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Dr. Arthur Lau

Dr. Arthur Lau is a world-renowned architect, whose architectural
design has left an indelible imprint on human civilization over the
last half century. His work has ranged from the Montreal World
Expo to many large buildings in various provinces of Canada, several
private homes, and the first Bethune Exhibition in Montreal, the
latter project particularly meaningful to Chinese Canadians. His
vision goes beyond the creation of unique buildings to helping

the community. He supports both medical care and educational
development and he is especially concerned about the needs of the
Chinese community, his humanistic spirit evident in his volunteer
work.

Dr. Arthur Lau just celebrated his 80 birthday recently. A famous
“McGill man”, he graduated from the School of Architecture at McGill
University in 1962. Now he is Emeritus Governor, and was Chair of
the Buildings and Properties Committee for his alma mater. He is

a Fellow of the Royal Architectural Institute of Canada, and a board
director for the Montreal Chinese Hospital Corporation and Montreal
Chinese (Mandarin) School. He was named a member of the Order

of Canada and received the Golden Jubilee and the Diamond Jubilee
Medals in honor of the 50th anniversary and the 60th anniversary

of Queen Elizabeth’s coronation. In 2015, he received an Honors

Doctorate Degree in Science from McGill University.

There is a glorious history behind all these titles and awards. In fact,
Dr. Arthur Lau’s contributions to the field of architecture, McGill
University and the Montreal Chinese community over several decades

are too numerous to list.

Over the years, in addition to his innovative design work, Arthur has
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not forgotten the needs of the community. He not only helped to
establish a Chinese language school in Montreal, but also contributed
his resources as a volunteer to the Montreal Chinese Hospital and
actively participated in fund-raising. In addition, he established funds

for multiple scholarships, helping many students in different faculties at

McGill University.

Arthur exemplifies the successful integration of a Chinese immigrant
into Canadian society. Since he came to Canada to study at the age
of 22, he has worked hard in mainstream society, and won widespread
respect for his work. Even more commendable is the fact that he did
not forget his Chinese roots. He promotes Chinese culture, especially
the understanding of Chinese culture in the next generation. The

embodiment of such noble sentiments could truly be called legendary.

“Rome was not built in a day”. Architecture over the ages symbolizes
the progress of civilization, and in a timespan of over half a century,
Arthur has left his mark on human civilization. Even though he is
now retired, and is no longer managing his architectural firm, he still
consults for a few projects, some of which are in China. In addition, he
also devotes himself to volunteer work in the community, contributing

to society with his many years of experience and wisdom.

With a conviction in “life-long learning”, Arthur often sits in classes at
his alma mater, soaking in knowledge and learning new things tirelessly.
No wonder he says the love of his life is reading, and he is interested in
all kinds of books ranging from astronomy, geography, literature, history,
art, to gardening.

When asked how he finds time to do so many things, he says: “One

always finds time for one’s interests. As long as there is interest, there is

time.”
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Perhaps it is this enthusiasm and motivation for life that takes Arthur

on a wonderful life journey.

In 1958, Arthur left Hong Kong for Montreal and began his studies in
the School of Architecture at McGill University. Upon his graduation
in 1962, he had already received four letters of offer, while his fellow

students were still pondering what to do about their future.

After working less than a year, Arthur, only 26 at that time, was
appointed as a member (and the only Chinese) on a team of seven
architects and planners for the 1967 Montreal World Expo. He was
involved from the preparation of a master plan to managing the
building project and completing the construction. This project was
definitely an unforgettable milestone in his life, and he was very happy
that he got this rare opportunity, despite his lack of experience at the

time.

After the 1967 World Expo, his outstanding work attracted offers
from many companies. Arthur was appointed as Chief Architect of
the Canadian branch at the US Smith Hinchman and Grills company,

renowned for the design of public institutions in North America.

In 1968, Arthur, then 32 years of age, decided to return to Montreal
to start his own business, and formally established “Arthur C.F. Lau,
Architect”. Between 1969 and 2006, the company undertook more
than 50 building projects in various Canadian provinces, including the
planning and design work for many large commercial buildings and

several private residences.

Arthur recalls those early exciting days, when his newly established
firm participated in the competition for a Master Plan design
of the downtown core for the City of Hamilton, Ontario. Many

internationally renowned companies were in the competition, but in the
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end his small company won the bid. The project was divided into four
phases, beginning in 1970, and took a full 15 years to complete, turning
Hamilton into a modern city.

In 1972, Arthur was involved with China for the first time. His
architectural firm was commissioned to undertake the design of the
first Bethune exhibition held in Canada. Arthur laughingly says he is
glad his company was then the only architectural firm led by a Chinese
Canadian. The statute of Bethune, now erected at Bethune Square in
the center of Montreal, was part of that exhibition, and was transported

from China to be the centerpiece of the exhibition.

In 2005, Arthur was invited by the Chinese government to be the
Senior International Advisor for the World Expo 2010 in Shanghai.
Between 2007 and 2011, he was also appointed a planning consultant
and design architect in Nanjing, Dalian and Shenzhen to build various

commercial, residential and resort projects.

Through these projects, Arthur had access to the best Chinese talent,
and he was excited to see that the Chinese now have the capability,
resources and strengths to be a world leader. The concern that he has
always felt for the Chinese community in Montreal came from the

same source of pride that he feels for China.

In the early 70s, just when he started his career, Arthur had already
begun his work as a volunteer. He became a board director for

the Montreal Chinese hospital in 1969. For decades, he has been
fundraising for the hospital, and volunteered his time to participate in
the planning and construction of the new Montreal Chinese Hospital
in Chinatown, so that local Chinese could enjoy better medical facilities

and services.

In addition to medical care, Arthur is also keen on promoting
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education, especially for the next generation of Chinese. In 1983, he
collaborated with a group of community enthusiasts to found the
Montreal Chinese (Mandarin) School. He recalls that there were very
few students at the beginning, and the number increased to 83 students
once the school was established. Today, 33 years later, Montreal Chinese
School has more than 1300 students.

In 1993, Arthur and a group of enthusiastic professionals founded the
Federation of Chinese Canadian Professionals (Quebec). He became
the first Chair of the Federation.

Since becoming a Board Governor of McGill University, Arthur has
supported the acquisition of books for the library collections of the
Department of East Asian Studies and the Department of Art History,
for the benefit of next generations, and enhance their understanding of

Asian culture.

When asked why as a Canadian citizen for so many years he still loves
his motherland so much, he laments that people always cherish and

miss what is lost or left behind.

Arthur was born in 1936 in Hong Kong, the youngest among seven
brothers and sisters. His father ran a small business. As a child growing
up during the war, he saw the world stagnate, and then everything was
rebuilt again. He loved to see new things, but was also obsessed with

books. The seeds of a future architect were planted at this time.

In 1957, he graduated from Hong Kong Technical College (now

Hong Kong Polytechnic University). He wanted to enter the field

of architecture and found that the School of Architecture at McGill
University was ranked among the top in universities. In 1958, Arthur
bid goodbye to Hong Kong, and became the first among all the children
to study abroad.
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Like most foreign students, he faced many difficulties when he first
came to Montreal. The School of Architecture at McGill had a six-year
curriculum, and he started in the third year. Having missed the first two
years of studies in architectural history, he often could not understand
what the teachers were saying. But he tried hard to catch up, borrowing
notes from the other students and achieving success ultimately.

Arthur is someone who does not forget his roots. Everything that he
has done turns into valuable experience and precious memories. He
adds that his success is partially due to good luck, but much of it is
the result of hard work, and not giving up in the face of difficulties.
He believes in the power of positive thinking, and that thinking about
the good usually brings good results. He also says that he does not
have time to think about negative things. For decades now, every day
he always has new plans, new work, and is always looking forward

to creating a more beautiful tomorrow. Perhaps this is the vision and

perspective of an architect.

He also shares his attitude towards life: “a contented person can be
poor but happy”. No matter what the situation is, one should always
be content. When he founded his firm with only a dozen employees, he
was happy that the small firm was like a big family and easy to manage.
Speaking of family, Arthur has a happy home, having met his wife at

the university, and their children are all professionals.

Arthur says the Chinese names of his four brothers were taken in

turn from these four words: ‘Wealth Nobility Glory Splendor’, but his
grandfather reversed the order and saved ‘Wealth’ for the youngest child
by reversing the naming order. As a result, his Chinese name means
‘accumulating wealth’ and true to his namesake, he has lived a full and

rich life.
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