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Building Bridges with Heart, Rooted in
the Land of the Maple

From Victoria Harbour to the St. Lawrence River, she built bridges
for Chinese newcomers to reach the wider world through Cantonese
radio broadcasts. From Parliament Hill to the Ontario Legislature,
she built bridges so that the stories of the Chinese community could
be seen by the mainstream through Asian Heritage Month. From
confronting the dark history of the Chinese Exclusion Act to her
steadfast belief in “One Heart One Canada,” she built bridges of
reconciliation over buried truths, misunderstanding, and division.
Nancy Siew rose from an ordinary Chinese immigrant mother to a
Citizenship Judge and an Honorary Lieutenant-Colonel, spending
half a century raising bridges that connect hearts and span cultures
across this country. She built bridges between East and West,
enabling people of different cultures to truly see one another; she
built bridges between past and future, bringing forgotten history
back into the light; and she built bridges for the vulnerable, helping
veterans and newcomers alike find a true sense of belonging on
Canadian soil.

Yesterday in Hong Kong, Rebirth in the Maple Land

Nancy Siew’s childhood unfolded in a world painted with many
colours. Her Hong Kong neighbours were British, Portuguese,
South Asian, and, forming the majority, Chinese. Different skin
colours, languages, and customs were never barriers in her eyes;
rather, they were windows to explore the world. As the second child,
she had one elder brother and a younger sister. In an era when sons

were often still favoured over daughters, the Siew family was an
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exception. She recalls, “My parents perhaps even loved the girls a
little more.” This equal love nurtured in her, from a very young age,

the courage to take responsibility and the willingness to lead.

In 1976, Nancy Siew’s life was abruptly upended. Her then-husband
decided to immigrate to Canada, and as a “traditional wife,” she left
the familiar streets of Hong Kong with her three children, crossing

half the globe to arrive in an unfamiliar Ontario.

“I came with a very simple mindset. I didn’t expect to enjoy the
same professional standing I had in Hong Kong; I knew I would
have to start from the bottom.” Nancy Siew’s clarity and resilience
allowed her to adapt swiftly. But life still had its tests: her Hong
Kong teaching certificate was not recognized locally. So, this

former English teacher began the gruelling journey of working and
studying at the same time. She enrolled at a community college,
attending classes three nights a week while working close to two
jobs during the day. With three teenagers and a heavy load of
household chores, she woke an hour earlier from precious sleep, gave
up her lunch breaks to study, and ultimately completed the program

with excellence.

It was during this time that an astute lecturer saw the potential in
her. “He told me I should go into a field that was about people,”
Nancy recalls. “He saw me as a humanist.” Encouraged by this
lecturer, she applied to the social work program at the University of
Windsor and graduated with honours. Soon after, the prestigious
McGill University extended an offer, granting her a major
tellowship to pursue a Master’s degree in Social Work, specializing

in gerontology.
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During her time at McGill, Nancy’s life remained “a candle burning
at both ends.” While pursuing her degree, she used her own money
to buy airtime on an ethnic radio station in Montreal, where she
broadcast the news in Cantonese twice a week. “I had to read four
newspapers every day: The Globe and Mail, The Montreal Gazette,
and two local Chinese papers, and then synthesize the international,
Canadian, and local news to broadcast to Chinese immigrants who
spoke neither English nor French,” she says. “It was a huge amount
of work, but I loved it, because I felt I was doing something for a
group of people who had been overlooked.” At a radio station open
house one day, a listener came up to her and said, “ I never miss your
program. I tune in every week without fail.” In that moment, Nancy

Siew felt a depth of fulfilment she had never experienced before.
Guardians of Heroes: An Unbreakable Bond with Veterans

In 1988, armed with her expertise in gerontology, Nancy Siew
returned from Quebec to Ontario and joined Veterans Affairs
Canada. This decision closely linked her life with a special group
of elderly people, the veterans of the Second World War and the
Korean War.

“Most of those veterans were in their sixties by then, but their
bodies had aged much faster than the general population,” Nancy
explains. “They endured rain-soaked nights on the battlefield,
slept in the snow, and even suffered the starvation and torment
of prisoner-of-war camps.” Her professional knowledge and life
experience gave her a profound understanding of these veterans’

needs, not just material, but spiritual.

This bond with the military has an even deeper root within her own
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family. Both of Nancy Siew’s sons served in the Canadian Armed
Forces. In 1995, a sudden tragedy changed everything. Her son,
Captain Cletus Cheng, lost his life while representing Canada at
an international military skills competition in New Mexico, United

States. He had felt unwell but insisted on completing the course.

“He was representing Canada,” Nancy’s voice was calm but resolute.
“There were four members on his team, and every single one had to
finish, or the whole Canadian team would be disqualified. For the
honour of his team, he paid with his life.”

A mother who lost her son could have been consumed by grief.
But Nancy Siew chose a different path. Cletus’s comrades came to
her one after another, taking her in as their own family. “In losing
one son, I gained so many more,” she says. “Sometimes, one has to
look beyond the immediate tragedy to see what one has gained.”
She transformed the longing for her son into selfless support for all

military members and their families.

From 2014 to 2017, Nancy Siew was appointed a Canadian
Citizenship Judge. From 2018 to 2021, she served as the Honorary
Lieutenant-Colonel of the Military Police Academy at Canadian
Forces Base Borden, an honorary appointment reserved only for

those of outstanding character and deep respect.

Awakening History: The Chinese Exclusion Act and
the Continuation of Dignity

Around the year 2000, then-Senator Vivienne Poy proposed the

federal initiative to establish Asian Heritage Month. Nancy Siew
stood firmly by her side from the very beginning. “I was only in
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a supporting role,” she says with characteristic humility. “Senator
Poy was the wise and courageous driver.” In 2002, the Canadian
government officially declared May as Asian Heritage Month. At
the signing ceremony on Parliament Hill in Ottawa, Nancy was
there alongside Senator Poy and the Deputy Prime Minister to

witness that historic moment.

However, turning a declaration into a widely celebrated cultural
occasion required hard, down-to-earth work. Nancy Siew took

up this responsibility. With no government funding whatsoever,
she relied on her own conviction and coordination skills, bringing
together ten school boards and five police services across a vast area
from Halton to Durham, planting the seeds of Asian Heritage
Month across the Greater Toronto Area. Today, Asian Heritage
Month has become a household concept across Canada, and Nancy
Siew is the one who quietly wove that network from behind the

scenes.

In 2023, Nancy turned her focus to a little-known dark chapter in
history—the centenary of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1923. This
Act had all but shut the door on Chinese immigration to Canada
with its humiliatingly stringent conditions. The early Chinese
labourers who had sacrificed their blood, sweat, and lives to build
the Canadian Pacific Railway, along with their descendants, endured

systemic discrimination and exclusion for a quarter of a century.

And so began yet another journey from scratch. Nancy Siew raised
her own funds and travelled across Canada, from Calgary to Halifax,
and on to Vancouver, speaking to communities and schools about
the Chinese Exclusion Act. She launched a photo exhibition called
“Tribute to Early Chinese Immigrants to Canada,” gathering

96



{24443 % 2026

photographs and stories from the families of survivors. She also
went straight to the Ontario Minister of Education and requested
that the history of the Chinese Exclusion Act be incorporated

into the school curriculum. In May 2023, the Ontario Legislature
announced this decision, and then-Minister Stephen Lecce made a

point of naming Nancy Siew and thanking her for her efforts.
Epilogue

Over the years, Nancy Siew has received countless recognitions:
the Queen’s Golden Jubilee Medal, the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee
Medal, the King Charles III Coronation Medal, and the Order of

Ontario, the province’s highest civilian honour ...

She once likened her life’s mission to a bridge. A bridge means
connection. And every bridge requires someone to first bend
down and firmly tamp the soil on both banks. Nancy Siew, with
her inexhaustible energy, became that person who bent down.
Today, beneath the maple leaves, more and more people are
crossing the bridges she laid with her own hands—walking toward
understanding, toward respect, toward a new horizon where

skin colour and native accent are no longer barriers. This is the
most precious gift Nancy Siew leaves to the Chinese Canadian

community: not medals, not titles, but bridges.

97





