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In 1922, a fifteen-year-old Japanese boy arrived in Tokyo from his rural village to chase his life’s dream – to be an auto mechanic. A few weeks earlier, he had applied to be a mechanic at a popular workshop in Tokyo and got accepted. 

He showed up at the workshop, sleeves rolled up, ready to get his hands greasy. However, the owner of the workshop would not allow him to even touch the tools. Instead, he was made to sweep the garage floor and babysit the owner’s toddler. 

That boy would later be the founder of one of the most iconic and innovative Japanese companies to date: Honda. His name was Soichiro Honda.

Soichiro Honda is an inspirational inventor. Rightly so, he was called the Henry Ford of Japan and even Thomas Edison of Japan. 

He began life as a child born in a poor village in Japan. His parents were so poor that five of Soichiro Honda’s siblings died soon after birth due to lack of proper care. Soichiro was the lucky one and he was determined to make his life worthwhile.

From early on, he found his life’s passion – motors and engines. One of the most enchanting childhood moments for Soichiro was seeing a Ford Model-T in his village. Since then, he was hooked on it. He failed in school but excelled with tools and machines. He was made to babysit but his dream of becoming a mechanic kept him going. The Second World War destroyed his factory but he stood up and became the face of post-World War Japan’s grit and innovation.

What makes his life inspiring is not the hundreds of patents in his name nor the global company he founded that today makes everything between lawnmowers and private jets. What makes Soichiro Honda’s life inspiring is his passion for invention and discovery, for solving larger problems, and thinking way out of the box. He was a non-conformist all the way and that is what makes him one of the most colorful inventors of all time.
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A Poor Boy in a Village in Japan
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Soichiro Honda, one of the most famous names to come out of Japan, had humble birth. He was born in Japan on a cold, winter day on November 17, 1906 to poor parents.  His father was a blacksmith called Gihei Honda and his mother was a weaver called Mika Honda. 

Their family home was in a tiny village near Mount Fuji, one of the most famous places in Japan. The village was on the Pacific coast, around two hours away from Tokyo.

Like most people in Japan at that time, Soichiro Honda’ parents were very poor. In fact, he was lucky he did not die in his childhood from poor health and lack of good food. Five of his younger sisters and brothers were not so lucky. They died in their childhood. Of the nine children his parents had, only four of them survived childhood.

The poverty of his childhood had a strong influence on Honda’s life. It made him into a person who worked very hard and someone who did not like failure.

Honda’s parents, however, were clever. His father, who came from a long line of farmers, broke tradition and became a blacksmith. Honda’s father would also fix guns, make swords and even build dentistry tools.

After bicycles started becoming popular in Japan, Honda’s father opened a bicycle repair shop. He bought broken bicycles, repaired them and sold them for profit. When there were not enough bicycles to fix, he would teach the villagers to ride bikes so that he would have more to fix. 

His mother was also a very skilled weaver of traditional Japanese clothes. She even made and modified her own loom. There was no weaving loom she could not fix.

From a very young age, Honda was drawn to machines. Seeing his father fix broken bicycles and learning how machines and tools worked fascinated the young Honda. As a child, his favorite toys were bicycle parts. When he was old enough, he helped his father make charcoal from wood and he happily got dirty helping his father with bicycle repairs. His nickname was Black Nosed Weasel. 

Bicycles were interesting but there is only so much to the mechanics of bicycles. Honda wanted more and he would soon find it. It became his life’s passion.
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A Touch with Magic
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In October 1908, half a world away from Soichiro Honda’s village in Japan, Henry Ford launched his universal car – the Model T. Affordable, simple to operate and durable, Model T took the world by storm making landfall in Japan as well.

When Soichiro Honda was still only a kid, he saw his first motor vehicle – a Model T. The sound and the smell of exhaust enchanted the young Honda. As the car drove away on his village dusty road, Honda chased after it for as long as he could, at one time managing to touch the car’s bumper. It was magical. He wondered how the vehicle could push its own weight and move. He even stuck his fingers into the oil puddle on the ground left by the car’s exhaust and smelt it. The sight, sound and smell of the moving car was etched permanently in his memory. His passion for motors was lit.

“From that moment on, I only had one fixed idea, and that was to invent machines and to get greasy with machine oil and lubricant,” Honda would say later in his life.

For weeks and months after seeing a motor vehicle for the first time, Honda could not think of anything but motor engines. There was nothing he liked more than the sound and smell of motors. However, the only motor in his village was a rice-polishing mill. Motorbikes and motor cars were never seen in his village at that time. Honda would often travel with his grandfather to the rice-polishing mill where he would spend hours just watching the machine.

“The sound of the machine was my first music,” Honda recalled. 

When he could not go to see the mill, he would look at the mill’s blue smoke from his home.

Honda’s second magical moment came when he saw an airplane for the very first time. In 1917, an American pilot called Art Smith came to Japan to do aerial demonstration of his biplane. One of his stops was in the town of Hamamatsu, twenty miles away from Honda’s village.

Once Honda got hold of the news of the airplane, there was no way he was not going. But he knew his parents would not allow him to go. So, he stole some money and father’s bike to make the twenty-mile journey. The bike was too big for him and his legs too short to reach the paddles. The only way was to put one of his legs through the bike’s crossbar and ride it askew. 

When he reached the venue, however, another obstacle was waiting for him. The money he had stolen from his father was not enough get admission. So, he climbed a nearby pine tree, broke some branches to camouflage himself and watched the entire show.  

Seeing the airplane left a deep impression on young Honda. It cemented his interest in mechanical objects.

Of course, when he got back home, his father was waiting disturbed by the missing money, bike and young Honda. Honda came clean and told his father everything. Hearing Honda’s story, his father’s anger faded and the two spent the rest of the evening talking about the airplane.
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Failing in School and Forging the Family Seal
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Honda loved machines and all mechanical objects. The same, however, could not be said for his classroom education. Honda did go to school but he simply could not make sense of what was taught in the classroom. He could understand the mechanics very easily but when it came to reading, writing and calligraphy, he simply hated them. Most days, he would not even show up. He Probably, he was dreaming of the mechanics which did not leave much room for him to focus on what was taught in the classroom.

But Honda was a smart kid. At the end of the quarter at school, all students were handed grade reports. The students had to show the reports to their parents and bring them back with the family seal. In Japan, families used seal instead of signatures. The family seal on the reports would show that the parents have seen the children’s reports. 

With such poor marks, however, Honda obviously was not too keen on sharing his reports with his parents. So, he came up with a plan endorse his reports himself.

He cut a piece of rubber from an old tire, etched the family name on it and stamped his reports. 

When Honda’s school friends learnt about his trick, they asked him to help with their family seal too. Honda was all too happy to help them out.

What you have to remember is that the character etched on the seal should be mirror-image so that when you
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