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Plate 1: Chinese sketch by Tommy McRae.
Courtesy o f the National Museum of Victoria
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ART. ABORIGINES AND CHINESE: A NINETEENTH CENTURY 
DRAWING BY THE KWATKWAT ARTIST TOMMY McRAE.*

Carol Cooper and James Urrv

The cover illustration to this issue, showing two Chinese men in flight, 
has been redrawn from a pen and ink sketch (Plate 1) by the Aboriginal artist 
Tom m y McRae or McCrae. The original illustration, now in the National 
M useum of Victoria, has been reproduced before1, but little attem pt has been 
m ade to place the picture in historical perspective. This note provides a brief 
outline of the life and art of Tom m y McRae, examines the subject m atter of 
the upper tier of the drawing and relates it to historical events in southeastern 
Australia, and finally attempts to date the picture.

Tom m y McRae died of “old age' at the Lake M oodem ere Aboriginal 
Reserve near W ahgunyah in northeastern Victoria in 1901. Estimates of his 
age at the tim e of his death suggest he was born about 1836. Evidence from a 
num ber of sources indicates that he belonged to a group called Kwatkwat by 
their Pangerang neighbours. Kwatkwat territo ry  adjoined the easternmost 
Pangerang clan some twenty miles east of the junction of the M urray and 
G oulburn rivers and stretched along the M urray to Indigo Creek, west of 
\ :>rese n t -d ay B arn a warth a .

Kwatkwat society was disrupted soon after European penetration of 
their territory , which began at the time McRae was probably born. From 1838 
onwards, Aborigines and squatters were involved in a num ber of violent 
confrontations in which Europeans and Aborigines were killed. By 1845 the 
Aborigines east of the Ovens River had been dispossessed by pastoralists and 
bv large herds of introduced animals. No m ore than two hundred  Aborigines 
rem ained alive.2 In 1852 gold was discovered in the Ovens M ining District. 
The miners, at first European hut later including large num bers of Chinese, 
flooded into the area and the landscape was soon devastated by their diggings 
and the countryside denuded of trees and vegetation. Officials prevented 
Aborigines from entering the goldfields.3 T he few rem aining Aborigines 
sought refuge at pastoral stations or towns on the m argins of the m ining 
district. By 1860 the surface gold deposits were wrorked out and the 26,000 
m iners who had gathered here were rapidly  dispersing.

Tom m y McRae either witnessed or knew about most of the events 
which occurred between 1840 and 1860, but we possess no clear details as to

* We acknowledge the assistance given bv the following in the preparation of this paper: Dr 
Diane Barwick, Ms Margaret Calder of the Mitchell Library. Mrs LI. Christensen, Mrs G. 
Leslie, Ms Gave Sculthorpe of the National Museum oi Victoria and Frank Strahan ol 
Melbourne University Archives. We alone are responsible for the interpretation.

1 Barrett 1935: Plate V; Dutton 1974:137. Plate 100; Christie 1979: Plate IV.
2 Andrews 1920:100.
3 Legislative Council 1858:25-85.
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his m ovem ents o r his experiences du ring  this period. Later records would 
indicate that he rem ained quite close to his clan territo ry  in the M urra\ 
River area, working on pastoral stations. One account states he was involved 
in droving trips to M elbourne while working for Andrew H um e, owner of 
Brocklesby Station 1849-59, and that he saw the opening of the Hobson's Bav 
rail wav in 1854.4

In 1858 the plight of the Aborigines forced the V ictorian Parliam ent 
to appoint the first of two Select Committees whose reports resulted in the 
establishm ent of a Board for the Protection of the Aborigines in I860. The 
Board provided relief for Aborigines and set up reserves but could achieve 
little given its paltry budget and the opposition of European vested interests. 
Documents in the Board's files for the 1860s and 1870s suggest that the eightv- 
seven survivors in northeastern  Victoria moved freelv between the Tan- 
gam balanga reserve and camps at W odonga and W angaratta. T hey  largelv 
supported themselves by working for pastoralists and farm ers or bv selling 
fish, opposum-skin rugs and indigenous weapons. M any of the vounger folk 
were attracted to C oranderrk  Station near M elbourne o r the M aloga Mission 
School in New South Wales but the old, including McRae, preferred  their 
own territories. W hen his name first appeared in Board records in 1881 he 
had recently established a camp near W ahgunvah on Lake M oodem ere with 
his second wife, Lilly, and o ther Aboriginal relatives. A pparentlv  he worked 
occasionally on surrounding stations and sold fish and curios to local Eurojx*ans.

In 1885 an A boriginal friend of the McRaes reported  that the com 
m unity at W ahgunvah and nearbv W angaratta needed housing hut the Board 
refused. McRae, his wife and children, his vounger brother and his wife, 
were listed with o ther Aborigines. After the last resident at W angaratta died 
in 1888 the Board Secretary decided to move the ration depot to W ahgunvah. 
After a two-year struggle against local opposition an Aboriginal reserve was 
gazetted at L.ake M oodem ere in 1891.

By the 1880s, however, changes in governm ent policy towards 
Aborigines began to have a profound effect on McRae's com m unity. New 
South Wales officials moved the Maloga com m unitv, with which McRae and 
his relatives at W ahgunvah had m aintained close ties, to Cum eroogunga 
Aboriginal Station in 1888. The Victorian Board became increasingly paternal
istic and in 1886 adopted an ’absorption' policy which forced young ‘half 
castes' off the stations. In 1890 new regulations allowed the Board to commit 
children to institutions without their parents' consent. From the time Rev. 
F.A. H agenauer became secretarv of the Victorian Board in 1889 the existence 
of the comm unity at W ahgunvah was increasingly threatened. Tom m y McRae 
appears in the records of the Board as a wily cam paigner for his rights, 
appealing for travel passes and m aterials for buildings, utilising the assistance 
of sympathetic European neighbours and local m em bers of Parliam ent. But 
McRae could not prevent the Board removing two of his children to institutions 
in 1891. To prevent the loss of his rem aining children McRae and his wife 
began a series of moves to escape the jurisdiction of the Victorian Board. In 
1893 they crossed to Corowa in New South Wales but when they retu rned

4 G eorge C. Kilborn in an undated  letter (c. 19.90s) in Barrett 1935:88.
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later the same year another child was removed hv jxdice. The McRaes remained 
at Corowa until 1897. When they returned to Lake M oodemere the rem aining 
children were seized. The years 1893-1897 were therefore a troubled time in 
which McRae attempted to m aintain his independence, his com m unity and 
his fam ily in the face of official harassment. The fact that he succeeded for so 
long savs a great deal about his ability. By 1897 he was in ill health and 
received Board rations until his death in 1901.

Nowhere in the records of the Board written during  McRae's lifetime 
are there references to his art. The drawings which have survived from what 
may have been a large output cannot be accurately dated nor can their 
collectors o r donors always be identified. Dates m entioned in the 1909, 1927, 
1929 and 1935 descriptions of M cRae’s sketchbooks must be treated with 
caution as they are contradictory.5

W hat appear to be the earliest examples of McRae's drawings pose 
problems of attribution. In 1877 Phillip Chauncy described two ‘hastily draw n’ 
pen and ink sketches he had acquired in 1860 and 1862 from an artist he 
identified as ‘an untaught Aboriginal lad of the U pper M urray’, known as 
‘Tom m y Barnes’. These drawings and another not attributed to Barnes were 
published bv Smyth in 1878. The original of this th ird  draw ing, today in the 
Mitchell L ibrary, bears a label declaring it the work of ‘Yakaduna — Tom m y 
MrUa=tte Barnes, 1864'. This drawing is bound with an undated sketchbook by 
‘Tom m y M cCrae, chief of the W ahgunyah tribe’ and other inform ation on 
McRae.6 A nother drawing attributed to Barnes is in the La Trobe Library, as 
are the originals of two pictures collected and published by Chauncy.7 Finallv, 
a draw ing by an unnamed M urray River A boriginal who had been emploved 
on a pastoral station ‘forty’ years before was published by its owner W.S. 
M urdoch of W angaratta in 1900. This picture appears to be sim ilar to the 
Barnes and McRae works.8

T here are good reasons, given our knowledge of McRae's life and 
stylistic sim ilarities, for believing that these early  drawings attributed to 
Barnes were in fact drawn by McRae. The surnam e ‘Barnes’ may well have 
been derived from the publican Barnes who used the original Huon homestead 
at W odonga for a hotel in the early 1860s. T he name McRae may have come 
from another publican at M cCrae’s Inn or Mulwala, a township west of 
W ahgunyah founded in 1858.9

If Barnes and McRae are one and the same then Tom m y McRae had 
been draw ing pictures from 1860. T here is, however, no evidence that he 
m aintained a continuous output or if there were periods of intense activity. It 
is clear, however, that the reason why M cRae’s pictures have survived is 
because local Europeans encouraged him in his draw ing and purchased his 
pictures. A num ber of patrons can be identified. From reminiscences we can 
provide a few tentative details as to his motives and m ethods as an artist.

5 C reig  1909; Anonym ous 1927; Williams 1927; Cox 1929; Barrett 1935.
6 Smyth 1878:11 257-258 and Figures 253-255; Mitchell Library MS A-364.
7 La Trobe Library. M elbourne.
8 M urdoch 1900; 22. 136. 188.
9 Andrews 1916/17:22; Andrews 1920:41; Billis and Kenyon 1974; Burton 1973.
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One of McRae s patrons was Roderick Kiborn who had m arried the 
daughter of the first squatter in the W ahgunyah district and who was a local 
postm aster and Justice of the Peace. At the time of M cRae’s death in 1901 
Kilborn noted in his diary that he had known McRae since 1858.10 The 
children of Kilborn confirmed their father's association with McRae in undated 
letters published in a brief biography of McRae in 1935. A lthough written 
long after McRae's death on the basis of their father's diaries and their own 
memories, these letters provide us with some details of M cRae’s life. Kilbom's 
son George recalled that McRae had first produced drawings for his father in 
a pocketbook in 1865, but provides no details as to where he obtained this 
date and he does not quote from his father’s diary  on this po in t.11 If the date 
is correct then Kilborn may well have encouraged McRae's art from this 
early period though it does appear from other sources that McRae's drawings 
achieved a more general popularitv  in this neighbourhood in the 1880s and 
1890s. Both K ilborn’s son and daughter recalled how their father had given a 
book of McRae's drawings to the G overnor of Victoria, Lord H opetoun, just 
p rio r to his departu re  from the colony in 1895. T his action had aroused 
public interest in M cRae’s art and o ther Europeans supplied him  with art 
m aterial and paid 10/- a book for his draw ings.12 In 1927 George L. Williams 
recalled how he had provided McRae with m aterials to produce two books of 
draw ings.13

Another local collector was Dr W .H. Lang who had arrived as a medical 
practitioner in Corowa about 1885. Lang’s brother Andrew Lang, the famous 
British man-of-letters, folklorist and anthropologist, used the draw ings his 
bro ther collected ‘some years before' to illustrate Mrs Langloh Parker's two 
books of Aboriginal stories published in 1896 and 1898.14 T he artist was 
described as an Aboriginal but McRae was not m entioned bv name although 
the pictures are clearly his. McRae's drawings collected by o ther Europeans 
living in the W ahgunyah/Corowa district, and whose locations are known 
today, include those which belonged to j.C. Leslie, ed ito r of the Corowa Free 
Press from 1875, and to J.G. Grav. a pastoralist who owned properties near 
Corowa from 1876 but was reportedly  in the district ea rlie r .15

A note dated 1902 bv Roderick Kilborn on a sketchbook of eleven 
undated McRae drawings provides a brief description of McRae's methods: 
‘H is peculiarity as an artist was that in all his sketches he commenced at the 
feet and worked upwards. These sketches were made in his gunyah’.16 Another 
account published in 1929. possibly from inform ation by another of K ilborn 's 
sons, described how when McRae worked he ‘stretched himself at full length 
on the ground and propped up on one elbow made his pictures entirely  from 
m em ory’. This account also noted his technique of draw ing his subjects from 
the base upwards.17

10 George C. Kilborn in Barrett 1995:88.
11 Barrett 1935:88.
12 Anonymous 1927; Cox 1929; Barrett 1935.
13 Williams 1927.
14 Lang in Parker 1896:xvi; Parker 1898.
15 Burton 1973.
16 La Trobe Library Accession No. H 141226.
17 Cox 1929; see also Anonymous 1927 for similar details.
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Some of McRae’s surviving pictures show composite scenes often drawn 
in two tiers. This structure may have been used as a means to separate discrete 
sets o r scenes. Sequences of figures are shown in such a way that they suggest 
they were arranged to illustrate a particular event or to relate a story. Others 
undoubtedly were drawn to appeal to a European concern, though many exhibit 
the wry hum our of a cartoonist who has carefully captured place and person and 
conveyed a sense of people’s mannerisms, both European and A boriginal.

T he m ajority of M cRae’s surviving pictures show scenes of Aboriginal 
life as he perceived it had once existed or how he actually could recall it in 
his childhood. There are scenes of hunting  and fishing, family groups, fights 
and dances. The latter illustrations are among the most striking of M cRae’s 
sketches: decorated dancers are shown in lines, legs bent, arms out thrust, in 
positions which give an impressive sense of movement. The details of activities, 
dress, decoration and material culture are all meticulously depicted, including 
illustrations of some types of artefact peculiar to the M urray reg ion .18 Details 
of subsistence activities such as hunters carrving dried  opossums on sticks, 
and the decoration of dancers can be confirmed from early European accounts 
of Aborigines.

Not all of the pictures illustrate Aboriginal scenes. One of the Barnes 
draw ings shows a group of squatters and stockmen and others clearly by 
McRae show sim ilar scenes along with depictions of sailing ships. One of the 
most rem arkable of these illustrations is one which shows Buckley’s escape. 
This appears to be an early painting sim ilar in style to those of Barnes.19 Two 
other pictures published in 1929 which were alleged to have come from 
McRae's first notebook collected by Kilborn in the 1870s have figures sim ilar 
to the Buckley draw ing.20 W hile these pictures are of considerable historical 
interest both in their content and style, they cannot be discussed in detail 
here. W hat is of interest are the pictures which include o ther non-Aboriginal 
themes, in particular pictures of Chinese.

A recent history of Victorian Aborigines in the nineteenth century 
reproduces the Chinese sketch with the caption ‘Aborigines chasing Chinese 
diggers' as if the picture depicts an actual historical event.21 T he evidence on 
the life and work of McRae so far presented proves this cannot be so. McRae 
drew' his pictures from memory, often long after events and though he certainly 
saw Chinese m iners there wras never a time when A borigines in the form he 
drew' them  attacked Chinese, even if by the time Chinese were in northeastern 
Victoria they had been in a position to do so.

Chinese miners first arrived in the Ovens M ining District in any 
considerable num bers only after 1855. Between 1853 and 1858 about 42,000 
Chinese, m ainly farmers, small traders and craftsm en from  Kwangtung, 
m igrated to w'ork in Victoria. By 1861 many had left the colony for o ther 
areas of Australia or returned  hom e.22 In 1853 A.W. Elowitt and his father,

18 Cooper 1981; Smyth 1878:1 299-302.
19 See Cooper 1981:114 for an illustration of Buckley's escape.
20 Cox 1929; Anonymous 1927 states that these painting; were done in the 1880s
21 Christie, 1979:vi, Plate IV.
22 Daley 1931; Serie 1963:320-335, 388-389; Markus 1979:18-43.
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both working on the diggings, visited an Aboriginal camp near Wodonga. 
T he elder H ow itt’s account presented a depressing picture of camp life with 
the m en wearing shirts, jum pers and blankets and women in oppossum-skin 
rugs. T hough he reported  a garbled version of Aboriginal /European conflict 
a decade earlier, he noted that local Europeans declared the Aborigines were 
now ‘tame enough’. In 1854 he reported  on the rem nants of the ‘Ovens tribe’ 
near W angaratta in much the same m anner: stockmen sported European 
clothes but the population was ravaged by disease.23 All this hard ly  suggests a 
picture of vigorous A boriginal w arriors eager to threaten Chinese m iners in 
the district.

Details of A boriginal/C hinese relations in northeastern Victoria are 
totally lacking, but it unlikely that they were hostile. The real area of conflict 
was elsewhere, particularly  between European m iners and the Chinese. The 
Chinese were continuously harassed by Europeans jealous of their competition 
in the search for gold. T here  were m any ugly incidents culm inating in a riot 
and the death of Chinese at the Buckland Rivers diggings in 1857 when 
police had to restore order. Such conflicts could not have escaped the attention 
of A borigines.24 T he num ber of Chinese in northeastern Victoria declined 
rap id ly  after 1861 although a few probably rem ained near W ahgunvah as 
alluvial m iners and vineyard labourers. European rhetoric against Asians, 
however, continued and intensified in later decades though it was directed 
m ore against Chinese in the urban areas of Victoria and in o ther colonies. 
McRae would undoubtedly have been aware of European attitudes to Chinese 
and probably he heard of reports of Chinese being attacked by Aborigines in 
o ther colonies such as Q ueensland in the 1870s.25 He may also have seen 
illustrations of Chinese in newspapers and magazines, which were often cut 
out and used to decorate Aboriginal huts at C oranderrk and Malaga in the 
1860s and 1870s.

T he actual draw ing of the Chinese figures, however, is clearly based 
upon M cRae’s own m em ories of the Chinese he had seen in Victoria. H is 
depiction of their dress and loads neatly fits a description of a group of 
Chinese m aking their way to the V ictorian goldfields in the 1850s:

They presented a curious appearance to European eyes when seen on 
the road; — their singular-looking garm ents hanging loosely upon 
them  — slippers tu rned  up at the toes — um brella-like hats of basket- 
work — and long bamboos on their shoulders, from each end of which 
were suspended their goods and chattels, consisting of tent, blanket, 
rice bags, tin dishes, and, in some instances, a gold-washing cradle.26 
T he picture does not depict a real event and it was probably not drawn 

near the period when Chinese m iners were in northeastern Victoria. But 
when was the sketch drawn? T he picture itself is undated and its collector and 
donor to the National M useum  are not docum ented though it may have been

23 Howitt 1972:1 251-262, II 185-186; Walker 1971:52, 6^67, 130.
24 Serie 1963:325-326; Markus 1979:25-27.
25 See Price 1974, especially Plate 2.
26 Serie 1963:321 quoting an 1859 publication by P. Just.
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J.G. Gray. When Barrett first published the picture in 1935 he dated it as 
1900, but no evidence is offered for this date.27

One way to establish relative dating is to consider the theme and style 
of the drawing against the corpus of surviving drawings. Two of Barnes’ 
early drawings and some of McRae’s which show a close affinity illustrate 
non-Aboriginal themes, whereas it could be argued that other apparently 
later drawings illustrate pristine Aboriginal culture, drawn in response perhaps 
to the tastes of his European patrons. But one could argue that a picture 
showing Chinese being attacked by Aborigines was also intended for a European 
audience. Three of the early Barnes drawings, and several of McRae’s, show 
tiered constructions similar to the Chinese sketch. But such tiered constructions 
should not necessarily be considered as diagnostic features of style or date as 
other factors, such as the size of the paper, may have influenced the composition. 
McRae’s drawing of figures, however, do show stylistic variation between 
pictures. Figures in the early Barnes drawings are somewhat stilted, though 
McRae's eye for detail, especially in his close rendition of European dress 
and mannerisms, is remarkable.28 In what appear to be McRae’s later sketch
books the lively silhouetted figures indicate a greater concern with internal 
patterning, as in the body paint decorations of dancers.29 The sketchbook 
figures are also imbued with a sense of movement, in spite of a tendency to 
follow an almost formularistic approach in the compositions.

Stylistically this Chinese sketch does not fit easily with the early Barnes 
drawings nor with the apparently later sketchbook style. With its caricaturing 
of the Chinese, attention to detail in the depiction of their dress and its sense 
of energy and movement, the picture contains elements of both early and late 
styles. It is therefore difficult to date this particular drawing with any confidence 
by conventions of style, as it is equally difficult to relate stylistic variations to 
any period of McRae’s life.

What we know of McRae’s life does suggest that his art may have 
played a crucial role in his activities during the 1890s although the evidence 
is circumstantial. Cox reported in 1929 that McRae had earned more as an 
artist and curio-maker than as a stockman, though the period this statement 
relates to is unclear.30 But the money from selling his drawings would have 
provided McRae with a welcome source of income during the troubled years 
of the 1890s. He was aged and ill and probably could no longer find w'ork as 
drover or stock-rider. The situation wras undoubtedly aggravated by the 
economic depression of the 1890s when all workers found difficulty obtaining 
employment. This was also the period w'hen McRae was involved in his 
struggles with the Board and was forced to leave Lake Moodemere to seek 
refuge at Corowa. While in New' South Wales the eight adults and seven 
children in McRae’s camp were not eligible for the rations issued by the 
Victorian Board. This does appear to have been an intensive period of

27 Barrett 1935:86 describes this picture together with another in the Museum, as ‘two of his 
latest drawings’.

28 The only other known McRae drawing of Chinese was reproduced by Greig 1909:44; the 
figures are less well drawn than in this Chinese sketch and lack its sense of movement.

29 See the pictures reproduced by Cooper 1981:111-113 though the dates ascribed to these 
paintings are possibly too earlv.

30 Cox 1929.
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M cRae’s production, not only of sketchbooks but also of Aboriginal artefacts 
for sale to Europeans. But w hether or not the Chinese sketch belongs to this 
later period is impossible to tell. On balance it is only possible to say that the 
draw ing was produced sometime between 1870 and M cRae’s death in 1901.

This note, focussed on a single drawing, is a m ere sketch of the life and 
artistic career of Tom m y McRae, a man gifted with ex traordinary  talent who, 
in spite of a lifetime of great hardship  which saw the destruction of his people 
and the separation of his family, m aintained a sense of dignity  and ironic 
hum our which won the adm iration of all who knew him , Aborigines and 
Europeans alike.

AUSTRALIAN N A TION AL UNIVERSITY 
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