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Thomas Jerome Kingston Bakhap – a short history 

The Bakhap Award for Sculpture aims to recognise the life and 
contribution of the work of Thomas Bakhap, a man from the North-
East of Tasmania who went on to serve his region, state and nation 
with distinction from humble beginnings. 

Parents and early life 

Thomas Jerome Kingston was born on 29 October 1866 in a 
Benevolent Asylum, in Smythesdale, Victoria, father unrecorded. 
His mother, Margaret Geneva Hogan, met Gee Sing Ge Bakhap (or 
Bak Hap) at the Ballarat goldfields, and the two married when 
Thomas was two years old. Gee Sing Ge Bakhap was born in 
Guangzhou (also known as Canton) in southern China around 1833, 
so was around 35 at the time of this marriage. Gee Sing Ge 
subsequently adopted young Thomas, giving him the name Thomas 
Jerome Kingston Bakhap. 

A move to Tasmania 

In 1871 the discovery of the rich Mount Bischoff tin deposit kick-started a prospecting boom, 
changing Tasmania’s outlook and economy. In 1874 George Renison Bell discovered alluvial tin near 
Mount Cameron, leading to the establishment of mines at Branxholm, Derby, Pioneer, Weldborough 
and Gladstone. The most significant tin mine, Brothers’ Home, was established at Derby in 1876. 

The Bakhap family moved from Victoria to Tasmania in 1878, and settled at in the North-East tin-
mining town of Lottah, where Gee Sing Ge established himself as a grocer and herbalist. Thomas and 
his younger half-brother were taught the Chinese classics and to speak fluent Cantonese and 
apparently visited China several times during their early years. At Lottah, they became Chinese 
interpreters, and Thomas taught himself Mandarin (to add to his Cantonese language skills). 

A Chinese-Australian makes his mark 

Thomas Bakhap appeared in a Supreme Court case in Hobart in 1885 in the case of an accusation of 
stealing from Chinese miners. Thomas, then aged 19, was sworn in as interpreter, and ‘deposed that 
he was well acquainted with the various dialects of the southern portions of the Chinese Empire’. He 
continued to appear as an interpreter for Chinese at various times over the next few years. 
McFarlane’s History of North East Tasmania says of Bakhap: ‘Nature had endowed him with an 
abnormal standard of intelligence and a most retentive memory… With his natural trend for 
information, he became quite an authority on Ancient History – the Chinese in particular. He was no 
mean scholar in their various dialects, hence he became a noted interpreter.’ 

In the 1870s and 1880s Australian States had a strained relationship with Chinese immigrants, 
enacting laws to limit immigration and rights. In 1886 as part of the Ringarooma Election, in relation 
to a question on limiting the rights of the Chinese under the Mining Act, the Tasmanian newspaper 
reports that ‘a warm discussion then took place between the candidate and Mr. Bakhap on the same 
question, the latter, who is the Chinese interpreter, taking the part of the Chinese in a very able 
manner’. In 1887 the Tasmanian Government moved to impose immigration restrictions on Chinese 
to the Tasmanian colony, so Thomas Bakhap produced a 16-page pamphlet entitled ‘The Chinese 
question – impartially analysed by a Chinese-Australian’, which he sent to a number of newspapers. 

Mining agent and public life 

In 1891 the Launceston Examiner reported: ‘Thomas Bakhap is working with Mr Rattray on the 
development of the Blue Tier tin fields and the Liberator mine: Messrs Bakhap and Rattray left for 
Hobart last night and will return to this city en route to Melbourne on Monday.’ In July 1891 Thomas 
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was behind the issue of a prospectus for the development of the East Coast Bischoff Tin Sections. 

In 1894 he was appointed as the Gould’s Country delegate to the State mining conference: ‘he has 
done much in assisting to bring the Blue Tier prominently before the public [and] he will, no doubt, be 
an acquisition to the conference’, and in 1897 Bakhap is mentioned as one of Tasmania’s candidates 
to the Federal Convention. He wrote articles on his preferred model for the joining of the Australian 
States, preferring a ‘Unitarian’ to a ‘Federal’ model. 

In 1897 Thomas Bakhap, aged 31, sold his Liberator mine for £4,000 but continued working in the 
area on other mines, eventually becoming a respected mining agent, assisting others in buying, 
selling and developing mines. In 1906 the Chinese Commissioner visited Tasmania, and Thomas 
Bakhap had a major role in the official welcome party. 

Member for Bass in the State Parliament 

In 1908, Gee Sing Ge Bakhap died at Lottah, 30 years after arriving there. Obituaries were printed in 
the Launceston Examiner and Hobart Mercury newspapers. In 1909 ‘owing to the absence of country 
candidates to advance the particular interests of the miners and settlers of Bass in the present 
elections’ Thomas Bakhap stood for State Parliament. This decision caused some debate, focussing 
on his supposed ethnic descent, in what today would be viewed as racism. However, he was duly 
elected, coming third on the ballot from a field of 13 candidates. 

Having served four years in State Parliament, the North-Eastern Advertiser summed up his career 
thus: ‘Until recently Senator Bakhap was a member of the House of Assembly in the Island State, and 
is a fluent and cultured speaker. He is probably one of the most widely-read members of the Senate, 
and has an exceptional vocabulary. Senator Bakhap comes from the North East coast of Tasmania, 
where some years ago he followed the occupation of a miner. He has contributed many excellent 
articles to the Tasmanian press, and has a wide reputation... for illegibility.’ 

Senator Bakhap 

In May 1913 Thomas Bakhap was elected to the Federal Parliament as a member for Tasmania. 
However, his expected six year term was to be cut short by the double dissolution general election 
called in August 1914. The North East Advertiser reported at the time: ‘Senator Bakhap, who roars 
with fury from China because his six year term as Senator has been reduced by five-sixths, is proud of 
the possession of Chinese blood. He has made his way in supreme difficulties. No-one would think 
that a man who counted Chinese amongst his forefathers could enter an Australian legislature. Yet 
Senator Bakhap is one of the Senators most likely to return. He has fought the West Coast unions, 
and yet gets their votes, and he has risen from labouring stock, and yet gets the votes of wealthy 
people. It is sheer ability, broad mindedness, and wise understanding of human nature. Bakhap’s rise 
on the coast, his struggles against race prejudice, class prejudice, and bad luck would make a good 
Australian novel, but the author could not make the hero into a millionaire. Bakhap is too generous 
to hold on to much money.’ 

In 1914 Thomas Bakhap was re-elected to the Senate. In 1922 he travelled to China on behalf of the 
Commonwealth Government to enquire into trade conditions, and was later reported by the Prime 
Minister, Stanley Bruce, to have ‘carried out the mission with distinction to himself and the 
Commonwealth’, but in doing so became ill. Thomas Bakhap died in August 1923, aged only 57. He is 
buried at the Carr Villa cemetery in Launceston. 
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