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Mrs. Susan Wong

94-year-old Mrs. Susan Wong has led a charmed existence since
birth, never having to worry about basic necessities. Adored by

her husband, Leon Wong, she spent her days “eating, drinking and
being merry.” But this fairy tale life was cut short by her husband’s
sudden death. Devastated, Susan grieved for two years until the
9/11 attacks in America. This world event woke her up from her daze
and she resolved to fulfill her husband'’s philanthropic desire to bring
happiness to those suffering in the community. Leon’s investments
and businesses were quite complicated, and Susan did not want to
leave it to others to manage. Even though she knew nothing about
investments or money matters, she was determined to learn from
scratch. Today, investing is no longer a mystery to her, and she
manages their assets on her own. Years of hard work have paid off.
Susan is at ease trading stocks and donates the proceeds to charities
and meaningful projects so that others can lead better lives.

Before the age of 75, Susan’s role was wife, mother, and
grandmother. She never imagined that her husband’s death would
turn her life upside down. In the face of the September 11 tragedy,
she emerged from her cocoon to connect with the world around her.
Nineteen years later, she is praised by the community as a proactive
philanthropist. Today, she is a savvy investor and donor, directs
trading on an investment hotline, and knows the personnel and
operations of each charity she is involved with. Hard work is the
reason for her success. “I don't want to go backwards. I don’t want

to sleepwalk through life again,” she said.

Whenever Susan talks about her life, she always adds, “Thank God

tor His guidance and a lifetime of comfort”. As a Catholic, she is
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grateful for God’s gifts. She was born in Hong Kong in 1924 to a
well-off family. Her father had a wholesale pork business in Sheung
Wan Market. Even when the Japanese occupied the territory during
World War II, she didn't go hungry. She was a student at the
Southwest junior middle school and after graduating from grade 9,
continued on at a school that later became Sacred Heart Canossian
School. When the school was closed down nine months later
because of the occupation, Susan studied Japanese and later worked
in the Bank of Yokohama in Hong Kong.

By comparison, Susan’s husband, Mr. Leon Wong, had a difficult
childhood. Leon was born in Jamaica in 1919. When he was three
years old, following Chinese custom at that time, his father sent
him away to their ancestral hometown in China to be raised by his
grandparents. Later he was dispatched to Hong Kong, where he was
admitted to Wah Yan College. Every day he rode a train from Tai
Po to Hong Kong Island to attend school. “He missed his parents,
his fifteen brothers and sisters in Jamaica. He wrote many letters
home hoping to return to Jamaica,” said Susan. Leon had a lonely

childhood, unlike Susan, who grew up in a loving family.

After Leon graduated from high school in 1937, he was accepted

to university but could not afford the tuition. Later he got a job as

a junior secretary to the prominent Ho Tung family in Hong Kong,
and it was Ho Tung’s wife who recommended him for a job with the

Hong Kong Shanghai Banking Corporation in 1941.

When the Japanese occupied Hong Kong, the British bank
temporarily closed its operations. Leon was transferred to the same
Japanese bank where Susan was working, and they got married
eight years later. Susan recalls, “At that time, there were six people
courting me. The reason why I chose him was not for his wealth,

nor his looks. It was because of his good character and even
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temperament.” Susan is happy that she found her true love and very

proud of their long and happy marriage.

When Leon got married, he was working as a teller at HSBC,
earning a monthly salary of four hundred Hong Kong dollars.
Over the next thirty years he was promoted step by step until he
became the top Chinese manager. But he was not treated equally
in compensation as other British managers. In 1972 he decided to
retire. “I was delighted, because his retirement meant that we could
travel the world.” Even though her husband retired in the prime of
life, Susan said that she was not worried. Being with her beloved
husband was more important than anything: “Except when he was
working, we did everything together, swimming, walking, and Tai
Chi.” Altogether the couple travelled around the world four times.

In October of 1972, when they returned to Hong Kong after a

long trip, Leon bought a brokerage license for stock trading. “He
liked to analyze the stock market,” said Susan, who still remembers
her husband’s investment skills. In fact, Leon earned more money
buying and selling stocks than he did from his bank salary. At that
time, they had a domestic helper who was in a difficult financial
situation. Leon used her money, three thousand Hong Kong dollars,
to invest in stocks on her behalf. He then bought real estate in
Macau with the profits. With dividends, the sum grew to a million

dollars over the course of eleven years.

In her 50-year marriage, Susan never had to worry about money: “I
was carefree, I didn't have to worry about anything. The most I did
was give money to our housekeepers for groceries, and to buy things
on credit at the department store.” However, her husband’s financial
aptitude deeply influenced her. She said: “People must manage their
finances. Otherwise, wealth will not come their way.” But money if

not spent is meaningless: “Money is earned to be spent. If you don't
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spend it, it’s not yours. When you need to spend, spend. When you
need to save, save.” Susan said she and her husband shared the same

concept of money.

Leon also understood the importance of philanthropy and how to
use money most effectively. Leon worked in only two occupations
his entire life. After working more than half a century, in 1993, he
retired on the advice of his wife. The couple then moved to Toronto
as retirees, where they donated to many charities in the Chinese
community, such as Mon Sheong Foundation and Yee Hong
Centre for Geriatric Care. Later they established a postgraduate
scholarship in Economics at the University of Toronto to fund
outstanding students. “At the time [my husband] was unable to go
to college because of poverty. So today I hope to help others,” said

Susan.

Susan always believed that her husband was healthier than herself.
But in 1999, after they celebrated their golden wedding anniversary,
eighty-year-old Leon was admitted to the hospital for what was
supposed to be a routine gallstone operation. When complications
arose during surgery, he was sent to the intensive care unit. He died
four days later, after Susan promised him: “Don’t worry, I will take

»
care ofyour assets.

In the face of this tragedy, Susan blamed herself and was
overwhelmed by loss. Even after nineteen years, she is still
emotional about it. “If I hadn’t insisted we move to Canada, he
would have been treated in a Hong Kong hospital,” she said. For
two years after her husband’s death, she lived with terrible grief,
unable to see anyone. When people called on the phone, the first
sound of their voices would send Susan into tears. She would
often go to the cemetery to visit her husband. After receiving grief

counselling for a year, she was calmer, but her eyes had deteriorated
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because she had cried so much.

In the early morning of September 11,2001, when Susan saw the
horrific scene unfolding in New York, she was both saddened and
shocked. At that moment, she made a promise to her late husband:
“I've been awakened. From now on, I will stand up and be a useful
person. For decades I lived life in a blur. Now I will do things to
help others.” Susan had made a commitment to take care of her
late husband’s property. But in fact, she was not sure if she had the
ability to. “How could I understand his business?” she said. She
could not read English, nor could she understand the monthly
statements and trading contracts of the four investment companies
and six banks involved in his finances. However, she resolved to
learn. In her study room, she looked over her husband’s stack of
financial documents. Because her eyesight was poor, she used a
large magnifying glass to read. She also had the bank translate

the documents into Chinese. And slowly she recognized English
words. “Many people patiently taught me. If I didn’t understand, I
asked ‘Why?. 'They came to call me ‘curious grandmother”, Susan
said. Having learnt so much, Susan can now even discuss with her
granddaughter whether Facebook stocks are worth buying. All
her effort, she says, is due to her commitment that she made to her
husband and to herself that she would take responsibility for her

own living expenses.

After all this, Susan has not forgotten there are people in need.

In the past, she intended on only setting up a scholarship in the
University of Toronto’s Department of Economics. But because
of her husband’s death, she went on to establish a scholarship in
Public Health in University of Toronto’s Department of Medicine
as well. The value of the scholarship is more than ten thousand

dollars every year. In addition, she has donated to many charities in
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the community, including United Way, Yee Hong Foundation, Mon
Sheong Foundation, Carefirst, as well as religious groups. Over

the years Susan has donated a significant amount, but she does not
want to disclose specific figures, because she does not want any
publicity. Since 2008, Susan has actively supported senior activities
at Carefirst, such as donating to the Carefirst’s One Stop Multi-
Services Centre. From 2009 onward, she has sponsored Carefirst’s
annual Charity Gala and its recently developed Mobile Medical
Unit.

Some say that rich people aren’t uncommon, but charitable rich are
tew. Friends in the community describe Susan as very generous.
She says, “We are all born with nothing and leave the world with
nothing.” It’s not a difficult decision for her to be charitable.

Before donating money, Susan must first understand the operation
of the organization, how they plan to use the money, and how
significant the result will be. One of her most memorable donations
was the 6,000-square-foot Senior Day Care Centre at Yee Hong
Centre for Geriatric Care. She also donated a hundred thousand
dollars to Mon Sheong’s Chinese School. She hopes that her money
will help children from every grade excel enough in their studies to

receive scholarships, as well as keep interest in Chinese culture alive.

Susan once regretted coming to Canada, but now the knot in her
heart has been untied. She believes that it was all God’s plan: “If
it didn’t happen this way, I would not have learnt so many things.
I would still be a flower in a greenhouse having accomplished

nothing.”
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