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Mr. Chi Ping Lee

Founder of Chinese Artists Society of Toronto and Popular Music
Centre, Mr. Chi Ping Lee is an outstanding singing teacher with
students from all over Toronto. His optimistic outlook on life, his
broad-mindedness and generosity have had a positive influence on
everyone around him. In the past four decades since he moved to
Toronto, he has made tremendous contributions to the community
through the promotion of Chinese culture, enriching life in Canada
for all of us.

Upon meeting Mr. Lee, one would be taken by surprise to see at first
glance how “young” he is. Indeed, to say he is young and sharp looking
for his age is an understatement, when he actually appears to be in his
prime. No wonder he could boast at his birthday party that he felt like
he was a ‘millennial’ - someone born in the 80s, not an eighty-year-old.
He can look forward to sailing through the next twenty years to become

a centenarian.

When asked the secret of how he could keep so ‘well preserved’, Chi
Ping Lee says singing helps one stay healthy, through exercising one’s
lungs and inhaling large amounts of oxygen daily. Naturally, the body
would be healthy. Most important of all, he says, is to sing more songs,

makes more friends, open your mind, keep good spirits’

Chi Ping Lee was born in Shanghai in 1938, the oldest of five boys in
his family. He had experienced a lot of political turmoil throughout his
life in China. His parents had moved overseas early on and his brothers
had followed suit, but Chi Ping Lee was reluctant to part with a group
of singing friends, choosing instead to stay behind by himself. Little
did he know that he would spend his entire youth in China. In 1979,
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after applying for 19 years, he was finally approved by the government
to leave China to join his family. When Chi Ping Lee talks about the
past, he does not like to dwell on all the difficulties that he encountered.
Instead, he relishes in describing the chance coincidence that landed
him a position with Shanghai People’s Radio Station and how he
stealthily learned vocal skills before then.

When Chi Ping Lee turned fifteen years old, Shanghai People’s Radio
advertised for an amateur singer. His family background being capitalist,
and not having received any formal vocal training, he did not want to
apply, but his friends persuaded him to come along on recruitment day.
When they got there, there were close to a thousand people waiting to
be tested. Chi Ping Lee put his own application at the very bottom of
the pile, thinking that he would have left with his friends long before
the judges could get to him. As fate would have it, he was the very first
candidate the interview panel called. Since he had no expectation, he
was very relaxed, and did so well that he was hired on as an amateur

singer at the radio station, turning professional three years later.

Before his job at the radio station, Chi Ping Lee relied on self-study to
master music theory. He could not afford to pay tuition fees, and would
eavesdrop outside the classroom where his friend was taking a vocal
lesson. One time the singing teacher found him hiding outside the door,
but instead of being upset, he invited him to sit inside. Subsequently, he
and this teacher became good friends.

At Shanghai People’s Radio, arrangements were made for Chi Ping Lee
to study under Huang Zhongming, Yu Huiyong and other well known
musicians. He also went to night school to study Chinese literature. He
cherished these opportunities to learn, and worked very hard, becoming
a composer, song writer and singer, an all-rounded talent. At the radio

station, he was able to work closely with Wu Yingyin, the best female
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singer at that time, and they became close friends. In Wu’s last album
he had composed the music for two songs, and wrote the lyrics for two

others.

Chi Ping Lee explains his philosophy of life: “‘Unhappy things always
happen in life, but these would appear insignificant if one would look
at the big picture. There is no need to spend time thinking about the
past.” After many years in Canada he had returned to China for a visit.
Someone asked him if he would mind certain people came to their
gatherings. Chi Ping Lee readily responded that he would have no
problem with it. He says those were special times, and people’s minds
were warped then. It was not entirely any individual’s fault. With such
a generous nature and forgiving attitude, no wonder he looks so vibrant
even after all the ups and downs that he has been through in his life.

When Chi Ping Lee immigrated to Canada, he was already past forty.

He had experienced hardship as a new immigrant, and understands the
difficulties of his fellow countrymen, often taking the initiative to help

them.

In the mid-1980s, many excellent musicians came to Canada from
Mainland China. At that time, the language commonly used in the
Chinese Canadian community was Cantonese, and these musicians
already facing a challenge in speaking English found it difficult to
integrate into the Chinese Canadian community. Chi Ping Lee himself
is fluent in Putonghua, Cantonese and Shanghaiese, and he decided to
do his best to help these musicians. With the support of the community,
Chi Ping Lee, pianist Dong Dongdong, violinist Hou Bozhi and others
established the Chinese Artists Society of Toronto (CAST), assuming
the role of President in 1990.

The Chinese Artists Society of Toronto is a charity which provides
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a platform for Chinese artists to showcase their talent, and exchange
learning. It brings together nearly 200 Chinese musicians and artists,
becoming the largest professional Chinese artist association in North
America. Since its inception, CAST has hosted more than ten concerts
each year to help many musicians return to the performance stage and

launch their musical career in Canada.

As a non-profit organization, the activities of the Chinese Artists
Society of Toronto depend on the support of the community. Warm and
generous by nature, Chi Ping Lee has good relationships with everyone.
Whenever other community organizations need his help, such as giving
a singing performance, training a choir or organizing cultural events, he
is always there to help and volunteer his services. He has won over not
only everyone’s love and respect, but also wide support for CAST. The
influence of the Chinese Artists Society of Toronto has grown under his
leadership. No longer confined to the Chinese Canadian community,
CAST now invites other ethnic musicians to join in some events, which

truly embodies the Canadian spirit of multiculturalism.

From the beginning when CAST was established, Chi Ping Lee
established a statute stipulating that there would be rotation of
leadership for the healthy development of the organization. In 1991

he took the initiative to retire from his founding president position. In
2012, when he accidentally learned that he was still in charge according
to the legal registration document for the Chinese Artist Society of
Toronto, he removed his name from the document. He believes that
charities are created to help others, not for personal fame or gain. A
charity should not be personal property nor a source for commercial

profit.

Chi Ping Lee had also founded a music group originally named after
himself, but in 2008 he decided to break down barriers, and have his
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name removed. The group was re-registered under the name ‘Popular
Music Club’ and he invited his peers to teach there. As a subordinate
body under CAST, it upholds the same principles of providing non-
profit community service through promoting music. Now renamed
‘Popular Music Centre’, with eight music teachers teaching there, it is
managed by an administrative committee and operated with the help of

volunteers.

In August this year, Popular Music Centre’ celebrated its ninth
anniversary and Chi Ping Lee’s upcoming eightieth birthday at the
same time with a singing performance at Markham Event Center.

A souvenir book was produced specially for the evening. Photos of
teachers and students as well as words of blessings in the book reveal
that the centre is like a three-generation family, with everyone enjoying
good times together. Under the guidance of Mr. Lee, there are no
barriers, nor generation gaps. Members sing for fun and make friends

through singing.

Opver the years, students under Mr. Lee’s tutelage have won numerous
top awards in singing competitions. Taught with his unique teaching
methods, students often make rapid progress in a short time. His
reputation has grown, and once Chi Ping Lee reluctantly had to decline
non-Chinese speaking students who asked him to be their teacher.

He explained he did not know how to explain certain technical terms
like ‘gi chén dantidn’in English. Speaking about this, Chi Ping Lee

had a helpless and innocent expression on his face, rather more like an
urchin than a revered teacher. However, these technical language gaps
did not prevent Chi Ping Lee from making friends with other ethnic
groups. His performances were often infused with Chinese and Western

cultures, both classical and modern.

Having been in Canada for 38 years, Chi Ping Lee has long regarded
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Canada as his home, but he still has deep feelings for his hometown
and traditional Chinese culture. In 1998, he served as a co-chair of
Confucius Statue Committee, working with well-known sculptor Ma
Peng and another community leader to raise funds for casting two
bronze statues of Confucius. One was presented to Qufu in September
1999, the hometown of Confucius in Shandong province, and an
identical bronze statute was erected at the Chinese Cultural Center of

Greater Toronto.

Mr. Lee has worked tirelessly to support and participate in many
charitable activities in the community. He served in many non profit
organizations and was on the Chinese Canadian organizing committee
to celebrate Canada’s 150th anniversary. He has raised a lot of funds
through holding benefit concerts, either on his own or together with

his students, with all proceeds going to charities. He says he does not
help others for a return, and derive his greatest satisfaction from making
others happy. In recognition of Chi Ping Lee as a role model for the
community, Rotary Club of York gave him the “four-way test” award in

2011.

He enjoys helping others and serving the community. He always looks
forward and forgets his difficulties and setbacks in the past. These are
probably the keys to why Mr. Chi Ping Lee is living into a ripe old age
with a booming voice and a lively step. Here is wishing Mr. Lee will
continue to enjoy his work in music for the next twenty years, sailing

through with flying colours to become a centenarian!
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