
 

 

Head Tax Families: Prairie and Northern Stories 

 

Introduction 

In the last half of the 1800s and early 1900s, the Chinese in Canada continued to face 

virulent racism and discrimination. Many influential groups in society adamantly opposed their 

presence and wanted to keep Canada a white nation. The federal government enacted the Head 

Tax to restrict Chinese immigration and the popular sentiment was to completely exclude the 

Chinese from establishing roots.  

In British Columbia, where the majority of Chinese lived, discrimination and racism was 

pervasive and forced many Chinese to leave. After the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) was 

completed, leaving thousands unemployed, Chinese workers began moving eastward to the 

Prairies. The Chinese were wrongly perceived as sojourners who worked in Canada and viewed 

China as their true home. A continuous community did establish and families were formed, but 

in general, “Gum San” or “Gold Mountain” was not a welcoming place. “Grandpa came here to 

Winnipeg, did not speak English, and people made fun of his long pigtail. They gave him a 

rough time,” says son Kenny Choy of Brandon. (See Choy family) 

 By the late 1800s, the Chinese migrated eastward to the Prairies and beyond, and many started 

small businesses across Canada in almost every small village, town, or hamlet and established 

roots in the Chinatowns of various cities. In small towns, their presence was a symbol of their 

perseverance often coming alone to eke out a living amongst strangers. The Prairies would 

become home to many. But it was not a life without challenges. Many were married bachelors 

living alone in Canada, unable to bring their wives and children over due to the onerous Head 

Tax and the prohibitive Chinese Exclusion Act. “I never saw my Dad until I came over here. I 

was a baby when he left [in 1934]. I used to ask people, who came back from Canada, what my 

Dad looked like. When I was a kid in China, I was really curious” says Calgary descendant Jack 

Yee about his 15-year separation from his father. (See Jack Yee) 

Others were single young men willing to take a chance to find their place in Canada.  

 During the Great Depression, many Chinese-run enterprises including small town cafés and 

grocery stores failed. Chinese laundries also faced closure by the 1940s after the mechanization 

of the industry. Many Chinese moved to the cities while others persevered and stayed in small 

towns across the Prairies. Some adventuresome Chinese would migrate to northern Canada. “He 

had no money. Sometimes he would wait for a relative to throw their shoes away and he would 

put them on,” says Ping Ting Ma, about Gee Yen You, her father-in-law, who came to Canada in 

1919 at the age of 17. (See Ping Ting Ma)  



 

 

The Loh Wah Kiu  

 The Loh Wah Kiu were the early Chinese gold miners who sought their riches; railroad 

workers who built the CPR; and those who immigrated during the Head Tax era from 1885 to 

1923. They were the generations affected by the Chinese Head Tax, paying a $50 Head Tax to 

enter Canada in 1885, a $100 Head Tax by 1900, and a $500 Head Tax by 1903. Many were the 

first of their family to go overseas to Canada as their families would arrange to borrow the 

money to pay the Head Tax, with debts to be paid back over many subsequent years and decades. 

Many of these young people were never able to go back to China to see their families again but 

would continue to send remittances to help the family. "An uncle told us that my father's mother 

looked out for him to return every day, and he never got back. She looked for him every day, for 

35 years, and never saw him again,” says Jim Yee about his father George, who came in 1923. 

(See George Mun Yee). Those who were able to return to China to marry and have children 

would be sure to leave China within two years to be permitted to re-enter Canada. 

 After the Chinese Exclusion Act was repealed in 1947, the Head Tax payers were able to 

reunite their families in Canada. Families formed and the sons, daughters, and grandchildren of 

these pioneers would now establish and raise their own families in Canada. Some Head Tax 

descendants were born in China due to the 1923 Chinese Exclusion Act. Some were “paper sons” 

and “paper daughter,” who desperately wanted to reunite with their brethren in Canada and could 

not because of immigration restrictions for children over 18. Many families of paper sons and 

daughters worried about being deported. “She said what if the greencoats (immigration officials) 

come in the middle of the night and knock on our door? Take you away, tie you up and throw 

you in the river, then what will I do? We are a family. Then where would the family be?” says 

paper son Sid Chow Tan on a lifelong worry by his grandmother. 

 As the descendants of the Loh Wah Kiu began to discover and understand how Canadian 

authorities and society had treated their parents or grandparents, they would question the validity 

of discriminatory and racist legislation enacted by past governments. They would support the 

now aging Head Tax payers in demanding an apology and some form of financial redress from 

the federal government for the 62 years of racist legislation which affected their families.  

Chinese Migration to Alberta  

Chinese migration to the Prairies began with a group who came to Alberta in 1880 over 

the border from Montana. Many more Chinese, including the ones left unemployed after the 

building of the CPR, would move there over the next decade. Others were new immigrants 

following the footsteps of their clan relatives. 

        Alberta’s first Chinatown was formed in Calgary, following the completion of the CPR. It 

was located at the corner of Centre Street South and Ninth Avenue East. By 1890, Chinatown 

was comprised of two groceries, a laundry, two restaurants, and a rooming house. Some of the 



 

 

major clan associations that were established included: Wong Kung Har Tong (the Wongs), the 

Mah Gim Gee Tong (the Mahs), the Chee Duck Tong (the Chows, Ngs, Choys, Chos and 

Yung’s), Yee Fung Toy Tong (the Yees), Leung Toy How Tong (the Leungs), and Tung Shing 

Fon (the Lees). 

      The first known Chinese immigrants to Edmonton were two brothers - Chung Gee and 

Chung Yan who travelled north from Calgary to start a laundry in 1892. By 1931, Edmonton’s 

Chinese community numbered about 440 men and 27 women. Over the next three decades, 

services for the community were established and these grew to include clubs and benevolent 

societies which provided seniors' housing, and language and cultural activities.  

     The early Chinese would also migrate to Lethbridge where CPR lines were established. 

Chinatown became a segregated district with a population of around 100 and businesses 

consisting of six laundries, four grocers, and two restaurants in the early 1900s. The Chinese 

Freemasons building later served as the social and cultural centre for the Chinese community. 

But the Chinese residents began moving out of the area in the 1960s, and by 2000, all but one 

resident — Albert Leong, owner of Bow On Tong — had moved out, and Chinatown was 

reduced to one block with only a handful of buildings.  

The Chinese would also try their luck in various small Alberta towns where one or two 

residents who operated a café or laundry. “In those days, business was so slow they put out a 

coffee cup for people to pay. It took all day and it still wasn’t full of cash. That’s how bad it was 

at one time.” says Edmonton’s Lily Welsh, daughter of James Marr, who started cafes in 

Chipman, Alberta then Davidson, Saskatchewan. (See James Marr). 

While the discrimination they faced was not as overt as in the cities, the Chinese were 

still targeted as outsiders. In Coleman, where the earliest Chinese arrived in the province, the 

local newspaper urged residents to vote Conservative in the 1908 election to prevent Canada 

from being "overruled by the Mongolians who work for starvation wages on which a white could 

not exist." The Chinese would persevere in these small towns and gradually changed negative 

attitudes.      

Chinese Migration to Saskatchewan 

     Chinese settlement in Saskatchewan dates back to the late 1880s, after the CPR was 

completed. Wherever there was a divisional point on the line, the trains would stop in these 

communities for maintenance, switching cars, or changing crews. Often the train crews would 

need lodging and its passengers would patronize hotels, cafés, and laundries - many of which 

were Chinese-run. In 1882, Moose Jaw was chosen as the divisional point of the CPR and 

developed quickly into a boom town. By 1910, a small Chinatown with a population of about 

150 had emerged on River Street. Moose Jaw was initially one of the largest Chinese 

communities in Saskatchewan, but the Depression and the introduction of steam laundry put 



 

 

many Chinese laundries out of business. In Saskatoon, the Riversdale district had a historical 

Chinese settlement where the early Chinese immigrants were employed by the CPR, and 

established businesses within this district. Regina did not have a Chinatown, partly due to the 

small Chinese population and the mutual agreement made among the early Chinese immigrants 

to avoid competition by not setting up businesses close to each other. As well, opening hours 

were restrictive, so the Chinese had to be creative in how they set up their businesses. “Only 

Saskatchewan had tea rooms,” explains Sam Gee, who helped his father run the Fifth Avenue 

Tea Room in Regina. “Edmonton just had grocery stores, confectioneries. It was law. If you are a 

grocery store, you cannot open at night. But a tea room, you’re selling coffee, soft drinks, and a 

little bit confectionery. You bend the law a little bit. What you’re not supposed to do, you do,” he 

explains. (See Sam Gee) 

Chinese Migration to Manitoba  

 The first Chinese to settle Manitoba actually came from the United States. The Manitoba Free 

Press reported that three Chinese arrived by stagecoach from Minneapolis and St. Paul to 

Winnipeg on Nov. 19, 1877. Charlie Yam, Fung Quong, and an unidentified Chinese woman 

would start the first Chinese laundry in the city. Winnipeg was the major point of settlement for 

Chinese before heading farther east. A few Chinese stores at the intersection of King Street and 

Alexander Avenue would become the centre of the community’s Chinatown starting in 1909.  

“In those days, they seemed to have a sense of superiority – the white man you know. They had 

this over the Chinese. Because of them, we were second-rate citizens – inferior to them. That’s 

how I feel about them,” says Winnipeg restaurant worker Bill Dong. (See Bill Dong) 

Many Chinese followed clan relatives and friends to small towns from The Pas to Roblin 

and the towns in- between. From 1881 to 1959, Sam Wong and his family owned the Carlton 

Café in Brandon for almost 50 years. Lee Low came from Toishan county in China to Canada in 

1911 and ran the Rex Café in Carberry, Manitoba, for 10 years with his brother Tong. In 1949, 

following the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act, he would bring his sons, Walter and York, to 

join him. Meanwhile, Choo Soy and his Choy Him would operate the Paris Café after migrating 

there in the 1930s. The Soo family, after being reunited in 1959, would open Soo’s Chop Suey 

House until 2002.  

Chinese contribution to the Prairies 

Chinese people came to the Prairies with nothing, some with all their possessions on the 

end of a stick. But all held a dream to find a future home for their families. Their contribution to 

Prairies life is important as generations stayed and settled in cities and small town across Alberta, 

Saskatchewan and Manitoba. They quickly learned how to cook Western food and provide 

necessary supplies to mostly non-Chinese customers. They also introduced and popularized 

Chinese cuisine in every part of the Prairies, gradually showing lo-fahn (white people) the many 

interesting aspects of Chinese culture.  



 

 

As lo-fahn began to know and appreciate the Chinese as their neighbours, especially in 

isolated small towns of Western Canada, they also began to understand and respect the Chinese. 

No longer were the negative stereotypes appropriate, but the Chinese were seen as generous, 

law-abiding, humble and friendly. Chinese operators would provide credit to all people in need, 

especially during the Great Depression and became an integral part of small town life.  

While they tried to integrate, the Chinese who came to the West, also had to make 

tremendous sacrifices to reunite their families in two continents, a struggle which many  non-

Chinese would later join in  repealing the 1923 Chinese  Exclusion Act. “Today, nobody 

questions whether Chinese Canadians can become lawyers or chartered accountants or engineers. 

Prior to 1947, that was not possible. We just worked in laundries and restaurants.” says Sgt. 

Louey King, one of the more than 500 Chinese who fought for Canada in the Second World 

War. (See Louey King) 

By 1931-41, at the peak of their migration to the Prairie provinces 50 years later, the 

Chinese community would establish 1,710 laundries, 4,887 restaurants and cafes, 510 retail 

outlets and 804 farms and market gardens. 

Chinese Migration to the North 

     It would be decades before any Chinese would migrate to Canada’s northern territories. They 

tried to join the Klondike Gold Rush, beginning in 1898, but their boat was turned away by 

angry white miners. “No Chinese Wanted Here” was the headline in the June 28 edition of the 

weekly Whitehorse Star. After the Gold Rush ended a year later, a few Chinese migrated to the 

Yukon and worked as camp cooks, houseboys, and in other service positions. One reason there 

were so few Chinese who ventured past the 60
th

 parallel was because a road system was not 

established until the Dempster Highway was built in 1958 to connect the Yukon to Inuvik in the 

Northwest Territories.  

    Mah Gow would come to Yellowknife and buy the Wildcat Café in 1934, becoming the first 

recorded Chinese resident of the Northwest Territories (NWT). (See Gold Range Café) He 

continued to operate the Wildcat Café until 1951 when he fell ill. The café subsequently closed 

but was saved from demolition when a small group of Yellowknifers ensured the log cabin was 

designated a heritage site. The Gold Range Café, now a venerable institution in Yellowknife, 

was established in the late 1950s by Newton Wong, Randy Pon, Jimmy Pon, and Calvin Mark, 

all of whom hailed from Edmonton. Chinese cafés, including the ones that began in the 1960s in 

small towns like Inuvik, Fort Smith and Fort Simpson, have long been part of the Northwest 

Territories. Ownership would change hands at these cafés but they would continue to be passed 

down to Chinese relatives and friends.  

     Chinese Canadian professionals from across Canada would come to Nunavut to work for the 

Inuit land claim groups, the Government of Nunavut, and the City of Iqaluit.  



 

 

 The stories that follow are representative of the experiences of the Head Tax families who 

migrated to the Prairie provinces and Canada’s North. Most found themselves living alone in 

small towns across the Prairies and the North until their children came to join them in the 1950s. 

“You don’t have a social life, you can’t go out. They were in little small towns and were in their 

24 hours a day. You get up in the morning, cook seven days a week, work two or three years, 

save your money, go back to China and come back,“ says Edmonton’s Don Mah, on his father’s 

life working in small town cafes.  Every one of these unique experiences adds to the growing 

history of Chinese Canadians as told in their own voices and seen with their own eyes. 

 

WWII Chinese commandos fought for equality at home 

Five decorated for bravery in secret Borneo mission 

“We presented a voice the government could not ignore. We just didn’t go and make a request. 

We went up and demanded our rights. We earned it.” – Sgt. Louey King. 

“Today, nobody questions whether Chinese Canadians can become lawyers or chartered 

accountants or engineers. Prior to 1947, that was not possible. We just worked in laundries and 

restaurants.” – Sgt. Louey King. 

EDMONTON – There were no victory parades for Chinese-Canadian veterans like Sgt. Louey 

King when he came home at the end of World War II. 

 Nor did he really expect any. 

 King, like his four fellow compatriots – Sgt. Jimmy Shiu, Sgt. Norman Mon Low, Sgt. Roy 

Chan, and Capt. Roger Cheng – did not even possess official records of their military service in 

the war. 

 Loaned to the British army, they were specially selected to serve in Britain’s elite clandestine 

intelligence unit called Special Operations Executive (SOE). Operating in Asia, the commando 

unit was sent behind Japanese enemy lines in secret missions to help end the war for the Allies. 

 King, an Edmonton resident until he died in 1989 of emphysema, recalled in his only 

interview before his death that his family didn’t even know what he had done when he first 

returned from the war. 

 “We were sworn to secrecy for 30 years under [Canada’s] Official Secrets Act and could not 

say anything,” said King. 

 The secrecy directive was partially lifted in 1946 when four of the five Canadian-born 



 

 

Chinese men were awarded the Military Medal for “gallant and distinguished services” in the 

field. 

 In Vancouver, local newspapers picked up the story and described how the four young men – 

Chan, Low, Shiu, and King – parachuted behind enemy lines to organize guerrilla resistance in 

the jungles of Borneo. For months, they helped drive the Japanese out of Sarawak, one of 

Japan’s last military strongholds in the South Pacific. Shortly after, the Americans dropped the 

atomic bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and Japan surrendered, ending the war. 

 The four men expressed surprise with the decorations and the army-initiated publicity 

surrounding them. They were cited for their bravery in establishing and maintaining wireless 

communication with Australian headquarters as King and the unit organized a native group of 

Dyak headhunters, who sought revenge for Japanese attacks on their tribe. The commandos 

supplied the natives with parachuted rifles, ammunition, food, medicine, and clothing and taught 

them to shoot. They led groups of 60 or more natives in attacking and killing Japanese units. 

During the assault at the Rejang River, they learned that the atomic bomb had been dropped on 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The unit then continued to monitor Japanese movements intercepting 

their communications, specifically eavesdropping on changing conditions at a prisoner of war 

camp, which held about 2,500 British and civilian POWs. 

Capt. Cheng was also cited for his work coordinating the commando unit. Cheng came from 

Lillooet, B.C. while Shiu was a student at Berkeley, California, and Chan worked in his father’s 

Victoria grocery store before signing up.  

 King and Norman Mon Low were the best of friends, residing in Vancouver where Low’s 

father ran a grocery store while King’s father ran a butcher shop. Sadly, Low would die of his 

injuries later in life. He contracted pleurisy of his lungs, then tuberculosis. “He was so weak 

when he got back. He just wasn’t going to make it through [later]. It wasn’t going to be,” said 

King, ruefully. For years, on November 11, King would remember his friend but would not don 

his uniform on Remembrance Day. “I couldn’t see the point of parading like that, when so many 

never made it back.” 

 For the next 35 years, little was known about SOE until 1981 when Toronto Member of 

Parliament, Roy McLaren, wrote about the exploits of the unit in a book titled Canadians Behind 

Enemy Lines. 

 With information gleaned from declassified documents, McLaren detailed how Force 136 (as 

SOE was known in Asia) relied on the use of Canadian-born Chinese to move about in Japanese-

occupied countries, passing themselves off as civilians. 

 “For clandestine operations requiring disguise, the answer was to employ those who could 

pass unnoticed: overseas Chinese offered an immediate prospect,” McLaren wrote. One hundred 



 

 

and twenty-six Chinese Canadians were trained in the Okanagan in jungle warfare to work as 

spies behind enemy lines: learning how to detonate explosives, interrogating the enemy, 

intercepting wireless communications, and organizing locals to resist and sabotage the enemy. 

 The intelligence army, comprised of men from most of the Allied countries, was co-ordinated 

by master Canadian spy Sir William Stephenson, later to be identified as “the Man Called 

Intrepid.” 

 “I think today, Sir William Stephenson’s job made a difference in the war. He was credited by 

Winston Churchill and the President of the United States as having made a true difference in 

winning the war,” recalled King. 

 In 1943, the British Army went to Canada to recruit men for what is now known as a suicide 

mission dubbed “Operation Oblivion” by army intelligence. The mission was designated to have 

Cantonese-speaking spies organize communist guerrilla troops in China to fight against the 

Japanese who had invaded in 1937. 

 Louis King was one of the original thirteen Canadian-born Chinese who were secretly trained 

in the interior of B.C. for the mission. But the Chinese-Canadian SOE unit never made it as far 

as China. In 1944, the Americans took over responsibility for infiltrating the Chinese mainland 

and the British directed their intelligence operatives to areas like Malaysia, Singapore, and the 

South Pacific, where King and three of his compatriots spent the remainder of the war as spies 

behind Japanese lines. 

 King and his other compatriots had their own personal reasons for wanting to go to China in 

1943. 

 In 1923, the Canadian government had passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, which prohibited 

Chinese from entering Canada. Less than 50 would be allowed into the country over the next 24 

years. 

 King’s youngest brother was born in China when his parents returned there for a visit, but he 

was forced to remain as a result of the legislation.  “Almost every Chinese in Canada was 

affected by this (legislation) because we all had relatives there,” noted King. 

 For King, like other Chinese Canadians who volunteered or were conscripted into the war, 

many also still felt an allegiance to China – the country which their families had emigrated from. 

 “I had gone to school there as a boy. I saw the bombing of my school there in 1937 and I 

came back with my oldest brother in 1939. So, you had an affinity for the suffering that went on 

in China.”  

 But King believes that for himself and the over 500 Canadian-Chinese volunteers, fighting for 



 

 

Canada was a means to an end. 

 Not only were the Chinese subject to the Chinese Exclusion Act, which had forced local 

Chinese into isolation, but rampant discrimination and racism against the Chinese continued 

unabated, especially in his home province of B.C. Provincial statutes prevented the Chinese from 

gaining the vote, and in effect, branded Chinese third and fourth-class citizens. 

 This law, in effect, automatically barred Chinese people from voting in federal, provincial, 

and municipal elections in a number of provinces. They were also barred from entering 

professional associations such as law, medicine, and pharmacy because they were classified as 

“aliens” in Canada rather than British subjects. With no citizenship, King’s father’s generation 

was left with limited opportunities except to operate laundries, groceries, and restaurants. 

 “When I came back from the war, my army counselor quite apologetically told me not to 

waste my time entering law school because I couldn’t practise law, even though I was a veteran 

and served. The reason was because I was Chinese,” recalled King, ruefully. 

 Subsequently, King and other Chinese Canadians who had fought in the war formed Pacific 

280 of the Army, Navy and Veteran’s Association and lobbied for repeal of the discriminatory 

legislation that had faced the Chinese community for so long. 

 King said: “We said to the government – if we were prepared to lay our life on the line for our 

country, then how are you going to deny me my rights which I’m entitled to, like all other 

Canadians?” 

 King says the veterans’ group went directly to Major-General George R. Pearkes, who was 

commander of the Allied troops in the Pacific during the war, and who had many talks with their 

SOE unit. Pearkes had pledged his support to help remove Canada’s discriminatory legislation 

against the Chinese people. 

 In 1947, the federal government repealed the Chinese Exclusion Act. British Columbia 

followed suit by drafting legislation which allowed the Chinese to vote, as did other provinces. 

 Although historians are divided over which groups were responsible for eliminating 

discriminatory legislation against Chinese Canadians during that time, they generally concur that 

it was the veterans’ organizations which spearheaded the battle. And it was the veterans' service 

in the war which could not be ignored, King maintains. 

 He credits much of that to Major Pearkes, Minister of National Defense in the post-war 

Mackenzie King cabinet, as the one politician with integrity in the Liberal government who 

believed in ending the discriminatory laws against Chinese people in Canada. 

 “I think the greatest personal triumph I felt was our ability to apply pressure on the provincial 



 

 

and federal government. And we were able to back it up because of our record in the war,” he 

recalled. 

 “It was the only thing he had and the only weapon we could use to make the government 

listen to us,” he said. “We presented a voice the government could not ignore. We just didn’t go 

and make a request. We went up and demanded our rights. We earned it,” declared King, citing 

the Canadian Legion for its steadfast support. 

 “I just wanted to be free to do what I wanted to do without somebody telling me I can’t do it. I 

think that’s the most we could all ask for.” 

 While the Chinese community was very divided over whether to join and fight for Canada 

when war broke out, King believes in retrospect the decision by a minority of young Chinese 

men to fight for Canada turned out for the best. 

 “In Vancouver, where many of us joined up, there was a very strong feeling in the Chinese 

community that while there was a war on, there wasn’t too much sympathy. Before the war 

ended, they thought we were a bunch of bloody fools. Why should we shed blood for this 

country when people had no consideration in recognizing our rights as citizens of this country? 

And I think they were justified in feeling that. 

 “But some of us believed if we chose to sit back and not fulfill our basic obligations in a time 

of emergency, we would only prolong and intensify the hatred. We felt that volunteering was a 

way in which to prove were worthy as receiving the same recognition as all other Canadians.” 

King also said the rampant racism on the West Coast motivated him to sign up. “I just couldn’t 

believe what was happening and I felt I had to help change that by signing up and proving our 

loyalty.” 

 “Today, nobody questions whether Chinese Canadians can become lawyers or chartered 

accountants or engineers. Prior to 1947, that was not possible. We just worked in laundries and 

restaurants.” 

 King did not live long enough to hear the Canadian government apologize to the Chinese 

community for its racist legislation in the past. But before he died, he said a new generation of 

Chinese Canadians should try and appreciate the tremendous sacrifices made to gain them the 

rights of equality as citizens. “If they don’t understand the history and the significance of what 

we did, then they won’t be able to defend our rights in the future if they are taken away again.” 

 “It’s not a birthright, believe me. Somebody paid for it.” 

 In 1947, King met his younger brother again, after 11 years of separation. The reunion was 

typical of many in the Chinese Canadian community since 1947. 



 

 

 

“Paper daughter’’ finds her freedom after surviving years of toil in Canada 

“I work for 40 years. I never asked for any help, even from my husband. I still want to work, but 

my sons won’t let me.” — Ping Ting Ma. 

“We were very lucky. My family was the only one able to leave the village.” - Ping Ting Ma, on 

the good fortune of escaping communist rule in China. 

CALGARY — For 55 years, Chinese-Canadian elder Ping Ting Ma concealed her true identity 

in Canada until only two years ago. 

 Now 78, she hopes that by using her real name — Ping Ting — she will reach friends in 

Canada and overseas whom she has lost contact with in the last 58 years. Since she came to 

Canada in 1956, Ping Ting has been constantly working as a waitress, cook, and garment factory 

worker, and taking care of her children. 

  Two years ago, she reunited with two of her cousins in Toronto, 60 years after they had gone 

to school in China and then escaped to Hong Kong following the communist takeover of their 

country. “Before, I had no time for friends,” says Ping Ting. “I had to work to feed my family.” 

Unlike many Chinese-Canadian families, Ping has been the main caregiver and breadwinner in 

her family, a result of unfortunate family circumstances.  

 In 1956, Ping Ting came to Canada as a 20-year-old “paper daughter” — one of the many 

Chinese who came to Canada using fake passports and identification wanting to reunite with 

family members, or in her case, to marry. 

 She married her husband two weeks after emigrating to Canada under a federal provision to 

allow overseas fiancées into the country provided they marry within a month. Failure to do so 

would result in loss of a marriage deposit and being sent back home. 

 Many women were “picture brides” whose families in Hong Kong would arrange for them to 

be married to Chinese bachelors in Canada after the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1947, 

legislation which caused an extremely high ratio of men to women in the community.    

 Ping Ting was not a picture bride, having met her future husband only once by chance at a 

family dinner in Hong Kong. Like other Chinese women of her time, she had no choice when the 

families arranged her marriage. Arranged marriages between families was a tradition from feudal 

times in China and still the norm in the 1950s. 

 Chinese bachelors in Canada took wives from families in Hong Kong and overseas countries 

after pictures of young women were sent to them or they came overseas to find out who they 



 

 

could marry. 

 Being a dutiful daughter and bound by her Confucian teachings, Ping Ting lived in a 

patriarchal society where little value was placed on Chinese girls and women or their right to 

make free choices about their lives — particularly marriage. Ping Ting was not surprised that 

her family had arranged her marriage to someone she had met only once. “When the old people 

say you go to Canada and marry, I have to obey,” recalls Ping Ting. “My groom’s father told 

him to send a little money for me, buy some moon cake, and tell my father to tell everyone his 

daughter is to marry this guy in Canada. They thought he was very rich.”  

 Her journey to Hong Kong, then Canada, began seven years before in 1949 at the height of 

the communist takeover of her village in China.  

 “I come from Hoi Sun Hoy Yin Mak Lin Ye, far away from Canton, near the ocean,” says 

Ping Ting. As schoolchildren, she recalls playing in the river and tall trees while riding large 

tortoises at her cousin’s mother’s place. 

 The only disruption to that life was in 1939 when Japanese war planes dropped their bombs in 

nearby villages. It was the start of the Sino-Japanese War and Ping Ting was only 5 years old. “It 

was far away from my village. [But] everybody [would] go to the farm, or go to the hills hiding.” 

 Her idyllic, peaceful childhood life would be shattered by 1947, as ordinary Chinese in the 

countryside knew the communists were winning the civil war against the Kuomintang 

government. By 1948, the communist presence was everywhere in rural China and Ping Ting’s 

family began making secret plans to leave their village. 

 One day in 1949 her mother told her that her father expected her to stay in the village and take 

care of four teenage domestic servants. Most of her family had gone by then. She was 15 and had 

been abandoned. Fortunately, by chance one month later, her American uncle showed up to visit. 

Finding her alone, he urged her to leave her village, telling her it was likely the communists 

would put her in jail because her father was on a watch list of business people sought by the 

government.  

 Ma Tat Shu, her father, had become quite successful in transmitting money and goods to 

villages across southern China from relatives overseas. By 1944, he had started a grocery in the 

village, run by Ping Ting’s mother, Joe Jeam. Such capitalist activities contradicted the socialist 

principles of the new regime. “They killed a lot of people,” recalls Ping Ting. “My aunt [was] 

still in China. Anything we owned, the government would take away, including the rice from the 

farmers,” she says. 

 Ping Ting would deceive her communist monitors by telling them she was visiting family in 

Macau. Her cousin would spirit her away by bike with only the possessions on her back. They 

would pay money to board a small, rickety boat that somehow navigated the waters of the South 



 

 

China Sea and she would land in Macau, before moving on to Hong Kong.  

 “It was scary. The boats were very small, high waves. Some didn’t make it and they would 

drown,” says Ping Ting. “We were very lucky. My family was the only one able to leave the 

village.” 

 In Hong Kong, Ping Ting’s father set up shop to run a garment factory and employed four of 

Ping Ting’s uncles to run it for decades. Over time, his remittance business would gradually die 

out but Ping Ting says her father took care of a large family for most of his adult life, an example 

that she would follow in her years in “Gum San” or Canada. 

 Only three months into her stay, after surprising her family by showing up in Hong Kong, 

Ping Ting had no choice but to do as her father wanted again. He sent her to boarding school to 

learn Chinese and English — a necessity to get ahead on the British-ruled island. 

 To make sure this would help her get her into higher education and compete for a job later in 

life, her father and uncle also decided she would have to change her name. 

 It was 1950 and for the next 60 years, Ping Ting would submerge her identity using a 

different name. “The white people would know me with a different name. My family and 

Chinese friends always knew me as Ping Ting,” she says. Her children though were kept from 

knowing her real name.  

 False identities were common during the 1950s to 1970s as many Chinese were still restricted 

by Canada’s immigration law that allowed only spouses and children under 18 to join relatives in 

Canada.  

 Over 12,000 Chinese would get an amnesty starting in 1960 and ending in 1973. It was the 

government’s gesture of compassion after decades of unjust immigration practices by successive 

Canadian governments, primarily directed against the Chinese community.  

 Ping Ting would learn enough English in Hong Kong, graduating at the junior high level that 

would serve her well later in life. But a university education was no longer part of those plans. 

 A further change to her identity took place. Her uncle helped alter her passport to appear two 

years younger because her future Canadian husband didn’t approve of marrying anyone older 

than he was.   

 She would travel to Edmonton, Alberta in “Gum San’’ and marry within two weeks of her 

arrival in 1956.  

 Ping Ting would also discover that her husband Yook Shew was not well off at all. His father 

— Gee Yen You — had come to Canada in 1919, paying a $500 Head Tax, and for decades 



 

 

struggled to make a living in his adopted country. He was a young man of 17 when he came to 

Gold Mountain, as the Chinese called Canada then. 

 The family Ping Ting had married into had exaggerated their wealth as she found herself 

working for her father-in-law for the next seven years for just room and board.   

 Gee Yen You was the cook at a café, called the Belmont Café, on 101
st
 Street in downtown 

Edmonton near the old Eaton’s Centre. Exactly one day after she arrived in Edmonton, Ping Ting 

would get her first job handling the café’s cash duties.  

 Meanwhile, the newlywed couple would reside on the top of a store owned by Stanley Gee, a 

generous benefactor in the Chinese community for decades. Ping Ting’s in-laws and their other 

young son —Yook Jew — would live nearby in Chinatown’s tenement rooming houses until the 

Belmont Café closed in 1959, after one of its partners died. 

 Gee Yen You was able to scrape together enough money to buy the Fort Road Confectionery, 

primarily with a contribution from his wife, Gaye Hang, who worked washing dishes at a coffee 

shop for $130 a month, and a generous loan from a cousin — Gee Gok Gong.   

  Located in north Edmonton in the industrial area of town at 125
th

 Avenue and Fort Road, 

there were no neighbours for seven years. A meat-packing plant nearby brought in some regular 

customers to the café, with other drive-in customers. 

 Ping Ting, with two young sons by 1959, would work the next five years in the Fort Road 

Confectionery. Meanwhile, her husband would find work as a waiter in Edmonton at popular 

Chinese cafés such as the Seven Seas Restaurant and the Blue Willow. By then, though, he had a 

gambling habit. 

 By 1963, the family had grown to four boys and the nine-member family were still living in 

the small three-room addition behind the small confectionery and café. Her oldest children slept 

on a desk and small couch while her youngest slept in a tiny closet. She remembers an old stove 

to keep everyone warm. “I remember getting up every night and I [had to] pour water into the 

old furnace downstairs to keep it going. And we had to light it with matches.” 

 The café did not provide an easy living for the extended family. Although a good meal with 

soup and dessert could be bought for 75 cents or less, the café’s good days would bring in only 

about $80 a day. “Sometimes we make $30 or $40. Not that good,” says Ping Ting. “We ate 

leftovers at night.” The young boys would scour the park across the street for pop bottles to be 

cashed in for a nickel a bottle.  

 The Fort Road Confectionery also served some Chinese food — basically sweet and sour ribs. 

But within a few years, the meat-packing plant had its own cafeteria and business gradually 

slowed. 



 

 

 Gee Yen You was 46 when he finally reunited with his son and wife in 1948. His son was a 

teenager by the time he met him, due to the 13-year separation caused by the 1923 Chinese 

Exclusion Act. By the time the family emigrated to Canada in 1953, his son Yook Shew was 

already 18. He did not finish his schooling — ridiculed for his size after being put into 

elementary school. 

 Yook Shew would strike out on his own during those early years. By 1964, after a 

disagreement with his father, he started working in High River as a waiter for the Seto family at 

the New Look Café. (The café would be frequented by Joe Clark, a teenager then. Mr. Clark 

would become prime minister of Canada in 1979 and remembered the café in a 1994 media 

interview with Yook Shew’s son who became a reporter.) 

 For the next 40 years, Yook Shew spent most of his life wandering Alberta working in small 

towns and in Edmonton. Those towns included Nanton, Claresholm, Valleyview, Drumheller, 

Peace River, Jasper and McLennan. He would set up cafés using the same name: The Blue Eagle 

Café. 

 During his absences in the ‘60s, Ping Ting learned a lot about her father-in-law’s life in 

Canada and what happened to his wife, Gaye Hang, and Yook Shew in China when the three 

were oceans apart. 

 “The only thing he knew how to do was peel potatoes when he came,” recalls Ping Ting about 

their conversations. But Gee Yen You learned to become a cook and, at one Vancouver 

establishment, was known to make about 60 pies per hour. 

 Times were tough in the 1920s and ‘30s and Gee Yen You felt the sting of being poor and 

Chinese. “He had [a] hard life,” recounts Ping Ting. “The white boys would throw eggs at him. 

So, he quit English school after 3 months. He had no money. Sometimes he would wait for a 

relative to throw their shoes away and he would put them on.” She believes he slept in one of the 

community shelters during the many cold Canadian winters he was alone. 

 Although he would marry Gaye Hang Chan after one trip to China, their first son — whom 

Chinese parents place their future hopes on — would die tragically at 5 years of age. Yook Shew 

was born in 1935 on another visit. 

 His wife and son would almost starve to death in China during the time the Japanese army 

invaded and occupied the country from 1937 to 1945.  

 Gee Yen You had lost track of them because overseas mail and communications to relatives 

in China were abruptly halted by the Japanese for the remainder of the war. 

 “He thought they had died and no money could be sent back to them. His wife [would] carry 

rice bags about 300 miles each day [to] sell for a living. Yook Shew had nothing to eat all the 



 

 

time and lived outside [with] no home. He herded cows for his uncle, then begged on the street. 

He was about nine then.” 

 Meanwhile, Gee Yen You had found a girlfriend in Canada, believing his wife had died. She 

married someone else but he would move to Edmonton to work as a cook at the Belmont Café 

for a Gee relative. After a friend returned from China, he was told his son and wife were still 

alive in the old village. Gee Yen You packed his bags and returned to China in 1948 to find 

them.  

 Ping Ting’s father knew Gee Yen You and provided him with housing after the reunited 

family moved to Hong Kong in 1950 and the two families — one a Head Taxpayer from Canada 

and the other a merchant from Hong Kong — would become one after the marriage of their 

children — Ping Ting and Yook Shew in 1956. 

 Their lives, however, would be affected by the long separation imposed by Canadian 

authorities. 

 Gee Yen You had a fractious relationship with his first son. Yook Shew became unreliable in 

supporting the family because of his gambling habit. While in High River, Ping Ting High saw a 

newspaper ad seeking workers for the Great Western Garment factory in Edmonton.  

 “I not know English that well. But I wrote a letter, just a few sentences that I would come to 

Edmonton and work. They wrote back in a day they would hire me,” she says. She informed her 

husband in 1964 that she was leaving for a job in Edmonton and would take the four boys and 

for much of the next 8 years, they would be separated as the boys would grow up with their 

mother.  

 Although the job paid only 65 cents an hour, she worked hard enough to earn $3 an hour. 

“GWG was the best job I ever had. It was the most important,” says Ping Ting.  

 Meanwhile, Yook Shew wandered Alberta working as a waiter or managing small one-man 

cafés in Nanton, Claresholm, Valleyview, Peace River, and McLennan. 

 With her job averaging about $l30 a week then, Ping Ting struggled but managed to save 

enough money to buy a house in northeast Edmonton with a $1,500 down payment. “There was 

no money. The boys shared the same coat year after year to go to school. I had to make more 

money,” she said. Ping Ting would take a second job cleaning houses. 

 By 1972, the family would reunite with Yook Shew, following the death of Gee Yen You and 

the close of the Fort Road Confectionery. Her husband’s gambling problems couldn’t be 

controlled even though Ping Ting says she would follow him to gambling houses around 

Edmonton and tell the gamblers not to take his money.  



 

 

 After taking over a restaurant together in 1975, Ping Ting and her husband would run the Sun 

Wah Gardens in Edmonton’s Beverly district for five years. But gambling debts and a recession 

forced the closure of the restaurant in 1980. Ping Ting would lose her house but continued 

working as a short order cook for 13 years at the Sands Hotel on Fort Road. She would separate 

from her husband for the next 25 years. 

 Yook Shew would continue his wandering life by working in Drumheller, then Jasper before 

spending most of his next 20 years in Yellowknife, Northwest Territories. He died in 2008 of a 

stroke. Although he wanted to get his father’s Head Tax back, the government made only ex-

gratia payments in 2006 to living Head Taxpayers or surviving spouses. “The government was 

lying,” says Ping Ting. Before his death, the family would lose Ping Ting‘s youngest son in 2005 

at 42 from surgery complications. Ping Ting‘s own youngest brother died of stroke 

complications in 1972. 

 Although both Ping Ting and Yook Shew would return to their home villages in China in 

2007, they found few relatives they knew back there, except for Ping Ting’s cousin. China had 

changed dramatically. “It is not my country anymore,” says Ping Ting. Ping Ting’s mother, Joe 

Jeam, would die in 1984 and her father — Mah Tat Shu — would pass away in 1988. 

 For most of her adult life, Ping Ting supported her family like her father. “He used to have 10 

red envelopes for 10 of us each month and sent to all his children and relatives through high 

school,” she recalls. 

 She remembers her peaceful early life in China, but says: “Canada is my home now.” 

 Often, Ping Ting can often be seen reading her Bible on the bus during the early morning 

when she goes swimming five times a week. “I pray my family has good health and we have 

enough money. That’s all.” 

 Asked if she ever knew that the Chinese community was given an amnesty in 1960 to come 

forward and change back to their real names, she says: “I never knew. I couldn’t read the news. 

It didn’t matter, I was too busy working.” 

 For Ping Ting, like many Loh Wah Kiu descendants, coming to Canada turned into a similar 

life endured by the generation that paid the Head Tax — a life of hard work and sacrifice. They 

didn’t have enough of an education and worked in the lowest-paying jobs. Many did not learn 

any English to adjust to life in Canada and many have still not adjusted well. 

 Ping Ting was the last of her family to leave China, and the first to arrive in Canada.  

 She was a paper daughter, became a single mother, sole caregiver, and main breadwinner for 

her family. Ping Ting says she knows that is not a traditional role played by or expected of 

women in Chinese society. “I don’t care. I work for 40 years. I never asked for any help, even 



 

 

from my husband.” 

 Ping Ting retired in 1993 after almost 40 years of continuous working. She had one vacation 

in that time, but takes annual ones with her family, now that life has changed for the better. 

 “I still want to work, but my sons won’t let me,” says Ping Ting. 

 

Head Taxpayer James Marr relishes one last train ride  

“He didn’t have a lot to say, but he actually enjoyed the ride and he enjoyed going into the dining 

room, and we were being treated like royalty. That was my Dad’s last train ride.” – Daughter 

Lily Welsh 

James Marr as a young boy (right) beside his mother and younger brother. (Photo: The Marr 

family album) 

EDMONTON – It would be his last train ride. At 94, Edmontonian James Marr still loved to ride 

the train.  

 In his early years, the Canadian Pacific Railway would take him from town to town across 

Alberta and Saskatchewan where he settled in Unity with his family for more than 25 years. 

Riding the train – now VIA Rail – was still an adventure in June 2006. The “Redress Express” 

train ride from Vancouver to Ottawa, though, was different than any other. 

 Mr. Marr and other elders aboard from the Chinese Canadian community were among the 

living Head Tax payers and surviving spouses invited to Ottawa to witness a historic event.

 Organized by the Ontario Coalition of Head Tax Families and various Head Tax redress 

groups, these seniors brought with them the “Last Spike,” a ceremonial railway spike which had 

been donated to the Chinese Canadian National Council by the late Pierre Berton and presented 

to the Prime Minister. The “Last Spike” symbolized the contributions of Chinese Canadians to 

nation building in general and to the building of the CPR specifically. 

   The “Redress Express” train ride assembled some 200 Chinese Canadians from across 

Canada at the House of Commons for the Parliamentary Apology and redress announcement on 

June 22, 2006.  

 As he and his family rode first class that day, Mr. Marr seemed pleased. “I was with him and 

my two other sisters were there as well. He didn’t have a lot to say, but he actually enjoyed the 

ride and he enjoyed going into the dining room, and we were being treated like royalty,” recalled 

daughter Lily, fondly. “But that was my Dad’s last train ride.” 



 

 

  “I used to go to my uncle’s place in Edmonton from Unity – a four hour ride. It was always 

fun on the train. It brings back many memories,” she recalled. 

 A pioneer of the Chinese-Canadian community, Mr. Marr was one of the last few surviving 

community members who had paid the $500 Head Tax to enter Canada. The Canadian 

government enacted the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1923 effectively prohibiting further Chinese 

immigration. It would be a 29-year wait before Mr. Marr could reunite with his family in 

Canada. 

 The Canadian government offered an ex-gratia payment of $20,000 as symbolic redress to 

give meaning to the Parliamentary Apology. But only living Head Tax payers and surviving 

spouses were eligible. Meanwhile, some 3,000 Head Tax families whose first generation 

members had passed away as the issued dragged on for 22 years would not be eligible for direct 

redress. 

 There were still about 2,000 elders alive in 1984 when the Chinese-Canadian community 

began lobbying the federal government to find a just and honourable resolution to the redress 

issue. The Chinese Exclusion Act served to separate families for many years – decades for some, 

before it was repealed in 1947. Some Chinese men died in Canada without ever reuniting with 

their families and the Chinese community became stunted over these years as the population fell. 

 In the House of Commons, Prime Minister Stephen Harper made reference to the misguided 

and racist policies which had hurt and damaged many families: “Mr. Speaker, I rise today to 

formally turn the page on an unfortunate period in Canada's past. One during which a group of 

people – who only sought to build a better life – was repeatedly and deliberately singled out for 

unjust treatment.” 

 “I speak, of course, of the Head Tax that was imposed on Chinese immigrants to this country, 

as well as other restrictive measures that followed. The Canada we know today would not exist 

were it not for efforts of the Chinese labourers who began to arrive in the mid-nineteenth 

century.” 

 “We also recognize that our failure to truly acknowledge these historical injustices has led 

many in the community from seeing themselves as fully Canadian. Therefore, Mr. Speaker, on 

behalf of all Canadians and the Government of Canada, we offer a full apology to Chinese 

Canadians for the Head Tax and express our deepest sorrow for the subsequent exclusion of 

Chinese immigrants. Gar nar dai doe heem (Canada apologizes).” 

 James Marr or Mah Jin Yuet arrived in Canada in 1923 at age thirteen to join his father. His 

grandfather had worked on the CPR. Young James worked in restaurants with his father. They 

would follow the route of the railroad on their journeys, wending a path from town to town 

eastward from British Columbia to the Prairies. His grandfather and father would work as cooks, 



 

 

while James learned to run the restaurants. 

 “In those days people didn’t talk about their own lives, so nobody seems to know today what 

happened then, but we did ask my father a few things before he died,” says Lily. A lot of 

economic problems in China forced many to come over to a new country they called Gum San 

and try to find a life. “They came over here to get ahead,” she said.  

 As a young man, Mr. Marr would start cafés in Chipman, Alberta, and Davidson, 

Saskatchewan. At each of those places, he didn’t stay long. “He told me it depended on how the 

businesses were doing,” says Lily. “In those days, business was so slow they put out a coffee cup 

for people to pay. It took all day and it still wasn’t full of cash. That’s how bad it was at one time 

– probably around the 1930s, the time of the Depression,” she said. 

 When the Chinese Exclusion Act was put into effect by 1923, James Marr was still able to get 

back to China a number of times, said Lily Marr. “I know he went back to China when he was 17 

or 18 with a group of Chinese men. They went back there for one reason – to look for wives.” 

 Under the Chinese Exclusion Act, the Chinese were allowed to exit Canada for a two-year 

period to visit their families but they could not bring them back to Canada. “I know there was a 

time when he had to rush to get back or they were going to stop him and he wouldn’t be able to 

get back to Canada if he goes past the two-year mark.”  

 James Marr would marry Wong Sen Hull, Lily’s mother, in China. It was 1929, six years after 

the Chinese Exclusion Act was passed. A daughter was born the next year but by that time, he 

had returned to Canada. 

 By the 1930s, the Depression had hit Canada particularly hard on the Prairies. Overseas, the 

Sino-Japanese War had begun and the Japanese Imperial Army quickly overran northern China. 

 “He kept in contact with my Mom, but I remember my Dad saying something about sending 

money back to China and it was impossible at the time because they stopped everybody, all the 

mail from going back to China. They call it Bong Sui Li or Bong Jen. It was during the Japanese 

invasion. At that time, people couldn’t go in and couldn’t go out of the country,” said Lily. 

 Her mother has told Lily about how the family had suffered in China in their village of Shang 

Lon, Bak Sai, when they were unable to correspond with her father. “I remember my Mom 

saying she would take salted fish, carrying it on her back for several hours into another town to 

sell, just so that she could earn a little bit of money to bring home to the children at home.” 

 “It was a difficult life. I remember my sister was saying she couldn’t sleep at nighttime. My 

Mom thought she was hungry. Mom said she would get up in the middle of the night and cook a 

little meal so my sister could have a little food in her stomach. Then she would fall asleep.” 



 

 

 Lily and her two sisters and two brothers – both of whom were born in Canada – had no 

knowledge of their father or grandfather’s past, including how the Chinese Exclusion Act had 

separated their parents. “We never heard of our dad and grand-dad talking about those kinds of 

things. Nobody really talked about their lives.” 

 James Marr's eldest daughter married and she had to stay in China as the post-1947 policy 

only allowed unmarried children under 18 years of age to immigrate. In 1967, the Canadian 

government announced a new immigration system based on a points system and James was 

finally able to help her and her family to immigrate. 

 Although the Marr family would come to Canada legally, there were others like Lily’s uncle 

who told her that he and his father had no choice but to purchase false papers if they were to 

reunite their family in Canada. “His Dad was not his real Dad but he was still supposed to 

address him as his father. It was a tough time,” Lily said. Eventually, about 12,000 Chinese 

would be granted an amnesty so that they could regularize their status. 

 Mr. Marr worked in towns like Islay, Saskatchewan before finally settling down in Unity 

around the early 1950s where he and three partners would run the Paris Café and the Unity Cafe. 

At that time, Unity was just becoming a boom town. In 1946, salt deposits had been discovered 

in the area and a plant was started. By 1954 the richest potash discovery in the world would be 

found in the Patience Lake and Unity areas. Potash is used as a fertilizer and in a number of 

manufacturing processes. 

 A small town in the '50s, Unity had a number of Chinese families. Jeannie, one of James 

Marr's three daughters, says she never felt any real discrimination in the town. She joined sports 

teams and made some good friends. “We were somewhat integrated but we were still quiet, so 

we didn’t mingle a lot. We were just quiet kind of people in nature,” said Lily, as her sisters 

would go to church and Sunday school, joined the Brownies, and volunteered at hospitals as 

candy-stripers. Meanwhile, their brothers would also participate in sports and hang around at a 

local garage learning how to fix cars. 

 “We didn’t feel there was much prejudice. It’s just that because you’re different from 

everybody else, it's whether you feel fully accepted,” recalls Lily.  

 All the family's children began working at the Paris Café when they were 14. Because it was 

owned by a group of partners, they were treated like any other waitresses, receiving about 75 

cents an hour back then. James Marr was the manager, while his partners worked the kitchen as 

cooks. 

 “I thought that wage was really good in 1964,” observed Lily. Although her father wanted her 

to help run the café, Lily – who loved working with children – went on to become a teacher. “I 

don't remember many Chinese wanting to do that back then,” she recalled. 



 

 

 The café had its regular clientele like the Lions Club which held meetings there twice a 

month. But after 6 p.m., business would die down as people would go home to their families. 

Farmer's days on Saturday brought out many families and hunters from the United States, 

seeking geese and ducks every summer and fall, and kept the restaurant going. 

 By the mid-1950s to 1960, a number of Chinese families would migrate from Unity and 

Edmonton to start grocery stores. “They were all named “Mah.” One person would make a start 

in Edmonton and everyone followed,” she noted. James Marr did not, and would continue to run 

the Paris Café until 1976 when he sold it. He and his family later moved to Edmonton where he 

retired. 

 He would venture back to Unity to visit accompanied by his daughters, and the town folk 

welcomed him back. “When some people heard my Dad was in town, they rushed out to say 

goodbye before he left,” said Jeannie. 

 “Everyone had good words to say about him. My father was well respected. He was a good 

man, and he was a generous person,” said Lily. Her Dad was also involved in the Chinese 

community, travelling to Edmonton to help the Chinese Freemasons and help them with 

translation and accounting. 

  At the 100
th

 anniversary celebrations in 2009 in the Town of Unity, Jeannie recalls many 

people remembering her father and the family. This was despite an absence of 33 years. “They 

always remembered us because we had the best Chinese restaurant.”  

 A number of mini-strokes would cripple Mr. Marr in the new millennium and he passed away 

peacefully on Nov. 7, 2007. But prior to his death, daughter Lily says she talked to her father 

about the Head Tax, paid through village donations, to get him into Canada. He would re-pay the 

$500 over many years of hard work. 

 “He said if the Head Tax was paid back, he would be satisfied with that resolution. If nothing 

happened as usual, he would say: what could you do about it?” said Lily. Although he was in a 

wheelchair by the time he received his $20,000 ex-gratia payment, he acknowledged to his 

daughters that it was a good decision. 

  “I had heard him say something about other families that in order to make it possible for him 

to come over to Canada, they had to cash in their gold jewelry just so that they could have the 

money to buy a ticket to come,” noted Lily.  

 Although her father struggled like others in the Chinese-Canadian community during various 

periods of his life, his daughters believe his optimism helped him keep going.  

 “After he stopped working, he had a really good life,” said Lily. “He always went back to 

Chinatown. Every day he went at the same time. It was like a clock inside him. Catch the bus 



 

 

every afternoon. He came home at the same time, whether it was rain or shine. He did the same 

thing seven days a week.” 

 After moving his family to Saskatchewan in 1951, James Marr finally made it back to his old 

village in China some 35 years later. “He wanted to go back to visit his brother and sister and 

brother-in-law,” said Lily. 

 Decades had passed. James Marr was one of the fortunate ones, in a way. Many of the Loh 

Wah Kiu of his generation never saw their families again in China, unable to afford to go home 

or to bring them to “Gum San.” James Marr succeeded. Starting at the young age of 13, he grew 

up in a hostile country, but found a way to settle here for 82 years. At his death, he was survived 

by his five children, 12 grandchildren, 10 great-grandchildren, his sister, his sister-in-law, as well 

as many nieces and nephews. 

 

‘Feisty’ Wally Mah, 97 to Government: Explain Your ‘Unfair’ Laws  

"The government should pay us back. Oh, I don't care about $500 now. But at that time, it was 

hard. They only taxed the Chinese. The thing is we've got to treat everybody the same. Why did 

the government do that?"  

EDMONTON – Don Mah was born in China in 1949, just as the Communist revolution in the 

country took hold.  

 Like his father and grandfather before him, his life and family for many years continued to 

straddle two worlds – one in Canada where they emigrated, but also in China where they still had 

strong ties. 

 It wasn’t until 2007 when he returned for a second visit to his place of birth, that the puzzle of 

his family relationships and his family’s life in China became much clearer for the 63-year-old 

Edmonton accountant. 

 Don’s grandfather – Mah Wing Poy – was a railroad worker in Canada, recruited to build the 

Canadian Pacific Railway. In 1921, he would bring his son over to Canada from their home 

village of Mong Lou Gong in Bak Sai, just outside of Toishan city. It was an expensive trip – all 

Chinese people coming to Canada after 1903 were subject to a Head Tax of $500 upon entry, 

equivalent to two years of wages in 1921. 

     Don’s father, Mah Dong Seng, was also known as “Wally” in Canada. At the time, Wally was 

a young boy of 17 and his father would take him under his wing to learn about how to find his 

fortune in “Gum San” or “Gold Mountain.” 



 

 

 Within two years, the Canadian government attempted to put a stop to these ambitions of men 

they considered foreigners in their country, as they passed the 1923 Chinese Immigration Act, 

which halted almost all Chinese immigration to Canada.  

 However, that didn’t stop Mah Wing Poy and his son. The Canadian government offered a 

period of two years to any Chinese who wanted to visit China or their place of origin before 

returning. Unlike other Chinese, who couldn’t afford to pay passage to China or earn enough 

money in Canada to go back, Mr. Mah and his son Wally learned to make it work, just as he 

planned for his son to come to Canada in 1921. 

 In fact, despite the period of exclusion that lasted for almost a quarter-century for the Chinese 

community in Canada, Wally Mah learned a lot from his father who had graduated to running 

restaurants in Canada.  

 “I don’t know if he raised money, but he must have been able to come and go. If you look at 

the back of the Head Tax paper, that was the passport and you could see the stamps on the back 

as to when they entered Canada. They seemed to always be able to come back,” noted Don. In 

fact, the stakes were high if they didn’t return on time; it would cost them another $500 in Head 

Tax. 

 “He would have got his education in China and he would have found his way working the 

restaurant with my grandfather. For them, this was the Golden Mountain, Gum San, to find their 

fortune. Where else were they going to do it?” 

     But Don’s grandfather also made good work of his time in China. He ran a business in what 

Don could only describe as a “money trader” which sent remittances to relatives of people in 

China for a fee. 

 His ability to use his skills as a businessman gave the family a reputation for being one of the 

better off peasant families in their village. Most people there farmed the rice fields, but with 

persistent drought and with China becoming overpopulated and unable to feed itself,  many did 

not survive as well as the Mah family. 

 “My family was one of the better off peasant families because of my father, grandfather and 

my uncle who had come to Canada. They were able to bring the money back and build the house 

they had. They had two buildings and a shop in Bak Sai. They had a large family to feed,” noted 

Don. 

 In some respects, it was a double life. While they were in Canada for long periods of time, 

they made a point of returning to China to continue to play a part in their extended family.  

 Wally Mah would marry Wong Gat Wah in 1932 during one of his return visits and have a 

daughter, followed by three other children during other visits.  



 

 

 Not only did Wally and his father provide for their family, they also protected them as best as 

they could. By 1937, the Japanese had taken over the northern part of China in Manchuria and 

were annihilating Chinese people on their way to conquering the country. Don recalls from his 

2007 visit that his family not only built a two-storey house but one manned with gun turrets and 

steel doors in case the Japanese overran their village. 

 “The Japanese came pretty close [to the village] and the villagers were ready to fight them. 

They had known what they had done to the Chinese in Nanjing. They knew how vicious and how 

bad the Japanese were in their invasion of China. I remember my Mom saying you always had to 

be careful and watch for the invasion of the Japanese.” 

 While the village always feared the Japanese, they didn’t fear the communists until 1949. 

There was still Chiang Kai-shek, fighting the communists. “When Mao[Tse-tung] did his march, 

they were up north. By the time, they were marching, my family was coming to Canada,” says 

Don. 

 Wally Mah also had his hard times in Canada, although Don says his father spent some of the 

Depression years back in China on one of his many trips between the two countries. “But he did 

tell me that there was a lot of rationing of food during the war. When they were in the restaurant, 

they rationed what they could serve for food.”  

 Don’s grandfather and his son worked together in restaurants and cafés in Western Canada. 

After leaving Nelson, B.C., his father worked in Dawson Creek before deciding to go back to the 

home village in preparation of a family move to Canada. Don was soon born two years after the 

repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1947. 

 “My father brought the family over except the adult kids. That was my sister. She was older 

but came quite a bit later. She was left behind but she was also married and stayed with her 

family in China,” says Don. 

     One of the main reasons that it would take much longer for his sister to reunite was that the 

Mah family decided to help others come to Canada as “paper sons and daughters.” The Canadian 

government repealed the Chinese Exclusion Act but kept its immigration door to Canada slightly 

ajar for only Chinese wives and children under 18. 

    “At that time, everybody was coming. What happened was my father was allowed to bring 

three visas. One of his friends, his son, is a paper son of my Dad because he really took my 

sister’s visa. My sister came on [someone else’s] visa. For a while there, the immigration people 

tried to clamp down. They couldn’t figure out even male or female Chinese names.” 

     “My sister was here, she was so scared she was the paper daughter of someone else. Back in 

those days, they were still hunting people down. Everything got straightened out. That was one 

of the things that prevented my older sister from coming; they kind of said you guys are a part of 



 

 

this manipulation of people so how do we know that lady there is your sister. They had a helluva 

time coming and they took a long time to believe that was our sister,” recalled Don.  

    The Canadian government eventually provided amnesty for the 12,000 estimated paper sons 

and daughters who came to Canada from 1947 to the 1960s. 

   The Mah family found a new life in Canada, beginning in Newburg, Saskatchewan, running a 

restaurant in 1950. They would remain there for a few years until they partnered up to run the 

Unity Café and the Paris Café in Unity, Saskatchewan.  

   In 1958, Wally Mah bought a grocery store and restaurant side by side in Westmount, 

Edmonton, and they also owned a second grocery in a nearby strip mall. That’s where he worked 

until he retired in 1973. 

   For much of his life, son Don never heard his father complain about his life in Canada. “He 

was a tough nut. He was also pretty feisty. In their own Chinese way, they already said the 

English people never liked us anyway. They got around it. They hung around in Chinatown, 

played their mah-jong and gambled. They worked every day and gambling was their hobby. 

   “In the early part he worked with my grandfather. He was educated in Chinese but he didn’t go 

to school in Canada. So, he learned his English after work, reading the paper and listening to the 

people in the restaurant. His English came from being here in this country. And, he learned how 

to run a business.” 

   “He didn’t really speak much about his life. When we talked to him, or when my kids were 

talking to him, it was a pretty hard life,” says Don. “We lived in an area where they knew we 

were Chinese but I think the people were tolerant. My dad never showed any prejudice as we had 

a neighborhood grocery store and they all bought from you and they knew you back then. I think 

by that time – the ‘60s – discrimination was already over. I can’t say for him what it was like in 

the ‘20s and ‘30s how he faced the discrimination,” says Don. 

    His father’s life was not easy, notes Don. “You don’t have a social life, you can’t go out. They 

were in little small towns and were in their 24 hours a day. You get up in the morning, cook 

seven days a week, work two or three years, save your money, go back to China and come back.” 

    In 2000, Wally Mah – 97 years of age then – would speak at a forum on the Chinese Head Tax 

in Edmonton. "The government should pay us back," said Wally. “Oh, I don't care about $500 

now. But at that time, it was hard,” said Wally, whose father paid the Head Tax. 

   "They only taxed the Chinese. The thing is we've got to treat everybody the same. Why did the 

government do that?" he asked. 

   Wally Mah would not hear the reasons why from the Canadian government. He died at the ripe 



 

 

old age of 99 in 2003 before Prime Minister Stephen Harper apologized to the community three 

years later for laws that – in his words – were “unjust.” 

     “Our failure to truly acknowledge these historical injustices has prevented many in the 

community from seeing themselves as fully Canadian,” he said on June 22, 2006. The Prime 

Minister also paid homage to railway workers like Wally’s father – Mah Wing Poy. Canada was 

wrong to “turn its back on them and impose the head tax after the Chinese helped build the 

national railway,” he said.  

     Although Don Mah hoped his father could see the day that Canada apologized to the Chinese 

community, he said that wouldn’t seem to change much for his independent father. “He went his 

own way. He was healthy. He was pretty tough. He never lived in a nursing home; he lived in his 

own home.  

   “He took his bus every day to come down to Chinatown. Never drove a car, so he always 

walked or took the bus. He walked every day. He walked until three weeks before he passed 

away. I can still see him the last time he did that.” 

 

Loh Wah Kiu pays high price for life in ‘Gum San’ 

Alberta’s George Yee never saw his family again in China 

EDMONTON – It was a call for adventure that young George Mun Yee heard as a young boy in 

1923 when he was chosen by his village elders to go to Canada from China. 

 Just 13 years of age, as the strongest young man in the south-central village of Dip Sack, he 

was chosen as the one who would make everyone proud. No other members of his extended 

family had ever been to Canada, so the chance to do so carried a heavy burden to bring home 

riches. 

Like others before him, George’s family and friends hoped the young boy would find his 

family’s fortune in “Gum San” or the land called Gold Mountain by the Chinese people. From a 

poor peasant family, George swam to Hong Kong to start his journey of finding a better life for 

all. As tradition went, he was expected to return to China with money to help not just his family 

but to help improve life in the village. 

 George landed a month before the Canadian government put into law the 1923 Chinese 

Immigration Act. This law would serve to close the door on Chinese immigration to Canada for 

the next 24 years, with less than 50 Chinese allowed into the country. 

George would pay a Head Tax of $500 to get into the country in 1923, a large amount of money 



 

 

equivalent to two years of wages then. A waiter in a café at that time generally made about $20 

per month working 12 hours a day, 7 days a week. It would take George almost 13 years to pay 

the Head Tax off. He would have little money for a voyage back to China to see his family again.  

Chinese in Canada were allowed up to two years for overseas visits under the Exclusion Act, but 

many poor workers could not pay for the $15 one-way berth on the Empress of China steamship 

travelling across the Atlantic Ocean. 

 George Mun Yee was part of the generation of Loh Wah Kiu overseas Chinese who became 

the early generations of pioneer settlers in Canada from the Chinese community. They came 

from a life of toiling in the rice fields in China for little reward except to keep their families 

alive. Most young people like George Mun Yee never had an education and were illiterate when 

they arrived in Canada. The generations before him were recruited as labourers to build the 

Transcontinental Railroad in the United States and then the Canadian Pacific Railway in Canada.  

In 1885, the Canadian government accepted a Royal Commission recommendation and 

responded to anti-Chinese sentiment by enacting a $50 Head Tax law to restrict further Chinese 

immigration. The Loh Wah Kiu experienced the racist attitudes and overt discrimination and few 

had the education or the language skills to communicate with the dominant English population in 

Canada. 

 In fact, George never learned English, says his son John, who is based in Edmonton. “He only 

knew a few [English] words most of his life. He was only 13 and there was no formal schooling 

here for him, and no social programs for new immigrants. He just wanted to earn a living,” noted 

John. 

 Recently, John and his siblings decided to retrace their father’s history, as he never talked 

about himself or his life to his children before he died in 1978. “That was the Loh Wah Kiu, 

though. You don’t ask those questions and the parents don’t talk about themselves to their 

children in that way,” said Tom, another son. 

They knew early in his time in Canada, their father worked as a labourer in lumber yards and 

camps to pay the debt incurred from the Head Tax. He would also find work in market gardens. 

That was fortuitous as learning that business would help George Yee support eight children later 

in life. Market gardens, where farmers sold their produce door to door, was a popular business in 

the Vancouver area – mostly run by Chinese and Japanese. 

  It would take George until 1936, then a man of 26, to pay off his debt from the Head Tax and 

his voyage to Canada. During this time, there was apparently no communication with his family 

in China, and because the Sino-Japanese War cut off communications for most of the war years. 

From that time on, separation from family was the norm for many Chinese in Canada like 

George Yee. 



 

 

In 1941, George’s luck would change. He was given an opportunity to have an arranged 

marriage with a Canadian-born Chinese woman from Cumberland, British Columbia – a rare 

chance for any Chinese man, especially with the Chinese Exclusion Act limiting family 

formation in Canada. He followed the family traditions and married Yuen Lim on November 15, 

1941 and together, they made plans to start a family. His wife did not know English either. It was 

only by chance that Yuen Lim would marry George Yee, as she only returned to Canada in 1941.  

In 1928, she was five when she and her mother Chan Shee returned to China following the death 

of her father in Canada. His remains were to be returned to China for final burial, following 

Chinese custom. Yuen would come back to Canada 13 years later as an 18-year-old. But her 

mother had been away for more than two years and had to remain in China, despite spending 

almost 20 years in Canada and bearing nine children. Yuen’s married sisters and all the children 

who were born in China also could not enter Canada. 

 The newlywed couple moved back to Black Diamond, a small town of 1,000 in southern 

Alberta just as an oil boom hit the Turner Valley area. With his meagre savings, George Yee 

bought three acres of land in Black Diamond, started growing crops, and established the town’s 

first and only market garden business. It would be in place for the next 40 years. The business, 

which had a greenhouse, would help pay for the costs of raising eight children in the next 20 

years. 

 Every day for almost 40 years, George Yee would travel to the communities of Longview, 

Turner Valley, and around their home town of Black Diamond to sell fresh produce, vegetables, 

and fruit. “He learned how to drive. He was the only truck farmer. My mother told me he went 

around with his truck and sold his vegetables and fruit from door to door in the middle of the 

Depression,” said his second-oldest son Jim, who was born in 1944. With eight kids to take care 

of in 20 years, it was difficult for their mother to handle all of them. “She told me sometimes 

father would ease her load by taking one or two of the babies and putting them in a box in the 

back of his truck,” said John. 

 The kids would grow up working in the market garden, after school and on weekends. ”We 

had to come back home to move vegetables, move rocks from the field, all sorts of chores,” said 

daughter Dorothy. 

  “Yes, the chores. We had a market garden, so we had to plant and fertilize, weed, do 

whatever. That was the lifestyle. We were sort of cheap labour in a way,” recalled John. “Mother 

would work outside and help sell the plants. I think we sort of resented doing all the chores when 

all your friends get to go out and play and you have to go home. Now that we’re older and 

learned the hardships he went through, it’s sad we didn’t appreciate it.” 

“I don’t know how he did it. It took him 13 years to pay the Head Tax. Then, he married late and 

had eight kids, running a business. He had two cars and he had horses before that. It was a busy 



 

 

life,” says Jim. So busy, that it appears their father could not figure out how to reconnect with his 

long, lost family in China. 

 As teenagers, John and his siblings encountered some prejudiced attitudes in Black Diamond, 

a town of only 1,000. “They would start yelling ‘Chink’,” recalls Dorothy, who grew up in the 

‘50s. “But that’s about all.”  

It was schoolyard hi-jinks, not the kind of daily, virulent racism they believed their father 

endured while living and working in Victoria and Vancouver in the 1920s and ‘30s, observes 

John. “During his time, they didn’t allow the Chinese to go beyond Chinatown. There was 

segregation and all that stuff, so he had to be subject to quite a bit of discrimination.” 

The family, however never discussed their parents’ past as the Yee children found they were 

accepted in the community, joining cadets and Brownies and later, the Armed Forces reserve 

unit. By the ‘60s, the Turner Valley area was in a downturn economically as the oil boom 

fizzled. And so did the family business as the children began looking towards higher education 

and other vocations than what they grew up with. Ironically, the plot of land in Black Diamond 

which was sold to George Yee in 1935 turned out to be the wrong one when he tried to resell it 

decades later. Instead, it was the town’s land he had mistakenly farmed on for decades, as he was 

unable to read the English on his buyer’s agreement.  

“But the city let him farm anyway. No one else was using it, so the city was really nice about it 

for a long time,” said Jim. The plot of land he actually bought was deemed worthless and not 

farmable. 

In 1960, after decades of silence, his father received a letter from one of his sisters who had 

moved to Hong Kong. “I remember when I was 10, his sister wrote him and he took a plane to 

meet her. She came over to Hong Kong and she wanted to meet our Dad. But the family [from 

China] never came over,” said son Tom. The kids, in their teens and younger, never heard his 

father or mother discuss the journey. 

Near the end of his life, their father apparently tried to make it into China in the late 1970s from 

Hong Kong but was stopped there after he did not know that his passport was not enough to get 

him into the country. “He needed his visa, so he never made it,” said son Jim. 

“He tried to apply from Hong Kong and he didn’t know where to go. So, he never got it [his 

visa], and he was disappointed he couldn’t go back. Then, he contracted gout and he had to deal 

with that,” said Tom. Whether it was fate or chance, it would be the last time that George Yee 

would get any opportunity to reunite with his parents or any other family members in China after 

almost a half-century of separation. In 1978, and after 55 years since he left the old village, the 

last time he saw his parents and most of his siblings, George would pass away. 

“His nature was to work. But he made a special trip 60 years ago to go visit her [his sister]. And 



 

 

you can bet he wanted to reunite with his family in China. But he only had one opportunity,” 

noted John. 

George’s widow, Yuen, who outlived her husband by 30 years, would receive the ex-gratia 

payment of $20,000 from the federal government in 2008 and this only occurred after the 

children realized a few years ago that their father must have paid the Chinese Head Tax. 

John Yee, who was former president of the Edmonton Chinese Bilingual Association, shakes his 

head at the lack of educational material on the Head Tax and Exclusion Act. “You know I grew 

up here and went to school here and this is the first time I hear about it? Why isn’t it taught in 

school in the social studies program? They have a section in Grade Six or Nine about studying 

China. That study of China should emphasize the immigration to Canada, about the Canadian 

Chinese and the turmoil that happened,” said John, who believes that each descendant family 

should also get compensated for each head tax certificate paid. 

 As for what his father would feel had he heard the Prime Minister’s 2006 apology to the 

Chinese-Canadian community, John wasn’t really sure. “They seemed to want to forget about it. 

I don’t think our father understood why the law was in place. Like some, he may have been 

ashamed.” 

  “We’re pretty proud of what he did in overcoming that. We never knew about it. We didn’t 

even realize what he’d done. It’s how the Loh Wah Kiu are. In the Chinese culture, they just 

don’t talk about themselves.”   

In 1998, the family did finally visit their father’s birthplace, only to find the Yee village home 

abandoned. They found an uncle who told them about their grandmother’s wait for her son, 

George. "An uncle told us that my father's mother looked out for him to return every day, and he 

never got back. She looked for him every day, for 35 years, and never saw him again,” said Jim 

Yee.  

 

Community leader Jack Yee recalls 16-year family separation 

CALGARY - Jack Yee’s father never paid a $500 Head Tax coming into Canada – one of the 

few Chinese immigrants of the peasant class who bypassed the infamous tax. His family’s story 

is part Chinese good fortune and a measure of fate.   

Unlike other Chinese immigrants, his father Sam Yee arrived by ship in North America as a 

young man of 20 in 1914, but took a circuitous route. The ship did not land in Victoria but 

instead ended up at Angel Island off San Francisco Bay, one of only two ports into North 

America. This is where many Chinese coming to America were detained for months, and even 

years, due to the Chinese Exclusion Act of the United States. That law excluded most categories 



 

 

of Chinese coming to America and had been in effect since 1882. 

Sam Yee was one of the lucky ones though. He told immigration officials he was only a 

temporary visitor and was headed to meet relatives. 

“They [friends] told him to keep walking,” says Jack, now 78. “Go through the mountains to get 

into Canada. I don’t know why he did that – we [as a family] paid the head tax, so why did he 

come and go through the United States? That’s something I don’t really know.” 

His father did have a relative in Canada – it was his brother. It was he who had paid the infamous 

$500 Head Tax that took years to repay. The tax amounted to about two years of wages in 

Canada back in 1914.  

After reaching Vancouver from San Francisco, young Sam Yee worked in all sorts of jobs to 

save enough money to buy a café in Sihole, a town located near Moose Jaw. Like other small 

towns, it is one of the many in Saskatchewan no longer on the map, a ghost town by the 1950s 

after all its inhabitants moved away. 

After their reunion, his father’s brother moved on to work elsewhere and they lost contact. But 

Jack’s father would spend almost 30 years in Sihole, operating a small café by himself in a town 

of less than 100 people. He remembers his father telling him it wasn’t that difficult to operate a 

café on his own. There weren’t a lot of customers coming in to eat every day, especially during 

the Great Depression when it was hard for families to put food on the table. “I think it was 

lonely, but he was a one-man operation all the time,” says Jack. 

One way for Sam Yee to survive the “Dirty Thirties” was to close his café for a year. In 1934 at 

the height of the Depression, he scrounged up enough to go back to his Taishan village in 

southern China for a year. Under the Chinese Immigration Act brought in by 1923, all Chinese 

nationals had up to two years to return to their place of origin lest they be barred from Canada. 

Some Chinese men were able to save enough to see their families once or twice during 24 years 

of exclusion against Chinese wanting to come to Canada. 

Sam Yee, at 40 years of age, was ready to marry when he returned to China in 1934 and he took 

a bride named May Wong. During that year, Jack was born, but his father left – travelling the 

steamship across the Atlantic and by train back to Sihole. 

It would not be until 1950 that little Jack Yee would finally meet his father, after the Chinese 

Immigration Act or Exclusion Act – as it was known by the Chinese community in Canada – was 

repealed in 1947. He would be 16. 

“I never saw my Dad until I came over here. I was a baby when he left [in 1934]. I used to ask 

people, who came back from Canada, what my Dad looked like. When I was a kid in China, I 

was really curious.” 



 

 

While the Japanese were brutally murdering the Chinese population in other parts of China, Jack 

says he, his mother, and sister were mainly preoccupied with not dying from starvation. Their 

plot of land to grow rice was small. Just to eat, they harvested before the rice was mature. “We 

didn’t have much. We were very poor when I was young. And we were always short of food,” he 

recalled.  

When the Japanese arrived in their village, Jack recalls that they took their grain harvest, their 

two ducks, and one pig. The family left the village shortly before it was overrun by the Japanese 

Imperial Army and made it to Hong Kong by boat. Luck had found them again. 

Because many Chinese live for generations in their villages in China, those who stayed were able 

to re-establish a traditional network of communications with their overseas relatives after the 

surrender of the Japanese and the end of World War II in 1945. As a result, sometime in 1946, 

Jack and his family not only received a letter from their long-lost father in Saskatchewan but a 

remittance to help sustain them until he could figure out how to reunite with them. One year 

later, the Canadian government repealed the reviled Chinese Exclusion Act. It had been eight 

years of silence and a 13-year absence but Jack’s father was determined to bring his family to 

Canada. 

That reunion happened at the end of 1949 on a chilly and snowy day at the railway station in 

Moose Jaw. Like his father, the family came through from San Francisco but only because the 

boat ride was $400 cheaper than the plane ticket. At the end of the station was a lone figure. 

“My mother said, ‘that’s your Dad.’ He was pretty happy to see the family because he missed the 

family, too. We’d never seen snow before, either.” 

The family took up residence in Morse, Saskatchewan – a short distance away from Sihole. Sam 

Yee had earned enough money to buy the Exchange Café. He and the family would live there for 

20 years before retiring and moving to Calgary, 

Morse was a railway town. Like many across the Prairies, it was these towns where the Chinese 

migrated after building the CPR in 1885. Many more would come after the Chinese Exclusion 

Act was adopted in 1923. In nearby Moose Jaw, the Chinese used to live, work, and sleep in the 

sunless small hovels underground below the streets of the town, next to the railway. They would 

work in laundries and other service jobs to pay off their $500 Head Tax and as labourers on the 

CPR as it was extended in railway towns across Saskatchewan. 

The Chinese lived across from famed gangster and bootlegger Al Capone, who had his own 

tunnels. Jack doesn’t think the Chinese crossed paths with Capone. More and more Chinese 

came to work in Saskatchewan, following the introduction of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1923. 

“It’s quite a story… one tunnel is for the Chinese, the other is for Al Capone. Al Capone used to 

make whiskey in the tunnel and then he shipped it. His office was across from the railroad station 



 

 

on Main Street. His office had a fireplace. From his fireplace, if you pushed it, it turns around 

and there’s a stairway that goes downstairs into a tunnel.” 

“The Chinese tunnel is different… it’s a separate tunnel. We don’t know [if they knew Al 

Capone],” said Jack. 

At the Exchange Café, they would serve only Canadian fare on the menu such as small steaks, 

hamburgers, sausages, and pork chops. The meals were all-inclusive, with the main course plus 

soup, drinks, and dessert for about $1. “I remember coffee was only 5 cents and cigarettes were 

35 cents. We didn’t serve Chinese food because in a small town there was no supply for 

groceries. We didn’t even get Chinese groceries for ourselves. We had to get it from Moose 

Jaw,” recalled Jack. 

Morse was a town, very tightly knit, and even in the 1950s, Jack considers his family extremely 

lucky because townspeople were so neighbourly in the railway town. “They accepted us. We 

never suffered any discrimination. They were friendly to us. We were very, very lucky. People 

are so close and so helpful,” said Jack, who returned for the town’s 100
th

 anniversary in 2007. 

“They still remember us,” he recalled. 

Jack would leave Morse after 10 years. He enrolled in the University of Calgary to study 

commerce and specialized in his profession, auditing oil companies until his retirement in 2004. 

He had become president of the United Calgary Chinese Association (UCCA) – an umbrella 

community organization representing 29 local Chinese organizations since 1969. By 2005, it had 

been 120 years since the passage of the Chinese Head Tax. That federal law and the Chinese 

Exclusion Law of 1923 continued to dog succeeding Canadian governments as Chinese-

Canadian families and groups continued to lobby to force some kind of closure and resolution on 

the issue. 

By chance or fate, Jack Yee knew the Calgary Centre Member of Parliament– Jim Prentice – 

who was the Conservative party’s point man on the issue.  

The Conservatives sought advice from Yee and other community leaders in a number of private 

meetings. 

“We said no we don’t want money compensation, but an apology to recognize the hardship for 

people and we also recommend money be given to any organization should they apply for a 

project that was cultural or educational,” said Yee. The new government agreed, but also decided 

to offer direct financial redress to the few Head Tax payers still alive or their surviving spouses. 

The UCCA also urged the Conservatives to nix a $2.5 million agreement from the Liberal 

government to a group called the National Congress of Chinese Canadians (NCCC).  



 

 

“The guy representing Calgary wasn’t even born in China, he was born in Indonesia,” said Jack. 

“But they were really happy to accept the government money. We thought it was a good thing 

that the Liberal government was giving money to the Chinese community. They sent us money 

to go, including bus money. When we got there, the NCCC told us to have a good time and tour 

the city, everything had all been decided. We said the $12 million was to compensate the 

stakeholders, like the people who paid the Head Tax, not to give the money to the Congress. We 

raised heck over that,” recalls Jack. The board elected apparently did not include established 

Chinese community organizations. 

The legislation to implement the agreement died on the order paper when Parliament was 

dissolved in November 2005 and an election was called. 

“The Liberal government just never figured out the Head Tax issue. They didn’t understand it,” 

said Jack. 

   The irony of not having his father pay the Head Tax while influencing the outcome of the 

Head Tax issue is not lost on Jack Yee. Both events seemed to be a lucky outcome for his family 

– through chance or fate. 

“This stretched out over a period of more than 100 years. It must have been pretty rough if you 

were by yourself here,” he acknowledged, remembering his uncle who had paid the Head Tax. 

 

Head Tax activist recalls lessons of Prairie life from feisty grandfather  

“If we don’t show strength, and we show we can’t unite over our history over honour and over 

justice, we deserve to be chinks, don’t we? We will be chinks all our lives in Canada.” - Sid 

Chow Tan 

“I always knew I was Chinese. And I always knew I was different. I just tried to survive that. 

There was no getting away from the fact you were different. We were different simply because 

we lived at the back of the store.” – Sid Chow Tan, on growing up Chinese in Battleford, 

Saskatchewan. 

“She said what if the greencoats (immigration officials) come in the middle of the night and 

knock on our door? Take you away, tie you up and throw you in the river, then what will I do? 

We are a family. Then where would the family be?” – Sid Chow Tan, on how his 95-year-old 

grandmother worried about Sid’s involvement in the Head Tax campaign. 

BATTLEFORD, Saskatchewan – As a teenager, Sid Chow Tan always wondered if there was 

more to life than living in the small west-central Saskatchewan town of Battleford. 



 

 

 “I thought I was being hidden. I just couldn’t believe my destiny was tied up in Battleford. 

But it seems like it is,” he says. As he discovered, the bright lights of the city have never 

replaced the lessons of life he experienced in that Prairie town, especially what he learned from 

his mentor and hero – his late grandfather Norman Tan.  

 It was in Battleford from the 1950s to the ‘70s that the future Head Tax activist learned the 

meaning of suffering and being treated unfairly just because someone looked different.  

 Racism didn’t just raise its head in Battleford, it was prevalent for much of his grandfather’s 

time – the 1920s to ‘60s – an era that many Loh Wah Kiu (old overseas Chinese) families who 

lived in Canada do not remember fondly. 

As the only Chinese family in Battleford at the start of the ‘50s, Sid says his father took the name 

“Norman” to escape or deflect the racism that was directed at him.  

His grandfather’s Chinese name was Chow Gim Tan. He took precautions, deciding to adopt an 

Anglo Saxon name. “He took the name of Norman because the Normans were the last ones who 

kicked the Anglos’ butts,” says Sid, referring to the English people’s battles with Normandy in 

the 1000s. “He was being mischievous. But most people knew him for most of his life as 

Norman,” he notes. 

  When he arrived, Sid Tan would be named after a local lawyer in Battleford, Sidney 

Waterman – a friend who would help family members emigrate to Canada and whenever 

Norman Tan would have conflicts with authorities. Over decades, there were many such 

incidents, says Sid. 

 Like other Chinese Canadians, the Tan family’s history in this country is a long and storied 

one, going back to the days of the California gold rush of 1849. Sid Tan’s grandfather’s great 

uncle’s father passed through San Francisco around that time. 

  His Chinese name is unknown but his adventures would bring him to Barkerville and Victoria 

where his son Chow Sing joined him later to help build the most dangerous and difficult portion 

of the Canadian Pacific Railway. An estimated 600-1500 Chinese railway workers would die 

building the CPR from 1881-1885. 

Chow Sing would help Sid’s grandfather Chow Gim Tan – 19 at the time – emigrate to Canada 

by helping him pay a Head Tax of $500 in 1919. 

Chow Gim Tan would marry Wong Nooy, Sid’s grandmother, in China in 1926, but they would 

be separated for a quarter of a century by the 1923 Chinese Exclusion Act.  

Sid Tan’s maternal grandfather, Wong Mon Sang, would also pay the Head Tax. He was a 

partner in the Four Winds Café in Calgary and was also separated from his wife, Wong Woo, 



 

 

and their children by the 1923 Chinese Exclusion law.  

Chow Wing Kong, Sid Tan’s father, would be separated from his father Chow Gim or Norman 

Tan for 46 years shortly after birth in 1926 to 1972.   

Sid Tan, who came as a “paper son” with his grandmother in 1950, would not be united with his 

parents or siblings for 22 years. In 1953, his grandparents brought another “paper son” to Canada 

– Sid’s adopted older brother Richard who was named after the town’s mayor at the time, 

Richard Nelson. 

 After his arrival in Canada, Norman Tan worked in restaurants in British Columbia and 

steamers to Alaska as a cook and bottle washer. In the mid-20s, he started Modern Confectionery 

in Battleford, a sandwich shop diner later converted into a general store.  

 Sid says his grandfather often talked about how bad things were for him before being able to 

reunite with his wife and two “paper sons.” His grandfather talked about discrimination and 

trying to constantly stand up for his rights as a person and a Chinese national, deprived of human 

rights protection. 

 “How bad was life then? He didn’t want me to play a lot of pool, not because of people who 

hung around pool halls. In the game of eight ball, he said the yellow ball is always below the 

other balls and it’s the white ball which knocks the other balls around all the time. In snooker, 

the yellow ball is only lower in value than the red ball. It was his way of seeing the world and 

talking about prejudice. How bad were things to come up with such an explanation?” asks Sid. 

 Sid made peace by telling his grandfather that he knocked the white ball around when he 

played pool. He could make it spin forward and backwards, and even knock it off the table 

though there was a penalty. Seems his grandfather was okay with him playing pool after that 

although grandmother was concerned about the folks hanging out in pool halls.  

Their store though catered primarily to the Métis and native community. “The genteel people of 

Battleford did not shop at my grandfather’s,” recalls Sid. “Only in an emergency did they come, 

but his place wasn’t the one they went to for their everyday supplies.” 

His own experiences in Battleford were not as difficult as that experienced by his grandfather, 

but his heritage always made him stand out. 

“I always knew I was Chinese. And I always knew I was different. I just tried to survive that. 

There was no getting away from the fact you were different. We were different simply because 

we lived at the back of the store,” recalls Sid. 

Sid says the people of Battleford were forced by default to get to know his grandfather Norman 

because he was a local businessman in the community who stood up for his rights. Although his 



 

 

English was not very good, Sid calls his grandfather a “straight-shooter” when speaking his 

mind. “He had a business, he had rights. Perhaps more than any Chinese people did during his 

time he knew what not having rights was about.” 

On numerous occasions, Norman Tan was the subject of town council meetings for violating 

Sunday shopping hours and being open at night after 6 p.m. And many times, lawyer Sidney 

Waterman was there to help him. “We were different then in the 1950s and ‘60s because our 

store opened on Sundays and late at night. But my grandfather was just trying to survive. 

Needless to say, he probably made the news with this all the time,” says Sid. 

 The most notorious incident in his grandfather’s early years in Battleford involved an 

attempted robbery at the store. “My grandfather ran this place by himself. Two tough guys came 

in and tried to rob him. They hit him from behind. They kind of beat him up a bit and wanted 

money. The way grandfather tells it, he thought he was going to die. The opportunity arose to 

grab a knife. As it turned out, he got them both and sent them out in the snow bleeding.” 

  The police followed the blood and caught the robbers but Norman Tan ended up in court for 

his aggravated assault on them. The case didn’t go to trial after his lawyer – Sidney Waterman – 

determined that the two robbers were thugs and had long criminal records. 

But from that time on, Sid says his grandfather cultivated the persona of the “Crazy Chinaman.” 

When trouble started brewing, particularly with members of two local gangs, Wong Nooy would 

call Norman from the back of the store. He would come sharpening a long knife – almost as big 

as a machete. “He would shout out: Is something wrong, is something wrong? I remember him 

chasing these guys out of the store. His reputation was that he was a stubborn and mean-assed 

guy. He was stocky,” notes Sid, although Norman Tan only stood 5 feet 4 inches. 

Much of Norman Tan’s troubles would come in 1949 when the Communist government took 

over in China and seized all of his property, land, and assets in his home village. Most of it came 

from his 30 years of earnings in Canada at the Modern Confectionery store.  

 “He had to start over at the age of 50 in Canada. He had lost everything he had saved for after 

putting it all in China,” notes Sid, adding the family fled to Hong Kong with what they could 

carry. 

Norman Tan, who did not speak the English language that well, decided to bring over Sid and his 

adopted brother Richard after the Chinese Exclusion Act was repealed in 1947. “We were chosen 

because he hoped that my brother Richard and I would succeed in uniting all of their extended 

family by understand and adopting the laws and customs of Canada,” recalls Sid. 

 Running the store was never an easy life for the Tans. Sid recalls his grandmother just always 

working. “She worked from morning to night. If it wasn’t cleaning or washing dishes, it was 

dusting shelves, it was looking after the store or cooking.” 



 

 

“They just worked. It’s hard to imagine what their life was like. They got up, they got the store 

going with the early morning trade. They would make coffee and eat, open, stock shelves, and at 

night wash the floor. It was just a lot of work to do running a store but much easier than a café,” 

says Sid. The Modern Confectionery was open often from 7 a.m. to 11 at night and seven days a 

week, closing early Christmas and New Year’s. 

The Modern Confectionery was also an informal eatery for some business associates in town. 

“Grandfather ran an informal kitchen. Our living room and kitchen would be making meals for 

15 to 20 people. The local people who we knew would come in and pay a buck or so and get a 

meal. It wasn’t public. Sidney Waterman would come in. The hardware owner would come, 

mayor and councillors, and they were all in our living room. There were a few favoured native 

people as well but it was basically the crowd from Main Street,” he explains. “Many of them 

would ask grandfather to cater their dinners as well.” 

By bending the rules a bit and operating as many hours as possible, the Modern Confectionery 

lasted almost four decades in Battleford. 

 “There’s a different way Chinese greet each other now from the old days,” observes Sid. “The 

new people say: ‘when did you come into Canada?’ The old Chinese would say: ‘what year did 

you come to the land of perpetual toil?’” 

 For Norman Tan, perpetual toil lasted until 1972 when he became ill and his grandson would 

be his main caregiver. Eight years earlier, his grandfather made sure that his two “sons” would 

not have a future they regretted.  

 In 1964 at 14 years of age, Sid Tan and his adopted brother Richard were allowed to change 

their status as “paper sons” and become the legal grandsons of Norman Tan. “China-born and 

Canadian-made – that’s me. A life shaped by racist laws. Richard and I lived in fear of being 

deported from childhood to our teens when we received citizenship,” recalls Sid. 

Under an amnesty program, initiated by the John Diefenbaker Conservative government in 1960, 

over 12,000 Chinese nationals in Canada who had false identity papers were allowed to change 

their status without penalty. It was an about-face as the Canadian government slowly recognized 

how unequal its race-based immigration policies were, especially when it involved the Chinese 

community in Canada. 

 In 1972, Norman Tan would take on his final conflict with Canadian authorities when Sidney 

Waterman helped him apply to the Minister of Immigration to admit his real son and his family 

to Canada after 46 years of separation. The family collected signatures for a petition and were 

successful in gaining a ministerial compassionate permit for family reunification. “I was a 

University of Calgary student then and we had finally fulfilled my grandparents’ hope to unite us 

with my biological father, mother, brother, and five sisters,” recalls Sid. 



 

 

 Unfortunately, it was a reunion of strangers after decades – a common occurrence in the 

Chinese-Canadian community after the exclusion era. Sid would never live with his father’s 

family and was end-of-life care-giver for his grandparents. By 1987, following his father’s death, 

the family splintered and he has been estranged from his mother and siblings in what he calls a 

situation of “moral outrage.” 

“It [family fractures] are almost to be expected when you have this kind of situation. The 

Exclusion Act was the final act of the government’s actions to make sure the Chinese didn’t 

survive. We get it two generations afterwards. Ours was an echo,” he says, referring to the 

divisions in his extended family 40 years after the Chinese Exclusion Act was repealed.  

Sid’s grandfather would die in 1978 but up until that time he had long conversations with the 

grandson he thought of as a son. By then, Sid would have his own young family. “It wasn’t clear 

to me what he was talking about. In fact, it was about 10 years later when I got into the Head Tax 

movement around 1986 that I finally understood,” says Sid. 

In one of those conversations, Norman Tan lamented how he had not achieved much in his life. 

“He knew he was dying. And he was voicing, here I am dying and I haven’t accomplished 

anything,” recounts Sid. 

 “I told him if it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t be here. Whatever I accomplished is because of 

you. In our family, you didn’t get to go to school. I finished university. That was made possible 

by you. You have great-grandchildren born in this country – the first ever in our family. What do 

you mean you haven’t accomplished anything?  

“He started tearing up and said: Now, I know you’re Chinese. That was one of the nicest things 

he ever said to me.” After his grandfather’s death, Sid Tan would take Norman Tan’s real name 

Chow adding it to Tan as his legal surname to honour his grandfather. 

By the early 1990s, Sid Chow Tan – a self-taught cameraman and producer – had moved from 

reporting about the Head Tax issue on a weekly Chinatown community channel to leading the 

movement in British Columbia, igniting a flame for Chinese Canadians across the country. By 

then he was divorced and a non-custodial father to two children. 

His grandmother, whom he would take care of until her death in 2001, did not know much about 

the Head Tax issue. She suggested he do nothing about it for the family. “She said what if the 

greencoats (immigration officials) come in the middle of the night and knock on our door? Take 

you away, tie you up and throw you in the river, then what will I do? We are a family. Then 

where would the family be?” she asked.  

“When I heard that, I said I was in. And I never told her anything about it (the Head Tax 

campaign) after that,” says Sid, who lived with his grandmother until she died at the age of 97.  



 

 

Asked why he thought Canadian society would make the Chinese community suffer through so 

many decades of racist laws and prejudice, Sid believes it has always been an attitude of 

superiority over the Chinese race. “It was a patronizing British thing – we know what’s better for 

you, we know what’s better for this country. . . that kind of attitude.” 

 “They needed the Chinese for cheap labour. Who’s going to wash and iron their clothes? 

Who’s going to make chicken chow mein? It was similar to like we have now with migrant and 

temporary seasonal workers. They work their asses off and you don’t give them rights.“ 

 He and the Head Tax Families Society of Canada, based in Vancouver, and as national 

chairman of the Chinese Canadian National Council continue to lobby for redressing Chinese-

Canadian families whose Head Tax payers have died. They would like to see each family who 

paid the Head Tax compensated, rather than the Canadian government’s plan in 2006 to 

compensate only a few survivors and living spouses. 

 However, he says it’s important for the government to look at the separation of families and 

the 1923 Chinese Exclusion Act as the most devastating impact of its once racist laws against the 

Chinese in Canada. 

 “The government has never recognized exclusion. They kept us on the Head Tax. Exclusion 

was way more insidious. And there are still people alive who suffered under exclusion and they 

deserve recompense. That’s the point.  

“The other point is – if we don’t show strength, and we show we can’t unite over our history 

over honour and over justice, we deserve to be chinks, don’t we? We will be chinks all our lives 

in Canada. 

“This has never been about the money. That came from our opponents. When we win this, I 

don’t want the money. I’m not going to take the money. I just want it offered. That’s the way I’ll 

finish it,” he says. 

 Asked how his grandparents would react to his activism if they were alive today, Sid remarks: 

“I think my grandfather would be quite proud. My grandmother would ask me how much money 

I have in the bank,” he laughs. 

Almost 40 years since he left his hometown for Calgary then Vancouver, the memories of his 

grandfather and grandmother’s lives in that Prairie town still resonate with Sid Chow Tan. The 

lessons he learned about racism, discrimination, and tolerance, he tries to apply to his life today 

at 63. 

“Even though my grandfather never learned to read and write Chinese well, he taught me all 

people have equal rights and deserve to be treated fairly. So he fought the racist laws enacted by 

gwei lo or the white devils. 



 

 

  “His life is a victory for loyalty, righteousness, and perseverance,” declares Sid. 

  

86 year-old activist fights for community justice 

“It is not that interesting. Just a simple Chinaman’s life.” — Sam Gee. 

REGINA — Sam Gee has fought against injustice most of his life and at 86, he continues that 

fight today. 

 A proud, robust, and outspoken man, despite a recent heart operation, the Chinese-Canadian 

elder continues to make the case for a final resolution to Canada’s Chinese Head Tax issue.  

 As probably the eldest activist speaking out on the Head Tax, Sam has been at the forefront of 

the revived Head Tax grievances for the past two decades that brought generations of the 

Chinese-Canadian community together.  

 More than likely, you would see him in a march or protest over the issue in the past 10 years. 

“I like working in the community. I like to help the people and want to help my community,” he 

explains.  

  Since 1983 when Vancouver elder — Dak Leon Mark — approached Vancouver Kingsway 

MP Margaret Mitchell and wanted his Head Tax back, Chinese-Canadian community groups 

across Canada have demanded that successive federal governments take action. The newly-

elected Stephen Harper-led government finally agreed to do so in 2006. 

 But Sam Gee says the apology by the prime minister in 2006 was a half-measure because his 

government acted unilaterally without negotiations with the community. The government 

announced then it would pay only Head Tax survivors and their spouses and apologized to the 

community for past racist legislation.  

 “I want the Head Tax paid to the descendants. They [the government] won’t answer you. 

They already play the political show. That’s the game to play. They learn to speak a little 

Cantonese. Say Canadians are sorry. 

 “But at the meetings, they don’t mention that [the descendants]. They just talk about the 

families, how bad it was separating families. The guy gets married, left the wife, left the children 

behind. That’s all,” he says, bluntly. 

 As chairman of the Saskatchewan Head Tax Redress Committee, Sam Gee would speak at 

meetings for the elderly widows and few Head Taxpayers left in the province, but he also spoke 

for people his age. They are the generation of descendants of the Loh Wah Kiu pioneers.  



 

 

 Most of the Loh Wah Kiu in the Chinese-Canadian community have passed on. For Sam, 

elderly pioneers like his father did not have a voice most of their lives or were afraid to express 

their opinions, believing Canadian authorities would deport them at any time.  

 One reason, he says, is that some Loh Wah Kiu were here in Canada as “paper daughters and 

sons.” They came over with false immigration papers and identification even before the 1923 

ban on Chinese coming to Canada for 24 years. All came over and paid the $500 Head Tax to 

help their poor families in China, but they also arrived as sons and daughters of such people as 

uncles or friends from the same village. It was a common, often desperate, practice to get into 

Canada. 

 “The old Chinese don’t understand much English. No education. . . Because they had no 

education, they worry about something like their pension. You try to straighten it [the Head Tax] 

up. They don’t want it.” 

 Sam Gee’s efforts, though, would help some elderly widows in the Saskatchewan community 

receive the 2006 ex-gratia payments of $20,000 from the Canadian government.  

 He brought seven Chinese seniors, a few who were 98 years old, by plane to the House of 

Commons on June 6, 2006, to hear the prime minister apologize to the community for more than 

62 years of government-legislated discrimination. 

 Sam doesn’t mince words when he says the apology by the prime minister left him with a 

bitter taste of how government works in relation to old grievances for prior government actions 

that are still considered the present government’s moral responsibility. 

 “I went to Ottawa 2006. There were only 14 survivors left who paid the Head Tax,” says Sam, 

although almost 700 widows received the compensation offered by the government for the Head 

Tax and the separation of their families for decades. 

 He has been involved in seeking redress for the Head Tax for more than 20 years, particularly 

the Loh Wah Kiu Head Taxpayers who were still alive in the 1990s when they numbered in the 

thousands. 

 Before the announcement, Sam already knew what would happen.  

“My father died in 1975. I don’t feel good that way. They don’t mention paying the descendants. 

I already know this is political. Goddamn it, no wonder. They [are] still holding us down. We are 

treated as second- and third-class citizens,” says Sam, whose daughter and niece were present at 

the House of Commons that day. 

 Since 1991 when he began raising awareness about the need to redress the Head Tax and the 

separation of Chinese families in Canada by the government, Sam had been writing Chinese 



 

 

newspapers.  

 He would write letters to the nationally-distributed Ming Pao and Sing Tao to demand Head 

Tax compensation for descendant families since most Head Taxpayers had died by 2006. “I said 

you have to pay the survivors, the spouses but you also should pay the debt to the descendants.” 

 In 2005, Sam confronted a rival group called the National Congress of Chinese Canadians. 

The group, which had no major Head Tax community groups in their organization, attempted to 

speak for the Loh Wah Kiu community. It sought no apology and a $2.5 million commemorative 

fund to be administered by its own organization.  

 “The president — Ping Tan, he’s from Malaya. I told him: ‘Your father, your grandfather 

didn’t pay Head Tax, that’s why you say no. He said nothing.’  

 “I asked him — ‘how come Saskatchewan didn’t have a seat?’ He said Saskatchewan had no 

people. I said: ‘Who am I then?’ From that time, he knows who I am,” remarked Sam. The 

NCCC would strike an unpopular deal with the Paul Martin government but it died in the House 

of Commons when an election was called in 2006. 

 Sam says Canadians should remember that the Head Tax payment of $500 from 1903 to 1923 

was a huge hardship for those coming to Canada such as his father who arrived on Dec. 18, 

1913. 

 “At that time, only $5 a month was what you got paid. The Head Tax was worth a lot of 

money. When you pay a $500 Head Tax, you know how much it’s worth. You can work to buy 

two houses,” notes Sam. 

 His father — Gee Chan How — came to Canada like many Chinese as a young man of 18 in 

1913, entering the port of Victoria on a ship called the Tamba Maru. He was preceded by 

generations of Gees including Sam’s grandfather — Gee Yell Yin — who worked in Canada for 

40 years, including the gold mines and, later, on the Canadian Pacific Railway steamer. He died 

in 1932. Sam’s great grandfather, however, was likely the original pioneer of the Gee clan to 

come to Canada, arriving before 1885. 

 In 1924, after a few years working on a chicken farm in Moose Jaw, Sam’s father purchased 

the Rex Café in a small town called Yellow Grass, about 100 kilometres from Regina on 

Highway 6. Four years earlier, he had gone back to China and married Sam’s mother, fathering a 

son. 

 Sam says his father — known as Gee How — would run the café for some 21 years until 

1945. He would bring Sam over by 1952 and put him to work immediately as soon as he got off 

the train, recalls Sam. 



 

 

 In Regina, his father ran the 5
th

 Avenue Tea Room, which was a way to keep operating after 

hours without legally running into problems as grocery stores were not allowed to open at 

nighttime. 

 “Only Saskatchewan had tea rooms,” he explains. “Edmonton just had grocery stores, 

confectioneries. It was law. If you are a grocery store, you cannot open at night. But a tea room, 

you’re selling coffee, soft drinks, and a little bit confectionery. You bend the law a little bit. 

What you’re not supposed to do, you do,” he explains. 

 Sam was 26 years old and helped his father run the Tea Room, which opened at 9 a.m. and 

closed at 12 midnight. Despite the long hours, Sam says he was happy to be with his father. It 

had been almost 20 years since he had last seen his father.  

 Their separation and that of his family’s was caused directly by the 1923 Chinese Exclusion 

Act, which forbade Chinese from coming into Canada except for a few exceptions such as 

diplomats, merchants, and students. The family was further separated for years after the 

communists overran China by 1949. 

 Born in 1926 after a brief visit his father, Sam, would finally meet his father 7 years later in 

1933. Again, his father took advantage of a two-year provision, allowing Chinese in Canada to 

return to China and back within that period. Sam’s father had saved enough money for his 

passage across the ocean, returning to see his son for the first time. 

 Sam recalls the moment to this day: “I was 6 years old. I had just come home from school. I 

was playing in the garden beside our house in Canton, China. 

 “I heard some noise. I looked up. I saw a well-dressed man coming towards me. Who was this 

stranger? He was dressed in a western suit. . . I did not know this stranger. I was a little scared.  

 “Is this the house of Gee Jean Hoy?” asked the tall stranger. ‘Gee Jean Hoy’ is the name my 

father used after he was married. Why is this stranger looking for my father?   

 “I could not find my voice, so I just nodded, yes. The stranger smiled and asked who I was. I 

answered politely: ‘Gee Gwang Thleng’. He smiled. “Oh, then you must be my son, my boy.” 

  “My heart stopped and my stomach turned a somersault. I could not believe it. I had just met 

my father for the first time in my life. This stranger was my father. He had a nice smile. He 

seemed like a giant — but a friendly giant,” recalled Sam of that memorable episode in his life. 

 Sam’s father would stay for three years until 1936, when he finally had to leave to return to 

Canada — forced to leave his family behind again because of the Chinese Exclusion Act. 

 A year later when the Japanese Imperial Army invaded Canton, Sam’s family’s fortunes 



 

 

would take a turn for the worst. The Japanese would take over their home and force the family to 

move. They went to their grandmother’s home in another village for several months, then on to 

his mother’s sister’s place for another few months. 

 With four young children to feed, Sam’s mother decided to move the family to Hong Kong. 

They were able to find shelter in a single room with a former tenant that had lived in China with 

them. 

 Money was running out though, and while their father sent money home every month, it was 

not enough. Recalls Sam: “We did not have a home, we had very little to eat, we had no source 

of making money. These were bad times.” 

 Only 11 at the time, Sam would go out and try to make money, waking up at 5 a.m. and buy 

cookies, buns and candy from the bakery to sell for one cent apiece, not coming home until 

midnight. He would make about 10 to 20 cents to give to his mother.  

 The family survived in Hong Kong, but just barely, and life would get much worse when the 

Second World War would begin on Dec. 8, 1941. Sam remembers that day when Japan invaded 

Kowloon and Hong Kong, and attacked the city. 

 “I was 15 years old and I was walking down the street to go to school,” as Sam recalls those 

terrible moments 71 years later. “That is when I heard the shrill of the sirens. These sirens were 

going off everywhere. This meant that Hong Kong was being invaded. The Japanese were upon 

us.   

 “Policemen on the street were chasing everyone telling them to go home. They were yelling, 

‘Go home! The war has started! Japanese planes are bombing Kai Tak Airport.’ Everyone was 

running … running for shelter. I was so scared. The sirens were loud, but we could still hear the 

bombs going off in the distance. I started running home. I could feel the blood pulsing in my 

ears,” he recalls. 

 The Japanese would occupy Kowloon quickly. In just four days, they crushed and killed 400 

Canadian troops who were protecting the city. Japanese warships encircled Hong Kong, as 

British troops retreated to the island of Hong Kong. 

 Sam recalls a chaotic time where looting and robberies occurred all night. “The night was 

filled with darkness, sounds of crying, constant roar of bombs, and shrills of sirens. We did not 

know what tomorrow would bring,” he said. 

 By Christmas, 1941, the British surrendered Hong Kong and it would be occupied by the 

Japanese for 3 years and 8 months until the end of the war on Aug. 15, 1945. 

 Sam’s family, scared to death by the occupation, survived by buying flour as rice had become 



 

 

too expensive. They made pancakes for their meals instead. 

 By 1942, his mother was able to bring the family back to Canton, and find a place to live. But 

more dire circumstances would take place, as Sam’s older brother Gwang Thloong contracted 

tuberculosis. He was so sick he was dying before their eyes. His mother would take him and the 

rest of the family, except for Sam, to his mother’s village. 

 Sam says he found a job at the police station and survived on $30 a month until finding 

another position at a bank. A few months later, however, he received word that his older brother 

had died. Sam would spend the rest of the war homeless moving from temporary shelter to 

shelter and trying to find enough work to eat. His mother remained where she was but the family 

had no contact with their father in Canada, who could not get his letters or money through. 

 When the war finally ended in 1945, Sam went back to his old home in Canton but it had been 

ransacked and was nothing but a “broken, empty house,” he recalls. His mother and siblings 

returned too and finally money from their father helped them partly rebuild the house for them to 

stay in. 

 In the next few years, as the civil war in China continued between the Kuomintang 

government and Mao Tse Tung’s Communist army, it was becoming clear that China was on the 

path to Communism. Once more, the family had to face the uncertainty ahead as the Communists 

overran the country by 1949 and Sam’s family was trapped in their Canton village. 

 “The Communists took over the first and second floor of our house,” recalls Sam, who had an 

argument with a soldier over what they were doing. “I said to him: ‘Do you remember what 

Chairman Mao said to the Chinese People? He said that the People’s Republic of China 

Government and Army will never touch the Chinese people’s things. Won’t even take their 

needle and thread. Now you are a soldier from The People’s Republic Army and you are trying 

to take a Chinese person’s property?’” The soldier was mad. He left because I was right. Today, 

he was trying to steal my house,” said 23-year-old Sam, showing the courage and combativeness 

that would continue with the Head Tax later in Canada. 

 During this time, his father kept sending money to the village and in order to take advantage 

of this, the government imprisoned Sam’s mother for a $10 M Chinese ransom. Sam was forced 

to almost beg for help to get enough money collected from many relatives. His mother was 

released after he finally had the money, but the danger told them to move to Hong Kong to 

escape communist rule. 

 Sam says the decision was the only one he could make, as he no longer thought of China as 

his country. “I knew I needed to leave China because I did not believe in the communist beliefs. I 

knew I could not keep my mouth shut long enough to stay alive. If I stayed, I knew they would 

kill me. I did not care where I went, I just wanted to go be with my family and make a living. I 



 

 

did not want any trouble. I can live anywhere. This is no longer the China I know and love.”  

 Sam views were also influenced by a close call, when he was almost inducted into the 

Communist army in 1949. He was 22 at the time, but was able to out argue his communist 

recruiters, who were going to send him to Russia for military training. 

 “I did not want to go, but I had no choice. I told them that I couldn’t go. They asked, ‘Why 

not?’ I told them that my father was an overseas Chinese living in Canada, and my uncle and 

cousins were living in the United States.” I can’t join the Army. I can’t go fight against my own 

family. They understood my inner conflict. They knew my conscience would not allow me to be 

a good soldier for them. If they trained me to become a communist soldier, and the time came to 

fight against Canada or the United States, I could not kill my own family members. They said I 

was a ’bad guy…a bad guy with a conscience. So they released me and I did not have to go to 

military training in Russia,” says Sam. 

 Although his mother still considered China her homeland, she moved the family to Hong 

Kong. From there, she and her younger children — Mary and Moon — boarded a ship for 

Canada in 1951, leaving Sam behind. Under immigration rules, he had to apply to get to Canada 

himself. 

 Sam was overaged at 25 and had to lie about his age to get his immigration papers. He landed 

in San Francisco, a second port of entry to get into Canada and made it through the immigration 

office in Oakland, California, where he was allowed to board a train to Vancouver. The year was 

1952. 

 Sam would be taught how to run the 5
th

 Avenue Tea Room by his father, and he would help 

the business earn a profit in 3 years. By that time, his family wanted him to look for a bride and 

start his own family. 

 It was arranged for him to meet a number of girls in Edmonton and he picked Mah Baw 

Thleen, whose English name was Morly. They were married on Nov. 11, 1956 and she would 

become Sam’s one true love for the next 55 years until her death in 2011. 

 Sam would continue to manage the Fifth Avenue Tea Room and raise a family of seven 

children until 1965 when his father retired. By 1967, he was able to garner a loan to purchase the 

Parliament Centre Confectionery in Regina and run a much larger grocery operation for the next 

30 years. 

 During this time, he was elected President of the Chinese Benevolent Association in Regina 

from 1979 to 1994. 

 Ironically, he would be one of 300 Chinese Canadians invited back to the Guangzhou 50
th

 

Anniversary celebrations of Communist rule from 1949 to 1999.  



 

 

 As in 1949, he would have an argument with a Chinese soldier who questioned why his son 

did not have a Chinese name. “I speak English and say: ‘Officer you born in China, do you have 

an English name? My children born in Canada, they are Canadian. They don’t have Chinese 

names,’” he declares. 

 Sam Gee is a proud Canadian, but also is proud of his Chinese heritage and upbringing that 

made him the man he is today. 

 Like many of his era, through tragedy, endurance, and sacrifice, his family lineage has 

survived through the Head Tax, the Chinese Exclusion Act and the communist takeover of his old 

country. 

  As Sam says modestly: “It is not that interesting. Just a simple Chinaman’s life.” 

 Hardly the case. 

 

‘Paper son’ on his own in Canada at 17 

Family gone, Winnipegger Bill Dong remembers the early years 

“He told me, because of my nationality, you can only go so far. It hurt me. He’s a white guy, but 

he was my guidance teacher in high school. He was saying there was a limit to what I can do 

because of who I am. Geez, I was so surprised. You’re a guidance teacher and you utter these 

kinds of words to me.” – Bill Dong, recalling advice given to him by his high school counsellor. 

“The apology and compensation was a half-measure. It was window display or dressing. The 

country looks nice and there is no discrimination.” – Bill Dong, on the 2006 apology by Prime 

Minister Stephen Harper 

WINNIPEG – It was 1953. Suddenly, Bill Dong found himself alone and a bit lost, following the 

death of his uncle from a heart attack. 

 Only two years into his foray into Canada from the small village of Bakshan in southern 

China, the 17-year-old teen no longer had direct relatives in his newly-found home of Canada. 

Bill Dong realized he had to strike out on his own in a foreign land to keep his promise to his 

family. 

 That promise was to send money home to his impoverished family of two brothers, a sister, 

numerous relatives, and his parents who had picked him to help the family, sending him to Gold 

Mountain or “Gum San” as the Chinese called Canada then.  



 

 

 “That was the purpose of my life in Canada,” recalls Mr. Dong, now 76 and recently retired in 

Winnipeg. “I was supposed to help my family, so I sent home money. That was the Chinese way 

then.” 

 His uncle, Bo (Happy) Young Dong, was also very young when he came to Canada, paying 

the Chinese Head Tax of $500 before 1923. Then, he became stranded in Canada, as the federal 

government imposed the Chinese Exclusion Act, stopping Chinese immigration and separating 

families in China and Canada.  

 Mr. Dong returned to China three years after the Exclusion law was repealed. In Canada, he 

owned a local hotel and ran the Central Café in Esterhazy, Saskatchewan. It had taken him many 

years to pay his $500 Head Tax back to those he had borrowed from, as it was a sum 

representing two years of salary in the 1920s. But by 1951, by all accounts, Bill’s uncle had done 

well for his years spent in Canada. Others in the family from China wanted to emulate his 

success. 

 Happy Bo Young Dong had come back to China to find a relative to be his son and help him 

in Canada and their extended family in China. During the Second Sino-Japanese War, his real 

daughter and son died tragically when Japanese war planes bombed their small village near Hong 

Kong. “The Japanese – they were barbaric people. It was a small market town and not a military 

target and yet they bombed it,” recounts Bill Dong.  

 “I don`t know why they hated the Chinese. In China, they raped the Chinese women and then 

they would bayonet them there. Only animals do that.” 

On January 11, 1951 – after his family raised $1,000 for the flight from Hong Kong to 

Vancouver, Bill Dong arrived as the “paper son” of Happy Young Dong of Esterhazy, 

Saskatchewan.   

 In the 1950s, there were many “paper sons” and “paper daughters” arriving in Canada from 

China. “Many families did it this way back then,” observes Bill. “After the Second World War, 

people in China were very poor. We were just peasants. In those days, the age limit to come to 

Canada was under 18. And every year that Chinese man from Vancouver [Foon Sien Wong] 

went to Ottawa to raise the age limit. He was a great man,” notes Bill.  

 Bill was one of 12,000 “paper sons and daughters” to arrive in Canada with false immigration 

papers in the 1950s and 60s as a result of the federal government’s intransigence in not liberating 

its immigration laws against the Chinese.  Children under 18 were only allowed in then, along 

with spouses. On compassionate grounds, the federal government would subsequently announce 

the Chinese Statement Adjustment Program from 1960-1973 to allow those who had purchased 

false papers to regularize their citizenship status. Bill Dong would take advantage of this policy 

and become a naturalized citizen. 



 

 

 The Dong family in China also resisted the changes imposed by a Communist government, 

which won China’s civil war in 1949, headed by new leader Mao Tse-tung. Their dreams of a 

better life turned to Gum San or Canada. 

 The 14-year-old’s first impression of Canada while riding the train from Vancouver to 

Esterhazy was that it was such a vast country. Accompanying him for the ride was Sam Dong, a 

friend of his uncle who had come to pick him up. Bill adopted his uncle’s deceased son’s name 

of Wei Toy Dong. In Brandon, his uncle asked someone to find an English name for him and 

“Bill” or “William” became a name that stuck with him. 

 After his uncle’s death, young Bill moved to Winnipeg. It was 1953. He was 17, deciding it 

was best to go to high school while working part-time as a waiter to send money home to his 

family in China. 

 At his part-time job at the venerable Exchange Café, established in 1910 in Chinatown, he 

would make about $25 per week. By having the benefit of eating at the café, he was able to save 

much of his money and send it back home. For every $1 he made waiting on tables, 75 cents 

would be sent home after rent and living expenses. 

 “I had two months holidays during the summer. I could make more money, but I sent most of 

it to my family,” he recalls. “They needed to be helped. I had two brothers and sister-in-laws and 

they had sons and my parents. I think the money I sent home helped them greatly I think. It was 

too costly for them to come,” says Bill. 

 By the 1950s, the Chinese in Winnipeg no longer simply had to live in Chinatown, segregated 

from the white population. Many Chinese newcomers would rent single small rooms with 

communal bathrooms in rooming houses. The cost of renting monthly then in 1953 was about 

$20 a month, which Bill happily paid as landlords discriminated against renting to the Chinese. 

“Some would ask if you were Chinese, and say it was rented. Or they said it was only for 

women,” recalls Bill. “A German Canadian finally rented to me. They were a little more 

friendly. ” For $20, tenants could cook on an old stove and share a bathroom in the house. 

 Young Bill would take a commercial program of studies in school, something which he 

regrets very much. As he found he could not afford higher education or even to finish high 

school, given the demands of helping his family in China, one day in 1957, he recalls seeking the 

advice of his high school counsellor in Grade 11. “He told me, because of my nationality, you 

can only go so far. It hurt me. He’s a white guy, but he was my guidance teacher in high school. 

He was saying there was a limit to what I can do because of who I am. Geez, I was so surprised. 

You’re a guidance teacher and you utter these kinds of words to me.” 

 “That shows you there was this discrimination at that time even then, how they looked at the 

Chinese people then. White kids, he told them they could do anything,” recalls Bill, who was 



 

 

voted one of the brightest students in high school by classmates. 

 It wouldn’t be the last time Bill Dong would encounter prejudice against Chinese Canadians 

in Winnipeg. Bill would do what other Chinese would do in the city, working as a waiter in one 

of the cafés.  

 He recalls working at the Chance Café on Main Street and 4
th

 in 1958. “It was a hard life. 

Many people were very racist. They would say: ‘Go, back to China!’ It was different from 

Esterhazy. In those days, they seemed to have a sense of superiority – the white man you know,” 

reflects Bill. 

  “They had this over the Chinese. Because of them, we were second-rate citizens – inferior to 

them. That’s how I feel about them. Not my classmates – but when I worked in the restaurant – 

the customers, they make you mad.  

 “That’s why I say now the white people treat us with more respect due to Mao Tse-tung, the 

communist leader in China. That’s one thing he brought to the Chinese people – he gave the 

Chinese people respect that we ought to have,” declares Bill. 

 Since those days in the ’60s, Bill says the overall treatment of Chinese has improved in 

Canada and Caucasians have accepted the Chinese here a lot more. “I think they saw China as 

stronger and we were better for it,” he says. 

  Asked if China will soon become an enemy of the West, Bill believes the days are long gone 

when his former country could be dominated by any foreign country. “They can’t do that 

anymore. They will have to agree to disagree – China and the West. Each has a different dream.” 

 In 1958, Bill’s young dream took a different term. He began working and gradually managing 

the New Canton Chop Suey House in Chinatown for a man, who would later become his father-

in-law. At the time, there were only a few restaurants serving Chinese food, and 12-hour days, 7 

days a week was the normal work routine. 

 Although he continued to send money back to the village of Bak Shan, by 1966, Bill had 

decided to marry his boss’ daughter – Suzanne Chan – and started his own young family. His 

parents died in the early ‘60s and his remittances helped his brothers emigrate to North America 

to Chicago in the 1970s. “When I had my family, it was too much to keep sending money back.” 

 Bill finally went back to the old village three years ago, 62 years after leaving at the age of 14. 

He had wanted to go back, especially when he was homesick in his first year, but as he grew 

older there was less desire to do so. “I had no urge to go back to China. You can’t afford to go 

back. When you look back at being here so long, you think of Canada as your home. My house is 

here. I’m comfortable. When I went back to China, I feel kind of strange even though I come 

from there.” 



 

 

 After building his own home in a new part of Winnipeg in 1968, Bill Dong has learned to live 

with how life has turned out. “I remember the village but it’s hard to go back to live there once 

you get used to the way of living in Canada. Most of them, yes, are gone [from the old village].” 

 Asked if he finally felt like a Canadian, he says: “I don’t know what a real Canadian is. 

Nowadays, I feel different.” As for how his neighbours relate to him, he says not many are too 

friendly. “It’s not that you don’t want to be friendly, they just don’t seem to want to. I keep to 

myself, they keep to themselves. Our generation just didn’t seem to mix,” he notes. “I don’t 

bother you, you don’t bother me.” 

 It isn’t likely his neighbours know much about the history of the Dong family. But Bill also 

says the 2006 apology by Prime Minister Stephen Harper to the Chinese-Canadian community, 

acknowledging the racist and discriminatory measures by the federal government, did not really 

affect his life. “This is not a solution to the tax problem. You could do better. . . It was too late; 

they only compensate the surviving ones. How many is that? That’s no compensation for head 

tax victims. That’s how I look at it. 

 “Remember they compensated not that many people. Could be four or less here. It’s the past, 

and nobody can do anything about it. We had a Chinese MP over the years, and none of them 

raised the question. There were a lot of Liberal MPs from Vancouver then. Even the Governor 

General, Adrienne Clarkson – could have used her influence. We had a Lieutenant Governor in 

B.C. This was all window display or dressing. The country looks nice and there’s no 

discrimination,” concludes Bill. 

 Recently retired as a cook from the Shanghai Restaurant, a renowned Chinese restaurant 

where people would line up for blocks to get into in the 1950s but closed last year, Bill Dong 

chooses not to look back. “I’m an optimist. I’ve had good times and bad times,” he smiles and 

chuckles. 

 His wife suffered a stroke last year and Bill attends to her at a nursing home every day. His 

son Erasmus, whom Bill named after a Dutch scholar, says his father has been steadfastly strong 

– helping the family adjust to their changing life circumstances as he did for his family in China 

in the early years. 

 “While everyone was pretty much burning out and not handling her condition well, my dad 

was steady as a rock. Once I became an adult and had the context of how hard it must have been 

to come here alone at that age, I had a greater appreciation for him,” says Raz. 

 “I also think that the discipline they instilled on us gave us the drive that made our generation 

much more successful. That is their gift and sacrifice. They had huge challenges also with the 

blending of Chinese and Canadian cultures and learning to navigate within. 

 “Through all the rough times, he didn't give up though there were bumps with the bottle in the 



 

 

early years. He put up with things that many today would have just walked away from. 

 “But he was always very generous with what he could and when he did have times of 

prosperity, he shared it with many. One of the things I appreciated is that he is an amazing cook 

and that was his way of taking care of us was that we always ate well,” adds Raz of his father’s 

30-year career as a cook. 

 From teenager to grandfather, Bill Dong survived the early years in Canada on his own as a 

young man determined to fulfill the promise he made his parents in China – to take care of them 

and the family. Fifty-five years later, he looks back knowing he made good on what he promised 

– taking care of the family in the old country and his own in Canada. 

 

Imprisoned in China, mother and family reunites nine years later in Canada  

“They had these meetings and they used to dunk you in a cattle trough and push you from corner 

to corner to get you to betray your family or friends, try to get more money out of you.” — 

daughter Sue-On Choy Hillman. 

“Grandpa came here to Winnipeg, did not speak English, and people made fun of his long 

pigtail. They gave him a rough time.” — grandson Kenny Choy. 

BRANDON, Manitoba — 62 years ago, the fate of her people on the brink of losing a civil war, 

Yook Hai Choi knew bad times would likely befall her family. 

 Generations of the Choy family were nationalists in China and had been part of the merchant 

class. On Oct. 1, 1949 in Beijing, Communist leader Mao Tse-tung declared China a Communist 

state in his first address to the Chinese nation. The advent of Communism in China would crush 

the hopes and dreams of millions of Chinese including the Choy family.  

 The bourgeoisie or merchant class became the prime target of the new regime. Their new 

rulers would make examples of the Choys as they did with many others who were part of that 

entrepreneur class. 

 The 42-year-old mother of four would be imprisoned in 1951 after being caught attempting to 

leave the country at the Hong Kong border. She had already successfully smuggled her two 

youngest children, Kenny and Sue-On, to Hong Kong.  

 “She was so desperate to leave China,” recounts her son Kenny, 13 at the time. “So she paid 

somebody to take her from the old village to the border between Hong Kong and China. She 

tried to cross the riverbank to Hong Kong and she was caught in the bush.” 



 

 

 Her Communist captors jailed her for months. “We had no idea where she was,” says Kenny. 

“They always kept members of the family there because they keep wanting to get more money 

out of you.” 

 Although she would be released to her home village of Dae Gong, Yook Hai Choi and her 

mother would be persecuted until she was allowed to leave in 1954 to Hong Kong, her 

movements were constantly watched by her Communist monitors for years. 

 “My grandmother was eventually allowed to go to Hong Kong but she went through a lot of 

persecution as well,” explains her youngest daughter Sue-On, recounting stories told to her. 

“They had these meetings and they used to dunk you in a cattle trough and push you from corner 

to corner to get you to betray your family or friends, try to get more money out of you.” 

 Sue-On would finally see her mother again when she was in pre-school. It would take another 

four years for Yook Hai and her two children to reunite with her husband, Soo Choy, who was in 

Canada. By 1958, it was 11 years after the Chinese Exclusion Act had been repealed in Canada, 

which the family had hoped would be the year they would be all reunited in Canada. “My parents 

had hopes we would all make it out of China by 1949, but hopes and expectations are different. It 

didn’t happen,” says Sue-On. 

 It was in the small town of Newdale, Manitoba (pop. 265) where Soo Choy was running a 

restaurant and hotel that the family would finally reunite. Sue-On had not seen her father for nine 

years. For Kenny it was 11 years and for his wife, it was 10 years since she had last seen him in 

China.  

 Prior to 1947, like other Chinese families, the family was separated for 24 years because 

Canada’s 1923 Chinese Exclusion Act banned most Chinese from coming to Canada. However, 

their father would make trips back to China, as allowed under the legislation, in the years 1925, 

1928, 1931, 1936, and 1949. He married Yook Hai and would have five children, one who would 

die quite young. 

  An older sister, Sue Sem, would marry in China and only reunite in Canada years later. Their 

oldest brother Gene had been in the United States for many years.  

 The odyssey of the Choy family began before the 1900s when their great-grandfather Choy 

Yet Seed was the first to come to North America, landing in the state of Washington. 

 His son Choy Him followed him in 1911 later to Canada as a merchant and did not pay the 

$500 Chinese Head Tax. “Grandpa came as a merchant, working for someone in Vancouver, 

learned a little English, then he ended up in Winnipeg to be a houseboy for the Commissioner of 

Water Works,” says Sue-On. Prior to that, Choy Him ran a restaurant in Ferrigan, Saskatchewan. 

 “Grandpa came here to Winnipeg, did not speak English, and people made fun of his long 



 

 

pigtail. They gave him a rough time,” says Kenny. Back in China, though, the country was still 

ruled by the Ching Dynasty and the queue or pigtail was a requirement for Chinese to return to 

their home village.  

 “It’s all part of your heritage. You have to have it. It’s part of your culture,” notes Sue-On. 

“White people didn’t understand it was part of the culture just like the aboriginal people wearing 

braids. Cutting it off was cutting off part of their life in the old days.” 

 “You have to have it,” explains Kenny. “The longer the queue, the more respected they were. 

My grandfather was a teacher by profession in China. So, he was well-respected in the home 

village.” 

 Choy Him would move to Newdale in the 1930s — a small town on Highway 16 west of 

Brandon in south-western Manitoba. He bought the Fairview Hotel and restaurant.  

 When their grandfather bought the hotel, it came with a beer parlour. But a provincial alcohol 

law only allowed Canadians to run a beer parlour. Like other Chinese in Canada in the 1930s, 

Choy Him could not be a citizen, and had to sell the building. All Chinese in Canada were 

considered to have “alien” status under the 1923 Chinese Immigration Act. 

 “He had to leave that and sold it, and then bought another building and called it the Paris 

Café,” says Sue-On. 

 In 1923, Choy Him had sent for his son, Choy Soo, and he would pay his $500 Head Tax to 

come to Canada. With his father’s help, he was able to go back and forth to China bringing 

remittances home, despite the imposition of Canada’s infamous 1923 Chinese Immigration or 

Exclusion Act. 

 But by 1937, their grandfather Choy Him had decided to go home to China to take care of the 

family. He left the restaurant in Newdale for son Choy Soo to run. Like others in his family, 

Choy Him would be stranded once the Communists overran the country by 1949. But he 

engineered his own escape from China in 1950. 

 “He pretended he needed Western medical treatment for asthma. He first went to Hong Kong 

for a permit and got it. He came back to China with a medical permit and in the middle of the 

night, he used the permit to get out of China to Hong Kong. Then, he hid in a shack and built a 

stone house in Hong Kong in the forest,” says Kenny. 

 There he would stay until his remaining days and his wife from China was allowed to join 

him later when he was ill. Choy Him never returned to Canada. 

 Meanwhile, his son had been running the Paris Café in Newdale for more than 20 years by 

1958. Once his family joined him, Choy Soo and his family would run the restaurant for another 



 

 

14 years before moving to Brandon in 1972. 

 His children say their father never encountered the racism that grandfather Choy Him 

experienced from 1911 to the 1930s. 

 “He had good friends, he ran a good business. He came in when he was 13. He spoke perfect 

English,” notes Kenny, adding his father was the first Chinese-Canadian Master in the Masonic 

Lodge in Manitoba.” Dad was just one of those guys who got along with everyone,” adds Sue-

On. 

 Since 1919, a provincial law forbade the hiring of white women in Chinese restaurants but 

that kind of discriminatory law had long been rescinded by the time the family came to Newdale 

in the 1950s to help run the Paris Café. “Grandfather and Dad ran it. When Dad ran it, he was 

able to hire waitresses. Even after we came, we worked in the restaurant with the waitresses,” 

notes Sue-On.  

 Even in her grandfather’s time, the men would run the restaurant, especially if there was a 

father and son. Sue-On believes the provincial law was much less enforced in small towns like 

Newdale than in Winnipeg or other cities during the first part of the 1900s. 

 Kenny says when he came to Newdale in 1959 as a 21-year-old, he didn’t experience any 

discrimination. “When I came here, I was able to communicate with people, like my father.” 

 Small towns were a different experience for some Chinese families in the 1950s, says Sue-On. 

“I fought with the boys. They did call you names, but they didn’t really understand so I beat the 

hell out of them and we became friends. It depends on who came before you.” 

 For the Choys, southern Manitoba has a long history of Chinese settlement with most families 

coming from the Taishan region of southern China. 

 “There has been the Choys, the Lees in Minnedosa and Nipiwa, a Yee in Winnipeg, the 

Wongs and Yuens in Brandon. For our father to come to Newdale, lots of our fellow immigrants 

came to this area because of him,” notes Kenny. 

 After moving to Brandon in 1972, Kenny and Sue-On’s father, Choy Soo, decided to open 

Soo’s Chop Suey House. 

 Choy Soo and Yook Hai finally retired in 1982. Father Choy Soo would subsequently pass 

away in 1983 at 76 while their mother, Yook Chai, would pass on in 2010 at the age of 101. She 

would be survived by four children, 11 grandchildren and 10 great-grandchildren. 

 Soo’s Chop Suey House would be run by Kenny and his wife Rebecca for 10 years until 

1992. Then Sue-On and her husband Bill took it on until it officially closed in 2002. Soo’s Chop 



 

 

Suey House was the longest-running Chinese restaurant in Brandon for 30 years and owned by 

the same family during that time. 

 West on Highway 16 on the Yellowhead, Chinese cafés and restaurants dot the landscape on 

this major highway in towns like Newdale, Gladstone, Plumis, Nipiwa, Minnedosa, Newdale, 

and Shoal Lake. “In earlier times, these people all came from our village, including Ethelburg, 

Saskatchewan,” notes Sue-On.  

 “It’s because of one man and they sponsored another one and would bring them. In another 

town, another family would come. I know there were a lot of Choys in Nipiwa, Newdale, 

Gladstone, Plumis, and in Shoal Lake, there’s one. Sometimes there’s a descendant on the wife’s 

side or a connection from the past.” Today, some of the restaurants are run by Chinese families 

from China, but many of them are Korean-owned now. 

 In Brandon, the Chinese community has expanded in recent years as employers like Maple 

Leaf Foods hired new immigrants from China, Mauritius, and the Ukraine to fill vacancies in 

their plant. The city’s Chinese community has increased dramatically, composed of those 

families who came from the past — the Toishanese, and those who have come recently from 

northern China, most whom speak Mandarin. 

 Since 1991, Kenny had been thinking about some kind of memorial to dedicate to the Chinese 

ancestors who once settled the community. Many of them are buried in the Brandon Municipal 

Cemetery on 18
th

 Street South, including his mother. 

 “Some of the graves have been about 100 years old. A 23-year-old young man came here, 

must have got a disease, then died. Nobody ever has put incense and flowers, so we started that 

again. Many of our relatives are buried there,” notes Kenny.  

 Every year during Ching Ming (Qing Ming in China) time from April to June, the Chinese 

community would go to the cemetery and honour those who had passed with incense, flowers, 

and food offerings. Ching Ming or Clear Brightness Festival is a traditional Chinese festival 

observed to pay tribute to ancestors by mourning the dead and visiting their graves. It’s also a 

chance to attend and clean up the graves of relatives. It is still observed throughout Chinese 

communities in Canada and in other Asian countries. 

 As Ching Ming observances grew with more and more Chinese coming to the Brandon 

cemetery, there was a need to bring people together after private observances at the cemetery. 

Each year, a banquet is now held at a local restaurant for all Chinese in Brandon during Ching 

Ming time. 

 For Kenny, however, more was needed to honour the history of the people who were part of 

the Chinese community in Brandon. “We needed something to remind the new immigrants and 

to remind the young Chinese people that are coming up in the next generation to remember what 



 

 

kind of sacrifices were made by their ancestors. It’s because of their ancestors they had the 

opportunity to come,” notes Kenny.  

 Sue-On, who teaches at the University of Brandon, says there is no curriculum or resource 

material in Manitoba on the Chinese-Canadian experience or history of the community in high 

school. Not one of her students knew anything about the history of Chinese in Canada. “They 

knew nothing about our history. They had no idea about the Head Tax,” she says. 

 Kenny’s idea would become a practical plan to build the first Head Tax Monument in Canada. 

And the formation of the Westman Chinese Association in Manitoba in 2007. 

   The end result was an 8-foot-diameter bronze Chinese coin, depicting different eras of the 

Chinese-Canadian settlement and history in Canada and in Brandon. It would be unveiled 

officially at Brandon Municipal Cemetery on June 26, 2011, attracting hundreds of local 

residents from the area and many more from outside since. 

 Noted sculptor Peter Sawatzky would be commissioned to produce the coin, which has a 

marble granite base footing. “The reason we had marble granite was that the Chinese worked 

hard and established themselves as contributing citizens. Marble probably came from China, but 

it represents a black period in our history,” says Kenny. 

 Mr. Sawatzky thought the concept of a coin would be appropriate because during the time that 

the Chinese were coming to Canada, the Ching Dynasty ruled China and the bronze coin was 

used as currency during that period. “Everything with this monument has a meaning. It’s a 

symbol. The reason for the coin is the money when the Chinese first came to Canada. The reason 

we came here was to make money. And to help our families in China,” says Kenny. 

 There are also etchings on the coin, depicting different periods of time for Chinese Canadians 

— the gold mine era, building the Canadian Pacific Railway, the Head Tax years, the Exclusion 

era, the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act, and later the advent of technology as Chinese 

become more successful and are allowed to pursue professional work in Canada. 

 A laundry and Soo’s restaurant are also on the coin representing the only ways early Chinese 

could earn a living in Canada, as is an immigration officer collecting the Head Tax.  

 The coin was struck in Montana and was shipped up to Brandon, taking a year to build. 

Including volunteer time, Kenny says the cost of the project amounted to about $160,000. The 

Choy family donated money, as did local people like the Rotary Club and other Chinese-

Canadian families affected by the Head Tax. Kenny was also able to receive federal grant funds 

under the Community Historical Recognition Program. The city of Brandon donated the land and 

the provincial government helped in ensuring the project was completed. The calligraphy in 

Chinese was done by a new immigrant. It means: “In remembrance of our ancestors.” 



 

 

 The Chinese Head Tax Monument is pointed to the northeast, towards China, once the 

homeland of all the Chinese people who came to Canada. There is a place for visitors to put 

incense and offerings. 

 “It’s not only for Chinese people but also for Canadians, and a point of interest for tourists. 

They’re learning about history. There‘s nothing like this in Canada. It‘s a lasting monument,” 

notes Sue-On. 

 “People don’t know about the Head Tax. Lots of people know about it now,” observes Kenny. 

“I didn’t want a headstone, I wanted a piece of art that would last.” 

 For the Choy family, their history in rural Manitoba is part of a long lineage of Chinese-

Canadian settlement in Western Canada that only many residents and other Canadians are 

beginning to understand and appreciate. An 8 ft. Chinese coin will preserve that collective legacy 

for generations to come. 

 

The Gold Range Café: alive and well in the North 

“Filet mignon, juice and salad. I delivered,” – Manager Harry Wong recalls the special takeout 

order from the Gold Range Café when Queen Elizabeth II came to visit Yellowknife in 1973. 

YELLOWKNIFE, NWT– Yook Shew Gee and Chick Yee (Sam) Cheung became lifelong 

friends after wandering around Alberta for more than 40 years looking for work in Chinese cafés.  

 Since 1966, the two descendants of Chinese Head Taxpayers have worked in numerous small 

towns across Western Canada and the far North. In Yellowknife, where both would end up by 

their late forties, Yook Shew would help Sam at the venerable Gold Range Café. 

 The two first met in the southern town of Claresholm where Sam‘s father, Yuen, was working 

at the Holly Restaurant. Yuen had sent for his 20-year-old son in 1959, after 20 years of 

separation – a result of the 1923 Chinese Exclusion Act, the Second World War and the years 

spent repaying the debt on his $500 Chinese Head Tax.  

 “My father wanted me to come and see him. He said: Today, you come to Canada from Hong 

Kong. Tomorrow, you go to work,” recalls Sam, now 74 and retired. Sam was able to find work 

as a dishwasher at the Canadian Café, a large, popular restaurant in Calgary’s Chinatown before 

working at another Chinatown restaurant – the Silver Dragon, which is still in business. 

 Yook Shew also came to Canada from Hong Kong in 1956 to marry Ping Ting Ma, after the 

marriage was arranged by their parents. He worked at the Blue Willow, the Seven Seas 

Restaurant, and the Belmont Café in Edmonton before striking out on his own in rural Alberta. 



 

 

Yook Shew’s father, Gee You Yen, also paid the $500 Chinese Head Tax in 1919 and was 

separated from his son and wife for 15 years until 1949, two years after the Exclusion Act was 

repealed.   

 Yook Shew Gee and Sam Cheung became quick friends though they were completely 

opposite in personality. Sam had trouble with English and continued to speak only a minimal 

amount throughout his life, while Yook Shew spoke almost perfect conversational English and 

loved to engage Chinese and non-Chinese into debates and arguments, which he usually won. 

 Unfortunately, in one conflict in High River in 1965, blood would be spewed after a customer 

at the New Look Café where Yook Shew worked as a waiter, started belittling him, calling him a 

“Chinaman” and a “Chink.” A proud man who didn’t like to be mistreated, Yook Shew broke a 

phone over the man’s head, fracturing his skull. Although hospitalized, no charges were laid but 

gradually more incidents occurred and Yook Shew would move on from the hometown of Joe 

Clark, a future Prime Minister of Canada. 

 Neither Yook Shew nor Sam knew very much about Canada, only what they were told. While 

travelling through nearby Nanton with another friend, their car would hit a moose on the 

highway. Not knowing what had happened or what they hit, all the men were in shock until 

someone else came along and helped them move the moose and skin it. “We never saw a moose 

before,” said Yook Shew. That month, all the men’s families ate well, after being sent moose 

meat. 

 Although their adventures would end for about five years as both went their separate ways, 

they would meet again in Peace River in 1970 when Yook Shew would set up the Blue Eagle 

Café to compete with the Sun Café where Sam worked. The venture did not pan out, and Yook 

Shew returned to Edmonton. Meanwhile, Sam continued to work at small cafés in Grimshaw and 

High Level, before moving to manage a café in Fort Simpson, and finally in 1972, he came to 

Yellowknife, where he worked at the Gold Range Café. Sam, Harry Wong, Don Wong, and 

Jason Mark would be given the keys to the café after the original four owners retired. 

 Yook Shew would meet Sam there in 1985 after failing in the restaurant business in 

Edmonton. For the next 20 years, Yook Shew would work with his friends Sam and Harry who 

took over the oldest Chinese-operated restaurant in Yellowknife. 

 The venerable café, located next to the “Strange Range” bar which boasts of serving the most 

amount of liquor per capita in Canada, was taken over in the late ‘50s by four Chinese Canadian 

businessmen from Edmonton. At that time, Newton Wong and friends Randy Pon, Jimmy Pon, 

and Calvin Mark believed the Gold Range Café would be a great business opportunity as the 

capital city was entering an economic boom when Yellowknife began a major expansion. 

 Their hunch was right, as the Gold Range would become the busiest local eatery in the 1960s 



 

 

as miners, construction workers, and new arrivals made it wildly successful. “We only had four 

cooks, two per shift, and we opened at 6 a.m. and closed at 2 a.m.,” recounted Harry, now retired 

to Calgary at age 76. Although they served Western food at first, gradually Chinese dishes were 

introduced in the 1960s and it became the first popular Chinese café and takeout in the capital. 

 Harry had come directly to Yellowknife from Hong Kong in 1972 as a new immigrant. For 

the next 21 years, he would manage the Range with his friend Sam during the good and bad 

years that eventually befell the café. Two other partners – Don Wong and Jason Mark – would 

work in the back as cooks until Mr. Mark left in 1986 to run a sister restaurant: the Red Apple. 

 At the Gold Range Café, for more than 40 years, time seemed to stand still. Almost nothing 

changed since Harry and Sam arrived there in the 1970s. The café, with its kitschy ‘50s décor, 

hearkened back to the 1950s. Round stools before u-shaped counters would greet patrons and the 

staff would stand in the middle and put out cutlery and condiments. An old clock from that time 

remained unmoved for four decades, next to the green Olivetti milkshake machine where 

customers would get rich, frothy milkshakes. Even the cash machine continued to work after 40 

years. The smell of fresh apple or cherry pie would greet customers from the pie pantry. A fresh 

cup of coffee was always available and customers often made the coffee, if the eatery was too 

busy. An old menu, designed from the 1960s, remained virtually unchanged except for the 

prices. Back in 1958, it was $1 for a t-bone steak and coffee was five cents. Except for small 

jukeboxes at each table, the Gold Range Café seemed to bring customers back to those early 

days of Chinese cafés decades before on the Prairies. 

 For 30 years, every afternoon, Harry Wong would put on his orange or yellow uniform once 

worn in most Alberta Chinese cafés and Sam Wong would wear his signature bow tie each day 

to greet their regular customers. “No one wears a bow tie to work anymore,” says Sam, now 74 

and also retired. 

 Regular customers of the Gold Range had been frequenting the café for more than four 

decades, as generations of the same family would come for meals and some would also work 

there coming out of high school for their first jobs. 

 On a Saturday night, the regular customers would come in from the bar next door where jam 

sessions had been going on for hours. A local“Johnny Cash,” dressed in black, would bring in his 

guitar and take the corner table of the café each Saturday night. Street regulars would come off 

the street for a coffee and families from out of town would frequent the café each weekend after 

shopping.  

 The Dene Rae band with a number of families would come and eat each month and take a 

table at the back of the café, cordoned off from the coffee shop. Harry would meet two 

generations of families during his 25 years there: the grandchildren and children from these 

families came to the café for a treat. In Rae, 60 kilometres outside of the capital city, there were 



 

 

no local cafés until the 1990s in the predominantly Dene community. “I would know their 

children, then their grandchildren,” he recalled. 

 For much of its time, the café had a diverse group of regular customers from all walks of life 

in Yellowknife. Those on social assistance would show up for a meal each Tuesday, many of 

them regular coffee drinkers. After the federal government devolved powers to the territory to 

run their own affairs by 1967, it was common to see the mayor and even the government leader 

having lunch at the Gold Range Café. For three decades until it declined in the 1990s, the power 

brokers of Yellowknife would meet for breakfast or lunch at the café. It was the preferred 

destination for a meeting that included Chinese cuisine. 

 “It was really popular,” recalls Arlene Hache, who worked there as a waitress in 1972 when 

she was 17. “All the business people came in. There would be politicians. It was the place to go. 

Newton Wong and the other owners were very well-respected,” says Arlene. 

 The café was known for some of the unusual fare served on the menu. For more than 40 

years, it would serve the westernized Chinese cuisine such as Cantonese chow mein, chop suey, 

chicken fried rice, chicken balls, garlic and sweet and sour ribs, and pineapple shrimp. Its more 

popular item would be the egg rolls. The café served a giant egg roll that would cost $9 by the 

1990s. It would be six inches in length and three inches wide, stuffed with Chinese vegetables. 

These giant egg rolls and the plum sauce would be made in advance each week. 

 Many of the cooks specialized in preparing the old Chinese food started in the 1950s in 

many Chinese cafés and restaurants. These Chinese comprised a majority of the community that 

came to Canada to build the Canadian Pacific Railway. They spoke a dialect called Toishan and 

many started cafés and restaurants initially in BC, then across the Prairies before migrating to all 

parts of Canada. Like Harry Wong, Yook Shew Gee and Sam Cheung, they all spoke the same 

language and commiserated about their lives in Canada on topics from what to serve the lo- fahn 

(white) customers, their families in the old country, what they knew about Canada, and even 

Canadian politics. 

 These old cafés started dying in the 1980s across Canada, as new Chinese from other parts 

of China and Hong Kong came over and started different ones with new menus. The work also 

seemed to dry up for many of the workers, especially across the Prairies. They spoke the Toishan 

dialect, not Cantonese nor Mandarin, which later became more dominant. 

 But the Gold Range Café in Yellowknife didn’t change. Its owners neither wanted change 

nor seemed to think it was needed. The older workers who lost jobs as new cafés were started 

with Szechuan and northern Chinese cooks, found work at the Gold Range. For the last 50 years, 

it has hired Alberta Chinese workers – some as old as 70 years of age – for its café to keep the 

operations going. The workers are either relatives or friends or from the same clan. Some start as 

dishwashers, others as cooks and waiters. 



 

 

 Yook Shew Gee was one of those workers. He would leave his family after losing his 

restaurant in Edmonton. After working for four years in Drumheller, Alberta, he would come to 

the Gold Range Café in 1984 and work off and on for some 20 years. It would be his longest 

stint working at a café since he first came to Canada in 1956 to join his father Gee Yen You. 

Yook Shew developed a gambling habit that would take him away from his family for most of 

his life. In Yellowknife, he often worked as a waiter, in-between opportunities to run a café for 

absentee owners. Often, those enterprises did not succeed and he would be back waiting tables at 

the Gold Range or its sister cafés like the Red Apple. 

 He was unusual in that, unlike other Chinese workers, he dressed impeccably, sometimes 

flamboyantly, often wearing a hat and a three-piece suit with cuff links, out of sync with his low-

paying waiting job. Yook Shew was also different in that he spoke almost perfect English despite 

having a Grade 7 education, while being very fluent in his own dialect of Toishan. He liked to 

win arguments but his outspokenness often jarred non-Chinese who wanted to put him in his 

place. It was a combination that would cause conflict where Harry would break up fights with 

customers. “He could get angry. He didn‘t like the customers sometimes,” noted Harry.  

 Sometimes the RCMP would be called in during late night scuffles when the Gold Range 

staff would have to close shop and a large mob of drunken partiers stood between them and the 

door. “After the bar, people fight like hell. Right now, no fights. It was different,” said Sam, who 

often kept a mickey beneath the cash register to weather the bad nights. 

 In the ‘90s, with more violence out on the main strip of Yellowknife, the Gold Range Café 

would feel the effects of being next door to one of the most notorious watering holes in Canada. 

 Regular customers who had frequented the café for years no longer came in. A conflict 

developed between young, unemployed Dene and Métis and the staff. Harry and Sam still spoke 

broken English but would feel the effects of this misunderstanding. Some customers would insult 

them with racial epithets, not knowing they had befriended their relatives for 40 years. “Some 

would eat in the back. Then they would be gone. They would walk out with the whole meal, the 

plates and the cutlery,” says Harry, ruefully. 

 “We never changed the Gold Range for 25 years. Kept the old style you know, so the children 

and the old men and women would know to come there. There were a lot of regulars,” says 

Harry, who welcomed the idea to sell the place in 1999. Shortly after, their old friend, Yook 

Shew would leave Yellowknife and by 2008, he suffered a stroke and passed on. 

 Both Sam and Harry remember the old days, and some of the conflicts their friend would get 

involved in or sometimes start and his uncontrollable gambling habit. “He lost $10,000 in one 

night. Didn’t look very good next day,” said Harry. “He was a good friend,” said Sam, who 

always got a laugh from him. 



 

 

 Harry says he would like to come back to Yellowknife, not just to visit his daughter and her 

family. “I still want to work,” he says, after retiring in 2007.  

 There are still the memories though. When Queen Elizabeth II came to visit Yellowknife on a 

Royal tour in 1973, Harry still remembers what she ate, as her staff ordered a takeout from the 

Gold Range Café. “Filet mignon, juice and salad. I delivered,” he recalls. 

 After 50 years, the Gold Range Café was sold by owner Jerry Wong in 2002 to another local 

Chinese Canadian restaurateur, Patrick Yee. He promptly renovated it, renamed it the Gold 

Range Bistro, and today it still stands as a testament to the hard work and enterprising skills of 

Chinese who came up North and made it a success. 

 Sixty years later, the Gold Range Bistro is still relying on Chinese Toishan-speaking workers 

from Alberta and the Prairies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


