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	Li Hoi Cheun, a performer in Hong Kong's Cantonese Opera. Best remembered for the comic parts he played on stage, he was also a familiar figure in the city's outskirts, where he would smoke opium. He turned up regularly, too, at the gambling gatherings held around his neighborhood. In his own mind he was a singer first and an actor second, though his admirers disagreed. What they loved was his extravagant gesturing and the razor-sharp emotion he brought to the stage, far more than his singing in a high, piercing voice. His roles earned him enormous renown, and only a few years after he began acting, he had come to own a number of apartments across the city.

	Out of the countless people who adored him, one stood apart. Her name was Grace. Born to a Chinese mother and a German father, she carried within her the values and customs of both the East and the West. Her family relocated from Shanghai to Hong Kong when she was nineteen. She frequently went along with her father to watch Li Hoi Cheun perform in opera concerts. Before long she had fallen for the most celebrated opera performer in Hong Kong. She attended his shows again and again, and she took care to sit near enough to the stage that Li would notice her. Her persistence paid off, and soon the two were married and settled into an upscale apartment on Nathan Road in Hong Kong.

	Their hopes of raising a family met a terrible blow when their first child died only weeks after being born. That loss was followed by a stretch of deep mental and emotional anguish for both of them. It left the pair fragile enough to be drawn into superstition. According to those beliefs, the next child ought to be a girl, so the two resolved to call their coming baby Phoebe, hoping to fool the evil spirits. Months went by, and the couple were blessed with the arrival of a boy, whom they called Peter.

	While traveling in the United States as part of Li's opera tour, Grace discovered that another baby was on the way. On the 27th of November, 1940 (a dragon year in the Chinese zodiac), sometime between 6 and 8 in the morning, she delivered the third of their five children. It was a boy, and just as before, the couple handed him a girl's name, Sai Fon, to mislead the spirits. They even went so far as to pierce one of his ears. He was later named Jun Fan, yet it was the nickname Bruce, given to him by the physician overseeing his birth, that remained with him for the rest of his life. Later on, Bruce changed his surname from Li to Lee.

	Hong Kong

	Anyone strolling along the Avenue of Stars on the waterfront at Tsim Sha Tsui, Hong Kong, is met by a 2.5-meter bronze statue of Bruce Lee in his signature "ready to strike" stance, as it appeared in the 1972 film Fist of Fury. To Hong Kong, Bruce Lee was far beyond a film star. He was its national hero, its ambassador, and its son. Through his films, Hong Kong's movie industry reached new heights in the world of cinema. Through his films, the wider world was introduced to the culture of the land. Through his films, Hong Kong put itself on the world map as a modern nation.

	Hong Kong, called The Fragrant Harbour in Chinese and officially named the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region of the People's Republic of China, is a self-governing territory on the Pearl River Delta in East Asia. Macau lies to its west, while the Chinese province of Guangdong borders it on the north. Covering a total land area of 1,106 square kilometers and home to more than 7.3 million residents of many nationalities, it ranks as the fourth most densely populated autonomous state or territory in the world.

	Following the First Opium War of 1839, Hong Kong became a British settlement through the permanent cession of Hong Kong Island, and the Kowloon Peninsula was added in 1860. A 99-year lease of the New Territories, agreed between the British and the Hong Kong administrations, came next, beginning in 1898. Japan then seized Hong Kong during World War II, and it stayed under Japanese control until Allied forces retook it in 1945. In the early 1980s, negotiations between the United Kingdom and China produced the Sino-British Joint Declaration of 1984. That declaration cleared the way for the handover of Hong Kong in 1997, when it became a special administrative region (SAR) of the People's Republic of China, holding a high degree of autonomy.

	During the 1970s, the territory carried out a number of reforms that determined its future. For most of that decade it was led by Murray MacLehose, its reform-minded Governor and the longest-serving one. He overhauled every part of the economy. Hong Kong remade itself from a manufacturing center into a financial one. The market also started to tilt toward businesses and franchises.

	In those same years, the culture of the territory went through major change as well. It blended Western ideas with Eastern values. Many Chinese traditions were retained, yet the place also underwent a kind of baptism in Western culture.

	Before the reforms of the 1970s, however, the territory was gripped by crushing poverty, and it was in those days that Bruce Lee grew up as a boy on the grimy streets of Hong Kong. The Hong Kong of his childhood was jammed with crowded markets, narrow lanes, lorries, taxis, pushcarts, neon signs, and the like. While one corner of the city smelled of exotic food, another stank of sludge.

	Bruce Lee passed most of his childhood fighting, hiding, playing, and entertaining himself in the cramped, dim, and filthy streets of Hong Kong.

	Early Days

	When Bruce Lee was only a few months old, his parents carried him back from America to Hong Kong. The abrupt shift in climate caught the infant off guard. The damp, humid air of his homeland did not agree with him, and he struggled to adapt. Before long he became sick, and that marked the start of a lasting pattern of poor health. Because the sickness dragged on for so long, he stayed thin and underweight all through his childhood.

	The Lee family occupied a roomy apartment on Nathan Road, though the extra space did not last. After the death of his father's younger brother, Bruce's father felt responsible for his late brother's household and took them in. The result was an apartment crowded with around twenty people, frequently joined by animals such as hens, dogs and cats. Of everyone under that roof, Bruce's favorite was an Alsatian named Bobby, who often curled up and slept in his bed.

	It would be wrong to picture Bruce Lee as coming from a deprived background. As noted before, his father held a number of properties across Hong Kong, and collecting rent from them brought in a large sum. On top of that, he earned considerable money through his performances and concerts. Together, the rental money and the stage income allowed the Lees to live in comfort and even luxury. Bruce, sadly, thought of his father as a "miser," to use his own word. In truth, though, the man was generous and regularly assisted relatives and friends. More than once he covered the medical bills of poor friends who could never have paid them alone.

	Bruce sometimes went along to his father's performances. At one of them he became friends with Siu Kee Lun, whom he affectionately nicknamed Unicorn. Siu's father, like Bruce's, worked as an actor in Chinese opera. The two boys were three years apart in age, but this meant nothing to Bruce, who never lost a single fight against Unicorn. Fighting was something he adored.

	Bruce's habit of starting scraps with other children was, understandably, a major annoyance to his father. Being beaten with sticks that broke across his body as punishment barely affected him, if at all. Still, this routine opened a gap between father and son.

	Of his two parents, he was fonder of his mother. She was the one who paid for his schooling and handled the complaints that came from his teachers. They often told her that he did not attend school regularly, since he would skip lessons to hang around the streets with his friends. "Bruce never changed his character," his mother remembered, "he kept making the same mistakes over and over." One day she asked her son what he planned to become in life. "A movie star," little Bruce answered.

	From a young age he showed the kindness and compassion he had inherited from his father. One sunny afternoon, his mother saw Bruce dash out of the house in a hurry, with nothing
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