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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the world of Jackie Chan.

Although Jackie’s movies have enthralled a generation of fans in Asia and Europe, he was virtually unknown in America until Rumble in the Bronx broke down the walls. Because he seemingly appeared overnight, many people don’t have a clue as to who this guy is who jumps off buildings as easily as the rest of us step off curbs.

The Essential Jackie Chan Sourcebook is here to answer questions you may have about Chan the Man, as some of his fans refer to him. The book contains a biography and a complete filmography, which can be considered his professional life story. In between, there are chapters devoted to other specific areas of Jackie’s world.

Since Jackie doesn’t work in a vacuum, the book spotlights the other top names in the Hong Kong action film industry and also explains the origins of kung fu and why it plays such a big part in Hong Kong movies. Directly after a glossary of martial arts terms is a quiz to test your Jackie IQ.

Now strap yourself in. It’s going to be a wild and surprising ride.

THE ESSENTIAL
JACKIE CHAN SOURCEBOOK


1
THE
Personal
JACKIE CHAN
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Sometimes it seems as if Jackie has lived his entire life in the public eye. By American standards he’s that rare celebrity who embraces the media and is accessible almost to a fault. Maybe it’s just a function of culture. Whereas in the West we tend to tire quickly of those we see too much of in the media and often develop an overpowering urge to see the mighty fall, in the East heroes are more revered. Their continued presence is appreciated and encouraged.

People in all parts of Asia just can’t get enough of Jackie Chan and follow his moves with respectful interest. Every movie release is a huge event. It has become a tradition for a new Jackie film to premiere at the time of the Chinese New Year festivities, proving his work life has become an ingrained part of people’s daily life in Hong Kong and elsewhere.

Jackie’s on-screen exploits are so mind blowing that they often overshadow his equally compelling real-life story—which he himself downplays. Unlike Hollywood celebrities and politicians who dwell on the miserable aspects of their private lives in interviews and on talk shows, Chan and other Asian performers tend to be much less forthcoming about personal matters. They simply were not brought up in a tell-all society where you open your soul to strangers. The intimate exposure of celebrities that Americans take for granted Asian society finds distasteful. Interesting, but distasteful.

Jackie won’t tell, but we will. The following chapters will paint a picture of Chan the Real Man, a portrait that will help explain what makes Jackie run … and jump and fight and dive and tumble and continually risk his life to be one of the greatest action stars the world has ever known.

THE PEKING OPERA BLUES

[image: Image]That Jackie has achieved and accomplished all he has is nothing short of a miracle, considering the circumstances of his birth and childhood.

Chan Kwong Sang came into the world by cesarean section on April 7, 1954, the only child of painfully poor parents, Charles and Lee-Lee Chan, who lived in a Hong Kong ghetto. They were so destitute that the Chans considered selling their son to a British doctor for the equivalent of about US$200.

Things got slightly better for the family after Charles and Lee-Lee found jobs working as domestics at Hong Kong’s French embassy. Although the pay was minimal, they were able to set aside enough money to feed little Kwong Sang. But there were many other things his parents, who were in their forties, couldn’t provide their son. Stability, for one thing.

Like many impoverished children, Jackie was unsupervised a lot of the time. His parents were too busy trying to keep their heads above water to be conscientious disciplinarians. He picked fights and didn’t pay enough attention to his studies. Jackie roamed the streets with other young children, occasionally causing trouble but mostly just killing time and searching for companionship. Considered a chubby child, Jackie’s nickname growing up was A-Puo, which means “cannonball.” Actually, he had several nicknames—Big Nose was among the more painful, and it inspired more than one fight.

“When I was a child, I wanted to be a fighter, like Muhammad All,” Chan said in an interview about his past. “He was my hero. I was training hard by eating a lot of Western food, so they called me Double Boy—everybody said I had double bone, double muscle, double everything.”

Chan’s father had gotten a job in the kitchen of the French embassy, so he was able to bring home thick cuts of meat to feed their daydreaming son. But life was about to change. Jackie remembers the day a family friend suggested his parents take him to the Chinese Opera Research Institute, an old-fashioned Chinese performing arts school with a curriculum that encompassed acting, singing, dance, mime, acrobatics, and martial arts. The studies would be more like torture, but Jackie didn’t know that yet. All he knew was that this was a place that seemed like fun.

“In a way, the school was like the army—the children all wore uniforms of white tennis shoes and black pants,” Jackie has said. “Then my father and his friend left me at the school and went to go have a drink. While I was there I picked a fight and broke some kid’s glasses—I had fun.”

Initially, Jackie thought he had found heaven on earth.

“They sent me there one day a week at first, early in the morning. I loved it—I was able to kick and punch and do anything I wanted. So when we went to sign me up, I was asked if I wanted to join for three, five, or ten years. At that age, I had no concept of time so I just picked ten. Besides, my mom was in Hong Kong to take care of me, right?

“Then later I was told it was good I wanted to stay because both my parents had to go to Australia to work.”

After years of struggling and barely surviving, they simply couldn’t turn their backs on relatively decent-paying jobs for each of them. Positions for a cook and a maid had become available at the embassy in Canberra, Australia, and Chan’s parents jumped at the chance. There was one little problem, though—they couldn’t take their child because the embassy didn’t provide accommodations for the children of staffers. Who would take care of him? What to do?

Jackie’s father had already left Hong Kong, leaving Lee-Lee behind to make arrangements for their son. Her solution was to enroll him at the Chinese Opera Research Institute, which was Hong Kong’s version of the Peking Opera School, while they moved to another continent. In compensation for selling their child into indentured servitude, the school sifu, headmaster Yu Jim Yuen, paid the family a token amount of money. Jackie took the news like a little trouper, making the parting all the more heartbreaking.

“I told my mother it was okay and not to worry, that I’d be okay to stay there by myself.”

Jackie was only six and a half years old.

It’s easy from our I 990s perspective to look back with horror at the thought of leaving a small child in the hands of strangers. But life was run by a different set of rules in I 960s Hong Kong than it is today. What most people would now consider child abuse was looked upon as an opportunity for the family’s future.

Despite the harshness of his upbringing at the school, Jackie never engaged in self-pity—probably because he was too busy trying to avoid beatings at the hands of his exacting teachers, which almost certainly began just days after he said good-bye to his mother.

“After my mom moved, I was crying like hell, and after about two days, the sifu said, ‘All right—time to get started.’” What followed was a beating the likes of which the little boy had never known, kicks and punches meant to break his spirit. “All I could think about was getting away,” Jackie has said to journalists. “I wanted to see my mom, I didn’t want to be there anymore because everybody beat me.”

Jackie tends to avoid speaking publicly about what he endured during the ten years he spent at the school, as if he doesn’t want to delve too deeply into those memories. But what glimpses he does give of the brutal experience are difficult to fathom. They are as shocking and unbelievable as many of the horror kung fri ifims Hong Kong loves so much.

“It was tough,” Chan says matter-of-factly. “It was so bad you probably won’t believe it. I would get up at five in the morning and start training immediately—study voice, run, do stick fighting, knife fighting, sword fighting, work on kicks, practice jumping, hapkido, judo, karate, boxing, more singing, then dancing—just go-go-go.

“Every teacher would instruct me for two hours, and I kept running constantly from one teacher to another. I didn’t have time to take my shoes off or even brush my teeth. There was no time for anything but training. This would go on until midnight. Every day.”

If any of the boys had the nerve to resist the back-breaking schedule, or if they were simply exhausted, fear and pain were powerful incentives to conform, and the school’s teachers doled out both liberally. Starvation was considered an acceptable punishment if a student failed to live up to expectations. And caning with bamboo sticks for a lackluster performance was practically a school tradition, as were other forms of corporal punishment.

“We had a lot of different teachers and each one would hit you everywhere—in the face, on the hands, butt, chest, feet—everywhere. You just learn to live with the pain.

“Sometimes we would have to do headstands for up to eight hours. Or we’d be required to do the horse stance (legs wide apart, feet parallel), keeping perfectly still. The teacher would place a bowl of water on your outstretched hands and head, and if any water spilled, you’d be beat.

“We learned by the stick—the stick told me when to jump, the stick told me when to kick.”

Jackie says he was convinced the sifu had a particular dislike for him and held him up to special scrutiny … and torture.

“Other kids would do a trick and he would say it was okay. Then I would do the exact same thing and be told to do it again … and again … and again. Every difficult routine, I had to do first. ‘Jump over that table and do two somersaults.’

“If I said I couldn’t, he took out his stick and the stick would tell me I could. Again, again, again until I could do it.”

It’s easy now to see where Jackie’s near-irrational sense of perfectionism comes from. It was literally beaten into him as a child.

After a while, inhumane treatment became the norm for the new students. In order to survive, the youngsters simply learned to accept their situation.

“That’s the way it was, day in and day out,” Jackie says with a shrug.

Ironically, Jackie’s early days at the school gave no indication of what was to come in his future. While Chan was physically capable, he was not a standout student in any of the disciplines. Not even close. His greatest talent appears to have been a penchant for bad behavior and being a troublemaker. It’s difficult to reconcile this image of a youthful ruffian with the gently impish Chan currently loved by billions. But it’s no secret why Jackie was such a handful. Even Jackie understood why.

“I was very angry,” he admits. “And bitter. Every month parents used to come out to see other students—but not mine. Every time the other parents brought food, clothes, socks—but not mine.

“I didn’t hate my parents,” Jackie has said in interviews, “but I was so … unhappy.”

In between punishments and the endless training sessions, Jackie and the other students squeezed in some academic classes. Too bad they were so exhausted they could barely keep their eyes open.

“When it was time for regular school classes the next day, we all slept through them. We’d fall asleep saying the alphabet—A,B,C,D ….” Jackie has said. “So everyone loved school time.”

Unfortunately, the Opera schoolteachers didn’t seem overly concerned with the intellectual growth of the students. As long as the kids were as agile as monkeys, all was well with the world. Less than ten hours a week was spent on fundamentals Learning to read was not nearly as important to the sifu as being able to do a perfect back flip. To this day, Chan laments his lack of a formal education. Because of that, he is very vocal in encouraging children to stay in school.

Back then, though, all Jackie dreamed about was finding a way out of his. Not even the nights offered any respite or comfort, except for the nearness of the other children with whom Jackie huddled. And even that became oppressive. Once their day was over, Jackie and his classmates would retire to a communal sleeping area that sounds straight out of Charles Dickens.

“Unfortunately, we all had to sleep together on this big, dirty, old rug that was so disgusting,” Jackie has said. “I’m sure it had been pissed on by both people and dogs. It was really, really disgusting. And we all shared one blanket.”

One blanket … and one dream. Among those little boys shivering next to Jackie were others who would in their own way have a major impact on the Hong Kong film industry—and thus, the world film industry—in the years to come: Sammo Hung, Yuen Biao, Yuen Kuei, Yuen Mo, and others.

(The preponderance of “Yuens” isn’t a coincidence. The school had put together a performance troupe called the Seven Little Fortunes that was actually comprised of over a dozen students. Seven principals and five backups. To honor Master Yu Jim Yuen, each Fortune was required to adopt a stage name that contained the name Yuen. Jackie’s was Yuen Lau—a moniker he only used while performing with the troupe. But some of the other boys, like Yuen Biao, chose to keep the names professionally even after they left the school.)

Of all his classmates, Jackie found special kinship with two very different boys—Sammo Hung and Yuen Biao. Sammo, who had come to the school in 1960 just before Jackie, was a natural leader, which earned him the nickname Big Brother. Biao, a lithe, waifish boy with spectacular acrobatic ability, came to the school shortly after Jackie and became Chan’s Little Brother. Jackie still refers to them by these affectionate terms over thirty years later. And no wonder. They became Jackie’s surrogate family, with all the pluses and minuses that come with that kind of forced intimacy.

“My relationship with Jackie is hard to define,” Sammo admits. “Through all those years of sleeping together, eating together, fighting together, we became closer than family. Even though we still argue at times, I think we’ve remained connected.”

Although he didn’t know it at the time, Jackie’s future literally came knocking on the school door one day in 1962 when a local director showed up in search of a new young face to use in his movies.

“I was very lucky—I was the child they picked, so I became an actor,” Jackie says. “I didn’t know what to expect, but it was so easy—it didn’t require any additional training on my part. I could do whatever they needed. At the school we had learned both the southern style, which emphasizes hands, and the northern style, which uses feet more. My style now has a lot of jumping and footwork, but back then I used both when working.”

This is exactly what the school had been preparing him for: a life of performing. Initially, Jackie liked working in films simply because it meant he could sleep a little later on the days he had to report to work.

“At that time I didn’t know what I was doing, I didn’t know about films. To me, it was just a way to make a living. You give me a part and I’ll do it. I was very young, so I just followed direction. Whatever he tells me to do—cry, walk—I did. But it was very good training.”

But slowly, the process of making movies itself began to steal his heart.

“After five or ten years I began to love movies. They’d tell me it was okay, that I could go home, but I’d say no, I wanted to stay. I enjoyed going to the studios and watching and learning. I assumed I could grow up to be a stuntman, no problem. Since I didn’t really need any additional training for that, I literally fell into the movie business. I loved all those early films and I think they were all good.”

Jackie eventually appeared in well over twenty films during his tenure at the school. To his chagrin, Jackie admits he can’t remember the titles, and he assumes most of the films don’t even exist anymore.

“I wish I did know,” Jackie has said. “But at that time in Hong Kong, it took only seven days to make one movie. Seven days. They’d never even move the camera—it was very much like the Opera. They’d just set up two cameras and the actors would act. Then it was finished.

“If I could only find them, I’d love to find copies of all those movies and put them in my collection so I can say that’s Jackie Chan back when. But I cannot find them, not even my first childhood film. I think they’ve disappeared. I’d be happy with just a poster, but so far, nothing.”

Naturally, his teachers encouraged his career. Not only was Jackie a physical showcase for the school, he was also a cash cow.

“By the time I was a teenager, I had become a Stuntman and was working regularly. Some director would say, ‘Okay, Jackie—you die here, you die there’ I’d do it and get paid seventy-five dollars for the day. But I was still a student at the school, so I’d have to give my earnings to my sifu, and he’d let me keep maybe a dollar. But to me, that was a lot of money, considering that before I didn’t have any money at all.”

Between working in films, performing, and the school’s rigorous training schedule and his earlier appearances as a Little Fortune, Jackie’s formal education dwindled from next to nothing to nothing. He’s lucky he was able to read and write, and any higher learning was a luxury he would never experience. It’s a void he’s still acutely aware of today.

“In China education and knowledge are very important—there is nothing more important than education, even in the martial arts,” Jackie has explained to reporters. “But there is obsession with being number one. Everybody says they’re number one—nobody says they’re number two. So I always say I’m number three. Why? Because it doesn’t matter, as long as you keep learning.

“The Chinese have a saying, ‘Clever men move mountains, stupid men must move.’ I believe that.”

Then one day, Jackie’s hard youth was over. The time had come for Jackie and his brothers to graduate from the school. Regardless of the hellhole it may have been, for ten years it had also been home. For the second time in his young life, Jackie was cut loose and left to fend for himself. Only this time, he wasn’t even given a filthy rug to sleep on. As fate would have it, just as Jackie left the confines of the school, the Opera had gone out of favor as a performance art. The action, color, and scenery of the movies had effectively killed the stage-bound opera and its glory days. So a life in the Opera was suddenly not a viable option. And since these young men had not received a well-rounded education, they could not easily find employment in another field. All they knew how to do was fight and perform. That left them just one choice: to go into the movie business. With a mix of hope and dread, Jackie joined the multitude of young men jockeying for movie stunt work.

Jackie had grown enthralled with the movies and set his sights on being a stuntman and fight choreographer. He also secretly dreamed of being a star, a goal that would have seemed highly unlikely. He was skinny, had crooked teeth and very small eyes, and lacked any immediately apparent charisma. Details.

However, he also had a fire-hot desire to succeed plus a willingness to do absolutely anything necessary to achieve his dreams. Those qualities would ultimately make all the difference.

Ironically, shortly after Jackie graduated from the school, his father returned to Hong Kong to present his son with a house. The younger Chan was speechless.

“For ten years, my parents suffered and saved to buy me a house. This is why I know my mother and father did everything for me.”

When asked if there’s any way a system like the Opera School—which Jackie himself has said is accurately depicted as nothing short of a torture chamber in the 1993 film Farewell, My Concubine—could ever be made suitable for children by today’s standards, Jackie doesn’t hesitate.

“No way,” Jackie has said in interviews. “It’s too tough. If you are older, say thirteen to sixteen, you’re at an age where you’re considered too old to be taught; but if you’re a young child, it is far too tough to go through. When I was seven, I had no energy, but my training still lasted the whole day, almost twenty-four hours.

“We don’t have schools like this now. You hit a kid like that now, you sue, right? Instead, I would teach children how to exercise and martial arts techniques—but I wouldn’t teach them how to kill or hurt people.

“Before 1972, a lot of young people wanted to learn martial arts, but they just wanted to fight—that’s no good. Too many young people today can’t understand that the techniques aren’t to be used aggressively, that you should only use the force necessary to get out of a situation.

“Martial arts are a great thing to know—but only if you also learn that they’re not just for fighting. It’s a different age now, and martial arts are for health and for fun—not hurting people. You might study for forty years and never once use them in a fight but you will still have used them because they improve your mind and help you to learn other things more quickly.

“If you master martial arts, then you can go on to master almost anything.”

But Chan admits not everyone was able to overcome the lack of a formal education the way he was.

“It’s true—me, I’m happy. But I look at some of my other classmates and they’re not doing so well. They have no education—they don’t know English, and even their Chinese isn’t very good. That’s because we spent all that time studying other things.”

Never one to dwell publicly on the negative, Chan is quick to point out that his years at the school taught him almost everything he knows about martial arts and the other skills he needed to become the superstar he is today.

“My sifu was a very good teacher and he taught me a lot. He trained my mind as well as my body, and when I would see him he was still my teacher—I am still scared.

“But,” Jackie has said, “I have paid back what I owe to him. All my creativity for choreographing fights comes from those years of training, it’s true. All the things I use in my movies I learned from the school. But I would never put my kids, or any kids, through it nor would I tell anyone else to go through what I did.

“It’s just too much.”

A STAR IS BORN

[image: Image]The Hong Kong film industry up to the 1970s was not highly competitive, at least in terms of the number of big studios. There was only one major studio: Run Run Shaw’s Shaw Brothers. The lack of competition was not necessarily the best thing for the studio. Without any competition, it was easy to fall into a creative rut, which is exactly what happened to the house that Run Run built. By the time they noticed that the audience was hungry for something fresh, a new kid had taken over the block.

Raymond Chow was hardly an unknown commodity. He had been a Shaw Brothers executive for years until he struck out on his own and created Golden Harvest. It was a production entity that he envisioned would take films in a new direction rather than continue mass producing what were becoming tired retreads.

Almost immediately, the studio hit pay dirt after somebody—Chow now says it was him, though others beg to differ—saw Bruce Lee doing a martial arts exhibition on television. Chow claims to have assigned the job of tracking down Bruce to actress Liu Liang Hua, who just happened to be married to up-and-coming director Lo Wei (who also laid claim to Lee’s discovery). Liu found Lee in Los Angeles, signed him to a Golden Harvest contract, and in the process changed the course of Hong Kong cinema forever. (See 3. Gangster’s Paradise, page 23, for more about Bruce Lee.)

Jackie was right when he assumed he would have no problem finding stunt work once he had fulfilled his contract with the school. He worked on dozens of movies, eagerly jumping at any chance to do any small acting roles tossed his way. For the most part, Chan was considered either too young or too short for the parts available, so he became a “dead body” specialist because he could lie perfectly still.

There didn’t seem to be a lot of career advancement playing corpses, so Jackie concentrated on getting stunt work. He hoped to work his way up to action director, a very important position on kung fu films.

“In those days, the pay was sixty dollars for each stunt, but the action director would ask for twenty dollars back to pick you. Even the directors sometimes asked for kickbacks,” Jackie has recalled.

“When we were on the set, I was always beside the action director. If he wanted to wash his car I would help him, if I wasn’t doing a stunt. I did lots of stunts, all kinds of stunts—jumping off buildings, bouncing on trampolines, anything. I would do stunts for several characters in the movie—I’d just change clothes.”

Thanks to his training at the Opera School, Jackie was able to learn stunts quickly and rapidly rose through the ranks. In 1971, a seventeen-year-old Jackie was hired to play the lead in a picture called Little Tiger from Canton. Little is known about why he was chosen or what happened to the film’s producer, Li Long Koon. It was reportedly an amateurish film that did absolutely nothing for Chan’s career or reputation. It would be years before he’d get another chance to star in a movie. Until then, it was back to bit parts and action directing gigs on a string of similarly forgettable films.

Although movies provided a steady income, the young Chan was antsy. His ambitions had grown since leaving school … and since getting a taste of being the “star” of a film, even a small, unnoticed movie like Little Tiger.

“I’d see the way people were making films and see how directors were directing and I’d say to myself, ‘This is not good—they’re doing it the wrong way.’ Then I would tell myself that if I ever got the chance, I would do it differently. I would do it my way. But I was just one of hundreds of stuntmen—when would it be my turn?”

Exactly. Who in their right mind was going to give a noname stuntman a chance to set the industry on its ear? Especially an industry that in 1973 was reeling from the shocking death of its greatest star. Bruce Lee’s body was barely cold before the search for his replacement was under way. And none was looking harder than Lo Wei, the director who took credit for discovering Bruce. Finding the next Bruce Lee would vindicate Lo and boost his production company’s profile.

Jackie had crossed paths with Bruce in Fist of Fury and Enter the Dragon, nearly getting his neck broken by Lee in the latter. He used the opportunities to study Bruce closely, to see what made him so magical on screen. He realized that Lee stayed completely true to himself on screen as well as off. In person, Bruce was not exactly a laugh-a-minute guy. He was a serious person and had developed a fighting style that fit his personality perfectly. The movies he starred in perfectly complemented his on- and off-screen personas. Plus he had undeniable charisma and was handsome to boot. No wonder he become famous the world over.

With Lee’s sudden death, there was now a huge hole in the heart of the Hong Kong action film industry.

“The films that followed Bruce Lee’s death were known as Bruce Lee-style films—but Bruce wasn’t in them and nobody went to see them,” Jackie explains. “So action films went out of favor and love stories became popular instead.”

As far as the American market was concerned, the Bruce Lee imitators further sullied the perception of “chopsocky” films as cheap and tacky entertainment. For all intents and purposes these even cheaper productions drove them out of mainstream theaters. For a while, it seemed as if the Hong Kong action film genre might never recover from Bruce’s untimely demise.

Maybe that explains why Jackie agreed to go way out of character and do the non-martial arts film All in the Family. The script required Jackie to do sex scenes in the buff.

A better experience came that same year in Hand of Death, directed by a then-unheralded John Woo. Besides giving Jackie some meaningful screen time, the film also gave him a chance to work with two of his Opera School brothers—Sammo Hung and Yuen Biao, both of whom were also forging careers in film.

It’s ironic to note that at this point it was Sammo who looked to be the sure bet as a star of the future. He was already making a name for himself as an actor and even more so as a fight choreographer in films like Hapkido and When Tae Kwondo Strikes. If he had one major obstacle it was his unconventional looks. Beefy and cherubic, he was definitely not leading man handsome. But in action films, that’s not necessarily a requisite. You have to be able to jump, kick, punch, juggle, and fall. So it was quite conceivable that Sammo would be the Next Big Thing.

Hand of Death gave Jackie an opportunity to tackle a major acting role, as it were. The actual star of the film was Dorian Tan, who had a short and undistinguished career. On Hand of Death, Chan took a wicked kick and suffered a nasty bout of internal bleeding. Being young and ambitious, he shook it off and went back to work. Toughness as well as skill was another legacy of the Peking Opera School. Besides, working with Sammo and Yuen was something he wanted to savor.

Unfortunately, the fun of working with his good friends notwithstanding, Hand of Death was yet another box office failure. The film itself was not that bad, but because so many chopsocky films were bad, audiences simply stopped going to them. Jackie began to feel as if everything he touched went bust. His pride and ego were taking a beating—along with his hoped-for marketability. He knew he had the right stuff, and it was frustrating to be lumped in with every other struggling action director/stuntman/would-be filmmaker.

“None of the films I was in was successful, so I began to consider giving up and moving to Australia to join my parents. Also, action movies were going downhill, and there was no more work.”

Chan in fact did leave Hong Kong and join his parents Down Under, believing his future would be spent working as a cook. But fate had other ideas.

First of all, Jackie found Canberra, Australia, stifling and dull.

“After five in the afternoon you could go to sleep in the middle of the street and not worry about getting run over.”

Chan decided to go back home and take his chances one more time with Hong Kong’s stagnant film industry. Besides, he was suffering a kind of physical withdrawal being away from it.

“Once you make movies, once it gets inside your skin, it is like a drug,” he has said. “You can’t not do it.”

Not that Jackie was going back empty-handed. Hong Kong executive Willie Chan had been in contact with Jackie about appearing in a movie his company was producing. The company belonged to a director named Lo Wei. (Years later, Willie Chan would become Jackie’s manager.)

The story about how Lo claims he “discovered” Jackie is vintage Lo: pure hyperbole. The director claims he had been fretting about who he should cast in his pet project, a sequel to Fist of Fury creatively titled New Fist of Fury. Lo was skulking around various Hong Kong sets like an Asian Fagin looking for someone, anyone, to pick up where Bruce had left off.

One day after Jackie had returned from Australia, Lo happened to be visiting a set where Jackie was showing another actor how to do a death scene. Lo says he was hit by a thunderbolt of precognition. He yelled, “Sign that boy up!” and announced he had found the man to fill Bruce’s Fist shoes.

Of course, Willie Chan, Jackie’s manager of twenty years, tells a slightly different story about how he was the one who thought Jackie had potential. In 1976, Willie had just joined Lo Wei’s company as an executive and was working on the Fist of Fury sequel.

“We were looking for a new star and I thought of him,” Willie has said in interviews. “But he was in Australia so I had to convince him to come back. We’ve been together ever since.”

New Fist of Fury was made quickly and without much care. Lo didn’t give his “discovery” a chance to strut his stuff. As a result it hit the ground with a resounding thud. So much for Lo’s big plans. But at least Lo had a new property to promote. From Bruce Lee-style films like New Fist of Fury and Dragon Fist to poor imitations of the period kung fu flicks being made by the Shaw Brothers, Lo Wei couldn’t get a handle on how to best use his protege’s unique skills and bubbly personality.

Not that Jackie didn’t give the director not-so-subtle hints. In fact, after the failure of their first collaboration, they argued over it. To Jackie, it was so clear he wanted to scream. But no matter how loudly he spoke, his ideas fell on deaf ears.

“One day, when we were talking about a script, we tried to think of ways to change all the Bruce Lee-style films that were ruining the movies. My idea was to add kung fu and comedy, too. Lo Wei wouldn’t hear of it.

“This is why I wanted to direct myself. Lo Wei wanted me playing the part of a hero, so he put me in older roles. Terrible stories, terrible casting—I’m only twenty-one and he wants me to play a forty-year-old.

“He also wanted me to do Bruce’s kick, Bruce’s punch, Bruce’s yell, be serious like Bruce—but I knew it was wrong. I’m just not this kind of person.

“Nobody can imitate Bruce Lee. Even now. Bruce is still considered the king of kung fu films and back then more so. I tried to tell Lo Wei that we should change, but he wouldn’t listen. He insisted on doing it his way.”

Lo Wei finally got tired of listening. To teach Jackie a lesson, he teamed him with a young director he also had under contract, Chan Chi-hwa.

“He was a young guy who didn’t know anything about kung fu and just listened to me. But Lo Wei always wanted to change me into something else. I had a lot of ideas, but he always told me I didn’t know anything. I began wondering why I was still making movies with him, but I had to for then. But I knew one day I would direct and then I’d do things my way. So from that point on, I kept all my ideas to myself. And Lo Wei did it his way.

“Of course it was totally wrong—and none of the movies was a success.”

The one time Lo capitulated and allowed Jackie to do a film his way, the old-school director was horrified at the results. After viewing Half a Loaf of Kung Fu—a spoof on the kinds of movies Chan had been making the previous few years—he pronounced it unreleasable and shelved it. Now Jackie knew for certain that Lo Wei would never allow him to put his full vision on film. He was serving time in creative prison and Lo Wei had no intention of relinquishing the key.

But working with Lo did have its advantages. First of all, he encouraged Jackie to “cinematize” his appearance by having dental work done to straighten his teeth and cosmetic surgery to make his eyes look more open—less Asian, if you will.

Second, because the director had never been a martial artist, the busier he became the more he deferred in that area to Jackie, who worked hard at coming up with creative and innovative bits wherever he could sneak them in past Lo Wei.

“I directed the action and fight scenes, which really helped me. And when I was doing that, Lo Wei was usually asleep or somewhere listening to the radio, so I sometimes directed other parts of the film, too.”

Jackie has said repeatedly that the secret to his success was his calculated decision to be diametrically opposed to Bruce, in both fighting style and screen persona. Instead of being an intense, nearly invincible hero, Jackie assumed and developed the underdog position, the guy who feels pain, gets confused, and isn’t always sure about the outcome. And, most significantly, he was a guy who has a sense of humor.

Jackie’s viability as a film star was running out at the box office. He bombed with films like Shaolin Wooden Men, Snake and Crane Arts of Shaolin, To Kill with Intrigue, and Killer Meteors (a/k/a Meteor), in which Jackie actually played the evil bad guy.

When he least expected it, Chan got the break he’d been working so hard to get. Not surprisingly the film was not directed by Lo Wei.

When director Yuen Woo-ping and producer Ng See Yuen approached Lo and told him they wanted Jackie to play the lead in their next film, he was more than happy to oblige. Lo Wei had just about run out of ideas of what to do with Jackie and had little hope that he would become a Bruce Lee-size film star.

Chan couldn’t believe his luck. Snake in the Eagle’s Shadow was intended to be a comedy, and he would finally get a chance to make an audience feel good. However, even after Lo agreed to let him go, Jackie almost didn’t get a chance to.

“The distributors begged me not to hire Jackie,” producer Ng recalls. “They were very concerned because he’d never been in a hit film. They wanted me to use anybody but him.”

Ng stuck to his instincts. He was familiar with Jackie’s work and felt Chan’s problem was that he’d never been given the proper vehicle to showcase his talents. He believed that Jackie was one of the new generation poised to take the reins and save the sagging genre.

Under the careful direction of Yuen and with Jackie’s enthusiastic performance, Snake in the Eagle’s Shadow was an immediate hit. Suddenly, after almost twenty years in show business, Chan was an overnight sensation. He had no doubts why.

“Nobody could beat Bruce Lee—but everybody can beat me. Bruce never smiled—I smile all the time. That’s me. I’m always smiling. I like comedy. The action I do is real action a human being can do.

“I finally got to do all these things in Snake in the Eagle’s Shadow, and it totally changed action films,” said Jackie, if he does say so himself.

“People were really surprised after the film came out. All of a sudden, they wanted to know who I was. It gave me the confidence I needed to keep doing it my way. Before nobody would listen to me, I had to listen to everyone else. But after I finally had a successful film, then everybody started listening to me.”

Which in time would prove both a blessing and a curse. But initially, it allowed Jackie the freedom to spread his wings and nurture his emerging film character. And make no mistake: Any time Jackie stars in a Jackie Chan film, he’s essentially playing the same character. John Wayne did the same thing and became a screen icon and an American hero in the process, a fact that was not lost on Chan.

Jackie’s success thrilled Lo Wei, who suddenly saw Chan as being a new cash cow. Now that kung fu films had been given a fresh, comedic, decidedly non-Bruce Lee spin, the action film community enjoyed a renaissance of excitement. Snake in the Eagle’s Shadow clones were produced by the dozens as moviemakers scrambled to get their feet into the new wave.

But Ng and Woo-ping were already working on their next idea, which would be based on Wong Fei-hung, a revered Chinese historical figure known for his martial arts skills and his social activism. Wong had been the subject of over a hundred films, so coming up with a fresh take on him required some creativity. What Ng had in mind was to do a film about Wong in his younger days, before he was a legend.

The result, Drunken Master, was a turning point in martial arts film history and in Jackie’s life. The movie catapulted Chan to the top, turning him from a sensation to a full-fledged star. However, he was still bound contractually to Lo Wei. So Drunken Master ended his collaborations with Ng and Yuen.

That was okay with Jackie. Thrilled to be the focus of so much positive attention, Chan went right back to work. Fearless Hyena, which was produced by Lo Wei, marked Jackie’s directorial debut and further established comedy kung fu as the way to go in the post-Bruce world.

“I want to make people happy,” Jackie says. “But I don’t want my films to just be comedies, so there must be at least one serious fight to let the audience know I am more than just funny. The fight comes either in the middle or toward the end, but the very end must have comedy so the audience leaves happy.

“The way I look at it, if you come out laughing, you have something to talk about.”

Jackie and Lo also had things to talk about. Chan’s multipicture deal with Lo Wei was just about up. After some arm twisting, and against all common sense, Jackie agreed to sign a new deal with Lo, who in turn agreed to loan out Chan so he could work on outside films. Jackie’s manager, Willie Chan, couldn’t believe what Jackie had agreed to. What the hell was he thinking?

It’s difficult for anyone to understand what made Jackie do something so obviously detrimental to him professionally. Lo had proven totally inept at handling Jackie’s career. Yet here he was turning his future over to him again. The deal struck, Jackie started work on the sequel to Fearless Hyena. He didn’t get very far.

Whether he came to his own senses or was convinced by Willie Chan that staying with Lo was not in his best interests, Jackie abruptly bolted from Fearless Hyena II shortly after filming began. He signed a deal with Raymond Chow’s Golden Harvest and immediately went to work on setting up shop, the world suddenly his movie oyster.

Jackie’s first project for Golden Harvest was Young Master, which is a continuation of the theme of Wong Fei-hung as a youth started in Drunken Master. This movie further enhanced Jackie’s rising star. He was now without question Hong Kong’s biggest kung fu star. However, Jackie was about to learn a lesson. His sophomore effort for Raymond Chow and Golden Harvest was Dragon Lord, which was shot on location in Taiwan and Korea. Displaying a proclivity for expensive production indulgence that would dog him throughout his career, Jackie spent a lot of money on Dragon Lord, which then fared poorly at the Hong Kong box office. It wasn’t that the film wasn’t up to snuff. Rather, because of Jackie’s success there was a sudden surge in similar films. It taught Jackie that to stay on top one must always top oneself. Each subsequent movie must have some new, fresh element the one previous didn’t. Then the audience wouldn’t know what to expect. That was the way to keep ’em coming back.

It was a creed Jackie would make the cornerstone of his career.

While Jackie was moving forward, not everyone was cheering the new hero. His decision to jump ship had left Lo Wei in the lurch and furious. The first thing he did to get back at Jackie was to make money off of him whenever possible in whatever way possible. In the coming years, Lo would patch together several compilation films, utilizing footage from old Jackie films. This is how he completed Fearless Hyena II. This sad excuse for a sequel didn’t exactly heat up the box office but it did warm the embittered cockles of Lo Wei’s heart.

Unfortunately, financial gain wasn’t recompense enough for Lo Wei, who was a lot more enraged than Jackie thought he would be over the loss of both revenue and face that Chan’s rejection caused. He wanted his former star to pay dearly for his breached promise. It’s been said that Lo Wei was out for blood. Literally.

Jackie was about to be introduced to the dark underbelly of the Hong Kong film industry.

GANGSTER’S PARADISE

[image: Image]Just as Jackie was achieving everything he had dreamed of, he abruptly left Hong Kong. The official reason that’s been given for years is that he wanted to set sail for America and conquer her shores. This was partially true. In the back of his brain, Jackie knew that capturing the hearts of U.S. moviegoers would be one way to effectively dispel the posthumous shadow he believed Bruce Lee still cast.

But there was another, more basic incentive to take the next train out of town: survival. Lo Wei had carried his grudge to lethal levels and had put the word out that Jackie’s life was worthless. If any of Lo’s cohorts caught him making movies in Hong Kong, he’d be following Bruce Lee’s career path to early retirement exactly.

Lo’s fury wasn’t solely based on loss of professional face. To Lo, Jackie’s defection to Raymond Chow and Golden Harvest was a huge betrayal. Lo felt he had plucked Jackie from the gutter and had salvaged a career that was headed nowhere. Lo made him a leading man when nobody else would give him a chance. Chan was an ingrate who needed to be taught a lesson.

There were also the financial rewards that Lo had seen slip through his fingers along with his biggest star. Never the sharpest businessman, Lo was near bankruptcy at the time Jackie left him high and dry.

The director had planned to cash in on Jackie’s sudden fame and popularity by flooding the market with B movies—a Lo Wei specialty. He really couldn’t care less what that plan would do to Chan’s long-term career, he wanted a big payoff immediately.

Not surprisingly, Jackie didn’t want to see all his hard work wasted by Lo. So he took his manager’s advice and made a break for it and steeled himself for the consequences, which were certain to come. One doesn’t anger a Triad boss and get away clean.

The Triads are the organized crime mobs of Hong Kong. Also called the Chinese Mafia, the Triads were founded in the seventeenth century by a monk of the Shaolin monastery in order to rid China of her barbarian conquerors, the Manchus. In the beginning, they were actually viewed as patriots. But as the decades and centuries went by, the Triads were less concerned with nationalism than with bettering the Triads. Since they started out as subversives, the leap to criminal activity was a small one. Eventually they infiltrated any area where money could be made.

Like the American Mafia, the Triads of today see themselves as businessmen—businessmen who negotiate with knives and guns instead of attorneys. And in modern times, nowhere have they made their presence more publicly known than in Hong Kong’s film industry. Shaw Brothers’ tightfisted economics forced many of the actors and crew members in the film business to moonlight for the Triads. Because of that, the Triads gained a prominent foothold in Hong Kong’s film industry.

“Entertainment is big business and wherever there’s lots of money to be made, you’re going to find organized crime,” says one industry source. “Plus, there are other advantages. For one thing, making movies is a perfect way to launder large sums of drug money. A ‘production company’ can always claim they made or lost however much money they need to balance the books. And as long as the actors cooperate, there’s virtually no way for the government to keep track of what’s truly being spent where.
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