


[image: 001]




PRAISE FOR Finding Iris Chang


 



“[An] engrossing inquiry…illuminating on many points.... The book is fascinating in tracing how Chang went about consciously creating a personal mythology.”—Chicago Tribune


 



“As a tribute to Chang, and a peace offering to herself, Kamen delves into everything that may have played a role in her friend’s fatal bout with hidden depression.... Finding Iris Chang is not a lovely book…but it is an affecting one.”—Boston Sunday Globe


 



“Part biography, part memoir, part literary detective story and part treatise on mental illness.... In Kamen’s account, [Chang] emerges as a genuinely tragic figure.”—San Jose Mercury News


 



“[Kamen’s] tale is one of friendship and discovery, as well as an insightful look at the mental illness that toppled a highly respected mind.”

—San Jose Magazine


 



“At times touching and poignant…Kamen’s is a cautionary tale, alerting all of us who work in mental health, as well as those of us who don’t, to pay attention to behaviors that seem too exaggerated, too intense, and too far out of the ordinary.”

—Psychiatric Services (American Psychiatric Association)

 



“A heartfelt…piece of journalism.... One of the book’s most poignant moments comes near the end, when Kamen visits an archive that Iris has—chillingly—finalized just before her death.”—San Francisco Chronicle


 



“[A] carefully reconstructed account.... Kamen invested considerable effort into drawing a detailed portrait of an unusual woman whose death left many who knew her wondering how she could have taken her own life.”—St. Louis Post-Dispatch


 



“Allow[s] a glimpse into the deteriorating mind of a talented woman whose severe depression and bipolar disorder led her to take her own life.”

—Chicago Magazine


 



“Finding Iris Chang gives us an appreciation of what was lost when we lost Iris Chang.”—The Asian Reporter


 



“Part biography, part detective story, part memoir of a thorny but enduring friendship, this book takes us to the heart of Iris Chang’s tragic life. Paula Kamen writes with astute psychological insight, the intuition of a close friend—and with the determination of an investigative reporter resolved to get to the bottom of a death as baffling as it is heartbreaking.”

—Molly Worthen, author of The Man on Whom Nothing Was Lost


 



“Iris Chang inspired many, including me. Now Iris’s life has inspired her friend Paula Kamen to write a tender remembrance of a great woman.”—James Bradley, author of Flags of Our Fathers and Flyboys


 



“Journalist Paula Kamen leaves no clue unturned in this riveting narrative that is part detective story, part psychological drama, part homage to a friend, as she peels back the complexities of Iris Chang’s life and death—revealing the obsessions, frailties, significance, and, ultimately, the humanity of this legendary Chinese American woman warrior.”—Helen Zia, author of Asian American Dreams: The Emergence of an American People


 



“A suspenseful investigation into a writer’s journey and mental illness.”

—Andrew Lam, author of Perfume Dreams: 
Reflections on the Vietnamese Diaspora on KALW Radio

 



“Part tribute, part investigation, we are shown a picture of the transformation of an introvert into a human-rights activist and speaker.”

—Robert Birnbaum, The Morning News


 



“[An] homage to the author of The Rape of Nanking.... At times, Finding Iris Chang reads like a thriller.”—Bloomberg News

 



“A tale of the American immigrant dream gone wrong.”

—The Age (Melbourne, Australia)




ALSO BY PAULA KAMEN


All in My Head 
An Epic Quest to Cure an 
Unrelenting, Totally Unreasonable, and 
Only Slightly Enlightening Headache


 




Her Way 
Young Women Remake the Sexual Revolution


 




Feminist Fatale 
Voices from the Twentysomething Generation 
Explore the Future of the Women’s Movement
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Iris Chang
1968-2004




INTRODUCTION

The Questions


From September 23, 1994, e-mail:


Dear Paula,

 



 




I can relate to your comment about being a perfectionist when doing research. This tendency seems to be universal. Consider the following paragraph from Pulitzer Prize-winning historian Samuel Eliot Morison in his book Sailor Historian: “First and foremost, GET WRITING! Young scholars generally wish to secure the last fact before writing anything, like General McClellan refusing to advance (as people said) until the last mule was shod. It is a terrible strain, isn’t it, to sit down at a desk, with your notes all neatly docketed, and begin to write? . . . Nothing is more pathetic than the ‘gonna’ historian, who from graduate school on is always ‘gonna’ write a magnum opus but never completes his research on the subject, and dies without anything to show for a lifetime’s work. . . . ”


I think you’ve done enough research for your sex [and gender] book. You may have enough information in your tapes  and notes to sustain two or three more books. What you ought to do now is compile an outline of questions.

Ask yourself, what is the single most important question that this book will answer? That will be the thesis of your work. Then ask yourself, what are five to ten questions that must be asked in order to answer my main question? Each of those questions will be the topic of a new chapter. Then break down each chapter by asking five or ten or twenty more questions.

Use complete sentences to pose the questions, such as “What did Jane Doe believe was the most serious threat to sexually active women today?” If you [use] sentence fragments, such as “Jane Doe” or “interracial marriage” or “rape” when writing the outline, then you might get confused later on. When the entire outline is typed up and printed out, then you can go back at your leisure and answer all the questions. . . .

Anyway, feel free to ask questions or bounce ideas off me as your writing progresses. Send me a copy of your outline its [sic] finished!

 



 



Love, Iris



 



 



My first questions about Iris:
• What possessed her to kill herself?

• Were there earlier signs?

• Could depression come on that suddenly?

• Or was it something more than depression?

• Was it postpartum depression?

• Did the dark topics that she covered in her work drive her to insanity?

• Or, was she murdered?

• Were her fears based in reality?

• Was her suicide preventable?

• Could I have stopped it?

• Who was she, really?

• How am I any different from her?





 



 



While it was a mystery to me why Iris Chang had wanted to die, I knew why she should have wanted to live.

This thirty-six-year-old woman was the most envied, and enviable, person I knew. She achieved success, by all possible external measures, to an extreme and to an almost farcical extent: She had fame and fortune, a result of her 1997 international blockbuster book, The Rape of Nanking: The Forgotten Holocaust of World War II, which sold at least a half million copies and was translated into fifteen languages. She was doing meaningful social justice work and giving formerly anonymous victims of some of the worst war atrocities of the twentieth century a strong voice. She was a powerful and charismatic speaker, able to mobilize audiences with seeming effortlessness. She was beautiful. She was thin. She regularly socialized with filmmakers, the kinds of authors whose books you are assigned to read in college literature classes, and even elite policy makers. Her family was unusually close and supportive; her parents and brother would do almost anything for her. She adored her husband, and he adored her. And she openly expressed delight with her two-year-old son, who already was showing signs of his own genius.

Also, her suicide didn’t add up for other reasons. Her family had explained that she had become seriously depressed only in the last several months of her life. I had never known her to be clinically depressed. If anything, she had been one of the most steadfastly positive and exuberant people I had ever known; no one I knew wanted to do more with their life and was more driven. And whenever we had talked about weakness through the years, it was nearly always about me.

 



 



 



 




The last time I saw Iris Chang was in the spring of 2003, in Chicago, when I went to see her lecture promoting her third book, The Chinese in  America. She seemed to be in good spirits, and we had a good time afterward going out for pizza in a small group and hearing about her latest adventures. She was already working on her next project, on the Bataan Death March. I knew the stories she was gathering were intense, like those she had covered from that same World War II period for The Rape of Nanking.

The months passed, and I got involved in my own, much lower-key deadlines. In the first week of November 2004, a mutual friend e-mailed me that Iris was trying to reach me, and that she had been sick for the past few months. I had assumed it was some kind of protracted cold, the kind I had over the winter. Coincidentally, I had just been thinking that I hadn’t talked to Iris in a very long time, since the summer, when she seemed okay, although the conversations then were uncharacteristically abrupt.

On November 3, she called my cell phone while I was getting a haircut, but I didn’t pick up. The wary look in the eye of the hairstylist, who was running late, cautioned me not to get it. Besides, I was relieved to let it ring into voice mail, knowing that if I picked up the phone, the conversation might take hours, and I no doubt would be late for a birthday party that evening.

In her short voice-mail message, which I ended up saving for more than a year, she said: 



 






Hey Paula, it’s Iris calling. Iris Chang. Hope you’re doing well. It’s been a long time since we talked, and I want to touch base with you. When you get this call give me a call back at 408 ______. You take care now, bye-bye.



 



 



Her tone was upbeat, as usual. I left her an e-mail message late that night, telling her to call me the next day. Then, three days later, she tried to reach me on my cell phone while I was away visiting friends—a couple and their baby—in Kentucky. When I picked up the phone and simultaneously realized it was Iris via the caller ID, I thought of my friends waiting  for me to start dinner in the next room and Iris’ typically epic conversations. I immediately cautioned, “Iris, I’m visiting someone out of town and can’t talk long. Can I call you when I get back home?”

She cut off my words with: “Paula, I have something to tell you. I have been very, very sick for the past six months.”

When I heard the tone of Iris’ voice, I wandered outside into my friends’ yard for privacy, not bothering to get a coat despite the chill in the air. The bounce in her voice, the one that I had even heard in the voice-mail message from days before, was totally gone. Instead, it was sad and totally drained, as if she were making a huge effort just to talk to me—as if she were a different person. I remembered the comment from a friend that she recently had been sick.

“And I just wanted to let you know that in case something should happen to me, you should always know that you’ve been a good friend.”

Over the next hour, in one of the strangest conversations of my life, I stumbled to ask her about what had happened. She talked about her overwhelming fears and anxieties, including being unable to face the magnitude—and the controversial nature—of the stories that she had uncovered while researching her book on the Bataan Death March. “People in high places are not going to like it. Frankly, Paula, I fear for my life,” she said, still maintaining her flat tone.

That was the first time I thought that Iris might be human, after all. Perhaps she wasn’t an exception to the rules of nature. Perhaps even she was not able to work nonstop without paying any price. Perhaps I wasn’t such a freak, after all.

Despite having told me that she was sick, she described her current vague problem, which I understood as some kind of depression, as the result of “external” forces. It wasn’t a result of the “internal.” I asked her what others in her life thought about the cause of this apparent depression. She paused and said, “They think it’s internal.”

“It’s got to be external. It just can’t be the result of . . . of a book tour,” she said, fading out a bit to ponder that question. She was referring  to her exhaustion from the more-than-twenty-city tour she’d made in the spring of 2004 for the paperback release of her book The Chinese in America. She went on to talk about other fears. “Paula, I’ve made serious mistakes with my son. I gave him autism with vaccines.” The tone of her voice was firm, like she was proclaiming an unassailable guilty verdict on herself from the voice of the highest possible authority.

“What?” I said, totally perplexed at this comment. I understood that autism was the result of the “internal,” basic neurology, not external actions. And I had no reason to believe he was autistic.

“I’ve made some very serious mistakes with my son,” she kept repeating.

I fired questions at her, repeating the same ones over and over again—about her son, her research, her state of mind—although I kept hearing all the same answers. I was reeling from the apparent suddenness of this crisis. I thought I had figured her out years ago.

“This is all temporary! It’s a storm that will pass. You have to wait it out.” I then confessed to her about a period of months in 2001 when I had been immobilized by a depression, which later lifted. I called it a “breakdown,” although it probably wasn’t technically one. I told her that with some time off, I eventually found a way to manage a root cause of that depression, a chronic and yet untreatable migraine. It wasn’t easy, but I was doing the best I could, even in some pretty challenging circumstances. I said that she would read more about those strategies in greater detail in the spring, when my book on chronic pain would be published. She didn’t respond.

She talked more about her guilt over her son. At one point, she was silent and then seemed to drift miles away, as if she had been possessed by demons. A faint voice, which did not sound like hers but that of a tiny child, whispered longingly: “Paula, do you ever just want the lights to go out?”

“Yes, of course,” I said, stumbling over my words. “These thoughts are normal. But they pass. I would be, I would be devastated if something were to happen to you. I wouldn’t, I couldn’t. . . . ”

There was more silence.

“This is temporary,” I said. “This is not how I see you,” I assured her.

“That’s not how you see me? Then, how do you see me?” she said, with sudden intense interest, her voice returning to earth.

“Energetic,” I said. “You’re someone truly engaged with life. A hero! You’ve been a total inspiration to me! You’ve helped so many people.”

“Yes, engaged with life,” she said, brightening a bit. “Remember that. If anything ever happens to me, people are going to talk, and you have to remind people of that.”

I repeatedly asked to speak to her husband, Brett, to get more information, but she said he was busy. Then, we talked more and I felt a bit relieved to hear that her husband and her parents were near. She seemed to come back to me and sound more lucid, and I talked about my pain-coping skills for a while. To start off, I gave the example of Buddhist-like advice an alternative healer had given me. “I know this sounds cheesy, but . . . try to see your fears and anxieties like a fire. You need to acknowledge them, tend them and not ignore them, or else they’ll rage out of control. But you have to keep a distance, stand away from them, not stand IN the fire, and then get consumed by it,” I said. “There’s a lot more to it, but that’s just something to start out with.”

That sound bite of therapy seemed to resonate with Iris. I promised to e-mail her the titles of some books that had helped me. I also mentioned how so many investigative journalists seem to actually thrive with stress and controversial topics. “What about Seymour Hersh?” I asked, now adding some forced humor to the conversation. “He seems OK, and he criticized a lot of powerful people. He’s alive and kicking. I’m sure they didn’t like him uncovering all those atrocities in Vietnam, and now he’s writing on Iraq.”

In return, she perked up a bit and suggested herself that she would look into how famous investigative journalists deal with their stresses.

Yes, and then when I got back to Chicago, I said, we’d talk. She didn’t respond. We talked more, and I said I had to go. She plummeted into a deep sadness, sounding worse than she had when she first called. I hesitated to end the call and we continued the conversation.

Before we finally hung up, she said one last time: If anything happened to her, I had to let people know what she was like before this happened.

And I said I would.

 



 



 



 




This book—seeking truth about Iris’ glorious life and mysterious death—came out of a eulogy I wrote for her for the Web magazine Salon.com shortly after her death. In response, I received hundreds of e-mails, many from strangers who confessed that this death had somehow “shattered” them to their core, to such an extreme that they were puzzled why. A few people told me that when they heard the news about her death on their car radios, they had to pull over to the side of the road to contain themselves. And this is for someone they had barely met, maybe for a minute at a reading, or never at all.

The first e-mail I received, within minutes of the article’s posting, had come from a World War II history scholar at a Chicago-area university who said he felt guilty that he had been jealous of Iris for years—that she had attained the acclaim that had always eluded him, as he worked for years in obscurity on similar topics.

“Don’t feel bad,” I replied, simply. “Everyone was jealous of her.”

Combing through the deluge of e-mails to come, I was startled by how symbolic Iris was to others. She wasn’t just a historian of atrocities of 1930s Nanking; she was all things to all people. She represented: a working mother, a warrior for social justice, an Asian American, a voice for forgotten war victims, a suicide, a sufferer of depression, and a high-spirited person who was “too much” for others at times.

As for me, it’s hard to know where to even begin to describe what she meant. In conversation, I had always referred to her as a role model, for example, with a friend a few years earlier. About a year before Iris’ death, this friend, who had just had a baby, was sadly observing how all her friends and mine with high-powered careers had given them up when they became mothers. I denied that was the case, and she dared me to list someone as an example. I thought for a second, and the one person  sented to me what it meant to be successful, without giving up the rest of one’s life. She had accomplished the feat of being an extraordinary woman who also managed to hang on to the “ordinary” parts of life, a husband and child.

Iris also resonated to me as an openly ambitious woman, someone who didn’t act coy, the way you’re supposed to, about reaching her goals. She didn’t even flinch over self-promotion, which she knew was vital to success in publishing, no matter how talented one is and how just the cause being advanced. When she had met her future husband, Brett, in college, he asked her the odds of her writing a best-seller, and she answered “90 percent.” No one had ever bothered to tell her that you just don’t voice those things out loud; you keep them to yourself, no matter how basic they are to your being.

With her engrained high-achievement ethic, Iris also didn’t seem to realize the pervasive hostility in society about openly ambitious women. I don’t think she would have caught that common put-down, for instance, in referring to the most highly symbolic “modern woman” of our time, Hillary Clinton. When someone wants to insult her, all they have to say is “she is a very ambitious woman.” Case closed. Even on garden-variety reality TV shows, producers know that the key to making an instant villain is to feature an ambitious woman. In such circumstances, it’s a sure bet that the woman would defend herself by saying something like, “I’m not here to make friends. I’m here to win”—a statement that also tells you who you’re not supposed to like. But I’m not sure that Iris would have realized that either. No one seemed to have informed Iris that when you’re a woman, you’re supposed to be different by being extra discreet about your appetites of all kinds, whether they’re for fame, money, or food. She didn’t seem to acknowledge that the risk of being indiscreet could be ridicule, shame, or rejection.

 



 



 




Actually, beyond addressing her ever-unfolding symbolism, much of my inspiration in preparing for this book has boiled down to a single concrete image, in a coloring book. All in black and white.

As possibly the ultimate measure of success, toward the end of her life, Iris was one of a limited number of alumni honored with their own page in a promotional publication in the form of a coloring book from her prestigious university-run laboratory high school in Urbana, Illinois. After all, you know that you’ve done something pretty big when you’re in a coloring book.

I remember her telling me about it, how excited she was to be pictured among the likes of such luminaries as Max Beberman (“the founder of the New Math”), columnist George F. Will, and numerous Nobel Prize winners.

On Iris’ page, she is portrayed as a beautiful “young historian,” her long black hair cascading behind her as she looks forward and serenely smiles at us, sitting beside a book case. The caption simply reads: “Iris Chang credits her love of history and chasing down a story to the freedom she had to do so while at Uni High.” Alongside that is a page-long bio listing one stellar writing achievement after another, including all three of her books.

This picture of the successful author, the one that she best projected to the public and even to me, was no understatement; her ambition and talents were central to her very being. She was a genuine scholar and an industrious worker—not a bullshitter at all. But, as her suicide revealed, much more was going on in her life than I ever had suspected, and well before the year of her death. With that two-dimensional coloring book page in mind, I saw this book project as a privileged opportunity for me to investigate beyond the public contours of this public figure, to find color, depth, and maybe even shadow.

In discussing what Iris symbolized to them, some of the respondents to my Salon article would later become partners in researching this book, mainly her friends and acquaintances. I also was guided throughout my quest for answers by circuitous trails of clues that Iris herself seemed to leave me—buried within her writing, correspondence, and hundreds of boxes of personal and professional papers that she had left to three major university archives.

Above all, in this researching and writing effort, I have tried to use her own work as an example, to basically ask the right questions—and then keep reformulating them with changing insights and circumstances. Just as historians like Iris have worked to investigate and clarify incidents obscured by the so-called fog of war, I’ve tried to figure out what really happened through the also-greatly-distorting fog of mental illness and family secrets. That has involved studying not only external events, but the mysteries of one person’s powerful inner life, an inner life strong enough to create an explosive work of history, and also to unleash the most unforgiving type of fury and violence upon one’s self.

In the meantime, in studying Iris’ triumphs and struggles, I have also gained new insights into the experience of what it is like, for better and for worse, to be truly extraordinary.




CHAPTER ONE

What Did They Say Happened to Iris?


M ay 13, 2003, e-mail:


Dear Paula,

 



 



Thank you so much for bringing your family to my lecture yesterday—it was wonderful to reconnect with them! And seeing you last night was one of the highlights of my tour! You were an angel to introduce me to your friends and to tell Monica Eng about my new book.

(Please tell your father that my interview with Milt Rosenberg was taped last night, since the ball game ran past 10 p.m. It should air in the next few days.)

I’m now in Milwaukee, where I intend to take a long nap before my reading this evening. Thanks again for being so supportive during my stop in Chicago—I feel truly blessed to have you as my friend.

Much love,

 



 



Iris



My friendship with Iris Chang both started and ended with a single phone call from her, seventeen years apart.

In 1987, when we were both juniors in college, she was seriously considering switching her major from math and computer science to journalism. She had gotten my name from a roommate of mine who had been in one of her computer science classes, and called me for advice about taking this seemingly more risky and less traditional path. An issue was that she thought her parents, science professors at our university, had expected her to go into their field.

Even just from the sound of her voice, I felt her passion for journalism and said, “Of course, if that’s what you love, go for it.” Then, for about an hour, she drilled me unrelentingly with countless questions on what to expect from the journalism major, and about every aspect of my years of work on the college paper and outside freelancing. When we got off the phone, I commented to my roommate about how exhausted I was from the conversation; Iris hadn’t even stopped to ask if I had to go or if I had this much time to talk to her.

Shortly after, I regretted giving Iris any encouragement to change her major. We soon became rivals. Or rather, she became my rival. I doubt she even stopped to think of anyone as her rival; that would have just slowed her down.

Iris immediately started, in seemingly systematic fashion, to frustrate all my major life ambitions. It seemed that her mission was not only to be a successful journalism student, but to be nothing short of the most successful journalist of our generation. I applied for what was considered a path-paving summer internship at a magazine in New York City, which accepted only one student per college. She got the job. I later interviewed for an internship at the Chicago Tribune. When I called back a week later, as instructed, the interviewer told me, “You were close, but it went to someone else from the University of Illinois. You may know her.”

I was not alone in eating Iris’ dust. Others on our college paper, the Daily Illini, openly shared my frustrations. One editor told me how Iris approached her on one of her first days on the paper during our junior  year, and asked simply—without small talk or polite conversation—“How do I get your job?”

Another editor wryly said she was jealous that Iris had thought to call the Chicago Tribune and the New York Times to become a stringer from our school. She explained that she personally would have only made that move in response to some kind of overt offer or official job posting. She and her friends, who had “humorously” nicknamed Iris “Fucking Iris Chang,” could only watch helplessly as Iris’ stories started to run in front sections of both those national papers. And they kept appearing over the months. Iris’ New York Times editor even told her to stop because they were getting a disproportionate amount of coverage of goings-on at the University of Illinois.

Then, after we graduated, my attitude toward her shifted again. She called me to meet up in Chicago, where she was working, and I thought about her rationally. At that point, I made a conscious decision not to hate Iris Chang.

With some distance from school, things were clearer. Any moron could see that she wasn’t just getting by on her good looks. She was obviously very talented and could teach me something. As the features editor of our college paper senior year, I had edited her articles—or actually never edited them—because they always came in perfect. The facts, grammar, punctuation, gerunds—everything. In retrospect, I was still marveling at a lucid story she had written about recent breakthroughs in a very complicated area of artificial intelligence.

During that meeting with her in Chicago, I was immediately sorry to see that the grueling hours at her new job at the Associated Press were wearing her down. In college, she had been a steamroller of energy. But now she was frail and told me her hair was coming out. I saw then for the first time just how hard she worked, how she put a piece of herself into every story she covered.

We soon moved to lighter topics. She was happy about planning her upcoming wedding. She asked me how I was getting along. At that time, in the middle of a recession, I was fruitlessly applying for work at local  suburban newspapers that wouldn’t even take the time to read my résumé. So I was starting to freelance. I told her of an op-ed I had written that I would try to get published. She immediately suggested that I send it to the New York Times. I thought she was joking. I didn’t have such pretensions. I thought maybe some local alternative paper might want it.

But lo and behold, I took her advice and the piece was accepted—and a year later, on perhaps the slowest news day in history, the Times published it. My luck was changing. Not long before, I had signed a book contract to write on the same topic of the op-ed piece: young women and their views of feminism.

I had a revelation. So, that was the “Iris Code.” I had finally cracked it. And it was so simple: Think big. Very big. Almost to the point of being naïve.

As I only fully realized later in looking at her letters, Iris also was very interested in learning from me, specifically about my experience with publishing a book in 1991. More than anyone I knew, she was enthusiastic and intrigued about it. Starting about the time of my first book’s publication, we wrote long letters, and later, took advantage of this new thing called e-mail, in which she would batter me with detailed questions about every aspect, no matter how mundane, of writing and publishing. Throughout, she was also always available to help me work through stumbling blocks on my second book, a research project on post-boomer women’s sexual attitudes, which involved analyzing overwhelming mountains of data and interview transcripts.

Meanwhile, Iris’ life accelerated. She regained her old vitality and accepted an offer to write a book of her own, Thread of the Silkworm, which was later published in 1995, about a persecuted Chinese-American scientist and what he revealed about the paranoia of the McCarthy years toward scientists in the United States. After receiving that offer, although the money was trifling, she decided she wanted an agent to shepherd her through it. She had heard that Curtis Brown was a top agency, looked up their number, dialed it, and asked to speak to one of their best agents. A few minutes later, she had succeeded in her mission.

In 1997, with similar focus, she published her blockbuster The Rape of Nanking. Then, I was really impressed.

In China, World War II atrocities have long been a national nightmare, and they have received attention from historians and academics over the years. But it took Iris’ energy, will, and engaging writing style to make the scope of the Nanking massacre come alive to a popular audience in the West. Her main contribution was her sense of outrage over Japanese war crimes, which tapped into what so many others of Asian descent were already feeling. She had also made a major historical discovery: the hidden diary of John Rabe, a “good Nazi” living in Nanking at the time, which chronicled the atrocities in China in new detail and with new authority.

From her letters, I knew how hard Iris had worked on that book. On her own, she traveled through China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan to interview survivors; she spent months researching at the National Archives in Washington, D.C., and reading records from Naval Intelligence and the State Department; she tracked down many diaries and letters from those on the scene; and pored over source materials in four languages. In an interview in 2001, the late historian Stephen Ambrose described Chang as “maybe the best young historian we’ve got, because she understands that to communicate history, you’ve got to tell the story in an interesting way.”

Iris was genuinely shocked by the atrocities she had exposed, and reacted with a pure, honest rage—like someone seeing evil for the very first time. She couldn’t understand the possibility of knowing about such things and not writing about them. Part of the power of her interviewing was that she had few filters, defense mechanisms to block out disturbing things that were said to her; I suspect she didn’t even know that people came with filters.

Iris also seemed to enjoy her success, which came completely naturally to her. After the publication of The Rape of Nanking and all the resulting new demands on her, our e-mails became shorter and less frequent. But we still managed to talk by phone from time to time. She called me to watch her on Nightline, read her interview in the New York Times, and see  her on the cover of Reader’s Digest. Her life seemed to get more glamorous, and enviable, by the day, with reports of Hollywood meetings with filmmakers such as Oliver Stone and Stephen Spielberg, batting about names like Jeremy Irons playing John Rabe and Emma Thompson playing one of the other ill-fated Western heroes in Nanking that she had written about, American missionary Minnie Vautrin.

In the months that followed, Iris continued to make headlines. A career-defining moment was her jaw-droppingly ballsy confrontation with a top Japanese official on national television, PBS’s McNeil-Lehrer NewsHour on December 1, 1998. For the Asian-American community, it was very notable to see a person of Chinese descent so forcefully challenge a high-ranking Japanese official. This was also startling because of traditional Japanese culture, which strongly avoids direct confrontation, especially in public.

The news peg for the interview was that the Japanese government had recently issued a formal written apology to South Korea for war crimes. The Chinese had expected their own apology to follow with the recent first-ever state visit to their country from Japan, but were now disappointed that that had not happened. The Japanese official who appeared on NewsHour, Ambassador Kunihiko Saito, had been a vocal critic of Iris in the past, and started off by saying that verbal apologies from Japan issued so far had been sufficient.

In response, Iris relentlessly questioned Saito, asserting that past apologies had been too limited. She said, “Well, I have to say—in all honesty—that the Chinese people are in deep pain for the fact that they don’t believe that a sincere—unequivocal and sincere apology has ever been made by Japan to China. And I think that the measure really of a true apology is not what a person or a government gives grudgingly under pressure. A measure of a true apology is what one person feels in his heart when he makes an apology.”

After much verbal sparring with Saito, she sprung the dare on him, which she had carefully planned in advance: “What I’m curious to know is can the ambassador, himself, say today on national TV live that he personally is profoundly sorry for the Rape of Nanking and other war crimes against China, and the Japanese responsibility for it?”

Saito responded that he “recognize[ed] that acts of cruelty and violence were committed by the members of the Japanese military, and we are very sorry for that.” Then he said that the Japanese are carrying the burden and are teaching accurate history to the next generation. The conversation continued: 



 






[Moderator] Elizabeth Farnsworth: [to Iris] Did you hear an apology?

Iris Chang: I don’t know. Did you hear an apology? I really didn’t hear the word “apology” that was made. And I think that if he had said genuinely, “I personally am sorry for what the Japanese military [did] during World War II,” I would have considered that an apology. But it’s—I think that would have been a great step in the right direction. But, again, there are words that are used such as—words like “regret,” “remorse,” “unfortunately things happen.” It’s because of these—

Elizabeth Farnsworth: We have to go.

Iris Chang:—these types of wording and the vagueness of these expressions that the Chinese people, I think, find infuriating.

Elizabeth Farnsworth: Thank you both very much for being with us.

Kunihiko Saito: Well, just one more point—



 



 



I could sympathize somewhat with Saito’s frustration. Iris’ relentless questioning also had often overwhelmed me. While talking with Iris usually energized me, I have to admit I needed to be prepared: I would usually wait for days to call her back because I knew a conversation with her would require a minimum of two to three hours.

Despite the typical work-related conflicts we both dished about, Iris often reminded me how lucky we were to be authors, to be able to spend our days writing about what most interests us. “Always remember how privileged you are,” she told me, when I related my regular doubts as to whether my life course was one of pure folly.

At that time, I also gradually accepted, with appreciation, that she was my rival. I came to see: rivals are good. We need rivals. They raise the bar for us, to make us aspire to levels we would not have even thought of earlier. In being my rival, she was sort of a mentor.

I realized that I could also identify with her because she reminded me of myself—only much more so. I saw myself as Iris Lite. As in a typical memoir or novel of friendship, it would sound more literary to portray one of us as shy and lacking confidence and the other, bold. “And then I learned to overcome my shyness through her boldness,” it would go. But, in reality, while Iris did inspire me, we were both very ambitious and likely to offend others with our directness and intensity.

And that difference in extremes did work on a practical level in a friendship, as the most basic sitcom dynamics show. Like how Will’s best friend in the TV show Will and Grace was a zanier version of him; the same was true of Frasier’s brother Niles on the TV show Frasier. The more extreme characters help to balance out the other ones—and make them feel more “normal.”

During Iris’ visits to Chicago, usually on some kind of book tour, my friends occasionally noted her quirks, sometimes humorously, and sometimes not. She was still pissing people off, always without realizing it. Once, when she was in town for a book tour, I connected her with a reporter friend at a local paper. She appalled him by calling him up and, without any foreplay involved, told him the details of what he was to cover.

I introduced her to some other friends after her first reading for The Rape of Nanking in Chicago. They clearly admired her, although they admitted she was a little “self-absorbed.” During a conversation at a party afterward, she kept drifting to a nearby computer to check her Amazon  rankings online and complained that the publisher, expecting modest sales, had not printed enough books.

Instead of being offended by such comments, I was now entertained. Partly, I appreciated these traits of directness and fearlessness, which can offend others socially, as ideal traits for a journalist. I also viewed Iris’ manner as a refreshing recently-off-the-boat class thing, which we shared. While she certainly wasn’t from an underprivileged background, she was someone in the position of striving, of creating all her own contacts herself. She didn’t have the luxury of, or even the desire for, “coolness,” or the posture of ironic detachment from achieving success. She cared about it, and was open about caring about it. One only strives when they need something, I thought, like the otherwise low-key public radio hosts who suddenly gain passion in their voices during the pledge-drive season.

Some friends wondered why Iris never wore a wedding ring, though she was married. I could understand her reasoning. She said she didn’t want anything encumbering her movement—but I was surprised at her surprise at some of the results. She seemed honestly aghast and unprepared whenever a supposedly earnest intellectual type at some conference on “torture and atrocity” made a pass at her.

After these visits, I also knew what to expect from her. A week later, without fail, she’d send me a snapshot she’d taken of us, which I filed away with the letters that enclosed them. They were often written on old-fashioned homey stationery or cards, the type your immigrant grandmother would buy at Walgreen’s, with simple and unsleek scenes of sparkly Christmas trees or flowers.

By that time, I was definitely a firm convert to the Iris Code, and I spread the gospel. When I occasionally spoke at universities and then was a guest at writing classes, I lectured students to “Iris Chang” it. She had become a verb to me. An action verb.

“Think big!” I told them. “That’s half the battle! What do you have to lose? If someone turns you down, they turn you down, so what? And then you move on. Just get a sense of entitlement, will you? It doesn’t matter if  you’re in the Midwest. Or if you’re at a public school. Decide what you want and go get it. To the point of being naïve. Your voice is not your voice. It’s the voice of your generation! Just Iris Chang it!” I explained, almost taking on her passionate tone as I spoke.

 



 



 




What I remember most about the morning of November 7, 2004, in Louisville after Iris’ last phone call to me was the baby who was projectile vomiting.

The baby didn’t make a big deal of it; she looked as angelic and sleepy as the day before. But every once in a while, she would just casually open her mouth and let out a jet stream that shot several feet straight across the room. Her father said that they had been up all night with a mop and were even considering wearing raincoats for protection.

“She picks up everything in day care,” her mother explained apologetically.

Of course, my thoughts were mainly about Iris. I planned to call her right when I got to the airport late that afternoon and would have time to talk in private. I had made it a custom to return her calls whenever possible at the airport, especially in the case of long layovers and delayed flights, when I had rare stretches of unoccupied time. When I arrived at the terminal, early as planned, I first checked my home voice mail and got a disturbing message from a neighbor back in Chicago.

I learned that a former neighbor, Carole, had died. This was a surprise because she had seemed in the peak of health and happiness when she retired the year before from her receptionist job in Chicago to her story-book-cute tiny house in Florida. I called the messenger back, who told me that Carole had suddenly developed lung cancer and died only in the past several months. I was so upset I decided to wait and call Iris the next day from home.

The rest of that night I worried about Iris. In a journal entry, I simply wrote, “Iris is in danger.” That night at home, I talked with a friend who called, the same one who had introduced me to Iris so long ago in college,  who suggested I get on a plane right away to San Jose, where Iris lived. But I thought that was too impulsive and might make too much of a fuss.

At least my intentions to call her had been good. The next day, after fielding an unusually large number of work-related phone calls, I went for lunch at Chipotle, the Mexican food chain, and stared at myself in the reflective metal table as I ate. Halfway through the burrito, I put it down, surprised that I had no desire to finish it. I went home and did some online searches for Iris’ friends.

A little later on, I suddenly sprang out of my chair, ran to the bathroom, and found that I was possessed with my own jet propulsion. The flying burrito had such force that it could not be contained; the violent force rocked my entire body, splattering the stuff from my throat beyond the toilet and all over the bathroom. I got up to try to solve the great mystery of where to find a rag for cleanup; my mind was blank. By then the room started spinning and sounds faded in and out. I carefully lowered myself to the floor, where I would have no risk of fainting, as I had done in such situations in the past. I hugged the checkered tile through that night, occasionally beset by dark thoughts. The flu was making my usual dagger-like head pain extra fierce, and I didn’t feel strong enough to endure yet another long sleepless night, on top of all this nausea and dizziness. Then I thought of how much worse Carole must have felt, with an illness so bad that it had actually killed her.

The next morning, a rainy November 9, I felt even worse, now unable to eat or even drink without retching, feeling almost paralyzed by the drill behind my left eye. I knew I had to call Iris or her husband or friends, but I couldn’t muster the energy. At about 11:30 a.m., my cell phone rang, and the caller ID read “anonymous call.” I tried to remember if that’s how Iris’ number sometimes came up, and I felt a wave of guilt as I stood by and allowed the call to ring six times, waiting for it to go into voice mail. When I checked for a message, there was none. Later, I checked the log of past “received calls” on the cell phone, and it listed Iris’ Saturday call as having come from her home phone. This new call from “anonymous”  must have been from someone else. But then again, Iris had called me from a variety of numbers in the past.

Late that night, I felt a bit better and e-mailed Iris to say that I was sorry about how badly she was feeling and that we’d talk very soon.

I managed to get to sleep that night, and woke up to a sudden calm, like the demon of illness had done its work and then passed completely through me. It had left just as abruptly as it had come, and I was now free to go on with my life. Outside, the day was sunny and clear. I got out of bed and went to check my voice mail, while also logging on to my e-mail.

“Paula, I was so sorry to read the news in the Tribune this morning,” said the voice of my friend, Amy Keller. “That’s so sad about Iris Chang.”

As I continued to hold the phone to my ear, the America Online sign-on screen appeared, and the top left corner box announced its top news story of the morning: “Best-selling author Iris Chang found dead in car on road in California.”

I ran downstairs to get the Tribune and opened it to the obituary page. There was the one unflattering picture of Iris ever taken, of her with her mouth open as she was probably responding to a critic in debate, looking upset and wild-eyed.

The short story said that the morning before, “a motorist noticed her car parked on a side road, checked the vehicle and called police. The official cause of death has not been released, but investigators concluded that Ms. Chang, who was hospitalized recently for a breakdown, shot herself in the head. . . . In a note to her family, she asked to be remembered as the person she was before she became ill—‘engaged with life, committed to her causes, her writing and her family. . . . ’”

Always one step ahead of me.

I was arrested with horror, much of it directed at myself. The questions started flowing: what if it had been Iris who had called me that morning of her death, the morning before, and I had just ignored her? I was also angry at her, for her deception. That bizarre call on Saturday was meant as a good-bye. Well, actually, I thought, she was open with me on the phone, not lying at all, instead just not answering certain questions. That  was what those silences were. But the larger act, planning it all out in advance, was a deception, definitely.

I remembered my last e-mail to her and, not thinking straight, wondered if she had read it. I used the America Online option that allows you to check the status of mail sent to other AOL customers. It said that it was read late last night, soon after I sent it. But Iris had died that morning. Perhaps her husband was using her e-mail?

I called my parents and some friends and then sent a mass e-mail to alumni of the Daily Illini from our era there. Immediately, among the other e-mails to pour in, I heard from Monica Eng, a features writer for the Chicago Tribune, whose work I had also edited—or also not edited—in college. She had met Iris at her 2003 Harold Washington Library speech in Chicago. Since then, Monica (whose father is Chinese) and Iris had bonded over their similar backgrounds. Iris had interned at the Chicago Tribune, and they both had children the same age. In her personal tribute to Iris in the Tribune that would follow later that week, Monica added that they both married white men they met at college and had “borne them adorable hybrid sons.”

In her one-line e-mail, Monica asked me to call her as soon as I could.

“What happened?” she asked me, soon after on the phone.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I just talked to her on Saturday. I had no idea this would happen.”

Monica asked me, “I know this sounds strange, but was it the election? So many people are depressed because last week Bush got in again.”

“No, definitely not,” I said, surprised at the preposterousness of this notion. “She was talking about other things, and she wasn’t being rational. She was clearly out of touch with reality.” As an example, I told her about Iris’ fears about “giving her son autism through vaccines.”

She paused. “That’s not so crazy,” said Monica. “That’s a big debate really going on, if vaccines can lead to autism. Something about the mercury content. Another reporter here from California was telling me about it.”

“Oh,” I said, pausing to reconsider. “Yeah, they are more worried about that kind of stuff over there.”

“Maybe it was postpartum depression,” she said.

“I don’t know,” I said, thinking back on my own research on women’s health issues. I’d read that postpartum depression just lasted up to a year, and her son was going on three years old.

“What else did she tell you?” I hesitated, but still told Monica about Iris’ statement that she had feared for her life because of material she had uncovered.

“It’s like a Hitchcock movie!” answered Monica. “A friend calls you up, tells you she fears for her life, and three days later, she dies under mysterious circumstances.”

“But it was probably a suicide,” I asserted sadly. “She even talked longingly about ‘wanting the lights to go out.’”

After we hung up, I lay down, feeling even more unsettled, and thought about how I hate mysteries from books and movies. Life is naturally full of enough mysteries and other people’s puzzling behaviors; who has the energy to take one on for entertainment? Besides, life is not that clear-cut. Our large problems are rarely solved or explained by finding a single villain with one clear motive, like knocking off a spouse to cash in on an insurance policy. That was something simple enough to play out in an hour-long Law and Order TV episode or maybe in a board game, to find Mrs. Plum guilty in the drawing room with the candlestick. Here, in the case of a probable suicide, the murderer was already known, and the mystery was just beginning.

And with the self as the alleged enemy, the truth of what happened, the inner dynamics involved, could be infinitely complex. The brutality of the event, and the inner world of the victim, could be overwhelming in intensity. I thought how some of my worst moments—of anxiety, migraine, insomnia—were not inflicted by others, but originated from myself, internally.

The possibility of Iris’ death by suicide was also scarier to me for purely selfish reasons than the possibility of murder. If it was a case of the Japanese right wing going after her, which many people were then guessing, then I’d be safe from the same fate. If it was suicide, then I didn’t really  know how I was any different from her. If it could happen to her, someone who was so together and “perfect,” then I was even more vulnerable.

That night, I started to track down Iris’ far-flung friends, to get more information. I called Amy Orfield Kohler, Iris’ closest friend from grade school. Feeling shocked and guilty herself, she tried to console me that at least I had gotten the opportunity to say good-bye—and that Iris had clearly made up her mind at that point to do the deed. In fact, Iris had left her a message similar to the one she had left me, but Amy had never managed to return the call. I later e-mailed another friend of Iris’, who echoed the same regret that he had not called her recently because of the time and energy commitment typically required for a phone conversation with her.

The next day, newspapers across the world reported the story in more detail. The local police had confirmed that Iris’ death was indeed a suicide, and they would most likely not investigate it as a murder, pending the release of the coroner’s report. However, rumors still circulated that Iris was done in by Japanese extremists, who had hounded her personally for years and even stopped her book from being published in Japan in 1999. Her friend, pundit Steve Clemons in Washington, D.C., commented online in The Washington Note: 



 






It would be irresponsible for me to suggest anything more than the authorities are suggesting about her death, but I would add that I find it distressing and worrisome that two brilliant change-agents, Iris Chang and the late film-maker Juzo Itami, who made us see our worlds differently than we otherwise would—each supposedly committed suicide, after bouts of depression. I have never bought the story of Juzo Itami, whom I also knew and who was at war in his films with Japan’s national right wing crowd and yakuza [criminal gangs].



 



 



Also muddling things was the fact that many of the stories of Iris’ death—including my own that would soon follow in Salon.com—raised more questions than they answered with their vagueness. In two San  Francisco Chronicle articles published online on November 12, reporter Heidi Benson wrote about an interview with Iris’ husband, Brett. He had said that the root causes of her suicide were depression and exhaustion, which had developed only in the past three months. He explained that the breakdown of Iris’ health was related to her relentless touring for her book, The Chinese in America, in the spring, and the grueling nature of doing research for her new book. “She was so driven,” he said. “On top of the demands of being a working mother, she always pushed herself right to the limit. She would work until she crashed. She pushed herself far beyond what she should have done and had to be taken to the hospital.” Benson added that in October, “her condition was serious enough” to send their son Christopher to live with his paternal grandparents in central Illinois. The articles still gave no time of death; was it before 9:30 a.m. PST?

Much discussion in the media also focused on the possible toll of her grisly subject matter, which seemed like the most likely trigger for her death. I pondered her emotional sensitivity to others’ pain, which had both inspired her and weakened her. After her death, her peers acknowledged that she had been successful in that respect, in conveying the feelings of the massacre’s victims. “Nobody voiced their pain better than Iris Chang,” wrote Terry Tang in the Asian-American women’s magazine Audrey.

I thought more about what she had been working on in those last months, the Bataan topic. At that time, I hardly knew what the Bataan Death March was. So I did some basic research, talking to a transcriber of Iris’ interviews. The typist told me that she had cried all the way through the work because it was so intensely sad. The interviews covered the brutal ordeals suffered by U.S. soldiers during their time as prisoners of the Japanese in the Philippines in World War II. The Americans had surrendered to the Japanese after almost starving to death in resistance. Then, their Japanese captors starved and tortured them further, often for years, and with unimaginable cruelty. A soldier, for example, would be ordered to bury his friend alive. If he refused, they would make someone else bury  them both alive. The Japanese soldiers generally believed that surrender in any circumstance was cowardly, and so they felt entitled to brutalize the American soldiers all the more.

In Iris’ interviews with them, many surviving elderly U.S. soldiers also had complained that their government had turned a blind eye to them. Besides feeling abandoned while they were prisoners, the men were upset that the United States did not adequately prosecute the captured Japanese offenders. One talked about expecting finally to come home to the United States to great fanfare. However, few people at home seemed interested in what they had gone through. “‘But then, there was no rockets’ red glare,’” one veteran said, over and over again, referring to the celebration he had longed for.

As was the case with many of her other subjects, that interview was probably the first time that soldier had talked about his experiences in the war. A war in which his comrades had sacrificed so dearly, some with their lives, and others, with their sanity. Iris represented some of these men’s last hope to get their stories told.

I realized that this material was indirectly, and directly, critical of the U.S. government. Good lord, I thought, she was waging this fight during wartime. Is this what she was referring to when she mentioned her fears of “people in high places” wanting to get her? But wouldn’t the government have better things to do, to go after real enemies?

A few days passed and I dug up some of Iris’ old e-mails to me. I skimmed over some short letters, including her earliest ones to me, from about the time she started researching her first book, The Thread of the Silkworm. It was the first of many letters in which she showed tremendous enthusiasm for my work. She also was always concerned about my health, and expressed confidence that I would feel better with the right strategy.


I found a postcard that I hadn’t remembered receiving, from March 19, 2001, from her vacation to the hot springs in Calistoga, north of San Francisco. She asked me to consider joining her there months later to celebrate my finishing my last book and her finishing the last draft of The Chinese in America. I never took her up on it. One of her last e-mails to  me, a warm one from the day after her lecture at the Harold Washington Library, also kept me up at night for how I had taken her for granted.
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