










The son of two Chinese immigrants, Fong-Tor-
res, 65, attended San Francisco State University in 
the late 1960s and became music editor at Rolling 
Stone during the publication’s golden years — 
a time when few Asian Americans worked in 
mainstream media. Trailblazers have a hard time 
keeping their parents happy, it seems.

When you first started writing, did the fact 
that you were going against your parents’ 
wishes factor into the decision?

Being young means rebelling, basically, and 
that was kind of a natural thing. Once I learned 
that this was something I really really wanted 
to do, there was just no turning back. There was 
just no way to say, “Oh, I love this whole writing 
and music and radio and media and all this stuff, 
but gee, maybe I should go to law school for six 
years, just to be sure.”

Would you have benefited from an AAJA-type 
organization in the 1970’s?

I was always up for learning about and reach-
ing out to fellow Asians in media, the sad thing 
was that there just weren’t any. Nothing on televi-
sion, just one or two bylines here and there. Bill 
Wong of course came along pretty early on over at 
the Tribune in Oakland. It was always good to see 
those names, and hear the occasional voice come 
on the radio, and identify it as an Asian. So yeah, 
the idea of AAJA, any kind of brother-or sister-
hood of like-minded Asian Americans, would 
have been great to be a part of and get support 
from.

You’ve written about how free-form Rolling 

Stone was in the 70’s. Have we entered the age 
of corporate journalism?

[Rolling Stone] was much more free-form, 
but those were the times... Now of course it’s all 
strategic from public relations people, or record 
labels, or movie studios, or network or whatever it 
is, who decides that it’s time for a story on so-and-
so, and they’ll choose a couple of magazines and 
late-night shows through which they will begin to 
market that person.

Thirty years ago, obviously it was a different 
world, and so yes an editor could sit there and 
say “Ray Charles! Why not?” That’s it, “OK, off 
you go!” And then you spend on and off, several 
weeks getting the story. Now you’re going back-
stage somewhere, given 30-45 minutes with a sub-
ject, and then you’re done... but there’s no point 
really complaining about how things are today. If 
you’re enterprising, good, passionate enough, you 
can get that story no matter what.

You published your biography in 1994, and in 
it you mentioned that your parents still weren’t 
entirely satisfied with your career choices. Has 
that changed since then?

Three years after The Rice Room came out 
is when I started doing the Chinese New Year’s 
parade here on Fox 2 in San Francisco, and 
THAT’s when I think things improved decidedly 
for my mom. For her to be able to say her son was 
doing the Chinese New Year’s parade, that was a 
whole different level. These are the things that are 
important to parents. I’m just glad I finally found 
a job that pleased her, one day a year. 

Find Derek on Twitter @deylaliu

Legend
to emcee 
reception 
 By Derek Lieu

If you go

What: Opening 
reception
When: 7 p.m. 
today
Where: The 
Highlands, 
Fourth Floor
Highlights: 
Among the 
AAJA founders 
scheduled to 
attend are Tritia 
Toyota and 
Frank Kwan 
both formerly 
with KNBC-TV 
News; and Bill 
Sing, Nancy 
Yoshihara, and 
David Kishiyama 
all formerly with 
The Los Ange-
les Times.
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Production 
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Students
Angela Chen, Wesley Cho, Eva 
Dou, Noel Duan, Dominique 
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Gyori, Jackelyn Ho, Pimpan 
Jangchirawongsa, Derek Lieu
Yeong Lim, CandiceNguyen
Peter Sessum, Nicki Sun, Van    
Tieu, Vivian Wong and Christa 
Yan
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Ben Fong-Torres doesn’t willfully 
keep things from his mother any-
more, but still she has never read 
the seven books he’s had published. 
Nor the hundreds of articles he’s 
written over   the years for Rolling 
Stone, GQ and Parade. She certain-
ly doesn’t follow his blogs.

Q&A WITH BEN FONG-TORRES

online
Hear an inter-
view with Ben 
Fong-
Torres on 
aajavoices.com

Photo coutesy of Ben Fong-Torre



With a cover depicting women 
in skimpy outfits, the novel “China 
Dolls” by cousins Michelle Yu 
and Blossom Kan tells the story 
of attractive ladies seeking career 
success and true love against the 
backdrop of the Manhattan skyline.

They toil through unrequited 
love, sexism in the workplace and 
one too many cocktails in order to 
achieve their fairy-tale endings.

This isn’t another “Sex in the 
City,” though. There is a stark dif-
ference between the protagonists of 
Candace Bushnell’s series and the 
protagonists of Yu and Kan’s novel: 
the former’s characters are the 
stereotypical white “glamazons” 
and the latter’s characters are Asian 
American — and proud of it.

Yu and Kan are part of a grow-
ing trend of Asian American “chick 
lit” authors, and will be at the 
authors’ showcase Thursday at the 
AAJA Convention.

“When you walk into a book-
store, you see all types of books 
in the types of genre that we write 
that are catered towards African 
American women, Latina American 
women, but not Asian American 
women,” Yu said. “When we read 
books like ‘The Nanny Diaries’ or 
‘The Devil Wears Prada,’ we liked 
(them), but they didn’t really have a 
voice that spoke to us.”

“Chick lit” is a genre of con-
temporary fiction about stylish, 
attractive, and career-driven female 
protagonists dealing with issues 
that women face in the modern 
world – often with humorous plot 
twists and equally attractive men.

San Francisco Chronicle col-
umnist Jeff Yang wrote about the 
decline of “chick lit” in a February 
2007 “Asian Pop” column. There is 
a recent emergence of Asian Ameri-
can female writers who write about 
Asian American protagonists.

“If you’re an Asian American 

Authors bring Asian American 
identity, lifestyle to ‘chick lit’
By Noel Duan 
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with heart, there will undoubtedly 
be a part of you in the characters, 
whether you’re writing about Asian 
Americans or not,” said Yang, who 
will also appear at the author’s 
showcase.

“You bring in a part of your 
own identity. There are so few 
Asian Americans in these profes-
sions, that we are expected – even 
if we don’t choose to, even if we 
are unable to – to represent the 
race. What we do reflects on ev-
erybody who looks like us, shares 
our heritage, and has similar last 
names,” Yang said.

As authors, Yu and Kan seek to 
create a chick lit voice that speaks 
to Asian American women in a 
post-“Joy Luck Club” era.

Yu is a sports reporter at 
SportsNet New York and a 10-year 
member of AAJA. Kan is a litigat-
ing attorney at Metropolitan Life 
Insurance Company. 

They created characters inspired 
by their experiences. As co-authors, 
they brainstorm a concept and story 
together.

 Then, they sketch out the plot 
points and designate who will write 
which part.

AAJA File Photo

Yu and Kan chose “China 
Dolls” as the title of their second 
book because it directly addresses 
the stereotype of Asian women: 
submissive, delicate, and fragile.

“Our goal was to break this ste-
reotype and confront it by showing 
in our stories that real Asian wom-
en are anything but China dolls,” 
Kan said. We believe the only way 
you can destroy a stereotype is by 
confronting it head-on, addressing 
it, and showing the world how far 
from reality it is.”

Another author, Darrien Gee, 
has written three books — “Good 
Things,” “Sweet Life,” and “Table 
Manners,” — under the pen name 
of Mia King. 

Her novels do not have Asian 
American protagonists. In “Sweet 
Life,” the female protagonist, 
Marissa Price, is forced to con-
front the realities of her less-than-
perfect life after a seemingly ideal 
move from Manhattan to Hawaii.

Yet, Gee is involved with the 
Asian American community. She 
spent part of her childhood in 
Hong Kong, took Chinese studies 
at Wellesley College, worked in 
Beijing for three years, and cur-
rently lives in Hawaii, surrounded 
by an expansive Asian Pacific 
American community. 

She expresses interest in writ-
ing a book with an Asian Ameri-
can protagonist someday – but 
only when it will feel natural.

“I don’t plan out my books,” 
she said, “ I’m not a writer that 
just writes what I know – I write 
wherever my story takes me.”

Yu and Kan are currently work-
ing on their third novel together, 
which will also be published by St. 
Martin’s Press.

“Regardless of what your 
ethnicity is, we all share common 
feelings, issues and challenges,” 
Yu said.

Find Noel on Twitter @misscouturable

Author: Blossom Kan, top, who wrote “China Dolls” with her cousin, Michelle 
Yu, are part of a growing trend of Asian American “chick lit” authors, and will be 
at the authors’ showcase Thursday at the AAJA Convention.

Our goal was to break this stereotype 
and confront it by showing in our stories 
that real Asian women are anything but 
‘China dolls.’ ” 

“
—Blossom Kan, author



ELECTION 
Not sure who to vote for yet? Voices breaks down the 

AAJA national election in tomorrow’s paper.
Driving in L.A.

Tourists get on board a van as they get a 
view of Hollywood Boulevard on Tuesday 
afternoon.

checking out the sights

top
5

If you have a car this week, you’ve prob-
ably already experienced Los Angeles’ 

brutal traffic. The drive from downtown 
to the convention site, a journey of about 
eight miles on the 101, can take half an 

hour or more during rush hour. You have 
two main parking options. The valet op-

tion costs $29 a night, but you can come-
and-go with no extra charge. Self-parking 
costs $10 for a full night and return. Plus 

the garage closes between 2 and 9 a.m.

 J Camp students got a little taste of late 
night on Monday when talk-show host 
Jimmy Kimmel dropped by for a visit. 
Kimmel gave a talk and also posed for 
a photograph with Neal Justin, who’s 
running for national president. 
The photo quickly made the 

rounds in AAJA social 
media circles.

Kimmel at J Camp
There is no better use for social media than 
scoring free food. On Sunday, I checked into 
the Renaissance Hollywood Hotel on Four-
square, took a photo on my phone, Twitpic-

ed it onto Twitter and tagged 
@RenHollywood. Later that day, I discov-

ered a plate of cookies, a small bowl of choc-
olate (including truffles!) and two chilled 

bottles of Voss water — courtesy of the hotel 
— in my room. Now, if only my local Chanel 

boutique traded purses for tags.

Treat for a Tweet 

—Noel Duan, Voices staff— Voices staff — Voices staff


