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1 One-Iinch Punch

Toward the end of 1963, Bruce Lee stood front and center of the
Garfield High School gymnasium in Seattle. In front of him, a
couple of dozen scruffy-looking teenagers slouched in their chairs.
Garfield was a tough, inner-city school whose students were not
strangers to fights. But these kids had never heard of kung fu, the
Chinese martial art form Lee was there to demonstrate. A few
yawned and checked their wristwatches, and others snickered to
each other as they eyed the shrimpy little Asian guy who thought
he knew how to fight.

Although kung fu was new to these hoodlums, karate was
quite popular in the United States at the time. Lee began by
showing them the difference between a karate-style punch and the
wing chun centerline punch. The karate punch is delivered from
the hip, while a wing chun strike is thrown straight from the solar
plexus, or the spot between the naval and the heart, giving a wing
chun punch much more force. As he finished speaking, Lee’s
voice echoed over the muffled whispers of the teens. A moment of
silence passed as he peered across his bored audience. He quickly
added, “There is a punch with far greater power and can be
delivered from a distance of a single inch,” according to Bruce
Thomas’s book, Bruce Lee: Fighting Spirit.



002 Bruce Lee

Some of the students straightened up in their chairs and cast
bewildered glances at each other. An inch—was this guy kidding?
Seeing that he'd piqued their curiosity, Lee asked for a volunteer
to demonstrate the “one-inch” punch. The group included several
husky football and basketball players. Lee looked like he was no
match for any number of these boys. While the guys smirked at
each other, Bruce pointed to the biggest kid in the bunch and
asked him to step forward. The class perked up and even chuckled
at how Lee looked like a dwarf next to this burly youth.

Lee pressed his knuckles against the boy’s chest and set his
balance. “ Wait a minute,” Lee said and lowered his arm,
according to Fighting Spirit. He then fumbled through the rows of
students, picked up the chair the kid had been sitting in, and set it
down about five feet behind his stooge. He resumed his position
and said, “Okay, now we’re ready.” This little theatrical scene
heightened the anticipation, and Lee now had the students’ full
attention.

Realizing Lee meant business, the young brute got a little
nervous. He didn’t want to get laid out in front of his buddies by a
skinny Chinese guy. So he braced himself. Lee’s fist was still
touching the kid’s chest. Suddenly, his arm seemed to make a
split-second shimmer. The boy flew off his feet, backward over
the chair, and tumbled in somersaults until he lay sprawled out on
the floor. Mouths dropped open. No one even saw his arm move.

Stunning crowds was Lee’s trademark. The art of kung fu
lived and breathed inside of him. It wasn’t just a fighting style; it
was a way of life. Before Lee came to the United States, kung fu

was a well-kept Chinese secret. Kung fu masters lived by a strict
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This image of Bruce Lee is from the film Enter the Dragon (1973)
directed by Robert Clouse. Enter the Dragon is an iconic kung fu movie
that made Bruce Lee a star. It showcased Lee's unique martial arts
style, jeet kune do. Tragically, Bruce Lee died just one month before
the movie's release.
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004 Bruce Lee

code that this martial art should never be taught to Westerners.
Lee not only broke that code with his mulitracial students, he was
determined to introduce the entire world to kung fu. He defied
tradition and put down classical forms, which he thought were
unnecessary, inefficient, and impractical in a street fight. Lee
asserted that no one should ever waste time with classical moves in
a fight. “You’ll get clobbered if you do!” he said, according to his
wife Linda’s The Bruce Lee Story.

He continually developed his techniques to be more efficient
and effective. Although many people refer to his style as jeet kune
do, Lee refused to use the terms “style,” “form,” or “way” when
it came to his fighting system. “Where there is a way, therein lies
the limitation,” he explained, according to John Little’s Bruce
Lee: A Warrior’s Journey. “And when it limits, it traps, and when
it traps, it’s lifeless, and if it is lifeless, it rots.” Lee believed
learning was a lifetime process, and he never stopped
experimenting with new moves to improve his fighting skills.

Lee’s short life was a testament to dedication and unmatched
ambition. Upon his return to America, the unruly teen started as
a simple waiter. But he quickly gained the reputation of an
amazing martial artist. Within years of his arrival, Lee opened his
first of three kung fu institutes. Before long, his talents landed
him a role on a weekly TV series. He trekked the bitter road to
stardom and became a famous actor, his movies smashing all box-
office records in Hong Kong. His passion for martial arts made
him into the most iconic kung fu fighter the world has ever

known.
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2 Little Dragon

On a chilly dawn in November 1940, Grace Li lay alone in a bed
at the Jackson Street Hospital in San Francisco’s Chinatown. Her
husband, Hoi Cheun, a comic actor, was on tour in the United
States with the Cantonese Opera Company of Hong Kong. When
the company moved on to New York, a very pregnant Grace
stayed behind, ready to deliver her baby any day. As the minutes
between contractions tightened, no doubt Grace searched the
corners of her memory for some shred of her husband’s soothing
voice. As sunlight peeked over the brick walls of the small Chinese
hospital, a new life began. Between 6:00 and 8:00 in the morning
of November 27, 1940, Grace gave birth to her third son, who
entered the world during the hour of the dragon, in the year of
the dragon.

" Hoi Cheun and Grace Li felt their children were locked under
the unkind eyes of the spirits. Their first child—a boy—died
shortly after birth, a bad omen. According to Chinese beliefs, the
loss of a son is much worse than the loss of a baby girl. When
Grace became pregnant a second time, she feared yet another
dark moment. Knowing the second child in a Chinese family
should be a girl, the couple adopted a daughter named Phoebe to
confuse the spirits. A few months later, Grace gave birth to a
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healthy boy, Peter. In 1940, a third boy—Grace’s second living
biological child—was born. Again hoping to fool the spirits,
Grace gave the baby a girl’s name, Sai Fon (which means “Small
Phoenix”) and pierced one of his ears. She soon renamed the boy
Jun Fan, or “Return Again,” because she felt he would one day
return to his birthplace. But it was the doctor, Mary Glover, who
nicknamed the child “Bruce”—the name that stuck. He later
Americanized his family name to Lee. ’

'Five months later, the Lees returned to Hong Kong with their
newborn son. The intense heat and humidity carried by the
summer monsoon winds soon made him ill, and Bruce spent his
early years sickly and weak. Grace constantly doted on her ailing
son. But Bruce shook off his toddler frailty and grew into a
rambunctious youth. His mother started calling him Mo Si Tung,
or “Never Sits Still.” “I think I spoiled him because he was so
sick,” Grace later said in M. Uyehara’s Bruce Lee: Incomparable
Fighter. “As he grew older, he got better ... he was sometimes
too active for me.” During his childhood, if Bruce sat still for
even a moment, his family thought something was terribly wrong
with the boy. The only time he stopped jumping, running,
fidgeting, and babbling was when he disappeared in a quiet corner
curled up with a book. He sometimes stayed up half the night
reading. In fact, Grace believed his long hours of reading caused
him to become nearsighted at age six, when he needed to wear
glasses.

Bruce grew up in Kowloon City at 218 Nathan Road, in a
two-bedroom flat on the second floor of an old building. The

narrow stairway that led up to the Lees’ apartment had no door at
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the street level, and homeless passersby often camped out in the
entrance. But two sets of bulky doors on the second-floor landing
separated Bruce’s home from the street dwellers, the outer doors

lavished with steel bars, the inner doors dotted with peepholes.

Bruce Lee was born in San Francisco, California, in 1940. When he was just one year
old, his parents returned with their newborn son to Kowloon, Hong Kong. Shown above is
a sprawling image of Lee's hometown, circa 1955. Bruce was known to get into fights
with schoolyard gangs during his tumultuous years growing up in Kowloon.
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Inside the fiat, rooms were open and scarce of furniture. The
larger main room had a refrigerator at one end and served as a
living room, dining room, and bedroom. Throughout the day, the
family gathered around the large table to eat, talk, read, and
play. At night, the children sprawled in iron-frame beds, not
needing to cover up with blankets in the relentless heat. From the
dining area branched two smaller rooms. One housed two bunk
beds, and the other opened to a veranda that overlooked Nathan
Road. During summer, the veranda was piled with potted plants,
and, at one time, a caged chicken.

When Hoi Cheun’s brother died, his widow and their five
children came to live with the Lee family, as is Chinese custom.
Together with a couple of servants and Wu Ngan—an unofficially
adopted child—as many as 20 people sometimes crammed into the
flat. This is not to mention the dogs, birds, and fish. Bruce’s
favorite dog was an Alsatian named Bobby, who slept under his
bed every night.

Despite the crowded and sometimes chaotic household, the
Lees were far from underprivileged. In addition to his opera
income, Hoi Cheun received payments from rental properties.
Therefore, the Lees could always afford servants to help with the
extra work. However, Bruce seemed to be only mildly impressed
with his father’s lifestyle. In Chinese culture, the relationship
between father and son is often distanced, and Hoi Cheun wasn’t
home enough to make a strong impression on the young mind of
his son. Bruce sometimes complained about his “miserly” father
and how Hoi Cheun had at times stolen money to take friends out

to eat. He also smoked opium from time to time, and, at one
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point, according to Bruce Thomas’s Bruce Lee: Fighting Spirit,
admitted, “I smoke opium because it helps sweeten my singing
voice.” But Hoi Cheun didn’t tuck all his money away. He was
known to gamble and sometimes paid medical bills for friends who

couldn’t afford them.

BRUCE LEE'S HONG KONG

Today, planes glide over the rooftops of Kowloon City and swoop
down into Hong Kong's Kai Tak airport for some of the trickiest
landings in the world, onto a narrow runway that juts out into the
busy harbor. Ferries, jetfoils, and junks dot the waters below,
and, as the planes descend, tiny sampans captained by women in
straw hats can be seen cutting the wakes of broader vessels. Along
the water’s edge rise skyscrapers and luxury hotels of steel and
glass, the windows and harbor surface playing a game of Ping-Pong
with beams of sunshine. The streets beyond are a mess of tangled
traffic, car homs, and construction racket. Beyond the flawless
skyscrapers, the Porsches and Mercedes, the businessmen who
live like sultans, lies an area of town almost untouched by time, a
place very similar to the world of young Bruce Lee.

Before Bruce was born, Hong Kong, including Kowloon City
and the lands known as the New Territories, were ruled as British
colonies. When Bruce was just a toddler, Hong Kong entered a
dark age during the Japanese occupation of World War 1l. Many
people were executed by the Japanese army during the wartime
occupation, which lasted three years and eight months, returning
to British control in 1945. The port once again opened.
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Thousands of people moved into the city. With nowhere to
go, many of them made their homes on the streets, in doorways
and stairwells, and on rooftops, or they built shanties in the park %
or in rundown areas of town. Everyday life exploded into a fierce
struggle. Gangs popped up as a means of crude survival. Restless
youths wandered the streets, looking for excitement and perhaps a
little cash. In dark corners of town, the gangs rumbled in fistfights
and bloody knife battles. Even years later, actor Jim Kelly was
surprised at the rough-and-tough teenage gangs. “I| thought the
teenage gangs in the U. S. were tough,” he commented in Linda
Lee's The Bruce Lee Story, “but they're real tame compared to
those in Hong Kong. The gangs ... are vicious.”

Bruce Lee’s Hong Kong was a daily fight for respect and
strength. One moment’s falter could mean falling to the underdog,
becoming the weak. In a city rabid with violence and running with
wild gangs, weakness was the most dreaded trait.

With his father away and too many people at home, Bruce
spent much of his childhood amusing himself on the streets of
Hong Kong. The maze of roadways below the Lees’ second-floor
flat wound between ramshackle apartment buildings and bustling
shops and restaurants. Local vendors wearing long shirts or black
pajama-like suits stood in front of canopied carts stacked with
fruits and vegetables, fish and duck. A blend of exotic aromas
hung in the thick, muggy air. The narrow roads that Bruce
wandered as a child were littered with rubbish and a smattering of
rotting foods, but they were much more exciting to him than

school classrooms.



