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Abstract
The introduction of film and the creation of Australian nationhood share a coincidence in timing.
The newly federated nation defined itself as an exclusively white nation through its first act of
parliamentary legislation, the Immigration Restriction Act of 1901. This dissertation seeks to examine
how the notion of a White Australia based on anti-Chinese immigration was expressed in cinematic
representations of the Chinese in Australian cinema. It analyses thirteen Australian feature films
made in the period of the White Australia Policy from 1901-1975. Early characterisations of the
Chinese reflect the racial anxiety which shaped the policy. Close readings of A Girl of the Bush
(Barrett, 1921) and Lovers and Luggers (K. Hall, 1937) demonstrate the relationship between the
policy as it controlled the lives of the Chinese and as they were represented on screen. The change
in the Chinese characters in films of the 1970s is attributed to the counter-culture movement and
the end of the White Australia Policy. An analysis of The Man from Hong Kong (Trenchard-Smith,
1975) demonstrates how this film subverts the order of domination and subordination established in
antecedent films. It is concluded that the portrayal of Chinese characters in Australian feature films
offers an informative perspective on the history of the White Australia policy.
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CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION
Background
There is a unique coincidence in timing between the founding of the Australian film industry and the
founding of the nation of Australia. The year in which the first locally made Australian film, Soldiers
of the Cross (Perry & Booth, 1900) was released, is the same year the colonies of Australia were
making final preparation to unite as a nation. Film was quickly adopted in Australia as the new mass
medium of entertainment through which the nation could project its identity and tell its own stories.
Australian film historian William Routt described the impact of cinema upon its introduction to
Australia
“The idea that Australia must assert itself on the screen in time acquired the force of a natural law.
And thus, almost at the start, it was assumed that films were not windows, but mirrors – devices
made not for looking out and seeing in, but for gazing at one’s self”(1995, p. 49).
The local industry was prolific in its output of films in the first decade of the twentieth century, and
led the world in producing the first feature-length film, The Story of the Kelly Gang (Tait, 1906).
Australian audiences quickly embraced “the picture habit”. Film historian Diane Collins states “by the
First World War the movies were a national obsession” (1995, p. 40). According to historian of the
picture palace, Jill Julius Matthews, “During the 1920s, moving pictures were overwhelmingly
accepted by most Australians, overcoming divisions of class, sex, age, religion, location, income and
education. A population of around six million recorded an annual attendance of more than
110,000,000 visits to some 1250 picture theatres” (2005, p. 141).
In 1901 the population of Australia was overwhelmingly white 1, and wished to keep it that way. The
early part of the century was a time when racial determinism and anti-Chinese sentiment reached
their heights in Australia. The newly federated nation defined itself as an exclusively white nation
through its first act of parliamentary legislation, the Immigration Restriction Act of 1901. Evolving
from a series of colonial anti-Chinese immigration legislations beginning in 1855, this new federal
policy, which came to be known as the White Australia policy, lasted until 1975.
In the intervening years, the Australian film industry went into serious decline as American films
achieved global dominance and came to dominate Australian screens, while Australian feature film
production declined into non-existence. It was not until the 1970s that the local film industry
regained its feet, and therein lies a second coincidence - between the timing of the end of the White

77.2% of the population was Australian born, while another 20% were born in the United Kingdom or Europe (Australian
Bureau of Statistics, 2006)

1
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Australia policy and the renaissance of the Australian feature film industry. As Australia ended its
race-based immigration policy and underwent enormous cultural change, the local film industry
revived with a new vision of Australian identity.
This dissertation seeks to examine how the notion of a White Australia based on anti-Chinese
immigration was expressed in cinematic representations of the Chinese in Australian cinema. The
task of my research has been to identify and view all feature films with Chinese characters made
during the period of the White Australia policy and to observe patterns of recurring narratives and
stereotypes in their representation, and comment on continuity or change over the course of the
policy. In examining the presence of the Chinese in films, I also discuss their absence in films
between the years 1937 and 1971.
Chapter One of the dissertation introduces my research questions and aims and provides the
definitions, parameters and justification for this study. I take a self-reflexive perspective in locating
this research in the context of my Chinese Australian heritage, and discuss the personal experiences
which motivated me in my choice of topic.
In Chapter Two I explain the method employed to identify the thirteen Australian produced feature
films of my study, the process involved in their selection and the approach I take to analysing these
films within the political and social context of their production, exhibition and distribution.
Chapter Three reviews the literature pertinent to my research. The literature review is divided into
three sections, 1) historical background, 2) literature analysing the representation of Asians in
American cinema. 3) literature analysing the representation of Asians in Australian cinema.
Chapter Four provides the contextual background to the thesis by describing the operation of the
White Australia policy and the effect it had on the lives of the Chinese in Australia.
In Chapters Five, Six and Seven I analyse the films, beginning with a discussion of the lost films in
Chapter Five. Chapter Six begins my own analysis of the films with an overview of Chinese in early
Australian cinema of the 1920s and 1930s and close readings of A Girl of the Bush (Barrett, 1921) and
Lovers and Luggers (K. Hall, 1937). Chapter Seven discusses the very different images of the Chinese
that appear in the cinema of the first half of the 1970s, through a close reading of The Man from
Hong Kong (Trenchard-Smith, 1975).
Chapter Eight draws conclusions to answer my research questions, discusses the implications of my
study and points to new research questions.
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The research questions and aims
My dissertation seeks to answer the following questions:
1) How were the Chinese represented in feature films made during the White Australia policy of
1901-1975?
2) Why were the Chinese represented in this way?
To answer the research questions, the dissertation aims to:
•

Establish how the White Australia policy affected the lives of Chinese-Australians.

•

Identify, view and analyse all films with Chinese characters in them in the period of the
White Australia policy to compare the representations of the Chinese against the policies
which restricted their lives.

•

Compare my findings against the literature on the representation of the Chinese in American
cinema.

•

Discuss the implications of these findings for Australian cinema past, present and future.

Definitions
The Macquarie dictionary defines The White Australia policy as “an unofficial term which referred to
the Australian government’s restricted immigration policy” (Macquarie Dictionary, 1997). When the
1901 Immigration Restriction Act was introduced, there were 47,000 non-whites already living in
Australia, of whom 17,000 were Chinese (Palfreeman, 1967, p. 5). A broader understanding of the
White Australia policy espoused by Australian historian Andrew Markus (1994) extends beyond
immigration restriction and encompasses a series of legislations affecting the ‘domiciled nonEuropeans’ including the Aborigines. I adopt Markus’ broader definition of the White Australia
policy, and discuss the ways in which policies affected resident Chinese by limiting their
opportunities for reproduction, denying or restricting the privileges of citizenship and operating to
segregate them from the mainstream of Australian life.
Parameters
Previous studies by Lee (1999) and Marchetti (1993) in the United States and Olivia Khoo (2006)
(2011) in Australia have focused more broadly on Asian-Americans, and Asian-Australians
respectively. The reason this study focuses on the Chinese in particular, is because although racial
exclusion policies eventually extended to all “coloureds”, it was the Chinese who were the initial
targets of the Immigration Restriction Act of 1901, and the major source of racial anxiety in the time
in which both nationhood and cinema were developing in Australia. In his 1967 book on the
administration of the White Australia Policy, A. C. Palfreeman described the policy as having been
Juanita Kwok – Honours Dissertation
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“geared to the Chinese and their problems in the first place and then extended to the smaller groups
with minor modifications when they became necessary” (1967, p. 5).
My discussion extends beyond the Chinese where Asian nationalities are conflated, for example, in
discussing the Asiatic invaders of Australia Calls (Longford, 1913), and the character of Thao
Kimalayo, the delegate from an unnamed country in Asia in Demonstrator (Freeman, 1971). The
focus of the dissertation is on Chinese males, as there are few female Chinese characters in the
films. During the gold rush years and after, Chinese males vastly outnumbered Chinese women in
the colonies. At the time the Immigration Restriction Act was introduced in 1901, the Chinese
population was about 98 per cent male (Markus, 1994, p. 118). Chinese men, rather than Chinese
women, were perceived to pose the threat of miscegenation.
The dissertation length constrains the study to narrative feature length films. Documentaries,
newsreels and programs made for television are outside the scope of the study.
The primary sources for my research are the films, a number of which are available for loan from
university or public libraries. The others were viewed at the Sydney office of the National Film and
Sound Archive (NFSA) over a number of visits. A significant proportion of the films in my study no
longer exist. These films are grouped in a separate chapter and my discussion of these films is reliant
on secondary sources. The time limitations of the dissertation prevented me from travelling to the
NFSA Headquarters in Canberra where documentation surrounding the films, such as publicity stills,
reviews, production notes and scripts are held. Consequently, background information to all of the
films is reliant on secondary sources.
The scope of this dissertation is limited to Australian cinema. While national cultural values and
attitudes might be understood by examining the thematic concerns of locally produced films, it is
important to bear in mind that after the Australian industry began its early decline, the great
majority of films seen by Australian audiences were imported from the United States 2. One of the
very first films imported into Australia was Attack on a China Mission (1900), a British film set in the
Boxer Rebellion. Its importation suggests that the subject of the Chinese threat to white Christian
civilization was of interest to early Australian audiences. The circumstances surrounding the
importation, reception and influence of this film and other films central to studies of Asian

2“from

1923, when ninety four per cent of films screened in Australia were of American origin, the cinema was clearly
Hollywood’s Australian fiefdom” (Hamann, 1995)
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representation in cinema, such as D. W. Griffith’s Broken Blossoms (Griffith, 1919), the Fu
Manchu 3and Charlie Chan 4 films and the films of Bruce Lee remain a topic for future investigation.
In the same way, issues of censorship of imported films, and censorship or self-censorship of
Australian films for export are raised in my discussion, but will have to be addressed fully in further
research.
Justification
To my knowledge this is the first specific study to identify and analyse representations of the
Chinese in Australian cinema in the period of the White Australia policy. This study is relevant to the
areas of film studies, cultural and race representation studies, history and last but not least to
filmmakers. The comparisons drawn between representations of the Chinese in Australian cinema
and the Chinese in American cinema open the door to comparative studies between the two film
industries.
Position of the researcher
As the descendent of a Chinese sojourner during the gold rush, and daughter of a Chinese “man
from Hong Kong” and a “white” Australian mother, the journey this dissertation charts through
representations of Chinese in Australian films, is also a personal journey for me. Although the
subject of the dissertation is cinema, it was through watching television as a young child growing up
in the time of the White Australia policy, that I first gained a perception of the marginality of nonwhites on the screen. In all the Australian and American television shows I watched as a child, I did
not see any faces that resembled my own. The only character I found to identify with was Jai,
Tarzan’s jungle boy companion in the television series Tarzan (Tarzan, 1966-1968) starring Ron Ely as
Tarzan. 5Jai’s ethnicity may have been conflated in Tarzan, and I may have conflated it further, but
Jai was genuinely brown-skinned, unlike the Aboriginal detective, Boney who was played in
blackface by James Laurenson in the Australian television series (1972-1973). Though in the last
years of the White Australia policy, Chinese constituted only a tiny proportion of the Australian
population, on screen, it was as though they did not exist at all.
Another step in my journey was viewing The Birth of White Australia (Walsh, 1928) at the NFSA
when I volunteered to work there in a gap year between school and university. The memory of its

Fu Manchu, the evil genius of the Sax Rohmer novels bent on taking over the world became the subject of numerous films
throughout the twentieth century.
4 Charlie Chan, the 1920s invention of American author Earl Derr Biggers also became the subject of scores of Hollywood
films.
5 Jai (Manuel Padilla Junior) was a young American actor of Latino background whose looks had him cast in a number of
roles as an Indian or a Mexican and whose last acting credit was a “Boy No. 2” in Scarface (De Palma, 1983).
3
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grotesque images of the Chinese remained with me and was one of my motivations in later coestablishing and co-directing the Sydney Asia Pacific Film Festival from 2000-2002, to encourage
Asian-Australians to represent themselves in cinema.

Figure 1 The threatened lynching scene in The Birth of White Australia (Walsh, 1928)

In 2001, as its closing film the Festival screened the NFSA’s brand new Atlab/Kodak collection print
of The Man from Hong Kong (Trenchard-Smith, 1975). It was the first time the film had screened to
an Australian cinema audience for twenty five years. I was struck not only by the unusual sight of a
Chinese hero in an Australian film, but also sight of a Chinese man and white Australian woman
enthusiastically making love in an Australian film, in such stark contrast to the image of the Chinese
man as sexual threat in The Birth of White Australia. Remarks about the audience made by the film’s
director, Brian Trenchard-Smith, raised questions for me about how Australia had changed as a
nation.
“The festival audience, one third of whom were Asian, but all of them were young… got all
the jokes. And when the Australian cops went through the racial stereotypes they imagined
for Asians, the Asian audiences thought, wow, that was brave. It was a portrayal of
patronising, 1975 Australia, but that’s why it was important for me to have an Asian hero,
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who is actually smarter than any of the Caucasians. I felt the audience would respond to it”
(Trenchard-Smith cited in interview with Urban, 2002).
The latest step in my journey has brought me to live in Bathurst, New South Wales, which in a
number of ways is the starting point of my dissertation. Bathurst was the centre of the gold rush that
first brought Chinese in large numbers to “New Gold Mountain” and also provided the setting for A
Girl of the Bush (Barrett, 1921). The house and sheep station that provided the interior and exterior
locations for the film still stand, and in a number of remote bushland sites, crumbling water races
dating from the gold rush period remain as evidence of the Chinese presence in the area.
While the study is of personal relevance to me because of my Chinese-Australian background, I do
not see my research as being only of interest to scholars of Asian-Australian studies. The films reveal
more about the attitudes and values of the nation than they reveal about the Chinese. In addition, a
knowledge of historical attitudes towards the Chinese is essential for anyone who wishes to
understand the foundations of our national identity.
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CHAPTER TWO – METHODOLOGY
Procedure
The methodology for this dissertation involved researching, viewing and analysing the
representation of Chinese male characters in narrative feature films produced in Australia in the
period 1901-1975 and comparing my analyses with existing literature. The procedure for the film
analysis was as follows:
1) Researching and consulting with experts to compile a list of possible films
2) Conducting the literature review

3) Pilot viewing of the films
4) Setting criteria for films in this study
5) Recompiling the final list
6) Reviewing the films
7) Selecting films for close analysis
Researching and consulting with experts to compile a list of possible films
With the aid of Pike and Cooper’s Australian Film 1900-1977 (1980), and with the advice of NFSA
staff, I initially came up with a potential list of twenty films with Chinese characters.
Conducting the literature review
The literature review allowed me to establish the limits and determine the criteria for the study. The
lack of literature on Chinese representation in early Australian film led me to turn to the much larger
body of literature on the representation of the Chinese in American film, and to consider similarities
and differences between the two cinemas.
Pilot viewing of the films
On viewing all the films, either at home or at the NFSA, I made observations and took notes, and
compared these with the literature.
Setting criteria for films in this study
As the purpose of the dissertation is to examine how the Chinese were represented in the feature
films made during the White Australia policy, I determined that the films of the study were to be
Australian productions made in the era of the White Australia policy, with the action taking place in
Australia. Therefore, the criteria required
- the film be made or released in the era of the White Australia policy
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- the film have one or more Chinese characters
- the action take place in an Australian location
- the film be a narrative feature film
The first criterion limits the period of study to the years in which the White Australia policy is
generally recognised to have existed, that is from 1901-1975. A number of films failed to meet the
second criterion of having Chinese characters. It seemed likely that one or other of the two films
made about the Eureka Stockade might have Chinese characters, however, only a few minutes of a
parade remain of Eureka Stockade (Cornwell & Cornwell, 1907) and the version starring Chips
Rafferty (Watt, 1949) proved not to have any Chinese characters. The characters in the Thursday
island adventure story, King of the Coral Sea (Robinson, 1954) were islanders or Malay rather than
Chinese. To study the Chinese in the context of the White Australia policy, the third criterion
required the Chinese characters to be in an Australian setting, however scenes with Chinese
characters in the espionage film, That Lady from Peking (Davis, 1971) were located in Hong Kong and
China. As a documentary set in Fiji, Two Men of Fiji (Porter, 1959) did not meet the criteria on two
counts.
Recompiling the final list
To the best of my knowledge, the list below comprises of all feature films which have one or more
Chinese characters, were made during the White Australia policy and are set in Australia. There are
no surviving copies of films marked with an asterisk.
1. Double Event*(Lincoln, 1911)
2. Australia Calls*(Longford, 1913)
3. Satan in Sydney*(Beaumont Smith, 1918)
4. Gentleman Bushranger* (Beaumont Smith, 1921)
5. A Girl of the Bush (Barrett, 1921)
6. The Kid Stakes (Ordell, 1927)
7. The Grey Glove* (Webb, 1928)
8. The Menace (Sharpe, 1928)
9. The Birth of White Australia (Walsh, 1928)
10. Uncivilised (Chauvel, 1936)
11. Lovers and Luggers (K. G. Hall, 1937)
12. Gentle Strangers (Holmes, 1972)
13. The Man from Hong Kong (Trenchard-Smith, 1975)
Juanita Kwok – Honours Dissertation
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I exercised some flexibility in my criteria, as Gentle Strangers was a mini-feature rather than a fulllength feature film. I also include discussion of two films which are not on the list – Demonstrator,
for reasons explained earlier, and Mad Dog Morgan (Mora, 1976), which though released in 1976,
was in production in 1975.
Reviewing the films
All films were viewed multiple times and notes taken. I was granted permission by the NFSA to take
photos of the films for the purposes of my dissertation.
Selecting films for close readings
While lost films are discussed, the films selected for close reading are from amongst those that can
still be seen. In addition, as the dissertation seeks to examine how popular attitudes are reflected in
cinema, the films selected for close readings - A Girl of the Bush, Lovers and Luggers and The Man
from Hong Kong - were intended as popular entertainment and were commercially successful.
Approach to film analysis
In discussing methodologies for film analysis, Hansen (2009) emphasizes the researcher’s need for a
thorough understanding of the language of cinema in order to make sense of the text. Whilst
Bordwell and Thompson (2008) inform my vocabulary and grammar of film to analyse action within
the frame, film analysis extends beyond the frame to the inter-textual, which examines how
meanings of texts are shaped by other texts (Kristeva, 1980), and the extra-textual “ the network of
discourses, social institutions and historical conditions surrounding a work” (Klinger, 1997). My own
approach to film analysis focuses on the contextual, which is to say it locates the film within the
historical context of its production and reception and the social and political circumstances
surrounding it.
Palfreeman stated that “the White Australia policy is not a matter of administration. Rather, it is an
attempt to respond to a consensus of national opinion – to keep Australia ‘white’ (1967, p. 3). A
policy enacting popular consensus should also find expression in popular entertainment. A number
of Australian film scholars stress the importance of the relationship between filmmakers and their
audience. John Hinde defined a national cinema as cinema “which interacts with its home public for
inspiration and support” (John Hinde as cited in Shirley & Adams, 1983, p. viii), while Tom O’Regan
writes of national cinema as creating and representing “ a common cultural and political core of
events and values”(1996, p. 19). Consequently, to examine the collective values of White Australia, I
focus on popular films for my close readings.
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Interview with Brian Trenchard-Smith
My analysis of The Man from Hong Kong is conspicuous in its discussion of the author as Brian
Trenchard-Smith. In fact, the film is celebrated for the many talents involved in its production
including cinematographers Russell Boyd and John Seale, producers Raymond Chow in Hong Kong,
and John Fraser and David Hannay in Australia, stuntman Grant Page and actors including Sammo
Hung, Roger Ward, Rebecca Gilling and Hugh Keays-Byrne. Whilst recognising the collaborative
nature of film-making, it was Trenchard-Smith who initiated the film as Australia’s first coproduction with Hong Kong. As writer and director of the film, The Man from Hong Kong is very
much Trenchard-Smith’s creative vision. A telephone interview with Trenchard-Smith (transcript
provided as Appendix A) provided personal insights to the intentions behind the film. Comparisons
were made between the statements made in this interview and those made in previous interviews
to ensure the validity of the interview.
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CHAPTER THREE – LITERATURE REVIEW
History and historiography
Given the time limitations of an honours degree and the breadth of my subject across a number of
disciplines, I have relied on secondary, rather than original sources to research the history of the
White Australia policy. Historian Andrew Markus conducted a comparative study of the anti-Chinese
hostility that arose from mass immigration to the goldfields of Australia and California,
contextualizing it within the late nineteenth century growth of racial consciousness. His (1994)
history of race relations in Australia is the primary source for most of the demographical data in my
study as well as providing my theoretical orientation.
The Parliamentary Record, newspapers, academic publications, scientific and popular literature
demonstrate that with few exceptions, a sense of racial hierarchy and an anti-Chinese sentiment was
shared across all social strata “It is plain that the working class were not the only ones involved:
prominent persons in the professions, industry, commerce and agriculture were equally committed
to the anti-Chinese cause” (Price, 1974, p. 29). The sentiment was also shared across political
parties, as Lake and Reynolds comment, “The White Australia policy was supported by all sides of
Australian politics from all states, Labor, Liberal and Conservative, Free Traders and Protectionists”
(2008, p. 148).
The anxieties of a fledgling nation that saw itself as an endangered white outpost on the edges of
Asia are discussed in histories by McQueen (1986), Walker (1999), Markus (1994) and Lake and
Reynolds (2008). Humphrey McQueen’s New Britannia, published in 1970, which seeks to expose the
racism at the foundation of the Australian labour movement, investigates anti-Chinese sentiment in
both intellectual and cultural life, arguing that anti-Chinese sentiment permeated Australian folk
culture, in particular the poetry of Australia’s “people’s poet”, Henry Lawson. Walker attributes a
“powerful masculinizing and racialising impulse in Australian nationalism” to the perceived threat of
an “awakening Asia” (1999, p. 5). Lake and Reynolds (2008) place Australia’s immigration policies in
the global context of the solidarities which existed between the “white men’s countries” of South
Africa, North America and Australasia.
Walker and Lake and Reynolds both discuss the impact of Charles Pearson’s 1893 book, National Life
and Character: A Forecast, on academic circles, not only in Australia but in Britain and particularly
America. In his book, Pearson predicted that the lower races of Asia would overtake the higher races
of Europe. “Pearson saw Australia as the last Aryan homeland, a land where white races could
breed, regenerate and marshal their forces. By this positioning, Pearson turned Australia from an
outpost of Empire to a nation with a vital role to play in a global racial struggle” (Walker, 1999, p.
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46). Both Walker and McQueen cite William Lane’s 1888 novel, White or Yellow: the story of the race
war of AD 1908, serialized in Boomerang and Kenneth McKay’s 1895 novel, The yellow wave: a
romance of the Asiatic invasion of Australia to demonstrate how Pearson’s theory of the coming
struggle of the races provided a basis for British and Californian invasion narratives to be adapted to
an Australian setting, conjuring the spectre of an Australia ruled by Asians. Aside from Walker’s
mention of Longford’s 1913 film, Australia Calls, in his discussion of the invasion narratives, to date
there has been little research on the role played by cinema in circulating these discourses of racial
anxiety. This image of the Chinese as threat to the white nation is the subject of my discussion of the
lost films.
The reasons behind the White Australia policy are contested. The first historian of the policy, Myra
Willard, saw “the desire to guard themselves effectively against Asiatic immigration” as one of the
most powerful influences which drew the colonies together (1923, p. 119). She quotes Alfred
Deakin, one of the most important figures behind the Federation movement and later Australia’s
second Prime Minister, as stating “No motive power operated more universally…than the desire that
we should be one people, and remain one people, without the admixture of other races” (1923, p.
119).
Charles Price (1974), who like Markus had conducted a comparative study of Australia and
California, came to the conclusion that the Chinese were perceived as the obstacle to the process of
nation building, and that accusations of cheap labour, vice, disease, racial inferiority and invasion
were all signs of a basic anger about the Chinaman’s refusal to assimilate. He concludes “had more
done so [assimilated], Anglo Saxons may have been ready to accept them. But traditions of
Confucianism, Chinese ethnic loyalties made this impossible for all but the few” (1974, p. 259). Keith
Windschuttle also reworks this argument in his (1994) book.
John Fitzgerald’s (2007) history of the Chinese in Australia utilises Chinese language sources and
studies of family histories to counter that Chinese-Australians were no less committed to freedom,
equality and fraternal solidarity than other Australians, demonstrating the participation of the
Chinese-Australians in social and political life in spite of the impediments they faced. Fitzgerald
argues that white histories of Australia have rendered invisible the contribution of ChineseAustralians and contends that the notion that a commitment to democratic values is the sole
preserve of white Australians perpetuates the myth that the Chinese were unable or unwilling to
participate in Australian civic and political life.
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Fitzgerald discusses the many Chinese men who found wives or partners from amongst the few
Chinese women in Australia or from the white and Aboriginal communities and raised families and
prospered. His finding is supported by Bagnall’s (2006) doctoral research into marriages between
Chinese men and white women in the years 1885-1915. Bagnall argues that scholars, including
Markus, have been blinded to the possibilities of intimate interactions between Chinese men and
white women in the Australian colonies, uncritically adopted the moral and racial biases of their
sources. Her study demonstrates that hundreds of white women and Chinese men in colonial
Australia came together for reasons of love, companionship, security, sexual fulfilment and the
formation of family in spite of the hostility towards intimate interracial relationships so strongly
expressed in discourse. The circulation of this discourse, and the absence of these family
relationships in early Australian films is the subject of my discussion of A Girl of the Bush.
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The Chinese in American cinema
As comparative studies by Markus (1994) and Price (1974) have shown, on the subject of Chinese
immigration to the gold fields, anti-Chinese sentiment and subsequent exclusionary policies,
Australia shares much in common with North America, in particular California. Lake and Reynolds
(2008) emphasise the influence of the flow of people and ideas between the continents on the
development of political thought and social attitudes in the two countries.
The impact of American cinema was also felt strongly on Australian cinema after 1913 when the
merger of the major Australian production companies created a duopoly, with Australasian Films Ltd
in charge of production and distribution, and Union Theatres as the exhibition company. What came
to be known as “the Combine” resulted in the closure of smaller production houses and the
subsequent decline of local production, whilst ensuring a continuous supply of films imported from
America. The influence of the form and themes of American cinema began to show in Australian
films. Shirley and Adams note that the intercutting of scenes in A Girl of the Bush indicate that
Barrett “was well-versed in the editorial sophistication of D. W. Griffith” (1983, p. 61). Successive
government imposed taxes and quota systems introduced to create a British and Australian bulwark
against the American tidal wave failed and American films came to dominate Australian screens. The
industry regulated Production Code, otherwise known as the Hays Code, which forbade the
depiction of miscegenation (sex relationships between the white and black races) in American
cinema from 1930 to 1956, would have had an influence both in the films seen by Australian
audiences, and in the self-censorship of Australian film-makers, such as Charles Chauvel and Ken G.
Hall who had both studied film production in the United States and who viewed it as a possible
export market for their films.
In locating Asian-Australian studies in academia, Tseen Khoo , (2008, p. 2), expresses her wariness of
imposing North American theoretical models on the Australian context. Jacqueline Lo argues
similarly that in spite of the many political and theoretical concerns shared with its American
counterpart, “there are significant differences and objectives based on different histories of (post)
colonial settlement, race relations and immigration” (2008, p. 25). Bearing this in mind, the
American literature has much to offer both in terms of conceptualising representation and informing
the contextualised approach I take in my analyses of the representation of Chinese in Australian
films of the White Australia policy.
Gina Marchetti (1993) focuses on the construction of interracial sex and romance in the Hollywood
narrative. She argues the “yellow peril” fears of the West being overpowered by the East date back
as far as the Mongolian invasions and have been revived at various periods in history to justify
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imperialist expansion and deflect criticism of the exploitation of the capitalist economy onto cheap
migrant labour. She identifies one of the most potent aspects of the “yellow peril” discourses as “the
sexual danger of contact between the races” and “the threat posed by the Asian male to white
women” (p. 3). Marchetti discusses variants of the fantasy in Hollywood narratives “involving rape,
captivity, seduction, salvation, sacrifice, assimilation, tragic and transcendent love, noting that
tragedy necessarily follows any attempt to break with social norms” (p. 9). Marchetti describes these
narratives in terms of orientalist fantasies, citing Edward Said’s influential treatise on the western
style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient (Said, 1979, as cited in
Marchetti, 1993, p. 6).
In Robert Lee’s (1999) study of historical representations of Asian America in the media, he
identified “six faces of the Oriental”, each constructed in a specific historical moment – “the
pollutant”, an image threatening racial purity and originating from the Californian goldfields in the
mid-nineteenth century; “the unfree and servile coolie”, appearing in the 1870s and 1890s; “the
deviant”, appearing in the 1890s as the Chinese entry into the domestic sphere as household
servants threatened to disrupt the patriarchal hierarchy of the family; “the yellow peril”, the turn of
the century threat of Asiatic immigration; “the model minority”, a 1950s image of “successful” Asian
American assimilation which could be held up to African Americans and Latinos as a model for nonmilitant, non-political upward mobility; and “the gook”, the post-Vietnam embodiment of
inauthentic racial and national identities (Lee, 1999, pp. 8-11). Although Lee’s study is neither
specific to the study of cinema nor the Chinese, the number of early tropes originating in anxieties
over their presence makes the Chinese an important focus of the orientalising discourses he
identifies.
Like Lee, Jachison Chan’s (2001) thematic study of the Chinese in American media also situates
images of the Chinese in their historical context. Where Marchetti focused on Asian males as sexual
threat, Chan’s focus is on the subordination of Chinese masculinity to the dominant hegemonic
masculinity. His chapter on Bruce Lee argues that while Lee both liberated the Chinese male from his
disempowered status, he also trapped him in the new trope of martial arts hero. However, Chan
contended that Lee’s refusal to adopt the hegemonic model of masculinity pointed the way for Asian
American characters to develop alternative models of masculinity.
In Susan Courtney’s (2005) analysis of the influence of the Production Code on the development of
American cinema, she explains that while the strict interpretation of the code was for relationships
between black and white, stories of liaisons between Asians and whites were regularly rejected in
the late twenties and early thirties on the grounds that they violated the miscegenation clauses of
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both the Production Code and its predecessing “Don’ts” and “Be Carefuls” (p. 119). After the
Production Code’s miscegenation clause was lifted in 1957, a wave of films featuring a variety of
mixed couples ensued. It would seem from Courtney’s analysis of these films that the relationships
between whites and Asians are mostly between white man/Asian woman and fit patterns of the
assimilationist, tragic or transcendent love stories identified by Marchetti.
Literature on the black subject in American cinema also raises interesting questions for my
dissertation. In his essay exploring resistance to the dominant reading of racial representations,
Manthia Diawara makes the claim that the dominant cinema “situates Black characters primarily for
the pleasure of White spectators (male or female) ” (1993, p. 215). Given that all the films in my
study were made by white film-makers for an overwhelmingly white audience, Diawara’s theory
might also be applied to the situating of Chinese characters in the cinema of the White Australia
period. The man from Hong Kong raises interesting questions about how Diawara’s theory applies in
the case of a co-production, in this case intended for an Asian audience as well as a white audience.
Jacquie Jones’ (1993) essay examining the construction of black sexuality in American cinema called
for “a revision in the critical evaluation of power relationships in film culture to fully include
sexuality” (p. 256). She argued that the imaging of black sexuality, particularly black male
heterosexuality, continues to be the most denormalising factor in the definition of the black screen
character. I apply Jones’ argument to the denormalising of Chinese male heterosexuality in my
analysis of A Girl of the Bush.
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The Chinese in Australian cinema
My investigation into whether anti-miscegenation prohibitions were adopted by the Australian
censors relied mainly on the research into Australian censorship conducted by Ina Bertrand (1978).
South Australia’s Censor adopted the Hays Code in 1932, though it was the only state to do so (p.
99). According to Bertrand, a problem with investigating the history of film censorship in Australia is
that, although the Commonwealth Censor’s Annual Report published the number of films viewed
and the number of films passed, cut or banned, together with a few brief paragraphs explaining
trends of that year, film titles were not published and the reason for the cut or ban was given only to
the producer. For example, although it is known that the censor ordered seven cuts of In the Wake
of the Bounty (Chauvel, 1933), including scenes of the sailors and native girls together, the reason for
the cuts is not stated in the Report (p. 150).
While research on Asians in Australian film has tended to focus on films of the 1980s and after,
research into early representations of the Chinese is still underexplored. In identifying my list of
thirteen films, Pike and Cooper’s indexed listing of Chinese in Australian films from 1900-1977 was
an invaluable resource. They point out the role of the Chinese as the focus of racial anxiety in
Australia Calls, and their comic roles in A Girl of the Bush and Gentleman Bushranger.
Shirley and Adams’ account of the first eighty years of Australian cinema emphasises the boom and
bust cycles of the local production industry. Shirley (2012) provides insight into Cecil Holmes’
dedication to exploring issues of social and racial injustice throughout his long career as a film
maker.
O’Regan’s (1996) treatise on Australian national cinema considers the role of national cinemas and
the oppositional forces that produce the diversity and problematics that characterize Australian
cinema. Entering in the debate around whether Australian national cinema should be a cinema of
quality, O’Regan argues that the demand for national cinema to be aesthetically and or morally good
places normative strictures on it. He takes the “comic strip cinema” of Trenchard-Smith as an
example of the popular vernacular product that “we do not have to berate or discover some hitherto
undisclosed goodness in” (p. 136).
William Routt views the relationship between Australia and Britain and Australia’s position as both
coloniser and colonised as a central theme of the Australian films of the 1920s and 1930s. Australia’s
negotiation of its relationship to Britain and later the United States is also important to Jane
Landman’s (2006) analysis of cinema’s role in imaging Australia’s emerging colonial nationhood in
the north of Australia and the Pacific. She examines the ways in which colonial attitudes and
anxieties are played out in the regulation and censorship of cinema in the nation and its territories.
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Landman analyses thirteen films that were made or set in the Pacific, however the only film common
to Landman’s study and my own is Lovers and Luggers (K. Hall, 1937).
Olivia Khoo’s (2011) article on representations of Asians in Australian feature films of the 1920s
identifies stereotypes - the cook, the thief and drug dealer, the wife and lover, that she argues
persist in contemporary Australian cinema. She asserts that “the function these stereotypes carry
out are in the service of building an Australian identity, not only against British or American, but also
against Australia’s newly prominent neighbours” (p. 9). Belinda Smaill and Audrey Yue’s research
into Asian-Australians in cinema has largely focused on cinema post -1980s. An Australian Research
Council grant 2009-2012 awarded to Khoo, Smaill and Yue to further research Asian-Australian
cinema in all its aspects is likely to generate greater interest and further publication on this topic.
The shift in the representation of the Chinese between the films of the 1920s and 1930s and the
1970s has not been examined in film histories. Demonstrator and Gentle Strangers are little
commented upon and The Man from Hong Kong was ignored for decades. In examining 200
Australian films for their perception of Australianness, Dermody and Jacka (1987, pp. 44-47) placed
The Man from Hong Kong in the category of commercial film which “positions itself through positive
rejection of all notions like ‘quality’, ‘conscience’, cultural exactitude’ and rejects any motive other
than profit”. The inclusion of The Man from Hong Kong in the NFSA’s Kodak /Atlab Cinema Collection
indicates its value has been reappraised, though it is primarily recognised for its superb action
sequences. The Man from Hong Kong is also amongst the films championed by Mark Hartley in the
documentary Not Quite Hollywood (Hartley, 2008), which attempts to define a place in the
Australian film canon for the overlooked “ozploitation” films of the 1970s and 1980s.
I am influenced in my reading of The Man from Hong Kong by the significance which academic
Stephen Teo, and cultural theorist, Meaghan Morris attach to the film within national and
transnational contexts. Teo (2001) examines The Man from Hong Kong in the context of the
evolution and internationalisation of the kung fu genre, identifying it as “a watershed in the
development of the kung fu genre, at least from 1973 onwards” noting that it contains “a sub-text
that works as a reminder of Australia’s changed outlook towards Asia”. Morris’ (2006)
conceptualised a “white panic” characterising Australian cultural narratives as a displaced anxiety
over colonial dispossession of the Aborigines. According to Morris, the theme of inter-racial sex was
rarely attempted in Australian cinema, and when it was, it involved tragic Aboriginal-white liaisons in
a white male-dominated space (the bush) where transgression was punished with a violence so
internalized it could be self-inflicted” (2004a, p. 261). Looking to international co-productions as a
possible route of escape from the phobic narrative space of Australian cinema, she highlighted The
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Man from Hong Kong as “reaching for an imagined Australian cinema that might no longer be
bound by spaces or genres of national trauma and marginalization” (2004b, p. 262).
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CHAPTER FOUR – THE WHITE AUSTRALIA POLICY
To understand the representation of the Chinese within the historical context of the White Australia
policy, I return to Markus’ broader definition of the policies affecting non Europeans domiciled in
Australia which entailed
•

“the deportation of some residents, and the forcible movement of others from one part of
the country to another;

•

the pursuit of policies likely to bring about the extermination of some groups or, at the very
least, limit their opportunities for reproduction;

•

denial or restriction of the privileges of citizenship and other means of segregation from the
mainstream of Australian life” (p. 110)

With regard to the first point, although after World War II there were forced deportations of Chinese
who had been granted temporary refuge in Australia during the war, it was largely Aborigines and
Melanesian immigrants who were most affected by deportations and forcible removals from one part
of the country to another. The second point regarding the pursuit of policies likely to bring about
extermination of some groups also applies mainly to the Aborigines, but the Chinese were without
doubt a target of policies directed at non-whites to limit their opportunities for reproduction.
Writing in 1967, Palfreeman stated
“The ideal of White Australia as understood by the first Commonwealth Parliament and by
the great majority of Australians then and now, for practical purposes, has been achieved.
Excluding Aborigines, 99.7 per cent of the population is now of European race. Australia is in
fact, whiter now than when the Immigration Restriction Act became effective” (p. 2).
Even before the White Australia policy, the Chinese population had been declining from a peak of
3% in 1861 to less than a quarter of a per cent in 1947 (Smolicz, 1991, p. 43). The trend in aging and
the decline in numbers of the mostly male Chinese population was hastened by legislation in 1903
which blocked entry to spouses and children of non-European residents. This had the effect of
separating families of Chinese men who had wives and children in China, forcing them either to
leave Australia to be with their families, or to travel between Australia and China to spend time with
them. This condition was not eased until 1950 when non-European spouses of Australian citizens
were admitted on a case-by-case basis, and in 1955 when they were admitted by right.
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Unlike the widespread growth of state laws in America prohibiting interracial marriage at the
beginning of twentieth century 6 there were there were no laws in Australia which prohibited
intermarriage between Chinese men and women and white women. However in Jan Ryan’s study of
Western Australian court records she asserts that in Western Australia “any legitimate and intimate
coupling of Chinese with “white” women resulted in trial not only by the public and press but also by
the police and jury. Marriage was completely censured” (Ryan, 1999, p. 28, as cited in Bagnall).
Bagnall argues that although in most situations relationships between Chinese men and white
women were not carefully policed, nor prevented by legal or social proscription, “anxieties over
interracial sex between white women and Chinese men instead translated into discourses which
permeated throughout diverse parts of colonial communities” (2006, p. 6). One of the conduits for
the circulation of these discourses was cinema. In both Australia Calls and The Birth of White
Australia, the heroines are captured, but their white suitors arrive just in time to rescue them from
the danger of miscegenation.
Markus makes the third point that the White Australia policy entailed the denial or restriction of the
privileges of citizenship and other means of segregation from the mainstream of Australian life. In
the late 1880s, Chinese born outside Australia were denied the right to naturalisation, and
concomitant privileges of citizenship such as the old age pension and the vote. This policy remained
in effect until 1957 when Chinese became eligible for naturalisation after 15 years of residency, and
this qualifying period was reduced to three years in 1973. Chinese-Australians were protected by the
law, and Chinese evidence was admissible in court, however, when testifying they could not take an
oath on the bible, but were sworn in by blowing out a light 7, breaking a saucer or decapitating a
cock, Markus observed that this differentiation “often exposed their testimony to ridicule” (1994, p.
63).
Although under certain provisions of the Act, there were allowances for Chinese or their spouses to
enter Australia for work, or for temporary visits, conditions were extremely strict and subject to
constant change and dependent on the discretion of the Minister and the administration which “by
this time had become quite elaborate and sophisticated”(Palfreeman, 1967, p. 35). Markus makes
“the exercise of power, on the structures which determined interaction between peoples” the focus
of Australian Race Relations (1994, p. xvi). The articulation of power in relationships, exercised
through the assertion of control over the passive bodies of the Chinese in Australian films is a
6“...anti-miscegenation

statutes in the West especially were added or amended to prohibit intermarriage between whites
and for example, “Japanese or Chinese” (e.g. Nebraska, 1913) or “Corean (sic), Malayan or Mongolian race[s]” (eg. South
Dakota, 1913)” (Sollor's "Appendix B, Prohibitions of interracial marriage and cohabitation", p. 406, cited in Courtney,
2005, p. 109)

7

Sing Lee in A Girl of the Bush blows out a match when being sworn in to give evidence.
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feature of my close readings of A Girl of the Bush and Lovers and Luggers, which, I argue, echo the
historical reality for Chinese-Australians living under the White Australia policy. However, before
looking at those films in detail, I first turn to the lost films in which the racial anxiety which shaped
the policy is evident, and I examine the general trends in characterisations of the Chinese in films of
the 1920s and 1930s.

Figure 2 Sing Lee surrounded by the station hands in A Girl of the Bush (Barrett, 1921)
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CHAPTER FIVE – THE LOST FILMS
Five of the early films which film historians Pike and Cooper identify as having Chinese characters The Double Event (Lincoln, 1911), Australia Calls (Longford, 1913), Satan in Sydney (Beaumont Smith,
1918), The Gentleman Bushranger (Beaumont Smith, 1921) and The Grey Glove (Webb, 1928) are no
longer in existence. Although without the primary data, I am unable to conduct film analyses, given
that they comprise almost half of the films it is important that they be considered.
Pike and Cooper characterize the cinema produced in the prolific years between 1906 and 1912 as
“essentially an indigenous cinema, reflecting the producer’s direct responses to the Australian
audience, without reliance on established models from overseas” (1980, p. 2). Both Pike and Cooper
and Shirley and Adams (1983) appraise these early years as an intensely nationalistic period, when
many of the themes and motifs of the local industry first emerged. The Double Event and Australia
Calls, (which was in production in 1912) were products of this early period, whilst the other three
films were produced after 1912, at a time when imported films began to dominate screens. The
British heroes of The Double Event, The Gentleman Bushranger and Lovers and Luggers reflect both
Australia’s continuing attachment to the motherland, and the more pragmatic need to appeal to the
export market of Britain and its Empire.
The hostility towards the Chinese which ran high in the beginning of the twentieth century, when
there were demands for the segregation of the Chinese population (Markus, 1994, pp. 140-141) is
reflected in depictions of the Chinese and Chinatown in the earliest films. Pike and Cooper describe
the plot of The Double Event as following a familiar pattern in which “the Australian bush provides a
refuge and a new start for an Englishman who has left home after an affair of honour” (1980, p. 27).
As was common in films of this era, the wholesome image of the bush as the place where the
national character is formed was contrasted with the city as a place of vice and squalor where moral
character could be corrupted. By the beginning of the twentieth century, there had been a
demographic shift in the Chinese-Australian population, from rural areas to major cities where they
often lived in close communities. In three of these five films, Chinatown serves as a haven for white
villains, and the Chinese are a synecdoche for drug peddling, prostitution and gambling. As The
Double Event reaches its climax, “a chase ensues and the villain is tracked down to a Chinese den in
the city where he falls from a rooftop and dies’’ (Pike, et al., 1980, p. 27). As the action shifts from
the race track to the Chinese den, The Double Event contrasts the legitimate space of white
entertainment - the race track, where the hero falls in love with the daughter of a bookmaker, to the
illegitimate space of Chinese gambling. Walker notes that William Lane, writing as ‘Sketcher’ for
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Boomerang had made this distinction in 1888 8. The Grey Glove (Webb, 1928), a “minor thriller
following the adventures of an amateur detective and his fiancé who pursue a criminal who always
leaves a grey glove at the site of his crimes” also featured a visit to a Chinese opium den” (Pike, et
al., 1980, p. 146).
While The Grey Glove “aroused little trade or press interest” (Pike, et al., p. 146), Satan in Sydney
(Beaumont Smith, 1918) aroused a press and censorship furore. The villain of this mid World War I
film is German but it was the Chinese who became central to the film’s controversy. According to
Pike and Cooper, racist attitudes towards the Chinese were explicit in the film’s advertising. The
Chinese community objected to the film’s publicity which spokesperson William Yinson Lee
complained tended “to hold the peaceful Chinese community to ridicule”. After the first screening
police banned further exhibition, however, the newly created Film Censorship Board reversed the
police decision and released the film uncut, and benefiting from the surrounding publicity, the film
became a ‘knockout’ box office hit” (Pike, et al., pp. 80-81).
Beaumont Smith’s other film, the profitable venture, The Gentleman Bushranger (1921), follows a
similar plot to Lincoln’s The Double Event, featuring a young British emigrant who makes good in the
bush, clears the obstacles put in place by the villain and gets the girl. According to Pike and Cooper
“comedy was provided by a plump Chinese cook, Ah Wom Bat (played by an unlikely John Cosgrove),
complete with flowing gown and buck teeth, who is involved with Dargin [the villain, played by Tal
Ordell] in smuggling stolen gold to Sydney” (1980, p. 111). It would seem that the pattern for
Chinese to provide the comic relief in the narrative begins with this film. It also appears to have set
the precedent for casting white actors in yellowface to play the roles of Chinese in speaking parts,
which is the case in most of the early films.
Raymond Longford’s Australia Calls (1913) exploited the invasion fears which permeated the
nation’s consciousness with a dramatisation of invasion by an unspecified Mongolian enemy. Sydney
is attacked, buildings set on fire, and the Mint, the Treasury building and the Wireless Telegraphy
Station are occupied before the local forces are able to repel the invaders. When news of the
impending attack first arrives at an outback station, “the station hands rush to enlist, and even the
Aborigines among them turn upon the local Chinese, with a comic scene showing one of the
“Lane clearly distinguishes between a pure white civilisation and the inescapably impure Chinese, between good and bad
vice. He defended European vices; drinking, tobacco smoking and betting on horses were the pastimes of a virile, manly
race. They were proof of vitality, the best antidote to the corrupting practices of the sensuous, opium smoking Chinese”
(Walker, 1999, p. 42, citing Sketcher [William Lane] ‘Daylight and dark. Opium smoking in Brisbane’, Boomerang, 21
January, 1888).

8
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Aborigines ‘hammering’ a Chinese cook” (Pike, et al., 1980, p. 38). The considerable financial
investment which included a year-long shoot, the building of a model of Sydney in Spencer’s Bondi
studio to simulate the bombing attacks, and the use of the only plane then in Sydney for the scene of
the rescue of the heroine, was rewarded with a rousing reception from audiences throughout the
film’s month long season. The Defence Department had also been persuaded to contribute physical
assistance, and on its release, Theatre, 1 August, 1913, praised it as “a most effective appeal to the
popular mind in the matter of defence” (Pike, et al., p. 38) Although Eric Reade describes the local
Chinese recruited as extras for Australia Calls as having had “a field day portraying members of the
invading force” (1979, p. 9), The Satan in Sydney controversy also suggests that the ChineseAustralian community were sensitive to the way in which they were portrayed and aware of the
potentially damaging consequences to their communities.
Catriona Ross’ (2006) study of contemporary Australian fiction argues that the invasion narrative
endures, focusing her argument on the youth fiction series, Tomorrow when the war began
(Marsden, 1995). The screen adaptation of Tomorrow when the war began (Beattie, 2010), differed
from the novel in that the invaders of the film were identifiably Asian, although as in Australia Calls
(Longford, 1913), their country of origin is not specified. The success of this film supports the
argument that the invasion narrative persists not only in Australian literature, but also cinema, and
that the theme of invasion continues to strike a chord with Australian audiences.
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CHAPTER SIX - FILMS OF THE 1920s and 1930s
I identified six surviving films of the 1920s and 1930s with one or more Chinese character - A Girl of
the Bush, (Barrett, 1921), The Kid Stakes (Ordell, 1927), The Menace (Sharpe, 1928), The Birth of
White Australia (Walsh, 1928), Uncivilised (Chauvel, 1936) and Lovers and Luggers (K. G. Hall, 1937).
Though mostly marginal to the main action of the films, some Chinese characters play a role in
advancing the narrative, such as Sing Lee in A Girl of the Bush, and Charlie Quong in Lovers and
Luggers. In this section I examine how the narrative and characterisations of these films play out
discourses of the policy.
The most notorious depiction of the Chinese in Australian cinema is in The Birth of White Australia
(Walsh, 1928), which celebrates key moments in the white history of Australia, culminating in the
riots in which Chinese were violently driven from the goldfields of Lambing Flats (now the town of
Young). The influence of The Birth of a Nation (Griffith, 1915) which had enjoyed an unprecedented
seven week season in Sydney in 1916 9, is evident in both name and theme of this homegrown
version. However, where African Americans had presented the threat to the white nation in
Griffith’s film, here the threat emanates from the Chinese. Episodic depictions of the vices of the
Chinese, (played by white actors in yellowface) washing in the river that supplies the drinking water,
chasing and threatening the white heroine, Mary Davis (Dot McConville), stealing from another
miner’s claim, horse thieving, opium smoking, and spying on white women with presumably evil
intent, interspersed with intertitles insisting on the need to halt the Chinese invasion, culminate in a
roll-up to dispel the Chinese from Lambing Flats, and by extension Australia.

Figure 3 A Chinese “peeping tom” in The Birth of White Australia (Walsh, 1928)

The J. C. Williamson Theatre Company produced a season at the Theatre Royal of D. W. Griffith’s three hour spectacle,
The Birth of a Nation, with a symphony orchestra of thirty players. Griffith sent a director, operators, technical staff and
equipment from America (Matthews, 2005, p. 147).

9

Juanita Kwok – Honours Dissertation

Page 33

Figure 4 The roll-up in The Birth of White Australia (Walsh, 1928)

Figure 5 Intertitle from The Birth of White Australia (Walsh, 1928)

Financed with funds raised by the townspeople of Young, who also acted in the film, The Birth of White
Australia was previewed in Sydney in 1928, and premiered in Young, however, it seems it was not
commercially released in any state capital. Investors lost heavily and the director, Phil K. Walsh had
no further known association with feature film production (Pike, et al., 1980, p. 146). O’Regan argues
that for the film historian, “The Birth of White Australia is not a significant film. It shows if anything,
what was unacceptable to the trade at this time” (1996, p. 348). It was at any rate anachronistic in
format as its series of actualities interspersed with re-enactments reflected an earlier style of film
program made redundant by the narrative feature film which had by the 1910s become “ an integral
part of the program” (Matthews, 2005, p. 111).
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A shift in societal attitudes towards the Chinese might be perceived in Longford’s release of a
completely different film bearing the name Australia Calls, ten years after the release of his invasion
film. Australia Calls (Longford, 1923) was one of two films made by Longford for the Australian
Pavilion at the 1924 British Empire Exhibition in London. Advertised as a ‘story of grit and industry in
this land of promise’, the film was a “semi-documentary which narrated the experiences in New
South Wales of a successful [English] immigrant” (Pike, et al., 1980, p. 119). While Longford’s
invasion narrative had been greeted enthusiastically in 1913, by 1923, it seems as though Longford
wanted not just to revise but to replace the memory of his previous film.
While the earliest films represent the Chinese as sinister and counter to national values, some of the
later films indicate a softening in societal attitudes towards the Chinese. Markus makes the case that
where “the presence of Chinese in a community attracted attention before the First World War;
thereafter it seems that their numbers were not sufficiently large to warrant calls for renewed
discrimination” (1994, p. 141).
In The Menace (Sharpe, 1928), the character of Li Chu Woon appears to be a sympathetic portrayal
of a Chinese-Australian man, although as part of this film is missing 10, it is difficult to make a proper
assessment. According to a contemporary review of the film, “the menace” is the drug traffic and
the first scenes show cocaine or some such stuff being purveyed in a back alley” (SMH, 1928). Eric
Reade describes the film beginning with Frinzi (Virginia Ainsworth), “a one-time member of a
criminal gang in Chinatown” who “turned over a new leaf and made a pact with the police to track
down the brains of the drug ring” (1979, p. 65) The section of the film I watched begins with a
Detective Scott, and a reporter, Dick Southern visiting the wealthy Sydney home of Jackie Grainger
to investigate the disappearance of her father, Robert Grainger (David Edelsten). Meanwhile Frinzi is
shown into the office of the mysterious Chinese gentleman, Li Chu Woon, by his polite Chinese
assistant. When Frinzi reports on an upcoming drug shipment, Li Chu Woon insists she report it to
the police and contacts them through a direct line. Consequently, the drug smugglers are
apprehended at their hideout on the cliffs of Dover Heights in Sydney. The two threads to the
narrative combine as a newspaper report reveals that Mr Grainger was not abducted, but went
undercover disguised as Li Chu Woon to bust the drug ring after the real Li Chu Woon was murdered.
The story ends happily with Mr Grainger restored to the home, Dick and Jackie united as a couple,
and Frinzi gaining employment as a maid in the Grainger household.

10

Khoo (2011) states that only two reels of the original film remain.
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Figure 6 Robert Grainger impersonating Li Chu Woon in The Menace (Sharpe, 1928)

The newspaper report which explains the mystery describes Li Chu Woon as “a martyr”. The
character of Li Chu Woon might be seen as an attempt to portray the Chinese in a positive light,
although the fact that the drug gang operates out of Chinatown and the person we believe to be Li
Chu Woon is actually Robert Grainger impersonating him confuses the message somewhat. Despite
his Fu Manchu moustache, Li Chu Woon, is a Charlie Chan-like figure - working independently as a
detective but on the side of the law. Rather than importing the drugs, the Chinese character assists
the police to destroy the drug syndicate, run not by the Chinese, but by “Red Harron and his
henchmen”. However, the film was labelled as “bombastic melodrama” on preview (SMH, 1928) and
failed to gain theatrical release.
Audiences may have been more accustomed to the stereotype of the Chinese drug peddler than
law-enforcer, as Uncivilised (Chauvel, 1936) reverts to associating the Chinese with the opium, with a
Chinese man making two brief appearances in the background of scenes involving opium trading.
However, the opium trade is not being run by the Chinese, but by Trask (Kenneth Brampton).
Perhaps the most likely contact Australians would have had with Chinese-Australians was with
market gardeners. According to Markus, some Chinese won recognition as valuable members of the
Australian community, particularly it seems, the market gardeners, who provided much needed
staples in rural communities” (1994, p. 139). Such a character appears in The Kid Stakes (Ordell,
1927), based on the adventures of comic strip character, Fatty Finn and set in the working class
Sydney suburb of Woolloomooloo. One of the rag-tag children in Fatty’s gang who is being pursued
by a policeman hides himself amongst the vegetables in the basket of a passing Chinese hawker.
When the policeman asks the hawker if he has seen the boy, he shakes his head, gives a toothless
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smile and replies “No savee”. When the policeman leaves, the child jumps out, and as the hawker
shoulders his pole and moves on, the children in Fatty’s gang all wave goodbye to him. Though the
hawker is portrayed as somewhat simple-minded, his is nonetheless an affectionate portrait of a
familiar character of ‘the loo’.
Routt contends that the racism in the Australian films of the 1920s and 1930s “is articulated … as a
relation of domination and subordination rather than one of simple hatred. The ‘inferior beings’ in
such films as A Girl of the Bush, The jungle woman and The Birth of White Australia are often
possessed of definite virtues, even if those virtues do not make them the equal of whites” (1989, p.
40). While it is almost impossible to argue that the Chinese characters in The Birth of White Australia
possess any virtues, Routt rightly observes in the later films of the 1920s and 1930s a move from the
demonised Chinese of the earliest films, to a characterization of Chinese who are possessed of
virtues, although these virtues, particularly in Lovers and Luggers, are measured by the extent to
which they serve white interests.
A Girl of the Bush (Barrett, 1921)
A Girl of the Bush (Barrett, 1921), shot on location in the Bathurst district, is one of thirteen films
made by Franklyn Barrett, of which only this film, and Breaking of the drought (Barrett, 1920) have
survived. It appears to be the earliest surviving Australian film to feature a Chinese character, and
the first to employ a Chinese actor in a significant role. There are three Chinese characters in the film
– the station cook, Sing Lee (played by Chinese actor, Sam Warr), Looe Toy, the Chinese laundry
maid (Emma Shea), and a Chinese male court clerk (unnamed in the credits). Sing Lee is employed as
the cook for a sheep station inherited and run by the capable Lorna Denver (Vera James). Near the
station live a prospector and his daughter Mary Burns (Olga Broughton), with whom Lorna's cousin,
Oswald Keane (Herbert Linden) is secretly carrying on a sexual relationship. Oswald leaves the
property for a dissolute life of gambling in Sydney, failing to honour his promise to call for Mary
when he is settled. Meanwhile a mutual attraction develops between Lorna and Tom Wilson (Jack
Martin), a visiting surveyor. A baby is discovered in the bush, whose mother, presumably Mary, has
been murdered by Aborigines and Lorna takes the baby home to care for it. Running out of money,
Oswald returns to the property to convince Lorna to marry him. To discourage Tom’s affections,
Oswald tells Tom that the baby is Lorna’s, and when Tom asks Lorna if it is true, she ends the
relationship. Mary’s father returns and in an argument with Oswald, stabs him fatally. Tom, who
discovers the body, is charged with the murder. Sing Lee, the Chinese cook who witnessed the
murder arrives at court in the nick of time to give evidence that clears Tom of the murder and allows
for his reconciliation with Lorna.
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Though a minor character, Sing Lee serves two purposes in the film. First, he fulfills a narrative
function, as his evidence is vital in acquitting Tom of the murder charge. Second, he fulfills a comic
function, as his ongoing failure to woo Looe Toy acts as a comic foil to the real romance between
Lorna and Tom.

Figure 7 Sing Lee courting Looe Toy in A Girl of the Bush (Barrett, 1921)

Unlike the romance between Lorna and Tom which ends in their union, although Looe Toy flirts with
Sing Lee, she refuses his persistent marriage proposals “for the umpteenth time Looe Toy refused to
marry him”. The pidgin English of the intertitles ,“Will you mally me missee…I luv you allee same Mr
Wilson luv Missee Lorna” infantilises the old man and makes his proposal appear ridiculous. Looe
Toy is played in yellowface, and whilst the audience knows this, Sing Lee is ignorant that the object
of his affections is white, and thus unobtainable. The humour in A Girl of the Bush comes from the
notion that a Chinese male might make a suitable sexual partner or husband.
For the most part, Chinese male characters in these films are characterized as aging and
emasculated. Even the young Chinese clerks in The Menace and A Girl of the Bush are deferential
and desexualized. These characterisations echo White Australia policies which sought to inhibit
Chinese reproduction. In his analysis of Australian cinema of the 1920s and 1930’s, Routt (1989)
discusses the unusually high incidence of films (83 of 148 feature films between 1919 and 1939)
which stress family relationships (Routt, 1989, p. 30). However, these are white families; the films of
this period are also characterised by an absence of Chinese family relationships. Chinese men are
not seen to have wives and although Chinese women appear as extras in a brief scene at China
Tom’s in Lovers and Luggers, they are not seen interacting with the Chinese male characters.
In analysing the black subject in American cinema, Jacquie Jones’ argued that the recurring image of
“violent separateness” that she identifies as differentiating black male sexuality disallows the
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possibility for black males to enter intimate relationships with women. Jones contended “by
removing the black male’s capacity for intimacy in this society, the audience is never able to
conceive of the black male character as completely human, even beyond the temporal film reality”.
The Chinese male in Australian cinema is differentiated by his emasculation; a passive rather than a
violent separateness, but the differentiation has the same denormalising effect.
Sing Lee is emasculated not only by his failure in the courtship stakes, but also by the physical and
verbal abuse used by the station hands to remind him of his place. When he fails to prepare a meal
because of his romantic dalliances, the station hands declare, “We’ll have to deal it out to that
blankie Chinkie”. Sing Lee winds back the hands of his watch to avoid punishment but the dubious
station hands crowd around him, pulling and shoving him, while he stands helplessly, his physical
stature diminutive in comparison to the white men (see figure 2). The underlying threat of physical
violence surfaces when Sing Lee admits to witnessing the murder. When the station hands demand
“Why didn’t you say so before, you yeller streak of misery?”, Sing Lee replies “Maybe ole man killum
me too”, before he is forced struggling onto the coach bound for court. There is a high incidence of
violence towards the Chinese in the films of the 1920s and 1930s, particularly for Chinese characters
who step outside of the boundaries of their prescribed status.

Figure 8 The station hands drag Sing Lee to the mail-coach, A Girl of the Bush (Barrett, 1921)
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Unlike the 1850 law governing testimony in California, which prohibited the Chinese from giving
testimony either for or against people designated white 11, Chinese-Australians were protected by
law and Chinese evidence was admissible in court. As Sing Lee gives his testimony, the camera
lingers in close-up on his face, and he enjoys a moment of dignity. Perhaps actor Sam Warr’s selfpossession in this scene is his resistance against the control asserted over his life both on-screen and
off-screen.

Figure 9 The swearing in ceremony in A Girl of the Bush (Barrett, 1921)

Sam Warr does not appear in the credits of any other Australian film, however, Kate Bagnall assisted
me in locating the Customs file of a Sam Warr who in 1922 applied for permission to re-enter
Australia after having left for China without applying for a Certificate of Exemption from the
Dictation Test (CEDT) 12. Chinese with a Certificate of Domicile could apply for a CEDT prior to
departing to preclude them from the need to take the dictation test upon re-entry. The twenty
pages of this file include handprints and three references attesting to his good character, but
unfortunately, no photograph. Although I have not confirmed if this was the Sam Warr of the film,

11

The 1850 law stipulated that ‘No black or mulatto person or Indian shall be permitted to give evidence in favour or

against any white person”. A test case in 1854 held this to also apply to the Chinese (Markus, 1994, p. 62).
12

Clause 17 of the Immigration Restriction Act of 1901 provided for the exclusion of “any person who when asked to do so

by an officer fails to write out at dictation and sign in the presence of the officer a passage of fifty words in length in an
European language directed by the officer” (No.17 of The Immigration Act, 1901, in Palfreeman, 1967, p. 81). An
amendment in 1905 for the test to be administered “in any prescribed language”, ensured its effective operation until the
dictation test was abolished in 1958.

Juanita Kwok – Honours Dissertation

Page 40

he would at any rate, have been subject to the same requirements if he wished to travel abroad,
perhaps to see his own family in China.
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Lovers and Luggers (K. G. Hall, 1937)
A successful Cinesound production, Lovers and Luggers (K. G. Hall, 1937) combines the fast-paced
repartee of Hollywood screwball comedy with adventure set against the romantic background of
Thursday Island in Australia’s far north. Since bringing sound to Australian audiences with its first
production, On our selection (K. G. Hall, 1932), Cinesound had continued with a string of commercial
successes, of which Lovers and Luggers was no exception. Whilst Ken Hall saw his primary
responsibility in entertaining Australian audiences, the film was also released in Britain, and in the
United States under the title Vengeance of the deep.
The plot revolves around jaded London concert pianist Daubenny Carshott (Lloyd Hughes’) quest to
prove himself a man and dive for a pearl to please the whim of his socialite fiancé Stella Raff (Elaine
Hamill). Travelling to Thursday Island, ‘Daub’ meets some of the white denizens of the Metropole
Hotel – “Quid” (Sidney Wheeler), the Australian skipper of a lugger and father to Lorna (Shirley Ann
Richards), fellow Englishman Bill Craig (James Raglan), who turns out to have also been sent by Stella
on a mission to bring back a pearl, Mendoza (Ronald Whelan) , the least white of the white men,
whose lugger Daub buys and McTavish (Alec Kellaway), the drunken Scot. With Lorna and Quid’s
help, Daub finds a pearl, but the jealous Mendoza throws it in the water and a tense underwater
scene ensues in the dive to retrieve it. Stella arrives unexpectedly but is denounced as a liar and
cheat by both suitors. Bill Craig returns to London whilst Lorna and Daub sail off into the sunset.
In Landman’s analysis of Lovers and Luggers, she describes the Chinese characters in the film as
either “cold and inscrutable or gullible and intrinsically comic”(2006, p. 143). Of the first sort is
Charlie Quong, (played in yellowface by Claude Turton), the duplicitous skipper of another lugger. An
example of the intrinsically comic is the Chinese man who initially refuses McTavish’s offer to sell
him his toupee, but ends up wearing it after McTavish has gotten him drunk.

Figure 10 Drunk Chinese man wearing McTavish’s toupee in Lovers and Luggers (K. Hall, 1937)
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While stating that Lovers and Luggers trades “more extensively and more crudely in racial
stereotypes than any other film discussed”, Landman argues “the principal racial anxiety
nevertheless rests with white colonial identities and distinguishing among them” (2006, p. 136). All
the same, skin color, attire, and language accord each character a place in the racial hierarchy of the
island. Bill Craig describes Lorna as “the whitest white girl on Thursday”. While the white characters
sit on the ‘top step’ negotiating their place on the island, the non-whites occupy symbolic places on
the bottom step. The crew on the luggers, and the domestics are differentiated as workers by their
uniform of singlets and shorts, the deference they show to their “bosses”, and the labours they
perform on their behalf. Drinking establishments are segregated between the white’s watering hole,
the Metropole Hotel and China Tom’s for the Chinese and for the whites who have slipped in their
standards, such as McTavish and Mendoza. The attire of the white men is safari suits and sun
helmets (though never after dark), and the sloppy attire of McTavish and Mendoza indicate the
measure of their slippage. Charlie Quong’s aspirations are displayed in his adoption of the white’s
attire, but although he owns a lugger, his economic position does not make up for the fact that he is
not white. When Quong offers Mendoza a job as skipper on his lugger, Mendoza replies “What, a
damn Chinoo offer me a job!”
As in A Girl of the Bush, the sense that Chinese life is cheap is suggested in a scene in which Daub
reads Quid’s tea-leaves. As Daub gazes into Quid’s tea-cup he jokes “Are you sure you haven’t killed
a Chinaman?” Quid retorts “Who told you?” Charlie Quong dies a violent death after he boards and
attempts to gain control of Daub’s lugger and is shot by Bill Craig.

Figure 11

Charlie Quong in Lovers and Luggers (K. Hall, 1937)
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To situate this film in the historical context of the White Australia policy, is to firstly dispel the
fantasy that Bill Craig and Daub would have done the diving for the pearls. Due to the hazardous
nature of the job, the divers and crew employed in the industry were Melanesian or Asian. The
inability of the industry to find white men willing to work in the industry meant that even after the
introduction of the White Australia Policy, the industry retained its indentured non-Europeans and
was also permitted to continue further overseas recruitment (Markus, 1994, p. 123).
The use of language in Lovers and Luggers articulates relationships of power between the
characters. Landman remarks of the differences between the characters use of language “the style
of this much-flaunted mastery of English is as much a sign of the film’s cultural racism and its work of
distinction as are the stereotypes thus articulated”(2006, p. 143). The White Australia policy used
the dictation test as the tool of exclusion; in this film, the policy is echoed through distinctions made
in the use of language. Charlie Quong speaks broken English with an exaggerated accent, while the
lugger crew and domestics speak pidgin English with a vocabulary that does not much exceed “Yes
boss”. At the bottom of the hierarchy are languages other than English. In a scene at China Tom’s,
Mendoza interrupts a loud argument going on in Cantonese between the barman and China Tom by
telling them to shut up. Australian historian Bruce Johnson, whose approach to history involves
researching the politics and the power implications of voice, contends that “who decides what is
noise and what is meaningful information tells us an enormous amount about the particular power
relations in any given moment in a social formation” (Bowen, 2011). The inability of the non-white
characters in the film to articulate themselves in English segregates them and confirms a relationship
of subordination and domination in which non-whites take orders from the white men in authority.
Although Ken Hall and to a lesser extent Franklyn Barrett are well known names in connection with
the early Australian film industry, most Australians are unfamiliar with their films. My analysis does
not diminish the achievements of their films or the considerable obstacles overcome in their making.
The documentary realism of A Girl of the Bush features a strong female heroine and showcases the
scenery of Australia's great outdoors and the achievements of the wool industry. For the outdoor
locations, all the equipment for the film had to be lugged up rough roads in mountainous country by
horse and cart. Lovers and Luggers showcases the photography of Frank Hurley and celebrates the
Australian character which mocks social pretension. That these films also display the values of the
White Australia policy is not a reason for them to be ignored, but rather discussed as a part of
Australia’s history.
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CHAPTER SEVEN – FILMS 1971 – 1975
Background and overview
After Lovers and Luggers, a Chinese character did not appear in an Australian feature film for more
than thirty years. In the intervening years, the Australian feature film industry had declined and by
the 1950s, with a few exceptions, existed only inasmuch as British and American production
companies made films in Australia. There was no government support for a local industry.
During World War II and in its aftermath, the acceptance of some refugees from Asia and Europe
formed cracks in the strict policy of racial exclusion. The post-war idea that Australia needed to
“populate or perish” led Australia to open its doors to large scale immigration, first to northern and
Eastern Europeans and later southern Europeans. Throughout the 1950s, and 1960s, legal challenges
such as those brought about on behalf of forcibly deported refugees and Japanese war brides,
further widened the cracks in the Policy. The United States which had never adopted an overarching
policy excluding non-whites, but had restricted Chinese immigration, abolished its Chinese Exclusion
Act in 1958. In the shifting geo-political and post-colonial landscape, Australia risked international
isolation. Australia began to change as battles against racism, sexism and censorship were won and
by the mid-1960s, the balance of sentiment swung against the continuation of exclusion 13.
The legal end of the White Australia policy is usually placed in the year 1973, when race was
removed from the criteria used to determine admission, the naturalisation period was reduced to
three years and statistics on race were no longer collected (Markus, 1994, p. 185). The 1975 Racial
Discrimination Act, which made unlawful the use of racial criteria for any purpose, is seen to have
finally ended the Policy. In that same year, the Whitlam government expanded on initiatives begun
under the Holt government of 1966-1967 to re-establish a viable film industry. The Australian Film
Commission (AFC) and the Australian Film Television and Radio School (AFTRS) were established,
together with incentives and subsidies for investment to revive local production.
Films of the 1970s
The revival of the Australian film industry offered the opportunity to envision new paradigms of
Australian identity. The end of the White Australia policy was only just beginning to open the door to
Asian immigrants, but Australian cinema opened its doors to Asian characters and critiqued the
Palfreeman cites the results of Gallup Polls “Of those questioned in 1944, 53 per cent wanted the exclusion policy to
continue while 35 per cent were in favour of a limited or ‘token’ entry. In 1954, the figures were 51 per cent and 31 per
cent respectively, but in 1964, only 22 per cent wanted exclusion and 78 per cent wanted a change. “ (1967, p. 126)

13

Juanita Kwok – Honours Dissertation

Page 45

attitudes of society towards Asians. The battle against censorship which finally succeeded with the
introduction of the R classification in 1971, together with the anti-establishment values of the new
generation of filmmakers spurred the release of films such as Stork (Burstall, 1971),The Adventures
of Barry McKenzie (Beresford, 1972) and The Cars that Ate Paris (Weir, 1974), which celebrated a
new Australian identity and parodied the isolationist attitudes and sexual conservatism of the old.
For the first time, the sexual desires and lives of Asian characters were also explored in films.
Of the four films in this era which have Chinese characters - Demonstrator (Freeman, 1971), Gentle
Strangers (Holmes, 1972), The Man from Hong Kong (Trenchard-Smith, 1975), and Mad Dog Morgan
(Mora, 1976), only the latter reflects on the historical experience of the Chinese. In Mad Dog
Morgan, Dan Morgan (Dennis Hopper) is driven to bushranging after witnessing the bloody
expulsion of the Chinese from a goldfield. Though the other three films are critical in some way of
Australian racism or ignorance of Asian cultures, they have contemporary settings and feature
Chinese visitors to Australia.
There is no evident connection between the Chinese in the Australian films of the 1930s and those in
the 1970s. Cecil Holmes was the only director with a long history of film making and his career only
extended back to the 1950s. Due to the long hiatus in production, the new generation of filmmakers
are unlikely to have seen the earlier films, and Brian Trenchard-Smith (as stated in an interview with
the author, 2012) did not see any of the films with Chinese characters except for The demonstrator.
A major character in the 1971 film Demonstrator (Freeman, 1971), is Thao Kimalayo (Kenneth
Tsang), a delegate from an unnamed Asian country attending an important Asian security summit in
Canberra, hosted by Joe Slater (Joe James), Minister for Defence. Joe’s son, Steve (Gerry Maguire) is
leading a group of students attempting to disrupt the conference. Joe’s secretary, Sarah Wainwright
(Wendy Lingham), who also happens to be Steve’s ex-girlfriend, has a sexual encounter with Thao. A
montage of still shots of the couple naked from waist up is the first scene in an Australian film to
depict sex between an Asian man and white Australian woman.
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Figure 12 Sarah Wainwright and Thao Kimalayo in Demonstrator (Freeman, 1971)

By the conclusion of the film, the narrative thread involving the outcome of the conference and the
relationship between Thao and Sarah peters out and it becomes evident that the film’s real focus is
on the breakdown of the relationship between Steve and his father.
Gentle Strangers (Holmes, 1972) has Asian characters in the centre of its drama about the
experiences of Asian students in Australia. It follows the experiences of Laurence Lee (Clem Chow), a
student from Hong Kong who develops a relationship with a Thai student, Preeyan (Yee Choo Koo),
despite his engagement to his girlfriend in Hong Kong. The Asian characters are central to the
narrative, and their characterisations are complex. However, Gentle Strangers has the tendency to
instruct rather than entertain, and this combined with its university setting, restricts its commercial
appeal. While Holmes may have intended Gentle Strangers for cinema release, the film was cut
before completion from 75 to 58 minutes “for reasons that Holmes later called Film Australia’s
‘insidious self-censorship’” (Shirley, 2012), and ended up a mini-feature released only through film
lending libraries and television.
By contrast, The Man from Hong Kong (Trenchard-Smith, 1975), which also placed a Chinese man at
the centre of its story was a commercial action film, and its hero was no “gentle stranger”.
Trenchard-Smith stated “I’m all for films being an engine for social change if they can pull it off and
still be entertaining at the same time, but a message was not my primary intention with The Man
from Hong Kong. It was a genre cocktail that celebrates and satirizes the tropes of action
thrillers”(2012).
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The Man from Hong Kong (Trenchard-Smith, 1975)
Although generally well-reviewed at the time of its release, The Man from Hong Kong has often been
dismissed as a film which does not engage with Australian concerns, but merely uses Australia as an
exotic backdrop for its action. Paul Byrnes described it as“basically a Hong Kong film, largely for the
Asian market, about a kung fu cop who could kick James Bond’s you-know-what” (Byrnes). On the
contrary, through its action and humour, The Man from Hong Kong, engages with a mainstream
audience on notions of Australian national identity, challenges the values of the White Australia
policy and subverts antecedent representations of Chinese characters in Australian film.
In The Man from Hong Kong, a Chinese drug courier, Win Chan (Sammo Hung) is arrested on Ayers
Rock and Inspector Fang Sing ling (Jimmy Wang Yu) from the Special Crime Bureau comes to Sydney
from Hong Kong to interrogate him. Before he leaves for Australia, Fang befriends and beds an
Australian journalist, Caroline Thorn (Ros Spiers). When Win Chan is shot dead by a sniper (Grant
Page), Fang, trailed by two Australian detectives, Morrie Grosse (Hugh Keays-Byrne) and Bob Taylor
(Roger Ward), gives chase, ultimately in pursuit of the leader of the drug syndicate, Jack Wilton
(George Lazenby). There are a number of kung fu fights and high speed chase sequences as Fang
pursues and beats up suspects in search of Wilton. Along the way, Fang meets and falls in love with
Angelica (Rebecca Gilling) who becomes a casualty of the gang’s efforts to dispose of Fang. A final
car chase sequence ensues before a climactic fight results in Wilton (to use the lyrics of the film’s
theme song) being blown sky high.

Figure 13 Fang and Wilton fight in The Man from Hong Kong (Trenchard-Smith, 1975)
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Trenchard-Smith was an outsider to Australian culture, having migrated to Australia from Britain at
the age of 20. He admits he was “kind of surprised when I first landed in Australia in 1966… in the
youth culture of that time there were some people who thought it was cool to run out of a Chinese
restaurant without paying… I sensed this prejudice against Asians that was never directed against
anyone personally it was just kind of an undercurrent, a lack of recognition, an underestimation of
Asian culture…” (Trenchard-Smith, 2012). He was an admirer of Hong Kong cinema and stuntmen,
and before making The Man from Hong Kong, his first feature film, went to Hong Kong to make two
television documentaries for Australian television, The World of Kung Fu (Trenchard-Smith, 1972),
and Kung Fu Killers (Trenchard-Smith, 1973). In Hong Kong he met Raymond Chow whose Golden
Harvest studio had produced the Bruce Lee films. Trenchard-Smith wrote The Man from Hong Kong
with the hope of persuading Bruce Lee to play the part of Fang Sing ling. When Lee suddenly died,
Chow proposed that Jimmy Wang Yu take the role. Wang Yu was a veteran actor and director of
eight films who “was Asia’s number one star before Bruce” (Trenchard-Smith, 2012). Teo credits The
Chinese Boxer (Wang Yu, 1970), which Wang Yu directed and starred in, as the first major movie to
devote itself to kung fu and a primer for the clichés and conventions of the Lee films (Teo, 1997, pp.
103-104).
While The Man from Hong Kong undoubtedly owes his existence to the international popularity of
Bruce Lee, the empowered and sexualised character of Fang Sing ling differs significantly from the
marginalised migrant character of Bruce Lee’s films, driven to use his fists to gain justice. In a crucial
scene, Grosse orders Fang to get back on a plane, and let the Australian police do things their way,
adding, “This is Australia mate, not 55 days at Peking”. Fang points menacingly at Grosse and says to
him “Hey! Don't give me any shit". Grosse backs down and apologises. According to the script, Fang
was to give a derisive snort, shrug and get back in the car, however Wang Yu insisted on the change.
Wang Yu’s personal pride together with the Chinese national pride that is integral to the kung fu film
brought a new kind of kung fu hero to the screen and a very different Chinese character to
Australian audiences. In the face of racism, the disempowered and inarticulate Chinese of the early
Australian films had no recourse to action. Fang is a figure of agency with the authority to act with or
without using his fists.
Of course, the tendency is for Fang to settle issues with his fists and the “live-action Tom and Jerry”
violence (S. Hall, 1975) is a feature of the film. Trenchard-Smith provides a number of reasons for its
inclusion, including its commercial appeal. “I knew that action was the international currency of the
movie market and a good punch up and a good car chase plays just as well as in Australia, Sweden,
America, and Argentina. There’s a big audience for escapist thrills and spectacular destructive
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action”(Trenchard-Smith, 2012). It would seem that the violence was included not because of, but in
spite of the wishes of the co-production partner Raymond Chow who complained there was “too
much blood”(Trenchard-Smith, 2012). Trenchard-Smith describes the underlying premise of the film
as “I’ve always been intrigued by the concept of the invincible superhero causing an enormous
amount of destruction and loss of life in the cause of justice” (Trenchard-Smith, 2012). In addition,
the film is a reaction against the strict regime of censorship which had only recently been lifted.
“Prior to the introduction of the R certificate, any kick in the groin was always cut out of any movie
that had it, so I tried to put in as many groin kicks in as possible, giving one finger up to the
censor”(Trenchard-Smith, 2012). Trenchard-Smith recalls the censor viewing the film as saying “Well,
this would be alright in the streets of America, but here in the streets of Sydney – and an Australian
story, this is undesirable material and really should be restricted to the over 18s”(Trenchard-Smith,
2012). The resultant R classification precluded much of the film’s target audience in Australia.
In The Man from Hong Kong the humour is no longer at the expense of the Chinese character.
Instead ironic dialogue and scenes which cross-cut between Fang’s action and Grosse and Taylor’s
incompetence parody white assumptions of superiority. When Win Chan is killed by a sniper, Grosse
and Taylor are still fumbling to remove the handcuffs whilst Fang is already in hot pursuit. Scenes of
the chase and restaurant fight which highlight Fang’s athleticism are intercut with shots of Grosse
and Taylor as they run panting through the streets of Darlinghurst with the camera angled to focus
on their heaving bellies as they ask “Where the hell’s he got to, probably gone to lunch”.
Wang Yu was dubbed by leading Hong Kong voice-over man, Roy Chow, so that Fang speaks without
a Chinese accent and has a command of English which allows him to understand and respond to the
racial taunts as he sees fit. At times, they are the trigger for a fight, and at other times, they allow
Fang and the audience to laugh at the stereotypes. In the sex scene when Angelica murmurs “Mmm,
this is good,” Fang replies “What did you expect, acupuncture?” It should be noted however, that
although Fang shares jokes with the women in the film, he remains excluded from the company of
the men. Wang Yu’s off-screen relations with the cast may have more to do with this than the
script 14.

14

In the documentary, Not Quite Hollywood: The Wild Untold Story of Ozploitation! (Hartley, 2008), the cast and crew,

with the exception of Brian Trenchard-Smith speak of Jimmy Wang Yu as an unpleasant personality.
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The other aspect of the film which differentiates it not only from representations of the Chinese in
antecedent Australian films, but also from Australian sex comedies of the time, is its depiction of
inter-racial sex scenes. Although the end of the Production Code prompted a rash of Hollywood films
depicting inter-racial romances, the lack of an Australian film industry, or the persistence of the
White Australia policy meant that inter-racial relationships did not appear in Australian films for
more than a decade later. Although the sexual revolution in Australia prompted no shortage of sex
comedies, they did not feature interracial sex. The visceral nature of the interracial sex scenes also
differentiates this film from American films featuring interracial sexual relationships.
Teo (2001) remarked on Fang’s sexual conquests, arguing that the film follows the James Bond super
sexed male hero convention, a connection made explicit by the casting of Australia’s own James
Bond, George Lazenby. However, as Asian American theorist Eugene Wong has pointed out, the
Hollywood convention of romance is between white male and Asian female, where the woman is
sexually available to the white hero, whilst Asian men tend to be depicted as rapists or asexual
eunuch figures (Wong, cited in Marchetti, 1993, p. 2). In contrast, the sexual relationships in The
Man from Hong Kong take place between a Chinese man and white Australian women. Meaghan
Morris commented that “In the economy of mid-1970’s sexual representation, these sexually
forthright women are not unusual… at the same time it was not common in 1970’s Australian
cinema for white women to be smitten on sight by Chinese men” (Morris, 2004a).

Figure 14 The romance montage in The Man from Hong Kong (Trenchard-Smith, 1975)
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Given the limited time that the action genre allows for the development of relationships, the sex is
contextualized within relationships and is mutually desired and pleasurable. The libertarian values of
the 1970s are the only prelude to Fang’s sexual encounter with Caroline in Hong Kong, but their
friendship develops further in Australia. At Stanwell Park, they walk arm in arm together as Caroline
gives him advice about Wilton, and later takes him to a party Wilton is hosting. She teaches him to
hang-glide so he can break into Wilton’s lair. With Angelica, a montage establishes the romance
before the scene of their love-making. Trenchard-Smith says of the love-making scene:
“This is a scene where I actually wanted to do something that wasn’t often done in those
days and I’m not referring to the gratuitous use of tongues you see in forthcoming shots. I’m
really referring to the fact that it’s a Chinese guy making love to a white woman as opposed
to a white guy making love to a Chinese girl which was quite acceptable in those days but
this was a rare occurrence and I wanted to give it all I possibly could…I wanted to have this
interracial romance and basically force people to accept it in the course of an action picture,
so I’m sure [for] many of the men who went to see it, it raised issues, it caused them to
examine their own racial prejudices and I would hardly say my films are intended to be
engines for social change, nonetheless there was a deliberate thing that I set out to do – fling
that in the face of people and say “C’mon , get real, this is the way it is, people shouldn’t
discriminate against each other on the grounds of racial background” (2008b).

Figure 15 Angelica and Fang make love in The Man from Hong Kong (Trenchard-Smith, 1975)
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The argument that The Man from Hong Kong is nothing more than an exploitation film needs to be
addressed, particularly as Trenchard-Smith has previously stated that he wanted audiences of The
Man from Hong Kong “to be absolutely sure that I had my tongue planted firmly in my cheek”
(Trenchard-Smith, 2008b). Although Trenchard-Smith makes clear that social change was not the
main intention of his film, he also states that part of his intention was to pinpoint racial stereotypes.
His re-statement of this in a number of interviews over the years (Urban, 2002) (Trenchard-Smith,
2008a) and the DVD commentary to the film (Trenchard-Smith, 2008b) corroborates his statements.
Trenchard-Smith’s interest in Hong Kong cinema can be seen to pre-date the rash of films released
to exploit the Bruce Lee phenomenon. In addition, as argued by Johinke (2009), Trenchard-Smith’s
later film Dead End Drive-In (1986), more explicitly engages in debates around Australian
masculinity, car culture, phobic narratives and the White Australia policy. As I have argued, the
interracial sex, contextualised within relationships, has a purpose in the film besides shock value. All
of these elements support my argument that The Man from Hong Kong is a breakthrough film not
only in the action genre, but in challenging cultural assumptions based on the values of the White
Australia policy.
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CHAPTER EIGHT – CONCLUSION
Findings
This dissertation set out to answer the how the Chinese were represented in Australian feature films
of the White Australia Policy and understand the reasons behind those representations. My
literature review established that anti-Chinese immigration was a major motive for Federation, and a
policy which was popular in all strata of Australian society. I sought to establish if this sentiment was
reflected in the medium of popular entertainment, and if in fact, cinema circulated the discourses of
the White Australia policy. For this purpose, I identified and analysed thirteen Australian feature
films set in Australia with Chinese characters. These films were divided into the lost films, the films
of the 1920s and 1930s, and the films of the 1970s.
My analysis of the lost films finds evidence that the racial anxiety which shaped the White Australia
policy was manifested in films such as Double Event and Satan in Sydney which represented the
Chinese and Chinatown as a metaphor for vice; and as threat to the white nation in films such as The
Birth of White Australia and Australia Calls. In the 1920s and 1930s, with the White Australia policy
in full operation, racial anxiety subsided and subsequent changes to characterizations of the Chinese
could be observed. The Menace included a Chinese character in a positive role and The Kid Stakes
portrayed a Chinese character as an accepted figure in the neighbourhood. However The Menace
was not released, and The Kid Stakes has only belatedly gained recognition as one of Australia’s
great silent films. The emasculation of the Chinese characters in A Girl of the Bush and Lovers and
Luggers, corresponds with White Australia policies which sought to reduce and contain the Chinese
population.
The films of the 1970s reflected the desire of the new generation of counter-culture film-makers to
challenge the old values of society. The Man from Hong Kong inadvertently subverted all the
stereotypes of the passive, emasculated, disempowered physically inferior and obedient Chinese
male established in antecedent representations. Its hero, Fang Sing ling was aggressive, sexualized,
empowered, physically superior to the white characters, took no orders and was unwilling to take
“any shit” from them. The demise in popularity of the kung fu film, made Fang a one-off character,
which is not necessarily a bad thing for the image of Asian-Australians, for, as Chan pointed out, the
trope of martial arts hero merely replaces one racial stereotype with another.
The question of why the Chinese were represented as they were is answered by Palfreeman’s
assertion that the White Australia policy was a response to a consensus of national opinion. Jacquie
Jones argues that “mainstream motion pictures function simply as the most immediate form of
culture transmission and as such are a natural forum of the pronouncements of the society at large”
Juanita Kwok – Honours Dissertation

Page 54

(1993, p. 252). The representations of the Chinese in the films of the 1920s and 1930s reflect the
values and the attitudes of Australians in the time of the White Australia policy. Landman views the
representation of Mendoza and his Chinese co-conspirators in Lovers and Luggers as a “casual
racism”(2006, p. 233), and this may be the same with A girl of the bush. Sing Lee is first introduced
by the intertitles “The men’s cook is an important member of staff”, and the heroine Lorna treats
him with respect. It may be that the interactions between Sing Lee and the station hands merely
portray normal power relationships of the time. However, cinema also has the power to transmit
ideas and values to their audiences, and the films of the 1920s and 1930s also operate to promote
the discourses of the White Australia policy. The representation of the Chinese in the films of 1971
to 1975, reflect the change in society’s attitudes towards the end of the White Australia policy. They
also invite their audiences to reconsider their cultural assumptions, and look to the future of a new
Australia.
Comparison with Asian American representations
The characters of the Chinese in Australian cinema can be seen to be quite different from their
North American counterparts. Landman notes that while Hollywood films set in the Pacific focus on
the sexual lure of the South Seas, the Australian films centre on labour and enterprise (2006, p.
13).The sexualised Asian male who Marchetti identified in pre-Code American films, such as General
Yen (Nils Asther) in The Bitter Tea of General Yen (Capra, 1933) and Hishuru Tori (Sessue Hayakawa)
in The Cheat (De Mille, 1915) is absent in the early Australian films. The only suggestion of sexual
contact between Chinese men and white women in these films are two scenes in The Birth of White
Australia - one in which a “peeping tom” slashes a tent so he can spy on the white women inside
(see Figure 3), and another in which the heroine is rescued by her suitor from two Chinese who
hover over her ominously. This scene, which is followed by the scene of a threatened lynching, hints
at the rape narrative in The Birth of a Nation, D. W. Griffith’s film, which, given the similarity in title
and theme, Walsh was undoubtedly familiar with. Likewise the other variants of the doomed
interracial relationship narrative are absent in the early Australian films and do not appear until they
become a feature of relationships between Asian men and white women in cinema of the 1980s, as
argued by Khoo (2006), though it should be noted that the interracial romance in The Man from
Hong Kong ends in tragedy. In general, Chan’s model of the emasculated Chinese figure fits more
closely with the representation of the Chinese in the early Australian films.
Australian variations on four of Lee’s “six faces of the Oriental” can be seen in the early films – “the
pollutant” and “the deviant” in The Birth of White Australia , “the coolie” in Lovers and Luggers and
“the yellow peril” in Australia Calls. Neither “the model minority”, nor “the gook” exist in the films of
the study, though they may appear in later films. Certainly Fang Sing ling is no “model minority”.
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Potential for further research
My study leads to new paths of enquiry - What is the legacy of these films? How were the Chinese
represented in films after 1975? Do the tropes of the early films persist in contemporary cinema as
Olivia Khoo claims? None of the films discussed in this study were made by Chinese-Australians,
which raises the question - How did Chinese-Australians choose to represent themselves? The first
feature film made by a Chinese-Australian to deal with the Chinese Australian experience did not
come until 1999, when Tony Ayres’ adapted William Yang’s monologue Sadness (Ayres, 1999), which
in part re-enacts and investigates the murder of Yang’s uncle in Queensland.
My research has only touched on the different audience receptions of The Man from Hong Kong in
its Australian and Asian markets. Its successful screening at the 1975 Cannes Film Festival earnt it
sales to most international markets, including Pakistan, where the film held the box office record for
four years (Trenchard-Smith, 2012). With Australia’s ethnic composition much changed since the
film’s original release, The Man from Hong Kong would provide an interesting case study around
issues of spectatorship and the co-production. It is a disappointment that no other Australian film
maker entered into a co-production with Hong Kong during Hong Kong’s cinematic heyday, and it
took until December 2008 before an official co-production treaty between Australian and China
came into force.
I end this dissertation with Brian Trenchard-Smith’s words
“I had hoped my three Asian shoots culminating in 1975 with The Man from Hong Kong,
Australia's first co-production with an Asian film company, would lead to many more, till they
became commonplace, expanding Australia's economic ties and cultural understanding with
our northern neighbours. But sadly this was not to be. Australian producers and funding
bodies tended to look inward and towards our colonial past, rather than towards future
relationships, which Australia surely must embrace”(Trenchard-Smith, 2008a).
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APPENDIX A
INTERVIEW WITH BRIAN TRENCHARD-SMITH, Wednesday April 25, 2012
BTS: This is BTS talking to Juanita Kwok on Wednesday April 25 Australian time, Wed, 24. Los Angeles
time.
JK: What first got you interested in HK martial arts and cinema? Was it seeing a Bruce Lee film or
something else?
BTS: Initially I was introduced to Asian cinema through Kurosawa and Kobayashi films that were
shown in a very restricted way in England in the early 60’s and when I saw Seven samurai, Sanjuro
and Seppuku and I thought wow, there’s a different kind of cinema going on in the East. Then I went
to Australia, my father was Australian, my mother was Irish-English and I discovered these secret
Chinatown cinemas and that’s where I think I saw Five fingers of death which was my first full-on
martial arts movie as opposed to a samurai movie and I thought I want to make one of those and
that was around 1970 and I worked steadily towards making one of those eventually. First of all I
went to HK and I made a documentary- it was going to be a documentary about Bruce Lee and
include interviews with him but he died literally as I was boarding the plane and I found out when I
got to HK that he had died in that time and so I was going to pitch to him my little story that I had
contrived –to make a Chinese Dirty Harry in Sydney, but that was not to be, anyway so I ended up
making a - the cameraman was coming on the next plane, my investment was committed –so I duly
I met with Raymond Chow as I had originally arranged and I made a tribute to Bruce which is called
The World of Kung Fu which was in 1973 which screened and then I made a follow up which was
quite popular called Kung Fu Killers - who will inherit the crown of Bruce Lee in Asia? - and so I took
Grant Page my stunt man buddy to be the front man and I made Kung Fu Killers for $1.98, and that
led to a greater relationship with Golden Harvest who sent Lo Wei down to make a film with George
Lazenby using Australian to dummy for America, called Stoner and I met Andre Morgan who was one
of Raymond Chow’s execs and so started pitching once again my martial story which I had written
with Bruce in mind which was called Yellow Peril which in my mind was an ironic title, but it was not
a title that was going to fly in Asia. There were various other titles but finally MFHK was deemed the
most appropriate international title and there it remains. In America they changed it to The Dragon
Flies hoping to cash in on Bruce’s fan base thinking of him as the dragon but there had been so many
rip offs in the year and a half since he had died that The Dragon Flies rapidly got lost in that clutter
and it was assumed that it was a low rent [film].
JK: Speaking of Bruce Lee, is Inspector Fang based more on a model of Bruce Lee or James Bond or
someone else?
BTS: He’s a bit of everything. Let’s go back to underlying genre purpose, I’ve always been intrigued
by the concept of the invincible superhero causing an enormous amount of destruction and loss of
life in the cause of justice. The vigilante cop or the vigilante marine- they come in many different
shapes and sizes. Dirty Harry of course was a perfect example of someone who was going to make
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his own rules so I thought wouldn’t it be fun to have an Asian cop come to Australia on a routine
extradition and decide hey I’m not just going to do this, I can see who the Mr Big is and I’m going to
go after Mr Big of crime in this city and to hell with what the Australians think because he killed my
witness and, I’m going to take care of that. It’s a convention in so many action films where the hero
takes the law into his own hands. I thought it would be fun to have a Chinese hero come and do a lot
of stuff that James Bond does and bring his unique ability with flying fists and feet to bear. Not a gun
person but someone who uses his own body as a weapon and I wanted to sprinkle some Bondish
elements into it and have of course a one- time James Bond this time playing the villain. I enjoy, in
my now 41 to 42 film oeuvre – I have always throughout enjoyed both celebrating and satirising the
conventions of various genres. Clichés are clichés because they are repeated because they work,
people enjoy them, they may recognise them as clichés but if they are done well they enjoy them.
JK: Wasn’t a Chinese hero battling an Australian villain out of place in an Australia that was just
emerging from the White Australia Policy and where Asians were almost never seen on screen, or
was this a choice made in consideration of your Asian audience?
BTS: No, I’ve always been a bit of an anarchist that’s why I don’t think I’ve ever been part of the
movie establishment elite. I was always a bit subversive in my thinking, so it tickled me enormously
to have a Chinese character who basically shows his middle finger to the Australian cops. It was a
way also of depicting certain racial stereotypes which I became aware of, kind of surprised when I
first landed in Australia in 1966. I‘d just turned 20, I went to work immediately for Channel Ten and
in the youth culture of that time there were some people who thought it was cool to run out of a
Chinese restaurant without paying, because I think there was a conflation of Chinese with Japanese.
They were both Asians. They have these same facial characteristics. Most Australians don’t know the
difference between say a Korean or a Cantonese or Japanese and it actually took me a little while to
recognise certain key differences. But World War II and let’s say Japanese atrocities (history is
written by the victors remember), but all of that came together to present a kind of pan-Asian
stereotype in the minds of many unthinking people. No one thought about the rape of Nanking, no
one thought about what the Japanese did to the Chinese, so… you had the White Australia Policy
which then is followed by a war against an Asian aggressor, or let’s say an Asian nation that thought
why should white people dominate S.E. Asia, S.E. Asia should be rules by Asians and that was the
Japanese philosophy and hence the challenge to America and hence America’s pushing back by
saying we’re going to cut off your oil supplies...anyway we could talk endlessly about history. But I
sensed this prejudice against Asians that was never directed against anyone personally it was just
kind of an undercurrent, a lack of recognition, an underestimation of Asian culture. Put a western
boxer up against a Win Chun expert and that boxer would be on the floor pretty quickly..., I just
wanted to pinpoint some of these cultural stereotypes through some of the comments that were
made by both the Lazenby character and the Australian cops.
JK: Just as an aside, you were talking before about stereotypes. I was fascinated that the pilot in the
opening scene is Chinese because before that films depicted Chinese as cooks etc. – they were very
much stereotyped in their roles. Where did the pilot come from?
BTS He came with the helicopter. I would like to claim credit for that but we needed a helicopter and
we got someone in Alice Springs and he was Chinese and hey, the more the merrier.
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JK: What choices did you make about script and characterisation in consideration of your home
audience or the Hong Kong or other market?
BTS: Goodness, consideration about characterisation? I don’t get many good reviews for
characterisation in MFHK because it’s basically a live action cartoon, it’s a Tom and Jerry with more
explicit violence. I think the character of Fang Sing Ling was a pretty one dimensional
characterisation who was is there to sense injustice, know who the bad guys are, go after them and
beat the shit out of them basically and obviously there are Chinese wushu movies where the leading
man does much the same but no doubt to a Chinese audience there is more depth of character - it
mightn’t be grasped by a Western audience watching. But I made it to be a fairly linear piece, one
action scene, one dialogue scene, one action scene, one dialogue scene because I knew that action
was the international currency of the movie market and a good punch up and a good car chase plays
just as well as in Australia, Sweden, America, Argentina. There’s a big audience for escapist thrills
and spectacular destructive action. The idea was to take a standard Dirty Harryish plot and then kind
of turn it on its head a bit, firstly with the freshness of the Australian settings and secondly by having
a Chinese lead who then bedded two Australian girls as opposed to the tall dark handsome American
coming to Asia and beating up the bad guys and bedding Chinese girls. So I wanted to turn that
upside down. So I guess I’m lucky that people didn’t try to stop me. Raymond Chow naturally
applauded the idea of him seducing two girls - these girls basically flung themselves at him, but he
thought that was good and that was good for his audience and luckily there was no distributor – well
let’s say I had a really strong supporter as my Australian distributor- John Fraser, who has gone to
that great studio in the sky now- he basically ran interference for me. There wasn’t this executive
focus on script development in those days. They figured if you could basically write a script that ran
for ninety pages, and gee, there is something happening on each page you must know what you’re
doing. I got away with it shall we say.
JK: Did the HK side have much say in making changes to the film?
BTS: They did want a change to the title. There was really no script input. They received the script
and they said yea h but there is something we would like to do. We are going to give you our no. 1
star. He was No. 1 before Bruce and he is No. 1 now - Jimmy Wang Yu. He can speak English. In fact
he did not speak English nearly as well as we thought so his voice has actually been replaced by Roy
Chow’s voice who was a big sword movie hero in the 50s and into the 60s and he was the man who
tried to poison Indiana Jones in the beginning of the Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom.
JK: In the commentary of the DVD you say there is one scene in which Jimmy Wang Yu had a say.
BTS: …This is Australia, mate…? Yes, absolutely and I took that on board, and thought this is
wonderful, this allows him to fight back at the Australian cops, so I had written it as kind of sly movie
joke you know this is Australia mate and not 55 days in Peking, but to a Chinese audience, no
Chinese man could let that pass, because you know the Boxer Rebellion which was incorrectly
immortalised in that big Samuel Bronson movie as a heroic battle where the beleaguered western
diplomats have to fight off hordes of maniacal Chinese who were trying to kick them out and stop
them trading with China- trade is sacred after all, commerce rules! For a Chinese hero to ignore a
contemptuous reference to a sore point in Chinese history, where foreign imperialists used the
Boxer Rebellion as an excuse to bring down the Manchu dynasty, would not have played well to
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Asian audiences. Wang Yu explained the history to me, and his come back " Hey! Don't give me any
shit " makes a much better button on the scene.
JK: Was that the only instance of him saying well let’s do things this way?
BTS: There were a number of instances of that, which I am sure you have picked up on. He had
directed eight movies, this was my first. My sense of humour and his sense of humour were quite
different. There were various things that he thought were funny that he did on the set that kind of
appalled people. Two flies were mating and he grabbed them and pulled them apart...Look, his idea
of what was funny was not necessarily mine and my idea of funny was certainly not his.
JK: He doesn’t really get a very good rap in Not Quite Hollywood.
BTS: I think Hal McElroy put it pretty bluntly. Look he [Jimmy] was used to being top dog. He was
Asia’s no. 1 star before Bruce and he had directed eight movies of his own so he basically thought he
knew a great deal more about movie making than I did, and in some respects of course he was right.
I deferred to Sammo Hung and Jimmy collectively in the area of fight choreography. I did not micro
manage the choreography. I said this is your area of expertise; we have this fight in the kitchen and
then this fight in the restaurant. Basically I want you to come out of a hiding place and a ferocious
fight take place using all the instruments we can possibly get in the kitchen. There had been no prep
for props made out of rubber, we used real hooks and frying pans but I said can we use those hooks,
can we use that frying pan, can we use that hook? Then they came up with a routine that I
photographed using appropriate angles. The testicle squeezing of Grant Page is a gag that I put in,
and Jimmy thought this is bit strange but I’ll go along with it, and of course it is a big laugh moment
in that sequence. Prior to the introduction of the R certificate, any kick in the groin was always cut
out of any movie that had it, so I tried to put in as many groin kicks in as possible, giving one finger
up to the censor.
JK: But you paid for it in a way, because you got the R certificate which I guess limited your audience
somewhat.
BTS: Yes it did limit it. I would have to say that perhaps this was the wrong decision with the
advantages of hindsight. There was stuff going on between me and the censorship dept. Let’s say a
personal relationship with one of the censors that certainly did not help my cause getting it through
for an M. I was warned that what I was doing was possibly R rated material, and one of the chief
reasons that the censors gave – well that particular lady - said “Well, this would be alright in the
streets of America, but here in the streets of Sydney – and an Australian story, this is undesirable
material and really should be restricted to the over 18s. It wasn’t the explicit nature of some of the
violence it was the sheer volume of it and the fact that these Chinese conventions were suddenly
exploding out into Australian streets and penthouses and across the harbour etc. There were a
number of ways in which the authorities were offended by the film () interracial scenes, I suspect
that the Australian censor may have felt that sex scenes between a handsome Asian and young
Australian girls who fling themselves at him on short acquaintance should not be seen by the under
18's. But I made a decision to go for it and probably we lost maybe a couple of hundred of thousands
dollars of gross box office at the Australia the box office as a result of the decision but we were given
such a list of cuts we thought this is really going to damage my vision of the movie and in those days
the directors vision was actually considered important, much less so these days in the corporatized
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film industry of the world, only a few people get their vision. But there are many things I could have
done better but I grew to be a wiser filmmaker, but there is something about the film that tickles a
particular audience so many decades later, so I must have done something right.
………………………………………………………………………………….. END OF PART I
JK: Going back to 55 Days at Peking and earlier films, had you seen any other Australian films with
Chinese men in them?
BTS: I’d seen Demonstrator. I didn’t really pay any attention to a Chinese person being in it. It wasn’t
the issue that I thought the film was about. It was just a very heart on sleeve, amateurish…let’s say it
was a film made from a left wing perspective that didn’t do the left any good at all.
JK: But that was your only experience of Australian films with Chinese?
BTS: I know that That Lady from Peking was, I think a Commonwealth United project that they
financed to take place in Australia. I never saw it, they were cheap, they made three I think. I never
saw it. Gentle Strangers I never heard of.
JK: What were the differences between the versions of MFHK released in Australia and those
released in any other territories and why were the changes made?
BTS: Well. OK, in HK they made it shorter cutting out some Australian dialogue scenes. Jimmy did not
like his leading lady Ros Spiers, and so wanted to curtail some of her scenes. I may actually see or
become re-acquainted; I only saw it once, the Chinese version. It was suggested to me that this
should become the international version and I basically went to Raymond and said “My version will
be regarded as a more sophisticated piece of work if you allow my 105 minute version to be the
international version and he agreed. The Chinese version had obviously different translations in the
subtitles. When he is making love to Rebecca Gilling and she says “mmm, this is nice” and he says
“What did you expect, acupuncture?” That of course was a wry aside to the myth that Chinese
people have smaller penises and actually Jimmy was quite well endowed, I happened to see him
without his clothes once.
JK: Thank you for that information.
BTS: Well I don’t know if he hung a rock from it from time to time to make it longer, but anyway he
had something to be proud of shall we say. But, that line was translated in HK as “What did you
expect, a jackhammer?”
JK: In the US, you say in the DVD commentary, that they cut out certain scenes…
BTS: Yeah, they cut out Morrie Grosse coming up to Ros Spiers house, showing his ID to the cat, a
wonderful accidental piece of happenstance that I kept in the film, they cut out that scene, and they
cut out the “This is Australia mate, not 55 Days in Peking” scene, because they thought, the poor
American audience is going to have trouble understanding Australian accents, which is strange
because Hugh Keays Burn is British, and both Hugh and Ros were extremely well-spoken in their
dialogue, but you know Americans, there is no accounting for them sometimes! I’ll add something
more, in England, the scene involving the three-sectional staff was cut out and there were a couple
of other little nips and tucks but that was primarily what they nipped and tucked.
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JK: It was certainly released in a lot of territories.
BTS: It was released pretty much everywhere in the world. I think it was banned in Sweden for a
while...you know, for the non-violent cinema countries it was a bit ah…and of course naturally the
inter-racial love scenes were taken out in Arab countries and naturally in India and Pakistan. Did you
know that MFHK became for about four years the all-time box office champion of Pakistan?
JK: I have heard that, it’s very impressive, congratulations.
BTS: I think there’s a report on it in one SMH. I happened to know the Pakistan distributor socially so
I got the information. He gave me this information and his wife was the daughter of Pakistan’s
ambassador to the United States. Anyway he acquired the movie for $8000 outright for perpetuity
and with his government diplomatic connections got it through in Pakistan with the interracial love
scenes cut out but most of the violence left intact and it knocked the previous record holders from
their perch, which I am told were Cleopatra, Where Eagles Dare and Guns Of Navarrone. They had
been the previous record holders and for four years MFHK became No. 1.
JK: So that was a very profitable transaction for him?
BTS: Ohhhh yes!
JK: Well, seeing you did do so well overseas, why is the film so little recognised in Australia and why
are you “a footnote to a guilty pleasure” [as you have described your standing in Australian film
literature on a previous occasion] ?
BTS: Well, because I think once we had a film industry…the arts bureaucracy looked towards titles
that could reflect well upon their cultural and intellectual status. You don’t necessarily look good at
swanky cocktail parties talking about how your film commission has backed a martial arts movie with
18 minutes of dialogue and 105 minutes of action. It would be much better to be backing some film
which was an engine for social change, and I’m all for films being an engine for social change if they
can pull it off and still be entertaining at the same time, but a message was not my primary intention
with MFHK. It was a genre cocktail that celebrates and satirizes the tropes of action thrillers. I like to
have fun with material sometimes that is grotesque and improbable, I mean you could say the same
of Stephen King, and I know Stephen King obviously, but there’s just something that just amuses me
about fiction and about movies that go out there a bit and and go over the top, and many of my
films, I’ve taken a cliché and I’ve pushed it to the outer limit so that its inherent absurdity becomes
even more obvious. Now this was not necessarily, not even recognised or certainly not appreciated I
think. “Why are you making a joke about the kind of film it is, why are you spoofing this film, why
don’t you take the story seriously, but you know some of the movie conventions, some of the movie
telling conventions, you can’t really take them seriously because they are grotesque and improbable,
but I mean in the grotesque and improbable area MFHK is not necessarily , not totally in that area,
but Turkey Shoot is, Night of the Demons II, and Out of the body, one or two other things. So, I’m
kind of drawn, I’m kind of intrigued by forbidden fruit as well, that’s why I wanted to put the
interracial love scenes on the screen. But anyway, why I am a guilty pleasure? let’s say I’m more
appreciated in the United States than I ever was in Australia though I do have a few fans.
JK: But the film was commercially successful in Australia wasn’t it?
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BTS: Well yes the R certificate did damage it, …but from the point of view of Greater Union they
owned the laboratory at which all the film stock was processed and from which all the negatives
and interpositives for worldwide use were made an they had a hefty mark-up which Raymond Chow
complained about – they knew how to milk the cow and then of course they were a one quarter
investor in the film and they got money back and a profit share from that and they had relatively
little risk and they had the whole world to share profit-wise. In fact think the film would have done
better if it had come out six months sooner, The film was intended to have been shot six months
earlier but then the Head of Greater Union at that time, Keith Mormon had a heart attack and
everything was put on hold, and then in the intervention of Graham Burke six months later. He said
“Hey, We’ll stand by this film; we’ll make sure it gets its money back”. The AFC put in $112,000,
Greater Union similarly put in $112,000 and then Raymond Chow’s two companies put in the other
50%. In terms of doing well, I’ve not mentioned the distribution. I’ve not mentioned the exhibition
coin. It earned money at the laboratory providing prints for Australian theatres that they owned and
siphoned the films receipts through their own distribution agency at a 35% distribution commission
after all costs of the release had been taken off the top, so they still did well and of course eventually
there was Australian television and video and that was just Australia. So in every country in the
world, and eventually Sweden, the film was released both theatrically, and then home video and
finally cable television and it are still circulating today in that regard.
JK: But did it do noticeably better in Asian countries?
BTS: It didn’t do as well as Raymond wanted it to. It was a disappointment for him. Wang Yu’s star
was beginning to wane and for whatever reason all the gimmicks he thought would do well, the
hang gliding, you know, the colourful spectacular backdrops in Sydney, didn’t quite gel with the
Chinese audience and of course they didn’t have mainland China available to them in those days. I
mean these anomalies do take place, you’ve obviously read of the theatrical disaster of the $250
million John Carter. Yet, in Russia, it took $100 million. I mean foreign markets responded to John
Carter better than America, but for some reason it took off in Russia. Take an Australian film like
Patrick, which sold well across the world it was generally just a programmer. It didn’t make a huge
amount of money in Australia, but it didn’t do too badly, but in Italy, they took the film they put a
different score on it. Dario Argento acquired the film for Italy and replaced the music with a much
creepier score by his band The Goblins who had scored Suspiria, and it took a huge amount of
money in Italy. So sometimes there are regional disparities in response that you sometimes you can
understand and sometimes are inexplicable.
JK: Did you got to HK for the release? What was the audience reaction like in Australia and how did
that compare with what you saw in HK?
BTS: I think initially, everyone was kind of stunned, and approving of the film as a hell of an
achievement. No Australian film had previously attempted action on this scale and if there had been
any action it was generally done by films that were went to be done by America. This was the first
time, I mean there was some television film called Side car racers or whatever that poor Wendy
Hughes was in and that was an American thing and they sent an American director over, so it was
expected that there would be some action in that. No one was expecting the volume or the scale of
the MFHK so the premiere screenings were very good and it did run at the Rapallo in Sydney for 12
weeks and it was simultaneously released at a theatre in Kings Cross that came off after four or five
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weeks and it had very successful drive-in releases, but I do notice, I did notice when I saw the film
that after a while there was a kind of a lull in the middle, but then once the car chase started, the
energy level of the film picked up and therefore the adrenalin level of the audience started to pick
up. But were I to do it over again I would try to speed up that lull in the middle that introduces
Rebecca Gilling, delightful though she is, and maybe my satirical Peter Stuyvesant cigarette
commercial love montage may have been over peoples’ heads, I don’t know. It was a tissue of
clichés deliberately.
JK: I guess one of the things I’m interested in is you speak in a couple of previous interviews about
reactions of different audiences, for example you talk about the film in front of a Maori audience in
1976 and that amazing reaction, and then you also talk about when you were present at the
screening at the Sydney Asia Pacific Film Festival, and how the audience there were Asian and they
got the jokes.
BTS: It was an initial shock. When she says “you’re my first Chinese, will you review me in your
column”, I mean I heard a sharp intake of breath nearby where I was sitting.
JK: I think that was my friend.
BTS: Once it was apparent that I was were having a bit of fun with racial stereotypes then some of
the later lines like Lazenby saying “I’ve never met a Chinese who didn’t have a yellow streak”- most
people might have got where I was headed by the time we got to lines like that. And I’ve recently
seen, well a couple of years ago now, seen the film in a 1000 seat packed midnight session at the
Karlovy Vary Film Festival in the Czech Republic and it had Czech subtitles which accurately got all
the jokes across and it was mainly young people who are up at that time of night and they just loved
it. They got it completely. They loved the retro; I mean there is a whole layer of amusement and
entertainment from its retro qualities which obviously I wasn’t aiming for when I shot the thing in
1974, from August onwards it. So, It’s interesting to get peoples different reactions over the years,
but it does have a loyal cult following and Quentin Tarantino is very fond of it though he has not
seen a print of it. He’s only seen the DVD and he never saw it in its theatrical release in the US as The
dragon flies.
JK: Well at some stage he has got to see it on the big screen.
BTS: Oh, indeed we have to organise that, but the shipping from Australia is kind of expensive. There
are a number of theatres that would love to play it for a midnight session or in one of the retro
houses, the New Beverly for instance, they played my Stunt Rock, three times, it’s a perennial. But I
don’t know if I have really got to the heart of your question yet helping you compare it with the way
Asian characters have been treated in Australian film though I did mention that Mad Dog Morgan
did deal with the Lambing Flat massacre.
JK: At this stage I am looking just at the period of the White Australia Policy, that is between 19011975 so that is actually outside of the time frame I am looking at.
BTS: Mad Dog Morgan was 1974 I think. I think it was shown at Cannes in 1975.
JK: I’ll double check on that.
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JK: You did speak about a follow-up. Why didn’t that happen?
BTS: Well because the film didn’t do quite as well as anyone expected and there was a regime
change in Greater Union. My strongest mentor and supporter there, John Fraser, was basically
removed from power and sidelined, well, the internal politics are probably not of any great interest,
but Keith Mormon the CEO who had the heart attack - John was a Mormon man, he was one of his
group and when David Williams took over, who had lost the post of General Manager of GU, he had
been pipped at the post by Keith Mormon ten years before, so any of Mormon’s people when David
Williams took over, were out. And of course in those days you couldn’t just fire people which I think
was an honourable business ethic, to say “OK I don’t like you but you should still be on the staff and
we’ll give you something less important”.
JK: So it was more a matter of financing?
BTS: Yeah, I mean the film was not a smash hit at the Australian box office. It didn’t do as well as
Stone for instance. Stone made more money than MFHK, and that was considered to be a success.
Co-productions are not easy; you might say that a co-production is a business mechanism to
promote international mistrust. While Raymond was very happy with the way GU distributed the
Bruce Lee films… his sights were set on co-productions with the US. It was enough of a success to
produce a profit. And one of the other reasons it had not done as well in the Unites States or in
some other countries as was expected, after being bought enthusiastically at Cannes in May 1975, at
the time the film started coming out at the end of the year, the kung fu boom was perceived to be
over, so why make another one, there are so many of these also rans and rip off cluttering the
market, so that was that.
JK: Had you seen Blaxploitation films?
BTS: I had seen a couple. I’d seen Slaughter; I think I’d seen The Legend of Nigger Charlie. I’d seen
Shaft, I’d seen Superfly. All of these I’d seen beforehand. Did they influence me? Well, I suppose I
was more interested in the generic superhero who doesn’t take no for an answer and tends to kick
down doors and punch people and ask question later and that’s a characteristic that James Bond,
Superfly, Shaft and a wide variety of others have always displayed.
JK: I might start winding things up [down]. Can I ask, how do you think MFHK should be
remembered?
BTS: It’s a fun ride, it’s very much an artefact of its time, it takes my kind of wry take on - it is initially
really a genre cocktail with a dash of ironic humour sprinkled throughout. It mixes kung fu with
James Bond with police procedural clichés and like James Bond is shaken not stirred. So it’s a fun
ride. Alex [speaking to his son], how do you think MFHK should be remembered? I’m passing the
question onto a 28 year old.
BTS: He says as a great kung fu movie. For young people, even though the choreography is slower
and not as slick as Jackie Chan and Jet Li and of course now the current martial arts movie that has
raised the bar higher than I think anyone will be able to achieve in terms of choreography is The Raid
Redemption Indonesian film made by a Welshman and that leaves the choreography of the last ten
years of martial arts movies in the dust.
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JK: I haven’t seen it but I must. I live in Bathurst these days, not far from David Hannay [Producer,
MFHK], so we don’t get to see that many films, when I get back to Sydney I try to see as many as I
can
BTS: How is the old Hannay?
JK: Going well. He mentioned that a couple of the scenes in MFHK were shot in Yetholme or Sofala.
BTS: My Peter Stuyvesant commercial spoof. Originally it was going to be a hippy encampment with
modular buildings but we couldn’t get the modular buildings so I had to do a fast rewrite and turn
the head hippy into a vet. Raymond was disappointed about that too and I agree. Raymond also said
that I put too much blood in the film, too much blood. Singapore was not as forgiving as HK on the
blood. I deliberately wanted to splash as much blood around as I could as I thought that was
appealing to the adolescent male, not to the level of "Wild Bunch" spurting blood, but enough to
convey gladiatorial combat. I wanted people to believe a certain amount. It added some more
texture to the canvas I thought.
JK: One last thing, before you said that your film was not intended as a social change, although in the
DVD commentary you say to some extent it was – putting the interracial love scenes for example.
BTS: Oh well, those things. But did I think for one moment that was actually going to change racially
stereotypical attitudes in Australia? No, I didn’t think for one moment it was going to affect that but
I just wanted to point the finger and say these are the stereotypes, these are the ways that
unthinking people sometimes regard Asians, but to say it with a wry smile. I point the finger at those
things and when you laugh at them you wonder, now why am I actually laughing at that, what does
that say about my attitudes? But to me I don’t consider that to be– It wasn’t the author’s primary
message, let’s say. It was just a social undercurrent that amused me, and another ingredient to stir
into the genre cocktail. Perhaps I am amused by strange things.
JK: Well thank you so much. I did contact someone the other day after I noticed an article about
Dead end Drive in a journal talking about how it challenges white hegemonic masculine car culture
and I mentioned that I was having an interview with you and she asked me to let you know there is
academic interest in your work.
BTS: Wow, that is amazing. As far as Dead end was concerned, I was a little bit more on my hobby
horse about that issue, that obviously a cynical government would want to take the Asians off the
streets and ship them into a concentration camp so if there were such few jobs as there might be
they would certainly go to white people. There were more scenes of Asian prejudice in the film that
ultimately I was pressured to take out, but there is just enough I guess to get the point across. I had
our hero enjoy a Chinese dragon dance in the drive in that the Asian immigrants staged and befriend
a small kid but I was pressured to take that out and some of the things said by the racists in the
cafeteria at the big meeting before the finale -there were a couple of statements - that they thought
“That’s too extreme, people will think you actually mean it”. So anyway, that’s interesting.
JK: I’ll send you a link.
BTS: That would be good. Anything else feel free to call again.
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JK: Thank you so much.
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