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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.
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