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For M.C.

May you dream big.

And in memory of my father,

Dr. Richard Polly,

1942–2017


“Knowing others is Wisdom,

Knowing yourself is Enlightenment.”

—Lao-tzu
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Crowds outside Kowloon Funeral Parlour for Bruce Lee’s Hong Kong funeral, July 25, 1973. (David Tadman)
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Steve McQueen places his gloves on Bruce’s casket. James Coburn on the left; Linda, Shannon, and Brandon Lee sitting on the right. Seattle funeral, July 30, 1973. (Bettmann/Getty Images)





prologue


tale of two funerals

The crowd of mourners began gathering on the evening of July 24, 1973, outside the Kowloon Funeral Parlour in anticipation of the ceremony the next morning. As the appointed hour of 10 a.m. drew closer, their numbers swelled and multiplied until over fifteen thousand Hong Kong residents stood behind police barricades, looked down from balconies, or perched precariously on the city’s famous neon signs to catch a final glimpse of their idol’s coffin. Five days earlier Bruce Lee had died at the age of thirty-two. Several hundred extra police officers were detailed to control the crowd. Wearing lime green shorts and short-sleeved shirts, black shoes, knee socks, and billed caps, the cops looked like overgrown Boy Scouts on a summer trip.

The South China Morning Post described the scene as “a carnival.” When the crowd spotted one of Bruce’s celebrity friends entering the funeral home, they clapped and cheered. Wearing sunglasses to hide tears, the famous arrived one after another to pay their respects to the man who had put Hong Kong cinema on the world map: Shih Kien, the villain in Enter the Dragon; Nancy Kwan, the star of The World of Suzie Wong; Nora Miao, Lee’s longtime costar; pop singer Samuel Hui, a childhood friend; even Lo Wei, who directed two of Bruce’s films. One of the few famous faces to skip the event was Betty Ting Pei in whose apartment Lee had died. Much to the disappointment of the throng, Betty chose to stay home where she was reported to be under heavy sedation. She sent a wreath instead with a note, “To Bruce from Ting Pei.” Next to it a tearful six-year-old boy dropped a spray of flowers with a simple message, “From a little fan.”

“For the scores of fans who had stayed the night, the saddest moment was the arrival of Lee’s wife Linda,” reported The China Mail. A black Mercedes pulled to the curb, and Raymond Chow, Bruce’s business partner and the head of Golden Harvest studios, opened Linda’s door and gave her a hand. Linda was dressed in all white—the Chinese color for mourning—a white double-breasted long coat down to her knees, white slacks, and a white turtleneck. Her light brown hair was cut short. Big round sunglasses covered her red eyes. She appeared dangerously thin as if she hadn’t eaten for days. Leaning on Raymond’s arm, Linda was surrounded by a group of Golden Harvest employees who helped push her through the crowd surrounding the front door. “Outside the crush was tremendous,” Linda later said. “I recalled the old newsreel shots of the funeral of Rudolph Valentino.”

The five hundred VIP mourners inside the cramped funeral home fell silent as the twenty-eight-year-old widow entered. At the front of the parlor was an altar with a movie-poster-sized photo of Bruce wearing sunglasses surrounded by a display of ribbons, flowers, and a Chinese banner saying, “A Star Sinks in the Sea of Art.”  Three joss sticks and two candles burned in front of his picture. The walls were covered with thousands of tributes—Chinese calligraphy on strips of white silk.

Raymond and Linda bowed before the altar three times before Chow escorted her over to the section reserved for family. Bruce’s older brother, Peter, and his wife, Eunice Lam, stood solemnly. Linda was helped out of her fashionable long coat and into a white, hooded, burlap mourning gown per Chinese custom. Her two children, eight-year-old Brandon and four-year-old Shannon, were brought in from a side entrance and dressed in white burlap as well. A white bandanna was tied around Brandon’s head. Shannon, too young to understand what was happening, played happily while Brandon glared angrily.

A Chinese band struck up a traditional funeral song, which sounded like “Auld Lang Syne.” Bruce’s HK$40,000 bronze casket was brought into the room. The top half of the coffin was opened. Inside was a protective enclosure of glass covering Bruce’s body to prevent anyone from touching him. Linda had dressed her husband in the blue Chinese outfit he had worn in Enter the Dragon and liked to wear around the house because it was comfortable. Beneath the glass, Bruce’s face looked gray and distorted despite heavy makeup. Friends filed past the open casket to see him one last time. Press photographers jostled with the invited guests to get a better angle; many simply raised their cameras above their heads and snapped away furiously. As Linda made her way to her husband’s side, she looked heartbreakingly close to collapse. Covering her face with a trembling hand, Linda burst into tears. “It was a frightful time,” she later confessed to friends.

Seeing his hearse begin to depart, Bruce’s fans went wild with grief. Three hundred policemen surrounding the funeral parlor were forced to link arms and form a human chain to hold back the surging crowds. Eventually, reinforcements were called as women and children were repeatedly plucked clear of the barrier to prevent them from being crushed. Old men wept, young girls fainted, and many people were hospitalized for shock and minor injuries. “It was terrible alright,” remembers Peter Lee. For hours afterward, police with loudspeakers were still patrolling the streets urging people to return to their homes.

Many mourners refused to leave because they knew this was the last time they would be near their hero. The Hong Kong tabloids had angrily reported that Linda planned to bury her husband in America, making it nearly impossible for the average Chinese fan to visit his grave. Under the headline, “Lee’s Body Flies to America Tomorrow,” the Oriental Daily wrote, “Linda has stuck to her guns regarding several things about Lee’s death. She is obviously holding some kind of grudge. From the start, Linda wanted to ship Lee’s body back to America for autopsy, but due to legal restrictions, she relented. However, the body will be sent to America for burial.”
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In life, Bruce Lee sought to straddle East and West. In death, he only had one body, and his Western widow had to pick a side. She chose her hometown. “I decided to bury Bruce in the peace and calm of Seattle,” Linda explained. “I think his happiest times were spent in Seattle, and I intended to return there with my children to live.” Seattle was where Linda had grown up, gone to college, and fallen in love with Bruce Lee.

Her hometown had the added benefit of being a tranquil place for a funeral, unlike the mass mania of Hong Kong. In Asia, Bruce was bigger than the Beatles, but in America, Enter the Dragon had yet to be released. He was an obscure TV actor whose death garnered only a handful of short obituaries, several of which contained glaring errors. The Los Angeles Times wrote that Linda was his “Swedish-born” wife and in a shameful they-all-look-alike mistake added that Bruce was “the hero of such films as Five Fingers of Death.” (The popular Shaw Bros. kung fu movie actually starred Lieh Lo.) To ensure a serene Seattle funeral, Linda sent a telegram to Warner Brothers executives, insisting on “a quiet and private service with no publicity.”

Plane tickets that had been purchased by Warner Bros. to take Bruce and Linda to New York for his guest appearance on The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson were exchanged for the passage of Bruce’s body and the family to Seattle. On Thursday, July 26, Linda and the children went to Hong Kong’s Kai Tak Airport and boarded Northwest Orient Airlines Flight #4. Joining them were Andre Morgan, who, as the representative from Golden Harvest, was tasked with organizing and paying for the funeral; Charles Loke, a Chinese cameraman, who was recording the event for a documentary; and Rebu Hui, Linda’s best friend. “She kept me sane and I don’t know what I would have done without her,” says Linda. “I fell asleep immediately on the plane and slept like an unconscious person—my brain had finally shut down.”

While Bruce’s older brother, Peter, lived in Hong Kong, the rest of Bruce’s immediate family had followed him to America—his younger brother, Robert, his older sisters, Agnes and Phoebe, and his mother, Grace Ho. They were waiting in the Seattle airport when Linda and the children arrived. Weeping, Grace grabbed Linda and refused to let go.

Andre Morgan met with the funeral director of the Butterworth Mortuary on 300 East Pine Street. They discussed which plot to buy at the Lake View Cemetery.

“Do you want him buried with his kind?” the funeral director asked.

“What does that mean?”

The funeral director took a deep breath and looked left to right, right to left before whispering, “We have a Chinese section.”

“Oh really? Show me.”

The Chinese cemetery was a small isolated area next to the equipment shed. The Caucasian cemetery was, Morgan says, “as big as Arlington.” Andre opted for the latter, picking out a location under big trees with a nice view of the mountain. “I bought two plots, side by side. One for Bruce, one for Linda,” Morgan recalls. “That afternoon I went and saw Linda at her mother’s home and said, ‘I hope you don’t mind that I bought two plots.’ ”

The funeral in Seattle was held on Monday, July 30, 1973. Unlike in Hong Kong, fewer than two dozen fans and only a couple of reporters were camped outside. Gathered inside were a hundred or so relatives, friends, and former students, including Jesse Glover. As an African American growing up in 1950s Seattle, Glover became obsessed with the martial arts but had difficulty finding anyone willing to teach a black student. Bruce was the first kung fu teacher in America to accept students regardless of race or ethnicity. For years, Jesse and Bruce had been as close as brothers. “I was unable to conceal the emotions that surged to the surface,” Jesse says, “and I broke down and cried like a baby.”

A contingent of Bruce’s Hollywood pals had flown up from Los Angeles—Ted Ashley, the chairman of Warner Bros., James Coburn, and Steve McQueen. Everyone was surprised to see McQueen, who generally shunned funerals. “I cared about Bruce,” McQueen explained. “I felt like saying good-bye to a friend.”

During the eulogies, Ted Ashley opined, “In 35 years in the movie-making business, I have never known anyone who wanted more and tried harder for perfection than Bruce. It could be viewed as a pity that Bruce passed on right at the beginning of his realization that he would ‘make it big.’ I have a sense of sadness mingling with the realization that, while he may not have gotten up that ladder, he at least got his foot on it.”

Instead of traditional funeral music, Linda chose to play recordings of Bruce’s favorite songs: Frank Sinatra’s “My Way,”  Tom Jones’s “The Impossible Dream,” and the Blood, Sweat, & Tears version of “And When I Die.” In her eulogy, Linda said that the lyrics of the last song spoke to Bruce’s philosophy: “When I die and when I’m gone, there will be one child born in this world to carry on.”

Looking considerably less shaken on her home territory, Linda went on to say, “Bruce believed the individual represents the whole of mankind whether he lives in the Orient or elsewhere. He believed man struggles to find the life outside himself, not realizing that the life he seeks is within him. The soul is an embryo of the body of man. The day of death is a day of awakening. The spirit lives on.” Adding her own view, she concluded, “When our day of awakening comes, we will meet him again.”

After the service, the mourners made their way to Bruce’s open casket, covered with white, yellow, and red flowers making up the Taoist yin and yang symbol. “When I looked into the coffin and saw the pale imitation of what used to be Bruce I felt a wild anger and the need to strike out at something,” Jesse Glover recalls.

Bruce’s gravestone was hand-carved in Hong Kong and shipped over. Per Linda’s instructions, the stonemason placed a photo of Bruce at the top and etched beneath it his name in English and Chinese characters and his birth and death dates—Nov. 27, 1940–July 20, 1973. Linda also chose to have carved into the stone, “FOUNDER OF JEET KUNE DO.” At the base, the stonemason attached a marble carving of an open book. On the left page was the Taoist yin and yang symbol; on the right page were the words, “Your Inspiration Continues to Guide Us Towards Our Personal Liberation.”

The pallbearers were Steve McQueen, James Coburn, Bruce’s assistant Jeet Kune Do instructors, Taky Kimura and Dan Inosanto, his younger brother, Robert Lee, and Peter Chin, a family friend from Los Angeles. At the gravesite, James Coburn stepped forward and spoke the last words: “Farewell, brother. It has been an honor to share this space in time with you. As a friend and as a teacher, you have brought my physical, spiritual, and psychological selves together. Thank you. May peace be with you.”  Then he dropped the white gloves he had worn as a pallbearer into the open grave and the others followed suit.

Linda stood up and quickly thanked everyone for coming. Bruce’s mother, Grace Ho, wearing a blue button coat and dark sunglasses, was so distraught with grief two relatives had to help her walk away. As the crowd thinned and the mourners returned to their cars, the last person to remain was Jesse Glover. When the workmen came to fill the grave, Jesse took one of their shovels and shooed them away. It was a uniquely American moment—a black man in a suit with tears running down his face filling a Chinese grave in a white cemetery. Jesse says, “It didn’t seem right that Bruce should be covered by strange hands.”



act i


little dragon

“Every talent must unfold itself in fighting.”

—Friedrich Nietzsche
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Bruce Lee’s parents, Grace Ho and Li Hoi Chuen, circa 1950s. (David Tadman)
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Backstage: Li Hoi Chuen holding his infant son, Bruce, with his face painted in Cantonese Opera makeup, circa December 1940. (David Tadman)





one


sick man of asia

Ten-year-old Li Hoi Chuen stood barefoot on the dirt road outside a corrugated tin roof restaurant on the outskirts of Foshan City in southern China. He wore threadbare clothes passed down to him from his three older brothers. As urban pedestrians wandered down the street, Hoi Chuen sang out in Cantonese the restaurant’s specials of the day: “Friends, countrymen, come, come, come and try our fresh stewed beef brisket, water spinach with fermented tofu, frog legs on lotus leaf, congee with century egg, and sweet and sour pork.” His tender voice rose up and down with each menu item, a dancing falsetto. Among the hundreds of peasant boys employed by restaurants across the city to hawk their menus, there was something special about the way Hoi Chuen sang—a wry, ironic undercurrent. On this particular day a famous Cantonese Opera singer passed by the restaurant, heard the humor in the young boy’s voice, and invited him to become his apprentice. Bruce Lee’s father ran all the way back to his small village to tell his parents the good news.

The year was 1914. Revolutionary forces had recently overthrown the Qing Dynasty and established a constitutional republic, putting an end to four thousand years of imperial rule. The new government had a weak grip on power, various factions vied for control, popular revolts had erupted in major cities, bandits roamed the land, and the peasantry struggled to survive.

The suffering was particularly intense in the Li household. Hoi Chuen was the fourth of six siblings. His father, Li Jun Biao, suffered so many ill turns of fortune neighbors believed he was cursed. A severe fever in childhood damaged Jun Biao’s throat to the point where he could barely speak, causing many to assume he was a deaf-mute. He struggled to find enough work to feed his family. Along with a part-time job as a security guard, he was also a fisherman. He often took his boys with him to catch supper.

Hoi Chuen’s parents were overjoyed that their son would be apprenticed to an opera singer. It meant one less mouth to feed and a potential career for one of their children. On the appointed day, Hoi Chuen left his home to begin his training—an incredibly brutal dawn-to-dusk regimen of acting, singing, acrobatics, and kung fu (also spelled “gung fu”) training. Unlike its more staid European counterpart, Chinese Opera featured extravagant costumes, bright full-face makeup, falsetto singing, Olympic-class gymnastics, and both weapon and empty-handed stage combat.

After years of schooling, Li Hoi Chuen joined the senior actors on the stages of Foshan. His specialty was comedic roles. In 1928, his opera troupe decided to move sixty miles south to Hong Kong in search of larger and wealthier audiences. Ever loyal to his family, Hoi Chuen invited several of his brothers to join him in the British colony and helped them find jobs as waiters and busboys. Hoi Chuen was still supporting his acting career with part-time work in a restaurant.

As Hoi Chuen and his opera troupe performed across the colony, their fame grew to the point where they were invited to give a private performance at the palatial home called Idlewild, of Sir Robert Hotung Bosman, the richest man in Hong Kong. It was here that Bruce’s father and mother, Li Hoi Chuen and Grace Ho, first laid eyes on each other from across China’s economic, cultural, and racial divide. The maternal side of Bruce’s family was as wealthy and influential as his father’s was poor and powerless.
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Grace Ho was a member of the Eurasian Bosman-Hotung clan—Hong Kong’s equivalent of the Rockefellers or the Kennedys. Her grandfather was Charles Henri Maurice Bosman. Although many have thought Bosman was German Catholic, Bruce Lee’s great-grandfather was actually Dutch-Jewish. He was born Mozes Hartog Bosman in Rotterdam on August 29, 1839.

Mozes joined the Dutch East Asia Company as a teenager and arrived in Hong Kong in 1859. His fortune was made in the coolie trade. He shipped Chinese peasant laborers to Dutch Guiana to work the sugar plantations after African slavery was abolished and to California to build the Central Pacific Railroad. His business success led him to be appointed the Dutch consul to Hong Kong in 1866. Given the anti-Semitism of the time, all of his letters to the Netherlands minister of foreign affairs were signed “M Bosman.”

Soon after his arrival in Hong Kong, Bosman purchased a Chinese concubine named Sze Tai. The teenage girl had grown up on Chongming Island, Shanghai, in a good family, as evidenced by her bound feet. (Girls from wealthy families, who did not need their feet to work, could afford to have them bound.) But when her father died, her family fell on hard times, and the girl was literally “sold down the river” to settle debts. Sze Tai produced six children. Since the father was from Holland, they were given the Chinese surname “Ho.”

Mozes Hartog Bosman fell into serious financial difficulty and went bankrupt in 1869. He abandoned his Chinese family, moved to California, and changed his name to Charles Henri Maurice Bosman. To protect her children, Sze Tai became the fourth concubine to a Chinese cattle merchant, Kwok Chung. He had little interest in providing for her Eurasian children and barely gave them enough money to eat, but Sze Tai convinced him to pay for the children’s tuition to the prestigious Central School (now Queen’s College), where they learned English.

Robert Hotung was the eldest son of Sze Tai’s six children with Bosman. He grew up to become the comprador (foreign agent) for Jardine Matheson, the largest trading conglomerate in East Asia. He made his fortune in shipping, insurance, real estate, and opium. By the age of thirty-five, Bruce Lee’s great-uncle was the wealthiest man in Hong Kong.

To help him with his varied business interests, Robert Hotung hired his younger brother, Ho Kom Tong, who quickly became the second-richest man in Hong Kong. Bruce Lee’s grandfather’s two great passions were Cantonese Opera acting (he performed onstage in support of fund-raising events for charity) and women. Ho Kom Tong married at the age of nineteen and soon after began taking concubines until he reached twelve in total in Hong Kong. In the household he maintained in Shanghai for business, Ho Kom Tong kept his thirteenth concubine, a Eurasian lady named Ms. Cheung. In Shanghai, he also had a secret British mistress, who provided him with another daughter, his thirtieth child, in 1911. Her name was Grace Ho, or Ho Oi Yee in Chinese. Nothing is known about Grace Ho’s English mother or why she gave up her little girl, but Grace was raised by Ms. Cheung as her daughter.

As the one half English, one quarter Dutch-Jewish, and one quarter Han Chinese child of an elite Eurasian family in colonial Shanghai, Grace Ho’s upbringing was very European. Instead of learning to read Chinese characters, she was taught English and French. As a teenager, she studied Western medicine in hopes of becoming a nurse. She also converted to Catholicism, no doubt attracted to its absolute insistence on monogamy and condemnation of polygamy.

Grace saw firsthand how miserable it made her adoptive mother to compete with a dozen other concubines for the attention of one man. Grace was determined to live a very different life. “She wasn’t happy with her father’s traditional, sinful ways,” says Phoebe Lee, Bruce’s older sister. Instead of accepting an arranged marriage as was common for Chinese and Eurasians of her class, Grace ran off to Hong Kong when she was eighteen and moved in with her Uncle Robert. Grace became a socialite in Hong Kong, filling her days with fashionable social gatherings. She was wealthy, independent, and single throughout her early twenties—a rarity for a Chinese woman in that era—until the day Li Hoi Chuen’s opera troupe came to Sir Robert Hotung’s Idlewild mansion.
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Sir Robert intended the event for his friends, but his niece, Grace Ho, asked her uncle to allow her to attend. She had little experience with traditional Chinese art forms and wanted to see her first Cantonese Opera, which was considered a lowbrow, vaudevillian entertainment for the Chinese masses.

Li Hoi Chuen and his troupe rode the Star Ferry from Kowloon to Hong Kong Island and trekked up to Idlewild at 8 Seymour Road, Mid-Levels. The actors painted their faces with thick makeup, donned their ornate costumes, and tested their kung fu weapons before marching into the courtyard to entertain this private audience of Eurasian elites.

Grace was intrigued and delighted by the performances, but the longer she watched the more her attention was drawn to a handsome young actor with excellent comedic timing. “Just in those ten minutes or so when Dad was on stage,” says Robert Lee, Bruce’s younger brother, “Mom was deeply moved by his performance technique and developed feelings for him.” She fell in love because he made her laugh.

In 1930s China it was unheard of for a woman to pursue a man, but Grace sought out Li Hoi Chuen and charmed him. It was doubly scandalous for the daughter of a wealthy family to become enamored with a struggling actor. Marriage was a financial institution with little room for romance. Grace was supposed to wed a wealthy Eurasian scion, not the son of illiterate Chinese peasants.

Her entire clan was against the relationship. Threats were made. Pressure was applied. “But Mom was very independent, strong-willed, and adaptable,” says Robert, “and she finally made up her mind she wanted to be with Dad.” As the child of two cultures, Grace’s choice was a microcosm of the conflict between Western individualism and Chinese tradition, romanticism versus family obligation. In traditional China’s patriarchal, polygamous culture, Grace Ho wed for love. She wasn’t formally disowned, but her decision to elope caused a rupture and she was financially cut off. Grace went from being a wealthy socialite to the wife of a Chinese actor.
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If Grace had any regrets, she never spoke of them. After her romantic rebellion against her family, she settled comfortably into the life of a simple Chinese wife. She dressed plainly, only wearing a cheongsam on special occasions. She loved to knit and play mahjong with her friends. Her personality embodied the Chinese ideal for a woman—wenrou ([image: Image])—quiet, gentle, and tender. “My mother was very patient, very kind, capable of controlling her emotions,” says Phoebe. “She was very refined, didn’t talk much, smiling all day, a traditional kind of woman.”

Confucius modeled Chinese society on the patriarchal family—the emperor as the stern but benevolent father and the people as his obedient children. As the most successful member of his family, it was Li Hoi Chuen’s duty to support his entire clan—to serve as its emperor. When Li Hoi Chuen’s father died, he supported his mother as was expected of a filial son. “My father gave all his salary to his mother, and my mother did the same,” Phoebe says. “My grandmother would only take a little and give it all back to my father. When he tried to refuse, she would tell him to take the money as if it were from her.” When one of Hoi Chuen’s older brothers also passed away unexpectedly, he moved his brother’s widow and her five children into his and Grace’s tiny apartment.

As his wife, it was Grace’s duty to support her husband and to produce offspring, especially male heirs. (A popular Chinese saying—duo zi duo fu ([image: Image])—“the more sons, the more happiness.”) To the utter delight of her husband, Grace’s first child was a boy. Tragically, he died when he was three months old. Even though infant mortality rates were much higher than now, the loss of a boy was still considered an evil portent, maybe even a sign of a curse.

When Grace was eight months pregnant with their second child, the family adopted an infant girl and named her Phoebe. It was odd timing—Hoi Chuen was struggling to support his mother and his dead brother’s family; he didn’t need any more mouths to feed. One explanation is Phoebe was a bad omen insurance policy. Superstition dictated the second child must be a girl; if Grace was pregnant with a boy, he was in danger unless he had an older sister. The more likely scenario is Phoebe wasn’t a random orphan girl. Hoi Chuen fathered her with another woman, who, after she gave birth to a daughter instead of a highly valued son, gave the girl to Hoi Chuen to raise. For her part, Phoebe, who is sensitive about the topic, claims to be a blood relative to her siblings: “Even though we had different personalities, we were close. Blood is thicker than water, our genes are the same!”

A month after Phoebe’s adoption, Grace gave birth to another daughter, not a son. She was named Agnes. “Phoebe is my adopted daughter,” Li Hoi Chuen told U.S. Immigration officials in 1941. “She is about 40 days older than my own daughter, Agnes.”

After Agnes, Grace was soon pregnant again and gave birth to a son, Peter, on October 23, 1939. His ear was immediately pierced. Even though he had two older sisters, Peter was still considered to be in danger from the mythical ghouls who steal little boys. Because their first son had died in infancy, any boy born afterward had to be given girl’s clothing, a girl’s nickname, and a pierced ear to trick the boy-hunting devil. It was an ancient custom and in this case it worked. Peter would live a long life, despite another demon roaming the land, killing children and adults in massive numbers—the Empire of Japan.
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For two thousand years, China viewed itself as the most advanced civilization on earth—the country’s name Jong Guo ([image: Image]) literally means “Center Country.”  The arrival of European colonialists with their superior military technology shook Chinese chauvinism to its core. When the Qing government tried to stop British traders from importing opium, which was causing an epidemic of addiction, the United Kingdom launched the First Opium War (1839–42) and crushed Chinese opposition. Suing for peace, the Qing emperor gave away Hong Kong—a rocky island with a population of only seven thousand fishermen—and opened a few treaty ports. Instead of appeasing the big-nosed barbarians, the concessions displayed a weakness that whetted the appetites of Western imperialists. Britain, France, and America seized more territory, including sections of Shanghai, the country’s most important commercial city.

The Chinese people viewed the loss of Shanghai to Westerners as a grievous insult. It marked the beginning of what Chinese patriots called the “Century of Humiliation.” In 1899, an uprising of Chinese martial artists (called Boxers), convinced that the mystical powers of kung fu could stop foreign bullets, converged on Beijing with the slogan “Support the Qing government and exterminate the foreigners.” It turned out their kung fu could not stop high-speed metal projectiles and the Boxers along with the Chinese army backing them were slaughtered by a seven-nation alliance of Britain, France, America, Germany, Italy, Austria-Hungary, and Japan. The failure of their government and kung fu to protect the Chinese people shattered their self-confidence and brought down the Qing Dynasty in 1912, resulting in decades of chaos, warlordism, and civil war. China became known as the “Sick Man of Asia.”

Unlike China, which was unable to adapt quickly enough, Japan rapidly adopted Western military technology and imperial policies. Imitating what the Europeans had done in the Americas, Africa, and Asia, the Japanese sought to kick all the Westerners out of East Asia and colonize it for themselves. They set their sights on the Sick Man. After grabbing territory along China’s periphery (the Senkaku Islands, Taiwan, Korea, Manchuria), the Japanese launched a full-scale invasion of the mainland on July 7, 1937, advancing rapidly and killing millions.

The British colony of Hong Kong served as a critical supply line in support of Chinese resistance and as a refugee camp—the population of the island increased by 63 percent (over 600,000). After the outbreak of war between England and Germany in 1939, the British publicly kept up their trademark stiff upper lip, convincing their Chinese subjects they were safely protected by the invincible British navy and the superiority of the white race. But in private, the British government realized that “Hong Kong could not be expected to hold out for long” against a Japanese invasion and that “delaying action was the best to be hoped for.”

In this time of war and under the false sense of Pax Britannica security, Li Hoi Chuen and Grace Ho made a fateful decision. In the fall of 1939, Hoi Chuen’s opera troupe was invited for a year-long tour of America. The objective was to raise funds from the overseas Chinese community to support the war effort. The catch was he couldn’t bring along his entire family, just one person. As Japanese forces were pushing ever closer to Hong Kong, Grace had to decide if she would join him and leave her three infant children (Peter was less than two months old) under the care of her mother-in-law or let her husband travel halfway around the world for a year all by himself. It was Grace’s mother-in-law who convinced Grace to accompany her son. “My paternal grandmother said she should go with him or he might be tempted by someone else,” Phoebe says with a chuckle. “She told my mother not to worry, so long as Grandma is here, no one is going to mistreat these three kids. So my mom went with him. Agnes, Peter, and I stayed in Hong Kong.”

Hoi Chuen applied for a twelve-month nonimmigrant visa to the United States on November 15, 1939. His stated reason for coming to America was “theatrical work only,” and he listed his occupation as “actor.” On Grace’s application, she wrote her purpose was “accompanying my husband.” She fudged her occupation as “actress, wardrobe woman.” In fact, she was a housewife and mother.

The entire extended family went to the Hong Kong Harbor docks. Through their tears, Hoi Chuen and Grace kissed their infant children goodbye and walked up the ramp to their steamer ship, SS President Coolidge, for their long voyage to America. It was the first time either of them had left Asia.
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After a three-week journey with a stop in Honolulu, the President Coolidge finally sailed into San Francisco Bay on December 8, 1939. Hoi Chuen and Grace gazed up in wonder at the recently built, two-year-old Golden Gate Bridge—the tallest and longest suspension bridge in the world. As the steamer slowly made its way through the bay, the couple could see the federal prison on Alcatraz Island and the 1939 World’s Fair being hosted on Treasure Island, featuring an eighty-foot statue of Pacifica, goddess of the Pacific Ocean. The Coolidge docked at Angel Island, called “The Ellis Island of the West.” Chinese immigrants seeking permanent residence were often detained for months. The 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, which was not repealed until 1943, prohibited all immigration of low-skilled Chinese laborers. Since Hoi Chuen and Grace arrived on a one-year cultural worker visa, they were processed relatively quickly.

Greeted by a representative from the Mandarin Theatre, who had sponsored their visas, Hoi Chuen and Grace were guided through the streets of Chinatown. It was the largest enclave of Chinese outside Asia and the only neighborhood in San Francisco where Chinese could own property. Rebuilt after the 1906 earthquake, this warren of three- and four-story brick buildings over a twenty-four-block area had long been a major tourist attraction with its numerous restaurants, gambling dens, and brothels. The nightclub Forbidden City was famed for its exotic Oriental performances. Li Po, which catered to a gay clientele, advertised itself as a “jovial and informal Chinatown cocktail lounge” where one could find “love, passion, and nighttime.” At every intersection, Chinese boys hawked Chinese- and English-language newspapers. The headline story in the San Francisco Chronicle was the trial of a local labor leader as a Communist.

Hoi Chuen and Grace walked down the busiest section of Grant Street in the heart of Chinatown to visit his place of work for the next year, the Mandarin Theatre. Built in 1924 with a distinctive green, red, and gold arched awning, the Mandarin Theatre was a key player in Chinatown’s live opera (and later cinema) culture for decades. Its main competition was the Great China Theatre just one block east on Jackson Street. The two venues were constantly trying to out-bill each other by importing superior opera talent from China. It was as part of this rivalry that the Mandarin had booked Hoi Chuen’s troupe, posting bonds with the Immigration Department for each actor and paying the talent far more than they could have earned in Hong Kong.

Hoi Chuen and Grace lived at the Mandarin Theatre’s boardinghouse on 18 Trenton Street, a block away from the Chinese Hospital, the cornerstone of the neighborhood. It turned out to be a fortunate location. The Chinese Hospital was the only medical facility at the time that would treat Chinese patients. Grace discovered she was pregnant again in April.

As her due date approached, Hoi Chuen’s troupe was scheduled to perform in New York City. With great reluctance, he left his very pregnant wife alone in a foreign city and traveled by train across the country. Grace hid her anxiety behind a fixed smile. When she went into labor a few weeks later, neighbors helped her walk down the street to the hospital.

A healthy baby boy—five eighths Han Chinese, one quarter English, and one eighth Dutch-Jewish—was born at 7:12 a.m. on November 27, 1940.

The neighbors called the Le Qian Qiu Theatre in New York’s Chinatown to leave a message for Hoi Chuen: It’s a boy! When he heard the good news that night, Hoi Chuen celebrated with the entire cast by passing out cigarettes—the Chinese equivalent of passing out cigars.

The first question all his fellow actors asked was: “What are his astrological signs?”  The Chinese zodiac not only assigns one of twelve animals—rat, ox, tiger, rabbit, dragon, snake, horse, goat, monkey, rooster, dog, and pig—to the year of a person’s birth (called the outer animal), but also the month (inner animal), the day (true animal), and the hour (secret animal). Of the twelve birth signs, the dragon is considered the most powerful and propitious. Chinese emperors took the dragon as their symbol, causing it to be associated with leadership and authority. Many Chinese parents tried to time a pregnancy in the hopes that their child would be born in the year, month, day, or hour of the dragon.

Hoi Chuen proudly told everyone that his boy was born in the year of the dragon, the month of the pig, the day of the dog, and the hour of the dragon. Two dragon signs, especially if one was the year, were considered exceptionally auspicious. The troupe all congratulated him: “Your son is destined for greatness.”

Back in San Francisco, Grace needed to pick out an American name for her son, a natural-born citizen of the United States. When Li Hoi Chuen applied for his nonimmigrant visa, his surname was changed from “Li” to the Anglicized version “Lee”—Lee Hoi Chuen. And so on the boy’s birth certificate his last name was also written down as “Lee,” a subtle shift in spelling demarking a break with the past and a new beginning. For the first name, Grace, who spoke little English, turned to a Chinese American friend for help. He consulted with the midwife, Mary E. Glover, who delivered the baby and signed the birth certificate. She suggested Bruce.

Alone with her son, Grace selected his Chinese name: Li Jun Fan ([image: Image]). “Li” was the family surname. “Jun” was part of Hoi Chuen’s father’s name (Li Jun Biao) and meant “shake up, rouse, or excite.” And “Fan” is the Chinese character for San Francisco. So Bruce Lee’s Chinese name meant “Shake Up and Excite San Francisco.”

Hoi Chuen returned to his wife and newborn son as fast as he could. Grace would later joke with friends that he arrived with his face still covered in bright Cantonese Opera paint. Hoi Chuen decided his father’s life had been so cursed by misfortune that it would be unlucky to use the same “Jun” character ([image: Image]) in his son’s name. He changed it to a slightly different “Jun” character ([image: Image]), meaning “echo, reverberate, or resound.” Hoi Chuen didn’t like “Bruce” either, but since it was already recorded on the birth certificate, it was too late. He complained, “I can’t pronounce it.”
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Li Hoi Chuen came to America to raise funds from the overseas Chinese community to support the war effort back home. As part of that process, he made a number of close friends. One of them was Esther Eng, a pioneering female film director who specialized in patriotic war movies. While filming Golden Gate Girl, she needed a newborn girl for several scenes and asked Hoi Chuen if she could borrow Bruce. He hesitated. Knowing intimately the vagaries of the artistic life, he didn’t want his children to follow in his footsteps, but as a traditional Chinese man he deeply believed in guanxi ([image: Image]), the system of relationships, connections, personal favors, and reciprocity that undergirds and binds Chinese society together. When he later explained why he decided to “lend out” his son, Hoi Chuen said that Chinese people have to help each other out, especially abroad. “Dad was very concerned about reciprocity among friends,” says Robert Lee.

Born on the road between curtain calls, Bruce Lee faced his first movie camera before he was old enough to crawl. It was his first and last cross-dressing performance. In one brief scene, two-month-old Bruce is rocked to sleep in a wicker bassinet, wearing a lacy bonnet and girl’s blouse. His mother, Grace, was flustered to see her delicate child so transfigured for the camera. In another close-up, a warmly wrapped baby Bruce cries inconsolably, eyes squeezed shut, mouth agape, arms flapping, chubby cheeks and double chin reverberating as the sound echoes through San Francisco.

Because Bruce was too young to travel, the Li family overstayed their visa by five months. It had been nearly a year and a half since Hoi Chuen and Grace had seen their other young children. They were anxious to go home.

But they worried Bruce might not be allowed to return to the United States. Discriminatory anti-Chinese immigration officials frequently denied American-born Chinese children reentry into the country by claiming they had “repatriated” (i.e., given up their U.S. citizenship) or questioning the validity of their paperwork. To ensure this didn’t happen to their son, Hoi Chuen and Grace hired the appropriately named law firm of White & White, submitted documentary evidence of Bruce’s birth in San Francisco, applied for a Citizen’s Return Form for their son, and submitted to questioning under oath by the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Services. Attached to Bruce’s application for return was a photo of the chubby, healthy, three-month-old boy with a smattering of hair and pierced left ear. The stated reason for leaving the United States was “a temporary visit abroad.”  The visit would last eighteen years.

Departing from the port of San Francisco, they stepped onto the deck of the SS President Pierce on April 6, 1941, for the eighteen-day journey back to Hong Kong. Hoi Chuen must have considered his time away a rousing success. His wife had given birth to a second son—an heir and a spare. As one of the most famous actors on the tour, Hoi Chuen had helped stir the patriotic hearts of many Chinese Americans. “Upon hearing my father sing such pieces as ‘Prime Minister Uniting the Six Kingdoms,’ ‘Martyrs for the Ming Royal Family,’ and ‘The Crimson Knights,’ many overseas Chinese were moved to volunteer and donate,” says Robert Lee.

Every little bit of reciprocity was necessary and needed, because Bruce and his parents were returning home to a situation that was turning from bad to worse.
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No one was happier to see her son and daughter-in-law return safely to their old apartment on Mau Lam Street than Grandma Li, who was already seventy years old. She had carefully watched over Phoebe, Agnes, and Peter for eighteen months, as well as her widowed daughter-in-law and five children in a tiny two-bedroom, one-bathroom flat. Everyone was overjoyed to meet the newest member of the family, Bruce Jun Fan. Grandma Li nicknamed him Tiny Phoenix—the female counterpart to the dragon in Chinese mythology—in order to keep him safe from the ox ghosts and snake spirits, who liked to hurt little boys. “Though Dad didn’t much like this girl’s name, he was always very respectful of his mother’s wishes,” says Robert Lee, “and so went along with it.”  The excitement and delight of the reunion was soon dampened by terrible news abroad and at home.

World War II was engulfing the planet in fire and blood. Japanese forces were driving deep into China’s heartland. In Europe, the German Luftwaffe was bombing British cities and German U-boats were sinking supply ships from America. Hong Kong was cut off from both China and Britain, helpless and alone.

As the Chinese and the British fought for their very survival, so did young Bruce Jun Fan Lee. Born in San Francisco’s peaceful chill air, the chubby infant boy fell dangerously ill in Hong Kong’s humid, cockroach-infested, wartime environment. A cholera outbreak was ravaging the colony. Bruce Jun Fan became so weak and thin his parents feared he might die. Having already lost one boy, Grace constantly hovered over her ailing son. “I think I spoiled him because he was so sick,” Grace later said. Because of his near-fatal illness, Bruce Lee grew up frailer than the other children. He could not walk without stumbling until he was four years old.

On December 8, 1941, the day everyone had feared for years finally arrived in the British colony. Eight hours after their sneak attack on Pearl Harbor, Japan invaded Hong Kong, declaring war on America and Britain at the same time. The Allied garrison of British, Canadian, Indian, and a small group of Chinese volunteers was outnumbered four to one (Japanese 52,000; Allied 14,000).

Thousands of civilians were killed as the battle raged through Kowloon on the southern tip of mainland China and across the harbor into Hong Kong Island. One of those who nearly died was Bruce’s father, Hoi Chuen. Like many Cantonese Opera singers, he was an opium smoker. When Hoi Chuen was sharing a pipe with a fellow actor at a neighborhood opium den, a bomb from a Japanese plane crashed through the roof, smashed his friend in the bed next to his, and plunged down into the basement, carrying his friend’s body with it. The bomb failed to explode—the only reason Hoi Chuen survived.

It took less than three weeks for the Japanese to conquer the exposed imperial outpost on December 25, 1941—known forever after in Hong Kong as “Black Christmas.” It was the first time a British colony had ever surrendered to an invading force. Whatever resentment the Chinese felt about the British and their laissez-faire colonial rule was nothing compared to their horror at the totalitarian brutality of their new Japanese masters, who decided the best way to control the colony was to depopulate it. Anyone who did not have residence or employment was forced to leave. Those who remained suffered under a reign of terror. Ten thousand women were gang-raped. In the three years and eight months of Japanese occupation, the population dropped from 1.5 million to 600,000. One third escaped, mostly to the nearby Portuguese colony of Macau, one third survived by whatever means necessary, and the rest were starved or killed. Japanese sentries regularly shot or beheaded passing Chinese who failed to bow. Random civilians were killed for jujitsu practice, being thrown roughly to the ground repeatedly until unable to move and then bayoneted. An average of three hundred corpses were collected from the streets every day for the duration of the occupation—those who weren’t murdered died from disease or malnourishment.

Li Hoi Chuen was the only breadwinner for a household of thirteen people. If forced to flee to Macau, it was unlikely all family members would survive, especially his infant son, Bruce, who had barely recovered from his near-fatal illness. Fortunately for Hoi Chuen and his dependents, the Japanese had a fondness for Chinese Opera. The head of the Japanese Ministry of Media, Wakuda Kosuke, made an offer to all the famous opera performers—including Hoi Chuen, who was one of the four great comedic “clown” actors—that they couldn’t refuse. What exactly was said is unknown. “Dad never talked to anyone about it,” says Robert Lee. “But considering the Japanese tactic of using food rationing to threaten people, we can only imagine he had no other choice.” Phoebe says, “The Japanese forced my father to perform, but they didn’t pay him with money. They paid him with rice instead, so we had rice for one meal once a week. The rest of the time we ground up tapioca to make bok-chan (Cantonese pancakes).”

The Japanese believed the continuation of opera performances created an impression of peace throughout their so-called Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, so Hoi Chuen’s job as an opera actor gave his family a slightly elevated status. Grace would later tell her children that when the Japanese soldiers came around, she only had to claim her husband was a Chinese Opera actor and they wouldn’t give her any trouble.

In densely populated prewar Hong Kong, the most valuable asset was real estate. By removing two thirds of its people, the Japanese inadvertently flooded the housing market with available properties. Suddenly, the few like Hoi Chuen who had decent jobs and food rations could dramatically improve their lot. About a year into the occupation, he moved his thirteen-member family into a four-thousand-square-foot apartment—extremely spacious by Hong Kong standards. The flat’s biggest selling point was its location at 218 Nathan Road, Kowloon. It was directly across a small park from the Japanese occupation headquarters, making the neighborhood safe from the desperate criminality of starving locals trying to survive. Over the next two years, Hoi Chuen cleverly purchased at depressed prices four more apartments as rental properties.

Even for lucky families like the Lis, life was a daily fight for survival, filled with deprivation, misery, and humiliation. A strict nighttime curfew was enforced along with a requirement of absolute silence. One night during the occupation, one of Bruce’s aunts was loudly playing mahjong at a friend’s apartment, causing Japanese soldiers to kick in the door and order them to stop. When Auntie objected in an even louder voice, a Japanese soldier slapped her across the face, forced her to bow, and made her apologize one hundred times.

The collective shame and loss of face suffered during the occupation led many to overstate their resistance after it was over. In one of the earliest tales the family liked to tell about Bruce Jun Fan, the patriotic toddler reportedly would stand on the apartment’s balcony and “shake his fist defiantly at Japanese planes flying overhead.” It’s a prideful image with one small problem. By the time young Bruce, born November 27, 1940, was old enough to stand and raise a clenched hand, the Japanese had already lost air superiority over the colony to the Allies. If Bruce ever shook his fist at a foreign plane, it was an American one. “I was in Macau for the war,” Marciano Baptista, a classmate of Bruce’s older brother, Peter, says. “American planes attacked the power and oil stations in ’43, ’44. We still shook our fists at them, because they were causing chaos.”

While the Allies controlled the air for several years, the liberation of Hong Kong had to wait until after Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and the surrender of Japan on August 15, 1945. Both Chinese and American officials expected control of Hong Kong to be returned to China, but the British, who considered restoration of colonial rule a matter of honor and a necessity for their Asian commercial interests, raced a Royal Navy task force to Hong Kong to accept the Japanese surrender and reclaim Hong Kong for themselves on August 30.

In retrospect, it was the best possible outcome for the people of Hong Kong. China was about to be consumed by a civil war between the Nationalists and the Communists, led by Mao Zedong, that would further tear the country apart and then sink it into decades of isolation and turmoil. In contrast, Hong Kongers would flourish, especially families like the Lis, who enjoyed their most prosperous period following the bitterness of the Three Year Eight Month Occupation.
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Ten-year-old Bruce Lee’s first starring role as an orphan in My Son A-Chang (1950)—also called The Kid (Courtesy of Hong Kong Heritage Museum)
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In the movie The Orphan (1960), Bruce’s troubled teenage character pulls a knife on his teacher. (Courtesy of Hong Kong Heritage Museum)
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After Hong Kong was liberated, everyone who had been banished came flooding back, along with hundreds of thousands of refugees from China’s civil war. The first to arrive packed themselves into every available room—each divided into ten or more “bed spaces”—until there was nothing left for the remainders but the hillside shantytowns. In five years, the population jumped from 600,000 to three million, and rental prices went through the roof. Suddenly, Li Hoi Chuen was not only an actor but also a successful landlord.

Owning four apartments did not make him a tycoon—he was not in the top one percent like Bruce’s great-uncle Robert Hotung—but it did secure his large family’s financial future. “My parents were not real rich, but we never had to worry about food or clothing,” Bruce told friends later in life. In fact, the family was more than comfortable. By the Third World standards of postwar Hong Kong, they were affluent and could afford the latest luxuries. “By 1950, we had a TV, a fridge, a car, and a driver,” Phoebe recalls. “We didn’t have a sense of social classes, but if you had a TV, you must be in the upper class.” Along with a driver, they also had two live-in servants, plus a cat, a tankful of goldfish, and five wolfhounds. Through a combination of talent, shrewdness, and luck, Hoi Chuen had climbed a long way from his impoverished childhood.

After the deprivations of the occupation, the children flourished in their newfound prosperity. Phoebe and Bruce were the extroverted, fun-loving siblings, while Peter and Agnes were the introverted, studious ones. “They didn’t talk much and were serious about everything they did,” says Phoebe. “Bruce and I were different. We would fight one minute and then be fine the next. We were lazy, but I wasn’t as lazy as him. If we were too lazy, our father would scold and not feed us.”

The illness and frailty that haunted Bruce during the occupation lost its grip after the liberation. He became so hyperactive his family nicknamed him “Never Sits Still.” He was forever jumping, talking, playing, or moving. Peter remembers that if Bruce was ever quiet for a long period his mother thought he must be sick. “He almost had a disorder which filled him with too much extra energy like a wild horse that had been tied up,” says Robert. When he wasn’t knocking over furniture in a whirlwind of chaos, Bruce was questioning everything his parents told him to do, earning him yet another nickname, “Why Baby.” (His skeptical attitude toward authority lasted his entire life. The director of The Big Boss (1971) called Bruce in exasperation, “The Why Dragon.”)

His parents discovered the only way to calm Bruce down—his “off-switch”—was to hand him a comic book. He would read quietly for hours. Prior to the advent of television in Hong Kong in 1957, comic books and magazines, like The Children’s Paradise, were a major form of entertainment. Bruce started with kung fu comic books and graduated to sword-and-sorcery martial arts (in Chinese, wuxia) novels—devoting much of his spare time to bookstores. Bruce read so much his mother believed it caused him to be nearsighted. “He used to spend hours in bed reading comic books with small type without my permission,” recalls Grace. “I think that is what contributed to his poor eyesight.” Bruce began wearing corrective glasses at the age of six.

All of those comic books and fantasy novels created a rich inner life. As he read, Bruce imagined himself as the story’s hero. Once Grace rebuked her son for acting selfishly, “You are really no use, child. You seem to hardly have any soft spot for your own family.”  To defend himself, Bruce told a story, “If we were ever walking in the forest and came across a tiger, I’d stay and fight the tiger and let the rest of you escape.”
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Along with the rental properties and his salary as a stage actor, Hoi Chuen developed a new source of income: the movies. Before the war, the managing director of China’s biggest studio, Lianhua, was Bruce’s great-uncle Robert Hotung. Its head office was initially in Hong Kong until it became clear that Shanghai was the Mecca of Chinese filmmaking. As Shanghai’s influence grew, initiating the first golden age of Chinese cinema in the 1930s, Hong Kong turned into a regional branch office, making cheap flicks in the local dialect, Cantonese. The Japanese invasion effectively halted all movie production until 1945. The only Hong Kong film made during the three years and eight months of subjugation was the Japanese propaganda film The Battle for Hong Kong (1942). The cast was mostly Japanese, but many Hong Kong film personalities were forcefully asked to participate, including Bruce’s father. He courageously refused. This wise decision saved his career—those who appeared in the movie were blacklisted after the war as collaborators.

After liberation, the continuing civil war in mainland China caused many Shanghai artists to relocate to Hong Kong. The initial trickle of migrating talent transformed into a flood after Mao Zedong’s victory in 1949 and the Communist Party’s decision to close their market, ban all foreign films, and only allow the production of government-censored propaganda movies. By 1950, Hong Kong was the Hollywood of the East, the center of the Chinese filmmaking world.

As a famous stage actor and one of the few to survive the occupation with his reputation intact, Hoi Chuen was well positioned to take advantage of the boom in movie productions. He became a character actor in dozens of films, often playing for laughs a comic archetype—the miserly rich guy who gets his comeuppance—a Chinese Scrooge. While movie actors weren’t paid well by modern standards, it was far more lucrative than stage work. “The money he made for shooting a movie was about half the price of an apartment back then,” says Takkie Yeung, the Hong Kong director of The Brilliant Life of Bruce Lee.

As part of the nascent movie industry, Hoi Chuen was friendly with all the major players, often inviting them over to his home. He also brought his children on-set with him. None of them took to the jungle-gym-like backlots with as much excitement as “Never Sits Still.” “Bruce climbed the wooden ladders to reach the suspended studio lights. We were afraid he would lose his grip. He wanted to touch everything from the cameras to the sound equipment,” remembers one of the actresses, Feng So Po. “He was so naughty they taught him hand games to distract him.”

When Bruce was six years old, the director of his father’s latest film saw him on-set and was so impressed that he offered him a part. At first, both Bruce and his father thought he was joking. “Bruce was wide eyed, open mouthed, and deliriously happy,” says his mother, Grace. It was his first part—playing a runaway boy who becomes a pickpocket and is run over by a truck—in the Cantonese tearjerker The Birth of Mankind (1946). A forgettable flick that flopped at the box office, it is only notable for typecasting young Bruce as a tough, wily street urchin with a heart of gold, a kind of Artful Dodger. It was a character he would play repeatedly for the rest of his childhood acting career.

In his next film, Wealth Is like a Dream (1948), he once again was cast as a lost boy on his own after the war. His father, Hoi Chuen, was a costar in the film and the movie promoters, seeking to play off the family connection and his father’s fame, gave Bruce a new stage name, Little Hoi Chuen. The newspapers even advertised “Cameo by Wonder Kid Little Li Hoi Chuen.” Bruce’s career, down to his diminutive screen name, began in the shadow of Hoi Chuen’s star. The son would spend the rest of his life determined to outshine his father.

Bruce’s first chance to win a victory in this Oedipal battle came with his fifth film, My Son A-Chang (also titled The Kid) in 1950. Based on a popular comic book by Po-Wan Yuen, it was by the standards of the time a serious, big-budget film. The director, Feng Feng, interviewed a number of child actors but none of them was right for the title role of A-Chang—a tough, wily street urchin with a heart of gold—until he saw the fiendish energy of Bruce’s previous screen work. Director Feng personally visited 218 Nathan Road to ask for the father’s blessing but was, to his surprise, rebuffed. A leading role in a major movie threatened to turn what was an extracurricular activity into a full-time career, and Hoi Chuen, to his credit, was not at all certain he wanted his son to follow in his theatrical footsteps. He hoped his children would become well-educated middle-class professionals—doctors, lawyers, bankers. Director Feng praised his son’s talent, spoke of his destiny as an entertainer, and, when all this failed, offered Hoi Chuen a major role in the film—as the miserly, rich boss who is secretly a soft touch—so he could keep an eye on his boy during filming. “Finally, Dad agreed,” says Robert, “and this decision would change Bruce’s life.”

Following the civil war in China, the early 1950s Hong Kong film community was politically charged and ideologically divided between left-wing Communist sympathizers and right-wing Nationalists. My Son A-Chang is a solid example of socialist agitprop. Bruce, as A-Chang, is an orphan boy living with his uncle, a teacher who is paid so poorly he can’t afford to send his nephew to school. Hoi Chuen, playing Boss Hong, the owner of a sweatshop, hires A-Chang’s uncle as his private secretary and arranges for A-Chang to attend a private school, where he is bullied as the new kid, gets into a fight, and is promptly expelled. A-Chang then falls in with a gang of former war veterans who have been forced by the cruel capitalist system into a life of crime. “We have to steal to survive,” says the leader, Flying Blade Lee.

After a bungled attempt to rob Boss Hong’s factory ends in murder, Flying Blade nobly agrees to take all the blame, instructing his fellow hoodlums to flee and reform their ways: “No more crime. Find a proper job. You just have to work hard. Give A-Chang my share of the money, so he and his uncle can farm in villages.”  The movie ends with A-Chang and his uncle, the former teacher, happily heading to the countryside to restart their lives as peasants. The movie predates the Cultural Revolution by twenty-five years, where teachers and intellectuals were forcibly relocated to the countryside to be reeducated as peasants.

Politics aside, ten-year-old Bruce’s performance displays a range of emotions and raw talent. In one scene he is humorously imitating his teacher; in another, he puffs himself up with cocky bravado by throwing his shoulders back and thumbing his nose at an opponent—one of his signature moves as an adult actor. In an elaborately choreographed fight, he fearlessly jumps onto the back of the evil factory foreman, who shakes him off and takes a wild swing. Bruce ducks it and head-butts his adult enemy in the stomach like a charging ram. When one of the foreman’s punches finally lands, young Bruce rips open his shirt, pulls out a knife tucked inside his pants, and charges at the foreman, who runs away in terror. Bruce would later re-create this scene in real life, getting himself into serious trouble.

For Bruce Lee fans, the movie is most notable for the new screen name given to the lead actor. Previously known as Little Hoi Chuen, the film’s opening credits list him as Li Long ([image: Image]) or “Dragon Li.” Given his pint-sized stature, this was quickly converted to Li Xiao Long ([image: Image]) or “Little Dragon Li.” Bruce loved his new screen name so much he insisted on using it in his private life. From then on, all of his friends called him Little Dragon Li, many of them having no idea that his birth name was Li Jun Fan. If names have a magical power, this film marked the moment when Bruce Jun Fan Little Dragon Li Lee’s personal life and movie persona began to merge, overlap, and bleed into each other.

My Son A-Chang opened in late May of 1950. It was a box office and critical success. Plans were immediately made for a sequel, but the project was soon scuttled by Bruce’s father, who refused to allow his son to appear in it. His general concerns about his children following in his footsteps into the topsy-turvy entertainment industry had become very specific in regards to Bruce, who was becoming as rebellious and difficult to handle as the characters he played in his films.
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Hoi Chuen had always kept a close eye on his baby boy. He frequently took Bruce on special fishing trips and backstage during stage performances. To strengthen his body, Hoi Chuen would often bring Bruce, starting at the age of seven, along with him to King’s Park in the morning to practice Tai Chi together. The slow meditative art form, which uses soft to conquer hard and stillness to conquer speed, was Bruce Lee’s first style of martial arts and a test of his patience. “Dad also wanted to use Tai Chi as a way to help with Bruce’s hyperactive tendencies,” says Robert. Bruce enjoyed the special father-son time, but not Tai Chi. “I got tired of it quickly,” he later explained. “It was no fun for a kid. Just a bunch of old men.” In addition, he found its techniques useless for what was quickly becoming his favorite extracurricular activity—fighting.

Bruce’s mother, Grace, was a devout Catholic and personal friends with many European and American nuns and priests. Wanting her children to have the best possible education, she enrolled them in the finest Catholic schools in the British colony. “To send her children to whichever parochial school was as easy as placing a phone call for her,” says Robert. For their elementary school education, Grace sent her daughters to St. Mary’s School run by European nuns and her sons to Tak Sun, an all-boys parochial school.

When Bruce entered Tak Sun at the age of six, he was at a distinct disadvantage. Physically weaker and smaller than the other boys with perhaps lingering balance issues from his childhood illness, he was never able to learn how to ride a bike. He was also terrified of the water. “Bruce was already quite mischievous. Our sisters thought they’d ‘teach him a lesson’ by holding him underwater at the Lai Chi Kok Amusement Park swimming pavilion and not letting him come back up,” says Robert. “It scared him so badly he never dared to swim again.” Severely nearsighted, Bruce wore thick, horn-rim glasses, and his ear was pierced to protect him from boy-stealing snake demons. “He even wore an earring to school, inviting much teasing from his classmates,” says Robert.

Most scrawny, four-eyed boys would have hidden in the corner, downcast, lost in fantasy. But not Bruce. Just like his character in My Son A-Chang, he was pugnacious and short-tempered. Anyone who teased him or made him lose face, he fought right then, right there. It didn’t matter if they were bigger or smaller, taller or shorter, older or younger, he fought them all, until he developed a reputation and the other boys stopped picking on him.

While Bruce started out defending himself against insults, he quickly acquired a taste for combat and was soon instigating fights himself. His reputation shifted from someone you didn’t want to mess with to the boy it was best to avoid. Parents began warning their sons to stay away from him.

“We were playing marbles,” Anthony Yuk Cheung, his third-grade classmate, recalls. “He took a shot put and smashed some of our marbles. We went to another corner of the playground. He followed us and ruined the rest of our marbles. I ran away, but he chased me, so I fought him. That was the first time in my life. There is a Chinese saying, ‘Corner a dog in a dead-end street, and it will turn and bite.’ ”

Bruce’s remarkably forgiving Catholic instructors, who had a boys-will-be-boys approach to discipline, plotted ways to keep the Little Dragon contained. “He was a real pain in the neck for any teacher, a proverbial devil in the holy water soup,” remembers Brother Henry, one of his teachers. “I waged a battle on his hyperactive problem and won it. The strategy was simple—Bruce was basically a good boy and a maverick if you understood him and handled him right. He was a live wire charged with I do not know how many kilowatts. So each morning my first step was to preempt that energy and tire him out before he caused trouble. I gave him all the odd jobs I could think of: opening all the windows, cleaning blackboards, getting the register from the office, and running errands all over school. When that didn’t work I sent him to the headmaster with a note, ‘Sending you Bruce to have a few moments of peace.’ Looking back on who he became as a man, I’m glad I did not suppress or snuff him out.”

Bruce hated school. Sitting still in a classroom was nearly impossible for him. He fidgeted and couldn’t focus on the lessons. While he loved reading comic books and martial arts novels, he despised his textbooks, refusing to crack them open. He was a bright child who got terrible grades because he refused to do his homework. What must have made this even worse for Bruce was the fact that his older brother, Peter, was a model student—the scholarly overachiever who aced all his exams. “Dad was very fond of Peter, because he was studious, had a bright future, and, like himself, was very quiet,” says Robert.

To help her wayward son, Grace hired a private tutor for Bruce. Acting like an obedient child, he would dutifully leave the house to visit the tutor, carrying an armload of books. An hour or two later the tutor would call Grace, “Where’s Bruce?” When Bruce returned home—his clothes ragged and torn, his books unopened—he’d swear he had been with the tutor the entire time. “Bruce was generally off with friends, fighting in the street,” recalls Grace. “He didn’t know the tutor had just called. I’d ask him where he’d been, and he’d tell me he just finished studying.”

Bruce had joined a gang. Or to be more precise he had formed his own gang. The Little Dragon didn’t take orders—he gave them. His classmates say he had a half dozen or so “followers,” who did his bidding. Two of them would remain loyal to him his entire life. Wu Ngan was the son of the main servant in the Li household. Growing up together, they were like brothers. Wu Ngan would later become Bruce’s manservant when they were adults. There was no one Bruce trusted more. The other was Unicorn Chan, a childhood actor Bruce had met on the set of The Birth of Mankind (1946). Unicorn would later help Bruce as an adult revive his movie career in Hong Kong.

Unlike in the movie My Son A-Chang, these boys were not street urchins. They were mostly middle-class kids attending prestigious parochial schools. They were rabble-rousers, not gangsters, causing minor trouble, not committing serious crimes. Besides getting into fights, their main leisure activity was pranks. “One night, when our maid went out for the evening, Bruce moved all the furniture in her room to different spots,” remembers Grace. “The nearest light was in the center of the room, so when she returned she banged and bumped into almost every chair and table until she reached it. Afterward, she was furious and came to me saying she knew it was Bruce. I promised I would talk to him but found it very hard to keep from laughing myself.”

As he grew older the pranks became more sophisticated and aggressive, especially if he felt he was avenging his family or his friends. At the age of ten, Bruce and Wu Ngan tried to sneak into the Dongle Theatre at the corner of Nathan and Nullah Roads. Bruce made it inside but Wu Ngan was caught by the South Asian ticket-taker, scolded, and smacked across the head. Filled with rage, Bruce rushed outside and yelled for the man to stop, resulting in both of them being punished. They spent the next two weeks plotting their revenge. They bought piping-hot, fragrant roast squid from a nearby food stall, to which they secretly added a laxative, and then offered it, with profuse apologies, to the ticket-taker. Now most ten-year-old pranksters would have stopped here, but not Bruce. Instead, the boys hid inside one of the bathroom stalls with a carefully prepared bucket full of excrement waiting for the ticket-taker to relieve himself. When the laxative-laced squid forced him to the bathroom, the boys stuck a four-inch firecracker into the crap-filled bucket, lit it, and slid the bucket under the stall door right in front of the ticket-taker. When it blew, it covered the man in feces. Bruce was banned from the theater for six months.

Grace, who later worried she had spoiled Bruce, played the good cop. She scolded, cajoled, and pleaded with him, hiding many of his infractions from his father. When Bruce went too far, like with the movie ticket-taker, Grace called in the enforcer. “Bruce knew how much his father hated violence,” says Grace. “I would always threaten to tell on him if he didn’t start behaving. He always promised to, but he kept fighting.”

While Hoi Chuen played the comic clown onstage and in the movies, his primary role at home was as the stern, emotionally distant disciplinarian—an archetype familiar to most Chinese children. “Each time Bruce did something wrong, my father would punish all of us,” Phoebe recalls, chuckling. “It was our responsibility to look after our younger brother. He’d twist our ears, close the door, and make us kneel. He would say, ‘Dare to misbehave now?’ Then he would hit each of us—boys with a bamboo stick, and girls with a rolled-up newspaper. Bruce would ask why the girls only got hit with a newspaper. Dad would say, ‘Because sisters are girls, and newspapers don’t hurt so much, but you boys misbehave so much, you won’t think it hurts enough.’ Often he didn’t have to hit Bruce—he could scare Bruce with just one look. Dad had this awe about him.”

The bad grades, the constant fighting, the increasingly violent pranks—Little Dragon was bringing disgrace on his family, making his parents lose face. After his stunt with the ticket-taker at the Dongle Theatre, something had to be done. Besides his comic books, the only thing Bruce truly loved was acting. While his mother could barely drag him out of bed in the mornings for school, she had no trouble waking him to go to the film studio in the wee hours. (To avoid the loud city noises of Hong Kong and its nearby airport, studios did most of their filming at night. It wasn’t until the 1960s that they began to record the audio separately and dub it in.) “Bruce was a natural,” Robert says. “Awakened in the middle of the night, he was on his feet and in character right away.”

Since no other type of punishment seemed to work, his father put him in a movie-acting “time out,” until he started to behave. He barred the Little Dragon from taking part in the sequel to My Son A-Chang. For the rest of 1950, Bruce did not appear in another film. After much begging from Bruce, they allowed him to make one movie in 1951, The Beginning of Man, but since his behavior did not improve, they banned him again. The Little Dragon did not appear on-screen again until 1953, a two-year hiatus.

Far from being stage parents, Hoi Chuen and Grace viewed acting as a privilege, not a career, to be taken away if Bruce didn’t study hard. Hoi Chuen had grown up so poor he couldn’t afford to attend school. He didn’t want one of his sons to miss out on a good education—or make the same mistakes he had.
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Hong Kong was still awash in opium a century after its conquest. While the colonial government had officially banned the drug in 1908, enforcement was lax. Up until the 1960s, the number of opium addicts, especially in the entertainment industry, continued to grow. One of them was Bruce’s father. “It helps my theater voice,” Hoi Chuen claimed, “and sweetens my singing.” Opium was to Chinese Opera singers what heroin was to American jazz musicians. A Cantonese slang term for smoking opium was “chewing rhyme.”

Hoi Chuen’s favorite acting role, and his most famous performance, was in the play Two Opium Addicts Sweep the Dike. This comedy about two bony, skinny opium fiends sent to do cleanup work in Guangzhou after the government prohibited opium required (allowed) the two lead actors, Li Hoi Chuen and Sun-Ma Sze-Tsang, to smoke opium onstage night after night.

It was perfect casting for Hoi Chuen, who had done plenty of personal research into the subject. In his bedroom at home, he had a king-sized opium bed. Many famous actors and directors visited the apartment to get their fix. “Dad loved to lie on the right side, leaving the left side free for guests,” says Phoebe. As a young girl, she curried favor by assisting him and his friends. “Why did I get along best with my father? My father taught me how to light up the pipe and give it to him to smoke.”

Sometime in the early 1950s, opium drew Hoi Chuen deeper and deeper into its euphoric, languid, sweet oblivion. He lost interest in anything but sleep and smoking more. According to Grace, he was close to the children when they were younger, but as they got older he changed and had very little to do with his family: “He spent most of his time in his room studying or sleeping and didn’t sit with the family except at meals.” Bruce later told his wife, Linda, his father was “an absentee parent,” who, because of his habit, “was often not mentally there for him.”

Besides the emotional costs, there were the financial. “Only rich people could smoke opium at that time,” Phoebe says. “You couldn’t smoke if you didn’t have the money. It was a very fashionable thing!” Hoi Chuen had over a dozen mouths to feed, plus the giant monkey on his back. The cost of supplying his habit and the ravaging effect addiction had on his acting career threatened his family’s upper-class status. Bruce frequently complained to his teenage friends about his father’s “stinginess” and the lack of spending money. For years Grace pleaded with her husband to quit without success.

The effect of the father’s addiction on his children was to exaggerate their natural inclinations. The sensitive, studious Peter buried his head in his homework and focused on individual sports, becoming an elite fencer. He was the son everyone in the family expected to be the first to attend college. In sharp contrast, hyperactive Bruce appeared to be heading to jail. He exhibited many of the classic symptoms of a child of a drug-abusing parent: aggression, distrust of authority figures, and excessive need to be in control.
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Following in the footsteps of his older brother, ten-year-old Bruce entered La Salle in September 1951 as a fifth-grader. Run by the Catholic Lasallian Brothers, La Salle, located at the time on Perth Street, was one of the most prestigious secondary schools in Hong Kong. Most of its students were upper- and middle-class Chinese and Eurasians, although there were a number of scholarship students. Its great advantage was the entire curriculum was taught in English, producing bilingual graduates. This guaranteed a decent job in the British colony. “You could join the police, a bank, the civil service,” says Marciano Baptista, a classmate of Bruce’s older brother, Peter. Without his elite education at La Salle, Bruce Lee would never have made it in Hollywood, where the ability to speak English is a prerequisite, especially for Asian actors.

English was one of the few subjects in which Bruce excelled. Overall, he was a terrible student, especially in math. “He never got beyond the stage of simple addition and subtractions—and he managed to stay in school at all only because he bullied other youngsters into doing his homework for him,” says Linda Lee. His mother joked, “By the time he was ten, that was as far as he could count.” One of his classmates says that he let Bruce peep at his test paper during exams for 50 cents. Despite the bullying and bribery, Bruce was held back twice in the five years he attended La Salle. It was far more common back then than it is now to be asked to repeat a grade, but Bruce was still considered a particularly poor student, one of the worst in his class, while Peter was one of the best.

Like many Hong Kong bad boys (called in Cantonese slang “teddy boys”), Bruce’s favorite time was recess. Out from under the thumb of the adult authority figures, he set out to establish control by recruiting his classmates into his crew. He flitted from one boy to another, joking, cajoling, and promising. “He would often put his arm around his schoolmates and just say to them, ‘If anyone is causing you trouble, just let me know and I will take up the matter with them,’ ” recalls classmate Pau Siu Hung. Other boys he tried to win over with his cutup sense of humor. For laughs and attention, he would imitate King Kong, inflating his barrel chest, pounding it with his fists, and shrieking like an ape. He often called himself the Monkey King. “He was always talking and liked to make jokes so he always had lots of friends,” recalls the introverted Peter. His contemporaries remember him strutting around the playground with a “bounce,” his heels hardly touching the ground. Michael Lai, a childhood friend, describes young Bruce’s personality as “teeth brushing,” slang for boastful, cocky, a peacock.

Bruce was not, according to his peers, a bully in the classic sense: a sadist who takes pleasure in humiliating weaker boys. Rather he was a gang leader, offering protection to those willing to follow him. Robert Lee, who idolizes his older brother and tends to paint him in the most positive light, says, “Bruce was more often like a hero in a chivalry movie—always trying to defend the weak from the strong, like a knight-errant-type character.”  This was true for members of his crew, whom he looked after and fiercely protected. In return, they hailed him as “big brother,” did his homework, and let him cheat off their tests. “He had a mesmerizing leadership that made people submit,” says Michael Lai.

“From boyhood to adolescence, I was a bit of a troublemaker and was greatly disapproved of by my elders,” Bruce later told reporters. “I was extremely mischievous and aggressive.” He focused his aggression on his rivals, the leaders of other cliques. The Little Dragon believed everyone should follow him—respect his authority. “Bruce picked on the boys who liked to show off and tried to look confident,” recalls classmate Dennis Ho. “He would go and put those boys right.”  To any boy who wouldn’t bend to Bruce’s will, a challenge was issued. The battles took place behind the hill overlooking La Salle. “You didn’t have to ask Bruce twice to fight,” says Robert. In fact, you didn’t have to ask once. He won more often than he lost, but the hypercompetitive Bruce hated losing so much he refused to admit defeat. “When he lost, we’d ask him how it happened,” says Michael Lai, “and he’d always come up with excuses for himself, because he was like the boss of everyone and needed to win.”

Bruce’s chief rival was David Lee, a tough boy with whom most people didn’t mess. They battled several times. In their last contest, it got heated, and both Bruce and David pulled out their switchblades. The fight was stopped after Bruce lightly cut David’s arm, drawing first blood. The injury wasn’t serious, but neither boy wanted to take their enmity any further. The use of weapons, instead of just fists and feet, shocked the more timid sensibilities of their middle-class La Salle classmates. Only the most rebellious teddy boys, like Bruce and David, carried weapons on their persons to school. Bruce owned a switchblade, brass knuckles, and other improvised devices. “In school, our favorite weapon was bathroom chains used to flush toilets,” Bruce explained. “Those days, kids improvised all kinds of weapons—even shoes with razors.”

With their gang life obsessions, these La Salle boys were, in their middle-class way, imitating their elders. The Triads (Chinese mafia) had been operating in the colony since the beginning of the opium trade, but their influence didn’t take off until after Mao Zedong’s victory in 1949. “The communists purged the Triads, so the criminals all came down to Hong Kong,” says William Cheung, a friend of Bruce’s. “A lot of kids got hooked up with them, some very reluctantly. By 1954, they were quite established.”  The influx of hundreds of thousands of desperate Chinese refugees, including ex-soldiers and Triad members, proved a volatile mix, spreading corruption and violence across the Kowloon side of the colony.

Another cultural shift affecting Bruce and his crew was growing Chinese nationalism. The failure of the British to defend the colony against the Japanese had shattered the myth of white superiority, and many Chinese resented the reestablishment of British colonial rule after the war. “The British were the ruling class. They were the minority but they ran the city,” Bruce later told American friends. “They lived up on the hills with the big cars and beautiful homes, while the rest of the population, who lived below, struggled and sweat their asses off to make a living. You saw so much poverty among the Chinese people that eventually it was natural to hate the filthy-rich British. They made the most money and had the best jobs because the color of their skin was white.”

After school was over, the La Salle boys engaged in an extracurricular activity they called “Limey Bashing.” “We used to stroll along the street, looking for trouble,” says Michael Lai. “We had much ethnic pride. We liked to beat up the British boys.”  The closest target was King George V (KGV), the nearby private school for English kids and other European expats. Bruce and his marauding band of boys would head up the hill separating La Salle and KGV hoping to encounter a group of British boys. Once contact was made, the taunting, insulting, and pushing would begin until tempers overcame common sense, and the fighting finally got under way. Bruce always took the lead, punching and kicking his way to schoolboy glory. “There were constant fights between the expats and local kids,” recalls Steve Garcia, a Eurasian classmate of Bruce’s. “They had disdain for us.”

As the boys reached puberty, KGV offered another source of attraction and opportunity for conflict: females. “They were after our girls,” says Anders Nelsson, a graduate of King George V, who later had a small role in Bruce’s movie Way of the Dragon. “Of course, we went after theirs too at Maryknoll and the other all-girl Chinese schools. There’s a Cantonese expression, ‘The local ginger is not hot.’ I guess they seemed more exotic to us, being Asian girls.” It was Hong Kong’s version of West Side Story with British Jets and Chinese Sharks.
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After a two-year time-out from the movie industry (1951–53), Bruce’s parents grudgingly gave in to their son’s entreaties to revive his acting career. Hoi Chuen and Grace had hoped the ban would force their son to concentrate on his studies, but it had been in vain—Bruce’s grades and behavior only got worse, not better. They agreed to let the Little Dragon return to films but on the strict condition that he behave himself. This decision was made easier by the caliber of the team Bruce was joining.

In 1952, a group of the top Cantonese movie directors, actors, and writers had set up their own production company—Union Film Enterprises, or Chung-luen in Cantonese. The expressed goal of this leftist collective was to produce high-quality, socially conscious films. “Cinema should entertain as well as educate audiences to the ethical, to serve the community, to be patriotic, and to take pride in our cultural heritage,” explained one of its founders. The flood of nearly a million refugees from the mainland had created a great deal of stress, division, and hardship in the colony. The didactic message of Chung-luen’s films was the need for unity, charity, and sacrifice among the Chinese people and government assistance from above. They were socialists not Communists. “Dad was very supportive of Chung-luen’s ideals,” says Robert. “He was confident they would have a positive effect on Bruce’s development.”

Perhaps the effect Bruce’s father was most looking to develop in his son was a sense of humility and teamwork. All Chung-luen films used the same troupe of a dozen or so actors, mostly adults with Bruce as the token teenage boy. In the spirit of the organization, most of their films were ensemble pieces rather than star vehicles. Bruce typically played secondary roles, appearing on-screen an average of about twenty minutes with about thirty lines of dialogue.

He had one of his biggest roles in his first Chung-luen film, The Guiding Light (1953). The plot of the movie: A foster child, who is bounced from home to home, ends up on the streets until he is rescued by a doctor and his kindhearted wife who runs an orphanage for blind girls. The doctor, whose motto is “Kids can always be taught,” adopts the homeless boy (played by Bruce) as his apprentice. When Bruce’s character grows up, he discovers the cure for blindness. The movie ends with a direct-to-camera plea: “Every child can be just like him. Poor handicapped children are waiting for your love, for education and nurturing.”

Between 1953 and 1955, Bruce appeared in ten of Chung-luen’s message-driven melodramas: The Guiding Light, A Mother’s Tears, Sins of the Father, Ten-Million People, In the Face of Demolition, Love, An Orphan’s Tragedy, The Faithful Wife, Orphan’s Song, and Debt Between Mother and Son. These three years were the most prolific of Bruce’s entire film career, comprising nearly half of his oeuvre. His small roles in these movies established Bruce in the public mind as a character actor, not a star, someone whose face they might recognize but whose name they probably couldn’t recall.

Chung-luen provided Bruce with an elite education in how to make quality films about serious subjects at a Hong Kong pace. Most of the film shoots lasted only twelve days. The company’s ideals also deeply influenced Bruce as an adult filmmaker. He grew up wanting to make patriotic, educational movies about China’s cultural heritage.

The money wasn’t half bad either for a teenage boy. He earned the equivalent of US$2,000 per film in 2017 dollars. This started a habit he would continue his entire life of purchasing extravagant items with his movie earnings. “After one film, he bought himself a little monkey. One day the monkey somehow got into the cage of our cousin Frank’s pet bird and ripped it to pieces,” says Robert. “When our cousin found his bird dead, he literally beat the monkey up, making the monkey so mad it bit me. My mother told Bruce the monkey had to go. Bruce didn’t want to give it up at first, but finally agreed to begrudgingly.”

The artistic union of Chung-luen didn’t last long. After three years, ego and infighting split the principals apart and the most talented dispersed to other production companies. No longer part of a highly creative and prolific team, Bruce found roles more difficult to come by. He only appeared in five films in the next five years. Without this creative outlet and structure, his teenage attention turned back to fighting and troublemaking.
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After five years at La Salle, Bruce was expelled in 1956. For a respected middle-class family—his father a famous stage actor, his mother a member of the richest clan in Hong Kong—this was a terrible embarrassment. The level of shame can be measured by the degree to which the family has tried to cover up the reason. Phoebe has claimed it was his grades: “Bruce was very lazy. The school only allowed students to repeat a grade once. After his first repetition, his school didn’t give him a second chance.” In fact, Bruce was held back twice. According to his classmates repeating a grade was fairly common and certainly not cause for expulsion.

In his biography of his brother, Robert Lee writes, “Because Bruce was simply too mischievous—always getting into fights and playing hooky from the time he started studying Wing Chun at the age of fourteen, and showing up for school in outrageous getups—they finally threw him out.” In fact, La Salle’s attendance records for Bruce show he rarely if ever missed school. All evidence indicates that Bruce didn’t start practicing Wing Chun until after he was kicked out of La Salle. Since the school did not have a strict dress code, outrageous getups could not have been a reason for expulsion. And fighting was extremely common among the boys—Bruce had been getting into scraps with his schoolmates from the moment he entered La Salle.

According to his classmates, there were two incidents in his last year at La Salle that led to Bruce’s expulsion. The first involved the PE teacher, who all the boys nicknamed Coolie Lo (Coolie because he had dark skin, like a peasant or unskilled laborer; Lo means “guy” or “man”). To warm up at the beginning of class, he made the boys run around the soccer field three times. To motivate the slackers and stragglers, Coolie Lo would hit the back of their legs. “He would run with the class, staying at the end and encouraging the boys along, chanting, ‘You’re too slow. Need to catch up,’ ” says classmate Pau Siu Hung.

One day, Bruce, who got paddled plenty by his father at home, decided he was tired of being switched by Coolie Lo. According to Robert’s version of the event, “There was a P.E. teacher who liked to hit the students with a ruler, an injustice to which Bruce was not keen to submit. He gave the teacher a fearsome glare and blocked the incoming ruler with his arm. And just like that, he was no longer allowed to go to P.E., but had to stay in the classroom and review his lessons.”

Dennis Ho, a classmate of Bruce’s, differs with Robert’s account. “He is trying to soften the situation,” Dennis says. “To my recollection (the scene sinks into my mind deeply), it was a long reed of grass not a ruler. I was running beside Bruce or slightly behind him when it happened.” Coolie Lo whipped Bruce’s legs with the reed, and it really hurt. Bruce stopped dead in his tracks. “He put his hand in a pocket, took out his switchblade, and pointed it at Coolie Lo,” says Dennis. The Little Dragon was re-creating the scene from My Son A-Chang where his character pulled a knife on an adult who had hit him. “Coolie Lo turned and ran away. Bruce chased after him with his knife. They ran around and around until Coolie Lo fled to the principal’s office. After that, Bruce got kicked out of class.”

Remarkably, pulling a knife on his teacher only got Bruce suspended from PE class, not expelled, in part out of deference to his powerful parents. If Bruce was remorseful, he didn’t show it. While he was in suspension, he would stand by the window and make ape movements and faces to distract the students on the field.

His schoolmates say it was another incident that finally caused him to be expelled. “It is something we still talk about whenever we touch on the subject of Bruce,” says Dennis Ho. According to Dennis and another classmate who wishes to remain anonymous, all the boys spent their lunchtimes messing around on the hill behind La Salle. On one particular lunch break in 1956, Bruce forced one of the boys to drop his pants. No one is exactly sure why Bruce focused on this particular boy. “Maybe Bruce wanted to show off or he was bored,” says Dennis. “He was in a mood.” After pantsing the boy, Bruce dragged out a can of red paint he had lifted from a construction site and painted the boy’s private parts red.

When the boy’s parents found out what had happened, the father went to the school’s principal and kicked up a fuss, insisting that Bruce be punished. Bruce was a terrible student, who had been held back twice. He was constantly getting into fights and causing trouble. He had pulled a knife on his PE teacher. While he could be charming and the Catholic Brothers saw goodness in him, this bullying prank was the final straw. Bruce was unceremoniously booted from La Salle.

It was a tremendous loss of face for his proud family. As his mother searched for a new school for Bruce, his frustrated father grounded him for a year—no movie work, no nights out with friends, only school and home.
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Ip Man and Bruce Lee practicing chi sao (sticky hands), summer 1963. (David Tadman)





three


ip man

Kung fu was not a popular hobby in Hong Kong when Bruce Lee was growing up. In the cosmopolitan colony, good society shunned the martial arts. Sophisticates associated it with the rural countryside, China’s feudal past, and Triad criminality. The event that reignited interest in kung fu and made it trendy was a challenge match in 1954 between two rivals who represented the conflict between tradition and Westernization, tearing at the heart of Chinese society.

Wu Gongyi was the traditionalist, the fifty-three-year-old head of the Hong Kong Tai Chi association. Chen Kefu was the thirty-four-year-old modernizer who had studied White Crane kung fu, Japanese judo, and Western boxing. In a bold move for a man of his age, it was the Tai Chi master who set the chain of events into motion by publishing an open letter declaring his willingness to meet practitioners of any other school “at any time and any place” for “mutual study” of the martial arts. The open challenge drew a published response from Chen Kefu, which developed into a war of words that the Hong Kong tabloids eagerly hyped. It was old versus young, past versus future, purity versus fusion, closed versus open, nationalism versus globalism.

As their conflict simmered in the newspapers, a disaster rocked the colony on Christmas night of 1953. A raging fire destroyed a squatter shantytown in the Shek Kip Mei area of New Kowloon, leaving 53,000 homeless. The government called it “unquestionably the worst catastrophe the Colony has ever suffered.” In response, the two combatants agreed to turn their duel into the centerpiece of a charitable relief event—“a joint exhibition of martial arts” complete with an entire evening of kung fu exhibitions and opera singing. It was scheduled to be held in Macau, because Hong Kong colonial officials, who had fresh historical memories of the Boxer Rebellion, refused to sanction a martial arts duel in their territory.

A parade of celebrities, journalists, and gamblers took the ferry from Hong Kong to Macau to attend what was being hyped as the Fight of the Century. The start of the contest between the old master, Gongyi, and the younger fighter, Kefu, had all the hallmarks of an amateur match between two inexperienced contestants—lots of tense flailing and missing. Finally, in the middle of the first round, the younger fighter clocked the old master in the jaw, knocking him into the ropes, but the older man counterpunched the young fighter hard enough in the nose to draw a gush of blood. The judges, who were even less qualified than the fighters, rang the bell early to end the round. After some cautious sparring to start the second, the younger fighter bloodied the old master’s mouth, only to receive another blow to his already broken nose in response. The sight of more gore caused the skittish judges to ring the bell early again and stop the contest. After a hurried consultation, they declared the contest at an end with no winner announced. This nondecision infuriated the audience, especially the legion of gamblers who were unable to settle their massive wagers.

The silver lining of the messy, inconclusive ending was it kept the contest a central topic of conversation for weeks. Everyone had an opinion and the debate raged. One Chinese newspaper reported, “Since the bout, everyone in Hong Kong and Macau has been discussing it with great enthusiasm, and the streets and alleys are filled with talk of the martial arts.”

Almost overnight, kung fu became fashionable in the colony. Inspired by the contest between the old Tai Chi master and the young mixed martial arts fighter, new students flooded tiny martial arts studios and took to building rooftops to participate in their own semiorganized bare-knuckle challenge matches—called in Cantonese beimo ([image: Image]). Young Bruce Lee, already a veteran street fighter, was drawn to the competition of these illicit rooftop contests. This led him to a decision that would change his life. He began the formal study of kung fu.
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After calling in some favors, Bruce’s mother enrolled her difficult fifteen-year-old son at St. Francis Xavier (SFX) on September 10, 1956. Compared to La Salle, SFX was more like a reform school—its discipline stricter, the school style more Spartan and humble. SFX’s Catholic Brothers never gave up on a troubled child and were skilled at turning them around. “Many of those boys would have ended up on the street if not for the Brothers,” says Johnny Hung, St. Francis Xavier’s alumni chairman.

The Brothers had a challenge in Bruce, because, despite promises to his parents to amend his ways, he and his crew were still roaming the back alleys of Kowloon looking for brawls. He won more often than he lost, but he hated losing so much he decided to upgrade his skills. “As a kid in Hong Kong,” Bruce recalled for Black Belt magazine in October 1967, “I was a punk and went looking for fights. We used chains and pens with knives hidden inside. Then, one day, I wondered what would happen if I didn’t have my gang behind me if I got into a fight.” Like many young toughs, the Little Dragon didn’t study the martial arts to become a better person but a better street fighter—not for self-defense but self-offense. “I only took up kung fu,” Bruce confided, “when I began to feel insecure.”

The first friend he made at SFX was Hawkins Cheung, who, like Bruce, was a short scrappy kid from an upper-class home. “Being from well-to-do families, we would sometimes have our drivers pick up one another if we wanted to hang out for the weekend,” says Hawkins. Their friendship developed quickly and they became close. “Bruce’s nickname at school was ‘Gorilla,’ because he was muscular and walked around with his arms at his sides. Everyone feared him, but I was the only one who called him ‘Chicken Legs.’ He’d get really mad and chase me all over the schoolyard with his big upper body and chicken legs underneath.”

In their after-school adventures, Hawkins and Bruce fell in with another neighborhood tough, William Cheung (no relation to Hawkins). The son of a police officer, William was older, bigger, and a much better fighter than Bruce. Their growing friendship forced the Little Dragon to make a difficult decision: he could either avoid William and maintain his status as the leader of his little pack of SFX teddy boys or swallow his pride, hail William as “Big Brother,” and become one of his followers. Most alpha males are unable to subsume their egos and as a consequence never improve or grow. In contrast, Bruce cleverly chose to temporarily follow William until he had enough time to study William’s techniques and become the better fighter. In the short term, he had to be submissive; in the long run he planned to reverse the power dynamic. This strategy, which Bruce employed throughout his life, was the key to his success. He later repeated this technique with Steve McQueen in Hollywood in order to learn how to become a movie star.

Bruce discovered that William’s street talent was the result of his study of an obscure style of kung fu called Wing Chun. In China, there are hundreds of martial arts styles. You can walk from one village to the next and encounter a half dozen different masters teaching radically different systems, each with its own mythical origin story. Wing Chun’s legend is unique because it is one of the very few styles whose founder is a woman.

When the Manchus began conquering China in the seventeenth century, the Shaolin Temple was a rebel base for the Han Chinese. It was eventually destroyed and the martial monks and nuns forced to flee. One refugee was a nun named Ng Mui, who had developed a simplified system more suitable to the height, weight, and strength of women. Her first student was a beautiful young girl named Yim Wing Chun who was being pressured by a bandit warlord into marriage. She told the warlord she would only wed a man who could defeat her in unarmed combat. Employing the efficient techniques taught to her by the Shaolin nun, Yim Wing Chun dispatched the bandit with ease and the new style was named after her.

Wing Chun’s growing popularity in Hong Kong was largely due to one man, Ip Man. Born in 1893 to a wealthy merchant family in Foshan, the same city where Bruce’s father was discovered, Ip Man fled with only the clothes on his back to Hong Kong after the Communist takeover of China in 1949. Destitute and rumored to have an opium habit, Ip Man began teaching Wing Chun as a way out of poverty. He quickly acquired a coterie of angry young men, who were attracted by his talent, even temper, and quick wit.

To help his students become better fighters, he taught them the basics of Wing Chun, which emphasizes close quarters combat—low kicks, lightning-quick short punches, blocks, and traps—the ideal style for fighting inside narrow alleyways. The main training technique was called chi sao (sticky hands). A form of sensitivity training, like Tai Chi’s pushing hands, two partners touch their forearms together and then try to block, trap, and hit their opponent while maintaining constant contact.

To help his disciples control their rage and improve as human beings, Ip Man also taught Taoist philosophy—“be calm like water”—and employed his sense of humor. “He always told me, ‘Relax! Relax! Don’t get excited!’ ” says Hawkins Cheung. “But whenever I practiced chi sao with someone, I became angry when struck. I wanted to kill my opponent. When I saw Ip Man stick hands with others, he was very relaxed and talked to his partner. He never landed a blow on his students, but he would put a student in an awkward position and make the fellow students laugh at the sight. He was the funniest old man. Ip Man never exhibited a killing attitude. The students would swing their hands, and Ip Man would smile and merely control the movements.”

Without telling his parents, Bruce asked William Cheung to introduce him to Ip Man, who accepted the fifteen-year-old movie actor as his disciple and then sent him to learn the basics from Wong Shun Leung. (In most kung fu schools, the master only teaches the senior students, who in turn instruct the beginners.) Twenty-one years old and a veteran of dozens of bare-knuckle beimo challenge matches, Wong Shun Leung was considered the best fighter in the school and one of the toughest in Hong Kong. His admirers called him Gong Sau Wong ([image: Image]), “King of the Talking Hands.”

The King’s first impression of the Little Dragon, who showed up sporting sunglasses and carefully coiffed hair, was not positive. “William brought in an Elvis-like youngster,” says Wong Shun Leung. “His manner was very frivolous as though he thought he was smart. After he went away, I told William that I did not welcome this young man.” William must have given Bruce an earful, because the second time they met, Bruce was on his best behavior. “He dressed properly and was more polite,” says Wong. The Little Dragon, who rebelled against most authority figures, had decided to once again temporarily kowtow until he could become a better fighter than not only William but also Wong Shun Leung. In his typical brash and straightforward manner, Bruce did not hide his intentions. “He asked me when he would be able to win over William and me,” recalls Wong, still stunned by the memory. “He asked too much.”

So singular was his determination to best his superiors that Bruce would play a trick on his fellow students to secure private lessons. He would make sure he was the first to arrive at Wong Shun Leung’s apartment studio and then claim he had something to do immediately but would return shortly. “Please wait for me! Don’t go out! I beg you, please don’t! Thank you very much!” he’d shout at Wong, before running down the stairs to wait for his classmates. When they showed up at the apartment building, he said to them, “The master has just gone out. His family said he had something important to do and will not be free. So I think we have to see him on another day.” After that, he pushed them down the road and onto a bus, before coming back to Wong Shun Leung for his individual lesson. When Wong learned of the ruse, he couldn’t help but laugh at its cleverness. “I did not try to persecute him,” says Wong. “That was Bruce Lee, competitive and aggressive. If he wanted anything, he would try to have it at any price.”

His fellow Wing Chun brothers were not as amused. Most of them were from working-class backgrounds and already resented the good-looking, privileged movie actor. His brashness and entitled attitude only made them angrier. Some of them apparently went to Ip Man and called on him to expel Bruce from the school. According to William Cheung, one of the arguments they made was kung fu should only be taught to Chinese, and because Bruce was Eurasian, or “mixed blood” in Cantonese slang, he had to go. “They said, ‘We can’t teach Chinese kung fu to an impure Chinese,’ ” claims William. “Bruce didn’t belong to Caucasians or Chinese. He was in between as he was mixed blood. At that time many Chinese people didn’t accept someone like that.” Ip Man refused to expel Bruce, but the Little Dragon was encouraged to study exclusively with Wong Shun Leung and avoid the main class until things settled down.

Unable to expel him, his Wing Chun seniors knocked Bruce around during class. “These guys, some of them assistant instructors, gave me a hard time when I first studied Wing Chun,” Bruce later recalled. “I was just a skinny kid of fifteen.”  The hazing Bruce endured only steeled his resolve and made him more determined than ever to prove he was better than them. “He became fanatical,” says older brother Peter. “He practiced diligently day and night.” If Bruce was passionate about a subject, he was an extraordinarily fast learner. He took to Wing Chun like he had been born with a clenched fist. “Less than a year after Bruce had been training at the school, he had progressed so far that a lot of the seniors had trouble sparring or doing chi sao with him,” says William.

While Bruce’s competitive spirit was extreme, it was not unique. Ip Man pitted his students against each other. “Everyone wanted to be top dog,” says Hawkins. “We would purposely hold back information that we gathered, and not let others know what we learned.” Ip Man also encouraged his students to continue their “research” on the streets. “Ip Man said, ‘Don’t believe me, as I may be tricking you. Go out and have a fight. Test it out,’ ” remembers Hawkins.

After class the boys would head to the Shek Kip Mei area looking for easy marks. “We were real bad guys,” says Hawkins. “We would go up and touch or pull the target. If the guy was hot-tempered, he would try to push or hit us and we would initiate our timing from his move. If the guy got hurt, we would say, ‘What’s the matter with you? I was just talking to you, and you tried to hit me first, Mr. Chan.’ The target would say, ‘I’m not Mr. Chan!’ To which we would reply, ‘We thought you were Mr. Chan and are very sorry we made a mistake!’ ”

For Ip Man’s school it was a form of fist-to-mouth marketing. His students were developing a reputation for being the baddest boys on the street. Unfortunately, it also drew the attention of the police. Bruce and Hawkins were put down on a police list of juvenile delinquents. “Mom and Dad only realized Bruce had been studying Wing Chun about a year later, when they heard about him getting into even more trouble than before,” says Robert.

[image: Image]

To avoid police scrutiny, the boys took to the rooftops for secret “crossing hands” matches against other rival kung fu schools. These events typically involved more bluster than brutality—serious injuries were exceedingly rare because the participants’ skill level was low and matches were usually stopped as soon as anyone drew blood. They were about bragging rights and resulted in long-standing feuds. Practitioners of Hung Gar, Choy Lay Fat, White Crane, Praying Mantis, and other popular styles gradually grew more and more resentful of the success of upstart Wing Chun fighters.

As Bruce advanced quickly in the style, it soon came his turn to take up Wing Chun’s mantle in a beimo challenge match. Egged on by his classmates, Bruce challenged the assistant instructor from a rival Choy Lay Fat school named Chung. He asked Wong Shun Leung to be his cornerman. On May 2, 1958, Bruce and Wong Shun Leung made their way through the streets of Kowloon City to the apartment building on Union Road whose rooftop would serve as the challenge site. Wong was surprised to discover the area near the building filled with riffraff buzzing about the upcoming match. “The atmosphere was very tense and heavy as if a great thunderstorm was going to break out,” says Wong. “On our way, many meddling youngsters pointed their fingers at us. Bruce was very delighted. I sensed that he was very proud of himself.”

As the crowd grew larger, Wong asked Bruce, “How come there are so many people? Did you tell them to come here?”

Bruce denied it. “Maybe they learnt the news from the other side.”

When they reached their destination, Bruce wanted to go straight up, but Wong pulled him back and said, “Walk on.”  They ducked into an alleyway and used a back entrance to fake out the crowd. Despite their precautions, twenty or thirty meddlers were already seated on the parapet of the roof by the time Bruce and Wong arrived.

When Bruce’s opponent, Chung, and his crew showed up, everyone greeted each other. Chung’s side asked Wong Shun Leung to act as the referee. He tried to rebuff them—“I represent the Wing Chun school”—but they insisted, praising his reputation for fairness. “They were so sincere that I could hardly refuse them,” remembers Wong.

He called Chung and Bruce to the center of the eighteen-by-eighteen-foot rooftop for instructions. “A match must follow rules, even if it is a friendly match. You all are young people; you are not qualified to represent your clans. More importantly, this is not a duel. We have two rounds. One round will last two minutes. No matter whose side wins, the comparison will end after two rounds. This is a friendly match—you all should aim at promoting friendship. Do you both understand what I mean?” Bruce and Chung nodded.

Bruce stood in the center in a Wing Chun stance, left hand forward, right hand slightly back. Chung circled Bruce until he saw an opening. He lunged forward with a roar and punched Bruce in the jaw, causing him to retreat in pain. Bruce’s mouth was covered in blood. After circling some more, Chung lunged out again, striking Bruce in the left eye. Angry, Bruce slid forward with an aggressive series of Wing Chun chain punches, but because he was not calm his blows did not land decisively and he left himself open to counterpunches to his nose and cheek. As they exchanged wild swings, the timekeeper ended the round. From the damage to Bruce’s face, it was clear to everyone he had lost the first round.

“Leung!” Bruce shouted at his cornerman. “Is my eye swollen?”

“Yes,” said Wong Shun Leung. “It’s bruised. Your nose is bleeding also, but it’s O.K.”

“My performance today is bad,” Bruce said, shaking his head in frustration. “If I am hurt too badly, my father will notice it. I think we better take it as a draw and end the match now.”

“Bruce, if you do not continue in the second round, it means that you surrender. How can it be regarded as a draw?” Wong Shun Leung cajoled his reluctant fighter. “You are capable to fight on. Your opponent is wheezing now. If you withdraw, you will regret it. Whether you win or not is not important, but you must try your best. If you fight on, you will win.”

“I will win?” Bruce asked, his competitive nature battling against his fear of humiliation. “Leung, are you sure?”

“Yes,” Wong Shun Leung replied. “Why should I deceive you? Don’t worry about your technique. This is a fight, not a performance. When you are close to him, step up and punch only his face. Do not worry whether you have been hit. Try to get close and attack. And be calm.”

Encouraged, Bruce nodded his head to show he understood as the timekeeper signaled the beginning of the second and final round.

Bruce stood in the center of the rooftop with an air of composure he lacked in the first round. He feinted at Chung, causing him to jump back. Bruce smirked. He feinted again, making Chung jump again. Bruce grinned. The third time Bruce faked an attack, Chung stepped back only a half step while throwing a right punch. Seeing his opponent off balance, Bruce made use of the opening and swiftly charged forward. His left punch slammed into Chung’s face. Bruce took another step forward and smacked Chung with a right to the jaw so hard several of Chung’s false teeth were knocked across the roof. Blood gushed from Chung’s mouth, and his legs were wobbly as he stumbled backward. With a yell, Bruce continued to rain heavy punches on Chung’s face. Finally, Chung fell beside the water tank on the roof. Chung’s friends ran forward to stop the match. Several of them criticized Wong Shun Leung for not stopping it earlier. Bruce was overjoyed. He raised his hands in the air in victory.

As soon as he arrived home with his black eye and busted lip, Bruce went into hiding for fear his father would find out. One of the servants gave him a hardboiled egg to put on his eye to help reduce the swelling. When his little brother, Robert, asked if he was hurt, Bruce bragged, “These are just surface-level wounds on me! You should have seen the other guy—I sent a few of his teeth flying!” In his diary, Bruce wrote, “Against Chinese boxer student of Lung Chi Chuen (4 years training). Results: Won (that guy got fainted [sic], one tooth got out, but I got a black eye).”

Unable to conceal his injury from his parents for long, his father blew up. He cursed his son for embarrassing the family and wasting his life with fighting. Phoebe recalls, “What I remember most clearly is that Bruce said to Dad: ‘I’m not good at studying. But I’m good at fighting. I will fight to make a name.’ ”

Details of the match quickly made their way back to Ip Man, whose reaction was very different from Bruce’s father. He pulled Wong Shun Leung aside to praise him: “If some day Bruce achieves something in the martial arts, it is because you didn’t let him quit after the first round.”

Buoyed by his triumph, Bruce’s confidence and fighting spirit increased. He became even more obsessed with Wing Chun. “The contest taught him that success does not come naturally, one had to train and fight,” says Wong Shun Leung. “Every day he practiced boxing, side kicks, wooden dummy and so on. When he had finished with all this, he would sit down and meditate on what he had done. He trained himself in this way for a long time.”

[image: Image]

As Bruce’s skill in Wing Chun increased, he assumed the role of teacher to his clique of followers at St. Francis Xavier. He was always practicing his moves on the playground and instructing eager classmates during recess. Because Bruce had been held back twice at La Salle, he was two years older than most of his classmates and they looked up to him as a “big brother.” Rolf Clausnitzer, whose younger brother was a schoolmate of Bruce’s, says, “One of Bruce’s favorite stunts was to stand on one leg and with the other fend off a number of ‘attackers,’ pivoting as required. His speed, maneuverability, and control were such that it was almost impossible to close in on him without getting kicked.”

Bruce’s recess lessons were noticed by the school’s sports master, Brother Edward, a German missionary and former prizefighter. “When he came to our school, I knew at once he was a boxer,” says Brother Edward. “His mother came here quite often. She wanted us to look after the boy.” Brother Edward took Bruce under his wing and encouraged him to join SFX’s newly formed Western boxing team. He invited Bruce to put on the boxing gloves for a friendly sparring match. Using Wing Chun techniques, Bruce was able to hold his own. “One day there was an announcement of an inter-school boxing championship,” says Hawkins. “Bruce and I had a reputation in the school for being the naughtiest, so Brother Edward suggested that we get involved.”

Every year, the two all-British private schools—King George V, which catered to the children of British businessmen, and St. George’s, filled with the kids of British military officers—held an interschool Western boxing tournament. This event represented a chance for the mostly Chinese and Eurasian students of St. Francis Xavier to take their “Limey Bashing” off the streets and into the boxing ring. The previous year, in 1957, only one St. Francis Xavier student had competed, Steve Garcia, who won his weight class. Brother Edward convinced Bruce and another student, Ronnie, to join Steve Garcia in the 1958 tournament to be held at St. George’s.

Bruce only had a couple of months to prepare for the boxing championship. Brother Edward gave him a crash course in the basics of Western pugilism. Bruce also turned to Wong Shun Leung for instruction in how to modify his Wing Chun for a contest that included boxing gloves and outlawed kicks. “I attacked his weak points and guided him to make full use of his strong points,” says Wong.

On March 29, 1958, about thirty teenage participants gathered in St. George’s gymnasium along with family, friends, and classmates. Except for St. Francis Xavier’s three fighters—Steve Garcia, Bruce, and Ronnie—the rest were British boys from King George V and St. George’s. The thirty boys were spread unevenly in a half dozen or so weight classes. In Bruce’s group, he faced only two opponents—a boy from St. George’s and KGV’s returning champion, Gary Elms, who had won in his weight class the previous three years in a row. The tournament brackets were set by the sports masters from St. George’s and KGV. In the first round, they matched Gary Elms against the boy from St. George’s—Bruce was given a bye to fight the winner in the finals. “Bruce was unknown and the sports masters thought he would be a walkover, because Gary Elms was considered the best in that weight class,” Steve Garcia says.

Rolf Clausnitzer, who attended KGV, remembers Gary not as a particularly skilled fighter but rather as a scrappy little guy, who bragged to everyone that his uncle was a professional boxer. “Although he was considerably lighter and smaller, that didn’t stop him from pestering me and others,” says Rolf. “I’d wrestle him to the ground, pinch his nostrils and force grass into his mouth to make him say ‘Uncle,’ but he would never submit. As soon as I got up in frustration, he’d jump me again. He was one tough nut.”

Gary easily won his first-round match in the afternoon. He and Bruce tried to keep busy and stay focused for the next several hours until the finals in the evening. Like war, boxing tournaments consist of long periods of boredom punctuated by moments of sheer terror. During this down period, Bruce’s friend, Hawkins Cheung, engaged in a little psychological warfare: “I spoke to the champ and warned him that he was facing the Gorilla now, who was an expert in kung fu, so he’d better watch out!”

After all the waiting, the referee called Bruce and Gary to the center of the ring and gave his instructions. The bell rang for the round to begin. Gary bounced on his toes in a classic Western boxing stance. Bruce shifted to a Wing Chun stance. Visually it was a clash of civilizations: boxing versus kung fu. “Many foreign [British] students, male and female, jeered at Bruce,” says Wong Shun Leung. With his lightning speed, Bruce immediately attacked Gary’s centerline with a series of short straight Wing Chun punches to Gary’s face, bulldozing him back and dropping him to the canvas. But Gary immediately jumped back up. Their first exchange set the tone for the next three 3-minute rounds. Bruce attacked with a series of quick but weak straight punches. Gary countered with a jab or two. As their bodies clashed into each other, Gary went down and then popped back up for more. “When Bruce gradually took control of the situation, the attitude of the spectators changed,” says Wong.

Styles make fights, but rules make styles. Although Bruce was dominating the contest, he was pushing against the limits of using Wing Chun in a Western boxing match. Wing Chun’s short, quick, rapid straight punches were designed for bare-knuckle alley brawls. The thick padding on boxing gloves made them mostly harmless in the ring. “There were a few knockdowns, but, because of the eight oz. gloves used, they were not that effective,” Steve Garcia says. “And some of the knockdowns were ruled as pushes and throws, because of the Wing Chun moves. Bruce was warned a couple of times.” While the Little Dragon could knock down his scrappy, tough opponent, he couldn’t knock him out. “Gary was completely baffled by Bruce’s speed and skill and had no answer for them, as he did not land one power punch on Bruce,” Rolf Clausnitzer says. “But Gary was amazingly resilient. He was knocked down several times, but rebounded each time and did not seem to be any worse for wear.”

Friends who went to congratulate Bruce after his unanimous decision victory expected to find him elated. Instead, the young perfectionist was shaking his head and looking far from pleased with himself. “Damn it, I couldn’t knock the guy out,” Bruce complained. “He kept backing away, and my punches weren’t penetrating because of the gloves.” Bruce swore that he would redouble his training until he could achieve the power he wanted.

While Bruce would continue to fight in the streets and rooftops of Hong Kong, this was the first and last officially organized sports combat tournament he would ever participate in. He didn’t like the way the rules constrained the effectiveness of his techniques. As he grew older and better as a martial artist, he studiously avoided boxing and point karate tournaments. He would only agree, when challenged, to bare-knuckle “crossing hands” contests.
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Margaret Leung and Bruce Lee practicing the cha-cha, circa 1957. (David Tadman)
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Bruce Lee’s only time playing a “refined gentleman,” in Thunderstorm (1957). (Courtesy of the Hong Kong Heritage Museum)
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Around the time Bruce took up Wing Chun, he also began to take an interest in girls. Peter noticed the hormonal shift by measuring the amount of time Bruce spent grooming in front of the mirror: “He would spend up to 15 minutes getting his hair just right, making sure his tie was properly adjusted.”

As Bruce turned his attention to the young ladies around him, many of them returned the favor. He was a good-looking movie actor from a well-off family with a reputation for being a troublemaker. That frisson of danger wrapped in a respectable upper-class package was a heady mix for the straitlaced Chinese schoolgirls of 1950s Hong Kong. It was a conservative, old-fashioned era. “No one had sex or anything,” says Nancy Kwan, the star of The World of Suzie Wong. “It was kissing and dating and sending love notes.” Bruce’s sister Phoebe says, “Nowadays, people are not that restrained. Back then, if you held a boy’s hand you would have to bring him to your father, because when we started to hold hands, we were not that far from marriage.”

The first girl in Bruce’s life was Margaret Leung. She was also a child actor (screen name: Man Lan) from a prominent film family. Her mother was a producer and her father an actor-director. Their mothers introduced the two of them when she was eleven and Bruce was thirteen. By all accounts, their relationship was purely platonic: she was more of a gal-pal than a girlfriend. “Adolescent Bruce was actually very prone to feel shy in front of young women,” says Robert. “Bruce’s favorite thing to do in front of the ladies was show off his muscles. He liked to ask them to try to use their finger nails to try to pinch up a bit of fat, and when they couldn’t he’d laugh proudly.” Margaret, like Bruce, had a rebellious streak and she was also a bit of a tomboy. Bruce would often tease her by saying, “If she didn’t wear a skirt and have a figure, I’d surely treat her as my sworn brother.”

As they got older, they would go out to the nightclubs for dinner and dancing. “We used to go dancing at Hotel Carlton, the Shatin Inn, and the Champagne Night Club, just opposite the Miramar Hotel,” Margaret says. “The one with more money would pay more, but we always shared the bill.” In the mid-1950s, Hong Kong kids were jitterbugging to clean-cut American pop like Bill Haley’s “Rock Around the Clock.” Anders Nelsson, a musician who had a part in Way of the Dragon, says, “The scene was more Pat Boone than Little Richard.” It wasn’t until 1957 that Elvis Presley rolled up on Hong Kong’s shores and teens like Bruce began greasing back their hair and gyrating in their blue suede shoes.

Nights out with Bruce were fun for Margaret because he was an excellent dancer and charming company. They were also a little bit scary, because the evenings often ended in a brawl. When asked if she felt safe going out with a tough guy like Bruce, Margaret shrugged and smiled, “Fifty/fifty. Half because he was a good fighter. The other half because he always got into fights.” On fight nights, Margaret was not only his dance partner but also his getaway driver. “I was his savior,” she says. “Every time he engaged in a fight, I was always somewhere nearby, waiting in my car with the engine running. He would jump in, and I’d floor it.”

While Bruce and Margaret were palling around like buddies, Bruce took a romantic interest in another young woman, Amy Chan, who would later become famous in Asia by her film name, Pak Yan ([image: Image]). “Neither of us had much money to spend, so we went to Kowloon Tong, near where the MTR station is today,” Amy says. “The gardens over there had trees. We would shake the trees to make the flowers fall, yellow and white, like sandalwood flowers.” On the weekends, they often joined a larger group of friends for a “tea dance” at Chungking Mansions from 4 to 6 p.m. Tea dances were the cheaper “happy hour” version of a nightclub with a less well-known singer and band.

Amy remembers that Bruce was different depending on how big the group was. “If there were a lot of people having a good time, then he would have an insanely good time,” she says. “But when there were only a few people around, he was very quiet. He would rationally analyze things and teach you things you didn’t know, like how to be a good person. But he was very masculine, extremely manly. No matter what he said, he was very definitive about it.”

While there was a real attraction between Bruce and Amy, their relationship didn’t become too serious. As a teenager, Bruce seemed to have an ironic wariness of romantic attachments. When he was fifteen he wrote this playful poem about love and relationships.

Follow her she fly; fly from

her she follows.

. . .

Fall from a tree, fall from

above, for heaven’s sake, don’t

fall in love.

If you want to know the

value of money, try and

go to borrow some.

. . .

It’s better to have loved and

lost, than wed and be forever bitter.

The bigger they are, the harder they fall.

If any one of the young women in his life could be considered Bruce’s high school sweetheart, it was Pearl Tso. “She was the one real romance of his youth,” says Robert Lee. Pearl’s family and Bruce’s were extremely close. “Her dad was a friend of my father from the stage,” Phoebe says. “Pearl’s mum, Eva Tso, was really close with my mum, just like sisters. She came over to our house every day, just to hang out.” Bruce called Eva “Auntie Tso,” and treated her like a second mother, often confiding in her secrets he didn’t want to share with his parents. The two moms looked on their children’s budding romance merrily, imagining them joining the families together in marriage. Pearl, who was also a child movie actor, studied ballet. In part to impress her, Bruce took up dancing. He frequently visited her home after school to “practice.”
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As a teenager, Bruce’s obsession with kung fu was rivaled only by his love of dancing. He spent many afternoons at the neighborhood “cold tea house” on Jordan Road, where customers came to drink herbal teas, listen to the jukebox, and, if they were young and energetic, dance. These tea shops were a place where teenage boys and girls could mingle and flirt freely. Bruce thought of dancing as a good way to train himself not to be so shy around women.

From the Lindy Hop to the boogie-woogie, from jitterbug to jive, he followed all the latest fads, seeking to master every move. “He was good at jive,” says Dennis Ho, his classmate. “Boy was he good.” Most of these styles arrived in Hong Kong from U.S. and British servicemen stationed in the colony and the Hollywood movies and radio stations that catered to them. (Hong Kong was a port of call during the Korean War from 1950 to 1953.) But in 1957 a dance fad originating in Cuba swept its way through Latin America and then to the Philippines before hopping over to Hong Kong. It was called cha-cha. This swivel-hipped, triple-stepped style—one, two, cha-cha-cha—took the colony by storm.

No one was more passionate or serious about cha-cha than Bruce Lee. “He didn’t pick it up by idly watching people at the tea house,” says Robert, “but rather found a Philippine woman who owned a dance studio in Tsim Sha Tsui, where she taught wealthy women to dance cha-cha.” As part of his homework, he kept a personal notebook of “Cha Cha Fancy Steps” that numbered over a hundred, including moves like “Banana Boat” and “Rubbing & Double.” He even invented a few of his own steps by mixing kung fu with cha-cha, creating his own crisp, fresh, and unique style.
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