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Ms. Winnie Yu

In 2008, Winnie Yu raised money for Mon Sheong Foundation

by hosting a Line Dance Marathon Party. Nine hundred people
attended over nine hours, bringing in $18,000. During this event, she
spontaneously organized a twenty-minute fundraiser for the victims
of Sichuan Earthquake, and an additional 510,000 was donated to
the International Red Cross, setting a fundraising record in the line
dance community.

Line dancing is a popular pastime in the United States and Canada.
Winnie fell in love with it after she immigrated to Canada. She
devoted herself to promoting the activity and channelled the
collective energy of the Chinese community into supporting
charitable causes. For the past twenty years, she has volunteered her
time and life teaching line dance, and holding charity performances
and events for numerous community organizations. Many call her
“Charity Line Dance Queen”, and she has truly earned that name.

People might say that Winnie’s life story is a legend. She started as
a business owner in Hong Kong. Then she immigrated to Canada,
thinking she would return to Hong Kong after she obtained her
citizenship. She never imagined that in the end she would stay in
Toronto to be a volunteer. In Hong Kong she had never learned

to dance. But in Toronto, she became the most well-known line
dance teacher in the Chinese community. “My life can be divided
into two chapters. Running a business in Hong Kong is the first
part. Teaching line dancing in Toronto is the second,” Winnie said.
The two chapters seem to be totally different. But with Winnie’s

conviction and commitment, the results are equally outstanding.

The first chapter of Winnie’s life is a typical Hong Kong story.
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Her parents fled with nothing from Mainland China. Winnie
experienced poverty firsthand: “We would get leftover food supplies
from restaurants, bringing them home to cook and eat.” Even today,
she has vivid memories of hardship from childhood. Fortunately,
her father started a catering business and the family situation
improved. During holidays and festivals, their family would give
out food to those less fortunate in their community. When Winnie
was handing out food, her father said to her, “Now you are the one
who is ‘giving’. But if you don’t study hard and apply yourself in
life, you will become the person who ‘receives’.” The young Winnie
thought to herself, “Whether one ‘gives’ or ‘receives’ depends on
fate, and whatever hand fate deals must be accepted. Those who

‘receive’ don’t wish to be in that situation either.”

In fact, Winnie approached a difficult situation of her own with the
same philosophy. When she was in the twelfth grade, her father
telt she should not pursue higher education in order to help the
family’s finances and let her two sisters with better grades continue
their schooling. Even though she was disappointed, she believed
in her own future: “Study or not, it doesn’t matter, I have to accept
whatever happens and I can make the best of things. Working is
also an opportunity.”

To be close to her family, Winnie went to work in a nearby
chandelier shop, where she met her future husband, a co-worker.
In the 1970s, Hong Kong’s economy took oft. Winnie recognized
the opportunities in luxury goods and worked diligently to learn

the ropes of the business. After a few years, she and her husband
started their own chandelier business. As a result of their hard work
and professionalism, their business grew bigger and bigger. By the
1990s, they had set up their own factory with more than thirty
employees. Their products were exported to Mainland China and
throughout Asia. But, ultimately, for the sake of their children’s
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education and future, their family chose to leave Hong Kong and

move to Canada in 1991.

Accustomed to a busy schedule of business trips and meetings all
over Asia, Winnie found life as a housewife in Canada tedious
and dull. “After just one year, I wanted to leave,” Winnie said. In
her free time, she went to a nearby primary school to work as a
volunteer in the library. To stay out of the house, she participated
in Tai Chi classes. In 1993, she enrolled in a dance class and
immediately knew it was her calling. She was a very talented
student from the start: “The instructor taught us a new dance
routine. After the class was over, none of the students could
remember how it went. I was the only one who knew it. So I
would go out into the hallway by the elevator and teach them
again.” After seven months as a student, the dance instructor chose

Winnie to perform.

In 1994, her classmates encouraged her to start line dance classes at
the Yee Hong Centre for Geriatric Care. Each student paid a fee

of seven dollars per class, donated to Yee Hong. After six months,
she had raised $4,700. From that point onward, she started teaching
line dance classes for various non-profit organizations. Soon she had
a full schedule, dancing and teaching fifteen classes per week. In
order to make it easier for students to master the dance routines, she
designed the choreography herself. Many of the basic dance steps
were compiled into a single song, so that the fundamentals could be
mastered quickly. In addition to class, she spent another three hours
every day researching material that would help her become a better
teacher. “I often thought: How could I teach so many students of
unequal dancing ability in a single class, so that they’re all satisfied
with my teaching? Some students lack self-confidence and say:
‘Teacher, I'm stupid, I can’t learn.” But I think if the teacher can’t
make you understand, then it’s the teacher who is stupid and who
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has to bear responsibility.”

The line dances that Winnie choreographed are immensely popular
in the line dance community. In 2004, she won third place in the
Chicago Line Dance Choreography Competition and became the
first award-winning Chinese line dance choreographer in Ontario.
In the course of her teaching life, Winnie has done a great deal to
help her students. For example, she had the novel idea of using
shoes of different colours on the left and right feet, making it easier
for students to remember the dance steps. Dancing and exercise
have benefited Winnie’s health, making her digestion issues and
hay fever go away, as well as increasing her ability to focus. What is
interesting is that this kind of relaxing exercise relieves the pressure
for many newcomers to Canada. “There are a lot of women whose
husbands are away, who are unhappy, depressed and don’t know
how to resolve their problems. But dancing together can relax us.
Negative thoughts are put aside. A student told me that if she
didn’t dance, she would commit suicide.” Winnie always tells her
students to clear their minds, put aside bad thoughts, and focus on

dancing together.

Winnie never thought about making money from teaching dance.
Nor did she think about opening her own dance studio. “I don’t
want to make money through dancing. I want to be free. I don’t
want to be tied down.” Without the desire for profit, teaching

line dance became a simple matter, and she was very happy to use
this opportunity to raise money for the community. In the past
twenty years, Winnie has taught dance classes or organized charity
performances and events on behalf of the Yee Hong Centre for
Geriatric Care, Carefirst, Mon Sheong Foundation, S.E.A.S.
Centre, CICS, Fuhui Education Foundation, Canadian Diabetes

Association, Ontario Heart and Stroke Foundation, Hong Fook
Mental Health Foundation, YMCA, Orbis Flying Eye Hospital
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and other nonprofit organizations. Typically, participants spend
$8 to $10 to dance for 3 or 4 hours in a party. The students enjoy
paying for instruction and helping out a charity. The teachers and
volunteers contribute their time and expertise, and the organization
benefits. Winnie always says that she is willing to help as long as

there is a legitimate need.

Winnie’s proudest fundraising activities include the dance marathon
tor Mon Sheong Foundation in 2007. A total of eight hundred
people attended the event, dancing for eight hours, raising $16,000.
In the following year, nine hundred people attended, raising
$18,000. An impromptu fundraising activity during this event for
the victims of Sichuan Earthquake raised $10,000 for Red Cross in
just twenty minutes. Since 2001, Winnie has been nominated by
various institutions and awarded the Annual Volunteer Award six

times by the Ontario government.

Additionally, Winnie also launched a set of instructional dance
DVDs to raise funds for Red Cross, CICS and Mon Sheong
Foundation. Winnie explains that this set of DVDs will help her
students review and practice. She is proud of this achievement,
especially because the collection of DVDs was purchased by York
Region Library. She estimates that over the last twenty years she
has raised more than 380,000 dollars for the community.

In twenty years, Winnie has garnered a very large following of loyal
students. Among these, she has also trained countless excellent
teachers. Training successors to continue her legacy gives her great
satisfaction. For Winnie, the most important thing is to influence
the teacher’s attitude: “I want them to understand that they should
not be petty in their thinking. If they put in a pound, they shouldn’t
expect to always get a pound back. Even if they get half a pound in
return, it’s not so bad, and it doesn’t matter. Students are students,

look at it from their perspective.” Whether one wins or loses, do
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not be overly concerned: “T'oday one may lose. But what do you
know about the future? If you win today, you may lose tomorrow
just as easily. If you lose today, you may win tomorrow. If you are
petty with others, they will not help you when you need them.”
During a dance class, when her students are excited and into it, she
is happy to spend more time in the studio with them, even if she
has to pay extra for the studio space. “I like to dance anyway, so we
can all keep dancing together!” She wins the hearts of others with
her own caring attitude. Whenever Winnie raises money, everyone
responds with a helping hand. Even students who have moved to

Hong Kong often send back donation cheques.

In the past, Winnie had thought about returning to Hong Kong,
but she ultimately stayed in Canada. Today, she does not regret
it at all. “T am content in Canada. The quality of life here is good,
and the people I meet are all very nice.” To newcomers who

face difficulties in their daily lives, her advice is: “Adapt to your
circumstances. Take whatever that comes in stride.” If a door
closes, another will open. Just like Winnie, who gave up her
business career, only to find a new and better one in the art of line

dancing.

Winnie believes in positive energy: “I always think on the bright
side of things. Just like the ‘Chinese Canadian Legend Award’.

I always thought 1 would get it!”. Finally, Winnie has been
recognized for her contribution, and she intends to celebrate in the

most fitting way -- a big dance party with her students.
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