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Vignette—Reflection: 
History of a Chinese 

family in PNG
Vyvyen Wong

I was born in Rabaul in East New Britain Province. I was the last of nine 
children, five boys and four girls, born to James Yuen Yow Wong, but 
everyone knew him as Jimmy, and Winifred Loi Hay Wong, but everyone 
knew her as Winnie. We were not a wealthy family, but we had the richness 
of family. Mum and Dad worked very hard. We lived in Rabaul in the 
border area between Chinatown and Malaytown. The Chinese were only 
allowed to buy in certain places, so that’s why Dad bought land there. His 
brothers lived nearby, so we grew up with all our cousins next door, and 
only a few doors down.

My father was a self-taught mechanic and worked with his brother until he 
branched out with his own workshop. It eventually became a reasonably 
successful workshop, which funded the purchase of their own house 
and some land in Australia. The main business that Dad had was the 
mechanic workshop, fixing cars and trucks, but he also did other things 
such as plumbing and oxywelding. We had water trucks to deliver water to 
households and a cargo truck, not a massive cargo truck, just several tons, 
which they drove to the wharf to pick up goods and deliver them wherever. 

My mother used to run what we call a haus kai kai, which is equivalent 
to a  diner. It was primarily aimed at the indigenous people, but anyone 
could go and eat there. Quite often as a child I would just rock up and say, 
‘Feed me.’ There was a lamb curry, which was delicious, a fish curry and 
vegetables. The main staple was rice, of course, and they served tea or coffee. 
In the morning, they sold ‘flour balls’; deep-fried delicious yellow-coloured 
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balls of carbohydrate. They used to go down as a treat. A lot of our own 
workers and other indigenous workers from around the area used to have 
breakfast there. They used to do what we call dinau, that is they could run 
up a tab and then it would get docked from their wages. 

Historically, there were two main waves of Chinese that came to PNG. 
I have been told that my paternal grandfather and maternal grandfather 
were among the second wave of Chinese that arrived. The first lot came as 
indentured labourers, but the second lot were free labourers, just people 
looking for work.

My earliest memory of our first generation of Chinese in PNG is of my 
paternal grandmother. Unfortunately, my grandparents on my mother’s side 
passed away before I was born so I did not get to know them. All I know are 
the stories told to me. We estimate that it was sometime between 1909 and 
1919 that both my paternal and maternal grandfathers came to the New 
Guinea Islands from China in search for a better life, like most immigrants. 
They came from different provinces, which I am still trying to research. 
I’ve worked out that my paternal grandfather is from Guangdong Province. 
He had a wife in China. He came out first, found work and then sent for 
his wife, my grandmother. She still wore the traditional Chinese mandarin-
collar type clothing. She was probably very endearing, but I was always 
a little bit scared of her. She gave birth to five boys, including my dad, and 
three daughters, so she had eight children in total. Two of my father’s sisters 
died early, but all his brothers survived. 

I remember my grandmother would stay in turn at each one of her sons’ 
houses and she had a stint at our place. She used to live in what we called 
‘the back room’. When she went to live with my Uncle Martin, my mother 
continued to cook for Grandmother Wong, and it was up to us children 
to ferry the food to her in the little Chinese-style stainless-steel canisters. 
Mum would make sure there was rice, soup, vegetables and a meat dish 
and I would have to take the food to my grandmother. I remember I had to 
knock on the door and say who I was. Then she would open the door and 
she say, ‘Just wait’, and then she would take the food away and come back 
with a lolly—a Chinese sweet, preserved plum that seemed big in my child 
hand. I don’t remember ever being invited in. 

When she died, I remember being terribly frightened. My dad made us 
follow Chinese custom—we had to touch the face of the dead person. 
I  think I was about seven or eight years old. I have images in my mind 
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of me being at that funeral but not really understanding what was going 
on. After my grandmother died, I used to dread going into the back room 
of our house where she had slept, which was now our storeroom. When 
mum said, ‘Go get me a tin of something’, I would first open the door and 
lean in to see if what Mum asked me to get was in reaching distance, so I 
would not actually have to enter the room by myself. I was terrified of my 
grandmother’s ghost because I had heard so many ghost stories. On my 
mother’s side, her mother being a Melanesian, there were many stories of 
sorcery and spirits and all that kind of stuff, which used to freak me out. 

I think that in marrying my mother, my father went against the expectations 
of his family. My father’s siblings all married Chinese spouses that were 
already living in PNG, except for one brother, who moved to Sydney and 
was a confirmed bachelor. My mother’s mother was full Melanesian, from 
New Ireland Province. We are still trying to ascertain the exact location. 
My maternal grandfather’s name was Leong Yee Kai. He was from Kaiping 
County, which is in the Guangdong Province of China. He would have 
travelled by ship to search for work. He would have landed in Rabaul and 
then gone over to New Ireland for work, potentially, encouraged to go to 
there by other Chinese he knew or people he met from his own county or 
province. They may have said, ‘Come over; there is work over here’. I know 
he worked on a plantation. I am not exactly sure what he was doing though; 
I am still trying to find out. He would have met my grandmother there. 
She has only one name that we know of, which is Matiram. We don’t have 
a surname for her, or anything like that, but my mother paid tribute to her 
by naming one of her haus kai kai ‘Matiram’. 

Matiram, as far as I can gather, died early. She was not around in 1966 when 
I was born; only my first two older siblings remember her. My eldest brother, 
John, remembers that she was very kind. My maternal grandparents, Leong 
Yee Kai and Matiram, had three children together. There was Kathleen, then 
Patrick and then my mum, Winifred. Aunty Kathleen was given away at an 
early age to the German Mission in Kokopo—Vunapope—to the nuns, so 
she barely spoke Chinese. However, she was quite fluent in German and 
Unserdeutsch (Rabaul Creole German) (see Aikhenvald, Chapter 8 in this 
volume). My uncle Patrick and my Mum could both speak Chinese. The 
reason Mum could speak Chinese fluently was that she was adopted out at 
the age of four to a Chinese family. My mother and her sister would have 
been given away for economic reasons. They may have been adopted out for 
the sake of a better life. In Chinese families, boys were more highly valued 
than girls, so my uncle Patrick was kept, and the girls were given away.



THE CHINESE IN PAPUA NEW GUINEA

80

The interesting thing is that while Mum could speak Chinese, she was 
unable to read or write the language. She could not read or write English, 
either; she was illiterate. However, she was very good at cooking, cleaning 
and sewing. One can only assume from this that she was never sent to school 
by her adoptive family. She was never formally educated. She would have 
been raised as the help—as part of the family, but as the help. The other 
members of that family can read and write in both English and Chinese; 
Chinese characters and all. There were three adoptive sisters and an adoptive 
brother. We knew that our mother had a hard life growing up. She never 
spoke about it, but it did not make sense to me that she wasn’t formally 
educated. As a result, it was extremely important to her that we were given 
every opportunity. 

When we were little, we were all given Chinese names. I used to wonder 
why we would go over to this specific lady’s place to get our Chinese names. 
It turns out she was Mum’s adoptive sister. She worked out the appropriate 
and befitting name for each of us. 

So, interestingly, in my mother’s birth family there was one sibling who grew 
up speaking German, and two speaking Chinese, but for different reasons 
(on languages spoken among PNG Chinese see Aikhenvald, Chapter 8, 
this volume). 

I don’t know if my Mum and her sister Kathleen were ever allowed to 
visit or maintain contact with their mother, Matiram. What I do know is 
that one time when my mother was little, she accompanied her adoptive 
family to the hospital at Vunapope, where my aunt was at school. The 
hospital was attached to the school. Mum was playing in the grounds, so 
the story goes, when another little girl said, ‘Hey you need to come down 
here. There is a little girl who looks like you.’ So that was the first time 
the sisters, Winifred and Kathleen, laid eyes on each other. Over the years 
they kept in touch, and we used to travel up to Vunapope to visit my aunt 
Kathleen. She was married to a mixed German man, Gerhard Gangloff. The 
trips from Rabaul to Vunapope were always fun as we caught up with our 
‘German’ cousins.

My mother’s brother, Patrick, was that favourite uncle who took us children 
out to the community clubs, the Ambonese Club, Rabaul Yacht Club and 
so on. He would register us as his children so we would get a Christmas gift. 
He was a very generous, kind and loving man in that respect. He and my 
mother were quite close. He lived in Rabaul town like us and worked for 
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a company called Coconut Products Limited as a foreman. He married late 
in life and his oldest child is younger than me. I remember Mum saying that 
her brother was one of the first Chinese Papua New Guineans to get a visa 
to go to Hong Kong. The story goes that he went to Hong Kong to visit 
relatives. We think that my maternal grandfather Leong Yee Kai may have 
been married before he came to PNG and that my uncle Patrick possibly 
visited half-siblings in Hong Kong. 

At the time my parents were married in 1950, the full Chinese and the 
mixed-race Chinese in Rabaul did not really mix, but as the years rolled on 
there was more mingling. By the time my generation was around from the 
mid-1970s, there were hardly any differences. Everybody got on well and 
we proudly called each other cousin. If somebody were to fight our cousins, 
then we would stand up for them. 

My mother was brown in complexion, which extended to some of my 
siblings and myself. She met my father at ‘housie-housie’ (bingo). He used 
to call the numbers. They married but I have no information on their 
wedding and no photos. They may have been too poor to get photos taken. 
My  mother would have been eighteen or nineteen years old when they 
met. My father was eight years older and had been married previously to a 
full Chinese woman, but it had ended. 

It was only when I was already in my twenties that I became aware of the 
attitudes of the Chinese towards mixed-race Chinese and the racism to 
which my mother had been subjected. I think that by the time I was born, 
as in by the time they had their ninth child, tensions had settled down 
and my father’s family had accepted Mum. It would have been a shock for 
his family when he chose to marry Mum, as all his brothers had married 
Chinese women and his sister had also married a Chinese. Something my 
Mum said to me later in her life is revealing of what she experienced. By this 
time my parents and my father’s sister and family were living in Brisbane. 
My father’s sister would call out a greeting to Mum if she saw her in the 
shopping centre. The way they address each other is ‘sister-in-law’ and then 
usually there is a number, so if you had four sisters-in-law, then you would 
say ‘number four sister-in-law’ in Cantonese. My aunt waved at Mum to 
say hello one day but my mother mumbled to me, ‘Funny, isn’t it. She is 
now calling out to me. She never used to.’ Another time she commented, 
‘She didn’t want to know me then, but she really wants to know me now.’ 
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After they began to establish themselves in New Guinea, the Chinese 
community formed several social and political clubs. I remember going to 
events at the Kuomintang Club. My parents would go to the Double 10 
Ball—on the 10th day of the 10th month—celebrating the National Day 
of Taiwan. This Double 10 Ball was a big thing. 

There is another club called Kwong Yick Club. That club was quite 
interesting because it was a group of labourers. Most of the labourers, like 
my maternal grandfather, worked on plantations and then came into town 
when they had their break. But when they came into town, they did not 
have any money to stay anywhere. They were not allowed to join other 
Chinese clubs that were in existence at the time. There were Chinese who 
came to New Guinea who were quite well off already—they were traders 
and were the ones that built shops and hotels and that kind of thing—but 
my grandfather and his cohort were not as economically well-resourced. 
They would have come into town and had nowhere to stay. If they stayed 
the night, they would just sleep in a shop alcove. Eventually a group of them 
started to say, ‘We need to get a place’, so they put some money together and 
saved and eventually they bought a house for themselves and their family 
members to stay in when they came to town. Basically, their aim was to 
look after themselves and to make sure that everybody had a place to stay 
when they came into town on their breaks. Eventually it became a bigger 
club and one of its core missions was to do charitable work to help families 
and others. If a family had lost the main breadwinner, or that sort of thing, 
they’d make sure they were looked after and supported to go back to China 
or to stay. The club was eventually granted some land to support an old 
age home. 

Although most members had passed on, or had moved onto Sydney or 
Brisbane, it stayed active until 2017. I have been advised that it is currently 
dormant. There are documents in existence listing the members and all 
their descendants. The main committee members were from Sydney and 
Brisbane. It is very interesting to see the connections of the different Chinese 
families listed, to know that at one point our grandfathers established this 
club, and through them we are all connected. 

Of course, the English and the Australians had their own clubs. You had 
the New Guinea Club that was strictly ‘whites only’. The swimming pool 
was also  ‘whites only’. I have seen some photos with signs to that effect. 
My brother has told me stories of how he and other Chinese boys would 
throw things over the fence into the pool area because they weren’t allowed 
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in. Social exclusion based on the colour of one’s skin led people to form 
their own clubs, such as the Ralum Club (at Kokopo), which still exists. 
Membership of the Ralum Club was originally predominantly mixed-
raced German New Guineans, but it eventually opened to all. Other 
clubs closer to where we lived in Rabaul were the Ambonese Club and 
the Kombiu Club. Both were known to be mixed-raced clubs. Later, there 
was the Taiping Club, which was more accepting of both mixed-race and 
full Chinese membership. Earlier Chinese clubs had originally excluded 
mixed‑race Chinese. 

My first school was Sacred Heart School in Rabaul, which had originated 
as a Chinese school. My dad and all my siblings and cousins went to that 
school. It’s a Catholic school, different to the Methodist school. A lot of 
Chinese were Methodist. It is interesting that we were Catholic. I am pretty 
sure that everyone I knew was Catholic. It could have something to do with 
the social group. It was not until recently that I realised that a lot of Chinese 
were Methodist and that this could have been based on economic or class 
distinctions. I think most of the higher-class Chinese were Methodist. 
There were some Chinese who came to PNG with some sort of wealth 
behind them. They came to set up trade stores and other businesses. There 
are also self-made Chinese businesspeople who came with nothing but have 
accumulated much wealth in property and hotels. 

Most of our siblings were sent to boarding school in Australia for secondary 
education, except for one of my brothers, who refused to go. He went to 
Rabaul High School. Some of my siblings went to Rabaul High School 
first, I am not sure why, before they were sent to Australia. Interestingly, 
I know a lot of other mixed-raced people, mixed with German or other 
non-Australians, who went to Rabaul High School instead of boarding 
in Australia. 

By the time we were sent to secondary school in Australia, my mother’s 
adoptive family had moved from Rabaul to Port Moresby, and it was 
expected that whenever we travelled through to Brisbane for boarding 
school, or anywhere else, we would stop with this family in Port Moresby 
on the way. I could never understand why; they didn’t look like us, but they 
welcomed us warmly. It wasn’t until I grew older that I realised they were 
my mother’s adoptive family.
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All the members of my family became Australian citizens, although one of 
my siblings renounced his Australian citizenship for Papua New Guinea. 
My father began the application for naturalisation on 10 June 1958. The 
fee was one pound. His application was supported by two Australians who 
were living in Rabaul. 

A letter dated 19 March 1959 from the Department of the Administrator 
in Port Moresby to The Secretary Department of Immigration in Canberra, 
the subject heading of which was ‘Naturalisation of Asians’, shows my 
father’s name listed among others as having been presented his Certificate 
of Naturalisation at Rabaul on 16 March 1959. 

It was wonderful seeing my father’s signature on the application (regarding 
citizenship issues, see Wood and Backhaus, Chapter 3 in this volume). One 
of my father’s Australian friends convinced him to apply for Australian 
citizenship. A key benefit my father saw in becoming Australian was the 
education that would be available for his children. Before Independence, 
schooling in Australia for Australian children living in PNG was subsidised 
by the Australian government.

My father was unusual because he didn’t just socialise with the Chinese 
community. He had an outgoing personality. He would mix with all different 
people and had very good friends amongst the Matupit Islanders in East 
New Britain, the Japanese community and the English. We sometimes used 
to billet English people. From this, Mum told me that she had learned that 
English people don’t wash enough!

Dad mixed with a lot of people from different religions, too. It didn’t 
surprise me then, but it surprises me now. He had friends that were of the 
Bahai faith and all sorts of other religions. I didn’t think this was unusual 
until I arrived in Australia. I didn’t know that people in Australia can be 
very prejudiced against others because of their religion, or that someone 
from one religion might not necessarily like another person because of their 
religion. I never understood that. As a child I just thought everybody was 
the same. 

When my father applied for Australian citizenship in 1958, the application 
included my mother and all their children at that time. I was born in 1966, 
before Independence in 1975. Just before Independence everyone was given 
a choice to renounce our Australian citizenship and become Papua New 
Guinean, but Dad’s Australian friends told him, ‘Whatever you do, just 
stick with Australia’, so he did.
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Our family being granted Australian citizenship has something to do with 
the way the territory of New Guinea was different to Papua. There were 
different rules there. At one point the Chinese were not allowed to go to the 
Territory of Papua. It was only after a certain Australian Government rule 
came in that the Chinese started to go to Papua and begin businesses there 
(see Wood and Backhaus, Chapter 3 in this volume). 

I used to wonder how my parents knew all these Chinese people that lived 
over in Papua. At boarding school, I met a Chinese girl from Port Moresby 
and when we looked at our histories, we were surprised to discover that her 
parents had been born in Rabaul; in fact, they had lived near my house. 
I thought that was amazing. I said, ‘Really, your parents came from my 
hometown?’ And then when I talked to my parents, they said, ‘Yes, we know 
her parents.’ Some people say that certain Chinese families are from Port 
Moresby, but we know they are originally from Rabaul. Most of the Chinese 
first came to Rabaul, East New Britain, and only later started to branch out.

Today, most of my family lives in Australia. Dad’s siblings and their families 
are either in Brisbane or Sydney. Some of my cousins are in Port Moresby. 
Two of my brothers remained in Rabaul and died there, but everyone else 
is here in Australia. My parents initially bought a small fibro house and 
land in Brisbane and later sold it to buy a better house. No one was handed 
anything on a platter in our family. We all made our own way in the world. 
Our parents educated us, but then it was up to us to make our own way.

Recently I have noticed a distinction between the ‘old’ Chinese and the 
‘new’ Chinese in PNG (on this distinction see Chin, Chapter 4 in this 
volume). For example, a PNG Chinese man who attended the workshop 
that led to this volume commented, after listening to Gessler’s paper and 
seeing the accompanying film clip, that the old Chinese do not barter with 
Melanesian market sellers like the new Chinese do (see Gessler, Chapter 7 
in this volume). 
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