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Appendix I. 

2004 PROJECT BRIEF FOR A CULTURAL HERITAGE STUDY 
OF CAIRNS CHINATOWN 

In 2004, The Cairns and District Chinese Association Incorporation (CADCAI), in their role 
as custodians of the Cairns Chinese cultural heritage, commissioned a cultural heritage study 
to research, identify and record the Chinese history of Cairns and remaining cultural heritage 
sites in a precint known as the former Cairns "Chinatown". The study was funded through the 
Queensland Cultural Heritage Incentive Program 2001-2003 which was an initiative of the 
Cultural Heritage Branch of the Queensland Environmental Protection Agency. 

HISTORIC OVERVIEW 

The Yidinji and Yirrganydji Aboriginal traditional owners were the earliest occupiers and 
custodians oflands throughout the Cairns district. The earliest non-Aboriginal people to move 
into the area were the beche-de-mer fishermen who came from the islands to the north of 
Australia. The discovery of gold led to the permanent settlement of the region. A port was 
established in Cooktown in the early 1870s to support the Palmer River Goldfields. A port 
further south was sougbt after the discovery of gold at the Hodgkinson River. A site on 
Trinity Inlet was selected, surveyed and the new town of Cairns declared a port of entry by 
November 1876. The position and the topography of Trinity Inlet made settlement difficult. 
However, the settlements proximity close to a natural deep-water harbour and fresh water 
made it an ideal location. 

When gold mining declined in the 1880s many Chinese, established and pioneered 
agricultural ventures on the coast. As Cairns was developing into a strong commercial centre 
Chinese entrepreneurs were leaders in experimenting with large scale agricultural forays 
including sugar cane, rice, tobacco, bananas, lychee and market gardening. 

By the mid 1880s, the population of Cairns had reached 1,376 people of whom approximately 
a quarter were Chinese. The commercial centre of Caims developed along Abbott Street with 
the Chinese business and retail centre developing in Sachs (later Grafton) Street. 

Chinatown was substantially confined within the two blocks either side of Grafton Street 
(formally Sachs Street) between Shields Street (to the north) and Spence Street (to the South). 
It is believed that settlement commenced on the northern side of Sachs Street but the Chinese 
community eventually aligned themselves along respective sides of the street according to 
their Chinese provincial origins. 
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PURPOSE OF THE CULTURAL HERITAGE STUDY 

The purpose of the cultural heritage study was to locate, identify and record places of possible 
cultural heritage significance associated with the urban use of the area and to develop 
recommendations for the future management of the place. 

SCOPE OF COMMISSION 

• To undertake a Cultural Heritage Study of Cairns Chinatown. 

• To develop recommendations for inclusion in the Cairns City Planning Scheme. 

• To identify all places of cultural heritage value and analyse the physical and 
documentary evidence utilising the principles of the Burra Charter. This stage of the 
project should establish: 

• To analyse the past development and use of the place particularly in relation to its 
surviving fabric; 

• To record the context of the changes, including comparison with contemporary 
developments and similar types of places; 

• To investigate any other aspect, quality or association with the site' to fonn a useful 
basis for the assessment of significance. 

• To assess the potential of the area to contain archaeological evidence of the historic 
use 0 f the si teo 

• To ensure that the cultural heritage significance of the Cairns Chinatown area is 
assessed in a manner appropriate for nomination of places to the Queensland Heritage 
Register according to Section 23. (I) of the Queensland Heritage Act 1992. 

• To identify each place on a map of the study site. The survey map is anticipated to 
provide heritage input to the Cairns City Council Planning Scheme and to provide 
graphic information for use during planning for future development of the study area. 

• To prepare an annotated bibliography of historic and other research materials relating 
to Cairns Chinatown. 

*** 

This is Cairns Chinatown: a cultural heritage study. 
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A.ppendix II. 

The Hap Wah MiII* 
Chinese inspiration, business and agricultural enterprise provided a crucial impetus to the 
development and economic viability of early Cairns. Chinese entrepreneurship and 
commitment to the region led to the establishment of the first ~ugar plantation and mill in the 
district which was widely celebrated as the beginning of the local sugar industry. The Hap 
Wah plantation (I 878-1886) was a solely Chinese venture managed by Chinese entrepreneur 
and civic leader Andrew Leon. As a naturalized citizen, Leon was able to purchase land and 
he selected 505 hectares south of Chinaman Creek. Leon was the spokesman for the Hap Wah 
Company, a consortium of shareholders including both local Chinese settlers and international 
Chinese partners from Hong Kong. Up to 200 Chinese employees worked the plantation. 

Excited by the agricultural growth in the North, public support for tbe Hap Wah plantation 
was positive with newspaper reports chronicling its development. The company's mill began 
crushing in 1882 and the Morning Herald wrote that the 'procession of drays loaded with 
sugar passing along the main street of Cairns is a proof that the sugar industry is fairly 
started ' ." Hap Wah's significance and the optimism it injected in the region were reflected in 
the name of its mill, 'the Pioneer'. 

Victorian investment financed the much larger Hambledon plantation of Swallow & Derham 
which commenced cane sugar production in 1883 and the Loridan brothers' Pyramid 
plantation in 1885. Together these three plantations brought prosperity to Cairns at a critical 
period in the district's settlement. International pressures in the sugar industry caused world 
sugar prices to fall dramatically in mid-1884 and the effects were felt throughout Queensland. 
Many smaller plantations such as Hap Wah were unable to remain viable and in early 1886 
the plantation was sold to Thomas Mills of Charters Towers while the standing crop and all 
else were sold to a group of Cairns businessmen. By the end of the 1886 season mill 
operations ceased entirely and the steam-powered open-pan mill machinery was sold to the 
Noakes Brothers of Bundaburg in 1887. 

Following the sale and closure of Hap Wah plantation, Leon redirected his interest to a 1200 
acre citrus fruit ventUre near Kuranda. Following his inclination for civic duty, he purchased 
an allotment in Chinatown which became the site of the Lit Sung Goong Temple built in 
1887. 

Hap Wah plantation has remained hidden in history, obscured by the absence of photographs 
and company documents. However, the significance of the Hap Wah plantation site, as the 
first sugar plantation north of the Johnstone River in Far North Queensland and the beginning 
of the district' s sugar industry, remains current. The former Hap Wah lands are presently 
covered by the contemporary suburbs of Earlville and Woree. 

* Text contributed by Ms Julie Volkmar, Historical Researcher, Cairns, 2012 
**Morning Herald (Rockhampton, Qld.), 7 December 1882, p 3. 
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Appendix III. 

CHINATOWN BY DECADE 
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