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  The Diary of Edward, Chek Chee

  

  Sydney, 1903–1904


  Preface


  I am writing these pages because soon I am not going to be living here. I may never return to Australia. If I don’t return, this book will show where I come from. This book will record all the different things that happen. I like to write.


  My name is Edward Loh. Sometimes my father calls me Chek Chee, especially when I am in trouble or when we are with other Chinese people. My mother never does. I live in George Street in Sydney above our store. I am shortly to attend Fort Street Superior School as my elder brother did before me. I will be in fifth class when school begins. I speak English. I don’t speak much Chinese. I have lived here all my life. My father is Chinese and has lived in Australia, first in the goldfields and now in Sydney. Like most Chinese people I have lots and lots of relatives but most of them are living in China—I expect that I will meet lots of them in China.


  My mother’s family emigrated from England with the convicts. She too has a big family but we don’t see them. Some of them live here in Sydney. My mother is a lovely person but the rest of her family are not very pleasant. Her family even tried to talk her out of marrying father. My mother’s father even forbid her to marry that Chinaman. That’s what he called my father—and most other Chinese men too. He said that she was polluting the white people; that she was marrying beneath her status. This is strange to say when some of my mother’s relatives arrived as convicts while father paid his own way here. They told my mother that if she married that Chinaman they would disown her, she would never be allowed to meet with them again. That must have been an immense burden for my mother, and father too; family is very, very important to Chinese people. Father has told me that enough times. My grandfather must have been a very hard man. When he died the family permitted mother to attend his funeral (but not us children, and never my father). I think they do not like us very much. Maybe if we looked more like them we would be liked.


  Father’s store is very successful. He does very well in the import and export trade. The store has grown from a small business to one of the big traders. He sends goods all over the country. My father even sponsored his brother and family to come out to Australia to help him in the business, they live next door. They are very Chinese!


  When my father and mother married they agreed that their children would live the first years with the family and attend school. After that each child would spend two or three years in China with father’s Chinese family. Elder Brother is due to return. He has been learning the Chinese ways. Father says he will start in the family business straight away. He will do well working with father, but I do not know if I will. I like writing letters and reports at school but do not enjoy the number work or geography as much. I like to read. Thankfully Elder Sister will still be in China when I arrive. I do not want to leave here and go to China but this is what the dutiful son must do. Mother and father are yet to decide when I will leave but it will be after the Chinese New Year. When I go to China I will live with people I do not know (except Elder Sister), who speak a different language and who live in a very different country. I am going to live in Guangdong province in China where my father was born. I am being sent there so that I can learn Chinese ways and Chinese education. I think they want me to be more Chinese! Like my cousin maybe.


  Since the recent government policy, father also helps other Chinese families. Most of them want to stay here. I think they should, especially after they have worked here and they have children born here. I know some Chinese people who have returned to China and then been refused entry back into Australia.


  Father says that for his family coming and going will never be a problem. He was naturalised an Australian citizen, and his children were born here. Other men ask if they can be naturalised too. It is too late for them. They tell him to persuade the government men to let them be naturalised but he can’t. These Chinese men are not pleased with father. What will happen while I am away? Maybe the government will change the rules again. Maybe then I will never return.


  Along with my brothers and sisters, I am the first of the new generation. We are Australian but we are Chinese too. My father continually tells me that I will be the bridge between the nations. I think that I am a shaky bridge.


  I am not my brother and sister. They were both excited to meet the Chinese family but I do not want to leave here. I like living in Australia. I like our house. I like our store. I like the games I play. I like my clothes. I like our street. I like my mother’s cooking. I like father’s Chinese food too but can I eat it all the time? I hate the heads of birds.


  Thursday, 23 July


  I have been waiting a few days to write of interesting things. Nothing interesting has happened, except that I didn’t have to go to school today. Mother walked my sisters to school. Instead I was helping Father in the store. I counted 97 (that’s gow sup chut in Chinese—see I do know some numbers) ginger jars, swept the floor, straightened Father’s newspaper collection and many other tasks. Father did not seem too busy.


  After tonight’s meal I washed the dishes while sister dried them. Mother played the piano while we sang songs and then we went to bed.


  Friday, 24 July


  No school today again. Like my elder brother before me I am changing to the Fort Street Superior School and I begin on Monday. My brother did very well at the school. I hope I can too.


  Saturday, 25 July


  I hope that there are other boys like me there. Elder Brother never had any trouble. He liked the school so I will probably like it too.


  Sunday, 26 July


  It is raining today. Quong Tart is dead. That is what everyone in the Chinese community (maybe all of Sydney) has heard about today and that is all I will write.


  Monday, 27 July


  Mr Mei Quong Tart has finally passed from this life to the next. He will go to heaven, not because of his good life or the wonderful way he helped Chinese people or the way he treated them. He will go to heaven because he believes, that’s what Mother says.


  Father is very sorrowful. Mother too. It is harder for them than for other Chinese people because like Father, Mr Quong Tart was not concerned that Mrs Quong Tart was not a Chinese woman. He too married across borders.


  Mr Quong Tart was a Chinaman that everyone respected. Sometimes he even took Father and other businessmen with him to meet government officials. But not everyone respected him. I think that my grandfather and people like him did not. And some Chinese men disrespectfully called him a Chinglishman.


  Father said ‘I hope that my life can be as well-remembered as his will be. And, Chek Chee, you will do well to live a life like his.’


  Sometimes Mr Quong Tart came to our store to meet with other Chinese men. Sometimes they would meet at his house in Ashfield or in his tea rooms and discuss the important issues that were affecting the Chinese people. Since he was attacked and left to die in his tea rooms last year we have not seen him very often. He wasn’t even at the New Year celebrations. I am glad that they caught the man that attacked him. That man’s sentence should now be increased because he killed Mr Quong Tart. He received his punishment for the next 12 years and then is free but Mrs Quong Tart and their children have to live with only his memory for the rest of their lives. It does not seem just.


  Chinese men and women from the community have been passing through our doors all afternoon. All they talk about is the death. Some of the men and a few of the Chinese women even questioned whether his bones would be sent back to China and buried in his homeland but Father said that that was not possible. Mr Quong Tart’s home was here. Even the family in China knew that. His children are here. His wife is here. He is an Australian so why would he be buried in China? Father really does respect him. I wonder if Mr Quong Tart ever sent his children from Australia to China to learn the Chinese ways.


  One of the men who arrived in Australia last year complained that the relatives would not be able to pay their respects properly. I remember he squealed and said ‘How will they present offerings to a body lying in a foreign country? His spirit will be lost in this land.’ But he was not thinking straight. Last year Mr Quong Tart was here in Australia and able to pay respects to his relatives whose bones were buried in China. His relatives will do the same.


  Mr Quong Tart had been very sick all week. He caught a chill. It became worse. It was nine o’clock last night when he died.


  I was supposed to start at my new school today. Father and Mother decided it would be best to wait until after the celebrations.


  Tuesday, 28 July


  I am very tired. My feet hurt from walking so much. I have paid my respects to Father and Mother’s friend Mr Quong Tart. I have never seen Father cry like this. Tears were flooding from his eyes.


  The funeral cortège was immense. There were Chinese people attending and English people too. There were government officials (Father pointed those people out to me), and staff from his tearooms and many of the men from the markets who he traded with, and the gardeners and merchants, and there were Chinese men and women whom I have never seen. Only at Chinese New Year do more Chinese people gather together. There was no trading in the Chinese stores today. A brass band played. Mr Quong Tart’s polished coffin was laid in a hearse, pulled by four majestic horses. They must have known whose body they were leading because they held their heads high all the way. We walked from his home Gallop House in Ashfield to the station. Along the path people who were watching were very, very respectful. This is very good. They knew who had died. I know some people in Sydney are scared of Chinese people but I could not see them today.


  When the Chinese men marched to the goldfields last century the white miners would say that they looked like a swarm of ants, blue and black, walking in line, single file, following the leading ant to the source. Today those white miners would really have been shocked seeing all these Chinese men walking two or three abreast dressed in English suits and hats.


  As they carried the coffin onto the train we uncovered our heads. A train transported us from the station near Mr Quong Tart’s to the Mortuary Station at Rookwood—it must surely be the most impressive of all train stations in Sydney. And at the Necropolis I could not believe my eyes—hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of people had marched in procession from the station. There were not one but three ministers, including the Archdeacon and Reverend Soo Hoo Ten reading the service that was in Chinese and in English. Everyone, no matter what type they were, surely felt part of this celebration. The service concluded with the hymn ‘Abide With Me’. I sang the first two verses:


  
    Abide with me; fast falls the eventide;


    The darkness deepens; Lord with me abide.


    When other helpers fail and comforts flee,


    Help of the helpless, O abide with me.


    Swift to its close ebbs out life’s little day;


    Earth’s joys grow dim; its glories pass away;


    Change and decay in all around I see;


    O Thou who changest not, abide with me.

  


  I really did not like that place. I hope that we don’t ever come again—even for festivals. There are pathways and lovely gardens, elegant ponds and bridges but seeing the monuments and the urns and the building for burying the bodies, I shivered and clasped the sides of my tunic. It was an eerie feeling standing there in the rest houses with all the living people but knowing that we were surrounded by dead bodies.


  At festival times people complain about the Chinese people being happy and cheerful and crowding out the Mortuary Train, and all the food and the drinks and the fireworks. But this is good. This is how Chinese celebrate a person’s life and part of the religious ceremony, showing respect. Many people think funerals should be glum and sad and mournful.


  Mr Quong Tart’s body was fully dressed in the clothes of an esteemed Chinaman. This is good. He was Chinese but he was also Australian. He was a Chinese Australian.


  Wednesday, 29 July


  Mr Quong Tart was really, really important to all Sydney people. Usually Chinese people only ever get mentioned for the drugs and the opium or for the Chinese people that are flooding Australia. The Sydney Morning Herald has reported on the funeral—twice. The first was in the summary column (Pope Leo XIII has died too). Then there was a long report of the funeral. They even listed the names of the chief mourners—so many important people were there including local government people and ministers and consul-generals and mayors and police and military.


  I was sooo tired that I slept in late till the middle of the day. This afternoon Father called me into his office. This is his little piece of China with the burning incense and the wooden panels. He told me that as respected as Mr Quong Tart was, he, like Father, would always be known as a Chinaman, not coming from this land. ‘But you Chek Chee, you were born here. The blood in your veins flows with my blood from China and your mother’s blood from Australia, a perfect mix, so you can only ever be one born of this land.’


  I giggle when Father calls his children the perfect mix as if we were like sauces prepared for dinner. Because I was born here boys and girls like me will be the ones who make this land a home, not just for the white-skinned people born here but for all people like me with parents from other lands, ‘those who no longer want to be sojourners but great citizens’.


  Father expects greatness from his children but I don’t know if I can live up to his expectations. I do not know if I can be the type of person that my Father wants. I do not excel at school like my elder brother.


  Thursday, 30 July


  My sisters had to go to school today. Father decided that it would be better that I wait for the new week to begin, so I helped in the store.


  Sunday, 2 August


  Tomorrow I finally start at my new school—one week late.


  Monday, 3 August


  I used to walk with King Woo, my cousin, to school. He would teach me Chinese and I would teach him English. Now my cousin is walking with me only part of the way as we go to different schools. My uncle’s children only have Chinese names. They came from China last year but already my cousin has achieved exceptional results at school, excelling in all his work. Already they have attained a competency in the English language. All teachers comment on his studiousness and his meritorious attitude to learning. I would still like to be at school with him. Not in a new school.


  I do not like this new school. There is no one there that I have met like me. There are Chinese boys there like my cousin but no-one like me.


  When Father asked me how the school day was I told him that all went well. I was not lying because my classes did go well. I even received a perfect mark in my copy book work. But things did not go well. I cannot write what was said to me today. It was stupid but I wonder am I Chinese, or am I Australian?


  Tuesday, 4 August


  I am strong. I can endure the words that I have been hearing at school about me. Yesterday I did not denigrate this book with those words they whispered, like moon-face. At my old school I did not hear these words. I am puzzled why they say this. I do not look like most Chinese boys. Only part of me is Chinese. My queue makes me look Chinese. I could reply with some witty remark but Father says that would lower me to their level and that I have to grow through these hateful words just as he did.


  But the words said by Mee Sing, a boy in the senior grade, as I was walking home surprised me and have really caused me anguish. Why would he call me names when he too is Chinese? He is wholly and completely Chinese. He called me China boy and when he knew he had my attention, ‘Yes you, who can’t even speak Chinese, who thinks that he is Chinese with that stupid queue.’ He said the last part flicking my hair.


  To reinforce his point he started speaking Chinese words that I am sure are not permitted in public as he ran. I have heard these words muttered before by a merchant in the store. He dropped a ginger jar while Father and I were there. When Father heard them he yelled ‘m’hi’ and made the man apologise for uttering the words in front of his children. And to make sure he understood, Father repeated it in Chinese. And he did, with many, many bows too.


  I did not know that my queue was causing distress to Mee Sing. My queue is not to show that I am Chinese. I am part Chinese and I am Australian too. I like wearing my hair this way just like Father does. Not all Chinese men wear their hair like this but my family does.


  Mee Sing does not have a queue. Maybe he wishes he did to be more Chinese? I do not speak much Chinese but that is not my fault. I am learning some words, but not well enough for him.


  Wednesday, 5 August


  Today did not start out well. I think that I am not the boy I should be. I hit my cousin.


  ‘Tso shan King Woo,’ I said as I met my cousin on the path when I finally caught up with him. He was already ahead of me. I repeated it again, louder this time, thinking that he did not hear me properly.


  ‘Tso shan? You mean good morning?’ he questioned.


  ‘Yes, that is what I said, Tso shan.’


  ‘That, my dear cousin, is weak attempt at speaking Chinese,’ he said in a bad imitation of an English accent and tugging my queue. I should have heard the joking way he said this but I didn’t. As soon as he said those words I turned around. I glared down at him, and did something that I deeply regret. Mother and Father will be so disappointed with me. I have never done anything like this before. I do not know from where inside me this rage emerged but I hit my cousin with such force in the stomach that for a moment I thought that he would not breathe. I quickly ran ahead, up the hill. Then, I did not know why I hit him, now I know.


  In my mind I was walking to school with Mee Sing, not my cousin. I was hearing his words over and over again teasing me about going to China, about Chinese lessons with my cousin, about learning the Chinese culture, about my queue. ‘None of that makes you Chinese. You can only ever be part Chinese, not real Chinese.’


  Why did he say these words? I do not know but they were still spinning around in my head. I know that my cousin was only joking at my poor Chinese. We had often joked about it when we were together. That’s why he helped me learn the words and phrases but yesterday’s words have been caught in my head.


  From the hill I saw my cousin bend over and immediately I was feeling great remorse. I dropped my bags there on the hill and rushed back to my cousin’s side. I begged his forgiveness. I begged him not to tell our parents. I apologised for my shameful behaviour. ‘What can I do to repay you?’


  He said nothing. I waited in silence there by his side till he could once again breathe easily. I carried both our bags as we climbed the hill to our schools. Then my cousin turned to me and he apologised for teasing me about my poor Chinese and offered to work harder with me. I thanked him but I felt even worse.


  ‘And maybe for the week you can carry my bags as payment,’ he said to me with a smile in his eyes and a thump on my arm that was just a little too hard.


  Saturday, 8 August


  Father says that it would be very beneficial if there were Chinese schools where children like his, Australian-born Chinese children (actually half-Chinese) could attend and learn to speak the Chinese language, read the scripts and learn the Chinese culture. If this happens then I would not have to go to China.


  But now I have more school. Father has decided that he will spend part of each Saturday with me. We are studying the Tung Wah Times—no one studies newspapers! He says this will help me read as well as speak the Chinese language. My sisters escape this school. That’s so unfair. While the rest of the family have enjoyable Saturday mornings I attend Chinese school!


  My sisters sniggered when Father announced this at breakfast. They stopped as soon as he told them that they would also begin classes, when it was their turn. He already had the paper open for me when I went to the counter to begin my chores. School began instead. I sat on the stool and pointed to Father the characters that I could already read. I picked out the numbers and some of the days. I am not sure if Father is pleased with what I know or displeased with what I don’t recognise. He pointed to characters in the paper and then drew each of them into squares on the paper. I had to copy them and then write the English sound of the word and the meaning! This is tedious, worse than lessons at school. At least I know what I am reading at school.


  Mother came into the store smiling and asked how her Chinese student was and whether I was perfecting the characters. I looked at her with a sour face but did not answer.


  ‘Never fear Edward. Chinese is a hard language to speak, let alone to write. Practise with your father. This is good.’ When she said ‘this is good’ it could have been Father using those words.


  I don’t remember much of what we read. There was an article on some Chinese men; three were arrested for gambling. I remember this because Father talked about the gambling and the smoking and the problems that a few Chinese were causing for the whole community.


  ‘Like one bad apple it can spoil the whole barrel,’ he told me. Father says that there were stores near ours that were causing many problems but now that has stopped because they are not here. They have moved down to the other end of the city. But some of the gambling and opium stores are still in streets nearby. And then Father placed his large hands over the paper and looked at me and told me that never was I to enter these stores under any circumstances—ever.


  ‘Yes BaBa,’ I replied in Chinese. Father looked puzzled at first because I never called him BaBa.


  ‘Good, yes good,’ he said.


  We talked for a while about the stores in George Street and where the Chinese were. We read only a little more and then today’s Chinese lesson was complete but before I could enjoy the rest of the day I still had my chores to do.


  Monday, 10 August


  I do not know really why I have had to go to the new school except that my brother went there and I must go too. The work is much the same as the work I did before. I felt more comfortable at my old school. People liked me there.


  Tuesday, 11 August


  Once again Father reminded me that I am going to China. Elder Brother has only a few more months in China and then he will be home. When he returns he will assume more of the business, and I will go to China. Father says that the sooner I go the sooner that I will return here. He has plans requiring both sons to know the business. I do not know what Father’s plans are. I do not know whether I want to work in the store. Maybe I want to write.


  I said to Father that maybe I could delay going to China until all the extra work that he is doing for all the Chinese people is resolved. His reply was very quick and sharp. ‘M’hei.’ He paused. ‘This not likely to happen for a long time Chek Chee—maybe not even in my lifetime. Some European people here are not very kindly towards the Chinese. They are a very loud and powerful voice.’ There was no discussion. I am going to China like first brother and sister before me.


  Father wants me to go to China. Mother too wants me to go to China. Sister wants me to go to China so that she can have my bed. I do not want to go to China.


  Wednesday, 12 August


  As I entered the store after school Father apologised for his sharp words yesterday. Mother might have talked to him. ‘Remember, a person is never too big or too important to admit error.’


  While we were talking a man entered the store. He introduced himself with the usual Chinese greetings, even bowing to me. Straight away Father hugged me and passed me the dusting cloth at the same time. I tried to avoid it, unsuccessfully. He mumbled something about talking later and escorted the man into his office. All afternoon he was with the man, in between serving customers.


  We didn’t see Father until the evening meal. Then he returned to the office. He is still there now as I am writing.


  Thursday, 13 August


  Yesterday’s visitor was a man who had travelled from the country. He came to the store requesting help in completing the government documentation. This has become a more frequent task since the death of Mr Quong Tart for Father and men like him. More of Father’s day is taken up with letters and documents. ‘Having someone to operate the store would be helpful.’


  Maybe if I can be more help in the store then Father will see that I do not need go to China. But Elder Brother is due home soon. Still I gathered the cloth and furiously dusted the shelves. I was preparing to mop the floors as I usually do on Thursday afternoons but Father wanted jars moved instead.


  Tuesday, 18 August


  I visited Mr Lee’s store this afternoon. King Woo came over after school to talk so he came too. We didn’t just visit Mr Lee. We had tasks to do. Mr Lee needed help in his laundry. It was steamy and hot. We were sweaty when we finished so we sat to drink cha with Mr Lee. He has a queue like mine but there is not much there.


  ‘For how long have you grown yours?’ I asked Mr Lee.


  ‘Down to bum.’


  We giggled. ‘No not how long,’ I said with hands wide apart, ‘how long, how many years?’


  ‘Ah, very long. For ever maybe. Not sure. But thin now, not like yours.’


  ‘Why don’t you cut it?’ added King Woo.


  ‘Many Chinese live here cut queues to show cut off imperialist past. But queue or no queue they still Chinese. Short or long hair does not show Chineseness. Why you wear queue?’ he asked me.


  That answer was simple. Father does, Elder Brother does, I like it … its part of where I am from.


  Wednesday, 19 August


  I am once again in severe trouble. Father and Mother are going to be so ashamed once more, especially Mother because she told me to hold my head high and ignore the comments.


  But I couldn’t. I was already suffering at school with my poor results in the arithmetic test. I will never be able to assist Father in the store if I do not soon attain excellent arithmetic results. And as I was walking across the playground I heard one of the senior students much bigger than I call moon-face.


  ‘Are you talking to me?’ I asked the boy.


  ‘Are you talking to me?’ he mimicked. ‘Well if the shoe fits …’


  I took three steps closer and belted him in the stomach, much harder than I hit my cousin. He doubled over in pain. I did not know that I had that strength. Immediately I was grabbed behind by one of the Masters and he screamed in my face that Fort Street boys do not punch anyone let alone another Fort Street boy. He called to the senior who was the target of my fury, ‘Stand up. It wasn’t that hard.’ I wanted to ask the Master if it was correct to speak hating words but I knew that it would only make matters worse. And then I thought of Mother and Father. And then I wanted to cry. I had offended and hurt them so much.


  I was ordered to the office. The gods must have been smiling on me for at the office Mr Horan was there. I remember Elder Brother talking about him and how he had respect for this man. Well this must have been a different Mr Horan because he started questioning me immediately I entered his room.


  ‘Having trouble are we Edward? Throwing punches are we Edward? How about a few switches now Edward?’ I held out my hand as he demanded. I knew what was going to happen and it was going to hurt. His reputation with the switch was impressive and for fighting I would receive at least six. He lined up the end of his cane with the tips of my fingers. Then he lined up the cane with the base of my fingers. Top of the fingers. Bottom of the fingers. Teasing me, making me sweat. Top of the fingers. Bottom of the fingers. He positioned the cane to strike and continued, ‘Now Edward are you not of sufficient mettle, do you not possess the intestinal fortitude to resist this prehistoric behaviour? Have you not the strength to ignore this imbecilic slur?’ He uses such strange words. Top of the fingers. He did know what the boy said. Bottom of the fingers. And as I write I can only remember some of the rest of the lecture—teacher’s job to sort it out, not boy’s task, parents will not be pleased. I was sweating badly now. I had never had the switch. The palms of my hands were getting clammier with every syllable. Top of the fingers. Bottom of the fingers. The words ‘hold out the hand’ were bouncing off the walls, ringing in my ears. I wanted to collapse. He placed a note into my upturned palm to take home. I was relieved when he told me with his cane poised in the air that Father would not be required to attend his office but then he said that that I would explain what happened and our discussion.


  ‘Well boy. Go now. And see me tomorrow.’ I was still waiting for the switch. ‘Go to class Edward,’ and he slowed his voice but with emphasis as if to wake me from a trance, ‘Now.’ And like lightning I was out of there and sitting in class.


  I told Father and Mother as soon as I was home from school.


  ‘Has it been resolved?’ said Father. ‘Oh Edward,’ sighed Mother. I stayed out of everyone’s way for the rest of the day.


  Saturday, 22 August


  Father says that my reading the paper is good not only to learn the Chinese characters but also to receive a broad perspective of what is happening in the world, especially China. Maybe this would be good—if I could read the characters fluently. I don’t know how long it took me but I could barely read the first page, even with Father hovering nearby correcting my many mistakes. I do know that Mother delivered afternoon tea while I was in class.


  Tuesday, 25 August


  King Woo and I play chess some afternoons. I never win, at least not yet. He has been teaching me and I am learning but I never win. He came around this afternoon so I was freed from duties. We sat in the lane, board on the box and played. Again my general was cornered. Again I was defeated. One day I will win. At least my elephant survived and saw the general cornered. I should not expect to win against King Woo. He even defeats Father.


  Wednesday, 2 September


  Father is not to be disturbed today. That was Mother’s message when I arrived home from school. My sisters are lucky. Mother often buys them a treat on the way home from school and they get home earlier than I do. I receive no such treats.


  Thursday, 3 September


  Again Father is not to be disturbed. Even Mother is assisting in the store, and Mr Lee. Father is meeting with Sing To, one of his customers and Mr Lee sometimes goes in. It must be important. The doors were closed; they were there a long time.


  Saturday, 5 September


  Saturday morning with Father in the store. I began tidying the shelves and dusting and then counting the stock for Father as usual. He called out the product and I counted each item for him. He recorded the number and then the next product was called. This was only broken by the occasional interruption from a customer who was requiring Father’s assistance.


  I thought that I might escape my Chinese studies for today’s duties were very time consuming, but there was no such fortune. Father had the paper ready for me under the counter. This is what I discovered: lots of people, 150 (although first I told Father that it was 15) were arrested by police in Pitt Street for gambling and another opium den has been closed and the owner, a Chinese man, was arrested.


  We stopped reading and writing soon after that. Father is so annoyed with Chinese people because they still are messing with this evilness. He is also annoyed because the reports complain about the Chinese gambling but he says that there are just as many, and probably more, European men gambling in the dens too. Mostly Chinese men abuse the opium he thinks.


  Father has again said that he never, ever wants to see me around those parts of the street. Again I am told not to enter those stores but to walk across the other side of the street. ‘Your mother and I will be most ashamed if you go there. This will be a great disobedience and I do not know what we would do.’


  Father and some of the other merchants were involved in the government examination of the opium and gambling in Sydney. Father saw things that he would not even tell Mother.


  Sunday, 6 September


  There must be strange planetary alignments at the moment; Father says the gods are doing strange things up in the heavens. For what greeted us after we had returned from church and were preparing for lunch this morning was very, very surprising. My cousin and her family came to the store today. Being Sunday we were closed for trading but we are never closed for visitors. Chinese people visit but we were so surprised when the knock at the door revealed Europeans.


  I did not recognise any of the people. Father did. He rushed to open the door. I don’t think they had ever been here before because they stood outside.


  ‘Welcome, welcome,’ Father said. ‘Please do come in. Wonderful it is to see you here.’ Father is very sensitive about customs and practices. He opens the doors for Chinese people (and many others) bowing and clasping visitors’ hands, shaking them up and down, but not this time. Mother had tears in her eyes. This was her family. Father stood aside, cleared the air with a waving hand and welcomed them. The men shook hands. My uncle wiped his hands over and over on the side of his jacket afterwards. When Father bent to kiss my aunt’s cheek my uncle quickly pushed her along. That was not going to happen. I heard Uncle mumble. I am sure he said something about it is just Asiatics and customs. Mother once said that Uncle was just like her father. He really did not like Chinese people. He forbids his family to visit. So I wondered what they were doing here.


  Mother kissed them both on the cheek, her sister especially, and I could see tears like rivers flowing down her cheeks. She has not seen her sister since her father’s funeral. And she hugged her niece tightly. The girl, my cousin, shook Father’s hand too.


  ‘We are privileged that you grace us with your presence,’ stated Father. ‘You must stay for lunch. You will like lunch.’


  Sunday lunch is always special. Mother spends lots of time preparing meat and the vegetables. We spend hours eating and joking. Uncle was about to say something but my aunt was glaring at him before he could barely open his mouth, just the way Mother does—and that stare had the same effect. My uncle was silent.


  Children, we have visitors, I expected Father to say but this time it was Mother calling, and we all knew what that meant. There was no jostling for position next to the meat serving dish or next to Father who often spooned an extra ladle of gravy onto the plate next to his. We were to be on our best behaviour. So of course while we were eating we all had impeccable manners, the correct cutlery was used and there was no chewing and talking—sometimes we can but not when there are visitors. And I am amazed. Mother transformed our family lunch into a feast for three additional mouths. She did this with minimal fuss and everyone was filled to eloquent sufficiency as Father liked to announce.


  While we all talked and listened and ate, all at different times, my cousin remained silent. I thought that she might not be able to speak.


  And then I found out why my Mother’s sister and brother-in-law and my cousin were here, and I lost my excellent manners. Elizabeth, my cousin, was coming to visit, to spend time with us. Her parents are bringing her here so that she gets to know her other family now that grandfather has died. As soon as I heard that statement I choked on the water that I was swallowing and spat out in front of me. I was surprised.


  ‘Oh Edward,’ sighed Mother.


  With a half-chewed mouth of food I offered my apologies blaming it on filling my mouth with too much food. Mother was holding back the tears, but not because of my appalling manners. She is so thrilled to see her family.


  The visitors left soon after lunch but not before they were presented with a gift. We often present gifts from the store to visitors, maybe a fruit package or maybe some special good that Father has imported. This is what Father and Mother like to do. Important visitors might even receive silk cloth. This was silk cloth time, but Uncle refused the gift even though it was not for him. He was quite boisterous when he said ‘No. We don’t need that.’ Mother was disappointed, even more than her sister.


  They spent time talking together and hugging while we children cleaned up after lunch. My uncle left without shaking hands even though Father tried. It has been a very strange afternoon.


  Monday, 7 September


  I am still so very surprised at having lunch with my cousin and her parents. It has never happened before. Mother told me this afternoon when I returned from school that since her father’s death last year, her sister has been extremely anxious and nervous and felt a deep need to re-establish contact with the family. They have even met without her husband knowing. When she told Uncle that she was going to see our family they had an argument. He said that it would not happen. She threatened that she would leave him. He submitted. ‘But I won’t like them and I won’t be civil.’ ‘You will and you will do it. No discussion.’ Those are the exact words Mother said to me. Her sister had always been very, very strong willed growing up and she was surprised that it had taken this long for her to stamp her foot down.


  My cousin Elizabeth seems very nice, if girl cousins can be nice. But she hardly talks. She is older than me and has nearly finished school. At least being a girl she won’t be pestering me. She will spend time with my sisters. It is strange having a cousin nearly my age living in the same city but who I have hardly ever seen. I remember that they would not stand next to our family at the funeral.


  Mother said that Elizabeth will be coming to visit again on the weekend—or maybe sooner. Her father or mother will bring her over. I think it will be her mother. Her father will see us as little as he can I am sure. He did not like being here. She will stay for the day and catch the tram back to her place in the afternoon.


  I am safe because I know that Father won’t let that interrupt my Chinese lessons.


  Tuesday, 8 September


  Elizabeth arrived with a package for Mother. Yesterday she said nothing. Today she wouldn’t stop talking, asking about store business and the family. I explained that Chinese stores in Sydney like ours are essential, providing goods and foodstuffs that Father imports from China which are then sent to the other traders, even to other states.


  ‘I’ve never seen so many jars. What’s in them?’ she asked, but before I could tell her she opened a jar. ‘Oh that stinks!’ she screeched as a lid came off a jar containing sweet-smelling fruit. She spilt some onto her hands. She dropped the jar causing more to splash onto the floor and her shoes. Luckily it didn’t break but some of the juice ended up on her shoes and fruit splashed on the floor.


  ‘Why didn’t you warn me you stupid boy,’ she squawked. ‘Now my shoes stink and I will have to wash them. Pa will be mighty annoyed. He paid good money for them and now they are ruined.’


  ‘Your father will be annoyed?’ I questioned. ‘What about my father. You have just wasted a jar of fruit that comes all the way from China and now we have to clean up the mess,’ I uttered grabbing a rag from the shelf and mopping the floor. I threw one at Elizabeth but she just stood there with her arms folded. She made the mess. She should clean it up. She didn’t.


  I threw a pair of Chinese slippers from a shelf to Elizabeth and told her to wear them while she washed her shoes at the sink. Our voices grew louder.


  ‘I’m not wearing those China shoes. What do you think I am, Chinese?’


  ‘Well if it is good enough for the Queen to wear a pair they are good enough for you. And if you don’t want to wear them, then walk in bare feet. I don’t care.’ Elizabeth took the slippers and put her shoes aside. My voice hurt. Nothing was said for a while. I kept cleaning. She just watched.


  After some silence I explained to her that some traders will only buy from Father as they are from the same clan in China. I could see Elizabeth was confused. ‘A clan is like a big, big family. Father might do special deals for them or lend them money, or arrange for couriers. He even arranges for money to be sent to family interests or banks in China or Hong Kong—around New Year, it is really a busy time for him. Sometimes other traders also bank with Father.’


  ‘That is sooo silly’, said Elizabeth. ‘Your Father is no banker,’ she added, clumsily knocking some papers at the door.


  ‘True, but he can act like a bank and mind the money for other Chinese people. It is very important.’ I told her that they trust Father. The big banks here can’t take the money and deliver it to the village back in China but Father can. Sometimes they might want to travel back to China and Father with his contacts will assist them in doing this.


  ‘Anyway, those people should be buying goods that we all buy.’


  I was getting annoyed again. She doesn’t know that there are some Chinese foods that cannot be grown here. Father imports those. She would be surprised too that Father has many customers who are not Chinese, they eat the Chinese food and wear the clothes that Father imports. ‘And these incense sticks only come from a Chinese importer,’ I said poking one right in front of Elizabeth’s face.


  ‘Those stink. Who would want to have that smell stinking out their place? I hate that smell. It smells like sick.’


  ‘We do, and so do many other Chinese people. And besides, it is not just the smell. These have special significance for Chinese people.’


  ‘Well my Pa says that Chinese people should be like everyone else and live like us. This is not China.’


  I raised my voice. She was sounding just like some of the boys in my new school. ‘When people travel to another country, to England or America, they should become like that the people already there?’


  ‘Well of course.’


  ‘Then why did your father’s ancestors come here and not live like the aboriginals?’ Elizabeth had no answer and collected her shoes and rushed off in bare feet to rinse the smell. She returned with Mother. She kissed her. She left … after I had finished cleaning up her mess.


  Wednesday, 9 September


  King Woo and his family are moving to the country, today. In fact right now they are on their way. This was so sudden, even King Woo did not know they were moving till last night. His father has been very secretive about leaving the city. He thought that it would be better for him to attend to his studies right until the last moment. His father has purchased Sing To’s store in the country, that’s what the secret meeting was about. Sing To has to return to China. I know that we will still see each other and I can always send him notes when Father sends the supplies to the store. That is the end of my Chinese language lessons on the walk to school. I hope Father does not increase my Saturday class time.


  ‘So you will not be walking to school with me.’ I stated.


  ‘No need now. You old enough to walk yourself,’ he giggled. ‘BaBa say I might come back to city to boarding school if school not work out. He might send me back to China like you.’


  I like having my cousin around, to spend time with when I am not with Father in the store. Now who will teach me chess? Father does not know how to play well. Now I will be spending all my time in the store—when I am not at school.


  Thursday, 10 September


  Why was it a secret? I blurted to Father this morning at the breakfast table. He was at the wharf all day yesterday and last night. Now I know.


  Sing To has to go to China to attend to family affairs, his father and mother are both dying and they have no other children. Other men do that and have people supervising while they are away. That was impossible. Sing To has been refused re-entry into Australia.


  ‘But he lives here,’ I spat as I was drinking cha.


  Government rules say that Sing To is permitted to leave Australia but he can’t come back. Like Father he mined for gold and then established a trading store. He has money in the bank, letters of good character from other traders and he’s never been in jail, but he can’t return without risk of being jailed. Like Father, Sing To was born in China, but he was never naturalised like Father. Now, with the changed laws it is too late for Sing To. He kept putting it off. So now he can’t come back.


  I don’t know why the government does not want him here.


  Friday, 11 September


  I knew it would happen eventually. I think that this is good. Father has asked me to assist him in the store straight after lunch. No school this afternoon. But there are no more games in the lane at the back of our store with my cousin either.


  Sunday, 13 September


  I was going to visit King Woo today as I sometimes do on Sunday afternoons. I even said so to Father as we walked into the store after church. And then I remembered he is not there.


  Tuesday, 15 September


  I learnt a new word today, well actually two words. Both small words, both words alone that have simple, insignificant meanings, two words, ‘half’ and ‘caste’ but put them together and they are two powerful words.


  I was walking back from school past shops on George Street. Two men were sitting outside Nock and Kirby’s. I hate the smell of smoke as it makes my head ache and I have trouble breathing. Father used to smoke but Mother made him stop.


  The men wanted me to hear every word they said because their voices were so loud.


  ‘He’s one of them, this one comin’. White mother, celestial father.’


  I know what celestial meant. The Chinese were called moon-faces and celestials on the goldfields. But as I came close to the stinking smell, one man spat on the ground and said ‘Yeah. Half-caste,’ and spat again. I knew that it was a word of hate by the way they said it.


  ‘What’s a half-caste?’ I asked Mother when I dropped my satchel on the floor.


  ‘Who called you that?’ she questioned, really quickly she spoke. I knew they were nasty words. I told her about the two old men.


  ‘Those are words of hate, about children from mixed marriages. Children like you. My beautiful children. People, especially English people, even some of my family, think that children like you, with a Chinese father and a white-skinned mother are less perfect just because you have mixed parentage. They are so very wrong.’ Mother’s voice was straining. ‘What makes an orange an orange, Edward?’ I have heard that question from Father often. And he adds ‘Is it the colour of the skin of the orange (for not all oranges have orange-coloured skin)—or what is inside that makes it an orange?’


  ‘Never be ashamed of who you are. You are part of your father. You are part of me but most importantly you are completely and wholly and perfectly and uniquely you. Have you work to do?’ she questioned. I shook my head so then Mother guided me into the store to spend time with Father but she told me not to mention what happened. ‘I shall talk to him about this later tonight. And remember oranges.’


  As I walked into the store I heard my mother drag out a chair (she always tells us to lift the chair and never drag them) and ease her body onto the seat. She sighed and sniffled. I turned around and was going to see her but she looked up and told me that she was fine. Her words that she would say were in my head, ‘it takes more fortitude to ignore those spiteful comments than respond to them with other forms of hatred.’


  Those words were meant to hurt me; they were barbed arrows that hurt my mother.


  Wednesday, 16 September


  At school today we had team sports. I was the last one picked. I do not think that the boys want me on the team. No-one threw the ball to me. I did not touch the ball once. The teacher did not notice.


  Thursday, 17 September


  A little rain today—about an inch. That’s all to write down. The sun came up and it goes down. And now I am going to bed.


  Friday, 18 September


  While I was at school today and Father was in the store, Mother met her sister. It was decided that Elizabeth will be coming to spend time with us, on Sunday and maybe during the week. Mother says that this is wonderful. She will go to church with us (her family does not go to church so this can only be to her eternal benefit, Mother said) and she will learn about our family. Father says that this is good too. Elizabeth is family but she is much like her father. He does not approve of the Chinese, so maybe Elizabeth, by spending time with us, will not be so influenced by his thoughts and attitudes. Family is vitally important, family bonds are not to be broken. That’s what we are taught.


  I still am not sure what there is to learn. I have a father and a mother and there are sisters and a brother and Father operates a store. To me it is not unusual.


  Elizabeth’s mother must be very strong to demand that Elizabeth be permitted to spend time with our family. I hope she is not as strange as last time she was here.


  Saturday, 19 September


  ‘There’s no way I am cleaning up her mess,’ is what I told Father. Of course they don’t expect me to but because she is family she is to be treated appropriately. When I told Father that she was a girl he wittily replied that I had made an astute observation. He giggled, ‘… they do teach you well at that school.’


  And because she is closer to my age than my sisters she might spend more time doing things I do, that’s what they also said.


  ‘Not if I can help it,’ I mumbled returning another bundle of slippers to the correct place on the shelf.


  Sunday, 20 September


  She was here today. Elizabeth. We were walking back from church, our family and Elizabeth. She looks so different to my sisters. They do not wear the frilly clothes and the bonnets that she does. And they do not flick and pick and toss and preen their clothes the way she does. As we walked past the stores, closed for trading but open for friendly Sunday visits, we introduced Elizabeth to the people we knew. She was very courteous and shook any hands that were offered.


  Father is adamant that when we meet other Chinese people that all conversations are maintained in English as the only polite thing to do. Because Mother can’t speak Chinese and we can only speak a little he says that it is an insult to him and his family to be speaking a language that we can’t understand. Speaking English is a way everyone can be part of the conversation and that everyone can understand.


  ‘It is like whispering about someone behind their back,’ he says. ‘It is very bad manners and not acceptable.’


  Mr Lee was outside his store cleaning. Father encourages him to come with us to church but he prefers Sunday mornings ‘attending his own worship’. Mr Lee immediately started speaking to Father in Chinese. He should know better. He was just greeting the family; I recognised the words and the bowing. Father immediately continued the conversation in English with Mr Lee. That’s the way it often happens when we are around.


  Back at the store after church, I heard Elizabeth ask my sister what was the China yabber she was hearing.


  ‘What do you mean Chinese yabber?’ I responded.


  ‘You know the words that Chinaman, that Mr Lee man spoke to your Pa.’


  ‘He was greeting us and you might have noticed that they immediately continued the conversation in English.’


  ‘Yeah well it sure sounded funny.’


  I left. This conversation was ended. I think that she is just being like her father. I was going to tell Mother and Father about this too but it was not important. And maybe it will not happen again and if it doesn’t then I would have stirred up trouble for no good reason.


  Elizabeth spent most of her time with my sisters after lunch. Then she caught the tram back to her place.


  Tuesday, 22 September


  I wonder about Elizabeth. Is she like her father or is she like her mother? I think she is like her father.


  I remember too that I think I heard her say you Chinese to my sisters too. They did not hear the words. Maybe I was not hearing correctly. But I am sure that this is what she said.


  Wednesday, 23 September


  Another day for Father not to be disturbed. His door was closed again. Mother told me that one of the other traders sent a relative to assist Father in the store for a few hours. I could do all the assisting … but only if I spoke Chinese fluently I expect is what Father would say.


  Saturday, 26 September


  I tried to avoid Saturday classes by starting my chores before he arrived. No such fortune. ‘More time for learning,’ he announced as soon as he walked in.


  Reading the paper is very, very, very difficult. I do not recognise many characters but Father says that I will with practice. I can read the numbers and some words that I hear all the time and I see in the store but today he pointed to some really unusual ones. He wants me to understand the Chinese characters because our family business relies on the Chinese trade and most of the goods and the invoices are scripted in Chinese. But I don’t think he realises how hard it is to learn the Chinese script.


  When I mentioned to Father that Elder Brother did not have to learn the printed Chinese word he told me that was correct but that learning some of the characters would make it easier for me when I go to China.


  I want to learn more about the Chinese life and culture. I want to be more Chinese so I should learn, but will Chinese people see me as Chinese? Boys at school like Mee Sing do not. Elder Brother tells of no problems in China but he is number one son. He did not get in fights at school either. I still do not want to go to China. Maybe if I show that this is very hard and that I can’t do this reading then he will let me stay. But probably not.


  Monday, 28 September


  I thought last night about what Elizabeth said—you Chinese, as if I am Chinese. I am Chinese only by ancestry, by my Father’s blood but I am only part Chinese. I don’t look like Chinese boys at school. We only eat Chinese food on the nights when Father cooks. I am Australian. I was born here, just like her, just like most of the boys at school. I even sound a lot like them. I just don’t look like they do.


  Maybe I should cut my hair but I can’t. I like wearing a queue just like Father. This is my heritage, my ancestral roots I keep telling them all, but mostly I just wear it because I like it. I will wear this queue so that it just doesn’t show.


  Tuesday, 29 September


  And now today the boys say I am not Australian either. If I am not Chinese and I am not Australian then what am I?


  We were talking in class about being Australian, not being in separate colonies like Australia was last century. I wasn’t listening well until Patrick said ‘Ya must look Australian too.’


  The teacher asked him what that means and he jumped up—’Like me,’ he hollered pointing to himself and smiling, ‘with hair and skin and clothes. Not different like.’ The teacher demanded that he sit down. He received a black mark for that behaviour. I didn’t hear anything else after that.


  And Chinese boys like Mee Sing tell me that I am not really Chinese because I don’t look Chinese? My eyes aren’t right and I can’t speak Chinese.


  I don’t look Australian. I don’t look Chinese. So where do I fit in?


  Wednesday, 30 September


  I talked with Mother about Elizabeth and her family. She says that if she did not understand all the Chinese customs or Chinese understandings after being married to Father then there is no way that Elizabeth would understand them. She is like many people who think Chinese ways are strange ways. It will take some time I think before they accept us all as equals. ‘You have to be patient with Elizabeth. She will learn. She is your blood after all.’ Just half my blood I thought … and the half I would give away!


  I begged Mother to tell me some of the stories that Father told her about how he was treated on the goldfields, but Sister interrupted. Father does not talk to me much about his early days here. I do know from what he has told me about the riots and the way the Chinese miners and traders were treated that it is surprising any of them stayed here after mining enough gold.


  I watched the boys play cricket today. I told one of them that I can bowl a bit. I did at my old school. They just laughed and pushed me away.


  Thursday, 1 October


  Why is it that people, in the street, the boys at school, and my cousin, are questioning me and telling me I am not an Australian because I don’t look like they do with my hair and my eyes and my skin?


  What does an Australian look like? Is it the clothes they wear? Is it the colour of their skin? My family says it is what is inside that counts, not what people look like. ‘What makes an orange an orange?’


  So if I am not Australian then I must be Chinese. But I don’t even speak Chinese, I wasn’t born there and I don’t look like Mr Lee or like Father. I have never even been and I don’t want to go to China.


  Friday, 2 October


  ‘We cannot go on this way,’ Mother was telling Father this afternoon as I walked through the door after school. I was not being sneaky. I am sure I made the usual noises like scraping my shoes before I entered but they kept on talking. I did not mean to eavesdrop on their conversation but they kept talking, they are worried that the business will suffer if Father keeps attending to other people’s needs but that is all I heard. They realised I was there.


  Then Mother realised that the girls were still at school. ‘Now look,’ she exclaimed. ‘Edward is here.’ She was out the door and running to collect the girls.


  Father asked me to watch the store. It wasn’t a request. It was a statement. He returned to his office. So I sat at the counter on the stool and wondered what I had just witnessed. Were my parents arguing? They never argue. I played with Father’s abacus and imagined doing his calculations.


  As usual Father kissed and hugged Mother tonight after dinner. Whatever they were discussing when I came home has been settled. All is normal.


  Sunday, 4 October


  We attended church and Elizabeth came too. I wish she did not meet us. And I would swear on a stack of bibles that I heard my cousin call me Johnny Chinaman. I am sure she did but when I stopped and glared at her and stared and said ‘What did you say?’ in a very high-pitched voice. She turned her twisted face into that innocent look of I don’t know what you are talking about.


  ‘Don’t yell at me Eddie. Now beg your pardon Eddie,’ she replied. I really do despise her. I did not yell or even raise my voice even though I should have done so. ‘No-one calls me Eddie. Eddie is a dog’s name.’


  ‘Well Edward,’ she glared at me, ‘If the shoe fits …’ (just like I heard at school) and then very softly ‘… Eddie.’


  I cannot tell Mother or Father. They would not believe that Elizabeth said Johnny Chinaman. They like Elizabeth.


  Monday, 5 October


  It is the 15th day of the eighth lunar month and that means moon cakes. My stomach is full … I have a huge burp inside that wants to be set free!


  The moon is full tonight, and I know that not because I can see the moon clearly in the sky but because we have been feasting on moon cakes. Mother rouses on me, in a pleasant kind of way, because I eat so many cakes I cannot eat dinner. Moon cakes are lovely foods. Sons and daughters are supposed to return to their parent’s house this night but Elder Brother and Sister can not. Mother has prepared a package to send to them. I hope that the cake does not spoil before they get to eat such treasures. What a waste that would be.


  I adore the Moon Festival—not because we can go and stare at the moon, that is what some Chinese do, but because of the moon cakes … a sweet delicacy. Father made a special journey to the markets early this morning to buy the freshest moon cakes. He was back before I went to school, arms filled with the packets.


  He had an ample supply for visiting customers. I think we had very many customers judging by the few remaining cakes. After our evening meal we should have walked to the nearest mountain, that’s the tradition in China. Instead of the mountain we headed to the observatory next to school for the most wonderful views, but my sisters are not well. We only made it to the street corner. The moon was there, bright and shining and smiling at us all. At the observatory we would have been able to see the twinkling lights too.


  This year it was my turn to tell the tale about the moon cakes being baked centuries ago, given to family members to send messages to overthrow a tyrannical ruler. Father and Mother clapped and gave me kisses. ‘How many marriages will be prepared by the old man in the moon tonight I wonder,’ said Mother.


  ‘All over the world,’ whispered Father, ‘Chinese lovers will be out tonight holding hands and staring at the moon.’


  Yuk.


  Tuesday, 6 October


  It is the right thing to do. I offered Elizabeth a moon cake when she surprised us with a visit this afternoon—delivering a parcel from her mother. She ate it and then she asked ‘Why?’


  ‘Why what?’


  ‘Why did you give me the cake?’


  ‘Because I should. Moon cakes are given to family and friends, and,’ I paused, ‘you are family.’ I told tell her about the man in the moon and the secret messages. I should not have told her. She laughed. It wasn’t a giggle, but a loud, embarrassing laugh.


  ‘Such strange beliefs you Chinese have,’ is what she told me in between her gasps for air. ‘I wouldn’t have eaten that if I knew that it had so much superstition sewn into it.’


  Just a little rain today.


  Saturday, 10 October


  Father told me today as I was repacking the jars that he needs more help to manage the store. I was pleased. Father told me that he will hire an assistant. I was not pleased.


  Sunday, 11 October


  ‘Hey Eddie, have you any more moon cakes? I would love to eat one. Maybe the moon-man will prepare someone for me.’ That is what Elizabeth said on our way home from church today. Of course no-one else heard her.


  Horrible cousin. Surely she could not be related to us. Elizabeth has been here too much.


  What is the word that I have heard the sailors and some of the traders say about some of the white people—Gweilo, foreign devil? That is what my cousin is. She is one of those. Father would be furious if he knew my thoughts about my cousin. She is nasty yet still my Father and Mother persist in allowing her to visit. When they are near she is courteous and pleasant, when they are not she is nasty. I should tell them. This would make life easier but it would be hurtful for them too. I do not know what to do.


  Monday, 12 October


  Mr Lee and his brother have been at the store since late this afternoon. I did not know that he had a brother. He can only stay for 30 days and Mr Lee had to pay money to have him stay, otherwise he would probably be in jail. Then he has to go back. It is evil what has happened.


  He arrived on a boat to help Mr Lee and live here. This is good, especially for me. I won’t have to help him in his laundry anymore. Mr Lee had all the right papers. But when his brother disembarked the government men made him do a dictation test. He had to spell words.


  We have word tests at school and sometimes they are fun. The teacher reads out the word and then we write down the word with correct spelling—in English. That is a good test—I nearly always spell my words correctly.


  But this dictation test that the immigration official does is evil. When they realised that Mr Lee can speak English (even better than his brother) the test was changed, immediately. They made him spell 50 words in another language that he didn’t know. Then he had to sign his name on a blank sheet of paper. He failed the test.


  If the immigration man does not like the look of the Chinese man he sees or if he has been insulted by a Chinese man in the morning or if he has spilt his coffee on his clothes and is having a bad day, then for sure he picks a language that the Chinaman could not know like French or German or Hungarian or any of those other strange languages.


  Funny how they could tell Mr Lee’s brother that this test is to see if he will fit in with the Australian culture and he understood what they were saying. Elizabeth can not speak any of those foreign languages. I cannot either so do we fit into this culture?


  How would Australians who want to live in China go if they were asked to sit for a Chinese dictation test? I have trouble writing Chinese words and I have been practising with Father, so imagine what would happen to them.


  ‘Listen to the word that I say—“Moon”. Now you write it in Chinese.’ How successful would they be?


  Father and Mr Lee and his brother did not even join us for dinner tonight. I asked Mother why this was happening. She says that it is unjust. But she did tell me that I should not worry, that I had nothing to be concerned about because I am an Australian, just like she is Australian.


  ‘All of us will always be permitted to come and go into this country or any other country of the British Empire, for our family are all subjects of the British Empire.’ That’s what Mother said.


  ‘I know this is unfair, the ways that people are treated, but it will change, it must,’ that’s what Father and Mother say. But I keep wondering why are people divided into groups? How can one group be better than another just because of where they come from? Men like Father are trying to change the way other people think but how can they against people like my uncle? It is ringing in my ears again, the words of Father, ‘It is you, you who will be the bridge of change.’


  People like Uncle would like this test. They would enjoy seeing this happen. This is horrible; too many people do not want the Chinese coming here.


  Tuesday, 13 October


  I tossed and turned in the bed all night thinking about this evil dictation test. And Father had already left the store so I could not ask him. I know Father would not think that this is fair and I do know that all the Chinese merchants will be writing letters to the government.


  At school today I tried out my own test of the dictation test—to see just how well the people at my school fit in culturally.


  At the gates I asked Patrick. He failed miserably. He only knows English and the Latin words we learn in class. During class break I asked some of the other students. Not one boy could write words in Chinese and like everyone they were stuck when I asked them how to write the words in Hungarian.


  I even asked Mr Horan to try the dictation test. I know that he knows French but he doesn’t know Chinese. He is a fun teacher, even though he threatened me with the switcher, although now, after my questions today, I do not know how much fun tomorrow will be. I think that I will like doing languages all the time with him when I enter senior school. He says French phrases that none of us understand when he is patrolling the grounds.


  I knew that he would like to show his command of the language. ‘Mr Horan, sir, how do you write sun in French,’ I asked him as he walked by. He quickly showed me, scratching out the word in the dirt with his cane.


  ‘Simple,’ he exclaimed in a French accent.


  ‘Now Mr Horan, sir, what about the word mother.’ Again he scratched the word in the dirt.


  ‘Mr Horan sir,’ this was fun, ‘how do you write the word monstrous …’ I paused ever so slightly, ‘in Chinese?’


  He started to scratch the word in French and then he looked at me. ‘Pardon, s’il vous plaît’ he questioned. I know what that French phrase means.


  So I asked him again. ‘What are you trying, young … Edward is it? Fighting boy. Is this some sort of test?’ he queried with a glint in his eyes.


  He remembered me. ‘Well yes sir, and no sir,’ I replied, sheepishly. I did not want to upset him and end up going to his office to face the switch again. ‘I am just seeing how culturally aware people are, sir.’


  ‘Hmmm, I must admit young Edward that I do not know how that word is written in Chinese. I would like to learn that myself. So how do you write it in Chinese … young man?’


  And there I stumbled for I do not know how to write the word monstrous in Chinese.


  ‘You are having trouble, young Edward? It is never a good idea to ask a question for which you do not know the answer. I know what to do. Question your father and ask him to show you how to write the word, and then tomorrow you can come and show me how well you know to write that word. About lunchtime, yes that would be a good time to meet. In my office. Just you and me. And we shall have a Chinese writing lesson and then you can teach me. That will be all now. On your way.’


  I shuffled away as fast as I could, embarrassed, but I knew that I had proved my point, at least to me. Many of these people do not fit in culturally to Australia and most would fail the immigration test.


  Wednesday, 14 October


  I spent ALL lunchtime today with Mr Horan. I had to write the word monstrous in English AND French AND Chinese 100 times. I think Mr Horan is monstrous and I do not think that I will like his classes if I ever attend them.


  Mr Goh visited this afternoon. I heard everything because they didn’t go into Father’s office. He stood there in the store telling Father and crying. He has received a letter from the government. He completed all the correct forms but he has been informed that he cannot re-enter the country if he goes to China. He complained and told the immigration men that he is a naturalised Australian. They told him to prove it. He has no proof of this. He was attacked on the goldfields, all his possessions destroyed. Father knows him from those days and will accompany him to the offices next week and verify this. Father thinks that he should be all right.


  Thursday, 15 October


  Today, alone with Father I asked why this was happening.


  ‘Many of the people who live here are threatened by the industrious Chinese man,’ he told me. I know Chinese men worked hard on the goldfields successfully mining lots of gold. But travellers to any foreign country work hard and try to be successful. People like my uncle are afraid that if more and more Chinese are here that Australia will become a Chinese country.


  Father showed me photos that he keeps locked away in his office, photos from gold-digging days. There was a photo of Father beside a herbalist’s tent and photos of some of the Chinese mines … they had lots of men mining together. But there were other photos too—of Chinese storekeepers selling goods to English miners and other big noses (that’s what they were called), and gardeners next to men gold mining. One photo showed a gardener ladling water onto the vegetables … I know where that ‘water’ came from. These vegetables fed the miners of all countries and skin colour, not just the Chinese. And just like Father looks after money for people there was a photo of a storekeeper receiving gold from a miner—and he wasn’t Chinese.


  Chinese people are being punished because last century Chinese men worked so hard and successfully. That’s what is happening.


  Mr Lee knows a lot. Helping in his laundry this afternoon he told me. I did not know he had a relationship with a woman—he was going to marry her but her family (he called them big noses too) would not permit it.


  ‘Your baba lucky. Your mama strong,’ he was very quiet when he was speaking now. He also told me that not only was Mother’s family not pleased with her marrying a Chinese man but there were people in Father’s family, too, who were not pleased that he was not marrying a Chinese woman. His mother organised girls to meet when he travelled back to China, from good families to be his future wife. She was not happy with Father and thought that he was marrying an inferior person.


  Friday, 16 October


  I could not cease thinking about my father and my mother wanting to marry and my mother’s family wanting her to marry a better type of person, better than my father. What is a better type of person? Is it a person just like her with white skin? Is it because Chinese men have different skin? Is it because they speak a different language? Maybe it is the food that Chinese men eat. Do they think that Chinese men are inferior in some way? If that is so then because I am half Chinese and half Australian does that make me half as good?


  I think I shall never get involved in marriage.


  Saturday, 17 October


  I know what the men should do when they arrive. I worked it out last night before I slept. They should disembark and pretend that they do not understand and when the immigration man reads out the 50 English words then they can spell them correctly the first time and not even have to attempt anything in some foreign language. That would be a brilliant idea.


  Father and the other Chinese men here in Australia could send messages to people leaving China telling them to pretend they cannot speak English. They should put an I do not understand look on their face. Then the immigration man would be very surprised when he discovered the truth after the test had begun. Or another idea … maybe one of the men could find out what the test words are (just like the cheater boys at school). They could learn the words before they arrive and pass the test.


  But when I mentioned this to Father he said that not only is this a dishonest practise but that if the Chinese man being tested could understand English or could write English or any other language that was chosen then the official would simply choose another language that the Chinese man did not understand. Eventually the official would win and force the Chinese man out.


  Father says that it is a government policy and that the only way it will change is if the people want it to change. Why do the people not want to change this?


  I found a ball in the lane this afternoon. It is like the ball that the boys use at school to play cricket. I threw the ball at the wall and it bounced straight back at me … and hit me in the ankles. I hobbled back inside, with the ball.


  Sunday, 18 October


  And now I hear more distressing news, and I should not have been eavesdropping while the men were in conversation but as soon as I heard the word immigration my ears were alerted. Besides, if they did not want me to hear they should be talking in Chinese.


  It is vital that Chinese merchants be able to travel unhindered throughout the Commonwealth—especially if they are travelling on business checking out their interests or establishing further trading possibilities in countries overseas. What is the point of being in the Commonwealth if they have these restrictions that other merchants doing business do not have? All the merchants are to unite and discuss what to do.


  Very unfair. Father is a merchant. If they impose merchant restrictions then Father will not be able to travel and his family will not be able to travel either. Maybe that is good. I would not have to go to China.


  Monday, 19 October


  Yesterday Elizabeth spent time with my sisters and more time chatting pleasantly and courteously to Mother. I felt nauseous hearing it. She also spent time alone in the store—when it was closed. I watched her wander pensively into the store, and she might have made it to Father’s office. Spying is wrong I know. Father keeps reiterating that to me but he was not around and Mother was resting so someone had to watch what was happening. I do know that Father would be supervising if he were here and I keep being told that as the eldest son here it is my responsibility, so … I was being responsible.


  She was lifting plates and opening jars and peering inside and searching through drawers. Most of the drawers that she opened contained Father’s correspondence and books, and most of those were in Chinese script, so she was very, very frustrated. She even opened some of the ginger jars. She nearly saw me. I muffled a giggle as I watched her clumsy attempt at opening a jar. It is as if she has never seen a jar like this before. Surely she remembers what happened the first time? Finally she lifted a lid and slipped her hand in. I was sure her fat hand would get stuck. As soon as she sampled some of the contents she rapidly screwed up her face (she looked just like the boys at school who are made to suck lemons) and loudly spat them out. I do not think that she likes pickled pork very much. I nearly revealed my location because I sniggered a little too loud at her reactions. Not too carefully she pushed under the shelves with her foot the spat-out food. She dropped the lid back onto the jar, which might have cracked; I will have to check, and hurried out of the room. I could hear her gulping lots of water.


  When she was gone I cleaned up her mess—again. I should have left it there to reveal her snooping and prying to Father and Mother.


  Tuesday, 20 October


  I found my brother’s old copy of the Fortian magazine. The puzzle was to multiply the numerals 1, 2, 3, etc up to 9 inclusive (but omitting 8) by 9, and the result would be a row of 1s. I tried this and the first time I did not achieve the answer. I thought the magazine had made a mistake. But then I tried it again, just to make sure and what was my result? 111,111,111. I tried it again just to make sure and the same answer was achieved. No mistake. My brother’s name was in there too. He achieved an academic award. That’s what Father wants from me too.


  I tested Father on the puzzle this afternoon in the store. Right the first time. Too smart. He complimented me on the task but then suggested that if I spent more time applying myself to my academic studies then I would achieve a better result. He wants my name to appear in the magazine.


  I wanted to tell him that maybe I will never have my name in the magazine because I will never achieve the top result. I am not the brilliant student that Elder Brother was, but I know that would be pointless. I know that Father wishes he had the academic opportunities that are at our beckon.


  Wednesday, 21 October


  There will never be pleasing Father. I showed him my work that I had completed this afternoon after school. ‘This is good Chek Chee, most pleasing. But you can do better.’ The work at school was all correct. The completed homework tasks were all correct I know because I did them twice just to make sure. How can I do better?


  Thursday, 22 October


  Another boat from China has arrived in the harbour. I saw it at the wharf this afternoon with Father after school. I hope that it only has goods for the stores and not human cargo.


  Another boat like this one with men from China arrived earlier this year. The immigration officials boarded the boat before it moored at the harbour to check each man. They were taken to customs house and given the dictation test. They failed.


  I was sent to some of the businesses in Chinatown by Mr Lee, Father and some other men. I had a list of businesses to attend, with a letter all the men are to read. It advised all the traders what has happened with the latest ship and that a donation fund was being established to help the men.


  They will use the money to release some of the men on the boat. They can’t release them all. Some of the men gave me money to take back to Father. Some have said that they will deliver money personally. I pieced most of it together … it cost £100 to release each man for 30 days. The released man will work for some of the merchants doing jobs. At the end of that time the man must be on a boat back to China, otherwise he goes into jail until the government can find him passage. £100 is so much money. I have never seen £100. With £100 I could …


  But the men will never raise enough money to release all of them. The rest are imprisoned on the ship till passage back to China is arranged.


  Mr Lee knows a man who escaped. He did not make his passage back to China. He is somewhere in this country so the government kept that £100 that Mr Lee placed on bond for the man. He was not pleased that he lost his money but the Chinese people raised the money to pay him back. I think Mr Lee might have helped him escape, I remember him smiling wickedly when he told me.


  I did not visit any traders who were not Chinese. Even those who like the Chinese businesses. My uncle and men like him would not donate money—only to send them back!


  I did not see the government men stopping people from other countries, only Chinese. ‘That is why, Edward, that we are writing letters and documents. This is not fair for the ones coming here and not fair too for the Chinese men already here. They should apply for exemption papers and not have to do this.’


  Friday, 23 October


  Father is furious, no, he is boiling. He went to the government offices today with Mr Goh but Father’s word is not good enough to vouch for him. Mr Goh will not be allowed to return here if he goes to China. Father was in the offices all afternoon drafting a letter, while Mother attended to the store. I had to prepare dinner. Mother rushed between the store and the kitchen with dinner preparation instructions. Dinner was late, and not too good.


  Saturday, 24 October


  I delivered a package and letter to King Ming’s store this morning. I was pleased, for no Chinese lessons today for me. King Ming was quiet and weeping.


  He was one of the released men. He didn’t go back to China. He was sponsored to work here. He is ashamed that he was able to stay here while all the other men from his clan were sent back to China. He wants to be successful to bring other Chinese men out too … but he does not even own his own store.


  King Ming has a Certificate of Domicile even though he failed the test. He can live here and go back to China and come back again. He was lucky. His knowledge of trading in other parts of the world and Chinese goods saved him from being sent back. Like a few of the other men on the boat the £100 deposit was paid for his release so he worked in his sponsor’s store for the 30 days before he would be shipped back to China. While he was working his sponsor filled out the papers requesting an exemption certificate (the sponsor said that King Ming was irreplaceable) and amazingly the government official granted the certificate.


  Father was not convinced it was clean because he knows that other businessmen completed the same forms with the same reasons but with a very different, unsatisfactory result.


  Sunday, 25 October


  Sunday afternoons in the store used to be restful. With no customers it is a good place to spend time quietly. I wanted to sit and read but this afternoon, there she was, hanging around like a bad smell.


  ‘Oh, it’s you,’ was all I could blurt out when she appeared after lunch.


  ‘Course it’s me. Who did you think it was, your mother checking up on you? What you hiding now.’


  ‘I’m not hiding anything. I want to read.’


  ‘Read?’ She questioned. ‘Reading? You? How nice. Father says that reading is for the soft hearted. What you reading anyway? They teach you that at that school of yours?’


  ‘Nothing that would interest you and of course they teach reading … but not to me because I can already read.’ I wanted to tell Elizabeth that if she went to Fort Street School then the Elocution Teacher would be very pleased if she did not have any money on elocution lesson days. Then she wouldn’t have to teach her!


  We continued sniping at each other. ‘We nearly came here many months ago you know. Ma wanted to but Pa said no. Ma insisted that she and I were coming over whether he likes it or not, specially now as woman in New South Wales have got the vote, so we did. He had to come.


  ‘He’s alright me Pa you know. Works hard for a livin’ and makes a good crust but he says your Pa’s …’ and she stopped speaking.


  ‘He says what?’


  ‘Oh, can’t remember now.’ I knew she could. She didn’t want to say. And I was sure I knew what she would say, a leopard can’t change its spots. But that was the end of our conversation. She was running to talk to Mother. She would put on sweet charms to Mother I know. I do not think I enjoy having Elizabeth visiting us.


  I grabbed my cricket ball and threw it 120 times at the wall, catching it every time it came back. Not bad. That made me feel better.


  Monday, 26 October


  Father was furious when we returned this afternoon. He didn’t even open the door for me to go in first as usual. He went straight to his office without a hug for us and a kiss for Mother. He usually sits on the stool for a chat too. Mother followed him in, eventually, convincing him to join us for dinner.


  This afternoon Father and I were walking along George Street, stopping to greet people we knew as was custom and we did this at Mr Chun’s store. Like Father he is a merchant and also a respected businessman. They agree on many things but he and Father have very different thoughts on the immigration policy. He approves of the new Immigration Restriction Act with the evil dictation test that the government is enforcing. I know. I was standing right there with him as he told Father. He said that it was good restrictions are being placed on the Chinese coming to this land. Father was stunned when he heard this statement. I was too. He squeezed my hand tighter when he heard those words.


  Father gathered his thoughts and then asked him why he supports the policy.


  ‘Simple,’ he told us. ‘The less Chinese permitted into country the better.’ And then he continued to ramble on and on ‘… we all here now; we all do very, very well; many of us opening branches of stores through town even into country; best of all we have citizenship. Think about what happen if many, many more Chinese merchant took residence and build businesses. We would have very much competition. Not only we competing against the white traders, we have to compete Chinese traders too doing the deals.’


  For Father this simply was not a valid argument. He tried to argue that there was no justification for restriction of entry just because of possible competition. ‘That was the same argument used by the white traders here to keep Chinese out.’


  We left the store with Father walking so fast he was dragging me. He barely muttered a word all the way to the store, except that we are no longer permitted to spend money at Mr Chun’s store.


  Tuesday, 27 October


  Father was calmer today but he did continue to walk around the store shaking his head. He did not say much but he did keep mumbling in Chinese. That is a sure sign that everything is not settled. A little rain too would make Father more unsettled. He does not like the damp. It affects his bones. He will be visiting the herbalist for his remedies too I am sure.


  Wednesday, 28 October


  He did. Father, together with Mr Lee, visited the herbalist for treatment for bones and to talk Chinese.


  Thursday, 29 October


  I talked to Mr Goh’s son Stephen this afternoon while Mr Goh was talking with Father. I thought they might be discussing using the store next door. It would be great to have another boy my age around. But then I remembered …


  Stephen told me that his father has to make an impossible decision. Does he go to China to attend to his dying relatives as an only son should, leaving his wife and children here? Or does he remain here never seeing his parents again?


  ‘You all could go,’ I replied.


  ‘Not possible. If we all go no-one returns.’


  ‘Course you can come back,’ I replied to Stephen as we tossed another round of knuckles.


  ‘Mother was born here’ (which surprised me because she looks Chinese and only ever speaks Chinese). ‘Father was born in China so he might never be allowed back in and neither will we.’


  ‘But you were born here so you have to come back in,’ I said spilling all the knuckles. My concentration was ruined. And then Stephen told me that his father was not certain. He doesn’t have the naturalisation papers that Father does and the officials might refuse the whole family re-entry. Some of the men insisted that they would be permitted re-entry but no one is certain of anything with this government.


  They are all Australians. They all should be permitted to return. I am to travel to China. What if the government decides that Elder Brother can never return? What if they decide that I should never return?


  Monday, 2 November


  Today, a group of men had a meeting with some of the government ministers on behalf of the Chinese residents here. Father closed the store for a while. Mother was not pleased. The government didn’t take notes. So the men have to write a letter about the immigration problems and what is happening to the Chinese men—even after the talk.


  So tonight, while I am writing these words, Father is in the office writing his. He has to write what was discussed. He writes in his head first.


  Before Father ever writes a letter he composes it in his head, then he writes one copy. He reads it aloud (very loudly) at the altar (or the clock or any other object around the room that will listen to him). He did that on Saturday when I was home (we didn’t have any lessons!) He spent lots of time in the office, only coming out when one customer needed assistance (she only spoke in Chinese) and when he wanted an opinion of the words he was writing. He walked out from his room and talked to the wall. Then he turned around and told me the same sentence and asked how the phrase sounded. But without waiting for my response, and I do not think that the wall could advise him, he spun on his heels and was back at his desk writing.


  I remember some of the things he told us about the meeting. The Certificates of Domicile should be issued to all Chinese men who are of good character, who have not been in trouble with the law and who have good jobs.


  I think, like many of the businessmen, that if Chinese people have been working here for many years they should obtain the certificate too; not only storekeepers and businessmen but the market gardeners and the staff (some people call them servants) who have been working for European families. Some of the traders like Mr Chun don’t think these Chinese people are worthy enough to get certificates. If they are able to obtain references of their trustworthiness and abiding character (that’s the phrase Father keeps mentioning), so they should be able to get their certificate.


  Father is so fortunate that he was able to obtain his naturalisation certificate years ago. And we are fortunate that he did too, otherwise we would have even more trouble. How does the government treat children of Chinese fathers and Australian mothers I wonder?


  It would be good to be able to write in both Chinese and English. I should try harder.


  Tuesday, 3 November


  This morning Father rushed downstairs, past the dining table and straight into the office without greeting us at breakfast. He went straight into his office. He must have forgotten something. Mother rushed after him and dragged him back by his gown to the table. ‘Morning children,’ he offered. ‘Please excuse my lack of courtesy. Be good. Love your Mother. Enjoy school.’ He quickly hugged us all, placed sloppy kisses on our heads and went back into his office—all before we could eat our second mouthful.


  This afternoon I sat on the stool at the counter and listened. Father was reading his letter to Mother. But then Mother told Father that he forgot to write about men like him. Father was puzzled.


  ‘Chinese men who have already been naturalised. You are equal with the government officials and the rest of the people here. You, and Mr Lee and Mr Goh, should not go through the same procedure to procure the Certificates.’ Father slapped his forehead as he realised what he had forgotten to add. ‘Simply having naturalisation papers should be enough to permit clear passage to come and go as we please, just like any other person who is a British subject.’


  Father had to swear an oath of allegiance to the ruling monarch when he was naturalised. How many people born in this country have sworn an oath of allegiance to the monarch? Not many. Not Mother. Not Uncle I am certain.


  I heard Father read his final letter this afternoon. He read it to Mother and she said ‘perfect’. Father relaxed and they hugged and kissed. He writes wonderful letters does my Father. Maybe that is why I like writing too.


  Wednesday, 4 November


  I have a question. Why is it that Chinese people who have been employed here for years can not receive permission to re-enter the country when they return from visiting relatives or business, and why can people of other nationalities come and go freely?


  Why can’t children of these people born here travel freely? That was two questions.


  Thursday, 5 November


  I could throw my cousin in the water with a millstone, no, with a heavily-laden Chinese ginger jar chained around her ankles sometimes—no most times! She is so annoying. I wanted to leave her standing in the markets and head home alone.


  We had purchased the market goods as requested. I was carrying them all, she was carrying nothing. Still, I was telling her about how some Chinese travel to China and back and the problems that were happening. Suddenly the pleasantness changed. It became very nasty. Elizabeth yelled at me. She did not understand what I was saying. She could not understand why ‘you Chinese people’ should be permitted to travel back and forth to the ‘native land’ whenever required and still be a citizen of this country? ‘You should belong to one country or the other.’


  Calmly I explained that some Chinese have been here a long time and they need to see their aged parents and relatives out of respect for the family.


  ‘Their parents should come and live out here with them, them Chinas.’


  I was getting annoyed. I said that of course Chinese people would be pleased to bring their parents here if they were young enough to travel. Then they could show them how successful they have become. I even asked her whether she thought that she would be able to travel the oceans on choppy seas when she was 70 or 80 years old for weeks or even months.


  ‘Anyone can do that.’


  ‘How would you know? You have never even stepped on a boat. And besides, what about people from England who live here and who have family back in their native land. They travel over there to visit relatives and they have no trouble coming back here so why should it be any different for Chinese people?’


  ‘Because they were born here.’


  Now I was furious. I told her that it showed just how much she didn’t know. Surely she knows that not all of the Australian people were born here. Some of them are just like Father. They came out during the gold rush from England and Germany and France and even from America and they mined for gold too. They were not as successful as the Chinese miners. I told her that.


  ‘You talk such rot Eddie. How’d you know anyway? You weren’t even there.’


  We continued arguing. People were staring at us. I was shouting.


  ‘No, and neither were you but my father was. He was on the goldfields and he did very well. That is why we have our trading store now here near the wharfs. Where was your father?’


  ‘Not getting dirty and digging for gold that’s for sure. He grew up in the town.’


  We kept arguing for ages. I couldn’t persuade my cousin that Chinese men and women, of good character and solid community standing, who have lived and worked most of their lives in this land should be able to travel abroad just like any other person. And she certainly does not think that a naturalised person like my father, born in China, should have the same rights as her father, who was born here.


  When we arrived back at the house I left her standing in the kitchen with the groceries. I was so annoyed with her that I collected my ball, went outside and repeatedly threw it at the wall. And I caught it on the return nearly every time. By the time I came inside she was gone.


  Why was she even here today? It is not Sunday.


  Friday, 6 November


  ‘The men have been meeting all day,’ said Mother when I returned this afternoon. And the men were here. There must have been 15 or 20 of them. It is more to do with the Certificate. More applications for certificates have been refused.


  Father permitted me to listen to their discussions after I paid my respects to the gentlemen. That took ages. The men were trying to work out what the essential conditions are for obtaining the certificate. Some of the men thought that it would simply be living here for five years but Ah Lok joked that with this government it would more likely be 55 years. ‘This is not for joking,’ someone told him.


  Suggestions were offered for the essential conditions: could it be owning land or stores? Could it be stock holdings? Could it be marrying English women, ‘then you shall be fine Chek Chee.’ It was Ah Lok again.


  ‘Don’t be like children,’ interrupted Father. ‘This is not for joking. You know that we, who are naturalised, already are permitted a certificate should we desire. We are safe, but those newly arrived, those not made citizens, they are caught badly. What are the essential conditions for them to obtain the certificate?’


  ‘They have to prove that they live here,’ one responded.


  ‘Yes, but already we have written references and letters of recommendation for some and they were refused. Similar applications from others are accepted. There is no pattern. It is like lottery.’


  I did not hear the result of their discussion. Father requested I prepare cha for the men. When I returned they had decided another letter was required requesting clarification from the government asking what the essential conditions for issuing the certificates are.


  Mrs Lo was waiting to see Father. I talked to her for a while but she had to leave. She instructed me to advise Father that she will return tomorrow on her day off. She too has problems but would not let me interrupt the men. She came to Australia with her father. He is dead. Now she has to go back to China to be with her dying mother but she too has been refused re-entry.


  Saturday, 7 November


  Mrs Lo returned today with all her papers. She also had a government letter. I saw it when I gathered the scattered papers that she dropped while wiping her eyes. She is staff for an important family; she has a great letter of reference.


  I broke a crate this afternoon. I had the ball and was bowling at the crate. I was fierce. It is the best set of wickets that I can find. I am not sure if I am bowling the right way. Maybe I could get the boys at school to show me … but they never let me play their game.


  Sunday, 8 November


  Peace. Elizabeth was not here today. Just our family went to church. That is why she was here last Thursday, to tell Mother. I enjoyed all of today.


  Monday, 9 November


  Happy birthday King Edward. (But the best Edwards have their birthdays on 10 April, or if I was using the lunar calendar then it would be 20 March. I should request two birthdays this year.)


  We had to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ at school. This is really silly. The king isn’t here. He did not even hear what we sang. This is just as well because some of the children are awful singers. All his subjects throughout the Commonwealth were singing.


  And one stupid boy announced when the teacher left the room, that my name was also Edward so that I must be the king they were singing to. He was bowing and asking me whether he would be receiving a knighthood. I was going to give him a knighthood with my bag; teacher saved him when she entered the room.


  I am named after King Edward, just like all of my brothers and sisters are named after members of the royal family. I do not know why my parents decided to do that.


  Thursday, 12 November


  The answer has come back from the government to the letter … and quickly too. The essential conditions for issuing the Certificate of Domicile are simply satisfactory evidence of domicile. To me that was no answer. It was a short reply. All the men are annoyed.


  Father could not believe such an undignified response. ‘We are not children,’ he announced. ‘They are being evasive so they can refuse entry for whatever reason they decide.’


  Ah Lok visited this afternoon to collect his cane that he left behind. He does not think that it is a bad response because naturalised Chinese can already acquire certificates so they are not affected. He was more worried that should many more Chinese be permitted entry then there will be an oversupply, costs will continue to rise and so too will competition.


  At first I did not recognise the voice. It belonged to Father. ‘You foolish man. Your thoughts are just as discriminatory as the policy established by the government. We are better than that. And what about families of those already here? Is that fair to them?’


  Friday, 13 November


  Father complained all afternoon. He knocked over jars and even miscalculated with the abacus. There will be more letters and meetings for sure. But what can the men do? If Father has to write more letters and attend more meetings, as many traders do, and if he gets involved with more translation then he will need me to supervise operations in the store. And then I will not have to go to China. Maybe this could be beneficial for me.


  Sunday, 15 November


  We didn’t attend our usual church. Father wanted us to attend the Chinese Presbyterian church in Wessex Street, even though we would have difficulty understanding what was occurring. He was right. When Reverend Soo Hoo Ten preached I could only recognise a few words. He spoke too fast. ‘That’s why you need to go to China,’ Mother commented.


  Even worse than not understanding the words and the songs was how I was feeling. I was sure every eye of every person was staring at me. Their stares were piercing my skin. I looked different to all the other people there. Not only because I was wearing my Sunday clothes. I didn’t see one boy like me. They all looked—Chinese. I am glad we do not come here every week.


  Attending church is good but I must go to a church where I can understand what is happening. But there was one good thing about attending the Chinese church—I did not see Elizabeth today. That surely is a blessing.


  Nearly everyone who lives around this church is Chinese. The houses nearby have Chinese decorations and additions to the house. I do think that I was too dressed up for this church.


  There are Australian people who do not go to church and lots of the people living around here do not go to church either. Some of them say they have no time to go to church. ‘These are the same men who can find sufficient time to gamble and smoke away their hard-earned money,’ said Father. He giggled too when he told us that some of the Chinese men complained that the Reverend should not be converting them. They tell him to work on the English people first and convert them.


  Maybe they are right. Chinese people might be treated better then. It is not just the Chinese men who are smoking the opium and gambling in the dens. There are many white people there too.


  Tuesday, 17 November


  On Yik was at the store this afternoon. He was crying. I brought him cha and oranges but nothing would ease his tears. He is naturalised like Father. He completed his application to bring his wife and family to Australia. But now the government has suspended entry of wives and children too. The laws keep changing. What about Elder Brother and Sister, they might not be allowed back home either. I know that I should not go to China. Maybe the laws will be changed. I too might be refused re-entry. I would have to stay in China.


  ‘The man is horrible,’ On Yik told us. He even told On Yik that he could have many wives like other Chinamen, his family in China and another family here. On Yik cried again when he told us that. Without his wife he feels very lonely. He too may close his business and return to China. I think Father will try to talk to someone about this but I think On Yik will be returning to China. Father would if it were him. On Yik’s family has never been here before, that is why they are refused entry.


  Sunday, 22 November


  It is Sunday, time for Elizabeth to come to our house. I should have remembered. I did not. Two weeks without seeing my horrid cousin was wonderful. I do not know why she follows me so. I am not a girl. Girls spend time with girls, boys spend time with boys. Not her. She persisted in following me wherever I went. I visited the water closet twice this afternoon just to be alone. The second time she was waiting outside for me.


  ‘You didn’t do much,’ she squawked.


  ‘What were you doing outside while I am in here?’ I screeched, surprised.


  ‘Just wanted to make sure that you weren’t ill. That’s twice since I been here.’


  I was not ill. I just need you away from me is what I wanted to say. I tried to convince her that she would find it more interesting pestering my sisters but she didn’t want to play with them. She picked up my ball from the washstand. I snatched it away and escaped to my room with a pile of books where I would not be interrupted. I locked the door.


  When she finally left later in the afternoon I mentioned to Mother that I think her family is using us; if we aren’t good enough to visit at their house why is it good enough for Elizabeth to visit us? Mother says that this is part of accepting families, the good and the bad and that just because Elizabeth’s family, (her father, says Mother), had negative feelings towards us that we should not be the same.


  Monday, 23 November


  Yesterday we argued about washstands too. Elizabeth has one similar to ours but she thinks that we should not have one. ‘Only the best people have this excellent furniture.’


  ‘What do you mean best people? And why wouldn’t my family own the same washstand?’


  ‘Oh don’t be stupid. Your washstand can’t be the same one as ours. Surely yours does not have bush carvings and a stamp on the back like ours. And I am sure that your mother, my silly aunt, did not buy hers at Farmers in the city. Or even David Jones. That’s where they sell them you know.’


  So then I took great pride in telling Elizabeth about the stamp. She did not know that the stamp showed that the excellent piece of furniture was made by a Chinese man. When I told her that we were not foolish enough to buy ours at the city department stores, wasting precious dollars, but that Father prefers to buy directly from the factory, it was her turn to become annoyed. She was not convinced. She even said that if it was of Chinese make then it must have been made under supervision of a decent cabinet maker.


  Not just a Chinaman were the actual words she used. It was strange I thought how furniture made by a Chinese cabinet maker like Ah Toy, who has been very, very successful and has his own factory and employs workers who are Chinese and non-Chinese, had to be stamped so that it would be distinguished from furniture made by other cabinet makers. Many houses in Sydney have Chinese-crafted furniture bought from city department stores, but many Chinese people bought the pieces straight from merchants or the cabinetmakers. It was cheaper that way.


  Father says that people complain about Chinese cabinetmakers producing cheap furniture but price is not the problem. Cheaper furniture can be imported from London. That is really cheap but I do notice that there is a problem with those pieces. People like Elizabeth’s family are just incensed by the Chinese furniture.


  Tuesday, 24 November


  I wondered if there were many other people like Elizabeth’s family who were so prejudiced that they find fault with all Chinese goods. There must be otherwise the government would not create immigration laws. Some boys at school think like Elizabeth’s family, I am certain.


  The family of one of the boys, when they found out that the furniture they bought from Farmers was made by the Asiatics, took it back there and demanded their money back. When that didn’t happen they broke it and left it there. I laughed at the silliness of it. He tripped me when I left school that afternoon.


  ‘But what do you think Chek Chee?’ asked Father when we were together. ‘I think the same as you and Mother,’ I replied. ‘That all the people are equal and that everyone has a valuable contribution to make to the society.’ I wanted to add except maybe my cousin’s family but I know that is not right. But that’s how I feel.


  ‘Yes that is true, Edward.’ Mother was here. ‘You do think like your father and I. And that is the difference. You think like us, and Elizabeth thinks like her parents—well, really her father. I cannot believe that my sister feels as unwarmly as her husband. But do remember that you can make your own decisions too.’


  ‘A child is a reflection of their parents and so we would expect you to be like you are. Otherwise we are not undertaking our responsibilities properly.’ That’s what Father would say—Mother said it instead.


  Sunday, 29 November


  We usually attend St Phillips church or the cathedral, but not today. Today we went to the temple in Glebe. It is very different to church.


  Chinese families from the Sze Zap region have built a temple. The main temple was built last century. Father was with some of the temple men, Mother was with my sisters, I was with Mr Lee. He came too. He told me it will be a wonderful day when the temple is completed and enough land has been purchased. Then people will be able to see out to Rozelle Bay. That is good Feng Shui to be able to see the water from the temple steps.


  I asked Father why we should go to the temple but Mr Lee answered. ‘Temple to worship, give offerings to different gods, not just one Christian God. Too much work for one god alone.’


  It was Mother who continued, ‘We all go Edward because this is part of your Chinese heritage.’


  ‘That is why when the temple opening is celebrated we will all be attending,’ continued Father. All his children must know and understand where they come from—and he added, ‘That is why you are going to China, to understand your heritage.’


  There were lots of Chinese people around like Father and Mr Lee. I did not ask Mother but she must feel uncomfortable there. I do. No-one else looks like her. And only my sisters look like me. I feel as uncomfortable as I did at the Chinese church.


  Monday, 30 November


  We have new customers now thanks to bad road conditions outside the store. The lady, I do not know her name, was crossing the road and tripped on a loosened woodblock. It did not help that the road was slippery. This was most unusual because we have not had rain for over a week now. I saw her slip and she was injured. I knew because she could not stand properly.


  I rushed over, collected her parcels and assisted her to her wobbly feet. She was dizzy, maybe she hit her head, so I led her to Father’s store telling her that we would get some water and she could sit down. She was very pleased until she realised that I was directing her into a Chinese store. She hesitated, holding the door frame, not wanting to go in.


  ‘That is a Chinese store. I cannot go in there.’ She loosened her grip on me.


  ‘I know,’ was my response adding boastfully, ‘it is my father’s store,’ as I pushed her through the doorway.


  Inside Father and Mother quickly attended to her, bathing and bandaging her wounds. The woman was extremely thankful, but she seemed very nervous.


  ‘It is, ummm, quite nice in here. What is it that you sell?’ And of course Father proudly told her nearly everything he had in stock. The woman relaxed and then questioned Father in detail, where does it come from, who buys the goods, how does it get here, and many more. Refreshed, she left, with a pair of slippers (she paid for those) and some food treats (Mother gave her a parcel). ‘I shall be back,’ she added as she left the store. ‘This is extremely nice in here.’


  Father and Mother were very pleased at my response today, not because we have a new customer but because I was able to assist. ‘This is the right thing to do Chek Chee, no matter who the person is. And see, her attitude changed.’


  It is strange how ill-formed opinions are soon corrected with knowledge.


  Tuesday, 1 December


  It is always exciting to receive letters from Elder Brother. His latest news was very, very, very exciting for me, but not very exciting for Mother. He is not coming home right now. He wishes to stay in China longer to work for Mr Ma Ying-Piew at the Sincere Company in Hong Kong. This is amazing news. Mr Ma used to operate a fruit and vegetable company here in the markets. He is a friend of Father’s. They do business together sometimes.


  When Mr Ma left for Hong Kong he told Father that he wanted to change the way that people do business in China. He wants to operate stores just like he has seen here, like the Anthony Hordern’s and the David Jones stores. They have everything in the stores and trade very well. Father says that this is excellent training for Elder Brother. Then he can return home to work here, even if Father does need assistance now.


  ‘Eventually we will establish big trading ties with Mr Ma. This too will help bridge differences.’ He is very pleased that Elder Brother is working for Mr Ma. Father replied immediately without even asking Mother.


  Mother was hoping that Elder Brother would be home soon. Does she know that soon her two sons will be in China? She will be very sad. Maybe she will let me stay here. How can I ask her? Maybe if I do the tasks that eldest sons should do then she will see that I should stay here. I will just tell her again that I would like to stay here. Surely they know I am worried that I may never be allowed to return, that my bridge building could be done here?


  Wednesday, 2 December


  Mother was not pleased with yesterday’s news. She is not grumpy but I can tell by her quiet ways that she really is.


  Thursday, 3 December


  Elder Brother’s news is a cause for celebration. I am not going to China, at least not yet. Father and Mother have decided that I can stay with the family until Elder Brother is home, or until another relative arrives to work in our store. Father wants to expand. Maybe he wants emporiums like Mr Ma.


  Friday, 4 December


  Father is working so very fast. Today he went to the government offices to obtain papers for his brother to come to Australia with his family. I hope it takes a long time for the paperwork to be processed. I hope that the relatives hear of the troubles here and do not come.


  Saturday, 5 December


  After lessons with Father I was out in the lane again throwing the ball. I found another crate. I smashed it so it is no good any more—except for firewood.


  Sunday, 6 December


  Thankfully, and I am very thankful today, Elizabeth met us on the way to church. Then she went with Mother and my sisters to a woman’s function. Father and I walked home. He could have spent some time in his office doing his work but not today. Today we had a men’s function, just the two of us. We sipped cha, we read books, and we played Chinese chess. I like men’s function days.


  Tuesday, 8 December


  The streets outside our store stink worse than uncleaned outhouses today. The council has been repairing the woodblocks in the road, maybe the woman who tripped last week has complained. There are boys doing the work, some even look my age. They have pulled up the sinking blocks and replaced them. Then they have filled the small gaps between the woodblocks with the smelly tar. I stood outside and watched them doing the hard and dirty work until the smell was too much for me. I tried to talk to one of them but they could not even hear me. I closed the door to the store. I placed more incense in the urn. ‘This is good, very good,’ Father said when he realised what I had done.


  Wednesday, 9 December


  ‘Come Edward. Run your bags inside quickly and then come with me. We are going for a walk. Fie de lah. Fie de lah.’ This is what Father called when I entered the store after school. I was surprised and a little anxious. I had not even had my cha nor completed my homework and yet Father wanted to go for a walk. ‘We shall walk and then have cha at one of Quong Tart’s tea rooms.’ Was something wrong? Was it bad news?


  We were barely out the door when he told me. It was bad news, at least for me. Sometime soon I will travel to China. I sighed when he said those words. ‘There you will learn what I cannot teach. Your history on your Mother’s side has only been a little over 100 years in this land but your Chinese heritage goes a long, long, long way back,’ he said stretching his arms.


  ‘You walk so slow for someone so young,’ he said pushing me from behind. ‘We walk and talk.’ We did.


  We walked past Uncle’s store next to ours. It still remains vacant. When I told him that we were walking the wrong way to the tea rooms we spun on our heels and walked back down George Street, past our store (the closed sign was on the door!) and Nock and Kirby’s and across Bridge Street. ‘Enough fast walking,’ Father puffed. ‘We shall walk easily now.’


  We talked about the city buildings and how they keep changing quickly—we were walking down the side of the street I was once forbidden to walk on. Father pointed to the new stores and the respectable traders that were there.


  We talked again about Chinese people and the Europeans and how many people do not like the Chinese being here in this country, and because I look part Chinese, especially with my queue, many people could feel the same way towards me. ‘You can cut your queue if you like,’ Father said.


  I stopped walking and looked at him with an open mouth. ‘I don’t like,’ I replied. ‘I like my queue.’


  Father was pleased. ‘It was not so long ago when the Chinese were very successful at mining for the gold … too successful for many others. And they were also very good at producing crops that the miners and other town people needed to eat.’


  Father giggled as he was recalling how the gardens were fertilised on the goldfields. I did not giggle when he told me though. I twisted my face; the thought of the vegetables drinking the poo water. Father says that had it not been for the Chinese gardeners in the gold rush there would have been very few vegetables to keep the people healthy. And I twisted my face even more when he told me about the vegetables now being grown in the market gardens at Alexandria and at Marrickville.


  ‘I wonder what they use to fertilise those gardens. And at the Belmore markets, who are the gardeners? Chinese people. And who do all those people buy their vegetables from,’ Father proudly announced pointing to the Europeans walking ahead of us, ‘the Chinese market gardener.’ I may never eat vegetables again.


  We crossed more corners. I couldn’t stop staring at the new lights on the street. I would love to see those at night. A quick nudge and we were rapidly pacing our way down George Street once again. Father now was slowing. I kept peering in store windows. I had not seen some of these stores before. They were dark and smelling not of incense but tobacco and something very peculiar. They didn’t feel welcoming or pleasant. Suddenly Father’s hand gripped my shoulder tightly and we crossed to the other side of the road.


  ‘Never, while those stores are there,’ puffed Father, ‘are you to walk this part of the street.’ We stopped on the other side and Father pointed out the stores. Those stores are not traders or merchants like us. They don’t even own the store like we do. The men and their clans lease their store but they have brought much dishonour.’ And those smells. It was not only sweet tobacco but the awful disgusting opium smells too. That was the evil part. These people Father says have been the cause of some of the hatred towards Chinese people. ‘Opium is a destructive drug when it is not used for medicine, and when it is being abused. The people in those stores, they are abusing it,’ says Father.


  We kept walking but didn’t move very far. Nearby was another store selling tobacco, at least that is what the signs said. There were a lot of men walking in and out of the doors. ‘That’s not a tobacco store,’ added Father. ‘Inside there is much gambling. Many men have lost all that they own because they frequented that store.’ And I looked at the men. They weren’t just Chinese men. There were European men and some women too. They do not mind what colour the person is who spends money in their store. They will take it from anyone. I wondered why the authorities do not close these stores but then Father pointed to one of the stores. It used to be near the wharfs. It was closed. The owners moved here and if they are closed then they will move further down town. Father knows a lot about these stores. They even have warning systems so they can never be surprised, with escape-routes and passages down alleyways so they are rarely captured.


  We walked all the way from our store at the top of George Street to the Queen Victoria markets. We were at Mr Quong Tart’s Tea Rooms. I saw his offices, where he was attacked. Still people are celebrating his life, paying their respects, burning incense and presenting offerings. There are wreaths and tributes still on display and I looked at the names. They are not all Chinese names. There were English names as well. All over Sydney he has tea rooms where all sorts of people gather. ‘This is very good,’ said Father. ‘This shows that the Chinese man can be very successful in business and in community life.’


  Many people could not see past his Chineseness. ‘But you, and your brothers and sisters, and other children from the marriages of two cultures, you will be the bridge that spans the cultures. People will have to start to see the wonderful mix that you are … you are part of the Chinese culture but you are also part of their culture as well.’


  Talking, walking and cha were done. We purchased some goods and home we walked. I still had homework to complete and … I still have to go to China.


  Thursday, 10 December


  Father is a very astute businessman. He has already made enough money to move our family to the suburbs like many of the wealthy Chinese merchants but he prefers living above the store, close to the Chinese community.


  Mr Lee needed my assistance again this afternoon. I have not seen him for quite a while and I haven’t been to help him for many weeks now. I thought his brother was helping him. I wasn’t helping him with the laundry. I was minding his store while he delivered the cleaned laundry parcels. I had to write tickets when the customers left their cleaning. That was easy.


  ‘Maybe move down near markets, soon. Many customers move there. I might too,’ Mr Lee said when he walked in. ‘Too many deliveries. But then have to sell this store. Too hard. I stay like your BaBa.’


  I asked him about his brother who was here.


  ‘Gone.’ Mr Lee hung his head. I think he cried. He might have been sent back to China or he might have simply vanished. Some have done that.


  ‘Dortza, dortza, Chek Chee,’ Mr Lee said as he gave me a package for Father and guided me out the door. Father would know what happened to Mr Lee’s brother but I forgot to ask him tonight.


  Many stores operated by Chinese men, like Mr Lee, Father, and Mei Quong Tart were held in the highest of esteem. I know that it has taken hard work to attract Chinese customers to buy goods or to deposit their money. They entrust Father to send things back to their families in villages in China, or to arrange travel back to China. But it has taken more work to have people who aren’t Chinese to use the stores.


  Monday, 14 December


  Suddenly at school I am a star. Never before have the boys wanted me to play on their cricket team. I have watched but never been invited to play. Today I picked up a ball that landed at my feet and threw it back. I threw it so well that the ball hit the stumps. That boy was out.


  ‘He’s not on your team that one,’ snarled the batter and then all their boys ran onto the field.


  John, a senior boy I never knew before, told them that I was on his team but that I had not played much. He winked at me and smiled. I stood still, not sure what was happening.


  ‘But you didn’t choose him when we were choosing teams,’ said the boy who was given out.


  ‘Fine. My team will just take our bat and stumps and ball and start another game,’ he replied. After that there was no more discussion. All the boys returned to their positions and suddenly I was being grabbed around the waist and was standing in the sun learning the game of cricket.


  John fired questions at me; do you always throw like that; can you bowl a ball like Morris there; are you a quick runner; and a whole lot more. ‘Throw a bit,’ is all I said.


  ‘Throw a bit? No one on our team who has been playing cricket all their lives can throw like you. See if you can do it again next time the ball comes to you. Just stand where I tell you.’ And I did. Again the boy was out.


  ‘Run out by a Chinaman,’ is what I think I heard but I am not sure. All the boys on the field were cheering. And then I learnt that I can bowl too … really fast.


  I knew that I could throw a ball better than a bit—the crates in the lane told me that, and because I am tall my bowling is really good. When we finished the game all the boys were around and I was told that I had to play next time. They said there would be no discussion. John wanted to know where I lived and would I like some extra coaching with him. Suddenly we are best friends. It is a strange game this cricket.


  I told Father tonight over dinner. He was very pleased. ‘Playing cricket, Edward,’ he said, ‘will be excellent for you. It’s another bridge Chek Chee, another bridge.’ Playing cricket was fun.


  Tuesday, 15 December


  I asked the boys to show me more of the cricket game today. I think that I must be a good player for them to let me join in.


  Andrew, tossing his arm over his shoulder, showed me how to bowl and when you do let the ball go make sure that it hits the wickets.’ Peter told me to bounce the ball just in front so that the batter has to hit the ball. And he laughed when he said not to worry about hitting the batter with the ball. He says that at my speed the boy will try and avoid the next ball. ‘One’ll hit them stumps an he’ll be out.’


  I followed the instructions and hit the sticks a few times, and a few times the batter hit the ball I bowled, and a few times the boys yelled directions to me. I was getting tired really quickly so I didn’t bowl for long. Then Andrew added ‘can ya bat too? If ya bat like ya bowl you’ll be just like Mr Noble. He’s a really top cricketer.’ I could not bat. The bowler kept hitting the sticks and every time he did I was out.


  ‘That’s alright China, you just bowl.’ I heard the word China but I expect that because I was having such a good time it did not worry me … at least not like before. He sounded as though he was saying it in fun too so that is okay. Still I would rather they didn’t say that about me. These boys think I am Chinese.


  Wednesday, 16 December


  Last night it was too late to write about the evening’s cultural activities, as Father likes to call them. I was too tired by the time we got home to write about the Fort Street school annual concert at the Sydney Town Hall. What a splendid event it was with all the singing and the talking although I really do think that Mr Turner, the headmaster, can keep his speeches shorter—all the infants children were so restless listening to him speak and I am sure that they did not understand much of what was said.


  Why did the infants children perform their songs after the interval? That is strange. Maybe that is so that parents of older children could leave after their child had sung so that they did not have to listen. I really do not like listening to infants sing—sometimes I think they are like warbling birds … but warbling birds are more in tone. When I said that to Mother she was really, really annoyed. ‘Your sister will soon be one of those little warblers, and very nice warbling it was too. Now you walk with your father.’ So we walked down George Street to our store, Father and I behind while Mother and the girls marched ahead, and the girls and Mother wouldn’t stop singing their childish songs all the way home. Once wasn’t enough.


  I liked it when the whole Town Hall stood as one to sing a rousing rendition of God Save the King. I am sure that he would have been very impressed to hear so many voices singing to him. I wondered while I was singing—what does the King think of his Chinese and part-Chinese citizens in this country? Does he even know who we are and that we have helped develop this country? I think no. And I wonder what does he think about the way his government allows the Chinese people to treated?


  Thursday, 17 December


  Spending time with Father in the store is good because it shows him that I am needed but since I have become a star cricket player I want to practise too. I quite enjoy this cricket.


  The boys say that I am superb at cricket. They say that I could be as good as Mr MA Noble but I need lots of work on my batting. Not my bowling though.


  One of the boys does not like me playing cricket. I think because I bowled him out twice. He mumbled something I did not hear. I did not worry. I was having too much fun. I will make sure that next time I bowl him out again.


  Cricket is a good reason not to go to China. Today Father attended the government offices for interviews and translations. Mother was annoyed that he hasn’t asked about his brother coming out yet. I don’t mind.


  Friday, 18 December


  Now I will be spending more time in the store. School is over. If I show Father how well I can manage the store and do the transactions with the customers and attend to my tasks then maybe he will permit me to remain here always. Mother would surely like this; surely she does not want two sons thrown to the Asian winds.


  I must practise cricket during the holidays. I will surely be wanted for the cricket team. Then my name would appear in the Fortian magazine too. Father would be so proud seeing my name in the school magazine even if it is not for academic studies. He was disappointed at speech night when I did not stand on stage like Elder Brother but I have not been at the school long enough for awards and certificates.


  Saturday, 19 December


  Heard the boy at the paper stand announce that Mr Noble scored lots of runs and he bowled really well in the first innings of the Test match. He didn’t do so well in the second innings. The Australian team will lose the match it seems, unless there is a batting miracle. I don’t think I shall be like Mr Noble being a good batter though. I might just stick to bowling. I will be really good for when school starts next year.


  This is another good reason for Elder Brother to stay in Hong Kong. I have to learn to play cricket.


  Monday, 21 December


  For the first time ever I have delivered Father’s collars to Mr Lee’s laundry. Normally only Mother takes them to him but today it was my job. I never realised that those magic collars, so stiff and white that Father so proudly wears with his business clothes were created by someone other than my Mother. It is Mr Lee’s magic work. He creates the best collars in the world. Mother says that she will wash and dry any of the clothes but that her collars are never good enough. She could never make them look right, but Mr Lee does. And Father insists that his collars are as stiff as boards.


  Mr Lee was expecting me to come because as soon as I walked through the door, ‘Welcome, welcome,’ he said to me through his dark and cracked teeth with hands clasped together. Sometimes he greets me in Chinese, sometimes in English. A third time he said ‘welcome’ but this time he was bowing. I should not be surprised. Father treats visitors in the same manner. It is respectful. Before I could say anything Mr Lee continued, ‘Welcome number two son. You have collars for me from Mother?’


  ‘I am Edward …’ but again I could not finish.


  ‘Yes, yes, number two son. Now collars please? Would you like cha, fresh?’


  Again this is just like Father, making the visitor feel comfortable and welcome. This is good business practice he tells me; although I am sure that Mr Lee does not do this for all people otherwise he would not complete any of his laundry work. It was rather warm inside this store.


  Mr Lee gave me a ticket covered in Chinese characters. I have to return tomorrow to collect the collars—he insisted that I return and said … ‘Don’ forget tick. Very import. No get collar if no tick. And maybe more too,’ he finished with a wicked smile that showed even more teeth—this time the gold ones! I am not really sure what else I would get with the collars but I am sure to find out tomorrow.


  Mr Lee’s shop surprised me. Before it was a mess. Now it is very organised. He has all the washings bundled and tagged neatly by the wall for their owners. The smell was really surprising. I should not be surprised as it is always around us, that sweet, sandalwood smell. As soon as I approached the store I could smell it. The incense was filling the air. Mr Lee also has a small altar neatly in a corner on the wall. There was a candle glowing and sweet offerings too—freshly cut oranges were there. Just like Father.


  I did not stay for cha. Mother had instructed me to go straight to the store and return immediately but as I was leaving, saying goodbye, Mr Lee gave me a bag of food to deliver to Father and Mother. People are always doing that—giving Father treats and gifts.


  ‘Many western people do not understand what is happening,’ says Father. ‘There are many ways of demonstrating respect and friendship,’ he says. ‘Each person can do favours and expect nothing in return but the sweet offerings and the food gifts are all valued for each man or woman is offering respect. This is good.’


  I gave Mother the laundry ticket and told her that Mr Lee said that it is very important to bring this ticket back, not just for collecting the laundry either.


  ‘That’s right,’ said Mother. ‘A pakapu ticket, the lucky number ticket.’ In all the times that Mr Lee has laundered Father’s collars he has given Mother a ticket, she has never received anything in return, except the wonderfully starched collars. ‘Even though he tells me that I might receive more. Did he tell you that?’ I nodded my head. ‘Never mind. He is such a dear and his collars are just perfect so I do not mind. Your Father says that he might be trying to pull the wool over our eyes with the pakapu lottery ticket, but then he also says that the gods might be looking on that ticket and favouring us. I do not know. Maybe I should try and learn some of the characters but I am too old to learn this. But you are doing well. Maybe you will get a little extra tomorrow when you collect the collars.’


  The first time Mother collected the collars from Mr Lee he tried to charge her more. Fortunately Father arrived seconds later and sorted it all. ‘Honest mistake’ they said but I think that Father had words with Mr Lee because Mother says that he bowed many, many times as they left.


  Tuesday, 22 December


  I did not have the winning pakapu ticket. Mr Lee could not tell me anything about the ticket.


  Friday, 25 December


  A little drizzle of rain today but that could not dampen the spirit of Christmas and the celebrations. The store was closed all day and the family had such a glorious time. Mother loves the traditional English Christmas food so we had roast turkey and vegetables and Christmas pudding—again this year I missed out on finding three pence in my pudding. I am destined to be unlucky in this for certain.


  Mother prepared the puddings many weeks ago. They have been hanging in the dark closet ‘away from any possible spoilings,’ she says. Mother’s puddings are famous. Mother and Father give Christmas puddings as presents at Christmastime to some of their friends; Father even sells some of them in his store.


  After we feasted and unwrapped presents (and I paraded the most wonderful silk gown) we drank Mother’s special Christmas drink. It felt warm running down my throat. Then it was time to sing carols as Mother played piano. Father was sitting in his comfy chair and we all sang our hearts out.


  Mr Lee came up this afternoon too. It looked like a bundle of washing that he was carrying but when he unwrapped it he had the most beautifully decorated piece of silk for Mother and Father to cover their bed. He too received a present and was waiting till he returned to his store to unwrap it. He and Father spent some time talking and drinking. He pulled out his pipe to smoke but then rapidly put it back inside his jacket. Not a word needed to be said.


  Elder Brother and Sister have presents waiting for them when they return. This is his second Christmas away. I do not want two Christmases away. I don’t want even one Christmas away.


  Another present is wrapped and waiting for a visitor. It is for Elizabeth from our family. I wonder if we will receive presents from them too? I don’t expect so.


  Monday, 28 December


  Working with Father in the store all day. No time to practise bowling. I have been counting stock for Father and then helping Mr Lee all day.


  Tuesday, 30 December


  I painted stumps on the wall. It’s better than breaking crates which I can’t even find anymore. I have been hurling the leather at the painted stumps all day. I’m bowling longer, and faster, and aiming better.


  Friday, 1 January


  It is New Year’s Day. The start of a new year. Today there were bells ringing and horns blaring but I cannot wait for Chinese New Year to begin. That is so much fun and excitement.


  Saturday, 2 January


  When I haven’t been working in the store with Father these holidays I have been out in the back lane tossing balls at the back wall. I will make sure that I am the player every team would want when we return to school after the holidays. Father and Mother even thought that my outdoor activities were very beneficial. I hurled the leather at the stumps but today, my Father never ceases to amaze me. From somewhere, I don’t know where, he has borrowed an old cricket bat and while I was tossing the ball down Father swaggered out and says ‘Now for my turn.’ He had a broad grin on his face. His eyes sparkled.


  ‘What are you doing?’ I queried.


  ‘Playing cricket, what does it look like Edward? We men can play cricket too you know. I was quite the batter with the willow in my younger years. And this,’ he said pointing to a solid crate he had carried out with him, ‘makes much better stumps. It will last longer than the ones you’ve been using.’


  My first bowl was gentle, right at the stumps, exactly on target, a perfect ball that was sure to hit … but then Father took one step forward, the perfect step, bat caressed ball and it came straight back at me along the ground and screamed right on by. ‘Lucky shot,’ Father called.


  ‘Try this one.’ Second ball, not so gentle with a bit more venom. And guess what? He took one step forward and another perfect ball bowled faster came sailing past me once more. I should have expected that Father might know cricket when he faced up to my first ball. He addressed the stumps perfectly.


  ‘Hmmm, lucky shot that one too,’ Father called. But it wasn’t such a lucky shot. Father is good. I think he is very good. ‘Good bowling Edward but this time try and land the ball just about here.’ He pointed to a place a little closer to where he was standing.


  Father’s reply to my next bowl? ‘Pearler Edward. That was a pearler. You landed it in just right spot. I am surprised. I never knew you bowl so well.’ And I am doubly surprised. I never knew that Father played cricket. He told me about bowling to the batsmen’s weaknesses and looking for vulnerabilities and making little variations. Father knows a lot about cricket.


  We must have been there for hours discussing bowling and batting possibilities and what I could do. Mother came out too carrying a tray with cha and cups which she placed on top of the stumps. ‘Tea gentlemen,’ she called in cricketing tones and so we three sat in the lane drinking cha, only moving when a delivery cart arrived.


  ‘Now, back to work I have to go,’ said Father as he picked up the empty pot and cups, ‘but you two stay out here and have a hit.’ Immediately Mother picked up the bat and stood at the stumps ready to face my bowling. Mother too, knew all about cricket. She too has a mean swipe at the ball but I did not bowl full strength at her.


  ‘That’s enough for me Edward. I have to get back to the chores and I should see what the girls are doing.’


  I freshened at the washstand and returned to the store. Father was already hard at work writing. ‘Ah good Chek Chee, you are here. Attend to any customers please while I freshen up. That is good, then I can get this task done much faster.’ I knew that this was not the time to ask Father about my parents’ cricketing skills. We didn’t even read the paper today. Father was too busy with letters and I was too busy attending to the customers.


  Sunday, 3 January


  I went to the lane to practice cricket after lunch … but not for long.


  ‘Edward,’ implored Mother. ‘I love that you were going to practise your cricket in the lane and bowl but you know that you should be resting right now, it is Sunday. Your Mr Noble and his cricketers do not play cricket on Sunday, that is the rest day, and neither should you.’


  I thought that it would not matter because we did not go to church today. I thought it would be permissible to bowl a little.


  ‘And anyway it looks like rain again and I do not want you getting wet.’


  I saw Father come outside, spin on his heels and then walk straight back inside. He was coming to practise a little cricket too. I rested this afternoon, reading.


  Tuesday, 5 January


  I can’t wait for school to start so that I can play cricket and show the boys how much I have improved.


  Wednesday, 6 January


  I walked with Father down Pottinger Street to one of the wharfs around Millers Point; we passed the Central and Dalgety wharfs. When we were there I sat on the bench outside watching what was happening while Father attended to business.


  I saw the men mooring another vessel and a steamer steam on down towards its berth. Other men were screaming trying to gather floating mooring ropes and all sorts of people were coming and going in and out of the smaller trading stores. Maybe too there was fight that nearly broke out, I am not sure because two groups of big men arrived and started walking towards each other. There was a squeal and shouting and some water was thrown but then they dispersed when men in uniforms were seen.


  I patiently sat listening to all the noises and watching. A slapping noise, different to all the other noises pricked my attention. It was coming from somewhere near the water’s edge. I knew that I was supposed to stay seated, that was Father’s direction, but the temptation to investigate the noise drew me to the wharf’s edge. I walked across the wooden boards and sat with my legs dangling over. Wave after wave gently hit the piers.


  A different noise entered the air. I scanned the waters and saw weaving in and out from near the end of a wharf a dinghy with two men on board. Their paddles not too softly slapped the water. In and out they wove, stopping near every second pillar to throw a hooked line overboard only to pull it straight up again. This seemed a strange method of fishing to me.


  After their fourth attempt I was getting bored watching them. They weren’t catching anything. I started to look for other more interesting wharf activity but my attention continued to return to the dinghy. The rope snagged. Both men grabbed it. They nearly toppled the boat as they rocked from side to side, the gunwale near the water many times. A big wave from a passing boat and they would surely be tipped. Slowly the rope was pulled aboard their dinghy and they had hooked … a sack.


  Quickly the men dropped the sack onto the deck covering it with a large cloth that had been sitting in the bottom of their boat. They were obviously pleased with their catch. I could hear cheers of celebration. The men pushed away from the supporting pillar with their oars and furiously paddled. They were sloppy at first. They couldn’t paddle together. They were going nowhere fast. Soon enough they got it together and paddled as one. I stood and walked until they disappeared under the wharf. I tried to look for them but they had vanished.


  We walked back home as there was still plenty of daylight. Father is too keen on walking. ‘No use paying for transport when we have two good legs,’ he often used to tell us all. We walked the Argyle Street route. Mother would not be pleased.


  Climbing the Trinity Stairs was a chore. I made it. I even raced Father to the end of one block in Argyle Street—I won. He wanted to race again but I was too tired. My legs were aching. I felt a little nervous walking along Argyle Street and through the Cut. There are stories told by some of the traders about the criminals who lurk around there knocking people out to take them on board ships as ship hands, kidnapped. But many people were walking here so I should not have been afraid. Father did not seem worried.


  We even passed Holy Trinity Church—we haven’t been to church here for a long while—not since we stayed near the wharfs. We arrived onto George Street and soon the store … but first we stopped for refreshments. We both had the same soft drink. Many men were drinking beers, but not Father. He does not like what too many beers can do to a man.


  I asked Father about the men in the dinghy and what they were doing. ‘Smugglers,’ he said. ‘Maybe contraband being collected that was thrown over from a ship before it berthed at the wharf. You did stay seated on the stool all the time,’ he questioned me, grinning, knowing too well that what I saw could only be seen by moving to the edge.


  ‘Most of the time.’


  ‘Just as well it was most of time,’ he responded jokingly, ‘and not some or just a little of time. And then he was not joking ‘you must never, ever go near any of those men. There are men around the wharfs who are criminals, Chinese men too. We have nothing to do with them.’


  I asked Father when we would be coming again and his reply was simple: ‘All in good time,’ he told me. Father was going to take me with him again to the wharfs. This is exciting. This is fun. We had a very long, weary day.


  Friday, 8 January


  I think that Mother knows we came back through Argyle Street. She will not be pleased. I think that next time we will have to catch a tram.


  I do hope that Father takes me with him again to the wharfs.


  Sunday, 10 January


  We did not attend church today. Mother came down with a fever through the night, so while Father was translating a Chinese letter for the government officials and the girls were visiting I had to prepare the meal.


  I do not know how Mother does it—preparing meals for the whole family without much assistance. I burnt the eggs and had to prepare another batch.


  Monday, 11 January


  Back at school I am. How strange it felt rising in the morning and preparing for school after the holiday break. Normally I am not pleased returning to school but today I was looking forward to school and cricket. I did not see any of the boys from last year playing. No one was playing in the usual place. Some boys are still away on holidays. It must be them.


  Mother is still feeling ill so Father and I prepared the evening meal. It was barely edible. My sisters implored Mother to get well again. Father insisted that my sisters eat their meal without complaints or they could go to bed without any food at all. I hope Mother is well again soon. Even I did not like my cooking.


  Tuesday, 12 January


  Now my sisters are sick too; it was not the cooking. They have the same fever as Mother. She is very weak and has not improved. The doctor has not helped. Father has said that if there is no improvement in Mother’s health within the night then he will be contacting the herbalist and Mother will have some Chinese medicines. If I was Mother I would make sure that I got better immediately because the last concoction prepared when Father was sick was a foul-smelling brew. Just the smell made me vomit. Maybe that is why the Chinese medicines work so well; the smell is so potent the germs are instantly thrown up.


  I have been told to stay out of the sick rooms. Father is doing all that is required. He will sleep in my bed. I am now to sleep on the couch at the rear of the store.


  Wednesday, 13 January


  As Mother and my sisters are sick and I have returned to school Father has arranged for Mr Lee to come and assist him in the operation of the store. Mr Lee has in turn arranged for his cousin to return from the country to assist him operate his laundry. I told Father that I could stay home from school if it was necessary but Father said that he would not like to interrupt my studies or my cricket. Father needs assistance in the store. He is frustrated.


  I did not play cricket today.


  I wandered out where the boys play but no one was there. They must still be on holidays.


  Thursday, 14 January


  I have news about Mr Noble that I will tell the boys tomorrow.


  Friday, 15 January


  I have been waiting all week for the boys to ask me to play cricket with them. I wanted to show them how deadly my bowling has become and how much faster I am. Maybe now they are in higher grades they don’t want me to play in their team.


  But that’s not the reason. Even though I can bowl really well they don’t want me to play cricket at all.


  ‘No Chinaman’s ever gonna play in our state or national team ever,’ said someone and he pushed me in the chest and told me to go away. It wasn’t John or Andrew. It was one of the other boys, the one I bowled out twice last time. ‘We’re the seniors now and you aren’t playing with us.’ They told me to go find my own team of China boys to play cricket with. There were some of the boys in the team I played with. Morris was there, he bowls, but when I looked at him he quickly looked away.


  I left. I did not tell them that Mr Montague Alfred Noble was born on January 28, 1873, in Dixon Street, Chinatown. He’s probably not Chinese but he was born where Chinese people live.


  It rained a bit today … no wonder.


  Saturday, 16 January


  After I spent the morning with Father in the store, and after our reading through the weekly paper, he assumed that I would go outside to practise my bowling. As I closed the paper he told me not to make too much noise this time, Mother was resting. At the same time Father was coming out to practise with me.


  ‘Thank you Father, but no.’


  ‘Why not? I will bat. You can bowl at me—where did I place the bat?’


  ‘No really, that’s all right.’


  ‘Why all of a sudden the lack of interest in cricket? You’re not even looking for the Test scores.’


  ‘They don’t want me to play,’ I mumbled.


  ‘What do you mean they don’t want you to play?’


  And then I explained how the boys say that a Chinaman will never play cricket—not even a half Chinaman. Father was ropeable.


  ‘How dare they say that my son isn’t good enough. You should have told me yesterday and we could have sorted it out at the school. Monday we will. I shall go talk to the principal.’ And then he added softly, ‘I thought that this had stopped and you weren’t having troubles.’


  I told Father that mostly things are settled. I really did not want to play in a team where I am not wanted. And the boys are right. No Chinese person has ever played cricket. But one day someone will. I remember some of the things that Father says when he is confronted with obstacles … No Chinese person had settled here 100 years ago. No Chinese person had dug for gold here 100 years ago. No Chinese person had owned a store in the Rocks 100 years ago but now the Chinese are everywhere.


  ‘One day, Edward,’ Father said with his hands resting on my shoulders, ‘one day someone who is Chinese, or who is part Chinese will grab that ball and skittle those sticks.’


  Father is right and one day that might happen but it won’t be today and it won’t be me.


  I did go outside later this afternoon with the cricket ball. I threw it a few times at the painted stumps on the wall. I threw it and walked inside.


  Monday, 18 January


  When I came home today Father and Mother were in quiet discussions. I sat outside the office. Mr Lee was at the counter. ‘No disturb. Shhh,’ It was not an argument. I listened. I shouldn’t have but I did.


  Father wants to establish a new store—a branch store—in the Belmore Market area. Many of the other traders and merchants have a second or third store there. Mother is not convinced and wondered what would happen in the new store that isn’t already happening here. The markets is where more and more of the Chinese are locating so Father wants to offer these people his services too, supplying all the goods as well as the same facilities such as the banking service, transmitting remittances and writing letters and documents. He will not transfer the stock to establish the new store as Mother suggested because the people here also need what Father offers. And he does not want his family to live in that end of town or in the suburbs. ‘Where we live now on George Street in this part of town is a much better location and we are close to the wharf too,’ Father stated. Elder Brother working for Mr Ma in Hong Kong has gone to his head. He wants to establish his own emporiums.


  Now Mother insisted. There would be no new store without more help. She demanded assistance. She knows that Father will get the help although I did hear her mention first son and the Sincere store. When Father told her that he had it all sorted out, somehow, in my bones, I felt he was going to mention me but then he said that he will have to complete forms like all the others. Mother was not pleased that he still had not done this. She insisted again—no help, no store.


  Father is certain that his brother will be allowed here but I am not so sure. Surely Father knows that many of the people who are coming to him and the other traders have already been refused certificates. Why would he be permitted and they refused?


  Tuesday, 19 January


  Mother’s health has improved. My sisters’ too. Their whining has been unbearable. Mother’s illness has alerted her that she too needs assistance. It seems that because my cousin has now finished her education and is looking for employment that she could work for our family, but not as domestic help as other families hire Chinese workers. She is family. There is a difference Mother says but I am not sure what. Elizabeth will be coming to our place twice a week to assist Mother with house duties. Then Mother can spend some more time with Father in the store. Not all Elizabeth’s time will be around the house. They have said that she can also have ‘family’ time with us.


  Things have been so peaceful these past few weeks without Elizabeth around. I thought about telling what has happened when she was here before but there was no discussion. Elizabeth will be spending more time with our family.


  Wednesday, 20 January


  A possible store has already been located. Father, Mother and I went to have a look. It’s down the other end of town. While we were down there Mother purchased some sweet cakes and dried fish too. My sisters will be annoyed that they had to stay at school all day.


  I think that another store is good and I am glad that Father does not want to move us away from our home. Some of the buildings in the other place are really in bad condition. Mother would never live there. There are many more Chinese stores and lodging houses there, and many of the market gardening men stay there on the weekend. They used to stay down near our store.


  Father and Mother greeted many people and they talked and talked and talked, mostly about the certificates and rules. More Chinese men have been told they cannot return if they leave. Some men do not mind but many have families here and they will all have to go. Fewer people will come and more will return to China. There were many men there. They were talking and eating. Some were playing pakapu and fantan and other Chinese games. It is much busier down this end of town.


  Lots of the trading stores that used to be near ours or near the wharfs are down there now.


  ‘Chinese men would disembark from the ship from China. They rest overnight in boarding houses before heading to their duties around the country,’ Father told me. ‘Sometimes men returning to China would stay here before sailing.’


  I saw Mr Lui carrying empty vegetable baskets. He had time to talk to me. I thought he lived at his gardens in the suburbs. ‘Stay in room last night. Finally sell vegetables in markets. Slow today.’ He’ll be back next week with fresh vegetables for Mother.


  Thursday, 21 January


  Many Chinese people are leaving Australia but yesterday I saw lots of Chinese people. The rundown and collapsed buildings that no-one else wanted are now used by Chinese furniture-makers. And I did not write about all the other stores I saw. There were cook shops and pork butchers and grocery stores; Chinese people eat Chinese food so there needs to be Chinese food stores. The tobacco stores are there too. We didn’t walk near those. We crossed the road. There has to be gambling there as well. This is where the Chinese are so this is why Father needs a store there too, in the new Chinatown, that’s what I called it.


  Another thing I remember Father saying—he could add a title to the stores ‘& Son’s—because Elder Brother and then me will be trading in the stores. ‘Maybe I retire and you have one each. This is good,’ he giggled.


  I do not mind working in the store for Father. But I do not want to go to China. I fear the officials will not permit me to return. When Elder Brother returns then I will know I am safe.


  Friday, 22 January


  When we were in new Chinatown, I watched people watching me. Some of them looked at me with questioning eyes. Mother did not seem to notice the eyes on her.


  Father was not pleased today. He was not able to fill an order for one of the country stores. They will use another merchant. This is not good. This is not the first time that it has happened lately. Father spent much of the afternoon shaking his head.


  Monday, 25 January


  One more week of peace and then it will be no peace. Elizabeth is coming next week. Father and Mother decided that this week there will be too many disruptions with the temple opening and the colony celebrations so next week she comes. That was bad news. The good news is that there is no school for us this week.


  The cricket match between New South Wales and Victoria started today. We finished the day at 207 for 3 after Victoria was all out for 163. Mr Noble is doing well. He is 43 not out. If New South Wales wins this match they will win the Shield again.


  Tuesday, 26 January


  I do enjoy days like today. It is a day of celebration for all Australians. The store was closed, like most businesses in the city. Everyone was out celebrating the anniversary of the foundation of the state. Father hurried us to prepare and get ready as if it was a school day instead of a holiday. That was cruel. I wanted to sleep in but Father wanted us to be out early.


  We spent much of the day down by the harbour. There were so many things to choose to do: a trip to the zoological gardens (but that would take all day), a steamer ride up Lane Cove River, harbour rides to Manly to join the festivities there, watch the splendid anniversary regatta or take a steamer from Fort Macquarie out to see the new P&O flagship R.M.S. Moldavia. Father even asked Mother if she would like to go to the theatre and see the evening performance of ‘Sleeping Beauty and the Beast’ at the Theatre Royal.


  ‘And who would look after the children?’ was her response.


  I also do not enjoy days like today.


  In the afternoon Mother and my sisters were sitting by the stairs. Father and I were walking along the concourse seeking refreshments for parched throats and growling stomachs. We passed many people, including a group of men who had come into the harbour from the suburbs. They were loud, but they were enjoying themselves. As we approached they looked piercingly at both of us. Then they called out, ‘Your type shouldn’t be enjoying the festivities. Get back to work, and you sure shouldn’t be wearing those clothes and that hat. You aren’t Australian.’ Not Australian. How can they yell such an obscenity? There were many people around but no-one seemed to notice. No-one was annoyed.


  I couldn’t believe those words after such a wonderful day. And could they really be addressing their words to Father? To me? I thought how can I not be Australian? I was born here. My heart missed a beat at those words; I gasped. I started to turn to face the accusers but Father quickly took hold of my shoulder and told me to ignore them. ‘They are ignorant. They do not understand what they are saying.’


  But they did know. Just like some of those boys at school who do not want me to play cricket. They were saying that we are not Australian, Father and I. They expect all Australians to look like them.


  They are as bad as the government people who formed the laws that are the Immigration Restriction Act. And Father agrees, but then he said that it was for men like these the parliament of Australia made the laws. It is what they wanted. How can there be more people who think like them than there are who think like us?


  But Father is right, again. My cousin and her family think like those people. Some men in the street that we pass think that way. Some of the boys at my school think that way. These people have ruined the day for us. There is nothing for the Chinese person or the half-Chinese person like me to celebrate on this day. I do think that many people do not want us here.


  We did not mention this to my Mother or my sisters.


  I hope that Elizabeth had fun with her Australian friends!


  Wednesday, 27 January


  Tonight Father is not here at home. He is attending the official opening of the Joss House, the temple. It will happen at midnight. One of Father’s friends will officially open the temple. There will be prayers and offerings of rice cakes and sweet meats and there maybe even be a few fireworks. They will have to sneak those in. The residents won’t be pleased but this is part of the celebrations.


  I suggested to Mother that it would be fun for me to stay all night at Glebe Point but she was not permitting any of her children to be there. Tomorrow’s celebrations will be enough, she decided. She even made us go to bed early.


  Father left the store in very high spirits. Father does not wear his silk clothes often—sometimes I wish he did because tonight he looked quite regal and very imperial as I watched him walk out to the tram stop. My father is a splendid man.


  Thursday, 28 January


  What a day of celebration today has been. I am sooo tired after such a long celebration but I have to write down about today.


  The temple has been officially opened. Chinese people from all the states of the Commonwealth came. They offered thanks, and prayers. I have never seen so much bowing; Father calls it obeisance, especially as the people entered the temple. And I have never seen so much Chinese food, the smells enriched the air and the feast filled our stomachs so that I won’t have to eat for a week. And I have never smelt so much incense. All over the temple grounds the smell was wafting through the air. And the parade … what a splendid parade it was. Father was able to make a place for his family at the front of the crowds so that we could see everything, including the very immense wild dragon. If I did not know better I would have sworn that this was a Chinese New Year celebration, there was so much noise, excitement and food. The noise—sometimes I had to cover my ears to muffle the clashing cymbals and gongs, but it was so much fun. Chinese people all around were jumping and dancing in the air, like they were kites. Chinese celebrations everywhere. After the parade we all sat down and feasted and rested.


  Father stayed at the temple all night and still he is awake. Now he is not wearing his silk clothes. He is dressed in his business suit and hat and no Australian, either Chinese or English, looks more elegant than my Father.


  We travelled by tram to the temple early in the morning. I could tell we were nearing the temple. Even at New Year’s I have never seen so many Chinese people dressed in their Chinese clothes. Women were wearing their cheongsams and men their silk jackets, slippers and hats. Some of the women even had their parasols open. We were wearing our best Sunday church clothes, which is appropriate because we are attending a temple. Many of the Chinese people, especially the men, they were also wearing their European clothes. They look quite resplendent in their suits and vests and business hats.


  Mother is not allowed in the temple yet, so we also remained outside with her, or maybe only the Chinese part of us would have been allowed to go inside. Now I wonder which part of me is Chinese; the eyes, the legs? I know my hair is definitely Chinese.


  Father went inside last night and offered his prayers and presented gifts to Ki Tung, the Temple god—I hope that Ki Tung did not eat all the foodstuffs offered to him. There were so many rice cakes that he will have had rice growing from every ear!


  The temple looks like the houses nearby built from red bricks. Now it has two side temples and many banners. One room has been added where people can come to honour their ancestors, presenting food and burning money and incense and offering prayers. This is good—especially for Chinese people who do not know where their ancestors are buried. People like Mr Lee, whose Father died somewhere on the goldfields. He now can come here to honour his ancestors. Even Father could do this. This is very good.


  A temple has also been built for Choy Puk Shing Kung, the joss of fortune; this room has many statues and smells much, Mr Lee told me. I do not understand very well all the different gods that the Chinese worship. Some of the Chinese men say that the Christian way of having one God to worship for everything is too much work and that the Chinese way of having different gods for different duties is much better.


  The gong sounded. I am sure my heart missed a beat. It was loud. It rang in my head for ages. On our way back home Mr Lee explained that the gong hitting was of vital importance … ‘to let gods know people here’. But I am sure the gods would have known that people were here anyway by the smells and all the other noise around. No gong bashing was needed.


  I think that the European people living around here are not going to be pleased with all this Chinese activity, the gong bashing and the incense smells and the praying and chanting but this is important for Chinese people. And the burning of paper money. That too is of vital importance because like the food that is offered for the gods so that they never go hungry, the paper money is so that they will be able to buy the things they need. ‘Chinese no silly’ said Mr Lee. ‘It special paper money we buy to burn.’ And then he whispered, ‘It no real money we get from banks. We Chinese go broke,’ he giggled. Chinese people will be meeting here for ever I am sure. A special Chinese place this will be.


  ‘Chek Chee, you must remember these things,’ it was Father speaking to me as we were entering our store. ‘When you go to China you will continue these traditions just like your brother is doing now.’


  I did not need reminding that I am going to China.


  Oh, happy birthday Mr Noble.


  Friday, 29 January


  They exploded crackers on Wednesday night but Father told me the real fireworks happened at dawn—then the residents really knew that the gods were being propitiated. And with fireworks there was also much music and at the end of the day a concert, a very loud concert. Father loves the loud Chinese music. So does Mr Lee. ‘The music is a strain to most foreign ears,’ they said. ‘Western people have not become accustomed to the sounds.’ I am unaccustomed to the sounds, but in the temple and with so many Chinese people there and so much food and so much celebration I liked what I was hearing. I told Father that I enjoyed the celebrations, even his music. Father was so very pleased. ‘See, you are my son,’ he said grinning.


  The store opened late today. Our whole family slept in, even Father. Tonight he is very weary. He was asleep in his chair, snoring at the evening meal.


  ‘Not as young as used to be Chek Chee, not as young,’ he said when I nudged him awake. ‘But all those meetings and the organising, everyone is very happy.’


  Saturday, 30 January


  I nearly forgot the cricket … we won by an innings on Wednesday in three days. Mr Noble must be very pleased. I was going to have a bowl at the wall today in celebration but I can’t find my ball.


  Monday, 1 February


  Elizabeth yelled at me as I walked in the door after school and she called me Eddie.


  ‘Now Elizabeth,’ roused Mother, ‘we have already talked about this. You know what is expected. We want you to be here as part of the family. You will be working and you are not to disrupt the children—especially Edward. Of course he will be as courteous to you as he is to his Father, to me and to his sisters.’


  ‘Yes Aunty,’ she replied so obediently.


  And then looking at me she added, ‘Won’t you Edward?’ What could I say?


  Elizabeth asked me, away from other ears as she was leaving this afternoon, if you people had fun at the party. ‘You people’ she said. ‘It is the talk of the town; Pa says so. And not good talk either. Lots of the people were not pleased and complained about the smells and the crackers and that shocking noise.’


  I told her that it was fun and it was exciting and it was a great celebration. And then I added that if the people did not like the fireworks then that is too bad because that is how we Chinese celebrate.


  And into Father’s office I slid. I said we Chinese and that is right.


  Tuesday, 2 February


  I know my father and mother are different to the parents of other boys at school. I have known that for a long time but …


  My mother and father look different to each other, that is the first difference. All the parents of boys I know at school are the same. They look the same.


  But it is not just what they look like which makes them different. Father works in the store and sometimes Mother does too. Most other mothers are at home looking after the family and cooking cakes in the oven, or cleaning the rooms. Or they are preparing meals and washing the clothes, all of which Mother does very well. But sometimes Father does these too. She doesn’t read the Chinese characters or talk Chinese, but women customers really do like Mother’s special attention.


  Father is very proud that his wife is different. They enjoy working together. Now with more and more meetings Mother is in the store with me in the afternoons. Mother and I cannot do everything, especially if Father wants to open a branch. Elder Brother might have to come home early.


  ‘Finally!’ exclaimed Mother when Father told her about the meeting with the officials to sponsor his brother next week. Father is pleased. Mother is pleased. It will be good to have another Chinaman from the family in the store running the business and helping to start the new store.


  Now we have also run out of preserved ginger. That is impossible but true. We will have to wait till the next ship arrives with the goods. I hope none of the other stores needs ginger.


  I hope Father gets good news at the meeting. But I also hope he doesn’t. Then it will take longer for his brother to come here and then I can stay here longer. Nothing they tell me convinces me that I will be permitted to come back home after I go to China.


  I still don’t know how Father’s brother will be permitted to come here when other Chinese men are told they can’t return to Australia. This is confusing.


  Wednesday, 3 February


  Hooray … the temple opening has featured in the Sydney Mail. Father has purchased a copy but not because of the flattering words printed there. No. Father purchased a copy because the Mail has a photo of the opening and right there in the middle of the photo with one of the shield-bearing men walking by is ME. I had to look closely but it was definitely me, and our whole family. Father was sooo proud. He announced it to Mother and my sisters, and anyone who happened to walk into the store today I expect.


  How wonderful to see a celebratory picture in the newspapers with Chinese people. There are men and women wearing Chinese clothes and there are men and women wearing European clothes and there are drums and gongs and dancers and many people squatting and standing watching the parade.


  When he showed Elizabeth she was very interested. She even asked Father some questions. But later she said to me, ‘That really could have been anybody Eddie. It wasn’t clearly your family. There really were so many Chinas there.’


  I ignored the Chinas. ‘Well anyone who knows our family can see. Not only by our clothes but also Mother and us children.’ We don’t look like most of the others, whether they are Chinese or English. That is why Father is so proud of us. I keep remembering his words; it is you, and those like you who will be the bridge. There’s going to be lots of bridges being built.


  Father purchased three copies of the paper and has cut out the pictures. One is to be framed and hung above the desk in his office, another is to be framed and hung above the counter in the store so that everyone can see.


  ‘What is the third one for?’ I asked.


  ‘For you to take to China and show all our family there.’


  Father is very, very proud.


  Thursday, 4 February


  It is definitely going to happen. Mother and Father talked about it last night. Father’s fourth brother who operates the business in China is to journey to Australia to work with Father. When that happens Mother will permit Father to operate a branch store. My uncle will not be able to take out citizenship and live here permanently like Father, and my uncle will be required to return to Hong Kong after his period of employment, but Father says that we may be able to extend his work here and sponsor him. We have to show that the job that he is doing here in Australia is not the job that another Australian man here could also do. Then he will be permitted to come here, but if another Australian man could be doing the job then no luck. No fourth brother. No branch store.


  Luckily there are very few white men who can speak the Chinese language fluently and it is very fortuitous that they do not know the Chinese characters very well and that they do not have the trade knowledge that Father or Uncle has. But Fourth Uncle has family in China too. He will have to leave them there to begin with so he will be away from his family for a year or more.


  On Yik could have helped Father in the store but he is now in China. Even Father could not get his family here: ‘On Yik is not family,’ said Father. ‘It is better to have family in the business, not an outsider, even a man like On Yik.’


  Father sent a telegram to his fourth brother today and started organising his passage. There are more letters and documents to write for him to come so Father will be very busy. A letter from the Collector of Customs allowing entry does not always work, it did before but not after the latest changes. Father needs to have complete documents. ‘Sometimes Chinese men have been refused entry with the customs letter even though it is official.’


  It will be some months before he actually arrives if he is able to come.


  I wonder where Fourth Uncle will sleep.


  I know where, my room. I will be in China by then with other relatives.


  Friday, 5 February


  I have avoided my cousin for most of the week. This is good, no, this is clever. I hope that I can do this whenever she is here. I go to school before she arrives and then I rapidly ascend the stairs and avoid the kitchen when I arrive home. One afternoon I even avoided going down until I knew that she had left.


  I am sure that it is not normal to avoid a person who is working in your own house.


  Saturday, 6 February


  I gathered the paper before Father today. I was searching for news about the opening of the temple, maybe even a picture, but there was none. Funny how the Chinese paper had no photo. They weren’t very interesting, the stories that I was able to decipher today.


  Tuesday, 9 February


  Uncle would not let Elizabeth come until our whole family was well. He was afraid that she would catch the plague from the Chinas—that’s what Elizabeth said. He is like so many ignorant people here thinking that the plague, the Black Death, that broke out again last year was caused by Chinese people. I remember that when it first struck in the Rocks in 1900, there were buildings demolished and people died. Not just Chinese people. I ignored her teasing comments about the Chinese rats!


  Wednesday, 10 February


  I will not apologise to Elizabeth. She is a stupid, stupid girl, a trouble maker. I hate Elizabeth. I did nothing wrong but I am going to be in severe trouble today if Father or Mother ever finds out what happened. This is worse than punching my cousin or cheating at school. I have disobeyed Father and Mother intensely. I promised I never would but I have done it. It was not my fault.


  Today Mother asked me to go to the store with Elizabeth. I did not want to go with her but Mother insisted. We walked down the street the usual way but then she turned the corner and started walking along Pitt Street. I rarely go that way. We kept walking and she kept telling me to scamper along and stop being a slow Chinaman. I hate her for that.


  ‘Just like all you Ching Chong Chinamen. Can’t keep up.’


  I was furious and started running after her. I do not know what I would have done had I caught up with Elizabeth but I never found out. She runs really fast.


  Eventually she was slowing and I started to catch her. Then I looked at where we were. I yelled at Elizabeth. She was dragging me into deep trouble. ‘I’m going back,’ I hollered. I stood, waiting; hoping that what was happening would just disappear.


  She knew what she was doing. She heard the warnings often enough. We were near the gambling shops where I should never be. She entered. They don’t like trespassers in those stores. They will throw her out I told myself. But if they did not throw her out … argh. I could not imagine what might happen. I hated this. I walked gingerly near the entrance.


  I stood outside the front. I could not decide what to do. If I was caught I would be in the severest trouble of my life. If something happened to Elizabeth I would be in severe trouble. I was at a loss what to do. I slowly crept in the blackened doorway. I could see the shadows. I crept further in. Elizabeth came running out.


  I turned and followed.


  ‘Stupid girl,’ yelled one of the Chinese men there. ‘No allowed here. Get out nasty girl. You boy, go.’ They threw a tea pot as we ran. Then she stopped and turned around and mimicked, ‘Stupid boy. No China boy. No English boy. No Australian boy. Stupid boy.’ And she laughed.


  I ran fast. Elizabeth ran faster. I had to catch her.


  By the time that we arrived back at the store, empty-handed, I was dripping with sweat. I flung the door open, shattering the vase on the pillar next to it. ‘That girl,’ I yelled at Mother who was standing with Elizabeth by her side, ‘that girl …’. I stumbled and knew not what to say, ‘that girl is horrid.’


  ‘Edward,’ implored Mother. ‘How dare you. To your room now.’


  I stomped up the stairs. I threw off my shirt. I slumped on the bed. I wrote these words. I will go to China just to escape her. I am going to bed hungry but I will not apologise.


  Thursday, 11 February


  I could not sleep last night, and not just because I was hungry. I am disgusted with myself. I could not tell Father but I needed to talk to Mother, she would understand. But to Mother it was more important for me to get to school. ‘When you get home Edward. Then we can talk and then you can apologise. Now go, please.’


  ‘It can’t wait.’


  ‘Please not now. I have had a bad night.’


  She had a bad night. My night was intolerable. I will apologise to Mother for my behaviour. I will apologise to Father for disobeying him. I will never apologise to Elizabeth.


  Friday, 12 February


  Elizabeth has told Mother what happened, or maybe Mother prised it out. She has apologised to her. Mother has told Elizabeth that she will not be able to work for us if she insists on causing disruption. Elizabeth apologised to me but I don’t believe it. I don’t think she really meant it.


  ‘Edward, you should have told me,’ said Mother.


  ‘I tried but you would not listen. You banished me upstairs and you insisted I apologise for something that I did not do. I could not apologise.’


  ‘True, that was an error on my part Edward but …’ Father interjected. ‘What Mother says is true and yes we should have listened to you but you should never ever, ever treat a woman with such disrespect. Yes we erred and we apologise for that.’


  All is calmer now but I cannot trust Elizabeth. She might be my cousin but she is a troublemaker and she does not like Chinese people I know by the way she talks. I was sneezing a lot today and if she was near she was telling me to stops spreading plague germs. And I know she thinks that people like me, the children of two races, are inferior. I know that some people say that the marriage of Chinese and European people will ‘clean’ the Chinese from the country. It will make them a better people but how can they think this way? They think that this is just like improving animals through the correct breeding. But those people are wrong. I adore having my Chinese father and my English mother. But do I fit into any of their lands?


  Saturday, 13 February


  A telegraph arrived from Fourth Uncle yesterday. He will await further instructions from Father about coming to work in the family store. Father is pleased. Mother is very pleased. My sisters are pleased. He will bring gifts. I am not pleased. Soon I will go to China.


  Monday, 15 February


  Cleaning and cleaning and more cleaning. That is all that was done today. We did not attend school today. There was too much to clean. The store, our rooms—our whole building had to be cleaned. Father has been so involved with all his preparations for some of the people travelling to China that we have left this task till the last minute. Every pot and pan, every jar was cleaned. Every corner of every room was swept spotless. Not a skerrick of dust remained, of that I am certain. Father even questioned us all on how the sweeping must be done.


  ‘With a broom,’ mumbled Elizabeth as we all stood around waiting for Father to finish the sentence.


  ‘Not just with a broom, aiee,’ Father said like an old Chinese man. He is very, very particular about this. ‘You sweep dirt into middle of room.’ He was very much back to his Chinese ways, ‘and never out the front door.’


  ‘Out the front door, or the back door, sweep around the edges into the middle, into the back, what does it matter?’ queried Elizabeth. Mother heard. She immediately drew Elizabeth aside.


  ‘This, Elizabeth, is of vital importance,’ she said. ‘According to custom and in our house you will follow these customs to the letter, to sweep the dirt out the front door you could be sweeping away one of the family and you might even sweep away the good fortune of the family.’ Elizabeth giggled. Mother raised her voice ever so slightly. She wasn’t being funny. ‘This is what Chinese people believe. This is what we believe. This is not questionable. Sweep dirt to the middle and then sweep out the back door.’ Elizabeth said no more, or giggled no more. She swept and cleaned and dusted ferociously, always to the middle and always out the back door. She put us to shame. She was really very efficient.


  Father had begun to hang red paper banners that had come from China. They were impressive New Year banners wishing good fortune and prosperity. Every possible wall space, above archways, everywhere was decorated.


  I was pleased when I saw that Elizabeth did not enjoy herself. She has never cleaned or scrubbed so hard in her life. At the end of the day when she left the house she was doing a lot of sighing.


  I was not surprised when Mother handed her a red packet. ‘For Chinese New Year,’ she said. And Mother also gave her some oranges and told her that what makes an orange special is the treasure inside.


  Very late this afternoon Father yelled in a high pitched squeal, ‘Blossoms. Where are blossoms? Did I not tell? Aiee. Oranges and blossoms. Where are blossoms?’ Mother called, ‘Has Father talked to you about collecting the blossoms?’


  ‘No,’ I replied.


  ‘Oh dear,’ was all that she could say. ‘I was sure he had arranged for blossoms,’ I knew we couldn’t have the celebration without the blossoms, especially with everything that is happening to Chinese people here. They are doubly important, these symbols of rebirth and new growth. My next task then for the afternoon was to run to Mr Lee. He had blossoms. And as I ran out the door Father’s voice followed … ‘Go now. No stop. No breathe even.’


  I ran. Mr Lee had them packaged and waiting ‘Thought you no come,’ he said as I rushed in the door. ‘Been wait all afternoon for you. What took so long?’ I picked up the bunch of blossoms and told him that Father forgot as I rushed towards the door. And then I remembered. I sat the bunch of blossoms on the stool by the door and went back to Mr Lee. I grabbed his hands and bowed three times. Kung Hey Fat Choi Mr Lee. Kung Hey Fat Choi.


  ‘Ah Chek Chee. You remember. You good son, very good son. Your Father very proud of you. He might not say but he very proud of you. Never forget the Chinese ways Chek Chee. You are Chinese, no matter what people say.’ And suddenly Mr Lee had slipped into my hands a red packet. ‘Dor jeh Mr Lee. Dor jeh.’


  I carried the blossoms to our store ever so carefully. Mother had prepared her largest vase for the blossoms.


  And in between all the cleaning and the dusting many guests came by, which is why the cleaning took so long. Father always seemed to be able to spend another short moment farewelling guests while we continued the cleaning duties. Many customers and families Father has assisted came to pay their respects, offer thanks and even present gifts. Father and Mother have been through this celebration many times and were well prepared with small red packets (actually red packets with small amounts of money inside) and plenty of sweets and treats and especially oranges to offer our guests. There was also a continual flow of cha from the kitchen. But Father and Mother were not the only ones offering the red packets—we children received red packets too. I do like Chinese New Year!


  We had dinner tonight as usual around the family table. Little Sister set the places but she forgot the special place. Quickly, before Father arrived I rushed to the cutlery draw and gathered an extra setting and squeezed this in at the end next to Father.


  ‘But I set the table just the way Mother likes it,’ she whimpered.


  ‘Don’t worry. Don’t you remember?’ She was too young. ‘This setting is very special. This is for the ancestors. They will eat with us tonight.’


  When Father sat down at the table he saw the extra setting. He said ‘Good. This is very good.’


  ‘I set the table BaBa,’ announced Sister. And then she looked at me. ‘And Edward, he helped me.’ Mother smiled.


  Father came over and hugged us both. And in my ear he whispered. ‘Good boy Chek Chee. You remembered. You are very good boy. I am proud of you.’


  And because it was a special night we had a sumptuous meal with a few Chinese sweet meats and Mother’s favourite roast. ‘The perfect blend of cultures,’ said Mother. ‘Perfect, just perfect,’ replied Father.


  Tuesday, 16 February


  Kung Hey Fat Choi—welcome to the year of the Dragon. A dragon will ensure that this is to be a very good and prosperous year. For me it will be if I don’t have to go to China.


  Chinese New Year is always special, but what a day we had today. We wore our very best clothes and waited excitedly while Mother packed the hampers and Father gathered all the supplies for us to carry.


  We walked out the front door of the store but only Father and Mother knew what was happening. They were teasing us. We walked down George Street, Father and Mother had wicked grins on their faces all the way. When we came to Essex Street, Father asked Mother ‘Maybe we should take this road?’. Mother replied ‘Maybe we should take this road?’ pointing in the opposite direction. They continued this childish activity at every corner.


  Alice asked if we were going to see a ship come in. ‘Oh we might do that Alice dear,’ was the reply, and then more questions began. ‘Are we going to go swimming? Are we playing games? Are we? Tell us please.’


  But Mother and Father both continued to grin. ‘Patience is a virtue children,’ they even said it together, ‘have patience and all will be revealed.’


  So we were patient, but only a little. I thought that we were going to go to Dawes Point to the Battery area or the stores nearby until we arrived at the big fire station. Then we turned into Queens Wharf, and we walked and we walked and we walked all the way to Bennelong Point. Ahead in the distance I could see some Chinese people and then when I looked behind there were more Chinese people following the road we walked.


  Finally we stopped. And we stood. And we waited.


  ‘We are watching the ships come in,’ called my sister. ‘Have we walked all this way just for that?’


  ‘Oh yes we have walked such a long, long way to watch the ships come in.’ It did not take long before soon there was a huge gathering of Chinese men and women and children—and non-Chinese people too, some were even customers of Father’s. Everyone was dressed up but none of the children knew where we were going.


  ‘See, we told you,’ said Father as a ferry berthed at the stone wharf. We were going on a ferry ride.


  We rode across to Clifton Gardens and that is where we spent the rest of the day. I loved riding the ferry waves and looking at the water. Immediately on landing the women and men prepared the food. Some of us started chasing and building sand castles and digging holes in the sand.


  At lunch simply the most wonderful food was shared, every family had brought something and we all shared the food around. There was Ah Toy and his relatives and Mr Lee sitting at our banquet.


  The adults played fantan and pakapu and mahjong, so someone even carried a table. I love the sound of mahjong tiles crashing against one another but the men were so fast. I have tried watching them pick up the tiles and then throw them back into the pit but it is still very confusing and so fast.


  After lunch, just the best time was had by everyone there. The dragon appeared for the dragon dance. Cymbals were clashing and gongs were struck. It was a wonderful celebratory noise. One man appeared around the dragon with his smiling chubby face and fan waving in the air. Little Sister was a little scared. There was cheering and yelling and squeals of delight—especially by Little Sister when the dragon head came right up to her face and opened and closed his mouth. She did not see the men inside in the costume. She clamped her hands over her ears because of the firecrackers, but I love the explosions. The dragon was dancing, the crackers were exploding. Gongs, cymbals, crackers, squealing—this is the excitement of New Year! Around and around the dragon danced, flying high in the air, reaching up to the skies and then down low at our feet. We kept jumping up and down trying to be close to the dragon.


  And someone carried a cricket kit too, stumps and bats and balls. Suddenly Father and I were on a team and we played all afternoon. We ran on the grass. We ran near the water. I caught a ball with two hands but Father dived and caught the best I have ever seen with one hand. Mr Lee tripped and hobbled a while and one of Father’s customers hit a ball into the bushes and we couldn’t find it. I have never bowled like this ever. I even hit the ball—straight into the water. Everyone was cheering and shouting and clapping at my shot. I won the match. All types of people playing: men, women, boys and girls, Chinese and Australian. This is how cricket should be played.


  We ferried back across the harbour. We were all worn to the bones. Mother even slept on the ferry. Thankfully we did not have to walk all the way back to the store, just across the Queens Wharf to catch a tram. I do think that nearly every Chinese person living in Sydney must have been with us there today celebrating Chinese New Year.


  And best of all we did not have to go to school today. Hooray.


  Wednesday, 17 February


  Even though I have received more red packets than at any other time in my life and I have lots of money to deposit in the bank, it was not what I remembered most. The celebration of being Chinese and the fun, that is what I remember. I love being Chinese. And I love being Australian too.


  Even Mr Lee has given me another red packet. ‘It is hard for you to be Chinese boy and to be like other boys too, it is. But part of you always Chinese, you must continue be Chinese and be Australian too. Your Father knows this. He very pleased.’


  I do know that Father is pleased with me and I do know that Father and Mother are not sending me to China because I am disobedient or that I do not behave as a Chinese boy should. But still I do not want to go. I am still afraid of what might happen.


  Mother was also given red packets for Elder Brother and Sister. Even though they are in China they still receive packets. I wonder if they have red packets for me from the relatives. ‘Yes Edward,’ Mother announced when she saw the look in my eyes. ‘Red packets will be waiting for you in China.’ At least that might be one good thing about going to China.


  This afternoon Father and I were drinking cha together. He began with Chek Chee and my first thoughts were that I was being sent to China even earlier. We talked about school, about the family, about travelling to China and about the Chinese ways. ‘You will always be Australian. You were born here, but you are also Chinese so you must continue Chinese ways too.’ And then he continued, ‘But what I really want to say is that I am very pleased at all your efforts at school and with us. You are courteous and you look after your family. This is good. This is respectful. This is the Chinese way.’


  I felt very pleased. I wonder if Mr Lee talked to Father?


  Thursday, 18 February


  It really is quite impossible. What is wrong with people? It is a perfectly wonderful celebration, Chinese New Year, but of course the police have to spoil it by arresting Lee Sam, Ah Bung and Hing War (they are dealers), and Ah See (he is a cooper). They went in front of the magistrate. They were fined 20 shillings just for letting off fireworks in public streets. And if they couldn’t pay the fine then they would be imprisoned for seven days. Immediately the fines were paid and the men bailed, Mr Lee made sure. He had to do this. All the Chinese community who were there were enjoying those fireworks. Why weren’t we all fined?


  What do they expect—that the fireworks will be let off in the houses or yards? The buildings could end up burning down. It is strange—Chinese can’t let off fireworks but Europeans can ring bells and blow sirens on their New Year’s Day. They are even noisier.


  Today is the last day of the festivities. The decorations will remain and I am sure that there will be much more feasting to come but tomorrow everyone will be back at work. Father has announced at dinner time, much to Mother’s disappointment, that we do not have to go to school tomorrow.


  ‘Dear they have missed four days this week already. One more will not make a difference.’ I agree. I hope that the teachers do too.


  Friday, 19 February


  Elizabeth was here today. She did not come with us to the New Year celebrations. She was invited but her father refused to let her come, just like for the temple opening. She has been permitted to come to the store to work but not to socialise, that’s what he said. I think that it is strange that he would permit his daughter to work at our store, for my family, a Chinese family—that is what she is doing, but Mother says that he chooses to ignore that information.


  It is a pity that Elizabeth was not able to join in and see how wonderful the Chinese celebrations are for New Year—it might help her understand about Chinese people more, but I am glad that she was not able to come. She is not Chinese and she is not family, not really.


  There was much cleaning and refreshing the house after the celebrations. I knew that there would be a consequence for not going to school today … it was clean up and do store work instead.


  I went to bed early this evening. Elizabeth is still here. Father will have to walk her to the tram stop and then to her house and then come back.


  Saturday, 20 February


  I was half asleep as I walked down the stairs this morning for my morning ablutions. I am sure that I do not look my best first thing in the morning. I certainly do not feel alive first thing in the morning. I left the landing and entered the kitchen and then I screamed ‘argh …’


  ‘And good morning to you too Eddie.’ Father did not accompany Elizabeth to the tram or home last night. She slept at our house with my sisters.


  I rushed to the water closet and then back upstairs before coming back down for breakfast. Father then announced that Elizabeth and I would both go to the wharf to collect some parcels. ‘There will be no discussion on this matter. Immediately you have returned your dishes to the sink you can both go.’


  Surprisingly, it was a pleasant walk. Elizabeth seemed interested in all the things that I had to tell her about the past few days. At first I was very cautious and walked at a frightful pace but when Elizabeth was able to keep speed with me I slowed a little.


  ‘That’s better E …’ She didn’t say Eddie. ‘I was fair runnin’ out of breath I was.’ We walked. I talked. Two days and Elizabeth has not caused me any trouble so I continued an easy conversation. She seemed interested. It took only a short while, probably because of our talking, and we were at the wharf. I showed her the trading ships and the stores where they offload the cargos. We were watching people boarding a steamer. The pleasant conversation did not last.


  She was wondering where all the people were going. I explained that the Chinese people were travelling to China, mostly second class too.


  ‘What for?’


  ‘Some will be going home permanently. Some will be going home for a short while and some will be going to China to conduct business.’


  ‘What business?’


  She asked so many questions. I just wanted to sit and watch and listen. I love the sound of the wharf activity and the ocean smell.


  ‘Bringing goods and merchandise back for people all over Australia. We do lots of trading with China, like tea and cloths and slippers and Chinese foods that you see in our store.’


  ‘We don’t need those.’


  I tried to explain that there are many families, and not just Chinese ones, who rely on Father to import the goods. They purchase the goods and eat the food from stores that are run by Chinese men and women. I should not have joked with Elizabeth but I did, ‘Did you know, their eyes haven’t changed shape and they still wear the same clothes and their skin, it is still the same colour.’ And I explained that business travel is very important for merchants and traders, and especially those with business in China who have to travel to maintain their business.


  ‘And look at that family,’ I pointed. ‘Not all of those people travelling are Chinese. That family is not and I know they won’t be travelling second class. Don’t you think it is strange that those people can travel overseas and return with no problem, not having to complete forms that say they are domiciled here and that they should be permitted entry without any problems? Why is that not the way for the Chinese?’


  ‘Don’t know,’ she replied ‘but if they want to go to China then they should stay in China.’


  ‘So those Australians who travel to England should stay there too.’ And I turned around and headed for the store. This conversation was going nowhere. ‘Come on. Don’t dawdle. Father needs me back there.’ And you need to get inside and do the work that you are paid you to do,’ I mumbled spitefully. There was silence during the long walk back.


  I am confused. Many Chinese businessmen have toiled long and hard to establish lucrative businesses. If they are not granted certificates of domicile with permission to come and go as required they will be ruined. The businessman has no alternative but to sacrifice the business, sell up and leave—or never return to China.


  Sunday, 21 February


  I asked Father this afternoon why we needed to have Elizabeth visit so much when she really did very little of the work that she was supposed to do. I also asked why she had to spend so much time with me. He responded with the usual—family and respect and needing help and information, and that this was a way for her to learn to accept other people and that different cultures can co-exist. I have heard it often.


  ‘She’ll never learn.’ I replied. Father was not pleased.


  ‘That is talk just like the adults have. She is surrounded by people who do not understand other cultures. Of course she is going to be sounding just like them. It is up to us to let her see that things can be different. It is not easy I am sure but it is the task that we all must do. And beside she is the daughter of your mother’s sister and your mother wants to help her family as much as possible. It was hurting her immensely when her family were not talking to us so we have to do this.’


  I wanted to tell Father that we might have to do this but that we did not have to be always me. I remained silent.


  Monday, 22 February


  Father still has not completed the paperwork. Mother is disgusted and has demanded that today the store be closed and that he completes the papers for his brother to come. Mother insisted. Father delivered the papers this afternoon.


  Tuesday, 23 February


  Wah Gow has been working as a cook in a café in town. He has lost his job. The new owner said that an Australian man could do the same cooking and better too so he fired him. Straight away he ran and is hiding. He knows he will be deported. Mr Lee told Father. Father thinks that Mr Lee might know where Wah Gow is. Father said that this was just another example of the hatred of this immigration policy. He will ask other merchants to see if there are any jobs for Chinese cooks.


  Father is right. This is hatred. Wah Gow has no protection. He is not naturalised.


  Wednesday, 24 February


  Father was giggling lots when I walked into the store this afternoon. ‘Some of the Chinese can be sooo silly,’ he told me when I asked him what was causing this amusement. It was Ah Lum. His mother living in China has died so he wants to bring his daughter to Australia. That is good for the family. But Ah Lum struggles with putting three English words together. He thought that he was following the correct procedure by going to a translator and having the English translator write a letter. But he wrote the word wife instead of mother. Father giggled again as he was telling me.


  And that would have meant that Ah Lum had two wives. I giggled at that. ‘Ah,’ said Father, ‘some Chinese men do have more than one wife, Edward. Some have a wife in China and another wife here. Some have two wives in China, but definitely not Ah Lum. He has one wife only and she lives here. Aiee,’ he exclaimed. ‘One wife is enough for any man,’ he said.


  It’s just like YC who saw Father last week. He went to the English translator to bring his daughter here. When I had a puzzled look on my face Father said ‘Think about it. Do the arithmetic Chek Chee. YC has been married for five years and for ten years before that he was operating his store. He never travelled anywhere.’ And then it was obvious, YC was here when according to the translation he had a daughter in China. Now I know why Father was giggling. I giggled too.


  ‘Yes. Now you see,’ together we laughed.


  Monday, 29 February


  Imagine being born today—or having a birthday today. If you were 20 years old you would really only have had your fifth birthday. But you would be the smartest five-year-old!


  Tuesday, 1 March


  Tonight we dined with Mr Lee and his relatives who live next to Belmore markets.


  There were no stars tonight in the sky that I could see but there were lanterns everywhere bathing the evening in a soft glow. Tonight is the first full moon of the Lunar New Year. All around the world wherever there are Chinese people there will be lanterns on parade and the very carefully made sky lanterns will be released.


  Lanterns rising to the heavens bring good luck. I know that so I told Father before he could ask me. I wanted him to know that I do remember the traditions that are so much a part of the family. ‘Good Chek Chee. You remember. Now if only I could remember how to release the sky lantern … ahhh. That’s good.’ And away it floated into the distant sky.


  I had the most wonderfully-decorated lantern all the way from China. This one was not even made here. This was brilliant but I shared my lantern with Younger Sister. As she was walking a wind caught the flame and made it dance around inside her lantern. The lantern caught fire and collapsed. Tears were about to flow, she does that, but then I asked her to help me. I told her that it needed two strong people to carry it.


  Father told me about his lantern parade growing up on the goldfields when the men who would mine gold in the gully were forced out by the big-noses. That year was a special year when he was the only boy in the bush camp. The rest were all men and he led the parade carrying the lantern on a long stick. All the men followed him. What a privilege. That year they could not release lanterns into the sky. He worried that the gods would not look favourably on them providing them with good fortune. ‘You have good fortune now BaBa,’ I told him.


  Tonight Father was again asked to lead the parade, with his family by his side. He had a tear in his eyes.


  Wednesday, 2 March


  Father has been asked to locate a teacher of a boy called George Ah Kee. George cannot enter Australia from China because he does not have papers that show he was living here. Father will start by sending a telegram to the teacher at George’s old school in Kiandra.


  Thursday, 3 March


  ‘It is another immigration nightmare,’ hollered Father this afternoon. He was furious. Many men are now being refused the Certificate of Domicile, Chinese men who have lived here in the city for 20 years or more. ‘They are domiciled here,’ he said trying to calm down. ‘If they can’t get their certificates then no one can. This is impossible.’


  Today there were two more complaints. Tonight, Ah Way is still here. The customs officer did not think Ah Way’s shop is really a tobacco shop so he has refused a certificate, even though he has been in Australia for more than 25 years. He has grown and sold vegetables that many people have purchased, including the wives of government ministers, he has attended city council meetings, he operates a tobacco shop (a good one not an evil one) and he owns the stock yet the official thinks that he is simply a hawker and not a merchant. If he were a merchant then he would now have a certificate.


  The official is the man who calls Chinese people the undesirables. He refused a certificate, even after it had already been approved. Ah Way had completed the application form, attached Father’s reference and also one from European stall holders at the markets (they wrote that Ah Way was a trustworthy, well-connected Chinaman). He would surely receive his papers.


  But the only paper he received was a letter telling him that the certificate was refused. It wasn’t even a personal letter. He was not even afforded the courtesy of an interview to discuss the situation. Ah Way can go to China to visit his relatives but when he wants to come back into the country he will be refused entry, sent to jail and then back to China on the first available passage.


  Father is furious.


  Friday, 4 March


  I cannot understand why Ah Way was not given the certificate. Ah Way is a market gardener too. If he was a merchant and not just a tobacconist then he would have the certificate and he would be packing his bags for China. ‘Some Chinese men,’ said Mr Lee when he visited our store, ‘be pleased with decision. Some Chinese think a garden man not as good as merchant. Some think a laundry man too not good.’


  I know what is being done but I cannot understand how a government that relies on trade with places like China can be so forbidding to the people. Why do they hate Chinese people so? Are they truly afraid that Chinese people will infect the European population? That is what some thought when the Black Death struck. If they are then I must be an infection?


  Monday, 7 March


  I have been left alone at school for weeks now. Today I had my worst day ever. It is because I am different that I was treated this way. I am clever and can easily complete all the work but I do not try to show my cleverness even though Father would like me to. I look different. That is why.


  Today was a writing lesson. I had completed the slate copy and I was writing the work in my copy book. Inks were delivered to our tables and the pens distributed. Last week I was jabbed with a pen nib but today was way worse.


  My concentration was intense, so intense I did not notice what was happening. Robert was sitting behind me. It must have been him. But sometime between sitting up straight and waiting for directions from the teacher and then leaning over the desk to start my copy work the tip of my queue found the inkwell. I am so careful about trying to keep my queue contained, placing it inside my jumper or even my shirt. I do not know how it came out but it found the inkwell. Impossible. One boy placed ever so carefully the tip of the queue into the freshly filled inkwell. I know my queue is long enough to reach a filled well. And when I began my copy work the queue dragged out of the well across the desk and onto the back of my shirt. Even then I did not feel any different. Had it been an accident Robert would have alerted the teacher and me straight away but I know he waited until he was sure that enough ink had soaked through.


  ‘Sir,’ he blurted out from behind me with hand straight into the air. ‘Edward’s hair is in the ink and it’s messin’ my desk.’


  The teacher rushed over, cane drawn and snarling.


  ‘Sir, I was concentratin’ and did not see him flick his hair back. It plopped fairly into the well it did. I was tryin’ hard to form correct letters. It wasn’t till I looked up and saw the black line on my desk that I noticed. And look. There’s a blob of ink on his back too.’ And he couldn’t help adding, ‘Should cut his hair sir. Wear hair like real boys.’


  I don’t know if the teacher heard the insult or was just simply ignoring the comment. I wanted to turn and tell him about people of convict ancestry but before I could teacher was standing over me.


  ‘Edward, get outside and dry your hair. Clean up the mess. The girls don’t have any trouble with keeping their long hair out of the ink wells so I never would have expected boys to have hair problems. What does your father do? Tell him to cut your hair or keep it up.’


  He did hear the comment. I do not wish to tell Father or Mother but they will surely know.


  When I explained what happened that afternoon to Mother she was very considerate. She did not berate me or get annoyed with me. She told me that there is no way that I am to cut my hair just because some boys, and even the teachers, don’t like the look of it or that they think that it is girl like to wear long hair. Chinese men are extremely proud of their hair. ‘English men had long hair too,’ she said. ‘Just look at some of those bushranger types or even the sailors who sailed around the globe to find this country. They had long hair. And if long hair on men was such a bad thing then why do judges have wigs of hair.’


  At school Mother had long hair too and the same thing happened to her. She told me that I must make sure that I wear my hair inside my shirt. She also told me that she accidentally-on-purpose tripped over an outstretched leg when she was carrying inks later that year and the ink went all over the desk of the ink-well dipper.


  Immediately Mother saw the shirt she sent me to Mr Lee. ‘With his magic ways he will be able to remove all the ink from the shirt and it will be as good as new.’


  Tuesday, 8 March


  This morning Father demonstrated how to wrap my hair. I rarely see his hair wrapped around the top of his head but people do not dip his queue in the inkwell or tug at his hair. It twists around my head and my hat hides the wrapped queue.


  ‘Nice hair Edward,’ whispered Elizabeth. I will only wear my hair like this as a last resort. For the moment I will simply keep my hair inside my shirt.


  Wednesday, 9 March


  George’s old teacher had moved schools but finally, after many telegrams Father has received communication.


  This is good news with all these immigration problems that Father is having. He hopes to finally sort out George’s entry. I hope so too. It must be intolerable being alone and refused entry while your family is here.


  I know Father says that I will be permitted to re-enter Australia but all these problems are still occurring and maybe I won’t.


  Thursday, 10 March


  A dribble of rain today. I have barely seen Elizabeth these past few weeks. This is good. She is staying out of my way and I am staying out of hers.


  Tuesday, 15 March


  George lost his papers in China. That is why he was in this trouble. It is strange. I do not know George and have never met George but I feel as though I know him.


  Finally a response from the teacher. Yes he does remember George. He is not sure whether he can leave his school post and travel to Sydney to identify George. Father has asked him to request permission and has also told him that the Chinese men will pay all expenses that he incurs with a bonus.


  George should never have lost his papers. They are more precious than gold, really they are. He had an exemption certificate and he also had his church confirmation certificate with him—the teacher had written a letter to support this but still the officials want to have him identified face to face.


  It is not long before I know I am to go to China. I will need papers. I better not lose my papers or I will not be permitted back into the country. I do not want to go.


  Wednesday, 16 March


  Elizabeth—it has been nothing for weeks and then all of a sudden today happens. I ignored her at first but it could not last. She told me about a Chinese man that was convicted of stealing, as if I already did not know. I had read the papers. She called all Chinese criminals ‘because it is in their blood. Chinese are born like that,’ she says. I know that she is just saying her father’s words but she cannot continue saying them around me and my family.


  ‘Oh you are so foolish Elizabeth. You think that all Chinese people are criminals or untouchable just because they are not like you. Criminals—you don’t know what you are talking about. Our mothers, their family, were free settlers with the first fleet. My father was a free man. He paid his way out here to come to this country to earn a living to support his family back home in China. No criminal blood.’ I could have been yelling to the boys at school or the men in the street, not just my cousin. I told her to think about her father’s family on the first fleet. They were convicts transported for stealing so if anyone has criminals in their blood then it had to be her. ‘You think that one of my kind, a convicted Chinese man, makes all Chinese people criminals. Well if so then if one of your kind is a criminal then all are criminals, including you.’


  Elizabeth stormed off. She broke a cup and saucer and another plate a short while later. Mother thought that Elizabeth was getting sick. She wasn’t. She was just suffering a serve of truth. I am not sorry that I spoke to her that way.


  Thursday, 17 March


  The teacher is coming to Sydney. All will be well. It will take some days yet but soon George will be with his family.


  Nothing good happening at school. Just some stupid boys saying disgusting things about boys of mixed blood—of course that was me. I ignored them as best I could, as Father, and Mother, would like. I wanted to spit at them. I didn’t. The spitting would be the Chinese side of me that Mother does not like.


  Friday, 18 March


  It happened again. Elizabeth had to talk about Chinese people doing the menial jobs that no-one else would do, like Mr Lee’s laundry and the gardening and the cleaning. I couldn’t stop myself. So I told her about menial gardeners saving lives on the goldfields and Chinese gardeners turning useless land into fields of green, nutritious vegetables and fruit. ‘And what was the secret? It’s fertilizer, poo water, that is what the secret was.’ Elizabeth twisted her nose just like I did when Father told me. ‘Have you not heard anything at the church when you come? Maybe you need some intensive lessons. Is that the Christian way—does not the bible say that all men and women are created equal?’ I yelled at her walking up the hall.


  If Elizabeth was so sure that the jobs that Chinese men and women do are so lowly, such menial tasks, then had she thought who was doing the menial work in our house and why she was working for my father and mother?


  I left her standing in the hallway. Father had been in his office concentrating too hard to hear my outbursts—I thought.


  ‘Are you well Chek Chee?,’ Father asked me when I neared his office.


  ‘Yes Father. Why do you ask?’ I was surprised.


  ‘You were using a rather loud voice?’


  ‘I was. I am sorry for disturbing you.’


  ‘You did disturb me that is true but your apology is not to me … nor to your Mother,’ he added looking up from his desk as he lowered the pen and ink.


  ‘Father?’


  Father heard my outburst. He was not pleased. ‘She might be assisting around our house but she is still your cousin and she is still family and she deserves the respect. This I have told you before.’


  I was about to tell Father why I was so angry. It was time that he knew what she was saying. But Father already knew much of what Elizabeth has been saying.


  ‘What you must remember is that she is not using her words. She is using the words of her father. You know that her mother does not speak like that or think that way. You are our son, and you need to be strong and endure. She will come around and you will help her. She needs your support and encouragement, not your disdain.


  ‘Yes Father. But what if she does not?’


  ‘Then at least our family has tried.’


  I apologised to Elizabeth. Was that a smile on her face?


  Sunday, 20 March


  It’s my lunar birthday. I remember Father telling me and it is written in his book, he even reminded me … but I didn’t receive presents. Father says that next year in China, then I might celebrate my lunar birthday. I don’t want to have to travel to China to celebrate my lunar birthday.


  Monday, 21 March


  Today started at school like any other as we stood in line to say the anthem … I honour my god, I serve my king, I salute the flag (some boys play with the word. They say sar-loot, sir-tute and even pretend to salute with without being seen). After announcements and hand inspection (Peter received a slap across the back of the legs for having dirty hands) we paraded into the class as usual.


  Mr Drury went wild with the broad slapper today. He marched up and down rows, staring over our shoulders as we were copying the work after writing on our slates. He lowered the cane on one boy’s shoulders … and simply uttered the words careful there boy.


  When he came to Charles and Patrick he stopped, tapped his foot up and down on the floor and ranted at the boys about better writing and that it had already been completed on the slates in class and that we did not have paper to waste on careless and messy writing. They received two slaps each.


  He stood over me today. I could feel the slapper resting on my shoulder; his stinking breath was surrounding me. I was relieved when he walked on.


  Tuesday, 22 March


  I have not written yet about other reasons for punishment that have been dispensed at school but they include punishment for falsehood, disobedience, talking during sewing lesson, impudence, refusing to answer, insolence, gross insolence, even refusing to sing. Peter took that one. His doctor told him that he should not strain his voice. Mr Drury yelled that singing is never a strain and then gave him the slapper. Fighting in school happens a lot even though Fort Street boys are told they should never fight … I know that one. Obscene behaviour in the playground, even unlearnt homework and out comes the slapper and no excuse will do. If you don’t learn the homework you get the slapper.


  I don’t think that Mr Drury likes Patrick’s family. Last week William, his brother, received five cuts on the hand and two on the shoulders for falsehood. He implored to Mr Drury that he knew nothing about the damage to the school desk but that was not sufficient.


  I do not like the strap or the cane. I think that they are severe forms of punishment. A boy can be convinced of the right and wrongs of his life simply through talking and discussion. Father and Mother have never hit us. We do wrong things and for that we are punished but never hit.


  I saw Patrick this afternoon. I told him that his writing was even better than mine.


  ‘Yeah but that don’t do no good. Drury hates us anyways.’


  ‘But that doesn’t mean he should use it.’


  ‘S’all right. I lost count of the number I’ve had ripped into me.’ We walked on to the edge of the school gates and were about to separate. ‘You the one watchin’ a lot of cricket aren’t you?’ I told him that I have, and where Mr Noble was born.


  ‘Corr. You should join us. Don’t stand around next time. Come’n play.’ I mentioned what happened at the beginning of the year. ‘Ah ya don’t have to worry ‘bout them boys. They listen to me … or they don’t play.’


  I tipped out my drawers in my bedroom, checked in the office, looked under the camphor box. Finally I found the ball and after a short time with Father this afternoon I was out the back with the ball onto the fading stumps on the wall.


  Father has been asked to attend the government offices tomorrow. Mother hopes that it is approval for Fourth Uncle to come.


  Wednesday, 23 March


  It has been a long time since I have seen Father return from the customs office smiling. ‘Finally,’ he says ‘the government are listening to what we are saying.’ He was there most of the afternoon.


  It wasn’t to find out about his sponsorship application for Fourth Uncle. That is still being processed. Mother was not pleased. Could it be that the government was abandoning the discriminatory domicile certificates or the dictation tests? But it wasn’t that either. It was simply a change to the forms, which I didn’t think was very exciting at all.


  Father had some of the new forms. They look much like the last ones, maybe a little smaller. They still require two photographs of the person and they still require the handprint but now at least the traveller does not have to provide all the personal details like when they arrived in Australia, their occupation and the property that they hold.


  It is an insult that Chinese people have to give all these details and the other people who leave Australia do not. Father agrees but he says that this changed form is better than the old forms. It is better I agree but Chinese people should not have to even do this. Chinese people should not be made to feel different to all the other people. This county is a melting pot and the ingredients come from all over the world. There are the Aboriginal peoples and the English and the Germans and the French and all those other nationalities and then there are the wonderful Chinese. All the ingredients are thrown in the pot, mixed around and out comes the final result … people like me.


  ‘And what a tasty morsel you are!’ exclaimed Mother ruffling my hair. ‘So delicious.’ I wish she wouldn’t do that.


  ‘True, very true Chek Chee. It is diversity and respect for each person’s difference that we should be encouraging. I know it will come. But not yet. These things take time and governments are slow to reverse their incorrect decisions and acknowledge mistakes.’


  That is because they don’t want to look like they made a mistake. Why don’t they just acknowledge their mistakes like ordinary people have to and rectify them? In time what Father tells me may happen. Then all Chinese residents, those born here and those naturalised, will be free to leave and complete only the forms that every other naturalised person has to complete. That is when the Chinese people will be on equal footing with every person here.


  I remember Mr Quong Tart and how he was such a well-respected Chinese man but also a man of this country, pushing for equality, integration and acceptance of all people. He never lived to see that dream happen. Maybe his and Father’s letters to the government have caused this change and maybe that is why Father continues his work.


  Thursday, 24 March


  I could not believe what my eyes were seeing while I was waiting for Father at the wharf. While inspectors were walking up one plank at the wharf to board a steamer, down the other plank came Chinese men. I could see their faces. I could see them clearly. And they ran. They ran really quickly, as quickly as their sea legs would carry them. They really did look funny. And in the front they were being led by an impatient seaman from the steamer. He hurried them along. He surely wanted them away very quickly. They ran behind one of the large stores and out of sight. I could hear some yelling and those words that I hear when I am too slow for Father fie-de-lah, fie-de-lah. I quietly cheered. There were Chinese people being smuggled in.


  Father says that there have been many occasions when some of the men have tried to enter the country illegally. Sometimes they have travelled all the way from China smuggled in the holds of ships. He has even heard that some of the men die while travelling because they receive so little attention and their bodies are thrown overboard. There is no guarantee that when a person pays for passage here they will even arrive. That is horrible. And if they arrive they still have to pay their debts before they can earn their own money. And they come knowing that they might be subjected to the torments and trials that are being served to Chinese people all over the country.


  Last century some of the merchants like Father provided lodging for the new arrivals, like they do in Haymarket. Then the Chinese men travelled throughout the country to work for other people, mostly Chinese men and very early on the gold miners. When Father arrived there were many hundreds of Chinese men landing on these shores all bound for the goldfields.


  I am so very glad that Elizabeth was not here to see this.


  Friday, 25 March


  Father told me about another horrible incident. Last century a customs officer looking for contraband cigars searched an ice room of a ship only to have eight Chinese men, almost frozen to death, rush past to what they hoped would be freedom. They have been hidden under beds, in closets; even officers have been bribed by some unscrupulous merchants to allow the Chinese immigrants to enter the country. Imagine if there were Chinese people being smuggled in and getting caught in the cargo hold as ships were fumigated. They would be asphyxiated. During the gold rush many men were smuggled in by bribing ships’ crews and the customs officers. Then the merchant would on-sell the workers to other people. This is trading in human flesh.


  Even Chinese men did this. It must be very bad in China for men to go to such lengths to come to here. I am to go to China … but Father has not heard about Fourth Uncle yet.


  Oh yes … forgot to mention ten runs, two wickets, I am a star.


  Saturday, 26 March


  Patrick knows where our store is. He arrived there this morning while I was hauling bundles for Father from the shelves. I didn’t see him at first until he called.


  ‘Hey you, watchya doin’ there China?’ I turned around.


  ‘Patrick? What are you doing here?’ I questioned.


  ‘Ah just in the area walking and saw the name on the store. Figured this is where ya live.’ And that was it for working with Father for an hour or so. He shooed us into the kitchen and we ate a few snacks, Patrick likes Chinese sweets, and then we were into the lane. I showed him the painted stumps and then for a short while we kept bowling and hitting the stumps.


  ‘Gotta go. Just passin’. See ya at school. Big match Monday. So don’t strain yaself lifting all your dad’s stuff.’


  That was fun!


  Monday, 28 March


  I was right. There were Chinese men on that steamer and they did escape, well some of them did. The government men rounded up a group of Asiatics on the weekend in one of the lodging houses. There was lots of noise and crashing and thumping, like a show. They are now in jail and will get sent back to China. But they all weren’t caught. One man was able to sneak his way out of Sydney. Mr Lee said so. He won’t say any more, but I am sure he knows more.


  As for our cricket game—all I will say is 12 runs not out, one wicket blisteringly bowled. One catch. We won. Mr Noble would be pleased.


  Tuesday, 29 March


  Today the annual Sydney show begins. I remember attending the show last year and seeing the bush animals and the food displays. They are impressive but this year Father has not said a word about attending. We probably will not go.


  Ah Lilly has been charged for hawking without a licence. Mr Lee came to tell us after the charging. We will have to wait to see if he is convicted. Father is not sure but said that he should have obtained a licence. Do other men have to obtain a licence to sell their goods from baskets?


  Wednesday, 30 March


  Father is suffering. The official processing the application for Fourth Uncle has sent Father a letter saying that there is insufficient detail. It requires further information on Father’s business. He wants to know how a Chinese man is necessary and why the work can not be done by an Australian already here.


  Father cannot believe that this is happening. The officials know Father, but he does not know this man. Father will go to the offices after Easter.


  Thursday, 31 March


  It must be an uninteresting day if all that I can write is that my cousin called me Edward and prepared afternoon tea with cakes that she baked with Mother today. The cakes didn’t even make us sick like they did last time. She will not be here during the Easter time.


  Friday, 1 April


  It is appropriate that on this Good Friday it is drizzling.


  Today we went to church, we don’t go every weekend and never on Friday but this weekend is important and Mother says that we will go again on Sunday. Twice in one weekend and I don’t even go to a church school.


  Saturday, 2 April


  More rain today, so it was more reading of the paper and more assistance in the store. Nothing unusual. I am much more relaxed when I know that Elizabeth is not here and that she won’t be jumping out from another room to cause me anxiety. I do enjoy quiet weekends.


  No lessons with Father.


  Sunday, 3 April


  Today is Easter Sunday. We attended the cathedral rather than our usual church. It was a splendid service and was packed with people. They were standing out the door. I could understand everything that was said although the songs were very, very strange.


  It was different than at the Chinese temple where I did not understand anything. That is why I am going to go to China, Father says. Then I will know the Chinese language. I still do not want to go.


  On the way home I was thinking about our attendance today; I was dawdling. Less people stared at us today than when we attend the Chinese church. But still people look at us closely and maybe they are wishing we were not there (which would be a very un-Christian thing to do—especially on the risen day).


  I do not mind being half Chinese. I do not mind being half English/Australian. I do mind that people cannot accept me for what I am. I do not like the Chinese people saying I am not Chinese because I do not look like them and the English people saying that I am not English because I do not look like them. I am both and I am still Australian.


  Tuesday, 5 April


  Today is Ching Ming festival, tomb sweeping day. It is very good that Elizabeth has been with her family for the Easter break because I do not think that she would have appreciated all the Chinese celebrations, especially after all the cleaning she had to do for New Year. This is an important time for all Chinese people, honouring ancestors. It must always be continued. She just wouldn’t understand.


  Father does not demand that we attend our ancestors with incense and offerings every day like Mr Lee and some of the others but he does ask that we respect and remember our ancestors, especially today.


  ‘You can attend to ancestor reverence in many ways. Simple thoughts about them are sufficient. But on special occasions we remember them in special ways.’ Our family has no graves to sweep or clean but we still burnt incense and presented offerings in Father’s office at a small table. I hope they appreciated the sweets and the cakes and the oranges. It was really smelly but not as bad as at the cemetery.


  Father, Mr Lee and I travelled on the train to Rookwood today with hundreds of other Chinese people. I think only Chinese people were here today. It was a loud and noisy and smelly train trip. It was just like Chinese New Year all over again with all the foodstuffs that people were carrying. Father said that even though our ancestors were not buried here we could still pay respects for the families of his friends. I know that in China Elder Brother and Sister will today be preparing and sweeping fallen leaves from the graves. Next year I will too, I expect—this is good housekeeping Father would say … I do not think there is any way of avoiding going to China.


  We visited the graves. We adorned them with paper money flowers, food and fruit, especially oranges—‘food for ancestors’ said Mr Lee. ‘None of us would be here without them,’ Father added. We made a special visit to Mr Quong Tart’s resting place. He had many, many, many visitors today.


  Every day people know which stores have Chinese operators—smelling the air gives it away. But on days like today it can be overpowering for many noses. Many Europeans do not like the smell of incense and are annoyed that the Chinese do this, and they show it. Mr Lee had rotten, stinking rubbish tipped outside his door and thrown on the windows last night. He was scrubbing away the last of it when Father and I arrived. This is another part of Chinese culture they do not understand. They also do not understand how Chinese can enjoy the celebration of the ancestors.


  They think Chinese behaviour is wrong. People like Elizabeth’s family. ‘That is why it is important that you help Elizabeth,’ Father added when I told him that I am glad that she wasn’t around.


  Wednesday, 6 April


  It happened again—Elizabeth. I had to inform her that not all Chinaman are illiterate. She thinks that just because some Chinese people cannot speak English that they are illiterate.


  ‘That’s not illiterate just because they can’t speak English. Illiterate is when they can’t read or write and nearly all Chinese people here can read and write and some of them in English too. Can you write any Chinese?’


  I blurted all this out at Elizabeth while she was washing dishes. She continues to bait me and I continue to bite. Not too good seeing as though we have just had the Easter celebrations. I didn’t listen to the sermon very well.


  Friday, 8 April


  Today, Father met other merchants to discuss the official’s reply to his application. They all agreed the forms were correct and complete in more detail than most. No-one has any sensible suggestions, Father told me this afternoon while I was cleaning the shelves.


  Father will attend the government office to find out what more is needed.


  Saturday, 9 April


  Sometimes I do not record here what I read in the paper because it is of no consequence. Again there was very little; an English newspaper complained about the gambling Chinese (we already know that) and there are floods in America. And I laughed out loud when I read that a crocodile in Perth had a policeman for dinner. That would have been tasty.


  But one article was very true. It said that it is very hard to learn the Chinese language unless you are immersed in it all the time. I agree.


  I am improving at deciphering the Chinese characters but I am still so slow. If I was given the task to read the paper and then answer five questions all in half an hour otherwise I would be sent by boat all the way to China, I would fail and I would be on the first boat to China.


  I will be on a boat to China sometime soon.


  Sunday, 10 April


  What a glorious day. Today is my birthday and I have had such a splendid day. I received so many presents, from the wonderful gift that my Father and Mother gave me to the very many red packets (with lishee) that Father’s friends have given me when they called in.


  On many occasions I have been admiring Father’s wonderful jacket that he received from China. I did not expect that I too would receive such a glorious gift wrapped in golden thread. This I will also treasure and proudly wear. My whole family, including Elder Brother and Sister in China have given me this gift. Such a handsome gift for a boy to receive. I do like this present. It is very good being a Chinese boy and receiving red packets as presents. And Mr Lee, he gave me a very fat red packet. Of course I will entrust the money to Father to bank for me but just for a few days I would like to hold onto the money. I will keep the empty red packets too.


  And oh what a feast my Mother and my Father did cook. Yes, Father did cook too. Mother created her special roasted meat dinner and Father, he truly surprised me. I do not know when he had the time but he did sneak away and created his most luscious chashu dumplings. I am in heaven feasting on those.


  And Elizabeth, she had a present for me too. She came with our family to church and then she came home for lunch. ‘Mother told me this is for you,’ she said after we arrived at our store. ‘You might need this later,’ she said. When I unwrapped the present I did not know what to say. It was a book, with blank pages. After a few moments of silence I stammered a really weak thanks. This will make a wonderful writing book, but coming from my cousin?


  But that was not my only surprise. King Woo and his family are here. King Woo I have not seen since last year so we spent the afternoon talking about his school and where he lives. He has lots of friends from school. They don’t do much homework. He helps his father a little in the store. It is doing very well. Customers travel from all around the countryside. He has grass in the back of his store and he plays cricket there all the time.


  ‘Do you still play cricket?’ he asked. I told him what happened at school early this year. ‘Everyone in our town come to play. You come and play in my team. I am captain.’ It was so good to see him again. Someone else has been teaching him English! To have my father’s brother and his family here truly is a special occasion.


  ‘I am going to China soon,’ I told him.


  ‘Like Elder Brother?’ he asked. I nodded. ‘Maybe I come too.’ But his father had not even mentioned it so I doubt that will happen.


  And my wonderful present from King Woo was a chess set that has come all the way from China. It has real Chinese pieces—I know those characters well. ‘For you to learn. Your own,’ he told me as I unwrapped the box. And out to the lane the two of us went. He defeated me in rapid time and apologised. ‘Next time, there will be much improve from my cousin,’ said King Woo. ‘Maybe even challenge my general.’


  Last birthday there were more children nearby so I had a party in the lane. This year they have gone so I did not have a children’s party. I had a party for grown up people, with my cousin. I hoped that they would stay longer but they left last this afternoon. They carried lots of goods from our store as well.


  But this will be my last birthday here for a while, as soon I leave for China. Will my family over there know it is my birthday and what will be my birthday surprise? Presents like these, impossible. No-one knows me there. But I will not dwell on these thoughts for I have had the most splendid birthday. My jacket, my chess set and my book are all at the base of my bed. Tonight I will sleep very, very satisfied.


  Monday, 11 April


  Ah Goh came seeking Father’s advice. He comes from the same region as Father. Father has been assisting Ah Goh with many matters since he arrived. He calls Father ‘Uncle’, even though he isn’t related. Today’s matter was of great importance. Ah Goh wishes to marry. That is not surprising because he has been very successful and I have often heard him tell Father that his father in China would have a bride ready for him when he was to marry. He would go to China, be introduced to a Chinese girl, and then they would marry. That is how they do it in China. I think being told who to marry is strange. What if the girl had big feet? What if she had unbalanced ears, or worse still, what if the girl had bad breath? That would be a punishment for certain. Father would say ‘one must have angered the gods … or the family!’


  But Ah Goh is not going to China to meet the girl. She is here in Sydney.


  ‘Should I marry Mary Eliza?’ he asked, which I thought is a silly question because if he wanted to marry Mary Eliza he should.


  ‘Do you love her?’ Father asked. Which I thought was another really silly question because he would not be asking Father if he did not love her.


  ‘Yes of course I love her.’ It was the expected answer. When Ah Goh continued to say that she was to him as radiant as the morning sun and as warm as the winter fire, I knew that he had been reading too many of the English books.


  ‘Then of course you should marry her. Why are you asking me?’


  And then we found out, Ah Goh’s wife was born here and she is like Mother—she is not Chinese. Ah Goh is afraid that his family in China will be disappointed with him and they may not even accept his assistance anymore. They may not even permit him to be part of the family. He said ‘I have heard such tales of families disowning sons and daughters for marrying across lands and I do not wish to offend my family. But I do dearly love Mary Eliza.’


  ‘You know that my family too had a bride arranged for me to marry.’ Ah Goh might have known but this was news to me. ‘I told them that if she was to marry me she would have to live with me here because this was where I would be living. That was acceptable to the family but I also told them that I had already chosen my bride here and that she was not Chinese.’ I could not imagine Father with someone else. He and Mother kiss too much. The men did not mind that I was listening to the conversation. Father told us that it was some time before his family accepted that he was not marrying a Chinese girl. Eventually he received the family blessings. ‘But, Ah Goh, before you do marry Mary Eliza have you asked her about marrying a Chinese man? She is not just marrying you; she is marrying a very different life. She is marrying our culture too, for of utmost importance is the fact that you must continue the Chinese traditions as well as embrace the culture of this land. That is what we have done.’


  Ah Goh had bowed his head and was silent for a moment. He had not. So Father told him that before anything else he had to talk to her and ask her if she is prepared for this adventure. Surely Ah Goh knows that there are Chinese people who still do not think that it is appropriate for Chinese to ‘marry across the borders’. Mother and Father then both invited him to return with Mary Eliza for afternoon tea, if she would like, then they would tell them the ‘joys of their married life’.


  ‘Uncle, I would be most honoured if this were permissible.’


  Father beamed. After dinner I told him that he forgot to ask Ah Goh one question.


  ‘What is that Edward?’


  ‘You forgot to ask him if they intend to have children?’


  ‘Of course they will have children Edward. It is important for the family to continue, for future generations of Ah Gohs and Mary Elizas. They will be just like you, the ones who will bridge the divide.’


  Do they know how it will be for their children?


  Tuesday, 12 April


  I spent time this afternoon wondering if Ah Goh really knows what being a father to children of an English woman will do for the children. Does he realise that they will have problems with the other people around them?


  Father sent a telegraph to his brother to let him know that further paperwork is required.


  Wednesday, 13 April


  Mother requested that I escort Elizabeth to deliver some goods to Mr Lee. Father insisted as there was too much for one person to carry.


  We walked to Mr Lee’s store; we looked at a few of the windows. We talked. Nothing happened. We did not have an argument. This is very unusual. Something must be wrong.


  Saturday, 16 April


  We were sitting in the kitchen, Elizabeth and me. She had come to the store this morning because she had missed a few days at our house and did not want to disappoint Mother. They were very pleased. She told me that her mother had been ill again, that is why she could not come, but as her sisters were home today to attend to their house she could come here. She told me about talking to her pa. He has told her that people that come to live in this country should be thankful. Her pa says that any person, be they black, brown, yellow, or white should be down on their knees thanking this beautiful country for accepting them. They should leave the old ways behind—especially them Chinese—and they should embrace this culture completely. They should throw away their old clothes and their old ways and their strange gods and ‘them damn awful smells’ and they should be ‘good citizens of this country and live the way we do and speak the way we do’—specially if they become naturalised as one of us. ‘And if they can’t do that then they should get on the first boat and leave these shores. We don’t want them here.’ She paused and waited. I was speechless.


  ‘Pa also said that they should stick to their own kind. We don’t want them polluting our people. This Immigration Act is the best thing that the government can do.’


  I did not bite. I did not respond. I left the room.


  It took me a while to consider the phrase ‘polluting our people’. According to Elizabeth’s father, my father is polluting his kind. And even worse than that, I am pollution.


  I do not like my uncle. Mother and Father will not like me writing that statement but I cannot help it. I do not know why my mother’s sister married him or why my cousin parrots his words. I am sure that she does not even know what she is repeating, Mother told me. I know hearing these words hurt Mother but I had to tell her. She gasped for breath and sighed. Tears began to well in her eyes but she said that it was the onion she was preparing causing the tears … even though they were already on the stove. In future I am not going to tell her any of these things. It hurts too much.


  Father has encountered many people like this in his life—even worse on the goldfields but that does not make it any better. ‘This will continue for years to come,’ he says. ‘Change will happen and people will become more enlightened and more accepting of other cultures and other ways of life. But just remember what I tell you Chek Chee.’ And I knew the words already that he would use. It will be me, and other boys and girls like us who will cause the change. ‘You will show how right our decision to live here has become by the way you treat others and how you live.’


  But that does not make it any easier for us right now.


  Monday, 18 April


  Some days, like today, Father says ‘it doesn’t rain but it pours’. He isn’t referring to today’s rain from the sky. He is referring to the number of customers who come to purchase goods and require his assistance.


  It was so busy Father said because the Eastern will be leaving Sydney Harbour soon for China again. There are many Chinese people who are hoping to go back to visit their relatives before returning to continue life here. Like other traders Father has been writing lots of references but he has also been spending much time at the offices interpreting.


  There are some Chinese men who are living here who have made no attempt at learning English. When I asked Father he said ‘Oh, but they do. Just try passing some of these men the wrong change and see what English they do know.’ Father says they do know English but his assistance is needed because he speaks like he was born here.


  And excellent news for Father and Mother, but not me. Father met with a senior official in the office who he knows. That man does not know why Father’s application was refused. He will investigate the application himself and is sure that all will be acceptable. I am pleased for Father. He is now more relaxed but I wonder if this is true. It means that I might soon be China bound.


  Tuesday, 19 April


  ‘You should get your hair cut,’ said Elizabeth as soon as she saw me. She is back to her usual self. ‘None of the boys that I see have those long tails that you wear. If you want to be just like any of the others then you have to have the same hair as they do.’ And then she added, ‘Only girls have long hair’.


  I have been wearing my queue wrapped around my head some of the time when I am at school so that it doesn’t get attacked, but when I am home in my own place I don’t expect to be told what to do by my cousin, who is the domestic help after all. But I didn’t say that. But I did tell my cousin that if boys can’t wear long hair, then why did she get hers cut so short, unless she wanted to be like a boy!


  Wednesday, 20 April


  Another cultural lesson with my cousin today. At least I did not yell my frustrations at her. I was patient but it is running very thin.


  I returned this afternoon and did not see Elizabeth. She was in the pantry. It surprised me when she called ‘So Eddie, what is your name?’ as I reached for a jar.


  ‘Aiee,’ (I sound like Father) ‘What do you mean what is my name? You know that it is Edward.’


  ‘Oh I already know that. But why does your pa call you Chek Chee?’


  ‘That’s my Chinese name.’


  ‘What, the royal name Edward is not good enough for you?’


  ‘Don’t be stupid. Edward I prefer but sometimes Father uses my Chinese name.’


  I explained that I have a Chinese name because I am the son of a Chinese man and I am going to China. I was not going to tell Elizabeth why my sisters do not have a Chinese name and I did not tell her that Elder Sister had no Chinese name until she went to China last year.


  ‘Yeah, but why not use Edward, they know about the royalty over in China land don’t they?’


  ‘Of course they do, but Edward has no specific meaning to the Chinese. For Chinese people names give meaning to a person. A person’s name is what is expected of him by his parents and grandparents through his life. That is why you just can’t choose any name. It has important significance.’


  ‘So what does your name mean? I would just like to know.’


  I am proud of my name. It was chosen for me but it is none of her business so I left without telling her. I am sure as I left that I heard her say cheeky chee.


  Saturday, 23 April


  I was reading the paper as usual with Father. He seemed distracted so I did not bother with the details. I simply called to him the headlines. There was an article in the paper about a Chinese shop that was taken to court by a white man and that person won the case (couldn’t find out what about); the subscribers to the Tung Wah Press (I couldn’t see Father’s name so I reminded him about his subscription); and about the Japanese army being supported by Chinese families in Townsville (I still don’t understand the armies and the fighting that is going on between Japan and Russia and how China is involved); and there were the usual notices about the timetable for the steamers, and many advertisements.


  I stopped. I recognised the name of Father’s store again. Those and the numerals are probably the characters I recognise the easiest. Father does not usually appear in the paper so I read the article thoroughly.


  ‘I did not know that there had been a fire at Chen Sheng’s place,’ I said to Father. When he did not respond I repeated ‘there was a fire at Chen Sheng’s place. Is that why you were out a lot recently travelling to see him? Where is he staying?’ His shop has been destroyed but Father told me that that is the least of his worries. His store can easily be replaced but his family, his wife and his children died in the fire too. That is terrible, very terrible.


  ‘For a man to lose his livelihood is bad but for a man to lose his family, his name, and his future, that is the most terrible,’ Father said. Many members of the Chinese community had rallied behind his friend and had been supporting him with accommodation and food but I know that nothing, no amount of friendship or goodwill can ever replace a lost family. Father appeared from behind his office partition, at the counter and gave me a huge hug and a sloppy kiss.


  I did not say anything because I could see Father’s tears.


  Sunday, 24 April


  Father went to visit Chen Sheng today while we went to church. It was his turn. Father said that he would need his support and the support of other Chinese people too. He is worried about Chen Sheng and what he might do because he was devoted to his family, just like Father is.


  Thursday, 28 April


  It has been wet all week. Today more than 16 inches fell. I do not like it when it is raining as many streets become muddy with the horse and cart traffic, and of course we get wet going to and from school. And everyone’s mood changes when it is wet. Father has been especially glum, I think because of the fire. His bones are acting up too.


  Monday, 2 May


  Father is still concerned about Chen Sheng but he is no longer glum. Mother is not glum either. My sisters are not glum. Elizabeth is not glum. Maybe I should be glum.


  Father was told today that approval has been given for his brother to come and work in the store.


  Tuesday, 10 May


  Today is Father’s birthday. He pretended not to remember. We were late to school today because we prepared a birthday breakfast for him. Mother rose early, telling Father to remain there. We prepared his cha and serving tray, the fruit and the sweet cakes, and Mother prepared the eggs. My sisters gathered the flower arrangement and I carried the tray up the stairs. We sang a rousing ‘Happy Birthday’ and then all sat on the bed staring at him eating his breakfast. It is wonderful how my Chinese father loves this English tradition of scrambled eggs for breakfast in bed.


  ‘Many visitors come with age,’ Father announced as we counted all the garlands and gifts that had been brought to the store to celebrate Father’s birthday throughout the day. Mother and Elizabeth prepared cha all day for the guests.


  Friday, 13 May


  Mother told us tonight over dinner that Elizabeth is not going to be here for the next two weeks. She will be with her parents. Her mother is very, very sick and they need Elizabeth at their house. Because Elizabeth will not be here Mother has said that she would like more assistance around the house with the household chores and necessities, and even preparing the evening meal. I will still be required to do my duties but now I have kitchen duties too.


  Friday, 20 May


  No word about when I will be going to China. I am not going to ask.


  Saturday, 21 May


  In the paper today is a notice that many people, over 100, are supporting Chen Sheng. This is good.


  I giggled when I read about a postman going mad. I thought that I might have been incorrect in my deciphering of the characters but it is true. I thought that maybe he has gone mad because of all those crazy street addresses and half numbers. How can one person know where to deliver all the post?


  This week the paper also reported that Chinese communities in Western Australia are supporting the Japanese army men and their families. I couldn’t work out whether they were raising funds or providing support. I was about to question Father when I noticed an item about Chinese immigrants in prison in Adelaide.


  I asked Father. He expects that they might have arrived by ship without documentation, or they might have been rounded up by the local authorities and detained because they would not go back to China after overstaying their immigration permissions. Father scanned the article over my shoulder while I continued to slowly decipher what was happening.


  ‘Some people take a risk coming here without permission or proper sponsorship. This is correct for the government to arrest these men if they have tried to enter the country illegally. Other Chinese people like my brothers; they have followed the correct government procedures to enable them to stay here. So should these people. Some businessmen here do not.’


  I know that every immigrant must follow the laws but Chinese only break the laws because the laws are not equal. That is why the other men are working so hard to change them. Everyone of good character should be permitted to enter here, everyone, whether they are Chinese, Italian, English or islander, even Americans.


  Monday, 23 May


  We received our Australian School Paper today in class for reading lessons and never did we imagine that reading such a piece from the paper would cause such a disturbance.


  The story was about citizenship in the school and how to live on equal terms with a number of others and how we are not the only people in the world. It even says that nor are we the most important people in the world … there will always be worse citizens or worse school fellows than others. I have the paper here as I am writing.


  Robert was the instigator and Peter, the new chap at school, the receiver. They are the words teacher used. I don’t really know much of Peter yet but he annoyed Robert, just like the parliamentarian in the article. What happened then was just like in the article.


  I heard their conversation outside the school gates. It was loud. Robert asked Peter his name. He is really tall for his age and looks tough; he wanted a fight. Peter tried to make himself taller by drawing himself up to his full height and answered with the same words the parliamentarian used in the article ‘I am a new boy. I am a Duke’. He laughed but Robert did not laugh.


  ‘Oh! Is that so … well this will be fun.’ And then he kicked him, once for being a new boy and once for saying he was a duke just the way the article said. Peter is not a duke and everyone in class knows that Peter is not a duke but Robert doesn’t like other boys who think they are smarter than he is.


  I couldn’t do anything to help. I would have been receiving the kicks instead and I already get into enough close scrapes with him because of the way I look. At least now he has someone new to pick on.


  Tuesday, 24 May


  Mr Yuen, who has family in Ultimo, operates the general store at Narrandera. Father supplies him with merchandise. We met the family at the temple opening. They travelled all the way down for the official ceremony like many Chinese people. Mr Yuen and his family used to live in China too. Now Australia is their home. They came to the store this afternoon, Mr and Mrs Yuen and their daughter Rose, to discuss the immigration process. Father asked me to entertain Rose while he was talking with her parents. Rose is 12, nearly my age. I feared that maybe they wanted me to marry Rose.


  We prepared cha and then sat on the kitchen stools and talked. She attends one of the public schools near her residence. She does exceptionally well. She has won awards in many of the subject areas and especially in reading and grammar, she always attains nearly perfect scores in composition and prosody and parsing. I hope that Father does not hear of her meticulous attention to her studies. When we talked about her return to Canton she said ‘I will be away for a year or more. I am going to resume Chinese education.’ She knows the Chinese customs and language really well but her parents want her to undertake more Chinese studies and better herself. They think she is too used to the customs here. I think there is more to Rose’s returning to China than she was prepared to reveal.


  I think that her father and mother might be sending her back hoping that she will marry a Chinese man in their village too. At least it won’t be me! Mother agreed. I cannot understand why they would send her back to marry. She is too young. What is wrong with the people who are born here? If this country is good enough to live in then surely her inhabitants are good enough to marry. Mother agrees.


  Wednesday, 25 May


  Rose attended the store this afternoon straight after school. She was delivering papers for Father. After talking to Father she came to the kitchen where I was preparing food and sat. We talked, especially about her memories of China.


  She delivered refreshments to Mother and then was back to talk some more. She is very proud being Chinese. She is never teased or annoyed at school as I am, girls can wear long hair and not have people poking fun at them. There are more Chinese children at her school too.


  ‘It must be difficult at your school?’ she asked me.


  ‘Sometimes. But I do as Father and Mother request, ignoring the taunts and hating remarks as much as I can. I am fine usually, until they mess with my queue. Then I am very annoyed. But that has not happened for a long time.’ She asked me why I wear a queue because her father and uncle don’t. I told her the same as I tell everyone and I added, ‘I am returning to my ancestral roots.’ That stops most people. They don’t know what I am talking about. But not Rose.


  ‘But only part of you is Chinese.’


  ‘True,’ I smiled. ‘And only part of me wears a queue.’ Rose laughed at that statement. ‘Anyway if hair length is the distinguishing sign of a person’s gender then all those English sailors that discovered this country in the 18th century were a strange lot don’t you think?’ I added in a plum English voice.


  We both laughed. Father says that it is not polite to laugh at one’s own jokes but I laughed second. I walked Rose to the tram stop. It’s not that far away from our store and she could have walked there herself but Father and Mother insisted. It was strange. When Elizabeth asked questions about my queue I was annoyed, but not with Rose.


  Why cannot my cousin be as interesting as Rose?


  Thursday, 26 May


  Surely it cannot be so, that Father and Mother would be sending me to China to get married. I cannot marry a Chinese girl. Only part of me is Chinese. I do not know what Chinese girls are like. I do not want to get married.


  Why am I thinking like this?


  Friday, 27 May


  Another day of rain and I do not like it but it does fit my mood and Father sensed it. He and Mother have also been talking and they know that I am wondering about Rose and what is happening. He too thinks that Rose’s parents are sending her to China to be married even though Father does not agree with this. He is adamant that when you accept the country that you bring in your customs but you also must fit into the culture that exists.


  ‘Never fear Chek Chee. You are not going to China to be married,’ and then he giggled. ‘I know what that is like. Each time I went back to China, all the village relatives had a good Chinese girl for me to meet, every time.’


  ‘What was she like?’ I asked.


  ‘Oh, the girls …’


  I interrupted ‘Girls? There was more than one?’


  ‘Yes girls. The first time that I was there for half a year, I think there were four or five for me to meet.’


  ‘What were they like? What did Mother think?’


  ‘I did not even know your mother then and the girls, they were very lovely girls. They were always from respectable families and they were very intelligent and we were always introduced over cha. As soon as each family left the house MaMa asked me if I liked the daughter. The last time it happened the family was not even out the door before she asked me.’


  For generations Father’s family have arranged marriages. Father broke the tradition. They trusted his judgement but they really wanted a Chinese girl for their son.


  I knew I was not travelling to China for an arranged marriage. Elder Brother has not written about meeting a future wife so I should not worry. Father did not follow his parent’s wishes. That was being disrespectful. Maybe I can do the same and stay here.


  ‘True. Some thought I was showing a lack of respect but I had already spent many of my years here in this country. I still had much to do, to establish our store. My life was here in this land and I was not ready to be married, and especially to a person who I did not know.’


  ‘So what happened?’


  ‘Eventually MaMa knew that no number of introductions would be right. It took a while. Eventually MaMa and the village people accepted that I would not be returning to live in China but would be staying here and establishing my life. And I have. I have you and your brother and sisters and your beautiful mother.’ I tingle inside when Father talks this way about Mother. ‘And now our family has roots in China and here. If I had not returned here then your uncle and his family would not be here. This is a great privilege.’


  I know that there is no wife going to be there to greet me as I step off the steamer, only Elder Brother and Elder Sister. But still, I would like to stay here. I do not think that I need to go to China to learn more of the Chinese ways. But that will not be.


  Monday, 30 May


  Assistance has returned for Mother and my extra duties are not required, so I am pleased to see Elizabeth. But with assistance the peace of my life is once more disturbed. It did not take long for Elizabeth to start the questions. She called me Eddie and asked about Rose. She seemed to know a lot without even being here.


  ‘I know that she was here and you two spent lots of time together. And I know what lots of Chinese parents do for their children. And you are going to China soon. I must talk to her when she arrives next time. I have much that I can tell her.’


  It was so unpleasant being called Eddie. I know that she does it to tease me but oh how I dislike it!


  Tuesday, 31 May


  Maybe Elizabeth did know. Sometime in the next two months I am to go to China. That has been confirmed. Father is arranging passage. It is done.


  Wednesday, 1 June


  Father attended with Rose to see Mr Lockyer, the collector of customs. He likes Father. Sometimes they even talk trading business if they aren’t too busy. Not today. Rose’s family requested Father’s attendance. His English is much better than theirs and they do not want to cause problems later simply because they did not understand all they were told.


  I talked with Rose this afternoon near the water closet, away from prying eyes. She gave him all the papers, including Father’s reference. Mr Lockyer asked many questions to prove she lived here … she even had to describe their town. He questioned Father and then all was complete. Rose was approved. One part she did not like was inking her hand for the hand print. That was messy.


  Rose caught the tram home. Father told us more at the evening meal. He laughed when Mr Lockyer wrote Scar through right eyebrow. I asked Father, why?


  ‘Because when she returns that scar probably will not even be there and she will be a lot taller than 3 foot 7¼ inches in boots that is for certain.’


  On 2 July Rose will leave on the S.S. Empire. Father said that it was unfortunate that she was leaving then and not a few weeks later because then I could accompany her. I stared at Father, accusingly.


  ‘No Chek Chee. You know your mother and I would never do that to you. You will establish your own future. You do not need our help there.’


  Even with reassurance and knowing that Elder Brother and Sister are in China, I still felt uneasy. Mother even suggested to Rose’s family that we travel together. It was declined. They want Rose in China as soon as possible. A marriage has been arranged for certain. I would hate to have an arranged marriage. I would hate to travel alone on the steamer. I am travelling alone on the steamer!


  Friday, 3 June


  Rose attended our store again today. I am glad that she arrived this afternoon while Elizabeth was out. It would have been very distressing if Rose had met Elizabeth—for me.


  She had a gift from her parents for Father and all his assistance and advice. She came all the way from Ultimo with a large, wrapped package. It was a jar filled with sweet meats that Father loves. He does not have time to prepare those treats and Mother does not know how. This is a wonderful gift.


  ‘These,’ he exclaimed to Rose as the contents of the jar were revealed ‘will stay here in my office for those evenings when I am working long into the night.’ Rose looked pleased. But I knew that as soon as Rose left the sweet meat treats would be shared. Maybe even at dinner. We all enjoy eating these.


  Once again Father asked me to walk Rose to the tram. Once again I did as requested.


  ‘So that was Rose,’ exclaimed Elizabeth as I walked in the store. She had returned. ‘She seems such a sweet girl. Just the right type of girl. Yes,’ she said when I turned, staring at her. ‘I saw you two walking to the tram stop. The stop towards the harbour is closer,’ she said teasingly. ‘I half expected that the two of you were about to grab hands, I did, you were walking so close to each other. I swear you were breathing the same air.’


  Thankfully Mother heard Elizabeth and told her to mind her own business.


  ‘Yes Aunty. But I do say that that Rose is a lovely girl,’ she whispered that last part so that only I could hear.


  Elizabeth stayed for dinner with us tonight and we did have some of the sweet meats and Elizabeth did not even complain. When she was leaving she asked Father if I could walk her to the tram.


  ‘Not tonight,’ Father replied. ‘But I will walk you to the tram as it is too late for you to be walking that far alone. I am sure that you will feel safe in my presence.’


  ‘Make sure you two go to the nearest tram stop,’ I called as they stepped out. ‘Not that way. The one closer to the harbour, silly.’


  Father returned. He thinks that Elizabeth is jealous of Rose. ‘All she could talk about was Rose and the sweet meats and you. But never fear Edward, I have spoken to her and I am sure she will not be a concern any more … at least not for a little while.’


  Thank goodness.


  Sunday, 5 June


  Church, Sunday lunch, reading the papers, walking along George Street down to the Battery and back home. That was all. Now this book and now bed.


  Monday, 6 June


  I enjoy being with Father in the store. Now I will spend more time here and less at school. Today we were counting stock again. There was one good thing about school. I don’t see Elizabeth as much so I don’t have her prying questions.


  Today was weird. Elizabeth seems to have risen from the wrong side of the bed, or someone clocked her on the head on the tram travelling to our store. Well that is what I thought at first.


  ‘Morning Aunty and Uncle,’ she announced as she entered the store. That was normal. ‘Morning Edward.’ That was very un-normal.


  Father, Mother and I were all stunned. I had become used to hearing her call me Eddie so to hear her say Edward was surprising. She asked if I was staying home and again I feared another inquisition.


  ‘No. I am just wasting my time here pottering around the store sweeping the floor and counting spiders. Of course I am.’


  ‘No need to be so spiteful,’ she responded, and so did Mother. ‘Edward. Please.’


  I told her courteously that I was not attending school. I would be working with Father in the store, especially as Mr Lee was away inquiring about a new leasehold. Immediately Elizabeth was into the kitchen and starting her morning duties. Something is wrong with Elizabeth. Last time she was like this her mother was sick.


  Friday, 10 June


  Father attended the wharf this morning and as Mr Lee was back and able to oversee the store Father asked me along. I enjoy the wharf visits but Father spoiled this one. He asked Elizabeth to come too.


  When we got there she stood right in front of the men who were moving across the roadway. Not intelligent 1. Then she started wandering off around the wharf without informing anyone. Not intelligent 2. Then she nearly fell into the water. Not intelligent 3 … especially if you can’t swim.


  ‘I just wanted to have a look what was over the edge,’ she replied when I yelled at her to come back. ‘It was the horn blasting that surprised me,’ she exclaimed.


  She was more than surprised. I have never seen anyone jump so high. When she jumped she nearly jumped over the edge. She came back to the roadway. She was shaking so we sat near a warehouse with views across the wharf and over the bay. And we talked.


  ‘You know I wasn’t trying to be a tease when I was stirring you about Rose,’ she said.


  ‘Yes you were,’ I replied. ‘You just wanted to see my response.’


  ‘But I did not mean any harm.’


  ‘Maybe, but it wasn’t fun.’ And for the first time another side of Elizabeth. She says that I have it easy with my family life and our living.


  ‘I don’t understand why. I try to understand what Father says about Chinese and then I remember what Mother says about Chinese and then I think that if Ma’s health does not improve Pa won’t let me come around anymore.’ Her mother is really sick. She might die I think. And she also told me that the money she earns, her father takes it, not to bank like Father does. He keeps it. We talked some more until Father appeared. He was surprised to see us together and not arguing. ‘Who am I going to talk to when you aren’t here? What am I going to do Eddie?’ She was sincere. This was not joking.


  Teasingly I told her that she could travel with me to China. ‘Father could arrange that for you and you won’t have to go through customs and get certificates of domicile … not with the colour of your skin and the shape of your eyes.’


  ‘I couldn’t,’ said Elizabeth. She thought I was being serious. ‘Then they will all talk about how different I am when I can’t wear those Chinese clothes and they will poke fun at me because I won’t be able to understand anybody and I will have to learn your Chinese and I will look so different.’


  ‘Yes. That could be a problem,’ I replied sarcastically. ‘It must be uncomfortable being in a strange land worrying about how you will be treated, how you will fit in.’


  Saturday, 11 June


  I remember something that Elizabeth said yesterday about her mother dying and then her father making her stay at home. And taking her money. Mother says it could be for lodgings but the way that she said it I don’t think so.


  Elizabeth’s mother has the plague, at least that is what her father thought. He was furious at Elizabeth for being the one who made her mother sick and he was furious at her mother for demanding that Elizabeth be permitted to work at our store. When the doctor told him that it wasn’t the plague he still blamed our family for making her sick—but then he sent her back here to work.


  Thursday, 16 June


  I am not a hero but everyone says that I am. I was only doing what any person should do, diving into the water to save the person. Just because she is a girl and that girl just happens to be my cousin should make no difference. Even Father called me a hero and he said that this selfless act would do more to bridge the divide that exists in this country. But I was only doing what was right, what he tells me is right. Every life is valuable. Every life is worthy. Every life is worth saving. Now I am Chinese—the papers say that I am. ‘Chinese boy saves white girl’ was the headline.


  She still is foolish, my cousin. This time when Father entered the store we sat together, but not for long. Elizabeth stood by the edge again. She wanted to see the tide and what was in the water. She leaned over the edge. I have done this too but I have always been lying on my stomach. Elizabeth, she had to stand and lean and look … and when the horn trumpeted she fell. I could see it happening. As she leant over the edge and the horn blasted, I was on my feet and when she hit the water I was rushing to the edge.


  There was no decision to make. I did not look around for assistance. I jumped straight into the water. I can swim. Elizabeth cannot. Elizabeth is family. I jumped.


  It wasn’t until I was free of the ground and leaping into the harbour that I wondered about the tide, I hope it is high, I wondered too what else might be right where I was about to land. And I thought about the damage I could do to Elizabeth if I landed on her. Fortunately I missed. I hit the water hard; I thought that I was smashing into her. I could not see Elizabeth at first. She was already under the water. Then she was bobbing up, gasping for air and spitting water and then under again. I tried to grab her but I missed. Again she was up and frantically slapping the water attempting to remain afloat. She scratched my head and then she grabbed my shirt and then my floating queue. She grabbed it. She yanked it. I yelled in pain, or maybe fright, then I hit her hard not out of spite but to take control. She was still throwing her free arm around. I hit her again and she flopped. I grabbed her and pulled her to the pylons. It seemed to take forever; my cousin with water-laden clothes is very, very heavy. Men had lowered ropes over the edge and one was climbing down. He grabbed hold and we were both hauled up to the wharf and being rubbed down.


  That is all that I remember of swimming in the harbour. It was over so quickly. Father saw the commotion at the edge. He ran fast when he could not see us. He hugged us both but he smothered me with kisses—in front of all the men. We did not walk from the wharf back to the store. We travelled the tram leaving wet puddles on the seats.


  Father went with Elizabeth all the way to her house so that her family would know exactly what happened. I went to bed very early. I was so very tired. Mother fussed and brought me hot drinks and rubbed me down again and then completely tucked me in. Everyone is sleeping now as I write.


  Friday, 17 June


  I have not been much to school at all these past few weeks and today is the last day of term. Father went though. Many people there had already heard of my heroic exploits and wished me well in China. The principal even said that he hoped that I would return to the school to conclude my education here when I return from China. They would be very proud to have me.


  I told Father that I did not wish him to intervene and cause trouble for me at the school. Now that I am not there he decided that he could talk with the principal, especially about the attitudes and feelings towards Chinese … although Father did not mention the word Chinese. He used ‘people of different appearance’, I am sure. The principal promised that there will be changes. I joked to Father that it might not be in my time though!


  I was tired after yesterday. I did not sleep well. Elizabeth did not come today. She too is resting.


  Monday, 20 June


  I spent all day pottering. That is the only word that I could use for what I was doing. I did not do much at all or even know who I assisted. Elizabeth has been here. She is quiet.


  Her mother is really ill but since I saved her (that seems really funny to write) there has been even more of a dramatic change. A few times she even bowed to me as Chinese people do when greeting each other. That made me feel so very uncomfortable


  ‘Please don’t bow,’ I said.


  ‘It is respectful.’


  ‘Yes but you are family and you don’t see any of my family bowing to each other. I joked that I liked her better the old way. When I knew that she would tease me.


  She giggled. I laughed.


  Friday, 24 June


  I supervised the store while Father was out. When he returned a few hours later he announced that he had tickets for my passage. I am departing in a week. I will accompany Rose. By the time that he had finished telling me he was already in his office.


  I did not know what to say. Should I be pleased? No because I am going to China. Yes because I do not travel alone. No because it is soon, very soon. How can I go so soon? Fourth Uncle has not arrived here yet. Elder Brother and Sister are still in Hong Kong. Why am I going there already?


  ‘Rose is very lucky to have you accompanying her to China,’ Elizabeth told me when she brought me a pot of cha. I did not ask her to make me the cha. I did not ask her to come into the store. She has duties in the house. I want to be alone and think.


  ‘Thank you for the cha. Just leave it there,’ I said pointing to the counter top. I tried to ignore her flicking the abacus, pretending I was working. I did not want her standing around me. She waited. I looked up. She was still there. My face had a questioning look. I wanted to say, can I help you, or what do you want or simply yes. I poured myself a cup.


  ‘Chek Chee,’ she paused, I didn’t respond. ‘Edward,’ I didn’t respond … this was a slow pause, ‘Eddie,’ I looked up in response. ‘I do not understand a lot about Chinese people.’ She was correct there. ‘My pa tells me one thing, my mother does not say much except that she is happy that I am with family, and yet when I am with your family I see another thing. What am I to do?’


  ‘What do you see? What do your eyes tell you?’


  ‘Not what Pa tells me.’


  ‘Then maybe your father is wrong.’


  ‘But why? Would you tell your pa that he was a liar and wrong if you saw something different to what you were told? How can so many people be wrong?’


  What could I say to her? I do not know what I would do if I was her. I did tell her that there are many people here who think as her pa does about Chinese people. Too many people do not open their eyes and see what is around them. They do not bother to get to know Chinese people. It has been this way since the Chinese people arrived. Federation has not helped Chinese people at all. Maybe it will always be this way.


  ‘But they don’t hate them. They just don’t like them.’


  ‘They might not like them but look at the things that they do. Look at what they say to the Chinese people.’ We talked about her mother wanting her to work here not just for the money but so that she could see family and see how Chinese people really are. Not what she is told.


  ‘Father says that it is people like you and me who will change attitudes, who will bridge the divide.’


  ‘But Chinese people speak a strange language.’


  ‘That is such rot. You listen to Father. He speaks the same language as we do. He had to learn Chinese and English.’


  We talked for ages it seems, in between the customers that I served. I do not remember drinking the cha but the last mouthful was very cold. And then we talked about the worst thing that Father did. People like Elizabeth’s father fear this above everything else, even above taking the jobs of the big-noses. He married my mother.


  Elizabeth had a questioning look on her face. ‘He stole one of their women and even worse than that he has polluted the race.’ I giggled. ‘Isn’t that strange? I am pollution.’ Elizabeth wasn’t sure whether she could laugh, I could tell. A smile started to spout on her face and then was quickly brought under control.


  ‘It’s all right. I think that it is funny. I used to not think so but now I just see the stupidity of it all. I am proud of who I am and what I am. I just wish that all the other people could see past the way people look to what is within them. Your father probably won’t change and you can’t expect him to. That is what Mother tells me. He is too set in his ways like many big-noses (we both laughed when I used that phrase again) but he has never lived with the Chinese, you have, sort of. Use your experiences to form your own opinions and if what your father has told you is wrong, well you will know.’


  That was our conversation—and no arguments. Elizabeth had duties to complete and many customers had arrived. Did I say the right words to her? I think so. Will she change her opinion of Chinese people? Maybe she has already. She has it much harder than I. She has to live with her father’s opinions and thoughts and work with us. Father is correct. It is me and those like me who will bridge the gap. I just hope it happens soon. I expect that it is good I am going to China. I do not want to go but I need to learn more.


  Finally, as she was leaving the store and entering the rooms she turned to me ‘And Eddie …’


  ‘Hummm,’ I muttered, which I realised was just the way Father often replied.


  ‘I’m sorry for …’ she paused. Sorry for what, I wondered?


  ‘Well, sorry. And Eddie, thank you for what you did last week.’


  Thursday, 30 June


  Recent days have been very uneventful. Elizabeth has been bringing cha to me in the store each day and we have been conversing very properly. She has been asking many questions about Chinese people. I tell her what I know. She has been talking to Mother even more.


  But today it was Elizabeth providing words for me to consider. She told me that looking at animals is amazing. The birds fly in flocks and perch in trees with other types of birds and they live in harmony. And the fish in the ocean, they swim around, all different kinds in one big school.


  ‘Unless one of them is hungry and very big,’ I added. She stared at me, hands on hips.


  ‘And dogs of the same kind, yet different colours. They live happily and they even have puppies of different colours.’ And she paused a while. ‘Is that not amazing and wonderful?’ Then she left smiling.


  Friday, 1 July


  This is it. Tomorrow I shall be on the wide open seas with many other travellers. Tomorrow I am sailing on a steamer for China with Chinese people. Tomorrow I sail for a land I know little about and people who are strange to me … and yet they are familiar too.


  Tonight Mother and Father decided we would have a celebratory dinner. I chose the menu. Elder Brother never had a farewell like this. We ate splendidly. What was most surprising was that cousin Elizabeth and her mother arrived for the meal.


  Tonight as I retired to my room to write this final entry Father presented me with a gift. Not even Elder Brother was presented with a gift like this. Father requested his jeweller to fashion a pendant for me. I am to wear it always. It is formed from the gold Father received from his uncle on the goldfields. It is a dragon interwoven with my Chinese name. ‘For good luck,’ he whispered. We hugged. I kissed Father. Father left the room, tears in his eyes. I cried too.


  I opened the letter that accompanied the dragon.


  
    When I left the goldfields I was told remember the Chinese ways, remember your ancestors, and remember me. So now I tell you remember your Australian ways, remember your ancestors and remember your family here who are waiting for you to return.


    Early Chinese rulers embraced the dragon as a symbol of power and strength. If days become hard hold fast to your dragon, draw on the strength that the dragon has provided countless Chinese for generations. And the gold that this dragon is made from, that will remind you of home, of this land where you will return and it will remind you of me, your Father who is very, very proud of his beautiful son, Edward, Chek Chee.

  


  Saturday, 2 July


  Many Chinese businessmen have returned to China. Many Chinese like me have never returned. Today Edward, Chek Chee, departs on the S.S. Empire for China. I have my papers; Father assures me they are in order. I will return.


  I go to the land of my ancestors, from where part of me comes. I hope the spirits of my ancestors are smoothing the way for me. I suppose they have already because Elder Brother will be waiting for me. And this is good that I go. I will attend to my studies and learn the Chinese culture as well as I know my own. I will make Father continue to be proud of me.


  Right now everyone is rushing around the store. Father has closed the store for the whole day. I am travelling with two bags. Mother packed a small bag for me and Father has filled the other with the expected gifts for the relatives. It is laden with presents that can only come from here; Arnott’s biscuits, boiled lollies, umbrellas and shoes … I didn’t know I had this many relatives—and their feet are so small! I have a package for Elder Brother and Sister too.


  And Father has given me my cricket ball to travel with me, to remember where I am from.


  We are meeting Rose at the wharf and then I will accompany her to China. Father has arranged her onward passage to her village. I am pleased that I am not travelling alone. I am a dutiful son, doing as Father and Mother have requested. The spirits are smoothing my way further. Still I do not want to go but I have to go. I know.


  [image: ]


  Now my final words. Elizabeth has come to the store to say farewell. Her mother is here too and she does not look well. I cannot see her father. I joked with her that maybe she wanted to make sure I left, but she is really upset that she will not see me for a long time. She has tears too. She has changed. She is my cousin. She is family.


  Elizabeth gave me a gift. Oranges. ‘Remember Chek Chee, it is what is under the skin of an orange that gives it the sweetest taste. That is what is very important.’ She had the broadest smile I had ever seen. Where did she get them, even Mother could not find any?


  And for Elizabeth I have a present. I will ask her now to take care of this book. When I return she can give it back to me. In the meantime if she wishes she can read my words, as long as she is not annoyed with what I have written about her. Maybe her father will read it too.


  HISTORICAL NOTE


  
    No. 17 of 1901


    AN ACT


    To place certain restrictions on Immigration and to provide for the removal from the Commonwealth of Prohibited Immigrants.


    [Assented to December 23, 1901]

  


  These are the words that begin one of the first pieces of legislation passed by the newly formed Government of the Commonwealth of Australia. It was known as the Immigration Restriction Act.


  Prior to 1901 Australia was made up of a number of colonies, all with their own legislation. And it is with these colonies that this Act began.


  In the mid-1800s the Australian gold rush was causing people of every walk of life to down tools and try to find their fortune digging for the precious mineral. Many thousands of Chinese men came here, to what they called New Gold Mountain, from what was then Canton, a very poor region in China. Many would borrow large sums of money on a credit ticket system, and villages would pool their money to send young men here for the chance of finding their fortune.


  The Chinese made a huge impact on the Australian gold fields with their successful methods for extracting the gold. As mining became less profitable some of the Chinese miners turned their skills to much more lucrative endeavours such as market gardening (many miners were very thankful for the Chinese-grown vegetables), furniture making and storekeeping. Many became very successful.


  But the presence of Chinese miners brought with it much antagonism. Many of the ‘white’ residents of Australia resented the success of the Chinese people, and their customs, traditions and associations that were established. Anti-Chinese sentiment grew. On the goldfields there were riots that forced many Chinese to leave for other mining fields or to be isolated by government officials and legislation to the less-profitable mining areas. Newspapers and magazines published inflammatory and discriminatory articles and cartoons. The residents wrote petitions to the state governments and strikes were held, all in opposition to the Chinese presence in Australia. The residents justified their discriminatory behaviour with ‘reasons’ such as the Chinese miners were sending too much gold back to China; they were ‘stealing’ the white women and polluting the race; they were involved in illegal acts; and they were bringing disease to the land.


  As a result the individual colonies passed legislation restricting the entry of Chinese people. But banning the entry of the Chinese people was not possible. There were treaties between the British and Chinese empires allowing the citizens to travel and work in each other’s empire. So a poll tax was imposed, first in Victoria and soon after by the other states. Every Chinese person that entered the state was charged a fee.


  Eventually, after much anti-Chinese feeling, an inter-colonial conference was held. It not only endorsed the tax but increased the severity of restrictions for Chinese immigration. This became the basis for one of the first Acts of the newly federated parliament of Australia. It was the Immigration Restriction Act—the White Australia policy. It was designed initially to appease the white people and keep the Chinese out. Soon wives and children were prohibited entry even if the man was admitted. The authorities expected that the men would return to their families.


  The administration of the Act was simple and mostly involved the customs officers requesting the immigrant to sit for a 50-word dictation test. Even Chinese people who wrote and spoke English to perfection would be caught under this test. The test could be given in French or German or any other European language. When the immigrant failed the test they were refused entry to Australia and sent back on the next boat to China. Sometimes those who failed the test were released to the Chinese community on a hefty bond of £100 but were eventually sent back to China. And to stop the immigrants ‘knowing’ the test words, the passages were regularly changed.


  If authorities were aware of the possible entry of an ‘undesirable’ at a port, confidential letters were sent to the officers identifying the person with instructions that the dictation test ‘… should be applied in such a manner as to ensure its efficiency’.


  Sometimes immigrants escaped detection and landed ‘illegally’. They still were not safe. Customs officers also received letters from the general public identifying the ‘aliens’ who were not entitled to land here. They even provided the addresses where the person could be apprehended. Of course some white Australians assisted Chinese immigrants in their applications for the Certificate of Domicile, signing petitions and writing letters as to their good character and benefit to the community, and so allowing them to travel abroad and return to Australia.


  Prior to the passing of the Immigration Restriction Act there were Chinese people who were already residents in Australia and were entitled to stay here. They may have been naturalised before Federation but they were still impacted by this Act. To travel they were required to hold a Certificate of Domicile (from 1902–07). This later became the Certificate of Exemption from the Dictation Test (CEDT). This certificate, form No. 21, was completed in duplicate. It required a description of the person (including any ‘particular marks’), photos, hand impressions (later just thumb prints), departure and arrival details, character references and an application fee. One copy was kept by the officials and the other was given to the departing resident. To re-enter Australia the Chinese person would purchase a ticket abroad showing the certificate and then once in Australia their copy would be compared to the original when they arrived at the port. If the immigrant happened to lose their certificate overseas then a letter of entry could be authorised allowing them to be admitted to Australia. But when they arrived at the port their identity had to be verified.


  There were other immigrants who were prohibited entry by this Act including people who were suffering a disease or were contagious, recent felons and an ‘idiot or insane person’ but the Act was primarily designed to keep the Chinese out. For many years, this horrific legislation was enacted. In the 1950s and 1960s there was an easing of immigration restriction until finally in 1973 the White Australia Policy was repealed.


  And personally I am very thankful about that.
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  A final note: in the early 1990s Richard Chee Quee did play competitive cricket for the New South Wales cricket team as a successful opening batsman. He is an Australian of Chinese ancestry.
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