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Bridging Chinese and Canadian Society
—Arlene Chan

Fortune Cookies, sweet and sour chicken balls - these are common
North American Chinese dishes, often ridiculed by those who know
Chinese cuisine. For them, these westernized dishes are a far cry from
authentic Chinese cuisine. But for Arlene Chan, their value surpasses
the food, because they are the bridge that connects the Chinese
community with the larger Canadian society.

'The Past and Present of Chinese Canadian Food

Arlene Chan is a third generation Chinese Canadian. Her maternal
grandfather paid the Chinese Head Tax in 1899 when he came to
Canada, where her mother, Jean Lumb, was born. Arlene’s father
Doyle Lumb also paid the Head Tax in order to enter Canada.
They lived through systemic racial discrimination, segregation and

exclusion.

In those dark days, Chinatown was a place to be avoided. Chinese
restaurants were mostly patronized by Chinese bachelors looking for

simple, reasonable food.

After the Second World War, with the repeal of the Chinese
Immigration Act, Chinese began to integrate into local
communities, and Chinese traditional culture including cuisine,
customs and arts began to “be noticed”. The first restaurants to bring
Chinese cuisine to the mainstream society in the 1940s and 50s
were “The Big Four”: Nanking, Lichee Garden, Sai Woo and Kwong
Chow, the latter owned by Arlene’s parents.
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Arlene acknowledges that food like sweet and sour chicken balls
were indeed dishes adapted for the western tastes. There were only
about two thousand Chinese in Toronto, so for a business to survive,
they had to cater to other groups, so naturally the menu had to be
acceptable to the broader community. The Big Four restaurants

were spacious and one of them even offered live music, attracting
celebrities and politicians, thereby introducing Chinese cuisine to
Canada’s mainstream society. Chinese culture became a key part of
Canada’s multicultural society. These westernized dishes played an

important role.

Continuing Her Mother’s Hard Working Journey

Arlene did not just read about the Chinese struggle in Canada, she
was a witness to the living history. She experienced it first hand and
the memories are still fresh and vivid. In fact, she is more than a
witness to history, she has inherited the legacy of those who made
history.

Arlene’s mother, Jean Lumb, forged many firsts in Canadian history:
She was the first woman of Chinese descent to receive the Order of
Canada, first female Chinese restaurateur to receive the Fran Deck
Award for outstanding achievement in Toronto’s restaurant industry,
and first Chinese Canadian woman on the boards of Women’s
College Hospital and other institutions. A City of Toronto street
and an elementary school are named after her.

How does it feel to have such a distinguished mother? Arlene says
she used to accompany her to many events, often listened to her
mother recount her experiences and thought her mother was a
natural public speaker. Wherever she went, people were drawn to

her. It wasn't until years later, when Arlene started to write about her
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mother that she came to understand and admire the hard work that

went into those accomplishments.

Jean Lumb dedicated her life to fight for equal rights for the
Chinese community, to bridge the gap between the Chinese
community and the larger Canadian society. She used to say she

was proud to be Canadian. Arlene is equally proud to be a Chinese
Canadian. “I never miss one election.” She says, “The equality and
multiculturalism that we have today did not come easily, they cannot
be taken for granted. So we must cherish them and take steps to

make things happen.”

Telling Our Own Story

In her youth, Arlene had struggled with identity confusion. She
would ask herself: “What makes me a Chinese Canadian?” She
liked to read, but she couldn’t find any books on Chinese culture
and Chinese Canadians in the library. She could only find bits and

pieces of narrative in newspapers or magazines.

In the 1990s, a publisher planned for a children’s book on Jean
Lumb’s life story. But when the author originally hired to write

the book was not making progress, the publisher asked Jean if her
librarian daughter might be interested in writing the story. At first
Jean declined, thinking that working full time and raising two young
children were more than enough for Arlene. When Arlene heard
about it, she was quite interested to give it a try. She discussed with
the publisher that she would write one chapter and if the publisher
was happy with her work, then she would write the book. This book
started Arlene’s journey as an author, and the business of telling the

Chinese story.
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Although she was writing about her own mother, Arlene still took
time to interview Jean, giving her a deeper understanding of her
mother’s community work. This first book, “Spirit of the Dragon:
'The Story of Jean Lumb, a Proud Chinese-Canadian” would later be
selected as a Choice Book by the Canadian Children’s Book Centre.

Since then Arlene has written several more books, including ones
that introduce Canadians to Chinese traditional culture such as the
Mid-Autumn Festival and Dragon Boat Festival, and the history of

Chinese in Canada and Toronto’s Chinatown.

Writing and Life

Unlike people who write from an ivory tower, Arlene’s writing is
based on her own personal experience, and she often brings what

she’s written into her life.

When writing about the history of Chinese in Canada, those people
who made history were people she called “uncle” and “auntie” when
she was a child. While doing research for the books, she often

had “ah-ha” moments. Arlene’s writing and presentations about
this history are both documenting the history and bringing it into
today’s conversations. Her active participation in preserving and
promoting history and traditions has culminated in a 2017 Special
Achievement Award from Heritage Toronto and the Community
Film and Arts Festival Making a Difference Award in 2022. She
has been an advisor for Museum of Toronto, the Chinese Canadian
Archive at the Toronto Public Library, and a cultural consultant for

the Pixar film Turning Red.

Not satisfied to just read about dragon boat racing, she asked a
friend who competed in dragon boat races to let her sit in on
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practices. This experience spawned her career as a dragon boat racer.
She said the observation completely changed her understanding

of the sport, to the point where she rewrote everything about it,
and also fell in love with it. She subsequently joined the Canadian
national team and won gold medals at two IDBF World Dragon
Boat Championships.

She recalls the medal ceremonies at the 2011 championship

in Tampa and the 2013 championship in Hungary - when the
Canadian national anthem was played, she was moved to tears. In
those moments, she was proud to represent Canada and win gold
medals. This honour for Chinese Canadians has been hard won, over

several generations, and should be valued.

Encouraging the Next Generation to Continue the Legacy

Arlene is often invited to schools to introduce dragon boat racing
to elementary school students. She divides the students into several
teams, teaches them the team work involved in racing as well as
doing simulation dragon boat racing in the school gym. After the
“race” she presents the winning team with a medal from her own
collection. Children of all ethnicities learn about Chinese culture

through these fun activities.

Arlene is the chair of the Jean Lumb Foundation. Jean Lumb had
to quit school at a young age to start earning an income, but she
recognized the importance of education for future generations.
Before her passing, Toronto’s Chinese community established an
awards program in her name. Every year, high school students of
Chinese descent from across Canada are given scholarships to
encourage academic excellence and contribution to the community.

'This year is the 25th anniversary of the Jean Lumb Awards. The
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awards ceremony will take place for the first time at the Jean

Lumb Public School. Arlene finds this particularly meaningful and
sincerely wishes that her mother’s legacy will continue through these
young people, not only to carry on the narrative of the Chinese
story, but also to build a better future for Canada.
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