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uilt many rugged food wzzre/aomes on.Hong Kong Island to store rice,
at and.fuel, and soya. When I first proposed to buy soya as a source of protein at a
et opposition from some Chinese colleagues who said soya was only good for feeding pigs.
hinese industrialist, Dr. K. S. Lo, had long recognised the value of soya Jfood products. Driven by this
: knowledge, he went on to make great contributions.”

—— Hong Kong Prewar Preparations in the 1940s in
Footprints : The Memoirs of Sir Selwyn-Clarke
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Successful commodities have a common
feature. Popular trademarks often become
everyday synonyms for their product groups or
emerge as new product categories altogether.

One vivid example is Carnation Evaporated

Milk which is so popular that “Carnation Milk”
has become a synonym for all evaporated milk.
Another example is Kingford’s Corn Starch with
its eagle logo that gave rise to “Eagle Powder”
(Ying-suk-fan in Cantonese), an equivalent of corn
starch. As for famous trademarks transformed
into new product categories, outstanding
examples are Coca Cola, Horlicks and Ovaltine.
As a beverage brand, Vitasoy has what it takes to
become a successful commercial product. To the
people of Hong Kong, Vitasoy is not just a brand
of soya milk. As a matter of fact, consumers have
almost forgotten that Vitasoy is soya milk. Vitasoy
is Vitasoy. It is a category all of its own.

A beverage with distinct image, Vitasoy
is also something many people grew up with; an
object that commands special feelings. If Coca
Cola is an icon of American culture, youthfulness
and vitality, then Vitasoy is clearly something born
and bred in Hong Kong. Just like the Peak, Lion
Rock and the cross-harbour ferry, it symbolises
the Hong Kong way of life. To Hongkongers away
from home, all these impressions of the city evoke

emotions of yearning.
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Inside a refugee camp.
(MR 2€¥5 Image source:
Hong Kong Director of

Medical Services, Annual
Reports, 1938-39)
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Vitasoy: Past and Present

Warmth and familiarity tend to grow with time.
Vitasoy is no exception. The Hong Kong Soya Bean
Products Co., Ltd (HKSBP), the manufacturer, was
founded in 1940. The company is celebrating its
50™ anniversary this year. Its story is interwoven
with the changes that shaped Hong Kong from the
eve of Japanese Occupation to this day.

The year Vitasoy was born (1940), Hong
Kong had a population of approximately 1.8
million. Alarmingly, 7,229 died of beriberi caused
by malnutrition. The majority of the deceased were
refugees fleeing from invading Japanese troops.
By that time, the Japanese had captured northern
China and the advancing forces landed on Mirs Bay
and Daya Bay to take Guangzhou and the Pearl
River Delta region. After every major Japanese
mop-up, Hong Kong was inundated with mainland
refugees in their thousands. Ragged and miserable,
they slept on the streets of the city. Several refugee
camps were built and the Medical Services had
to transfer the homeless to these quarters. Sharp
population increase seriously dragged wages and
living quality, while frugal living conditions led to
higher morbidity rates of major diseases such as
tuberculosis. The influx of refugees also sparked off
epidemics like cholera and smallpox. Faced with the
toils of deteriorating social condition and military
developments, Hong Kong had a major challenge
to contend with: how to provide better nutrition
for the people and build resistance to diseases.
It was at this time that HKSBP was founded to
produce a new soya drink — Vitasoy. The founding
purpose was clear: to offer an affordable and
nutritious substitute for milk; a poor folks’ milk for
those with income barely over the poverty line. In
the twenty years that followed, right up to the early
1970s, Vitasoy preserved its image as a nutritious

beverage for the common people.
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By the 1970s, however, Hong Kong was
a far cry from her old self in 1940 or the 50s
and 60s. Nutrition was no longer a concern as
social and living standards improved throughout
the three postwar decades. Diseases stemming
from malnutrition, such as beriberi and pellagra,
had long disappeared. People became affluent
and the emerging middle-class began to worry
about excessive nutrition. In wake of this social
change, the soya company adjusted Vitasoy’s
market positioning, transforming it from a
nutritious beverage into a consumer product. The
former milk substitute lost its significance in a
wealthy society, while modern Hong Kong’s high
production standard meant higher production and
marketing costs. Despite the low cost of soya, it
was simply not possible to market Vitasoy at a
fraction of the price of cow’s milk. Vitasoy could
no longer flag the idea of being the “poor folks’
milk”.

Meanwhile, in the newly opened up US
market, Vitasoy was marketed as a “natural food”
that could substitute all nutrients provided by
milk without the harmful fat. As a “natural food”,
Vitasoy is priced at a higher level than milk today.
This is antithetical to the image it built back in
1940 — a low cost alternative to milk. Even more
interestingly, while Vitasoy stressed its similarity
to milk in the old days, it is now working hard
to highlight the difference. The ramification of
economic development and social progression is
evident. The nature of Vitasoy and its significance
in local culture have changed totally. As Hong
Kong evolves, it is inevitable for this commodity
to hold new social significance and market

positioning.
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The 1934 HKU Union Council pictured here with Vice-Chancellor
Sir William Hornell. Both K. S. Lo (far right, back row) and

Kan Yuet Keung (second from left, front row) were Board members
of HKSBP.
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From Chinese Nationalistic Capitalist
to Hong Kong Entrepreneur

Vitasoy was founded by Lo Kwee Seong (K. S. Lo).
A gentleman of Hakka descent from Mei County,
he emigrated to Kuala Lumpur in his childhood
with his father Lo Chun Hing and the family. After
studying Chinese for two years, he was admitted
to an English secondary school run by the church.
After graduating in 1929, he studied business and
commerce in the University of Hong Kong (HKU)
with financial support from his father’s boss Eu
Tong Sen (Owner of Eu Yan Sang). This was not
something K. S. Lo had bargained for. Aspiring to
make contributions to his weak and degenerated
country, this young overseas Chinese wanted to
study civil engineering in Jiaotong University of
China. Regrettably, the annual tuition fee, adding
up to four or five hundred dollars, was beyond
the means of his father, who had to bring up a
large family. Eventually he took Eu Tong Sen’s
proposition to receive business training in the
University of Hong Kong. However, his sense

of identity and responsibility for China never
changed. Sixty years on, during an interview with
the author, K. S. Lo said with no reservations that
his national identity rest with China and ethnically
he identified himself as a Chinese. He said, “From

an affective angle, I am undoubtedly Chinese.”
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Such national identity and sentiment were
typical amongst overseas Chinese before the war.
No matter how long they had been away from
the home country, how much western culture they
had been exposed to (having studied English for
years, K. S. Lo had a habit to speak and think in
English), that generation always saw themselves
as 100% Chinese. This subjective awareness
affected or even shaped their career paths and
other decisions. K. S. Lo’s founding of HKSBP and
subsequent investment in China were partly driven
by this national sentiment.

The 8-year Anti-Japanese War had
unparalleled impacts, both objectively and
subjectively, on the generation of Chinese
(including overseas Chinese) who grew up in the
1930s. Today, at the turn of the 1980s, K. S. Lo
can still recall some of the feelings in his youthful
days. He remembers keeping a chick in Kuala
Lumpur when he was 14 or 15 years old. Often
chased and bullied by his neighbour’s cockerel,
the little chick began to fight back when it grew
bigger. The resistance usually lasted nothing
more than 20 minutes, always ending with the
chick beating a hasty retreat. One day, however,
the chick fought with the cockerel for nearly 40
minutes, and eventually it was the strong invader
who tasted defeat. The young K. S. Lo was
overjoyed. He felt Japan had treated China with a
high hand for too long; someday the table would
turn for this weak country. This piece of memory
has endured for decades. Apparently this strong
sense of nationality and humiliation are important

building blocks of his ideas and values.
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Graduating from the HKU, K. S. Lo began
working for Eu Tong Sen in 1934. Starting out
as Eu’s personal secretary, he became manager
of Eu Tong Sen (Hong Kong) Company two
years later, with a dual role as Eu’s personal legal
assistant. In late 1936, while attending to some
private business for the Eu family in Shanghai, he
heard a public speech given by Julian Arnold, the
US Business Chancellor to China. Titled “Soya
Bean: The Cow of China”, the speech generally
presented soya as a highly nutritious staple food
for the Chinese people for centuries. Arnold said
although soya was cheap, it was packed with
goodness which compared favourably with cow’s
milk of western countries. It was “the cow of
China”. Just like bamboo was China’s answer to
steel, soya was the cow of China. K. S. Lo was
very impressed by the speech.

C

BRAEAE R — L= TR

U SE SO R B R T2 o

K. S. Lo graduating from the
Department of Business, Faculty

of Arts, the University of Hong
Kong, in 1934.
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In late 1938, the Pearl River Delta region
fell to Japanese occupation. Farmers in great
numbers were forced to flee to the New Territories
in Hong Kong. K. S. Lo and other hot-blooded
youths joined the Hong Kong rescue team
organised by the leftist official, Percy Chan, of the
Chinese Nationalist Government. With assistance
from the Kowloon Canton Railway Company and
other local organisations, they set up the Shenzhen
Rural Welfare Centre to encourage and help
farmers to re-establish homes in Shenzhen (Percy
Chan, China’s Call, trans. Guo Ji Ju; Beijing: The
Commercial Press, 1983). Lo had a chance to see
Japanese soldiers in training. They were stripped
to the waist and Lo’s first impression was that they
were very stalwart. Well-built with good muscles,
they struck a stark contrast with the Chinese
coolies in Hong Kong who also worked bare-
chested. The latter were thin and small. A thought
arose: Chinese people must improve physically if
we wanted to secure a position in the international
arena. He often thought about how to produce
highly nutritious food to market at extremely low
prices in undeveloped and backward China. This
notion hardened his will to provide an affordable

milk substitute for the struggling working classes.

- W
u‘

v v 1
v o VY

TE RpA > ZREHAE B — S A A AR R SR
JURE R A7 A W R Rk 2 —Se HR
WEW -~ AR FEE o BAMMRBIE - HRER
IRERZE > (RBE—IIL=IVERBERY - RS
Ik ERE R R - LR ARl =
gy > LRI E LTS ) - RE NEA SRR
R 5 EE AR ISR o R AR ARES 1wk R BRI K
O > RS ASR BN TORE - 8 A
DA HBORATE AP - AE T BERARE
8o UMinEE - WM AR BRSEOAER
ATLMTE » A R ESERRRESI M s R > (et
AT AR S O A B R T A e
{EAYARADIE A ST o

R RN i
P I ey A E

Hong Kong Government
transit refugee camps
in Pat Heung, the New
Territories.
(Image source: Hong
camps in Argyle Street, Kowloon, regularly. They = Kong Director of

. . Medical Services, Annual
noticed that the refugees were eating poorly and Reports, 1938-39)

During that time, K. S. Lo and some
friends delivered everyday supplies like towels,

toothbrushes and toothpaste to two refugee

many suffered from beriberi due to malnutrition.
(According to the 1939 Medical Services Annual
Report, mess in refugee camps had a budget

of 11.3 cents per head for refugees aged above
seven and 8.2 cents for children under seven).

K. S. Lo remembered the speech on soya by Julian
Arnold. He raised some funds with friends and
bought some soya beans, pots, stone mills and
gauze which was usually used to make mosquito
nets. They brought these things into the camps
and taught the refugees to make soya milk to
nourish themselves. In just over a month, those
with beriberi could walk again. It was evident that
soya was an excellent nutrition supplement. That
gave Lo the idea to get into mass production of a

highly nutritious soya beverage.
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Vitasoy was born in 1940 to a country in
plight where hunger was everywhere. Its founding
was closely linked to the founder’s will to save
the country. Of course, Vitasoy’s later commercial
success in Hong Kong was essentially attributable
to the insights of K. S. Lo and Vitasoy senior
executives in market rules, modern production
and management skills. One can say that K. S. Lo
worked within the framework of modern western
capitalism, abiding by abstract and impersonal
rules of the business world and questing for
personal attainments under the capitalist system.
At the same time, however, he used this platform
to manifest his profound national feelings, his
awareness for saving the nation, and his belief in
governing the country for the benefit of the people.
The latter was an attitude unique to the traditional
Chinese literati. While these phenomena in the
Vitasoy story seem somewhat contradictory, they
represent an emblematic response in a period
when China was challenged by western powers

and Japan.
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Quite incorrectly, modern Chinese history
(particularly official history) often places concepts
and phenomena in dichotomy, such as tradition
vs modernity, China vs the west, groups vs
individuals. This does not help at all when we
attempt to understand history in its full reality. An
in-depth study of social classes in modern Chinese
cities — traditional bureaucrats, comprador
capitalists and overseas Chinese — will reveal that
organic integration of east and west or tradition
and modernity is common in commercial and
social activities. Testifying to this was well-known
Cantonese comprador capitalist Cheng Guan Ying
of the 19" century who remarked, “... Initially
one learns the game of business from foreigners
(westerners); then one plays the game of business
with foreigners to retrieve declining interests and
power.” (Cheng Guan Ying, Epilogue of Warnings
in Times of Prosperity). Obviously, Cheng Guan
Ying, the comprador capitalist, believed it was
viable for the Chinese to strengthen the nation
or even overtake foreign countries by employing
western systems and practices. From the days
of Cheng Guan Ying to the mid-20" century,
many prominent figures emerged in China’s
coastal regions. These industrialists can be called
“nationalistic capitalists” today. Amongst them,

Zhang Jian and Shen Zengzhi from Jiangsu were

better known; another example was Huang Yanpei,

the industrialist-educationist. Prior to the rise of
communism in China, “saving the country by
industry” and “saving the country by education”
were popular social advocacies in metropolitan
China. “Industry” meant developing a new
westernised way of industrial production which
was absent in China. The ultimate goal was to
make China strong so people could lead stable

and happy lives.
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K. S. Lo founded The Hong Kong Soya Bean
Products Co., Ltd. during the Anti-Japanese War.
Producing Vitasoy with soya to offer a low-cost
substitute for milk, he was doing his part to improve
the physical well-being of the Chinese population.
Such motive was clearly a bequest of the modern
Chinese mentality to “save the country with
industry”; it also manifested the national feelings
that fueled his ideology. Just like other Chinese
living in Hong Kong and overseas before the Second
World War, K. S. Lo embraced and aspired after
systems and culture of the west. He also attempted
to express his strong national identity through these
media. In this sense, he belonged to the league of
Chinese nationalistic capitalists.

However, subjective wishes seldom go
hand in hand with the objective environment.

As political developments would have it, Hong
Kong was cut off, politically and socially, from
Mainland China after 1949. As a result, HKSBP
operated in the Hong Kong market which was
totally disconnected with the mainland until the
early 1970s. So K. S. Lo did not realise his dream
to “save the country with industry”. It was not
until the late 1970s when the Communist Party
introduced the first ever open-door economic
policy for China that K. S. Lo had the chance

to engage in some business activities on the
mainland. By that time, the business of HKSBP
was structured to serve Hong Kong primarily
while gradually opening up overseas market.
Moreover, since K. S. Lo’s retirement as Managing
Director in 1978, his son Lo Yau Lai Winston
(Winston Lo) has taken over day-to-day business
operation and he is steering the company towards
a somewhat different direction. A member of

the post-war generation, Winston Lo grew up

in political and cultural settings that were not
experienced by K. S. Lo. This background explains
the striking difference between father and son

both in political identity and motives.
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Winston Lo bases his business decisions
almost entirely on company profit and market
rules; whereas his father gives some weight to
patriotic considerations. This mental baggage
has little meaning for Winston Lo, the post-
war Hong Kong entrepreneur. He is typical of
a new generation of capitalists in Hong Kong.
Their most obvious difference from the older
generation is that they have abandoned the moral
baggage of a strong nationalistic duty. Unlike
the older generation of capitalists, these young
entrepreneurs have clear secular inclinations, and
their actions are totally and rationally guided by
market rules. One cannot ascribe this divergence
between father and son to different psychological
factors of two individuals, because it is actually a

reflection of evolving history.



HEE > K > BAH

—UERT TSN E AA G I EEE R I o AR
IR Z — > R FRE T FME M E) T LR B 45
o e AR SEMRIAY R » BRI BT E
» TN 55 7 9 5 v Oy T AR A AR R Y 2 A

o FEEMZBIEA GRIFN > e —E R
o B DDMERE A SR SEREE o A > 185 — AR
B> FBESZEIN B Z [ LA BAR > B4 SRt g

S

& A

AR T ORI 38 Lk NS AL BRRA AT i
BN > SR A S i B W A TR SR A R A
MR E A > AR RS > AR
ARSERFUEAE > AT RES NEA RS SZ 1) ) o

Family, Clan and Company

Scholars studying overseas Chinese communities
have pointed out that Chinese businesses are
successful partly because they apply familism in
commerce and industry. In the early days of a
company, family and clan members provide vital
impetus on fronts of capital, skills and labour.
They also create a certain centripetal force to
safeguard the company’s integrity. Yet, reading it
through another lens, the blood relation between
family and clan members is in fundamental
conflict with the professional and non-sentimental
relationship required by a commercial bureaucratic
organisation. In addition, family-run businesses
have to face the issue of business succession from
one generation to the next. Most importantly,

the parental power of the founder, i.e. company

leadership, must be handed over smoothly.
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Family photo of the four
brothers (circa 1935-36)
From left to right:

Lo Kwee-seong,

Lo Tang-seong,

Lo Fong-seong

and Lo Kai-seong.
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During the first years of HKSBP, the
company recruited many relatives of K. S. Lo from
Mei County. On one hand, they satisfied the great
labour demand in that era of labour intensive
operations; on the other hand, it allowed K. S. Lo
to fulfill his duty of looking after fellow clan
members (see Epilogue I). His blood brothers also
became key figures of management, and more than
30 years later, K. S. Lo handed over leadership
to his two sons. All these facts demonstrate
that HKSBP is a classic example of traditional
family business. Nevertheless, right at the outset,

K. S. Lo made a point to optimise the company’s
production technologies, market development and
organisational structure by introducing western
and modern innovations. The Vitasoy story is

all about the marriage of such contradictions.
Existing traditional factors like parental power,
blood relation and personal responsibility

towards the family cross paths with modernised
features. Perhaps this marriage of contradictions is

inevitable in the development of any society.
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The Vitasoy Story: A Hong Kong Story

The end of the Second World War, the civil war

in China and the change of political leadership

in 1949 opened new chapters for Hong Kong
history. The outbreak of the Korean War in 1950
and the resultant embargo on China secluded
Hong Kong from the mainland. For the first time
ever, Hong Kong detached herself from this long-
term and close political and cultural link. This
unprecedented separation from the mainland gave
rise to a unique modern social structure and a
self-sufficient local culture. The development of
Vitasoy fell within this episode of history. Over
half a century, Hong Kong has sailed through
significant changes: from poverty to affluence; from
culturally dependent to culturally independent;
from a dialect region to an international
metropolis. In a few decades, Vitasoy has evolved
from the “poor folks’ milk” to a consumer
product, or even a “natural food” enjoyed by

the wealthy class. At the same time, Vitasoy has
progressed from a product made from the “cow
of China” targeted at the mainland market to an
authentic Hong Kong product serving mainly the
local market. The founding story of Vitasoy is part
of Hong Kong’s growth and development.
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Photo of K. S. Lo and his sons in 1990:
Winston Lo (left); and Frank Lo (right).
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Situated at Lot 231 on Great George Street, Causeway Bay, HKSBP stood

: opp051te to the Dairy Farm. Up against this historical giant popularly known as the

“Big Company”’, HKSBP was naturally pale in comparison.






