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Professor David Chuenyan Lai

Professor David Chuenyan Lai, called ‘Father of Chinatown’ by some,

is a familiar name to many in the Chinese-Canadian community. Like
a walking history book, he knows virtually every road that Chinese
immigrants in Canada have trodden. He taught at the University of
Victoria for thirty-five years and retired in 2003 as Professor Emeritus of
Geography. He has studied tirelessly the history of overseas Chinese in
Canada, identified many Chinese historical sites and memorabilia, and
placed important Chinese historical documents in preservation. The
numerous awards and honors bestowed on him could hardly begin to
recognize his spirit of perseverance and contributions to the Chinese-
Canadian community.

Anyone who talks to the 77-year old Professor Lai would not fail to
be utterly impressed by his amazing memory and strong academic
skills. One might question why he has become a historian since he
did not even study history at university. In fact, he studied at the
Department of Geography and Geology at the University of Hong
Kong, and graduated with First Class Honors for his Bachelor of Arts
degree. After he completed his Masters degree, he was awarded the
British Commonwealth Scholarship to study for a PhD degree at

the prestigious London School of Economics and Political Science;
his thesis was on the development of China’s Cotton Spinning and

Weaving Industry.

After earning a PhD degree in 1967, Professor Lai returned to teach
geography at the University of Hong Kong for a year. Serendipitously
his application to immigrate to Canada was approved. In June 1968
he and his new wife, Roberta Man-Yuk, went to Edmonton where

he taught a geography course in summer school at the University of
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Alberta. In August they settled down in Victoria and Professor Lai
was hired as a visiting lecturer at the Department of Geography at the

University of Victoria.

He admits that initially he planned on staying in Victoria for only

one or two years. When he could not find a single Chinese book on
China in the university library, he realized that he could not carry out
research work on China there. He also experienced cultural shock
when he walked into Chinatown. One time he asked for Beijing
Duck at an eatery called Beijing Restaurant, but the waiter told him

to order Chicken Chop Suey instead. At that time he could not have
foreseen that because of a fortuitous opportunity he would teach at the
University of Victoria until his retirement, research on Chinatowns all

over North America and later become a ‘Chinatown Expert’.

'This opportunity arose in 1971 when the Department of Geography
organized a seminar on the urban development of Victoria. Each
faculty member was to conduct research on the urban development of
the district where he lived. As Professor Lai was the only professor

of Chinese origin, he was assigned to work on a research paper on
Victoria’s Chinatown. In those days, Chinatown was a slum. However,
when he toured the inside of the city block, he was amazed to find

a different world: there were alleyways, inner courtyards, vegetable
patches, and pigeon coops. The alleyways were accessible from

everywhere, and doors led to more doors just like a labyrinth.

After this visit, Professor Lai was hooked and initiated the research
of Chinese migration history to Canada and the urban development
of Chinatowns across Canada. He poured his heart and soul into
every historical detail, beginning with the first generation of Chinese
gold diggers in the 1850s. He was permitted by the President of the

Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association to study the association’s
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Chinese historical documents dating back to the early 19th century and
was able to ascertain a lot of historical facts and information on early

Chinese migration to Canada.

In 1979, prompted by the dilapidated state of many Chinatown
buildings, the Mayor of Victoria expressed a wish to consult Chinese
citizens whether they wanted to tear down or preserve Chinatown. As
Chair of the Chinatown Redevelopment Committee, Professor Lai
decided to conduct an opinion survey on the future of Chinatown in
Victoria. In the end, Lai submitted a report: “The Future of Victoria’s
Chinatown: A Survey of Views and Opinions”. Eventually, the city
adopted the report’s recommendations and undertook a comprehensive
rehabilitation of Chinatown, including construction of the first
permanent Chinese arch in Canada, beautification of streetscape, and
restoration of old buildings. If not for his unremitting efforts, Canada’s
oldest Chinatown might have been bulldozed. After rehabilitation and
beautification, Chinatown became one of Victoria’s tourist attractions

and was designated as a National Historic Site of Canada.

Professor Lai believes that the earlier discrimination, segregation

and ill treatment of Chinese are the result of misconceptions in the
English media. In the past, mainstream media described Chinatown as
nowhere land controlled by Chinatown associations with their leaders
acting like gang leaders. Hoping to clarify that misconception, he spent
twenty years visiting “Chinese Benevolent Associations” across Canada
and talked to their leaders. He gathered many records from these
“Chinese Benevolent Associations” and from legal courts and published
the translated version in English-language media, so that Caucasians
and other ethnic groups could understand these associations and their

activities. His endeavors cleared up a lot of misinformation.

There is no one who can match Professor Lai’s familiarity with the
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history of Chinatowns across Canada. For decades, he has walked
through more than forty Chinatowns in North America to explore

and study the history of Chinese settlements, and the preservation

and development of Chinatown. He has written about the early
history of these Chinese settlers, as well as the relationship between
Chinese and other ethnic groups. He has published a dozen books

and more than three hundred papers. His book’Chinatowns: Towns
Within Cities in Canada’, regarded as the authority on the study of
Canadian Chinatown, was given the Award of Excellence by the British
Columbia Historical Federation in 1988, and selected Outstanding
Academic Books by American Library Association. His other book,
“The Forbidden City within Victoria’ was on the best sellers list in 1991.
Other books include: ‘Chinese Community Leadership: Case Study of
Victoria in Canada’ and ‘History of Chinese Migration to Canada, 1858
—1966'.

In 2010, Professor Lai was diagnosed with liver cancer. Now after
chemotherapy, he is in rehabilitation and convalescence. After he
became ill, he wanted to donate the research materials accumulated
over decades to the University of Victoria. His thinking was that these
materials would be better preserved in a library, where more people

could access it for academic research.

At that time the University of Victoria did not have the space capacity
or manpower resources to handle such a large collection. When
former Senator Dr. Vivienne Poy caught wind of it later, she pushed

to have the Richard Charles Lee Canada-Hong Kong Library at the
University of Toronto receive the donation. Professor Lai’s lifelong
research efforts on Chinatown, contained in eighty boxes of research
materials and books, many of which were precious historical relics,
played a very important role in the expansion of the library’s collection.

Special exhibitions have been held after these materials were sorted and
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organized for the use of researchers and the community.

Professor Lai’s lifetime achievements do not end at decades of
painstaking research. He has been repeatedly recognized for excellence
in teaching at the University of Victoria. In addition, he actively
participates in public service, and has served as Advisor of the Chinese
Consolidated Benevolent Association at Victoria since 1972. He was

a member of Multicultural Advisory Council for British Columbia,
Premier’s Council on Aging and Senior Issues and Senior Advisory
Council for the British Columbian government. Over the years, he

has been recognized with more than thirty awards and honors from

the three levels of government, including Member of the Order of
Canada in 1983. Professor Lai was awarded the BC and Yukon
Regional Community Service Award in 1982 by Heritage Canada
Foundation, and the Gabrielle Leger Award in 1998, the highest honor
bestowed by that foundation. In 1992 Professor Lai was awarded the
Commemorative Medal for the 125th anniversary of the Federation

of Canada. In 2002 he was awarded the Queen Elizabeth IT Golden
Jubilee Medal, and so on. In 2006, he was selected one of the 100 most

influential Chinese Canadians in British Columbia by Vancouver Sun.

Professor Lai has frequently lectured in China, and was retained as
Advisory Professor at East China Normal University, and Advisory
Professor at Southeast Asian Research Institute at Hainan University.
He also served as Advisor for Guangdong Overseas Chinese History
Society and Guangdong Overseas Chinese Research Society. He says
that he engaged in these teaching and exchange activities so that he

could contribute a little towards China’s academic research and her

prosperity.

Retired, but not taking any rest, Professor Lai has just completed
another masterpiece, Hongmen and the History of Hongmen in

Canada”, a book on Hongmen Society, including its role in supporting
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Sun Yet-sen to overthrow the Manchu government. It is scheduled
for publication at the end of this year and is the first book in a series
on Overseas Chinese to be published on the 100th anniversary of
Commercial Press in Hong Kong. He says with a laugh that at this
time he has to first clean up his private library before he can begin
work on two unfinished projects. The first project is to translate his
already published book “History of Chinese Migration to Canada:
1858 to 1966” (written with Dingguo and Jia Baoheng) into English.
'The second project is to complete the sequel to this book, which will
document the modern and contemporary history of Overseas Chinese
from 1967 to the 21st century. Professor Lai hopes to fill in gaps in

research in this area, and complete the book in his lifetime.

One of Professor Lai’s favorite sayings is: “To know a man, you must
first know his culture.” Aside from his dedication to overseas Chinese
culture, Professor Lai also cherishes an important figure in his life:

his wife Roberta Man Yuk. He mentioned in an interview: “She has
walked with me my entire life since immigrating to Canada. Without
her, my study of Chinese immigration history would certainly have
been a lot more difficult. With her three degrees in geography,
education and library science, she has helped me tremendously in my
researches. “ He is especially grateful that his wife is by his side to help
him throughout his illness.

Professor Lai faces his battle with cancer with placidity. He says he
will not think too much of it - “if it comes, it comes.” He carries out his
work as usual every day; he spends time with friends, and throws worry

to the wind.

Such valuable life experiences, like a rare piece of precious gem, are

to be preserved and cherished through Professor Lai’s legacy of great
books.
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