
 
 

A 19th century man’s jacket from the Chinese Cemetery  
 
In 2018 a private syndicate headed up by Australian Development Capital and Warburton 
Group purchased 20 Bronte Street, East Perth. As the location of the former Chinese and 
Presbyterian cemeteries a condition of the sale was that the site was to be excavated prior to 
redevelopment. It was agreed that human remains would be interred in ossuary boxes at 
Karrakatta Cemetery and all other artefacts would be transferred to the National Trust. The 
systematic excavation of a colonial cemetery in Australia is such a unique and rare occurrence 
that this is essentially a ‘once in forever’ situation.  
 
Historical Context 
 
Initially a general cemetery in 1829, “Cemetery Hill’ grew into a series of independent 
denominational cemeteries from 1842. The Chinese community was the last to be assigned a 
burial place in 1888. It was in use until 1899 when the seven cemeteries were closed. 
 
The first Chinese person to settle in Western Australia was Moon Chow in 1829. Another 51 
Chinese arrived as indentured labourers from Singapore from 1847-1848. By the early 1880s 
the free migration of Chinese had increased and the gold rush brought fears over the number 
that would enter the state.  
 

In 1886, Western Australia introduced an Act to regulate and restrict the 
immigration of Chinese people by introducing a poll tax. The number of migrants 
was restricted by linking the number of entries to the weight of cargo carried by 
the ships they arrived on. 1 man per 50 tons of cargo was the initial figure. The 
Goldfields Act of 1886 also curbed Chinese migration to Western Australia by 
setting out that no miner’s rights could be issued to ‘any Asiatic or African alien’.  
 
The Australian Commonwealth Immigration Restriction Act of 1901 was a major 
contributor to the decline of Chinese population in Australia. The Act formed the 
basis of the White Australia policy that limited immigration to Australia of non-
Europeans until the 1970s.  
 
SOURCE: State Library of Western Australia Community Languages Project 2018 
https://slwa.wa.gov.au/sites/default/files/OMI_resources_Chinese.pdf 

 
Many of the Chinese who came here died with little acknowledgement or documentation. The 
correct treatment of the dead was very important to the Chinese with a great many beliefs 
around how burials were to be undertaken.  
 

Furthermore, a common process for Chinese burials was to exhume the bones 
of the deceased once they had decomposed, around approximately 10 years. 
These remains were then returned to the deceased’s hometown, however due 
to the difficulty of return remains to China in the late 19th century, this process 
was not often carried out.  
 
SOURCE: Terra Rosa Consulting EP1901 Bronte Street Exhumation draft report 

 

https://slwa.wa.gov.au/sites/default/files/OMI_resources_Chinese.pdf


 

A rare find  
 
The excavation of 20 Bronte Street, East Perth is still in progress and due to be completed in 
late July 2020. To date finds include human remains, coffins and coffin furniture, and a small 
number of artefacts including jewellery, gold sovereigns, shoes and some textiles. These 
artefacts require conservation as their exposure to the atmosphere and associated change in 
climatic conditions is hastening their deterioration. The organic materials are most at risk. 
 
As the excavation nears completion an initial assessment of the material has been undertaken 
in order to plan storage requirements. In addition Dr Ian MacLeod of Heritage Conservation 
Solutions has been engaged to prepare a management plan for the material and make 
recommendations for immediate, medium and long term strategies for the conservation of 
the artefacts.  
 

 
Daniel Monks (L) and Dr Ian MacLeod (R) discuss the conservation of the jacket 

 
Among the excavated material is a well preserved fabric jacket, found in a grave within the 
Chinese cemetery thereby dating the burial to 1888-1899. Daniel Monks, Archaeologist, Terra 
Rosa Consulting, pers comm 12/6/2020 has made the following comment regarding the 
jacket: 
 

With regard to the garment we have for IND064: The degree of preservation of the 
coat / jacket, is much better than any other garment we have found thus far at the 
cemetery.  
 
Whilst there is nothing visible on the garment that identifies it as uniquely Chinese, 
such a statement is baseless given that there is little or no comparative material in 
Western Australia. This may be the only example of such a piece of clothing from 
the later 19th Century. If it proves to be a garment typical of the Chinese diaspora 
then its value as a literal and figurative piece of historic fabric is hard to measure. 
The value as a display item, I'm sure you can judge, but the research potential is 
also considerable. 

 



 

Significance Assessment and Statement of Significance 
 
When considering the significance assessment of the jacket the following criteria from the 
Collections Council of Australia’s ‘Significance 2.0: a guide to assessing the significance of 
collections’ is the guiding document.  
 
The following primary criteria are to be considered: 
  

• Historic significance  
• Artistic or aesthetic significance  
• Scientific or research significance   
• Social or spiritual significance (community significance)  

 
To determine the degree of significance the following comparative criteria are also to be 
considered:  
 

• Provenance  
• Rarity or representativeness  
• Condition or completeness  
• Interpretive capacity  

 
 
This woven textile jacket is a rare example of late 19th century everyday male clothing.  It is 
associated with the burial undertaken between 1888 and 1899 of an individual in the former  
Chinese Cemetery in East Perth. Consequently it has immense historical significance for its 
associations with the Chinese diaspora in Perth in the 19th century and for its research 
potential to increase understanding of that community. 
 
On the assumption the individual was a Chinese man this is not a garment belonging to a 
person of high status. Initially the Chinese arrived as indentured labourers and those who later 
migrated to Perth came as contract labourers and farm hands and ran businesses such as 
market gardens, laundries, bakeries, furniture factories, tailors shops and grocery stores. At 
its peak in 1891, the Chinese community represented 1.84% of the Perth population. While 
there is nothing to identify the jacket as uniquely Chinese it is regardless a rare example of 
everyday male clothing.   
 
For the Chinese the correct form of burial is extremely important. It embodies the beliefs, 
customs, traditions and practices of the Chinese community in the 19th century. While an item 
of everyday clothing (as opposed to a formal dress jacket or similar) this jacket was most likely 
the individual’s best jacket and consequently references the care given to the dead and is of 
considerable spiritual and social significance.  
 
As the jacket is directly provenanced to the East Perth Cemeteries it provides insights into the 
cemeteries as a whole and to 19th century burial practices. It also offers the potential for future 
research into the preservation of burial sites, textiles and clothing. 
 



 

It is an exceptionally rare article of clothing, particularly given its association with a male 
individual from a minority group and who was most likely of low status. The Western 
Australian Museum hold three 19th century men’s jackets, two of which are lounge jackets and 
the third a ‘bush’ jacket. All three are provenanced to Henry Princep, a high status individual 
who held a number of high level government roles in Perth (including that of the first Chief 
Protector of Aborigines). The collections of the Royal Western Australian Historical Society 
include 19 men’s jackets but they are either uniforms or high status objects such as a dinner 
and dress jackets. Further research is required to ascertain its rarity at a national level. 
 
It is currently in a state of remarkably good condition, particularly given it has been buried for 
over 120 years. It is quite intact and the best preserved of the textiles found during the course 
of excavation. Stitching and construction details are evident. It is however at risk of loss 
without immediate conservation. 
 
The jacket is of exceptional interpretive potential for its ability to represent a minority group, 
in this case the Chinese, in Perth in the 19th century. There is no other artefact in the 
collections of the National Trust (or indeed those of the Western Australian Museum or the 
Royal Western Australian Historical Society) that is able to communicate such stories. As part 
of its conservation the textile can be washed and form dried providing a 3D object that is 
recognisably a jacket and suitable for exhibition.  
 
This rare jacket is considered to be of exceptional state, and potentially national, 
significance. 
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