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They came through: Stories of Chinese Canadians

“We are youth without a country. Our parents were peasants. 
They came to this country [Canada] to make money. Most of 
them have done well. They have invested to the point of sac-
rifice in our education. Now that we’re educated they don’t 
understand us. Their roots are still in China. We are Cana-
dian. In thoughts, ideals, feelings, attitudes we are a part 
of this country.” The speaker was one of a group of educated 
Chinese young people in Vancouver ….

“But we’re not quite Canadians,” broke in one of the other 
boys. “No matter how well educated, how cultured, how Chris-
tian (a little tinge of bitterness here) we are, we can’t vote. 
We can own property and pay taxes, but we can’t exercise the 
full rights of citizenship ….”

“Yes,” said a third student. “We can own property if we can 
get a job. [But] even the professions are closed …. Lawyers, 

doctors, pharmacists, teachers and others are barred, just because their 
parents were Chinese. There are university graduates working in restaurants … and 
vegetable shops.”

“It’s worse for the girls,” remarked one of them. “A girl can get a job if she is willing 
to dress up in Chinese clothes and sell candy at a theatre or Chinese goods at a special 
counter in one of those big stores, but she is not wanted anywhere else.”

“You should talk,” replied one of the older boys. “There are twice as many boys as girls 
in the 15 to 25 age group in Canada. Even if you overcome your parents’ prejudices and 
are free to marry the girl of your choice, what chance have you got of finding her?”

“I can convince my family,” said a quiet lad in the corner of the room, “but I can’t 
overcome the influence of the community. It’s wrong to have our people herded together 
in Chinatown, where tradition dictates action—tradition which belongs to the South 
China peasant village from which my grandfather came ….”

“Most of my problems arise through money,” said the youth who was presiding. “My par-
ents expect me, with my Canadian education and training, to make money faster than 
they have done. They feel that I am not delivering the goods.”

There are many other things said that night, concerning the Chinese Exclusion Bill, the 
difficulty of finding one-family homes in decent neighbourhoods because of community 
objections, the problem of making lasting friendships with other young Canadians.

Courtesy of the Wallace B. Chung and Madeline H. Chung collection. EX-4-24
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Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.

Gretta Grant:

“My mother chose my husband for me. I accepted my mother’s choice because 
I trusted her. We were brought up that way. Even if the person wasn’t 
what you thought he should be, you had to make the marriage work. Since 
we were not allowed to date or go out anywhere, how else were we ever go-
ing to meet someone compatible? In 1938, my mother said, “Jean, you’re 19 
years old now and I think you should get married.” My father agreed. In 
1939, I got married at the Knox Presbyterian Church.”

Jean Lumb: 

“When we were teenagers, we used to have a steady stream of Chinese visi-
tors because there were four girls and four boys in our family. Any Chi-
nese from Nova Scotia to Vancouver who happened to be looking for hus-
bands or wives would come to our house every summer …. I remember almost 
being ill because some older man came up to me and he said he was go-
ing to ask my father if he could marry me. I ran to my mother and said, 
“Don’t you dare!” (laugh). In those days, a lot of that sort of thing was 
done, but my dad would never force us to marry anyone. He felt that we 
should have freedom of choice.”

Amy Go et al.—The Women’s Book Committee of the Chinese Canadian National Council (eds.), Jin Guo: Voices of Chinese Canadian Women (Toronto, 
ON: Women’s Press, 1992), pp. 51–52, 63–64.
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Social Life:

In regard to the Chinese social life in Vancouver, it par-
takes [consists] of much simplicity. Chinese [do not] own 
yachts for taking sea excursions, nor do they own tennis 
lawns …. Certain prosperous Chinese own automobiles and, 
in their spare time, drive out to the suburbs to enjoy the 
beauties of nature. On Sundays, the elder married men and 
bachelors generally have their meals at Chinese Chop Suey 
houses …. Afterwards, they play Mah Jong [a traditional Chi-
nese game] with their friends in Chinese stores after busi-
ness hours; but the younger Chinese have different social 
customs. On Saturdays they visit their friends. Frequently, 
they have house parties, composed of young native-born boys 
and girls. They go in for dancing, with the radio supply-
ing the music. Recently, two cabarets known as the Mandarin 

and the W. K. Oriental Gardens have been established in Chinatown, where the younger 
school children make merry. Many years ago, dancing was regarded by the conservative 
Chinese as an immoral act, but such ideas have subsequently been eradicated. Even some 
of those Chinese who formerly disapproved of dancing, are now learning to dance them-
selves, so as to keep abreast of the times.

The Status of Chinese Women:

About twenty to thirty years ago, the Chinese woman of this 
city was distinctly inferior to her male counterpart. In her 
youth, she was rigidly taught to obey her father and brothers; 
when she married she was under the dictates [rules] of her hus-
band, and at his demise [death], under those of her eldest son. 
But the status of the Chinese family of Vancouver has been 
radically altered. She has become modern and westernized. When 
she marries, she has a status equal to that of her husband. On 
his demise, she is not dominated by her eldest son.

In the past, Chinese girls, faithful to the spirit of tradition, 
were not encouraged to pursue higher education. Now, Chinese 
girls are free to study both Chinese and English to their 

heart’s content, choosing their own vocations. In short, to-day, the Chinese girls of 
Vancouver have become entirely modernized.

Yip, Quene, “Vancouver Chinatown Golden Jubilee,” (Vancouver: Pacific Printers, 1936), p. 12–13. The University of British Columbia: The Chung collec-
tion, http://digitalcollections.library.ubc.ca/u?/coll0803-7,18184 (Accessed October 20, 2011). Courtesy of the Wallace B. Chung and Madeline H. Chung 
collection. EX-5.2-2
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“Victoria Cheung,” The University of British Columbia: The Chung collection, 1922, 
http://chung.library.ubc.ca/collection/details/9359 (Accessed October 18, 2011).
Courtesy of the Wallace B. Chung and Madeline H. Chung collection. CC-PH-00311
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The Victoria Daily Times 
November 1922

To the Editor – 

The School Board [of 
Victoria] … issued 
a statement in the 
[Victoria] Times of 
October 21 on the 
segregation question 
[segregation of Chinese 
in Victoria elementary 
schools] in which 
various claims were 
made as the reasons 

which actuated [triggered] 
the board in the attitude it took with the 
Chinese students. Permit us to make some 
remarks on it. 

The reason [for segregation] now given by 
the board is one of economy, which makes 
the fourth reason so far …. The board 
claims that it is not because of racial 
prejudice then why are the Chinese alone 
picked …? The Chinese are taxpayers, and 
they contribute in the school tax; more than 
the cost of educating their children, yet they 
alone are picked out ….

It will be recalled that the first mention of 
segregation was made by George Deane, 
the [school] inspector, in January. He 
based his ground [reasoning] upon alleged 
[apparent] insanitary [unclean/unhygienic] 
quarters [homes] occupied by the Chinese. 
This was refuted [disproved] by the 

Chinese. There was not a whisper of economy 
or retardation [compromising the learning 
of students around them] or congestion 
[overcrowding] as the reason 

… when school reopened in September the 
Chinese were marshalled [gathered] together 
to be marched to the segregated schools. No 
reason was given, no examinations were 
held and there was certainly no mention of 
retardation or economy. It was purely racial. 
This racial prejudice was further accentuated 
[emphasized] when some Japanese children 
held up their hands, and upon declaring they 
were Japanese, they were permitted, without 
further question, to return to the graded 
[regular] school, so it was plain [obvious] that 
only Chinese were intended [meant] to be 
affected …. 

In the meantime the Chinese had published 
the fact that they are taxpayers (which is 
not generally known) and also a parental 
statement of how their children stand [rank 
academically] in the classes, to refute the 
statement that the Chinese retard [slow] 
others. It was only when the public had been 
made cognizant [aware] of the raw [unfair] 
deal that the School Board was handing out 
to the Chinese and when those upon whose 
support the School Board relied disapproved 
of their action that the board finally made its 
statement that economy was the motive [for 
segregation].

Chinese Canadian Club, “Chinese Segregation,” The Victoria Daily Times, 
(November 2, 1922).

Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.
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#6 Extra-curricular activities
Photograph taken in 1936 of a boys’ rugby team from a Vancouver high school.

“Bantam boys rugby team, possibly from a Vancouver high school,” The University of British Columbia: The Chung collection, 1935, 
http://digitalcollections.library.ubc.ca/u?/coll0803-7,14585 (Accessed October 20, 2011). Courtesy of the Wallace B. Chung and Mad-
eline H. Chung collection. CC-PH-08859.
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SPORTS

Sport has taken a toe-hold in the Chinese
Community and there is every indication 

for it to ex-
pand further. In 
recent years the 
Chinese youths 
of the city 
[have] fielded 
many teams in 
as many diver-
sified lines of 
sports. Old and 
young alike fol-
low these teams 
with enthusiasm. 

Competitions were not entirely centred in 
Victoria. Teams have travelled Up-Island 
and to the Mainland to play outside op-
ponents. They have entertained and played 
teams across the border and elsewhere. The 
following is a summary of the sports ac-
tively engaged in by local Chinese teams.

Basketball—Basketball has the greatest fol-
lowing among local Chinese. Since 1931 the 
local Chinese youths have fielded many 
strong quintettes [teams of five] in Senior 
“B,” Intermediate “B,” and Junior divisions. 
And since then have garnered many champi-
onships. The Victoria Chinese Community is 
proud of these young athletes.

Last season, in their first year in senior 
company, the Chinese Student’s Senior “B” 
team won the Victoria championship by de-
feating the West Road squad in a two-game, 
total points play-off. There they went on 
to defeat a Duncan quintette to annex [take] 
the Lower Island title.

However, against a tall team from Port Al-
berni, the Students lost the home-and-home 

series, and the Vancouver Island title, to 
their opponents. The rivals were like David 
and Goliath, with the Port Alberni team tow-
ering above their small Chinese opponents ….

Softball—Running through their opponents 
like wildfire the Chinese Recreational Club’s 
football team copped [won] the 1939 Victoria 
Senior “D” title in sensational style …. It 
was the first time in the city’s sport his-
tory that a local Chinese team made off with 
the city championship.

Soccer—During the Easter holidays a team 
from the Mun Keong Chinese School, Vancou-
ver, invaded Victoria and engaged the C.R.C. 
soccer team in an exhibition soccer match. 
The game was fought to a 2 to 2 draw, with 
the local lads making a splendid showing 
against their more experienced opponents 
from the Mainland ….

Tennis—Lack of public tennis courts in Vic-
toria was the only obstacle preventing a 
large number of Chinese youths from par-
ticipating in this summer sport. At present 
about thirty boys play in the widely scat-
tered private courts of the city. No cham-
pionship games were played because of the 
scarcity of courts. However, those turning 
out showed fine games and some have possi-
bilities of becoming good players. 

A Victoria boy, 18-year-old Ken Lee, won the 
Vancouver City public courts championship. 
He is ranked as the Number 2 boy player in 
Western Canada by the Canadian Lawn Tennis 
Association—a high honour to this youth.

So the problem now is to have more public 
tennis courts to enable more youths to par-
ticipate in this excellent pastime.

Courtesy of the Wallace B. Chung and Madeline H. Chung collection. 100-32-1.
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#8 Chinese students’ soccer club
Photograph taken in 1933 of the Chinese Students’ Soccer Club after they won the top trophy in the 
province, the B.C. Mainland Cup.

C. C. Wand, “B.C. Mainland Cup Champions,” Chinese Canadian stories: Uncommon histories from a common past, 1933, 
http://chinesecanadian.ubc.ca/featured/bc-sports-hall-of-fame-1933-chinese-students-soccer-team/ (Accessed October 31, 2011). 
Courtesy of the Wallace B. Chung and Madeline H. Chung collection. CC-PH-00051.
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Our CYA delegates, Roy Mah and John Bong, 
embarking for the First British Columbia Youth Congress held at 
Vancouver, April 10th to 17th 1939.

“For four days our delegates co-operated with youths from all over 
the provinces seeking constructive channels to further the devel-
opment of Canada and to seek further solutions to the many prob-
lems confronting youths on war and peace, education, employment, 
and social legislation.”

“CYA Annual Booklet,” p. 26, The University of British Columbia: The Chung collection, 1940, 
http://digitalcollections.library.ubc.ca/u?/coll0803-7,6613 (Accessed October 20, 2011).
Courtesy of the Wallace B. Chung and Madeline H. Chung collection. 100-32-1
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An Open letter to Chinese youth

You are the potential defenders of China, in her sacred war of resis-
tance to maintain National independence. This gallant [brave] struggle, 
carried on by the youth in China, demands your assistance. It is vitally 
necessary that you should not for one moment forget you important duty 
in the crucial hour upon which hangs our nation’s fate. The heroic deeds 
performed by our brothers and sisters in our homeland have been men-
tioned before, and the fact should be known and reiterated [repeated] 
that every drop of blood and every pound of flesh given up by them are 
done so with the hope of building up a free and democratic country for 
us to live in. Therefore we should be conscious of their heroic sacrifice 
and try to match it without own courage and determination.

It was with the above realization that the C.Y.A was organized. Through 
the efforts of a half-dozen ardent [passionate] youths the foundation of 
the present organization was laid. During its early days, this group en-
countered many obstacles, but the undaunted [not discouraged] spirits of 
the members overcame these and emerged victorious. Since its birth the 
CYA has done a good deal of work, but I hope you will not think that you 
have finished with your duty. Instead, you must prepare yourself for 
greater tasks ahead. The difficulties you have gone through are small 
compared to those to come. Therefore you must be prepared for greater 
sacrifices. Our brother and sisters in China have demonstrated to us that 
they can endure [live through] hardships [suffering]. So also must you. 
Show them that you can do as much as they. You are going through the 
present ordeal [difficult time] in order to lay the foundation for the 
future happiness and welfare of our country. Keep in mind that you are 
future masters of China. Always be conscious of this fact, and keep on 
increasing your efforts towards China’s cause.

Chinese Youth Association, 1940

Amy Go et al.—The Women’s Book Committee of the Chinese Canadian National Council (eds.), Jin Guo: Voices of Chinese Canadian Women (Toronto, 
ON: Women’s Press, 1992), pp. 51–52, 63–64.
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[A] comparatively large influx of children and the maturation [growing up] 
of the small number of merchants’ children born in the 1890’s added up, by 
1915, to a small but visible new generation of Chinese either born in Canada 
or brought here at an early age …. The earliest Chinese Canadian university 
students now began to appear. The University of British Columbia was barely 
established when Susan Yipsang, a daughter of the pioneer merchant Yip Sang, 
enrolled in 1914–1915. Other Chinese Canadian students quickly followed and 
by the middle 1930s, eleven students of Chinese background had graduated 
from the University of British Columbia ….

In British Columbia the arrival of a new, politically conscious [aware] genera-
tion was signalled by the founding of the Chinese Canadian Club … in Victoria 
in 1914 and in Vancouver soon after. Despite the name, membership was not 
limited to Canadian-born Chinese. Foon Sien, for example—a later leader who 
was born in China and came at an early age to Canada—was a member. The 
Chinese Canadian Club represented the new generation as we have defined it: 
persons born in Canada, others born in China but coming to Canada when very 
young … and students in Canadian schools. It emerged in Victoria and Van-
couver during World War I and it was recognized during the early and middle 
1920s as one of the major associations in the Vancouver [and] Victoria China-
towns.

Harry Con et al., From China to Canada: A history of the Chinese communities in Canada  (Toronto, ON: McClelland 
and Stewart, 1982), pp. 95–97.  © Public Domain, Multiculturalism Directorate, Dept. of the Secretary of State, and 
the Canadian Government Publishing Centre, Supply and Services Canada.

Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.
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Over these years [1923–1945], a new generation of both white and Chinese 
were born and, to a large extent, raised and educated together in an atmosphere 
which, though by no means entirely convivial [friendly], was relatively free of 
the constant agitation [disturbance] caused by the everlasting attempts to legis-
late [propose and enact laws] the Chinese out of the country …. 
There were visible signs of improvement in relations in the early 1920s. Chi-
nese, Japanese and a mixture of white nationalities attended such primary 
schools as Charles Dickens, Central, Cecil Rhodes, Henry Hudson and Laura 
Secord, later moving on to Britannia or Vancouver Technical high schools, 
where they wallowed together in the mud of the rugger [rugby] or soccer fields.

James Morton, In the sea of sterile mountains: The Chinese in British Columbia (Vancouver, BC: J.J. Douglas, 1973), 
pp. 242–243. Library and Archives Canada/Morton, James. In the Sea of Sterile Mountains: the Chinese in British 
Columbia/AMICUS 75758

Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.
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Chinese Canadian youths in 
the 1930s and ’40s
Excerpt from a book written by historian Peter Li entitled The 
Chinese in Canada , published in 1998. Chinese Canadian

#3

Even the few Chinese Canadians with higher education were not immune [pro-
tected] from market [business] discrimination …. Economic opportunities were 
so limited that there was a sense of hopelessness even among better-educated 
Chinese. Woodsworth quoted a Chinese university graduate:

There is no choice for the young people here as to what they will do, it’s 
just a matter of taking whatever turns up or remaining idle [inactive]. After 
many repeated setbacks they feel disgusted and give up hope. The situa-
tion as it stands, where young people live in the state of shattered hopes 
and ambitions [hopes], is deplorable [unforgiveable] because instead of an 
aggressive, quick-thinking bunch of Chinese Canadian youths, one finds a 
submissive [meek/compliant], fatalistic [defeatist] group of young people 
…. The opportunity for university students is no greater. If they remain too 
long after graduation in this country, they also begin to resign themselves 
to their fate and lose their ambition [purpose/drive to succeed] (quoted in 
Woodsworth, 1941: 150).

Peter S. Li, The Chinese in Canada, 2nd ed (London, UK: Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 69–70. © Oxford Uni-
versity Press Canada 1998. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.

Comments in brackets are not part of the original document. They have been added to assist the reader with difficult words.
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Excerpt from a book written by historian Patricia E. Roy 
entitled The triumph of citizenship: The Japanese and Chinese 
in Canada, 1941–67, published in 2007.
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Once the army began calling up Chinese for military service in the summer of 
1944, some Chinese “cheerfully” accepted service. As one recalled, “it wasn’t 
an easy decision to enlist … but it’s still our country, even if we’re not treated 
well.” In contrast, approximately 400 Chinese youths and men in Vancouver 
protested, saying “no vote, no fight.” Foon Sien asked Premier [of British Co-
lumbia] John Hart for a special session of the legislature to enfranchise [give 
the vote to] Chinese. That session was not forthcoming [did not occur], but 
in February 1945 the premier and cabinet received [met with] a delegation 
[group] composed of Foon Sien and several other prominent Chinese Canadi-
ans. At the same time, the Chinese Canadian Association, which denied any 
link with the protesters, sent a petition bearing 726 signatures to Hart and the 
cabinet. The accompanying brief complained that, while “not exempt from 
full citizenship responsibilities,” they lacked “rights enjoyed by all citizens of 
a democratic country.” They asked for the franchise “on moral grounds” so 
that they could make Canada, their home, “worthy of being called a home.” 
It cited their standard of living, scholastic [educational] successes, and con-
tributions to the war effort, including the participation of about 250 Chinese 
British Columbians in the armed services, the purchase of Victory Bonds, and 
work in the munitions industry, as proof of their ability to serve Canada “in 
any capacity with full responsibility.” The Chinese Youth Association in Vic-
toria favoured the call-ups if they received full civil rights. It discussed how 
it might “seize [grab] the right to vote.” The Wong Kung Har Tong Society in 
Vancouver had earlier reminded Premier Hart how Chinese Canadians were 
cooperating with the war effort. Because “the Chinese in Canada have been 
given the privilege to serve in the armed forces in Canada,” it asked that the 
province enfranchise all Chinese who were Canadian citizens.

Patricia E. Roy, The triumph of citizenship: The Japanese and Chinese in Canada, 1941–67 (Vancouver, BC: UBC 
Press, 2007), p. 165. These excerpts are reprinted with permission of the Publisher form The Triumph of Citizenship 
(2007) by Patricia E. Roy.  Copyright University of British Columbia Press.  All rights reserved by the Publisher.  
www.ubcpress.ca
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