Environment & Society Portal

Multimedia Library Collection: Periodicals

"'Hungry Dragons': Expanding the Horizons of Chinese Environmental

History—Cantonese Gold-miners in Colonial New Zealand, 1860s—1920s "

Beattie, James

Beattie, James. “‘Hungry Dragons’: Expanding the Horizons of Chinese Environmental History—Cantonese
Gold-miners in Colonial New Zealand, 1860s-1920s.” International Review of Environmental History, 1 (2015):
103-45. doi: 10.22459/IREH.01.2015 .

Tens of thousands of Chinese seized on the opportunities presented by British imperialism to take
advantage of resource frontiers opening up in places like Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.
Utilising British legal apparatuses and financial systems, Chinese migrants grafted them, in varying
ways, onto their own networks of expertise and environmental knowledge drawn from China and
elsewhere. This article brings to light neglected aspects of global, British imperial, and Chinese
environmental histories. Just as Chinese environmental historians have overlooked the
environmental history of overseas Chinese, so environmental historians of British settler colonies
have likewise ignored Chinese. The article fills these historiographical gaps by examining the
environmental impacts of Cantonese gold-miners in New Zealand, who adapted water technology
from their homeland of Guangdong Province and from elsewhere, such as in California and
Victoria, Australia. In New Zealand, Cantonese mining caused soil erosion, reduced timber
supplies, displaced vegetation, and used up scant water resources, in addition to establishing
environmental exchanges between parts of New Zealand and southern China. The article also
argues that studying the environmental impacts of overseas Chinese can present new research on
both Chinese environmental history and comparative global environmental history. (Text from
author’s abstract)

International Review of Environmental History takes an interdisciplinary and global approach to environmental
history, across different methodologies, nations, and time-scales. It recognizes the importance of locality in
understanding global processes and publishes on all thematic and geographic topics of environmental history,
especially encouraging articles on and from the “global south.” It is edited by James Beattie and published by
ANU Press, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.
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