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Abstract
The post-World War II Eurasian Exodus from Malaysia and Singapore to
Australia was part of a global migration of communities of mixed-descent
peoples, displaced by the slow death of colonialism in their respective
countries. Despite the existence of extensive literature on the migration of the
Anglo-Indian, Sri Lankan Burgher and Dutch Indo communities, little has
been written about the migration of the Eurasian community.

Seeking to define the Eurasian Exodus, this study also sets out to determine
its extent and the rationale behind it. Analysis of migration case files from the
Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur (1967-1985) contained in
National Archives of Australia series number A8096 illustrates the impact the
changing nature of Australia’s mixed descent immigration policy had on the
migration of Eurasians from Malaysia and Singapore to Australia. Qualitative
interviews with Eurasian migrants provide insight into their migration rationale
and the challenges they faced once they arrived in Australia.

This thesis asserts that the extent of the Eurasian Exodus was more
significant than previously thought. While many migrated, it is open to debate
whether life was ‘better’ for Eurasians in Australia or in Malaysia or
Singapore. For many it was, and still is, a matter of perspective. The manner
in which migrants chose which elements of their Eurasian culture to maintain
has had a lasting impact on whether their children and grandchildren identify
as Eurasian or not.

Filling a void in the existing scholarship on mixed-descent migration to
Australia under the White Australia Policy, this study provides a greater
understanding of the Eurasian Exodus and the impact on that Exodus of the
Australian government’s changing policy on mixed-descent migration. It also
raises awareness in readers of the sacrifices made, challenges faced and
obstacles overcome by Eurasian immigrants to Australia in the post-World
War II period.
v
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Map of Malaysia and Singapore

Figure 1:

Chapter One: Introduction

“My parents thought there was no future for us in Malaysia. So they took us
to Australia.”4
- Theresa Jolly, my mother, a Eurasian child migrant

Nearly every Australian has a migration story whether they are aware of it or
not. Indeed, many Australians are migrants or have parents who were
migrants. This is the story of the migration of the Eurasian community from
Malaysia and Singapore5 to Australia in the post-World War II (post-WWII)
period.

In the context of this study, the term Eurasian is used to describe a specific
community of people of mixed European and Asian ancestry originating from
the area now referred to as Malaysia and Singapore. The Eurasian
community in Malaysia and Singapore were a by-product of European
colonialism, with their origin dating back five hundred years to the arrival of
the Portuguese in 1511.6 A mixture of Portuguese, Dutch, British, Malay,
Indian, Thai and numerous other nationalities, Eurasians have a unique
identity and heritage. Like mixed-race communities in other countries,
Eurasians had a defined position in pre-war Malaysian and Singaporean

4

Interview with Theresa Jolly, Darwin, 2010.
To clarify, my grandparents could foresee a future for their children but the future they
foresaw was not one they wanted for their children, i.e., not a ‘positive’ future from their
perspective.
5 I have chosen to use the current names for the respective countries, i.e., Malaysia and
Singapore. It is understood that in the past these countries have had different names and
have existed in different configurations such as the Federation of Malaya and the Straits
Settlements. Figure 1 is a current map of Malaysia and Singapore.
6 Fernandis, Gerard, ‘Papia, Relijang e Tradisang – The Portuguese Eurasians in Malaysia:
Bumiquest, A Search for Self Identity’, Lusotopie, 2000, p. 261.
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society. Belonging to neither the European nor Asian communities, they
existed in between the two.

The decline of colonialism following the end of the war spawned multiple
diasporas of displaced peoples. In countries around the globe, colonial
powers were withdrawing and leaving behind mixed race communities of
partial European descent such as the Anglo-Indians in India and the
Burghers in Ceylon.7 Along with the Anglo-Indians and Burghers, Eurasians
from Malaysia and Singapore had to question their sense of identity, they had
to find a new place in a post-colonial society and they had to decide whether
or not to try to migrate.

The 1950s, 1960s and early 1970s were particularly volatile in Malaysia and
Singapore. Those years were marked by race riots, the rise of nationalist
governments, a decline in the use of and the value of English, changed
career prospects for non-Chinese in Singapore and non-Muslims in Malaysia,
and

the

introduction

of

(military)

national

service

in

Singapore.

Understandably, there were few clear advantages for Eurasians in Malaysia
and Singapore in the post-WWII period and many looked for opportunities to
take themselves to new locations where they would find more favourable
conditions and opportunities for themselves and their families.

In the mid-1960s, the Australian government made changes to its ‘Policy for
the Admission of Persons of Mixed Race’.8 Potential migrants who had been
rejected under earlier policies were now able to enter Australia. This opened
the door for Eurasians to start applying en masse to immigrate to Australia,
with many applications being for family reunions.9 The migration of Eurasians

7

Sri Lanka was known as Ceylon until 1972.
‘Instruction to Overseas Posts: Policy for the Admission of Persons of Mixed-Race,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 29 October 1964’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
9 ibid
8
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from Singapore and Malaysia was so significant that it came to be known as
the Eurasian Exodus.

1. Thesis Rationale

The focus of this study has been fourfold, namely:
1. to identify the nature of the relationship between identity, community
and place,10 for the Eurasian community through a study of the postWWII Eurasian Exodus;
2. to establish the reasons why some Eurasians voluntarily sent
themselves into exile in a foreign land, and why others remained
behind to face an uncertain future;
3. to determine whether or not individual Eurasians are satisfied with the
decisions they made and if they have any regrets; and
4. to establish whether or not Eurasians will ever be able to achieve a
sense of harmony between their notions of identity, community and
place.

When a person migrates, their connection with their community (be it cultural
or social) and their sense of identity changes. These changes may include: a
sense of dislocation, i.e., feeling out of place in their current location; the
development of a stronger connection with their country of origin or with their
country of destination, i.e., a strong sense of Malaysia or Singapore or
Australia being ‘home’; a change in the way they self-identify, i.e., they may
decide that they are Australian or Australian Eurasian or Malaysian or
Singaporean, and/or a change in their external identification, i.e., the way

‘Place’ refers to both a place in time, i.e., a particular time period and a physical place for
example Malaysia, Singapore or Australia.
10

4

society identifies them, for example, many Australians did not and do not
know what a Eurasian is.

To understand why people chose to migrate and why people chose to stay,
i.e., not migrate, it is important to understand the situation in which the
Eurasian community found themselves in the post-WWII period. The
members of the Eurasian community were severely traumatised by the war.
They had to deal with both the capitulation of the British and being the target
of Japanese attentions during the war as a result of their European heritage.
Eurasians were singled out for poor treatment, with abuse and torture being
not uncommon. Malnourishment and disease ran rampant during the war.
Many Eurasians did not survive and quite a number fell ill or died soon after
the end of the War as a result of their experiences during this period. The
end of the war in September 1945 was welcomed by a community of people
whom the Japanese had tried to break but whom had survived against all
odds.

The return of the British brought with it a number of challenges, including: the
need to rebuild Singapore and Malaysia – they were devastated countries
with devastated economies; the need to (re)build trust in the British
administration; the need to (re)build trust in each other; and a lack of stability
– as evidenced by the numerous riots and the Emergency, i.e., the
Communist threat.

During this period the independence movement gained momentum and
Eurasians faced a dilemma. Should they remain loyal to the British or should
they support the call for independence from Britain? Following independence,
nationalist movements grew in strength in both Singapore and Malaysia.
Under these movements, government policies were developed and
implemented which impacted on the position of Eurasians. These included:
employment and education quotas, language policies and housing policies.
Official attitudes and public opinion towards Eurasians were changing.

5

Regrets are a part of life. Most people have them. Choosing to migrate to
Australia (or not to migrate) was one of the biggest decisions that many
Eurasians have faced. Over the years those who migrated may have
regretted: migrating in general, migrating to Australia in specific, their choice
of city in Australia, the timing of their move, the change in their employment
prospects and/or the change in their social status.

One reason why people migrate is to find a cultural fit.11 That is to find
somewhere they fit in, where they feel they belong. For many Eurasians, their
ancestors have moved from place to place for generations, trying out new
surrounds to find one where they feel they belonged. An example is my
mother’s family on her maternal line, i.e., her Richards’ line. Of the four
generations preceding my mother, not one died in the same country they
were born in.12 This propensity to move around is further demonstrated by
the different locations in which these individuals lived: India, Singapore,
Malaysia and Australia (see Figures 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 and 7). Whilst not all lines of
my family moved around as much as the Richards line did, this movement
was not uncommon amongst the wider Eurasian community. Historically,
there were many reasons for this movement. However, it is possible that with
their move to Australia, many Eurasians have found that elusive cultural fit.

A key motivation for undertaking this research was to gain a greater
understanding and appreciation for the journey (mental, emotional and
physical) which my family and my community have taken since the end of the
War.

Prior to commencing this study, my knowledge of my family’s migration story
was based on family stories. Stories are based on memories and not

11

Weiner, Eric, The Geography of Bliss, Twelve, New York, 2008.
I acknowledge that Paul William Richards was born and died in the Straits Settlements.
However, since Singapore and Penang are now in separate countries, for the sake of this
argument I am considering him to have been born in Singapore and to have died in
Malaysia.
12

6

necessarily facts. Facts are open to interpretation and stories change over
the years. Our family story was:
Grandpa and Grandma Mitchell decided to migrate to give their
children a better life. Aunty Ursula was reading a book about
Australia at school. They were thinking about where to go, when
Aunty Ursula suggested migrating to Australia. So they applied
to come to Australia. They were accepted to migrate to Australia
and all of the paperwork was complete when Aunty Ursula got
sick with leukaemia and died. The family came to Australia after
they had ‘recovered’ from their loss. Grandpa’s employer,
Humes, sponsored him to Australia and paid for the whole
family to come out to Australia.

The story was fairly straightforward, though I was never completely
convinced that our family migration story was not more complex. Packaging
this journey into a simple narrative meant that most of the details were
missing and it is the details that I sought to explore.

Growing up, my mother and grandparents had told me stories about their
experiences adjusting to life in Australia. Cultural misunderstandings were
common and inevitable. Having brown skin in the Northern Territory,
especially in the late 1960s brought with it its own set of challenges. My
mother and her family did not look typically Asian nor did they look typically
European. They spoke English but with strange accents and according to my
grandfather they spoke English not Australian.13 They ate different food,
much of which they had to grow and produce the ingredients for themselves
as they were not available in Darwin at that time. They had to build their lives

13

Interview with Frank Mitchell, Darwin, 2009.
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Figure 2:

Charles Richards

My great-great-great-grandfather was born in
Royapooram, Madras, India in 1832. He
immigrated to Singapore in the mid-1800s
and rose through the ranks to become the
Chief Detective Inspector of the Singapore
Police Force. When he died in 1891 he was a
Chief Bailiff in Singapore.14
Source: June Richards

Figure 3:

Paul Richards

My great-great-grandfather was born in Singapore
in 1864. He moved to Penang in the late 1890s
and

worked

in

the

Government

Survey

Department there. He died in Penang in 1940.
Source: June Richards

Figure 4:

Raymund Richards

My great-grandfather was born in Singapore
in 1894, but moved with his family to Penang
in the late 1890s. He later became a
lighthouse keeper. In 1980 he immigrated to
Darwin, Australia and later died there in 1991.
Source: Theresa Jolly

14

‘Local and General’, Daily Advertiser, 15 June 1891, p. 3.
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Figure 5:

Sophie ‘Phyllis’ Richards

My grandmother was born in Penang in
1921. Prior to her marriage she was a
telephone operator. During her marriage
she lived in Singapore and Malaysia prior to
moving to Katherine, Australia in 1968. In
early 1970, she moved to Darwin and died
there in 1994.
Source: Theresa Jolly

Figure 6:

Theresa Mitchell

My mother was born in Singapore in 1958.
While only a few months old she moved to
Petaling Jaya, outside of Kuala Lumpur. She
moved with her family to Australia in 1968. In
1977 she moved to Alice Springs to work as a
nurse. She lived there until 1979 when she
moved back to Darwin where she still lives.
Source: Theresa Jolly

Figure 7:

Ione Jolly

I was born in Darwin in the early 1980s. I have
lived in other countries, but keep returning to
Australia.
Source: Ione Jolly
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in Australia when they arrived in 1968 and six years later they again had to
rebuild their lives when Cyclone Tracy destroyed their home.15

I have been raised outside of the Eurasian community in Malaysia and
Singapore. Not outside of the Eurasian community entirely, but just outside of
the Eurasian community in Malaysia and Singapore. I wanted and I needed
to learn more about the community I am a member of and the culture in
which my mother was raised. In particular, I wanted to meet more of my
extended family and determine my place within the greater Eurasian
diaspora.

In addition to my personal goals, in undertaking this study, I sought to make a
contribution to my community and to my field of study, Eurasian Studies,
namely:


to record the (migration) history of the Eurasian community in the postWWII period;



to build on previous work that has been done on the history of the
Eurasian community;



to explore the reasons why people choose to migrate (or not to
migrate);



to gain a clearer understanding of the migration process; to raise
awareness of the Eurasian Exodus;



to raise awareness of the sacrifices made, challenges faced and
obstacles overcome by Eurasian immigrants to Australia in the postWWII period; and



to use this thesis as a vehicle for other Eurasians to explore their own
family migration story.

15

In later years, my grandfather also survived two major floods in Katherine in which he lost
many possessions.
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Eurasians have merged into the Australian community so seamlessly that
there are those in my generation who have no understanding of what a
Eurasian is.16 They have no sense of community and no concept of the
sacrifices that were made by those that went before. Capturing the
community’s memories of the Eurasian Exodus is a way to ensure that those
memories are not lost forever, and that the combined experience of the
community will live on.

There is a small, existing body of work on the history of the Eurasian
community in Malaysia and Singapore.17 I have chosen to reference these
works in the relevant chapters as opposed to providing an overview of them
in a formal literature review.18 However, there is one work which I must
mention here, namely Dr Alexius Pereira’s Masters Thesis, Singapore
Eurasians: Their Management of Ethnic Identity. This was the first work
which I read which used the term the ‘Eurasian Exodus’.19 In Chapter Four of
his thesis, Pereira explored what he termed the Eurasian Exodus from
Singapore.20 He did not have access to Eurasians living in Australia, i.e.,
those who migrated and as such focussed his attentions on those who
stayed in Singapore.

In this study I have used Pereira’s work as a basis for a more in-depth study
of the Eurasian Exodus. I have also expanded the study to more fully
encompass the experience of Eurasians in Malaysia as well as in Singapore.

By ‘my generation’, I refer to the first generation of Eurasians born in Australia in the postWWII period.
17 It is small in comparison to the existing body of work on the history of other mixed-race
communities such as the Anglo-Indians in India and the Indos in Indonesia. This is
understandable, in that the Eurasian community in Malaysia and Singapore has always been
a fraction of the size of the Anglo-Indian community in India or the Indo community in
Indonesia.
18 Others who have written on the history of the Eurasian community include: Dr Tony Sibert,
Dr Christine Choo, Dr Myrna Braga-Blake and Ann Ebert-Oehlers, James Augustin, Dr
Alexius Pereira, Denyse Tessensohn, Joe Conceicao, John Byrne, Ronald Daus, Bernard
Sta Maria, Nicolette Rappa, Rex Shelley, Kevin Shepherdson and Dr Margaret Sarkissian.
19 Pereira, Alexius, ‘Singapore Eurasians: Their Management of Ethnic Identity’, Masters
Thesis, National University of Singapore, Singapore, 1995.
20 ibid, p. 101.
16
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In addition, unlike Pereira I have had access to Eurasians living in Australia,
i.e., those who migrated as well as a myriad of official records which were not
available to him at the time of his study. Like Pereira I believe that it is
important to understand the motivations which drove people to migrate (or to
stay). Many Eurasians who migrated were driven by the need to: seek a
cultural fit, i.e., a British-based, Western way of life; seek security in a climate
of social, political and economic instability; escape discrimination; seek an
English-speaking society; seek better employment prospects; seek a better
future for their children; follow family; and/or follow love, i.e., a spouse.

Whether or not to migrate was not a choice that all Eurasians had. The
distinction must be drawn between the Eurasians who stayed behind by
choice and the Eurasians who could not leave. Generally speaking, the
Eurasians who stayed behind by choice had a strong family network in
Singapore and/or Malaysia and had confidence in the status quo, i.e., the
political, economic and social situation in Malaysia and Singapore.

The Eurasians who could not leave can be divided into three categories:
those who had family obligations which prevented them leaving; those who
inquired about migrating to Australia but who were informally rejected by
Australian Immigration authorities; and those who applied to migrate to
Australia but who were formally rejected by Australian Immigration
authorities.

When many older Eurasians recount their experiences with the migration
process, their description can often be lacking in detail. Usually, they say
something along the lines of:
We decided we wanted to leave Malaysia and come to Australia
for a better life. So we went to the Australian High Commission
in KL and had an interview and the guy interviewing us basically
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said ‘Yes, you can come’. Then we booked our tickets and
moved to Australia.

The actual process was significantly more drawn out and complicated.
Changes in Australian immigration policy in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s also
had a major impact on the migration of Eurasians and the policies (and the
changes in the policies) are not well understood by many in the Eurasian
community.

The migration of mixed-race communities from former colonies to Australia in
the 1960s and 1970s received much publicity in Australia at the time.
However, as demonstrated in Australian Department of Immigration
documents of the time, the number of Eurasians migrating to Australia from
Malaysia and Singapore was considered so insignificant that for the most
part they were included in the statistics under the heading ‘Other’.21

Raising awareness of the Eurasian Exodus in the wider community is
important, but raising awareness of the Eurasian Exodus within the Eurasian
community is even more important. Many younger Eurasians (be they
migrants or born in Australia) take for granted the fact that their family
migrated to Australia. They do not inquire any deeper into it and they have no
real knowledge of the process or of the many challenges their families faced.

Knowing why some Eurasians voluntarily sent themselves into exile in a
foreign land, and why other remained behind to face an uncertain future
allows us to more clearly understand the choices and the sacrifices that our
parents and grandparents made.

‘Persons of Mixed Descent - Statistics, Table of Figures, Department of Immigration,
Canberra, undated’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
21
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It is important to develop an understanding within the present-day Eurasian
community, especially my generation, of the decisions that our grandparents
and parents made regarding their country of abode. For many of us it is hard
to fully grasp the situation which existed in Malaysia and Singapore (or
indeed in Australia) during this period.

I hope that when others in the Eurasian community read this study (or are
made aware of this study), they will begin to realise that their family has a
migration story and that it is possible for them to explore their family
migration story. They will also become aware that a variety of sources are
available for them to explore.

2. Our Migration Story
In many ways I am a typical first-generation Australian Eurasian in that I have
one Eurasian parent born overseas (in Singapore) and one non-Eurasian
parent born in Australia.22 My mother, Theresa Mitchell, was born in
Singapore and grew up in Petaling Jaya, Malaysia, before migrating to
Australia in 1968 at the age of 9. My father, Peter Jolly was born in Perth and
is of Anglo-Celtic heritage. His family has been in Australia since the 1840s.

I was brought up two suburbs away from my maternal grandparents, Frank
‘Honey’ Mitchell and Sophie ‘Phyllis’ Richards in Darwin, the capital of the
Northern Territory, Australia. I saw my grandparents at least three times a
week. We attended the same Catholic Church on Sundays and quite often
we had Sunday lunch at their house. My grandmother’s parents, Henrietta
‘Nanny’ Baptist and Raymund ‘Dadda’ Richards moved to Darwin in the

22 Many first generation Australian Eurasians only have one Eurasian parent. As in Malaysia
and Singapore, the generation of Eurasians who grew up in the post-WWII period in
Australia had more options with relation to marriage partners. That is they were able to marry
outside their race as the stigma attached to being Eurasian lessened. Also, as the Eurasian
community dispersed the number of marriageable Eurasians in any given location
decreased.
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1970s and 1980s respectively. Growing up I had significant interaction with
both Nanny and Dadda and at one stage Nanny lived with my parents and I.
My mother’s family were a typical, large, Catholic Eurasian family. There
were 8 children, namely: Philip, Ursula, Gerard, Ignatius (Steve), Theresa,
Jacinta, Patricia and Ruel (Tim).23 As was and still is common in Eurasian
families, each child was ‘a different shade’. In addition to her immediate
family, my mother had a large extended family in Darwin. Her mother’s
brother, Oswald Richards, and her father’s sister, Sybil Mitchell, were married
and had fifteen children.24 At one stage or another, most of these fifteen
children as well as my grand-aunt and grand-uncle have lived in Darwin.25
Adding to this sizeable community of immediate Eurasian relatives was a
range of other cousins such as Linda ‘Sweetie’ Cornelius, my grandmother’s
first cousin, and Lynette Nerva, my grandmother’s father’s first cousin’s
granddaughter. There was also a steady stream of Eurasian visitors from far
and wide.

My grandparents and my great-grandparents liked to tell stories about their
families and their ancestors. My grandmother and her mother were especially
conscious of the need to pass on their Eurasian heritage to future
generations. In some ways I was more immersed in Eurasian culture and
community growing up in Darwin than some of my Eurasian cousins who
grew up in Malaysia and Singapore but whose parents had disavowed much
of their Eurasian heritage. However, there is no disputing that I was raised in
Australia. This is reflected in my outlook on life, the way I interact with more
senior members of the community (for example, I do not automatically call

My Uncle Philip is the biological child of Oswald Richards (my grandmother’s younger
brother) and Sybil Mitchell (my grandfather’s older sister). In addition, my grandparents’ first
child, a girl was stillborn. See Figure 9 for a current photograph of the Mitchell children.
24 One of whom was my Uncle Philip.
25 In total, living in Australia, my mother had her 2 parents, 6 siblings, 2 grandparents, 12
aunts and uncles and 24 first cousins. This figure does not include my mother’s first cousin,
Louis Mitchell who lived in Darwin in the 1980s while he was working for Singapore Airlines.
In contrast, my father who was born in Australia, only ever had his 2 parents, 2 siblings, 1
grandparent, 12 aunts and uncles and 12 first cousins.
23
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everyone ‘Aunty’ or ‘Uncle’), my accent, and my level of attachment to
Malaysia and Singapore.

For as long as I can remember I have been told the story of how my mother
and her family came to live in Australia.

Over time some of the details

changed but the core of the story remained the same:
Once upon a time, there was a nice Eurasian family living in
Petaling Jaya, Malaysia.26 A mother, a father, eight children,
one grandmother, and a number of cousins. They lived in a
small two-storey terrace house which they struggled to pay the
rent on. Not that the father did not earn good money. As a
Senior Foreman with the Malaysian-branch of a major
Australian company he earned more than enough to support a
small family, but there were so many mouths to feed on that one
income. Their life was fairly happy. When times were good there
was cake for ‘tiffin’, but when times were bad there was plain
rice and soya sauce for dinner.27 The mother did not work
(outside the home) as she had given up her job many years
earlier upon her marriage.

The times in which they lived were volatile. Petaling Jaya in the
1960s was much different than it is now. Riots were common
and it was said that often “the rivers ran red”28 (with blood). Life
for Eurasian families such as this one was becoming more and
more difficult. Restricted for the most part to medium level
positions under the British administration, prospects under a
nationalist government were grim. Many Eurasians were looking
to escape. The family in question were no different. They had
thought about whether to go or stay, but favoured staying in the

I began with ‘once upon a time’ as this is a story. Indeed, it has been retold so many times
it is almost like a fairy tale in our family.
27 ‘Tiffin’ is another term for afternoon tea.
28 Interview with Frank Mitchell, Darwin, 2009.
26
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country of their birth, the country where their ancestors had lived
for five centuries. Eventually their family and friends convinced
them to go. They thought about going to Canada. They may
have even made informal enquiries. However, they soon began
the lengthy application process to migrate to Australia.

The father was assured of a position with the parent company in
Australia. What the position would be was not clear. Who knew
whether he would remain a supervisor or whether he would be
demoted to a general labourer? It was apparent from the wage
they offered him that he would struggle to make ends meet in
the expensive city of Darwin. Still they were hopeful. They
wanted the opportunity of a new life, a different life.

Unfortunately tragedy befell the family before they could leave
for Australia. Their eldest daughter fell ill and died suddenly.
Their plans were delayed. Eventually the father and the eldest
son set out ahead of the rest of the family to pave the way for
the others. On the way they encountered difficulties not the least
of which was a pilot’s strike which caused them to take the
indirect route from Singapore to Darwin via Perth and Sydney. 29
Three months later the mother and the six other children flew
out to join them. Thus, began their new life in Australia, the
‘promised land’.

This thesis has provided me with an opportunity to add substance to
the above story.

29

Interview with Frank Mitchell, Darwin, 2009.
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Figure 8:

The New Migrant

My grandfather, a

new migrant

arriving at Perth Airport on 20 June
1968.30
Source: Frank Mitchell

3. The Research Process
Researchers often have to guard against a tendency to ‘go native’. That is,
they have to take measures so that they do not become “overly involved”
while doing fieldwork as they may lose “all distance or objectivity” and
become “like the people being studied”.31 In one sense it is impossible for me
to guard against a tendency to go native as I am a ‘native’. I am a Eurasian. I
am a member of the community I am researching.32

30 My grandfather and uncle’s date of arrival in Australia was determined from a passport
stamp in my uncle, Philip Richards’ original Malaysian passport.
31 Neuman, William Lawrence, Social Research Methods: Qualitative and Quantitative
Approaches, 5th edn, A & B, Sydney, 2003, p. 536.
32 In addition, as my Eurasian lineage is extensive and dates back to the early days of the
community, I am related and/or connected in some way to the majority of the Eurasian
community in Australia, Malaysia and Singapore.
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There is a certain level of bias associated with researching and writing about
your

own

community.33

However,

the

Eurasian

community is

not

homogenous. The generation of Eurasians born and raised in Australia are
considered to be different from those born in Malaysia or Singapore, whether
they were raised there or not. In some ways we are considered less Eurasian
because we are a diluted version of the original. We have not grown up in the
Eurasian households of yore and we do not have the same understanding of
language or culture that our parents are presumed to have. We have not had
the same experiences as they have, and our understanding of life in Malaysia
and Singapore differs radically from theirs. Some researchers belong to the
generation of Eurasians that were born in Malaysia or Singapore and
migrated to Australia. I belong to the generation that was born in Australia.

In order to construct the community migration history, I have had to examine
not only existing community histories but also personal histories. Personal,
or life histories:
“…can be constructed from either primary or secondary data…
Primary data derive directly from the person and include
interviews, official reports, medical records and other similar
documents. Secondary data indirectly provide information about
a life history via the person’s membership in a group about
which there are official statistics, or a report on an
organisation.”34

Life histories provide a unique, personal perspective on events which effect a
community as a whole. In the case of this thesis, I have read many ‘official’
histories of individual migration stories in the form of migration case files from
the National Archives of Australia. In some instances I have been fortunate to
also be able to interview the individuals to whom the case files pertain.
Obtaining an official perspective and a personal perspective on the migration

33

I do have prior experience with conducting research on the Eurasian community, with my
Honours thesis and two undergraduate research papers being focussed on the Eurasian
community.
34 Liamputtong, Pranee and Douglas Ezzy, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn, Oxford
University Press, South Melbourne, 2005, p. 133.
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experience allowed for the development of a more complete migration
narrative.

The historical background to this study will mainly be provided from written
sources including literature on Eurasians, comparative literature on the
Anglo-Indian and Burgher communities, as well as a range of official records
from the National Archives of Australia. In addition to the academic literature
which is available, there also exists a diverse range of Eurasian personal,
family and community narratives (memoirs) available to researchers.

Personal memoirs which charted a person’s life sometimes included
references to a person’s experience with migration. One such book was
Looking Back by Clive A Scott (see Figure 9).35 In the book, he documented
not only his family’s but also his wife’s family’s experiences during the war.
Scott’s father-in-law, Lionel Foley, was a Eurasian member of the Straits
Settlements Volunteer Forces.36 During the war he and his brother were
taken in by the Kempetai and imprisoned at Penang Gaol.37 They were both
tortured and his brother died. It was only recently when I was rereading the
book that I realised that the Foley brothers were my great-grandmother
Nanny’s first cousins.38 The Eurasian community in Penang was small and
tight-knit. Nanny must have been aware of their suffering. In the same way
that Looking Back has enabled me to add to the Eurasian migration narrative,
so too has it enabled me to add to the narrative of my extended family.

The story-telling aspect of this study, i.e., the qualitative aspect, comes from:
interviews which were conducted with members of the Eurasian community;
oral history records; and from previous interviews of Eurasians conducted
during the course of my Honours research. The stories I sought out were the

35

Scott, Clive A., Looking Back, Upfront Publishing, Leicestershire, 2002.
The Straits Settlements Volunteer Forces were also known as the Volunteer Corps.
37 The Kempetai were the Japanese Military Police during WWII.
38 Nanny used to live with my family when I was younger so I feel closely connected to her.
36
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stories of those who migrated; those who were children when they migrated;
and those who did not (or could not) migrate.

In my original research proposal, I proposed to study my extended family and
their migration experiences. My mother comes from a large extended
Eurasian family and if I had been able to interview my mother’s parents’,
siblings’, aunts’, uncles’, and cousins’ experiences around migration, then I
would have had a sample group of over sixty people. However, I soon came
to realise that this would not be feasible as not everyone was comfortable
with participating in this study. Consequently I changed my original plan to
primarily study my extended family and instead choose to use my immediate
family’s experiences as a core theme around which my thesis was centred. I
then supplemented this information with the experiences of a cross-section of
the Eurasian community.

As is evident from the mention of different sources above, I have used
method triangulation and data source triangulation to develop an
understanding of all aspects of the Eurasian migration story. Method
triangulation refers to the use of “multiple research methodologies” including:
“interviews, participant observation, documentary analysis and unobtrusive
observation”.39 Data source triangulation “involves the use of multiple
sources”.40

Interviews
This thesis is narrative-based and as mentioned previously a variety of
methods were used to collect narratives. Everyone in my mother’s family is
either a Eurasian or a Eurasian-by-proxy, i.e., they are married to a
Eurasian.41 During the course of my research I have either discussed their

39

Liamputtong, Pranee and Douglas Ezzy, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn, Oxford
University Press, South Melbourne, 2005, p. 41.
40 ibid
41 I am including people of other ethnicities adopted by Eurasians and raised as Eurasians
here.
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Figure 9:

Published Eurasian Narratives

A selection of Eurasian personal and family narratives
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migration experience with them or have been present when they have
discussed their migration experiences with each other.

Each of my aunts and uncles as well as my mother has recounted different
memories of their migration to Australia. Some experienced the move as
young adults and some experienced the move as small children for example
my Uncle Philip was 15 years old but my Uncle Tim was only 3 years old
when they moved to Australia. As such their experiences were different and
their recollections were different. In addition, they have each adapted to life in
Australia in their own way. Some identify with their Eurasian heritage more
strongly than others. Some still refer to Malaysia and Singapore as back
home. Some do not.

Neither my mother nor any of her siblings had a choice about whether or not
to migrate to Australia. My mother had a number of maternal cousins who
made the decision to migrate to Australia as adults. As they migrated as
adults their recollections of their experience differed from those of my mother
and her siblings.42

As well as speaking to my immediate family, and I consider all of the
aforementioned cousins immediate family, I also spoke to many members of
the extended Eurasian community. Most of those conversations occurred
outside the formal structure of an interview. Another Eurasian researcher,
Nicolette Rappa also spoke of the informal structure of much of her
conversations with members of our community during her thesis research:
“Because of the theme and focus of my study, my informants
were not only those formally picked but include some
conversations overheard. These casual talks were quite
revealing because the informants were not even aware of the
fact that they were indirectly involved in my study and thus did
not say what they felt was the proper thing to say, but what they
had honestly felt. My informants here were thus in the most

42

To this end, I also spoke with Edgar Richards, Ulric Richards, Frank Richards, Ivy
Richards and Molly Richards about their decision to migrate to Australia.
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natural of settings. Although the opportunities to take note of
such conversations were many, I have picked out just a few
salient ones...”43

Figure 10:

My Mother and Her Siblings

Photo of Frank Mitchell’s surviving children with several of his nephews and a
niece, taken at his funeral in July 2010 in Darwin, NT, Australia. (Back Row L
to R) Tim, Pat, Jessie, Theresa, Steve and Gerry Mitchell, Frank Richards,
Philip Richards (Front Row L to R) June Richards, Paul Richards
Source: Theresa Jolly

In addition to informal conversations, I conducted approximately 40 formal
interviews over the course of the research for this thesis (see Appendix A:
Profile of Informants).44 I used a combination of sampling techniques, i.e.,
triangulation sampling, including convenience sampling and the snowball

Rappa, Nicolette Bernedette, ‘Inter-Ethnic Perceptions of Eurasian and Chinese
Communities in Singapore’, Academic Exercise, Department of Sociology, National
University of Singapore, Singapore, 1988, p. 35.
44 Interview participants were provided with a Plain English Statement and were required to
sign a consent form.
43
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sampling approach to find interviewees.45 Initially I used a convenience
sample and began by interviewing my grandfather, Frank Mitchell, my
mother, Theresa Jolly and other relatives. I then used a snowball or chain
sampling approach to identify potential respondents. In this approach:
“…an initial respondent, or group of respondents, is asked to
suggest other people who may be willing to participate in the
research... This method of sampling may be useful when the
people being studied are well networked and difficult to
approach directly, or when the focus of the study is social
networks...”46
The criteria I used to select respondents was: they had to be Eurasian, i.e.,
accepted as a ‘Eurasian’ by the greater Eurasian community; they or their
parents had to have been born in Singapore or Malaysia; they had to have
migrated to Australia; and they had to have lived in Singapore or Malaysia at
some stage prior to migrating to Australia.

In March 2010, I travelled to Perth and attended a Sunday lunch hosted by
the Australian Eurasian Association of Western Australia. The lunch was
attended by approximately 150 members of the Eurasian community. 47 At the
lunch I distributed a survey (see Appendix B: Survey Template). I also moved
from table to table talking to as many people as possible. This was both to
make people aware of my research; to reassure them as to the purpose
behind the survey; and to see who would be willing to talk to me over the
course of the following week.

Daisy Westerhout, the head of catering for the Australian Eurasian
Association of Western Australia, was kind enough to organise a luncheon at
her house for me and several members of the Eurasian Association (see
Figure 11). I also organised interviews with several other Eurasians including

45

Liamputtong, Pranee and Douglas Ezzy, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn, Oxford
University Press, South Melbourne, 2005, p. 48.
46 ibid, p. 47.
47 The Association hosts lunches on a monthly basis and also holds other events such as a
New Years Eve dinner dance.
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the then President of the Australian Eurasian Association of Western
Australia, Genevieve De Souza (nee Boudville), and her husband Michael De
Souza.48 A Eurasian gentleman, Eustace Boudville, who I interviewed for my
Honours research agreed to talk to me again. I met him at his house on a
Sunday morning. He asked if I wanted to meet with a larger group of
Eurasians and took me to a flea market in a car park of a shopping centre
nearby (see Figure 11).49 After the flea market we adjourned to Mervyn and
Phyllis Wulff’s house for tea (see Figure 11). In addition to the Eurasians
whom I interviewed in Perth, I also spoke to a number of extended family,
friends and complete strangers in Darwin, Sydney, Canberra, Singapore,
Penang, London and Sweden.

I also was able to make use of a series of interviews that I conducted for my
Honours thesis which I undertook in 2003/2004. My thesis examined the
impact of the Japanese occupation during WWII on the Eurasian
communities of Malaysia and Singapore.50 As part of this research, I
interviewed approximately 20 Eurasians in Darwin, Perth, Singapore, Kuala
Lumpur and Penang. I knew that at some stage in the future I would be
researching the Eurasian Exodus to Australia, so I included a series of
questions about respondents’ migration experiences as part of the interviews
for my Honours. Some of the people I interviewed during this period have
since passed on making the information I collected from this older
generation, i.e., those who lived through the war, invaluable.

In this thesis, I have chosen to refer to all interviewees by their given names
as they gave informed consent for their names to be used in the course of
this research.

48 Michael De Souza was a family friend who was living in Darwin at the time of Cyclone
Tracy.
49 Coincidentally, the man to my immediate left turned out to be my mother’s second cousin,
Francis Fletcher. I had seen his name on a family tree but had never met him nor even knew
he was living in Perth.
50 Jolly, Ione, ‘The Impact of World War II on the Eurasian Communities of Singapore and
Malaysia’, Honours Thesis, Charles Darwin University, Darwin, 2004.
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Figure 11:

Family, Friends and Strangers

Some of the Eurasians who I spoke to over the course of my research.
[Top row] [left] The informal meetup at the flea market in Perth: Francis
Fletcher is on my left and Eustace Boudville is on my right. [right] Dinner at
Uncle Robert and Aunty Carmen Mitchell’s house. My mother, Theresa Jolly,
is seated between them; [Middle row] [left] Edgar Richards; [right] Leslie
Sutton (nee Mitchell), Daisy Westerhout, Marina and Ivor Klassen; [Bottom
row] The luncheon party at Mervyn and Phyllis Wulff’s house.
Source: Ione Jolly
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Oral Histories
In 1979, the Singapore Government established an Oral History Centre
(OHC) which operates under the auspices of the National Archives of
Singapore. The aim of the OHC is to record and preserve the social
memories of Singapore through recorded interviews. 51 The people
interviewed for these oral histories represent a cross-section of Singapore,
and indeed of the Eurasian community who remained in Singapore.
However, for the most part the people interviewed were those who had been
high achievers in a particular field, for example, politics or education. The
interviewees also represent a slightly older generation of Singaporeans.

Many of the people who were interviewed have since passed on or are very
elderly. By using the information contained in these interviews I was able to
gain an insight into the minds of an older generation of Eurasians and also an
insight into a cohort of Eurasians that did not migrate. I primarily used the
oral histories which were transcribed and which were available online.
However, I did view a number of the records on microfilm on a series of visits
to the National Archives of Singapore between 2005 and 2010. For a list of
the Oral Histories used in this study please refer to the Bibliography.

Family Records
During the course of this study I was able to find migration records for
hundreds of other Eurasian families. However, I was only able to find records
relating to my grandparents’ application for Australian citizenship and not to
their application to migrate to Australia. This was very disappointing and has
proved a major challenge in my quest to reconstruct their migration story.
Fortunately, my grandparents were very good at record keeping (see Figure
12 for an example of some of the documents in their collection). My
grandfather kept a copy of many of the documents which he had to supply in

51

Oral History Centre, About Us, National Archives of Singapore, Singapore, accessed 7
October 2012, <http://cord.nhb.gov.sg/cord/public/internet Search/aboutus.jsp>.
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support of his immigration application.52 These supporting documents
included: birth, death and marriage certificates for my grandparents, their
parents

and

their

children;

professional

references;

and

proof

of

qualifications. In addition to the documents relating to their migration
application he also kept documents relating to his work history in Australia
and identification documents such as passports and national Identity Cards
(ICs). By examining my grandparents’ personal records I was able to
reconstruct much of their migration story, spanning their lives in Singapore,
Malaysia and Australia.

Visual Records
Our family’s extensive photograph collection has also been of great benefit in
my research and has provided a series of “visual reference point[s] in [our
family] narrative”.53 An example is the photograph that is included in the
montage in Figure 12. This photograph was taken during the period after my
grandparents began the migration process but before they left for Australia. It
is a photograph of the funeral of my Aunty Ursula in Petaling Jaya, Malaysia
in 1967. It shows a large, young family surrounded by a community of close
family and friends saying goodbye (literally) to their oldest daughter. A year
later they would actually leave her behind when they moved to Australia.

Archival Records
In November 2009, I realised that though I had conducted extensive research
at the National Archives of Singapore, I had not yet made use of the records
held at the National Archives of Australia. Indeed, I was unaware of the
wealth of material available at the National Archives of Australia with regards
to the migration of Eurasians to Australia. The Archives describes itself “as
the memory of our nation – collecting and preserving Australian Government

52

These supporting documents did not include the actual application forms.
Pink, Sarah, Doing Visual Ethnography: Images, Media and Representation in Research,
Sage Publications, London, 2001, p. 72.
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records that reflect our history and identity”.54 In its collection, it holds many
of the Department of Immigration’s historical records.

Up until this stage I had primarily focussed on the oral history aspect of the
Eurasian migration story. However, after searching on the National Archives
of Australia online search database, I came across Series A8096. Series
A8096 contains 646 migration case files from the Australian High
Commission in Kuala Lumpur dating from the period between 14 July 1967
and 31 December 1985.55 As the series contained applications in all
categories, not all of these files were for Eurasians, i.e., not all of them were
for entry to Australia under the Mixed Descent (MD) policy.56 After a
preliminary analysis of the list of files, it was apparent that a significant
proportion of the files related to Eurasians residing in Malaysia.

Few of the files had been accessed by a researcher before. As such they
needed to be examined by staff at the National Archives of Australia in order
to determine whether access should be granted to the files. In December
2009, I applied to have the entire series access examined.57 I was informed
that this would take a minimum of 3 months. In April 2010, I made
arrangements to travel to Canberra in order to view the documents at the
National Archives of Australia Reading Room in Canberra. I allocated myself
five days in which to examine the files. I had based the amount of time I
needed to examine the files on a number of Anglo-Indian migration case files
which I had viewed online. These files were between two to four pages long
and only contained the M47 Application Form and/or the M40 Nomination
54

National Archives of Australia, About Us, Department of Regional Australia, Local
Government, Arts and Sport, accessed 7 October 2012, <http://www.naa.gov.au/about-us/>.
55 The files in Series A8096 are held by the National Archives of Australia in Canberra. Since
I accessed the files in April 2010, significantly more files in this series have been released.
56 The Australian Government ‘Definition of Mixed Descent’ on 20 January 1969 was: “For
the purposes of policy a person is an admixture of European and non-European blood. The
term does not include persons who have an admixture of say Asiatic and Negro blood.”
‘Attachment A: Definition of Mixed Descent, Policy Governing the Entry of Persons of Mixed
Descent, Memorandum from W.K. Brown, Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
Assistant Secretary, Entry Policy Branch, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 20 January
1969’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95260.
57 With the exception of those files, approximately ten, which had already been access
examined.
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Form. I was astounded when I came to view the files in Canberra and
realised the wealth of information contained in the files from Malaysia.
Though some files only contained a single page, most of the files I examined
contained upwards of twenty pages and some exceeded one hundred pages
in length. Figure 13 demonstrates the range of documents which may be
found in a migration case file in Series A8096.

It became obvious that I would not be able to view all 646 files within the
timeframe allocated. I made the decision to examine the files on a random
first come, first viewed basis.58 With the help of two cousins, Rowena Mitchell
and Ulric Richards, I accessed and copied approximately 300 randomly
selected files. Please note that I did not have time to analyse the information
contained in the files until I returned to Darwin.

Some of the files I viewed had restrictions placed on them and as a result I
was not allowed to view certain pages in these files. The main reason was
that folios (pages) within the file were not in the open period as defined by
the Archives Act 1983. At the time according to the Archives Act 1983 it was
only possible to view files that were at least 31 years old. For example
records created in and up to 31 December 1979 were able to be viewed from
1 January 2010 onwards.59

Whilst most exemptions were based on information being outside the
designated open period, a range of other exemptions also applied, for
example one folio in a Ms Daniel’s case file was exempt from public access
under paragraph S33(1)(g) of the Archives Act 1983.60 S33(1)(g) states that

58 That is, whichever files the Reading Room staff gave me first were the files I copied and
later examined.
59 Some files had only one folio which I was not able to view for example NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/206 had a folio dated 1982 that I was not able to view. Other files such as
NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/162 had upwards of fifty folios that I was not able to view as they dated
from between 1980 and 1983.
60 ‘Statement of Reasons, Gay Hogan, National Archives of Australia, Canberra, 16 February
2010’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/399.
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Figure 12:

Documents from Our Family Records

Source: Frank Mitchell
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a Commonwealth record is an exempt record if it contains “information or
matter the disclosure of which under this Act would involve the unreasonable
disclosure of information relating the personal affairs of any person (including
a deceased person)”.61 On occasion, folios were only partially exempted, with
only certain parts of the text or the name or signature of an employee, past or
present, of the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO)
expunged. 62 This was due to the application of S 33(1) (a), S 33(1) (d) and S
33(1) (g) of the Archives Act 1983.63

Though there was no guarantee of the quality or quantity of information a file
might contain, most files contained a range of the following documents:
File cover

The front of the file cover contained the name of the
applicant, file number and policy category for example
Mixed Descent or MD. The inside of the front of the file
cover contained a series of stamps relating to medical
checks and liaison clearances as well as details of in
which statistics quarter the application was reported. In
addition, handwritten notes relating to interactions such
as interviews and the like were common.

File cover page

The cover page for a migration case file was the
Migration Application - Record of Action which detailed:
the date the M40 Nomination was received; the date the
M47 Application was received; the date of the interview
and whether or not the candidate/s attended; the date
the

(Selection)

Assessment

Report was

sent

to

Canberra; the Decision to approve or reject the

61

Archives Act 1983 (Commonwealth)
See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/153
63 S 33(1)(a): information or matter the disclosure of which under this Act could reasonably
cause damage to the Security, defence or international relations of the Commonwealth.
S 33(1)(d): information or matter the disclosure of which under this Act would constitute a
breach of confidence.
S 33(1)(g): information or matter the disclosure of which under this Act would involve the
unreasonable disclosure of information relating to the personal affairs of any person
(including a deceased person).
62
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Application, the date, the conditions and the reason; the
date and results of the Applicant’s (and Dependants’)
Medical Schedule; the date and results of the Applicant’s
(and Dependants’) Liaison Clearance, i.e., local police
check and/or security clearance by ASIO; and details of
the Final Decision including whether to approve or reject
the application. If the application was approved, the date
the endorsement was issued was noted. If the
application was rejected, the reason for rejection was
noted. Also, included was the date that the decision was
noted for statistics.
Forms

Applicants were required to complete a range of
standard forms, many of which can be found in the files,
including:
-

Form M26 – Medical Examination (For Persons
Seeking Permanent Admission to Australia);

-

Form M28 – Maintenance Guarantee;

-

Form M40 – Nomination for Entry to Australia;

-

Form M47 – Application for Entry for Residence (see
Appendix C);

-

Form M58 – Accommodation Declaration;

-

Form M1188 - Details of Relatives;

-

Form G25 – Personal Particulars; and

-

Educational Qualifications and Employment Record
Form.

Please note that not all applicants were required to
complete a Form M40, Form M58 or a Form M28.
Supporting

Applicants were also required to provide a range of

documents

supporting

documents

including:

passport-sized

photograph/s of applicant/s; relevant citizenship, birth,
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marriage, divorce, separation, death, child-custody,
adoption, passports and/or identity certificates; relevant
educational

and

trade

certificates;

professional

references; and personal references (which were not
strictly essential).
Interview report

Applicants were required to attend an interview with
consular officials. Often the Selection Interview Report
(also known as the Selection Assessment Report) was
included in the file held at the National Archives of
Australia. This report was a summary of all the
information provided by the applicant/s and includes the
opinion of the consular official/s on whether they
considered the applicant/s suitable to migrate to
Australia.

Correspondence

If a person was successful at interview they were invited

relating to

to undertake an extensive medical examination. On

clearances

occasion documents relating to medical reports could be
found in the files. However, the actual medical reports
were not included in the file – rather they were sent to a
hospital in Australia for examination and an opinion. As
mentioned previously, in addition to medical checks,
liaison clearances were required for applicants. These
consisted of a local police check and on occasion an
ASIO

clearance.

Lists

of

people

who

received

clearances were included in many of the files.64
General

Also included in the files was a range of correspondence

correspondence

between the Australian High Commission in Kuala
Lumpur and the applicant/s (including a range of form
letters) and between the Australian High Commission

64

Sometimes other Eurasian names appeared on the list making it possible to learn the
names of other Eurasians who had applied to immigrate but whose migration case files have
not survived.
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and the Department of Immigration central office in
Canberra, Australia. Sometimes, the initial letter of
enquiry which the applicant wrote to the Australian High
Commission detailing their reasons for wanting to
immigrate to Australia was included in the file. In
addition, hand written file notes from the Second
Secretary (Consular), i.e., the person responsible for
processing applications were often included in the files.

The wealth of information which could be found in the migration case files in
Series A8096 has made it possible for me to construct migration narratives
for individual Eurasians and their families. Sometimes the narrative was very
basic. Sometimes it was quite complex. In the instances where I have been
able to interview the individual applicants it has allowed me to compare their
memories of the process with the official record of what happened. It has also
provided me with valuable background information on some individuals which
I would not have been able to get on the basis of a one or two hour interview.
According to staff at the National Archives of Australia in Canberra the type
of migration files found in Series A8096 were unusual. I did attempt to find
migration case files from Singapore for the same period, but unfortunately I
was unable to locate them. It does not mean that they do not exist, but it is
possible that they have either been destroyed (as part of a records
management program) or lost. It is also important to remember that every
Australian

High

Commission

had

different

information

management

practices. Please note that while there are 646 files in Series A8096, I would
estimate that between a third and half of all migration files from Series A8096
are missing. As mentioned previously, unfortunately my mother’s family’s
migration application file was one of the missing files.

As the Department of Immigration and Citizenship has retained some
immigration files, I lodged a Freedom of Information (FOI) request with the
Department regarding all files pertaining to my family. Even though the
request was considered urgent as it was filed on behalf of my grandfather
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who was dying at the time, this process still took several months. The
Department was unable to find my family’s immigration files. However, it did
provide me with copies of the aforementioned citizenship files which were
already publicly available and a series of screenshots of database entries
relating to my grandparents.65

In addition to the migration case files contained in Series A8096, the National
Archives of Australia collection also contained a variety of files on mixed
descent migration policy, mixed descent migration, and mixed descent
migration reporting. The information contained in these files has been used to
inform much of: Chapter Three, Chapter Four, Chapter Five, Chapter Six and
Chapter Seven.

Survey
In the early stages of designing my initial research plan, I made the decision
to develop a survey which I planned to distribute to Eurasians who had
migrated to Australia. The survey contained the following sections: Personal
Information; Immigration - From Place to Place; Connection with Singapore
and/or Malaysia; Where Do You Call Home; and Identity and Community
(see Appendix B: Survey Template).

There were several distribution options which I considered, including an
online survey and a mail out (via email) to members of Serani Sembang.66 As
I was travelling to Perth to interview Eurasian migrants in March 2010, I
decided to distribute the survey at a Sunday lunch hosted by the Australian
Eurasian Association of Western Australia. As I mentioned previously, the

65 It is interesting to note that in the screenshot of the database, my grandmother’s place of
birth was listed as Madagascar and her nationality as Madagascan. Thus illustrating the
point that researchers should not rely on one source of information but should crossreference with other sources in order to validate information.
66 Serani Sembang is a members-only, online Eurasian community founded by Vernon
Adrian Emuang.

37

Figure 13:

Documents from an Immigration Case File in Series A8096

A selection of documents from a migration case file.
Source: National Archives of Australia67

67

Selection of folios and photographs from NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/309
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lunch was attended by approximately 150 members of the Eurasian
community. I left 75 surveys on the luncheon tables and twenty five surveys
were completed and returned to me which was a response rate of 33%. The
results of the survey have been used to inform numerous chapters in this
study, including: Chapter Two, Chapter Three and Chapter Seven.

Online Platforms
The survey was not the only written method which I used to connect with
Eurasian migrants. I also used the internet to connect with Eurasians both in
Australia and abroad. According to Liamputtong and Ezzy:
“Online communication is a practical and cost-effective way of
undertaking research, and it can reach a large number of people
across different geographical and socio-cultural boundaries...”68

Online communication occurs in both semi-private and public domains. The
semi-private domains encompass email, one-to-one discussion, and
conference/forum discussions.69 There are a number of virtual forums
available to researchers studying the Eurasian community. Some are open,
some are semi-open and some are closed. Eurasian Nation is an example of
an open forum which can be accessed by any member of the public.70 With
an open forum it can be challenging to determine the authenticity of
participants, i.e., participants may misrepresent their identity. In addition,
there are no controls over who can belong to and/or participate in the forum,
for example, there are individuals who consider themselves Eurasian on
Eurasian Nation but who have no connection with the mixed descent
community in Malaysia and Singapore.

68

Liamputtong, Pranee and Douglas Ezzy, Qualitative Research Methods, 2nd edn, Oxford
University Press, South Melbourne, 2005, p. 231.
69 ibid, p. 230.
70 Eurasian Nation, Home, accessed 7 October 2012, <http://eurasiannation.proboards.
com/>.

39

Semi-public forums include groups that are open on Facebook. Examples of
such forums include the following groups Serani Sembang – Eurasians of
Southeast Asia and Serani Sini-Sana. I consider the above groups to be
semi-public forums as to participate in these forums an individual must have
a Facebook account.

Community forums such as Serani Sembang are

(closed) private forums in that they can be accessed by invitation only. As
access is by invitation only, potential members are vetted by existing
members. That is, whether or not they are Eurasian (or alternatively have
some link with the Eurasian community) is predetermined prior to their being
offered membership. This means that as a researcher I can trust that the
information gleaned from these sites has come from members of the
Eurasian community in Malaysia and/or Singapore or from individuals with
some link to the Eurasian community.

I first joined Serani Sembang in late 2005 after having been introduced to the
site by Avril Pasqual when I went to stay with her in Orebro, Sweden. Avril
was one of the key figures in the Serani Sembang online community and was
an early advocate of my research. Since the beginning of my membership of
Serani Sembang I have been open about my status as both a member of the
Eurasian community and as a researcher. Membership of Serani Sembang
has provided me with valuable insight into different elements of the wider
Eurasian experience. In Ethical Issues in Online Research, Chris Jones
writes that “the Internet and Web have altered the boundaries between
activities that can be considered private and those that are public”.71 In order
to protect the privacy of individual members, any information sourced from
Serani Sembang in this thesis has been anonymised.

71

In his work on the ethical issues in online research, Jones also explores the various uses
of digital space for research.
Jones, Chris, Ethical Issues in Online Research, British Educational Research Association,
accessed 7 August 2017, <https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/ Ethicalissues-in-online-research.pdf>.
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In addition to forums which were interactive in nature, I also looked at a
variety of Eurasian-related websites. Most Eurasian Associations have either
websites and/or Facebook pages. There are also a number of Eurasian
family history websites. Some such as The Shepherdson Story and The
Richards Family Website only deal with single name studies.72 Other sites
such as De Rozarios from Perth whilst theoretically dealing with a one name
study, i.e., the De Rozario family, hold information on many other families (in
this instance through their extensive online family tree). 73

4. Chapter Outlines
Chapter Two: Setting the Scene sets the scene for the Eurasian Exodus from
Malaysia and Singapore to Australia by identifying and locating Eurasians
within the context of a post-WWII Malaysia and Singapore.

Chapter Three: Leaving Malaysia and Singapore sets out to define the
Eurasian Exodus through an exploration of: who did not (attempt to) migrate,
who did (attempt to) migrate, the rationale behind the migration decision, the
rationale behind choosing Australia as a destination, and the scale and
timeframe of the waves of migration to Australia from Malaysia and
Singapore.

Chapter Four: Getting to Australia: The Policy examines the changing nature
of Australia’s mixed-descent immigration policy in the post-WWII period from:
‘The 51% Rule’ to ‘The 75% Rule’ to ‘The Australian Rule’ to the end of the
Mixed-Descent Rules.

Shepherdson, Kevin, The Shepherdson Story – The East-West Connection, accessed 8
August 2012, <www.shepherdson.com>.
Marcus, Richard, The Richards Family Website, accessed 7 April 2012,
<http://therichardsclan.voila.net/>.
73 De Rozario Family, De Rozarios from Singapore, accessed 8 October 2012,
<www.derozario.com.au>.
72
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Chapter Five: Getting to Australia: The Process explores the steps in the
migration process for a standard applicant, the different process which
applied to non-standard applicants such as aged parents and spouses or
fiancées, and also discusses some of the ways in which people attempted to
subvert the process.

Chapter Six: Getting to Australia: The Assessment discusses the criteria
against which Australian Immigration officials would assess Eurasian
applicants, the manner in which they were assessed, the different migration
categories and the various clearances which potential migrants needed to
receive before their applications could be approved.

Chapter Seven: Life After Migration explores Eurasian migrants’ lives after
migration through an examination of Australian attitudes towards Eurasian
migrants and the adjustment challenges faced by Eurasian migrants in
Australia, and through a discussion of Eurasian attitudes towards Australia
and life in Australia.

Chapter Eight: Our (Revised) Migration Story presents a revised version of
my family’s migration story. Drawing from interviews I have conducted with
various family members, documents in my family’s archive and official
government archival records I have pieced together a more detailed and
realistic version of my family’s migration story.

Chapter Nine: Conclusion concludes this thesis by revisiting the original
thesis rationale, by discussing the contributions and limitations of this thesis
and by providing directions for further research.
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Chapter Two: Setting the Scene

As the title suggests, this chapter sets the scene for the post-WWII Eurasian
Exodus from Malaysia and Singapore to Australia. While later chapters
address the rationale behind the Exodus and the Australian immigration
policies, processes and practices of the time, this chapter provides context
for the situation which members of the Eurasian community were in when
they were contemplating whether or not to attempt to migrate to Australia.
Specifically, the Eurasian Exodus was underpinned by the experiences which
Eurasians had in Malaysia and Singapore both during and after the war and
by how Eurasians identified themselves and by how others identified them.

Eurasians in post-WWII Malaysia and Singapore were living in volatile
locales which had been ravaged by war and which were undergoing radical
changes on the road to independence. The end of the colonial era heralded
significant changes for the Eurasian community. The position they once held
in colonial society, as a buffer layer between the European colonial powers
and the Asian populations over which they ruled, disappeared along with
their former colonial masters. A marginalised community, they found
themselves shunted even further aside.

The Eurasian community was formed by migrants and migration has always
been an integral element of the Eurasian ‘story’. From the earliest day of the
community, Eurasians have been open to the possibility of (re)locating either
as a means of survival or simply to pursue different opportunities. In The
History of Penang Eurasians, Anthony Sibert tells the story of how the early
Portuguese Eurasian community in Malacca escaped persecution by
removing themselves to Junk Ceylon (Phuket, Thailand) and then to Port
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Queda (Kuala Kedah, Malaysia) before landing in Penang in the late 1786.74
In Chapter 1, I showed photographs of six generations of my family along our
Richards line (see Figures 2 to 7). Each person shown had relocated at least
once in their lifetime though the primary reasons for these relocations was
not to escape persecution but rather to pursue different employment
opportunities.

In his 2006 Masters Thesis, The Fragmentation of Community: Singaporean
Migrants in a Transnational (Australian) Setting,

Daniel Soon writes that

“diasporas may be viewed as 'imagined communities' of migrants,
sojourners, or refugees, which are essentially displaced extensions of the
homeland”.75 Prior to their move to Australia, my family had been moving
between different communities of mixed descent (if the Anglo-Indian
community in India were included). With their move to northern Australia, my
family ‘left’ their community and became part of the Eurasian diaspora, and
more broadly speaking part of the wider, global diaspora of communities of
mixed-descent displaced by the end of the colonial era and by the
burgeoning nationalist movements in their homelands.

Following independence, nationalist governments in both Malaysia and
Singapore implemented sweeping policy reforms many of which were racebased or which could be perceived to be race-based. The English-based
(read: colonial) culture which formed a core part of the Eurasian identity
seemed endangered. For the Eurasians who felt that they no longer had a
place in Malaysia or Singapore, migrating to Australia provided them with an
opportunity to find a place where they felt they belonged.

Sibert, Anthony, ‘The History of Penang Eurasians’, paper presented to the Penang
Heritage Trust and Penang Eurasian Association’s Colloquium on Penang’s Historical
Minorities, Penang, 2 February 2002.
75 In a footnote after the term ‘imagined communities’ he writes: “This term is taken from
Benedict Anderson (1983), although his conceptualisation of imagined communities referred
specifically to the nation-state.”
Soon Chee Ming, Daniel, ‘The Fragmentation of Community: Singaporean Migrants in a
Transnational (Australian) Setting’, Masters Thesis, National University of Singapore,
Singapore, 2006, p. 8.
74
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1. Identifying Eurasians

Identifying Eurasians both in an official and non-official context has always
been a highly complex exercise. Various governments (both colonial and
post-colonial) have formally identified my mother as Eurasian, my
grandmother as Eurasian and my great-grandmother as Eurasian. The
Eurasian community in Malaysia and Singapore and in Australia accept them
as Eurasian. Non-Eurasians see them as being Eurasian. No government
identifies me as Eurasian.76 Though the Eurasian community accepts me as
Eurasian (once I have explained who my grandparents are), non-Eurasians
would never identify me as Eurasian (based on my appearance). The
extremely important but problematic question is then ‘Am I Eurasian?’.

In their work on the concepts of self, self-concept and identity, Oyserman et
al write: “Identities are the traits and characteristics, social relations, roles,
and social group memberships that define who one is.”77 In this context, the
question ‘Am I Eurasian?’ can be reframed as ‘Am I recognised as being
Eurasian?’ and ‘Do I consider myself to be Eurasian?’. Extrapolated these
questions become: ‘Who do external parties, i.e., governments, Eurasian
Associations, other Eurasians and non-Eurasians recognise as being
Eurasian?’; and ‘Who (self) identifies as Eurasian?’. The significance of the
answers to these questions is that as mentioned previously the manner in
which individuals were both identified as and (self)identified as Eurasian
informed their decision whether or not to (attempt to) leave Malaysia and/or
Singapore and migrate to Australia.

76

In Australia, the government does not formally identify its citizens by their race, with
perhaps the exception for those of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander descent. In
Malaysia, the government classifies individuals according to the race of their father (in my
case Australian or British). The default in Singapore is to classify their citizens according to
their father’s race. However, the Singaporean government would allow me to choose to
formally identify as Eurasian if I so desired.
77 Oyserman, Daphna, Kristen Elmore and George Smith, ‘Self, Self-Concept, and Identity’,
in Mark R. Leary and June Price Tangney (eds), Handbook of Self and Identity, 2nd edn,
The Guildford Press, New York, 2012, pp. 69.
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Being Identified as Eurasian
There are two ways in which Eurasians are usually officially identified,
namely by governments and by Eurasian Associations. In Malaysia and
Singapore, individuals are assigned a racial identity at birth. The race which a
child is assigned at birth is usually based on the race of the child’s father.78
Later this race will also appear on an individual’s official government
identification card.79 In Australia, the government does not officially identify
people by their race. Rather it allows individuals to identify themselves to the
government, for example, when filling out a government form an individual
could write down that they were ethnically Asian.

In Malaysia and Australia it is not compulsory to join Eurasian Associations.
In Singapore, while it is not compulsory to join the Eurasian Association, it is
mandatory for all Eurasian workers to make monthly contributions to the
Eurasian Community Fund.80 This is because in Singapore the ethnic funds
are conduits for social welfare. However, there is the option of opting out of
these payments, and even if you continue to make the payments if you want
to be a member of the Eurasian Association you would still have to officially
join it.81 Previously, membership to all of the Eurasian Associations had been
based on an individual having European ancestry on their paternal line. Since
the 1990s the Associations have recognised that the growing trend for
Eurasians to marry outside their community has meant that they needed to
be more inclusive.

Though it is now possible in Singapore to change your ‘official race’ to reflect either your
mother’s race or a combination of your mother and father’s races.
79 This refers to the Malaysian and Singaporean context. The Australian Government does
not issue identity cards.
80 The Eurasian Community Fund (ECF) is a self-help community organisation supported by
the Singapore Government and administered by the Eurasian Association. All Singapore
citizens and permanent residents who are officially identified as Eurasian and who are
working, contribute to the fund through a monthly automatic deduction from their wages.
Contributions range from $2.00 to $20.00 per month depending on an individual’s monthly
wage.
81 Eurasian Association Singapore, Frequently Asked Questions on Eurasian Community
Fund, accessed 17 June 2015, <http://www.eurasians.org.sg/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/
Eurasian-Community-Fund-FAQ.pdf>.
78
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There are two ways in which Eurasians are usually unofficially identified,
namely through internal community identification, i.e., by other Eurasians and
through external community identification, i.e., by non-Eurasians. Internal
community identification refers to the process by which members of the
Eurasian community identify and recognise other members of their
community, i.e., how Eurasians identify each other in terms of: ancestry, i.e.,
surname, country of origin of ancestors, timeframe of the original mix of
ancestors and kinship network (relationship to other Eurasians)82; shared
culture, i.e., language; religion, customs and traditions; food; education and
employment; and social activities; location, i.e., physical communities and
virtual communities; and appearance.

Within the wider community there exists a great deal of confusion regarding
what a Eurasian is. For most people in Malaysia, Singapore and Australia
there is a lack of awareness of the existence of Eurasians. This is an oftdiscussed topic in Eurasian online communities:
“Many people dont [sic] know what a Eurasian is? I always have
a hard time explaining to them.”83
“When I used to stay in the rural area they did not know what
Eurasian is so I end up telling them ANG MO KIA.”84
“I’ve lived in Canada for 40 years and have periodically met
Malaysians and guess what – not too many are clued about
what Eurasians are about. Too bad.”85

As a result of their mixed heritage there is no one Eurasian look (see Figure
37). Even for those who were aware of the existence of the Eurasian
community, the diversity in physical appearance within a family could prove
challenging. In a 1969 Selection Assessment Report for a Eurasian family,

82 The kinship network within the Eurasian community is particularly strong and complex.
Centuries of intermarriages has ensured that members of the community can nearly always
claim a relationship to each other, no matter how distant.
83 ‘Serani Sini-Sana’, 26 August 2012
84 ‘Serani Sembang [on Facebook]’, 5 November 2011
85 ‘Serani Sembang [on Facebook]’, 14 December 2011
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Mr K.C. Henne, Attaché at the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur
wrote:
“Although Mr Simpson describes himself as a Eurasian he
would appear to be more Indian with very little other influence.
Mrs Simpson would be more of a true Eurasian, but the strange
thing is that one of the children appears to be entirely Indian, the
other being almost Caucasian. As this subject is a delicate one
we did not raise it, but we suspect these latter children to be
adopted.”86

Drawing from my own experience with my large extended Eurasian family, I
feel safe in asserting that none of the Simpson children were adopted. Rappa
noted that “the physical features of the Eurasians are seen along a
continuum, at one end European and the other Asian.”87 The (potential)
diversity in appearance is a noted feature of not just Eurasian families but of
all mixed-race families. Frank Anthony, a leader of the Anglo-Indian
community in post-Partition India concurred saying:
“It is not uncommon for an Anglo-Indian family, within its
confines, to exhaust the gamut of the colour spectrum, one
daughter being completely Nordic, fairer than the average
Briton, another albescent, a third lime-coloured and a fourth a
beautiful, delicately framed brunette.”88

It was and is still not uncommon for Eurasians to be mistaken for a member
of another race such as Malay or Chinese (see Chapter 7). In Malaysia and
Singapore being mistaken for Malay can have an impact on the day to day
activities of Eurasians, particularly with regards to food. Pork is haram, i.e.,
forbidden, to Muslims. On Serani Sini-Sana, a Eurasian woman recalled an
incident where she was mistakenly identified as Malay:

86 ‘Application for Permanent Residence under MD rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne,
Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 29 August 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/148.
87 Rappa, Nicolette Bernedette, ‘Inter-Ethnic Perceptions of Eurasian and Chinese
Communities in Singapore’, Academic Exercise, Department of Sociology, National
University of Singapore, Singapore, 1988, p. 10.
88 Anthony, Frank, Britain’s Betrayal in India: The Story of the Anglo-Indian Community,
Simon Wallenberg Press, USA, 2007, p. 7.
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“I live in Singapore… A few years ago, at a bakery, one of the
sales staff practically snatched the tray out of my hands as he
loudly informed me that I couldn't eat that bun cos it had pork in
it. I told him I wasn't Malay and he could keep his buns.”89

Muslims are required to fast during Ramadan and on the same discussion
thread on Serani Sini-Sana, another woman recounted how she was stopped
by plain clothes police men for eating during Ramadan:
“yes yes… similar story here many yrs ago wen i was courting
wit my b/f (nw husband) yaa during puasa we wen for ABC (ais
batu campur) 2 plains clothes police men stopped me
said,"kamu tak malu? makan dlm bulan puasa" i showed him
my cross & IC, they smiled apologised & walked away....now
whose malu dlm bulan puasa!!!! *faints* buahahaha hahaha”90

In addition to being mistakenly identified as a member of another race, it is
not unusual for Eurasians in Malaysia and Singapore to be mistaken for
foreigners. The lady who had the unfortunate experience at a bakery, also
recounted how her son was mistaken for a foreigner when he undertook his
National Service in Singapore:
“The worse is when they ask you when did you migrate here?
My son was asked that while serving National Service recently the boy who asked was apparently from one of the top schools
in Singapore and he didn't have a clue about Eurasians!!
Sheesh - many of us have ancestors who were born here in the
1800's, we should be asking them when they migrated here!!!”91

Unfortunately this was not an isolated incident. In her book Looking Back,
Martha Scully-Shepherdson recalled her experiences undertaking relief
teaching at government schools in Singapore after her retirement. She found
it annoying that students would assume that she was a foreigner and would

‘Serani Sini-Sana [on Facebook]’, 25 August 2012
This roughly translates to: “Yes yes… similar story here many years ago when I was
courting with my boyfriend (now [my] husband). Yes. During the fast[ing month] we went for
ABC (Ice Kacang). Two plain clothes policemen stopped me [and] said, “You are not shy?
Eating in the fasting month”. I showed him my cross and Identity Card. They smiled,
apologised and walked away… Now who is shy in the fasting month!!! *faints* ha ha ha …”
‘Serani Sini-Sana [on Facebook]’, 25 August 2012
91 ‘Serani Sini-Sana [on Facebook]’, 26 August 2012
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ask her where she was from. When she told them that she was from
Singapore they would respond “But you don’t speak like a Singaporean. And
your name is unusual.”92 Martha “considers herself one hundred per cent
Singaporean” and has ancestry in the region dating back 500 years. 93 In my
personal experience, the lack of awareness of the Eurasian community and
their deep connection with both Malaysia and Singapore permeates through
all levels of Malaysian and Singaporean society and is not confined to any
particular ethnic group.

Examples abound of Eurasians being misidentified. However, when a person
is correctly identified as being Eurasian it is not unusual that the person who
has recognised them will have a negative perception of Eurasians. The other
races in Malaysia and Singapore were (and are) not entirely positive in their
attitudes towards Eurasians. Sentiments ranged from suspicion to distrust to
envy to dislike. Historically, Eurasians were seen by some as symbols of,
and a reminder of, colonial oppression. There seems to exist the perception
that Eurasians are not serious about life, that they have no ambition and that
they are only out to enjoy themselves. In a 2006 interview with The Straits
Times, the then new President of the Singapore Eurasian Association, Mr
Gerry De Silva addressed this issue:
“There’s one bugbear, for instance, that the 56-year-old
addresses head-on and firmly – the stereotyping and perception
among some here that Eurasians are ‘good-time Charlies’,
affable and always ready for a party… ‘We want to make sure
that we are not seen as just good-time Charlies. We can excel.
We’ve got President’s Scholars, we’ve got doctors, and we have
to constantly renew these icons.’”94

These negative opinions of Eurasians are also expressed through the terms
that members of other races in Malaysia and Singapore use either to

Scully-Shepherdson, Martha, Looking Back: A Family’s History Discovered and
Remembered, Martha Scully Shepherdson, Singapore, 2006, p. 3.
93 ibid
94 ‘Working for a Community that Punches Above Its Weight’, The Straits Times, 30 June
2006, p. 28.
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describe or to address Eurasians. It is not, and was not uncommon for a
Eurasian person in Malaysia or Singapore to be referred to as an ‘Orang
Puteh’, an ‘Ang Mo’, a ‘Mat Salleh’, a ‘Gerago’ or as a ‘Serani’. In her 1988
study on inter-ethnic perceptions of Eurasian and Chinese communities in
Singapore, Nicolette Rappa noted that:
“The terms used for the Eurasians by my Chinese informants
were… colourful. Apart from ‘Geragos’ which was mentioned
before, two of the commonly used one are ‘Orang Puteh’ and
‘Ang Mo’. The former Malay expression means ‘White Man’ but
according to my informants (C) [Chinese], it is used derogatively
on the Eurasians because others, including the Eurasians
themselves, are aware of the fact that they (E) [Eurasians] are
not altogether European but more Asian instead. ‘Ang Mo’ is
another term similar to the aforementioned but implying that the
Eurasians are an English-speaking people too. ‘Serani’, another
term of Malay origin, is also used unflatteringly…”95

Rappa also noted the usage of terms to refer to the mixed heritage of
Eurasians:
“Two other terms, ‘Chap Cheng’ and ‘Chap Chai’, are
metaphors expressing the ‘mixed’ heritage of the Eurasians.
‘Chap Cheng’ means ‘mixed breed’ while ‘Chap Chai’ is a
Chinese dish of mixed vegetables. My Eurasian informants said
that these terms have been used so often on them that some
Eurasians even address themselves by the same terms when
asked of their ethnicity by a Chinese.”96

Personally, the terms most commonly used to address me are ‘Mat Salleh’,
‘Orang Puteh’ and ‘Ang Moh’. The use of these terms is the verbalisation of a
judgement others make regarding my heritage based solely on my physical
appearance (white skin). There are terms that are used which refer in a
somewhat flippant manner to Eurasians’ mixed heritage. For example when
people ask my mother about our ancestry she quite often says that we are
‘Heinz 57’ varieties.

Rappa, Nicolette Bernedette, ‘Inter-Ethnic Perceptions of Eurasian and Chinese
Communities in Singapore’, Academic Exercise, Department of Sociology, National
University of Singapore, Singapore, 1988, p. 32.
96 ibid
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Identifying as Eurasian
Identity is a fluid construct97 and the nature in which an individual constructs
their self-identity can be a highly creative and complex process.
Theoretically, how an individual self-identifies is a personal choice and
individuals may choose to identify (or not) as Eurasian, irrespective of how
governments or the wider community identifies them. There are a number of
issues associated with identifying as a Eurasian, particularly in Australia.
These issues can impact on whether an individual chooses to self-identify as
Eurasian or not.

There are numerous reasons why an individual may choose not to selfidentify as Eurasian, the first being that they felt that the term Eurasian has
no relevance. They have moved past the notion of identifying themselves by
their race and now simply see themselves as Australian, Malaysian or
Singaporean. My siblings and many of my cousins come from this school of
thought. They see themselves as simply Australian, though when asked they
do acknowledge that they have Asian origins, for example, ‘I’m Aussie but my
mum’s from Singapore’. The assimilationist approach to ethnic identity can
also be found amongst Anglo-Indian migrants as described by Lewin:
“After immigration to Australia, many participants chose to
distance themselves from their constructed Anglo-Indian
heritage. This was managed through socialisation patterns,
particularly in adulthood, and a move from the endogamy
practised in India to exogamy. There was a shift away from the
practice of Christian religion, which was a cornerstone of AngloIndian identity. Cooking and eating patterns too reflected this
change. Low levels of membership of Anglo-Indian
organisations suggest the desire to move away from this identity
as well. These changes in the lives of the participants suggest
an assimilationist approach to their ethnic identity in Australia, or
an approach that incorporates the ethnicity of their partners.”98

97 With the exception of officially proscribed identities which are only somewhat fluid in the
case of Singaporean official identity which now allows for individuals to formally identify with
either their mother’s or father’s race or a combination of both.
98 Lewin, Erica, ‘Anglo-Indian Women in Western Australia: Past, Present and Future
Identities’, paper presented to the Who are the Anglo-Indians? Conference, Melbourne,
August 2002.
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In Malaysia and Singapore the respective governments mandated that
individuals were identified as a specific race. For those who migrated to
Australia, some saw the move as an opportunity to no longer have to be
identified by their race, i.e., Eurasian, but rather as an opportunity to be
identified by their newly acquired nationality, i.e., Australian.

Some Eurasians were and still are ashamed of being mixed race. Historically,
there has been a stigma attached to being mixed race whether an individual
was living in the Singapore of the 1960s or the Australia of the 1960s.
Indeed, there was a small minority who chose to shun the wider Eurasian
community and whilst still living in Malaysia and Singapore associated
primarily with Europeans before they immigrated to Australia. For those
Eurasians, they were in effect disowning the Eurasian community and
attempting to proclaim themselves as non-Eurasian. Quite often they are very
frank when they explain that they no longer wish to associate with other
Eurasians. In 2010 interview, Lesley Sutton was talking about a school friend
that she had attempted to make contact with when she came to Perth:
“She doesn’t want to know me anymore. She doesn’t want to
know any Eurasians anymore…. [Marina interrupts and asks
“Oh why? Has she gone up in the world Lesley?”]… She’s gone
up in the world because when I came, I rang her up… I said
“[name] …it’s Lesley, Lesley Mitchell.” She said “Oh Les” she
says “I’m sorry” she says “I don’t mix with Eurasians. You don’t
mind, do you?” I said, “Fine that’s fine”.99

The term Eurasian can also be problematic in Australia as it has historically
had negative connotations associated with its usage. Though the term was
first used in British India:
“In Australia, the term ‘Eurasian’ tends to be used in more polite
circles to refer to offspring of cross-racial intercourse, while
‘half-breed’, ‘half-caste’ or ‘mongrel’ circulate in less formal
ones.”100
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Interview with Lesley Sutton, Perth, March 2010.
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In a Year 9 Social Science class in Darwin we were discussing where our
families came from. I proudly rattled off a rather long and varied list of
countries in Europe and Asia and was shocked when one of the more
unpleasant students piped up with “You’re a mongrel!”. The tone that she
used made it clear that she was not using the term mongrel in a
complimentary manner. I was stunned but not really surprised by her attitude.
It is one that I have encountered time and time again in Australia from people
who know of my mixed heritage. Though it is rare that someone is able to
guess that I am mixed race based on my appearance and when I travel in
Malaysia and Singapore as they simply see me as an ‘Orang Puteh’ or ‘Ang
Mo’.

Allowing people to simply assume that I am white (read: a pure European)
would be easier in many instances as it can be frustrating to identify yourself
as Eurasian to a person in a country where no one seems to know what a
Eurasian is. The term Eurasian was virtually unknown when my mother’s
family immigrated to Australia in 1968. Indeed, even now nearly half a
century later, the term Eurasian is still widely misunderstood in Australia.101

If a Eurasian migrant like my mother had described themselves as a
Eurasian they would have invariably found themselves having to explain what
a Eurasian was. If they said they were from Malaysia or Singapore, people
would say ‘Oh, so you’re Malaysian’ or ‘Oh, so you’re Singaporean’, i.e., ‘Oh,
so you’re Asian’. Quite often it was simply easier to say that you were from
Malaysia or Singapore than to explain that you were a Eurasian from
Malaysia or Singapore.102
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Many Australians when asked what a Eurasian is would say someone who is mixed
European-Asian. Though technically this is correct, there is more than one meaning for the
term Eurasian. Broadly speaking, they would have no knowledge or understanding of the
Eurasian communities in Malaysia and Singapore.
102 D’Cruz, Glenn, ‘Beyond the Pale’, Meanjin, Vol. 63, No. 2, 2004, p. 224.
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It can also be difficult challenging the existing preconceptions (set idea)
which many Australians have about what a person from Asia, i.e., an Asian,
should be. Migrants from other mixed-race communities have experienced
similar frustrations. An Anglo-Indian migrant summarised the difficulties in
being (read: identifying as) an Anglo-Indian in Australia:
“It’s not easy being an Anglo-Indian in Australia, particularly if
you look like an Indian and behave like an Australian. People
are generally curious about the disparity between your
appearance and your culture, and often ask questions like:
Where are you really from? Where did you learn to speak such
good English? Why can’t you speak ‘Indian’?”103

The key element which identifies many if not most Eurasians as different, as
other, is their physical appearance, more specifically their skin tone and
certain features such as ‘chinky eyes’.104 Skin colour is a marker of difference
and most Eurasians who migrated to Australia had ‘brown’ skin. For those of
us with skin tones accepted as white, other Australians rarely see us as
anything but white, i.e., European. For those with brown skin tones, other
Australians have a hard time determining how they should be categorised.
Often they are perceived as ‘some sort of Asian’ or are mistaken for being
Aboriginal (see Chapter 7).

When others pass judgement on your identity based on your appearance it
can be difficult to (re)claim your identity and/or to identify as a Eurasian, for
example. In high school my sister Sarah was placed in an Aboriginal
homeroom. She tried telling them she was not an Aboriginal but they would
not listen to her. At university, during her Aboriginal Studies class, the
lecturer singled out her and two of her friends as fellow Aboriginals. Sarah
told the lecturer that she was not an Aboriginal, but the lecturer told her to
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stop being ashamed and to be proud to be an Aboriginal. How do you
respond to that?

The generation that immigrated worked extremely hard both to identify as
and to be identified as Australians. They wanted to fit in. They wanted to
belong. Though they still ate the food from back home like many other
immigrants of the time they jettisoned those elements of their culture which
they felt would be of no use in Australia. Instead they choose to focus on
helping their children to fit in. Simone Lazaroo recalls being at a barbecue
and hearing recent Eurasian migrants talk about the need to become
Australian:
“Around the time the White Australia Policy was officially
abolished by Gough Whitlam in the 1970s, we met newer
immigrants with faces a bit like ours, mowing lawns and learning
how to barbecue sausages in streets near ours.
‘We come to Australia, we must learn to be Australian,’ I heard a
group of recent immigrants from Singapore agree at one of
these barbecues.
But they weren’t as adrift from their pasts as we’d been when
we’d arrived in Perth in 1965. By the early seventies, Asian
grocers and restaurants began appearing in shopping centres.
At last! Nasi lemak and salted plums! Ginger tea and kuey teow!
Although we were still sometimes insulted in the streets of our
suburb, even spat upon, young Australian men and old ladies
stopped my sister and me in the shopping centre and told us
that we were beautiful.”105

Eurasian migrants wanted their children to have a good standard of English
and many did not see the value of maintaining (or building) their children and
grandchildren’s non-English language skills. My grandparents understood
and could be understood in a variety of languages. Their children speak
English, though the older ones have basic Malay language skills. Especially

Lazaroo, Simone, ‘The Asian Disease’, in Alice Pung (ed.), Growing Up Asian in
Australia, ebook, Black Inc, Collingwood, 2008, p. 187.
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sad is the loss of my grandfather’s Kristang skills which he did not pass
down.106

The manner in which my grandparents chose which elements of their
Eurasian culture, an essential element of their Eurasian identity, to maintain
has had a lasting impact on their children and grandchildren. My aunts and
uncles became so thoroughly Australian that within my own extended family
there exists confusion amongst my generation of what or rather who we are.
Some years ago, my 11 year old cousin held a discussion with my brother
relating to their ethnicity. The conversation went something like the following:
My Cousin

Why are you white?

My Brother

Why are you white?

My Cousin

But your mum’s brown.

My Brother

Your mum’s brown too.

My Cousin

Oh.

The next morning at the dining table, when our parents were present, my
brother and I recounted the previous night’s conversation. We then asked my
cousin what he thought his mother was. His response was ‘An Aborigine’. We
asked him what he thought my mother was. His response was ‘A Filipine’
[sic]. We asked him what he thought our other aunt was. His response was
‘Normal’. His confusion was evident to all at the table.

In the years since this revealing conversation, the attitudes and levels of
awareness within my extended family of our ethnic origins have increased
exponentially and most of my extended family has now visited Malaysia and
Singapore. The growing interest and recognition of our Malaysian and
Singaporean heritage has been fuelled by increased contact with our
extended family in Malaysia and Singapore. Communication with relatives far
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and near is much easier and cheaper now than it was in the past. Extensive
family networks have developed on Facebook. Cheap phone calls mean my
mother calls Malaysia and Singapore as often as she likes. Cheap airfares
mean that our family travels back ‘home’ once or twice a year. Hendry notes
that “technology has made it possible for people…who have built separate,
new communities in lands far from those of their heritage to re-establish
contact with their homelands” and this is certainly what our extended family
has done.107

For those of us who embrace the notion of identifying as both Australian and
Eurasian (or as an Australian Eurasian) there are still judgements made by
others in the community about how Eurasian we really are. The question
must be asked: Are Australian Eurasians less authentic than Malaysian
Eurasians or Singaporean Eurasians?

In 2007, a thread ‘Eurasian Novelist – Simone Lazaroo’ was started on
Serani Sembang comparing the work of Eurasian authors, Simone Lazaroo
and Rex Shelley.108 A reader commented on how Simone did not quite grasp
the subtleties of the Eurasian dialect or identity because she had not grown
up in Singapore within the Eurasian community at a time when the
community had a strong identity, i.e., unlike Rex Shelley.109

Essentially the reader’s argument was that Lazaroo would never understand
the Eurasian world as well as Shelley as she grew up in Australia and is from
a different (younger) generation. The generational difference is significant
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Figure 14:

Situational Identity

My Eurasian Family in Australia: from a plural identity (above) to a singular
identity (below)
Source: Theresa Jolly and Facebook
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and Shelley lived through an era in which to be identified as a Eurasian
meant something different to what it does today. Several years back I was
reading Denyse Tessensohn’s books on Eurasian culture with my mother. My
mother would be laughing at the stories and pointing out different phrases
that she remembers her parents using. I remember missing many if not most
of the (non-food related) cultural references in the books. There was clearly a
gap in my Eurasian knowledge. However, I feel that the gaps in my
knowledge of Eurasian culture are due more to a generational gap than a
geographical gap as my mother also (primarily) grew up in Australia as her
family moved here when she was 9 years old.

In the critique of Lazaroo’s writing, the reader did have a valid point in that
those Eurasians raised in Australia are raised outside of the traditional
Eurasian communities in Malaysia and Singapore. I do wonder if she
presupposes that those Eurasians being raised in Malaysia and Singapore
now are being raised in close-knit, traditional Eurasian communities. I have
lived with Eurasian cousins who were about the same age as me in Penang
and I know that their knowledge of Eurasian culture (as opposed to
Malaysian culture), our common ancestry and our exceedingly complex
kinship networks did not exceed my own.

It is clear that there is a difference in Lazaroo and Shelley’s voices. However,
I would propose that this difference is due to a combination of place in terms
of both location and timeframe. Even if Lazaroo had grown up in Singapore
she would still not write with the same, ‘authentic’ voice that Shelley does as
she grew up in a different era. Shelley’s writing, his voice, holds the
knowledge of a close-knit Eurasian community, a Eurasian culture, a
Eurasian identity which no longer exists except in the memories and
practices of an older generation.
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2. Locating Eurasians

In order to understand the context in which Eurasians made the difficult
decision to attempt to (or not to) migrate to Australia, an understanding is
required of the situation in which the Eurasian community in Malaysia and
Singapore found themselves in during the post-WWII period. Locating
(placing) Eurasians in both a historical sense and a geographical sense, i.e.,
in time and in place, provides an understanding of where they were coming
from both literally and figuratively, i.e., in their desire to migrate (or not).

While the return of the British in 1945 was welcomed, the region and
community they returned to was not the same one they left in 1942. Indeed,
the British returned to a devastated region with a devastated economy and a
devastated populace. Just like it was difficult to rebuild trust in an unstable
political climate, with riots, war crimes trials and an ever present Communist
threat, so too was it difficult to rebuild Malaysia and Singapore. The
surrender of the Japanese and the return of the British did not herald an
immediate improvement in the living conditions of locals.110 There seemed to
be a shortage of everything possible with the exception of people that
needed help.

Rationing had been implemented in order to cope with severe food
shortages. However, hunger and malnutrition were so widespread that
“…colonial authorities established ‘People’s Restaurants’ in 1946… to
provide subsidized (sic) meals” for those Singaporeans who could not afford
to eat.111
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There was a critical housing shortage as “no new housing had been erected
during the Japanese occupation”.112 The population of Singapore almost
doubled in the 20 year period leading up to 1947. According to Jock Oehlers:
“Housing was unobtainable for the majority and ramshackle structures
appeared in clusters in several areas.”113

In addition to having limited access to food and shelter Eurasians living in
Malaysia and Singapore also experienced great difficulties in accessing both
employment

and

education

opportunities.

In

1950s

Singapore,

“unemployment and underemployment were endemic”.114

It was especially difficult for those Eurasians who had had their education
interrupted by the war. When the British reopened the schools in Singapore
in 1945, special places were reserved for students who had had their
education interrupted and who were technically too old for their academic
year.115 The difficulties in accessing educational opportunities only continued
to grow. It was estimated that in 1959, “there were places for only 85 per cent
of children needing primary education and for only 23 per cent of those in
need of secondary education”.116

There was also widespread communal unrest and the years following the end
of the war were plagued by riots, industrial action (strikes), the (Communist)
Malayan Emergency, and Konfrontasi with Indonesia before culminating in
the 1969 Kuala Lumpur (KL) Race Riots which led to a National State of
Emergency being declared in Malaysia. In an uncertain, volatile and everchanging political climate, the multi-racial population was in turmoil.
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Starting with the All Malaya Hartal in 1947 and culminating in the May 13 Riot
in Kuala Lumpur in 1969, life in (what is now) Malaysia and Singapore in the
1940s, 50s and 60s was punctuated by a series of riots and strikes.117 In
addition to the riots, strikes and work stoppages were common and in a four
year period between 1955 and 1959 there were 393 strikes and lock-outs in
Singapore.118

The Malayan Emergency was a conflict fought between Commonwealth
armed forces and the Communists between 1948 and 1960. The Malayan
Emergency which officially ended on 1 August, 1960, cost 11,000 lives.119
Eurasians in Malaysia feared for their lives during this period and for many
Singapore felt a safer option. Roland Schoon when speaking of the spike in
the Eurasian population in census figures in Singapore in the early 1950’s
said:
“I think the… figure in 1952 or ’55, included a lot of Malaysian
Eurasians who had come down from Malaysia during the
emergency period of 1947 until ’57, who subsequently went
back to Malaysia, I think, after ’57 when Malaysia gained
independence. Not the Eurasians who were here who did go
back, some stayed. A lot did go back to Malaysia.” 120
People living on plantations were especially at risk. In 1948, the “first
Eurasian terror victim” was killed.121 Lionel Edmonds, an assistant manager
of the Vimy Estate, near Rawang, fought off bandits “for nearly an hour
before his ammunition supply ran out”.122 He was then dragged from his
house, “shot three times in the back and then twice in the head”.123 Though

The term Hartal refers to a strike action. There were ‘spillover’ riots in Singapore at this
time as well.
118 Liu, Gretchen, Singapore: A Pictorial History 1819-2000, Archipelago Press, Singapore,
1999, p. 307.
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Edmonds was the first Eurasian victim of the Emergency, he was not to be
the last. Two years later:
“Communist terrorists shot and killed a Eurasian engine-driver,
and wrecked a passenger train today between Arau and
Padang Besar, in Perlis, south of the Siamese border.”124

That same year in Perak, a Eurasian mining engineer was driving his family
to church when they were ambushed. He was wounded, and his twin sons
and a family friend “were shot and seriously wounded”.125 A year later, a
Eurasian girl was seriously injured when a “grenade was lobbed into the
centre of the dance floor” at a dance hall frequented by British soldiers in
Seremban, Negri Sembilan.126

The Malayan Emergency (1948-1960) was followed by Konfrontasi (19631968). Konfrontasi arose as a result of Indonesia’s objection to the merging
of the Federation of Malaya, Singapore, British North Borneo (Sabah) and
Sarawak to form Malaysia on 16 September 1963. Launched a mere three
years after the end of the Emergency, Konfrontasi saw Indonesia launch
“attacks along the Sarawak-Sabah border and isolated incidences on the
Peninsula”.127

From 1950 to 1969, riots occurred throughout Malaysia and Singapore. Of
these riots, the 1950 Maria Hertogh Riots were the only riots in which
Eurasians were specifically targeted. During the 1950 Maria Hertogh Riots,
rioters were stopping buses and searching them to see if they had any
Eurasian (or European) passengers. On 15 August 1951, The Straits Times
recounted the testimony of a Eurasian mercantile office assistant who was a
witness at a murder trial relating to the riots on 11 December 1950:
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“…[he] told the Court that three or four Malays entered a bus at
Geylang, pulled him out of it, beat him up and threw him into a
drain. He said that immediately after the bus had stopped near
the Garrick Theatre he heard someone shouting “Eurasian”. He
turned round and saw three or four Malays. When the Malays
caught hold of him he struggled with them. He became dazed
and remained in the drain for sometime. He crawled out later
and hid among some Malay huts till he was picked [up] by the
military… Another Eurasian clerk said that when the bus
reached the corner of Onan Road and Geylang Road seven
Malays, armed with sticks told him to get out. One of them hit
him on the head and he lost consciousness for five days.”128

Though the witness survived the attack not all Eurasians were so fortunate.
In a 1984 interview with the Singapore Oral History Centre, Ronald Milne
recalled the death of a fellow Eurasian during the riots:
“I remember it very clearly because I played a game of hockey
at the SRC padang that evening… I saw one Eurasian being
pulled down from a bus just opposite Komala Vilas, Kerbau
Road. And he was pulled from the bus and he was being hit by
a number of people and he ended up in a drain. And eventually,
I heard, he died.”129

In addition, to physical attacks on individual Eurasians, there were also
attacks on their property with Milne recalling that “…there were other
Eurasians who had to leave their cars. They did not suffer any bodily damage
but they had their cars burnt. Jimmy Keys was one of them.”130

Though the 1950 Maria Hertogh Riots were the only riots in which Eurasians
were specifically targeted, like other residents of Malaysia and Singapore
they also felt the impact of a series of riots and strikes including the 1954
Anti-National Service Riot in Singapore, the 1955 Hock Lee bus strike in
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Singapore, the 1956 Merdeka Rally, the 1964 Race Riots in Singapore, and
the 1967 Penang Hartal.

The fallout from the riots and strikes was widespread. Not only did citizens
have to be mindful of their personal safety, the riots and strikes and the
actions taken to put them down had an impact on the day to day lives of all
who lived in the vicinity of the unrest. In response to the (21 July) 1964 Race
Riot in Singapore, an island wide curfew was enforced though “the
disturbances continued for a week, during which 23 people were killed and
454 injured.”131

As a young girl in Petaling Jaya, my mother was witness to the fallout from
the tumultuous industrial relations of the era. She remembers her father,
Frank Mitchell returning home from his work as a foreman at the Lam Sung
Soap Factory. He was covered in blood and related how a riot had broken
out at the factory where he worked. Though she recalls a heavy police
presence in her neighbourhood she thinks that her parents felt safe as their
neighbours on Jalan Carey were friendly and from all three main ethnic
groups, i.e., Malay, Chinese and Indian.132

On 13 May 1969, riots broke out in Kuala Lumpur as “racial tension erupted
after an opposition victory parade in Kuala Lumpur”.133 However, unlike the
1950 Maria Hertogh Riots in Singapore, in the 13 May 1969 Riots in Kuala
Lumpur Eurasians were not the target of aggression.134 However, individual
Eurasians were incidental victims of the riots. In the migration applications
from the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur, a number of people
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recounted their experiences during the May 13 1969 riots in Kuala Lumpur.135
In reading through the migration files in Series A8096 I came across an
example of the collateral damage sustained from the riots. In a letter of
recommendation Mr M.A. Robb, the then Chief Accountant of the AngloOriental (Malaya) Sdn. Bhd., wrote that:
“Prior to my retirement I gave Mr de Jong a testimonial which
was destroyed when his house was burnt down during May
1969 riots.”136

In response to the 13 May 1969 riots, a National State of Emergency (The
Emergency) was declared.137 The Constitution was suspended and a
National Operations Council was established to replace the suspended
Parliament.138 The daily impact of living in the State of Emergency with the
resulting death, injury, destruction of property, mistrust, economic loss and
curfews (martial law) led to an increased feeling of insecurity.

The increased feeling of insecurity was exacerbated by the knowledge that
the British (colonial government) had returned on a temporary basis only. Not
long after their return, planning for the handover of Malaya commenced.
British authorities began a process of indigenisation (or Malayanisation) of
the public service, establishing training programs for promising local civil
servants with the intention of readying them to run the various arms of
governments after independence. Individuals such as George Bogaars and
Geoffrey Leembruggen were singled out and provided with intensive training
both locally and in a variety of Commonwealth and non-Commonwealth
countries. Eurasians such as Bogaars and Leembruggen held some of the
most prominent positions in the young civil service in Malaya (and later in
Singapore and to a lesser extent in Malaysia). Thus, many of the post-British
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reforms and policies were formulated, drafted and implemented by
Eurasians.139

Eurasians also had significant roles in matters of state related to the
separation of Singapore from Malaysia. At the end of July 1965, Lee Kuan
Yew tasked Edmund Barker, the Minister for Law, with drafting the separation
agreement along with other legal documents such as the Proclamation of
Independence. When the separation agreement was finalised in Kuala
Lumpur on 8 August 1965, Lee flew back to Singapore to have the
agreement signed by the rest of the Cabinet. He called upon two more
Eurasians “to assist with the task to meet the 9 August deadline”, namely:
John Le Cain and Stanley Stewart. John Le Cain, the first Asian (read: local
born) Police Commissioner was tasked with ensuring law and order was
maintained. Stanley Stewart, the head of the Singapore Civil Service was
given the responsibility for preparing and printing the special gazette and
Proclamation of Independence notices.

As the British (gradually) withdrew and self-governance became a reality in
Malaysia and Singapore, nationalist governments introduced a series of
sweeping reforms in order to address pressing current concerns and to guide
the future direction of their countries.140 In both countries, policies were
developed and implemented which provided reform in nearly every spectrum.

Under the British, Eurasians were overrepresented in the numbers of the civil
service as historically the civil service was one of the main employers of
Eurasians. One of the key reasons for this was that Eurasians were fluent in
English, the language in which the civil service operated. In 1957, a newly
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independent Malayan government sought to shift the balance of power away
from English speakers to Malay speakers through the introduction of the
1957 Education Ordinance. Ridge noted that:
“Under the 1957 Education Ordinance, government policy in the
newly independent state sought to encourage the use of Malay
by a series of carrots and sticks, including requiring competence
for government appointments, by using Malay as a selection
factor for entrance to secondary schools, and by providing
bonuses to civil servants who demonstrated competence in the
national language.”141

Though proficiency in the Malay language was encouraged and even
rewarded, prior to the 1967 revision of the National Language Act “both
Malay and English were given official status.”142 However, the revision:
“…decreed that official documents and publications were to be
in Bahasa Malaysia only and that Bahasa Malaysia was to be
used in parliament and in law courts…”143

By decreeing that Malay was the new language of the civil service in
Malaysia, the government was removing one of the advantages which
Eurasians had previously held over others, specifically their English language
proficiency.144 In fact, it actually left many Eurasians at a distinct
disadvantage as Malay was their second or third language and for many they
only had a basic level of fluency.

It would be in the educational sphere that the shift towards giving the Malay
language precedence over English would have the biggest impact for many
Eurasians. On 10 July 1970, three years after the government forced
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Eurasians to communicate in Malay for official purposes, the Malaysian
Minister for Education:
“…announced that from 1970 all English-medium schools would
be converted to Malay-medium schools, commencing from
Standard 1 and progressively moving up the school years as
time went by, with all peninsular schools to be converted to
Malay by 1983 or 1984.”145

The change in policy also required “student[s] [to] pass the Bahasa Malaysia
paper in order to qualify for the Malaysian Certificate of Education (MCE)”.146
At the time most, if not all, Eurasians in Malaysia studied at English-medium
schools.147 The requirement that they pass the Bahasa Malaysia paper would
have had a major impact on them as noted by Ridge:
“For a few years after the 1970 order, passes in the MCE from
English-medium students fell dramatically despite high grades in
other subjects: only half the 1972 MCE candidates from Englishmedium schools passed.”148

Singapore took a different approach to Malaysia, recognising Malay as their
national language but having four official languages, namely English,
Chinese (Mandarin), Malay and Tamil. The Singaporean government saw
value in having a multilingual populace and in 1966, “the teaching of a
second language [was made] compulsory in all secondary schools” in
Singapore.149 The government’s desire for young Singaporeans to be fluent
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in two languages was reinforced in 1969 when the second language “became
a compulsory examination subject in the School Certificate and the
Government Chinese Secondary Four examinations.”150 Like in Malaysia, in
order to pass secondary school it was necessary to pass the second
language. This requirement proved an impediment to many Eurasian
children’s higher education opportunities. In a 2009 letter to The Straits
Times, Veronica Galistan, a Eurasian living in Singapore, wrote of the
negative impact which the second-language policy had on her education:
“I am embarrassed to admit that I struggled with Malay
throughout primary and secondary school... I scored above
average grades in my O levels and could have, by virtue of my
points, got into a good junior college. However, my non-pass in
second language put an end to this path.”151

While passing the second language with the required grades was an issue
for many Eurasians, so too was choosing a second language to study. The
principle of the second language policy was that students would study
primarily in English and would take their mother tongue as a second
language. This principle disregarded the fact that for (most) Eurasians
English was their mother tongue.152

In the early years of self-government, the Singaporean government faced the
challenge of having one of the highest rates of population growth in the
world.

In 1966, the Singapore Family Planning and Population Board

(SFPPB) was established “to curb the rapid population growth”.153 The
government used “…incentives as well as disincentives through health,
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education, housing and economic policies, …[to push] for the acceptance of
not just a small but a “two-child family” as the social norm”.154

Though the ‘Stop at Two’ population policy was not formally introduced until
1972, punitive moves towards larger families began earlier. Examples of
some of the actions included:


in 1969, government hospitals increased their delivery charges for third
and subsequent children and offered free (optional) sterilisations for
mothers immediately after delivery;155



in 1970, large families were no longer given priority for new Housing
Development Board (HDB) flats and “under certain conditions, families
with no more than three children were also allowed to sublet rooms in
their flats” to generate extra income,156 parents were only allowed
monetary relief for the first three children (previously it had been allowed
for up to five children),157 primary schools gave lower priority for
registration for children who were the fourth or later child in a family and
children whose parents had been sterilised received high priority in
registering for primary school;158



in 1972, the government formally introduced their two-child policy,159
abortion laws were liberalised,160 and “considerable pressure was put on
women to be sterilized or abort third babies”;161 and



in 1973, women delivering their third or subsequent child were no longer
eligible for paid maternity leave.162
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Whilst “the principle of curbing population growth was accepted as a national
necessity” the “draconian policies” put in place by the Singaporean
government could also be seen as an attempt to socially engineer their
demographic profile.163 In addition, the policies were of particular concern to
Eurasians as many were members of the Roman Catholic Church for whom
family planning was considered by many to be a matter for God and not the
State.164

As discussed earlier in the chapter, independent Malaysia and Singapore
were responsible for providing for the defence of their own countries. Britain,
Australia and New Zealand built up a significant military presence in Malaysia
and Singapore in the post-WWII period. Indeed, from 1963 to 1966, i.e., the
Konfrontasi era, “50,000 British troops had been stationed in the region”.165
Originally the British had planned on withdrawing their military forces and
relinquishing their bases in Singapore in 1975. However, in 1968 they
surprised the Singaporean government by announcing that they would
“accelerate their departure to 1971 – four years earlier than expected.”166
Australia withdrew their troops in the mid-1970s though it took until 1989 for
New Zealand to withdraw their troops.167 Though the British signed a Five
Power Defence Arrangement which “entrenched the commitment of Britain,
Australia and New Zealand to the defence of Malaysia and Singapore” before
they withdrew their forces, the reality was that the defence of Malaysia and
Singapore was now the responsibility of their respective governments. 168
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Local defence forces were already in place prior to the staggered withdrawal
of Commonwealth forces. These local defence forces were supplemented by
the introduction of conscripts. In response to the Communist Emergency, the
National Service Ordinance of 1952 was introduced. Allowing for a
‘Manpower Callup’, the Ordinance came into effect on 1 March 1954. It was
not popular within various sectors of the population and two months after it
came into effect, students protesting its introduction clashed with police in
what later came to be known as the 1954 National Service Riots.

During the Emergency, the level of conscription was low. However, in
response to the threats posed by Konfrontasi, on 9 December 1963 the
Federation of Malaya opened 163 centres for the registration of National
Service.169

When Singapore gained independence in August 1965, its army consisted of
a mere 50 officers and 1000 men.170 The need to grow this force led to the
introduction of the National Service (Amendment) Bill. Passed in March 1967,
the National Service (Amendment) Act 1967 made “registration for national
service compulsory for all males who had reached the age of 18.”171

The introduction of compulsory National Service in Singapore has had longlasting effects. The military obligations for those who have completed their
national service do not finish with the end of their national service. Reservist
duties continue until the age of 40 for enlisted men and 50 for officers.172 My
mother’s cousin immigrated to Australia with her husband and eldest
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daughter in the 1980s. They travel back to Singapore frequently and my
mother always thought it was mainly to visit their family. Recently my
mother’s cousin explained that they had had to go back so often because her
husband still had national service obligations to fulfil.

Another cousin travelled to England in the 1980s on the pretext of a holiday
and stayed on for his education. He is no longer allowed to (freely) return to
Singapore as the Singaporean Government still considers him to have a
National Service obligation and if he were to try and return he would likely be
“charged under the Enlistment Act”.173 He has travelled to Malaysia but has
no plans to travel back to Singapore.174 In effect he has been exiled from his
country of birth.
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Chapter Three: Leaving Malaysia and Singapore

In the previous chapter I provided context for the situation which Eurasians in
Malaysia and Singapore found themselves in the post-WWII period. It was
clear that both countries where in a state of flux and undergoing rapid
changes. The implementation of a range of government policies developed in
response to the challenges facing the new nations clearly had an impact on
the Eurasian community. However, it was not just public policy but also public
opinion which motivated individual Eurasians to attempt to migrate. In an
interview, Horace Sta Maria recounted the reaction of others to their decision
to migrate to Australia:
“They said ‘Oh you, you want to become European’. In fact the
last dinner that was given to me by the Scouts, the Chairman of
the Scouts…
He said:

‘Tuan Horace, sebab apa nak pergi
Australia? Bukan boleh jadi orang
putih’…
Mr Horace, why do you want to go to
Australia? You’re not a white man…

So in my speech I said:

‘Yah, betul saya tidak boleh jadi
orang putih… tetapi (n)ini moyang
saya sudah ada di sini lebih kurang
lima ratus tahun. Siapa sekarang
saya tidak boleh jadi orang Melayu.’
Yes, it is true that I can’t become a
white man… but my ancestors have
been here about 500 years and now
I can’t be a Malaysian.”175

Horace felt that, due to external factors, he was no longer allowed to consider
himself a Malaysian. Consequently, he no longer felt like he belonged in
Malaysia. This sense of displacement would have precipitated a need to
relocate to a place where he felt he could belong. In essence it would have
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made the decision to migrate, i.e., find a new home, easier for Horace and
his family.

Horace was not the only Eurasian who felt that he no longer belonged in
Malaysia or rather that he might belong more in Australia. On 18 January
1972, Father M.J. Pintado, the Parish Priest of St Peter’s Church, Malacca,
wrote to the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur regarding an
application to migrate to Australia on behalf of a Mrs Minjoot. Having
ministered to the Eurasian community in Malacca for 24 years, Father
Pintado felt qualified to remark:
“…It is natural for the members of this small community to look
to their priest for help to solve their problems created by winds
of history… Mrs. Minjoot fears the future of her two schooling
daughters, for the general reasons, which I am sure Sir, you are
well aware, as members of a small community, whose members
for reason of culture, way of life and identity, look to Australia as
their new adopted country.”176

It is interesting to note that Father Pintado referred to Australia as Eurasians’
new adopted country, somehow inferring (intentionally or unintentionally) that
Malaysia (and Singapore) was an adopted country for Eurasians. This was a
sentiment held by many, not just Father Pintado. Some Eurasians too
thought of Malaysia as an adopted country in that they thought of England as
home. In this sense the longing for Australia could also been seen as a
longing for Britain (England), i.e., for British life. In a 1970 Interview Report
for a Mrs Fern, J.O. Hutchings, Attaché at the Australian High Commission in
Kuala Lumpur, remarked:
“Her visit to Kuala Lumpur this week was in order to seek
renewal of her Malaysian passport. She seems somewhat
saddened by the current turn of affairs with relation to
Nationality and Passports in this country and looked wistfully to
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the days when she and her husband and her parents (who were
also Eurasian) all held British passports.”177

At this stage a move to Australia and an acquisition of Australian citizenship
would have enabled Mrs Fern to become a British subject again (if not to hold
a British passport again).

Just as there were members of the Eurasian community who chose to
migrate to Australia so too were there members who chose to stay in
Malaysia and/or Singapore. Many Eurasians who did not migrate, said that
they did not migrate because they liked Malaysia and/or Singapore, they
were happy with their life there and for them Malaysia and/or Singapore
would always be home. In the obituary for Ronald Barth, a former Singapore
hockey representative, The Straits Times wrote:
“Though he has more family in Australia than in Singapore, he
himself never considered leaving. In an interview with The
Straits Times seven years ago, he said: "I consider myself a
dyed-in-the-wool Singaporean. I like it here. I have my friends,
my games, my cigarettes and my beer."”178

There was also a sense that they would potentially face a higher level of
racism in Australia. In an interview for the Singapore Oral History Centre,
Roland Schoon stated:
“I haven’t seen any advantage in going to Australia because
obviously, you go to Australia, you must be a second class
citizen even after three years, you’ll become an Australian
citizen. The very fact that you are of a different colour is
noticeable. And here, you are a Singapore citizen, a first class
citizen.”179
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Whilst many Eurasians who left (and many who stayed) would argue the first
class citizen concept, it is true that there is a period of adjustment for all
migrants.

In a conversation with me in 2010, Dr Alexius Pereira referenced the impact
of chain migration suggesting that some families migrated and others did not.
He said that he only knew of one relative of his that had migrated to
Australia. It could be that not having relatives in Australia meant that there
was no one in Australia to sponsor relatives in Malaysia and/or Singapore. It
could also mean that there was no incentive to move to Australia to reunite
with family and friends if most (or all) of the family and friends had stayed in
Malaysia and/or Singapore.

Whilst many Eurasians chose not to leave Malaysia and Singapore, there
were also many Eurasians who could not leave. There were a number of
reasons why individual Eurasians could not leave. Some Eurasians could not
afford to leave. Others had family obligations which precluded their
departure. Some Eurasians were rejected informally by Australian authorities
and some were rejected formally by Australian authorities.

Many Eurasians, like many Malaysians and Singaporeans in general, could
not afford to leave. The financial position of the wider Eurasian community
suffered greatly both during the war and in the post-war recovery period.
Though Eurasians were, for the most part, a decidedly middle-class
community, many in the Portuguese Eurasian community in Malacca lived on
the breadline. In a 1968 article in The Straits Times Bernard Sta Maria noted
that Portuguese fishermen in Malacca “have a net income of $30 to $40 a
month” and “only five per cent [of Portuguese Eurasian workers] earn $800 or
more”.180
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In mid-1968, my grandfather spent approximately $5 400 (Malaysian Dollars)
on nine one-way airline tickets from Singapore to Australia.181 That was a
significant sum of money and roughly equated to four months wages for my
grandfather. Though the Malacca Portuguese Eurasian community have
traditionally had lower incomes than Eurasians in bigger cities such as
Penang, Kuala Lumpur or Singapore, it is still clear that the cost of migrating
to Australia would have been a tremendous financial burden on most families
and prohibitive for many Eurasians.

The Australian Government did not seek to encourage Eurasian migration
and so did not include them in their program of assisted migration. Without
assistance, most Eurasians could not afford the costs of migration which
included the cost of applying to migrate and the cost of migrating. The costs
associated with applying to migrate included: the ordering of birth, death and
marriage certificates; the taking of passport photographs; the expense of
attending interviews; the cost of medical examinations and X-rays; and the
cost of passports. The costs associated with migrating included: airfares or
ship fares to Australia; freight/shipping expenses for household items and
personal effects; resettlement/establishment expenses in Australia; and the
loss of income during the process.

Some also expressed doubt as to their ability to cope financially in another
country, i.e., not Malaysia or Singapore:
“I have never intended to go away and I don’t think I will ever go
away. As I said, I have a good life here, I can live on very little, I
can spend $3 and go and have a very good lunch, which I
probably couldn’t even buy a cup of coffee in the States or
something like that. The money will be very small there.”182

181

On the 7 June 1968, my grandfather paid $601 Malaysian Dollars for a one-way airline
ticket from Singapore to Darwin on British Airways flight BA 716 on 20 June 1968. As he had
seven (surviving) children, he would have needed to buy nine one-way tickets to Australia.
Thus, he would have had to spend approximately $5 409 on (one-way) airfares to Australia
for his family.
182 NAS: Communities of Singapore (Part 1), 000422/Reel 15, Roland Schoon, 6 July 1984.
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Some Eurasians felt unable to leave due to the family obligations they felt
they had in Malaysia and/or Singapore. Speaking to a Eurasian in Penang,
he recounted the story of how he travelled to Perth in 1984 with his wife.
They were scoping out the situation with the intent of immigrating to Australia
in the near future. However, his mother-in-law was in her mid-70s at the time.
He and his wife decided that they would stay in Penang until she passed and
then immigrate to Australia. It was not until over twenty years later that she
passed, aged in her mid-90s. The family is still living in Penang.

From the memos written by officials at the Australian High Commission in
Kuala Lumpur to officials at the Department of Immigration in Canberra, it
was clear that there were many Eurasians who were rejected informally and
who were not allowed to apply to immigrate. These were the Eurasians who
were rejected ‘on sight’, i.e., ‘on sight’ of their physical appearance or their
initial communication. Those Eurasians who were rejected on sight were not
given a migration application form, i.e., a M47 form.183

There was and still is a perception that gaining entry to Australia was easy
and that most Eurasians who applied were accepted for entry for residence.
In a 1971 letter to the editor of The Straits Times, academics from the
University of Malaya wrote: “That a double standard has been practised by
the Australian Immigration Department is clearly illustrated in its policy of
affording preference to Eurasians over other Asians”.184 In response a
Eurasian from Seremban wrote that:
“It is incorrect to say that Eurasians are given preference over
other Asians to emigrate to Australia (as appeared in a letter
January 27).

‘A More Careful Approach to Applications, Situation Report for the N/E and M/D Sections
of the Department of Immigration, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary
(Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 6 June 1972’, in NAA: A446, 1970/76304.
184 Leong, S., K.K. Nair, Fadzilah Amin, Hacharan Singh, J.P. Ongkili, M.C. Greenfield, and
Khoo Kay Kim, ‘“White” Australia – The Case Against’, The Straits Times, 27 January 1971,
p. 20.
183
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My family was not successful in being accepted for immigration
and this too in spite of efforts made on our behalf in Australia.
I know a number of other members of my community who have
been rejected for reasons not known.”185

In reality, the application and assessment process was very tough and
approximately sixty to seventy percent of applicants who were allowed to
apply through a formal process were rejected.186 Department of Immigration
statistics show that: in 1965/66, 38.3% of mixed descent applicants were
approved; in 1966/67, 31.9% of mixed descent applicants were approved; in
1967/68, 45.2% of applicants were approved; and in 1968/69, 41.5% of
applicants were approved.187

1. Migrant Profile

To gain a greater understanding of who applied to migrate, an analysis of
applicants in Series A8096 was undertaken, examining factors such as an
applicant’s surname, sex, marital status, family size, age, employment
situation, location (residence) and (self-identified) nationality.

There has been some suggestion that it was Eurasians of a particular social
standing or background who tried to leave Malaysia and Singapore.
However, migration was not confined to one segment of society. Figure 15
shows the surnames of fifty Eurasians whose applications to migrate to
Australia were successful. It is clear from the variety of names that migration
‘Letter to the Editor – from Eurasian, Seremban’, The Straits Times, 2 February 1971, p.
10.
186 Some of these Eurasians were rejected, then reapplied and were rejected again.
187 Please note that these figures refer to all mixed descent applicants to Australia, i.e.,
including Anglo-Indians and Anglo-Burmese, with the exception of those from Mauritius.
‘Appendix B: Mixed Descent, Background Paper: Policy Governing the Entry of Persons of
Mixed Descent, Memorandum from W.K. Brown, Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
Assistant Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 16 December 1969’, in NAA:
A446, 1970/95164.
185
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was not confined to the Portuguese Eurasians or the Dutch Eurasians or the
British Eurasians. The desire to migrate was widespread throughout the
Eurasian community.

Of the applications I reviewed, 42% were single-person (individual)
applications and 58% were multi-person (family) applications. There were
similar numbers of single male and single female applicants (90 vs 98). The
decision to migrate may have been easier if a person was single as they only
had themselves to consider, they had less constraints and less to lose.
Smaller family groups dominate the multi-person applications. The reason
may be that the more children a family had the more expensive a proposition
migration became. Additionally, immigration authorities were less inclined to
allow large families to migrate.
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A selection of surnames of applicants from Series A8096.188
Source: National Archives of Australia189

188 All

surnames are contained in the list of ‘Eurasian Family Names’ in:
Braga-Blake, Myrna and Ann Ebert-Oehlers (eds), Singapore Eurasians: Memories and
Hopes, Eurasian Association, Singapore, 1992, pp. 169-171.
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Figures 18 and 19 indicate that the age range at which Eurasians were likely
to apply to migrate was between 20 and 40. The primary reason why there
were less people applying from their forties onwards was that Australian
immigration rules discouraged it. For those applicants who applied directly on
a Form M.47, i.e., without a nomination, the following age limits were applied:
single males (18 to 45 years); single females (18 to 35 years); married
couples without children (maximum age 45 years); and families including
minor children (maximum age 50 years).

Figure 16:

Individual vs Multi-Person Application

Source: National Archives of Australia190

189

NAA: A8096, Migration Case Files (Kuala Lumpur).
These surnames are broadly representative of the wider Eurasian community, for example:
‘Portuguese-origin’ surnames include Albuquerque, Aroozoo, Carvalho, De Souza, Gomes,
Jeremiah, Nunis, Pereira, Pestana, Pinto, Rozells, Sequerah, Sta Maria and Theseira;
‘Dutch-origin’ surnames include: Cornelius, Danker, Especkerman, Frugtniet, Koek, Minjoot,
Reutens, Schelkis, Valberg and Van Dort; ‘British-origin’ (includes Irish, Welsh and Scottish)
surnames include Balhetchet, Hogan, Kessler, McIntyre, O’Keefe, Richards, Scully, Shelley,
Shepherdson and Woodford; and ‘French-origin’ surnames include Boudville.
190 NAA: A8096, Migration Case Files (Kuala Lumpur).
Please note that the sex of one of the individual applicants was not indicated.
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It is important to note that the ‘Rules’ repeatedly stated that the:
“Age limits are not inflexible. An application involving a person
over the age limit but who is considered to represent a migrant
gain because of skills etc. should be referred to the Department
of Immigration, Canberra, for decision.”191

Some Eurasians migrated after they had reached retirement age. This may
have been because they had to wait until they were retired (even if it was
early retirement) so they could make the most of/optimise their financial
situation/retirement income stream.

Figure 17:

Number of People in an Application

Source: National Archives of Australia192

‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 18 July 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95260.
192 NAA: A8096, Migration Case Files (Kuala Lumpur).
191
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Figure 18:

Age Distribution of Primary Applicants

Source: National Archives of Australia193

Figure 19:

Age Distribution of Individual Applicants

Source: National Archives of Australia194

193 NAA:

A8096, Migration Case Files (Kuala Lumpur).

194 ibid
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Before I examined Series A8096, I was not aware of the prevalence of retiree
migration. As stated above, I found that the instance of retirees emigrating
was more widespread than I had initially thought. The more I read,
researched and spoke to various community members, the more examples I
came across of emigrant retirees. Horace and Walter (who I interviewed
during my Honours research) both took early/optional retirement before they
migrated to Australia. Walter had held a very senior position in the Malaysian
Postal Service but retired at the age of 52, three years shy of the retirement
age in Malaysia at the time. He recounted that: “The day I retired [in 1968],
the following day I was on the plane to Australia.”195

Whilst some of the retirees did not re-enter the workforce many of them
needed to in order to support themselves and/or their families in Australia.
Horace took optional retirement from his teaching position in Malacca before
he migrated but he took up teaching again as soon as he landed in Perth. In
Australia he extended his working life substantially by continuing to teach for
a further 12 years at St Mark’s Primary School.

Whilst researching the experiences of Eurasians in WWII, I came across a
website which detailed the experiences of Eurasians during WWII. Lionel de
Rosario contributed an entry on Thomas D. Campbell. A private in the
Volunteer Corps during the war, he returned to civilian employment after the
war. According to de Rosario, Campbell “later joined the Singapore Armed
Forces, and was the first Singaporean appointed as Brigadier in that service”
before he “emigrated to Perth, Australia, after his retirement”.196

Some Eurasians who waited until they retired or were about to retire before
they applied to migrate to Australia were disappointed. A Mr Surin was the

195

Interview with Walter Taveira, Perth, September 2003.
For another example of ‘retiree migration’ please see: NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/398.
196 Foenander, Terry, Roster of the Eurasians in the Singapore Volunteer Corps, accessed
25 January 2011, <http://www.tfoenander.com/svcroster.htm>.
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Controller of Posts (Administration) for Malaysia with the Director-General of
Posts and Telegraphs when he retired on 31 October 1969. Nearly three
months before he retired, Surin’s cousin, a Mr Martin in Perth, signed a M40
Nomination Form on Surin’s behalf on 4 August 1969. Surin wrote to the
Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur on 7 October 1969 to ask
whether they had received the nomination form.

He formally applied to

migrate on 2 December 1969 at the age of 59. At that stage, the cut-off point
for the age of an applicant was 50 years old, unless some special
circumstance applied such as they were being sponsored by their children.
On 9 January 1970, K.J. McMahon, Second Secretary at the Australian High
Commission wrote in their Selection Report:
“The family is one that impressed us, both in their appearance,
their obvious westernization, and their sincerity in wishing to
migrate and, despite the applicant’s retirement, his pension and
his lack of qualifications, we should appreciate you giving due
consideration to this case.”197

Whilst McMahon was encouraging in his assessment, the response from
Canberra was not so encouraging:
“After careful consideration it was decided not to approve the
entry of this family. The age of the principal applicant would
debar him from making any useful contribution to the country as
to employment and the qualifications of the wife are not
sufficient to warrant the approval of the whole family under
Mixed Descent rules.”198

Thus, while there were numerous examples of Eurasians who retired to
Australia, there were also those who attempted to retire to Australia but found
that because they had waited until they were retired and were over the age of
50 when they applied to migrate, they were no longer eligible to migrate.

197 ‘Application for Permanent Residence – Mixed Descent, Memorandum from K.J.
McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 9 January 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/159.
198 The wife was a normal trained teacher.
‘Entry for Residence – Mixed Descent, Memorandum from E.M. Robinson (for the
Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Australian High Commission, Kuala
Lumpur, 4 March 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/159.
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From an examination of the files in Series A8096 at the National Archives of
Australia, it is apparent that applicants were predominantly white collar and
middle class. Some occupations listed on M47 forms were teachers, nurses,
engineers, technicians, clerks and foremen. Many worked for the government
in some capacity. This employment was reflective of the Eurasian community
in general. Specific examples included: teachers at St Xavier’s Institution in
Penang and at St Francis’ Institution in Malacca; a clerk at The Straits Times
Press; an electrical engineer with the National Electricity Board; a film editor
at Television Malaysia; the Chief Clerk with the Sabah Government; and a
retired controller at the Postmaster General.199 There were outliers such as:
the stewardess at the Hotel Merlin in Penang; the amah (nanny) with the
family of a member of the British military police; and the ticket machine fixer
at the Perak Turf Club.200

Applicants came from throughout the peninsular. Of the records I viewed,
most applicants were from major centres such as Kuala Lumpur, Penang and
Malacca. This was to be expected as Eurasians were by and large a primarily
urban ‘race’. However, I did see applications from smaller centres such as
Taiping, Miri in Sarawak, Seremban, Ipoh, Prai in Province Wellesley, Kota
Bharu in Kelantan and Kota Kinabalu in Sabah.201 Though applications may
have come from across the peninsular, for the most part applicants had to
make their way to Kuala Lumpur for the interview. Though interviews were
primarily held at the Australian High Commissions in Kuala Lumpur and
Singapore, at various points in time interviews were also held in Penang; 202

199

See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/207; NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/309; NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/421; NAA:
A8096, 63/4/2/124; NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/283; NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/263; and NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/159
200 See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/394; NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/103; and NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/134
201 See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/374; NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/248; NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/223; NAA:
A8096, 63/4/2/134; NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/348; NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/333; and NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/263.
202 Andrew Aeria recalled attending an interview with his family at the E&O Hotel in Penang.
The interview could have been in the early 1960s as I have no record of any interviews
having occurred in Penang between 1967 and 1973 (the period the majority of records in
Series A8096 pertain to).
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and in Kota Kinabalu, Brunei, Kuching, Sandakan and Sibu in East
Malaysia.203

Figure 20:

Self-Assigned Nationality of Primary Applicants

These figures relate to Series A8096, and specifically to the files with the file
number starting with ‘63/4/2/…’, i.e., applicants of mixed-descent.204
Source: National Archives of Australia205

‘A More Careful Approach to Applications, Situation Report for the N/E and M/D Sections
of the Department of Immigration, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary
(Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 6 June 1972’, in NAA: A446, 1970/76304.
East Malaysia was the term used by officials at the Australian High Commission in Kuala
Lumpur to refer to Sarawak, Sabah and Brunei.
204 NAA: A8096, Migration Case Files (Kuala Lumpur).
Eurasian (Eurasian); Part-Eurasian (British Eurasian, British/Eurasian, Eurasian (Malaysian),
Eurasian Malaysian, Eurasian/Malaysian, Eurasian/Singhalese, Malacca/Portuguese/
Eurasian, Malaysian (Eurasian), Malaysian Eurasian, Malaysian Eurasian Portuguese,
Malaysian/Eurasian, and Singhalese/Eurasian/British); Malaysian (Malaysian); PartMalaysian (Filipino [Malaysian], Malaysian Portuguese, Malaysian/Anglo Indian,
Malaysian/Indian, Malaysian/Portuguese, and W. Malaysian); Singaporean (Singaporean);
British (British, British Passports, British Protected Person, British Subject, and British
Subject: Citizen of the UK and Colonies); Part-British (Malaysian/British), Other (Burmese,
Ceylonese, Dutch, German, Indian, Italian, Sabahan, Singhalese, and Stateless); and
Unknown (nationality field was left blank).
203
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Primary applicants were required to complete a M47 Form. On the M47
Form, applicants completed a category entitled ‘Nationality’. The nationality
people choose to write on the form may have indicated their primary identity,
their citizenship, their place of birth or it may simply be what they thought that
the Australian Immigration Authorities would prefer. As shown in Figure 20,
the majority of applicants identified as either Malaysian (41%) or Eurasian
(25%). Only 9% of applicants identified as British.

2. Migrant Rationale
The reasoning behind the decision to migrate (or attempt to migrate) was
varied. Many migrants sought a cultural fit, security in a climate of social,
political and economic instability, an English (language) based society and
better employment prospects. Some sought to escape discrimination. Others
followed family or love. Most people had a complex mix of motivations driving
them to migrate.

As discussed earlier in this chapter, within the Eurasian community in
Malaysia and Singapore there was a growing feeling of displacement, of not
belonging. The move away from a British-based society to an Asian-based
society left them disconnected and looking for a new place where they felt
they would culturally fit in.206 The feeling of displacement was expressed in a
number of ways. According to Braga-Blake, an older Eurasian man remarked
that: “Before the war, to be Eurasian was to be somebody, not any more.”207
Another commented in the same vein: “It used to be that when you walked

205

NAA: A8096, Migration Case Files (Kuala Lumpur).
Please note the following files were excluded because they were started in 1977: NAA:
A8096, 63/4/2/345; NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/128; NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/129; and NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/127.
206 Weiner, Eric, The Geography of Bliss, Twelve, New York, 2008, p. 223.
207 Braga-Blake, Myrna, ‘Eurasians in Singapore – An Overview’, in Myrna Braga-Blake and
Ann Ebert-Oehlers (eds), Singapore Eurasians: Memories and Hopes, Eurasian Association,
Singapore, 1992, p. 20.
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around Raffles Place, you would see several Eurasians. Now you’ll be lucky
if you see one.”208

In Chapter Two, I discussed the changing language policies in Malaysia and
Singapore in the post-WWII period. Many Eurasians were seeking an
English-speaking country to migrate to with nearly a quarter of survey
respondents stating that the changes in language laws and policies in
Malaysia and Singapore were one of the reasons why they migrated to
Australia. In a letter to the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur,
Donny Cornelius wrote:
“English is our mother-tongue and we have been brought up in
a tradition steeped in the manners and morals of the West. We
are typical-enough products of Western society, having the
same culture and religion, and accustomed to Western
education, standards of hygiene and of law and order.
…I would like my children to have a good solid English
education – the type of education I received. The future of an
English education here is bleak. The abolition of the Cambridge
School Examination by 1970 has rung the death-knell of the
English-type school. I am determined to see my children are not
denied this priceless heritage.”209

The declining importance of English in a professional (and educational)
capacity was a motivating factor for many Eurasian immigrants. In Malaysia,
it was especially important for teachers as they would have to become fluent
in Malay and have to be able to teach in Malay. A selection report for a Ms
Woodford, a Eurasian teacher/lecturer, cites:
“Reasons for migration - Wishes to return to classroom teaching
and unable to do so here; use of National language in
education; way of life; security.”210

208

ibid
‘Letter from Mr Cornelius, Kuala Lumpur, to the Commonwealth Director of Migration,
Melbourne through G.W. Shannon, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 2
November 1968’, NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/14.
210 ‘Assessment Report – MD Permanent Residence, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts,
Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, undated’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/398.
209
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Teachers were not the only workers who were required to become proficient
in a language other than English. My grandfather recalled how prior to his
migration to Australia he had to attend night school to learn Jawi in 1966.211
He talked about how this was necessary for his career.

The changes in language policy and usage in Malaysia and Singapore were
one of the reasons my grandfather gave for bringing his children to Australia.
Before they immigrated in 1968, my mother was studying English, Malay,
Tamil and Chinese at primary school in Petaling Jaya. If she had stayed in
Malaysia, in order to graduate from high school, she would have had to
achieve fluency in Malay. If she had moved back to Singapore, she would
have had to achieve fluency in either Malay, Mandarin or Tamil.

The language requirements put in place by the respective governments also
acted as a barrier to tertiary education for many Eurasians. One of my
mother’s cousins was sent to study in England after being unable to get an
adequate grade in her second language in her leaving year in Singapore.
The cousin’s departure was not unusual as one of “the well-known reasons
for people leaving Singapore are children cannot cope with the second
language…”.212

This language barrier also existed in Malaysia. A selection report for a Mr De
Souza noted that the applicant did:
“…his H.S.C. and then proceeded to the University of Malaya.
He failed in Bahasa Malay in his first year and gave up his
studies. Since then he has had a mixed career.”213

211

Jawi is the Arabic script for the Malay language.
Saw, Swee-Hock, The Population of Singapore, 3rd edn, Institute of Southeast Asian
Studies, Singapore, 2012, p. 78.
213 ‘M40 Nomination, Record of Interview by unnamed official, Australian High Commission,
Kuala Lumpur, undated’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/354.
212
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Meeting the language requirements was not the only barrier facing Eurasians
with regard to education opportunities. The Malaysian government
(previously) applied a quota system to university admissions. Even with good
grades it could be impossible to achieve entrance to the course of your
choice if the quota for your race is full. I have only met a handful of Eurasians
who have received their tertiary education in a public institution in Malaysia.
Most Eurasians I know who were tertiary educated either attended a private
university or college or they were sent overseas to study. For many Eurasian
families in Malaysia the cost of a private or international education was
prohibitive and thus their children were denied a tertiary education.

Vernon Emuang, founder of Serani Sembang, was sent by his mother to
study in Perth. He recalls that:
“My mother… had a brother in Perth, Australia, and back then
education for foreign students was free. I couldn’t get into Form
Six in Malaysia because my grades weren’t strong enough for a
non-Malay Malaysian. I went to Tunku Abdul Rahman College
for one year while waiting for my Australian application to be
processed. … I did my last year of high school in Perth. I had a
good dose of life in the Australian suburbs.”214

In Chapter Two, I provided a background for the socially, politically and
economically unstable environment which Eurasians living in Malaysia and
Singapore experienced. Justifiably, in migrating many Eurasians were simply
seeking security in a climate of social, political and economic instability. A
survey respondent thought that there was “no long term economic and
political stability in Singapore”.215 Another migrant was “…attracted to
Australia by its political and social stability, way of life and climate.”216

214 Shah, Shanon, ‘The Viking Malaysian’, Nut Graph, 12 March 2009, accessed 19 May
2010, <http://www.thenutgraph.com/viking-malaysian/>.
215 Survey respondent, Perth, March 2010.
216 ‘Admission to Aust. – View to Settlement – Mixed Descent, Memorandum from L.R.
Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the
Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 20 January 1971’, in NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/250.
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Personal security and general law and order were of concern to many
migrants. The situation in Malaysia and Singapore was unstable and volatile
and to put it simply, people wanted to live somewhere that was safe. To put
the situation in context, my grandfather lived in a conflict-zone from the age
of 16 until the age of 43 (when he migrated to Australia).217 The dual threat of
communism and communal violence was pervasive. In a Selection
Assessment Report from Series A8096 it was noted that:
“Reasons for migration [were]: way of life; social stability;
education and future of children; personal security. The
applicant is involved in extensive travel to remote places in the
State where communist insurgency is active. His occupation
and interest in community matters could make his position
dangerous.”218

As a general rule, many applicants could also be described as economic
migrants. Major restructures of the public service in Malaysia and Singapore
led to uncertainty amongst public servants. A significant number of Eurasians
were employed in the public service. There was perceived discrimination in
the public service in Singapore. Though there were a disproportionate
number of Eurasians who achieved prominence in the civil service in the
period following independence, the level of Eurasian civil servants
decreased. Some Eurasians believe this change was racially-driven. A
respondent in Perth recalled that:
“…every time we went to the government office I would go and
see my father’s friend uncle so and so. Oops Chinese man in
charge now… Go to that department. Oops all Chinese. All the
Eurasians had gone. Lee Kuan Yew came in and all [the]
Eurasians disappeared.”219

It was not just in the civil service that Eurasians felt their career progression
being stymied. According to my grandfather he faced (and hit) an ethnic
glass ceiling of sorts. He found that younger less qualified and less

217 World

War Two followed by the Communist Emergency followed by Konfrontasi.
‘M40 Nomination, Assessment Report by L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular),
undated’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/320.
219 Interview with Daisy Westerhout, Perth, March 2010.
218
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experienced Malays were being promoted above him. My grandfather was
quite bitter about this and spoke of those who were promoted on a racial
basis in quite a derogatory manner.

Consular officials acknowledged that prospects for Eurasians were declining
(and/or likely to decline) over time. On 5 June 1972, L.R. Coutts wrote in an
Interview Report for a Mr Barrie that:
“It is also relevant to indicate (an omission in our earlier
correspondence) that there are declining prospects for him in
Sarawak with the extension of Government telecommunication
systems and which are steadily replacing private ones. Mr
Barrie could be in a position with a seriously reduced income
should he remain in Sarawak for another five years or so.”220

Not only were prospects declining, but there was also a real fear of increased
discrimination against Eurasians in the future. In Malaysia, there was positive
discrimination with respect to the majority of the Malaysian population. While
the policies did not directly single out the Eurasian community for
discrimination, by positively discriminating towards one section of the
community the Malaysian government could be seen to have negatively
discriminated against all those who it had not positively discriminated in
favour of, i.e., all non-Malays including Eurasians. In a 1973 report
concerning a Mrs Fernandez who wished to migrate to Australia, the officer
noted that:
“She stated that those who were not Malay suffer from a certain
amount of discrimination and the situation is worsening. She is
certain that the non-Malay will be second-class citizens in ten
years time…. [she] had been educated in an English school in
Malaysia and as her first language she speaks it fluently.” 221

‘M40 Nomination, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular),
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of Immigration,
Canberra, 5 June 1972’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/320.
221 ‘Applicants for Residence, Memorandum from A. Battaglini, Clerk – Investigations,
Department of Immigration to Officer In Charge, Non-European, Department of Immigration,
15 January 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/105.
220
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Mixed-descent communities in post-colonial societies across the world were
finding themselves in similar situations. In a 1964 Policy Instruction, the
Australian Government acknowledged this stating:
“(By definition), the revised policy will apply primarily to areas
where there are clearly defined mixed-race communities of
comparatively recent origin. Examples of this are Ceylon (the
Burgher and other mixed-race communities of English,
Portuguese, Sinhalese origin), India, Burma, Mauritius and the
Seychelles. An important consideration is the fact that by and
large the mixed-race communities in these areas may have
claim to hardship on the grounds of discrimination (political,
social, economic).”222

Augustin acknowledged the fear (and reality) of discrimination engendered by
racialism and the impact which it had on those Eurasians who were
contemplating migrating:
“Certain sections of Eurasians did not take kindly to
Independence. They feared submergence in a plural society
without means of expression at legislature level. They argued
that to implant the theory of democracy within the framework of
racialism was not possible within the foreseeable future.
General elections have shown that their fears were not
groundless – that racialism is a very real factor in the field of
Malaysian politics. In the circumstances a considerable number
of Eurasians elected to migrate to Australia and Canada to
evade discrimination engendered by racialism.”223

Many Eurasians who migrated to Australia were seeking better living
conditions. Better living conditions meant different things to different people
at different times. Many of the Eurasians who applied to migrate to Australia
were looking for more space and a different lifestyle with Saw Swee-Hock
acknowledging this stating that:

‘Instruction to Overseas Posts: Policy for the Admission of Persons of Mixed-Race,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 29 October 1964’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
223 Augustin, James F., Bygone Eurasia: The Life-Story of the Eurasians of Malaya, Rajiv
Printers, Kuala Lumpur, 1979.
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“Among the well-known reasons for people leaving Singapore
are… escaping from the cramped and fast pace of life to a more
relaxed lifestyle in a bigger country.”224

In addition, to having more space, many Eurasians wanted a return to a more
peaceful and less stressful society and wanted to enjoy a slower paced life.
In his early exploration of the Eurasian Exodus, Pereira noted that:
“Interestingly, no respondents thought that their emigrating
relatives left because Singapore was a “Chinese” state. A male
lawyer, 45, said: “My aunts and uncles left because they felt that
life was getting too hectic; money was becoming too important.
They felt they wanted to move to a more peaceful and less
stressful society – like Perth – where they could enjoy a slower
paced life.” 225

Australia also had a good medical system and was relatively free of many of
the tropical diseases that plagued Malaysia and Singapore such as
tuberculosis, malaria and dengue. In her 2008 memoir (of sorts), Lazaroo
recalls how important this was for her father:
“[He cut his hand in the line of work – he was worried.] Had a
disease already entered his body? Afraid of contracting tetanus,
cholera, hepatitis and diseases beyond diagnosis, he doused
the crescent in Jeye’s Disinfectant and went to the government
clinic for every available inoculation, but longing for permanent
escape from disease entered his bloodstream with every needle
jab. That night he dreamed of Perth, where Maureen Jones and
an efficient sewage-disposal system were already in place, and
tropical diseases were almost unheard of.”226
“Emanuel Nazario knew that the most serious diseases were
best avoided by putting as much distance as possible between
us and the tropics.”227

224 Saw, Swee-Hock, The Population of Singapore, 3rd edn, Institute of Southeast Asian
Studies, Singapore, 2012, p. 78.
225 Pereira, Alexius, ‘Singapore Eurasians: Their Management of Ethnic Identity’, Masters
Thesis, National University of Singapore, Singapore, 1995, p. 103.
226 Lazaroo, Simone, ‘The Asian Disease’, in Alice Pung (ed.), Growing Up Asian in
Australia, ebook, Black Inc, Collingwood, 2008, p. 181.
227 ibid, p. 182.
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Just as Eurasian migrants were seeking a better future for themselves so too
were they seeking a better future for their children. A Mr Simpson from
Malacca wrote to the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur in 1972
asking them to reconsider his application to migrate to Australia (he had
previously been rejected). In his letter he wrote:
“We have three sons and we have their future very much at
heart. My wife and I would not mind the hard work and any
inconveniences as long as our children’s future is assured.”228

Mr Simpson was not the only Eurasian who foresaw a bleak future for his
children in Malaysia. In a letter that accompanied his 1969 application to
migrate to Australia, Donny Cornelius wrote:
“My wife and I do realise quite clearly that we will be starting a
new life in a new country. We are prepared for some difficulties
at the outset, but we know we will find happiness, prosperity and
a bright future for our children in Australia. We know that our
children will be provided with the opportunity to develop as
individuals, that the aesthetic and cultural sides of their natures
will not be overlooked.”229

In his letter, Cornelius expounded at length on the cultural activities that were
available to him when he lived in England (and later Germany), which were
no longer available to him when he returned to Malaysia:
“I had had such a rich cultural life in England that when I
returned to Penang in September 1954, I found it to be a
cultural desert. I had to make believe that I was in some concert
hall or opera-house, whilst listening to recorded music of
symphonies, concertos, operas and ballet.”230

The high esteem in which Cornelius held the arts was reflective of the
importance of the arts to the wider Eurasians community. Cultural pursuits

‘Letter from applicant to the Australian High Commissioner, Australian High Commission,
Kuala Lumpur, 22 November 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/148.
229 ‘Letter from Mr Cornelius, Kuala Lumpur, to the Commonwealth Director of Migration,
Melbourne through G.W. Shannon, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 2
November 1968’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/14.
230 ibid
228
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were deemed less important than more traditional academic pursuits in the
new educational systems in independent Malaysia and Singapore. Saw
Swee-Hock acknowledged that “the drive towards academic achievement
gives less recognition to other forms of excelling, and Eurasians have always
valued sports, music and the arts.”231 There were Eurasians (amongst
others) who thought there was too much pressure put on children to compete
in the highly competitive school system in Singapore. One survey respondent
noted that one of the reasons they migrated to Australia was the
“pressurising educational system in Singapore”.232

In addition to wanting their children to have freedom to study where and what
they wanted, parents also wanted their children to have the freedom to
choose whether or not to serve their country in a military sense. National
Service has always been a contentious issue in Singapore and Malaysia. As
Saw Swee-Hock notes in The Population of Singapore, “Among the wellknown reasons for people leaving Singapore …[were]… sons not wanting to
serve national service…”.233 From March 1967 onwards, Singapore
introduced full time National Service. Singapore citizens are required to serve
for 2 years. National Service was introduced into Malaysia in 2004.
Malaysian citizens are only required to serve for a 3 month period.

My grandparents did not want any of their sons to have to undertake National
Service. Their eldest son, Phil was Malaysian and thus was exempt.
However, their next two sons, Gerry and Steve were both Singaporean and
as such were eligible for National Service. My uncles were 12 and 11,
respectively, when they immigrated to Australia in September 1968.234 When

Braga-Blake, Myrna, ‘Eurasians in Singapore – An Overview’, in Myrna Braga-Blake and
Ann Ebert-Oehlers (eds), Singapore Eurasians: Memories and Hopes, Eurasian Association,
Singapore, 1992, p. 19.
232 Survey respondent, Perth, March 2010.
233 Saw, Swee-Hock, The Population of Singapore, 3rd edn, Institute of Southeast Asian
Studies, Singapore, 2012, p. 78.
234 They were lucky that they immigrated prior to 1970, as in 1970 the Singaporean
Government introduced a requirement for “pre-enlistees who are going overseas for an
extended period to post a bond as a promise that they will return to fulfil their National
231
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my grandfather renounced my uncles’ Singaporean citizenship on their behalf
in 1969, he was also ridding them of their obligation to undertake National
Service in Singapore. However, for those Eurasian males who still had
Singaporean citizenship in 1979, it became nearly impossible to rid
themselves of their National Service obligation simply by renouncing their
Singaporean citizenship. In 1979, the Singaporean government amended the
Constitution:
“…so that those who refused to serve could not escape their
National Service obligation by simply renouncing their
citizenship. Only those who have emigrated at a young age and
have not enjoyed substantial socio-economic benefits are
allowed to renounce their citizenship without serving National
Service.”235

Family reunification was the most common form of mixed descent migration.
This reason also featured prominently in a survey I undertook in 2010, with
responses to ‘Why did you immigrate?’ including: “family migration”,236
“children were here in WA”,237 “to be with children”,238 and “to care [for my]
grandchildren after school”.239

Service obligation”. The bond was $20 000 Singaporean Dollars per person. [The
government later increased the bond to $75 000 or half the combined annual income of the
parents, whichever was higher.]
Teo Chee, H., Ministerial Statement on National Service Defaulters by Minister for Defence
Teo Chee Hean, MINDEF Singapore, Singapore, 16 January 2006, accessed 3 October
2012, <http://www.mindef.gov.sg/imindef/news_and_events/nr/2006/jan/16jan06_ nr.html>.
Pre-enlistees were those Singaporean males who had registered and received a National
Registration Identity Card (NRIC) and who had not yet served their National Service.
[Currently, pre-enlistment starts at the age of 13.] Thus, if my grandparents had attempted to
move to Australia from 1970 onwards they would have had to provide the Singaporean
Government with $40 000 Singaporean Dollars in order to get their two ‘Singaporean’ sons,
Gerry and Steve, to Australia. Of course as they were already living in Malaysia, i.e., outside
of Singapore they may have been able to fly directly from Malaysia to Australia and bypass
the Singaporean Immigration authorities altogether.
235 Teo Chee, H., Ministerial Statement on National Service Defaulters by Minister for
Defence Teo Chee Hean, MINDEF Singapore, Singapore, 16 January 2006, accessed 3
October 2012, <http://www.mindef.gov.sg/imindef/news_and_events/nr/2006/jan/16jan06_
nr.html>.
236 Survey respondent, Perth, March 2010.
237 ibid
238 ibid
239 ibid
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A cousin of mine, Chris Abideen was a child when he and his family moved
from Singapore to Australia in 1987. Writing his story on the Australian
‘Immigration Bridge’, he recalled:
“In December 1987, my family consisting of my father (Zainul),
mother (Jacinta), brother (Gerard) and myself made the
decision to leave our homeland of Singapore to migrate to
Australia for a chance at a better life… Australia was the country
of choice due to the fact that my mother had a number of
brothers and sisters which had migrated to Australia in previous
years and my family believed it would be best if we could be
with the rest of the extended family… My mother’s older brother
Ulric sponsored my family’s migration to Australia and we
stayed with him and his wife, Thesa, for a number of months
until we were settled in.”240

Some of the examples I came across when I examined the files in Series
A8096 were of applicants who were the last member of their family left in
Malaysia. A Mrs Massang wrote to the Australian High Commission in Kuala
Lumpur on 19 October 1969 requesting permission to join her son James
Massang and his family in Sydney. Her husband had died two years
previously and her other two children were living in Hong Kong and London.
In her letter she said that:
“I miss my children and grand-children during the Christmas
season. I [would] like to be with my grand-children for the 1970
X’Mas and for all other X’MAS.”241

Her wish/request was fulfilled when she was granted indefinite leave to stay
on 13 August 1970.242

Abideen, Chris, Read a Story – Immigration Bridge Australia, Immigration Place,
Canberra, accessed 20 October 2011, <http://immigrationplace.com.au/story/chrisabideen/>.
241 ‘Letter from Mrs Massang to the High Commissioner, Australian Embassy, Kuala Lumpur,
19 October 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/223.
242 With special conditions H, W-3.
‘Application for Entry for Residence – Form M47, visa issued on 13 August 1970’, in NAA:
A8096, 63/4/2/223.
240
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The Richards family were quite a large Eurasian family with branches in
Singapore and Penang. My grandmother was a Miss Richards and when my
parents went back to Singapore several years ago I suggested that they visit
the Cathedral of the Good Shepherd to view the memorial stone for my
grandmother’s great-grandfather, Charles Peter Richards. When my parents
visited the church, they took my mother’s uncle, Dennis Richards with them
(see Figure 21). Uncle Dennis remarked that he was the ‘last’ Richards in
Singapore.243 He went on to explain to my mother that to the best of his
knowledge he was the last of the Richards bloodline living in Singapore who
still had the Richards surname.244 This statement is particularly significant in
that it shows the impact migration can have and did have on a large Eurasian
family. That is to say, as a result of migration in the future the Richards family
(name) will no longer have a presence in Singapore. Needless to say there
are countless Richards living in Australia, particularly in Perth.

A sub-set of family migration was love migration. In The Population of
Singapore, Saw Swee-Hock states that: “Among the well-known reasons for
people leaving Singapore are… following foreign spouses back to their
country of origin…”.245 Whilst marriage in general was a major reason for
migrating, two of the major ‘marry and migrate’ trends within the Eurasian
community were: to marry Eurasians who had already migrated to Australia
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Interview with Dennis Richards, Singapore, 2011.
Dennis Richards is the great-grandson of Charles Peter Richards. Charles Peter Richards
originally migrated to Singapore from Madras, India in approximately the 1850s. He married
Caroline McIntyre and rose to become one of the most prominent (Catholic) Eurasians in
Singapore prior to his death in 1891.
244 Please note, Charles Peter Richards had six sons, namely Paul William, Charles Ignatius,
Thomas Raymund, Victor Simon, Laurance Valentine and Joseph Aloysius. I am only aware
of the descendants of Paul William and Charles Ignatius. There may be descendants of the
other Richards brothers that I am not aware of.
245 Saw, Swee-Hock, The Population of Singapore, 3rd edn, Institute of Southeast Asian
Studies, Singapore, 2012, p. 78.
This was backed up by a survey response which stated that: “[I] Went to my husband's home
country, then with him to Saudi Arabia and then immigrated to Australia”.
Survey respondent, Perth, March 2010.
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(or were planning on migrating to Australia) or to marry foreign military
spouses.246

Figure 21:

The Last Richards in Singapore

Dennis Richards posing with the memorial stone for his great-grandfather,
Charles Peter Richards in the Cathedral of the Good Shepherd, Singapore in
October 2012.
Source: Theresa Jolly
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A number of respondents to the survey gave this as the reason why they immigrated to
Australia. For some, moving to Australia was a move to a common country, i.e., their spouse
was not Malaysian or Singaporean. One of the respondents to the survey, noted that the
reason they moved to Australia was they had a “husband of [a] different nationality (Filipino
no[t] Singapore)”.
Survey respondent, Perth, March 2010.
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I know of at least two Eurasian men resident in Australia who became
engaged to (and later wed) Eurasian women they had met while back on
holiday in Singapore.247 Genevieve De Souza, a former President of the
Australian Eurasian Association of Western Australia met her “husband
Michael De Souza while he was holidaying in Singapore”.248 They married in
April 1981 and settled in Perth. Another couple who met in a similar fashion
was Joyce and Dudley Drysdale. The following notice was placed in The
Straits Times on 16 September 1974:
“THESEIRA – DRYSDALE: Joyce second d/o Mr & Mrs A.L.
Theseira of Singapore to Dudley second s/o Mrs A.M. Drysdale
and later Mr A.M. Drysdale of Australia at St. Paul’s Church,
Darwin on 15.9.74”249

There were also quite a number of Eurasian women who married members
of foreign militaries, in particular members of the Australian military. The
phenomenon of the war bride is well known. Historically, many men who left
their homes to go and fight in another country came home with a wife from
that country. After the war, Australian troops serving in the Malayan
Emergency and in the Konfrontasi continued the trend of military personnel
marrying local women.250 In this instance the Eurasians in Malaysia and
Singapore who married foreign military personnel were not so much war
brides as military brides.

It was not until 1956 that the issue of whether or not Australian servicemen
serving in Malaya should be officially allowed to marry Malayan girls. On 17
January 1956, The Straits Times reported that the Australian Federal Cabinet
would discuss the situation “following the application by an RAAF sergeant,
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See also NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/221
Australian Eurasian Association of WA Inc, Australian Eurasian Association of WA Inc –
Member Profiles, Australian Eurasian Association of WA Inc, Perth, accessed 5 March 2012,
<http://www.aeawa.asn.au/?cat=20>.
249 Please note, the first two words were in bold in the original newspaper cutting.
‘Marriages – Theseira – Drysdale’, The Straits Times, 16 September 1974, p. 23.
250 They were not alone in this in that Australian troops stationed in Japan were also
marrying local Japanese girls (as were the American troops).
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Hilton “Smokey” Hayes, serving at Butterworth, for permission to marry 23year-old Ruby Baptist, of Penang.”251 This application was the first of its kind
by an Australian serviceman in Malaya.252 At that stage Australian law did not
automatically grant settlement rights to non-Australian spouses.

By the end of April 1956, i.e., three months later, eleven Australian
servicemen based in Singapore had married local girls. 253 Eurasian girls also
married Australian military personnel from RAAF Butterworth or Camp
Terendak.

One of the earlier examples of such a union is that of my grandmother’s
cousin, Marina Lesslar, and LAC (Leading Aircraftman) Ronald Lee. Ronald
was based in Butterworth when he met Marina. They were friends for a year
before marrying in April 1958 when Ron was 23 years old and Marina was
just 18 years old. After a short engagement (two months) the pair married at
the Cathedral of the Assumption in Penang.254

Potential migrants not only needed to make a decision to migrate but they
also had to make a decision about where to migrate to. Australia was
considered to be a popular destination for mixed-descent communities in
general. Writing on Anglo-Indians, Ganguly states:
“Other celebratory transnational accounts report Anglo-Indian
moves to the UK and the US before settling for Australia as final
destination. Australia (and to some extent New Zealand)
seemed to many to be the most benign and “less” threateningly
multicultural, of the Anglophone countries around the world. The
Anglo-Indians had such affinities with the majority population in
Australia – being part British, nearly white, speaking English as

‘Brides (from Malaya) Worry Cabinet’, The Straits Times, 17 January 1956, p. 2.
‘‘Smokey’ of the Air Force Wants to Wed Malayan’, The Argus, 10 January 1956, p.5.
253 ‘Eurasian Girl Weds Airman’, The Central Queensland Herald, 5 April 1956, p. 15.
‘They’re in the Clouds’, The Argus, 23 April 1956, p. 2.
254 ‘Bells to Peal for Two on Saturday’, The Straits Times, 11 April 1958, p. 4.
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their mother tongue and being Christians – that they considered
themselves to be quite at home here.”255

In Proud and Prejudiced, Ferdinands when writing about why many Burghers
chose to migrate from Sri Lanka (Ceylon) to Australia said:
“Australia was the country most preferred by those Burghers
who did not have family connections in other countries. Australia
was a sport loving country (and the Burghers are a sport loving
people), there were plenty of jobs, the climate was pleasant and
conditions for resettling migrants were better organised than in
Canada, the USA, the UK, New Zealand and South Africa.
There were no quotas, the cost of transfer was less and, after
the pioneers had settled in, chain migration helped later
migrants assimilate.”256

In the survey I conducted in 2010, I asked respondents why they moved to
Australia. The majority of respondents gave ‘family’ as their main reason for
migrating to Australia saying: “brothers and uncle lived in the area”, “children
were here in WA”, “my brother was already in Sydney”, “because of existing
relatives who moved in earlier”, “son’s locality”, “family base”, “family ties”,
and “my first husband had relatives in Perth”.257

As discussed earlier in this chapter, one of the reasons Eurasians migrated
to Australia was they had married (or intended to marry) an Australian (or
someone who had migrated to Australia). Two respondents replied that they
had immigrated to Australia for ‘love’, i.e., they “married an Australian citizen”
or they came to “Perth / WA, to get married”.258

Australia had an outdoor lifestyle with more space and less stress. Two
respondents cited ‘lifestyle’ as a reason, i.e., “better lifestyle” and “lifestyle of
Ganguly, Debjani, ‘From Empire to Empire? Writing the Transnational Anglo-Indian Self in
Australia’, Journal of Intercultural Studies, Vol. 28, No. 1, 2007, p. 34.
256 Ferdinands, Rodney, Proud and Prejudiced: The Story of the Burghers of Sri Lanka, FRL
Ferdinands, Melbourne, 1995, p. 222.
257 Survey respondents, Perth, March 2010.
258 ibid
255
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Perth”.259 Ronald Schoon, a Eurasian who stayed in Singapore in a 1984
interview with the Oral History Centre at the National Archives of Singapore
spoke (in a semi-disparaging manner) of the advantages of the Australian
lifestyle for Eurasian migrants:
“The difference, of course, in that you now have a rural type
of life and that’s all. You probably own a home or a
bungalow house instead of a flat. It is probably 10 miles
away from the city, probably its cleaner air, not so much
pollution… If you like the outdoors, obviously, probably it has
advantages, the outdoor life, the lazy life, Australians living a
lazy life, easy life, not so much pressure in the children
schooling… that’s mainly the advantages.”260

Though he implied that Australians are lazy, he highlighted some of the main
advantages of moving to Australia, namely more space, living in a property
on the ground (with a garden) instead of up in the air, cleaner environment
(cleaner air and less pollution), an outdoor lifestyle, a less pressurised
education system and a (presumably) less stressful life.

Survey respondents also cited Australia’s warm weather as a reason why
they chose Australia over countries such as England and Canada.261 Daisy
Westerhout also gave the cold climate as the reason why her husband
vetoed moving to Canada:
“I wanted to go to Canada because (a) our good friend was
going to Canada…. Ainsley said no way. Because he was a
seaman you know he’d been to Canada he said “the first
time I went to Canada it was winter time my nose nearly fell
off. It was so cold. And you cannot stand the cold you will
die. No way are we going to Canada.””262

Australia is much closer to Malaysia and Singapore than the United Kingdom
(or New Zealand or Canada). Several respondents in my 2010 survey cited
the “convenience of Perth” and the “proximity to Singapore” as reasons for
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migrating to Australia.263 Its close proximity also meant that Australia was the
cheapest option for immigrating (and also for subsequently visiting family in
Singapore and Malaysia). D’Cruz provides evidence for this stating that:
“By 1971, a highly visible Anglo-Indian community had
formed in Perth. John Goodwin, the then Commonwealth
Director of Immigration in Western Australia, declared that
part-European and non-European immigrants are attracted
to Perth because the city ‘is the cheapest airfare for most of
these people’.”264

Prior exposure to Australians was also an important consideration. Some
Eurasians had worked or socialised with Australians who may have
encouraged them to migrate. My grandfather said his Australian bosses
encouraged him to apply and arranged that he should have a guaranteed
position awaiting him in Australia. There were also many Eurasians with
experience of life in Australia, either through having been evacuated to
Australia during the war, having studied or worked in Australia or simply
through having visited Australia.

Many Malaysians and Singaporeans studied in Australia. Perth, especially
the Catholic boarding schools, was a popular place to send high school
students to complete their studies. In Series A8096, I came across several
references to applicants who had previously studied in Australia and who
wanted to move there on a permanent basis. Sometimes children were sent
to Australia to study with the anticipation that they would stay in Australia and
not return to Malaysia and/or Singapore. When Graeme Mitchell was 12
years old, he and his brother were sent to St Norbert’s College in Perth by
their parents. They stayed with relatives for nearly two years while attending
St Norbert’s before their parents also moved to Perth.265
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Survey respondents, Perth, March 2010.
D’Cruz, Glenn, ‘“The Good Australians”: Multiculturalism and the Anglo-Indian Diaspora’,
Studies in Western Australian History, Vol. 21, 2000, pp. 143-144.
265 Australian Eurasian Association of WA Inc, Australian Eurasian Association of WA Inc –
Member Profiles, Australian Eurasian Association of WA Inc, Perth, accessed 5 March 2012,
<http://www.aeawa.asn.au/?cat=20>.
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In addition to those Eurasians who were sent to study by their parents, there
were also Eurasians who were Colombo Plan Scholars in Australia. Emanuel
Nazario went to university in Australia on a Colombo Plan scholarship,
married an Australian and then moved temporarily back to Asia before
settling in Australia on a permanent basis.266

There were a number of Eurasians who participated in Australian
Government-sponsored study tours of Australia. In 1957, Larry Carroll, a
prominent journalist in Kuala Lumpur participated in a study tour of Australia
with a group of journalists from Malaya, Singapore, Korea and Pakistan.267
This was one of two visits to Australia made by Carroll before he applied for
entry to Australia.

Some Eurasians visited Australia for holidays and liked it. As mentioned
previously, Horace Sta Maria was the Commissioner for Scouts in the state
of Malacca when he applied to immigrate to Australia. Prior to applying to
migrate, he had attended three Scout jamborees in Australia (see Figure
38).268 A 2010 survey respondent also recalled that they had developed a
“familiarity with Perth through holidays”.269

He went to “university in Perth on a Colombo Plan scholarship to study water supply and
sewerage disposal” in the late 1950s and “returned to Singapore qualified as a water-supply
and waste-disposal engineer”.
Lazaroo, Simone, ‘The Asian Disease’, in Alice Pung (ed.), Growing Up Asian in Australia,
ebook, Black Inc, Collingwood, 2008, pp. 179-180.
267 The journalists visited a range of locations in Sydney and Brisbane including Sydney
University, Taronga Zoological Park, The Journalists' Club of Sydney, the Brisbane Courier
Mail newspaper office and the Brisbane radio station 4BK. The party of Asian journalists
also included Mr EP Balhetchet, Editor of the Straits Echo, Vice-President of the Eurasian
Association in Penang and father-in-law of Eustace Boudville.
268 1952: 4th Australian/Pan-Pacific Jamboree at Greystanes, NSW (Sydney); 1955-56: 4th
Australian/Pan-Pacific Jamboree at Clifford Park, Victoria (Melbourne); and 1967-68: 8th
Australian Jamboree at Jindalee, Queensland (Brisbane).
269 Survey respondents, Perth, March 2010.
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The final reason why some Eurasians choose to migrate to Australia, was
quite simply they “liked Australia”.270 Thus, there may have been Eurasians
who migrated to Australia for no other reason than they liked Australia.

In nearly all literature on the Eurasian population in Australia, Perth is listed
as the location in Australia with the biggest Eurasian community. Some
would even claim that there are more Eurasians in Perth than in Malaysia or
Singapore. It is significant that at present the only (active) Eurasian
Association in Australia is located in Perth.

The Eurasian community has a long relationship with Perth. In the early
stages of the war, there were a number of Eurasian women and children who
were evacuated by ship to Perth and as mentioned previously, a number of
Eurasians studied at Perth at both a high school and at a university level. 271

Shipping routes were well established and many Eurasians immigrated by
boat. Between 1964 and 1979 the liner Centaur plied the waters between
Singapore and Malaysia and Perth. Travelling to Perth from Singapore (or
Malaysia) was faster and cheaper than travelling to Melbourne or Sydney.
Perth was also in the same time zone as Singapore and Malaysia which may
have had a limited impact on the decision making progress of immigrants.

As with the choice to move to Australia, the choice to settle in Perth was also
heavily impacted by the location of family and friends.272 In 2003, when I
interviewed Walter Taveira on his experiences during WWII as part of my
Honours research, I asked him why he chose to settle in Perth. He said that it
was “because I have a brother living here - an advantage. And I thought to
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Survey respondent, Perth, March 2010.
A cousin’s husband, Harold Dutton was born in Perth in 1942 after his mother was
evacuated from Penang.
272 From anecdotal evidence, Eurasians settled primarily in what were then the outer suburbs
such as Morley.
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myself it was nice.”273 Taveira was obviously not the only Eurasian who
thought Perth was ‘nice’. Jock Oehlers and his wife Ursula also chose to
migrate from Singapore to Perth:
“It took us some time to get accustomed to our new lifestyle with
no servants. But we were compensated by the realisation that
our decision to spend our years of retirement in Perth was the
right one. We had travelled widely over the years… but no place
could compare with Perth as the ideal one for us to spend our
years of retirement, with its open spaces, spectacular beaches,
blue skies, fabulous climate, friendliness of the people and,
most importantly, being close to our sons and their families.”274

The preference for Perth was reflected in official statistics. Though statistics
from the National Archives of Australia show that the most popular
destination for migrants of mixed-descent was Victoria followed by Western
Australia (see Figure 22),275 the majority of Eurasians (from Malaysia)
indicated that their intended state of residence was Western Australia.
Indeed, for the period 1 July 1965 to 31 March 1970, 60% of arrivals from
Malaysia indicated an intention to settle in Western Australia.276

Though the Eurasian community in Western Australia is substantial, there
were many Eurasians who chose not to settle there. For some it was
because they had been nominated by relatives in other states and territories.
Others wanted to join family and/or friends elsewhere in Australia. Mr K.C.
Henne, Attaché at the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur, noted in
the 1969 Selection Assessment Report for a Mr and Mrs Simpson that: “The
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Interview with Walter Taveira, Perth, September 2003.
Oehlers, F.A.C. ‘Jock’, That’s How It Goes: Autobiography of a Singapore Eurasian,
Select Publishing, Singapore, 2008, p. 228.
275 It is likely that since Victoria had and still has a larger population than Western Australia,
the mixed-descent communities were more dispersed, i.e., not as visible.
Ferdinands, Rodney, Proud and Prejudiced: The Story of the Burghers of Sri Lanka, FRL
Ferdinands, Melbourne, 1995, p. 222.
276 ‘Background Paper: Policy Governing the Entry of Persons of Mixed Descent prepared by
W.K. Brown, in Entry of Persons of Mixed Descent, Memorandum from P.R. Heydon,
Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Minister for Immigration, Canberra, 9
July 1970’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95164.
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family wish to go to Brisbane where they have friends.”277 While for some
Eurasians, like my grandfather, where they would settle was predetermined
by the offer of a job in a specific location such as Darwin.278

Figure 22: State of Intended Residence of Persons of Mixed Descent
who Arrived in Australia Between 1/7/65 and 31/12/70
Source: National Archives of Australia279

Finally, it must be remembered that sometimes it was not a matter of
choosing Australia over another country but rather an individual having

‘Application for Permanent Residence Under MD rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne,
Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 29 August 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/148.
278 My grandfather was on the verge of moving down to Perth (with my Uncle Phil) to look for
work before he fortuitously got the job with accommodation on the Katherine Railway.
279 ‘Report on Immigration to Australia of Non-Europeans and Persons of Partly NonEuropean Descent, Cabinet Decision No. 177 (GA) on Cabinet Submission No. 95 from AJ
Forbes, Minister of State for Immigration, 25 May 1971’, in NAA: A5908, 95.
It is interesting to note that my immediate family made up 9 out of the 53 (17%) intended
residents in the Northern Territory. Please note that Figure 23 represents all persons of
Mixed Descent who arrived in Australia between 1 July 1965 and 31 December 1970 and not
just Eurasians from Malaysia and Singapore.
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applied to migrate to multiple countries and then migrating to the country who
gave their approval first. My grandparents applied to multiple countries as did
a number of our extended family. Australia’s affirmative response came back
first.

3. Scale of Migration

From the end of the war until 1967, there were few applications from
Eurasians to immigrate to Australia and the few that were received were
mostly rejected as they were not considered suitable migrants. Applications
increased from 1967 onwards as the White Australia policy was phased out.
However, many people continued to be rejected as they were still not
considered suitable migrants.

In 1973, the Australian Government formally abolished the White Australia
Policy. However, it took several years for the changes in policy to be fully
implemented at an operational level. The changing nature of Australia’s
mixed descent migration policy ensured that as the policy eased more
Eurasians were able to come to Australia and as more Eurasians entered
Australia more were able to sponsor relatives to migrate. The Eurasian
Exodus which began as small ripples of migration to Australia in the period
immediately after the war grew into ever increasing numbers after 1973.280

In June 1972, L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular) at the Australian
High Commission in Kuala Lumpur sent a Situation Report to the Secretary
for the Department of Immigration in Canberra. In the report he noted that:
“At present our office is receiving monthly about 95 initial
inquiries of which 35 result in firm applications, 7 of which are
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Please note that I have only examined the period up to 1980 as this is the period to which
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the National Archives of Australia between 2009 and 2010.
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from persons of mixed descent, 24 from non-Europeans and 4
from Europeans (usually overland travellers).”281

Department of Immigration statistics show that: in 1965/66, 38.3% of mixed
descent applicants were approved; in 1966/67, 31.9% of mixed descent
applicants were approved; in 1967/68, 45.2% of applicants were approved;
and in 1968/69, 41.5% of applicants were approved.282 Unsuccessful
applicants were not informed about the reasons for rejection, with some
reapplying multiple times.

Up until 1973, when the mixed descent policy was done away with, there
were 450 surviving application files from Eurasians in Malaysia available for
access. The 450 application files covered 1305 people. It should, however,
be noted that many people were not allowed to apply and many people
contemplated applying but did not go through with it. The application and
assessment process was very tough and over half of the applicants who
were allowed to apply were rejected.283

Staffing issues may also have impacted on the scale of the migration. In a
1970 memo, L.R. Coutts noted that they had a:
“…very large backlog which we had to deal with at the post and
later … financial restrictions imposed upon the post towards the
end of the 1970/71 financial year.”284

Would be more than ‘7’ but many were turned away. Approximately 15% of initial
enquirers were approved to migrate.
‘A More Careful Approach to Applications, Situation Report for the N/E and M/D Sections of
the Department of Immigration, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary
(Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 6 June 1972’, in NAA: A446, 1970/76304.
282 Please note that these figures refer to all mixed descent applicants to Australia, i.e.,
including Anglo-Indians and Anglo-Burmese, with the exception of those from Mauritius.
‘Appendix B: Mixed Descent, Background Paper: Policy Governing the Entry of Persons of
Mixed Descent, Memorandum from W.K. Brown, Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
Assistant Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 16 December 1969’, in NAA:
A446, 1970/95164.
283 Some of these Eurasians were rejected, then reapplied and then were rejected again.
284 ‘A More Careful Approach to Applications, Situation Report for the N/E and M/D Sections
of the Department of Immigration, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary
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As mentioned in this chapter, some applicants had applied to multiple
countries and if Australia was slow to respond they may have chosen to
migrate to an alternative country.

Another factor which may have adversely impacted on the level of
applications was potential applicants being dissuaded from applying. In a
1972 letter to Mr Brian Smith care of the Department of Foreign Affairs in
Canberra, it was noted that:
“There has been a considerable drop off in applications from
East Malaysia and Brunei which means that we are perhaps
nearing exhaustion in regard to the supply of prospective
migrants from there, or perhaps too many letters of refusal have
been received to encourage them.”285

There have been many who have underestimated the scale of the Exodus,
for example, Ronald Milne in an interview for the Communities of Singapore
project in 1984 was asked ‘What would be a rough estimate of the size of the
community in Perth?’ He replied:
“In Perth itself I supposed there’s a couple of hundred Eurasians
which is fairly big for a little state [sic] like Perth. That’s be the
half the amount I suppose in Sydney and Melbourne.”286

There was significantly more than a couple of hundred Eurasians living in
Perth in 1984 when Milne was interviewed. In Portuguese Eurasian
Communities in Southeast Asia, Ronald Daus theorised that up to a third of
the Eurasian community in Singapore migrated abroad.287 He did not specify
what percentage ended up in Australia. Through my analysis of the migration

(Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 6 June 1972’, in NAA: A446, 1970/76304.
285 ‘Letter from unnamed official, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to Mr Brian
Smith, c/o Department of Foreign Affairs, Canberra, 10 August 1972’, in NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/320.
286 NAS: Communities of Singapore (Part 1), 00447/Reel 53, Ronald Benjamin Milne, 28
November 1984.
287 Daus, Ronald, Portuguese Eurasian Communities in Southeast Asia, Institute of
Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore, 1989, p. 73.
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files in Series A8096, I would estimate that at least a third of the Eurasian
population in Malaysia in the 1960s and 1970s attempted to migrate to
Australia with less than half being successful.

Another researcher, John Byrne, examined Australian census data from 2006
to determine the extent of Eurasian migration to Australia. According to his
research, there were 14, 579 Malaysian-born and 11, 788 Singaporean-born
people of (self-identified) European ancestry living in Australia in 2006.288
These figures are significant but I do not believe they accurately reflect the
number of Eurasians who migrated to Australia from Malaysia and
Singapore. This is because many of those who migrated in the post-WWII
period had passed away by 2006 (including my grandmother and her
parents).

It is clear that the Eurasian migration from Malaysia and Singapore to
Australia was significant in scale. However, it is important to note that the
scale of the exodus would have been much greater if mixed descent
immigration policies had not restricted Eurasians’ access to Australia.289

4. Timeframe of Migration
In his Masters Thesis, Singapore Eurasians: Their Management of Ethnic
Identity, Dr Alexius Pereira developed a time frame for the Eurasian Exodus

Byrne, John, ‘The Luso-Asians and Other Eurasians: Their Domestic and Diasporic
Identities’, in Laura Jarnagin (ed.), Portuguese and Luso-Asian Legacies in Southeast Asia,
1511-2011: Vol 1: The Making of the Luso-Asian World: Intricacies of Engagement, Part
Two: Dispersion, Mobility and Demography from the Sixteenth into the Twenty-First
Centuries, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore, 2011, p. 147.
289 Migration would also have been greater if Eurasians had had access to assisted passage
schemes.
288
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from Singapore based on population figures in a series of censuses
conducted between 1947 and 1990.290 He theorised that:
“…the Eurasian “exodus” did not take place immediately after
the end of the Second World War as many had expected;
neither did it take place immediately upon the issue of
Singapore citizenship in 1957…as…the largest number of
Eurasians emigrated permanently between the 1970s and
1980s.”291
He is correct that the Exodus (to Australia) did not take place immediately
after the end of WWII. However, this was primarily as Australia actively
sought to keep out mixed descent migrants. In a 1951 internal Department of
Immigration memorandum in response to a query regarding the ‘Entry of
Eurasians from Singapore’ from the Office of the Australian Commissioner for
Malaya, the perceived unsuitability of Eurasians for migration to Australia
was remarked on:
“Prior to the war very few applications for admission were
received from Eurasians and the few that were received were
mostly rejected as they were never considered suitable
migrants. Those possessing 50% or more of coloured blood
were and are still regarded as fully coloured for the purpose of
the established immigration policy.”292

This memo was written the year after the 1950 Maria Hertogh Riots where
Eurasians were targeted by mobs in Singapore. In the original query, the
Official Secretary in Singapore was writing to confirm his understanding of
the Department’s position on Eurasian migration, saying:
“You will appreciate that this is a pressing question at this
Mission where applications from Eurasians are increasing,
particularly since the December riots.”293

Pereira, Alexius, ‘Singapore Eurasians: Their Management of Ethnic Identity’, Masters
Thesis, National University of Singapore, Singapore, 1995, p. 101.
291 ibid
292 ‘Entry of Eurasians from Singapore, Memorandum from Department of Immigration,
Canberra, 15 May 1951’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
293 ‘Memorandum from Official Secretary, Office of the Australian Commissioner for Malaya,
Singapore to the Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 1 February 1951’, in
NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
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The timing of migration was important in determining which country a
Eurasian migrated to. As England tightened its immigration policies,
Australia’s policies were starting to loosen. Prior to 1949, most of the mixed
descent migration from British colonies and former colonies was to England.
In the years immediately after the war, Australia tightened its policies relating
to mixed descent migration. It was only after the review of the non-European
policy in March 1966, that Immigration Minister Hubert Opperman announced

Figure 23:

Migration of Persons of Mixed Descent to Australia, 19651971

Source: National Archives of Australia294

‘Suggested Answer to Question No. 2117, Question Posed by Senator Douglas
McClelland to the Minister Representing the Minister for Immigration, The Senate, Canberra,
11 May 1972’, in NAA: A446, 1972/75852.
294
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Figure 24:

Year of Application

Source: National Archives of Australia295

Figure 25:

Mixed Descent Arrivals from Malaysia and Singapore,
1965-1971

Source: National Archives of Australia296

295 NAA:

A8096, Migration Case Files (Kuala Lumpur).
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applications for migration would be accepted from well qualified people on
the basis of their suitability as settlers, their ability to integrate readily and
their possession of qualifications positively useful to Australia. The 1966
announcement was the watershed in abolishing the White Australia policy,
and non-European (and mixed descent) migration began to increase. The
gradual increase from 1966 onwards can be seen in the data contained in
Figures 23, 24 and 25.

The impact of the changes to the mixed descent policy in 1967 is evident in
Figure 24. Also, apparent is a spike in applications in 1969 which
corresponds with the 13 May race riots that year. In a 1970 memo to the
Secretary of the Department of External Affairs, K.J. Mahon, Second
Secretary at the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur noted that:
“There has been an appreciable increase in [applications] since
June 1969”.297

Whilst the race riots on 13 May 1969 in Kuala Lumpur was a turning point for
many in the Eurasian community in Malaysia, it is also important to note that
similar increases in migration applications from Eurasians were noted in
Singapore after the Maria Hertogh Riots in December 1950.298

Whilst the largest numbers of Eurasian immigrants from Singapore may have
left for Australia in the 1970s and 1980s as Pereira argued, it would be wise
to note the impact of Australian immigration policies on these numbers. The
changing nature of Australia’s mixed descent migration policy ensured that
as the policy eased more Eurasians were able to come to Australia and as

‘Suggested Answer to Question No. 2117, Question Posed by Senator Douglas
McClelland to the Minister Representing the Minister for Immigration, The Senate, Canberra,
11 May 1972’, in NAA: A446, 1972/75852.
297 ‘Impact of Recent Events, Memorandum from K.J. McMahon, Second Secretary,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of External Affairs,
Canberra, 1970’, in NAA: A1838, 1531/102.
298 ‘Memorandum from Official Secretary, Office of the Australian Commissioner for Malaya,
Singapore to the Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 1 February 1951’, in
NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
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more Eurasians entered Australia more were able to sponsor relatives to
migrate.

In summary, the Eurasian Exodus began as small ripples of migration to
Australia in the 1950s and early 1960s and grew into ever increasing waves
of migration through the late 1960s, 1970s and into the 1980s. It is important
to note that Eurasian migration from Malaysia and Singapore has not
stopped, it has merely slowed.
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Chapter Four: Getting to Australia: The Policy

“My Minister has had under consideration the question of the admission to
Australia as permanent residents of persons who are not of pure European
descent. The Minister holds the view that such persons are not suitable as
settlers in Australia and it is his desire that those wishing to make their
homes in this country be not granted facilities to do so…”299
-

T.H.E.

Heyes,

Secretary,

Department

of

Immigration 20 January 1949

In 1901, the Australian government signalled its intention to keep Australia
‘white’ when it introduced the Immigration Restriction Act 1901 (more
commonly known as the ‘White Australia Policy’). 300 For the most part, under
this Act non-European immigration to Australia was negligible, though some
Eurasians from Singapore and Malaysia did manage to migrate to Australia
in the pre-war years and quite a number of Eurasians were evacuated to
Australia at the beginning of the war.

Up until the early 1970s, the Australian Government’s policy on mixeddescent migration was governed by the pro-white sentiments of the White
Australia Policy and actively sought to stop or at the very least discourage
and limit mixed-descent migration to Australia. As evidenced by the
statement above from Mr T.H.E. Heyes, the Secretary of the Department of
Immigration, in the period immediately after the end of the Second World
War, Eurasians were not considered the type of migrant that Australia

‘Admission for Permanent Residency of Persons of Mixed Descent, Memorandum from
T.H.E. Heyes, Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Secretary, Department
of External Affairs, Canberra, 20 January 1949’, in NAA: A1838, 1531/1 part 1.
300 In 1958, the Immigration Restriction Act 1901 was replaced by the Migration Act 1958. At
this stage the requirements for a dictation test were also removed.
299
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wanted. In the twenty seven years after the end of the war, the official
Australian attitude towards migrants of mixed-descent ranged from:


‘we really do not want people of mixed-descent moving to Australia but it
should be fairly easy to tell who is mixed race and who is not’, i.e., the
51% Rule; to



‘we really do not want people of mixed-descent moving to Australia and it
is has become difficult to tell who is mixed race and who is not’, i.e., the
75% Rule; to



‘we still do not really want people of mixed-descent moving to Australia
but we guess they are sort of okay as long as they will fit in’, i.e., the
‘Australian’ Rule; to



‘it does not matter what race a person is as long as they will be a
good/useful addition to the Australian population’, i.e., the elimination of
the mixed-descent policy.

1. The 51% Rule
For the first half of the 20th Century, the basic principle of Australia’s
immigration policy was that except in exceptional circumstances nonEuropeans would not be permitted to settle in Australia.301 Prior to WWII,
there were very few people of mixed-descent immigrating to Australia. As
the numbers were few “their entry caused no comment”.302 However, in the
years after the war ended, what had once been a negligible level of mixeddescent migration grew. As acknowledged in an official Department of
Immigration memorandum, after the war “…political changes occurred in
Asian countries which made the position of Eurasians living there less secure

‘Conditions Governing the Admission of Persons of Mixed Blood to Australia,
Memorandum from Acting Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Minister
for Immigration, Canberra, 20 September 1950’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
302 ibid
301
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than formerly, [which] led to a very big increase of applications by partly
coloured persons for permission to settle in Australia”.303

In order to assist Immigration officials at overseas posts to deal with the
increased level of interest, the Department of Immigration made the decision
that “eligibility for admission should depend on the following factors:
(i)

a person must be preponderantly of European origin;

(ii)

he should have a European outlook; and

(iii) he should be of European appearance.”304

During this period, the term European was interpreted as being someone of
at least 51% European origin.305 This meant that a person had to have
European heritage on both their mother and father’s side, i.e., a person with
an English father and a Malay mother would not qualify as a European in this
context. The 51% rule meant that any Eurasians who wanted to migrate to
Australia in the immediate years following the end of the war had to produce
evidence sufficient to satisfy consular officials that they were at least 51% of
European origin.306 If they were not successful in convincing consular officials
that they were at least 51% of European origin they would be deemed nonEuropean, i.e., someone with at least “50% coloured blood or in other words
is at least half-caste”.307
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305 “The term “non-European” has been interpreted as meaning a person who possesses not
less than 50% coloured blood or in other words is at least half-caste.”
‘Attachment A: Definition of Mixed Descent, Policy Governing the Entry of Persons of Mixed
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Though the implementation of the eligibility criteria “greatly reduced the
number of Eurasians who were regarded as being eligible for admission”, it
did cause a number of problems for Immigration authorities, namely:
“…that there was a diversity of opinion amongst officers as to
how the test is to be applied, for example one officer may take
the view if a person is decidedly of European origin and
upbringing he is eligible for admission although he shows
distinct signs of colour. Another officer may decide that the
important factor is European appearance and this quite
outweighs the other consideration.”308

In an attempt to clear up confusion on how the policy should be interpreted
and to “ensure greater uniformity in the selection of this type of migrant”,
stricter eligibility criteria was proposed for mixed-descent migrants, namely
that:
(i)

“a person should be approximately 75% European or more
(as regards origin);

(ii)

he must be fully European in upbringing and outlook;

(iii) he tends to be European rather than non-European in
appearance.”309

On 21 September 1950, Harold Holt, the Minister for Immigration approved
these changes to the eligibility criteria for mixed-descent migrants. When he
approved these changes, Holt also approved the final paragraph in the
submission which stated that:
“In submitting these suggestion [sic] it has been taken into
account that persons of mixed blood coming from tropical
countries do not on the whole prove a very desirable type of
migrant and Australia would suffer no loss if the conditions
governing their entry were to further limit the numbers
admitted.”310

308

ibid
ibid
310 ibid
309

126

2. The 75% Rule

Whilst the 75% rule was approved by the Minister for Immigration on 21
September 1950, it was not until two months later on 22 November 1950 that
T.H.E. Heyes, the Secretary of the Department of Immigration sent a secret
memorandum to the Secretary of the Department of External Affairs
regarding Eurasians:
“I desire to inform you that consideration has been given to the
conditions which should be complied with by Eurasians before
they may be admitted to Australia.
Generally speaking Eurasians do not, on the whole, prove a
very desirable type of migrant and therefore the Minister
decided to tighten up the conditions they must comply with
before consideration may be given to their admission.
These are as follow:
(1)

a person shall be approximately 75% or more of European
descent and furnish documentary evidence in support
thereof;

(2)

he shall be fully European in upbringing and outlook;

(3)

he tends to be European rather than non-European in
appearance.

Will you kindly inform Overseas Posts immediately and advise
them that when submitting applications to this Department by
Eurasians for permission to enter the Commonwealth, they
should state whether the applicant complies with the conditions
laid down.”311

It is interesting to note that in the two month period between when the
Minister for Immigration approved the changes and when Heyes informed the
Department of External Affairs of the change in policy, a decision had been
made that Eurasians would have to furnish documentary evidence to support
their claims of being of 75% European descent (see Appendix D for an
example of a genealogical chart submitted by Donat Cornelius).

‘Eurasians, Memorandum from T.H.E. Hayes, Secretary, Department of Immigration,
Canberra to the Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 22 November 1950’, in
NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
311
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The Department of External Affairs was the government department with
primary responsibility for administering the policy on the ground, i.e.,
overseas. On 12 December 1950, the Secretary of the Department of
External Affairs distributed a circular memorandum No. 92A (1531/1)
informing their overseas post of the new position on Eurasians.312 On 1
February 1951, the Official Secretary at the Office of the Australian
Commissioner for Malaya – Singapore responded to the Secretary
expressing concern regarding the need for potential Eurasian migrants to
furnish supporting documents:
“I am… somewhat concerned at the requirement that a person
must furnish documentary evidence that he is predominantly
75% or more of European descent. I am very doubtful whether
any of the Eurasian community in Malaya would be able to meet
this requirement. In the first place most Eurasians here come of
very old Eurasian families dating back as far as the 18th
century, and they have never given any consideration to
breaking down their ancestry into European or Asian.
Furthermore, most records were lost during the Japanese
occupation. In any event I do not quite understand what
documentary evidence would be required. Birth certificates
where available are most unsatisfactory, as in most cases either
do not give race at all or give it incorrectly. Applicants are at a
loss to know what other evidence they can produce.”313

The requirement to produce documentary evidence of 75% or more
European ancestry remained in place until 1957. On 21 March 1957, T.H.E.
Heyes, the Secretary for the Department of Immigration briefed the Minister
for Immigration on the ‘Criteria of Eligibility for Persons of Mixed Race’.314
The Minister approved an amendment to the ‘Criteria for Persons of Mixed
Race’, namely that for persons of mixed race:

The position being that “Generally speaking, Eurasians do not prove to be a very
desirable type of migrant…”.
‘Admission of Eurasian Migrants, Memorandum from J.F. Hill (for Secretary), Department of
External Affairs, Canberra, 12 December 1950’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
313 ‘Memorandum from Official Secretary, Office of the Australian Commissioner for Malaya,
Singapore to the Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 1 February 1951’, in
NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
314 ‘Criteria of Eligibility for Persons of Mixed Race, Memorandum from T.H.E. Hayes,
Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Minister for Immigration, Canberra,
21 March 1957’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
312
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(i)

“their appearance must be such as to satisfy an officer that
they are of 75% or more European descent and that they
will have no difficulty in being accepted as Europeans in
Australia;

(ii)

they must be fully European in upbringing, outlook, mode
of dress and of way of living;

(iii) in cases where it becomes known, e.g. by the applicant’s
own statement, that one of the applicant’s parents is fully
non-European, his ability to satisfy conditions (a) and (b)
shall not entitle him to admission.”315

During the 1950s and early 1960s, Australian authorities were experiencing a
raft of negative publicity both domestically and internationally in regards to
cases where the policy was shown not to be fairly applied to specific families,
i.e., a sibling was allowed in whilst another was excluded based on their
perceived race (read: colour). An example was the case of a pair of
Ceylonese Burgher brothers of “proved European descent”.316 Mr D.O.
Trench-Thiedemann was living in Melbourne with his wife and two children. It
was 1950 and he had been trying to arrange for his brother to come to
Australia for a number of years. However, his younger brother had “a darker
skin pigmentation than the other members of his family”.317 As a result the
younger brother could “satisfy the former Minister for Immigration, Mr A.A.
Calwell, only of being “at least 75 per cent European,” but not of being
“preponderantly European in appearance,” as required by law”.318 In
response to this particular case, on 8 May 1963 the Department of
Immigration decided that:
“The parents and young (under 16) brothers or sisters of
permanent residents of Australia may be exempted from the
requirement of predominantly European appearance, in cases
where circumstances warrant this and at the discretion of the
Minister.”319
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The policy came under criticism at an operational level with George Kiddle, a
former Immigration official recounting:
“Well I thought it was terrible and so did anybody that had to
interpret it. You were supposed to judge a mixed person by
appearance. 75% European by appearance. Can you imagine a
policy more stupid than that?”.320

3. The Australian Rule
On 15 September 1964 the Australian Cabinet made Decision No. 481 on
Submission No. 406 ‘The Policy for the Admission of Persons of MixedRace’:
“The Cabinet agreed that the policy for the admission of persons
of mixed-race be amended by authorizing the Minister, at his
discretion and consistent with the need to maintain the
predominantly European character of the Australian population,
to admit for permanent residence persons of mixed-race where:(a)

humanitarian considerations, involving close family
relationship or hardship on grounds of discrimination are
present; or

(b) the applicant has special knowledge, experience or
qualifications useful to Australia; or
(c)

the applicant has the ability to make a contribution to
Australia’s economic, social and cultural progress;

If the applicant shows by appearance, education, upbringing,
outlook, mode of dress and way of living, that he is capable of
ready integration into the Australian community.”321

they must be European by education or upbringing.” Note: “The rules do not apply to the
spouses of British residents of Australian who are admitted irrespective of race.”
‘Conditions of Entry to and Stay in Australia of Persons of Non-European Race,
Memorandum to the Prime Minister, Prime Minister’s Department, 8 May 1963’, in NAA:
A1209, 1966/7143.
320
Immigration Nation: The Secret History of Us – Episode 2, SBS, 16 January 2011,
viewed 17 February 2012, <http://www.sbs.com.au/immigrationnation/videos/25/immigrationnation-episode-2>.
321 ‘Cabinet Decision No. 481 on Submission No. 406 - The Policy for the Admission of
Persons of Mixed-Race, Signed by E.J. Bunting, Secretary to Cabinet, Canberra, 15
September 1964’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
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For many potential mixed-descent migrants this decision seemingly opened
the doors to Australia. The change in policy theoretically brought the mixedrace policy “in line with other immigration programmes generally, in which
family relationship, capacity to integrate and ability to make a worthwhile
contribution to the development of Australia are basic elements”.322
Successful applicants “should represent the type of person Australia would
regard as a desirable migrant”.323 They would also not only need to meet
“normal immigration requirements (viz. health, character, security)” but would
also “be expected… to comply with the conditions relating generally to
unassisted migration from the country in which he is resident”.324

On 29 October 1964, the Department of Immigration in Canberra sent a 6page confidential memorandum to overseas posts entitled ‘Instruction to
Overseas Posts: Policy for the Admission of Persons of Mixed-Race’.325
Whilst the instruction claimed that “in effect, the 75 per cent rule has been
abolished everywhere”, their instructions relating to the assessment of
appearance contradicted this claim. In the second paragraph, they stated
that:
“Provided that the mixed-race applicant shows by appearance,
education, upbringing, outlook, mode of dress and way of living
that he is capable of ready integration into the Australian
community, the extent to which he is non-European, either by
appearance or in attested origin, will not be a factor to outweigh
other considerations.”326

However, in the very next paragraph they state that:
“Appearance will remain a factor in considering applications
from mixed-race persons (in the sense that it is relevant to the
capacity of the applicant readily to integrate into the Australian

‘Instruction to Overseas Posts: Policy for the Admission of Persons of Mixed-Race,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 29 October 1964’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
323 ibid
324 ibid
325 ibid
326 ibid
322

131

community, and the need to maintain the predominantly
European character of the Australian population).”327

In addition, interviewing officers were instructed to state whether in their
opinion “the applicant by appearance is likely to integrate readily into the
Australian community”.328 They were told to describe the appearance of
applicants using “phrases such as “predominantly European in appearance”,
“essentially non-European in appearance”, “more European than otherwise
(or vice versa)” etc.”329

Whilst the extent to which an applicant looked European was clearly still
considered of utmost importance, the instruction did include the proviso that
an applicant’s appearance:
“…should be weighed against other factors, e.g. compassionate
circumstances (close family relationship etc.), special skills or
qualifications, or the ability of the applicant to make a positive
and specific contribution to Australia’s development.”330

It is important to note here that:
“…an applicant who under the former policy would have
qualified virtually automatically for admission, on the grounds
that by appearance he satisfied the interviewing officer that he
was at least 75 per cent European in origin, may not necessarily
qualify for admission under the terms of the revised policy.” 331

This was definitely the case for some Eurasians in Malaysia and Singapore.
Some Eurasians who were eligible under the previous policy were no longer
eligible under this policy and vice versa.332
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At this stage the Australian government was still eager that the general public
should not think that they were being discriminatory in their practices to this
extent, the instruction to overseas posts also noted that:
“In official correspondence with the applicant or with those
making representations on his behalf, for example in writing
concerning an application which is to be refused, it will be
sufficient to say that “the applicant does not comply with the
normal (immigration) requirement for entry”. Any reference to a
“mixed-race policy” as such should be avoided.”333

Whilst the Australian government was eager for mixed-race communities
abroad to remain unaware of changes to the policy, a memorandum on
“Mixed Race Migration From Ceylon” from B.C. Ballard, the Australian High
Commissioner in Ceylon to the Secretary, Department of Immigration in 1965
clearly demonstrates that awareness of any changes to the policy were
immediately apparent within the Burgher community in Ceylon:
“Within a matter of a few days it was observed that genealogies
or other evidence of the racial antecedents of the applicants
were no longer necessary, and the word has undoubtedly
spread like wildfire, not only among the Burghers and other
mixed race communities, but also beyond. As a result, some
600 applications forms were sought within two weeks and our
stock of M47’s is exhausted. ..It seems likely that it is being
inferred that there has been a radical change in policy, and that
a very large number of rejected applicants will now reapply, and
also that applications will also be received from families who
either had been unable to obtain a genealogy or did not know
what racial qualification was necessary and now think there is
none.”334

Further changes to the policy occurred in February 1967. Up until then, if an
applicant was being admitted due to a close family relationship, then the
majority of their family must be in Australia. The Honorary B.M. Snedden, the
Minister for Immigration “decided that it would suffice if an applicant had an

‘Instruction to Overseas Posts: Policy for the Admission of Persons of Mixed-Race,
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immediate family member here (brother, sister, parent, son or daughter) –
even if all the rest of the family were still abroad”.335 It is important to note
that applicants were not required to be nominated by the family member
resident in Australia.

In 1969, a nomination process was implemented whereby persons of mixed
descent who did not qualify on the grounds of qualifications or discrimination
were required to obtain a nomination by relatives resident in Australia.
According to the ‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons
of Mixed Descent’:
“Eligibility for consideration on the basis of relationship to a
resident of Australia is confined generally to:(a)

parents together with their minor children;

(b)

adult and married sons, daughters, brother or sisters and,
where appropriate, their spouses and minor children;

(c)

and fiancées and fiancés.”336

While amendments were being made to the policy and the way in which the
policy was applied, throughout most of Asia it was still felt that the policy was
discriminatory. An Immigration official who worked in Hong Kong in the
1960s, Hec McMillan commented on the different attitude which the
Australian Government had to prospective immigrants from Asia saying that:
“Unlike my posting in the United Kingdom where you were out to
encourage applications and encourage bodies onto boats or
aircraft, ‘Hongers’ was a visa control post. There was a
restrictive policy and entrance for a long-term stay or residence
was highly restricted.”337
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He went on to recount:
“We had a lot of young people quite innocently enquire about
migrating to Australia. We used to say, ‘We are sorry but as
things are at the moment there is no provision for you to be
granted entry for a long-term stay in Australia. We would be
accused of being racist. They knew damn well we were. We
knew damn well we were. At least some of us did. All you could
say was, ‘Well look, mate, there’s the handbook. There’s the
rules and I’ve no delegated authority beyond what is in there.
Whatever my personal feelings may or may not be, that’s the
way things are.’”338

In 1971, a group of academics from the University of Malaya wrote a letter to
the editor (op-ed piece) of The Straits Times arguing that “the criteria
established by the Australian Immigration Department should be applied
equally to all prospective applicants, regardless of colour or race”.339 It was
not until two years later that the changes that they had asked for became
reality.

4. The End of the Mixed-Descent Rules

In 1973, the White Australia policy was formally abolished.340 The
abolishment of this policy meant that there were no longer any Immigration
rules which applied specifically to people of mixed-descent. The Whitlam
government, declared “that future admissions would be universal in the
sense of ignoring race, ethnicity, religion or cultural background”.341 Whilst
the policy was changed in 1973, it still took time for the changes to filter
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through on [to] an operational level. In 1975 the introduction of the Racial
Discrimination Act 1975 made the use of racial criteria for any official purpose
illegal. Whilst the selection based on racial grounds was prohibited it was not
until 1978, that the selection of migrants based on country of origin ceased.
This gradual phasing out was noted by Wayne Gibbons, an official with the
Department of Immigration:
“Discrimination on the grounds of race was put to bed finally
when Al Grassby became Minister for Immigration and he
announced a non-discriminatory immigration policy. At the
policy level thenceforth there was no problem but, [sic] at the
administrative level I do not believe we got rid of the vestiges of
discriminatory practice until 1975 – I think it was in McKellar’s
time. It took that long to work out of the system.”342

The change in Australian policy and practice did not come too soon. In the
late 1970s, John Rowland, the Australian High Commissioner to Malaysia
(1969 –1973), gave his opinion of the perception of Australia in Asia:
“…a white country, racist, with a colonialist history and outlook,
crude in style, pretending to take an interest in Southeast Asia
and prepared to lecture it, but lacking both true understanding
and true commitment to it.”343

The changes in policy paid lip service to Australia’s public commitment to
developing a relationship with its Asian neighbours. However, the Australian
Government did not go out of its way to assist Eurasians to migrate to
Australia. In the decades after the end of WWII, the Australian Government
had a policy of providing assisted passages to selected migrants as a way of
encouraging migration to Australia. According to Jupp, this policy of assisted
passages was “a form of social engineering designed to keep Australia
British, to increase the manual labour force, to redress the gender imbalance
and to keep Australia white”.344 Though the provision of assisted passages
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ended in the early 1980s, assisted passages were very, very rarely provided
to migrants of mixed-descent.345 In fact, in the hundreds of files I examined, I
never came across a single example of a Eurasian migrant from Malaysia or
Singapore who was provided with an assisted passage from the Australian
Government. Despite the barriers placed in their way by the Australian
Government, i.e., through discriminatory policies and a lack of assistance,
many members of the Eurasian community in Malaysia and Singapore still
considered Australia their destination of choice and were prepared to enter
into a lengthy immigration process in order to reach Australia.

In summary, in the thirty years after the end of WWII, the Australian
government’s official position towards Mixed Descent, i.e., Eurasian
migration changed markedly. From an initial position of considering
Eurasians as unsuitable for migration, it gradually changed into a position
where they were seen as no different to migrants of any other ethnic
background or nationality.

Just as there were separate policies relating to the immigration of persons of
mixed descent to Australia so too were there separate processes and criteria
for assessing mixed descent applicants. The following chapter discusses the
immigration process that was applicable for most Eurasians who applied to
immigrate to Australia in the 1960s and 1970s.
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Chapter Five: Getting to Australia: The Process

“I’d always point out to everybody on the staff wherever I worked that it’s not
pieces of papers between those folders, they’re humans and they’ve got
expectations and they want new lives. A lot of them are not going to be
approved. But it’s not just paper… it’s life.”346
- George Bartley, Australian Immigration official

For most children of migrants the Australian mixed descent immigration
process appeared to be fairly simple and straightforward:


You decided you wanted to go to Australia.



You contacted the Australian High Commission.



The Australian High Commission said ‘Sure’.



You moved to Australia.

Since commencing this study, I have discovered the reality of the process
differed greatly from the tale that was told. As evidenced in Figure 26, there
were many more opportunities for potential migrants to be rejected than there
were for them to be accepted into Australia. There were many hurdles they
had to clear to gain entrance into Australia. Most people who made enquiries
about immigrating to Australia never made it to their end goal.

At the time, applicants may have had some idea of the criteria against which
they were assessed based on the questions they were asked and the
documents they were required to provide. However, they would not have
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been aware of the nature of the assessments. In addition, memories tend to
fade with time and some details may have been forgotten whilst others have
been magnified. After having spoken in depth to over thirty Eurasians from
Malaysia and Singapore about their migration experience, I have a fair
understanding that their memories of the experience differ significantly. Some
remember in great detail, most generalise. Comparing these memories to the
immigration records from the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur
which are held at the National Archives of Australia in Canberra has
demonstrated that an examination of the records is necessary for the whole
story to be told.347

Immigrants recall their side of the story but for a full picture of the migration
experience, officialdom’s perspective is required. It was not until the records
from Series A8096 were cleared in early 2010 that the criteria against which
applicants were assessed and the nature of the assessments were publicly
available. For the first time, it has been possible to gain a full and complete
understanding of the Eurasian migration experience from the perspective of
both the migrant and the immigration official.

1. The Standard Applicant

The process for immigrating to Australia and the criteria against which people
were assessed changed several times between 1945 and 1980.348 This
reflected the changes to the Australian Government’s policy on mixed
descent migration. As part of this study, I have identified the process and
assessment criteria which could apply to a ‘standard’ applicant. The following
process and criteria were primarily based on the 1964 Policy for the
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Admission of Persons of Mixed Race. The 1964 policy covered the major
period of migration examined by this study, i.e., 1964 onwards.

After careful examination of 300 migrant applications from the Australian
High Commission in Kuala Lumpur and an assortment of policy and
correspondence files from both the High Commission and the Australian
Department of Immigration Central Office in Canberra, I have developed an
approximation of the immigration process for a standard applicant for the
period 1964 onwards.

Figure 26 is a diagram of the standard immigration process from an official,
i.e., Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur, perspective. Following the
diagram, the steps, both official and unofficial, i.e., personal, which people
had to take are discussed. Please note, that as the following diagram and
discussion are based on information taken from application files from the
Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur, an assumption has been
made that the same process held true for applicants in Singapore. This was
as the Australian Government had a standardised process for mixed-descent
applicants world-wide.

Step 1: Deciding to [attempt to] migrate
The first step for any potential migrant was making the decision to attempt to
migrate.349 After an individual (or a couple or a family) had made the decision
to migrate, they then had to evaluate their options. In other words, they had
to make the decision of which countries they wanted to attempt to migrate to.
They also had to assess the likelihood of their success of their application to
the best of their ability. Some chose to apply to migrate to a single country.
Others chose to apply to multiple countries, for example, a combination of
Australia, Canada, New Zealand and/or the United Kingdom.
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Both Daisy Westerhout and my grandfather, Frank Mitchell, contemplated
applying to Canada and Australia. My grandfather recollected applying to
both Canada and Australia, but he remembered that the positive response
came from Australia first. Daisy contacted both High Commissions but
wanted an immediate affirmative response, which is what she remembers
getting from the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur.

With some couples there was one partner who was the driving force behind
the decision to emigrate. Horace Sta Maria was the State Commissioner of
Scouts for Malacca prior to immigrating to Australia. This involvement in
Scouts gave him the opportunity to visit Australia for three Jamborees in
1952, 1955 and 1967:
“I came in ‘52… to Perth and then we went by train to Sydney.
That was where the Jamboree was. Then the people in
Sydney… my friends… Scouts… they heard rumours that we
were getting Independence and all that and that there would be
riots. So they asked me ‘Why don’t you come and migrate to
Australia?’ But they still had the ‘White Policy’ at that time so I
told them ‘White Policy’ but they said that you’ve got European
name so we can sponsor you, come.”350

Horace brought the matter up with his wife when he got back to Malacca.
She was not so keen on the idea, so he thought “Okay, forget about it”.351 He
continued to come to Australia for jamborees and he “came back in 1955 for
another jamboree and again in ‘67, three jamborees down here”.352 As time
progressed, he and his wife found that it had grown increasing difficult to
support their children in their educational endeavours in Malaysia:
“After [19]67 when she found that we were struggling to help the
children with their education she relented and said “Okay, we
can go”. So I applied and I got in. I was one of the first few.”353
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Sometimes it was the children who were not so keen to migrate and had to
be convinced. Christine Choo, a Eurasian academic in Perth recollected that:
“My own response to my parents’ decision to migrate to
Australia was one of total and vociferous rejection of the idea.
However, I was forced to adopt my role as dutiful eldest
daughter and show my younger siblings a good example by
agreeing to follow my parents. Being a child of the post-World
War II and the beginning of the postcolonial era, my strenuous
yet futile objection to my parents’ decision was on the grounds
of my emerging identity as a Malaysian, idealistically committed
to the nation. I railed against their desire to live in a western
culture and society. Capitulation to their demands was on
condition that I be allowed to return to Malaysia promptly upon
completion of my tertiary education in Australia.”354

Her sister, Antoinette Carrier was not so much opposed to the notion of
migrating as ambivalent:
“I was ambivalent about leaving Malaysia because I did not
have a close group of friends and I thought this would be a way
of going somewhere else where I could meet new people and
make new friends. I saw it as being part of a culture that was
from the picture books that we were brought up on.”355

It is important to note that the process could be terminated here by one
partner in a relationship deciding they did not want to migrate or by someone
in the family being unable to migrate, for example, they became physically
unable to migrate as a result of illness. An example being Malaysian
sportswriter Larry Carroll who had gone so far as to secure a nomination
from his sister in Australia before his sudden death in 1969.356 According to
his son, Gerry Carroll:
“He died in November '69, but he had applied to come. And I
think during the process, from what I remember, during the
process of that application, he passed away. So obviously
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mother made the decision [to terminate their application],
leaving somebody behind would be the odd thing.” 357

Optional Step: Securing a job offer in Australia
Some potential migrants took the step of securing a job offer in Australia prior
to submitting an application to immigrate. Securing a job offer was not a
guarantee of success for an applicant. However, if an application was
considered ‘borderline’ and an applicant did not have adequate family
support, a solid job offer may have tipped the scales in their favour.

In some instances, a job offer was almost mandatory. This was especially so
in the case of teachers. Their qualifications had to be recognised in Australia
and they usually had to have the ability to get a job from one of the state
teaching authorities before their application was approved. One applicant, a
Mr Atkinson, was informed by K.C. Henne, Attaché at the Australian High
Commission in Kuala Lumpur, that:
“…your application will most likely be approved, providing you
can obtain some evidence that the Department of Education in
the particular state in Australia in which you propose to settle,
recognises your qualifications and is prepared to offer, at least
tentatively, employment”.358

He provided Atkinson with a list of addresses of authorities that he should
contact.

Applicants who were nearing the age of retirement were also sometimes
requested to show proof that they would be able to get a job in Australia.
Walter Taveira had held a senior position with the Post Office in Malaysia
before applying to immigrate to Australia. However, when he came to apply
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to immigrate he was already 50 years old which concerned the interviewing
officer. He recalled:
“Before I came in here, they wanted to know my prospects of
getting a job considering that I was fifty years of age. So they
asked me “Can you show proof that you can get a job here?”. I
said “I don’t know, I suppose I can get a job quite easily in a
post office”.
“I tell you what you do” said the High Commissioner in Malaysia,
very nice man. He helped me. He says “You write a letter to the
Post Master General in Australia… telling him that you are
migrating to Australia. [Tell him] you were given permission
provided that [you] get a job. And is there any opportunity for me
getting a job in Australia. I have a brother living in Perth…
preferably I would like a job in Perth.”
In two weeks time, a letter came back from [the] Postmaster
General in Melbourne, “By all means”. I gave him my resume of
what I did and what courses I did in England and my
educational qualifications. “By all means we’ll have you here.
We are happy to have you here in Australia. Since you want a
job to be stationed in Perth, I have written to the Director of Post
Perth and he will arrange employment for you….
I showed this letter to the High Commissioner. [He said] “That’s
it, Mr Taveira. You’re in!””359

Optional Step: Securing a M40 nomination by a family member
From August 1969 onwards if an applicant wanted to be assessed against
humanitarian consideration, i.e., family reunion it was no longer adequate for
an applicant to merely have a close relative living in Australia.360 They also
had to secure a nomination by a close relative resident in Australia. This
involved an applicant’s relative in Australia lodging an M40 ‘Nomination For
Entry to Australia’ Form with the Australian Department of Immigration office
in their state or territory. In some instances, relatives also had to sign a M58
‘Accommodation Declaration’ Form and more rarely, a M28 ‘Maintenance
Guarantee’ Form.
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Figure 27:

Consular Advice Regarding Securing a Nomination

Source: National Archives of Australia361
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It was common amongst Eurasian families that those who had already
immigrated to Australia were both eager to and under an obligation to
sponsor relatives to Australia. My uncle, Philip Richards was in a particularly
unique position with regards to sponsorship. As the biological son of Oswald
and Sybil Richards he was eligible to sponsor his fourteen biological brothers
and sisters to immigrate to Australia.362 Within three months of Phillip turning
18 years old in September 1976, he had applied to sponsor two of his
biological siblings, Ulric and Frank Richards to immigrate to Australia.363

If an individual attempted to apply directly to the Australian High Commission
in Kuala Lumpur without securing a M40 nomination, immigration officials
would attempt to ascertain if the individual had any close relatives in
Australia. If they became aware that applicants had close relatives in
Australia, they advised them to attempt to secure a nomination from their
relatives in Australia (see Figure 27). Once the nomination was secured,
applicants were advised by the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur
(or Singapore) of the successful nomination, provided with an application
package and invited to submit an application for immigration (see Figure 27).

In some instances it was necessary for applicants to obtain sponsorship in
order for their applications to be successful (see Figure 28). Roosevelt
(Roose) Mitchell was a younger brother of my grandfather, Frank Mitchell.
When Frank came to Australia in July 1968, he did not need to be nominated
by a close relative. It was enough that he had a close relative, i.e., his sister,
Mrs Fisher resident in Australia. As Roose applied post-August 1969, i.e.,
when the nomination requirement was introduced, he was required to obtain

[bottom] ‘Letter from K.J. McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala
Lumpur to Mr Wilmot, Siri, 29 May 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/248.
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sponsorship from one of his siblings (see Figure 28) who was already
resident in Australia, i.e., either Mrs Fisher, Frank Mitchell or Robert Mitchell.
Roose was sponsored by his brother Robert Mitchell in February 1971, five
months after he completed an M47 Form in Singapore.

Some attempts to sponsor relatives to Australia were unsuccessful. My
grandparents did attempt to sponsor my grandmother’s brother, Dennis
Richards, to Australia. Two separate immigration applications by Uncle
Dennis were unsuccessful demonstrating that it was not a given that once
you had a brother or sister in Australia that you too would also be able to
migrate.

Figure 28:

Letter to a Mrs Fisher Regarding Sponsorship of Her
Brother

Source: National Archives of Australia364

‘Letter to a Mrs Fisher, Miranda from Commonwealth Director of Migration, Department of
Immigration, Sydney, 2 February 1971’, in NAA: C321, N1971/45128.
364
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One of the reasons why a nomination would not be successful was that the
nominee may have not had a close enough relationship with the nominator.
In 1969, a young woman from Malacca was nominated by Mother Teresa
Livio, a Canossian sister based in Australia. Her file records that:
“…a form M.40 nomination for the abovenamed lodged by
Mother Teresa Livio has not been accepted as at the present
time, there is no provision under mixed race policy for
sponsorship of friends”.365

Step 2: Initiating contact
As mentioned above, an applicant’s relatives in Australia could choose to
lodge an M40 Nomination Form with the Immigration Department office in
their state or territory. If the nomination was upheld then the state office
would inform the Immigration Department central office in Canberra who
would in turn notify the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur of the
nomination. Staff at the High Commission would then write to the nominee
inviting them to submit an application for immigration.

Alternatively, an applicant could contact the High Commission directly.
Methods of contact included by letter (note that construction of the letter was
important), by telephone, in person or through a (second hand) request via a
family member or a friend. Officials at the High Commission would then do an
informal, initial assessment of whether they thought the candidate was prima
facie eligible under the policy for mixed-descent migration.

If an applicant was found to be prima facie ineligible consular officials would
notify them that they were not eligible for entry to Australia, i.e., that their
application had been rejected. In 1970, K.J. McMahon, Second Secretary
(Consular) at the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur wrote to the

‘Letter to Mother Teresa Livio, Memorandum from T. M. Nulty, Commonwealth Director of
Migration, Brisbane to the Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 25 June 1969’, in
NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/54.
365
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Immigration Department in Canberra regarding his concerns about the
manner in which he was rejecting (early) enquiries:
“I am a little concerned at the procedure I have adopted with
regard to the rejection of applicants from their initial migration
enquiries. The latter take the form of correspondence and
interviews.
If, during an initial interview, it becomes apparent that an
applicant does not meet our requirements I advise him
accordingly and he is not given the application forms.
The same system applies to those who enquire in writing. I reply
to the effect that they do not meet the educational and
professional qualifications and therefore their case is not one for
consideration at the present time. The same is done for
prospective applicants of mixed descent, once I have
established that there are no close relatives in Australia.
I should appreciate your advice if these procedures are
acceptable or if they conflict with the policy concerning the
distribution of application forms to all who simply request
them.”366
Canberra provided the following response:
“We agree with you that there is really no point in inviting
enquirers who are obviously ineligible for entry under policy to
complete an application form. Apart from the work-load involved
the giving of an application form which requires production of
other documents could raise the hopes of prospective
applicants and put them to some unnecessary expense.
I suggest that your written replies to any enquirer who is
obviously ineligible might take the following form….
[for Mixed Descent applicants] “I refer, etc. … On the
information available to me I must inform you that any
application you may make for entry to Australia for residence
would not be one to which favourable consideration may be
given.”367

‘Letter from K.J. McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala
Lumpur to W.K. Brown, c/o Department of Immigration, Canberra, 21 April 1970’, in NAA:
A446, 1970/76304.
367 ‘Letter from W.K. Brown (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to K.J.
McMahon, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 29 April 1970’, in NAA: A446,
1970/76304.
366
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Theoretically, if the applicant was informally assessed as being potentially
eligible under the mixed descent policy, they would be given an application
package and invited to apply to immigrate to Australia. This was known as a
“Form 47 procedure which is a self-generating application”, i.e., an
application not requiring sponsorship or nomination by another person. 368 An
example of a Form 47 application was that of a Miss Minjoot who wrote to the
Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur in December 1968 asking if
they would “furnish me with details and the necessary information for a
person intending to migrate to Australia”.369 In the letter she noted her age,
ethnicity, employment, education and that she had relatives in Australia
willing to sponsor her. A response was sent in January 1969:
“With reference to your enquiry about migration to Australia, I
am enclosing a copy of the text of a speech made by the
Australian Minister for Immigration. In it are set out the various
requirements an applicant must be able to meet in order to be
considered for migration.
If you think that you are eligible for consideration under one of
the categories listed under page 2 of the enclosed statement,
you should write again, giving full details of your qualifications,
together with copies of any Degrees or Diplomas you have
obtained. You might at the same time provide us with further
information regarding yourself (and your family, if applicable),
such as date(s) and place(s) of birth, nationality and whether or
not you have previously been in Australia, or whether you have
previously applied for entry into Australia. If you have any close
relatives already residing in Australia, you should inform us
accordingly.”370

Note that the High Commission did not provide her with an application
package but rather they asked her to provide them with more information in
order for them to ascertain whether she would be eligible for an application
package. It was a further two months before an application package was sent
to Miss Minjoot.

368

Martin, Harry, Angels and Arrogant Gods: Migration Officers and Migrants Reminisce
1945-85, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra, 1989, p. 73.
369 ‘Letter from Miss Minjoot to the Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 30
December 1968’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/54.
370 ‘Letter from K.C. Henne, Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to Miss
Minjoot, 7 January 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/54.
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Three years after Miss Minjoot applied to enter Australia, officials at the
Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur had developed their own
system for dealing with inquiries for migration to Australia on the part of
mixed descent people. The informal nature of the process by which High
Commission staff had previously identified who was and was not eligible led
to the development of an ‘Inquiry – Migration to Australia’ form in 1972. This
form was developed by staff at the Australian High Commission in Kuala
Lumpur to send to potential applicants who were not able to provide evidence
of prima facie eligibility in their initial letter of inquiry or interview.371 The
information requested in the form covered the information requested in the
M47 and the Educational Qualifications and Employment Records forms.
This information was considered “sufficient to indicate prima facie eligibility
on the basis of either a rejection letter or invitation to submit an M47”.372

According to a Situation Report by L.R. Coutts in 1972, the implementation of
this system allowed the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur to:
“…adopt… a more careful approach to applications so that
M47’s are received from only persons who appear to have some
reasonable possibility of being approved in terms of the formal
criteria for eligibility”.373

It is important to note that this form was distributed not only to applicants for
whom evidence was lacking but also in “…cases where the inquirer is clearly
prima facie ineligible” in order to “create the impression - the correct
impression

-

that

all

inquiries

are

carefully

and

sympathetically

considered”.374 This public relations manoeuvre would have raised

‘A More Careful Approach to Applications, Situation Report for the N/E and M/D Sections
of the Department of Immigration, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary
(Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 6 June 1972’, in NAA: A446, 1970/76304.
372 ‘Situation Report, for Management Services Branch – NE and MD Sections,
Memorandum from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission,
Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 6 June 1972’, in NAA:
A446, 1970/76304.
373 ibid
374 ibid
371
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expectations and given some potential applications a false sense of hope
which in retrospect is a little cruel.

As noted previously, consular officials would usually recommend that if an
applicant had close relatives in Australia that the applicant should attempt to
secure a nomination from their relatives in Australia (see Figure 27).

Please note that the process could be terminated here by consular officials if
an applicant was informally assessed as being ineligible under the mixed
descent policy. On 6 June 1972, in a situation report to the Non-European
(N/E) and Mixed Descent (M/D) sections of the Department of Immigration,
L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission,
Kuala Lumpur noted that:
“From a statistical point of view we have adopted a more careful
approach to applications so that M47’s are received from only
persons who appear to have some reasonable possibility of
being approved in terms of the formal criteria for eligibility.
Those inquirers who are definitely ineligible and for which no
reasons for special consideration have been advanced, are not
offered an M47.”375

Step 3: The Application
Once potential applicants had received an application pack, they were
required to assess what information they needed in order to complete the
multitude of forms contained in the pack. Information that was required
included:


names, age, sex, address and marital status of applicant/s;



details of educational background, occupation, qualifications, skills,
special experience, etc.;



375

an assessment of personal assets;

ibid
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details of applicant’s employment expectations in Australia;



details of applicant’s relatives in Australia;



composition of immediate family not included in the current application
and their whereabouts (parents, brothers and sisters, children); and



whether there was any interest on the part of the applicant’s immediate
relations (if not included in the current application) in immigration to
Australia.

All applications involved securing a range of supporting documents which
took some time to collect. All migration applications required supporting
documentation, and potential migrants were required to source relevant birth,
death, marriage, divorce and adoption certificates. These took time to order.
In addition, employment (and sometimes personal) references had to be
requested, certificates and diplomas had to be collated and passport-sized
photographs had to be taken. This step could take anywhere from a couple of
days to several months.

Singaporeans, Daisy and Ainsley Westerhout, experienced some difficulties
in obtaining the required paperwork for their son, Butch. Butch was born
while they were living in Malaysia and Daisy travelled back and forth to
Singapore (from Malaysia) attempting to:
“Get somebody to say “Yes, your son can become a Singapore
citizen because… [his] parents are Singapore citizens.”… In
those days we never thought of registering our children. A lot of
families went through this. Now you know that you have to
register to be a citizen of whatever place. In those days nobody
did that. We thought it was automatic.”376

After pursuing this matter for eight months, Reggie Tessensohn and Burton
Westerhout came to dinner (whilst on a work trip to Malaysia). When
informed of Daisy’s dilemma, they said “Why don’t you go and see Brian

376

Interview with Daisy Westerhout, Perth, March 2010.
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Bogaars? He’s in Immigration.”377 The next morning, Ainsley called Brian and
asked for his assistance in the matter. It was arranged that Daisy would go
down to see Brian in Singapore, taking the birth certificate with her. And that
was the end of “8 months of going back and forth”.378

Some applicants experienced difficulties in providing the necessary
documentation due to the disruptions caused by the war. In response to a
request for details of his educational and professional qualifications, a Mr
Cullin informed the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur on 16
March 1971 (via letter) that:
“I was educated at St Xavier’s Institution, Penang, and passed
my Senior Cambridge examination in the early 30s.
Unfortunately, I lost this certificate together with other important
family papers during the Jap occupation.”379

Applications could be submitted either via mail or in person at the High
Commission. Upon submission of the application, consular officials would
examine the application and determine whether more information was
required from the applicant/s at that stage. Please note, it was possible for
the High Commission to reject applications at this stage. However, most
applications proceeded to the interview stage.

Step 4: The Interview
Once it was determined that applicants would be granted an interview, a
letter would be sent to an applicant advising them of the date, time and
location of their interview. Applicants would also be notified if they were
required to bring more information with them to the interview. On occasion,
applicants would contact the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur to
change the date and time of their interview if they could not attend the

377

ibid
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379 ‘Letter from Mr. Cullin, Penang to the Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High
Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 15 March 1971’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/336.
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original interview. The rare applicant missed their interview. The even rarer
applicant missed multiple appointments.

Interviews were usually held at the Australian High Commission in Kuala
Lumpur. However, if the applicant was resident in East Malaysia, interviews
would commonly be held at hotels in East Malaysia, i.e., Sarawak, Sabah
and Brunei, during one of the regular immigration visits to East Malaysia.
Sometimes these appointments would take up to six months to eventuate.

Performance at interview was extremely important and enabled consular
officials to screen for general suitability (see Chapter Six). The ‘Rules for the
Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed Descent’, stated that:
“Each applicant and, where applicable, members of the family
unit must be interviewed to establish whether they are capable
of ready integration into the Australian community having regard
to appearance (apart from its indication of non-European origin),
education, upbringing, outlook, mode of dress and way of
living.”380

Depending on the workload at the Australian High Commission in Kuala
Lumpur, it was possible to arrange interviews on an ad hoc basis. As
mentioned previously, Daisy and Ainsley Westerhout had made the decision
to emigrate from Singapore and were contemplating a move to either Canada
or Australia. They had travelled from their home in Penang down to Kuala
Lumpur to farewell a friend who was moving to England. Ainsley suggested
that they apply to immigrate while they were in Kuala Lumpur and attempted
to arrange an ad hoc interview at the Canadian High Commission. This was
unsuccessful. They then attempted to do the same at the Australian High
Commission in Kuala Lumpur and were successful. Daisy recalled her
experience in an interview in 2010:

‘‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 18 July 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95260.
380
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“Then we go to the Australian Embassy straight away [and]… fill
in the forms and just before we sit down, I’ve got to ask the girl:
Daisy

Excuse me. When can we have the interview?

Secretary

She looked at her watch and said “in five minutes”
“That was it so we sat down. We waited and we
were called in for the interview and that was it. The
interview went on so well. It was Mr Shannon. He
was the Second Secretary and I said to him:

Daisy

So what are our chances of going to Australia?

Official

I’m sorry I cannot tell you that

Daisy

Oh, no, no. [her husband is kicking her under the
table] Please give me an indication what our
chances [are].

Official

I’m sorry. I told you Mrs Westerhout. We can’t.

Daisy

You know, because I like to know more or less
how we are going. Otherwise we will have to try
other options.

Official

You’re really persistent aren’t you… Well, very
good.

Daisy

Very good. Very good doesn’t tell me anything.

Official

What else do you want to know?

Daisy

Tell me [the] percentage ok.

Official

Oh, that’s a bit too much. [Then he opened their
file] I don’t know why you’re worrying. Look at all
these things you people have done.381 Look at all
of this and you are worrying about your chances.
You will assimilate very well.

Daisy

That still doesn’t tell me.

Official

God, you are a bit much aren’t you. Alright, I will
tell you but you must promise me something.

Daisy

Like what?

Official

Promise me you won’t book.

Daisy

Book to go to Australia? Ok. I promise, now tell.

Official

I still don’t… Don’t you get it? You don’t have to
ask me. It’s like 99 per cent you will go.

Daisy

Wow. That’s great news.

According to Daisy: “We were into all the service clubs. Ainsley was President of Rotary,
Vice-President of St John’s Ambulance... I was President of [the] Red Cross, President of
[the] Catholic Women’s League. As I said we were into everything.”
381
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Official

Are you satisfied now… but you promised me you
won’t book.

Daisy

Oh no. There is one problem.

Official

What’s the problem?

Daisy

We don’t have a sponsor.382

Official

Look at all this. [You] don’t need a sponsor.”383

During the interview, consular selection officials had the opportunity to
counsel applicants on a range of subjects. This counselling could take the
form of information on what they could expect in Australia for example
according to his immigration file a Mr MacDonald was “counselled concerning
housing, employment prospects and education”.384 It could also take the form
of advice for future success in Australia for example a young man, a Mr
Hodges had:
“…completed his Cambridge Overseas Certificate but has not
as yet undertaken any employment. He is keen to take up an
apprenticeship in motor mechanics in Australia…We discussed
the matter of apprenticeships and encouraged him in this
direction”.385

According to a Selection Assessment Report from 1973, applicants could be
counselled on: hostels; education; school reports for children; availability of
housing; retention of assets and job; tools of

trade; liability for

unaccompanied baggage; baggage insurance; employment opportunities for
women; customs and quarantine responsibilities; vaccination; health and
social services; discharge of financial commitments; currency control; funds
on arrival; need to learn English; motor vehicles and driver’s licence; Good
Neighbour Council; Aliens registration; advisory services; and/or citizenship.

According to Daisy: “Every family we knew that left Penang or Singapore or Kuala
Lumpur had to have a sponsor. The Pestanas… the whole clan came. They had to have a
sponsor.”
383 Interview with Daisy Westerhout, Perth, March 2010.
384 ‘M40 Nomination, Record of Interview by L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular),
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 29 July 1971’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/341.
385 ‘M40 Nomination, Record of Interview by L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular),
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 22 September 1971’, in NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/375.
382
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Other issues that could be discussed at the interview could be whether an
applicant had completed (or not) military service; whether an applicant had
signed an undertaking, e.g., to return Singapore for military service; and
whether medicals had already been arranged.

At the completion of the interview, applicants may have been asked to
provide the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur with further
information and/or documentation to support their application.

Step 5: The Selection Assessment Report
The Immigration Department selection officer based at the Australian High
Commission in Kuala Lumpur was required to produce a Selection
Assessment Report after the interview. The report was based on the
applicant/s performance at interview and on an evaluation of documentation
provided against the existing policy pertaining to mixed-descent migration.
According to L.R. Coutts, their approach to reporting on migrant applicants
was:
“Essentially we attempt to report on them as they would be
viewed by their Australian counterparts according to profession
and social class. Our assessment therefore culminates in a two
fold summary designated “Professional Acceptability” and
“Integration Prospects”. The final recommendation is based on
these, though also taking into account the other aspects of an
application. The assessment is relative, for example, we would
expect a higher degree of general education and sophistication
from say, a medical practitioner than a primary school teacher.
Thus, where we rate such teacher as being of “high” intelligence
we mean that it is high for a person in that profession in
Australia but not necessarily high for a doctor.”386

Prior to August 1969, the selection officer at the Australian High Commission
in Kuala Lumpur was able to approve some applicants directly and the

‘A More Careful Approach to Applications, Situation Report for the N/E and M/D Sections
of the Department of Immigration, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary
(Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 6 June 1972’, in NAA: A446, 1970/76304.
386
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Selection Assessment Report was then used to notify the Immigration
Department central office in Canberra.

In 1969, L.G. Boreham at the Australian Government Trade Commission in
Calcutta, India wrote to the Immigration Department Canberra querying
whether he was allowed to approve fully eligible direct M47 mixed race
applicants without consultation with Canberra. A response was provided by
J.M. Williamson, Assistant Secretary, Entry Policy Branch, Immigration
Department, Canberra on 4 August 1969 notifying him that:
“Whilst limited authority to approved direct applications on Form
M47 was previously vested in Australian Missions overseas, this
delegation was withdrawn following the recent review of the
mixed descent policy.”387

In a Ministerial from P.R. Heydon, Secretary of the Department of
Immigration to the Minister for Immigration on 6 January 1970, the reasons
behind the new procedure were explained:
“…it was found to be impracticable to lay down firm guide lines
to assist officers stationed overseas in assessing the value in
Australia of qualifications obtained in other countries…
qualifications as tradesmen in many… countries are so far
below the standard in Australia as to be valueless. It was
because of this that the authority previously exercised by
officers overseas to approve applications on the basis that the
applicant has special knowledge, experience or qualifications
useful to Australia was withdrawn.
All cases are now examined in Canberra against, where
necessary, assessments made by the Professional Migration
Section of the Department, the Department of Labour and
National Service, professional organisations, trade committees
and the like.”388

‘Memorandum from JM Williamson, Assistant Secretary, Entry Policy Branch, Department
of Immigration, Canberra to LG Boreham, Australian Government Trade Commission,
Calcutta, 4 August 1969’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95260.
388 The new procedure referring to the requirement that person who have no close relatives
in Australia and whose applications can be considered favourably only on the basis of their
having qualifications or experience valuable to Australia must be referred to Canberra for
decision.
387
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From August 1969 onwards, the standard process was for selection officers
to provide a recommendation at the end of the Selection Assessment Report.
According to L.R. Coutts:
“Our recommendations are made on the basis of personal
suitability and viability and are subject to eligibility. In a case
where eligibility appears to us to be unlikely, but there is
sufficient reason to refer it to Central Office, we indicate this in
the “comments” section. The recommendation in such a case
may read “No objection on basis of personal suitability but
appears ineligible”, or “consider personally very suitable but
unable to recommend in terms of policy”. Some of these cases
are the subject of representations in Australia.”389

Central Office would then take this recommendation into consideration when
determining whether to approve or reject an applicant. Sometimes the
application was so borderline, i.e., marginal that the selection officer would
ask for Central Office’s opinion on an application as they were unable to
provide a recommendation.

The immigration process could be ‘semi-terminated’ at this point by a
negative recommendation from the selection officer. I use the term semiterminated as it was standard practice for the Department of Immigration
central office in Canberra to provide a final decision.

Step 6: The Provisional Decision
Upon receipt of the application including the Selection Assessment Report,
officials in the Department of Immigration were responsible for assessing
both the application and the assessment of the selection officer.

On

occasion they asked for more information to be provided before a final

‘De Beaufort – Admission, Memorandum from Mr Guinness (for PR Heydon, Secretary),
Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Minister for Immigration, Canberra, 6 January
1970’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95260.
389 ‘A More Careful Approach to Applications, Situation Report for the N/E and M/D Sections
of the Department of Immigration, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary
(Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 6 June 1972’, in NAA: A446, 1970/76304.
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decision was made. Note, that officials in Canberra did not always follow the
recommendation of officials at the Australian High Commission in Kuala
Lumpur, though when they did make a decision the decision was usually
final.

The immigration process could be terminated at this stage if the decision was
made to reject an applicant. If it was determined that an applicant should be
rejected, Canberra usually gave a stock response as to why a person had
been rejected, though on occasion they provided a response against each
criteria:
“The application of Mr and Mrs… Boudville and family has been
considered, but is not one for approval under mixed-descent
policy i.e.


Although Mr Boudville has experience in his field of
employment, he has not served an apprenticeship and
therefore, does not qualify as a tradesman. His
employment prospects have been described as poor.



The family has no close relatives resident in Australia.



There is no evidence to suggest that hardship is being
suffered through discrimination.

Entry not approved.”390

As noted, Canberra often gave instructions as to what reason should be
given to the person being rejected. However, in an instruction to overseas
posts, a more general approach was taken:
“In official correspondence with the applicant or with those
making representations on his behalf, for example in writing
concerning an application which is to be refused, it will be
sufficient to say that “the applicant does not comply with the
normal (immigration) requirements for entry”. Any reference to a
“mixed-race policy” as such should be avoided.”391

‘Application for Entry Mixed Descent, Memorandum from K.J. Bleaney (for the Secretary),
Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 10
April 1970’, in NAA: A8906, 63/4/2/147.
391 ‘Instruction to Overseas Posts: Policy for the Admission of Persons of Mixed-Race,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 29 October 1964’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
390
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On occasion, officials at the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur
may have attempted to appeal a rejection. There were instances in which
these appeals were met with success. If an applicant, was unsuccessful at
this stage, the High Commission would inform the applicant via a standard
letter.

If the decision was made to provisionally approve the application, Canberra
would also advise what type of visa conditions should be applied to the
primary applicant as well as to each other person mentioned in the
application. The primary applicant was (usually) issued with a visa or
endorsement from the ‘H’ series which applied to persons of mixed descent
(see Figure 29).

Type of Visa
Family

Visa Code
H-1

sponsorship
Possession

Reason for Visa
Approval granted on basis of family
sponsorship

H-2

of skills etc.

Approval granted on basis of possession
of special knowledge, experience or
qualifications useful to Australia

Discrimination

H-3

Approval granted on basis of hardship
on grounds of discrimination

Figure 29:

Visa Categories for Mixed Descent Migrants: The ‘H’ Series

Source: National Archives of Australia392

‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.G. Kiddle (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 2 February 1970’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95164.
392
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Although most visas that were issued were ‘H-1’, i.e., family reunion, I came
across many examples of successful applicants with a ‘H-2’ endorsement. An
example being a Mr and Mrs Van Dort.393 Mr Van Dort was a teacher who
had completed six years of primary education, seven years of secondary
education and six years of tertiary education. Enquiries by the Department of
Immigration central office “indicate[d] that Mr Van Dort would be eligible to
teach in New South Wales, Victoria and Western Australia (and probably in
the other States also) subject to the usual personal interviews”. 394 The
Department of Immigration central office also noted that “Mrs Van Dort is
eligible for registration as a General Nurse in New South Wales and South
Australia”.395

Note that different visa conditions may have been applied to spouses and
dependents. For example, if special permission was given for a spouse of
non-European descent to accompany a Eurasian applicant to Australia, the
spouse would have been issued with a visa endorsed with the special
condition ‘W-1’.396

I never came across any examples of Eurasians from either Malaysia or
Singapore who had been admitted with a ‘H-3’ endorsement. Indeed, in
correspondence between the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur
and the Department of Immigration in Canberra regarding the Minjoot family
it was noted that:
“The family is not suffering through discrimination on the basis
of race except that Malaysian policy gives favourable treatment
to Malays. Eurasians as such are not discriminated against
again[st]...”.397

‘Mr and Mrs Van Dort, Visa Details, 12 January 1971’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/243.
‘Mr and Mrs Van Dort, Memorandum from Department of Immigration, Canberra to
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 23 March 1971’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/243.
395 ibid
396 ‘Visa Conditions, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 12 August 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1967/73002.
397 ‘MD Permanent Residence, Memorandum from unnamed official, Australian High
Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 29
March 1972’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/54.
393
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Once Canberra had approved the application, then the Australian High
Commission in Kuala Lumpur was instructed to ask applicants to undergo a
medical assessment and the High Commission would contact the Malaysian
Police to arrange a police check/clearance and (if necessary) ASIO to
arrange a security clearance.

Step 7: The Medical Assessment
As mentioned above, once an applicant received provisional approval from
Canberra, they were required to undergo a thorough medical examination.
Applicants were required to pay for their own medical examination which
included X-rays. This could prove quite expensive for a family with a number
of children.

Doctors were required to send the examination results directly to medical
officials at the Department of Health in Canberra who analysed them and
then provided an opinion to the relevant section in the Department of
Immigration in Canberra. This opinion was usually in the form of a
recommendation to accept or reject an applicant on medical grounds.

Of particular concern to medical authorities was tuberculosis (TB). On
occasion, they recommended further (medical) examination by authorities in
Malaysia. Alternatively they may have recommended an applicant for
approval on the condition that the applicant register with and visit a TB clinic
upon arrival in Australia. Immigration officials would analyse this opinion and
them inform officials in the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur of
their assessment.

The results of medical examinations were usually only valid for twelve
months. If more than twelve months had passed before an applicant entered
Australia, a second medical examination may have been required. An
example being a Mrs Atkinson. She became pregnant during the application
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process. Her husband wanted to travel to Australia prior to the birth of their
child in order to arrange things for his family. He wrote to the Australian High
Commission in Kuala Lumpur requesting permission to travel ahead of his
family. K.J. McMahon replied on 8 October 1970:
“There should be no difficulty in your preceding your wife to
Australia but the baby should be medically examined prior to
your departure. I enclose the appropriate forms. These should
be completed and returned to me as soon as practicable after
the child is born. Before your family joins you in Australia your
wife and eldest child would need to be medically examined
again as the validity of their present examination will expire in
early April 1971.”398

On 19 May 1971, six months after the birth of her second child in late
December 1970, Mrs Atkinson wrote to the Australian High Commission in
Kuala Lumpur to advise them that: “My daughter, … and I have been through
our second medical examination and our medical report was submitted
sometime in the middle of last month”.399 She was anticipating joining her
husband in Perth where he had moved from Petaling Jaya in January 1971.

Please note that the process could be terminated here following a rejection
by Canberra on medical grounds. On occasion, High Commission officials in
Kuala Lumpur may have appealed this decision.

Step 8: The Security and Character Checks
All applicants, plus accompanying members of their family who were aged 16
years and over, were required to receive both a security clearance from ASIO
and a police clearance, i.e., a character check from the police in Malaysia
(and/or Singapore). Security clearances were valid for twelve months.

‘Letter from K.J. McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala
Lumpur to Mr Atkinson, Petaling Jaya, 8 October 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/137.
399 ‘Letter from Mrs Atkinson to the Officer in Charge, Australian High Commission, Kuala
Lumpur, 19 May 1971’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/137.
398
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In all of the files that I reviewed I never saw an adverse police check or ASIO
assessment. This does not mean that no applicants received adverse police
or security checks but simply that none of the files I reviewed contained
adverse reports. If an adverse report on an applicant had been received from
either the Malaysian police or ASIO, the applicant’s immigration application
may have been terminated at this point by officials at the Australian High
Commission in Kuala Lumpur.

Step 9: The Final Decision
If a candidate had been approved by the Department of Immigration in
Canberra (or by the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur on
occasion), once the medical, liaison and security checks were successfully
completed, an applicant was cleared for approval.

Step 10: Processing of the Visa
Applicants were notified of this decision by mail and were invited to send their
passports to the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur for processing
of their entrance visa/s. Pro forma letters were sent to successful applicants
detailing the steps they should take and the criteria related to their
immigration, for example:
“I am pleased to tell you that your application for permission to
enter Australia for residence has been approved and that all
requirements in this connection have been met. Visa(s) valid for
a period of twelve (12) months from the date of this letter will be
issued upon presentation or receipt of your passport(s).
You should clearly understand that permission for you to land
and remain in Australia will be subject to the conditions that:
(1)

you arrive in Australia before the expiry date of the visa(s)
to be included in your passport(s);

(2)

it is found on arrival that your health (and that of your
dependants) has not, since the grant of the visa(s),
deteriorated to such an extent as to render you ineligible
for admission to Australia;
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(3)

during the period between the grant of the visa(s) and your
arrival in Australia no adverse information regarding
yourself (or your family) becomes known;

(4)

there is no change in your marital status before your arrival
in Australia; and,

(5)

the dependants included in your application do not precede
you to Australia.

Your failure to comply with any of these conditions may mean
that the authority for your admission could be cancelled.”400

Visas did not need to be issued at the Australian High Commission where the
application was lodged. In 1971, L.R. Coutts advised a successful applicant:
“Firstly there would be no need for you to travel to Kuala
Lumpur in order for you to have a visa endorsed in your
passport. We suggest that you get in touch with the Australian
High Commission in Singapore who will issue the endorsement,
we will advise them that you are calling in there for that
purpose.”401

Step 11: Preparing to Leave
Once the applicant/s had been notified that they had been approved to
immigrate to Australia they first needed to provide their passports to the
Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur for processing of their visa.
They then needed to formalise any arrangements which they had made to
leave Malaysia.

The first logical step would have been to tell everyone that you were leaving
for Australia. It cannot be assumed that everyone already knew about a
migration application as there may have been a loss of face associated with
an unsuccessful application.

‘Your Application for Permission to Enter Australia for Residence – Approval, Letter from
R. Shelley, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to Mr
Beven, Kajang, 17 January 1978’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/127.
401 ‘Letter from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission,
Kuala Lumpur to Mr Fern, Seria, 3 June 1971’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/250.
400
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Figure 30:

Visa Endorsement for Australia

The above visa endorsement for Australia was issued to my grandmother,
Sophie Mitchell nee Richards at the Australian High Commission in Kuala
Lumpur on 12 September 1968. The special condition was ‘H’, i.e., mixeddescent, not H-1 or H-2. I assume that the special condition on my
grandfather’s visa may have been H-2 as he was the primary applicant.
Source: National Archives of Australia402

‘Visa Endorsement for Australia, Malaysian Passport of Sophie Mitchell, 12 September
1968’, in NAA: A446, 1970/63664.

402
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An applicant would then need to book their travel to Australia, as travel
agencies were not able to accept bookings to Australia before visas had
been approved and processed. Prior to booking their travel, applicants would
have to make the decision whether to travel by plane or by boat. Many
applicants treated the journey as a mini-holiday and booked on one of the
liners plying the waters between Malaysia, Singapore and Australia.

The Neptune Jasper (see Figure 31) was a cargo liner that a number of
Eurasians travelled on to reach the east coast of Australia. The middle image
in Figure 31 was taken on 26 January 1973 and shows Avril Pasqual as she
was leaving Singapore on board the Neptune Jasper. Her brother, Kevin
Pasqual is next to her and his cabin-mate, an English man, is on Kevin’s
right. Anita Hope also travelled to Sydney on the Neptune Jasper only a year
later in 1974. According to a newspaper advertisement in the Straits Times,
the sailing time between Singapore and Sydney was approximately 12
days.403 Another liner that was popular amongst Eurasian immigrants to the
east coast of Australia was the Malaysia. Two of my grandfather’s brothers,
Robert and Roose Mitchell, and their families travelled on the Malaysia in
consecutive years, namely 1970 and 1971.

The sailing time between Singapore and Fremantle (Perth) was shorter than
that between Singapore and Sydney.

The MS Centaur (see Figure 31),

which was a popular option amongst Eurasian migrants to Perth, made the
journey from Singapore to Perth in only five days. 404 Marina Klassen recalled
that “at that time the Centaur was plying up and down”.405 Lesley Sutton
remembered that her “mum and dad came on that”.406

403

The ship also serviced Port Swettenham, Penang, Melbourne and Adelaide.
‘Neptune Orient Lines Ltd’, The Straits Times, 27 January 1971, p. 22.
404 Goossens, Rueben, Blue Funnel Line – MS Centaur, ssMaritime, accessed 10 May 2012,
<http://www.ssmaritime.com/centaur.htm>.
405 Interview with Marina Klassen, Perth, March 2010.
406 Interview with Lesley Sutton, Perth, March 2010.
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Some immigrants originally intended to travel by ship but ended up flying to
Australia. Daisy Westerhout and her husband Ainsley “booked on the last trip
the Oriana was doing going around Australia”.407 They had to wait a “whole
year to get that booking”.408 However, Daisy was surprised when:
“Two weeks before we were supposed to leave on the boat on
this cruise, my husband [Ainsley] comes home and says:
Ainsley

“Happy Mother’s Day!” [and] gives me this box.

Daisy

“What is this?”.

Ainsley

“I used the money.”

Daisy

“What money?”

Ainsley

“I cancelled the cruise.”

Daisy

“You did what?”

Ainsley

“I cancelled the cruise.”

Daisy

“What? We waited a whole year...”

Ainsley

“The guys from the base, all of the officers said it’s
cruel of me to bring Daisy and family to the worst
winter Australia is experiencing [i.e., 1968].”

“So he cancelled the cruise, used the money and went to B.P.
De Silva and bought a ring for me. This is my Australia ring
[shows interviewer the ring]. I was so angry. I took the thing and
just flung it across the room. Then it landed under the bed. That
evening we went to Penang to have Chinese dinner, it was
Mother’s Day and all that. His Chinese friend said:
Friend

“Show, show, show me. You didn’t put it on.
Why?”

Daisy

“Put what on.”

Friend

“Ainsley, didn’t you give it to her?”.

Ainsley

He said yes.

Friend

“Then why is it not…”

Ainsley

“Oh, she’s really angry. She’s not talking to me….”

Friend

“Oh, very nice you know. [It was] The best one in
the shop.”

“3 o’clock in the morning we went home from Penang after all
the boozing and what not. We went home [and there was] Daisy
crawling under the bed to get the ring. So that’s how we came to
Australia. We caught the last day light flight. In those days all

407
408

Interview with Daisy Westerhout, Perth, March 2010.
ibid
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the flights used to come in at 1 something in the morning. … We
arrived here about 2 in the afternoon. [It was] Freezing cold.”409

An applicant’s final destination impacted on their choice of transport. When
my mother travelled with her mother and siblings to Darwin there were limited
passenger shipping routes operating between either Malaysia or Singapore
and Darwin. As such they flew with BOAC (British Airways) from Singapore
to Darwin in September 1968.410

Just as their final destination would impact on their transport decision, so
would their budget (plane travel was quite expensive) and the amount of
luggage they wanted to take with them. Applicants quite often requested
advice from consular officials regarding what they should (and could) bring
with them. On 29 June 1971, L.R. Coutts advised a Mr Fern:
“Regarding the matter of tariff effecting the items you mention, I
wish to advise that:


Motor cars must be within your possession and use
(Documentary evidence of this by way of registration must
be provided) for a period of at least fifteen months. No
exception whatever is made to this rule.



Electrical goods and household effects must be within your
possession and use for a period of twelve months.



We do not have copies of the magazine Home at this office
and I am therefore unable to let you have them.

May I suggest that regarding the matter of taking a car to
Australia that you should investigate the economics of this very
carefully. Unless the car is in very good condition and you are
likely to lose heavily by selling it, it is unlikely that there would
be any advantage in taking it to Australia. Second hand cars,
especially the smaller varieties, in quite reasonable condition,
may be purchased at moderate prices in Australia.”411

409

ibid
BOAC (British Overseas Airways Corporation) was the predecessor of British Airways.
411 ‘Letter from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission,
Kuala Lumpur to Mr Fern, Seria, 29 June 1971’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/250.
410
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Figure 31:

Travelling by Ship

Top to bottom: the MS Centaur, Avril Pasqual on the Neptune Jasper in
1973, and the Neptune Jasper circa 1972
Source:

<http://www.ssmaritime.com/centaur.htm>,

Avril

<http://transpressnz.blogspot.com/2011/11/neptune-jasper.html>
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Pasqual,

Fern was not the only applicant who envisaged bringing his car with him to
Australia. Ivor Klassen shipped his car on the Centaur to Australia.412 People
who travelled by ship quite often bought extensive amounts of personal
belongings with them. An example being my grandfather’s stepmother who
purchased a new cane lounge set to bring with her on the boat from
Singapore in 1971 (see Figure 32). In contrast, my grandparents had to sell
nearly all their belongings before they travelled by plane to Australia in 1968.

Regardless of whether travel was by plane or by boat, decisions still needed
to be made regarding what to take, what to leave, what to give away and
what to sell. Many applicants were in a position where the move to Australia
would stretch their finances and this would have impacted on their thinking as
well.

Figure 32:
Migration

Memento of a

Mary De Souza nee Mitchell nee
Yoong moved to Australia with her
husband, Livin De Souza in 1971.
Prior to migrating she bought a
new cane furniture suite which she
brought with her to Australia. Her
granddaughter, Rowena Mitchell
now has this furniture in Canberra.
Source: Ione Jolly

412

Interview with Ivor Klassen, Perth, March 2010.
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Applicants needed to finalise their financial position through consolidation of
their assets. This included outstanding monies owed to them from employers,
CPF and pension benefits, the sale of property and other assets. They also
needed to arrange for the transfer of their financial assets to Australia.

Successful applicants had to resign from their jobs (if they had not already
done so, assuming that they were not already retired) and withdraw their
children from school (if they had any). They also needed to say goodbye to
their family and friends. In addition to mentally preparing themselves for the
leap into the great unknown, they also had to prepare themselves in a
physical sense for the unknown.

My grandparents were unsure whether certain Asian fruits and vegetables
would be available in Darwin. My Uncle Steve remembers that my
grandparents sewed seeds into the seams of their children’s clothes. He also
recalled that everyone in Malaysia thought that Australia was going to be
very cold (compared to Malaysia) and that his parents had made sure they
stocked up on winter clothes, little knowing that Darwin (their destination)
was often hotter than Kuala Lumpur (their point of origin).

Optional Step: Secure job and/or accommodation in Australia
As mentioned previously, some applicants went to the additional step of
securing employment in Australia before they departed from Malaysia.
Whether they remained with this position when they arrived in Australia was
another matter. My grandfather spent so little time working for Humes in
Darwin (less than two weeks) that he did not even include this period of
employment on a resume he wrote in 1979.413

413

Effectively it was a transfer as Humes offered my grandfather a job in their factory in
Darwin.
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Arranging accommodation in advance was a priority for some families (and
individuals). Often family members already in Australia were prepared to offer
the new migrants a place to stay while they got on their feet.414 Sometimes
these family members arranged on behalf of the new migrants either rental
accommodation or the purchase of a home. One example that comes to mind
was of a Singaporean couple who entrusted their daughter to purchase a
suitable home on their behalf in Perth. When the couple arrived they found
that their new home was in Safety Bay.415 Safety Bay is some distance south
of Perth and in the 1960s it was an extremely isolated locale, which likely
was a contributing factor in members of the family having serious adjustment
issues. On occasion, one partner may have flown down ahead of the others
to arrange accommodation before arranging for the rest of the family to come
out. My grandfather and uncle stayed in a hotel (on the way to Darwin) and at
a government migrant hostel before securing a job on the railways in
Katherine. The railway position included accommodation, thus allowing my
grandmother to bring the rest of the children out to Australia.

Step 12: Travel to Australia
The final step in their journey to Australia was actually travelling to Australia.
This could take from a matter of hours (by plane) to a couple of weeks (by
boat to the east coast of Australia). Most travel to Australia occurred either at
the end or at the beginning of the year. The assumption can be made that
this was predominantly due to the need to fit around children’s schooling. It
could also be because people were waiting to receive their Christmas
bonuses before leaving for Australia.

Note that not all applicants travelled together. Some families travelled to
Australia in stages. This happened for a variety of reasons but the most
common seemed to be that the father/husband would travel in advance to

414

Particularly if they had signed an accommodation declaration saying they would provide
accommodation for the new applicants.
415 Interview with Daisy Westerhout, Perth, March 2010.
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arrange suitable accommodation for the family. For example my grandfather
and Uncle Philip travelled to Australia in on 20 June 1968416 and my
grandmother and the rest of the children followed three months later on 27
September 1968.417

Some applicants chose to delay their travel to Australia and thus required an
extension of their visa endorsement. A Mr Peters was one of a number of
migrants who were unable to dispose of their property in time to make the trip
to Australia within the validity of their visa.418 A Mr Britto was another migrant
with property issues. In a letter to Mr S Creswick at the Australian High
Commission in Kuala Lumpur on 7 September 1973, Mr Britto requested an
extension to his visa endorsement, saying that:
“I have not yet succeeded in selling my house due to a slump in
the local property market. The sale of this property is important
so that I may have the cash for passages and initial expenditure
on my arrival in Australia.”419

He had two other reasons for requesting an extension, namely his children’s
schooling and his mother’s death. He noted that:
“My eldest son … and daughter … are completing School
Certificate Examinations at the end of the year and I do not wish
to disturb their studies by leaving for Australia before or by
October 1973, which is the last date on the endorsement.” and
that “Due to the sudden decease of my mother in June of this
year it has been necessary for me as eldest son to handle the
administration of her estate. It will therefore be necessary for me
to be present in Sabah for at least another 6-9 months from the
date of writing by which time letters of administration and grant
of probate should be finalized.”420

Entry stamp from Perth Airport in Phillip Richards’ Malaysian passport (which was issued
on 10 January 1968 in Kuala Lumpur).
417 ‘Entry stamp from Darwin Airport, Malaysian Passport of Sophie Mitchell, 27 September
1968’, in NAA: A446, 1970/63664.
418 ‘Letter from Mr. Peter, Kota Kinabalu to the Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur,
28 September 1972’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/270.
419 ‘Letter from Mr Britto to S. Creswick, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 7
September 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/323.
420 ibid
416
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A Mr Dias also had issues with the sale of property, informing L.R. Coutts on
1 March 1972 that “My… reason for begging for this extension is that my
piece of land in Ipoh is worth about $40.000 has not been sold as yet”.421
However, his main reason for seeking an extension was issues surrounding
his employment and future pension. His original migration plans had been
stymied by a change in Malaysian government policy. He requested that his
visa endorsement be extended from 6th August 1972 to December 1974 as:
“Being a pensionable officer in the Malaysian Government
Service, I will be opting for retirement in November 1974. I will
be receiving my gratuity and pension, which would be of great
help to us in Australia. Should I retire now I would not enjoy all
the benefits of my 26 years in the service.
Before the Suffian Report had come into effect, I had the
understanding that being an officer in the uniformed service I
could opt for retirement at the age of 45 just as the Prison
Officers and the Police Officers, which would have been perfect
for me to migrate to Australia this year.”422

Other applicants also had employment related issues which led to them
requesting an extension on the validity of their visa. Sometimes the request
for an extension came from the applicant’s employer rather than from an
applicant themselves. In a letter to L.R. Coutts on 2 January 1971, G.L.A.
Scott, Vice-President and Resident Manager for Southeast Asia, Grolier
International, Inc. wrote:
“Miss Cornelius is my secretary and due to leave for permanent
residence in Australia on 2nd February 1971. Now, due to
unforeseen circumstances, her departure at this particular time
would cause us no little inconvenience.
We write to ask Sir, if she may be permitted to defer her
departure for eight months without upsetting your normal routine
too much. The reason for this is a recent complete reshuffle of
management in Southeast Asia which took effect on 1st January,
1971. The General Manager from Thailand, Mr Roland Park,
has taken over the Malaysia operations leaving me free to move
more freely round all the other offices. Miss Cornelius’

‘Letter from Mr. Dias, Taiping to L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary, Australian High
Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 1 March 1972’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/5.
422 ibid
421
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knowledge and presence in Kuala Lumpur will therefore be
invaluable to Mr Park, as you can well imagine.
…P.S. Miss Cornelius has indicated that she would be happy to
defer her departure, but it must be with your approval.”423

Coutts notified Miss Cornelius on 16 January 1971 of his approval of the
request providing that “you undergo a further medical examination and X-ray,
as the validity of the original expires on 4th February, 1971”.424

Whilst applicants seeking an extension of their visa validity were usually
required to undergo a new medical check (as medical checks were only valid
for 12 months) authorities cautioned applicants about relying on extensions:
“I would like you to be aware, however, that approval for
migration to Australia is not valid indefinitely and endorsements
for entry cannot be renewed merely on request. Rather migrant
entry is approved with due regard to the proposed migrant’s
qualifications and the availability of suitable employment in
Australia within his, or her, professional capacity at the time of
approval.
…I wish to impress upon you that if you do not entry Australia
…[by a specified date]… your application will be considered as
lapsed and should you subsequently still wish to migrate it will
be necessary for you to apply anew. Any such new application
would be considered according to whatever rules are in force at
that time and no guarantee can be given as to the success of
any such future application.”425

423 ‘Letter from G.L.A. Scott, Vice-President and Resident Manager for Southeast Asia,
Grolier International, Inc. to L.R. Coutts, Australian High Commision, Kuala Lumpur, 2
January 1971’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/95.
424 ‘Letter from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission,
Kuala Lumpur to Miss Cornelius, Kuala Lumpur, 16 January 1971’, in NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/95.
425 ‘Letter from official at the Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to applicant,
undated’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2.
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2. The Non-Standard Applicant

While reading through hundreds of immigration files, I noticed that there were
slight differences in the application and assessment process for aged,
dependant parents and for fiancé(e)s, specifically military fiancées.

The aged, dependant parent
Family reunion has been an important element of Australian immigration
policy in the post-WWII period. People of mixed-descent were able to
sponsor their aged, dependant parents to immigrate to Australia provided
they were in a position to support them once they were in Australia. In
addition to a M40 nomination an Accommodation Declaration and a
Maintenance Guarantee was also required before the admittance of aged
parents, i.e., males aged 65 years and over and females aged 60 years and
over, was approved. In the case of a Mr and Mrs De Souza, E.M. Robinson
(for Secretary) at the Department of Immigration in Canberra informed the
Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur on 12 November 1969 that:
“The application for entry to Australia for residence of the above
named is approved on the grounds of close family relationships
in Australia subject to the usual requirements. Although the
couple may have a substantial amount for transfer it is preferred
that full-time maintenance guarantees should be lodged by
either of their son-in-law’s in Australia. I am requesting our office
in Adelaide to obtain the guarantee and inform you when the
documents have been received.”426

Some Eurasians did gain entrance to Australia through this route. My
grandparents sponsored my grandmother’s parents to Australia (see Figure
33). As they were separated, they were sponsored separately.

‘Entry for Residence – Mixed Descent, Memorandum from E.M. Robinson (for the
Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Australian High Commission, Kuala
Lumpur, 12 November 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/80.
426
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Some Eurasians who were denied entry under the standard migrant process
were advised that it was likely that they would be approved if they were
sponsored by one of their children. That is, migration authorities counselled
them that if one of their children were to immigrate to Australia then that child
would be in a position to sponsor them to Australia in the future:
“We counselled the family that if the new application is rejected,
as we intend to do, that the son… may apply on his own merits
by direct application if he obtains a special training in Malaysia,
or alternatively, he may apply to study in Australia. We
explained the basic criteria in regard to the latter. In either event
should he eventually migrate to Australia he would become
eligible to nominate his parents.”427

Figure 33:

A Family Reunited

Sophie Mitchell Brought her Parents to Australia. From left to right: Raymond
Richards, Sophie Mitchell (nee Richards), Henrietta Richards (nee Baptist)
and Frank Mitchell
Source: Frank Mitchell

‘Mr and Mrs De Jong, Note for File by L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular),
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 19 August 1971’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/125.

427
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In the case of an application where the parents were applying separately
from their daughter who was engaged to an Australian permanent resident,
K.J. Bleaney (for Secretary), at the Department of Immigration in Canberra
advised the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur that:
“Mr Wyatt is over the age to apply in his own right. Mr and Mrs
Wyatt are not eligible at this stage but may be reconsidered as
aged dependents after the daughter has married and lodged
M40, M58 and M28 on behalf of her parents after she arrives in
Australia.”428

The parents were informed by K.J. McMahon that:
“Further to your application for migration to Australia I regret to
advise that after careful consideration, it would appear that you
are not eligible at the present time. However your application
would be subject to review by a personal nomination of you and
your wife by your daughter after her marriage and permanent
residence in Australia.”429

The fiancé(e)
If a Eurasian married an Australian permanent resident whilst still in Malaysia
or Singapore, a visa endorsement would not be issued until either the
marriage certificate was sighted or a passport in the married name was
presented to the Australian High Commission.430 If the couple were not
married in Malaysia but were anticipating marrying in Australia, the fiancé(e)
had to sign an ‘Undertaking to Return’ (see Figure 34) declaring that they
would “voluntarily leave Australia and return to [her] country of embarkation if
[her] intended marriage… [did] not take place within three (3) months of [her]

‘Entry for Residence Mixed Descent, Memorandum from K.J. Bleaney (for the Secretary),
Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 17
April 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/221.
429 ‘Letter from K.J. McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala
Lumpur to Mr and Mrs Wyatt, Petaling Jaya, 1 May 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/221.
430 Noted on the inside cover of this file was the following: “Endorsement NOT to be issued
until Marriage Certificate sighted or passport in married name is presented. Marriage to take
place in February 1971 in Singapore.”
‘Admission to Australia, Memorandum from K.J. McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian
High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Australian High Commission, Singapore, 30 October
1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/221.
428
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arrival in Australia”.431 In addition, fiancées had to be at least 16 years of age
and fiancés had to be between 18 and 48 years of age at the time of the M40
nomination on their behalf.

Figure 34:

Entry of Nominated Fiance(e) – Undertaking to Return

Source: National Archives of Australia432

There was a separate process which applied to fiancées of Australian military
personnel. The Australian military presence in Malaya and Singapore after
WWII was extensive. There were bases extending the length of the peninsula

‘Entry of Nominated Fiance – Undertaking to Return, sent by Ms Wyatt to the Australian
High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, received on 10 August 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/221.
432 ibid
431
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from Butterworth in Penang to Terendak in Malacca. In the post-WWII period,
marriages between Eurasians and Australian military personnel were not
uncommon (see Chapter Three) and as the years passed and more
Eurasians married Australian military a series of standardised forms were
developed.433 There existed an “Asian Marriage Check List” for members of
the Australian Army based in Malaysia.434 It had six sections:

“Intended Marriage between”

This gave details of the soldier and his
fiancée

“CO’s comments”

e.g., “This marriage is recommended
as I think the member has the
capability to make a home in which the
intended

wife

can

settle

and

assimilate.”435
“CO’s comments”

e.g., “I see no reason why member
should not proceed with the proposed
marriage.”436

“HQ AAF notified”

Notes the date the Headquarters of the
Australian Armed Forces (HQ AAF)
were notified as per FRO 29/68

“Documents complete and fwd

Notes the date the Australian High

[forwarded] to [the] Australian High

Commission in Kuala Lumpur were

Commission Kuala Lumpur”

notified

Results

……………

433

Though it appears that each branch of the military may have had their own forms and
templates.
434 ‘Asian Marriage Check List, 4 March 1967’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/66.
435 ibid
436 ibid
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The Australian Army had a pro forma letter which it used to advise the
Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur on a “Pending Asian
Marriage”.437 The letter was accompanied by ten attachments:


Medical Examination Form M26 (1 copy);



Application for Entry to Australia Form M47 (2 copies);



Personal Particulars Form (3 copies);



Particulars of Family (2 copies);



Full Scale Chest X-Ray;



Radiological Evidence of State of Health of Lungs;



Statement by Officer/Padre;



Letter of Consent of Parents;



Statement by Members Unit; and



Fiancée’s Passport.

The Chaplain’s Statement, i.e., the ‘statement by officer/padre, resembled a
scaled-down version of a Selection Assessment Report. A 1969 example
signed by Fr G.A. Cudmore, the Senior R.C. (Roman Catholic) Chaplain at
Terendak Garrison is below:
“I have interviewed the above person who wishes to contract
marriage with Sapper…. of…. Squadron, Royal Australian
Engineers, at present stationed here in Terendak Garrison.
Miss… was born in Malacca on … 1949. Her parents are of
Portuguese extraction. She was educated in Malacca to the
standard of the Cambridge Certificate. She attended school until
her eighteenth year. Since leaving school she has worked as a
domestic at home.
Her knowledge of the English language is excellent, and she is
most presentable in dress and appearance. She is an extremely
well educated person. I am certain that Miss… can adapt herself
to the Australian way of life and new surroundings with ease.
‘Pending Asian Marriage, Memorandum from Troop Commander, 2 Field Troop RAE,
Terendak Garrison, Malacca to Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 4 June 1969’, in
NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/103.
437
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After marriage they intend to make their home in Western
Australia. The intended date of the wedding is July/August
1969.”438

From reviewing the (application) files of many fiancées of Australian
servicemen, it would appear that the fiancées were required to attend an
interview at the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur like any regular
applicant. An example being a Miss Santa Maria who was requested by L.R.
Coutts “in connexion with [her] entry to Australia as the fiancée of …, it would
be appreciated if [she] would attend an interview at this office on Wednesday
29 March 1972 at 9.30am”.439

So long as the Chaplain and the Commanding Officer approved the
application for marriage, the Eurasian fiancée cleared the medical, police and
(perhaps) security checks then approval was given by the Department of
Immigration in Canberra for their entry to Australia.440

3. Subverting the Process

There were a small number of Eurasians who travelled to Australia on visitor,
i.e., tourist, visas, and when in Australia then attempted to apply for
permanent residency and stay.441 Most of these had family (and/or friends) in
Australia assisting them. Many of them had political representations made on
their behalf, i.e., they went and plead their case to politicians who then wrote
to the Minister for Immigration on their behalf.

‘Chaplain’s Statement, Statement from Fr G.A. Cudmore, Senior RC Chaplain, Corpus
Christi Church, Terendak Garrison, Malacca, 15 May 1960’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/103.
439 ‘Letter from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission,
Kuala Lumpur to Miss Santa Maria, 14 March 1972’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/340.
440 Please note that I have not come across a case where approval was not given.
441 ‘Entry of Eurasians from Singapore, Memorandum from Department of Immigration,
Canberra, 15 May 1951’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
438
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Intentionally entering Australia on an incorrect visa was, and still is, not only
unethical but illegal. Immigration Department investigations were launched
regarding certain applicants. On 23 June 1972 L.R. Coutts from the
Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur sent a cablegram to the
Sydney office of the Department of Immigration regarding a Mixed Descent
visitor (to Australia):
“Approach already made by brother and sister-in-law re
migration and sponsorship by Silva raised. Strongly suspect
intention permanent residence and recommend expedition of
departure. Appears to be attempt ‘one in all in’. Assessed
brother and sister-in-law quite unsuitable migration.”442

While it was not uncommon for representations to be made to Australian
politicians on behalf of applicants, on occasion representations were made
directly to the Minister for Immigration. In 1969, a Mr Jeremiah was serving
as a Second Secretary at the Malaysian High Commission in Canberra. At
the time he was 58 years old and had four adult children ranging in ages from
21 to 28 years old. Mr Jeremiah’s application for residence was lodged in
Canberra in November 1968 when he was coming to the end of his time with
the Malaysian High Commission.443 This was his last posting as he was
heading into retirement. In a memo from E.C. Irwin, Department of
Immigration, Canberra to the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur
on 19 February 1969 he stated:
“The abovenamed person who was formerly in Australia as
Second Secretary of the Malaysian High Commission recently
returned to Malaysia for a short period prior to his retirement.
Before he left Australia Mr Jeremiah sought approval for the readmission of himself and his wife for residence and for his three
children to be permitted to remain in this country. Mr Jeremiah’s
request was approved by the Minister as a special case subject
to all members of the family meeting the usual requirements of
migrant entry.

‘MD Visitor, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian
High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Department of Immigration, Sydney, 23 June 1972’,
in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/105.
443 He served at the Malaysian High Commission in Canberra from November 1965 to
December 1968.
442
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Satisfactory medical, character and liaison checks have now
been completed in respect of all family members and Mr
Jeremiah is being requested to get in touch with you in order to
obtain the necessary authority for entry to Australia.
On application for Mr Jeremiah please grant migrant
endorsements (code letter Z-8 and Z-9) to him and his wife.”444
Not all representations to politicians resulted in success. An appeal was sent
to the Prime Minister by a Mr T. Bradshaw on behalf of a Eurasian applicant
who had already been denied entry to Australia. The Prime Minister’s Office
referred the appeal to the Minister for Immigration, Al Grassby. He responded
saying that:
“…under the present Government’s immigration policy the
guiding principle governing entry to Australia in cases of this
nature is that, on assessment, applicants should: be
economically viable in Australia; have the personal qualities that
will enable them to fit into the Australian community; be
medically fit; have a sincere intention of making a permanent
home in Australia and joining the Australian family through
citizenship.”445
He went on to say that if in the future the applicant was able to meet all of
these criteria they would be welcome to reapply. At no stage did Mr Grassby
indicate which criterion the applicant did not meet. Though the policy at the
time was not to reveal the reasons for refusing an application, as Mr
Bradshaw correctly pointed out in his response:
“In all fairness to… [her] I think that she should at least be
informed as to the attributes she lacks to suit her for immigration
to Australia. To merely state that she does not meet the criteria,
without giving a reason, is hardly typical of the Australian sense
of fair play.”446

444

His oldest son was living in Singapore at the time of his application. His other three
children remained in Australia on a temporary visa whilst Mr Jeremiah and his wife returned
to Malaysia to settle their affairs. Note that the memo from E.C. Irwin was dated two days
before Mr Jeremiah filled in his M47 in Malaysia.
‘Re-admission to Australia, Memorandum from E.C. Irwin (for the Secretary), Department of
Immigration, Canberra to the Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 18 February
1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/63.
445 ‘Letter from A.J. Grassby, Minister for Immigration, Canberra to T.J.S. Bradshaw,
Carlingford, 31 May 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/54.
446 ‘Letter from T.J.S. Bradshaw, Carlingford to Mr Grassby, Minister for Education,
Canberra, 26 June 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/54.
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This Australian sense of fair play was not always displayed by Immigration
officials. For the most part interactions between Australian Immigration
officials were completely above board and by the book. However, corruption
did exist within the Department of Immigration. As an Immigration officer who
served in Beirut in the 1960s put it:
“There are more ways of bribing people than offering them
money. They don’t always offer money in forms of cash or, ‘will
you take a cheque?’ They offer fur coats, meals, holidays,
cheap fares, you name it.”… There was a case of corruption
uncovered in Lebanon. An officer was in cahoots with a travel
agent, taking bribes… “The officer was returned to Australia and
was sentenced to three years imprisonment for taking bribes.”447

While the case mentioned above was in Lebanon, during the course of my
research various respondents made allegations about an Immigration official
in Singapore who allegedly took bribes from potential migrants. According to
the recollections of interviewees, this gentleman was eventually returned to
Australia.

In summary, the process for migrating to Australia was not as simple and
straightforward as many (who have not gone through it) would imagine. A
combination of formal, i.e., official, and informal, i.e., personal steps, there
were more opportunities for a candidate to be rejected than to be approved.
There was a standard process which applied to most applicants, though this
process was slightly different for certain categories of applicants such as
aged, dependant parents and fiancé(e)s of Australian residents/citizens and
in particular of Australian military personnel. There were applicants who tried
to circumnavigate the process but they too were not always successful in
subverting the process.

447

Martin, Harry, Angels and Arrogant Gods: Migration Officers and Migrants Reminisce
1945-85, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra, 1989, p. 75.
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Chapter Six: Getting to Australia: The Assessment

“To put it as simply as I can, we look to you to make an assessment of all
applicants against their ability to integrate into the Australian community. In
other words, you are looked upon to make a selection of future citizens of
Australia.”448
-

Instruction to Immigration Official

at Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur,
29 January 1970

In the previous chapter I identified and discussed the different steps in the
immigration process. In addition to identifying the immigration process for the
standard applicant I was also able to identify the criteria which consular
officials applied in their assessments of potential standard migrants. 449 This
chapter deals with the criteria used since the implementation of the revised
Policy for the Admission of Persons of Mixed Race on 15 September 1964.450

Before discussing the criteria which consular officials applied in their
assessments of potential standard migrants it is important to discuss the role
of the consular official in the process. Hec McMillan, a Selection Officer who
was based in the United Kingdom in the 1950s noted that the selection
process was a judgement game:

‘Letter to Mr McMahon, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur from WK Brown (for
Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra, 29 January 1970’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95260.
449 Note that these assessment criteria primarily apply to the period 1964-1980 as the
‘Australian’ rule was implemented in 1964 and I had access to archival records for the
majority of this period, i.e., 1967 to 1980.
450 ‘Cabinet Decision No. 481 on Submission No. 406 - The Policy for the Admission of
Persons of Mixed-Race, Signed by E.J. Bunting, Secretary to Cabinet, Canberra, 15
September 1964’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
448
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“You were making judgements of one kind or another all the
bloody time, this was the name of the game. You were a
selection officer and you continually had it pointed out to you
from the hierarchy… it’s you who makes the assessment. You
are the point of contact. It’s your impressions that are important
and you decide basically whether or not in your judgement
they’re going to fit in.”451

McMillan acknowledged that all selection officers made mistakes, but also
noted that there were some selection officers who in his “…considered
judgement, should never have been entrusted with the job.” 452 As discussed
in Chapter Four, Australian immigration policy underwent numerous
changes/shifts in the decades after the end of WWII. In Angels and Arrogant
Gods: Migration Officers and Migrants Reminisce 1945-85, Martin noted:
“As Australian attitudes changed, some of those migration
officers, saddled with the responsibility of implementing policy
regarding Asians, ‘coloureds’ and people of mixed raced, found
the process both confusing and distressing. Others took it in
their stride.”453

It is important to remember that the selection officers were doing a job and
that that job was to implement the policy dictated by Canberra. Ian
MacArthur, an Immigration official working in Holland in the early 1950’s,
recounted his experiences with Dutch Indonesian applicants:
“Some of these people did apply and were quite bewildered to
find that we were applying a selective policy which was based
on their racial origin. For those of us who were a little more
enlightened it was very embarrassing having to apply this policy.
I was not made aware of the policy before I went overseas, it
was quite a shock. When it appeared that the applicant was not
of fully European origin they were then asked to come in giving
documents and photographs of their grandparents. They
generally knew why they were asked this. Word had gone round
and I actually witnessed some quite terrible interviews where
people were asked if their grandfather was fully Dutch or partly
Indonesian. Some people did write and ask why their application

451

Martin, Harry, Angels and Arrogant Gods: Migration Officers and Migrants Reminisce
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452 ibid
453 ibid, p. 93.
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was not accepted. They would be written back to, “it is not the
policy of the department to give reasons so please do not
ask.’…. As time went on this part of our immigration policy
became a contentious issue as people became more aware of
social issues and, in fact, it was raised with the chief migration
officer in the 1960s. I believe he wrote a report to the permanent
head in Canberra saying the policy was quite wrong, was
causing a lot of flack. He got a very sharp reply telling him that
his duties were to implement the policy not criticise.”454

The first assessment which consular officials carried out was to determine
whether they considered an applicant to be of mixed descent (MD) or
whether they considered the applicant to be non-European (NE). They then
assessed whether the applicant’s spouse, children and/or dependents should
be considered MD or NE.

The second assessment was a general assessment of a person’s character.
Consular officials were required to assess a range of personal, social and
economic factors in order to determine whether an applicant was “judged to
be, by reason of his appearance, education, upbringing, outlook, mode of
dress, and way of living, capable of ready integration into the Australian
community”.455 This assessment also included a judgement on whether an
applicant would be considered to be predominantly European in Australia.
The character assessment was carried out on not only the applicant, but also
on any partners, children, and/or dependents included in the application.

From 1964 onwards applicants were also required to meet at least one of the
following criteria in order to be eligible for entry to Australia under the Mixed
Race Policy:

454

ibid, p. 92.
‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 18 July 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95260.
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“(a)

humanitarian considerations involving close family
relationship or hardship on grounds of discrimination, are
present;456 or

(b)

the applicant has special knowledge, experience or
qualifications useful to Australia; or

(c)

the applicant has the ability to make a contribution to
Australia’s economic, social and cultural progress”.457

The information collected on an applicant during the application process
would then be analysed to determine whether an applicant (and their family)
would be a good settlement prospect. To some extent, applicant’s extended
families were also cursorily examined against the above criteria to see if they
would be good settlement prospects in the future, i.e., if they would be
eligible to migrate if and when the (current) applicant nominated them in the
future. A summary of the attributes of desirable candidates can be found in
Figure 35 and a summary of the attributes of undesirable candidates can be
found in Figure 36.458

Finally, applicants were required to undergo and pass health, character and
liaison (security) assessments. The medical examination was usually
undertaken in Malaysia but the assessment of the results was undertaken by
the Australian Department of Health in Canberra.459 The character
assessment was undertaken by local police. The Australian High
Commission would write to the local police and ask them to check their

456

In late 1969, the reference to hardship was removed but the reference to discrimination
remained.
457 ‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 18 July 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95260.
458 Please note, that these attributes are observations which I have drawn after having read
through numerous immigration files from Series A8096.
459 Except in exceptional circumstances such as that of a Mr Jeremiah who had his
examination in Canberra, while he was serving as the Second Secretary at the Malaysian
High Commission in Canberra.
‘Re-admission to Australia, Memorandum from E.C. Irwin (for the Secretary), Department of
Immigration, Canberra to the Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 18 February
1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/63.

193

Dressed in a
Western style
e.g., suit and
tie or a nice
frock

Good
integration
prospects

Seeking
a better
life
Committed
to moving to
Australia

Pleasant
Intelligent

Speaks
English
fluently

Close family
in Australia

Economically
viable

Well-dressed
Good knowledge
of Australia

Speaks English
with no accent

Mixed
Descent
(in appearance)
i.e., looks
predominantly
European

Western
outlook

Good salary

Successfully
nominated

Attractive

Wellbehaved
children

Confident

Western
lifestyle

Extracurricular
activities
Sophisticated

Good
employment
record

Australianrecognised
qualifications
Realistic
expectations
Welleducated

Good job
Assertive

Figure 35:

Healthy
High-achieving
siblings

Attributes of a Desirable Candidate
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Poor
integration
prospects

Dressed in an
Asian style
e.g., sarong
Offensive
personality

Low
intelligence

Seeking
to
escape

No family in
Australia

Malaysian (or
Eurasian)
lifestyle

Limited/poor
knowledge
of Australia

Speaks English
with a strong
Eurasian accent

Inadequate
income

NonEuropean

‘Local’ Lifestyle
e.g., living in a
kampong etc

No
nomination

(in appearance) i.e.,
looks predominantly
non-European (Asian)

No
interests

Unresponsive
Ill-mannered
children

Unsophisticated

Qualifications not
recognised in
Australia

Poor employment
record
Unrealistic
expectations

Typical Eurasian
attitude
i.e., “life will be a
bed of roses”

Figure 36:

Limited
assets

Slovenly

English is
not fluent

No job

Is just
exploring
options

Subservient

Unhealthy
i.e., has TB,
diabetes, high
blood pressure etc

Large extended
family

Attributes of an Undesirable Candidate
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Poorly
educated

records and issue a ‘Certificate of Good Character’ for an applicant and all
accompanying individuals over the age of 16 years old. The security
assessment was undertaken by ASIO. In all security assessments I have
viewed ASIO has recorded a finding of ‘no adverse record found’.

If an applicant cleared all of these hurdles, i.e., passed all of the
assessments, they would be cleared for entry to Australia. On occasion,
questionable assessments and decisions were made. In some instances,
reviews of the assessments and/or decisions occurred. However, original
findings were rarely overturned except in the case of favourable Ministerial
representations.

1. Race and/or Nationality

Under different manifestations of the Mixed Race policy the eligibility criteria
for ethnicity and/or nationality was applied differently. As discussed in
Chapter Four, between late 1950 and late 1964 applicants were required to
satisfy immigration officials that they were of at least 75 per cent European
origin (up until March 1957 they were required to furnish documentary
evidence to this effect). This led to difficulties within individual families as on
occasion a lighter sibling would be permitted to immigrate to Australia whilst
a darker sibling would be refused entry.460 Race proved a difficult criteria for
migration officers to assess as Greg Humphries recalled:
“Then came a question of definition of ‘non-European.’… it was
up to them to prove that they were European. This meant
examination of documents, birth certificates and the rest. Then it
went from totally European to ‘predominantly’ European and
nobody really knew what ‘predominantly’ meant. Then it became
a question of percentages whether it was 75 per cent and to tell,
you had to analyse the family tree. Later it became a question
of, ‘Would they be noticed, if they walked down the streets of

460
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Canberra or Melbourne or Sydney, as being European or nonEuropean?’ That was a problem. The judgments of migration
officers were basically subjective. Options varied.”461

From 29 October 1964 Eurasian applicants no longer had to prove that they
were at least 75 per cent European. An ‘Instruction to Overseas Posts on the
Admission of Persons of Mixed Descent’ stated that:
“Provided that the mixed-race applicant shows by appearance,
education, upbringing, outlook, mode of dress and way of living
that he is capable of ready integration into the Australian
community, the extent to which he is non-European, either by
appearance or in attested origin, will not be a factor to outweigh
…other considerations. In effect, the 75 per cent rule has been
abolished everywhere.”462

However, there is evidence that candidates were still being assessed on their
skin colour and their facial features, for example, whether they had Asiatic
features.

The degree to which the applicant was considered to appear to be nonEuropean by Immigration officials continued to be used to prove that
applicants would not be capable of ready integration into the Australian
community. It was not until 1975 that the Mixed Descent category was
eliminated and applicants stopped being prevented from entering Australia
on the basis of their supposed race and ethnic origins.

Mixed Descent vs Non-European
The first hurdle that potential Eurasian immigrants had to clear was being
determined to be Mixed Descent rather than Non-European by Immigration
officials. While it would be obvious to many Eurasians who was and was not

461
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a member of their community, it was not always so obvious to Immigration
officials. In a 1971 Selection Assessment Report, L.R. Coutts observed that:
“Although Mr Carvalho claims to be a “Eurasian” he is
essentially Malay in appearance with little or no apparent
European features. His colouring is also that of a typical Malay.
On the other hand his name indicates some Portuguese
descent and his two sisters have married persons of M.D. which
would suggest that he does identify with [the] Eurasian
community. Further his manner of speech and command of
English would seem to confirm this. This would seem to be a
case where a person is essentially N.E. regarding race but
belongs to a M.D. society. Mrs Carvalho is clearly of mixed
European-Asian descent. Her complexion is quite light for such
a person and is a little fairer than that of many Mediterranean
Europeans.”463

A year later, L.R. Coutts in a report to the Department of Immigration in
Canberra on another applicant, highlighted the difficulties they were
experiencing at their post in determining who was Mixed Descent and who
was non-European:
“Establishing whether the Sequerah application for residence
should be dealt with under mixed descent or non-European
rules is a common problem at this particular post. The family
belongs to the Eurasian community and as the principal’s name
and that of his wife indicates they are of a distant Portuguese
descent. The problem of applying our definition of mixed
descent to cases such as this has been discussed by us in a
recent report to Central Office. Documentation in such cases is
not in the least useful and can in fact be quite misleading.
Whether a family considers itself to be Eurasians or particularly
whether the father considers himself to be Eurasian does not
indicate race (or nationality) as being Eurasian even where a
person is predominantly of Asian descent. It is therefore left to
the interviewing officer to assess them as to whether they are of
mixed descent bearing in mind the local usage of Eurasian does
not necessarily coincide with our definition.
In this particular case we are inclined to the view that the family
should be considered of mixed descent. The parents are fairly
typical of Eurasians, who have been classified as such in the
past and whilst they are more Asian than European in

‘Permanent Residence, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular),
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of Immigration,
Canberra, 21 May 1971’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/321.
463
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appearance they certainly show more evidence of European
characteristics than many of those who have been allowed to
enter under mixed descent rules.
We will admit that the case is a marginal one and we are not
surprised by Singapore’s decision to regard the daughter … as
being fully non-European. In fact, the children are somewhat
more Asian in appearance than the parents.
In view of the foregoing we are assessing the Sequerah family
as being of mixed descent…”464

For the most part, Immigration officials of that period lacked a basic
understanding that when a family is of mixed descent, for example, English,
French, Burmese, Indian and Chinese then the children in the family are
likely to exhibit a mixture of their ancestry. One might have fair skin like their
French ancestors while another might have darker skin like their Indian
ancestors. The fair one might have Chinese eyes whilst the darker one might
have blue eyes. There was no way to determine how the admixture would
show itself in any given person. I would like to give an additional example of
the confusing manner in which applicants’ race was described by officials. In
a Selection Assessment Report for a Mr Scully, it was observed that:
“Mr Scully is of German/Jewish/Chinese descent with the
German features clearly in predominance. His wife is of
Irish/Chinese descent and has typical Eurasian features. They
have an adopted daughter who is also of Anglo/Chinese
descent and has Chinese features and remarkably fair
complexion but we do not think the child is albino.”465

Ineligible race and/or nationality
On occasion a person’s nationality may have precluded their immigration to
Australia. In the instance of a Mr Koek the fact that he had taken Malaysian
citizenship and was no longer considered a British subject was enough to

464 ‘Applicants for Entry for Residence, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary
(Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Perth, undated’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/439.
465 ‘M40 Nomination, Record of Interview by L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular),
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 22 September 1971’, in NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/333.
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jettison his application for migration.466 In the 1969 Selection Assessment
Report for Mr Koek, K.C. Henne, Attaché at the Australian High Commission
in Kuala Lumpur remarked:
“Mr Koek is quite European in appearance and could be taken
as an Italian or Frenchman; his English is very good, and he
does not have that peculiar accent of many Eurasians, nor any
other of their mannerisms….
One of the reasons for his wish to migrate is that he is unable to
get any further promotion in his job as Health Inspector, since
Malays receive preference. … he did not think that his Diploma
as a Health Inspector would be recognised in Australia. He gave
us a syllabus of the course he attended so that you may be able
to advise whether or not his Diploma would be recognised.
Even if his qualifications are not recognised, he is still young
enough to make changes. He is also single.
He has about $1,000 for transfer to Australia, which should not
only see him through his initial period in Australia but is also an
indication of a sense of responsibility – not many people in his
age group here would have such an amount.
He has a reasonably good education (equivalent of Victorian
leaving)… We would… recommend your approval.”467

Officials with the Professional Migration Section at the Department of
Immigration in Canberra made enquiries with the Australian Institute of
Health Surveyors as to whether Mr Koek’s qualifications as a Public Health
Inspector would be recognised in Australia. They advised that:
“…he would be acceptable for membership in our Institute,
provided he is a natural born or naturalised British subject. It is
considered that his R.S.H. Diploma as a P.H.H. would be
acceptable in any State other than N.S.W.”468

466 He

was formerly a Singaporean citizen.
I assume this was AUD$1,000 as in his M47 it stated that he had $3,000 Malaysian
Dollars available for transfer.
‘Admission for Residence under M/D rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne, Attache,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of Immigration,
Canberra, 28 February 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/62.
468 ‘Letter from Noel C. Hawthorn, Australian President, Australian Institute of Health
Surveyors, North Balwyn to Mr T.W. Eckersley, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 24
May 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/62.
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They also forwarded a newspaper cutting from The Age containing an
advertisement for a Health Inspector position in Canberra, advising that they
were “sure Mr Koek’s diploma would be acceptable”.469 The Professional
Migration Section then forwarded this advice on to the Mixed Descent SubSection.470 They in turn contacted the Australian High Commission in Kuala
Lumpur:
“At this stage it is not clear whether the applicant could be
admitted to membership of the Australian Institute of Health
Surveyors as we do not know his nationality. He answered Q.4
on his form M47 as being “Eurasian”. Would you please clarify
and inform us of his reactions provided he is a British
subject.”471

At birth Mr Koek had been a British subject, having been born in Singapore
during the Japanese occupation in early 1944. He moved with his family to
Malaysia when he was only four months old. Up until the age of 18 he had
been a British subject. However, at the age of 18 “he attained Malaysian
nationality in 1962 by registration under Article 17 of the Malaysian
Constitution”… [and]…therefore [was] not a British subject.”472 Once
Canberra was advised of his status, they advised Kuala Lumpur that:
“As the applicant is not a British subject he is not acceptable for
membership of the Australian Institute of Health Surveyors. In
the circumstances the applicant does not qualify for entry to
Australia… Entry not approved.”473

In this instance, Immigration officials highly recommended Mr Koek for
approval, but because Mr Koek had relinquished his Singapore citizenship in
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1962 and taken Malaysian citizenship (and was thus no longer a British
subject) he was rejected. He was never formally advised why his application
was not approved as he was sent a pro forma letter with a stock response:
“Further to your application for migration to Australia I regret to
inform you that the Australian Immigration Authorities, after
careful consideration of your case, has not approved it.”474

On other occasions a person’s ethnicity may have precluded their
immigration to Australia. In examining the migration application files in Series
A8096 I came across an interesting case involving a young girl of Chinese
descent who had been adopted by a Eurasian family. Canberra had rejected
her on the basis of her being non-European. On 18 June 1970, Kevin
McMahon from the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur wrote to
Canberra to appeal this decision:
“This is the first occasion I have written to you on any particular
case.
It concerns a young woman… who was the subject of an M.40
nomination…
As you may have surmised from her name it was scheduled to
me on the basis of mixed descent. The name also gives this
impression. However, this is not the case. She is of full Chinese
descent but was legally adopted by the… family who are of
mixed descent…
Whilst the rejection in terms of Mixed Descent Policy is correct I
wonder if it morally right to refuse entry to the girl.
She is the legal daughter of parents of mixed descent, raised to
their way of life which is identifiably European, evidenced by the
fact that three of her brothers and sisters are already resident in
Australia. It is also possible that in the near future nominations
will be lodged on behalf of the remaining brothers and sisters.
In my assessment report I termed her an extremely alert girl
which she is. Her qualifications are negligible but if the colour of
her skin had been different then the close family relationship
that exists would have carried the day and most likely she would
have been approved.

‘Letter from K.J. McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala
Lumpur to Mr Koek, Ampang, 5 February 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/62.
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I do not personally think that there was any pre-conceived
deception on the part of the nominator in lodging the application
though I am unaware of the actual circumstances.
Perhaps you could examine the application and give me the
benefit of your counsel.
Pending your comments I have not informed her of the
rejection.”475

12 days later Mr Brown wrote back reversing his previous decision:
“In terms of policy … [she] … is not eligible for entry. She must,
of course, be considered under the provisions of non-European
policy and not mixed descent. Sisters are not eligible under nonEuropean policy.
Non-eligibility under a strict interpretation of policy does not
mean of course, that we cannot, in Australia, exercise discretion
to approve outside policy.
In view of the circumstances of this case the entry … is
approved subject to her ability to meet normal immigration
requirements.”476

The applicant in question was never notified of the original decision to reject
her application. Indeed, to this day she is probably still unaware of how close
she came to not being admitted into Australia. While the policy of not
considering children adopted by Eurasians as Eurasian (and also of not
allowing Non-Europeans to sponsor their siblings into Australia) was
undoubtedly unfair, it is still heartening to know that compassion was shown
by the Immigration officials in this instance.

Spouse’s race and/or nationality
The race and/or nationality of an individual’s spouse was also extremely
important. If the primary applicant was Eurasian it made no real difference

‘Letter from Kevin McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala
Lumpur to Mr W.K. Brown, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 18 June 1970’, in NAA:
A8096, 63/4/2/229.
476 ‘Memorandum from W.K. Brown (for the Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra
to K. McMahon, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 30 June 1970’, in NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/229.
475

203

whether his wife was Eurasian or European. However, if the primary
applicant was European and his wife was Eurasian it made all the difference
in the world. Though some European applicants were declined entry to
Australia, most were approved for entry. Their Eurasian spouses still needed
to be cleared under the Mixed Descent policy. However, this was more along
the lines of whether or not they were could pass as predominantly European.
For example, a German citizen resident in Penang, a Mr Boehm was married
to a local Eurasian woman. They applied to migrate to Australia in 1968,
though they delayed their departure for Australia for a number of years due to
delays caused by his employment contract with the Straits Trading Co. Ltd.
Their children preceded them to Australia, as it was not until Boehm was 55
years of age that he and his wife moved to Australia. In 1972, L.R. Coutts,
approved the visas for Mr and Mrs Boehm. His visa had ‘nil’ special
conditions, whereas his wife’s visa had the special condition of ‘H-1’, i.e.,
mixed-descent, close family relationship.477

This also applied if the applicant was married to (or engaged to) an
Australian citizen or alternatively to an Australian resident of (purely)
European origin, in which case they were not subject to the Mixed Descent
policy in its entirety. In this instance the nationality/citizenship of the spouse
was a non-issue.

What was an issue was when a Eurasian had a Non-European spouse. This
was almost certainly a reason why an application could be rejected.
According to the ‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons
of Mixed Descent (The Rules)’:
“Generally, applicant and spouse must each be of mixed
descent to be considered under rules relating to entry of
persons of mixed descent. But where the male applicant is a
person of mixed descent married to a non-European, and some
other special circumstances (e.g. particularly valuable
‘Application for Entry for Residence – M47 Form, Endorsement by L.R. Coutts, Second
Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 21 November 1972’, in
NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/437.
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qualifications) are seen to exist, then the application may be
referred to Department of Immigration, Canberra.”478

Whilst having a Non-European wife may have jeopardised an application, I
did come across a number of occasions where applications submitted by
Eurasians with non-European spouses were approved. A Mr Wilmot’s wife
was Chinese from Singapore, i.e., Non-European. Mr Wilmot had no siblings
left in Malaysia but he had two siblings in Australia, one in New Zealand and
one in England.479 He was approved for entry and was given the special
condition of ‘H-1’, while his wife was given the special condition of ‘W-1’.480

An interesting observation was made by K.J. McMahon in a Selection
Assessment Report concerning a Eurasian living in East Malaysia who was
married to a Singapore citizen of Chinese descent, i.e., was Non-European.
McMahon wrote that he “would wish to express a personal opinion” regarding
the regulations concerning mixed descent applicants who were married to
people of Non-European descent. He wrote that:
“The Eurasian community here [i.e. in East Malaysia] is
extremely small and there is limited scope for the Mixed
Descent to select partners…. due consideration should be given
to the existing circumstances for the particular country that this
aspect of policy concerns.”481

In this instance, the applicant was successful in gaining entry to Australia.
However, it may have helped his case that he had strong family ties to
Australia and that in the considered opinion of Mr McMahon “they would have
no difficulty with integration in Australia and … they would be accepted into

‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 18 July 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95260.
479 His wife had two siblings in East Malaysia in Miri and Brunei.
480 As previously mentioned in Chapter Four, ‘The Rules’ stated that Non-European wives
were issued visas with the special condition ‘W-1’.
481 ‘Admission to Australia: Permanent Residence: Mixed Descent, Memorandum from K.J.
McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 12 August 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/271.
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any Australian community”.482 In addition, the primary applicant, i.e., the
husband, was a Senior Migration Officer with the Department of Immigration
in Sabah which may have influenced proceedings.

2. Character Assessment

As mentioned previously, consular officials were required to undertake a
character assessment or “selection screening for general suitability” of all
applicants.483 This was not a character check which was undertaken by
police, but rather it was an assessment of a range of personal, social and
economic factors. The aim of this assessment was to assess whether an
applicant would be “capable of ready integration into [the] Australian
community”.484

Personal factors
Some of the personal factors which consular officials considered when
assessing a potential immigrant included their: personal qualities and
character; degree of Westernisation and general outlook; integration
prospects; attitude to migration; expectations; responsiveness; initiative; selfreliance and independence; and presentation including appearance, personal
hygiene, speech and behaviour. These qualities were measured primarily by
their performance at interview.
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After a rather interesting performance at interview a Eurasian teacher was
deemed to be ineligible, unsuitable and non bona fide.485 In the 1971 Report
of Interview, L.R. Coutts noted that:
“[He] gives the impression of being an intelligent young man but
perhaps not particularly stable. He has thought of returning to
journalism and if permitted to migrate to Australia would prefer
journalism to school teaching. However, he is also interested in
all other kinds of possibilities ranging from truck driving to
setting up a photographic business of his own. We therefore feel
that he is a rather unrealistic and unsettled outlook and would
be unsuitable for migration…”486

Attitude to Migration
Applicants were also assessed on their ‘Attitude to Migration’. During the
early 1970s, the following assessment scale was used to assess this criteria:
very good, good, adequate and unsatisfactory. It could be assumed that
since people were applying to migrate of their own free will, then their attitude
towards migration would be extremely positive, i.e., very good. This was
reflected in the comments of consular officials in Selection Assessment
Reports from the period. Most successful applicants were assessed as either
very good or good, for example:
very good

“Wife’s approach is more intelligent. They wish to settle
permanently. Mentioned discrimination against nonMalays and better prospects in Australia.” (husband was
assessed as “good”)487
“They wish to settle permanently. Applicant seeking
greater security for and more assured future for children.
As they are Eurasians he believes his children will not
have equal opportunities with the Malays.”488

good

“Wishes to settle permanently. Has heard Australia is a
marvellous place and is anxious to join sister.”489

‘Report of Interview by L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High
Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 10 May 1971’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/319.
486 ibid
487 ‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 19 April 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/444.
488 ‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 18 March 1974’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/342.
489 ‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 23 October 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/448.
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“Wishes to settle
citizenship.”490

permanently.

Enquired

re:

I did not come across any applicants who were assessed as unsatisfactory.
This is not to say that they did not exist. However, it should be assumed that
if a candidate was assessed as unsatisfactory then it would factor very
negatively in their assessment.

Expectations
It was important for selection officers to assess whether an applicant’s
expectations of their (potential) new life in Australia were realistic or not. An
applicant’s expectations were measured on an assessment scale ranging
from ‘appropriate and realistic’ to ‘unsatisfactory’. An example of an applicant
who was deemed appropriate and realistic was a 31 year old postal clerk
who was:
“Quite prepared to take what comes. Nominee stated his brother
did not find Australia easy at first but is now very happy. They
too are prepared for a period of adjustment.”491

An example of an applicant who were deemed appropriate except on minor
aspects was a 23 year old ground hostess with Malaysian Airlines who was
assessed by officials as having the:
“Usual Eurasian approach. All is to be a bed of roses, the future
will be sublime, everybody will love her and be glad to help her.
However, on employment she did state she would take what
was going if her Qantas job does not materialise (which it is
suspected it won’t).”492

‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, September 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/488.
491 ‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 19 April 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/444.
492 ‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 29 August 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/486.
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An example of an applicant who was deemed unsatisfactory was a 21 year
old apprentice foreman whose:
“… family appears to have the attitude that once in Australia
their problems will be solved – this is an attitude common
amongst Eurasians. They have given the matter of what they
will do in Australia not [any] thought at all. They are keen to go
but have found out nothing about Australia. Outlook is most
unrealistic.”493

Another example was a 20 year old who had a position servicing Singer
Sewing Machines whose:
“…attitude appears unrealistic. He considers by migrating to
Australia all his problems in obtaining suitable employ[ment],
good wage, better living cond[itions] will be solved. Knowledge
of Australia is nil although has been attempting to migrate for
almost 2 years. When questioned on how he proposed bettering
his position in Aus[tralia] he stated his sister would arrange
all.”494

In the examples where applicants were described as having a Eurasian
attitude towards life, the difference between their ranking was probably that
the more highly ranked applicant was more realistic about their employment
prospects in Australia.

Immigration officials were looking for applicants to be realistic about what
they expected their life in Australia to be like. Many Eurasians, like many
people internationally, would have thought that life in Australia would be
comparatively easy as Australia portrayed itself as the land of milk and
honey. As a land where immigrants could make a new life for themselves
surrounded by endless opportunities. In addition, the Eurasian attitude of
everything will be all right is similar to the Australian attitude of ‘She’ll be
right, mate’. Eurasians have always had to go with the flow and adjust to the

493
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different restrictions applied to them by various governments and the different
opportunities available to them at different times. In addition, most Eurasians
had a large extended family where there was always someone who would
help you to support yourself if you could not support yourself. That said, for a
long time Eurasians had a semi-protected status under the British and had a
sense of entitlement with regards to employment (particularly in the public
service) and their social status.

Responsiveness
Immigration officials also assessed an applicant’s responsiveness, i.e.,
whether an applicant could be considered Australian enough in their
communication style. Applicant’s responsiveness was measured on an
assessment scale ranging from very good to inadequate. Comments on
applicants who were rated as very good included:
“Well motivated couple. They are more western in outlook than
the average MD [Mixed Descent] person from Malacca.”495
“[He] was very well dressed and very well spoken, and was
polite without being subservient; i.e. quite European.”496
“All are intelligent, forthcoming and of pleasant manner.
Approach is sophisticated. Essentially western in outlook.”497
“Friendly manner, attitudes more Eurasian than Western, but
she has sufficient education and sophistication to adapt.”498

A good applicant had a “quiet manner, essentially western in outlook.
Intelligent”.499 A pair assessed as adequate were deemed “Both very timid
and retiring but essentially western in approach.”500

‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 19 April 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/444.
496
Please note, this was rated as ‘very good’ by me.
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An example of an applicant who was deemed inadequate was a 21 year old
apprentice foreman whose family was described as:
“All are slow to answer questions. Very reticent. Their manner
displayed deference towards a European interviewing officer
which is outdated, and embarrassing but is still found amongst
certain Eurasians.”501

A 54 year old clerk was also assessed as inadequate:
“[He] is a rather dour and humourless character and appears to
be very set in his Malaysian ways – we do not think that he can
make a successful transition from Malaysia to Australia.”502

It is difficult to question an assessment of a person’s performance at
interview when it is not possible to view the interview, i.e., no recording
exists. However, what to one person might be perceived as deference
towards a European interviewing officer might have also been perceived as
respect for an individual who has the power to change my life. It might also
just have been a difference in communication styles.

Initiative, Self-Reliance and Independence
Immigration officials wanted to ensure that potential applicants would be able
to function with little or no support when they arrived in Australia. Applicants
were assessed on the level of assistance they would require, their ability to
manage on their own, the likelihood of their succeeding, and how they would
survive without their existing support networks. It is important to remember
that immigration officials were looking for migrants who would provide a

‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by an official,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/488.
500 ‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 10 July 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/480.
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502 Please note, this was rated as ‘inadequate’ by me.
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benefit to the Australian community and not depend on it and use valuable
resources. An applicant’s initiative, self-reliance and independence were
measured on an assessment scale ranging from independent and
resourceful to unsatisfactory:
independent and “Both applicant and wife confident and well
motivated. They would integrate readily and
resourceful
well.”503
no apparent
difficulties

“Quite confident and again quite sophisticated for
their background.”504
“Confident and well motivated.”505

requires some
support

“Daughter could contribute but will need to be
supported at first…Mother will require total support
(unsatisfactory)”.506
“Well motivated and over confident.”507

unsatisfactory

“Lacking confidence. Of limited intelligence. Would
need strong support in Australia. Ability to integrate
doubtful.”508
[The mother] “…has never worked and [has] no
intention of doing so. Sons lacking in maturation,
no confidence, of minimal intelligence, they are
lacking education, sophistication, westernisation –
poor integration prospects.”509

‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 18 March 1974’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/342.
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Presentation: Appearance, Personal Hygiene, Speech and Behaviour
An applicant’s presentation at interview allowed an interviewing officer to
make an assessment of how the applicant would fit in and be seen by the
wider Australian population. The elements of presentation which were
assessed were appearance, personal hygiene, speech and behaviour.

An instruction to overseas posts from the Department of Immigration in
Canberra detailed the importance which should be placed on appearance.
Under previous legislation, i.e., the 75% rule, applicants may “have qualified
virtually automatically for admission, on the grounds that by appearance he
satisfied the interviewing officer that he was at least 75 per cent European in
origin”.510 Under the Australia rule, these applicants may not necessarily
have qualified for admission. The Department of Immigration still considered
appearance to be an important factor in regards to applications from mixedrace applicants. This was “in the sense that it is relevant to the capacity of
the applicant readily to integrate into the Australian community, and the need
to maintain the predominantly European character of the Australian
population.”511

Officials were instructed that they should not make any reference to the
percentage of non-European origin of the applicant. As mentioned earlier,
when describing an applicant’s appearance, officers were instructed to use
phrases such as ““predominantly European in appearance”, “essentially nonEuropean in appearance”, “more European than otherwise (or vice versa)”
etc.”512

It was important that applicants resembled the photographs which they
submitted with their original applications. Some applicants were judged to be

‘Instruction to Overseas Posts: Policy for the Admission of Persons of Mixed-Race,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 29 October 1964’, in NAA: A446, 1970/95021.
511 ibid
512 ibid
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darker than their photographs, for example, “[She] is not quite as attractive as
her photograph indicates and she has darker colouring.”513 This had proved
an issue for Immigration authorities in the past.514

As mentioned previously, the determination of an applicant’s heritage based
on physical appearance was not particularly accurate. As is shown in Figure
37 there is no one Eurasian look. Unfortunately, it was not uncommon for
consular officials to decide that because an individual’s Asian heritage was
more apparent in the makeup of their face than their European heritage was,
then the person was not of Mixed Descent but rather Non-European. In a
Record of Interview for a 27 year old teacher on 10 May 1971, L.R. Coutts
noted:
“[He]… claims to be a Eurasian in that his paternal grandfather
was English. However, although he has some European
features he is essentially Chinese in appearance. His colour is
darker than that of the average Chinese. We have therefore
classified him as being a non-European.”515
Some applicants were judged by consular officials to appear predominantly
European in appearance:
“A Eurasian family. Wife and children would pass for
Europeans.”516
A mixed-descent applicant of Anglo-Indian descent was
originally thought by consular officials to be of “full European
descent”.517
He was described as “a tall man of good stature and impressive

‘Admission to Australia: Permanent Residence: Mixed Descent, Memorandum from K.J.
McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 26 August 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/255.
514 See Neumann, Klaus, ‘Copper and Bronze: Australia’s Selection of Mauritian Immigrants
1964-1973’, Journal of Mauritian Studies, Vol. 3, No. 1, 2006, pp.1-25.
515 ‘Report of Interview by L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High
Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 10 May 1971’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/319.
516 ‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 18 March 1974’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/342.
517 ‘Admission to Aust. – View to Settlement – Mixed Descent, Memorandum from L.R.
Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the
Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 20 January 1971’, in NAA: A8096,
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bearing. His features are essentially European and his
complexion is one which could almost be obtained with a
healthy suntan.”518
“He has a European Father and a Kadazan mother. The
unusual thing about Mr Simpson’s appearance is that it is totally
European. However on the other hand his background is that of
a kampong.”519
“Daughter… would pass for a southern European in
appearance, well presented but very spinsterish – not suited to
facing life on her own.”520
Some applicants were judged by consular officials to appear definitely mixeddescent in appearance:
“Both the applicant and his wife are of obvious mixed descent…
His picture is a true indication of his features though he is darker
in colouring particularly around the eyes. The picture of his wife
is also a true likeness as far as features are concerned but she
is considerably darker.”521
“Family of mixed descent. British-Malay extraction. Francis
appears wholly Malay in features – other obviously mixed
descent but more NE [Non-European] than otherwise.”522
Some applicants were judged by consular officials to appear predominantly
non-European in appearance:
“A Eurasian family of Portuguese descent from Malacca. As
usual admixture of European blood is so remote as to be
negligible and they would pass for Malays in appearance.”523
“Malaysian citizen of Eurasian descent. European origins are
not apparent.”524
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Figure 37:

The Different Faces of Eurasian Migrants

A collection of images taken from the files of successful Eurasian applicants
demonstrating that there was/is no one Eurasian ‘look’.
Source: National Archives of Australia525

‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by an official,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/488.
525 Applicant photographs from NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/14; NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/112; NAA:
A8096, 63/4/2/309; NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/394; and NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/414.
524
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It was also important that applicants were well groomed when they attended
the interview as the following comments from Selection Assessment Reports
demonstrate:
“…the family were well dressed at the interview…”526
“… [the children] were… very neat in their appearance as were
the parents and [his]… sister.” 527

It was also important that they were dressed in a Western-style, i.e., clothing
that would be appropriate in Australia, for example a husband and wife who
were described as “appropriate and well groomed” were wearing a “long
sleeved white shirt and tie” and a “Western style dress”.528

The assessment of an applicant’s speech related to their knowledge of
English. This was discussed earlier in this chapter.

The degree to which applicants had a Western outlook and their ability to
assimilate in Australia were also assessed:
“They appeared to be quite westernised and seem to have lived
at a standard equal to that of Europeans in Malaysia.”529
“…Their general demeanour indicated a Western outlook. It is
our assessment that they would assimilate without undue
difficulty.”530

‘Admission to Australia: Permanent Residence: Mixed Descent, Memorandum from K.J.
McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 18 September 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/262.
527 ‘Application for Permanent Residence under MD Rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne,
Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 11 July 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/127.
528 ‘Assessment Report: M40 Nomination, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary
(Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, undated’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/320.
529 ‘Application for Permanent Residence under MD Rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne,
Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 11 July 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/127.
530 ‘Admission to Australia: Permanent Residence: Mixed Descent, Memorandum from K.J.
McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 18 September 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/262.
526
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“…she is obviously Westernised in her way of life. As far as
assimilation is concerned she would experience no difficulty.”531

The behaviour of an applicant’s children was also assessed during the
interview. For the most part, children were well behaved, for example: “They
are attractive children and were well presented and behaved during the
course of the interview although inclined to be rather shy.”532 Although some
children were not so well behaved, for example, “Although the children made
a very unruly impression, they nevertheless were polite”.533

When reading through the immigration files from Series A8096, there was
one example of children’s behaviour that stood out. The behaviour of the
children at interview was so bad that the interviewing officer queried whether
this was enough to prevent the family from being approved for entry. In the
1969 Selection Assessment Report for the family, Mr K.C. Henne, Attaché
wrote:
“…The other point we wish to raise is how much importance you
attach to the general impression we gain of applicants’ children.
We mention this in this particular case, because the children of
this family can only be described as little monsters. The
interviewing officer had, in fact, to order two of them out of the
room, after having seen one of them hanging by the wall-map,
swinging around on it. The parents did not seem to have any
control whatsoever over their behaviour but in any case did not
even endeavour to control them. We are unable to say of course
to what extent the children’s behaviour might improve once they
go to school in Australia but they would certainly suffer from an
enormous disadvantage to begin with.”534

‘Admission to Australia: Permanent Residence: Mixed Descent, Memorandum from K.J.
McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 26 August 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/255.
532 ‘M40 Nomination, Assessment Report by L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular),
undated’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/320.
533 ‘Application for Permanent Residence under MD Rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne,
Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 11 July 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/127.
534 It is important to note that the mother of this family was a teacher and thus could have
been expected to have been able to control her children.
531
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The response from Canberra was:
“On the basis of your unfavourable report, it is agreed that the
application of this family to enter Australia for residence is not
one for approval….
With regard to the importance of the impression gained of
applicants’ children by interviewing officers overseas, we feel
that the behaviour and general approach of the children act as
an effective gauge to the likely integration prospects of the
family into the Australian community.
It is of course impracticable to say how much influence the
behaviour of children at interview would effect a decision on a
family’s application. The application of any family may only be
judged on an individual basis and we would be glad if comments
on the children are always made when submitting reports to this
office.
In the case under reference your report on the behaviour of the
children coupled with your description of them as “little
monsters” weighs heavily against any favourable assessment of
the family’s prospects of successful integration.”535

Social factors
The main social factors which officials assessed were family unity; and
community, sports and cultural interests.

Family unity
It was important that a family be united in their decision to migrate. If only one
member of the family was pushing to migrate then it was likely that there
would be a good chance of an unsuccessful migration, e.g., unhappy new
Australians and/or return migrants. Consular officials looked for evidence of
disunity among family members, but none of the immigration records I
accessed showed any evidence of disunity. All of the records I viewed

‘Application for Permanent Residence under MD rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne,
Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 29 August 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/148.
535 ‘Memorandum from E.M. Robinson (for the Secretary), Department of Immigration,
Canberra to the Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 20 October 1969’, in NAA:
A8096, 63/4/2/148.
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showed that families were united in their decision to migrate as evidenced by
the following comments from consular officials:
“All members of the group are in agreement that they wish to
migrate.”536
“All members in agreement with application and eager to
migrate. Wife is assured in manner and appears capable. She is
well qualified and earns more than applicant does.”537
“Wife is unusually intelligent for a person from her background.
She stated she was in full agreement to migration. A good type
– her children were neat, clean and very well dressed.”538

Community, sport and cultural interests
During interviews, applicants were questioned on their community, sport and
cultural interests. This information helped consular officials to assess the
integration prospects of potential immigrants. Whilst it was not strictly
necessary to have such interests, interviewers looked askance on applicants
who claimed to have no interests. Such interests also showed a willingness
on the part of the applicant to socialise and interact with others and on
occasion strangers which would be a useful skill in Australia. Australians are
traditionally very social and sports oriented. It would have been easier for
potential migrants to ‘fit in’ if they had such interests, i.e., this would be useful
for integration. It also shows that they ‘play well with others’, have initiative,
get up and go etc. Some applicants were more accomplished than others in
this respect. A 34 year old teacher and his wife who was interviewed in 1970
were particularly accomplished:
“He is the badminton master for the school and assists with the
organisation of the school cadet band. Outside of his profession
he plays sport and is a stage electrician for an amateur
theatrical group in Malacca... She herself is a member of the
YWCA and is chairman of the YWCA sub-committee for the

‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 5 July 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/472.
537 ‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 18 March 1974’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/342.
538 ‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 19 April 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/444.
536
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children’s orthopaedic hospital whose duties are to visit and
entertain the children. She is also a member of the same
theatrical group as her husband.”539
Another accomplished family had twelve interests between them, namely:
“Applicant: Selangor Spastics Assoc. Wife sewing and
swimming. Wife: Runs school magazine, literary and debating
society. Son: Swimming, stamp collecting, badminton, karate
and chess. Daughter: Ballet, swimming, cooking.” 540

As Eurasians were traditionally very social and played a range of sports,
applicants generally had a range of sporting and musical activities such as
“hockey [and] music”,541 “badminton, soccer, fishing”,542 “tennis [and]
swimming”.543

In Figure 38, a photograph shows Mr Horace Sta Maria with fellow Scouts in
Australia in 1955. Mr Sta Maria’s interest in Scouting precipitated his interest
in migration to Australia. He emphasised his interest in the Scouting
movement in his interactions with Immigration officials and even posed for his
application photo in his Scouting uniform. His interest in the Scouting
movement was highly regarded by immigration officials who noted in his
Selection Assessment Report:
“Mr Sta Maria gives the impression of being a competent and
highly motivate[d] person… He appears to be largely Western in
outlook and manner of living. It should be noted that he is the
commissioner for scouts in the State of Malacca and holds
senior positions in the Movement at the National level. He is
also Chairman of the Malacca Orchid Society. There is little

‘Admission to Australia: Permanent Residence: Mixed Descent, Memorandum from K.J.
McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 18 September 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/262.
540 ‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 18 March 1974’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/342.
541 ‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 19 April 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/444.
542 ‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by an official,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/488.
543 ‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 29 August 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/486.
539
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doubt that … that he would be readily integrated into the
Australian community at large.”544
Just as some applicants were decidedly more accomplished than others,
some applicants were decidedly less accomplished, an example being an
unsuccessful family consisting of an elderly mother and her four sons. One
son stated that he played football. However, his mother “stated she didn’t
have any interests. Others looked blank when asked.”545

Economic factors
An analysis of economic factors was also important to determine whether an
applicant would be a good integration prospect. The first questions that were
asked related to an applicant’s current position and their current income.
According to officials at the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur an
applicant’s current income indicated whether an applicant and their family
was able to live a European lifestyle in Malaysia (or Singapore). Immigration
officials deemed that the salaries546 of the following applicants were
inadequate to live a European lifestyle in Malaysia:
A Public Works Department employee whose “current salary is
$M210 per month and this would seem to indicate that he is
employed, essentially, as an unskilled worker.”547
“Mr De Souza earns a salary of $345 and with such a large
family it would be an indication that he would not be able to live
a European way of life. The interview gave no indication that the
family were in any way Westernised and one further point is the
fact that Mrs De Souza is illiterate.”548

‘Admission to Australia – View to Settlement – Mixed Descent, Memorandum from L.R.
Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the
Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 18 February 1971’, in NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/309.
545 ‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 5 July 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/472.
546 Please note that none of the salaries mentioned include the wife’s salary.
547 ‘Application for Permanent Residence under MD rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne,
Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 29 August 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/148.
548 ‘Admission to Australia: View to Settlement, Memorandum from K.J. McMahon, Second
Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 12 August 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/269.
544
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Figure 38:

Malayan Scouts in Australia

In 1955, Horace Sta Maria led a group of thirteen Malayan Scouts to the PanPacific Scout Jamboree held at Clifford Park, 20 miles east of Melbourne
between 28 December 1955 and 9 January 1956. Pictured in the photograph
are from left to right: Richard Dickson, Assistant Leader of the Malayan
contingent; Hashim bin Saidin; Horace Santa Maria and Teh Theam Seng.
Source: National Archives of Australia549and Ione Jolly

‘Twelve Malayan Scouts led by Horace Santa Maria attended the Pan-Pacific Scout
Jamboree held in Australia at Clifford Park, 28 December 1955 - 9 January 1956’, in NAA:
A1501, A737/3.
549
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This assessment was still a little subjective in that different officials assessed
assets differently. In addition, there were rapid changes in the average
income in Australia during the 1960s and 1970s, and this was not necessarily
reflected in the assessments made in Malaysia during this period. As a side
note, young single people were usually assessed as needing less assets
than families or retirees.

In 2003, I interviewed an elderly Eurasian gentleman who prior to his
migration to Perth had held a senior position in the Malaysian Post Office. He
recounted that he had earned $M1,250 per month. However, his impression
of his income was that “in Australia dollar it would be very low, because the
conversion rate at that time was three to one. I was getting one thousand two
hundred fifty Malaysia dollars, divided by three, a month’s pay, four hundred
dollar a month and two hundred dollar a fortnight, not very much...” 550 This
income would have been assessed as being high income as I came across a
1969 assessment for a Mr Augustin who “is at present in a high income
bracket earning $M1,200 per month.”551

In contrast, in separate assessments of two applicants who were both
dredgemasters, the following assessments were made:
“An indication of his position within the industry can be gained
by his current salary which is $M1,500 per month which is
equivalent to a senior staff executive post.”552
“He currently earns $M1,850 per month, indicative of a position
on executive level.”553

550

Interview with Walter Taveira, Perth, September 2003.
‘Entry into Australia under M.D. Rules, Memorandum from J.C. Hutchings, Attache,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of Immigration,
Canberra, 29 September 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/162.
552 ‘Application for Permanent Residence, Memorandum from K.J. McMahon, Second
Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 9 December 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/154.
553 ‘Application for Permanent Residence under M.D. Rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne,
Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 16 September 1969’, in NAA: A8906, 63/4/2/147.
551
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It is important to note that even though the dredgemaster above earned
$M1,850 a month, his application to migrate was still rejected. Thus, it is
clear that an applicant’s salary formed only one element of their financial
assessment.

The next question that was asked was how much funds the applicant had
available for transfer to Australia. These funds would include an applicant’s
savings, their pension and CPF funds, and funds from the sale of house/s
and other assets.

Another question that was asked was what would be an applicant’s potential
income in Australia. An applicant’s potential income in Australia included any
pension payments from foreign governments, i.e., Malaysian etc. This would
indicate whether the applicant/s would have a lifestyle at least at the same
level or better in Australia than they had in Malaysia (or Singapore). In a
1970 file note, K.J. McMahon noted his observations on an applicant’s
parents who still had two sons, aged 7 and 12 living at home:
“…he has still two boys to educate and maintain and he has
only a limited amount of capital together with a pension which
would not be adequate by Australian living conditions for the
size of his family.”554

An applicant’s future income in Australia was also taken into consideration. A
Mr Britto was applying for a position with the Northern Territory
Administration based in Darwin as a Land Surveyor. His qualifications had
been assessed by the Administration and they were requesting that the
Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur interview him in relation to the
position of Land Surveyor Class 1 with a commencing recommended salary

The applicant’s father was in receipt of a government pension of $M396/month at that
stage.
‘Taveira Family, Interview Report by K.J. McMahon, Australian High Commission, Kuala
Lumpur, 23 April 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/134.
554
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of $6,431 per annum.555 The income from this position would have been
above average in Australia. There was a significant difference between the
expected wages of a skilled labourer and a senior manager. One applicant
who was a dredgemaster in Malaysia, was informed that in the state that he
wanted to settle in “there [were] occasional vacancies for pump operators
and dredgemates and their wage is approximately $60-$65 per week plus
overtime”,556 i.e., from $3,120 to $3,380 per annum plus overtime. However,
that “the gross salary for fully recognised dredgemasters with foreign-going
certificates approximate from $8,000-$10,000 per annum.”557

A further question that related to their potential working life in Australia was
the age of the applicant. An applicant’s age applied to how many more years
they had left in their working career and what the likelihood of them getting
employment in Australia was.

3. Migration Categories

As mentioned previously, applicants were required to meet at least one of the
following criteria in order to be eligible for entry to Australia under the Mixed
Race Policy:
“(a) humanitarian considerations involving close family
relationship or hardship on grounds of discrimination, are
present;558 or
‘Application for Appointment as Surveyor, Darwin, Memorandum from J.W. Hutchison (for
the Secretary), Department of External Affairs, Canberra to the Australian High Commission,
Kuala Lumpur, 27 January 1971’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/323.
556 ‘Entry for Residence – Mixed Descent, Memorandum from K.J. Bleaney (for the
Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Australian High Commission, Kuala
Lumpur, 16 March 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/154.
557 ibid
Dredgemasters were considered to be senior managers. See ‘Application for Permanent
Residence under MD Rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne, Attache, Australian High
Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 11 July
1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/127.
558 In late 1969, the reference to hardship was removed but the reference to discrimination
remained.
555
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(b) the applicant has special knowledge, experience or
qualifications useful to Australia; or
(c) the applicant has the ability to make a contribution to
Australia’s economic, social and cultural progress”.559

Humanitarian considerations
Although humanitarian considerations included close family relationship as
well as discrimination, the emphasis on this criteria was placed on close
family relationship. Indeed, most Eurasians who were approved for entry to
Australia was on the basis of close family relationship. In a 1969 background
paper on the ‘Policy Governing Entry of Persons of Mixed Descent’, W.K.
Brown from the Department of Immigration noted that:
“Although statistics are not available for each section of the
policy under which the entry of the persons of mixed descent
has been approved, it is estimated that approximately 90% have
been admitted because of the presence here of close
relatives.”560

Family in Australia
Applicants could roughly be divided into three categories: those with eligible
connections in Australia; those with ineligible connections in Australia; and
those with no connections in Australia. To be an eligible connection, the
nominator in Australia must be close family or an immediate family member,
i.e., either a parent, sibling, child or spouse (including fiancée) of the
nominee. In addition to having an eligible connection, prior to February 1967
it was important that the majority of the [applicant’s] family must be in
Australia, i.e., prior to February 1967, if approval to immigrate was granted
on the basis of close family relationship, as distinct from discrimination or
qualifications, then the majority of the applicant’s family had to be in
‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 18 July 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95260.
560 ‘Background Paper: Policy Governing the Entry of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown, Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Assistant
Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 16 December 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95164.
559
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Australia.561 An example of how this played out can be found in the Selection
Assessment Report for a Mr Beven:
“Our first comment concerns the fact that the majority of this
family’s relatives are already in Australia and this, together with
the fact that we regard Mr Beven as very suitable migrant
material leads us to fully support this application.”562

In February 1967, the:
“Minister (the Hon. B.M. Snedden) decided that it would suffice
if an applicant had an immediate family member here [i.e.
Australia] (brother, sister, parent, son or daughter) – even if all
the rest of the family was still abroad.”563

Applicants were also queried on what assistance they could expect to receive
from family and friends in Australia. On a Selection Assessment Report for a
young, single male Eurasian the selection officer wrote that he could expect
“extensive” support as the:
“Applicant [was] nominated by sister who lives in Melbourne and
is married to an Australian bank clerk. Applicant will live with
sister and brother-in-law who own their own house.”564

Whilst it was important for applicants to have family in Australia, it was also
important that they did not have too much family in Malaysia (or Singapore as
may be the case). The Department of Immigration was concerned about the
size of mixed descent families and the possible impact this would have on
intake levels. A 1969 background paper on the Policy Governing Entry of
Persons of Mixed Descent notes that:

561

ibid
‘Application for Permanent Residence under MD Rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne,
Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 11 July 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/127.
563 ‘Background Paper: Policy Governing the Entry of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown, Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Assistant
Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 16 December 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95164.
564 ‘Department of Immigration Selection Assessment Form, completed by S. Creswick,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 23 October 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/448.
562
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“…it has been the department’s experience that mixed descent
families are generally large and that the admission of one
member of a family can, and does, establish a seed that grows
at a very quick rate. When one member of a family group is
admitted he generally seeks the entry of his brothers and sisters
and their spouses. This, in turn, leads to applications by the
spouses for the entry of their brothers and sisters and so on. It
is this type of seed, or family, migration that results in continuing
increases in intake.”565

Thus, whilst having a large extended family could be useful in terms of
getting a nomination from a relative in Australia, in general it worked against
an applicant unless all their relatives were well educated and with good
employment situations and prospects. In Series A8096, there were
applications where the size of an applicant’s extended family proved their
undoing. As anyone who has had much to do with the Eurasian community in
Malaysia will know the Boudville family is a very large, extended Eurasian
family. One unsuccessful applicant with the surname Boudville was
unfortunate enough to have the following statement included in his Selection
Assessment Report:
“We were quite impressed with this family who are a very
pleasant lot. Our only reservation concerns the fact that there
seems to be a large number of Boudvilles in Malaysia who are
all related and inter-related; as far as we can make out there are
very few members of this family currently in Australia and,
needless to say, once this family gains entry the whole lot will
probably want to follow.”566

It could also be problematic if an applicant had a large number of siblings,
especially if the siblings were not all high fliers (or at least solidly middle
class) as was the case in the following applicant:

‘Background Paper: Policy Governing the Entry of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown, Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Assistant
Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 16 December 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95164.
566 ‘Application for Permanent Residence under M.D. Rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne,
Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 16 September 1969’, in NAA: A8906, 63/4/2/147.
565
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“It should also be emphasise[d] that the majority of his 13
brothers and sisters do not seem to have the necessary
qualifications to be eligible for entry as residence, and we feel
that at least some of them will probably apply later.”567

For some applicants, having large extended families did not prove a
hindrance. In an Assessment Report for a middle-aged teacher, L.R. Coutts
noted that “Both Mr and Mrs Sta Maria come from quite extensive
families.”568 After detailing all of his siblings, their marital statuses and their
occupations L.R. Coutts determined that: “It would seem that there is a
reasonable level of education and intelligence amongst the members of Mr
Sta Maria’s family”.569 He repeated this for Mrs Sta Maria’s siblings and came
to the same conclusion: “In view of this, we could see nothing in the family
composition of either the applicant or his wife which should hinder the
approval of the application.”570 It should be noted that in this instance siblings
included medical hospital assistants, the Headmaster of a Catholic boys
school, a clerk, a teacher, a musician, the wife of the manager of a rubber
plantation, the wife of an engineer and a member of the British Army in
Britain.

On at least one occasion, the Department of Immigration in Canberra
instructed officials at the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur to
interview all members of an applicant’s extended family in order to ascertain
whether they would be good migration prospects. In a memo regarding a Mr
Taveira from G.P. Gillespie (for Secretary), Department of Immigration,
Canberra on 6 February 1970:
“As the parents, brothers and sisters of the applicant residing in
Malaysia intend to apply for admission to Australia it has been
‘Application for Permanent Residence under M.D. Rules, Memorandum from J.C.
Hutchings, Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 25 August 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/149.
568 ‘Admission to Australia – View to Settlement – Mixed Descent, Memorandum from L.R.
Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the
Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 18 February 1971’, in NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/309.
569 ibid
570 ibid
567
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decided not to approve the case of ... until you have a clearer
picture of all members of the family.
Would you please therefore interview the remaining family
members in terms of skills, qualifications, integration prospects
and general suitability. On receipt of your report we shall look at
…[his]… application again.”571

It is critical to reinforce here the importance of securing sponsorship, i.e., a
nomination from a family member. Higher standards were applied to unsponsored applicants. As an Australian immigration official who served in
Lebanon in the early 1960s stated:
“Any overseas post can take an application from a potential
migrant but he has to meet certain requirements which are, of
course, higher than for sponsored migrants. Sponsored
migrants can look forward to being met on arrival, being
accommodated initially by his relatives or friends who will also
help him find a job, all that sort of thing. The self-generating
applicant, however, has to make his own way to Australia, find
his own accommodation from day one, do everything on his
own. He has got to be a ‘better type’ person, more a self-starter
than a sponsored migrant.”572

For most Eurasian applicants, these higher standards were impossible to
meet.

Discrimination
The official position of the Department of Immigration with regards to
humanitarian considerations was covered in a 1969 Background Paper on
the Policy Governing the Entry of Persons of Mixed Descent:
“The element “Hardship on the grounds of discrimination” has
not been regarded as contemplating the acceptance of persons
of mixed descent from areas where general discrimination exists
again mixed descent communities on social, economic, political

‘Entry for Residence Mixed Descent, Memorandum from G.P. Gillespie (for the
Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Australian High Commission, Kuala
Lumpur, 6 February 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/134.
572 Martin, Harry, Angels and Arrogant Gods: Migration Officers and Migrants Reminisce
1945-85, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra, 1989, p. 73.
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or other grounds. Eligibility is accepted only if specific
discrimination is shown to have taken place to the specific
detriment of the individual. To accept discrimination of a general
kind could mean the acceptance of all persons of mixed descent
from countries which have gained independence since 1948
and in which the population is principally non-European.
Generally, hardship on the basis of discrimination has been a
consideration only insofar as the entry of mixed descent
persons from Burma is concerned.”573

Any applicant who was granted a visa on the grounds of humanitarian
considerations related to discrimination was granted a H-3 visa. I have not
seen any evidence of a Eurasian from Malaysia or Singapore being granted a
H-3 visa though. There were Eurasians who claimed discrimination in their
applications to enter Australia. In a reference letter from Mr MA Robb, a
public Accountant and auditor, for a Mr De Jong on 30 January 1970, he
wrote that “Prior to my retirement I gave Mr De Jong a testimonial which was
destroyed when his house was burnt down during May 1969 riots.”574

In 1969, J.O. Hutchings, Attaché at the Australian High Commission in Kuala
Lumpur forwarded the following assessment report to the Department of
Immigration in Canberra:
“Mr. Augustin has not met any discrimination in his job and
seemed to be quite comfortable employed until the beginning of
this year before the May riots. However, his employment was
terminated on July 5th, 1969. No specific reason was given by
N.C.R. Co.”575

‘Background Paper: Policy Governing the Entry of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown, Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Assistant
Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 16 December 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95164.
574 ‘Testimonial from M.A. Robb, Wee Waa, 30 January 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/125.
575 ‘Entry into Australia under M.D. Rules, Memorandum from J.C. Hutchings, Attache,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of Immigration,
Canberra, 29 September 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/162.
Mr Augustin’s original application was rejected. However, 54 pages of the file where not
available to view as they were “not in the open period as defined by the Archives Act 1983”,
i.e., 1980-1983. It is entirely possible that Mr Augustin and his family reapplied to migrate to
Australia during the period 1980 – 1983 and perhaps were successful.
573
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This assessment would appear to be flawed based on the fact that the
applicant lost his job around the time on the May 1969 race riots and had his
house burnt down during the race riots. On occasion, staff at the Australian
High Commission in Kuala Lumpur did sympathise with an applicant and
agreed that their situation might be difficult or would deteriorate in the future,
as far as I could tell it was never seen to be sufficient for the granting of a H-3
visa. Whilst discrimination against Eurasians was not seen as sufficient
reason to approve their applications to enter Australia, it was definitely
sufficient to motivate Eurasians to attempt to migrate to Australia (see
Chapter Three).

Special knowledge, experience or qualifications
A major question facing any selection officer was whether the applicant was
economically viable. No one wanted to admit a person (or family) to Australia
who would be entirely reliant on the Australian welfare state and would
become a drain on the country. In order to determine whether an applicant
was economically viable, officials undertook an analysis of a range of
economic factors including their educational background, employment
history, knowledge of English, current financial situation and financial
prospects for the future.

If after careful consideration of the above criteria, an applicant was deemed
to be economically viable they were issued with a H-2 visa. If an applicant
was deemed to be economically unviable they would usually be sent a
standard rejection letter like the one which was sent to a Eurasian gentleman
from Malacca in 1976 (see Figure 39).

Education
An assessment of an applicant’s educational background usually focussed
on the extent of their basic (and advanced) education; their field of
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qualification; their type of qualification; and whether they had any other skills
which would be relevant to their (potential) future employment in Australia.

On the M47 form, applicants were required to state the number of years of
basic, secondary and tertiary education they had received. They were also
required to provide “details of special qualifications or skills (University
degree, apprenticeship to a skilled trade, etc.)”.576

In many respects the Australian authorities determined that Malaysian,
Singaporean and even sometimes British qualifications were usually not of
an equal standard to Australian qualifications. This was a problem for many
Eurasians, particularly in the field of teaching. During the 1960s and 1970s
many Eurasian teachers were what was called normal trained teachers.
Normal teacher training involved three years of on the job training. Other
Eurasians such as Donat Cornelius were trained at the Teacher’s Training
College in Kirkby, England. In a letter to officials at the Australian High
Commission in Kuala Lumpur, Cornelius wrote that:
“I was awarded a scholarship to the Teachers’ Training College
in Kirkby near Liverpool on a two-year course. I did my teaching
practice in two English schools in St. Helens, Lancs. I passed
the final examination with Distinctions in Music and Malay. I
must say that my two-year sojourn in England was a rich
rewarding cultural experience.”577

In a 1969 report on a Mr Boudville from K.A. Oakman, Second Secretary,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary of the
Department of Immigration, Canberra, reference was made to a decision by
Canberra to reject his application on the basis “that it seemed unlikely that Mr

‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 18 July 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95260.
577 ‘Letter from Mr Cornelius, Kuala Lumpur, to the Commonwealth Director of Migration,
Melbourne through G.W. Shannon, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 2
November 1968’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/14.
576
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Boudville’s qualifications would gain his recognition as a teacher in Australia”.
Please note that he had obtained a Technical Teacher’s Certificate after a
years study in Britain in 1959. After:
“Mr Boudville was advised of this decision [he]…has provided
us with a copy of a letter received by him from the Education
Department in Perth advising that [the]… Department did not
recognise the normal teacher training course as meeting their
requirements but could treat him as a conditionally certified
teacher, thus he would receive restricted employment until he
could complete the requirements for full teacher status by
examination.”578
Despite the letter from the Education Department in Western Australia, Mr
Boudville’s application to migrate to Australia was still rejected.579

Being a normal qualified teacher was not always an obstacle to migration. In
a 1971 Assessment Report, L.R. Coutts commented on a Eurasian teacher:
“She is at present employed in Malaysia as a primary school
teacher having gained her qualifications under a normal training
scheme, i.e. three years part time lectures combined with
practical experience…we consider that Mrs Machado would be
quite capable of teaching in an Australian classroom and would
command the respect and attention of children who would
readily respond to her.”580
Recognition of qualifications also varied from state to state (and territory).
The Department of Immigration considered it crucial that an applicant’s
teaching qualifications were recognised by the education authority in the
state that they were trying to settle in. In a letter on 6 November 1970 from
K.J. McMahon advising a Mr Boudville of provisional approval and requesting
that he undergo medical examinations a ‘P.S.’ was added:

‘Entry for Residence, Memorandum from K.A. Oakman, Second Secretary, Australian
High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 17
April 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/12.
579 ‘Entry for Residence – M/D, Memorandum from E.M. Robinson (for the Secretary),
Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 19
November 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/12.
580 ‘Miss Machado, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian
High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 26
November 1971’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/364.
578
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“The Education Dept of N.S.W. Victoria and Western Australia,
and the Council of Public Education, Victoria, have reported that
you are academically qualified for appointment as a teacher in
these fields subject to a satisfactory personal interview and
medical examination, and your ability to teach in an English
speaking situation.
In addition the Department of Education in Victoria added that
you would be expected to undertake a course of teacher
training.”581

Recognition of qualifications was also a problem for people with technical
qualifications. A Eurasian telecommunications technician had “attended a
one

year

training

course

with

the

Malaysian

Telecommunications

Department”.582 According to the selection officer:
“This course cannot, by any stretch of the imagination, be said
to be the equivalent of the five year technicians training
provided in Australia by PMG, and DCA. We do not think
therefore that …[his]… qualifications would enable him to obtain
employment with either of these departments as a
technician.”583

Similar issues were experienced by Eurasians with Harbour Board
qualifications:
“This case is referred to you… as we have doubts about the
recognition of his five years apprenticeship with the Singapore
Harbour Board. In all other respects we would recommend this
family but for this one point we would have used our local
authority to process the family as permanent residents.”584

‘Letter from K.J. McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala
Lumpur to applicant, 6 November 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/239.
In an interview in Perth in April 2010, Daisy Westerhout also recounted how many Eurasian
teachers were advised that they would be required to undertake extra training in order to be
employed as a teacher in Australia.
582 ‘Application for Permanent Residence under Mixed Descent Rules, Memorandum from
J.C. Hutchings, Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 24 September 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/112.
583 ibid
584 ‘Admission to Australia: Permanent Residence: Mixed Descent, Memorandum from
unnamed official, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department
of Immigration, Canberra, 13 April 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/220.
581
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Figure 39:

Standard Rejection Letter

Source: National Archives of Australia585

‘Letter from P.A. Pope, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala
Lumpur to Mr. Sequerah, Melaka, 14 October 1976’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/346.
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As mentioned previously, the issue with recognition of technical qualifications
did not only apply to qualifications obtained in Malaysia and Singapore.
According to Dorothy Madigan, a research officer who worked in the UK in
the 1960s and 1970s:
“The skilled trades people were governed by the Trademen’s
Rights Regulation Act and we had technical advisers who
determined whether or not these people met the requirements.
Our criteria were very, very strict. A lot of what could be
considered skilled tradesmen in Britain had no chance of
meeting the Trademen’s Rights Regulation Act criteria in
Australia or TRRA as we used to call it.”586

There was also an issue with the recognition of qualifications interrupted by
WWII.

My grandfather was only eight months into his apprenticeship in

Outside Fitting with the Singapore Harbour Board when war broke out. He
restarted his apprenticeship on 23 September 1945 and continued his
training until 25 November 1946. He went onto work as an Assistant
Engineer on the M.V. Coprafronds I for a three month period. Years later in
Darwin, he applied to have his training recognised, but had his application
rejected.587

Other Eurasians also had their education interrupted by the war. In a 1970
Selection Assessment Report for a Mr Wilmot and family, K.J. McMahon
wrote:
“She had only the minimum of education of approx. form one
level at the outcome of the War and did not have the opportunity
to obtain employment but rather had to subsist the war years on
a farm.”588

586 Martin, Harry, Angels and Arrogant Gods: Migration Officers and Migrants Reminisce
1945-85, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra, 1989, p. 63.
587 He started his apprenticeship just over 8 months before Singapore fell to the Japanese.
During the war his apprenticeship was suspended and he returned to his studies after the
end of the war.
588 ‘Admission to Australia: Permanent Residence: Mixed Descent, Memorandum from K.J.
McMahon, Second Secretary, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 21 August 1970’, in NAA: A8906, 63/4/2/248.
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Figure 40:
My

A Life Interrupted
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Singapore

Harbour Board Identity Card.
Source:
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and

Family

In addition, for those Eurasians who did finish their apprenticeships, proof of
the apprenticeship may have been lost during the war. In the 1970 Selection
Assessment Report for the Mr Wilmot mentioned above, K.J. McMahon wrote
of the husband:
“The applicant was educated to approx. Form 2 level
immediately prior to the 2nd World War between 1940/42 he
undertook a private apprenticeship as a motor mechanic with a
bus company in Singapore. Unfortunately the certificate given to
him for this apprenticeship… was destroyed with other personal
papers.”589

It was during this period that many positions went from requiring on-the-job
training to formal qualifications. As with the example of teachers, there was
also two ways of becoming a shift engineer on a dredge via on the job
training and via formal qualifications. In a Selection Assessment Report for a
dredgemaster, K.C. Henne, Attaché noted that:
589

ibid
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“Mr Boudville was educated to standard 7 and his only other
formal training was, firstly his three years of operating and
maintaining earth moving equipment with the Royal Engineers
and secondly his on the job training on dredges. He explained
that at present the only way to become a shift engineer on a
dredge, prior to becoming a dredgemaster, is to have a
technical college diploma, but in his time there were only two
other ways, either through a Marine Engineers certificate or to
start from the bottom as a greaser, through about half a dozen
positions. He obtained his present position through the latter
method. We might add that he would have had to pass a fairly
stiff exam, both theoretical and practical, to obtain his
Dredgemasters certificate.”590

Whilst officials at the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur may have
been satisfied with an individual’s level of education and qualifications, it did
not mean that the Department of Immigration in Canberra concurred with
their opinion. As mentioned in Chapter Five, department officials were not
confident of consular officials’ ability to assess an individual’s educational
background and qualifications. In a memo to Central Office, L.R. Coutts
wrote that:
“On reviewing this case we have become concerned that the
qualifications of Mr Barrie may be under rated by Central Office.
We therefore wish to stress that we are satisfied that he has
training and experience equivalent to that of a
tradesman/technician. This is evidenced by the fact that his
work involves the installation, servicing and repair of radio
telephone systems for outstations, sawmills, logging stations
and small ships. Further, these private systems are integrated
with those of the Telecommunications Department. The
principal is well known to officers of this mission including those
in the political section and those connected with aid, and in their
view there is no serious doubt about his technical ability.”591

Central Office replied that:

‘Application for Permanent Residence under M.D. Rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne,
Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 16 September 1969’, in NAA: A8906, 63/4/2/147.
591 ‘M40 Nomination, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular),
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of Immigration,
Canberra, 5 June 1972’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/320.
590
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“It has been decided that in view of your favourable report and
strong recommendation this man and his family may be
approved for entry under para.4.4 of the rules relating to mixed
descent admission.
Enquiries into his possibilities of employment have revealed that
unless he is able to produce evidence of qualifications
acceptable to the Tradesman’s Rights Regulation Act
Committee he is unlikely to be recognised as either an
electrician or radio mechanic. In any event he will find initial
employment difficult.
Please ensure that Mr Barrie is informed of this employment
assessment.
When issuing Authority for the family’s entry special condition H1, W-1 and H-4 refer to the breadwinner, wife and children
respectively.”592

Employment
It was important for selection officers to determine that potential applicants
would have good employment prospects once they reached Australia. In
assessing an applicant’s employment prospects, officials analysed an
applicant’s occupational skills; their level of experience in their field and their
employment record; as well as other factors such as physical status and/or
age which might impact on their employment prospects in Australia.

As with the current situation in Australia, the Department of Immigration
sought to target potential migrants with specific occupational skills. It was
preferred that applicants had either professional or technical qualifications,
specifically in fields in which there was a shortage in Australia. It was also
important that there were employment opportunities for the applicant in their
intended state of residence. A case in point being that of a 31 year old
Eurasian dredgemaster. A 1970 memo from K.J. Bleaney (for Secretary),
Department of Immigration, Canberra, to the Australian High Commission in
Kuala Lumpur stated that:

‘Mr Barrie, wife and family, Memorandum from T.P. Evans (for the Secretary),
Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 22
June 1972’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/320.
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“The Department of Labour and National Service has reported
that currently the best prospects for a dredgemaster offer in
Victoria where there is a great deal of activity in dredging
operations. There is a shortage of fully experienced deep-water
dredgemasters. The comparatively few firms undertaking such
operations employ dredgemasters from Europe, (mainly Dutch)
on a contract basis, and a number of men are presently being
trained in Australia. While the demand fluctuates, it is expected
that when Australian trainees become available, the demand will
remain standard, but limited.”593

However, the interviewing officer had noted that Mr Freeman had originally
intended to settle initially in New South Wales. According to Canberra there
was “no call for Dredgemasters in that State [and that] demand is limited at
any one time.”594 He went on to note that “in Western Australia there could be
some interest by foreign-owned organisations which are active in coastal
areas for dredgemasters from overseas. [However] there are no prospects
for dredgemasters specializing in Tin Mining operations.”595 They did finish by
saying that the “Prospects of employment for Mr Freeman are thus
reasonably good on a professional and sub-professional level.”596

It was not only the primary applicant’s employment prospects and
occupational skills which were assessed, but also those of any other adults
included in the application, i.e., wife, children etc. In a 1969 memo from E.M.
Robinson (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra, to the
Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur, the relevance of a spouse’s
qualifications were discussed:
“Our decision in an individual case could be largely influenced
by the qualifications of an applicant’s wife. Although we would
normally prefer to consider a case for approval on the skills and
qualifications of the breadwinner; in a case where a wife had
qualifications which would be of benefit to Australia and if she
intended to put them to practical use in this country, we would
‘Entry for Residence – Mixed Descent, Memorandum from K.J. Bleaney (for the
Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the Australian High Commission, Kuala
Lumpur, 16 March 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/154.
594 ibid
595 ibid
596 ibid
593
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be glad to consider the application in the light of her qualification
together with your report on the family as a whole.”597

It was also preferred that an applicant have experience in their chosen
profession.598 Regarding an applicant who was a dredgemaster in Malaysia,
consular officials observed:
“We have no doubt that with 13 years experience in this position
he should have no difficulty in securing a position at equal level
in Australia, where technical and managerial skills are so
obviously sought.”599

Against an applicant who was a primary school teacher was noted:
“Primary school teacher 9 years, experienced in general
subjects including art, craft, music etc.; lecturer in psychology at
Malayan Government Teachers College.”600

On occasion, the level of an applicant’s experience may have been used to
counteract other deficiencies such as a lack of formal qualifications in their
chosen profession or their being over the acceptable application age. For
example, a 54 year old applicant with an engineering background was
assessed as:
“… probably capable of adapting to life in Australia and finding
suitable employment. In view of his practical experience we
consider that he would in fact obtain work.”601

597 ‘Memorandum from E.M. Robinson (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra
to Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 20 October 1969’, in NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/148.
598 If an applicant was young and recently qualified, the amount of experience they would
require would be different to a 40 year old applicant who had been working in their field for
20 years.
599 ‘Application for Permanent Residence under MD Rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne,
Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 11 July 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/127.
600 ‘Assessment Report – MD Permanent Residence, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts,
Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, undated’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/398.
601 ‘M40 Nomination, Record of Interview by L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular),
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 22 September 1971’, in NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/333.
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According to his M40 Nomination Form, he was the “Chief Inspector in two
[of the] largest irrigation projects [in Malaysia] involving $270 million”. 602 He
had an extensive work history with “the Public Works Department and with
various road contracting and engineering consulting firms” and according to
Immigration officials, it appeared “that he is a capable man able to do work at
a level about equivalent to a local government engineer…”.603

However, this was not always successful. A Eurasian applicant with a
background in accountancy, presented a reference from a former employer,
a Mr M.A. Robb, former Chief Accountant Anglo-Oriental (Malaya) Sdn. Bhd.:
“Although holding no diplomas in accountancy, Mr De Jong has
through long practical experience gained a sound knowledge of
accounting and office procedure whilst his good conduct and
excellent attendance record left nothing to be desired.”604

Despite this reference he was still rejected, leading to the conclusion that for
immigration authorities at the time experience did not trump formal,
Australian-recognised qualifications.

In addition to having a certain amount of experience, it was also preferable if
applicants had a good employment record, as demonstrated in a Selection
Assessment Report by K.C. Henne, Attaché on 5 August 1969:
“Mr Arnold was educated to leaving level at a Catholic convent
school which he left in 1953…You will note that [he]… has had
a good employment record since, from the form M47.”605

‘M40 Nomination Form, completed by U. Scully, Sydney, 30 December 1970’, in NAA:
A8096, 63/4/2/333.
603 ‘M40 Nomination, Record of Interview by L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular),
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 22 September 1971’, in NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/333.
604 ‘Testimonial from M.A. Robb, Wee Waa, 30 January 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/125.
605 ‘Application under M.D. Rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne, Attache, Australian High
Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 5
August 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/131.
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For some applicants the age limit applied to primary applicants was enough
to sink their application, for instance, an assessment report for a male
Eurasian stated that he “is already 4 years over the age limit… [i.e., 50 years]
and we do not feel that there are sufficient reasons for you to dispense with
the age limit in this case…”.606 However, the age limit was not an obstacle
that could not be overcome for the right applicant. It was noted in the
assessment report for a female Eurasian teacher that “although the applicant
is 52 years of age we consider that she is capable of adapting to life and
work in Australia.”607

There were quite a number of applicants who were retirees and were over
the age limit. Some were admitted whilst others were not. Age was not the
key determining factor in most of these cases…An elderly (retired) public
servant who had worked for over fifty years for the government was approved
for entry to Australia after receiving the following assessment:
“Although the couple are both well in excess of the age
requirements, they state that they had almost all their family in
Australia, and have accommodation guaranteed. With the
capital available Mr. De Souza had hoped to buy some property
and thereby create a constant source of income. The couple
speak reasonable English, were dressed in a westernised
manner and although aged would probably, with the aid of their
relatives, not find it difficult to accommodate to the change of
circumstances in Australia.”608

It is important to note that the individual in question already had three
daughters living in Australia at the time of their application.

‘Application for Permanent Residence under M.D. Rules, Memorandum from K.C. Henne,
Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 13 August 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/125.
607 ‘Assessment Report – MD Permanent Residence, Memorandum from L.R. Coutts,
Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, undated’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/398.
608 ‘M.40 Nomination, Memorandum from J.C. Hutchings, Attache, Australian High
Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 7
October 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/80.
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Knowledge of English
An applicant’s knowledge of English was also assessed as part of their
Character Assessment. However, in this context an applicant’s knowledge of
English was assessed in direct relation to their employment prospects, i.e.,
whether an applicant’s knowledge of English appeared sufficient for
employment in occupation in Australia.

An applicant’s knowledge of English was determined through an analysis of
their fluency, command of the language, diction and accent. Whilst,
‘Languages Spoken (State Proficiency)’ was a category on the M47
Application Form, an applicant’s knowledge of languages other than English
was not considered relevant to whether or not they would be a good migrant
prospect.609 What was considered important was whether an applicant’s
knowledge of English appeared sufficient for employment in their occupation
in Australia.

An issue for some applicants was whether Australians would be able to
understand their Eurasian accent. A teacher who unsuccessfully applied to
immigrate to Australia was assessed as having “… a fairly strong “Eurasian”
accent and he might find it difficult to get lectures across to Australian
students.”610 A radio announcer’s accent was also assessed as being
inappropriate for his intended occupation in Australia:
“We are quite uncertain as to whether or not the fact that he has
been an announcer/programmer for the past 9 years would
make him eligible to claim to have a skill in demand and of use
to Australia. We do not for one moment think that he could be
usefully employed as an announcer in Australia on account off

609

The range of languages spoken by applicants ranged from Portuguese and Tamil to
Mandarin and Urdu.
610 ‘Application for Migration under Mixed Race Policy, Memorandum from K.C. Henne,
Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary, Department of
Immigration, Canberra, 27 December 1968’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/12.
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his typical Eurasian accent. He himself realises this and would
hope to find employment in the field of public relation.”611
It is important to note that at no stage did any Australian officials ever give an
explanation/description of what a Eurasian accent was.

Ability to contribute to Australia’s economic, social or cultural progress
There seemed to be some confusion as to what this criteria meant. None of
the Mixed-Descent visa categories, i.e., H-1, H-2 or H-3, applied to this
criteria. It is presumed that perhaps the original intention might have been if
an individual was of significant value in an economic, social or cultural sense
they could be granted entry under this criteria, i.e., if they would have
qualified to represent Australia in some form of sports etc. However, it is
unclear what visa category, i.e., H-1, H-2 or H-3 would have been applied to
anyone who was selected under this criteria.

4. Clearances

Successful applicants for entry to Australia had to pass a medical
examination, a character check and a security clearance.

Health
The ‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed
Descent’ stated that:
“Every person who applies for facilities to enter Australia for
residence, and the members of his family unit whether or not
they intend to accompany him, must undergo a medical

‘Application for Permanent Residence under M.D. Rules, Memorandum from J.C.
Hutchings, Attache, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the Secretary,
Department of Immigration, Canberra, 25 August 1969’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/149.
611
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examination, and all persons 16 years of age and over must
undergo a chest X-ray examination.”612

Once an applicant received provisional approval from Canberra to migrate, a
form letter was sent to them advising them they had to attend a medical
examination. For an example of a letter sent in 1971 from L.R. Coutts to a
Eurasian living in Sarawak (see Figure 41). Accompanying the letter was a
M26 ‘Medical Examination’ Form.

The Australia Immigration authorities were very strict regarding medical
clearances. As a former Immigration Officer recalled: “we were very selective
on medical grounds and there were long, detailed medical criteria.” 613
Authorities were especially worried about the potential for tuberculosis in
immigrants as they “…did not want people to come to Australia and then end
up in public hospitals.”614

The ‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed
Descent’ stated that:
“…visas/endorsements should not be granted in favour of
applicants if their medical or radiologist report shows:(i) a history of tuberculosis within the previous two years;
(ii) a history of serious sickness or operation within the previous
two years;
(iii) any history of mental sickness in the applicant or the family;
(iv) any serious abnormality reported by the medical examiner
or the radiologist;
(v) a blood pressure with figures higher than 150/100 such as
170/100 or 150/120 (except that for close relatives who are

‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 18 July 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95260.
613 Martin, Harry, Angels and Arrogant Gods: Migration Officers and Migrants Reminisce
1945-85, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra, 1989, p. 22.
614 ibid
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males 65 years and over or females 60 years and over a
blood pressure of up to 200/110 may be accepted);
(vi) any defect in vision of more severe degree than 6/12
corrected in either eye.”615

It was still possible for individuals to be cleared for entry to Australia if it was
found that their medical condition was under control. In seeming direct
conflict with the above instruction, in an attachment to The Rules, it stated
that the code letter ‘E’ was applied to an individual if:
“It is known that grantee is suffering from a disability specified in
the authority. This disability will not debar him from entry if he is
otherwise acceptable and able to follow the occupation, if any,
specified in the authority.”616

In addition, a list of twenty-five different ailments and the related code letters
(see Figure 42) were also included in the index. It is known that on occasion
a Eurasian may have been cleared for entry to Australia even though they
were suffering from a medical ailment. An example would be an elderly
parent with inactive tuberculosis. In this instance, the special condition of H1, E (8) would be applied to the individual meaning that the applicant was of
mixed descent, was being allowed into Australia on the basis of a close
family relationship, and suffered from tuberculosis.

A Mrs Van Dort was nominated by her son to immigrate to Australia. She
passed the interview with flying colours and L.R. Coutts notified Canberra of
this in June 1972. On 17 August 1972 Coutts wrote a form letter to her
notifying her that her application for permission to migrate to Australia had
not been approved. This was due to a memo from the Department of Health
to the Department of Immigration on 7 August 1972: “Medical Report: Active
looking tuberculosis in right mid-zone and unstable diabetes reject on public

‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 18 July 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95260.
616 ibid
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Figure 41:

Medical Examination Pro Forma Letter

Source: National Archives of Australia617

‘Letter from L.R. Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission,
Kuala Lumpur to Mr Wilmot, Miri, 30 November 1971’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/248.
617
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CODE LETTER

Ailment, i.e., ‘known to be suffering from’

E(1)

A serious mental deficiency

E(2)

Dementia

E(3)

Insanity

E(4)

Epilepsy

E(5)

Drug addiction

E(6)

Alcoholism

E(7)

Syphilis

E(8)

Tuberculosis

E(9)

Leprosy

E(10)

Trachoma

E(11)

Cancer or other malignant conditions

E(12)

Extensive paralysis

E(13)

Blindness

E(14)

Deaf mutism

E(15)

Organic disease of the nervous system

E(16)

Leukaemia

E(17)

Primary anaemia

E(18)

Hypertension

E(19)

Heart complaint

E(20)

Eye or ear condition

E(21)

Dwarfism, skeletal deformity or is an amputee

E(22)

Skin condition

E(23)

Rheumatoid or allied conditions

E(24)

Asthma or other serious respiratory disability

E(25)

A physical disability not mentioned elsewhere

Figure 42:

Code Letters Relating to Medical Conditions

“Code Letters to be used in Visas, Endorsements or other Special Authorities
to travel to Australia to indicate Special Conditions to be, or which have been
met, or Special Action to be taken.”
Source: National Archives of Australia618

‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
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health grounds”.619 This was despite Mrs Van Dort being a widow and having
stayed for two extended periods previously in Australia despite having
diabetes and having previously had tuberculosis. The Australian High
Commission challenged the rejection in October 1972. Canberra responded
in the following manner:
“This applicant could be reconsidered in 3 months time. The following
evidence should then be provided:(a) P.A. film of the chest;
(b) lordotic view of the chest;
(c) reports of bacteriology in the form of 3 specimens of fasting
gastric juices (or laryngeal swabs) cultured for mycobacterium
tuberculosis for not less than eight weeks;
(d) details of chemotherapy given for tuberculosis in 1958 to
include drugs used, duration and dosage; and
(e) evidence that … diabetes has been stabilised, details of
treatment together with two mid morning blood sugar tests
should be provided.”620

Mrs Van Dort was instructed to report to a specialist government tuberculosis
clinic upon arrival in Australia:
“The Department of Health has advised that the objection to the
entry of Mrs… Van Dort may be raised. The applicant may be
admitted on signed condition that she remains under the
supervision of the State Tuberculosis Authorities. She should
report to the State Director of Tuberculosis (whose address
should be provided) within 4 weeks of arrival. Please return files
and X-rays to Health when the undertaking is received.”621

Other applicants such as a Mrs Fern were also instructed to “report to the
Director of Tuberculosis (whose address should be provided) in the State of

Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 18 July 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95260.
619 ‘Medical Report, Memorandum from unnamed official (for Director-General of Health),
Department of Health, Canberra to the Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra, 7
August 1972’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/427.
620 ‘Mr Van Dort and Family, Memorandum from T.P. Evans (for the Secretary), Department
of Immigration, Canberra to the Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 27 October
1972’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/427.
621 ‘Mr Van Dort and Family, Memorandum from T.P. Evans (for the Secretary), Department
of Immigration, Canberra to the Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 27 June 1973’,
in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/427.
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residence within four weeks of arrival and accept his recommendations on
surveillance and investigation.”622 She was then instructed to inform the
Tuberculosis Division of the Department of Health of her “intended place of
residence in Australia and [her] date of departure”623 preferably before she
arrived in Australia.

Tuberculosis was an issue for Australian Immigration authorities world-wide,
as were heart issues such as heart murmurs. Other medical anomalies were
also queried. One applicant had a son with a false eye. Mr S. Creswick,
Second Secretary (Consular) from the Australian High Commission in Kuala
Lumpur sent the applicant a letter stating:
“The medical examination undertaken by your son … noted that
he had a false … eye. The Australian Department of Health in
Canberra have requested this High Commission to obtain from
you a report on the reason for the removal of …[his]… eye and
also on the health and prognosis of his …[other]…eye. We
would, therefore, appreciate your approaching an eye specialist,
obtaining the required report and forwarding to this High
Commission at the above address in order that we may refer it
to Australia.”624

An Australian doctor working for the Department of Immigration in Belgrade
in the late 1960s and early 1970s noted that applicants could come “under
the category of ‘could be an object of curiosity’”.625 These included cases
were people had “endocrine problems, glandular problems and terrible skin
diseases”.626 I did not come across any mentions of applicants with those
diseases but it is likely since these were visible that applicants that could be
considered objects of curiosity would not have been allowed to apply.

‘Medical Clearance, Memorandum from W.D. Refshauge, Director-General of Health,
Department of Health, Canberra to the Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 13
November 1970’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/250.
623 ibid
624 ‘Letter from S. Creswick, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission,
Kuala Lumpur to Mr Sequerah, Malacca, 20 June 1973’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/439.
625 Martin, Harry, Angels and Arrogant Gods: Migration Officers and Migrants Reminisce
1945-85, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra, 1989, p. 81.
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Figure 43:

Form of Undertaking – Tuberculosis

A Mrs van Dort was required to sign a “Form of Undertaking” that she would
attend a T.B. clinic within four weeks of arriving in Australia.
Source: National Archives of Australia627

‘Form of Undertaking, signed by Mrs Van Dort before Simon Creswick, Second Secretary
(Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 18 July 1973’, in NAA: A8096,
63/4/2/427.
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Medical clearances were valid for twelve months, though if final clearance
had not been given for an individual in the twelve month period the individual
should not have been required to undergo a further examination. However, if
the delay in final clearance was due to circumstances within the applicant’s
control, i.e., they requested an extension of their visa for personal reason,
then they would be required to undergo a new medical examination.

Character
The ‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed
Descent’ stated that:
“All applicants for migrant entry and, where applicable, the
members of their family units over 16 years of age must be
character checked.”628

In Malaysia (including Brunei) and Singapore, this character check was
performed by the police. The procedure for gaining a police clearance was
very clear. The Australian High Commission contacted the relevant police
force and requested that they undertake a police check on the applicant/s.
The usual result was that police would send the Australian High Commission
either an individual, i.e., relating to one family group, ‘Certificate of Good
Character’ (see Figure 44) or they would send the Australian High
Commission a list of multiple applicants who had received police clearances,
i.e., ‘Certificates of Good Character’.

It is worth noting that applicants were required to record on the M47 form
whether they had any convictions and the nature of said convictions. The
only convictions that I came across on any of the M47 forms I examined were
those related to traffic offences.

‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 18 July 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95260.
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The results of a police check did not necessarily determine the outcome of an
application. As Brian O’Neill, an immigration officer who served in Lebanon in
the early 1960s recalled:
“In assessing applicants the possession of a criminal record was
not an automatic exclusion. You would want to find out how he
came to have the record. You might get a man just finishing his
last year in medicine and he’s got money and so forth but when
he was young he was convicted for shoplifting or something like
that. You balance the things up.”629

The ‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed
Descent’ stated that:
“All applicants for facilities to travel to Australia for residence
and, where applicable, the members of their family units over 16
years of age, must be cleared from a security aspect before any
facilities are granted.”630

In effect, that meant that before any Eurasian over 16 years of age received
permission to enter Australia for residence they must have received an ASIO
clearance.

Security
An ‘ASIO clearance’ was a security assessment of an applicant which
resulted in a finding of ‘no adverse record found’. I never saw any
applications in which adverse findings were recorded, though that is not to
say that there were no Eurasian applicants in this situation.

629 Martin, Harry, Angels and Arrogant Gods: Migration Officers and Migrants Reminisce
1945-85, Australian Government Publishing Service, Canberra, 1989, p. 74.
630 ‘Rules for the Admission to Australia, as Settlers, of Persons of Mixed Descent,
Memorandum from W.K. Brown (for Secretary), Department of Immigration, Canberra to the
Secretary, Department of External Affairs, Canberra, 18 July 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1970/95260.
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Figure 44:

Certificate of Good Character

Source: National Archives of Australia631

‘Certificate of Good Character, Memorandum from Tan Bian Guan (for Director Special
Branch), Headquarters, The Royal Malaysian Police, Kuala Lumpur to L.R. Coutts,
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 11 January 1972’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/248.
631
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The procedure for gaining an ASIO clearance is unclear. A mention is made
in the ‘Rules’ mentioned above, that “the procedure to be followed in
screening applicants will be found in classified instructions which have been
issued separately.”632 However, I have been unable to find these instructions.
What is clear is that applicants were not responsible for obtaining this
clearance but rather High Commission staff liaised with ASIO to obtain this
clearance.

Security clearances were valid for twelve months, though it is unclear if an
applicant applied for an extension of their visa endorsement past the original
twelve month period, whether they had to obtain another security clearance.

In summary, this chapter has clarified the migration process and the criteria
against which migrants were assessed. A lengthy and expensive process, it
was not always entirely predictable, with certain applicants being approved
against all odds and others being knocked back seemingly at random.633
Despite the seemingly random knockbacks, i.e., rejections, the Immigration
officials in question seemed to have operated in a professional and relatively
consistent manner.
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ibid
For many it must have felt that the decision/assessments which determined their future
were subject to the whims of Immigration officials.
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Chapter Seven: Life After Migration

“Leaving family and friends and a lifetime of memories is never easy.”
-

Genevieve de Souza634

If the process of immigrating to Australia was difficult so too was the process
of adjusting to life in Australia. As Genevieve de Souza, a former President
of the Australian Eurasian Association of Western Australia (2010-2012),
noted above, the move to Australia was not an easy one. In the President’s
Message in the March 2012 issue of The Eurasian, she wrote that:
“I often reflect on my life in Singapore – buildings now no longer
in existence – many family and friends have passed on or
moved away and sometimes I feel a little sad having left what
was once my life.”635

I have met Genevieve and I know that she moved to Australia to marry the
man she loved and that she does not regret her decision to move to
Australia. However, it is natural to mourn the loss of what was. Those
Eurasians who chose to (and were able to) move to Australia made many
sacrifices both with regards to what they left behind in Malaysia and/or
Singapore and what they had to face in Australia. Genevieve acknowledged
this, writing:
“I have met many Eurasian elders who have enriched me with
their experiences and ‘stories’ of the old days highlighting the
many sacrifices made to give generations to come a better life
in Perth.”636

De Souza, Genevieve, ‘President’s Message’, Eurasian, Vol. 27, No. 4, 2012, p. 1.
Please note, The Eurasian is the newsletter for the Australian Eurasian Association of
Western Australia.
635 ibid
636 ibid
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It is open to debate whether life is better here, i.e., in Australia or there, i.e.,
in Malaysia or Singapore. For many it is a matter of perspective. Speaking
from a personal perspective, as a first-generation Australian Eurasian I could
never imagine having been raised in Malaysia or Singapore. For me life will
always be better in Australia. However, I have family in Malaysia and
Singapore for whom life in Malaysia or Singapore will always be better. It is
clear that the Eurasians who migrated knew that they would be making many
sacrifices and adjustments to achieve their dream of a new life, a different
life, in Australia.

When they made the decision to migrate to Australia, my grandparents
envisaged a life with eight children, a house, an apple tree and easier times.
The reality of their life in Australia was much different from the dream. Firstly,
they only took seven children with them to Australia as my aunt, Ursula
Mitchell, died while my grandparents were in the process of arranging the
necessary paperwork for their application to migrate. She remained behind in
Malaysia, buried in a grave in a cemetery in Petaling Jaya. They did manage
to buy a house, only to have it blown away by Cyclone Tracy in 1974.
Though they managed to rebuild their home after the cyclone, they never did
get that apple tree.

While their new lives were easier in some respects, they faced innumerable
challenges in their life after migration. They left behind their support network
of family, friends and servants and had to start anew in Australia. My
grandfather left behind a good job as a production foreman and found himself
sliding down, down, down the career ladder to start at the bottom as a
labourer at the advanced age of 47. They experienced discrimination and
racism based on the shade of their skin, their accent and their different
habits. They no longer had access to the food products they were used to.
Indeed, their access to a variety of amenities was severely limited. My
mother described her move to Katherine, Northern Territory, in 1968 as: “It
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was like moving to the Dark Ages... There was no TV, no shops... It was so
backward.”637

It was clear that my mother’s family have overcome a number of challenges
whilst adjusting to life in Australia. However, it may not always be apparent
that some of the challenges have still not been overcome, though many
Eurasian migrants may have thought that Australia was British and that they
would be accepted in Australia because they were British too, the reality was
and still is far different.

1. Australian Attitudes Towards Eurasian Migrants

Australia is and always has been a country in which racism and
discrimination is part and parcel of everyday life. There is a decided ‘fear of
difference in Australian society’ and everyday life can be challenging for
people who have a skin colour other than white and/or who come from a nonAnglo-Celtic background. My family has definitely experienced racism in
Australia and I think it would be fair to say that most Eurasians have
experienced racism in Australia.638

Though most of the people I spoke to in the course of this study claimed to
have experienced hardly any racism or discrimination I am fairly confident
that they did. I do not know if they were not aware of the offending behaviour
or if they have chosen not to acknowledge and/or remember the behaviour.
Among many Eurasians I spoke to there was an awareness of Australia’s
reputation for racism prior to their migration to Australia. However, there were
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Interview with Theresa Jolly, Darwin, 2010.
As discussed in Chapter Two and Chapter Three, Eurasians also experienced
discrimination and racism when they were living in Malaysia and Singapore.
Povey, E.V., ‘Longing to Belong and the Paradoxes of Multiculturalism’, paper presented to
the TASA/SAANZ Joint Conference on Public Sociologies: Lessons and Trans-Tasman
Comparisons, New Zealand, 4-7 December 2007.
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some migrants who were unaware of the prevailing racial attitudes of
Australia, as Povey states:
“Discrimination in Australia was quite unexpected by these
migrants who were conscious of the ideology of Australian
multiculturalism and considered they were ‘good Australian
citizens’ due to their familiarity with Western lifestyles, English
language skills and educational levels. Informants believed they
were similar to Anglo-Australians in their cultural habits and
moral values and felt they would easily assimilate into Australian
society…639

My father’s family were the stereotypical Australian family, i.e., they were
white, Christian and middle-class. My grandfather came from an AngloSaxon Protestant background and my grandmother came from an Irish
Catholic background. To say my grandfather was not impressed with the
notion of my father marrying an Asian was an understatement. It did not
make any difference to him that she was only part-Asian, i.e., Eurasian. As
far as he was concerned she was brown. She was foreign. She was different.
She was unacceptable.

Like other Australians of the era, my grandfather also had a fairly limited
understanding of the mixed race community. Soon after meeting my mother
he asked her how she came to have the surname Mitchell. He meant: ‘How
come you have a white name? Shouldn’t you have an Asian name?’. She
replied that her father opened a phone book when he came to Australia and
randomly pointed at a name and that name was Mitchell. My grandfather
believed her explanation. When he found out that she had been facetious, he
was extremely upset. My grandfather did not seem to understand how
incredibly rude and offensive his question was.640
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ibid
Conversely, my mother perhaps could have chosen to be less flippant and could have
explained that her father’s family, the Mitchells, were of English-descent.
640
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My grandfather was not the only person who treated my family badly. There
have been numerous occasions over the years when we have met with
discrimination, racism and just plain ignorance. I can fairly safely assume that
while they probably expected some level of discrimination based on their skin
colour, it would probably have never crossed my grandparents’ minds when
they were preparing to immigrate to Australia that people would discriminate
against them or their children based on the assumption that they were an
Aboriginal Australian family.641

In my opinion, it would be accurate to state that every Eurasian who has
migrated to Australia has had an experience where they were mistaken for
being something they were not. Sometimes they were characterised as a
‘generic Asian. Other times they were mistaken for being southern European,
for example, Italian. More commonly many Eurasians have been mistaken for
being Aboriginal. I do not know whether this was because many Aboriginals
in Australia are of mixed descent, or simply because some Australians were
too ignorant to be able to distinguish the difference between a Eurasian and
an Aboriginal.

People have tried to deny my mother service or have made her jump through
hoops to obtain service on numerous occasions in Australia on the basis that
they thought she was Aboriginal. Years ago when I was a teenager, my
mother and I had filled up the car with petrol at a service station on the Stuart
Highway between Darwin and Palmerston. We went inside and lined up to
pay for the petrol. The lady behind the counter served the people in front of
us and then made a point of serving everyone behind us. It was only when
we moved to stand directly in front of the cash register and refused to move
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It is worth noting that no one in my immediate family has recounted being discriminated
against in Australia for being Eurasian, which was something that did happen in Malaysia
and Singapore. I do not know how many times my mother has been discriminated against
and subjected to racism based on her skin colour and her country of origin. My mother has
tried to protect both us and herself by brushing aside most of these instances and not
discussing them. The instances I am aware of are mainly the ones in which another family
member such as my father, myself or one of my siblings has been present to witness the
discriminatory or racist behaviour.
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that we were finally able to pay for the petrol. I was literally shaking with rage,
but my mother was very calm. It evidently happened to her on a frequent
enough basis that she had made a decision long ago not to take it too
seriously and just let that sort of behaviour slide. In essence, she chose to be
the bigger person.642

Whilst my family experienced discrimination and racism based on certain
people’s belief that we were Aboriginal, we were never targeted by the police.
Unfortunately, Simone Lazaroo’s father was. In the book Growing Up Asian
in Australia, Simone recounted a run-in her father had with the police in
Perth:
“The evening my father picked up his gleaming new white 1968
Valiant Safari station wagon, he drove it down to the local postbox to send Christmas cards to his sisters back in Singapore.
Withdrawing his hand from the slot, he was salivating slightly as
he thought wistfully of the achar pickles and curried devil they’d
be preparing for Christmas lunch over there, when he was
blinded by two beams of light and slammed face-first against the
supermarket wall by two hard hands at his back. He felt his
glasses cut into his left cheek. He closed his eyes against the
glare of the car headlights upon the bare white wall as the saliva
dribbled from the corner of his mouth.
‘Keep yer hands up!’ the two policemen shouted together in
their harsh Australian accents when my father moved to wipe
his saliva away. He did as he was told, saliva running from the
corner of his mouth, palms flat against the white supermarket
wall, unsure of his crime.
‘You’re the boong who robbed the deli,’ the first policeman said,
frisking him. My father had been in Australia just long enough to
be familiar with this insulting term for Aboriginals.
‘I am not Aboriginal,’ he murmured.
‘Nah, you’re a boong.’
‘I am Eurasian,’ he said.
‘Never heard of it.’

642

Some people also seemed to have the perception that as my mother and sister had
brown skin, they were suspicious. A number of years ago they were shopping at a pharmacy
where we had shopped for years. The pharmacy had just changed ownership and the new
owner screamed out across the shop for his assistant to follow my mother and my sister, i.e.,
because they were likely to steal something as having brown skin obviously made them
thieves.
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‘I am an Australian citizen, too,’ my father concluded.
‘You’re a dribbling blackie,’ the second policeman sneered.
When he arrived home, the only thing my father could
remember about the policemen’s appearance was their plump
ham-coloured faces, a kind of boiled greyish pink. A cut like a
question mark bled on his left cheek. Only when he cleaned
himself up in the bathroom did he start crying, just a little. He
was crying, he said, for Aboriginal people, and anyone else in
Australia with dark skin.
‘Unwhiteness is a notifiable crime in Perth,’ he warned us. ‘They
only let me go because of the new car and my BBC accent.’” 643

Eurasians were not the only peoples of mixed-descent who were mistaken
for being Aboriginal. In a study of Anglo-Indian immigrants to Perth, Povey
interviewed a second-generation Anglo-Indian, Caroline, who recalled:
“…that as a young child, she experienced violent discrimination
from other children during the early years of their settlement
when they lived in flats that accommodated many other
immigrant families. [She considered] ...that because they were
the only children who had a very dark mother, it was presumed
that they were Aboriginal and, therefore, the neighbourhood
children physically attacked them on a regular basis.”644

A lack of understanding of the notion of mixed-race, led many Eurasians to
be categorised by the Australian public as some sort of generic Asian. One of
my cousins migrated to Darwin in the early 1980s. He was a high school
teacher and had taught for some years in Malaysia before migrating to
Darwin. Over the course of his teacher career in Australia he was given a
hard time by the students because of his Asian background.645 He recalled
that the “kids made a lot of fun of my accent”.646 On one occasion he was
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Please note, boong is a derogatory term used in Western Australia (and other regions of
Australia) to refer to people of Aboriginal descent.
Lazaroo, Simone, ‘The Asian Disease’, in Alice Pung (ed.), Growing Up Asian in Australia,
ebook, Black Inc, Collingwood, 2008, pp. 184-185.
644 Povey, E.V., ‘Longing to Belong and the Paradoxes of Multiculturalism’, paper presented
to the TASA/SAANZ Joint Conference on Public Sociologies: Lessons and Trans-Tasman
Comparisons, New Zealand, 4-7 December 2007.
645 He retired recently but taught for over twenty years in Catholic and public schools in both
the Northern Territory and New South Wales.
646 Interview with Edgar Richards, Blue Mountains, April 2010.
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called “a monkey” and told to go back to Japan. The student who told him
that apparently thought that all Asian people come from Japan. He was not
the only member of his family to experience racism in Australia. One of his
brothers was walking with his wife through a parking lot outside of a shopping
centre in Canberra in the 1980s when a group of kids followed them and spat
at them.

Often it did not matter whether Eurasians were perceived as Asian or
Aboriginal, it was simply enough that they were not white and that they
looked/were foreign. At the end of WWII, Australia “was one of the most
monocultural societies in the world.”647 The influx of migrants from Europe
after the end of the war slowly began to change the face of Australia.
However, the ‘face’ of Australia was still predominantly white. In Immigration,
Jupp describing the migration of mixed descent communities in the post-war
period states that while most of these migrants to Australia:
“…were of mixed European and Asian descent [they] ...were not
always acceptable in Australia because of their appearance,
which was frequently their only ‘Asian’ characteristic.”648

As discussed in Chapter Six, the appearance of potential mixed descent
migrants was of extreme importance to immigration officials. It was one of the
crucial factors in determining whether a person would be accepted by the
wider Australian community. Povey when researching second-generation
Anglo Indian’s experiences with discrimination, noted that for a number of her
informants “most of the discriminatory behaviours they continue to
experience are due to their dark skin colour”.649 She noted the example of
Gary who migrated to Australia in 1972 at the age of 6:
“[He] recalled getting into many physical fights when he was
taunted about his background at school, and he said that every

647

Jupp, James, Immigration, 2nd edn, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1998, p. 132.
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649 Povey, E.V., ‘Longing to Belong and the Paradoxes of Multiculturalism’, paper presented
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time it was about his skin colour. Gary was disappointed that his
teenaged children had also experienced prejudice towards their
skin colour, explaining that they had ‘copped it’ on the sporting
field and at school.”650

Many Australians were not and still are not very tolerant of difference.
Particular vehemence is shown for people who are seen to not deserve to be
in Australia. These people may include refugees, i.e., ‘boat people’, and
people from non-Christian communities such as Muslims. Vernon Emuang is
a prominent communications consultant based in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. In
the 1980s his parents sent him to study at university in Perth. In an interview
in 2009, he was asked if he had ever spoken with an Australian accent. He
responded that yes he had but went further and said that when he was in
Australia:
“They called me “refo”, which is Aussie for refugee (laughs).
This was the era of the boat people, slightly after 1980. I used to
get picked on by the skinheads, but my surfer friends would
protect me.”651

This type of behaviour from a certain sector of Australian society has meant
that some mixed descent migrants believe that some Australians treat them
like they are foreigners and second class citizens even though they may
have been living in Australia for decades.652

It may sound strange to some but personally I would have preferred if people
had discriminated against my family and I on the basis of our being Eurasian
rather than because of a case of mistaken identity, i.e., because they had
mistaken us for being Aboriginal or some sort of generic Asian. I thought I
was alone in this way of thinking, but reading Povey I realised that other
people of mixed descent, in this instance Anglo-Indians, also “express
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indignation at their mistaken identities”.653 Reflecting what I believe, Povey
states that:
“…although they are aware of the denigrating stereotypes
endured by Indigenous people in Australia, I sense that their
indignation at misrecognition is not based on feelings of shame
towards their perceived Aboriginality. Rather, I believe it reflects
their need to reinforce their Australian/Anglo-Indian identities
and they are keen to explain their mixed British or
European…”.654

That is, we want the opportunity to be judged on who we are and not who
people think we are.

2. Adjustment Challenges
“Migration was a challenge. Everything we knew, our world that had been
constructed from the time we were born, was completely challenged on every
count when we arrived in Australia from Malaysia in 1967.”
-

Christine Choo655

In a 1971 Report on Immigration to Australia of Non-Europeans and Persons
of Partly Non-European Descent, the Minister of State for Immigration noted
that with regards to persons of mixed descent:
“The people in question are English-speaking and essentially
British in education, traditions and customs. They seem to have
had no problems in settling in Australia.”656

653

ibid
ibid
655 Choo, Christine, Antoinette Carrier, Clarissa Choo and Simon Choo, 'Being Eurasian:
Transculturality or Transcultural Reality?', Life Writing, Vol. 1, No. 1, 2004, p. 85.
656 ‘Report on Immigration to Australia of Non-Europeans and Persons of Partly NonEuropean Descent, Cabinet Decision No. 177 (GA) on Cabinet Submission No. 95 from AJ
Forbes, Minister of State for Immigration, 25 May 1971’, in NAA: A5908, 95.
654

268

This view was seconded by James Jupp. In From White Australia to
Woomera, he noted the mixed race migrants coming from Asia in the 1960s:
“…were almost invariable English-speaking Christians and were
often easily assimilated into existing cultural and behavioural
practices and institutions and especially the churches and
suburban society.”657

Whilst this was true to a certain extent, there were always challenges which
faced people when they migrated to a new country. In a survey I conducted
at a Sunday lunch at the Australian Eurasian Association of Western
Australian in Perth in 2010, I asked respondents ‘What were some of the
challenges you faced when you immigrated?’.

Challenges respondents

reported facing included: racism (as previously discussed), isolation, being
away from the rest of their family, “trying to get a job”, “securing a job with
similar remuneration [as] in Singapore”, “learning to drive and move around”,
the food and culture, “getting used to the Aussie slang”, “getting used to the
way of life here (Australia)”, loneliness, “Australia was technologically not as
advanced as Malaysia, e.g., videos and computers were rare”, and “freeing
up funds to buy a home [in Australia]”.658

One of the first challenges Eurasian migrants to Australia faced was the
language. It is widely acknowledged that the “majority of Asian immigrants
from former British Asian colonies were fluent in English”.659 However, the
majority of these immigrants were not (yet) fluent in Australian English. It
could be assumed that the English language is the same the world over.
However, this is not true, as the experiences of my family will demonstrate.
My grandfather once told me ’We spoke English, not Australian’. He was
referring of course to the language that our family spoke when they migrated

657 Jupp, James, From White Australia to Woomera, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, 2003, p. 23.
658 Please note that at least a third of respondents reported that they had faced no
challenges when they immigrated to Australia.
659 Povey, E.V., ‘Longing to Belong and the Paradoxes of Multiculturalism’, paper presented
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to Australia. Australian English is very different to the English spoken in
Malaysia and Singapore. The colloquialisms were different and the meaning
behind words and phrases was different. In addition, the Australian accent
also proved challenging. My mother recalls that on her first day of school in
Katherine she came home crying. She said to my grandmother ’You told me
they spoke English here’. My mother was brought up speaking the Queen’s
English and had been completely baffled by the way Australians spoke.

The way that people communicated socially was also different. My
grandmother experienced a number of cultural misunderstandings, an
example being when she invited some new friends to tea. In Malaysia, tea
meant afternoon tea. Grandma’s new Australian friends thought she meant
dinner. They arrived at afternoon tea time and stayed until dinner time. When
it came to dinner time, she thought her new guests were quite rude as they
were still there when it was time for her to feed her family dinner. At some
stage my grandmother realised what had happened and made extra dinner
for everyone. On another occasion, the family was invited around to
someone’s house for dinner and was told to bring a plate. Grandma thought
‘Poor woman. She must be really poor.’ So she brought a plate for each
person in the family. None of the plates had food on them. She only realised
later that she was meant to bring a plate with food on it to share with
everyone

else.

The

aforementioned

examples

are

common

misunderstandings that many new arrivals in Australia experience. However,
my family did not expect to experience these misunderstandings as they
were under the assumption that Australians spoke English just like them.
They never thought about the differences in the types of English spoken in
other countries.660
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While this may have been an initial challenge it is debatable whether it would have had
any impact in the long term for Eurasians who were conversant in several languages, for
example my grandfather spoke English, Malay, some Kristang, some Hindi, some Tamil,
some Hokkien, some Japanese and was learning to write in Jawi.
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From the recollections of other mixed race people it is clear that on occasion
there has been an expectation on the part of non-mixed race people (read:
white people) that because they were foreign (or looked foreign) they would
have trouble understanding and communicating in English. Author Simone
Lazaroo recounted a conversation she had with staff at her father’s nursing
home who were having difficulty understanding her father when he was ill:
“‘Can he understand English?’ two relief nurses ask me after
glancing at his dark skin and failing to comprehend his speech.
‘He’s spoken English since he was an infant,’ I tell them. ‘The
British and the BBC were big in Singapore and Malaya when he
was a child.’
‘But he sounds so… foreign,’ one of them replied.
‘It’s the disease, not a foreign language. You have to listen
carefully.’
‘But he looks foreign, too. You’re his daughter? But you’re
so…pale.’
‘My mother…’ I begin. But the story is too long.”661

In a study on Anglo-Indians, Povey noted that some informants “recall[ed]
their experiences with prejudice from prospective employers who disregarded
their qualifications gained in India, and challenged their English language
skills.”662 One informant, Caroline was a second-generation Australia. She
explained “that even though she was born in Western Australia in 1970, her
Australian citizenship and language abilities were always queried by
prospective employers – even quite recently.”663

As I mentioned previously, my mother faced some initial challenges in
adapting to the Australian education system. The education system and the
education experience in Malaysia and Singapore was, and still is, very
different to that in Australia. That is not to say that the challenges were not

661 Lazaroo, Simone, ‘The Asian Disease’, in Alice Pung (ed.), Growing Up Asian in
Australia, ebook, Black Inc, Collingwood, 2008, pp. 188-189.
662 Povey, E.V., ‘Longing to Belong and the Paradoxes of Multiculturalism’, paper presented
to the TASA/SAANZ Joint Conference on Public Sociologies: Lessons and Trans-Tasman
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easily overcome by young Eurasian students. For many migrants the
Australian school system was not considered to be academically challenging.

As my mother said, for her school in Australia was “taking it easy…”.664 In
Grade 1 in Malaysia she studied four languages (English, Malay, Mandarin
and Tamil) and already knew her 13 times tables. In Australia she was only
required to study English and skipped a grade of primary school a year after
arriving in Australia. In addition, my mother and most of her siblings arrived in
Australia in September 1968. By the end of the school year, only a couple of
months later, my Uncle Gerry was the dux of his class.

A big change for many Eurasian students was moving from single-sex
parochial schools in Malaysia or Singapore to co-educational schools (quite
often government) in Australia. My mother was one of those students. When
she lived in Petaling Jaya, Malaysia, she attended the all-girls Assunta
Convent School. In Katherine, Australia, she was educated at the local coeducational government school.665 My mother recounts that it was “strange
going to a mixed-sex school instead of an all-girls convent”.666

Smaller class sizes was one of the benefits of schooling in Australia for my
mother. She has recounted to me on numerous occasions that they had a
morning and an afternoon shift at her school in Malaysia, that is, pupils went
to school either in the morning or in the afternoon as the school was oversubscribed. In Australia, there was only one shift.

The differences between the Australian culture and the Malaysian culture
were also evident at school. My mother found it shocking that: “The whole
school stopped for a horse race [Melbourne Cup]!!! And the teacher ran a
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sweep!”.667 My grandmother also found the sports that they played at
Australian schools to be a shock.668 My Uncle Philip was only able to play
one game of rugby for his school. My grandparents made the 600 kilometre
round trip from Katherine to Darwin to watch him play his first game of rugby.
Once my grandmother saw what the game was like, he was banned from
playing ever again.

School-aged Eurasians did not experience nearly as many challenges as
those Eurasians of a working age. Many Eurasians who were of working age
when they migrated experienced significant changes in their career
prospects. The impact differed depending on which stage in their career a
person was at. Other people of mixed-race were in a similar position. In
Proud and Prejudiced, Ferdinands noted that:
“Most Burghers did not achieve their maximum potential in their
chosen professions and occupations. This was mainly due to
the delayed adjustment to work in Australia at ages that varied
from late 30s to late 50s. Their Australian children will not have
this disadvantage. Those who had least to lose in leaving Sri
Lanka were relatively the most successful in accedulating [sic]
the products of the consumer society. Those Burghers who had
positions of authority and responsibility in their native land were
the migrants who found it most difficult to adjust to Australia.”669

Eurasian migrants experienced difficulties with having their qualifications
recognised in Australia. They also had difficulties with having their
experience recognised in Australia. Many faced careers that had stalled or
even derailed completely. On the other hand, many Eurasian women found
that their careers were revived after migration, i.e., they had to go out and
find a job in order to help support the family.
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As mentioned previously in Chapter Six, some Eurasians had issues with
Australian authorities recognising their qualifications. My grandfather was no
exception. He had begun an apprenticeship as a fitter prior to the start of
WWII. After the end of the war he continued the apprenticeship for a short
period of time and later worked as a fitter. On 11 June 1970, R. McLeod,
Secretary

for

the

Local

(Engineering

Trades)

Committee

of

the

Commonwealth Department of Labour and National Service wrote to
Grandpa:
“I refer to your application for a Tradesman’s Certificate as Fitter
under the provisions of the Tradesmen’s Rights Regulation Act
1946/66.
I regret to advise that at a meeting on 5th June 1970 the Local
(Engineering Trades) Committee refused your application as
you had not completed an accepted apprenticeship or submitted
evidence of at least seven years employment as an adult
Tradesman.”670

This lack of recognition for the overseas qualifications of mixed descent
migrants was also acknowledged in:
“The earliest academic study on Ceylonese life in Australia… by
D. Cox in 1975 for the Henderson inquiry into poverty… [who
noted that] “Major difficulties have been in achieving recognition
of qualifications...””671

Issues with the recognition of qualifications impeded some Eurasians’
careers. However, it was common for many migrants to suffer either a career
reversal or a stall in their career after migration. When my grandfather first
arrived in Australia he worked for Humes in Darwin. However, the expected
supervisor position never materialised and according to my grandfather he
was given work as a labourer at Humes.672 He had thus descended from
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supervisor to labourer in a matter of weeks. This would not have sat well with
him but it was a sacrifice that many Eurasians made when they immigrated,
i.e., sliding several rungs down the ladder careerwise.

I will never know whether my grandfather worked as a labourer at Humes
because that was the only position available or because he had trouble
adjusting to the work environment in Australia and Humes management
could not see him as a suitable supervisor candidate. The way in which
people interact and communicate with each other is very different in Australia
and in Malaysia and Singapore. Workplaces in Malaysia and Singapore were
very structured and hierarchical. In addition, it is reasonable to assume that
not many brown skinned people had supervisory roles in the Top End at that
stage.

As was the case with my grandfather, many people saw a change in their
career trajectory. In the immigration files in Series A8096, I came across a
number of examples where consular officials had advised applicants that
their employment prospects in Australia may not be as favourable as they
were in Malaysia:
“We candidly discussed employment prospects in Australia and
…[he]… accepted that at his age (51 years) he could not expect
to obtain a position with the same status or salary he is
presently receiving. However, it will be realised that his
experience is of practical and not typically “white collar” nature.
It may be the case therefore that his prospects are better than
average.”673
“…[he]… realizes that, as there are only four dredges in
Australia, it would be unlikely that he would obtain a similar
position there.”674

it in subsequent resumes. However, when he told the story of how he came to live in Darwin
he always told of how he worked at Humes when he first arrived in Darwin.
673 ‘Admission to Aust. – View to Settlement – Mixed Descent, Memorandum from L.R.
Coutts, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur to the
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63/4/2/250.
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A particularly striking example was that of a Mr Britto. At the time of his
application in 1970, Mr Britto was the District Surveyor with the Lands and
Survey Department, Sabah. He was trained in New Zealand at the University
of Otago, and had eighteen years of experience as a land surveyor. His
appointment as District Surveyor entailed “the running of a district some
5,000 square miles in extent” and he had “a staff of some 30 surveyors,
draughtsman/computers and clerical workers working under… [his] direct
control.”675 He was an extremely accomplished individual at the top of his
profession. However, the position he applied for in Darwin was as a Land
Surveyor, Class 1. On 12 July 1971, in a memo to the Secretary, Department
of Foreign Affairs, Mr B.D. Smith, First Secretary (Economic Co-operation),
wrote:
“Mr Britto was interviewed at this office on Friday 2 nd July, 1971.
He impresses as a person who would have little difficulty from
either a professional qualifications and experience point of view
or personality, in finding a useful role to play in Australia. He is
aware of salary, cost of living and conditions in the Northern
Territory and of the fact he is virtually starting once again in his
profession. His reasons for wishing to leave Sabah are valid and
understood.”676

Britto was not the only Eurasian who was prepared to start out at the bottom
again in order to give his family a ‘better’ life in Australia. Walter Taveira, held
a senior position in the Malaysian Post Office prior to his migration to Perth.
Prior to migrating he approached his Australian counterpart and enquired as
to the possibility of obtaining a job in Australia. As he recounts he was told:
“At the moment there are so many jobs that can be given to you
but all selling stamps at the counter…” When I was the big boss
in Malaysia I didn’t like the idea…”677
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A number of Eurasians who migrated to Australia found that their careers had
not simply stalled or taken a step backwards but had derailed completely,
though for some this was by choice. My grandfather’s younger brother,
George Mitchell, had been on the fast track in the Singaporean military prior
to his migration. He was a Lieutenant Colonel at the age of 34, and was only
two promotions away from being a Brigadier General when he migrated to
Perth, where he took a position as a Credit Manager with Boans Money.678

For some Eurasians, the move to Australia meant they had to revive careers
that they had previously put on hold. In order to make ends meet when she
moved to Australia, my grandmother had to get a (paid) job. At that stage she
had not worked outside the home since she got married, which was a
common practice at that time. However, Katherine and Darwin were very
expensive places to live and the family needed a second income. Initially she
took a job working as a telephone operator in Katherine.679 According to my
mother this was how she learnt all of the names of the cities in Australia
before anyone else in the family. She later obtained a job as a wardsmaid at
the hospital (see Figure 45).

It was not only Eurasian wives who found themselves in the position of
needing to go out to work to bring in extra money for the family. Migrants
who had retired prior to migrating to Australia, often found themselves in the
position of needing to work to make ends meet. An example was Ivan
Richards who “…worked as a draftsman in RAF Seletar until his retirement in
1971 when he and his family migrated to Perth.”680 After his retirement to
Perth, Ivan became a part-time driving instructor.681

678

Another brother, Roose Mitchell, was a Detective Inspector in the Singapore Police Force
and had previously acted as one of Lee Kuan Yew’s bodyguards. After his migration to
Australia in 1971, he went to work for the NSW Department of Fisheries as a clerk.
679 She had been a telephone operator in Penang before she married.
680 ‘Tribute to Ivan Cornelius Richards’, Eurasian, Spring, 1991, p. 11.
681 ‘Uncle’ Ivan was my grandmother’s first cousin once removed, i.e., her father’s first
cousin.

277

The change in employment status was often accompanied by a loss in social
status. In his work on the Burgher community, Ferdinands noted that one of
the challenges that faced new migrants was “the realisation that a somebody
was now a nobody”.682 Speaking to a highly-connected Eurasian in
Singapore, I was told that ‘Why would he want to migrate?’ In Singapore he
had connections, he had influence. In Australia, he would have no
connections and thus no influence.

Figure 45:
Work
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My grandmother, Sophie
Mitchell dressed for work
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Darwin
early

Hospital
1970s.

in
In

the
the

background on the far left
is Theresa, my mother.
Source: Frank Mitchell

For the Eurasians who had held senior positions and commanded great
respect in Malaysia or Singapore, coming to Australia and becoming a
nobody could be quite confronting. Describing the difficulties faced by one
Eurasian lady who moved between Australia and Singapore several times, I
was told that while the lady in question did not feel at home in Australia, she
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could not accept that in the Singapore she returned to “she was no longer the
Memsahib”.683

The change in social status was exacerbated by the necessity for Eurasians,
and in particular Eurasian women, to do a seemingly endless amount of
menial labour in Australia. Even though it was expected, the lack of
household support in Australia still came as a major shock for many
Eurasians. Theoretically, they knew that they would not have servants like
they did in Malaysia or Singapore. In reality, they did not quite realise how
much work they would have to do for themselves. This was especially difficult
for the women as much of the housework, childrearing and cooking fell on
their shoulders in Australia.

Many Eurasian families in Malaysia and Singapore had domestic help prior to
immigrating and my grandparents were no exception. Depending on my
grandfather’s employment status, my grandmother had between one and
three servants in Malaysia. Figure 46 shows my mother and some of her
siblings posing with their amah in Petaling Jaya. When I asked my mother
what one of the challenges her family faced when coming to Australia, she
responded “no amah”.684

When my grandparents moved to Katherine, my grandmother found it very
difficult to adjust to having no servants to help look after her seven children.
My mother recalls “with grandma it was such a shock… no servants or family
support and life was so different”.685 My grandmother attempted to replicate
the situation that she had in Malaysia. According to my mother:
“A local lady called Joan arranged for an Aboriginal lady to help
mum with the housework. That only lasted not more than a
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week. She went “walkabout”. Then mum realised that children
could be useful.”686

This was how my mother came to be cooking for her entire family at the age
of 10. In addition to the cooking, my mother and siblings also had to do the
laundry:
“In Katherine, we had an old boiler out the back… a copper…
we used to boil up our clothes. I’d never seen that before. Back
home a servant used to do all that.”687

Figure 46:

The Mitchell-Richards Children with Their Amah

The Mitchell-Richards children posing with their amah in front of their house
in Petaling Jaya, Malaysia, in approximately 1962.
Source: Frank Mitchell
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Some Eurasians were better able to cope with the lack of household help
than others. A Miss Pinto contacted the Australian High Commission in Kuala
Lumpur in mid-1969 to request that the nomination which her sister, a Mrs
Keith, had lodged on her behalf be speeded up. In her Interview Report, K.C.
Henne, Attaché noted that:
“The reason for her request was that Mrs Keith is apparently
finding it a little difficult settling down in Perth partly because of
some home sickness and partly because, having been used to
servants, she is having some difficulty in coping with her work
on her own. Miss Pinto would, therefore, like to join the family as
soon as possible.”688

The lack of household help was also felt by Eurasians from Singapore. As
Jock Oehlers recounted:
“By departing from Singapore, Ursula and I would have to
forego the lifestyle that we had been used to. No more would we
be able to enjoy the luxury of live-in housemaids to cook for us
and to take care of our everyday needs. Ursula would miss the
gentle relaxing massages that they would happily give her.”689

As mentioned above, the lack of servants also meant that families had to
cook for themselves. When my grandmother returned to the workforce shortly
after arriving in Australia, my mother was only ten years old. However, as the
oldest daughter, it fell to her to take on much of the responsibility for cooking
for a family of at least nine (not including the various cousins and friends who
were always dropping in for a meal).

Having to cook your own food was not the only challenge facing new
migrants. According to my mother another challenge was “not being able to
get our food”.690 For the early Eurasian immigrants few of the ingredients

‘Application/Nomination for Permanent Residence under M/D Rules, Memorandum from
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they were used to were available in Australia. It was strictly grow your own
and/or make your own. My grandparents turned their back yard into an oasis
of Asian fruit and vegetable plants. Figure 47 shows my grandfather and his
two youngest children with their crop of bangkwang in the back yard of their
house in Nakara. In the background of the photograph you can make out a
row of banana trees. Growing up our garden featured pandan, duan kesum,
banana trees, mango trees, guava trees, papaya trees, jackfruit trees,
coconut palms and even a rambutan tree.

It was not only my grandparents who missed the fruit and vegetables so
readily available in Malaysia and Singapore. Both Horace Sta Maria and Ivor
Klassen spoke about the issues they had accessing the tropical fruits they
were used to eating and how they had to source tropical fruit trees and
develop their own orchards in their back yards.

Supplying their own fruits and vegetables enabled my grandparents to
maintain

their

tradition

of

cooking

traditional

Eurasian

and

Malaysian/Singaporean food even though many of the base ingredients were
not available in Australia. My mother recalls having to help my grandfather to
grind soya beans in order to make their own tahu (tofu). They also made their
own pratha from scratch.691

This lack of access to ingredients prompted my grandmother’s younger
brother, Uncle Dennis, to bring over large bags of fresh curry powder, ikan
bilis and salty plums on his relatively frequent trips to Darwin. Even now it is
standard practice for anyone in my immediate family who travels to Malaysia
or Singapore to bring back ikan bilis, salty plums, Jacob’s Cream Crackers
and packages of 3-in-1 teh tarik.

691

I asked both my grandfather and my mother to teach me how to make pratha on
numerous occasions, but they replied that it is cheaper and easier to buy it frozen at the
supermarket now.
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Figure 47:

From Grow Your Own to Ready Made

[Top Photo] My grandfather with his two youngest children, Patricia and Tim
with their crop of bangkwang behind their house in Nakara, Darwin in the
early 1970s. Note the banana crop lining the back fence.
[Bottom Photo] Hogan’s Chillis Sauces, is a Perth-based company run by a
Eurasian family, the Hogans from Singapore. Both Devil Curry and
Mulligatawny are typical Eurasian dishes.
Source: Frank Mitchell
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My grandparents’ also made some extra income through their ability to cook
Malaysian and Singaporean food. When my mother was in high school, my
grandfather and an Anglo-Indian friend, Bill Theodore, had a small food van
which they would park on the side of the road and sell homemade curries
from. Later when, I was in primary school I remember my grandparents
selling Malaysian and Singaporean food from a market stall at Jape
Homemaker Village in Darwin.

My grandparent’s transformation into (food) hawkers was due to economic
necessity in that they needed an additional source of income to make ends
meet. This was particularly significant as in Malaysia and Singapore they
were the ones who frequented hawkers, whereas in Australia they had
become hawkers. In doing so they provided a valuable service to others with
an interest in Malaysian and Singaporean food. Ready-made Malaysian and
Singaporean food was relatively hard to access in Australia until recently.
The lack of access to familiar, ready-made food was also difficult for Eurasian
migrants. My mother recalls that my grandmother had a hard time adjusting
to the lack of markets, an inability to just go and buy your food and the need
to cook everything yourself as there was no hawker stalls.692 One of her
cousins who is now an accomplished cook, had never cooked prior to coming
to Australia as in Singapore she would just pop down the corner and buy
food.

In addition to missing their servants and their food, most Eurasians also
missed the amenities on offer in Malaysia and Singapore. Jock Oehlers
recounted that his wife:
“… would also miss the thrill of scouring antique shops to find
treasures such as the twelve early Ch’ing celadon medicine
bottles that she spotted strewn on the floor of a shop… There
would not be the gardener who would tend the lawn and plants
and wash our cars.”693
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The perceived lack of amenities in Australia was reflected in a statement
from my mother describing her arrival in Australia: “No shops. No TV. We’d
entered the Dark Ages”. My mother was not alone in feeling that she had
entered the dark ages when she migrated to Australia. Though she was only
nine she felt the lack of shops and television acutely. It could be argued that
she had developed this impression of Australia because she had gone to live
in small-town Katherine in 1968. However, other Eurasians I spoke to who
had moved to big cities such as Perth also described Australia as being
backwards in many respects.

The shopping opportunities were and still are very different. As any visitor to
Singapore or the major cities of Malaysia can testify, the shopping options
are numerous and the opening hours are lengthy. Even now in Perth, trading
hours are restricted. The way in which people shopped was also different. My
mother recalls how my grandmother tried to bargain at the general store in
Katherine when they first moved to Australia. She did not understand that
bargaining was not a part of the shopping culture in Australia. In addition to
not bargaining, there were other differences in the way Australians shopped.
In Malaysia, my mother was used to the sellers coming to them. In Australia
they had to go to the sellers. There was “no roti man coming around to sell
bread, we kids had to go to the bakery for her” and there was “no nasi lemak
man coming around after school”.694

Just as Eurasians lost access to a wide range of amenities after migration so
too did they lose day-to-day access to their support network. All migrants
leave people behind when they migrate. Jock Oehlers spoke of this loss in
his book, That’s How It Goes: Autobiography of a Singapore Eurasian:
“I would miss my golf club, my weekly 18 holes with good
friends and the regular Thursday afternoon nine-hole games,

694

Interview with Theresa Jolly, Darwin, 2010.
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after which Ursula and I would go out for dinner with my golfing
partners and their wives.”695

In the same way that our family attempted to recreate their diet in Australia
they also attempted to recreate their social life. My grandparents had many
Eurasian friends whom I met when I was growing up (but whom I did not
always realise were Eurasian). Some of those friendships began when they
first arrived in Australia and have continued till today, for example a fellow
Eurasian, Len Henderson drove my grandfather to the airport in September
1968 to pick up my grandmother and the rest of the kids. Up until the day he
died my grandfather considered Len one of his best friends. Growing up in
Darwin, my mother and her older siblings also had a lot of Eurasian friends,
more so than their younger siblings who were perhaps less connected to the
Eurasian culture as they had been brought up predominantly in Australia.

Being mixed-descent, meant that Eurasians often occupied a ‘space’ on the
peripheries or margins of society. An in-between people, in Singapore and
Malaysia they were used to forming their own, separate social organisations.
In Darwin, it was not only the Eurasian community that existed on the
periphery of mainstream (read: white) society but also other communities of
mixed descent such as the Anglo-Indians and Burghers as well as various,
small Asian communities.

When my mother was growing up, Eurasian families (and other mixed race
families) in Darwin tended to congregate together, so much so that they
formed the Asian-Australian Families' Association. They had regular dinner
dances and pot luck dinners, New Year’s Eve parties and Christmas parties.
My grandfather was one of the founding members of the Association and
continuing the tradition of (immense) social gatherings was important to him.

Oehlers, F.A.C. ‘Jock’, That’s How It Goes: Autobiography of a Singapore Eurasian,
Select Publishing, Singapore, 2008, p. 226.
695
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This tradition was so important to him that he and my grandmother secretly
printed an extra 200 invitations to my parents’ wedding in 1979 to ensure that
none of his friends, especially none of his Eurasian friends, missed out on the
occasion. Names such as Schelkis, Drysdale, Sta Maria, Henderson and De
Souza abound in my mother’s wedding guest book.696 Interestingly, this was
the last family wedding to which so many Eurasians were invited. This could
be because my grandparents felt it permissible to invite the entire Eurasian
community on the basis that my mother had the strongest connection to the
Eurasian community of all of their daughters. Alternatively, it could simply
have been that my mother was the first of my grandparents’ daughters to get
married and it was their first opportunity to invite all of the community to a
wedding.

My grandparents not only created a new circle of friends from Eurasians and
others of mixed descent (some of whom they had known back home and
some whom they had not known), they also reconnected with any relatives
no matter how distant. An example being my cousin Lynette Breukeus, the
granddaughter

of

the

aforementioned

Ivan

Richards.

Our

families

(re)connected when Lynette’s family came to Darwin for her wedding in 1991.
The wedding happened to coincide with the Novena following my greatgrandfather’s death.697 We have maintained the connection and still socialise
with Lynette and her family.

Many Eurasians I spoke to keenly felt the loss of their family network after
they migrated to Australia. A post on Serani Sembang exemplifies this feeling
of loss best. Below a photo posted by a new member, a number of members
had posted encouraging comments (the photo was of a competition the new
member had entered). The new member replied:
“Thanks for the comments everyone - you guys are like the
extended family I never had growing up. We came to Australia

696
697

My parents had only invited 100 people as my mother had hoped for a ‘small’ wedding.
Ivan Richards attended the novena for his first-cousin with his extended family.
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when I was only 3 or 4, there were no uncles, aunts, grandma's
or grandpa's, just Mum, Dad, my brother and me. We had a
couple of distant cousins, but we didn't really see them
much.”698

Sponsoring (read: nominating) the migration of relatives, especially parents,
was a way of importing a support network even though the sponsors may
have been required to support and perhaps even fund the new migrants.
However, there would always be those who were left behind. For my
mother’s family this person was her older sister, Ursula, who died after her
family had made the decision to migrate but before they had been approved
for migration. Figure 48 shows the burial of my aunt in Petaling Jaya
Cemetery in 1967 (my grandparents and their remaining children are to the
right of the altar boy), juxtapositioned with a photograph which accompanied
a 1968 Katherine Times article which told how and when the family migrated
to Australia (see Appendix E: “Ursula was missing”).

Within two weeks of arriving in Katherine, my family were captured by a
photographer from the Katherine Times offering a mass for Aunty Ursula.
The caption for the photograph read: “Above: Front row: Gerard, Teresa,
Jacinta and Steven. Second row: Mrs Mitchell, Patricia, Anthony and Mr
Mitchell. Third row: Phillip, and attending the Mass with the family, former
prominent Darwin identity Mr David Dowd.”699

The relationship my grandparents had with their religion continued to their
respective deaths and their dedication to their religion was absolute. I
remember the Legion of Mary meeting at their house. Grandpa used to make
the Easter candle and the altar candles for church. Even in his early 80s he
was growing plants to sell as a fund raising effort for the church in Katherine.
Grandma was a lay member of a religious order and when she died we said

‘Serani Sembang’, 10 June 2009
Please refer to Appendix E for the full text of the article which accompanied the
photograph.
698
699
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Figure 48:

“Ursula Was Missing…”

[Top Photo] The burial of Ursula Mitchell at Petaling Jaya Cemetery in 1967.
[Bottom Photo] My grandparents offering a mass for the repose of my Aunty
Ursula in Katherine in 1968.
Source: [Top] Frank Mitchell, [Bottom] Katherine Times
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Novena prayers for seven nights. The prayer booklets we used were the
same ones that had been used upon my aunt’s death 27 years earlier, having
survived the move to Australia and the destruction which accompanied
Cyclone Tracy.

Figure 49:

Religious Traditions Continued for Some

My parents with my sister, Sarah Jolly, at her christening in Darwin in 1984.
Source: Theresa Jolly

Religion does not seem to still be a central element of many Australians’ lives
as it is in Malaysia and in Singapore. Despite my grandparents being devout
Catholics until their death, their only child who still practises their religion is
my mother. As with the wider Australian society, there has been a move
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away from organised religion amongst the generation of Eurasians born
and/or raised in Australia. Although my siblings and I are baptised (see
Figure 49) many of my cousins are not. A generation ago that would have
been virtually unheard of.

Eurasians have a rich history of volunteering. Genevieve De Souza, a former
President of the Australian Eurasian Association of Western Australia, is also
a former president of the Western Australian chapter of the St Vincent De
Paul Society. Like Genevieve, my grandparents and their children were also
St Vincent De Paul volunteers. My grandparents also encouraged their
children to volunteer for non-secular organisations in Australia. My mother
was formerly the Chief Steward in the Arts, Craft and Cooking Hall at the
Royal Darwin Show. In 2011, the 60th Anniversary of the Royal Darwin Show,
a reporter at the local newspaper interviewed her regarding her involvement
in the Show:
“Theresa Jolly has been involved in country shows since she
moved to Australia from Singapore as a nine-year-old. Her
father encouraged her involvement in the Australian tradition in
a bid to help his daughter resettle in a foreign land. “My father
believed the best way to assimilate was to get involved in the
Katherine show,” Theresa said. “To see what Australians
do.””700

One of the reasons many Eurasians gave for wanting to move to Australia
was for the lifestyle. In particular, they were attracted to the outdoor lifestyle
on offer in Australia. My grandparents, like many Eurasians, took full
advantage of this lifestyle. My mother and siblings regularly went camping
and fishing during their childhood (in Australia). My memories of my
grandparents’ house when I was younger was of a yard (and house) filled
with 4WDs, quad bikes, boats, fishing equipment, and miscellaneous hunting
equipment such as bows and arrows and rifles.

700

Mills, Nicole, ‘Art and Craft: Dressing Up the Show’, Signature Living, July 2011, p.21.
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During their time in Katherine, my grandparents developed a relationship with
a local Aboriginal family, the Humberts. Les and Mary Humbert and their
family lived on a cattle station outside of Katherine. ‘Uncle Les’ taught my
mother and her siblings how to ride horses and this became a passion with
my mother. By the time she was 20 years of age, she and a friend owned six
horses between them. This would almost certainly have been impossible if
she had remained in Petaling Jaya.

My grandparent’s friendship with an Aboriginal couple would have been
atypical for most Eurasians. The transition from a plural society in Malaysia
and/or Singapore to a virtual monoculture in Australia meant that the majority
of Australians that most Eurasians interacted with would have been white
and from an Anglo-Celtic background.

Figure 50:

Volunteering: A Way to Assimilate

My mother and my aunt, Pat Beecroft at their Biggest Morning Tea Stall at
the Parap Markets in Darwin, 2012.
Source: Theresa Jolly
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Figure 51:

Fishing for Fun, Fishing for Food

Steve Mitchell and his father, Frank Mitchell fishing on Darwin wharf in the
late 1970s. Fishing was not only a recreational hobby but it also provided
food for my mother’s large family.
Source: Frank Mitchell

Figure 52: Frank Mitchell
in the Outback
Frank Mitchell riding a horse
with Les Humbert on a Station
outside of Katherine, NT in
1969.
Source: Frank Mitchell
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Australians had different ways of interacting to Eurasians. Australia may
seem very relaxed and laidback but it is still a very formal society. Jupp noted
that “…Australian society had strongly developed and often rigid notions of
what was acceptable and what was not.”701 An example of this rigidity, is that
it is not usually acceptable to just drop in on someone. Prior notice, at least a
phone call, is usually required before visiting someone, even your siblings.
Most Eurasians in Malaysia and Singapore had an ‘open house’ philosophy,
i.e., you are welcome to ‘drop in’ any time. While many Eurasians have
maintained the open house philosophy in Australia but there are quite a
number who have attained a new level of formality.

Australians also have different traditions to Eurasians (and other Asians). In
traditional Eurasian households it is customary to take your shoes off before
entering. This is partly to guard against the entry of dirt into the house but
also to guard against the entry of evil spirits into the house.702 Indeed, my
grandmother had a sign outside her front door instructing people to remove
their shoes before entering the house. In contrast, my grandfather’s brother
in Perth insisted that people wear shoes in his house. When I was younger
we went to visit him and as was our custom I removed my shoes before
entering the house. He got rather upset with me and ordered me to put my
shoes back on saying something along the lines that ‘We are civilised
here…’.

When I first started to interview my grandfather about his migration story in
2003, he stated that one of his reasons for migrating was so his children
could have a better life and so they would not marry Muslims. While I do
believe that his desire for his children not to marry Muslims was a peripheral
reason for why he chose to move to Australia, I also do acknowledge that it
was very important for him that his children marry Catholics (or at least
Christians). My grandfather’s fears were not unfounded as my mother has an

701
702

Jupp, James, Immigration, 2nd edn, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1998, p. 135.
There are still many elements of animistic belief practised by Eurasians.
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uncle and numerous cousins living in Malaysia and Singapore who have
converted to Islam upon marriage. For him it was not only crucial that his
children marry Catholics but he would have also preferred them to marry
other Eurasians. That said, only one of their children, my Uncle Gerry,
married another ‘Eurasian’.703

Figure 53: Frank Mitchell and
His Son-in-Laws in the 1980s
All of Frank Mitchell’s sons-inlaws

have

been

‘white’

Australians. From left to right:
Paul O’Connor, Frank Beecroft
and Peter Jolly.
Source: Frank Mitchell

Even though the goal of many Eurasians for a long time was to be as light as
possible, there was a difference between Eurasians in Singapore and
Malaysia marrying a European and the Eurasians in Australia doing it. Back
home it was seen as a way to raise your status. In Australia it was seen by
many (parents) as a move away from your culture. It required a big attitude
shift on the part of my grandparents to adjust to having ‘Australian’ sons and
daughters-in-law.704 They tried to be accommodating and welcoming. When

I have used inverted commas as Aunty Debbie is an ‘Indo’, i.e., a member of the mixed
descent community originating from Indonesia.
704 It also required a significant adjustment on the parts of the sons- and daughters-in-law to
accommodate the Eurasian culture of their spouses.
703
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my parents married, my grandparents decorated the reception hall with
shamrocks as they were under the impression that my father was Irish.705

There have been difficulties over the years. One occasion which stands out
was when my grandmother banned my father from her house for six months
because a fortune teller told her that a white man, i.e., my father, was going
to take away her daughter and she would never see her again. This was after
my parents had already been married for some time.

The manner in which Eurasians interacted with other Eurasians was just as
important as how they interacted with other Australians. Eurasian migrants
had to choose how they were (or were not) going to interact with other
Eurasians in Australia and with Eurasians who had stayed behind in Malaysia
and/or Singapore. These relationships were and still continue to be very
important for most Eurasians.

Historically, the Eurasian diaspora has had a remarkable ability to maintain
and develop extensive, transnational kinship relationships.706 There are a
variety of ways in which people have maintained these relationships.
Advances in technology have had a major impact by making connecting
cheaper and easier. Where once people wrote letters, now they send emails.
Expensive long distance phone calls have been superseded by VOIP and
SMS. Visits back home by Eurasians and visits to Australia by their family
and friends have increased as air travel has become more affordable.

Eurasians can connect in either the real world presence of Eurasian
associations or through online (virtual) communities. Both are valid ways of
connecting, providing different opportunities depending on the location of an
individual. In recent years the Eurasian community has developed a
noticeable online presence. Online communities such as Serani Sembang
Technically my father’s grandfather is Irish but he immigrated to Australia in 1881, so the
connection was fairly ‘loose’.
706 Walker, Kirsty, ‘Intimate Interactions: Eurasian Family Histories in Colonial Penang’,
Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 46, No. 2 (Sites of Asian Interaction), 2012, pp. 303-329.
705
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and The Boudville Family have allowed Eurasians to (re)connect in a manner
which would have been impossible a generation ago.

The most visible interactions between Eurasians were visits within Australia,
and

visits

between

Australia

and

Malaysia

and/or Singapore.

My

grandparents maintained close relationships with relatives both near and far.
They visited ‘home’, i.e., Singapore and Malaysia on a regular basis (every
few years). Their first visit back home was in 1971 when my mother was
thirteen years old (see Figure 55). They continued to travel back to Malaysia
and Singapore on a regular basis with my grandmother returning from her
last visit to Penang two months before she died in November 1994 aged 73.
In contrast, my grandmother’s parents never returned to Malaysia or
Singapore after they migrated to Australia in 1977 and 1980 respectively.

While visits by my grandparents were regular, by my mother’s generation
trips were more infrequent. Between 1979, when she got married, and 2001,
when I participated in an exchange program at the Universiti Sains Malaysia
in Penang, my mother had only taken two trips ‘back home’.707 In recent
years, with the advent of budget airlines some members of my extended
family have been going home on a yearly basis and for the past 5 years my
mother has been back once or twice a year.

Visits within Australia were less common than visits between Australia and
Malaysia and/or Singapore. Until recently the tyranny of distance and high
airline prices in Australia has meant that many Eurasians chose to reconnect
in Malaysia and/or Singapore rather than in Australia. Throughout my
childhood my grandparents received irregular visits from family and friends in
Australia. It was more common for my grandparents to visit family and friends
in other towns and cities in Australia. Perhaps this is because we live in
Darwin, a small city 3000 kilometres from the closest Australian city, i.e.,

My mother still refers to Singapore and Malaysia as ‘back home’. We travelled to
Singapore in 1985 (on the way to Europe) and to Malaysia in 1992.
707
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Adelaide. In addition, as a public servant my grandfather was entitled to six
weeks of recreation leave annually, which he often used to take road trips to
visit his family in southern states or to fly to Singapore and Malaysia to visit
his and my grandmother’s siblings and cousins.

A memorable visit from my grandfather’s ‘southern’ family was after Cyclone
Tracy. On Christmas Eve and Christmas Day 1974, Cyclone Tracy destroyed
Darwin. My mother’s family home was blown away and the family evacuated
to Brisbane. Initially they stayed at Enogerra Barracks with other refugees.
Later they stayed with my grandfather’s eldest brother, Douglas Mitchell,
before my grandfather used the insurance money from the destroyed house
in Darwin to buy a ‘temporary’ house for my grandmother and the younger
children to live in in Brisbane, while he and the older children rebuilt the
house in Darwin. While my grandmother was living in Brisbane, a delegation
from my grandfather’s family travelled up from New South Wales to visit
them. The group included my grandfather’s stepmother, Mary De Souza and
her husband Livin De Souza (who was also my grandfather’s cousin) and my
grandfather’s brothers Roose and Robert Mitchell and their families (see
Figure 54).

For our family, visits from relatives in Malaysia and Singapore were not
uncommon. Figure 56 shows a typical ‘farewell/welcome’ party at Darwin
Airport in the 1970s. It was common for the entire extended family to gather
at the airport to farewell one of their own travelling ‘back home’ or to greet
one of the many relatives who visited us in Darwin. In our family, the most
frequent visitor has been my grandmother’s brother, Dennis Richards. He
has been a frequent visitor to Darwin since the 1970s. A variety of aunts,
uncles and cousins from Malaysia, Singapore and England have made the
trek to and around Australia over the years. I use the phrase ‘trek to and
around Australia’ to refer to the fact that once they had come to Australia
usually they visited more than one relative in more than one location within
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Australia.708 It must be noted that the friends and family who visited us in
Australia were relatively affluent.

Figure 54:

Meeting up in Brisbane after Cyclone Tracy

My grandmother surrounded by her children and her in-laws in front of her
house in Brisbane.
Source: Frank Mitchell

When my grandfather’s relatives from England visited they usually would do a loop
around Australia with stops in Sydney, Perth, Brisbane and Darwin, i.e., the location of their
various siblings.
708
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Figure 55:
Home

The First Trip Back

This was to be my mother’s first
and last trip ‘back home’ with her
parents.
Source: Frank Mitchell

Figure 56:

The Farewell / Welcome Party at Darwin Airport

Four generations of our family comprising of Mitchells, Richards and a lone
Cornelius gather at Darwin Airport in the late 1970s.
Source: Frank Mitchell
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In addition to the relatives who came to visit us of their own volition, my
grandparents (and indeed my own parents) have paid for a number of
relatives to come out and visit us, including two visits to Darwin in the early
1980s of my grandfather’s sister, Margie, from India. Margie had moved to
India from Singapore in the 1950s upon her marriage to an officer in the
Indian Army. Before he brought her out to Australia, my grandfather had only
seen his older sister once since she moved to India and that was in 1979
when my grandparents visited her at her home in Village Amani in Haryana,
northwest of New Delhi.

In the section above I have only spoken about my own family’s trips to and
from Malaysia and Singapore. However, all of the Eurasians I spoke to in
Australia had travelled back to Malaysia and/or Singapore since they
migrated to Australia, and all of them had had family or friends visit them in
Australia. The level of visits would have differed from family to family though
and would have depended on the strength of the connections between the
friends and family in the different countries and on the financial means of the
individuals in question.

3. Eurasian Attitudes Towards Australia

In Chapter Two, I discussed whether or not Eurasians living in Australia
identified as Australian or not. For many Eurasians, considering themselves
Australian and considering Australia home are two different concepts. Thus,
the question still remains: Do Eurasians think of Australia as ‘home’ or
‘away’?

Whilst some Eurasians may think of Australia as ‘God’s own country’, for
many Australia was not and is still not home. A Eurasian woman wrote in a
post on Serani Sembang:
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“...where do I consider to be "home"? Home is where the heart
is, as they say, and Penang will always be my home.”709

Also on Serani Sembang, a middle-aged Eurasian gentleman described a
gathering of Eurasians in Perth as being “outside of the homeland”.710 My
mother refers to Singapore and Malaysia as ‘back home’ but she also refers
to Australia as ‘back home’ when she is in Malaysia and Singapore. It is
important to note that Australia is the country where she feels she belongs
and where she feels more comfortable. Neither of my grandparents nor any
of my aunts or uncles has ever expressed any desire to return permanently
to live in either Malaysia or Singapore.

It is clear that for many migrants it was important for them to ‘become’
Australian as Australia was where they intended to live for the rest of their
lives. Perhaps it was easier for later migrants to feel that they fit in because
the groundwork had already been laid by earlier migrants. Perhaps it was
simply easier for later migrants to straddle both worlds. However, a desire for
‘home’, i.e., homesickness, was an ‘ailment’ that afflicted all Eurasian
migrants. In the National Archives of Australia files, I came across a letter
from a son-in-law in Australia to his mother-in-law in Malaysia detailing his
homesickness:
“…I am beginning to wonder whether you have changed your
mind about coming to Australia. …[The others] appear to be
very happy in Australia but I am terribly homesick and I miss the
things I used to do in Malaya. In fact if I had things my own way
I would be tempted to return to Malaya, but Rita wants to stay in
Australia. If you want to remain in Malaya or if you cannot come
to Australia do not worry, just let me know and we will all return.
I get terribly depressed at times, perhaps if you came things
might change as …[your daughter] could then go to work. But if
you do not want to come or if you cannot come I promise you
we will all return. Please write to me and let me know the truth
so that I can plan for the future accordingly.” 711

‘Serani Sembang’, 13 October 2008
‘Serani Sembang’, 20 February 2007
711 ‘Letter from Mr Robless, Perth to Mrs Brewer, Kuala Lumpur, 23 November 1970’, in
NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/196.
709
710
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For this man, the ‘home’ he was missing was still very real in that he had only
just left Malaysia. However, for most migrants the ‘home’ that they were
missing only existed in their idealised memories. Nostalgia allowed migrants
to remember their ‘home’ through ‘rose-tinted glasses’, allowing them to
forget the very reasons they left that ‘home’. In addition, the ‘home’ of a
migrant’s memory is often frozen in time. The Petaling Jaya my mother left in
1968 is vastly different to the Petaling Jaya that exists now. Nostalgia for
what once was often left migrants longing for something that once was but is
no longer.

Some Eurasians found that they could not settle in Australia and returned to
Malaysia or Singapore and attempted to recreate the lives which they had
left. However, they failed to recognise that the world had moved on while
they were gone. Malaysia and Singapore were different and they were
different. A move back to Malaysia or Singapore was often seen as an
admission of failure, i.e., that they were not able to make it in Australia. For
many it was embarrassing to return with their ‘tail between their legs’. For this
reason, not many who went back to Malaysia or Singapore stayed there.
Hence a small minority became stuck in a pattern of circular migration,
moving between Malaysia and/or Singapore and Australia and not feeling
settled in either country.

Personally, I have not heard of any Eurasians who had migrated to Australia
who returned to either Malaysia or Singapore on a permanent basis. Whilst
Australia may not have been home, neither was Malaysia or Singapore
anymore. In April 2010, I spoke with Daisy Westerhout, Ivor and Marina
Lesslar and Lesley Sutton in Perth about their migration experiences. While
we were talking they started to recount a number of examples of Eurasians
they knew who had trouble settling in Australia. In particular they spoke about
Lloyd Valberg and his family and about Ivor’s sister Yvonne.
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Lloyd Valberg was one of the most prominent Eurasians in Singapore. Born
in 1922, he was the first person to represent Singapore at the Olympics and
was “Singapore’s sole competitor at the 1948 London Olympics”.712 He was
also a decorated firefighter and for the twenty years before his retirement in
1972 he held the position of chief fire officer of the Port Fire Service. After he
retired, he and his family migrated to Australia. His departure from Singapore
was a big event and “on the day of his departure from Singapore, the Port
Fire Service turned out in full force to send him off”.713 According to
Singapore Infopedia, Lloyd “went on to live in Coolballup, a small town
outside Perth, Western Australia. He passed away on 26 March 1997 at the
age of 75.”714

While it is true that he did pass away on 26 March 1997 and he had been
living in Coolbellup, a suburb of Perth, at the time, his story was not as
simple as it seemed.715 Lloyd and his wife Florence came to Australia in the
early 1970s it is true. Some of their children were already in Australia, some
came with them and some came later. The couple had a hard time settling in
Australia and moved back to Singapore where they had a hard time resettling
having relinquished their previous prestigious status. They returned to
Australia but found that they still could not quite fit in. They went back to
Singapore yet again. It was to be third time lucky for the pair. They eventually
settled permanently in Perth on their third attempt. Daisy recounted the story
of the Valbergs:
“They wrote to …Joseph, their friend, to buy a house for them. I
mean they should have come for a holiday first… Of course…
[he] said “No way am I going to buy a house.” They came and
Lloyd was happy because Lloyd was a pub man, a club man.
He came…[and] joined the Fremantle Club. He was happy as
Larry.

Tan, Joanna H.S., ‘Lloyd Valberg’, Singapore Infopedia, National Library Board of
Singapore, Singapore, accessed 9 September 2012, <http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/
infopedia/>.
713 ibid
714 ibid
715 Metropolitan Cemeteries Board, ‘Summary of Record Information – Lloyd Oscar Valberg’,
Government of Western Australia, accessed 7 August 2012, <http://www.mcb.wa.gov.au/>.
712
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But as I said when their friends turned them down, they
contacted the daughter… and asked… [her] to buy a house for
them. So of course the daughter [who] lives somewhere in
Rockingham bought this house in Safety Bay. In those days
Safety Bay was just sand dunes... So they came. This lady was
stuck there because Lloyd every morning used to take the two
girls to Fremantle to school. Then he used to hang around
Fremantle. Then he got a part time job. So this lady was
miserable on her own among[st] the sand dunes...
After about six months… we drove to see them. And Lloyd took
Ainsley to the garage and he cried. … “After all this my wife
[she] want[s] to go back… I don’t want to go back.” So Ainsley
said “Don’t go”. But he said “It is my wife and my children. I
have no option but to go back. I don’t want to...” etc etc. So after
about six months and all, [they] carried all his…[things back].
[They] went there of course but now she is no more
membesar… [She] wasn’t happy. Another six months later [she]
came back.
[They] came back [but they] still couldn’t settle down. [They]
decided to go back again. And this time [they were] selling all of
her furniture. You know the old fashioned cane furniture. Big
bulky, you know. Joseph told us that he wanted to sell, can we
help them… in those days $500 she wants to sell. I’m thinking
$500 you won’t even get $50. She said “Why don’t you buy?
You like cane.” I said no it’s too big for me…. After all this I don’t
know whether they sold any of the furniture.
So they went back again. Then she started a business, catering
food. I think for about a year or so and it wasn’t successful.
[They] came back a third time. They lost thousands and
thousands of dollars.”716

Daisy was not the only one to recount the story of a Eurasian family who
went backwards and forwards between Singapore and Australia. Marina
Lesslar told the story of her sister-in-law Yvonne:
“Ivor’s sister [went backwards and forwards] in the 70s…Ivor
had one sister here already in ’73… She told the other two that
716

Interview with Daisy Westerhout, Perth, March 2010.
Please note that I do not know exactly what club in Fremantle Daisy was referring to.
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“Oh, you’d better come”… At that time Ivor and I were not
married yet, so then Yvonne and Barbara came. Yvonne was [a]
secretary… [she] had a quite a position in Shell. The other sister
was working in an insurance company. So they came lock,
stock and barrel of course. And Yvonne was a person that was
a career person all the time. She had [an] amah… amah this,
amah that. And she had Maureen to look after the children so
she was a lady of leisure. So when she came here she had to
do everything herself. Everything. And she was miserable. Plus
the cold didn’t help because they landed in winter.
She was miserable and at that time Bull Creek was just sporadic
houses here and there. There was no shops around and they
didn’t have a telephone. They applied for a telephone but it was
going to take about three weeks to come so every morning the
two sisters used to take the bus to Booragoon buy the papers
there and look for jobs. And they were not successful.
So then they wrote back to Ivor and said “Do not leave your job
just yet. Do not do anything rash because we are here and we
are finding it so hard…. [Ivor – it was a different way of life they
said] Come for a holiday first. And then he was all “No, we’ve
got to come we need to come [Ivor – cause you see they give
you a certain time to you know…to come in]”...717
Ivor added that:
“…she went back to Singapore … she put her crates in storage.
Only opened a few crates which she needed. Six months time
packed up all and came back to Australia.” 718

The previous examples are of Eurasians who migrated to Australia in the
1970s. My mother has a number of cousins who initially migrated to Australia
in the 1980s and who up until recently had been back and forth between
Singapore and Australia. When I was younger, my ‘Aunty’ Tina lived with her
family in Darwin. However, she moved back to Singapore, then out to New
Zealand before finally settling in Perth. Similarly, her sister, Jean, moved

717
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Interview with Marina Klassen, Perth, March 2010.
Interview with Ivor Klassen, Perth, March 2010.
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from Singapore to Melbourne to Singapore to Melbourne before finally
settling in Perth.719

The experience of Eurasian migrants in Australia was echoed by those of
Anglo-Indian migrants in England. In England! Here We Come!, Rudy Otter
recounted Anglo-Indian migrants to England in the 1940s and 1950s were
excited at the prospect of coming ‘home’ to England:
“We first generation Anglo-Indian migrants felt a surge of
excitement at leaving India in the 1940s and 1950s and coming
“home” to England—a home we had never seen before. Only
one thought filled our minds. “Thank goodness we are getting
away from that smelly, dirty India and all the flies—chee! No
having to learn Hindi now, boy! No danger of our children having
to marry Indians!””720
However, their expectations of life in England and the reality of their life in
England were poles apart. This disparity is exemplified by Otter’s
recollections of a series of interactions which he had with another AngloIndian migrant:
“Our family had been living in England for six months back in
1952 when an Anglo-Indian friend and myself met a recent
arrival from India. He had been here only a week, obviously not
long enough to have experienced the English unfriendliness that
many (but emphatically not all) Anglo-Indian migrants had
encountered. “We Anglo-Indians,” the happy newcomer
asserted, “did ourselves a huge favour, men, by leaving India
and all those Indian chaps shouting ‘Quit India!’. We are home
now ... here among our own kind ... the English ... our blood
brothers...” My friend and I exchanged discreet smirks. The poor
fellow, we knew, would soon be in for a shock. Four months
later we met the same guy. He seemed to have lost his smile
and bounce. In fact he looked drained, distressed. “Hullo!” we
said. “How are you getting on?” He shook his head. “Oh, what to
tell you, men.” He spoke slowly, weighing his words. “Er England is not as - ah - ...we seem to have little in common
with...English people...no servants...all the housework...life...just
a routine...work then home, work-home, work-home. We

Jean’s migration story was further complicated by the need for her son to return to
Singapore to do national service.
720 Otter, Rudy, England! Here We Come!, accessed 10 April 2005, <http://home.alphalink.
com.au/~agilbert/eotter.html>.
719
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are...not...happy here. We are - er - going back to India next
month.” Very sad. Somehow his English “blood brothers” had
failed to come up to his expectations. Ahhhh! Quite a few
dejected Anglo-Indians were in the same boat (and probably ON
the same boat) as himself, bound for India. But many had a
change of heart and returned to England to live happily ever
after as our day-to-day relations with the English steadily
improved.”721

It was not only those Eurasians who moved ‘back and forth’ that were unsure
about the decision they made to settle in Australia. Regrets are an integral
part of life. Some people claim to have none, but very few people actually
have no regrets over the decisions they have made in their life. Most
Eurasians I spoke to and surveyed said that they had no regrets regarding
their decision to migrate to Australia. Indeed, most said that they would not
change the decision if they could and many, like my grandfather, said it was
the “best decision he ever made”.722 A cousin, Jacinta Richards-Abideen
seconded this sentiment in a Facebook post celebrating the 26 th anniversary
of her family’s arrival in Australia:
“26 years ago today, we (our small family of 4) took off from
Singapore, headed for a new life in Australia... Today after all
the 'ups and downs', 'good and bad', 'ins and outs...I can only
say... 'No regrets!'“723

For the minority of Eurasians, their move to Australia has been fraught with
regret. Ronald Barth, a former President of the Eurasian Association in
Singapore and a former Captain of the Singapore Hockey team, remarked:
“Some Eurasians have gone to Australia, have regretted the
move. Some have given up good positions and all and gone.
And now they are sorry. Of course there are still some till today,
I believed who will not admit it. When you made a mistake
sometimes, you are reluctant to say, “Yes, I made a mistake. I
shouldn’t have gone.””724

721

ibid
Interview with Frank Mitchell, Darwin, 2009.
723 Jacinta Richards-Abideen, Facebook – Status Update, 8 December 2013
724 NAS: Communities of Singapore (Part 1), 000394/Reel 18, Ronald Hubert Barth, 23
March 1984.
722
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As discussed on the previous pages, some Eurasians found it difficult
adjusting to life in Australia and went ‘home’ to Malaysia or Singapore. Some
went ‘home’, came back, went home and then came back yet again. Others
who may have chosen to go ‘home’ did not have the financial resources to do
so or alternatively were too ashamed to return. This was particularly true for
older Eurasians, some who may have migrated as retirees seeking to live out
the rest of their lives in “the promised land” or who had migrated in order to
be reunited with their children and grandchildren.725

Those who migrated at an advanced stage in their lives quite often found it
most difficult to adapt. Whilst they were often reunited with members of their
immediate family, i.e., children and grandchildren, they left behind “the other
part of their 'family', their neighbours and their social contacts” as well as their
extended family.726 They were not working or studying like their children and
grandchildren so had fewer opportunities to make new friends and develop a
new social network. In Proud and Prejudiced: The Story of the Burghers of
Sri Lanka, Ferdinands notes the example of a Burgher couple, Colin and
Denys, who had immigrated as retirees:
“The promised land was hard, friendless and strange. They
were trapped. They did not wish to stay but they were now too
poor and too proud to go back... but returning would have had
its own problems for friends had left and the world had moved
on. They had migrated to Australia too late to adjust. They were
in the way of the younger generation and the young had their
own problems.” 727

As discussed previously, it was expensive to move to Australia and many
migrants invested all of their savings in the move. Many did not understand
the reality of how difficult it would be to live on a limited income in expensive
Australia. Often they had no alternative but to ‘grin and bear it’.

725

Ferdinands, Rodney, Proud and Prejudiced: The Story of the Burghers of Sri Lanka, FRL
Ferdinands, Melbourne, 1995, pp. 206-207.
726 ibid
727 ibid
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Elderly parents who were brought to Australia by their children were
particularly vulnerable in a financial sense. Most were sponsored and many
had their moves funded by their children already in Australia. In addition, they
were technically not eligible for a government pension for ten years after their
arrival in Australia. Ferdinands notes that some Burghers found that:
“After they arrived they were trapped in a new land with little
money, little freedom and children and grandchildren who
always seemed busy. They lost their freedom and their privacy.
They grew disillusioned.”728

It is important to note that many elderly Eurasians revelled in their life in
Australia. They enjoyed being reunited with their families and exploring new
surrounds. For some who had been on a limited income back home, they
found that their standard of living in Australia was actually higher than they
had experienced back home. My great-grandmother, Henrietta Baptist, was a
good example of this. In Malaysia, she lived on the brink of poverty. When
she moved to Darwin in the 1970s, she was able to lead the ‘good life’. She
fully embraced life in Australia and developed a wide circle of friends. Nanny,
as she was known to us, joined a variety of social groups such as the
Pensioners Workshop and became heavily involved in our local Catholic
church and the Legion of Mary. On one occasion, she even travelled to
Melbourne to spend time with her nephew, Donat Cornelius and his family.
My mother often remarked that Nanny had a busier social life than her.
Having been born in 1901, she was in her late 70s when she came to live in
Australia but it seemed to give her a new lease on life.

Her husband, my great-grandfather, Raymund Richards, came to Australia in
1980 at the age of 84 years old. In his early days in Australia, Dadda, as he
was known to us, could be found riding his bicycle around the neighbourhood
and being extremely social. However, in the late 1980s, a couple of years
after his wife died he entered a nursing home in Palmerston, a satellite city of
Darwin. Whilst in the nursing home his desire to return to Malaysia became

728

ibid
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very clear. Before his death in 1991, he broke his hip on three separate
occasions when he tried to escape from the nursing home and return home
to Penang by climbing over a perimeter fence. Even in his dying moments,
he asked my grandmother to return him home to Penang. For some migrants
like Dadda, it was simply too late in the stage of their life to migrate and they
perhaps would have been better off staying in Malaysia (or Singapore) even
if the only option they had was to live in a nursing home because all of their
family had left for Australia (or another country).

One particular concern that a small groups of Eurasians had towards life in
Australia was the attitude and behaviour of Australian youth towards their
elders. I spoke to a cousin who wished that she had never come to Australia
as Australian youth were so rude, disrespectful and immoral compared to
youth in Malaysia. Please note, by youth she was referring to anyone below
their mid-twenties. At the time she told me this, I was in my early twenties
and my cousin had children only a year or two older than me. I do not know
whether she was including her own children in this generalisation. I also do
not know how much interaction she had had with youth in Malaysia since she
had immigrated to Australia. I spoke to her in early 2004, two years after I
had returned to Australia from living in Penang, Malaysia, for a year. During
the year I spent in Malaysia I socialised extensively with my cousins and their
friends who ranged in age from 11 to 21. From my own experiences I do not
believe that Australian youth are any more immoral than Malaysian (or
Singaporean) youth.

In general, in Australia we do not have the same relationship with our elders
(and elderly) that they have in Asia. My Malaysian and Singapore cousins
and friends definitely demonstrated more superficial respect for their elders
than most of my Australian cousins and friends would for example by
referring to anyone more senior or older than them as ‘Aunty’ or ‘Uncle’.
However, whether this is a demonstration of actual respect or just a social
nicety is debatable. Eurasians were not the only mixed race community to
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face this issue. In Proud and Prejudiced: The Story of the Burghers of Sri
Lanka, Ferdinands noted:
“Sri Lanka is culturally an Eastern society where the old are
venerated and respected. Children have this instilled into them
at an early age. Australia, on the contrary, was a young, almost
'frontier' society where youth held sway. The change in the
attitudes of children and grandchildren was traumatic for many
of the older Burghers.”729

There is a decided difference in the general manner in which the youth and
elderly interact in Australia compared with in Malaysia and Singapore.
However, the world that elderly migrants lived in Malaysia and Singapore no
longer exists anywhere but in their memories. Time moves on and many
migrants would be surprised by the changing nature of interactions in their
home countries. In addition, the manner in which younger generations treat
their elderly will often depend on how they are brought up. I was raised in a
household with daily interactions with my grandparents and greatgrandparents and was taught to respect the elderly.

Life after migration provided its challenges and learning to live in Australia
was not the simple process that many assumed it would be. However, most
Eurasian migrants have been extremely successful at integrating into
Australia. They have found a place they can belong. They have found a place
they can call home. In his work on a comparative community of mixed
descent, the Sri Lankan Burghers, Rodney Ferdinands summed it up best:
“Most survived the uprooting from their native soil and the
replanting in a foreign land. They did not always make the
correct decisions. Some fared better than others. The great
majority assimilated and assimilated well.”730
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ibid
ibid, p. 223.
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Chapter Eight: Our (Revised) Migration Story

At the beginning of this thesis, I stated that part of my motivation in
undertaking this study was to explore my family migration story. The first step
in determining the validity of my family’s migration story was to search for
supporting documentary evidence. Despite extensive searches through the
National Archives of Australia records and a Freedom of Information inquiry
with the Commonwealth Department of Immigration and Citizenship, my
grandparents’ immigration files were never found. Theoretically, there should
have been a file from the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur, a file
from the Department of Immigration in Canberra and a file from the
Department of Immigration in Darwin. There should also have been
citizenship application files from the Department of Immigration in Canberra
and the Department of Immigration in Darwin. Their citizenship files were
found but these files provided very little information on their immigration
application.

Fortunately my grandfather kept copies of many of the documents relating to
the family’s application to migrate and his career.731 His briefcase of
documents survived the trip to Australia, the multiple moves between
Katherine and Darwin as well as the multiple house moves, Cyclone Tracy in
1974 and the two Katherine floods in 1998 and 2006. Some of the
documents in the briefcase were the birth, death and marriage certificates
which he ordered for his immigration application. The certificates were issued
over at least a five month period in late 1967: a copy of grandma’s parent’s
marriage certificate issued at the Cathedral of the Assumption in Penang was
dated 21st July 1967 and a copy of grandpa’s mother’s death certificate from

731

The process of acquiring the necessary documents and assurances prior to submitting an
application could take quite some time. Some of the documents necessary were: the birth
(and death in the case of Aunty Ursula) certificates of my mother and her siblings; the birth,
and marriage certificates of my grandparents; and the birth, marriage and death (where
applicable) certificates of my great-grandparents.
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Singapore was dated 28th November 1967. Finding information on our family
was not as easy as I had hoped (or as easy as it was finding information on
other families). As with the story of the wider community, I needed to piece
my family’s story together from various sources.

1. Our Life in Malaysia (and Singapore)
One could argue that my family’s migration story started just over 500 years
ago when the Portuguese landed in Malacca in 1511. Indeed, my family is
made up of ‘travellers’ from Europe and Asia.732 However, I am choosing to
start the story with the birth of my grandmother’s father, Raymond Richards,
in Singapore on 2 September 1894. Dadda, as he was known to us, was
born to Paul William Richards and Sophie Augusta McIntyre. When Dadda
was a small child his father moved the family from Singapore to Penang. 733

Dadda married Henrietta Baptist, the Penang-born daughter of Martin Baptist
and Catherine Peterson. Born on 10 October 1901, Nanny, as she was
known to us, had deep roots in Penang and had ancestors, i.e., the
Jeremiahs, who were present at the ceremony when the British ‘put down the
flag’ in 1786. Dadda and Nanny were married in 1920 at the Church of the
Assumption in Penang. A year later my grandmother, Sophie Mitchell, was
born on 21 May 1921. At this time, Dadda was working as a lighthouse
keeper, a popular occupation amongst Eurasian men of the time.

732

Even when settled in Malaysia and Singapore, they still travelled between and lived in a
range of cities and towns including Penang, Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, Taiping and
Dindings.
733 Please note, there are three main branches of the Richards family, i.e., the ‘Serangoon
Richards’, the ‘Katong Richards’ and the ‘Penang Richards’. The ‘Serangoon Richards’ are
descended from Charles Ignatius Richards, the brother of Paul William Richards. The
‘Katong Richards’ are descended from Donald ‘Donny’ Richards, the son of Paul William
Richards. The ‘Penang Richards’ are the descendants of Paul William Richards (with the
exception of the aforementioned ‘Donald Richards’ line).
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Whilst my grandmother’s parents were both Eurasian, my grandfather’s
father was Anglo-Indian and his mother was Eurasian. My grandfather, Frank
Edgar Mitchell, was born on 22 February 1925 in Singapore to Frank Joseph
Mitchell and Mary Ivy De Souza. Frank Joseph Mitchell was born in
Sholapur, India but had migrated with his family first to Penang and then to
Singapore.734 Mary Ivy De Souza was the daughter of Maxwell De Souza and
Elizabeth Ashness. My great-grandfather was living in Taiping at the time of
his marriage but later moved back to Singapore where my grandfather was
born.

Both of my grandparents lived through WWII and the impact of the war would
last long after the Japanese had surrendered. As discussed in Chapter Six,
after the end of the war, my grandfather completed an apprenticeship in
‘outside fitting’, a branch of marine engineering. Upon completion of his
apprenticeship he went to work as an Assistant Engineer on the M.V.
Coprafronds I for a three month period.735 Just as my grandfather’s decision
to commence his career at the Harbour Board was a typical one for a
Eurasian man, so was my grandmother’s choice of occupation as a
telephonist. It was quite common for Eurasian women to be switchboard
operators as they had a good command of the English language and unlike
many of the other races, Eurasian women were allowed to work outside of
the home.

I do not know whether my grandmother worked outside of the home prior to
the commencement of the war. I do know that as soon as the war ended and
the British returned, my grandmother obtained a job as a Lady Telephonist in
Royal Navy Headquarters in Penang. She was in this position for at least
three months and then held the position of Switchboard Operator until at
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Please note that Frank Joseph Mitchell was also known as Frank Arthur Mitchell.
Letter of Reference from the Master, M.V. “Coprafonds I” for Frank Mitchell, 6 February
1947.
735
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least 28 May 1946.736 She later went to work for the Postal Services
Department of the Federation of Malaya as a Typist/Telephone Operator.
She worked for the Postal Services Department from June 1947 until 4
March 1952, when she resigned on account of her marriage to my
grandfather.737

Instead of continuing with a career in marine engineering, my grandfather
chose to join the British Army in Singapore. Sapper F.E. Mitchell, Royal
Engineering Corps, British Army, Singapore, was discharged after three
years of service on 27 May 1950. In his discharge papers from the Engineer
Training Centre, Far East Land Forces his Commanding Officer (C.O.) noted
that:
“Spr Mitchell has been in this unit for 10 months…He plays
football cricket hockey badminton and is interested in miniature
(sic) rifle shooting.”738

His period of service in the British Army was followed by three years of selfemployment in ‘Singapore and Malaya’. My grandfather’s resume listed no
further details and it remains a period of mystery. I will go so far as to
presume that he resided in Penang for most of this time as he married my
grandmother there in 1952. I do know that my grandparents did not have
much money and when their first daughter was stillborn in 1951/52 they were
unable to afford to officially bury her. Instead, Dadda arranged with a friend of
his to bury her in the grounds of Western Road Cemetery in Penang, in an
unmarked, unassigned, unofficial grave.

736

Letter of Reference from S/Lt (S) SANF (V), Base Supply Officer, Royal Naval
Headquarters, Kedah Pier, Penang for Sophie Richards, 18 November 1945.
Letter of Reference from Lieut Commander, RNR, Resident Naval Officer, Naval
Headquarters, Fort Cornwallis, Penang for Sophie Richards, 28 May 1946.
737 Though she continued to work in a temporary capacity on a month to month basis from
1952 until 31 October 1952.
738 Discharge papers for Frank Mitchell from Royal Engineering Corps, British Army,
Singapore, 27 May 1950.
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The next record I have for my grandparents, was a certificate dated 1 June
1953 showing that my grandfather had attended a course in Civil Defence at
the Civil Defence Training School, Northern Region, Federation of Malaya, in
‘firefighting, high explosives and methods of instruction’. I can only assume
that this training was provided to certain individuals in response to the
Communist Emergency.

On 16 December 1953, my grandfather joined the Public Works Department
in Singapore. He was working on the construction of the new Singapore
Airport and initially started work as a Compressor Driver. By the time he
finished on 18 July 1957 he had advanced to the position of Mechanical
Overseer. During his time working for the Public Works Department, my
grandmother gave birth to Ursula, Gerard and Steve.

His next position with Lam Soon Oil and Soap Manufacturing Ltd facilitated
his move from Singapore to Kuala Lumpur. He started working for Lam Soon
on 3 October 1957 as the Supervisor of their Repair Shop in their ‘mother
factory’ in Singapore. My mother was born a year later on 19 October 1958
and it was only a couple of months before the family moved to Petaling Jaya
after my grandfather received a transfer there with his work.

According to my grandfather’s resume, he finished working at Lam Soon on
31 January 1960. However, it was not until 1 October 1960 that my
grandfather started at Gammon and Christiani-Nielsen as a foreman on the
Jugra Quarry and Wharf construction project.739 My grandfather worked at
Gammon & Christiani-Nielsen until 10 August 1963 and during this time my
Aunts Jacinta and Patricia were born. It was not until six months later on 5
February 1964 that my grandfather started working for Hume Industries
(Malaya) (hereafter known as ‘Humes’). When he resigned from Humes on
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Gammon and Christiani-Nielsen were civil engineering contractors based at Klang, Port
Swettenham, in Malaysia.
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31 May 1968 he held the position of Senior Foreman – Asbestos Cement
Pipe Factory.

It is worthwhile noting that my grandfather’s employment history in Malaysia
and Singapore was characterised by lengthy periods of unemployment or
‘unknown’ employment. The long periods of suspected unemployment may
have been indicative of the employment situation of the time.740 Perhaps my
grandfather simply had the dates wrong on his resume. Regardless, I believe
that it would have been very difficult to maintain a growing family without a
wage for such a long period of time.

During his time with Humes, my grandfather became a father of eight, with
the birth of his youngest son Tim in 1964. From conversations I have had
with family friends in Malaysia, I know that even though my grandfather
earned a good wage, the financial situation for the family was grim. They
were technically a family of ten, but usually had other relatives living with
them. It was not unusual for them to be behind on the rent and at the end of a
pay period dinner could be ‘nasi putih dengan kecap’, i.e., white rice and
soya sauce.

It was clear that my grandfather did not foresee a positive future for his family
in Malaysia (or Singapore). In an interview with my grandfather, he recounted
that “most of the family and friends wanted to leave but they couldn’t make it
out.”741 My mother recalled that:
“My parents, particularly, my father, always told us about what
was happening in Malaysia. There was much unrest in the
country. I can remember Dad coming home from work with
740

Alternatively, my grandfather may have been engaged in activities which he did not want
to include on a resume.
741 Interview with Frank Mitchell, Darwin, 2009.
Please note, I assume he was referring to their extended family, as of my grandmother’s
three siblings, two applied to immigrate and were rejected on multiple occasions (though one
was later admitted) and the other sibling was ineligible to immigrate on medical grounds. Of
my grandfather’s thirteen siblings, six moved to Australia, three moved to England, one
moved to India and three remained in Singapore.
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blood on his clothes. I remember him having to learn Jawi
(written Islamic script) and saying that we had had to get out as
a family as things were going to get worse.”742

2. Getting to Australia

I do not know when he and my grandmother first started talking about
migrating to Australia. However I do know that they started the process of
applying to immigrate to Australia sometime in the first half of 1967. 743
Australia was not the only country which they applied to migrate to.
According to my mother:
“Dad and mum applied for several different countries. They
have always said that they applied for Australia, because my
eldest sister was learning about Australia at school and asked
them to. She said Australia had apple trees and you could pick
your own apples (I finally got to pick my own last year).”744

The 8 August 1967 was a significant day in the history of my family. On this
day my eldest aunt, Ursula, died from leukaemia. She had only been sick for
a few weeks and died 8 days after her thirteenth birthday. My aunt was my
grandparents’ favourite child and her death devastated them. My mother
remembers that they went away for quite some time and that the children,
herself included, were looked after by a series of relatives while my
grandparents tried to come to terms with their loss.

My grandparents have always maintained that all of the paperwork for their
application to migrate had been completed and approved before my aunt
died. However, all of the evidence seems to point to this not being the case.
It is likely that my grandfather had approached the Australian High
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Interview with Theresa Jolly, Darwin, 2010.
In my grandfather’s collection of documents were a series of (copies of) birth, death and
marriage (BDM) certificates dated in July and August 1967.
744 Interview with Theresa Jolly, Darwin, 2010.
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Commission in Kuala Lumpur prior to my aunt’s death and indeed he may
have already lodged a M47 Form and started the official migration process
prior to her death.

With the exception of the birth, death and marriage certificates, the earliest
documentation that exists relating to their intention to migrate to Australia,
was a series of letters between Humes in Malaysia, Humes in Australia and
the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur. As part of his migration
application, my grandfather arranged with his manager to secure a position
with Humes in Darwin, Australia.745 According to a letter of reference from Mr
A.G. Kyle-Little:
“At the time he expressed the desire to migrate to Australia with
his family, arrangements were made with our Parent Company
(Messrs Humes Limited in Australia) to make available a
position for him in the Concrete Factory operated by Humes
Limited at Darwin, Northern Territory…”746

At this stage in the story I would like to note that I am not confident of why
they choose to migrate to Darwin as opposed to another location in Australia
such as Perth or Melbourne. My eldest uncle, Uncle Philip, seems to think it
was because my grandparents had friends from Singapore already living in
Darwin, i.e., Len and Gwen Henderson etc., and because the weather in
Darwin was meant to be similar to that in Kuala Lumpur and Singapore.

On 1 December 1967, Mr A.G. Kyle-Little, Manager of Hume (Malaya) spoke
to Mr K.O. Oakman, 2nd Secretary (Consular) at the Australian High

745

From my examination of numerous immigration files, I am quite certain that this
guarantee of employment in Australia would have been necessary for his application to be
approved. Though I have not been able to access/find their immigration file, the consular
official would no doubt have noted that my grandparents had a large immediate family, i.e.,
eight (later seven) children, and a large extended family, i.e., between my grandparents they
had 14 siblings, of whom 10 were still resident in Malaysia and Singapore. In addition, while
my grandfather may have had a position of some seniority in Malaysia none of his
qualifications would have been recognised in Australia.
746 Letter of Reference from AG Kyle-Little, Manager of Hume (Malaya), Kuala Lumpur for
Frank Mitchell, 14 June 1968.
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Commission in Kuala Lumpur advising them of a letter which had been
received from the

Assistant Manager for Queenland, Humes which

guaranteed “employment…[for my grandfather] at the Company’s factory in
Darwin NT.”747 Kyle-Little followed this conversation up with a letter to
Oakman on 2 December 1967:
“We understand that it could be from six to eight weeks before it
will be known whether or not Mr. Mitchell’s application to settle
in Australia with his Wife and children is approved and we
therefore look forward to hearing from you in this connection at
the appropriate time.”748

The comment above would seem to indicate that my grandparents’
application to migrate was well advanced and the formal offer of employment
in Darwin was simply ‘tying up lose ends’. In addition to the guarantee of
employment my grandfather also sought a guarantee of accommodation. As
my grandfather already had a sister residing in Australia I would not have
thought that he would have been required to obtain an accommodation
guarantee. However, it may have been that consular officials were concerned
about the ability of my grandfather to obtain and afford accommodation for a
family of nine in Darwin.

My family has a long history of volunteering with the St Vincent De Paul
Society (hereafter known as ‘St Vinnies’) in Malaysia, Singapore and in
Australia.749 Through his volunteering with St Vinnies my grandfather
developed long-lasting relationships with Australian volunteers.750 In late
1967 my grandfather wrote to St Vinnies in Darwin requesting assistance in
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Letter from the Assistant Manager for Queensland, Humes, Brisbane to the Australian
High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 24 November 1967.
748 Letter from Mr A.G. Kyle-Little, Manager of Hume (Malaya), Kuala Lumpur to Mr K.O.
Oakman, Second Secretary (Consular), Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 2
December 1967.
749 Charles Peter Richards, my great-great-great grandfather was the inaugural Vice
President of the Singapore chapter of the Society of ‘St Vincent de Paul’ which was
established on the 19 July 1883.
‘Society of “St Vincent de Paul”’, Straits Times Weekly Issue, 29 November 1884, p. 2.
750 That is with those who had volunteered while living in Malaysia and/or Singapore and had
continued volunteering on their return to Australia.
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providing accommodation for his family in Darwin. On 6 December 1967 he
received a letter from P.J. (Pat) Sullivan, Secretary of St Vinnies in Darwin,
Northern Territory:
“Thankyou for your letter concerning your intention to migrate to
Australia. I am afraid the St. Vincent de Paul conference in
Darwin is only a small organization with very limited finance and
could not possibly help you with the advance you are seeking.
The housing of your family would be beyond us but we would be
able to assist you with some furniture and household gear, but
that is the least of your problems.”751

After he had received confirmation of the employment offer from Humes in
Darwin, he wrote back to Sullivan to inform him thus. On 29 May 1968,
Sullivan responded saying that they had been in touch with Humes in Darwin
and:
“…they are ready to employ you, and possibly your son as well,
upon arrival in Darwin. In these circumstances the St. Vincent
de Paul Society has provided an accommodation certification to
the Department of Immigration which should ensure that very
shortly you will be able to migrate to Australia.”752

While awaiting confirmation of an accommodation guarantee from St Vinnies
in Darwin, my grandparents continued to make arrangements for their
expected imminent departure. As part of the financial preparations for their
move, my grandparents also had to literally ‘pack up their lives’. My mother
can remember having a lawn sale where they sold their big grandfather clock
and a lot of her mother’s china and household stuff.753 The lawn sale was
held at the property they were renting on Jalan Carey, in Petaling Jaya. The
whole family then moved in with my grandfather’s cousin Margie De Souza
and her husband Noel Thomas (see Figure 57).

751

Letter from P.J. (Pat) Sullivan, Secretary, St. Vincent De Paul Society, Darwin, Northern
Territory to Frank Mitchell, Kuala Lumpur, 6 December 1967.
752 It is important to note that they were only willing to arrange “accommodation for you and
your son only”, i.e., grandpa and Uncle Phil. That means that the offer of accommodation
was only temporary and would not apply to the whole family, i.e., my grandfather would be
assisted with accommodation in the early stages but would have to find accommodation for
his entire family before he brought out grandma and the rest of the kids.
753 Interview with Theresa Jolly, Darwin, 2010.
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On 10 January 1968, both my grandmother and my Uncle Philip’s Malaysian
passports were issued (see Figure 58).754 My grandparents’ application to
migrate to Australia was approved sometime prior to 10 May 1968. I
discovered this while reading a letter that my grandfather wrote to the
Trustees of the Hume Staff Provident Fund in Singapore on 10 May 1968:
“As I have just been informed by the Australian High
Commissioner’s Office in Kuala Lumpur that my application to
settle down in Australia has been approved, and that I shall be
resigning from the Malayan Company at the end of May 1968, I
shall be pleased if your will kindly approve the release of the
amount standing to the credit of my account with the Fund as at
30th April, 1968 as early as possible, to enable me to pay for
the passages of my family and myself to Australia.”755

Three weeks later on 31 May 1968, my grandfather worked his last day at
Humes (Malaya). The following day, on 1 June 1968 my grandfather and my
Uncle Phil were issued with their Australian visas. On 7 June less than a
week after getting their entry visas, my grandfather had purchased two
tickets on the British Airways Flight 716 (BA 716) departing from Singapore
and arriving in Darwin on 20 June 1968.

Just over two weeks later on 17 June 1968, my grandmother accompanied
my grandfather and my Uncle Phil to Singapore. Three days later on 20 June
1968, my grandfather and Uncle Phil left for their new life in Australia, flying
from Singapore to Perth. Originally they had intended to fly directly to Darwin,
but a pilots’ strike meant that they were not able to fly directly from Singapore
to Darwin as planned. They ended up having to fly to Darwin via Perth and

The three youngest children were on my grandmother’s passport because they were too
young for their own passport. I was able to learn this because for some reason my uncle was
allowed to retain his passport even after he had applied to become an Australian citizen. My
grandfather, my mother, Uncle Gerry and Uncle Steve were required to relinquish their
Singaporean passports to Australian authorities as part of their application for Australian
citizenship. These passports are not contained in my grandfather’s citizenship file at the
National Archives of Australia (NAA). In contrast, while my grandmother was required to
relinquish her passport when she applied for Australian citizenship, her passport was
contained in her citizenship file at the NAA.
755 Letter from Frank Mitchell, Kuala Lumpur to the Trustees of the Hume Staff Provident
Fund, Singapore, 10 May 1968.
754
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Sydney. They arrived in Darwin approximately 3 days after they left
Singapore.

3. Our Life in Australia

My grandfather and Uncle Phil spent the first three weeks in Darwin living at
the Arafura Hostel. During this time, my grandfather started work for Humes
in Darwin. As mentioned in Chapter Seven, my grandfather’s time with
Humes did not last long. According to my mother my “grandpa was going to
move south…” when he “ran into Aunty Marina in Darwin.”756 My mother told
me “I remember mum saying to me “Oh Dad’s met a cousin of mine. They’ve
asked him to move down to Katherine.””757

According to Immigration records, my grandfather (and uncle) moved to
Katherine on 24 July 1968.758 According to his resume, he commenced work
as a fettler on the North Australian Railways in Katherine on 6 August 1968.
While my grandfather was arranging a new job in Katherine, my grandmother
remained in Malaysia preparing to complete the move to Australia. My
mother recalls that during this time they learnt new skills which would be of
use to them in Australia, such as how to eat with a knife and fork.

On 12 September 1968, my grandmother and her six youngest children
received their visa endorsement for Australia. Figure 58 shows that my
grandmother’s visa (No. 886) was endorsed by K.C. Henne, Attaché at the
Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur. Her visa was for ‘permanent

Marina Lee nee Lesslar, was my grandmother’s first cousin. Her marriage to Australian
Air Forceman, Ron Lee was discussed in Chapter Three.
757 Interview with Theresa Jolly, Darwin, 2010.
758 ‘Application for Registration (as an Australian Citizen) – Form M 126A, Personal
Statement by Applicant - Frank Mitchell, Darwin, 17 August 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1968/37235.
756
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residence’ in Australia and had the special condition ‘H’, i.e., mixed-descent.
My three youngest aunts and uncles were on my grandmother’s passport.
The older children, Gerry, Steve and Theresa had their own Singaporean
passports. I assume that they received their visa endorsements on the same
day as my grandmother. Eight days after receiving their visa to enter
Australia, my grandmother and her six youngest children said farewell to their
family and friends in Petaling Jaya and travelled to Singapore. In Singapore,
they stayed for a week with my grandmother’s younger brother, Dennis
Richards (and his then wife Rose) before flying out to Darwin on 27
September 1968.

Figure 57:
Noel’s

Preparing to Leave – Meal Time at Aunty Margie and Uncle

My mother recalled how they learnt how to eat in a Western manner, i.e.,
using knives and forks while they were living at their Aunty Margie and Uncle
Noel’s home in Petaling Jaya, Malaysia while awaiting their move to
Australia.
Source: Frank Mitchell
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Figure 58:

My Grandmother’s Malaysian Passport

Source: National Archives of Australia759

759

‘Malaysian Passport of Sophie Mitchell, 1968’, in NAA: A446, 1970/63664.
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My mother found the plane trip quite exciting and remembered that:
“On the plane Gerry and Steve sat next to this guy and using
their new found skills with a knife and fork… [one of them] saw
the chicken go flying from his plate. The airline was BOAC and I
still have my junior flying badge. We arrived in the early hours of
the morning. Dad and Len Henderson met us at the airport. We
drove home along this poorly lit road called Bagot Road to their
house in Nightcliff. His wife Gwen made us very welcome. We
spent a couple of nights before driving to Katherine.”760

It was not only the ‘poorly lit road’ that made an impression on my mother:
“My first impression of Australia was of the airport as it was tiny
and dark and made of tin. It was a little tin shed. The next
[impression] would be the horrified look of the customs officer,
when he asked mum what she was going to do with the bundle
of rattan/canes that she had brought in, and her answer was to
cane the children when they were naughty.”761

It was while staying with the Hendersons, that my mother experienced her
first cultural misunderstanding in Australia:
“I remember looking out of the window in Nightcliff and saying to
mum that I didn’t know there were so many Indians over here.
Mum then told me they were called Aborigines.”762
After spending several days in Darwin, they travelled to Katherine. My mother
recalls the journey:
“Our trip to Katherine was long. Dad had furnished the railway
cottage and my Aunty Marina and Uncle Ron had cooked
spaghetti bog for us and that was our first meal in our new
home. Aunty Marina and her husband lived in Tindal RAAF
Base. She was mum’s first cousin and met Uncle Ron while he
was stationed in Butterworth.”763

760

Interview with Theresa Jolly, Darwin, 2010.
ibid
My grandmother also shipped out a range of goods including a tea chest with a pounding
stone, parangs and changkols.
762 ibid
763 ibid
761

327

Even though my grandmother had not seen her cousin in approximately 10
years and was 14 years older than her, it must have been reassuring to see a
familiar face. Indeed, it must have been a comfort to her in the months
leading up to her migration to know that she had family where she was going.
Figure 59 shows my Uncle Ron and Aunty Marina with their children and my
grandmother with her four youngest children in front of their house in
Katherine.764 I assume that my grandfather was the photographer in this
instance.

My mother spent less than a year and a half living in Katherine, but in the
stories she tells the experience seems to have been extremely significant.
When my mother moved to Katherine, she recalled that they were only the
second Asian family in Katherine at that time (excluding the families based at
RAAF Tindal outside of town). Whilst she claimed that “we were accepted
into the community”, she also conceded that “we were a novelty in town, with
our strange accents.”765 According to her, many people thought they were
exotic as they had lyrical English accents and were from a far away land. It
was easy for people in a small town in northern Australia to understand that
they were not Aboriginal. It was not so easy for them to understand exactly
what they were, i.e., Eurasian.

As mentioned in Chapter Seven, the outdoor lifestyle that my grandparents
wished for their children was available in Katherine. My mother’s first
swimming lesson was in the Katherine River. Aunty Marina’s husband, Uncle
Ron used to take them hunting and taught her and her siblings to shoot. He

764

The three older boys were at boarding school in Darwin. As I mentioned in Chapter
Seven, my Uncle Phil attended boarding school in Darwin. When the rest of his family
moved to Katherine in the second half of 1968, Uncle Phil remained at St John’s College in
Darwin. He was joined by his younger brothers, Gerry and Steve in 1970. According to my
mother, her eldest brothers, Philip, Gerry and Steve were sent to boarding school in Darwin,
St John’s College. As far as my mother can recall, there was no senior high school in
Katherine.
765 Interview with Theresa Jolly, Darwin, 2010.
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also served my mother her first kangaroo tail stew “I thought that looks green.
I wasn’t impressed with that.”766

My grandmother met a local lady, Mary Humbert, at the local Catholic
Church. Her husband, Les was the one who taught my mother how to ride a
horse. My grandparents’ involvement in the Catholic Church in Katherine also
assisted with their integration into the community and the development of
their social network. My mother recalled how Father Ormand, the parish
priest, asked my grandmother “to help him run R.I. [Religious Instruction]
classes for first Holy Communion. She did this from our home in the railway
cottage.”767

Entering the Australian workforce was also another way in which my
grandparents expanded their circle of friends. As I discussed in Chapter
Seven, my grandmother had to return to work after arriving in Australia.
Within two and a half months of arriving in Australia she was employed by
the Commonwealth Department of Health as a domestic at the Katherine
Hospital.768 She later obtained a job as a telephonist which enabled her to
learn all of the cities and towns in Australia much before any of her children
did.

During their time in Katherine, my grandparents applied to become Australian
citizens. On 28 July 1969, one year one month one week and one day after
arriving in Australia, my grandfather applied for registration as an Australian
citizen. All of his children were included on his application, with the exception
of my Uncle Phil who later applied for citizenship in his own right. My
grandfather attended a citizenship interview at the Department of Immigration

766

ibid
ibid
768 I presume this was a ‘Christmas contract’, i.e., to cover an employee who was on
Christmas vacation as she only worked there from 3 December 1968 to 5 January 1969.
767
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in Darwin on 1 August 1969, where the examining officer stated that he
“appears to be of extremely good character”.769

On 19 December 1969, my grandfather relinquished his Singaporean
citizenship and became an Australian citizen.770 At this stage, my
grandmother was still a Malaysian Citizen as for some reason she was
mistakenly not included in the rest of the family’s citizenship application. After
the family moved to Darwin, my grandmother applied for registration as an
Australian citizen on 4 February 1970.771 She attended a citizenship interview
at the Department of Immigration in Darwin on 13 March 1970. On her
Interview Report, the examining officer stated that the “applicant appears to
be well educated, speaks English fluently, shows a genuine interest in
Australia”.772 On 8 June 1970, my grandmother officially became an
Australian citizen.773

According to family lore, my grandfather moved his family to Darwin after he
lost his job on the railways after they found out he was colour blind. When he
lost his job he also lost the accommodation which came with the position. In
Darwin, he took a position as a motorman working on a drilling rig for the
Southeastern Drilling Company. This was obviously a transitional position
whilst he was seeking out a way to enter the public service.

‘Application for Registration (as an Australian citizen), Interview Report by [unnamed]
Examining Officer, Department of Immigration, Darwin, 17 August 1969’, in NAA: A446,
1969/37235.
770 The Minister for Immigration gave his approval for my grandfather to become an
Australian citizen on 5 December 1969. My grandfather included his six youngest children on
his application. Thus, he acquired Australian citizenship for them whilst relinquishing (on
their behalf) their Singaporean citizenship (Gerry, Steve and Theresa) and their Malaysian
citizenship (Jessie, Pat and Tim).
‘Letter from P.R. Heydon, Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra to Mr Mitchell,
Katherine, 19 December 1969’, in NAA: A446, 1969/37235.
771 ‘Application for Registration as an Australian Citizen – Form M.122, completed by Mrs
Mitchell, Katherine, 4 February 1970’, in NAA: A446, 1970/63664.
772 ‘Application for Naturalization or Registration (as an Australian Citizen), Interview Report
by R. Chalker, Examining Officer, Department of Immigration, Darwin, 13 March 1970’, in
NAA: A446, 1970/63664.
773 The Minister for Immigration gave his approval for my grandmother to become an
Australian citizen on 3 June 1970.
‘Letter from P.R. Heydon, Secretary, Department of Immigration, Canberra to Mrs Mitchell,
Katherine, 8 June 1970’, in NAA: A446, 1970/63664.
769
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Figure 59:

Descendants of the Baptist Family in Katherine, NT

Grandma Mitchell’s first cousin Marina Lesslar was married to Ron Lee. They
were stationed at RAAF Tindal outside of Katherine while grandma was living
there in 1969. The families associated extensively. From left to right: Uncle
Ron, Aunty Marina, their kids, Theresa (my mother, eating at the back),
Jessie (next to mum), Tim (Ruel) and Patricia at the front and grandma in
front of the Railway Cottage in Katherine in 1969.
Source: Frank Mitchell
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After four months working as a motorman he joined the Commonwealth
Department of Construction on 23 June 1970. In joining the public service, he
followed in the tradition of generations of Eurasian public service ancestors
before him, including his father, grandfather and great-grandfather. When he
started with the government in 1970, he was offered an annual salary of
$3002 per annum. If the exchange rate at that time was A$1 = M$3, then it
had taken three years for him to make up for the difference in salary, i.e., the
pay cut he took to come to Australia. However, he did receive six weeks
annual leave, biannual airfares and fully-furnished, government-subsidised
accommodation.

On 11 February 1974 he received a promotion and became an inspector and
supervisor of building works.774 It had taken nearly six years working his way
up the career ladder in Australia, before he was able to attain the same level
of seniority which he had held in Malaysia prior to immigrating to Australia.
He continued with the Department of Construction until mid-1979, when he
transferred to the Roads Division of the Northern Territory Department of
Transport and Works. He continued in this position until his retirement in
1984.

While he was working in Australia, he was in a position to nominate relatives
from ‘back home’ to migrate to Australia. On 29 April 1976, my grandmother
signed a M40 Nomination Form, an Accommodation Declaration and a
Maintenance Guarantee on behalf of her mother, Henrietta Richards
(‘Nanny’). The nomination was accepted 3 weeks later on 20 May after my
grandfather had also signed a nomination form on behalf of Nanny. 775 As
Nanny was living with my grandmother’s brother, Dennis Richards, in
Singapore at this time, her application was processed by the Australian High

According to his Curriculum Vitae, as an Inspector, he worked on “the house rebuilding
program, construction of the suburbs Anula and Wulagi and the Education Dept. Schools”.
775 The nomination for my grandmother’s father, Raymund Richards (Dadda) was accepted
on 22 December 1976. Dadda was living separately from Nanny in Penang at the time. His
visa was issued at the Australian High Commission in Singapore on 18 November 1980.
774
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Commission in Singapore. It was not until 27 January 1977 that Nanny was
issued with her visa to enter Australia for permanent residence.776 Less than
a month later on 24 February 1977, Nanny arrived in Darwin on a Qantas
flight from Singapore.777 She was not accompanied by her husband, Dadda,
as they were not living together at the time. It was not until three years later
that Dadda arrived in Australia on 3 December 1980.

Nanny passed away after living for 9 years in Australia and Dadda passed
away after living in Australia for 10 years. 778 Neither of them ever returned to
Malaysia or Singapore, not even for a short visit. Unfortunately, Dadda was
past the point in his life where he should have migrated. The last few years of
his live he lived in a nursing home in Palmerston, outside of Darwin. On three
separate occasions he broke his hip trying to scale the back fence of the
nursing home so that he could escape and return to Penang. On his death
bed he pleaded with my grandmother to take him home, back to Penang. 779

Whilst my grandparents never expressed any desire to move back to
Malaysia or Singapore (at least not in my lifetime), they did travel back to
Malaysia and Singapore often. Their first trip ‘back home’ was in 1971, when
my mother was 13 years old (see Figure 55). I do not have any records for
the next 8 years as I only had access my grandfather’s passport for the
period covering 1982-1987, and my grandmother’s passports for the periods
covering 1979-1984 and 1991-2001.

776 ‘Mrs

Richards, Visa, 27 January 1977’, in NAA: E37, 1977/1953.

777 ibid

On 22 August 1980, Nanny submitted her ‘Application for Australian Citizenship’ (Form
M124). She went for her interview for Australian Citizenship five months later on 28 January
1981. The interviewer noted that she “speaks perfect English”. Her application was listed for
Ministerial Approval on 9 March 1981 and was approved on 18 March 1981. Nanny’s
Australian Citizenship was issued on 1 April 1981 and she took her oath in Darwin on 14
April 1981.
778 Nanny passed away on 28 February 1986 in Darwin at the age of 84 years. Dadda
passed away on 14 September 1990 in Darwin at the age of 96 years.
779 Nanny’s integration into Australia may have been smoother as she had already visited for
a period of 9 months in 1974. As such she would have had more of an idea of what to
expect. She returned to Singapore on 16 September 1974, three and a half months before
Cyclone Tracy struck Darwin.
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In May 1979, my grandparents travelled via Singapore and Malaysia on their
way to (and from) visiting my grandfather’s sister, Margie in India. My
grandmother went back again in July 1980 to arrange for her father to
migrate to Australia. Both my grandparents travelled to Singapore and
Malaysia in August 1982 and stayed for nearly two months.780 My
grandfather’s passport shows a visa extension stamp obtained in Malacca
indicating that they travelled to visit relatives in Singapore, Malacca, Penang
and probably Kuala Lumpur. I know that they travelled back on other
occasion because I have memories of them returning home with gifts for their
grandchildren.

My grandmother was particularly close to two of her paternal aunts in
Penang, Doris and Marie Richards. In 1993, Aunty Doris was dying.
Grandma travelled to Penang in April 1993 and spent two months overseas.
The following year in May, my grandmother returned to Penang to help nurse
Aunty Marie who was gravely ill. She returned to Darwin after three months in
Penang. When she returned to Darwin, she was diagnosed with advanced
lung cancer. She died on 31 November 1994, less than four months after
returning from Penang. She was 73 years old. In a way she was lucky, in that
she managed to say ‘goodbye’ to all her friends and family back home before
she passed.781

My grandfather continued to travel back to Singapore and Malaysia on a
regular basis up until about five years before he died.782 He passed away in
Darwin on the 1 July 2010 at the age of 85 years old. In death he expressed
a desire to return home as he requested that his ashes be scattered in
Darwin, Singapore, Penang, Petaling Jaya and Malacca. My grandfather was

As a Northern Territory Government employee my grandfather was entitled to a ‘return
airfare’, i.e., the return airfare from Darwin to Adelaide or equivalent for himself, his wife and
his dependent children biannually. Also, both Nanny and Dadda had Australian passports
issued in 1982, so there must have been some plan to take them along too which had fallen
through.
781 She was aware that she was ill when she was in Penang.
782 Health reasons prevented him from travelling overseas in the last few years of his life.
780
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survived by seven children, seventeen grandchildren and eight greatgrandchildren, all of whom live in Australia.783

Figure 60:

Me and My Cousins

Frank and Sophie Mitchell’s grandchildren at my grandfather’s wake in
Darwin, NT in July 2010.784
Source: Facebook

783

There are now sixteen great-grandchildren.
This photo shows fifteen of Frank and Sophie Mitchell’s seventeen grandchildren, as well
as two of their great-grandchildren and the spouses of two of their grandchildren.

784
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Chapter Nine: Conclusion

The Eurasian communities in Malaysia and Singapore are a by-product of
European colonialism, with their origin dating back over five hundred years to
the arrival of the Portuguese in 1511.785 Eurasians had a position in preWWII Malaysian and Singaporean society that had organically developed
over that five hundred year period. In the 70 days between the 8 December
1941 and 15 February 1942, that position suffered a drastic change when
Japan invaded and conquered Malaysia.

The post war years were particularly volatile in Malaysia and Singapore.
They were marked by race riots, the rise of nationalist governments, a
decline in the use of and the value of English, changed career prospects for
non-Chinese in Singapore and non-Muslims in Malaysia, and the introduction
of national service in Singapore. Many Eurasians looked for opportunities to
take themselves to new locations where they thought they would find more
favourable conditions and opportunities for themselves and their families.

The timing of migration was important in determining which country a
Eurasian migrated to. As England tightened its immigration policies,
Australia’s policies were starting to loosen. From the end of the war until
1966 there were few formal applications from Eurasians to immigrate to
Australia primarily due to Australia’s White Australia policy and the few that
were received were mostly rejected as they were not considered suitable
migrants. Applications increased from 1966 onwards as the White Australia
policy was progressively abolished. The numbers formally applying increased
markedly with the removal of the White Australia policy in 1973. The

Fernandis, Gerard, ‘Papia, Relijang e Tradisang – The Portuguese Eurasians in Malaysia:
Bumiquest, A Search for Self Identity’, Lusotopie, 2000, p. 261.
785
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Eurasian Exodus which began as small ripples of migration to Australia in
1966 grew into ever increasing numbers after 1973.786

1. Thesis Rationale Revisited

The aims of this study have been fourfold. In this section each aim is
presented, along with the main findings of the study.



To identify the nature of the relationship between identity,
community and place, for the Eurasian community through a study
of the post-WWII Eurasian Exodus.

The British returned to Malaysia on a temporary basis after the war. Not long
after their return they began to negotiate a hand over. Significant changes
subsequently

occurred

within

the

respective

civil

services

after

independence. The most obvious change was that locals were now in
charge.

Under the British, the civil service was one of the main employers of
Eurasians. Eurasians were fluent in English, the language in which the civil
service operated. In 1967 the Malaysian Government decreed that Malay
was the official language of the civil service.

Singapore took a different

approach to Malaysia with English remaining the (primary) language of the
civil service.

In Malaysia and Singapore, individuals were assigned a racial identity at
birth. The race which a child is assigned at birth was usually based on the
race of the child’s father. For those who migrated to Australia, some saw the

786

As noted previously, I have only examined the period up to 1980 as this is the period to
which I had access to Australian Department of Immigration records when I conducted
research at the National Archives of Australia between 2009 and 2010.
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move as an opportunity to no longer have to be identified by their race but
rather as an opportunity to be identified by their newly acquired nationality.

Eurasians lost their day-to-day access to their support network when they
migrated. Many Eurasians keenly felt the loss of their family network after
they migrated to Australia. Sponsoring the migration of relatives, especially
parents, was a way of importing a support network even though the sponsors
may have been required to support and perhaps even fund the new migrants.

For many Eurasians, considering themselves Australian and considering
Australia home are two different concepts. While some Eurasians may think
of Australia as God’s own country, for many Australia was not and is still not
home. Those who migrated at an advanced stage in their lives quite often
found it most difficult to adapt.



To establish the reasons why some Eurasians voluntarily sent
themselves into exile in a foreign land, and why others remained
behind to face an uncertain future.

The reasons why people attempted to change their place of residence (i.e.,
migrate) after the colonial empire effectively finished varied. Most people had
a complex mix of motivations driving them to migrate. In a survey I conducted
in 2010, I asked respondents why they migrated to Australia. The responses
were: following family, following love, lifestyle, climate, proximity to Malaysia
and Singapore, prior exposure to Australians (e.g., studied in Australia, study
tours, holidays) and they liked Australia (or at least the idea of Australia). It is
important to note that Australia was considered to be a popular destination
for mixed-descent communities in general.

Family reunification was the most common form of mixed descent migration.
The changing nature of Australia’s mixed descent migration policy ensured
that as the policy eased more Eurasians were able to come to Australia and
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as more Eurasians entered Australia more were able to sponsor relatives to
migrate.

The Australian Government did not seek to encourage Eurasian migration
and so did not include them in their program of assisted migration. Without
assistance, most Eurasians could not afford the costs of migration which
included the cost of applying to migrate and the cost of migrating. Many
Eurasians were rejected informally and were not allowed to apply to
immigrate. In reality, the application and assessment process was very tough
and approximately sixty to seventy percent of applicants who were allowed to
apply through a formal process were rejected.

The age range at which Eurasians were likely to apply to migrate was
between 20 and 40. The primary reason why there were less people applying
from their forties onwards was that Australian immigration rules discouraged
it. There were similar numbers of single-person applications and multi-person
applications and similar numbers of single male and single female applicants.
Smaller family groups predominate the multi-person applications.

Potential migrants had to have enough money to enable them to afford to
apply, i.e., photographs/passport/medical/travel to interview and to actually
travel to Australia, i.e., cost of passage. The majority of Eurasians who
applied to migrate to Australia were predominantly white collar and middle
class.

Though some researchers such as Byrne787 would contend that the exodus
of Eurasians from Malaysia and Singapore has ceased, I know from the
experiences of my own extended family that that is not the case.

Byrne, John, ‘The Luso-Asians and Other Eurasians: Their Domestic and Diasporic
Identities’, in Laura Jarnagin (ed.), Portuguese and Luso-Asian Legacies in Southeast Asia,
1511-2011: Vol 1: The Making of the Luso-Asian World: Intricacies of Engagement, Part
787
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Many members of the Eurasian community chose not to migrate. Many of
those who chose not to emigrate had confidence in the status quo in
Malaysia and Singapore and most had a strong family network (perhaps
undisturbed by emigration). Some people had family obligations which
prevented them from attempting to emigrate, for example, they had a
responsibility to look after elderly relatives. Others expressed doubt as to
their ability to cope financially in another country.


To determine whether or not individual Eurasians are satisfied with
the decisions they made and if they have any regrets.

For many Eurasians life in Australia was not the bed of roses that they had
expected. Eurasian migrants to Australia faced many challenges adjusting to
life in Australia. For some these challenges would prove too much. It is open
to debate whether life was ‘better’ in Australia or in Malaysia or Singapore.
For many it was, and still is, a matter of perspective.

Many Eurasians who were of working age when they migrated experienced
significant changes in their career prospects. The change in employment
status was often accompanied by a loss in social status. For the Eurasians
who had held senior positions and commanded great respect in Malaysia or
Singapore, coming to Australia and becoming a nobody could be quite
confronting.

Those who migrated at an advanced stage in their lives quite often found it
most difficult to adapt. Whilst they were often reunited with members of their
immediate family, i.e., children and grandchildren, they left behind their
extended network of family and friends, i.e., their community. They were not
working or studying like their children and grandchildren so had fewer
opportunities to make new friends and develop a new social network.

Two: Dispersion, Mobility and Demography from the Sixteenth into the Twenty-First
Centuries, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore, 2011, p. 144.

340

It is important, however, to note that many elderly Eurasians revelled in their
life in Australia. They enjoyed being reunited with their families and exploring
new surrounds. For some who had been on a limited income back home,
they found that their standard of living in Australia was actually higher than
they had experienced back home.



To establish whether or not Eurasians will ever be able to achieve a
sense of harmony between their notions of identity, community and
place.

Eurasians are usually identified by the Eurasian community in terms of:
ancestry and kinship network, shared culture and appearance. However,
identity is a fluid construct and the nature in which an individual constructs
their (self) identity can be a highly creative and complex process. How an
individual identifies is a personal choice and individuals may choose to
identify (or not) as Eurasian, irrespective of how governments or the wider
community identifies them.

In Malaysia and Singapore, individuals are assigned a ‘racial’ identity at birth.
The race which a child is assigned at birth is usually based on the race of the
child’s father. Later this race will also appear on an individual’s official
government identification card. In Australia, the government does not
officially identify people by their race.

There may be numerous reasons why an individual may choose not to
identify as Eurasian. The first is that the term Eurasian has no relevance to
them. They have moved past the notion of identifying themselves by their
race and now simply see themselves as Malaysian, Singaporean, Australian,
etc.

341

Some Eurasians were, and still are, ashamed of being mixed race.
Historically, there has been a stigma attached to being mixed race whether
an individual was living in Malaysia, Singapore or Australia. Indeed, a small
minority chose to shun the wider Eurasian community, seeing them as a
symbol of, and a reminder of, colonial oppression.

Within the wider community there exists a great deal of confusion regarding
what a Eurasian is. For most people in Malaysia, Singapore and Australia
there is a lack of awareness of the existence of Eurasians. This is an oftdiscussed topic in Eurasian online communities.

The manner in which migrants chose which elements of their Eurasian
culture to maintain has had a lasting impact on whether their children and
grandchildren identify as Eurasian of not. For those who embrace the notion
of identifying as both Australian and Eurasian (or as an Australian Eurasian)
there are still judgements made by others in the community about how
Eurasian they really are, for example, Are Australian Eurasians less authentic
than Malaysian Eurasians or Singaporean Eurasians?

I would propose that these questions arise to a lack of understanding of place
in terms of both location and timeframe. Someone growing up today in
Australia, Malaysia and Singapore will not experience the same culture as
the Eurasians of pre-war Malaysia and Singapore - the pre-war culture of a
Eurasian identity which no longer exists except in the memories and
practices of an older generation. When and where a person grows up does
not make them more or less authentic Eurasian.

2. Contributions and Limitations of this Thesis

One of the original aims of this study was to develop a migration story for the
Eurasian community. There already exists published works on the migration
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of other mixed-descent communities to Australia, such as the mixed descent
communities from India, Sri Lanka and Mauritius. This thesis is the basis of
the story of the Eurasian community’s migration to Australia. Future works
will build on this study just as this study has built on previous work that has
been done on the history of the Eurasian community.

It is the first major study of the phenomenon of Eurasian migration to
Australia788, though previous works by Pereira and Byrne have undertaken
limited explorations of the subject.789 This is the first examination of official
Australian immigration files relating to the mixed descent community in
Malaysia and Singapore, i.e., the Eurasians.

Through reading this thesis, members of the Eurasian community in Australia
will gain a greater understanding of: the Eurasian Exodus and the motives
behind it; the Australian Government’s policy on mixed-descent migration;
and the process and assessment criteria which were applied to Eurasian
applicants who attempted to migrate to Australia. It will also raise awareness
in readers of the sacrifices made, challenges faced and obstacles overcome
by Eurasian immigrants to Australia in the post-WWII period.

Every study has its limitations. A major limitation with this study was the lack
of official immigration records relating to Singaporean Eurasians and the
limited scope of records for Eurasians living in Malaysia. This thesis was not
only based on archival records but also on the stories of individual Eurasians.
Many of the earlier immigrants, especially those who were adults at the time,
are now elderly. Their memories of their migration experience may have

788

Pereira, Alexius, Eurasians, Straits Times Press, Singapore, 2015, p. 43.
Pereira, Alexius, ‘Singapore Eurasians: Their Management of Ethnic Identity’, Masters
Thesis, National University of Singapore, Singapore, 1995.
Byrne, John, ‘The Luso-Asians and Other Eurasians: Their Domestic and Diasporic
Identities’, in Laura Jarnagin (ed.), Portuguese and Luso-Asian Legacies in Southeast Asia,
1511-2011: Vol 1: The Making of the Luso-Asian World: Intricacies of Engagement, Part
Two: Dispersion, Mobility and Demography from the Sixteenth into the Twenty-First
Centuries, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore, 2011, pp. 131-154.
789

343

faded with time. In addition, many have passed away and their stories are
lost forever.

There were more Eurasians who were rejected (for migration) formally (and
informally) than who were approved. Unfortunately, many of those Eurasians
who were rejected were not publicly willing to acknowledge that they were
rejected or even that they had ever entertained the thought of applying to
migrate. As such it was difficult to obtain their stories. As there are no records
of the number of Eurasians who were rejected informally there is no definite
way to determine exactly what percentage of the Eurasian population wanted
to immigrate to Australia (or elsewhere).

In addition, there were a number of categories of immigrants not examined
(or not examined in depth) including: the Eurasians who applied to migrate
after 1980; the Eurasians who immigrated to countries other than Australia;
the Eurasians who immigrated to Australia via Christmas Island; the
Eurasians who married members of the Australian, New Zealand and United
Kingdom militaries; and the Eurasians who were Colombo Plan scholars.

3. Directions for Further Research

As mentioned previously, this study forms the basis for future work on the
Eurasian migration from Malaysia and Singapore. As such there are many
directions for future research. My original intention was to make this
dissertation a study of my extended family, i.e., a one-family study. As
mentioned in Chapter One, I was unable to undertake a one-family study
here, but it would be interesting if in the future, research was to be
undertaken on the impact of migration on a single, extended Eurasian family.
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As mentioned in the previous section, there were several categories of
immigrants who were not examined (or not examined in depth) in this study.
Research needs to be undertaken on those Eurasians who migrated to
Australia via Christmas Island, and those Eurasians who migrated to
countries other than Australia. In Chapter Three, I discussed the
phenomenon of the Eurasian military bride. I believe there needs to be more
research undertaken on those Eurasians who married members of the
various military forces stationed in Malaysia and Singapore, for example, the
Australian, New Zealand, United Kingdom and Indian militaries. There were a
small group of Eurasians who were Colombo Plan scholars. An examination
on the decisions made by these scholars regarding migration to Australia
would prove enlightening as these scholars had had extensive experience
with life in Australia. Examination of the aforementioned categories would
provide additional depth to the Eurasian migration story.

In Chapter Three, I briefly described the population of Eurasians who chose
not to migrate and the population of Eurasians who could not migrate. More
research needs to be undertaken on these two populations. Particular
attention should be paid to the population of Eurasians who could not migrate
as a result of their applications being rejected. Oral histories with surviving
Eurasians whose migration applications had been rejected could explore the
impact (if any) that this rejection had on their future lives.

There were also periods of migration which were not examined in any depth
in this study namely, those Eurasians who applied to migrate prior to the
abolition of the ‘75% Rule’ in 1964 and those Eurasians who applied to
migrate after 1980. For the Eurasians who applied to migrate after 1980,
case files exist from the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur,
namely Series A8033 (Migration case files from 25 Feb 1980 to 29 Oct 1987)
and Series A8041 (Migration case files from 9 Sept 1987 to 26 Jan 1989).
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In Chapter Two, I discussed a range of government policies in existence in
Malaysia and Singapore and their impact on the Eurasians in those countries
and in Chapter Three, I discussed the reasons why people chose to migrate
(or attempted to migrate) to Australia. However, the impact of specific
government policies on potential migrants needs to be examined in more
detail. Two specific policies which I believe need further research are the
impact of National Service and the Internal Security Act (ISA) in Singapore.

Finally, some of the former immigration officials mentioned in this study may
still be alive. It would be extremely interesting and informative to conduct a
series of interviews with these officials regarding their impression of mixed
descent migrants and the mixed descent migration process. A study on the
background of the officials would allow applicants and the descendants of
applicants to have a better understanding of the judgements that were made
by those officials.
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Appendix A: Profile of Informants
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Appendix B: Survey Template
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Appendix C: Form M47 – Application for Entry for
Residence
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Appendix D: Donat Cornelius’ Family Tree
In his 1961 migration application, Donat Cornelius included a family tree
which he had compiled which ‘demonstrated’ his predominantly European
heritage, or as he states it: “that I have more European than Asian blood
coursing through my veins” 790.

‘Cornelius Family Tree, Letter from Mr Cornelius, Kuala Lumpur to B.H. Rae, Australian
High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, 1 February 1961’, in NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/14.
790
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Appendix E: “Ursula was Missing…”
On 14 October 1968, the following article appear on page 3 of the Katherine
Times (refer Figure 48 in this thesis):

“Ursula was missing…
The family knelt and prayed in the little iron-walled Catholic Church at
Katherine and their minds and hearts were a long way away. They were
thinking or Ursula, the 13-year-old girl who had urged them to come to
Australia and start a new life. Now they were here and the new life held a lot
of promise.
The father of the handsome Eurasian family, Mr Frank Mitchell, had
come to Darwin first with his eldest son Phillip. The plan was for Mr
Mitchell to find work and somewhere for the rest of the family to live. After
almost two months, Frank Mitchell, formerly a store manager in Malaysia,
won a job with the North Australian Railways as a fettler… the job carries a
house in Katherine. Two weeks ago he and Phillip were joined by Mrs Phyllis
Mitchell and the other children: Gerard 12, Steven 11, Teresa 10, Jacinta 7,
Patricia 5, and Anthony 4. Now they have settled down in Katherine, and the
work is hard and hot, Frank Mitchell has no complaints at all. “Obviously
Australia is a great country and the people are very kind,” he said. The News
met the family quite by chance one day last week.
They were taking part in a Mass for Ursula, the girl whose idea it was
for the family to come to Australia. Ursula was Mr and Mrs Mitchell’s
eldest daughter… she would have been 14 this month had she lived to begin
the new life with the rest. But two weeks before the family was due to leave
for Darwin she was taken ill. Unbeknown to the family, Ursula was suffering
from leukaemia.
And the girl who longed to come to Australia and see her parents and
brothers and sisters win a new chance in a progressive society, died a
few days before the adventure began. So there were Frank and Phyllis
Mitchell and the children, all turned out so beautifully, saying Mass for Ursula
at a service conducted by their new-found friend, Father Ormond.
(Caption for photograph) ABOVE: Front row: Gerard, Teresa, Jacinta and
Steven. Second row: Mrs Mitchell, Patricia, Anthony and Mr Mitchell.
Third row: Phillip, and attending the Mass with the family, former
prominent Darwin identity Mr David Dowd.”
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List of Australian Officials
Consular staff handled immigration applications in Kuala Lumpur and
Singapore and Department of Immigration staff handled immigration
applications in Canberra. The Department Secretary791 had ultimate
responsibility for the acceptance or rejection of applications. After examining
over 300 immigration files in Series 8096, I was able to compile a list of the
main consular staff who handled Eurasian immigration applications lodged at
the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur between 1960 and 1981.
The list below is not an exhaustive list but the names will be familiar to many
Eurasian immigrants from that era.
1960 - 1961

B.H. Rae792

Second Secretary

1969 - 1970

Kevin J. McMahon793

Second Secretary

1969

K.A. Oakman794

Second Secretary

1970 - 1973

Laurence R. Coutts795

Second Secretary (Consular)

1973 - 1974

S. Creswick796

Second Secretary (Consular)

1975 - 1976

P.A. Pope797

Second Secretary (Consular)

1977 - 1978

R. Shelley798

Second Secretary (Consular)

1981

P. Watters799

Second Secretary (Consular)

1967 - 1969

K.C. Henne800

Attaché

1971

J.O. Hutchings801

Attaché

1974

R.F. De Britt802

Attaché (Consular)

791

A Department Secretary is the head of the Department, i.e., the Chief Executive.
See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/14 [1960, 1961]
793 See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/108 [1969] and NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/123 [1970]
794 See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/50 [1969]
795 See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/108 [1970]; NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/342 [1971, 1972] and NAA:
A8096, 63/4/2/486 [1973]
796 See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/488 [1973] and NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/342 [1974]
797 See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/147 [1975] and NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/127 [1976]
798 See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/472 [1977] and NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/127 [1978]
799 See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/414 [1981]
800 See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/108 [1967,1968] and NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/123 [1969]
801 See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/127 [1971]
792

362

The Second Secretary was the individual responsible for mixed descent
immigration applications at the Australian High Commission in Kuala Lumpur.
Often multiple consular officials handled an individual application. For
example, within a Mr Atkinson’s migration file there was: a letter from K.C.
Henne on 2 September 1969 advising him to secure a job in Australia; a
letter from K.J. McMahon on 8 October 1970 advising him that he could
travel ahead of his pregnant wife; and a letter from L.R. Coutts to his wife on
27 May 1971 advising him to forward the passports for the necessary
endorsements.803

As I was not able to find a similar set of immigration files for Singapore, I was
unable to produce a similar list of consular officials for Singapore. However, I
did come across reference to two individuals, namely:
1969

H.J. Hogan

Second Secretary (Consular)

1977

G.B. Wong804

Second Secretary (Consular)

The Department of Immigration Secretaries805 who had the final say on not
only most806 of the immigration applications but who also led the
development of immigration policies807 are listed below:
Date

Secretary

Title

Jul 1945 –
May 1946

Albert Peters

Secretary Department of
Immigration

May 1946 –
Nov 1961

Sir Tasman Heyes808
(1896-1980)

Secretary Department of
Immigration

802

See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/206 [1974]
See NAA: A8096, 63/4/2/137
804 See NAA: E37, 1977/1953
805 This is only for the period 1945-1982, i.e., covering the period from the end of WWII to the
end of the period covered by Series A8096.
Department of Immigration and Citizenship, Foreign Ministers, Parliamentary Secretaries
and Secretaries, accessed 7 October 2012, <http://www.immi.gov.au/about/anniversary/
former-ministers-parlsec-secretarys.htm>.
806 During certain periods some applications could be approved by consular officials in
Malaysia and Singapore
807 The Federal Cabinet had the ‘final say’ on Australian Immigration policies.
808 Often referred to as ‘THE Heyes’.
803
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Nov 1961 –
May 1971

Sir Peter Heydon809
(1913-1971)

Secretary Department of
Immigration

May 1971 –
Jun 1974

Robert Armstrong810
(1911-1988)

Secretary Department of
Immigration

Jun 1974 –
Mar 1975

Dr Ian Sharp

Secretary Department of Labor
and Immigration

Mar 1975 –
Dec 1975

Dr Peter Wilenski

Secretary Department of Labor
and Agreements

Jan 1976 –
Aug 1977

Lloyd Bott

Secretary Department of
Immigration and Ethnic Affairs

Aug 1977 –
Sep 1980

Lou Engledow

Secretary Department of
Immigration and Ethnic Affairs

Sep 1980 –
Mar 1983

John Menadue

Secretary Department of
Immigration and Ethnic Affairs

Markus, Andrew, 'Heyes, Sir Tasman Hudson Eastwood (1896-1980)', Australian Dictionary
of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, Canberra,
accessed 3 March 2012, <http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/heyes-sir-tasman-hudson-east
wood10497/text18623>.
809 Nethercote, J.R., ‘Heydon, Sir Peter Richards (1913-1971)', Australian Dictionary of
Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, Canberra, accessed
2 March 2012, <http://adb.anu.edu.au/ biography/heydon-sir-peter-richards-10496>.
810 He was recalled to Canberra to take up the post of Secretary of the Department of
Immigration upon Sir PR Heydon’s death in 1971.
Swift, Robert S., 'Armstrong, Robert Edward (Bob) (1911-1988)', Australian Dictionary of
Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, Canberra, accessed
7 October 2012, <http:// http://adb.anu.edu.au/ biography/armstrong-robert-edward-bob12148>.
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List of Australian (High) Commissions in Malaysia
and Singapore
Eurasians who were interested in migrating to Australia had to apply to the
Australian (High) Commission which had jurisdiction over the area in which
they lived. For example a Eurasian living in Penang would have had to apply
to the Australian Commission – Malaya in Singapore in 1950, but in 1960
they would have had to apply to the Australian High Commission – Malaya in
Kuala Lumpur. For individuals looking to research their family migration story
at the National Archives of Australia, this is important information as the files
from each Commission are in different Series at the Archives.

Date

Commission

Location

2 Dec 1945 –
1954

Australian Commission - Malaya

Singapore

1954 –
6 Apr 1956

Commission for Southeast Asia

Singapore

7 Apr 1956 –
15 Sep 1963

Australian Commission – Singapore,
Brunei, Sarawak and North Borneo

Singapore

16 Sep 1963 –
12 Aug 1965

Australian Deputy High Commission –
Malaysia

Singapore

13 Aug 1965
onwards

Australian High Commission – Singapore

Singapore

31 Aug 1957 –
16 Sep 1963

Australian High Commission – Malaya

Kuala
Lumpur

16 Sep 1963
onwards

Australian High Commission – Malaysia

Kuala
Lumpur
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List of Informants
I have spoken to many members of the Eurasian community in Australia,
Malaysia and Singapore during the course of my research for this thesis. The
two people who I spoke to most were my grandfather, Frank Edgar Mitchell
and my mother, Theresa Jolly nee Mitchell. My grandfather passed away on
1 July 2010, but prior to his passing he was an invaluable source of
information on the wider Eurasian community.
Some of the conversations I had with other Eurasians were of a formal
nature, i.e., interviews and some were of an informal nature, i.e., ‘chats’.
Below is a list of the Eurasians who I spoke to over the course of my
research:
AERIA

Andrew

Kuching, Malaysia

Nov 2013

BAPTIST

Linda

Perth, Australia

Mar 2010

BEECROFT nee
MITCHELL

Patricia

Darwin, Australia

2010-2015

BOUDVILLE

Donny

Penang, Malaysia

Feb 2015

BOUDVILLE

Eustace

Perth, Australia

Mar 2010

BOUDVILLE

Kevin

Penang, Malaysia

Feb 2015

BOUDVILLE nee DE
SOUZA

Phyllis

Seremban,
Malaysia

June 2011

BOUDVILLE

Susan Lovie

Penang, Malaysia

2003-2014

BOUDVILLE

Vincent

Kuala Lumpur,
Penang

Jan 2009

BREUKEUS nee NERVA

Lynette

Darwin, Australia

2009-2015

CARROLL

Gerry

Perth, Australia

Mar 2010

CHEW nee RICHARDS

Anna

Perth, Australia

Apr 2010

CORNELIUS

Donny

Melbourne,
Australia

Feb 2011

DAWSON BYRNE

Sandy

Norwich, England

June 2012

DE SOUZA nee
BOUDVILLE

Genevieve

Perth, Australia

Mar 2010

DE SOUZA

Michael

Perth, Australia

Mar 2010
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DUTTON nee BAPTIST

Priscilla

Penang, Malaysia

2003-2014

DRYSDALE

Dudley

Perth, Australia

Apr 2010

DRYSDALE nee
THESEIRA

Joyce

Perth, Australia

Apr 2010

EMUANG

Vernon

Petaling Jaya,
Malaysia

Jan 2009

FRANTZ nee
BOUDVILLE

Helena

Penang, Australia

Feb 2015

HOGAN

Steve

Singapore

Nov 2003

JOLLY

Phillip

Darwin, Australia

2005-2015

JOLLY

Sarah

Darwin, Australia

2005-2015

KANG

Lorraine

Orebro, Sweden

Late 2005

KENT

Georgina

London, England

2005-2012

KENT

Graham

London, England

June 2012

KENT nee MITCHELL

Betty

London, England

2005-2012

KLASSEN

Ivor

Perth, Australia

Mar 2010

KLASSEN

Marina

Perth, Australia

Mar 2010

KLASSEN

Yvonne

Kuala Lumpur,
Malaysia

2005-2010

JOLLY nee MITCHELL

Theresa

Darwin, Australia

2003-2010

MITCHELL

Aloysius

London, England

Late 2005

MITCHELL

Andrew

London, England

2005-2015

MITCHELL nee BEINS

Carmel

Sydney, Australia

Apr 2010

MITCHELL

Frank
‘Honey’

Darwin, Australia

2003-2010

MITCHELL

Lewis

Singapore

Jan 2006

MITCHELL

Robert

Darwin, Australia

May 2010

MITCHELL

Roose

Darwin, Australia

May 2010

MITCHELL

Rowena

Canberra, Australia

Apr 2010

367

MITCHELL

Steve

Darwin, Australia

2009-2010

NERVA nee RICHARDS

Patricia

Darwin, Australia

Nov 2009

PASQUAL

Avril

Orebro, Sweden

Late 2005

PEREIRA

Alexius

Singapore

Jan 2010

PEREIRA

Barry

Singapore

Jan 2009

RICHARDS

Dennis

Singapore

2003-2010

RICHARDS

Edgar

Singapore

2005-2008

RICHARDS

Frank

Darwin, Australia

2005-2015

RICHARDS

Lawrence

Penang, Malaysia

2006-2015

RICHARDS

June

Darwin, Australia

2005-2015

RICHARDS nee
HOLMBERG

Molly

Perth, Australia

Apr 2010

RICHARDS

Paul

Perth, Australia

Apr 2010

RICHARDS

Philip

Darwin, Australia

2005-2010

RICHARDS

Ulric

Canberra, Australia

Apr 2010

RICHARDS-ABIDEEN

Jacinta

Canberra, Australia

2010-2012

REINCASTLE

Charles

Perth, Australia

Apr 2010

SCOTT

Clive

Bergen, Norway

Late 2005

SHEPHERDSON

Kevin

Singapore

Jan 2010

SIBERT

Tony

Penang, Malaysia

Sep 2010

STA MARIA

Horace

Perth, Australia

Mar 2010

SUTTON nee MITCHELL

Lesley

Perth, Australia

Mar 2010

TESSENSOHN

Denyse

Singapore

Nov 2003

THOMSON nee
RICHARDS

Angela

Perth, Australia

2010-2012

WELLS

Jackie

Singapore

2010-2015

WELLS nee MITCHELL

Patsy

Singapore

2010-2015

WESTERHOUT

Daisy

Perth, Australia

Mar 2010
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WINTER nee MITCHELL

Hilary

London, England

2005-2012

WOOD nee MITCHELL

Jessie

Darwin, Australia

2010-2015

WULFF

Mervyn

Perth, Australia

Mar 2010

WULFF

Phylis

Perth, Australia

Mar 2010

Unidentified parishioners at St Joseph’s Parish, Singapore

Jan 2010

In mid-2004, I submitted my Honours thesis on ‘The Impact of World War II
on the Eurasian Communities of Singapore and Malaysia’. When I was
undertaking the research for this thesis I knew that at some stage in the
future I wanted to undertake a PhD on the Eurasian Exodus. As such, I
ensured that some of the questions I asked interviewees related to their
decision to migrate (or not) and if they had migrated, their experiences postmigration.
Interviewees were aware that I intended to undertake further research on the
Eurasian Exodus in the future. In addition, I had an ethical clearance
covering this research. Below is a list of some of the individuals who I
interviewed regarding their migration experience during my Honours thesis:
BAPTIST nee CARRIER

Margaret
‘Maisie’

Bukit Mertajam,
Malaysia

Oct 2003

BOUDVILLE

Eustace

Penang, Malaysia

Oct 2003

D’SOUSA

Phillip

Penang, Malaysia

Oct 2003

DUTTON

Harold

Bukit Mertajam

Dec 2003

HENDERSON

Len

Darwin, Australia

Aug 2003

HOGAN

Michael

Perth, Australia

Sep 2003

HOGAN nee HENBURY

Mary

Perth, Australia

Sep 2003

JOHNSON

Edwin

Penang, Malaysia

Dec 2003

JOHNSON

Raymund

Kuala Lumpur,
Malaysia

Dec 2003

LESSLAR nee PHIPPS

Joyce

Penang, Malaysia

Oct 2003

PASQUALE

Michael

Perth, Australia

Sep 2003

PEMBERTON-PAGLAR

Eric

Singapore

Dec 2003

RICHARDS

Ivan

Perth, Australia

Sep 2003
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ROBLESS-KOH

Virginie
’Jenny’

Petaling Jaya,
Malaysia

Dec 2003

TAVEIRA

Walter

Perth, Australia

Late 2003

WOODSON KEITH

Andrew

Perth, Australia

Sep 2003

Please note, that while I have not used quotes from all of the individuals I
have interviewed and spoken to the insights I gained from my discussions
with them have helped shape this thesis.
While I have copies of the interview recordings, access to the recordings is
only possible with permission of the interviewees. Transcripts of the
recordings are not available.
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However, where references have been made to individual files in the text, appropriate
citations are contained in the footnotes.
812 This file is no longer available for public access.
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