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Hello and welcome to our most recent edition of our Evergreen Award Author Chats. Today.
We're speaking to Janie Chang, author of The Library of Legends, another Evergreen
award-nominated title.

Sara: Maybe I can pick your brain a little bit Janie, before we get started. What are some of
the podcasts that you enjoy listening to?

Janie: There is one called Back Listed, which is from the UK. And it is these two guys,
former bookstore owners, I think, but they, it's exactly what it sounds like - Back Listed. So,
they're talking about books that were published like, anywhere from ten to a hundred years
ago. And they always have the most amazing guests on board, you know, like, once they
were talking about, books by Bruce... Bruce - darn, I forgot his - Anyway, but they also have
his editor. This author, he's passed away, but they also have his editor. So a lot of personal
stories, bruce Chapman, about Bruce Chapman. And so, I've discovered a lot of authors that
apparently were quite the thing in their time, but now as they remark on Back Listed, nobody
remembers them anymore, and yet, the quality of their writing is still high quality. And
because of that I was encouraged to download all the books by Nancy Mitford and then
there's Josephine Kay and just, you know, so many older authors.

Sara: Oh neat! That is very cool.

Janie: It makes me want to browse used book stores, you know with a list from, of all the
books that Back Listed has covered.

Sara: Yes, to keep your eyes open for any of them. Oh, that would be fun. Be a fun
scavenger hunt.

Janie: I'll send you the link after we're done.

Sara: That would be great. Thank you. Perfect.

Sara: Hi Linda!

Linda: Hi Sara and Janie! It’s so nice to join you.

Janie: Hello, Linda, are you one of the die-hard regulars for this series?

Linda: I am, and I just want to thank you for giving us your time. Just feel really, really
honored that we are getting authors to talk to us in our little Northern Ontario Canada village,
and so, thank you. I know that you're probably a very busy person and we, we’re very happy
that you gave us some time. Thank you.

Janie: Well, you might not thank me after this is over, because like I was saying to Sara I
turned in my manuscript and it's like my brain is sludge right now, in the last rush of making
the deadline. Don’t ask me hard questions!
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Linda: I think that I can imagine you put your heart and soul into something, and then I
guess editors do their thing and then you have a book that, you know, I'm sure that, yes, it
would be hard to recall every little thing, wouldn't it?

Janie: Well, and what made it, so what makes it even more interesting is that, I have an
agent who likes to read the manuscript before she hands it over and she suggested some
changes. So, a couple of weeks ago, I got back her comments, wrote like a crazy person
and then sent her the changes and then she sent it on to my editor in Toronto. So now we're
at the stage that authors call Purgatory, we’re waiting for the editing notes to hit our inbox,
and then in the meantime, all these scenarios are playing in your head. You know, “She
hates this book. This is the worst thing I’ve ever written. I’ll never eat lunch in Toronto again!”

Linda: For them to, you know - it must be hard to send your baby off to somebody else, it
must be hard..

Janie: Yeah. Well, it is kind of like a baby-like, you know, because as someone said, giving
birth is super painful, but after it's over, you forget and you're willing to do it again.

Sara: Can we have a hint about what your new book is about?

Janie: Well, you know what, I actually have a title for it. It's been called Untitled for so long,
but it's called Eastwind, Western Skies. And the reason it's - that is the title is because I ran
across mention of some World War I history, which was about the fact that in - starting in
1917 until the end of World War I and even beyond, France and Britain imported, recruited,
paid for a hundred and forty thousand Chinese laborers to go over to the Western Front to
do like a lot of the manual labor because the Allies had run out of men, you know. I mean,
they're, you know, between the Somme and they're doing that, you know, men had just been
slaughtered, right? But the machinery of War still had to go on and like fixing the railway
tracks, and repairing rows that had been bombed, cleaning out trenches and extending the
trenches and fortifications and so on, and even like working on farms because you know, the
farmers had been conscripted to go to war but they still had to produce food. So that is the
historical background of the novel that's in editing right now.

Sara: Oooh, interesting. So actually, I think, why don't we try and - we sort of jumped in a
little bit already. But if Janie, if you wanted to tell us a little bit about yourself and about the
rest of your life outside of writing, I think we would love to know a little more about you.

Janie: Well, so when my first novel was published, Three Souls, my husband read it, and he
said, “This is pretty good, honey. You should have done this 20 years ago”, and I can tell you
that was a very marriage limiting statement to make, because 20 years before that, you
know, I mean, I was working in the high-tech industry, you know, earning money to pay off
the mortgage and it was - writing was just such a dream. You know, it just didn't seem as
though I'd ever be able to carve out the time to do that. And so, my degree is from SFU in
Computing Science, because I always wanted to be a writer but also wanted to support
myself and move away from home as soon as possible.
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And, but, you know what happened was around 2010, my mom had to go into care with
dementia, and I would go and visit her, and I would be looking at all the other people there,
all the other residents in the care home, and you just have to wonder, you know, did they
have dreams? And did they ever get to fulfill them? And do I want to be 95 years old sitting
in my rocking chair thinking Why didn't I try harder?
So that's when I got off my butt and took a creative writing course at SFU, called the Writers
Studio, and I wanted to complete my first novel during that year, which again was a stupid
daydream. I almost did it. And I was really, really lucky that about in 2013 I finished the book
and found an agent who wass willing to represent me. And then later that year,
HarperCollins Canada bought my book and came out with it, and then HarperCollins down in
the US, in New York, bought my book and published it.
So then, it was a dream come true for me. And it's also, to tell people any - I also tell anyone
who listens it's never too late. But I think also, it's very hard for women because we tend to
put ourselves at the bottom of the list. We're always doing things, you know, for our job, for
our families. And I think that one of the good things about taking this one year program was
that it meant I was forking out this huge amount of tuition somehow, when you're paying all
that money. It's like giving yourself permission to do it right
Let's see, we came to Canada when I was 14 years old, but I was already fluent in English
and pretty good at French because before that, my father worked for the United Nations, so
when I was four years old, we left Taiwan because he had assignments around Asia. So I've
lived in the Philippines and in Iran and in Thailand. And then we came to Canada and I've
been here the whole time since then, except for three years when I decided I wanted to see
more of the world and moved down to New Zealand, and that was going to be just for one
year, but then I met my husband and then so three years later, I dragged him back here to
Vancouver, but that was okay, too. Because when we got married here and went on our
honeymoon to Whistler, he decided that living in Vancouver wasn't such a bad thing.

Sara: Yes, if you're going to be dragged somewhere, that's a pretty amazing option.

Janie: Yeah. Yeah, and I mean I feel really lucky to have lived in so many beautiful places,
you know, New Zealand, Vancouver.

Sara: Is there somewhere that's at the top of your travel bucket list right now?

Janie: Well, we do a lot of travel, Sara. I'd like to go to Egypt. Although I really wish I had
gone maybe 20 years ago, when things in the Middle East were more stable. Now, I'm not
sure that, I'm not sure that's possible. But we were, we spentt a month in Provence in 2019.
So that was one of my dream come trues, which was to stay in a place like Provence for a
month and kind of pretend you've lived there. It was just lovely, for the first two weeks, we
were on our own. And then for the second two weeks, we had some friends from California
join us, because we rented this little stone house and every morning my husband or I would
walk down to the village bakery and get baguettes and get fossils and you know and pastries
and that was our breakfast and it was so cool. The bakery got to know us. So sometimes
when I didn't have enough, when I didn't have the exact change they would just kind of wave
you off to say, “Don't worry about it”. So on our way out to go sightseeing, my husband would
sort of drop me at the door at the bakery and I would run inside with the change and then run
back to the car. So that was really wonderful. And yeah, I'm kind of a travel slut and I got to
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do a lot of it because when I was working for, when I was working in high-tech, it was mostly
International companies. So there would be business trips abroad.

Sara: Wow, that sounds lovely. So I was a little bit curious, how you describe what genre
your writing is - because it's like a little bit fantasy, little bit historical fiction. And when I was
telling people about your book, I found that I was not finding the right words for it. So, I'm
curious what genre you would say your writing is and then, how do you define that? What
does that mean to you?

Janie: Well, I describe it as historical fiction with a twist of fantasy. Because in terms of the
history, everything that happens is, you know, in the historical background is absolutely
accurate. So for example, in the Library of Legends, there absolutely was an evacuation of
Chinese universities to the interior when the Japanese invaded. My own father and my uncle
were among the students that had to make that trek, you know. The way that the
universities, the various campuses were on their way into the interior, those were also true.
You know, in my other books, you know, all the information about what happens in the
historical background is absolutely accurate. The way that I really worked hard at times
making sure that the way the characters responded to events, their attitudes, how they felt
about, you know, about their obligations to family, and especially how women felt, you know,
how much agency women had and so on, that was all accurate to that era. And I really hope
that people also understand that it wasn't like you're a woman, and therefore, this was how
you behaved and this is what your rights were. It depended so much, not just on the woman,
but, you know, her age, her position in the family, the wealth, the education level, the
occupation of the family, whether they came from a scholarly family, or a merchant family,
you know, or whether they were beggars, like all of these things have played into how
progressively, they were allowed to behave, you know.
So it's that that part of it is straight historical fiction, but the fantasy just keeps coming in and
I blame my ancestors because my father told me a lot of stories about our ancestors. My
dad's side of the family has a recorded genealogy of 36 generations. And so a lot of family
stories were passed down through the generations. And the stories my father told me were
just, you know, they were just a fraction of all the stories that he knew, but he’d forgotten a
bunch of them and it just breaks my heart. You know, he would always say to me that my
grandfather knew more of them and that his older sister, my Aunt, knew more than any of the
children. But anyway, in those stories I had ancestors who saw ghosts and I had ancestorss,
I had an ancestor who actually saw a dragon and on one of his journeys, also met two
Immortals and then towards the end of his life, supposedly he walked through a doorway into
the land of Immortals. So my seven times great-grandfather is an immortal. So I think that
that is why the supernatural, just kind of, you know, noses its way into my writing, no matter
what I try to do.
Although my book that's in editing right now, it is straight historical fiction because I just
couldn't see any Guardian Spirits or the supernatural creatures of China wanting to go all the
way to the Western Front.

Sara: A less natural fit for sure.

Janie: Yeah, and I think you know, I also think that it's not out of place. People sometimes
say “is it magical realism?” and my feeling is no, because if you read the South American
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Authors, you know, books like Water for Chocolate, the magical realism is something
unusual happens and people don't really seem to accept it. But when I put, when I put magic
into the story, it is actually, this is also true. It is also true to the mythology of Chinese folk
and fairy tales, you know, so the characters would be if they ran into these supernatural
creatures, would recognize them and would understand their nature, would understand their
capabilities, would understand, you know, what sort of magic they can perform and what was
their role. The City God of Nanjing, for example, every town has a temple to their City God
and the City God protects the perimeters of the town, protects the prosperity of the town. So
to me, it's simply a world where the belief systems are as real as historical fact.

Sara: Yes, which is why it would make so much sense in the area you were writing that
book, when all that mysticism was happening. Of course, they just sort of accepted it
because at the time that was totally normal. I loved how that blend seemed like a very
natural fit. So it's rather than like the one you're talking about with World War I, it would be a
bit of a stretch to throw the magic in there, rather than, you know, in historical China, where
they had that mysticism, where that makes more sense.

Janie: And then, you know, you're talking about historical fact, and I don't know if you read
the notes at the back, but the Library of Legends actually is based on a real and priceless
library that exists until today back in China. And it's quite the story because back in the Ming
Dynasty, one of the emperors commissioned an encyclopedia. And then after that, three
hundred years later, the Ching Dynasty, they wanted, the emperor at that time wanted to
prove that, you know, they were even more enlightened and knowledgeable. So he
commissioned an even more enormous encyclopedia, and he had seven libraries built to
house this encyclopedia, which was about eight hundred thousand words, and until
Wikipedia English hit a billion words, that was - the biggest encyclopedia in the world, was
Chinese. [Sara: Wow] And so the Emperor, who commissioned this Encyclopedia, built
seven libraries, three of them - four of them, were inside the Imperial palaces for his own use
and the others were for public or scholarly use and one of those libraries was in the city of
Nanjing.
And what happened during the war, was the head librarian, like the librarian of all the
provincial libraries, when he heard that the University of Nanjing was going to pick up and
leave, he asked the Chancellor of the University - I'm sorry, wrong University, It was a
different University - Hounslow University. He asked the Chancellor of the university to bring
the books, bring this priceless encyclopedia along. Because by this time, it was practically
the only one that was left in complete condition. The others have been sort of lost during
Wars and fires and everything. So the real encyclopedia took 230 crates to carry and the
students of this University, you know, even though it slowed them down, even though it put
their lives at risk, they accompanied this library to the interior of China, to safety. And in fact,
the Ministry of Education at the time, the head librarian begged the Ministry of Education for
funds to help transport these, take these crates of books, you know to put them on trains, put
them on boats to get them on trucks and so on but the you know, wouldn't give him any
money or didn't have any money. And by the end of the war, this librarian had actually sold
his own home to fund the safety of these books. And by the end of, near the end of the war,
So like almost two years after this University left their home campus, the books were stored
in caves outside a small town. Two of the University's servants were left behind to guard and
care for the books and they made it through the war and afterwards the books were returned



Transcript of Chat with Janie Chang, August 12, 2021

to the provincial Library, safe and sound. And you just think of all you think of all the people
who put their lives at risk because these books mattered so much, you know, so how can I
not write about this story if you love books? How could you not want to write about the story?

Sara: Yes. It's such an amazing story and I have to say, even working in a library, sort of an
embarrassment to admit, but I'm not a huge historical fiction fan. So, when I picked up your
book, I was like, okay, Well, we'll see what happens. And I think that it's one of the only
historical fictions that I've really really enjoyed and I think a lot of it is how so much of that
story, - That I loved the notes at the back, By the way, that included how much was accurate
- that It's a real story, like it's historical fiction. But this is a real story. The real people went
through rather than just sort of taking place in a historical timeline. So I really loved the way
that you made something sort of so foreign to us come to life so amazingly, it was really well
done. Thank you.

Janie: Thank you. Well, thank you for saying that because that is every historical novelist’s
hope, is that the reader can immerse themselves in the world of the novel. And that that
Library really sort of sparked the story for me because I wanted to write about the evacuation
of Chinese universities and, you know, also to honor my father and my uncle who had made
that journey, but it just seemed as though things weren’t really hanging together very well,
when I was trying to plot it out and then I came across the memoirs of these students from
the, from from the University that carried all these books, you know, and they were so
matter-of-fact about it. “Oh, by the way, we also brought along with us...” and I was just
tearing my hair out because, you know, it's such, it's like a gold nugget is falling into your lap.
If you're an author, how could you- How can you resist the metaphor of a library being
carried to safety and the library, you know, standing in for so much? And then I made it the
Library of Legends, so books about the folk lore and the fairy tales and, you know, the spirit
guardians of China. And it just became really clear to me that as the books were traveling to
safety with the students that the supernatural creatures that looked after China were on a
parallel evacuation of their own. Once they left, then the country would never be the same
again. The magic would be gone because, you know, we all know what happened after the
second world war.

Sara: Mhmm, absolutely. Well, so, what does your research process look like for books like
this? Obviously, the sparks sort of came from stories from your father, but you must have this
huge amount of research you must do before writing these to have all this knowledge just
living up in your head now.

Janie: Now, you know what, if I were actually in my own writing den then I would turn the
camera on to my bookshelf like I’ve got two shelves like wall to wall that are nothing but
nonfiction and it's all about- yeah, all the books that I read to make sure that I can provide
historical accuracy. But you know what, I think when you're a storyteller, you can find a- you
always wonder if there's a story behind something. You know, I have a friend who wrote
about the 888th Battalion of African-American women in World War II. And she said she
started this when she watched A League of Their Own, you know, the movie about baseball
with Madonna and Geena Davis. And then she wanted, at first she wanted to write about
what was then called The Negro Women's Baseball League and then she did some more
research and then she discovered there was this entire Regiment of African-American
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women who went over to France and and they did the Postal Service, you know, like the
military Postal Service for the Americans. Or you know, I have another friend, Kate, who
wrote about Bletchley Park but she said, you know, “You look at all the stories there are
about the codebreakers at Bletchley Park, and they're all about men. Surely there must have
been some women”. So she did some research and found that there were 9,000 women who
worked at Bletchley Park. So what on Earth were they doing?
I think that for me, It was just a matter of, I've had so many experiences where you start
writing and you do some research and then your whole idea of, you know, what's the
premise of what you're writing about changes. Because my second book, Dragon Springs
Road, I submitted a synopsis to my editor and by the time - and two years later when I
handed in the manuscript, I really hoped that they had forgotten about the synopsis because
it did not resemble it at all because you discover things along the way and you either have to
ditch some of your ideas or you have to find a way to incorporate these absolute little, you
know, nuggets of gold research into your story. So, Yeah.
The fortunate thing is that historical fiction authors also tend to be history nerds. So we don't
mind reading, doing all that reading and research and then trying to figure out, trying to put
some imagination into: but what really happened? What can I say about what really went on
between and behind the scenes of recorded history?

Sara: Do you think you'll ever write something that's not historical fiction? That's not based in
history?

Janie: I don't know. I mean I really - I also really like, like Science Fiction and Fantasy, but I
think it's a bigger job of world-building when you want to write Science Fiction and Fantasy.
So I think I'm happy enough with doing the world building of a known world of making a
historical time and place as real as possible to readers and incorporating a little bit of fantasy
that's appropriate for that setting. I don't know. Never say never, you know, because people
are always saying, “oh, why don't you write about X Y Z…” but the truth is for authors there
is some idea that eventually forces its way to the front of your head and there's nothing you
can do about it. You just have to write about it, you know. It doesn't let you go until you get
in.

Sara: Is there any writing projects in the future that you've been thinking about that uou'd like
to tackle? Maybe any specific times or places in history that is on the list, but you haven't
tackled it for some reason?

Janie: Sara. I want to write something fun. Something fun. Right? I don't need to do any
more research because it can make use of the research I've already done. So I'm thinking of
something that's set in Shanghai, Pre-war, shelf, full of books, but also something more fun
because, you know, Eastwind Western Skies takes place during the first World War, The
Library of Legends takes place at the start of China's second World War. And I've been
writing - some of that work, some of that research and writing is pretty brutal. What you have
to read to get the information that you want, and on top of that, you know, doing it during a
pandemic, it is particularly brutal and you have to work really hard to make sure that - I don't
know, I don't want my books to make people slit their wrists in despair or anything. So I'm
really hoping to write something that's maybe a little lighter, not not taking place during a war,
more mystery and Intrigue, and romance.
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Sara: That would be a fun project. A good sort of reset from your last few.

Janie: I want fun. Give me fun, please.
And quick, you know because every book that you have to research from scratch, that's
probably six months worth of reading, if you know for those of us who want to get it right.

Sara: So, what does your writing process look like then? Do you sort of front-line all of the
research and then start writing, or do you sort of pivot back and forth between the two as you
go?

Janie: Oh, the process changes as I evolve in my writing career and I think a lot of it is you
have the premise for the story, and by now I know enough like, not to try and boil the ocean
and research everything about that period in time, But to lay out a synopsis, some sort of an
outline so that you know, okay, it happens during section such and such a Time. Therefore
was there something that happened, like an assassination or the Treaty of Versailles or I
don't know the fall of the Qin dynasty, that my characters would have to respond to and
comment on because it is just not believable that they could be living in China during such a
monumental time and oblivious to it. Right?
So you pick and choose those elements and then you look at the characters and decide.
Okay, how did they live? And the research for that is often the most difficult, you know; the
mundane day-to-day routine, minutia of how people lived, right? Did they draw water from
the well, if there wasn't toothpaste, what did they use to brush their teeth? You know, for my
students - boy do I wish I had known I was going to write about this when my father was still
alive because it was like, “Daddy, how did you get mail from your family when you were
constantly on the move? You know, how did that happen?” Just day-to-day things like that.
So I find that memoirs are often really good, because history books tend to go for the big
dates in the battles and the names of generals and famous politicians and things like that.
But I want to write about ordinary people and families. And so once I feel like I've got that
mathed out, you know, you can start writing, but then somewhere along the way, you always
run into something that makes you decide, “Ugh I have to include this, or ugh, I have to drop
that brilliant idea”.

Sara: So now that you've gone through that big process and you've had sort of more than a
year to reflect after its release, Is there anything that you would change about the book?

Janie: Oh, that is such a hard question.
The one thing that we always wish we had is more time more time to go back and improve
the prose, go back and make the language prettier, you know, go back and make the
dialogue more interesting, but that way lies insanity. And, you know, if our editors didn't
wrench it out of our hands, you know, we would still be working on it. We are never satisfied,
you know, I can write like a 2000 word essay and still be editing up to the last minute and
sometimes all it is is do I want “the” there or do I should use an “a” or “an” or you know that
sort of…

Sara: Right, all the nitpicky things.
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Janie: All the nitpicky things. Exactly.

Sara: Sorry, Linda and Arlene. I feel like I'm stealing all of the time here. Did either of you
want to Pick Janie's brain a little bit?
Oh sure. Go ahead Arlene:

Arlene: Okay. Hi, when I read the book and I don't know if I would be, the only one missing
this is the first book of yours that I've read, Library of Legends. And I enjoyed it so much, but
I think I was deep into it before I caught on to the other creatures, the non-humans, I'm not
sure what to call it, you know, the mythical people and because they were they were so well
entwined, and I have to flip back like about six or eight chapters and, and see “Oh were they
they there And I just missed them”. And so, I really enjoyed that because, and that queued
me to be much more alert as I went on. So, I think that was a wonderful technique - it was
probably deliberate or was I or do most people catch on quite quickly as my question, but I'm
going to go on.
I wanted to say you talked about the common woman or the or the, you know, what exactly
did they do that You learn from the Memoirs. And I felt that was so wonderful because the, of
course, the woman where the doctor came to visit, you know, and she would make
something a little special on those nights to eat, you know, and which is what We would all
do and it was just so interesting to see what did they do when they have so little, how do you
elevate it to another level when you have a basic ingredient? How can you improve that. So
that was wonderful? So was it deliberate that these mythical creatures were woven in and
out and maybe your readers didn't catch on until later. Or was that just me?

Janie: I love you found them so elusive, you know, because if you recall, not all of the
students, not all of the people, characters, could sense the supernatural. I think that possibly
people who have not read my books before would not be looking for the presence of the
supernatural. Whereas people who’ve read, who have read my previous two books, might
start catching on a little bit sooner. You were probably expecting a straight historical novel.
And so you weren't really looking for it. Which is perfectly fine because like I said, some of
the characters in the book didn't really, never saw the spirit Guardians at all.

Arlene: Thank you very much. I'm trying to stay muted because I am actually camping and I
had to find a spot with service. It's a little noisy here. I’m still listening, even if I’m not
commenting. So thank you very much, I do appreciate that.

Janie: I found that - So back to the topic of memoir. One of the things that's kind of
challenging for me is the fact that I don't read or write Chinese, you know, maybe like a first
grade level. So, in terms of first hand resources and research, it is really difficult for me
because I can't read any published memoirs, or diaries of women who lived during that time.
I find that normally what I do is I try and find memoirs by foreign missionary women because
unlike the men who deal a lot with the administration side of the church and the mission and
so on, I find that it's the women who spend the most time interacting with Chinese women
and children and have a chance to look into those lives. And then, I sort of, then I have to
bring a layer of filtering through it because these are women of, you know, turn of the 20th
century for example, and despite their best intentions,they view Chinese civilization through
a certain lens. I think even Pearl Buck did that and she is extremely sympathetic to China
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and the Chinese. So that's where I feel a little bit less where I feel fortunate in being raised
by traditional Chinese parents is that I can read memoirs by Americans or British
missionaries and sort of say, “Okay. That doesn't really ring true. I should look into this some
more”.

Sara: Linda, did I see that you had a question there?

Linda: When you said that you had sent your synopsis in to your publisher and then you
were hoping they didn't remember what you had originally submitted because you know,
what you submitted in the end was really different. How does that feel? Because it seems
like, you know, you've put a lot of work into that synopsis and it would have been something
that within you that you put on paper. I just wondered how that felt. When did you - did you
grieve for that book, that didn't happen?

Janie: Well, no, so that specific book was Dragon Springs Road, and I think that, you know,
when it did a complete flip, it was because I found a better story to tell. That particular novel
was a book that, a story I wanted to write because when I was doing research for my first
novel, I came across mention of this very interesting couple and I don't know if you know, but
in Shanghai before the second world war Shanghai had a very large Jewish population, you
know, and the oldest Jewish families there were Sephardic Jews from Iraq, who sort of, you
know, travel with the Silk Road and set up business there. and I read about a bi-racial
half-French half-Chinese woman and her name was Liza Roos, and so her Chinese name
was Luo Jialing and she was a flower seller in Shanghai and she married a Sephardic Jew
named Silas Hardoon. And at one point, I was arguing was the wealthiest man east of Suez
Canal. So I became very interested in her story, that she was biracial, that she came from,
you know, lowly beginnings, and yet she, you know, she found the love of this very wealthy,
very powerful man, and you know, between the two of them, they adopted a dozen children.
Half of them were raised in the Jewish faith, half of them, were raised Buddhist.
But I kept - so that was actually the synopsis I sent in to my editors, about seven pages, a
biracial girl, with a best friend and, You know, has a romance and marries this very wealthy,
nice Jewish man, and it was a bit of a Cinderella story. But then when I started doing my
research, I realized that she was one of, definitely one of the lucky ones, Because most
biracial children in Shanghai during that period of time, they were orphans. They have been
abandoned by their mothers, their mothers would tend to be very poor women or they were
prostitutes. I mean Shanghai was, you know, was Sin City in those days and the tragedy of
all this was that nobody wanted biracial children. They did not belong with the European
Society. They did not belong with the Chinese Society. They were mixed blood and they
were an embarrassment. And they were swept under the carpet of history. And, you know, I
kept reading things about - There was an article from 1889, a newspaper clipping in Hong
Kong that talked about a missionary school that closed after three years because they were
taking in biracial girls, orphans, and educating them. But when the girls graduated, what
happened was they ended up as Mistresses to wealthy foreigners because they could speak
English. They could speak French. They can communicate, right? So they shut down, they
shut down this school for mistresses.
I was just thinking, what happens if - what would have happened to this young woman if she
hadn't met and married this wealthy Jewish man. are also my second novel turned into a
book that highlighted the discrimination against biracial children, that talked about the role of



Transcript of Chat with Janie Chang, August 12, 2021

missionary schools in orphanages, that showed the attitudes of, the spectrum of attitudes
that foreigners living in Shanghai had for these children, as well as the Chinese themselves,
you know, the attitudes that they have. So I think that by the time I turned it in my editors had
forgotten and that, as long as the story was set in pre-war China and had a female
protagonist, they were okay. if I turned in something set on a Martian colony, they probably
would have objected.

Linda: So you just made me want to read your other books and I haven't, I've only read this
one book Library of Legends. So but just talking about your other books and I just can't wait.
I'm hoping Sara can get them for us. And I think that - what I liked about, I like everything
about The Library of Legends, but I think it's always interesting to learn about, and that's why
I like historical fiction, about The people, how they experience these huge, you know, these
huge things that happened in history and but they have to go on with their everyday life also
and so it isn't just, you know, as you say dates and times and places. It's actually people
living through these experiences and then bringing to them, you know, how their own
process of coping with them. So I really enjoyed your book and I'm so glad that we got to talk
about your other books because now I have a list of books to read next.

Janie: So thank you, but my first book is still my favorite one because that's based on my
grandmother's life. Well, this is where, you know, authors will say to you but truth is stranger
than fiction and that some of the wildest things that we include in our novels we would not
dare make them up because nobody would believe them. And there was some famous
author who said, “Fiction must be plausible. History just has to happen”. And so there were
lots and lots of incidents during the students’ journey that are based on stories that I heard
from my father about what happened, you know, and I think I've - yeah, they should be in the
back of the book and one of the things that people always said to me was the students seem
to be dealing with it so well, right. And because, you know, right now we're in the middle of -
last year it was a lockdown in the pandemic. And, you know, parents were barely coping with
having their children at home and here were these teachers, you know, leading their
students through a war zone and at the same time trying to educate them. You know,
somebody said to me, “I'm never going to complain about the lockdown again after having to
homeschool my kids”. And that was all true, but you know what? But the attitudes like how
they, how they just sort of survived, that actually came from my father because I asked him,
“Weren't you scared? I mean, didn't you think you were going to, you know, get killed by the
bombs or you know, and it was so hard when you were walking so far and you know, your
feet hurt and you had to sleep on, you know, hard stone floors”. And what he said to me was,
you know, “First of all, we were young. And second of all, everybody was doing it. Like,
everyone around us was suffering”, you know. The villages they went to, people were
suffering from the war, his classmates around him, there wasn't enough to eat and the
smoke from the cheap oil lamps were infecting their eyes. Like it was happening to
everybody, so, what was the point of complaining? And also, they just - he said, rather
naively, they just believed that, as long as they listened to their professors and did as they
were told and just followed along, they would be fine, and it was the optimism with youth.

Linda: Optimism of you is so true, you know, they - because you are looking at brighter days
ahead, and that you can get through things. I didn't think that it was just, it's just still is
difficult to think - I'm sure it must be difficult for you to think of your father and uncle
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experiencing that and then, you know, you would know them afterwards but, you know, their
past was something that would be hard to imagine going through yourself.

Janie: Oh, that is so true, Linda, and I'm ashamed to say that I just took it took my father's
word for it because again, when he told me these stories, it was very matter-of-fact and it
was very sometimes, it was even a ‘hahaha’ kind of thing. And it was really only when I
began researching and reading about how difficult it was that I realized that he was, you
know, trying to spare me from the worst of it. And I never appreciated how tough it must
have been.

Sara: Okay Janie I have one last question. I'm trying to be mindful of time here, but I have to
ask: Is there a book that you've read recently that you think everyone should read?

Janie: Oh my goodness. I think I told you that I really enjoy science fiction, so there’s a book
called, a debut by a Canadian author called Hench, and it’s about a young woman who
temps, and she goes to a temping agency and she temps for Super villains who had their
own corporations and I just thought it was so imaginative.

Sara: Oh, I have read that book actually and it's really amazing. So if anybody else wants to
borrow, we have it at the library. It's very good.

Janie: And I keep - and there was another, I did read another work of his… I did mention my
brain is like, sludge this week.

Sara: That’s totally fair, if you can't come up with anything, That's all right.

Janie: I can send it to you in an email later.

Sara: Yes. Yes, when your brain turns back on after you've had a bit of a break.

Janie: All I need to do is like, sit in my writing room and I'll be able to look at those books on
the shelves and I'll remember.

Sara: Well, thank you so much for joining us. It was really amazing to be able to connect
with you across the country, literally, to pick your brain a little bit and learn A little more about
your writing.

Janie: Thank you so much, Sara and thank you Linda. And I mean, it's just like having this
like, having tea in a cosy chat with you. It's so casual and it's, so it's so easy. It's so
comfortable. Thank you so much for making me feel welcome.

Sara: I’m Glad. Well, thank you so much, and thank you Linda and Arlene for joining us.

All: Bye!

Thank you for joining us for another of our evergreen award author chats. If you enjoyed this
chat and would like to participate in future author chats. Be sure to contact the library to join
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in on one of the virtual chats or stay tuned for our next episode, which will be with Michelle
Good, author of Five Little Indians that will take place on September 2nd and be released as
a podcast on September 9th. Thank you for joining us and I hope you enjoyed.


