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Landscapes of Memory and Forgetting
Indigo and Shek Quey Lee

© 2013 Kate Bagnall

Abstract: In this illustrated essay | explore the intertwined histories of two rural settlements i
Indigo in north-eastern Victoria, Australia, and Shek Quey Lee in Xinhui county, Guangdong, China
i to consider how the rich story of Chinese migration and settlement in Australia has been
remembered and forgotten, both in China and Australia. With the growth in interest in the history
and heritage of the Chinese in Australia over the past twenty years, we can no longer say that it is a
fforgotteno history, yet there are still challenges to researching and telling it. One of these is for
Chinese Australian hi st ory to be seen as integral to the broade
Another is being able to connect the Chinese and Australian parts of the story, to broaden the
scope of our research beyond national boundaries to create a truly shared history. This essay
suggests that drawing on the small stories of individual people is one way to bring together the
connections across time and place, and between landscapes and people often thought of as distant
and fundamentally different.
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Indigo

Early one Saturday morning in February 1902, a devastating fire struck the village of

Mount Pleasant at Indigo in north-eastern Victoria. Sleeping residents had to be dragged

from their beds by their neighbours as their homes burned around them. The fire passed

through half the village before the wind changed direction, giving the villagers the chance

to save the settl ement disthedams $toresandghe jossihausen t buil di n¢
More than twenty other buildings were lost. The Argus newspaper described Mount

Pleasant as a fiChinese campo and noted that with the fire ffully half the camp, which is

one of the oldest in the colony, was totally destroyed(‘)1

Mount Pleasant and its nearby villages of Cornishtown and Durham had grown up
along the Indigo Lead after the discovery of gold in the area forty years before. In 1860,
I ndi gpputation numbered about 3000, around a third of whom were Chinese, but by
1902 the area was home to only a couple of hundred people. The store saved from the
fire was run by the Shing family 1 Chinese-born Charles Chin Shing, his Indigo-born
Anglo-Chinese wife Jessie Ah Coon and their six children: Millie, Dolly, George, Frank,
Daphne and Alma, who were born at Indigo between 1896 and 1912. Twenty-five years
earlier, the store had been home to another mixed-race family, that of Chong Ming,
Winifred Minahan and their little boy James. Charles Shihnghad t aken over the sto
management after Chong Ming left Indigo in 1882, when he returned to China with James.
Over the following years, CharlesShi ng sent a shar el thrbughttteie st or eds |
kinsman Chung Kee in Melbourne i to Chong Ming and his son in rural China.

Charles and Jessie Shingbs gr anddladiggdtoteer , Wi | ma

The building was of very solid structure, large rooms with slab wooden

floors and a bark shingle roof. In the kitchen was a huge mound of earth

with a fire place in the centre. When the earth warmed up with the heat it

stayed warm for days. In the centre of the building was 2 huge

underground cellars with timber tops. The perishable goods were kept in

there € The shop count ekandthveshlsoruthe t o 6 i nches
floor were the same.”

! fFires in the Country: A Chinese Camp Burnt,0Argus, 11 February 1902.

Wi Il ma Conroy, AiThe Chinese Settlement at I ndigWwilmd typescript |
Conroy® insights into the Shing family, their store, the Indigo joss house and the story of the Chinese at Indigo

more generally come from an interview with the author at Corowa, New South Wales, on 3 January 2010 and

from the transcript of an interview with Cora Trevarthen at Corowa on 24 April 2005. My thanks to Cora

Trevarthen for sharing this interview with me.
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Figure 1. The Indigo goldfield centred around the townships of  Mount Pleasant, Cornishtown
and Durham, north of Chiltern, in north  -eastern Victoria. They are shown here on a mining
map from 1868.

State Library of Victoria: http://handle.slv.vic.gov.au/10381/118168

Next to the store on one side was the Indigo post office, while on the other was the joss
house. There had been a joss house in the area since 1860, when the fwhole
paraphernaliad of one of the temples from the Chinese camp on Spring Creek at
Beechworth, around thirty kilometres away, had been transported by foot and with great
ceremony to Indigo.3 Joss houses like the one built at Indigo were once a common part of
the landscape of Australian rural and mining settlements. Several hundred were built over
the second half of the nineteenth century but over time most have disappeared. Many
were the victim of fires, while others fell into disuse and were later razed.*

® fDomestic Intelligence: A Travelling Temple,d6Cornwall Chronicle (Launceston), 1 February 1860.
“Der ham GSome Simnilaritied Between the Feng-Shui of Chinese Joss Houses in Australia and
Postmodern Architecture,0 Grainger Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal, 1 (2011): 55i 73.
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Figure 2. The joss house at Bright, Victoria, photographed in the early twentieth century.
No pictures of the Indigo joss house remain, but i tis likely thatit was similar tothe
one at Bright .

State Library of Victoria : accession no. H2003.95/14

Escaping the fire of 1902, the Indigo joss house was also eventually demolished.
After the death of storekeeper Charles Shing in 1925, his family made the decision the
close the joss house down, since his only living son was in Sydney and there were no
other male relatives to maintain it. Wilma Conroy recalls being told how they sounded a
gong al | day to mar k passing agdancdfeat thosumgdMe & sna d s
grandmother Jessie Shing lived on at the store next door until her death twenty-five years
later, at which time it too was demolished. According to Wilma Conroy, the store was
pulled down bit by bit and burnt, including two magnificent red wooden doors, each
carved with a curling dragon, that had once graced the front of the joss house.

If you visit Indigo today, there is nothing obvious to suggest that there was ever
anything more there than scrubby bush and paddocks. To the more accustomed eye, the
nearby landscape does bear the tell-tale scars of alluvial gold mining i the scattered,
irregular mounds of tailings and their corresponding gouges into the brown earth. Two
local cemeteries hold markers, some in Chinese and some in English, of the passing of a
handful of early Indigo residents. This, together with an assortment of bits and pieces
held in the small museum at the Chiltern Athenaeum, gives the impression that the men
and women of | n dracg ootnsunity have left litikeitrace. d
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Figure 3. Some of the remaining h eadstones in the Chinese section of the old Chiltern
Cemetery, 2009 .

Photograph by Kate Bagnall

My interest in Indigo came as | began investigating the life of James Minahan.® After
leaving Indigo as a small boy, James Minahan spent the next twenty-five years in his
f at h eaedral village, Shek Quey Lee in China. Deciding to return to Australia to work
as a Chinese teacher, James Minahan arrived in Melbourne in early 1908. Customs
officials questioned his right to enter Australia, believing that the identity papers he
produced were a fraud. He was given the Dictation Test, which he failed to complete, and
was arrested as a prohibited immigrant. After many months of legal wrangling, his case
was heard before the High Court i a test case as to the meaning of the term fimmigranto
under the new Australian Constitution.®

In the legal and administrative paper trail left by the case, James Minahan himself is
but a shadow and, even though the High Court ruled in his favour, there is no trace of
what happened to him afterwards. | became intrigued by the legal case and by the life of
this Australian boy raised in China and so set out to find what happened to him. As | write,
I have still not discovered whether James Minahan remained in Australia or returned to
China after 1908. | have, however, uncovered a world of unseen and unknown
connections across place and time, linking the lives of a group of Chinese men and the
Australian women who became their wives and mothers of their children.

® See Kate Bagnall, fAussie Lad or Chinese Scholar?,0Memento (National Archives of Australia), 38 (2010):
16i 18, <http://www.naa.gov.au/naaresources/publications/memento/pdf/Memento38.pdf>, accessed

1 September 2011.

® National Archives of Australia: A1, 1908/12936; A10074, 1908/31.
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Shek Quey Lee

Seven thousand kilometres away from Indigo is another village and another landscape
changed by men like Chin Shing and Chong Ming. Shek Quey Lee village, part of Xinhui
county, is located in the hills south-west of the district capital and river port of Jiangmen
(Kong Moon) 7 once a bustling gateway to Hong Kong and overseas destinations like
San Francisco, Vancouver and Melbourne.” Shek Quey Lee itself was never a
prosperous place, however, and its residents i members of the Chan and Lee clans i
struggled to find sufficient arable land, leading in the early years of the twentieth century
to a village war whose losers, the Lee clan, were forced to relocate. Over more than five
decades from the 1850s, this struggle to provide for their families prompted around a
hundred members of the Chan clan to also leave their ancestral village 7 with Australia as
their destination. Among their number were Chong Ming, who arrived in Victoria as a
young man around the late 1850s, and another storekeeper, Chung Kee, who was in
Melbourne from at least the late 1870s. The ancestral village of Charles Shing is not
known, but it is likely that he too was a Chan from the same part of Xinhui county.
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Figure 4. Shek Quey Lee (Shiquli) is located just to the south  -west of Kong Moon (Jiangmen)
in Xinhui county.

As with Indigo, it is difficult to read the village®& history in the landscape of Shek Quey
Lee. Unlike many home villages of overseas Chinese, Shek Quey Lee has no grand,
Western-style mansions or fortress-like watchtowers built to house and protect families
who stayed behind while husbands and fathers lived abroad. Shek Quey Le e 6 s |
building 7 a now-abandoned two-storey schoolhouse dating from the 1920s i and a
number of houses were, however, built with money brought back from Australia. While
the size and architecture of the schoolhouse reflects the money and modern influence
overseas migration brought to the Pearl River Delta villages, the small, grey brick houses
scarcely suggest fortunes easily won on the New Gold Mountain. Now uninhabited and
with yards overgrown, the houses instead suggest the impoverished circumstances that
prompted families to send their men and boys so far away. If these small structures were
the new homes proudly built with overseas remittances, what sort of accommodation had
they replaced?

7 Shek Quey Lee is the way the village name ( ) was written in English in early twentieth-century
Australian records, based on the pronunciation of the local Xinhui dialect. In Hanyu pinyin it is Shiquli.
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Figure 5. One of the small houses in Shek Que vy Lee built with money earned in Australia,
2009.

Photograph by Kate Bagnall

Today, Shek Quey Leeds inhabitant sitmgseef mostl y th
working age have moved away in search of work. Chen Ruihuai, one of those who
remain in the vill a g e, is compiling the <c¢clan genealogy and
history. Aware and proud of Shek r(eveethelesseeds Aust
knows very little of the circumstances of the men who sailed south for Victoria i where
they went, how they lived, the work they did, the Australian families they formed and,
importantly, where they died. | visited Shek Quey Lee in 2009 with the hope of finding out
what had happened to James Minahan in his later life.? No one there could tell me,
however, and as we spoke Chen Ruihuai was most keen to hear anything | could tell him
about t he vinlAusaajeand aboutlthe Aessalians of today who might also
trace their heritage back to Shek Quey Lee. At the time | could tell him only a little.

The names of the men | had uncovered in the archives in Australia bore only a faint
resemblance to those recorded in the genealogy of the Chan clan of Shek Quey Lee.
Chen Ruihuai and | guessed at how the names | presented i Chong Ming, Chin Shing,
Chung Kee, Deung Garng, Ah Chew, Dern Hoy i might fit with those written in Chinese
characters in the genealogy, names that followed the patternof t he f amil y
poem. Ch o n g nawhe wag the only one | had seen written in Chinese 1 from when
he signed the death registration of his baby daughter, Winifred Leina, who died at Indigo
in late 1881 at the age of three months.’ Scanning the characters that formed the lines of
the poem, there was at last a concrete connection. The character for iChongd( )i xiang
in Mandarin, meaning fimageoor fsymboloi sat neatly at the start of the second line. Men
with that generation name were born in the middle decades of the nineteenth century,
Chen Ruihuai told me.

(@)
(7]

gener

& My thanks to Chen Ruihuai, Tan Shicheng, Nicki Kemp, Ben He Zhibin and Natalia Hooker for their assistance
during my two visits to Shek Quey Lee in 2009.
® Birth registration for Winifred Chong Meng, Indigo, Victoria, 1881/6963.
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