From Banana Plantations to Schools: The role of
remittances from Australia to South China
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“Whenever there are overseas Chinese, there are remittances!” This expression is widely
heard in southern Chinese emigrant communities. Even today elders who have not even
travelled beyond their villages rattle off the exchange rates for migrant destination
countries from memory. In remote villages of Ko Yiu in Guangdong, one can also make
purchases with Australian currency.

While remittances are conventionally associated with a monetary and material value,
they perform more than economic functions. The social, emotional and ideological
dimensions attached to the flow of remittances help us to understand the motivations
which facilitated Chinese migration to Australia. One powerful force was migrants’ desire
to contribute to social and economic reform in their native districts. My doctoral
research shows how the early Cantonese migrants in Australia fuelled the modernisation
of education in rural South China.

Let me begin with the mid-19t" century’s “gold rush” that brought many Cantonese
farmers to Australia. As the rush subsided, many left the goldfields and found stable
incomes as market gardeners (Boileau 2017, 101-2). The Chinese toiled industriously, day
and night, and even managed to cultivate land that was declared “un-farmable”. Despite
rumours that they wasted water, their knowledge of installing irrigation ditches greatly
impressed their Australian counterparts. Notwithstanding crop theft and frequent
damage to their gardens, “John Chinamen” — a term used by many white Australians
who neither knew or bothered to learn the names of individual Chinese — ensured that
the Smiths got their daily mashed potatoes, tomatoes and greens (Ryan 1995, 11). In
North Queensland, migrants mainly from Heung-san county in the Pearl River Delta,
cleared land. They pioneered the sugar and lychee industries, as well as monopolised the
banana trade (see Fig 1). Most importantly, they provided a reliable source of fresh
produce that sustained the lives of early settlers in Australia.
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By 1901, the actions of state legislators, trade unions, and advocates of federalism in
Australia ensured that Chinese labour-migrants were not welcome here. Among those
who returned to South China was a cohort of fruit vendors who traded at Sydney’s
Haymarket, wholesaling Queensland and Fijian bananas (Fitzgerald 2007, 159). These
émigrés brought their wealth and business acumen back to China. Instead of taking
Australian (British) currency back, they bought gold coins before leaving and exhausted
Australia’s gold bullion reserves. Replicating the commercial successes of Anthony
Hordern & Sons’ departmental store, the largest in Sydney, they established similar
stores in Hong Kong, Canton (present-day Guangzhou) and Shanghai (Fitzgerald 2007,
191). Remittances and profits eventually travelled back into their hometowns in Heung-
san (present-day Zhongshan), where multi-story “western-style” mansions, infrastructure,
and modern schools were built. The designs of these schools were inspired by both
traditional Chinese study halls, as well as European-style architecture (see Fig 2).
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Lai Wor School financed by the Choy brothers in 1930. They once wholesaled fruit in Sydney before
returning to establish The Sun Department stores across China (Photo by author, 2017, Waisha village
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Their struggles in Australia made Chinese migrants deeply aware of the severe handicaps
of being unschooled. They realised that education was essential to keeping abreast of
business dealings as well as corresponding with family. Letters arriving in South China
were seldom penned by migrants themselves, notwithstanding their seemingly personal
nature and their descriptions of how to use the money. Likewise, whenever there were
replies, few could read them in Australia. The educated few, working in the remittance
business in the hometown or as scribes in country shops in Australia, were called upon
to read out the letters that captured the hearts and imagination of migrants and their
families, in China and elsewhere. Some replies arrived in crates imprinted with residues
of dead fruit flies and juice stains as it passed along trading networks (Loy Wilson 2014,
417). Despite being away from home and family, a migrant’s ability to send money to
support the aging parents, wife and children made their absence worthwhile. The money
that accompanied the letters transformed villages without schools into new centres that
provided schooling for both boys and girls. This departed from the traditional education
system in the Canton Delta that was restricted to only sons of elites.

During the political reforms of the late Qing and early Republican era, schooling greatly
contributed to internal migration. The large-scale recruitment of service personnel
required for the burgeoning department stores effectively saw one generation after
another of educated villagers being transplanted into the major Chinese cities since the
early 20t century. Today, much of the countryside in South China is engulfed by urban
sprawl that has exploded in the decades since Mao's rule. Instead of finding swathes of
banana plants as one may expect in rural regions, in the backyard of many emigrant
houses today, there are hardly any fruit trees. The farmlands that had, for centuries,
produced rice have become “Made in China” factories of garments and hi-tech
innovations. The remittance economy has quickened the pace of development. Still, a
century on the educational legacy of emigration lingers.
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Beneficiaries outside a classroom recalling their memories of the school benefactor (Photo by author,
2017, Caobian School in South District, Zhongshan)/ {82 K2 B BEE R E IR CIERIR AN E
QO17FFEERILEEEZERMAE)
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Migrant-endowed schools bear testimony to poverty leading to triumph. Classrooms
dedicated to emigrant-benefactors (see Fig 3) remind generations of beneficiaries of how
Cantonese banana growers who toiled in Australia also enriched village life in South
China. A school principal of a diaspora-funded school articulated the importance of the
remittance culture beyond its economic value and material footprint: “In my mind what
mattered most was the selfless example set by emigrants. They strove relentlessly to
provide for a common good. | hope this spirit inspires generations of students to come.”
The leaps taken by Cantonese emigrants in Australia, and their remittances, helped
communities to rebuild their lives.
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Disclaimer: The non-English content in this blog is a translated version of the English
content provided either by the authors of the article or by the translators assigned by
respective authors. Issues journal shall not be responsible for any inaccuracies or errors,
both direct and indirect, in the translation. If any questions arise concerning the accuracy
of the information presented by the translated version, please refer to the English
content of the same.
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