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May, Ken, and Linda at Christmas
above the Laundry, 1955

Schoolgirl, 1956 Grade 7 Major Work Class, 1962 - 1963
SRR
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Law School graduation At my Law School graduation,
photo, 1976 with my mother and Ken, 1976

Lawyer, wife, and mother to Andrew and Julia, Admission to the Nova Scotia Bar, 1977
1983
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Awarded Queen’s Counsel designation, 1997 At my swearing-in as a Judge of the
Nova Scotia Supreme Court, 1998

With my family, at my swearing-in as a Judge As the Court’s one-person art committee

of the Nova Scotia Court of Appeal, 2000

Administering the Oath of Office to the
Lieutenant-Governor of Nova Scotia, 2012

My family has been my support and joy At a press availability, as Founding Chair of the
Progress Monitoring Committee, 2024
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Balancing Reason and Compassion:
Linda Lee Oland’s Legal Journey

Throughout her career in the law, the Honourable Linda Lee Oland
has been a trailblazer. Her achievements and contributions reflect
resilience in adversity, a positive approach, and dedication to public

service.
A Childhood Rooted in Hardship and Determination

Like so many people of Chinese descent in Canada at that time,
Linda’s parents were kept apart by the Chinese Exclusion Act.

Her father lived and worked in British Columbia while his wife
remained in China. In 1948, a year after the act’s repeal, he was
finally able to bring her to Canada. By then, they had three children
born in China. They settled in Halifax where they had three more
children, including Linda.

Linda’s father worked in a Chinese laundry. When Linda was
young, the family lived in just one room above the laundry. She
remembers playing under the wide ironing tables and hide-and-
seek in and out of the sheets hanging in the drying room. The local
Chinese community was small but close-knit, with children playing

together while the men gathered to discuss important matters.

In seventh grade, Linda was selected for a special class designed

for exceptional students, where she remained until high school
graduation. Linda has never considered herself particularly brilliant:
“I'would not say that I'm the sharpest pencil in the box. But because

of my parents’influence, I was a hard worker. I would put hours into
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what it takes to understand something and listen.” This industrious

attitude served her well throughout her life.

Linda remembers sitting on the stairs at the laundry, listening to
her father and other Chinese men debate higher education for her
older sister and herself. Many argued that a girl would simply marry
and become part of someone else’s family. Spending money on a
university education for daughters was wasteful. Linda knew that
her family’s finances were very tight and her father’s authority was

unquestionable. If he was against it, that was that.
Dreams and Perseverance

Fortunately, many people recognized Linda’s down-to-earth and
persistent spirit. They became her mentors at different life stages,
encouraging her to break through limitations. Some school teachers
and friends helped convince her father to let both his daughters
attend university. Although traditional in his views, he valued
education. If his daughters could cover all or most of the cost

themselves, they could go.

While attending school, Linda worked in her spare time and during
her summers. A university scholarship also helped her towards
obtaining her undergraduate degree, focusing on English and
mathematics. This unique blend of disciplines may have helped
shape what became her distinctive approach — logical and precise,

yet deeply empathetic.

After university, Linda went to New Brunswick to work in a federal

department managing human resources and immigration affairs.
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For a young Chinese woman in the early 1970s, having secured a
university degree, a respectable job with a stable income, and living
independently was already quite an achievement. However, her
mentors challenged her to do more and suggested she reconsider her

interest in law.
Breaking Professional Barriers

Linda returned to Halifax and obtained her law degree from
Dalhousie University Law School (now the Schulich School of
Law). When she was called to the Nova Scotia Bar in 1977, she was
likely the first Chinese Canadian lawyer in that Province.

Linda joined one of the largest law firms in Atlantic Canada,
Meclnnes Cooper (formerly MclInnes, Cooper & Robertson). She
was their first minority hire. In addition to her legal practice, she
served on several legal organizations and, for several years, taught
part-time at the Law School. Linda became the firm’s first woman
lawyer to make partner. She could not avoid being reminded of her
uniqueness. The call to order at partners’ meetings was “Gentlemen
and Linda.” When she expected her first child, her firm had no

policies in place for maternity leave.

Recalling these experiences, Linda appears unruffled. She seems

to have never viewed obstacles as grievances but as challenges to
navigate with dignity. She always remembered her parents’ teachings
about “honour”—that she must uphold honesty, integrity, and
diligence at all times, for she carried the weight of representing not

only herself but also her family and the Chinese community.
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In 1997, Linda was awarded the prestigious Queen’s Counsel
designation, a recognition for her legal expertise and dedication. At
the ceremony, a person she highly respected encouraged her to apply
to be appointed a judge. This suggestion would lead to her defining

role.
A Huge Leap in Career

Linda was appointed to the Nova Scotia Supreme Court in 1998.
She was the first judge from a visible minority. Transitioning from
being a lawyer to a judge was a huge leap, particularly as Linda had
specialized in corporate and commercial laws, and estate and trusts
laws, not litigation. However, she embraced the challenge and, as

always, worked hard.

Just two years later, Linda was elevated to the Nova Scotia Court
of Appeal. She made history again, as the first Chinese Canadian
appellate court judge anywhere in Canada. On that Court, Linda
sat on panels with two or more other judges, reviewing decisions of
the courts below and several tribunals for error, and overturning or
amending them if serious errors were found. Appeals of decisions
made by the Court of Appeal are heard by the highest court in
Canada, the Supreme Court of Canada in Ottawa.

“Law is about people”
When people think of judges, they imagine stern, unyielding
figures. Indeed, in both Chinese and Western cultures, legal symbols

embody the intention to seek justice by avoiding the influence of

human emotions. The ancient Chinese character for law, “J&”, has
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water on the left, representing how justice should be as level as a
water surface; on the right is “/&5”, a legendary unicorn-like creature
that would gore whichever party that lacks integrity in a dispute,
forcing them to “Z” (leave) as shown at the bottom of the character.
In Western culture, Lady Justice wears a blindfold, symbolizing that

judges should eliminate external factors to make fair decisions.

However, Linda defies this expectation with a fine balance between
rationalism and human warmth. She says, “Law is all about people.”
It helps structure society, giving guidance and creating order.

She was conscious that every case involved individuals whose
circumstances, along with their families’, might be completely
altered. In the courtroom, Linda listened patiently and carefully and
treated everyone with respect. Back in her office, she tried to write
clear, reasoned decisions so that the parties and the public could

understand the result.

Among other responsibilities, the Chief Justice designated Linda as
his representative on the Order of Nova Scotia committee. Linda
recognized that Canada is a bilingual country and, through hard
work, became the first English-speaking judge on the Nova Scotia
Court of Appeal to attain functional bilingualism.

Leadership and Legacy

One of Linda’s greatest contributions to justice in her Province
and Canada was her comprehensive report exploring ways in
which the Courts might enhance diversity and inclusion on their
benches. After she was selected by Nova Scotia Courts leadership

to do this job in 2016, Linda interviewed numerous people and

74



{24443 % 2025

conducted extensive research. Her thoughtful recommendations
were all accepted and have helped to grow the pool of diverse justice

candidates and reshape the legal landscape.

Linda’s professionalism and quiet, calm manner earned her broad
trust and respect in the legal community and with the public.
She retired from the Nova Scotia Court of Appeal in 2020 but
subsequently was persuaded twice to accept positions of public
service. Each time her children asked why she couldn’t just stay

retired like other people!

In February 2022, Nova Scotia appointed Linda as Acting Director
for its Public Prosecution Service for six months. The long-
serving Director had retired and a steady hand to oversee over 100

prosecutors was needed.

In the spring of 2020, 22 people in Nova Scotia were killed by a
lone gunman over a short period. This tragedy led to a public inquiry
by a joint commission appointed by the provincial and federal
governments and a final report with numerous recommendations.

In 2023, Linda was appointed as Founding Chair of the Progress
Monitoring Committee, which was to monitor the progress

made by the governments and police in implementing those
recommendations. This was the first such committee, and everything
was new. The role was complex, involving multiple stakeholders.
Linda completed her work as Founding Director in May 2024, but
her legacy continues and her accomplishments as well as her stories

keep on inspiring more people.
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