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  Prologue: The Demon Goddess

  “I have nothing to declare but my genius” Oscar Wilde, while passing through US Customs in 1881

  Annabel Chong: her name rings a bell, even as it resonates like a bolt of lightning from the heavens.

  Paul Theroux, the novelist and travel writer, describes her as “an amazing woman, a demon goddess out of a Chinese folk tale – the woman who dared to convert all her desires into reality – a fantasy to most men, and a sort of heroine to a lot of women, though they would probably not dare to admit it.”

  And why would they not dare admit it?

  Because Annabel Chong remains the only famous pornstar from Singapore, a young woman who had put her home country on the map back in 1995 when she allowed herself to be filmed having sexual intercourse with a large group of men, each one waiting his turn, all done in the space of ten hours and for the posterity of home video. Reports said there were 251 men but there were actually only 70, though she was penetrated 251 times (with many of the men rejoining the end of the line for second and third rounds).

  The film, The World’s Greatest Gangbang, found itself under scrutiny in 1999, with the release of a documentary film about her life, Sex: The Annabel Chong Story, which premiered at the Sundance Film Festival in Park City, Utah. Not surprisingly, it garnered massive amounts of ink from both highbrow and lowbrow presses. Novelists like Bret Easton Ellis and Chuck Palahniuk have written about her (the former not so flatteringly, the latter more so). And in Singapore itself, she has long been regarded somewhere between a mythological figure and an urban legend.

  But in actuality she did exist, though she wasn’t always called Annabel Chong.

  She was a precociously book-smart young girl, born in Singapore on May 22, 1972, who had gone to King’s College London on a scholarship to study law. At age 21, she dropped out of law school and went to Los Angeles where she undertook courses in photography, art, and gender studies at the University of Southern California (the same university I attended, even though we were in different faculties and didn’t know one another back then).

  And then, her life changed forever. She joined the porn industry in 1994, at age 22, an event possibly triggered by something from her recent past. When she was living in London, she had been gang-raped by some guys in an innercity housing estate after disembarking from a tube station.

  That kind of thing only needs to happen to you once, for your life to change quite radically. The notion of being the girl in the gangbang probably first took root right there, on that fateful day.

  In the documentary Sex: The Annabel Chong Story, made in 1998, she goes to London and revisits the actual scene of the rape, and it surely wasn’t a segment of film spliced in accidentally. It was meant to show how the rape issue could be a metaphor, and by extension how “Annabel Chong” herself could be a Rorschach test, where people tend to interpret her according to their own presumptions and prejudices.

  I know all about presumptions and prejudices because, like Annabel, I also left Singapore for similar reasons, in a quest for self-fulfillment through ways we both could never have dreamed of experiencing in our home country. And while I have myself made a long career out of reporting on various aspects of the sex industry, most prominently a ten-year cycle covering the adult film industry, Annabel Chong represented to me the darkest, deepest challenge of my professional life.

  Succinctly put, could I suspend my own disbelief and apprehend her fairly, given that we were both of Chinese-Singaporean heritage and the fact that we both left the country largely for reasons of personal dissatisfaction with the status quo and we then both ended up working with adult entertainment?

  Well, that was a Rorschach test I didn’t need to take. It was obvious whose side of the fence I was on. Yet all the same, I was personally intrigued. For her, it wasn’t enough to merely express angst-ridden rebellion by joining the uppermost ranks of the sex industry. She had to do something so ballsy, so far-out, and so out-there that she would surely capture your undivided attention.

  That’s what I needed to ponder, and what I needed to understand. And so I’ve written this book, based partly on my own relationship with her over the years (featuring, of particular note, three separate interviews done with her in the wake of the 1999 documentary), in an attempt to break new ground while exploring the numerous facets of the Annabel Chong legend: the mythological background of the gangbang genre (based on the Roman empress Messalina), the cult of the Asian pornstar (based on the “Asian fever” racial fetish), the phenomenon of social engineering in Singapore (based on our respective experiences), the arena of adult entertainment (both in the areas of film and video as well as the Internet) and, in its own glorious finality, the issue of celebrity and the mass-audience fixation with pop-culture outlaws like her.

  Because hers was a celebrityhood with a difference. Porn is a form of commodified sex, packaged as a sizzling product for mass market consumption, and so she poses some fascinating questions: What does someone like Annabel Chong say about us, about the culture and society we live in? What is it that draws us to her mythology? “Annabel Chong is my hero,” someone in Singapore once told me. “She dared to go there. I like to think she did it for us, so that we might challenge ourselves to go further in whatever we do in our lives.”

  Annabel herself went pretty far. In January 2002, AVN (Adult Video News, the official trade magazine of the American adult entertainment industry) published its list of the “Top 50 Pornstars of All Time,” and the six stars at the top of the heap were Ron Jeremy, Jenna Jameson, John Holmes, Traci Lords, Linda Lovelace, and Marilyn Chambers. Annabel Chong came in at number 40, along with the following text:

  The original mega-gangbang queen, Chong took on a purported 251 guys in The World’s Biggest Gangbang – despite much disapproval from her fellow adult industry performers. She was quite intelligent and willing to perform in extreme-themed vids, doing anals and double penetrations with ease.

  She made a number of movies, mainly for John T. Bone, before departing for parts unknown. She returned in the late ‘90s to help her director friend David Aaron Clark out by filling in at the last minute for a no-show performer.

  The video was titled Poison Candy (Heatwave Entertainment) and may be her last sex role to date. She was also the subject of a mainstream documentary, Sex: The Annabel Chong Story.

  “Poison candy” is what some people might consider pornography to be – the sexual equivalent of fast food, stuff that’s tasty but which sometimes isn’t all that good for you – yet a girl from Singapore placing in the Top 40 of porn’s hallowed pantheon is, arguably, a remarkable achievement, despite how the aforesaid “disapproval from her fellow adult industry performers” was captured in a section from the documentary.

  Several industry veterans were being interviewed at the annual AVN Expo, at the Sands convention center in Las Vegas, and they were seen commenting on the 1995 gangbang event in less than salutary ways.

  “My first question is: Where did they get the guys?” the porn director Seymour Butts is seen asking. “Was there any health or safety in mind?”

  “Let me ask you a question,” the porn actress Ona Zee is seen asking. “How many times can you fuck 251 guys and still be okay? You can’t. In your lifetime, what happens to you, internally, physically?

  “It just gives porno a bad name,” the porn actor Michael J. Coxx is seen saying. “When she did that, to me, it was like a slap in the face, to say porno is still really sleazy.”

  Even as recently as February 2011, the LA Weekly described the 1995 gangbang film as having “all the sex appeal of a National Geographic film of frogs spawning in a mud puddle.” (She was described, with her real last name spelled wrong, as “Grace Kwek, a tiny Singaporean with the adopted stage name Annabel Chong.”)

  Regardless of such criticism, her being placed at number 40 on that AVN list isn’t merely a benchmark for the record books. It also justifies my claim to a lofty ambition: that Annabel Chong as both myth and metaphor is worthy of due attention, and much can actually be learned from her fine if unconventional example.


  Persona Non Gratification

  There was once a time, back when the Internet was still in its infancy, when porn wasn’t such a commonplace thing. When eyebrows were actually raised because a young woman from Singapore who called herself Annabel Chong came along and single-handedly (pardon the innuendo) changed the way we saw adult entertainment.

  She broke new ground, because she did “reality” sex before the adjective was appended to television (and then to the newfound “tube site” craze spawned by YouTube and its more interesting adult cousin, YouPorn). People who know of her usually think of her solely in terms of that fateful day in January 1995, when she had sex 251 times in the course of ten hours. Not 251 men, as it has been claimed, but 251 “sex acts” – the polite euphemism for “penetrations.” It was only revealed later that there were really only 70 men in attendance, who were “recycled” for extra rounds like guests at a buffet feast.

  It was “reality” despite the dubious numbers, filmed for home video and made available to anyone who cared to see it. She didn’t think it mattered, since she had meant it all to be a joke.

  But, unfortunately, nobody got the point.

  And the sheer irony of it all did not escape mention even on her Wikipedia page:

  Chong sought to question the double standard that denies women the ability to exhibit the same sexuality as men, by modelling what a female “stud” would be. Skeptics suggest that, in reality, she merely brought art-school pretensions to a depiction of the culturally embedded “slut” stereotype. Other critics note that one can hold up historical gender biases for scrutiny without having sex with 70 men on camera.

  The people in the adult film industry also missed the point, because they then started filming more gangbang events so that the last record could be broken. Jasmin St Claire did 300, Houston did 500, and on the eve of the big millennium, on New Year’s Eve as the world counted out 1999, Sabrina Johnson supposedly did 2,000, over two days. It was a gimmick based on the number. And it backfired, too. (Sabrina later admitted she regretted doing it.)

  Why spoil a spoof? The point of a gangbang was to poke fun at the number and question our assumptions about what sex really was about, anyway. By actually doing what it intended to warn us against, the American adult film producers were found wanting in the collective I.Q. department – a not uncommon situation in actuality, as all porn biz veterans will assure you.

  You could say, however, that she was deserving of her fame because she was the very first one in the history books. It was like you forgot all the other guitar players once you heard Jimi Hendrix. (Well, Hendrix was quite the legendary Lothario, so it’s an apt comparison.) Even in this modern age of media saturation, we can still be enthralled by the romance of provenance – nature abhors a vacuum and something must necessarily come from somewhere – even in these unctuous times when the shock value of hardcore porn has been severely compromised by the arrival of the Internet.

  On September 16, 2009, Annabel herself discussed this with me by email, when she wrote: “The problem with the mainstreamization of porn is that now everybody is a pornstar – Kim Kardashian, those soldiers at Abu Ghraib, Verne Troyer. It makes performing sex for the camera common and banal. We have sites where couples are posting vids of themselves for free. Why pay for porn when everybody already has a sex tape to their name? Remember a decade ago when we had our first chat? I mentioned during that time that porn was the new rock & roll, since rock no longer has the power to shock – it has been co-opted into the mainstream. Well, I see the same thing happening to porn. It’s no longer as taboo as it used to be. It’s just what people do. And they do it all the time.”

  In my book about my years covering the American porn industry, In Lust We Trust, I recorded what Annabel had earlier told me: “Janine Lindemulder is the new Jimi Hendrix. And porn is the new rock & roll.”

  That was in 2005, five years before Janine Lindemulder found herself targeted by the tabloids during the sensational Hollywood divorce featuring actress Sandra Bullock and her bad-boy biker Jesse James. Lindemulder, James’s ex-wife, was a former Vivid Video contract star who was (according to my own sources) still performing live webcam shows out of her own house to make ends meet after a six-month stint in prison for tax evasion; she had, as one gossip magazine alleged, set up his tryst with the tattooed stripper Michelle “Bombshell” McGee (who’d admitted in March 2010 that she had bedded James, catalyzing the marital split).

  Once again, we folks in the porn trenches knew stuff, way before the civilians did. But, the “new rock & roll” notwithstanding, I myself wanted to return to what was really a more innocent time, if you can actually call it that. A time when you could even say that porn actually mattered. We’re so jaded now that when pornstars make the news because of some scandalous event, we merely roll our eyes because it’s just more banal news fodder. Like when the relatively unknown Capri Anderson (real name Christina Walsh) was reportedly paid US$12,000 by actor Charlie Sheen for just one night of fun at the Plaza Hotel in New York in October 2010. (Compare that to the US$10,000 Annabel Chong was offered for doing the 1995 gangbang, and ask yourself which deal was better?)

  Or when it was disclosed in August 2005 that rugby star Byron Kelleher of New Zealand’s All Blacks national team was dating Asian-American pornstar Kaylani Lei (“Singapore-born sex kitten Ashley Spaulding a.k.a. Kaylani Lei, who has starred in 88 adult movies,” as the Asian Sex Gazette website noted of her) or when pornstar Tanya Tate disclosed that Greg Jacob, a professional Irish hurler, had been one of her co-stars in her movie Tanya Tate’s Sex Tour of Ireland (“I’m not ashamed of what I did,” Jacob eventually admitted, after first denying it. “I just didn’t want the family to know. It was just a bit of fun, it was a dare from the lads.”)

  And let’s all spare a thought for Veronica Siwik-Daniels, a.k.a. pornstar Joslyn James, who had re-enacted her real-life affair with a certain golfer named Tiger Woods in her movie The 11th Hole, released by Vivid Entertainment under its Vivid-Celeb imprint in July 2010. Without Tiger, who would have heard of her outside the San Fernando Valley? He unintentionally gave her the kind of mainstream crossover appeal that she surely couldn’t have even dreamed of. I mean, he even brought her to my attention; I myself hadn’t heard of her before she made the news.

  * * *

  The host of the party, my friend Sonya Yeung, was telling a story to her guests at a barbeque dinner on Lamma Island in Hong Kong. She told them about a guy she knew who’d made a secondary career for himself by pilfering stuff from other people’s websites and creating his own web portal out of them. He was rapidly aggregating colossal amounts of interesting information but was hosting this website from the server of the company he’d been working for.

  One day, the company’s webmasters noticed some highly unusual spikes in the server readings, all of which came not only from this particular guy’s website but also from one predominant source: a film he had uploaded to his site, made in 1995 and called The World’s Biggest Gangbang, starring a pornstar from Singapore named Annabel Chong. Quite likely, a lot of people had missed the boat back in 1995 and they were checking it out now.

  But this was happening in 2008, a whole 13 years since the gangbang event that made her famous. I found it curious that there could still be so much ongoing interest in Annabel Chong after so much time had passed.

  Perhaps there was currency in paradox, since her legend had been writ large because of her backstory – once a typical goody-two-shoes girl, a Chinese-Singaporean scholarship student to boot, then an unwilling target of tabloid frenzy simply because she had become the epicenter of a seismic shake-up in our ecology of sexual manners.

  She had hid the truth from her own family, too; even her mother wouldn’t know at all about her adult film career until she participated in the filming of the documentary Sex: The Annabel Chong Story, learning the truth as the cameras were rolling. Her mother is seen telling her only daughter to “regain my dignity” as the young woman weeps in shame.

  The documentary was made in 1998, three whole years after the big gangbang itself, and its debut at the 1999 Sundance Film Festival led many a media pundit to speculate over its cultural worth.

  Her real name, revealed as Grace Quek, alone invited clever wordplay. My own 1999 interview with her, which was how we first met, carried the headline “Grace Under Pressure” and what more fitting example of exhibiting grace under pressure could there be than being subjugated to the heaving, hirsute bodies of all those men?

  Indeed, one of the very best things written about the whole phenomenon came from one of my favorite social commentators, Emily Jenkins, who noted in a piece (entitled “So Many Men”) in Mirabella magazine, September 1999: “Most of us would find submitting to a ‘gang bang’ inherently degrading. But Quek sees it as a statement of erotic liberation. Still, she acknowledges that it is ‘not exactly a PC idea of what a sexually enlightened female would do.’

  “Funny and chatty, Quek slips easily from earnest feminist rhetoric to comical descriptions of her male co-stars’ ‘wood problems.’ In that documentary, directed by Gough Lewis, she articulates the subversive view that her copulatory marathon actually satirizes masculinity while expressing the enormity of her own desire. To challenge our gender assumptions, Quek puts her body (and psyche) on the line, but the fact that the stunt was filmed for the pleasure of X-rated video enthusiasts and the profit of pornographers throws its political meaning into question.

  “Lewis’s documentary does not end happily. Quek devastates her mother with news of her career and revisits the site of a gang rape she survived years ago, which raises a troubling question: Is her adult-film work a way of punishing herself for that victimization, or of reclaiming her body?”

  That final question is the best one ever asked about the motivations that lie behind lives devoted to sexual exhibitionism. Sex symbols exist more as conceptual entities rather than human personalities. Even in her native Singapore, people talk of Annabel Chong as if she were an urban myth.

  And all because, I would argue, her very name only serves to beg a very loaded question: Who got there first, the celebrity or the slut?

  Back in the 1990s, an American performance artist named Karen Finley often caught my attention, for reasons made obvious from this Los Angeles Times review by the theatre critic Laurie Stone: “Karen Finley often performs naked, and because she’s gorgeous – long legs, round breasts, cascades of auburn hair, cheekbones out to here – nudity is a power position for her. She knows the audience approves of what she looks like. She can do whatever she wants with them.”

  And so, assuming we approve such power positions (even as we’re also surely a tad envious), should engaging in sexually oriented performance be considered a serious career choice? And should one deserve veneration or reproach if seen as a professional slut?

  Some people might accept that kind of unconventional, fuck-you attitude with compassion and understanding, but I’d say they’re usually worn with a blurry gauze of condescension – simply because of the ethical, moral and ultimately cultural slant occupied by the word “slut.” A similar problem exists with the word “whore,” one made worse by the Western cultural standard that defines pornography as “the writings of whores,” now expanded in some quarters to include any visual depictions of women of questionable virtue.

  My own view is that the tendency to censure or to judge based on such commonplace bias, often fuelled by religious rectitude, is what usually muddies the issue.

  That’s why the late Maria Schneider’s performance in Bernardo Bertolucci’s Last Tango in Paris, made in 1972, shocked so many people – the film received an “X” rating when it was first released in the United States, even with Marlon Brando in the cast, and it well and truly pushed the envelope. Bertolucci later explained that he came up with the movie’s story line after he “dreamed of seeing a beautiful, nameless woman on the street and having sex with her without ever knowing who she was.”

  That line, right there, captured the very essence of what pornography is (or, more precisely, should be) about. Most scenes in porn movies certainly feature anonymous sex, the brazenly explicit version of Erica Jong’s “zipless fuck” (as she put it in her 1973 novel Fear of Flying, another teenage touchstone for me), and it’s precisely that kind of visual representation that we’re addressing here.

  However, more importantly, Last Tango in Paris was also my first exposure as a young teenager to what “pornography” was, even though I wouldn’t actually see the film myself till many years later. It was banned in Singapore at the time but I found out about it from a report in Time magazine.

  However, Maria Schneider (who died of cancer on February 3, 2011) was arguably upstaged that same year, 1972, by Linda Lovelace in Deep Throat, the film that dropped the phrase “porno chic” into the Western cultural lexicon. The anti-Nixon, post-hippie counterculture of the time certainly empowered it by supplying context, and it was almost certainly the first time most people in America had ever heard the term “pornstar” applied to anyone. I also thought it highly ironic that this bit of history had happened because of a movie about a woman whose clitoris lay in her throat, allowing her to orgasm from giving blowjobs, which put paid to the idea that vaginal sex was the only kind that qualified as real sex.

  And then (still in 1972!), Marilyn Chambers came out of nowhere to indelibly imprint herself in many minds when she starred in a landmark porn film, Behind The Green Door, her fame enhanced by the revelation that she had also been the model emblazoned on boxes of Ivory Snow washing powder – to the embarrassment of its manufacturers Proctor & Gamble (who initially planned to remove her image from the boxes but relented after sales rose and they grudgingly gave Marilyn a five-year contract extension).

  I still remember the first time I saw Marilyn Chambers – yes, she got there first, before I ever saw Linda Lovelace – so Behind the Green Door accrued far more cultural currency and Marilyn’s star slung itself much higher for me in that particular exalted firmament (and hit a definite low when she died under sad and tragic circumstances in 2009, drunk and alone and living in a trailer). But she had already made her mark, paving the way for Paris Hilton. Gradually, the counterculture had been chipping away at the resistance of the more conservative factions, and things slowly started to give. After Jenna Jameson arrived with her bestselling book in 2001 and then Paris Hilton arrived with her home video in 2004, the walls truly came tumbling down.

  In retrospect, we see the delightfully tacky One Night in Paris as a landmark event in pop culture history – the first time a homemade porn video had actually boosted rather than jeopardized someone’s fledgling career, even making Paris Hilton a household name. Pamela Anderson’s own sex tape scandal had made news some years earlier but this was different – Pamela Anderson was then already an established star, whereas many people only came to know of Paris Hilton because of this supposedly scandalous event.

  Was it rigged to generate publicity for her? We may never know. But what I do know is this – a whole 15 years ago, back in 1995, that would never have happened.

  Back in 1995, when Annabel Chong took cultural rebellion to an extreme, on terms that had never been negotiated before. And history was really being made, even while many of its participants were completely clueless about its eventual significance.

  And that, I think, remains her most lasting cultural value.

  * * *

  People do strange things to spite the societies they come from. I can personally attest to the profundity of this, having covered the adult film business myself for an equally long stretch of time.

  I’d started, coincidentally, in the spring of 1995 when I began working for the Spice adult-cable television company, just as news of the then-biggest gangbang was fresh on the airwaves. I had seen for myself how the psychological make-up of so many of these young women constituted a double-edged sword. I learned that exposing yourself as completely as possible was also a way of taking back what had been taken from you – innocence, trust, and youth – because, however they often hated to admit it, most of the girls really had their careers founded in events from childhood, usually either a by-product of childhood abuse or of abandonment and neglect, or (worse) a combination of all of the above.

  Whatever Annabel’s were, however, I don’t quite know. She never told me because I never asked.

  I almost never brought up the subject with any sex worker I dealt with, unless they themselves volunteered it, because it’s a highly invasive question that often only elicits defensive posturing or outright lies. Anyone can understand that – nobody wants to admit to a total stranger they’ve just met, let alone a reporter, that they were sexually abused as a child.

  I only know she had issues with her father but they patched things up shortly before he died, and that she remains close to her mother. The nearest I ever got to any answer of that nature was when we were discussing our shared issues with the way we had both grown up amid the squeaky-clean, uptight environment that had tellingly defined Singapore for too many years.

  In the first interview we did together, in 1999, she echoed a statement she had also made in the documentary film. She told me: “I don’t think Singapore is for everybody. There are people who take well to the system and thrive on it. And, well, good for them. But for me, personally, I don’t think that it is a system that sits well with me politically.”

  I then said to her, as recorded in our interview: “One of the problems I find with Singapore society is that people are spoon-fed short cuts to success, to make them feel the government has the answers.”

  She agreed: “The way the government posits itself as a father, like ‘father knows best.’ A lot of people swallow that idea … It’s very insidious … And I guess living in Los Angeles gives me enough space to resist it.”

  That last statement resonated with me, since I had also left the country for similar reasons. When I arrived in Los Angeles in 1984, I instantly felt like I was home. The first few times I went to see bands in the rock clubs of West Hollywood, I was struck by the realization that there were people like me – social misfits to a degree, all sharing a subcultural identity.
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