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Charlie Wong Hing and the Son He Never Met
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Charlie Wong Hing ZE Clear Springs Station, XZJET 1940 ££4X.
Charlie Wong Hing at Clear Springs Station, 1940s, private collection.
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Letter from Charlie Wong Hing’s son in China, 22 September 1963.
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Charlie Wong Hing’s son and wife in China, 1970s, private collection.
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Charlie Wong Hing 1 X h 58955 & Kirsty Hucker, X£5ET 1959.
Charlie Wong Hing with Kirsty Hucker at Clear Springs Station, about 1959.
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Charlie Wong Hing Z %, ZEi3iE.
Charlie Wong Hing’s grave, Wagga Wagga Chinese cemetery, photo by Barry McGowan.

Charlie Wong Hing’s Story

Occasionally very strong and genuine relationships were formed between Chinese
people and Europeans. One of the most heart-warming stories concerns a Wagga
Wagga based market gardener, Charlie Wong Hing. His origins in Australia are
mysterious. The most likely story is that he jumped ship at Sydney Heads sometime in
the late 1800s and made his way to the Riverina district, where he later assumed the
identity of a deceased Chinese man. He went back to China at some stage, for he had a
son there but left before the boy was born. In Wagga he took up market gardening, often
plying his trade along Fitzmaurice Street with his horse and cart. One of Charlie’s
customers was Eric Roberts, the founder of Wagga'’s first radio station, 2WG. In the early
1930s Eric had very little money left after expenses and Charlie often gave him his
vegetables for free. Later, when Charlie’s horse died Eric bought him another one. After
that the two men were inseparable.

In World War I, Eric obtained Charlie a job as a market gardener at the air force
base at Uranquinty. After the war Eric employed him as a gardener, cook and general
help on his farm at Clear Springs and he became part of the family — “whatever Charlie
wanted he got”. Often he would go to Sydney, mingle with the Chinese community and
play fan tan, always returning with some lollies or chocolates for the children. In the post
war period there were very few Chinese people left in Wagga. Charlie sent money to his
son in China though a contact in Melbourne, and his son wrote to him several times,
including the difficult years of the Cultural Revolution, when contacts with overseas
people were discouraged and sometimes punished. Writing in 1968 the son expressed
concern that his father was in a foreign land with no family to care for him and urged him
to return to China, but he never did. Charlie’s final years were spent at an old people’s
home “The Haven”, which had been built up gradually by the Roberts family.

Charlie died in 1969 and was buried in the Chinese section of the Wagga cemetery.
Because it had been many years since a Chinese person had been buried there, his
Wagga friends had to approach Wagga Council to get special permission to re-open the
Chinese section of the cemetery. The last battle was with the Church of England, which
at first refused to bury Charlie because he was not a Christian. The church eventually
relented, however, and he was buried with Christian rites as Charlie and his friends had
wished. Charlie’s portrait can be seen at the Museum of the Riverina, Wagga. Wendy
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Hucker, an adopted daughter of the Roberts family, was executor of Charlie’s will and
later visited his family in China.

Below is a letter sent by Charlie’s son to him in 1963 from Guangdong, China. We
are grateful to the Wagga Wagga Museum for the permission to publish this letter in this
volume (see page 166 for a reproduction of the letter). The letter was translated by
Li Tana.

Guangdong, 22 September 1963

My dear father, we are on our knees to write to you. It's been several
months since we reported and sent our greetings to you. We trust that you
are healthy and happy and everything has been smooth with you in the
outside world. This is what your son is hoping from afar.

With your blessing, at present all the families are doing fine, please do not
worry about us. About the issue of [your grandson] Ruihe’s entry to high
school, [we report that] he took the examination last August but because
the candidates were too many and the admissions were few, [Ruihe]
failed to get into the high school. At the moment he is still with the primary
school and plans to take the examination next year.

At the moment the prices in the countryside have been temporarily down,
but in actual fact it is still volatile as before. The yield of the cooperative
this year is very poor because there was a drought earlier this year, which
caused food reduction. [Furthermore, the drought] caused a high cost of
pumping station [for water] therefore there was a very limited income
when the [cooperative] divided the income among the members. Now
another big project is on the way at the tail of Mount Sancun. [They are]
building a dam there which has already started. This is a huge project
which needs several years to finish. Such a situation tires the people and
drains the treasury [wastes money and labour?]. The peasants have to
give up their work in the fields and work in the dam; this will affect the
income and bring hardship to our lives.

We report this situation to you as above. But such is the society we live in
and it has been this way for a long time. So please, father, do not worry
about us. Do take good care of yourself so that we will not worry about
you.

There is so much to report to you but let us keep it for future
correspondence. Meanwhile we hope to hear good news from you [as
always].

[We] pray for your good health.

Your son Guanrang
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