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            viiWhen the bleak door of the ramshackle laundry opened, there emerged as quaint a bit of cream and jet girlhood as ever I saw…. A Yuan Chen poem, stepping from the embossed covers of a book of old lyrics. And then Anna May opened her mouth and spoiled it all.

            — MYRTLE GEBHART, “JAZZ NOTES ON OLD CHINA,”
PICTURE-PLAY, MAY 1923

            She seemed like a finely polished flint in the midst of a stack of moldy cornhusks…. The impression remained strongly that here was a person of force and character, of great inner unity and strength.

            — BERNARDINE SZOLD FRITZ viii
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            Preface

         

         It started with a black-and-white photograph. To most it was merely an artifact from a bygone era, snapped by a dispassionate photojournalist on assignment. To me, however, it was remarkable. In the photo, a glamorous Chinese woman sat in the back seat of a convertible, the confidence of youth in her eyes as she smiled at spectators at a parade. She looked at once modern and chic, Chinese and American.

         The woman, I soon learned, was Anna May Wong, Hollywood’s first Asian American movie star.1 I was an impressionable nineteen-year-old beginning her first college internship at the Chinese American Museum in Los Angeles. I hardly could have imagined that a split-second gaze at this photo, while the curator gave me a tour of the galleries, would change the course of my life.

         More than a decade later, when the idea for this book was merely an idle daydream, I contacted the museum and asked to see the photo again. The museum archives held exactly one photograph of Anna May Wong sitting in a convertible in a parade. It was from the 1941 Moon Festival celebrations held in Chinatown, and the dignitaries who accompanied her were Los Angeles mayor Fletcher Bowron and Chinese consul T. K. Chang.

         The photo was not how I remembered it. I could have sworn the shot was closer up, her face more radiant in the glare from the flashbulbs. But in this version of the image, Anna May wasn’t even looking at the camera. For weeks, I continued to believe the photograph that xiihad once dazzled me and converted me into a devotee was still out there somewhere, waiting to be rediscovered. Then I realized: just seeing her for the first time had been enough. Her aura shone through the black-and-white print and my imagination filled in the rest.

         Before there was Constance Wu, Awkwafina, Lucy Liu, or what now seems like a plethora of Asian American female leads, there was Anna May Wong. Born in Los Angeles in 1905, when Hollywood was little more than a country town scattered with farmhouses and dirt roads, she was the original Asian American movie star. Beautiful, incredibly expressive on-screen, and shrewd at the art of self-promotion long before the advent of social media, Anna May Wong was a trailblazer. Silent films made her a star, and when the talkies caught on, she made the transition to sound seamlessly, surprising some, no doubt, with her flawless British-tinged English. Her natural magnetism, transmitted through the magic of film, made it hard to look away.

         The importance of Anna May Wong’s life and career as a figure in early Hollywood cannot be overstated. She introduced the American public to a compelling vision of Chinese American and Asian American identity at a time when our visibility was either limited or vilified. She was also, significantly, the first woman of color to become a movie star in the Hollywood system.

         For me, the idea that there were any Asian Americans at all working in the movies back then was mind-blowing. Anna May’s existence was a revelation that spoke to me in ways I’m still trying to comprehend.

         Perhaps she understood this innately. Anna May once reflected that she was always looking for her father in her films, which is a sentiment I can relate to. It is human nature, I believe, to search for ourselves and the people who have shaped us, colored our everyday, intimate lives, in movies, television, books, art, and music. Growing up in the 1990s as a mixed child of Chinese and Anglo-Irish descent in an increasingly Asian suburb of Southern California, I could count on xiiione hand the Asian American role models I looked up to: Michelle Kwan, world champion figure skater and Olympic medalist; BD Wong, the actor then best known for his recurring role as the forensic psychiatrist on Law & Order; and Margaret Cho, comedian and creator of All-American Girl, the first prime-time sitcom to center on an Asian American family.

         So when I laid eyes on that photo of Anna May Wong, I instantly felt a pang of recognition. I had been searching for someone like her. That she’d lived nearly a hundred years before me was both a surprise and a reminder that Asian Americans have been here all along.

         I thought I’d never seen anyone like her before, but in actuality I had. My Chinese American mother had been a black-haired beauty in the late 1960s, styling herself in A-line dresses and miniskirts that she sewed at home, not unlike a teenage Anna May, who wore the latest flapper fashions. Mom had told me stories about her childhood in Los Angeles’s Chinatown: how her grandfather, a prominent Chinese immigrant who owned the eponymous Sam Ward Co. on Hill Street, stuffed her pockets with buffalo nickels and spoiled her rotten. Her father, Peter Moon Gee, could often be seen behind the counter at Sam Ward Co., ringing up customers for soy sauce, rice wine, cans of bamboo shoots, and other imported goods at the general store.

         One year Sam Ward, who served as president of the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association of Los Angeles, a kind of unofficial mayor of Chinatown, presided over the ceremony honoring the Miss Chinatown pageant winners. He chose my mother, his prized granddaughter, to bring along with him. She’s there in the publicity photos, a five-year-old girl posed next to the Miss Chinatowns in their elegant cheongsams. I remember examining those photographs with intense interest as a kid whenever I stepped into my mom’s office, where they were displayed. The memory of this moment from my mother’s childhood—a piece of Americana in its own right—came flooding back when Anna May Wong walked into my life. xiv

         Though separated by many decades, my mother’s life and Anna May’s share many similarities. And yet neither are the kind of stories we typically conjure up when we think of what America was like in the early to mid-twentieth century. By delving into Anna May’s story, I realized, I could help restore her legacy as well as shed light on an often overlooked part of American history.

         Anna May’s career as an actress was filled with ups and downs, vacillating between periods when the gates of opportunity were opened wide and then, without warning, slammed shut in her face. Much has been written about the incredible challenges she had to surmount and the unspoken racism that plagued her constantly as the sole Asian American actress of popular recognition. Some have called her death in 1961 at age fifty-six, only weeks before she was to begin rehearsals for Flower Drum Song, a tragedy. Yet, in my opinion, it’s impossible to truly understand her life within the Western concept of tragedy or through contemporary society’s prevailing logic of success and failure, winners and losers. According to that model, Anna May is doomed to be a tragic figure, a victim of circumstance.

         The Anna May Wong I know would never stand for such nonsense. Rather, I’ve found it helpful to examine her life through an Eastern lens and to see the highs and lows she experienced as the natural course of things in the undulating flow that is existence. Human lives do not necessarily follow the neat story arc of exposition, climax, and denouement the way we like to think they do. They are messy, composed of hundreds of narrative arcs big and small, and frequently difficult to make sense of. Take, for instance, the Taoist parable of the farmer.

         The farmer is just living his life. Meanwhile, his neighbors take it upon themselves to comment on each and every turn of events that happens to him. They work themselves into a frenzy, alternately declaring the farmer’s good fortune—“How fantastic!”—or lamenting his bad luck—“What a disaster!” The farmer responds to his neighbors’ judgments with indifference. “Maybe,” he says. Maybe whatever xvhas happened is good; maybe it is bad. But the farmer knows there is no way to tell. The only thing he controls is how he responds to these events.

         Anna May rolled with the punches as gracefully as she could. She survived and even thrived, outlasting many of her Hollywood peers and working in film, television, and theater for more than four decades. Not Your China Doll endeavors to capture the grit and the passion, the heartbreak and the outrage, and most of all the pure radiance of Anna May Wong’s one wild and shimmering life. Somewhere between traditional biography and narrative-driven nonfiction, this book offers an immersive perspective into her world, based on years of extensive research. That said, it is by no means an exhaustive record of her life from cradle to grave, nor is it a catalog of her complete works, which other authors have ably tackled before me.

         As I combed through thousands of newspaper clippings, interviews, photographs, pages of personal correspondence, 35mm prints, and studio files from archives across the country and around the world, a clear picture of the woman who has fascinated generations of moviegoers emerged. But if you ask ten biographers to write about the same person, they will inevitably produce ten different biographies, ten different refractions of who that person was. I don’t believe there is such a thing as objective truth, at least not where people are concerned. And yet we still try our darndest to get as close to it as we can.

         With Not Your China Doll, I did my best to chip away at the rumors and unfounded assumptions to reveal the true contours of Anna May’s life. I prioritized primary sources in my research and have provided direct quotes wherever possible. For words in Chinese, I have employed Cantonese American spellings and Wade-Giles transliterations that Anna May would have used in her time, rather than the pinyin romanization system that is in popular use today.

         Additionally, I consulted with Anna Wong, daughter of Richard Wong and niece to Anna May Wong. In fact, when we first met to talk about the book and I mentioned who my great-grandfather was, Anna xviexclaimed, “Well, Anna May Wong and Sam Ward must have been the two most famous people in Chinatown.” Anna has since become a good friend and confidante in all things Anna May Wong. I also drew upon my own personal and familial knowledge of what it’s like being Asian American in this country: how one never quite possesses the feeling of belonging to any single group, a phenomenon I have felt acutely as a multiracial person.

         Like Anna May searching for her father, I, too, was searching for something in her. What I found was a woman who was adventurous, funny, imaginative, and kind. A woman who fought against convention and the ever-present criticism that she wasn’t enough. A woman who refused to take no for an answer. And in her, unexpectedly, I began to see a little of myself. All my life, unbeknownst to me, I’d been quietly following in her footsteps.

         I was born a native of the desert oasis they call Greater Los Angeles, just as Anna May was. Though I grew up in a leafy suburb outside the city, the familiar beats of L.A.’s Chinatown—Chung King Court, where my great-grandfather’s shop once stood; the intricate wishing well I lost many pennies to; the sugar butterflies, deep-fried wontons dipped in syrup, sold at Phoenix Bakery; and Empress Pavilion, the site of many Gee family dim sums—were never far from my mind.

         In my twenties, when I fancied myself a jetsetter, I traveled to London, Paris, Shanghai, and Beijing—all cities Anna May frequented—before finally settling in New York. I was studying, just as she did, the art of being a cosmopolitan woman and learning how to dress fashionably, hold court at cocktail hour, and leave a few errant lovers in my wake.

         Then in my thirties I journeyed to southern China to trace my family’s roots back to the rural countryside of Toisan. I visited the ancestral village where my grandmother, Ann Yin Gee, spent her childhood. Later I watched Native Land, the documentary Anna May made of her 1936 trip to the motherland. When I saw her walk arm in arm with her father, Wong Sam Sing, through a bamboo grove to xviilook upon the lush rice paddies of Toisan, gleaming in the afternoon sun, it was like watching my own life played back to me.

         Anna May knew instinctively how important it was for other Americans, especially Asian Americans and people of color, to see someone like her on the silver screen. She lived and died for her art, because for her it wasn’t just about fame; it was about imparting a legacy of change. For a few bucks and a brief hour in a darkened theater, someone might finally see themselves reflected in the movies and feel their existence validated, not othered. The amazing part is that more than six decades after her passing, she still has that effect on people.

         It’s moments of recognition like these that have made me grateful for the opportunity to publish this biography and to introduce Anna May Wong to a new generation of readers and moviegoers. I felt an intense connection to her while I was writing this book, as if her spirit were sometimes floating outside my office window, giving me the fortitude to keep going. Her tenacity infected me in a way. It’s because of her that I believed I could tackle a project like this and, in doing so, begin my career as an author. My hope is that, after reading this, you, too, will come to know and admire Anna May Wong’s brilliance, her joie de vivre, and above all, her stubborn resilience. May it inspire you to change the world just as she did.

         
             

         

         —Katie Gee Salisburyxviii
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1
            Prologue

         

         Still basking in the glow of the new year 1910, a ragtag crew, dispatched on behalf of the Biograph Company and helmed by a little-known movie director named D. W. Griffith, boarded a train in New York headed west. It was the first time many of the company had traveled beyond the tristate corridor. For five days they oohed and aahed at the landscapes that made up America, sights they’d only read about in schoolbooks and magazines: the snowcapped Rockies,1 the Great Plains, the red rock of Arizona, and the desert blooms of Joshua Tree. When they finally arrived at their destination by way of the California Limited in what should have been the dead of winter, a new era had already begun. They weren’t the first movie people to arrive in Los Angeles, and they certainly wouldn’t be the last.

         Like all movie people, that dubious class of misfits, they came to California for the sunshine. The movies were a business, after all, and cameras required light—the more reliable the source, the better. The incandescent light bulb, perfected by Thomas Edison in 1879, wasn’t powerful enough to illuminate an entire set, and the klieg light,2 with its intense, sometimes blinding rays, wouldn’t be engineered for another year. Natural daylight was a movie company’s best bet, but then there was the Northeast’s mercurial weather to deal with. What good was it if you could only make pictures for half the year?

         During the industry’s youth back east, the studios had done their best to work around the forecast. Not to mention the relentless construction of high-rise buildings that obstructed more and more light. 2To keep pace with New York’s skyscrapers and their billowing shadows, the Vitagraph Company built its studio fourteen stories up on the rooftop of the Morse Building. Meanwhile, in West Orange, New Jersey, Edison concocted the Black Maria,3 a film studio covered in tar paper with a retractable roof. The entire structure could be rotated as the light changed, but it meant he was forever chasing the sun.

         California had both sunshine and an incredibly diverse terrain. You could shoot scenes at a snow-logged cabin,4 a beachside resort, and a Spanish mission all on the same day. Plus, Los Angeles’s rapidly growing downtown was a passable stand-in for other metropolises. Virtually any location you could think of or dream up could be re-created with a little spit shine and that dazzling, dependable sunlight.

         There were other lures too. The myth of California preceded itself. Every wave of new arrivals launched a fresh marketing campaign when they wrote home to their mothers and sweethearts who’d stayed behind in places like Kansas, Montana, Iowa, and Illinois. The messages were scribbled on postcards of orange groves and crowded beach piers,5 palm-lined drives and fanciful carloads of giant peaches. Their authors swore the scenery looked exactly as pictured and always pledged to write again soon.

         Word spread that California was a kind of paradise, a land of milk and honey. When the next wave of “hardy pioneers”6 disembarked from the train in Pasadena, their senses were not disappointed. The air was thick with the scent of citrus and eucalyptus, a heady perfume for those accustomed only to the dank drip of urban life. Even the train tracks were lined with ribbons of yellow wildflowers. As actress Leatrice Joy observed, “It was like heaven saying welcome to California.”7

         More than anything, California represented the promise of the West and Manifest Destiny writ large. It was a place where anyone down on their luck and looking for opportunity could make a fresh start on virgin land free from the strictures of the old world. (“Virgin” only if you conveniently overlooked the Indigenous people who had 3lived there for generations.) A place where they could cast aside lesser versions of themselves and step into the shimmering possibilities of their summer skin.

         Anyone could come to California, yes, but it didn’t mean they broke out the welcome committee for you. Those most readily accepted into the fold of Los Angeles society circles were characteristically white Midwesterners of decidedly good stock.

         Harvey and Daeida Wilcox,8 fervent supporters of the Christian Temperance movement, were one such couple. Mr. Wilcox made his money in Kansas real estate. Recognizing that the next boom was bound for the West, he took his young bride, thirty years his junior, to Los Angeles in 1883. On long drives through the countryside, the couple discovered the tranquil beauty of the Cahuenga Valley, which was little more than a quiet farming community known for its bounteous orchards. Smitten, Harvey bought 120 acres in the valley and Daeida, quite decisively, dubbed it Hollywood. The origins of the name have been disputed ever since.

         Whether Daeida borrowed the name from a friend’s estate in Illinois because she liked the sound of it,9 as one version of the story goes, or invented the word to pay homage to the bright red berries of the native toyon bushes that were easily mistaken for holly, the name stuck around long enough to take on a life of its own. In the end, it didn’t matter where Norma Jean came from, only that she became Marilyn Monroe.

         Long after her husband passed, Daeida carried on their shared mission of bringing “the right kind of folks” to the little Bethlehem they’d carved out for themselves in California. So when D. W. Griffith showed up in the village of Hollywood with the Biograph Company’s band of nearly thirty people to make that nonsense garbage they called the “flickers”—the future marquee names Mary Pickford and Mack Sennett among them—the locals responded with all the warmth of a cold shower.

         Notices advertising vacancies minced no words in making clear 4just who was fit to occupy them.10 no jews, actors, or dogs allowed, the signs read. A brigade of do-gooder residents got so up in arms over the interlopers in their midst that they formed a league called the Conscientious Citizens and collected more than 10,000 signatures to force them out. They couldn’t sit idly by while these troublemakers commandeered vacant lots and barns all over town to do God knows what.

         “Those locusts are swarming into Los Angeles, building ramshackle studios from the beach to the mountains,”11 theater impresario Oliver Morosco complained. “Literally, thousands are trekking west and this is resented by large groups of people, mostly churchgoers, who are forming committees to keep these ragtags and bobtails off the streets and out of our parks. These damn flicker outfits have even built more nickelodeons!”

         The tides of change were on the side of the underdogs, however. When Griffith’s Civil War epic and racist spectacle The Birth of a Nation was released five years later in 1915, audiences and critics almost universally embraced it as a work of genius, elevating motion pictures to an art form—and announcing that the “flickers” were here to stay.

         
            *

         

         On North Figueroa Street in Downtown Los Angeles, six miles from Hollywood but seemingly a world away, a little girl named Anna began to notice something happening. Something exciting. Normally, she spent her days at the Chinese Mission School or helping out in her dad’s laundry, but recently, on her way home from school and in between deliveries to customers, she’d been glimpsing people in strange clothing playacting for some kind of crank-operated machine in the streets of Chinatown.

         Her attention to her classwork and responsibilities at the laundry soon gave way to a growing obsession. Anna started playing hooky from her after‑school Chinese lessons, knowing full well she’d earn 5herself a whipping from her teacher and later one from her dad. Like the boys who scaled telephone poles and clambered over fences to watch the movie people at work, she, too, became a regular onlooker.

         “I would worm my way through the crowd and get as close to the cameras as I dared,”12 she recalled years later. “I’d stare and stare at these glamorous individuals, directors, cameramen, assistants, and actors in grease-paint, who had come down to our section of town to make movies.”

         The first picture star she ever saw was forever burned into her brain: Mae Murray. In rags. That’s right, the same Mae Murray of Ziegfeld Follies fame who starred in films alongside heartthrobs like Rudolph Valentino and John Gilbert.

         “I was surprised and greatly disappointed to see such a famous person as Mae Murray, ragged and dirty,” Anna later admitted. This being her introductory brush with a movie actress in the flesh, Anna hadn’t yet realized the tattered getup was just an act for the cameras. But it led to a formative conclusion. “So this was the way a movie star really looked! I was quite disgusted. We children talked about it for days. Yet my first ambition to become a film actress myself was born at this time. Perhaps I thought I’d show Miss Murray how a movie star should dress.”

         In no time at all, she became known around sets in Chinatown as the Curious Chinese Child,13 for she was either observing the crew’s every move in stoic silence or alternatively prodding them with countless questions about how it all worked. Now every spare nickel or dime, whether it was lunch money or the tips she earned delivering laundry, went toward the run-down nickelodeon in the Plaza or the theaters on Main Street. She cocooned herself inside the dark theater and stayed long enough to watch the reels play from beginning to end several times. The black-and-white frames beamed across the room, all Anna’s synapses firing as she studied her idols Ruth Roland and Pearl White. 6

         Determined to prove her chops as an actress, Anna often raced home from the movies to reenact the dramas she’d just watched. She started out with a set of tiny dolls she received for Christmas one year and,14 using her bed as a stage, orchestrated their every word and movement. Once her brother was old enough, she pressed him into service for her homegrown repertory theater. They got through two of Anna’s invented dramas before he refused to submit to any more playacting.

         Anna wasn’t fazed in the least; she simply graduated to acting out her movie scenarios in front of the vanity mirror. “I would register contempt,15 shame, reproach, joy, and anger. I would be the pure girl repulsing the evil suitor, the young mother pleading for her baby, the vampire luring her victim.” She was building up her reserve of stock expressions and histrionic outbursts, a repertoire of emotions she could call forth at the drop of a hat. This skill set would serve her well in the years to come.

         Little Anna, ambitious though she was, had yet to envision the various forms she would later inhabit: a lovelorn Chinese maiden spurned by her American lover; a duplicitous Mongol slave held at knifepoint by an Arabian thief; a cunning and sinuous nightclub dancer in London’s Piccadilly Circus; the loyal and murderous daughter of the supervillain Dr. Fu Manchu; a hard-edged courtesan who saves the day on the Shanghai Express; and finally, a Chinatown girl who makes good with her community. As an actress, she could live a thousand different lives. Just the thought of the possibilities was thrilling.

         One afternoon, while playacting for the mirror, she worked up to doing a crying scene. Can you imagine it? A twelve-year-old girl, in the family living quarters above her father’s laundry, sobbing her heart out over her dead lover or some such tragedy? That’s when her mother walked in. “She must have been amazed to see me,”16 Anna recounted, “with tears streaming down my face, clutching a bit of lingerie to my bosom.”

         Peculiar as this spectacle must have seemed, Anna’s mother knew 7instinctively not to intrude on the world that had been constructed inside the looking glass. Instead, she quit the room without uttering a single word, leaving her daughter’s performance intact. She did not know it then, though perhaps it was her earliest gleaning, but someday her daughter was going to be a movie star.8
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            1

            It All Started with a Dream

         

         Douglas Fairbanks couldn’t make up his mind. What to do about his next picture?

         Pirates. It had to be pirates. Besides, he’d already begun growing out his hair in anticipation of such a role. And a pirate film, he was convinced, had to be in color. He’d attended a screening of the latest two-color Technicolor film and was itching to make use of the cutting-edge technology.1

         But what about Monsieur Beaucaire? He’d been sitting on the rights to Booth Tarkington’s novella of the same name for years now—about a French prince who flees to England to escape an arranged marriage and disguises himself as a lowly barber so that he may find a wife who will love him for who he truly is. Think of the costumes. The romance. The countless opportunities to wrest hearty guffaws from moviegoers with a comedy of mistaken identities. Think of the money he’d already spent on it. At $30,000, the rights to the book had not come cheap.

         Robin Hood, his most recent flick, had been a roaring success, one of the best and biggest films of 1922. Box office receipts raked in $2.2 million in revenues for the Douglas Fairbanks Pictures Corporation,2 well beyond the $961,129.12 he had spent to finance the film, resulting in a net profit of almost $1.24 million (more than $19 million in today’s money). This payday surpassed even Fairbanks’s wildest ambitions, and his ambitions were famously prodigious.

         There was no question. His next film had to be bigger and better, 12a tall order, since not only had Robin Hood been a box office smash, but it had even charmed the critics.3 They called Douglas Fairbanks the King of Hollywood for a reason.

         His queen, Mary Pickford, the baby-faced beauty next door, the indisputable doyenne of the silent film era, was the only woman in Hollywood who could be considered his equal, creatively and financially. From the time she made her debut in silent pictures for the Biograph Company in 1909, where she appeared in forty films, many directed by D. W. Griffith, audiences interchangeably hailed her as “the Biograph Girl,” “the Girl with the Golden Curls,” “Blondilocks,” and the moniker that finally stuck: “America’s Sweetheart.” More than a decade later, Mary Pickford by any other name—except maybe Gladys Smith, her real name—was still the wholesome, cherubic ingénue whom women aspired to be and men longed to love and protect.

         Both had been married to other people when they first met in 1915, and yet they were inexorably drawn to each other. For years, whispers about their illicit love affair circulated, which they adamantly denied. Finally, Doug filed for divorce from his socialite wife in the fall of 1918. Mary, not wanting to prove the gossipmongers right, bided her time until March 1920, when she quietly secured an expedited divorce in Nevada. A few weeks later the love-smitten couple stepped out into the sunlight and were wed in a private ceremony in Los Angeles.

         Despite their fears of the stigma that terrible d-word still carried,4 the public readily embraced the pair, who would be crowned king and queen, now and forever known as “Doug and Mary.” They broke the mold and redefined Hollywood love for the Richard Burtons and Elizabeth Taylors of the world and the many other couples who would follow in their footsteps—Bogart and Bacall, Tracy and Hepburn, Brad and Angelina.

         Mary loved to indulge Doug’s numerous flights of fancy, and his growing obsession with swashbuckling buccaneers was no different. For Christmas 1922, she surprised him with an antique replica of a pirate ship’s galley.5 But the man who never stood still was already onto 13the next idea: a Roman saga complete with togas, gladiators, and storied coliseums. His crackerjack team of researchers and scenario writers, headed by husband and wife Dr. Arthur Woods and Lotta Woods, and aided significantly by the talents of playwright Edward Knoblock, was presently at work on the script for this next project, if only he would pin down the concept.

         “Last night I thought up a great story that happens during Caesar’s time,”6 Doug enthused one day to his foreign publicity director Robert Florey. “Can’t you see the chariot races? The battles? That great old Roman architecture?”

         The pirate paraphernalia and pictures of galleons that had multiplied on the walls of the director’s office were taken down and replaced with images of Pompeii and the Roman Forum.7 Doug’s team was used to this rigamarole and expected nothing less. Convinced they hadn’t yet landed on the winning idea, one writer avowed to Florey: “You’ll see. This devil will change his mind three times—if not more—before we start shooting.”

         It just so happened that Doug had recently been gifted a handsomely illustrated book of The Arabian Nights recalling the much-admired Art Nouveau–style renderings of artist Edmund Dulac.8 Doug rarely had the patience for books, but something in this particular tome gripped him and wouldn’t let go. He’d picked it up one evening, hoping for some light reading before bed, not anticipating what happened next. Bewitched by the thrilling stories and quixotic illustrations brought to life on its pages, he stayed up the whole night and continued reading into the next day.9 Soon after, the ever-chipper Fairbanks stepped into a staff meeting to interrupt: “Let’s do an Arabian Nights story instead!”10

         The other shoe had finally dropped. “We looked at each other with a dazed expression,”11 one of the writers recalled, “and retired to our respective shells to meditate on the form the story ought to take.” Without protest, the books and pictures of Rome went the way of the pirates. Reference pictures were unpinned and boxes’ worth of 14research materials were shuffled away to make room for the volumes that would soon replace them: translations of The Arabian Nights by Galland, Scott, Burton, Lane, and Forster; papers on Middle Eastern architecture and decor; new illustrations and “delightful old woodcuts and engravings.”

         The exotic intrigue was hard to ignore. The Arabian Nights had everything Doug looked for in a story: romance, adventure, reversal of fortunes, and plenty of opportunities for physical hijinks and camera tricks. It was decided then. These classic tales merited the feature-length film treatment. And they would get just that.

         “Our hero,” Doug explained to his writers, “must be Every Young Man—of this age or any age—who believes that happiness is a quantity that can be stolen; who is selfish—at odds with the world—rebellious toward conventions on which comfortable human relations are based.”

         The moral of the story was boiled down to one snappy phrase—“Happiness must be earned”—and inscribed in twinkling stars across a midnight sky in the opening scenes of The Thief of Bagdad, as the film would be titled.

         
            *

         

         When an eighteen-year-old Anna May Wong arrived at the Pickford-Fairbanks Studios one July day in 1923, setting foot on the silent era’s most extravagant set yet, she must have instantly felt the production’s galvanizing sense of purpose. A deeply tan, bare-chested Douglas Fairbanks sat up, alert in his director’s chair. With a megaphone in hand and wearing diaphanous pantaloons, he presided over the eighteen-acre lot bristling with activity like an ant colony humming with extras, carpenters, and camera assistants. A sign that read bagdad in all caps was installed atop the highest scaffolding lest a bypasser on Santa Monica Boulevard confuse the Moorish arches and silver minarets towering above the studio walls with some lesser production.12

         Anna May could feel it in her bones: this was going to be her big 15break. She had come to Doug’s attention back when he was still attached to the idea of doing a pirate flick. He’d attended the premiere of The Toll of the Sea, the 1922 film in which she played her first leading role, to see whether Technicolor’s newly reengineered two-color process used in it might work for his concept. Though his plans to make the pirate tale were ultimately shelved until a later date,13 the image of the anguished Chinese maiden lingered.

         The Toll of the Sea was a somewhat unusual production. The men behind it were not filmmakers but scientists who had wanted to exhibit the possibilities of their color film. Their objective was to sell the technology, not box office tickets, which freed them in a way to cast an unknown actress like Anna May.

         In her role as Lotus Flower, she rescues a man named Allen Carver, played by matinee idol Kenneth Harlan. Carver is an American cad who washes up on the rocky shores of Hong Kong. The script, written by Frances Marion, the highest-paid screenwriter, and loosely based on Madama Butterfly, follows Lotus as she nurses Carver back to health. She predictably falls in love with the handsome foreigner and he in turn becomes enchanted with her “exotic” beauty. Lotus strikes a pact with the ocean that has brought her this gift, vowing: “Ask of me anything in return, O Sea!” Their courtship ensues among the cherry blossoms until Carver is called back home to the United States. In his absence, Lotus Flower, who believes Carver to be her rightful husband, gives birth to a son. Several years pass before she spots him again from the shore, but she soon discovers he has returned with an American wife. Grasping the truth of her situation, Lotus Flower selflessly gives her son over to the care of Carver and his new bride so that the boy might live a better life. Having made the supreme sacrifice of a mother, Lotus throws herself into the sea.

         The delicate, pink-hued face of Anna May Wong, only seventeen and virtually unknown at the time, framed in dramatic chiaroscuro, her eyes glistening pools of feeling, proved unforgettable. Doug’s interest was piqued. The Thief of Bagdad was a different kind of film and 16a departure from the Westerns and romantic comedies Doug had become famous for.14 He understood that this film’s “differentness” called for a unique cast. He wasn’t looking for star power. He was looking for players with exotic flair, that whiff of otherness that would infuse the picture with ethereal charm and transport moviegoers to a place they’d never been before. And thus, Anna May Wong was plucked from her relative obscurity, an actress with only three credited roles to her name.

         Amidst this fairy-tale world, Doug would play the mischievous thief, Ahmed, who, after fleecing his victims of their precious jewels and bags of gold coins, smiles broadly and laughs at his successful capers as if to say, “What fools!” Ahmed’s carefree outlook changes in an instant, however, when he sets eyes on something he cannot steal: the heart of the caliph’s daughter. In order to wed the princess, played by a willowy Julanne Johnston, Ahmed must outsmart her three princely suitors from the far-off lands of India, Persia, and Mongolia, and win the caliph’s favor by presenting the most priceless gift.

         No hero’s journey is complete, though, without an outsized villain to defeat. The Mongol prince, played masterfully by Japanese actor Kamiyama Sôjin, is the calculating, diabolical foil to Ahmed, the earnest, lovestruck thief. Not only does Cham Shang the Great plan to marry the princess, by force if necessary, but he has secretly arranged for his Mongol army to surround the palace immediately after their alliance is consummated. If all goes to plan, the city of Bagdad will be his for the taking. But to achieve all this, the Mongol prince must rely on a strategically placed mole on the inside.

         Enter Anna May Wong as the Mongol slave, the treacherous double agent who outwardly serves as lady-in-waiting to the princess of Bagdad while surreptitiously reporting to her true master. Anna May did not relish being cast as a villain. “I like roles that win sympathy,”15 she told one reporter, “So-called ‘sinister’ roles—and I get plenty of them—I don’t like so much.” 17

         So far in Anna May’s fledgling career, she’d snatched at every conceivable opportunity, connection, and advantage that came her way. She’d modeled furs for a local furrier and leaned on relationships with Rob Wagner (a screenwriter and former customer of her father’s laundry) and James Wang (a former pastor who regularly recruited Chinatown extras for Hollywood productions) for introductions to moviemakers. She had propelled her way onto sets during holiday breaks from school,16 where she took on her first uncredited roles.

         She knew what a Douglas Fairbanks picture could do for her career and was willing to play her part, even a nefarious Mongol slave, in exchange for the international exposure it would surely bring her. The question, really, was who wouldn’t be lining up to watch The Thief of Bagdad when it finally premiered.

         Of course, Anna May was ethnically Chinese, not Mongolian, but in an era when Chinese and Mongol were racial types used interchangeably to describe anyone of the East Asian persuasion, not many people knew the difference. Anyhow, fudging ethnic lines was a minor deception, considering white actors were usually given a free pass to mimic the other races.

         When Anna May looked around Hollywood, she rarely saw anyone who looked like her doing much more than extra work. Sure, Etta Lee, a fellow Asian American actress, would play a supporting part alongside her as one of the “slave girls” in the princess’s escort, but her name would be left off the credits. At eighteen, Anna May had already made it further than other nonwhite actresses in Hollywood. In fact, she was hard-pressed to name any woman of color at all who possessed the title of movie star—the status she herself aspired to. Mexican actress Dolores del Rio was still two years away from making her motion picture debut; Lupe Velez and Merle Oberon would not emerge for another several years, though the latter hid her South Asian ancestry and passed for white.

         As for Black people in the movies, their presence was felt only by proxy—through the white actors who painted their faces tar black 18using the ashes of burnt cork. Blackface minstrelsy predated the advent of cinema, so naturally the practice carried over into the flickers. In 1903, Edwin S. Porter’s film adaptation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin introduced the first Black character played by a white actor.17 Eleven years and four adaptations later, a Black actor was finally cast as Tom, but even that breakthrough proved to be an aberration. Thirteen more years would pass before a Black actor appeared in the role again.18

         Hollywood scripted Black characters for comic relief, to validate the white supremacist racial hierarchy, and “to entertain by stressing Negro inferiority.” Just as Asian actors like Anna May and Sôjin were frequently asked to play exotic sirens and Oriental villains, Black characters were relegated to the stereotypes of coon,19 mammy, tragic mulatto, and brutal buck. Even so, the idea that a Black actor, male or female, might assume one of these dehumanized roles on the silver screen was virtually unheard-of at the time. Aside from a handful of Black child actors in a smattering of features like Hal Roach’s Our Gang series, white actors in blackface dominated Black roles well into the 1920s.20

         From that perspective, Anna May Wong was lucky to act in a mainstream film, especially one of this magnitude. Doug had given her a running start, but if she wanted to make it in Hollywood, the rest would be up to her. Anna May quickly proved her mettle as production commenced, and Doug came to admire her diligence. He praised her as “a modest little person.”21 Perhaps he even saw a bit of his younger self in her. Anna May found an unlikely role model in Douglas Fairbanks. The actor-producer embraced the exuberant American ethos of pulling oneself up by one’s bootstraps, of making something of oneself despite obstacles.

         Dozens of future actors, directors, and screenwriters (mostly male) would later cite Fairbanks as their childhood hero; they loved him for his effortless bravado, his graceful athleticism, and his good-natured rabble-rousing. But Anna May looked up to him for another reason: unlike other producers and studio heads, he had his finger on the 19pulse of American culture, especially at this moment of his career. In her opinion, Fairbanks was “the cleverest person in pictures.”22 He somehow knew what moviegoers wanted and also when to put audiences onto the next big thing—the thing they didn’t yet know they wanted.

         In contrast to Adolph Zukor, Joseph M. Schenck, or Samuel Goldwyn, the businessmen turned producers who ran other studios, Fairbanks was an artist and a producer, in that order. He did not spend his days balancing the books or figuring out ways to trim studio expenditures, nor did he want to, which is why he sensibly hired his brothers to manage his money and business affairs.23 He was an entrepreneurial-minded creator who was up to the task, a filmmaker unafraid to take big risks, and luckily for him they nearly always yielded big rewards. There would be no corner cutting on account of the bottom line. Indeed, quite the opposite. Thief’s production costs, it was rumored, had already surpassed a million dollars by the time filming began.

         Doug’s Bagdad—no h—was an American boy’s fantasy of the Orient, where every winding alleyway leads to another adventure, a treasure to unearth, an innocent maiden to rescue. It remained distinct from the historical Baghdad, known during the Middle Ages as the world’s most advanced city, in that peculiar and exceptional way that only Hollywood films seem to achieve. The Bagdad at the Pickford-Fairbanks Studios on North Formosa Avenue and Santa Monica Boulevard was not so much a faithful reconstruction of a real place as it was a fabrication of a strange and whimsical world.

         “A day on his set is like being taken by the nape of the neck and dropped into the Arabian Nights….24 Baghdad is dazzling and amazing,” Los Angeles Times reporter Harry Carr declared after visiting the studio two weeks into filming. Without seeing one frame of footage, Carr was sold. “No such motion-picture set has ever been dreamed of before. In every direction that you look your eye is met with the most quaint and charming composition. It is the last word—the final touch—in line and color and composition.” 20

         Thief’s fabulous look and feel was principally thanks to William Cameron Menzies, a twenty-seven-year-old illustrator with an artist’s soul and an architect’s skills who had not yet made a name for himself in the nascent field of Hollywood production design. For months Doug struggled to pin down the artistic vision and had gone through a rash of illustrators and artists. He’d even hired celebrated painter Maxfield Parrish,25 but in the end the artist’s renderings were dismissed as too complicated and impractical. Then Menzies strode into the office one Monday morning with a stack of 20-by-30-inch illustrated boards balanced on his head and presented his intricate ink drawings washed in vibrant watercolors.26 Doug’s jaw dropped.

         “Look at these,”27 Doug exclaimed while brandishing the illustrations to a reporter. Arranged along the walls of his office were “large scenic drawings of startling beauty and originality. One showed the gateway to Bagdad, another a street scene. There was a drawing for a set at the bottom of the sea, another of the bedroom of the Caliph’s daughter, showing the thief crossing a long bridge which leads into the moon-flooded chamber.”

         It was the handsome illustrated edition of the Arabian Nights sitting on his bedside table that had originally spurred Doug to embrace the concept that became Thief. And now, seeing Bagdad expressed on a grand scale in such beautiful detail, he finally saw that his vision was on its way to being realized.28 Over the following months, Menzies and his crew toiled night and day to transform Robin Hood’s Nottingham Castle on the Pickford-Fairbanks lot into a stunning Art Nouveau rendering of ninth-century Baghdad.

         At some point in preproduction, Doug realized there was one thing missing from his Bagdad. “A dream city should not look too well anchored on its foundations,”29 he mused, “but sets built on the ground will look as if they were.” To attain the sensation of a floating city, the concrete floors were painted black and buffed until they gleamed, creating an almost molten, sable-colored foundation that reflected the silvery structures above. 21

         Tourists, locals, and Hollywood insiders alike flocked to the studio grounds, like incurable gamblers drawn to the electric lights of Las Vegas casinos. Tickets to tour the studio as filming progressed were sold daily. Harry Carr told his readers that upon arrival he was greeted by a cheeky sign that asked: are your feet clean?30 Carr soon realized the reason for this imposition when he caught sight of the glistening floors and was handed a pair of felt slippers to wear over his shoes. Despite this effort to curb the attrition caused by constant visitors, the obsidian-like floor had to be re-enameled several times a week.31

         For all the agonizing hours of planning, assembly, and coordination that went into building the sets for Thief, the end effect of awestruck wonderment was well worth the trouble. The reporter who once gazed upon Menzies’s illustrations in the studio offices now pronounced the expectations that rested upon Douglas Fairbanks’s thirty-seventh feature film: “If the plans of the artist and of the star are carried out with fidelity,32 the remarkable settings of Robin Hood will be entirely eclipsed and a new standard for beauty of lighting effects will be set.”

         
            *

         

         One morning at the Pickford-Fairbanks Studios, reporter Helen Carlisle from Movie Weekly happened to be sitting with Julanne Johnston in her dressing room.33 She was there to interview the unknown actress who had been selected to play Doug’s leading lady for her lithe dancer’s body. Then in walked Anna May Wong wearing a smart new coat, the kind many chic young women could be seen strutting around Los Angeles in. She acknowledged the reporter with a nod and turned to her costar, seeking advice on the day’s most pressing matter.

         “Say, Julanne,” Anna May began in her characteristic slang, “I got this coat at a bargain sale downtown and, gee, I don’t know now whether I like it or not. You know how it is with anything you get at a sale. Afterward, you’re apt to think it looks like something the cat dragged in.” 22

         Julanne admired the coat and told Anna May she quite liked it, which had the desired effect of dispelling any lingering buyer’s remorse. The reporter, enchanted by the Chinese flapper who had suddenly materialized like a desert mirage and then just as swiftly “departed in the general direction of Bagdad,” turned back to her intended subject in a daze.

         “She surprised you, didn’t she?” Julanne said with a smile. “But here’s a peculiar fact about Anna May Wong. By the time you’ve talked with her for five minutes you forget that she is Chinese.”

         Anna May had learned through trial and error how to hold her own with her fellow Americans, even though many of them did not necessarily recognize her as one of them. The “worm turned,”34 as she put it, while she was walking one day and “a truck came booming down the street.” The driver yelled at her to get out of the way and called her a “chink.” Well, the seventeen-year-old Anna May had had it. “To my own surprise I blazed back a remark equally insulting at him and he wilted. That was the turning of a corner for me.”

         Meanwhile on the lot, Doug could be seen good-naturedly schooling a crowd of extras on how to carry themselves as citizens of Bagdad. “This is the way we Americans walk,”35 he asserted, and, by way of demonstration, propelled himself across the set at a brisk pace, his chin jutting out hyperbolically ahead of him as if it were pulling him forward “like the prow of a torpedo destroyer.”

         Then he began again: “But this is the way the orientals walk.” And now his chin returned to its natural resting position and elevated slightly, Doug glided leisurely over the polished enamel floor for several yards, almost levitating. What made him an authority on variations of Eastern and Western manners of walking is anyone’s guess. (He had yet to travel to the Middle East himself.) But Doug never promised reality; it was fantasy he was after. “The drab of historical accuracy will be utterly ignored,”36 one reviewer touted of the coming attraction. 23

         Recruiting enough people to fill a six-and-a-half-acre city was no easy feat and required hundreds, sometimes thousands of extras. Director Raoul Walsh proffered a creative solution: “A dark-faced Mexican with a head-rag hiding everything except his eyes and nose and mouth will pass for an Arab any time.”37

         The casting director and three assistants drove buses down to South Central Los Angeles and enticed locals with the promise: “Free Ride! See Douglas Fairbanks in person making The Thief of Bagdad!” The buses filled up and “casting had a field day selecting desert-type faces.” Costume designer Mitchell Leisen designed unique ensembles for 3,000 extras and made test shots of each and every one of them at Doug’s request.38 Soon Bagdad’s newest citizens could be seen shuffling about in a vibrant array of harem pants, faux jewels, and feathered turbans.39

         During her time on the production, however, a small uproar occurred when Anna May refused to go back to work. Doug later explained to the New York Times that he’d had a difficult time wrangling his “cosmopolitan”40 cast, with specific reference to several of the Asian actors he hired. An unreliable narrator predisposed toward charming reporters with tall tales, Doug claimed the trouble began when Anna May happened to mention that her Chinese name, Wong Liu Tsong, meant “Two Yellow Willows.”

         “A publicity man who had only half heard what she said sent out a yarn saying that Anna May Wong meant ‘Two Yellow Widows,’ ” Doug explained. “It took some time to tell her that it was an error, and I finally, even then, had to write a letter to her honored parent before she would agree to put on the Mongol slave costume.”

         Yet, as Anna May tells it,41 after she mentioned her Chinese name, people on set “began kidding the other actors—[who] dubbed Snitz Edwards ‘Two Lots in Glendale’; Julanne Johnston they called ‘Couple of Peach Melbas,’ and things like that.” She may have swallowed her pride at first and tried to ignore the crew ribbing her for what was otherwise a beautiful name, but perhaps the studio’s press memo 24spinning her name as “Two Yellow Widows” was a bridge too far. But was Anna May really willing to walk away from the professional opportunity of a lifetime because somebody got her name wrong? Or was there something else at play here?

         Maybe it was the costume itself, a revealing bandeau-and-shorts combo. Its only concession to modesty was a flimsy silk panel draped to cover her midriff. Even Doug admitted with a wink that “Mongol slaves are merely attired for comfort.”42 Anna May was acutely aware of her family’s disapproval of her dabbling in the pictures. If she did balk at the getup she’d been asked to wear, it seems sensible that she demanded Fairbanks write a letter to her father assuring him that she would be participating in a reputable Hollywood production of the highest quality, not some tawdry one-reeler shown in brothels.43

         But the story about PR flubbing her name? More likely, Doug’s humorous anecdote was meant to gloss over whatever had actually happened on set. Maybe the wisecracks didn’t stop at “Two Yellow Widows.” The majority white crew was not exactly sensitive to the daily indignities that many of the film’s diverse cast regularly encountered. Raoul Walsh called Kamiyama Sôjin by the nickname “Sloe Gin”44 for the entirety of filming; he said it was “easier to remember.” Whatever transpired, Anna May felt disrespected, and the incident was consequential enough that she had to put her foot down. There was no going back to that timid girl from before the worm turned.

         Racism was rampant in early Hollywood but remained invisible primarily because it wasn’t acknowledged as racism. Newspapers of the day saw it fit to print words like “Chinkville” and “the heathen Chinese” without apology or admonition. Racial epithets and insinuations were made openly and just as easily dismissed as a harmless joke—at someone else’s expense.

         To Doug’s credit, he publicly eschewed bigotry of any kind (though this did not cause him to reconsider playing an Arab in brownface). During his early days in the film industry when he often worked with writer Anita Loos, whose sardonic wit is best remembered for 25Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, he often sanitized her scripts of words like “n——” and “coon.” Doug saw himself as a man of the people.45 He traveled the world and socialized with all types. He danced with the Hopi, played pranks on Mexican generals, and held court with H. G. Wells and the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, but his happiest moments might have been spent with the cowpunchers and stuntmen he regularly invited to hang around the studio.

         For instance, Doug was fond of Black actor Sam Baker, whom he’d enlisted to play the sworder who guards the staircase entrance to the princess’s boudoir. Sam, with his boxer’s physique and seven-foot-plus height, cut an imposing figure both on screen and off. Doug and Sam could often be seen challenging each other’s athletic prowess on the gymnastics equipment installed on the lot,46 and for a time, Doug backed Sam’s professional boxing career. Julanne recalled what fun it was to do scenes with Sam, whom she described without a shred of self-consciousness as “a huge darkey with the funniest little piping voice and the biggest appetite for pies you ever saw.”47

         His democratic worldview notwithstanding, Fairbanks was ultimately a product of his era. There were limits to how far he was willing to reflect on his white privilege or how race was portrayed in his films. Years later, when he traveled to China,48 locals threatened to boycott a local revival of Thief because of the way its most villainous characters were depicted. Principally, the scene where defeated Prince Cham Shang and his counsel are hung in the palace by their pigtails. Doug’s rejoinder was to wholeheartedly agree with his detractors—“some American screenwriters were misrepresenting the Chinese”—but he insisted that the villains in his film were Mongolian, not Chinese.

         In the end, Anna May donned the skimpy outfit, and in countless interviews following this period, she recast her Chinese name to the more accurately translated “Frosted Yellow Willows” rather than “Two Yellow Willows.” (Being an American-born girl, she, too, got her own name wrong.) Bangles adorned her wrists and a giant bow of 26sorts with translucent panels was fastened to the back of her head. The resulting ensemble was unusual and eye-catching. The 1920s had seen women bob their hair and hike up their skirts to the ankles, which was a shock to the system for those who still clung to Victorian mores. But this was way beyond that. Of all the women players in Thief, Anna May’s costume revealed the most skin. At least the playing field was leveled when Doug went shirtless for the first half of the film. For one scene he even stripped down to his waist-high skivvies, flaunting his flawless physique at age forty.

         Even though production continued at a breakneck pace, with only Sundays and Christmas Day off, Doug still made time in between takes to cavort with extras, flash his million-dollar smile at tourists passing through, and entertain VIP guests who happened to stop by.49 One day it was Babe Ruth; the next day it was the Russian prima ballerina Anna Pavlova.

         “Working in a Fairbanks picture was quite an experience,”50 actor Adolphe Menjou recalled. “In some ways it was like going to a Hollywood masquerade party instead of to work. The set was always crowded with visiting celebrities and Doug’s friends.”

         After the crew wrapped each day, he’d head home to his mansion in Beverly Hills. Pickfair, a portmanteau of Doug and Mary’s surnames, was no ordinary house. The estate was anchored by a sizable mock-Tudor-style mansion where the King and Queen of Hollywood kept court. A company of live-in servants waited on them and managed the grounds, and though it may have been the first of many extravagant Hollywood mansions to come, none since have rivaled its reputation or lore.

         Dinner was served at 8:00 every evening at a grand table set for fifteen.51 Mary’s reasoning to the staff was that it was impossible to predict who might turn up. Perhaps Charlie Chaplin, Doug’s meilleur ami and frequent partner in crime (the two indulged in constant pranks on and off the set), would join them at Pickfair, where he also had a dedicated bedroom.52 Other guests included friends visiting from 27afar or anyone who happened to be in their social rotation at the time. Assembled around the dining room table every night was a who’s who of,53 well, the world: Albert Einstein, Gloria Swanson, Jack Dempsey, Greta Garbo, the king and queen of Siam, Amelia Earhart, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Henry Ford, Lord and Lady Mountbatten, among numerous others.

         Meanwhile, at the end of another long day on set, Anna May Wong returned her costume to the dressing room and changed back into her street clothes. The work was exhausting, and yet it was thrilling just knowing that every day she was in the company of giants. Doug and Mary’s success and fame surpassed that of any celebrity who had come before them. The pair was mobbed by fans wherever they went.

         Anna May was seeing with her very eyes how the work ethic of the industry’s biggest names had paid off. The stars in the Hollywood firmament had started from the bottom and made it to the luminous top. Now they were commanding thousands of cast and crew on million-dollar sets bankrolled by their own production companies, making movies watched and beloved the world over.

         Was it crazy to think that one day she could be doing the same—that if she hadn’t quite arrived yet, she was unequivocally on her way? “Just making a living was not enough for me,”54 she explained in an interview. “I’ve always dreamed of becoming a movie star.”

         Visions of the future danced in her head as Anna May walked out the studio gates and scanned the curb for her ride. Most days her friend Philip Ahn,55 the Korean American boy whose family lived down the street from the Wongs, would pick her up. He’d be driving the convertible Studebaker Oldster she’d bought with her movie earnings but didn’t yet have a license to drive. (Fairbanks had spotted Philip dropping Anna May off one day and immediately wanted to cast him into his company of exotic types, but Mrs. Ahn wouldn’t hear of it.)

         Other days, when Philip was tied up at school, Anna May made 28her way to Pacific Electric’s Sherman Line stop on Santa Monica Boulevard, right outside the Pickford-Fairbanks Studios. She hopped on a Red Car trolley and, like any other girl Friday, commuted home with the nine-to-fivers until she reached her father’s laundry on North Figueroa Street, a few blocks from Chinatown.

         “She lives in a movie fairyland until the clock strikes 5:30,”56 a reporter from the San Francisco Chronicle waxed poetic, likening Anna May to Cinderella. “Then her handsome suitors wash off the grease paint and go home, her jewels are placed in the studio safe, and her beautiful clothes are returned to the property room. It is then that Anna May steps from fairyland to reality.”

         Back at the laundry,57 she was met by a frenzy of activity as her family and half a dozen employees worked at the different tasks required to transform the piles of dispatched clothing, dirty and reeking of their owners, into packets of clean shirts and freshly starched collars. These would then be bundled in brown paper and string and stacked neatly into wooden cubbyholes flanking the wall. Hot coals used to heat the eight-pound sadirons and vats filled with boiling water kept the entire establishment at a sweltering temperature.

         Douglas Fairbanks had astutely observed that Anna May Wong “was a very hard worker.”58 That industrious spirit was learned from a young age, for she grew up in the laundry, where an idle hand was never wasted. There were always “books to be kept and many shirts to be pinned.”59 And so it was that she arrived home from the studio every evening, ready to begin her second shift of the day at Sam Kee Laundry. Instead of standing by for her next scene as the mischievous Mongol slave in a Douglas Fairbanks picture, she returned to the stock character of Chinese girl in laundry, awaiting her next customer. 29

      

   


   
      
         30

         
            
[image: ]The Wong family, circa 1925. From left to right: Lulu, Roger, Mary, Lee Gon Toy, Richard, James, Wong Sam Sing, Anna May, and Frank.
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            Frosted Yellow Willows

         

         Anna May Wong was born on a winter’s day in Los Angeles, a place where winter is often mistaken for summer. The weather on January 3, 1905, swelled to 79 degrees, though only a few days before a snowstorm had blanketed parts of the San Bernardino and San Gabriel mountains with a crisp, clean layer of white.1

         Whether or not it was an auspicious day, the wind blowing in from the northeast did not say. Still, inside the laundry at 351 Flower Street, Wong Sam Sing thought he must be cursed.2 His second wife, Lee Gon Toy, had disappointed him yet again by delivering another girl, another mouth to feed, and depriving him of the pride a father naturally feels at the birth of a son who will carry on his name.

         His first child and only son was far away in the Toisanese countryside of southern China with his mother, Wong’s first wife, who had declined to make the arduous journey to Gold Mountain. The money that arrived regularly from America made life quite comfortable for her and little Tou Nan. They were happy where they were. If he didn’t like it, she said, egging him on, he could find a new wife in America. He wasted no time in doing so.

         Slowly, against his better judgment, Wong Sam Sing warmed up to the baby girl he and Lee Gon Toy christened Wong Liu Tsong. The family doctor furnished her American name, Anna. Perhaps owing to the Chinese boy’s cap her mother sometimes fitted on little Anna’s head—to fool the senses into believing she was indeed a son—the child grew to be headstrong like a boy. She was born in the year of the 32dragon,3 and though dragons are typically associated with water in Chinese mythology, there was a fire in her belly nonetheless. Anna cultivated a taste for independence and a desire to cut her own path in life—not unlike a younger Wong Sam Sing, who was born in a mining town in Northern California,4 lost his mother at the tender age of five, and was sent back to China to grow up in the care of relatives. When he returned to America as a teenager, he survived solely on the strength of his wits and his willingness to work hard.

         Anna had no interest in learning domestic handicrafts like other Chinese girls;5 she refused to return to the Chinese Mission School sewing circle after her first visit ended with a huff of disgust. Instead, she found her calling on the playground with the boys: “I could swing a bat and make a home run with the best of them…. I proved to ‘the gang’ that I could play ball and they accepted me.”

         But when Wong Sam Sing happened to catch sight of this “tomboyish creature,” all bets were off. “Occasionally my father would unexpectedly come upon me,” Anna wrote, “towsled [sic], grimy, with hair flying, having a glorious time with ‘the gang,’ and my actions troubled him. What was America doing to me, that at so early an age I showed a marked tendency to forget all my parents’ teachings?”

         This was not the way a good Chinese daughter behaved. At least not a daughter who would bring honor to her family by maturing into a decorous, well-bred lady, marrying a respectable Chinese man, and raising a family of her own one day. To correct this streak of American-bred insolence, Anna and her older sister Lulu were enrolled in additional hours of Chinese studies after their daily classes at the mission school concluded. From morning till night, the girls were subjected to lessons in arithmetic and grammar, and, the most dreaded thing of all, memorizing Chinese characters. When it came to their afternoon Chinese tutor, unlike the matronly Christian women who taught them during the day, he had no qualms about putting his bamboo switch to good use at the first sign of disobedience.

         School remained a sore point for Anna, but in one particular aspect 33she was as dutiful and respectful as any Chinese child. She always pulled her weight in the family business. She was born in the laundry, played in the laundry, and, once she was old enough, learned the many tasks that went into operating the laundry.

         “Running a Chinese laundry is no elemental art,6 as anyone knows that has lost his ticket or a collar,” one reporter wrote in the Los Angeles Times after touring Sam Kee Laundry. “The laundry is a machine of human parts, as complicated as one of springs and wheels. The wash goes in one end and vanishes, the shirts one way, the collars another, the socks here, the underclothing there, and then they all come out together in neat piles. Everything is tied with a bit of string, and attached to it is a tag with the Chinese numeral on it…. Anna May Wong knows this routine thoroughly.”

         The laundry, in all its humid, stinking glory, was home. The familiar routine that unfolded within its walls day in and day out grounded Anna’s life, lent it shape, and was comforting even in its regimented regularity. In this way—talking to customers, delivering packages, balancing the ledgers—Anna was imbued with the Wong family’s industrious spirit and their working-class strivings.

         As the family grew to eight children (Lee Gon Toy finally granted Wong Sam Sing’s wish with the birth of four sons, not to mention two more daughters, though one unfortunately died as an infant), the parental stranglehold on Anna’s doings eased up. Occasionally she pocketed the tip money she got from regulars and ditched Chinese class for an afternoon at the pictures. Whenever her father caught her playing hooky,7 he bemoaned the fact that she was squandering the money he put toward her private Chinese lessons. If she was going to play hooky, why couldn’t she ditch her public school classes, which cost him nothing?

         The nickelodeons at the Plaza were lousy with stiff chairs and only an electric piano to accompany the reels. The intertitles often ran in Spanish, catering to the largely Mexican American audiences that filled the theaters. Anna didn’t mind. She lost herself in the latest 34picture with Ruth Roland or Olive Thomas, studying their every gesture and expression.

         It wasn’t long before she was taking advantage of vacations off from school or occasionally forging excuse notes from her parents,8 whom she kept in the dark about her new hobby so that she could thrust her foot in the door at the studios popping up all over town.

         Like the invasive species that took root in Southern California before their arrival—the date palms that lured Back Easters to the newly coined “semi-tropical”9 climate—movie studios were suddenly and irrevocably entrenched in the local topography.

         The self-styled Colonel William Selig, who built Chicago’s first movie studio in 1897, was the first movie person to move to Los Angeles,10 where he found the climate much more amenable to filmmaking. In 1909, the Selig Polyscope Company commandeered a house next door to a Chinese laundry named Sing Kee (not Sam Kee, but close) and its drying yard on Olive Street; the film produced there, In the Sultan’s Power, was one of the first to be shot completely in Los Angeles. Selig’s permanent studio was built in Edendale, in what is now Silver Lake,11 that same year.

         Not long after, in fall 1909,12 101 Bison, a unit of the New York Motion Picture Company, set itself up in Edendale. Pathé, Kalem, Vitagraph, Lubin, Essanay, and Nestor swiftly followed. Then Biograph, helmed by D. W. Griffith, opened its permanent West Coast outpost on the corner of Pico Boulevard and Georgia Street in 1911.

         The actors who arrived to work at the studios soon overran sleepy Los Angeles, which in the 1910s was little more than a rough-and-tumble Western town on the cusp of burgeoning into a legitimate city. The population was just north of 300,000,13 growing exponentially but still behind the city’s big sister to the north, San Francisco (population 416,912) and a drop in the bucket compared to New York City (population 4,766,883). One could spot the theatrically inclined from a mile away, walking the streets in peculiar costumes or riding the trolley cars in strange makeup, like ghouls on All Hallows’ Eve. 35

         Anna was one of them, only she hadn’t needed to travel very far to join this band of outsiders. Though she made half-hearted attempts to get conventional jobs as a typist and at the Ville de Paris department store,14 her strategy of turning up at Hollywood studios and leaving her name with the casting department eventually worked. She got a callback that led to doing crowd work in several productions over the course of a year. Her first extra part earned her $5.15 The actual work of making movies, she found, was not quite as glamorous as the silver screen made it seem. “It was grueling and long before the day ended I was tired out.16 But my passion for film work wasn’t killed. I loved it enough to carry on in spite of the hardships.”

         She knew exactly who could help her get noticed, but she’d have to work up the nerve to approach him. James Wang was a former Protestant pastor who quit his ministry in Evanston,17 Illinois, and, heeding the call of Hollywood, moved to Los Angeles. In addition to the supporting parts he played in movies like D. W. Griffith’s Broken Blossoms, he became well-known in Chinatown and Hollywood for acting as an intermediary between the two communities. These were the years before Will Hays,18 president of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America, established the Central Casting Corporation in 1925, which functioned as a registry for extras and often supplied studios with the “ethnic types” called upon to fill in as background. Wang was a valuable liaison and regularly recruited people from Chinatown to do extra work. Despite the questionable reputation of early movie studios, the exceptional pay of up to $7.50 a day (equal to about $136 today) was enough to lure many naysayers out of the shops and back alleys of Chinatown.19 Who wouldn’t mind trading the back room of a laundry or a hot kitchen for twelve hours spent putzing around in “coolie” pants?

         Then the Spanish flu epidemic hit Los Angeles in mid-September 1918. Suddenly, Wang’s once plentiful roster of extras dwindled to a few dozen as more and more people caught the virus or decided they’d rather not tempt fate and stayed put at home. School was dismissed 36and those hated daily Chinese lessons came to a grinding halt. Anna saw an opening and she took it.

         “Consumed by my ambition to become a film actress,20 I decided, unbeknownst to my parents, to find the all-powerful James Wang,” Anna later recalled. “Trembling, I told him of my admiration for Pearl White, Mary Pickford, Olive Thomas, and my desire to make room for myself on screen.”

         Anna was in luck. Wang happened to be assembling several hundred Chinese extras that day for a Metro picture starring the famed Russian actress Alla Nazimova,21 but so far he’d been able to gather only about fifty. He offered to take her along to the studio. Clutching his arm, Anna squealed with gratitude:22 “Oh! Thank you, thank you! Do you think I will become a great actress?”

         Wang looked her up and down. “Wong Liu Tsong,” he responded in earnest, “you will be lost in the midst of three hundred extras, but I am sure you will be noticed, for your face is like a tangerine, you have big ears, a big nose, and especially big eyes.”

         Unfazed by Wang’s dour prognosis, Anna was happy for the introduction. After one day on set for the Nazimova vehicle, she was singled out by the director to appear as a lantern bearer in an upcoming scene. The Red Lantern, as the film was titled, was set in China amidst the Boxer Rebellion of 1900 when Chinese citizens, tired of the preferential treatment given to the foreign powers that routinely pillaged their wealth and resources, took up arms against the “foreign devils,” including many Christian missionaries. All of the principal Chinese characters were performed by white actors in yellowface.

         A common trope of the 1910s was to center the drama on two characters pitted diametrically against one another—one good, one bad, one rich, one poor, one white, one mongrel—and cast the lead actor in both roles. In The Red Lantern, Nazimova played two half sisters: Blanche, the legitimate daughter of an Englishman, and Mahlee, the Englishman’s daughter by his Chinese lover. Mahlee 37pledges to live among Europeans and espouse their Western values, but in the end finds she must defend her Chinese brethren when the uprising breaks out. The film was a cinematic allegory of sorts, as many were then and now, implying that “Orientals” could not be trusted by Westerners. Many years later, Anna May herself would question this trope with exasperation: “Why is it that the screen Chinese is nearly always the villain of the piece?23 And so crude a villain—murderous, treacherous, a snake in the grass!”

         It’s doubtful any of this crossed Anna’s thirteen-year-old mind. In the family’s living quarters above the laundry, she prepared herself for what she hoped would be the role of a lifetime. “I felt the responsibility for the whole movie industry on my shoulders,”24 she reminisced. “I borrowed my mother’s rice powder rag and fairly kalsomined my face. With the most painstaking effort, I managed to curl my straight Chinese hair. As a finished touch, I took one of our Chinese red papers, wet it and rubbed off the color onto my lips and cheeks.”

         The director was distraught when little Anna showed up on set that day looking like a clownish Blondielocks. She was sent immediately to makeup and wardrobe, where two women wiped her face clean and washed out the curls. Returned to her natural state and once again looking the part of a young Chinese girl, she played her role as lantern bearer along with two other extras in the procession behind Nazimova.

         This being her big debut, Anna eagerly awaited the film’s release in the spring of 1919. She abstained from lunch for an entire week to save up enough money to bring several girlfriends with her to the California Theater on Main Street, where they viewed the film from balcony seats. Anna’s breath caught in her throat as the scene flickered onto the screen, her eyes trained on the three girls carrying lanterns.

         “Which one is you?” one of her friends asked.

         “I … I don’t know,” Anna stammered. “I think I must be the outside one.” 38

         To tell the truth, she didn’t know which of the girls was her. How do you like that? She had made her first visible appearance in a film and she couldn’t even recognize herself.

         Disappointment and rejection, she was learning, were part and parcel of this acting business. But she’d grown a thick skin,25 quite literally, since the days when her white classmates at the California Street elementary school stuck burrs in her pigtails or, as the boy sitting behind her did, jabbed pins into her through her coat to see “if the Chinese have the same feelings we do.” Anna’s solution had been simply to put on another coat. As far as she was concerned, the uncredited role in The Red Lantern was just the beginning of her journey, the first hurdle to becoming a bona fide film star.

         She continued to do background work as a glorified extra for another year. One day while tagging along with James Wang to the Universal lot,26 where he was making a Western picture, Anna caught the eye of “a handsome man with an ingratiating smile.” Whenever there was a break on set, he casually ambled over to where she sat and struck up a conversation. His name was Marshall Neilan, Mary Pickford’s favorite director, but everyone who knew him called him Mickey.

         Enchanted with this young, spunky Chinese girl, Mickey cast Anna in his 1920 film Dinty as Half Moon, mistress to the Chinese drug lord played by Noah Beery. The role was uncredited but set her in the company of established movie actors like Beery, Colleen Moore, and child star Wesley Barry.

         Anna subsequently fell ill with Sydenham’s chorea,27 a mysterious childhood disorder that causes jerking movements and involuntary tics. During her long bout with this affliction, she was convinced she would never work in movies again. So when she miraculously recovered, she decided not to return to classes despite completing only two years of high school and instead pushed full steam ahead with her career. A steady progression of small parts over the next year continued to get Anna noticed. Among them were a tragic part in a Norma Talmadge film for which Anna turned on the waterworks (“Somebody 39throw Anna May Wong a raft,” the assistant director cried); the Chinese girl in the background behind Lon Chaney in director Tod Browning’s Outside the Law; another uncredited role in director Fred Niblo’s Mother o’ Mine; scenes in Japanese heartthrob Sessue Hayakawa’s The First Born; and the part of Lotus Blossom in Shame, starring leading man John Gilbert.

         It was around this time that she shed “the girl named Anna”28 and refashioned herself as Anna May Wong. She didn’t like the way “Anna Wong” sounded. It didn’t roll off the tongue. “Anna” was a common name, and so was “Wong,” at least where she was from. But “Anna May Wong”? There was something about those four syllables that rang out pleasantly, and it also made for a prettier signature. She chose “May” because it was her favorite month and suggested a kind of eternal spring.

         Anna May Wong’s profile was growing. Slowly but surely, her dream of making it as a movie star was becoming ever more real. Her parents could no longer turn a blind eye to their daughter’s unusual extracurricular activities, budding career or not.

         When Anna first announced her plans in the motion picture business,29 her parents, in her words, “hit the ceiling. The Chinese had old-fashioned notions about play-acting.” Those notions regarded actors as vagabonds and prostitutes, people who were among the lowest ranks of Chinese society. Even the culturally legitimate arena of Chinese opera did not allow women on the stage; instead, female roles were impersonated by male actors who spent a lifetime perfecting their performances in drag.

         Wong Sam Sing, like any concerned father, worried about his daughter’s propriety and safety. He knew what men were capable of. Movie people weren’t exactly respectable from a Chinese point of view—or an American one, for that matter. “Hooligans” was more like it.

         Anna May fired back. “I defended myself, saying that I didn’t see anything wrong with a business in which so many of their old friends 40were engaging.” Wong Sam Sing and Lee Gon Toy couldn’t believe the words coming out of their daughter’s mouth. Then they saw several studio buses pull up outside the laundry on Figueroa Street. Inside were no less than “a hundred fifty Chinese on the way to the studios to play extra parts and my father and mother knew most of them. They stayed so long gossiping in front of the house that the picture was kept waiting; but meanwhile I had slipped without further objection into the bus.”

         Wong Sam Sing made a habit of scanning the passengers aboard studio shuttles to suss out whether other Chinese women were present. He indulged Anna’s obsession up to a point. It didn’t hurt that she was bringing home a paycheck to “buy pretty dresses,”30 as he jokingly told one reporter, and earning $150 a week (more than $2,500 today). But he wasn’t a fool who was about to let his daughter ruin her reputation and risk becoming unmarriageable.

         One day a boy in a car showed up,31 explaining he was there to drive Anna May to a studio in Culver City. Wong Sam Sing stood resolute.

         “No other girl going?” he asked, stone-faced. The boy answered in the negative. Anna was forbidden to leave the house. And that was that.

         
            *

         

         Lee Gon Toy had another reason for objecting to her daughter’s work in the movies.32 She pleaded with Anna not to have her photograph taken so often because she feared the cameras would steal her soul—in the most literal sense. This apparent superstition was not as unfounded as it might seem. Motion pictures were a startling innovation that burnished the image of the world onto celluloid film and then projected its exact likeness onto a screen, reviving moments long since passed. How could one explain such a mysterious technology except to believe it must be some form of sorcery?

         When the Lumière brothers first screened their short film The Arrival of a Train in 1896,33 audiences jumped out of their seats for fear 41the locomotive shown rolling into a station was about to leap from the screen and into their laps. The film was only fifty seconds long.

         Such was the power of the medium. Film didn’t merely document the world; it transformed it, sharpened it, re-created our mundane reality into something that was familiar yet astonishing at the same time. Somehow the movies began to feel more real than our own lived experiences, giving rise to the expression “It was just like the movies”—a new way to describe the feeling of witnessing an extraordinary event.

         Movies could even reanimate the dead. Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford learned this firsthand. On their honeymoon, the newlyweds stopped in the Arizona desert to visit the Hopi tribe featured in Doug’s recent film The Mollycoddle. Doug was keen on showing the film to his Hopi friends and arranged for it to be screened in the reservation schoolhouse.

         The Hopi watched the film with interest, not unlike a Broadway audience, applauding Doug’s various stunts. However, when they saw the playback of themselves performing a sacred dance, the schoolhouse erupted into commotion. There, on-screen, was Chief Loloma, who had died since filming, now seemingly resurrected.

         “To us, of course, it was nothing but a harmless screen image,”34 a reporter at the screening observed, “but to the Hopis it was the spirit, if not the flesh and blood of Loloma who had come back from the underworld to greet them.”

         The Hopis were right, though. They intuitively understood what a decade of moviegoers took for granted. Doug’s film had brought Chief Loloma, his likeness and spirit, back into the world, just as subsequent films have done for a hundred years hence, restoring countless people and places, the infamous and anonymous alike. If movies elicited such wild, visceral responses from audiences, it was because moving pictures were truly miraculous.

         Lee Gon Toy and Wong Sam Sing, both born in California to Chinese immigrant parents, came into the world amidst one of 42history’s greatest transformations, and certainly during a pivotal moment in American nationhood. In 1860, the year Wong Sam Sing was born, the West was still wild.

         Wong’s parents, like nearly every other Chinese who ended up in America in the nineteenth century, hailed from Toisan in southern China, a rural countryside tended by farmers ninety miles southwest of the bustling port city Canton, or modern-day Guangzhou.

         Though far from the imperial capital in Beijing, Toisan was but a stone’s throw away from British Hong Kong and the proverbial barbarians at China’s gate.35 In some ways it was a forgotten place at the mercy of domestic instability—poverty, famine, civil war—in a nation bowed by colonial forces. Yet, Toisan also sat at the crossroads of change and its inhabitants were some of the first to receive news of opportunities in faraway lands. Young men from Toisan’s several dozen market towns increasingly looked to the West for a chance to make their mark, immigrating to the United States as laborers as early as the 1830s.

         When gold was discovered at Sutter’s Mill in 1848, the news of the gold rush traveled across the globe. President James Polk substantiated the claims in his 1848 State of the Union address to Congress.36 With that, the floodgates were flung open and California, wrested from Mexico at the close of the Mexican-American War, was hastily inducted into the Union. Within two years 100,000 men from all over the world had flocked to California,37 including thousands of men from Toisan. The call to adventure and a shot at a piece of treasure across the Pacific proved hard to resist.

         Little is known about Wong Sam Sing’s early life. We are left only with the stories he chose to tell his family, which were later filtered through Anna May’s own recounting. “My father proved his originality by being born in Michigan Bluffs [sic],”38 she later wrote, which situated Wong smack dab in Placer County, the heart of gold country.

         Wong grew up in the transient, somewhat manic atmosphere of a Western mining town. His parents had been lured to California by the 43promise of gold, but, rather than toil as a hapless miner, his father owned two stores that catered to Michigan Bluff’s growing population.39 It was Wong’s loss of his mother at age five that prompted his first trip to the family’s ancestral village in Toisan, China. He then stayed behind in the village with relatives while his father sailed back to the United States to tend to his business. According to Wong’s own recollections,40 he returned to California thirteen years later as a young man eager to try his chance in the mines.

         Wong Sam Sing interacted daily with white miners and other settlers on the frontier. “He must have been very popular with the children of the town,”41 Anna May recalled in one of her memoirs, because he had shown her “a lot of pictures taken with them gathered around him.” Even so, he was not white, and though many fellow Chinese had roamed the hills of Placer County for about as long as any other claim-jumpers, he would always be seen apart from the white men who declared Manifest Destiny as their God-given birthright. Wong’s years in Mother Lode country likely strengthened his connection to the Old World and hardened his identity as a Chinese man in a strange, lawless land.

         In short order, the “Big Four”—an infamous partnership among Leland Stanford,42 Mark Hopkins, Collis Potter Huntington, and Charles Crocker—joined the race to pave the iron road of the future: the transcontinental railroad. The railroad would be built with the era’s most cutting-edge technology: a man with a pickaxe. As such, the Central Pacific needed manpower, and lots of it. The company was desperate to hire strong, reliable laborers, but the supply of white men, mostly Irish immigrants, was limited, and many refused to do the backbreaking work of laying track twelve hours a day.

         Though Stanford had previously disparaged the Chinese as “a degraded and distinct people”43 exercising “a deleterious influence upon the superior race,” his partner Crocker’s decision to hire a group of fifty Chinese workers on a trial basis reversed his opinion. Stanford was skeptical that the diminutive Chinese would be able to muster the 44muscle power required, but, watching them work, he was impressed by their discipline and endurance. Not only could they do the work, but they did so efficiently and for a fraction of the wages he paid white men.

         With the help of some 20,000 Chinese laborers, the Central Pacific route of the transcontinental railroad plowed, tunneled, and blasted its way through the solid granite rock of the mighty Sierras. The line was finished in 1869 in half the time originally slated for its completion.

         The introduction of the transcontinental railroad was world shattering.44 It transformed what had once been a dangerous and uncertain journey across land and sea for many months into a straightforward matter of buying a ticket and sitting aboard a steam-powered car that traveled coast to coast in a week. Like clicking to buy a product on Amazon and having it show up on your doorstep twenty-four hours later, it was that kind of magic—but it came at a cost.

         The railroad was a symbol of American ingenuity and progress, but it was the entrepreneurial figureheads who got all the glory, not the laborers who had sweat and bled to make it a reality. Stanford, along with his colleagues Huntington, Crocker, and Hopkins, became absurdly rich. At the same time, the competition for jobs and market share rose to new heights, and, rather than unlocking opportunity, the opening of the railroad created a bottleneck that propelled the country into a financial crisis and the Panic of 1873.

         Wong Sam Sing would feel the ripple effects of the railroad on his own life when he returned to Michigan Bluff in 1878 as a young man. Thousands of laborers suddenly found themselves out of work. Unemployed white men did not take kindly to the idea of having to compete yet again with Chinese workers for jobs they felt were rightfully theirs. The trauma of the Civil War, which had concluded in 1865, was still fresh in the hearts and minds of the men and women brought west by the railroad. Now that Reconstruction was underway, the dregs of racial animus consolidated around a new enemy: the “Heathen 45Chinee.”45 The white man in the guise of the Workingmen’s Party of California wanted the Chinese gone. Angry mobs often took these matters into their own hands, burning down Chinese businesses across the West, running their owners and employees out of town, and sometimes outright lynching them.

         Just as hostilities against the Chinese reached their peak, a nineteen-year-old Wong decided to set out for China to find himself a bride.46 When he returned, the U.S. Congress had passed the first racially based immigration law in American history. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 effectively ended the immigration of Chinese into the United States,47 aside from a small quota of diplomats, merchants, and students. What’s more, the act put into place measures to track the entry and exit of any Chinese who had rightful claims to residency within the country’s borders.

         The Chinese who remained in America had to strategize novel ways of making a living without treading on the perceived rights of the white man. What the West sorely lacked were women to do the work women were supposedly best suited for: cooking, cleaning, and washing and mending soiled garments. By some accounts, laundry service was so dearly needed that miners began sending bags of dirty clothes on four-month journeys to Hong Kong and back for the exorbitant cost of $12 for a dozen shirts.48 The absence of women in the West, in addition to their subordinate position in society, paved the way for the rise of the Chinese hand laundry.

         That Anna May Wong’s father went into the laundry business in the last quarter of the nineteenth century would surprise almost no one. More than three fourths of California’s laundries were operated by Chinese in 1880.49 The motivations behind the rapid expansion of Chinese laundries were clear. Setting up a laundry required very little capital. In most cases, all that was needed was a storefront (which often doubled as living quarters), a few irons, coal to heat the irons, soap, water, and a drying yard. The laundryman, unlike the railroad 46laborer, was his own boss, and if he decided to marry and raise a family, as Wong Sam Sing did, the laundry naturally became a family business with extra hands to help lighten the load.

         As a laundryman, Wong’s interactions with the white world were bounded and diminished, though racism against the Chinese persisted where it could.50 People sometimes showed up at the laundry demanding parcels of clean clothing without providing their claim tickets, or a customer might scour their clothes looking for stains and tears so that they could insist on a refund. Delinquent children threw rocks at the laundry windows and, in winter, dirty snowballs at clean washing hung out to dry.

         Campaigns to root the Chinese laundrymen out of Los Angeles were waged in the law courts as well. In 1913, when Wong was arrested because of a bunk ordinance that arbitrarily prohibited laundries in certain districts,51 he hired a lawyer and fought the case all the way to the California Supreme Court. He was not one to put up and shut up when he knew his rights were being violated—a brand of stubbornness he unwittingly passed on to his daughter.

         
            *

         

         Even as a teenager, Anna May Wong understood the power of an origin story. She’d watched one materialize right before her very eyes to account for the meteoric rise of her native city. Los Angeles, once a frontier outpost, grew into a major metropolitan center that surpassed San Francisco in population by 1920. The city sprung up, like a mirage of an oasis, in the middle of a desert where a city was never meant to be.

         Like the movie stars she looked up to as a girl, Anna May crafted and recited her origin story for the press again and again. She was the daughter of a Chinese laundryman. Perhaps what made it so irresistible, so worthy of reprinting, was that it appeared to be the unvarnished truth, wholesome in its plainness. Certainly, it was unusual to see such a girl become a movie actress. The Chinese laundry was 47a place many Americans frequented, picking up and dropping off their shirtsleeves and collars, yet it existed on the periphery of American life.

         It wasn’t that other actors came from particularly well-off households or theatrically talented families. On the contrary, Anna May’s humble beginnings weren’t that dissimilar from those of the flickers’ biggest stars. Most movie people, especially in the industry’s early speculative days, came from working-class backgrounds where money was always tight and the task of putting food on the table a daily existential quest.

         Mary Pickford’s father was an alcoholic who abandoned the family;52 the eldest of three children, she began acting in the theater at age five and quickly became the family’s breadwinner. Douglas Fairbanks, whose real name was Ullman,53 was the son of a bigamous Jewish lawyer who later deserted the family; he was ashamed of his Jewish ancestry and took that secret with him to the grave. Charlie Chaplin, the bastard child of a sometime prostitute who called the madhouse home,54 scraped by in the streets of London as a juvenile.

         Screenwriter Anita Loos observed these humble origin stories in her recollections of Hollywood,55 clarifying that money and sex appeal were often the only things separating movie stars from their servants. “To place in the limelight a great number of people who ordinarily would be chambermaids and chauffeurs, give them unlimited power and instant wealth, is bound to produce a lively and diverting result.”

         Through the rose-hued lens of studio PR,56 Fairbanks’s father became a silver speculator in Colorado and a well-known scholar of Shakespeare. The Pickford patriarch was remembered as a loving family man taken too early by a tragic accident aboard a steamship.57 Chaplin was the son of boisterous music hall performers and nothing more.

         Hollywood’s heavyweights deftly tidied up the unsavory aspects of their narratives, the modest truths of their previous circumstances they’d rather no one knew about. Anna May told it straight, mostly. 48She had learned as a child to hold her head high. Her devotees and detractors should know the truth about the challenges she’d overcome.

         In a two-part memoir written for Pictures magazine in 1926,58 Anna May recalled that as a child she had known no difference between herself and the white children she went to school with. That was until the day a group of boys from school accosted her and her sister Lulu on their way home and “the world came crashing down.” “Chink, Chink, Chinaman,” her classmates chanted, inducing the girls to flee. Once in the safety of their father’s arms, they asked him between sobs what it all meant. “Why had the little boys pulled our hair, slapped us, driven us from the sidewalk? We had done nothing wrong. We had tried always to behave in a proper manner.”

         Wong Sam Sing, who had faced the specter of racial violence since he was a young man in Michigan Bluff, took his daughters, one on each knee. “Perhaps our father was sad at heart, to find that social ostracism had come to us so early,” Anna May reflected. “Perhaps he was resentful. But he showed nothing of this…. He explained to us, gently, that it was no disgrace to be Chinese, that indeed we must be proud always of our people and our race. But, he told us, our position in an American community must at times be a difficult one.”

         The next day the girls put on a brave face and returned to school. The taunts continued at recess, and this time their girl classmates joined the chorus of boys. Though Lulu and Anna May never cried in front of their tormentors, as their father insisted they must be “too proud to cry,” eventually the girls were switched to the Chinese Mission School, where they could study in peace, as their classmates were Chinese like them.

         Anna May would never again forget the distinction of her race in American society. But as she was coming to understand, the thing about celebrity is that singularity sells. Difference sets one apart, indelibly imprinting one’s persona onto the hearts and minds of fans. What had once been a liability in the schoolhouse became a noteworthy advantage on the silver screen. 49

         So when the reporters came calling with requests to interview the seventeen-year-old actress, Anna May welcomed them into Sam Kee Laundry and gave them the grand tour. She told them with pride, “I was named Wong Lew Song, which means Frosted Yellow Willows. A rather unusual name, isn’t it?” And they lapped it up.

         “Imagine that name in electric lights,”59 one columnist exalted. Anna May Wong, he confided to his readers, was one of the most remarkable interview subjects of his career.
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