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His Honour Lieutenant Governor Philip Lee

On June 19, 2009, Prime Minister Steven Harper named Hong Kong
immigrant Philip Lee to be the Lieutenant Governor of Manitoba. On
August 4, 2009, in a fifteen-gun salute ceremony, Philip Lee officially became
the 24° Lieutenant Governor, beginning a term of five years. It was the
only time in Canadian history to have two Chinese Canadians serving as
Lieutenant Governors at the same time, with Norman Kwong also serving
in his last year as the Lieutenant Governor of Alberta. (He completed his
term in May 2010.) Philip Lee is the 3" Chinese Canadian Lieutenant
Gowvernor in Canadian history; the first Chinese Canadian Lieutenant
Governor was British Columbia’s David See-Chai Lam from 1988 to 1995.

There may be some who think that political appointments can
be obtained with large donations, but this is simply not true. While
David Lam did donate a few million dollars to the University of British
Columbia, neither Philip Lee’s nor David Lam’s appointments came

about because of donations.

To Philip Lee, this appointment came as a result of being in the
right place at the right time. He did not purposely plan for it, and even
if he were to plan for it, it would not have worked out the way it did.

In 2005, he retired from his position as the Branch Head Chemist in
charge of Winnipeg’s Industrial Waste Control, having served the City
of Winnipeg for 38 years, never once contemplating that one day he

would be appointed Lieutenant Governor.

The Lieutenant Governor position is a prestigious post; even
without the power of execution, it is a job that many can only dream
about. What kind of qualifications does one need? Why was Philip
Lee selected among all the candidates? In a telephone interview, Lee

credited his appointment to his large network of good friends and
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his efforts at integrating the Chinese community into mainstream
society, he himself often serving as a bridge-builder between the two
communities. He also has detailed knowledge of the political structure
of Canada in all aspects, strong language skills, and has an intimate
understanding of a Lieutenant Governor’s role and responsibilities,
having served as an assistant to a previous Lieutenant Governor, Peter
Liba.

Philip Lee was born in Hong Kong in 1944. He does not deny
that he came from a fairly wealthy family. His father once was the top
salesman with Wing On Company, the head of draperies and fabric
departments, bought and sold jewellry, and ran an import and export
business. Before he was born, his father had already amassed a lot of
properties, and was a millionaire in those days. In the last few years
of his father’s life, his family became Catholics. Philip studied in a
Catholic primary school, Tak Sun school and a Catholic high school,
Kowloon Wah Yan College. From the Catholic fathers, he learned
how to be a good student. From his own father, he learned what kind
of person he should be. After graduating from Kowloon Wah Yan
College, he immigrated to Winnipeg in the province of Manitoba in
1962, choosing that province over others because his sister was already
there. At eighteen, he entered the University of Manitoba to study

chemistry.

Philip says that after graduating from university in 1967, he
was planning to return to Hong Kong, so that he could leverage the
considerable family connections that they had there. He planned to
work as an article student in a law firm that was owned by a friend, and
eventually be licensed as a lawyer. However, the 1967 riots in Hong
Kong, on top of his nightmarish memories of 1956 riots, convinced him
to accept his mother’s advice to stay in Winnipeg. Philip got a job in

his specialty as a research chemist dealing with water supply and water
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quality studies at the city of Winnipeg. Working in mainstream society,
speaking better English than some Canadians born in Canada, Philip
has never forgotten his roots. Through the introduction of Mr. Charlie
Au Foo, a well known Chinese-Canadian community leader, Philip
participated in many local Chinese community activities after work.

In those early years, there weren't that many Chinese-Canadians in
Winnipeg, most of them coming from Guangdong and Taishan. Philip
acted as an advocate and problem-solver for them when they ran into
difficulties, especially for the older generation who had little knowledge
of English. After a while, he became a very popular figure in the local

Chinatown community.

Philip tells the story about a student from Hong Kong who was
arrested by the police for shoplifting in the local shopping plaza. The
student was extremely worried. Aside from the money needed to hire
a lawyer, if there was a conviction, the student would have a police
record which would impact his future. After the student explained his
situation, Philip believed the student was innocent and did not mean
to steal. On the student’s behalf, Lee talked to the police department
about this case. After Lee explained the circumstances, the Crown
Prosecutor decided to drop the charges, and gave the student a warning
instead. This student was able to complete his studies and return to

Hong Kong, forever grateful to Philip for his help.

Since the seventies, Philip has been very active in the local
Chinese community, helping to develop Chinatown in Winnipeg,
playing a key role in organizing the Chinese-Canadian community
to participate in the first Folklorama during the Centennial Year of
Manitoba. He was one of the driving forces behind the building of the
Winnipeg Chinese Cultural and Community Centre. Philip was the
vice-president and vice-chair of the board of the Winnipeg Chinese

Cultural and Community Centre, the Folklorama arts committee
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vice-chair and later became vice-president of the Folk Arts Council
of Winnipeg. Philip Lee was the initiator and organizer of many

important community activities in Manitoba.

Philip Lee has always been a strong supporter of the Chinese
Head Tax Redress movement, travelling throughout Canada to call for
a public apology from the Harper Government, and a token $20,000
compensation for each head tax survivor. The movement was a success,
and Philip does not support dwelling on this issue, preferring to focus
the community’s attention on using the compensation funds for some

meaningful projects in education.

Last year on June 19, when Prime Minister Harper met with
Philip Lee to make the announcement, he asked him for his opinion
on a range of Canada-China issues. Harper had faced criticism from
the opposition party as well as the Chinese community on the fact
that he did not attend the 2008 Olympic Opening Ceremony in
Beijing, reflecting the low priority Harper had placed on Canada-
China relations. Philip suggested that Harper not view China
with tainted glasses; instead he should meet Chinese government
officials with a sincere and honest attitude. Harper told Lee that
he led the Conservative party to redress the Chinese head tax issue,
and appointed Philip Lee to become the Lieutenant Governor of
Manitoba, even though it was a province with a small population of
Chinese-Canadians, proving that he did not have anything against the
Chinese community. Last December, Harper visited China for the first
time, and it was a successful visit. At the time of the visit, Lee had to
represent the Queen to read Manitoba’s throne speech, and was unable
to accompany the Prime Minister in visiting Shanghai. Harper was

appreciative of Lee putting his job as a Lieutenant Governor as his top

priority.
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On his appointment as Lieutenant Governor, Lee said that the
time between his nomination by Hugh McFadyen, the Progressive
Conservative and Opposition party leader, and his appointment on
June 19 unfolded like a drama. The previous Lieutenant Governor,
John Harvard, was retiring in June 2009, and needed a successor.

In April, many politicians started to put forward their choice of
candidates. McFadyen and Lee were old friends, and he wanted to
nominate Lee. At that time there were already over ten candidates on
the list. McFadyen told him his chance of success was only 10%, and
he suggested that Lee get in touch with as many Manitoba politicians
as possible to get their support. A week later, at a reception, Lee met a
few Members of Parliament as well as some Senators, and he asked for
their support. His good friend and renowned pediatrician, Dr. Joseph
Du, also held a reception on his behalf, inviting the influential elite in
the city, including the Chief of Police. Lee asked him to support his
nomination, and if he could write a letter to the Office of the Prime
Minister on his behalf. The Chief of Police gladly obliged. A few
days later, the Office of the Prime Minister (PMO) called to say Lee’s
name was now on the short list. After coming home from a vacation
in England, Philip Lee was asked by the Director of PMO to meet

in Ottawa. Their discussion took over four hours, and solidified the
Prime Minister’s decision to appoint Lee as the Lieutenant Governor
of Manitoba. In fact, of the 700,000 people resident in Winnipeg, there
are only 20,000 Chinese. The appointment of Philip Lee as Lieutenant
Governor came as a surprise to the mainstream society there. Lee

says Canada is an equal opportunity country, and he encourages new

immigrants to work hard to take advantage of these opportunities.

Philip Lee received the Commemorative Medal for the 125th
Anniversary of Canadian Confederation in 1993. He was inducted into
the Order of Canada in 1999.This February, accompanied by his wife,
he was received by the Queen in Buckingham Palace. The Lieutenant
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Governor gave a special gift of two Canada bills to the Queen, one
dated 1937 bearing the image of King George the Sixth and one dated
1959 bearing the image of the newly crowned Queen. Lee married
Anita Lau in 1968; they have three daughters, all graduated from the
University of Manitoba. The oldest is now working in a university
library and the second daughter at a bank, with the youngest daughter
helping her mother run a computer store. They have two grandchildren.

'The Lieutenant Governor’s responsibility is to represent the
Queen at Manitoba’s official functions, such as government, social and
celebratory activities. Lee’s life is extremely busy. He jokingly says that
in the past he worked five days a week, and could get off work at 5 pm.
Now as a Lieutenant Governor, he finds that Saturdays and Sundays are
the busiest, sometimes working through the entire week. Aside from
being the friendship ambassador, he also has to study, taking French

classes twice a week, so that he can do his job even better.

Of the ten provinces in Canada, there are altogether 1.1 million
Chinese in Canada, about 3% of the entire population, but for a time
we had two Lieutenant Governors of Chinese descent out of ten
provinces, which was 20%. This uncommon representation tells us that
Canada places a lot of emphasis on multiculturalism, and that Prime
Minister Harper does place a high priority on the Chinese community.
It can also be seen as a friendly gesture towards all Chinese-Canadians
in Canada. While the Lieutenant Governor is a symbolic head of a
province, without real executive powers, Philip Lee believes he can exert
influence through paying attention to certain provincial issues. He tells
new immigrants to leverage the multicultural policy in Canada, and to

participate in different political arenas for positive action to elevate the

profile of all Chinese-Canadians.
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