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Dedication

To the memory of Eugene Y.T. Chang, Viviane Oh, Nasty Nes Rodriguez, and Dawn Bohulano Mabalon




Epigraph

I’m writing you all this from another world, a world of appearances. In a way the two worlds communicate with each other. Memory is to one what history is to the other, an impossibility. Legends are born from the need to decipher the indecipherable.

—CHRIS MARKER
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Book I

Water
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A monk asked Chao Chou, “Does a newborn baby also have sixth consciousness?”

Chao Chou said, “Like tossing a ball on swift-flowing water.”

The monk also asked T’ou Tzu, “What is the meaning of ‘Tossing a ball on swift-flowing water’?”

T’ou Tzu said, “Moment to moment, nonstop flow.”

—PI YEN LU




The Lives of Bruce Lee
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The first thing the colonial subject learns is to remain in his place and not overstep its limits. Hence the dreams of the colonial subject are muscular dreams, dreams of action, dreams of aggressive vitality.

—FRANTZ FANON



Picture him, rising from stillness to movement.

Wearing a jade pendant around his neck, a sign of a promise he has made to his mother that he will not engage in violence. Watching as his fellow workers are pummeled by thugs paid for by his boss. Taking a stray punch and turning his cheek, flush with rage.

His chain is severed. Jade pendant shattering on the concrete. Released from his pacifist vow, his face contorts, he lets out a wildcat scream and explodes into motion.

With a back crescent kick he drops a man. Flattens another with a roundhouse kick and an elbow. Stomps his foot into the chest of a third. Whips around to finish him with a hook kick.

Nine men line up against him.

He waves a finger. “You bastards can’t push us around.”

Steps over the bodies of the men he’s KOed. Grabs the hem of his pants. Crouches into a ready position.

Picture him again, eyes cocked, lip upturned in a sneer. Bring it on.

One pulls a knife and charges. He kicks away the knife, then the knife man. Raises his eyes. Sets his teeth. “Well, I’m waiting.”

Three men up—four kicks, two punches—three men down. Three more surround him. In three kicks he levels them all. He crouches again—sharp and taut.

Picture him, the Bruce Lee we know.

This was the moment of his rise: the 1971 film, The Big Boss. Blocked by Hollywood’s low ceiling of expectations, Bruce had returned to Southeast Asia, specifically Hong Kong—to fight and to be seen, which he had come to see as the same struggle. His very presence on-screen was a protest.

In just two years, Bruce would become the biggest global Asian star born in America since Anna May Wong, the pioneering siren who had died all but broken by Hollywood. In his lifetime, Bruce Lee popularized Asian martial arts and philosophy to millions through the most unlikely of forms—the American action film. He helped decenter American whiteness, opening up the free-flowing global popular culture we all now enjoy.

Then, at the age of thirty-two, in the prime of his life and at the threshold of success, he suddenly died of cerebral edema. It was a cruel interruption, an irresoluteness that would freeze his image in amber. He became an idea for each of us to imbibe, molded to the shape of all our lives like spirits to a cask, felt at the scale of history.

More than a half century later, Bruce is still with us. His movies have generated hundreds of millions of dollars, the basis for an economy of filmmakers, merchandisers, publishers, and toymakers that is thriving. His stature has far exceeded that of all his film contemporaries.

In global impact Bruce Lee is closer to Muhammad Ali or Bob Marley. He is a symbol of unity flexible enough to signify postwar ethnic and religious peace in the Balkans. Young activists erected a bronze statue of him in the city of Mostar, Bosnia and Herzegovina, because he was, an organizer said, “the one thing we all have in common.” He stood for “our idea of universal justice—that the good guys can win.”

The image of Bruce Lee endures above time and place. But what do we know of the man? Ali’s and Marley’s lives seem to us inseparable from their accomplishments. Not so for Bruce.

Picture him, born in a segregated American hospital. A swaddled baby wailing on a movie set. Flickering child star, the celebrated orphan of Hong Kong. Teenage dance floor king. Street-fighting thug. Fresh-Off-the-Boat immigrant. Lonely bookworm. Forgotten waiter. Cadet. Lover. Fatherless child. Suburban dad. Chinese Tonto. Kaftaned hippie. Hollywood guru. Depressed recluse. All this before he becomes our hero.

Bruce Lee is perhaps the most famous person in the world about whom so little is known.

He burst into the popular imagination at a hinge moment in history, during which a massive shift in relations between America and the Third World was underway.

Bruce was born in San Francisco, on the eve of a world war that would draw the United States decisively into Asia and the Pacific. He grew up during an era of decolonization. He became a fighter amid a generation of fighters, close to the realities of war, instability, and migration. He returned to the States as Americans were “looking to the East.” He became an actor at the dawn of an awakening among racialized minorities, a revolution of perception through which they would demand to be seen on their own terms.

At the same time, Asians in America were inspired by young Blacks who had rejected the term “Negro.” They renounced the diminutive “Oriental” as an archaic slur and began to call themselves “Asian American.” The “Orient” was the distant, exotic “East”—but compared to what? Looking from Asia and the Pacific, Europe and the Americas were the Far East.

Those who called themselves “Asian American” had been raised to believe that to be American was to be white—that Americanness was inseparable from whiteness, the ideal to which they were required to assimilate, and from which they were excluded. No more. They saw themselves as warriors against the wars in Southeast Asia who were also fighting for recognition and civil rights at home in America.

They were an imagined community of peoples originating from the Asiatic Barred Zone, a portion of the globe that Americans had once drawn a red line around to exclude immigration. They were now confined to living in segregated districts in the continental United States. They were seen as alien, as “all alike.” They decided to claim difference and solidarity.

“Asian American” was a conscious provocation, an Ali-styled dare: What’s my name?

“Asian American” said, You bastards can’t push us around.

That attitude proved necessary time and again.

Eighty years after Bruce Lee’s birth, President Donald Trump unleashed violence upon Asian Americans when he began to fling around words like “China virus” and “Kung Flu.” As the pandemic spread, hatred did too. Thousands of incidents of violence were reported across the country. Neighborhood patrols and self-defense groups formed, and the image of Bruce Lee appeared everywhere in Asian America again. He represented safety, survival, and pride.

The idea of the Asian American sometimes feels confoundingly, impossibly diverse. Today there are twenty-five million people of Asian, Native Hawaiian, and/or Pacific Islander descent living in the States. That includes a bewildering array of ethnicities, cultures, languages, and religions. But not everyone sees the distinctions. That blindness feels so pervasive as to be normal. And it is an ignorance that can be denigrating or deadly. When violence targets them, it makes them Asian Americans.

But the idea of Asian America has also allowed disparate communities to name a We, shaped not just by mass mistaken identity, but by stories of war and migration, violence and displacement, segregation and exclusion. It has provided a clean page on which to compose a history of common experience. Asian America is not just about self-defense, melancholia, and loss. It is a process of becoming, a joyful act of creation, a leap into the making of history.

I am part of the first generation after the advent of the Asian American, which was also the first generation After Bruce. Growing up, for me and many others, the idea of Asian America and the idea of Bruce Lee were inseparable. He made us real. Because of his image, we became flesh-and-blood.

We made zines about him. We rapped about him in a thousand songs. We turned They Call Me Bruce and Finishing the Game into cult films. We photoshopped him rocking headphones behind a pair of turntables and slapped that image onto T-shirts. We bought and traded collectible toys of him. We wore yellow jumpsuits with black stripes to Halloween parties. We overpaid for Nike Kobe 5 Protros.

We taught our kids his nunchaku routines and put the videos of them on social media. We forwarded our friends deep fake videos of him playing Ping-Pong with those same nunchakus. When we got our own film and TV deals, we put him back on the screen. Remaking Bruce was part of the process of making Asian America.

Yet to so many others, we—this rousing, sublime We of Asian America—remain a mystery. Alien, without past or presence.

In 2021, as violence against Asian Americans was exploding, and after the half–Desi American Kamala Devi Harris had taken the oath of office for the vice presidency, a study found that 42 percent of Americans could not name a single prominent Asian American, not even Harris. Bruce Lee and his screen successor, Jackie Chan, a Hong Kong native who has never claimed Americanness, were the top two. Just when we were being seen as victims of American violence, even the most famous of us remained unseen.

It is hardly a leap to suggest that so little is known about Bruce Lee because so little is known about Asian America.

Much of the Bruce Lee story is neither extraordinary nor unique. He lived through war and hunger in Asia and racial segregation and exclusion in the United States. He was a survivor, a migrant, and a minority.

In the mid-sixties, Bruce was trying to assimilate into white America while Black Americans were challenging white supremacy. He was far from a radical. As far as we know, he never used the term “white supremacy” or “Asian American” in his lifetime. The Black Panther Party for Self-Defense offices opened less than two miles from where his Jun Fan Gung Fu Institute stood. But they never crossed paths. When Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale were at Merritt College selling Mao’s Little Red Book to fund the party, Bruce was already in Los Angeles, costarring as the Oriental sidekick in an all-American TV show, The Green Hornet.

But he shared with the Panthers and the newly named Asian Americans an impulse to fight for freedom and justice. He proudly identified as a warrior. In martial arts, he discovered a dialectic of violence and creativity—the engine that would propel his unrelenting drive. The term gung fu, which the Cantonese used as a blanket term for all the Chinese fighting arts, in fact, translates into “skill acquired through hard work.” Gung fu evokes time and focus devoted to craft with only a distant promise of achievement. This ethic was how he approached fighting and acting, and here is where the unique part of the Bruce Lee story begins.

During his lifetime he had a marginal Hollywood career and, as a teacher of martial arts, an even more marginal occupation. In Hollywood and the emerging West Coast counterculture, Bruce navigated fascination and revulsion with “the Oriental,” a corpus of distorted images that limited Asian American opportunity and mobility.

He stood just five feet eight in leather wingtip shoes. His feats of physical mastery seemed so extraordinary because he appeared so ordinary. When he demonstrated them on-screen they were doubly astonishing because he also appeared so foreign, so alien. In the States, no one who looked like him had ever been seen.

But Bruce was not satisfied to out-punch, out-kick, and outlast everyone. He also wanted to be regarded as a poet and philosopher, to build upon an inheritance of expression, focus, and risk cultivated by his parents and grandparents. He wanted to be seen not just as a body, but as a mind and a soul. He wanted to reveal the beauty and sagacity of Asian ideas, and to have those worldviews taken seriously.

In America Bruce slowly came to the realization that that might never happen. It did not matter if he married a white American woman and had mixed-race kids, or if he became a teacher to Hollywood’s most powerful men. He was still incapable of becoming one of them.

Unwilling to accept his fate, he returned—perhaps retreated—to Hong Kong and Southeast Asia, where he attained stardom, then superstardom. He came back across the Pacific to star in Enter the Dragon, a bridge he was building to a destination he would never reach, a future of visibility that Asian Americans had just begun to build. Only in death would he achieve all he had set out to do.

But his image would also begin to make legible the lives of those who were invisible like him—especially Asian lives, and specifically Asian American lives. He became a muse and a mirror. His words would echo. In this way Bruce Lee’s story is still continuing, more than fifty years after his death. He is still making Asian America.

Some treatments of Bruce foreground the time of his dying, as if that was what made his life worth telling. But through the fights he fought, the paths he broke, and the many lives he lived, Bruce Lee changed everything. And to take a true measure of him we must place his story alongside the equally epic story of Asian America.

Some have told the story of Bruce as an Asian, others the story of him as an American, like the flicks from Hong Kong and America made after his death in the genre called Bruceploitation. But many of the tellings terminate in mythmaking. They make the man into a legend above time and place, as if his success had always been preordained. They make him transcendent but also unknowable.

They miss an important piece: Bruce was an Asian in America at the dawn of Asian America. He was not only living in between two worlds, but in a third place, one with its own history, meaning, and direction. The lives that he lived there expose the true size of the obstacles he faced, describe the complicated character of the man he became, and delineate his unprecedented achievement. Restoring Bruce to history in this way returns him to a human scale.

The final mystery of Bruce Lee is not in the question of how an ordinary man came to live an extraordinary set of lives. That answer can be found in biography. Nor does it lie in how he died so suddenly. That question may never be resolved satisfactorily. The lingering question is why Bruce Lee continues to matter. That mystery is entwined with the mystery of Asian America’s emergence, swift expansion, and continuing significance.

The rise of Bruce Lee and the rise of Asian America would mirror each other. When Bruce returned to the States in 1959 for the first time since his birth, he learned quickly how debased Asians were there. But their struggles and dreams became his, and they molded who and what he became to the world. As the first global icon produced by Asian America, he would provide the measure of the distance they had traversed as well as how far they had yet to go.

By seeing Bruce Lee we can better understand Asian America. By seeing Asian America we can best understand Bruce Lee.

Bruce’s best-known aphorism—which he said so often that a screenwriter friend wrote it into a television role for him—is: “Be water, my friend.”

From an early age, water loomed large in Bruce’s imagination. His father exposed him to the slow-moving shadowboxing art of tai chi chuan and the canon of classical Chinese books, including Laozi’s Tao Te Ching. To his father, the old Taoist master Laozi* was a model for living. To Laozi, water was a model for living:

Under heaven nothing is more soft and yielding than water.

Yet for attacking the solid and strong, nothing is better.

It has no equal.

The weak can overcome the strong.

The supple can overcome the stiff.

Under heaven everyone knows this.

One of the gung fu arts most influenced by the Tao Te Ching was tai chi chuan. Its name comes from the core idea of Chinese cosmology: tai chi 太極, or “the Great Ultimate.” It is the mother of yin and yang, the opposing forces of the universe. They form dualities such as water and fire, moon and sun, black and white.

The symbol for tai chi divides yin and yang and whirls them together into an endlessly revolving circle. A white dot resides within the head of the black swirl, a black dot within the head of the white. In each one is the other. The one also depends upon the other. They create each other. Pushed far enough, the one becomes the other. Together yin and yang constitute the Tao 道—“the oneness,” “the Way”—which flows everywhere and sustains life.

Water is the agent of yin energy—tranquil, adapting, and dark. Young Bruce seemed to his father a burning ball of pure yang energy—excited, advancing, and bright. The father felt the son needed the element of water in order to grow, to mature. The son would soon learn this himself.

One day when the Li* children were at Lai Yuen amusement park splashing around in a shallow water pool, young Bruce was annoying his older sister, Phoebe, with his incessant teasing. She grabbed him by the hair, giggling, and plunged his head underwater. When he came up gasping for air, he was so distressed that, for the rest of his life, the boy who would grow up to be so fearless never learned to swim. From then on, the thought of water’s power—its ability to flow, transform, and destroy—possessed Bruce.

His fear was primal, and in Chinese cosmology, it meant something. Water, from antiquity, was a sign of trouble and peril. In the oracle called the I Ching: The Book of Changes, the twenty-ninth hexagram is 坎, ham: water over water. The Taoist professor Alfred Huang writes that this hexagram—by doubling the element of water—suggests the act of plunging into a deep pit, “falling but not drowned; in danger but not lost.” He names it “Darkness.”

Water and its darkness would be Bruce’s profound teacher. It reminded him of the universe beyond him, its vastness without him. When he told his students, “Be water,” he was also pushing himself to confront and reconcile with his own darkness. It forced him to see what he was not—or, to be precise, what he was not yet.

But that line about water was just part of a longer passage of Taoist writing Bruce Lee encountered as a young man, a riddle to which he would constantly return for guidance, and which helps us make sense of his lives and his afterlives:

Moving, be like water.

Still, be like a mirror.

Respond like an echo.




Part I

War Child

1940–1950

[image: Bruce the child actor, dressed in dark clothing, baskets in background]
The child actor, possibly from Infancy (The Birth of Mankind), 1951. Photo courtesy of the Bruce Lee Family Archive.


“You reckless monster!” cried Monkey. “You think I am small, not knowing that it’s hardly difficult for me to become taller; you think I’m without weapon, but my two hands can drag the moon down from the edge of Heaven. Don’t be afraid; just have a taste of old Monkey’s fist!”

—WU CHENG’EN




Chapter 1

Anchor Baby

“That I should be an American-born Chinese was accidental,” Bruce Lee once mused, “or it might have been by my father’s arrangement.”

He had been born in San Francisco’s Chinatown on November 27, 1940, at the Chinese Hospital, at 7:12 a.m.—an auspicious time, many have noted, in the Chinese astrological hour of the Dragon in the year of the Dragon. He was birthed in a hospital built just a generation before by Chinese Americans to remedy their exclusion from the city’s basic health services. Had he been born today, Bruce Lee might have been called—in the divisive language used to describe immigration—an “anchor baby,”* a child whose foreign-born parents had chosen to bear in the United States to secure citizenship for themselves. This dubious idea requires a belief in migrant families as the devious architects of decades-long, multigenerational conspiracies. But migration and immigration were always so much simpler and so much more complex.

The year before, on November 18, 1939, Bruce’s parents, Li Hoi Chuen and Grace Li Oi-Yu, had boarded an eastbound steamship called the SS President Coolidge, crossing the dark waters of the Pacific from a region besieged by war for the promise of work in the United States of America. Two summers earlier, Japan had invaded China. Bombs were falling a hundred miles away from Hong Kong in Guangzhou, and thousands were fleeing toward the setting sun, where the British flag waved over the anxious colony. Hoi Chuen’s livelihood, the Cantonese opera, had collapsed. When the skies turn crimson with threat, what else is a performer to do? The couple was leaving behind three toddlers in the care of Hoi Chuen’s mother.

Li Hoi Chuen had been born Li Moon Chuan, the sixth child of eight, most likely on March 27, 1902, in the hour of the Tiger in the year of the Tiger, in the village of Jun’an, in the Shunde district of Fatshan, in China’s Pearl River Delta. Fatshan was known for producing silk, iron, ceramics, insurrectionists, and opera singers. Performers learned the Four Arts: singing, speech, choreography, and martial arts. In times of peace, the opera singers floated down the river in red junks, stopping at villages along the way to perform. In times of war, the opera singers took up arms alongside the insurrectionists. Hoi Chuen was born into an era of combat and chaos that came to be known as “the golden age of Guangdong’s martial arts.”

His father, Li Jun Biu, was a poor fisherman who, because of a childhood illness, spoke in a low whispery rasp so rarely that most thought him mute. He worked sometimes as a security guard, escorting valuable transports. Family lore described him as the source of Bruce’s fighting prowess. Hoi Chuen’s mother, Lok Gong Mui, had been a mui jai, a servant girl to a wealthy family. She kept the family together with a discerning eye.

Almost every day, the boy joined his father on the water to catch fish. Because of his father’s condition, Hoi Chuen also became the fishmonger selling the daily catch. As the waters downriver from the city became increasingly polluted, Hoi Chuen’s grandfather arranged for him and his fifth brother to work at Fatshan’s Siu Chen Wan Teahouse, a solid hedge against starvation. From the age of ten, Hoi Chuen cheerfully took diners’ orders and chanted them in a musical voice across to the kitchen. If the father had been nearly voiceless, the son’s voice would end his family’s misfortune.

One day a famous opera singer named Siu Sang Yik sat down to eat in the restaurant. Amused by the boy’s stagey mien, the performer invited him to join his theater troupe. The family agreed, and to mark his new destiny, Moon Chuan was renamed Hoi Chuen. The boy grew up in Siu’s company, washing their laundry and studying the craft, learning the stories, the songs, the acrobatics and martial arts necessary for the stage.

The training was unrelenting, marked by episodes of corporal discipline. But by his twenties, Hoi Chuen had achieved fame with the celebrated Hing Chung Wah Opera Troupe. He was soon a major draw—dubbed one of the four great chou sang (“clown masters”)—calming rowdy riff-raff in crowded theaters and rousing genteel guests at posh parties with his acclaimed village-accented “rusty voice.”

Grace Ho Oi-Yu, born Ho Pak Yung in Shanghai on December 12, 1907, was a beautiful and downwardly mobile flapper. She had grown up in the ostentatious wealth of Shanghai, China’s glamorous, cosmopolitan face to the world. But the specifics of Grace’s ancestry remain shrouded in mystery.

Her grandmother was Lady Sze Tai, a woman who had married Charles Henri Maurice Bosman, a Dutch-Jewish merchant who sold Chinese laborers to harvest sugar in Guyana and build railroads in the United States. He went bankrupt and deserted the family. Lady Sze remarried a Chinese businessman and gave birth to Grace’s father, Ho Kom Tong. He and Grace’s uncle, Sir Robert Hotung, built lucrative businesses in shipping, insurance, real estate, and opium, working all sides of the wars in southern China to become two of the richest Chinese of their time.

Grace would later tell US immigration officials she was the daughter of Ho Kom Tong and an unnamed English mistress, one of twenty-nine children he had by fourteen women. Stories still circulate that Kom Tong’s mistress was German, or that Grace had been adopted into the family. But it is more important to note that, when she was young, her mother and father both disappeared from her life. She might have become another impoverished wartime orphan but for being adopted by Kom Tong’s thirteenth mistress, Cheung King-sin.

Instead Grace grew up among Shanghai’s elite in the French Concession, was educated in colonial schools, and spoke Cantonese, Mandarin, English, and French. When she moved to Hong Kong Island in her teens, it was to a grand estate on Victoria Peak, the colony’s most exclusive address, to live with her aunt Clara Hotung, Sir Robert Hotung’s wife. By all accounts, she was beloved by the family. She dressed plainly but enjoyed the good life. She had an impeccable reputation but a streak of unpredictability.

“She liked drinking beer very much, sometimes with meals,” recalled Robert Lee Jun Fai,* Grace’s youngest son. “She also liked to knit sweaters.”

One night, Hoi Chuen came with his troupe to perform at their mountaintop mansion, delighting the high-society crowd with song, comedy, and daring wushu. In his presence, Grace was enchanted. She pursued the man several years her senior, and in so doing, scandalized her family. The two eloped. Grace was cut off from her inheritance and exiled from the Peak. She and Hoi Chuen crossed the harbor to live in Kowloon, home of the Nine Dragons. Years later she would sometimes pull out a picture to show her children and their spouses of her younger self wearing a glamorous Western gown, sitting in a horse-drawn carriage.

Not long after the war erupted, Hoi Chuen and Grace began a family, having three children in less than two years. They lost their first, a son named Li Jung Teung, when he was three months old. Phoebe Li Chow Yuen came next in late 1937, born out of wedlock to a woman with whom Hoi Chuen had an affair, but whom Grace agreed to adopt. Agnes Li Chow Fung was born to Grace forty days later. On the day they boarded the steamship, their youngest, Peter Li Chung Sum, was barely more than two weeks old.

Hoi Chuen had signed a guarantee of work with the Mandarin Theatre in San Francisco. He and his company would tour the States, receive room and board and a small fortune by Chinese standards, and be welcomed as stars. The performances would raise funds for wounded soldiers and refugees in China. If all went well, the Lis could return in a year with enough to care for their young family for a while. Hoi Chuen’s mother had also warned Grace that her son could be tempted by other fruits while he was gone. She assured Grace she could care for the three young children and saw the couple off.

But as they said goodbye to their family and boarded the ship in the winter of 1939, who could say what awaited them in America and to what they might return? So much was up to fate. Migrants—by circumstance and self-selection—must be gamblers. Hoi Chuen and Grace’s journey would be the reason that Bruce Lee was born American.

Migration is simply the freedom to move. Only man-made laws can make a natural thing illegal. From its founding by settler migrants, immigration to the United States was largely open. After the 1845 potato blight, a wave of Irish arrived, unleashing a national anti-immigrant backlash. But it was the Chinese who fixed the young nation’s will to shut its doors after the discovery of gold at Sutter’s Mill in California in 1848.

The first Chinese arriving at what they called Gold Mountain—some 250 years after the first Filipinos had landed at California’s Morro Bay—were not even thought of as immigrants. An “immigrant” was a migrant who went to another country intending to stay. A “sojourner” was what the rich men wanted—faceless, movable, exploitable labor to build levees that created farmland, grow crops and harvest them, establish commercial fisheries, lay railroad tracks through deadly terrain, wash laundry, and pour tea, only to be repatriated when they were no longer needed.

In 1862, the newly elected California Governor Leland Stanford declared, “Asia, with her numberless millions, sends to our shores the dregs of her population.” He called for more whites to settle in the state and for government to ban the “inferior race.” Three years later the same Leland Stanford, as president of the Central Pacific Railroad, became the nation’s biggest recruiter of Chinese workers. The eastern portion of the transcontinental railroad had made barons rich off the labor of European immigrants in the North and Black slaves in the South. The western segment would be completed by more than twelve thousand Chinese workers, 80 percent of Stanford’s workforce. More than a thousand would die in the process.

After the Civil War, a long depression left many white workers jobless. Across the West the cry went up, “The Chinese must go!” It was the slogan of the Workingmen’s Party, led by Irish American organizer Denis Kearney, and it was heard at increasingly violent demonstrations. In July 1877, a rally descended into three days of mob rioting across the San Francisco Bay Area, leaving four dead and many Asian businesses destroyed. Targeting Blacks and Chinese was how the Irish, and other European immigrants, became white and American.

Tabloids ran cartoons of the Chinese “coolie”—“unsophisticated,” “imitative,” “ape-like,” but wearing “a cunning smile of triumph at his discomfited rivals,” as he grabbed coal mine veins, staked gold panning spots, and stole farmland from white men. At their peak of immigration, the Chinese were less than 1 percent of the US population. But the “Yellow Peril” occupied an outsized portion of the American imagination.
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The Yellow Peril: Nach einem Entwurf Sr. Majestät des Kaisers Wilhelm gezeichnet von Hermann Knackfuss. “After a design by His Majesty Kaiser Wilhelm drawn by Hermann Knackfuss,” 1895. The angel tells the nations of Europe, “Join in the defence of your faith and your homes!” Courtesy New York Public Library. Public Domain.


A flurry of laws were passed to restrict the civil rights of Asians—limiting access to schools, outlawing cultural practices, preventing them from owning land or homes, and banning their testimony against whites in cases before the court. In 1861, Nevada banned marriage between whites and “any Black person, mulatto, Indian, or Chinese.” In 1875, Congress passed the Page Act, which banned sex workers from “China, Japan or any Oriental country.” President Ulysses S. Grant made explicit the bill’s intent to stop the immigration of all Asian women, “few of whom,” he said, “are brought to our shores to pursue honorable or useful occupations.” In 1879, the state constitution of California was amended to include Article XIX, entitled “Chinese,” which barred their employment in any business or government agency, and forbade their “introduction into this State.”* In 1882, Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, the first time the country excluded an entire group of people because of their race.

Anti-Asian terror only escalated after the Exclusion Act. In Rock Springs, Wyoming, in 1885, white coal miners burned and looted workers’ quarters, wounded fifteen, and killed twenty-eight. In 1887, in Oregon, thirty-four men were ambushed at Hells Canyon, stripped of their gold, and murdered, some of them scalped, their bodies dumped into the Snake River, washing up miles downstream to tell of their slaughter. Across the West, from Pasadena, California, to Seattle, Washington, white rioters burned down Asian settlements, rounded up their Chinese, Filipino, South Asian, or Japanese residents, and told them: leave or be lynched. Between 1850 and 1906, there were over 340 purges. Bruce would return to this time of terror as the setting for a television series project about a Chinese migrant wandering the old West that he called Ah Sahm, later The Warrior.

Exclusion produced new language—words needed to be invented for novel functions like “deportation”—and a new regime of papers. All Chinese Americans were required to carry “certificates of residence” and “certificates of identity” that verified their status as legal immigrants. They would be issued only after the applicant was vouched for by at least one white witness. Anyone without these papers became, in the historian Erika Lee’s words, “America’s first undocumented immigrants.” When migrants began crossing the Canadian and Mexican borders, Congress formed the precursor of today’s Border Patrol, gangs of white deputies who called themselves “Chinese catchers.”

The Immigration Act of 1917 created the “Asiatic Barred Zone”—covering one-third of the earth’s surface from Afghanistan to Oceania—to stop nearly all immigration from almost every Asian and Pacific Island nation.* President Calvin Coolidge declared, “America must be kept American,” and signed the Immigration Act of 1924, which, the scholar Mae Ngai wrote, sealed into the law “a racial hierarchy of desirability,” and “perfected Asiatic exclusion.”

On December 8, 1939—as the SS President Coolidge transported Hoi Chuen and Grace beneath the newly opened Golden Gate Bridge—the Asiatic Barred Zone, certificates of identity and residence, and the anti-Chinese section of the California constitution were all still the law of the land.

At the San Francisco docks the Lis were segregated from citizen passengers, then ferried to the Angel Island immigration station in San Francisco Bay, where, for three decades, most Chinese migrants had been detained. At Ellis Island in New York Harbor, where European immigrants arrived, only 2 percent of immigrants would be turned away. But at Angel Island, Chinese were not treated as hopeful new Americans. They were seen, Mae Ngai wrote, as “proxies for foreign troops”—in the same way Japanese Americans would be treated during World War II, and South Asian, Arab, Sikh, and Muslim Americans after 9/11.

On Angel Island, the Lis dropped their luggage and proceeded to an administrative building, where they were separated from white migrants, then from each other. In a stuffy room, Hoi Chuen and a dozen other Asian men were stripped and inspected by medics for hookworm. They were led to a crowded men’s quarters, full of bunks already mostly occupied by hundreds of other Chinese migrants. Many had been waiting for a month or more to hear about their cases.

Carved into the barracks’ walls were hundreds of poems, a graffiti feed of throttled hope. One captive named Chan had cut these words into the wood:

America has power but not justice.

In prison, we were victimized as if we were guilty.

Given no opportunity to explain, it was really brutal.

I bow my head in reflection, there is nothing I can do.

For these reasons, the Lis had already carefully prepared papers for their arrival. Hoi Chuen’s non-immigrant visa listed his purpose for visiting as “theatrical work only.” Grace’s papers described her as an “actress (wardrobe woman).”

The Mandarin Theatre staff had received approval from the Department of Labor to admit them. But the Immigration and Naturalization Service required that they secure a bond of one thousand dollars each* that ensured they were “over 16 years of age,” remained “in possession of proper visas” and “free [of] contagious disease,” and would not become “public charges”—bureaucratese for “recipients of government funds or services.”

After being cleared, the Lis were ferried back to San Francisco, shadowed by an immigration official. They were met at the pier by a theater representative, who produced more papers for yet another official. Once cleared, they headed directly to Chinatown to take their residence in the Mandarin’s quarters in a blind alley at 18 Trenton Street, a block from the Chinese Hospital.

That day, Hoi Chuen later told his children, he had come to understand how unfree the Chinese were in America.

Of all the Chinatowns around the world—from London’s East End to Dunedin, New Zealand, to Havana, Cuba—San Francisco’s was perhaps the largest and the most storied. It was a place of quarantine and isolation, but also refuge—“Heartland Asian America,” in the words of one community leader. Restaurants, groceries, and pharmacies lined Grant and Jackson Streets. The Lis lived steps away from the Chinese Hospital. Like most Chinese in America, they would experience the country mainly through its Chinatowns.

Hoi Chuen’s job exceeded mere entertainment. Bruce later explained, “At that time, the Chinese inhabitants in the States, [who had] mostly migrated from Guangdong, were very much homesick. Nostalgia was held towards everything that was associated with their homeland.”

The Cantonese opera had first come to San Francisco in 1852, when the Hong Fook Tong played to a house full of appreciative white spectators. But as anti-Chinese sentiment spread, city officials across the West stopped the performances. In the year of the Exclusion Act, when police in Portland, Oregon, arrested opera musicians for violating a noise ordinance, the Chinese audience rioted. “The opera,” Frank Chin wrote, “is made of the soul of the Cantonese. It speaks from and to the heart of their deepest matter.”

In the heart of Chinatown at 1021 Grant Avenue, Mandarin Theatre was doing daily battle with the Liberty Theatre and the Great China for audiences. Each afternoon, hawkers passed out handbills touting the night’s shows and stars. Crowds filled the seats—the Mandarin and the Great China each boasted more than seven hundred—until final bows near midnight. Landing Hoi Chuen and his company was a coup for the Mandarin.

The performances they gave are lost to time. Perhaps some of Hoi Chuen’s best known were included—Chivalry in Red, Flying Across the Yumen Pass, or Legends of the Heroes of the Ming Palace. But they were talked about for years. When Bruce returned to San Francisco at the age of eighteen, many Chinatown residents still fondly recalled his parents and received him warmly.

As a national hub, the Mandarin sent companies they had booked to other Chinatowns. Hoi Chuen was soon bound for Seattle and New York City. But the cross-country trip was tense and taxing. “They weren’t allowed to get off the train whatsoever,” said Robert Lee. “The only time they could get off was when they arrived at the station in New York.” In each city, immigration officials tailed them until they got back on the train.

Sometime in the spring of 1940, Grace learned that she was with child. Throughout her pregnancy, her Chinatown friends looked after her. “When your mother was ready,” one of them told Bruce, “we just walked her across the street.” In New York City, Hoi Chuen celebrated the news of his third son backstage with his company.

With the help of a friend, Lau Yee Nam, they picked the English name of “Bruce.” A white midwife named Mary Glover filled out the birth certificate for Grace, Americanizing her surname as “Lee,” rather than “Li,” the more common anglicization in Hong Kong. In the United States, the Lis became the Lees.

The boy’s Chinese name, “Jun Fan,” would amass meaning like layers of strata. The second part of Bruce’s name, “Fan,” signified “foreign” or “border.” It was also a contraction of the colloquial Cantonese name for San Francisco, “Sam Fan,” 三藩, forever associating Bruce with his birthplace. He was also the third son, 三. For the rest of his life Bruce would favor the nickname “Ah Sahm,” “the third,” for himself and characters he played.

Following friends’ advice, Grace and Hoi Chuen matched the first part of Bruce’s name, “Jun,” to the first part of Hoi Chuen’s father’s name, Jun Piu. In this rendering, “Jun Fan” (震藩) suggested “power shocking the foreigners,” perhaps representing their patriotic hopes for their son. But it could also have meant “an earthquake jolting San Francisco,” linking the boy’s destiny to the 1906 catastrophe.

This name was a particular favorite of the Lees’ Chinatown friends. The quake had unleashed fires that incinerated official immigration records, allowing countless Chinese a way to elude the Exclusion Act. Those with citizenship could now give or sell their names to “paper sons” and “paper daughters” who were not blood kin. To the migrants and their descendants, earthquakes represented freedom of movement.

But in Cantonese custom it would have been disrespectful for a child to share the same first name as his grandfather.* So, later, on Bruce’s immigration papers Hoi Chuen wrote in a different “Jun,” 鎮—meaning “to guard,” perhaps a more appropriate way to honor his father, the watchman. Bruce later abandoned this name, too, choosing a third “Jun,” 振, which was closer in meaning to the first—to “shake, inspire, or rise with force.”

Jun Fan, 振藩—ascending powerfully in the borderland.

Speaking in 1867, just after the Civil War, as the United States was struggling to shape its future, the Black abolitionist Frederick Douglass said of the Chinese, “They will cross the mountains, cross the plains, descend our rivers, penetrate to the heart of the country, and fix their homes with us forever.”

Douglass and the Black freedom movement had pushed the country to grant citizenship to all born on its soil, an idea called “birthright citizenship.” If the United States was to make good on the Declaration of Independence’s promise of what Douglass termed “absolute equality,” it needed to become a multiracial democracy. Douglass said, “I want a home here not only for the negro, the mulatto, and the Latin races, but I want the Asiatic to find a home here in the United States, and feel at home here, both for his sake and for ours. Right wrongs no man.” Douglass’s expansive vision for America did not prevail then. Between 1890 and 1919, as sixteen million people immigrated from Europe, only 315,000 were accepted from South Asia and East Asia.

To exclusionists who wished to preserve a white settler nation, Asians born in the States—the “American-born Chinese,” the first “second generation”* of Asian Americans—represented a new problem.

Wong Kim Ark, a humble San Francisco–born Chinatown cook who had been among the first American-born Chinese, was perhaps the original “anchor baby.” In 1894, he journeyed to China, filling out extensive reentry papers that included the attestations of three white witnesses of his US birth. But upon his return, immigration officials detained him on the steamer on which he had arrived, ruling that the Chinese Exclusion Act denied him birthright citizenship.

For five months Wong Kim Ark was imprisoned in the harbor. A US attorney questioned whether his loyalties lay with the “country of his birth” or “the country of his father,” and asked, “Is it possible that any Court in the United States will deliberately force upon us as natural born citizens, persons who must necessarily be a constant menace to the welfare of our Country?” Wong chose to fight his case up to the Supreme Court. In March of 1898, a 6–2 majority affirmed his citizenship and upheld the idea of birthright citizenship for all.

Chinatowns and other Asian settlements had already demonstrated the cultural possibility of an Asian America; birthright citizenship opened the legal possibility. Both pointed toward Douglass’s freedom dream. But for generations of Asians born in America, the same racist hysteria that fueled their exclusion and segregation planted within them a consciousness of marginality stronger than the law.

In 1936, a second-generation Chinese American from San Francisco’s Chinatown was asked by a white historian a question that would bedevil many generations hence—did he consider himself American or Chinese? “I have no choice,” the exasperated young man answered. “I have a right to vote, but it is an empty gesture.” The historian came away pessimistic for the future of Chinese in America: “Here no matter how much they adopt our traditions, they can never hope to enter fully into a birthright.”

After Wong Kim Ark won his day in the Supreme Court, he moved to Texas for a new start. But he was jailed there for four months by immigration officials who refused to believe he was a citizen. He continued to visit China, but on every return was required to fill out a form entitled “Application of Alleged U.S. Citizen for Reentry into the United States,” and subjected to what historian Erika Lee called “a barrage of humiliating interrogations.” When his sons applied for entry to the country, they were detained at Angel Island. Two of them were rejected because officials refused to believe his children were his own. One won his appeal. The other submitted himself to deportation.

Still holding his certificate of identity, Wong Kim Ark booked a final ship passage to Toisan. Like his son, he gave up on America. In today’s dehumanizing language, he “self-deported.” Citizenship had afforded him no reassurance, no peace. The Asian—no matter their birthplace—might always be seen as alien, as Other, might never be American.

In 1941, with Hoi Chuen’s work complete, the Lees prepared to return to Hong Kong and filed papers to verify Bruce’s US citizenship status.*

Hoi Chuen and Grace had worked with the Mandarin Theatre staff to hire an immigration law firm—somehow named White & White—to help them fill out Form 430, the application for a Citizen’s Return Certificate, on behalf of their son, whom they listed as “Lee Jun Fon (Bruce Lee).” A Chinese American friend named Esther Eng secured his birth certificate.

The application, dated March 31, 1941, included pictures of infant and mother. Baby Bruce is dressed in a knit sweater. His eyebrows are raised, cheeks puffed, lips pursed as if drawing an expectant breath, alert and ready for anything. Grace is in a dark dotted blouse, posing as she would for all her official photos—her head tilted slightly, smiling sweetly for the camera, patient and proud.

When an immigration official asked Hoi Chuen why they had filed these papers, he answered through a translator in Cantonese, “I thought it would be a good thing since he was born here so that he could come back here to study English.” During their interrogations, the “alleged father” and “alleged mother” were asked to corroborate their ages, places of birth, address in San Francisco, marriage date, the names of their sons, alive and dead, and their daughters.

Hoi Chuen was asked, “Has Lee Jun Fon any other name?”

He joked, “The doctor gave him an American name, but I can’t pronounce it.”

Grace was asked, “Do you intend to have Lee Jun Fon remain with you until he grows to manhood?”

She said, “When he is able to go to school, I intend to have him come back here and attend school.”

Both were advised, “If Lee Jun Fon remains abroad for more than six months he may be obliged to submit definite proof that he has not expatriated himself, if he should wish to reenter the United States.”

Did they understand? Each of them answered through their translator—yes. In the section of Form 430 asking the reason for Bruce’s departure, the lawyers typed: a temporary visit abroad.

The Lee family was free to return to Hong Kong. But Bruce was an infirm infant, unready to travel. A Chinatown friend, the movie director Esther Eng, approached Hoi Chuen with an offer for a part, not for him but for his newborn son.

The Cantonese performing arts were entering a new era. Cinema was displacing the opera. Before Hoi Chuen had left for the States, his first film, Robbing the Dead, had opened. He and other stars would leave the stage for the film set. In Chinatown, the Mandarin’s dominance would be toppled by the film-oriented Grandview Theatre, owned by Esther’s business partner Joseph Sunn Jue.

Born Ng Kam-ha in 1914, the year that DeMille’s, Chaplin’s, and Sessue Hayakawa’s Hollywood careers began, Esther Eng was a character in a Chinatown full of them—a liberated third-generation Chinese American who spoke and read Cantonese fluently and was a lesbian proto-feminist. She wore her hair in a crew cut and dressed in men’s clothing. Her closest friends called her “Brother Ha.” Like her contemporary Anna May Wong, she was an original.

At the age of twenty-one, Esther had used her father’s investment to rent a Sunset Boulevard film studio and produce a movie called Heartaches. Billed as “The First Cantonese Singing-Talking Picture Made in Hollywood,” it became a sensation in Hong Kong, Guangzhou, and Singapore, and rallied support for the Chinese national defense.

In this first golden age of Hong Kong cinema, she made five feature films. As the war in China grew, she returned to the United States permanently to make resistance-oriented movies with Joseph Sunn Jue at their Grandview studio in Chinatown. By the time Eng reached out to Hoi Chuen, she had been hailed on both sides of the Pacific as a pioneering Chinese woman director.

Set in San Francisco, Eng’s movie Golden Gate Girl was a multigenerational family story whose outlines felt familiar to Hoi Chuen and Grace. A stern Chinese American patriarch deplores his daughter’s romance with an opera singer and has him deported. But his daughter dies tragically after giving birth. His granddaughter grows up to join the theater, and the two maintain a strained relationship. In the end, the patriarch reconciles with her and her opera-actor father, who has returned to America to perform and raise funds for China’s defense.

In his very first on-screen appearance, Bruce is the theater-loving granddaughter as an infant. He appears wrapped up tightly in a bassinet, cross-dressed with a girl’s crown on his head, wailing irritably into a soft blanket. Born into a world swirling with art, war, and migration, the hope of free movement and the realities of utter subjection, this baby is restless, loudly straining at comforts and constraints.




Chapter 2

The Dead and the Diseased

When it came to Bruce, Grace admitted, “I think I spoiled him because he was so sick.”

Death had haunted her and Hoi Chuen. Their first son, Li Jung Teung, had come into the world disease-stricken and doomed. “After he was born,” said Bruce’s younger brother, Robert Lee Jun Fai, “my mom said he would constantly look into the light. And he didn’t blink much. Then, maybe a week later, he passed.”

When Peter was born, he too was chronically ill. It would be the same with Bruce and with Robert, born after the war as the couple’s last surviving child.

“When we were young, we would get sick,” Robert recalled. “All of a sudden, we would get a fever and then the temperature would just go up sky high.” All the Lee boys seemed afflicted. “Bruce almost didn’t make it,“ Linda Lee Cadwell, Bruce’s widow, later wrote in her biography Bruce Lee: The Man Only I Knew. “As a child, he never ate much and for a long time remained thin and, apparently, delicate.”

Hoi Chuen blamed otherworldly forces. “He believed,” Robert said, “that the gods had something against our family.”* He and Grace visited temples to make offerings to appease the deities. To divert the demons from the boys, their parents called them by feminine nicknames. Peter was called “Curly,” after his unusual hair. Bruce became Sai Fung, “Tiny Phoenix,” because the phoenix was the yin counterpart to the masculine dragon. Hoi Chuen and Grace pierced Bruce’s left ear, and sometimes dressed him, as in Esther Eng’s movie, in girl’s clothing.

In her biography, Linda attributed Bruce’s weakness to the change in the weather, moving from the temperate climate of San Francisco to the tropical climate of Hong Kong. But as Robert recalled, “Hong Kong was on the verge of falling to enemy attack at that time. Life was very hard and there was cholera.” Disease and infant mortality stalked China, close on the heels of war.

One of the most famous images of the twentieth century is “Bloody Saturday,” taken on August 28, 1937, by a photojournalist named H. S. Wong moments after Japanese warplanes had bombed a crowded railway station in Shanghai. Wong was known to his colleagues by the nickname “Newsreel” because he always traveled with a Leica and an Eyemo 35mm film camera and always seemed to be exactly where news was being made.

That afternoon two thousand civilian refugees had gathered at Shanghai South station, hoping for train passage westward to safety. But in the photo, there is just one lonely living thing, a scared baby screaming in distress, horribly burned, and bathed in blood. The baby sits at the edge of the train platform, framed by debris and ruin, buckled structures, steel strewn like rolls of toilet paper. Just outside of the frame, black smoke filled the sky and the child’s mother lay dead.

[image: A crying baby sits on a train platform, surrounded by debris]
“Bloody Saturday.” H. S. “Newsreel” Wong, Shanghai, August 28, 1937. Public Domain.


Wong said, “It was a horrible sight. People were still trying to get up. Dead and injured lay strewn across the tracks and platform. Limbs lay all over the place.”

“I noticed,” he said, “that my shoes were soaked in blood.”

Wong descended onto the steaming tracks, took photos and reels, and saw a man place the crying baby on the station platform. After he snapped the photo, he heard more warplanes returning. A man he presumed to be the child’s father gathered up the baby, and they fled for shelter.

This was the world to which Hoi Chuen, Grace, and Bruce were returning. Bruce would spend his first four years of life in a fallen city as a war child.

When they departed San Francisco on the President Pierce steamer on April 4, 1941, a century had passed since Hong Kong had been ceded to the British after the First Opium War and four years since the start of the Second Sino-Japanese War. A surge of refugees had doubled Hong Kong’s population to over 1.6 million. It would not take long for war to crash directly into their lives.

On December 8, hours after the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, they stormed into Singapore, Thailand, Malaya, the Philippines, Guam, and Hong Kong. The British had left the colony’s defense to an outnumbered patchwork army of ten thousand British, Canadian, and Punjabi soldiers, supplemented by Chinese volunteers. On Christmas Day, Japanese soldiers entered a makeshift hospital at St. Stephen’s College, bayoneted doctors and wounded soldiers, and raped and slaughtered nurses. Later that afternoon, Governor Sir Mark Young surrendered.

In the streets the soldiers and the military police made a sport of their savagery—beating, judo-throwing, and shooting countless Chinese. They tore through private homes, looting families’ belongings and ravaging women. The head of one hospital estimated that he and his staff had treated thousands of rape victims. The regime publicized the torture methods they used on uncooperative Chinese and staged public executions. Tens of thousands perished in the occupation.

The Japanese conscripted Hong Kong’s farmers to build tunnels and bunkers and expand the airport for warplanes. Food production collapsed. Rice itself became a spoil of war. The regime seized Hong Kong’s rice reserve and shipped it to Japan, then introduced severe food rationing. Hong Kongers lamented the lack of “firewood, rice, oil, and salt,” and came to name this era of famine, fear, and death the “Three Years and Eight Months.” Their bitterness lasted a generation.

Bruce’s sister Phoebe recalled one night vividly. After dark fell, the curfew sirens sounded, signaling to Hong Kongers it was time to lower their curtains, put out their candles, and go to sleep. But on this night, the Lis continued a lively mahjong game. Japanese soldiers broke down the door and commanded the family to stop. When Bruce’s aunt protested, the soldiers beat her and her husband. Grace objected too, and was slapped black and blue. The soldiers forced the humiliated adults to grovel as the Li children watched.

During the war, the family’s small apartment—down a small Yau Ma Tei alley called Mau Lam Street—was full, packed with as many as a dozen people. Hoi Chuen had lost two of his older siblings in those dark years, a sister and a brother. He took in his deceased brother’s wife and her five children, and provided for his two surviving sisters, their spouses, and their children. With his own four children, including frail Bruce, and Hoi Chuen’s mother to care for, he and Grace needed to keep them all from starving.

The Japanese cultural ministry was renaming streets, places, and buildings, and replacing English instruction with Japanese. But it was also invested in fostering the appearance of pan-Asian solidarity, naming their imperial project the “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.” The Japanese knew the Chinese had resented British rule, which coupled contemptuous messages of white superiority with destructive neglect. They converted news outlets into a propaganda arm. One newspaper editorialized, “Thanks to Japan, we are now a free people, and the shapers of our own destiny. The question of color is dead.”

The cultural ministry forced all entertainers to register, and sent agents to enlist performers, Robert recalled, to “create an atmosphere of prosperity with singing and dancing and to whitewash an illusion of peace.” Kosuke Kawada, a radio host who represented the Japanese cultural ministry, offered Hoi Chuen and other Cantonese opera artists the opportunity to continue performing in exchange for food rations. Caught between Japanese patronage and Chinese pride, between supporting the resistance and feeding his family, Hoi Chuen chose to keep acting.

“My father never received a salary. They only paid him in rice bags,” Phoebe recalled, mimicking him tossing one over his shoulder.

The Japanese tried to pressure Hoi Chuen and other prominent Chinese performers to appear in a feature-length propaganda film, The Battle of Hong Kong: The Day England Fell, which would present the occupation as liberation from British rule. It would be the only film made in Hong Kong during the war. But this time, Hoi Chuen “courageously refused,” the biographer Matthew Polly wrote. “The wise decision saved his career—those who appeared in the movie were blacklisted after the war as collaborators.”

Hong Kong emptied again, losing a million people as deportees and refugees crossed the straits back to Macao and the mainland and the death toll mounted. But the Lee family hunkered down. They survived on thin pok chang pancakes they made from tapioca starch. When Hoi Chuen brought home his rice ration, they added water to make jook, a pot of soup that would feed everyone for a day.

Newsreel Wong’s bloodied baby was seen by hundreds of millions and would be credited with aligning the Allies against Japan. But for the West this image was twinned with another, much older image. The West pitied the abject War Child, but abhorred the Sick Man of Asia.

The Sick Man was a powerful racist trope linking Chinese to contagion, impurity, and revulsion. It dated back to the 1700s, when the Qing empire was at its height, New York was a minor British colony, and frustrated Europeans were trying to force open trade with an indifferent China to gain access to her riches.

Its origins were steeped in a terrible irony. To combat outbreaks of smallpox across his dominion, the Qianlong emperor had commissioned a national study. The resulting report represented the best thinking in epidemiology in the world, including advanced ideas like contact tracing and inoculation.

It also featured detailed woodblock reproductions meant to aid doctors in the diagnosis and treatment of the disease. But when these images found their way back to Europe, they were separated from the study and recast in the context of racist pseudo-sciences like phrenology and eugenics. European mass audiences—absurdly—received them as confirmation that the Chinese were a dirty, disease-ridden people.

A century later, in the mid-1800s, the balance of power between China and Europe had shifted. The British were harvesting opium in India to trade for silk, tea, porcelain, and silver from China. Chinese of all classes had become hooked on the narcotic. Qing leaders saw opium addiction as an epidemic, an economic drain, and a national crisis, and banned it.

But the British refused to stop the illegal trade—opium pried China open to even more exploitation. In 1839, Manchu leaders blockaded Western drug boats in the Pearl River
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