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Part 1 Theoretical Exploration

Being Chinese — Australian in White Australia

John Fitzgerald®

The Gock family which founded the Wing On Department Store chain lived out the
Second World War in Japanese — occupied territories in China mainland and Hong
Kong. When the war was over Philip Gockchin reaffirmed his control over the Wing On
businesses in Hong Kong but bade farewell to the company’s assets in China mainland
and paid his first visit to Australia after many years away. The country he found on his
return in 1951 was clearly prospering but the Chinese community seemed, to his eyes,
to have dwindled to insignificance. At a time of éonsiderable growth in Australia the res-
ident Chinese population had fallen to around 10 000 souls, a mere fraction, Gockchin
reflected, of the 50 000 who could have been found clearing the land, working in
mines, building railroads or growing and marketing fruit and vegetables across Australia
at the close of the goldrush era. Their numbers had declined not of their own design but
in consequence of the White Australia Policy.

Gockchin derived little consolation from observing that the fate of the Chinese in
Australia reflected the situation facing Overseas Chinese ( huagiao ) everywhere in the

world at that time. He observed that

The Overseas Chinese hired themselves out as labourers, opened up wastelands

with their sweat and blood, and built the foundations for future prosperity. In the

(@ John Fitzgerald is Truby and Florence Charitable Trust Chair in Social Investment and Philanthropy at Swin-
burne University of Technology and President of the Australian Academy of the Humanities, An earlier version of this
chapter was published in John Fitzgerald( $%£9%)) , Big White Lie: Chinese Australians in White Australia ({55 1E
FEH . AR AR AF T A) ) ,Sydney : UNSW press, 2007.
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end , however, it is others who profited from their efforts.

He might as well have been speaking of China, where the people’s government had
seized the fruits of his family’s labour and investment over the preceding 50 years.

What especially concerned him in Australia was the startling contrast between the
growth and prosperity of one group of Australians and the absolute decline of another.
People of Chinese descent were left with little choice but to leave Australia as he had
done, he concluded, if their families were to prosper. Rather than urge his children and
grandchildren to settle in Australia, Philip Gockchin advised them to study in the United
States, which had begun to open its doors to Chinese immigrants immediately after the
Pacific war. Few of the Gock family settled back in Australia.

Gockchin’s account of Chinese hard work, thrift, and industry, profiting others
more than themselves, bears little likeness to White Australian stories of Chinese so-
journers tearing riches from the earth and squandering them on opium or smuggling them
back to China. Still, his account confirms the general impression that no more than a
few Chinese stragglers were left behind in the postwar era to live out their lives without
hope or prospects in White Australia. The English — language archive of Chinese Aus-
tralia amounts to little more than a record of absence and exclusion :indexes to petitions
seeking redress for unequal treatment, filing boxes of old departure records, thumbprints
and photographs pasted onto immigration files, and black-and-white images of sunburnt
market gardeners, pinned up in local museums over captions identifying  the last known
Chinaman in the district’ . Chinese — language sources are rarely consulted. In conse-
quence, although the Chinese chapter in the history of Australia is recounted with a vari-
ety of inflections, it invariably ends as the story of a vanishing people.

The response of White Australia to the apparent disappearance of the men from Chi-
na, even when notably triumphant, was often tinged with nostalgia. At the time
Gockchin visited Sydney, whites had already taken to collecting discarded opium tins,
dirt — encrusted medicine bottles and shards of broken pottery from hundreds of sites of
Chinese settlement across the continent, in some cases razing the site with a back hoe
once the exotic artefacts had been extracted to ensure its erasure. Today these artefacts

adorn mantelpieces and glass cabinets across the country. Some of the finer pieces are
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preserved in local museums to demonstrate this or that district’s historical or cultural
links with China. As a rule they commemorate not the Chinese heritage of Australia, but
White Australia’s exotic links with a remote civilisation in China. The names of the men
who bought, sold and used these artefacts while breathing the sweet, chill air of the typ-
ical Australian morn-as Vivian Chow once put it — are generally omitted from public dis-
plays. @

At times White Australian nostalgia turned bizarre. In the late 1930s a party of
Freemasons gathered in Melbourne to redress what they saw as the lamentable decline of
Chinese traditions throughout the world. By this time the local heritage of fraternal con-
nections linking Anglo — Celtic Freemasonry to the Chinese Yee Hing was largely forgot-
ten. The men who gathered in Melbourne were keen, in the absence of men from Chi-
na, to preserve Chinese traditions in Australia and under the false impression that the
quasi-Masonic lodges of the Yee Hing network were on the verge of extinction.

At the initiative of Clive Loch Hughes-Hallett, an Englishman resident in Mel-
bourne,; a white Australian version of the Triad Society was founded *as it might have
been centuries ago’ to keep Chinese traditions alive on Australian soil. As Hughes-Hal-

lett later recalled ;

So in 1937 a lodge was constituted , carefully following the native tradi-
tions of the society. There were Five Founders corresponding to the Five Monks,
each styled Provincial Grand Master, one for each continent, again according
to the tradition. A sixth Founder was admitted , who was to stand aside and a-
part in the mysterious role of Wan Yun Long, the Commander-in-Chief, to co-

ordinate the work of the other Founders and to warrant new lodges.

With his fellow Founders, Hughes Hallett undertook a systematic investigation of
the ‘history, teachings and rituals of the Chinese Triad Society’ by consulting Sinologi-
cal experts on the ceremonial procedures of the Hung League, including Gustave

Schlegel’s The Hung League( Batavia 1866) , and The Hung Society( London 1925) , au-

@  On local discoveries of links with China, see ] Fitzgerald (2001).
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thored by JSM Ward and WG Stirling. These definitive works, as noted in an earlier
chapter, were widely believed to provide a reputable scholarly foundation for the claim
that the Hung League was a Chinese equivalent of European Freemasonry.

Members of the Melbourne-based triad lodge undertook their responsibilities with a
missionary zeal in the belief that Australian Freemasons bore a special burden of respon-
sibility to preserve authentic Chinese heritage by virtue of their close proximity to Asia.
‘Even under the best conditions’, their leaders conceded, °their work may not bear
fruit for 50 years’. Still,it is both significant and fitting that the initiative in setting up
such a research organisation should have been undertaken by Australian rather than by
the United Kingdom or American freemasons.

At their formal meetings the white triads dressed up in elaborate Chinese robes and
practised the rites set out in the colonial canon on Chinese ritual practice. Initiates were
dressed in straw sandals and invited to pass through the Red Flower Pavilion-represented
as a model set upon on an altar in the City of Willows-before arriving at the Hung Gate
where they swore blood oaths of fealty and gained admission to the Hung League. In
time these initiation ceremonies were held for 21 initiates in Melbourne, 22 in Sydney,
and one based in Brisbane. Registered members received a standard certificate written
in Chinese and English, headed by the triangular symbol of the Hung League, signalling
the lodge’s association with the Chinese triads.

The Founders’ investigation of Chinese ritual practices picked up apace with the
recruitment of a certain Captain Albert Francis Warrington, who claimed to be a retired
sea skipper, and who was inducted into a Chinese lodge of the Hung League while sta-
tioned in Burma. Warrington certified that the ceremonies adopted by the Victorian
lodge were *alike in many points’ to those practiced in the triad lodges he had known in
Southeast Asia( Chinese triad leaders in Melbourne,, Sydney and Cairns were not consul-
ted). The Chinese history that Captain Warrington affirmed was duly appropriated for
Australian history, or at least for the history of the Freemason’s Triad Lodge of Mel-

bourne ;

The opening words of our Traditional History place the foundation of the
Triad Society in the reign of the Emperor Khang Hsi. It is with the object of try-



