
A man, his bikes and 
his great generosity 

r i c h or poor, came f rom other 
ethnic communi t i es o r h a d 
more or less potent ia l . 

" Th i s hook comes at an Op-
por tune m o m e n t to re f resh 
our. memor i e s o f Boon S lew 
a n d the inspirat ional tale o f h is 
t r i u m p h over seemingly im-
possible obstacles. 

"It also serves as a timely re-
m i n d e r l o younger Ma lays ians 
that there a rc no substitutes 
for h a r d work , perseverance 
a n d the c a r i n g attitude that 
made our nat ion wha t i t is to-
day." 

B o o n Siew!s second daugh-
ter, Da tuk Loh Cheng Yean, 
said i t took h e r two years to 
compile, the book w i t h F lower 
a n d Lim. 

"It was my idea to come out 
w i th the book as I wanted to 
keep my father's memor i e s 
alive," she sa id in a telephone 
in terv i ew f rom Singapore . 

F l ower is no stranger to 
Penang , hav ing stayed on the 
i s l and for 16 years. 

' ' I asked whe ther i t w a s okay 
a n d interest ing to have a book 
on my father a n d F l ower 
rep l i ed 'absolutely ' ! 

" I rea l i sed my father m u s s t 
have encountered numerous 
people in the course o f h is life, 
but I never imag ined people 
wou ld st i l l wan t to ta lk about 

newspapers Kwong With Yit 
Poh a n d the Star, the story of 
Bayv iew Internat ional a n d h is 
contr ibut ions, to char i ty ; a n d 
the bu i l d ing o f L a m Wah Ee 
Hospi ta l . 

P r i m e Min i s t e r Da tuk S e r i 
A b d u l l a h A h m a d B a d a w i , i n 
h i s message in the book, 
wrote : " B o o n S i ew was a r e a l 
f r iend to Ma lays ians f rom a l l 
communi t i es , not just because 
o f h i s m a n y contr ibut ions in 
cash a n d k i n d , b u t i n h is deeds 
as we l l . 

"He never treated people 
differently because they were 

close fr iends a n d bus iness as-
sociates, presents an overv iew 
of B o o n Slew's ear ly struggles 
a n d h is profess ional achieve-
ments . 

It inc ludes his earl iest days 
as a sinkhek (new guest) in 
Penang , h is in i t ia l business 
ventures, the years o f the 
Japanese occupat ion , the be-
g inn ing o f the B o o n S iew 
group of companies , the story 
o f H o n d a Mo t o r i n M a l a y s i a 
and Southeast Asia . 

The book also touches on 
the g r ow th o f Or ienta l Ho ld -
ings, the rev i ta l isat ion of the 

T u n A b d u l R a h m a n Abbas 
on Thursday . 

The b iography , based on 
in terv iews w i t h h is family, 

age of 79 in February 1995, is 
very m u c h a legend. 

People stil l r e m e m b e r him 
fondly, says Raymond F lower , 
w h o co-authored the b i og ra -
phy, Tan Sri Loh Boon Siew — 
The Life end Times of a Fire 
Dragon, w i th W ins ton Lim. 

T h e book, pub l i shed in both 
Eng l i sh a n d M a n d a r i n , w i l l b e 
l aunched ' a t B o o n Siew's 
B a y v i e w H o t e l George Town 

by Yang d i -Per tua Neger i 

' T h e r e is no doub l ing that 
the i l lustr ious Boon Siew. 
w h o died in his sleep at the 

tomot i ve pa r t s , property 
d e v e l o p m e n t a l hotels, lo-
cally and in A u s t r a l i a a n d 
New Zea land . 

nesses through his invest-
ment company, Oriental 
Hoildings. 
He had diversi f ied i n -
terests in the manufac-
ture and sale of H o n d a ve-

h i c l e s , manufac ture o f a u -

T h a t ' s h o w Boon 
Siew is k n o w n to al l and 
sund ry — the m a n w h o 

obta ined the H o n d a dea l -
e rsh ip f r om J a p a n . 

En t e rp r i s i ng as he ever 
was. Boon Siew went on to 
set up a s t r i n g of b u s i -

made h i m w h a t h e 
was — the " K i n g of 

Motorb ikes ' ' , " M r H o n -
d a " and , later, a p h i l a n -
thropist.. 

HE came in a sma l l 
boat on a per i lous 
month-long voyage 
f rom China wi th h is 
mother , younger 
bro ther and if 
cousin in 1929. 

He was penni less , 
i l l i terate and 13 

years old 
But in t ime. Tan 

S r i Loh Boon S i ew 
wou ld wa lk the 
streets with the r i c h 
a n d power ful . 

S ta r l ing as an ap-
prent ice motor me-

chanic, he became 
t h e r ichest m a n i n 

Penang th rough sheer 
hardwork and, as 
some say, great fore-
sight a n d convict ion. 

It was his uncanny 
bus iness inst inct that 

He was a man who landed in Malaysia penniless, but left behind a 
legacy — besides a huge fortune. LEE KENG FATT talks to family 

and friends of "Mr Honda" Tan Sri Loh Boon Siew who 
remember only too well how he touched their lives. 

H e n e v e r t r e a t e d p e o p l e 

differently because they were 

rich or poor, came from other 

ethnic communities or had 

m o r e o r less p o t e n t i a l . 

Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi 

His father, Loh Huay Chai, and mother, Saw Kit. Boon Siew travelled With his mother 
from China in 1929. 



The book about his life was the idea of his second daughter 
Datuk Loh Cheng Yean. 

h i m after a l l these years. 
' In fact, co l laborat ing on 

this b iography has brought 
back so many memor i es . 

" B u t the one th ing that w i l l 
a lways character ise my r e co l -
lect ions o f my father is that, in 
his later years, fami ly a n d 
good fr iends were mos t im-
po r tan t to h i m , not his bus i -
ness, n o t m o n e y o r soc ia l s ta-
tus. 

"He w a s a lways r e m i n d i n g 
us that in life one m u s t be 

char i tab le a n d he l p those w h o 
are less fortunate, and that, is 
Why we set. up a char i l y in his 
n a m e to help fund educa t i on 
fo r students." 

S u c h was h is reputat ion as a 
m a n of the people that even 
gangsters a n d k idnappe r s — 
w h o were very active a few 
decades ago — h a d a healthy 
respect for h i m . 

"He d i d no t n e ed a t e a m o f 
heavi ly a r m e d bodyguards 
t ra i l ing h i m , " says Chinese 

phys i c i an Lee H a c k Teak, w h o 
used to work at the L a m Wah 
Ee Hosp i ta l , w h i c h Boon S i e w 
he lped establ ish. 

"The gangsters k n e w h i m 
too we l l not to h a r m h i m . " 

Except for an attempted ex-
tor t ion by a g roup of gangsters 
from out of town, he never felt 
threatened. 

But there was t h i s h u m o r -
bus episode w i t h a b a n k that 
thought that i t k n e w B o o n 
Siew too we l l — it rejected a 
cheque i ssued by B o o n S i ew 
because the s ignature was 
' forged'. 

"Boon Siew used to s i gn h is 
cheques in Chinese c h a r a c -
ters, b ea r ing h is ful l name , " 
Lee r emembers . 

"H i s s u r n a m e Loh has a 
'horse ' charac te r in it, but 
hav ing no formal educat ion . 
Boon Siew strugg led to s ign 
h i s name and ended up s c r i b -
b l ing the 'horse ' charac ter 
wi thout its four legs w h i c h be-
came his t r a d e m a r k s igna-
ture . " 

He rea l i sed la ter on that, the 
four legs were m iss ing a n d du-
ly cor rec ted i t w h e n he i ssued 
his next cheque only for it to be 
rejected by the bank. 

" F r o m then on , h e dec ided 
t p k e e p h is o r i g ina l s ignature, " 
says Lee, n o w the P engka l an 
K o t a state assemb lyman . 

Boon Siew was a thri f ty 
m a n , but he never hesitated to 
he lp others in heed. 

"Yes, w h e n I w a s a r e c r e -
ation manage r a t Bayv i ew 
B e a c h Resor t t h e n , I in jured 
my back badly wh i l e on duty," 
sa id Winston L i m . 

" F o r two weeks, i t was touch 
a n d go whe ther I'd wa lk again 
a n d I was advised to have an 
operat ion on my spine. 

"I couldn ' t afford it.. The 
genera l manager in fo rmed 
Boon S i ew w h o sa id he wou ld 
pay f o r the whole t reatment i f 
necessary. 

"I was flabbergasted. I'd 

Two motor industry greats, Boon Siew (left) and Soichiro Honda, enjoyed each other's company 
immensely. 

g r o w n up i n Penang h e a r i n g 
stories about h is generosity 
but never imag ined that I'd ex -
perience it." 

L i fe was no bed of roses for 
B o o n S i ew w h e n h e a r r i ved i n 
Penang. hav ing to sleep in 
fi lthy stage buses every night 
at the r iverside of P r a n g i n 
Road a n d squatt ing by the 
roadside , eat ing p l a i n p o r -
r idge a n d salted vegetables. 

He persevered, a n d f r o m 
c l ean ing buses he eventual ly 
owned a fleet of t h e m th rough 
the now defunct Penang Yel-
l ow B u s Company. 

B u t the most interest ing 
episode m u s t sure ly be how 
B o o n S iew obta ined the H o n d a 
dealership. 

He was on ho l iday in O s a k a 
w i t h fr iends f r om Penang a n d 
T a i w a n w h e n he saw a young 
m a n r i d i n g a H o n d a motorcy -
cle." 

He bought 12 of them — 
H o n d a Dreams , Cubs a n d 
Benlys — and sh ipped them 
back to Penang . 

F r o m selling the f i r s t 12, 
Boon S iew went on to sel l 20 , 
then 50 and 100 mach ines and 
eventual ly to become, the sole 
d is tr ibutor for H o n d a motor -
cycles in Ma lays ia . 

Boon S iew h a d s ix ch i ld ren 
— four g ir ls a n d two boys. H is 
m a r r i a g e to Oh Guat S i m gave 
h i m his f irst daughter , a n d h i s 
mar r i a ge w i t h Ong Lay Wah 
blessed them w i th the rest. 

He appo inted a l l his d a u g h -
ters as d irectors w h e n he 
f o rmed B o o n S i ew Sdn B h d i n 
1957 as he bel ieved that they 

shou ld al l have a fa i r share o f 
the fami ly for tune a n d , later 
on . his sons- in- law as we l l . 

Ne i ther d i d he forget his 
best fr iends whose ch i ld ren he 
also brought into his g roup of 
companies . 

Da tuk Syed M o h a m a d A i d i d 
w a s one o f t h em. 

" B o o n Siew acted as my 
mentor in many ways." says 
Syed M o h a m a d . 

"I u s ed to c a l l h i m Ah Pek, a 
fatherly figure so to speak... 
W o r k i n g for h i m , I l earned 
m u c h , especial ly about dea l 
i n g w i t h life's unexpected 
b lows and about leadership , 
integrity and ethics. 

"He may have gone for so 
m a n y years now, but I a lways 
feel l ike he is st i l l a r ound . . . 
cont inuously g iv ing me guid-
ance." 

Da tuk Oon Choo Khye, the 
f o rmer m a n a g i n g d irector o f 
Kwong Wah Yit Poh, also re-
members Boon S iew fondly. 

" I sha l l a lways r e ga rd B o o n 
S i ew as my mentor . He taught 
me not only about r u n n i n g a 
business but also h o w to m a n -
age ta lented people success-
fully." 

One contr ibut ion to the peo-
p l e of Penang , wh i ch also in-
volved a lot of other c i t izens, 
was the establ ishment of the 
Lam Wah Ee Hospi ta l . 

It is a hosp i ta l whe r e no one 
w o u l d be re fused t reatment 
for l ack of money. 

B o o n S iew matched r inggi t -
for-r inggit the RM10 mi l l i on 
that the pub l i c ra ised for the 
es tab l i shment o f the hospi ta l . 

Boon Siew married his second wife, Ong Lay Wah, in 1942, 
during the early days of the Second World War. 

Name: 

Place of birth: 

Year of birth: 

Father: 

M o t h e r : 

Eldest brother: 

Sister: 

Younger brother: 

Wives: 

Daughters: 

Sons: 

Favourite food: 

Favourite tidbits: 

Favourite drinks: 

Favourite fruits: 

Hobbies: 

Favourite movies: 

Previous cars: 

Loh Boon Siew 

Ch iah Cheok , Fuj ian province, Ch ina 

1916 

Loh Huay Cha i 

Saw Kit 

Loh Seong Stew 

L o h Lun 

Boon Chuan 

Oh Cua t Sim, O n g Lay Wah 

l o h Ean, C h e n g Yean, Phoy Yean, G i m Ean 

KarBee , Kah Kheng 

Char koayteow, lor bak, nasi kandar, KFC 

Roasted peanuts 

Hennessy X O , wine, kopi-o 

Oranges 

Col lect ion of antiques, fishing 

Martial arts dramas, TV serials 

Skoda, Chevrolet 


