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The Chinese Cemetery

The earliest burial grounds for the people
of the Swan River Colony were east of
Perth, in an area known by the Whadjuk
Noongar people as Martellup. Initially a
general cemetery, the land was gradually
subdivided into 8 individual cemeteries
based on the size of the communities
they served. The Chinese community
was the last to be assigned a burial place
in 1888. Lot E69, on the western side of
Plain Street adjacent to the Presbyterian
Cemetery, was in use for ten years until
the East Perth Cemeteries were closed.

The Perth Girl's School opened in 1936
on land next to the disused Presbyterian
and Chinese Cemeteries. By the 1950s,
the school was in need of more space
and tennis courts were created over the
former burial grounds. A few years later
the school closed and the site was used
by the Police Department as a vehicle
licensing centre, the bitumen surface
protecting the burials below.

The Government of Western Australia
sold the site in 2018 to a private syndicate
led by Australian Development Capital
and Warburton Group. A condition of sale
was the remediation of the site prior to
redevelopment. Following consultation
with the Chinese community it was agreed
any human remains exhumed would

be reinterred at Karrakatta Cemetery.
Other artefacts uncovered during the
excavations were to be transferred to the
National Trust of Western Australia.

The East Perth Cemeteries in 1948 prior to the redevelopment of the Chinese, Presbyterian and Jewish Cemeteries.
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East Perth Cemeteries looking south in 2017. The bitumen surface that protected the former Chinese and Presbyterian Cemeteries is clearly visible across the road on the right. Next to it with the dark red roofs is the Perth Girl's School.
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The Chinese in Western
Australia in the 19th century

Chow Moon, a boat builder, was the first Chinese
person to settle in Western Australia in 1829.
Another 51 Chinese people arrived as indentured
labourers from Singapore in the mid-1840s. The
next wave of Chinese migrants in the 1880s
started businesses such as market gardens,
grocery stores, tailors’ shops and laundries while
others worked as contract labourers and farm
hands.

The 1891 Census coincided with the peak of
Chinese migration to Western Australia and
recorded 917 Chinese people in the state,
making up 1.84 per cent of the population. Only
5 of those documented were female as women
generally stayed in China to care for family.
Men arrived as individuals or in small groups,
intending to return home to their families after
2 or 3 years. For those who stayed longer there
was a hope they would return to their ancestral
home to die.

It is understood that about 40 Chinese burials
took place in Perth in the 1890s. Mainly with

the aid of death certificates, research to date has
found the names of 26 individuals. The leading
cause of death among the Chinese in the 1880-
90s was tuberculosis followed by diarrhoea and
dysentery, pneumonia and lung infections. These
men were generally 20 to 40 years of age.
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Grocery stores such as EA Lums & Co in Subiaco (shown here
in 1916) were established during the second wave of Chinese
migration from the 1880s.

Subiaco B9 EA Lums & Co EZ4ER/E (B~ 1916 &) 27E 19t
4280 FRE P EBRHAERE .
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Buried far from home

Many of the Chinese who died in Western
Australia in the 19th century were not accorded
traditional burial rituals largely due to the
absence of family to carry out these rites. Instead
local funeral directors, mainly D J Chipper and
Sons, made the arrangements and supplied the
coffin and burial plot. The excavation found the
Chinese had been buried in coffins inscribed
with English lettering and were identical to those
found in the adjacent Presbyterian Cemetery.

The correct treatment of the dead and
appropriate burial has always been very
important to Chinese people. It is known that
bones were exhumed some years after death
for return to the deceased’s ancestral home,
however in Perth very few official requests for
exhumation were ever made. The expense and
the absence of local support structures made
this difficult. However a number of empty graves
were found by the archaeologists, suggesting
this tradition was carried out but maybe not
recorded.

Traditionally burial rites for the young were
simple, quiet affairs whereas for elders they
would be public and elaborate. In 1890 The West
Australian newspaper described the funeral

of 22 year old Chew Lin. The use of a hearse

for his body and buses to transport “his fellow
countrymen” suggests a funeral more lavish
than many local Chinese could afford and very
unusual given his youth.
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Tus uoususl epectacle of o Chipese fungral
was witnessed in the city yestedday. Tim
remainag were those of a Chinaman mamed
Chew Lin, who arvived in th> eclony by the
Australind, the other day, and died en ' Tuss.
day from consomption: The funeral-took
place yestordsy morning, and started from
the residence of Chew Youke. The eoffin
containing the body of the deceased man was
placed in the bearse, and conveyed to the
cemetery, a number of his fellow esuntrymen
following in ’basses. Upon arrivingat the
Chinese cemetery, the cofiin, was laid in the
grave, and the asual Ciinese lights burped
aroand it. Then, one of the Chinamen, who
appeared to act as master of the ceremonies,
threw & handful of earth into the grave, and
repeated prayers for the one who, to ase their
peripbrastic terms, had * ealuted the sge.”
He aleo cast & number of c-pper oocins into
the grave, after which it was filled in, which
concluded the ceremony. Mr. Donald
Chipper had charze of the funoral arrange-
meats.

NEWS AND NOTES The West Australian Thursday 3 April 1890 pages 2-3.
FIEFNEIC: 1890 F 4 B 3 H (2HAM) AIFmRMNERAYISE 2-3 |



What was beneath the Ortumen?

Archaeologists and forensic
anthropologists uncovered the remains of
34 individuals from the Chinese Cemetery.
Only three could be identified by name,
Ah Min, Ah Sing and Sin Quen.

Remarkably a number of men’s queue (hair
braids) were preserved by the acidic, well-
drained soil. Chemical analysis of hair can
be used to indicate a person’s past health
and even the environment they were
living in. The queue showed extremely
low levels of zinc, a mineral that would
have supported people’s immune systems
during Perth’s 1890s typhoid epidemic.
The hair also showed a diet reliant on
cereals with dairy the main source

of protein.

The excavations uncovered a great many
artefacts including coffins and coffin
furniture, fragments of clothing and a
large number of buttons, many of copper
but some of shell. A bracelet and some
copper coins, grave goods intended to
ensure the comfort of the deceased in the
afterlife, were also found.

All the human remains were reinterred

at Karrakatta Cemetery followed by a
later ceremony conducted by members of
the Chinese community to appease the
disturbed spirits.
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Archaeologists from Terra Rosa Consulting in January 2020 excavating the Chinese Cemetery.
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These pieces of coffin are typical of what was found by
archaeologists. The coffins in the Chinese and Presbyterian
Cemeteries were of the same make and decoration. Many Chinese
coffins even displayed Christian motifs which suggests there were
few coffin makers in colonial Perth.

The decoration was stencilled onto a layer of cloth which then
covered the wood, to disguise the low quality of the timber.
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Following a tradition dating back to ¢ 5000 BCE, Chinese people were buried with grave goods
such as these coins. They were to help the deceased in their journey into the afterlife.

These coins are a mix of sixpence, threepence and pennies. They are dated 1887-96.
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These fragments of marble headstone came from the same grave as the coins.

The four Chinese characters appear to suggest the deceased came from East
Canton Province, Zhengcheng District.

The half ‘stroke looks like the bottom part of ‘BR’ meaning ‘East’
‘I~ refers to ‘Canton’, now known as Guangzhou
‘M’ means ‘province’

‘1% |iterally means ‘increase’ but it could be referred to as ‘115 ‘Zhengcheng
District’
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Jade has been highly prized in China since Neolithic times. It has often been included in funerary rites and holds many spiritual associations including beliefs of immortality. These precious jade bracelets were buried with different individuals.
The paler one was found along with clothing fragments, a coin and a queue (hair braid).
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The East Perth Cemeteries Memorial for burials from the former Chinese and Presbyterian
Cemeteries was unveiled at Karrakatta Cemetery in late 2021. It is here the human remains
uncovered by archaeologists have been reinterred. Members of the Chinese community

conducted a ceremony to appease the disturbed spirits.

20215k, LEBIEA
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Members of the Chung Wah Association with former Metropolitan Cemeteries Board CEO Peter Deague, the Hon John Carey BA MLA, Minister for Housing and Local
Government, and National Trust of Western Australia Chair the Hon Robert Kucera.
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In a grave dating between 1888 and 1899,
archaeologists uncovered what appeared
to be a remarkably well preserved wool
jacket. Exposure to the atmosphere and
associated changes in climatic conditions
put organic materials at significant risk

of rapid deterioration. It is extremely

rare for such intact textiles to survive in
archaeological deposits. It was essential
the jacket was conserved—and quickly.

The Chung Wah Association raised funds
from the Chinese community to enable
the National Trust of Western Australia
to undertake the conservation of the
clothing. These donations were matched
by Australian Development Capital and
Warburton Group.

Over a period of 120 or more years the
jacket had become rock hard, encrusted
with sand and plant roots, and affected
by the decay of the body. In a complex
and difficult process an archaeological
textile conservator used special chemicals
to relax the fabric and remove the human
remains that had survived the burial.
Scientific testing revealed that high levels
of chromium, used in the wool’s dye, had

helped preserve the fabric. There was also

manganese, a fixing agent, and a sulphur/
selenium mix which indicated three
sources of wool used to make the cloth.
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The clothing prior to conservation showing the fabric matted with sand and plant roots.

H - RBRRE 7R FAEHITRED.

— P ERMEMERNERD, EHHRMRE
RfE BRI F Y BRI St R F B bR
BEREFEFTROARERZ. BFMWAE
B, FERNPEANSIEBRENTR
PiZRY. BAENE T, BEFIFI5H/
RBEY, XEREATHEZAMNFEN=

14



The jacket was then washed, a process that
revealed the body had been carefully prepared
for burial with the arms crossed at the wrist.
Scientific analysis revealed not only a jacket
but also a vest and undershirt each made from
wool, and a scarf of fine felt. Remnants of the
trouser waistband completed the suit. There
was no direct evidence of a shirt, the pH levels
in the soil were too acidic for cotton fibres to
have survived.

While there is nothing to identify these
garments as uniquely Chinese, they were most
likely the individual’s best clothes therefore
reflecting not only this person’s economic
status but also the beliefs, customs, traditions
and practices of the Chinese community in the
late 19th century.
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Ah Lun is shown here wearing a jacket very similar to
the one found in the excavation. He and his family were

photographed in 1902, three years after the last burial at

East Perth.
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Image: NAA: K1145, 1902/52
FRFSRENAA: K1145, 1902/52
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Painstaking and difficult conservation treatment was needed to preserve the jacket.
Shown here along with remnants of a trouser waistband, it is an extremely rare garment and arguably of national significance.
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A wool undershirt and vest also survived over 120 years buried beneath the bitumen along with remnants of a fine felt scarf.
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DIE
HELPED FORGE WESTE!
HISTORY,
THE MONUMENT WAS UNVEILED BY His
EXCELLENCY MAJOR GENERAL M. JEFFERY
MC, GOVERNOR OF WESTERN AUSTRALIA,
AND MRS EDIE HOY POY OAM, TRUSTEE
OF THE CHUNG WAH ASSOCIATION INC.,
ON THE 27TH SEPTEMBER (994,

At the launch of Beneath the Bitumen, members of the Chinese community gathered at the Chinese memorial at East Perth Cemeteries. It was erected in 1994 to acknowledge the contribution of Chinese people to Western Australia’s history.
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Thank gou

Opportunities to learn about our past through artefacts such as these are very rare and require
a great deal of expertise, research and funding. The National Trust of Western Australia is
honoured to be contributing to our knowledge of the Chinese community in Perth and, indeed,

understanding more about our long history of multiculturalism.

The National Trust wishes to thank the following individuals and organisations for their

¥
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contribution to this exhibition and for ensuring these precious artefacts have been conserved

for the future.
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