


Section A — Background
A brief overview of Chinese life 
and heritage places in Australia





Introduction Chinese people have been arriving in Australia for almost 200 years.

However, knowledge of their activities in Australia and the places linked

with them is very patchy.

We do know that the first Chinese person to arrive in Australia was a

carpenter who came to Australia as a free man in 1803. His name is

recorded as ‘Ahuto’. Another early Chinese arrival was Mak Sai Ying. He

came to Australia in 1818 as a free-settler farmer and in 1829 became the

publican of the Lion inn in Parramatta (1).

Early Chinese immigrants worked in a wide variety of occupations.

Mining attracted most of the nineteenth century immigrants. Many later

became involved in other occupations such as cooking, farming,

furniture-making, storekeeping, commerce, market gardening, medicine,

construction, fishing, fish curing and dressmaking. The places they lived

and worked in are all potentially important parts of our heritage because

they will help us to piece together the story of this rich thread of

Australia’s history.

Today, individuals and community groups, especially Chinese community

groups, can make a major contribution to our knowledge and

appreciation of Chinese Australian heritage by helping to research this

area. Filling in the local picture will add to the richness and diversity of

the story of the Chinese in Australia.
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Commercial enterprise
The publican, Mak Sai Ying, was the first in a long line of Chinese

entrepreneurs who set up stores and businesses in colonial cities and

towns. The status and financial standing of these entrepreneurs made

them a pivotal part of the development of Chinese communities in

Australia and helped in maintaining strong links with China.

The first recorded Chinese store in Sydney was established in 1858.By the

end of the century, networks of stores operated throughout New South

Wales and similar networks existed in other colonies (2). The network in

northern NSW — off-spring of the ‘parent’ stores of Kwong Sing & Co in 

Glen Innes and Hong Yuen in Inverell — shows the intricate relationships

imposed by family and district affiliations in China and Australia (3).

These relationships entailed obligations to look after family and village

members both here and overseas, often through establishing formal

Chinese associations. In the New England area, where there were not

enough Chinese to develop such associations, prominent members of

the Chinese community, such as storekeepers, fulfilled these obligations.

Stores required little capital which enabled Chinese men to pool their

resources and buy individual shares in a store, thereby creating business

and employment opportunities.

Many stores survive today that were or are still run by Chinese families.

Some of these have been listed on heritage registers including:

• the Wing Hing Long & Co. store in Tingha, NSW 

• Ah Toy’s bakery in Pine Creek, Northern Territory, and 

• Wong Hee’s Shop in Mathinna, Tasmania 

Many places are yet to be found and their details recorded, especially in

the Chinatown areas of our cities.
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Ah Toy’s Bakery, Pine Creek, Northern Territory, was built by Jim Ah You as a butcher’s shop
at Mount Diamond in about 1908.The building was moved to Pine Creek in 1915, and
converted into a bakery by his son, Jimmy Ah Toy. It is still owned by the Ah Toy family.
(J McKinnon, AHC Collection)



Following the gold rushes in Western Australia from the 1880s, many

Chinese came from other parts of Australia and set up businesses in the

coastal and inland towns as well as in Perth and Fremantle. They ran

general stores, laundries, boarding houses, furniture factories and

tailoring shops.

From the mid nineteenth century, Chinese laundries could be found in

every city or town across Australia with a large Chinese population. In

Western Australia in 1904, for example, at least 50 Chinese laundries

operated in the Perth/Fremantle area (4).

While Chinese food stores and restaurants have always been found in

Chinatown areas, it wasn’t until the 1950s that Chinese cafes and

restaurants became common in suburbs and country towns. They filled

a gap left by a decline in market gardening and storekeeping as viable

outlets for Chinese Australian capital after World War II.

The former Ken Yen Kee Store,
Mount Morgan in Queensland
was operated by Chinese
storekeepers from 1890 
to the 1980s. It is typical of 
the many Chinese stores 
once scattered through rural
Australia. (AHC Collection)

Sketches of the exterior
and interior of John Alloo’s
Chinese restaurant, main
Road Ballarat, 1853.
(ST Gill, by permission 
of National Library of
Australia, NK3770)



Rural and domestic workers
Among the earliest Chinese to arrive in Australia were three Chinese

domestic servants employed by John and Elizabeth Macarthur at

Elizabeth Farm, NSW in 1821 (5). They were the first of many Chinese to

work as domestic servants in various parts of Australia.

In June 1847, the first Chinese labourers are believed to have arrived in

Adelaide from Singapore.These dozen men came to work as indentured

or contracted shepherds.

In the same year, 20 Chinese landed in Western Australia, again from

Singapore, to work as carpenters and servants (6). Other indentured

labourers also began to land in the eastern colonies, largely from Fukien

(Fujian) province in south-eastern China. For example, in October 1848,

120 Chinese agricultural labourers landed in Sydney directly from Amoy

(Xiamen) in Fukien province. By 1853 this number had risen to more than

3300 (7). At this time Chinese rural labourers were spread from the Darling

Downs in Queensland to southern Victoria, west to Perth and south to

Tasmania.

These immigrants worked mostly in the wool industry as shepherds and

hut-keepers and were spread throughout rural districts in ones and twos

and small groups. These men were generally contracted to work for a

five-year period.

It is difficult to find places linked with this early Chinese immigration. No

buildings or sites occupied by Chinese agricultural labourers in the 1840s

and 50s have yet been accurately identified. If sites from this era can be

found, they are likely to be of great heritage interest.

A few sites do exist which are linked with later rural workers and domestic

servants, such as the pine-log woolshed at Mungo Station in western

NSW, believed to have been built by Chinese rural labourers.
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This pine log woolshed at Mungo Station in the western districts of New South Wales is
believed to have been built by Chinese rural labourers in 1869. (D Robin, AHC Collection)



To overcome chronic labour shortages in Western Australia caused by a

range of factors including gold rushes,the colonial government organised

the immigration of Chinese contract labour between 1847 and 1898.

Agents in Singapore drew this labour from a greater mix of Chinese

districts than that of other Australian colonies. Most served out two to

three-year contracts working on pastoral properties as labourers, cooks,

servants or gardeners. Non-contracted Chinese started to migrate to

Western Australia in the 1880s, with most coming from the other colonies

to work in non-agricultural fields (8).

Miners
By the time of the Australian gold rushes in 1851, Chinese people had an

established history of migrating to other countries to work in a range of

occupations including mining.They had already worked on mining fields

in Malaysia and Singapore and when the opportunities arose, joined the

Californian gold rush and later the Australian rushes (9).

The first Chinese miners bound for the Australian goldfields arrived in

Melbourne, Victoria in January 1853.Numbers steadily rose over the next

few years as organised teams of miners arrived from Guangzhou (Canton)

and Hong Kong. By 1855 about 19 000 Chinese had arrived in Victoria. By

the end of 1857, this figure had climbed to more than 26 000.

The new gold rush arrivals were not from Amoy like the Chinese

shepherds of earlier years. Most came from agricultural areas of

Guangdong Province, notably the Sze Yup (See Yup, Siyi), Sam Yup (Sanyi)

and Zhongshan.
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Heading for the goldfields — a stage coach laden with luggage and Chinese people.
(La Trobe Picture Collection, State Library of Victoria)



The proportion of Chinese in the goldfields grew to an average of between

15% and 25%, reaching 43% in Bendigo.Tension grew in some areas when

parts of the European population started to resent the economic

competition from the Chinese and moved to oppose their immigration. In

1855, political pressure led to the first restrictive immigration legislation in

Victoria. This imposed a substantial tax on Chinese people landing in the

colony and also limited the number carried in each ship.

To avoid the tax, ships carrying Chinese immigrants diverted to the South

Australian ports of Port Adelaide and Robe, and for the next two years

South Australia was the principal entry route to the Victorian goldfields.

The would-be miners were met by local agents and housed in temporary

camps in what are now the Adelaide suburbs.They were then guided on

the long overland road to Victoria, finding water in wells that had been

dug along the route.Some of these wells still exist as heritage sites.Under

pressure from Victoria, the South Australian Parliament passed legislation

in 1857 that was almost identical to the Victorian Act of 1855. This

dramatically reduced the immigration flow.

Many heritage places associated with Chinese miners are known in

Victoria, but many more remain to be found and described. Chinese

diggings, for example, include those at Wehla, Newstead, Fryerstown and

Ararat, and associated sites such as cemeteries and gardens are known at

a number of places, including the cemeteries and Chinese camp sites at

Ballarat and Bendigo.

In New South Wales, some ships landed Chinese immigrants at the

colony’s ports.From there they travelled overland to the NSW or Victorian

goldfields. Pressure for restricted immigration grew in NSW as well, with

disturbances on the goldfields at Rocky River, Tambaroora and Adelong

between 1856 and 1858. The most notorious of these was the so-called

Lambing Flat riot — a drawn-out series of incidents on the Burrangong

Goldfield near Young in New South Wales between November 1860 

and September 1861. Two months after the Lambing Flat incident, the
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Chinese sluicing near Beechworth,Victoria, Chevalier sketch.
(By permission of National Library of Australia)



New South Wales Parliament passed legislation similar to Victoria’s. The

effect on Chinese immigration to New South Wales was dramatic, with

Chinese arrivals dropping from 6985 in 1860 to just 63 by 1863 (10).

Like Victoria, New South Wales also has a number of identified Chinese

mining sites and associated camps such as those at Kiandra,Tambaroora,

Araluen, Major’s Creek and the Turon. It is likely that many more such

places are yet to be identified.

In Queensland, Chinese worked on a number of goldfields, but they were

most dominant on the Palmer River goldfield which was discovered in

1873. Chinese miners began to arrive on the Palmer a few weeks after the

discovery was announced, coming at first from mining fields in the

southern colonies.By the end of 1874, about 1500 Chinese people,or 40%

of the mining population, were distributed across the Palmer field.

In 1875, Chinese from Hong Kong began to arrive in Cooktown, the

nearest port to the goldfield. The Hopkee Company organised up to

two steamers a week to bring in an average of a thousand Chinese miners

a month. Most were recruited from the lower Pearl River districts. Within

months the Chinese population grew to between 9000 and 12 000, and

by 1877 had reached 18 000 — more than 90% of the goldfield’s

population. The Chinese organised most of the supplies, including food,

for this community. Much of the folklore about aggression between

Chinese and Aborigines has been greatly exaggerated — death at the

hands of Aborigines was statistically less likely than death by drowning,

snakebite or falling from a horse.

By 1882 the Palmer’s alluvial gold was worked out and only about 2000,

mostly European miners, remained. The Chinese miners either returned

to China, moved to new goldfields or took up other work elsewhere, such

as gardening. Today, the Palmer River area still retains many Chinese

mining sites, house sites, water races, gardens, cemeteries and other

heritage sites (11).
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This stone retaining wall was constructed by Chinese alluvial gold miners on a gully 
off Butcher’s Creek in Queensland’s Palmer goldfield. Its purpose was to divert 

upsteam water into two races heading in differing directions. (J Wegner)



Gold was discovered in the Northern Territory in 1872, the most notable

discoveries being in the Pine Creek district which was similar to Palmer

River in climate and terrain, although not nearly as rich.

The first 186 Chinese arrived on the Pine Creek goldfield in 1874 from

Singapore. They were part of an organised team hired by a European

mining company to work the alluvial diggings. Ships carrying Chinese

miners from Guangdong soon started to arrive in Darwin. The Chinese

population swelled to 10 000 by the early 1880s — which constituted

around half of the Northern Territory population until 1910.

By the 1920s the Chinese population was concentrated in Darwin. Only

a few dozen aging fossickers stayed on the goldfields. Most of the

remaining buildings in the mining townships, including the temples,

were destroyed by Australian troops between 1942 and 1945 (12) although

a small number of Chinese sites still exist especially around Pine Creek.

In Tasmania they mined for tin and not for gold. Tin was discovered at

Mount Bischoff in 1871 and then in the Ringarooma district of the north-

eastern mountains in 1874. The price of tin was rising in the late 1870s,

and by 1878 Chinese miners were moving into the district around

Weldborough. By 1882 they became the largest group in the local

population.

As the Tasmanian alluvial mining industry relied on an abundant water

supply, many Chinese built races to bring water to hydraulic mining

districts. The 1891 census lists 931 Chinese in Tasmania, 695 of whom

were alluvial tin miners while 122 were market gardeners. In the 1920s

tin was no longer profitable so most of the Chinese left the mining towns.

Many younger people moved to Launceston or Hobart and turned to

market gardening or service industries (13).
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Pine Creek Chinatown, Northern Territory is a rare example of the remains
of a mining settlement Chinatown. (J McKinnon, AHC Collection)

At Tasmania’s
Mount Bischoff
mines, Chinese
workers mined for
tin and not for gold.
(La Trobe Picture
Collection, State
Library of Victoria)



One of the more unusual activities involving Chinese miners was the

extraction of phosphate on Christmas Island from 1897. Chinese were

recruited largely from Singapore to work the phosphate deposit. Today,

the island still has a Chinese community (14) and related heritage places

have been assessed recently for their significance.

Cabinet makers
For many years, furniture making was a major Chinese industry in

Australia with furniture factories operating in most major urban centres

from the 1870s (15). The first Chinese cabinet makers were two men

employed by the Reverend John Dunmore Lang in Sydney in 1827 (16).

Melbourne had its first Chinese cabinet maker in 1836. South Australia

followed suit in 1842 with its first cabinet maker setting up in Port

Adelaide (17).

By the 1880s in Sydney, a quarter of all cabinet making workshops were

Chinese,and by 1912, 862 Chinese people were employed in the furniture

trades (18).This trend was not to last as the changing industrial climate and

the introduction of restrictive immigration policies meant that by the

1920s few Chinese furniture factories survived in Sydney.

In Western Australia, by the early 1900s furniture manufacturing had

become one of the strongholds of Chinese immigrants from the eastern

states. Still operating today are the Gee Hop Company, Kwong Yick and

Co and the JW Wing Furniture Manufacturers cabinet making factories in

Northbridge, Perth. In Melbourne, the Po Hong Nam Building (cabinet

makers) is still in business and other factories are sure to survive in other

cities and regional centres.
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Furniture making was one of the main Chinese industries in the late 1800s and early 1900s.
This 1880 sketch provides an insight into the activities of a Chinese furniture workshop.

(Australasian Sketcher illustration 24/4/1880 p.69, by permission of National Library of Australia)



Market gardening and agriculture
Many Chinese migrating to Australia in the 1800s came from rural

backgrounds and brought with them agriculture and water management

skills. As a result, considerable numbers of immigrants later took up

market gardening and wider vegetable and fruit production.This was one

of the few industries where little competition, and hence little friction,

existed with European workers.

From the second half of the nineteenth century, Chinese market gardens

became a mainstay of the urban food supply and were found in most

cities and towns.Most gardens were leased by groups of five to 10 people,

allowing individuals to visit China for a year or two at intervals without

closing the garden.

By 1885, 54 Chinese gardens were being worked in the Alexandria and

Botany districts of Sydney (19). By 1901, 67% of NSW market gardeners

were Chinese (20).

Following Federation, restrictive Commonwealth legislation was

introduced which narrowed employment opportunities for the Chinese.

Market gardening then became one of the main areas of employment to

be dominated by Chinese people. Exemptions for market gardeners

under the Immigration Restriction Act did not keep up with retirements of

Chinese Australian market gardeners. After World War II, Italian and other

European immigrants largely did this work (21).

A few Chinese market gardens do survive today in several areas including

the Robert Tang, Tiy War & Co and Lo Wun Leong’s gardens in Sydney’s

Botany area. Of the former gardens, the remains of the historical Ah Toy’s

garden on the Palmer River have been studied in detail (22).
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Chinese gardeners have worked in the Bunnerong, La Perouse area 
of NSW for at least 100 years. (NSW Heritage Office)



After 1878, many Chinese left Queensland’s Palmer goldfield and moved

to the nearby ports of Cooktown, Port Douglas, Cairns and Geraldton

(later Innisfail), where they established tropical agricultural industries.

Chinese farmers cleared Atherton Tableland rainforest to grow maize,and

the Hop Wah Company founded the Cairns sugar industry in 1881.Others

cleared scrub along the hot, wet, coastal plain to grow sugar cane,

bananas, pineapples and mangoes throughout the 1880s. They

established an industry that today supplies Australia’s major cities with

tropical fruit.

Chinese merchants and growers also dominated the NSW banana trade.

Many of Sydney’s Chinese stores owned plantations in Fiji. When tariffs 

on imported bananas were raised they promoted banana growing in

northern NSW.By 1919 Chinese growers owned or leased nearly 500 acres

around Mullumbimby. After World War I, returned soldier settlers resisted

Chinese involvement in the industry and their participation eventually

stopped when disease struck the banana crop in 1925 (23).

As well as growing fruit and vegetables, Chinese people also marketed

produce. In the first decade of the twentieth century, almost half the fruit

merchants at the Melbourne fruit markets were Chinese (24).

In Western Australia, in the early 1900s, half of the Chinese population

worked in market gardening. The work was seasonal and involved travel

— during the summer they would grow vegetables in Perth and in winter

they would travel to WA’s wheat belt to work (25). Other places associated

with market gardening which could be of heritage interest might include

the boarding houses where market gardeners stayed on the night they

brought their produce to the city markets.
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Chinese with a junk load of bananas shooting a rapid on the South Johnstone River, Queensland.
Chinese growers were central in establishing northern Queensland’s agricultural areas.

(By permission of National Library of Australia)



Many rural properties employed Chinese gardeners and sometimes,

Chinese cooks. Relatively little research has been done into this aspect of

agricultural labour. At Mount Wood Station, near Tibooburra in far north-

west NSW, the Chinese gardener Tom Chaw maintained an irrigated

vegetable, fruit and ornamental garden in front of the homestead from

about 1889 until at least 1913. He is believed to be buried near the

homestead.Thomas Hoon was also employed as a gardener and cook for

several years from 1904 (26). Vestiges of the garden survive.

Chinese farmers pioneered tobacco growing in NSW but their

involvement was short-lived. In 1891, 464 growers were working in NSW

and Victoria, but within 10 years this had dropped to 89. In NSW tobacco

growing areas included Albury, Nundle and Manilla (27). No Chinese

tobacco farms have been assessed for heritage values.
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A tobacco plantation in Bathurst, NSW, run by Chinese farmers.
(La Trobe Picture Collection, State Library of Victoria)

Chinese garden and
gardener’s cottage at
Jandra Station on the
Darling River, NSW.
Chinese gardeners
provided fresh
vegetables for 
many rural properties
throughout Australia.
(Ian Jack)



Construction labourers
From the latter part of the nineteenth century Chinese labourers worked on

a number of large-scale construction projects including road and rail

building. One such example is the railway built from Darwin to Pine Creek

in 1888 which involved almost 3000 Chinese construction workers. Sites

associated with these works may still exist across Australia but have not yet

been identified and assessed.

Herbalists and doctors
Herbalists and doctors of traditional Chinese medicine practised in

Australia from the time of the gold rush. While some recent work has

been published on the practice of Chinese medicine in Australia (28), little

or no research exists on doctor’s surgeries or herbalist’s shops.

In Western Australia, the Pang Chong Fe and Sho Hen herbalist shops in

Northbridge, Perth still remained in 2001 but had not been recorded and

assessed as heritage places. Other such shops undoubtedly exist in other

cities, and they too await assessment.
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J Chung Leong in his car outside his Chinese herbalist shop in Ballarat,Victoria.
(Reproduced courtesy of Museum Victoria)



Harvesting the sea
Fishing and fish curing sprang up as an industry to supply miners

working on the goldfields. Chinese and European fishermen fished in

Lake Macquarie, Broken Bay, Port Stephens, Jervis Bay and Twofold Bay in

NSW, and in Port Phillip in Victoria. Fish curing involved salting the fish

and was an enterprise run mostly by the Chinese.

In Sydney in 1858 three Chinese fishermen were licensed to operate a

sailing boat to catch fish and gather oysters. By 1861 a George Street

merchant, Ah Chuney, owned and leased between 15 and 20 boats to

European and Chinese fishermen. He guaranteed to buy their catch

which was cured and sold through his store (29). By the late 1880s fewer

Chinese were involved in the NSW industry (30).

In Western Australia, between the 1880s and the early 1900s, Chinese

fishermen and fish curers worked in a number of places such as Dongara

and Mandurah. As yet no heritage places have been identified which

relate to Chinese involvement in this industry. Coastal communities have

the opportunity to identify this aspect of Chinese Australian heritage.

The related industry of pearling attracted Chinese to work as pearlers,

cooks and shopkeepers. Chinese pearlers worked at Shark Bay until at

least 1886. The pearling town of Broome, in Western Australia, still has a

Chinatown with a number of Chinese buildings and a local cemetery with

a Chinese section.
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Chinese fishing by moonlight, 1873 — a wood engraving by Robert Bruce.
(By permission of National Library of Australia)

Ah Fat’s cottage in Broome in Western Australia was built by Chinese merchant Ah Fat 
and features a wind scoop to cope with the tropical climate. (J McKinnon, AHC Collection)



Chinese settlements and ‘Chinatowns’
In cities and larger towns, Chinese enterprises tended to cluster together

in areas dubbed by Europeans as ‘Chinatowns’.This gave them security as

well as the benefits of community support and local markets. Substantial

Chinatowns flourish today in Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Perth and

Broome. Cavenagh Street, Darwin’s Chinatown at the time of World 

War II, was a row of timber and corrugated iron buildings. During the 

war it was damaged by bombing, the Chinese evacuated and the 

area demolished as part of official Australian wartime policy (31). Other

substantial Chinese settlements were not categorised as Chinatowns,

though some have been studied, such as The Rocks in Sydney (32).

New or extended Chinatowns are now forming in some cities, and these

may develop heritage significance to the Chinese community.

Social organisation and institutions
Chinese people organised their migration, local societies, businesses and

their mining activities according to village and district ties, obligations of

debt, and dialect affiliations (33).The Chinese immigrants in the nineteenth

and early twentieth centuries were usually heavily indebted to family,

community, brokers or merchants for their fares to Australia (this has

been termed the ‘credit-ticket system’). They were also obliged to help

support their families in China (34). These factors combined to stimulate

hard work, the cheapest living arrangements possible (usually organised

communally) and a willingness to persist with any work at hand. They

were also in regular contact with China and their home districts

(qiaoxiangs).
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Dialect and language played an important role in maintaining regional

links among the Chinese in Australia. Most of the Chinese in Australia

coming from the province of Guangdong spoke the Yue language

(Cantonese), though some such as the Hakka, who were numerous in

northern Australia, spoke a non-Yue language. In NSW there were many

Chinese from the Long Dou area of Zhongshan district, who spoke their

own dialect. Victoria was dominated by people from the Sze Yup

districts (35) and they too spoke their distinctive dialects, especially those

from Toishan (Taishan). In the nineteenth century, language and dialect

affiliations were very important. The Chinese in Australia often formed

themselves into different communities with their own spoken language

and cultural practices and their own temple. In Cairns, for instance, the

Chinese formed two main district and dialect groupings, each with their

own temple (36). Rivalry within Chinese communities was often based

upon district and dialect affiliations.

In Western Australia, there were no distinct dialect affiliations, as there

were no dominant districts represented since the Chinese were mostly

from Singapore or the eastern colonies of Australia.

During the latter part of the twentieth century, Chinese migrants came

from a wider range of places inside China and from other South-East

Asian countries. As a result, dialect as a broad-scale social influence is

probably less important now than it was formerly.
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Some Chinese temples are in use today, including
the Chinese Joss House in Darwin, NT. (National

Archives of Australia, A6135, K29/7/91/101)



Temples were often the focal point of Chinese community life and were

established on the basis of district and dialect affiliations. Communities

established or re-established temples in many cities, towns and goldfields

at different periods right up to the present day. A number still survive

including:

• Sze Yup Temple, Glebe, Sydney, NSW

• Yiu Ming Temple, Alexandria, Sydney, NSW 

• Chit-Kung-Tang Temple, Bendigo, Vic 

• Sze Yup Temple, South Melbourne, Vic 

• Sze Yup and Chung Wah Temples, Darwin, NT 

• the Temple of the Holy Triad, Breakfast Creek, Brisbane, Qld and

• the Temple of Hou Wang in Atherton, Qld 

Chinese churches are a feature of many communities due to the work of

Christian missionaries. In some areas, such as Melbourne’s Chinatown, the

churches played an important role in teaching the Chinese language and

in helping to maintain traditional ways. Conversely, the churches also ran

English classes and helped to ‘Europeanise’ Chinese communities (37).

Examples of places with known heritage significance include:

• the Chinese Christian Churches in Milsons Point, Sydney, NSW and in

Little Bourke Street, Melbourne, Vic and 

• the Chinese Sunday School in Fremantle, WA
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During the nineteenth century, district societies (tongxianghui or ‘same

place’ societies) provided social support for Chinese communities in

Australia. Their work included establishing temples and returning old

men to China who were unable to fund their own return. The societies

also returned to China the bones of members who had died in Australia.

Between 1875 and the late 1930s, societies organised the exhumation of

more than 1500 bodies from Rookwood cemetery and sent the remains

back to China.

Societies also helped Chinese communities to keep their focus on family

obligations and links to China. Australia’s oldest society, the Sze Yup

Society, was established in Melbourne in 1854.The oldest society in NSW

is the Quong Sing Tong, which was established in 1877. By the 1890s

there were a further 10 Sydney-based societies with membership spread

throughout the state. Three of these are still operating in Sydney, and

others have been formed or reformed in recent decades (38).

Societies existed in most cities with a substantial Chinese population.The

Kuomintang, for example, had branches operating in at least Sydney,

Broome and Darwin. Some significant buildings associated with these

societies survive today including:

• the Chung Wah Association building in Northbridge, Perth, WA

• the Australian Chinese Association building in Sydney, NSW

• the Nan Poon Soon Chinese Society Clubhouse in Melbourne, Vic as 

well as 

• temples sponsored by specific societies
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Erected in 1861, the Nan Poon Soon Chinese Society
Clubhouse in Melbourne still used by the society for

its meetings. (P Wright, AHC Collection)



The Chinese Nationalist Revolution in 1911 galvanised many Australian

Chinese into political activity, prompting the formation of political

organisations and newspapers, particularly in the Chinese communities

of Sydney and Melbourne. After the 1930s Chinese national affiliation, as

opposed to district affiliation, began to dominate local Chinese

community views. Little has been done to identify and record the places

associated with these developments.

Cemeteries
Chinese cemeteries are to be found across Australia. These range from

poorly marked areas of disturbed ground containing a small number of

burials, through to large formal cemeteries with headstones and burners

which were used to burn money offered in memory of the dead.

Chinese graves may occupy a specified portion of a general cemetery, as

at Rookwood Necropolis in Sydney or the two general cemeteries in

Ballarat, or may be a distinct Chinese burial ground. Grave markers may

mark coffin burials or ceramic urns containing reburied bones. As

mentioned earlier, many Chinese bodies were exhumed and the remains

returned to China for reburial.
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Chinese burners used to burn
money for the dead at Beechworth
Cemetery in Victoria. (Michele
Parsons, AHC Collection)



Summary
This overview of Chinese life and heritage places in Australia is just a

starting point. Much of this history is yet to be researched and revealed.

Areas needing investigation include women, children and families. More

work also needs to be done on linking heritage places in Australia with

the different cultural and ethnic patterns of the originating communities

in China and South-East Asia.

What we do know of the history of Chinese communities in Australia is

not always reflected in heritage registers. While these registers provide

official recognition of the importance of a place to a country’s heritage,

the information they contain may not be comprehensive. Well-

documented listings of Chinese Australian heritage places would put on

record this important part of Australia’s migrant heritage.

If you are interested in discovering more about this part of our heritage,

the following guide will help you to find and identify Chinese Australian

heritage places.
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