he did not need to unequivocally endorse Israel’s right to defend itself, a de facto code for turning a blind eye to Israel’s long history of oppression of the dispossessed Palestinians now living in Gaza, which some commentators have said to be the biggest open air prison since the Warsaw ghetto.

All this does not speak well for his prime ministership. And not seeing the need to take the moral high ground might transpire to be his Achilles heel.

As for Dutton, handed the poisoned chalice of a party cleansed of its moderates, a process begun quietly by John Howard and completed by Morrison with drums and cymbals, he took what might be the only chance he had to land a body blow on his opponent. No one should be surprised. The winning-is-everything mentality has long afflicted our 2-party-Preferred electoral system. Parliament is so often just a gladiatorial pit.

Two gladiators, just one winner.

That is the other critical cause of our voice referendum failure.

What was in it for Dutton to join forces with Albo? He would have been seen as a traitor to his political handlers—the entrenched conservative caucus; the mining lobby; and the Murdoch mercenaries.

And luck was with Dutton. Some who have done well for themselves as fair dinkum representatives of the First Peoples, as consultants and compradors, might have been worried about their position in the Australian economy should a well-organised and well-constituted Voice for all First Peoples have come into being, distinctly and with integrity, for diverse groups of First Peoples living under vastly different circumstances.

Empathy did not intrude, not close. They just don’t want the First Peoples to be a nuisance, to have a seat at the table. The lie of terra nullius must live on, despite the 1992 Mabo judgment. So much white privilege could be lost! Remember how backyards were going to be lost to Native Title claims?



We sorely need a political leader who has the courage and the stature to lead our nation out of this quagmire.

Whitlam buried the White Australia Policy, audaciously. We need a future Whitlam to make restitutions for the wrongs we have done to the original inhabitants of this land. It’s time.

The dismantling of our 2-party-Preferred electoral system, now resembling two mafia-doms perpetually fighting for control, seems unavoidable for that future to come about. Just imagine if the Greens had had their quota of 15 to 18 MPs in the last few parliaments!

Would Morrison, as a minority government PM, have got away with the immoral and incompetent Robodebt scheme? Would Albo, ever timid, have got away with not putting a temporary cap on rent-gouging when the housing crisis is getting worse by the day, with 30% of households renting?

I live in hope that Proportional Representation will be introduced in the foreseeable future. That would civilise our parliament, reinstall integrity into public life, and improve the quality of MPs towards the standards set by the Teals and Independents.

Their wide-ranging life experience outside the confined political nurseries of two old parties, their well-seasoned intellect and their fearlessness have allowed them to pursue what is good for this country with integrity.

And with that civilised, uplifted, and nourished parliament, restitution for the First Peoples will become not only possible but a matter of course.

There are three sections in my memoir.

The first section reflects on the spiritual scars I inherited from my father’s unending sojourn in Sarawak, the fiefdom of Rajah Brooke of Great Britain. It takes me through my waking up in White Australia, my rising up in the ‘Chinese community’, and my writing a book to tell the story of the Chinese in Queensland, Plantings in a New Land 2001. Right through, I reflect on how my father’s legacy so often sabotaged my adaptation to a life in Australia.

The middle section is The Journey of a Thousand Miles to take up issues on social justice and integrity in public life. It is composed largely of online articles, submissions to government inquiries, correspondence with museum curators and multicultural custodians, essays submitted for the Calibre and the Horne prizes, and my writings to stir the timid Chinese-Australians to rise up! Ye who will not be slaves. A lean narrative gives structure to this part of my political journey.

The last section starts with Poor fellow, my country. It began with my falling in love with the Australian Labor Party at Monash University in the late 1960s, my disenchantment with its mafia-like faction culture after joining it in 1990, my involvement in the 2022 elections, and my continuing attempt to bring about Proportional Representation in our Lower House, as in New Zealand, to cut out the cancer of the winner-takes-all mentality of our 2-party electoral system.

The final section rounds off with autumn beckons, in which I revisit my childhood, back and forth, whilst sitting on my Brisbane veranda looking over jacaranda treetops to the mountains beyond.

I think of the life of my father: how he survived the odds on the frontier of the dying British Empire; the burden of having been chosen as the child to be tutored in the Confucian classics in the hope that he would one day enter the emperor’s realm and redeem his poverty-stricken clan village.

And my poor mother, an unaffordable daughter given away as a bondmaid: her trials of being the step-mother to two stepdaughters just a few years younger than her 17-year-old self; being nearly 30 years younger than my father and never having had a day of schooling; her endless sense of desperation, of not measuring up, that would forever colour my sense of self in my early decades in this land of milk and honey.

These spiritual sojourns on my veranda soothe my soul.

Yet, yet, what’s going to happen to my grandchildren? Will they be dragooned into the American bravado in the South China Sea, owing to the nuclear pups Morrison signed us up for, on the never-never?

Will my grandchildren face unspeakable suffering, mental and physical, like those young Aussies of my university days, drafted into the American scorch earth destruction of Vietnam, all because of Menzies’ obsequious kowtowing before the American imperium?

I cannot go gentle into that good night. Rage, rage, against the dying of the light.

There is a small number of historical incidents and socio-political topics which will appear again and again in this book, in my letters to politicians from time to time, in essays, articles, and in an invited final chapter for a book on Chinese-Australian history. These appearances expose the milestones along my long and continuing journey of social and political activism.

Finally, the four appendices can each be read at any time.





1. In the Beginning

I arrived at the Melbourne Airport in late January 1962 in a QANTAS Boeing 707. The dream I had of God’s own country, of the red-haired people in America and England, was unfolding before my eyes.

The Southern Methodist missionaries in my primary school were always joyful. The stories which these red-haired women told lifted me from the spiritual swamp I was in. China, my father’s China, was a dark place; poor, corrupt, opium addled, and subject to foreign overlords. I took to the hymns they taught us gallantly.

Blessed assurance, Jesus is mine! Oh, what a foretaste of glory divine!

They were all stirringly affirming, in the Southern American tradition. The only one that came close to the Wesleyan hymns was Abide with me. That Scottish Anglican hymn often soothed my soul. I would sing it at home, as dusk was gathering and the cacophony of myriad insects would quickly hasten away the last vestiges of light.

For now, in late January 1962, the forward journey was 10,000 miles! Chien chen wan li—the future is limitless!

The Foreign Affairs department officer did not turn up at the Melbourne Airport when we landed towards dusk—me and another student who was also on a Colombo Plan scholarship to study electrical engineering. He was from Kuching, the capital city. He was Hokkien and much more sophisticated than I.

We got help at the Qantas counter and took a taxi to the YMCA hostel just across the Princess Bridge. Mr Austin turned up the next morning, and we travelled in what must have been a black Humber limousine, the standard Commonwealth government issue of the day, to 72 Malvern Road, Armadale.

It was a red brick duplex, just a few doors from the corner milk bar. An old woman with white stout hair opened the door, a Mrs Williamson. She was 82, a grandmother, and had spent her whole life on an orchard. She was what we now call a sole-owner-operator, in the then emergent every-man-for-himself economy, providing board and lodging for four young men.

My image of God’s own country was dealt a hefty thump. A grandmother should not be left to fend for herself.

So unfilial!

I was 20, had never been away from Sarawak, where in 1926 my father joined a small group of Foochows, as guest-workers of Rajah Brooke. He had left behind a clan village in decline, to sojourn in Nanyang, the Southern Oceans, to make good, and to return ‘home’ in glory.

It was not to be.

He would spend the next half century, resigned to a life in a new land that at times threw him challenges more than he could rise to. He was not well-prepared for a life on the frontier of the British Empire. Sarawak was the private fiefdom of the Brooke family of Great Britain.

My father had been tutored in the Confucian classics, in the hope that he would pass the imperial examinations, so brilliantly that he would be inducted into service in the emperor’s realm. In that position it was hoped that he would be able to help lift the entire village from its dilapidated existence. He was spared from the acid test of that burden.

The imperial exams were abolished before he was 10. But his Confucian outlook would remain. I would absorb it by osmosis. But it was not just the Confucian outlook, though. It was the many dysfunctional traits he developed in response to his trials in a new land, which I learnt as gospel. It was decades before I realised that these traits had in fact cruelled my chances in God’s own country.

Better late than never! The summer sun has long gone from my back. But there is still light left to do what I can to make this land a fair, just and caring country that is the practical manifestation of the imagined God’s own country of my childhood.

Scars from my father’s sojourn in the Southern Oceans

My father left his ancestral village, his guxiang, in 1926, with his first wife and their two sons. His homeland in the saucer range, just 100 km from the city of Foochow (Fuzhou), was now barely sustainable. Paddy fields, cut into the sides of the mountain range, barely kept them from hunger in winter.

He would become a teacher in Sin Hoochiew, the new Foochow, a small community of Foochows gathered at the confluence of the Rajang and Igan Rivers in the Third Division of Sarawak, then the private fiefdom of the Brooke dynasty of Great Britain.

The Foochows were recruited by their fellow Foochow, Wong Nai Siong, a Methodist Missionary based in Singapore. He had signed a contract with Rajah Brooke to provide the manpower to make Sarawak rice sufficient. The Foochows were used to paddy fields which were under water all the time.

The flood plains around Sin Hoochiew were often under water but not always under water. The enterprise was a failure. I have no idea if the Foochows were simply too hide-bound to adapt to a new farming environment.

But there is little doubt that they survived, prospered, and became the economic ruling class of Sarawak within half a century.

Even my father, a schoolteacher all his life, managed to plant a 20-acre rubber garden from scratch—felling the virgin jungle, burning the fallen trees—and owned 2% of the shares in a sawmill downriver. He did all that before I was born.

I was born to his fourth wife, an 18-year-old who had desperately wanted to leave her lot as the agreed daughter in the family of a relative already established in Sin Hoochiew, now renamed Sibu at the direction of the Rajah.

The agreed daughter, an euphemism for the bondmaid, more often than not was just an unpaid servant, entirely at the mercy of the mistress of the household. My father was 45, getting a little old, but my mother took the opportunity to escape her desperate circumstances.

That was 15 years after he landed in Sin Hoochiew. My father’s first wife had died soon after the birth of their fourth child, their second daughter. He could not cope with his infant daughter and asked a friend of his late wife to take her into her family, perhaps tacitly to be a daughter-in-law when the day came. It was hard for him.

He would tell me that it was something his forebears had not done for generations. A lump grew on his shoulder, but it disappeared overnight when, in 1940, soon after he arranged for his younger daughter, now a teenager, to return to his home, now in Sibu town, recently augmented by a rebellious bondmaid who would soon become my mother.

The death of his first wife was a catastrophe. She was educated and had come from a much better-off family in a neighbouring village. She would have been an intellectual companion. My second half-sister had a photo of her mother, someone she never knew, blown up and framed hanging in her bedroom. She looked gentle, intelligent and beautiful. Her brood of four, my half-siblings, attested to her gentility.

She came from a grand old house. My two stepbrothers visited their late mother’s ancestral home when, in their teens, they were sent back to our ancestral home to be looked after.

Goong, my grandfather, according to my father, had granted him, the favoured son, this special favour. The plan apparently was for my father and his elder daughter to follow and return to China after his sojourn in Nanyang for over a decade!

But then the Japanese dropped bombs and committed the now infamous Rape of Nanking, in 1937.

He remained in Sibu, for the moment. Soon the Japanese invasion got worse. He must have decided to make a new start. The matchmaker offered a 17-year-old bondmaid who had left Foochow a few years earlier. She would bear him four more children. He never set foot in China again.

My father’s navy-blue jacket, tailored in Sibu, for a dignified arrival in the British colony of Hong Kong, en route to Foochow, would remain unworn for the rest of his long life, in the never-ending summer under the rubber trees in Sibu.

There is a studio photo of him in his jacket, waistcoat, and a tie against a white shirt, in a family photo of me, a baby in my mother’s arms, and my two half-sisters.

In my growing-up years, my father had a desk in his bedroom. Leaning against the wall, standing on the desk, was his bookcase of three shelves. On the top left-hand corner was an old regal-looking hardcover volume. My mother told me that that was the preceding person’s Bible. It was a translation made for the Foochow reader.

My father had kept it; my mother did not feel in any way put off by the place given to the first wife’s Bible. As I recall, she, in time, after my father had taught her how to read and write, to a degree of proficiency, at night, after the children were asleep and the day’s chores done, would slot her own New Testament Bible, next or close to it.

But that was all decades later.

Meanwhile, having off-loaded the challenge of looking after an infant daughter, he carried on.

Soon he took his second wife, no doubt through the service of a matchmaker. She was young and energetic, and was not educated, just like most of the women born into the huge socio-economic bottom of Chinese society.

Unfortunately, she drowned whilst trying to fetch water with two 4-gallon kerosene tins hanging from a split bamboo shoulder pole as she bent her body to scoop water from the river, first one tin then the other, whilst standing barefoot on a floating log that was the jetty for their hut not far from the riverbank. She was three months pregnant. Her grave was unmarked.

Some time went by. The church elders must have taken pity on him and arranged an older woman, possibly a widow, to look after him and his family of two boys and one daughter. According to my mother, this woman was unwifely towards my Confucian father. She grumbled about having her name on the titles to my father’s 20-acre rubber garden and his house from day one!

Decades later, my second eldest half-brother would tell me about the night when, after the evening meal, my father, as usual, went to his room and latched the door. Sometime later, his wife took an axe and tried to bash the door down.

That was when my father took his hurricane lamp, jumped out of his window (the hut would have been on stilts, being on a riverbank) and footed through the rubber trees to a distant cousin’s house.

In time the marriage was annulled. No court appearances would have been entailed. Just as the marriage would have been witnessed by some elders of the Foochow community, mostly of the Methodist Church, the annulment would have been officiated by a similar ensemble. According to my mother, my father paid compensation.

This was an unedifying misfortune in that little community centred around the Methodist Church. Especially that my father was a graduate from the Methodist Theological College in Foochow (a free get-away education path previously taken by three others in his village), and a maths teacher gaining a reputation all the while.

He was well known as a poet under his pen name, Ye Cha. He was a loner by nature, just like me, but now he had become socially isolated.

The die was cast. When he died at 82, he had had in the previous 15 years no friends or even visits from his former students. For a good few years, he was the village elder of our little enclave of native Foochows, mostly amongst the poorly educated.

The newly rich and powerful had nothing to do with him, except when one of them killed a local in front of his house with his car after a night at the first night club in Sibu where Hennessy, the brandy favoured by the few white colonials, was downed by the new rich amongst the Foochows as wine is drunk in the West.

He negotiated a settlement. The sawmill owner, a community (and business) leader recognised by the white VIPs, was grateful. The colonial police did not seem to have interfered. I remember two other grateful locals who honoured him with gifts.

One came on one occasion, when I was still home, with the traditional leg of pork, a box of small cigars, and something else, the extent of purchase his freshly harvested basket of local cumquats allowed him on that day. Another came, after I was in Australia, with a big leg of pork.

My mother told me that father was so pleased that he sang Rain, Rain, Go Away, a popular song, translated into Mandarin, continuously as he tended the wood-fire under the large wok sautéing the chopped-up pork leg. Alas, he was in another world. The entire repast turned to charcoal. He cried. Apart from those three incidents, a few poems are all that attest to his solitary existence.

His last entries, amongst the sheets of white, white pages in a printed diary, were sarng, sarng, dek sarng—dry, dry, extra bright and hot. Years earlier his four-weekly visits to his barber, come rain or sunshine, would have been recorded. So would the dates of his lawn mowing.

There would have been occasional entries of major events in his life. A poem to congratulate a former colleague; an invitation from an editor in Hong Kong to submit a poem for a special occasion; and perhaps the birthday presents he received from his three sons domiciled in Australia and England, mostly the consequence of scholarships, and never envisaged by him.

My mother had kept his diary after his death. I did not attend his funeral, having just visited him a couple of months earlier, and having been freed of my traditional duties as a son by my father’s lifelong utterances about the meaninglessness and stupidity of those traditions.

On that last visit, when the time came for me to go back to my family in Melbourne, he embraced me at the front door, the first time he ever embraced me in my living memory. My mother and I walked down the concrete path to the road.

As we got into the waiting car, my mother released the unbearable tension: Ah, the old man embraced you, she said half laughingly. I saw through my blurred eyes his scrawny frame, no longer erect, now sat on a wooden chair facing the road, choking back tears glimmering down his furrowed face. I browsed through his diary and threw it away immediately.

That third marriage and its disastrous outcome might have been the driver of my father’s decision to return to China. He had some assets, nothing glorious though, to take home to his native village to show for his years of sojourn in Nanyang, the Southern Oceans. But more importantly, that chapter of his sojourn would have been closed forever.

Soon after that event, he sent his two sons back to his father’s home, to be educated and looked after.

He would follow with his eldest daughter.

But the Imperial Japanese military forces intervened.

The bombing of Nanking in 1937 put his plans on hold. Soon he and his sister and other close relatives would begin sending monthly remittances to their native village. A letter from my father to his father in 1938 detailed the contributions from various relatives. The remittance was $250 a month, but the Rajah was worried about the outflow of money from the Foochows in Sibu and limited it to $25 a month.

The Japanese onslaught through Southeast Asia was moving fast.

Sometime in 1940, he took another wife, my mother, and took his daughter back from the family downriver.

Then the Japanese bombed Sibu on 26 December 1941, just 5 months after I was born.

The Second World War had got to Sibu.

My father learnt Japanese, and became a teacher in the now repurposed Chung Hua School in Sibu town, the Chinese school.

Four years later the Allied soldiers would land, and faced with the reconstruction tasks ahead, the Rajah ceded his fiefdom to Great Britain.

The Colonial Office in London must have set up the administration in their latest colonial acquisition. Thus, in 1949 my birth was registered in Sibu where the Resident, a war veteran with a moustache and his Jaguar, had taken up office to oversee the reconstruction of the Third Division of Sarawak.

The Jaguar would take him to his office from his home just a couple of hundred yards away on the bank of the river. There was a three-mile gravel road to the airport that the Japanese built with voluntary labour, and two other short roads lining the river on both sides of Sibu town.

In the name of making recompense for lost time, my father professed that I was born a year later, in 1942, so that I was at the right age of seven for the first year of primary school in 1949. My mother would say in passing years that for some children their births were postponed up to four years!

During the chaotic months after the Japanese fled upstream the Rajang River to try to enter Kalimantan through the dividing mountain range, the Dutch Borneo, where they were still in a position to effect a possible retreat, and before the arrival of the Allied soldiers, my father took a marble-topped round table and the accompanying four bentwood chairs from the school. I suspect that furniture would have come from the office of a Japanese officer.

They were still good when I was at high school. They were referred to as the German chairs. I did wonder why we had something so different. Years after my schooling days were over, my mother told me of their origin and how my father was fined for taking them after the British administration took over.

This must have been why he had a teaching job downriver when I was first in primary school. That was no doubt an exile, to save face. But it did not last long. And by the time I was in late primary school, he was an established mathematics teacher at Tung Hua Middle School, situated on the same road we lived in, and in the Sacred Heart Chinese School in town.

As was the custom, the Mission schools were run in the mornings, and the Chinese schools run by the Chinese were in the afternoons, so that the students could tap the rubber trees before sunrise, collect the latex mid-morning, and mix the right amount of acid and water with the latex by mid-morning. The mixture was then poured into kerosene tins cut in half longitudinally.

Before noon, the latex would set into white soft elastic slabs. They would be upended upon a flat surface, stomped on with bare feet to squeeze out the water and to flatten the slabs into sheets which could be fed into a hand-cranked roller to wring out the remaining water.

The sheets were then hung up in the sun to dry. In a few days the sheets would cure to a translucent dark honey colour with a distinctive smell. They would then be taken out of the sun and stored under the house until there were enough sheets to take them to the local smoke house.

For years, my mother tapped our three acres of rubber trees around our house. I helped a little bit by attaching the terracotta bowl onto the tree to collect the latex once she had tapped the bark. I attended both the Chinese and English schools for the first six years of schooling. So I could not have helped her much, perhaps only on the weekends.

My poor mother. She would get up before dawn, tap the rubber trees, and then begin her day’s work of washing clothes, cooking three meals, cleaning the house and all that went with looking after my father, her two stepdaughters, and her own brood of two, three and then four.

The house was always spotlessly clean. She did everything by hand. And for many years there was no tap water or electricity. And my father’s long-sleeved white cotton shirts and trousers were always rinsed in blue-tinged starch, dried, and then ironed with a bronze ‘iron’ that was heated by live embers.

That would have been her first priority to help my father sustain the image needed to secure the source of my father’s income, the standout mathematics teacher in his adopted colonial white.

How my mother managed to learn to read and write during this period, after a day’s work that was preceded by her rubber-tapping before dawn, remains incredible. She was young, in her twenties, and healthy. But the Japanese occupation was particularly bad for her. Her bones lost a lot of calcium whilst she suckled her two sons during this period.

Even after the war, we only ate meat once a week, on the day when my father came home from his downriver school, with pork stored in his suitcase. I have often wondered if her skull was so weakened that she died from a fall from her bicycle onto their concrete yard whilst teaching her granddaughter how to ride a bicycle. She was 57.

The early post-war years rolled by. The colonial corporations brought money and sparkle to the Sarawak economy, in exchange for their unfettered harvesting of timber logs, oil off the shore, other forest products like pepper and rubber, and even tropical fish from the sea at the mouth of the Rajang River by American boats, no doubt tasked with furnishing the dinner tables in America.

Then the price of rubber rocketed. It was the Korean War. The gossip was that rubber was needed for the war—aeroplane tyres!

Things continued to look up. My father decided to build a new house. He was now a sought-after teacher. He would tell me that he never had to apply for a job in his life. All had been forgiven, it would seem.

My mother had complained about some time about the dust left by the borers on the bare timber walls of our old house. The new house would be raised off the ground a good distance above head height! No more head butts with bearers under the house! It would have a roof made of belian shingles, never to rot. We would be catching up with those who now could afford a roof that was not of thatched atap (nippa palm) leaves.

It would have a much longer front staircase, owing to the increased head height under the house, to be made of belian as well. My mother was so proud that she was able to donate her savings from her rubber-tapping for the cost of the front stairs to our new house. $60!

Times were getting good.

Then one mid-morning, out of the blue, my mother sat me down on her bed and told me, with tears welling up and her tone veering into sobs, that: “Last night your father told me that he thought he might not live much longer. There was enough money for us if we were careful to see us through until I finish Standard 7.”

Standard 7, becoming formally known as Form III, was the end of middle school. I would then be qualified to join the government service. She broke into sobs, belching out that life had been good for a few years, my father having delivered her from her bondmaid fate, but now the future all seems so bleak.

I do not remember how I felt. I might have been 12, or 13. I must have soon forgotten about it.

Yet it must have affected me, my whole life.

My mother’s lot was not unusual amongst her peers, mostly uneducated Foochows from the bottom stratum of society. But she was married to a respected teacher, who was once chosen by his beleaguered village to be tutored for the imperial examinations. There was hope that passing those examinations could lend one the opportunity to have a job in the emperor’s realm.

From that, influence and wealth would flow, and the village would be salvaged and prosper. Alas, he was not a child prodigy, and when the imperial examinations were abolished, he had not made it. Worse still, his father before him had sat for those examinations twice and failed. He took to his bed for two years and read two cupboardsful of medical books, according to my father.

Most of those books, as a precaution, were thrown into the bonfire during the cultural revolution a century later, but I was allowed to take a few of the remaining ones when I visited the ancestral home in 1996. The books were hand-sewn with no special covers, and hand-copied onto thin, poor-quality paper.

How Goong, my grandfather, managed to become the principal of chiu gu school for 40 years will probably remain a mystery. My father recorded that Goong had a pension when he retired! (Just like the superior whites sojourning in C19 China) It was probably a Methodist Mission School—chiu gu, surpassing the antiquities!

In the early days, my father must have taken my mother to the Methodist Church. She would recount with pride how I was passed from teacher to teacher, colleagues of my father, during these church-going days.

I was so cleanly wrapped, my mother would proclaim, with joy in her voice and an upward turn on the corner of her lips. She was so proud of her achievement of being showered with praise.

That glorious chapter must have been short-lived. I never saw my father in church all my life. He was a loner, but his personal misfortunes up till then seemed to have isolated him for good. But my mother craved company. She would complain to me that my father never introduced her to his peers.

That was not uncommon, though at the time. But for them the intellectual chasm was so wide that it would have saved embarrassment on the rare occasions when my mother would be in the presence of my father’s peers.

My mother craved approval, even more. She suffered badly from her bondmaid years, and although my father was never cruel to her, his standards and his need to be in control were anathema to her free spirit. My mother’s closest friend was a neighbour.

She was my mother’s confidant and personal advisor. My father did not object to that relationship. He humouredly called the neighbour “the governor”. He taught my mother how to read and write. He must have taken her to the church that was to become a lifelong solace for her soul.

But she never achieved freedom from disapproval. She always knew that she did not measure up in my father’s eyes. Uneducated and coming from a small shop-keeping family that could not afford to feed another daughter, she was often ignorantly irrational. To this day I recall with shame how I had joined my father in deprecating her demands as I was growing up.

Little did I realise that I was at the same time absorbing all the anxiety she had about measuring up, for most of her life. Years into my life in Australia, she would tell me, now in the waning days of my father, how she was so despondent one day that she was going to hang herself. But at that moment I discharged a large issue of urine onto a pillowcase, which she was going to tear up for a hang-rope.

I had graduated in electrical engineering from the University of Melbourne, having first studied at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology, as my Sibu School did not provide a matriculation class. I had not taken to engineering in the first week of my lessons. Engineering drawing put me off inordinately.

I had never drawn anything in my school years, and now my fellow students, all from the technical stream of Victorian schools, had already had years of training in engineering drawing. It was at a time when the technical schools were aimed at producing students who would become technicians in the post-war industrialising economy as draftsmen, plumbers, electricians, et cetera.

I was a top student in the Sacred Heart School in Sibu. Now these working-class lads, so different from the few white colonials I had observed in Sibu, would dent the confidence I had gained from getting a Colombo Plan scholarship.

Machine shop practice was worse. And by the third or fourth year I was losing my confidence in maths! But I had to persevere. I thought of changing courses. But I did not do anything about it. My father had not imbued me with the entrepreneurial spirit. In fact, quite the opposite.

At the end of 1965 I finished the Diploma Course and was accepted into the third year of Bachelor of Engineering at the University of Melbourne. I also got accepted by Queens College, for food and lodging, and the chance to seek the truth from the professors at the Methodist Theological College based at Queens College.

It was a promising new page.

My brother had won a Centenary Scholarship to London. I was free to pursue further studies to get much better pay when I returned to Sibu. But he had chosen electrical engineering, much to my chagrin, and against my advice, which was medicine. I had secretly dreamt of law or medicine.

Once, my Indian maths and science teacher, caught by the rain, under the eaves of our school, told me that I should proceed to Kuching, the capital city, to do my Form Six, the two matriculation years, previously known as Standard 10 and Standard 11 amongst the Foochows. He thought that I would come first or second in Sarawak and would get a scholarship overseas.

No doubt he was over optimistic, in more ways than one. My brother, three years younger, actually topped Sarawak twice, once at Form 5 and again at Form 6, the matriculation for all British universities. Yet he did not get an offer at the annual round of scholarships. As chance would have it, he was visiting a classmate at his home when his classmate’s father asked why he was still in Sibu.

He lifted the phone there and then, and in a short time the chief minister of Sarawak, now a State of Malaysia, had created a centenary scholarship for my brother. I did not know all this until decades later.

Had this not happened, I planned to take the Fellowship Diploma year and then go back to Sibu post haste to work as an engineer in the Sarawak Electricity Company—to send my brother abroad to study.

This was how some families pulled themselves up the economic and social ladder. The monthly salary for an engineer in the continuing colonial practice was: $330 a month for a diploma, $690 for a fellowship diploma, and $750 for a bachelor’s degree.

But the two years at Queen’s were torture.

I had no real interest in electrical engineering, and the demands of higher mathematics were near breaking point. At the end of the first year, I passed the third year with little distinction. I got Third Class Honours
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