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Lily Shau Chou (née Lily Oan-Oan Shau) (邵琬琬) was born on August 14,
1924 in Manila, Philippines, the second child in a family of five girls and
two boys.  Her formidable intellect became apparent from a young age,
as she achieved top of her class from grade school through to the
University of Philippines where she graduated with the highest honor,
summa cum laude. 
 
Her courage and strong-mindedness also became apparent from a
young age. She was only 17 when the Japanese occupied Manila during
World War II, yet she found a job as an English tutor for a Japanese
officer and his Filipina wife, giving her access to food that helped her
family survive the war. After the Americans liberated the Philippines, she
used her fluent English to help her father win a contract to import
American flour. And even though her entire family belonged to the
Anglican church, she broke away and joined the Catholic church and
remained a devout Catholic for the rest of her life. 
 
When her parents sent her to study in the United States in 1954, they
had simply wanted to get her away from an unsuitable suitor. They did
not realize she would impress her professors so much at Cornell, where
she was studying for a Masters degree, that Professor Harold Shadick,
Director of the China Program, would insist she continue on to a PhD at
Harvard/Radcliffe (at the time, women were not allowed at Harvard and
had to attend the sister school, Radcliffe). When Lily said her parents
wanted her to return to the Philippines, Professor Shadick personally
wrote to her parents asking for their permission.
 
She also impressed her professors at Harvard, where she chose to
study a form of Chinese street theater that was popular during the Ming
dynasty and had never been studied before. In her dissertation, she
argued that it was a legitimate form of theater on par with better-known
forms of Western theater:

 
 
 
 
 



“…waiting in the wings, ready to assert its membership on the world
stage, is the Ming chuan-qi play which, in entertainment potential and
basic dramaturgy belongs rightfully to that universal tradition of
entertainment represented by such better-known members as the
Roman comedies of Terence and Plautus, the Commedia dell’Arte of
Italy, the Gilbert and Sullivan comic operas of Victorian England, and
the musical comedies – and television soap operas – of modern
America.”

 
She eloquently and convincingly argued this point by analyzing plays
from the Ming dynasty, drawing on evidence from Chinese classics that
were so esoteric that even her native Chinese-speaking husband could
not help her interpret them. 
 
During her time at Harvard, her father passed away and she could no
longer afford to pay for school, prompting her professors to offer
support through the Harvard Yenching Fellowship which covered her
tuition and living expenses for three years. Lily graduated in 1964, the
year after Harvard and Radcliffe finally merged, making her one of the
first women to graduate with Harvard University on her diploma – and
the first Chinese woman with a PhD in Comparative Literature from
Harvard. When she finally returned to the Philippines 10 years after
leaving, she had a new husband, US permanent residency, and a PhD
from Harvard. Her family was proud of her, and her younger brother
Bill used to keep a Harvard sticker on his car so he could brag about
his eldest sister.

 
As part of her dissertation, Lily translated into English one of the Ming
chuan-qi plays in its entirety. She felt it would make a good Broadway
musical and managed to land an interview with Richard Rodgers of
Rodgers and Hammerstein but was unable to convince him.  He said
the story was interesting but too long and the costumes too expensive.



When she told us about this many years later, she seemed neither
bothered by the rejection nor struck by how amazing it was that she
had met one of the most famous composers in American music. She
mostly just remembered the impressive grand piano in his office.
 
With the encouragement of her professors she looked into publishing
her doctoral dissertation. Princeton University Press expressed interest
– but by then Lily was pregnant with her first child and was moving
around Asia (Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan) because of her husband’s
job with IBM. She never managed to rewrite the document for
publication. In 2014, it was finally self-published in Beijing by her retired
husband, Joseph Chou, and donated to libraries around the world. The
publishing house editor was so impressed by the content that he
persuaded Joe to have it translated into Chinese. The Chinese version
was published at the end of 2016.
 
Lily approached motherhood with the same courage and determination
she had exhibited all her life. With her first pregnancy, when her water
broke and she knew it was time to go to the hospital, she did not say
anything until after she had taken a bath, washed her hair, and packed
a bag. At 11pm, she told her surprised husband to drive her to the
hospital. It was our father who told us this story because he was so
impressed with her self-sufficiency – to Lily, it was simply an efficient
way to handle the situation. When her third daughter Annson was born
with Down’s Syndrome (which was statistically not surprising, as Lily was
48 by then), the doctor immediately told our father but hesitated to tell
Lily because he worried that she, being female, would react with
hysteria. When the two men finally found the courage to break the
news to her three days later, she just looked at them calmly and said, “I
understand. Get me all the books you can find on Down’s Syndrome.”
 
It is often challenging for strong, intelligent women to achieve their full
potential. Despite having a PhD as well, she was always known as ‘Mrs
Chou’ while her husband was ‘Dr Chou.’ But Lily managed to find ways
to exercise her intellect and make her mark on the world.
 



She was the power behind the throne of her high-flying husband. Joe
held senior roles where he managed whole countries and regions for
IBM, ITT, and Unisys, and Lily was always by his side, hosting parties for
dignitaries, charming his bosses, and – unbeknownst to most people –
writing all his speeches.  When they found themselves with some extra
savings, she had the foresight to invest in real estate, creating a nest egg
that provided security for them later in life. And she frequently used her
English skills to help friends and family compose applications, complaint
letters, or petitions, which were almost always successful thanks to her
ability to write articulate and persuasive arguments.
 
After more than 30 years of moving around Asia with her husband, she
insisted on returning to the US in 2011 at the age of 87 to be closer to
Mingson who had settled down in Minneapolis. Her personality softened,
and she found peace and contentment in the simple pleasures of reading
magazines and eating her favorite – mostly American – foods (her first
meal when she landed in Minnesota was, by her own request, a foot-long
hot dog). When she was officially diagnosed with dementia in 2013, the
doctor said she had probably had it for well over a decade, but that
people with high functioning brains are able to hide it for a long time.
Despite dementia, diabetes, two hip operations, two types of cancer, and
a car accident where she lost a kidney, Lily always defied the odds with
her remarkable ability to recover. Her final years were comfortable, and
she enjoyed her 95th birthday surrounded by family and friends.
 
Lily lived her life with courage and determination and stayed strong until
the end, outliving her husband and her youngest daughter. Author Ellen J.
Barrier once wrote, “On the left side of a strong woman, stands a strong
man; he is strengthened by her character.” Joe never ceased to be
amazed by Lily’s strength and even admitted she was often stronger than
he. Though she was destined to sit behind the throne, she used her
intelligence, beauty, grace, and determination to make that throne shine.
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