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PROLOGUE


Racism has defined our species ever since Homo sapiens confronted other primates on our undefined but unstoppable quest for world domination. But despite our total victory over all-comers, it remains, pulsing in our DNA like some perfect paradox of Greek mythology that drives its possessor ever closer to the sun until it becomes his undoing. And worse, it is an illusion. For today there is only one race. We are it, and the differences between us, as recorded in our individual genomes, are so utterly inconsequential that they rearrange themselves overnight in the ecstasy of conception. They tell us little to nothing about intelligence and even less about our inherent character. They do, however, permit us a remarkable insight into our past.


They have led us to the recognition that we all derive from a small group who arose in Sub-Saharan Africa; and that some of them departed – perhaps in several waves – for the Middle East between 100,000 and 80,000 years ago. There, we now know, they encountered the Neanderthal people, descendants of a much earlier departure who really were of a different race; in fact, a different species. But even they were still able to interbreed since most non-African human genomes today contain up to 4 per cent of Neanderthal mitochondrial DNA.


From the Middle East, one group turned north, and by about 28,000 years ago their skeletons were identifiably ‘European’ though their skin would not lose its dark pigmentation until about 12,000 years ago.


A second group headed to the northeast and by about 15,000 years ago they were identifiably ‘Mongolian’. They multiplied and settled in the plains, foothills, rich river valleys and off-shore islands of eastern Asia. In time they would become known as the Chinese, Korean, Japanese and Indo-Chinese nations. Some even became Mongolians! On their journey they had touched upon a mysterious group that is known today as the Denisovans from fossil fragments recently discovered in a Siberian cave. The effects – if any – of this exposure and interbreeding are unknown. All we do know is that they are almost unmeasurable.


A third group turned south and travelled for about 30,000 years down through the Indian Subcontinent and South-East Asia to New Guinea and eventually Australia, arriving about 50,000 years ago. They, too, had met briefly with the Denisovans. But by 15,000 years ago they had populated the Great South Land and – like the rest of our species – had become more ‘gracile’. Indeed, they had developed all the common characteristics of the people we know today as Aboriginal Australians.


From then on, in the words of Colin Groves, Professor of Biological Anthropology at the Australian National University (ANU), there was ‘a gentle rain’ of immigrant DNA from visitors to northern Australia from Malacca and Indonesia which trickled down through the genomes of the original inhabitants.1


Similarly, the Europeans and the Chinese were touched at the fringes by visitors from other parts of the globe. Indeed, about 6000 years ago, waves of agriculture-bearing immigrants from the Middle East moved into Europe; and at the same time there was an expansion south and west of agriculture-bearing people from China. But generally it was a time of relative genetic stability, particularly in the southern continent.


Then in 1788 the British Captain Arthur Phillip berthed the First Fleet in the magnificent Sydney Harbour and landed his 1336 convicts and their overseers at Sydney Cove. Over the next two centuries they would be joined by immigrants from around the world.


But the British, like people everywhere, preferred their own kind, believing themselves to be superior in every way to both the local inhabitants – whom they treated as scarcely human – and their Asian neighbours whom they regarded with a combination of fear and contempt as members of a different race. To be fair, they were unaware of the singular nature of the human species. That discovery was not made until the 20th century; and its implications have still not penetrated the ancient fears and prejudices of many in the international human community.


So when gold discoveries brought an influx of Chinese prospectors to the British colony, the racial chauvinism of the day led to violence, forced removal and a blanket prohibition on Asian migration that endured for more than 70 years.


Fortunately, in the last 40 years, a more enlightened Australian government has withdrawn the geographical restrictions on immigration. And coincidentally, at the same time the Chinese people have transformed their country’s fortunes and developed an outward-looking middle class. The transformation has come at great cost to living conditions in China’s crowded cities; and the countryside has been ravaged by industrial waste. The authoritarian government which had made the transformation possible refused to share even the power of free expression with its people, let alone a legal and political system open to all. So Australia, with its small population, its enormous spaces, its undeveloped potential, and its free and open society, has become a magnet for Chinese immigration and investment.


However, in those intervening 200 years, Australians had been fed an unremitting diet of fear of the ‘Asian hordes’. And indeed the Japanese attempted to isolate and invade our country in the 1940s; and without Chinese resistance to their imperial expansionism they might well have succeeded. But while we forgave the defeated Japanese and turned them into our principal trading partner, we then developed alliances with New Zealand and the United States aimed at defending ourselves against such political bogies as ‘the downward thrust of Chinese communism’.


In the ‘war games’ practised by the Australian Defence Force, China took pride of place as the enemy. And as the United States came to regard China as a competitor for international leadership – particularly in the Asia-Pacific – they applied pressure on Australia to thwart Chinese influence. This rekindled a residue of suspicion and distrust within the Australian community and the potential for retaliatory attitudes and actions among the Chinese leadership in Beijing. Yet at the same time China has replaced Japan as our biggest trading partner; its people have become the third most populous of our immigrants; and more than a million of them annually come as tourists – easily the largest contingent from any single country. Yet the ingrained suspicion remains.


Thus have we arrived at a pivotal moment in the Australian story.


How did it come to this? What forces selected such a thorny path? Does the road we have travelled hold lessons that will guide us through the inevitable crises ahead? Are we heading for a happy ending? Or will the ancient racist fears win out?


As Shakespeare says, ‘What’s past is prologue’; but until now there has been no sustained attempt to tell the story of the relationship between the two countries and the extraordinary effect each has had upon the political, economic and social development of the other. Indeed, it is so little known that in the argot of journalism it would qualify as ‘the hidden history’ with both sides of the equation engaged in an unacknowledged – and perhaps even unconscious – conspiracy to keep it so.


No more.


What follows is a chronicle as unexpected to the writer as I expect it will be to the reader. For as we travel down this great sweep of history we will discover ourselves on a wild ride of unexpected turns and uncharted courses, of noble intentions and appalling misjudgements. The men and women who helped and hindered its navigation are some of the most exciting and remarkable people that both countries have produced – scoundrels and tyrants, fools and buffoons, heroes and martyrs. But together they form the cast of one of the most engaging human sagas the world has known.


And its denouement is upon us.




PART ONE


WORLDS COLLIDE




CHAPTER ONE


THE FIRST CELESTIALS


John Macarthur might have been the founder of the Australian wool industry but he was totally imbued with the British aristocracy’s notions of class and race. He regarded the Aboriginal people as little more than vermin. Slavery was part of his ‘natural order’ and he looked askance at the 1833 legislation in Westminster that would end it forever. He was well aware that the next radical move from the bleeding-hearted emancipists would be to stop the transportation of convict slaves for his massive colonial land holdings.


The very idea was insupportable. According to his biographer Margaret Steven, ‘His arrogance concealed an anxious insecurity that contributed to the pursuit of unscrupulous ends and eventually gained control of his tormented mind.’1 Banished from public life by Governor Richard Bourke in 1832 as ‘a lunatic with little hope of restoration’, Macarthur died at his Camden Park home two years later. Thereafter his family and his fellow landholders would begin to agitate for some alternative to the convicts and in 1840 their fears were realised; transportation was outlawed and the labour force demanded decent wages.


The administration of the colony of New South Wales under Governor George Gipps was no help at all, so the squatters privately cast their eyes to China. They made contact with agents in the Chinese ports of Guangzhou (Canton) and Xiamen (Amoy). Spreading their net, they also used Alexander Johnstone’s recruiting agency in Singapore and the good offices of the British East India Company in Calcutta. However, it was the Chinese ‘coolie’ that the squatters were assured would prove the most suitable because of his ‘untiring industry, frugality and perseverance’ which were ‘the inherited instincts of their race’. According to the Port Phillip Herald, they were much to be preferred for the simple tasks of shepherding since ‘the great bodily powers of British labourers would be a misapplication of strength’.2


In fact, Macarthur had been ahead of the game. The records show that he had employed at least three Chinese people on his properties as early as the 1820s. And it is highly likely that they had compatriots whose records have been lost to history. But either way, his family was at the forefront of the new push to engage ‘indentured labour’, a polite term for slave-like pay and conditions, in the 1840s. And in the second half of 1848 the first arrivals from Xiamen disembarked in Sydney from the Nimrod with others remaining on board for their subsequent destination: the southern settlement of Port Phillip.


The colonial press stilled the fears of its readers that they were about to be overwhelmed by the Chinese with the comment that, ‘The cost of bringing these men to Sydney is said to be £12 per head – more than the average expense of bringing immigrants from England. This is sufficient guarantee that but a small number will arrive.’ However, a Victorian landholder, Henry Moore, undermined that reassurance with the revelation that ‘they are engaged for five years at £6 per annum’ plus basic found, ‘bringing the total for one man’s hire to about £11 per annum, or less’.


Others were concerned that only men were being imported. The Telegraph warned that, ‘This for obvious reasons is bad and must be prevented; it is contrary to the laws of nature and unless some means can be found to compel parties to bring a proportion of women, the social condition of the colony will be likely to be of a character calling for the most watchful attention of the Executive.’


By the time the ship reached Port Phillip there was a substantial British crowd on hand to gawp as the Celestials came ashore at the Geelong wharf. The Argus sent a reporter to cover the scene and the newcomers proved suitably exotic: ‘Their heads were shaved with the exception of a patch on the crown about four inches in diameter from which depended a tail two feet long,’ he wrote. ‘A very few of them had the large conical hats which we are acquainted with, capital substitutes for umbrellas, being nearly three feet in diameter. Their dress appeared invariably black … cotton, wide drawers and an upper dress like a sailor’s duckfrock, but wide in the sleeves and rather larger. Their square-toed shoes were ornamented with silk on the uppers, and with soles an inch and a quarter thick.’


As to their manner, ‘The celestials comported themselves with the self-possession of experienced travelers, very little impressed with the novelty of their position. They elbowed us out of the way and took especial care of their luggage.’ When they crowded on to waiting drays which would take them to their new laboring positions, they seemed ‘in a high state of delight and excitement’.


However, the correspondent for the Geelong Chronicle was also on hand and he brought a very different perception to bear. He saw ‘cutthroat barbarians, waiting like so many wild beasts to be portioned off to their captors’. And ‘impatient to action, they began fighting in an infuriated state of drunkenness’. Indeed, one of them ‘jumped on the face and bowels of another coolie until the man’s eyes protruded and blood gushed in streams from his nose, mouth and eyes’. The other ‘savages’ viewed the scene with ‘delight’.


While it’s hard to believe that the two men were present at the same occasion, their separate perceptions reflected the contrasting views of the community: wonderment on the one hand, contempt mixed with hostility on the other. It was a neat precursor to the opposing attitudes that would continue to animate the Australian community for the next 150 years.


As for the Chinese, some stayed for the term of their contracts then left for home; others absconded when the goldrush began three years later. Indeed, from the 3000 who arrived at the Port of Sydney on contract to the Macarthur family and their associates between 1840 and 1853, some became leaders of the Chinese prospectors and would be gradually integrated into the European community. Others would feel sufficiently comfortable in the colonies to continue their agricultural pursuits indefinitely, including ‘Henry’ Wang, a resident of Gulgong, New South Wales, who died at 105 years of age in 1911, having lived there since 1841.


The Chinese had left a country which continued to condone human bondage. When the last of China’s ruling family dynasties, the invading Manchu – known as the Qing – had come to power in 1644, they possessed about two million slaves. But like previous dynasties they saw advantages in phasing the practice out and turned slaves and serfs into peasants. But by the mid-19th century the Qing’s best days were behind them and the practice resumed. As the European powers forced themselves into Chinese territory and trade, the government and the country would soon go into sharp decline. The 4000-year role of the Middle Kingdom as an economic superpower was about to retire into the wings of the world stage.


There it would languish for more than a century to the chagrin, humiliation and frustration of its people. But then, in late 1978, a diminutive and unprepossessing emperor of the Communist dynasty, Deng Xiaoping, would release the bonds of enterprise and China would begin the extraordinary climb back to its former position in the first rank of the world’s economic powers.


But the rocky road that the China–Australia relationship travelled in the two centuries since those first arrivals did not prepare either country for the powerful economic and social interaction that would develop between them virtually overnight. China was like a teenage boy suddenly aware of a new muscularity, awkward in yesterday’s tight garb and unable to exercise its newfound wealth and power with the grace and finesse of its rivals. And Australia still struggled to find its own identity in its adopted home, so far from the European nation that spawned it and the great cousin across the Pacific with its promise of protection at a cost.


As the third decade of the new century approached, it was unclear whether either had the wit or the will to make the adjustment. China still had unfinished business in reclaiming its former lofty position among the global movers and shakers. Australia’s situation was altogether more urgent and more problematic. The question posed by former prime minister Paul Keating remained unanswered: would Australia seek its security in Asia or from Asia? Had it matured sufficiently to relish the opportunities of its geographical good fortune, or would it redouble its efforts to reject its Aboriginal and regional inheritance in favour of its colonial tradition?


The kangaroo and the dragon struggled in awkward embrace.




CHAPTER TWO


DYNASTIES AND DRUIDS


While the colonial spectators gathered in fascination on that Port Phillip wharf, the Chinese arrivals were equally unfamiliar with the round-eyed British faces surrounding them. Apart from the occasional missionary or ship’s crewman in the teeming cities, they had virtually no personal experience of pink-skinned foreigners. And the Chinese were no less racist than the European onlookers. They were, and remain, deeply proud of their history, customs and values which have produced a rich and impressive culture.


Their pioneering inventions of paper, printing (from woodblock to moveable type) and gunpowder are well known, but their inventiveness encompassed the whole spectrum of human activity, from civil service meritocracy centuries before the concept reached Europe, to the appreciation of the value of negative numbers a thousand years before Western academia suddenly ceased to scoff.


The Chinese used natural gas for fuel and light in 400BC, and the blast furnace to make pig iron in 300BC. They employed the belt drive between 53 and 18BC. They invented hot air balloons, man-lifting kites (with fatal results) and, in 132AD, they constructed a clever seismometer that indicated the direction and force of earthquakes. Then came exploding cannon balls and dental amalgam in the brilliant Tang dynasty of 618–907AD, and paper banknotes for good measure. While the British natives were still hunting and gathering, the Chinese were indulging themselves in splendid homes and palaces, dining on tofu, tea and stir-fry to the melody of tuned bells.


Indeed, China’s history began long before the name by which the country and its people are known. Like most national histories, its beginnings are shrouded in myth and uncertainty. Even the origin of the name ‘China’ is controversial. It probably derives from the Qin (pronounced ‘Chin’) dynasty of about 200BC. Persian traders on the Old Silk Road referred to them as ‘chin’ and their homeland as ‘chin-a’. Until the 19th century the Chinese themselves always referred to their country by the name of the ruling dynasty. The term Zhongguo (Middle Kingdom) which they then began to employ was a response to Western concepts of statehood and derives from their name for the Central Plains area where Chinese civilisation originally developed.


The first, half-legendary dynasty, the Xia, is dated from 2070BC; and its successor, the Shang, came to power in 1557BC. Its ‘empire’ was located on the northern Yellow River and occupied only a small fraction of what it would become. Much of what we know of the dynasty comes from archaeological studies of inscriptions on animal bones, turtle shells and bronze vessels that show peasants who were forced to leave their fields in time of war to accompany the nobles who fought their battles from horse-drawn chariots.


By then, the Britons had adopted or invented a Druid religion featuring human sacrifices and which had produced the remarkable and enigmatic Stonehenge. But very little is known about their mode of governance, much less their day-to-day lives, since the Britons left no written records. And for China’s story of the time we rely on their first great historian, Sima Qian, the Grand Astrologer to the Han court, who compiled his massive documentary collection in about 50BC.


In those days, astrology was inseparable from astronomy and Sima Qian combined his duties with those of the imperial librarian. He reported that the Shang ritualised ancestor worship and claimed the ‘Mandate of Heaven’ for their rule. Under their banner, bronze casting became an industry, jade carving adorned the wealthy and – of particular pleasure to Sima Qian – their astrologers determined the length of a year as 365-and-a-quarter days.


The fall of the Shang in 1046BC began a pattern of conquest from the west and north by more vigorous and avaricious people who would gradually be absorbed into the Chinese culture, only to give way to the next wave of ‘barbarians’ beyond the borders. For the next 600 years China was divided into hostile forces. Battles slowly progressed from relatively short encounters restrained by a code of chivalry, to large-scale slaughters in a life and death struggle for supreme power. By the beginning of the 5th century BC, it would acquire the well-deserved label of the ‘Warring States’.


This period encompassed the birth and death of Confucius (551–479BC), whose journeys took him through the central group of eleven states bordering the Yellow River which occupied the modern provinces of Shanxi, Hebei, Shandong and Hunan. It saw the rise of the Hundred Schools of peripatetic philosophers and oriental Machiavellis, Confucius among them, who attached themselves to the rival courts, each with his own schemes and strategies for good governance.


Confucius preached a return to the ‘golden age’ of Wu, founder of the Zhou dynasty, and he championed strong family loyalty, ancestor worship and a curiously negative version of the Golden Rule: ‘Do not do unto others what you do not want done to yourself.’ Though he was never able to find his ideal leader to promulgate his vision of the model society, Confucius’s attitudes and aphorisms inspired an enduring, albeit intensely conservative, school of thought.


However, despite the continual warfare, it was a glorious age in the history of the Chinese intelligentsia, and in this it mirrored the contemporaneous Greek classical era. Both explored notions of moral authority and the great questions of the origin and purpose of the universe and humanity. But while the Greeks were testing the concept of democracy with its presumption that power rests with the people (or at least those permitted to exercise it), such a concept was no part of Chinese governance, then and now. In the oriental universe – as in most religions – authority flowed down from above.


One of Confucius’s most prominent followers, Mencius (c.372–289BC), raised the issue of an appropriate relationship between the ruler and the people with a nod to the democratic principle but he made little headway. The people’s only available prerogative was to take up arms against the leader when, through incompetence or cruelty, he surrendered the Mandate of Heaven. He would then be replaced by another who fulfilled the hopes of his subjects but whose successors, eventually and inevitably, fell prey to Lord Acton’s iron rule that ‘all power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely’.


The year 221BC ushered in one of the most pivotal movements in Chinese history. It began with the conquest of the last feudal kingdoms by Shi Huang – meaning ‘First Emperor’ – who, after 37 years as king of the Qin, came to the imperial throne with a clear vision of the measures required to unite his domain. He demanded that the weapons of defeated states be sent to the capital, modern Xi’an, where they were melted down and transformed into works of art. During his eleven-year rule he would spread a common written language throughout the land, enforce a single code of laws, and standardise coinage, weights and measures. He began construction of the Grand Canal to join the Yellow River with the great Yangtse to the south; and at the same time, he linked earlier barriers against the ‘barbarians’ of the north into the Great Wall to ensure the security of his infant empire.


Alas, Shi Huang was as vulnerable to the fatal hubris of power as any other man and he suppressed free speech, burned all books that glorified the past and executed all who refused to comply (though he retained the works in his own private library). This roused his enemies and he became obsessed by fears of assassination. He let no one know which room in his many palaces would be his bedroom for the night. He sent envoys to the far corners of the land seeking elixirs of longevity, some of which undoubtedly shortened his life. But if he had to go, he determined that he would be well attended in the afterlife; so he built the tomb that contains the famous 8000 terracotta warriors. And once built, it was buried and booby-trapped to prevent looting.


When the first emperor died in 195BC, either by poison or overindulgence in yet another elixir of life, he was succeeded by his son Qin Er Shi who had none of the natural authority of his father. His only lasting contribution to humanity was the plaintive cry from his chief minister Li Si as bad news reached the emperor: ‘Don’t kill the messenger!’ As the empire collapsed around him, Er Shi committed suicide and civil war erupted.


Of the two contenders to take his place, Liu Bang as king of the Han was from peasant stock and, despite receiving minor favours from the Qin dynasty, had raised an army in preparation for war. The other was General Xiang Yu of Jiangsu who captured Liu Bang’s father and threatened to boil him alive unless the son surrendered. Liu Bang was undeterred: ‘Send me a cup of the soup,’ he replied. Liu Bang’s bluff succeeded and as his forces surrounded the embattled Xiang Yu, the general committed suicide.


Liu Bang came to the throne as the Gaozu, first emperor of the Han dynasty, with the people in strong support and established his capital just outside Xi’an in 202BC. Under his rule the city became the terminus of the Silk Road and the political, military, cultural and economic centre of China. Its population rose to more than 250,000. Indeed, the great mass of the Chinese people adopted the Han as their progenitors and today refer to themselves as Han Chinese.


Despite – or perhaps because of – Liu Bang’s humble background, education and culture became the hallmarks of the dynasty’s imperial ruling class. But the extermination of the nobility meant that experienced administrators were in short supply and their roles were appropriated by opportunists to whom good governance came a distant second to the quest to enrich themselves and their families. Moreover, Liu Bang’s family background meant that he and his successors would marry the daughters of their own subjects which created a rival family linking itself to the central power. And in short order the influence of the empresses would become a menace to the imperial house. Indeed, when Liu Bang died in 195BC, his empress Lu Zhi attempted to seize the throne for her family.


She murdered several of Liu Bang’s sons born to concubines, and mutilated his favourite mistress and had her thrown into a latrine. She placed her own relatives in the top ranks of the army and the distant fiefdoms. A power struggle erupted. It would be fifteen years before a surviving imperial son finally wrested the throne back for the Liu family and became Emperor Wen. He then set about eliminating Lu Zhi’s entire clan. And so began the process of dynastic rise and fall as the ruling families captured the Dragon Throne until their line exhausted the Mandate of Heaven to be replaced by yet another clan.




CHAPTER THREE


RISE AND FALL OF EMPIRES


In imperial China, every ruling family was attended by eunuchs within the imperial court. This cohort of sexually impotent males guaranteed that each child was sired by the monarch. Eunuchs also served as a firewall protecting the imperial family’s very human foibles from exposure to the populace. On occasion they joined forces with a scheming empress or concubine in dark conspiracies to do away with the heir apparent in favour of her own son in the line of succession. But while the educated elite despised and denigrated them at every turn, eunuchs often provided the royal entourage with a valuable alternative to the corrupt and ambitious merchants and mandarins promoting their own special interests. They were affectionate to women and children and most of them kept small dogs as pets. Cai Lun, the inventor of paper, was not the only one of their number to bring distinction to his confederates.


No such gender-bending would have impressed the Britons of the day. Our first real glimpse of British life comes from the Roman general Julius Caesar, who led a major excursion to the island from Gaul in 55BC. He reported that ‘the interior portion of Britain is inhabited by those [who] were born in the island itself: the maritime [coastal] portion by those who had passed over from the country of the Belgae [the Netherlands] for the purpose of plunder and making war … and continued there to cultivate the lands.


‘All the Britains [sic] indeed, dye themselves with wode, which occasions a bluish colour, and thereby have a more terrible appearance in fight. They wear their hair long, and have every part of their body shaved except their head and upper lip.’ As to their social customs, ‘Ten and even twelve have wives common to them, and particularly brothers among brothers, and parents among their children; but if there be any issue by these wives, they are reputed to be the children of those by whom respectively each was first espoused when a virgin.’


The Romans suffered a brief uprising six years later when the warrior-queen Boudicca (sometimes Boadicea) rebelled, but it was easily put down and Britain would remain subject within the Roman empire for the next 350 years. Then came waves of invading forces from the northern European provinces with their Angles, Jutes and Saxons and from the Scandinavian raiders who settled in coastal towns and villages in the 7th and 8th centuries.


By then China had entered one of its glittering periods of high civilisation, the Tang dynasty. Its founder, Emperor Taizong, reigned for 22 years and was followed by Wu Zetian, one of his concubines, the first and only woman to seize the throne of China. Even before Taizong died, she had begun a secret liaison with his son Prince Li Zhi. And while at the emperor’s death she was forced to follow custom and enter a nunnery for life, when Li Zhi mounted the throne as Gaozong he sought her out and she returned as Wu Zetian, the highest ranking of concubines of the second rank.


Using all the charms and wiles in her armoury, Wu Zetian manoeuvred herself into the total confidence of the emperor. Soon she was making all the major decisions of state and in 655AD was acknowledged as his full-time consort and empress. At his death she changed the state title to Zhou and thus became the Empress of Zhou in her own right at the age of 66 then ruled for fifteen years until a palace coup in 705.


Empress Wu’s military leadership was outstanding and she extended the empire into Korea. She encouraged other women to take a role in cultural life. She founded an institute to produce the Collection of Biographies of Famous Women and was vigorous in support of poetry and the arts. Indeed, the Tang dynasty would produce three of China’s most famous and enduring poets in Li Bai, Du Fu and Wang Wei.


Wu was not the only woman of the Tang to leave an indelible mark. The Emperor Xuanzong became so entranced with his son’s wife, Yang Guifei, that he forced him to divorce her and took her as his favourite concubine. They were inseparable, and she used her influence much as Wu had done before her. But her judgement of men was fatally flawed. She patronised a Tartar buffoon, An Lushan, a former slave who, through her influence, rose to become commander of three military garrisons and governor of the Liaodong frontier province.


However, in 755 the court jester threw off his mask and led a rebellion that eventually overwhelmed the imperial capital Xi’an. The royal family fled to Sichuan but on the way their military escorts threatened the emperor’s life unless he sacrificed the woman they blamed for their plight. Xuanzong was torn but finally he gave the order; and in what became known in poetry as ‘the everlasting wrong’ Yang Guifei was brought before the people in a village pagoda and strangled to death. When Xuanzong finally returned to Xi’an, he commissioned a painting of his beloved and spent many hours weeping before it. Like others of his imperial ilk, Xuanzong was ruled by his passions but he is also revered as one who put flesh on the bones of a great civilisation.


Eventually the Tang collapsed and was followed by the usual period of chaos and disunity until the next great dynasty, the Song, emerged. The Song again marked one of the high points of Chinese – and indeed human – civilisation. But it was under perpetual threat from nomadic groups from the north. The Song preferred diplomacy to war and the empire was halved in size before the entry in the 13th century of a new and terrible force: the Mongols under Genghis Khan who declared, ‘The greatest joy is to conquer one’s enemies, to pursue them, to seize their property, to see their families in tears, to ride their horses, and to possess their daughters and wives.’1 His successors spread their savagery across the land until his grandson Kublai Khan claimed the throne in 1271 and ruled from Beijing. But instead of butchering the Chinese, he taxed them, and used the funds in an attempt to expand the empire north and south.


On the other side of the world, the Normans joined the list of British invaders when William the Conqueror was crowned king of England on Christmas Day, 1066. Anglo-French would become the lingua franca of the establishment and have a profound effect on the evolving English language. The ruling Normans thrived well into the 12th century until disputes over the succession of King Henry – and the English reluctance to see a woman take the throne – led to yet another civil war.


King John signed the Magna Carta in 1215, setting legal limits to his powers. However, he sought and received permission from the Pope to break his word as soon as the hostile nobles who had forced it upon him returned to their fiefs. Nevertheless, his successors were obliged to call the first ‘parliament’ to raise funds for their regal treasuries and this entrenched a principle unknown to the Chinese throughout their history – a legal framework for the people to express their will to those who would rule over them and eventually to change their government without resort to violence. But John’s entanglement with the Church in Rome would become a divisive feature of English life and politics for centuries to come.


Meanwhile in the Middle Kingdom, the rapacity of Mongol rule brought about its own downfall as the Han people rose up and threw them off in 1368 in favour of a vigorous new dynasty from their own number, the Ming. Once again they would lead the world in science and civilised refinement. Emperor Yongle built a massive fleet of oceangoing ships – many of them 130 metres long. Then in 1405 with 27,000 men aboard, they embarked on a series of maritime expeditions traversing South-East Asia and the Indian Ocean as far as the Persian Gulf, before turning south to East Africa.


The fleet was commanded by a remarkable eunuch, Zheng He. Born to a Muslim family from Yunnan province, he was captured and castrated as a ten-year-old. Assigned to the household of Emperor Zhu Di, he spent his early life as a soldier fighting the Mongols in the north and received a sound education as a court favourite. He grew to the remarkable height of seven feet with a voice that was ‘loud as a bell’ – a valuable asset at sea. And for three decades as admiral of the fleet, he commanded the voyages that expanded China’s knowledge and influence across half the known world.


Whether his ships touched upon the coast of the Great South Land remains controversial. The Chinese President Hu Jintao, in an address to the Australian parliament in 2003, said: ‘Back in the 1420s the expeditionary fleets of China’s Ming Dynasty reached Australian shores. For centuries, the Chinese sailed across vast seas and settled down in what they called “Southern Land” or today’s Australia.’ But despite claims of Chinese anchors and other artifacts being discovered on shore, the evidence remains elusive.


The Ming was also a dynasty of great literary achievement with the publication of Romance of the Three Kingdoms, a brilliant historical novel set in the final years of the Han in 169BC and ending with the reunification of the nation in 280. It is one of the four great classical novels of Chinese literature, with more than 800,000 words and 1000 colourfully drawn characters. It has retained its popularity to the present day.


Emperor Yongle died in 1424 and his successor Hongxi cancelled Zheng He’s expeditions permanently, burned the fleet to the waterline and abolished frontier trade. China turned inward and so it would remain throughout the rest of the Ming dynasty until it was overwhelmed by its successor, the Manchu, in 1644.


A grouping of non-Han peoples related to the Mongols and other traditional enemies of China, the Manchu dynasty took the title ‘Qing’, meaning ‘clear’ or ‘pure’. In 1683 they finally captured the last of the Ming princes who had retreated to Taiwan and returned them to the mainland, where they lived out their remaining days in quiet anonymity.


By then the greatest of the Qing emperors, Kangxi, was the undisputed ruler of the most formidable empire the world had known. With a population of 170 million and an area of 13 million square kilometres, it was an economic, ethnic and social powerhouse, utterly self-contained and so diverse geographically and historically that there was little interest among its rulers or its people in the world outside China.


In Britain, the Tudor line would mark the end of the Middle Ages. Their dynasty would rule England for 118 years. And when Henry VIII succeeded to the throne in 1509, he laid the framework for Britain’s own ‘golden age’ under his daughter, the Virgin Queen, Elizabeth I. The polyglot nature of their migrating and invading peoples – Picts, Gaels, Romans, Saxons, Scandinavians and French – had combined to produce a vigorous, questing nation with a language of unparalleled breadth of complexity, expression and charm. During the 1590s the great names of the theatre, Christopher Marlowe and particularly William Shakespeare and his collaborators, began to produce a rollcall of literary masterpieces that still adorn the world’s stages more than 500 years later.


The quest for empire soon followed and the British focus was on North America where their first colonial venture in 1584 was Virginia, named for the ‘Virgin Queen’. By then their close allies the Portuguese had rounded the south of Africa, touched upon the Indian Subcontinent and continued east to the treacherous, pirate-infested straits of Malacca. There they made landfall and established a base before setting out across the new horizons of the South China Sea to the Middle Kingdom itself. The first tentative connections between two groups of Homo sapiens who had separated perhaps 70,000 years previously were slowly being established. And what a painful, confused and discordant process it would prove to be.




CHAPTER FOUR


FROM OPIUM TO GOLD


It started with a clash. In the 1590s the British had followed their Portuguese allies to the Orient and had emulated their violent piratical methods in seeking trade and commerce. The Chinese reacted by confining them to a single port – Guangzhou – where they could monitor their activities. Tentative trade began.


By the late 1700s, however, the increasing demand in Britain for Chinese silk, porcelain and tea was proving a serious problem for the British East India Company which held the Asian trading monopoly. The Chinese empire was self-contained. They wanted nothing the Europeans had to offer and would only accept silver in payment for their exports. The British government became alarmed as their silver reserves drained away to the ‘Cohong’ – the cartel of seventeen Chinese trading houses in Guangzhou. At the same time the East India Company was coming under pressure from its Indian colony where its traditional cotton exports to European mills were being undermined by a cheaper Egyptian product. The British solution to this dilemma was both ingenious and thoroughly immoral: they decided that in place of Indian cotton they would grow opium and use the drug, by fair means or foul, to pay for the Chinese exports.


Opium as a Chinese medicinal ingredient was well documented in texts as early as the Tang dynasty, but its recreational use was limited and there were laws against its abuse. By 1781 when British sales began, it was tolerated in much the same way that marijuana was accepted in other nations, as harmful in excess but of no great issue in the larger community.


Significantly, no less a colonial figure than John Macarthur became involved in turning the British opium into a massive drug-running operation into China. In 1808 in the wake of the Rum Rebellion that Macarthur masterminded against Governor William Bligh, he and his friend and neighbour, Walter Davidson, a wealthy young Scot, sailed together for England where they devised a plan to share in the drug bonanza.


In London, Davidson approached the trading house of Baring and Company who introduced him to the East India Company and by 1811 he had set sail for the Orient as a naturalised Portuguese. While Macarthur kept a low profile, his young associate worked as an agent for Baring until 1816 when he established his own trading house, W.S. Davidson & Company. And it is most likely that Macarthur’s first Chinese employees in the 1820s were secured through Davidson who boasted that he was ‘Portuguese in Canton [Guangzhou], and British everywhere else’.


Davidson later told a House of Lords inquiry into the East India Company’s role in the drug trade: ‘We were agents for all sorts of Indian produce but 90 per cent was cotton and opium. The Company knew I managed the opium trade. The arrangement was that every dollar I made from opium was mine and every dollar I made from cotton was theirs.’


By 1817 when the British strategy was fully developed, the drug began to take hold in China, particularly in the coastal cities, the riverine districts and among the wealthy Manchu. The Chinese government became alarmed as British ships brought their cargoes to islands off the coast where Chinese traders with fast, well-armed vessels took them to the mainland for distribution. Between 1821 and 1827 traffic increased fivefold. And just as the Qing dynasty sought funding from the treasury to put down a series of minor uprisings against their rule in the south, they found their silver reserves under pressure from payments for opium.


The situation took a turn for the worse in 1834 when the East India Company’s monopoly was withdrawn and private entrepreneurs joined the drug-running cartels. American merchants with an eye for a quick buck introduced opium from Turkey. It was of poorer quality but cheaper to produce and the competition drove down prices as it increased the volume in a seemingly endless windfall of ill-gotten gains. The governments of Britain and the United States not only turned a blind eye to the drug-runners, they actively encouraged the practice as a means ‘to open China to international trade’ to the benefit of all.


The Chinese government was handicapped in their efforts to control the illegal trafficking as their officials were corrupted by the vast flow of cash passing through their hands. However, in 1839 the Manchu Emperor Daoguang appointed a viceroy, Commissioner Lin Zexu, to Guangzhou with orders to abolish the trade.


Commissioner Lin acted swiftly. The following year he confiscated 20,000 chests of opium (about 1210 tons) without offering any compensation to the traffickers. He then blockaded the port and confined foreign merchants to their quarters. He followed this with an open letter to the British monarch, Queen Victoria: ‘Your Majesty has not before been thus officially notified, and you may plead ignorance of the severity of our laws, but I now give my assurance that we mean to cut this harmful drug forever.’


The British Superintendent of Trade in China, Charles Elliot, encouraged the traders to surrender their stocks of opium by promising compensation from the British government. In response, Lin said he would permit general trade to resume provided the merchants signed a promise to ban opium. However, when the British government considered Elliot’s compensation plan, it realised there would be a storm of political protest at the idea of Britain ‘kowtowing’ to the Chinese and rescinded it. Negotiations quickly broke down and British naval ships opened fire on 3 February 1840. The Chinese responded but they were hopelessly outgunned and over the next two years British gunships blockaded ports, wrought havoc on coastal towns, took Guangzhou then sailed up the Pearl River and captured the emperor’s tax barges.


This was a devastating blow to the Qing treasury. But worse was to come. British warships blockaded the mouth of the great Yangtse and took Shanghai; then a flotilla charged up the mighty waterway to Nanjing which quickly fell. China sued for peace and in the Treaty of Nanjing signed in August 1841, it agreed to open five ports to British trade and ceded the island of Hong Kong to Britain as a crown colony. It recognised Britain as an equal and under the notion of ‘extra-territoriality’ gave British subjects the right to be governed by their own laws in the treaty ports. Two years later, America and France concluded similar treaties. China’s 4000 years of self-contained empire had been dealt the first of a thousand cuts.


Meanwhile, trouble continued to brew in China’s southern provinces. The southerners fared little better under one dynasty than another, but during these times they were particularly aggrieved. The Manchus had never forgiven them for their fierce resistance to their assumption of imperial power and had reserved 50 per cent of all civil service posts for their own families, to the great resentment of the south where highly intelligent candidates were disaffected and estranged. And unlike their dynastic predecessors, the Manchus never relaxed the boundaries between conquerors and subjects to foster unity within the empire. Indeed, it was they who had forced all Chinese men to shave their scalps except for the pigtails that signalled obedience to their rule.


One alienated scholar, Hong Xiuquan, was so affected by repeated failures in the imperial examinations that in 1837 he fell ill and was bedridden for several days. In his feverish state he read a pamphlet he’d received the year before from a Protestant Christian missionary. It prompted a spiritual epiphany which convinced him that a fraternal bond had been forged between himself and the Jesus figure at the heart of the religion. So powerful was the experience that he felt compelled to launch his own mission against the imperial oppressors.


As the Westerners colluded with corrupt officials dealing in opium, Hong and his brothers roused the members of their extended family to found the God Worshipping Society, soon to be known as the Taiping. They were joined by Yang Xiuqing, a former firewood merchant from Guangxi who claimed to be a prophet in his own right, and an American Baptist missionary, Issachar Jacox Roberts, who for a time acted as their spiritual adviser. Hong believed so totally in the eternal nature of the soul that the word ‘death’ was banned from the Taiping vocabulary; people no longer died but rather ‘ascended to Heaven’.1


The Taiping’s revolutionary manifesto declared war on ‘grasping officials and corrupt subordinates’, practised a form of equality in which women had the right to become state officials, outlawed foot-binding and opium smoking, and shared the land among the masses. According to the distinguished Chinese historian C.P. Fitzgerald, ‘In essentials the Taiping creed was Protestant Christianity. [They] possessed the complete Bible as translated into Chinese by Dr [Karl] Gutzlaff, an early Protestant missionary, which they printed in Nanjing and distributed free to their supporters and converts. In matters of dogma, though not quite orthodox in some particulars, they held to the main tenets of Christian theology. During the early years of the movement, the opinion of foreigners in China was entirely favourable to the rebels. The Anglican Bishop of Hong Kong frequently asserted his entire conviction that the Taiping movement was a Christian crusade … The northern Chinese were not at first hostile but neutral, almost indifferent.’2


The crushing defeat of the imperial forces in the first Opium War confirmed the righteousness of Hong’s cause. And as the Taiping took their fight to bandits and pirates who infested the south, their crusade took on all the elements of a guerrilla rebellion. The Manchu responded by persecuting their membership, but this only attracted new volunteers. And in January 1851 they began a full-scale revolt when their 10,000-strong rebel army soundly defeated an imperial force.


Coincidentally, that same year the colonial government of New South Wales lifted the ban on news of local gold discoveries. Until then they and their British masters had kept all finds secret, fearing a rush would cause social and economic chaos in the penal colony. But the 1849 Californian gold discoveries were attracting thousands of paroled and emancipated convicts. The colonial governor, George Gipps, responded with a £10,000 reward for the discovery of payable gold. It was quickly claimed and in August 1851 a rush began on the Victorian town of Ballarat. By then Victoria had just become a separate colony, headed by Lieutenant-Governor Charles La Trobe who visited the site where he witnessed five men uncover no less than 136 ounces of gold in a single day.


The Chinese had been among the first to sail across the Pacific to the discoveries in California’s ‘Gold Mountain’. Now news travelled swiftly to the southern provinces where the Taiping rebellion had resulted in battles that would eventually exact the terrible toll of 20 million casualties. Soon, increasing numbers of Chinese were joining the massive influx of prospectors from Britain, Europe and the United States to Xin Jin Shin – ‘New Gold Mountain’ – in quest of a lucky strike.




CHAPTER FIVE


NEW GOLD MOUNTAIN


By far the largest contingent of the gold seekers would come from the British Isles. Their destination was a colony that was less than 70 years old in a land whose habitation predated that of Britain. The Aboriginal people had reached the Australian continent at the end of their journey out of Africa at least 50,000 years previously. And by the time the first English explorer, James Cook, reached the east coast of Terra Australis in 1770, the Aborigines had populated the entire country as well as its southern island, soon to be known as Van Diemen’s Land. They numbered between 500,000 and one million souls, the great numerical disparity the result of their leaving no written history but for the world’s oldest art forms on the country’s rocks and cave walls.


The Aboriginal people managed the land and its animal life, principally by a sophisticated use of fire and their largely nomadic lifestyle, with such skill that by the time the first British convicts and their jailers arrived eighteen years after Cook, their continent could properly be described as ‘the biggest estate on earth’.1 The living was easy, food plentiful, leisure abundant – at least among the males – and tribal boundaries sufficiently well-defined to keep armed conflict to a minimum. There was a proliferation of language groups but a shared culture that derived from a legendary ‘Dreamtime’ with creation myths no less sophisticated than those of either the Europeans or the Chinese.


Unfortunately, their isolation had denied them the advantages of multiple contact with human and domestic animal diseases that would have provided a broad autoimmunity. Nor did their relatively peaceful coexistence with tribal neighbours spark the need to develop mechanical or chemical instruments of war. So when the British began to arrive in their thousands, the original inhabitants were utterly unprepared to resist the invaders and deeply vulnerable to their diseases.


Captain Cook had ‘claimed’ the continent for Britain by hoisting a flag and a simple vocal assertion of his monarch’s right to do so. And since the Aboriginals had built no permanent structures and possessed no army and no recognisable political system – much less a king with whom to negotiate – the newcomers simply took the country for themselves. Indeed, in 1835 the British government issued a proclamation of terra nullius, asserting that the Aboriginal people had no claim to the land. And while there were British laws available to protect them from harm, the colonial administration made little or no effort to prevent their massacre and dispossession.


By the time of the goldrush the Aborigines were a broken people; and though there were pockets of fierce resistance to British intrusions in Victoria and later Queensland, the longest continuous culture on earth had been effectively shattered. They would play only a marginal part in the Australia–China relationship for the next 125 years.


The colony was itself entering an extraordinary new phase of transition. Its role as a dumping ground for petty British criminals had been relatively brief. Explorers such as Charles Sturt, Thomas Mitchell, John Oxley and particularly the native-born Hamilton Hume, had uncovered seemingly endless tracts of potential farmland; and Macarthur’s immigrant grazier and cropper successors expanded their domains over much of the arable land on the southeastern slopes and plains. The gold discoveries would inject a tremendous new burst of growth and development.


While the western half of the continent was mostly desert, where even the Aboriginal population was relatively sparse, the British had now succeeded in establishing its authority over the entire country. Various areas would follow the lead of Van Diemen’s Land and Victoria to become separate colonies, but the government in Westminster had the final say in all matters. And the local administrators were thoroughly British in their perception of themselves as the heralds of empire. These attitudes would soon be reflected in their response to the presence of Chinese miners.


European ship owners had profited greatly from transporting them from the South China ports across the Pacific to the Californian rush; and when they learned of the Victorian discoveries they set themselves for another bonanza on the north–south run. Indeed, they circulated pamphlets in the southern provinces – particularly Guangdong and Fujian – with news of the great discoveries. As well, the coolies in Australia contacted their families and friends, encouraging them to make the journey.


In 1852 the first advance party of young Chinese prospectors from well-connected ‘good families’ set out for the diggings; and the following year a score of them returned briefly with their golden booty to spread the news and buy goods and equipment to sell to their compatriots back on the fields. The Chinese rush to Victoria was on, though their numbers would always be far less than those from Britain, continental Europe, and even the United States. Only some 500 made the journey in 1852 and a similar number the following year.


While the gold was undoubtedly a great attraction, the Chinese were also motivated by the collapse of their provinces into civil war as Hong Xiuquan’s Taiping rebellion swept the imperial forces before it. And by 1854 Chinese merchants had entered the shipping trade and were resuscitating old, poorly maintained vessels for the run south. Accommodation was spartan at best, with six to eight travellers crowded into each berth. Several ships were lost at sea while others were forced to put in at Manila and Singapore, but in the first six months they carried some 3000 eager prospectors and the following year the number rose to 11,500.


Some 70 per cent of the Chinese immigrants were, like the coolies before them, bound by contract or debt. Now their masters were Chinese businessmen or their own extended families who had sold their land or pooled resources to send the digger abroad. The businessmen had developed a ‘credit ticket’ system by which the digger would work exclusively to repay the debt during his first year on the field. Since their families were party to the agreement and liable for the debt, the digger carried the weight of filial responsibility on his shoulders. The result was an absolute dedication to the task. Moreover, the businessmen appointed a ‘headman’ to oversee their activities in the field.


Secret societies from the home bases flourished in the colony and provided some support for the newly arrived. According to J. Dundas Crawford, the deputy British consul in Shanghai who visited Melbourne at the time, ‘They pass through the town in batches of six to ten, in single file but never singly, each coolie carrying his own bamboo pole brought from China, on which are slung baskets of clothes, a few humble necessaries, and perhaps a box of tea or preserved eggs to barter, carrying their loads straight to the place assigned to them – most to the camping grounds beyond the town [but] a select few go to the various accommodation houses representing branches of secret societies.’2


They were denied virtually all female companionship. Few Chinese families could afford to pay for wives to accompany the diggers, much less their children. Single women were an entrenched part of the family and in any case, according to Hong Kong Governor Dr John Bowring, there was ‘an intensely strong sentiment that no female with any sense of propriety or modesty could consent to quit her native home’.3 For most miners, their only social consolation was the occasional pipe of opium they had brought across the sea in their belongings.


Once at the diggings the Chinese usually lived and worked with their clans or societies who shared the same dialects, though some diggers with a smattering of English established their claims among the Europeans. Each Chinese settlement was overseen by its headman whose big tent, which flew a red flag, usually contained a range of merchandise for sale. The camps were active, bustling centres where the miners lived four to six to a tent. The lines were kept scrupulously clean and small areas were set aside for domestic shrines where the Daoist god of wealth featured prominently. Most of the larger camps also had a rough timber ‘temple’ for ritual and celebration.


They kept to themselves. This was hardly surprising given the language barriers and the clannish nature of their society. But it fed into the prejudice of ‘difference’ from the white diggers and their rambunctious ways. Indeed, the much larger areas occupied by the British, Europeans and Americans were by comparison roaring, riotous cesspools of every sin and iniquity known to man. Drunkenness, prostitution, theft, violence and gunfire abounded. The government set a miner’s licence at £1/10/- a month for police to keep order on the field. But the diggers combined to thwart the licence inspectors. And when shafts began to lose their attraction as nuggets became harder to find, the diggers moved on to the next ‘big easy’.


The first signs of open conflict between the Chinese and the Caucasians took place in Bendigo in 1854 when British and American miners held a meeting and declared that ‘a general and unanimous rising should take place … for the purpose of driving the Chinese off the goldfield’. Local constables acted quickly, warning the ringleaders against taking any action, and for the moment further trouble was avoided. Instead, the miners turned on the government itself and threatened armed rebellion at the new twice-weekly ‘licence hunts’ by troopers on the fields.


The confrontation came to a head in October, following the murder of a miner at a Eureka grog shanty and the acquittal of the suspected government agent who killed him. A series of unruly mass meetings followed with threats to rebel unless the government agreed to the demands of their newly formed Ballarat Reform League. The Victorian governor Sir Charles Hotham appointed a royal commissioner, Robert Rede, to investigate conditions on the goldfields, but instead of taking submissions from the miners he summoned police reinforcements from Melbourne. And when the miners intercepted them, fighting broke out. On 29 November 1854, a meeting of 12,000 diggers resolved to burn their licences and take up arms. They created a Eureka flag that excluded the British Union Jack, and some of the Irish diggers whose country had been colonised by the British in centuries past rose to prominence.


The diggers trained for combat and were joined by 200 Americans under the banner of the Independent California Rangers. But when battle was joined at 3 a.m. on 3 December, with British army garrisons at the forefront, the rebels quickly fell beneath the weight of the government’s forces. By 8 a.m., the second in command, Captain Charles Paisley, sickened by the carnage, saved a group of diggers from being bayoneted and threatened to shoot any police or soldier who continued the slaughter. The Eureka rebellion was over almost before it began.




CHAPTER SIX


CONFLICTS WITH COLONIALS


The Chinese played no part in the uprising, but that only confirmed the European diggers’ view that they were no more than alien intruders, foreign opportunists who would undermine the very conditions they were fighting for. And as their presence increased to perhaps 15 per cent on some fields, they became the focus for the defeated men’s anger and resentment. Early in 1855 they lashed out at the Chinese camps in an attempt to drive them off, and on occasion their attacks became full-scale riots. The constabulary could do little to control them.


The more enlightened members of the community attempted to take a stand. A Justice of the Peace on the magistrate’s bench in the Victorian country town of Castlemaine asserted, ‘All men here are equal, they come from all parts of the world in equality, and you have no right to drive any away because they do not work as you please.’ But his words fell on stony ground.


One of the diggers’ main complaints was that when they abandoned failing shafts and moved on, the Chinese miners took up the vacant claim and worked it out, content with the lower return even if it meant working around the clock. They also claimed that the Chinese misused scarce water resources in ‘washing’ the gold-bearing soil. But according to George Preshaw, a banker who plied his trade on the New South Wales goldfields, ‘The water question had in truth as little to do with the riots as the writer of these lines; it was simply that the Europeans wanted, and would have, the ground occupied by the Chinese.’1


In 1855 the Victorian parliament passed the Immigration Restriction Act forcing the Chinese alone to pay a £10 per head tax on arrival. It also restricted the number of Chinese travellers per tonnage of shipping. Both measures caused a slowdown in arrivals in Melbourne, from 10,000 between 1853 and 1855, to only hundreds passing through the port subsequently. Instead, they landed in Adelaide or the town of Robe in South Australia, which soon became the favourite sea terminus before a long overland trek to the Victorian goldfields. In the beginning, Chinese hopefuls would pay local guides who often abandoned them in the bush. But as more followed, the Chinese organised their own route. They even dug wells and established overnight lay-bys beside the bush tracks. However, that was just the beginning of their travail. When they reached the Ballarat and Bendigo fields, they were scorned and derided by the Europeans.


This descended into open violence in 1857 in the Buckland Valley between Mt Buffalo and Falls Creek when at least 100 white vigilantes led by ‘Americans inflamed by liquor’ attacked the 700-strong Chinese camp. According to The Argus:






Carrying long-handled shovels, pick handles and crowbars, [the Americans] moved on the Chinese camp and ordered the occupants to quit. They were given an hour in which to pack their swags.


They made the most of the time and without offering resistance they went to the next camp at Stony Point. The eviction was complete. The white men set fire to the tents and premises, burned the camp right out and, reinforced by other parties of Europeans, followed the aliens to Stony Point where the destruction of this camp also was effected.
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