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Founded in the 1960s, the Dragon Inn restaurant was
established by our parents, Larry and Kathy Lee, two
Chinese immigrants with an eye for business and a
desire to succeed. With previous restaurant experi-
ence under their belts, they opened the restaurant
as takeout only in the location of a former car deal-
ership. The business soon grew into a full-service
dine-in, takeout and delivery restaurant.

Burnaby was a logical choice for the business,
central and close to Vancouver, which was where
we lived before our parents built a family home in
Burnaby in the 1970s. The restaurant was on the
corner of Willingdon and Kingsway, now the site of
Crystal Mall. Our parents saw opportunity in this
high-traffic location. The restaurant sign, a giant
neon dragon, was an icon of the Burnaby landscape.

Deep-fried prawns, chicken chow mein, BBQ pork
fried rice and beef chop suey were a few of the items
on the menu of the popular all-you-can-eat smor-
gasbord. Many special occasions were celebrated at
the Dragon Inn, including our own family birthday
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parties. Anyone who grew up in the area has their
own personal anecdote about the Dragon Inn. The
Dragon Inn was a place of memories and traditions.

Hard work was a given and bred success that was
instilled in all eight of us kids. Twelve-hour days
were not uncommon. Our grandfather would drop
the young kids off at school before going to the
restaurant to start the opening process. Our parents
would then head over and stay for the remainder of
the day. Grandpa cared for us after school and Mom
came home to make dinner. Dad got home usually
at 1lpm or later. And then it would start all over
again, every day, seven days a week. We formed a
community of our own, a small family army running
a business and going to school. On weekends you
would find most or all of us working at the restau-
rant. The Candle Lite Dining Room was often the
venue of our Sunday family dinners, the end to yet
another successful week.
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was important to our father. He was a member of the
Burnaby Lions Club, an organization of community-
minded business leaders. | remember the monthly
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meetings and witnessing the camaraderie that
developed among the members.

Today most of us still have close ties to Burnaby,
still residing in the city and raising our families here.
We are proud to have contributed to the history
of Burnaby and are proud of the legacy that our
parents, Larry and Kathy Lee, created.

—Angela Lee
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Dragon Inn Restaurant
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“Not only was the Dragon Inn a family-run
restaurant, it was also an extension of our
family home where we would all converge

and support the business.”

—Angela Lee
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Bright, buzzing neon signs light your way to the
caverous heart of Crystal Mall. Welcome to the
market, where you can grab produce you won’t find
at the nearby Superstore, the likes of celtuce, lotus
root and big bags of yam leaves. Need fish? Pick a
live tilapia out of a tank. Hankering for tofu pudding?
They’'ll scoop it for you at the tofu stall. Making
soup? There’s half-a-dozen places to choose dried
goodies like dates and conch.

It was architect-developer Stanley Kwok who
dreamed up the Crystal. Chinese immigration
boomed in the 1980s and 1990s. Immigrant families
favoured the suburbs, with good schools and bigger,
cheaper houses than in Vancouver. But these were
White places, and savvy tycoons from Hong Kong
and Taiwan knew that these newly minted suburban-
ites would want their own shops and services. What
better place to house them than in malls? Richmond
got a bunch, starting with the original Aberdeen
Centre in 1989. For Burnaby’s only Chinese mall,
Kwok eyed the site of the Dragon Inn restaurant at
the corner of Kingsway and Willingdon, known for its
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giant neon dragon sign. Kwok bought the property, a
prime location by Metropolis mall and the SkyTrain.
In 1996, the neon dragon came down and construc-
tion on the Crystal began: a symbolic handover from
one era of Chinese immigration to another.

Kwok designed the Crystal to be unlike any other
Chinese mallinthe region.He added a Hilton hotel, an
office tower and a condo tower to the complex. The
development is stratified, meaning that the complex
doesn’t have one coordinating landlord. Instead, the
hundreds of units, from offices to food court stalls,
have individual owners—unprecedented in its time.
As a result, the mall is an eclectic mix of mom-and-
pops. After a delay due to the Asian financial crisis
in 1997, the Crystal opened in 2000.

It is ultimately a shopping centre, but the Crystal
has taken on many other roles. It promotes local
produce and products and is busier than any farmers
market. It's a buzzing social space, popular with
seniors, and home to shopkeepers who get to know
your tastes. It’s a place of safety and familiarity for
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new immigrants, who can connect with important
services, including doctors and lawyers, and a place
for their Canadian-born children to connect with
their culture. And if you're not Chinese? The Crystal
is an immersive place for you to see who you share
Burnaby with.

After people finish shopping or getting a haircut,
they head to the mall's main attraction: the food
court, where they can tuck into a comforting classic
like congee or tour East Asia, with soup-filled
xiaolongbao from Shanghai, deep-fried chicken
cutlets the size of your face from Taichung or soup
noodles from Yunnan, served in a scalding stone pot
you’ll need to leave a $5 deposit for.

You'll glimpse different things at the mall depending
on what time of day or year you visit. In the morning,
burly men carry pig carcasses on their shoulders
to be cut up at the butcher shop. At Christmas,
choirs from the Chinese Christian Mission sing
carols. During election season you'll run into the
mayor—Burnaby politicians know this is the heart
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Crystal Mall
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of the city’s Chinese community, and no campaign is
complete without a photo op at the Crystal.

The Crystal has all the essentials of a neighbour-
hood, and neighbourhoods change over time.
Chinese immigration is going strong, with immi-
grants coming from different locations and class
backgrounds than they used to. These days, you'll
hear Mandarin as much as Cantonese. The menu
has gotten spicier, with peppercorn duck and chewy
noodles with chilli oil. There are a dozen bubble tea
options, making the Crystal an oasis for the inter-
national students who come down from Burnaby
Mountain to quench their thirst.

Don’t let anyone tell you that the Crystal is a hidden
gem—it’s a Burnaby cornerstone.

—Christopher Cheung

Vancouver journalist
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Chefs busily preparing
handmade dumplings
from scratch, 2019.
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