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Abstract
This thesis is about the transnational life of Percival Edward Nettle (1886-1964), a young
man born in Ballarat who moved from Australia to Shanghai at the end of 1906 on his way
to San Francisco. He never did get to San Francisco but lived in and out of China until he died
in 1964. This thesis tells his story and also addresses the perennial human management
problem of achieving a co-operative fit between people from different cultural backgrounds.
Percy Nettle achieved this fit with the Chinese through developing an exceptional rapport
with Chinese people from the time he commenced working with them in 1907 on
engineering projects, and later during and through wars and other civil engagements. He
was a great success in China, the key to which was his skill with the language and later from
his ability to culturally adapt and empathise with the people in the environments in which
he was living at the time. Percy also found that his ‘Wesleyan’ approach to people
conveniently dovetailed with the ‘Confucian’ values approach of the Chinese.

Percy was able to communicate with Chinese people from Viceroys to infantry men and
bandits and could win their trust regardless of social levels. Percy documented his ‘fitting in’
experience with the Chinese in his diaries, letters and journals over a fifty-five-year period
until his death in Hong Kong in 1964. The analysis and contextualisation of his original
records form the basis of this thesis and what is learned from this study of his exceptional
life is the importance of achieving a very high level of cultural empathy and understanding
with the people we deal with beginning with learning how to speak with them in their own
language. Percy was also able to demonstrate the universal efficacy of strong ethical values
even when they are transposed from one cultural setting to another.

Statement of Authorship: Except where explicit reference is made in the text of the thesis,
this thesis, contains no material published elsewhere or extracted in whole or in part from a
thesis by which I have qualified for or been awarded another degree or diploma. No other
person’s work has been relied upon or used without due acknowledgement in the main text
and bibliography of the thesis.
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Figure 1: Percival Edward Nettle (Percy) - Hong Kong, 1940, age 54.
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Preface: History in an old red leather suitcase
The past exudes legend: one can’t make pure clay of time’s mud. There is no life that can be captured
wholly as it was. Which is to say that all biography is ultimately fiction.
(Bernard Malamud, Dublin’s Lives, 1979)1

Figure 2: Percy’s old red leather suitcase, and a few of his diaries
Source: Author’s photographic collection

Do you remember those old red leather suitcases, the ones you saw Clark Gable and
Humphrey Bogart carrying around with them on their various adventures on boats and
planes in the 1930s and 1940s? They were a spacious item of luggage and gave every
indication that they fitted in all of an interwar era’s ‘gentleman’s furnishings’. Well, just like
Gable and Bogart, Percy Nettle also had such a suitcase and when he died in Hong Kong in
March 1964 the suitcase was returned to his family in Australia, somewhat worse for wear,
but Inside it was a comprehensive record of Percy’s life in the form of fifty years of diaries,
1

Malamud, Bernard, Dublin’s Lives (1979) cited in Gordon Bowker: James Joyce, A Biography; London
Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 2011(Preface)
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letters, newspaper clippings and even a four-hour-long ‘reel-to-reel’ tape recording, that he
made between 1961 and 1963, about his entire life. He left specific instructions that he
wanted the tape to be passed on to his grandchildren, whom he had only ever seen as
infants, and especially on to his grandsons whom he thought would gain the greatest value
from knowing about his life. At the end of his days Percy wanted to be remembered for
having left behind something of value and what he decided upon to leave behind was the
story of his quite remarkable life, and his advice to his grandsons on how to avoid some of
the pitfalls and difficulties that had befallen him; and especially such difficulties as ‘how to
choose a suitable wife’.

I am one of Percy Nettle’s grandsons, and during these fifty-two years since his passing the
red leather suitcase has done the rounds of the family, finally ending up with me in the
uncertain hope that I might be able to ‘do something with it’. This thesis is the result of that
process, and my receipt of the suitcase. My remote relationship with Percy is also reflected
in my decision to refer to him simply as ‘Percy’ throughout this work: he is not the only
Nettle in the story and a more familiar tone seems appropriate. I have also been very aware
that I have had to look at Percy from a distance of objectivity as well as time and I hope that
is adequately reflected in this work.

The contents of Percy’s suitcase included: •
•
•

•

His personal diaries from 1907 to 1963 (with some pages and years missing,
due to the ‘censoring’ activity of his daughter, Mary).
Copies of letters to relatives that he wrote beginning in 1933, including
accounts of his travels and personal interactions in Western China.
His unpublished memoir heavily based on his diaries and recollections of
events in the form of an audio tape addressed to his grandchildren recorded
between 1961 and 1963, in which he drew on those personal diaries as well
as his memories to tell the story about his life. This tape was transcribed a
few years after his death by a family member and is a selective
autobiography that contains a reasonably thorough history of his life,
omitting some of the less palatable bits for his family.
His account of taking 6,600 Chinese labourers to France in the First World
War.
10

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

His account of returning the remains of the children of his oldest Chinese
friend to their family in Chongqing after they had been killed in the world’s
first hostile attack on a passenger aeroplane by enemy aircraft in 1938.
His life in pre-independence Kenya and Uganda in 1936-37 while working on
engineering projects.
His diary of his life in the Japanese ‘Prisoner of War’ camp in Hong Kong,
1942-45.
His Church of England ‘Prayer Book’, the finest book, he thought, ever
written.
A set of pearl cufflinks and tie pin given to him by his friend Admiral
Yamamoto (now in the possession of the author).
Photographs from his life
A Chinese silver dollar, beaten into an ashtray
A Chinese Silk Tapestry of Hong Kong Harbour in 1929.

There is a wealth of information in Percy’s records, particularly in his diaries, about the way
of life in imperial China at the beginning of the twentieth century, and up to and including
the formation of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949. The information helps to
explain how Percy was able to adapt to life in various contexts, and changing environments,
whilst still remaining true to his Cornish-Wesleyan roots and his own nineteenth-century
British-Australian ideology.

Percy was a quixotic character, an enthusiastic visionary at times in pursuit of high and
sometimes impracticable ideals, but a person nevertheless always able to keep in step with
the community in which he lived, except in Australia. In Australia he felt out of place, in
China he came to feel at home. Perhaps unlike many other Westerners in China at that
time, Percy never thought of himself as a culturally or racially superior person.

It never

occurred to him to discriminate between people because of their racial type or their cultural
background. He saw himself as a very ordinary, very Christian person, with an obligation
he frequently mentions to ‘fit in’ and ‘get along with’ the people around him.
Percy’s records reveal his quiet character while still revealing an extraordinary life for a
would-be ordinary man. And with regard to choosing a suitable wife, Percy’s advice to his
grandsons followed from his own unhappy marriage experience and his advice was that they
11

should ensure that any prospective wife they were entertaining should have three particular
personal qualities - she was to have her own interests; she was to have her own money; and
she was to be slightly more intelligent than they were. All of his grandsons took his advice.
(Percy Nettle Transcript, 1963)

Percy Nettle’s Family Tree (partial – not intended to be complete, too many Nettles, just to show
Percy’s immediate family connections mentioned in the text)
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Chapter 1: Introduction
‘Every life tells us something new and exciting; every life has consequences for what we can write and
imagine.’ Matthew Pratt Guterl. 1

Percy Nettle began what became a transnational life on 19 February 1886 in a middle-class,
Wesleyan, Cornish origin family in the provincial city of Ballarat, Australia, and ended
seventy-eight years later in Hong Kong with his ashes scattered in the South China Sea from
a China Navigation Company Ship, captained by his adopted grandson. This thesis traces this
life that started in regional Australia and entwined its way through Australia and China and
from there into World War One France, pre-revolutionary East Africa, and the Chinese
frontier at Tibet. It follows a life that, at the end, also saw the end of his Cornish family’s
‘mining and metal’ ambitions, the ambitions of Percy’s by then long-gone Cornish migrant
forebears.

Percy’s ‘Life in China’ had a very unexpected start given the history of the Australian
colonists’ response to the presence of the Chinese in the nineteenth century colonies. In the
mid to late nineteenth century Australian colonies the presence of the Chinese was seen as
a sure sign of a threatening ‘Awakening East’, and the potential for a ‘cultural annihilation’
at the hands of what Kaiser Wilhelm described at the time as a looming ‘Yellow Peril’.2
Australian historian David Walker wrote that these ‘shorthand phrases’ were ‘often used to
transmit a warning to the West that in Asia a new era was in the making’. 3 And the fear that
this new era was to generate in the hitherto self-described ‘white’ populations of the
Australian colonies which would, in 1901, become Australia, was palpable. The anxiety it
1 Guterl, Mathew Pratt, ‘The

Futures of Transnational History, ‘Journal of the American Historical Association,

February, 2013,133
2
Walker, David, Anxious Nation: Australia and the Rise of Asia 1850-1939. St. Lucia, University of Queensland
Press, 1999, 3
3
Walker, Anxious Nation, 3
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was going to generate in the colonial populations was also going to lead in 1901, to the
adoption of a highly restrictive ‘White Australia’ immigration policy.4

For the folk of Percy’s home town of Ballarat, and for Bendigo, the Chinese presence was
just part of the effect of the gold rush that had seen Australia’s colonial population
quadruple between 1851 and 1861. Of that 1861 population the Chinese numbered about
40,000, roughly three percent of the colonial population and that number had grown very
quickly from 2,000 Chinese in the census of 1853. 5 The response to this rapid Chinese
population growth in Victoria, was the Restriction Act of 1855, an Act that was soon
mimicked in all of the other Colonies. The Victorian Governor at the time, Sir Charles
Hotham, had said: ‘they (the Victorian Government) could without much difficulty calculate the period at which the
Chinese would outnumber the subjects of the Queen of Great Britain’.6

The Restriction Act, 1855, first enacted in Victoria, appeared rapidly in the other colonies as
well and all were aimed at limiting the number of Chinese immigrant passengers to no more
than one for every ten tons of ship registered tonnage (cargo carried), plus the imposition of
a fee of 10 pounds (twice the weekly wage of a skilled worker) on each Chinese miner who
entered the Colony. It slowed the immigration but did not stop it completely; the eventual
decline of gold discoveries did that.7 In Victoria the 42,000 Chinese of 1859 dwindled to
24,700 by 1861 as the Chinese moved elsewhere around the country and overseas in search
of other gold developments.8

4

Immigration Restriction Act, 1901
Information accessed from the Australian Censuses at http://guides.slv.vic.gov.au/earlycensus, on 30/6/2016
6
Sir Charles Hotham was the Victorian Governor (1854-55) who introduced the Restriction Act; the Act was
repealed in 1865. Source: McLaren, Ian, The Chinese in Victoria: Official Reports and Documents, Victoria,
Melbourne: Red Rooster Press, 1985
7
Hirst, John (ed.): The Chinese on the Australian Goldfields. La Trobe University, Department of History,
Bundoora, Vic 1991.) Melbourne: Dept. of History, La Trobe University 1991
8
There was a large influx of Chinese during the years 1875-6-7 to the newly discovered goldfields of
Queensland. Racism against the Chinese on the Australian goldfields: the beginnings of racism in Australia?
Chinese migration to Australia Source: University of Singapore. Humanities and Social Studies Education, www.
hsse.nie.edu.sg/staff/blackburn/Chinese. Accessed 30/6/16.
5
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By the end of the 1860’s while the earlier Chinese ‘Yellow Peril’ threat had largely passed, it
was not forgotten. Now it was the turn of the Intercolonial Conferences of 1880-81-88 to
impose even harsher restrictions on Chinese immigration, culminating in 1901 with
Federation, and the Immigration Restriction Act, 1901, the ‘White Australia Policy’. 9

But ‘Nettle Bros. Stamper Grate Manufacturers’, Percy’s father’s and uncles’ business since
1854 in Ballarat, had profited substantially from the, in total, ninety thousand newcomers to
Victoria (Chinese included) who landed in the goldfields by the end of 1852, and kept on
coming until either the Restriction Act of 1855 took effect, or the declining remaining gold
stock got too difficult, or uneconomic, to get out.10

As the ‘gold rush’ passed, the life of Percival Edward Nettle - Percy – was just starting. In a
corner of Ballarat in 1886, Percy’s father, Edward, finally got the son he had wanted to be
able to grow up and take over the family business. But the son was going to find another
path, one that would wind its way through the foundation and emergence of what is now
one of the world’s great ‘super powers’: China. Percy Nettle, in the process, achieved
something in China that few other Westerners have ever been able to do; Percy successfully
crossed the cultural divide that still bedevils the relationship between the ‘West’ and the
‘East’ today and joined in the growth and development of a nation.

Percy in China crossed the divide and established a number of personal relationships with
Chinese people guided only by his own philosophical principles: his Wesleyan religion, his
‘humanist’ philosophy, and his characteristically Australian egalitarian approach to people in
his life. Percy had not learned to fear the ‘yellow peril’ back at home in Ballarat; his own
9

Laws restricting Chinese immigration are reintroduced. By 1888, Chinese immigration is virtually banned. In
1888, the phrase 'White Australia Policy' first appears in William Lane's Boomerang. (www.
https://museumvictoria.com.au/discoverycentre/websites-mini/immigration-timeline) Accessed 30/6/16
10
Source: www. https://museumvictoria.com.au/discoverycentre/websites-mini/immigration-timeline
Accessed 30/6/16
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philosophical principles had protected him from that, and this thesis reveals how Percy used
those principles to enable him to cross the cultural divide and simultaneously demonstrate
that there is a human capacity to build mutually beneficial and successful relationships
between human beings, regardless of their points of origin.

For Percy, an Australian expatriate in China at a time when the Chinese regarded
Westerners as little more than ‘barbarians’, and many Australians saw the Chinese as just
‘evil foreign devils’, this relationship building was a monumental achievement.11 Percy
managed to avoid learning any negative attitudes towards the Chinese despite those
negative sentiments being so prevalent in Australia at the time of his growing up. His
greatest achievement in fact was that of being able to learn, adapt to and comfortably
adopt a very Chinese approach to forming and maintaining personal relationships with
Chinese people. These relationships were ultimately underpinned by what the Chinese call
guanxi, (pronounced gwan-shee), the ‘keystone’ of solid relationships in Chinese society.
‘Guanxi’ is called by the Chinese the ‘glue’ that holds relationships together; but Guanxi
itself has also been described by a number of Western and Eastern scholars and according
to Gold, one Western scholar familiar with it, guanxi: -

…is a specifically Chinese idiom of social networks integrally linked to other building blocks of
Chinese sociality such as ‘ganqing’ (sentiment), ‘renqing’ (human feelings), ‘mianzi’ (face), and
‘bao’ (reciprocity), our views vary on the extent to which ‘guanxi’ is shaped by institutional
contexts and on its future in the reform era. 12

11

Citing Ian Buruma in his work, The Missionary and the Libertine: Love and War in East and West, London,
1996, p.262, David Walker wrote that this attitude to the Chinese began in the 1850’s and continued on
through the 1870’s and 1880’s when the presence of the Chinese ‘stirred some of the volcanic sub-texts of
everyday life’. Walker wrote ‘most of the known vices were attributed to them (the Chinese); they were
represented as gamblers, drug addicts and sexual deviants. They lusted after white women. They were
diseased. They carried leprosy and all of the poxes….’ (Walker, p.36)
12

Gold, T. Guthrie, D. Wank, D. (eds.) Social Connections in China, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press,
2002, 4
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Jin Guan, another now Western-based academic analyst familiar with it gives guanxi an even
broader view: … the Chinese concept of guanxi is actually different from this, mainly due to the notion of
reciprocal obligation and indebtedness. To the Chinese people, guanxi is a system of renqing
(favours) in which obligation and indebtedness are manufactured, and in which there is no time
limit for repayment. The Chinese always try to return any renqing and expect the other party to
do the same when a favour is given. Therefore, one can look at renqing as the exchange
currency for cultivating guanxi.13

Other academics such as Thomas Dunfee and Daniel Warren have also analysed guanxi and
concluded that it primarily involves ‘relationships between or among individuals creating
obligations for the continued exchange of favours.’14

The concept of guanxi is in fact Confucian, and as Chinese scholar Jin Guan says:

Confucianism has an enormous influence on the way Chinese people perceive others in society
and the reciprocal nature of guanxi is deeply rooted in Confucianism. According to the Confucian
classic, The Book of Rites, ‘what the rules of propriety value is that of reciprocity’. Worthy
bestowers of kindness will not expect gratitude, while grateful receivers of grace will certainly
make a return. All sources and roots of disaster and disorder come from failure in returning
grace.15

Percy, however, was unfamiliar with these Chinese social concepts when he disembarked
from his ship in Shanghai late in November 1906. He launched himself into an entirely
unknown and unexplored world with only his wits to guide him. However, within a very
short time, he was able to develop some basic personal relationships with the Chinese that
would enable him to survive and get his life in China started. This process commenced from
his time in his first job late in December 1906 with the Shanghai Telephone Company, from
where he would also establish the beginning of a lifelong relationship with a Chinese family,
the Yang family.

13

Guan, Jin. Guanxi: The Key to Achieving Success in China, Sino-Platonic Papers, Pennsylvania, No. 217,
December 2011, 1
14

Dunfee, Thomas, W., Warren, Daniel E, ‘Is Guanxi ethical’?’ Journal of Business Ethics, No. 32 (3) 2001: 191224.
15
Guan, Guanxi: 3
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Percy’s ability to adapt to the social environment of China, and to learn how to develop
social relationships with Chinese would last his entire life and later also keep him safe during
his times traversing China, particularly in the very dangerous 1920s, its Warlord era.

In traditional Chinese society, the possession of guanxi, (as the key to a successful
relationships) is normally something you are either born into, develop, or earn. It cannot be
bought. It is essentially about your connections with people. And it operates at two levels
‘base guanxi’ and ‘strong guanxi’. These are relative judgements of just how close your
relationship is with them. The concept of ‘strong guanxi’ is used by Chinese to differentiate
it from ‘base guanxi’, which occurs at the beginning of a relationship. The nearest English
equivalent to this base guanxi, would perhaps be ‘new friend’ or ‘acquaintance’, ranging up
to ‘good, or close friend’. But achieving the strong guanxi relationship is also about the
process of the building of the relationship over a much longer time. Although Percy did not
know it yet he was about to spend all of his life in China developing and maintaining these
strong guanxi relationships.
Percy for his own part was able to build those strong guanxi relationships with Chinese
individuals during his life in China essentially by following the same path as Guan’s
commentary on ‘how to build successful relationships with Chinese’. This thesis traces the
process by which Percy did achieve these important Chinese relationships.

A Transnational Life: A life extending or operating across national boundaries 16
Australia, China, England, East Africa, this was Percy’s transnational life reflecting the times
in which he lived. It is a story of both his and China’s growth and change in the twentieth
century, and particularly how the technological changes of his times facilitated his
transnational life and career.

16

www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/transnational
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Ann Curthoys and Marilyn Lake have discussed transnational approaches to history more
specifically and commented: The question historians are now asking is: has history as a handmaiden to the nation state
distorted or limited our understanding of the past? And, if so, can a transnational approach help
develop new and more adequate forms of historical writing.17

Percy’s story provides that ‘transnational approach’ from which a new history can be
written and not just a history of Percy himself but a history of the developing relationship
between Australians and China. Percy’s life in fact cannot be fully understood if it is seen
only through an Australian national lens; Percy himself found at the end of his days that his
home and the people he was closest to, were in China.
Wesleyanism
Percy’s early life as the son and grandson of Cornish miners and foundry owners and
operators, raised in an emotionally lonely household in a rigid Wesleyan environment in
suburban Ballarat, marked his beginnings as a person who learned a duty and responsibility
to others in his care. The Wesleyan tradition so evident in Percy’s attitudes and behaviour
towards others was ingrained into him from his earliest days, and remained throughout his
life. The opening chapter of this thesis explores the extent to which Percy’s
Cornish/Wesleyan heritage and practice in Ballarat affected his life and attitudes, and
particularly affected his attitudes towards the Chinese later in his life.
In his younger years growing up Percy was unavoidably strongly influenced by the Wesleyan
Methodists who were so predominant in his family, and community, and he was particularly
influenced by their evangelical behaviour. He was to carry an evangelistic drive with him for
the rest of his life holding ‘class meetings’ (a Methodist teaching tool) in places ranging from
World War One rear line trenches, to private rooms in the Cosmo Club in Hong Kong. Percy
17

Curthoys, A. and Lake, M. in Connected Worlds Sydney, University of New South Wales Press, 2003,
Introduction, 5. This volume brings together historians of imperialism and race to show how a ‘transnational’
approach to history offers fresh insights into the past. Transnational history is a form of scholarship that has
been revolutionising our understanding of history in the last decade. With a focus on interconnectedness
across national borders of ideas, events, technologies and individual lives, it moves beyond the national frames
of analysis that so often blinker and restrict our understanding of the past. (Review in the ANU E-Press Edition,
2005)
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took his evangelism very seriously although there were instances where it was clearly not
appreciated by all of its recipients.18

The narrative presented in this thesis follows the development of his achievement of solid
relationships with his culturally foreign hosts in China, and culminates in the loss of his own
Australian identity in his final years. It shows the historical development of his achievement
of strong guanxi relationships with Chinese people and we also get to see how he achieves
that primarily through the development of his ability to communicate with his hosts initially
through his own prodigious language skills, and later through the ‘cultural empathy’ he
developed with the Chinese. In fact, all of Percy’s relationships with his culturally foreign
others, Chinese or otherwise were ‘deontological’ because Percy’s life and the relationships
he formed were always governed by senses of ‘duty and responsibility’ that themselves had
their origin in his own Wesleyan upbringing. The fundamental tenets of these ‘duty -based
relationships’ are, ‘do the right thing, do it because it's the right thing to do, don't do wrong
things, avoid them because they are wrong.19 The similarity between these tenets and John
Wesley’s ‘rules for living a good life’ cannot be seen as accidental.20

The American anthropologist Michael Agar could have been writing about Percy’s
adaptation to his culturally different environment in his work, Language Shock: -

18

The ‘official creed’ of the Wesleyan church states that it is an ‘evangelical, Protestant, holiness denomination
organised to proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ.’ (http:www.bible.ca/cr-wesleyan.htm) Sourced
22/3/2016. Wesleyans are convinced that the Bible is God’s written word and the final authority for all
Christian beliefs and practices. The Church has its own’ twenty-one ‘Articles of Religion’ supported by
Scripture passages, the adherence to which will ensure membership of the Covenant of saved souls. (In at least
one instance Percy’s evangelism upset the family of Naomi Huen, one of his would- be converts). Wesleyan
Publishing House, The Discipline of the Wesleyan Church, 1989, pars. 103-126, pp.20-28
19

Immanuel Kant (1724 -1804) was the great expositor of ‘deontological ethics’. Kant's version of duty-based
ethics was based on something he called 'the categorical imperative' which he intended to be the basis of all
other rules (a 'categorical imperative' is a rule that is true in all circumstances). A full explanation of Kantian
ethics can be sourced at http://www.bbc.co.uk/ethics/introduction/duty_1.shtml#top
20

Wesleyan Church Website – https://www.wesleyan.org/beliefs. Accessed 23 January 2016
cf. http://place.asburyseminary.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1198&context=asburyjournal Andrew C.
Thompson “The Practical Theology of the General Rules” Asbury Journal 68.2 (2013), 6-27

20

Language fills the spaces between us with sound; culture forges the human connection through
them. Culture is in language, and language is loaded with culture.21

What Percy was doing from his earliest days in China was learning how to fit in with the
culture of his hosts and to do that he first learned to speak Chinese and later he learned
how to properly communicate.22 His success in doing both, and his subsequent cultural
adaptation to China, were the keys to his success dealing with the Chinese in all of the
activities of his life. Conversely, by the end of his days this very success in cultural
adaptation was going to be the cause of his dislocation from his Australian cultural identity
and family.

A Cultural Competence

Percy’s achievement of a cultural competence and a cultural flexibility with the Chinese is
another of the underlying themes of this thesis, and perhaps its most important one. Percy
was able to achieve a deep empathy and understanding with his Chinese hosts and
associates that was so well demonstrated in Chapter 8 with his return of the remains of two
of his best friend’s family members to their family after a perilous journey.

The terms ‘cultural competence’ and ‘cultural flexibility’ appear across a range of discipline
areas, most notably in Australia in recent times in the health policy area in the relationship
between society and Australia’s indigenous population. In Percy’s context I have used
definitions of these concepts in MJ Peterson’s work 23. These definitions of Peterson’s were
21

Agar, Michael, Language Shock, New York: Wm. Morrow, 1993, xi
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Percy would have identified with Michael Agar’s comment that ‘Some articles show that just because people
are using the same grammar and dictionary, it doesn’t mean they’re using the same language! Agar, Language
Shock, 226
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Peterson, MJ ‘Cultural Competence in a Transnational Workplace, International Dimensions of Ethics
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further elaborated upon by Trevor Cross in his work on ‘culturally competent systems of
care’.24
A broader definition of the concept has also been published by an Australian government
agency 25 which outlined the concept in 2014 as ‘the ability to understand, communicate
with and effectively interact with people across cultures’. Cultural competence also
encompasses being aware of one's own world view, developing positive attitudes towards
cultural differences, and gaining knowledge of different cultural practices and world views.26

In the space of six years from his arrival in China late in 1906 Percy became part of the
British diaspora in China but he also became part of the Chinese community, respected for
his skills by the Chinese and the British alike. Percy’s adaptation to this entirely new
environment and his personal success within it resulted from a combination of his own
upbringing and to a large degree his confidence in his own abilities both stemming from his
family background and his education.

Percy’s life story tracked the development of his solid relationships with his culturally
foreign hosts and his story follows his own timeline to the achievement of those strong
guanxi relationships with Chinese people. He achieves all of his through the development of
his ability to communicate with his hosts, initially from his own language skills, and secondly
from his willingness to adopt culturally appropriate behaviour Percy also lived his life
showing his adherence to John Wesley’s three general rules for living a good life: ‘Do no
harm, Do good, Attend upon the ordinances of God.’27 And he discovered that the Chinese
Confucian philosophy shared the same rules.
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But even so, and despite all of this adaptation to China, the fundamental cultural template
of Percy’s own character was, and remained, his ‘Britishness’ with a heavy Wesleyan
Christian overlay and neither time nor distance was going to separate him from that. Percy,
amusingly, through his life continued to celebrate every British public holiday, Saint’s Day,
Memorial Day, Royal birthday and religious festival that was known to him regardless of
whether he was on the Tibetan border or with his Chinese labourers in the trenches of
World War One France. Later in his life even Queen Elizabeth II’s visit to Australia in 1954
was of such significance for Percy that he recorded her day-by-day activities in his diary at
the time with her itinerary sourced from the Radio Australia news bulletins in China. But,
and very importantly for him in his community, he also joined in the celebrations of all the
Chinese cultural events. While having his own ideas and senses of duty for the days and
times, Percy never discriminated against anybody else’s practices, or their senses of duty.

So despite his more than fifty years in China, Percy retained a cultural identity
fundamentally formed by his British-Australian-Cornish-Wesleyan-Christian heritage, and
that stayed firmly in place. In the end, however, his ability to work with and at times
manage his Chinese associates came more from that pragmatic, Cornish/Wesleyan
background, which just so happened to neatly ‘dovetail’ with many Chinese Confucian
values. Percy’s success in episodes such as managing the Chinese labourers in World War
One France, and his subsequent rise through the ranks from Temporary Second Lieutenant
to Major in the British Army, all in the space of eighteen months, can be seen in this light.
Percy’s egalitarian values led him to treat all people the same way as he wanted to be
treated himself; that was his Wesleyan/Christian ethic; and an ethic mirrored in Confucian
ethics. Percy found his cultural ‘fits’ with the Chinese, and he never lost them.
The Biography
The methodology of this biography has been to focus on Percy’s recording of his day-by-day
events, verified against the known (from reliable sources) events in those places at those
times. In this way I have been able to satisfy myself that Percy was at least an accurate
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recorder of the major events that were surrounding him, if not always what was happening
with himself.28

The distinction between the ‘story’ and the ‘history’ of a life is another of the theoretical
concerns of this exploration of Percy’s life. Brian Roberts provided us with a useful
distinction between a person’s ‘life story’, as told by the subject, and the ‘life history,’ which
is supplemented and shaped by another researcher/narrator. He wrote: …the term life story is commonly applied to the narrated story by the author while life history
infers the later interpretive, presentational work of the researcher. 29

While Percy thoroughly detailed much of his life story in the form of his own
autobiographical accounts, this project is seeking to establish, as validly and reliably as
possible, what his ‘life history’ actually was that enabled that ‘life story’ to be constructed.
As well as providing additional historical context and connecting Percy’s narrative to other
histories of the times and places in which he lived, this thesis has also had to address the
question of just how reliable and trustworthy Percy was as a narrator. This is a ‘caveat ‘that
Robert Atkinson, quoted in Roberts, identified as a potential difficulty when he described
the life story as: …the story a person chooses to tell about the life he or she has lived, told as completely and
honestly as possible, what is remembered of it, and what the teller wants others to know of It. 30

Percy left us a long audiotape of his own ‘life story’ the transcript of which is a major
primary source for this thesis. But as he left it as a record for his grand-children, it omitted
some of his less savoury ‘Prisoner of War’ camp experiences in Hong Kong, and information
about his relationships with women. Some of the latter were found in his diaries. This thesis
28
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draws on those diaries to supplement as well as check his accounts in the 1963
autobiography. The differences between the transcript, the diaries, and the letters were
often quite marked. It is clear that the tape recording took place after a lot of reflection
back on his times and events; his diaries, however, were more relevant despite being heavily
edited by his daughter to avoid any ‘family scandals’. At least his letters escaped his
daughter’s censorship activity.

Some anomalies still remain in Percy’s story; for example, why later in his life he noted in his
diaries the birthdays of ‘sons’ and ‘daughters’ he was not supposed to have, or at least
nobody else knew about. 31 These items endure as mysteries left unsolved. Percy only
mentioned them once in his diaries and their mention escaped his daughter’s later
censoring activity. On the whole I was satisfied that Percy did at least accurately report the
historically significant events of his times and at least those parts of his life he thought
palatable enough for his family in Australia.

The detail and structure of this thesis has been designed to bring the reader to an
understanding of Percy’s transformation from a nineteenth century ‘mono-cultural BritishAustralian’ to at least the ‘trans-cultural’ Percy who was equally at home in China (and at
times even more so) as he was in Australia or Britain. 32
An Epistemology of Percy’s ‘Life in China’
Percy’s knowledge of China, its customs and values was virtually non-existent on that day in
1906 when he disembarked from his ship in Shanghai. The full extent of his knowledge of
China at that time in fact comprised no more than remembered tales of the adventures of
Marco Polo that he had heard in primary school, and a knowledge of the glory and
importance of the British Empire in China, taught to him from the same source. Percy had
no idea he even needed any knowledge about China; after all, he was on his way to San
31

See Chapter 11.
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Francisco, so a knowledge of China was not uppermost in his mind, or even vaguely relevant
for him at that time. Percy’s tabula rasa approach to China, however, was to serve him well
as the years passed. Percy knew that he did not know anything about the Chinese but he
was happy to learn as he went along. Moreover, and importantly, Percy was able to start
in China without any prejudices against the Chinese despite his Australian background and
he did not develop any in his future.

Percy discovered, or knew, that what he needed to learn about the culture of the people
was going to be dealing with was going to be enshrined in their language and that is what he
turned his attention to. That he was a remarkable success at doing this is illustrated time
and time again throughout his life.

There are many histories which provide, document, and analyse the changes that took place
in China from the Boxer Rebellion in 1899-1901, to the collapse of the empire in 1912 the
beginning of the third Sino-Japanese War in 1937, and the end of the Nationalist period in
1949. These were a great part of Percy’s times in China (including Shanghai, Sichuan, and
Hong Kong) and they help to put a context into his life. It is also the time of the rise of the
Communist Party in China, with which he was very familiar, a rise that continued through to
its conclusion in the eventual take-over of China by the Chinese Communist Party in 1949.
Key texts in this context are Peter Gue Zarrow’s War and Revolution in China between 1895
and 1949 33, and his 2006 publication Creating Chinese Modernity: Knowledge and Everyday
Life 1900- 1940.34

There are also the well-recognised histories of Ballarat, The History of Ballarat from the First
Pastoral Settlement to the Present Time, by William Withers (1887), and Weston Bate’s
Lucky City (1978), and Life after Gold, Twentieth Century Ballarat (1993), are the landmark
33
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texts among many about Ballarat and they provide useful information about Percy’s social
and environmental background while he was growing up there at the turn into the
twentieth century. Recent studies conducted by Neil Wright of Sebastopol, Victoria in his
work ‘Streams of Molten Metal’, the story of the metal foundries in Ballarat, and in
particular his description of the Nettle Bros. & Co. Metal Perforators factory operation in
Wills Street, Bakery Hill, Ballarat also provide a very valuable insight into the context of
Percy’s Ballarat life.

Percy’s personal papers in the form of diaries and letters dating from 1910 and the ‘history’
of his travels he recorded in 1933 in his fourteen thousand word ‘Letter from Xi Chang’,
addressed to his relatives, are also core materials for this work. 35 In addition we have the
forty-thousand-word oral history he tape-recorded between 1961 and 1963, which was then
transcribed and which is cited in this thesis as ‘Transcript’. These core primary sources are
what enabled the exploration of his life in China. Of most interest to social historians is his
knowledge and description of how lives were lived in circumstances that ranged from the
imperial dynasties through to an indentured labour corps on the front line of somebody
else’s international war. They also include his descriptions of life through a domestic civil
war in China and a life as a prisoner in a Japanese ‘Prisoner of War’ Camp, in yet another
war.

Percy additionally provided us with a narrative of a life in late nineteenth-century Ballarat as
it looked for a new economic direction in the wake of its famous gold rush; a narrative of a
twentieth century life of expatriate privilege in Imperial China, and a narrative of a life lived
in a world changed by the catastrophic events of World Wars One and Two respectively. We
35
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also see the emergence of an entirely new nation in all of this, the People’s Republic of
China.

Percy’s unique contribution to the historical record is born of his knowledge and
observations of how lives were lived in times of rapid, often dangerous, and entirely
unexpected change. In his work on Interpretive Biography, Denzin described such changes
in life as ‘turning points.’ Percy encountered a number of these ‘turning points’ during his
life, and they kept reoccurring, at some times to his great dismay.36

This thesis’ approach to a biography of Percy Nettle also accords with how Richard Grace
approached the narrative in his biographical work Opium and Empire, about the Jardine’s
and Mathiesons of Hong Kong; like Grace’s work, Percy’s story is essentially a biography and
its exposition is narrative and also like Grace’s work: -

the narrative deliberately slows down in certain chapters to allow the reader to examine at close
range the business practices, political behaviour in relation to the Chinese and British
Governments, and their standards of business ethics. 37

For Percy Nettle a similar approach has been taken. The exposition followed here is in the
form of narrative as a biography of Percy’s life but pauses when more contextual or
historical detail is required; it also slows down at those times in Percy’s life where his
direction changes, either deliberately or inadvertently. There were a number of these times
in Percy’s life that would determine his future and the narrative pauses at these times to
better consider the environment in which he found himself, the direction his life took from
that point on, and the reasons he made the decisions he did.
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This exposition also builds the context of Percy’s life from the inheritance of some hundreds
of years of Cornish mining attitudes and behaviours to a new world of enormous and rapid
technological and sociological change. Percy’s life and knowledge begins in this old world
but moves rapidly with the changing times to a life totally divorced from that of old
Cornwall. Percy’s entry into this new world was facilitated by the technological progress of
the time and his education that was more ‘modern’ in a present day context, than anything
that had come before. It was certainly not constrained by any expectation that his future
was going to be ‘down in the mines’, but could now embrace the revolutionary changes of
the nineteenth century. Flexibility and knowledge were now going to be the key to
achieving a successful life and career and Percy was going to have both. Percy became a
living example of how to conduct a successful life in a cosmopolitan context.

From financial and moral disaster and alienation in Ballarat, through to re-construction and
achievement in China, Percy learned that people were fundamentally the same regardless of
where they were in the world. Percy provided us with a guide on how to relate to and cooperate with other human beings wherever you were. He learned all of this himself from
his own growing up in Ballarat, and from establishing mutually productive relationships with
Chinese people from Viceroys in palaces in Western China, to labourers in the trenches of
World War One France. He also learned from African natives in the mines of East Africa,
and from the Japanese soldiers occupying much of his life in the 1930’s and the 1940’s.

Percy was both an achiever and a survivor. In his own epilogue he wondered himself how he
could have ever made it through to that end of his days. In the end he gave the credit for it
to God. He could think of no other explanation.

Percy’s ‘spiritual side’ was always, and particularly so at the end, the bulwark of his life. At
the end of his days it was to this spiritual side that he turned. Like many of us he carried
with him a number of regrets about how he had conducted parts of his life and knowing he
was running out of time to do anything to rectify any of those ‘regrets’ in his mortal time, he
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did at least commit himself to attending to them in the ‘hereafter’, just as soon as he was
able!

All Percy ever really wanted to do was to leave behind for his grandchildren the story of
their family, and his place in it. What he in fact did leave behind was a description of a ‘wild
ride’ starting from a life beginning in Chapter 3 in nineteenth century Ballarat, and taking us
into the majesty of Imperial China in Chapter 4 , a life on the front lines of World War One in
Chapter 5, the bloody Warlord era and the self-destruction of the Chinese State in Chapter
6, scrabbling his way around pre-revolutionary East Africa in Chapter 7, carting his best
friend’s children’s dead bodies halfway across Japanese occupied China in Chapter 8,
working under occupation in Chapter 9 , surviving the Japanese occupation of China in a
‘Prisoner of War’ camp in Chapters 10 and 11, and finally settling in to a life in Hong Kong,
extolling the virtues of a Christian life in Chapter 12, to anyone who would listen.
In the final Chapter of Percy’s life, Chapter 13, we find out how Percy was able to construct
a life in China by finding, and fitting in with, the cultural philosophy of his hosts. Percy was
able to manage two cultures simultaneously by simply finding out where and how the two
were interconnected.
At the end of Percy’s recordings, all ninety thousand words of them, the combination of his
1960s oral history recording (Transcript) with his forty years of diaries and letters, Percy
finally finished telling his grandchildren about their family, and a great deal more about the
quite strange, trans-cultural, transnational and cosmopolitan life of their grandfather. His
original source materials have been used extensively in this thesis to re-construct Percy’s
‘life story’, from which this ‘life history’ has been written, in another ninety thousand words!
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Chapter 2: Cornish Nettles in Australia: 1838 onwards
‘It is said in Cornwall that wherever you find a hole in the ground you will find a St. Agnes
man’. John King, ‘The Parish of St Agnes’, Cornwall. (Undated).

Emigration from the United Kingdom and Europe to the recently colonised worlds of
America, Canada, Africa and the ‘Antipodes’ of Australia and New Zealand became the most
defining characteristic of human movement in the nineteenth century and the beginning of
the next century. Philip Payton, University of Exeter in Cornwall, wrote of this emigration in
1995: In the years after the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815, European emigration developed
apace. Some 50 million people left Europe for overseas destinations between 1815 and 1914. Of
these, some 10 million had emigrated from Britain – with a further 7 million from neighbouring
Ireland – at least a third of these arriving in the United States of America, the rest heading
overwhelmingly for the British territories of Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South Africa.
The Cornish contributed significantly to these emigrants. About a quarter of a million people left
Cornwall for overseas during this period (with a similar number migrating to destinations within
the British Isles), an extraordinarily large number given that the population of Cornwall at no
time reached half a million during those years. As Dudley Baines concluded in his study of
emigration from England and Wales, 'Cornwall was probably an emigration region comparable
with any in Europe'. 1

John Rowe, from Liverpool University, wrote in 1953 that: -

The economic history of Cornwall is the story of three primary activities, agriculture, fishing and
the mining of non-ferrous metals and the beginning of the modern period in Cornish history
dated from the last decades of the 17th century and by the 1750’s the value of the mining of nonferrous metals exceeded that of agriculture and fishing.2
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For Cornwall by the 1830s the production of tin had doubled and the production of copper
had nearly trebled since the 1750s but the end of the ‘copper kingdom’ was looming and it
was the development of foreign resources which ensured, by 1870, that the ‘kingdom’ was
well and truly over. It was partly replaced by an entirely new industry…emigration. 3
According to Payton there were various reasons for this large-scale emigration from
Cornwall but foremost among these was the rapid development of the international mining
frontier after 1815 – initially in Latin America with copper, then lead in Wisconsin and
copper in Michigan, copper and tin in South Australia in the 1840s and 1860s, gold in
California and Victoria, and diamonds and gold in South Africa. In each of these cases the
highly skilled, ’hard rock’ Cornish miners were much in demand. 4
During the 1840s, and similar to Ireland, a potato famine also hit Cornwall and provided a
further impetus for emigration from both the mining and agricultural communities while the
catastrophic crash of Cornish copper prices in 1866 and the faltering of Cornish tin mining in
the 1870s created an even larger body of miners and their families anxious to emigrate.
Added to this was the radical Methodist mood of nineteenth-century Cornwall where
emigration was regarded as a means of self-improvement (a cornerstone of Methodism)
and the overseas destinations were seen as opportunities for achieving that selfimprovement, socio-economic mobility and, importantly, civic and religious liberty. 5
Payton observed that early in this period an emigration trade had emerged in Cornwall to
manage, and make money from, this mass movement of people. 6 In the economic
downturn after the Napoleonic Wars business people were also anxious to diversify their
interests when new opportunities emerged. Similarly, shipping and legal interests were also
keen to become involved in this potentially lucrative new trade. Emigration agents,
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appointed to recruit emigrants for the emerging British colonies gave an official,
governmentally sanctioned dimension to the emigration trade. In March 1839 Isaac
Latimer, for example, was announced in the West Briton newspaper in Truro as being
appointed agent in Cornwall by the Commissioners for the newly proclaimed (in 1836)
colony of South Australia. Latimer placed advertisements in newspapers, including the West
Briton which lent its editorial voice to the cause of emigration and issued handbills and
posters as well as organising public meetings up and down Cornwall. At a meeting in St
Austell Latimer read from: ‘many letters of the most pleasing nature which had been received from Cornish emigrants, who
all spoke in the most flattering terms of the province, (South Australia) and invited their friends
to come over and join them’. 7

Earlier technological changes now also came into play. By mid-century ships were larger and
they docked at the larger ports such as Plymouth and Falmouth. Emigrants, whose passage
to Australia or South Africa had been paid for by their respective governments, were fully
recorded and statistics on these emigrants for the years from 1846 to 1851 leading up to the
peak of the emigration movement, show that in this five-year period alone 7,750 emigrants
came out of Cornwall, and all but eighty-six of them went to Australia. And even more
interestingly, this level of migration came even before the first gold discovery in Australia, in
August 1851.
Paradoxically, as the agents were successful in inducing the Cornish to emigrate, and
emigration from Cornwall increased, their departure actually lessened the demand for all
kinds of labour in Cornwall as industries fell below their critical economic operational points
and were forced to close. Many formerly employed masons and carpenters, blacksmiths,
general labourers and workers in other occupations were thrown out of work with these
closures and the unemployed also joined the emigration queue. Conversely the emigrants
in their new land recreated this demand for skilled workers and reports came back from
Australia, even as early as 1839 that ‘the demand for carpenters, bricklayers and plasterers
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is unlimited and mechanics could ask anything they liked’. 8 Workers as general labourers
and servants were also required, and at wages unheard of in Britain at the time. As a result,
many miners and their families decided to exchange a hard life in Cornwall, with little or no
future, for a new life and a different occupation overseas. Many miners emigrated to South
Australia and Victoria even before the discoveries of copper and gold were made and when
these discoveries were made, the former miners were very quick to revert to their old
callings and to make use, often with much profit, of their old skills. 9
The population was leaking away from Cornwall. By the end of the 1830s emigration
agents, appointed by the various Colonization Commissions, were to be found in most
towns of the County. They were able to give advice to would-be settlers about the situations
in the colonies and terms of tenure of available Crown lands in Canada, Australia and New
Zealand as well as on other emigration matters. They also administered the ‘Assisted
Passage’ schemes introduced by many colonies to help those unable to afford their passage,
but who were considered ‘likely to make good colonists’. 10 The Cornish miners fell into this
category and they left the County either because their mines now ceased to be worked, or
because there were better opportunities abroad, and not necessarily in mining. Depending
upon the price of tin and copper at the time, the fortunes of the inhabitants of the Cornish
mining districts rose and fell and when they fell many residents simply emigrated. But it
was not until the 1870s that the final decline in Cornish mining set in caused by the
increased competition from the new international resource areas. These times were
accompanied by the mass exodus of miners from the County seeking their fortunes. Mining,
for the working Cornish miner was always hard and hazardous work with only enough
reward, if he was fortunate in the kind of ground he had to break, or the quality of the ore
he dug out, to keep him and his family above the poverty level. So even when the miner was
in work he had little to lose in deciding to emigrate to another country where minerals were
being discovered and exploited. He was also aware that he faced the prospect of having
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nothing at all if and when his local mine closed down in Cornwall. Even worse, he would
have had little hope of alternative employment with other mines also closing down.
In Payton’s study of the emigration pattern out of Cornwall he noted that there were three
distinct waves of emigrants with some sixty years separating the first and the third and final
wave. In the 1870s final wave it was the competitive environment in the ‘New World’ as to
where you ended up. During this time the Colonies and America had developed both
economically and socially and technological advancement had made travel to distant shores
also far less of an ordeal. Ships were larger, faster, steam powered and safer now on the
transatlantic run and to the Far East.

Almost the entire Nettle clan from the region around St Agnes on the western coast of
Cornwall joined in this emigration and they have since scattered around the world. The first
of the Cornish Nettles in Australia actually came to Australia very early in its European
settlement, just not voluntarily. There were three recorded transported convicts to
Australia with the surname of ‘Nettle’ but only one is known with certainty to have come
from Percy’s family. He was Peter Nettle who was transported to New South Wales for ‘life’
on the Norfolk in 1825 following his judgment at the Devon Assizes. He received the
standard life sentence for a ‘non-capital crime’, which at least meant he did not rape or
murder anybody.11 Fifteen years later he received the customary ‘conditional pardon’ for
well-behaved convicts and he was released back into the community on 1 May 1840. 12 He
eventually found his way back to Cornwall where his descendants still live today. 13

11

A life sentence was for theft of goods of a value greater than one-shilling. Capital crime perpetrators for
whom the death penalty applied (rapists and murderers) were not transported but were summarily executed
locally.
12

In Peter’s group released that day was his friend Edward Kelly, the father of the later notorious Australian
bushranger ‘Ned Kelly’. ‘Ned’ was born fourteen years later at Bevington in Victoria in 1854.
13

There is a ‘Richard Peter Nettle’ currently living in Newquay, Cornwall, 13 miles from St Agnes.
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Transported Nettles

Year

Vessel

Nettle, Jacob

1816

Ocean

Nettle, Peter

1825

Norfolk

Nettle, William

1852

Equestrian

Table 1: Nettle - ‘Transportees’
Source: NSW Register of Transported Convicts

The remainder of the Cornish Nettles came to Australia voluntarily as part of the nineteenth
century Cornish exodus. Within Percy’s immediate family his great uncle, Richard Nettle,
with his family, and Richard’s brother, Percy’s grandfather, William Henry, arrived in Sydney
on the ship ‘Harbinger’ in 1849. Richard had married Mary Ann Langworthy in St Agnes,
Cornwall in 1836 and they and one son, Richard Junior, accompanied him. 14 Richard Snr and
William made their way to the then tent city of Ballarat in 1854, via Melbourne, after the
announcement of the gold discovery to pursue any mining opportunities. In earlier British
censuses Richard had been identified in St Agnes with a profession of ‘Stamps, Grate, and
Oven Maker’.15 This was the same business he was to found in Ballarat. John Nettle, Richard
(Snr’s) nephew arrived in Melbourne on the ’Saldanha’ later in 1854 and also moved to
Ballarat to join Richard and William. Edward Nettle a younger nephew, carpenter, and later
to be Percy’s father, age twenty, arrived in Melbourne in August 1868 aboard the ‘White
Star,’ joining Richard, William and John in Ballarat. Henry Nettle, an infant cousin, with his
parents arrived in South Australia in November 1865, on the ‘Champion of the Seas’. Twenty

14

Records of the Office of Parish Clerks, St Agnes., www.cornwall-opc.org/Par_new/a_d/agnes_st.php
Accessed April 2014
15

The first ‘Richard Nettle’ in the English censuses was recorded in 1585 as a ‘Butcher’ in ‘Cheapstreet’, (now
‘Cheapside’) London. In early English ‘Cheap’ meant ‘Market’. All Nettle generations since have featured at
least one ‘Richard Nettle’.
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years later, after Richard Snr’s passing, Henry would join John and Edward in Ballarat in the
management of Nettle Bros although his main interest would be in farming at Warrenheip,
eight kilometres east of Ballarat.

However, it was Richard Nettle (Snr), (1807–1883) who had led the family to Ballarat. More
of the broader Nettle family were to come and all had an interest in, or occupations related
to mining. Twenty-seven of the twenty-eight members of the St Agnes Nettle family
emigrated to either Canada or Australia with the Australian members ending up split
between the copper mining towns of the Northern Yorke Peninsula of South Australia and
the gold mining regions of Victoria. They left behind in St Agnes only one member of their
immediate family, Percy’s Aunt Susan and, sadly, it was only Percy who was ever to see
Susan again; he visited her in St. Agnes while he was on leave from the British Army in 1919.
Susan passed away in St Agnes in 1923.

t

Fig. 3 - ‘Old Ballarat as it was in the summer of 1853- 1854’,
Painting by Eugene von Guerard, in the Ballarat Art Gallery, Victoria

There were a number of colonial-assisted passage schemes in operation through this time
and James Nettle and his wife Jane, Richard (Snr’s) aunt and uncle had been given free
37

passage to South Australia on the ‘Surry’, arriving on 11 October1838, just two years after
the Colony of South Australia was proclaimed. James later sponsored the arrival of a
number of other members of the Nettle family who settled as miners in the copper rich
localities of Burra, Kapunda, Wallaroo and Moonta in South Australia. David Nettle, a cousin
of Percy’s, was one of the last arrivals from St Agnes, arriving in Adelaide in 1865. In the
next census he was listed as a ‘miner - Moonta South Australia.’16 Sadly, James and Jane
Nettle, Edward and his Ballarat oldest relatives, never saw their interstate several relatives
again; they had originally moved to Moonta in South Australia for the copper and eventually
made their way back to Adelaide where they both passed away in 1905. But having
established in Australia they had sponsored the migration of any and all of their relatives
who wanted to come to Australia to join in either the copper rush in South Australia or the
later gold rush in Victoria. A number of these were also ‘assisted passage’ migrants
sponsored by the South Australian Government. All of the Nettle family who voluntarily left
Cornwall for Australia arrived in Australia between 1837 and 1868.
The split of the family between South Australia and the Victorian mining locations was not a
permanent one and a number of the Nettles moved between South Australia and Victoria;
some later went further overseas from Australia to other countries up until the end of the
century depending upon the success of various mining ventures in those localities.

Following his arrival in Ballarat in 1854 Richard (Snr.) moved quickly to form ‘Nettle Bros. &
Co. Ironmongers and Metal Perforators, Manufacturers of Stamper Gratings’. He established
the business as a private company in Victoria in 1854 and it was certainly a business in the
right place at the right time. Nettle Bros. was eventually one of eleven foundries established
in Ballarat during the gold rush era all supported by the extensive mining activities. 17

16

Biographical Index of South Australia 1836 – 1885 Vol. 3 SA Genealogy, South Australian Government. The
biographical Index of SA for 1836 until 1885 also records a number of other members of the family coming to
South Australia.
17

The 1841 Cornwall Census listed two Richard Nettle’s as being born in St Agnes in 1807 and 1815 both with
the profession of ‘Stamps, Grate, and Oven Manufacturer’. Richard Nettle was the most common Nettle first
name and it is possible that these two were cousins. I have used the ‘1807 Richard’ in the family tree as it
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Ballarat’s alluvial gold fields needed a technology capable of efficiently removing the particles
of gold from crushed ore recovered from the fields. The Cornishmen of Ballarat knew just
how to do that removal from their experience in recovering copper ores from the hard-rock
Cornish mines. Richard Nettle, trained as an ‘Ironmonger’, also knew the design and the
technology of mining machinery, and he knew exactly what machinery was required and how
to fabricate it. Nettle Bros. had been born and Richard’s younger nephews, Edward and John,
and eventually much later, Henry, all came out from Cornwall to help and manage the firm in
Mair (prev. Wills) Street, Ballarat. Thirty years after its foundation, when Percy was born,
Nettle Bros. was a successful Ballarat business producing not just Stamper Gratings for the
gold seekers but also fences, cast iron stoves, ornamental lacework, cookware and other castiron products. Its competitors were the ten other foundries the city supported. The Nettle
business had thrived, and so did the Nettles, until by the 1870’s the Nettles were an important
part of the fabric of the city, with the Barkly St Methodist Church being a central part of their
lives. John Nettle was particularly active in the Church as part of the Church Trust and as its
Choir Leader and Organist. Much later, after his arrival, Henry also became involved in the
same Church as did John Langworthy Nettle, Richard’s son. 18 Other Nettles had also taken on
duties in the music of the Church and in the operation of the Sunday school. The importance
of the Methodist Church in the development of Ballarat cannot be over-stated. The first
Wesleyan Methodist minister arrived in the colonies on 10 August 1815 and from then the
Church continued to grow in both extent and influence. Don Hardgrave in 1988 published a
history of the Church in Australia and showed that: The Methodists of the second half of the nineteenth century are the prime instance, and the only
significant case, of an Australian Church that grew substantially as a proportion of the population
from an already significant base with the growth not stemming from immigration.19

fitted best with his age at death. The eleven foundries in Ballarat were identified by Neil Wright in Streams of
Molten Metal. Ballarat, 2011 (unpublished).
18

Barkly Street Methodist Church, Ballarat, Church History, 21, Wesley Church (Ballarat, Vic.) Wesley Church
(Ballarat, Vic.)
19

Hardgrave, Don, For Such a Time, MacGregor Qld: A Pleasant Surprise Ltd.1988, 33
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In the goldfields of Victoria, the Methodists conducted more services than all of the other
denominations combined and by 1861 they were also the best attended denomination in
Victoria. 20
The Rev. C. Irving Benson noted in 1935 that: Methodism was the first Church to have a resident minister and to erect a place of public worship
on the goldfields. Samuel Waterhouse was the first preacher to appear on the scene at Mt
Alexander (Castlemaine). He prepared the way for others. A successor for him appeared from an
unexpected quarter, South Australia! Men in thousands from South Australia – one

The South Australian contingent, predominantly Cornish Methodists from around the copper
mining areas of South Australia, and including some other ‘Nettles’, had a major influence on
the success of the Methodist Church in Victoria. Benson noted: Methodists shared in the times of prosperity and gave liberally to the funds of their Church. The
years 1852 to 1854 saw Circuit debts wiped out and church buildings multiplied.21

The Church continued its vigorous growth and by 1854 it was also erecting ‘Immigrants
homes’ to accommodate the new arrivals and it was not just for Wesleyan Methodists. Early
in the year the homes had accommodated ‘about five thousand persons’. In one home of
1361 persons, 652 were members of the Methodist Church, ‘and the rest respectable persons
of other denominations among whom have been several ministers of religion’.22 But Benson
also noted at the time: ‘…the most successful diggers were Cornishmen, and ex-convicts!’23

Through the 1870s and 1880s the business operations side of the Nettle family in Ballarat
lived in an almost idyllic world. Ballarat and Bendigo continued to grow and businesses
prospered on the back of the gold industry. The enormous wealth derived from gold had
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Hardgrave, Don, For Such a Time, 33
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Benson, A Century of Victorian Methodism, 101
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made Victoria a very wealthy colony and economy in both the public and the private sectors.
Infrastructure was being created throughout the Colony to support the growth of industry
and the population and the new technologies developed through the century, and in
particular power from steam and electricity, were being quickly adopted. Nettle Bros. shared
in the wealth; and everyone thought, what could possibly stop it moving further ahead?
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Chapter 3: A boy, a dog, and a pony: Ballarat, 1890 – 1907
…but we were then, as far as I recall, a family well established and we were by the standards of
those days, I suppose, considered to be comfortably off.1

Nettle Bros. had done very well in the early mining environment and the individual brothers
had prospered and branched out into farming and other pursuits. By 1883 Richard Senior
had died; William, (Percy’s grandfather) had moved to Charters Towers, Queensland; Henry,
the youngest, had a farm in nearby Warrenheip as well as being a partner in Nettle Bros.;
John remained a partner but had opened a real estate business in Melbourne. Edward
(Richard Senior’s nephew, Percy’s father) looked after the day to day management of the
Nettle Bros. business as the ‘active partner’.

Edward had married Mahalah Middlebrook in 1871 and they very quickly produced five
daughters, much to Edward’s dismay because he was looking for a son to inherit and take
over the business from him. 2 Finally, on 19 February, 1886, a son was born and he was
named Percival Edward. Sadly, the happiness that Percy’s birth bestowed on the family was
to be short-lived. Percy in his later tape recording said that he had little memory of his
mother at all; she died when he was just four years old. 3 Edward, now with five young
daughters and a son remarried, quickly, and produced another two sisters for Percy.

For Ballarat itself, and for Percy’s future, the whole fabric of life there began to change by
the early 1880s. Gold mining technology changed, the ‘easy pickings’ alluvial gold had gone,
miners now had to dig deep into hard rock to find ore containing gold and, increasingly, the
gold-mining survivors were not the original ‘lonely diggers’ but the large capital -intensive

1

Nettle, P. E. Transcript of Autobiography. Oral history, self-published, Hong Kong 1961-1963, 3

2

Nettle, Transcript, 4

3
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firms who had bought the machinery of the nineteenth century modern world and could
employ it. The day of the ‘little digger’ was at an end. Mining was now steam powered.
Outside of Ballarat, while the world of the 1890s may have been ‘gay’ or ‘naughty’ in Britain
and parts of Europe and the United States, being born at this time in Australia was as
Melissa Bellanta in the Cambridge History of Australia (2013) said, an ‘overwhelmingly
intense’ experience. 4 Bellanta explained why: The decade began with bruising strikes, followed by the harrowing Depression in every
Colony but Western Australia. The Depression punctured the confidence that had
developed during the long boom in the Eastern Colonies between 1860 and 1890’. 5

The 1870s and the 1880s had been the Australian boom decades fuelled not just by gold and
copper but by the newly emerged and rapidly expanded wool industry, and also by the
technological changes of the time in shipping and transport, and such inventions as
refrigeration all of which were very important for Australian trade development. Those
times, however, were coming to an end. Australia had reached its first trade plateau, and
growth paused. The price of wool had been in decline from the 1880s and, on top of that,
by 1890 it had stopped raining throughout a broad swathe of Australia’s agricultural land. 6
The 1890s were the Colonists first real experience with an Australian major drought and the
combination of industry changes and the drought led, in 1891, to an almost nation-wide
economic ‘collapse’ and the collapse brought the twenty-year economic boom to an abrupt
and financially painful end.

4

Bellanta, Melissa, “Rethinking the 1890’s” ,1890s”, in B Bashford, A. and McIntyre, S. (Ed’s) Cambridge
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In 1886 the price of wool in London had fallen from 1/- a pound to nine-pence half-penny. A drop of 21 per
cent and was continuing to decline. The internal economy was heavily dependent on the overseas price of
wool and its drop in world prices and the resultant financial crises led British depositors to withdraw the large
sums they had placed in Australian banks because of the high interest rates offered. V. Palmer commented
that soon the whole ‘crazy structure began to totter. In Victoria, where private borrowing had been greatest,
the collapse was most dramatic. V. Palmer. The Legend of the Nineties, Melbourne University Press, 1954, 71
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Following the economic collapse banks began to fail in large numbers; thousands of
shareholders lost their money, and tens of thousands of workers were put out of work and
although there are no really reliable statistics there was thought to be around twenty-eight
percent unemployment in Melbourne in 1893 and around twenty percent unemployment
throughout the Eastern State colonies for the remainder of the 1890s. 7 Western Australia
was spared the Eastern colonies decline by mounting its own gold rush between 1892 and
1896.
Melbourne, the main Victorian centre, had grown from 20,000 people in 1851 to 490,000
people by 1890 but this figure was to scarcely change for the next fifteen years because of
the economic collapse and subsequent long recession.8
Immigration into Victoria withered, and emigration to the goldfields of Western Australia
and South Africa increased. The high birthrate in Australia in the mid-nineteenth century fell
away sharply and while the growth of Australia’s cities continued, they now grew only very
slowly.9
Victoria was particularly hard hit by the slump. Bellanta again commented that in eastern
Australia, and especially in Victoria, the 1880s had seen a heated boom in land prices and
mining shares to the point where the colonial banks had decided to raise interest rates and
tighten their lending rules in an attempt to ‘cool investors temperatures’.10 The prior
Victorian land boom itself had created some substantial distortions in the economy. At its
peak in 1887 the annual average net rate of return was seventy-eight percent for land
investment and the average mortgage for land purchase was paid off in less than twenty
months.11
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Melbourne’s growth had been enormous and rapid. In 1850, a year before the discovery of gold in Victoria
Melbourne’s population was only 23,000.
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Bellanta commented that the bleakest days of the deflating ‘bubble’ would not come until
the middle of the decade but even in the summer of 1890 there was sufficient warning of
the coming collapse and its consequent austerity response. And the end did come very
quickly. The price of land and shares edged downwards from 1889 and in 1891 entered a
price free fall and a succession of building societies and land and finance companies plunged
into insolvency. If John Nettle’s real estate business in Melbourne was affected, it was not
mentioned by anybody but it must have been affected to some degree. However, there was
worse still to come. In 1893 thirteen of the eighteen banks with headquarters on the
eastern Australian mainland collapsed between January and May and Australia was ‘on its
knees’.12
Opinions on the causes of the collapse are legion but it was clear that during the late 1880s
as social commentator Vance Palmer observed: The whole development of the country sprang from an unsound base. There was, first of all,
the vital matter of land ownership: control of the great estates was passing into fewer
hands, the hands of companies rather than individuals. There was an aggregation of great
estates. By the end of the nineties, in New South Wales, fewer than seven hundred persons
were occupying more land than the rest of the 50,000 occupiers. 13

Economically Australia recovered, beginning from when the drought ended, and by the first
decade of the twentieth century, Australia was beginning to look prosperous again but for
Ballarat it was going to be down a different path from what it had been on, and Nettle Bros.
was going to find itself on the same path, to its own oblivion.14
It was into this relatively depressed economic environment that Percy Nettle was born and
grew up in Ballarat from 1886. Growing up, Percy even as a child, noticed his father’s
distraction from family matters and his pre-occupation with the family business. His father,
as the active managing partner of the Nettle Bros. business, had good reason to be
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The last goldmine in Ballarat was closed at Black Hill in 1918. Mining had become unprofitable (by that time)
due to the cost of pumping ground water from the deep mines and because of the labour shortage caused by
World War I. The Nettle Bros. business closed and the factory premises were sold off.
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distracted. While the business in its earlier days had been very successful, by the early
1890s the outlook for the business was looking more like the outlook for the rest of the
Australian economy - gloomy! The legal structure of the Nettle Bros. business had also been
changed over the years and Nettle Bros. was now a partnership between the three, John,
Henry and Edward. John and Henry, however, had ‘other interests,’ and Edward could see
trouble ahead for him.
The onset of the Australian Eastern states recession in 1890 had a profound impact on the
engineering and metal working shops in post gold rush Victoria, including those in Ballarat.
In Melbourne between 1890 and 1895 the number of metal working factories in South
Melbourne, their principal location, declined from one hundred and thirty-five to one
hundred and ten; in Williamstown their numbers fell from forty-seven to twenty-eight, and
in Footscray from seventy-two to thirty-nine. In the regions the story was similar although
‘a late infusion of public investment’ from the Government loan of 1890 used for rail, road
and locomotive development, helped to buoy the metal industry up until the early 1890s’. 15
But, by the end of 1891 as Graeme Davison noted, ‘the flow of contracts had almost dried
up’ and Victoria was to settle into a recession that would last throughout the 1890s.16
Life for Percy and his family was going to be a challenge from his early childhood. The
recession that gripped Ballarat in the 1890s, along with the rest of Eastern Australia, was not
going to spare Nettle Bros. It was not so much that the production of gold had reduced
substantially but that the means of extracting the gold from the ore and processing it was
changing and the ‘grate making’ business became a victim of its own specialisation. The
Nettle Bros. ‘grate’ used for separating the gold particles from the waste material in the
sluicing process was particularly designed for the very small-scale alluvial gold producer and
had been manufactured for that purpose since Richard began the manufacturing of grates in
Ballarat in 1854. The 1890s Nettle Bros. business was beginning to suffer from a
combination of technological obsolescence and industry structural change where the mining
process was now more integrated and on a much larger capital intensive scale. The new
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capital investment in gold mining was aimed toward the heavily capitalised corporation not
at the lonely ‘digger’. Ballarat’s biggest foundry, the Phoenix Foundry, had similar problems
to that of Nettle Bros. Bate noted that specialization, the hall mark of the Phoenix, ‘was
certainly its undoing when the colonial economy turned sour in the nineties’. 17

But when the economy turned back up late in the late ‘nineties’ even the big Phoenix
Foundry found it hard to regain contracts for mining machinery and in the locomotive
business, its other specialization, it faced stiff competition from Melbourne foundries and
manufacturers desperate for work. 18 The small Nettle Bros. operation had little hope in
such an environment.

Now most young children are of course unaware of the intricate workings of family finance,
and Percy was no different although he was aware of financial tensions in the home. During
his boyhood he found an escape from those tensions with activities that were outside of his
home, but he was also feeling very much alone. ‘The horses we had were my real
companions’; he would write in his later diaries. His other companion and best friend was
his dog, Laddy. But still, in later reflections, Percy was still able to describe his boyhood
growing up in Ballarat, while lonely, still ‘a boy’s own adventure story’19.

Percy’s boyhood focus was the horses and ‘Laddy’. He recalled that of a Saturday he ‘would
ride out into the bush cantering along on the horse ‘with Laddy coming along behind with
the wind blowing his ears back’. Joyous tales of independence, of dogs and horses and
riding in buggies, of riding horses bareback, and staying on his Uncle Henry’s farm at
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Warrenheip; these made up for some of the lack of security in his sombre home. For Percy,
these were the only ‘joys of my boyhood’.20
Percy’s relationship with his father over the years became more and more strained, but the
times for his father were very strained. Despite the beginning of the nation-wide economic
recovery by the end of the 1890s the now technologically backward Nettle Bros. business
was struggling. It had been left behind by the change in gold-mining practices; and it had
not made the investment in the manufacture or purchase of the capital goods that were
then being demanded by the now heavily mechanised local mining industry. From 1890
Ballarat mining techniques were moving toward the major capital investment in machinery
designed specifically for the hard rock mining process. The advent of the new mining
machinery had been facilitated by the technological changes and their widespread adoption
in the nineteenth century. Edward Nettle, the once highly respected and successful
businessman of past years, was now silent and seemingly carrying the weight of the world
on his shoulders. Nettle Bros. had catered for the small alluvial miner, the ‘digger’, but the
little diggers were now gone. Bate wrote of this time: Economic forces gradually eliminated most of the small mines as the quartz, now prospected
for by diamond drills, was followed to deeper and deeper levels. Instead of the 143 mining
companies in the 1880s, there were only 31 in 1890.21

From his adolescence, if not before, Percy became aware that his future success was not
going to be found in the family business in Ballarat. By the end of the 1890s he knew, or
rather believed he knew that the family business was dying, which would mean that the
children of the founders would not be guaranteed future employment. Edward had certainly
shown that he was aware of this potential lack of a future for his own son in the business in
that while Percy was still at high school at Ballarat Clarendon College, his father enrolled
him in the Ballarat School of Mines and Industries to study Engineering Drawing as a skill he
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could obtain and rely on later in his life. 22 Percy was to later comment upon this move as ‘a
very good thing for me in life’. 23

‘Nettle Bros. & Co. Metal Perforators and Manufacturers of Stamper Gratings’ continued its
decline into the new century, eventually to become a ‘pickle processing factory’, under a
new ownership; and even that closed down in 1929.24

Percy had attended a state primary school ‘like all the rest of the boys’, he said. He also
attended secondary school at Ballarat Clarendon College, but didn’t stay long enough to
matriculate. He skipped out as soon as he was able (turning fourteen) because he was
‘wrapped up in this mechanical engineering and engineering -drawing’, which he was
studying at the Ballarat School of Mines and Industries. 25

As Percy grew up in Victorian-Edwardian Ballarat, his five older sisters were living the life of
genteel young ladies befitting their middle-class status. Life for them was the social whirl of
late-nineteenth-century urban life; they were petition-signing suffragettes, and society
ladies.26 Five of the sisters, the daughters of Mahalah Middlebrook were all older than
Percy, the eldest by fourteen years, the youngest by four years. Percy’s mother’s death in
1890 brought Mary Ann Harrison into Percy’s life as his father’s new wife and Mary Ann was
to produce another two sisters for Percy, Effie and Hazel. Following the birth of her second
child though Mary Ann also became ill and in 1899, she also died.
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Figure 3: Mahalah Middlebrook, 1850 – 1889 (Percy’s Mother)
Source: Percy Nettle’s photo collection

From the later 1890s the older five girls were also progressively meeting their partners in
life from men working in goldmining and from the Methodist Church. Some moved on to
wherever mining was flourishing at the time; two of the girls went with their husbands to
Kalgoorlie in Western Australia searching for gold. Elsie, the third older sister, met an Irish
academic biologist in Melbourne and they married and moved to Hobart where he was
employed at the University in Hobart.

His step-sister Effie, the next in line, was later to meet and marry Count Jorgensen in
Shanghai, an eccentric painter and later widely known Melbourne graffiti artist who was the
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ostracized and avoided cousin of the King of Denmark. 27 Up until 1949 ‘Jorgie’ and Effie
tripped between Shanghai, Melbourne, Ballarat and Hong Kong, in between occasional visits
to Denmark.28

Percy continued to refer throughout his life to the loss of his natural mother although he
really had no memories of her. Much of what he knew about her came from his older sisters
who had reinforced in him a perception of her as an ‘extraordinary’ woman. Her family, the
Middlebrooks, had come from Lincoln (U.K.) and they were very ‘middle class people’. Percy
later said that he was told by people who knew his mother that she was a ‘superior’ type of
woman – she had ‘ambitions’. 29

Percy would also later describe her, no doubt on hearsay information from his older sisters,
that she was not in ‘the same sphere as his father mentally’, she was the ‘more intelligent
one’ and he thought that may have been the cause of problems in their marriage. But Percy
knew there were other problems as well; he would write later that from what he had heard
(probably from his sisters) ‘she never really loved my father and during the childbearing
period, poor woman, she had this daughter after daughter and very little happiness in life’.30

Percy would also describe his mother as ‘more cultured’ than his father, a person of more
‘refined habits and tastes’. She and Edward had ‘terrific quarrels’, Percy heard and he wrote;
‘they called in the Parson of the Methodist Church sometimes to try and bring them
together but then I came, I was born and you can imagine the joy of the poor woman, after
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five daughters she had a son.’31 Mahalah of course died four years after the birth of her
son.

Percy, now fourteen, had survived two mothers, and was left with seven sisters. He later
reflected back on his family environment at this time and said that he found his home life
‘quite unsatisfactory’. They already had in the family five girls before he came along and,
because he was at the tail-end of the family, his father seemed to him to be too old to be
companionable to him. Nor did he feel he had much companionship in the home with his
siblings, all being girls. He did recall though that his stepmother did her best ‘according to
her lights’, and he thought he was brought up well, or at least as well as any other boy in
Australia at the time. However, he still thought that with nobody to take any particular
interest in him he just ‘grew up like topsy’. 32

By the time Percy was to finish his schooling his older sisters were all in their twenties and
they had begun to disappear out of his life; his stepmother had also died in this period and
his father had married again to his third wife, Maria Louisa Anna Whitten in 1900. 33 Percy,
however, was never able to see his father’s third wife as anything other than just a ‘guest’ in
the house, rather than a stepmother. 34

Percy ‘s home life in this period further deteriorated. It had never, according to him, been
particularly happy but he felt now that his father was growing even more distant and even
harsher in his treatment of him. He used to ‘beat me without reason’ according to Percy, or
at least that is how it seemed to him. He terrified Percy and because of that Percy
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confessed in his biographical account, to feeling no love for his father whatsoever. He saw
his father as only a strict, stern man, and ’very, very self-centred’. Percy complained that his
father was always wrapped up in his business, and that he was just a very harsh man in his
treatment of himself and others. 35

As the years passed Percy grew more and more remote from his family and he was to find
only in the horses and his dog Laddy his real companions. Percy writing much later about
his home life was to complain he could find nothing of interest to him inside the house,
which he thought was a ‘bad feature’ in his development. He also said he could never
remember anybody in the house willing to help him with anything, or to even take an
interest in his school lessons. In fact, he found that nobody in the house even bothered to
know what he was doing at all. He felt he was just one member of a very large family, and
he really only bothered even coming home to have his meals. Nobody, he said, ever even
asked him about his future or what he might want to do. For Percy, in this period, there was
no planning in his life and his father hardly ever spoke to any of them about anything that
would interest any of them ‘individually and personally’.36

In his much later tape recording Percy was able to add a little more perspective to his
boyhood observations of his father. It was only later that he could see that his father was
the struggling managing partner of an out of date business in the midst of a major recession
and had worries enough of his own, and just did not want to share them. Percy had
observed him as a man who sat at the table at meals, never saying a word; although he also
knew him as a man who could be quite loquacious at meals when his brother Henry came to
dinner. His father and Henry would gossip between themselves while the young ones had to
sit around the table not saying or understanding anything. In any case, observed Percy,
their conversation was always about something at ‘home’. 37 Percy was living in that
confounded state that made the children of immigrants often wonder where home actually
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was; a condition perhaps common to many of the offspring of immigrant parents. Percy and
his sisters thought they were home already, but for these two ‘old-timers’, as Percy called
them, when they referred to home they were talking about Cornwall and the things they
used to do as boys there. That was all very well wrote Percy, but it made them all feel that
they didn’t quite belong there in Ballarat and that they were, in some way, foreigners away
from home.

38

In reflection back on this childhood much later in his life Percy thought that

the whole episode of his birth and early upbringing in those troubled times had an effect on
him both as a small child and as a boy growing up. Percy, in his own mind, had become very
isolated and he also felt that he was, somehow, to blame for his mother’s poor health and
death, a blame very possibly reinforced by his older sisters as he was growing up. Perhaps it
was because of this that Percy had only occasional contact with the older girls throughout
the latter part of his life. But he also always thought that he had missed out on something,
somehow, in his growing up in their home and, not finding whatever it was in his home and
family, he thought that it led him to grow up to be a very lonely sort of a lad leading his
interests increasingly outside of his home and family.39

But even so, and even as a child with a quite distant and ‘strained’ relationship with his
father, Percy still thought of his father as a very capable man and, later in his life, while he
continued to think much the same of him, he now also thought of him with a little
forgiveness and understanding: He had no idea of the upbringing of children, no idea of the psychology of a child’s life, but I will
say this, he in his heart, in his own peculiar way, he did love his family and he probably did have
ideas for me but we could never get together, which meant that I was anxious to develop
something by myself.40

And on the same day he would further write that he knew that in front of him lay a ‘problem
in life’ in terms of what he was going to do for employment and to survive. He thought
himself at a very ‘loose end’ and uncertain about his future. But the one thing he certainly
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appreciated his father for was to put him in into that technical college in Ballarat ‘which
more than once has helped me’.41

Figure 4: The original ‘Nettle family home’, No. 6, in the High St. Peterville,
St Agnes, Cornwall42
Source: Author, 2014
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In 1841, No. 6 Peterville was a public house called the ‘Victoria’, with John Nettle (Snr) the licensee at that
time. Benney, Clive. St Agnes – A Photographic History, Volume Three, St Agnes UK : Wheal Hawke
Publications, 2012, 60.
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Figure 5: Miners and Mechanics Institute – St Agnes, Cornwall,
where Percy's father Edward, was educated
Source: Author, 2014

Growing up in Ballarat at the end of the century meant that a child received a State or
Catholic School Primary education and then could go on to a private secondary school, or go
into an apprenticeship. For Percy, studying ‘Engineering Drawing’ at the Ballarat School of
Mines and Industries took the place of the apprenticeship, and he had also by that time
developed an interest in the new technology of electricity and he confessed to being very
keen to get into the electrical business. He did then, somehow, persuade his father to allow
him to go into electrical work for which his father obliged him by contacting an electrical
firm he knew through his own business contacts. He found a position with them for Percy in
Melbourne. It was not so much an apprenticeship as a ‘traineeship’ in those early days of
electricity but certainly a practical education. Percy remained with this firm for
approximately one year and became, he thought, ‘more or less proficient’ in that work, so
now he had both the mechanical and electrical side, but no ‘certificates ‘to say he could do
anything apart from Engineering Drawing, and a certificate for as far as he went with the
Education Department; ‘but with that equipment’, he would later write, ‘I had to face life’. 43
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Percy, however, was better equipped than he knew ‘to face life’. He had had a very solid
and sober upbringing, had obtained a relatively high level of education, had a Wesleyan
moral base learned through the church, and had learned, from the same source, ‘duty and
responsibility’ to others that would serve him well in his later association with the Chinese.

While Percy had lost any interest in his father’s business, still in Ballarat he was a young man
anxious to find a place for himself in the world. Percy much later in his life thought back on
this time and wrote that he was just an unhappy boy with no clear idea of where his
happiness would lay. He did recall though some words he had learned in Church that if you
‘train up a child the way it should go; when he is older he will not depart from it’. 44 ‘The boy
is the father of the man’,45 he learned and he knew that he had to find his own way. He also
remembered ‘old John Garbutt’, his principal at Ballarat Clarendon College saying to him
one day, ‘Nettle, you’re an intelligent boy but you’re a fool’. 46 How true that was, thought
Percy many years later.47

This period marked the end of Percy’s growing up and his educational experience. He was
now very ambitious to get ahead in life, and perhaps in reality to get away from the life he
had. He repeatedly expresses his ‘unhappiness’ as a boy growing up Ballarat and the
acquiring of a few skills had opened up his eyes to the potential prospects before him. He
was nearly nineteen years old and although he was usually quite distant from his father, and
he felt there was nobody else who cared much about him, he did eventually summon up the
courage to put to his father a proposition that his father should do something for him in the
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way of a business.48 And Percy knew just what business he wanted; he proposed to his
father that his father’s business, Nettle Bros., should open a department for electrical work,
take him into it, and go in for electric wiring, contracting out in the town following the
opening of the electric supply.49

The tramways in Ballarat were to be electrified in 1905 and the question of electric lighting
in the city and town had come to the fore. Percy, having already had some experience in the
electrical business, and having ‘sensed’ that the business of Nettle Bros. would not last, he
thought his electrical department could well be the Nettle Bros. business saving grace.

His father said he would discuss it with his partners and Percy was to wait upon the result of
those discussions. Whatever discussions they had, wrote Percy, he did not know but they
did not succeed. The other partners disagreed with the idea and although his father was
willing himself to do something of the kind, he found by their partnership agreement that he
could do nothing within the company without the other partners’ agreement. 50

However, Percy’s father had previously said to him that if the brothers did not agree to it he
would start him himself, although this was not what Percy wanted. With hindsight, Percy
wrote much later, he had sensed himself that he was not experienced enough at that time
to conduct his own business but he had thought that with the experience of the older men
of Nettle Bros. he could have developed some new opportunities within the business.
Eventually, however, it was his father who said he would put up a few hundred pounds to
start him in his own electrical business, not connected with Nettle Bros. and so it happened.
Percy started out with a business of his own. 51
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Percy certainly had the technical skills to operate this new electrical business and he
engaged a couple of ‘wiremen’ he knew from his Melbourne job to assist him and opened a
place of business at 28 Armstrong Street North, Ballarat in 1905 as a franchise of the ’Edison
Electric Light Company’. The first twelve months of the business took its toll. Percy
realised he had unwisely spent far too much of his father’s capital fixing the place up and
found he had very little working capital left at the end of the year but they carried on as best
they could, and did some profitable work. But Percy could see that the business was not
growing, barely sustaining itself, and this left him with a dilemma he could not resolve. His
only option seemed to seek more money from his father, just to keep going. However, he
was not prepared to do that believing his father would be very angry with him for not
making a go of it, and possibly would force him to close the business down. 52

Percy knew a lot about electricity, but very little about running a business. This was why he
wanted it to be put into Nettle Bros. from the outset. Even now at age twenty, he knew he
did not know enough about how to even finance the business and on top of all this, and
despite his father’s demonstrated good will towards him, Percy still found it impossible to sit
down and discuss personal problems of any sort with his father.

Percy quickly became overwhelmed by his business problem but could find nobody he was
prepared to talk to about them. He convinced himself that he was just not capable of
running a business, and then came the ‘fight, or flight’ response. Percy’s response to his
business worries was at the end, Wesleyan duty and responsibility or not, to flee. It seemed
to him that there was no hope for him in that business, that it was going to crash, and he
was ‘deadly scared’ of facing his father with that result. He did not know quite what of do.
Having nobody to discuss it with he found himself faced with having to make some decision,
but that decision was now going to be based upon his own urge to escape. 53
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Early in 1906, Percy reached his low point of business despair; he genuinely felt there was
no hope for the business and that the trouble was with him. He convinced himself that he
just didn’t have the expertise to run a business and he then thought, in naïve selfjustification, if he was out of the business those left behind, with his father, might make a go
of it. 54

Percy was not thinking rationally by this stage and it was many years later that he realised
how misjudged his whole thinking was. He quite unfairly sheeted some of the blame for this
failure back to his father, writing that the whole thing was a lack of judgement in the first
place on his father’s part. His father, according to Percy, should have realised that a boy
who more or less only knew the technical side of things and without any business
experience could not run a successful enterprise of that kind. He rationalised that his father
would have been much better off to have given him a couple of hundred pounds and told
him to go out and fend for himself. 55 This was certainly not one of Percy’s more gracious
moments.

Percy’s lifetime to this point of learning duty and responsibility and the tenets of his
Wesleyan faith, completely lost it at this point. Not strong enough himself to approach his
father, nor wise enough to sit down with his uncles, or even his Church Minister, or his
sisters, anybody, Percy bolted! He had reached a decision to ‘flee’ out of fear, and then
punished himself for giving into that fear, for the rest of his life. He quickly decided to leave
Ballarat, leave the business, leave the home and start out and make good for himself,
somehow? It was a decision, he wrote, born out of desperation and fear. 56 He took with
him five pounds from the shop till, and the clothes he stood up in, no baggage, ‘not even a
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toothbrush’ and just walked out of the shop that day, down to the railway station and got
on to the afternoon train to Melbourne, with the five pounds in his pocket. From
Melbourne he caught the ‘Night Mail’ train to Sydney and by the time he got to Sydney he
had only three pounds left. Now totally rattled and confused by the enormity of what he
had just done, he purchased a one-way deck passage ticket on a ship heading to Brisbane. 57

Getting to Brisbane, with little money left, he was there only a few days staying in a cheap
boarding house looking for work when he obtained a job with the City Electric Light
Company of Brisbane, an ‘expanding concern’ he wrote, where he was paid fifty shillings a
week, slightly better than the average wage of the day. On that income he would later
write, he managed to get along ‘very nicely’. He wrote he had a very happy time in Brisbane
getting to know the boys there, and that people were very hospitable and kind and he
enjoyed his life in Brisbane very much indeed. He then said ‘he began to feel that I really
belonged somewhere and somebody really cared’. 58

They cared in Ballarat too but not quite the same way. Totally embarrassed with himself and
what he had done, it would be three years before he had the courage to have any further
contact with his family.

Much more, however, was about to impact on Percy’s life. In early 1906 San Francisco was
devastated by an earthquake and a subsequent fire storm. For Percy and his
contemporaries in Brisbane there grew an urge to get to San Francisco to be part of the
rebuilding of that city, and from that, to hopefully make some money. For Percy and his
contemporaries in Brisbane, the USA was the ‘upcoming country where fortunes could be
made’, and this was just the opportunity to do that.
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Percy started saving to purchase a passage to San Francisco but, by the time he wanted to
leave because most of his friends had by then already left, he had only managed to save
enough to get as far as Hong Kong, one way, second class. But thinking this could still be a
‘stepping stone’ to his future in America, Percy wrote to the manager of the Hong Kong
Tramways, ‘told him what a wonderful man he (Percy) was and that he expected to reach
Hong Kong at about a certain time and asked if he could give him an engagement’.60 The
Tramways manager wrote back to him, a very nice letter, Percy said, informing him that the
company never engaged anyone from overseas but if he came to Hong Kong he would be
glad to see him. Well, thought Percy, that was good enough and so, a little later in 1906,
Percy and his insufficient savings to get anywhere near America, took ship for Hong Kong.
On route he befriended another passenger, an American who asked him where he was
going and Perc y told him, Hong Kong! ‘Oh,’ said his new friend, ‘don’t go to that place, that
place is finished; no good going there, you won’t make any money, only a lot of old
Englishmen there - come up to Shanghai, that’s the place; you ought to see what the
Americans have done up there.’61

Percy later wrote later that his new friend talked so much about China and Shanghai that
being such a ‘young fool’ himself when he got to Hong Kong he didn’t even call on the
manager of the Tramways, or present his letter to anybody. He still had just enough money
left to buy an extension of his voyage from Hong Kong to Shanghai and he landed in
Shanghai on 2 November 1906, with almost no cash left, just enough to get a place to sleep
in another cheap boarding house.62
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A New Start in Shanghai
Percy had just entered Imperial China, and a very different world from the one he had just
left. China at this time was being ruled by the Manchu Qing dynasty, and had been divided
into ‘concession areas’ that were occupied by a number of the European powers, and Japan.
Since the 1850’s the European powers had progressively expanded their interests
throughout China and the British commercial activities in Shanghai in 1906 were very
prominent, interests which, as it turned out, were going to be very fortunate for Percy.

Percy moved into the boarding house with just his one small bag and he noticed that the
boarding house proprietors looked him up and down wondering where he had come from.
He was able to reassure them and after a few days wandering about Shanghai, calling on
companies, he was offered a technician’s job at the British-owned Shanghai Telephone
Company who was then erecting a five-thousand-line telephone switchboard and needed
somebody to undertake the connection work. There was nobody trained for such an activity
in Shanghai at that time and, as Percy said later, ’it was really quite a simple job’. 63

Percy’s escape from Ballarat was now complete, but he never was to get to San Francisco.
At this time, he was not seeking anything in particular; all he knew in his own mind was that
he could not make a success of running his own business, but he still needed to survive and
hence he needed a job and an income.

Percy finished the switchboard job and he had saved up some money by then, but
unfortunately he ended up in the Shanghai General Hospital with typhoid fever. He
remained in the hospital for the following five weeks and then spent another three months
recuperating with a family he had met through the telephone company. Percy took the
opportunity this gave him to learn to speak with the household staff that were looking after
him. This was a very different approach from that of many other British citizens in China at
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that time. Percy learned to communicate with his hosts which was something few others,
other than some of the missionaries, had been bothered learning how to do. This ‘host
family’ experience marked the beginning of Percy’s acculturation into a life in China and,
most significantly, the establishment of those later strong guanxi relationships. Through this
family Percy also met someone he refers to in his diary as ‘CC’ Yang, who was to later
become Percy’s oldest Chinese friend, and a significant influence on and participant in his
life.

Following his recuperation Percy, although invited to return to the telephone company, did
not go back but secured a position as a draughtsman in the drawing office of the Shanghai –
Nanking Railway which was then under construction. It was a big job, Percy wrote, two
hundred miles of railway line and he was in the workshops in Woosung, the port of
Shanghai. Percy knew he was ‘pretty good’ at that kind of work having had some experience
there in the telephone company and from his mechanical drawing tuition in Australia and he
was able to do some quite good work for them and they seemed very happy about it.64 He
was also able to design some new carriages for the line and they were built to his plans. He
also did quite a lot of ‘locomotive work’ up until 1908 when the line was finally opened to
Nanking but then all of the construction staff, to which he belonged, were paid off and a
new establishment, mostly Chinese, was brought into being to operate the line.

These experiences established Percy’s place in China from which he would never look back.
It also had another blessing for him, he was now known in Shanghai as an ‘Engineer’. 65
Percy was now twenty-three years old and beginning to master the ways of his new and
very British-Chinese environment. Ballarat already seemed long ago, and he never
mentioned San Francisco again. During his recuperation he had also learned enough of the
Chinese language (Mandarin) to be able to basically communicate - a skill that continued to
grow throughout his life.
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For Percy this period represented a whole new start in life and he seemed content with
being disconnected from his own family during these years in China. It was little wonder,
however, that his family did not speak to him for a number of years. Percy had escaped
from Ballarat, and from what really amounted to a naïve, poorly planned business venture,
but one day he knew he was going to have to reconcile with his family. In the meantime,
however, there were other adventures to be had, and they were only just beginning.

The several months in recuperation, with little else to do were really the beginning of
Percy’s ‘acculturation’ into China and the eventual development of his relationships there.
Percy, because of his own emotionally distant family background in Ballarat, found a new
family and ‘adopted’ this family as his own. This family, the Yang family remained the
cornerstone of Percy’s life in China until he was forced to leave China for Hong Kong just
prior to World War Two, and his later internment in the ‘Prisoner of War’ camp. Percy’s
respect for the Chinese through his life, a respect that was reciprocated by the Chinese,
became evident in all his dealings with the Chinese from this time forward and can mainly
be attributed to a foundation established through his cultural merging with his ‘Shanghai
family’ during his illness.66 This ‘cultural merging’ also laid the foundations for the later
development of all of those ‘guanxi’ relationships his later life became based around.
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The ‘Shanghai family’ included members of the ‘Yang’ family who became part of Percy’s entire life in China.
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Chapter 4: In the Empire’s Fading Light

Figure 6: China – 1912
Source: http://www maps.nationalgeographic.com/maps/print-collection/china1912
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PART 1 - To Chongqing

After the Shanghai-Nanking railway was completed in 1908, Percy needed a new job. With
the help of his new Chinese contacts, and the ‘Shanghai family’, it wasn’t very long before
he found employment ‘with one of the biggest concerns in China in those days - an
engineering firm called Arnhold Karberg. Arnhold Karberg were an international firm of
German registration and Percy was engaged by them as an engineer in their electrical
department. And 1908 was a ‘boom year’ for the company.1

At this time in China, however, a ‘restlessness’ with the old China ways had been continuing
to grow; a ‘restlessness’ largely brought about by the rise of ‘revolutionaries’, Sun Yat Sen in
particular. But it had also arisen because of increasing levels of education in the wider
population, and a growing awareness of what was happening in the larger world outside of
China. Interestingly, Sir John Jordan, with whom Percy would have increasing contact over
the following fifteen years was then the British Ambassador to China and was himself quite
surprised at the change taking place. Jordan had been back in England for a lengthy period
and had returned to China also in 1906 where he:
…found that society had changed ‘wonderfully’. Many of the social changes signified that ‘a new
China’ was emerging. Chinese ladies were seen on the street riding, and the Chinese sought to
eliminate opium-smoking and foot-binding of women, regarding these traditions as positive
vices.2

Jordan, in effect, reported a complete breakdown of the ‘old social order’ in China at this
time.3
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In the first decade of the twentieth century China was indeed modernising under a
Government attempting to underpin the Qing dynasty rule that had been in place since
1644. The Qing (Manchu) dynastic rule was under greatest threat from the growing
nationalist-republican movement led by Sun Yat Sen, which itself had grown from the
increasing disenchantment, of seemingly the whole population, to the failure of the
Government to stem the ever growing influence of the major world powers over Chinese
life. The Office of the Historian at the U.S. Department of State had also noticed the change
of mood in China and summarised the situation very well when they wrote: -

The combination of increasing imperialist demands (from both Japan and the West), frustration
with the foreign Manchu Government embodied by the Qing Court, and desire to see a unified
China less parochial in outlook fed a growing nationalism that spurred on revolutionary ideas.4

In fact, there had been a ‘restlessness’ growing in China against the imperial powers ever
since the occupation of China by the British in 1840. This ‘restlessness’ was also going to
continue to grow but in the meantime, for Percy, his life was about to take some dramatic
shifts.

Arnhold Karberg & Co in China (1866-1914) had orders that year Percy started, 1908, for five
electricity generating plants in five Chinese cities. Arnhold Karberg was located on Honan
Island opposite Canton where all the foreign offices were then located. The firm opened its
first branch in Hong Kong in 1867 and then Shanghai in 1881. By 1901 the firm had thirtyseven branches throughout the Chinese Empire including a branch in Chongqing. In 1908
the chief comprador (local manager) of Arnhold Karberg was the fifty-eight-year-old Woo
Chau Chin. However, the outbreak of the First World War in August 1914, saw in October
1914 the internment of all German nationals in China, which spelled the end of the firm. It
was reconstituted as Arnhold Brothers Limited (China) on 1 October 1917 under the then
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‘British Ordinances’ in Hong Kong, and then reconstituted again to become a British
company after 1919 under the name Arnhold & Co. Its headquarters were relocated to
Hong Kong after the Communist takeover in China in 1949. 5

But Percy was initially engaged by Arnhold’s as an ‘electrical engineer’ to work for the
company on the installation of one of those electricity plants in Shanghai city. His time the
previous year working for the Shanghai Telephone Company, and the contacts he made
there, had introduced him to many of the foreign companies who were working on Chinese
infrastructure projects, including Arnhold Karberg & Co. Percy by now was also beginning
to make a number of Chinese contacts and through these newly developed contacts, also
found himself that year instrumental in booking an order for Arnhold’s for an electricity
plant inland at the port of Chongqing, up at the top of the Yangtze gorges. Chongqing was so
`outback’ at that time, according to Percy, that very few people even knew where it was. 6

Percy did comment that Chongqing was more in the region of the explorer in those days
although it had actually been established as a treaty port by the British in 1860. Ships were
available at that time to take passengers 1600 kilometres up river from Shanghai to Ichung
but beyond that the Yangtze gorges started and then it was a matter of transferring to
smaller boats and being hauled up the river and over the rapids by coolies for the next two
hundred kilometres before resuming under steamer for the final four hundred kilometres.
Five or six weeks was a very average time for a Shanghai – Chongqing journey to take.

To further cement Percy’s place in China, the buyers of the generating plants, whom he
knew from contacts made through his Shanghai family, had asked if Percy could be sent up
to erect the plants for them.
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This was how Percy got to the city of Chongqing, which was to become his home for many
years. In fact, it remained his home until he was forced to leave China following the
Japanese invasion in 1937.

The Yangtze River was to be Percy’s only line of communication with the outside world from
Chongqing, as well as his only communication route from the Tibetan mountains through
the mountainous country of West China and down the river that ran 6,400 kilometres over
its whole length to the sea near Shanghai.

The difficulties of negotiating the Yangtze up to Chongqing were well known. The rise in the
river between Shanghai and Ichung, 1600 kilometres inland, was only thirty metres but for
the next five hundred and sixty kilometres upstream the water rose altogether one hundred
and thirty metres and passed through gorges that began 1600 kilometres upriver, and
extended for a further two hundred kilometres further west. The river drops even within the
gorges themselves was also considerable and navigation of a boat through there under its
own power had not been possible. Percy and his power station parts would have to pass
through some very, very strong rapids in the gorges and until the end of the nineteenth
century when the river was finally conquered it was considered that this part of the river
was just not navigable, other than for small craft, junks and other craft which could be
pulled over the rapids by human labour. It was not until 1899 that any attempt was even
made to get a steam vessel all the way up to Chongqing and the first vessel to succeed in the
navigation was a British gunboat called ‘The Woodlark’. However, that vessel still did not go
up entirely under its own power. The vessel still had to be hauled over some of the rapids
by hundreds of coolies and it could only steam itself in the water between the rapids.7
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controversial three gorges dam project of the PRC. The dam was fully operational at the end of 2012 and lifted
the height of the river above the dam by 181 metres and the hydroelectric output of the dam produces 14% of
China’s total electricity needs. http://enwikipedia.org/wiki/Three-Gorges dam History.
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Figure 7: The Yangtze Rapids – at low water
Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three_Gorges_Dam - history

Figure 8: Junk on the Yangtze – Towed up by coolies, the usual method
Source Art.com; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three_Gorges_Dam-history
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The first passenger ship to make the attempt to get up to Chongqing under its own power
was a ship called the ‘Pioneer’, built especially for the work. The ‘Pioneer’ was a paddle ship
and made its first attempt in 1899 but it also still did not have enough engine power to go
over these rapids and again ended up being towed up by coolies. In some sections of the river
the fall of the rapid might be anything up to six metres, and a ship had to climb up over that
as well.

Figure 9: The ‘Pioneer’ – 1905
Source: http://enwikipedia.org/wiki/Three-Gorges Dam - History

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, however, there was an Englishman, Captain
Plant, a well-known river specialist from the Tigress River region in Mesopotamia. He had
been invited to come out to China to take the ‘Pioneer’ up to Chongqing which he did. For
some years he had studied the proposition of building a ship that could navigate the Yangtze
and finally assembled a Chinese group to raise the funds to send him back to England where
he had a ship made to his own design to make another attempt to conquer the rapids.
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This time of Captain Plant and the Yangtze ship attempt just happened to coincide with
Percy’s work for the installation of the Arnhold Karberg power plant in Shanghai. During this
time Captain Plant had the ship, that he had designed, constructed in England and shipped
out to China and re-assembled in Shanghai. 8 According to Percy, the two companies
involved in this ship-building and power station exercises were ‘more or less’ the same, that
is the electric power company (who would own the power station when it was constructed)
and the steamship company who had funded Plant’s ship, were owned by the same people.
They asked Percy to go up as a passenger on this first voyage.9

Shanghai was ablaze with the news of the voyage.10 Although many people warned Percy of
the danger, he carried on just the same and he said nothing happened on the voyage at all.
There was no apparent physical danger and he found it ‘a very interesting voyage indeed’. 11
Percy was the only European passenger on board; other than him there were some Chinese
deckhands and the Europeans Captain Plant, a Royal Naval officer commander, and the
Chief Engineer. 12 ‘Well that’s how I got to Chongqing’, Percy wrote, ‘it was an historic
voyage. It was the first ship that ever got there under its own power and when we arrived
in Chongqing of course we had a tremendous reception from the officials and others.’13

Percy was present at an historic moment in the history of Western China and many years
later he wrote that the impact of this voyage on Western China was enormous as since then

8

The life and achievement of Captain Plant can be read at: Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society Hong Kong
Branch © RASHKB and author ISSN 1991-7295 Vol. 41 (2001)
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Upper River joined the Chinese maritime custom service and on his first leave in 1922 he got pneumonia on a
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‘many, many steamers had gone up that section of the river and beyond, as much as two
hundred, three hundred miles, further west than that.’14

Captain Plant’s success opened up the major trade route for Chongqing and western China.
Percy wrote about Chongqing that it was a very great city even then and altogether
something which one could remember. However, the Arnhold Karberg power station
establishment was going to present some even greater challenges than getting a boat up
the river, not the least of which was the local geography. Chongqing city was located on a
promontory built on rock, very high up. 15 The rise and fall of the river at Chongqing was
thirty metres between the summer level and the winter level and because of this the city sat
very high up on the hill and was almost completely surrounded by water. The promontory
itself was formed by the junction of two rivers, the main Yangtze River and the smaller
Jialing River. The Chinese called Chongqing the ‘Dragon’s Head’ because it was head shaped
from being almost completely surrounded by water.

The city, in 1910, was according to Percy, although sizable, quite primitive. There were no
made roads, the streets were very narrow, and very dirty, although he did see it as a ‘city of
great potentiality’ (sic)16 . But getting a power station into it was going to be very difficult.
Chongqing then was the centre of a vast inland trade and everything to be transported
could only be carried by human or by animal. Human bearers were everywhere, along with
thousands of mules and horses to carry the merchandise of the province. 17 And nobody had
ever considered transporting an entire power station by this method.
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Having seen Chongqing, Percy’s next job was to ship the entire power station up there and
the little ship that Captain Plant had constructed was not going to have the capacity to take
such things as the power station’s eight huge boiler drums, which couldn’t be broken up or
made into smaller packages. There were also the very heavy parts of the engine’s
foundations. Percy was very afraid that he would not be able to ever get the machinery up
there but, somehow, he said, the Chinese managed it, much to his delight. The Chinese
owners got six large junks’ and had them altered internally to carry the eight boiler drums
and with great care they managed to get all eight drums and all the associated machinery up
to Chongqing by April 1910, without any loss and with very little breakage. In fact, as far as
breakage was concerned, Percy said ‘it was only one switchboard panel that was cracked. A
wonderful feat of transportation’, he wrote. 18

When the power station arrived a very anxious Percy was waiting for it. The building in
which the machinery was to be housed included a 50-metre-high chimney which Percy had
designed and it was well on the way to completion and ready for the plant itself to arrive.

Having got the machinery up to Chongqing the next task was going to be moving it to the
sites through the narrow gate into Chongqing, and through the narrow alleyways thereafter.
Percy was very impressed with the solution to the problem. He wrote later that this didn’t
stop the Chinese; they pulled down part of the City gate, and houses all the way along the
road between the river bank and site of the powerhouse, and built it all up again afterwards.
The eight boiler drums were the biggest problem because they were the largest packages,
but hundreds and hundreds of coolies, he said, somehow got a harness onto these drums
and carried them up the hill into the city and through the streets, and dropped them right
where they were required. 19
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Figure 10: Chongqing, China
Source: http://www.willysthomas.net/ChungkingInfo.htm

Figure 11: Old Chongqing 1912
The ‘landing area’; French ‘concession’ building in background called the
‘Bastille’
Source: http://www.willysthomas.net/ChungkingInfo.htm

The Chongqing installation ‘went off alright’, wrote Percy, ‘more by good luck perhaps than
good management, but I had good workmen too and I had established a name for myself. In
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fact, he wrote, I was the only engineer there in a county as big as Queensland and, having
done this work of course my name was soon known everywhere in the province.’ 20

Percy was still quite young; he was twenty-four when he supervised the building of the
power station, which he realised himself was quite an accomplishment for a man of any age,
but it was made all the more so with the Chongqing power station because of its difficult
location.

Percy finished the installation of the station in October 1910 and handed over the whole
works to the Chinese company that was now the owner of it. The station began generating
electricity, and Percy was generating a reputation.

Figure 12: Old Chongqing – City streets
Source: http://www.willysthomas.net/ChungkingInfo.htm
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Arnhold Karberg was very pleased with the installation and then asked Percy ‘to go round
the province to see what potential it had for further engineering activities’. Percy mapped
out a journey visiting all the towns he could in two months of travel, including the provincial
capital Chengdu 480 kilometres further inland than Chongqing. 21

Percy set off on his business tour of the province taking along with him two ponies, a sedan
chair ‘and certain paraphernalia, which I really didn’t need’, and eventually got to Chengdu,
where they had heard about him in advance’. 22

Arnhold Karberg had Chinese friends, ‘officials’ in Chengdu who called on Percy as soon as
he arrived. These were the city’s Chinese officials, and in the Imperial days it was the
custom, in fact a duty, for visitors, foreigners as they were called, to pay a courtesy call on
the officials of that city so that the officials knew there was a foreigner in their vicinity ‘and
to see they were properly protected’. 23

Percy dutifully did that in every city he came to, ‘about a dozen of them all together’, and he
was courteously received by the ‘officials’. Percy recorded that the formalities were simply a
matter of exchanging business cards. However, in Chengdu the Sichuan provincial capital, it
was different.

Chengdu was the principal city of Sichuan province and was the capital city of a
province/county of around fifty-five million people in 1910. Chengdu had its own resident
high officials as well as the Consul-Generals of different nations. The United Kingdom,
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France, Germany and Italy, all had their representatives in Chengdu because that was the
centre of government of that province. 24
Percy, recognising that he was only an employee of a registered German firm was not
expecting to call on the high Chinese officials there, and especially not expecting to be
calling on the highest Chinese official, the Viceroy. A viceroy was appointed by the Imperial
Court and to Percy, and the local Chinese, he was practically the ‘King’ of that province. He
was the representative of the Emperor. He had the power of life and death over 55 million
people in Sichuan. Next to the throne itself, the position of Viceroy was the highest post in
the land and to get to see him, Percy wrote, was something of a feat, not to mention a very
great honour.25

Figure 13: Zhao Erxun, or Chao Erh-sun, 1844–1927
Viceroy of Sichuan, 1910
Source: https://www.thechinastory.org/ritp/chao-erh-sun-zhao-erxun
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But Arnhold Karberg was a very well-known firm in China at that time, and considered a very
important company. Arnhold Karberg’s Chinese agents along with the German Consul had
already arranged a call on the Viceroy, amongst the other officials, and Percy was
specifically invited to go with them. Percy noticed his reputation had spread since the
successful construction of the Chongqing power station. The meeting with the Viceroy was
impending, and one had to ‘dress’ for the occasion. Percy wrote about it that it was a very
‘formal occasion’ and he had to dress for the part. ‘We wore top hats and frock coats, that
was the fixed attire for calling on high officials. So we trotted off with our top hats and frock
coats in our sedan chairs to call on the Viceroy in his Yamen, the official residence’.26

Dressed for the part Percy wrote that they were duly received in the Viceroy’s reception
room, and had to ‘use their best manners’ and wait in the reception room for His Excellency
to come in, which he finally did. ‘A nice old man’ wrote Percy, he guessed that he had to be
about sixty and he came in and spoke with them all, and officially ‘received’ Percy. 27

The Viceroy said to Percy that he was very pleased to meet an engineer because they did
not have any engineers in Chengdu and he had a particular interest in engineering. Percy
and the Viceroy got along very well and they ‘sat down and talked politely and ate biscuits
and things’, with an interpreter present. Percy said he was rather pleased with that
arrangement because he was not that confident with his own Chinese at that time, but, he
said, even if one did speak fluently it was still protocol that you had to use the official
interpreter whenever you go and call on an official. So their meeting was held in English and
the interpreter translated that into Chinese for the Viceroy. 28

Percy and the German Consul, and the other members of the party, stayed about twenty
minutes and then went to make a discreet departure. But the Viceroy had other ideas. He
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pulled Percy aside and told him he had a small electric plant there that somebody had sent
up to him and his men could not get it going and he wondered if Percy had the time to come
and have a look at it.

For Percy, that was an order as far as he was concerned. He thought that one can’t deny
anything to a King of a country of that size on request.29 Percy promptly said ‘yes’, I will
have a look at it and the Viceroy and he agreed on a time for him to come the following
morning. The Viceroy’s interpreter confirmed the arrangement and responded saying
‘alright, he will have it all ready and if you would set it up for him and get it started, he’d be
very pleased’.30

Percy wrote that on the next day, ‘there was no frock coat about it, I just went in my
ordinary clothes on the pony, rode out to the Yamen, was allowed in by all the soldiers at
the gate who knew what was going on, and he was treated there as a person of some
importance. He rode his pony right inside and went out behind the Yamen where they had
this small plant: Percy said: ‘It was nothing, nothing at all really. It was one of these small house plants and he
had already there a squad of soldiers who seemed to have done most of the work. I didn’t do
very much but to start the thing up. It worked quite well.31

Percy had noticed that the soldiers had already rigged it on to its foundation. It was just
that nobody there actually knew how to start it.

In all the excitement the word quickly went round that his Excellency the Viceroy was
coming out to see it operating, which was very unusual event at that time of day, but come
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out he did with bearers either side of him to hold him up, the sort of thing his rank required,
and he was very pleased with the generator. It was running fine and there were lights going
all around’. 32

The Viceroy was very grateful to Percy for getting the generator working and invited him in
to breakfast. Percy had little experience in royal protocols but took the invite at face value
and decided that although he didn’t know much about accepting such invitations, he felt
that he could not really refuse the Viceroy. The two of them went back into the Yamen and
sat down together and had breakfast; a few bowls of food of different kinds, the Viceroy
sitting at the head of the table, Percy on his right and the interpreter on the other side.
Percy reported that their conversation over breakfast was mainly the Viceroy asking him
different things about engineering work and Percy doing his best to answer him, other than
for those things he was not quite sure of himself. Breakfast went well and Percy gave the
Viceroy what information he could about general work in engineering, not only in China but
in Europe and Australia and elsewhere, and Percy said they had ‘quite an interesting chat’. 33

The Viceroy thanked Percy for his time and Percy left to return to his hotel. But the day was
not over yet. When the consuls from the other countries heard that he had been to the
Yamen, by himself, and had breakfast with the Viceroy, they could not believe it, it was an
‘unprecedented honour’ they told Percy. For Percy, it didn’t seem any more than the usual
custom for him. He went out there to do a job of work, and it was done. 34

Some of the officials simply could not believe that the Viceroy had asked him to come into
the Yamen there. The result of all this was when he got back to his hotel one ‘big official’
after another came to call on him. Percy found it most embarrassing. He wrote of it: -
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‘the news of him being invited to the Yamen by the Viceroy flew around in the wind
and officials were coming to see me bringing presents, of fruit, drinks, whisky, and
then I had to give a sort of reception for them and they all came around for it’. 35

Apparently this was just on account of the reception he had got from the highest man in the
land.
‘Well’, Percy said, ‘I got a lot of what they call face over that’ he wrote, ‘it was quite
unexpected’. 36

Nevertheless, he carried on with his journeying staying for about two weeks in Chengdu,
meeting a few more times with the Viceroy and then finally getting away back down the
river again to Chongqing. That concluded the first phase of his work in Chongqing.37

It was Christmas time 1910 when Percy returned to Shanghai, the same way he had come
up, by the little, rapid-climbing ship of Captain Plant’s, now re named the ‘Shu Tung’. His
return was celebrated in Shanghai and he was treated to a major reception by Arnhold
Karberg. Percy was pleased to report that the company had made a lot of money out of the
project and Mr Arnhold was so pleased that he gave Percy a ‘very nice bonus’. Percy said he
was now ready for ‘further adventure! 38
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PART 2 - Adventure and Misadventure
A woman will always sacrifice herself if you give her the opportunity. It is her favourite form of selfindulgence. ‘Personal Quotes ‘: W. Somerset Maugham.39

Percy was about to have the adventure of his life, and he did not even see it coming. China
was changing rapidly. In the autumn of 1911, six months after his return to Shanghai, a few
soldiers in Sichuan province, in fact in Chongqing, launched a desperate revolt against the
monarchy in China. It was quickly suppressed by the army but within a few months it
showed itself to be the ‘puff’ that saw the end of the age old Chinese monarchy and the
birth of the Chinese republic. 40

Percy though, was still bathing in his recent success, with some justification. He knew he
had gained some reputation amongst the engineering fraternity in Shanghai and had gained
certain prestige with the Chinese as well. He thought he had done fairly well in four years to
get to where he was, but it did not last. He, in his mind at least, he began to make mistakes.
On self-reflection later in his life he thought ‘perhaps I was a little stubborn, a little
conceited, but I began to have ideas which were going to lead me into great difficulties in
time’.41

Percy had seen what he thought was the great potential for engineering works in the
countryside he had just left and he thought it would be a good idea to get Arnhold Karberg
to establish an engineering office in Chongqing. They already had an agent there for the
purchase of exportable produce but with the establishment Percy had now made, and which
had been heard of practically throughout the province, he thought on that basis that the
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company might be able to establish a permanent engineering connection there. After
Christmas 1910, Percy put this proposition up to the company directors in Shanghai and
they, after consultation, decided to send him back to Chongqing to establish an office there
for the engineering department of the company.
Percy reflected back on this as being his first mistake, but in fact it was not his mistake
alone. He recognised, as did others later, that it was a lack of judgement on the part of the
directors of the company too but given that they were no more aware of the changes
happening in China than Percy was at the time, they all had some reasonable excuse. But,
as Percy said, ‘they were businessmen; I was not.’ 42 Percy was absorbed entirely on the
engineering side and, he observed, probably again more as hindsight excuse than anything
else, ‘the average engineer is a notoriously bad businessman’.43

Following their decision to open the Chongqing engineering office the company discussed it
with Percy and he recognised the decision as being their idea of enterprise which, he
thought, was all to the good in this very progressive company. But Percy, with ungracious
hindsight, later said about it that a little thought and investigation would have given them
the knowledge that the time was hardly yet ripe on the basis of one big order and that they
would have to spend a lot of money to establish such a branch.44 However, the decision had
been made and having agreed to do this at Percy’s urging, Percy was instructed to set about
making preparations for his establishment in Chongqing as his home.

Percy was now 25 years old, it was October 1911, and in a basement hideaway in the city of
Wuchang, several of Sun Yat Sen’s tenuously linked revolutionaries of his ‘United League’
were busy preparing explosives when they accidentally exploded one of their own bombs. A
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policeman passing by heard the explosion went to investigate and found, in the office, a list
of members of the ‘Wuchang revolutionary organisation’. 45

The would-be revolutionaries learning of their discovery decided it would be better to revolt
immediately rather than await certain arrest and execution. That night they launched an
uprising by seizing control of an army camp in Wuchang. The Manchu Governor and the
army commander both fled and, as a result, Wuchang fell into the hands of the
revolutionaries. The revolutionaries forced Li Yuan-hung, a then well-known Colonel in the
Imperial Army, to serve as their leader (which he accepted as an alternative to being shot)
and it was over his name that the first proclamations of the revolution went out to the rest
of the country on 12 October, 1911.46 The revolution had begun; one week later it was
followed by similar provincial declarations of independence from Peking, then from Hubei
on 12 October; Shensi and Hunan, 22 October; Kiangsi, 24 October; Shansi, 29 October,
Yunnan, 30 October; Kweichow, Chekiang, and Kiangsu, on 4 November; Kwangsi, on 7
November; Anhwei on 8 November; Fukien and Kwangtung, on 9 November; Shantung, 13
November; and Sichuan, where Percy was, on 22 November. Two central provinces stayed
loyal to the Emperor, the metropolitan province of Chihli, and its neighbour, Honan. 47 The
revolution, for all practical purposes, was over.

Indeed, this revolution was over! On 12 February 1912 the Manchu Court decreed its own
dissolution and one-month later Yuan Shih-kai was elected pro-tem President of the Chinese
Republic. 48 Now Percy, and most of his contemporaries, the foreign residents of China,
somehow managed to remain quite oblivious to this extraordinary revolutionary change.
Percy himself, normally a man well aware of what was going on around him, was at that
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time pre- occupied entirely with himself. He had found one factor in his life in China that
was rather disagreeable to him. It was the absence, he said, of a ‘home life’.49 Percy was
satisfied with his job, ‘but’, he wrote, ‘it was quite another thing to live alone in a big city
like Chongqing’. 50 He found it extraordinarily lonely and he wrote at the time that there
would be days, if not weeks at a time, when he could not have been over occupied, when
‘one would like a little home life’ and it was at this time that he first got the idea of getting
married. He wrote later, that was my second mistake.51

Thinking back on this time later in his life Percy mused that an engineer situated as he was,
and liable to be transferred anywhere wherever a job was, should never marry. He could
not settle down for any length of time if he was on construction work, but he had not
thought of that then. He had only thought that if he had a wife, ‘they would together be
able to build up something on the business side’. 52

Up until this time Percy had been so preoccupied with his professional life he had little
knowledge of Shanghai society, had not met anybody likely to want to be his wife, and he
admitted he hadn’t cultivated any of the social graces to put himself in a position to meet
any prospective wife, and, indeed, he wrote, ‘I couldn’t afford to do so in those days.’53

Percy knew he wanted to get married, he just didn’t know to whom. After five years in China
he had not mixed socially with many of the expatriates and he knew of no eligible ladies. 54
His mind was also still focused in its ‘Britishness’ and so a local Chinese girl was not going to
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be an option. So after thinking it over - but not nearly as much as he later thought he
should have - he began to think of somebody from his time in Ballarat and he recalled a girl,
Lily Angus, whom he had met while they were both working there. She had been working in
a café her father owned in 1906, near Percy’s electrical store, and, having given it quite
insufficient thought he later realized, he wrote her a letter, and they began corresponding.

He recalled that this girl had attracted him, and they had become quite good friends. One
day, when he was a little less busy, although still preparing to go back to West China, he
wrote Lily a further letter, and this time with a marriage proposal attached. And in due
course he received a reply from her saying that she would accept him as a husband. ‘Well,
so far so good’, wrote Percy, ‘that fixed the wife part up, but it is an old saying and a true
one, marry in haste and repent at leisure’.55

In his later repentance he realised he had ‘forgotten one or two things.’ He had forgotten
that he had been away from Australia for five years and for five years he had not heard from
this girl, nor heard anything about her. He realised later he had also overlooked that during
those five years, in quite different environments, he may have changed because of his
experience and his environment, and she, on the other hand, may have remained more or
less as he had left her.

Nevertheless, Percy was pleased to have settled that ‘niggling’ part of his existence in China,
but for now it was a matter of getting stock together to open up this branch of the firm in
Chongqing. Moreover, as he was going to be a married man up there, he also thought he
had better take up some house furniture to Chongqing because no European style furniture
could be found there.
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Fortunately for him a friend, a married man with two children, was leaving Shanghai on
retirement and going back to England and he had a flat in Shanghai and offered Percy all of
his furniture, including a baby’s cot and bassinet, and everything else that a family man
needed. Percy bought it all but now all of that also had to go two thousand kilometres up
the river to Chongqing. There were no steamers available at that time of year so Percy had
to load it all up onto a large Junk. And to go with him as well as all of his office gear, stores,
and everything else he had, he also ‘got a bit carried away’ in Ichung and bought a piano.
He did not know why he bought the piano, he said later possibly because it was cheap, but a
more likely motivation may have been his determination to create his first home in the style
of his own original home, with an Australian appearance. He was also mindful of creating an
environment that his new wife could identify with, and hopefully value.

But securing a piano on to a Junk is quite a business because of its weight, and even more so
when the Junk has to cross through the same rough rapids Percy had now crossed through
several times before. However, he and the now heavily laden Junk got there. It took five
weeks and it was a particularly difficult journey as much as anything because of the piano.
The rapids were also bad at that time of year and it was a hair-raising experience for Percy,
and for a young Coolie he had hired, on account of this piano. Percy wrote that he and the
Coolie spent the entire trip over the rapids hanging on to this piano, one on each end while
the Junk ‘rocked and rolled’ its way up to Chongqing. However, they got there still in about
the ‘normal time’.56
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Figure 14: Percy’s piano and some of his furniture
Source: Percy Nettle’s photo collection

Figure 15: Percy’s ‘Old bungalow’, Chongqing hills;
destroyed by Japanese bombing, 1941
Source: Percy Nettle’s photo collection
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Percy was then very much occupied for the rest of 1911 arranging an office and setting it up
and during that year he also bought a ‘bungalow’ in the hills on the other side of the river
where city folk, who could afford it, moved to during the extreme heat of the Chongqing
summer. Having got that all organised, Percy thought he was now prepared to set up for
life.

But by this time and because of the 1911 revolution, Percy began to have difficulties with
the business following its establishment. He wrote that the Chinese were really not ready to
take an interest in machinery. 57 It meant a lot of ‘propaganda’ work, as he described it, on
his part and business was very slow coming in. He was also now finally beginning to notice
the impact of the ‘revolution’. That year he wrote there was a considerable amount of
political turmoil throughout China which resulted, eventually, in the revolution of 1911.
Percy observed that this ‘national revolution’ was largely fostered by Doctor Sun Yat Sen, ‘a
very famous Chinese’. Percy noted that the revolution started in August that year (1911)
and it began, he said, ‘curiously enough’, in the province of Sichuan where he was. But it
soon spread all over the country including nearby places such as Hankow, Hoo chung, and
Hanyang and other places down the Yangtze river. In Chongqing itself, Percy noticed, it
came to a head in October 1911. 58

Living through the revolution was a very anxious time in the province; Percy thought the
Chinese themselves secretly knew what was going to happen and there was a lot of
bloodshed, a lot of executions outside the city wall. Percy quickly learned that the more
important (or ‘bigger’ as he described them) Chinese officials had been executed but he was
pleased to find that his new friend, the Viceroy in Chengdu had, fortunately for him, been
transferred from the province of Sichuan to Manchuria just a few months before. His
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younger brother, who was a soldier, took his place as Viceroy, and they executed him
instead.59

All of the other main, but less important officials, and some minor officials, managed to get
away from Sichuan by various means and escape the revolutionaries. 60 Another important
social change was also taking place amongst the Chinese at this time as well. Percy wrote:-

that it was a rather curious feature; they had always known them (the Chinese) in
the pre-revolution days, as wearing ques, i.e. long pigtails. It was strange to see
them, hundreds, thousands of them, suddenly cut off their hair and wear short hair
like the rest of us.61, 62

Of the times themselves Percy would write it was a time of uncertainty. The expatriate
community did not know quite what to do, but according to Percy, inexplicably, none of
them were ‘molested’. He thought that no non-Chinese people there were bothered at all,
by the revolutionaries, but they all felt that something major had happened. Percy thought
the days of old China were clearly passing.63 And indeed they were passing. What became
known as the Xinhai Revolution ended the ancient Chinese feudal system and opened the
door to the modern Chinese economy.64 The benign treatment of the ‘foreigners’ at this
time, despite the nationalistic fervour, is harder to comprehend. It appears the
‘revolutionaries’ focus was primarily on changing their existing governance system, rather
than just persecuting those who had profited from it.
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subservience of the people to the ruling class. The Republicans ordered it removed to break the link with the
Manchu dynasty.
63
Nettle, Transcript, 26
64
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The more intense the revolution became, the more business slowed down. Percy wrote to
the company’s office in Shanghai to explain how things were and they thought he had
better come out of it for the time being.65 ‘Well I did that’, he wrote, noting ‘another year
gone by’ and he left Chongqing and went down by steamer again to Shanghai arriving once
again around Christmas time. He then thought it was no good waiting about in Shanghai, if
he was going to get married, he had better go and get married. In the meantime, his fiancée
and he had been corresponding and a plan was made for him to return to Australia and for
them to be married in their home town of Ballarat.66

Percy left Shanghai just after Christmas, spent New Year in Japan and arrived in Sydney
toward the end of January 1912. Percy and Lily were married in Ballarat on 7 February 1912
and it was, Percy said, ‘quite a big wedding there, with congratulations all around’. Percy
also took the opportunity this gave him, ‘having left Ballarat in a cloud before’, ‘to settle one
or two small debts and get right again with the family’. That all achieved, they then began
the long trek back to China. 67

They travelled back to Shanghai by steamer, and then again back up the river. Six weeks had
passed, and Percy had spent those weeks growing more and more doubts about the wisdom
of what he had just done. He found then that although his new wife ‘was a very attractive
girl, and quite popular in her own set and in her own sphere’, he discovered, much to his
surprise, that she was very uneducated. He thought she wouldn’t admit that herself but
Percy, ‘and all of us Australians, he thought in those days, ‘at least went to State primary
school and got educated up to a certain standard’. But poor Lily had not either been given
these opportunities, or taken them, and Percy now saw her as just ‘a girl who was ‘spoiled’
and never had a proper education’, and he thought ‘this gave her at once an inferiority
complex’.68
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Figure 16: Percy and Lily – Marriage February 1912
Source: Percy Nettle’s photo collection

Lily’s formal education was indeed very basic comprising only a junior primary education,
which was not unusual for girls at that time. Percy’s education was more formal and he had
gone on to study at the Ballarat School of Mines, which was a tertiary level of education. He
also had several other advantages. Much of his education was achieved through his postschool activities in both work and study. Lily’s only experience of the world had been
working in a bakery tearoom, owned by her father. Quite possibly her father’s idea was that
she would meet somebody to marry simply from being there; and of course she had, she
had met Percy.
According to Percy however, what he was looking for in a wife was ‘someone else’. After
five years of living an expatriate life in a very British China, and mixing with the rich and
famous, Percy wanted to be able to find a ‘fit’ for himself (and his now pumped up ego) into
the social set he had set his sights, on but the poorly educated, shy bakery shop girl from
Ballarat was never going to stand a chance. Percy’s social attitudes were still very Victorian,
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and, to a degree, class-bound; a tolerance of others outside of his aspired to circle at that
time, was not going to be one of Percy’s strong points. When it came to his own
appearance he certainly had his own particular, class-bound, selfish point of view, and
because of that, the marriage was not going to start well. He wrote, many years later: -

Now a man’s wife in China can help him an awful lot. The social life is very important, as it is
anywhere else in these foreign countries, and unless a wife can assist her husband he’s got only
an additional handicap. In fact, God made woman to be a helpmate unto the man. Sometimes it
goes into reverse, a man is not up to much, but in my case I was anxious to get on, ambitious to
not only succeed in my work, but to accumulate some money. Well I found out pretty soon that I
was not getting the help one should get, mind you I wasn’t very easy myself, on the contrary I
was quite difficult, but one felt that here instead of having help, he had a handicap. That was
unfortunate for us both. 69

Lily, not being a writer or correspondent seems to have sat in silence through this period.
She probably had little choice; Percy was ‘difficult’ and it was known by her family that she
did not understand or like the Chinese, they only employed Chinese house staff and that
was the limit of Lily’s cultural experience with them. Lily remained largely isolated in
Chongqing although she and Percy did manage to start a home there living initially in a ‘flat’
and later the ‘bungalow’ up in the hills. Neither were they wasting any time, their first child,
a daughter, was born in Chongqing on 3 December 1912. Tragically however, as Percy
recorded,
she was a lovely little girl we named Elsie but she lived only a year and nine months; (Percy
wrote) she was rather too beautiful to live long that child and we didn’t know much about
children either, and apparently neither did the doctors. And there we had this lovely little grave
out in the small cemetery, where Europeans were buried.70

Percy’s difficulties with getting the business going in Chongqing were continuing. They
could see now that the revolution was taking a toll. Arnhold Karberg was growing
increasingly disappointed with business coming from the Chongqing office and before Elsie
died, in September 1914, Percy began to have some real difficulty with the company.
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Arnhold Karberg began to see that after the revolution the business outlook was bleak. They
wanted Percy to pack up and go elsewhere. 71 Percy now had a dilemma he had not
prepared for, writing that not only did he have this bungalow up there, he had another
bungalow as well that he was beginning to re build himself. He had ‘dug into the place and
‘being Australian, he thought, he just wanted to stay put’. That led to him ‘falling out with
the company and resigning’.72

Percy’s comment of ‘wanting to stay put’, given his history up to this point, really sounds
quite incongruous but it was more to the point of wanting to stay in Chongqing rather than
launch himself into another city. He had built contacts in Chongqing and, wisely as it was to
turn out, he wanted to maintain them.

Percy wrote that this all took place around April 1914, and by then their second daughter,
Mary, was also on the way and the prospect of moving and re-establishing themselves
somewhere else was not appealing to Percy. As he said at the time, ‘it didn’t fit my book at
all’.73
The European business connection, however, was now over and it was from this point
forward that Percy started to work more with the Chinese; he wrote later he joined up with
some very good Chinese friends, who had been friends of his right through his career in
China, and who ‘saved him’ because he started out then on his own account and this was
just before the revolution really broke out in Sichuan. He said that he would not have been
able to succeed were it not for the co-operation of these Chinese friends with whom he
remained close for the next thirty years.74
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Their second daughter, Mary, was born in May 1914 while Percy was back down in Shanghai
again, winding up his affairs and ‘we had then the two daughters, and Mary sat with her arm
on the chair at the funeral of her older sister’.75

Percy wrote that after Mary was born he and Lily ‘got along fairly well’ but that he was still
terribly worried through the whole of this period about his married life, the business,
money, and the future. 76 As time progressed too, the relationship between Percy and Lily
also continued to ‘fray’; Percy wrote: …although my wife was good enough in many respects, certainly there was nothing wrong with
our family life, as a family life, she could not, or didn’t seem to be able to adapt herself to the life
away from home. She was still too much connected and attached to her home folks, her
homeland. She wasn’t like me who had given up the whole of the past.77

And as time passed they then began to have real difficulties brought on in part, according to
Percy, by the fact that he found that his wife ‘could not carry on socially as he had hoped’,
‘although she had a good singing voice’. Percy wrote to his father about it and got him to
send up Percy’s next younger sister, Effie, to help Lily and Effie duly arrived in Chongqing
too. She was only a partial help though, said Percy, because, ‘being an attractive young girl
herself, it wasn’t very long before she got engaged to be married and ‘that broke that up’.78
Effie married the Danish Count Jorgensen.

At the end of 1915 with Effie now gone, they decided that Lily should also return to
Australia for a visit and let him work things out in Chongqing, as best he could. Lily did not
object and she returned to Ballarat at the end of 1915 with the baby Mary, and Percy, in his
words, ‘struggled on there on his own’. Lily did return to China mid-1916, and she returned
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Percy’s sister ‘Effie’ actually met Count Jorgensen in the British social circles in Shanghai and after a
‘whirlwind romance’ they married.

97

to Chongqing. She then became pregnant again and their son, Edward, was born in
Chongqing in March 1917.

Percy had achieved a great deal in China in these first eight years and he was in a very
comfortable position professionally, personally and financially, other than for misgivings
about his marriage to Lily. Lily, however, was now back in Chongqing, but her stay was not
going to be for very much longer.
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Chapter 5: Cattle Class to France - The Great War 1917–
1920
Good iron does not make nails; good men do not make soldiers.
(Chinese - Traditional)

One in 8 soldiers died; altogether an average of 6000 lost their lives daily.
(WW1 – Imperial War Museum, London)

Percy was basking in the glory of his own engineering successes when the First World War
broke out in Europe in August 1914 and the reputation he had gained from these successes
was going to keep Percy employed on various engineering projects in Western China until
the First World War engulfed him as well as the rest of the world in some very surprising
ways.

Few now are aware of the Chinese indentured labour force that operated on the Western
Front in France and Belgium from 1916 to 1920 but it still remains one of the most
extraordinary stories of wartime manpower logistics, and it is a story of which Percy Nettle
was very much a part.

But since the 1990s the presence of the Chinese on the Western Front in the First World
War has become of more interest to military historians, and more recently to some Chinese
historians as well. But up until relatively recently as Paul Bailey of Durham University has
commented, China had maintained after 1949, in mainland China at least: -

…that the recruitment (of Chinese labour) was simply another example of western imperialistic
exploitation of China, and hence not worthy of serious study.1

1

Bailey, Paul. Asian Studies Journal, University of Durham, Issue 04 November 2011, 1152
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But it is becoming more so, and largely because of some new books becoming available
about the Chinese in France during the First World War, and the remembrance of them in
the marking of the centenary of the war’s onset. 2 It is also of interest because apart from it
being an overlooked part of First World War history, it is an interesting story of a people
engaged in a war they had no understanding of whatsoever. And it is also a story of a
‘manpower management’ by a group of people who, for the most part, could not even
speak the language of those they were supposed to be managing.

Second Lieutenant Daryl Klein was one of the typical officers made responsible for the
transport of Chinese labourers to France and he diarised his experience with them in his
later book With the Chinks, published in 1922. His book tells us that he and some of his
fellow officers in the British Army, regarded the ‘Coolies’, as they were then called, only as
just some kind of cargo: -

The task of stowing away Coolies. In orders it is alluded to as ‘embarkation’; by those
experienced in the job it is known as “packing”. The Coolies are not passengers capable of finding
each his cabin; the Coolies are so much cargo, livestock, which has to be packed away, so many
head in a hold.

His description of the process is particularly telling, and alarming: -

Company officers, who are official ‘packers’, find that the best way of preserving order is to seize
the kit bag of the Coolie as soon as they enter the hold, throw it on his bunk and bundle the
owner after it. In this manner and with the aid of Malacca canes and gloved hands, members of
our party created a record stowing away of no less than 1700 Coolies in an hour and thirty-five
minutes. 3

2

There are a number of modern books available in this subject area now as well as some older titles such as
Darryl Klein’s, With the Chinks, The Bodley Head, London 1922. Klein’s work is of particular interest because of
the British ‘social perspective’ of the time. Percy Nettle’s writings on the subject of the Chinese workers
provide a much more objective and balanced human perspective.
3
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Percy had the same job as Klein early in the war, but never made observations such as those
made by Klein. For Percy the labourers were people he was in charge of. There was a
marked difference in the language used by Percy in his dealings with the Chinese labourers
compared with that of his British Army colleagues.

Another reason for the historical dearth of knowledge about these indentured labourers in
France was the fact that very few even of the ‘old China hands’, who were there in China at
the time the Chinese were recruited, made any mention of the recruitment in their own
records. The movement of somewhere between 150,000 and 235,000 Chinese labourers to
France between 1916 and 1918 seems to have been largely ignored by the foreigners in
China.4 Even fewer mentioned how these men got back to China after the war ended or, for
that matter, even how many did actually return to China as a final destination. But it is
worth noting that there is a very active Chinatown in Paris now that, anecdotally at least,
traces some of its foundations back to the First World War.

And neither did the British War Office keep much in the way of records of the Chinese
labourers they engaged despite the fact they were stationed at or near the front line for
much of the war and were often involved in ‘active service’, even though their contractual
arrangements precluded such activity. The British Army did, however, manage to record the
shooting of a ‘dozen’ of these Chinese labourers for ‘military disciplinary offences’ - none of
which turned out to be valid since the labourers were not actually in the British Army at the
time. 5

4

The lower figure was the British war office figure; the higher figure is Percy’s. Only 94,000, however, were
returned to China so there are some anomalies in the records. c.f Summerskill, China on the Western
Front: Britain's Chinese Work Force in the First World War. 1st ed. London: self-published, 1982, 195

5

Information from the British National Archives, Kew, accessed April 2014 Summerskill and Xu Guoqi both
commented on the labourers’ lack of legal status in the British Army at the time but this did not affect the
Army’s attitude toward them.
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For Percy his involvement with the labour scheme came about because by the time Britain
wanted to recruit labour for the war effort from China in 1916, Percy had himself come to
be considered an ‘old China hand’ and unlike most of the other British, he was well-placed
to manage the Chinese labour force because he could speak Mandarin Chinese. Percy by
this time, of course, had also built a reputation as an engineer in Western China and as a
manager of large scale Chinese labour resources. He was known to have supervised the
construction and implementation of five power stations in China, and he had accomplished
all of this by the end of 1914, with the assistance and management of several thousand
Chinese labourers.

At the time of the outbreak of the First World War in August 1914, Percy however, was
happily pursuing a very genteel life in Chongqing with his wife and children and the war
seemed a very long way away.

From the British War Office pay records we do know that around 100,000 Chinese labourers
were on the payroll of the British Government in France between 1917 and 1919. 6 Another
50,000 were employed by the French, and 10,000 by the Americans, ‘borrowed’ from the
French. The official records however, are very conflicting in terms of the total number of
Chinese who were engaged but it seems that these were the numbers at least ‘maintained
on the ground’ at various times between 1916 and 1920, they were not necessarily the
same labourers being paid over the whole course of the engagement. The only means of
identification for each labourer was a numbered bracelet. And the bracelet did not
necessarily last for long; the Chinese found wearing it demeaning, and removed it as soon as
they could. 7 And it could then be used by another labourer? Percy had anecdotal reports of
this happening.

6

Frey, Shirley. The Chinese Labour Corps in the First World War: Forgotten Allies and Political Pawns. M.A
(History), University of Texas at Arlington, 2009. 200, 26
7 Frey, S.

The Chinese Labour Corps, 26
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The Chinese involvement in the war has a history rooted in the political changes happening
in China at the time. By the beginning of the First World War much of China’s territory and
infrastructure was in the hands of Western powers and, to many observers of the time,
China was the ‘Sick Man of Asia’. 8 However, a growing reform movement in China, later to
become the Chinese Republican/Nationalist party, was also by then, struggling
‘To…reverse China’s downward spiral by creating a new China, a new identity, and a new
nationalism… and the key to this was its ‘land’. China wanted its land back.9

For some Chinese the First World War was going to be an opportunity for them to achieve
that return of land. Shirley Frey, in her thesis The Chinese Labour Corps in the First World
War: Forgotten Allies and Political Pawns, 10 argued that the ‘Chinese Labour Corps’ may
even have been a scheme that the Chinese themselves had devised to regain sovereignty
over their land. Frey claimed the Chinese rationale for that strategy was: Under international law all participants in a war were eligible for participation in the peace treaty
process and if China helped the Allies win the war, then the Western nations would surely
restore China’s sovereignty.11

In hindsight this was surely a politically very naïve view although some support for it has
come from Xu Guoqi a Chinese historian in 2011. 12In the one and only work on this subject
actually written by a Chinese author, Strangers on the Western Front, Xu argued that ‘China
supported the Allies only in order to attend the peace proceedings following the war.’ He
asserted: -

8

This term has been used by a number of authors when referring to the state of the Chinese economy during
the Qing dynasty in the 19th century.
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Harvard University Press, 1999, 15 Corps, 26
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‘…that China supported the Allies in order to attend those proceedings under circumstances that
would allow its diplomats to challenge the (territorial) ambitions of their most resolute enemy –
Japan!’13

Whether it was a Chinese idea or not is a historically debatable point and the debate may
have arisen from no more than some ‘post hoc’ analysis, but certainly a big issue at the time
was the province of Shandong. 14 Shandong at the beginning of the war was a German leasehold territory. After the Allied Forces declaration of war on Germany in August 1914 Japan
quickly joined with the Allied Forces and also declared war on Germany, on 23 August 1914.
Opportunistically, Japan then promptly landed 20,000 troops on the Shandong coast, north
of Tsingtao, and in pitched battle defeated the Germans there on 7 November, 1914. 15
That, and taking over other German territories in Micronesia, seem also to be their main
contribution to the war effort, although their Navy did also provide escort support to
Australian ships in the Indian Ocean travelling to Europe. 16

Despite the Chinese Parliament objecting to this overtaking of Shandong by the Japanese,
(who were incidentally assisted by 2,000 British troops), it was a fait accompli.17 None of
the other Western occupying powers in China, other than Germany, objected to the
Japanese occupation and all of the German military forces in China had by then already
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Xu Guoqi, Strangers on the Western Front, 15
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Long before the last Chinese labourers were repatriated, the Paris peace conference would be completed and
the Treaty of Versailles finalised, in which the Chinese would be deeply disappointed. After all their
machinations to involve themselves in the war and all the hardships suffering and even deaths of thousands of
Chinese labourers, the western powers refused to restore their sovereignty over Shandong. The Chinese public
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been either recalled to Germany, or were well on their way. It was probably an easy victory
for the Japanese at the time.18

Michael Summerskill, who has written and self-published a history of the Chinese in First
World War France, commented that with this occupation, ‘…the Sino-Japanese War, often
said to have started in 1931, had actually begun.’19

There had been some earlier attempts to involve China in the war but these seemed to
come not so much from the Chinese Government but from other individuals, for largely
unknown but suspected commercial reasons. In early June 1915, Liang Shiyi, a financier and
industrialist, and member of the Chinese Parliament, approached the British Military
Attaché in China, Lieutenant Colonel David Robertson, with a proposal to supply 300,000
military labourers armed with 100,000 rifles to serve under British officers. The British
rejected the proposal and it was not until after the Battle of the Somme, fourteen months
later, where the British lost 223,000 soldiers killed, wounded or missing, did they reconsider
and agree to import, unarmed Chinese labourers.20

Liang had, however, already been in touch with the French War Minister, Conty, and from
there Liang got a much better reception for the same proposal. The French Ministry of War
sent Lieutenant Colonel Georges Truptil to China to investigate and to make preliminary
plans to receive labourers, but it was a difficult diplomatic exercise. China was still a
‘neutral’ in the war and did not wish to be seen to be taking sides. 21 Liang set up a private
enterprise, the Huimin Company, as a third party to handle recruitment and avoid the
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August 1917.
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appearance of any connection with the Chinese Government. The first contract to supply
40,000 labourers (later increased to 50,000) between the Huimin Company and a private
company operating under the aegis of the French Ministry of War was signed on 14 May
1916. 22

The Germans protested immediately upon learning of the labour scheme and issued
repeated warnings to the Chinese Government that it was violating its neutrality. The
Chinese responded simply by saying the labourers were private citizens hired by a private
French Corporation.23

But, ‘No labour, No battle’, wrote John Starling and Ivor Lee in their 2009 publication about
the difficulties of running a war without anybody to do the hard work, other than the
shooting, and so began the British and French indentured labour corps that served in France
from 1916 to 1920.24 By the end of the war the labour corps encompassed ‘around 150,000’
Chinese (but nobody is really sure of this) of the ‘in total’ 389,900 workers that came from
China, Egypt, Fiji, India, Malta, Mauritius, Seychelles, the British West Indies, and from the
‘Native Labour Corps’ of South Africa.

25

But the Chinese involvement in the War officially began on 14 May 1916 when the French
Government signed the contract that pioneered the scheme. The contract between the
French and Chinese governments to supply labourers had been agreed and the first
contingent of Chinese left Tianjin for Marseille, in July 1916. 26
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British General Sir Douglas Haig, very short of men himself after the Somme debacle then
submitted a requisition to the British War Office for 21,000 of his own Chinese labourers to
fill some of his manpower shortage.27 This grew to 100,000 plus very quickly because of the
ongoing losses at the Somme in 1915 and 1916. The British Government agreed, and
likewise signed an agreement with Chinese authorities to supply labourers. 28 On 14 August
1916 the British War Office informed the French Government that they also planned to
employ a ‘considerable number’ of Chinese labourers.29

Xu wrote of the decision; ‘the very existence of Britain was now at stake and British
arrogance had been replaced by British desperation.’ 30 Recruitment for the British army
was then launched by the War Committee in London in August 1916 using British agents
based in China to recruit a corps of labourers to serve in France to be known as the ‘Chinese
Labour Corps’. A former railway engineer, Thomas J Bourne, another ‘old China hand’ of
twenty-eight years standing, was recruited by the War Office through the Embassy in Peking
to lead the recruitment process and he arrived in Weihaiwei, in Shandong Province (now a
British claimed territory in North-East China) on 31 October 1916 with instructions to
‘establish and run a recruitment base’.31

While this seemed like a good idea at the time, the British Army still had to find enough
‘British’ people to make it all work. And ‘British’ you had to be. 32 First port of call was all
the British known to be living in China. Percy wrote in his diary at the time that in 1916

27

On ‘Day 1’ of the Somme campaign, 1 July 1916, the British lost 57,470 soldiers either killed or wounded.
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there came around a notice asking all British men to volunteer for some war duty. ‘Well,’ he
wrote, ‘they had first told us to stay put but now came a circular asking for ‘British men’ to
volunteer for something’. Percy spoke to the British Consul and told him that he was willing
to serve in any capacity ‘provided some provision was made for his family and one’s
obligations.’33

Percy did not have long to wait. He noted in his tape in 1963 that at the end of 1916, the
British Government announced in China that it required labour in France to make up for the
losses it had suffered after such heavy fighting in those early years of the war. The loss of
soldiers had been so great that no others could be spared to work on the general labouring
tasks necessary to keep the war machine going. Percy believed they recruited about
235,000 Chinese labourers in total to go to France, but this number seems far more than
actually went.34

The next problem was that by 1917 the British Army was also becoming short of ‘British
subjects’ available in China able to look after these labourers once they were recruited and
landed in France35 The labourers had been organised the same way as army recruits in
companies of 500, and each company had to have three or four officers. Another urgent call
was then sent around for any British subject, who could speak Chinese, to volunteer to go
with the Chinese Labour Corps and accompany them to France.
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In fact, this was a big problem all the way along. In December 1916 the Foreign Office commented that for
50,000 Chinese, 650 officers would be needed (13 officers per 1000 Chinese) but China only had 260 British
subjects of suitable age living in China and 158 of them were missionaries. The War Office even advertised on
6 July 1917 that read ‘Gentlemen over military age who speak Chinese, or have had experience with Chinese
coolies, are invited to apply in writing to the Secretary, war Office, London SW1’ (Summerskill China on the
Western Front, 167)
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Percy wrote that he received a ‘call-up notice’ in July 1917 and he got to the recruiting base
at Weihaiwei in October 1917. He had taken his family, Lily, Mary, and now Edward, (born
March 1917) from Chongqing to Yokohama in Japan, and then booked them on a passage to
Melbourne. 36 He then left from Yokohama for his return to Weihaiwei. Percy wrote at the
time that when he finally reported for duty at Weihaiwei they already had a huge camp built
there and the Chinese were coming in from the country to be medically examined at the
camp and trained to some extent, in marching, ‘the usual way of any army barrack
compound’, thought Percy. 37 The recruitment of the Chinese was at first slow until the
labourers understood the Chinese Government had given its approval and support to the
project and then the numbers increased.38 The recruiting process, however, was another
exercise again. When the ‘recruitee’ arrived at the recruitment centre, he was provided with
room and board while ‘processing’ took place. The ‘Processing Centre’ was referred to as
the ‘sausage machine’ by Second Lieutenant Klein in his diary of his experience with
transporting the Chinese to France.39 In the ‘sausage machine’ the recruitee was stripped,
bathed, and had his queue cut off, (if he still had one). He then underwent a medical check
for twenty-one disqualifying diseases. If he failed the medical, a small cross was tattooed on
the back of his left wrist indicating he had been rejected. He was then given back his old
clothes and given money for his return trip home.

36

Back to Melbourne 1917; Percy is on his way to France with the CLC. The shipping record showed: Nettle,
Mrs. PE Age 29, October 1917, Tango Maru; Nettle, Miss ME, Age 3, October 1917, Tango Maru; Nettle , Mstr,
Master EA, Age 1, October 1917, Tango Maru.
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Figure 17: Chinese labourers embarking
Source: Xu, Guoqi: Over There: Pictorial Chronicle of the CLC

Figure 18: Three men of the Chinese Labour Corps
Source: Xu, Guoqi: Over There: Pictorial Chronicle of the CLC

110

Figure 19: Percy in centre, wearing his ‘Toepee’
Source: Xu, Guoqi: Over There: Pictorial Chronicle of the CLC.
(This photo was also in Percy Nettle’s own collection)
.

Percy’s own contingent, as he was the senior officer in the camp at the time, was a
shipment of labourers scheduled to leave in early November 1917 on the Canadian Pacific
Railways owned ship the ‘Empress of Russia’. 40 Percy’s contingent was 2,250 Chinese
labourers and fourteen European officers. They left from Tsingtao for France via Canada.
Other than the officers looking after each company of five hundred Percy also had with him
an ‘adjutant’ who had been a missionary in North China and who could also speak Chinese.

The first port of call for the ‘Empress of Russia’ was Yokohama in Japan where Percy
restocked the men’s canteen. After leaving Yokohama the weather got very, very rough.
Percy expressed some sympathy for his men knowing that they were ‘packed in like pigs in a
poke’ down in the hull of the ship, and they had been ‘getting restless’.

40

The ‘Empress of Russia’ was one of three identical ships owned by Canadian Pacific Railways that were
contracted to the British Admiralty for the transport of labour to the war zones. The ‘Empress’ class was a ship
of 16,810 tonnes, 570 feet long, and would be considered quite ‘small’ by today’s cruise ship standards.
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Figure 20: China’s Route to WW1
Source: Author’s collection

Figure 21: Percy and other officers on the way to France – 1917
(Percy in rear, 3rd from left, the Canadian ‘MO’ marked with an ‘X’)
Source: Percy Nettle’s photo collection
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Figure 22: Empress of Russia
Source: Xu, Guoqi: Over There: Pictorial Chronicle of the CLC

Figure 23: Cattle Class Coolies’ – on The ‘Empress’
Source: Xu, Guoqi: Over There: Pictorial Chronicle of the CLC
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Daryl Klein, on his voyage, knew of a solution to this ‘restlessness’ problem:

The secret of maintaining peace and satisfaction among Coolies on a long transpacific voyage is
to endow for them each day with interest. On rough days this necessity is annulled.41

Percy as the senior officer on board was also the chief disciplinarian and said that he would
have all sorts of cases to deal with every morning; he had to hold ‘orderly room’ every
morning. He wrote: We had a number of more reliable, seemingly more reliable men acting as police, Chinese police,
and they would produce every morning the offenders for whatever they had done, some trivial
others more serious. One man I caught threatening to murder another one.42

Orderly room was always about arguments and their results, and the arguments were
always over money. Each of the labourers had been given twenty Chinese dollars upon
embarkation to make purchases from the ship’s canteen, but, as Percy observed, ‘they all
had a Chinese love of gambling’, and they did indeed gamble, and quarrel, and end up at the
next day’s orderly room’. 43

As ‘Orderly Officer’ Percy had few options with the men other than admonishing them, and
imposing a fine. It did not stop them gambling but it did amount to a ‘donation’ of 60
pounds to the British Red Cross when they finally arrived in France. Initially Percy did not
know what to do with his fines collection but he wrote later that he had discussed it with his
adjutant and between them they decided to send it off to the British Red Cross. In due
course he received a letter back from the Red Cross thanking him and all of the other
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Klein. With the Chinks. 152. In rough weather they would all get seasick and stay in the hold. Klein was not
much help.
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‘generous subscribers’ for their donation. Percy did not pass the message on as he ‘didn’t
think the delinquents would understand it very much.’44

The voyage to Vancouver was an uneventful ‘usual passenger run’; the ‘Empress…’ had
other passengers aboard as well, but not occupying the hold.45 That was reserved for the
Chinese. On getting to Victoria, British Columbia, Percy, had some other duties to perform
as well. Each of the ships on this run had Chinese ‘policemen’ on board who had been
appointed to keep order amongst the Chinese on board ship. These policemen were chosen
from amongst the new recruits and had special pay for their extra duties. There were small
monies to be paid to these men for their duties. There was also the canteen aboard that
had to be watched and financed and Percy had 500 English pounds for that from which he
had already bought certain things the troops wanted in Japan. All of this had to be
accounted for. Percy found out his role was also quite administrative.

He was also told that in Vancouver it was a protocol for the officer commanding troops to
report to General Leckie, the General Officer commanding in British Columbia. For Percy, it
was a case of ‘we must obey orders in the Army’ so when they got to Victoria BC the ship d
docked at about 2 am in the morning, but Percy could not find out for exactly how long the
ship was going to stay there, other than for an ill-defined ‘not long’. Percy, with things to be
done, got hold of his ‘MO’ (medical officer) a Canadian and a ‘very nice fellow’ who had
been with Percy from the camp in China, and decided that as the ‘MO’ knew more about
Canada than he did, they should go to shore together. 46

One of Percy’s duties was to go up to the Royal Bank of Canada and draw Canadian money
in small denominations so that he could pay the individual policemen their entitlements. It
wasn’t a great deal of money he had to obtain, about $500 in Canadian currency, but it was
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all in ‘dollars, nickels and cents’. However, when he and his MO got to the bank, it was
temporarily out of copper cents and they were asked to call back later. So they set off to
find General Leckie, but he was out, and the Commanding General and the adjutant also
asked them, to call back later.

Percy wrote that they did not know quite what to do then so they hired a taxi and ‘drove
around a bit’. They were away about an hour and found that when they returned to the
bank they had all of their small change bagged up for them. After that they returned to
General Headquarters to see General Leckie, and he was there. A ‘very nice gentleman’,
Percy wrote but he did nothing but question Percy about China, saying how much he would
like to visit the country. Percy said he could not make out why he had to report to him at all
but it turned out just to be a courtesy. Leckie kept them there so long however, that when
they got back to the pier the ‘Empress of Russia’ had gone, with their 2,250 labourers still
aboard. The ship’s crew had other priorities according to Percy, it being a Saturday ‘all the
officers and crew wanted to get home for Saturday night’.47

‘Well that was a pretty dilemma’ wrote Percy, he did not know what to do, he had never
been left stranded before but, in some consolation for them both, they had a lot of money
in hand, and they had come off the ship without anything, ‘not so much as a toothbrush’,
Percy wrote. And they had company too; the Bishop of Manila had also been left behind.
Percy went back to the general headquarters and put the case before the adjutant who also
took a poor view of the situation. The adjutant telephoned the Canadian Pacific Railways
office and insisted that passage to Vancouver be provided, at once! But easier said than
done it seems; after some talk on the telephone Percy and the MO were given tickets to go
up to Vancouver in a local ferry-ship, the ‘Princess Charlotte’ which ran daily between
Seattle, Victoria and Vancouver. So now off finally to Vancouver, arriving there on Saturday
afternoon, but unfortunately the ‘Empress of Russia’, having discharged its Vancouver
customers, but with the ‘coolie’ contingent still aboard, was back out at sea.
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Just ‘further dilemmas’, wrote Percy. Not wanting to spend the money needed to pay the
policemen he had a money order for fifteen dollars in US currency so he and the ‘MO’ went
up to the Vancouver Hotel and cashed the money order, and booked a room for the night
expecting that the ship would be back in in the morning; then they went to the theatre to
pass the time. But as it turned out the ‘Empress of Russia’ did not come in until Monday
morning. They were able to get a little money from the local representative of the British
Government, but they remained stuck there until the Monday evening.

Percy still had to pay his policemen, disembark his 2,250 labourers and load them on to
trains for the next stage of the journey to Halifax, Nova Scotia. He needed about two hours
to perform this exercise but Canadian Pacific Railways (CPR) had a different view of it. They
already had six trains, in full steam, lined up on the dock ready to leave. But Percy was not
ready. He told them they could not land the troops until he was ready to accompany them
as they would be in different trains and he would not see them again until they got to
Halifax, if they got there at all.48

But CPR was digging in as well. The CPR authorities were insisting that the Chinese walk
right off the ship and on to the trains. Percy was told that the trains had been waiting there
for hours and could not delay any longer because that would delay the whole railway
system. Apparently, wrote Percy, it was an unheard of thing to delay the Canadian Pacific
Railway in 1917.

But Percy was not going to be moved. ‘I stuck out’ he said, even in the face of an old major
in uniform who had been sent to persuade him to abandon his orders and do what he was
told. There was some talk of his arrest but, as Percy knew, if they had arrested him they
would have ‘started something’. 49 In the course of time, Percy paraded all of his troops,
48
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paid off the policemen, and then took some time to clear up his own cabin. He then
announced they were ready to leave.

The men could not get off the ship anyway until Percy told them to, and then entraining
began and Percy and the MO had to go on the first train as none of the trains could leave
without the commanding officer being aboard. In the meantime, five other trains came
along behind to collect the remaining Chinese troops and the CPR then had to fit them in to
their ordinary railway system.

In all events, said Percy, they got away on the Monday night about 8 o’clock, and travelled
across Canada, without incident, in six days to Halifax, Nova Scotia. The CPR crew kept
telling Percy that he was the delaying the biggest ship in the world by his conduct and
eventually told him that the trains were to be meeting the ‘Olympic’ in Halifax, which was
then the biggest passenger ship afloat, and the sister ship of the ‘Titanic’. Percy was told
that not only was he ‘delaying the railway system’ but he was ‘delaying this terrific troop
ship that was full of troops.’50 On his arrival Percy’s diary recorded that they did get to
Halifax ‘in about six days’ and the ‘Olympic’ stayed there tied up for another nine days, so
he could not see what all the ‘panic’ was about.51

In Halifax the labourers were moved into an army camp and were there joined by a further
4,400 Chinese labourers that had been brought there by Daryl Klein on the ‘Empress of Asia’
via the Panama Canal and the Bahamas. In Halifax Percy met up with many officers that he
had known in China and all together they took across the Atlantic on the Olympic 6600
labourers, plus Canadian troops, and others. The ‘Olympic’ at this stage was purely a troop
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Even after the war the 'Olympic' continued her service. During her lifetime she transported 66,000 troops,
41,000 civilian passengers and 12,000 members of the Chinese labour battalions. She was given the nickname
‘Old Reliable’. RMS www. https//chrismischler.tripod.com/Olympic, White Star Line, 1927. Accessed 12 June
2016
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ship and under the command of the British Admiralty. Finally, they were on their way to
France, via Liverpool in the United Kingdom. The ‘Olympic’ after going through the German
minefields and the submarine areas, was then escorted by four destroyers, and soon
reached Liverpool.

Figure 24: The ‘Olympic’, the Titanic ‘sister ship’
refitted after the ‘Titanic’ disaster, and now with the full complement of lifeboats.
Source: https:// www.whitestarhistory.com
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Figure 25: The Olympic in Camouflage 1917
Source: White Star Line. The Olympic ,1935 www.whitestarhistory.com

Figure 26: The Olympic – Interior – Grand Staircase
Source: White Star Line. The Olympic ,1935 www.whitestarhistory.com
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The ‘Olympic’ then lay in the Mersey River for three days before it docked. The ship was
supervised by men of the Admiralty under ‘Commander Thompson’ another ‘very nice
fellow’ according to Percy, but there was trouble brewing aboard. Percy wrote that When
they got there all the Chinese wanted to get in touch with their families. They wanted
letters posted, telegrams sent and the Commander was not going to let anybody ashore,
that was a strict order, but the labourers made such a fuss and insisting on being let off the
ship that finally the Captain agreed to let one man go ashore, and ‘more by luck than
anything else’, it came upon Percy, as the commanding officer, to be the one to go ashore,
and he had never been in Liverpool before in his life.52

Percy, and his bag of mixed mail landed in Liverpool, in December 1917, in the middle of a
winter rainy night, in wartime, and Liverpool was closed, and ‘blacked out’.

Percy was delivered by the ship’s launch to the landing stage, and then he had no idea of
where to go. When he got to the gates he met a policeman and asked him the way to the
Post Office. He was given directions and off he set: He told me to go straight, turn left, one to the right, and whatever it was, but could one tell, it
was black out; people were walking about bumping in to each other. But finally I got up to
somewhere where the Post office was. I met a man there outside and said, “excuse me, could
you tell me where the post office is?” He looked me up and down very suspiciously; I was
standing in front of it. Everything as I say with black out you couldn’t even see the door. So he
showed me in, took me in to the place there and when he saw that I was all genuine and I wasn’t
a spy, it was alright. He shook hands and wished me luck53.

Getting to the Post Office was one exercise, getting them to take the mail was another?
Percy put everything on the counter of the Post Office and put down four gold sovereigns in
payment. The Post Office came to a standstill. Gold was prohibited in England at that time.
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Percy faced a barrage of questions about where he had got the gold from, and how he came
to have it in his possession.

Eventually, and with a lot of help from the Postmaster, he managed to get his letters posted,
and telegrams sent, and then stumbled his way back to the landing stage, found the landing
master and asked to be returned to his ship.

The landing master refused, and told him he would have to wait until the ship came
alongside, but he could not say exactly when that would be until he received his orders
from…somewhere? Percy protested but to no avail. The landing master would not budge.
Percy’s entreaties that he had to get back to his troops fell on deaf ears.
Stumbling back into Liverpool he ‘tramped around’ looking for a place to sleep. Everything
was full up but he finally found a place called the ‘Temperance Hotel’ near the railway
station, and stayed there the night’. 54

The next day Percy went back early in the morning to the landing stage and applied to the
shipping master again. Same result, ‘no you can’t get out there, you’ve got to wait until she
comes alongside.’ Percy got the message and it now being a Saturday he went up to
Manchester where some friends from China were staying. In Manchester, he found his
friends, business people glad to see one from China, had lunch with them, and in the
evening came back to Liverpool. He went straight down to the landing stage, through the
gates, went to the landing master again and asked ‘Well what about the Olympic?’ The
landing master said no chance, she’s not coming alongside today, you’ll have to wait until at
least tomorrow’.
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Percy returned to the Temperance Hotel for another night and the next afternoon the
‘Olympic’ came alongside the dock and his troops were able to disembark. Percy wrote in
his diary, ‘so that was my introduction to England in war time’. 55

In Liverpool Percy was able to unload his troops and then re-load them aboard trains and
they all set off from Liverpool around 6 pm. It was dark, cold and thoroughly miserable.
Percy and his MO occupied a compartment and all the Chinese were ‘packed in like
sardines’ and they all had a very miserable journey to the south coast of England’. 56 Percy
noted that it was very tough travelling in wartime conditions after the comparative luxury of
the ‘Olympic’. But eventually they arrived at the labour transit camp on the hills above
Folkestone at about 11pm and the troops were put into tents and served a meal.

So far so good; suddenly word came around that Percy was wanted. He was called up to
meet the camp commandant, Colonel Copley. Percy walked up to meet him and was met
with:-

‘Are you in command of this contingent?’ I said ‘yes sir’. ‘Well he said, I hold you personally
responsible for any theft, damage, or committing nuisances around the tents or anything on the
part of your troops which is not in accordance with the regulations’. I said, ‘Yes sir, thank you.’
He said ‘you should go and get a little rest yourself with your officers and a hot meal will be
served to the troops at 4am. You will parade precisely at 5 am and March to Folkestone with full
army kit. Well I said, ‘Thank you very much’.57

Percy met there a Lieutenant O’Leary, an old Irishman ‘too old to just be a Lieutenant’
according to Percy and O’Leary told Percy not to take any notice of Colonel Copley and to
join him inside the building there and ‘have a whisky’. Well, that was a solution, thought
Percy and he sat up all night talking to O’Leary who, he thought, was a ‘remarkably well
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informed person’. O’Leary gave Percy his prediction of how the war would end and Percy
commented years later ‘that subsequent events proved him to be very accurate in his
prediction’.

58

Percy said he was in fact afraid that if he went to sleep that night he wouldn’t be able to
wake up at 4.00am to see his troops fed so it was convenient for him and O’Leary to just sit
there all night drinking whisky.59

At 5.00am the troops fell in and they all walked the four miles down to the coast at
Folkestone where a cross channel ship was there waiting to take them to France. Percy had
over 2000 of the Chinese there at the end of the march and was ordered to load them on to
a ship ‘licensed to carry 1400’. But eventually and without further incident, except some of
the Chinese were very seasick, they crossed the 22 miles and landed at Boulogne.

At Boulogne there were again army troop trains waiting to take them to the collection camp
for the Chinese Labour Corps at Noyelle–Sur-Mer. After a lot of stops and starts along the
way they got to the camp at around ‘dinner time’ and then, said Percy, ‘my duty was
finished as far as escorting the troops to France.’ 60

The whole exercise had taken six weeks since their departure from Tsingtao and Percy’s
contingent was only a beginning. Over the next 18 months more than 100,000 Chinese
‘indentured labourers’ were moved across the Pacific to Halifax on the same route Percy
followed, or via the Panama Canal, the Bahamas and New York, eventually ending up in
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Halifax for transporting across the Atlantic, first to England, and then to the Normandy
coast.61 But all the dramas involved in getting the troops there were not over for Percy yet.

A few days after his arrival at Noyelle-Sur-Mer Percy was in the yard with his mechanics
when he saw coming down towards him the Orderly Officer who handed him a very large
envelope. The envelope was marked ‘very urgent’, in large red pen and had come from
‘General Headquarters’ in France via the Admiralty in London. In it was a report made to
the Admiralty by Canadian Pacific Railways claiming $50,000 Canadian for the delay of four
trains in Vancouver by an Imperial Officer named Nettle! Percy was ordered to make a full
report of the occurrence and explain the situation. Percy was prepared, he had with him a
carbon copy of the report he had made and sent back to China of the occurrence in
Vancouver and all he had to do was to take it out, make a few notes of his own, denying the
allegations they had made against him, and sent it back.62

Percy wrote that he was never to hear any more about it but ‘off record’ later a staff officer
told him that the Admiralty was rather pleased with Percy’s response and that rather than
the CPR having a claim against the Admiralty, the CPR got a rather ‘stiff letter’ back from the
Admiralty asking them what they meant by leaving an Imperial Officer ashore in Victoria
when he was in command of troops. Percy was told that the Admiralty were glad to have
this opportunity to do something about it because the CPR had made millions out of Britain
during the war with the transportation of troops. Percy reported that he heard no more
about it. 63

After settling in his labourers into the camps in France, Percy approached his Colonel to seek
a transfer into the Royal Engineers. He wasn’t successful. After he had returned from two
weeks leave in England he met again with his Colonel, and was informed that he could not
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get a transfer into the Royal Engineers because having had an examination in the Chinese
language, not only had he passed but they were so short of men who spoke Chinese it was
practically hopeless to try to get a transfer into another division. In consolation however,
the Colonel offered to send Percy out with a technical company, a company with a platoon
of mechanics and three platoons of labourers to work with the Royal Engineers at a place
called Oreque. Oreque was a very big ammunition centre and also a large railway repair
shop, that according to Percy, was all army work throughout.

Figure 27: Working in the machinery plant
Source: Xu, Guoqi: Over There: Pictorial Chronicle of the CLC

There were 7,000 British troops stationed in that area and the place had been very badly
bombed. Still, we were fortunate enough Percy wrote, ‘we were bombed at times there,
but before I got there the area had about three hundred killed one night with bombs
alone’. 64 Percy was with the Royal Engineers for three months before he was transferred to
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another ordnance department. Eventually a staff major came from general headquarters
and came and saw him handling his labourers there and he congratulated him on his
organisation and said he would like to recommend him for a staff job’.65

Figure 28:Repairing tanks at Teneur
Source: Xu, Guoqi: Over There: Pictorial Chronicle of the CLC

In March 1918 orders came that Subaltern Nettle was to be promoted to Captain and to
come on the Labour Control Staff. From then on, wrote Percy, his life in the army ‘was
simply a matter of day to day organisation until later on he was given the acting rank of
Major but was discharged in May 1919 with the permanent rank of Captain. Percy wrote, so
ended my service in the war.’ 66
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But before his discharge, in September 1918 somebody else had come from General
Headquarters to see Percy and informed him that on representations made by the British
Ambassador in China, Sir John Jordan, Percy was to be given the opportunity of returning
earlier to China.

Percy was told he did not have to go so he elected to stay until the war ended. They all knew
that the Germans were ‘well on the way to defeat’. 67 Percy elected to stay and wrote back
to Chongqing and told them he would come as soon as he could.

Percy was aware that there was a great deal of work still to be done in France, cleaning up
the mess, and much of the repatriation was delayed for this purpose. This task took him
through to his eventual release in May 1919, six months after the war officially ended.

Returning the labourers from whence they had come was very much a re-run of their
transport from China. They were progressively repatriated through 1919 and 1920 at a rate
of approximately 6,000 a month after their employment finished in France. Much of the
repatriation was delayed for work purposes in France. The Chinese were held in camps and
required to perform duties such as retrieving unexploded munitions off battlefields,
salvaging scrap metal and burial and re-burial of bodies. This was dangerous work and a
number of Chinese lost their lives after the war was officially over on these activities. The
Chinese could recognize artillery shells but were unfamiliar with hand grenades. More than
once a labourer picked up a grenade, shook it, and then held it to his ear as if it were a
conch shell. This cost the life of a number of Chinese.68 The ‘official record’ on the Chinese
showed that 1,834 died in France, 279 died at sea on the way home, and thirty two could
not be traced.69 In total 94,750 were officially repatriated by the British, 3,000 chose to

67

Nettle, Transcript, 42.

68

Frey, The Chinese Labour Corps, 53

69

Summerskill, China on the Western Front, 195

128

remain in France after the war, 4,250 were engaged by the French Government on ‘road
levelling work’ and most likely remained in France, and the last detachment of any size
consisted of 500 men, of whom 181 were sick, who arrived at Tsingtao on 15 May 1920; a
further 73 arrived at Tsingtao on 13 September 1920. 70 The families of those Chinese killed,
or totally disabled, received eighteen months of their pay, $150 Chinese dollars; for partial
disablement they received $75 Chinese dollars. 71

Figure 29 : Cleaning up the mess!
Source: Xu, Guoqi: Over There: Pictorial Chronicle of the CLC
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Percy’s remaining with the Chinese indentured labourers until well into 1919 was a
reflection of how he felt about how they had been treated during the time of their
employment. Percy had his own sense of ‘fair play’ and what was good human resource
management. He had become very familiar with managing Chinese labour and had
commented on their competence and willingness for hard work on a number of occasions.
Percy was also very impressed with their skills in the ‘tank workshops’ of Oreque and found
they required very little instruction from him.

Interestingly, Percy made no comment on the actual conduct of the war, offered no advice,
made no complaints; rather he remained completely focused on getting his job done and
keeping himself and his charges out of harm’s way. The official histories of the period make
little mention of the assistance provided to the allied forces by the Chinese, and other
nationalities that had been recruited to provide this essential labour. Percy’s unofficial
history fills in some important gaps in First World War history.

Long before the last Chinese labourers were repatriated, the Paris peace conference would
be completed and the Treaty of Versailles finalised, with which the Chinese would be deeply
disappointed. After all their machinations to involve themselves in the war and all the
hardships, suffering and even deaths of thousands of Chinese labourers, the western powers
refused to reinstate the Chinese sovereignty over Shandong.

China had entered the First World War on the side of the Allied ‘Triple Entente’ in 1916 with
an understanding, held only by the Chinese as it later turned out, that all German spheres of
influence in China, and particularly the German concession province of Shandong, would be
returned to China. China at the Paris Peace Conference at the end of the war put forward
three main demands in its negotiations with all the other parties: i)
ii)

The abolition of all privileges of foreign powers in China, such as extraterritoriality;
The cancelling of the ‘Twenty-one-demands’ of the Japanese that they had laid
upon China following the defeat of the Germans in the Shandong province by the
Japanese Army;
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iii)

The return to China of the territory and rights of Shandong, which Japan had taken
from Germany at the beginning of First World War.72

The ‘extraterritoriality provision’ had protected foreign residents from Chinese law. It
subjected them only to the law of the country holding the concession; if it was ever
enforced - and the evidence suggested that when Chinese were the only ones offended
against, it generally was not. China’s ‘understanding’ that these conditions would be
achieved as a result of its decision to allow paid labour to serve with the British and French
armies in Europe probably beggars belief. At no time in the negotiations between the
French and Chinese Governments and the British and Chinese Governments between 1915
and 1917 had any agreements been struck, in writing, with either party that such conditions
could or would attach to the Chinese presence in Europe during the course of the war.
China, as a participant, was entitled to a seat at the Treaty Negotiating table, but that was
all. The Chinese demands were known and put but the Western Allies dominated the
meeting and paid little heed to the Chinese representatives wants or expectations.73

The Versailles conference was, as Mitter noted, more concerned with punishing Germany
than addressing Chinese demands, which would have only come at a cost to France and
Britain anyway.74 The United States promoted Woodrow Wilson’s ideals of selfdetermination at the Conference, and that would have given China an opportunity to
achieve its aims, but the Conference, in the face of stubborn resistance by David Lloyd
George of Britain and Georges Clemenceau of France soon put an end to all Chinese hopes.
On the 28 June 1919 the Chinese delegates to the Versailles Peace Conference refused to
sign the treaty, and walked out.
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The failure of Versailles to return the foreign occupied lands to China led directly to what
became known as the ‘May Fourth Movement’ which was initially a student based uprising
of people objecting to the treatment China had received at the Conference despite its
assistance to the Allied powers in the course of the war. The May Fourth Movement was
ostensibly an objection to the transfer of Germany’s rights in Shandong to Japan and started
with university students but quickly spread to other groups, and particularly to workers and
businessmen in coastal cities. May Fourth, as Peter Zarrow said, became an extremely
important, but ambiguous notion, in all discussions of modern Chinese history. 75
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Chapter 6: Rivers of Blood and Bodies: The Warlord Era,
the 1920’s.
Torn clothes can be mended, but hands and feet cannot be reconnected.
(Chinese-Traditional)

Percy, now on leave from the army in 1919 awaiting his official discharge, was in London for
a month or two, still in uniform and during this period, he met and signed an agreement
with a ‘new business consortium’ that he had been in contact with during his war service to
go back out to China and represent them, and their ‘potentially important (mining)
interests’ there. These were the same people, some Chinese, who had approached Sir John
Jordan earlier in the war trying to get Percy discharged from the Army. 1

Percy was finally discharged from the British Army, and the Chinese Labour Corps, in May
1919, one month after the Treaty of Versailles had been signed, officially ending the First
World War. Now he was about to re-enter a China where corruption was rife, local warlords
were literally taxing everything that moved, and if it did not move it imposed measures such
as the ‘laziness tax’ on it, laziness taxes were levied upon farmers who did not plant opium,
the proceeds of the sale of which the local warlord would also tax. Sheridan noted: They exacted protection money from opium and gambling houses. Large sums were drained
from railroad incomes…every region was dotted with illegal tax stations to tax goods in transit.
Chambers of Commerce were forced to contribute ‘donations’ under threat of looting the city.
When regular and supplementary taxes did not produce all the revenue a warlord wanted, he
levied special taxes…such as taxes for ‘university expenses’, or ‘self-government expenses’. In
Shantung, when the harvest was good, there was even a ‘rich harvest tax’. 2
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Sheridan lists another eighty-seven tax points ranging from a night soil tax, through to a
‘shoe tax’ and a ‘vermicelli tax’, to name a few. Prostitutes were taxed at three separate
points for the services they provided.3 And if all of that failed to produce the income
required to fund their battles, Sheridan also found that the warlords did not hesitate to turn
to the printing press to make money.4 The 1920s, and into the 1930s, was the Warlord Era in China
and as Sheridan noted: -

‘…no one warlord had enough power to simultaneously take on all the others, so
many small battles occurred with one warlord pitting himself against another. Large
conflicts seldom developed, plotting and skirmishing characterized the Sichuanese
political scene, and ephemeral coalitions and counter-coalitions emerged and
vanished with equal rapidity’.5
The warlord era, Lary considered, came about as a result of the decline of unified military
rule from Peking that had been maintained by Yuan Shikai as the first President of the
Republic up until his death in 1916. As Lary says, his death as well as the lack of a strong
leader to follow, gave way to disseminated military rule and within a few months the
country was divided into what were known as ‘satraps -areas based on regional ties, and all
dominated by warlords Governments in Peking through the 1920’s, those governments
wielded very little power and came and went with ‘bewildering frequency’. 6

She also noted that while there continued to be national Governments in Peking through
the 1920’s, those governments wielded very little power and came and went with
‘bewildering frequency’. 7
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Figure 30 : The ‘Generals’
Source: Twitchett, D, Fairbank, John K, Cambridge: Cambridge History of China,
Cambridge University Press, 1986: - www.history.cultural-china.com

Other factors assisting the rise of the warlords, according to Lary, were the disappearance of
the Universal Examinations in 1905, and by the loss of the ‘Law of Avoidance.’ 8 These two
changes had the effect of giving rise to nepotistic dynasties and allowing warlords to emerge
from the ranks of bandits. A warlord no longer needed to be committed to Confucian
ideals; military might was now sufficient.

But the warlords were not all bad. As she also noted:…the better warlords tended to show concern for the people of the region they controlled. They
provided stable government, which even though it came with tax swindling and rampant

8
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hold public office.
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corruption, was preferable to chaos or anarchy. Tax income stayed in the region, albeit some of
it was ‘salted away’ for the time when their rule came to an end.9

So when he returned later in 1919, Percy was entering into a China just starting on its ‘warlord
era’, and this period would last until the end of the nineteen twenties. J.A.G. Roberts defined
the period very well when he wrote: …in modern Chinese history the period of Warlordism usually refers to 1916-1928, that is to say,
the period from the death of Yuan Shih kai, first President of the Chinese Republic to the
reunification of China under the Guomintang or Nationalist Party. In that period the authority of
the central government virtually collapsed. Effective local or regional power fell into the hands of
some dozens of ‘touching’, military governors who have become known in the West as the
warlords. In those twelve years perhaps 160 wars were fought, the period therefore being known
as that of Warlordism. 10

It was not a comfortable time to be in China, as Percy was about to find out. Sheridan wrote:-

‘Wars real, bloody, and devastating typified the warlord years. Some warlords sought constantly
to expand their territories; others, landless, sought to acquire their own regions. Either reason
meant that it was necessary to encroach upon another militarist’s domain – and that meant war.
11

And encroach they would; according to Lary the number of men under arms expanded
dramatically in the early Republic. By the early 1920’s there were at least 1.5 million soldiers
and an equally large number of armed men not serving in formal military units, and there was
a two-way traffic between the two.12
Of the five warlords who ultimately controlled all of Sichuan, it was Liu Xiang who was the
most influential. 13 He also controlled Percy’s home city of Chongqing and its surrounding
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areas. The city, sitting on the banks of the Yangtze River was rich because of trade with
provinces down river and therefore controlled much of the economic activity in Sichuan.
For Percy this move back to China was to be his re-establishment in West China and a return
to where he had left off, but he was going back to China on his own. Lily and the children, who
had returned to Ballarat when Percy sailed off to France with the Chinese Labour Corps in
1917, decided that his return to China did not necessarily suit her. However, the move was to
open up a new chapter in Percy’s life. Percy wrote at the time of some other troubles brewing
from home; his marriage. He had written to Lily and tried to tell her that having taken on a
‘new enterprise’ with a ‘consortium’ of companies in London he did not think he would be
able to re-establish any kind of ‘family life’ back in China. 14
Now Percy knew that his wife would have been only too pleased not to have been reestablished in Western China. She was home with the children and her family in Ballarat and
that is where she would want to stay.

Percy had considered returning to Australia after the war but his attachment to China was
far stronger than any desire he may have had to re-establish his business and family life in
Australia. He felt that his work was in China and that it would be quite useless for him to
attempt a new venture in Australia. Another complication was that he couldn’t go without
breaching the contract he was then under. He suggested to Lily that ‘they should take a
realistic view of the situation and separate’. 15

Percy had no idea at all about how a separation from one’s wife was organised and
particularly a separation from a wife who had previously given up her own life to go and join

College and eventually was promoted to army commander in Sichuan. From 6 June 1921 to 24 May 1922 Liu
was both Civil Governor and Military Governor of Sichuan Province, and remained civil governor until
December 1922: Source: http://www.redirectify.com/people/liu-xiang-warlord.html accessed 19/5/2016
14
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her husband in the wilderness of West China; not to mention the children. Percy, for
himself, thought he was taking a ‘pragmatic approach’ to their relationship and he had
suggested to Lily that he should take the two children to educate, which he would achieve
by sending them to boarding school in England, ensuring they received a good education,
which he would pay for. That at least, he wrote, ‘would have been something for me to
work towards!’ 16

This was perhaps the second most naïve period of Percy’s whole life. But he did - eventually
- learn from it. Lily’s reaction to Percy’s proposition was swift, and very much to the point.
For Lily, what Percy had in effect written, in his so-called pragmatic way, was that he wanted
a divorce. Yes, said Percy, well at least that was my idea, he wrote, but Lily’s response to that
idea was that ‘they must remain married, until death do us part’.17

Lily was not giving up that easily. The children were now with her and her family in Ballarat,
and that is where they were all going to stay. Percy fell into some deep self-justification at
this point. He could not see why Lily would want to stay married to him when he clearly had
said he was no longer interested in being married to her. His rationalising went: Well, that’s all very well but it didn’t seem possible in my case at that time and one, perhaps with
this war service now behind him, and with his changed outlook on life. I thought it would be foolish
of me to try to bring my family together again in the circumstances. The future was very
indefinite.18

He continued,

I did feel that if I was free again, not necessarily to remarry, in fact I hadn’t thought about that,
but to be free to work and while my wife was still young and attractive she may have found
somebody who would be glad to marry her as indeed she would have been a very good wife, say
in Australia.19

16

Nettle, Transcript, 42

17

Nettle, Transcript, 42

18

Nettle, Transcript, 42

19

Nettle, Transcript, 43

138

Unsurprisingly, Lily found this rationalising of Percy’s quite offensive and she quickly
communicated her feelings back to him. Percy sought some professional advice: I mentioned this to some consultant people, but they were rather diffident in giving advice
because, they said, it was a very peculiar case but there was no reason as far as
they could
see to break the marriage. Well of course a man has to be a cad to break his marriage under British
law, and so it worked out. 20

And that was the end of that, for a while at least; for Percy it seemed far better to stay in an
unwanted marriage than it was to be considered a ‘cad’.21

As the end of 1919 approached, and having achieved very little in either his work or his
marriage, Percy went back to China but did not return to Chongqing until the end of
December that year and in the following year, 1920, he began negotiations with local firms
and landholders for his London consortium. Percy was visiting a number of potential
engineering and construction locations, travelling around the province and meeting as many
key people as he could. Unfortunately, as he said, he struck an exceptionally bad time
there. In the provinces China was in an anarchic state and his new London-based
consortium of construction, mining, and engineering interests had decided to venture into
China after the European war.

Percy quickly became aware that China was in a state of almost continual provincial warfare
but he continued with his journeying and negotiations with local officials. But he was to find
that, at the end of 1920, although he had a good reception wherever he went officially, it
was impossible to find anybody who could settle anything.22
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Percy was back in Sichuan province again but now it was in its own warlord era, which was
to last for the next ten years. And Sichuan itself was in the hands of five local competing
warlords, or would-be warlords, who were frequently doing battle with each other over
territory. 23

Percy noticed it in his travels that year that there was continual fighting going on in Sichuan
province. On some of his journeys he said he used to run into, actually run into, a battle that there would
be Chinese on one side fighting Chinese on the other side and he would go right through the middle of
them. They didn’t bother Europeans very much he noted ‘but there was always a risk there of running
into a bullet by accident’.24

In this exercise, which most people would have avoided, Percy sailed on through without
apparent let or hindrance. He even reported that the opposing armies would ask him, as he
went from one side of a battle to the other, where the enemy was and if he had passed any
along the way.25 But it had a dark side too, the opposing armies were fighting for their lives,
and not all were successful. Percy wrote, sadly, that ‘the slaughter there was phenomenal amongst
the Chinese’. He remembered travelling sometimes by small river craft and, after a battle, the river was so
thick with bodies that the boat captain and he had to actually ‘pole’ the bodies away from the boat so they
could go through; ‘something like going through an ice field’ he commented.

26

The ‘armies’ themselves were not well organised, adding to the complacency of people such
as Percy who were still looking at the Chinese military forces in terms of their Labour Corps
antecedents. Graham Peck, an American living there at the time described the appearance
of the warlord armies in the following terms: They swarmed along the road and through the adjoining country without any sort of order. Some
wore uniform coats or hats, but the remainder of their costumes were dictated by individual tastes
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and means. All were armed with the traditional umbrellas and carried as well numerous
washbowls, tea kettles, flashlights, towels, uncooked vegetables, and extra sandals- these were
slung over their shoulders or tied to their coats with twine. Many who had guns swung their
smaller effects in cloths tied to the gun barrels in Dick Whittington style. Those, who could afford
to, rode in sedan chairs or rickshaws, and those who had pets … carried them or led them on a
string.27

However, as Percy said, that was the sort of thing one ran into there but as troubling as all
this was, it was of less concern to him than the consortium’s business he was there to do.
Despite having to duck and weave around marauding armies, occasionally firing at him, he
could still congratulate himself that he had laid the groundwork for mining agreements which
were made some years later despite him not being able to settle definitely all the business
details that the London consortium had wanted. 28

1921 came without any real change in the local conditions, and still not finding people able
to make decisions. Percy went back to London for more consultations with the consortium
members and they arranged for further financing of the China operation. That being
completed at the end of 1921, Percy once again returned to China. Unfortunately for the
consortium this extended effort proved to be no more fruitful than the previous attempts
simply because of the political turmoil and uncertainty that China was going through at the
time. Business conditions were, if anything, getting even more difficult. Percy commented
himself that he had to wait quite a considerable time when he returned to Sichuan even to
find somebody with whom to negotiate.29

Finally, the consortium board in London told Percy to come back to London once again while
they searched for other ways around the problems. The British ambassador in Peking at this
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time was still Sir John Jordan whom Percy knew well from his Chinese Labour Corps days in
1917. Sir John, however, wasn’t very keen about Percy’s negotiations with the Chinese
Government and, although he did not obstruct Percy, and he expressed his willingness to
help wherever he could, his view, according to Percy, was ‘that the country was in such
turmoil that it would be impossible to get any ‘workable agreements’. 30

China through most of the 1920s continued to go through its own domestic turmoils but it
was also a period that defined China into the future. A civil war that had broken out in China
in Hunan province late in 1917 had caused the alignment of the Northern provinces of China
against those of Southern China; a Canton Government of Sun Yat Sen against a Beijing
Government then led by Feng Guoahang. In the meantime, the Russian Communist
revolution was also beginning to have an impact in China.

The year of 1927 in China was another year of violent upheaval. Events were continuing to
overtake events before the first events had even fully played out. The Communist Party
formed in 1921, and intellectually fuelled by the students of the ‘May Fourth Movement’,
was still fighting against the British and French self-protective imperialism that had caused
China to lose out so badly at the post First World War, Versailles Conference.

1921 saw the founding of a Peasant Association in Kwangtung Province by the Communist
leader P’eng P’ai which began a movement that would transform China. The Association’s
appeal to the peasants spread rapidly throughout the provinces. By mid-1924, the
association’s membership expanded to 134,000. At the beginning of 1927, their
membership had increased to more than two million. 31 Life on the ground was changing
for business in China and for Percy as well; and the Communist movement was looking
unstoppable. By this time, Percy had been happily resident in the West End of London,
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travelling around England seeking out new mining and engineering opportunities for his
own British based business consortium in London.32

However, from the early 1920’s the seeds of re-unification between the North and the
South of China were being sown with the result that from 1928 re-unification forced under
the armies of Chiang Kai Shek was finally achieved and the warlord era came to an end.
China would be one-nation once again.
Back in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), setting the scene for Percy’s next
adventure, the ‘Karakhan Manifesto’ of 1919, in which the Soviet Government annulled the
unequal treaties imposed on China by Imperial Russia, had just been published. This
declaration, signed by Deputy Commissar of Foreign Affairs Lev M. Karakhan, included the
annulment of rights of extraterritoriality for Russians in China and the repeal of many of the
economic concessions, as well as Russia's share of the Boxer Rebellion indemnity. Things
were looking a lot brighter for China. 33
Percy again returned from London to China. By the time he got to Shanghai it was the end
of 1922 and the London consortium was now very concerned about the Communist growth
in Russia and they had cabled out to Percy saying that as they had interests in Siberia, would
he go and investigate what was happening there. This was something Percy hadn’t
expected but, things being as they were in China, he said he would go, eventually landing in
Vladivostok in early 1923. The consortium had bought control of one of the more valuable
coal mines, about 160 kilometres from Vladivostok. For Percy this exercise was
comparatively easy compared with China. 34 He met up at the mine ‘with a lot of important
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Russian people’ all of whom had an interest in seeing the mines developed. They examined
the mines together and he was successful in getting a joint operations deal agreed with
them.35

However, it had taken Percy some time to secure this business arrangement with the Russians
and he was beginning, once again, to find himself in uncomfortable situations. He wrote:
…that period I spent in Siberia I won’t forget because I ran right into what they call a ‘perigavotte’,
which is a local revolt. Russia had already gone Communist from 1917 but they hadn’t extended
their control all the way to the Pacific border, the Pacific coast at Vladivostok.36

Percy commented on the government that when he got there while the local government was
in the hands of the Communist element, they were sort of ‘pink’ communists. They weren’t
‘dyed in the wool red’. 37 We cannot be sure exactly what Percy means by this comment other
than perhaps that he did not find the authorities there troublesome for him.

The Russian Imperial Army was still in existence while Percy was in Vladivostok and had been
under the command of a Russian Admiral, Alexander Kolchak 38. Kolchak, however, had just
recently been captured and executed by the Communists in Omsk while Percy was still in
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Vladivostok and the troops of the Admiral then took it upon themselves to attack
Vladivostok.39 There were however, seventy thousand Japanese troops also stationed in and
around Vladivostok at the time. These troops had been provided to Kolchak by the Japanese
Government to serve as part of the Russian ‘White Army’. These troops were joined by
another fifty thousand Czech ‘irregulars’ who were also resisting the Communists. These
troops commanders were nearly all Russian Imperial officers and they came in and took the
city and the port away from the ‘pink’ Communist people. That was a very hectic day for
Percy, he commented, ‘because the fighting went on for about thirty-six hours and it was
quite impossible to do anything else, or go anywhere.’ He wrote on the day that he was on
his way to the Hong Kong bank to get some money when he ran into this fighting. The Imperial
troops were coming in from the country in cars and the fighting went on or about a day and
a half. In fact, he said, it only stopped because the Japanese troops there stepped in and made
them stop fighting. 40

Having done everything, he could in Vladivostok Percy decided that he had had enough of
Russia’s troubles and promptly left. He caught a train to Harbin in Northern Manchuria and
connected there with another train down to Tianjin and Peking. Having survived Russia in
revolutionary wartime, and with contracts in his possession, Percy’s next job was to get back
to London and deliver the contracts to the Consortium. However, once again there were
problems. Passenger bookings on ships from Shanghai to London were just not available and
it would be three months before any passages were available. Percy had to get to London
with his contract documents and it looked like there was only going to be one way to do it,
his travel agent suggested he get down to Sydney where a more frequent regular service to
London was operating.41
So Percy went to Hong Kong on one of the local steamers and there found an Australian ship
that was heading to Sydney. Passenger traffic between China and Australia was relatively
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light in the 1920s and when he got to Sydney he found a ‘Blue Funnel Line’ ship awaiting
departure to Liverpool, leaving in just a few days. 42

Figure 31: Percy’s children, Edward and Mary, circa 1924
Source: Percy Nettle’s photo collection

Percy was conscious of the fact that he was going the long way around to get the contracts
back to London but despite feeling a little embarrassed by his apparent tardiness, he really
had no other choice. Coincidentally, the Blue Funnel Line ship was sailing via Melbourne and
on enquiring, Percy learned that the ship would be docked in Melbourne for a day.
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Being in Melbourne Percy thought he would go to Ballarat. He found an old friend at the port
who wanted to accompany him and they hired a car and in the morning headed to Ballarat,
returning to the ship in the evening. Despite having his entire family, and his two children in
Ballarat, Percy did not manage to see any of them, he had other priorities, he explained: …the curious part of it is that in that car in Ballarat I passed our own house and I didn’t even go in.
I thought, perhaps, well this is rather strange, you might go in and see your father but I had to turn
it down because it would have meant some delay and explanations and we were tied for time and
I just passed the house twice going into Ballarat and coming out but I didn’t meet anybody. But I
did go to a florist and bought some flowers and took them up to the cemetery and put them on
our mother’s grave.43

Now one could reasonably argue that the time it took to purchase and deliver the flowers
could have provided enough time to call in and say hello so this action speaks loudly about
his priorities at that time. Percy’s focus on a task certainly served him well in his professional
occupations but in personal relationships it could certainly be found wanting. In his own
mind, this gesture of flowers and a visit to his mother’s grave exhibited something genuine
and heartfelt about his relationship with his family, while still avoiding having to explain
himself to anybody.

Percy travelled to London, via South Africa, and Liverpool UK. The consortium was ‘very
interested’ to hear of his experiences, particularly in Siberia, but it was to take him some
months to finalise the mining business proposal he had put together in Vladivostok. 44

Percy later wrote a postscript to the Russian exercise saying that he never knew what
happened to that project because over the coming years the ‘hard-line’ Communists
extended throughout Siberia and he didn’t think the company was ever able to work the claim
properly.45
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Percy remained in England for the next two years. He said he wasn’t idle exactly, he had a
retainer from the Company and some income from his contract and he was able to settle
there until the times were better to go on with the old position in China.46 He spent those two
years travelling around England visiting a number of engineering companies and doing other
things which ‘were in line with the consortium’s main mining propositions’.47

However, while Percy was comfortably set up in London waiting for better times, renting
rooms in the West End of London and staying in close touch with the people in the city of
London, he ‘just got sort of tired of it’. He wrote that he was beginning to feel he was not
getting anywhere, and worse, he was not expecting to get anywhere the way he was living. 48

It was not until the end of 1926 that China was even mentioned again by the consortium. In
the meantime, for Percy’s line of work, the political situation in China was going from bad to
worse. 49
The warlord period of China is a singularly difficult period of China’s modern history to
summarize in any sort of meaningful way. So much happened between 1919 and 1928,
none of which made it any easier for Percy’s consortium of business interests. By early 1928
while the re-unification of China was well advanced, it was still not a time to be engaging in
the mining development business there. Percy found this was a good time to leave China,
which he did, and he did not return until 1933. However, and in the meantime, he also
completely missed out on his children growing up.
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Chapter 7: Out of China, Out of Africa, Back in China:
1927–1938
‘The world is for everyone’
(Tianxia Weigong, Chinese – Traditional)

In 1926, during his time in London, Percy met up with an old army friend who was working
in the British Colonial Possessions in East Africa with a construction company. He asked
Percy to join him in Africa and while Percy demurred initially, he then thought that although
he knew nothing about Africa, he would be prepared to have a go. Percy wrote to the firm,
his friend returned to East Africa at the end of his leave, and Percy followed him out there in
1927.1

Percy was in his element, ‘this was a change for me, a rather pleasing change in fact’ he
wrote. The company was also a British mining consortium, they had a lot of machinery in
Africa and they wanted someone who could supervise this machinery, and keep it in good
condition.

2

Percy’s new job involved looking after the machinery and equipment at several mine sites in
Kenya and Uganda where the consortium had ‘many thousands of pounds’ worth of
machinery’.3 This job was going to involve a lot of travelling and he had a car supplied, and
accommodation was ‘camping out in the blue.’4

Percy’s mechanical engineering skills and his wartime experience keeping the tanks rolling in
France would serve him well here. His labour force was now black African labour, not the

1
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Chinese he had spent so many years developing his management skills on. He was soon
able to apply his skills to manage the African labour.

Percy’s observations of life in Africa for him were that it was a very interesting life not unlike
Australia, but of course they had the African labour with which he was initially not familiar.
They did, however, also have a very socially progressive European community there, and
they had some very wealthy people farming in the countryside.

Percy recorded that when he got to know a few of the locals he quite liked the environment
but his particular contract was finishing in 1930 and he really did not know what he was
going to do with himself then. That day eventually came and he then took on some other
local contracts, including two government jobs, installing water tanks.5 In 1932 he also took
on the supervision of a large electrical installation in Kampala in Uganda and got back into
work with which he was more familiar from his earlier Chinese experience. He was working
on this installation near the end of his contract in the middle of 1932 when it was King
George V’s birthday, a holiday weekend in Uganda. Percy and some of the other men in
charge of this job went out in Percy’s car to a place called Fort Portal, which was on the
western border of Uganda where the Ruwenzori range of mountains, called then the
‘Mountains of the Moon’ were located. Percy noted that it was a very beautiful over- land
trip and he spent there ‘quite a happy long weekend’.6 He was also able to observe the
strength of the missionary societies in Africa at that time. 7 What left the strongest
impression on Percy was that, in this very remote location ‘it was most extraordinary to see
how these natives up there spoke English and how they dressed’. The ladies there, Percy
noted, ‘these black ladies, were all beautifully dressed in European style’. One in particular
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he noticed ‘came and spoke to us, she was dressed in a tight fitting black velvet dress and a
strikingly handsome woman she was.’8

Percy wrote that he was ‘amazed’ to go to the heart of Africa and to meet people who were
‘really cultured’. He offers no explanation of how he measured that cultural level or how he
may have differentiated it from the high level culture of the Chinese or the British. He only
attributed the African cultural rise to the education given to them by the missionary
enterprises; he did not see the potential for conflict between the African and British cultures
that within twenty years would see the transplanted ‘Christian European society’ totally
disenfranchised (and members of it often murdered) at the hands of the independence
movement fighters of the ‘Mau Mau’ rebellion. 9

This was Percy’s last recording of his African life. From now on he was once again beginning
to ruminate on his life thus far and where it was going. He had reached a point where he
recognised that he was at that stage still hoping to do ‘something’ while recognising he was
not very well off. He would reflect later: I had been working all these years’ hand to mouth, never settling down long for anything,
working towards an objective which seemed so hard to attain. In fact, when I was in London
living there for so long I had offers to go elsewhere but I refused them because they looked like
something being permanent. I was a bit of a freak to some of them at home, that I wouldn’t
consider certain things and I had been called a dreamer and an adventurer. 10
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He was neither really; Percy was actually very much a planner and his educational and
professional life and background spoke very much of that. For Percy, he was just working to
a policy which, he hoped, to be towards the freedom which he now had, ‘for what it was
worth’.11

While standing out in the back blocks of East Africa, he also decided that as soon as his work
in Uganda was finished, he would get in touch with his London office again and see what
could be done in China which, despite almost twenty years of setbacks and service either in
wars, or avoiding them, he still saw as being where his greatest hope of getting anything
worthwhile for himself lay.12

Percy wrote to his previous consortium’s company’s office in London in 1933 and offered
himself again as their Chinese agent only to be informed that the company had appointed a
very large mining concern in China to represent them and, as he should have known, the
country was still very unsettled.13 Indeed this was so and as Percy had followed
developments in China he was able to reflect back on 1927 when the great conflict between
the South China forces of Chiang Kai Shek and the those of the ‘warlords’ of North China
occurred. Percy had been in China for this time and knew of the rise of Chiang Kai Shek and
the falling out between Chiang and Mao Zedong, the then leading Communist in China. But
Chiang and Mao had been working together to defeat the Northerners, and they had
succeeded. Nanking was captured and the first real National Government in China was
established. But Mao and Chiang quarrelled in Nanking and, although they previously had
been good friends, sharing school and military academy together, Percy observed that the
quarrel separated them. Chiang would not follow the Communist line so Mao took his party
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with him and went away into the mountains of mid China and there he established the
beginnings of what would eventually become the People’s Republic of China. 14

According to Percy, the Nationalist Government under Chiang Kai Shek had formed quite a
good administration, and by 1930 this government seemed to be definitely established.
Following on from that, Percy’s mining consortium in London wrote to him and told him that
while they had a company representing them in China they asked if he would go back to
Shanghai and talk to them about some proposed projects. Well, Percy thought, that was
not all that encouraging but, as he had previously indicated, he wanted to get back to China
to try and mend as much of his life as he could, and ‘reconstruct’. 15

Reviewing his situation Percy found that he had little more than just enough money left to
get to Shanghai, but he left Mombasa the port of Kenya in August 1932 and went to
Bombay, changed ships and then went down to Fremantle, Western Australia. Percy had
also decided he wanted to see two of his older sisters, whom he hadn’t seen for many years,
who were now living in Kalgoorlie in Western Australia. He took this opportunity to see
them as he did not think he would otherwise ever have the opportunity to see them again. 16

Percy recorded that he managed to get to Fremantle and there ‘renewed what bit of family
life he could’ but soon he was back up along the west coast of Australia to Singapore, and
then on to Shanghai. 17

14

Percy couldn’t work out why Chiang and Mao could not work together. For Percy, their own backgrounds
virtually growing up together through school and the military, should have made them the firmest of friends
and hence, for Percy, they should have been able to ‘sort out their differences’.
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Percy confessed that by the time he arrived back in Shanghai he was once again very nearly
broke.18 He consoled himself with the knowledge he had the British Consortium’s company
in China to go and talk to about the future, and he also found that he had some insurance
money due to him there. A little house in Chengdu that he had purchased and renovated
some twenty-five years earlier, had been burnt down in 1924 and all of his personal effects,
which were insured, were lost. It was not a great deal of money, something over one
hundred pounds he recorded, but it got him out of a ‘tight spot.’19

Percy finally met with the new company agents in Shanghai who proposed that Percy go
back up to the mining site prospects as they were not previously able to do anything with
themselves from Shanghai. The London consortium agreed and worked out a plan that
Percy should go again to the mines in West China which he did although at a much lower
salary than he had received from them previously.20 Reflecting on this later in his life Percy
‘supposed they were tired of wasting so much money on me’ but, not having anything else
to do, he took the work on at their price and began another great overland journey on foot
in Western China. Percy would end up traveling 480 kilometres on foot over four months up
to the Tibetan border and back to Chongqing by mid-1933.

Percy had a long haul ahead of him when he left Blake Pier in Hong Kong at 3.00pm on 14
January 193. He reached Lo Ku and its iron mines and foundries on 15 April, 1933, taking
time to record the journey. Percy sought out people in his travels some of whom regularly
re-appeared in, and throughout his life. In his ‘Letter from Xi Chang’ in February 1933,
which he wrote to his relatives not to his grandchildren, he said he sometimes wished that
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he could live his life over again, and then realized that on this particular journey, this was
exactly what he was doing.21

He records in the Letter from Xi Chang, his happiness of meeting in recent times people who
had been friends and companions in his earlier days in China. They included meeting again
the doctor who attended him for typhoid in 1907; meeting the owners of the house where
he stayed during his convalescence; a lady with whom he had travelled up from Fremantle
to Shanghai with in 1907, and another family, who had also provided for him while he was
sick in Shanghai. 22 It was very much a re-union time for Percy, a reminder of where he had
come from and some encouragement, in the face of some of the challenges of his life in
China.

Percy’s observations of those around him, although not always flattering, were very much to
the point, and reveal a lot about Percy’s own thinking at the time. One of his fellow
passengers on board this ship he described, colourfully, as:
‘…a French Eurasian lady, age umptyteen, of the super vamp type, black painted eyebrows and
high-power headlamps, and dressed very elaborately, she might have caused trouble but God
was good, by the time we’d reached the fish course she was overcome with ‘mal de mere’ and
disappeared until we tied up at our destination.23

One of his male fellow travellers came in for similar treatment: -

‘On my left was an uncertain looking person who was travelling for the Singer Sewing Machine
company; said he was an American but I think a Creole, age about sixty, sloppy, unshaven, and
walked about in carpet slippers; said he had a corn. On the other side, next to the late lady was
what I took at first to be a particularly nasty looking Frenchman, but later, when I heard him ask
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for bread in English, got into conversation with him and found he was an Australian, and a
Victorian at that, name of Cowley, travelling for a Melbourne yeast firm.24

Percy further observed about this fellow traveller: -

‘…he turned out to be a quite mild individual, a super wowser in fact, spoke no French and
intended to travel through Indo-China, Cambodia and Siam trying to sell his beastly yeast; how
he got on I don’t know because on landing at Haiphong he disappeared and I saw him no more.25

But he did feature once more, albeit briefly:

we had a little smooth sea on Sunday when passing through the Hainan Strait, but it was a dull
sort of a day and we all sat around the saloon drinking beer and hating each other, that is the
Yank and myself, the Wowser just hated.26

Percy had little time for ‘wowsers’ despite his Methodist upbringing. Getting to Haiphong in
the middle of the day Percy quickly discovered the Indo-Chinese had their own siesta hours
and nothing was going to open again until 3.30pm. He continued his tour around the town
while ‘drinking very bad French beer’ and trying to read French newspapers. Percy took
stock of the few natives who were about commenting that they were ’Annamites’, whose
normal dress was black, and the women blackened their teeth with betel nut; ‘so they are
not an attractive people’.27

Percy commented here also on the French colonial rule, which he described as rigorous but
interestingly, for Percy who was more familiar with the British attitudes towards the
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Chinese, he also found it not to be racially discriminating of which he approved. He
commented that: …the natives are imprisoned and forced to do long stretches of labour on the roads, for the most
minor offences, that is why the territories have such splendid motor roads; on the other hand,
the French make no distinction of race, they may and do intermarry and an educated Annamite
can hold high posts in the Government on a par with Frenchmen.28

The next morning, he left from Hanoi on the first stage of the rail journey into Yunnan
province in China and noted that the Yunnan railway, built by the French was one of the
‘finest engineering feats in existence’ albeit one that cost 26,000 lives in its construction. 29
On the third day of this journey Percy arrived in Yunnan Fu, the then capital of Yunnan
province and the terminus of the line.30 Percy commented that the French wanted to
extend the line into Sichuan province but could not get permission from the Chinese
Government at this time, nor were they likely to as the Chinese ‘did not love them these
days, and their rail freight charges were iniquitous’.31

At Yunnan Fu Percy booked into the ‘Grand Hotel du Commerce’ but, he said, the only thing
grand about it was its name! There he met the Commissioner of Customs, Mr Laurence
Peel, who was an ‘old friend of Chongqing days’ before the war and Laurence invited Percy
to stay in his house. At the hotel too he also met there a Frenchman whom he had known in
Sichuan in 1910 when he was in the postal service at Chengdu, a M. Chaudouin. He was
very nearly killed in the revolution of 1911, Percy recorded, ‘but is still merry and bright
today’. In a further very revealing encounter about Percy’s abilities, he also recorded here
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that ‘The Hotel owner was a Greek who spoke no English, but we got along well enough
together in Chinese! For Percy, however, ‘the place was pretty awful and he was glad to get
over to Peel’s and have some plain English food’.32

Peel’s house was well furnished and possessed all the amenities that the place could
provide according to Percy, but his comments about his host were not all that positive:…it was a great pleasure to meet old Peel again after so long; he used to come to our place in
Chongqing city and rather admired Effie’s piano playing, and I have a suspicion Effie herself too;
but he has succeeded in passing through life without committing matrimony, not that it has been
altogether to his advantage I should say for he has got very old looking and stodgy and an addict
to patent medicines of all kinds and the victim of every imaginary complaint. Instead of taking
soup and fish at dinner, like a good Christian, he would mix for himself concoctions out of various
medicine bottles and consume two or three varieties of awful looking pills.33

Peel was about to complete thirty years’ service with Chinese Customs and then ‘go on the
pension’. Percy wrote about him in a quite revealing piece about not only Peel’s character
but his own character in his time in London. His view of Peel, in Peel’s retirement: …he will probably go to London, install himself in a two roomed flat, with bathroom on the floor
below, either in Bayswater or South Kensington; he’ll get up about eight in the morning, go
through a few mild physical jerks, have breakfast and read ‘The Times’ till mid-day; in the
afternoon he will have a stroll through Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens and wait for the
evening papers to come out, when he’ll return home and read them until bedtime; this will be
the routine 365 times a year for life, broken only by the leap years when it will be 366 times, that
is called going into retirement….personally I would sooner sell newspapers in London streets in
my old age!34
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Percy’s journey into the Western region of China was assisted by the China Inland Mission
who arranged ten coolies and a Hwa Kan to get him on his way. 35 They set off eventually as
a little cavalcade consisting of the Hwa Kan, four men carrying the baggage on bamboo
poles, one man carrying two baskets of food and utensils and another who carries nothing
at all and is called a Fu T’ou, or foreman and who bosses the men generally and is a useful
man all round. Percy also had a cook with him and walked with him along the rear, taking to
the Hwa Kan only when he felt tired. 36

The trek continued on over mountains that reached ‘11,000 feet’ with Percy visiting a
number of mine sites along the route until finally Xi Chang was reached late in February
1933. 37 Xi Chang was just a stop along the way but Percy had to remain there ‘awaiting
orders’ commenting that those in authority seem to be in no hurry to issue them. 38 Percy
also had occasion here to review his situation while sitting in a dingy inn in Xi Chang, he
commented: …here I am and here the process of my complete Orientalisation (sic.) is being continued, I have
run out of provisions and tobacco, have purchased a Chinese pipe and smoking the local mixture
eating Chinese food and expectorating in the Chinese manner all over the floor. How long this
state of things is to continue I don’t know, I’m like a tramp steamer which, when once at sea, is
kept tramping by her owners as long as possible.’39

This was an intriguing passage from Percy; it is clear that he is quite comfortable in this
environment while at the same time looking forward to getting back to his own home
territory. Percy’s ‘Orientalisation’ he mentions here is not so much anything new for Percy,
he had been living that way for many years, but more a comment on his own lack of
progress in achieving his high ambitions for his life in China.
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Percy had expected to remain in Xi Chang for two weeks but ended up being there for two
months. Over these months he made inspections of mine sites along the Tibetan border in
collaboration with local officials from Xi Chang. One of his collaborators was Feng Hain F’u,
a self-proclaimed missionary from the Baptist Church. Feng was to become his closest
companion in the inspection of mine sites; but Feng also had his own problems as Percy was
to notice: Mr Feng was nothing to look at, it would appear that God was a little hasty in his formation, only
a mother could love such a face as his; not handsome to begin with he must go and get a worm
in his nose some years ago…which the poor chap had to go all the way to Canton to be operated
upon to have it removed; there they bored a hole between his eyes to remove it. The worm was
gone but the hole in his face remains, I used to wonder if he could smoke a cigarette through it,
otherwise he might as well plug it up with putty.’40

Feng had his own colourful life in Xi Chang. While claiming to be a missionary, and elder of
the Baptist Church, Feng was also a proprietor of a preserved goods business. Percy
describes him as a self-proclaimed Christian person who dubiously claimed to observe the
Sabbath. On Sundays Feng would remove his banner advertising his ‘luxury goods’ from
the front door so as not to incite others to break the Sabbath by seeking for his renowned
canned snails. For Percy’s benefit, on Sunday’s he demonstrated his faith by reading the
scriptures out loud and sang some hymns accompanied by his son on a harmonium. This
weekly event having been got out of the way, Feng having done his duty by resting on at
least part of the Sabbath, then resumed his duties as proprietor and saw to it that none of
his staff slacked off for even a minute. Neither Feng’s wife, nor the hired help, nor his ‘two
girl slaves’, turned Christian, did Percy ever see set foot outside of the shop in his two
months there. According to Feng the joys of heaven were not for the likes of them; heaven
itself was a close preserve for Baptist Church elders, ‘and perhaps for the foreigner (Percy)
upstairs’, but, Feng later confessed, he wasn’t entirely sure about that. 41 Percy made no
comment on Feng’s view of Christianity.
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Feng did however carry with him all of the local history of Xi Chang and an evening visit with
him to the town Parade Ground where fifteen to eighteen-year-old boys were being given
military training brought out stories of the past uses to which that Parade Ground had been
put. Twenty years earlier it had been the site of the execution of two hundred men and
women in the 1912 revolution. Feng also told Percy the story of thirty-four robbers who had
been caught and sentenced to execution by decapitation on the Parade ground. Executions
were a spectator event in Xi Chang and on this day the usual crowd had gathered there for
the executions; ‘complete with candy and peanut sellers’ who did a roaring trade. But on
this occasion when the sentences were carried out the corpses counted up to thirty-five, for
which number the executioner immediately claimed payment. However, the ‘bill of lading’
read distinctly ‘thirty-four decapitations’ and so reference had to be made to the Viceroy up
in his Yamen. The Viceroy confirmed the number of thirty-four. The superstitious of the
Chinese thought perhaps one of the corpses was a devil until further inspection revealed
that one of the headless trunks did not have his hands tied. Further enquiries revealed that
this wasn’t a robber at all but one of the spectators. He was a young fellow from one of the
dye shops nearby who had slipped out to see the fun. Dye shop assistants, when working
over the vats, dressed only in a pair of pants and with, in those days, their pigtails screwed
up in a knot at the back of their heads just as a criminal is dressed for decapitation, the
theory was that this lad, standing near the end of the row, was mistaken by the soldiers for
one of the robbers and, when told to ‘kneel’, did so out of sheer fright and lost his head as a
result.42

General Liu, Governor of the Province and in charge of the Army in Xi Chang was another of
Percy’s associates in his journey around Xi Chang who provided Percy with armed guards
during his travels to the mine sites. Unfortunately, it seemed that General Liu had some
problems on his hands at home with which Percy also became involved. General Liu was
looking for a fourth wife and had his heart set on a pretty seventeen-year-old young lady of
his household staff who, unfortunately for him as it turned out, was actually in love with
another young man also on the household staff. Even more unfortunately for her and her
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beau, General Liu discovered them one-day in the back room of the house, kissing. General
Liu’s Number one wife, who would normally deal with matters such as these, was out at a
tea party at this time and the General who had chosen this girl sometime before and had
been carefully grooming her to become his fourth wife, when this romantic liaison took
place, became quite enraged and had both of them shot and killed on the spot. He then
quickly had their bodies buried together, in each other’s arms, in the garden at the side of
the house. 43

The grave was all neatly patted down by the time the Number One wife returned. Percy
tells the rest of this tragic story: On being informed of the dreadful insult which her husband the governor had suffered, and its
result, Mrs Number One went in and gave him a piece of her mind and said she herself had
arranged the match between the young couple and if they had been indulging in a kiss or two in
advance, it was none of his damn business; she had enough competition around the house as it
was, and she was also quite sure he wouldn’t be able to do justice to four women anyway. So Liu
was properly ticked off and hung his head in shame; was in mourning for days and nobody could
go near him. But he soon recovered, for a new star began to shine in the firmament of the great
man’s adoration.44

Percy called in on Liu the day before his departure to say his goodbyes and noticed that Liu
‘was his dear old amiable self again’; he wished Percy goodbye and hoped that he would
come back again to Xi Chang before too long.

Percy never did return to Xi Chang, he had enough on his hands trying to get any business
activities going in Yunnan. But this was 1933 and, politically, life was beginning to change
again. Percy put it down to ‘fate’ when he wrote in his diary about this time: … fate was against us again there, 1933 was the beginning of Hitler’s rise to power and in China it
was the beginning of the communist era too, so we had two things against us, but I was able to
go up there (to Tibet) and I did. I did get an important group together in Chongqing after my
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long journey west and after I came back to Chongqing I worded together a draft agreement that
they considered would be acceptable.45

Percy’s group of frustrated mining investors had been searching unsuccessfully for
investment opportunities such as these in West China for many years. In fact, they thought
so much of the potential opportunities in West China that four of them decided to go to
London immediately to see the consortium parent company and see if at long last
something couldn’t be done about exploiting the potential.

By now Percy had reached the end of his journey into Western China. He believed he had
done all he could there for the company and here he made a decision that with the money
he had saved from this venture, he thought he should ‘go down to Australia and present
himself to my children’.46 By this time his son Edward, who he had last seen as a boy in
Ballarat was sixteen years old and his daughter Mary was nineteen.

China was now being governed by a Nationalist Government led by Chiang Kai Shek from
Nanking and getting out of China even for Percy was going to be easier said than done. He
had a number of formalities to get through and consultations with the Government, who
were having their own battles at the time with a steadily encroaching Japanese occupation.
Percy had to first go back to Shanghai to report in to his employers, then to consultations
with the Nationalist Government about the mine development proposal in Yunnan, and
then to get his party of four land owners away to England.
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Figure 32: Edward and Mary, 1927
Percy would not see them again until 1934.
Source: Percy Nettle’s photo collection

He achieved all of that and then found himself free to go back to Australia. He was
technically still employed by the London consortium but they had agreed that he should go
home to see his family and the ‘party of four’ would deal directly in London with the
Consortium company. ‘So in 1934’, Percy wrote, ‘I was able to come down again and for the
first time, see my children all grown up’.47
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Percy’s children, Mary and Edward, were very surprised to meet their father. He was just a
mystery to them. Life for them, in the days of the Great Depression living in Ballarat, was
frugal, but survivable. 48 Both children had completed their education in Ballarat but it was
a ‘no-frills’ existence. They had both done commercial courses at school and Edward was
aspiring to a literary career while Mary was expecting to work for only as long as it took to
meet and marry somebody and then settle into a domestic existence, somewhere. When he
met his children, Percy didn’t quite know what their reaction was. He thought that in spite
of the fact they must have thought of him sometime in the past as a ‘black hearted
blaggard’, they faced up to him ‘very well indeed’.49

Percy does not record any contact with Lily at this time but he was able to re-establish
communication with his children and they were to remain in touch for the rest of his days.
He said that it was a great joy for him to see his children.

Percy returned to Chongqing from Ballarat with his now twenty-year-old daughter, Mary in
1934. Mary who stayed with him for some time, leaving the following year to marry a
British Merchant Marine Captain, James Bennett, whom she had met in the British social
circles in Shanghai that same year. 50 Mary and James then returned to Sydney to live.
Sadly, James was later killed on board his ship in the bombing of Manila harbour in 1941 and
his young son Gordon, age 11, his son from his previous marriage, whom he had with him
on his ship, was captured and interned in the POW camp in Manila where he remained until
the end of the war.

Meanwhile, business opportunities for mining in West China were now running into
difficulties. The Nationalist Government with whom they had previously been dealing was
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now strongly objecting to any enterprise in China with which they were not directly involved
and could not dominate. In large part this was because of the Japanese incursions into the
North of China, and increasingly into the South. The industrialising and rapidly expanding
Japan was hungry for resources to fuel its own expansion, which was to later lead to the
outbreak of the Second Sino-Japanese war in 1937. On top of that, Percy recorded, was the
rise of communism in China. ‘We felt it’, he wrote,
…in the West Country, in the interior, long before it reached the ports, long before it seemed to
be a menace to the people on the coast…and where Communism is, there’s no place for
investors. Finance will never look at any proposition which has in it even a slightest tinge of
extreme socialist flavour. 51

Percy’s assessment of the business situation in China was remarkably prescient for his time
and, as a result of what had happened throughout Russia, and in Siberia, the early
establishment of the communist power base in West China had made the Western financial
world, still reeling from the Russian revolution, very nervous about investment in China. 52
Percy wrote in 1934 that: I knew from the Chinese up there actually what the Communists were doing. They had travelled,
as a matter of fact, when they were driven out by Chiang Kai Shek further inland, and they had
travelled over the road I had been on only a few months before, and they had finally established
themselves in the Northwest of Szechwan (Sichuan)at a place called Jian Yang, a mountain
district.’53

As this information became more widely known Percy wrote that he knew himself: …nothing would ever be done up there (Western China) and nothing ever will be of course, but it
was a little disappointing to me. I didn’t know quite what to do. It seemed to be the end of
things rather for me in China, but I stayed on in Chungking for a while there watching this
unfold.54
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Around this time Percy’s business consortium friends had returned from London with a
printed contract that Percy knew would never be implemented because of the political
changes that were then taking place. However, Percy did stay on in Chongqing through
1935, and part of 1936 to ‘watch this thing unfold’ but in the end he said he had to ‘give it
up’, the political situation in China was steadily deteriorating and he thought he had better
get out. He had ‘nothing much to move now’ he said, always living out of bags travelling so
he thought he would ‘wend my way somehow down to Hong Kong’.55

Percy’s journey was interrupted. Shortly before he embarked for Hong Kong the office of
the London consortium wrote to him again and said there were ‘some prospects of getting
finance for a development in New Guinea. ‘Well, I knew something about New Guinea’,
Percy wrote, he knew about the gold at the Bulolo mine and the London office asked him if
he would go there to see certain people about it. When he got to Lae, Percy went up to the
Bulolo mine and discussed a joint venture with the mine owners who were interested in
working a joint venture with Percy’s consortium on a concession in Western China.

But, after two weeks of possible ‘joint venture’ discussions’, he had not been able to achieve
any workable agreements with them so he went back to Hong Kong and wrote to London
that he thought they had better give up all ideas of developing that particular concession. 56

Percy’s return to China, he knew, was going to mark the beginning of a new life for him and
a life less connected with the China he had learned so much about over the last thirty years.
He wrote:
So there it was for me; I was back in Hong Kong trying to dig in here, very, very difficult place for
a stranger to get a foot in, and all people who come from China are considered to be strangers.
That was 1936 and in early 1937 a war broke out between China and Japan and that just about
put the lid on it as far as I was concerned.57
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Percy was now fifty-two years old and was not expecting to be starting out on a new career
but he had experience on his side and he had made many contacts in his work and travels.
He was soon invited to join up with some firms in Hong Kong, some connected to the
Chongqing Yang family, and these firms, Percy found, had heard of him and of his work in
Western China: … I had become fairly well-known, always considered a bit of a queer chap but generally worth
something in regard to employment and so I was no stranger, particularly to engineering people
and just at that time was formed a local mining company with very large capital, nearly a million
pounds, and I soon made contact with them thinking perhaps if things, contrary to expectations,
did improve in China, we could work something from Hong Kong, northward, instead of being in
China itself.58

Percy was employed again. He joined one company as their consultant for China and stayed
with them until 1939 travelling extensively for them in South China and in Guangdong
Province, Fujian Province, Kwangsi Province, and Yunnan where he had just been. It wasn’t
very profitable, he commented, but it was interesting and ‘all part of the game’ and he
thought, they seemed to be satisfied with him. But he had to leave them for a little while ‘to
do a rather curious thing’. 59
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Chapter 8: ‘A rather curious thing’: Making history, 1938

...the aircraft dipped and wheeled frighteningly as machine gun bullets sprayed across its wing, the
pilot trying to descend as quickly as he could away from the Japanese fighter planes buzzing
overhead. Toward the back of the plane Sidney Yang and his new wife, Yung Sha Ben, clung to each
other in absolute fright; the noise of an aircraft engine screaming overhead as one of the fighters
passed over their plane; now down very low, dipping again and fighting to stay straight and level,
Sidney and Sha Ben’s terrified eyes were transfixed on the plane’s ceiling as they watched machine
gun bullets neatly puncturing the plane’s roof just ahead of where they sat…and then everything
went very, very quiet…. 1

By August 1938 the Japanese Army had occupied most of Northern China including
Manchuria and most of the coastal and inner Western provinces, almost to Sichuan. The
only thing stopping them going further west was the geography, and what would be an
excessively long supply line across hostile territory. In the South region they had occupied
Guangdong Province, and Canton city, and had overtaken Nanking. In the very far South
they had a presence but not in great numbers, and they could not logistically reach
Chongqing where the Chinese Government had relocated itself after the sacking of Nanking.
Hong Kong did not fall until December 1941 although there was a Japanese Naval and Air
Force presence in the region largely based in Indo-China, now Vietnam.

For Percy, now living in Hong Kong, a new and tragic adventure was about to unfold,
involving a young Chinese couple he knew whom he helped to travel from Hong Kong to
Chongqing: August 1938,
I had to leave my company in Hong Kong for a little while to do a rather curious thing. The
Japanese by that time had got control of quite a lot of North China, all the coastal provinces, and
part of the South, including Canton City and about this time, in August 1938, there came to me a
young lad who had just been married. He was the son of my oldest Chinese friend in Chongqing
and he had been educated in the United States, his wife also, and she was the daughter of a
famous Chinese official. They had just been married and had come to Hong Kong for a
honeymoon. Well this boy when he was little, he was so small that he used to play around my

1

Extracted in part from Captain Woods, ‘Incident Report’ to China National Aviation Corporation, CNAC, 1938,

169

rooms with his brothers and sit on my knee. It was all rather strange to see them all grown up,
married and have children of their own. Well these people being just married hadn’t got that far
yet. They were staying here at the hotel and I went out with them quite a bit and they were to
go back to Sidney’s father in Chongqing, (having been married in Shanghai) where, according to
Chinese custom, he would present his bride to his father. Now in those days we had planes
running between Hong Kong and Chongqing and there was a plane, an American plane that I had
booked them on to and I saw them off on this plane to go up to Chongqing, which is only a
matter of a few hours’ flight.2

The aircraft he organised for them to travel on was a Douglas Aircraft Corporation DC-2
operated by China National Aviation Corporation (CNAC), a subsidiary of the Pan American
Corporation. Captain Hugh Woods took off from Hong Kong's Kai Tak airport shortly after 8
am on 24 August, 1938, bound for Chongqing in an aircraft named the ‘Kweilin’. He carried a
full load of fourteen passengers, plus freight. A few minutes after crossing the boundary of
the Colony, while climbing through six thousand feet Woods sighted eight aircraft ahead
and above him. Woods had run into similar flights of Japanese military aircraft on previous
occasions, and he was not unduly concerned. CNAC was an entirely commercial company,
and the Japanese seemed prepared to return to the ‘status quo’ and treat the airline as a
non-belligerent. The DC-2 had an unmistakable silhouette, it had "CNAC" painted in large
black letters on the upper and lower surfaces of the wings and the Chinese characters for
‘mail’ on the fuselage – all of which should have protected it from military attack. 3

The next hour and a half, however, earned the CNAC the dubious distinction of losing the
first commercial airliner, in the history of aviation, to hostile aerial attack. 4 And it earned
Japan just one more small part of the underlying enmity the Chinese have for the Japanese.

Percy recorded in his tape recording in 1963, that on that day: -
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The plane didn’t get very far. It got a little bit over territory then occupied by the Japanese and it
was shot down, it fell into the Pearl River and those that weren’t shot in the plane, were
drowned. Only three people survived from that plane. One was the pilot, a young American pilot
whom I knew and talked to after this thing had happened, the radio operator, and one
passenger, a Chinese gentleman who got out of a window.5

The three people who ultimately survived the ditching of the plane into the Pearl River were
Captain Woods, the aircraft’s radio operator, Joe Loh, and Mr Li Chai-sung an official of the
Chinese Ministry of Finance in Chongqing. 6 However, the other passengers did not die
from what was a perfectly executed water landing in a very large aircraft. Captain Woods
told the story in his report to CNAC after the event: I did not expect trouble, but just to be safe I turned back toward the border of British territory.
After the Japanese planes disappeared, I resumed my original course. As I reached the western
end of the bay between the territory of Hong Kong and the Chinese mainland, north of Macao,
five Nakajima pursuit planes swooped down on us. I put the DC-2 into a steep dive and headed
for a small patch of clouds some 5,000 feet below and to the left and I was in there for a few
seconds and emerged on the other side. Directly ahead of me all was clear, so I started to turn to
re-enter the clouds when I heard machine-gun bullets striking inside the control room. I
immediately started descending in a tight spiral. During this spiral I could see the shadow of my
plane, also the shadow of another plane directly at my rear. The terrain immediately underneath
consisted of small rice paddy fields surrounded by dykes. I considered it extremely hazardous to
attempt a landing on land due to these dykes, so I headed for a river a short distance to my right.
I shut off the engines, cut the motor switches, disconnected the battery, and glided into a
landing on the water. During this time the plane was being struck by machine-gun bullets. The
plane landed safely near the right-hand side of the river.7

According to Woods’ CNAC report none of the passengers had been injured in the landing
on the river. Upon the aircraft settling on the river Woods raised the emergency hatch
cover in front of the cockpit to escape from the sinking aircraft, and saw a Japanese aircraft
swooping down and heading straight towards him. Then he saw the aircraft guns begin to
fire. 8
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Woods ordered his co-pilot and radio operator to get the passengers into the water. Then
he jumped into the river himself and began to swim toward a sampan, tied up on the shore
opposite the aircraft. He continued: As I was progressing toward shore several Japanese 'planes dived on me and machine-gunned
me. At first I submerged myself when they started shooting but later became so exhausted I
could not do this. Many bullets came extremely close; so close in fact that it left no doubt as to
whether they were aiming at me or the ship. After what seemed an endless time, I reached the
shore in a state of complete exhaustion. It was probably over an hour before I could stand. I was
violently ill at my stomach.9

It was not over yet; the aircraft, partly submerged, was being pushed down the river by the
current, and the Japanese aircraft continued to fire at it.
Fourteen in total were killed, including two crew members and Wong Yu-Mei of the Central
Bank of China, Dr Liu Chung-chieh, a former minister to Berlin, two women, and two
children, and Percy’s wards, Sidney Yang and his wife, Yung Sha-Ben. Nine of the bodies
later recovered, including Sidney’s and Sha-Ben’s, were riddled with machine-gun bullets.10
The other five had drowned. Percy wrote that the shooting down of the aircraft created a
sensation in Hong Kong as there were some ‘important people’ on the aircraft, in addition to
the young couple he had put on, and their bodies had to be collected and brought back to
Hong Kong. When the bodies were returned the Hong Kong government organised a
ceremony for them and then they were put into a warehouse until they were collected by
their families. 11

CNAC recovered the DC2 from the river and had it repaired and refurbished; they gave it a
new name ‘The Chongqing’ and put it back into service. After another eighteen months’
service, however, the aircraft was attacked again by Japanese aircraft and shot down with
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all nine passengers then on board killed. On this occasion the aircraft burst into flames on
landing and burned to a slag. 12

The downing of the CNAC aircraft did not put a stop to the air link between Chongqing and
Hong Kong and even on the following day after the attack on the aircraft, there were
passengers at the Chungking airport complaining about the late arrival of their aircraft to get
them back to Hong Kong. 13 There was a wait of three hours for another transport plane
back to Hong Kong to arrive.

The question as to why the aircraft was attacked in the first place given that it clearly was
not a military aircraft, and that the Japanese pilots had seen the same aircraft many times
before on its route from Hong Kong to Chongqing and ignored it, brought into focus
whether some of the passengers it was carrying were the inadvertent cause of the attention
paid to it. It was Leary who said: Although later denied by the Japanese, there seems little doubt that the attack had been
premeditated.14

Percy himself had said there were some important people on board which was why it was
such an event in Hong Kong. The most important for the Chinese government was Wong YuMei, the Secretary of the Central Bank of China, but his removal was hardly going to change
the course of the war. So as to how and why this translated into an attack on the aircraft,
still remains a mystery.
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Figure 33: Recovering the Kweilin
Source: Tom Moore, in CNAC records

Figure 34: At the Chongqing Airport, Mrs. Luce and Dr. Kung
Source: Photo and extract from June 30, 1941 issue of LIFE accessed from
http://www.cbi-theater.com/life_063041/mountains.html - 1 January 2016
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Percy and the Yang family now had to deal with their own personal grief at the loss of their
family members. ‘CC’ Yang, the father of Sidney Yang was very upset over the loss of his
son, and new daughter-in-law. He asked that their bodies be taken to his business premises
in Hong Kong then being run by Sidney ‘s older brothers. Percy went to the business office
soon after the bodies were returned and found that they had a problem on their hands.
Their father had ordered that the bodies of his son and daughter-in-law, in their coffins,
were to be taken to the family burial yard in Chongqing, but they could not find anybody to
transport them up there.

There was no direct road link between Hong Kong and Chongqing at this time because the
Chinese had blocked the roads to prevent the Japanese threatening Chongqing. There was
one option of going through French Indo-China but the French would not take coffins on
their railway. Sidney’s brothers in the Hong Kong branch office were at their ‘wits end’ to
know what to do next and to make matters worse they could only communicate information
intermittently to their father via telegraph because of the disruption to communications
resulting from the war. 15

Percy offered a solution. During his travels in Southern China he had found a place called
Pakhoi where a vessel could land on the south coast of China, further west than the points
the Japanese were then occupying. He told the Yang brothers that if he could get hold of a
truck he would drive it up to Chongqing himself, with the coffins. Percy’s offer was
gratefully accepted. 16

A brand new truck was purchased and two days later it was ready. They had bought the
truck chassis and had a body put onto it, and made ready to go all in the space of two days.
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Percy then attended the local shipping firm, the China Navigation Company to arrange the
transport of the truck and its cargo to Pakhoi. 17

He had forgotten about the damage done to infrastructure during the war. China Navigation
informed him that they could not land a truck at Pakhoi because there were no longer any
landing facilities there; no wharf or jetties. Percy insisted there were facilities there but no,
China Navigation wired its agency in Pakhoi and they confirmed that while they could land
freight there it would be quite impossible to land a truck there.

Percy, being an engineer, was not going to be defeated by logistics. He went back to the
Yang company and instructed them to break the truck down into transportable pieces, pack
it in cases and ship it over as freight to Pakhoi. Percy had already decided he would take
some mechanics with him to put the truck back together on the mainland and then take the
two coffins and drive them all 800 kilometres up to Chongqing. He did not know much
about what particular roads he was going to be able to travel on, but he knew there would
be some roads still there, or at least some under construction. 18

The truck was duly dismantled and packed into cases and the China Navigation Company
took the cases on board as freight. When they all got to Pakhoi they discovered for
themselves that not only was there no landing, no jetty or wharf, there was nothing at all,
even passengers had to go ashore ‘pickaback’ on coolie’s backs.

Another day went by before they got the cases, and the coffins, off the ship and on to the
beach with the aid of the local coolies. Having got the cases on to the beach they stripped
the cases down ready for rebuilding the truck when some Japanese planes flew over. This
was quite alarming, with the thought that they may be bombed right away there, but they
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weren’t. The Japanese aircraft only came down to have a look at what they were doing and
then took off. But that alarm was enough for Percy, he went up into the town of Pakhoi and
found an empty shop, got a mob of coolies together, and had the crates carried up to the
shop where the mechanics he had brought with him got busy and had the truck put back
together again in another two days.

Percy wrote later that, as difficult as all of that was, the truck was less of a problem to
manage than the two coffins. He knew the Chinese were very superstitious about dead
bodies, and especially about those that did not belong to them, and he initially could not
find anybody there who would even give shelter to these two coffins. At last he found a
veranda to put them on and with the help of the local Commissioner of Customs and a few
other local people; he found just enough space on the veranda to keep them out of the
weather. Fortunately, they didn’t have much rain. Ready to go again Percy took a couple of
forty gallon drums of petrol, the two coffins and set off to drive to Chongqing. 19

It was a very difficult trip because of the obstructions on the way put there to stop Japanese
military movements. Percy found that around half of the roads had been closed completely
to obstruct the movement of the Japanese military towards Chongqing. To travel up one of
the roads Percy even had to get special permission from Chiang Kai Shek himself to even go
on the road. 20
‘But with persuasion’, wrote Percy, ‘and helped by the fact that the Chinese military
transports were afraid all the time of being bombed by the Japanese they needed to
keep moving, I got from post to post, so as to speak’. 21
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The military traffic was so heavy on the road that all of the inns were full. Percy and his
unpopular cargo found it difficult to find any place to sleep at night and for two nights he
himself slept on top of the coffins out in the open to protect them from the weather.
After five and a half days of this, which included a one-day delay wrangling with officials,
they finally got to Chongqing where there was a ‘great body of people’ on hand to meet and
welcome them. Percy went straight away with the family up to the burial ground, that he
commented upon was in a beautiful place, and the ceremonies for the interring of Sidney
and Sha-ben took up the rest of that day.

Percy later wrote of this whole incident as just a very sad occasion. But he also knew the
Chinese and their customs and beliefs well enough to know that for the Yang and Yung
families the return of their children to their homes and families was absolutely essential.
For Percy in particular, it was also a very sad occasion because he had known Sidney all of
his young life. At the end of it all, the Yang family thought so much of Percy for what he had
done for them in this episode that they told him that they ‘considered him to be one of the
family’. This is the clearest indication of the strong guanxi relationship that Percy had built
with the Yang family. For Percy though, he simply wrote, ‘that didn’t matter very much’, in
true guanxi style he said he was just pleased to help ‘his family’. 22

Percy stayed with the family for another day but then said his goodbyes, and took the plane
back to Hong Kong. The plane left Chongqing just after lunch that day and he was back in
Hong Kong in time for dinner.

Percy wrote in his diary that this was ‘just an interlude’ in his life, but it was to remain a very
important interlude, with enduring consequences. Percy had consolidated his relationship
with the Yang family of Chongqing, a relationship that had begun back in Percy’s days in the
Shanghai Telephone Company, and had continued ever since.
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Chapter 9: That Summer of ’39… (May to September
1939)
For most Westerners World War Two began in 1939 and continued until the collapse of
Germany and Japan in 1944 and 1945. For the Chinese, however, it started on 7 July 1937 at
the Marco Polo Bridge outside of Peking where a skirmish - an ‘incident’ the Japanese called
it, began between a group of lost Japanese soldiers and a local Chinese military unit. That
skirmish became the pretext for a full-scale Japanese attack on Peking and Tientsin, and
another war with China and Percy was going to be in the middle of that turmoil.1
In 2009 Taylor, J, wrote: Following the onset of this Second Sino-Japanese War in 1937, the Imperial Japanese
Army marched rapidly into the heart of Chinese territory. By June 1938, the Japanese
had control of all of North China. On June 6, they captured Kaifeng, the capital of
Henan province, and threatened to take over Zhengzhou, the junction of the arterial
Pinghan and Longhai Rail ways. Japanese success here would have directly threatened
and endangered the major cities of Wuhan and Xi'an. To stop further Japanese
advances into western and southern China, Chiang Kai-shek determined to open up
the dikes on the Yellow River near Zhengzhou. The original plan was to destroy the
dike at Zhaokou, but due to difficulties at that location the dike was destroyed on June
5 and June 7 at Huayuankou, on the south bank. Waters flooded into Henan, Anhui,
and Jiangsu.2
In what later became known as ‘The Resistance War’ against the Japanese, China was
plunged into a further eight years of war and occupation by the Japanese that brought
devastation to much of China. Almost all of China’s major cities, industrial regions, ports
and transport arteries were occupied by Japanese armies and half of China’s people lived in
the occupied areas.3
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Historian Diana Lary described the ‘resistance war’ as an inevitable event that implied the
second round of the Sino-Japanese war of 1895. This conflict, enabled by the build-up of
Japan’s military during the 1930s, which had largely been ignored by the Western powers at
the time as it had been formally premised by Japan that it was necessary to prevent Soviet
expansion in Asia, and to ‘stem the tide of Communism’. 4 This kept the Americans happy,
much to their peril in December 1941. 5

The Communists, ably led by Mao Zedong were already established in China and they had
formed a largely informal, partial alliance with Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists for the
forthcoming eight-year battle against the Japanese. However, the Chinese Communists (the
CCP) and the Nationalists (the KMT) were not happy bedfellows.

By the 1930s, the CCP was engaged in civil war with Sun Yat-Sen’s successor Chiang Kai-shek
and the Nationalists for control of the ever-weakening country. After a defeat by KMT forces
in 1934, Mao and his army embarked on what became known as ‘The Long March’, regrouping
into the interior mountains and consolidating their strength. When the Japanese invaded and
occupied Nationalist-led China in 1937, the civil war between Chiang Kai-shek and Mao was
once again in full-swing. The civil war simmered throughout this war, as both sides fought
each other and the Japanese.
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For Percy, life back in Hong Kong was very comfortable after the dramas of the previous few
years but he was still pinning his hopes for a comfortable future on opportunities in China,
the land he knew and understood so well. He had not given up the hope that China was yet
to be his saving grace, allowing him to rebuild his life, and to set himself up in comfort for his
years ahead. Although now fifty-five years old, and in comfortable residence in Hong Kong,
he was prepared to have at least ‘one more go’ as he put it, in China. Percy, normally well
prepared for events in his life, strangely missed all the warning signs for this next adventure.
Percy continued to be in contact with the British consortium company with whom he had
been associated in the pursuit of investment opportunities since the 1920s and in early 1939
a further contact with them was to send Percy into an entirely new circuit in Henan Province,
North China, then occupied by the Japanese military. Percy had only just recently finished
with his duty of returning the bodies of Sidney Yang and his wife to Chongqing when his
company contacted him about a coal mine operation it owned in Henan Province. The mine
had been worked by the company since the area was opened to international mining
companies at toward the end of the Qing dynasty. 7,

Percy’s company asked him if he would go up there and take over the management of the
mines in Henan province and while he was not that interested a quick check of his financial
situation forced him to change his mind. He asked the company what the conditions were on
the site and they told him that there was nobody there. The man they previously had there
had a nervous breakdown and all they wanted Percy to do was to look after the sales of the
stockpiled coal.

Britain had actually held the area since 1905 under a mining ‘concession’ granted by the
Qing government and recognised by the Republican government thereafter from 1912.
Since that time there had been little change in its operations until the Japanese occupation
in 1938. The British company’s exit in 1938 had meant that mining operations ceased and
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the Japanese had not been able to renegotiate a return to an operational level. In the
meantime, there was a great deal of coal that had been mined and stockpiled at the site and
the Japanese were just taking it.8

Figure 35: Henan Province, South of Beijing
Source: http://www.britannica.com/place/Henan

Percy was assured by them that the mines were peaceful and all that had happened was
that the actual mining of the coal had stopped because of the troubles the region had been
experiencing with the Sino-Japanese war and the taking over of the mine by the Japanese
Army. The company’s representative in Hong Kong told Percy that there were mountains of
coal already mined there waiting to be sold which, along with the overall management of
the site, would be his job. Percy was assured that they would make sure he would be quite
comfortable there with the company providing him with a furnished house.

8
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Percy having checked his then less-than-desirable financial position recorded that ‘with an
equal amount of fear and trepidation as his marriage had generated, like jumping into my
marriage, I jumped into that’. 9

By then, China was two years into a full-scale war with Japan. Between 1937 and 1939 the
Japanese had occupied Manchuria, most of Northern China, all of the coastal cities including
Shanghai and had ransacked the Republican capital of Nanking forcing the Chinese
Government administration to move again. It was now operating from Chongqing, Percy’s
home town, from which he had just returned.

The war itself had reached a virtual stalemate in the Western region of China, largely as a
result of the loss of Japanese interest, but also because although the Japanese were still
attempting to force the surrender of the Chinese government in Chongqing by bombing it
every day, the Chinese were not showing any signs of giving up. 10

Chongqing was protected from invasive land incursions by the Japanese by its 1600kilometre distance up the Yangtze River, and the fact that the Japanese could not, or could
not be bothered with, organising a supply chain for a land based assault over that distance.
Besides that, they now had access to all of the Chinese natural resources they needed to
supply their own wartime industry having occupied, and largely taken over, all of China’s
main natural resource sites.

Percy knew of the mines. In earlier years (Shanghai, 1908, he was then 23) the same
company that owned these mines advertised in Shanghai for an electrical engineer. Percy,
having just finished with the Shanghai Nanking Railway, and anxious to settle into
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something, had applied for the position. At the time, although he thought he was going to
get the job, he was to later write, ‘but unfortunately I didn’t, or fortunately as it turned
out’11. Another man he knew very well got the job, but he didn’t stay there very long.
However, it was ‘the same mines and same sort of thing’. He agreed to go and left Hong
Kong for Henan Province early in 1939, a journey of 1,3800 kilometres.12

Percy got to the mines with a feeling of foreboding about his choice this time. ‘I didn’t like it
very much’, he recorded, ‘it was off my beat’. He also knew he was no authority on North
China and that the company had only hired him, he believed, ‘because they knew that I was
a steady reliable sort of a chap and that’s what they wanted up there, and also because the
place was occupied by the Japanese and they recognised the delicacy of the situation’. 13

The Japanese generally had not been interfering with British enterprises thus far in the war
but nobody was too sure of what the future would hold. The company just wanted to sell all
the stockpiled coal that could be managed and repatriate the profits. That was to be Percy’s
job. He reflected back on what this demand meant to his circumstances there later in his life
commenting that in all his travels through the ‘back blocks’ of China, through areas often
infested by brigands where foreigners were robbed and sometimes murdered, he had never
had occasion to fear for his life like he had in this latest assignment in Henan province. But
fortunately his luck was going to last a bit longer yet, ‘harrying though the situation was to
become.’14
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The mines were a much tougher environment than Percy had been led to believe. His
predecessor’s nervous breakdown seemed to have had considerable justification. He
reflected back on its probable cause later commenting that nobody except those closely
connected with the situation at the time had the remotest clue as to what he went through
at those coal mines in the heart of China during that summer of 1939. 15

Percy was met in Peking by another agent of the consortium who introduced him to a
Japanese gentleman who was to be his interpreter at the mines. This was necessary
because during that period all the country around where the mines were located was in the
hands of the Japanese army whose power, at that time, was paramount and without whose
consent one could not even travel. But with travel now authorised to proceed to the mines
he ‘sallied forth by train with my Jap companion.’ 16 They travelled 480 kilometres south on
the main line between Peking and Hankow where they arrived at the railway junction of
Zhengzhou and then transferred to another line running east to west. This line was built by
the mining company to get to the mines at Kaifeng; it was eighty kilometres to the mine site
where they arrived after the best part of a two-day journey about 4.00 pm in the
afternoon.17

Percy was pleased to see on his first sight of the mines a British flag flying over the main
entrance gate; he found this sight ‘rather cheering’. There was also a welcoming party at the
station to meet him and he was escorted up to the manager’s house where everything
appeared to be ready for occupation but for Percy, still feeling apprehensive about the
whole exercise, ‘thought it was all just a little bit too good to be true’. 18
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The mine’s administrative facility in Kaifeng was located inside what was called a compound
that was in fact a little walled city. Percy described it as about the size of Flemington Race
course, or Lake Wendouree. 19 It had three gates, two opening toward the south and one to
the west. The gates were locked and barred at night and the walls, which were originally
built around the first mine shaft that had long since been worked out, were 4.3 metres high.
Within these walls were offices, police barracks, workshops and some residences. By this
time however, most of the residences that had been previously used by English officials
were occupied by the Japanese military.

Here Percy was introduced to the reality of the Resistance War. Within the compound were
squatting hundreds of Chinese refugees from the war areas.20 Five kilometres west of this
city was the main electric power station and five kilometres further west again was one of
the newer mines which were maintained in working order. The power plant supplied
electricity to the mines, lighting, and power for the water supply.

Percy found that eight kilometres to the east of the city walls was another mine which was
not working because most of the machinery had been removed and taken to West China
following the Chinese Government’s evacuation to Chongqing. Joining the two mine sites
together however, was a high tension power line and this power line, which carried the
electricity from the power station to the various points required, Percy soon found out was
going to be ‘rather a nuisance to me’. Outside the city was a village which had grown up
around the mines by the name of Chaozhou, a name that was very well known amongst
mining people in China at that time.
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In the village of Chaozhou lived most of the families of the miners, and a number of trades
people. In traditional Chinese style, the village was controlled by a ‘head man’. This ‘head
man’s name was Li Bullifunta, or Mr ‘Glasshouse Li‘ in English. 21

Pretty soon, Percy wrote, he was favoured by a call from this ‘gentleman’, which he was not
long in judging, spelled trouble.22 Percy described him as the ‘most evil’ looking person he
had ever met and he apparently had been a notorious brigand in the past. ‘He was heavily
pockmarked, wrote Percy had one eye permanently closed and had a nasty wheal across his
face, obviously caused by a sword cut.’23

‘Glasshouse Li’ also brought his own ‘welcoming committee’. He turned up at Percy’s house
with a few local villagers to ‘meet the new manager, and to express the hope that as I was
an experienced man there would be no misunderstandings’. 24

Percy, hackles raised, guessed correctly that this statement spelled out that something
ominous was about to befall all of them. This was an even greater surprise for Percy
because he had not been previously informed that any ‘misunderstandings’ existed.
‘Glasshouse’ left, he had delivered his message.

Percy then started with getting to know what was happening on the site and what followed
was a round of calls on the Japanese officers, from the Colonel downwards, while he tried to

21

‘Glass house Li’ during the 1920’s was an aspiring ‘Warlord’ but at best could only be described as a ‘bandit’
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‘clearing out of the warlords’ by Chiang Kai Shek at the end of the 1920’s Li had escaped capture and
prosecution and had returned to his home territory where he made his living from graft and corruption.
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get a feel for the place and to look for a way to protect himself and the rest of the staff from
‘Glasshouse’ and his henchmen. After that it was a matter of settling down to business.
Percy had a large staff of well-trained Chinese but the foreign staff, previously numbering
twenty-three while the mine was operating, had been reduced to one, an English
accountant and his wife.

Searching through the records of the mine’s operations Percy realised that something
untoward was afoot at the mine; and he was duly enlightened on the cause of it through
reading about the nervous breakdown of his predecessor.25

Percy’s advice had been that the Japanese had undertaken to protect the British interests in
the areas they were occupying but he noted that while the Japanese, from the Colonel
down, were themselves correct in the attitude they showed to the mine owners and the
mine staff, that attitude was clearly very superficial.

Percy was trying to understand what was driving the Japanese military members whom he
found were quite friendly, and even the junior officers who spoke English, sometimes came
over to his house and just to sit down and have a talk. All was very friendly; it was all quite
curious thought Percy. Contrasted with this were the people of the village and surrounding
countryside who were, to him, quite the opposite, but at the same time ‘very much in fear
of the Japanese.’26

Adding to the confusion, in the hills surrounding Kaifeng, a few kilometres from the main
mine, there were what the Japanese called ‘brigands’, but were actually the Chinese Army
with whom the Japanese were in continual battle and fighting was very frequent around
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that mine, and often with heavy casualties. Battles were so continuous around the entire
mine site that ‘there were field artillery pieces near the wall just outside my house which
made a ‘deafening noise at times’.27

In May 1939, the dangerous situation at the mine became very clear. Troubles began in the
form of an ‘anti –British’ uprising, or at least the propaganda for an anti-British uprising.
The same uprising was taking place throughout all of North China, and was beginning to
make its way into the interior.

According to Percy the propaganda associated with it played right into the hands of Mr
Glasshouse Li, who came to call on him more frequently. 28 On one occasion ‘Glasshouse’
came with his own party, supposedly village elders, but very drunken ones, and they
enquired ‘when they could expect settlement of the long standing debt the company owed
the local landowners’. 29

Percy knew nothing about any debt. He tried to explain to ‘Glasshouse’ and his party that he
was there only as the company’s representative and any question of debt would have to be
referred to the directors in London.

‘Glasshouse’ did not have to give that much thought to his answer, and gave his order as
‘unless I produced the General Manager of the company at the mines to discuss this matter
before the end of July, ‘he would hold me personally responsible for settlement of the debt
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which amounted, according to his calculations, $16 million being certain ground rents
accumulated since 1901 when development of the mines began’.30

It was from that point that Percy, with his now characteristic understatement, ‘realised the
prospect of a difficult situation that was ready to develop’. 31 The head office of the mining
company had also been moved to Chongqing following the abandonment of Nanking by the
Chinese government and Percy promptly wrote to them asking about this debt and received
an even prompter reply saying that the whole question of debt was nonsense. The company
refused to acknowledge any debt obligation to anybody, but did not give Percy any other
guidance on how he was to handle the situation.

Even with ‘Glasshouse Li’ absent, troubles were still brewing around the mine. Percy
guessed what was going on; ‘one sensed that it was actually coming from higher quarters,
indeed from the Japanese to oust the British from the mines, and not only from the mines,
but from the whole area of north China’. 32

Curiously, at this time there was still a Shanghai-based English language newspaper the
‘China Critic’ that was being tolerated by the Japanese authorities. On 8 June 1939 the Critic
wrote:
Considerable concern is being felt in British quarters at the increasing anti-British’ movement,
which is being fostered in the Japanese-occupied areas of China by the Japanese army and the
various administrations set up in those regions under Japanese sponsorship.,33
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The inaugural issue of The China Critic appeared in Shanghai on the last day of May, 1928. It continued
publishing in that city until a hiatus resulting from the war in 1940, and experienced a short-lived revival in
1945. The Critic was, and took great pride in being, the first and only Chinese owned and edited Englishlanguage weekly newspaper in Republican China. This made it a unique forum for authors to present a
'Chinese perspective ‘to a foreign world that generally did not, or did not care to, read the ebullient Chinese
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And further: Way off in Kaifeng, the capital of Henan, the puppet administration set up by the Japanese is
likewise attempting to turn the population against the British as evidenced by the recent speech
read by the new pacification commissioner in which he blamed Great Britain for all China’s ills.34

It was now very clear where the pressure on the British mine was coming from and the
‘China Critic’ even offered a reason why: -

The reason for the Japanese attitude is a simple one. Japan has definite ambitions in certain
regions of China where British interests dominate. Japan can only fulfill those ambitions by
driving the British out. The anti-British movement is being deliberately fostered in the hope of
bringing the British government to come to terms with Japan. By threatening to turn the Chinese
masses against Great Britain, Japan is attempting to force the latter to either accept the Japanese
terms or be driven out of China altogether.35

Incidents were becoming more frequent around the Kaifeng mine site; Percy recorded that
most of them had only nuisance value but one increasingly more frequent incident, with the
most nuisance value, was the blowing up of the power line by the Chinese army. The lines,
ten miles in length all together, were carried on tall trellised steel pylons many of which had
been partially stripped of their slats by farmers around about the country-side who took
them to make tools, but at night Chinese army raiding parties would come down from the
hills, through the Japanese lines with sticks of dynamite, which they then placed under the

press. It also acted as an important conduit of Western ideas for urbane Chinese students and other readers
who were proficient in English. Source: www.chinaheritagequarterly.org/features.php?searchterm=030
34
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The existence of, and toleration for ‘The China Critic’ as an English language newspaper at this time with its
‘anti-Japanese’ bent remains a mystery. Shanghai in 1939 was wholly occupied and fully controlled by the
Japanese authorities and the ‘Critic’ was a publicly available newspaper that continued to be published until
early in 1941. The fact that the Japanese tolerated it seems to indicate that it was serving their purposes as
well. The explanation for it may be that it was only available in English and while the stories and news reports
it carried were reassuring to the British in China the Japanese had little concern that these reports would get
through to the ‘only Chinese’ readership.
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pylon, then there would be a big bang, which would wake everybody up, and down would
come a pylon and line to the ground. 36

It was a constant repair job for the power supply; they would spend days sometimes
without light and power and the absence of power was Percy’ biggest concern because he
needed the power for his radio reception, which was his only means of communicating with
the outside world.

A routine was soon established, and as the absence of electricity also affected the Japanese,
Percy had all the assistance he needed to erect stout wooden poles to carry the lines again
but the frequent repeat of the exercise was starting to annoy Percy so he hit upon a
remedy: ‘the whole blowing up of the pylons became too frequent and I hit upon the idea of writing a
letter to the officer in command of the Chinese forces in that area asking him to desist, because
by depriving us of power he was injuring the mines and the Chinese thereabouts who depended
on us for their water supply, hurting the Japanese only to a lesser extent. 37

But how to get a letter to the Chinese army from inside Japanese controlled territory?

Percy had two hundred and forty trained Chinese police at the mines and he called their
officers together to discuss with them how to go about getting this letter out to the Chinese
officer in charge of the Army, whoever he was. He called for a volunteer to go and much to
his surprise one sergeant offered to make the attempt.

Percy thought of this as a particularly brave act and he briefed the sergeant on what the
situation was and this brave fellow took it all on board and left after dark that evening.
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Not only did the Sergeant deliver the letter, getting through the Japanese lines, but he
actually reached the Chinese commander, and was back next morning before daylight with
the Commander’s reply to the effect that they would stop destroying the electric supply but
could he send, or get sent to them, some medical supplies of which they were in dire
need.38 Percy thought this was a reasonable compromise to keep his power supply going
and a day or two later he sent the Sergeant back to the Commander with all the medical
supplies they had which, unfortunately thought Percy, wasn’t really very much. ‘Well that
was that’, wrote Percy, ‘a minor affair really’. 39

Having managed to keep the lights and power on Percy was now more concerned with the
situation at large. For him the situation was worsening. The missionaries from the district
were leaving, making for the Treaty Ports. Agents of the anti-British or pro-Japanese
movement were travelling about the country. One came to see Percy and after ‘discussing
the aggression of the British in their country’ insisted that Percy have his photograph taken
shaking hands with this agent as an ‘emblem of the British surrender of stolen property to
the Great Chinese Republic’. 40 Percy obliged him. It seemed a wise move at the time.

Percy was right about the situation worsening. The next week following the agent’s visit he
went into the main mine office one morning and found only one clerk there, all the rest had
deserted, so he went around the compound and came across a meeting in progress led by
the agent from Peking. Percy asked one of the Chief Clerks the reason for the meeting and
the Chief Clerk answered him back, very rudely said Percy that they had all decided to join
the Anti-British movement, and would not return to their duties. Percy then noticed that the
British flag over the main gate had been lowered. 41
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More ominously, he then became aware that all of the Chinese refugees inside the
compound were packing up and going outside of the walls. Percy noted in his Transcript
‘that was to me an alarming feature which generally suggested strife of some kind and
possible violence’.42

On his radio that day Percy heard that a British manager in another city who tried to quell a
disturbance had been shot dead. Percy was feeling very vulnerable. All the personnel he
now had left at the mine were the English accountant and his wife, whom he thought were
going to be more of a hindrance than a help. Percy called on the Japanese colonel and
gently reminded him of his government’s declaration of protecting British property and
suggested to him that, as ‘British property’, he himself was in need of some of that
protection until he could get out of there. The Colonel, a decent fellow said Percy agreed,
provided that he remained in his house and he would place a guard on the house.

To keep the accountant secure Percy sent for him and his wife to move into his house as
well for their own protection. They gladly did, and the Colonel, true to his word, had an
armed guard stationed outside of the door day and night. From then until later in July Mr
‘Glasshouse Li’ again became a frequent caller with an ever increasing number of villagers
and local ‘toughs’ from around the district, many of whom Percy noticed had been well
primed with liquor before they came, and the crowd of them would hold him ‘in
conference’, sometimes for hours.

The hired mob became more and more threatening through the month of August and it
seemed to Percy that they wanted to provoke an incident so he had to be extremely careful
with them. Percy acknowledged that his knowledge of the language and of the Chinese
people helped him very much on this occasion. In fact, the outcome depended on his ability
to continue pacifying them. Percy was aware that while all of this was started by the
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Japanese themselves there was a danger that the situation might get even beyond their
control.43

It was also becoming clear after one of these ‘hoodlum raids’ on his house, while the
Japanese Colonel himself was watching on from the outside, that the Japanese army was
going to be of little assistance.

Percy managed to keep his radio going through the last crowd gathering and he twice heard
of them mentioned on the BBC bulletin as being a party of British subjects in the heart of
China to whom help could not be sent to get them out.

44

The Colonel was not offering

anything either; he told Percy it was a matter for me and the Chinese, but at the same time,
Percy noted, he could see that the Colonel was anxious about it. 45

Following the last crowd gathering, Percy received word that the Japanese army were
prepared to let the accountant and his wife go but Percy himself, as the representative of
the company, was to remain. Percy did think however, that the Japanese ‘higher ups’ didn’t
want an incident in China just then. 46

On the following day the mine was to be visited by the Japanese General Sugiyama,
Commander in Chief of North China who flew down to the mines from Peking for a
conference with General Shojiro Iida who had recently been appointed to the local
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command of the area.47, 48 Percy took this as a good sign, which in fact it turned out to be.
These generals Percy said, actually saved their lives at the mine in 1939 by getting them out
of there prior to them having to face ‘Glasshouse’s’ mob. But if Percy thought the visit was
going to allow him to leave he was going to be mistaken. Percy was still to remain there,
but he wasn’t defeated yet. Old tricks were worth another try:Having my WW1 papers on me I applied on the Monday morning for an interview with General
Iida, nice gentleman, a German trained officer and this interview was granted for 2pm the same
day. I went to his office with the Colonel and laid down my papers on his desk and told him that
as an army officer on reserve I was obliged to report for duty in Hong Kong within 2 weeks. This
of course wasn’t quite true but that’s the kind of talk the Japanese Army understands and
although he didn’t commit himself at the time, that night a Lieutenant came with the news that I
was to go to Peking with the accountant and his wife.49

So far, so good, but as he was about to find out, ‘they were by no means out of the woods
yet’. 50 He thought perhaps in a day or two they would get away but this was not to be. It
was Monday that they had heard that their release was at hand but it was not until the
following Saturday that they did actually leave the mines. Percy thought the reason for the
delay was ‘to allow those wretched rioters from the village to make further demonstrations
against us’. They certainly used the week to make plans for a solid orchestrated
harassment. During that week, every evening a whole procession of people, hundreds of
people led by the elders, and including Mr Li would march through the village with gongs,
drums, anti-British banners, shouting and they would finally burst through the gates, swarm
around Percy’s house and eventually breaking their way into it, and then sit around
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General Hajime Sugiyama was Japan’s War Minister from 1937.
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Sugiyama committed suicide by shooting himself four times in the chest (?) with his revolver while seated at
his desk in his office in September 1945 ten days after Japan’s surrender. At his home, his wife also killed
herself. Source: http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/17953215 Accessed 1/9/2015, Newspaper article
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everywhere shouting at him wanting to see what he was going to about this debt they
talked of.51

But apart from this bit of rioting, with the visit and continuing presence of General
Sugiyama, Percy was able to relax and he was not any longer afraid of a personal attack
upon himself or the others.52 They were to find out later that their release was actually
ordered from Tokyo. The British ambassador in Tokyo had approached the Japanese
government and it was apparently on orders from Tokyo that General Sugiyama had come
down to the mine site. Percy then realised then something important had happened back in
Tokyo. The whole episode, Percy said, was at the same time very nerve wracking and he
knew that he had to be very careful how he acted during this period.

On the following Saturday morning the Colonel sent for their baggage which was taken
down to his quarters. Around midday a guard turned up and the three of them went out of
the mines for the last time and walked down the village street into the barracks in which the
Colonels’ headquarters were. Getting out of the compound was then fairly straight forward,
while the Colonel was around, the Colonel collected them in his car and they had guards
following but still along every street there were crowds of Chinese shouting at them all the
way down to the station. 53

Finally getting to the railway station they found they had brought the crowd with them, but
being well guarded there was no incident at the station. They got on to the train eventually
and Percy thanked the Colonel for what he had done and he thought that the Colonel
looked very much relieved to see them all on their way out. The Colonel had also provided
them with an armed guard to stay with them on the train. Percy initially wondered at this
but it soon became clear why the Colonel had done so. This armed guard, in addition to
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Percy’s own personal guard were with them on the train and at the next station there was
another demonstration. Hundreds of poor country people had been mobilized by this anti
British gang to make demonstrations and they all soon found out that these demonstrations
were going to happen at every train stop until they got out of the province of Henan.

All in all, however, they were very happy to be on their way out of the place and Percy
commented that travelling on this particular cross-line connecting to the mainline wasn’t so
bad and he could see that the whole demonstration thing was just part of this anti-British
propaganda’ but, interestingly, Percy also saw it as indirectly a slam at the Japanese too54.

The journey continued on until they reached a junction where they had to change trains, a
city called Zhengzhou which was an important place because it marked the junction
between the main North-South railway line and the East –West line, which took them into
the coal mining areas. They arrived at Zhengzhou at 7pm, but it was still light and there,
sure enough, was again a ‘terrific crowd of people who started shouting at us’, but they still
had the guard who kept by them. The matter of accommodation overnight had been
arranged by the Roman Catholic Fathers. They were American and one had come to meet
them at the junction. Rickshaws to put their baggage in were quickly arranged and Percy
walked behind the rickshaws. The accountant’s wife was in ‘a state’ by this point and a
‘mile’s travel through crowds of people shouting at them all the way up to the gates of the
mission didn’t improve her mood at all’. 55

However, they very much appreciated the accommodation the Fathers gave them there that
night and once it started getting dark the crowd outside gradually dispersed and by 8 pm
that evening all was quiet again. Percy was able to ‘have an interesting conversation with
the Bishop who was a comparatively young American and quite a nice fellow’. He gave
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Percy a tour around his mission of which, Percy said, ‘he was very proud’. They spoke to
some of the Fathers there who had also been subjected to inconvenience and, in some
cases, ‘beating up by the people of this country’ even though they were not British. Percy
had noticed that part of the propaganda was also against the Americans. 56

Secure in the mission however, they had a comfortable night’s rest and a little breakfast but
they had to get to the mainline train by 8.30am so got organised again with their baggage,
located their guards and started out for the station. Once again, crowds assembled and
followed them, shouting, but their party remained well guarded and away from the crowd
and they finally got to their compartment on the mainline train for Beijing.57

At this point the guards then said their goodbyes and left to return to the mines. They
thought they were to be alone in the compartment of this train but when they got settled
who should be there also, but ‘the man from Peking’. ‘I didn’t like this very much’, said
Percy, but he didn’t say anything at that time. Percy thought then there was something
else they will have to meet. When the train guard returned, they were informed they were
being protected by a secret service man, in plain clothes.

The guard introduced them to the secret service agent, a Japanese officer who was armed
with a revolver. His job was to see that they got to Peking safely. But it was a rather long
journey for all of them, overnight. Nothing happened for the rest of the day other than at
every station where there were demonstrations against the British. Every time the train
stopped people crowded around, came into the car to look at them, and shout at them. It
got very tiresome, Percy commented, but nothing really difficult happened until we got to
the last station in that province of Henan.58
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According to later information Percy received, the man from Peking had by telegraph
warned and advised ‘all of his confederates and others’ that we were coming out of the
province. Percy became convinced that all of these demonstrations had been prepared the
week during their detention at the mines.59

At the last station that the train stopped there was again a terrific crowd and Percy thought
it looked rather serious. The men in the crowd were shouting, led by a ‘cheerleader’ sort of
person, shouting through a loud speaker. He was conducting the demonstration and the
crowd were shouting ‘fight England’ and ‘punish England’. There was also a large number of
banners there, noise and gongs, and Percy heard a shout to pull them off the train. Some of
the crowd actually did then come aboard the train, go into their compartment and one ‘took
a swipe at the accountant, whom they mistook for the manager’. 60 Percy was sitting behind
the accountant with ‘the man from Peking’ whom Percy thought knew what was going on.
Always a solution however, at this point with the crowd looking as though they were going
to get violent, the secret service Japanese man pulled his gun on them. 61

I thought there was going to be trouble, wrote Percy, but when they saw the gun and the
Japanese they piped down quite a bit and one by one they got off the train continuing their
shouting on the platform. 62

Well that was that, thought Percy. They got through the last stop in one piece; Percy said it
was the most unpleasant stop they had but that night they passed out of the province of
Henan into the province of Hubei, then the northernmost province of China. As soon as they
crossed the border into Hubei, the ‘man from Peking’ had a complete change of personality
according to Percy. His attitude changed completely. He suddenly became very friendly.
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Apparently, as he told Percy later, he had no responsibility in Hubei; his responsibility was
only in Henan where the mines were. 63 From then on, and until late into that night, Percy
managed to engage this agent in a lengthy conversation and found out what all of the
troubles were about. Percy learned that this man was just a hired agitator. He wasn’t a bad
sort of fellow Percy said, and he began to tell him what the British had done for China. As
was common in China at the time, Percy discovered, this agent didn’t realise really what or
who the ‘British’ were. The agent confessed he was only hired to make trouble for the
people at the mines, who represented very large British interests. 64

The night wore on; the train made no more stops and arrived in Beijing at breakfast time,
around 7.30am. The ‘man from Peking’ transformed himself back into his previous self and
again stiffened up and became quite aloof. Percy saw him on the platform walk up to a
curious looking individual, a Chinese, plainly dressed, and talk to him, but then it was time to
get off the platform and out of the station there they were then stopped. They were
actually in Beijing but they hadn’t got into the actual centre of the city yet because the
station was outside of the wall of the inner city, where they knew they would be quite safe
if they could get into the legation quarter where the European authorities were, along with
all the consuls and ambassadors.

Rickshaws were called for and they piled into these rickshaws but so also did this ‘man from
Peking’. He got in the front one and very quickly told them to follow him. Percy protested,
they did not need to follow him, they knew exactly where to go, but on Percy’s demurring
the ‘man from Peking’ said to follow him ‘or else!’ Percy knew they were just within reach
of safety but decided that best thing to do would be to do what this man said. He thought
there was something more in it than he then knew.
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At this point the accountant’s wife totally fell apart and ‘began to make trouble’. She had
been terrified the whole time. Percy said she was hysterical time after time with all their
troubles but he simply had to ignore her because he was in charge of the party, and it
depended on him as to what they would do’.65

Percy really did not have a lot of choice about following this fellow, especially after he again
drew his revolver. He was armed all the time and he told the rickshaw driver if he didn’t
follow him he would shoot him dead. Percy said he took them through Peking, wouldn’t let
them turn into the legation quarter where the rickshaw pullers naturally would turn. They
actually started to turn around, but again the agent pulled his revolver on them, and told
them to go straight on eventually they ended up in a place north of the city and Percy noted it was
a modern kind of a house, European style, and the agent took them through the gates, told
them to get out and took them into the house. They were shown into a barely furnished
room on the first floor. They sat there, with the agent, and he told them this was the
headquarters of the Anti-British Aggression Society.66

After a half an hour sitting there in came a Japanese officer in uniform and Percy said he
could see that he didn’t know what it was all about either. The man from Peking started off
lecturing the Japanese officer about Percy and his company’s crimes in China and that he
had brought them to the attention of the Japanese authorities to be dealt with. ‘A lot of
rigmarole’ thought Percy, ‘which of course didn’t amount to anything really’. 67

According to Percy the Japanese officer didn’t seem to know anything about Percy and his
party and decided fairly quickly that there was nothing he could do about it himself and,
following Percy’s request to be taken to the British legation and the British minister, he
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agreed that was where they should go. Percy had kept telling them they were British
people and since they were in Peking, they needed to go to the British legation.
The Japanese officer had decided that really was the best thing. ‘I think he wanted to get rid
of us’, Percy commented.68

The Japanese officer called for his car to take them back into the legation quarter when the
accountant’s wife ‘fell apart’ again. She refused to get into the car as she thought they were
being taken to execution. Percy told her ‘not to be silly’ and he finally got them into the car,
with their baggage, and he sent them off to the legation quarter.

Percy went by rickshaw at a much slower pace, to get away from the accountant’s wife, he
said. As soon as they got out of the house and away from the Japanese officer the man from
Peking also got into a rickshaw, shook Percy’s hand, said good bye, waved his hands and said
‘all finished now’ and that was the end of him.

In the legation quarter Percy went to the Wagonlee Hotel and there waiting for him was the
British Vice-Consul. The Consul staff had all been very concerned about all of them. The
Vice-consul said the Consul-General wanted Percy to come around and tell him all about his
adventures. Percy went to the mines office in Peking instead; the agent there was also his
company’s agent in Peking. They were very pleased that they all had got out after what had
happened and told Percy that the Chinese had been instructed that the British were thieves,
and that we were the aggressors in China, hence they were suspect everywhere’69

Percy ‘spent just a day or two there’; he briefed the Consul-General on the situation with
the mines but his main priority now was to arrange to get to Hong Kong. He had given the
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consul- general a full account of what had happed at the mines. The Consul-General asked
him, when he had time, to put it in writing, but it seems this never did happen. Percy’s
priority now was just getting out of the place 70.

He finally got away from Peking on a train to Tientsin, the nearest port from which he could
embark.71 Percy found no difficulty in getting the ticket to Tientsin and he left on the early
morning train from Peking and got into Tientsin about 2pm, however when he arrived there
he found another problem. Tientsin was a port under the full control of the Japanese army
and the whole port area was blocked by the Japanese military. He was warned that people
had to wait there sometimes for hours to get into the city. 72 Percy could see a very long
queue of Chinese and Europeans waiting to pass through the Japanese examination shed to
get a pass to travel through to the city and thought to himself, ‘I’m not going to wait around
this long’ and he did the British army officer stunt again. He saw there was a fellow who
looked like a Japanese officer and he still had the papers with him that got him away from
Chaozhou so he bypassed the whole queue right down to the front and put his papers
before this chap and told him he was a ‘British Army officer going to duty in Hong Kong’. It
wasn’t quite true of course, wrote Percy, but ‘anything would do at that time’. He was also
fortunate he realised, that his papers had a picture of him in uniform from WW1. The
Japanese officer, just looked at it, stamped it, and through he went ahead of all the others.73

Percy booked in to the Astor House hotel and settled in. He still had to locate his baggage
which couldn’t come through with him, a bit more of a delay, but he found a baggage
company and somebody to get hold of his baggage through one of the China shipping
companies, who also gave him a passage to Hong Kong. Finally, away from Tientsin he went
by barge down the river, then on board a ‘funny old freighter’, transferred to another ship
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and finally got down to Shanghai, transferred again and in due course he arrived in Hong
Kong. That was my experience in North China he later wrote and: ‘I’ve never been back
since, and don’t want to go back, and not likely to go back’.74

He arrived back in Hong Kong late in August 1939 and went straight back to the room he
had left some months before. After the ordeal of North China, he wrote ‘I enjoyed the
blessings of freedom in a British Colony for a few days but then it was a matter of what to
do in the war, what department I was to join and what I was to do’. 75

Percy’s survival through this episode pays tribute to his ability to remain cool and calm
under pressure and his ability to communicate with those around him. Percy just took
events in his stride, never panicked, and had great faith in those around him to not want to
do him any harm. He could certainly get anxious at times but those anxieties never
distracted him from what needed to be done. In this sense his old Wesleyan values guided
him. He did not believe anybody would set out to do him any harm.

Postscript: Percy notes: -

On the way coming down from north China I saw in Shanghai the General Manager of the
Company who expressed great regret that he had sent me up there but of course he didn’t know
any more than I did what was going to develop there. He told me that my efforts for the
company would be suitably recognised. Well, poor chap, he himself during the war when he
returned to Chongqing where they had transferred their office, was accidentally killed. The man
that I had relieved up there also died during the war in Chongqing.

When the war was over I did get a very nice letter from the Chairman of the Board of the
company in London, thanking me for what I had done and hoping that we may be able to link up
again but of course the position gradually deteriorated until, as I’ve said, China was finished as
far as we nationally were concerned. So that was just that.76
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Chapter 10: Surviving Wars, 1940-1942
Better to be a dog in peace than a human being in troubled times
(Chinese -Traditional)

From September 1939 Percy was living back in Hong Kong. In the meantime, war had also
broken out again in Europe but now with Japan in alliance with Germany and Italy as part of
the ‘Axis alliance’. The British Crown Colony of Hong Kong had been put on alert and, just as
in the First World War, the British Government was again looking to all of its citizens to play
their part in the war, regardless of who they were, how old they were, or where they were. 1

Percy did quite a bit of reflecting back on his previous war experiences at this point and
realised he had spent more time in wars - both major and minor, local and international –
than he cared to think about. He was also intrigued by the changing alliances which, he
said, fascinated him. But despite the fascination he also said he was at his wits end trying to
understand how this new war situation had come about.2

As it turned out this changing pattern of allegiances was going to be a double blow for Percy
because he and Admiral Yamamoto, now head of the Japanese Navy, anecdotally, were very
good friends having met during the First World War when they were both on the same
side.3 Once the Sino-Japanese war had started Percy remained friends with Yamamoto
however Yamamoto was killed early in the Pacific war when his own aircraft was shot down
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by the Americans near New Guinea.4 Percy’s later life in the Stanley Internment Camp may
have been much easier for him had Yamamoto lived.

For now, however, in September 1939, there were other things that had to be done and the
message had gone out to all British citizens from the Hong Kong Governor that they should
find something to do to advance the war effort, and to secure Hong Kong from any invasion.
Percy began to look around to determine what sort of war work he could do.5 At 55 years of
age he at least knew he would not be heading for the front lines.6 He searched around and
found there were several departments wanting men and he was inclined to get into uniform
again if he could and he found there a Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve a department for men
beyond military age, as he was, to work with a Reserve branch, called the ‘Mine Watching
Branch’, the Commander of which was an old friend of Percy’s, and he invited him to join
them.

So Percy did join the mine watching branch and was back in uniform by the end of October
1939. The minefield defence plan for Hong Kong had called for the laying of two separate
fields of MK XIV contact mines to guard the North Lantau Channel (288 mines) and the West
Lamma Channels (371 mines), and two separate fields of L MK I controlled mines to cover
East Lamma and Tathong Channels. Mine laying began on September 3, 1939. The two
minelaying destroyers, along with the converted ferries, laid lines of MK XIV contact mines
at depths of four to sixteen feet in North Lantau and West Lamma Channels. These contact
minefields had to form a barrier against seagoing ships, coastal vessels, and harbour craft,
as all three of these classes of shipping entered and left Hong Kong Harbour.7
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There were a number of volunteer reserves formed in Hong Kong at about this time, not just
the Royal Navy contingent. The Hong Kong Volunteer Defence Corp (HKVDC) had also been
formed and they were fielding a number of companies of men made up from soldiers, and
former soldiers, of a number of military divisions that included Chinese, Sikhs, British,
Canadians, Australians and other ‘non-oriental’ people. All of these companies held
responsibilities for areas of Hong Kong where defensive forces were stationed. 8

Percy’s volunteering did not initially give him much to do. He wrote that It was a shore job
mainly, they were in quarters and their work was to ‘watch the minefields’. Hong Kong had
laid one of the biggest mine fields in the world and it was necessary to keep these mine
fields watched so that any enemy ship crossing them trying to get into the harbour would be
blown up. Percy being an engineer was appointed first as a Warrant Officer and later as a
‘sub-lieutenant’ “E”, which meant he was put in charge of the machinery. Percy wrote that
the machinery wasn’t up to much either, it consisted of four small engines that had to be
started up momentarily, in the case of need, to supply the electricity to blow up the mines.
For accommodation he was allocated a billet ‘down in a rather good spot in Hong Kong, a
place called ‘Shek O’.9

So watch the mines he did from 1 October 1940 and into 1941, but during that year came
word that the Hong Kong Department of Transport also wanted a ‘specialist’ to join the
Transportation Department’. 10 Percy knew from his own experience in the First World War
of the importance of having your transportation properly organised because food and
munitions have to be carried to the troops.11 In April 1941 he was approached ‘two or three
times by different people to join this new department because, he thought, ‘they knew I had
some reputation for organising things’. Percy said he initially was not all that keen on the
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move, but after he thought about it some more, he decided to join this new department of
‘Transportation’. However, it was not until November 1941 that his actual transfer from the
naval volunteers took place to the new department’.12

Percy had beaten the ‘official’ start of the Second World War in the Pacific by exactly one
month as he went across to the transport department in the role of Deputy Controller of
Transport, a non-military role. The war started in Hong Kong on the eighth of December, so
he didn’t have much of a chance to do any organising there but did his best although the
actual outbreak of the war, still caught them all ‘rather off beam’. 13

Percy was demobilised from the Hong Kong Royal Navy Volunteers on 8 November 1941, took
leave from his Company Officer and spent the rest of the day around the camp that was
located in the Stanley Peninsula area. He was now a civilian once more. 14

On Monday 10 November Percy met his new boss, the Controller of Transport at the
Government Trade School where he was also about to meet his first disappointment. It turned
out that in the rapidly expanding Department another man had been given the job that was
intended for Percy and he was being offered a new post instead. This was very disappointing
for him as the previous post on offer came with accommodation, the new post did not. It was
a ‘real blow’ Percy commented and he was forced to advertise for accommodation.

As anxious as he was to get to work he continued to run into hurdles with the new
Department. He went to his office and found it still closed from the previous day’s public
holiday so he filled in the day at the amusement park, and went to a picture at the local
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cinema only to find out the next day was another sort of holiday today on account of Sun Yat
Sen’s birthday: I’ve done no work at all so far said Percy, ‘and feel very much out in the cold’.15

By Thursday of that week Percy, in his words, was finally ‘digging into things’ He met the
accountant and a number of other staff and the accountant put him on to some
accommodation at ’25 The Peak’, a quiet apartment, but without a garage, and a large
number of stairs to climb. Percy was already thinking that this accommodation is going to
lead him to feeling his age but it would continue to be his home for a number of years after
the war.

For the next three weeks, until 8 December, Percy’s day to day existence was largely taken up
with coming to grips with his new job, and establishing his new residence. It was a time of
‘suspense’ for Percy, and all of Hong Kong. Percy maintained his contact with the ‘mine
watching gang’ trying to stay informed as to what may be happening. He did note that despite
the suspense, the mine watching gang seemed to him as bored with waiting for something to
happen as he was. 16

By Monday 17 November Percy had collected his Buick sedan, and was coming to grips with
the new job. Having as yet little to do he was also doing some administrative work for his old
job. He finally moved into ‘25 The Peak’ on Monday 24 November 1941 observing at the same
time that there were still Canadian troops being landed on the island, but he did not
understand why. 17, 18

At the beginning of the following week Hong Kong’s population began to swell. Since the
invasion of China by the Japanese in 1937 Hong Kong had become a sanctuary for many
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Chinese and Europeans but the British knew of the danger to the island colony being posed
by the Japanese who, by 1941, were already occupying more than half of the Chinese
mainland. Their military presence was creating a lot of nervousness on the island. The
responsibility for the defence of Hong Kong and its swollen war time population had been
handed to Major General C.M. Maltby, an old school but respected career soldier who
commanded some 14,000 soldiers on the island made up of a mixture of British, Indian and
Canadian regular battalions, and the HKVDC. 19

Despite the numbers of troops on the ground, however, the Hong Kong defence force lacked
any naval or air power, other than three obsolete observational aircraft.

For Percy, life in the Transportation Department was very much business as usual during this
period and there did not appear to be any real cognisance of how imminent the threat to their
security was. On Tuesday 18 November he was touring the Department’s office and activities
in Kowloon.20

Over the coming week Percy began to experience some health problems. He began to suffer
some abdominal pains and what was eventually to prove to be a significant heart problem
which was to last for the rest of his life. However, he had now at least been ‘Gazetted’ in the
job and he had attended Government House to sign the books for his appointment as Deputy
Controller of Transport. He felt much relieved. 21

From 27 November 1941 onwards the threat from the Japanese Army began to be better
recognised on the island and the Department of Transport was engaged in exercises to make
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preparations for the possibility of a Japanese invasion. The exercises continued on a daily
basis thereafter to the point where Percy was beginning to feel useful despite all of the frantic
running about.22

This activity was to continue, but without too much sense of urgency, up until 1 December
1941. The days were long and filled with establishing routines for the evacuation of areas and
the organisation and management of the island’s transport. From 1 December there was a
considerable increase in Japanese naval and aerial activity around Hong Kong as preparation
work continued on the fixed defences on the mainland. 23 The fortified defensive line, the
‘Gin Drinkers Line’, in Kowloon, was resupplied with munitions and joined by two Canadian
battalions and the defence of Hong Kong was split into two brigades with the Mainland
Brigade charged with the defence of the ‘Gin Drinkers Line’, and the Island Brigade charged
with ‘Home Defence’.24 But for Percy, not that much seemed to be happening and by Monday
1 December Percy is again questioning his role and feeling left out of the decision making
process. He comments he is feeling more like the ‘office boy’ but chides himself for not being
patient and at least recognising that his job is a vast improvement on his previous job
‘watching the mines’.

On Tuesday 2 December, other than it being the day that Hong Kong hears that HMAS
Sydney is sunk, Hong Kong is actually celebrating. 25 The Hong Kong glitterati (including the
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Governor) war or no war, could still find the space to lavishly celebrate the philanthropist Sir
Robert and Lady Ho Tungs diamond wedding anniversary at the Hong Kong Hotel in
Central.26

The unreal air in Hong Kong was going to continue. On Wednesday 3 December Percy
makes the first mention that something may be happening with the Japanese, although
nothing serious yet. Percy just reports that the ‘Jap position continues uncertain’ 27

That same day, Chinese intelligence advised General Maltby that on the following day ‘ten
to twenty thousand Japanese troops’ would arrive at Sham Chun just over the Chinese
border from Hong Kong. But making the newspaper headline that day is the news that the
Grand Christmas Bazaar at Major-General Maltby’s residence, Flagstaff House, has attracted
a large crowd and is declared a success!28 The fantasy continued.

By Thursday Percy is beginning to have misgivings about the whole operation of the
Department of Transport, ‘another round of meetings with a lot of talking and not much
else.’ Percy is thinking to himself that he was afraid he was not going to go very far in this
service, ‘but probably it is too early to say yet, though one could suggest improvement.

29

It was all rapidly coming to an end. On that Thursday the HKVDC, on exercise at Fan Ling
near the Chinese border is ordered to strike camp early and return to the Island – the first
indication of the intelligence of the Japanese plans actually getting through, and being acted
upon. 30
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For Percy there was still no real urgency for his position in the Hong Kong Department of
Transport, his diary follows minor day-to-day events: Friday 5 Dec. Went over to Kowloon this am. nosing about and took the opportunity to have a
chat with Minton. Quite cheeky. Meeting 2.30pm. first I have attended as DC of Land Transport.
Quite interesting. Dinner with Professor Brown at University after which we attended a piano
recital given there by Amelia Lee; very good show.

Saturday 6. I was moved into White’s (Controller of Transport) office this morning and seem to
be given more opportunity. PM Unpacking effects and general clear up. Typed a letter to Bill
Peake and feel that I’m at last settling in a bit.

Sunday 7. When in the throes of unpacking and re arranging I was called to office by White via
Union Church, he kept me busy diddling about for rest of day, an unnecessarily lost day.31

The day however, was made much more serious by activities on the other side of the
border. On the Kowloon side the main force of the Japanese 38th Division tasked with the
invasion of the colony, together with other units, altogether totalling 60,000 men left San
Shui to prepare for the commencement of the invasion of Hong Kong at To Kat, 8 miles from
the border.32

The Hong Kong Japanese language newspaper, ‘Asahi Shimbun’, eased publication on
Saturday 6 December. The number of Japanese in the colony dropped suddenly to about
80.33 But these early signs were not picked up by any of the British intelligence services.

On Sunday 7 December, the new Colonial Secretary F.C. Grimson, arrived in Hong Kong. He
was to spend the entire war in the Stanley Internment camp. Simultaneously, over the
Chinese border, the Japanese military had just received their orders. Those orders simply
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read: ‘The main objective of the Hong Kong operation is to capture Hong Kong by destroying
the enemy forces.’ 34

At 11.00am that same morning, General Maltby issued an order to the entire Hong Kong
garrison to ‘stand-to’ in their battle positions and put out a call for all personnel to report to
their battle positions. This announcement is put out on the radio that day and all of the
cinemas are also asked to announce it. A ‘State of Emergency’ is announced.

35

The waiting

is almost over.

On Monday 8 December Percy said he went to work as usual but later in the morning went
out of the office to find Hong Kong at war with Japan. He met with one of his staff at ‘The
Peak’ apartments who confirmed the news. Kai Tak airport and other places had been
bombed. With no time to lose he got over to the Trade School office and eventually to his
post in Kowloon, by Sampan.36

Tony Banham describes the Japanese advance: Beginning in the early hours of 8 December, the Japanese slowly but irresistibly move south
towards Kowloon. A small force of Punjabis and field engineers supported by infantry of the
HKVDC, delay their progress by sabotage until the Gin Drinkers Line is reached.37

The battle for the mainland then ranged as skirmishes from the 8 – 13 December, after
which time all of the allied troops on the mainland were evacuated to the island to fortify
the defences there and to prepare for any future contingent of Japanese army forces
attempting to cross the narrow waterway between North Point and Shau Kei Wan to the
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island. On the mainland the weight of numbers alone on the Japanese side was going to
make the taking over of the mainland relatively easy. The mainland was officially lost on 13
December.38

Percy was only to have four days left at the office in Kowloon but even on Tuesday 9 the
routine continued at Kowloon for him and it still looked, he said, like a monotonous job. He
went around to the Department’s supply store and secured a car to get himself around the
territory but felt that he was ‘not doing enough to avoid his own elimination…and with the
Japanese approaching that was more than just a suggestion’.39 But he still got back to The
Peak at the end of that day for a night’s rest.

Such was the air of unreality about the situation in Hong Kong, or perhaps the resignation to
what was about to befall all of them, that on Wednesday 10 Percy diverted himself to the
Junior Tech School where he spent his time fixing the brakes on his car. He wrote at this
time that he was feeling very resigned to his fate. He said while he felt very efficient at what
he had to do for the Transportation Department, he also felt ‘much like a clerk, and a
stranger to most people’ in the Department. He also confessed here to having ‘a little
difficulty’ with those in authority in the Department as well as with his own role as that of
‘Deputy’. ‘I am in no man’s land’, he wrote. 40

The following day, Thursday 11 after a considerable delay from organising his office he
eventually returned to Kowloon and met up with his assistant, Ho Wui. There he noticed a
strange ‘atmosphere’ about the place and at 2.30pm they were told that the Kowloon office
was to be evacuated. Percy reported they had a ‘long and alarming’ trip home and found an
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‘evacuation notice’ at the end of it. 41 All morning in the office the next day was spent
packing up in preparation for the removal of files to one of the other manager’s home’s at
119 The Peak. On Saturday 13, Percy wrote that he continued to move his ‘billet’ to 119
eventually returning again to his office and sat up all night on the telephone. The fight for
the island had begun’. 42 Hewitt describes it:
Suddenly, at 8.00am, from out of the blue sky above the Kowloon hills, thirty-six bombers,
escorted by fighters swooped down on Kai Tak airfield. Puffs of smoke from anti-aircraft shells
followed but did not deter them. The airfield was damaged severely and all aircraft on it were
destroyed.43

Percy noticed it too! His diary for the day read: -

Thursday 18. We had a heavy air raid today. One bomb falling on the house next door causing
everybody to be a little jittery. Heavy shell fire too with casualties, including my car, which was
completely smashed. 44

The Buick was gone; the battle for the island was raging. The Deputy Controller of Transport
suddenly found himself with a lot of new responsibilities. The Controller was gone. What
had happened to him was not going to be revealed for another day.

The next day, Friday 19, Percy suddenly found himself in charge of the office, now having
fallen behind the fighting lines. The Japanese had landed through the night and there was
‘scrapping’ according to Percy, in the ‘New Hong’ area. Percy also met J.A. Fraser the Hong
Kong Defence Secretary for the first time.45 Without a car he was scrounging for lifts and

41

Nettle Diary, 11 /12/41

42

Nettle Diary, 13/12/41

43
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managed to get a lift down to his office and stayed there for the night. Banham commented
on the day:
Friday 19 is reported as by far the hardest days fighting with the defenders incurring, in 24 hours,
approximately one-third of their total fatalities.46

On Saturday 20 Percy is busy all day on duty, but, although every moment is one of
apprehension for them all, nothing happened. White (the ‘Controller’ of Transport) turns up
in the office in the morning, having spent the night ‘hiding in the hills’?47

The following day:-

Sunday 21. Bailey & Mills (staff members) have disappeared, probably captured. Some bombing
and shelling reported. Life a little more bearable. Outlook bleak.48

Public transport on the Island had come to a halt. Percy wrote in his diary that day that
the conditions there were chaotic at times and he knew he was going to have to give up there.
His ‘Chief of Staff’ was taken away by soldiers and he was left to take all the refugees and
other people after they had surrendered. This included all of his staff and ‘hundreds of others
of different nationalities’. Percy said he lost everything in that surrender, ‘I didn’t have
anything other than what I had with me at the time.’49

From Monday 22 to Thursday 25, Percy’s diary entries tell of the end of Hong Kong: -
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The picture becomes grim in these parts – Transport is petering out and there are signs of
extreme danger to the colony. Radio news of the Far East is more re-assuring but I’m not very fit
myself, pain on left side of the heart and down left arm, slight but still significant.50

The following day, Tuesday 23 and ‘things are coming to a present appalling mess. The
enemy has landed guns and are shelling us from the East, lights are off as well and lacking
any special knowledge, I would say our case is hopeless, only a miracle will save us now, but
everybody seems cheerful enough.51

The days were closing in, but rumours of relief and salvation were still flooding in, and faint
hope was taking over. On Christmas eve Percy reported nothing had changed there was still
news of relief but nobody believed it. They had resigned themselves to just ‘carry on’ with
faith as the ‘Great White Hope’ ‘hoping for the best, while fearing the worst’ but, Percy said,
they were ‘thankful’ for having survived thus far. 52

Christmas Day came quickly, and the guns were still firing: -

Thursday 25, Christmas Day. Reports this am suggest that the case is pretty hopeless. After
stumping through the other day we have official information that a ‘cease fire’ is in at 3.25pm.
Hong Kong is lost. We are sitting here at the Stock Exchange, wondering what has happened.53

On that final day, Christmas Day 1941, the defence of the island collapsed piece by piece
under the weight of the attack. By midnight on Christmas Eve the HKVDC had fallen back
and the Japanese now controlled the beach at Stanley Bay. In the Volunteer Defence Corps,
in the ‘Stanley Platoon’ of its twenty-eight men, fourteen were killed or wounded while
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every man of the ‘Scottish party’, (British soldiers stationed in the HKVDC) had also been
killed or wounded.54

The events of Christmas day 1941 were fast and furious. By 1.00am on Christmas morning at
Stanley the Japanese had broken through the defences on the East side of Stanley towards
the prison with all defenders killed or wounded. By 2.00 am the Japanese had attacked
along the Stanley prison road with heavy losses themselves. At 3.00am the Japanese were in
heavy battle with the ‘volunteers’ in Percy’s old groups, the HKVDC and the HKRNVR, Percy’s
old mine-watching group. Skirmishes continued throughout the night and individual heroics
were many but all were ineffective. At 5.00am the key strategic ‘Maryknoll position’ on the
island is put out of action.

Attempts were made from 6.00 am that morning by both of the warring sides to arrange a
truce so that certain Europeans could be moved out but the Japanese air force was either
not told about any truce, or they chose to ignore it, and continued to dive-bomb and shell
the island. They attack civilian targets as well and Percy’s home on the Peak is hit.

A number of atrocities were reportedly committed. 55 From 6.30am until the final surrender
at 3.30 pm it was a rout all over the island. Japanese forces continued to penetrate along
all sides of the island and all attempts by the Hong Kong forces to retake parts of the island
previously captured are rebuffed by the greater weight of numbers of the Japanese.
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As dawn breaks on Christmas day the Japanese storm the last remaining outposts of the
defenders and again prevail through the sheer weight of numbers. 56

But it’s still Christmas day and at 7.00am twenty-seven people attend the early Christmas
service at St John’s Cathedral at Stanley. Around them the HKSRA Anti-Aircraft battery on
the southernmost point of Black Hill is over-run. Most of the Indian gunners perish.

Christmas Church services continue on, at 8.00 am fifty-nine attend the next service at St
John’s. Atrocities continued. 57 By 11.00am the Church had given up. St John’s records
simply state ’11.00am some shelling, attendance nil’58.

The next three hours saw the end of the battle and at 3.30 pm there was an ‘official
surrender’. The battle ended. Unfortunately, the atrocities did not.59

Percy reflected back on all of this a month later when he wrote that It did not take very long
before they all realised that the defeat of Hong Kong was looming ahead. He observed that
the entire transport structure was breaking down with shells dropping rather heavily on the
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island; he lost a lot of trucks, but they did their best right up to Christmas Day when they
had to give up and surrender to the Japanese army.60
Following the surrender of Hong Kong to the Japanese on Christmas day 1941 the news of the
prospective internment of the survivors was only slowly getting around to them, but it was
clear that the Japanese wanted any potential threats removed Percy noticed the Japanese
rounded up not only the military but also arrested prominent Chinese who were thought to
be sympathetic to the British. They also decided to intern all British, Dutch, American and
other allied nationals regardless of sex or age and m many were already imprisoned in sparse
Chinese hotels in Kowloon and Hong Kong where there was totally inadequate food, and the
sanitary arrangements were ‘indescribably foul’. It was not for another ‘three weeks of
humiliating treatment’, that the internees were moved to Stanley, many marching part of the
way.61

In his diary however, Percy did manage to record the day by day events up until the actual
internment took place in his diary entries he recorded that in the very early days nothing
much happened other than a shortage of food and water but he did record that regardless
of this ‘everybody is well and cheerful’.62

The following days were much the same but the local cafés were beginning to shut as well
was shut as well and Percy’s Transportation staff, and all the refugees, were beginning to
recognise that food supply could become a problem. They were all also still locked in one
building under armed guard (in their office) during the day and they found themselves ‘just
milling about’ waiting for something to happen.63
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On Sunday 28 December they were allowed out of the building to collect their possessions
and Percy got up to ‘The Peak’ and his home at 25 with one of his fellow tenants. He found
it ‘looted, stolen and scattered’. But The Peak tenants organised a communal meeting while
he was there to discuss their situation and at that meeting Percy agreed to let one of his coworkers, who had a new baby, move into 25 to live pending their own internment.
On Monday 29th they began their first full week of captivity. White (the Controller of
Transport) came in early and said his ‘goodbyes’ prior to his own internment. The rest of
them were largely left to their own devices. In the absence of knowing where and what was
going to happen next, the staff had set up a communal ‘messing’ operation which was
functioning well enough and they were left undisturbed. Percy saw another work associate
‘Therry’ and told him of the condition of his home, which was also at The Peak.

The next day, Tuesday 30 December, Percy reported a lot of activity from the Japanese
around his office. Wilcox and Abbas had reportedly left for Kowloon. 64 He made another
attempt to find other staff later and went out looking for them. He found a number of
them had housed themselves in the building basement and Percy commented at the time ‘…
heaven keep those living in the poor basement, Hong Kong can get bitterly cold’.

On Wednesday 31 December, at the end of 1941, a ‘melancholy’ had settled over all those
camped in the office. But despite all their difficulties over this period into the New Year,
Percy noted that they ‘have kept close’65 . For our quarters, he said, ‘we thank God we are
still permitted to occupy them’.

66

down to ‘dinner’ for the evening.

Percy had the Lederhoffers, his upstairs ‘neighbours’,
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1942

New Year’s Day 1942 started cold and grey and Percy had cause to wonder what this New
Year would bring. He wasn’t going to have long to wait to find out. 68

The following days were spent finding food of any sort; bread had been found at the local
store which they purchased for $1 per pound, noticing later that it was selling, at the same
place, for $1.50 lb. At the local ‘Co-op, ‘potato and corn had disappeared, and there were all
kinds of war rumours floating about in the store.’ 69

By 3 January frustration with their situation was beginning to build. Percy recorded that he
had ‘had a brush with Jack over the Gas lamp being too near the building edge’, but then
commented, sardonically, ‘that they all were too near the edge’. 70

And then, after a week without electricity, the electric light suddenly came on about 7pm.
For Percy this was more ominous than anything else, they had survived the week without
any services at all with all of them essentially camping in the building. Percy could detect
that things were about to change, once again. He realised that they were on ‘the verge of
something but everyone was well and they were still able to feed themselves, but they did ‘expect now
our eviction in the very near future’.71

4 January became a turning point day. Percy walked to the Peak with Richards and it proved
‘a most depressing outing’. He found some more of his effects at 25, but then noted that
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the ‘Ingrams’ home next door had been ‘thoroughly looted’. He was also to find out later
that his bags placed at ‘Therry’s house’ earlier had been looted for the second time. So it
was a return to The Peak and then preparation, following the receipt of an ‘Order’ from the
Japanese guards, ‘to be prepared to move tomorrow.’72

On the next day, Monday, 5 January they had been ordered to assemble at the Murray
Parade Ground with the rest of the British community, and other aliens. Assembled at the
Parade ground were also Americans, Canadians, and Dutch, men, women and children. The
Japanese had taken over a number of old Chinese hotels in the area to house the internees,
and they were then marched off to the Tai Koon hotel on Voux Rd. 73 The Tai Koon hotel was
just how Oliver Lindsay had described it, ‘inadequate food and indescribably foul sanitary
facilities’74. Percy’s room held three other male internees; women and children were
accommodated on different floors. Percy’s room mates were all from the Department of
Transport.

And there they stayed, living in squalid conditions for nineteen days until 24 January when
they were assembled once again, taken down to the ferry, and shipped to the ‘Stanley Pier’
with its adjacent internment camp to begin their three years and eight months of
internment.
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Chapter 11: Surviving Wars: 1942-45
Stanley Civilian Internment Camp Log, 1941: 1

1941

Nettle

Percival Edward

Mining Engineer

19 Feb 1886

8/2

Percy Nettle (Prisoner no. 1941) was interred in the Stanley Civilian Internment camp from
January 19th 1941. Four months later he was able to write his first letter but without any
certainty that it would ever be received by the addressee. His ‘Stepmother’ is his father’s
third wife whom Percy had little to do with and it is not known why the letter was addressed
to her other than perhaps in the hope she would pass on the information to the rest of his
family.
21/5/42

Dear Stepmother,
Fortunes of war have made me prisoner which irksome condition one endeavours to meet
philosophically. Am in good health and cheerful, though bereft of possessions. Repatriation
possible but seemingly unlikely near future. Hope Edward safe, believe he meanwhile probably
returned Australia, wrote him December last. My post-war movements naturally uncertain,
getting tired but former activities West (China) still hold attraction, alternatively may remain
here, depends upon events entirely, would like to come home permanently but as one’s future
still apparently ahead such a prospect visionary, must build up again from ground level. Have not
heard of Effie who is presumably safe, though position difficult perhaps. Please inform relatives
my whereabouts,

Love to everybody, let us hope and pray for early termination of hostilities,

God Bless you all.

1

The author corresponded with Philip Cracknell, Philip, Hong Kong University, www.http// Gwuolo.com.HK
accessed, 1.1.201 He supplied the camp ‘log’. information.
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This letter was handed to the ‘CSO’ but it is not known whether or when it was ever posted?
It was written on a blank page of Percy’s 1941 diary. There was a general prohibition on
writing materials that could be brought into the camp although there are ‘diaries’ of other
internees.2 There are no substantive diaries for Percy for 1942-45, but he made brief notes
of major events during that period by date on blank pages of his 1941 diary. ‘Effie’ is one of
Percy’s older sisters who was living in Shanghai and married to ‘Jorgie’ (Count Jorgensen)
of Denmark) when the Sino-Japanese war broke out in 1937. Effie had returned to
Melbourne before the Pearl Harbour event and the invasion of Hong Kong. Edward, Percy’s
son, had been posted to North Africa in 1940 but had returned to Australia and was to be
posted to New Guinea in 1942.

Philip Cracknell of the Hong Kong University currently lives on Stanley Peninsula and has
researched the original records of the internment camp. Cracknell was able to locate
Percy’s entry in the Internment Camp Log that was maintained by the Japanese: ‘He has a very unique Camp No 1941 (as it corresponds to the year the war started in Asia.) The
Camp Log describes him as a Mining Engineer. He was 55 years old when war commenced. His
billet was 8/2. Block 8 was main building of St Stephens College and the Room No is 2. 3

Percy did know all those he was interned with and they had all been shipped to Stanley on
the same day. Over the three years and eight months he was incarcerated at Stanley, the
roommates changed and as internees came and went the and rooms would occasionally
change as well.

2

Emerson, Thesis Stanley Internment Camp, Hong Kong 1942-1945: A study of civilian interment during the
Second World War, submitted to Hong Kong University, 1973, 60
3

Cracknell, Philip, Hong Kong University, Letter to author, 1/12/14
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Figure 36: Stanley Internment Camp, Hong Kong, 1941
Source: Emerson, Hong Kong Internment

Percy’s initial roommates were: -

William Haslett, Marine Engineer
William Freer, Master Mariner
Thomas Concannon, Architect with PWD
Joseph Frederick Channing, Police
George Evans, Marine Engineer
Noel Parker Merchant Navy
Hugh John Bascombe. Electrical Engineer
Walter Brown, Maths Professor, HKU and HKRNVR4.

4

Cracknell, Philip, Hong Kong University, correspondence with author, 1/12/14
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Percy and Haslett had known each other from the mine-watching branch of the Royal Navy
volunteer reserves.5 Walter Brown and Percy knew each other socially.

Outside of Hong Kong, by December 1941 half of China was living under some form of
Japanese rule and now on Christmas day 1941 Hong Kong had joined them. Occupation, for
the British, was something to be endured with ‘sullen acceptance’, but for the Chinese that
had been the case since 1938. 6

On 31 December,1941, the military survivors from (the defence) of Stanley were marched sixteen
miles across the island to imprisonment at North Point Camp which consisted of damaged wooden
huts originally built as a temporary shelter for 300 refugees. The Japanese had used the camp to
stable their horses and mules. It was now to become the home for 1,800 prisoners of war. 7

The first year of the operation of the internment camp kept all the internees well occupied
simply ensuring that they could survive. Brian Edgar, reflecting on the first year on ‘The
Gwulo: The Old Hong Kong’ website says :-

At some time on December 8, 1941, the future Stanleyites realised - along with the rest of the
people of Hong Kong - that the planes in the sky were Japanese, not British pilots on an exercise,
and with that realisation began a complex experience of terror, exultation, deprivation and
endurance. Defeat, although with hindsight it was inevitable, seems to have come as a shock and
psychic blow to almost everyone. But the survivors of the 18 days of bitter fighting were given
little time to mourn– those who had `merely lost everything they’d once owned’ were lucky –
before many of them were crammed into insanitary hotel-brothels on the waterfront and left to
wonder what was going to happen to them next.8
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Charles Emerson writes that ‘on Monday morning, December 8th 1941, a few minutes after
8 a.m. and a few hours after the attack on Pearl Harbor, bombs were dropped on Kai Tak
airport and the battle of Hong Kong had begun.’ Seventeen days later, on Christmas Day
1941, Hong Kong surrendered. At that time there were approximately 3000 non-Chinese
civilians of the Allied powers in Hong Kong.9.

To begin with, the internees observed something completely new: The Japanese decided (…) on the internment of an entire racially-defined civilian population. At
some time between January 21 and January 30 most people in the designated category ('pure
white' enemy civilians), and some who weren't, were sent off to the improvised Stanley Civilian
Internment Camp on one of Hong Kong Island’s southern peninsulas. It was a relief to get out of
the hotels and into beautiful surroundings, but the internees soon discovered that very little
provision had been made for them and the early days were chaotic and tough, with poor rations,
crowded accommodation and few facilities. For the British at least - the Americans were better
organised and seem to have avoided the chaos, while some of the Dutch seem to have entered
camp a little later and a little better prepared.10

Everyday Life in the camp was busy. Emerson said that the getting and preparation of food
occupied a lot of time for most, and many had jobs of a sort – working on committees, in
kitchens and workshops. There were more than 200 children in the camp, so with teachers
and administrators from a number of primary, middle and other schools flourished 11.
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Internees were able to find some peace and quiet during the day. The cemetery became an
oasis for reading, chatting – even romantic liaisons12 . Internees were allowed to swim in
Tweed Bay Beach - although under guard. However, by the summers of 1944 and 1945,
many were unable to get to the beach because of lack of food and hence energy. 13 Plays,
recitals and variety shows, as well as exhibitions were also held occasionally. 14 Rumours,
particularly relating to repatriation 15 particularly in relation to food rations, were also a
feature of everyday life in Stanley Camp.

1943 was particularly bad year. Some troubles had begun in April 1943, when the Japanese
arrested seven internees concerning a radio set and passing messages in and out of the
camp on the ration truck. Military trials were held and the seven internees were sentenced
to death. Internees in a part of the camp witnessed the execution of the men who “knelt
beside trenches and were shot”. 16

Edgar notes that the ‘golden age’ of the camp was probably the twelve months beginning on
1 July 1942. The repatriation of the Americans (29-30 June) made available some of the best
accommodation in camp and significantly eased the crowding. In that first year rations were
as good as they were ever going to be, and, as Edgar observes, ‘although faces were
sometimes slapped, discipline wasn’t unduly harsh’. He says that changed in 1943 when the
Kempeitai ('the Japanese Gestapo') come to Stanley and before the end of that year the first
civilians to meet their death by violence will have been executed in view of the camp on 29
October, 1943. 17

12

Emerson, Journal, 39

13

Emerson, journal, 33

14

Emerson, journal, 39

15

Emerson, journal, 36

16

Emerson, journal, 37

17

Edgar, 2012, 25

231

There were a number of Europeans on the island who were not interned and many of these
were connected to hospitals, with a significant number of them at the French Hospital
carrying out public health work under Dr Selwyn Selwyn-Clarke, or bankers at the Sun Wah
Hotel liquidating their own banks for the benefit of the Japanese. Edgar again commented: It’s probable that most of these people felt relatively privileged at the start, but by 1943 they
were to learn to fear the Kempeitai even before their fellows in Stanley. (see February 11,
February 20, February 23, April 30, May 2 et. seq.). By the end of July almost all of them were in
Stanley, and glad to be there.18

A particularly interesting aspect of the internment by the Japanese was how those interned
were determined under the Japanese racial policy, which was itself highly complex, and as
Edgar also notes, was full of exceptions. But as he notes ‘there was one thing they were
clear about: they wanted to get a certain group of civilians safely out of the way and into
Stanley and they even offered rewards to anyone who would tell them where would be
‘dodgers’ were hiding’. 19

The internment selection process appeared at times to be quite random. Edgar again
observed: …with every group interned there was some ambiguity. Belgian bankers in town were at first
treated as enemies, and then allowed to live where they chose (although under Kempeitai
approval), a self-defined white British subject was refused internment because he was from Ceylon
(Sri Lanka), Eurasians seem to have had a degree of choice as to whether or not to enter Stanley.
If you were in the 'enemy white' category you could only avoid Stanley if you claimed to be a
neutral (Irish was the most popular choice) or you made a case for yourself. 20

Successful 'cases', that Edgar was aware of, amounted to I’m a Japanese sympathiser; I’m
very old; I'm very sick; I'm a missionary or ecclesiastic; I have a neutral friend who will
guarantee my expenses and good behaviour (in other words will 'guarantee me outside' of
Stanley).
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Edgar added to this list: ‘in addition, there were groups of workers who were allowed to stay in town because their work
served the Japanese directly (e.g. bankers liquidating their banks) or indirectly (bakers baking for
the hospitals so the Japanese didn't have to provide so much in the way of rations). The biggest
groups were those who, had (lived in) Stanley (previously) and those of whom had relatives in
Stanley or ended up there (or in prison) in 1943. My guess is that the total for all six groups was
about 150 on December, 31, 1942, but I don't have documentation of even the scantiest kind for
more than about 100 so I'm being cautious’.21

The North Point camp was where Percy was supposed to be as he was technically military not
a civilian. He was a commissioned officer within the British Army deriving from his Royal Navy
‘Mine Watching’ days, but he was aiming to be interned within the civilian camp as he
expected this to be an easier life for him and now, at 56 years of age, he was not looking
forward to being forced into heavy labouring. This was probably a very wise decision of his as
a number of the North Point internees were later transported to Japan and other parts of Asia
as forced labour.

Percy wrote later about that time ‘that it was fortunate for him that he

was then in civilian clothes’. He should have been in army uniform really but things had
moved so quickly that he ‘hadn’t got it yet’ so he was interned in the civilian camp. He ‘did
not know whether that was an advantage or not’. But there he stayed for three years and
eight months 22

Percy wrote of his Stanley camp experiences largely after the war’s end because he had only
one diary/notebook, his 1941 diary, which he had with him when he went into the Stanley
camp. He used the blank pages, and the front and back covers in that diary to record
significant events between 1942 and this release in 1945. Officially, any diarising in the camp
was forbidden, but a number of other internee’s diaries have also survived extant.
Percy’s overall summation of living in the Stanley camp, he recorded in his recording in 1961,
sixteen years after the war ended where he wrote: -
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There were some very fine things done during that period but I think now it’s a matter of history
and can be read elsewhere. The conditions there (in Hong Kong) were chaotic at times. Still there
it was we had to give up. .23

By the standards of the Second World War, Japanese prison camps in Hong Kong were
considered by the Red Cross to be relatively humane and well-run. The Samshuipo camp, on
the Northern side of the island even had a well-stocked library, as well as sports gear and
instruments for a band; no doubt left over from previous tenants. Malnutrition however was
universally common, and just like in the rest of Stanley, it would be only the distribution of
Red Cross parcels that kept up minimum standards of health. 24
The following 1,204 days of internment brought Percy into a world he had never before
experienced, and would physically leave him at the end of it, a very sick man. When he was
admitted to the Camp, Percy recorded he weighed 186lbs. (84 kg.) On the day of his release
in September 1945 he weighed 104 pounds (47 kg) roughly half his starting weight and he
would be suffering from Beri Beri, ulcers, malaria, and acute diarrhoea. 25
Emerson reported that the loss of weight for all internees was across the board, with the
average loss of weight for men twenty-six per cent.26 For Percy the weight loss was fortyfour percent.

Geoffrey Emerson showed in his study of the Stanley Internment camp operation that of all
the hardships and privations to which the internees in Stanley were subjected, it was the
insufficiency and unsuitable nature of the food that provided the greatest hardship. In some
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respects, the problem they had with the food, both type and quantity, was initially at least,
more a problem resulting from cultural differences than it was from the food itself. 27

He commented further: …that the food was a shock for most internees. Usually of two meals a day were served (….)
preceded by a ‘rice congee’ at 8am. The meals usually consisting of rice and a stew poured on top.
The amount was miniscule by pre-war standards being often only one small bowl of rice and a few
spoonsful of a watery stew.28

While this diet was not considered adequate by the Europeans to maintain their body weight,
it was exactly the same diet that the Japanese had for themselves. They were just more used
to it. Emerson wrote that: Japanese soldiers of the Second World War were well-known for their ability to exist on what to
Western people are very minute amounts of food. The typical internee faced with such a diet
found it exceedingly inadequate.29

There were, however, other sources of food that, as Emerson again observed, did prove to
be life-saving. This food was obtained either by direct purchase from the canteen, or from
purchasing within Hong Kong itself and having it delivered out to the camp. The other main
source of food was the ubiquitous ‘Red Cross Parcel’ which, while deliveries were
infrequent, in combination with other Red Cross bulk supplies and relief supplies brought by
repatriation ships, and later the camp garden and the ‘black market’, the parcels provided
sufficient to keep all the Westerners alive. 30

Nobody apparently died of starvation but a number died from other diseases, such as beri-beri,
brought on by insufficient nourishment.31
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Emerson also commented that the internees were baking bread, often made from rice flour, they
were also producing yeasts, soy bean milk, and the vegetable eventually were able to produce abundant
quantities of products such as sweet potato, tomatoes, and root vegetables. What was missing was
protein; fish was the only main protein source. Despite being added to by the internees’ best efforts, the
daily calorific intake continued to decline from 2000 calories and 55 grams of protein in 1942 to 1400
calories and 34.5 grams of protein by early 194332

Overall, however, the food supplies were barely adequate to even keep them alive and the
weight loss of the internees, and especially that of Percy, could certainly have become a major
problem if the internment had lasted much longer. Emerson observed again that by January
1945:…the internees had lived without bread or proper meat for a year. In February the rice
ration was increased from 13 ounces a day for non-workers … to 21 ounces for heavy
workers. There was however, no increase in any of the other rations and beans were
substituted for fish.33

The Japanese seemingly could not understand what the problem was for the Europeans.
They had similar albeit different problems with the Chinese; Waterford noted: -

The Chinese POWs however, received by far the worst end of the internment treatment. The
Chinese POWs were accommodated in other camps and were treated more as common
prisoners rather than as POW soldiers. The Japanese had always considered the hostilities in
China not a ‘war’ but a ‘conflict’ so they labelled the Chinese troops not as soldiers, but as
bandits. According to the Japanese, the customs of war did not apply to the Chinese bandits, and
they were often massacred, or tortured and drafted into forced labour.34 To the Japanese, the
Hong Kong Chinese were the same as their mainland counterparts, and were treated accordingly.
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But the conditions in the camps, and for the different nationalities, regardless of their role in
the war itself did differ quite markedly depending upon where they were at the time.
Nelson wrote of one case: …at the end of 1944 Alex Barnett, British soldier, after a debilitating journey following his capture
in Indo China, arrived in Stanley which he described as the ‘hell hole of all hell holes’. He arrived
complete with ulcerating sores on his legs, feet and arms, and his belly grotesquely swollen from
Beri Beri, and he came at a time when the prison guards were worried about allied bombing and
no fires were allowed at night. Adding to his discomfort, the hut roof had gaping holes through
which the rain and sleet poured converting the dirt floor into oozing mud. Barnett however was
at least able to be treated by the Medical Officers at Stanley and he did recover. 35

Contrasted with this, Nelson also reported: …was the experience of the POW life of Ray Tyrell, Australian soldier, who was captured on
Rabaul and shipped to Japan in mid-1942. Ray was held briefly at Yokohama with about 60 other
Australian officers. The guards he said were…casual. One simply rested his rifle and bayonet in a
corner and left it there. On the train the guards shared beer and cigarettes. At Zentaujo camp in
Shilou, the Australian officers were not required to work and they were sometimes allowed out
of the camp on walks; Japanese English language papers were delivered and, from 1943, the
prisoners sent and received letters.36

For Percy at Stanley however, life just went on in its day by day routine and his diary entries
reveal just how mundane the internee’s life was.
Feb. 10/42 Sheppard died. We buried him at 6pm.
Feb 15/42 Chinese New Year’s Day. Singapore surrendered.
Feb 19/42 56 birthday: opened the last tin of cigarettes in celebration. One month’s
incarceration at Stanley today. ‘Too P’ visited me. Very nice of her.
April 3 Good Friday. Situation unchanged from monotony of camp life and continual under
feeding.

And on and on it went, most of Percy’s diary entries came about either because they were
bombed, because someone died, or because Red Cross parcels turned up.

35

Nelson, Forgotten Captives in Japanese Occupied Asia, London, Routledge 2008, 24

36

Nelson, Forgotten Captives 24, 25

237

Another activity which kept him intellectually in touch through the long months was his
continued activity with his job as the Deputy Controller of Transport: Tue 5/5/42 handed to CSO my memo on the subject of post war transportation. (Nettle Diary)

Percy’s internment ‘wages’ also became an issue and he went to some effort to record what
others were being paid during their internment. In Hong Kong dollars wages were small,
especially after the devaluation of the currency, but as general guide: Mon 22/6/42 (from Nettle Diary)

Leslie states his ATS pay $18 daily
Christies $14 daily
All guards $10 daily
Wilcox says his pay $25 daily

Percy didn’t mention what his pay was supposed to be, but it is likely, because of his
position, to be greater than these others.
His body weight was still going down: Sun 28/6/42 Weight 140lbs, (64kg) normal 186 lbs. (84kg.) (Nettle Diary)

There were other activities of interest too. Some people were moving. In a diary entry Percy
noted all of the Americans in Stanley were being repatriated: Mon 29/6/42 American internees embarked on the Asama Maru for Lourenco
Marques (Mozambique)

The repatriation arrangements affected both American and Canadian POW’s but not British
or ANZAC forces. These repatriation arrangements were put in place by third countries not
directly involved in the war; hence the shipment of the Americans to Mozambique where
they were collected by American naval vessels.37

37

Nelson, E. Forgotten Captives, 25

238

Later, in July, there were other movements of internees to Shanghai where the Japanese
were using them as forced labour. Percy lost some of his roommates: -

Sun 26/7/42 63 people left camp on route to Shanghai including Smith, Leslie and
Christie.

Nothing much of interest happened between July and August, the biggest events seemed to
be the continuing deaths of the inmates: -

Wednesday 12/8/42 (Diary) Cockriel died yesterday, buried today. Hill moved into
room with us from Mon 10

It was not until Saturday 17 October that Percy received any correspondence from the
outside world and that correspondence brought unwanted news as well. A letter from his
daughter Mary, telling him that her husband, James Bennett, the Merchant Marine Captain
she had married in Shanghai in 1935, had been killed on board his ship in Manila harbour by
a Japanese air raid ten months earlier. James also had his son, Gordon, a 10-year-old child
from a previous marriage on board the ship with him at the time of the air raid. Gordon
survived the bombing but was captured and became one of the child internees of the Santo
Thomas camp in Manila until his liberation in September 1945. 38

Following the letter from his daughter it appears the mail situation into the camp improved
considerably, also indicating something of Emerson’s ‘Golden Age’ in the camp but the new
communications also began to bring both good and bad news. The good news was events
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such as receiving money in the mail. Bad news was receiving a notice from the Red Cross
telling him his house in Chongqing was bombed by the Japanese two months previously and
had burned to the ground. For Percy, that was just one more blow amongst the many; he
later received an insurance pay out for the house.

On the 21 December a case of diphtheria was also discovered in the camp which rather
changed their Xmas celebrations. All meetings were prohibited for the time being because
of the risk of spreading the infection. 39

On 24th December another party of ‘forty odd’ internees were shipped off to Shanghai as
factory labour and some of these men included some more of Percy’s roommates. Percy
then was also receiving some funds from his brother- in- law in Shanghai, and took the
opportunity to pass messages back to his family through the internees who were being
shipped out, and then on to his brother- in-law, once they got to Shanghai. 40

There was not much around that year in terms of Christmas celebrations, Percy wrote of it
as:‘Christmas and New Year went by with the usual felicitations, half-hearted in most
cases. Nativity plays and concerts. I have been for some weeks on the ‘wood
shaping gang’ which is, with, my other chores, enough for an ageing body. Good
exercise though’41

1943
For all the POW’s, 1943 commenced without any change or prospect of change in the
future. Days were now measured by occasional mail, and financial assistance from the Red

39

Nettle Diary 21/12/42

40

Percy’s brother in law was Count Jorgensen, of the Danish Court. He was, married to Percy’s sister, Effie.
Although living in Hong Kong at the time of the invasion, being a ‘neutral’ he was not interned.
41

Nettle Diary, 3/1/43

240

Cross. Internment had now lasted 12 months, and even more for some, and life in the
Stanley camp had developed its own routines.

Percy received his second letter from his sister Effie on 19 January 1943, a letter postmarked on the 23 December so he knew the mail situation was working. Other than that
life was just a matter of some very tiresome waiting in the camp for something, anything, to
happen. Small things grew in significance.

February crept around and it was his 57 birthday. Celebrations weren’t much; he had to
change accommodation from the ‘Dutch Block’ to another residential block, but now with
Walter Brown. He had a very hard day moving, despite having all of the available men in his
section assisting. The following day he was feeling poorly and for the first time, with a
tendency to shake. He was attended by Dr Rees-Jones but wrote no more about it until after
his release.

The following day however, was another memorable day, he received a letter from an old
friend, Mrs McFarlane, in Shanghai and he bought some brown rubber shoes for 30 Yen.
Highlights in April were attending funerals, getting allocated on to the kitchen staff, having
the bathing beach opened by the Japanese army, and hearing some news that women and
children and unfit men were going to be repatriated. Unfortunately, the latter was just one
of the many rumours that regularly swept the camp.42

Nothing at all happened in May but come June he received another Y 20 from the IRC; that
was the highlight of the month.
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On 17 July he retired from service on the kitchen staff; it was somebody else’s turn for this
highly prized job. Another Y20 turned up a couple of days later; he lashed out and bought
some razor blades.

By March 1943 the food shortage situation was getting severe and the internees were
petitioning: Date(s) of events described:
Wed, 24 Mar 1943
A petition, signed by 1594 internees, is presented to the camp authorities
complaining about the rations. They mention the cut of 75% in the flour ration, the
absence of meat, and the inadequate supply of 'proper food' - they stress that for
them, rice is not a proper food and no substitute for flour.43
The petition brings no response from the Japanese military.

Random movements of internees were not uncommon, particularly when the Japanese
Camp Management thought that something untoward was afoot. Grayburn and Streatfield,
two of Percy’s fellow inmates feel the full force of one of these moves: Grayburn and Streatfield are moved. They are taken to Happy Valley Gendarmerie (on the
site of the former Italian Convent) they are seen by C. M. Faure, who later testifies they are
held in a cage-like cell in filthy and noxious conditions. On the left is a row of three cages and
on the right one big one taking the same area. Streatfield is assigned to cell two on the left,
Grayburn to the large cell on the right, where he finds himself next to Henry Ching, the
courageous editor of the South China Morning Post. Grayburn was later to share food
parcels sent to him by his wife with Ching.
Streatfield too describes the cells as 'literally cages' and says the smell is like 'a menagerie'.
There are between 40-45 people in Grayburn's cell, just over a dozen in Streatfield's. There is
not enough room for all the prisoners to lie on their backs at the same time. They are given
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two bowls of rice a day, sometimes with a piece of cabbage stalk; they need to eat quickly,
as the bowls are also used for tea.44

31 May, 1943. They were very desperate times for some; David Loie (Loie Fook Wing), the
British Army Aid Group's leading agent in Hong Kong, is arrested. As the gendarmes are
taking him to be tortured, he jumps to his death from the balcony of their headquarters in
the Supreme Court building, thus avoiding the possibility of betraying his fellow agents.
Loie, a former officer of the Police Reserve, was posthumously awarded the King's Colonial
Police Medal for gallantry.45
From July 1943 onwards the war in Europe began to turn. On the 27 July they received news
of Mussolini’s resignation and morale began to lift. At 5pm there was an allied air raid over
the port. Morale lifted again.

Following the Midway Naval battle in 1943 the allied forces were able to get within air
striking range of Hong Kong and Southern China and ‘Air-raids’ were becoming a frequent
event. They were also beginning to establish a pattern: -

29/7/43 another short air raid this morning. Another (third) air raid 2.45pm. The allied air
raids were becoming a regular event, and each one was celebrated’. 46

The medical care side of the camp was improving as well and on 4th August Percy was even
inoculated against cholera. Medical supplies were being obtained from outside of the camp,
without Japanese knowledge.
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By mid-August two air raids a day were becoming normal, and 9.30am and 6pm were
common air-raid times. However, the camp life still had to go on and other things had to be
done. The internees soon learned how to fit the air raids in around normal activities. Many
days had other highlights: 26/8 Air raid at 3pm, received Y25 from IRC (another good day)47

Soap was a scarce commodity in the camp and could not easily be smuggled in. Percy on 1st
September accepted the job as ‘Lye maker for the block’. This was just another of the
‘fatigues’ at which all internees took a turn.

In 1963 Percy was to write about his Stanley Internment Camp time copied into his
Transcript: The internment finished; the internment was enough in itself. I didn’t suffer any more than the
others. We all had jobs in that camp. It fell to my lot to make a thing called Lye. It’s made out of
ashes and boiling water and acid is extracted from it and that was used in lieu of soap. I was
reputedly a very good Lye maker. Well (to make it) I used to swipe as much fuel as I could from
different places but when the fuel got short I gave it up.48

Camp management was a different exercise, and like lye making it fell to the internees
themselves to make the best of it that they could. All kinds of internee management
committees were formed, designed in British bureaucratic style to keep the wheels turning
in the camp’s operations. The Japanese involvement in the day to day camp operation
appears to have been minimal, other than for the Japanese version of camp discipline and a
number of executions took place in the camp; usually for escape attempts. Other than that
the internees were largely left to fend for themselves and they organised themselves into
various working parties to take the jobs (fatigues) that had to be performed around the
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camp. The internees were fortunate in many respects that the camp population had a wide
variety of skills at its disposal, including that of running a hospital.

On 3 September 1943 there was another two days of air raids causing fires, one of the 3
September fires being described as ‘thrilling’? There was not much else going on in the
camp.

On the 23 September 1943 all of the Canadians were repatriated in a prisoner swap deal.
They left from Stanley on the ’Keio Maru’. There was still no word about any British
repatriation. 49

By the end of September Percy’s weight has dropped from 186lbs. (84.5kg) to 135 lbs.
(61kg.)

The 10 October of this year was, however, another celebratory day for Percy, which he
noted particularly, probably in the absence of anything else of interest to write. It had been
‘37 years today’ since leaving Sydney for China. He opened his last Red Cross pudding in
celebration.
On Tuesday, 25 May 1943, the Australian Canberra Times had printed a story sourced from
the London Daily Mail on the living conditions at Stanley:
Conditions in War Prison Camp at Hong Kong
LONDON, Monday.
The "Daily Mail'' has published details of the Stanley prison camp, Hong Kong, which were given
by Sir Arthur Blackburn, the former British Counsellor at Chungking, who has been repatriated.
Stanley camp contains 3,000 prisoners, including 2,600 British. The rest are American and Dutch.
It has its own court. Sir Athol MacGregor, Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, who was among
the leading officials in Hong Kong interned, presides over the High Court. He hears civil cases and
has made a decree nisi in divorce proceedings.

49

Nettle, Transcript, 73, Nettle Diary, 23/9/43

245

Magistrates preside over the camp police courts, which pass sentences for theft. The clergy hold
services and solemnise weddings. There is a school and a hospital, and cooking teams provide
hot meals twice a day.
Labour parties do wood-cutting, building, scavenging and road repairs and distribute food.
Over-crowding and shortage of food were the big problems. Nine persons, including Sir Athol
MacGregor and his wife, shared one large room. Food rations were increased to seven ounces of
rice, seven ounces of bread and a few ounces of meat a day. Sugar allowance was one and a
half ounces a week.
Whenever Japanese officers visited the camp the internees were expected to bow. There had
been several cases of men and women having their faces slapped because their attitude was
considered disrespectful. 50

1944
For all of them, 1943 was bad enough; nobody was looking forward to 1944. 51
For Percy, his loss of weight and malnourishment were beginning to show in his mind as well
as on his body; Percy’s health was declining, and his diary entries were becoming even more
skeletal, and less frequent.

He would record his receipt of money (14/1 received Y20 sent from Effie) and funerals, but
little else. On the day before his birthday and on his birthday this year he could only write:18/2/44 am feeling little desire to work
19/2/44 58th birthday. Nothing happened.
24/2/44 Received Y20 sent from Effie.
23/3/44 received letter from Mary dated 28/8/42

The combination of the hard conditions, the malnourishment, and the morale sapping
inactivity of internment camp life was beginning to have an impact on every body’s health in
the camp. Percy wrote of his own decline in several passages:
10/5/44 things are reaching a low point and I feel much weaker than one would care to admit.
Food hopelessly inadequate and no money or possessions. Waiting for it all to end, but it is a real
trial indeed.

50

The ‘Canberra Times’, 25 May 1943

51

Nettle, Transcript,73, Nettle Diary,1/1/44

246

24/5/44 Empire Day – nothing happened.
25/5/44 went to room and I had to convalesce, suffering from weakness and hunger, outlook
seems – uncertain
26/5/44 Continuing and increasing weakness, attended medical parade today with a view to
receiving ‘camp relief’ – I was granted more food.

The middle of 1944 was Percy’s lowest point in his internment. By mid-1944 he had been
imprisoned for more than two years, he was malnourished, beginning to suffer from the
conditions associated with malnutrition, Beri Beri, ulcers, intestinal problems as well as
malaria but, around this time we can see Percy beginning to fight back from these
privations.

In mid-June 1944 Percy met Franklin Grimson, the 1941 ‘about to be new Hong Kong
administrator’ who had, with remarkably poor timing, arrived in Hong Kong the day before
the Japanese occupation took place. Grimson must have had his own private part of the
Stanley Camp because this was the first contact between him and Percy. Whatever the
cause, this was Percy’s first chance to talk to a British high official. Percy and Grimson sat
down together and came to an agreement on the formation of a ‘China Group’. A body to
steer British interests in Hong Kong after the war into the future and including planning for
Hong Kong’s future transport requirements. Percy had not forgotten his ‘Deputy Controller
of Transport’ duties.

Although he had another fifteen months to go before his release, this point shifted his focus
on to other things and although he was to get a lot sicker before the end of the war, his
mind stayed in better shape and he was beginning to plan for life in the post-war
environment.

20 June, 1944 was the first meeting of the ‘China Group’. One month later Percy’s weight
had fallen to 119lbs. (54kg). On 20 August he was advised by the labour committee that he
was no longer required in the heavy labour group. He seemed relieved by that news.
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6 September, weight now 112lbs (51kg.)

Percy was fading away. On 5 October 1944 he would write ‘I am in very bad spirits and v.
poor body condition, and I have finished all Red Cross parcels and I am hungry all day.
Finding life hard to bear these days.’52

For some reason around this time he was also called up by the ‘Internees Disciplinary
Tribunal’ and charged with removing a desk from the Hall. It would hardly would seem a
major offence at the time, but he was pleased to later report a verdict of ‘Not guilty’. 53

For some bureaucratic reason, on 8 November he reported that he was ‘now employed on
heavy duties’. Weighing in at less than 51kg. they could not have been too heavy, and he did
not report any particularly hard work around this time. 54

And then it was Christmas, and the ‘camp ladies’ served up a Red Cross Parcel scrounged
Christmas dinner that impressed everyone. It was the highlight of the year. Percy felt
spoiled. 55 25/12/44 - Christmas tiffin with the Bethels and a wonderful spread. A parcel too
from the girls. Really happy time.56
1945

1945 at least started nicely with afternoon tea with the Bethels, but all the pleasantness was
not going to last.
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By mid-January American forces were flying bombing ‘sorties’ over Hong Kong at will. On 16
January one of these sorties killed 14 people who had been hiding in the teacher’s halls
located within the camp. Percy listed those he knew that had been killed. 57
But, other than in these terrifying moments, life was going on still much the same. Percy
observed on the 19 March it was his sons 28 birthday ‘so I ate my IRC sweet pudding in
celebration’58 2/4/45 Daughter’s 23 birthday? 59

Percy’s ‘official daughter’ (Mary) is actually thirty-one years old at this time, and her
birthday is in May. This appears to be another ‘daughter’ not mentioned previously. She
would have been born in 1922 when Percy was engaged in engineering work in Sichuan. Lily
returned to Australia permanently in 1924.

16/6/45 Weight 104lb (47kg) and suffering from acute diarrhoea. Mrs Bethel sent me some
lovely pancakes.
17/6/45 had meat stew today, first in 1 ½ years.60
14/7/45 had chat with Matthews re my evacuation with the ATS crew. 61

It was clear that the war in the Pacific was coming to an end. Germany had surrendered in
Europe; American bombers were hitting Japanese cities at will. In Stanley the internees
knew it would be all over soon.
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Near the end of the war some new food supplies were coming in from China as well as from ships docking in
Hong Kong. Most of it paid for by the International Red Cross.
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On the 25 July 1945, precisely at noon, an unknown aircraft flew over the camp in a loop
and a ‘figure 8’. The plane dropped a stick of nine bombs that did not explode; the bombs
were in fact practice bombs used by bomber operations to assess the requirements for a full
bombing exercise. Percy wrote, I had a narrow escape from falling plaster as one of the
‘bomb’s’ fell through the roof; we were evacuated from our block for 8 days. 62

Another month went by; life in the camp continued on in the hot summer months, gardens
still had to be cared for but there is no further mention of the Japanese army or
administration.

The end of the war came with a whimper rather than a bang in Hong Kong. The Hiroshima
and Nagasaki nuclear weapons had been delivered on 6 August and 9 August respectively.
The Japanese Emperor announced the unconditional surrender of Japan in accordance with
the ‘Potsdam Declaration’ by way of a radio broadcast on the morning of 15 August, 1945.
The Stanley internment camp was now getting ready for its abandonment. Not a lot was
happening immediately, the gates were open, but the Japanese were still in charge, and
Percy was not well.

Percy wrote of his final ‘fatigue’ on the day of the Japanese surrender:
When the release was announced and that the Japanese had surrendered, I was out in the fields
there hoeing sweet potatoes with the gang and when they came and told us that he war was
over well we couldn’t believe it at first but it was an actual fact, so the hoe I was using I dropped
as far as I know and it’s still there in the field. But there was a great relief there of course. I had
suffered no more than anybody else I suppose. I lost a lot of weight. I went into the internment
camp weighing 186lbs (84kg) and a few days before the surrender, having been weighed at the
hospital, I was 104 lbs. (47kg) and suffering rather badly from Beri Beri, ulcers and such like.63
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These ‘practice bombs’ were also dropped to warn ‘friendly forces’ that a real bombing was about to
commence.
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There are two major forms of Beri Beri, ‘wet’ and ‘dry’. ‘Dry Beri Beri’ is the form of the disease that affects
the nervous system, often causing pain in the legs (and sometimes the arms), muscular cramping in arms and
legs and paralysis of the lower extremities. Later stages of the ‘Dry’ form of the disease can result in confusion,
disorientation, memory loss, coma, and death, a condition known as Wernicke/Korsacoff Syndrome. ‘Wet
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After the war ended we were taken by aircraft carrier to Sydney and I was in hospital there for
some time finally recovering and returning to Hong Kong in June 1946.64

On the day following the surrender Percy recorded that this date, 16/8/45, ’looks like
another turning point in my life i.e. 16/8/19 to 16/8/45. 26 years’.65 He spent that night
‘feeling very poorly with a cold and malaria attack’.

The date was significant for Percy. On that day 26 years earlier he was discharged from the
British Army after World War I. On this day in 1945 it is known a major repatriation of
troops had started including removing the Japanese soldiers back to Japan and Chinese back
to the mainland, and other nationalities back to their own countries. Hong Kong itself was
not formally handed over by the Japanese Army until the visit of the British Admiral
Harcourt, and four British warships on 30 August 1945. In the meantime, the Japanese
commanders had been imprisoned pending trial. 66
On 29 August Percy recorded in his Diary: -

29/8 Am suffering certain conditions that have changed my situation. Have contracted Beri Beri,
most unpleasant, and have had influenza and malaria, and feeling very poorly indeed. Have seen
the Controller of Transport but we haven’t made any progress thus far with Hong Kong
transportation after the war. I gave him, through his wife, a copy of my memo of 5/5/42 about
the transportation issues.67

Beriberi’ occurs when the deficiency in thiamine affects the heart and circulatory system, causing an
enlargement of the heart, a very rapid heart rate, congestion and difficulty breathing, swelling in the legs and
feet, and congestive heart failure. This form of the disease is extremely dangerous and is the major cause for
death for individuals with thiamine deficits. www.healthline.com › Reference Library
Percy’s death was ultimately the result of a heart condition that first emerged during his internment years. He
also carried with him a number of other conditions for the remainder of his life all of which can be attributed
to the Thiamine deficiency (beriberi) that he had contracted during his internment. From his diaries it would
appear that his physical condition indicated both forms of beriberi, ‘Wet’ and ‘Dry’
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16/8/19 was Percy’s date of discharge from the British Army.
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What is in Percy’s mind at this point is hard to discern. It appears as though he was just
keeping himself busy while waiting for something else to happen. To be focussed on “Hong
Kong’s transportation requirements after the war’ at this point seems a little far-fetched. By
11 September there were only two ‘inmates’ left in Stanley, Percy and Walter Brown and
the ‘Empress of Australia ‘was about to leave Hong Kong harbour bound for Sydney with
2000 ‘internees’ aboard.

Percy initially was cared for within the Stanley Camp hospital along with a number of other
internees, with medical attention being supplied by the main Hong Kong hospital but it was
clear that for so many of the internees a repatriation elsewhere was going to be needed.
Percy recorded in a diary on 11 September, SS Empress of Australia off HK with nearly 2000
internees aboard heading for Sydney. Only Brown & self-left at Stanley.

On the 16 September 1945 the Japanese Army Commanders Maj.-Gen. Okada Umekichi and
Vice Admiral Fujita Ruitaro formally handed over Hong Kong to Admiral Harcourt, RN.
On the 25 September 1945 Percy left Hong Kong and arrived in Sydney on 9 October, 1945.
He was immediately sent to the Royal North Shore Hospital in Sydney where he commenced
recovery and rehabilitation. He was so unwell he suffered very badly, particularly at night,
with pain that required fairly constant pain-killing treatment for a number of weeks.68 By
mid-November, however, he had recovered enough to be writing to his Hong Kong contacts,
and to his bank, to find how much money he had, and what his future prospects were
looking like. On the 15 November 1945, his sister Hazel received a letter from the hospital
saying that he had been discharged the previous day.

By the end of November Percy was back in Melbourne dealing with Red Cross affairs and
went back to Ballarat to visit his family. On 1 December he attended a wedding in Ballarat
of two of his former Stanley Camp fellow internees Dorothy Clegg and ‘Mooney’, and he
stayed for several more days in Ballarat, long enough to see the visit of the Duke and
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This was the ‘Wet’ Beri Beri.

252

Duchess of Gloucester on the 6 December, 1945. He also spent another day out with his
sister Hazel in Bendigo.

On the 18 December Percy returned to Melbourne to continue his recuperation and to
arrange for his departure back to Hong Kong.

While Percy was now back in Australia and recuperating as best he could, he was ‘skin and
bone’ and it was going to take several months before his weight, and most of his health
returned.

It is known that Lily, his wife, spent all of the War living with her daughter in Sydney but
there does not appear to be any correspondence between her and Percy.
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Chapter 12: The End of Days: 1946–1964
‘Wheresoever you go, go with all your heart.’
― Confucius (the Analects)1

The war was over, Percy was recovering from his travails in Melbourne and Sydney and he
was now preparing for his next eighteen years in the totally new world of the post-Second
World War environment. Despite all this, he was not yet ready to relinquish his former life;
he was not yet feeling his age although he was now sixty years old and had multiple healthdeteriorating conditions, most of which stemmed from his war internment, but some which
related back to his earlier typhoid fever bout of forty years earlier.

The end of Second World War brought about the question of Britain’s right to continue to
govern Hong Kong. US President Franklin Roosevelt at the Yalta Conference had argued at
the end of the war that the British Government should give up Hong Kong to the Chinese
Nationalist Government then being led by Chiang Kai-Shek, and still being actively supported
by the US against the Communists under Mao Zedong.

Unfortunately for the American President, the British Government had no plans to hand
over the colony to anybody under any circumstances and, as soon as the war was over, it
moved very quickly to regain control of Hong Kong.

Civil Government was restored in Hong Kong under Governor Sir Mark Young on 1 May 1946
and the British military force that had been sent to Hong Kong, beginning on the day of the
Japanese surrender to forestall a Nationalist Chinese takeover of the Colony, was able to
stand down. 2 However, they left behind a diplomatic row which was only resolved by the

1

Confucius, The Analects www.acmuller.net/con-dao/analects.html

2

Tsang, Steve, A Modern History of Hong Kong: 1841-1997; London, IB Tauris & Co. 2007, 134

254

fact that Chiang had enough problems containing Mao Zedong’s forces on the mainland
without having to take on Great Britain over the future of Hong Kong.3 Complicating
matters further was the death of the American President Roosevelt and the consequent
change of President to Harry S Truman and, unlike Roosevelt, Truman was not
‘sentimentally attached to supporting Chiang over Hong Kong’.4

Politics aside, Hong Kong had enough of its own problems just surviving. The worst time
was the middle of September 1945 when the stock of food reached the dangerously low
level of only ten days’ supply but with some ‘bold moves’ by the local administration that
disaster was averted and before the end of the year the situation had improved so much
that the banks were fully operational, public utilities were running, and the colony was reopened for trade. However, the population was growing rapidly as well, from 600,000 at
the end of the war to well over one million by early 1946. 5

Some other factors that were to impact on Percy were also revealed at the time of the
handover of Hong Kong from Admiral Harcourt and the military administration to the civil
administration. Harcourt considered the main problems for the civil government to be the
introduction of a new constitution, the placing of Chinese into positions of responsibility in
the administration, the elimination of the ‘colour bar’, and the return of some old-timers
who failed to realise the need for a new outlook. 6

Percy slowly recovered from his collection of internment illnesses, other than for his heart
condition which, eighteen years later, would kill him. He had returned to Hong Kong to plan
the rest of his days in what was now, after the War, a completely new political and
economic environment, and with his possessions and resources reduced to not much more
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than the clothes he stood up in. It was now June 1946 and Hong Kong self-Government,
under a British Governor, had just been resumed. All appeared back the way it was
supposed to be, and always had been.

Hong Kong itself was now at its own cross-roads of where it went to in terms of its own
development but that, in the end was largely determined by Great Britain. As Frank Welsh
pointed out: From 1951 to 1964 Conservative governments were in office in Britain and following the
established policy towards Hong Kong, one of benign neglect.7

The policy of benign neglect was clearly in operation from the end of the Admiralty
administration and into the restored civil administration but the changes taking place in
Hong Kong were unstoppable. Population, as in ‘squatters’ coming over from the mainland
was continuing to swell and would quadruple by the end of the decade. In the midst of all
this some other notable changes were taking place not the least of which was the
Communist takeover of the Chinese Government in 1949, and a year later the outbreak of
the Korean War. The failure of the Nationalists under Chiang to resist the Communist push
was itself a major cause of the influx of population to Hong Kong as Chinese, particularly in
the Southern provinces, uncertain as to their own future packed up and moved ‘over the
border’ to Hong Kong.8

In the midst of all of this, Percy still not fully physically recovered, on the 22 July 1946 flew
to Shanghai to meet with his Chinese friends, the Yang family, whose property and business
interests had been so devastated by the Japanese bombing of Chongqing during the war
that they had moved to Shanghai. ‘CC’ Yang, the father of Sidney Yang whose remains Percy
had returned to the family in 1938, was still very much the patriarch of the family and Percy
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met with him and the family for a few days in 1946 and ‘CC’ Yang proposed to Percy, and his
own family, that Percy should become a stipend-receiving principal adviser to the Yang
companies from that time onwards. Percy accepted, gratefully, and returned to Hong
Kong.9

In a further Diary entry on 21 January 1949 Percy reported that ‘CC’ Yang met with him in
Hong Kong at a dinner to which CC Yang brought along all of his relatives who were in Hong
Kong and in a very strong guanxi moment during the meal ‘CC gave them all an outline of
my association with the family.’ At that same time ‘CC’ Yang also agreed to ‘take over’ the
land Percy owned in Chongqing and paid Percy for it. He was very relieved; CC had certainly
spotted where Percy’s greatest need lay!

But now he had another problem. China was finished as far as his previous activities and
occupations were concerned and he had once again to start something for himself in Hong
Kong. Before very long he re-established some of his old connections, and made some new
ones, and he was able to establish himself well enough to keep himself going while still
waiting, and hoping, to be able to do ‘something spectacular’ in China.10

Percy was certainly not without friends upon his return to Hong Kong. He had also been
back-paid as the Deputy Controller of Transport for the three years and eight months he had
been interned. He was not poor; he moved into the Peninsula Hotel.

Through his connections in Hong Kong Percy was appointed the Honorary Secretary of the
Cosmopolitan Club in Hong Kong, a Club that catered for expatriate British and other
Europeans, and significant Chinese residents. He had part of the top floor of the Club
refurbished and made into residential accommodation for himself and moved in.
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In its 1950 Annual Report a summary of the Club’s history was provided showing that the
Cosmopolitan Club was founded in 1946 by Mr Charles Fenn, an American citizen who, with
wartime associates, felt that the close co-operation and friendship which derived from a
common cause against the Japanese enemy should be maintained socially in Hong Kong.
Fenn himself, with the help of Chinese friends took on a personal responsibility to purchase
the Club’s premises and commence a membership drive. According to the 1950 annual
report, by June 1950 the club had 283 paying members, had refurbished the premises and
made it available to other clubs and societies in Hong Kong. 11 Percy Nettle was the founding
Honorary Secretary. Percy’s affinity with the Chinese again came into play here and in his
time the Club became increasingly more Chinese and much less European-influenced. Percy
remained associated with the Club through the 1950s and early 1960s, as well as being a
member of the much more British Hong Kong Club.

On 1 March 1948 Percy also became Assistant Secretary of the Hong Kong War Memorial
Fund on the invitation of the Governor, who was also the Secretary. This was a job Percy
was later to describe as a ‘full-time job at half-pay’.12 However it did at least put him back
in contact with the Hong Kong bureaucracy and government officials. Percy was also
offered, and accepted, an invitation from the Governor at this time to become the colony’s
‘Chief Film Censor’ although what particular qualifications the Governor thought Percy may
have had for this role remains a mystery. But at least Percy was not short of films to go and
see, which he did two and three times a week. But as far as doing something ‘spectacular’
in China was concerned, other events once again were about to overtake him.

In his activities at the Cosmo Club Percy was to come into contact with a large number of
people and two of these people, both young women, particularly came into prominence.
The first was Annie Lim, the second Naomi Huen. Percy was to build relationships with both
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of these women, the second of whom stayed close to him for the remainder of his life.
Annie, however, was going to prove too much of a challenge for the very naïve Percy. Annie
had come into Percy’s world through the Cosmo Club ostensibly to gain instruction from him
in the learning of English. It started harmlessly enough; Annie had made herself useful
around the Club throughout 1948 and 1949 helping Percy out with his management of the
Club and also with bringing activities into the Club from her contacts, and family, within
Hong Kong. Annie was well connected with a number of prominent Hong Kong families.

Percy was also clearly flattered by the attention of this young Chinese girl and alongside his
English language instruction he grew quite fond of her. Unfortunately, Annie had a dark
side; and Percy was not going to find out about this until it was nearly too late. He had
fallen into the habit of lending her money, ostensibly to meet family debts and by 18 May
1949 he was well and truly embroiled in the management of Annie’s debts, and he had lost
his heart there as well: Annie came this evening with her own particular troubles which look like mostly are plenty. I am
afraid I am in love with Annie which is rather frightening at my time of life and this situation must
be handled with care.13

As May progressed, Percy became aware that all might not be as it seemed. He wrote that
Annie asked him a curious question – ‘what would I do if she couldn’t pay me back the
money she owed by end of August’? 14

On 7 June the situation was becoming very plain; ‘Annie in another jam to tune of $6000 –
wants more money. We argued all evening.’15
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Argued they may have, but fortunately Percy was now a faster learner. On the 9 June the
reality of Annie in Percy’s life did at least dawn on him: Annie came, out for a bit but we didn’t do much. Afraid this connection
will terminate as
suddenly as it began. I’ll have to be careful or it will hurt, one of life’s crises to be or not and if
I’m caught – it will serve me damn well right for flirting with any such ideas. 16

By 24 July the relationship was over and Percy was building a distance between them,
although he was continuing to employ her in the Club: Not feeling too well after events of last evening. Annie phoned and turned up at 5pm and we
spent a pleasant evening together – she is badly in debt and there is no means of helping her –
shows no sign of wanting to terminate our (employment) association and things are much as
they were. 17

Percy got over it and the following twelve months he saw life return to normal and he
appeared to have given up pursuing female company; however, this was only to be a very
temporary hiatus. Two years later he was to be back handing out English instruction, but
this time at least it built a relationship that was to last him the rest of his days. However,
there was one other event to survive before then; ‘the most personally devastating event of
his entire life’, another trip back to Australia.18

Reflecting back on this period many years later Percy commented: -

In fact, [doing something spectacular in China] never eventuated, and so I went on for some, well
years I suppose. Four years until 1950. During this period my brother in law had died in
Australia. My sister Hazel wasn’t capable very much to carry on their business and as soon as I
was free of my contracts I thought it would be a good thing if I went back to Australia to help my
sister with her problems.19
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Percy’s contracts at that time were with the Cosmo Club, and the War Memorial Fund, the
latter of which he was pleased to let go. It was now late in 1950 and he was about to make a
similar decision to that which he had made back in Ballarat in 1906; to stay or to go. Percy
wrote: ‘I did that, return to Australia, but it was a great tragedy in my life. It was a mistake; it was an
absolute failure.20

Percy had been feeling a need to re-establish some kind of family connection but by that
time he had been forty-three years away from Australia, his broader family had moved on,
moved out, or died, and all that was left close at hand were his two younger sisters, the
daughters of Mary Anne Harrison, Effie and Hazel, and Effie was still traipsing around the
world as the wife of an eccentric Danish Count. Effie and ‘Jorgie’ returned to Ballarat only
infrequently. Lily had moved to a house owned by her father at 206 Mair Street, Ballarat
and before Percy arrived back in Ballarat she had moved to Sydney to live with her
daughter, Mary.

Nettle Bros. had been sold and the building converted into a pickle processing factory,
which also closed in the 1930s Depression. Two other sisters were in Western Australia, one
was still in Tasmania, and all well retired.21 The proceeds from the sale of Nettle Bros. had
been divided amongst the shareholders and no more was heard of it.

Percy, very much feeling on his own since the break with Annie, had it in his mind that he
should retire; he was again wealthy enough to contemplate such a move, and he was almost
sixty-five years old. China was now under the control of the Chinese Communist Party and it
was not an option for him to return there for business purposes; besides, he was informed,
old British expats were no longer welcome.
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Australia seemed like a reasonable option at this time, so he committed himself to return
home to Ballarat, leaving all in Hong Kong and China behind. 22

Percy liquidated all of his by then considerable assets, including some sizeable insurance pay
outs on the house he had lost in Chongqing during the war. He converted all of this cash
into bank instruments known as ‘Bearer Bonds’ issued by the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank
(HKSBC). Such bonds are highly liquid and riskily so, but negotiable anywhere. Percy’s
intention was to pass some of these bonds on to his former wife and children in some form
of redemptive move on his part, and the remainder was for him to set himself up back in
Ballarat for his retirement. 23

However, along with the history of a number of Percy’s grand plans, this one was also about
to come spectacularly undone. Percy arrived in Melbourne on 20 November, 1950 on his
own and in the middle of a railway strike. His sister, Hazel, did not come down from Ballarat
to meet him and he had to make his own way back to Ballarat, which he did but at the cost
of a loss of some of his property. The case containing all of the Bearer Bonds.

The bonds were all of his accumulated wealth, other than for a sizeable amount of cash that
he carried on his person.24 Percy got off the tram in Ballarat at the end of his journey, and
left the case behind. It was never recovered. His memoirs don’t record exactly how much
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‘and included his war-time back pay, the insurance pay outs from his property lost in Hong Kong and China,
the proceeds of the sale of his land to the Yang family, and his accumulated savings from his working life.
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Sterling; 200,000 pounds Australian in1951. A sizeable amount of money.
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all the bonds were worth but the family estimated them at approximately £100,000 Sterling
or £200,000 Australian.
Percy was devastated. But he was, initially at least, living with some hope of their eventual
recovery. However, he was even more devastated with what had happened to his family
over the years he had been away. Times had changed and while he did not know it yet, he
had changed too: What I was trying to do and hoping to do for my own sister was not appreciated. I never met, I
suppose I’d been away too long and had changed very considerably, I never met before (in her)
such ignorance, selfishness and incredible meanness in a person, and these things I definitely
hate25.

Percy rationalised Hazel’s relationship with him, which showed, in his mind at least, why she
had developed the way she had: In fact, though, she was the tail end of the family, she had never been away practically, she had
inherited the same conditions that I escaped from in my younger years and I found to my great
disappointment that I could do nothing there.26

Percy initially settled with Hazel in Ballarat but it was soon clear that they were not going to
be getting along. Percy wanted to work on the trucking business owned by Hazel, and her
late husband, but it was clear to Percy that she wasn’t interested. Everything that Percy
suggested to her in the running of the business she rejected. Percy consulted with his other
sister Effie, who happened to be back in Ballarat at the time, and she informed him that
according to Hazel, her ‘indisposition’ was due to him, and specifically her ‘disappointment
at his failure to want to remain permanently in Ballarat with her. According to Hazel that
caused her to worry and brought on her illness.’ Percy’s loss of everything he had, and his
own disappointment and expense, apparently did not come into it. She talked only of
selling the business and property.27
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By Monday, 7 May, 1951 Percy had decided to give away all attempts to work with his sister
and to re-establish himself in Ballarat; he had had enough. He caught the 8am train back to
Melbourne and forty-five years after his initial purchase, he bought another one-way ticket
to Hong Kong. It cost 104 pounds; the sailing day was 7 June, 1951. That ticket purchase
put quite a hole in his remaining funds but he thought it was worth it. He found another
five pounds and purchased a return train ticket to Adelaide where his son and his wife, and
now four grandchildren, were living.

After a short stay in Adelaide Percy returned to Ballarat on 21 May to find that his and
Hazel’s relationship had turned into something resembling mutual contempt. Percy’s diary
recorded on that day: Hazel complaining again of bladder trouble. She went to Dr this pm and he gave her a new line
of dope just to give her something to talk about and keep her alive as long as she has money to
pay for the luxury of medical attention.28

A few days later it seems poor Hazel was getting more and more irrational: -

Hazel appeared in the office and surprisingly suggested that I abandon my return to Hong Kong
and make my home with her permanently; she said quarrels did not bother her and she was
prepared to share with me half her profit. Poor Hazel, she does not realise how impossible life
with her is, or what a home means. It is tragic.29

Percy’s return to Ballarat was living up to his low expectations, and coming to a very
disappointing end. On the day before his departure again for Melbourne he wrote in his
diary:
Weather today is about as bad as Ballarat can make it! Did my final packing today and had little
contact with the people in the house. The event of the day was the evening spent at 309
Creswick Rd. We drove in at 7.30pm and it turned out to be the usual rels. There were minor
verbal assaults on Jorgie at a gesture by Hazel, which he later tried to patch up, but Hazel carried
on her oration about her affliction at our hands until I got mad, threw in the cards and cleared
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out. Walked to Sturt St in the rain and took a taxi to Geelong. A fitting end to suppressed
emotions. 30

Percy acknowledged that it was a grievous error on his part to have even attempted to help
her but he did so, he said, because he wanted to make good in the city of his birth. Percy
never did forget the problems that he had caused by his first exit from Ballarat so many
years before. He had a number of very mixed emotions at this point. In the same Diary, he
wrote that he had been looking for a little peace at last in his home town. It was not to be,
and he recognised his own naivety at the time:
Everybody (in Hong Kong) seems to have known what I was in for except me; even young Hilda
Cochrane (at the Club) laughed when I left. But I won’t let life beat me even at 65+; there must
be a place for me somewhere.31

Percy had at least been able to spend two weeks with his son, daughter in law, and
grandchildren in Adelaide and had a very pleasant time while helping out his own son who
had recently purchased an electrical business in Strathalbyn, South of Adelaide. The irony of
this move of his son’s was not lost on Percy, and he wished him very good luck. This was the
first and last time Percy was to see his son and grandchildren.

On 7 June 1951 Percy’s ship left Melbourne for Sydney, where his connecting ship to Hong
Kong had been delayed, finally leaving Sydney on 24 June 1951. At this time though the
delay enabled Percy to see his daughter Mary, and his grand-daughter Elizabeth, the
daughter of Mary’s and James Bennett. For the first time in twenty-seven years, he also saw
Lily; Lily had left Ballarat at the end of the War and was now living with Mary in Sydney. Lily
continued to live with Mary until her own death in 1972. Lily in fact out-lived Percy and two
of her three children including her son Edward who passed away in 1971 as a result of
injuries and disease he acquired while serving in New Guinea during Second World War.

30

Nettle, Transcript, 74; Nettle Diary 24/5/1951

31

Nettle, Transcript 75; Nettle Diary,25/5/1951

265

Percy’s ship, the Aros had a stop-over in Brisbane on its way to load freight and the ship’s
arrival in Brisbane brought some media attention. With China having recently become
Communist under Mao Zedong, and the Western world in the grip of anti-communist
sentiment, the Brisbane Courier –Mail was anxious to interview Australians travelling to
China to get their impressions of what the situation was there. Percy was interviewed by a
reporter who had come on board the ship. The next day Percy had his own headline of:
RED RULE RUIN IN HONG KONG quoting Percy as saying …

The Communist Regime had put back Chinese standards 100 years’, adding further
that ‘Ninety percent of foreign merchants had left China’, and that ‘The country was
swarming with Russian advisers’.

Percy kept a copy of the newspaper article and scrawled ‘nonsense’ across its face. 32 He
wrote in his diary about it that ‘the short notice was far from flattering, and a gross
misrepresentation of what I had said. I am very angry over it’. 33

On the following day the Aros left Brisbane and gave Percy reason to reflect back on the
time he had just spent in Australia, realising the total failure of his homecoming; ‘I don’t
belong to Australia any more’ he wrote.34 On 2 July he recorded as they passed Thursday
Island as the shores of Australian territory fade out of view, I cannot say I have any regrets
at this, and feel that I never wish to see the country again. It is a land of unhappy memories
for me.35

His arrival back in Hong Kong took place on Tuesday 10 July 1951, and while anchored in
Kowloon Bay he diarised that the whole expedition back to Australia represented for him
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‘the most disastrous venture of my life’ and now he was brought back to his ‘starting point,
bereft of this world’s goods’ and he confessed in a ‘mood of apprehension’. But he was sure
that he ‘would be happier here than in Ballarat. 36

But now he also had to come to terms with what was in fact a far more pressing problem,
his own survival. He reflected back on this time in his 1963 Transcript when he wrote about
this arrival back in China, and the problems he faced. He thought of himself as ‘too old’ to
do anything in Australia without any money and he had also found Australia to be a very
‘lonely place’ for him. He had tried to look up old friends while he was there but found that
quite ‘useless’. The world had moved on in Australia without Percy. But Hong Kong was a
chance for him; unfortunately, though, this was a bit embarrassing. He had said goodbye to
everybody he knew in Hong Kong and had told them he was retiring, and what was he I to
do? He knew Hong Kong was going to be a ‘desperate chance’ because he was very nearly
‘broke’ but he held and eventually recovered in Hong Kong, a demand draft on the London
Consortium company for three hundred pounds, which did enable him to start again when
he got there, but as he said, ‘I had nothing, and came again to start a life over again at 65
years of age’.37

Percy was about to hit the lowest period in his life as the reality of his situation finally
caught up with him. On his arrival in the city he promptly went to the Cosmo Club and reestablished himself into the accommodation he had previously had built; re-acquainted
himself with the Board and management of the club, and spent a considerable time
explaining to them why it was that having retired to Australia, he was now back in Hong
Kong. The Cosmo Club, however, had a new General Secretary and while Percy was
welcomed, it was clear that there was no longer any place for him in the running of the
Club. All the same, the Club was very welcoming to him and Percy diarised that day that he
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was happy and grateful for this reception. Everybody has been lovely to me he wrote ‘in
contrast to my arrival in Australia and indeed to previous arrivals in Australia. It’s nice to
feel that one is welcome.’38

But times had changed since he was last there. In his diary on the same day he also wrote: -

… not sure that I am going to like Club life henceforth though, there is a distinct move toward the
’Oriental’ and the atmosphere is rather too hectic for me. However, the objective aimed at since
New Year has been attained; I’ve arrived and must now make the best of it. 39

Percy had to get an income; he was not used to being poor, and after fulfilling his social
obligations upon his return, he went door-knocking all of the businesses he knew in Hong
Kong and calling in on his old employers in the War Memorial Committee, the Hong Kong
Volunteer Defence Corps, banks, all the Government officials he knew that were still alive in
Hong Kong, the Yang family businesses, with whom he had a long association, Jardine’s,
who had carried all of his property insurances, and the HKSB on the continuing search for his
lost ‘bearer bonds’. There was nothing as far as employment went with any of these.
After two weeks of this activity, without any meaningful result, Percy had finished with his
‘preliminary calls’ and was now about to enter his ‘doldrums’, ‘and how I know them of old’.
But nevertheless he did feel something was working towards employment just with no
definite signs yet. He did appreciate this accommodation in the Club and said that while he
‘had to take it, he still held out hope that he would one day ‘get away from this environment’.
‘Anyhow’, he commented, ‘I am happier in Hong Kong and my life with Hazel is now just a horrible
memory’.40
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Percy was getting depressed. A few days later he was to write; ‘I am doing the hardest job
of all for me, and that’s nothing! Don’t know what to do with myself all day and half the
night.’ 41 He also began to notice a change in the Club’s reception of him; ‘I am not very
happy here in the Club; not the same welcoming feeling as there was at first… one even
senses a vague antagonism in certain quarters’. 42 Percy was over-staying his welcome.

However, the Cosmo Club was in fact far better to him in the end than he could have
reasonably expected. Percy knew he was not going to be able to find other accommodation
in Hong Kong until he had an income and even more importantly, he realised that his
employment prospects were not going to be enhanced if he shut himself off from people.
The Club certainly had the advantage of being a mixing ground of a wide variety of people.
Percy finally found a position, with the help of old friends; on 28 November, 1951. He had
been unemployed now for twenty weeks and was complaining he was almost at his wits
end. He had even considered going back to Australia and living with Hazel on the aged
pension, but decided he could not contemplate ever being that desperate.

On 26 November 1951 his fortunes had begun to change. A telephone call had confirmed
that he had been recommended for a job by two of his earlier associates in the Hong Kong
Government. The position was as a salaried Consultant with a French engineering firm,
Francois D’hardivilliers. On 28 November 1951 Percy diarised ‘I started work today at what I
expect to be my last job in life as a ‘machinery and metal’ man with this French firm, got
through my first day of that and then got invited out to dinner with the management crowd
and a number of ‘Shanghaiese’, some of whom I recognised as previously being Communist
Party people’.
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The Cosmo Club, however, was taking a different turn and while Percy was still
accommodated there, he was no longer being invited on to any of its management
committees. The Cosmo had become entirely Chinese and times were changing once again.
Percy knew it was soon going to be time to go and he was being uncharacteristically hard on
himself at this time blaming himself for all of the failures he had experienced in his life but
he was the sort of person who had an underlying fear of personal failure and it was that fear
that drove him forward. He never really thought of, or mentioned, the successes he had
achieved in his life, and he would even more so forget these as he got older. He would dwell
upon the failures of his life. In many respects, the Edison Electric Light Company of Ballarat
never would leave him.

On 17 December 1951, Percy received an urgent phone call from the Hong Kong and
Shanghai Bank asking him to contact the Bank. Percy’s first thought was that perhaps his
Bonds had been found, and they had. At a meeting with the bank the following day he was
informed that the first of his Bearer Bonds had been presented for payment at a bank in
Australia, ‘under suspicious circumstances’.44

Percy had reported the loss of the bonds to the police in Ballarat at the time they had
disappeared but he had no contact with the police since. Now that the bonds were clearly
in the hands of somebody else Percy engaged a Melbourne private detective agency to
investigate where the bonds might have gone. The cost of the private investigative firm was
understood to be, at least in part, shared with the HKSBC, which was far more than they
were obliged to do, but the costs predominantly had to be met by Percy. However, despite
their investigations, which were limited by the bank not being prepared to disclose any
transaction details, and by their legal obligation to make payment on presentation of the
bond without question, the Detective agency did not get very far with their investigations.
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Nettle, Transcript, 7, Nettle Diary 17/12/ 1951. This was the beginning of the ‘cashing out’ of Percy’s Bonds.
Percy’s protestations to the Bank went unheeded, the Bank presenting Percy with an old ‘Rhodesian Case’ of
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Various snippets of information came to Percy regarding the fate of the bonds and by early
January 1952 the Melbourne CIB as well as the Hong Kong police had also become more
involved in the investigation. Percy’s Nettle Diary of 14 January 1952 records: -

Detective Inspector Askew (Ballarat) phoned me this morning and said he had seen
‘Munchenberg’ of the detective agency and reached the conclusion that he was just another
stooge who will assist the Melbourne police; he has the name and address of a young man in
Melbourne who gave M (sic). the bonds to cash. This is all right as far as it goes, I don’t expect
anything, and I may never (re)cover the bonds.

On 15 January, 1952 he diarised: -

I have written to CIB Melbourne advising position in regard to Munchenberg and sent copies of
letters as reminders. Now to get the bonds back and end the whole bloody business.

Day by day various shreds of information came through about the investigation but by midJanuary no real progress had been made. At the end of January 1952 Percy would write that
despite almost constant contact with the Detective Agency, the CIB, the Ballarat police and
the bank, he now ‘can only hope for the best, which doesn’t amount to much.’ 45

Percy’s bonds were gone and over the next two years despite frequent contact with the
police and the bank, the bonds continued to be cashed, and apparently nothing could be
done about it. The HKSBC did however, in 1954, make an ‘ex gratia’ payment to Percy of a
small amount of money in the form of an insurance payment over the bonds, but the
amount was so inconsequential that Percy made no further mention of it. Neither the
bank, the police, nor Percy made any further mention of the bonds and to this day what
happened to them on that day remains a mystery. There were other events taking place
around this time as well which proved to be a distraction for him and perhaps reveals
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something of his own limitations in fully adapting to his new post-war environment. On 6
February he wrote: -

Outstanding recording for today is of course the sudden death of King George V1 which
is a
shock to the Empire and the whole free world and now all the way from Queen Vic we have in
Elizabeth 2 one who will see me out. It’s a bad show to lose a King at 56.46

The death of the King affected Percy quite markedly; the next day he would write that he
had got sentimental over the King’s death and he ‘couldn’t keep back the tears as news
came over the air.’47 While Percy’s ‘Britishness’ shows through in events such as these he
had by now outlived three Monarchs, and an abdication, so this King’s death is probably of
more concern to him because it reminded him of his own mortality. The King was 56, Percy
is currently 66.

For the remainder of 1952 and into 1953 Percy’s life centred around his job, the Cosmo
Club, attending the funerals of friends and former associates, and his own loss of purpose in
life. Added to that were his own health problems and recurrent bouts of depression caused
by a combination of that poor health, and a loneliness that he mentions frequently.

Mid-way through 1953 his company Francois D’hardivilliers announced the closure of its
‘Far East’ operations, the reason given being the political situation in China and the
company’s inability to find further work. Western firms were no longer wanted in China,
the old concessions, which had guaranteed their survival, were no longer in existence. More
and more the Chinese were doing it for themselves, and with a lot of Soviet Russian
assistance.
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By the end of September Percy was once again officially unemployed and looking for work
but now with a generous separation package from D’hardivilliers. He did not have long to
wait, and now he also had some new company to keep him occupied while he was waiting
in the form of Naomi Huen, a girl who had first been in contact with Percy in the Cosmo Club
in 1950, and was now emerging as a life time companion for him.

Naomi Huen, age 22, came from a well-established Hong Kong family and had met Percy
through the Cosmo Club while Percy was its Secretary. Percy and Naomi continued to meet
through the Club and, like Annie before her, he taught her English and eventually managed
to induce her to embrace Christianity, much to the displeasure of her family. They became
very close and Naomi looked after Percy in his final years.

In December 1953 Percy started in his final new job, this time as the ‘General Secretary’ of
the Merchant Seaman’s Guild, Hong Kong, later to be known as the Merchant Navy Officers
Guild, a trade union for Merchant Navy ships officers.48

Through 1954 Percy settled in to his new job and complaining about the amount of work he
had to do, while still being grateful for having something to fill in his days. Financially he
was also in a much better position and had moved from the Cosmo Club into the Hong Kong
Club; Naomi had become a frequent companion for him, and he was teaching her English,
and about becoming a Christian although the latter was causing her some problems with her
own family. Percy continued to grow closely attached to her and that caused him some
grief from time to time as well as Naomi was in the habit of ‘disappearing’ occasionally,
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usually meeting some of her own family obligations somewhere; but her family also clearly
wanted to get her away from Percy’s Christianity. Unfortunately for the family they failed
to sway her away from Percy and the Church, and Naomi was eventually baptised and
confirmed into the Church of England in Hong Kong.

Percy had now reached that stage in his life where he marked the passing of the days
through the passing of former associates, as well as through his days spent with Naomi
Huen. In November 1954 there was a particularly sad day for him with the passing of
Charles Arnhold, his former ‘Power Station’ employer. ‘I didn’t even know he was ill’ wrote
Percy, ‘and l there lost another landmark in my life’. Percy attended the Service for him in the Cathedral
and commented that ‘as I gazed at the coffin the past came up before me. He was a good fellow, and
kind to me’.49

Naomi caused Percy quite a bit of grief although that grief was more to do with Percy’s
expectations than anything Naomi did or didn’t do. She would regularly fail to turn up for his
Bible Class. Percy was getting her to practice her English by having her read out aloud from
the Old Testament in English. Come Sundays, Percy’s only day off from the Guild, if Naomi
was not around Percy went into decline: A Sunday without Naomi is not very nice. Everybody asking where she is. I wandered about tiffin
at the Cosmo for a while. Relaxed a bit and worked a bit. – Unhappy.50

The following day: -

I’m missing Naomi terribly – I love that girl more than anything in life and that’s in the light of
experience too. Clark Gable arrived in Hong Kong.51
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Percy’s relationship with Naomi continued on like this for another ten years. There is no
suggestion anywhere that the relationship did, or could have developed any further than it
did. Over those coming ten years Naomi did have a number of relationships with would-be
‘marriage prospects’ but little came of them and she would frequently re-appear in, and
disappear from, Percy’s life. Percy and Naomi’s lives developed its own routine, largely
centred on the Church, the Cosmo Club, the Jockey Club, and the Hong Kong horse races. In
between these events he also had frequent visits from his daughter Mary, and his adopted
grandson, Gordon Bennett.

Percy’s days continued on in this fairly much predictable routine with his work at the Guild
and his Church activities filling up most of his hours. His ‘tiffins’ at the Cosmo Club, and his
catching up with old friends from his Stanley days completed his social life. At all of these
events Naomi was his constant companion. He also retained some consultancy positions
with the businesses of the Yang family in Hong Kong, including with a bank that the family
had established in Hong Kong.

Life became fairly pedestrian for Percy in these last ten years of his life and there were no
further thoughts of achieving ‘something spectacular’ in China. Percy’s life turned into a day
by day routine until 31 March 1962 when he handed in his notice of retirement from the
Guild. 52 Unfortunately, Percy had nothing else to do to fill in his day and while he had
handed in his notice to retire, he never quite got around to actually doing anything about it.
He continued his habit of turning up at the office every day at 7 am and carrying on with its
work.

This situation lasted until early in 1963 when Percy’s heart murmur that had troubled him
since his Stanley camp days became a lot more troublesome and, in combination with some
‘tumour problems’ in other parts of his body, on 24 February 1963 Percy diarised that ‘the
old ticker is running down’ and he was soon going to need assistance just to get through his
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day’. Naomi once again came to Percy’s aid organising for him a companion to share his flat
(a part of the Hong Kong Club) with him, and looking after his medical appointments.

Later, in 1963, Percy was to try and move back into the Cosmo Club but the Club had
changed its practice of accommodating old members by then and he remained in his rented
accommodation in the Hong Kong Club until his hospitalisation and death.

Through to the end of his days Naomi Huen continued to look after Percy and his affairs, and
kept him company in his final days in the Matilda Hospital Hong Kong, where he died on 21
March 1964, aged seventy-eight.
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Chapter 13: ‘Guanxi’ and the Achievement of Cultural
Competence, 1907-1964
If one has the right guanxi, there is little that cannot get accomplished, even if it is technically against
the rules. On the other hand, if one does not have the right guanxi, one’s life is likely to be a series of
long lines, tightly closed doors, and a maze of administrative and bureaucratic hassles. Jin Guan 1

Percy’s return to Australia in 1951, after forty-five years away, left him feeling an exile in
Australia following philosophical clashes with his siblings’ Australian attitudes, beliefs and
cultural values. He was to comment about Hazel that he had never met in anybody ‘such
ignorance, selfishness and incredible meanness’.2 Australians, he decided, and particularly
some of his own family, were not ready for his cosmopolitan attitudes and his acceptance of
people regardless of their beliefs, values or their racial origins. If Percy shared any of the
attitudes of his family in this regard prior to his spending forty-five years in China, he
certainly did not share them upon his return. Time had also had its impact on Percy’s
original family structure and it had largely disintegrated. The Ballarat dream of metal and
mining pursued 100 years earlier with Richard Nettle and his family in the tin mines of
Cornwall, and on the goldfields of Victoria, had reached its end.

This discussion has been designed to draw together the cultural threads of Percy’s life to
address the question of how transnational careers develop and are sometimes able to
bridge the cultural gaps that exist between all of us when we come from different cultural
backgrounds.

Percy Nettle came to be, in MJ Peterson’s words, a ‘culturally competent’ person. He was
able to transcend the cultural barriers between himself and his Chinese charges and
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associates and he did this through a combination of becoming highly proficient in their
language, and from being able to understand and work with Chinese cultural values.
Travelling alongside this understanding, however, were his own firmly held Wesleyan
Christian values and his egalitarian Australian values, and they were not all mutually
exclusive; he managed to marry all of them together. The combination of these Confucian
and Wesleyan elements also made Percy the highly successful ‘transnational’ professional
that he became.

The Chinese cultural values, and Percy’s own values had become a good fit. They both
shared the same strong emphasis on an individuals’ duties and obligations to their
associates, their families, their friends, their employers and employees. Their lives may
have been lived differently from each other, but their treatment of other people, and each
other, were very similar.

Percy Nettle’s career provides insights into twentieth century Chinese history from the
particular perspective of a Western insider. An intriguing part of Percy’s story is what it
reveals about his own character and, from that, the reasons he was able to culturally adapt
to his new environment. Percy saw himself as only a guest in China from the outset and he
made no presumptions about what he expected to get from his life there, other than what
he had worked for himself. In terms of his own identity and allegiances while Percy never
lost sight of his own Britishness and he did not think it unreasonable that he should take
thousands of Chinese labourers to France in World War I to help the British out. But Percy
also had a multi-layered approach to these ever-changing environments. He could be
Chinese with the Chinese, British with the British, Australian with other Australians,
(provided they were not mean and ignorant), and underlying all of this was his own ‘God
ordered’ ethical sense of morality, duty and responsibility, all of which he carried with him
from his own Cornish Wesleyan upbringing.

Percy was able to very quickly adapt to his new terrain in China. To a large extent he was
able to merge himself into it without ever thinking it was not an appropriate or acceptable
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environment for him. Ballarat historian Janice Croggon has suggested that this adaptability
was a characteristic of many of the Cornish in Australia: …the Cornish brought with them their staunch, strongly community-oriented Methodism, their
sense of kinship, and their ability to adapt these skills to a new and ‘alien’ environment. 3

As Percy was to find out forty years later, however, the Australian environment was the one
in which he could not adapt to and he felt like a stranger in it. This was not the case for his
wife. Lily did the opposite, she could not adapt to China at all and she found the
environment more hostile than anything else. Lily had seen and understood her life as
being based in her own familiar surrounds in Ballarat. Lily’s life and culture was in Ballarat
and she had no hesitation getting out of China and back to those familiar surroundings and
people whenever she could. China, it seemed for Lily, was good for a visit, and for her
husband’s work, but one did not want to live there. Percy unfortunately was less
understanding of Lily’s needs and concerns than he could have been but, as he wrote in his
final letter, it was a ‘mis-match’ (sic) from the outset. Lily Angus’ family were poor
hardworking Scottish Masons, and David Angus, her father was a ‘Confectioner’ in Ballarat.
They were not ‘gadabout’ Cornishmen in search of Percy’s ‘spectacular end to life’. Their
families were also very different. It was Percy’s sisters who were the ‘petition signing
suffragettes’, not Lily’s. Radicalism was not part of Lily’s makeup; all Lily wanted was a quiet
life somewhere, or at least somewhere in Australia, with a home and family.

Percy’s story illustrates the need for individual cultural adaptation to be able to operate
effectively in other cultural environments. Percy set out on this path very early on in his
China career, not because he had any intention at that time of staying in China, he was still
heading for San Francisco to make his fortune, but simply because he wanted to ‘get along’
and he saw that path before him in terms of understanding his environment and the people
in it. He learned the language very quickly, and from there he learned about the people,
their culture, and their values. By the end of his first five years in his new environment Percy
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was able to communicate with the Chinese regardless of whether they were ‘coolies’ or
’Viceroys’.

The question of what made Percy culturally adapted in the Chinese environment is more
easily answered by considering his attitudes to other people rather than by looking for any
particular skill he may have been born with, or acquired along the way, other than perhaps
his facility for learning language. In one very telling and memorable Diary entry of his in
1933 he arrived in Yunnan Fu and had to book into a hotel there and he found that: ’the Hotel owner was a Greek who spoke no English, but we got along well enough together
in Chinese’. 4

Percy’s entry into the world of cultural competence also came about because he was a very
moral person who did not impose himself on others, was not ‘mean and ignorant’ like his
sister, was not ‘imperialistic’ expecting others to fit in with him, and he was able to readily
adapt to whatever environment he was in at the time. His time as a prisoner within the
Stanley Camp was also illustrative of his ability to adapt and relate and while he makes little
mention of it, it is known that he was quite adept at communicating with the Japanese
guards as well. Anecdotally it is known that he and the Japanese Admiral, Yamamoto, had
been friends since the First World War and Percy had spent a considerable amount of time
with Yamamoto in Tokyo on his visits there.5 Percy reportedly spoke at least some Japanese
as well.

Percy’s learning to become culturally competent started in late November 1906 when he
launched himself into an entirely unknown and very foreign environment. Percy knew
nothing about China or Chinese culture when he got off that ship in Shanghai, he was just a
polite young man eager to find an income source and be able to look after himself. At that
point the ‘cultural intersection’ did not really arise for him; he found a job with a British
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company and slowly developed his relationships with the Chinese from there. Initially at
least his relationships with the Chinese were for professional or employment reasons but
they later evolved from a ‘base guanxi’ level to the development of a ‘strong guanxi’, arising
itself from those relationships he had developed over time with and within the Chinese
community. Percy’s relationship with the Yang family of Chongqing was a particularly
important personal connection which continued to develop throughout his life in Shanghai
and Hong Kong.

Analysing Percy Nettle’s life in terms of the achievement of ‘guanxi’ reveals a number of
examples that explain how he ended up where and how he did. Perhaps the first example to
be considered is that of simply building the type of relationships that would profit him
despite the fact it was not something Percy ever indicated he was ever consciously setting
out to do. Nor did he have any idea in those early days that he needed to, or that there was
any difference between the nature of relationships in China or those from where he had
come from in Australia.

Percy’s initial approach in China from 1906 was far more Wesleyan than Confucian, but he
found the connections between the two and adapted quickly. In his mind in those early
days, was that success in your relationships with others was simply a matter of hard work
and a Christian ethic, the latter being the strongest part of Percy’s ideological stance but he
soon learned where his Wesleyan ethics and the Confucian ethics juxtaposed themselves.

Percy’s upbringing in this Wesleyan tradition with his parents and step-parents all being a
part of the local Barkly Street Wesleyan Methodist Church, at which he also was a regular
attender, ensured that his approach to the Chinese was governed by the fundamental
Wesleyan traditions, and the ethics and traditions with which he was familiar. There would
have been no question that he could not behave himself properly in a relationship, at least
for getting along with other Wesleyan Methodists, but what he fortuitously discovered was
that they were the same traditions of duty and responsibility respected within the Confucian
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framework by the contemporary Chinese.

6

All Percy had to learn was how to adapt his

Wesleyan traditions to the Confucian Chinese traditions, and that at the end for him became
a matter of learning the language, its contextual nuances, the societal ‘norms’ and to
understand how to communicate. From his experience in his Viceroy meeting days, he also
learned with whom he was entitled to communicate, and how. His Wesleyan learning had
already given him the cultural behavioural knowledge.

7

Percy’s Acculturation

Percy’s Wesleyan upbringing and the Confucian values he ran into in China had a number of
‘cross-over points’ that made it all that much easier for him to ‘fit-in and get along with’ his
Chinese hosts and associates. But more than that the common values of his Wesleyan
ideology and the Confucian ideology led him to feeling quite at home anywhere in China.
Percy’s shared values and attributes with the Chinese included the Wesleyan and Confucian
shared values of: purpose, poise, self-sufficiency, earnestness, thoroughness, sincerity, truthfulness, purity of
thought and action, love of truth, rectitude, prudence, composure, fearlessness, ease and
dignity, firmness, lowliness, growth, avoidance of sycophancy, capacity, openness,
broadmindedness, charity, moderation, and the ‘Golden Rule’ (do unto others as you would have
them do unto you).8

His direct Wesleyan cross-over points with the Confucian Chinese included: self-sufficiency, loving our neighbours as ourselves, accepting moral responsibility for choices,
demonstrating compassion to those in need, following the teachings of the Scriptures, avoiding
spousal and child abuse; living peacefully with others; encouraging the nurture and education of

6

At the time when Percy was trying to organise a ‘separation’ from his wife in the early 1920’s he could not
contemplate a divorce. For Percy, for a British man to divorce his wife, he would have to be a ‘Cad’! In the
end Lily did it for him. One of Percy’s sisters told him about his divorce, a long-time after the event!
7

Michael Agar’s work ‘Language Shock’ thoroughly explores these concepts. Language alone will not ensure
effective communication; the speaker needs to use that language in its correct cultural context.
8

From Confucius, the Analects. Bk. Xix, c. vii…. xiii, v.3
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children; doing good as much as possible to all people; respecting the inherent individual rights
of all persons regardless of race, colour or sex; living honestly and being just in all dealings and
faithful in all commitments.9

It would take Percy several years to realise that guanxi, which, while inherently different
from Western concepts, did still include elements with which he was very familiar, those of
relationships, networking, reciprocity, and even nepotism, or looking after your family.

In his earliest times in China Percy integrated his Wesleyan community orientation and
sense of kinship into the relationships he forged with the Chinese simply because he knew
no other way. He did not have any recorded contact with Chinese in Ballarat in his early
years, although there were many Chinese living there. Percy’s relationship with all others,
was simply ‘Wesleyan’. Even in his earliest times in Ballarat managing the Edison Electric
Light Company, while Percy may not have been the huge success of the business person he
had hoped to be, there was no question that he did not, or would not, pay his bills or the
wages of his staff. He had ‘duty and responsibility’; If anyone was going to miss out, it was
going to be himself. 10

His time with the Shanghai Telephone Company, although he wrote little about it, was also
telling and an extension of that same attitude. His approach to work and his competence
made him such a valuable employee that not only did the telephone company support him
through his recovery from his typhoid fever, when he did recover the telephone company
wanted him back.

9

Wesleyan Publishing House 1989, Discipline

10

However, this is not to forgive his desertion from the shop in the first place, and he never did forgive
himself. He left behind a ‘manager’ and two ‘wiremen’ who on the next morning must have turned up for
work to discover their employer had disappeared, without even leaving a note behind. Herbert Tidemann, his
manager, never contacted or spoke to him again.
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Percy’s detailed account of his life including its business and social contacts and dealings,
although he did not do it deliberately, also provides us with some insightful descriptions of
how to go about developing both personal and business relationships with the Chinese.

By the end of his life however, and primarily from being able to identify and satisfy ‘another
person’s greatest need’, Percy was able to carve himself out a permanent place in the
Chinese landscape, so ably demonstrated by his ongoing relationship with the Yang family.
With that family, Percy achieved the strong guanxi relationship and no better example of
this can be found than in the family’s response to Percy (his ‘adoption’ into their family)
following the return of the remains of Sydney Yang and his wife back to the family in
Chongqing.

These key events in Percy’s life, and his ability to communicate, were what put him on the
path to that strong guanxi. But the foundation of developing and building these
relationships was, still first and foremost, his ability with the language, or in Chinese terms,
his ability to speak. And that started with his learning language (Mandarin) during his
recuperation from typhoid fever over months at the end of his first employment with the
Shanghai telephone Company in 1908. Percy took the opportunity this gave him to learn to
communicate with the household staff that were looking after him. This was a very different
approach from that of the ordinary British person in China at that time, and Lily could not
achieve it either. Percy learned to communicate with his hosts, which was something
surprisingly few others, other than some of the missionaries, had been bothered with
learning how to do.

But it is also so important to realise that Percy did not just learn the language; he learned
how to use the language, he learned how to ‘communicate effectively’ with the language;
he learned to ‘speak’ with the Chinese. That was a very important distinction and, as
became clearer from the reading of his records, Percy through that process began to
understand the culture of the Chinese.
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Percy’s next watershed guanxi moment came in 1910 with his developing a relationship,
with, and most importantly being seen to have developed a relationship with, the Viceroy of
Sichuan province, as detailed in Chapter 4. The Viceroy was the most important person in
the province of fifty-five million people. Percy’s success in getting the generator working,
as simple a job as it was, had a very grateful Viceroy inviting him in for breakfast and
conversation. This privilege, being extended out to a foreigner, had never been heard of
before, although as Percy said, it all came about because the Viceroy had a fascination with
engineering projects, and did not have any engineers in his world to talk to. Percy and the
Viceroy met on a number of occasions in the time that Percy remained in Chengdu and
Percy’s status continued to grow through it, and not just amongst the foreign community,
but amongst the Chinese as well. The Chinese consciously moved him from barbarian status
to someone of such importance that even the Viceroy would mix with him. Percy’s new
reputation then preceded him wherever he went in China, and not just in the electricity
generating business.11

Two years later when First World War started Percy had learned enough about the Chinese
and the language to be one of the few officers present on the battle fields who were even
capable of talking to the Chinese labour. And after ten years in China he had learned not
only how to speak with the Chinese but he had learned a good deal about developing
successful relationships with them as well.

Percy did care for his men in the Chinese Labour Corps; in their transportation from China to
the Western Front he created a fuss with the military authorities in Canada, the UK and
France by taking the responsibility of caring about the well-being and fate of his charges.
Percy would regularly put himself out to ensure his men’s well-being. Even his exercise of
taking the workers mail in Liverpool was a very good illustration of the man. He knew how
important it was for these poor ill-educated men to be able to let their families know that
they were safe, and that their families would continue to receive their wages to keep

11

Nettle, Transcript, 42
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themselves alive. And his actions were reciprocated. On one telling occasion, early in 1918
his move from one military post to another caused all of his Chinese workers to down tools
so they could gather together to ‘sing’ him off to his new unit, the traditional Chinese way of
farewelling one of their own.

And having got them to France in one piece, and having kept them healthy, Percy then
turned his attention to keeping them productively employed and training them in the skills
necessary to keep the war machinery going. Percy sent back to China a large group of men
with new skills, and a new outlook on life, which they certainly put to use in the civil war in
China in the 1920’s.

Percy’s ideological stance in relation to the Chinese was really revealed in his management
of the Chinese Labour Corps from their base in Weihaiwei to the Western front in France
and the contrast between himself and Lieutenant Daryl Klein in their attitude to the Labour
Corps members could not have been more marked. Percy’s ideology was very Christian and
humane with a strong sense of personal responsibility, whereas Klein affected the worst of
the imperialistic, racist and class-structured relationships traditionally associated with the
British. There are now a number of Chinese writers who are beginning to recognise these
differences in the way Western powers treated the Chinese during the conflicts of the
twentieth century; Xu Guoqi’s work, Strangers on the Western Front: Chinese Workers in the
Great War (2011) is the landmark work in this area. Xu persuasively argues that the only
reason Britain wanted China in the war was because of its own desperation following the
losses caused by its own poor military strategy.

Percy’s only real battles in First World War were not with the enemy, or his own troops, but
with his own military bureaucracy. In the end he handled them all quite effectively even if it
was more by standing his ground and ignoring them. Percy’s rapid promotion ending up
after one year as a substantive Captain and acting Major, speaks volumes about his ability to
manage his men, and to manage the military bureaucracy as well. And, the bureaucracy
knew he was too valuable not to have there.
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Percy and his Chinese workers also became invaluable following the introduction of the
Military Tank. Percy, with his engineering background and his willing Chinese workers,
who were all skilled farm labourers, created a place for themselves by putting the ‘fallen off’
tank tracks back together and back onto the tanks so they could fight another day. For his
efforts, and for his ability to manage the Chinese labour, the British Army kept him, and the
Chinese labourers there until the end of 1919, twelve months after the war ended

Following his return from the First World War, to local wars in China in the 1920’s and up
until the early 1930’s, he found China embroiled in its Warlord era. Percy was working on
mining developments at this time for his British Consortium, an activity that took him all
over China and out into the far western regions bordering Tibet. 12 At this time China was in
Civil war with the post-imperial governments which themselves were frequently collapsing
with wars breaking out between all of the would-be pretenders for power. As Percy
commented it was ‘every man for himself’.

In the midst of these bloody battles however Percy was just traversing the countryside on
foot often passing through the middle of battles between the respective Warlord armies. He
would stop to chat to soldiers and Warlords alike along the way and he found himself being
the passer on of information about where each side was located in the battle. ‘Nobody
seemed to mind’, Percy wrote innocently, ‘everybody was pleased to see me’. He was also to
comment later that despite being well aware of the dangers inherent in placing himself in all
of these ‘tricky situations’, he never at any time had cause to fear for his life. 13

The next significant stage in Percy’s cultural competence achievement came about when he
moved with a British firm to East Africa to manage a mining enterprise, and the building of
power stations in Kenya and Uganda. Percy had already managed the building of power
stations in China so this was nothing new to him but now he was in a new environment with

12

Nettle, Transcript, 42

13

Nettle, Transcript, 43
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a very different people and he described a very different social reality for himself working
with African labour. His five-year long East African experience does not feature significantly
in his recordings, it is almost as if it this was just an aside for him, just a job to be done, but it
got him out of China during the bloodiest time of the suppression of the ‘Warlords’, and it
taught him that managing African labour was no different from managing Chinese labour. The
same values applied. The experience continued to expand his consciousness of other people’s
lives and cultures.

Post Africa, a new focus arose on the most crucial sets of incidents of Percy’s life and career
in China; the rise of the Communists, the battles with the Nationalists, and living alongside of
the invading Japanese. These all formed Percy’s next frame of reference on his cultural
journey. His British diaspora dissolves but Percy’s focus turns now exclusively to the Chinese.
He notes in 1938 ‘no more business prospects in China’. Where did everybody go? Percy
joins the exodus from China but had some ‘social’ obligations to attend to on the way out.
Percy’s Wesleyan conscience and sense of duty returns at a most inconvenient time in the
return of the remains of his best friend’s son and wife to their family but it is a reflection on
how well he was regarded by his Chinese hosts.

Percy’s role in the return of the bodies of Sydney Yang and his wife Yung Sha-Ben, after they
had been killed, in the shooting down of their aircraft on 24 August 1938 further cemented
the relationship between him and the Yang family. Percy knew how the Chinese were very
sensitive about what happened to their family’s remains once they had passed away and it
was on his suggestion that he was the one who ended up taking their remains back to
Chongqing for burial.

The Yang family were Percy’s oldest friends in China and the

relationship was constantly sustained by these ‘mutual exchange of favours’. The earned
guanxi for Percy in this episode, was enormous.
By late 1938 the Japanese were occupying more than half of China, North and South, and all
of the coast and the coastal major centres. Percy packed up and moved to Hong Kong.

During his fifty-seven years in China Percy built longer and stronger relationships with his
Chinese friends and associates than he had ever achieved with his own immediate family,
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school friends, or even the people he worked with and fought wars alongside of. He did not
develop any longer term relationships with Europeans he worked with although he did
maintain a number of relationships with some fellow internees from the Stanley Camp who
remained in Hong Kong after the War, recording their passing as gradually they all died.

Percy’s focus in the post-Second World War environment continued to be on the Chinese he
knew, some of whom he had known from before World War One, and who were relevant in
his day to day activities. During the Second World War however, 1941 – 1945, he did have
some focus on Europeans; they were his fellow ‘internees’ in the Stanley Camp.

By the end of his internment, and having lost almost half of his body weight his recuperation
back in Australia brought Percy’s focus back to the comfort and security of his original
Australian life and he makes plans to re-establish himself back in Australia. But a
combination of meeting his relatives for the first time in more than forty years, a financial
disaster, and the realisation that the life he had left so long before no longer existed, very
quickly took his thinking on a one-eighty degree turn and headed him back to where his real
comfort and security was going to be: China! Percy no longer felt any familiarity with
Australia. His life and thinking had changed permanently.

Percy’s final fifteen years was spent in China with the people he knew and trusted in an
international society that was not ‘mean and ignorant’, nor ‘intolerant’ of people from other
walks of life. Percy had become entirely cosmopolitan, he was no longer simply an
‘Australian’; he was certainly a ‘white man’ in his skin, but his life related far better to his
Chinese friends and associates. Percy had become ‘Chinese’ in his thinking and he never
expressed again any desire to be anything else. He did miss his ‘family’ and he did keep up a
frequent correspondence with them, including with his grandchildren, but he was prepared
to wait to meet them again in the ‘hereafter’ rather than in the ‘here and now’.
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The announcement of his death to his grandchildren by his son was a simple matter of fact
statement: ‘Grandpa Nettle is dead!’, and he was never mentioned again.

Guanxi and ‘corruption’ – changing times?

The Chinese, and Asian generally business and social communities have long been criticised
by Westerners for operating corrupted systems of personal favouritism, bribery and
corruption. In 1997 China was even ranked twelfth out of 52 countries for levels of
corruption by an NGO called Transparency International based in Berlin. China was actually
ranked between Argentina and the Philippines on their corruption scale. The validity of this
measure is questionable however as the Western economies did not rank a mention in
these indexes themselves despite the fact that many of these Western economies have their
own reputation in parts of Asia for corrupt behaviour. 14

The difference between Chinese guanxi practice and the practices within Western
economies is possibly only slight and it is reasonable to ask to what extent we operate on
principles which might be compared to those found in guanxi. The Western business
communities have their own preferences and prejudices in relation to the selection of
personnel, the obtaining of finance, or the sending of children to particular schools, the
latter being a practice mimicked throughout Asia now with those who can afford it, sending
their children to Western tertiary educational institutions.

14

In Indonesia, at the Australia Today exhibition in 1994 a group of Indonesian traders refused to supply goods
to Australia until Australia could stabilise its own ‘success fee’ system and operate at a set of fixed prices for
customs clearance and wharf labour. The Indonesians did not have a problem with paying, they had a problem
with the amount they had to pay varying with each shipment. This prevented the traders being
able to recover the bribery costs through the prices they set for their goods. Source: Author’s professional
experience at the 1994 ‘Australia Today’ Exhibition.
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However, China has been changing and it has been changing to something like a modern
Western economy that it is today since at least the time of the first revolution in 1911. In
fact, as Eakley (1997) has said: China is showing an interest in the rule of law by virtually transforming its legal system. There
are now 100,000 lawyers licensed to practice in China which is remarkable in view of the fact the
profession was outlawed as recently as 1979. 15

But,
…when legal remedies are not available or effective, then shareholders, whether Chinese or
foreign, usually must rely on mediation and arbitration, or the more common route of guanxi
(personal connections) to resolve disputes16

Analysing guanxi relationships brings us quickly to the conclusion that, as Wellman says,
guanxi relationships: -

Can reduce uncertainty, lower search and other transaction costs, provide usable resources, and
increase interpersonal pleasure and a sense of connectedness.17

The future of guanxi in the modern more Westernised Chinese State is uncertain and
opinions vary but research on guanxi practices in China shows only mixed results. 18 Guthrie
summarised his views that: guanxi, while still an important institutional system is diminishing in importance due to
increasing competition and legalism.19

15

16

Cited in Dunfee, ‘Is guanxi ethical’, 23
Nikkei, 1995, 515, cited in Dunfee, Gold (et al) ‘Is guanxi ethical’: ( Nikkei, Michael Irl: 1995, 'Note: 'Chinese
Characteristics' in Corporate Clothing: Questions of Fiduciary Duty in China's Company Law', Minnesota
Law Review 80, 503)

17

Wellman, B, Networking Guanxi, cited in Gold et.al., ‘Is guanxi ethical’ Cambridge, Cambridge University
Press, 2002, 222
18

Guthrie, Douglas, The Declining Significance of Guanxi in China’s Economic Transition; SOAS : University of
London, China Quarterly, No. 154 June 1998, p 5
19

Guthrie, The Declining Significance, 5
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It would appear that ‘legalism’ as in Western forms of legal practice and regulation, may be
the driving force away from the traditional practices. Guthrie believes that shifts in the
economy have led China to redesign its legal system in such a way that it favours efficiency
and produces disincentives for guanxi’ based transactions.20

Dunfee and Warren have also considered that: -

The growth of wholly foreign owned enterprises threatens to disrupt traditional Chinese practice
the most. Foreign owners who wholly own a Chinese company are not bound by the demands of
a Chinese business partner and therefore do not need to conform to as many Chinese practices,
as foreign partners in Chinese joint ventures.21

It is clear that China is thinking it needs to find another way but that thinking seems to have
more to do with China’s want for foreign investment, capital and technological expertise
than any particular social concerns it has with the system currently operating. Most of the
criticism of their system seems to come from Western writers who seem to have a problem
with the ethical status of guanxi. Dunfee and Warren again: To some guanxi is a Chinese word for corruption. Seen as one of the forms of Asian values
‘contributing to the abuses of crony capitalism’, guanxi is both righteously condemned and
reluctantly accepted as an unfortunate though necessary evil for those wishing to succeed in
business in China.22

Wellman, Chen and Dong (2002) took a much more benign view of the place of guanxi in the
modern Chinese economy when they considered it just as part of the social network that is
China, and indeed exists in all parts of the world. Wellman’s approach here is to look at
guanxi from a social network analytic approach where the analysis starts with a set of

20

Guthrie, The Declining Significance, 5

21

Dunfee Thomas, W., Warren, Daniel E, ‘Is guanxi ethical’? Journal of Business Ethics, No. 32 (3) 191-224
2001, 195
22

Dunfee, ‘Is guanxi ethical’? 2001
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‘network members’ and a set of ties that connect all or some of these members together. 23
These ties are not just a Chinese phenomenon, he considered they were ubiquitous across
all cultures and consist of one or more specific relationships, such as kinship, frequent
contact, information flows, conflict, or emotional support. 24

In Percy’s relationships with the Chinese, from the Shanghai Telephone Company to his
coolie labour in World War I, his relationships with the Sichuan Viceroy and the Yang family
of Chongqing, it becomes very clear that Percy was capable of establishing in those business
and social networks, those guanxi based relationships.

The outlook for guanxi’s future in China has more recently been of scholarly interest with
some scholars arguing that the guanxi role will decrease or fade away entirely as the legal
system continues to evolve and Hong Kong is cited as the example for its decline. However,
Jin Guan, writing in the Sino-Platonic Papers takes issue with this proposition citing other
scholars who consider that while the practice of guanxi may decline in some social domains,
it will display new social forms and expressions and find new areas in which to flourish such
as business transactions. Jin cites evidence that as the old contexts of guanxi use declined,
some new ones emerged, such as the reliance on guanxi to locate and maintain supply
sources for new commercial ventures. There have also been many new uses of guanxi in
obtaining passports and exit permits to leave the country, finding job opportunities with the
decline of State job assignments, and linking up with relatives overseas for business and
emigration. 25

Also financially: -

23

Wellman, Chen & Dong, The Social Network Analytic Approach, cited in Wellman B, et al, Networking Guanxi,
in Gold et al, 224
24

Wellman, The Social Network Analytic Approach ,224

25

Guan, Guanxi: The Key to Achieving Success in China, 9
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guanxi has been useful in locating sources for loans to finance new economic ventures, or to
purchase a home…and in attracting overseas Chinese investors for a business, as well as
for
avoiding official controls over state contracts, access to imports, favourable tax incentives, and
exemptions from troublesome laws and regulations.26

Jin finds that it is here that guanxi finds new nurturing ground and this trend, he believes,
will not change for a long time because guanxi is so deeply rooted in the Chinese culture,
formed by thousands of years of experience.27

In 2016, as Australia enters into a long-term trade relationship with China in the twenty-first
century the final word in this should also go to Jin Guan who sums up the importance of
guanxi in his first sentence, and posts a warning to the rest of us in the second: If one has the right guanxi, there is little that cannot get accomplished, even if it is technically
against the rules. On the other hand, if one does not have the right guanxi, one’s life is likely to
be a series of long lines, tightly closed doors, and a maze of administrative and bureaucratic
hassles.28

Percy’s attempt to re-establish himself in Australia had left him feeling an exile in Australia;
Australians in 1950 were not ready for Percy’s transnational attitudes and his acceptance of
people regardless of their beliefs, values, and their racial origins. If Percy shared any of the
attitudes of his siblings prior to his spending forty-five years in China, he certainly did not
share them upon his return. Percy’s original family structure had also disintegrated by
1950. The ‘Ballaarat’ dream born a hundred years earlier with Richard Nettle and his
brothers in the tin mines of Cornwall, had reached its end. Percy, in his turn, found life
easier and much more accepting with the Chinese.

Looking back on his life Percy was most conscious of his ‘failure’, as he described it, of being
a ‘family man’ for his Australian progeny and he carried with him a number of regrets in
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Guan, Guanxi: The Key to Achieving Success in China, 9
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Guan, Guanxi: The Key to Achieving Success in China 9
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Guan, Guanxi: The Key to Achieving Success in China 10
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respect of his children and how he felt he had let them down because of the conduct of his
own life. He wanted to leave something behind for his children and having little money left
he decided upon the idea of leaving them the story of his life, with lessons he had learned
from his own past mistakes. This thesis has been the result of that legacy.
Perhaps establishing those guanxi relationships, that ‘connectedness’ with the business and
social environments of China, without the incurring of any evil, is the real legacy of the story
of the life and times of Percy Nettle. Percy in the end possessed the characteristics and
skills for achieving that cultural competence and a successful transnational life with the
Chinese.
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Epilogue: Hong Kong 1963 - To my grandchildren:
Well, I have made it through. I’m here now established in Hong Kong, not very rich certainly,
I have enough, I have enough and a degree of comfort, many friends, and I think it was God’s
intention to bring me back here.

And while I mention God I want to tell you, particularly you boys that I believe in God. I have
told you something of my life, not in any way of excuse for what I have done but because it’s
a curious life, a curious start in life and it has been a life studded with mistakes and errors of
different kinds.

Well I have been described as an adventurer. People have said that I’ve always lived
dangerously but it was not my wish, never my wish, to live dangerously. I would have been a
happy man in steady work. The Nettle Clan are not financial wizards to begin with. We do
better when we are in established concerns, established organisations. I think we have the
ability, and so have you, to work your way up to the top in anything which is stable and has
prospects.

I could have been, in other conditions, other circumstances, a good father, a good husband
and probably attained some considerable substance in this life but I failed because the
conditions seemed to be against me. And don’t forget a man of my generation has been in
two wars; if a working life of a man may be taken from the age of twenty to the age of sixty
well, during that period, those forty years, I’ve had ten of them in lost time through wars and
that reduces it to thirty years. Thirty years of constant change and difficulties and efforts,
misguided efforts at some times, but I have pulled through. And I have been conscious in my
life, you wouldn’t believe this, you’re too young, I think you yourselves are not old enough to
appreciate the religion that has been taught to you, but there is a God. There is somebody.
And I feel certain of it in my life, that there has been a guiding influence, not guiding me into
difficulties but getting me out of them, otherwise I cannot account for some of the things
that have happened.

I have pulled through, an old man now of 77 and still able at times. I have been broke so
many times with nothing at all and able to recover from that. Certainly there have been
times which have been difficult but I’ve never in all my life wanted for a meal or a place to
sleep and I think after what you have read, that is something of a record.

296

I feel that there is an influence which we cannot see upon our lives, as I say, I am a member
of the Church of England perhaps you are not, but I have been a member all of my adult life
and I feel, I go to Church, I go to Communion, but it isn’t actually the Church itself I believe in,
there’s a Church of England and its prayer book, particularly its prayer book, is one of the
finest things ever written and although one doesn’t always subscribe to the utterances of
High Church people, still I believe God is in that Church and as I say there is something which
in my life I have sensed. You can call it presentiment, call it instinct if you like, but there is
something that has influenced me and saved me through, otherwise I don’t know how one
could have got through without utter failure and collapse.

I can say nothing in mitigation for one’s mistakes. God made us; he didn’t allow us to choose
our parents, so life is a gamble from the start. I was born of an unhappy marriage, got a bad
start for a boy of my temperament, and was poorly equipped for the life he had to face.

Mistakes were inevitable, culminating in a disastrous marriage. My children in their turn
suffered from this mis-mating (sic) of mine and before I could get to the point of helping
them, it was too late and I had to retire to the background. If any lesson is to be drawn from
this experience it is for you boys to be careful about your future, take the slow and steady
path rather than the speculative in life and be, I repeat, extremely careful in the choice of a
wife. Marriage is no bed of roses for anyone but it can be a great blessing for the right
people. Provided she can cook. And marry some girl you can look up to and, on occasion,
take orders from.

My granddaughter too must be found a good husband. Some women say there is no such
thing as a good husband, perhaps they’re right, I don’t know. It is a woman’s job to keep her
husband and keep him good too. It shouldn’t be too difficult; most men are afraid of life
anyway, and are babies at heart.

I send you all my blessing and pray God that your lives will follow an even tenor and that you
will become worthy Australians - knowledge of this either here or in the hereafter would
make me happy.

I’m nearing the end of the road now and I’m glad of it. But one can still take an interest in
most everything. I feel very little different mentally than when I was forty. This is probably
due to leading an active life, really too active for my age at present, but I feel that as long as
God gives me strength to do so a man should try and do some useful work.
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My generation has lived through stormy times, a whole world of history is written within our
memory, perhaps this is why apart from the pessimism of old age we older people are full of
foreboding at this time. We feel that the stormy times are to continue with greater intensity
and the shape of things to come, though ultimately for man’s peace on earth, will not be
attained without world shaking events, may God protect you all through them and so also
goodbye, God bless,
Grandpa.
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