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Due to a lack of sources we have seen little on how transactions were made among the
Chinese communities overseas. This source from Wagga Wagga, New South Wales, is
precious and sheds important light on this subject. It gives an account of donations made
by three Chinese men (the source calls them “three brothers”) to the Chinese community
in Wagga between 1923 and 1927.° The yearly average amount of their donations was
between $16.9 and $20.9. The denomination of this money is unclear. Australian
currency in the 1920s was in pounds, shillings and pence, and there were twenty shillings
to the pound. The document does not indicate the occupation of the three persons, but
according to McGowan’s study on the Chinese in Wagga Wagga, they were most likely
market gardeners, or possibly labourers.* The annual wage of a labourer was between 30
and 50 pounds, and that of a market gardener between 50 and 100 pounds. If the
denomination of the donations was in pounds, the donations of the three Chinese were
around one-fifth to one-third of their annual income. If in shillings, as suggested by Dr
Kuo Mei-fen, then the donations, as a percentage of salary, are much less.

As the document indicates, these donations were made under various names.
These include the day that the deity Guandi opened his seals, his birthday, his sons’
birthday and, as Guandi had as many as two birthdays, the three brothers were to pay
$3—4 for each birthday. To this list was added donations to the Qingming festival and
clothes shop (unidentified). No examples of donations made by the Riverina Chinese
towards relieving natural disasters or other similar events in China in the 1920s have
been found. However, James Wong Chuey — who had substantial business interests in
Wagga and nearby Junee, and was a prominent supporter of the Sze Yap Society, a
founder of the Chinese Masonic Lodge in Sydney, and a prominent supporter of Dr Sun
Yat-sen — may have made donations to the Nationalist party, the Guangdong government
and other causes, and other like-minded men may have done the same. Willie Shai Hee,
a Riverina-based relative of James Chuey, had substantial business interests in
Guangdong province and built two homes there in the 1920s. The donations recorded in
this document, however, were used to finance charitable and ceremonial activities
connected with the temple and Chinese Masonic Lodge in the Wagga Wagga Chinese
community. By the 1920s the Chinese community in the Riverina, and elsewhere in much
of rural Australia, was in decline and many of the remaining single Chinese men were old
and sometimes poor and in need of help. The lodge was important in providing this
assistance. In Wagga Wagga the number of Chinese people, including women and
children, would not have been more than a hundred, and some would have been
descendants of Chinese—Australian marriages, where the traditional ties were less strong.

The donations recorded in the document were paid upfront by Foon Kee, a Chinese
herbalist in Wagga Wagga, for four years on behalf of the three brothers. Foon Kee sent
the account below to the three brothers asking for arrears. The account came into being

' The authors are very grateful for advice and assistance received from Professor Yen Chingwang, Dr Lai Chi-
Kong and Dr Kuo Mei—fen.
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*The original letter is in a private collection in Wagga Wagga and its provenance is unknown. It has been
reproduced in Barry McGowan, Tracking the Dragon: A History of the Chinese in the Riverina (Wagga Wagga
and Sydney: Museum of the Riverina and NSW Migration Heritage Centre, 2010), pp. 48—49.

* McGowan, Tracking the Dragon, pp. 10-22.
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because the three brothers did not have enough cash to pay their obligations. If we
compare the final amount for donations of $50 per year with the actual arrears appearing
on the account, a huge discrepancy emerges, of between four and six times. This means
that the shop owner was charging interest of 400 to 600 percent on the arrears, which
were in the nature of a private loan. On average this means that interest rates of about
100 percent per year existed within the Chinese community. The interest rates of the
Australian banks at the time could not have been higher than 10 percent, but to obtain a
loan required a mortgage of property or a financial guarantor. Both were beyond the
capability of the three brothers. Thus to borrow within the Chinese community became
the only option. Interest accumulated on interest, so within the four years the arrears was
$1216. The evidence for what we believe was usury can be found at the end of the
document, the account of the last year, 1927. The donations towards the Day of Guandi
Opening His Seal and to the Qingming Festival were consistent with that of the earlier
years, but because these two donations were made before the final account, there was
no discrepancy between the donations and final arrears, meaning no loan was made. The
three brothers were probably about to leave the district, but we have no way of finding out
where they were going.

Although little is known of Foon Kee, he may have been connected with a large
store of the same name in late nineteenth and early twentieth century Melbourne. The
proprietor of this store was one of the important leaders of the Sze Yap Society in
Melbourne. A question arises as to Foon Kee’s authority in assuming responsibility for
these payments and exacting the contributions from the brothers. Generally the headmen
in the twentieth century were not as powerful as those in the nineteenth century. However,
their position in the Riverina may have been different, as almost all the Chinese people
lived in the Chinese camps established in the major Riverina towns, such as Wagga
Wagga, and would have been beholden to the headmen, who tended to be the leading
Chinese storekeepers in the towns — and Sze Yap members as well. As such they would
have had substantial influence over the poorer Chinese men living in the camps. More
than likely, Foon Kee was a headman in this tradition.

HRERNRZEMESROBIFEAHBENRLSENRLIER, Wagga Wagga B E15
ERELLERLE. ERREH T MEAN (XHERE=RE") £ 1923 £F 1927 F£HhiEiR
HtER. M TEHIEASENIBIERE 169 T 209 T fE. g iZe BNEE, 8
R EMMEEAR? FEXEE Wagga MHLHREITIEWEE— AR, FEicskEHMNE
FEANGAXHEE ( “HRITSELERFIRERRFT ) . *SEMg “EKE" HE
BEEBA—HE—7, “T HELE%S, Elt Wagga SEREEN “T LERES, °
YHRAIEEIES ARNBY., BEEH Wagga Wagga EA BHifR, HPASRTTEER
3B (market gardener) . ERFLAMNIESFEANIB 30-50 £, FEHIUATE 50-100 £
Z &l

My HE R, BLBRNBEE L. BTHENERIR, BTRRERR, BATHRE FRAT
MREIRR, MEATRAMERKR, BMEBR. BEMEFRM “ERITE (FE) .
BN BRELIBIRMEITS . BELAREN. SERNENRRENNSEAMER
MELAHEENREMLE,

iELE484R 2 Wagga B Foon Kee Chinese Herbs %t %, REERN, FitH TRAETE
nE B, XHRENERES “&B” . BHEF, ANPERA—FRAZNEATHES “&
i, HEEXZFIER Foon Kee, ZHAN “Hit” RERANETENEEEHMZ—.

WMEXR, Wagga B Foon Kee g2 EBH AR “Hic” & Wagga WS X, SEEHE
fiz. B “HilPEE” A=NF2X THERNIER, MAIREELER. MRBEEEN
FERSRM= R B XIRILEER, RMBRNEEEERE 4.22 (58] 589 E2%. B
=i, BitPEEAECHFENRE (FRBAERD WHFIERAIRER 400-500%.

MREHERR, EANPEZNFEXRNEEFENZCE. SN RITHAETES
R 10%, [BEENEEMERIFNIER, ESAFERER, AM REEEANDBRAER.

® “Subscription board for members of the Hung Men Society,” kept in the Cottage Museum, Narrandera.
° BEHERE SR LIEEN ‘T R “%S”, Tk ‘B .
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MEFRFITR, ZAHHEXME 1216 %< (243 ) , EFNEAXE 81 &, XHE
=REMIFWANNSTZ—ET, AABAE. HERIRM BRARNEEREANRE
HEFEREEHET RRE—F (1927) WEF: B FEFERRRLESFRREBEE,
BERSR&EEFNNEER, BRYHEER HAF, REEE. ZAFRAULISERN,
BREXAENERELOERIEREET.

BREZEH /" MEMSHERRELEIRSE? BIBEFHMAR, 1920 FROEANE
HEIUNE A R B RN EEET AR AMEE. # 1927 FHEEER Wagga 1=
AEKER, UEFHEMEBTH “Hid” ARARNBEZABRETEEERKEBER.
WIS BEEBE Wagga, MAZHEEXEHIREMES = LB EEMMREESRR, “B
i MEARBURILSARRMAMNSHE, BUREERAEHERILERERHL=T
o

Transcription and translation

This is a transcription and translation by Li Tana of the original document, which
is held in a private collection in Wagga Wagga. The document’s provenance is
unknown. A copy of the original has been reproduced in Barry McGowan,
Tracking the Dragon: A History of the Chinese in the Riverina, pp. 48—49.

Translation Original Chinese text
(translator’s notes in round brackets)

Mengguang &t (company name with a seal). | 3} 1923 F£RE 12 F£1IEA -+ H&E I+ ZWERX
[Previous] account was closed on 22 of Lunar | [B] Z+=Hi&it

January 1923, 12th year of Minkuo (Republic).
Account started from 23 March 1923.

23 March — donations for “xingqing yin T/&%R" | = [BA] Z+=HKXBITER
made on behalf of: WERIR2.57T

Song Jun $2.5 RUTIBER 2.5 T

Song Xin $2.5 RBEBIR 2.5 T

Song Sheng $2.5 =HiZz7.57T

Total of three donations: $7.5

23 May — the birthday of Guan Ping (the son of | & [B] #A&2HxFE X

Guangdi) MERITRBILR =2 =MEHIRR 3.5 T,
Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Yi, Song | =#i%10.5 T

Sheng were to make three donations, $3.5
each, and the total was $10.5.

24 June — the birthday of Guangdi ~ [B]l Z+MBEXFER

Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song | MEMITMBAFZ=2X=NEHIRIR 4 T, =
Sheng were to make three donations, $4 each, | #iZ 12 5t

and the total was $12.

14 July — donations to clothes shop(?) t [A] KZBEKRITE

Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song | MEMFTMHLE=2FABIR 2.5 T, =
Sheng were to make three donations, $2.5 | % 7.5 7T

each, and the total was $7.5.

13 September — birthday of Guandi AL LAl +=H% it

Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song | MEMITMRBAE=2EFHIRER 4 T=H#i% 12
Sheng were to make three donations, $4 each, | Jt

and the total was $12. =HEAHIZIR 209 7T
The total account of this year was $209.
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Translation
(translator’s notes in round brackets)

Original Chinese text

1924, the 13th year of Minkuo

22 January. Guandi opens his seal.

Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make three donations, $4 each,
and the total was $12.

3 March — Qingming festival
Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make three donations, $2.5
each, and the total was $7.5.

13 May - birthday of Guan Ping (the son of
Guangdi)

Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make three donations, $4.3
each, and the total was $12.9.

24 June - birthday of Guangdi
Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make three donations, $3.9
each, and the total was $11.7.

14 July — donations to clothes shop

Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make three donations, $2.5
each, and the total was $7.5.

13 September — birthday of Guandi

Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make three donations, $4.3
each, and the total was $12.9.

The total account of this year is $303.9

1925,14th year of Minguo

22 January — Guandi opens his seal

Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make three donations, $4 each,
and the total was $12.

13 March — Qingming festival
Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make donations of $7.5.

13 May - birthday of Guan Ping (the son of
Guandi)

Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make three donations, $3.9
each, and the total was $11.7

1924 FRE+Z=FIE=+HXTFFED
@Emﬁmﬂi%zzﬁﬁﬁﬁ4i£%ﬁ1z
T

= (R M=RHAEMITH
MEMFRELE=2TABR 2.5 T,
ZR7.57T

=3

A [B) #B=HxFEZiEL
WMERFTRBERFE=2FMIRIEE 4.3 T, =#i%
R 12.9 ¢

~ [A] Z+MHEX3E
MEBMRHTE=2 MR 3.9 T, =H#Hix
R1.7 7T

+ [A)] +HUB#HKITERE
@EZSE&%ZSE&%ZS%,E%IS
T

AL [R] +=BXFi
MBI E =B EMIRIR 4. 3 T=HZIR
12.9 7T

BEAH#IZR 303.9 T

1925 FRE+MEE [B) —+HXEHED
IRBEHATIRRE LB =2 BHIRIR 4 T=HL5R 12
T

= [B) A=HERITERZIBIR
WE 2.5 Tt 2.5 g 25 T, =3 7.5

dl

I (R) HH=AXFER
MBI RE=28MIKIR 3.9 T, =H#H%
R11.7 7T
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Translation
(translator’s notes in round brackets)

Original Chinese text

24th June birthday of Guandi

Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make three donations, $4each,
and the total was $12.

14 July — money to clothes shop
Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make donations $7.5.

13 September — birthday of Guandi

Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make three donations, $4 each,
and the total was $12.

The total account of this year was $302.3

1926, the 15th year of Minguo

22 January — Guandi opens his seal

Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make three donations, $4 each,
and the total was $12.

22 February — Qingming festival
Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make donations of $7.5.

13 May - birthday of Guan Ping (the son of
Guandi)

Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make three donations, $4each,
and the total was $12.

24 June — birthday of Guandi

3 brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song Sheng
were to make 3 donations, $4 each, and the
total was $12.

14 July — money to clothes shop
Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng donations was $7.5.

13 September — birthday of Guandi

3 brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song Sheng
were to make three donations, $3.5each, and
the total is $10.5.

The total account of this year is $301.5.

1927, the 16th year of Minguo

22 January — Guandi opens his seal

Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make three donations, $4 each,
and the total was $12.

~ (A1 Z+MHHEX3E
MBI AR =ZEHIRR 4 T, ZHIZR
12 7T

+ [A)] +IBE#HKRITERE
MEMMTMBRHE=5, HIB7.57

AL [R]1 +=HXFiE
MBI LB =2 BRIRIR 4 T=H%5R 12

JT
mFEEHIZIR 302.3 T

1926 FRE+REFIE (A1 Z+HXFHEFED
BT L =2 BRIRIR 4 TT=3%5R 12
7T

Z [B) A HBERITERZIAR
@EZSE&%ZSE&%ZS%,E%IS
JC

E[R)] A=AXFEERE
MEMTRE B =2 EMIRIR 4 T, ZHZR
12 5T

A~ [R] Z+MHEXE
MBI RE=2BMIRR 4 T, =HZR
12 7T

+ [B) +B#RITERE
WE 2.5 TN 2.5 TBE 2.5 &, =3 7.5
JT

AL IR] +=BXFi
MBI R E =2 B|MHIRR 3.5 T=HZIR
10.5 T

mFEEHIZR 301.5 T
RE+<EFIE [B] Z+HX®FHED

IRBARATARRE LB =2 BHIRIR 4 T=3HZIR 12
T
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Translation
(translator’s notes in round brackets)

Original Chinese text

22 March Qingming festival
Three brothers of Song Jun, Song Xin, Song
Sheng were to make donations of $7.5.

The two accounts was altogether $19.5.

From 22 February 1923, 2nd of Minguo to
3 April 1927, 16th year of Minguo the debt is a
total of $1216.5.

This is to my three virtuous brothers Song Jun,
Song Xin and Song Sheng

Copied by your elder brother Kuan on 1927
16th year of Minguo 3 April
[Seal] Foon Kee Chinese Herbs Wagga Wagga

= [R] M=RAEMITERZIAR
FAE 2.5 JTHAMT 2.5 JUHARE 2.5 T, =3 7.5

o

dl

“HiAHIZR 19.5 T

1923 FRE+ZF-AZ+=HeH=E 1927 &
RE+EMOBHMEHILEEHIZKIR 1216.5 T

WE
T =SBt
HARE

1927 F£+"EMB#=H
N e
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