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24. Sue Wah Chin Building  
(aka Stone Houses) 

 

The Sue Wah Chin Building, originally known as Stone Houses, was built in 1888 by Kwong 
Sue Duk (also known as Sun Mow Loong and Kwong Sue Tak) and featured hipped roofs.  
The only remnant of Chinatown, it is a single storey building divided into five commercial 
premises. Each shopfront has an identical pattern of openings with a central door and a 
window each side. The tenancy at the far left of the building was fortified to protect the opium 
held there at Kwong Sue Duk's distribution centre. The building is one of only a handful of 
nineteenth century buildings of any sort that survive in the Darwin city centre and represents 
a time in the development of the Northern Territory when the Chinese population was 
established, ultimately becoming a significant part of the Darwin community. The building 
has close association with the well-known Chin family, who owned it from 1921 until 2008.  
As for others, this building survived cyclones in 1897, 1937 and 1974 as well as bombing 
raids during World War II. Following Cyclone Tracy, the badly damaged hipped roofs were 
replaced with a flat roof. Folklore has it that the building was in five discrete parts to 
accommodate Kwong's wives. That was never the case. 

 

 



  

Sue Wah Chin building - page 2 
 

 

History1 

The property was surveyed by George Goyder in 1869 and was known as Lot 388. It was a 
half-acre lot, and this ostensibly remains the case with the exception of the land excised to 
form Austin Lane at the rear of what is now Lot 2328, Town of Darwin. 

The land was originally owned by an absentee landlord, Samuel Raphael of Adelaide who 
purchased it in 1870 and died in 1885 after which the property was sold to Kwong Sue Duk 
by the Executors of Raphael’s estate. Construction began in 1888 and was undertaken by 
Kwong Sue Duk, also known as Sun Mow Loong, for an opium packaging and export 
business. 

Designed in five discrete parts, he held one section and sold the remaining four at a 
handsome profit in 1894 or 1895. 

In 1895 Lauritz Helleman purchased four of the five leases and secured the remaining 
portion in 1910. By 1920, he owned the entire property. In 1921, he sold it to Chin Sam and 
Chin Toy and in 1926, it was transferred to the name of Chin Toy alone. The building was re-
roofed by Chin Toy in 1926. 

During World War II, outhouses on the property sustained bomb damage, but the Stone 
Houses structure was substantially intact. In May 1943, the building was compulsorily 
acquired by the military and was occupied by the Royal Australian Navy until January 1946. 

Chin Toy died in 1947 after which his son, Chin Gong, re-acquired the building in July of 1952. In 
December of that year, title was transferred to Stone Houses Ltd. In 2008, the Directors of Stone 
Houses Pty Ltd were seven of the 11 children of Chin Ack Sam and Sue Wah Chin. 

Following damage sustained in Cyclone Tracy in 1974, the building was re-roofed in 1975. It 
was at this time that the hipped rooves were replaced by the existing flat or skillion roof. 

It is the case that, with the exception of the military’s acquisition of the building, Stone 
Houses has been in the Chin family since 1921 and has Chinese heritage dating back to its 
construction in 1888. Its heritage value is intrinsic to the fabric of Darwin society: 

Having been built on the fringe of the early Chinatown precinct this structure is not typical of the 
lightweight timber and iron ‘huts and hovels’ of that part of town. 

The building has been predominantly used by Chinese merchants since its construction and is a 
significant monument to the contribution the Chinese made to the commercial development of 
Darwin. 

The detailing of the building is similar to that of Browns Mart, Courthouse and Town Hall 
although reflecting the economic austerity of re- mote commercial existence. 

Comparative Analysis: The earliest surviving Chinese commercial property in Darwin. 

Welke & Wilson, 1993; 176 

                                                
1 This material extracted from Smith, Stone Houses: a history and heritage interpretation of Lot 2328, Town of Darwin, 2008, pp 
9-23. 
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People associated with this place2 

Kwong Sue Duk 
I’m the first daughter of the first son of the second son of the first daughter of the third wife of 
Kwong Sue Duk. 

Denise Lee Long, 1996; 2 

Born: 1853, Toishan, Guangdong (Canton) Province, China. 

Died: 1929, Townsville, Australia. 

Buried initially in Townsville and, after seven years (1936), which was the appropriate period 
of respect, he was taken to China and buried (with wives) at Ping Shan, New Territories, 
Hong Kong. That site was threatened by development, and descendants have been trying to 
reclaim bones for re- internment, probably at Melbourne General Cemetery(2). 

Kwong Sue Duk was also known as Sun Mow Loong, which was his trading name in Darwin. 

Kwong was a name bestowed on an Imperial Army General in 960, many generations 
earlier, by the Emperor of the Sung (or Song) Dynasty. It is reasonable to assume the family 
had some standing in the community, given that the name endured. This view is confirmed 
by descendants of the man. Stephen Fong, who resides in the USA, is a descendant of the 
Kwongs. It is no coincidence that the name Fong is also well known in Darwin, given that the 
majority of Chinese who travelled to Darwin were from Guangdong (Canton) Province in 
China. His grandfather was related to Kwong Sue Duk, possibly a brother: 

Stephen Fong had made a translation of the ancestral chart of the Kwongs, which has a 
common ancestry with the Loueys and the Fongs. There is a Louey Fong Fong or Louey Fong 
Kwong ancestry…and that ancestry goes back to the Song Dynasty, when the Emperor of 
China…bestowed three boys…Louey, Fong and Fong, who then went out to help unify the 
country…that ancestry then follows through a lineage of Kwongs who are generally scholars, 
government officials, generals, advisers to the prince and so fairly high up in society. Hence the 
recorded history. 

Warren Lee Long, 1996; 40. 

Kwong Sue Duk initially travelled to California during the gold rush, made money and 
returned to China where he trained in traditional Chinese herbal medicine. He married 
several times, the marriages being contemporaneous. This practice is known as polygamy 
and was customary in Chinese and other cultures. Broadly speaking, the number of wives 
and children a man had was an indication of his status, the rationale being that if he could 
support many wives and children, he was wealthy. Wives and children, where known, are 
listed in the table below: 

  

                                                
2 This material extracted from Smith, Stone Houses: a history and heritage interpretation of Lot 2328, Town of Darwin, 2008, pp 
9-23. 
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Hearing of the gold rush in Australia, Kwong travelled to Cooktown, Queens land in 1875 
where he began establishing businesses. He returned to China in 1879. In 1882, he returned 
to Australia and arrived in Southport NT where he established: 

…a successful general trade store and real estate enterprise operating under his business 
name, Sun Mow Loong. Southport and the surrounding goldfields boomed and Kwong’s 
businesses had a turnover in trade of £25,000 annually. 

Long and Hiagh in Carment and Wilson, 1996; 186 

In 1884, Kwong became a naturalised Australian and married his second wife and in 1887, 
his third. He briefly returned to China and then Australia where he bought a number of rental 
properties.  In 1889, he returned to China and brought his first wife and their three children to 
Palmerston, Darwin’s then name. 
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His businesses prospered and his family multiplied in breathtakingly impressive fashion. He 
continued to invest in real estate and large gold mining leases. In addition: 

He embarked on several projects, including an experiment in the processing of opium, for 
which he built a solidly secured building of stone in Cavenagh Street. 

Ibid 

This venture was reported in the North Australian of 10 March 1888: 

We hear that it is the intention of some of our well-to-do Chinese to erect a large stone building 
in Chinatown, probably for a bonded store. Arrangements for carting 300 tons of stone are 
being made. 

Welke and Wilson, 1993; 175 

The size of the building and the amount of stone required to construct it is testament to 
Kwong’s wealth: 

…the Chinese merchant class of ‘undoubted probity’ always tried to follow the standards set by 
Europeans in the town, and unlike many absentee European landowners always paid their 
rates. 

Ibid 

The building was ‘grand’ on any scale and: 

…was therefore in keeping with the Town Hall, Courthouse and Brown’s Mart and the shortly to 
be erected Victoria Hotel. 

Op Cit 

The Palmerston Town Hall Ruins remain both as a testament to one of Darwin’s earliest 
grand public buildings and, more recently, to the might and fury of Cyclone Tracy. The court 
house, now the Administrator’s offices, Brown’s Mart and the Victoria Hotel remain standing.  

Kwong’s proposal for the building probably raised many an eyebrow in the town because 
Chinatown had swelled with workers from the North Australia Railway, and structures in the 
area were routinely derided as ‘huts’ and ‘hovels’. With this influx of additional Chinese to 
swell the population, anti-Chinese sentiment was reaching fever pitch. A Chinese-led 
proposal for a grand style of building in Chinatown would have, no doubt, resulted in praise 
in some quarters and derision in others. Kwong Sue Duk was certainly a pioneer of Chinese 
commerce in Darwin. 

Returning to Kwong’s proposed opium factory: 

…they could [manufacture opium legally] and then export it back to China….So they set up a 
process. They built a building – the Stonehouses in Darwin. They are still standing, heavily 
fortified…from what I understand. I’ve not been there, but my understanding is very thick 
walls…but the venture didn’t succeed. 

Paul Campbell, 1996; 29 
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As noted elsewhere, the original ‘selector’ of what was Lot 388 is recorded as Samuel 
Raphael of Adelaide, who selected the land in 1870 and was an absentee owner.  Raphael 
died in 1885 and his trustees sold the land. 

…freehold was registered in the name of Sun Mow Loong, a Palmerston storekeeper, in 
October 1887. 

Welke and Wilson, 1993; 175 

The Heritage Assessment Report on the building compiled by Heritage Conservation 
Services records that the price paid by Kwong Sue Duk, whose commercial transactions 
were in the name of Sun Mow Loong, was £450 and that the transaction was registered in 
October 1887. 

The Northern Territory Dictionary of Biography records that in 1894, Kwong sold his share of 
the building, which implies that he had venture partners and was not the sole owner of the 
building.  Indeed: 

…in 1888 individual titles were issued for five owners. Sun Mow Loong [Kwong Sue Duk] kept 
one-fifth, the others being Kwong Hang Foong, Yan Yap, Qwong Lee Choong and Kwong Wah 
Shing. From 1890 to 1895, the ES & A Bank held a mortgage over the whole property. 

Welke and Wilson, 1993; 175 

However, the Heritage Assessment Report at page 4 records that each of the four others 
paid £450 to Kwong Sue Duk who, within a few short years, had reaped 400% on his initial 
outlay of £450 for the entire property (excluding construction costs). 

A devastating cyclone in 1897 adversely affected the fledgling Northern Territory economy, 
and Kwong’s businesses suffered. In 1898 Kwong accompanied his first wife and their 
children back to Guangdong, where they chose to remain.  

In late 1902, Kwong turned his attention to the booming economy of North Queensland and 
travelled to Cairns where he traded under the name of Kwong Sue Duk Kee. It appears that 
his business ties with the Northern Territory were largely severed at around this time. There 
were more trips to China, primarily to find suitable wives for his sons, before he returned to 
Queensland, then settled in Melbourne. He eventually retired in Townsville in 1927. In 1929, 
after a short illness, he died at the age of 76. 

Kwong Sue Duk was remembered as a kind, honest and vibrant man, who friends say was 
always a gentleman. Almost a legend in Australian immigration history, the story of Kwong Sue 
Duk with his wives and children has woven an unusual and colourful tapestry into the fabric of 
Australia’s recent history. His descendants now number around 780 and include five 
generations. 

Long and Hiah in Carment and Wilson, 1996; 188 

This account of history effectively puts to rest the folklore that Kwong’s intention when 
constructing the building as five discrete sections was to accommodate his four or five wives: 
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Stories told by the older Chinese tell of Kwong Soo [sic] Duk using four of the shops as 
residences, and one as a shop. It was believed that he had four wives and 22 children and so 
the four were housed in four separate shops with the business operating in the fifth. 

Yee in Carment and Wilson, 1996; 52 

And: 

McDonald and Wilson say that it is generally held in the Chinese community in Darwin that the 
building was erected in the early 1880s by Kwong Sue Duk, who had five wives – hence the 
design of the building. However McDonald and Wilson say that there is no evidence to support 
this view… 

Heritage Assessment Report, 2004; 4-5 

The conclusion that the folklore lacks evidence has merit. When Kwong Sue Duk sold off 
shares in the building in 1894 or 1895, he had yet to marry his fourth wife. At the time of his 
departure from the Northern Territory in 1902, he had four wives, one of whom had 
permanently returned to China with their children in 1898, and potentially a concubine, 
although if the latter individual existed, it is more likely to have been in Queensland than the 
Northern Territory. It makes more sense for the building to have been constructed to be 
leased or sold as five commercial properties, rendering greater income for the owner(s). 
Indeed, Welke and Wilson confirm this was the case by naming the purchasers in 1888. 

There seems to be doubt in some circles about whether Kwong Sue Duk and Sun Mow 
Loong are one and the same person (see, for example, pages 4 and 5 of the Heritage 
Assessment Report). However, documentation including Oral Histories held by the National 
Library of Australia, are persuasive that they are one and the same man. Indeed, Kwong 
Sue Duk traded under a different name again in Queensland: Kwong Sue Duk Kee. This 
information has been corroborated by a number of family members who have conducted 
research in a number of countries and have access to personal diaries that were written in 
Chinese and have been translated. 

Chin Toy 
Born 1863, Kwangtung (Guandong aka Canton) Province, China. 

Died 3 December 1947, Adelaide, Australia (evacuated from Darwin during WWII). 

Chin Toy left home at 18 and travelled to Hong Kong in search of work. He was illiterate and 
spent two years apprenticed to a tailor in Hong Kong before accompanying a businessman to 
Palmerston (Darwin’s then name) in early 1883. He was then apprenticed to his uncle who 
ran a tailor shop in Chinatown ‘at the corner of Cavenagh Street’. Following completion of his 
apprenticeship, he went into business with his brother Chin Man Yee before branching out on 
his own, opening Fang Cheong Loong and Company at the end of Cavenagh Street behind 
Christchurch Cathedral. 

He offered a one-fifth partnership in the business to Chin Fon, who was literate and ran the 
administrative side of the business. Chin Fon was the late Harry Chan’s grandfather. 
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In addition, Chin Toy included his sons in the business, and it prospered becoming one of 
the leading retail stores in Darwin. 

Also involved in financing the Reuben Cooper cypress pine timber mill at Milingimbi, Chin 
Toy acquired some 15 properties in Darwin, which he rented out.  One of his properties: 

...was known as the stonehouses in Cavenagh Street, which was part of the old Chinatown in the 
early days…Chin Toy purchased the building for about £500 in 1921. He did not live there 
himself but rented it out to a variety of people including Japanese seamen for accommodation, 
Murakami, a Japanese photographer, a Chinese restaurant and many others… 

 
Yee in Carment and Wilson, 1996 

 

Chin Toy was naturalised (the documentation naming him Ching Toy) in October of 1887 at 
the age of 20 years. 

Chin Toy’s first wife, Chin Liew See, was the mother of his seven children: sons Ack William 
Gong Chin, Ack Ming Chin, Ack Sam Chin and Ack Nam Chin; and daughters Ack Kim, Ack 
Took and Ack Mon Chin, all of whom were all born in Darwin. Ack Sam Chin was to become 
the husband of Sue Wah Chin. 

Chin Toy travelled to China in 1923 and 1930 and bought significant tracts of land, which 
were seized by the state during the Cultural Revolution in 1949. 

Like many others, he was in Darwin at the time of the first Japanese air raid in World War II: 

Chin Toy remained in Darwin after the initial bombing on 19 February 1942 for two weeks, then, 
accompanied by his grandson Ray Chin, left for Katherine. They were still in Katherine on the 
22 March 1942 when the Japanese attacked there. The following day he flew to Adelaide in a 
Guinea Airways Lockheed plane. Chin Toy was nearly 80 years of age at this stage. 

Ibid; 54 

Chin Toy purchased a home in Payneham in Adelaide and remained there until his death on 
3 December 1947 at the age of 83. He is buried, however, at Gardens Cemetery in Darwin.  
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Sue Wah Chin 
Born 21 July 1900(5), Guangdong (Canton) Province, China 

Died 27 March 2000, Darwin, Australia. 

Sue Wah Chin underwent teacher training in Guangdong before marrying Chin Ack Sam, the 
second son of a prominent merchant, Chin Toy, from Australia at the age of 20 in 1920. Eric 
was born in 1921 and Ray in 1923. They left China for Darwin in 1923. Chin Toy ran a store 
called Fang Chong Loong in Chinatown in Cavenagh Street. They lived there with Chin 
Toy’s family. Three more children were born: Darwina, Oswald and Wellington 

In 1933, they returned to China with Chin Toy so the boys could have a Chinese education. 
In 1938, Eric and Ray were attending boarding school 100 miles from Guangdong when the 
Japanese invaded China. The family spent some anxious months attempting to secure visas 
to return to Australia and ultimately did so via Thursday Island. They lived in Woods Street 
and Sue Wah Chin helped her father-in-law by sewing piece work for tailoring. John, Florrie 
and Norma were born in the ensuing years and were delivered by Mrs [Granny Elizabeth] 
Tye or a friend, Selina Hassan. 

Following the first bombing of Darwin in February 1942, the family was evacuated to Adelaide 
where other family members operated a restaurant in Rundle Street.  They worked in the 
restaurant for their time in Adelaide, during which Gordon, Sylvia and Michael were born. They 
returned to Darwin in 1949 when they opened a Chinese restaurant at the Don Hotel with 
Albert Fong and Harry Chan.  Sue Wah Chin and Chin Ack Sam worked in the kitchen. 

Glenice Yee records that: 

After spending a few years working at the Don they moved to the old ‘stonehouses’ in 
Cavenagh Street. Sue Wah purchased the property for £3800, the same price that the previous 
owner received when it was resumed by the government. 

Carment and Wilson, 1996; 51 

As noted elsewhere, Sue Wah Chin never appeared as the owner of the Stone Houses 
property, although it is clear that an entity called Stone Houses Ltd purchased the property or 
was the beneficiary of a transfer by Chin Gong. Chin Gong was the owner of the property in 
August of 1952, and it became the property of Stone Houses Ltd in December of that year. 

Yee claims that Sue Wah Chin paid £3800 for the property, which generally accords with the 
figure of £3375 paid by Chin Gong, although the difference of nearly £500 could have been 
to cover legal and transfer costs. 

In any event, Yee records that the family moved from Woods Street into the Cavenagh 
Street property in 1954 when they opened their own store: 

…dealing mainly in men’s wear and Chinese goods…[where there was] a steady stream of 
children buying salty plums, a great favourite with all Darwin children. 

Op cit; 51-52 

Sue Wah Chin was naturalised in 1956. Her husband, Chin Ack Sam, died in 1968, leaving 
her the matriarch of a large immediate and extended family. Widowed for 44 years, Sue Wah 
Chin died in Darwin on 27 March 2000, less than four months before her 100th birthday. 
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Additional Photographs 

 

Circa 1890s – Chinese procession.  Stone Houses on the right.  
Image: Northern Territory Library 

 

January 1897 — following cyclone. Stone Houses roof line in background, centre right. 
Image:  Florenz Bleeser Collection, National Library of Australia. 
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1905 – Chinatown. Stone Houses on left in distance.  
Image: Lionel Gee Collection, State Library of South Australia 

 

1908 – Kwong Sue Duk and family.   
Image:  National Archives of Australia 
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1919 – Kwong Sue Duk.  
Image: Museum of Chinese Australian History. 

 

1946 – Chin Ack Sam.  
Image:  Darwina and William Fong Collection, Northern Territory Library 
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1967 – Image: Northern Territory Library 

 

1970 – Mrs Sue Wah Chin on her 70th birthday  
Image:  Darwina and William Fong Collection, Northern Territory Library 
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1975 – damage from Cyclone Tracy.   
Image: Peter Spillett Collection, NT Library 
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Dictionary of  Biography, Volume 3 1996, NTU Press 

McDonald I & Wilson H, Sue Wah Chin Building (and footpath) – Heritage Assessment 
Report prepared for the Conservation Commission of the NT, 1994, Conservation 
Commission of the NT 

NT Archives Service Typed transcript of oral history interview with TP Prefix FONG, Ernest 
TP450; and NTRS 226 Typed transcript of oral history interview with TS prefix ON, Charlie 
Huong and Myrtle Huong (nee Fong) TS246 

NT Government, Heritage Assessment Report: Sue Wah Chin Building, Darwin, May 2004, 
NT Government, Heritage Conservation Services (DNRETA) 
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Williams, CAS Chinese Symbolism and Art Motifs, (4th Ed) 1974, Tuttle Publishing: Hong 
Kong 

Yee, Glenice, Chin Toy in Carment D & Wilson H (Eds), Northern Territory Dictionary of 
Biography, Volume 3 1996, NTU Press 

Yee, Glenice, Sue Wah Chin in Carment D & Wilson H (Eds), Northern Territory Dictionary 
of Biography, Volume 3 1996, NTU Press 

* Both are descendants of Kwong Sue Duk 
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