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Background:  
Y. Ping Sun was born in Shanghai, China in 1957. She was raised by her grandparents in
Tianjin, China because her parents worked in the military and frequently moved around
the country. For secondary school, Ping was selected to attend a special school for
foreign languages, where she studied English. She went on to become a member of the
first group of Chinese students after the Cultural Revolution to take the college entrance
exam in 1977 and be accepted into a Chinese university. Before she graduated from the
Beijing Languages Institute, however, Ping was accepted into Princeton University,
where she attended the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs from
1981 to 1985. After an internship at a law firm during her junior year of college, she
decided to become a lawyer and attended Columbia Law School from 1985 to 1988.
Ping’s first job after law school was at an international corporate law firm in New York
called White & Case, LLP. After four years there, she moved to France for a year during
her husband’s sabbatical leave. When she returned to New York, Ping worked at Sidley
Austin Brown & Wood, LLP, another international corporate firm. After working there
for eleven years, she moved to Houston when her husband became the President of Rice
University. Ping now serves as a University Representative for Rice and is of counsel at
Yetter Coleman, LLP. She is on the board of several nonprofit organizations where she
represents Rice to the greater Houston community.

Setting: 

The interview was conducted in Mrs. Sun’s home, the Rice University President’s House 
(Wiess House). The interview was approximately an hour and forty—five minutes long. 
Ms. Sun recounted her childhood and told of her move to the United States for education 
purposes and her work since then. She provided us with not just information regarding 
her experience as a successful Asian— American lawyer, but also advice for Asian—
Americans of tomorrow.  

Interview Transcript: 

Key: 
Y. Ping Sun (PS)
Renuka Rege (RR)



Brittney Xu (BX)  
 
RR: This is Renuka Rege. 
 
BX: And Brittney Xu. 
 
RR: And we’re here from Rice University with the Houston Asian American Archive 
project, and we’re here today in the Wiess House with uh Ms. Ping Sun.  
 
BX: Okay. Now to start off the interview we’re going to start from your early life and go 
on, so in your wedding announcement in the New York Times said in 1990 that your 
father was a professor, and your mother was a physician.  
 
PS: Yes.   
 
BX: Uh, now I’m wondering, back when you were born, in 1957, if they had the same 
jobs.  
 
PS: They did, well not exactly, my mother was a physician my father was actually uh the 
head of—of a hospital.  
 
BX: Oh okay.   
 
PS: At that time. Later on he, um, retired as—as the head of the hospital—he became a 
professor.  
 
RR: What city was this in?  
 
PS: This was, um, when I was born um I was in Shanghai, but they were not in Shanghai, 
they were in um, working uh in, uh Chengdu, it’s a kind of a sea, um, it—it’s a very small 
town—a resort place, very beautiful, um, because they were in the uh military. They were 
in the army—Chinese army.  
 
RR: So, um, were you separated from your parents? Or...  
 
PS: I was brought up by my grandparents.   
 
RR: Oh, ok.  
 
PS: Um, it was very popular, um, very normal uh in China, um the grandchildren are 
brought up by grandparents,  
 
RR: Yeah.   
 



PS: Especially if the grandparents are living in big cities, the education opportunity is 
much better, um for us because my parents were in the army they were moving around 
quite a bit.  
 
RR: Right.  
 
PS: So with my parents it was more stable with my grandparents.  
 
RR: Ok.  
 
BX: Did your parents ever have any problems finding jobs during the Cultural 
Revolution? Or were...  
 
PS: No.   
 
BX: Oh ok.   
 
PS: Because they were in the army. 
 
BX: Oh I see. [Laughter] Ok. Um, can you describe your childhood neighborhood?  
 
PS: Mm. It was a very, um, friendly neighborhood, uh we lived in the French concession, 
so the, our um, building, I remember high ceilings, and big windows, and um, our house 
is very close to the school, so I remember all my friend would come to—to our courtyard, 
and we would play—we would all walk together over to the school. This was before the 
Cultural Revolution. And then the Cultural Revolution started, and things changed.  
 
BX: Um well you said that things changed. Can you give us a few examples?  
 
PS: Mm. Well, um, one day I was just playing with my friends in the afternoon—we 
didn’t make play dates—you just go out, go out on the street, you will find other little 
kids to play with, um, at that time actually, the families—we didn’t have telephones at the 
house. Um, so, I got home, it was um, maybe a little earlier than it is now, maybe it was 
like four o’clock or so, I got home, and I saw my grandmother, sitting in the middle of 
the room, and Red Guards were running around, and all the uh trunks were turned upside 
down, um, I was very confused, and so one Red Guard grabbed me and took me over to 
my grandmother and said that she is the enemy of the people. I was so confused, I was 
like she always taught me to be a good person, how can she be the enemy of the people? 
Um, her only crime was, she married my grandfather. My grandfather was an aerospace 
engineer, and he went back to China in 1949, when the um Communist Party took over, 
um established uh the People’s Republic of China, so he went back with a group of other 
engineers, and they also had pilots flying planes back, and this group of people set up 
factories in um couple of major cities, and so they were given very high salary by the 
governments before the Cultural Revolution and then during the Cultural Revolution the 
Red Guards thought they were spies. So they wanted my grandfather to confess. So he 
was kept at the company and, um, in a small room and he was asked to write confession 



but there was nothing to confess because he was never a spy. So um, so things got—sort 
of—difficult, I just remember the whole mood if you go on the street you just saw fear, 
um, on people’s faces. And uh, of course the school kind of—teachers stopped 
teaching—except our teacher. She was very brave. She was still trying to teach us, but we 
all—every student had to recite the Chairman Mao, the Little Red Book, all those 
quotations, um, so, um, that was—that was really, um, tough times, uh for us. Until 
Premier Chou En—Lai said—made the statement that, um this group of people, um, has 
contributed a lot to building of China. We should not be treating them like this. After 
that, things got better.  
 
RR: That included your grandparents, in that group?  
 
PS: Yes. Yes. That’s—that’s the group um he was referring to.  
 
RR: Ok. So how—how old were you when the Cultural Revolution happened? Or 
started?  
 
PS: I think it started—I think I was like, uh, five or six.  
 
RR: Ok. And then when—when Chou En-Lai, uh made the statement, when?  
 
PS: Mhm it was like two, three years later.  
 
RR: Two, three years, ok.  
 
BX: Um, how did you perceive your family’s economic background? Did you think you 
were well off?  
 
PS: Yeah we were.  
 
BX: Oh.  
 
PS: By Chinese standard at the time. Uh, my grandfather was making 200 Yuan,  
which like—which is like not even 30 U.S. Dollars, per month. But the average salary, in 
China at the time was 30 to 50 Yuan. So of course, you know we were considered very 
well off I—I remember, that I had never had to wear patched up clothes, I always had 
new clothes, and uh we always had three, four dishes, um for majority of families they 
were lucky if they had one dish. Um, some slice of, you know, pork, and lots of 
vegetables. But we—I remember, um, we had milk, and fruits, um I had milk and fruit 
every day, so which was not very common, um, at the time.  
 
RR: So—um, so you moved, some time, um to Tianjin—Tianjin, is that—is that right?  
 
PS: Yes—yes.   
 
RR: Ok, when was that?   



 
PS: Uh, when I was, uh, when I was a baby, actually.  
 
RR: Ok, so you were only born in Shanghai? 
 
PS: Right.   
 
RR: And then you moved with your grandparents there? 
 
PS: Yes.   
 
RR: Ok.   
 
PS: Yes.  
 
BX: Um, well now we’re going to talk about your education, you mentioned in an 
interview that—oh in a speech to a group of women, for LEAD, that you were one of the 
first group of students to take the examinations for college. 
 
PS: Yes. 
 
BX: Um, and you were twenty when you took them, right?  
 
PS: Yeah—uh—no, actually when I took the exam, uh, I was, I was about, yeah, 
probably eight—eighteen or nine—nineteen probably, uh close—close enough, twenty, 
that’s fine.  
 
BX: Oh. Um, well how was college, after the revolution, how was it, like changed?  
 
PS: The college, it was the first group, so when we got to college, it was incredible, it—
just the feeling very uplifting, and everyone was eager to learn, and so that’s why the 
first—the first class, we are called qi qi jie, that means ‘77, that means we—we took the 
exam, in ‘77. We actually entered the school in ’78, uh in March I remember, um, but 
since we took the exam um, in that year we are called ‘77 class, um, we—not that many 
students would be dating, because we would all be concentrating on studies, no time 
for—for dates. Um, so that’s quite different now, uh the younger generation um you—
you see there’s nothing wrong with it but it’s just not, um, you know not the fashion at 
the time. So we were very, uh studious.  
 
RR: So what do you mean it was the first class?  
 
PS: The—during the Cultural Revolution there was no entrance exam.  
 
RR: Ok.  
 



PS: So uh after the Cultural Revolution, they um, the Chinese government resumed the 
uh exam system. So we were the first group taking the exam. Actually there were two—  
 
RR: It was a National exam.  
  
PS: Yes. Two generations. My uncle’s generation and my generation taking the exam at 
the same time, so as a result, um, I don’t know how accurate this statistics um, uh is, but I 
was told, one out of a hundred people taking the exam was admitted to some kind of 
college.  
 
RR: Yeah, because the spots must have been limited in the first few years.  
 
PS: Right. Mhm.   
 
RR: Yeah.   
 
PS: Especially the first year.  
 
BX: Yeah. My parents once told me that the class of ’77 was the nicest class to their 
professors because the respected them so much. Do you still keep in contact with some of 
those professors?  
 
PS: I do, I do. Uh, some of my professors actually came uh to uh—um to uh New York. 
None of them has uh visited me in Houston yet, but because New York it’s um the 
location more delegations coming through, um—oh! That’s not true actually! Um, three 
professors from my school came to visit Rice University, but they were not the professors 
who taught me.  
 
RR: Ok. 
 
BX: Um, what did you study while you were in college? Were you preparing for a certain 
kind of job?  
 
PS: Well, I studied uh English literature, um, I was at the, um, Beijing Languages uh 
University. When I entered it was called Beijing Languages Institute just like Rice 
Institute, and then later on it was changed to um Beijing Languages now it’s called the 
full name is Beijing Languages and Culture University. Um, so I was basically studying 
um, literature, English literature there, and that’s why I thought well, maybe I should—
you know—uh try to come to the United States, to study.  
 
RR: So when did you first learn English?  
 
PS: That was—that’s the piece missing I didn’t tell the story, um, that was still during the 
Cultural Revolution I think uh as I was finishing, um, lower school, I got to the middle 
school the—the um, head of school, principal, uh came to see me and said, ‘Ping, uh 
we’d like you to go and take an exam today.’ I thought ‘oh, ok maybe it was just some 



kind of competition on behalf of the school,’ so a teacher took me there I took the exam, 
then few days later, the principal came to see me again said Ping, we need you to go for a 
physical. I was like, that’s kind of strange, so a teacher to me to the hospital, I looked 
around I was scared because I didn’t know what’s happening! So I told the nurse, you 
know in china we tend to call, uh women older than we are Auntie, or—or men Uncle, 
even though there’s no relation. [Laughter] 
  
PS: So I said Auntie, Auntie you know, I have terrible tonsil problems. She [laughs] she 
just laughed, she said—she knew I was nervous—she said, ‘don’t be afraid, you are very 
lucky! You are a candidate to go to this foreign language school. If you are chosen you 
will learn a foreign language you will become a diplomat.’ So I thought oh! This is 
something good! [Laughter] So I got home and I was living with my grandparents so I 
sent a letter to my um parents that said that there might be a chance that I might be going 
to this changing foreign language school. And, you know it was a period of snail mail, 
and so by the time their letter came back saying that ‘oh this is a good thing’ I was 
already in the school.  
 
RR: Oh wow.   
 
PS: So—mhm—so that—   
 
RR: How often—oh sorry…. 
 
PS: Mhm, go ahead.   
 
RR: I was just wondering how often did you see your parents since they were...? 
 
PS: Oh, maybe once a year, they would come and visit, um, and so that’s why I thought 
my grandparents were my parents when I was [laughter] and um, and so, when I got to 
the school, uh there were 200 of us, um, chosen to attend the school, three languages 
were offered: English, Japanese, and Russian. You didn’t have your choice. You were 
just assigned a language, so I was lucky I was assigned to learn English. That’s how, um, 
so I—I was there for about five years.  
 
RR: And this is like a high school?  
 
PS: This is sort of middle school through high school.  
 
RR: Ok.  
 
PS: Mhm.  
 
RR: Ok.  
 



PS: So after that, um, I um, started working in a uh the translation office of uh Tianjin 
um, metals and minerals import and export corporation. So from there, um I took the 
exam.  
 
RR: Oh ok, how long did you work at that place?   
 
PS: A little over a year.   
 
RR: Ok and that was after you finished this—the five-year school? 
  
PS: Right.  
 
RR: Ok.  
 
PS: Right. Mhm.  
 
RR: Great.  
 
PS: Things were quite different from what’s done here, right? [Laughter]  
 
RR: So you chose to study English literature later, kind of because you were already in 
that track? Or...  
 
PS: Yes.  
 
BX: Yeah.  
 
PS: Mhm. Yes.  
 
BX: Um, next is your application to Princeton.  
 
PS: Mhm.  
 
BX: So—oh I read this interesting piece of information that Princeton actually sent you 
an air ticket to go to the United States.  
 
PS: They did. They did.   
 
BX: Um, I was wondering how much it would’ve cost if you had to buy one back then.  
 
PS: I don’t even know. I have to check the statistics, because I don’t think there were 
airlines from, I’m not sure whether there was the China Air even flew to the States. 
Maybe they did at the time. Um, I don’t really know. Uh, well the tuition to Princeton at 
the time was 18,000, now but this is—almost—30 years ago, [laughter] so now it’s 
probably 50.  
 



RR: Yeah. [Laughter]   
 
BX: Yeah it is.   
 
PS: 50,000 right, more than 50,000.  
 
RR: Probably, yeah.   
 
BX: Yeah.  
 
PS: So that’s a big, big difference.  
 
RR: Wow.  
 
PS: The other thing was that I—I was just marveling the change in 30 years, um, when I 
first came I was lucky I got a full scholarship to Princeton and then, um, we could only 
exchange thirty dollars. So when I came, I had thirty dollars in my pocket, that was it. 
Now we have quite a number of Chinese students here at Rice.  
 
RR: Yeah.  
 
PS: Um, their families are all paying the tuition.  
 
RR: Yeah, that’s true.  
 
PS: So it’s a big difference. [Laughter]  
 
RR: So how did you decide to, um, or how did you just—how did you decide to apply to 
go the United States, and—  
 
PS: I—   
 
RR: —how did you choose the school and all that?  
 
PS: I always, um, I love adventures, I love to have new experiences and uh, so when 
Harvard went to, um, China to recruit students I wanted to, um, to try—uh actually, I was 
chosen with two male students to go and take the exam. And then, um, then they were 
saying that we might be little bit older than the general population here in the States, so 
they prefer younger students to take it. Actually there were—the age was only one year—
for me—the two male students were—uh—are older actually they—both of them are five 
years older than I am. And, so, because of that, you know they wanted younger students, 
um...  
 
RR: For the—test for? 
 
PS: For Harvard.   



 
RR: For Harvard. Ok.   
 
PS: So we, lost our chance. [Laughter]  
 
PS: And, um, the teacher we had a teacher, uh she’s British, she was educated at Harvard. 
She said—one day she came in class she said if you are interested in going abroad you 
can do it on your own. I thought yes! I will do it on my own so I went to her, I borrow 
uh—um the directory of— uh universities, at least I didn’t do, um, what a friend of mine 
did. I think he went to Alabama, because they just, you know, ‘abcd’ right, they just 
[laughter] so I sort of knew what schools I wanted to—to apply so I sent letters to about 
ten universities including Princeton, Yale, Tufts and some other places, um, but I only 
applied—when they sent me the applications—I only applied to Princeton and Yale 
because I know they offer scholarships, even though my family was well to do, uh by 
Chinese standards, but there was no way we could afford the tuition here, at the time. 
Um, so I just sent the—um—applications out, at that time everything is like you have to 
type it, it’s not, you know the...  
 
RR: On the typewriter? 
 
PS: Right, typewriter there’s—there was no computer—personal computer yet. Uh, and I 
remember I went to the teacher, uh with my essay I asked her to take a look at my essay 
and she said well, I cannot really change your essay because they—they should be seeing 
what you can do.  
 
RR: Right. Yeah. 
 
PS: And, so I thought that was—that was a good policy.  
 
RR: Yeah.  
 
PS: And then, um, they did have some—someone, um, interviewing us, um, so, I, um, I 
got into Princeton but I was rejected by Yale. Uh they took a male student from my class 
but he rejected Yale. [Laughter] So he w ent to C olby C ollege.  
 
RR: To where? 
 
PS: Colby. 
 
RR: Where’s that?  
 
PS: It’s um, I think maybe Massachusetts somewhere, uh, uh, very cold, it’s a small—it’s 
a small liberal arts college. His theory was that he did not want to be a small fish in a big 
pond, and he wanted to be a big fish in a small pond. So, um, and um, at that time I didn’t 
realize the, um competition between you know, Princeton and Yale they were like um, 



my first year at Princeton the football game, um after eighteen years of losing to Yale 
finally they won!  
 
RR: Oh! [Laughter]  
 
PS: So they, they built a big bonfire. [Laughter]   
 
RR: You brought the good luck. [Laughter]   
 
PS: Yes! [Laughter]   
 
RR: So your university in Beijing was public—like government?  
 
PS: Oh, at that time all universities were public. Now you—you—you have some private 
universities. But still the quality is still better the public uh univer—like Tsinghua, like 
the MIT of China, or Peking University—Harvard of China—they are all public.  
 
RR: Ok.   
 
BX: So when you first came to Princeton were you nervous? This is your first time in 
another country.  
 
PS: I was. Uh, I was nervous and excited at the same time because I felt like oh! There 
was so much to learn so much to see, so many people to meet, and uh, so that’s why, um, 
I don’t really have problem now going into a room if I don’t know anyone at all, I can 
just go up to someone and start a conversation. I think that was because uh the early 
years, um that sort of experience uh coming to, um America, you know a country full of 
strangers to me at the time but now I feel like I have lots of friends, um actually I’m 
going to New York uh, tomorrow to attend the Asia Society global board meeting um, 
I—I serve on the local the regional board of Asia Society but they did a strategic planning 
committee, so they asked me to join the strategic planning committee. The requirement is 
that you have to be present for this board meeting, and so—but I’m leaving one day 
early—the—the retreat starts on Friday I’m leaving Wednesday night, Thursday I’m 
inviting seven, eight, um ladies both Asians and Americans, and Chinese, and—to have 
lunch because these are all my friends from different, uh groups in New York. I know all 
of them, but they don’t know each other, so I thought this would be a good, uh way of, 
um introducing them to each other.  
 
RR: Yeah. 
 
PS: So I’ll be having lunch with these, uh ladies. Sorry, it’s sort of off track a little bit.  
[Laughter]   
 
RR: It’s ok! [Laughter]   
 
BX: Oh no problem. [Laughter]   



 
RR: No problem.   
 
BX: Uh was there any sort of culture shock when you first got to Princeton?  
 
PS: Yes. Um, I could follow the lectures, but I could not understand jokes.  
 
RR: Oh. [Laughter]  
 
PS: So, the professors you know whenever prof—a professor cracks a joke, um, all the 
classmates would be laughing, I was laughing too! I wasn’t laughing at the joke! I was 
laughing at them for laughing at something that didn’t seem funny to me. [Laughter]  
 
PS: So, but—but—but later on I um, I learned, um, now I think I’m pretty good with 
most of the jokes. [Laughter]   
 
RR: I think that’s the hardest thing to understand in a different language or culture.  
 
BX: Yeah.  
 
PS: Yes. Mhm. And I also learned um, how to translate something, um because 
sometimes there was no equivalent, if you just translate you don’t give people hint they 
don’t really understand it’s a joke, so if I want to translate something from English into 
Chinese to a group of Chinese, I will say, oh, so and so just said something funny, and 
then I will translate after that they sort of it triggers something and then as soon as I—I 
finish my translation they all laugh.  
[Laughter]  
 
PS: So [Laughter]  
 
RR: It’s better. [Laughter]  
 
PS: Yeah. [Laughter]  
 
RR: That’s funny. Um, so um, at Princeton did you join any kind of student organizations 
or anything like that?  
 
PS: Yes, I was serving as the student uh health aid, um since I learned something from 
my pa—my mother, my father, even though he is not a—he was not a doctor, but he, um, 
has been very interested in um, sort of healthy eating, and sort of exercise, and using 
natural herbs to help, uh maintain a healthy lifestyle, so I learned quite a bit from—from 
both my parents and so when I got to Princeton, they have this position uh—you know 
stu—student health aid. So I thought ok! I—I could do that. [Laughs] And then I also 
joined uh, eating club, uh Charter. Um, I was at the Woodrow Wilson School at the time 
lots of students from the Woodrow Wilson School joined Charter. I know the 
characteristics went through some changes. Um at one point after we graduated becau—



when I was there lots of um, computer science majors and Woodrow—uh Woodrow 
Wilson School students, um, joined the club, few years later, um, uh lots of uh football 
players joined the club, so it sort of—it changes, uh...  
 
RR: What is it?  
 
PS: Um, it is like a [residential] college, except you—you only eat there, you don’t live 
there.  
 
RR: Ok.  
 
PS: Unless you are an officer.  
 
RR: Oh, ok.  
 
PS: So we don’t—we don’t have uh at Princeton there is no—like Rice there is no, um, 
s—um what would you call it? S—sorority?  
 
RR: Fr—fraternities and sororities?  
 
PS: Fr—fraternity? Right. Right. We don’t have that.  
 
RR: At Princeton, ok.  
 
PS: They have eating clubs.  
 
RR: Oh interesting. So they have many different eating clubs?  
 
PS: Yes.  
 
RR: Oh ok.  
 
PS: Yes. They do.  
 
RR: So when you, uh, applied, did you—were you already going to be in the Woodrow 
Wilson School?  
 
PS: No, you had to apply again, 
 
RR: Oh.  
 
PS: At the end of your sophomore year. It was a fairly selective program, because lots of 
students wanted to join the program. I think my year they—they took sixty students.  
 
RR: Ok.  
  



PS: It’s normally a graduate school, but every year they—they take in, um, sixty 
undergraduate students. But they are about to make a change.  
 
RR: Oh really. 
 
PS: Um, I think instead of being a selective program they want to open up to, um 
whoever wants to be a major at the Woodrow Wilson School.  
 
RR: Ok.  
 
PS: Mhm.  
 
RR: So how did you ch—how did you decide that you wanted to do that?  
 
PS: Because um it’s—I—I’ve been very interested in international affairs, and so I 
thought given my culture background I have something to contribute, um to the school.  
 
RR: Ok. How did you get interested in international affairs? 
 
PS: It started from my childhood dream I thought oh! It would be wonderful to—to be a 
diplomat, to—to be an ambassador, and so—and so [laughter] um...   
 
RR: Did you like that idea because of the traveling aspect? Or...  
 
PS: The traveling, and also I thought, um this was a very naïve way of looking at the 
world at the time you know being a little kid… 
 
RR: When you were little… 
 
PS: I thought you know, there are so many problems in the world, but being a states—
um—woman or—or diplomat, you have to deal with um other countries you have to talk 
to them you have to come up with solutions to problems and then you work together...  
 
RR: But it’s true! Kind of. [Laughter]   
 
RR: Yeah. 
 
PS: So that was I thought oh! That would be something interesting and challenging.  
 
RR: Yeah.  
 
BX: Yeah.  
  
PS: Because you know you—you don’t do the same thing over and over again right, 
you—you are faced with different problems.  
 



RR: Right. Mhm.  
 
PS: So...  
 
BX: Did you keep in touch with your Chinese heritage through college, did you like for 
instance talk to other Chinese students, and...  
 
PS: Yes. Yes. Um, I was the first female student from Mainland China, and uh—um 
before me there were two male students. Um, so, we um, we were very close, and then 
after uh, I got there, two, um girls came along, from China, and so we were very active 
um, when there was, uh, we were part of the uh—uh center for international students, and 
whenever there was a international festival, we would be performing Chinese dances.  
 
RR: Ok.   
 
PS: Mhm.   
 
BX: Um, did you work during college, even though you had a scholarship?  
 
PS: I did. Two jobs.   
 
BX: Oh wow. [Laughter]  
 
PS: Um, even though I had a full scholarship, I didn’t have any pocket money. So I need 
to—I remember my first year, um, now it’s kind of hard to believe, my first year I didn’t 
spend a single dime.  
 
RR: At all? 
 
PS: Not even a penny, because I had toothpaste and everything brought over from 
China—so I was all set! [Laughter] And then I worked and worked and worked, um, 
because I um went home after my freshman year. And at that time when you uh—are sort 
of uh—uh staying overseas when you go back to China you were given four quotas, the 
big thi—four things you could buy, refrigerator, TV, hi-fi, washing machine. Those are 
four big things. And then little things like an iron, and you know so—each person was 
allotted those quotas. I—  
 
RR: From Princeton? 
 
PS: No, no from China.  
  
RR: Oh! 
 
PS: Because at that time—in China you couldn’t really have access to that many foreign-
made goods.  
 



RR: Oh so those were things you could bring with you?  
 
PS: Mhm.  
 
RR: Oh ok.  
 
PS: What you do is you pay here and then you—you take this piece of paper back to 
China and go to the special store called For—uh—Friendship Store, and then you pick up 
uh, goods there.  
 
RR: Oh.  
 
PS: So I was determined, I—I wanted to make enough money to buy my parents all those 
things.  
 
RR: Aww.  
 
PS: So [laughter] so I worked in the dining hall, I worked um in the um library, and uh, 
by the time I went home, I bought them all those four things.  
 
RR: Wow! 
 
BX: How much did it cost? 
 
PS: It was quite expensive. 
 
BX: Uh, do you remember any of the prices? 
 
PS: I don’t remember the prices, but you know, some of them over a thousand dollars!  
 
RR: Wow. You must have saved up a lot! [Laughter]  
 
PS: Yes! Because I—since I didn’t spend anything you know it’s just um, um, because I 
thought when I was in—in school my parents were very generous they supported me they 
would send me fifty Yuan a month when my um classmates some of them a lot of them 
were on scholarships they would be getting seventeen Yuan a month,  
 
RR: Oh wow. 
 
PS: and then we even had—the students who had been working and they were sent by 
their companies, uh—even they didn’t have as much money as I did, they were given like 
thirty Yuan a month. So, uh I thought well my parents did a lot for me, and I want to 
make sure they have everything. [Laughter]  
 
RR: Yeah. Yeah.  
 



PS: Now if you go back to China you can get everything—anything there so it’s—it’s 
like—  
 
RR: You don’t need …[laughter] 
 
PS: You don’t really need to, you know get all the stuff there anymore.  
[Laughter]  
 
RR: Um, so what was different about studying at Princeton from studying at the Beijing 
Languages University?  
 
PS: Well, um, first of all, at Princeton we had the honor system, and also very, uh, they 
um, the students are more independent,  
 
RR: Yeah.  
 
PS: Sort of independent thinkers. And um, I was actually lucky, um, in China, in that 
school, we are called the whole United Nations, because there were lots of international 
students studying Chinese there. So we were exposed to different cultures, and uh I 
actually roomed with uh an American student—the first female student from America. 
Originally before the school learned, um, there were American students coming, I was 
assigned a roommate from Pakistan. Um, I—you know we were very good friends, and 
then they learned there would be one American student— female student coming so they 
just pulled me they—they said ok, you will be rooming with this American student. I said 
oh ok! I—I was—it was—it was good that my friend Misbah was not offended. 
 
RR: Yeah.   
 
PS: And then they assigned my best friend to—to room with her. [Laughter]   
 
RR: It worked out. [Laughter]   
 
PS: It worked out. And um and I still—I’m still in contact with my roommate um from 
America.  
 
RR: Wow. 
 
PS: She is Chinese American. 
 
RR: Ok.  
  
PS: She fell in love with a prince, um from Saudi Arabia, um, at the school they got 
married after they graduated. Now they have three boys, um, they lived in Riyadh for 
quite a number of years,  
 
RR: Wow! 



 
PS: And now they are talking about you know um, is it in Saudi Arabia the women are 
talking about getting their right to drive. 
 
RR: Mhm.  
 
PS: My roommate was telling me the story that, uh, she was going crazy because she was 
not allowed to drive, and so when everyone was praying, she got into the car she would 
be driving in the yard. [Gasps, laughter]   
 
RR: Just—for—just because she wants to?  
 
PS: Just to drive! Just to get behind the wheel, even though she was not going anywhere 
it was like circle.  
 
BX: Wow. 
 
RR: Wow. Oh my gosh!  
 
PS: Um, but now they're still—this is like—gosh almost thirty years later they're still 
fighting for their right to drive, um...  
 
RR: Yeah! Wow.  
 
PS: Um, the other difference was that—I—I feel, um, I could um, explore um, sort of, I 
became more, um, even more adventurous. Um, and um, kind of uh, determined to um, 
it—it was sort of along the way it wasn’t all smooth sailing, and um but I was determined 
to—to achieve my goal. If I set a goal, I just, you know kept telling myself that I need to 
work toward the goal one step at a time, eventually I’ll get there. [Laughter]  
 
BX: So you went to school with a lot of famous people, including Caroline Kennedy at 
one point right?  
 
PS: Yes. That—that’s the law school. 
 
BX: Oh. 
 
PS: And my college was also Michelle Obama.  
  
RR: Oh really?  
 
BX: Oh wow.  
 
PS: Uh huh. We were in the same class, and then Brooke Shields came, two years later. 
[Laughter]  
 



BX: So did you learn any important lessons from your peers at that time?  
 
PS: I did. Now, um, now I sort of regret that I didn’t—even though I thought I was 
getting to know lots of people um, but still, um, now my advice to students is that try to 
get to know as many classmates as possible, um because you can really learn a lot, um, 
from, you know, from the—your classmates, um, of course learning, um, taking classes, 
and learning the—the knowledge from professors is important but, getting to know the 
classmates and going out uh into the society like you know, uh taking advantage what 
Houston can offer, um is also important. So now I regretted that I didn’t do more.  
 
RR: Right, right.  
 
PS: Mhm.  
 
BX: You said in an interview once that you wanted to go see what lawyers do, so like one 
day you visited a law firm.  
 
PS: Mhm.   
 
BX: Was that the point where you decided you wanted to go into law?  
 
PS: Well what I did was um at the Woodrow Wilson School they offer um, internships, 
and—but you have to look for the opportunity yourself.  
 
RR: Mhm.  
 
PS: Um they will let you do it, uh so I just applied to this law firm, and I was lucky I was 
accepted as an intern. Every Friday for a whole semester I would go into New York City. 
I would be working, uh at this law firm basically observing what lawyers do, and 
eventually I also um presented a paper, um, and um, after that experience I decided I 
want to, um become a lawyer. Because my mentor, uh was someone who had very 
similar background as I do, um, he is Chinese American, speaks fluent Japanese.  
 
RR: Oh ok.  
  
PS: So he was working a lot with Japanese companies representing Japanese companies 
at the time because the—at that time there was—there was not that much uh Chinese uh, 
business uh, going back and forth um, between the two countries. So I thought well, I can 
go to law school, and then I can also make use of my uh Chinese language and culture 
background as well.  
 
RR: So when was that, what year was that?  
 
PS: That was 1984. You mean the law—the—the—the law firm. The internship? 
 
RR: The internship. Mhm.  



 
PS: ’84.  
 
RR: And that was in your jun—soph—junior year?  
 
PS: Junior year. Yes. Mhm.  
 
RR: Ok. Ok. So that—what kind of law firm was that, just...  
 
PS: It—it’s a corporate law firm. Mhm, yes doing international transactions.  
 
RR: Oh ok. Ok.  
 
PS: Mhm.  
 
BX: Um, oh I think we skipped over this point, but did your parents want you to come to 
the United States?  
 
PS: No. They thought I was crazy. [Laughter]  
 
PS: When I told them, they—they at first they didn’t take me too seriously. They 
thought—because they had never heard anyone would apply to American university. 
Especially I was in the university in China hadn’t even graduated.  
[Laughter]  
 
PS: And so they just, they didn’t say anything, and then I got in. They still didn’t believe 
I could get permission from the Chinese government.  
 
RR: Oh yeah. 
 
PS: Actually, I wasn’t sure myself, because when I first applied, um you have to get 
permission from the Ministry of Education to apply for a passport. When I first applied 
they told me ‘no’. You cannot go because I—I guess I could understand them because I 
was being the first group of Chinese students, you know, getting into college, and, here I 
was, I hadn’t graduated but wanted to go abroad. Um, but I did not give up, I just every 
other day I would be bicycling to, um, to the ministry and petition for my case. After 
three months, I guess they were tired of me they—they— they were fed up! Ok you can 
go!  
 
RR: Go! [Laughter]   
 
PS: Go, just go! So I got my passport— 
 
RR: Uh huh. 
 
PS: —and I still didn’t know whether I could get visa or not.  



 
RR: Right, right.  
 
PS: It’s very hard to get a visa. Um, and um so I got there, stood in line, and got in and 
when I—you know you fill out forms and then you go up to meet the uh—um, sort of 
visa officer. His first question was, I’m very curious, a six months old baby is going to 
college in the states [gasp] I—I immediately realized my mistake, instead of putting 
down my birth year I put—put down 1981 so of course! You know, I was only six 
months old! So I thought [gasp] but I said oh but—but she’s a very smart baby! And she 
got a full scholarship to Princeton! So he just laughed, he just stamped my passport! So—
so sometimes humor, you know works.  
 
RR: Yeah! You have to put them in a good mood.   
 
PS: Yes, yes. And also realize that, you know, what mistake I made. [Laughter]  
 
RR: Yeah. [Laughter] That’s funny. So I guess we can, um, move on to law school?  
 
BX: Yeah Columbia. 
 
RR: So how did you, uh choose which law school to apply to? 
 
PS: I wanted to stay in uh New York. 
 
RR: Ok.  
 
PS: So I applied to Columbia, NYU, I was lucky I got into NYU, I also applied to couple 
of, um schools on the west coast but then I thought it’s kind of as safety schools, and um, 
so, um, I um, got into both, and both offered me scholarships.  
 
RR: Oh great yeah.  
  
PS: Um, then I went to visit NYU Law School on the admitted students day. Um, the 
director of admissions said oh Ping you need to go and see Professor Leebron. I said, ok. 
David was teaching—was a professor at NYU Law School. He um, he was the Director 
for Center of International Studies.  
 
RR: Ok. 
 
PS: Um, he was also serving as informal advisor to Chinese students.  
 
RR: Oh, ok.  
 
PS: So if I had gone to NYU Law School, I would’ve been their first Chinese student in 
the JD program in the three-year program. They had Chinese students, uh in the one 
year—uh the um LLM program. And um, so my guess, I took one look at him decided to 



go to Columbia. [Laughter] But then when I went back to Princeton, um I realized that 
his name is so familiar um it turns out that I quoted him in my thesis before I even met 
him.  
 
RR: Wow!  
 
PS: My thesis was um, China and U.S., uh collaboration in China’s offshore oil, uh 
exploration to study the political, social and economic implication of such cooperation. I 
said this is really interesting now we’re in Houston, you know the capital of oil and gas. 
[Laughter]  
 
RR: Oil! Oh my gosh that’s—crazy. [Laughter]  
 
PS: So I—I, you know went to Columbia and um, um, then we kept in touch.  
 
RR: Ok.  
 
BX: Well, we’re all girls here, and I’m sure we’d all like to know, that um, how did you 
end up deciding that Leebron was the one for you?  
 
PS: He—uh we dated a long time—we dated for about five years.  
 
RR: Ok.  
 
PS: And for the first three years, I had no idea he was the president of Harvard—Harvard 
Law Review.  
 
RR: For the first three years?  
  
PS: If—for the first three years. If you want to impress a girl, that’s, you know, it can 
very easily come through you know come—come out, you know in a conversation. Not 
until, um, he—I—I met his uh one of his classmates, um, very tall handsome, um, uh, 
uh—well should I say black or African American now people are de—debating you 
know which is more, um, well, African American um, lawyer working for Citibank. And 
he told me, thanks to David, he—he got through law school. And how much David 
helped him even though he was so busy—he was the president of Harvard Law Review, 
he was—oh, wait a minute, what did you say? What did you say? He was—he was what? 
Um, and then he was also, I think uh one of the two students getting the Sears Prize, 
that’s like you have to be like number one your class or something: Not a word! 
 
 So I thought, well, it shows that, you know he’s a very decent human being; he’s, you 
know, very low-key, he very understated, he doesn’t, you know boast about himself. And 
then I also discovered that it doesn’t matter whom he’s talking to. Whether he’s talking to 
this group of people, he’ll be telling you exactly the same thing. To this group, that 
group, even though, I’ve seen some people, ok, if I talk to this group, I might sort of 
change a little bit, and then the other group change a little bit, um working to my 



advantage, but he doesn’t do that. So I thought, well, he can be trusted. So I—I think um, 
that’s very important to have trust. Um, of course, a brilliant mind, um, helps, but 
sometimes there—there is like drawback of that too. Sometimes he’s absentminded 
because he’s always thinking, so, you have to have patience. Sometimes I have to say 
David? Did—did you hear my question? [Laughter]  
 
RR: So what years were you dating? What were those years? 
 
PS: We dated, um, we dated when I was in my first year. 
 
RR: Ok. 
 
PS: At law school. But we had an agreement. We will not discuss legal issues.  
 
RR: Oh.  
 
PS: Um because I guess he wanted to make sure I was interested in him rather than his 
legal knowledge.  
 
RR: Yeah.  
 
PS: Um, and then, um, we dated uh when I was in law school, and then um, after I 
graduated from law school I started working, um, and he got an offer from Columbia. To 
go to Columbia uh, to—as a visiting professor so he did that for a year, um, then they 
gave him a permanent offer. So, he was deciding what to do, so he asked me should I stay 
at NYU or go to Columbia. I said of course go to Columbia! [Laughter] So he did, um, 
then one year after he went to Columbia we got married.  
 
RR: Ok, great. Um, so let’s go back to your time at Columbia. Um, so, how was the 
transition moving from a small place like Princeton to a big city, New York?  
  
PS: Um… 
 
RR: I guess you had already been working there a little so you knew? 
 
PS: Right. I had some exposure of—to—to New York City but, um, when you are in law 
school you still um, that’s the other thing I—I feel like I didn’t um, the first year I didn’t 
really have time to explore the city. You know you—you—you are so busy you just, um, 
every free moment is reading those cases, and, um, and um but then, um after the first 
year the second year, third year I started also working in law firms then I had more time 
to explore the city.  
 
RR: Oh ok. 
 
PS: It can be little bit overwhelming, I remember the first time going down to the 
subway, it was like [gasp]. Um, but now, it’s no problem. 



 
RR: Yeah. 
 
PS: Mhm.   
 
RR: So what other kinds of um organizations or activities were you part of?  
 
PS: I was the um editor of uh Transnational Law, um, in line with my interests in 
international law, even though they had Chin—Journal of Chinese Law I did not join the 
Journal of Chinese Law, um, because I thought um, well um, I—I participated in their 
activities, but I—um worked, um, on sort of the Journal of Transnational Law. One regret 
I have is that um, my uh article was chosen for publication, it was on one child—uh 
Chinese one child family policy, um, I debated, debated, eventually I decided not to go, 
um, to publication, um because at that time I was being little bit critical of the Chinese 
government, but I thought gosh, you know my parents were all in China, the whole 
family, my brother and sister, um, I did not really want to put them, you know, in—in any 
sort of a jeopar—I did not want to jeopardize, uh their um, um position or—or chances. 
Um...  
 
BX: How did you decide what kind of law you wanted to study?  
 
PS: I was interested in transnational, um transaction law. So, I know I wanted to go into a 
law firm that has, um, sort of, very strong in corporate, um, transaction, um, see, when 
you talk about, um, international law, even when you work with international law firm, 
actually we were not really practicing international law, we were practicing U.S. law U.S. 
corporate law but representing, um international corpor—corporations. So it’s little bit 
different, um and, the people doing international law, it’s like involving the hei, that’s 
like really international law.  
 
RR: Ok. Um...so...I guess...that’s...yeah. Do you have any more questions about 
Columbia?  
 
BX: No. We can go to your first job at White & Case (PS: ‘Ok’). So, how did you get 
your first job, were you an intern there first?  
  
PS: Yeah, I applied. Well, um, the—they, they come to, to law, law, (RR: recruit) uh, law 
schools to recruit, but I didn’t interview with them that summer, because after my first, 
first year, um I split my summer. I went to work for a law firm in Seattle, and then a law 
firm in Japan. Um, I just interviewed with them. I was the first Chinese national they 
took. And I had a wonderful experience, uh at both places. And then instead of coming 
back to, um, um, the law, law school, to do the interview, since I was so close to China—
you know, from Japan—I went home. Because I hadn’t been home for four years—  
 
RR: —cause you were on the East—I mean, West Coast? 
 



PS: Yeah because after the first year I went home, and then three years at Princeton—
never gone home. So after the first year at law school, I was like, after four years, I really 
wanted to go home! To, to visit my um, parents. So I went home instead. And then when 
I came back, I just sent letters to White & Case and a few other law firms. And they 
offered me an interview, and I got the job. Um, so I worked there. My second year, 
summer, uh, after working there, uh, they gave me a permanent offer. So I started. That’s 
the thing. Um, I remember when I took the bar exam, um, a person, um, graduating from 
Fordham Law School, um...one schoolmate was passing by, you know, this person, 
knows, this schoolmate, and after he left, that person just whispered ‘Those people went 
to Columbia. They all have jobs.’ Which was mostly true. (clears throat) Because we all 
got jobs, uh, our second year. So you don’t really need to worry your third year. Uh...  
 
RR: So your second year you already (PS: Yes) have it?   
 
PS: Yes. A permanent position. Um. But it was hard work. It was very hard work. Long 
hours. 
 
RR: Yeah, so what was the lifestyle like, during your first years at White & Case?  
 
PS: Worked and worked and worked (all laugh). Uh, I remember pulling all-nighters, and 
um, I, um, well, I, you know, went out with, with friends, too. Um, but most, most of the 
time we were, even working on weekends, too. (BX: Yeah)  
 
RR: Did you enjoy that (PS: I did), kind of fast-paced lifestyle?  
 
PS: Fast-paced...I remember, uh, as a junior associate, I was, um, in charge of closings, 
and uh, uh, this huge transaction, uh, project finance, um. We have so many law firms 
coming and so many pieces of documents. Um. Uh uh uh. I was determined—I wanted to 
send the closing documents out as soon as possible. So we managed to send everything 
out within a few days of the closing. They were like—they had never heard of—because 
sometimes, a piece of document is missing, you have to wait a couple of weeks for that 
document to come, and then you get—you will be lucky if you get a closing set one 
month later. (BX: (laughs) And we got everything out, um, so fast. Of course, after that, I 
collapsed (RR: yeah) (laughs). But when I was working I was just like (RR: full of 
adrenaline) yes, full of energy, just go go go go. Um, and then, after the closing, I think I 
slept straight fifteen hours straight. (RR: oh wow) (laughs).  
 
BX: Do you feel like you accomplished your goal of acting as a bridge between U.S. and 
China while you were working as a corporate lawyer?  
 
PS: Yes. I did. Um, one, um, this is the whole, little story, um, this was when I uh, moved 
to, to, to Brown & Wood. I was at White & Case for four years, and then David had a 
sabbatical so we went to France for about six months. When I was there, Brown & Wood 
called me up and say that, well we are thinking of starting a China practice, um, would 
you like to come and work with us? And I thought, well, that’s a possibility! So after I 
came back from the sabbatical, I went to work for Brown & Wood. And there, the firm 



represented the Chinese government, in its bond offerings. So I was able to, um, help, 
um, the Chinese, um, officials, senior officials, from the Ministry of Finance (RR: oh...) 
to go and file, confidential filing with the Securities and Exchange Commission in 
Washington. Um, one of these trips, I was waiting at the airport, uh, waiting for this 
Chinese official to come. The plane came, from London, and he was tran—changing 
planes in London. No sign of him! I was like what’s happening?  
 
So finally I tracked him down. He missed a flight, um, in London, so he ended up in New 
York instead of Washington. And he said to me, he said, ‘Well, I can take a Greyhound 
overnight to Washington!’ I said ‘No. (RR and BX laugh) Do not take Greyhound 
overnight to Washington! Go to my apartment.’ Um, at that time, David was there, and 
my parents were visiting (RR: ok). So he went to our apartment, stay overnight, and then 
took the shuttle the next morning, to Washington. And of course his luggage didn’t come 
(RR: right...) so we had to go and buy him a suit. (RR: laughs) Um...luckily the meeting 
was, as you see, was in the afternoon. So we went to the meeting, it was very successful, 
uh, the Chairman of the SEC was Arthur Levitt. And he met with us, and um, we 
discussed the, the issues, um, and did the filing. And then I took pictures. Um…five years 
later, when Arthur Levitt came to Columbia Law School to give a talk—um, at that time, 
David became the Dean already—so we hosted a dinner, at home, for him. I was able to 
give him the pictures I took five years prior to that. So uh I, I feel I was able to make use 
of my culture, background, and language to help, uh, um, bridging um, building the 
relationship between China and the U.S. 
 
RR: So how was the job at Brown & Wood different from the job at White & Case?  
 
PS: (police car sounds in background) Um, the nature is...the—the law, was very similar, 
it’s just dealing with different clients. Um, at White & Case, one of my clients was 
Armani. Um, (RR: ok) Giorgio Armani! (BX: laughs) I incorporated his store on Fifth 
Avenue. So I did all the paperwork for him, and uh, um, prepare everything for his 
signature. Um, and I also represented some Japanese companies, and Canadian 
companies, not that many Chinese companies. (RR: ok).  
 
RR: Ok. Whereas in the second one, it was a lot of Chinese…government? 
 
PS: Lot of Chinese companies, Chinese government and I travelled to China quite a bit. 
One year, I think I was back and forth to China seven times. (BX: uh-huh). Um, to pitch 
for transactions, and so, that was exciting.  
  
BX: And to make up for all those years that you didn’t go back.  
 
PS: Yes. (laugh). But the problem is that when I went back I didn’t have time to (RR: 
right) go home (BX: laugh), it’s just, you know, sort of (RR: yeah) um, visiting, um, 
potential clients, and (BX: yeah) mmhm.  
 
BX: Um, so we’re going to ask about your children and your family. 
 



PS: Sure! 
 
BX: So how do you try to incorporate Chinese culture when you’re raising your kids?  
 
PS: By...speaking to them in Chinese, taking to—taking them to Chinese schools, and 
getting them to learn Chinese, and they are supposed to learn, like, few characters a day. 
Um, during the summer. Um, and um, my secret weapon is my parents. (BX: laugh). My 
parents, you know, are here, and my sister. They don’t speak much English, so they have 
to talk to the children in Chinese. Um. In that sense, Marissa’s Chinese is a little bit better 
than Daniel’s, even though Daniel is older. You know, girls like to chat more (RR: yeah 
that’s true), so um, she is able to, to express herself more more in Chinese.  
 
RR: So—your parents live here, now?  
 
PS: Mmhm, they do. They immigrated here, um, fifteen years ago, (ok) to New York. 
And they when we moved here seven years ago they decided to move with us. And my 
sister came two years ago.  
 
BX: Did they work while they lived in New York?   
 
PS: Not really. 
 
BX: Oh ok. So they just came because you were here.  
 
PS: Yes. They, they help—in a way, they did, they worked, they helped um, babysitting 
(BX: oh, (laughs) RR: yeah definitely) Right, so we were supporting them, but they were 
babysitting for us. So in a way, they kind of helped us. (RR: yeah)  
 
RR: I bet that was really important um, with your busy professional life. 
 
PS: Yes. 
 
RR: So I guess that leads to my next question of how do you balance family and work?  
 
PS: It is, it is hard, to have all the balls in the air, (BX: yeah) um...I um, you know, when 
I first had Daniel, um, I was, I was, still working full-time at the time. But I also wanted 
to nurse him. And so (laughs), I would, um the law firm was really wonderful, they 
gave—I had my office, that they put a lock on the door, and so um, you know, I, so that I 
could pump milk and put it in the refrigerator and then, you know, uh, get it home. But 
when I worked all night, I would rush home in the morning, nurse Daniel, you know. 
Rush home, took a shower, nurse Daniel, and then went back to work. (BX: oh, wow) To 
the office. So that was a (RR: crazy) crazy time. (RR: yeah, I bet) and now, even though, 
I don’t work, um, at the law firm that much, um, I—I still serve as of council at Yetter 
Coleman, but I have lots of different uh, uh, different responsibilities. Like this morning, 
this is like I went to a, uh breakfast meeting at Houston Greater, Greater Houston 
Partnership. Uh, they put me on the common grounds committee. So from 7:30 to um, to, 



9-something, I was there. And then 10 o’clock, took the puppy to the vet, and then 11:30 
had a lunch meeting, and then uh...after the lunch meeting rushed to the Galleria to get 
my iPhone fixed because I dropped it (RR: oh no!). And so it was broken (BX: ooo), and 
I had a 3 o’clock uh, meeting, and now it’s (RR: yeah) 5 o’clock! (laughs) (RR: thank 
you so much for making time for us!) interview! But in between—after the 3 o’clock, and 
before the 5 o’clock, I, I sort of rushed to Whole Foods and pick up food for tonight. 
(laughs) So, it’s lots of juggling, juggling act. (BX and RR: yeah, yeah). And tonight after 
dinner, I’m going to sit down with the kids and get them to do, um, I’m thinking of 
getting them to do some, um...They did KUMON before, and now I found this program 
and it’s called Alex; that they can do math online. And as a parent, you can check, um, 
check their progress (RR: yeah). So I’m thinking of signing…signing them up to, to do 
some work. Because the first part I just let them to kind of, kind of, uh, goofing around, 
and not doing much work, other than the piano, a little bit of homework. Um, reading a 
little bit. They—they need some downtime. But I think now, they need to start doing 
something every day.  
 
RR: Um, it’s funny—this is not related—well, kind of: um, this, the summer after my 
senior year of high school, (PS: uh huh) I actually worked at that KUMON. And I saw 
your children’s folders, and I saw them coming in one day (PS: Yes!). But I didn’t, didn’t 
know who they were or anything because it was before I was coming to Rice (PS: Yes), 
and then when I came I was like oh, and then I noticed the last names, (PS: Leebron!) and 
I was like oh my gosh! (PS: yes, yes yes!) But I only saw them once—I didn’t get to 
know them.  
 
PS: Right, they go, um, normally you can go twice a week, but I don’t have time to take 
them twice a week (BX: yeah) so they just go once a week. And Daniel finished um, all 
the reading (RR: ok) when he was in fifth grade (RR: wow). He finished all the reading 
through twelfth grade. (RR: oh wow).  
 
RR: So that was not enough for him, probably (laughs). 
 
PS: Yeah... the—because he likes to read (RR: yeah); he reads and reads. Except now, he 
plays quite a bit of computer games (BX: laughs. ‘all kids do’.) (all laugh) RR: yeah.  
 
BX: Would you encourage your children to take the path you took? To go into law?  
 
PS: Well, they have different interests. Daniel keeps saying that he wants to be a doctor, 
and he wants to be a surgeon, and—at first he said he wanted to discover the cure for 
cancer. I thought that was a great goal (RR: yeah), but I told him that, I said, ‘Daniel, it is 
a great goal, but I truly hope that someone will beat, you know, beat you to it’. Because, 
you know, we really want discovery now.  Yeah, if we wait for him, yeah, you know he 
has to go through law school—ah, law school, medical school, and then the internship, 
and all that. So…But since we have these new hires, you heard about these new hires 
from San Diego. We have these three wonderful, uh, professors, um, you know, really 
cancer researchers. They are all, um, academicians, um, Academy of Science, and they 
will be coming to Rice! (RR: Ooh!) It made—it’s National news, um. (RR: oh, that’s 



great!) And two doctors will be coming to Methodist, so this group of five will be 
fabulous. Yeah!  
 
RR: So, I guess, we should talk more about your life in Houston.  
 
PS: Wonderful. (RR: yeah) Very busy. I only have one complaint.  
 
BX: Is it the weather? (laughs)  
 
PS: No! I love the weather! Actually people think this is too hot—I like the heat! 
(giggles) When you get in the car, oh, it feels great! At home, you have to pay for the 
heat therapy. Here you can get it for free (laughter). My, my, just my back feels 
wonderful. (RR: heat is probably better for your body) Yes, yes. Better for your skin (RR: 
that’s true). My only complaint is that there is only 24 hours a day.  
 
BX: Yeah (laughs).   
 
PS: I—I feel like I have got so much to do, um, it’s just not enough time. (RR: yeah).  
 
RR: So, um uh, before you moved, uh, when you first found out that you were going to 
move, how did you feel about that?  
 
PS: Excited. I said to David, ‘Oh, this will be a great adventure!’(RR: because you like 
adventures!) Also we read the white paper on Rice, [sighs] amazing. The more I read 
about Rice, the more I loved the idea of moving to Houston (RR: oh that’s great). Um. 
It’s...there was also a, you know, I found out that the first president came from Princeton. 
Actually, the person, um, Mr. Wiess, who built the house: He went to Princeton, too! 
(gasp). That’s a Princeton connection! (RR: that’s great!)  
 
RR: So what did you think that—what were your predictions, what did you think 
Houston would be like? As—in terms of different from New York?  
 
PS: Well, at first I thought, well, this could be cowboy country! ((laughs) You know? But 
then when I got to Houston, I was like, well, Houston is very similar to New York! Very 
diverse, and you know we have—also very sophisticated, we have the culture, the opera, 
the symphony and the ballet, the theatre, Alley Theatre; so I thought, this is really great. 
Um...the only difference is that I feel Houston has best of both worlds, it has the 
sophistication of a larger city, and also has the niceness of a smaller place. True. And like 
today, I went to the Apple store, bumped into two people I know, (that’s nice) (laughs) 
and the other day we went to um, we took the Consul General from China to Philippe, the 
restaurant, we bumped into like seven different people we know! (BX (laughs) RR: 
laughs, it’s like a family community) Yeah, yeah, so people are very friendly, um, so it’s 
a wonderful feeling.  
 
RR: So were you kind of ready to stop working at the law firm so much, or, and switch 
to a different lifestyle?  



 
PS: Well, I don’t really go in that much, I have an, um arrangement, with the firm, that I 
go in whenever I have time.  If, um I’m—because I feel like my priority is Rice. Rice 
University is really my priority. And also the children. David—of course, David always 
says that you know, poor him, um, for me, you know, Rice right, children come first, and 
then now we have a puppy. We have a dog! Dog, and then it’s David! (all laugh) So, um, 
uh, I was there yesterday, at the firm, um, and probably I’ll go, um, next Monday, since 
I’ll be out of town, um, Thursday through Saturday. Um, I’ll go um, Monday, next 
Monday.  
 
RR: So when did you start going in there? 
 
PS: Oh, I’ve been working there since 2005. 
 
RR: Ok! So pretty much soon after you came...? 
 
PS: Yes, yes. 
 
RR: Ok. So, um, speaking about Rice, what exactly is your role?  
 
PS: Ah, as the University representative. [laughter] I love my role, my role is like um, 
even though my childhood dream is like being an ambassador, but now, even though I 
feel like I’m not a diplomatic, uh, um, sort of ambassador in that sense, I uh I feel like 
I’m people’s ambassador. And also, um, I uh, host events, um on behalf of Rice, and talk 
to student, different student groups. And um, talk to faculty members, and uh, and 
especially if they are interested in establishing relationships with China. Um, I, um serve 
as judges at student’s events, um (RR: oh yeah you do) (laughs) So basically doing, um, 
lots of different things (RR: yeah, different things). I also served as kind of a speaker, um, 
as um, in um, couple of classes. Um, and then I also represent Rice in the Houston 
community. Um, for instance, I serve on Texas Children’s board, Teach for America, um, 
Asia Society, United Way, St. John’s School. Um, and um, other committees as well. 
Um, so I feel like whenever I am about, in the community, I represent Rice. Um, people 
keep saying that since we came, Rice is more open, um sort of, um, outside of the hedges, 
and I I feel like it’s also my responsibility to help David to help Rice to realize our vision 
for our second century. And uh, so that’s all part of the um, my um, Rice—related 
responsibilities.  
 
BX: How did you get your positions, for instance, working on the board of Teach for 
America…?  
 
PS: Um, basically, uh, I was invited to—that’s about the other thing about Houston, the 
people here are fantastic. (RR: yeah) Um, they are very welcoming, and open, and 
especially new people coming in (BX: yeah). If you want to participate, they embrace 
that. And when new people come they say, oh, we need to put her on board. (laughs) so I, 
I, I’m getting so many requests, it’s hard to say yes to all of them. Whenever I get a 
request I would check with chairman of the board, to determine whether this position will 



serve Rice well. A lot. If it will, then I will say yes. If it’s——I’ve also received 
invitation to join corporate boards, like uh, for uh, profit making organizations—so far, 
I’m only serving on non—profit board, so I’m not getting paid anything. Um but one 
request like that, came along, I checked with the Chairman, and we decided it probably 
doesn’t serve Rice well. Then I just declined politely. And telling them that, well, right 
now it’s not a good time...um, so.  
 
RR: So what does that actually entail, being on a board? What do you actually have to 
do?  
 
PS: Go to board meetings. And uh basically you are the governing body of that 
organization, so the responsibility is really um, big responsibilities. I serve on the 
executive board, um, for United Way, and now this is a new position, they asked me to—
to do. And then fiduciary board, um, for Asia Society. So we have fiduciary 
responsibilities. Now we are building a new building for the office. This was a big, over 
40 million dollars, uh, effort. It will be completed, uh, very soon. And um, so the Asia 
Society Texas Center will be moving into the new facility (oh ok great) I hope that you 
will all come to events (laughs), and I’ve also chaired galas for them, and for Asia 
Society, and um, been honored by Teach for America, and uh, just doing lots of different 
things (yeah). Like I’ve talked to the legislatures about the funding for Teach for 
America, and uh, and telling them how important it is, to you know, fund education um. 
Uh, we’ve hosted events for Teach for America. Now Teach for America has its training 
institute here at Rice (RR: Rice, yeah) this is the second year (RR: I have a friend who’s 
in it). Yeah, used to be at U of H. (Both talk at same time) Then it came here. (RR: Great! 
That’s good). 
 
BX: Are you involved in the Chinese community in Houston?  
 
PS: I serve on the, uh, Chinese Community Center’s um, honorary board—advisory 
board. Because I just don’t have time to go to um, so many meetings, um, I used to be on 
the Asian Chamber of Commerce board; I served on that board for a couple of years and 
chaired their—co-chaired, one of their galas. And I was responsible for, responsible for 
bringing um, the then Secretary of Labor, Elaine Chao, to be our speaker, uh for the gala. 
(RR ok...) And this um, this um, past gala, for um, um, Asia Society, um, see I’m doing 
something that David would not do. (laughs) But uh I appreciate uh, the effort, and the 
recognition um, the um, they gave Secretary Jim Baker, the Huffington, the Royal 
Huffington Award, for um, uh contribution in international affairs and then they gave me 
the Asian-American leadership award (BX: oh okay!). Uh, so I feel like so honored to 
share the same stage with Secretary Baker. And then last year’s uh, recipient for the 
Asian-American leadership award was Yao Ming. (BX: oh haha) So in my acceptance 
remarks I told everyone that uh, I have very big shoes to fill! (all laugh)  
 
RR: Literally! That must have been amazing.  
  
PS: Yeah. It was a great—it was a great experience. I was able to use that opportunity to 
talk about how Asia Society—how important Asian Society is, how the world is 



changing, it’s getting more and more global, and our children, you know, the younger 
generation they will not just be merely Chinese, or Americans, or Indians, or you know, 
Mexicans and...They will really be engaged citizens of the world; so understanding 
different cultures...excuse me…And understanding different cultures is really important, 
so that’s what Asia Society is trying to promote. Um, so I was encouraging people to join 
Asia Society. (RR and BX laugh) 
 
PS: For students, it’s great, you should really think about it. Thirty dollars, I think for 
students...is it for free, or thirty dollars? (RR: that’s not bad) To join, um, you get to, to 
go to so many different events. (RR: yeah) Or you can volunteer (RR: yeah) at Asia 
Society—the gala, the events, and ...sorry. (RR: right). So my stomach won’t be hungry. 
(RR: are you hungry?) Making noise. Sorry (laughs).  
 
BX: So, looking back at your life, well, if you’ll allow us to speculate, what do you think 
would have been your job if you had stayed in China, if you didn’t come to the U.S.?  
 
PS: I think I would be teaching at the school. Because even though I was a junior um, the 
teachers, um, the leaders at the school asked me to stay, to become a teacher at the 
university. (RR: oh, ok yeah).  
 
RR: Do you ever miss China?  
 
PS: I do sometimes, but now with the modern technology and the things you can talk to 
them, um, through Skype (RR: yeah). Um, that was how we sent a Happy Birthday song 
to my 100—year old, um, grandmother, when she turned 100 two years ago (RR: wow). 
We sang Happy Birthday song to her (RR and BX: oh my gosh). So we’re all together—
but unfortunately no, she passed away last year, I think at the age of 101 (BX: wow). 
Yeah. (BX: that’s impressive) Very sharp, still very sharp. But uh, I, uh, you know, we 
have the roses here, so I got rose petals and I took them back and I sort of, you know, 
said goodbye to her. And she had a, she had a hard life, um for a while, but then the later 
life, she had a very good, um (RR: yeah that’s good) later years.  
 
BX: So what advice do you have for Asian-Americans who are interested in law today?  
 
PS: Hm! I think that um, they should...especially in college, they should not just think 
that the only major to law school was Political Science. They can um, you know, have 
really...variety of interests. Because law schools are looking for students...I had opera 
singers as classmates, or ballet dancers (RR: oh wow), so it doesn’t really matter that 
much what you major in in college if you want to go to law school. What they are 
looking for are those students who are, uh, very analytical, and who have determination, 
so I, I think it’s a good thing for Asian Americans to go into law, because Asians are—
you know we all have sort of stereotypes; the stereotype of the Asians are sort of the 
silent minority. We don’t tend to speak up and um, I learned that you need to stand up for 
yourself. And David will tell you:  David’s like, ‘Oh Ping is very deceiving, she seems 
very mild-mannered, but if she thinks that there is injustice, and she will throw punches!’  
 



It’s true. Some...I will tell you this little story about...we experience in restaurant. We 
would go to this restaurant for Valentine’s Day...it became a little tradition...and then um, 
I got there first, since David was coming from uptown. And—so I was taken to a table. 
And I thought ok. Then I looked over and I saw a table in the corner and I said, oh, ‘May 
I have that table please? And then, um, the maître d’ said, ‘oh that table is taken, was 
reserved.’ And I said, ‘that’s fine’, I just sat down, that’s no problem. And a man came 
in, he looked around—he was taken to another table first—and then he looked around; he 
saw that table, he said, ‘oh, may I take that table?’ Obviously, he wasn’t, you know, it 
wasn’t reserved by him because he just spotted that table, and they said, ‘Oh, sure.’ Sat 
him down. I was like, wait a minute: That doesn’t look right. I asked for the table, and 
was told it was reserved; he asked for the table, he was told it was ok.  
 
So—but, being me, of course, I spoke up. So I just, smiled to the maître d’. I was just 
like, ‘but this is very strange.’ And then I looked at the gentleman and said, ‘I’m sorry, no 
offense to you.’ You know? (laughs) I was like, ‘Well, I was here first, I asked for the 
table, I was told it was reserved. And this gentleman asked for the table, he was taken to 
the table.’ I said, ‘Is there some problem here?’ (laughs) Oh, they were so scared! They 
were like ‘Ooh!’ So they were ‘No, no, no.’ So when David came, I was talking to them. 
David was like ‘Do you want to leave?’ I said, ‘No, I don’t want to leave. I like this 
restaurant. I’d like to have a nice lunch here.’ So they were being so nice! They got us 
glass of champagne (girls laugh), they got us this and that. Because I wanted people to 
realize that you can’t do that, you know, you should treat everybody the same. If—you 
know, I would’ve been perfectly fine, um, if someone truly reserved that table (RR: 
yeah). I would not—that would be—not be a problem. So the moral of the story, speak 
up.  
 
And today, today, the same thing. Um, lunch came. I was looking at it, like this is not 
what I ordered. And, uh, um, a gentleman, from China, he um, he was actually cutting up 
the fish um, they brought over another dish, and then, again, wasn’t something that I 
ordered. What happened was, they gave my dish to gentleman next to me, and then they 
gave me something else, and then they realized they brought over the stuff he ordered. 
But see—he was, he started his, yeah, started, but he didn’t speak up. Right, yeah (RR: 
So even though he knew it was…Right. So I spoke up. But he was able to get his—the 
dish he ordered. So the moral of the story is, really, you need to—it’s not really, um, but 
there are ways to speak up nicely. You—you don’t really have to be confrontational, you 
know, have to be…But if you bring it up nicely, then, um, it’s fine. In negotiations as 
well. I was um, working at White & Case, I was negotiating—at that time I was an 
associate. I was negotiating with a partner, a man, so he thought, ‘Oh, a woman. So easy 
to deal with.’ And uh, I didn’t let him off the hook! So I got what I wanted, and actually, 
David knew this partner; David was just laughing, ‘Well, he deserved it!’ (laughs) 
So...uh, uh, I think if we all speak up, and uh, eventually people will realize that you 
know, Asians cannot be pushed around. So we should be respected.  
 
BX: Do you think this is because of the culture that Asians are brought up in? For 
instance, listen to your elders, don’t speak unless someone speaks to you?  
  



PS: Part of it. Part of it. Um, also I realized that um, the—in Asian culture we are taught 
to be modest, not to boast yourself. And then I realized that in an interview, you want the 
job, so many other people want the job. If you say ‘Oh, I’m not going to add this, I’m not 
going to add this,’ why, why would they hire you? Right? So you need to say, ‘Ok, I see, 
um, this is my ability, this is what I think I can contribute to this position. You know, to 
the company. Or to the law firm. Then they will think ‘Oh, yes, that makes sense.’ And 
right? And I think there was a difference between being cocky or immodest, um, than 
being sort of, your own advocate. (RR: ‘Right’) That’s what David said: ‘Ping, how come 
you are always so pleased with yourself?’ I said, ‘Wait a minute. If I’m not pleased with 
myself, then who else will be?’ Right, so you need to, you need to have confidence in 
yourself first.  
 
The other thing that I noticed, um, especially early on at Princeton, you know I was 
walking right on the street, I could—I would always look people in the—in the eye. Um, 
I, I found some Asian, Asian students, um Asian—when they see people, they would look 
down. Um, and then, sometimes, people sort of walking by, some Americans 
sometimes...I don’t know what they are thinking, but I can tell, the way they look at you. 
And...if they look at me nicely, I will give them a smile. If they look at me sort of not 
very friendly, I will not smile, but I will look back. If someone stares at me, I will look 
back. And then they—and then they (RR: then they stop) they stop. Mhmm. Yeah. So. 
That’s why David says, ‘Ping can be deceiving.’ (all laugh) 
 
RR: So what are you goals for the future? Just, either, professionally, or personally, or 
anything… 
 
PS: Mmhmm. Well, the goal for the future, is um...that’s a very good question. I guess I 
have the—the sort of the short—term goal (RR: ok), versus, the long—term goal. The 
short—term goal, is um, to really help Rice, to um, get more recognition internationally. 
We’ve been doing it steadily and um, as you can see, the increase of the international 
students, from 3% to now 11% or so, and also, um, in um, China in Asia, or India...in 
um...sort of some um, European countries, and hopefully in Latin America. We want to 
really spread the word about Rice. And um, so that’s, that’s kind of the short-term goal. 
Um, the long-term goal, um, I know this position is not sort of forever, and um the long-
term goal is still to um…maybe if situation allows me, I would love to be able to spend 
some time in China, and spend some time in America. Um, working um, towards, still 
promoting the understanding, the relationship between the two countries. (RR: and it’s 
getting more and more important) Right. The long-term, the long-term goal. (RR: great) 
And I’m hoping, for the children, too! They will you know, be learning more Chinese, 
and hoping that they will um, be adventurous enough to want to study, in China, or some 
other countries, to broaden their horizons.  
 
BX: Did you have any more questions?   
 
RR: Um, well I have one: It’s not related to this, but is it ok if we go back? 
 
PS: Sure. 



 
RR: I was just wondering—you were in New York when 9/11 happened.  
 
PS: Oh! My office was in the World Trade Center.  
  
RR: What? I’d like to hear about that experience.  
 
PS: Oh, that (RR: really?), my office was on the 57th floor, Building Number One. 
Building. And uh, that day, um, I normally don’t watch TV in the morning. But that day 
was the day I was going to send Marissa to the taller center, Boehner College, her first 
day in school, so I thought, I wanted to check on the temperature, to see, um...because 
September can be hot, it can be cold. So I turned on the TV for local news. I saw my 
building on fire. (RR: that’s crazy) And...and then, as I was watching, I saw the fireball 
coming Building Number Two! (BX: ‘Oh, wow’) Then I started yelling for my mother; I 
said this cannot be coincidence, this must be a terrorist attack! It—it just cannot be 
coincidence. And then I started calling the office. Couldn’t get through. All the lines were 
dead. Um, so...and then, um, David was at work, he didn’t know where I was; he didn’t 
realize I was going to um, take Marissa, stay with Marissa, ‘til about 11 o’clock—I told 
my secretary that I was going in around 11. Um, my secretary would—already got into 
the building when the plane hit the first building. So all the glass shattered. Um. She was 
lucky she was not hurt; she was also lucky she did not get onto the elevator. The people 
who were in the elevator at the time, they had burns, when the, the elevator—the express 
elevator opens on 44th floor, because of jet fuel. Came down through the elevator chutes.  
 
Um, and we lost one person, Rosemary Smith, our long-time telephone operator. She 
walked all the way from the 57th floor to the ground floor. She came out the wrong 
entrance. (BX: ‘Oh my god’) the second building came down (RR: oh) so she got caught 
in there. (breath intake) So that was a terrible (exhale breath) experience. Um, but I have 
to say, the firm—we just merged with Sidney Austin at the time. And so Sidney Austin 
had office midtown. The original plan was for everyone to move downtown, to the World 
Trade Center. So of course, no more World Trade Center. Instead, everybody moved to 
midtown. And we all shared offices, and uh...but the firm did an amazing job. You know 
that was Sidney Austin Brown & Wood, they um, give each person—it doesn’t matter 
whether you are a lawyer, an employee or staff, um, a check, saying that we know all of 
you lost personal belongings in the building; here is something to, for you to, to get new 
things. And um, they, they had chocolate made, um, that says, you know, ‘We care’.  
 
And so, in three days we were back. (RR: wow) At work. Um, so that was quite 
incredible. People all very courteous to each other. Um, on the subways, and because we 
all realized how uh, fragile life is. And you never know what’s going to happen so we 
really need to appreciate every minute. So um sort of you feel the urgency um, um, so 
that was a very unreal experience. And uh, of course we were watching TV—Marissa 
was young, so she didn’t really remember that much. But Daniel was five, and so he 
watched um, some footage. Because we were in shock ourselves! And then, then we 
realized he was watching so we turned off the TV—but it was already too late, he already 
saw the image and he would ask questions like why would people do that? Why would 



people want to kill other people? And he would not let me get out of his sight for a few 
months, you know; he wanted to know all the time where Mommy was and uh, so it was 
a quite traumatic experience. (RR: wow) So.  
 
BX: He was smart. When I got home—my parents were watching the TV, and I asked 
them, what movie is this? (PS: Oh!) (RR: laughs) They gave me this look! ‘Cause I 
thought that they were watching a movie!  
 
PS: Wow   
 
RR: Cause it’s so—   
 
BX: Yeah. 
 
PS: Yeah. How old were you?   
 
BX: I was in fourth grade. 
 
PS: Yeah, very young. So… 
 
RR: Yeah—we were—I don’t know why, but they turned on the TV in school. And so, 
we saw it.  
 
PS: Well the children must be scared!  
 
RR: I mean, we were in middle school. (PS: Oh!) So we were just really confused and 
worried (MM) and then everyone’s parents are calling, (PS: right) because they don’t 
know where the next, you know, the next attack might be. (Right) Yeah. Yeah that was 
bad. Mm hm.  
 
PS: Yeah. Right so, um. It’s uh, it was an incredible experience. I just feel very lucky—
so Daniel’s like, ‘So, mommy, Marissa saved your life!’ And I say ‘yeah’. (RR: yeah, 
that’s true) just like he saved Marissa’s life when Marissa was a baby—she was on the 
bed, I thought that she couldn’t move for some reason, she was rolling! I was too far, she 
would’ve pfff—um, Daniel, he was like three something, he saw that. He just walked 
over and block her, (RR: oh wow) with his body! So Marissa didn’t fall. (girls: Oh my 
gosh) I was like ‘oh!’ Yeah.  
 
RR: It was like an instinct.  
 
PS: Right, it was just an—he just—I didn’t even tell—because I was so—(RR: you 
didn’t say it) I couldn’t even say anything, oh! It was like that, and then there he was! 
(RR: wow that’s amazing). (laughs) So, yeah. That could be the sibling bond.  
 
BX: That’s sweet! 
 



PS: (laughs) So do you all have siblings? 
 
RR: Yeah, I have—I have a younger sister. She’s um about to be eighteen. (oh) So.  
 
PS: So where is she interested in school?  
 
RR: She’s actually just finished her freshman year at the University of Rochester.  
 
PS: Oh, she’s already in college!  
 
RR: Yeah. She’s one of the youngest (right) in her class. Um. She likes it but such——
the weather is a huge change. 
 
PS: Cold. Very cold (laughs)   
 
RR: So we need to buy all the gear for her.  
 
PS: Yes, yes. Four seasons—   
 
RR: But she likes it, yeah. Mm hm.   
 
PS: How about you, you have a—  
 
BX: A younger sister. Yeah. And she wants to be a doctor when she grows up. (PS: that’s 
good) Yeah. And she actually wants to go to either Yale or Princeton, because when I 
was applying to those colleges (mm hm), she went with us to visit, and as soon she was 
there, she was like ‘Mom, would you like it if came here?’ and my mommy was like, 
‘yes, yes!’ (all laugh) So now that’s her goal.  
 
PS: Ok, good! That’s good. Yeah. Yes.  
 
RR: She was also attracted by her parents...  
 
PS: Yeah. Yes. That’s nice. So, uh, so are you very close to your sister?  
 
RR: Yeah. Yeah. It’s hard being in a different city. (right) but now like you said, it’s so 
easy to keep in touch.  
 
PS: Right, yes that’s great. Yeah, now I’m very happy my sister is here. (RR: ‘Yeah, that 
must be great’) Mm hm. Yes.  
 
RR: Is she younger? 
 
PS: She is younger, yes. Right. In between we have a brother.  
 
RR: Oh, ok!   



 
PS: So yes. He’s back in China. (BX: ‘Oh!’)   
 
RR: Yeah, he decided to stay.  
 
PS: Yep. Hopefully he’ll come and visit. (RR: yeah!) but his son just graduated from U 
of H (RR: oh, ok) and he’s going to Carnegie Mellon (BX: ooh) for um, for the um, 
graduate school in engineering. (RR: oh ok) Right. 
  
RR: Well, if you have any other pressing questions—  
 
BX: No.  
 
PS: Ok, if you think of something (RR: yeah), you can always, you know, call me or 
send me email. (RR: yeah)  
 
BX: Thank you so much for having us over.  
 
PS: Oh you’re welcome—   
 
RR: Yeah, thank you so much for taking out time.  
 
BX: This is really interesting!  
 
PS: (laughs) Um. So how many of these do you need to do?  
 
BX: Four. 
 
RR: We each do four. (PS: ok)   
 
PS: Wow. Great.  
 
RR: Which should be fun. And then next we’re doing people from different parts of Asia 
too (BX: yeah)  
 
PS: Oh, ok.   
 
RR: So, should be interesting.   
 
PS: Great. And thank you for doing the work.   
 
RR: Yeah. 
 
BX: No problem! 
 
RR: It’s so interesting.   



 
BX: We enjoy this. I just love listening to people’s stories. (all laugh).  
 
RR: Should we stop that?  
 
BX: Yeah (thud). 
 
RR: Hope it worked! 
 
BX: Oh my god, if it didn’t work! 
 
PS: It looked—if the light is——yeah, should be… [Recorder is turned off, interview 
ends]  
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	Key:
	RR: This is Renuka Rege.
	BX: And Brittney Xu.
	PS: Yes. 
	BX: Oh okay. 
	RR: What city was this in?
	RR: So, um, were you separated from your parents? Or...
	PS: I was brought up by my grandparents. 
	RR: Oh, ok.
	RR: Yeah. 
	RR: Right.
	PS: So with my parents it was more stable with my grandparents.
	RR: Ok.
	PS: No. 
	BX: Oh ok. 
	PS: Because they were in the army.
	BX: Oh I see. [Laughter] Ok. Um, can you describe your childhood neighborhood?
	BX: Um well you said that things changed. Can you give us a few examples?
	RR: That included your grandparents, in that group?
	PS: Yes. Yes. That’s—that’s the group um he was referring to.
	PS: I think it started—I think I was like, uh, five or six.
	RR: Ok. And then when—when Chou En-Lai, uh made the statement, when?
	PS: Mhm it was like two, three years later.
	RR: Two, three years, ok.
	PS: Yeah we were.
	BX: Oh.
	RR: So—um, so you moved, some time, um to Tianjin—Tianjin, is that—is that right?
	PS: Yes—yes. 
	RR: Ok, when was that? 
	PS: Uh, when I was, uh, when I was a baby, actually.
	RR: Ok, so you were only born in Shanghai?
	PS: Right. 
	RR: And then you moved with your grandparents there?
	PS: Yes. 
	RR: Ok. 
	PS: Yes.
	PS: Yes.
	BX: Um, and you were twenty when you took them, right?
	BX: Oh. Um, well how was college, after the revolution, how was it, like changed?
	RR: So what do you mean it was the first class?
	PS: The—during the Cultural Revolution there was no entrance exam.
	RR: Ok.
	RR: It was a National exam.
	RR: Yeah, because the spots must have been limited in the first few years.
	PS: Right. Mhm. 
	RR: Yeah. 
	PS: Especially the first year.
	RR: Ok.
	RR: So when did you first learn English?
	RR: Oh wow. 
	PS: So—mhm—so that— 
	RR: How often—oh sorry….
	PS: Mhm, go ahead. 
	RR: I was just wondering how often did you see your parents since they were...?
	RR: And this is like a high school?
	PS: This is sort of middle school through high school.
	RR: Ok.
	PS: Mhm.
	RR: Ok.
	RR: Oh ok, how long did you work at that place? 
	PS: A little over a year. 
	RR: Ok and that was after you finished this—the five-year school?
	PS: Right.
	RR: Ok.
	PS: Right. Mhm.
	RR: Great.
	PS: Things were quite different from what’s done here, right? [Laughter]
	PS: Yes.
	BX: Yeah.
	PS: Mhm. Yes.
	BX: Um, next is your application to Princeton.
	PS: Mhm.
	PS: They did. They did. 
	RR: Yeah. [Laughter] 
	BX: Yeah it is. 
	PS: 50,000 right, more than 50,000.
	RR: Probably, yeah. 
	BX: Yeah.
	PS: So that’s a big, big difference.
	RR: Wow.
	RR: Yeah.
	PS: Um, their families are all paying the tuition.
	RR: Yeah, that’s true.
	PS: So it’s a big difference. [Laughter]
	PS: I— 
	RR: —how did you choose the school and all that?
	RR: For the—test for?
	PS: For Harvard. 
	RR: For Harvard. Ok. 
	PS: So we, lost our chance. [Laughter]
	RR: On the typewriter?
	RR: Right. Yeah.
	PS: And, so I thought that was—that was a good policy.
	RR: Yeah.
	RR: To where?
	PS: Colby.
	RR: Where’s that?
	RR: Oh! [Laughter]
	PS: So they, they built a big bonfire. [Laughter] 
	RR: You brought the good luck. [Laughter] 
	PS: Yes! [Laughter] 
	RR: So your university in Beijing was public—like government?
	RR: Ok. 
	RR: Yeah.
	RR: It’s ok! [Laughter] 
	BX: Oh no problem. [Laughter] 
	RR: No problem. 
	BX: Uh was there any sort of culture shock when you first got to Princeton?
	PS: Yes. Um, I could follow the lectures, but I could not understand jokes.
	RR: Oh. [Laughter]
	RR: I think that’s the hardest thing to understand in a different language or culture.
	BX: Yeah.
	PS: So [Laughter]
	RR: It’s better. [Laughter]
	PS: Yeah. [Laughter]
	RR: What is it?
	RR: Ok.
	PS: Unless you are an officer.
	RR: Oh, ok.
	RR: Fr—fraternities and sororities?
	PS: Fr—fraternity? Right. Right. We don’t have that.
	RR: At Princeton, ok.
	PS: They have eating clubs.
	RR: Oh interesting. So they have many different eating clubs?
	PS: Yes.
	RR: Oh ok.
	PS: Yes. They do.
	PS: No, you had to apply again,
	RR: Oh.
	RR: Ok.
	RR: Oh really.
	RR: Ok.
	PS: Mhm.
	RR: So how did you ch—how did you decide that you wanted to do that?
	RR: Ok. How did you get interested in international affairs?
	RR: Did you like that idea because of the traveling aspect? Or...
	RR: When you were little…
	RR: But it’s true! Kind of. [Laughter] 
	RR: Yeah.
	PS: So that was I thought oh! That would be something interesting and challenging.
	RR: Yeah.
	BX: Yeah.
	RR: Right. Mhm.
	PS: So...
	RR: Ok. 
	PS: Mhm. 
	BX: Um, did you work during college, even though you had a scholarship?
	PS: I did. Two jobs. 
	BX: Oh wow. [Laughter]
	RR: At all?
	RR: From Princeton?
	PS: No, no from China.
	RR: Oh!
	RR: Oh so those were things you could bring with you?
	PS: Mhm.
	RR: Oh ok.
	RR: Oh.
	RR: Aww.
	RR: Wow!
	BX: How much did it cost?
	PS: It was quite expensive.
	BX: Uh, do you remember any of the prices?
	RR: Wow. You must have saved up a lot! [Laughter]
	RR: Oh wow.
	RR: Yeah. Yeah.
	RR: You don’t need …[laughter]
	RR: Yeah.
	RR: Yeah. 
	PS: And then they assigned my best friend to—to room with her. [Laughter] 
	RR: It worked out. [Laughter] 
	RR: Wow.
	PS: She is Chinese American.
	RR: Ok.
	RR: Wow!
	RR: Mhm.
	RR: Just—for—just because she wants to?
	BX: Wow.
	RR: Wow. Oh my gosh!
	RR: Yeah! Wow.
	PS: Yes. That—that’s the law school.
	BX: Oh.
	PS: And my college was also Michelle Obama.
	RR: Oh really?
	BX: Oh wow.
	BX: So did you learn any important lessons from your peers at that time?
	RR: Right, right.
	PS: Mhm.
	PS: Mhm. 
	BX: Was that the point where you decided you wanted to go into law?
	RR: Mhm.
	RR: Oh ok.
	RR: So when was that, what year was that?
	PS: That was 1984. You mean the law—the—the—the law firm. The internship?
	RR: The internship. Mhm.
	PS: ’84.
	RR: And that was in your jun—soph—junior year?
	PS: Junior year. Yes. Mhm.
	RR: Ok. Ok. So that—what kind of law firm was that, just...
	PS: It—it’s a corporate law firm. Mhm, yes doing international transactions.
	RR: Oh ok. Ok.
	PS: Mhm.
	PS: No. They thought I was crazy. [Laughter]
	RR: Oh yeah.
	RR: Go! [Laughter] 
	PS: Go, just go! So I got my passport—
	RR: Uh huh.
	PS: —and I still didn’t know whether I could get visa or not.
	RR: Right, right.
	RR: Yeah! You have to put them in a good mood. 
	PS: Yes, yes. And also realize that, you know, what mistake I made. [Laughter]
	RR: Yeah. [Laughter] That’s funny. So I guess we can, um, move on to law school?
	BX: Yeah Columbia.
	RR: So how did you, uh choose which law school to apply to?
	PS: I wanted to stay in uh New York.
	RR: Ok.
	RR: Oh great yeah.
	RR: Ok.
	PS: Um, he was also serving as informal advisor to Chinese students.
	RR: Oh, ok.
	RR: Wow!
	RR: Oil! Oh my gosh that’s—crazy. [Laughter]
	PS: So I—I, you know went to Columbia and um, um, then we kept in touch.
	RR: Ok.
	PS: He—uh we dated a long time—we dated for about five years.
	RR: Ok.
	RR: For the first three years?
	RR: So what years were you dating? What were those years?
	PS: We dated, um, we dated when I was in my first year.
	RR: Ok.
	PS: At law school. But we had an agreement. We will not discuss legal issues.
	RR: Oh.
	RR: Yeah.
	PS: Um…
	RR: I guess you had already been working there a little so you knew?
	RR: Oh ok.
	RR: Yeah.
	PS: Mhm. 
	RR: So what other kinds of um organizations or activities were you part of?
	BX: How did you decide what kind of law you wanted to study?
	RR: —cause you were on the East—I mean, West Coast?
	RR: So your second year you already (PS: Yes) have it? 
	RR: Yeah, so what was the lifestyle like, during your first years at White & Case?
	RR: Did you enjoy that (PS: I did), kind of fast-paced lifestyle?
	RR: Ok. Whereas in the second one, it was a lot of Chinese…government?
	BX: And to make up for all those years that you didn’t go back.
	BX: Um, so we’re going to ask about your children and your family.
	PS: Sure!
	BX: So how do you try to incorporate Chinese culture when you’re raising your kids?
	RR: So—your parents live here, now?
	BX: Did they work while they lived in New York? 
	PS: Not really.
	BX: Oh ok. So they just came because you were here.
	RR: I bet that was really important um, with your busy professional life.
	PS: Yes.
	RR: So that was not enough for him, probably (laughs).
	BX: Would you encourage your children to take the path you took? To go into law?
	RR: So, I guess, we should talk more about your life in Houston.
	PS: Wonderful. (RR: yeah) Very busy. I only have one complaint.
	BX: Is it the weather? (laughs)
	BX: Yeah (laughs). 
	PS: I—I feel like I have got so much to do, um, it’s just not enough time. (RR: yeah).
	RR: So when did you start going in there?
	PS: Oh, I’ve been working there since 2005.
	RR: Ok! So pretty much soon after you came...?
	PS: Yes, yes.
	RR: Ok. So, um, speaking about Rice, what exactly is your role?
	BX: Are you involved in the Chinese community in Houston?
	RR: Literally! That must have been amazing.
	RR: Do you ever miss China?
	BX: Did you have any more questions? 
	RR: Um, well I have one: It’s not related to this, but is it ok if we go back?
	PS: Sure.
	RR: I was just wondering—you were in New York when 9/11 happened.
	PS: Oh! My office was in the World Trade Center.
	RR: What? I’d like to hear about that experience.
	PS: Wow 
	RR: Cause it’s so— 
	BX: Yeah.
	PS: Yeah. How old were you? 
	BX: I was in fourth grade.
	PS: Yeah, very young. So…
	PS: Well the children must be scared!
	RR: It was like an instinct.
	BX: That’s sweet!
	PS: (laughs) So do you all have siblings?
	RR: Yeah, I have—I have a younger sister. She’s um about to be eighteen. (oh) So.
	PS: So where is she interested in school?
	RR: She’s actually just finished her freshman year at the University of Rochester.
	PS: Oh, she’s already in college!
	PS: Cold. Very cold (laughs) 
	RR: So we need to buy all the gear for her.
	PS: Yes, yes. Four seasons— 
	RR: But she likes it, yeah. Mm hm. 
	PS: Ok, good! That’s good. Yeah. Yes.
	RR: She was also attracted by her parents...
	PS: Yeah. Yes. That’s nice. So, uh, so are you very close to your sister?
	RR: Is she younger?
	PS: She is younger, yes. Right. In between we have a brother.
	RR: Oh, ok! 
	PS: So yes. He’s back in China. (BX: ‘Oh!’) 
	RR: Yeah, he decided to stay.
	BX: No.
	BX: Thank you so much for having us over.
	PS: Oh you’re welcome— 
	RR: Yeah, thank you so much for taking out time.
	BX: This is really interesting!
	PS: (laughs) Um. So how many of these do you need to do?
	BX: Four.
	RR: We each do four. (PS: ok) 
	PS: Wow. Great.
	PS: Oh, ok. 
	RR: So, should be interesting. 
	PS: Great. And thank you for doing the work. 
	RR: Yeah.
	BX: No problem!
	RR: It’s so interesting. 
	BX: We enjoy this. I just love listening to people’s stories. (all laugh).
	RR: Should we stop that?
	BX: Yeah (thud).
	RR: Hope it worked!
	BX: Oh my god, if it didn’t work!

