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Lighting Up Australia with Multivocal Stories
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Australia is not just multicultural — it is multilingual.! We should remember that
while English is now Australia’s default language, this was not always the case. Scholars
agree that prior to European contact, Indigenous Australians spoke more than 300
distinct languages, none of which were English.* Even after colonisation, a variety of
languages were spoken across the country. This linguistic diversity has only grown as
Australia has become a key destination for international migration, including from
non-English-speaking nations. According to the 2021 census, Australians collectively
speak over 400 languages, including over 160 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
languages.’ Yet the biggest barrier to collecting oral histories in community languages
is not funding, equipment or interest. It is the absence of a bilingual oral historian — a

vital go-between, connecting unheard, multivocal pasts with Australia’s future.*
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Some years ago, the Chinese community in Cairns hoped to launch an oral history
project, but it never took off.> Nobody had the time — or more importantly, the right
expertise. In Melbourne, a former curator at the Chinese Museum described the
insurmountable linguistic challenge of interpreting and translating Chinese-English
interviews.® What was missing is someone with the skills, the language, and the trust

of the community.

This is where bilingual oral historians come in. In what follows, I will share — through
my own journey — how a bilingual oral historian is made before outlining how I have

worked with libraries, and the importance of collecting multilingual oral histories.

BECOMING A BILINGUAL ORAL HISTORIAN

You might be wondering: who is Christopher Cheng - or in Cantonese, ‘JAN A. Chiu’
(BRZEE)2 JAN is how my anglicised surname, Cheng, would have been pronounced
by my Cantonese-speaking forebears.” But who am I, and what do I know about oral

history?

My journey began in 2007. I was a Master’s student on a field trip to study Indige-
nous architecture. One afternoon, Elders sat around a campfire and reflected: “Young
people go to the city, get caught up in the rat race, then some return to reconnect with

Country and community’.

I did not know it then, but something stirred. After that trip, I dropped out of uni.
When I told mum I was going to Hong Kong, she nearly fainted on the other end of the
phone line. She had dreamed of my university success, something to tell her cleaning-

lady colleagues. Now she cried, feeling like she'd failed too.

5 Mrs CHAN Lai Chu [BEEE, interviewed in Cantonese and English by Christopher Cheng B E4¢H,
Gordonvale, Cairns, Queensland, 17 and 21 February 2023, for the Australians with Chinese heritage
oral history project, National Library of Australia (NLA), TRC 7320/84, https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-
3158877742/

6 Sophie Couchman, ‘Reflections on Cultural and Linguistic Diversity in a Chinese Australian Community
Museum, Journal of the Australian Library and Information Association 70, no. 1 (2021): 87.

7 In line with Chinese custom, the surname precedes the given name. For clarity, surnames — when known -

are conventionally capitalised in English.
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Relatives in China were just as confused. Most young people there studied hard to
leave. But me? I already had English, and I was going back. They could not understand.
My Chinese was not good enough then to explain it, but if I could, I would have said:
‘Australia didn’t make me tall and proud until I went to China to find my ancestral

crowd’.

During my time away, I once went to Chung Shan (FH[1| Zhongshan), my ancestral
hometown. There, I found two uncles: one, my Australian uncle, smoking outside
a hair salon; the other, my Chinese uncle, sweeping inside. I approached the first in
Cantonese: ‘Uncle, long time no see. I've been dying to know — how did we end up in
Australia?” His eyes lit up. ‘T have many stories to tell, he said. ‘Let’s find the right time’

Then, someone called out: ‘Dinner time!” It was a false start.

On my last day, I was desperate. My Australian uncle was heading back, and I still
had no stories. On the bus to Hong Kong, I fought to sit next to him. That two-hour
ride became my first recorded whole-of-life oral history — on a handheld MP3 player.
He told me how he escaped China by out-swimming the sharks to Hong Kong.® That
moment — surrounded by cousins, some chatting, some snoring — felt like a new
kind of campfire. That interview sparked my passion for collecting migrant stories in

Cantonese.

Fast forward to 2022. I spent two weeks at the National Library in Canberra, listening
non-stop to oral histories with Chinese Australians from the 1980s and 1990s.” It
felt like being Simba in 7he Lion King, hearing Mufasa’s voice from the stars. I also
recognised the knowledge gaps and realised that first-generation memories are an
inheritance we cannot afford to lose. These stories help future generations know — not

guess — what it was like to take those first steps in a new land, and the last steps out of

the old.

8 Christopher Cheng, “The Pioneer Migrant: The Link to Chinese-Australian Family History’, in Gordon
Grimwade, Kevin Rains and Melissa Dunk (eds), Rediscovered Past: Chinese Networks (East Ipswich:
Chinese Heritage in North Australia Incorporated, 2016), 66-75.

9 This research was supported by the ANU China in the World (CIW) Library Fellowship, undertaken in
November 2022.
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Even with a clear mission, I still get nervous before interviews. It’s a huge responsi-
bility to do justice to someone’s life story. But I found my niche. In Hong Kong, I
studied anthropology and developed a deep interest in local culture and history." I
later completed a PhD and built a network of personal and community connections.!!
While I did not follow the conventional path — I found the one I was meant to walk.
My proudest achievement? Expanding the oral history collections of the State Library
of NSW and the National Library of Australia. I know those recordings will outlast
both me and my narrators. Each time I deposit a recording, I feel like I am passingon a

torch — for future generations to build their own campfires.

A SIX-STEP PROCESS

Here’s a practical guide for how libraries can collaborate with bilingual oral historians:

Step 1: Listen to Interviews
Listen to and read existing oral histories in English and in relevant community

languages. Take note of good questions, missed opportunities, and techniques.

Step 2: Conduct a Pre-Interview
Speak with the potential narrator — over the phone or in person. Share who you are,

your reasons for recording and build rapport. Trust is key.

Step 3: Consult the Library
Before recording, check if your local library is interested in the interview. Do back-
ground research to situate the narrator in time and place. Prepare broad themes to

guide the conversation.

10  Christopher Cheng, ‘Sham Shui Po: A Marginal Neighbourhood in the Centre of Hong Kong’ (MPhil
thesis, Department of Anthropology, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 2012); Jerry Patchell and
Christopher Cheng, ‘Resilience of an inshore fishing population in Hong Kong: Paradox and potential for
sustainable fishery policy, Marine Policy 99 (2019): 157-169.

11 Christopher Cheng, ‘Australian Migrant Heritage in South China: The Legacy of Diaspora-Funded Schools
in Twentieth Century Zhongshan’ (PhD thesis, Institute for Culture and Society, Western Sydney Univer-
sity, 2022).
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Step 4: Schedule the Interview
Set aside three hours for a two-hour interview — allowing time for setup, paperwork

and winding down. If needed, plan a follow-up session.

Step S: Post-Interview Documentation
Write bilingual notes summarising people, places, events and themes. This helps cata-

loguing and ensures the interview is accessible across languages.

Step 6: Review and Feedback
Treat the first interview as a pilot. Seek advice from library staff, community language

experts and oral history colleagues, to refine your approach.

BEHIND THE MIC: WHAT WE GAIN FROM SPEAKING IN OUR MOTHER
TONGUES

Multilingual oral history does not just preserve voices — it honours how migrants /ive
across languages. Some narrators switch between languages mid-sentence. Like Aunty
Chan, who recalled her life in Malaysia in Cantonese, but slipped into English when
talking about Australia.'”? Others quote their immigrant parents in Chinese, while their
parents, in turn, quote their Australian-born children in English. That natural code-
switching captures emotional truth, salvaging a living history. A multilingual recording

becomes a time capsule for future researchers.

There is also a cross-cultural lens that migrants often bring — what scholars call a ‘dual
frame of reference’’® Migrants often compare Australia with their homeland. Funeral
director Selina Leung noted how Chinese families compared burial costs across coun-

tries.'* Iralian migrants, by contrast, were shocked at how Australians sent elders to

12 Mrs CHAN Lai Chu FfEBEF. interview, 17 and 21 February 2023.
13 Luis Eduardo Guarnizo, “The Emergence of a Transnational Social Formation and the Mirage of Return
Migration Among Dominican Transmigrants, Identities 4, no. 2 (1997): 281-322.

14  Selina Leung 22 2 fifi 8, interviewed in Cantonese by KO Long Yin EBAE, Gladesville, New South
Wales, 21 February 2020, for the State Library of New South Wales, https://archival.sl.nsw.gov.au/Details/
archive/110660200
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aged-care homes."> These comparisons reveal not only migrant values but also condi-

tions back home.

Oral history also reshapes relationships. Kwai Fong, for instance, had long deferred
to her well-known Australian-born English-speaking husband, George Wah Day.
Their son Lawrence, raised in Far North %eensland, had trouble connecting with his
mother in Cantonese. After the interview, he thanked me in English. For the first time,
their family had delved deeper into her world. At the end, Kwai Fong smiled and said

she was overjoyed to finally share her story.'¢

Besides interviewees and their families, how do interviews transform the oral historian?
Let me tell you about KO Long Yin (iS15AE) - also known as Kiko Ko - an extraor-
dinary oral historian (and yes, I am only slightly biased; she is also my life partner). I
watched her think through everything: whether a pen might click, or clothes might

rustle on the recording. That level of care shows in every story she helped bring to light.

Kiko arrived in Australia in 2019, just as tensions between Hong Kong and China
were intensifying. It was a tough time to relocate. But conducting interviews gave her a
new purpose. Across 10 interviews recorded for the State Library of New South Wales
and the National Library of Australia, each explored what it means to migrate, adapt,
and raise a family here in Australia. Her Cantonese-speaking narrators were all role

models.”

Speaking of role models, let me take you back to my first interview for the National

Library’s ‘Australians with Chinese Heritage oral history project — with Aunty Jenny

15  Stephanie Lindsay Thompson, ‘Ttalian Migrant Experiences of Australian Culture (1945-1970);, in
Gianfranco Cresciani (ed.), Australia, the Australians and the Italian Migration (Milan: Franco Angeli
Editore, 1983).

16 Kwai Fong (Amelia) Wah Day 77 . 24575, interviewed in Cantonese by Christopher Cheng BFZ5iE,
Cairns, Queensland, 15 January 2023, for the Australians with Chinese heritage oral history project, NLA,
TRC 7320/73, https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-3146083424/listen

17 KO Long Yin, ‘Not Only in English: Oral Histories with Cantonese (or Other Non-native English)
Speakers in Australia, Oral History NSW, 22 January 2023, https://www.oralhistorynsw.org.au/
latest/2023/3/16/not-only-in-english-oral-histories-with-cantonese-or-other-non-native-english-speakers-

in-australia
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Lee, also known as Jenny Lee Moon." She shared how, after decades in Australia,

she still did not feel confident speaking English and chose instead to tell her story in
accented Shekki (£ I5Z5%) variant of Cantonese.

Aunty Jenny came from a well-off rural Chung Shan (F7[L]) family with overseas ties.
She laughed about only learning to cook in Cairns because she got sick of her husband’s
steak dinners. In the late 1970s, after their Lee Moon Corner grocery store declined
with the rise of Coles and Woolies supermarkets, she opened a takeaway shop — Double
Happy - in Edge Hill, Cairns. She spoke about how life in Australia made her more

independent and capable. Her life felt like a roadmap for every migrant starting over.

Aunty Jenny'’s life story was practical, inspiring and vivid. She worked seven days a week,
then gradually cut back to spend time with her kids, taking them to the beach. It made
me wonder how differently I might have grown up if my all-work, no-play, Cantonese-

speaking parents — with their limited English — had heard her story back then.

That is the power of oral history — not just to record, but to reshape what we value and
how we understand ourselves. These interviews validate lives often overlooked, while
helping bilingual interviewers, like ourselves, see our worth more clearly. More broadly,
oral history in community languages connects generations, cultures and countries. It

gives voice to the unheard and roots to the uprooted.

Multilingual oral history is not only central to community memory, but also a vital
part of the national story in a migrant-settler nation like ours — alongside the enduring
presence and lifeways of Indigenous populations who have shaped this land for
millennia. Whether you are at a library, museum, indigenous or migrant community,
begin with a bilingual oral historian. They ignite the process: gathering memories of

the past, illuminating the present, and leaving a torch for future campfires.

18  Jenny Lee 2RI, interviewed in Cantonese by Christopher Cheng ERBGEE, White Rock, Cairns,
Quieensland, 10 and 11 January 2023, for the Australians with Chinese heritage oral history project, NLA,
TRC 7320/69, https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-3146082149/listen
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