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Yangsze Choo: Memories of Malaya 
The author shows that writing historical fi ction involves much more than research.

BY SHARON MCDONNELL 

I n her two New York Times best-
selling novels, Yangsze Choo’s 
historical fi ction about colonial 

Malaya is suff used with local legends, 
superstitions, and customs, a magical 
realism seamlessly interwoven with 
unusual plots involving mysterious 
murders, intrigue, and romance plus 
power dynamics of gender and class. 
In the fi rst, Th e Ghost Bride, a young 
woman in 1893 Malacca, a major 
trading port, is asked to posthu-
mously marry a man from a wealthy 
family who recently died. Th e man 
invades her dreams, and she wan-
ders the Chinese aft erlife—a world 
of bureaucrats; ghosts who have ser-
vants, houses, and horses; corruption, 
revenge, and longing—much like 
real life. A Netfl ix series based on the 
book debuted in 2020. 

In Th e Night Tiger, due to the belief 
a dead person’s soul is fated to wander 
forever if their corpse is not reunited 
with a missing body part within 49 
days aft er death, a loyal child servant 
is determined to fi nd his deceased 
master’s missing fi nger as the dead-
line looms. Th e plot intertwines with 

that of a smart young dressmaker’s 
apprentice in 1931 Malaya, who is 
forced to work as a dance hall hostess 
to pay her mother’s gambling debts. 
Spirits like the were-tiger, a tiger in 
human form who kills people, the 
opposite of Europe’s werewolf; the 
mo, a ghost animal who eats bad 
dreams; and murderously inclined 
long-haired female ghosts called 
pontianak, abound. Both books have 
notes that explain the folklore and 
history in more detail. 

Th e setting is one Choo, who lives 
in the San Francisco Bay Area, knows 
well. She was born in Malaysia (the 
country’s name aft er the former British 
colony’s independence in 1957), to 
Chinese parents. It seems all her 
knowledge and life experiences con-
verged in both books. Growing up, 
she read her father’s many books 
on Malaya and its history, including 
a 1936 travelogue (whose detailed 
descriptions of dance halls came 
in handy) and books by Somerset 
Maugham and Isabella Bird, a 19th-
century British traveler.  

As a child, she visited an uncle 

in Malacca, whose rows of Chinese 
shophouses and grand old mansions 
are vividly described in Th e Ghost 
Bride. Her parents’ reminiscences 
about growing up in the Kinta Valley, 
one of the world’s top tin-mining 
areas, informed the setting of Th e 
Night Tiger. “My grandfathers were 
tin miners, and poor. Some of their 
sisters were sent to China as child 
brides when they were six to eight 
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her, who urged her to fi nd a publisher. 
Choo doesn’t plan her plot in 

advance. “I can’t outline—I never 
quite know where the story is going. 
I get to know the characters, wind 
them up and let them go. Sometimes 
they surprise me,” she says. “Writing 
is like riding a bicycle at night with no 
lights. You never know what’s coming 
up, but when you’re on a roll, it’s won-
derful,” she told Harvard Magazine.  

Her books may be set decades 
ago, but their themes resonate today. 

“Parallel worlds interest me—things 
have diff erent interpretations when 
you look underneath the surface, 
like foreigners vs. locals, master vs. 
servant, your virtue is also your vice.” 
Her women protagonists are trapped 
by severe societal restrictions—Li 
Lan, 17, is barely allowed to leave 
her widowed father’s house in Th e 
Ghost Bride, while Ji Lin, 20, despite 
her intelligence and initiative, is 
pressured to get married and not 
work by her authoritarian stepfather 
in Th e Night Tiger. “If you write 
historical novels, you need to be 
historically accurate. Th at’s the truth 
about women’s condition in 99.9 
percent of human history.”  

Even her stint in the corporate 
world helped, she said. “Writing at 
home is a very freeform activity. What 
I learned from management consult-
ing is how to manage my schedule and 
project-manage myself,” says Choo, 
who’s now writing a third novel.  

years old, to live as unpaid servants in 
their in-laws’ houses.” 

As for the unseen world, “In 
Eastern cultures, the world of the 
supernatural is not as separated 
from life as it is in the West. Luck, 
lucky numbers, and legends are 
part of daily life—everyone knows 
them. In Bali, you see off erings to 
the gods every day, all over the place.” 
Moving around a lot as a child helped 
sharpen her observation skills about 
diff erent cultures and adapt as a 
perpetual outsider. Her father was a 
diplomat, so the family also lived in 
Japan, Th ailand, and Germany. (“Old 
places that have tons of legends,” she 
notes.) “Th e great thing about writing 
fi ction is that you can put in all your 
favorite obsessions and interests in 
the name of research,” she adds. “Th e 
trick is fi guring out what to keep and 
what to get rid of.” 

Choo came to the U.S. to attend 
Harvard and became a management 
consultant. She had no previous 
publishing credentials or an MFA, 
but had always written short stories 
for family and friends since child-
hood. How does she get her ideas? 
Th e catalyst for Th e Ghost Bride was 
a stray sentence in Malaysian news-
paper archives about the decline of 

“spirit marriage” among local Chinese, 
where a live person was married to 
a dead person or two dead people 
were married, a custom followed to 
appease a restless ghost. Th e arresting 
sentence spurred Choo to write the 
entire fi rst chapter. But she actually 
intended it to be a subplot in another 
novel she was writing about an ele-
phant detective. (She scrapped this 
book, which has never seen the light 
of day, because whenever she told 
anybody its theme was an elephan-
tine Sherlock Holmes, the result was 
dead silence.) 

She’s a fi rm believer in ideas 
percolating while you’re away from 
your desk. “I go for long walks,” she 
confi des. “Sometimes the subcon-
scious solves a lot of plot points for 
you. I have to reset. It helps me when 
it’s really quiet.” Boredom is a good 
thing, she adds. “When you’re bored 
you start to think of lots of ideas, not 
fi ll with other people’s ideas. Empty 
space is helpful. When I was growing 
up, I’d wonder what to do aft er I fi n-
ished all my library books, but it was 
a moment of peace. I was always the 
nerdy kid in the library.”  

She’s always had a penchant for 
the strange and odd. “Th ings aren’t 
what they seem—I was always struck 
by that notion. It’s a basic human 
instinct—like a neighbor will say, 
‘Something weird happened the other 
day.’ I also like to think, What if?” 

An inspiration to beginning writ-
ers everywhere, Choo sold her fi rst 
novel as a cold query to a literary 
agent she had never met, dutifully 
enclosing the fi rst 10 pages of her 
already-fi nished book as the writ-
ers’ guidelines demanded. She won 
a six-fi gure advance at auction from 
William Morrow, a HarperCollins 
imprint, aft er receiving multiple 
off ers from publishers. Agent Jenny 
Bent of Th e Bent Agency praised 
her two-sentence opener, “terrifi c 
summary” that included the story’s 
emotional core, “fabulous hook” (a 
real-life custom), relevant bio, and 
proof that Choo had read interviews 
with her. She reprinted Choo’s fi ve-
paragraph query in a blog post on her 
website titled, “It’s Really Not About 
Who You Know.”  

But Choo didn’t expect to get pub-
lished. She wrote Th e Ghost Bride as 
a stay-at-home mother in the public 
library, but her husband sent her man-
uscript to some friends without telling 

Sharon McDonnell (SharonMcDonnell
.contently.com) is a travel, culture, food, and 
drink writer in San Francisco, published in 
many magazines and newspapers and online. 
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