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Abstract

The nineteenth-century Chinese population in Australia was made up mostly of
men, drawing many commentators to the conclusion these men faced an absence
of family life, resulting in prostitution, gambling, opium use and other so-called
vices. Recent research has, however, expanded and complicated our knowledge of
Chinese families in New South Wales and Victoria, particularly concerning the
extent to which Chinese men and white Australian women formed intimate
relationships. This article traces the origins of the misconceptions about Chinese
families in nineteenth-century Australia, and considers how new directions in
scholarship over the past decade are providing methods for enlarging our
knowledge. It argues that instead of being oddities or exceptions, Chinese-
European families were integral to the story of Australia’s early Chinese

communities.
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Article

In the late autumn of 1861, two days after she fell from a cart, Eliza Davis gave
birth to her second child. The baby was premature and stillborn, its tiny body
taken in a cigar box to Eliza’s father, Joseph, a woodcutter, for burial in the bush.
Eliza, a white woman, was twenty-one years old, and the second eldest of Joseph
Davis’ six daughters. The family lived at the Bark Huts, a village about ten miles
out of Sydney on the Liverpool Road, in today’s South Strathfield. The Bark Huts
was known to mid-nineteenth century Sydneysiders as a Chinese village, home to
a group of men who eked out an existence as charcoal burners.! Chinese had been
living at the Bark Huts from the mid-1850s, and to some white colonists it
represented ‘a most exemplary industrial village’.? The death of Eliza’s tiny baby
may well have gone unremarked but for the fact that a coronial inquest was held.
The facts revealed at the inquest excited the interests of the Sydney press, in
particular the Empire, and reports were reprinted in various colonial newspapers.>
These focussed on the living arrangements of young Eliza Davis and the fact that

the father of her stillborn second child was Chinese.

The lives of Eliza’s European family were entangled with those of their Chinese
neighbours at the Bark Huts. For the previous nine months, Eliza lived with her
baby’s Chinese father, Dick, in a hut not far from her parents’ house. Earlier, the
Davis family shared their home with a Chinese man — with whom Eliza had, in
her father’s words, ‘cohabited’. Eliza’s first child was fathered by a Chinese man
and at least two other sisters had Chinese partners. In 1867, younger sister Jane

was sent to the Industrial School for Girls at Newcastle after she had been found,
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at age fifteen, ‘living with common prostitutes’ in the house of a Chinese man in

Sydney.* Joseph Davis told the coronial inquest that he chastised his daughter

Eliza for ‘going with Chinamen’ but that she did not listen to him.

The details revealed at the inquest into the death of Eliza’s second baby provoked
a sense of moral outrage among the press and the officials involved, prompting
the Empire to investigate the Bark Huts firsthand.’ On visiting the home of Eliza
and Dick, the Empire found the young couple, together with Eliza’s two-and-a-
half-year-old daughter, living in desperate poverty. Their home was a crudely
constructed slab hut, with a rough bark roof and dirt floor. It consisted of two
rooms, with two beds and scant other furniture. Dick ‘looked pale, haggard and
emaciated’, his clothes covered in patches. Eliza, described by the Empire as both
good-looking and intelligent, was still recovering from her fall and premature
confinement, but was apparently content with her lot. After speaking to white
residents and the local clergyman about other Chinese-European couples in the
neighbourhood, the Empire found that the cause of their so-called plight lay
squarely with the Chinese population. They were a horde of ‘idolatrous
barbarians, destitute of religion and morality’ and the village at the Bark Huts was

‘but a scene of vice, filth, and social degradation’.®

The Empire’s investigation into the life of the Bark Huts residents came at a time
when the Chinese Question was much in the minds of the white residents of New
South Wales. The Chinese Immigration Restriction Bill was being debated in the

Parliament, conflicts between Chinese and European miners were flaring up on
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the goldfields — most notably at Native Dog Creek near Oberon in May 1861 and
at Burrangong (Young) over a period of about ten months, culminating in the
Lambing Flat riot at the end of June — and every week there were further reports
of various kinds in the newspapers about the colony’s growing number of Chinese
residents. This context meant that Eliza’s and Dick’s relationship assumed greater

meaning, representing a possibility inherent in any encounter between a Chinese

man and European woman in the Australian colonies.

Over the following decades, the themes raised in the Empire article, summed up in
its comment about ‘vice, filth, and social degradation’, became synonymous with
discussions of intimate relationships between Chinese men and white women in
the southern colonies. From parliamentary debates to sensational scandal sheets,
Chinese-European relationships were used as evidence of the ‘problems’ caused
by a predominantly male migrant population and the subsequent racial mixing that
took place. As will be discussed later in this article, twentieth-century histories of
the nineteenth-century Chinese Australian community, based primarily on official
reports, newspapers and other published writings by white (almost exclusively
male) commentators, often took on the biases of their sources, describing an
absence of Chinese family life in the colonies and the consequent ‘vice’ and

‘immorality’ that occurred.”

This article reconsiders responses to Chinese family life in nineteenth-century
Australia. It explores how early anti-Chinese discourses, imbued with particular

understandings of race, gender and respectability, found their way into twentieth-
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century historians’ discussions of the social, sexual and familial lives of
nineteenth-century Chinese Australians. A growing body of Australian and
international scholarship over the past decade suggests that it is now time to
refigure our understanding of what constituted ‘family life’ for Chinese in the
colonies, particularly concerning the prevalence and meaning of intimate
relationships between Chinese men and white women and, although not the focus
of this article, between Chinese men and Indigenous women. Newer approaches
being taken by historians allow us to break away from the old myths and
stereotypes by exploring lived experience within both Chinese and Australian
contexts. By looking closely at the lives of women and men like Eliza Davis and
her partner Dick, current research is demonstrating that, despite opposition on

both sides, interracial relationships became a familiar, and indeed tolerated, part

of nineteenth-century Chinese Australian family life.®

The masculinity of Chinese immigration and its colonial
reception

Chinese immigration to New South Wales and Victoria after the discovery of gold
in the early 1850s was almost totally male. Chinese indentured rural labourers
who arrived in the previous decade were also all men, but their numbers were
small in comparison to Chinese goldseekers.” Colonial censuses revealed that by
1861 there were nearly 13,000 Chinese men (and two women) in New South
Wales and almost 25,000 Chinese men (and eight women) in Victoria.'® The

Chinese population fluctuated over the following decades, but this common
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characteristic remained (see Figure 1). The high masculinity of Chinese
immigration was not particular to the Australian colonies; almost all of those
leaving China in the second half of the nineteenth century were male, meaning
that overseas Chinese settlements around the world were characterised by a
significant gender imbalance. These so-called ‘bachelor societies’ were places
where relatively few lived what was seen as a ‘normal’ family life — with a

(Chinese) man living together with his (Chinese) wife and children in a family

home.!!
New South Wales Victoria Australia (total)

Male | Female | Total Male | Female | Total Male | Female | Total
1861 12,986 2| 12,988 | 24,724 8 | 24,732
1871 7,208 12 | 7,220 | 17,795 31 | 17,826
1881 10,141 64 | 10,205 | 11,795 164 | 11,959 38,274 259 | 38,533
1891 13,048 109 | 13,157 8,355 134 | 8,489 35,523 298 | 35,821
1901 10,063 159 | 10,222 6,236 111 | 6,347 29,153 474 | 29,627

Figure 1. Estimated number of male and female Chinese in New South Wales, Victoria and
Australia, 1861-1901. Charles H. Wickens, Official Year Book of the Commonwealth of Australia,
No. 18, 1925 (Melbourne: Government Printer, 1925).

Chinese living in the Australian colonies turned to a range of social, legal and
economic reasons to explain why so few women left China with their menfolk.
The primary reason they gave, however, was the importance of the Chinese
family, particularly the wife’s role in contributing to her husband’s patrilineal
family in the ancestral home through domestic work, care for her parents-in-law,

bearing sons and raising her husband’s children. These traditional family
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practices, combined with the workings of the labour market and difficulties
arising from migration (such as financial expense and legal restrictions), formed

the basis for the limited emigration of Chinese women to all overseas destinations,

although there were variations across time periods and locations.!?

It is difficult to ascertain how many of the Chinese men who came to Australia
were, in fact, married, with contemporary estimates putting the number at between
a quarter and a half of the total. Chen Ah Teak, when called before the New South
Wales Select Committee on the Chinese Immigration Bill in 1858, stated that
‘very few” Chinese men were married, only ‘about a fourth’.!* Ten years later a
report by Reverend J.W. Young on Victoria stated that out of nearly 18,000
Chinese men in the colony, around 8,000 or forty-four per cent were married with
their wives in China.!* The New South Wales censuses of 1891 and 1901 gave
figures on the conjugal condition of the Chinese, recording that the large majority
were ‘unmarried’ (see Figure 2).!° However, as the Census only recorded as
married those men whose wives were present in Australia, thousands of men were
likely to have been incorrectly labelled ‘bachelors’. It is clear though that
unmarried men or married bachelors (married men with wives remaining in

China) formed the majority of the early Chinese population in Australia.'®
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Never
married!” Married Widowed Divorced Total

male 13,001 409 145 13,555
1891

female 493 104 4 601

male 10,007 524 56 10,590
1901

female 514 147 12 673

Figure 2. Conjugal condition of Chinese in NSW (including half-Chinese), 1891 and 1901. Census

of New South Wales 1891 and 1901.

For white politicians and social commentators the presence of such a large group

of men, unaccompanied by their womenfolk, suggested immorality and

perversion, and it was thought that terrible consequences would arise if suitable

female companionship and a sexual outlet were not made available to Chinese

men. Even in the face of little hard evidence, numerous complaints directly tied to

the imbalance of the sexes were levelled against the Chinese, including sodomy,

seduction, debauchery, paedophilia, rape, murder, gambling and opium use.'® In

part, the concerns raised by white colonists about the masculine nature of Chinese

immigration were prompted by general social conditions in the colonies, where a

marked imbalance between the sexes had arisen through the unequal migration of

men and women, particularly during the early convict period. Steps were taken to

increase the number of white women in the colonies, and to improve the lot of

those already living there, but the situation was exacerbated with the social

upheaval of the gold rushes. Mining was men’s work and the colonies faced both
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an influx of white men from Britain, Europe and North America, as well as social

dislocation caused by men already in the colonies leaving their families to join in

the rush for gold.

The gender imbalance was worrying because it contradicted the Christian ideal of
a society based around the family, where both men and women had roles to play
in ensuring society remained ordered and controlled. In particular, the presence of
suitable women in a community was considered important because they were
thought to be a civilising force on men, who, if left alone, would become degraded
and at the mercy of their most basic urges.!” The so-called ‘shortage of women’
and the fact that many men in the colonies had therefore been unable to marry
apparently resulted in vices very similar to those raised in complaints about the
Chinese — homosexuality, prostitution, gambling and drunkenness.?’ White
colonists saw that it was only through the presence and influence of wives and
families, and the creation of a stable domestic life, that society would be rid of

such unsavoury practices.

In the case of the Chinese, one obvious possibility was the formation of
relationships between Chinese men and non-Chinese women, something that
occurred in most locations of overseas Chinese settlement. The Chinese in
Southeast Asia, Cuba, Peru, British Guiana, Canada, Hawaii, the United States,
Mexico, New Zealand, the Pacific Islands and Australia all outmarried, with the
numbers and patterns of outmarriage dependent on a range of factors, such as

toleration or resistance by local communities, government measures to either
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encourage or prohibit intermarriage and the numbers of Chinese women resident

in overseas communities.?!

In Australia, white commentators mostly discounted the possibility of
intermarriage between Chinese men and white women as a solution to the
supposed problem of Chinese immorality. They did so not only from an
abhorrence of the idea of racial mixing, but because it was thought that those
white women who would contemplate life as the wife of a Chinese man would
themselves be depraved and immoral, and therefore incapable of raising the moral
standard of their Chinese husbands. After concluding that Chinese men were not
likely to form relationships with Aboriginal women either — ‘the difference
between a Chinaman and an aboriginal of our colony, is perhaps as great as
between the former and an Englishman’ noted Paul Pax in 1852 — the
introduction of another non-white female population to the colonies was offered
as a possible course of action.?? In the same article in the Sydney Morning Herald,
for example, Paul Pax suggested that Malay women could be brought to the
colonies as wives for Chinese men as ‘they have for centuries consorted well

together’. 23

The Australian colonies were not dealing with these questions in isolation. British
settlements around the world — in Singapore, the Philippines, Cuba, the West

Indies, as well as Canada and the United States — all faced similar anxieties about
the masculine nature of Chinese immigration. There was a transnational exchange

in knowledge of the Chinese, their habits and customs, which came through

10
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correspondence between colonial governments, through migration and the press.
California was a persistent site of comparison, but the British West Indies were
also used as an early example of what could be done. There, the government and
plantation owners had successfully implemented administrative measures,

including financial inducements, to encourage Chinese labourers to bring their

wives and children with them.?*

This idea of balancing the numbers of Chinese men and women through
legislative means was frequently raised in discussions of the Chinese Question in
both the press and in parliament from the 1850s to the 1890s. However, none of
the Australian colonies brought in specific measures to ensure that a more
balanced number of Chinese women and men arrived, or that the Chinese
migrated in family groups. Such measures had their own opponents, since they
would have resulted in a growth of the Chinese population through the birth of
Chinese children on colonial soil. Consequently, the gender imbalance in the
Chinese Australian population continued and one of white colonists’ primary fears
— the formation of intimate relationships between Chinese men and white women

— became an increasingly apparent reality.

It is difficult to state with certainty the numbers of interracial relationships, but
what is clear is that as the century progressed, their numbers increased. A report
from 1868 estimated that there were fifty to sixty European women married to
Chinese in Victoria; a decade later it was reported that during the eleven years

prior to 1877, 217 marriages had been performed between Chinese men and white

11
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women there.?> A report from New South Wales in 1878 noted there were around
350 European women living with Chinese men in the colony, with about equal
numbers of these being married and not married.?® Colonial marriage registrations
similarly document steady numbers of interracial marriages throughout the second
half of the nineteenth century, with total numbers in New South Wales and
Victoria reaching over 1000 in the period to 1901.27 As well as these formalised

unions, there were as many, if not more, relationships of other kinds, ranging from

long-term de facto partnerships to casual liaisons and prostitution.

Despite the increasing numbers of Chinese-European marriages, no legislative
measures were taken to prevent their formation. This was in contrast to the United
States, where, from the 1860s, anti-miscegenation laws were introduced or
extended to ban marriages between Chinese and whites.?® Andrew Markus
attributes this difference to America’s stricter taboos against interracial sex,
something which also led to the importation of many Chinese women to work as
prostitutes.?” In Australia, marriages between Chinese men and white women
were legal and the children of such marriages were legitimate. Other forms of
legislation designed to limit contact between white women and Chinese men, such
as the Canadian law stipulating that white women could not be employed by
Chinese businesses, were also not considered.?® Chinese men and white women

were therefore able to associate with relative freedom and, indeed, did so.

The earliest scattered relationships between Chinese men and white women were

met primarily with curiosity by white colonists, but by the end of the 1850s

12
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reports about their occurrence began appearing more frequently in the colonial
press, and discussion of them was entering the larger discourse on the merits or
otherwise of Chinese immigration.>! As noted in the earlier discussion of Dick
and Eliza Davis, it was also from this time that European commentators began to
speak in exaggerated tones of the ruination of white girls and women, the
pollution of the British race and the creation of a ‘piebald breed’. These
arguments were stated more fiercely throughout the 1870s and 1880s, when the
spectre of the opium den, the seduction and drugging of innocents, the corruption
of young girls and their subsequent fall into prostitution, as well as the squalor of
the urban Chinese quarters and rural Chinese camps all found much sensational
expression in the press and through government inquiries. Concerns about
interracial relationships also became an important part of the labour movement’s
anti-Chinese stance in the 1880s and were used by journals such as William

Lane’s Boomerang in Queensland and Sydney’s Bulletin to demonstrate the

problems caused by Chinese immigration.>?

For the most part, white colonists expressed disapproval of Chinese-European
relationships, but there was some acknowledgement that Chinese partners could
provide women with domestic comforts and stability that they may have struggled
to find elsewhere. Chinese husbands were reputed to treat their white wives well
because they did not get drunk or beat their women, and if anything, spousal
abuse was said to go the other way.?* Young Eliza Davis, for example, was
reported to have told a doctor that she had never been beaten and, indeed, that she

was ‘able to thrash the Chinaman’.3* Despite the close scrutiny of some

13
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relationships, such as the Empire’s reporting of Dick and Eliza Davis, many
discussions of interracial relationships in both the press and in parliament inferred
that they were not genuine and that they could not form the basis of a real family.
As Peggy Pascoe has described in the American context, regardless of their
situation interracial couples were ‘subjected to the powerful stigmas associated
with immorality, illegitimacy and vice’.>> Marriage and the family were central to
the colonial project but the Chinese were viewed as failing to contribute to the
future fortune of the colonies, even when they formed domestic partnerships with
white women and took on the role of breadwinner, husband and father.? In the
words of Kathryn Cronin, ‘Chinese sexuality became immorality’ and the choices
and voices of men and women like Dick and Eliza Davis were drowned by

prevailing ideas that interracial relationships were both unnatural and disruptive to

society. 7

Chinese-European relationships in Australian history

The enduring responses by white colonists to the gendered nature of Chinese
immigration and to the formation of interracial relationships had a fundamental
impact on the way Chinese family life in Australia was subsequently framed.
Twentieth-century histories of the Chinese in nineteenth-century Australia were
predominantly written as histories of men without families. Family formation was
seen as possible only by a return to China or, in rarer instances, by the migration
of a Chinese wife. C.F. Yong wrote that ‘the most appalling feature of Chinese

communities was a lack of family life’; Kathryn Cronin stated Chinese men were

14
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‘bereft of female or family companionship’; Vivien Suet-Cheng Burrage claimed
the ‘lack of family life’ was ‘a tragic element, fundamentally detrimental to the
normal, healthy running of the [Chinese] community’; and Weston Bate stated

that Chinese men were unable to ‘participate in the forward-looking, family-

making life’ of the colonies because they migrated without women.3®

In these early studies, historians were blind to much within the history of the
Chinese Australian family. They gave scant attention to the Chinese women who
were part of the early Australian Chinese community — as wives, mothers,
daughters, servants and workers. They also wrote little of the non-Chinese women
who became part of Chinese families and communities when they formed intimate
relationships with Chinese men and mothered their children. They gave little
consideration to how Chinese men in Australia remained an integral part of their
families in China — as part of what Adam McKeown has termed the ‘transnational
overseas Chinese family’. And they paid little regard to the family connections
between men themselves, including the migration of fathers and sons, brothers,
cousins, uncles and nephews.>® What resulted from these oversights was a
significant gap in the historiography of the Chinese in Australia. For the most
part, early studies maintained the idea that wives, mothers and daughters were
most notable by their absence and that Chinese women, non-Chinese wives and

their children were oddities and exceptions in a population of single men.*°

The early studies relied heavily on the obvious and most accessible sources —

government reports, official inquiries and the major urban newspapers and

15
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journals — sources which reflected the ideas about the Chinese presence discussed
earlier in this article. These sources put forward the idea that intimate
relationships between Chinese men and white women were unnatural, uncommon
and unaccepted because they fell outside the usual bounds of both white and
Chinese family traditions. They also enforced ideas of difference — that there were
fundamental and irrevocable differences between Chinese and Europeans;

differences which were based, if not in race and biology, then in culture, habits,

language and custom.

Failing to examine sources critically for the moral and racial biases of their time,
scholars repeated and compounded nineteenth-century thinking about the sexual,
social and family lives of the Chinese in Australia. C.F. Yong, author of one of
the earliest major studies of the Chinese in Australia, was particularly prone to
this, uncritically adopting the nineteenth-century vocabulary used by those
disapproving of intimate relationships between European women and Chinese
men. As Jan Ryan has noted, Yong accepted the idea of great Chinese
‘immorality’ in the colonies caused by a lack of family life, proved by the fact that
Chinese men frequented brothels on the goldfields, and he gave credence to the
idea that the Chinese were frequent ‘seducers’ of white girls.*! Taking their
sources at face value, scholars were blinded to the possibilities of intimate
interactions between Chinese men and European women in the Australian
colonies. This led to comments such as that by Jean Gittins, herself a descendant

of an Anglo-Chinese family, that ‘few European women would wish to marry a

16



Author Accepted Manuscript Version:
‘Rewriting the History of Chinese Families in Nineteenth-Century Australia’
DOI: 10.1080/1031461X.2010.538419
Chinese, nor did the Chinese contemplate taking on European wives. They would

prefer to do without’.*?

In short, what emerged in the debates about Chinese colonists — and later imbibed
by historians — were persistent myths or stereotypes of domestic life in Australia’s
Chinese communities. These included: the scarcity of ‘real’ families (Chinese
husband and Chinese wife living together); the spread of ‘immorality’ and ‘vice’
(opium use, gambling, white prostitution) which resulted from this lack of
families; and the moral failings and tragedy of white women who married or lived
with Chinese men (claimed primarily to be widows, unwed mothers, abused or
deserted wives, prostitutes, and those who were destitute, illiterate or Irish). These
discussions stressed the exceptional circumstances necessary for interracial
relationships to take place, as they were seen to be in conflict with the social

mores of both Chinese and white communities.

Scholars working in the field of race relations in the 1970s and 1980s, such as
Ann Curthoys, Kathryn Cronin and Andrew Markus, made significant
contributions to our understanding of how fears of racial mixing were central to
white reactions to nineteenth-century Chinese immigration, but the stereotypes
continued to dominate, particularly in less scholarly accounts of Chinese family
life.*? Eric Rolls’ extensive two-volume study of the Chinese in Australia,
published in 1992 and 1996, for instance, contained numerous references to
interracial relationships and Anglo-Chinese Australians gathered from a wide

range of sources, but Rolls still returned to the standard claim that ‘many of [the

17
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wives of Chinese] were Irish girls who could not read or write and who otherwise

faced bleak marriages with brutal European labourers’.**

New perspectives

In 1993 Henry Chan called for research into women, marriage and the family in
Chinese communities in Australia, saying that these were topics ‘hardly touched
upon’, probably because of the assumption that, given the demographics of
Australia’s nineteenth-century Chinese communities, there would not be anything
to say.* He reiterated this view in 2001, arguing that the study of Anglo-Chinese
relationships needed to be taken out of its assumed context of ‘nineteenth-century
Victorian notions of “respectability” and returned to China and Chinese, and
giaoxiang traditions and family practices’.*® In the years since Chan’s plea,
different approaches have emerged which are providing new perspectives on the
place of the family in nineteenth-century Chinese Australian communities —
family histories, micro-histories such as biographies and local history studies, and

what Chan called the giaoxiang (native place) approach.*’

Family history has provided a real breakthrough. The now seemingly obvious
presence of mixed Chinese-European families is, to a large extent, due to family
historians who have made available the fruits of their tenacious and dedicated
research in the form of detailed biographical and genealogical information, oral
histories and family papers.*® There has also been a corresponding interest in

Chinese women’s experience, as wives, workers and mothers.*® Grace Karskens
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has commented on how learning family stories can free the historian from the

otherwise overwhelming discourse of those standing outside; this is particularly

applicable to research into Chinese Australian families.*°

Micro-histories have also moved the focus from broad-level discussions to in-
depth studies of historical moments, communities, families and individuals,
uncovering the lives of Chinese women in the colonies, and, perhaps more
significantly, revealing the frequency of interracial relationships throughout New
South Wales and Victoria and suggesting their importance to the history of the
Chinese in Australia.’! Researchers have broadened the types of sources used,
including oral history and family lore, local newspapers, previously under-used
colonial and national archival collections, material culture and archaeology. By
asking different questions of familiar sources they have also begun to tell more
nuanced stories of Chinese family, social and cultural life in the colonies. This
approach is showing the personal choices made by Chinese men and white women
as they formed relationships and families, and our growing knowledge of their
lives is challenging earlier ideas of colonial race relations, particularly concerning
the complex, often contradictory nature of personal interactions between whites
and Chinese as neighbours, friends, lovers, husbands and wives, mothers and

fathers.

Further to this, there is a growing body of research on interactions between
Indigenous Australians and the Chinese which has demonstrated that Chinese men

also found partners in Aboriginal women, despite government efforts through
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policy and law to prevent them.’? Most of this research focuses on northern
Australia, and while it can be argued, as Henry Reynolds does, that there were two
very different Australias in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries — the north

and the south — this northern history of Chinese-Indigenous relationships also has

important implications for the study of the Chinese family in southern Australia.>?

New contexts have also provided new historical insights. The giaoxiang (native
place) approach redirects the study of Chinese family life in Australia back to
China itself, placing it within the context of Chinese family practices and
traditions. International scholarship has shown how the family was central to
Chinese migration over the past century and a half, with much migration based on
networks of kin and clan and undertaken with the interests of the family in mind.
Marriage patterns and family traditions in emigrant districts changed as a result of
overseas migration, just as the immigration of Chinese men changed life in their
overseas destinations, including the Australian colonies.>* Working within a
transnational framework shifts the focus to the ongoing connections and
continuities of Chinese identity and cultural practice overseas, including among

those who intermarried.>’

The giaoxiang approach allows us to understand more fully the historical and
cultural context which resulted in the migration of many men but few women, as
well as the ways in which Chinese men remained tied to their Chinese families
and homelands through ongoing correspondence, overseas remittances and return

visits. It encourages creativity in the search for source material, particularly that

20



Author Accepted Manuscript Version:
‘Rewriting the History of Chinese Families in Nineteenth-Century Australia’
DOI: 10.1080/1031461X.2010.538419
which presents a Chinese perspective or comes from within the Chinese
Australian community itself, as well as causing us to re-interpret what we already
‘know’ about Chinese Australian family life. By taking research into Chinese
Australians outside of national boundaries, and by referring to China and other
overseas Chinese communities, interracial relationships can be seen as part of a
broader shift in marriage patterns and family culture rather than as an aberration
or exception. It can also reveal previously overlooked parts of Chinese Australian
family life, such as the taking of multiple wives (in Australia and China), the

remigration of Chinese Australian families back to China and the journeys of

Australian-born Chinese, including those of mixed race, to China for education.>®

Conclusion

This article began by describing an eventful moment in the otherwise
unremarkable lives of Eliza Davis and her partner Dick. Like many small lives,
theirs has left only a faint trace. Eliza, at least, can be tracked through scattered
newspaper reports and the registrations of birth and death for her children, as well
as the record of her own death in 1877.%7 In 1863, for example, her name appeared
in the Sydney Morning Herald in a brief report on the conviction of Tommy, a
Chinese man, for the theft of a pair of her boots from her home.>8 Eliza remained
living at the Bark Huts, later known just as Liberty Plains, until her death. There,
it seems, she bore six more children, three who also died early — baby Frederick in
1864, three-year-old Edward in 1865 and, in 1875, seven-year-old William, whose

death came suddenly and painfully with suppressed measles.’® Whether any of
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these children were Dick’s is uncertain. Eliza never married and, with the children
therefore illegitimate, their father’s name was not officially recorded. One
possible clue as to her younger children’s paternity, however, can be found in a
press report on the death of young William, where he was described as ‘William
Kew, aged seven years, the son of one Eliza Davis, of the Liverpool-road, Liberty
Plains’.%® Eliza’s own death two years later from uterine cancer was reported by a
John Kew, of Bankstown, who was described as her ‘friend’.! It seems likely that

Dick was no longer a part of Eliza’s life by that time, and without more

information about his identity, it is impossible to trace him with any certainty.

It was through the telling and re-telling of stories such as that of Dick and Eliza
Davis that white colonists constructed a narrative where intimate relationships
between European women and Chinese men became irrevocably intertwined with
ideas of immorality and vice, desperation and destitution, as well as with the
language of race. Reflecting anxieties about the presence of a large number of
‘single’ Chinese men and the possibilities of interracial relationships, white
discussions of the Chinese population in Australia were overwhelmingly negative
about the circumstances, motivations and outcomes of racial mixing, ideas which

carried through to much of the early scholarship on the Chinese in Australia.

As recent research is demonstrating, however, white women and Chinese men
came together for reasons of economics, physical security, companionship, love,
comfort, sexual fulfilment and the formation of families. These interracial

relationships occurred with a perhaps surprising frequency, diversity and degree
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of toleration, such that they formed a substantial part of nineteenth-century
Chinese Australian family life. Including these relationships within the story of
the Chinese Australian family changes long-held assumptions about the lives of
Chinese men in the colonies, of their domestic arrangements and social lives, and
of the role women played in the nineteenth-century Chinese Australian
community. Including these relationships within the wider narrative of Australian
history also fundamentally changes our ideas of the interactions of Chinese and
white Australians. The story was not necessarily one of difference and distance,

but of contact and communication, often in the most intimate of ways.
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