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I was asked if I would like to live my life over again. While writing my memoir, I relived my life. And what I learned from this is that nothing is permanent.

We are just passing through.








FOREWORD

Let me set the scene. It was sometime in the early 1990s. A gas station on a remote two-lane highway on the Bolivar Peninsula of the Gulf Coast of Texas. I was paying at the counter when a menacing-looking guy with a grizzled beard dressed in classic Hell’s Angels attire stared at my credit card suspiciously. I started getting worried until he gruffly asked, “Kevin Kwan… you related to Nancy Kwan?”

I laughed in relief. “She’s my cousin.”

His face transformed from threatening to wonder. “Are you kiddin’ me? Man, she was the woman of my dreams!”

I was suddenly transported back to my childhood in Singapore, where I had heard this same question asked of my parents too many times to remember. “Are you related to Nancy?” I suppose this is what happens when you are related to an icon. (Nancy is my second cousin thrice removed, to be precise.) Long before I ever met her or knew much about her, her name had always been part of my consciousness. Amongst my relatives, Nancy seemed to be some sort of standard bearer, as I recall overhearing comments like “She’s not as beautiful as Nancy” or “She’s not as good a dancer as Nancy.” Other times, her name would be used to explain certain members of the family. “She went to school in London and dyed her hair purple. She’s turned out to be one of the artsy ones—like Nancy.”

I didn’t understand what all this meant until one night when I was around eight or nine. There was great excitement in the house as the entire family gathered around the big television in my grandparents’ bedroom to watch a movie that was being broadcast for the first time in years. As Flower Drum Song came on, I remember being surprised to see all these Asians on-screen speaking with American accents and behaving like Americans. Till this moment, I was only used to seeing other Asians in Hong Kong soap operas or martial arts films. About ten minutes into the film, a musical number unfolded in a fancy nightclub and this woman suddenly emerged from behind a cluster of fluttering fans singing “Fan Tan Fannie.” “There’s Nancy!,” my grandfather beamed proudly. “She has the Kwan look,” my aunt assessed. My jaw dropped. This was the Nancy Kwan I had heard so much about? All this time I had imagined some fusty old auntie with a beehive perm. This gorgeous, glamorous angel prancing around the stage was related to me? I was utterly transfixed, and that night I fell in love with her, just like millions of other people did decades earlier when she made her big screen debut in The World of Suzie Wong.

Back then, I was too young to appreciate what Nancy Kwan meant to others. Nancy didn’t just belong to my family. In many ways, she was a bridge between East and West, the first Asian to become a global superstar. She was a leading lady who commanded top billing alongside Hollywood legends like William Holden, Glenn Ford, and Tony Curtis. Paparazzi chased her every move all over Europe. Elvis Presley begged her to star in his movie. Vidal Sassoon cut her hair into a daring bob, and it became an international sensation. She was on the cover of Life magazine. She was the first Asian woman to start her own film studio. She inspired a whole generation of Asian women in the 1960s to be bold and independent, to celebrate themselves. She made it cool to be Asian, and her success paved the way for another emerging actor to become a superstar—Bruce Lee. It’s only fitting that six decades later Quentin Tarantino featured a scene of Nancy with Bruce Lee and Sharon Tate in his film Once upon a Time in Hollywood.

Nancy is one of the remaining links to that time, to Old Hollywood, to the last gasps of the studio system. While she recounts the famous stars she met, glittering Hollywood premieres, and fabulous pool parties, she also unflinchingly documents the jaw-dropping prejudices and hardships that she faced—alone—in that era. Being the first and only Asian in the room wasn’t easy, but Nancy confronted each challenge with grace, shattering the stereotypes one by one. She not only survived, she triumphed.

Looking back, I think that watching Flower Drum Song that night with my family influenced me in ways I’m only beginning to understand now. Seeing Nancy on the big screen so early in my life left an indelible mark. This cool cousin showed me what was possible. She proved that I could be one of the artsy ones and pursue a creative life as well. She inspired me to celebrate my culture and write stories about the crazy antics of a family in Singapore. But as I said from the beginning, Nancy doesn’t just belong to my family. I know she’s inspired countless other people in other families around the world. In sharing this precious and important story now, she will continue to do so for generations to come.

Kevin Kwan
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