
When I Think of Chinatown 

When I think of Chinatown, I think of my grandpa. 
When I think of my grandpa, I think of Chinatown. 

My grandfather came to Canada in 1972. 
He had no family here. Just one friend. He lived in Vancouver’s Chinatown. 

My grandmother and their three kids, including my dad joined him in 1978. They lived in a building on Cordova and Main St. 

In the early 1980s, they bought a house and moved out of Chinatown. 

I remember my grandpa went to Chinatown every morning. He would leave before I had even woke up. And then around 
noon, I would hear the door open and I would call out to him, run down the stairs to help him bring the bags up. I would run 
because I was excited to see what he brought home from Chinatown. Usually, he would bring a fish home and pastries. Mid 
autumn festival time, he would bring moon cakes home for me and my sisters. My grandpa would also remember what each 
of my sisters and I liked most and he would bring home lemon buns for me, white glutenous cake for my eldest sister, 
pineapple bun for my second sister. One time my sister got straight As in her report card and my grandpa was so proud, he 
brought home a pack of strawberry wafer cookies for her. I guess my grandpa was a little like Santa Claus.

My grandpa went to Chinatown everyday. Even when it rained or snowed. When the buses were on strike, he would walk to 
the skytrain station.

When my grandpa stopped going to Chinatown, that’s when I knew something was wrong. For two years, my grandpa’s 
health declined. He was never properly diagnosed but it was likely Alzheimers. His mental and physical body deteriorated. He 
was a man who travelled faithfully to Chinatown every day to finally not being able to get out of bed without our family’s help. I 
asked to hear my grandfather’s stories when it was already too late, when my grandpa could no longer speak about anything 
but the extreme agony he was in, as pain coursed through his body all day long. 

I’ll never know why he was so strongly attached to Chinatown. I won’t know what he saw, heard, and felt in Chinatown. What 
was 1970s Chinatown to him? What about the Chinatown he walked through in the 80s, 90s, 2000s? And what would he say 
about Chinatown now? 

Now in Chinatown, when I walk pass the remaining herbal stores, grocery stores, see the signs in Chinese characters, see 
Chinese people, hear my mother tongue spoken— I walk feeling my grandpa, wrapped in the memory of him. 

Again, I am 5 years old and being brought to Chinatown for the first time with him and my grandma. Staring up at him 
at the edge of the crosswalk, the feeling of my grandma’s hands over my ears as a truck roars pass adding an 
ever loud wave of sound over top of the noise of shop owners, customers, friends, family, a whole community 
shouting boisterously over each other. 
Again, I am with my grandpa, a teenager. I woke up extra early to join him to Chinatown that day. He introduces me 
to everyone as his granddaughter. We eat at The Boss and I am so proud that I can pay for our Hong Kong style 
coffee and buns.

I don’t mind how Chinatown changes. I used to feel sadden by the loss of sounds, sights and smells of the Chinatown I knew 
growing up in the 90s. But… 

My memory won’t ever change. 
No one can take away our Chinatown memories, our Chinatown stories. 


