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Over the pastdecade or so a number of Australian and New Zealand writers have published
historical novels centred around romances between white women and Chinese men.

00T AAAT U AARAOO ETTx1T EO OEA T1CiEITC AT A Oii AxEAOD
lady detective, Phryne Fisher, and Lin Chung, the Cambridgelucated son of an established

Victorian Chinese family of silk merchants, members of whichad first arrived with the gold

rushes. As many of you would know, the books have recently been adapted for telemisasMiss
&EOEAO0B8 0 - Oandthedecond el i© Bl Enhowing on the ABC.

Imagel Lin Chung (Philippe Sung) and Phryne Fisher (Essie DanisMiss Fisher's
Murder Mysteries

Source: www.fanpop.com/clubs/miss-fishers-murder-mysteries/images/35224788/title/lin-chung-phryne-photo

Lin Chung first appears in the seventh book in the serieRuddy Gorepublished in 1995. He is an

intermittent character across the 20 novels but, along with a string of other lovers, is centri

OEA DBl OOOAUAI 1T &£ OEOUT A80 1 EAAOAT AOOEOOAA O1 xAC
mores of respectable 1920s Melbourne.

Three other examples are worth mentioning.
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Literary Award for an Emerging Author in 2002. It follows the intertwined lives of Ella, born and

bred on a Queensland cattle station, and Lok, who arrives in Australia as a boy and experiences

the violence of the Lambing Flat antChineseriots of 1861 before heading north to Queensland

xEAOA EA OAEAO OP xT OE 11 %l 1 A0 ZAOEAO0GO DOl PAC

In New Zealand, Alison Wong published her awardiinning novel, As the Earth Turns Silvein

2009 (Janet Frame Kition Award, 2009). Set against a backdrop of white racist workinglass

Wellington in the early twentieth century, it tells the ultimately tragic story of the secret love

affair between widow and mother of two, Katherine McKechnie, and Wong Chuygng, a

greengrocer.

'TAR 1710060 OAAAT O1 U ET ¢ mpQ@ h# BAIAG @ Athivaddi@@OEIAT DOAI
Al AAoOlu AO OEA OAITTE Al OA8 1 AOEAOG8 )OO DI OO A EA
Amy Duncan and Charles Chen in a small goldfields townthe 1870s, which, once again ends

tragically. My least favourite of these works; O  # E AT & Ois pehefhblad£pteity spoton

with its history 2 perhaps some of its charm was lost on me because the story sounded very
familiar as | read it, somethingoA DAOOEAEA8 ) AOAT OOGAT T U 11T OEAAA ¢
her notes at the end of the novel O # E AT 6 Oha%dbednitranBlaield into German, included

ET A 2AAAARAO80 $ECAOO Thélhdk Widowsad jisCoEdn teleasell A A OANOA
AsalEOOT OEAT )8 0OA OPAT O OEA PAOO EEAEOAAT UAAOO 10O
Chinese men who formed intimate relationships in colonial Australia, women and men like the

DOl OACITEOOO ET OEAOA 11 OA1 08 ! lofithe wbnie@ A A OT AAT Uh
AEEI AOAT AT A EAIEIEAO T &£ ' OOOOATI EA8O AAOI U #EET A
to see stories of Chines&OO1T DPAAT A1 Obp1I A0 AAETI ¢ OiI1 A ACAET OEO
more than a century ago, in the 1880s and 18, intimate relationships between white women

and Chinese men were not an uncommon subject in popular Australian fiction.

4UDPEAEAA AU BHand rdSirtFab@ublisiedin the Bulletin in 1890, or William

, AT ®&i® or Yellow? The Race Wasf 1908ADGpublished as a serial in théBoomerang late
nineteenth-century stories tell a very different tale of interracial relationships, of their dangers
on a personal and societal level. Such stories both drew on and fed accounts that appeared in
popular newspapers such as thdruth.

| want to suggesthowever, that the telling of these two very different narratives of love and sex
across racial boundaries have something very much in common. And that is that their meaning,
their power as stories, comes from the acknowledgement of not just the possibilitbut the

reality, of intimate relationships between white women and Chinese men in colonial Australia.
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Image2 The Bulletin 14 April 1888 Image3 The Boomerang
11 February 1888
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The scare power of stories like those published in thBulletin and theBoomerangcame from an
understanding that all around the colonies white women and Chinese men were getting

together. Yes, in opium dens and brothels, baiso through contacts at church, at the store,

across the threshold, in the neighbourhood. These stories presented a threatening future of
racial mixing in Australia that was made more real by the presence of mixedce couples and

their mixed-race children in colonial communitie® they were simply there. Figures for Victoria,
New South Wales and Queensland put the number of legal marriages between Chinese men and
white women in the nineteenth century in the thousandsg but of course there were many other
relationships not formalised through marriage.

Over the course of the twentieth century, though, the obvious presence of mixeace couples

and their families faded for various reasons, within families, in popular memory and in historical

accounts. The percetion that lingered was that interracial relationships were bound up with

DOl OOCEOOOETTh AT AT EITEOIh THPEOI AAAEAOQEITT AT A Ol
were desperate enough to marry themselves to Chinamen. What was forgotten were the

thousands of Chinesd=uropean couples who, mostly unremarkably, met, formed relationships

of different kinds for longer or shorter periods of time, had children and raised them together or

apart.

Families like that of Tasmaniarborn Hannah Mason and Amoyorn William Chi. They married

in Newtown, Sydney, in 1865, four years after William was baptised as a Christian. After the
stillbirth of their first child in 1866, Hannah and William went on to have another son and five
daughters. William was naturalised as British subject in 1868 and became a respected member
of the community of Scone, in central New South Wales, where the family made its home.



Kate Bagnall — The transnational Chinese family in Australia

Image4 Hannahand William Chi with their babyat Scone, NSW, c. 1867
1

Source: Elaine Hetherington

It has only really been in this new century, in the last decade or so, that early Chindseropean
families like the Chis are being remembered on a broader scale. The historical novels |
mentioned are one manifestation of this. The imrest in family history is also largely responsible
for a shift in our understanding, as family researchers have pieced together ofténidden parts

of their own histories. These same family historians, and local and community historians, are
increasingly visible online, creating their own websites, making family trees in ancestry.com,
and participating in specialist Chinese heritage forums. They are sqdtiblishing family history
books. They are collaborating with researchers in universities andtier institutions like
museums.

To give a couple of examples of this. This year, family historian Claire Faulkner produced a

lavish, selfpublished history of the Yung Sing and Mann families, call&bnquest: An Inside

Story. It runs to over 700 fullcolour pages, ad includes a mountain of meticulously referenced

DOEI AOU O OOAA | AGAOEAT AAT OBuropearifanmiiligg, the MenGsOAT EA S C
And, a couple of years ago, thErom Canton with Couragexhibition at Parramatta featured

some really intereging and significant items from a substantial family collection relating to the

extended Ah Poo/Harper family.

AEA TT00 ATiTi11T1T NOAOOEIT ) 60A Ackdgeandddgiedid AAT OO i
OxEUed )1 DAOOEAOGI AOR OxEUOAEAGS@Eicon bein, AT AET OA
OEETEh A Ol ECEOI U AEEAZEAOAT O NOAOGOETTh AT A OEAO E
The decisions made by mixedace couples in their choice of partner can seem extraordinary,

but they may in fact have ben very simple ones to make, based around love, sexual attraction,

the need for companionship, circumstace and convenience, economics.
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$AOPEOA OI I A EAEITEICO EI EEOOI OEAAI AAAOOAAU OEA
about seeing Chines-European relationships portrayed in historical novels is the way that,

through the romances of their protagonists, through their portrayal of the logistics of the

relationships (Where did they meet? How did they communicate? What could they have had in
cdiifilTe '"TA O 11T 8q ATA T &£ OEA AiTOEITO ET O11 OA.
possibilities that it seems are still often hard to imagine.

The evidence of interracial relationships and families is abundant and, with the digitisation of
primary material s, that evidence is increasingly easy to reach. Some fairly simple searching in
the newspapers in Trove, or in digitised police gazettes, or in the National Archiweollection
demonstrates this.

Image5Ar t i cl es mecesttiedniOhg n‘ehsael fi n Australian ne

Newspaper articles by date

- "half-caste Chineses- "half-caste” and "Chinese® "half-caste Chinaman®

Source: http://dhistory.org/querypic/7h/

(AOAh &£ O ET OOAT AAh A M CODRABA QM TAA AOG: EGEIT AGDRKS G A00 10 #4
digitised newspapers in Trove for the period from 1860 to 1920graphed using a nifty program

AAT 1T AA O10AOUOEAG8 4EA AOOEAI AO OEAO ATiI A ObP OAIl
AAT 60 T PEOI AT A OiAl1PI @ ATA OOEA #EET AOA 10A00E
manner of moments in the everyday live®f Chinese Australian families and individuals. As a

EEOOI OEAT h )&8i 1 OAEU OEAO OAAA xAO OET OCEO Oi AA
these articles as immediately of interest to me. But, of course, names too can be traced through

time in the newspapers in a way that was near impossible before.

Trove gives us the ability to easily uncover small stories of ordinary lives and this helps break
through a barrier in thinking about the place of mixedrace couples and individuals in colonial
Australia, a barrier that often seems to me to be little more than a lack of imagination.

31T h Ei x AT AO All OEEO Z£EO xEOE OEA EAAA 1T £ OOEA
When | started my research on ChinesEuropean couples and their children, the avaible

literature at the time said little that was of help to me, particularly in understanding these

families within the context of Chinese migration. Mostly they were framed as stories of

AOOCEI ET AGETT TO 1T &£ OPEIT T AAO At sidryofAhd &djourdng OO OAT A
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gold-seeker living a lonely life working to make his fortune and return home to China. Many
family histories are easily slotted into this narrative and it can make sense to tell them in this
way? particularly for descendants ard community activists and historians of many kinds
struggling to assert the history of the Chinese into a national story that remains one
predominantly about white people.

However, the assimilation/pioneer narrative did not fit so well with other evidencel was finding
about the mixing of language and cultural traditions within the home and about the ongoing
connections mixed families maintained with local Chinese communities and with China itself.
For example, the mixeerace daughters of Chinese men wereommonly married to migrant
Chinese, sometimes men as old as their own fathers, creating networks of kinship ties and
drawing young Australian-born women towards their Chineserather than European, heritage.

And many mixedrace children were sent to China sometimes with their parents and siblings,

sometimes alone 01T OAAAT T A #EET AOAS6 AU AAETI ¢ OAEOAA xEOE
receiving a Chinese education. White wives, too, went to China, where some encountered for the

first time the unhappyrA AT EOU OEAO OEAU xAOA 110 OEAEO EOOAAIT
goodbye to children and husbands who left for China and never returned.

3O0AE AOEAAT AA AEAT 60 Z£EO TAAOI U xEOE OEA EAAA OE
white women, who fathered mixed-race children, were turning their backs on their own

ancestry and heritage or were abandoning an identity as Chinese for them and their children

even when it might have seemed that they were on the surface. Quong Tart, the Sydney tea

merchant, iown here with his wife Margaret and their three oldest children in Hong Kong in

1894, is an interesting example of this. We know Quong Tart best as the dapper businessman

and philanthropist, anti-l PEOI AAI PAECT A0 AT A AOEAT riallydily 3 UAT AU
great-grandfather, Harry Bagnall), beloved husband of Margaret (nee Scarlett) and fathera

brood of handsome children.

Image6 Quong Tart, Margaret Tart and their three eldest children in Hong Kong, 1894

Source: Tart McEvoy papers, Society of Australian Genealogists 6/16/4

Yet his business interests were reliant on ongoing contacts with Hong Kong and China and it
seems he remained close to his family, returning to China three times, including in 1894 to
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introduce his young family to his elderly mother. Research by a historian of the Mei family in
Toishan, Mei Weigiang, and information gathered within the family, also suggests that he was
married (in absentia) to a Chinese woman anthat one, perhaps, two sons were addpd in his

T Al Ag (i x OF OAATTAEI A Ai1l OEEO ET A 1 AT ETT xIi

An article by US historian Adam McKeown, published in 1999, nearly 15 years ago, on
transnational Chinese families and Chinese Exclusion suggested to me thatre was an
alternative way of viewing these relationships, an alternative explanation for why Chinese men
outmarried, and a real way of understanding these families within the context of Chinese
migration.1 McKeown is among a number of scholars who have outlined the family strategies
used by Cantonese in the sending districts of the Pearl River Delta in Guangdong province in
southern China, from where most nineteentkcentury Chinese migration took place.

Certral to the family was the patriline, the ongoing line of descent from father to son, father to

son. Cantonese families in the sending districts undertook economic strategies to ensure their
survival and prosperity? such as establishing sons in different aupations or sending them to
different overseas locations, Australia, the United States, Canada. They also developed strategies
to ensure the continuation of the family line when more usual patterns of family formation were
not possible due to the often log absences of men overseas.

Most common was the split family, where a man lived overseas for shorter or longer periods,
while his wife remained at home in his ancestral village, often living with her ilaws or other

i AT AAOO T £ EAO E OGmAnhadded unmdried dndivias ribtedsily able to
return, he could be married by proxy to a woman who then took up residence in her parenits-

A
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never met. NonrChinese women were drawn into this when they formed relationships with
Chinese men and it was not uncommon for men to already have a wife and sometimes children
at home when they formed relationships overseas.

Chinese families could be opposed to men takirfigreign wives, out of fear that his interests and
energies would be redirected away from the ancestral home and his filial obligations there. (In

the early decades of the twentieth century there were also warnings by Chinese community

leaders overseas agasst relationships with non-Chinese women, fearing that patriotic

sentiments towards a new China might dissipate). But families formed with foreign women in

places like Australia and New Zealand, Hawaii, the United States, Canada, Mexico, Jamaica and
PeruDEI 1 AT 01 OAA AT OE AO O#EET AOGAS AT A AO PAOO
biological and adoptive), not their maternity, mattered. The evidence for this is in the number of
children of mixed race who went to China, for the period of theieducation or permanently.

Our National Archives houses hundreds of documents that trace the journeys of young
Australians to China and back over the early decades of the twentieth century, after the
introduction of the federal Immigration Restriction Act,but it was happening from as early as
the late 1850s. Included in their number were children of mixed Chinese and Aboriginal
heritage, as well as white stegchildren of Chinese men. Internationally, a small body of

| /E
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American Ethnic Historyvol. 18, no. 2, 1999, pp. Z310.
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scholarship documents similar travels fo other young people of mixed Chinese descent back to
China up to the early decades of the twentieth century.

Placing the history of mixed Chinese Australian families within a transnational frameworks

allows us to see the parts of the story that took pladeeyond our shores. Chinese migration to

I OOO0AIT EA x A Gwa tdp- fecofoinic, Bultukal dnd Idgal factors meant that

Australian Chinese were highly mobile, travelling back and forth between Australia and China.

Their formation of families folowAA A OEI E1 AO PAOEh AT A 1 EI EQET C T «
OEA OCAT COAPEEAAIT U 11 AAI EUAA 1 O0A1 AAO EATEI U8 jC
range of experiences and choices made in the process of migration, sojourning and settlement.

So, to conclude | will go back to those historical novels.

7A AAT OAA AOPAAOO T &£/ OEA OOAT O1 AGETT Al #EET AOA
Phryne Fisher sees lover Lin Chung married to a Chinese woman, Camellia, in an arrangement
thatbeneE OO AT OE OEAEO Z£AiI EI EAOh EZ£ 110 OEAI OAI OGAOS8
bottom of quite how Camellia manages to come to Australia at a time when the Immigration

Restriction Act largely (but not altogether) prevented the arrival of Chinge wives.

In As the Earth Turns SilveKKatherine McKechnie also becomes the lover of a man with a wife
and child in China, while his brother works for years to be able to bring his wife to New Zealand
too.

In The Lambing Fladh %1 1 A EAO @éarniAd fdr Wshbrheland arid Bi$uimate
decision to return. He asks her to go too, and some of my favourite passages in the book describe
%l 1 AGO EAAI ET CO AO OEA Ai 1T OA+ ©OEAOCADAQEBO&EAO OEA

While the idea of the transnationalChinese family is becoming part of the accepted story among

researchers in the Chinese Australian history community, | would like to see mainstream

Australian historians flex their imaginations a bit more in the way that they describe our early

Chinese coth OT EOEAOh O ET A1 OAA A 1T AOOAOCEOA T £ O#EET A«
AOOOEAO OEAT OEiIibBPIU O1IT1U A Oi ATl 1T0IiAAO T &£ #EEI
#EET AOA 1 AT 1 AOOEAA AT A £ Oi AA Al lmdskrdrdessy AOAG8 3
AT A AT i Pl Agh AT A AT180 OEO TAAAOOAOEI U AAOGEI U xE
and complexity is where the real interest lies.



