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HA LING PEAK 
Statement 

HON PIERRE YANG (North Metropolitan — Parliamentary Secretary) [6.15 pm]: The word “Chinaman” 
is loaded with historic baggage. It is used to denigrate people of Chinese cultural heritage. It used to be very 
common in everyday life. For example, “I’m going to the Chinaman’s for lunch”, or “John Chinaman”. It is a term 
that dehumanises people of Chinese cultural heritage. It signifies a lack of interest in knowing a person from that 
cultural background; he was not worthy of being known by his name. John Chinaman is of the same cut. According 
to the Oxford English Dictionary, British sailors who were not interested in learning the names of the Chinese 
crew who worked with them came up with the generic nickname. One may ask, “What’s the big deal? Don’t we have 
“Englishman” and “Frenchman” in the English language? What’s wrong with Chinaman?” We have “Englishman” 
and “Frenchman” in the English language, but not England-man or France-man so why the word “Chinaman”? 
The grammatical incorrectness of the word “Chinaman”, which resembles stereotypical characterisations of Chinese 
accents in English speaking countries, suggests that the term has strong pejorative overtones. The word “Chinaman” 
was a racist term 200 years ago and it is a racist term today. 
I came across a story about a mountain in Canmore, Canada, called Chinaman’s Peak. According to local newspaper 
Medicine Hat News, reporting on 22 October 1896, Ha Ling, a Chinese cook for a Canmore mining company, 
climbed the peak as part of a $50 bet that he could not climb it and be back in town within 10 hours. The mountain 
was called Chinaman’s Peak in his honour. That is an interesting story but, unfortunately, it comes back to the 
same point I raised earlier. People were not interested in knowing Ha Ling the person. They just decided to call 
the mountain Chinaman’s Peak. But this story has a fine ending. In the mid-1990s, four activists in Canmore began 
to lobby to remove this offensive and derogatory name. One of them, Roger Mah Poy, is a third-generation Canadian 
of Chinese cultural heritage. I recently had the honour of conversing with Mr Mah Poy by email. I learnt a lot about 
him, his life story and his fight in the late 1990s. 
Roger and his colleagues helped to change the narrative and the public’s understanding of why “Chinaman” is 
a racist term and why the mountain should be named after Ha Ling. Roger found that the Medicine Hat News story 
suggested that the mountain should be named after Ha Ling because of his daring intrepidity in climbing it. He is 
of the view that it was a situation of cultural misunderstanding and, to some extent, racism that resulted in the 
mountain being named Chinaman’s Peak. Roger said that in 1997, they ran into a lot of people who said the name 
Chinaman’s Peak honoured all the Chinese people of the valley. At one time, there was quite a large Chinese 
population in Canmore. At that time, many Chinese workers were employed as cooks, laundry workers and general 
labourers. In those days, they were all nameless people. The Chinese were not known by their given names—only 
by their ethnicity. Some of the old mining books listed their Chinese workers as Chinaman 1, 2 and 3, so the racism 
was real. It is a denial of personhood, because you do not know the person’s name, you just know their ethnicity. 
The term “Chinaman” is a derogatory slur. It is not just a descriptor of an ethnicity. 

Roger concluded that some would say that they wanted to change history. They did not want to change history; 
they wanted to preserve history the way it should have been preserved right from the start. Mr Mah Poy said — 

This is an important piece of Canadian history—it’s a landmark named after a Chinese guy. This is one 
of the only, if not the only, peak in Canada named after a Chinese climber. 

After an inquiry that ran for over six months and included public hearings, the Alberta Geographical Names Program 
changed the mountain’s name in July 1997. This story is preserved by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation in 
its documentary Ha Ling Peak. One may ask: what does this have to do with Western Australia? President, I will 
have more to say in due season. 

I want to give a shout-out to Mr Mah Poy and his colleagues for their stance on social justice and their fight against 
racism. I know how deeply traumatising and frustrating it can be to deal with something that goes to the core of your 
personhood and dehumanises not only you, but also your family, your partner, your children and their children—
yet it is acceptable to some and they do not care what it means to you. What they are actually doing is supporting 
something that dehumanises you. Roger and his colleagues took up the fight and won the resounding support of 
the Canmore and wider Alberta community. I commend and applaud Roger, his colleagues and the wider Canmore 
and Alberta community for choosing respect and fairness over racism and prejudice. 
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