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If you don’t learn to think when you are young, 
 you may never learn.


 

FOREWORD BY 
 KEVIN CASTELLANI
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For many years the US furniture industry was stuck in tradition, doing things the same way, over and over again. No industry can survive or prosper without someone bringing innovation, creativity, intelligence, and passion.

Mr. Hsieh of Lifestyle Furniture not only brought furniture products to the US market, he changed the marketplace. When an industry was dependent on domestic manufacturing, Mr. Hsieh created an alternative way to buy furniture for US retailers.

Sourcing the world for products and finding competitive pricing was new to our industry. This solution gave US retailers options of products and pricing that they did not believe were possible.

This pioneer or Miracle Maker changed the US furniture market forever.

Mr. Hsieh built a company that sourced products and shipped goods from Asia when most companies were only dreaming of the possibility.

His vision and hard work build a solution for the industry, which became a game changer. Today, the furniture industry is built around shopping the world for products. All of this started by the vision and understanding the possibilities of Mr. Hsieh.

It takes a game changer to say that things could be done a different way, maybe even a better way. Then it takes a miracle, or Miracle Maker, to make it happen.

Mr. Hsieh made it happen when he started Lifestyle Furniture and continues to make change happen every day in his company. He surprises the industry with his value offers and entertains the industry with his style, wit, and anything-is-possible attitude.

Kevin Castellani

PRESIDENT, FURNITURE TODAY (USA)



No industry can survive or prosper without someone bringing innovation, creativity, intelligence, and passion.






 

FOREWORD BY 
 JOE CARROLL
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My first encounter with William is still vivid. Bill Peterson, the founding editor of Furniture Today, and I had arrived in Taipei for the Taiwanese Furniture Market. It was the first time either of us had visited Taiwan—a country that was quickly becoming a major resource for US manufacturers. I believe it was 1983.

Bill was there to interview some of the major Taiwanese suppliers and to gather story material for our newspaper. He informed me that our first stop would be to visit William Hsieh, an up-and-coming manufacturer of dining room furniture. His company was called Datong.

William greeted us warmly in his downtown Taipei office. In one corner of the office, Chuck Hill, an old friend of Bill’s, sat at a drafting board, working on some designs that Datong would manufacture for various American retailers. Chuck was a Renaissance man. He knew the needs of the marketplace, could design furniture to fit the necessary price points, and understood the manufacturing process. William Hsieh shared that same ability. The two were ideal collaborators. Chuck went on to become president of Universal Furniture in the US and William would go on to build a worldwide organization called Lifestyle Furniture. William soon opened an office in LA before establishing headquarters in High Point.

When I think of William in those early years I see a man in constant motion, filled with passion and enthusiasm for his business. He wanted to do more than just sell good furniture at a value price. He wanted to make a product that people would desire and could afford. He looked to great entrepreneurs, like Steve Jobs, and began to study their strategy. I remember him telling me that he would like for everyone to want to own one of his leather sofas the way they wanted to own an iPod. William always saw the bigger picture and end goal.

He has great marketing talents. In order to stand out from his competition, William built an iconic showroom in High Point modeled after the Forbidden City in Beijing. It quickly became a local landmark, standing out among the 180 other buildings where furniture is displayed in High Point. He took the Forbidden City theme to furniture markets all over the world. Whether you were standing in the market buildings of Cologne, Singapore, or Las Vegas, the colorful walls of the Forbidden City drew you in to look at Lifestyle’s new product introductions.



I remember him telling me that he would like for everyone to want to own one of his leather sofas the way they wanted to own an iPod.





Visionary, marketing genius, manufacturer, salesman. William Hsieh is one of the most talented individuals I have met in forty-plus years in the furniture industry. And by the way, he is a very kind and generous person to both his customers and employees.

Joe Carroll

RETIRED PUBLISHER OF FURNITURE TODAY


 

FOREWORD BY 
 JEFFREY EPPERSON
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Thirty-five years ago, when my good friend, Larry Moh, was graciously giving me a working tour of Hong Kong Teakworks’ facilities, he explained that to fully understand the dynamic potential Asian manufacturing could have in a global sense, I needed to meet other leading furniture manufacturers. Sadly, these decades later, many of those introductions have faded, but one stands alone. It is difficult to explain the impact William Hsieh has when he is enthused and has a vision, but I remember it well and it always brings a smile to my face. He is the ultimate marketer of his plans and, at that time, Datong was making its mark in the US market and elsewhere. Always before others, he was investing in technology to leverage the labor cost advantages and developing a product quality standard that he could promote and stand behind. The factory I visited was impressive, highly automated, and clean—and we are talking the 1980s. And unlike his competitors who often would settle to make products for others, William wanted to have his own brand and make it well known. He had full two-page color advertisements proudly showing his factories and his stylish furniture, noting that at Datong, “quality was job #1!” Every time I saw those ads I would remember William walking through the factory proudly showing his engineering and new state-of-the-art equipment, waving his arms at all that was going on, while explaining the new machines that were on order and his new designs that were being developed.

Decades later, here is the same enthusiastic, confident William Hsieh but with an entirely new model fully adapting the latest in efficient business models. Rather than having a large fixed investment in real estate, factories, and a workforce in these days of increased regulation and costs, William has developed a true virtual company that takes advantage of underutilized capacity within the industry, allowing him to source his furniture at whatever factory is optimal for its manufacturing within China, throughout Asia, or elsewhere. I would not be surprised to see him source fabric upholstery in Mississippi or Mexico if he felt it was the best for his furniture and his customers. This new vision by William is the most flexible sourcing model imaginable, with few fixed costs and free to engage the best management talent and serve the very largest and most demanding US retailers, who are Lifestyle’s clients. These retailers know that anything William Hsieh hosts will be well done, entertaining, and worth the visit. In addition, he can offer values that others cannot match because others have layers of costs and overhead that Lifestyle does not, thanks to William’s long-range vision.

I am proud to call William a good, long-term friend. I just wonder how he can still look like the William I met in the 1980s while I have become an old man. I think it is his vision, confidence, and wonderful sense of humor that have kept him young. The furniture industry is blessed to have William Hsieh.

Jerry Epperson

CHAIRMAN, MANN, ARMISTEAD & EPPERSON, LTD. (VENTURE CAPITALIST)



Decades later, here is the same enthusiastic, confident William Hsieh but with an entirely new model fully adapting the latest in efficient business models.






 

FOREWORD BY 
 MORTY SEAMAN
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When I met William at his factory in the ’80s, he wanted to show me some dining room Chinas. They were outside his plant in the pouring rain. I said it was too small; I needed sixty inches or bigger.

William said, “The devil said the following. Mort, do you ever go to the forest?”

“Of course,” I said.

“Do you know that the rain falls and works its way into the branches and that is how the trees grow? Tomorrow, these forty-eight-inch Chinas will be sixty inches! Mort, can I give you the price now so you can get a good deal?”

I love William. He is a true prince.

Morty Seaman

CHAIRMAN, ROOMS TO GO (LARGEST AUTHENTIC FURNITURE STORE IN AMERICA)


 

FOREWORD BY 
 JAY SCHOTTENSTEIN
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Mr. William Hsieh is a true pioneer in the Far East furniture business. And he continues his innovative approach to doing business to this day. While others were focusing on doing business the “old” way, William visualized a new approach, one that created partnerships between the US furniture industry and the Far East, a vision that forever changed the way we do business.

Our relationship with William started almost forty years ago when my father, Jerome Obm, met this young man who had recently started a new company called Datong. My father saw something special in William and made an initial purchase of seatbacks for a five-piece dinette set we sold in our Value City furniture stores.



William visualized a new approach, one that created partnerships between the US furniture industry and the Far East, a vision that forever changed the way we do business.





That initial purchase has led to a three-generation relationship with William that includes not only doing business with Lifestyle Furniture but accompanying William and his lovely wife, Lu Lu, on trips to Hong Kong, Singapore, and other Far East locations.

Our friendship started with my father, grew with me, and now continues with my son, Jonathan, who serves as president of Value City Furniture / American Signature Inc.

When we deal with William, he puts a smile on our face. When we buy from Lifestyle, we know that every purchase includes the passion, integrity, and uniqueness that is William.

Jay Schottenstein

CHAIRMAN, VALUE CITY (THE TENTH LARGEST FURNITURE STORE IN AMERICA)
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INTRODUCTION: THE UMBRELLA

From Nothing to Everything

In 1977, I was a student at the National Taiwan Normal University majoring in mathematics. One night while I was in class, there was a terrible, drenching storm. My professor looked out into the rain and then looked around the classroom in a panic. “Oh no,” he shouted, but gave no other explanation as to why he was yelling.

Without asking any questions or knowing what was wrong, I said, “I’ll get it back for you, Professor,” and rushed out into the rain.

Until that moment, my professor didn’t know who I was; I was just one of many students. When I left the warmth and calm of the classroom for the chaos of the storm on his behalf, he asked the class, “Who is this guy? What is he doing?”

Fifteen minutes later I returned to the classroom, rain soaked and holding my professor’s cheap umbrella. I presented it to him. “Is this what you are looking for?”

“Yes! It’s my umbrella.” My professor was shocked and looked like he had just seen a ghost!

The class stood to applaud my efforts.

My professor wanted to know:

• How did I know that he’d lost his umbrella?

• How did I know where he had left his umbrella?

• How did I even know which umbrella belonged to him?

“Tell me, how did you do that? How did you find my umbrella?” my professor asked.

“Well, it’s very complicated,” I responded, inciting an air of mystery. “I can’t explain it now.”

He was very grateful, and all of a sudden, a bad idea came to mind.

“It was my pleasure, Professor,” I said. “I wonder if you might do something for me in return. I would like to be excused from the remainder of your course, and will you give me a pass at the end of the term on my final report?”

My professor looked as though he wasn’t sure he had heard me correctly. This was an odd request.

I took advantage of his delay and confusion. I quickly extended my hand to him. He shook it without considering the matter further, and, having shaken hands, we had made a deal. My efforts in finding his umbrella had earned me a pass in his course.

“Thank you very much, Professor,” I said. Then I picked up my backpack, took a bow, and walked out the door, waving goodbye to my fellow students. I didn’t return to class for the rest of the term. At the end of the semester, my professor gave me credit to pass the course, as promised.

Shortly thereafter, the story of that evening spread across campus. I never revealed the mystery of how I found his umbrella. My triumph was based on a strategy that I was learning and continued to learn for the next many years. I will come back to the story of my professor’s umbrella in Chapter Two and explain to you how I applied this strategy, took a risk, and thought outside the box in order to solve my professor’s problem on the spot by using quick and creative thinking to leverage course credit.

It wasn’t until 1997, after I closed down my Datong Disney Castle (DD Castle) business and went to America, that I first deliberately applied this unique and profound strategy to my business. It enabled my comeback. Since then, my business has reached a new climax—the second peak of my life. The strategy is very simple. I call it WHW.
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