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Patrick Chan with his parents,
Lewis and Karen Chan

Putnam Chan, and their two sons, Olivier
and Benjamin

A young Patrick Chan meets Canadian Patrick Chan as a young
figure skating legend, Brian Orser competitive skater
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Patri;:k Chan during his early i Patrick Chan as a junior figure skater
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Patrick Chan inducted into Canada’s
Sports Hall of Fame and awarded the
Order of Sport (2024)

Patrick Chan performing at a
figure skating gala exhibition

Patrick Chan with fellow Team Canada

members celebrate Olympic gold.
2018 PyeongChang Winter Olympics

PyeongChang 2018

Patrick Chan and Team Canada members jumping for joy-on-the
Olympic gold medal podium. 2018 PyeongChang Winter Olympics
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Seeing Patrick Chan
—Patrick Chan

On the night of December 31, 1990, an emergency C-section was
underway in an Ottawa hospital. As the newborn was lifted from his
mother’s body and held aloft, his father’s eyes filled with tears — the
image was uncannily like the opening of The Lion King, where young
Simba was raised high above the Pride Lands at the break of dawn.
There were less than three hours left until the new year. That child
would grow up to become one of the brightest stars in Canadian
figure skating: Patrick Chan.

Chan loves The Lion King. He saw himself in Simba — not the
prince blessed by destiny, but the young soul who stumbled, fled,
and lost his way, only to find the courage to return and face who
he truly was. “I saw a lot of myself in Simba’s journey,” he says.
“The risk-taking, the overconfidence of youth, learning through
disappointment and challenge.” His own journey, it turns out, has

been no less winding than the movie.

One of Canada’s Most Decorated Figure Skaters
On the ice, Patrick Chan was a remarkable, almost flawless skater.
He claimed the Canadian men’s figure skating title ten times, stood
atop the World Championship podium three years running, won

a team silver medal and an individual silver medal at the 2014

Sochi Olympics, and returned to capture a team gold at the 2018
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PyeongChang Games. In 2024, he was inducted into Canada’s
Sports Hall of Fame — one of the highest honours Canadian sport

can bestow.

He was celebrated for a skating quality so fluid it seemed effortless,
a rare fusion of raw power and consummate grace that left audiences
breathless. The aura of a champion clung to him naturally, making

him appear, to the world, almost luminous.

But behind the golden aura lived a young man, as flawed and

authentic as anyone else, whose life journey was full of turbulence.
Mother’s Instructions

Figure skating is a sport deeply rooted in European elitist tradition.
Its scoring systems, its aesthetic standards, even the power structures
operating behind the scenes have long carried a pronounced
Eurocentrism. For athletes of colour, the barriers were rarely explicit
— they manifested as something subtler and harder to name:

systemic pressure, the unspoken rules of belonging.

Chan recalls that his mother repeatedly instructed him, when it
came to choosing competition music and costumes, never to include
Chinese or Asian elements. It was not timidity on her part — it
was pragmatism, born of a clear-eyed understanding of how the
Eurocentric figure skating world worked at that time. Looking back
now, Chan frames it as part of the lack of diversity within figure
skating’s power structures, an invisible form of discrimination that

quietly told minority athletes their culture had no place here.
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Harder still to articulate is the shame he once felt about his mother’s
accent when speaking English. With the distance of years, he came
to understand that the shame was never really about her — it was
the product of a social environment that made newcomers feel like
they didn't belong. “It’s a kind of silent discrimination,” he says, “one
that makes you, without even realizing it, start to reject the people

closest to you.”

He also speaks candidly about the “model minority” myth — the
idea that Asian communities have somehow transcended the need
for advocacy. It is, he argues, a flattering disguise for marginalization,
one that renders the real struggles of Asian communities invisible
and unacknowledged. “You had to be objectively exceptional,” he
says. “Meeting the standard was never enough. You had to go above
and beyond — so that no one could use race as a reason to deny you

what youd earned.”

'The words are spoken quietly. The weight behind them is anything
but.

Life After Retirement

The golden years of an athlete are brief and blazing. “People forget,”
Chan says, “that skating, competing, standing on an Olympic
podium — none of that lasts forever. When your career ends, you

still have three-quarters of your life ahead of you.”
Chan retired in 2018. The future he had imagined for himself was

uncomplicated and well-earned: travel the world, perform in ice

shows, enjoy the freedom his years of sacrifice had bought him.
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Then the pandemic came.

“It completely changed the narrative of my story,” he says, “or

rather, it changed what I thought my story was going to look like.”
"The world went into lockdown, and with it, the life he had been
reaching for. He found himself adrift. “I was really lost. I lost a lot of

confidence. I had more questions than answers.”

'This disorientation arrived at the same time as another seismic shift:
he got married, and became a father. “Athletes are naturally selfish,”
he says, with a slight smile. “I was no difterent. Becoming a parent is
a total 180. You have to confront all the things you took for granted
about yourself — including the ways of relating to people that you

inherited from your own parents, the ones you always assumed were

just normal.”
From Bystander to Advocate

'The pandemic brought more than a disruption to daily life. It

brought images Chan could no longer look away from.

The vandalism in Vancouver’s Chinatown. The attacks on elderly
Asian people on city streets. It recalled for him the atmosphere
of fear and misunderstanding he had witnessed during the SARS
outbreak years earlier — and it scared him to think that his own
parents could become victims one day. At the same time, political
voices were stoking hostility by linking the virus to a specific
ethnicity. Chan spoke out. He publicly condemned the use of

terms like “China virus,” calling it “an ignorant and divisive way of
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looking at a global pandemic,” and insisted that the crisis demanded
solidarity, not scapegoating. Canadians, he said, were “better than

that.”

He appeared in Eyes Open, a public service announcement
featuring Asian Canadians speaking out about the hostile climate
the pandemic had unleashed. He supported the grassroots
#FaceRace campaign and collaborated with the Chinese Canadian
National Council for Social Justice (CCNC-§J) to encourage

Canadians to confront racism directly.

In doing so, he drew a through-line from the quiet discrimination
he had experienced in the figure skating world to something larger

and more urgent.

In the years since, he has extended that advocacy to men’s mental
health, appearing in a Movember campaign short in which he spoke
openly about his own vulnerability and struggles. “There’s a stigma,”
he says, “a sense that for a man to show weakness is shameful.

But sometimes, speaking your struggles out loud, letting a friend
hear them — that itself is a form of healing, even when it doesn't

fix anything.” He notes that this silence runs particularly deep in
Chinese families: his parents’ and grandparents’ generation, shaped
by political upheaval and social turmoil, spent most of their energy
on survival. There was no room left for feelings. “It’s not their fault,”

he says. “It’s simply what they were taught.”
The Next Generation on the Ice

At this year’s Winter Olympics in Milan, Chinese American skater
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Alysa Liu took to the ice in a golden dress, skating her free program
to Donna Summer’s disco classic MacArthur Park, and won gold. In

Chan’s era, this would have been nearly unthinkable.

His eyes brighten at the mention of it. “It’s the natural evolution of
the sport,” he says. “Gen Z athletes are very outspoken. They’ll stand
up for themselves without hesitation. Alysa’s comeback was about

authenticity — doing it for herself.”

From Chan’s mother’s careful instructions all those years ago, to
Alysa Liu dancing without inhibition on an Olympic stage — the

invisible wall is coming down, one generation at a time.
Beyond the Ice

'The child born in the final hours of 1990, the young man who
recognized himself in Simba’s wandering and return, the champion
who learned, beyond the spotlight, how to simply be a man

true to himself — Patrick Chan has spent the better part of his

life discovering that real strength has nothing to do with being
unassailable. It has everything to do with being willing to be truly

seen.

Beyond the ice, the more important competition for him has only

just begun.
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