






Leonard jang: 
An All-Consuming  
Passion

Visitors to Van-Whole soon get the impression 
that everyone, from Jang and management  
all the way to the workers on the loading  
bays, thoroughly enjoys the hard work and  
dedication needed to maintain the company’s 
competitive edge. Jang, 47, grew up in the  
food business and was already well acquainted 
with long hours when he joined Van-Whole in 
1987. “My parents owned a supermarket in the 
Pemberton Valley, and I did everything from 
stocking shelves to cutting meat and making 
deliveries,” he says. 

During his university years, Jang worked  
for J. B. Hoy, a specialty produce boutique in  
Kerrisdale, and he credits its owner, Allen Koo, 
for inspiring him to learn everything about  
produce. “He and the Koo family taught me so 
much about the importance of quality, about  
variety, the importance of customer service,”  
he says. “Plus, the enjoyment Allen derived from 
dealing with people was infectious. He never 
looked at the clock because he loved his work 
and was satisfied only when the job was done. 
These are some of the qualities I eventually  
carried over to Van-Whole.”

Jang graduated university with a business 
degree, but instead of chasing the stock market 
he was compelled to become a salesperson for 
Van-Whole when the company was several years 
old with around 50 employees on Union Street  
in Vancouver’s Chinatown. “Our facility and  
surrounding area was so small that when a truck 
backed in to be unloaded, it blocked traffic,”  
he recalls. “Jason Du, one of Van-Whole’s found-
ers, was my boss, and he taught me a lot about 
leadership which has helped me in making our 
company successful today.”

Jang concedes that things may have been 
very different had he pursued an alternative  
career path. “But there was something about  
the people interaction, the business connections 
and the camaraderie of the produce business that 
hooked me. The old adage is that once this line of 
work gets in your blood, it’s there for good.”

In fact, Jang, who is married with three  
children, finds it nearly impossible to curb his 
 enthusiasm during off hours. “My wife and I 
went to Britain for a holiday and we went  
shopping at Harrods in London,” he recalls  
with a smile. “Sure enough, I gravitated towards 
the food floor and wound up talking with the 
produce manager about strawberries for a  
good half hour.” l
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lychee nuts:  
Why the Concubine 
Smiled

Lychee nuts are a popular imported item that 
Van-Whole has been selling to independent  
grocers and chain supermarkets for 25 years 
now. “There are over 40 varieties of lychee 
worldwide and we import about 10 of them, 
mainly from China and Taiwan,” says Jang.  
The fruit, which is covered by a roughly 
textured rind, is similar to a grape on the 
inside and is rich in vitamin C.

Lychees are fast becoming a mainstream 
item, and Jang uses it as an example of how 
many of the fruits and vegetables Van-Whole  
imports are noteworthy from a historical  
perspective. “There’s one particular kind of  
premium quality lychee we import called  
Fei Zi Xiao, also known as ‘The Concubine 
Smiles,’” says Jang. “It’s so-called because 
historically the fruit was grown in southern 
China, while its most ardent connoisseur,  
Yang Gui Fei, lived in the north as a  
concubine of emperor Tang Ming Huang. 
Because lychees are so perishable, the 
emperor ordered relay horses to transport  
the fruit fresh to the palace for her 
enjoyment.”

Although he spends much of his time  
very involved in day-to-day business 
decisions, Jang clearly relishes sharing 
anecdotes about individual produce items, 
much the way jewellers  
rhapsodize over certain emeralds or rubies. 
“Much has been written about Yang Gui Fei 
over the centuries as well as her love for the 
lychee,” he says. “For me, her story resonates. 
Because just as the lychee put a smile on her 
face so long ago, Van-Whole is responsible 
today for making Canadian lovers of this  
fruit smile.” l
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