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Abstract: For my distant relatives, who remarkably survived acts of torture while 

retrieving their own fortune in Australia. This essay analyses the causes and consequences 

of the Chinese travelling to Australia during the Gold Rush, with a great focus upon the 

treatment and legacy of the Chinese on the Australian region. 

 

 



“The Chinese people you see along the way, the food is hu-shaped, if are poor, you 

will be sick, and the sound of sorrow and sighing is endless. I have come here, and I 

will go to explore it.” – Tan Shipei 

 

February 12, 1851, Edward Hargraves, an English prospector discovered flecks of gold in a 

waterhole neighbouring Bathurst, NSW, Australia1. Expeditiously, greater discoveries of gold 

occurred nearby in the state of Victoria. This began the Australian Gold Rush, which had a 

significant impact upon Australia’s national identity. More than 500,000 gold miners 

worldwide had rushed to the gold fields of Australia. The gold miners numbered in 

immigrants, prospectors were mainly from Britain, the United States, Germany, Poland, and 

China, settling in mainly in NSW and Victoria. Many immigrant gold miners abandoned their 

stable jobs in their respective countries to seek their fortune on the Australian gold fields. 

 

The Chinese however, often fleeing violence, famine, and poverty in their homeland, sought 

fortunes for their families in the place they called ‘Xinjinshan’ (New Gold Mountain). 

Chinese gold miners were periodically discriminated against and persistently avoided by 

other gold miners. Despite frequent conflicts and prejudice, they created lives in this new 

land. “Mateship…[has] been central to the way [Australian] history has been told…”, 

according to the Australian government2. The discussion examines the discriminatory life and 

legacy of the Chinese on Australian gold fields. However, this page of history is frequently 

bleak and tragic, leaving a bloody and distressed history of Australian-Chinese relations. 

 

1852, the news of gold discoveries in Australia spread to all coastal areas of Guangdong and 

Fujian, China. It was initially brought upon by recruiters and brokers (agents) of Australian 

trading companies in Hong Kong. The agents exaggerated the future of gold everywhere in 

the New Gold Mountain, in order to deceive the poor in China, who were willing to go to 



Australia as cheap labourers to mine gold for them. The geographical location of Australia 

and its relation to coastal areas of China further extended the Chinese’ interest into working 

in Australia. At this time, the Qing Dynasty in China was at its end. The economy of the 

Chinese society was on the brink of failure, yet emperors continued to exert prostitutes and 

oppress and exploit the poor. Agents established ‘pig halls’ in Xiamen, Fujian, and Hong 

Kong to recruit Chinese miners. They also hired groups of rogues to use financial 

inducements to force and deceive the poor. According to historical records, the owner of the 

‘pig halls’ stipulated regardless of the method the agents used, as long as they managed to 

recruit miners2. Initially, every miner, whether deceived, kidnapped, or looted, was paid 3-

100 yuan (50c-$20 AUD), to enter contracts with the agents3. 

 

This began the ‘indenture system’ or credit-system, where the Chinese were labelled as 

contacted Chinese miners. The miners would receive tickets for ships to Australia on the 

credit of the agents. After a certain period, Chinese miners were required to repay the tickets 

in several expenses, including their labour income. A small number of miners acquired from 

loan sharks to collect money, even using family members as guarantees. After mining in 

Australia, the Chinese were ‘rewarded’ their wages back, in order to repay their debts in 

China. 

 

As the Chinese miners were aboard the ship of their recruiter, it was described as “floating 

hell”2. During the travel back to China, most recruiters had violated laws and regulations 

related to the management of international shipping, by overloading passengers and deducing 

food and water2. The sailors on the ship were fully armed with weapons, carrying gunpowder 

weapons and guns. The sailors would assault the miners at their will, some were shot and 

killed. Occasionally the Chinese miners were locked in a cabin where movement was 



restricted, due to extremely crowded spaces. Ventilation on the ship was poor, miners died of 

illness and starvation, some were beaten to death or thrown in the sea, and some were 

abandoned on a deserted island. Some miners took their own lives because they could not 

bear the torture on ship any longer4. Why? Simply because of their ranking in hierarchy and 

the norm of treating the poor. 

 

There were approximately 2000 Chinese in Ballarat, which soon surged to 25,000 in only 

three years, in response to the discovery of gold in Australia. By 1861, Australia was home to 

least 38,000 Chinese miners, with an estimate that one out of every nine men in Australia 

were Chinese at that time2. Due to the large influx of Chinese miners, local suspicion was 

arisen, of the miners on Australian gold fields. The Victorian authorities were prompted to 

legislate a restriction of any Chinese from entering Australia. In addition to the restriction, a 

stipulated ‘poll tax’ for every Chinese miner entering the country; instructing a ‘captain’ to 

collect tax on every miner’s behalf. 

According to diary entries of Chinese miners3, they were discriminated against and often 

neglected by other miners who were also immigrants. Kui En, who specialises in Ballarat 

Chinese history, said there were several reasons for the discrimination, “There is layer of 

jealousy for the success of the Chinese, and a layer of racial discrimination. Because the 

Chinese are very different in appearance and culture from the West” 3. 

Chinese miners were generally peaceful, conscientious, and industrious, yet other miners still 

distrusted them based on how they appeared for fortune. This also sparked groundless and 

wild blathers around the Chinese miners’ habits of opium smoking and gambling, which 

fuelled the resentment of other miners, leading to major riots against Chinese miners. Kui En 

added that very few Chinese miners remained in Australia, most of them left after the gold 



was mined. He said, “The Chinese who came to the gold mines did not want to stay. Most of 

them work here for two, three, four years. They went to Australia to make money and pay off 

their debts.” 3. According to Australia’s ‘Sing Tao Daily’ report, a series of white riots 

occurred between 1860 to 1861, in Lanping cave, now known as Young City. The first anti-

Chinese attack left large numbers of the Chinese slaughtered. This was considered the most 

severe cases of anti-Chinese demonstrations and violence. 

A flag, known as the ‘Roll Up Banner’ (as seen in figure 1) depicts a Eureka cross in the 

centre, five-point stars arranged to resemble the Southern Cross, and surrounded by the words 

“Roll up, Roll up, No Chinese”. Many white gold miners bravely carried out atrocities 

against the Chinese by violence and namely, the canvas flag. The flag was hoisted up during 

violent public meetings (Roll-ups) held by white gold miners5, to protest against the Chinese. 

Roll-ups would often occur on Sundays, where everyone would be at church. After praying 

and singing sessions they'd organise a marching band and go out to the fields to beat up the 

Chinese. Mobs attacked the miners, roughly treated them, forcibly cut off their braids3. The 

unarmed and defenceless Chinese were beaten with the most ferocious of sticks and hoes, one 

fell by one. “An unfortunate Chinese miner knelt down, in tears, raised his hands, and begged 

for mercy; a mob with a short stick that could kill a giant, knocked him to the ground in one 

fell swoop”, reported by the Sydney Morning Herald. The anti-Chinese riots did not record 

any of the Chinese deaths and the only record of death was a riot leader who was killed bullet 

in the neck3. The riots themselves defines a goldfield, a colony, and then a nation, by who 

they excluded. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 - ‘Roll up Banner’ (Garland Magazine, 2019) 

It was argued that the Victorian government had proposed security risks to having large 

numbers of foreigners, particularly Chinese. However, the bigger picture was the competition 

on the gold fields. As a consequence, the British government did not allow the Chinese to 

diaspora, it was required for them to live together. Wearing only blue or black shirts, the 

Chinese camped on the outskirts of Adelaide. They ate and slept alone, often being attacked 

by natives and poisonous snakes. Chinese historian Feng Lifen explained the tents the 

Chinese resided in (as seen in figure 2), “Look at the tent at the back, that's where the 

authentic Chinese slept in at night.”3. The tents were extremely compact, having only three 

beds for six miners to live inside. Villages for the Chinese miners were often very narrow, as 

a result of the inadequate living conditions, the rate of morality was alarmingly low - typhoid 

fever being the most prevalent disease at the time3. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 - ‘Canvas Town’ (Tents of the Chinese miners) (Australian Policy and History, 2019)  

It was though 20 years of disgusting prejudice was enough. August 21, 1886, the depiction of 

‘The Mongolian Octopus – His Grip on Australia’ (as seen in figure 3) was published in the 

Sydney based ‘The Bulletin Magazine’. It was direct propaganda against the Chinese, even 

Mongolian miners in Australia. The cartoon illustrates an octopus with a human head and 

outstretched arms. Each arm having different terms, portraying the racist views of the miners. 

The human head being attached on the octopus, yet again a racist view, resembling 

immigrants as animals.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 - ‘The Mongolian Octopus – His Grip on Australia’ (Digital Scholarship, n.d) 



Some Chinese miners had come to Robe in South Australia by vessels, then turned eastwards 

to NSW. The large groups of Chinese often passing by, brought upon prosperity to the 

markets located in Robe. Miners who came from China were on board vessels full of bulk 

cargoes such as tea, silk, wool, and tung oil3. 

In order to have proper provisions in a foreign country, the Chinese miners who travelled to 

Australia built many Guan Di temples (as seen in figure 4). The temples had become the 

miners’ safe haven after conflict with other gold miners.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 - Front and main altars of a temple, with the large main shrine (John Leeming, n.d) 

 

Upon arrival of the Chinese, they would often set up portable shrines. Not only did it serve 

for safety, but also for religious observance, which would then become the base for 



community activities and administration. Majority of the Guan Di temples were situated in 

Tasmania, where the Chinese were unusually accepted (as seen in figure 5). 

 

Figure 5 - Chinese and Europeans on ‘Tin Pot Row’, Garibaldi, Tasmania (Ilas Asia, n.d) 

There were six known temples in Tasmania: Weldborough, Garibaldi, Branxholm, Moorina, 

Gladstone, and Lefroy6. All were mining areas; however, Lefroy was the only temple which 

began as a gold-mining settlement. The temples were small wooden buildings, accompanied 

with external appearances of wealth within. All known temples in Australia were built during 

the 1860s, which were all dedicated to Guan Di (deity) and the awful discrimination of the 

Chinese. As the Chinese population gradually declined, many smaller towns with built 

temples were abandoned, leaving the temples closed with significant items still inside. It 

could be argued that the key relics were hidden and forgotten to erase the painful history of 

the Chinese on Australian regions. 

The Chinese who have shed countless blood, sweat, and tears, still remain the greatest 

contributions to Australia, though being the subject of exclusion. 1893…By then, the gold 

mines in various places were drying up and many mining operations had come to an end. The 

remaining Chinese miners, who survived prejudice to great extends returned to their 



homeland. Those who decided to stay, moved to cities, worked in vegetable gardens, vendors, 

crafting, trading, or operated small retail stores3. In 1901, the Commonwealth of Australia 

and Asia was formally established, and adopted the ‘Test Law’. The law limited the number 

of immigrants and stipulates and required to tactically write 50 words of the English language 

in front of Australian officials. White Australians started to promote slogans such as ‘Snow 

White Australia’ and ‘Australia is for Australians’, which led to the implementation of the 

‘White Australia policy’. 

A nation’s identity exists where a sense of belonging to a particular place or group is brought 

by shared language, culture, history, values, and aspirations. However, will always involve 

the exclusion of minorities who are felt to be the outsider because they have different views, 

appearances, or loyalties. The hard work of the Chinese in this land even until today, has 

established locals’ development and settlement. As Kui En says, “The people of Ballarat are 

proud of the history of the Chinese on Australian gold fields, which also give many Chinese 

immigrants a sense of pride in the local history”3. 

 
1 National Geographic n.d., Feb 12, 1851 CE: Australian Gold Rush Begins, viewed 12 July 2022, 

https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/australian-gold-rush-begins 
 
2 National Geographic n.d., Feb 12, 1851 CE: Australian Gold Rush Begins, viewed 12 July 2022, 

https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/australian-gold-rush-begins 
 
3 Baidu 2017, 关于中国人在澳洲淘金 (About the Chinese on Australian Gold Fields), viewed 13 July 2022, 

https://zhidao.baidu.com/question/153427908 

 
4 VOA 2001, 回顾澳洲华人淘金奋斗史 (Looking Back on the Struggles of the Chinese on Australian Gold Fields), 

viewed 13 July 2022, https://www.voachinese.com/a/a-21-a-2001-10-22-14-1-63304767/982386.html 

 
5 ABC News 2018, A new exhibition explores the history and legacy of the anti-Chinese race riots at Lambing Flats, 

viewed 14 July 2022, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-07-21/chinese-australian-exhibition-on-lambing-flat-race-

riots/9999630 

 
6 Guan Di and Tin Mountain: Chinese temples in Northeast Tasmania 2015, IIAS, PDF, viewed 15 July 2022, 

https://www.iias.asia/sites/default/files/nwl_article/2019-05/IIAS_NL71_56.pdf 
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Annotations 

 

VOA 2001, 回顾澳洲华人淘金奋斗史 (Looking Back on the Struggles of the Chinese on Australian Gold 

Fields), viewed 13 July 2022, https://www.voachinese.com/a/a-21-a-2001-10-22-14-1-63304767/982386.html 

 

This is a secondary source, published by VOA Chinese. This article including many recounts and a dairy entry 

from a Chinese miner from the 1850s. As the most used source throughout my essay, its extensive details and 

information has best helped me produce this piece. The source is written in Chinese Simplified and has multiple 

quotes from notable international museum directors and historical specialists. With the accurate recount upon 

dates and events, the source is most referenced in my analysis of the discrimination of the Chinese miners. 

Though the article is not from a notable publication, the source can be concluded to be reliable.  

 

Guan Di and Tin Mountain: Chinese temples in Northeast Tasmania 2015, IIAS, PDF, viewed 15 July 2022, 

https://www.iias.asia/sites/default/files/nwl_article/2019-05/IIAS_NL71_56.pdf 

 

This PDF newsletter by the IIAS includes insightful information around the Chinese on the Australian region, 

particularly Tasmania. This source is different from other articles, instead of having all negative and violent 

recounts, this source includes the bright side of the Chinese on Australian gold fields. The source alights the 

acceptance of the Chinese on Tasmanian land. The source is secondary, with multiple relics of the Chinese. The 

source is reliable to a degree, with accurate recounts of dates and events. 

 

Kent, B 2008, Agitations on the Victorian Goldfields, 1851-54 pg 261-281, N/a, Melbourne, VIC, viewed 20 

July 2022, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10314615408594997 

  

These pages of the Agitations on the Victorian Goldfields are an excellent recount of the discriminatory and 

difficulties of all miners on Australian gold fields. The pages by Kent are extremely detailed and insightful, 

creating it very useful to use throughout my essay. The pages are very reliable as the author is notable for his 

works produced and the consistent recounts throughout the pages.  
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