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            Foreword by Chen Zuoer

            Blessings from Afar

         

         OVER THE CENTURIES, Hong Kong has lived through many twists and turns of international politics and economic development to become what it is today – a metaphorical treasure bowl of unlimited wealth. This miracle has been created by the unyielding people of Hong Kong, of which Dr Lui Che-woo, the protagonist of this book, is an exemplar.

         I met Dr Lui through a ceremony to name an asteroid after him. On that particular day, Dr Lui, full of smiles, was wearing a flat cap in the English style. His easy-going, warm and hearty character enabled us to become acquainted in no time. He talked about what he had learned from becoming a businessman earlier than most of his peers to being a businessman for the longest time. He had witnessed the brutality that Japanese soldiers had inflicted on the Chinese people. He was angry that the Japanese government had never recognized the military notes issued by the Japanese military during World War II. He also touched on the “strange circumstances” triggered by Hong Kong’s historical change and how Hong Kong’s Basic Law supports an executive-led government and a gradual development of democracy in the city. As I have got to know him better afterwards, I feel strongly that he is a humble and wise man. He is cautious in what he says but he always keeps his promises. An honest man, he truly possesses the Confucian qualities of a great master.

         When he was 12 or 13, Dr Lui became a roving street vendor, selling snacks from a basket. He sought self-reliance in tumultuous times. Since then, he has prospered in many industries in Hong Kong, Mainland China and overseas. His success, rather than hinging on becoming a successful businessman, hinges on his dream of being an entrepreneur who pays back to society and contributes whole-heartedly to the building of his country. I still remember that in the 1990s, in the K. Wah Centre on North Point’s waterfront, he stared at the hill in Kwun Tong West across the harbour. With much emotion, he said, “The quarry on that hill has almost been depleted. For many years, we quarried on one hand and rehabilitated on the other. Although costs have gone up, we have no qualms of conscience.” This shows that Dr Lui, nicknamed the “King of Quarrying,” emphasizes environmental protection and has a generous spirit. It also illustrates his passionate contributions to his motherland and Hong Kong. In the early days of China’s economic reform, construction on Mainland China was booming. Dr Lui was one of the first to enter the Mainland’s construction materials and property markets, responding to development needs. He established the first batch of Hong Kong-owned enterprises in Mainland China. Shortly afterwards, he tirelessly introduced new construction materials technology and environmentally-friendly products to the Mainland. He worked with large-scale state-owned steel firms, striving towards energy-saving and emission-reduction goals.

         A harmonious family is the root of countless number of successful endeavours. This axiom falls in place with the Lui family culture. The word “[image: ]”(harmony) contains many core Chinese virtues. The five-generation Lui clan, originating from Jiangmen, had no choice but to seek a life overseas. They were among thousands of Chinese workers, known as “piglets,” who worked as hard labourers in the United States of America (US). They struggled for years to send money home to feed their elders and young ones. Their toil reflects a page in China’s history, moving from hardship to glory. Dr Lui inherited his ancestors’ habits, exhibiting the traits of being hardworking and self-reliant. He especially cherishes friendship, love and harmony. He places great emphasis on family values and patriotism. Dr Lui has three sons and two daughters, all being successful in their own way. At the end of each year, the children bring their families, wherever they might be, to visit Dr Lui and his wife and visit various places in China together. Dr Lui and his eldest son Francis are members of the National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC) and honorary citizens of many Chinese provinces and cities. Nevertheless, they have never accepted receptions from local governments on these visits. The entire Lui family rent several vans and visit different places in a low-key manner. This has been a tradition for the Luis for over a century. The purpose is for the future generations of the Luis to get close to the motherland and integrate their love for the motherland into all their endeavours. Today, Dr Lui extends the love and charity that he shows towards his family and hometown to the whole world, from Hong Kong to five continents. Not long ago, the LUI Che Woo Prize – Prize for World Civilisation was established. The Prize, like the life-giving spring breeze and rain, promotes the virtues of truth, kindness and magnificence. It inspires and encourages the younger generation to sow the seeds of making the world a better place.

         I close my copy of Dr Lui’s biography, my mind filled with myriad thoughts. From Beijing, I wish Dr Lui and his family happiness forever. May their businesses be everlasting!

         
             

         

         Chen Zuoer

         Chairman of Chinese Association of Hong Kong and Macau Studies

         Former Deputy Director of the State Council’s Hong Kong and Macau Affairs Office

         Beijing, December 2015
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            Foreword by Tsui Lap-chee

            Encouraging Each Other

         

         WHEN I RECEIVED the invitation from Dr Lui to write a preface for his authorized biography, I felt overwhelmingly flattered to take on this unique assignment. I undertook it with the utmost honesty, care and sincerity. I read the authorized biography from start to finish over several days. Dr Lui spent 70-odd years in the business world, surmounting numerous challenges. I deeply respect his business acumen, working style and the manner he treats people. I have also discovered, to my delight, that he and I share many principles.

         From what he has described in the book, we learn exciting and lively stories about different industries and different eras. As he is personally involved in all aspects of his businesses, he remembers well all the details of his successes and failures. He attends to details and gets absorbed in all the business ventures. For example, when he was building the Holiday Inn Harbour View at Tsim Sha Tsui East, he inspected the site every day and discussed technicalities with the project’s construction team, helping the team solve problems. Today, the famous architect Lam Wo-hei still addresses him as “Master Lui,” as a mark of respect. I often tell my students that in scientific research, we must pay attention to details. Success descends on us only when we observe every detail.

         For instance, Dr Lui suggests coalescing management styles of the East and the West, managing employees with a good system while treating them with genuine care. Only then can we build good teams. This is very true. I often treat colleagues as family. Sometimes, they even remark that I am too nice a boss, disregarding organizational hierarchy. Dr Lui views innovation and creativity as a product of experience, wisdom, hard work and methodology. His spirit is in the same vein as ours, for we engage in scientific research. “There are people born with intelligence or senselessness, but there is no such thing as born winners or losers,” he says.

         In the 1980s, Dr Lui engaged in a price war with competitor Pioneer Quarries. After weighing strengths and weaknesses, advantages and disadvantages with key statistics, he adopted a policy of “fighting to lose.” Eventually he won the battle beautifully. His approach of “making bold assumptions but verifying them with extreme caution” is exactly what we need when we engage in scientific experiments.

         There are too many analogous examples. As I turned the pages, I often exclaimed “That’s it! I think so too.” There are similarities between Dr Lui and me in terms of our character and working styles, except that I engage in scientific research and he is an entrepreneur. Were he to become a scientist, he would have outshone me.

         I came to know Dr Lui in 2012 when K. Wah Group made a donation to the Lui Che Woo Law Library of the University of Hong Kong. We had more contact later when he asked me to help establish the LUI Che Woo Prize – Prize for World Civilisation. Dr Lui is a man of few words. However, the few words that he speaks carry heavy weight. His words are sincere and his wishes, earnest. Every word of his sinks deep in my heart. It feels as if I have known him for a long time when I read his authorized biography. Thereafter, when his staff from the foundation company asked me to help set up the LUI Che Woo Prize, I had no hesitation in saying yes. I fully support all aspects in establishing the Prize. The title “Prize for World Civilisation” was my idea, because we want to push the Prize to a higher level, encouraging a harmonious coexistence of scientific research and innovation with kindness and love. I also took part in improving the design of the Prize. The Prize’s logo includes a Buddhist pine. The Buddhist pine is very Chinese in style, but the logo’s design, colour and presentation are very Westernized. At that time, I thought the logo was very refreshing. After I read Dr Lui’s authorized biography, I realized that the logo resembles Dr Lui’s character totally. He embodies the synthesis of East and West. This symbolic coincidence highlights how our lives are governed by destiny.

         Dr Lui built his empire from scratch. He abides by his principles, philosophies and indispensable value systems, such as focusing on pragmatism, integrity, innovation and seizing opportunities. These principles helped him overcome difficulties he encountered when he sold snacks on the streets during World War II and when he engaged in other businesses including car parts, heavy machinery, quarrying, construction materials and property, hospitality, entertainment and leisure. He is triumphant today. Young people, particularly those in college, can learn a lot from his authorized biography. While harbouring ideals, young people should also be realistic. They should not set overambitious, unrealistic goals and complain when they cannot achieve their ambitions. Dr Lui underscores that self-reliance is the goal of all his struggles; it is also an idea he passes on to young people. He said that wealth can be inherited, but not success. I hope readers can learn from Dr Lui’s maxim: “Learn from others but pursue your life independently. Walk your own path, rely on yourself to create a successful and glorious life.”

         
             

         

         Tsui Lap-chee

         Founding President of The Academy of Sciences of Hong Kong

         Member of the Board of Governors, LUI Che Woo Prize

         December 2015
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            Foreword by Francis Lui

            My Father Lui Che-woo

         

         MY FATHER IS a classic example of a successful entrepreneur in Hong Kong who built his empire from scratch. He had no money after World War II. However, the struggles he endured during his legendary career to become a successful entrepreneur can inspire and encourage today’s young people and the generations to come.

         I grew up in a traditional Chinese family with a strict father and a kind-hearted mother. My father set high expectations for us. When I was young, I looked upon my father as an elder. After I grew up and fought alongside him in the business world, I started to see him more as a mentor and a friend. When I studied overseas, my father paid for my tuition, room and board only. For the rest of my expenses, I worked part-time to pay for them. My persevering character has been built since young. From a tender age, I learnt that I did not need much material support from others. This has made me self-reliant. Later in life, I was willing to work from a junior level.

         I still remember returning to Hong Kong to work on the day after I learned that I had passed my master’s degree thesis defence. It was April Fool’s Day, 1 April 1979. The first day I began working at the quarrying site I did not return home until 2am. I started out as a foreman, and spent four years at the site. The working environment was harsh. I got up at 6am every morning, and had to squeeze with many others to board the bus. We even had to work on weekends, as was the norm in the 1970s. Such was the austere environment that we grew up in. The four years that I spent on the site helped build my confidence. I came to understand how the workers think, and learnt about the work processes. At the same time, this period laid a solid foundation for me to inherit my father’s determined character. Today, I can handle key issues even when faced with major difficulties.

         I began working with my father in the late 1970s. He was a rigorous boss and a strict father. Working and interacting with him is an art in itself. It takes special skill to communicate with him. Whether it is between my father and me, or between my son and me, we should be empathetic and mutually accommodating when it comes to handling issues. Only through mutual understanding can we achieve results. When I was younger, I was no different from other youngsters. I was self-centred. As I matured and accumulated more life experiences, I began to master better communication techniques and the ability to be accommodative. Indeed, when facing bosses or superiors, we must bear in mind the need to be respectful. That will open doors to many possibilities and opportunities. Their words often reflect their worldview and thoughts that we may not agree with – as is the case with my own boys and me, for they often think that I am old-fashioned. However, what our elders have to say comes from years of experience and expertise, and as long as we accord them due respect, any impasse can be resolved easily.

         I feel that I have been lucky on the career front. Whether I was in Hong Kong, Macau or Mainland China, I encountered golden opportunities. Together with my father’s sharp insights and solid foundations built over the years, we were able to grasp all these opportunities. My business motto is: relentless self-reliance and magnanimity. If you possess abilities and opportunities, you should always put in your best effort, proceed full-throttle and let your skills shine. When you grow old and look back on years gone by, you will realize that you have not wasted your time and energy. For being able to seize the opportunities and having a successful career, I feel deeply satisfied.

         I hope that one day, when we step down from our positions, we can still contribute to society. With our knowledge and wealth, we can help the younger generation to do better. Most of them have been brought up by domestic helpers, since their parents had to work. The helpers could take care of their daily needs, but not their spiritual needs. Thus many in the younger generation grow up without their parents’ love. For example, I spend many hours working and hardly have time to spend with my children. Looking back, my father often spent time with me when I was young, no matter how busy he was. In the 1960s, Hong Kong experienced periods of economic recession, water-rationing and riots. Unemployment was high. It was difficult to run a business. My father, however, always found time to dine with us at home and chatted with me, sharing his working experiences. This helped to foster in me the ability to tell right from wrong. For this, I am grateful to my father.

         The idea of passing down my experiences to others was inspired by my father, who has walked the walk for many years. He attaches great importance to the notion of leaving behind a good legacy. Be it at home or at work, my father patiently nurtures his children and cultivates his subordinates, in the hope that with his guidance and hindsight, young people might avoid similar pitfalls, gain a better understanding of their abilities and achieve greater things than what he has done.

         As son and business partner, I believe deeply that my father possesses numerous powers and abilities. Even when he falls down, he always rises up and proceeds with bigger plans. Without determination and a fighting spirit, it is hard for anyone to achieve what my father has accomplished. This is the greatest inspiration that my father has bequeathed to me. This book is his first authorized biography, and traces his life story, starting with his childhood. The journey to success was not plain sailing. Many of his stories are inspiring to us, his children. I hope this book will be equally inspiring to readers too.

         
             

         

         Francis Lui

         Vice Chairman of K. Wah Group

         December 2015
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               Lui Che-woo at the Lui Deying Museum, Jiangmen, China, in 2009.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Preface by Lui Che-woo

            Sharing in Harmony

         

         LENIN SAID THAT life would always find its own path. As a businessman, I had never thought of publishing a book. Then, in 2006, when a favourable combination of circumstances arose, I published my first book – a collection of essays from my interviews, speeches and lectures. The book was entitled Lasting Serenity. It was meant to be a book of life stories, nothing spectacular. However, after it hit the bookstores, friends, business partners and colleagues responded positively. I was especially touched by the passionate reaction from young people. Hence, I published the book in Mainland China in 2010. Fortunately, it also received an enthusiastic reception from Mainland readers. In the meantime, the company which I founded – K. Wah Group – also progressed from its 55th year in 2010 to its 60th anniversary in 2015. I thought that several decades of my business life, my experiences and my life philosophy could inspire different kinds of readers. Perhaps I could share my wealth of experience with the younger generation.

         2015 is a very special year for me. K. Wah Group celebrates its diamond jubilee. The LUI Che Woo Prize – Prize for World Civilisation is established. For more than 80 years, I have witnessed tremendous achievements that the world has produced. At the same time, I have also seen unprecedented challenges that it faces.

         As I said at the launch ceremony of the Prize, leapfrogging technology, unparalleled innovation, abundant resources and seamless connections have altogether transformed the world into a global village. Nevertheless, a material world has neither brought satisfaction to people, nor created everlasting harmony. Many people continue to struggle amidst war, poverty, starvation and sickness. The human pursuit of fame and indulging material desires has not only created societal conflicts but also twisted our thoughts. Natural resources which were kept intact for thousands of years have been exhausted by us in mere decades. Earth has rung an alarm bell that it can no longer afford the depletion of resources. It is not sufficient to focus simply on the material, technology and knowledge dimensions to solve problems in the world.

         What we lack today is an uplift of morality and civilisation. When I was young, people were contented and happy when their rice containers were full. In contrast, what people need today is spiritual satisfaction. Even as global technology and economic globalization allow separate parts of the world to be connected in no time today, individuals and groups with different cultural backgrounds need mutual accommodation and forgiveness in order to build a harmonious and beautiful world.

         My efforts alone will not be enough, but I hope to plant the seeds of harmony, kindness and magnificence. Starting with my generation, we should ask ourselves honestly what the purpose of pursuing a material life is. Do we feel happy and contented? Let us return to life’s basics and live an ordinary life. Perhaps that is the origin of happiness.

         I have too many people to thank in publishing this authorized biography. First and foremost of course is my family. They have supported me all through the years without reservation. My wife keeps the family in order, allowing me to devote my attention solely to my business. My children fought alongside me, contributing to the success that K. Wah Group enjoys today. The ups and downs can not be described in writing. This book is dedicated to you, folks! I also want to show my appreciation to my industrious and conscientious colleagues, particularly those long-serving employees. You are part of this book. I feel grateful that you have travelled so far with me. In addition, I wish to thank Mr Bi Yajun, writer of this book and publisher of the Famous Chinese Businessmen series, who has recounted my story in great detail with meticulous writing.

         I also wish to thank Mr Chen Zuoer, Chairman of the Chinese Association of Hong Kong and Macau Studies, whom I have known and cherished for many years; and Professor Tsui Lap-chee, former President and Vice-Chancellor of the University of Hong Kong for writing a preface for this authorized biography. Professor Tsui, sharing the same vision as mine, agreed to sit on the board of the LUI Che Woo Prize – Prize for World Civilisation. I feel flattered to accept their praise. I hope the story in this book can inspire and encourage today’s young people, who face tough challenges. Every generation encounters different difficulties. However, as long as they are not overwhelmed by success and routed by defeat, they will enjoy the harvest of their hard work and toil.

         I would like to conclude this preface with an extract from a poem by Su Dongpo, a famous poet of the Song dynasty (AD 960–1279) era, entitled Calming the Winds and Waves, “Looking back, I find the dreary beaten track. Impervious to wind, rain or shine, I shall live in peace as a simple guy away from fame or gain.”

         
             

         

         Lui Che-woo

         December 2015
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            Introduction

            About This Book

         

         In 1977, one of Dr Lui Che-woo’s companies was publicly listed for the very first time. However, before Dr Lui could experience what it was like being the chairman of a public company, he came under attack from his competitors. Worse, his shareholders betrayed him. Eventually, he reluctantly ceded control of his company.

         “It was painful. I also felt helpless,” Dr Lui reminisces. For three days, he brought his wife to The Peak and stared blankly at the ever-growing, busy Victoria Harbour, feeling melancholy. After three days of indescribable mental torture, he decided to let go of the past. He would move on, in high spirits.

         Thirty-seven years later, the Asian and global financial worlds and their players are striving to understand a man who was ranked the second wealthiest Asian in the 2014 Forbes list of richest people, and also the second-wealthiest Chinese in the 2014 Forbes list of richest Chinese in the world.

         This man is Dr Lui, who stated many moons ago that “life was painful.” I have the good fortune to chronicle his life and share with readers his 70-odd years of struggle against all odds to succeed. This is an exciting undertaking and pure luck to a writer of biographies on business people.

         Dr Lui was born in Jiangmen, China, to a well-off family. At the age of four, he fled to Hong Kong with his family. He was educated until Form 1, but had to give up schooling reluctantly at the age of 12 or 13 during that tumultuous era. Thereafter, he ventured into entrepreneurship, and became a key player in the transformation of Hong Kong’s fortunes, from a fishing port in the 1940s to a global metropolis today.

         Over the course of the past 10 years, while working for the Famous Chinese Businessmen project, I had the chance to visit more than 200 successful entrepreneurs. I have written profiles of them to share their stories with readers. Many of them were ranked at the top of the Forbes List of Richest People. Some of them were ranked the richest person or richest Chinese in their respective countries. Among them, Dr Lui stands out as being very special. At the age of 12 or 13, he was the youngest among them to start his entrepreneurship. He was also the youngest among them to become a millionaire. At 73, he launched an entertainment and leisure business in Macau; at 84, he was on the verge of becoming Asia’s second richest man. Among the many millionaires whom I have interviewed, Dr Lui has been a boss for the longest period. He has spent his entire life creating and innovating, establishing worldwide businesses that he can be proud of. Even today at 86, Dr Lui continues to progress and look forward. He does not dwell on the past.

         Any successful enterprise or entrepreneur is a product of a particular era. Dr Lui is no exception. The difference is, it is hard to pin him down to a particular business or era in which he has been successful, since he has been actively building his fortunes since he was 13 years old and his career has straddled various industries over the past 70 years. He has endured tumultuous times, contributed to many industries and ventured into many foreign countries. He has succeeded commercially and made great contributions to society. He has progressed consistently for the past 70 years. At the age of 80, he started a new business and made it a success, overcoming changes in life and business technologies.

         From his teenage years to now, Dr Lui still works towards the future and keeps looking forward. He has progressed from being a young millionaire to a multi-billionaire, with solid, strong, lasting businesses. What has led to Dr Lui’s success in his ever-growing business empire? What are the factors that have contributed to his excellent trans-business, trans-era and trans-territory achievements? These are the focus of this book. And these are the key points that Dr Lui shares with us.

         In summary, I wish to emphasize three aspects of the book that constitute the gist and spirit of Dr Lui.

         First, this book will inspire you to innovate and scale new heights in your life. You will learn how a boy, aged 12 or 13 and wanting to be “different from and better than others,” in a few years selling snacks on street corners made what would have been enough money to buy an entire street. You will also learn how a 73-year-old, who was the only one among six gaming company operators without gaming experience, proudly built the world’s second largest gaming and entertainment company within 10 years. His success hinged on his superb ability to discern the market and foster a series of innovations. You will find out how Dr Lui created his quarrying business and applied his unique thinking to make a difference. For more than 70 years, he continued to climb the ladder of success, until he became a world-class wealthy entrepreneur.

         Second, this book will inspire you to find ways to adapt in an ever-changing world, and encourage you when you are struggling with hardships. You will read about how a man, who perseveres in his beliefs and harbours big ambitions, learns from mistakes made by himself and by others. History and past experience have taught Dr Lui to judge wisely, to overcome greed and temptation, and not to take shortcuts. Although he has foregone opportunities along the way, at the same time he managed to avoid potential traps. He runs his business according to its well-established blueprints, keeping pace with the changing times. With a foundation as solid as a rock, he has built his business step by step, scaling peak after peak.

         Lastly, this book can help you to build a fulfilling life and happy family in a highly competitive and ever-changing world. You will discover how a successful man conquers the business world, and how he sticks to his dreams and goals, in spite of an ever-changing environment filled with the highs and lows of fame and fortune. He keeps his promises to his family and society, even while he climbs to the very peak of his life. Not only has Dr Lui built a successful business, he has also built an admirable personal life and family that command great respect. You will also see how an excellent businessman trains himself to become a successful and superb person. This book becomes more meaningful in a world where “success does not equal happiness.”

         When people mention Dr Lui, they usually speak of his achievements in Macau. The media has crowned him “the new Gaming King of Macau.” In fact, even before he developed his business in Macau, he was already known as the largest quarry and construction materials operator in Hong Kong. He was also one of the top 12 hotel-chain operators in the US, a patriotic entrepreneur who ran a huge environmentally friendly construction materials business in China. He was a stalwart in the hotel-tourism business, making contributions with his great knowledge and insights. His achievements in Macau can be attributed to the depth of experience he gained from weathering the storms and challenges of life. Therefore, I believe that to understand Dr Lui well, one must focus on the key events that took place in his life before he ventured into Macau. Although this focus might create a gap between what this book emphasizes and people’s perceptions of a kingpin in the Macau gaming business, it allows those who truly want to understand Dr Lui’s formulae for success to appreciate the logic that lies at the core of his success.

         Regrettably, certain details of Dr Lui’s business career and life journey will not be disclosed, due to his low-profile character and his decision not to comment on other people or their businesses. This, however, enables readers to concentrate on key points, particularly those relating to his thoughts, beliefs, spirit, strategies and methods.

         I hope that readers will find this book, particularly Dr Lui’s life story and his inner spirit, helpful.

         
             

         

         Bi Yajun

         December 2015, Beijing
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            CHAPTER 1

            LAUNCHING A BUSINESS AT A TENDER AGE; BEGINNING TO SHINE
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                  Lui Che-woo (front row, third from right) in Okinawa, Japan, 1958.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

            1. The only son in each of three generations

         

         In 1988, Lui Che-woo was named one of the top 12 hotel owners and developers in the US by an authoritative American magazine, based on the fact that he owned and operated more than 20 highly profitable star-rated hotels.

         As Lui was among the top 12, he outshone other Chinese hoteliers in the US. This sterling result stemmed from the successful implementation of his international operations, and can be traced back to the struggles of a Chinese clan over four generations in the US.

         Lui was born in Jiangmen, Guangdong province, China, in 1929. His family history is intimately linked to the US. On 7 November 1885, the last piece of railway track of the first trans-North American railway (known as the Pacific Railway) was laid by eight Chinese labourers, opening a new chapter in American history. In the same year, Lui’s great-grandfather stepped onto American soil, overcoming numerous challenges and obstacles in his journey across the seas (the death rate of Chinese workers shipped to the US then was 64 percent). He had turned a new page in the history of the Lui clan.

         Jiangmen is known as China’s exemplary “overseas Chinese” town, as its inhabitants have strong overseas connections and many of them reside in other countries and regions. Well-located, Jiangmen has, over the centuries, bred many famous people who have made significant contributions to their homeland and adopted countries. These people include Chen Baisha, a well-known philosopher and educator in the late Ming dynasty; Liang Qichao, a scholar who promoted modernization; Chen Shaobai, a democratic revolutionary; Feng Ru, China’s first pilot; and Situ Meitang, an overseas Chinese community leader in the US. Today, there is one more name on the list: Lui Che-woo, a wealthy world-class entrepreneur.
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               Lui Che-woo in the 1950s.

            

         

         The sons of Jiangmen, being pioneers, have an exploratory spirit when it comes to venturing out and integrating on the world stage. Jiangmen’s five counties – Xinhui, Taishan, Enping, Kaiping and Heshan – saw their natives travelling abroad as early as the Tang dynasty (AD 618–907). Those who travelled back and forth between China and the US often described and explained their encounters and experiences to their folks back in their homeland. To those who had yet to venture overseas, these stories expanded their horizons and encouraged them to spread their wings.

         In the late Qing dynasty (1644–1912), a tumultuous time in China when politics was dirty, China was preyed on by foreign powers, people had to endure indignities; society was unstable and citizens were hardly able to make a decent living. More and more Jiangmen natives, bearing the pain of being separated from their loved ones, left their homeland on a trip that would hopefully allow them to get away from a painful life, thereby rewriting their destinies. In fact, the majority of the workers who laboured on the Pacific Railway in the US hailed from Jiangmen. Lui’s great-grandfather, Lui Deying, went overseas at this juncture to seek a better life for his family. Lui has nothing but respect and admiration for him, a clan builder.
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               Lui Jinquan and Li Baoxuan, parents of Lui Che-woo.

            

         

         Behind a triumphant return from overseas was a bitter struggle. Lui Deying left Jiangmen when he was only 15. His plan to alter his destiny was risky. At the time, thousands of Chinese labourers, referred to as “piglets,” were stuffed in the cargo storage area of ships (like sardines in a can) and transported to the US. During a 100-day sea journey, many died.

         Lui Deying worked on a farm in California, beginning his struggle in a new land. Chinese labourers then were paid US$30 a month, about half what white people made. The pay, however, was worth the risky journey across the Pacific, when compared with a monthly salary of US$1 back home.

         Lui Deying saved every penny he made. He asked friends to bring money back to his family in Jiangmen, or wired the money at a post office, in order to support his family members. After labouring for many years in the US, he returned home for the first time. Later, nobody could recall the exact scene on his return. But legend has it that everybody thought that he had treasure stashed away in his luggage. When people opened his boxes, they found nothing but old clothes, instead of the high-end goods such as gold or silverware which they had expected.

         Despite that, Lui Deying continued to work hard and save up. His struggle in the US changed the destiny of his family and clan. Relatives who had followed him overseas also did quite well. They started out working on farms, and gradually earned enough to become owners of the farms. Some even succeeded in purchasing land and planting vegetables in Mexico and achieved spectacular results, becoming the biggest Chinese supplier of vegetables exported by the US at one time.

         Many of the overseas Chinese maintained a tradition. They struggled alone in the US, and after having made certain achievements, they would return home to get married and have babies. Then they would go overseas to work again. Lui Deying was no exception. He spent almost 40 years working in the US, but he took time off to return to Jiangmen to marry and have children. When his son grew up, Lui Deying brought him to work in the US. Later, he passed his business to his son and returned to Jiangmen for good when he was in his 50s.

         Lui Deying had two sons, but one died from lung disease. The other was Lui Yongkang, the grandfather of Lui. Lui Yongkang went to the US when he was grown up, working with his father. On his parents’ orders and the matchmaker’s advice, Lui Yongkang married Zhang Guixian from a famous clan in Waihai, Jiangmen. She gave birth to an only son, Lui Jinquan (who became the father of Lui). Lui Yongkang spent the rest of his life in the US and did not set foot back home.

         After struggling for two generations, the Lui clan was comfortably rich when Lui Jinquan was born in 1911. Lui Jinquan had an easy life. He did not have to work hard overseas in order to enjoy the good life. When he was 18, he married a lady named Li Baoxuan, who was from a scholarly family. She gave birth to Lui Che-woo, the only son in the family. Later, she also gave birth to five daughters: Yuanchun, Yuanxing, Yuanxiang, Yuanping and Yuanzhu.
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               Lui Che-woo and four of his sisters in 1948.

            

         

         Today, Lui still remembers clearly what his childhood was like in Jiangmen. Their home was the first house on Lane 8 in Donghaili, Jiangmen. It was a two-storey chalet with four rooms on each floor and a courtyard. He remembers in particular that the tiles in the house were made of expensive marble, and not the bricks that were used by ordinary families.

         Lui Jinquan did not seek to expand the scope of his business pursuits. Relying on his trustworthiness and honesty, he was content with maintaining the family business of shipping wood to and from the Xi Jiang region, and operating a wine-cellar business. When Lui was born, his great-grandfather Lui Deying was still alive and enthusiastic about doing business. Lui Deying returned home to invest in a fish-husbandry venture. It was only later that Lui knew his great-grandfather was cheated in the venture, and that he had lost his investment in the fish business. Fortunately, the Lui clan was financially sound at that time, as it still owned some shops and other businesses in Jiangmen. Thus the fraud did not affect the Luis’ livelihood.

         Lui was spoiled from birth, being the only son. There was a tradition practised in Guangdong: a child was to be brought up by the elders in his family instead of by his parents, in the belief that this would help avoid the early death of the child. Thus, Lui lived with his great-grandfather from a young age. Today, he still refers to his relatives using those titles which were taught to him as a child. For instance, he refers to his great-grandfather as “grand uncle;” his father as “uncle;” and his mother as “auntie.” Through the loving care and upbringing by his ancestors and the Lui clan in general, Lui inherited many positive characteristics and qualities, such as perseverance, kindness and honesty.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            2. An extraordinary youngster

         

         Due to his upbringing and family education, Lui has a mild and cheerful character, rarely becoming emotional or bursting out in anger. He often greets people with a smile, and when things go wrong, he seldom puts the blame on others.

         Lui’s grandfather was principal of a private school, so Lui’s mother, born to a scholarly family, was a typical good wife and caring mother. His father was gentle-mannered and optimistic. Such was the harmonious and loving environment in which Lui lived. He remembers that his parents taught him with love and care.

         There was once when he hurt his finger while playing outdoors, and it bled profusely. On his way home, he tried to suppress the bleeding and pain. His maids were very afraid of being taken to task for the incident. He thought that he would also be scolded by his parents, but to his surprise, they did not do so. “Mum didn’t blame me,” Lui says. “Later, I discovered her crying by herself, out of love for me. Even when I forgot to come home on time for my meals after playing outside, they never scolded me. Instead, I was always greeted with hot food. They never beat or punished me.” His parents’ loving and nurturing manner had a big impact on him. When he became a father, he inherited his parents’ nurturing and stimulating style of raising children.

         Just like his parents, Lui’s great-grandfather and grandmother also showered him with boundless love and care. A warm and touching picture always comes to Lui’s mind whenever he reminisces about his childhood: his great-grandfather walking into the house with a paper bag containing a fragrant piece of roasted goose leg. As he passed the delicious treat to the young Lui, he would ask how the boy had spent his day, and what he had learned from the private school.

         In the eyes of his clansmen, Lui has exhibited an unusual talent since young. He often expressed views that were unexpected but rational. Those who know of his childhood often cite three anecdotes to prove that Lui was exceptionally talented.

         When Lui was about three, his great-grandfather often took him outdoors to play. On one occasion, his great-grandfather fell into a muddy swamp and could not climb back to shore. Instead of panicking, Lui coolly rushed back to his village to seek help from others to rescue his great-grandfather from the swamp. This surprised his folks, who agreed that the young boy was extraordinary. Young but clear-headed, Lui handled things systematically.

         Another story was that Lui had a kite made of expensive mahogany. Back then, kids loved flying kites. One of his playmates had asked to borrow Lui’s kite. After repeated pleas, Lui reluctantly lent him the kite. When the child did not return the kite after a few days, Lui went on his own to the child’s house and demanded his kite back. Young but assertive, Lui had his own views and methods. When older relatives related this anecdote to Lui later, even he found it incredible.

         The third incident occurred when Lui was about eight. His great-grandfather taught him and his uncle, who was five years older than Lui, how to use the abacus. In every lesson, Lui was able to memorize the formulae well, and he learned the calculation methods quickly. His uncle, however, was a slower learner and could not comprehend the lessons. “Great-grandfather was so mad that he hit my uncle’s head with the abacus until he bled,” Lui says, smiling.

         Soon, he was exposed to stories about the outside world. Although he knew very little about the US or life abroad, he had some knowledge of the outside world and its fancies. He learned through clansmen’s descriptions of “rich countrymen overseas” and from his great-grandfather’s memories. Nevertheless, the greater world at that time was not exciting, and Lui’s venture abroad later on was not of his own wish.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            3. Getting to know Hong Kong

         

         With the onset of the Japanese invasion of China, and the death of Zhang Zuolin – the warlord of Manchuria and father of Zhang Xueliang – in a train during a Japanese aerial attack, Lui’s great-grandfather realized that the war would spread to Guangdong soon. In 1934, Lui Jinquan, Lui’s father, moved the whole family to the British-ruled colony of Hong Kong after careful consideration.

         The young Lui followed his parents and grandmother to Hong Kong. It was night-time when they entered Victoria Harbour. Curious, he could not help but look outside the boat. He saw lights, many of them, shining like stars on the sea. On the shore, there were bright lights that he had never seen in his hometown. Until today, Lui remembers well the surprise he had felt, and that “big cities are really different.”

         After arriving in Hong Kong, the Lui family headed for Reclamation Street in Yau Ma Tei. Years earlier, his great-grandfather Lui Deying had bought some properties there for rental purposes while on his way to Jiangmen from the US. These assets helped the Lui family, and allowed Lui to continue enjoying a carefree childhood. When we talk about this, Lui expresses respect to his great-grandfather for his foresight. What made him think of buying property in Hong Kong, Lui wondered. Back then, Hong Kong was largely undeveloped virgin land. However, Lui Deying believed that owning assets there might be useful later on.

         Lui Jinquan, Lui’s father, started a family-style clothing factory soon after he arrived in Hong Kong. His mild personality influenced his business style; he hired only a few workers and took on outsourced jobs from a big factory called Chun Wo Clothing Factory. His father’s factory would turn semi-manufactured products into finished goods. His earnings were only enough to feed his family, with a little surplus.

         In Hong Kong, Lui continued to be protected and spoiled by his elders. His parents arranged for him to go to a primary school near Reclamation Street. He was accompanied by maids on his way to and from school. By then, Japan had launched an all-out invasion of China after the Marco Polo Bridge Incident. Lui’s great-grandfather, who had stayed behind in Jiangmen to look after the clan’s business, decided to make his way to Hong Kong and reunite with the Luis.
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               Reclamation Street, Yau Ma Tei, Hong Kong, in the 1920s.

            

         

         Lui enjoys independent thinking and has his own views on most subjects. This trait was especially apparent during his school years. He had his own style, often veering from tradition. He topped his class academically during the first term of his first year in high school. People admired him because he did not obtain excellent results by rote-learning, but by knowing how to integrate what he had learned from school into life.

         For instance, Lui loved reading comic books. He tried to understand the real meanings behind the stories. Then he applied what he had learned from comic books into essay writing at school. Because he exhibited originality of thought, his teacher was satisfied and repeatedly gave him a high mark of 90. Achieving 90 was beyond the imagination of most students.

         In mathematics, he had already demonstrated his talent while learning to use the abacus from his great-grandfather at home. So he had absolutely no difficulty with mathematics in school. Moreover, his talents and creativity allowed him to solve mathematical problems from different angles.

         From young, Lui was good at independent and flexible thinking, and knew how to solve an issue from different perspectives. He was full of confidence in pushing for his own way. These became his habits and working style later on, and were useful when he launched his businesses. Today, this is still his style.

         During their time in Hong Kong, two of Lui’s elders passed away. Shortly after their arrival in Hong Kong, he received news that his grandfather had passed away in the US. He remembers vaguely that his father and grandmother rode on a ferry with him to visit Cable & Wireless on Hong Kong Island. Their elders phoned relatives in the US to ask for details about his grandfather’s death. He, the third generation of only sons, had never met his grandfather, and vice versa. Whenever he thinks of this, he feels an unbearable pain and a sense of regret.

         In 1938, his great-grandfather died due to illness from overwork, and took fond memories of his clan with him to the grave. Lui Deying, who led the Lui clan to Hong Kong and laid a solid foundation there, had an even bigger impact on Lui than did his father. His exploratory spirit, honesty, trust and virtuous character were ingrained on Lui’s mind permanently. Lui’s fighting spirit, discontentment with the status quo, and relentless and lifelong pursuit of learning are similar to his great-grandfather’s.

         While Lui was at school, playing football at King’s Park was the only entertainment he had for relaxation. Like other children, Lui was extremely interested to learn new things. Even today, Lui’s interests and enthusiasm in new things have not ceased. He emphasizes this point when asked to give a summary of himself.

         In Hong Kong, Lui had a carefree childhood. However, those days were gone too quickly. Hong Kong became unsettled after Japan’s attack on Marco Polo Bridge in China. On the streets, portraits of Chiang Kai-shek and Zhu De, and Kuomintang (KMT) flags were hung. Hong Kong’s media focused on the Sino-Japanese war. Anti-Japanese groups set up stations in Hong Kong, actively seeking donations and recruiting people to become soldiers.

         The clouds of war menaced Hong Kong’s Victoria Harbour. The imminence of war spreading to Hong Kong became the talk of the town. It also became the biggest worry on the minds of people.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            4. Becoming the breadwinner

         

         On 7 December 1941, Japan bombarded Pearl Harbor, igniting the Pacific War. Within a few hours, Japan launched its attack on Hong Kong.

         The next morning while at school, Lui heard bombs exploding. In a split second, the whole school, as well as Hong Kong, descended into chaos. Shortly afterwards, Japanese soldiers launched their land attacks. The British soldiers who had defended Hong Kong surrendered to the Japanese on Christmas Day. Hong Kong entered a period of three years and eight months of Japanese occupation.

         The Japanese occupation was a turning point in Lui’s life. He had to support his family at an early age, experiencing life’s hardships. The Japanese occupation was a watershed in his memories. He has only a few vague memories of the good life before the war. In contrast, the cruel life during the Japanese occupation remains crystal clear in his mind to this day.

         The Japanese changed Hong Kong overnight. They also changed Lui’s life.

         This was a period that most people would like to forget. Hong Kong citizens lived a life without dignity or social order. Lives were on the line. No one had any idea what tomorrow would bring; it was a dreadful life. The trigger-happy Japanese soldiers would shoot and kill the Hong Kong people simply because they did not like their looks, or because they acted on impulse. The Hong Kong citizens had to bow deeply to Japanese soldiers as a mark of respect. Otherwise, they might be beaten or killed. Lui witnessed a Japanese soldier shoot an innocent person who had stood a few metres away from him. To save their lives, the people would show great respect and bow to the Japanese soldiers.

         The living conditions of the masses also went downhill. Food availability and choice decreased sharply; green (mung) beans and tapioca flour became the staple food for most people. It was the deepest hope to have some rice for dinner. Resources were scarce. You could see dead bodies lying on the streets. Refrigerated trucks for carrying meat were used instead to transport dead bodies to the city morgue. Whenever Lui went outside, he averted his eyes from piles of firewood along the streets. He knew only too well that there would be the bodies of those who had been killed by the soldiers, or had died from hunger. About 10 metres behind Lui’s house were piles of dead bodies. Many died from hunger. The bodies had been left on the roadsides since there were no other places to put them. “You could smell the stinking odour of the bodies. The stench was unimaginably bad,” Lui says. To worsen matters, human flesh was being sold in the market as meat. The scene of cannibalism was suffocating and frightening.
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